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THE DIFFERENT CITY


Defining Hong Kong has never been easy. Geographically, it comprises one main island and more than 260 others, plus the Kowloon Peninsula, whose hinterland, known as the New Territories, is contiguous with the mainland of the People’s Republic of China. That land link has been its secret of success, or its ball and chain, depending on who is looking, and when. Beyond that border, however, are more important determinants. Hong Kong sits virtually bang central in eastern Asia, the midpoint between the northern states of East Asia—China, the Koreas, Japan—and the southern states loosely grouped as Southeast Asia. To the west of Hong Kong sits not only China but the land mass linking it to India, the Turkic lands, and Europe. To the east lies the western coast of the Americas, with yet another sea route of importance. There sits Hong Kong in the middle of it all.


End point or entry point, which one is it? Doorway to other lands, or destination in its own right? As a city, it has always been both. As those varied currents from all directions have brought people, ideas, technologies, and conflicts, spoor has been dropped. In Hong Kong, those influences have found traction and grown in their own way. The result is a place in between all others, but special in itself.


In total, Hong Kong covers 428 square miles, making it smaller than the five boroughs of New York City but bigger than Singapore. Despite the dramatic high-rise architecture of its urban centers, three quarters of Hong Kong’s land mass is not developed; 40 percent of it is designated as country park.


The key that opened Hong Kong to the world has always been the deep-sea harbor. Protected by the peaks of Hong Kong Island on one side and the Kowloon Peninsula on the other, it gave shelter to pirates and smugglers from tropical storms or random oversight. Here opium clippers and floating warehouses could moor, while sending their produce into China with or without official sanction. Here, deep-hulled ships packed in tens of thousands of eager migrants from impoverished China, eager to try their luck in the goldfields or trading zones of the West. Here, too, those stately passenger liners of a globalizing world would deliver new arrivals from Liverpool, Marseille, or beyond, through the Suez Canal and across Arabian, Indian, and Asian seas.


Also landing in this harbor would be generations of mobile labor, be they refugees from conflicts around Asia and within China, or what we now call economic migrants—people trying to better themselves and their bank balances by adapting to new markets and their needs. Here in Hong Kong, Philippine revolutionaries such as José Rizal (in Hong Kong 1891–92) and Emilio Aguinaldo (1897–98) plotted independence while Spain and the United States fought over their future. In this harbor, the revolutionary Ho Chi Minh found sanctuary in 1930–33 while forming the Vietnamese Communist Party, which he would ride to nationalist victory over French colonialism. Here would be proxy wars, too, between the many contenders for power in neighboring China, be they Nationalist and/or Communist, religiously inspired rebels and/or democratic.


Like Macao, the formerly Portuguese enclave just an hour away by fast boat, Hong Kong was precisely the handy kind of small but clever place always needed on the edge of huge empires—hideaway and refuge, petri dish or sewer, and always a service stop providing fuel of all kinds for next ventures. Tied to a great power on the other side of the world (in this case, imperial Britain), Hong Kong was yet dominated by the forces at work closer to hand in the swirling currents of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Asia. Indeed, when it didn’t exist, Hong Kong had to be created.


Labeled a British Crown Colony, this port city had taken on a life of its own long before anyone in London had learned how to manage it. Deniability might have been in its DNA, for Hong Kong was made of, and dealt daily with, peoples, institutions, traders, and ideas from states that had no formal sway there (from Boston to Borneo, Burma to Beijing). At the same time, Hong Kong could generally ignore the bureaucrats nominally in charge back in London—they were a very long way away and the post was slow.


Unlike the tropics to the south, Hong Kong can boast of seasons, with a cool winter for a few months at the turn of each year; its summers suffer tropical cyclones and intense humidity—or what chroniclers of the nineteenth century used to call noxious vapors, miasmas, and rotting torpidity. Discovery of the connections between malaria and the mosquito, plague and rats, and even of variant coronaviruses, have put all that delicious vocabulary to waste.


