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The many faces 
of Hong Kong
Joanne Poh discovers a multifaceted city that has plenty of contradictions
THE MTR (Mass Transit Railway) in Hong 
Kong may look identical to Singapore’s MRT, 
but that is where the similarity between the 
two cities end. 

Hong Kong is fierce.
Whether you desire to ferret out the 

smoky dens of legendary gangsters à la Young 
And Dangerous or are more inclined towards 
the moneyed glamour of Hong Kong’s glit-
terati, the city pulses with a daring authentic-
ity that is as gritty as it is glitzy.

Naughty or nice?
Kowloon is a study in contradictions. In 
terms of accommodation, the Tsim Sha Tsui 
district in Kowloon has something to offer 
two disparate groups of travellers — the 
wealthy and frugal. 

Even if you don’t fancy spending the night 
in a cockroach-infested matchbox with no 
windows, dare yourself to venture into the 
deliciously infamous Chungking Mansions 
and Mirador Mansions on Nathan Road. The 
two dilapidated buildings house a dimly-lit 
array of hostels, restaurants, shops and other 

rather suspicious-looking businesses.
Immortalised in Wong Kar Wai’s film 

Chungking Express, Chungking Mansions in 
real life makes its dodgy celluloid incarnation 
look like Disneyland. A dead body would look 
right at home on the cracked concrete floors.

Under the light buzz of flickering fluores-
cent lights, wary shopkeepers, foreign work-
ers and miscellaneous riffraff peer cautious-
ly out at you from the shadowy interiors of 
tiny shops ostensibly hawking suitcases or 
offering money changing services.

Home to the cheapest hostels in Hong 
Kong, Chungking Mansions and Mirador 
Mansions will make even the most hardened 
budget traveller think twice about spending 
the night there. The more transient visitor 
though is advised to sample some of the 
cheap and excellent Indian cuisine on offer 
in the two buildings. 

Walk a little further down Nathan Road 
towards the harbour and turn right, how-
ever, and one is transported to a different 
dimension altogether. Enter the Peninsula 
Hotel, one of Hong Kong’s most famed, 
most iconic, and most expensive hotels. The 
fountain at its entrance seems to bubble not 
cheerily as fountains usually do but in a dig-
nified, almost haughty fashion.

With its high ceilings, splendid harbour 
view and carpets softer than any of the beds 
at Chungking Mansions, the Peninsula is a 
beautiful edifice indeed. High tea at the Pe-
ninsula is a recommended indulgence, as any 
self-respecting Hong Kong film starlet would 
have you know.

On the other side of Salisbury Road lie 
the Hong Kong Cultural Centre, the Hong 
Kong Space Museum and Theatre and the 
Hong Kong Museum of Art. Beyond that, 
the magnificent Victoria Harbour and the 
kitschy Avenue of Stars await.

As you stroll past the statue of Bruce 
Lee and sidestep Jackie Chan’s handprints 
in the ground, you realise that nothing in 
Hong Kong — good, bad or tacky — is done 
by halves.

Shopping frenzy
At the Temple Street Night Market, a snak-
ing row of fortune tellers in tented stalls is a 
picture of oriental mystique. Each soothsay-
er, head bowed, solemnly inspects the palm 
of her client with a magnifying glass before 
making her pronouncement on his fate. The 
market also offers for sale curiosities such as 
replicas of ancient Chinese texts and Mao Ze-
dong watches.

While Hong Kong is a paradise for fans 
of designer brands and other hoity-toity 
retailing, if you hanker for some bargain-
ing, head to the Ladies’ Market on Tung 
Choi Street in Mong Kok, which of-

fers clothing, accessories, souvenirs and 
snacks. Hong Kong’s inhabitants are a 
tough lot and getting a good price requires 
a resolute, no-nonsense attitude.

As you leave the warm glow of the make-
shift market stalls behind, enter the electric 
incandescence of Causeway Bay. 

Home to department stores and mega 
malls like Sogo and Times Square, Causeway 
Bay demonstrates Hong Kong’s great love of 
buying stuff. Everything from international 
brand names to locally designed and manu-
factured products can be acquired with a 
flick of the wrist and a flourish of the pen.

Struggle to find yourself in the maze of 
shopping malls before wandering over to 
Pacific Place at Admiralty and the Land-
mark at Central with their cavernous, 
swanky interiors.

As you tiptoe past hushed rows of design-
er boutiques with the reverence befitting a 
worshipper at a shrine, a pair of shoes catches 
your eye. Eyes lowered, you respectfully enter 
the shop, credit card clasped with both hands. 
Here lies Hong Kong’s greatest extravagance.

GETTING THERE
Singapore Airlines flies direct to Hong 
Kong International Airport 6 times daily 
in about 3 hours, 45 minutes. Economy 
class return tickets are priced at $660 
onwards. Cathay Pacific also operates 
direct flights to Hong Kong.

INSIDER’S TIPS
The Marriott Hotel is conveniently located 
at Pacific Place. Double or twin-share rooms 
are priced at HK$2,720 (S$454) onwards.
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Be prepared to 
bargain your way for 
the best buys at the 
night markets.

Meet Bruce Lee at the Avenue of Stars. 
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