weTs o RN

Ancestral Images

A Hong Kong Collection

Hugh Baker

@ Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Studies Series



Ancestral Images






Ancestral Images

A Hong Kong Collection

Hugh Baker

Foreword by Lady Youde

BB ANEHRR
i HONG KONG UNIVERSITY PRESS




Hong Kong University Press
14/F Hing Wai Centre

7 Tin Wan Praya Road
Aberdeen

Hong Kong
www.hkupress.org

© Hugh D.R. Baker 2011

ISBN 978-988-8083-09-1

All rights reserved. No portion of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information

storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 21

Printed and bound by Paramount Printing Co., Ltd. in Hong Kong, China



Foreword by Lady Youde

Preface

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Land

Lovers Rock
Kowtow
Puppets
Scholar Stones
Daai Si
Customs

Tree

Pigs

Moat
Anti-corruption
Barrier
Ancestral Trust
Chair

Local Government
Geomancer
Duck

Gambling

ix

X1

10

13

16

19

23

26

29

32

35

38

41

44

47

50

53

Contents

19.
20.
21.
22,
23.
24,
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34,
35.
36.
37.

38.

Protection
Jesuits

Feet

Funeral
Water
Congratulations?
Street Trader
University
Ching Ming
Feast

Pedicab
Islam
Fertility
Lantern
Grave

Fish

Magic
Lion-heads
Incantation

Law

57
60
63
66
69
72
75
78
81
84
87
90
93
96
99
102
105
108
111

114



vi

Contents

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52,

53,

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

Arch
Tablets
Stake-net
Marsh
Beam-raising
Mud
Birthday
Wealth God
Pagoda

Red

Earth God
Flower Boards
Shrimps
Music
Heaven
Double Yang
Rain God
Bamboo
Smoke
Offerings
Landscape

Mourning

117

120

123

126

129

132

135

138

141

144

147

150

153

156

160

163

166

169

172

175

178

181

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

78.

79.

80.

81.

82.

Wedding Party
Nuns

Snakes

Temple

Hakka
Leadership
Yearly Blessings
Dragon

Sun Yat-sen
Fire Engine
Taoists
Zombies
Market

Patron Gods
Typhoon
Footpath

Soy

Schoolgirl
New Year Biscuits
Dan Ger
Charity

Isolation

184

187

190

193

196

200

203

206

209

213

217

220

223

226

229

232

235

238

241

244

247

250



Contents

vii

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

95.

96.

97.

98.

99.

100.

101.

102.

103.

104.

Birth

Reverence

Journey

Yin and Yang
Kowloon

Gates

Soul

Picnic

House Re-warming
Cemetery

Water Buffalo
Buddhism

Tin Hau

Hall

Village

Procession

Dotting

Hundred Surnames
Vegetables
Talisman

Exhumation

Suicide

253
257
260
263
266
270
274
277
280
284
287
290
293
296
299
302
305
308
312
315
318

321

105.

106.

107.

108.

109.

110.

111.

112.

113.

114.

115.

116.

117.

118.

119.

120.

Wall

Burial

Eyes

Feuds

Kitchen God
Catholic Church
Actors

Hell Bank Note
Incense
Concern

Well God
Ruins

Women

Rice

Sojourners

Wires

Endnotes

Further Reading

Index

324
327
330
333
336
339
342
345
348
351
354
357
360
363
366
369
372
377

381






Foreword

by Lady Youde

n these times of rapid change, every day sees another link with the past

broken and it is not surprising if the newcomer to the city of Hong
Kong, faced with its spectacular modern architecture looming over the busy
harbour and surrounded by crowds of fashionable young people equipped
with every latest electronic gadget, does not at first notice the ubiquitous but
inconspicuous traces of the old ways. Perhaps at the back of a shop a small gold
shrine gleams in the dim light of a tiny red bulb, a dark doorstep half hides a
little figure beside a scrap of red paper, and gradually more and more puzzling
glimpses of unfamiliar objects begin to reveal that many traditional practices
are still observed even in the busy city.

As soon as visitors venture into Hong Kong’s countryside in the New
Territories, they will be struck by the fact that even though life there has changed
dramatically in the fifty years since the material for this book was collected, a
great deal still remains to be rediscovered by the interested observer. Professor
Baker’s rare understanding of Hong Kong and the New Territories life during
the 1960s and 1970s comes from his unique experience of having lived for
eighteen months in a traditional Chinese clan village studying their language,
history and culture. There he had unprecedented access to a now rapidly
vanishing vibrant and colourful way of life that he describes with sympathy
and humour in these snapshots of everyday family life, taking the reader all
the way from birth, through family duties and the preservation of traditions,
religious ceremonies with their required food and clothing, and finally to death
and the continuing obligations of looking after family members in the aftetlife,
many centuries after their departure. Even today hundreds of New Territories
clan members who have migrated all over the world journey home every ten
years to take part in the traditional and often spectacular clan celebrations
held in honour of the memory of their venerated ancestors.

Here in more than a hundred lively and entertaining articles and
photographs Professor Baker makes it possible to recognize what still
remains of the architecture, agriculture and traditional dress of this historic

area and also to understand something of the unique way of life followed
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here for a thousand years that is now steadily giving way to urbanization and
uniformity.

During the 1980s, in Government House, Sir Edward always recom-
mended this book to our visitors as the most entertaining and scholarly insight
into traditional Hong Kong life available at that time. This new version will be
essential reading for everyone curious to discover something of what is still
hidden behind the shining veneer of modern Hong Kong.

Pamela Youde
London, 2011



Preface

n 1975 I was asked to record a short programme on Chinese culture for

Radio Television Hong Kong. While I was in the studio it was decided
that I might as well make it three programmes. A week later I was asked to do
another ten to turn it into a Baker’s Dozen, the title under which the broadcasts
went out. Once riding the tiger I found I could not get off, and I ended up
doing four series, 52 programmes in all. No sooner had I managed to dismount
in 1977 than Mr Robin Hutcheon, Editor of the South China Morning Post
(SCMP), rang to suggest doing a few articles for his paper along the same
lines. These too ran away with me, expanding into a weekly column, and for
121 weeks appeared “From My Album’, a thousand words around one of my
photographs. I actually wrote only 120 articles — by mistake one of them was
published twice on consecutive weeks. Rather depressingly, nobody seems to
have noticed, and I assumed that there was no readership other than myself,
but when the SCMP published all of them in three volumes as Ancestral
Images in 1979, 1980 and 1981, sales were very encouraging until a policy
decision took the Post out of book publishing. In 1990, 39 of the articles, plus
two additional ones, were brought out by Hong Kong University Press under
the title Hong Kong Images.

Now the Press have given me the chance to bring the original 120 articles
together in one volume. I have changed one or two of the photographs and
have revised the texts so that they are written from a present-day perspective:
but the subject matter remains as before, Hong Kong’s New Territories in the
1960s and 1970s for the most part, with the odd excursion into more general
areas of Chinese history and culture.

The reader will not take long to discover that I have borrowed snippets
from many earlier scholars and authors. I have given the exact references at the
end of the text, and there is also a short annotated list of further reading, so
that those who want to find out more can do so. Beware, though! It's a trap —
once dipped into, many of these books will stick to your fingers and refuse to
be put down. The hours I have spent lost inside De Groot's anecdote-packed
Religious System of China ... the love-hate feelings I developed for Arthur Smith
as I alternately nodded at the highly perceptive comments and seethed at the
insufferable cultural arrogance of his Chinese Characteristics ... the fascination
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of reading in Lion and Dragon in Northern China the first-hand experiences of
Sir Reginald Johnston administering far-off Weihaiwei in the company of Sir
James Haldane Stewart Lockhart ... the more recent purple-prose exploits in
Hong Kong of Austin Coates in Myself @ Mandarin .... Into traps like these it
is a pleasure to fall.

As for the photographs, I make no claim to artistry and little to technical
skill. T took most of them with quite primitive cameras, often without
preparation or the chance to do more than fire off quickly in the hope of
capturing something which had interested me. Some of them could not be
taken again, because times have changed and because few people have the
privilege of long-term access to a community such as I had while conducting
anthropological fieldwork in a New Territories village. Some could still be
taken by anyone, and doubtless most would make a better job of them, but
with all these photographs it has been the personal attachment which has
triggered my thoughts and stirred me to write and I do not apologize for the
indifferent quality. I can even make a virtue of my incompetence — the poor
focus of the wall in the article on “Mud” reflects the fading from sight of the
institution with which it deals, and the fuzziness of the “Village” photograph
underlines the significance of its being taken from a moving railway train. Just
one of the photographs may not have been taken by me — over the years it
has lost its reference sticker, and it is not impossible that it was given to me
by someone else. If so that would certainly be reason for me to apologize to
person unknown.

I have written Cantonese words according to the Sidney Lau romanization
system, and place names in Hong Kong are spelled according to the standard
Hong Kong SAR Government practice, the principal “bible” for which is the
Government Printer’s 1961 Gazetteer of Place Names in Hong Kong, Kowloon
and the New Territories. For dynastic titles and place names in China, I have
used the official Hanyu Pinyin spellings. Some words (Kowloon, Hakka, Hong
Kong, for instance) are so familiar in spellings that do not belong to any of
these systems that it would be silly to try to change them. Chinese characters
have been used wherever it has seemed useful.

Indirectly many people helped with this book, but I should acknowledge
my gratitude in particular to Mr Robin Hutcheon and Mr Keith Jackson of
the SCMP; to Dr Colin Day, Mr Michael Duckworth and Dr Chris Munn of
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Hong Kong University Press; to President Robert Nield of the Hong Kong
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society; to Dr Elizabeth Sinn, Ms Yip Tin Pui
and the staff of the Hong Kong Memory Project; and to the people of Sheung
Shui who made this ignorant outsider welcome in their village and gave him a
chance to be educated for life.

I have had a love affair with Hong Kong for more than half a century.
I've lived in a village in the New Territories, in plush hotels, in a windowless,
toiletless tiny flat, on the Peak, in Kowloon, in Mid-levels.....I return again and
again, and I've enjoyed it all hugely. I've enjoyed the eating, and the walking, and
the smells, and the buzz of human energy, and the sense of achievement, and
above all the friendship and tolerant good humour of its people. I've enjoyed
writing these pages, and I hope it shows.

H.D.R.B.
Somerset, March 2011
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here are some things which trigger my camera shutter without my
volition. Ancestor tablets and omega-shaped graves, for example, have
me reaching for the release button as fast and instinctively as my foot goes to
the brake pedal when something runs out in front of the car.
But nothing can compare with the devotion and thoroughness with which
I photograph Earth Gods. I must make my confession: I am an Earth God
addict! I sacrifice time, film, and cameras to pander to my lust. When I show my
slides at home it is heartbreaking to hear my starving and rag-clad children cry
“Oh Daddy, not another one!” while hollow-eyed my wife looks on and wonders
under which letter Earth Gods Anonymous is entered in the Yellow Pages.
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What's the attraction? The battered specimen shown here is not in itself
an object of exceptional beauty, though I view it with affection as an honest and
time-hallowed piece of functional architecture. It is, I think, what the Earth
God symbolizes that holds my interest. It stands for a sense of stability, of
security, of identity with fixed and immovable reference points, of community
and of belonging.

Every New Territories village has its Earth God, and where the village
is divided into hamlets or other recognized sections each of its parts has its
own Earth God too. Almost it would be possible to do a sociological survey
of a community just by plotting the positions of its shrines. “The people of
this part of the village don't get on with the people of that part,” you might
say, ‘otherwise theyd share one Earth God, not have one each.” And you could
go on to investigate the reasons for the division: different surnames? An old
quarrel? Separate branches of a clan?

Earth Gods operate not only at village and hamlet levels, but for buildings
too. Their job is to protect the inhabitants and to act as registrars of birth,
marriage and death on Heaven'’s behalf. De Groot tells how food is laid out in
offering beside the corpse of a newly-dead man:

A petty offering ... is at the same time set out for the use of the local divinity

of the Soil [the Earth God].... If properly propitiated in this way, this being

is expected to safely pilot the soul through the regions of darkness, of which

he has the control. It is the duty of one of the mourners to invite him to help

himself; for this purpose the man makes a polite bow in front of the offerings,

at the same time holding one or three burning incense sticks in his joined hands

on alevel with his head. Prudent and intelligent people take care to lay out only

one chopstick for the use of the god, thoughtfully calculating that it must take

him in this way a long time to consume his meal and so prevent him from

hurrying off before the soul is propetly prepared to follow him.!

The wording of the oblong stone let into the back of the shrine here is very
simple: “Seat of the god who is master of the earth of this village” (boon-chuen
to-jue ji san-wai 0 0 O O O O O ). The red papers pasted round the stone at
New Year a day or so before this was taken have already become tattered, but
the horizontal one clearly says “Protection’, and down one side is “Protect the
good fortune of the entire village”.

In a little kitchen building next to the main ancestral hall of this same
village is the Earth God of the hall. Here the wording is much more elaborate:
“Seat of the god, the true god of good fortune and virtue, master of the earth,
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who protects this ancestral hall”. And the last time I saw them the red side-
papers read: “Controlling the good fortune of the whole village, protecting the
sage spirits of the ancestral hall’, with “Divine light” as the horizontal paper.

Even graves often have Earth Gods to protect them. The wording is
mostly just“God of the earth” or sometimes“Seat of the god of the earth of the
right hand” — the right being the inferior position, with the grave itself taking
pride of place on the left.

What all these gods point to is a concern with the earth, with location
and permanence. In the Chinese wotld of natural and man-made disasters,
of precarious peace and fickle rulers, land was the traditional anchor. Come
drought and hunger, come rapacious bandit or greedy mandarin, come fire or
disease, with land there was always hope of rejuvenation and recuperation. So
when a man made money, he invested it in land, and when a clan had excess
income it too bought land. The return on investment was low, but it was
safe, sure and perpetual. And the same craving for owning and belonging to
land made it a shameful act to sell it. Of course some were forced to do so by
necessity, but it was a last resort, like a craftsman’s parting with his tools.

There was felt to be a moral duty to pass on inherited land to one’s own
descendants. If possible, then, rather than sell, the land would be mortgaged,
consigning its use and fruits to the mortgagee until such (unspecified) time
as redemption became possible. And that could be a long time. R. E. Johnston
cites the case of a man who:

came to me very recently with the complaint that on his return from Manchuria

he had found his land in the possession of a neighbour."l went to Manchuria as

my family had not enough to eat,” he said.”I came home this year and wished to

redeem the land I had mortgaged before I went away. But I found it had been

already redeemed by my neighbour, a cousin, and he refuses to let me redeem

it from him” On being asked when he had mortgaged his land and emigrated,

he replied: “In Chia Ch'ing 3" — that is, in 1798. He was merely identifying
himself with his own great-grandfather.”

Men come and men go, but the land goes on for ever. Earth Gods too, like
men, decay. This one looks shaky and did in fact collapse in a typhoon during
the wet and windy summer of 1964 a few months after this shot was taken.
But within a week or two it had been rebuilt. Land must have its supernatural

as well as its mortal master.



2 Lovers’ Rock

Bowen Road has a trick up its sleeve. Just when you think it has finished,
it suddenly narrows to a single track and continues along the side of the

Peak. Reaching a small public garden it again seems to have given up the ghost,
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but no, it becomes yet slimmer, disguises itself as a footpath, and marches
undeterred round the contour all the way to Stubbs Road.

For those who persevere with the walk there are pleasant views over
Wanchai and Happy Valley, and at one point above the path can be seen
looming a large, angular, tilted rock. The rock’s Chinese name is Yan-yuen-
sek (O O O ) “Rock of Pre-ordained Marriage”. In English it is usually called
“Lovers’ Rock’, although, rather confusingly, it also goes under the name
“Amah Rock” and so gets muddled up with the Amah Rock above Sha Tin
Valley in the New Territories. Neither of them looks like an amah to me.

The Sha Tin Amah Rock does, however, bear a striking resemblance to a
woman standing with a child on her back Chinese-style. Its name in Chinese
is Mong-foo-sek (0 O O ) “Watching for Husband Rock”. Legend has it that
a local man went off as a soldier to another part of China. His wife, concerned
at his long absence, took to watching for his return from the hill which gave
the best view; and she and her child eventually turned to stone when he failed
to come back. In another version of the tale he did return, upon which the
poor woman died of joy and was turned to stone — an unhappy ending to a
romantic story if ever there was one!

Yet Chinese history has a knack of marking its women out for sticky ends,
and this reflects, I'm sure, the position of women in society at large. Woman
was born to be passive, to suffer, and to be moulded to the three men in her
life — her father, her husband and her son. Death or separation did not alter
her relationship with her husband: she was his and his alone for ever. (He, of
course could happily have other wives.)

The character O (jing) means “virginity” or “chastity’, and it was in
“preserving her chastity” (sau-jing O O ) that a woman could best deserve the
admiration and respect of Chinese men. The Emperor would sometimes order
ceremonial arches to be built to the memory of women who came unsullied
through long years of widowhood. Public suicide by young widows was greatly
applauded, though neither expected nor common.

The only woman found worthy of inclusion in one New Territories clan
genealogy I have read met her end as follows. Her husband was captured by
pirates, who demanded ransom for his release. She got herself accepted as
hostage for him while he went to arrange the ransom, then she jumped into

the sea and drowned. At one leap she had saved chastity, husband and fortune:
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her reward, four lines in a manuscript genealogy and a brief mention in the
county gazetteer.

Well, the fate of the Sha Tin wife falls easily within the scope of what was
considered worthy of traditional woman. What is rather odd is that she does
not seem to have been deified: I have seen no trace of offerings or incense at
her feet. Yet the Bowen Road rock is heavily worshipped. A group of women
can be seen making offerings to it in the photograph, and a similar photograph
could be taken on the 6th, 16th or 26th of any lunar month.

Burkhardt says in his Chinese Creeds and Customs:

The phallic implications of the shrine are obvious from its Chinese designation,

the Yin Yang Shih, or Female and Male Principle Stone.?

He appears to have confused the name Yan-yuen-sek with Yam-yeung-
sek (O O O), but he may none the less be correct. The stone bears no clear
resemblance to any particular object, and could easily just be thought of as
a massive phallic symbol. And then, of course, the purpose of its worship
becomes clear — the women are praying for children, or for husbands, or for
married happiness. Men come to pray here for these things too, I was told by
some of the worshippers.

Alas! As seems nearly always to be the case, when I had come to this
immaculate and very satisfactory explanation, a great tide of doubt nearly
submerged it. I spoke to an old woman who makes a living by undertaking
the complex rituals for worshippers who come to the rock — she surely must
understand what it is about?

“Why do people come here to worship?” I asked artlessly and in full
certainty of what the answer would be.

“Oh, to pray for wealth, of course,” she said, shattering my innocent faith.

And so they do, as well as to pray for husbands and children, for connubial
bliss, for scholastic success (the little paper windmills visible in the picture are
supposed to make school-children work harder), for curing of illness, and for

relief from persistent ill-luck.



3 Kowtow

hree elders dressed in their long silk ceremonial gowns perform the

kowtow before the altar in their clan ancestral hall, In the course of a ritual
of ancestor worship lasting over an hour, they will be up and down on their knees
many times: no joke for men who are getting on in years. But being the oldest
men of the senior surviving generation of the clan, it is their duty and privilege
to go through the arduous ceremony as the representatives of the whole group.
The worship is thought to benefit both the ancestors and the living.

The Chinese have many ways of salutation and showing respect. At the
most casual, a perfunctory nod of the head and a stereotyped greeting will
do, but this would suit only very good friends or unimportant acquaintances.
More respectful is the bowing of the head, hands together and held in front
of the chest. Men do this with hands clasped, women with the hands laid flat
against each other and preferably hidden in their sleeves.

The guk-gung (O O ) is yet more respectful and consists of bowing from
the waist with the hands held down at the sides. This form of greeting is
solemn enough that it can be used in worship, and I have noticed that younger

people often perform it rather than the kowtow.
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But it is the kowtow which is the most respectful of all. Kau-tau (O
0) literally means “to knock the head” and, properly perfomed, the forehead
should strike the ground fairly hard. As a sign of submission and obedience it
could hardly be outdone.

A rather strange derivative of the kowtow can be seen any day anywhere
in Hong Kong. When someone pours out tea for you in a restaurant or tea-
house, the polite response is to tap the table with your middle finger. The
tapping represents the knocking of the head, and means“Thank you’, although
when you first meet with it a more obvious explanation would seem to be
“Whoa, that's enough!”

This trivial present-day custom gives no clue to the erstwhile importance
of the kowtow — yet in some measure the fate of nations has hung upon it in
the past. The kowtow was the required form of salute to the Chinese Emperor,
and the Chinese reasonably enough considered that it should be performed by
foreigners just as much as by natives.

When Lord Macartney arrived from Britain on an embassy to China in
1793, he was told that he could only have audience with the Emperor if he
were willing to kowtow. This he refused to do on the grounds that he would
not do it even to his own sovereign. He is said to have agreed to kowtow to the
Emperor only if a Chinese official, his equal in rank, would do the same to a
portrait of George IIT — a deal which the Chinese would not strike.

Despite his refusal, Macartney was eventually granted audience. But his
embassy was a failure in all other respects, and the trade rights which he was
principally interested in gaining for Britain were denied him in no uncertain
terms. The Emperor began a message to George III as follows:

You, O King, from afar have yearned after the blessings of our civilization, and

in your eagerness to come into touch with our converting influence have sent

an Embassy across the sea bearing a memorial. I have already taken note of

your respectful spirit of submission, have treated your mission with extreme

favour and loaded it with gifts, besides issuing a mandate to you, O King, and

honouring you with the bestowal of valuable presents. Thus has my indulgence

been manifested.*

He went on to point out that since “our celestial Empire possesses all
things in prolific abundance and lacks no product within its own borders”

therefore the Chinese were not looking for trade.



Kowtow 9

In 1816 Britain tried again with an embassy headed by Lord Amherst,
but on refusing to perform the kowtow he was sent packing without even
an audience to his credit. It is just possible that if these embassies had been
successful, Anglo-Chinese relations and the history of the 19th century might
have been less bloody.

Yet, other nations’ ambassadors had achieved no better results even with
the kowtow. A Dutch embassy of 1655 is described by Wells Williams in The
Middle Kingdom:

Their presents were received and others given in return; they prostrated

themselves not only before the Emperor in person, but made the kotow to his

name, his letters, and his throne, doing everything in the way of humiliation and
homage likely to please the new rulers. The only privilege their subserviency

obtained was permission to send an embassy once in eight years, at which time

they might come in four ships to trade.®

The kowtow issue was blown up by the foreigners probably because it
symbolized their irritation at Chinese disdain rather than because it was in
itself so important.

The result is that what to the Chinese was a serious and laudable kind
of behaviour, for the British has come to be associated with unpleasantness.
One of the Oxford English Dictionary's definitions of “kowtow” is “to act
obsequiously”.

The people in the photograph would not, I am sure, accept that they
are acting obsequiously or in anything other than a respectful and dignified

manner.
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here are many different kinds of puppet show known in the world, and

most of them seem to exist or to have existed in China. The origins of
Chinese puppetry are lost in time, but one much-quoted account says that it
began in the 3rd century B.C,, just before the start of the Han (O ) dynasty.
A “barbarian” chieftain, the Emperor of the Hsiung-nu people, had laid siege
to a Chinese city. The Chinese knew that this man’s wife had a very jealous
disposition, so they had a life-size wooden figure of a beautiful girl made,
and then worked it so that it danced alluringly on the city wall. The jealous
wife saw it, became worried that her husband would want to take the girl as a
concubine if he conquered the city, and persuaded him to lift the siege. A likely
story!” as they say.

Wooden funeral figures, buried with the dead to act as servants and
companions in the after-life, are another possible source of puppet theatre.
And plays and puppets as a part of funeral rituals go back at least two thousand
years,

Glove puppets and string puppets are as familiar to the Chinese as they

are in the West. One unusual form which was known a thousand years ago in
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the Song dynasty no longer survives: the so-called “gunpowder puppet” (yeuk-
faat faai-lui 0 O O O ). According to the Russian puppeteer Sergei Obratzov:
“Powder puppets” no longer exist, nor is there any extant description of their
construction. These puppets were probably set in motion by some mechanical
device, where the dynamic force was provided in the form of a powder explosion,
i.e. something like the contemporary combustion engine. We ought therefore
to describe these as “pyrotechnic” puppets.®

A very early tradition had created intricate models worked by water power,
set pieces in which wooden figures went through routines such as dancing,
juggling, and beating drums. In the course of time “water puppets” evolved, and
a fascinating article on Chinese puppetry by William Dolby goes into some
detail on these. The following is taken from his translation of a 17th-century
description:

Water puppet plays use models, carved from light wood, of people and princes

from all over the world, immortal sages, generals, soldiers, and others that I

shall not list in detail. These are about two feet tall, and only possess that part

of the body from the buttocks upwards, being without feet or legs ... A square

pond, made of wood, lined with tin to prevent its leaking, and measuring ten

feet or so deep, is filled seven tenths with water .... The people who control

and operate the models are all situated behind the screen, and move to and fro,

shifting and veering them from beneath the screen. Live fish, shrimps, crabs,

water-snails, frogs, loaches, eels, water-weeds, and such things, are put in the
water to swim or float around there .... The person in charge of the drum and

bell music, who is on the south side of the screen, puts each of the characters,

one after the other, on to the water to float on their bamboo strips, and to swim

around, play, and fight.”
“Live puppets” or “flesh puppets” (yuk-fagi-lui 0 O 0O) are frequently

mentioned, but there is some disagreement among authorities as to what
they were. One plausible explanation is that they were humans acting like
puppets — a reversal of the norm — and it is possible that a kind of tableau
using live children supported in apparently impossible positions by concealed
rods is derived from this. These tableaux can still be seen nowadays in festival
processions in the New Territories, and notably at the annual Bun Festival on
Cheung Chau Island.

The puppets shown in the photograph are Cantonese stick puppets,
and are operated by three rods. One is stuck up into the head, and the other
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two operate the arms. The heads are beautifully made, and the clothes and
trimmings are all of finest material. The puppeteers are here lovingly dressing
the dolls backstage ready for a performance.

The “theatre” is actually a temporary shed of bamboo poles and matting,
with a wooden plank floor which creaks and groans alarmingly. The audience,
villagers attending a major religious ceremony, face a wide matting screen
about 2% metres high. The “stage” is a gap between the top of the screen and
the matting roof of the shed. The puppeteers hold the dolls up over their heads
to show above the screen.

Itis hardly Punch and Judy — I counted as many as seven men working on
the stage at once, and that means that full-blooded dramas can be performed,
with large casts of puppets. In fact, there is very little difference between the
repertoire of a puppet theatre and that of an opera troupe. Like the opera, the
puppets perform to music, the orchestra sitting behind the screen to one side.

The pieces performed rarely deviate from the traditionally favoured
themes. On this occasion the troupe were giving a play based on part of the
historical Romance of the Three Kingdoms (0 O O O 0), the story of the
struggles for power at the end of the Han dynasty. Other well-loved sources
are An Account of the Journey to the West (O O O, perhaps best known to
Westerners as Monkey), and The Water Margin (O O O, shredded on
television in a Japanese travesty series some years ago).

Not that the plots are all that important. As Cornelia Spencer has said in
her charming and insightful book on Chinese culture, Made in China:

A Chinese audience does not go to the theatre to see the play itself (probably

the story is well known and has been seen many times before) but to see how

well the actors render it. Thus it does not matter much whether the people

hear all that is said or not, except when a point which is considered a special

test of an actor’s skill is reached. Then a sudden hush falls over the crowd, to be

followed by loud applause if it is met with satisfaction.?

With these stick puppets there is an added element of subtlety. From
behind the screen it is possible to see that the puppeteers do not merely make
the dolls perform — they themselves go through all the actions at the same
time, strutting, twirling, and posturing as though they were visible to the
audience. The life that this imparts to the puppets is clearly felt and appreciated
from the front of the house.
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heavily weathered inscription on one of these granite stones records that

it was set up for a man placed 61st on the list of successful gui-yan (0 O )
degree candidates at the examinations held in the ding-mau (O O ) year of the
Jia Qing (O O) Emperor’s reign (A.D. 1807). The examinations referred to
are the old Imperial Chinese Civil Service examinations, the most ancient such
institution in the whole world, dating back to at least 165 B.C. and in embryo
form probably to as early as around 2200 B.C. No contemporary system of
testing could match them in ferocity.

Candidates studied for the examinations in whatever way they could,
usually by hiring a private tutor. The syllabus was open-ended, but a thorough
knowledge of the Confucian classics was essential, and vast quantities of the
material were actually learned by heart. Knowledge itself was not all-important,
much stress being laid on good style in composition and good calligraphy in
writing,

There was no age limit for the examinations and no limit to the number
of times a failed candidate could re-sit. Dyer Ball's Things Chinese, always good

value for a quotation, says:
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No other country in the world presents the curious sight of grandfather,
father, and even son, competing at the same time. Failures seem only to spur
on to renewed trials, until, after many times having formed a unit amongst
the annual two millions that pass through one or other of the ordeals of this
gigantic examination scheme, the old man of seventy or eighty, who has been
unfortunate enough not to appear among the small percentage of one or two
out of a hundred that is allowed to pass, finally attracts Imperial notice, and,
as an honour, and the meed of his untiring perseverance and indefatigable toil,

receives the coveted reward.’

