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A fine stopover for the dead
When I was a kid there was always something creepy about Pok Fu Lam.
It was a place of death, partly because of the huge cemetery on the hillside and also because of the nearby “dead people's hotel,” as we called it.
The Tung Wah Coffin Home, to give it its official English name, was restored several years ago and is now an award-winning heritage site.
The coffin home was built in 1899 to replace one in Kennedy Town that dated back to 1875.
It is a reminder of Hong Kong's role as a transit hub for migrant workers who left the mainland to seek their fortunes in Southeast Asia, America and other places. Large numbers came through on their way overseas, and many passed by on their return - even if they were dead.
The coffins were kept at Pok Fu Lam before being transported to ancestral villages in the mainland or while relatives looked for a suitable burial place.
After the chaos of the 1940s, some coffins were just left there unclaimed. There were more than 600 in 1960.
The place is still in use today. Families seeking somewhere appropriate to bury a loved one in Hong Kong can rent a room to house the coffin temporarily. You can rent a single room or save money by having a double.
Restoration started in 2003 and took just under a year. Earlier photographs show buildings, which are in several traditional and contemporary styles, in a seriously dilapidated state.
The finished result has won a UNESCO award and is well worth a visit.
And it's not that creepy.
