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Preface

When the British took over Hong Kong in 1841,
she was merely a small fishing village unknown to the
world. Today, some hundred and fifty years later,
Hong Kong has emerged as a leading cosmopolitan
city as well as a major financial centre in Southeast
Asia. During the past one and a half century, Hong
Kong’s economy has developed at an astonishing rapid
pace never witnessed in China, Asia or even the world
before. What are the major factors which have contri-
buted to the spectacular growth of Hong Kong? How
did Hong Kong develep through the past years? These
questions are of interest to local people but also to
scholars from mainland China and overseas. Under
such circumstances, “Hong Kong Studies” has now
become a popular topic for researchers.

To those people who have lived and grown with
the city, Hong Kong’s past has a special appeal. With
the signing of the Joint Declaration by China and the
United Kingdom in 1984, China will resume
sovereignty over Hong Kong in 1997. The end of
British rule will open a new chapter in the history of
Hong Kong. It is therefore timely to review Hong
Kong’s past during this unique transitional period so
as to acquire a new perspective of the future. To foster
better understanding of Hong Kong history among the
younger generation, the Education Department will
incorporate the subject into the history syllabus of
secondary schools. Local history has also become a
popular topic for postgraduate studies. In order to
conduct research work on Hong Kong history effec-
tively, one should be acquainted with the extensive
and multi-faceted historical materials on Hong Kong
history. With a view to stimulating public interest as
well as promoting a better understanding of such
materials, the Museum has organized a thematic
exhibition on “Historical Materials for Hong Kong
Studies” which covers the various materials in
different periods up to 1945, ranging from official and
private records, inscriptions, paintings and historical
photographs etc. in Chinese and English, and grouped
under three sections.

Even as a small island located at the remote
eastern side of the Pearl River Estuary, Hong Kong had
always been under the jurisdiction of China. On 26
January 1841, by virtue of the unratified Convention of
Chuanbi, the British forces led by Captain Charles
Elliot occupied Hong Kong. This was the turning point

and watershed in history which marked the beginning
of Hong Kong’s prosperity. The three sections in the
display are divided as follows: pre-1841, post-1841, and
the Japanese Occupation which lasted for three years
and eight months.

The exhibition covers mainly historical docu-
ments, supplemented by inscriptions, paintings and
photographs.

The exhibits on display comprise both Chinese
and English materials. For studies in the pre-1841
period and traditional village life in the New
Territories, one can refer to the Chinese official
historiography, clan genealogies, miscellaneous publi-
cations, title deeds, folk songs and poetry. From 1841
to the pre-Japanese Occupation period, the reference
materials available included not only British Colonial
Office records, Foreign Office records and Hong
Kong Government records, but also the documents of
the Po Leung Kuk and Tung Wah Group of Hospitals
which are indispensable in tracing the development of
the Chinese community. There are also commercial
records drawn from private firms, such as ledgers,
account books, contracts, deeds, and correspondence.
All these documents provide important clues for the
study of commercial activities. For the Japanese Occu-
pation period, there are various proclamations, leaf-
lets and posters. Much effort has been made to
include as many types of historical material as possible
in the exhibition. However because of the very wide
range of materials, it should be noted that this exhib-
ition should not be regarded as exhaustive.

To complement the exhibition, the Museum has
solicited invaluable support from renowned scholars
on Hong Kong studies who have contributed articles
on various aspects in the study of historical materials,
or on major local historical archives as well as institu-
tions which held important collections of history
documents. The Museum is indeed honoured to be
able to include their papers in this symposium.

Dr. Solomon Bard, the former Executive
Secretary of the Antiquities and Monuments Office, is
extremely knowledgeable on historical buildings and
monuments within the territory. Using the Stanley
Military Cemetery and the Hong Kong Cemetery in
Happy Valley as examples, he explains how grave
inscriptions can be used in the study of local history in
his article “Grave Memorials as Historical Documents”.

Based on the business records and documents
recently acquired and collected by the Museum and
the Hung On-to Memorial Library of the University of



Hong Kong, Dr. Kai-cheong Fok of the History Depart-
ment of the University of Hong Kong traces the busi-
ness activities of two renowned local businessmen
active in the first half of the 20th century — Mr. Feng
Minde and Mr. Ma Xuchao in his article “Chinese Busi-
ness Letters and the Study of Hong Kong History — a
Preliminary Report” to illustrate the role of commer-
cial papers in the study of business activities.

