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117 D’ve returned to Hong Kong from America,

‘With one hundred thousand dollars securely
wrapped around my waist.

My hair is long, my face dirty, like a beggar;

My denim mule clothes are like a net, all torn and
tattered.*

I went up to King Fong Restaurant.

The maitre d’hétel ignored me.

Then a gentleman in a long gown camce over and sized
me up;

After tea and tobacco, they even offered me betel nuts.
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*“Mule clothes” refers to the workingman’s garb
madec famous by the mule-and-spade label of the Levi
Strauss Company.

SIX

Songs of Western Influence
and the American-borns

For carly Chinese immigrants, immigration to the
United States ultimately mcant a challenging new life.
They had to leave something behind, give up something
old, and accept many new things. It was not possible for
them to continue to live a pre-immigration existence,
no matter how they tried. When time and place change,
people naturally change accordingly as a matter of evo-
lution and adaptation.

Although the early immigrants established what they
called the “Canton of the West,” Chinatown was never
the Canton of China. Non-Chinese visitors there found
that for all its exotic Asian flavor, there was a familiar
American accent to almost everything in Chinatown.
Chinese visitors to Chinatown perceived it as an Amer-
ican invention, camouflaged in quasi-Chinese colors.
Familiar yet different, Chinatown was authentic to
neither culture, because Chinatown was (and is) an ’
American ethnic community, the home of Chinese im-
migrants, not just a replica of some city in China. As a
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community, it has made numerous adjustments in its
way of life and cultural perceptions, and has emerged
with its own unique identity, and its residents, with
their own perspective on matters surrounding them.
The rhymes in this chapter illustrate the early Chinese
immigrants’ responscs to and interpretations of life in
their new home. They were cager to experiment with
the new world and to re-cvaluate the old one. The
sensibility and perspective on life that emerged do not
represent a melting pot mentality—a mere combination
of the old and new. Instead, theirs was the product of a
continuous fusion of the Bast and West—a brand-new,
independent viewpoint based on the experiences gained
from living in America among a variety of cthnic
groups. These rhymes address the many cross-cultural
matters that challenged them as immigrants and reveal a
characteristic Chinatown perspective on the issues. Their
views on personal wealth, family lineage responsibilities,
and other ethical obligations are a re-examination of
their own traditional cultural heritage in the light of
living in a new environment, punctuated with a new

priority of values. Their opinions regarding the issues of

equal rights for women and freedom of love and mar-
riage show a recognition of the issues from both sides.
They were able to sce what they considered as flaws in
both cultures’ outlooks. More importantly, their view-
pomts on the issue of Westernization dramatized the
significance of the issue of identity to the Chinatown
community. Chinese Americans recognized the impor-~
tance of accepting the new, because it was their newly
acquired identity. At the same time, they also wanted
to balance the change by holding on to the old values
they brought with them from China.
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Many immigrants were alarmed and disheartened,

however, when they witnessed the cxtremes of the

younger generation’s new pattern of behavior. Their

criticism of the younger generation was not so much a
display of anti-Western scntiment as dismay that the
younger generation was so influenced by what they
perceived as vices of the American culture. To the immi-
grant generation, these vices represented the ignorant,
uncivilized side of the Western lifestyle. Ignorance and
incivility were the causes of numerous discriminatory
practices in America which had victimized them as im-
migrants. Seeing such vices in the younger generation,
the immigrants voiced their disapproval by recalling the
values of the old country. -
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118 Since I left South China,

I have changed my clothes to the Western style.

I seek praise for being ncat and fashionable

Though I have yet to speak with an Amecrican
tongue.

Smart in appearance—

Who dares to call me an ignorant fool?

A loose gown with wide sleeves brings only
scurrilous remarks

And it gets you nowhere, even if you are modern
in education.
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119 Before your social status is revealed,
You are first judged by the brilliance of your

clothes.

No need to boast about whatever talents you might

have—
Nowadays, in any situation, the
counts the most. < ¢ 77
My fellow countrymen:

exterior is what

2~
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One day we might celcbrate a happy occasion.
But if you don’t have something presentable to cover

your birthday suit,

L <

Who will choose you to propose a toast in front of

everyonc?

o BRI R B o BRI

o WG o 3BT

Y
© RHEBE S o Bele @



120

ki

Songs of Western Influence

With a mere glance at the fur coat,

Courtesy and hospitality are accorded in earnest,

Regardless of one's vulgarity or sophistication;

So what if you are learned and civil?

Who is to know?

A blue garb is simply despicable.

So, even if you face poverty and an empty rice bowl,

You must by all means put up a front with a few
items of smart apparel.
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Spring returns to the continent.

Soothing is the misty scenery.

Flowers by the hundreds in red, by the thousands in
purple, all noble and rich;

Everywhere, towers and terraces, all decorated with
brilliant lanterns.*

It’s a delight to the heart.

I sightsec in the Golden City,”

Eyes darting around, spirit dashing about, what
genuine joy—

Entertaining myself, I have forgotten about going
home.
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*The Lantern Festival is the fifteenth day of the first
lunhar month; it concludes the Lunar New Year Festival.

t“Golden City" is short for Golden Gate City, i.e.,
San Francisco.
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122 I have a bellyful of grudges and frustrations.

