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In the 1960s, Hong Kong with its strategically
located deep-water port and source of cheap
labor, quickly became a light industrial
manufacturing center. Innovation and drive
ensured Hong Kong’s cheap products were
to be found the world over. Everything from
toys, to electrical equipment and cameras,
were cheaply made and shipped quickly the
world over.

One such product was of course the beloved
Diana toy camera and its many clones. Each
made by a different factory, all exploiting
the cheap manufacturing base and effective
distribution channels.

While Hong Kong island was the seat
of government, entertainment and the
playground for the rich, the other side of
Victoria Harbour was the home to these
light manufacturers. In Kowloon and the
New Territories, areas like Tai Kok Tsui, Lai
Chi Kok, and Hung Hom saw thousands of
manufacturers develop.

With limited space, these manufacturers
constructed their factories and offices in a
unique Hong Kong way; vertical, stacked
tightly in rows, along crowded streets
hustling with trucks and pushcarts.

So, on what turned out to be the hottest

day of the year, Tony Lim and Skorj met at
the entrance to the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University. Their objective - to journey to
Hung Hom and to have an interview with
the inventor & manufacturer of the modern
day Diana - the Holga camera - and to find
out how & why it came to being a most
successful toy camera.

Tony went to ask Skorj if he wanted to walk
the 20 minutes to the Holga office instead of
taking a taxi. However, when he saw Skorj’
s sweaty shirt, he realized that it would be
a tough walk for such a long way under the
mid-summer Hong Kong sun. So they took a
taxi.

The streets of Hung Hom are still crowded
with factories and shops as they were in
the 1960s. The buildings look the same, the
pavements are still cluttered with pushcarts,
and workers still hurry from place to place.
Upon arrival at Universal Electronics Ltd,
they were ushered quietly into a humbly
furnished meeting room and offered tea and
coffee. They were excited — Skorj prepared
his Fujipet and Tony his Diana.

Mr. T.M. Lee appeared and offered his
greetings in Cantonese. Skorj replied,

‘Neih hou mah?’, amusing both Tony and

Mr. Lee with his gweilo Cantonese. After
introductions, they started by asking an
interesting question; why did you use the
name ‘Holga'?

The answer was interesting as well — as its
represents a good summary of the company’
s heritage. Mr. Lee had established the
company in 1969, and it was to become
a well-known flash unit manufacturer.
Using the initials of others involved in the
establishment of the company (Wing On
Cheung), he had used ‘WOC’ as names for
their flash units and the Chinese characters
for ‘very bright’ as their logo.

In Cantonese, the pronunciation of the ‘very
bright’ characters is ‘Hol-gohn’, or Anglicized
to ‘Holga". Thus following the production of
award-winning WOC flash-units, they turned
their production experience to complete
cameras called "'WOCA'’ and ‘Holga'...

At this point Skorj suggested the Anglicized
pronunciation of ‘Holga’ is one of its success
factors. As it is snappy, falls off the tongue
nicely, and sounds like other famous camera
brands such as Kodak, Canon, Nikon and so
on...

As, in 1974 Konica had released their first

compact camera with a built-in flash - the

C35 EF. As a result of this, and other camera
manufactures following this lead, the sales of
stand-alone flash units fell.

In response to this threat, Mr. Lee and his
Universal Electronics started to think about
possible solutions. It diversified its product
lines to professional flash units and also
decided to develop new product lines, some
of which might shift their domain from being
just a photographic accessory manufacturer
to that of a camera maker too.

As a result of these initiatives, on 4 January
1982 the Holga 120SF integrated flash
camera was born. Mr. Lee suggests the 120SF
was the world’s first 120-format camera with
a builtin flash unit! To our knowledge, this is
still the only kind of 120-format camera with
built-in flash.

Though the Holga and it variants can now be
considered a success in the toy camera world,
this was not always so, as for the first ten
years of its life, the company was not satisfied
with Holga sales.

According to Mr. Lee, the target market
for the Holga was Mainland China. This
was primarily to avoid competing with the
Japanese and Taiwanese cameras globally

who were making and effectively distributing

many mass-produced cameras, though at a
higher price.

Mr. Lee considered a camera was still
a luxury product in China during these
years; therefore, he specifically lowered the
production cost, made the camera as simple
as possible, while attempting to maintain a
minimum production quality. It had to be not
only extremely cheap to manufacture, but
it also had to work properly and maintain
a minimum level of reliability. This original
intent was not to produce a wonderful toy
camera.

As an example of his production intent, Mr.
Lee had wanted the Holga to be able to
produce both 6x6 and 645 photographs,
so he designed the Holga to have the
removable mask and 12/16 frame counter
slider functions. Upon testing however he
was disappointed that in 6x6 mode the
camera produced what he considered an
unacceptable level of ‘four-corners-dark’,
so accordingly he issued a manufacturing
instruction to glue the previously designed
12/16 slider switch in the 16 position
permanently. Thus supposedly forcing users

to use the camera in 645-mode only.
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He of course had not considered the ‘bad’
four-corners-dark photographs might be a
desirable result for some photographers. The
now famous Holga vignette is considered to
be one of its most outstanding attributes of
using cameras of this type. Other toy cameras
are now measured by their level of vignette,
and often photographs with a heavy vignette
are called ‘Holga’ photographs, regardless of
their source.

Unfortunately for cheap products, in the
early 1980s China’s economic situation
changed due to Deng’s new reform plan. As
a result Chinese were looking for - and were
able to afford - better quality products from
its neighbors such as Japan and Taiwan.

In the early 1990s, the company started to get
significant orders from overseas. The Holga
was becoming well known in toy camera
photography. The Lomographic Society
repackaged the cameras and promoted
it as a trendy camera for ‘Lomographers’
worldwide. This made it even a bigger hit
in the toy camera field. More orders came,
and then more still. Mr. Lee had to increase
production capacity for a product that had
previously seen its sales falling...

