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Introduction

It is no exaggeration that the average law-abiding person in Hong Kong 
encounters private security personnel on a daily basis. For most people these 
meetings are much more frequent than their interactions with of  cers of 
the Hong Kong Police or the Independent Commission Against Corruption 
(ICAC).1  Except for small or old buildings, most domestic and industrial 
premises in Hong Kong employ watchmen or guards. On entering these 
premises, residents and visitors alike are usually monitored by close circuit 
television (CCTV) surveillance devices. Nor is this use of surveillance 
restricted to people of a particular class or  nancial standing. Occupants of 
low-cost housing schemes in ‘problem’ new towns such as Tin Shui Wai are as 
likely to be scrutinized as those living in the opulent houses on the Peak. Only 
the calibre of the security service will be different.

In common with other developed countries around the world, the 
private security industry in Hong Kong has grown dramatically during the 
last 40 years, not only in terms of the people employed, which in 2007 
was approximately three times the number of public police, but also with 
respect to the prevalence of electronic devices which are routinely accepted 
as a part of modern living.2  The old metal key has given way to electronic 
door codes that must be entered before gaining access to the lobby of many 
residential blocks, and people using lifts need to remember that their every 
act may be recorded by strategically positioned CCTV cameras. Additionally, 
many CCTV cameras have been installed above major highways throughout 
the territory to monitor traf  c  ow for of  cers of the Police and Transport 
Departments. This adds another way that the public, or at least their vehicles, 
can be observed.3  

This does not mean that Hong Kong has become an Orwellian nightmare 
or that Big Brother monitors every act committed by the average citizen, but 
there can be no doubt that we are now observed at work, home and leisure 
in ways that would have been unthinkable a few years ago. Even at airports, 
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private security personnel scrutinize transparent bags containing passengers’ 
toothpaste and other toiletries before allowing their owners to embark. With 
so many people involved in the private security business, several questions 
spring to mind. For instance, what are the necessary quali  cations and training 
for people who can pry into parts of our homes, of  ces and even the shopping 
malls where large sections of Hong Kong’s people go to unwind? What legal 
powers do security guards have over members of the public? What, if any, 
control does the government exert over personnel working in different parts 
of the security industry and has this control changed over time as living has 
become more complicated? How do ‘sworn’ police of  cers view those who 
seem to police the public more frequently than the ‘proper’ police? Because 
of Hong Kong’s colonial past, one  nal question is: how have the views of 
early British and Hong Kong Governments in  uenced the development of the 
private security industry in Hong Kong? It is this last question that forms the 
basis of this book. 

What Does Private Security/Private Policing Really Mean?

Until thirty years ago, little had been written about private policing or the 
private security industry. As time passed and relevant material became 
available, academic researchers considered the subject to be worth more 

Figure 1.1 CCTV camera on guardhouse of Legislative Council Chambers.
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consideration. However, this increased interest brought an unusual challenge 
since some authors appeared to  nd dif  culty in de  ning what was meant by 
‘private security’, ‘the private security industry’, ‘private policing’ and other 
related terms. As the private security industry matured and attracted more 
attention, these dif  culties with terminology seemed to increase. Since it is 
important to understand these terms at the beginning of the book, some of the 
key words will be examined. In their recent study entitled ‘Private Security’, 
George and Button chose the New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary as the 
source of their de  nition of ‘Security’ and this very adequately covers the 
main alternative meanings.

Security

The condition of being protected from or not being exposed to danger … 
The condition of being protected from espionage, attack or theft. Also, 
the condition of being kept in safe custody … The provision or exercise 
of measures to ensure such safety … Freedom from care, anxiety, or 
apprehension; a feeling of safety or freedom from danger … Freedom from 
doubt; con  dence, assurance … The quality of being securely  xed or 
attached, stability.4 

When writing about the emerging subject in 1971, Kakalik and Wildhorn 
held a simple view and argued that:

Private police and private security forces and security personnel are used 
generically in this report to include all types of organizations and individuals 
providing all types of security related services, including investigation, 
guard, patrol, lie detection, alarm, and armoured transportation.5 

 Nearly three decades later in 2000, George and Button differentiated 
the ‘private security industry’ from ‘private security’ as follows: while the 
private security industry ‘encompasses all those individuals and organizations 
that produce and provide “private security” products and services’, private 
security ‘comprises the products and services themselves’.6  Seven years 
earlier, Trofymowych attempted to divide the private security industry into 
two sections, ‘manned security’ and ‘security hardware’ with the former being 
de  ned as the

provision of personnel who perform policing functions such as guards, patrol 
persons,  oor detectives, investigators, escorts, couriers, alarm respondents, 
auditors and security consultants.7  
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This description may lead the reader to contemplate the meaning of 
‘policing’, particularly when quali  ed by ‘private’. Even this is not without 
its problems since it is generally agreed that de  ning ‘police’ is easier than 
‘policing’. According to Reiner, ‘Policing is an aspect of social control 
processes which occurs universally in all social situations in which there is 
at least the potential for con  ict, deviance, or disorder.’ However, ‘While 
policing may be universal, the “police” as a specialized body of people given 
the primary formal responsibility for legitimate force to safeguard security is 
a feature only of relatively complex societies’.8  In most developed societies 
policing is no longer the province of the public police and, in a growing 
number of countries, the number of people employed in private policing far 
exceeds those in public police forces. 

This distinction between private and public, often referred to as the 
public/private dichotomy, has been the subject of intense debate for many 
years. Fortunately, in the context of this current study, the distinction is more 
straightforward because, during the period under review, Hong Kong was a 
British colony with most of the funding supplied by the government or the 
private sector. There were exceptions and these will be dealt with at the 
appropriate time. 