The basic system of the examinations was very simple. Candidates who felt
themselves to be well enough prepared were tested by their District Magistrate
and, if successful, given a certificate which allowed them to sit examinations at
the Prefectural capital. Those who passed these latter examinations were given
the title “licentiate” (sau-choi O [ ).

Once every three years sau-choi had the opportunity to sit the next
higher degree at the Provincial capital, passing which gave the title gui-
yan “Raised Fellow”. The following year, gui-yan could take an examination at
the national capital to compete for the highest degree of jun-si (O O ) “Entered
Gentleman”, Only this highest degree carried with it anything like a guarantee
of employment in the Civil Service; those with the lower degrees might never
receive an appointment,

Anyone who finds present-day examinations gruelling will feel much
sympathy with the old Civil Service examinees. At the Prefectural examination
they were locked in a cell in the examination hall for a whole day from before
dawn to dusk; and at the Provincial examination they were locked in for three
sessions, each one lasting for a minimum of two days and a maximum of three,
depending on the candidate’s speed at finishing the papers. They slept and
ate in the cells, the breaks between the sessions lasting for less than 24 hours
each.

After such efforts and with such stiff competition from tens of thousands
of candidates, the prestige of those few who passed the examinations was
enormous, regardless of whether they subsequently obtained a post or not.
These “gentry” in traditional China were thus essentially a meritocracy, not a
class defined solely in terms of wealth, land and heredity.

The written word was a vital factor in Chinese culture and society.

It could be used all over the country, whereas the spoken word could not,
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because of the many widely different languages and dialects. So we might say
that the fundamental “Chineseness” of China lay in the written word. Those
who had passed examinations and so were known to be masters of the written
word shared in its importance. Chinese respect for scholarship was deep and
universal.

The stones shown here are set up outside the house in a New Territories
village where lived the man whose achievements are recorded on them. There
were originally four of them, and they served as the base supports for flagpoles
which carried the graduate’s proud banners of success. All who passed them
were supposed to bow.

I have had the privilege of inspecting the ancestor tablet of this particular
man. As with many of the tablets found in the ancestral halls of the New
Territories, there is a hidden recess in the back containing a short biography,
and with the kind permission of a descendant I was able to look at this.

It says that he was born at 4 p.m. on the 5th day of the 2nd lunar month
in 1786, the second son in his family. “He was born wise, and by the age of
one year could talk and make poetry” By the time he was six he could cap the
rhymes set by a family member who was already a graduate. At ten he was
fully literate. He was placed second at the Prefectural examination, and then
in 1807 passed 61st on the list at the Provincial examination in Canton. Alas!
He died on the 22nd day of the 10th month in the same year before he could
go up to Beijing for the jun-si examinations.” (Oral history has it that he was
poisoned by a jealous uncle.)

Today over two hundred years later his scholastic ability is still a matter
for pride amongst his clan, and special rituals held annually before his tablet
in the ancestral hall constantly reinforce his example to the young. Respect for

scholarship is by no means a thing of the past.
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his fearsome figure is over four metres high, and made of a lashed

bamboo framework, covered with coloured papers and foils. The head
is papier maché. He is known to the people of Hong Kong as Daai Si (0 O ).
But who is Daai Si?
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One answer that is frequently given is that he is Yim Loh Wong (0 O O0),
one of the kings of Hell. Hell (perhaps Purgatory would be a better word) is
divided into ten halls, and Yim Loh Wong was originally the king of the First
Hall. But he was too lenient with the souls of the dead who came to him for
judgement and punishment, so he was downgraded to being king of the Fifth
Hall. Some accounts say that he himself is subject to punishment, and three
times a day molten copper is poured down his throat.

He has a nice armoury of punishments, as do the other kings. One is
to tear out the heart of the sinner with an iron hook, then the heart is cut to
pieces and fed to dogs. Another is much more subtle; the sinners, homesick for
their life on earth, are allowed onto a special tower:

Those who are mounted on this tower can see and overhear all that is said

about them in their native villages: old and young cursing and execrating them,

their heirs quarrelling and having lawsuits over the legacy, transgressing their

last will and counteracting their plans. By this means, the victims are brought

to a due sense of their wickedness while they lived in the world of mortals.'®

Another candidate for the identity of Daai Si is Dei Chong Wong (O
0 0O), the chief custodian of the underworld, Yim Loh Wong’s superior. Dei
Chong Wong is a very lenient god who has elected to rescue all the suffering
souls from Hell. There is considerable confusion between these two kings, so
that some people seem to mean one when they talk of the other, and nice,
kindly Dei Chong Wong is branded as fierce and harsh.

I looked up the great “Sea of Words” dictionary (Chi-hoi [ [0 ). There,
Daai Si has several meanings. It was the name of the post of prison governor in
the Spring and Autumn Period (7th to 5th centuries B.C.). It was also the title
of a high state ritual official in an even eatrlier period. Then it was a respectful
title for men of great virtue. Finally it was used as an honorific name for the
Bodhisattvas.

In Mahayana Buddhism, Bodhisattvas (po-sat 0 O ) are saints who
decline Buddhahood in order to be able to save mortals. They remain in
contact with the world, and through compassion and self-sacrifice give hope of
enlightenment to ordinary people. Dei Chong Wong is a Bodhisattva.

The best known and best loved of the Bodhisattvas is Gwoon Yam (00 O ),
“the perceiver of the cries of the world’, the Goddess of Mercy. Her temples

abound, and many families keep a shrine to her with the ancestors in the home.
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Now, interestingly, Daai Si is always represented with a little doll of
Gwoon Yam perched on him somewhere. In this photograph she is sitting on
his right knee. I have heard it said that she is there to temper the harshness
with which he treats the souls of the dead.

More complex yet, a2 man who specializes in making these paper figures
told me that Daai Si and Gwoon Yam are one and the same. Gwoon Yam was
once an Indian Buddhist nun, he said. She attained enlightenment, but chose
to remain in the world to save others. Unfortunately, her work brought her
into contact with frightening and unpleasant ghosts, “some with head but no
feet, others with feet but no head” In order to control them she changed her
appearance to the fierce Daai Si.

Daai Si is made for exorcism ceremonies. In this case it was the annual
Hungry Ghosts Festival (Yue-lan-jit 0 0 O ), held in the middle of the 7th
lunar month. Down the front of his apron he has the characters for “long life”
written; flags on his back indicate a martial nature (emblem of his fierceness?);
and in his right hand he holds a writing brush.

At the end of the festival he is paraded round the town or village, and
is thought to write down the names of all the ghosts he meets. Then he is
burned, which sends him back to Hell, taking with him the ghosts, so that the
area is cleared of potential trouble-makers for the living.

Well, who Daai Si s, or whether he is an amalgam of all the above, perhaps
doesn't matter too much. The one thing which is common to all of them is the
ability to bring order and peace to the troubled world by pacifying ghosts. In a
funny kind of way, all four of the dictionary definitions could apply to him.
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he decline of the last dynasty of China, the Qing (0 ), makes sad reading.

It had been founded in 1644 by belligerent Manchu horsemen who were

let in through the Great Wall in a desperate attempt by loyalists to put down a

rebellion against the Ming dynasty. Put it down they did, but they substituted
themselves for the Ming and began nearly 270 years of rule.

The early Qing Emperors brought peace and prosperity to the country.

The favourable foreign trade was confined to Canton (Guangzhou O O),



20 Ancestral Images

where by careful control the government could extract revenue from it. Other
income came from land and poll taxes, and from the salt monopoly.

But gradually the Manchus lost their grip on affairs, corruption increased,
rebellions broke out more and more frequently, opium imports changed the
balance of trade, and the Western nations added the weight of their aggressions
to the burdens the Emperors carried.

The middle of the 19th century brought financial disaster. To pay for the
fight against the massive Taiping rebellion which lasted from 1851-1865 more
income was needed. One rather odd response was for the government to get
income by granting academic degrees by purchase as well as by examination.
More important was the introduction of the Likin (lei-gam 00 ), a tax
levied by provincial authorities on all goods being transported through their
territories.

At the same time the foreign powers were forcing China to open more
ports to trade, so that the collection of duty on imports and exports became
more complicated and difficult. Worse still, China was being pressed to pay
huge sums in indemnities to these same foreign powers for the trouble they
had been to in attacking her.

On 12th July 1854 came into being the Chinese Maritime Customs
Service charged with the collection and supervision of all taxes on foreign
trade including the Likin. What was remarkable about this Service was that
it was run for the Chinese government by a Board of Inspectors all of whom
were foreigners — one British, one American and one French. The three men
each swore an oath of service before the Consul of his own country:

I swear truly and honestly to discharge all the duties of my office as Inspector

of Maritime Customs and faithfully to observe all the conditions of such

appointment as these are clearly set forth in the Minute of Conference signed

by H. E. Woo, Taotai, and the Consuls of the three treaty Powers. So help me
God.!

Shortly afterwards the Board was superseded by an Inspector General of
Customs. Robert Hart began his long and distinguished career in the post in
1863, holding it until his death in 1911. He was not universally liked — Lord
Redesdale said of him:“Sir Robert Hart was a good friend of Sir Robert Hart
and of all those who, in his own interest, he chose to push on” — but he ran

a much more efficient service than the Chinese had had before. A large part
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of the extra revenue which came in through his efficiency went to the foreign
powers in indemnity payments — perhaps the reason why Britain knighted
Hart in 1882? By 1916 there were over 1,300 foreigners employed in the

Customs Service.
To tax and to please, no more than to love and to be wise, is not given to men.

So said Edmund Burke, and it goes almost without saying that where
there are taxes there will be tax evasion. L. C. Arlington was in the Service:
During my time in the Customs I naturally had many opportunities of
observing the Chinese smuggler at his best; and, indeed, in the smuggling game
he is supreme. Whenever a Chinaman travels he is bound — on principle as
it were — to smuggle something, be it copper cash, copper cents, salt, opium,
tobacco, silk, or any one of a thousand different commodities. It is his very life,
it is in his nostrils; and nothing pleases him better than to get the best of a
Customs officer — which he does nine times out of ten, if not the tenth time

also.!?

In the course of his career Arlington spent quite a lot of time on Cheung
Chau Island where, before it came under British rule in 1898, there was a
customs post under the Kowloon area office. He was not exactly enamoured
of his posting:

The island contained a population of some 5,000 Chinese, most of whom were

engaged in manufacturing shrimp sauce, the vile stench of which nearly drove

us frantic. Added to this there were hundreds of salt-fish drying establishments

which spread their fish all over the island and on every available rock and tree.

Hundreds of junk loads of fresh or rotten fish were landed daily, and after

being sorted out were set in the sun to dry; this, combined with the odious

stench of the shrimp sauce, may be better imagined than described. It was six

long years before I saw the last of the place.”®

Customs posts were scattered around the coast to keep control of
international trade, and they were particularly thick between Hong Kong and
Macau. The photograph shows a stone marker erected when a new customs
post was established on the island of Ma Wan near Lantau. “Kowloon
Customs: laid on an auspicious day of the 7th month of the 23rd year of
Guang Xu [0 O] [1897]" says the inscription. The post did not last long.
Within two years the New Territories were leased to Britain and the Chinese
customs men ousted — much to Arlington’s relief. Ma Wan Island is now the
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site of one of the great towers of the suspension bridge carrying the road to
the Chek Lap Kok airport.

The dynasty which could only collect its revenues with foreign help, and
which lost slices of territory and authority to foreign nations, did not last long

after. In 1911 the Manchus too were ousted.



he Ultimate of Ultimates (taai-gik 0 0) is the origin of everything.

When in a state of movement it gives rise to Yang (yeung [ ), at rest Yin
(yam [0 ), and the alternation of these two principles is present in both time
and matter. Interaction between Yang and Yin produces the Five Elements:
watet, fire, wood, metal and earth (sui, foh, muk, gam, to 00 0O O 0O). All
things are made up of these elements, which themselves form an endless chain
of production. Wood produces fire, fire produces earth, earth produces metal,
metal produces water, water produces wood, and so on.
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Associated with the elements are many other ideas, some of which are
obviously connected, others not. It makes sense that with the element fire
should be associated the colour red, the season summer, and the direction
south; but it is not so clear why the virtue wisdom, the flavour bitter, or the
internal organ lungs should fall within fire’s sphere.

Wood’s season is spring, and its colour green. It has the virtue benevolence,
the flavour sour, the direction east, the number eight, the animal sheep, the
internal organ spleen, and the planet Jupiter associated with it.

Trees are the element wood in physical and visible form. The character
for wood ([0 ) is actually derived from a picture of a tree, and the oldest form
of the character which we have ()"‘\) is clearly a tree with branches and roots.
The tree in the photograph bears an almost uncanny resemblance to that
pictograph, imagination supplying the roots.

Earth Gods of various kinds are commonly worshipped in the New
Territories, and Water Spirits are sacrificed to as well; but fire and metal do
not figure so directly in the ritual arena. Wood is ritually important in the
form of Tree Gods.

In the shadow on the trunk of this tree can be seen a diamond-shaped red
paper. It has been pasted there because there is a Tree God present. Round the
other side an area of bark about 20 centimetres high by 30 centimetres broad
has been stripped off to give access to the heart-wood of the tree, and in front
of that has been laid a slab of stone on which to place offerings. A trough of
sand serves as an incense burner. At New Year a little strip of red paper with
the words bo-woo (0 O ) “protection” on it is stuck above the stripped patch.

Like all gods in the New Territories, Tree Gods are worshipped regularly
at New Year and on the 1st and 15th days of the lunar month. It is thought
that they can prevent illness, or cure it where it is present. For many villagers
the traditional response to sickness was to embark on a graded series of
treatments. The first line of attack was to worship the Tree God. If that failed
they would go to a spirit medium, who through trance would prescribe a
treatment. Only when this too had failed would the more expensive medical
specialists be consulted.

The banyan tree (yung-sue 000 ) is probably the one most often
worshipped. Its trailing branches which take root give it a weird appearance,

but they also convey the impression of “multiplication’, and from there to
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“fertility” is only a small step. Banyan tree gods are prayed to not only for
health but also for children, and people getting married like to worship them
for both these reasons. Large specimens can be seen spreading their shade at
the centre of many settlements, and more than one New Territories village is
named after its banyan tree.

The pine tree (chung-sue 0 O ) grows throughout China and is valued as
a symbol of longevity and constancy because it lives to a great age, does not
shed its leaves, and its wood is resistant to decay. The cypress (baak-sue 0 [ )
shares these characteristics, and the two trees are often mentioned together as
examples of true friendship enduring through adversity.

The Hong Kong area is not noted for its trees, man’s savage attacks
having changed what was practically virgin forest a thousand years ago into
the barren, eroded landscape of today. Happily, afforestation has reversed the
trend in recent years. The dictates of geomancy have also provided some relief:
to protect the backs of villages from malign influences groves of trees are left
untouched and sacrosanct, and in these can be seen something of what the
countryside used to be. The twigs, leaves and fruits of the trees are used in
cooking, medicine and rituals.

The tree shown here is a camphor tree (jeung-sue [ O ). But despite its
god’s protective role it could not prevent the tree from being damaged by fire
— “Physician, heal thyself!” When this happened to a tree in Weihaiwei:

the local sages rose to the occasion, for they declared that the tree-spirit had

grown tired of the old tree and had moved into a smaller one a few yards further

up the village-street. As for the fire, it was explained as being t'ien huo — fire

from heaven — sent purposely at the instigation of the migrated tree-spirit in

order to prevent people from worshipping the wrong tree."*

No such interpretation was put on this event, and offerings are still being
made to the god.



Aclutch of ill-starred pigs about to become sacrificial offerings to the

ancestors. Slaughtered and cooked the spiritual essence of their bodies

will be consumed on the altar table by the ancestral spirits. What is left the
living descendants will finish up.

The pig is the Chinese meat, far outstripping other meats in importance.
Indeed, the Chinese word for meat, yuk (0 ), always means pork unless
otherwise specified. Charles Lamb in his famous Dissertation upon Roast Pig
credits the Chinese (albeit in ludicrous vein) with the discovery of the merits
of roast pork. Certainly few Chinese would disagree with his heartfelt:

Pig — let me speak his praise — is no less provocative of the appetite
than he is satisfactory to the criticalness of the censorious palate. The
strong man may batten upon him, and the weakling refuseth not his

mild juices .... He is all neighbours’ fare.””

For the ancestors the pig is roasted whole until the skin is crisp and

golden brown. Some New Territories people call this “Golden Pig” (gam-jue
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0 0). It is laid out on a red tray with the head towards the altar and rosettes
decorating it. After the ancestors have taken their fill, the coveted meat is cut
up, the elders and influential receiving their shares in proportion to their age
and status.

Another favourite is roast sucking pig. I once attended a New Territories
sucking pig party which was almost an orgy, so luxurious was the pleasure of
eating. We stood around eating with our fingers (in itself a sign of dissipation!)
and dipping the tender morsels into sugar to accentuate their sweetness.
I suspect that Lamb, along with many Chinese, would laugh to scorn our
depraved Western taste for pig a la Sweet and Sour.

In Hong Kong the pig is allegedly only safe from the chopstick on
two days a year — New Year’s Day, when everyone is supposed to eat only
vegetarian food, and the third day of the New Year, which is designated the
pig's birthday.

Beef is eaten, but in the New Territories until recent years few villagers
would touch it, on the grounds that the cow and the buffalo were their friends
and servants who bore the brunt of the work in the fields and deserved a better
fate than to be eaten. (And perhaps experience had shown that the meat might
be a little tough?) There is a story that the Chinese do not like their cattle
being photographed by Westerners — invasion of bovine privacy? — but
my own experience is that it is the cattle who do not like it. Water buffalo in
particular are camera-shy (or to be more accurate “camera-belligerent”) and
make threatening moves at me whenever I uncover my lens. I remember that
the China novelist Pearl S. Buck makes a similar point about water buffalo and
their hatred of Westerners in her autobiography.

The Cantonese do not generally eat lamb at all. Partly this must be
because sheep are not well adapted to the area, partly there is no room to graze
them, but whatever the reason the rank smell of the meat is found repulsive.
None the less there are one or two superb ways of cooking it which have been
developed by Southern Chinese, and anyone who has access to a Chiu Jau
(O O Chaozhou) restaurant should make a point of trying a lamb dish there.
Northern Chinese eat much more lamb, and still further north in Mongolia it
becomes the staple meat.

Pigs used to have the run of villages in the New Territories, and were to

be seen wandering around rooting in the rubbish and the open drains for food,
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their hollow backs unable to support the weight of their convex bellies which
dragged through the dust and the mud leaving a drunken trail behind. Some
had leather straps tied around their bellies to hold them up off the ground.
At nights they were shut up in the sties. Their diets were supplemented by
household scraps and by greenery grown for them in the fields. They looked
unappetizing — they tasted marvellous.

Pigs were highly valued not just for their meat, but for their droppings as
well. Pig manure was a vital source of enrichment of the soil. Villages gained
a communal income through leasing out the right to collect the scattered
droppings, and competition for the concession was often keen.

Cornelius Osgood wrote of a West China village some years ago:

Our host, Li Fu, a man of thirty-one, told us that in the house lived his mother,

one sister, four sisters-in-law with their children, eight pigs, a cat, a dog, and

some chickens, besides the mule and the horse. He did not mention his wife

nor, on the other hand, his four brothers ....'°

Surely a wry commentary on the comparative importance of the pig and
the spouse in his eyes?

The baskets in which these pigs are caged make their transport a simple
matter. One man can move them around nowadays with the basket balanced
on his bicycle. Alternatively a pole can be pushed through the cage lengthwise
and two men can then easily carry the pig between them on their shoulders.
The open nature of the baskets prevents overheating and suffocation.

In cases of adultery in the past, it was considered fitting that drowning
should be the punishment for the offenders. There was a case in the New
Territories as late as the 1960s where an unofficial village court decided to carry
out such a sentence. The adulterous couple were placed in pig baskets just like
these, and were only saved from the pond’s murky waters by the timely arrival

of alorry-load of police, summoned on the telephone by a sensible citizen.
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nyone who has“done” the New Territories by road will know the village of

Kat Hing Wai in Kam Tin. Its famous walls loom over the rows of houses
inside, shutting out the light and shutting in the used air and the (euphemistically
called) “country” smells. Needless to say, the walls were not built for the benefit
of the tourists; they served a serious purpose for many years.

Nor is Kat Hing Wai the only walled village of the New Territories.
There are many others. Some are still in a good state of repair, but many are
now tumbledown and the moats are clogged up or filled in. Sometimes a clue
to the former existence of a wall is provided by the name of the village — if it
ends in Wai (O ), which means “an enclosure’, it almost certainly possessed a
wall at some time,

The moat in the photograph serenely reflects the village of Sheung Shui
Wai. It was over ten metres wide originally, and surrounded the village except
for the narrow causeway leading to the front gate. The walls, which were five
or six metres high, have largely disappeared, but it can be seen that the line of
the walls has been followed by subsequent building, and the back gate of the

village remains (centre left), protected by loop-holing above for small arms
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fire. The walls used to be similarly loop-holed, and a ledge ran around the
inside for the defenders to stand on.

Both the front and back gateways were wide enough for only one man to
get through at a time, and it is still necessary to stand aside and wait if another
person is passing through. In the 1960s a scavenging pig could block the
gateway completely, but that hazard at least is no longer to be faced now that
pigs have lost the freedom to roam. The gates are of heavy iron mail reinforced
by stout wooden bars which slot into frames immediately behind them.

At the front of the village the walls dropped straight into the moat, but
on the other sides, as here, a belt of land was interposed. On this grew lychee
(O O) trees and a few vegetables, and stacks of rice-straw were piled up there
after harvest,

The straw was used not for animal feed but for cooking. It burns fiercely
and quickly, and is therefore very suitable for most Cantonese cooking. The
speed and high heat demanded by this cuisine can be seen in any kitchen,
though now the effect is usually achieved by gas rather than straw.

The back gate of the village, then, only leads onto this strip of land; it is
not a way out of the settlement.

It is commonly supposed that the walling and moating of the villages of
South China was a response to the constant state of feud between the great
clans of the area. Indeed the safety in defence which walls provided did come
to be an important element in feuding. But it is uncertain exactly when such
strife began to be a serious factor in the maintenance of social order. It seems
possible to me that the kind of balance-of-power politics which accompanied
feuding may not have been historically constant and may not have fully
developed until perhaps the 18th century.

In 1644 the Manchu tribesmen, who for years had been parading their
military strength outside the Great Wall, were allowed through into China by
a misguided general of the moribund Ming (O ) dynasty. They quickly took
over the country and set up their leader as Emperor of China. His dynasty, the
Qing (O ), was to last until October 1911.

Resistance to the Manchus was on the whole insubstantial, but fiercer in
the South, where, as always, a more independent spirit prevailed (and where,
perhaps, the terrain was less favourable to the horse-dependent Manchu

armies?)
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In the New Territories area, resistance appears to have been led by a
man called Lei Maan Wing (O O O ). He was finally captured by the Qing in
1656. Meanwhile his activities locally were such that the villagers, doubtless
unaware of his high status as a “Ming loyalist’, had no hesitation in branding
him “Bandit”; and it was to guard against his devastations that Sheung Shui
Wai was walled in 1647. So at least says the genealogy of the Liu (O ) family,
which owns the village; and the Dang (O ) family genealogy of Kam Tin gives
the same reason for walling villages there.

The villagers did not only have walls and moats to protect them. Many
of the great clans maintained a constant state of readiness, with a “Village
Watch” on duty night and day, and with armouries which included cannon as
well as rifles and spears. Not a few of the cannon are still in existence, and I
know of a village where one lies hidden still. It is covered in straw and sacking
in an outhouse, and waits there for who knows what trial of strength? It was
last used, as far as I know, in a feud with a neighbouring village in the mid-
19th century.

Photographs do not lie, but they can certainly beautify. The moat which
looks so clear here was decidedly unclean in fact. Since I took the shot in 1963
much of the moat has been filled in to create building and car-parking space,
breaches in the wall line have been made so as to let in the fresh air, and the
section of moat that remains has been cleared out and aerated. The historian
sighs: the inhabitants breathe.



11 Anti-Corruption

Long life is something most of us crave, but there are always the exceptions
who seek to cut short their time on this earth, and in Chinese tradition
there is considerable respect for them. It was not unknown for widows to
commit suicide rather than remarry or live on without their husbands. A
defeated general, a ravaged woman, a slighted lover, anyone who felt ashamed
for whatever reason was a potential suicide.

One of the most famous suicides of Chinese history was the poet and
statesman Wat Yuen (O O ) who flourished about 300 years before Christ.
His ruler chose not to heed his counsels, and Wat Yuen eventually drowned
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himself in sorrowful protest ... and the waters of a river. The Dragon Boat
Festival held annually on the 5th day of the 5th lunar month is supposed to
have originated as a commemoration of his death and, according to which
story you care to believe, the special rice-cakes eaten on that day represent
either offerings made to his soul or food put out for the fish to stop them
nibbling at his body.

Drowning was a favoured form of suicide, but hanging was also resorted
to. Errant officials were sometimes sent a silken cord by the Emperor — the
understood message was “Hang yourself with this or undergo the indignity of
public execution.”

In recent centuries taking large quantities of opium was a common
method, and there was another process known as “swallowing gold” (tan-gam
0 0O). Some Chinese dictionaries claim that this is literally what happened,
but others imply that “gold” is a euphemism for “poison”. Women rather
favoured jumping down wells head-first, and there is a special term tau-jeng
(O O) which in English can only be translated by the rather long-winded “to
commit suicide by jumping down a well”.

Late 19th century sources estimated the suicide rate in China to be
somewhere between 500,000 and 800,000 attempts a year, though some of
them would have failed. The figures are complicated by the fact that the Chinese
term ji-saat (O O ), which is normally translated as “to commit suicide’, really
only means “to attempt suicide”. There was a headline in a Chinese newspaper
a few years ago which appeared to say: “Film star who committed suicide
yesterday gives press conference.” Bit spooky, that.

Well, for every suicide in China there were thousands who lived on, and
longevity was much prized. From very early times philosophers began to look
for “the elixir of life” and “the pill of immortality”. Life was thought to be the
result of the correct balance of natural elements in the body, and death the
failure to maintain that balance. The Taoist seeker after eternal life:

entered upon an impossible task. Refraining from cereals, meat and wine, he

gradually restricted his diet until, in theory, he existed only on breath and saliva.

He purified his body by never eating solid food, by performing gymnastics and

by respiratory techniques by means of which he believed he could circulate the

breath through all three “fields of cinnabar”. He sought for an interior vision

which would enable him to see the gods within his body. By uniting the breath

with semen in the lower “field of cinnabar” he formed “the mysterious embryo”
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which, nourished on breath, developed a new and pure body within the old

one, and this new body, released on death, was immortal."”

Death and decay of the body clearly went together, so it was not too
illogical to assume that if the body’s decay could be arrested then life could go
on or, if life appeared to be extinct, there could at least be hope of resuscitation.
Strangely this did not lead to the development of embalming techniques,
but great attention was paid to finding decay-resistant wood for coffins, and
wealthy people placed pieces of jade in the mouths of their dead:

The celestial sphere is unchangeable, indestructible, beyond the influences

of decay, and the same qualities attach to its symbols. Hence jade and gold

naturally endow with vitality all persons who swallow them, in other words,

they intensify their souls or shen, which are, like the heavens, composed of

Yang matter; and they hold at a distance from the dead corruption and decay,

thus furthering the return to life.’®

If by saintly behaviour or the influence of concentrations of celestial
vitality the body could be preserved, a reversal of the logic of cause and effect
would show that the body which did not corrupt belonged to a saintly person:

In China just as in the West nonputrefaction has been taken as evidence

of sanctity. Mummified monks have been set up for worship like images or

ancestor tablets. They are called “meat bodies” ([0 0 ). Many are said to be

several hundred years old. The oldest (and most famous) is that of the Sixth
Patriarch of the Chan sect who died in 713 A.D.”

The photograph here is of just such a monk. The abbot Yuet Kai (O
0 ), founder of the Ten Thousand Buddhas Monastery (Maan-fat-si 0 00 [0 )
above Sha Tin in the New Territories, died in 1965. His body was placed in a
seated posture in a wooden box and then buried. A colour brochure compiled
by the abbot’s disciples says:

On 9th December, 1965 after having been buried for 8 months the body of

Rev. Yuet Kai was unearthed and found that it had not decayed, but turned the

color of gold with his hair and beard intact. This is the result of self cultivation

and strict discipline .... During his lifetime he wrote 96 books on Buddhism

and preached on numbetless occasions. After his death at 87 his Holy body

has undergone no changes at all and still remains in the Amita Buddha Temple

after having been gold gilded . ?

To get up to the temple is quite a walk in hot weather, but there is plenty

to see there.



12 Barrier

Long ago, we are told, Chinese men used to go raiding to find brides,

capturing what women they could; but for many centuries until recently
marriages in China were arranged by negotiation between families, and in this
way it often happened that bride and groom had not even met before they
were united in wedlock.

Defenders of the system point to the almost non-existent divorce rate
in traditional China as evidence of the success of arranged marriages. Their
argument is nonsensical, if only because the implications of divorce were so
unpleasant as to make it an unrealistic alternative to marriage.

