A Happy Valley

To hell with Chinese taboos—
Winnie Yeung journeys through a
hidden heritage gem, the Hong Kong
Cemetery. Photos by Cyrus Wong.

A

t the Hong Kong Cemetery, Ken Nicolson raises his
spectacles to his forehead, leans toward a century-old
sarcophagus—his nose almost touching it—to read its faint
inscriptions. The sky is gray; the cemetery is otherwise deserted.
In almost any other circumstance, this would have been quite a
bizarre scene. After all, who hangs out at the cemetery, let alone
spends hours checking out every headstone?
But this is no ordinary cemetery—the Hong Kong Cemetery,
located at Wong Nai Chung Road opposite Happy Valley Racecourse,
is Hong Kong’s oldest existing western-style cemetery. Built in
1845, the cemetery is unavoidably an excellent testimony to our
city’s colonial history—for one, some of the iconic figures in Hong
Kong history are buried here. Yet despite this, the cemetery is
hardly recognized as a significant place—chances are the only time
you come across it is when you are stuck at the flyover near the
Aberdeen Tunnel, where you can see the cemetery below.
Due to the fact that our heritage laws only protect buildings,
even a site like this cemetery, with a history of more than 165
years, is not protected at all. Today, although managed by the
Food and Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD), most of the
graves in the cemetery are worn-out—some are even collapsed and
crumbling—because maintaining the tombs and headstones is not
the department’s responsibility.
And that’s where Ken Nicolson comes in. A landscape and
conservation architect, Nicolson has recently published a book on
the cemetery. “The Happy Valley: A History and Tour of the Hong
Kong Cemetery” is a collection of his studies of the site over the
past 10 years. The book does not just serve as a guidebook for your
own little cemetery tour, but also as a way to bring awareness to
this important cultural landscape that the city has forgotten and
ignored, and is on its verge of being destroyed by time.
Nicolson visited the cemetery for the first time in 2001. “I
knew of its existence but I had never stepped foot into it until
then,” he says. “Once I stepped in, it reminded me of some of
the old cemeteries in the UK—the abundance of trees, lush and
green, birds singing, very quiet despite the traffic outside.” What
he found was 10 hectares of land dotted with a garden-esque
combination of graves that can be dated to more than 100 years
ago. He believes that the Hong Kong Cemetery is a rare example of
cultural landscape in the city where you can find both heritage and
nature in one site, both of which in need of conservation. He wrote
a dissertation about it, which eventually turned into a book.
The Hong Kong Cemetery is one of three cemeteries in
the area, sandwiched by nearby Parsee Cemetery and Catholic
Cemetery. But unlike them, Hong Kong Cemetery is a public
cemetery that was built by the government 165 years ago and
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has been run by it ever since. The lack of religious affiliation and
the fact that the graves are permanent means the cemetery has a
colorful variety of people buried there. There are the city’s historical
icons (Robert Hotung, Paul Chater, Ho Kai, to name a few), also
people of different nationalities and religions (Polish, Nazi Germans,
Japanese for example—yes there are two Nazi graves, see opposite
page), and a variety of causes of death (war, blown up by a bomb,
killed by a tiger, drowned due to intoxication). As the plots at the
cemetery are permanent, families had a reason to spend a lot of
money on the headstones. Marble and granite were imported and
used liberally, with intricate carvings that were likely to have been
done by stonemasons overseas rather than in Hong Kong. Because
of this, Hong Kong Cemetery has a large variety of headstone styles
and designs—anything from a simple tablet, to a granite anchor, an
obelisk, a broken column or a marble angel.
Unlike most cemeteries here, the Hong Kong Cemetery is
designed as a 19th-century European-style cemetery garden. Back
then people designed cemeteries to look like parks that you would
want to stroll through. Experts at the Botanical Gardens in Central
helped with the landscaping of the site. “They picked the trees and
tried out new species—so you can find mostly exotic plant species
in the cemetery,” Nicolson says. Today there are six governmentdeclared “Old and Valuable” trees at the site, but only two are
native to Hong Kong while the rest are overseas species, including a
Norfolk Island Pine.
One type of plant that has been carefully chosen for the
cemetery is the frangipani, better known to the locals as “egg
flowers.” Nicolson believes that these trees, often found next to
graves, have been planted by relatives who have difficulty visiting
the graves annually—the frangipani, instead, will drop flowers onto
the graves every year on their behalf.
Because of the abundance of vegetation, Nicolson soon found
the cemetery to be rich in ecological value. “The more plant species
you have, the more moth and butterfly species there are,” he says.
He asked the Hong Kong Lepidopterist Society to conduct a moth
and butterfly survey in 2004, and in just one day, they found 28
moth species and 19 butterfly species. According to the Leisure and
Cultural Services Department, there are also 19 butterfly species at
the Botanical and Zoological Gardens in Central. Bats are also found
under trees, which feed on mosquitoes at the site.
Ironically, the vibrant ecology at the cemetery is partly due to
the lack of management by the government. Today the cemetery
is run by the FEHD as a cemetery, not a garden (which would
have fallen under the umbrella of the Leisure and Cultural Services
Department instead). However, since the graves were sold to
private bodies, the department does not maintain the graves,

