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Our late parents, Chen Qing Shan and Wang Yi Song,
who would have been very happy
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Michael’s wife Carol who patiently spent long evenings
by hetself while her husband was consumed in researching
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Preface 1 ix

Preface 1

In the early 20th century Chinese writers in Singapore or Malaysia
often had to work as school teachers in order to earn a living. The author
of Lychee Fragrance, Chen Qing Shan, was no exception. Reading his
works is like meeting the man, leaving one with no doubt of his passion
for literature. His writing has not only left an indelible impression on his
former students and readers but has also inspired his two distinguished
sons, Peter and Michael, to translate and compile his works into a book.

The publication of this book, therefore, is both a societal and a
family affair. The bilingual format bespeaks a desire to spread the Lychee
Fragrance further afield, to be enjoyed by many more people.

In his terse, lucid and understated voice, Chen’s literary work takes
the readers through war, poverty, unswerving love and nostalgia for the
then northern homeland. While these stories are a stark contrast to
today’s affluent, fast moving, post colonial era, nevertheless they are
fascinating snapshots of lives as they were lived over half a century ago.

I feel a sense of empathy with the literary style and the stories. To
me and many people of my generation, this book brings us back in time,
to familiar settings, with real characters. To younger readers, the book
invites you to step into a past era, when lives moved at a slower tempo,
and ruled by traditions, human relations existed on a more subdued level
but the human spirit ran equally high and intense.

Liu Thai Ker
Chairman

National Arts Council Singapore
Autumn 2002
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Preface 2 xi

Preface 2
Chen Qing Shan and the New Literature
by Singapore/Malayan Chinese Writers

In any discussion of the works of Chen Qing Shan, one inevitably
has to talk about a Penang newspaper column called Li # and its group
of contributors. Qing Shan’s early works were largely published in this
column. He was a frequent contributor. Li was one of the first literary
columns to be carried by the Singapore and Malayan newspapers that
was devoted exclusively to the promotion of the themes and thinking of
the emerging New Revolution Literature ($713$3C%). It ranked the top
one or two of its genre; the material were of substance and its quality
distinctive. Moreover the column can be said to be the early breeding
ground of China’s New Revolution Literature Movement and Chen
Qing Shan was indeed its distinctive Nanyang pioneer in Singapote and
Malaya.

Chen Qing Shan wrote under several pen names: Shan WL, Qing 1,
Qing Shan KL, Tian Bai X H, and was an important contributor and
editor of the column Li in the daily supplement to the paper “Nanyang

Shibao” (M HRY (Nanyang Times).

The New Revolution Literature Movement in Singapore and Malaya
saw the beginning of its development during the five or six years 1925~
1931 and the column Li commenced publication during this period. The
literature of this period had basically the characteristics of those seen in
the literary works of China’s May 4th Movement, such as anti-feudalism
(“Madam 5™ Sun She”), exposing the harsh reality faced by the
impoverished (“Peanuts”), lamenting the cruel twist of fate (“Xin-er’s
Birthday” ). The subject matter, the form and language in these works
by Chen Qing Shan are typical of New Revolution Literature.
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Preface 2 xiii

I did not know Chen Qing Shan personally and not much about his
life. I only knew him, as it were, through my contact with his literary
works during my research into the New Literature by Chinese writers in
Singapore and Malaya. His works that I have collected were all written
in his early years of writing and I had no idea that he subsequently wrote
a great deal more — most of which [ had not seen before. To a researcher
like me, these subsequent works are most invaluable material.

To sum it all up, the works comprised in this book not only occupy
an important place in the development of Nanyang Chinese literature,
they are also full of the local “Nanyang” flavour and colour. In this
sense QQing Shan's works are doubly significant.

His sons, Min-liang (Peter) and Min-hua (Michael), now collaborate
in publishing some of his works in this book, comprising poems, a lyric-
poem play, short stories and letters. They title the book “Lychee Fragrance”

«#F18» which is published bilingually in Chinese and English. I
commend them for their enterprise, as the book will help our younger
generation in understanding their forefathers and gain a deeper
appreciation of their literary legacy.