Critics of the practice, on the other hand, throw up their hands and bewail
the cruelty of throwing together for life two people who may well turn out not
even to like each other. Their attitude too needs careful examination. Martin
C. Yang appraises things coolly:

The young couples lack of knowledge of one another may make an early

adjustment difficult, but it does not prevent successful marriage. When a
husband and wife have worked together, raised children together, tried to build
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up the prosperity of the family, shared happiness and sorrow, they feel that they
have had a successful marriage, be it romantic or not. In a rural community such
as Taitou, although a young couple may not know each other personally, their
backgrounds, their attitudes toward life are so similar that there is no danger
of conflicting ideologies or patterns of living. A marriage based on mutual
attraction between young people of different standards and ways of thought
often calls for greater mutual adaptation than in the case of the traditional
Chinese marriage, which is arranged by the parents but in which the parties
concerned know exactly what is expected of them, and have similar traditions

and ambitions.?

Nowadays in Hong Kong arranged marriage is uncommon. Young people
instead indulge in the practice of paak-toh (O O “courting”). The term has
acquired respectability, but on the tongue of an old-fashioned person it still
seems to carry its slightly derisive basic meaning “dragging each other about
by the hand”.

But even mates who select each other still get married, and the wedding
ceremony as likely as not will be organized along traditional lines. A
matchmaker is often called in to negotiate between the two parties, and the
two sets of parents enter the lists as champions of their offspring. The major
item to be discussed is the cost of the ceremonies.

Customarily the groom’s family pays “bride-price” in order to acquire the
marital services of the bride. Not that this necessarily gives the gitl's parents a
profit: they have to provide her with a dowry, as well as paying for a feast for
their relations and friends. In many cases more will be spent than is received
in bride-price. It has become more popular for some or all of the bride-price to
take the form of the groom’s family paying for an agreed number of tables for
the bride’s wedding feast.

The wedding at which I took this photograph was a“hand-dragged” one,
but all kinds of traditional features were in evidence. At this point in the
ceremony the groom was just arriving with three friends and the matchmaker
to collect his bride. What did he find but a barrier of red-painted benches
erected outside the door, and a gaggle of her gitl-friends standing guard
behind it.

I found myself pondering the words of Robert Louis Stevenson:

Marriage is a step so grave and decisive that it attracts light-headed, variable

men by its very awfulness.”
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It was as if the girls were convinced that he must be “variable” and were
insisting on his storming the barricades to prove his sincerity of purpose. He did
not launch a physical assault, but stopped outside and politely asked to be let
in.“We wouldn't let the likes of you in,” said the impudent hussies with good-
humoured rudeness. But the groom was a man of the world, and he offered
them a few dollars to let him in."A few dollars!” screamed the gitls,“Itd have to
be $100,000.” Slowly in the hot sun the bargaining went on, the groom’s party
getting sweatier and more uncomfortable in their best suits. By the end of an
hour the girls were asking $99.99, and a few minutes afterwards capitulated at
around $70. The besiegers gained admittance and were given food and drink
to refresh themselves. From then on all was plain sailing. In another hour the
party left with the bride on the groom’s arm. She was dressed in red, and was
shielded from the sky by a red umbrella held by the matchmaker, who also
carried a pair of red shoes for luck.

To the accompaniment of flute music she was helped into a car (the
modern equivalent of the traditional sedan-chair), all decorated with coloured
pompoms, red ribbons, and a doll on the bonnet. Well-wishers threw rice (for
fertility), firecrackers added to the happy din of the occasion, and the last I saw
of the bride as she was driven off she was crying into a red handkerchief, just
as any self-respecting Chinese bride should be. A van containing the dowry
goods followed.

Not perhaps as exciting as the practice of marriage-by-capture of which it
is a degenerate form, but much less bloody and, yes, I think I can say it, rather

more civilized.
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/ I Traditionally the Chinese practised a system of marriage which insisted

that it was desirable for the man to stay put and his wife to come to live

with him. The result of this insistence was a society in which families were
thought of as static groups of males, to which were attached the women who
moved from the group in which they were born when they were married.

In this way, the more sons a family had the larger it grew, and by the time
those sons had had sons, and the sons’ sons had married and produced more
sons, the group could become enormous. Of course, sons were not always
forthcoming, or some might die young, some might be unable to afford wives,
and some might be unwilling to stay in the family group, so that by no means
all families grew to giant size.

The New Territories contains many examples of families which did
grow very successfully. Few of these families ever remained for long in one
household, however. They took the village as their base, and set up separate
households within it. But they continued to practise the custom of exporting
their daughters to other villages as wives, and importing daughters-in-law

from those other villages.
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These clans or lineages (jung-juk 0 0 ) dominated the political and
economic life of the New Territories, and are still not without power. The
largest and most influential of them are the many Dang (00 ) villages, but the
Hau (O) of Ho Sheung Heung, the Liu (O ) of Sheung Shui, the Man (O )
of San Tin and Cha Hang, and the Pang (O ) of Fan Ling were important
enough that, along with the Dang, they are known locally as the Five Great
Clans (ng-daai-juk 0 0O O ). And there are many other similar groups, large
and small, as well.

Ancestor worship is the religion which helps to keep these clans together,
and they all make much of the annual rites of worship of the men who first
came to the area and from whom they descend in the direct male line. In the
case of the oldest settled clans, that means that they are worshipping men who
have been dead now for as much as a thousand years. The people of the New
Territories live with history in a way that few other peoples of the world do.

But ancestor worship costs money. Each clan at some time in its history
has set aside land and property in the name of its founding ancestor, and the
income from the property of this “trust” (jo-tong [J [0 ) is used to finance the
ceremonies. There need be no fear that there will be insufficient pork, incense,
or firecrackers to worship the ancestor in the manner to which his position
entitles him.

As the centuries went by, other ancestors within the clan would be singled
out as especially important for some reason — such as that they had been
eminent scholars or very wealthy — and more trust land would be set aside
to provide for their worship. Of course, not all members of the clan would
be descended from these later ancestors, and those who were not descended
from them would have no part in their worship. A man from a wealthy line
of descent within the clan might belong to many such groups, while less
advantaged members of the clan might belong to only one or two.

Some of the trusts are so wealthy that the income from their land is more
than can be spent on the worship of the ancestor. In those cases the excess can
be reinvested or put to other uses. One such trust that I know of grants a small
sum of money and a complete school uniform to each of its children every year
out of the surplus funds at its disposal.

Clear and Bright (Ching Ming 00 0 ), a late spring festival, is the time

when many ordinary families go to their ancestral graves to clean them up
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and to worship. Ancestral trust groups seem more often to hold their grave
rites in the early autumn around the time of the Double Yang Festival (Chung
Yeung 00 [0 ), which falls on the 9th day of the 9th lunar month. With most
trusts, only the men take part in the worship, and this contrasts with the Ching
Ming rites which are attended by all the family.

For those men who belong to a line rich in trusts, there might be two or
three weeks of almost daily grave visiting, but the arduousness of the journeying
and the ritual is offset by the pleasures of eating the rich offerings after the
worship. Consumption of pork certainly rises steeply over this period.

The photograph shows members of an ancestral trust worshipping at
the grave of their founder, who lived in the 16th century. A whole roast pig
(just visible at the bottom of the picture) is being offered, as well as other cut
meats, fruit, wine, tea and rice. White paper money to appease the evil spirits
is liberally spent, and the ritual is carried out to the strident music of the di-
da and the clash of cymbals. Dress is quite informal, as can be seen, though the
ceremonies for the major ancestor of this clan require all principal participants

to wear the long silk cheung-saam (O O ).



14 Chair

Ceremonies and rituals are important for most societies. They add
significance to events which might otherwise not catch the individual’s
notice in a marked enough way. They give excitement, colour, enjoyment
and relaxation to a life which for most of the time is drab and repetitive. The
religious element heightens the impact of ceremonies, and the participation of
gods in rituals is thought to bring benefits to both gods and men.
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In the photograph an elaborately carved sedan-chair waits outside a New
Territories temple ready to transport the temple gods to a festival several
kilometres away. The gods on the altar inside are large clay figures, and they
never leave the temple; but there are smaller light-weight replicas called
“walking gods” (haang-san 0 [ ) which can be moved, and they are about to
be brought out to the chair.

A noisy procession, including gongs, drums, cymbals and di-da pipes, and
with fire-crackers popping off on all sides, will escort the chair on its way. The
tasselled ceremonial umbrella in the background will shade the gods from the sun,
and the long-handled wooden fan leaning on the wall will be used to cool them.

At the head of the procession will go large red sign-boards reading “Stand
aside” (wooi-bei 0 ') and “Silence” (suk-jing 0 O ), the same kind of boards
as would have preceded imperial Chinese officials in their palanquins before
the Republican revolution of 1911. In fact, the umbrellas of state, the fans, the
sedan-chair and the procession are all reminiscent of traditional officialdom.
The gods are accorded much the same kind of respect as were the officials,
and like them must be treated with great care, are often appeased rather than
trusted, and should perhaps be avoided except when custom or necessity
dictates otherwise.

The chair belongs to the temple, and is only used for the two gods who
reside here. On it is written “The two gods Yuen and Gwaan’, and on the
hanging lanterns it says “Palace of the two gods Yuen and Gwaan’”.

Gwaan is the god Gwaan Gung (O O ), renowned God of War, patron
god of the detectives of the Hong Kong Police Force, God of Bean-curd
Sellers, sometimes also known as the God of Literature, and sometimes as
God of Wealth. Gwaan was a real historical figure, Gwaan Yue (O O ), who
lived in the last years of the Han dynasty (3rd century A.D.). He was one of
three heroes who swore to live and die together as brothers, and whose exploits
in fictionalized form are the backbone of the Chinese novel The Romance of the
Three Kingdoms (Saam-gwok-ji Yin-yi 0 O O O O ). Gwaan had been a bean-
curd seller in early life, and later became a great warrior. He is reputed to have
been able to recite a very difficult Confucian text all through by heart, and
hence his being worshipped as God of Literature. Why he appears as a God
of Wealth I am not sure. He was officially deified during the Ming dynasty
(A.D. 1368-1643), and is always shown with a very red face.
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Yuen is less commonly found in the temples of Hong Kong. Indeed, there
is a certain confusion of identity involved with him. Lau Bei (O [ ), another of
the three heroes, had Yuen as one of his alternative personal names, and it was
suggested to me that this Yuen must be Lau Bei. But he is actually, I think, the
god Yuen Tin Seung Dai (O O O O ), the God of the Pole Star. He usually has
a black face, because black is the colour associated with the direction North,
just as blue-green stands for East, white for West, and red for South. Yuen and
Gwaan, being black- and red-faced respectively, seem to make a fairly natural
pair — like North and South.

But where there are gods there is also danger. Exposure to evil influences
could anger the gods, and their wrath might turn on the very men who seek
their blessings. In all kinds of rituals the observance of taboos and strict
adherence to the proper forms are required.

I remember hearing stories of how in 1963 an adamant disbeliever from
the Lam Tsuen Valley was punished by the gods. His village was holding a
large ceremony during which everyone was required to eat only vegetarian
food. But he decided that he would break the prohibition and eat meat. Just
to rub it in, he insisted on eating it in front of the altar where the village gods
were gathered to attend the ceremony. Two days later, so the story goes, having
suffered dreadful stomach pains, he died in agony. The gods had had their
revenge.

And so it is necessary to take all precautions against trouble. The man on
the left of the picture is ritually purifying the whole chair with a smouldering
bundle of sacred twigs. Inside and out the chair will be cleared of evil in this
way before ever the two gods emerge from the temple to take their seats.
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By the closing years of the 19th century, the Manchu Qing dynasty’s grip
on China had become almost non-existent, and the country was racked
by rebellion and political disaster. Other countries gathered like wolves to
exploit China’s weakness, and the so-called Scramble for Concessions began.
In quick succession leases on Chinese territory were extracted by Germany
in Shandong province, by France in Guangdong, by Russia in Manchuria, by
Britain in Weihaiwei ... and on 9th June 1898 the Convention of Peking gave
Britain the lease for 99 years of the large peninsula behind Kowloon which
came to be called quite simply the New Territories.

For a while nothing seemed to happen. A preliminary survey of the area
was made, but there was no attempt to take control of it until 16th April 1899
when the Union Jack was raised on a hill near Tai Po. But in the interim the
people of the leased territory had been very busy indeed. They felt — and who
can blame them? — aggrieved at being arbitrarily transferred from China to
Britain by the stroke of an alien ruler’s pen, and they decided that they would
resist where their government had basely submitted. They made preparations

for war.
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The result was that several thousand men gathered at Tai Po to oppose
the take-over. They were equipped with muskets, mortars, small cannon and
jingals (a kind of “two-man blunderbuss” fired by one man with the barrel
resting on the other one’s shoulder). Gunnery from a British destroyer in Tolo
Harbour and the superior arms and training of about 500 men of the Hong
Kong Regiment (at that time a regiment of the Indian Army) soon drove off
this force, which retreated up through the Lam Tsuen Valley and over to the
Kam Tin area.

Next day a final stand was made at Sheung Tsuen by 2,600 men, but
again it was easily broken by the well-disciplined regular troops. From official
dispatches it appears that British casualties amounted to just three slightly
wounded, and it was estimated that losses were light on the Chinese side
too, perhaps no more than ten or so dead (though recent research indicates a
casualty figure considerably higher). Within a few days, peace was secured and
a start could be made on setting up a civil administration.

Now, this was an ofhicially sanctioned take-over, and a small force of
Chinese government troops had even been sent to Kowloon City to assist in
an orderly transition to British rule; yet there was a sufficiently strong and
organized unofhicial leadership that it could manage the arming, deployment
and supply of a considerable army contrary to the undertakings of its own
government. How could this be?

The fact is that the local people had been to a large extent self-governing.
Government officials were too thin on the ground and too ill-supplied with
money and manpower to control effectively the district to which they were
assigned. So a local leadership composed of unemployed gentry and rich,
powerful men had emerged to fill the power vacuum, and it operated successfully
enough that government intrusion in local affairs was neither necessary nor
welcome. Used to self-reliance, it is small wonder that this leadership should
try to protect local interests in its own way when it felt threatened.

It operated a three-tier system of government. Each heung (O a village
or group of neighbouring allied villages) looked after its own internal affairs,
its leaders administering, mediating and punishing. The various heungs were
grouped geographically into districts known as “caves” (dung O), each of
which had a council composed of its heung leaders. And at Sham Chun (O O
Shenzhen), just over the border from the New Territories, was the office of the
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“Council of Peace for the Eastern Section” (Dung-ping-guk O 0 O ) under
which came all the dungs of the New Territories.

The army of resistance had been organized by the Dung-ping-guk, and
consisted mainly of villagers from the area under its control on both sides of
the new border.

At the time of the lease a proclamation was issued to the inhabitants by
the Governor, Sir Henry Blake, promising that “your commercial and landed
interests will be safeguarded, and that your usages and good customs will not
in any way be interfered with.” As if to prove the point, a local government
system was instituted which was based on the old one. Heung elders were to
form councils to sort out petty problems, and higher councils (rather like dung
councils) were to be made up of the senior elders.

By 1926, official reports tell us, there was also a guk, called this time the
Heung-yi-guk O 0 O “Rural Consultative Council”. The photograph shows
their office in Tai Po (Where else would it be?), and shows also the date 1925
— could the official records be wrong?

Since 1946 the system has looked very much like the old pattern of
councils of elders. At the bottom are the Village Representatives (chuen-doi-biu
0 O O ); they sit on higher councils called Rural Committees, and the leaders
of the Rural Committees sit on the Rural Consultative Council, usually called
the Heung Yee Kuk in English documents.

But there was a great difference between the unofhicial leadership of
pre-British times and the officially recognized system after 1899: the former
operated in a power vacuum, the latter was expected to function as an auxiliary
to “proper” government. This meant that the elders lost their authority because
that of the officials could and did reach down to the remotest hamlet: the New
Territories were in no sense allowed to be self-governing.

The Heung Yee Kuk is still with us, and in past decades has been noticeably
more articulate and more active in New Territories affairs. It has tended to
try to promote the interests of the indigenous inhabitants, rather as the guk
did in the days of the new lease, only now it is faced not with an occupying
foreign army but with a host of Chinese civilians migrating out from the cities

in search of room to live and work and breathe.



16 Geomancer

Building graves, like building houses, requires an architect. For the

traditionally-minded in Hong Kong, however, the architect is only one of
the specialists needed — the other, the geomancer, is at least as important.

Geomancy in ancient Greece was divination by throwing earth down
on the ground and interpreting the pattern formed, much as tea-leaf reading
works in more modern times. Geomancy in China is quite different. It is the
interpretation of the natural and artificial landscape in order to divine the
effect on the fortunes of those living in it. The Chinese term is fung-sui (0 O ),
which means literally “wind and water”.

It is believed that if a house is built on a ‘good” geomantic spot, the lives
of those who live in it will be affected for the better; and if a grave is built on a
“good” geomantic site, the descendants of the ancestor(s) buried in that grave
will similarly be influenced. The trouble is that it is not easy to know what is
a good site, and to go to the trouble and expense of building only to discover
later that the fung-sui is poor would clearly be undesirable. So it is necessary to

call upon the services of a professional, a man who has devoted his life to the
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study and practice of geomancy, a geomancer (fung-sui sin-saang 0 0 O O).
The picture here shows a geomancer at work on a grave site.

In this case the geomancer had spent some weeks searching the New
Territories for a suitable site for the grave, finally deciding on a small island
in Mirs Bay. He could hardly have found anywhere more inconvenient. To
get there meant travelling to Sha Tau Kok through a Restricted Area, which
required special permits, and then taking a long boat-ride out to the island. But
for a good site the devotee will go far, and this site was considered superb.

After several day-long journeys over some weeks the grave had been
laid out, dug, and mostly built, all to the geomancer’s specifications. Now
at last the finishing touches were to be put to it, but the geomancer was not
going to allow any mistakes, and before the grave-stone was cemented into
place he insisted on checking its alignment once again. Here he squats over
his special geomancer’s compass making sure that the grave faces in exactly
the right direction. The grave-builders wait patiently for the word to carry
on with the work.

Something of the complexity of geomancy can be seen from this example.
It is not just the location of a site which is important: the way in which that
site is used is also to be taken into account. Fung-sui sites are not all of the same
size — some can accommodate huge graves holding dozens of bodies, while
others can take only one set of bones. Again, should the grave or building face
in the wrong direction the geomancy may be ruined or may produce the wrong
effect. I once saw a grave demolished and rebuilt a matter of fifteen centimetres
higher up a hillside, because the siting had not been nice enough and no good
effects had been felt by the descendants.

The surroundings of a grave or house site are taken into account when the
geomancy is being assessed. Quite often an attempt will be made to alter them
if it will improve the fung-sui. There is a grave on a hill in the New Territories
where a large mound has been raised about fifty metres to one side in order to
block the view of (and therefore the bad effects of ) a landscape feature which
was considered to be spoiling the site.

It follows from this that where a site has good geomancy it can be ruined
by interference with its surroundings. This leads to a peculiar form of feud
known as“fung-sui fighting” (dau fung-sui 0 O O ). A successful family is liable

to find suddenly that its fortunes begin to wane. Having no other reason for
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failure, it looks to its buildings and graves and discovers that perhaps a tree has
been chopped down or a stream diverted. Rectification is often quite a simple
matter, but, if it is decided that this was a deliberate malicious act, vengeance
on the tree-fellers or hydraulic tamperers is more difficult. What more fitting
than to retaliate in like manner on one of their geomantic sites? And so a chain
of attack and counter-attack is set up, much of it carried on in secret — indeed
the protagonists may never meet or see each other, though they know who
their enemies are.

The excellent site of the grave shown here was bound to produce all
round good fortune according to the geomancer, but the gentleman whose
grandparents were to be buried in it particularly wanted the benefit of
descendants as neither of his sons had had children. So the geomancer had
faced the grave in a direction especially favourable to the production of
offspring. He was able to do this because the geomancer’s compass has on it
many concentric rings marked off in sections, and each section is associated
with certain mystic signs the significance of which he can interpret. By taking
a direction which cuts through the relevant sections he can hope to weight
the benefits of the grave-site in favour of procreation. Hence his meticulous
checking of direction here.

There is a tendency for some Chinese people to scoff at geomancy, and
particularly to mock at geomancers as charlatans who will only promise results
so far in the future that there can be no proof of their efficacy. Yet there are
those who believe very deeply in fung-sui, and they include many geomancers.
The geomancer in the photograph was certainly no charlatan, whether you
believe in his science or not. And it is a fact well known to me that both the

childless sons had fathered sons within a year of the completion of this grave.



Ionce saw some film of wholesale fur-buyers at a trade fair. They inspected

each fur closely, picked it up, prodded it, rubbed it, turned it this way and
that. The women in the photograph remind me of the fur-buyers. Clustered
round the basket of ducks, they pull them out, prod them, inspect them, and
take the matter not one whit less seriously than the men who were spending
thousands of dollars per fur.

And to the Hong Kong housewife there is little more serious than the daily
business of feeding her family. It is surely a mark of civilization when cuisine is
paramount. We all have to eat — but only those with time, with minds freed
from concern solely with survival, and with a stable culture around them can
develop eating into an art form.

What are the women looking for? Signs of disease, value for money in
meat and fat, and signs that the duck has laid eggs — once it begins to lay, the
meat is said to be tougher and less pleasantly flavoured. The ducks are bought
live, killed, plucked and prepared by the housewife just in time for the meal.

The birds are not hung, and nor generally is any other game or meat.
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Of course, not all meat is eaten as fresh as this, and ways of preserving
have been developed by Chinese cooks. Chinese ham is delicious, and the
fruity-flavoured Chinese sausage takes a lot of beating. If you find it a bit too
strong at first, try it steamed in a dumpling when you have a dim-sam (0 O )
lunch in winter time. The dish is called laap-cheung-guen (O O O ).

I once watched friends in a New Territories village prepare the preserved
ducks (laap-ngaap 0 O) which hang outside provision shops looking as
though they have been dropped from the top of the Bank of China building.
The birds were plucked, pulled, then salted, and flattened by smashing on the
breast-bone with the flat of a kitchen cleaver. They were hung up in the sun and
dry winter wind to shrink to the waxy, salty, highly flavoured product which
goes so well with a bowl of rice. Only the winter conditions of December and
January seem to be suitable for the process.

No part of the duck is wasted. The feathers are used as fertilizer, the offal
is all cooked and eaten in one form or another, the head is split open and
considered a delicacy, and the feet come quite expensive in gourmet restaurant
dishes. They are often served steamed in a garlic, black bean and red pepper
sauce as dim-sam. You eat the webs off the bones, spitting the latter out.
Properly cooked they are very good indeed.

Peking Duck is justly famous, the crisp skin, the meat, and the carcass all
appearing as separate dishes at the same meal. If eaten too frequently I find it
cloying, but once or twice a year it is really appetizing.

Most duck eaten is specially reared, and huge flocks (or should it be
“herds’, or perhaps “divisions”?) of them inhabit the New Territories. The
Canton region used to be famous for the duck-boats which patrolled the rivers.
The ducks would be put ashore wherever there was suflicient food for them,
then called back to the boat, rushing up the gang-plank to be moved to fresh
pastures. One or two lucky ducks from each batch would be kept back when
market day came, so that there were always some old hands amongst the new
batches to lead them up the gang-plank when called.

Wild duck can also be had in China, and I was amused to come across the
following account by Wells Williams:

Ducks are sometimes caught by persons who first cover their heads with a

gourd pierced with holes, and then wade into the water where the birds are

feeding; these, previously accustomed to empty calabashes floating about on the

water, allow the fowler to approach, and are pulled under without difficulty.?’
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English has made a term of endearment out of “ducks” (though not
everyone finds it an attractive one). Chinese too equates love and ducks, but
with rather sounder reason. The Mandarin Duck (yuen-yeung O O ) mates for
life, and so has become a symbol of true love and of marital good faith. Wells

Williams provides a nice illustration of:

the conjugal fidelity of these birds, the incidents of which occurred in Mr.
Beale's aviary at Macao. A drake was stolen one night, and the duck displayed
the strongest marks of despair at her loss, retiring into a corner and refusing
all nourishment, as if determined to starve herself to death from grief. Another
drake undertook to comfort the disconsolate widow, but she declined his
attentions, and was fast becoming a martyr to her attachment, when her
mate was recovered and restored to her. Their reunion was celebrated by the
noisiest demonstrations of joy, and the duck soon informed her lord of the
gallant proposals made to her during his absence; in high dudgeon, he instantly
attacked the luckless bird which would have supplanted him, and so maltreated

him as to cause his death.?*
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here are many reasons why Hong Kong is an exciting place to be, and one
of them is because it is within easy reach of Macau. In the past the slow
steamer ride was peaceful and spiced with the anticipation of arrival almost

from the moment of departure. The early hydrofoils gave more immediate
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thrill, and on a rough day were better than any Big Dipper for stomach-jerking
lurches. Now the jet-foils and high-speed ferries and helicopters seem rather
tame by comparison.

Pedicabs were a most satisfying way to go sight-seeing, though taxis have
pretty well routed them now. And then there is the food, the Portuguese wine,
the old cobbled streets, the comparative peace after Hong Kong, the churches,
the museum, the Mediterranean architecture ... the gambling.

The crowned golden cylinder of the Lisboa Hotel, shown here in its
opulent glory, is hideous or magnificent according to taste. What is not in
dispute is that it houses one of the great attractions for the thousands who
flock each week to the ex-Portuguese province, the casino.

Inside there are roulette, blackjack, fan tan, big and small, craps, baccarat,
keno, and one-armed bandits. Elsewhere in Macau are dog-racing, jai alai,
horse-racing, and pony-cart racing; and if that still leaves a thirst for gambling
unsatiated, it is possible to gamble on snooker, mahjong, poker, Chinese
dominoes or any other activity of which the outcome is doubtful.

Gambling by means of oranges is also greatly practised by the Cantonese. This

takes place, as a rule, at fruit-stalls, but it is practised in private houses. A man

bets that an orange contains a definite number of pips. The orange is then cut

into pieces and the pips are counted. At a fruit-stall the fruiterer pays five cash

to a lucky guesser for each cash he may have staked. An unfortunate speculator

pays the value of the orange, and in addition ....”

A long-standing favourite in South China is the “Pigeon Lottery” (baak-
gap-biu 0 0 O ). The gambler marks on a sheet of eighty characters the ten
which take his fancy, and then stakes a bet that his ten will coincide with the
ten marked by the organizers on their secret master sheet. If five do coincide
he gets a small return, if six a larger return, and so on up to ten, the odds paid
for which might be as high as 1,500 to one. Until the coming of Communism
which banned all gambling, the little town of Sham Chun, just over the border
from Hong Kong, was a major centre for baak-gap-biu, and draws were held
there twice a day. After 1949 some of that business transferred into New
Territories market towns, but whether it still goes on I don't know. In Macau
the same system forms the basis of keno.

Fan tan (faan-taan O O ) goes back at least to the Tang dynasty (A.D.
618-906). A heap of porcelain buttons (originally copper “cash” were used)
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sits on the table in front of the croupier. He places a cup upside down into
the pile and sets aside all the buttons not covered by it. The players then place
bets on the numbers 1, 2, 3 or 4 or on combinations of them. When all bets
have been made, the croupier lifts the cup, and proceeds to take buttons away
from the uncovered pile four at a time. He uses a thin wand to do this, so that
there is no possibility of sleight of hand or other trickery. Eventually there
will be just one, or two, or three, or four buttons left, and that is what is being
gambled on. Old hands at the game usually can count ahead of the croupier’s
deliberate movements, and they shout out the winning number long before the
final group of four buttons have been taken away.

Fan tan used to be best watched not at the Lisboa Hotel but at the
Macau Palace, a floating casino in the harbour. In Cantonese it went by the
unflattering name of Chaak-suen (O O “Boat of Thieves”), though I have no
reason to believe that the name had any real significance. The boat had two
decks, with a large hole in the floor of the upper deck so that those upstairs
could see down to the tables below; and they used to be able to gamble on the
lower deck fan tan tables by lowering their bets down in little baskets — and
their winnings if any were sent back up to them the same way.

Censorious Westerners have often ignored the beams in their own eyes
and commented on the Chinese love of gambling. In 1907 the Rev.]. Macgowan
had this to say:

Another very objectionable feature in Chinese life is the passion that everyone

seems to have for gambling .... High and low, rich and poor, seem to have the

gambling spirit in their very blood, and, like the craving in the opium smoker,

that must be satisfied at all hazards, so the cards and the dice must be fingered
to allay the passion that is burning within their hearts.

A visit to Macau will convince you that the word “passion” is true at least
for many of those who gamble there. When the bank goes bust at blackjack, the
chandeliers in the casino jangle with vibrations from the cheers of the happy
gamblers; and when the banker is about to turn over the card which will decide
her fate, it is not unusual to hear a mild-looking old lady scream “Kill! Kill!” in
the hope of ruining the bank’s luck.

Gamblers, like sailors and actors, are superstitious. Chinese gamblers
ignore reading matter because the word for “book” (sue 0 ) sounds like the

word for “lose” (sue [0 ). They won't take a shower, because “to shower” (chung-
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leung 0 0 ) means “to be cleaned out”. And they hate to see bald-headed
men because the word for “bald” is gwong (O ) which also means “shiny’, i.e.,
washed clean.

“And how did you do at Macau?” “Ho gon-jeng’ (O O O “very clean”)
comes the reply more often than not. Of course there is no need to ruin
yourself at the casino. It is perfectly possible just to “flutter”, and to have all the
thrill for very little outlay.

Constant practice at gambling can come in handy in everyday life, as the
following story from William C. Hunter shows:

During the attack on Canton, an Old China Street porcelain merchant, named

Cum-Chong, told us that as he was crossing the river in a passage-boat with

many others, a round shot tore through it, killing several and wounding many,

when, as he said, “My puttee head insi (inside) holo,” the chances being against
another shot coming through the same place!””