but only the sidewalks, the rails and whatnot—the government
believes it should be the responsibility of the relatives to take care
of the graves. With most graves over 100 years old, many of them
no longer have regular visits from relatives, which leads to rapid
dilapidation. Today you can find many of them broken, toppled
over, or even engulfed by tree roots (see opposite page).
The lack of maintenance is also due to the fact that the
cemetery is not protected by law in any sense. Despite being
a 165-year-old site, the Hong Kong Cemetery has never been
declared historic, due to the fact that our Antiquities and
Monuments Ordinance only covers built heritage (i.e., buildings).
It was not until last year that the cemetery’s chapel, the oldest
existing colonial building in Hong Kong (also built in 1845),
became a Grade I historic building. However, the chapel is the
only protected part of the cemetery. “This is a classic Hong Kong
error to just protect a building and nothing else,” Nicolson says.
“You can’t blame the FEHD, because they are not supposed to do
anything more than cleaning and tidying. They have no expertise
in maintaining a historic site. The government needs to declare this
site as historical to make it protected by law.” Because of the lack
of protection, some of the memorials have been relocated casually
and the size of the cemetery has shrunk due to the construction of
roads and the Aberdeen Tunnel in 1970s. Today, a flyover that leads
to the tunnel has cut through the cemetery, separating it into two
parcels.
Nicolson also adds that the laissez-faire approach to
maintaining the cemetery was also adopted by some old
cemeteries in the west, which eventually led to problems. He
recalls a story about a cemetery overseas. “One day, a headstone
fell and killed a boy—his parents sued the government because
after all, their boy died in a publicly-run space,” he says. “The
liability claim is so huge, that the government believes it is better
for them to start early to maintain the graves, than to wait till
another headstone falls and kills another person.” Déjà vu right
there—a large-scale tree-protection project was started in Hong
Kong last year after a young girl was killed by a tree that fell in
Stanley. Hmm.
Despite all of its problems, as we walk through the cemetery
with Nicolson, it is easy to feel the uniqueness of the site—one
can spend hours here, just reading the headstones, admiring the
traditional craftsmanship and essentially finding a secret haven
from the buzz of the city—while it lasts, at least. Worried that you
will get lost in the 10 hectares of land? Look for some pointers with
our tour, next page.

“The Happy Valley: A History and Tour of the Hong Kong
Cemetery,” by Ken Nicolson, is published by the Hong Kong
University Press. $150, available in major bookstores.

A Cemetery Tour

Get the most out of your visit with this quick guide to the must-see spots.
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The cemetery is the
final resting place of
some of the city’s
legendary figures.
For instance, you
can find here the
grave of prominent
businessman and
philanthropist Sir
Robert Hotung (1862-1956). Unlike many now
worn-down tombstones, Hotung and his first
wife’s grave are properly maintained, showing
that his family is still maintaining the site today.
Right in front of the power couple’s grave,
you’ll see the tombstone of a woman called Au
Shing-cheung (pictured, front). Pay attention
to the inscription on her tombstone and you
will see that Ms. Au had worked for Hotung’s
wife for more than four decades. The Hotungs
decided to pay respects to her faithfulness by
placing her grave in front of the couple’s.