Dr. Patrick Hase who has long studied the
customs and practices of village life in Hong Kong,
presents a very illuminating paper on “The New
Territories Poetry and Song”, a study of primary mate-
rials — folk songs and poems and their importance in
the study of the customs and tradition in villages in the
New Territories.

Dr. James Hayes, a well-known local historian
who contributes regularly to academic journals, has
conducted research on Hong Kong history for many
years. For over two decades, he had salvaged a large
volume of manuscripts and miscellaneous publica-
tions for various academic institutions. This time he
has contributed a very fascinating paper, “Women and
Female Children in Hong Kong and South China to
1949: Documents of Sale and Transfer”, to describe the
various kinds of documents on the sale and pledging
of women and children.

The Public Records Office is a repository of
administrative, legal and financial documents and
correspondence files which are of high historical
value and merit permanent preservation. It is also a
treasure of materials for the study of political, social
and economic activities of Hong Kong. Dr. Yun-woo
Lau, the Government Archivist, outlined in his article
the collections in the archives with special reference to
war-time records. -

Dr. Elizabeth Sinn of the History Workshop of the
History Department of the University of Hong Kong
has done a thorough study of the Tung Wah Hospital,
the earliest local Chinese charitable organization in
Hong Kong. Its archives comprise early Tung Wah
papers and documents which are of utmost impor-
tance to the study of early Chinese community. In the
paper “The Tung Wah Group of Hospitals’ Archives”,
Dr. Sinn discusses the contents of the archives and
their historical value.

Dr. Anthony Siu of the Faculty of Arts and History
of the Chu Hai College has devoted much attention to
the study of the pre-1841 Hong Kong history. He is
fully acquainted with Chinese source materials of that
period. In his article “The Chinese Materials for the

Study of pre-1841 Hong Kong History”, Dr. Siu
describes in great detail the different kinds of Chinese
historical materials and their role and applications
with specific examples in the study of the early history
of Hong Kong.

For scholars of Hong Kong history, the Hung On-
to Memorial Library of the University of Hong Kong
should be very familiar. It houses a huge collection of
research materials related to Hong Kong including
publications, documents, journals, manuscripts, news-
papers-etc. The former Curator of the Library, Mr.
Peter Yeung, describes in his article the wide range of
material in the Library.

We are much indebted to the above-mentioned
scholars who have contributed to this symposium on
historical materials for Hong Kong Studies.

In addition Dr. Joseph Ting and Mi. Tom Siu-lun
Chau of the Hong Kong Museum of History have
contributed articles on the role and significance of
historical paintings and clan genealogies in studying
Hong Kong history. While Miss Susanna Lai-kuen Siu
uses the Museum’s war-time postal items to trace the
development of local postal history during the Second
World War. Special mention should also be made of
the Museum’s large collection of historical photo-
graphs and postcards. Research on these pictorial
materials is being conducted and the Museum will
publish the result of this time-consuming research in
due course.

The exhibition “Historical Materials for Hong
Kong Studies” is presented by the Urban Council in
association with the Public Records Office and the
University of Hong Kong Libraries from which a major
portion of the displayed archival materials are drawn,
apart from the Museum’s own collection items. While
we record our warmest gratitude to these two institu-
tions, we also wish to thank the Sha Tin Central
Library, the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals, the Po
Leung Kuk and the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation Limited for their support and generosity
in loaning us their valuable historical items for display
in the exhibition. To all those institutions and indi-
viduals who have favoured us with their assistance and
co-operation in various ways, I offer them my sincere
thanks.

Ho Ching-hin

Chief Curator

Hong Kong Museum of History
October 1990
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Documents

“Death laid bere
A man good and true
A prayer please.

It might bave been you”
(grave memorial No. 907)

Introduction

History is largely the story of written
documents and verbal recountal. The
former takes many forms, from clay
tablets and papyri of ancient times,
archival records of later periods, to time-
capsules of the modern age. The latter is
passed as a verbal tradition by word of
mouth, from the old to the young, from
generation to generation.

Historians at all times have used all
these sources of information with consid-
erable success. Among these, one unique
source is the subject of this article — the
Grave Memorial.

Grave memorials in churchyards and
cemeteries have long been known as
useful sources of historical information,
especially on  local  history  and
genealogies.  Until recently, however,
recording of gravestones has been sadly
neglected.  Cemeteries  are  often
reclaimed for other land uses, gravestones
are displaced or lost, and on those which
have survived, the inscriptions have
weathered away beyond any recording.
And yet, these stones and their inscrip-
tions contain much information of interest
to historians, demographers, and even
architects.