19 Protection

==

For the Chinese the family has always been the most important unit of
society. The individual played a role subservient to the family, and lived
in order to keep the group strong and vital. By contrast the Western family
has developed in such a way that it exists in order to rear the individual to the
point of independence — an important difference of emphasis.



58 Ancestral Images

The home was the base for family life, and the home therefore needed to
be secure and happy. Rituals connected with its security were more strictly
observed than any others: what was valued most was felt to be most vulnerable
to disaster and so most in need of protection.

This photograph of a New Territories village house at New Year shows a
whole battery of defences. But defences against what? Evil spirits, ghosts, devils
— call them what you will — abound and swarm everywhere. They can't be
seen usually, but their presence is known from the way in which undesirable
things happen. Primarily it is these that need to be kept at bay, but there is also
bad luck, and of course there are bad people. The last are the easiest to keep
out — those doors are stout, there is a very solid wooden bar behind them, and
there are no windows to give access elsewhere.

Bad luck is much more difficult to avert. Indeed it is perhaps not possible
to avoid what is determined to happen. But in the same way that some poisons
may be counteracted by applying equal and opposite poisons, so bad luck can
be negated by acquiring suitable doses of good luck. The five pieces of gold-
speckled red paper hanging from the lintel represent the Five Happinesses
(ng-fuk 0 O), and seek to bless the home with them. They are: Long Life,
Wealth, Health and Peace, Love of Virtue, and Natural Death after a full span
of years (sau O, fu O , hong-ning O O, yau-ho-dak O O O , haau-jung-ming U
0 O ). Pasted on the granite lintel is the wish for “Abundant Happiness” and
the matching couplet on the walls hopes for good fortune and fulfilment of
desires. These are positive signs for good luck. The rest of the paraphernalia is
directed against evil spirits.

The first line of defence cannot be seen in this picture — it is the so-called
“spirit wall” (ying-bik O O ), and I had my back to it as I took the photograph.
Evil spirits are endearingly imperfect in some ways, and one of their prime
failings is that they can only move in straight lines. So by building a wall across
the front of the house they can be prevented from entering the doors. People,
with minimal inconvenience, can walk round the wall and turn into the house;
but those spirits which come along between the wall and the house are unable
to change direction and have to continue on past the doorway.

Above the lintel is a small eight-sided motif among the decorative
plasterwork. This is a baat-gwa (0 O ) symbol. The baat-gwa are the eight

diagrams made up of combinations of triple lines which represent the



Protection 59

interaction of the elements Yin (yam ) and Yang (yeung O ) of which the
universe and all in it is composed. The eight combinations are the basic material
out of which the enigmatic Classic of Changes (Yik-ging O O ) is written. Few
understand even a small part of the book, but the symbol is commonly, as here,
used as a talisman against evil. Some New Territories people prefer to have a
small mirror where the baat-gwa motif is, because evil spirits are considered to
be very ugly and liable to be frightened away by the sight of their own faces.

But perhaps most effective of all are the two gods whose pictures in full
colour are stuck on the doors. Fierce warriors, their task is to bar the way to
any evil. There seem to have been gods associated with doors since very early
times in China, but these two really date from the Tang (0 ) dynasty. The
Emperor Tai Zong (0 O ) (A.D. 627-650) is said to have fallen ill, and in
dreams felt himself threatened by evil spirits who had come to cause his death.
Two of his generals volunteered to sit up with him in full battle-kit. C. A. S.
Williams reports one of the generals as saying:

“Your servant has during his whole life killed men as he would split open a

gourd and piled up carcasses as he would heap up ants; why should he be afraid
of ghosts?"?®

The vigil worked and the Emperor slept untroubled. Eventually pictures
were substituted for the real men and proved equally efficacious, evil spirits
being as gullible as they are unmanoeuvrable. The gods must always face each
other on the doors, otherwise bad luck and strife are thought likely to come
to the house. A common Cantonese term for husband and wife quarrels is tip-
chob-moon-san (O O O O ) “The Door Gods are stuck on wrong”.

The house is well protected by all these gods and talismans, but they do

not exhaust the defences. Inside the house are many more.
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or many in I—Iong Kong, Macau is the one great place of escape, somewhere

different enough from home to be exciting, but near enough to bring it
within range of almost every pocket.

The Portuguese first came to the south coast of China in the second
decade of the 16th century, and Macau was founded by them in about 1557,
though it was not officially ceded to Portugal until a treaty of 1887.

This photograph of Macau was taken from the Fortaleza do Monte. The
fort was built by the Jesuits in the early 17th century: not that they kept it
long — a wily governor of Macau tricked them out of possession a few years
afterwards. The Jesuits also built the Church of the Mother of God, better
known as St. Paul’s, the facade of which forms the centre of the picture. St.
Paul’s was the church of the“College of the Mother of God’, founded originally
in the 16th century, burned down in 1601, and rebuilt in wood over the next
few years. The impressive facade was added in the 1620s. The labourers and
stonemasons were mainly not Chinese but Japanese, Christian converts who
had fled to Macau to escape Tokugawa persecution. The figures and decorations

are remarkably well preserved.
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In 1835 the College and its church burned down again, leaving the
facade and the stone steps leading to it as memorials to what had been called
“the greatest monument to Christianity in all the Eastern lands”. They are
memorials too to the Jesuits, who by 1835 had long passed the zenith of their
power in China.

The first Jesuit missionary came to Macau in 1580, and in 1582 (or
thereabouts) came perhaps the most famous of them all, Matteo Ricci. Ricci
seems to have had no doubts about the best course to pursue, and he set his
sights on reaching the highest in the land. Over the years he slowly percolated
upwards through China and Chinese society, finally reaching Beijing in 1601.
The great Ming dynasty Emperor Shen Zong (0 O ), whose reign period is
known as Maan-lik (O O ), Wan-li in Mandarin, was much impressed with
him, and gave him a stipend to live at the capital. There Ricci and other Jesuits
built churches and made converts. But their missionary efforts were hampered
to some extent by persecution from Chinese officials, and even more, perhaps,
by the positions they soon came to assume as Court scientists. Ricci wrote or
translated into Chinese many scientific works, including books on geography,
Euclid, memory cultivation, and the celestial sphere, as well as on religious
matters.

He eatly came to realize that some compromise with native Chinese
beliefs was likely to be more effective than absolute rejection, and this showed
in his being prepared to allow the use in Catholicism of words for “God” which
were already in use, even though what had been meant by the terms did not
necessarily coincide well with Christian ideas of God.

In particular he compromised in allowing converts to continue their
practice of ancestor worship, arguing that “respect for” not “worship of”
ancestors was what was involved. In this he was helped by the Chinese word
baai (O ), which can indeed mean either “worship” or “pay respects to”. My own
observations of ancestor worship convince me that there is a large element of
“worship” involved, so that Ricci may be said to have condoned heresy. His
brilliance is undoubted but he has come in for much adverse criticism on this

score. The following vitriolic assessment is quoted by Wells Williams in The

Middle Kingdom:

Ricci was active, skilful, full of schemes, and endowed with all the talents

necessary to render him agreeable to the great or to gain the favour of princes;
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but ... it was sufficient to read his work on the true religion to be satisfied that
he was ignorant of the first principles of theology. Being more a politician than
a theologian, he discovered the secret of remaining peacefully in China. The
kings found in him a man full of complaisance; the pagans a minister who
accommodated himself to their superstitions; the mandarins a polite courtier
skilled in all the trickery of courts; and the devil a faithful servant, who far from
destroying, established his reign among the heathen, and even extended it to

the Christians.?

The “Rites Controversy’, as the argument over these matters has come to
be known, raged for decades, ending in Papal denunciation of the Jesuit effort
in China. It is perhaps fair to say that with the collapse of the Jesuit mission
the already rather frail chance of success for Christianity in China was reduced
to mere frail hope.

Ricci did not arouse Chinese passions in at all the same way. Here is the
entry in a Chinese encyclopaedia under his Chinese name Lei Ma Dau (O

00):

Italian Jesuit missionary; came to Guangdong in the 8th year of the Ming
Maan-lik period (1580); adopted the Chinese name Lei Sai Taai (0 0 O );
later moved to Beijing, built a Catholic church, and carried on his mission. Well
versed in both Chinese and Western writings, and the study of astronomy,
geography and medicine. Emperor Shen Zong thought very highly of him, and
senior officials of the time ... delighted in his company. Wrote and translated
“A Treatise on Cosmography and Geography” in two volumes, and the “Works
of Euclid” in six volumes. It was he who introduced Western astronomy into

China.®®

When he died in 1610, the Emperor conferred the unprecedented favour
of a grant of land near Beijing for his burial. The tomb can still be visited to
this day.



did not pose this photograph: there were no children around when I took

my camera out. I was walking through a New Territories village, and had
come to where a workman was demolishing an old house. There behind his
wheelbarrow was a wooden board, and on the board a piece of red paper
with the words hing-gung-daai-gat 00 0 O (“May good luck attend the
work”). The formula is a standard one and helps to protect the workman
and the neighbours from any unpleasantness which might arise when gods
or evil spirits are disturbed by building work. I thought I'd get a shot of it.
The children appeared in front of the lens as suddenly as if they had been
materialized ghosts — nonsense, of course, because reason tells me that the
protective slogan would have driven off any ghosts from the area!

All that can be seen of the board are the words“good luck’, and I do indeed
feel lucky to have got without effort such a beautiful group of smiling faces. But
it is the child’s feet not the faces which sparked a train of thought in me ....

These clearly are not poor or starved children otherwise the bare feet
could be taken as evidence of poverty. In fact, at that time many people, old
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and young alike, preferred to walk around the villages barefoot. Amongst
other advantages, it prevented the development of Athlete’s Foot, or Hong
Kong Foot (heung-gong-geuk 00 00 O ) as it is known locally. Athlete’s Foot is
not the most comfortable of conditions, and the village cure for it was about
as uncomfortable as could be. Pine needles (chung-mo 0 [ ) were collected
from a particular tree and boiled in salted water. The scalding liquid was then
applied to the affected area.

It is not so long since little girls of this age would have been in the initial
horribly painful stages of foot-binding. The Chinese male’s love of tiny feet
in his women developed into deliberate stunting of foot growth by binding
probably around the 10th century, and the custom prevailed in some parts of
the country well into the 1930s.

A bandage was wrapped around the four small toes and the heel in a
figure 8 and then drawn tight, forcing the toes and the heel together, and in
time breaking the arch of the foot. The aim was a foot no more than three
or four inches (8-10 c¢ms) long — the much coveted “Golden Lotus Foot”
(gam-lin O O). For this, women endured years of great pain, and a lifetime of
near-immobility.

Howard S. Levy’s standard work on foot-binding lists some of the customs
which accompanied the practice:

One superstition associated the number five propitiously with the start of foot-

binding. The folk explanation was that the word “five” sounded identical to a

word meaning “to stop” (the foot from getting larger). Sometimes a five-year-

old nominally started on New Year's Eve, which was also called the Fifth Night

Watch, but did not really tightly bind the feet until the spring. Propitious days

for starting foot-binding were recorded in various books which were consulted

by the gitl’s family. An old lady who had enjoyed good fortune might be asked

to give the first turn of the binding, or a shepherd or woodcutter might do

this instead, signifying that the girl could later move about with agility. The

young girl might bite the tip of a writing brush or grasp a water chestnut, both

symbolizing a hope that the foot might become thin and pointed.*

When the Manchus conquered China in the 17th century, they tried
hard to abolish foot-binding, passing harsh laws against the custom. But the
Chinese were more successful in evading these laws than they had been in
resisting invasion, and the decrees were withdrawn as useless after a short

while. According to the Rev. Justus Doolittle:
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The dominant race in the empire, the
Manchu Tartars, do not allow their
women to bind or cramp their feet. It
unfits a beauty for entrance into the
Imperial harem. The penalty is instant
death should any small-footed female
enter the Imperial palace at Peking —

at least, such is the common saying.*

But, alas for the Manchus! Their
own women became infected by the
desire for small feet, and they invented
a special stilted shoe which allowed a
small lower “falsie” to peep out from
the bottom of their long robes, looking
just like a tiny Chinese bound foot.

By the end of the Manchu
dynasty’s rule in 1911, anti-foot-

binding movements were rapidly

making inroads into tradition. Under
the lead of urbanized and Westernized
women, and with much support from Christian missionaries, Natural Feet
Societies (Tin-juk-wooi 0 0 ) sprang up everywhere. A considerable
literature survives.

In amongst tragic stories of feet rotting off and dreadful pain, there is
the occasional flash of humour. I was reading recently Mrs. Archibald Little’s
account of a visit to the powerful and famous statesman Li Hung-chang (Lei
Hung Jeung 0 0 O ') in Guangzhou in 1900. She asked him how he could
bear to hear the pitiful cries of the gitls of his family:

“No, I do not like to hear little children crying over having their feet bound,’
grumbled out the genial Viceroy.“But then I never do hear them,” he hastened

to add.®

Easy for Li to ignore the problem, perhaps — he did not have to suffer the
pain. But there must have been many gitls through the ages who would gladly
have changed places with the youngster in this photograph — or even have
been happy to have nothing worse than Hong Kong Foot to put up with.
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hen I look at the photographs I've taken in the New Territories over

the years, I am struck by how many of them are concerned with death.
Not a photograph of a New Territories hillside but doesn't discover a grave or
a burial urn somewhere; for burial procedures are elaborate and carried out
over a protracted period of time, and graves are to be shown off and to take
pride in, not to be hidden behind stone walls and screened by cypress trees. An
indoor shot will show an altar to the ancestors; an outdoor one reveals charms
and structures as protection against ghosts. The dead are always with the living
in the form of ancestors or ghosts.

Death is in this way very much a part of everyday life for Chinese people,
and the photographs are a faithful reflection of its presence rather than a proof
of macabre interest on my part.

Here in an open space on the edge of a village a funeral is being conducted.
The woman had died the previous evening. Her coffin is a traditional shape for
this area. The end panels always have the grain of the wood running vertically,
as it is thought that this withstands collapse better as the wood rots.



Funeral 67

A popular Chinese saying goes:

Be born in Suzhou [0 O J;
Live in Hangzhou [0 O J;
Eat in Guangzhou [0 O J;
Die in Liuzhou [0 O ].

Again the easy juxtaposition of life and death. Be born in Suzhou,
because it has the most beautiful women; live in Hangzhou, because it has
wonderful scenery; eat in Guangzhou, because it has the best cuisine; and
die in Liuzhou, because the wood grown there makes stout coffins which are
resistant to decay.

The mourners who surround the coffin are all close relatives of the woman.
They wear white or undyed clothing. The Western emphasis on black for death
belongs to a totally different scheme of colour symbolism.

The old imperial law books actually laid down rules for mourning the
dead. The rules were known as the ng-fuk (O 0 ), literally the Five Kinds of
Mourning Dress. The most severe of the five consisted of a dress of unhemmed
coarse hemp, a hemp headdress, grass sandals, and a mourning staff. It was to
be worn for dead parents over a period of 27 months, and during that time the
mourner had to abstain from meat, amusement, shaving, sexual intercourse,
music, eating out of fine porcelain, and other pleasures. (Shaving?!!)

The other four kinds of dress were each less severe than the last, the fifth
and least severe being a dress of plain silky hemp without special headgear
or footwear. Fifth grade mourning was observed for quite distant relatives,
such as one’s great-grandfather’s brother or sister, and the wife of one’s father’s
brother’s son, and it lasted only for three months.

There were penalties laid down for those who failed to observe these
mourning requirements, but it seems very unlikely that they were much
invoked. And while the law books insisted upon the correct degree of mourning
to be observed for all kin whether of older, younger or the same generation as
oneself, it seems that few Chinese ever observed mourning at all for anyone
junior to themselves in the kinship hierarchy.

Here the kind of mourning dress being worn is certainly not in accordance
with the old law books — but that does not make the mourning any less sincere.
Indeed this had been a much loved woman. During the Japanese occupation,

when food was hard to get, she and her husband supported many other people
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in the village who were less well off. The heavy attendance at the funeral was
confirmation of her popularity and the respect she had truly deserved.

The son of the dead woman can just be seen standing with his back to the
camera (top left). He wears heavy mourning, but white plimsolls do duty for
the more correct grass sandals. Nor did he mourn for 27 months — modern
life and the demands of his duck farm allowed him just a few days.

If, as I have suggested, death is very much in evidence in Chinese everyday
life, it is also true that in death life is not lost sight of. The coffin is draped with
red crepe paper, because red is an auspicious colour and counteracts the evil
influences of death. Each of the white-clad mourners has somewhere about
him or her a touch of red for the same reason. In most cases they have little
pieces of red wool tied round the mourning staffs.

When later I went to the funeral feast (at which the roast pig seen in the
background figured on the menu) I was protected from evil by having a needle
threaded with red cotton stuck in my lapel as I went through the door. The
main mourners could not take part in the meal of course. Nor could they drink
anything before the coffin was buried — it is said that if they had done so the
belly of the corpse would have swollen up.



23 Water

ater has never been far from the thoughts of the people of Hong Kong.
The place was largely chosen, after all, because it had a good natural
harbour for the extensive sea-trade which the British wanted to develop with
China; and there was need for “a port whereat they may careen and refit their

ships’, as the 1842 Treaty of Nanking said.
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Sea water Hong Kong has a-plenty: it has always been fresh water which
has been at a premium. The area has such denuded, steep-sided hills that run-
off from rain is immediate and nearly total, streams dry up very quickly, and
drought conditions can occur despite an annual rainfall which is more than
adequate to meet all demands.

One of the attractions of Hong Kong Island to 19th-century sailors is
said to have been this waterfall. Running through the old Dairy Farm and
spilling into the sea here below Wah Fu Estate, it did not dry up, and so gave
sure supplies of fresh water to the thirsty ships. I would not advise anyone to
try drinking it now — it was filthy when I took this photograph.

Lo Hsiang-lin's (O O O ) Hong Kong and Its External Communications
before 1842 contains the following nugget, though as the punch-line indicates
it is of fool’s gold:

It was said that southwards from the estate of the Dairy Farm on Pokfulam

Road there was formerly a stream with a sizeable waterfall, called Tu-ao Yang.

The water there was pleasant to drink, so most of the boat people in the vicinity

went to fetch their drinking water there; they called this stream Hsiang-chiang

(the Fragrant River) and the mouth of the stream Hong Kong (Fragrant Port)

later became the name of the island. This account is not acceptable, for the

name Hsiang-chiang was little used and unheard of until recent years when

Hong Kong had attained a certain measure of prosperity. Besides, according to

the maps in the Hsin-an Hsien-chi, the place called Tu-ao Yang was situated

south of T’a Men and was not on the present Hong Kong Island .**

Earlier writings on Hong Kong were as concerned with the water
problem as any contemporary accounts. Change a few of the names in Peplow
and Barker’s Hongkong, Around and About (written in 1931) and you have
a statement which could have been made at almost any time in the 20th

century:

The water-supply for the colony is provided by various reservoirs, most of
which are among the hills on the south side of the island. The largest of these
is Tytam Tuk, which lies close to the shore between Stanley and Shekko ....
Further provision is being made by the building of a new system of waterworks
in the island in the hills above Aberdeen, and by another on the mainland
in the Shing Mun Valley, which supplies the island by means of a pipe line
under the harbour. The continually increasing population of the colony and the
possibility of another serious drought such as was experienced in 1929 make

the problem of an adequate water supply both urgent and important.®
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Why had nothing been done about water supply before the British took
over theislandin 18422 Answer: because Hong Kong was virtually uninhabited.
It was, in Lord Palmerston’s disgusted and much misquoted words, “a barren
island with hardly a house upon it".

The New Territories had a population of more than 80,000 when they
were leased to Britain in 1898. Their water problems were mainly solved
by well-digging, and even quite recently some villagers drank well water in
preference to any piped water available to them.

For the villagers and for not a few town-dwelling Chinese, water was
important in other ways too. It is one of the ingredients of the term fung-sui
(O O ) “wind and water’, the science of geomancy. In fung-shui water indicates
wealth, and the more of it the better.

I was present at the building of a geomantically sited grave some years
ago. It was on an island hillside and faced across sea to the mainland New
Territories. From the grave itself it looked as though the water was completely
land-locked, because two ridges ran down into the sea on either side of the site,
cutting off the view of open water beyond. From the fung-sui viewpoint that
meant that all that wealth was being held stored for the use of the descendants
of the grave’s occupants. But, better still, two streams ran down the valleys on
the near side of each of the flanking ridges, so that while more wealth was seen
to be constantly added to the store, none could be seen to flow away.

Perhaps it is from geomancy that the Cantonese slang word for money
comes. Bong-sui (O O “weigh out the water”) means “hand over the money”. A
satyrical Cantonese film of 1973 called The 72 Tenants (Chat-sap-yi Ga Fong-
haak 0 0 O O O O ) made a huge impact with a long humorous sequence on
corruption in which the fire brigade would only supply water to put out the
fire if the tenants would in turn give them “water”.

Another slang word for money is wai-ta-ming-M (0 O O M “Vitamin

M”). Water is certainly as necessary as vitamins and Hong Kong knows it.
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It doesn't do to ask too many questions of Chinese popular religion. It is

so complex and is composed of so many different and often contradictory
elements that to try to understand it as a system is to attempt what the man in
the village never attempts.

For example, take the ancestor who Buddhism tells us is suffering bloody
and excruciating tortures in Purgatory: I do not think that there is any logical
explanation how he can at the same time be in a position to grant protection
and blessings to his descendants who worship him as a god. Yet there seems
little doubt that an ancestor is considered to be a god, even if of only limited
powers. And how can an ancestor who has been reborn, as the Buddhists again
believe, go on being worshipped?

But no-one seems too concerned with such questions, and Buddhist
monks and nuns, sworn to celibacy, ensure their own after-world comfort by
being worshipped as mock ancestors by their successor brothers and sisters in
the faith substituting for the children they can never have.

Accounts of what happens to the soul after death differ from area to area
of China and from person to person. Most traditionally-minded Chinese
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believe that it goes to Purgatory to be judged and to suffer punishment for its
crimes on this earth. The punishments are vicious and unending, and yet at the
same time the soul seems to lead a normal life there with the same needs as it
had when in this world. Some say that that normal life includes practising the
same occupation as before — one report talks of an electrician here becoming
an electrician there (the “sparks” of the fires of hell, perhaps?)

I was led to this line of thought by looking up the notes I made when I
took this photograph. It was the occasion of the 71st birthday of an important
man in the New Territories. At least, it would have been his 71st birthday if
he had lived, but he had been dead for eleven years at the time. His family
continued to celebrate every tenth anniversary, however, and intended in due
course to observe his 81st birthday as well. After that, they said, he will have
been reincarnated (juen-lun tau-toi J O 0 O ) and to go on would be pointless.

But a man from Guangzhou who was present denied that reincarnation
took place at 81, and said that where he was brought up birthdays were usually
celebrated up to the age of 100. This set a rare old discussion going, and
opinions of all sorts came out.

In particular I liked a story told by the Guangzhou man, who was a
teacher. One of his old pupils, he said, never ate meat and gave the following
reason. His father had been very friendly with a Buddhist priest in Beijing.
One day the priest became aware that he was to die the next morning, and he
told his friend that as a mark of his regard he would reincarnate as his son.
A few hours after his death a telegram arrived for his sorrowing friend to say
that his wife in Guangzhou had given birth to a boy at the exact time the priest
had passed away. The boy turned out both to look like the priest and to have
a natural antipathy to eating meat (Buddhists are vegetarian of course). The
father called the boy by the same name as the priest. Reincarnation had been
immediate.“Yes,” said the teacher, “I dont believe it, yet it certainly was a very
strange thing,”

The birthday celebration after death is known as the daai-gei-yat 0 0 O .
In this case a spirit medium had been requested to get in touch with the dead
man’s soul to discover what he most needed. He had declared that transport
was in short supply, and had asked for a horse each for himself and his two
dead sons to ride, a crane (hok [ ) for his dead daughter to fly on, and a car big

enough for all four of them. Here the three paper horses complete with silver
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stirrups can be seen, and in the background are sacks of gold and silver ingots
(paper, imitation ones). There was also a big red paper trunk full of beautifully
made paper clothes, basket-loads of candles, incense and paper money, the car,
and a paper sedan-chair with two paper bearers in the shafts.

Alarge framed photograph of the man was set up by his family,and garlands
of flowers were hung over it, while on a table in front were laid out a whole
roast pig, fresh fruit, cut meats, cakes, sweets, a whole dressed chicken, bowls
of rice, tea and wine, and a red paper address of birthday congratulations.

A red-clad Taoist priest conducted a short ceremony to a gong and flute
accompaniment. With red threads tied in their hair or on their clothing for
luck the family bowed and kowtowed and offered wine to their ancestor,
and the goods were all addressed to him in clear handwriting before they
were dispatched by means of fire to the other world. A string of firecrackers
was let off to mark the end of the ritual, a bowl of rice was scattered in the
smouldering remains of the offerings, and everyone settled down to a few
rounds of mahjong before eating the birthday feast of pork, chicken, squid,
bean-curd and vegetables.

If the proceedings seem a little too jolly for someone who is dead, it
should be noted that the anniversary of a man’s death can also be observed.
That occasion is called sei-gei-yat (O O O ), and it is a sad affair.
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In 1901 R. K. Douglas, Professor of Chinese at King’s College, London, and

an astute observer of Chinese life, wrote:

A feature in the workaday life of China is the number of itinerant craftsmen who
earn their livelihood on the streets. Every domestic want, from the riveting of a
broken saucer to shaving a man’s head, is supplied by these useful peripatetics.
If 2 man’s jacket wants mending, or his shoes repairing, he summons a passing
tailor and cobbler, and possibly, while waiting for his mended clothes, employs
the services of a travelling barber to plait his queue, or it may be to clean his
ears from accumulated wax.*®

This photograph was taken in Macau, but the wayside barber with his
folding chair, portable mirror, and little case of tools, used to be a common
sight everywhere. He specialized not only in hair-cutting and ear-cleaning,
but in shaving and eyebrow and nasal-hair plucking. His prices were cheap
because the overheads were almost nil. The Cantonese word for a barber is
fei-faat-lo (O O O ) which means“chap who makes the hair fly away”. Whether
this was how the term originated or not, there is obviously going to be some

hair flying when it is cut in the windy street.
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Street traders used to be hard at work squeezing out every last spare
copper cash that was to be had. There are fewer of them in Hong Kong now,
but in the depths of the recession in the 1970s there was a massive gut-reaction
resort to street trading as a means of survival. Shops with air-conditioning and
neon-lit showcases might be modern and preferred, but came the crunch and
the people of Hong Kong reverted to a well-tried tradition.

The Centre of Asian Studies in The University of Hong Kong began
a “Street Cries Project” in 1975 with the aim of recording the great variety
of peripatetic and stationary street-trading still surviving. The cries of the
pedlars, the musical instruments which they used to advertise with, the
extent of their wares, and the area which they covered in the course of their
rounds were all to be recorded on tape, film and questionnaire. The results
(as yet unpublished) should provide a lasting reminder of “the richness of
the poor life’, if that paradox is not too purple. There are plenty of prints and
descriptions of pedlars from the 19th century in the world’s libraries, and it
will be interesting to see what changes have taken place over the last century
or so.

Reading some of these older accounts often leaves one realizing that plus

cest la méme chose. I found the following passage in the Rev. ]. Macgowan’s

Sidelights on Chinese Life:

Sometimes when the peddlar has had his pork watered there is great
dissatisfaction, and no-one will buy from him unless he sells at a considerably
reduced price. This watering is a vicious custom that prevails largely amongst
all butchers, and is intended to make it possible to sell the meat at a lower rate
to the very poor. The way it is managed is to pump a quantity of water down
the main arteries of the animal immediately after it is killed until the whole
animal is saturated with it. As this injection of water drives out the blood, the
flesh has a pale anaemic look that tells the secret, and the aim of the peddlar is
to conceal this from the public by plastering the flesh over with the blood that
flowed from the body when the animal was killed.””

So the butchers who have been accused of this same practice in recent
years in Hong Kong were also reverting to a well-tried tradition.

In the New Territories a constant procession of pedlars used to go round
the villages, and they ranged from sellers of incense and ritual paraphernalia
to jugglers, from broom-sellers to men who injected chickens with fattening

hormones, from blind musicians to fresh fish hawkers. But whether in the
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cities or the countryside, most evident and most colourful were the itinerant
food-sellers.

The cooked meat stall, a heated trolley with steaming trays and pots of
delicacies, was garish in its colours, the various types of meat being stained
all shades of orange, red and brown. Heaps of goose intestines, of roast or
steamed pig’s intestines like lengths of salami, of cut up bright orange squid;
pots of “beef bits” (tripe, skirt, etc.) ... the goods don't sound very appetizing,
but reason insists that the Cantonese people, who have evolved the best
cuisine in a land of gourmets, would not go on patronizing such foods if they
were not good.

For those who preferred a softer entry to exotic street food, there was
hot, comforting “congee” (rice porridge, called juk O ) which came with various
added ingredients such as pieces of meat or fish or“hundred year old eggs” (pei-
daan O 0O). Particularly tasty were the stuffed green peppers which sizzled
on pans on the barrows. For next to nothing a piece was yours, speared on a
toothpick. Or there were the toothpick-speared pieces of fresh coconut eaten
with pickled ginger slices.

