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RPANE REZHATEICHUFNER0  HMERERZES  HNEDHMNORRERE
Mr Vandesar Leung explains that the Tung Wah Coffin Home helps return Chmese labourers’ remains to their ancestral homes, recognising the
hardship of living and dying alone abroad
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he Tung Wah Coffin Home was originally located near

the Slaughter House in Kennedy Town, Western District,
and was known as the Slaughter House Coffin Home. It was
established in 1875 with funding from the Man Mo Temple in
Sheung Wan and later, in 1899, came under the management
of the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals (TWGHs). It was then
relocated to its current site in Sandy Bay, Pok Fu Lam, on Tai
Koo Wan Road, occupying an area of 6,000 square metres.

A history of returning workers to their roots

Coffin homes provide a temporary resting place for the
bodies or ashes of Chinese people who die far from home,
allowing the deceased to return to their ancestral land. Mr
Vandesar Leung, Senior Manager (Temples and Cultural
Services) of TWGHs, explained that during the 19th-century
gold rush, most of the Chinese labourers who travelled to the
United States could not afford burial in their place of origin
after death. “To help them return home, Chinese associations
worldwide would contact coffin homes to transport their
remains to Hong Kong as a temporary transit point. The coffin
home would then post newspaper advertisements to find
their relatives, allowing families to reclaim the remains and lay
them to rest.”

EHAN (EERR) B8 b4 BEMR = REMAIE
The Tung Wah Coffin Home's mural, Fallen Leaves Returning to Their Roots, was created by local-artist Wong Ting Fung
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Many prominent individuals have had their remains stored at the home,
with the Number One “Tian” Room being the most chosen

Since the 19th century, the Tung Wah Coffin Home
has undergone several expansions, showcasing various
architectural styles that blend Chinese and Western elements.
Extensive restoration work was carried out in 2003 and
2004. As Leung explained, "We adhered to the principle of
preserving the old as it was. Door frames, hinges, the size
and number of nails - everything had to match the original
appearance.” This dedication to preservation has earned the
site a UN award, culminating in its designation as a statutory
monument by the government in 2020.
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Safeguarding memories and heritage for decades

Typically, it takes six to eight months for remains to
arrive in Hong Kong from overseas and be transported from
the Tung Wah Coffin Home to their final resting place in the
Mainland. And it may take less than 3 years for repository
if they choose to bury in Hong Kong. However, there are
exceptions. The remains of Mr Tang Kam Chi, one of the
founders of TWGHs, and his wife, have been housed in the
Coffin Home for over 100 years. “They had no relatives to
arrange their funeral, so the TWGHSs' board of directors
took responsibility, believing that keeping them here was
the best way to honour them. Every year during the Ching
Ming Festival, our board members visit to pay respects, and
caretakers regularly offer incense as a mark of remembrance;”
Leung explained.

3425225408080 PR FRRERRREREERINY

A

v il ¥

N Eer e uR s E T ERBERARE N DB

56

Hong Kong Entrepreneurs
mar - apr 2025

—

-

Other remains have also been stored for extended
periods before being reclaimed by descendants. In one
instance, a woman, fulfilling her grandmother’s dying wish,
travelled from overseas to Hong Kong to reconnect with their
family. Upon discovering that her grandfather's remains were
at the Tung Wah Coffin Home, she retrieved them to bury
alongside her grandmother in their homeland. As Leung
observed, “The Coffin Home is not just a place that provides
mortuary services; it carries the memories and heritage of
countless families, serving as an important symbol of Chinese
culture and tradition.”

At some points in the Tung Wah Coffin Home's history,
coffins accumulated in the home as they could not be
transported back to the Mainland due to national policies.
At its peak in the 1960s, there were over 600 coffins and
more than 8,000 sets of bones stored in the Tung Wah coffin
home. With the increasing prevalence of cremation and
sea burials, the number of coffins and remains stored has
gradually decreased. Currently, around 30 bodies are newly
admission in the Tung Wah Coffin Home each year, awaiting
either an auspicious burial date or transfer to another location
for interment. Prominent figures whose remains were once
deposited at the Tung Wah Coffin Home include Cai Yuanpei,
former president of Peking University; Chen Jiongming, a
revolutionary figure in the early periods of the Republic of
China; and Stanley Ho, the "King of Gambling” in Macao.
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Originally serving as a transit point.for the deceased Chingse Workers waiting to be buried in their native soil, the Tung Wah Coffin Home
subsequently provided temporary coffin storage for local residents awaiting burial plots fortheir ancestors -




Transcending life and death for liberation and
peace

In The Last Dance, Miss Yan cannot accept the death of
her son and refuses to bury or cremate his body. Instead, she
has it embalmed and vacuum-sealed, placing it in the Tung
Wah Coffin Home. This scene raises the question of whether
such elaborate measures are necessary for storing remains
in the home. Leung clarified that the Tung Wah Coffin Home
typically does not require that bodies are embalmed. The
most important thing is ensuring that all gaps in the coffin are
sealed to prevent bodily fluid leakage or insect infestation.

The film depicts a "breaking hell's gate” ritual, which is
a Hong Kong intangible cultural heritage practice intended
to relieve the deceased from suffering in hell and facilitate
their ascent to the celestial realm. In reality, the each TWGHs
funeral parlours conduct three to four such rituals every day.
Leung believes that the ritual’s significance extends beyond
simply guiding the deceased; it also provides comfort and
solace to the living. “Guiding the deceased towards liberation
is a manifestation of the importance of filial piety in Chinese
culture. It brings peace of mind to the bereaved, helping them
cope with the pain of loss and any regrets they may have
concerning the deceased.” @®

ETRFESAEBEH £, DE'HE AN"B
WM, XEEH BHBABERL  BOEBER
QWM - HR-LEFZSOHERA REEZDH
%%%J:%J:S‘E)\Bﬁﬂi% CREEQR BREIL
BE -

In some cases, even if Chinese labourers were buried
overseas, their remains were exhumed, boxed, and
sent to the coffin home for repatriation. If retrieval was
impossible, an empty box bearing the deceased’s name
symbolically carried their soul to comfort the family
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The Tung Wah Coffin Home complex, encompassing the pavilion and
gardens, won the Award of Honour in the Heritage Preservation and
Conservation Awards (2004) from the Hong Kong government and an
Award of Merit in the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Awards for Cultural Heritage
Conservation in 2005
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