¥ i]ﬁ r




EMMAER
0/



HHEE AR
ASCERER
FERARPL

A
With the Compliments
of

South China Research Center
Division of Humanities
The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

E%*,F;ﬁi it
EWRETRNE

%5

ERHIEG R



B B R E R AR
W ERIREREERE(1998)
HIRR © 3T EAE R

R 2004 45 3 A AT HES R -— RENRI
ERIPE AR - ISBN 962-86306-1-X

©2004 ZLAE HREE
RRHEFTH » ARASHERE - T 1SS



PREFACE TO TENTH ANNIVERSARY
PUBLICATION OF SOUTH CHINA RESEARCH
CIRCLE

I am honored to be invited to write this preface to this tenth
anniversary publication of the Circle. It is a particular joy to celebrate
the growth of the Circle from strength to strength.

It has been a particular personal joy to have witnessed the emer-
gence of a group of young Chinese dedicated to a serious study of
Chinese history and culture on the local level. When I began some forth
years ago my own research into the history of Hong Kong and Macau 1
felt somewhat isolated. In time, however, I became friends with an
increasing number of younger scholars involved in similar studies as my
own, people such as David Faure, Choi Chi Cheung, Leung Chor On,
Lee Lai Mui, all of whom, I believe were at one time connected with the
Chinese University. They along with some of their colleagues in other
local institutions organized the South China Research Circle. Most, if
not all, of the younger members had been students of the older
members. These young people after graduating went in different
directions, teaching in secondary or primary schools, pursuing an
advanced degree, working in the disciplined services or government
departments. They all had a keen desire to maintain their interest in
local studies.

Though to my shame, I never acquired a mastery of Cantonese. 1
found when I attended the lectures of the Circle, [ would find one of the
members slip o into an adjoining chair and quietly translating for my
benefit. | greatly appreciated their thoughtfulness, but in one sense I felt
uncomfortable because I felt that in doing so they could not give their
full attention to the lecture. Sometimes, I would try to indicate to them
that I was understanding the lecturer and that their kind intentions were
not necessary, but seldom did this stratagem work. They were shrewd

enough to know that, in spite of my attempt to laugh at the right place,
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to need in agreement at a well made point of the speaker, [ would not
get much from the lecture without their help.

I also remember with great appreciation the concern and kindness
of members of the Circle at a time I was experiencing a special
challenge. I had suddenly lost most of my vision and had to use a stick
for the blind. The Circle was having a barbecue, | was hesitant to go, but
finally with the encouragement of friends I went. I found everyone
helpful in assisting me over the rocks and the rough places on the path,
and their being sure I had plenty to eat. During the half year | was
practically blind, several members came to my home to assist me in
continuing my research. Fortunately my sight was partially restored, so
over the years I have been able to read through your publications of the
progress you have made — the visits and study tours, seminars, develop-
ment of contacts and co-operation with mainland universities, archives
and scholars, the creation of your own Research Station at the Univer-
sity of Science and Technology, newsletter and special publications. A
great deal has been achieved in a relatively short time.

This preface is a personal reflection drawing upon my memories
and observations. As an old man I rejoice that Hong Kong has a young
vibrant group of students, ex-students and scholars doing pioneer work
in local studies.

All my thanks for pleasant memories. All my congratulations on
the solid foundation upon which you are now building. All my wishes
for an increasing fruitful future for the South China Research Circle.

Rev. Carl T. Smith
Hong Kong, 10 Mar. 2002. My eighty-fourth birthday.
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SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF CHINESE CUS-
TOMS AND PRACTICES IN HOCHIMINH CITY,
VIEINAM

Tran Hong Lien
Institute of Social Sciences in Ho Chi Minh City (ISSHO)

Living for almost three centuries in South Vietnam, the
Chinese people have become a component of the Vietnamese
nation. The Chinese people, in the process of their continuous
cultural interaction with the Vietnamese people, have left behind
distinctive features in various fields, such as traditional customs,
religious beliefs and practices. In addition, the personal charac-
ters and manners of each Chinese person are essential factors for
the conservation and development of that culture.

Housing, food and clothes

One of the major characteristics in the ways of living of the
Chinese people is how to make the living conditions more conve-
nient to business operations. The houses owned by the Chinese,
usually without many modern conveniences, are often narrow in
shape and close to the street for the purposes of business contacts
and production. A house can be a workshop and a reception
office simultaneously, with altars for ancestors and patron saints
on the top, in the corner or in front of the house-courtyard. It is
easy to distinguish the Chinese houses from others by the pieces
of red paper on the wall with Chinese characters expressing the
hopes for happiness, wealth, safety for imports-exports and
business booming.