Possibly one of the clearest modern de  nitions of ‘Private Police’ appears 
in a recent book by Sarre and Prenzler who consider it to mean:

those persons who are employed or sponsored by a commercial enterprise 
on a contract or ‘in-house’ basis, using public or private funds, to engage 
in tasks (other than vigilante action) where the principal component is a 
security or regulatory function.9 

Despite differing views about the most appropriate de  nitions, there is 
general agreement that major changes have occurred recently in the realm of 
policing throughout the world and these have resulted in the greater importance 
of private policing and increased use of professionals in the private security 
industry. Some researchers, including Lim and Nalla, when discussing modern 
private police in Singapore, intentionally used the terms ‘Private Policing’ and 
‘Private Security’ interchangeably.10  In this they have continued the practice 
of Kakalik and Wildhorn three decades earlier, one that will also be followed 
in this book. Because the main period covered by this book is 1841–1941, 
its subject matter relates primarily to the humble watchman and guard rather 
than the ‘high tech’ aspects of the industry such as CCTV,  ngerprint scanners 
and iris pattern recognition equipment since these advances simply did not 
exist. Until recently, the private security industry in Hong Kong, like so many 
aspects of the territory, relied almost entirely on its people. The introduction 
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to the local market of anything more complicated than a simple locking device 
only occurred during the last 40 years whilst the  rst modern commercial 
cash-in-transit service started in 1960.11  

Thus, in the context of this current study, the terms ‘Private Policing’ and 
‘Private Security’ will be used to describe personnel engaged in any form of 
security other than (i) sworn police of  cers, or staff of the other Hong Kong 
disciplined services such as the Prisons Department, Customs and Excise 
Department, Immigration Department etc; (ii) personnel employed in the 
various arms of the British military including the Naval Dockyard Police; (iii) 
the Royal Hong Kong Regiment (The Volunteers) and (iv) the Triads, who 
may be regarded as a very effective, albeit illegal, method of private policing

Modern Financial Returns from Private Security

Worldwide the modern private security industry is a multi-billion dollar 
business encompassing much more than the human element and relying 
increasingly on sophisticated surveillance devices, armour-plated vehicles 
and micro-electronic identi  cation instruments for the protection of people, 
property and premises. To comprehend the size and value of the industry, it 
is generally agreed that the main international private security companies 
are Group 4 Securicor (G4S) and Securitas AB with the former employing 
470,000 personnel worldwide, 160,000 in Asia including 4,700 in Hong Kong 
and a workforce of 974 on the Chinese mainland.12  G4S reported a turnover 
of £4,353.6m during 2006, an increase of £308m over the previous year. 
Securitas AB, the other major player with 215,000 employees in more than 
30 countries, reported a growth in sales of 6 percent in 2006 compared to the 
previous year.13  

In Hong Kong,  rms engaged in any aspect of private security must 
possess a valid licence issued by the Security and Guarding Services Industry 
Authority (SGSIA) before they can work legally. By March 2007 almost 900 
valid licences had been issued; a  gure providing a reasonable estimate of the 
number of  rms engaged in one or more areas of the private security industry.14

Britain’s Last Major Colony

Even before its return to China in 1997, the idea of Hong Kong as a ‘colony’ 
struck many inhabitants as inappropriate, or even worse. To avoid causing 
offence, the ‘colonial’ adjective was removed from prominent Hong Kong 
Government signs and some books written about Hong Kong became much 
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more critical of its ‘colonial’ past. However, regardless of whether one 
disapproves of or (less likely) agrees with the concept of colonization, its 
existence is a historical fact. Equally indisputable is the fact that colonial 
powers brought with them certain customs including laws, language and 
systems of education. Some of these were amended to suit local needs. For 
instance, the legal system that was introduced in Hong Kong during the 1840s 
was basically English Law with local Chinese characteristics. However, not all 
institutions brought to the colonies mirrored those of the colonial power. The 
police force in Hong Kong is a prime example. The system of paramilitary 
policing in the 1840s was regarded as being more like that of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary than the system found in the local municipal police forces in 
British cities although the importance of the Irish in  uence has since been 
disputed.15  

So, where did Hong Kong  t when it came to regulation of the private 
security industry? Did it follow Britain’s example where, until the present 
millennium, regulation was so limited that anyone with a criminal record 
could open a security company with impunity?16  Or did the proliferation 
of ordinances and regulations introduced into Hong Kong throughout its 
development intrude into the guarding business in Britain’s last major colony?17 

This book will trace the development of private security in Hong Kong 
during the former British colony’s  rst hundred years from 1841, when the 
British acquired the island of Hong Kong from the Chinese, until 1941, when 
the Japanese occupied the territory. It will examine the interaction between the 
Hong Kong Government and the various types of early local private policing, 
some of which were unique to Hong Kong. It will illustrate the close and 
sometimes uncomfortable association between the colonial powers in Hong 
Kong and the various groups of private security personnel who operated 
throughout the  rst century of Hong Kong’s existence. It will examine the 
genesis of these organizations and the complex ways in which the Hong 
Kong Government permitted these private security personnel to control the 
non-European population at the least possible cost to the Exchequer. We will 
see that, far from the non-interventionist approach in Great Britain, Hong 
Kong’s watchmen and guards were strictly controlled and the  rst Watchmen 
Ordinance of 1928 existed until 1950 only to be replaced six years later by 
the Watchmen Ordinance of 1956 which, in turn, remained in force until 1995 
when it was superseded by the more modern Security and Guarding Services 
Ordinance.
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Previous Literature concerning Hong Kong’s Security

Public Security in Hong Kong

Until the early 1980s, very little had been published about any kind of security 
in Hong Kong, public or private. A few police of  cers wrote accounts of 
their time in the Hong Kong Police Force but these tended to be anecdotal 
or highly specialized. Thus, whilst Andrew’s experiences as a Hong Kong 
Detective between the two World Wars make interesting reading, it is a highly 
personal view of police work portraying a rather romanticized version of life 
in the force from 1913 to 1938. Mr. Andrew’s more recent claim to fame is 
his remarkable longevity, having survived to the great age of 106.18  He also 
appears in this study because of his duties in charge of the District Watch Force 
in the late 1920s and mid-1930s. At the other end of the spectrum is Morgan’s 
description of the Triad Societies in Hong Kong, regarded as a classic in its 
 eld and still available nearly 50 years after its publication in 1960. Between 

1933 and 1935, the South China Morning Post published a long-running series 
written by Jarrett entitled ‘Old Hong Kong’ and this included several articles 
dealing with the police and piracies. Years later Luff produced some intriguing 
articles about the early days of the Hong Kong Police as part of a series called 
‘This Hong Kong’ which appeared in the China Mail between 1958 and 1959.