In 1841, the main island of Hong Kong was home to fewer than five thousand scattered villagers, mainly fishing and farming folk. By 2019, it had 7.52 million people, 92 percent of whom were of Chinese ethnicity. Most (about 89 percent) speak Cantonese, and almost 5 percent claim English as their tongue. After twenty-two years of Chinese rule, Hong Kong still has two official languages—English and Chinese. Cantonese had achieved dominance over the many different Chinese dialects in use by the 1960s, with Mandarin or Putonghua, the official language from Beijing, very much a minority pursuit until recently. Significant other population groups include those from the Philippines and Indonesia (approximately 200,000 people from each, most of whom are domestic contract workers), and India.1


Under the rule of the Chinese Communist Party, it has become normal to call Hong Kong “a Chinese city.” Still, the question of what Hong Kong is remains in dispute. Wayward child, spoiled brat, a festering sore on the bottom of China, a thriving financial center, a special home to millions—which is the real Hong Kong? Is the depiction of Hong Kong as focus of a century of humiliation, exploitation, and spiritual pollution believed any more than the glorious British imperial vision of the bringing of benevolent civilization to benighted heathens?


Despite its formal status as a colony under the British Crown, Hong Kong’s identity has long been challenged, in some minds at least. Back in 1972, China’s representative to the United Nations, Huang Hua, delivered a speech in which he said that Hong Kong and Macao were not, in fact, colonial territories at all, but merely domestic matters of China to which its rulers would attend when the time was ripe. This meant, to China at least, that Hong Kong would not be subject to the pattern of decolonization being followed elsewhere in which colonies were prepared for self-rule or even independence. The treaties by which China had signed away first the main island of Hong Kong and then the Kowloon Peninsula were not, China said, worth the paper they were written on. It was a telling moment, and one virtually overlooked in all the excitement of President Nixon’s first trip to China and Britain’s desire to attain ambassadorial status there before them. China’s position never changed.2


The location that gave Hong Kong its reason for being leaves it prey to far larger forces at work. Being in the middle of it all, as in a game of piggy-in-the-middle, leaves Hong Kong jumping up and down trying to catch the ball that is repeatedly being tossed between protagonists on either side of it. At times, as when in 2020 the talk was all of a new Cold War between China and the United States, Hong Kong is the sadly battered football, used by each side to score goals against the other. While promised autonomy as a Special Administrative Region under Chinese sovereignty, Hong Kong’s leaders are appointed by Beijing. A national security law imposed without reference to the local legislature punishes “collusion” with foreign powers, yet Hong Kong’s trade bodies want the World Trade Organization to help them keep the “Made in Hong Kong” label in preference to “Made in China.”


As ever, each formal ruling class sees itself as of supreme importance, from the British colonials in their white suits promenading between club, cathedral, and counting house, to the Chinese bureaucrats now running the security apparatus from behind darkened glass. Yet as ever, daily life has a definitional power of its own. More significant to generations of Hong Kong people is how they met, made love, made money, made homes—in short, how they constructed their daily lives. That process, call it evolution or attrition, reshaped the rocks on which Hong Kong was built, making it something much more than the mental constructs in Britain’s or China’s mind.


How and why is Hong Kong so different from China? Because it has lived a different history, it is made of different peoples, and their lives over generations have forged a different place. Hong Kong never had real democracy during its 156 years of British rule, but it clearly experienced life differently from the Chinese mainland and its neighbors across the southern seas. As a Crown Colony, like it or not, it also experienced life at variance with those “treaty ports” that European and Japanese empires set up within nineteenth-century China. Foreigners in those ports enjoyed an extraterritoriality that made them subject to their own laws, not China’s, but lacked the full weight of Crown protection.


Clearly, Hong Kong was never “just another Chinese city.” Had it been, forcing Hong Kong under mainland Chinese rule would have been a simple matter. Aware of but not living immediately through Chinese imperialism, revolution, and Communist rule, its young people now, born well after the end of British rule, insist they are Hong Kongers before they are Chinese. Only in its history can any explanation for Hong Kong’s difference be revealed.