It is manifestly appropriate for this book to be titled “Lychee Fragrance”
«# F15» . Most of Chen Qing Shan’s writings first appeared in the
aforesaid literary column called Li % (meaning lychee). Apart from the
word Li %, there is another interesting anecdote in this connection.
The well-known Chinese fruit lychee looks much like the Nanyang
tropical fruit rambutan. Indeed some have dubbed rambutans as “Nanyang
lychees”. It is said that the contributors behind the column all loved the
fruit rambutans. They therefore named their column after this tropical
fruit to underscore the importance of the local “Nanyang” colour reflected
in their own writings. From an article titled “A Brief Biography of Chen
Qing Shan” written by his younger son Dr Michael Tan Min-hua, I
learned that Chen Qing Shan’s home county was Putian, Fujian. A
literary friend told me that Putian is well known for its lychees. Putian
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Masthead of Issue No. 83, dated 4 July 1929, of the
literary column “Li” of the Penang paper “Nanyang
Shibao” (By courtesy of The Chinese Library of The
National University of Singapore)

“Li’ was one of the first literary columns to be carried
by the Singapore and Malayan newspapers and
ranked the top one or two of its genre. It can be said
to be an early breeding ground of China’s New
Revolution Literature” in our country.” — Fang Xiu



Preface 2 xv

has indeed been given the sobriquet Li-chen # # meaning “Lychee City”.
The well known modern Chinese writer Guo Morou ¥## once wrote
in a poem: “In the City of Lychee, branches of lychees everywhere”
HBIIEAHZ . The people of Putian love to use the word Li as a
symbol or icon representative of their native land. Only then did 1
realise the profound significance of the name Li #. The use of the title
“Lychee Fragrance” «# F15» for this book does indeed add a touch of
poetic flavour to it.

Fang Xiu

Written on the eve of publication of
“Lychee Fragrance”

Autumn 2002
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Book cover of “Lix Ji”, published in

Putian in 1936 comprising a selection

of Qing Shan's literary works. The

five short stories and the lyric-poem
i play in “Lychee Fragrance” are taken
| from “Liz Ji".
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Preface 3 xvii

Preface 3

Our late father Chen Qing Shan, was one of many Chinese immigrants
who came to Singapore and the then Malaya in the early 1900s. He was
a teacher most of his life right up to the time he died in June 1960 at
the age of 66. He was very active in the literary circles throughout the
region and wrote extensively. His range of subjects was wide and so too
was the literary form in which he wrote. His literary works comprised
prose, short stories, poems, plays and he had also annotated an anthology
of works from Chinese classics used as a textbook in Chinese secondary
schools and the Normal Teacher Training Course in Malaya.

We two brothers have from time to time selected some of the more
representative examples of the various forms of his writings and translated
them into English. The purpose of the English translation is to enable
our own children, who do not understand enough Chinese, to know and
enjoy the beauty of their grandfather’s literary works. We should not
allow language to be a barrier.

In 1998, we were invited to contribute our father’s literary works
together with their translation into English for publication in a new
bilingual literary column of Fukan, the daily supplement of the Singapore
Chinese paper Lianhe Zaobao. We selected a cross section of his writings
and included some personal letters written to his elder son Peter while
he was studying overseas. The selection appeared fortnightly under the
bilingual column “Lizi Qing” in Fukan over a period of 7 months from
May to November 1998.

“Lizi Qing” proved very popular with Lianhe Zaobao’s readers. Those
from an “English language dominant” background, and even some
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Preface 3  xix

younger readers among the “Chinese language dominant” group, found
the English translation helpful in their understanding and appreciation
of the original Chinese text. Curiously enough, even those strong in
Chinese could not resist reading the English translation out of curiosity
— “to see how it is said in English” or to evaluate their own English
language skills.

The “Chinese language dominant” readers enjoyed the literary beauty
of the writing. The readers could also identify with the observations,
values, and culture expressed. Qing Shan’s letters to his son touched a
chord with many readers. Amongst the readers were some parents who
shared the same concerns and felt the same anxieties when their children
studied overseas — even in this age of instant telecommunication and
the Internet. The unexpected bonus came primarily from the “English
language dominant” readers. They said that the bilingual “Lizi Qing”
column of father’s writing had helped them fill a void which they had
always felt in wanting an insight into the culture, values, aspirations and

the everyday lives of their own immigrant forefathers. Many had asked
for the bilingual “Lizi Qing” to be published as a book.

In the publication of “Lizi Qing” in book form under the English title
“Lychee Fragrance”, we have included the addition of several pieces of
work hitherto not published in the “Liz Qing” column plus one example
of an unusual type of literary form “shi ju” (loosely rendered into English
as “lyric poem play”). Entitled Xi Er Xi (Ear Cleansing Stream), it is a
short play full of humour and satire.

Singapore is a young nation comprising people of different ethnic
origin and culture who have settled in the country in the last two
centuries. [t is a modern society which is still in the process of evolving
a new culture and a people who are distinctively Singaporean, but drawing
on only the best from the rich and varied cultural origins of its people.
For this reason the country’s bilingual policy places great importance on
the knowledge of one’s own mother tongue language and culture, even
though English has pragmatically become the dominant language.
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