However, it was not until 1982 that The Royal Hong Kong Police (1841 
–1945) by Criswell and Watson was published. The inclusion in the title of the 
regal pre  x is dif  cult to understand since Queen Elizabeth II did not confer 
the ‘Royal’ designation until 1969 in recognition of the work done by police 
of  cers during the riots of 1967. Regardless of the anticipatory nature of its 
title, the book was the  rst published de  nitive study of the development of 
the police force in Hong Kong and received an enthusiastic endorsement from 
Roy Henry, the commissioner of police. The year 1983 saw the publication of 
Asia’s Finest, written by journalist and long-time Hong Kong resident Kevin 
Sinclair. Despite its considerable and well-deserved popularity, it cannot be 
regarded as a serious academic study of the force. Moreover, this was never 
the intention. Sinclair described it as ‘An illustrated account of the Royal 
Hong Kong Police’ and made no claim that it was anything more formal. 
The popularity of the original book, together with the return of Hong Kong 
to China in 1997, set the scene for the sequel, Asia’s Finest Marches On, by 
Sinclair and Ng. Ward’s Sui Geng: The Hong Kong Marine Police 1841–1950 
appeared in 1991 and, like its land-based relative, received a glowing of  cial 
endorsement. 
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In recent years, specialized areas of policing in Hong Kong have been 
addressed in different ways. Some have been papers such as The Localization 
of the Hong Kong Police Force, 1842–1947 by Miners at a 1988 conference on 
‘Policing the Empire’ whilst others were dissertations in postgraduate courses 
by locally-based students in the  elds of Criminology, Public Order, Security 
Management and Law.19  Research projects also formed a major part of the 
middle and higher management training schemes organized by the (then) 
Royal Hong Kong Police for its of  cers and dealt with matters of contemporary 
concern to police chiefs of staff. However, unlike theses and dissertations for 
higher degrees, these internal reports are not available for outside scrutiny. 

Private Policing in Hong Kong

The question ‘What books have been written about private policing or private 
security in Hong Kong?’ can be answered in one word: None. However, it 
would be wrong to imply that all aspects of private security in Hong Kong 
have been neglected. Additionally, the extent of this coverage depends on the 
de  nition of ‘private security’. The following comments relate only to books 
and other publications in English. Some works listed have referred to material 
in Chinese sources but these have been few and relate mainly to the Nam Pak 
Hong and the Po Leung Kuk.20  

It can be argued that the district watchmen formed one of the earliest 
organized groups of private security personnel in Hong Kong. In the early 
1970s, Lethbridge wrote about the District Watch Committee for the Hong 
Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (HKBRAS)21  and this was included 
in his book Hong Kong: Stability and Change. Although describing the district 
watchmen and their duties, the main thrust was the political signi  cance of 
the District Watch Committee rather than a commentary on the watchmen. 
Lethbridge also mentioned the private detectives employed by the Tung Wah 
Hospital and the Po Leung Kuk, some of whom were district watchmen and 
were noted by Sinn in her book Power and Charity: The Early History of 
the Tung Wah Hospital.22  District watchmen also  gure in the main reference 
books about Hong Kong by Munn, Carroll, Tsang, Eitel, Norton-Kyshe, 
Sayer, Endacott and Miners but the watchmen make little more than a brief 
appearance in these works. In 1979 Hayes contributed a short article to the 
HKBRAS about the background of the Nam Pak Hong merchants in early 
Hong Kong and the formation of their security force was mentioned brie  y. 
Many of the standard historical texts about Hong Kong refer to D’Aguilar’s 
comically nicknamed ‘Bamboo Ordinance’ but this legislation seems to have 
been included because of the odd behaviour of Major-General D’Aguilar 
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rather than the watchmen themselves. None of these authors placed the 
different groups of private security personnel in the context of the colony’s 
need for a comprehensive security system comprising both the public and 
private aspects. Finally, the growing and changing use of its own security 
people within different departments of the Hong Kong Government has, to the 
author’s knowledge, never been explored. 

Since the introduction of the Security and Guarding Services Bill (No. 97 
of 1994), two Hong Kong Police of  cers studying Security Management chose 
private security as topics for their dissertations.23  Additionally, some projects 
undertaken by police of  cers as part of the force’s management courses have 
dealt with private security matters.24  

Other Literature about Private Policing and Private Security 

Unlike the situation in Hong Kong, the attention of several British academics 
has been drawn to the topics of ‘private security’ and ‘private policing’ 
during the recent past. The early contribution of Draper in 1978 should not be 
overlooked and this most readable of books emphasized the dearth of previous 
interest in the subject as well as stimulating the reader to know more. South’s 
book Policing for Pro  t: The Private Security Sector examined the subject 
from a criminologist’s perspective and remains one of the important early 
works. Another important book is Johnston’s The Rebirth of Private Policing 
which examined the interaction between the public and private forms of 
policing and also identi  ed the ‘in between’ category that he named ‘hybrid 
policing’.25  This book, together with his later contribution, ‘Policing diversity: 
the impact of the public-private complex in policing’, are landmark works 
for those interested in the subject. Although much of Johnston’s  ndings 
are speci  c to modern Britain, these issues are also worth considering in 
relation to private security in Hong Kong during its formative years. During 
the 1990s, new scholarly works by criminologists appeared with amazing 
rapidity and are too numerous to mention here. However, no review would be 
complete without the inclusion of Private Security and Public Policing (1998) 
by Jones and Newburn, ‘the  rst empirical study of its kind to examine the 
growth of “private” policing and its relationship with, and implications for, 
the public police service’.26  These authors stressed the problems inherent in 
writing about private security in the UK because of the dif  culties in de  ning 
the terms ‘public’ and ‘private’ in the context of policing and endorsed the 
position taken by Johnston with respect to the importance of ‘hybrid policing’ 
in the modern setting. Two new books have already become household names 
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to those interested in private security issues. Private Security, by long-time 
campaigner Bruce George, MP and Mark Button, appeared in 2000 whilst a 
companion volume, Private Policing, by Button was published two years later. 
Both works have added substantially to an understanding of the subject. 

