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Hong Kong Rotary Club initiated
the establishment of Southorn Playground in 1931
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=c2) (Rotary China Historian)
15 December 2020

[Southorn Playground # #f #% % 3-], initially a Hong Kong Rotary Club’s (% & 3 #4+)
service project during the Club’s first year in 1931, is now a sports and recreational ground in
Wan Chai District, Hong Kong (% # /% i# % ). Spanning approximately 96,000 square feet
(8,900 square metres) and serving as a vital open space amid the city’s dense urban landscape,
opened on 11 July 1934 as [Wan Chai Children’s Playground], it was renamed in honour of
Sir Wilfrid Thomas Southorn (2 ¢ & 21 ), KCMG, KBE, CMG, Hong Kong’s Colonial Secretary
(4 7= 7 ) from 1925 to 1936. His vision emphasized children welfare and community
recreation in response to growing urban needs following child labour restrictions.

The Rotary Club of Hong Kong was inaugurated with 9o plus charter members on 8
December 1930, and was admitted to Rotary International on 20 February 1931. The first
Club President in 1930-1931-1932 was Sir William Woodward Hornell (% % & £ ), Kt, CIE,
MA, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Hong Kong (% i& ~ #). He was succeed by the
second Club President 1932-1933 Dr. The Honourable Ts’o Seen-Wan (3% f & & & L),
OBE, LLD, JP. During his tenure as Colonial Secretary of Hong Kong, Sir Wilfrid Thomas
Southorn was elected Honorary Rotarian of the Rotary Club.
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Southorn Playground today features key sports amenities managed by the Leisure and
Cultural Services Department of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government
(4 & %% 7 5c % Jo iR # 2 < 1 % 4% %), including four outdoor basketball courts and one 7-
a-side soccer pitch, open daily from 7 a.m. to 11 p.m., which support a range of activities from
amateur athletics to casual play.

Originally designed with children’s equipment like swings and see-saws alongside a large
paved open area, it quickly became a multifunctional venue attracting about 275 daily visitors
by 1934 for sports, relaxation, and social gatherings, reflecting its role as a microcosm of Hong
Kong society. Over time, it evolved into a broader community hub where seniors practice
chess and tai chi, students engage in basketball and football, domestic workers share meals
on weekends, and diverse groups---from office workers to outreach social services---converge
for leisure and interaction throughout the day.

Historically, the site holds significance beyond recreation: in 1940, the British colonial
government constructed air raid shelters there for protection during World War II, though it
suffered damage from Imperial Japan’s air strikes and was later rebuilt. It also hosted a
1953 celebration for Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation, offering free festivities for children. In
more recent decades, it has functioned as a site for public assembly, including protests against
government officials in 2018 and during the 2019—2020 anti-government demonstrations,
as well as a COVID-19 testing center with adapted facilities to manage crowds. Bounded by
Hennessy, Luard, and Johnston Roads and adjacent to Southorn Centre, the playground
remains an enduring symbol of colonial-era urban planning while adapting to contemporary
social needs in one of Hong Kong’s most vibrant neighborhoods.

Historical Development
Location and Layout

Southorn Playground is situated in the heart of the Wan Chai District on Hong Kong
Island, at coordinates 22°16’37°N 114°10’20”E. Covering an area of approximately 0.9
hectares (8,900 square metres), it serves as a compact green space amid the District’s high
urban density.

The site is bounded by Hennessy Road (#* £ #¥:f ) to the north, Luard Road (g #* if ) to
the west, Johnston Road (%2 3tif ) to the south, and surrounding high-rise buildings to the
east. Itslayout centers on a seven-a-side football pitch, with surrounding basketball courts
and children’s playground equipment providing diverse recreational zones. Pedestrian
access is enhanced by its integration with the nearby Mass Transit Railway Wan Chai Station
(7% 4% % 13 k) via an underground subway that passes beneath the playground.

The land was reclaimed from Victoria Harbour (‘& % 4] 1; /&) as part of the Praya East
Reclamation Scheme (& % 4 # ;3 3+ 2) in the 1920s, which extended the Wan Chai coastline
and contributed to the area’s dense urban fabric. This historical context underscores the
Playground’s role as a vital open area in a rapidly developing neighborhood.
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Pre-Opening Reclamation and Planning (1920s-1933)

The land for Southorn Playground was created through the Praya East Reclamation
Scheme, a major public works project initiated in the 1920s to expand usable territory in Wan
Chai by filling in portions of Victoria Harbour. Completed in 1929, the scheme added
approximately 90 acres (36 hectares) of new land, much of which was earmarked for public
amenities including open spaces for recreation.