Barbers have one advantage over other traders — they seem to have
obtained special favour with the compilers of the Chinese Almanac (tung-sing
0 0). Every few days this work decrees a date to be good for hair-cutting,
and only very rarely does it note a date as inauspicious in this way. Perhaps the
barbers need some help, for they have traditionally not been considered of high
status in China. Some accounts place them among the “mean people” (jin-man
0 0O) who were not allowed to enter for the old Civil Service examinations
because of their despised position in society. In Imperial China, when an
Emperor died it was forbidden to shave for 100 days. The barbers at least must
have mourned with real feeling.



26 University

he Vice-Chancellor of The University of Hong Kong has no easy job.

Who would begrudge him this spacious home which goes with the
position?

The university was founded in 1911, incorporating the old Hong Kong
College of Medicine (where Sun Yat-sen studied) as one of its faculties.
The need for the university is graphically set out in Sayers's Hong Kong
1862-1919:

Thus far, the Queen’s College marked the high-water mark of educational
facilities in Hong Kong, if we except the local College of Medicine — well
enough for the small tradesman, the clerk, the shroff and the interpreter,
passable perhaps for the elementary school teacher — but there were some
at least to whom it occurred that a community so prosperous should not, for
lack of facilities for higher study, lie under the imputation of condemning the
great bulk of its members to remain indefinitely hewers of wood and drawers
of water. There were some too who saw in a university in Hong Kong a unique
opportunity for gently introducing to China the ways of the West both
scientific and philosophical *®
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China did not really have universities before they were imported from
the West. There was an institution at Beijing called the Imperial College
(Gwok-ji-gaam 0 0 0), and a branch of it at Nanjing too, but only very
few students could study there. During the Qing dynasty, payment of a
large fee gave membership but did not necessarily entitle the member to
attend the College.

The point of studying was to pass the Civil Service examinations and so to
enter the prestigious ranks of the bureaucratic elite. The vast majority of men
(women were not eligible to sit) studied under private tutors for as long as they
felt necessary, and then took the examinations. The failure rate was enormous,
and the stress and hardship endured through many hundreds of years by many
hundreds of thousands of candidates hardly bears thinking about. Anyone
who wishes to get an idea of the excesses of the system is recommended to
read the Chinese satirical novel, The Unofficial History of Officialdom (Yue-lam
Ngoi-si 0 O O O ), available in translation under the title The Scholars.

The examination system was not abolished until 1905. Meanwhile the
same principle of recruitment to government service through examination
success had been adopted in Britain. The American Chinese scholar Teng Ssu-
yit has examined the evidence in his article“Chinese Influences on the Western
Examination System” and concludes that:

there can remain no doubt that the Chinese system of examinations for

government positions was responsible for the introduction of similar systems

into Western Europe. Less certainly can we claim influence from the Chinese

for similarities in detail, such as the use of the “classics” for examinations. In

any case, the examination was adapted by each individual government to fit

national characteristics.>

Even if evidence of influence is less clear, there is certainly a remarkable
parallel between the Chinese examining of a large body of classical literature
unrelated to the practical work of government and the British concentration
upon a classical education in Latin and Greek as preparation for a practical
bureaucratic career.

The West, of course, did not expect its students to study in solitary for
examinations: colleges and universities were tied into the system. Now, in a
modern version of old practice, university graduates from Hong Kong are
more and more filling responsible posts in the Hong Kong government.
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The Chinese term for a university is daai-hok (0 O ) “great learning’, and
bat-yip (O O ) “to finish instruction” means “to graduate”. Entirely logically, a
secondary school is jung-hok (O O ) “middle learning’, and a primary school is
siu-hok (0 O') “small learning”. It is odd to Western ears, however, to discover
that a Chinese “graduates” (bat-yip) from both these schools — he even
“graduates” from kindergarten!

Daai-hok has only really come to mean “university” in the past hundred
years or so. Before that it was best known as the title of one of the Four Books
(Sei-sue 0 O ), the core of the Confucian classical literature. The book is only
short, but deals with fundamentals:

By enquiring into all things, understanding is made complete; with complete

understanding, thought is made sincere; when thought is sincere, the mind is

as it should be; when the mind is as it should be, the individual is morally

cultivated; when the individual is morally cultivated, the family is well regulated;

when the family is well regulated, the state is properly governed; and when the

state is propetly governed, the world is at peace.*’

English hasits own versions of this passage. We have “Knowledge is Power”
(the motto of my own college), and “The pen is mightier than the sword”. The
Vice-Chancellor of The University of Hong Kong no doubt believes in the
same principles, but he also apparently believes in hedging his bets — the
cannon in the photograph points straight at the Students’ Union.
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ethods of counting time seem to be important to all peoples. They

don't solve anything, but they appear to tame uncertain Nature and
give a sense of security. In 1705 Edmund Halley worked out that the comet
which bears his name was a regular 76-year visitor to our skies. Before that its
appearance had been viewed with terror, and doubtless the English who saw it
in 1066 were not surprised when the Battle of Hastings was lost. But now that
it can be seen to be running to a timetable, who could be afraid of it?

Time counting can take many forms, and the Chinese have tried not a few.
A very ancient one was the “sexagenary cycle’, a series of 60 names which could
be applied to sequences of time. Using the cycle it was possible to keep track
of the days or years, but the trouble was that the 61st year had the same name
as the first, the 62nd as the second, and so on. Very confusing, and tended to
promote the idea that history repeated itself.

Another way of counting the years was by reference to the rulers of the
country. “In the 9th year of the Dao Guang reign” (0 0 0 [ ) is an accurate
measurement of time, and any reference table will tell you that it was A.D.
1829. But unless you possess such a table (and the knowledge of the Western
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time scale which starts at A.D. 1) it is necessary to be able to remember how
many rulers have reigned since that year and for how long each ruled, then add
them together to find out how long ago it was.

For the year itself the Chinese adopted a double measurement system.
The lunar month was very attractive, because people could always feel safe
and reassured when the full moon appeared to time on the 15th of the
month. On the other hand the seasons did not keep in step with the lunar
calendar, so a solar calendar was needed in order to be certain of planting
and harvesting times.

Then came the problem of keeping the lunar and solar calendars together.
To do this it was necessary to add a whole extra month to seven of the lunar
years in every nineteen. Time was somewhat complicated.

Most festivals were held on lunar dates, but one or two important ones
were fixed according to the solar calendar. Ching Ming (0 O “Clear and
Bright”) was one of the 24 periods into which the solar year was divided, and
it started on April 5th or 6th. On that day filial descendants went to visit their
family graves.

The photograph shows a New Territories grave on 5th April 1964. The
little group are cleaning up the grave site, hacking away the vegetation which
has encroached during the past year, and spreading lime to discourage any
further growth. A study in concentration, the boy at the top of the picture is
repainting in red the inscription on the gravestone. When all is neat and tidy,
the grave's occupant will be offered sacrificial foods, money, incense, candles
and wine, and will receive the respectful bows of the living.

Given the obvious differences in dress and custom, is this custom of
“grave-sweeping” (so-mo [0 00) so very far removed from the flower-bearing
visits to a loved one’s grave in the West? Much heart-searching has gone
on over this question. Some Christians have found the custom an entirely
sympathetic and understandable one. Others have been convinced that there
are pagan elements involved with which no believer in the One God should be
associated. The Rev. James Thayer Addison published in 1925 a thorough and
insightful study called Chinese Ancestor Worship. He considered whether rites
such as“grave-sweeping” were merely ways of paying respect to the memory of
a dead ancestor or whether they amounted to worship of the dead. He brought

the argument to a head with one question:
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Is there a quid pro quo?

The answer to this question depends on the value assigned to the mass of
evidence in support of the conclusion that the Chinese perform the ceremonies
of ancestor worship with the aim to avoid calamities and to secure worldly
prosperity. That evidence is ample enough to establish the fact that in popular ancestor

worship the element of religion is so strong as to justify the term “worship” !

I believe he was right in this conclusion. But that makes this photograph
a particularly sad one. The man buried here had been an intelligent and able
village leader. Alas, his two sons had both predeceased him, and in ancestor
worship it is only sons who can propetly carry on the rites for the dead. Of the
four young people, one was not related to the dead man at all, and even though
his daughter was present, she could be considered only a poor substitute,
Sadder yet, the daughter too died only a few years afterwards. This grave will
probably not have been “swept” for forty or more years. Ancestor worship
carries with it a harsh message for the dead: where there are no descendants

there can be no ancestors.
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: ;ooner or later in conversation with Chinese people the subject of food

always crops up. That does not mean that all Chinese are gastronomes
(though very many are), but it does reflect a consuming (sic) cultural interest
in food.

“If its back faces heaven you can eat it,” say the Cantonese; and they
proceed to eat everything of which that is true. From cockroaches to dogs,
from snakes to scaly-anteaters, from rice-maggots to sea slugs, they will try
anything and will usually find a delectable method of cooking it.

Only man walks with his back not pointing to the sky and is therefore
safe from the butcher’s knife. Even so, cannibalism is not unknown in Chinese
society. It occurs in the novel The Water Margin (Sui-woo-juen 0 O O ); and
the practice of using the blood of decapitated criminals as a medicine to treat
TB continued until quite recent times.

To the squeamish Westerner many of the greater and rarer delicacies
sound and look unattractive. A moment’s thought, however, will convince that
a cuisine which can produce the great number of excellent dishes which the
Westerner does enjoy probably knows what it is doing with regard to the more
outlandish foods as well.
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“Hundred Year Eggs” (pei-daan 0 O ) look and smell rather disgusting.
In fact they are much closer to a hundred days old, and they are delicious — I
didn't even find them a taste which I had to work at acquiring. The little Rice
Birds (woh-fa-jeuk O O O ) which are eaten “skin, bones and all’, sent a friend
of mine flying in distress from the table, but I still don't see the difference
between eating them and eating a chicken, except that they have a better
flavour.

The list is endless. But to be honest, I think there are those Chinese who
eat exotic foods for the thrill of being different rather than for the taste. Rice-
maggots (woh-chung [0 [ ), cooked in a kind of omelette and raved about by
my Chinese fellow diners as being “very fragrant” (ho-heung 0 O ), I found
insipid at best, and much more rewarding in the boasting of having eaten than
in the eating itself. And I wonder how many of the thousands who lick their
lips when dog is mentioned genuinely enjoy it as food rather than as an exotic
and not too reprehensible way of flouting the law?

Food symbolism permeates the Chinese language. “You are breaking my
rice bowl!” says the man whose livelihood is threatened. “She’s a hot chilli,’
describes a vicious-tongued woman.“You are my heart and liver,” croons a man
to his girl-friend."A rotten egg” is a most unpleasant person.

The dead are always with the Chinese too, so it is not surprising that
death and food come together frequently. This photograph was taken inside an
ancestral hall in the New Territories. A feast has been laid out on the offering
tables in front of the massed tablets of the ancestors. It includes whole roast
pigs, a raw pig's head (substituting for a sheep, I was told), dried eel, fresh
fruit, preserved fruit, duck eggs, cakes, bean curd, cuts of pork and chicken,
rice, tea and wine. Five sets of chopsticks and bowls are provided, not because
there were only five ancestors to be fed, but because five is an important ritual
number in Chinese culture. There were even cigarettes offered on this occasion,
but they are out of picture.

These offerings of food seem to me to be the most important ones and the
ones most meaningful to those who offer them. In the classical philosophical
text Mencius there is a passage which runs:

Master Tseng provided for Tseng Shi and always had wine and meat. When

he removed the food, he always asked to whom it should be given. If asked: “Is
there some over?” he always said: “There is.” Tseng Shi died, and Tseng Yuan
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provided for Master Tseng, and always had wine and meat. When he removed

the food he didn't ask to whom it should be given. If asked: “Is there some

over?” he said: “It is all gone,” intending to serve it up again. This is what is

called “providing for mouth and body”. But as for Master Tseng’s method, that

may be called “providing for the soul”. To serve one’s parents as Master Tseng

did is good.*

I feel that the lavish spread here has much of that same feel to it. The
ancestors are not only being spiritually fed, they are being reassured of the
well-being of their descendants who can lay on such bounty. What is more,
the descendants will eat up the food after it has been offered, and so will share
the meal with the dead. Even in our much less food-conscious culture eating
together is still of great symbolic importance and an emotional satisfaction of
a high order.

In spring at the Ching Ming Festival, food and the dead come together for
many families. Ching Ming is grave-visiting time. The graves are cleaned and
tidied, offerings of food are made, and then comes a grave-side picnic for the
living. What would perhaps be considered ghoulish and sick in the West, in a

Chinese context is comprehensible and, I find, rather touching.



29 Pedicab

One of the features of Macau which used to make it so relaxing was the
pedicab, the three-wheeled cycle transport shown here. Hong Kong had

too much traffic, and too many hills for the pedicab, but in tiny flat Macau,
it could trundle almost everywhere without hindrance, and the slow pace
enabled the passenger to look around him better than in a taxi. The pedicab
drivers could be very informative about the sights, though it helped if you
understood Cantonese. And of course they were always happy to introduce
you to outrageously expensive curio shops.

The word “pedicab” presumably refers to its propulsion by the feet. But
there is another rather more interesting word used — “trishaw”. There is an
obvious connection with “rickshaw”. Now, rickshaw is not an ancient term,
nor even a Chinese word. It is in fact an abbreviation of the Japanese word
jinrikisha (O O O '), meaning “man-powered vehicle”. The jin has been left off,
and the sha corrupted to shaw. Dyer Ball calls it “a cross between a bath-chair

and a hansom cab’#?
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But the rickshaw was apparently not a Japanese invention. The most
widely accepted version of its origin is that it was invented about 1870 by an
American missionary in Japan, quickly became the main mode of transport
there, and then spread to the treaty ports of the China coast, thence to
Singapore, India, South Africa, and points west. Dyer Ball, writing at the
turn of the 20th century, seemed confident that it would hit Europe before
long. Well, “trishaw” takes the same corrupted word shaw and gives us “three
wheeled vehicle’, which is exactly what saam-lun-che (O O O ), the Cantonese
term for it, means.

What about another China coast word, “cumshaw’, then? Explanations
for this are legion. Couling’s Encyclopaedia Sinica gives a good academic
definition:

CUMSHAW, a present, sometimes used for “bucksheesh”. It is derived from

“grateful thanks’, pronounced Kam sia in the Amoy dialect and Kam sau in
Cantonese.*

You don't have to believe that: you could equally well understand it to
be a corruption of “Come ashore!” shouted at sailors, who would be in the
habit of throwing their money around (?). In any case, two things are clear:
the shaw does not mean vehicle, and someone asking for “cumshaw” is hoping
for money.

The list of words in standard English and Hong Kong English which
come from China or Chinese is large. Some of them betray the history of trade
relationships with the area. Shroff, meaning “cashier”, is a form of the Arabic
word saraf,“a banker”, and came into English through trade with India — and
it was the British East India Company that for a long time monopolized trade
with China, which is how the word arrived in Hong Kong. Godown, meaning
“a warehouse’, is another historical import, though dictionaries and other
speculative works cannot decide whether it comes from Portuguese, Malay, or
Tamil. Junk, for a large Chinese boat, is also in dispute. Hiroaki Kani quotes
its origin as:

A long boat with some sails is called a junk. It is pronounced as “Chun 0 ”

in Fukien dialect. The Indonesians borrowed the word and pronounced it as

“Djong”. The Dutch picked it up as“Jonk”. The word is exported then to Europe

to have different counterparts in different European languages.”
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I have seen Malay or Javanese given as the originating language too.

Compradore is a word which has changed over the years. It began as a
Portuguese word meaning “to buy’, and was applied to the Chinese merchants
who traded with or acted as agents for the Portuguese. Later it came to mean
the chief Chinese servant in a Western household. Nowadays it is mostly used
as a word for the small grocers and household stores which supply Western
housewives in Hong Kong. Oddly enough, the Chinese word for such shops
is si-dob (O O ), a corruption of the English word “store”. It is as though the
intermediate position between two cultures were recognized by both languages
in the terms used.

Charles Leland in his Pidgin-English Sing-song draws attention to:

the native vocabularies published for the benefit of compradores and servants

entering the service of English masters. One specimen of this class of work is a

little volume of twelve or fifteen pages, and is entitled A Vocabulary of Words
in Use among the Red-haired People’*

Pidgin was an extraordinary form of English-cum-Chinese much used by
Westerners and Chinese in their dealings with each other. Puzzle your mind
a little over the meaning of the following Pidgin sentence: “He-larn-pidgin-
talkee-that-complador-belongey-out-side-ko-hom-soon.” *

Pidgin has been dead for many years, though it is possible to find very
old people who remember their elders using it. The trishaw drivers did not
speak pidgin with you, but they would manage to conduct a lively bargaining
session about the fare before you started your journey. I was brilliant at the
bargaining, but would weaken by the end of the trip, and pay far more than
was agreed at the start. I doubt if the boat-woman in the photograph will be

as stupid as me.

* Translation: The apprentice says that the comprador has gone out and will
be back soon.



30 Islam

henin 1911 the Manchu Qing dynasty was overthrown and a republic

set up, a new national flag had to be devised. The Imperial five-clawed
dragon on its yellow background was no longer suitable. Instead was adopted
a plain flag of five horizontal stripes: red, yellow, blue, white and black (chek,
wong, cheng, baak, hask 1 0 0 0 0).

These colours are the five prime colours (jing-sik O 00 ) of the Chinese
palette, and they were intended to represent the Five Peoples of China (ng-
juk O O ). The yellow stripe stood for the Han (00 ) Chinese, the red for the
Manchus, the blue for the Mongols, the black for the Tibetans, and the white
for the Mohammedans.

It has always puzzled me how the counting was done, for it is quite clear
that there were then, as there are now, far more than just five peoples within
China’s boundaries — the Achang, the Chuang, the Ching-po, the Lolo,
the Ha-ni, the Li, the Miao, the Yao, to name but a few, were apparently not
considered at all.

The character juk (O ) is a difficult one to define, and can range in meaning
from clan, through tribe, to race and species, which is why I have translated
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it by the almost equally all-encompassing word “people”. Were it not for this
breadth of meaning the inclusion of Mohammedans in the Five Peoples

would be rather odd, since it defines by religion rather than by language and
geography.

The first Muslims came to China soon after the religion was founded.
Some say that a mosque was built in Canton in the early 7th century by a
maternal uncle of Mohammed himself. Throughout the Tang and Song
dynasties Arab sea-traders came regularly to the coast, and merchants and

mercenaries reached China overland, but:

It was during the Yuan dynasty that there was a large Muslim infiltration.
Muslim scholars, traders and craftsmen were encouraged to make their home
in China. Several distinguished officials of the dynasty were Muslims. They
introduced Muslim science and proved particularly useful in astronomy
and the preparation of the calendar. It is probably at this time that they got
their distinctive Chinese name Hui-hui. They spread into every province, but
especially into the western provinces of Kansu, Szechuan and Yunnan. In most
areas they lived in their separate communities, often called ying or barracks,
revealing their military origin. They were distinguished by their dress, food

and customs.¥’

The origin of the name Hui-hui (O O Wooi-wooi in Cantonese) is now
lost, but along with the alternative names of Wooi-gaau (0 O ) and Ching-jan-
gaay (O 0 0O) it is applied to all forms of Islam. The Chinese came to know
Protestant and Catholic Christianity by quite separate terms, but a deep rift
between adherents of the “old” and “new” sects of Islam has not resulted in

different names. Eric Teichman wrote:

The various sects and classes seem to differ a good deal in the strictness of their
observance of the tenets of their religion. Abstention from pork seems universal,
and many abstain also from wine, opium and even tobacco. The Ramadan fast
is carefully kept by the upper classes, but not so strictly by the lower. Every
Moslem appears to have an Arabic as well as a Chinese name, but a knowledge
of the former language is confined to a few Ahongs and scholars. The Koran
is read in Arabic. All classes hold keenly to their religion, and their religious
centres are visited from time to time by priests from Turkey, Arabia, and
Central Asia. They keep aloof from the Chinese, whom they consider unclean,
and do not usually frequent the Government schools. They occasionally take
Chinese wives, but the latter have to be cleansed before marriage externally and

internally by a course of baths and water drinking.*®
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The Muslims’ differing customs and geographical concentration in the
north-western and south-western regions of China, allied to the fact that
many of them in any case belonged to minority peoples, no doubt had much
to do with their classification as one of the Five Peoples.

But the very fact that they were different and could be seen to be different
was a problem in the orthodox Confucian empire. Time and again there were
Muslim rebellions and savage persecutions by the imperial government, an
alternating cycle of cause and effect, the one almost inevitably leading to the
other. The numbers of casualties suffered by both sides in these troubles were
enormous. According to one estimate, in the eight years between 1862 and
1870 a Muslim rebellion reduced the population of Gansu (O O ) province
from 15 millions to one million.,

Yet while this slaughter was going on, we are told, 200,000 Muslims in
Beijing remained quite unaffected, neither giving nor suffering any trouble. A
traveller who visited a mosque in Ningbo (0 0 ) in the 1850s discovered one
way in which Islam kept a“low profile”:

Happening to see on the threshold a tablet, called Lungpai the “Dragon

Tablet,” similar to that found in any Chinese temple, with the inscription

upon it — Hwangti, wansui, wansui, wanwansui, equivalent to “The Emperor,

the Everliving” &c., — I pointed it out and asked him how, if he regarded

the spot as consecrated to the worship of Aloho, — the name he gave to the

One living and true God, — he could permit such a tablet to stand here. He

protested that he did not and never would, pay religious homage to such a

tablet or to any human sovereign. In evidence of the truth of his asseverations,

he pointed to the low place given it on the ground floor, so far removed from

the sacred seat. Further, he explained, that it was placed within the precincts of

the mosque only for expediency’s sake; for, if he and his disciples were charged

by the enemies of Mohammedanism with disloyalty, they had only to appeal to

the presence of the tablet.”

The Tsim Sha Tsui mosque shown here was built at the end of the 19th
century for Muslim soldiers of the British army, but came to serve all Kowloon.

The 30,000 Muslims have no stripe on the Hong Kong flag, but then they have
never suffered persecution either.



31 Fertility

he Chinese year contains many festivals and days of special observances.

Ritual life is complex and full of anomalies, and there are really two
different ritual cycles in operation.

The more important one is the lunar year, composed of twelve or
thirteen months of 29 or 30 days each. By the lunar calendar (yuet-lik 0 O),
sometimes called the “agrarian calendar” (nung-lik 0 [ ) are set the Dragon
Boat Festival (5th day of 5th month), the Weaving Maiden Festival (7th day
of 7th month), and of course Chinese New Year itself, the most important
of all the festivals. The lunar year varies greatly in length according to the
number of months, but it comes back into step with the more constant solar
year once every nineteen years.

The solar calendar used by the Chinese has been the same as that used
by the West for many years now; but there were Chinese solar calendars long
before contact with the West. The solar year was divided into twenty-four
periods (hei [ ) of fourteen to sixteen days, and each period had its own name.
The names were associated with climatic or astronomical features: thus the

period from approximately 21st January was known as “Great Cold” (Daai-
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hon O O ); that from 24th October as “Frost Falls” (Seung-gong 0 [ ); and
that from around 21st March as “Vernal Equinox” (Chun-fan 0 0 ). These
solar periods are still noted in Chinese diaries and almanacs.

Two festivals of the solar calendar are commonly observed nowadays.
“Clear and Bright” (Ching-ming [0 [0 ) falls on or about 5th April and is the
occasion for worshipping the dead at their graves, with huge queues forming in
Kowloon as people wait for transport to the cemeteries of the northern New
Territories.“Winter Solstice” (Dung-ji O O ), which of course falls just before
Christmas, is a time for family feasting and worship of all gods and shrines.

In the New Territories a third solar period was until recently quite
important. It is the period immediately before Vernal Equinox, and has the
name "Awakening Insects” (Ging-jat 00 0 ). As the name implies, hibernating
creatures and those which come to life only in the spring are believed to make
their appearance at this time. Indeed, my diary for 5th March 1964, when I was
living in a New Territories village, notes an increase in flies and mosquitoes,
and an awareness on my part of the sounds of frogs and cicadas — either the
system has high predictive value or I am very susceptible to suggestion!

For farming people the awakening of insects is not necessarily all good
news, but it does symbolize the stirring of nature and the beginning of growth.
So Awakening Insects has come to be associated with fertility, and prayers for
fertility are made in the villages.

In this photograph the altar of the God of Soil and Grain (Se-jik-san 0
0 O) is seen on the first day of the Awakening Insects period. All the women
of the village come to the altar to pray on this day. From early morning there
is a constant stream of worshippers. They burn incense, candles, and a special
kind of paper money made for gods such as this. They scatter an inferior kind
of paper money about for the evil spirits. Their prayers are written on sheets
of yellow paper along with their names, and these are also burned in order to
reach the eyes of the god.

As an advance return for the hoped for year of plenty, they offer tea and
fresh vegetables, mainly lettuce, the Cantonese name for which is saang-choi
(O O), meaning “vegetable of life”. Then, something I have not seen in any
other ceremony, they throw raw eggs at the God. The inset stone (middle of
picture) on which his name is carved and in which he resides can be seen to be

in rather a mess.
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Another unusual feature is that the food offered on this altar is left there,
although as a general rule offerings of food are never wasted in this way, the
people finishing up what the gods have not consumed. The village pigs at any
rate made sure that little was allowed to rot — there was hardly a scrap left by
the evening.

Fertility of the fields was not all that the women were praying for. Mencius

(O O), the Confucian philosopher, said:

There are three kinds of unfilialness, and the worst of them is to be without

posterity.*

The continuation of the family line has always been an important factor
in Chinese society, and the demands of ancestor worship reinforce the desire
for children, and in particular for sons.

When couples are married they are always presented with a pair of red
chopsticks. The red is for good luck. The chopsticks are given because the term
for them (faai-ji 0 O ) sounds exactly the same as words meaning “Have a son
quickly” (faai-ji O 0O).

So the women also pray to this god for their own fertility. They finish
their worship by throwing handfuls of rice over the altar, and then over
themselves — a symbolism which Westerners are familiar with from their

own wedding customs.



32 Lantern

Lanterns and sons are closely connected in New Territories thinking. In
the heavy local dialect the word ding (0 ) “a son” is pronounced in almost
exactly the same way as dang (00 ) “a lantern”.

The photograph shows an ornate lantern hanging in an ancestral hall on
the occasion of a ceremony called hoi-dang (O O ) “lighting the lantern’, which
symbolically represents the birth of a son. Traditionally this ceremony was
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held every year at the lunar New Year. On the 15th of the 1st month — that
is, at the first full moon of the year — a lantern was put up by parents in the
ancestral hall for each son born to them during the previous year. The lantern
was left hanging there until the 2nd day of the 2nd month, which is To-dei-
daan (O O O) “the Earth God'’s Birthday”. The Earth God is considered the
heavenly registrar of births, marriages and deaths, so both ancestors and gods
were formally notified of the births in this way.

But, as with ritual activity all over the wotld, there is a secular function to
be observed in this ceremony. The ancestral hall was not only the clan’s“church’,
it was also the headquarters of the clan elders and leaders. The lantern served
to notify these men of the birth too, and their registration of it often took
physical shape in a document which was as close as anything ever came in
Chinese society to being a birth certificate.

Of course, registration demanded a registration fee. For the ancestors and
gods the parents provided offerings of food and incense as well as the lantern.
For the human registrars a feast had to be given. I have been told that poorer
members of the clan were often forgiven this feast.

The gods and the ancestors had to be informed of the birth because the
new son would need their protection throughout his life. The elders and leaders
had to recognize the birth because the son was going to share in the common
wealth of the clan of which they were the guardians.

Their recognition was not merely a formality. It was given only after
they were satisfied that the son’s birth was fully verified. In most cases, it goes
without saying, there could be no doubt of the authenticity of the claim to clan
membership, but sometimes problems could arise. Many men had concubines,
whom they often took with scant ceremony, and whom they could in practice
if not in theory renounce with just as little trouble. Sons born to concubines
were as entitled to full membership as were those born to wives, but their real
position was somewhat precarious. “Lighting the lantern” gave the father the
backing of clan protection against the concubine should she try to remove the
son. It also gave the concubine new status as the mother of a clan member, and
so gave her protection against any rejectionist whim of the father.

Registration was even more important in the case of adopted sons. Nearly
all clans had strict rules about adoption procedures. Here, for example, is the

written rule of one major New Territories clan:
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Male children may not be given in adoption to families of another surname,
nor may males of a different surname be taken in adoption. Anyone lacking
an heir should adopt a son of one of his own brothers. If there should not be
one to adopt, then he must choose a suitable male of the next generation and

nearest collateral branch of the clan .... If even in the whole clan no heir can be

found, the line should be marked ‘ended”>!

By recognizing the adopted son the elders effectively prevented any future
query about the legitimacy of the adoption.

In the village in which I lived, the lantern-lighting tradition began to die
out at the beginning of the 20th century. A free-thinking and very influential
member of the clan had refused to do it when his sons were born, and other
people followed his lead. The elders were so alarmed at the trend that they
offered to provide a pig out of clan funds every year, so reducing the cost of the
feast to the parents. For a while their gambit worked, but the rigours of the
Japanese occupation during the Pacific War put a stop to this and many other
customs, and they were not revived when peace came.

