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e found this resilient fig tree that grows

out of nothing on the rooftop of 23
Temple Street. Nothing is known on the origin and
story of this pioneer plant which is our mission
to research. Project Save Rooftop Tree 23 Temple
Street was an attempt to spark the imagination of
local residents and neighbors around a wild-grown
tree on the rooftop of a mostly vacated 5-story
building. Through collecting signatures towards
a petition, organizing rooftop events, and asking
neighbors with tree view to take photos from
their homes, the project facilitated a network of
fresh conversations and unusual connections. The
resulting stories and (moving) pictures capture
something of the diversity of people and opinions
and the of this old Yaumatei neighborhood.
This artistic research provides the material for a
forthcoming book and/or video documentary.
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Meet The Fig Tree
10-11.11.2012, 3.00pm - 5.30pm
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Rooftop of Temple Street No.23
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Concern Group Meeting + Report
18.11.2012, 3.00pm - 5.00pm
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Rooftop of Temple Street No.23

Facebook: www.facebook.com/rooftoptree
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GO ASK A FIG TREE —

INSTIGATIONS INTO THE
COLLECTIVE NATURE OF

A KOWLOON NEIGHBORHOOD

Markuz Wernli

Very soon after arriving in Hong Kong | abandoned
my well-intended, preconceived project plans.

| simply started walking. This convergence of
people and commerce between Mong Kok and
Jordan street on the southern end of Kowloon
was too strong to resist. It was not long before |
discovered that some of the entrance doors were
unlocked. Nothing held me back from climbing
steep stairwells, which allowed — more often

than not — access to the rooftop. Only weeks

later | would learn that some staircases and the
occasional apartment door remain open for the air
to circulate. | am forever grateful for how Hong
Kong's humidity was working in my favor. The wild,
unintentional nature of the rooftops five or six
flights above street level was captivating. | started
to systematically make inventory of all rooftops in
the area - limited only by time and cardiovascular
stamina.

After each roof scape expedition | made sure to
touch base with Woofer Ten, which is a kind of
neighbor-driven, creative operation located in a
corner store. It is a place where next-door seniors
naturally mingle with cultural practitioners from
close and afar. | never knew what activity-in-
progress | would run into when arriving at Woofer
Ten. The gamut went from activist film screenings,
to locavore food pickling sessions, to traditional
Faa Pai (Flower Plaque ) installations of master-
in-residence Wong Nai Chung. The Woofer Ten
neighbors are regular visitors and they made me
sit down, always offered something homemade

to nibble or to sip. It made me feel welcome and
grounded. With Woofer Ten | had an anchor in
the community. | was able to gradually ‘'embed’
myself in the social fabric by meeting the same
people — young and senior — at the art space, at
the nearby eatery, or on the street. During this
month at Woofer Ten, | didn't feel like a residency
artist, rather like a ‘fledgling neighbor’ of Yaumatei.
The social dynamic of Woofer Ten allowed me

to partake in the life and shared concerns of the
place.

IN THE MAKING OF WILDERNESS

Many flat roofs of older Yaumatei houses

are connected — separated only by low walls

or surmountable fences. This granted me
unwarranted access to houses with locked doors
on the ground level. There are rooftops displaying
untamed vitality form human and nature activity
weaving an unplanned urban fabric, which has
nowhere else to go. Rooftops in Hong Kong are in
an ongoing process of ‘rewilding’. They offer not
only a place in the sun for richly patterned laundry
from South Asian immigrants, potted plants,
gardens idylls, or consumed beer bottles, syringes
and abandoned furniture. There is the unexpected
to be found. The straw bedding inside an attic
shed containing scat from chicken and sheep. The
cage with living rabbits, that obstructs the roof
access. The personal shrines waiting patiently
with offerings, and clotheslines festooned with
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sliced meat and fish for dehydration. What
resonated most to me were the color-intense
wallflowers and the echoing bird concerts, which
easily outcompeted the emissions from the

street below. Hong Kong rooftops abound with
plant-powered fertility. Century-old Banyan trees
grow from cracks in walls, shrubs are sprouting
from ripped drainpipes and floor tiling overgrows
with weeds. In some instances rooftop wilderness
outlives the human inhabitants beneath where the
structure has fallen into disrepair and tenants have
evacuated. Is this the city after the city?