The Chinese people also pay special attention to eating and
drinking. This is immediately shown in the way of processing
food by famous cooks from Guangdong or Hainan provinces in
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southern China. These were two groups of Chinese who have
great traditions of processing foodstuffs. Famous Chinese restau-
rants are generally frequented by foreigners upon their arrival to
the City. Among the good number of foodstuffs being perfectly
processed, the most famous ones are barbecued ducks, roasted
pork meat, and roasted pig. Their good tastes make not only the
Chinese but also the Vietnamese unable to forget once they try.

In addition to their skillful techniques for the production of
jam, cakes and fruits, the Chinese from Guangdong Province are
famous for the technique of food preservation, including sour and
salted vegetables, eggs, say-beans, soybean cake, and sauces made
of soybeans. The Chaozhou group from Guangdong is particu-
larly famous for reprocessing dried fish too. Therefore, there is a
popular saying about what it means to be a good living: “Eating
the Chinese food, living in a western-style house”. The staple
food is rice, but the Chinese people also like eating foodstuffs
processed from rice and wheat flours, such as noodles and
dumplings. The Chinese people are enthusiastic, ardent, and
informal in the area of eating. In the past, there were servants
who served the members of rich families during their meals.
Once foods were served on the table, the whole family began
eating and talked noisely.

The Chinese people also pay attention to brewing alcohol.
Apart from its function of refreshment, beverage also constitutes
some kinds of refreshing medecine to reinvigorate the whole
body. Tea, ginseng, bitter juice from jasemine flower, and drinks
from lohankuo, etc., constitutes some kinds of popular refresh-
ment in the family.

While Chinese from Guangdong and Hainan Provinces have
successfully maintained their important positions in processing
and selling foodstuffs, Chinese from Chaozhou area have special-
ized in the import and preparation of oriental medicines and oil
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essence of all kinds. Khongtu Avenue remains a center of orien-
tal medicines imported and processed by the Chinese.

There have been changes among the Chinese in their taste of
fashions. As a result of being dynamic and sensitive, the Chinese
have made great contributions to fashions by introducing new and
strange styles from Hong Kong and other countries. From hair-
styles to jewelry decorations to shoes and slippers, the Chinese
people always know how to imitate the newly available styles and
to manufacture them rapidly in order to put them in the market
fast. The new products are always welcomed. Except for some
elderly Chinese who still preserve their traditional Chinese
dresses, the Chinese in most of the wedding ceremonies today
wear modern dresses, so that you cannot find a piece of cloth that
covers the bride’s face as before. For the male Chinese, golden
teeth are still considered as a way of adornments, and some
Chinese women still like to smoke tobacco.

Ceremonies, Rituals, and Religious Beliefs

In the rites of birth, marriage and funeral, the Chinese
people show a high spirit of unity. Mutual assistance and rela-
tionships within the family are considered important. The status
of the paternal line of descents among the Chinese is still strong.
For examples, a party will be organized to celebrate the birth of a
son who will inherit the family; A Chinese woman is required to
serve her husband with a cup of tea during her nuptial night to
show that she will obey him for the whole life; she will serve the
husband’s family with tea during a ceremony on the eve of the
lunar New Year and the New Year Day.

The bride’s virginity prior to entering her husband’s family
is still of much emphasis. This is expressed through rituals and
the gifts returned to the bride’s family on the first visit of the
couple to her family after their wedding. For example, a pig-head



98  ESHEK

lacking one ear means that the girl had lost her virginity before
the wedding. In the past, the wife must serve only one husband.
Particularly in rituals, Chinese people usually express great
appreciation for growth, fullness, and sweetness. For the Chinese
from Guangdong, there must be foam cakes (with taro blending)
among the wedding cakes; the custom of eating sweetened
dumpling porridge (the round dumpling represents fullness) is
practiced in the night prior to receiving the bride to her husband’s
family (for Chaozhou people, this custom is conducted in the
nuptial night); on the wedding day, a pair of sugar-canes is set
upright to symbolize sweetness and growth.