A sizable body of literature dealing with the private security industry in 
the United States and Canada appeared during the last 40 years starting with 
the government-sponsored Rand Report.27  The extent of this national coverage 
is not surprising given the prevalence of private policing in America since 
the days of Wells Fargo’s stage coaches,28  its importance during the Civil 
War and the part played by private security companies in strike breaking.29

Nemeth’s classic, Private Security and the Law, is now in its third edition and a 
useful addition is Pastor’s The Privatization of Police in America based on his 
PhD thesis that he defended the day before the terrorist attacks in September 
2001. However, for the purposes of this current study, the most relevant authors 
are Canadians Shearing and Stenning, particularly their early paper ‘Modern 
Private Security: Its Growth and Implications’, their collection of contributions 
by major international authors in Private Policing and Shearing’s paper ‘The 
relation between public and private policing’.30  

Given the political sensitivity of the subject, it comes as no surprise 
that almost nothing has been published internationally about private security 
on the Chinese mainland. However, an important paper by Professor Guo 
Taishing of the Department of Public Order and Crime Prevention, Security 
University, PRC appeared in 1999 entitled ‘Private Security in China: A Note 
on Recent Developments’.31  Elsewhere in Asia, Kuo considered the work 
attitudes of private guards in the southern part of Taiwan and Lee examined 
the ‘Historical Development of Private Policing in Korea during the Pre-
Modern Era’.32 Recently Yoshida and Leishman addressed the importance of 
private and ‘plural’ policing in Japan in Jones and Newburn’s Plural Policing: 
A Comparative Perspective whilst a modern perception of Singapore’s private 
security personnel was described by Nalla and Lim.33  The growing importance 
of private policing in Australia has been studied by academics Sarre and 
Prenzler and their proli  c work has added a new and much-needed dimension 
to the subject.

The long history of watchmen providing important security for villages 
and towns in mediaeval England is an almost obligatory part of any book 
about private policing in Britain and the Americas as are the reasons for the 
introduction of the 1829 Metropolitan Police Bill. However, although of 
general interest, these will not be repeated here since the topics have been 
dealt with comprehensively elsewhere.34  
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Format

In this introduction we have seen that, in common with other modern societies, 
private security occupies an important part in the lives of most people living 
and working in Hong Kong. Private policing impinges on all but a few, even 
though the average resident is unaware of the extent of its control. Based on 
the large number of personnel involved in the industry, it is an area that should 
not be ignored. Different authors have been attracted to various aspects of 
private security for their own reasons. Sometimes it was central to their studies 
whilst on other occasions it was merely peripheral. 

This current work will map the  rst hundred years’ development of the 
human side of private policing in Hong Kong — the watchman, guard and 
gatekeeper — with particular reference to the in  uence exerted by different 
arms of the Hong Kong Government in the running of such operations. Since 
most of the material will be dealt with chronologically, Chapter 2 begins by 
examining the precarious state of security, both public and private, that existed 
in Hong Kong during the early 1840s and persisted until the mid-1860s. 
Chapter 3 investigates the District Watch Force and shows how the Hong Kong 
Government was an omnipresent power in this supposedly private security 
organization. In Chapter 4 the three other local bodies employing security 
personnel are considered. Once again it will become apparent that, with the 
exception of the Nam Pak Hong, the Hong Kong Government was able to 
maintain control of the security personnel in these private organizations. 
Chapter 5 looks at the place of non-constabulary security staff within the Hong 
Kong Civil Service and shows how, in departments that would not normally 
be regarded as requiring internal security, considerable power was given to 
menial staff over members of the public simply by the Hong Kong Government 
passing the necessary legislation. Here it is suggested that this is one of the 
earliest examples of what, in modern parlance, is known as ‘hybrid policing’. 
This chapter also draws attention to the multi-national make-up of the security 
‘forces’ within different government departments. The question of anti-piracy 
guards and watchmen is investigated in Chapter 6, particularly the important 
part played by the Hong Kong Police in providing registered watchmen,  rst 
for ships and then for shore duties. It will be clear from the statistics that, 
for many years, of  cers of the Hong Kong Police were actively involved in 
operating a commercial security undertaking of considerable size. This part 
of the study concludes by examining the stated reasons for introducing the 
 rst Watchmen Ordinance and its rami  cations, particularly with respect 

to the control exerted by the Hong Kong Government over the majority of 
the colony’s Indian community. Chapter 7 takes us to the New Territories 
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and examines the ways that the Hong Kong Government and village private 
security were intertwined from the turn of the nineteenth century. Finally, 
Chapter 8 considers Shanghai and shows that the Shanghai Municipal Police 
had been intimately involved with the provision of private security personnel 
to the commercial sector of the Settlement long before their opposite numbers 
in the Hong Kong Police.

Throughout the hundred years and different areas that are investigated, 
a recurring theme will be seen. This is the added control that the Hong Kong 
Government was able to exert over ordinary Hong Kong residents by the 
actions of private security men or hybrid police in the different government 
departments. Usually this additional control involved the Exchequer in 
minimal expense. Sometimes, as with the gunpowder storage depôt, it provided 
the government with a substantial income. However, this extra power that the 
government exerted was usually directed at speci  c racial groups and classes 
within the community. Thus, whilst most European Hong Kong residents 
were rarely affected by the existence of these private security forces or the 
background government registration, these matters were central to the lives of 
many Indian and Chinese members of the population. 