Nowadays in that particular village “lighting the lantern” is only done
in special circumstances. The one illustrated here was put up, if I remember
rightly, to mark the birth of a son to a clan member working and living in
England. By accepting the registration, the elders gave clan membership to
the child which otherwise might have had great difliculty in proving its birth
right. Another year a lantern was put up for a grown man adopted by a clan
member who had returned heirless to the village after several decades working
as a seaman,

Yet, in other villages the custom is still very much alive. I have seen rows
and rows of little oil lamps in the hall of one major clan at New Year, each lamp
representing one new-born son. And in another village, I know that the clan

actually levies fines of pork on parents who neglect to “light the lantern”.



33 Grave

Building a permanent grave is no light matter for the man who believes in

geomancy. The costs are high, and great attention must be paid to detail.

The most difficult thing to do is to find a site in the first place. There are so
many graves scattered around the hills of the New Territories that it is almost
inevitable that all the prime sites were taken up decades if not centuries ago. In
this case a long long search had been rewarded with a hitherto undiscovered
spot on a remote island in Mirs Bay.

The geomancer, having found his site, took a specialist grave-builder out
there and explained how he wanted the grave built. The grave-builder marked
out the site and stuck in three wooden pegs round it. But the pegs had no
constructional significance: on each was pasted a piece of red paper bearing
the words hing-gung-daai-gat (0 O 0 0O ) “May good luck attend the work”.
Builders of all kinds make use of this formula to avert any evil which might

come their way because of disturbing the natural environment.
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When the rough outlines of the grave had been carved out of the hillside,
the geomancer returned and did the “fine tuning’, making sure that it faced in
the right direction so that the maximum benefits of the site would come to the
grave's owner. The tuning was done with a magnetic compass and a red thread,
crude instruments for something so important it would seem, but in fact quite
adequate in the hands of the expert. The compass was housed in a box marked
with a large number of concentric rings each divided into segments. In each
segment were one or more mystic characters, the interpretation of which was
the geomancer’s responsibility.

The red thread was stretched between pegs driven into the ground above
and below the grave-site, and the pegs were adjusted time and again until the
geomancer was positive that the thread cut precisely through the segments of
the compass-surround that would give the desired benefits. The thread then
served as a guideline for the final brick and cement construction, bisecting the
grave and giving it direction.

Eight days later the grave was near enough completed. In a short ceremony
the site was ritually purified, the two urns containing the bones of the owner’s
grandfather and grandmother were buried in it, and the gravestone (framed in
black and white at the bottom in the photograph) was set in place.

The final sealing and decoration could now be done, and this shot was
taken at the ceremony held another six days later to mark the ‘grand opening’
of the grave. The two ancestors were worshipped, as were the Earth Gods
which had been installed to protect the site. Offerings included three whole
pigs — one roasted and two uncooked — plus the normal range of fruits,
chicken, tea, wine, candles and incense. There was also a heap of buns called
cha-gwoh (0 O ). These consist of a nut filling in a very sweet, chewy, rice-flour
casing, the whole dyed a violent red colour. My heart sank when I saw them,
because I knew they would be handed out after the ancestors had had their fill
— and to say that I find them unappetizing is to do injustice to the strength
of my feelings on the subject. Sure enough, a couple of them were pressed
upon me and I manfully set to work on mastication. “I don't know how you
could eat those things,” said one of my Chinese friends, “I throw mine away.”
Happily there is a saying: “When in Rome ...," so I surreptitiously sidled over
and dropped what I had left into the undergrowth (to join all the others that
ungrateful guests had abandoned there).
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In the background on a scaffolding can be seen a long string of firecrackers
which were let off in order to “wake up” the Earth Gods and the dragon in
the hills, so that they would get on with their job of protecting the grave. The
string lasted for 4% minutes and must have cost about $600 even in 1963.

A feast for all the participants was held in the owner’s ancestral hall, and
after that all that remained was for the geomantic benefits to begin to flow.
And they did: the grandsons which the grave had been aligned to produce
were born within about a year. The cost, exclusive of firecrackers and feast, was
probably somewhere between $1,500-2,000, which in 1963 was quite a lot
of money. The owner thought it well worth it, but somewhat ruefully told me
that he had another ten unburied ancestors to worry about yet.

One detail which is not obvious to the observer concerns the writing
carved on the gravestone. It was pointed out to me that no matter what it
said it must be said in the correct number of characters per column. It
works on the principle of the “Silk, satin, cotton, rags” or “Coach, carriage,
wheelbarrow, dungcart” counting systems for cherry-stones left on your plate.
The sequence consists of five characters J 0 O O O “Birth, old age, sickness,
death, hardship” Of these only the first two are auspicious, so the number of
characters in a column on the gravestone must be 6 or 7, 11 or 12, 16 or 17,
etc. In this case it was 12, so “old age” was to be the lot of the owner. Here too
the results seemed to justify the trouble taken — he remained youthful well

past his “three score years and ten”.



34 Fish

/ I Tai Po Market used to meet nine times each lunar month, as did several
other markets of the New Territories. It was built on the sea, at the

western end of Tolo Harbour, and as a meeting ground for land and sea dwellers
it had its own special flavour. The interdependence of land and sea was cleatly
demonstrated: the boat people sold the fish the land dwellers needed, and the
land dwellers sold the vegetables, rice and products the fishermen could not
provide for themselves.

In this photograph taken on market day the distinctive woven hats of the
boat people would be sufficient evidence of a fish stall even if their wares were
not visible.

Opver a thousand years ago Tolo Harbour was famous as a peatl-fishing
ground. It was under state control, and a special force of pearl-fishers was
maintained under strict military-style discipline. Successive Emperors exploited
the beds so heavily that by the 17th century they had become unprofitable and
were abandoned. The water people of the area were doubtless much relieved.
Pearl-fishing was extremely hazardous, and it had often proved necessary to
use forceful methods before the divers would risk their lives and health.
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Such pearls as have been found since then have tended to be small and of
little value as gems. But they have a market in the field of Chinese medicine:
ground up to a powder they are believed to work as a sedative and expectorant.

Fish has always been an important item of diet for the Chinese, and many
hundred different species of fresh- and salt-water fish are eaten.

Fresh-water farming of fish has been developed over the centuries to a
fine art. Ponds may be stocked with many varieties of fish, each of which feeds
at a different level or off different elements of the food-chain. It is possible, for
instance, to rear common carp, the mud carp, the big-head carp, the black carp,
the silver carp and the grass carp all in the same pond, while the surface could
be used for rearing ducks or geese.

Salt-water fish farming is a comparatively recent innovation, but it has
been taken up enthusiastically by some of the fishing communities round
Hong Kong’s shores. The somewhat “Heath-Robinson” accumulations of
planks and oil-drums moored out in the bays are the surface indications of the
teeming tanks and cages below.

It is not so many years since fish in Hong Kong was nearly all bought live.
The over-fishing of local waters and the need to catch fish in larger quantities
have meant that this guarantee of freshness is now a luxury. It is not easy to
keep fish alive for long periods, and net-fishing frequently damages the fish
so that they cannot be kept alive anyway. Fish caught for live sale have to be
caught with hook and line, and that makes them expensive — where they
used to be sold by the catty they are now sold by the ounce, but that does not
disguise how costly they are.

Cantonese cuisine has a mastery of seafood which is surely unsurpassed
in the world, and the prime examples of its art must be the many variants on
one very basic recipe. The fresh fish is steamed in a light sauce made principally
of oil, soy sauce, fresh ginger and green onions. It must never be over-cooked
— the flesh should part with the backbone slightly reluctantly.

When the meat has been eaten from one side of the fish many Chinese
will not turn the fish over. There is a superstition that this would cause the
boat that caught it to capsize. So it is advisable to remove the bone with the
chopsticks, or else to dig out the meat from underneath the bone.

Another belief ensures that at Chinese New Year no businessman neglects
to have fish as part of his celebration meal. The Cantonese word for fish
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(yue O ') sounds just like the word for “surplus” (yue [ ), and surplus is what
the businessman craves.

Various fish are common in Chinese folklore. The carp (lei-yue O
0) is probably the best known. It is considered to be a symbol of success
attained through perseverance, and is therefore associated with the passing of
examinations. This explanation can be found in many sources, and is said to
derive from the carp’s ability to swim against the current.

But the sources also say that it is really the Yellow River sturgeon which
is meant, not the carp, because the sturgeon fights its way up the Dragon Gate
(Lung-moon O O ) rapids and is then transformed into a dragon. In much the
same way the scholar wins new status through arduous study.

I have a new element to add to the confusion. On the roof of an ancestral
hall in one New Territories village is a pair of very fine porcelain fish. The
villagers told me that they were symbols of academic success and were called
ngo-yue (0 O ). My dictionary confirms that this creature is indeed associated
with the highest examination honours — but it translates its name as “sea-

tortoise”. Yet another take-over bid by the carp?



In societies dominated by witchcraft and magic, we are told, the failure of
the practitioners of these arts to obtain the results they claim is taken as
evidence that magic works, not as proof that it is useless. The reason is that
the practices are so complex that an explanation for failure can be found in the

neglect of some petty ritual detail, or in the existence of counter-magic. And
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of course a belief in counter-magic is in itself a belief in magic — the man
who believes that crossing his fingers will save him from baleful influences is
admitting that he believes in those baleful influences.

Nor is this kind of thinking confined to exotic or “primitive” people. Does
the Christian who sees his prayer unanswered cease to believe in God? No,
he reasons either that his prayer was not in accordance with God’s purpose,
or that someone else’s prayer conflicted with his (farmers pray for rain, while
holiday-makers want sun), or perhaps that he has in some way not deserved the
granting of his wishes. The system is complex and failure does not discredit it.

Chinese geomancy (fung-sui 0 0 “wind and water”) is as complex as any
belief system could be. Only the specialist geomancer can find his way through
the mass of details which have to be considered when siting a building or grave.
And even when he has done his work well there are so many things that can
happen to mar his layout that failure is easily explained away.

A successfully exploited geomantic site can produce all-round benefits for
those who live in it or who bury their dead in it. But often sites are chosen with
some special purpose in mind — to get rich, say, or to make fertile a marriage
which has failed to produce children.

Tales of fung-sui sites of tremendous potency are common. On a small
island near Kat O in Mirs Bay there is a large rock cleft in two from top to
bottom. Opposite on the mainland is a hill with a similar split in the top. A
man from a nearby village told me that both the rock and the hill were whole
until the Qing dynasty Qian Long period (A.D. 1736-1795). But then one of
his ancestors was buried on the side of the hill in a fung-sui grave so superbly
sited and aligned that the geomancer felt safe in prophesying that in a very few
generations the family would become extremely powerful. The Emperor, the
man said, got to hear of the grave, feared for the safety of his throne, and sent
geomancers down to destroy its influence. This they did by making symbolic
cuts over the site with a talismanic peach-wood sword (to-muk-foo 0 0 O
or to-muk-gim 0 O 0), at the same time chanting certain spells. The mere
waving of the sword not only ruined the graves fung-sui, it actually caused
the splits in the rock and the hill-top as well. And no-one of that family had
become notably powerful since.

Geomantic sites are not always spoiled deliberately, of course. Sometimes

the spoiling is accidental or unavoidable. With modern developments in the
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New Territories the building of roads or re-direction of water courses often
causes fung-sui problems.

The photograph shows a pot of five magic charms (one for each of the
Five Directions) written out on bamboo, part of the restorative magic made to
repair a village's fung-sui after a new road had damaged it. A special ceremony
called dun-foo (O O ) is held on these occasions.

The 1971 volume of the Journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal
Asiatic Society contains accounts of two dun-foo ceremonies. One of them
was “held on 23 March 1960 in front of the Tsui family ancestral hall at Sai
Kung Market to protect the clan from the evil influences of widening Hiram’s
Highway”. For the squeamish the accounts make reading to be avoided.

When the Shek Pik reservoir was being constructed on Lantau Island
there were geomantic problems for the Government, as the New Territories
Annual Report 1959—-60 makes clear:

“fung shui” objections from the villagers occasionally posed difficulties, most

of which were satisfactorily solved .... The settlement of problems included

payment for the holding of a number of “tun fu” ceremonies which the villagers

considered would safeguard the villages lying under the catchwaters or adjacent

to work sites where blasting of rocks was required.””

Government and fung-sui have confronted each other on many occasions,
and will doubtless continue to do so. But I suspect there will never be another
case like the following one taken from the Annual Report 1951-52:

When [the District Ofhicer] found himself faced with objections by one of the
most litigious villages in the New Territories to proposals by a man from town
to obtain white clay under permit from a hill near the coast, he felt he was on
his mettle, and at the week-end went back to his old University, the University
of Hong Kong, and borrowed from the library there several books on fung
shui. When the hearing of the case continued after the week-end, he severely
grilled the village’s chief witness, their geomancer, who broke down under his
examination. The outcome was that the objection by the village was overruled,
and the village requested the District Officer to become their geomancer in the

place of the discredited adviser.”

The District Officer happened to be the only Chinese in the Administrative
Service at that time. It is very unlikely that a British official could have coped

in the same way.
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acau has so much life compressed into such a small space that it is very

difficult not to stumble across something interesting every few yards. I
was wandering through the streets with my camera one day when it suddenly
began to pour with rain. I dashed under the nearest shelter, and there sat
this gentleman, Mr. Yeung, happily performing lobotomies on papier-mdché
lion-heads. There can be few third-generation papier-mdaché lion-head makers
alive, but I no longer am surprised at meeting such phenomena — in Macau
anything can happen.

Mr. Yeung’s grandfather started the business over a century ago in Hong
Kong, I was told. At that time he made the lion-heads as children’s toys, but
a buyer imported some to Singapore, where customers started worshipping
them as gods. In no time they became very popular, and still in 1978 Mr. Yeung
was exporting most of his output to Southeast Asia, where in places as wide
apart as Celebes and Kuala Lumpur they are hung up on walls and prayed to
for good luck, and especially for wealth.

But why should the lion bring wealth? There is no obvious reason. China
has no lions, and it is likely that they only came into the culture with the import
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of Buddhism from India around the 1st century A.D. Buddhist symbolism gives
them the role of guardians of the law and of temple buildings. Later they were
adopted as “scare-demons’, because ghosts were thought to be afraid of their
fierce appearance, and all kinds of buildings had them installed at the gates,
including banks. The Hongkong and Shanghai Bank's great lions are considered
particularly lucky and, if you watch, you will see lots of people touching the
brightly-rubbed paws as they walk by. Perhaps the connection between banks
and lions explains the connection between lions and wealth-worship?

Lion-dancing (mo-si-ji 0 O O ) is a great favourite with Chinese festival
crowds, and the noise of the drums and cymbals which accompany the dances
is as much part of the excitement as are the athletic feats of the two- or three-
man teams who roll and leap under the gaudy skins.

Bredon and Mitrophanow describe ritual activity in Beijing in the early
years of the 20th century. Their comments nicely link in the lion-dancing with
earlier Buddhist influences, and the dances sound very much like those which
can still be seen in Hong Kong:

Each troupe is composed of two or three mountebanks with rude but

picturesque properties. Their entertainment has been handed down from the

Indian jugglers and itinerant animal trainers who first appeared in China under

the T'ang dynasty. As live lions are not obtainable in this country, a cloth lion

serves their purpose, being manipulated by two men under a skin, one carrying

the cardboard head, the other the hind quarters. The dances ... were originally

supposed to have the power of a demon-expelling ceremony, because the lion

was an emblem of Buddha and protector of religion.>*

C. A. S. Williams points out one peculiarity of lions which I had never
heard of before:

There is an ancient legend relating that the lion produces milk from its paws,
and therefore hollow balls were placed in the hills by the country people, with
the result that the lions, who enjoyed sporting with the balls, would leave some

of their milk in them, which the people would secure.”

He doesn't say what the milk was required for, but I would guess that it
would have been considered aphrodisiac — like so many other exotic or rare
foods.

“Lion’s head” (si-ji-tau 0O 0) is eaten in China, but it is neither
aphrodisiac nor rare. It is in fact a rather fanciful name for the common-or-

garden meat-ball made of minced pork and cabbage.
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Mr. Yeung’s lion-heads come in nine different sizes. He explained that
most of his customers are gamblers. If the head they buy fails to repay their
worship of it by bringing them luck at gambling, they burn it and buy another
size, and if that fails they try another size, and so on.

“But surely they then become double losers?” I said. “They lose on the
lion-heads as much as on the horses.”

“Ah,” said Mr. Yeung, “You must look at it the way they do. In a six-dog
race, one must win — and with nine sizes of head to try, sooner or later they
will get the result they pray for.”

Whether he believed in this philosophy or not I was not told, but either
way he at least comes out the winner — he said that he can sell as many as he
can make.

I was reminded of Mr. Yeung and his thriving export business when I
recently came across an item in a missionary book published in 1901:

One’s blood runs cold to read of a certain firm in Birmingham which makes

money out of idols manufactured for China. They have recently stated that“a

member of the firm is at present in China, and the fruits of his visit, combined

with the present period of dulness, will soon be seen in a fresh supply of Chinese

idols more hideous in design and turned out in larger numbers than ever.

The Cantonese have a phrase leung-tai (0 O ) “there are two ways of
looking at things” — Mr. Yeung’s and the missionary writer’s?
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he ability of Buddhism to ward off evil is not questioned in rural
Chinese religious belief. Buddhism may be only one element in a multi-
faceted system, but it has powerful gods and charms. The Bodhisattva Gwoon
Yam (0 O ), Goddess of Mercy, is probably the most widely worshipped
and universally efficacious of all Chinese gods. And the Amita Buddha, the
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Buddha of Boundless Light, is almost as much invoked as Gwoon Yam. He is
the ruler of the “Western Paradise” (Sai-tin [J [0 ), the Chinese substitute for
Nirvana, and has considerable power.

When the Monkey God was turning Heaven upside down with his
mischief, the Jade Emperor sent more than 100,000 god warriors against
him without success. Laotse (Lo-ji 0 [0 ), the founder of Taoism, was equally
ineffective against the Monkey. Finally the Jade Emperor (Yuk-wong Daai-dai
000D0) called in the Buddha, who challenged Monkey that he couldn't
jump out of his hand. Since the Buddha’s hand was only 8 Chinese inches
across, Monkey accepted, used his magic to jump 108,000 Chinese miles, and
... found himself still in Buddha’s palm.

The incantation Na-mo-a-mi-toh-faat, “Homage to Amita Buddha’,
if repeated often enough, is said to guarantee admission to the Western
Paradise, and so is a good method of escaping from the cycle of rebirth and
suffering,

In the New Territories, this incantation is most often met with carved on
granite stones or concrete slabs like the one in this photograph. The characters
are usually picked out in red paint. Wherever found, the stones mean the same
thing — someone has met a violent or unnatural death at that place.

In this case the stone has been set up beside a village well into which a
child had fallen and been drowned. The incantation seems to have a double
function. Because of its saving power it brings peace to the soul of the dead
child, but at the same time it is there to guard against the possibility of anyone
else’s falling down the well. These two are really one, in that it is usually
assumed that someone who has died a death of this kind becomes an unquiet
spirit whose one hope of release from suffering is to find a substitute. So the
spirit tries always to lure the living to a death in the same manner.

De Groot says of these “water-spectres”

Having spent some time in their wet abode in the bondage of the watergods,

they may be redeemed from this servitude by substitution, and therefore they

lie in ambush for victims to draw into the water and make them take their place.

Thus they are a constant lurking danger for people on the waterside, fishers,

boatmen and washerwomen. They blow hats into the water, or bleaching linen,

or other articles, and while the owner exerts himself to recover his property,

they treacherously keep the thing just outside his reach, until he loses his

equilibrium and falls into a watery grave.””
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In similar vein, people who have fallen prey to tigers are considered to
become slaves to the animal. Their first task after death is to undress their
own corpse, so that the tiger can get at the meat better, and it is said that the
clothes of a tiger’s victim are often found neatly folded beside the bones. The
usual way to escape from this slavery is to find a substitute, so that a tiger
which has once killed a human is led to kill again and again by successive
victims. A more subtle way for the spirit to escape is to lead its tiger into a
trap so that it gets killed.

In Hong Kong no tiger has been seen since the 1940s, so there is little to
fear from this type of spirit.

Suicides also are thought to haunt the world to find substitutes, and a
chain of suicides is thus created. For this reason it is often hard to let or sell
premises in which there has been a suicide — but then, would you be eager?

The deliberate committing of suicide on the doorstep of someone who has
wronged you ensures an eventual revenge, and Chinese folk tales frequently
come back to this theme.

De Groot tells a very sad tale of a man who noticed someone trying to
get over the wall into a neighbour’s house. He went in to warn them, and they
searched for the burglar, but found instead a woman of the family about to
hang herself — the intruder had been a suicide-ghost looking for a victim. The
man went home very pleased with himself for frustrating the ghost’s designs.
When he told his wife, she asked him to demonstrate how it had happened.
He stood on a chair, slung a rope from the rafters, and put it round his neck to
show the position the woman had been in when discovered in the nick of time.
Suddenly the chair fell over, and “swung him into eternity with a broken neck.
Thus the rancorous spectre had its victim, and its vengeance in addition.”®

Anyone driving round the New Territories with his eyes open can see
many of these stone incantations to the Buddha. Wherever there has been a
fatal road accident, local people tend to put them up beside the road. I noticed
one on Coloane Island in Macau at a spot where the road came down to the
sea. Presumably a car had driven straight into the water.

But in case all this talk of ghosts should be misleading, let me note that
when the stone in the photograph was put up, the villagers also installed a cover
for the well. Gods, even perhaps Buddhas, are prone to lapses from perfection,

and it does no harm to have extra protection.
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he old Supreme Court building shown here is one of the few “old” (early

20th-century) buildings of Hong Kong. It has no particular significance
for me as a building, but it symbolizes by its existence and its central position
the importance of the law. Without problems of international law there might
conceivably never have been a Hong Kong at all.

When the British began to trade with China in the 18th century, they ran
into many problems, not the least of them being that China did not really want
to indulge in the trade.

The Chinese legal system was a particular bone of contention, because it
was founded on completely different principles from Western law. Foreigners
who had the misfortune to fall foul of it were exposed to treatment which they
considered quite unjust. Mutual responsibility was a major tenet of the law.
Arthur Smith in Chinese Characteristics cites a case in 1873 when:

a Chinese was accused and convicted of having broken open the grave of a

relative of the Imperial family, in order to rob the coffin of certain gold, silver,

and jade ornaments which had been buried in it. The entire family of the

criminal, consisting of four generations, from a man more than ninety years of

age to a female infant only a few months old, was exterminated. Thus eleven
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persons suffered death for the offence of one. And there was no evidence to

show that any of them were parties to, or were even aware of, his crime.*®

In another case, a soldier who had stolen a few boxes of bullets was
beaten and banished to the frontier. His immediate superior was beaten and
dismissed, the lieutenant in charge was cashiered, and there were requests for
the commanding general to be punished too. When this approach was applied

to foreigners there was bound to be an outcry. Take the following case from

Wells Williams's The Middle Kingdom:

In 1784 a native was killed by a ball left in a gun when firing a salute, and the
Chinese, on the principle of requiring life for life, demanded the man who had
fired the gun. Knowing that the English were not likely to give him up, the
police seized Mr. Smith, the supercargo of the vessel, and carried him a prisoner
into the city. On the seizure of this gentleman the ships' boats were ordered up
from Whampoa with armed crews to defend the factories. A messenger from
the Chinese, however, declared that their purpose in seizing Smith was simply
to examine him on the affair, to which statement the captive himself added
a request that the gunner should be sent up to the authorities and submit to
their questions. Trusting too much to their promises, the man was allowed
to go alone before the officials within the city walls, when Mr. Smith was
immediately liberated and the unhappy gunner strangled, after some six weeks’
confinement, by direct orders of the Emperor. The man, probably, underwent

no form of trial intelligible to himself ...

Torture was regularly used in magistrates’ courts to extract confessions,
and plaintiffs, witnesses and accused were all equally liable to suffer finger-
squeezing, ankle-squeezing or beating in the course of a trial.

The Chinese had always attempted to keep foreigners at arm’s length,
confining them to trading at Canton (Guangzhou) only; and for the most
part they were in practice not unwilling to leave disciplinary procedures to
the leaders of the “long-nosed devils” themselves. By the Treaty of Nanking of
1842 the Chinese government conceded to the British in China the right to be
subject to their own laws and to be tried by their own consuls. It was a major
issue which the British had long wanted settled. That the Treaty also ceded the
small island of Hong Kong to Britain was at the time perhaps a rather more
trivial matter,

The principle of independently applied law for the British was soon

demanded by other nations, and Extraterritoriality (as it is usually known)
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became the accepted standard. Abuses were not long in appearing. In 1856 the
“Arrow incident” occurred and lit the fuse to the second Anglo-Chinese War.
McAleavy in his Modern History of China has a suitably cool appraisal of the
justice of the British cause for complaint:
In October 1856, police at Canton boarded the sailing vessel Arrow and arrested
twelve members of her Chinese crew on charges of piracy and smuggling. The
ships owner was Chinese, but she had been registered in Hong Kong, had a

British captain and was flying the British flag. True the registration had expired,
but it was decided to pursue the incident to the bitter end ....*!

But for a catalogue of abuses it would be hard to beat the fascinating
writings of Catl Crow, an ‘Old China Hand’ from Shanghai, a man of
considerable charm and perspicacity. In his Foreign Devils in the Flowery
Kingdom he points out some of the consequences of having the many different
systems of law practised at the same time:

With the laws of a dozen countries administered by as many different courts,

it was not to be expected that the scales of justice would follow the same model

or use the same weights and the idea that justice was blind was placed in the

same category as a belief in Santa Claus .... One of the early tangles the judges

ran into was the fact that witnesses of nationalities other than their own were

completely outside their control. An American testifying in a British court

might commit the most flagrant and obvious perjury, and the most the British
judge could do was to scold him. The judge could not even fine him or send

him to jail for contempt.*?

So confident did foreigners become in their invulnerability to Chinese law
that the more adventurous travelled wherever they wanted and took advantage
of local officials who were uncertain as to what powers they had in their own
territories.

I have always found it amazing that Britain and the United States did not
formally relinquish their extraterritorial rights until 1943.

Meanwhile, back in Hong Kong, extraterritoriality was hardly an issue.
The Colony came to be governed under British law, with Chinese customary
law applying where it did not seriously run counter to the principles of the

former. The Supreme Court was at the centre of all the Colony’s law.
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hina was and still largely is aland of villages, and village life has always been

quiet. Before the introduction of machinery, farm-work was not a noisy
affair, and for the solitary weeder in the fields as much as for the housebound
wife there can have been little distraction for the ear. Is that, I wonder, why
festivals, rituals and entertainments are attended by such an excess of din? to
make up for too little noise in normal times?

Rural landscape was drab. The land was tilled and planted to uniform
patterns, and almost every house in a village was built of the same material, to
the same design, and faced the same way. Colour there was, but it was subtle
and muted — greens in the fields, greys in the villages — and the blacks and
dark blues of peasant clothing did little to brighten the scene. Is that why
festivals, rituals and entertainments are riots of garishness?

This photograph was taken at a ten-yearly da-jiu (O O) festival at
the village of Ha Tsuen in the New Territories. The silver, green and pink
65-metre long dragon flashes brightly in the sun as it prances through the

equally colourful ceremonial arch. The trousers of the men who dance it are
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lurid pinks and yellows and blues and greens, adding to the rainbow scene.
Drums, cymbals and gongs thunder and clash, matched only by the shouts and
shrieks of dancers and crowd.

The total effect is dazzlingly exciting — I was wrong to use the word
“garishness’, it is far too mealy-mouthed for the atmosphere of gaiety and
relaxation which is generated on these occasions.

The dragon motif is echoed on the pillar of the arch, and it is really the arch
which catches my eye in this shot. It was erected specially for the festival and
has no practical function. In large characters over the top it says “Purification
rituals for peace’, the full name of the da-jiu festival. Above the dragon’s head is
the wish “May the country be prosperous and the people at peace”. And most
interesting of all, across the lintel it says “Congratulations from the Ha Tsuen
villagers living in Britain”,

Like so many other villages of the New Territories, Ha Tsuen has sent
large numbers of its sons to Europe to work in restaurants and hotels. More
and more of them have made permanent homes in the West, but ties to their
native village are strong. On this occasion more than a hundred made the
expensive journey back so as to be present at the ceremonies.

I asked a young restaurant worker from Holland how he knew when it
was time to come home for the da-jiu. Hed been written to, he said, and his
father had been fairly insistent on it. Besides, there was another reason: hed
been born in a year when thered been a da-jiu, so he had been given the name
Jiu Fong (O O ), and with jiu in his name how could he forget or ignore the
ceremony? — it came round on his 10th, 20th, 30th, etc. year.

But not everyone could take leave or throw up a job in order to get back,
and those villagers in Britain who could not get away clubbed together to buy
the arch — it cost some HK$8,000, no small sum in 1975.

The ceremonial gateway or arch (paai-lau 0 0O ) has a long tradition
in China. In particular it was used to show respect for worthy people, and
the Emperor would occasionally order the erection of one to commemorate
achievements of unusual merit such as extraordinary loyalty to the throne,
great charitable works, keeping a family undivided for five generations, or
reaching the venerable age of a hundred.

Most common of all, probably, were the arches erected to the memory of

widows who had remained chaste, and to those who chose to commit suicide
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in order to accompany their deceased husbands into the after-life. There are
some sickening accounts in the literature of the public ceremonies with which
such women elected to make their exits from this life. Inevitably the stories
end with a mention of the erection of a congratulatory arch.