In response to growing urban density and the need for children’s recreational areas, the
Hong Kong Government formed the Playing Fields Committee in 1929 to assess and
recommend sites for playgrounds across Hong Kong and Kowloon. Chaired by Colonial
Secretary Sir Wilfrid Thomas Southorn, with Canadian missionary John Livingstone
McPherson (% -9 ) of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) (% & A F &7 & ¢)
serving as Secretary, the Committee identified suitable open areas and proposed their
development into organized play spaces. Southorn specifically advocated for preserving the
reclaimed plot between Johnston Road and Hennessy Road as a dedicated playground site,
emphasizing its central location and accessibility for local communities.

Following the Committee’s recommendations, the Government allocated two reclaimed
sites for playground development: one to the YMCA and the other, encompassing the area
between Johnston and Hennessy Roads, to the Rotary Club of Hong Kong. The Rotary Club
assumed responsibility for financing and overseeing the initial construction, marking a
collaborative effort between public authorities and civic organizations to provide structured
recreational facilities.

To formalize management and ensure sustained operation, the Children’s Playground
Association (%2 # % % 31 ¢ ), the predecessor to the modern Hong Kong Playground
Association (4 i& 25 3-12 ¢ ), was established on 1 July 1933 under Southorn’s leadership,
taking over administration of the Wan Chai site. This non-profit entity represented a pivotal
shift toward organized public recreation, involving community stakeholders in the
Playground’s preparatory development ahead of its official opening.

Opening and Early Years (1934-1945)

Southorn Playground, originally designated as the Wan Chai Children’s Playground, was
formally opened on 11 July 1934 jointly by 2 Rotarians---Sir Wilfrid Thomas Southorn,
Honorary Member, and Ts’o Seen-Wan, Past President, of the Hong Kong Rotary Club.

The site, developed on reclaimed land from the Praya East Reclamation Scheme of the
1920s, was immediately accessible to the public as a dedicated space for children’s recreation,
marking it as one of Hong Kong’s earliest organized playgrounds. By April 1934, prior to
the official opening, the area already saw an average daily attendance of about 275 children,
indicating strong community demand for such facilities in the densely populated Wan Chai
District. The playground was renamed Southorn Playground later that year in honor of Sir
Wilfrid’s advocacy for public recreation spaces.
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In the years following its opening, the Playground quickly became Wan Chai’s primary
recreational hub, initially centered on child-focused activities such as play on swings, seesaws,
and open fields, but evolving into a multi-purpose venue for broader community use.
Supporting amenities enhanced its appeal, including a public toilet and bathhouse that
opened on 12 February 1934 at the junction of Hennessy Road and O’Brien Road (# # i# 3¢ ),
providing essential hygiene facilities for users in an era when such infrastructure was limited.
Daily life at the playground in the late 1930s involved children engaging in unstructured play
and organized games, while adults utilized the space for casual socialization, fun fairs, and
early sports events like football matches, fostering a sense of community cohesion in the
growing urban area. This shift from exclusive children’s use to inclusive recreation
underscored its role as a vital open space amid Hong Kong’s rapid urbanization.

The Playground’s operations were severely disrupted by the Imperial Japan’s military
occupation of Hong Kong from December 1941 to August 1945, during which it was closed to
the public and allowed to fall into a state of dereliction, with limited or no recreational access
permitted. This period contrasted sharply with its pre-war prominence as a cherished
community asset, where it had symbolized colonial efforts to promote public health and
leisure for Wan Chai residents.

Post-War Reconstruction and Expansion (1946-1979)

Following the end of World War II, during which Southorn Playground had been closed
and damaged, the British colonial government initiated rehabilitation efforts for public
recreational spaces in Hong Kong. On 11 October 1947, the ( Government Gazette )
announced the re-allocation of Southorn Playground to the Children’s Playground
Association for management, distinguishing it from other government-maintained sites that
were slated for eventual oversight by the Urban Council (# ¥z % ). This move empowered
the Association, originally formed in 1933, to oversee operations and development, fostering
a community-oriented approach to post-war recovery.

In 1950, the Children’s Playground Association completed construction of the War
Memorial Centre (R 77 % 44571 ® <) on the eastern portion of the site, transforming it into
a multifaceted welfare and sports facility. Funded partly by the Memorial Fund for Martyrs
(3 B% L & 4 4sr£)and government subsidies, the Centre provided recreational spaces for
children alongside a public library, serving as a memorial to wartime sacrifices while
addressing the growing demand for youth activities amid Hong Kong’s post-war population
surge. On 5 June 1951, a covered basketball court within the War Memorial Centre was
officially opened, enabling year-round indoor sports and expanding the Playground’s
capacity for organized games like basketball, volleyball, and badminton.