Yet if Hong Kong’s current place in the world is confusing, its place in history is even more so. Both the official Chinese and British mythologies remain just that—legends created to justify a form of rule that seems to its rulers to be desirable at the time. Popular mythologies, like all clichés, seem useful at first, based as they always are on a germ of truth. Yet they, too, have their limits: Hong Kong’s fabled “melting pot,” its role as meeting point between East and West, its “unique” blending of hardworking Chinese zeal with Western technologies. Anyone arriving in a new place, destitute and desperate to get ahead, is going to work hard; that is hardly a Chinese prerogative. The wealth and dominance of the West at the time that Hong Kong was coming into being would of course give that input a great monetary and political worth. More to the point is that as with any great port city, peoples from all over the world would arrive, create opportunities, forge relationships, and build new worlds.


Not enough histories of Hong Kong have focused closely on the mass of people who through their lives have accidentally created the place. Given Hong Kong’s proximity to the vast Chinese mainland, the vast majority of its people are ethnically Chinese. But some explanation of that gap between the few thousand of 1841 and the 7.5 million of 2019 is necessary. At least up until the 1960s, virtually everyone in Hong Kong came from somewhere else. And what of that 8 percent who were not defined as “Chinese”? Who were they and where did they come from? If indeed there was some kind of melting pot, why do people speak of “the Chinese” as one unvariegated lump, distinct and different from “Europeans,” another homogenous lot? Neither definition holds for either group, as every category includes its differences within.


Most important, one thing surely universal to all human activity is the likelihood of cross-fertilization—or sex, to give it another name. Is it not possible that this happened in Hong Kong, too, and that along with a whole lot of people coming from all over the world, there was also the creation of a new and distinct kind of Hong Kong people? This would at least constitute a different mindset if not the creation of new racial mixes, too. If so, that might go some way toward explaining why Hong Kong is different to this day.
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This book quickly outgrew its origins as a history of those peoples created by what used to be pejoratively called miscegenation—the Eurasians of Hong Kong. Problems of definition soon intruded. What is a Eurasian? Are we thinking of certain people as making up a racial group, a class in some kind of status hierarchy, or simply people who are interesting and have not yet had their due in Hong Kong history books?


The traditional idea of a Eurasian was as the product of a relationship between a Westerner and an Asian. But human beings never slip so simply into such clean categories. What do we mean by a Westerner, or indeed an Asian? All racial definitions are in trouble these days as a growing body of research shows that race, in terms of blood and DNA, does not actually exist. It would be more scientifically accurate to claim that we are all Eurasians now.


In a historical frame, however, it is pointless to deny that during the nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries racial categories were casually applied automatically, with vast effect, on everyone. The generalization is of a Western man arriving in the mysterious Orient, easily seduced into a range of new delights including the beautiful women, with the inevitable result of one thing leading to another. As the nineteenth century progressed, and some Asian men went to the West for study or business, they brought back Western wives, creating a new version of the Eurasian.


A significant body of people often called “Eurasian” were in fact a product of other mixtures. Parsis are the tribal group tracing their roots back to Persia, bound by the Zoroastrian religion, and they intermarried with Indians through their many generations of life in India, based in Gujarat and particularly Bombay. As Parsis moved eastwards with their ship-owning and other trades, they met and married others, producing families such as the Kotewalls in Hong Kong, who were a mix of Parsi and Chinese blood and generally identified as Eurasian. Or what about unions that were not east-west or north-south, but between, say, Indian men and Burmese women? Again, the essence is in the mixing, never mind who is doing it.