De Groot gives some examples of arches awarded for acts of great filial
piety:

to children who had saved their father or mother from a great danger at peril or

the cost of their own lives;- to spinsters and widows who worked hard for the

maintenance of their parents or parents-in-law, obstinately refusing to marry

or re-marry, lest they should be compelled to abandon those relations, going

so far even as to cut off their hair, in order to avoid all marriage-proposals;- to

children who, in order to cure their sick parents or parents-in-law, gave them to

eat, properly roasted, boiled, or otherwise prepared, a piece of their own flesh

from the thigh, buttock, breast or arm, or a finger, or a dose of their blood, etc.

etc.”?

It seems, however, that the Emperor’s munificence was not boundless, for
De Groot goes on to point out that the standard sum paid out by the treasury
was only thirty taels of silver, “hardly sufficient to pay for the foundation stone”.
Perhaps it didn't matter too much — he also notes that only the wealthiest
families could afford the enormous expense of a public hanging ceremony for
their widows.

Who said it's always “the rich wot gets the gravy”?



40 Tablets

hinese religion is a complex affair, and a confusing farrago to peoples

brought up in monotheistic faiths. Over the millennia of their long
history the Chinese have adopted religions from abroad to add to their own
native beliefs.

While at times there has been religious intolerance, the eventual outcome
has usually been one of compromise and melding of beliefs into a total all-
embracing system. Those religions which refused to compromise (and
Protestant Christianity was one) have not fared well under this system.

Buddhism, an import from India around the 1st century A.D.,, is often
considered to be the religion of China. Yet the number of true Buddhists must
always have been very small. Most people acquired some measure of Buddhist
faith, but at the same time believed in Taoism, animism, and other religious
elements.

Of all the beliefs ancestor worship was probably the most deep-seated and
important. It certainly goes back to pre-historic times, for the earliest records

already mention the power of the ancestors as gods.
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When a man (or woman) died, the relationship which he had had with
his son was thought to continue, and the mutual regard and service which each
had paid to the other during his life took on new forms. The dead man became
a god who could bring his spiritual powers to the aid of his living son. In return
the son kept up a constant stream of sacrificial offerings, which pleased and
provided for the god in the harsh after-world in which he now dwelt.

When the son in turn died, his son would not only be required to worship
him but to take over the worship which had been his responsibility before. In
this way the living had heaped upon their shoulders the upkeep of generations
of ancestors.

A daughter was not really part of this system, because she was normally
married out to someone else’s family, where she joined with her husband in the
worship of his ancestors.

One of the features of this worship was that it made a church of the family,
because the tablets at which the ancestors’ souls could be worshipped were
kept in the home and were the gods of the family. Naturally this church was a
very exclusive one, with membership granted by birth or marriage or adoption
into the family, and with no possibility of missionary effort. Ancestor worship
was, in fact, an entirely appropriate religion for a society which laid such heavy
stress on the importance of the family unit as did the Chinese.

But the family was a unit of variable size, and could be as small as just two
or three members or as large as several hundred. And particularly in south-
eastern China, of which the New Territories is a part, the family could grow
over centuries into a huge lineage (clan) of many thousand people. In the New
Territories can be found plenty of villages which until recently were inhabited
exclusively by members of one family in this way.

For those great families too ancestor worship was important. It is not
surprising that as a general rule the number of ancestors worshipped increased
with the size of the family unit doing the worshipping.

In the home, only a few generations-worth of ancestors were usually
worshipped; but the clans continued to worship ancestors from many
generations and hundreds of years back. They built huge halls in which to
house the ancestor tablets, and they held major ceremonies at which the
lineage expressed its faith and begged the help of its ancestors in its quest for
prosperity, peace and continued strength.
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Again, in the home the ancestors were worshipped as individuals who
had been known to the living members of the family, at least by hearing their
parents and grandparents talk of their exploits. But in the lineage halls there
were so many ancestors from so many generations past that no-one alive could
think of them all as individuals. So the altars banked high with tablets were
the focus of a kind of composite ancestral spirit which was worshipped by the
clan elders on behalf of the whole lineage.

In the photograph the interior of one such hall is shown. The altar is
only one of three in this hall, and so the tablets visible are only some of those
worshipped there.

Ancestor worship has not died out. These tablets receive offerings of tea
and incense every day from the caretaker of the hall, and on special occasions,
such as the anniversary of the first ancestor’s birth, vast quantities of food are
laid out on tables before the altars.

The black stand (bottom right) supports a saucer of oil with a wick floating
in it. This is the everlasting lamp that is supposed to burn before the ancestors
day and night. (In this case, inexplicably, it was not alight.) Many halls have
installed little electric bulbs which, of course, do not need constant attention.

Ruined temples and shrines there are in the New Territories, but for the
time being at least it seems that ancestral halls are almost all being kept up.

The sense of family unity at all levels of Chinese society is still strong.



41 Stake-net

Apiece of clean-looking modern engineering framed by a ramshackle

old-fashioned contraption in the foreground. The bridge is the first one
linking Macau with its islands of Coloane and Taipa, photographed in 1973 a
few months before completion. The other construction looks like a launching
ramp for human cannonballs, complete with safety net (and the sea if that
fails). It isn't of course, it’s a fishing stake-net (jang-pang O O ).

By letting out wires running over pulleys, the net is lowered right down
into the sea, where it remains until the fisherman thinks he may have fish
swimming above it. Then he quickly winds in the wires, the edges of the net
rise out of the water, as here, and the fish (if there are any) are trapped in the
bottom of it. After that all the man has to do is to “walk the plank” to the
position above the net, and there dip out the catch with a long-handled net.

For me it used to be one of the attractions of Macau, and I could sit there
in the sun for hours watching the net fail to catch anything. It was particularly

recommended as a source of free entertainment in the long waiting period
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between being cleaned out at the Casino and the departure of the cheap ferry
back to Hong Kong. For all I know, the fishermen may have been paid by the
Casino for this very purpose — it is hard to see how they could make a living
otherwise.

Of course, stake-netting does not have to be carried on only in the
muddied waters of Macau’s harbour. Nor is it by any means the most
important way of making a living from the sea. The stake-nets seem to have
been operated exclusively by land-dwellers, the boat people having nothing to
do with them,

There are two main groups of boat-dwellers. The larger one is known to
the Cantonese as the Daan-ga (O O ), “Egg Families’, usually spelled “Tanka”
by Westerners. The name is much resented by the people themselves, who
prefer the term sui-seung-yan (0 O O ), “People who live on the water”. Their
resentment is understandable, as the word daan (O “egg”) figures in a number
of Chinese swear-words, and one common local word for a prostitute is daan-
ga-mooi (0 O O),“Tanka girl"

The sui-seung-yan speak Cantonese, though as might be expected their
vocabulary differs considerably from that of landlubbers. There is a tradition
among the latter that the sui-seung-yan were not originally Chinese at all, and
as evidence they point to these vocabulary differences and to certain physical
differences observable in the boat-dwellers — darker skins, lighter-coloured
hair, less developed leg muscles, greater shoulders, etc. — but all these features
can be explained by the exposure to a sea-bound environment and the nature
of their work. Again, the sui-seung-yan resent the inference and are convinced
of their own Chineseness.

The other group of boat people are known as either Fuk-lo or Hok-
lo. These are variant pronunciations of the term fuk-lo O U, which means
“Fellows from Fujian”. Fujian (O O ) is the province higher up the Chinese
sea-board opposite Taiwan, and boat people who speak its language are to
be found in pockets on many parts of the coast right down to Hainan (O
0 ) Island. The Hok-lo are said by some to be an aboriginal people who have
acquired Chineseness over the course of the centuries. The probability is that
all the boat peoples are of mixed blood, certainly mixtures of different Chinese
sub-cultures and perhaps of aboriginal stocks as well, but the same probability
applies to many of the land dwellers too.
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All the boat people are supposed to suffer from “land-sickness” when they
come ashore, and perhaps it is not to be wondered at, when virtually every
hour of their lives is spent on an unsteady boat. The boats vary enormously
in size. The great deep-sea junks have crews of up to sixty people, and may be
at sea for a fortnight or more at a time. The smallest boats may have just one
couple, perhaps with their young children, and they stay always within sight
of land.

Many different fishing systems are employed, from catching fish on hooks
and lines to trapping them in baited pots on the sea bed; and from trawling
between two junks to various kinds of “seining’, in which a weighted and floated
net is laid out in a circle to trap fish. As late as the 1950s it was still possible to
see small boats fishing with cormorants. The birds had rings round their necks
to prevent their swallowing the catch. The most tedious and most expensive
method in terms of manpower is known as “long-lining’, where large numbers
of hooks are spaced out along main lines run out from the boat. Each hook has
to be baited separately. The advantage is that the fish are caught undamaged,
and can be brought back live to serve the valuable gourmet market.

At certain times of the year, stake-nets used to be very profitable on the
Hong Kong coasts. The main seasons were in the spring and summer, and a
good shoal could give rich harvests.

I watched a massive stake-net in operation on the south side of Hong
Kong Island in February some years ago. There was no plank out to the net:
the fishermen rowed out to it in a small dinghy. They were catching a lot of
good-sized fish and a fair number of “crabs” — it was obvious that they were

not boat people.
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he Chinese Almanac (lik-sue 0 O or tung-sue 0 O or tung-sing 0 00 ) is

chock full of information on how to order your life so as not to run foul
of men or gods.

On the worldly side, there are guides to palm-reading and physiognomy
which help in judging other men’s characters; quotations from Confucian moral
works which help to make you a good neighbour and an inoffensive member
of society; practical information such as how to convert Chinese characters
into four-figure codes for telegraphic purpose; a complete list of the surnames
of China; and a vocabulary list of everyday terms in English with built-in
pronunciation guide (do-laai-ma-si-lam 0 0 O O O “dried mushroom”; ha-si-
pang 0 O O “husband’, etc.).

The aids to a better accommodation with the spiritual world include lucky
charms which can be copied out to preserve you from various hazards such
as stomach ache, attack by wild animals, and accidents while travelling. Then
there are lists of things to avoid if born at a particular time, fortune-telling
poems, astrological charts, and guides to the interpretation of phenomena
like a buzzing in the ears, or a dog barking at you, or your clothes catching
on a bush.
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The Almanac’s mixture of practicalities and unworldliness is a reflection
of popular attitudes. C. K. Yang summed it up with striking clarity:
The images of gods and spirits came to vivid life in stories told among adults
as well as in nursery tales for children, so that in the popular mind the world
of spirits intermingled intimately with the world of man. Even many agnostic
modern Chinese intellectuals retain a childhood memory of sensing the
realistic presence of the ancestors’ spirits in front of the shadowy ancestral altar
on a dark night. And many a southern boy, before urinating in a dark street
corner at night, would announce in a low voice, “T am going to urinate. Please
stand aside,” so that some carelessly wandering spirit would not be splashed

unawares.*

Life has never been easy for the great mass of the Chinese people. R. H.
Tawney described it in 1932:

There are districts in which the position of the rural population is that of a man
standing permanently up to the neck in water, so that even a ripple is sufficient

to drown him.®

Insuch conditionsitis not surprising that men should look for explanations
of the frequent disasters and of the random and unreasonable selection of
victims. Evil spirits constitute one kind of explanation: they swarm over the
world, making trouble for the living whenever offended, and dangerous even
when not provoked.

The Almanac gives help with the control of evil spirits. In particular it lays
down which days are most auspicious for their worship and appeasement. The
1stand 15th days of the lunar month (that is, the new moon and full moon) are
always good for ritual activity, but other days, perhaps two or three a month,
are specially designated for worship, and then New Territories women can be
seen doing the rounds of the village gods and making offerings to the spirits.

After New Year, often in the second lunar month, it is the custom to
take advantage of one of these special ritual days to perform the jok-fuk (O O
“creating blessings”) ceremony. Women go round to the places where evil spirits
are known to congregate and pray there for a year’s freedom from harassment
for members of their family.

The photograph shows the aftermath of jok-fuk at one such dangerous
place. There is marsh in the foreground, and women have been buying off

the spirits with incense and with paper and bamboo “lotus flowers” which
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are left sticking in the mud. Failure to perform the ceremony would mean
the possibility of the unappeased spirits dragging people into the muck and
stinking wetness of it.

A horror of marsh and quicksand is not confined to the people of the New
Territories, of course, as anyone who has read his Sherlock Holmes stories
will know. Nor is Chinese fiction less capable of exploring that horror than
English. The bandit heroes of China’s most popular novel, The Water Margin
(Sui-woo O O'), sheltered behind the trackless, reed-grown waters of a marshy
lake, the secrets of which were known to only a few local men. In Chapter 19
of the book, a punitive government force is attacked by the bandits using fire-
boats and their knowledge of the marsh:

The heat became so intense that the soldiers jumped off their boats and on to

the bank to escape; but they were surrounded by reeds and watery wilderness

with no solid ground. Then the flames began to crackle towards them through

the reeds, and the “bandit catchers” were themselves trapped. The wind was

strong and the fire fierce, and they could only escape burning by standing in the

mud. Out of the flames shot a small boat, with one man sculling at the stern,

and seated in the bow a Taoist priest bearing a gleaming magic sword.“Let not

one man escape!” he shouted .... The soldiers perished in the flames and the

mud.®

That marsh would certainly be a haunt of evil spirits thereafter, but I
confess to being puzzled about the one shown here. You see, the path which
leads in from top left of picture goes only to the marsh, and the only purpose
in using the path is this worship — so why bother to worship? I could get no

satisfactory answer.



43 Beam-raising

he Almanac used to be a state publication in Imperial China, and there

were severe sanctions against anyone who produced an unauthorized
edition. The state monopoly no longer exists, but a new edition of the
Almanac regularly appears each year in Hong Kong. In the villages of the New
Territories at least, it continues to guide people through the ritual and secular
intricacies of daily life. It lays down the times of each day which are likely
to be the luckiest, and the times when misfortune is most likely to strike. It
tells what activities are in harmony with the day, and what activities should be
avoided.

“Beam-raising” (seung-leung [0 [0 ) is frequently mentioned. Indeed, to
take just one example, in the 10th lunar month 2010 no fewer than 14 of the
30 days have been designated as good for raising beams. The beam concerned
is the ridge-pole of a house. It is always painted red for luck, and when it is
placed in position a“topping out” ceremony is held.
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The photograph shows the ridge-poles of a row of village houses. But where
are the houses? Let me say at once that this is not evidence of a revolutionary
building technique which starts at the top and builds downwards.

The explanation lies in the Almanac, according to which a superb day for
raising the top beams happened to fall inconveniently early for the builders. In
order not to lose the benefits of putting up the beams at the best time, they
erected the rough trestles and ceremoniously raised the beams as though they
were indeed topping-out. The houses were then built up to the beams and the
trestles removed. Such is the Almanac’s power.

For the Chinese the family has always been the most important institution
in their society. No individual was supposed to consider his own interests before
those of the family, and even the interests of the state used to be considered
less vital than family solidarity. It follows that the home in which the family
lives is of great importance, and every effort has to be made to ensure that it is
protected from evil and blessed with good. Housewives spend much time and
no little money constantly worshipping the protective deities with which the
house is set about.

The purpose of the topping-out ceremony is to bless the house at the
earliest possible moment. The scattering of rice as a symbol of fertility and
prosperity forms part of the ceremony, and little bags of grain are often hung
from the ridge-pole for the same purpose — one can be seen on the right of
the picture. But the bag of grain is only one of a number of devices which
festoon the pole.

Cleatly visible in the middle of the picture hanging down is a bamboo
sieve. It is there because it has many holes, and I was told that meant that many
children would be born in the house. But I have seen it suggested elsewhere
that the sieve actually is to prevent evil from entering the house — only good
can pass through the mesh. Both reasons are credible.

The paper lanterns hung on the beams certainly do have a connection
with offspring. The word for “lantern” (dang 0 ) and the word for “son” (ding
0 ) are similarly pronounced dang in the heavy New Territories accent, so the
lantern is a punning wish for male children to be born in the house.

A pair of trousers is usually hung over the beam too, and this represents
wealth — another pun, because “trousers” (0 ) and “wealth” (O ) are both

pronounced foo. Sometimes the trousers are merely passed round the beam
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during the ceremony, and I have once seen this happen with the trousers
incongruously wrapped round a live chicken.

Chinese ritual is full of puns, as is the Chinese language in general. The
reason is not hard to find. Unlike English with its great range of sounds, Chinese
makes do with a very limited number of different sounds. Since Chinese needs
to say just as many things as does English, these few sounds have got to do
duty over and over again. Even in English we cannot avoid using the same
sound more than once with different meanings (think of to, two and too, or beer
and bier), and Chinese has the same phenomenon much aggravated.

The Almanac itself has become victim to the pun. The standard term
for it in Chinese is lik-sue (O O ) meaning “calendar book’, but the Cantonese
have evolved a slightly different term tung-sue (O O) “all-knowing book”.
Unfortunately, by means of a pun, tung-sue sounds like words meaning “to
lose on all fronts” tung-sue (O O ). For the gambling-addicted Cantonese this
would never do, so the Almanac is more usually known as the tung-sing (0 O ),

. “ . ” . . .
meaning “to win on all fronts”. Far less inauspicious.



hey say that “Walls have ears”. For those trained to listen they also have

tongues. This undistinguished-looking specimen has little voice left, but

it is singing a song of freedom.
The villages of the great clans of the New Territories are built in a mixture
of styles and materials. There are huge ancestral halls (chi-tong O 0 ), with
long blue bricks and granite pillars; high-sided “tea-bucket houses” (cha-tung-
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uk 00 0), dark and cool inside; poky, incense-smoke-blackened temples
(miu O) to favoured gods; low, brick-built houses with a wooden cockloft
as an extra half-floor at the back; a rash of modern three-story Spanish-style
terrace houses dwarfing the original lower buildings; wooden sheds for pigs
and ducks and chickens; and still, where they survive, the mud-brick hovels
of the sai-man (0 O ), sometimes called ha-fu (O O ), the hereditary servants
who were kept to minister to the needs and status of their powerful masters.

This mud-brick wall, propped up by a much more substantial building,
was all that was left of one such hovel in May 1978. The tea-pot? That belongs
to a workman who was about to knock down the crumbling remains. This is a
record of the wall’s last song.

Sai-man came about in this way. A young boy would be bought from a
poor family and brought up as a household servant-cum-general-dogsbody-
cum-study-companion for his master’s sons (if he were lucky). When he had
grown up he would be found a wife at his master’s expense, given a house
(albeit an inferior mud-brick one) and some land to till for a livelihood. So far
so good — he had certainly become much better off economically than if he
had not been purchased in the first place. He may even have been better off
than some of the poorer members of the clan which he served.

But there was of course a catch. By marrying him his wife had also become
a servant, and any children they might have would be servants too. Their
daughters could eventually be married off to free men, probably as concubines
(secondary wives), but their sons were perpetual servants in the same way as
the father, and so on for generation after generation.

The sai-man was normally employed by the particular family which had
bought him but, in addition, at important clan ceremonies he was expected
to do all the dirty work, carrying the heavy sacrificial pigs around, washing
dishes, humping sedan-chairs, and so on. And all members of the clan could
and did make use of his services, though sometimes they had the grace to give
a little “tea-money” (cha-chin O O ) in return.

Some old men told me that they remembered when the generation senior
to them used to treat the sai-man very badly, swearing at them, addressing them
by insulting names, and taking advantage of their wives and daughters. The
poor sai-man women were supposed to gain Face by receiving the attentions

of men of the master clan, said the old men; but they told me it with a snigger,
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and I suspect that even their fathers would not really have believed such
transparent rationalization.

Sai-man sometimes ran away, forfeiting house and land and assured
income in return for freedom and dignity. If they were caught they returned
to a good beating. Some sai-man did not have to run away — they were either
set free voluntarily or were able to buy their freedom with hoarded tea-money.
Some were able to salvage their dignity and win respect and good treatment
from their masters, even while still in bondage.

By the 1930s the political and economic climate had changed, and the
sai-man as an institution disappeared. But the people themselves did not
necessarily disappear. To this day it is possible to find families of sai-man
descendants in the New Territories. Some of them still live in the villages
which knew their shame — over the generations they had come to think of
nowhere else as home.

One school in Kam Tin bears plaques showing that it benefited by
donations from sai-man families when it was built some years ago. Clearly
it was possible both for the freed servants to make good and for them
to feel not unkindly towards the village where they had been in such an
inferior position.

Another clan actually adopted its sai-man into the clan, ending the
differential status at a stroke. The gesture was perhaps not quite as disinterested
as it appears: the clan in question had been in some danger of dying out for
lack of reproductive power, and the infusion of fresh blood was doubtless more
than welcome,

On the other hand, some sai-man moved away when they were released
from servitude in order to escape the stigma. Like mud had they been treated,
and their houses were built of an appropriate material. Well, happily, by this
time the mud walls seen here, like the misery they once sheltered, have gone.



45 Birthday

hen a Chinese is born, careful note is taken of the Eight Characters

(baat-ji O O ) which pinpoint the year, month, day and hour of the
birth. In later life these Eight Characters will be needed to compare with those
of the boy or girl to whom marriage is proposed, and the wedding will not go
ahead unless the two sets of figures, his and hers, are judged compatible by a
fortune-teller.

On the first anniversary of the child’s birthday there used to be a little
ceremony which was supposed to give a clue to its future prospects:
The child is made to sit in a large flat basket which is placed on a table. All
sorts of articles are put in the basket within easy reach of the baby’s hand, such
things as pen, ink, ink-slab, a shoe of silver, and an official seal for a boy, with
needle-work requisites added for a girl. While the child sits in the basket, he
puts out his hand and takes hold of one of the articles, and whatever he takes
hold of indicates what he will be in later life. Thus a pen would indicate that he
will be a scholar; the shoe of silver, that he will be wealthy; if he takes hold of
the official seal he will be an official. If the git] baby takes hold of any of these

things, it means that her husband will be what the article indicates.*”
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I have not heard that this custom still survives in Hong Kong, but would
not be surprised to be told it did.

After that first anniversary, birthdays seem to be forgotten. In fact the
individual birthday is swallowed up in a communal birthday, for everyone adds
a year onto his age at the lunar New Year, not on his birth date. This practice
leads to some odd results. For a start, everyone is born one year (sui 00 ) old,
because the ten (lunar) months in the womb are counted. Then at the first New
Year he becomes two sui, so a child born on the last day of the old year is two sui
old before his Western counterpart has got to one. When it is a short lunar year,
it is even possible for a child to be three sui before a full solar year has passed.

When a man or woman gets older and occupies an important position in
the family, then birthday anniversaries are once more celebrated. In particular
the ages of 51, 61, 71 and 81 are singled out for attention. A little elementary
mathematics will show that 51 is usually the same as Western 50, 61 is 60, etc.,
and Westerners too rather favour these round figures.

The photograph was taken in 1965 inside the house in which I lived in a
New Territories village. My next-door neighbour was celebrating his birthday,
and his wife (back to the camera) had asked me the day before if she could do
all the food preparation at my place where there was more room. Of course I
had no objection.

But there was a catch. She left all the ingredients in my house overnight,
including a live chicken in a basket. Well, I thought it was a chicken until just
after 4.30 a.m. when it proved itself to be a cockerel. With fiendish cunning
it had been planted there to make sure that I was awake to let the cooking-
brigade in nice and early.

The feast was to be elaborate and costly, and a dozen women and a couple
of men were involved in the cooking. Much of the initial effort went into
making cha-gwobh (O O ). Glutinous rice flour, sugar and water were kneaded
into a paste, small lumps of which were hollowed out and filled with either a
sweet peanut paste or a savoury onion and bean mixture. The opening was
pinched over, the ball flattened at the bottom into a bun shape and then
steamed. When cooked it was placed on a fresh green leaf and was ready for
eating. Not a dish which I myself like, but indispensable on big occasions.

As with so many ceremonial affairs, presents for the host consisted largely

of money given in lucky red envelopes (hung-baau 0O O ). But one or two
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people gave him bolts of cloth with auspicious sayings cut out of paper and
pinned on them.

As can be seen, the women all dressed up in their fanciest head-bands,
and pinned gold ornaments and lucky red threads into their hair. Everyone
enjoyed the birthday feast except my neighbour himself — an accident of
dental bookings had left him without teeth on this of all days. But then it was
the occasion rather than the eating which was important for him.

Later I was surprised to discover that the birthday being celebrated was
not his 51st but his 52nd. By the pricking of my thumbs I knew I had stumbled
on something sociologically significant and exciting.

“Why are you holding the party on your 52nd birthday?” I asked
penetratingly.

“Oh, in our family we always celebrate ‘two,” said my neighbour casually.
“You know, 52, 62, 72 and so on.”

And that was that. Significant and exciting indeed!



46 Wealth God

his strange-looking figure appears at major exorcism festivals in the New
Territories, notably at the da jiu (O O ), ceremonies which are held by
villages at periodic intervals, usually once every ten years. He is about four
metres high and made over a bamboo framework, with papier-maché hands

and face.
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He is the God of Wealth. Or at least he is one of the many different
gods of wealth worshipped by the Chinese. His hat reads: “One look and
you'll get rich”.

The photograph was taken in 1964 at a da jiu in the village of Ha Tsuen
in Yuen Long district. Ten years later in 1974 Ha Tsuen again held the da jiu.
This time the God of Wealth looked different — he did not have that rather
unpleasant length of protruding tongue. I asked the man who had made him,
“Why not?” His reply was unequivocal:

“The real God of Wealth doesn't have that long tongue. The tongue you saw

ten years ago must have been added later, or perhaps the craftsman put it on by

mistake. If he had a long tongue like that he wouldn't be the God of Wealth,

hed be a ghost. When someone is hanged the tongue sticks out like that. The
God of Wealth wasn't hanged”

QED. Then I asked about the god’s dress — why was he in mourning?

“The story about this God of Wealth is that he was originally a very bad son,
but later he had a change of heart and became very filial towards his mother.
He was so filial that he cried till the tears lowed.”

Presumably he was crying because his mother had died, for the white
dress, hemp neck-band, and white stick are all signs of mourning. Well, who
was this god? I was told that he was one of the “Twenty-four Examples of Filial
Piety” (yi-sap-sei-haau 0 O O O ), but none of the twenty-four seems to have
been originally bad, though two or three of them were apparently adept at
bursting into tears at the slightest thought of their parents.

One of the twenty-four, a man called Ng Mang (0 O ), lived in the 4th
century A.D. and once crossed a river against the wind by waving a white
fan. His claim to filial fame was that he allowed mosquitoes to harry him
undisturbed, reasoning that it would keep them off his parents. Only the fan
could connect him with this figure, and even then Ng Mang’s fan was supposed
to be a white feather one.

Another of the twenty-four was Jang Sam (0 O ), one of the best known
disciples of Confucius. Mayers, in his Chinese Reader’s Manual, says of him:

He is conspicuously noted among the examples of filial piety, and numerous

incidents are recounted in illustration of this virtuous trait in his character.

Thus it is related that when a boy he was away from home gathering firewood
in the hills, when his mother suddenly required his presence. Unable to make
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him hear her call, she bit her finger, whereupon a sympathetic twinge of pain at
once announced the fact to the youth, and he bent his steps homeward. After

the death of his parents, he wept whenever he read the rites of mourning.®®

Neither Jang Sam nor Ng Mang has any obvious connection with wealth.
But Gwok Gui (0 O ), who lived in the 2nd century A.D., has. Mayers says
that he:

had an aged mother to support, beside his own wife and children. Finding
that he had not food sufficient for all, he proposed to his wife that they should
bury their infant child in order to have more for their mother’s wants; and
this devotedness was rewarded by his discovering, while engaged in digging a
pit for this purpose, a bar of solid gold which placed him above the reach of

poverty.”®

Just to complicate the identification, other sources call this figure the
“Unpredictable Ghost” or “a personification of the Buddhist doctrine of
impermanency”. His name is Mo Seung Gwai (O O O ), which might perhaps
best translate as “Inconstant Ghost”.

There are actually two Mo Seung Gwai according to myth. This one with
the white dress is the male, and there is also a female who is dressed in black.
They are messengers of Yim Loh Wong, one of the kings of Hell, and one of
their jobs is to escort the souls of the dead down to Hades.

That at least explains the god’s presence at the da jiu festival, because there
he stands opposite the figure of Daai Si (O O ), who is often identified with
Yim Loh Wong and is the ghost-catcher supreme.

What is not explained is why he should have those words on his hat and
so be considered a God of Wealth. Confusion between theory and practice,
and between written and oral myth is always likely, and with a culture as old,

as rich and as complex as that of China it is almost inevitable.



47 Pagoda

he word “pagoda” (from Persian via Hindi and Portuguese) means a holy
building, and properly should be used of a Buddhist temple, under which
sacred relics were often preserved. But English has chosen to use pagoda as
the name for the high, storied towers which stud the Chinese landscape, and



142 Ancestral Images

many of those towers have no connection with Buddhism, even though they
undoubtedly owe their presence in China to the spread of the Buddhist faith.

The towers are usually eight-sided and solidly built, tapering as they go
upwards. Commentators all remark on the necessity for an odd number of
stories, odd numbers being Yang and more auspicious than even, and one or
two have been known with as many as thirteen stories.