‘It was out of my imagination, said Mr. Lee

rather proudly.

He had never thought a product with falling
sales could be re-born almost twenty years
from its original launch. Though, was it
declining or preparing for its mature period
of its product life cycle? No matter how it
comes, Mr. Lee said they sold 100,000 units
of Holga during the fiscal year of 2003-2004.
In a parallel story, Mr. Lee had intended to
discontinue the 135 Holga ‘Meow’ camera.
The Meow was designed to attract the
attention of your cat when you photograph it
by flashing lights and making strange noises.
However, one trader bought all the remaining
dead stock, shipped it to Japan, and
marketed it as the Holga ‘Nya-Nya' (‘meow’
in Japanese). As a result, the sales were very
successful in Japan, and Universal Electronics
now makes dedicated Japan market 135
Nya-Nya Holgas.

Many customers and distributors are
clamering for more Holga functions and
accessories. To accommodate them Mr. Lee
has made plans on accessories for Holga,
including filter sets, 6x6 film masks, color
flashes, tripod sokcets, B-function and more.
His distributors sell Oyako Sets, 35mm
adapters, fisheye lenses, Snow Holgas, Baby

110 Holgas, Holga t-shirts, and Holga books.
Tony himself being responsible for a 135
mask development.

In a reflection of the business environment
that saw the establishment of the Holga,
Universal Electronics now outsources the
production of lenses for both WOCA and
Holga cameras, and has seen a steady
increase in quality as a result. ‘Too sharp’,
we cry... While perhaps not to toy camera
user’s tastes, this has resulted in Universal
Electronics being able to maintain their cost
effective manufacturing.

Mr. Lee of course no longer glues the frame
counter switch in the ‘16’ position, and ships
new Holgas with a 6x6 mask and a 645
mask. The tea with Mr. Lee concluded with
Tony and Skorj telling him they enjoyed
the four-corners-dark, and looked forward
to more interesting developments from

Universal Electronics.
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Plastic Cameras
Toying with Creativity

by Michelle Bates

ISBN 13: 978-0-240-80840-6
ISBN 10: 0-240-80840-1

HongKong ToyCamera Photography

(FEHETEAEN R )
By TONY LIM
HOLGA LOMO

By Wu Bingchen & Tang Xiaofan

(LOMOBEFTIN)
S FERRIL

ISBN 978-7-80686-588-9
FHEEIRRARE P ECIPEUERZ T (2007) 251645895

HOLGA
——THE WORLD THROUGH A PLASTIC LENS
By lomography

(HOLGA——H1# B B EIRITE T
IREET 2
ISBN: 3-902217-06-5

HOLGA 120S
by Frederic Lebain

FUN DREAM
HOLGA PHOTOGRAPH

by Zhang Xinxin

50
LIS

MAGIC DREAM
HOLGA PHOTOGRAPH

by Zhang Xinxin

{JBEJIHOLGA)
TR 2

HOT SHOTS
by Kevin Memdith

TR AL )

ISBN 978-7-5006-8653-8
HHERAEECIPEUREZ T (2009) 25018599

http://www.gzyzgd.com
http://www.tokina.com.hk
http://www.iHolga.com
http://www.meltingpop.it/holga
http://www.toycamera.com
http://www.holgarepublic.com
http://www.holga.bz
http://www.wolkerstorfer.at
http://www.holga.com.hk
http://www.theholgabox.com
http://microsites.lomography.com/holga

http://www.zcom.com/m/HolgaFreak
http://holgafreak.blogbus.com
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Postscrpt

By Zhang Xinxin

In the sky of midsummer night, countless
stars are waving stories in your mind.
However, when turning to the world under
the sky, only to find that there are many more
exciting stories far beyond your imagination.
On May 8th, 1889, Van Gogh came to Saint-
Rémy 25 km away from Al, where he was
treated in the psychiatric hospital. At that
time, the doctor allowed him to go out for
sketch in the day. In June, one month after
hospitalized, he drew the most famous
painting "Starry Sky". In the painting, there
is a cypress on the left, burning! There are
stars in the sky; rolling ... ... this small town
seems to be enveloped in a great uneasiness
... .. Was the night of Saint-Rémy really as
twisted and rolling as painted by Van Gogh?
What did Van Gogh, who was suffering from
mental torture, want to tell us? May be the
plight he countered, it is a kind of emotional
catharsis.

After appreciating the works of Van Gogh's
"Starry Night", Don McLean composed
the "Vincent" (starry starry night) with
excitement. The song is a giving an aroma
of rural easy. Not only the painter or the
creation of musician can stir ripples in our

hearts, we sometimes need to try more, say,

using cameras to explain our inner emotions.

Brush is simple, as well as baton, just wave in
the way you like. Yes, even when the camera
becomes more and more "professional "in
the world, the ones in our hands need not be
very professional, the simple the better, even
the most original film camera.

My HOLGA camera has been used for more
than five years. It has not been thrown away,
because it's too simple that you will forget
where you took the last shot. Sometimes, an
unfinished film is left in HOLGA, which is
forgotten in the bag for a long time. When
you take it out to use again, inadvertently
repeated exposure may happen. It is so
simple that, we just need to pick it up, and
click, Yes, that it is, isn't it?

When talking about photography, people will
turn to think this is a professional discipline
asking for some skills. However, HOLGA asks
not many skills. It is easy to play that you
can display everything you imagine (even
another world) on the film. There HOLGA is.
Similarly, each time turning film, the "Kaka
Ka" sound shows the eager of HOLGA to take
the most beautiful photos. Cannot wait to get
films and photos? Is this the kind of mood
having not experienced for a long time?
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