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"| joined Dai Wah on 11th July 1959," said Master Leung Wing-gwong, who
was born in Macau and came to Hong Kong as soon as he graduated from
high school. A week later, he went along with his brother-in-law to join and
work as an apprentice at Dai Wah Neon Company, which at that time was
located on Jaffe Road in Wan Chai. Master Leung recalled that during
his apprenticeship, he worked from nine in the morning to six in the evening
every day, 360 days a year. His only holidays were 5th May and 15th August
of the lunar year, New Year's Day and two days during Chinese New Year.

The 1960s, as described by Master Leung, was an era marked by poverty. At
a time when the bus fare was only ten cent and a bowl! of wonton noodles
cost only thirty cents, the monthly salary of an apprentice was measly a few
dozen dollars. After finishing his apprenticeship three years later, Master Leung
switched to King Wah Neon Company, where his monthly salary surged to
180 Hong Kong dollars.

He said the apprenticeship involved a lot of hard work. "You had to do
everything. Apprentices must be competent in three tasks: tube bending,
forging and installation. Tube bending, also known as ‘glass blowing' within
the industry, means melting the glass tubes over high heat and slowly bending
them into desired shapes. The hardest part of neon tube bending was that
you had to stand for eight hours a day and you were not allowed to sit, so it
put serious strain on the legs. The workshop was overwhelmingly hot. There
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was only one fan that blew at your legs instead of at your body since the
current would affect the flames. There was no air conditioning back in the
day, so no one was willing to learn it."

As for the iron box (the chassis of the signboard), "you had to weld the pieces
together, then cut the chassis into the shape of the signboard and assemble
the text and the chassis. You then placed an 8-inch electric box in the middle
and fixed it with rivets by hand. | made even the entire iron frame by hand,"
explained Master Leung. An average chassis would take two to three workers
about two to three days to make.

After blowing glass tubes and forging, it was time for on-site installation.
Typically, a scaffold would be erected outside the building and holes would
be drilled on the exterior wall for the implantation of iron bars fixed with
screws. After that, the holes would be filled with concrete. After the concrete
became fully dried, the signboard would be lifted by a pulley. The electrical
power required by the neon signboard was drawn directly from the ground-
floor shop via electrical wires. According to Master Leung, a four-character
signboard about 20 feet tall required only a few transformers produced locally.

Master Leung also talked about tuning the colours of the tubes by hand.
"White, green, blue and bright red were the main colours used in the past.
To create special colours, you had to mix the powders yourself." To tune the
colours, you not only had to blend powders of different colours in precise
proportions, but also take the colours of the glass tubes into consideration.
"You didn't have to mix powders to get pink but simply put red powder into a
blue tube."

According to our preliminary analysis of the colours on the sketches, most
neon lights used dark blue backgrounds, while the texts were mostly in red.
Regarding this matter, we consulted Master Leung, who stated that "in the
past, the vast majority of signboards had backgrounds in dark blue, which
we referred to as peacock blue within the industry. The primary purpose was
for clarity, so that the texts or the information could be clearly seen. Aside
from dark blue, we also used dark green, which is rarely used now. As for the
choice of red for the texts, it was not always the case. For example, fluorescent
purple was once popular in the late 1970s. It was very eye-catching and we
referred to it as luminous purple. Alternatively, white was also commonly
used for texts."

For these Nam Wah neon light signboard sketches, we tried to search for
their painters from various sources, but failed until we obtained some clues
from Master Leung. "There was a painter named Chan Ban, who was the same
age as Tam Wah-ching. Chan Ban worked as a neon light signboard sketcher

at Lee Kwok and Dai Wah neon light companies and was also one of the
founders of the Neon Light Union. | have the impression that Chan Ban was

a nice and knowledgeable person who had been working at Lee Wah Neon
Light Company. Another painter was Cheng Ka-yee, who graduated from the
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Guangzhou Arts School. There was another painter who | personally know,
whose surname is Mak, so everyone called him ‘'Fat Mak'. He specialized in
drawing neon light sketches for Nam Wah. Just tell him some ideas of the
neon signboard, such as the font style and the colours, and he could turn
these into a sketch. The neon light signboard sketch of Luk Yuen Tea House,
for example, was painted by him." As Master Leung recalled, there were quite
a few neon light sketchers, including Chan Ban, Cheng Ka-yee, Tsang Tsz-ki,
Fat Mak, Leung Cheong and So Yan. However, as time goes by, he has lost
contact with many of them, and some have even passed away.

Joining the industry in the late 1950s, Master Leung was just in time to ride
the boom of the industry during the 1960s. He said that back in the day, neon
light signboards concentrated on Nathan Road, where most major companies
located, followed by Lockhart Road in Wan Chai. He described Nathan Road
as "overwhelmed by the signboards, especially those of entertainment venues."
Later, Hong Kong experienced a blackout period. Master Leung remembered
that it was during the late 1970s when all signboards had to be switched

off by 11 pm. As the neon light business plummeted, at one time Dai Wah's
owner switched to sell frozen meat to earn a livelihood. Having overcome the
blackout, neon signboards regained their popularity in the 1980s. Between
the late 1980s and the early 1990s, animated signboards began to emerge in
Hong Kong, allowing designs to become more playful. "Early neon signboard
designs were relatively straight forward, with texts just put on the backgrounds."
One of the most impressive signboard to Master Leung was that for China
Mobile near Wan Chai Pier in the 2000s. Since time was tight, two iron frames
had to be made within a month. He said the sign was massive, measuring more
than four storeys in height.

Master Leung reminisced that after spending over half a century making neon
light signboards for different companies, he started his own business to take
orders in around the late 1980s and the early 1990s. He created works which
could be found across Hong Kong before he retired in around 2012.
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