Historical

It is generally agreed that
commemorating an individual by a burial
inscription is probably as old as the
writing itself. The pyramids and other
massive tomb memorials constructed in
Egypt in the third millenium BC contained

hyeroglyphic inscriptions recording the
events and the achievements of the
persons buried. Later, Roman inscriptions
on burial sarcophagi also recounted
events in local history. The custom of
monumental inscriptions continued and
spread to most countries of the world
which practised burial. (Fig 1).

Fig. 1

A Roman tombstone (circa 100 AD, in Cirencester,
England) of Sextus Valerius Genialis.

It tells us that he was a trooper in the Thracian
cavalry regiment and that he was born in north-
east Holland*.

*From “Roman Britain”, British Heritage (British
History Illustrated).



Grave Memorials as Historical Documents

While burials in ancient times were
often multiple, the origin of special
enclosed areas, which became, in effect,
cemeteries, is obscure. They may have
started in early medieval times. In Chris-
tian countries, small cemeteries with
inscribed gravestones developed attached
to the churches. At the same time, as
literacy spread, so had the inscriptions on
gravestones and monuments gradually
become more elaborate, with details of
the deceased and epitaphs, often in verse.

At all times, grave memorials have
been in danger of destruction, but the
threat seems to have increased markedly
in the 20th century. Many factors have
contributed to this; for instance, the
greater dispersal of families who may have
looked after the graves, increasing costs of
maintenance, and greater need of land
utilization. Time is the enemy of history,
and so it is with the gravestone inscrip-
tions, which only timely recording can
save for posterity.

Historical value of grave
memorials

There are three major aspects in
which recording of grave memorials may
be of considerable interest to the histo-
rian: —

(1) Inscriptions on the stone may contain
valuable information about important
general events in the area, such as
epidemics, natural calamities, war, piracy,
and so forth.

(2) An art historian and an architect will
be interested in the construction of the
memorial, its symbolic and ornamental
features, from which a development of
memorials over a period of time may be
studied (Fig 2).

(3) Inscriptions may be of special interest
to family historians and genealogists, who
may be studying population changes in
the area.

Given the intrinsic value of inscrip-
tions on grave memorials, it must not be
assumed that all inscriptions contain valu-
able historical information; many are
mundane, containing little of interest. It is
the cumulative data of many grave memo-
rials which contribute to the historical
study. It must also be remembered that
the most useful element of the memorial —

Development of (1-8) headstone, (9-14) head and foot stones, (15-32) house tomb

1 Prehistoric menhir 2 Romanstela 3 High cross

4 Cornish cross 5 Medieval discoid 6 Georgian headstone 7 Victorian broken

column 8Marbleangel 9, 10 Deadboards 11 Head, foot, and body stone 12 Head, foot, and coffin stone 13 Victorian rustic cross
and scroll 14 Marble headstone with kerb and immortelles 15 Prehistoric cist 16 Roman sarcophagus 17 Romanesque shrine

tomb 18 Hogback 19 Medieval coffin 20 Medieval canopy, tomb chest, and effigy 21 Midland gabled chest tomb

22 Chest

tomb 23 Table tomb 24 Bale tomb 25 Cotswold chest tomb 26 Greek revival house tomb 27 Greek revival chest tomb or
arca 28 Georgian wall tomb 29 Pedestal tomb with urn 30, 31 Obelisks on base 32 Gothic revival shrine tomb

the inscription — is also, unfortunately, the
first thing to disappear, or at least to
become illegible.

Recording and Methodology

In recording grave memorials, the
aim should be to record them as
completely as possible, and satisfy all the
interested parties — the historian, the art-
historian, and the genealogist. The full
record might consist of the following
components: —

(1) large-scale map of the cemetery

(2) detailed records of individual grave-
stones on special cards or forms

(3) photographic records

(4) background historical research

(5) computer analysis of the data

(1) Large-scale map of the cemetery:
the preferred scale is 1:200. In a small
cemetery with only a small number of
graves under study, it may be advisable to
draw each grave to scale, both in size and

Fig. 2
Development of grave memorials (from “How to
Record Graveyards” by Jeremy Jones)

orientation. When dealing with a large
number of graves, it may be sufficient to
indicate their location by conventional
symbols, such as a small rectangle, not
drawn to scale. All the recorded graves
should be individually numbered.

(2) Recording form: As many details of a
grave memorial as may be required are
recorded on a special form, which also
contains spaces for a photograph and a
reproduced inscription. The latter is the
most useful single component of a memo-
rial and should be recorded verbatim.
Some inscriptions are read easily, but
many, especially old gravestones, are
weathered and require special efforts in
deciphering them.