The eastern site saw additional community uses during the 1950s and 1970s, hosting the
Family Planning Association of Hong Kong (3 # RJe:* 31 4n # ¢) and the Violet Peel Clinic
(B % % &% %), which offered essential health services to local residents.
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This photo was taken on 1 July 1932 showing the piece of land allotted to Hong Kong Rotary Club
for the children’s playground project (later the Southorn Playground).
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This photo of 1957 shows the entire complex of the Southorn Playground in the city center of Wanchai.
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1963 — An aerial view of the Southorn Playground: (1) The Welfare Building, also known as the War
Memorial Center, and the Children’s Playground Association Building, was completed in 1950. (2) The Violet
Peel Health Centre was completed in 1935. (3) The shorter building houses public bathrooms and toilets,
while the taller one houses the Family Planning Association. On either side of the Welfare Building are
children’s playgrounds, featuring steel structures, swings, and slides.

Between (2) and (3) is the indoor basketball court, completed in 1951.

—

1960 # P ——i2 47 23 # H-r77 jZ0t F 1960s — Track & Field games in the Southorn Playground
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[ 2 % 2% # 3 Southorn Playground] # 4~ &_3% j& 4% #4:(Rotary Club of Hong Kong)>"
1931 # & 2 2 4~ crRIFFE P > 4o f @ 2 5 4 BT F i@ iRF S o 3 b 5 96,000 T
dEc (8,900 k) ERFERD - REL AR RTE v 1934 T 11 p o[
7 ¥24 ¥ %3 Wan Chai Children’s Playground ]2 & # - {5 5 & & 1920 # 1 1936 ## =
=R A X F B W @ «nig 5 & 2L (Sir Wilfrid Thomas Southorn, KCMG, KBE, CMG) @ { %
S EF] FRAPHFF(Ceylon) (45 #72 fF+ Sri Lanka) #1584 b & > i3 3 &2 e
BB RA AR A% R > BRI 1S p FHE S F Fo

ABFEHA 1930 £ 12 % 8 p > > 301931 & 27 20 P 4o REHE - F AL

(1930-1931-1932) 5 % & ~ ¥ & £ B % & L (Sir William Woodward Hornell, Kt, CIE, MA )-
His o 5z ZAE£ (1932-1933) 5 ¢ £ ¥ L (Dr. The Honourable Ts’o Seen-Wan, OBE,
LLD,JP)- ¥ EZ A Wi PR > BHELFEL 4 BHBAEEEMLR -

AR RS f kA BAH TS > =4 B8 g4 i (Luard Road) (EEL i
Johnston Road £ #+ £ :¥if HennessyRoad 2. & )> /3 H ¢ - B @Z @& - X5 - B
S AP AIR IR E e BESRY S IR o p 1930 Rk - B EEF KRB R
BHar o BEZREE 3 % 0 R T EPESE T F RS RBE L LG e R AP ¥R
Frik & E P B9 o

ARSI b end g > § 1920 & R R LR E oh- 04 > jE § 1 4y ik (Victoria
Harbour)#. /4 @ = - 1929 #pcfr > M58 L | ¢ » Ly malsia g iiEzin
AKFF & § (YMCA)®i+ % % 79 (John Livingstone McPherson) = &3 » 7 § & 4 3 %
PEORFURSIRSGuEAT Y LR EERIDIFTRE BHELERFTELR
FAHFRFE 2 B ehd 3 (7 5 S o pofiphdy B 85— 85 05 (5 BRSRF) KiE
LA B J FEHAAT e EX o

1933 # 7% 1 p > #WrxP@ BH &L ZE L2 7 27 2583 ¢ (Children’s Playground
Association) (3R % 4 & 23 % 312 ¢ Hong Kong Playground Association) » ¥ ¢ 7 25 #34-
1934 # 2% 12 poriz»r gk 3Fg 247 % i if (O'BrienRoad) = e £ By 972 5 5 1 55 fc* o

1934 &2 77 11 p > § BT QiBEFRET IR FLNY J 3 HRGERE -1
HEL R BRBARAL L L AL 2 A TR ARABRERLML D > BE
Fe hitEa-—-1934 & 4% - RATHEAFEH 0 R THE 2 5 9275 L @E o

FERS (1941-1945) t8 0 A B FCRER A IR A BEL R ES - 1047 £ 10 7 11
P (pefrddf) 27 0 BHSGESREITIREDIGES R E L -
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