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The Kai Tok Legend and ’rhe Dawn of Hong Kong Civil Aviation
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Early History of Kai Tak Airport
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"Kai Tack Bund" in the early 1930s. (Photo Credit: Mr James Ng)
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Kai Tak Airport in the late 1930s. (Photo Credit: Mr James Ng)
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In the 1920s, Hong Kong was undergoing
tfransformation and expansion, during which
the "Kai Tack Bund” area, located east of
Kowloon City, was still mudflats and salt fields.
Two businessmen, Sir Ho Kai and Mr Au Tak,
established a company to reclaim land in
Kowloon Bay for a residential housing scheme.
The company unfortunately failed, and the
reclaimed land was left vacant. Due to the
superior geographical locatfion of the vacant
land, as well as being one of the few flat areas
in the urban areaq, the land was considered
suitable for use as an airfield. The first recorded
flight from Kai Tak took place on Lunar New
Year's Day in 1925.

Hong Kong aviation began on this unique
piece of land with a flying school and a British
military flying unit. In 1928, a concrete slipway
was built for seaplanes operating in Kowloon
Bay. In 1930, the first airport superintendent
was appointed with the aviation activities at
Kai Tak coming under the administration of the
Harbour Department. As aircraft performance
improved and flight routes expanded, the first

control tower and a hangar were built in 1935.
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The first commercial passenger flight, the
‘Dorado’, was operated by the Imperial Airways.
It landed at Kai Tak Airport on 24 March 1936
from Penang, marking the beginning of public
transport services at the airport. In the following
years, Pan American World Airways began its

Clipper flying boat service between Hong Kong

and San Francisco. Other air services followed,

including Air France flights from Indochina,

China National Aviation Corporation flights
from Guangzhou and Shanghai, and Eurasia
Aviation Corporation flights operating between

Hong Kong and Beijing, efc.

Moz B

D T R R

(THE JOURNEY BEGINS




B S R R AR A T

Impact of the Second World War

and the Founding of the International Civil Aviation Organization
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The Second World War dealt a heavy blow to
Hong Kong's aviation sector. In December 1941,
the Japanese Army invaded Hong Kong. KaiTak
Airport quickly became one of the first targets
and was bombed and shelled multfiple times,
damaging its runway and facilities. During the
Japanese occupation, the Japanese Army fook
over Kai Tak Airport, repaired and reinforced the
site, and used the airport for military transport
and reconnaissance. Limited by the adjacent
terrain and the small manoeuvring area within
the airfield, it was difficult for large aircraft to
operate info Kai Tak Airport. To accommodate
these aircraft, the Japanese began fo expand
Kai Tak Airport in 1942, including constructing

two concrete runways, expanding the airfield

areas, and setting up a control fower, etc.
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In June 1947, the passenger terminal building built on the sea-
wall of Kai Tak commenced operations.
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T 1947 F I RUEHIS (e FaFa 5 [ IRHE) °
Kai Tak Airport in 1947 (View from Southwest).
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Affer Japan’s surrender in 1945, the British Army
took control of Kai Tak Airport. Ravaged by the
war, a majority of airport facilities had suffered
varying degrees of damage. The post-war
recovery was not only an engineering challenge,
but also a reconstruction of the civil aviation
system. Ensuring international flight safety,
standardised procedures, airspace rights, and
commercial air traffic rights allocation became

global concerns.
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B BEREMZE D BRBEADC-3MER AR -
Cathay Pacific Airways began operations with DC-3
aircraft after the war.