The Chinese people have also developed certain symbols
that characterized the Chinese as a whole or individual Chinese
groups. The popularity of red colour has become the unique and
wide spread feature among them. Red is the lucky and happy
colour. Reddened duck eggs are made for babies’ full-month and
full-year celebrations; red peach-shaped cakes are used in cer-
emonies of engagement or wedding; wedding dressed, flowers on
hair-grips are also red; red paper bags are used to offer “lucky”
money. In addition to the red color standing for happiness is the
black color for wealth, elegance and nobitily. On the wedding
day, the bride wears embroidered black pants or skirt. The
golden color represents richness and prosperity. The three colors
of red, black and golden are the popular ones for most Chinese
people in the territory of South Vietnam, showing their hope,
expectation and longing for a happy, rich and prosperous life.

To the Guangdong Chinese, number nine is the most popular
one because it has the highest value. In the bride receiving
ceremony, the bride’s family commonly close the door to ask for
“money offering” for an amount associated with the number-nine.
For the Chaozhou Chinese, they have number four as their
favorite, standing for the overall goodness in the four seasons.
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Among the offerings to the bride’s family, there must be four
living animals, called “* the rules of sincere offerings”; in the
bride receiving ceremony, the bride’s family commonly ask for
“money offering” on the basis of number four; on the first visit of
the couple to the bride’s family, the bridegroom normally pre-
sents to his parents-in-law 4 kinds of gifts: kumquats, sweets,
cakes, tea; the full-month celebration for a baby boy is forty days,

Certain plants and animals, to the Chinese people, represent
certain meanings. A peach flower represents good luck; kumprat
(sai, de) is the homonym of profit; thuja branch represents good
luck. The peach is a symbol for longevity, and a flower branch
represents richness and elegance. The fish represents things that
happen in accordance with our wishes, and swallow is a symbol
for conjugal affection and love. Therefore, peach, swallows,
flower branches and fish are the popular designs on the flower
baskets of the Chaozhou Chinese for holding offerings in engage-
ment and wedding ceremonies, or in visiting pagodas.

Certain animals are worshipped by Chinese people. Tigers
represent worldly power, capable of eliminating devils and
ghosts, and protecting the land where people dwell and live.
Fabulous unicorns represent good luck. In addition to the unicorn
figures worshipped at the yard of pagodas, Chinese people also
like unicorn dance, which is a form of Chinese martial arts. The
unicorn figure also appears on the roof of pagodas and shrines.

In the past, dragon drawings were not allowed in common
people’s houses. Nowadays, apart from being worshipped with
the idea of bringing about favourable weather, dragon is popular
in the form of dragon dance in holidays and festivals. The fabu-
lous unicorn of the He ethnic group represents a pure, righteous
and strong man. It is distinguished from the Guangdong Chinese
unicorn by its shorter body, smaller eggs, smaller head and longer
horn. The lion is also popular to Chinese people because it
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represents strength and wisdom. The Chaozhou Chinese like this
form of martial art the most, but they also perform lion dance in
the northern Chinese style, including pair dance (one male, on
female) or quaternary dance (one male, one female, and 2
lionets).

Chinese people highly appreciate filial piety to one’s par-
ents and family. In funerals, mourning wears are differentiated
according to the different relationships with the deceased person,
including various kinds of children, grandchildren, sons-in-law
and daughters-in-law. Family gatherings are hold before the
ancestor altar in holidays and festivals or when something impor-
tant happens in the family (earning rewards, having more babies,
promotion to higher position, etc.)

Chinese people have a lot of holidays and festivals. On
these occasions they arrange gatherings and celebrations, such as
enjoying the New Year period, watching the moon, enjoying
delicious cakes in moonlight, burning fireworks, holding lantern
parades. They also establish closer relations in the family
through the customs of “offering money” to children and “offer-
ing respect” to the adults, blessing the elders for longevity, and
worshipping Gods and Saints. The worship of gods and ancestors
have been maintained, but the practices of sticking Charms at the
front door to get rid of devils and ghosts’ and invoking the door
guarding gods (the pictures of two gods hung at the front door to
eliminate devils) no longer exist.