Where can I go to unwind?

I have heard about the many scenic spots in the park;
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123 A cool breeze, 2 warm day,
A leisurely walk around the New Garden.*
Willows green, peaches red, all are marvelous

Leisurely, I stroll along the path that lies before me sights;

Looking around. I don’t mind the fragrant paths leading a
Indeed this makes me forget all my troubles. distance away.

They say running amidst flowers is not a proper : All the more delighted,

thing to do;

But you can get rid of your worrics only by

having fun.
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[ wander along, to the east, to the west.

Each blade of grass and every blooming flower
can cheer a troubled mind.

O, why not take it easy and enjoy everything all
over again?
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*“New Garden”—a term for Golden Gate Park
uscd by the Chinese in San Francisco during the 1900s.
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124 School lets out for the summer. ' 125 A son is not totally dependable,
No need to go home right away. i3 The toil of raising him 1s all but futile.
Bustling are the parks and muscums; Blood kin becoming strangers in the streets

So, hurry and rent a bicycle® i is not at all a strange sight;
Just to ride around. That’s the practice, cspecially in Europe and
Start pedaling, roll down the streets! America.
It’s soothing and pleasing to the soul, a truly Each one flies his own way.
dashing experience. Liberty is not concerned with filial piety.
But my companions tease me about what a big You should save enough for later while you're
show-off I am. 3 still able;

Spare yourself from suffering cold and hunger
when you are old.
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*The bicycle is called a “foot-pedaled frec vehicle”
(geukdaap jiyauche) and the automobile, ‘‘engine- ]
propelled free vehicle” (geidung jiyauche). Since the r
original gives simply jiyauche, it could be either a bi-
cycle or an automobile. The subjects here are students,
so bicycle appears to be a more suitable rendition.
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126 Amcrican ways are very cxtreme.
all.

in brief,

ii dic of shock from hearing this ncws:
' There was a lawless shrew—

. " property;

s

o SR INWD IR o A REWAR IR

X
B

This worn writing brush cannot reveal them
Just let me show you one ridiculous example
And I must warn you, gentlemen, before you

She bullicd and humiliated her inept husband;
She divorced him, seized and sold the family

Then, she openly found and martied another man!
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127 The emancipated women are the most shameful;

Their mouths are filled with forcign speech.

They loiter around with men day and nighe,
everywhere,

Showing no respect for the husbands they married.

They are out of control.

How can a decent man challenge such a woman?

He resorts to remonstrating with kind and wise
words; e s

Pity no shrews can appreciate such kind intent.
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128 Morality is despised: too stiff and confining.

The charming girl is spoiled beyond control.

She soars high, wanting to be equal to man,

Casting away chastity, treating propriety with
contcmpt.

{f two hearts are in agreement,

She will consent to marry a man.

She claims to be civilized, following the Western
ways.

Well, we may as well forget about eating the roasted
pig. *
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*In Cantonese wedding customs, the roasted pig
symbolizes the bride’s virginity. After the marriage is
consummated, the groom’s family sends a roasted pig
to the bride's family in recognition of her virginity.
Otherwisc, the bride’s chastity is in doubt and disputes
follow.
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129 1 married an emancipated woman,
Who flexcs her tigress might.
What can T do about harmony in the bedroom?
She has no fear of lectures from the pillow side.
For her, they are so much wind.
She talks back all the more.
It’s a repcat of the lioness roaring at the eastern
riverbank. ¥
Q, how did that Gwaiseung cver have any fun??
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* T joness’ roar at the eastern riverbank” alludes to
a wife's outrage at and domination over her husband,
usually seen as negative in the man’s vicwpoint.

tGwaiscung (Chen Jichang) is a legendary henpecked
husband who lived in fear under the ruthless dictates of
his wife.



218 Songs of Western Influence

130 A Chinese woman follows Western ways,

Accepting none of her husband’s remonstrations,

O, how can there be the conjugal harmony of fish
and water?*

She absolutely disdains the Three Classics and
the Six Rites.

Flexing her status and her might,

Ignoring her notorious reputation,

She puts on strange and colorful clothes, acting
cute and charming;

She would trade her flesh to make a living.
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*“Fish and water” alludes to a perfect marital
relationship.

TThe “Three Classics” were the three major classics
for Chinese women to cultivate a virtuous womanhood:
Nii jie (Regulations for Women), Nii lunyu (Woman’s
Analects), and Neixun (Domestic Lectures); the “Six
Rites” were the six proper steps to follow in a tra-
ditional marriage arrangement, from initial proposal to
wedding ceremony.
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These young women, with their rouge-darkened
brows,

At last, they're all freed from their confining boudoirs.

No longer needing matchmakers to arrange their
marriages;

They go out together, hand-in-hand, seeking out
handsome men.

They are all lovely,

Endowcd with sensuous charms.

From afar, I thought they were peipa girls;*

Who would have guessed they are actually fine
maidcns!
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* A peipa (pipa) girl is a song girl for hire, an enter-
taincr. Usually the term refers to a prostitute trained to
play the stringed musical imstrument to entertain her
patrons.
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132 The oppression of women has been around for a

long, long time.
So many women live in sorrow.