Many other details of a memorial
must be recorded. They include — the type
of a memorial, ornamental and symbolic
features, shape and dimensions, type of
stone used, condition of the memorial and
of the inscription. A standard recording
form has been produced by the Council
for British Archaeology in England which
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has proved very useful. However, other
forms are available, and a researcher can
design one’s own form to meet one’s
particuluf requirements. The standard
form of the CBA is reproduced here, front
and back (Fig. 3).

(3) Photography: This is essential
because a photograph will faithfully repro-
duce the external features of the memo-
rial, as well as the script style of the
inscription. The black-and-white photo-
graphs are normally used.

(4) Background research: In general, the
inscription on a memorial tells the story,
and some researchers will regard this as
adequate. However, some inscriptions are
informative, others are not. Other resear-
chers, therefore, prefer to follow up with
background research for additional histor-
ical material, on persons buried or on
" associated events. When this is done, it
must be made clear that such information
is not derived directly from the memorial.
(5) Computer analysis: We live in a
computer age. There is no doubt that
most, if not all, research to-day is
computer-oriented. Grave recording, as
outlined above, is eminently suitable for
computer analysis. Care must be taken,
however, that the recording form and the
designed computer programme are made
compatible with the available computer
services.

Field Wo

K

The survey of a cemetery, reading
inscriptions, and recording of memorials
is carried out in the field. The initial
record is written in field notes which can
be later corrected, amended, or amplified.
Only the finished result is entered into the
recording form. Two or three “readings”
are often required. At the first reading,
inscriptions which are clear and are easily
read are copied down. Difficult inscrip-
tions are read again - using special
methods. These involve mainly the use of
a mirror and a torch, to reflect light either
from the sun or from an artificial source
of light, causing shadows around the
inscription to be deeply accentuated, thus
bringing the inscription into relief.
Combined efforts of several recorders are
desirable, which often ensure better
results. No effort should be spared in

| 0

} 8 0 O 5 T

trying to decipher fully even the most
difficult inscriptions. There is always a
feeling of satisfaction when a particularly
difficult inscription has eventually yielded
its secret, often thanks to the combined
efforts of several recorders.

arave

(
Kong

Systematic recording of grave memo-
rials in Hong Kong is comparatively
recent. The idea originated in 1982 from
the Director of Urban Services, in his
capacity as the Authority under the
Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance. It
was proposed to begin with the military
garrison graves*, and later extend the
research to the civilian, non-Chinese
burials, and eventually to all the rest. In
1984, the author of this article was
commissioned to record military graves at

*These are distinct from the Commonwealth War
Graves, which are the graves of the members of
the forces of the Commonwealth who died in the
two world wars.

Fig. 3
Grave memorial recording form, front and back,
produced by the Council for British Archaeology

the Stanley Military Cemetery; being a
small cemetery, containing only 89
garrison graves, it served well as a pilot
project before recording of larger
cemeteries would be undertaken. In
December 1989, five years after the
Stanley Cemetery project, the author was
given the go-ahead for the next project —
the recording of military graves at the
Hong Kong Cemetery (Happy Valley), the
project which is now in progress.

Since a good deal of Hong Kong
history, during the past 150 years, is
connected with the activities of its British
garrison, a few words on British military
presence in Hong Kong may be useful.
British army during the reign of Queen
Victoria (1837-1901) was organised chiefly
for the defence of the colonies and was
spread throughout the world. In 1840, out
of 103 battalions which Britain had, only
22 were serving in Britain and Ireland.
Moreover, soldiers spent more time in
service overseas than at home. The first
garrison troops to serve in Hong Kong
arrived in 1841, under Major-General Sir
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Hugh Gough. The troops belonged to the
55th Regiment of Foot, and were quar-
tered in the matshed barracks newly
erected in the city of Victoria.

In 1842, matshed barracks were also
erected at Chek-Chu (later re-named
Stanley) under the mistaken impression
that the south side of the island was heal-
thier than the north side. There was
already a village at  Chek-chu,  of some
800-900 local inhabitants, located at the
north end of Check Choo Wan (now
spelled Chek Chue).

Nearly all the garrison graves from
1842 to 1970 are contained in the two
cemeteries — at Stanley and Happy Valley.
Early in 1843, permanent barracks and a
hospital were erected at Stanley; they are
shown clearly on an early survey map
prepared by Lieutenant T. B. Collinson.
The cemetery was probably established in
1843, and was used until about 1870. It
was used again during the Japanese occu-
pation, 1942-45, for the burial of civilian
internees camp located

whose was

nearby.

