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Giving life force to historic buildings

AFIFEE Staff reporters
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Although Hong Kong is a latecomer in heritage conservation, it can still strive to catch up.
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ritish Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston once described Hong

Kong, before its cession to Britain in 1842, as”a barren island that
will never be a mart of trade”. Since then, popular belief has it that
Hong Kong has transformed itself under British rule from a backward
fishing community to a first-world international financial cosmopoli-
tan in a span of about 150 years.

This belief, however, is far from true. Archaeological findings
have already established that Hong Kong was inhabited by hu-
man beings as far back as five to six thousand years ago, was
a recognised part of the administrative structure of the central
government as early as the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BC), and had
an official saltern in the Northern Song Dynasty (AD 960-1127) in
the area around today’s east Kowloon. Hong Kong also played a
vital role in modern history of China: it helped China to establish
its first republic in 1911 by providing a foreign education and a
revolutionary base for Dr Sun Yat-sen, who, together with his
followers, overthrew China’s last dynasty, the Qing Dynasty (AD
1644-1911).

Other places so steeped in history would no doubt have cher-
ished and preserved their historic buildings and monuments in order
for their citizens to understand their past and feel their roots. But not
quite so with Hong Kong, which has always given greater priority to
development than heritage conservation until recent years. Although
the city is a latecomer in heritage conservation, its efforts in the
past few years have begun to bear fruit, as shown by the results
of the Revitalising Historic Buildings Through Partnership
Scheme.

Launched in 2008, the Scheme provides government funding
for revitalisation of historic buildings and their continuous operation
by non-profit-making outside partners in order to keep them in good
shape and for good use. Under the Scheme, several projects have al-
ready been completed or about to be completed, and many more are
still on the drawing board. The following three projects are certainly
worth a visit by tourists and local people alike.
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The low zone of the Academy preserves the century-old
red brick houses with Chinese-style pitched roofs.
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The Gallery exhibits the calligraphic works and paintings by
Prof. Jao Tsung-i.
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The Heritage Lodge is furbished in
Chinese style.
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Jao Tsung-I Academy, formerly Lai Chi Kok Hospital and a Grade
II historic building, is divided into the low, middle and
high zones, and is restored, revitalised and operated by the
Hong Kong Institute for Promotion of Chinese Culture,
with the objectives of promoting Chinese culture and art.

Sited on a hillside and once at the seaside before land
reclamation in the neighbouring area, the Academy was a
customs station of the Qing Government in the late 19th
century. A boundary stone, now nestled in the eastern hill-
side of the low zone with the Chinese inscription “Kow-
loon Customs Boundary” on it, confirms the Chinese and
British territorial borders back then. Quarters for Chinese
labourers to be sent overseas to work were built by the
British at the site in the
early 20th century, which
were to become a quar-
antine station and then
a prison. Later in 1938,
the prison was converted
into Lai Chi Kok Hospi-
tal for treating infectious
diseases, and then used
as a psychiatric hospital
and a chronic sanatorium
between 1975 and 2004.
Revitalisation works began in 2009, and the Academy has been
fully open since mid-2014.

The Academy preserves the architectural features of the
original red brick houses, rectangular in shape with pitched
roofs, and integrated into the surrounding landscape of tradi-
tional Chinese gardens. Located in the low zone are The Gal-
lery, where the calligraphic works and paintings by Professor
Jao Tsung-i, the greatest living Chinese “Renaissance man”, are
displayed, and the Heritage Hall, where the story of the site’s
various changes during the past 100 years or so is told through
the exhibits. There are six blocks of houses in the middle zone,
providing such facilities as exhibition halls, activity rooms, a theatre,
a lecture hall, workshops and a conference room, as well as a res-
taurant, Gingko House, operated by a social enterprise promoting
employment for senior people. The Heritage Lodge, located in the
high zone and providing 89 guest rooms in five blocks of two-
storey houses, is designed in the traditional Chinese style to
bring out an aura of ancient elegance.

Admission to the Academy is free (with free guided tours), and
its venues are available for rent. For details, please visit its website at
http://www.jtia.hk/en.
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The Green Hub, situated at the original site of the old Tai Po Police
Station, a Grade I historic building, is revitalised and operated by
Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden in order to promote healthy,
low-carbon living to the public, and provide lodgings for educa-
tional purposes.