IN THE MAKING OF THE TREE

It seemed like deliberately planted. It caught my
eye from five different rooftops nearby. It was a
big-leaved fig tree growing perfectly centered on
the roof of no. 23 Temple Street and crowning

a dilapidated, six story Tong Lau building. It is
located in a dense block and in an urban transition
zone where high-rise apartment towers blend
with lower, old style tenement structures. With
Woo Justina , Woofer Ten's manager at the

time, | bounced ideas around on how we could
‘activate’ this tree sensitively in the context of this
fast-changing part of the city. Justina was also
instrumental in introducing me to Wang Kwan Hoi,
Lam Ko Wing, Wun Chan Shuk, Yan Au Wing and
Michael Leung: incredibly dedicated individuals
who soon enough became my indispensible
‘partners-in-crime’ for setting up an ethnographical
experiment. We launched a tiny, localized petition
to ask the Hong Kong Tree Management Bureau
to put the abovementioned fig tree under official
protection — equal to the famous heritage trees
around town. Of course this was a very tall order.
But the petition gave us a legitimation for soliciting
people on the street. It allowed us to engage
passersby around 23 Temple Street in meaningful
conversations. Collecting signatures was our way
of getting streetwise. Among the 400 individuals
we approached about half signed up and one
fourth interacted with us. Some seniors refused to
sign the petition because they felt that it is up to
the younger generations to determine the future

(o).

Younger people suggested to transplant the
tree at a nearby the park. Others wanted more
accountability from developers and authorities
toward a safer and more livable city. Some

challenged our cause altogether by declaring

that many locals supposedly don't care for
environmental and public issues. Nonetheless
we learnt later that the petition resonated beyond
our encounters on the street. Local residents,
commuters and storeowners were wondering
why a group of young people finds meaning in
promoting a wild tree on top of a vacant ruin. On
the deeper level it confronted local citizens to
reflect on public sphere and urban governance.

IN THE MAKING OF COLLECTIVE MEANING

Many people expressed that they feel
disempowered in the face of rapid commercial
developments and a ‘complicit” government.
Hence we asked ourselves how the social traction
we had acquired during the petition could be
harnessed to give the working-class neighbors

a stronger visibility. It was obvious that virtually
hundreds of apartment tower residents have an
excellent window view to the lone tree of 23
Temple Street. Equipped with single-use cameras
we sought out surrounding apartments and asked
tenants to photograph the tree from their home.
By claiming the demolition of building and tree
was imminent, we created a healthy sense of
urgency. ldentifying as artists associated with
Woofer Ten — the friendly, local non-profit culture
center — helped immensely to overcome the
residents’ skepticism. The biggest thresholds for
us were locked entrance gates, security guards
and subdivided rental units that restricted access
to tenants. The ten families, which accepted

the cameras, embraced the opportunity. By
framing the tee at home concurrently with other
neighbors, single instances of the everyday
became part of a bigger, relational undertaking
that mapped the layered meanings of one specific
place. The self-assigned, ethnically diverse group
of resident photographers — from Hong Kong,
Pakistan, Nepal and mainland China — went out
of their way, climbed onto their roofs for better
view, used the precious morning daylight before
their long work day, re-delegated the camera to
their children due to busy schedules... Co-curated
by the participants, the best photographs were
arranged into a public exhibition that took place
right beneath the fig tree.

IN THE MAKING OF
A REGENERATIVE CULTURE

Not surprising, for the Hong Kong Tree
Management Bureau our fig tree wasn't valuable
enough to justify municipal preservation. Taking
matters in our own hands we unveiled an acrylic
tree plaque at the entrance of 23 Temple Street
emulating official heritage tree signs — with

a twist. Otherwise this project’s outcome is
immaterial. A wild growing, lone tree gave
momentum to shared and contested points of
view, to morning yoga on the rooftop, impromptu
painting sessions, a lofty flute concert and unlikely
encounters among locals, transplants and tree
lovers. Because locals rarely experience in full

the cities they live in, we prototyped a place that
relied on people’s imaginations, connections —
rather than on built infrastructure. To increase
urban livability, non-monetary exchanges, tools,
and approaches are required to better leverage
existing resources. We can creatively repurpose
soft and hard inventory for the needs of today and
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tomorrow. On a societal level we are nowadays

at the point — ecological, environmentally, and
culturally — where it is pertinent to evolve from
linearity to holistic integration. In this sense artists
and citizens in and around Woofer Ten not only
gather ‘indigenous’ knowledge and generate
ideas, but — more importantly — reality-test and
adjust them in action. Thank you, Lee Chun

Fung and Fong Wan Chi for inviting me into your
Yaumatei universe of co-creators.

The stubborn tree of 23 Temple Street makes me
ponder. How many super-typhoons would it take
until Hong Kong is submerged and rooftops are all
that remain? This marginalized vitality is waiting
for its chance to burst open and reclaim the city
after humanity disappears. In the end we have no
dominion over the wilderness that surrounds and
immerses us. It is everywhere, under our feet, in
the air we breathe, but we usually know nothing
of it.
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