The Hong Kong Cemetery at Happy
Valley (previously called the Colonial
Cemetery) is a large cemetery of Protes-
tant denomination, containing several
thousand burials, civilian and military, the
latter numbering over 1300. It was first
used around 1845, when burials from the
earlier ground, in Wanchai, were trans-
ferred to Happy Valley. Next to the Hong
Kong Cemetery, immediately
adjoining it, is the Catholic section called
St Michael’s Cemetery, which has about 60
military graves.

Military graves normally contain one
internment; occasionally more, but rarely
more than five. The monuments, on the
other hand, often commemorate many
persons, and tend to record events of
wider historical interest. The Opium Wars,
piracy, natural calamities, epidemics, and
the day-to-day hardships of the 19th
century’s military life — all caused death of
soldiers and sailors, and recorded on the
graves and monuments of the cemetery.
Their inscriptions contain valuable infor-
mation, and give us a vivid picture of the
life and the role of the army and the navy

and

in the early Hong Kong. Examples below
illustrate.

Grave memorials, however humble
and delapidated, all can contribute some-
thing to the history of a place or its
people. It is a challenge to rescue inscrip-
tions which are hardly legible, or ones that
are buried, or to piece together the whole
from broken parts, with the realization
that one is reading what may be an
interesting fragment of history, perhaps
one which no one can have read for a
long time. It is a vanishing archive which
should be carefully recorded before it is
lost forever.

Ex.1. Grave memorial No. G27 at
Stanley Cemetery

The inscription refers to the piratical
attack in which Corporal Day lost his life.
It also tells us that his regiment, the 98th of
Foot, was then stationed in Hong Kong.

A follow-up research in Hong Kong
archives gives further details of the inci-
dent: — the soldiers were conveying a pay-
roll of 12,000 rupees, when they were
attacked by more than 20 pirates at Stanley
Bay. Several soldiers were killed (the
exact number is uncertain) and the
money carried off. The pirates respon-
sible for the attack were eventually
apprehended in China, and executed in
Canton.

The above shows the value of infor-
mation contained on a tombstone, when
combined with background research. The
later may be further extended to the
study of piracy in Hong Kong waters
generally, which has been a very big
problem for many centuries.

BhE D
TO THE
MEMORY OF
COR P"MICHAEL DAY
H.M. 98 REGMENT OF
FooT
WHO LOST HIS LIFE
BY AN ATTACK OF
CHINESE PIRATES
IN THE BAY OF CHUK
CHOU ON THE | MAY
1 3L1
AGED 25 YEARS
0 STRANGER PRAY
THAT HIS SINS
BE FORGIVEN
AND THAT HE NOW
REST wiTH HIS
MAKER IN HEAVEN
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Ex.2. Grave memorial No. G52 at
Stanley Cemetery

The inscription tells an immensely
sad story-of Sergeant Johnston, of XX Regi-
ment, who had lost his wife and three chil-
dren in one devastating blow. This was
undoubtedly the result of an epidemic,
which is confirmed by further archival
research. Stanley in the 1860s was still a
very unhealthy place with endemic
malaria and frequent epidemics of dysen-
tery and cholera.

Ex.3. The inscription on Grave memo-
rial No. 378, Hong Kong Cemetery

Captain Bate was killed during the
attack on Canton in the 2nd Opium War.
His death was described by the special
correspondent of The Times, G. W.
Cooke, as follows: — “..but I may state it as
within my own knowledge, that Captain
Bate was killed while superintending the
placing of the scaling-ladders.”

As the inscription states, there is a
memorial plaque to Captain Bate on the
wall of St. John’s Cathedral.

THE MEMORYWOF

Dora the beloved Wife of
SarJT’ R Johnsbon x¥ Reg;‘
who daparkad this Ufe at
Stanley on the 12 Oct” (B4
Aae_d 26 years i
a\so l-.krec d'\l\dvfe.n hamdyl
William Joseph 4
Richard
Gaona& Conflick
This  stone was evected by
the beloved Hueband and
Father

40

SEla o rashdlig
To the Memory of
Captain William Thornton. Bate R.N.
Who was killed at the storming
of Canton
on December 29th 1857
In the 37th year of his Age

Mark the perfect man, and behold
The upright for the end of that man

His friends in this country
Have erected a monument
Near St.John's Cathedral
As a token of their deep affection
And respect for his memory.