3. The
Chapel

At the front center of the cemetery is this
ornamental fountain, which serves as a good
starting point for your tour. Now covered in
plants and cement, this was a functioning
fountain when it was first built in the early 1900s
and according to Nicolson, served as a focal point
to the place. “The fountain had running water,
which is a symbol of life,” he says.

Slightly north of
the fountain is the
cemetery’s funeral
chapel. Built in
1845, this is Hong
Kong’s oldest existing colonial building and was
declared a Grade I historic building just last year
(a Grade I status implies that the building could
potentially be declared a monument, but by
law, it can be torn down if there is overriding
public interest). Today it is still used as a funeral
chapel and is closed to the public. Nicolson says
the fact that the chapel has been declared a
historic site but not the cemetery itself reveals
the inadequacy of our heritage protection laws.
“This 10 hectares of stones and trees has high
historical value but only the chapel has been
declared a historic site,” he says.

2. The Frangipani Trees

4. The Curiously Tilted Tablet

At the cemetery,
you’ll see a lot of
frangipani, more
commonly known
to locals as “egg
flowers” because
of their white and
yellow colors. These
flowers, referred
to by Nicolson as a
“very nice touch,”
were planted beside
tombs by families
intentionally so that when they were unable to
visit, the trees would drop their flowers onto
the tombs each year. Some frangipanis can be
found near the fountain.

At the far opposite of the chapel one can
find a tablet dangerously leaning to one side.
Nicolson says that although it is common
to see headstones tilting over time, it
also demonstrates the cemetery’s lack of
maintenance. “It’s very dangerous actually
because it will fall one day,” he says. “To
upright it
again is
a simple
job but
because the
government
sees it as
private
property,
they won’t
do anything
about it.”

1. The “Fountain”

8. The Nazi
Graves
Located higher up in
the cemetery near
Stubbs Road are two
graves belonging to
Nazi Germans. One
of the headstones
has a swastika
engraved onto it.
Both of the Nazis
died right before
World War II hit
Hong Kong.

9. Ho Kai’s Grave
Who is Ho Kai? Well,
he’s the “Kai” of Kai
Tak Airport. Ho and his
business partner Au Take
first bought the parcel of
land in east Kowloon that
eventually became the
site for Hong Kong’s old
airport.

10. The Typo

6. Sir Paul Chater’s Grave
Close to Hotung’s grave is a large cross
belonging to Sir Paul Chater (1846-1926), the
namesake of Chater Road and also Chater
Garden. Take a few steps down and you will
see a big, black sarcophagus (pictured, above).
It belongs to Chater’s brother, who died in his
teenage years. It is believed that Chater moved
his brother’s remains from overseas to lie
beside him in Hong Kong Cemetery.

7. Polish Wooden Cross
The century-old
cemetery offers many
examples of how people
would spend a fortune
on their loved one’s
final resting place with
elaborately designed
tombstones made with
expensive imported
materials. So it is a bit
of a surprise to find
a humble wooden cross here. The cross was
erected in the1920s and after much research,
Nicolson discovered that it belongs to a Polish
man. It is amazing to see how this fragile cross
has survived for so many years.

Nicolson found this
headstone at the
southern end of
the cemetery. The
stonemason had
originally carved the
line “Who Departed
Life,” when it should
have said “Who
Departed This Life.”
“This is my favorite
headstone in the
whole cemetery,”
says Nicolson. “It is impossible to find out why
the mistake is made and who made it, and
it is a nice reminder of how everyone makes
mistakes, even stonemasons, who need to be
accurate all the time.”

11. Nature vs. Tombs
At the southern
end of the
cemetery you
can see lots of
tombs damaged
by nature,
particularly
tree roots. In
this case, you
can see how
the roots of
a fig tree have enveloped and destroyed the
memorial. Nicolson believes that this part of the
cemetery is more poorly maintained than the
rest because it is cut off by the flyover leading
to the Aberdeen Tunnel, which was built in the
1970s.
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