Many authors from Bernard in 1844, Eitel in 1895, Endacott in 1958 up 
to the recent studies of Munn and Carroll have described the events leading 
to the departure of the British,  rst from Canton to Macao in early 1839 
and from Macao to Hong Kong later the same year. Similarly, the complex 
issues surrounding the antagonism between Britain and China, including 
the diametrically opposite views held by these two countries with respect to 
trade, that resulted in the First Anglo-Chinese or ‘Opium War’ of 1839–1842, 
have been dealt with exhaustively elsewhere and need not be repeated here.35 
However, no history of early Hong Kong, even one dealing with a speci  c 
matter like private security, should ignore the most relevant events leading to 
the birth of the colony. This is because the events and the personalities involved 
in these incidents were of considerable importance. Much of this study deals 
with these matters in chronological order since, inevitably, some earlier 
events had a direct in  uence on what followed. However, the book will not be 
structured only according to sequential governors. Whilst it is true that certain 
administrators, particularly those in the early years, contributed signi  cantly 
to the development of private security in Hong Kong, this contribution was not 
restricted to governors.
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Conclusion

If a time-traveller, returning to Hong Kong in the 1840s, had bumped into 
Messrs. D’Aguilar, Caine and Gutzlaff and told them that, 170 years later, 
private policing was such an accepted way of modern life that more than 
83,000 Hong Kong women possessed the Security Personnel Permits (SPPs) 
necessary for them to work in the territory’s private security industry, these 
Victorian gentlemen would have been utterly  abbergasted. If they had then 
been informed that this large number of ‘female’ SPPs was three times that of 
the entire force of uniformed of  cers of both genders in the Hong Kong Police, 
they would have been shocked. And, undoubtedly, smelling salts would have 
been needed to revive the trio on hearing that over 275,000 SSPs had been 
issued to Hong Kong people wishing to work in the private security business.1 

There is no doubt that modern private policing affects a growing number 
of people in developed countries, including Hong Kong, and this has been 
particularly noticeable in the new millennium since the terrorist attacks in 
New York, Bali, Madrid and London. Worldwide, private security in its many 
guises is a complex and highly lucrative business, at least for those operating 
or investing in large, successful, multinational companies. However, some of 
Hong Kong’s private security personnel are among the territory’s most poorly 
paid workers, a fact that has not escaped the local government’s attention 
and prompted a campaign to encourage Hong Kong employers to provide 
reasonable wages in the absence of a legal minimum pay structure.2  In other 
parts of the world, particularly the UK, concern about the private security 
industry’s remit has extended far beyond the  nancial aspect to include some 
fundamental, ethical questions about employing private policing personnel in 
war zones such as Iraq.3  

Throughout the preceding chapters, a pattern has emerged as regards the 
Hong Kong Government’s view of private watchman and that is a pattern of 
control. Chinese watchmen employed by British and foreign merchants who 
settled in Hong Kong after 1841 were part of the local landscape, some having 
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followed their employers from Macao. Private security was needed at this 
time because there was no public police force and the military were unable 
to prevent thefts from residences and business houses. However, Chinese 
watchmen were not the only people involved in private policing work during 
the colony’s early days. Jardines’ armed sepoy guards protected its premises 
and this East Point Police was essential to ward off pirates who attempted to 
plunder the company’s house on the outskirts of the new settlement. Although 
there are no reports that Hong Kong authorities attempted to in  uence Jardines’ 
Indian guards, the government de  nitely sought to control Chinese watchmen 
working for other Europeans, and even eliminate the system. Whilst it was 
forced to engage private watchmen to guard its own premises, the government 
was unwilling to legitimise their presence. This need for personnel to protect 
government buildings could have been used to press the Home Government 
for an ef  cient police force but another view must be considered. After all, if 
a few Chinese watchmen were suf  cient to guard of  cial premises in Hong 
Kong, politicians in London might have viewed a costly police force as an 
unnecessary luxury. Elliot’s unpopular decisions had ensured that Hong Kong 
was not the British Government’s favourite place in the 1840s and Governor 
Pottinger’s requests for well-trained British of  cers to police Hong Kong were 
refused because of costs. Yet, despite the administration’s inability to provide 
Hong Kong with an effective police force in the 1840s, it was the stated opinion 
of its top of  cials that the use of private watchmen should be stopped as soon 
as possible.4  We may wonder at this ambiguity. Why did the private watchmen 
receive such bad press? Perhaps, if the Hong Kong Government could rid the 
colony of these men, this could be used as a further justi  cation for the speedy 
arrival of the small number of British policemen from the Metropolitan Police 
Force. 

Maybe the Chinese watchmen really were useless. However, being 
unsuccessful at preventing crime is not the same as being actively involved 
in it. At this time, Chinese watchmen appear to have been victims of a smear 
campaign because, although there was no proof that they had been working 
with criminals, they were viewed as accomplices in robberies. Whilst no 
criminal cases were brought to court where a watchman was convicted of such 
wrongdoing, the perception persisted that private watchmen were to blame for 
the spate of robberies in private residences. It would be naive to suggest that 
every Chinese private watchman was a paragon of virtue and honesty, but there 
is no doubt that these men received considerably more attention than other 
workers. The fact that Gutzlaff was instructed to examine only the character 
of watchmen — not bakers, tailors or builders — illustrates the prevailing 
antagonism towards this particular group of Chinese men.
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Quite sensibly, watchmen had been exempted from the provisions of 
Caine’s  rst curfew of 1842 since, if watchmen were forbidden to go outside, 
they would not be able to patrol the grounds of a house. The apparent inclusion 
of Chinese private watchmen in Caine’s second curfew again shows how the 
colonial authorities exerted their in  uence thereby preventing these men from 
being effective at their task. Emphasizing the de  ciencies of this group of 
workers seems to have been paramount rather than a desire to improve the 
existing system and enable the watchmen to work as an effective team rather 
than inef  cient individuals. And, of course, D’Aguilar’s ‘Bamboo Ordinance’ 
is another example of governmental control directed speci  cally at private 
watchmen. 