Grave Memorials as Historical Documents

Ex.4. Monument No. 1035, Hong Kong
Cemetery

The tablet facing east, depicted here,
states — “Kuhlan” 1855.

The tablet facing north (not shown
here) reveals that the monument was
erected by the officers and crews of the
American steam frigate “Powhatan” and
Her Majesty’s steam sloop “Rattler” in
memory of their shipmates who were
killed in a combined boat attack against
pirates, off Kuhlan on 4th August 1855.

The south face of the monument
carries the names of 4 men killed from
“Rattler” and 5 men killed from “Powha-
tan”.

Further archival research reveals that
this was, in fact, the second expedition
against Kuhlan — the stronghold of pirates,
the first one being only partially success-
ful. The fighting on this occasion was very
fierce, with casualties on both sides. Iron-
ically, it was admitted that though their
cause was evil, the pirates. had fought with
considerable courage!
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Most people probably understand
that the success story of how Hong Kong
developed from a “barren island with
hardly a house upon it” into “the pearl of
the orient” has much to do with trade. But
perhaps not too many people are aware of
the fact that Hong Kongs economic
upsurge started from the second half of
the nineteenth century with the great
influx of Chinese into the colony from
South China as a result of the Taiping
Movement. It is true that Hong Kong's
unique environments under British rule
in the late nineteenth century offered a
viable infrastructure for the development
of trade. A magnificent harbour, efficient
banking, insurance and shipping services
and warehousing facilities, a compara-
tively stable government and just legal
system consistent with security of life and
property_but with minimum bureaucratic
interference were no doubt ingredients
germane to the rapid development of
trade in late nineteenth century Hong
Kong. But the most important factor
behind the success story remains to be the
Chinese population of Hong Kong,

After the Taiping Movement had
begun, quite a number of well-to-do
Cantonese merchants not only brought
their families with them to Hong Kong but
more importantly, also their capital,
entrepreneurial — skills and  business
connections. Their business finesse and
farsight enabled them to immediately
make use of Hong Kong’s unique environ-
ment and turn it into a centre of trade
network stretching from Peking and
Tientsin in North China to the distant
countries in  South-east Asia, North
America and Australia. It was some of
these merchants who soon founded the
Chinese trading hongs, the so-called Nam
Pak Hongs (Nan Bei Hang), the lifeline of
nineteenth century Hong Kong’s entrepot

trade.

Contemporary government records
concurring with the view that these
Chinese merchants accounted mainly for
the growing prosperity of nineteenth
century Hong Kong are certainly not
wanting. Suffice just to name a few here.
In his report to the Colonial Office in
1863, Governor Robinson mentioned that
“It is the Chinese who have made Hong
Kong what it is .. they have made the
colony the centre of a large local coasting
trade — a seaport at which produce of the
North and South destined for consump-
tion in China changes hands.”! On 23
April, 1881, Governor Hennessy openly
admitted in a public speech that “as to the
great prosperity of the Colony, he felt it
was due far more to the merchants,
bankers and shopkeepers he saw in the
deputation  (the prominent Chinese
community he was addressing), than to
any labours of his own.”2

Despite their most important role in
Hong Kong’s early success story little is
known about the activities of Hong Kong
Chinese  merchants from the late
nineteenth century into the first three
decades of the twentieth century. Govern-
ment archives and other publications very
seldom refer to their activities and even if
they do, they only make passing and
fleeting remarks on these Chinese
merchants. The contemporary English
and Chinese newspapers fare a little bit
better. Nevertheless they can only add a
few more scattered and fragmentary
pieces to the puzzle. A documented
account of their activities has thus
remained an enigmatic topic for the local
historians, so important and yet so elusive
of their reach.

Thanks to the strenuous and dedi-
cated efforts of local historians, librarians
and museum curators alike, some impor-
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tant source materials about the business
undertakings and connections of our
forefathers have fortunately been unco-
vered and acquired in recent years.3
Amongst such materials the business
letters of Mr. Ma Chii-chdo (Ma Tsui Chiu,
E AL ) and Mr. Fung Mun-tak (Fung
Manter, also Huken, B R{#E also JE4 )
are perhaps the most colourful and
interesting.4 This paper is a preliminary
investigation into these business letters to
show how information derived from such
rare sources may lead to significant revela-
tons on the seldom understood
economic activities of Chinese merchants
in the period under study.

