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Fans of local football games
certainly know of a small but
increasing number of African
players in Hong Kong. This is not
only a sign of globalization in Hong
Kong but also a reflection of the
importance of football in African
societies. European football
teams have been long recruiting
elite footballers from Africa, so
do those in Hong Kong since the
2000s - most of whom are from
Nigeria, Ghana, Cameroon and
some from South Africa, Botswana,
and Malawi.
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While conducting research on African asylum-seekers and refugees
in Hong Kong since 2012, | discovered that football plays an important
role in their social and cultural lives. Football game is one of the major
activities that local NGOs and churches organize for this population,
sometimes having more than one team to represent the same organization.
Games are also held for fund-raising purposes, with corporate donors
playing against these pan-African teams. While the players are all men,
women supporters cheered enthusiastically on the stand. | had attended
several friendly matches of English-speaking vs. French-speaking teams
(the two major language groups among the African population in Hong
Kong) organized by a local church with a fellowship for Africans. Sporting
smart colourful jerseys for each team, the players flaunted their skills and
deployed tactics to impress and to win. For me who knew very little about
football, it was an eye-opening experience. So | decided to talk to my
African friends about football.
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Football was introduced to Africa as part of European colonialism since
the 19" century. Great Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal and Germany were
the main colonizers. As part of colonial control, football was the means to
create conditions “favourable for continued European presence.” Football clubs
were set up in different African countries in the early 1900s for the promotion
of professional football. In the latter part of the century, even when many of
the colonies became independent, football had been incorporated into various
social development programs. Football became an important part of many
African men’s and boys’ lives, and to a smaller extent women’s and girls’, in
cities and villages alike.
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In 2009, some Africans living in Kam Tin decided to organize an Easter Fiesta football

game to celebrate their commonality and brotherhood. As a reflection of their passion for
the English Premier League, the four teams were Chelsea, Manchester United, Arsenal, and
All Stars. In the last 6 years, this Easter game has since expanded in scale and even had a
corporate sponsor. In 2015, the African Unity Cup had 6 teams: Tunisia, South Africa, Cameroon,
Somalia, Nigeria, and Algeria. Despite the national ensign, players of each team were very
much of mixed nationalities. For example, team “Tunisia” was represented by Nigerians,
Gambians, and Tanzanians. Players came from all walks of life: Hong Kong Africans residents,
asylum-seekers, even professional footballers. Increasing interest towards the Cup had brought
the final to the heart of the city at Cherry Street Park of Yaumatei for more people to watch
the game. The organizers said that hopefully next year local residents could play alongside
African players, African consulates attend the game, and more corporate sponsors make it a

larger event. This would further the goal of integration with local community through football.

—ER-AF[FEMNBEEI ATME2 ERE TE-RF(FMNBAEINREE]K

Two of the Teams at the 2015 African Unity Cup Somalia Team in the 2015 African Unity Cup
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Besides these games between Africans, local Chinese and expatriates have had

increasing opportunities to play with African footballers. Teams on local amateur leagues
have a growing number of players from African countries. George has been playing for
a number of these amateur teams in the last few years, training a few times a week
and sometimes playing against European professional teams visiting
Hong Kong. As an asylum-seeker, he does not have a chance to
become a professional. He however values these opportunities to
improve his skills and socialize. With this conviction, he also actively
organizes friendly matches in his church.
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“Football is like a religion to us,” said Immanuel, one of the organizers of the
Easter Fiesta football game and a resident of Hong Kong. People | talked to all
agreed that football is the first sport for most African children - it could be played
almost anywhere: on the streets, in the backyard and of course on any empty lot.
Children enjoyed playing football even before they started school. Johnny said that
in his Congolese village, small children would wrap a pamplemousse with plastic
bag and kicked it around like a football. George added that, like many other kids
in Nigeria, he didn’'t wear shoes when he first started playing football! Instead of
going to football schools, children learned from older boys and men, and also from

TV. They would. watch football games and observe carefully how football sfars like
g - Messi dribbled, and tned to cop}( them. 1. O
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Whenever there was a football game on TV, the streets would be empty as
people gathered in front of TV sets and cheered for their favourite teams. “Football
gives us happiness and joy!” Enthusiasm on sports let them forget about political
problems.

JohnnyZE=ZZEZ=FREIRREIHANBERIESR —FER2+=F
BHNMREREELE BEEEANZTEINH THIF - BEEEZSHRT
R - RF— L RAHE ERARELE MHNRAZEMGETBE
BT) cJohnnyFiEW+ RERETEEBRNABEHRENER A% A
HANESREBENERARNNERBESEAMEZER ERT=B MR-

[BEE RABRR—EERA—B! | SRt ERREAMERNES -

Johnny arrived in Hong Kong in 2003 from the Democratic Republic of Congo.
Having been in Hong Kong for 12 years as an asylum-seeker and therefore without
an HKID, Johnny has been prohibited from work, study, and volunteering. He has
devoted himself to church, football, and his family (who joined him recently in Hong
Kong). Approaching 40, Johnny has given up the dream of becoming a professional
footballer in Hong Kong. Instead, he has led teams of African asylum-seekers and
refugees to play and sometimes win in local charity games. “You must be ONE when
you play football.” This is the spirit he looks for in football.

[(REBEEBRERMEEENEENREER? | BB -

“Why is football so important in your lives in Hong Kong?” | asked.
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“It’s fun. It’s part of our life. It
takes the stress away. Our community
here is affected by constant mobility
- people come and go all the time,
We also live with a lot of uncertainty.

Football takes our minds off these
things. It is also good for our health!”
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When Johnny first arrived, he found shelter in Chungking

Mansions in Tsimshatsui. He spoke no English or Cantonese.

Johnny walked to Kowloon Park every day, sat and watched local people play in the
football pitch. “In Africa, we played on the grass. When | saw them playing on the concrete
pitch, I was so confused,” Johnny said. One day, one of the teams had one person short.

[MBMEAREF ERMA-RTERED AN EEE ARXRE
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“They waved at me, and said that | should play. | spoke no English and they spoke no
French. We just communicated through body language. But | pointed to my shoes - they
were not sports shoes - and they had someone take me to a supermarket nearby, and
bought me these flat white exercise shoes. So we came back to play the game. When |
first started, | was so nervous that | fell down. | wanted to leave. But they encouraged me
to play. | got the courage from them. So we played the game. And that’s how | started
playing football in Hong Kong.”

B -BERIFMARBEMEMN ZEMNI FOMITBENLTX FEE
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Just as how football is a means of celebrating a pan-African identity
and brotherhood, it can bridge cultural divide in Hong
Kong. As a global sport, it transcends language barriers,
skin colour, and cultural background. Football helps
people to become “one”, in Johnny’s words, however
transiently. Being host to people from so many different
parts of the world, Hong Kong has the potential to be a
real cosmopolitan city. Sports will be one important venue

in which this goal could be realized. "é’
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