In folk beliefs, there remain such unique features of borrow-
ing money from gods on the New Year Day and bringing deity’s
gifts home with big incense sticks that burn for hours. The
worshipped gods are those who have merits of helping people on
the way of migration, peaceful settlement and good occupation.
Chinese people show their fondness of benevolence and righ-
teousness and know how to pay the gratitude worthily through
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borrowing very little amount and ready to offer to pagodas hun-
dreds and millions of dongs (Vietnamese currency) in return.
They offer their respectful worship and faith to the Divine Lady
and Guan Gong, who are distinguished exemplars of compassion,
righteousness and straight forwardness, and self-forgetfulness for
others’ sake. Through worshipping these Gods, the Chinese
people not only express their high appreciaton for benevolence
and righteousness, but also educate their community to maintain
and enhance those good virtues. Therefore, Chinese people are
very fond of doing charitable works (e.g., building schools,
hospitals, and pagodas) and deem them to be their obligations.
Compassion and mutual help are shown clearly in various sectors
for the Chinese of the same clan or the same line of descent.
They meet and help one another in trades and daily lives by
lending money without documents but only in oral words, while
promises are always fulfilled. The Chinese people are outstand-
ing by their “reliability and faithfulness”. In trading and
transactions, they dislike greatly and do not want to have long-
term relations with those who fail to keep their promises. In
worship, Chinese people also express their outlook on life and on
the world. The concept of trinity (God, Man and Earth spirit)
leads to the worship of the Heaven God, human gods, and earth
spirits. The worship of the Eight-sign figure and the Yang-Yin
motif popularly appear in the decorations and carvings of most
Chinese pagodas. In addition to such forms of belief heavily
coloured by fetishism, hylozoism as worshipping Tree, Tiger,
Unicorn, Dragon, Horse, bonnet and gown of the Region Lady are
also popular. The colorful mixture of Confucianism, Taoism and
Buddhism, as well as between Buddhism and Chinese folk
beliefs, has characterized the Chinese religions-beliefs in South
Vietnam.
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Business Skills

When Chinese people entered South Vietnam, they carried
only little property, but their personal characters have helped
them much in building their career. We must not ignore their
industriousness, patience, capacity to stand hardship, and persis-
tence in career building.

Many Chinese began their careers by collecting scraps (e.g.,
Uncle Huo), such as glass and iron, and water buffalo ox and cow
hides (e.g., Guo Tan). Because of their innovative spirit, sensitiv-
ity to market and high adaptibility, Chinese people create many
new samples of goods faster than other people, and thus easier to
succeed in trading. Moreover, by holding parties and banquets in
regular trading transactions and partnership, Chinese people
maintain firm relations in commercial networks. Besides, it is
necessary to mention the Chinese professional and ingenious
knowledge in every branch and occupation imparted and contin-
ued from parents to children for the duration of ten to twenty
years as workers, the experiences of the children will be very rich
and abundant when they become employers. Their well-trained
workmanship easily gains the confidence and obeidience from
workers.

Education

Although the strong points in their characters and manners
have made the Chinese people successful in economic positions,
they are not interested in having their children to reach higher
education levels like that of Vietnamese students. They readily
contribute money to build schools, but in their hearts they only
like their children to be merely literate. Right in their childhood,
children are directed into the production branch or occupation of
their family. Therefore, among the Chinese people by this time,
those who have oustanding literary career as Trinh Hoai Duc in
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the past, or have degrees and diplomas from higher education
institutions, are very rare. In reality, it is not impossible that
there remain those Chinese people who are illiterate in both
Chinese and Vietnamese. In addition, due to too much belief in
Gods and saints, Chinese people are vulnerable to forms of
beliefs colored by superstitions, causing much financial expenses
in worship and funerals by making offerings, such as burning
paper silver and gold money for the ceremony of “praying for
gold and silver” in lavish funerals.

Summary

In summary, in the process of settling in South Vietnam,
particularly in Ho Chi Minh City, the Chinese people have
maintained their special cultural features. Thanks to their
patience, capacity to stand hardship, persistence, high struggling
spirit, and effective adaptibility to the living environment, plus
the available professional knowledge, good faculty of transaction,
innovation and sensitivity, being active in market, a minority of
Chinese people have become skilled and clever businessmen. In
addition, their hospitality, altruism, high appreciation of benevo-
lence and righteousness, charitable spirit, knowing how to keep
“reliability and faithfulness, appreciation of piousness, respect to
grandparents and parents, pursuit of good luck, happiness and
properity, have fostered their constant wish for a living with
peaceful settlement and good occupation. These cultural charac-
teristics have helped the Chinese people maintain and preserve
their community in firm existence. At the same time, during the
process of living together with Vietnamese and other brotherly
ethnic groups, the Chinese have known how to inherit and en-
hance the cultural and traditional background of their people and
to eliminate gradually the out-dated customs coloured by
superstition. All these have led them to sharing the progressive,



104 S5EIEE

scientific and modem living.

Chinese people in Vietnam should not be too self-contented
when they are proud of the culture of their people. At the same
time they should be glad to see that their culture has contributed
more fragrance and beauty to the flower garden of the great
family of the Vietnamese people.
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