It has been pointed out in a recent
study that the Chinese communities which
sprang up in North America, Australia and
South-east Asia after the 1860's were
significant contributors to the rapid
growth of Hong Kong’s entrepot trade
because they constituted a sizable and
significant market for the Chinese
merchants.> But as to precisely how this
trade network functioned, no existing
work has yet been able to account for it.
The 700 or so business letters preserved
in the Ma Chii-chdo Papers are significant
revelations on how Hong Kong Chinese
businessmen were largely responsible for
building up such a network of trade
during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries.

Mr. Ma Chii-chdo was born in 1878 in
the Tdi-shan district of Kwangtung
province. He came to Hong Kong at an
early age to learn about doing business. At
the beginning of the twentieth century Mr.
Ma had become a rather successful
businessman in the colony. The business
letters collected in the Ma Papers amount
to over 700. Of these about 500 were
written to him before 1911. The rest falls
into the period of the 1920’s and 1930’s.6

These business letters of Ma were
written to him either by his overseas
Chinese clients and business contacts who
mainly lived in North America or their
counterparts from China. However, there
are also a few cases in which Ma’s contacts
lived in the Philippines. They are, as a
rule, almost exclusively members of the
extended lineage group of Ma Chii-chdo,
that is, they bear the same surname Ma. Or
even if they don't in a few exceptional

cases they are at least from the same native
district in China as Ma.

The business network set up by Ma
operated somewhat like this. All his busi-
ness clients overseas would either remit
directly to him or send money to him indi-
rectly through firms or business contacts
in China. Such firms and businessmen in
China in turn became Mr. Ma’s business
associates and therefore belonged to his
trade network as a participant member.
From the letters examined these business
associates of Ma inside Mainland China
were located mainly in such ports and
cities in Southern China as Canton, Fo-
shan, Shanghai or towns inside Tai-shan
district such as Hsin-chang and Pai-sha.

Ma’s overseas clients were, on the
other hand, in most cases, residents of a
few cities located on the western coast of
North America such as Vancouver,
Edmonton and Calgary in Canada and San
Francisco and Sacramento in California of
the United States. There are of course
exceptions. For c\ample (E:gi) O
client who lived in CW ‘

Mr. Ma ()fterudl Rdrhg};r—/ s
ness clients in numt’ﬁdu‘fw’i\:
he was often asked té) &tecﬂitt
on him by the overs¢as buye
kinds of u)mmodmeL io; lgq c
China and Hong Kong —ﬂié—'}?ail
clansmen overseas sent money to h1m in
Hong Kong. The money was to be ulti-
mately remitted to the sender’s family in
China through Mr. Ma’s network of busi-
ness firms.” Ma often charged his clients a
small commission for such services. As a
creditor, Ma was also sometimes asked by
his overseas clients to advance payment to
their family members or business
associates inside China for various other
purposes.

There were also occasions in which
Ma was urged to be co-investors in some
business enterprises. He also, therefore,
had to serve them as a business consul-
tant. Sometimes he needed to investigate
into some investment projects proposed
by his clients to decide whether they were
sound investments. On the other hand,
when his business associates overseas or
inside China wrote to him about their
expressed will to invest into Hong Kong'’s
entrepot trade with their capital, Ma was
accordingly expected to provide them

with a professional assessment of the situ-
ation and make the right recommenda-
tion.

From Ma’s letters we also learn that
he was instrumental in rallying his over-
seas clansmen’s support to contribute to a
renovation project for their ancestral hall
back in their native district. Many letters
between Ma and his overseas contacts
made references to this matter and the
total donation raised overseas at the end
was quite sizable. This shows that notable
Hong Kong Chinese businessmen like Ma
often played an important intermediate
role in helping to maintain the close ties
of overseas Chinese with their places of
origin. This is because Hong Kong
Chinese like Ma was able to keep their
overseas clients informed and concerned
about the plight and welfare of their
kinsmen back in China. )

One recent study noted that the
Ching’s foreign trade became diversified
towards the end of the nineteenth
century.8. Another pointed out that to a
great extent this development ‘was
brought under the auspices and control of
Chinese merchants in Hong Kong.? An
analysis into Ma’s business letters can
further bear this out. Mr. Ma was
constantly asked by his overseas clients to
supply them with a large variety of
Chinese products. It was this need for
Hong Kong Chinese merchants to cater
for the demand of overseas Chinese
communities that had been largely
responsible for the sharp increase in the
varieties of commodities exported to
Hong Kong from China during the turn of
this century.

Late nineteenth century Hong Kong
not only has become an important
entrepot for international trade but also
the transit center for migrations of
Chinese to different parts of the world.
This was because by the last two decades
of the nineteenth century, Hong Kong had
already become a center of international
shipping activities. Chinese who wanted to
migrate to foreign countries need to come
down to Hong Kong first to get on board
the steamer that would ultimately take
them to whatever destination they had in
mind. Such activities are often referred to
in Ma’s letters.