To address these issues, the International Civil
Aviation Conference was convened in Chicago
in late 1944, with the participation of 52
countries. The Conference pursued both legal
and technical paths: drafting a permanent
civil aviation convention and establishing a
standing organisation, while also formulating
unified technical standards and recommended
practices for civil aviation. The participating
countries in the Conference eventually signed
the Convention on International Civil Aviation
(also known as the Chicago Convention). On
4 April 1947, the Convention came into effect,
and the International Civil Aviation Organization
(ICAQ) was officially established on the same
day. As a specialised agency under the United
Nations, ICAO aims to promote the safety
and orderly development of international
civil aviation. Expert panels under ICAO set
standards for their respective civil aviation
fields, which are compiled info Annexes o the
Convention, covering flight safety, airworthiness
of aircraft, aeronautical felecommunications,
air traffic services, aerodromes, aeronautical

information services, etc.
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Kai Tak Airport in 1947.
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For Hong Kong at the time, the Hong Kong

Government had to coordinate with the British
civil aviation authority to restore and expand
flight routes under the ICAO framework,
establish air traffic control, navigation
equipment and flight procedures, and ensure
that Kai Tak Airport’s facilities comply with the
relevant ICAO standards and recommended
practices (SARPs). The establishment of ICAO
enabled Hong Kong to reposition itself within
the Asia and Pacific aviation network, aligning
its aviation governance with international
standards, and allowing it fo rapidly reemerge
as a centre of regional aviation since 1950s.

19465 RUFEMES M ZE 3B IR BIIE o
The air traffic control tower at Kai Tak Airport in 1946.
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Establishment of the Civil Aviation Department
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From 1946 to 1954, the Headquarters of the Directorate of Air Services (later renamed the CAD) was located
at Statue Square, Central (as circled). The adjacent building is now the Court of Final Appeal Building.

it: "Airport of the Nine Dragons, Kai Tak, Kowloon”)
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After the Second World War, the Hong Kong
Government saw the need to establish a
dedicated civil aviation management structure
to implement ICAO SARPs and to oversee the
rapidly growing civil aviation market. In this light,
the Government established the Directorate of Air
Services on 1 May 1946 and renamed it as the
Civil Aviation Department (CAD) in June 1947,

To effectively manage operations at Kai Tak
Airport, the CAD set up an Airport Administrative
Office at Kai Tak in 1948, under the Deputy

Director of Civil Aviation who was concurrently
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the Airport Manager.

The CAD has expanded its functions as global
civil aviation systems and technologies evolved.
Its responsibilities came to include managing
Kai Tak Airport, overseeing air operators'
operations, establishing air fraffic control
systems, managing air fraffic, issuing licences to
pilots and aircraft maintenance personnel, efc.
The CAD also represented Hong Kong in ICAO
and regional technical meetings fo ensure the
alignment of local regulations with international

standards.
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The Story of the Kai Tak Era

BUEMISHIES - BERMZEHEE - th2mBERE o The legend of Kai Tak Airport is not only a story of aviation;
it is also a memory efched into the soul of the city.
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Following the commissioning of the new
runway, the CAD promptly began the
construction of a new passenger terminal
building to upgrade the airport’s facilities for
accommodating new types of aircraft. The

new passenger terminal building was officially

opened in 1962. The seven-storey passenger
terminal adopted a "multi-level design/”

separating departing and arriving passengers

to ease congestion during peak hours.

C AIRWAYS

CATHAY PACIFI
Over the following decades, the CAD carried
out a number of expansions and facility
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On 2 September 1962, the new seven-
storey passenger terminal building
was commissioned. The terminal
could handle 550 passengers per
hour, while the parking apron had
space for 11 large planes.

(@A 1B& / Photo Credit: “Airport of the Nine

Dragons, Kai Tak, Kowloon™)

improvements at the passenger terminal

and airfield, such as increasing floor space,
extending Runway 13/31, adding passenger
boarding bridges and aircraft parking
stands, installing baggage handling systems,
and providing more check-in counters, in
order to meet the continuous growth in air

fransport demand and to enhance passenger

experience.
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The famous band, The Beatles, visited Hong Kong via Kai Tak Airport
in June 1964,
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1960 F RIERE S AR BN -
Arrival flight from Bangkok, Thailand in the 1960s.

Viewing gallery of the passenger terminal

Immﬁ%ﬁ%%%@@t&ﬁ%éﬁ%&ﬁo
building and apron of Kai Tak Airport in 1962.
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