Some of the pagodas have built-in staircases of more or less dangerous
design, but some have no obvious means of climbing to the top. Dyer Ball’s
Things Chinese tells how it was done:

As to the modes of ascent they may be divided into two categories; none, or

some. In the former case, none being provided by the builders, the inhabitants in

the neighbourhood appear with a long plank ready to assist, for a remuneration

of course, the aspirant to giddy heights. This long plank is thrown from the

windows of a lower storey to those of the next, and once crossed, it is pulled

across and the further end raised again to the next higher storey. Thus slowly,
stage by stage, the traveller ascends, crossing his improvised bridge, while a slip,

or a fall of brickwork, would precipitate him to the foot of the hollow tower. A

trick with the Chinese in the olden days was, when half-way up, or when the

top had been reached, to take possession of the plank and refuse to place it in

position for the descent until their rapacity had been satisfied by the bestowal

of some coin, thus cruelly extorted by them. A steady brain is required in such

a mode of ascent, as well as when a staircase winds round the interior of the

structure without any railing or protection whatever.”®

Curiously enough, having lost their original purpose as Buddhist
architecture, the pagodas acquired a different and natively Chinese non-
material function — they came to be of great importance in geomancy.

Geomancy talks of the physical landscape and its effect upon man’s life.
Features such as hills, streams, trees and rocks, as well as man-made structures
like graves and houses, all can influence the lives of those who live within sight
of them. And something as striking as a pagoda could hardly be ignored.

The city of Canton, according to geomantic specialists, prospered because
its two great pagodas were like the masts of a junk, symbolizing the wealth
which overseas trading could bring, while, being fixed, they ensured that the
prosperity would not go away.

But pagodas did not always have the desired effect on the geomancy of

an area. A few hundred metres out in the fields near Sheung Shui village in
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the New Territories there was the concrete base of an old pagoda. It was built
many years ago to a height of about 10 metres and was sited by a geomancer.

Its purpose was to act as a ‘geomantic bird-table”. An outcrop of rock
three or four kilometres away looked much like an open eagle’s beak (indeed it
still does), and it was thought that this was the cause of a marked failure of the
inhabitants of the exposed part of the village to produce sons. If the pagoda
were interposed, the eagle would eat off it and not destroy the reproductive
powers of the villagers.

Well, after a fashion it worked, but at the same time it seemed to be having
an incredibly good effect on another nearby village, which suddenly began to
produce a succession of brilliant and precocious children. Weighing up the
pros and cons, the Sheung Shui people decided that they would rather put up
with their former poor reproduction rate than see a rival village prosper. So
they tore the pagoda down again.

It was explained to me how the plan had misfired. When the geomancer
laid out the site, he had marked the correct spot with a stone. That night a
goose-herd had unthinkingly moved the stone to serve as a seat, so that when
building started next day it was in slightly the wrong place, and that is why the
unlooked-for effects had come about.

The pagoda in the photograph does not seem to have caused any ill fortune
for anyone, despite the fact that it has ten (i.e., an even number) stories. On
the other hand it was not sited by a geomancer. It was built by Sir William
Chambers in about 1763 and it stands in Kew Gardens within sight of the
River Thames.



48 Red

I earning a foreign language is not enough to make you at home with

the people and culture where it is spoken. There is so much more than
just words and grammar to be mastered. Gesture, for example, can be quite
different: some cultures shake their heads for “Yes” and nod them for “No”".

To beckon someone over, a Chinese holds his hand palm downwards
and moves all four fingers. To point to himself he points at his face not his
chest. To offer a cigarette or a name-card he uses both hands. To indicate
the number 6 he holds up the thumb and little finger of one hand. The list
of differences is endless, and very few of them are to be found mentioned in
language textbooks.

Some things which seem to be linguistically simple turn out to be
otherwise. The common word for “red” is hung (O ), but when you overdo
the sunbathing and turn scarlet your Chinese friends will remark how “black”
(haak O ) you have become. While you turn “white” with fear, they turn cheng
O, which your textbook usually insists means “greenish-blue” or “blue-green”.
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Colours are particularly difficult. That same word cheng is a translator’s
nightmare. It can mean “blue’, “green’, “azure’, “black’, “pale yellow” and the
“white” of an egg.

Then there is the problem of “brown’, for which there does not seem to be
an obvious equivalent Chinese term at all. Instead you have to learn to divide
browns into “red-browns” and “yellow-browns”. Your dark-tan shoes are “red”
(hung), while the elocutionist’s “brown cow” is “yellow” (wong O ). Of recent
years coffee has stepped into the breach and it is quite common to use “coffee-
coloured” (ga-fe-sik 0 O O ) to indicate “brown” — not that it is likely to help
those of us who believe that coffee is taken either “black” or “white”.

And colours carry a different code of meanings. The colour of mourning
is black in the West but white in China. It is quite alright for a man in the
West to wear a hat of any colour, but “to wear a green hat” (daai-luk-mo 0 O
[0 ) means “to be cuckolded” in Cantonese, and no man would be seen dead
in one. Western brides like to wear white, but Chinese brides have always
worn red.

Red is the Chinese colour. It symbolizes happiness, good luck, safety,
virtue and wealth. Ritual occasions dazzle with redness. The incense is red,
the candles are red, the cakes offered to gods are red, the altar-cloths are red,
the auspicious writings pasted up are red or are written on a red background,
and the very floor used to be covered in red litter from firecrackers in the now
bygone days when it was allowed to set them off.

This photograph was taken at a wedding in Kowloon. The bride, groom
and match-maker are being given “lucky money” (lai-si 0 ) by the bride’s
mother. Red is everywhere. The bride’s dress is red, the groom and the match-
maker have red badges on, and the mother’s hair is tied with red thread. That
the lai-si is given in red envelopes (hung-baau 0 [ ) goes without saying.

Marriage is such a serious matter that it is necessary to call for as much
aid from fortune and the gods as can be extracted. Worship of the gods of
the household and the neighbourhood, of ancestors and temple deities, was
as much part of the traditional wedding as was the paying of respects to the
groom'’s parents and senior kin.

Nor was the wedding ceremony the first time that the gods were involved
with the match. Prudent families cleared it with the supernatural authorities

at an early stage. Preliminary checking would ensure that the couple were not



146 Ancestral Images

of the same surname, and that other obvious bars to successful marriage were
not present. For example:
if the boy’s surname had the character for water in it, and the gitl’s the character
for fire, it is good; but should the reverse be the case, it is quite unsuitable, as
water can quench fire. Again, if the boy’s surname has fire in it and the gitl’s
wood, that is alright; on the contrary, if the gitl's has fire and the boy’s wood,
that is all wrong. So there is much to be done and considered by the diviner

before he can say that the match is suitable.”

Then the Eight Characters (baat-ji 0 0 ) showing the year, month, day,
and hour of birth of the bride would be written down on red paper and
put on the ancestral altar for several days alongside the Eight Characters of
the groom. Supernatural approval of the match was understood if nothing
unpleasant or inauspicious occurred in that time. Such practices still exist in
Hong Kong today.

A wedding is known as“a red event” (hung-si 0 [I ). Here at least Western
and Chinese colours coincide, for only the most cynical would not recognize
the occasion of their wedding as a“red-letter day”.



49 Karth God

his little Earth God was found basking in the sunshine in an alley in
Macau. From his niche in the wall he can see everything that goes on in
the alley, which is the area over which he has jurisdiction.
The name Earth God has been used for many years by Westerners as
a translation of the Chinese term To-dei-gung (O O O ), but it would better
describe his functions if he were called Territory God. Basically his task is to
oversee and protect all the people who live within his territory.
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The size of that territory can vary considerably. At its smallest it might
be a one-roomed house or shop; at its largest a major hamlet or section of a
village or town. This means that there is not just one Earth God, but rather a
whole hierarchy of Earth Gods, those with larger territories being superior to
those with smaller — the Earth God of a house is necessarily a deity of lesser
importance than the Earth God of the hamlet in which the house stands. In
traditional times, above all Earth Gods sat the City God.

The City God (Sing-wong 0 00) was the spiritual running-mate of the
old Imperial bureaucrat. When an official took up a new post he always made
offerings to the City God of his administrative capital. This was not an act of
homage on the part of the official: it was more a matter of formal courtesy. The
two of them were considered to be of equal rank but with different spheres of
interest. Indeed, if anything the god was inferior to the official, whose job it was
to see that the deity’s spiritual duty was properly done. Rainfall was within the
spiritual sphere, and in case of drought the magistrate would remind the City
God of his obligation to call down a suflicient supply. If the reminder failed,
the god would be taken outside to sit in the scorching sun and contemplate
the advisability of making it rain; and there are stories of magistrates actually
having the City God beaten to punish him for failure.

Between them these two, man and god, controlled the secular and spiritual
life of the city and of the administrative district of which the city was the
centre. The human official had his subordinate officials responsible for lesser
areas; and the City God had his subordinates too — the Earth Gods. Not
surprisingly the areas covered by the Earth Gods tended to be the same as
those covered by minor units of administration, notably the village, the village
ward and the household.

To-dei-gung is not the only name by which an Earth God can be known.
There are many other names in popular usage. Among the Southeast Asian
Chinese he is frequently known as Daai Baak Gung (0 O O '), which might
be translated (not too facetiously) as Universal Uncle. In Hong Kong he is
quite commonly called Fuk Dak Jing San (0 0 0O O ), True God of Good
Fortune and Virtue. Earth Gods each belong to one of the five different
spiritual divisions named after the Five Directions (North, East, South, West
and Centre), and because of this there are also Earth Gods with names like
Dragon God of the Five Directions and Five Soils (Ng-fong-ng-to-lung-san [
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00000). Deserving men were thought to be appointed to the post of
to-dei-gung on death, and like their secular counterparts, the magistrates, they
could be impeached and replaced if they did not do their duty properly. E. T.
C.Werner's Dictionary of Chinese Mythology, a rich source of religious detail,
mentions that a famous man of the 3rd century B.C. was made City God of
Suzhou (O O Soochow) after his death, only to be demoted later to a mere
Earth God.” Official life for gods was no more secure than it was for men.

The City God can be found in Hong Kong — the popular Hollywood
Road Temple houses his image on a side altar, for instance — and I assume that
there was a City God of Kowloon when it was a minor Chinese administrative
centre during the 19th century.

Earth Gods abound. Not all of them are as well made and housed as
the one shown here. Few in Hong Kong even take the form of a statue. It
is much more common in the New Territories to see brick-built, armchair-
shaped altars, and let into the back of them is a stone on which the name
of the god is inscribed. The stone is the god. Some villages have even more
rudimentary altars, sometimes just a rough shelter of rocks with the name
of the god written on a piece of red paper stuck on a stone. As a general rule,
the lower down the hierarchy the god the less elaborate is his altar, and in the
home the Earth God is likely to be just a red paper one stuck on the wall with
a pot of incense placed in front.

For most villagers it is the neighbourhood Earth God, such as the one
shown here, who is considered important. As the representative of the City
God’s authority he is charged with reporting on the people in his care. So all
births and deaths in his area are formally announced to him by the inhabitants,
and a bridegroom may be seen on his wedding day dressed in best suit and
red sash, worshipping the neighbourhood Earth God and telling him of the
impending arrival of a new parishioner, the bride. The Earth God receives from
his flock offerings of food and drink, fruit, incense and so on on all these special
occasions, as well as on the 1st and 15th days of every lunar month (always
auspicious for ritual), and at festival times like New Year and Ching Ming. He
is well looked after. Perhaps that is why this one looks so contented.



50 Flower Boards

‘ N J alking through the streets of Hong Kong it is hard to miss noticing

the massive “flower boards” (fa-paai 0 0 ) outside restaurants. The

flowers are paper ones, garishly coloured, and stuck onto a bamboo framework
to make striking patterns and designs.

The most common reason for putting up the boards is to announce the
holding of a wedding feast inside. As well as standardized greetings, the boards
usually show the surnames of the two families which are being joined together,
and the formula runs something like “Wong and Chan uniting in marriage”.
Reading the boards, guests at the wedding banquet can be sure that they have
come to the right place, and of course the public display helps to blazon forth
the marriage, the equivalent of placing a notice in the local newspaper.

When a new shop or business is opened, it is common to see the
pavement in front of it piled high with baskets of real or artificial flowers, all
of them bearing congratulatory messages and wishes for the success of the
venture. Friends and relatives of the proprietor send them, as do his bank
and his creditors. And I am told that sometimes the proprietor himself will

pay for some of them so as to have a good show and appear better endowed
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with well-wishers. Sending mirrors with congratulations painted on in red
is another regular feature, and they still hang fly-blown in the shop years
afterwards,

Red predominates in both boards and baskets, because it is the colour
for good luck, and virtually all ceremonies are carried out in a glowing red
ambience. Until they were banned as a result of the riots in 1967, firecrackers
were an ever-present accompaniment. The smoke and deafening roar and
distinctive smell were part of the excitement, and the red paper litter that they
left behind used to make a colourful carpet which added to the glow.

The flower boards shown here are erected in front of a massive “matshed”
in a New Territories village. The matshed (an out-of-date term, because no
“mats” are used now, the bamboo framework being covered with thin metal
sheets instead) has been put up to house an opera performance for the benefit
of the villagers and village gods alike at a ten-yearly da jiu (O O ) ceremony.

The boards feature designs of dragons, lucky animals for an auspicious
ceremony. Down the middle of each is written taai-ping ching-jiu (0O O O
0), which is the full name of the da-jiu, and can be translated as something
like “Purification rituals for peace”. Then across each board is written “Ten-
yearly ceremony in gratitude for divine blessings on the Ha Tsuen villages.
Congratulations.”

Why “Congratulations”? Because each of the flower boards has been
presented to the village by a different organization. And the names of the
organizations are clearly written across the boards for all to see.

Decorative effect is therefore not the only function of the boards. They area
public display of relationships, a bolstering of mutual esteem and co-operation.
And they are not cheap. Each is made up specially for the festival, and cannot
be used again in the same form, though I am certain that the framework and
some of the decorative motifs can be and are re-used afterwards.

This da-jiu was held in January 1975, and was a very costly business.
The chairman of the organizing committee told me that they had spent
HK$1,400,000, and that did not include the cost of hiring the opera troupe,
who performed for five days. With an outlay of that magnitude, the villagers
would of course want to get as much mileage out of the ceremony as possible.
The sharing of pleasure enhances it, and the exhibition of money spent

(conspicuous consumption) is a universal feature,
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So one day of the da-jiu was set aside as a visitors” day. People came from
miles around to take part in the festivities and to watch the entertainment
— dragon, lion and unicorn dances, puppet shows, pop singing, and so on.
They were met by a formal reception committee dressed in long gowns, and
were offered refreshments in the ancestral hall.

The excitement of the occasion, the milling crowds, colourful costumes,
and incessant noise of drums, gongs and cymbals all contributed to the
enjoyment of the hosts and of the visitors, and the money spent by each group
was a source of satisfaction to both — the world could not be going too badly
if there was such surplus available to spend.

Strangely enough there is another and rather alien sign of affluence in
the picture. Propped against the oil drum is a notice reading “No entry for
vehicles”. In the more than 200 years’ history of this da-jiu I doubt whether it

has ever before been necessary to put up such a prohibition.



51 Shrimps

he island of Ma Wan has few claims to fame, but it does produce a small

amount of shrimp paste, and that doubtless gives it, in the opinions of
the nasally sensitive at least, a claim to infamy.

There is no doubt that shrimp paste smells, though I'm happy to say I
don't find it too offensive. Not so poor L. C. Arlington who was stationed on
Cheung Chau Island at the end of the 19th century. He spoke with horror of
the local “shrimp sauce, the vile stench of which nearly drove us frantic.” I detect
a note of exaggeration in this statement, rather like the frustrated swimmer
who once told me that Hong Kong had a population at that time of 4 million,
of whom 5 million could be found on Repulse Bay beach on a Sunday.

The shrimps are salted and fermented down, then laid out on baskets
to dry in the sun, as in the photograph. When ready the paste is formed into
large balls for transporting to wholesalers. It is used for its powerful flavour in
cooking, and is said to be highly nutritious.

The Cantonese word for shrimp is ha (I ), but the same word covers all

sizes from the smallest up to the great king prawns. And a “dragon shrimp”
(lung-ha O O ) is a lobster.
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One never-to-be-forgotten evening I was having a drink (or two) with a
group of Chinese friends. As so often happens we talked of food, and someone
mentioned the Japanese delicacy called odori-zushi (“dancing sea-food”). “Live
prawns are dunked in alcohol and eaten straightaway,” he said. Well, by that
stage of the evening we were not in the mood to be upstaged by Japanese
cuisine, so we went at once to our favourite sea-food restaurant and ordered a
catty of prawns from the tank: “Bring them live to the table!”

The waiter produced them on a large plate covered with a tea-cloth, rather
as toast comes to the table in hotels. When we unwrapped them, sure enough
they were alive and kicking.

At this point we came to the conclusion that the Japanese way was
for wimps. Real gourmets would not get their prawns inebriated first, they
would take them neat. So we did, wrenching the heads off, de-shucking and
swallowing fast ... but not only did the prawns obstinately refuse to “dance”
their topless way down our alimentary canals, they were completely tasteless.
After three each we decided that we had given it a reasonable go, and sent the
rest back for cooking. When the plate re-appeared it contained the delicate
browny-pink prawns plain-steamed to be dipped in chilli-tinged soy and eaten
with the fingers. These baak-cheuk-ha (O O O ) make as fine a start to a meal
as anything I know.

It all made sense really: if prawns had been good to eat raw, Chinese
culture would have known about it. We were stupid to have thought of trying.
Prawns, as far as I am concerned, are definitely not for dancing.

The implication of Arlington’s remark on Cheung Chau seems to be that
Chinese noses are insensitive to bad smells. It’s not so, but cultures tolerate
what they need to. The smell of shrimps digesting themselves in brine is
acceptable because of the end product. To the British farmer the “muck” he
spreads on his fields is “a good healthy smell”.

Cantonese is a language which delights in “muck” — well, it can certainly
be very earthy and call a spade a spade. “Fatty” (fei-jai O O ) you'll be called if
fat you are.“Water-melon scraper” (sai-gwa-paau 0 O O ) is your nickname if
you have protruding teeth. But there is a time and a place for earthiness, and
sometimes politeness brings out extremes of language which English does not
know. To be polite a Cantonese refers to someone else’s daughter as his chin-

gam (0 O) “thousand pieces of gold’, while his own daughter is relegated to
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the other end of the value scale under the name sit-boon-foh (0 O O ) “goods
on which I lose my capital investment”.

“What is your precious name?” (Gwai-sing-a? 0 0 O ?2), he asks the
stranger, “my insignificant name (siu-sing 0 0 ) is ... It all sounds funny to
English ears; a fact which made the name of Ernest Bramah. Here are the
opening lines of his Kai Lung Beneath the Mulberry-tree:

In order to appreciate more fully the various involvements concerned in the

legendary tale which a scrupulous and uninventive recorder of actual facts

has selected for recital on this gratifying occasion, it is necessary to take into

account the usages and conditions of primitive simplicity existing in the State

of Yin at that distant era of what has been aptly termed “our celestial and richly-

embroidered country’s crudely-chiselled narrative””

Cleatly this is meant to make gentle fun, yet in style it is not too far from
the Chinese, where it doesn't sound funny at all. The trouble is it does not
translate, because there are no direct equivalents in English. The accurate
translation of gwai-sing-a is “Excuse me, may I know your name?” and of “siu-
sing ...” is“My name is ...,

Arthur Smith tells a Chinese story which might have been the prototype
for Kai LungSs style. A visitor awaiting his host gets his best clothes covered in
oil when a rat knocks a jar off a beam above him:

Just as the face of the guest was purple with rage at this disaster, the host

entered, when the proper salutations were performed, after which the guest

proceeded to explain the situation. “As I entered your honourable apartment

and seated myself under your honourable beam, I inadvertently terrified your

honourable rat, which fled and upset your honourable oil-jar upon my mean

and insignificant clothing, which is the reason of my contemptible appearance

in your honourable presence.”*

What has all this to do with prawns? Easy — I have proof that the
Cantonese:

(a) have a sense of smell,

(b) do not always talk in convoluted Kai-Lungisms, and

(c) can be earthy.

One of the words for a baby is so-ha-jai (O O O ) “rank-smelling shrimp”.



52 Music

he Classics tell us that after hearing a particular piece of music Confucius

abstained from meat for three months, exclaiming:

“I did not imagine that music could be made so perfect.”

What that music was like we now have no idea, because music, along with
musical instruments and other symbols of refinement, was destroyed in the
great book-burning that accompanied the accession to power in 221 B.C. of
the First Emperor, Qin Shi Huang (O 0 O ).

I beg leave to doubt whether many Chinese since that time have similarly
abstained. Perhaps priorities have changed? Or perhaps the quality of music
has gone down? J. Dyer Ball in his Things Chinese certainly seems to think the
latter, because he says:

The knowledge of this ancient music is lost. If the descriptions of it are true to

the reality, no one who has heard Chinese music of the present day will have

any hesitation in accepting the statement of its being unknown now; for it has
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been remarked, in a comic strain, that the music of the Chinese is “deliciously

horrible” like cats trying to sing bass with sore throats.”

Music in China has been much associated with ritual, as it has all over
the world, and its power for evil as well as good is illustrated by the following
quotation from Arthur Waley’s introduction to his translation of The Analects

of Confuciys (O O ):

Everyone familiar with early Chinese books knows the story, existing in
countless variants, of Duke P'ing of Chin and the baleful music — how drawn
by the magic of an evil tune eight huge black birds swooped from the south and
danced on his terrace, black clouds blotted out the sky, a tempest tore down the
hangings of his palace, broke the ritual vessels, hurled down the tiles from the
roof; the king fell sick, and for three years no blade of grass grew in Chin, no

tree bore fruit.”’

Certainly no major ceremony in the New Territories is complete without
music.

The most commonly met with in the villages is the clarionet-like
instrument seen here being played at a major ancestor worship ceremony at
the graveside. This sob-na (O O), or di-da (O O ) as it is often called locally,
gives a sharp, reedy, penetrating sound well calculated to wake the attention
of the gods. It is played in short bursts rather than in long tuneful passages.
The di-da can be heard at weddings and funerals, at ancestor worship in
ancestral halls and at gravesides, and indeed at almost any religious ceremony.
Sometimes a flute is used as well.

Otherwise it is the percussion instruments that dominate. Great drums,
on wheeled trolleys or carried on poles between two men, follow the dragon
and the lion around as they dance, the drummer banging and rolling furiously,
with sweat pouring down his face. Cymbals contribute to the rhythm. The
Chinese term used to describe the happy excitement of a big occasion is yit-
naay (0 O), which translated literally means “hot and noisy”. The drummer
typifies the feeling. Gongs large and small are popular in processional music
and in other ceremonies.

One of the really exciting sounds is the massed clacking of sticks when the
fierce Chiu Jau (0 O Chaozhou) dance troupes perform in big processions.
They need no other music than the sticks and the hoarse shouts with which

they punctuate their strenuousness.
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Priests, both Taoist and Buddhist, use a small, hollow, wooden sounding-
block, called a “wooden fish” (muk-yue O O ), which they strike with a stick
to make a “clop-clop” noise as accompaniment to chanted scriptures. A small
tinny hand gong is often used by the Taoist priest at ceremonies for the same
purpose.

There is a whole range of stringed, reeded, wooden, stone, bamboo, skin,
and metal instruments, but mostly they are only to be found in the orchestras
of the various opera troupes, or in the rather rare private performances in
the city. Blind (and sighted) beggars tend to favour the two-stringed Chinese
fiddle, because it is easily transportable and can make a very plaintive sound.

The general lack of orchestration or sustained programming in the
music at ceremonies leads one to suspect that it is perhaps more the noise
than the music which is important. Before they were banned as a result of
the 1967 riots, firecrackers used to be used very much as interval markers
in ceremonies, the noise serving to point the beginning and end of the
rituals as well as the completion of major sections within the total ceremony.
Explanations that the noise frightens away evil spirits or draws the attention
of the gods to the ceremony doubtless have much truth in them, but it is also
the case that the noise acts like a punctuation mark, and quite simply that
the Cantonese relish din.

Mahjong tables and tiles are deliberately noise-producing, and the crashing
down of the discard tile contributes to the emotions and enjoyment of the
player who throws it. Mahjong can be played equally well with special playing
cards, but it is not enjoyed this way because it is too quiet. Chinese society has
perforce made a virtue of togetherness, and togetherness means noise. Silence
implies loneliness, social aberration, and the danger associated with isolation
from the group. There is a clear indication of this in the resonant nature of the
décor of a Chinese restaurant — compare it with the sound-absorbing soft-
furnishings of a Western one.

The vogue for large and noisy Chinese funerals seems to have passed,
but not so long ago it was quite common to see funeral processions passing
through the streets of Hong Kong with di-da braying in competition with one
or more Western-style brass bands which would be engaged in shredding well-
known hymn tunes. Nor was the New Territories immune from the practice.

Again, the quantity of noise seems to have been the important thing. Why
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funerals in particular should be so open to cultural mixing it is hard to say.

For other ceremonies, as for the one shown here, traditional music is found

perfectly satisfactory.



58 Heaven

his little scene could have been shot almost anywhere in Hong Kong, for
trays of ritual offerings are not uncommon. Fresh fruits, rice, tea, wine,
candles and incense are all visible, and if you look closely you will see chopsticks
laid out too. The plastic flowers emphasize the “Hong Kong connection”. The
tiny potted cumquat tree is there because its name gat (0 ) sounds like the
word for “good luck” gat (O ). Its presence helps to date the scene at the lunar
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New Year, the time when auspicious symbols abound. Red is the colour of
happiness and good fortune, and the tray is covered with red paper.

In fact the photograph was taken in a New Territories village house at
New Year 1964. The offerings are meant for Heaven (tin [ ), and the table is
set out in the small section of the house which is open to the sky. Appropriately
this space is known as the tin-jeng (0 O ), “the heavenly well".

What does Heaven mean in the Chinese context? In the earliest records
so far discovered in China we find that the kings of the Shang (Seung [ )
dynasty, who ruled from approximately 1550 to 1050 B.C., worshipped their
own ancestors as powerful gods, and the most powerful of all was the first
ancestor, known as Shang-di (Seung-dai O 0 ). He was sacrificed to in order
to ensure the success of his descendants and the prosperity of the country
they ruled.

In the course of time the Shang dynasty gave way to the Zhou (O ), but
as has happened repeatedly through Chinese history the newcomers chose to
retain much of what was already in existence, and Shang-di continued to be
worshipped by the new kings. Of course, there was one real difference — they
were not descended from him. He had become the most powerful god in the
heavens not just an ancestor in his own right, as it were.

Perhaps it was this fact which led to a swing away from the term Shang-
di. Within a century or two Shang-di had been transformed into “Heaven”
(tin O ). And Heaven as time went on became more and more an impersonal
moral force rather than a god. If man conformed to the high standards
expected of him, Heaven would grant peace and good harvests, but if man
should fail to keep those standards, Heaven would release war, famine, plague
and misery.

In one respect Heaven and Shang-di were treated alike. Since Shang-di
was originally an ancestor, it made sense that only his descendants should
worship him — the Chinese have never worshipped the dead indiscriminately,
only the dead that belong to them. This meant that the Shang kings had had a
monopoly of the worship of the most powerful god — no mean advantage in
a harsh world. The Zhou throne in taking over Shang-di also continued the
monopoly of his worship, and even when Shang-di became Heaven the king
still kept to himself the privilege of worshipping it. By a slightly illogical but

very understandable device he re-established the ancestor worship symbolism
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by calling himself tin-ji (O O ) “Son of Heaven”. Emperors of China bore the
same title until the collapse of the Imperial system in 1911.

Rights and obligations went hand in hand in China as elsewhere. If the
Emperors had the privilege of sole access to the highest supernatural force,
they also had to shoulder the responsibility for the well-being of the entire
nation. When Heaven showed its dissatisfaction with man, it was construed as
dissatisfaction with man’s spokesman and leader, the Son of Heaven.

Was there a drought? — It must be that the Emperor’s morals were at
fault. Did barbarians break through the Great Wall? — The Emperor must be
to blame. Is society crumbling? — The man on the throne cannot be the true
Son of Heaven, because not even Heaven could treat a son that way. Very well,
the people may revolt. The monopoly of Heaven was indeed a mixed blessing,
a two-edged sword.

The notion of the Mandate of Heaven (tin-ming 0 0 ) by which the
Emperor held the throne was nicely in tune with these sentiments. The man
who could not keep the throne had no right to be there, and rebellion against
his rule was therefore justifiable. Successful rebellion was always proven
legitimate, because Heaven would not permit success if it did not approve it
— the Mandate had been transferred.

So, what is an offering to Heaven doing in a New Territories house?
Certainly the occupants would not dream of claiming to be descendants of the
Emperor. When I asked why they worshipped Heaven, I was told that it was
a general offering for all things supernatural lest the worship of other specific
gods should have given offence to those missed out.

I don't know if Heaven was worshipped here when the Emperor still had
the monopoly, but I'm pretty sure that it was. What the Emperor didn't see he

couldn’t grieve over.
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he ninth day of the ninth lunar month has been an important one for the

Chinese for many centuries. On it they observe the custom of “climbing
high” (dang-go 0 O ), and the Peak Tram does its best trade of the year. The

reason for the upward surge is contained in an old legend:

It tells of a soothsayer who warned a virtuous scholar of a terrible calamity
impending. “Hasten!” said he to his friend, “with your kith and kin, climb to
the shelter of the mountains, till there is nothing between you and the sky,
and take with you food and drink.” The scholar thanked his counsellor and
followed his advice, carrying with him a paper bag containing food and a jug of
chrysanthemum-wine. Returning at the end of the day, he found his cattle and
poultry had died a violent death. “That,” said he to his family “would probably

have been our fate, but for the warning”®

The same day is also a favourite one for flying kites. Doolittle reports on
the custom at Fuzhou (O O ) in the 