Ma’s letters thus provide us with
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Samples of business letters sent to Ma Chii-chdo
by his overseas clients.

some inside stories into the ethos and
pathos of this Chinese epic of human
movement. Many who successfully arrived
at the New World recalled in the letters
how without the financial assistance or
advanced loans of Hong Kong merchants
such as Ma Chii-chdo, they would have
never made it there. Others recaptured
rather vividly the risks and hazards they
had to undertake along routes mapped
out to bypass customs check points in
order to reach their final destination
safely.

There is little evidence in most of
these letters to suggest that the writers
were legal immigrants. As a matter -of fact
the contents of the letters are more
suggestive of the possibility that the
writers were trying to enter the foreign
countries without any proper documents.
Thus some of these letters offer the Hong
Kong historian a rare non-official
documentation to study a most important
chapter in the colony’s social history — the
whole process of how legal and illegal
immigration of the Chinese people
through the port of Hong Kong took place
towards the end of the last century. What
is more, quite a few letters also touched
upon some key social problems
confronting the government at that time,
that is, the abuses and social evils in
connection with illegal immigration.

It is important to point out that one of
the most prevalent abuses was the

R SR o B

£y

B3 5N

51\ 4 FB AR & | e .| 41 7
Wiéﬂ@ a7 |6 T A L [2
([ Ao o8| 213 R s 5| 3 | g
A A
K;&%m‘i%ﬂgﬂ?%
w0 | e
g AR 25T | Rl eg A T
Bk sp e A I
105805 %W 9y h&ﬁ”*
R Fal iV [
7““%@_#?:’04“— k’?ﬂ&,)ﬁ
’\ﬁ Lk:ﬂﬁﬁgﬂ" 1:.},,
A R 2 e e
2% | @lik| & 1 | 1) o ] 4|
ARG B 1 ap AL
a | Tl 2 | s | B Y
}ui 9 Il
SaR e 5l
glein g DIZATE ¢ 4l
| 8 .i‘ ‘Q{ﬂ‘"‘ﬂ" *
m5%£?2h§%£i§%

smuggling of kidnapped women abroad
to serve as prostitutes. From the middle of
the nineteenth century on, illegal emigra-
tion of Chinese females through Hong
Kong rose to the peak. According to one
well-documented study, the number of
Chinese females who migrated to San
Francisco through Hong Kong was
believed to have been 408 in 1868.10 The
next year the number jumped mercurial
high to 1691.11 Most of these women were
kidnapped from the neighbouring
districts of Canton. In view of such a high
rate of smuggling either kidnapped or
non-kidnapped women out of Hong Kong
to foreign countries, the Hong Kong
government began to pass a series of ordi-
nances to suppress such trafficking
activities in 1873.

To start with, the government only
aimed at suppressing the smuggling of
Chinese women and female children into
the colony to serve as prostitutes. That is
why the ordinance of 1873 stated that it
was unlawful to sell, decoy and purchase
Chinese women and female children for
the purpose of prostitution in Hong
Kong.!2 The measure introduced to
prevent kidnapped or non-kidnapped
women being smuggled out of the port of
Hong Kong to serve as prostitutes in
foreign countries did not come into effect
until the early 1880’s.

The first measure adopted was a
system of “photographing for purposes of
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identification in order to prevent persona-
tion of registered prostitutes and women
and children who pass the Emigration
Office.”13 This system was in fact first
adopted to identify registered prostitutes
inside the colony. Having found the
system of photographs very successful in
preventing personation in the registered
brothels, the Hong Kong government
decided to adopt the same system with
reference to women and children about to
emigrate so that kidnapped women could
not be easily smuggled out of the colony
to foreign countries for purposes of pros-
titution. 14

The effectiveness of the system of
photographs to check the illegal emigra-
tion of Chinese women for prostitution
should not be doubted. In his report to
the Secretary of State for the Colonies in
August 1883, Governor Bowen remarked
that “The system of photographing regis-
tered prostitutes and women and children
who intend to emigrate have done much
good and that there has been an
enormous reduction in the kidnapping
cases and selling women for prostitution
since the introduction of these meas-
ures.”15

However, it is also quite obvious that
such measures could not entirely eradi-
cate the abuses of illegal emigration. This
is evident in the fact that the Hong Kong
government had to pass another ordi-
nance in 1887 to stop the purchase, decoy



