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Yeung Kun Shoe Repair

Alleyway, Kweilin / Ki Lung Streets,
Sham Shui Po
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Yeung Kun, often called Uncle Kun,
repaired shoes for more than 60
years. He started learning the trade
as a teenager in China, moved to
Macau in the 1950s, and within 20
years managed to save enough
money to move to Hong Kong where
there were more opportunities.
Choosing a prominent street corner
in Sham Shui Po to set up his stall, he
was later forced to move to a nearby
alley when a new building sprang up.
For the last 40 years of his working
life, he worked in that small space
measuring just one metre wide.

Maybe it’s about time to retire. | have
worked long enough.

—— Yeung Kun
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| took a pair of shoes along with me

the first time | went to meet Uncle
Kun, as | felt uncomfortable arriving
empty-handed and expecting him to
give up time to talk with a stranger. As
| introduced myself, however, | could
quickly see that he was absolutely
delighted to chat. He proudly showed
me his tradesman’s licence from the
government which costs HK$7,000 a
year. That is around US$1,000, just to
be given the right to ply his trade from
a tiny alleyway under a corrugated

tin roof. Customers would bring in
leather shoes, bags and belts, and he
charged a few dollars for the repair.
Police officers were regulars, bringing
their black boots all worn-out from
walking the beat.

Uncle Kun told me he would soon
retire. He thought he had worked long
enough, and could no longer afford
the licence fee. Showing no anger,
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just disappointment, he said someone
had recently stolen his heavy iron
sewing machine in the middle of

the night. He had had that sewing
machine for over 30 years, and now
that it was gone, he had made his
mind up to quit.

This kind man who had worked his
entire life to earn around HK$200-300
a day was about to stop working, but
had no pension or provident fund, and
no savings to last him throughout his
old age. All his earnings had gone to
support his daughter in China and to
pay the rent for his small, subdivided
room in Sham Shui Po.

| wanted to do something for him,

to show him that there are folks out
there who care, and so with help of

a few friends, collected a small red
‘laisee’ packet of cash as a gesture
to thank him for his contribution to the
local community over the years.

Over the next few months we became
friends. | visited him every so often
for a chat, eventually persuading him
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to apply for the social welfare that he
was entitled to. He had no idea how to
go about it, and neither did |, but after
a few failures and problems with the
paperwork, we succeeded. He could
not really believe that the government
was willing to give him money every
month to help towards rent and food.
Perhaps there is something that the
government and social workers can

do to raise awareness among elderly
people: making sure that they all know
about their entitlement. It is not much
money, but even a few dollars can
make a difference. Anyway, once he
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began to receive the monthly payments,
Uncle Kun would telephone to say he
had received that month’s cheque and
would like to take me out for a cup of
tea at his local tea house. | looked
forward to those chats.

The last time | heard his voice

was the day before we were due

to meet up at our usual teahouse.

| telephoned him the next day to
confirm our plan, but he never
answered the phone. It was his
daughter who told me Uncle Kun had
passed away the night before while
playing mahjong with his friends.

This lovely friend had only just

started to enjoy a less demanding

life away from work, with a few extra
dollars in his pocket, and suddenly
he was gone. | was so upset and
disheartened. His life of a little bit
more leisure was cut short, but
maybe it was not such a bad way to
go for someone who had dedicated
his life to his trade.

Uncle Kun, | think of you every time
| wear the shoes that you repaired,
and | still miss our cups of tea.
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