In June 1898, the Qing Government leased the New Territo-
ries to Britain for 99 years. A temporary matshed police station was
erected in March the following year on a small hill (later known
as “Flagstaff Hill”) in Wan Tau Kok, Tai Po, where a flag-raising

ceremony would be held to mark the of-

ficial takeover of the area. On 14 April,

the villagers there burnt down the police

station in an attempt to resist the take-

over by force. With reinforcements, the

British troops fought back, and the flag-

raising ceremony was held on the hill on

16 April, one day earlier than the original

plan. Villagers who rose up throughout

the New Territories were pursued until

they surrendered on 19 April, when the six-day campaign

came to an end. Apart from the fighting against the Japanese

during World War II, “this war was the only military campaign

fought within the Hong Kong area during the period of British
administration”.

Tai Po Police Station, a permanent structure later built on

Flagstaff Hill, was the first police headquarters in the New Ter-

ritories and also the administrative centre of the British since

the takeover. After World War 11, the station was used as the
offices and temporary quarters of the Police and the Marine

Police until being left vacant in 2006; it began to be revitalised

in 2010.

Preserving the original architectural features and retaining
some original structures such as the cells and the armoury, the
Green Hub will provide healthy, low-carbon meals in the original
canteen and 12 guest rooms in the staff quarters. The history of the
old Tai Po Police Station and developments of Tai Po Market will be
introduced to the visitors through various exhibitions, and workshops,
cooking classes, overnight camps, etc will be organised to promote the
concept of sustainable living and dining to the participants. The Green
Hub will be officially open in November this year; its website is: http://

www.lowcarbonliving.hk/eng/TowCarbonCommunity-GreenHub-
eng.aspx.

The Grade III historic building Stone Houses at Nos. 31-35 Hau
Wong Temple New Village are renamed “Stone Houses Family Gar-
den” after revitalisation by Wing Kwong So-Care Company Limited.
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In the late 19th century, the Ho family built a
grand two-storey building, named “Ho Ka Yuen”,
at the original site of the Stone Houses, which was
left unoccupied in the 1930s. During World War II,
it was demolished by the Japanese army, and some
two-storey Chinese-style cottages, which formed
part of the Stone Houses, were built at the same
site and renamed “Hau Wong New Village” by the
Japanese. After the war, a huge number of Chinese
refugees came to settle in Hong Kong, and the cot-
tages were repaired to house them. Several film

studios operated in the village in the 1950s, and some of the Stone
Houses were rented to many small plants and factories in the 1960s
and 1970s, including the Nam Yan Kee Grave and Tombstone Con-
struction Company, whose name board has been kept at the site.
Stone Houses Family Garden uses the concept of a nostal-
gic bing sutt, a Hong Kong-style café, as its theme, with some
houses renovated as a bing sutt, where simple meals and drinks
and board games will be available, and some others turned into a
heritage discovery centre, with exhibits to show the history of the
Kowloon City District and the Stone Houses, and used furniture
and daily household items on display to take visitors back to the
past of life in the Stone Houses. Stone Houses Family Garden (www.
stonehouses.org) will officially open in the fourth quarter of this year.

The Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report, released every two
years by the World Economic Forum in May this year, ranks Hong
Kong 13th out of a total of 141 economies, two ranks up from the
last report. When compared with its Asia-Pacific rivals, Hong Kong
is ranked lower than Australia (7th), Japan (9th) and Singapore
(11th), but higher than China (17th), South Korea (29th), Taiwan
(32nd), Thailand (35th) and many more.

The Report uses 14 pillars to assess the economies on a scale
of 1 to 7 where 7 is the best, and Hong Kong loses out to the
Asia-Pacific region as a whole only in two pillars, namely
“Price Competitiveness” (Hong Kong: 3.59, Asia-Pacific: 4.75)
and “Cultural Resources and Business Travel” (Hong Kong;:
2.58, Asia-Pacific: 2.85). Whereas the lost ground in the for-
mer could hardly be recovered as Hong Kong’s ranking is far
lower than the region, the latter is just marginally inferior,
which means that promising results may be achievable in the
medium to long term if conservation work in various areas is

properly done from now on. ifi§

(Special thanks for the assistance and photos provided by Jao Tsung-I
Academy, the Green Hub and Stone Houses Family Garden.)
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