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Summary
When the Pok Fu Lam 
Conduit was designed in 
the 1870s, it had to 
cross many streams 
along its route.

The engineers built 
aqueducts to bridge 
most of the streams. 
They also used inverted 
siphons to cross five 
larger ‘ravines’.

Granite pillars, the 
remains of two of those 
inverted siphons, still 
survive today.

Left: The pillars of 
Syphon No. 1. in 2014



The Inverted Siphon

The siphon, shown left, is 
commonly used to drain 
water from a tank such as 
an aquarium.

The inverted siphon, 
shown right, is a U-shaped 
pipeline, used to carry 
water across a valley.

Inverted siphons are not 
modern inventions, as the 
Romans used inverted 
siphons in several of their 
aqueducts.

Source - User:Tomia, CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons Source - https://science.howstuffworks.com/environmental/green-science/la-ancient-rome1.htm



Five siphons 
were built
“20. [The Pok Fu Lam 
Conduit] has a total 
length of 17,840 lineal 
feet and over the greater 
portion is constructed of 
brickwork and masonry, 
rectangular in section, 
being 1' 6" x 1' 6". Cast 
iron inverted syphons of 
an aggregate length of 
2,206 lineal feet were 
used to cross five of the 
ravines, these consisted 
of two cast iron pipes 10 
inches in diameter laid 
side by side.”

Source: 1896 Report on Hong Kong's 
Water Supply.
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Remains of two siphons 
survive
Inverted siphons 1 and 2 were located on the hillside 
above today’s Pokfulam Playground. Here’s a modern 
map of the area.

The green line shows the footpath that runs over the 
old conduit.

The bridges marked 22, 24, and 25 all have granite 
arches and their number is engraved in their 
respective key stones.

The streams where we’d expect to see bridges 23 and 
26, have much newer bridges, made from concrete. 
Downstream from these modern bridges, old granite 
pillars stand in the stream beds, the remains of the 
inverted siphons. The head stones of the pillars are 
engraved with the numbers 23 and 26. 



Evidence #1
If we add the line of the conduit from the 1889 map 
to the modern map, we see that:

• the conduit originally used inverted siphons to 
cross the two valleys (‘ravines’) where the new 
bridges are used today

• the inverted siphons cross the valleys at the 
location of the pillars

It seems likely that the pillars supported the base of 
the inverted siphons.



Evidence #2
Looking at the granite slabs on top of the columns, 
the site with two columns has the number 23 
engraved into the top slab, while the single column 
has the number 26 engraved.

Their style matches the numbers engraved in the 
granite keystones of bridges 22, 24, 25, etc., and 
columns’ numbers fill in the gaps in the sequence:

• 22 – granite bridge
• 23 – inverted siphon
• 24 – granite bridge
• 25 – granite bridge
• 26 – inverted siphon
• 27 – granite bridge

This suggests the bridges and inverted siphons were 
built at the same time, and that the numbers may 
identify the streams that the conduit crossed.



Evidence #3
The western pillar in stream 23 has this shaped 
granite block on top. The two curved depressions 
would support the inverted siphon’s two cast-iron 
pipes.

Looking at the 1889 map, the route of inverted 
siphon 1 doesn’t align well with the location of the 
pillars. However a map from 1901 (see right) shows 
the inverted siphon was built with a kink, rather than 
in a straight line. That does fit the pillars’ location. 



The pillars’ history
The green line on this map shows the original route 
of the conduit when it was finished in 1877. It 
crossed the smaller streams 22, 24, and 25 via 
bridges, and the larger streams 23 and 26 via 
inverted siphons.

The U-shaped inverted siphons used two cast-iron 
pipes to carry the water. The pipes at the base of the 
‘U’ rested in curved blocks on top of the pillars.

More recently, new bridges were built across streams 
23 and 26, and the conduit was extended (see the 
blue lines). 

Then the inverted siphons were no longer needed. 
The pipes were removed and today only the granite 
pillars remain.



Protect
The columns are now over 140 years old, and are 
important reminders of Hong Kong’s early efforts to 
provide an adequate water supply.

Major works have taken place in stream 23 since the 
2014 photo of the columns was taken (see right). 
Fortunately the columns were not damaged.

For future protection the columns deserve to be 
given a heritage grading. 



Promote
The steps and railings at the left edge of the 
previous photo show a public footpath that hikers 
use to access the conduit from Pokfulam Road near 
number 92. There is a clear view from this footpath 
of the pillars in stream 23.

There is also a public path hikers use at the bridge 
over a stream near Pokfulam Road 88a. This path 
passes next to the pillar in stream 26.

The steps in this path along pillar 26 could be 
improved. Moreover, information boards at both 
paths would introduce walkers and local residents 
to these easily overlooked historic items.

Stairs to 23 Stairs to 26
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