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Foreword YEUNG Chun-tong

Director
University Museum and Art Gallery
The University of Hong Kong

Anciem China’s literati class had the brightest futures; as an old Chinese saying goes: “when
a scholar can readily cope with his studies, he can take dedicated office.” As scholars, it
was easy for them to pass the official examinations and, hence, gain office. Once you became
an official, you would not only receive a good salary, but also gain the double benefits of
having authority and renown. That is why Chinese parents, without exception, longed for
their sons “to become dragons™: to be outstanding scholars, and, consequently, to ascend the
path of high officialdom.

This traditional perspective has inevitably led people to seek for a place in official circles. As
a result, China’s political system has produced many able officials and military personnel,
but comparatively few talented scientists, engineers, or other professionals. In China, this
perspective has obviously had its advantages and disadvantages.

Once a person became an officidl, it would naturally elevated his whole family’s statué; The
Xu clan of Guangzhou city’s Gaodi Street has carried on this timeless historical tradition. The
outstanding achievements of its members are a classic example demonstrating the true value
of this type of Chinese tradition.

The Xu family from Chaozhou migrated to Guangzhou, rising to prominence in the
nineteenth century as a family of great talents. Within the Qing court, they carried out
official duties and led outstanding careers. The Xu family devoted themselves to the nation,
encouraging reform and forging a new path for all the Chinese people. While preserving the
old tradition, they made a breakthrough by establishing illustrious official careers without the
pursuit of personal gains.

Following the downfall-of the Qing, the influence of the Xu family extended beyond the
political stage to include the education sector, where their talents were able to nurture other
gifted learners. In this way, the Xu family’s pursuit of learning has continued till today.

The story of the Xu family is a very moving one. In recording their family history, this is
not only the history of a single family; but also an important chapter in the story of the
development of Guangzhou, Hong Kong, and China.

We are grateful to Dr Joseph Ting for his very hard work towards this exhibition. We also
wish to express our deep appreciation to the Xu family clan, and to the many friends and
institutions that have supported this exhibition in various ways.
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Preface Humphrey K F HUI

he Xu Family originally from Chaozhou, Guangdong province has prospered in Xudi

in the City of Guangzhou for six generations. Xu Yongming, originally migrated from
Chaozhou, his son Baiting, the family patriarch established fortune at an opportune time
from the salt business. Once wealthy, he was able to recruit learned teachers to educate his
descendents, culminating to the success of having eight sons reached juren status. One of his
sons, Xiangguang was the first to attain the official jinshi qualification, with several grandsons
also achieving similar status. From then onwards, members of each generation have played
a role in charting the Chinese nation’s destiny. As a member of the sixth generation,
I reflect now on their past glories.

On behalf of my fellow clansmen, I would first like to extend our deepest gratitude to
Dr Joseph Ting who initiated this exhibition, and volunteered to be our Guest Curator. We
have not only benefited from his professional expertise but are grateful for the complete
Chinese text with his thorough research. Of course, we must heartily thank the Museum’s
Director, Mr Yeung Chun-tong for hosting the exhibition in his Gallery, as well as his guidance
in shepherding our project into realization. We must also thank the Museum’s Curatd_r, Ms
Anita Wong, for her dedicated research, and work in coordinating loan of exhibits and editing
the catalogue, in addition to installing the exhibition; and the Museum’s photographer, Mr
Ricky Poon, who meticulously produced some of the fine illustrations in this publication. As
in my other projects with CA Design, we were provided with their highly competent services
in the production of this catalogue. I would like to express our sincerest thanks to Ms Rosanne
Chan for her innovative design, and to Ms Eunice Chan for her efficient project coordination.
Last but not least, our deepest gratitude goes to various museums and international archival
organizations for their valuable collaboration, photography of loans and for granting of rights
of reproduction.

From the Xu family team, the exhibition in its present form would not have been possible
without the competent and dedicated work in all aspects of the preparation by my nephew,
Mr Danny Hui of seventh genernation. My niece, Ms Hsu Wai Nan of eighth generation,
oversaw coordination with archival sources in Taiwan, and enabled us to obtain replicas on
various historical records related to our family. The family members, such as Xu Shaofeng,
Huang Yue and others worldwide supplied us with vital information and artefacts. It will
be remiss not to mention Mr Anthony Tung, a technical expert who upgraded the old
photographs to printing quality, as well as acting as our official photographer when needed.
Anthony was so taken by our family’s history that he volunteered his services completely.
Similarly, we are very fortunate to have been offered free public relations by Ms Mianco
Wong and associate Ms Nicole Suen of Mention PR Consultants Limited; we would otherwise
definitely not have been able to publicize our exhibition widely to the media.
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Following New Territories lease, view of
Kowloon Walled City and Lung Chun Bridge

which was the only access
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The Path of the Xu Family of Gaodi Street -
From Chaozhou to Guangzhou Joseph S P Ting

or the period between early nineteenth to mid-twentieth century, China had gone

through an unprecedented suppression of the Opium War, Taiping Rebellion, Franco-

Chinese war, Sino-Japanese War, Boxer Uprising right up to the Eight-Power Allied
Invasion. With this external and internal distress, the Qing Empire was on the verge of
collapse prompting the eruption of the 1911 revolution. Followed by over one decade of
North-South Confrontation and tangled warfare among the warlords, it was not until the
Nationalists led by Chiang Kai Shek (1887-1975) succeeded in the Northern Expedition
that China was finally unified. No sooner, the coexistence between the Nationalists and the
Communists broke down and war between the factions broke out right after eight-year War
of Resistance against Japan. The episode ended with the Nationalists retreated to Taiwan
enabling Mao Zedong (1893-1976) to gain ruling power of the country.