District Watch Force

The District Watch Force of 1866 was a far cry from the organization envisaged 
by the Chinese merchants who wanted their business premises protected by 
their own race. Its birth and long history have been described in Chapter 3 
and need not be repeated. However, the main features of this organization 
are worth considering from the perspective of of  cial control. The merchants 
could not have foreseen a situation where head district watchmen reported 
daily to the captain superintendent of police, particularly when these same 
merchants were paying for the scheme. The men who approached Governor 
MacDonnell for permission to form this ‘force’ had demonstrated that they 
were no fools when it came to timing and strategic planning, but they were 
no match for the more seasoned political players among the government. The 
award of the small annual grant to the District Watch Force may be viewed in 
different ways. Whilst the grant may have allowed the Force to function more 
easily by alleviating ‘cash  ow’ dif  culties, it also provided the government 
with more hold over the operation of the District Watch Force, thereby 
increasing the potential for further control over this group of men. Although 
there is no reason to believe that the Hong Kong Government of  cials had 
considered this aspect when the District Watch scheme was introduced, what 
emerged in 1866 was a system that provided government authorities with 
additional control over grass-roots Chinese residents using Chinese men 
who were paid almost entirely by Chinese merchants. Why, then, did the 
administration consent to the Chinese merchants’ suggestion to form their 
own Watch Force? Whilst it is tempting to believe that the plan was approved 
merely because MacDonnell thought it was a good idea, there may have been 
another, more calculated reason why the government agreed to the merchants’ 
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proposal. The Chinese elites had become more numerous and increasingly 
af  uent with the result that they paid more taxes into the colony’s coffers.5  It 
would have been unwise to upset this group of people unnecessarily.6  Thus, 
the more pragmatic members of government may have believed that giving 
the Chinese merchants a certain amount of control over their own security 
force was a small price to pay to avoid future trouble. There were probably 
several explanations. Economy was surely one and we can almost hear the 
voice of the former Governor Davis when speaking about the introduction of 
the Peace Of  cer scheme that ‘Another advantage attending the enactment 
under notice is its economy’.7  In modern management terminology, this 
could be regarded as a ‘win-win’ result for both the Chinese merchants and 
the Hong Kong Government. The merchants would gain ‘face’ since they 
had been able to persuade the government to agree to some of their terms. 
The Chinese shopkeepers could be assured that their area would be free from 
the attentions of the regular police except when serious crimes occurred, the 
government would gain extra hands that would leave their own men with more 
time to patrol the Central business district and, lastly, Smith, Lister and their 
colleagues could expect a less critical local community.

However, as time passed, control over the District Watch Force increased. 
The transfer of the entire District Watch Force to sanitary duties for three 
years must rank as one of the most highhanded and shortsighted schemes 
conceived by a Hong Kong Government of  cial or, in this case, an of  cer 
acting for the government, particularly as it resulted in more crime during 
these years. Had it not been for the subordinate position of power occupied 
by the Chinese merchants and their inability or unwillingness to refuse, it is 
doubtful whether other employers would have agreed to these changes. The 
pressing need for better sanitary conditions does not lessen the unfairness 
of the Chinese merchants’ having to pay the wages of these ‘reassigned’ 
district watchmen whilst the government contributed a mere $1 per person 
per month. The rules and punishments reminding district watchmen that their 
sanitary duties were of equal importance to their security function highlight 
the imbalance of power that existed whilst the registrar general’s terse rule 
regarding the transfer of district watchmen con  rms that the goal posts in this 
game could be moved at will and this movement could occur even after the 
last goal had been scored.8  

The passing of the District Watch Ordinance and the formation of the 
District Watch Committee enabled the government to continue its in  uence 
over the Force. Lockhart’s pro-Chinese stance only made it easier for this 
control to be seen as altruistic by the members of the Chinese elite who 
bene  ted from membership of this and similar committees. The colonial 
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administration could stop the annual grant and this power was used when the 
District Watch Force was considered to have grown too rich. Transferring 
this allowance to an expense under the police vote may be seen as further 
formalizing police control over the District Watch Force.

With the passage of years and the acquisition of government land for 
premises to accommodate both district watchmen and police of  cers, this 
association became ever closer. Undoubtedly it bene  ted the government 
and the Chinese elites who served on the District Watch Committee but the 
ordinary small shopkeeper was probably less enthusiastic. Whenever there 
was a situation requiring local knowledge, the district watchmen could be 
(and were) removed from their primary function. Thus, the precedent set by 
Chadwick in connection with their transfer to sanitary duties was repeated 
many times on smaller scales and for shorter periods. Each time the services 
of the watchmen were required to help with non-security duties such as 
acting as enumerators for censuses, assisting with plague work and even 
regulating residents queuing for water, they were withdrawn from their 
original duties — that of guarding the business premises of the Chinese 
merchants who paid their wages. Thus, the in  uence wielded by the 
government over the district watchmen was no  eeting thing — it existed 
from the formation of the Force in 1866 and continued until the occupation 
by the Japanese in 1941.9   

Detectives of the Tung Wah Hospital and Po Leung Kuk  

The maximum number of men employed in the District Watch Force was 140 
whilst, at the other end of the numerical spectrum, were the detectives engaged 
by the Tung Wah Hospital and the Po Leung Kuk Committees. No more than 
six detectives ever worked for the Tung Wah at one time whilst the Po Leung 
Kuk had only two men engaged in investigative work. However, the existence 
of even these few posts was enough to bring forth a storm of protest from 
the European community and, together with the government’s own desire to 
monitor the actions of the unof  cial detectives, this was suf  cient to ensure 
regular interaction if not co-operation between the colonial authorities and the 
Chinese detectives in the Tung Wah Hospital and the Po Leung Kuk. In the 
case of the Tung Wah Hospital detectives, it was the committee members who 
initiated the control since they wished the government to be responsible for the 
detectives’ wages. Nevertheless, in so doing, they opened the door for future 
control. The result was a system whereby the Hospital Committee guaranteed 
the character of the Tung Wah Hospital detectives while the government paid 
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for their work and offered the Hospital Committee the assistance of the District 
Watch Force that, ironically, was a private organization funded by Chinese 
merchants. The interaction went even further since any alleged victims or 
suspects in kidnapping cases had to be handed over to the registrar general. It 
was a complex tangle of local private security, public police, the Protector of 
the Chinese, the harbour master, the Law Courts and the Tung Wah Hospital 
Committee members. 

