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Ground beetles

I n the old Shanghai, the city residents jokingly called those

~ making estate dealings ‘“ground beetles”. The “ground
beetles” often collaborated with di-bao, neighborhood chief in
charge of local law and order, by which estate transactions were
to be approved, and they tried by hook to illegally possess land
frechold. The “ground beetles’ usually resorted to such
contemptible means as follows. Firstly, committing frauds to
grab lands, i.e., that the “ground beetles” colluded with dié-bao
to illegally change others' ownership of title deeds and grab their
lands flagrantly when widows or ‘orphans living alone. Even if
the widows found it out, they would say under the pretext of their
husbands' having sold their lands when they were alive.
Secondly, purchasing lands at the price forced down and selling
them at high prices, ie., the original perpetual rent of the
Nanking Street, East, was worth only tens of taels of silver per
mu (a mu stands for a sixth of an acre). And, in order to raise the
land prices, the ground beetles paved the street with blocks of
wood of lignum vitae and' the prices of land of the street went up
by millions per cent. And thirdly, monopolizing the land market
and selling lands at high prices.
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Sublessors

I n the old Shanghai, there were people who rented one or

two storied buildings and leased them to tenants after
keeping one or two rooms for their own living, called
“sublessors”. The sublessors often divided the rooms they
rented to add attics and roof rooms, and the parlors were divided
into front and back half rooms. Even the kitchens were taken as
rooms for rent. Thus, _one building can be rented to tens of
households of tenants. Such a lopsided living environment was
vividly depicted in the farce 72 Families of Tenants. Rentals
charged from tenants by sublessors were much higher than those
paid to landlords. No wonder people referred to sublessors as
those brutal and cold-blooded.
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finger—guessing while drinking
I n the old Shanghai to add to the fun of drinking wine.
When two people playing a finger—guessing game while
drinking, each of them thrust out his fingers and yelled a figure
to see if it was identical with the sum of the two figures that their
fingers represented. If it was, one made it and won, and, if not, he

~ failed and had to have three drinks as a forfeit. Finger—guessing

games were played while a three— or four—character poem being
chanted. The three—character poem went like this: one to gain
exclusive control, two for twin brothers hand in hand, three for
the Orion belt (the three bright stars glistening in a line across
the middle of constellation Orion), four for seasons of happiness
and wealth, five for pentagon heroes, six for hexagonal good luck
and success, seven for clever girls with tangram, eight for
octahedral fine horses, nine for numerous chains of rings and ten
for all those presented. The four—character poem was also
chanted like this: one for first rank in the imperial court, two for
twin genii He~He for harmony, three for auspicious beginning of
a new year, four for safety throughout the seasons, five for all
men passing imperial civil examinations, six for being made
prime minister for several administrations, seven to keep tryst on
the 7th evening of the 7th month of a lunar year, eight for the
immortals soaring over the ocean, nine for nine connected rings,
ten to enjoy all the felicity and longevity. Flnger-guming while
drinking, the game players were drunken embarrassed and only
to turn their room into a living hell with their drinking cries
mingled with quarrels, abuses and vomits.
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Comprador

I n the old Shanghai, a native agent having charge over the

native workers for a foreign buslnesé was called a
comprador. To be a comprador, one had to go through certain
formalities. Firstly, he had to sign a contract defining the scope,
the limlts of authority and the income of business and provided
neeesqary security of his cash or property or credit. Secondly, he
had to represent the foreign business he served for to travel into
the interior of China for buying and selling goods. What made
people feel extremely angry was that those compradors condnct
oplum trade and arms deal for foreign companies pocketing
money In addition to receiving their pay, the compradors
attained handsome commission after striking each bargain.
Although the salaries are set, the commission was staggering.
Taking advantage of their own privileged positions, compradors
also do other business or operate the real estate business or
engage in speculation. Mr. ZHANG Tai-yan (1869-1936) once
listed sixteen social occupations according the code ethics, of
which compradors were ranged the last.
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Screw huts

S crew huts in the old Shanghai were actually cheap brothels

for prostitution. Prostitutes serving in screw huts were all
those poor plain and unkempt women who were usually shabbily
dressed, didn't do anything with themselves and looked wane and
sallow, but sold their bodies to feed their families. Prostitutes'
clients visiting the screw huts were mostly from the lower strata
such as rickshaw men, coolies, waiters, etc. They usually came
over to vent their sexual desire on bed as quickly as they drove
screws into boards and went away in a hurry after exchanging a
few words of greeting with prostitutes and paying them only 30
cents of silver coins. The screw huts were mostly located at
shantytowns, and most of them were thatched shacks with rooms
dirty and dusky. People upholding their dignity didn't visit the
screw huts.
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