In the succeeding three decades, political strife prevailed within the Communist party. It
was not until the crush of the Cultural Revolution that had completely~dislodged the society
tradition and order before reconciliation was restored. In the past century, China had suffered
drastic disorder in national economy, society life and conventional culture through transition
from the imperial feudal system to a republic and then a communist state. The Xu family at
Gaodi Street in Guangzhou emerged during this period as a distinguished family. As such,
consecutive phases of each political transformation have been witnessed by generation after
generation in succession.

Origin of the family was from Chenghai of Guangdong province before moving to
Guangzhou. The family had passed through a long history of over thousand years in the
Chaozhou/Swatow region. Among the celebrated members in the clan, one by the name of
Xu Jue stood out prominently not only as one of the eight scholars but became the imperial
consort in the Song dynasty. However, it was during the Qianlong period that Xu Yongming
settled in Guangzhou who lowered the first curtain of this illustrious family.

The patriarch of the family Baiting
(1772-1846) made his wealth through
salt business. He ascended to be the owner
himself after going through the ladder
from being an apprentice. It was at a
time of pirate hazard during the Jiaqing
period (1796-1820) and by his efforts
the notorious Zhang Bao (1786-1822)
was subdued and safety for salt
transportation was restored. On this
achievement, the Imperial Court bestowed
an award on him in return. He scored
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The yamen in Kowloon Walled City

another commendation for petitioning
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to Ruan Yuan (1764-1849), the Guangdong Governor, the suspension of rice tax levy. To
maintain the ever-lasting status of the family, he was conscious of education to embark
on the path of obtaining court appointments and recruited competent teachers to educate
descendents in the family in-house school. Undoubtedly, he should be given the credit of
building a foundation of producing a number of high court officials.

Xu Xiangguang (1799-1854) was the first one of the family to attain the jinshi qualification
as well as the pioneer for entering into politics by way of education. He made contribution
towards the movement against the British aggression in the late Daoguang period (1821-
1850) which commanded the consensus of both government and people and thus became
the celebrated local leader. Moreover, in the heat of anti-British sentiments, he made a large
donation to construct a garrison town at the Kowloon city blocking the entry of the British.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Qing Court was confronting disturbance from
the Taiping rebels which dealt a heavy blow on the nation’s economy. The scenario was on
one side having her population suffered uncertainty, and the other was the defeats in the
second Opium Wars nursing the painful aftermath of the burning of Yuanmingyuan, the
old Summer Palace. Awaken by the comparative weakness of her armed forces, the Court
advocated learning from the Western powers, exploring mineral reserves, constructing railways
and arsenals to boost the both military strength and enrich the country economy. It was_ at the
end of the century when the staunch support of Empress Dowager waned and the emergence
of the open-minded official promoting reform policies that the third and fourth generations
of the Xu Family entered the stage of the political arena.

The elder Xu Yingrong (1820-1891) was accorded respect by his subjects for rendering them
tender loving care over his many years of governorship in the region of Jiangxi, Zhejiang and
Jiangsu. He was instrumental in reviving the economy and the livelihood of the community
there. For cousin Yinggiang (1837-1898), his liberal ideals prompted him to write a lengthy
proposal for political changes that caught the attention of Weng Tonghe (1830-1904) and
recommended Emperor Guangxu to grant him an audience. This resulted in his appointment
to oversee the construction of the Lugouqgiao-Hankou Railway. On the other hand, the
conservative Yingkui (1832-1905) was on the side of Empress Dowager opposing changes.
He joined the South-East Mutual Defence proposed by Li Hongzhang (1823-1901) and Liu
Kunyi (1830-1902) and maintained peace and stability in his final appointment as Governor-
General of Fujian and Zhejiang. At the same time, he pushed for foreign trade to enhance the
local economy.

Although members of the fourth generation rode along the political path of their fathers, but
after going through the defeat of the Sino-Japanese War, Boxer Uprising and the humiliating
thrash of the eight-power alliance, the country was on the verge of collapse. As such, they
were not able to advance to higher than the fourth and fifth ranking status before the Empire
came to an end. Prior to that, one prominent member by the name Bingzhen (late 19"-early
20" century) was dispatched overseas on study tours and had overseen the industrialisation in
the country. The ironical phase of the Xu family was that a number of contemporaries converted
their heritage and enlisted in the New Army against the imperialists which eventually caused
the collapse of the dynasty. As a result, members left the country for safe haven. Among them,
Bingzhang (late 19™-early 20" century) moved to Hong Kong while veteran Bing’ao (late
19"—-early 20" century) retired in Shanghai.
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