In much the same way that the few Chinese detectives employed by the 
Tung Wah Hospital caused consternation amongst the European population 
during the 1870s, the same mistrust surfaced two decades later with respect to 
the two Chinese detectives working for the Po Leung Kuk. Of course, it was 
not merely the detectives’ duties but the whole question of the Po Leung Kuk 
that upset some of the foreign community and resulted in the commission of 
enquiry culminating in Whitehead’s strenuous efforts to ensure that Francis’ 
method of controlling the detectives became a reality.10  Thus, the small band 
of security personnel working for a private organization, the Po Leung Kuk, 
was subject to extensive government control even though it was not paid from 
government funds. 

Hong Kong’s ‘Hybrid Police’

Chapter 5 dealt with the development, within different government 
departments, of several parallel systems of what may be referred to as hybrid 
policing. In this way the colonial authorities were able to extend their control 
over ordinary Hong Kong residents without the use of sworn police of  cers. 
The security men employed as forest guards, watchmen at the reservoirs 
and gatekeepers of the various hospitals, had no special training and were 
permitted to exercise this control merely because of government decree. 
However, the existence of these security posts had the effect of extending the 
scope of government control, particularly over the local Chinese population.11  
These men enforced rules laid down by their employer, the Hong Kong 
Government. Sometimes formalized by ordinance, these rules impacted on 
the daily life of the local man-in-the-street, man-in-the-forest or even the man 
using public buildings. Importantly, from the view point of of  cials concerned 
with budgets and staff estimates, this additional government hegemony was 
achieved without any corresponding increase in the size of the police force 
since these hybrid policing posts were scattered throughout the civil service 
with 150 men in various non-constabulary security duties throughout the 
Hong Kong Government by 1941.12  
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Most of the government security personnel’s responsibilities were 
not dissimilar to those of the regular police during the same period. This is 
particularly noticeable with the forest guards who worked alone and with 
sworn police constables in catching villagers who cut down trees for  rewood. 
Under certain ordinances, the powers of the watchmen and gatekeepers 
were far-reaching as was their ability to evict undesirables from government 
buildings and ‘other places’. Despite the low opinion of some departmental 
heads regarding the effectiveness of government’s hybrid policemen in the 
Botanical and Afforestation Department and the Sanitary Department, the 
fact remains that the power to control members of Hong Kong’s public was 
given to low-ranking, usually poorly paid, civil servants who were not sworn 
constables or even special constables. That some watchmen and guards did not 
use this enthusiastically, does not negate its existence.

Private Policing in Twentieth Century Hong Kong

By the twentieth century, the government’s involvement in operating some 
privately funded local security schemes as well as the use of hybrid police 
personnel within its different departments had become the norm and, during 
World War I, the captain superintendent of police was active in organizing 
groups of predominantly Indian guards and watchmen for anti-piracy duties 
on board ocean-going ships and river craft. These duties escalated and, by the 
1920s, the police chief was running a medium-sized private security ‘  rm’ 
supplying guards and watchmen to both ships and land-based commercial 
operations (Table 6.1). Until 1927, when the Watchmen Ordinance was  rst 
mooted, it is unclear what of  cial  nancial reward the police gained from 
this undertaking. Whilst stipulating the amount to be deposited by the ships’ 
owners with the colonial treasurer for the hire of security personnel, the rules 
under the 1914 Anti-Piracy Ordinance (Appendix 14) did not con  rm the pay 
received by guards or watchmen since it was only inferred, not stated, that the 
entire amount deposited with the colonial treasurer would be passed onto the 
guards and watchmen. Similarly, no reference appears in the regulations of 
any allowance being paid to the police for operating the scheme. Perhaps there 
was no pecuniary advantage and the reward was simply the knowledge that 
ships were provided with suitable men. Still another possibility is that, because 
the scheme was run on a relatively ad hoc basis, the question of fees to the 
government for its operation had not been addressed. 

Although the of  cial stated reason for introducing the new legislation 
in 1928 was the increased size of the Watchmen scheme, given the political 
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climate existing in Hong Kong during the middle and late 1920s, particularly 
the belief that seditious behaviour was endemic amongst the colony’s Indian 
residents, it is likely that intelligence gained from the enforced registration 
of all foreign (non-Chinese) watchmen would have been most attractive to 
the Hong Kong Government. The regulations made under the Watchmen 
Ordinance of 1928 are important in this current study because of the control 
they provided over both police and private watchmen.13  Unlike those under 
the 1914 Anti-Piracy Ordinance that noted only the amount to be deposited 
with the colonial treasurer, the 1928 Regulations were speci  c about the salary 
awarded to police watchmen, regardless of whether they were of Chinese race 
or ‘other police watchmen’ (§10). A massive nineteen regulations were listed 
concerning various aspects of private and police watchmen’s employment. 
Whilst police supervision was obligatory for police watchmen, of  cial control 
was not restricted to them but was extended, to a lesser extent, to men choosing 
to be private watchmen (Appendix 16).

The 1928 Watchmen Ordinance that had generated so much opposition 
from Hong Kong’s Indian community remained in operation until after civil 
administration was restored at the end of the Paci  c War and two different 
of  cial explanations were given for its demise in 1950. One was the extra work 
for police of  cers operating the scheme but the speci  c exclusion of Chinese 
watchmen from its provisions was an anachronism cited as the main reasons 
for its withdrawal. How ironic to recall that, when the bill was introduced, the 
exclusion clause was justi  ed because it was inappropriate to include Chinese 
watchmen as well as being dif  cult to operate the scheme if the Chinese were 
registered.14  Again the wheel had turned full circle.

