
Social History Of The Hong Kong Cemetery: A
Journey Through Time and Cultures
The Hong Kong Cemetery, home to the departed souls of generations past, holds
within its boundaries a rich tapestry of social history that offers a glimpse into the
city's diverse cultural heritage. As one walks through the beautifully serene
landscape, tombstones whisper tales of triumph, tragedy, and the daily lives of
those who have shaped the history of this unique place.

Exploring the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong's Role

The Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong (RASHK) has long been intertwined with
the rich social history of the Hong Kong Cemetery. Founded in 1847 as the Royal
Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, it sought to promote research and
understanding of Asia and its cultures. Over the years, the Society has dedicated
itself to the preservation and documentation of the cemetery, recognizing its
importance as a historical and cultural symbol.

With the support of the RASHK, the cemetery has been meticulously maintained,
allowing visitors to take a step back in time and appreciate the society's efforts in
preserving this significant piece of Hong Kong's history. The ongoing
collaboration between the society and other institutions has ensured that the
cemetery remains a landmark of cultural significance.
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The Historical Significance of the Hong Kong Cemetery

Established in 1845, the Hong Kong Cemetery showcases the city's
multiculturalism and provides a physical record of its evolving society. The
cemetery has a distinct layout that reflects the social hierarchy prevalent during
its establishment. It features separate sections for various communities, including
Chinese, Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, and Muslim, among others.

Each section is like a miniature ethnographic museum, representing the customs,
beliefs, and cultural practices of different communities. From elaborate Chinese
ancestral halls to humble Jewish tombstones, the cemetery tells stories that
transcend time and carry immense historical value.

An Immersive Journey Through Time

Embarking on a journey through the Hong Kong Cemetery is akin to stepping into
a living museum. As visitors meander through the solemn rows of tombstones, a
gradual understanding of the city's history unfolds before their eyes.

Visiting landmarks like the Sir Catchick Paul Chater Family Mausoleum, where a
prominent Armenian businessman rests, or the Muslim cemetery with its serene
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Islamic symbols, invites contemplation on the lives lived and the challenges faced
by those who helped shape Hong Kong's identity.

Many notable figures from Hong Kong's past find their final resting place within
the cemetery grounds. British governors, philanthropists, influential businessmen,
and war heroes all share this sacred space, leaving behind legacies that continue
to shape the city's soul.

Preserving a Historical Landmark

The Hong Kong Cemetery's significance as a historical and cultural landmark
cannot be overstated. Over the years, the RASHK has actively promoted its
preservation, hosting regular events and guided tours to educate the public about
its value.

The cemetery serves as a reminder that history is not a lifeless entity but a
dynamic force that shapes the present. It provides a glimpse into the lives of
Hong Kong's early settlers, shedding light on their struggles, accomplishments,
and contributions to the city's growth.

Preserving this heritage requires ongoing efforts, and it is essential for
organizations like the RASHK to continue their mission of education and
conservation. By engaging the public and promoting a deeper understanding of
the cemetery's social history, the legacy of Hong Kong's past can be safeguarded
for future generations.

The Hong Kong Cemetery stands as a testament to the social history of a city
born out of diversity. Its tranquil setting and intricate tombstones offer a unique
insight into the lives of those who have come before us and their contributions to
the development of Hong Kong. Through the dedicated efforts of the Royal
Asiatic Society Hong Kong and other organizations, this fascinating social history



continues to be celebrated, ensuring that the legacies of the cemetery's
inhabitants endure.
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This book follows on from the mapping and recording of the about 10,000 graves
that make up the Hong Kong Cemetery for a database which will be held in the
archives of the Hong Kong Memory Project and the Royal Asiatic Society among
other places. The silent tombs and elegantly carved inscriptions dating from 1842
up to the present day aroused curiosity in the author about who these long-buried
people were and how they lived their lives. Lim has teased out from many
sources the answers to these questions. This small, alien and rather disparate
band of adventurers came from a number of far distant countries to live and work
in the tiny and insignificant British foothold of Hong Kong on the edge of a huge
and little understood empire. The book tries to show their relationships with each
other and with their Chinese neighbours on the island. It has attempted to breathe
life into the stories behind the gravestones so that the Hong Kong Cemetery can
be viewed as a cradle of history as well as a final resting place for the dead.
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Patricia Lim has lived in Hong Kong for more than thirty years. She studied at
Cambridge University and had a long and happy career teaching English, History
and Latin in various schools.

“Meticulous in its research, far-reaching in its scope and beautifully evocative in
its descriptions, Forgotten Souls is a wonderful addition to the history of Hong
Kong. It will be read with relish by anyone interested in what made Hong Kong
the place it is today.” —Rob Gifford, NPR Shanghai Correspondent and author of
China Road

“A highly novel approach to Hong Kong’s history, impressively researched and
filled with fascinating characters and insights into the territory’s history.” —
Jonathan Fenby, author of The Penguin History of Modern China

“For the historian or genealogist, Patricia Lim’s exhaustive cataloguing of the
Hong Kong Cemetery is both comprehensive and easy to use. For the curious
and intrigued who’ve ever passed the Cemetery and wondered who lies within,
Forgotten Souls is a wonderful collection of facts, anecdotes and lost Hong Kong
tales.” —Paul French, author of The Old Shanghai A–Z

“Patricia Lim turns a tour of the Cemetery into a tantalizing historical journey,
rediscovering the many individuals whose lives—even the most fleeting and
obscure—reflect significant developments and provide a nuanced understanding
of Hong Kong’s past. A solid database and a riveting good read—a winning
combination!” —Elizabeth Sinn, University of Hong Kong
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