Progress and civilization arc gradually removing

the restrictions.

So, let’s stretch out and free our minds; no more

suffocation!
Wisdom unfolds,

- Acquiring knowledge of East and West through

education.

Equality has been won, and must be maintained.
How can we tolerate the confines of those dated

moral conventions?
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133 We are all charming and refined;
We don’t submit ourselves to oppression.
Sisters, let’s have a good time together;
Who’ll dare criticize us for wearing different

’ 3 and colorful clothes?

; What’s there to fear?

Let’s hang around here and there, cverywhere.

We'll ignore the street gossip and slanderous

remarks;
We are all as pure as whitc jade, without a blemish
whatsoever.
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134 In all earnestness, I speak to all my sisters:

Why be so casily discouraged?

From now on, superior talents will arise among
us women;

Men and women will have equal rights, and that
will not change!

Won’t that be wonderful?

A life without oppression!

We can choose our own mate, be he a wise man
or a fool.

Even our parents can’t interfere with us anymore!
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135 Following the practice of the Western countries,

I am frec to make my marriage choice.
I cheer that the obsolete rituals are abolished.
No longer can matchmakers manipulate our lives.

It’s a brand new world.

I am married in a civilized way.

I have found a good husband on my own, as | have

wished.

Qur hearts and views are at one, our brows beam

with joy.
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136 Living in this Flowery Flag Nation,
Marriage is by our own decision.
The laws don’t let even our parents break us

apart—

A pair of mandarin ducks or two entwined trees. *
Remember this firmly:
We have secretly vowed our matrimony.
Someday, as we sing in harmony in our bedroom,
We'll laugh that we were way ahead of our time.
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*“Mandarin ducks” and “entwined trees” allude to
conjugal happiness.
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What a batch of lousy broads,
All without proper upbringing.
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They hustle in the doorways, their gold teeth on

parade;

Day and night, always going to the picture show.
They are fearless.
They laugh with lust and speak the barbarian tongue.
With men, they are experts at fooling around.

Alas, their dissipation is shameful to our China.
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“ 138 The beautiful lass, an American-born, 139 A gorgeous girl, of marriageable age, waiting for a
| A barbaric little princess. ; proposal,

;, She follows the Western example and lives the | Pretending to believe in Jesus’ gospel.

1 American way; v She falls head over heels for a pretty-faced young

! She doesn’t accept her parents’ strict discipline. : lad;

51 Harboring high ideals, ] They stroll together, hand-in-hand; their infatuation
] She chooses her own mate. ] is mutual,

H Falling in love with one who shares her likes, : Imitating the barbarian women,

_ She agrees to have sex with him before picking out She plays house with him at her pleasure.

‘ the wedding day. ‘ Her parents might be furious, but what does she
care;

She wants a dandy, not her parents to interfere.
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140 My heart belongs to a handsome young lad.
We exchange messages in English letters.
Sixteen is a peach blossom that’s just about to bud;
O, how I long to share his pillow!
Lips meeting,
Like the union of Cowherd and Weaving Maid.*
The passion of clouds and rain is thick as glue.
We make another date to meet in the evening after

an interlude.
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*In Chinese mythology, the Heavenly Queen
Mother separated the celestial couple, the Cowherd
and the Weaving Maid, because their infatuation inter-
fered with their jobs. They were given the opportunity
to have a reunion once a year at the Milky Way, on the
seventh day of the seventh lunar month.

**Clouds and rain,” see song 42.
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141 All dolled up, strolling along the street.

She’s so elcgant and sweet!

She dresses half Chinese, half American,

She ties her loosc temple hair with a bright silk
ribbon.

She shows her fashion expertise,

Not her feminine disposition.

Women nowadays are different from thosc in the past;

They follow their own preferences now in choosing a
husband.
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142 Native-borns call each other brother and sister.
They live in the American way.
Holding hands, they say they’re off to a picture
show.
Actually, they’re going to a hotel!
Enjoying their longings and desircs,
So what if people gossip;
The two of them entwined in decp passion;
She may become pregnant, but that’s nothing strangec!
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SEVEN

Nuptial Rhapsodies

According to Cantonese folklore, a man’s highest achieve-
ment is dang fo (deng ke), meaning *‘advancement to the
honor roll.” Specifically, a man had two opportunities
in lifc to dang fo. The first is the daai dang fo (“major
advancement”), in which he successfully passed the high-
est level of the imperial examination and was pro-
claimed the best scholar in the imperial honor roll. This
could be achieved only through intellectual pursuits.
The other, siu dang fo (“minor advancement”), hap-
pened on the wedding night, when the groom would
finally meet his bride to consummate their marriage.
“Major advancement” was a man’s top honor in the Con-
fucian society, bringing great prestige and glory to the
family name, but few could attain it. “Minor advance-
ment’’ was morc accessible. To the family, it was equal-
ly significant, because for a2 man to continue the family
line was an important responsibility. Every man could
achieve his “minor advancement’ when he got married.
The marriage was treated as the most important event