Although it became unpopular with the police after World War II, the 1928 
Watchmen Ordinance operated throughout its lifetime with only a few minor 
amendments. Its registration clauses targeted men working in one speci  c 
occupation — private security. Additionally, although all foreign watchmen 
had to be registered, provide  ngerprints and be photographed, in practical 
terms this meant that Indians were the focus of the legislation. Thus, two 
decades before Hong Kong’s adult population was required by law to possess 
Hong Kong Government identity cards, a large number of Indian men had 
to agree to be photographed and provide their  ngerprints before they could 
work as watchmen.15  

Two years after the introduction of the 1928 Watchmen Ordinance 
Regulations, they were extended to the village scouts and guards in the New 
Territories (Appendix 20) and, in the same way that the mainly Indian private 
watchmen were subject to police control, similar restrictions applied to their 
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Chinese counterparts in the New Territories. Additionally, although the Hong 
Kong Government did not pay the village guards’ wages, these men were 
forced to carry their licence books containing thumbprint and photograph at 
all times and present them to any police of  cer for inspection.16  The village 
guards may have received no funding from the government but the regulations 
stipulated that they had to ‘attend at such times and places as may be directed 
by the Inspector General of Police’ and ‘take part in such parades, instructions 
and musketry as may be prescribed by the Inspector General of Police’.17  
In this way, government control over the private security men of the New 
Territories exceeded that of private watchmen in Hong Kong and Kowloon 
since only police watchmen, not private watchmen, had to attend of  cial 
parades, instruction and musketry and revolver practice organized by the 
police.18  Was the of  cial intention to extend government control over the New 
Territories’ population using the village guards and village scouts? There can 
be little doubt that, by establishing a pyramid with the Hong Kong Police at 
the top, the village guards and village scouts immediately below and the New 
Territories villagers at the base, the government expanded its in  uence over 
a large number of Chinese people at the lowest possible cost to the Treasury 
with respect to money and manpower.

Although the 1928 Watchmen Ordinance and the rules made under 
it were repealed in 1950, this was not the last legislation Hong Kong saw 
concerning private watchmen. For six uncomfortable years no registration or 
other government control existed over watchmen of any race operating in the 
colony. The consequences of this ‘vacuum’ were considerable. However, the 
background to the new legislation introduced in 1956 falls outside the scope 
of this book and will not be addressed other than noting its importance when 
understanding the most recent legislation that now affects more than 275,000 
people who are eligible to work in the territory’s private security industry by 
virtue of possessing the necessary permit.19  

The Shanghai Experience

The International Settlement of Shanghai was a true municipality governed on 
municipal lines from its earliest days as a foreign port. This meant that actions 
of any person employed by the Shanghai Municipal Council were (or could 
be) the Council’s responsibility and, conversely, the Council was required 
to consider residents’ opinions. Since the Settlement’s governing body was 
composed of the city’s own ratepayers, not some Whitehall appointee, this was 
important when it came to accountability. After all, the Municipal Councillors 
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were members of the community and not career diplomats. This accountability 
manifested itself in small but important ways such as listening to and acting on 
clients’ complaints about proposed increased fees for supervising Shanghai’s 
watchmen in 1914.20  

Despite the many differences in governing Hong Kong and Shanghai, one 
similarity is obvious. This relates to the control that the authorities exerted 
over their respective Indian communities who worked as private or police 
watchmen. Given the regular interchange of information between Hong Kong 
and Shanghai, it is reasonable to suggest that the colonial administration 
would have considered the workings of the watchmen schemes in Shanghai 
before introducing the Watchmen Ordinance that  nally became law in 1928. 
By then the Shanghai Municipal Police and the Shanghai Municipal Council 
had been running forces of Indian and Chinese watchmen for some 20 years 
with all the challenges that this involved. Rates of watchmen’s pay as well 
as the administrative charges for operating the scheme were formalized in 
Shanghai before 1910 and were taken over by the Shanghai Municipal Council 
in 1914, several years before the Hong Kong Government became involved in 
a similar scheme. 

Just as there were similarities in the way that Indian watchmen were 
treated in Hong Kong and Shanghai, there were notable differences in how the 
administrators of the two ports controlled their respective Chinese watchmen. 
Unlike their opposite numbers in Hong Kong who chose to disregard the 
colony’s Chinese watchmen for the purpose of registration, Shanghai’s 
authorities included Chinese watchmen in their mandatory registration system 
and were able to build up a  ngerprint record of watchmen of all nationalities. 
In the International Settlement, potential watchmen’s  ngerprints were 
checked before any man was registered in that capacity. It is worth noting in 
the context of social control that, by opting to exempt Chinese watchmen from 
compulsory registration, the Hong Kong Government overlooked or chose not 
to use a potential method of establishing an early database of ‘  ngerprints’ 
since each Hong Kong watchmen’s licence book included the thumbprint of 
its holder. Since only Chinese men who chose to register as police watchmen 
would have been issued with a licence book containing a thumbprint, only a 
few Chinese watchmen would have been subject to this checking procedure. 
When considering this omission, it is worth recalling the words of the attorney-
general who maintained that, not only would the compulsory registration and 
supervision of all Chinese watchmen in Hong Kong be more than the police 
could handle, ‘it would also be undesirable’. Almost certainly, the nature of 
this ‘undesirability’ was in  uenced by the recent social unrest in the colony 
during and after the seaman’s strike.



 CONCLUSION 151

 One of the most striking similarities between the two cities is that police 
of  cers in both the Crown colony of Hong Kong and the Treaty Port of 
Shanghai spent an awful lot of time and effort dealing with private security 
personnel in the form of watchmen. They, in fact, watched the watchmen!

 And they were not alone since a similar system operated in the Straits 
Settlements with only a few minor differences in terminology. Thus, it seems 
that problems arising from ‘private policing’ terms are nothing new and existed 
long before they were identi  ed by modern researchers. 

 This book has endeavoured to portray the long and sometimes 
complex history of various types of early private security personnel employed 
in Hong Kong during the  rst century of the colony’s existence. Whilst 
these were much less sophisticated times, there was considerable interaction 
between the Hong Kong Government and the grassroots guard or watchman 
from the time the  rst settlers landed at Possession Point in 1841 and this 
persisted throughout the  rst 100 years resulting in added government control 
over certain strata of Hong Kong society.
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