The historian Anthony Sweeting began his (unfinished) history of Eurasians by noting that the Hong Kong definition was “always flexible,” including “the offspring of first and later generation Eurasians who intermarried within the Eurasian community or with European, Chinese or other Asian partners.” Sweeting meant “all those residents of Hong Kong prepared to accept a Eurasian designation, as well as people of mixed Asian origin who identified themselves, at least to some extent, with Eurasians.”3 The sole dissertation done on the subject, back in 1975 by Stephen Fisher, similarly urged a “social,” self-identifying definition, not a “biological” one.4


The original usage of Eurasian in India was often understood as interchangeable with Anglo-Indian, which itself often included people who saw themselves as entirely “white” but who had been in India so long that they had become so different from their British compatriots as to require a different label. As soon as one person meets another, even more when one people meets another, hierarchies and categorization begin. Of course, real life is so complex and mixed-race intercourse so endemic that all such variations, be they labeled sometimes as “mestizo,” “mulatto,” or today’s “persons of color,” are bound to be haphazard. Charles Hirschman has argued that ethnicity, with its meaning of a social group with shared culture, faith, and language, is a much better concept than race because “it is explicitly subjective, it acknowledges multiple ancestries, and it recognizes that ethnic groups are porous and heterogenous.”5


The problem, however, with taking a self-identifying definition of Eurasian is the fact that generations of mixed-race people in Hong Kong denied they were ever Eurasian. According to a member of one such leading family, Eric Peter Ho, this approach was passed on early in life. On being beaten up by a schoolmate at St. Joseph’s College in Hong Kong in 1934 at the age of six, he understood neither the term half-caste nor its accompanying expletives. “Furthermore, I found that my parents were not very communicative on the subject. The clear message I did get was that the word Eurasian was to be eschewed as being somewhat shameful and offensive.”6


We each have the right to describe ourselves as we please, but a historian is surely allowed to look at larger trends. Why talk of a Chinese elite in Hong Kong when most of the people involved in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were at least half non-Chinese? On the one hand, the mixed-race child’s upbringing by a Chinese mother in Chinese ways was taken to indicate his or her Chineseness, placing nurture above nature in the self-definitional stakes. Yet can one deny that a mixed hue to the face, a different “look” and varied traditions and daily habits, had an effect on the prospects for these various partly Chinese people? Even after Sir Paul Chater, that Armenian orphan of Calcutta, had become richer than anyone, more powerful in governance and business than most, and the man who created Hong Kong’s business district, its first coal mines, churches, and much more, this knight of the realm was still labeled “a coloured magnate” by an aide-de-camp to the governor because of his Armenian roots and birth in Calcutta. Perhaps wealthier and at least as aspirational was Sir Robert Ho Tung, son of a Dutch father and Chinese woman; whenever he caviled at constantly funding whatever cause he was presented with, suddenly he was a “half-caste” instead of Britain’s, or China’s, dearest friend.


The neglect of Hong Kong’s different peoples seems infected not only by racism but misogyny, too—as if the fact that most Western and other men in early Hong Kong had sex with Chinese and other women was of no importance, because women, especially non-white women, were of no importance. This, too, was false reasoning.


The role of women has long been overlooked. Families sold them or gave them into servitude and, given little choice in the matter, some women entered into relationships with foreigners. The smart or lucky ones transformed their vulnerability into positions of power, raising and educating mixed-race children, many of whom went on to conquer new worlds. It is the women’s stories that, sadly, remain largely untold as records in their voices barely exist. These women deserve admiration, not the neglect still evident in lingering taboos in some families. Their survival has been conflated with shame at their commodification, yet, as we shall see, their achievements were both surprising and lasting.


Far from being a fact that could be brushed under the carpet, it was precisely the varied origins of many Hong Kong people, including the Eurasians, that defined their futures, be they marked by failure or success. Wrote Eric Peter Ho, who rose high in Britain’s colonial government: “In the late nineteenth and into the twentieth century, there was considerable prejudice against Eurasians from both Europeans and Chinese. This prejudice made many of them the more determined to ‘make good’ . . . With wealth would come status . . . they would contribute generously to local charities and worthy causes. All of this, no doubt, helped to make some of them what they became: leaders in the Hong Kong community.”7
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Looking at Hong Kong’s social history, it is clear that one should err on the side of ambiguity and multiple identities, avoiding binary simplicities. My definition of Eurasian became ever broader as this book developed. Along with people who were traditionally defined as Eurasian, Hong Kong’s history has been shaped in important ways by people who were Armenian, Jewish, Portuguese, and Parsi. The definition of Eurasian here, then, draws on the generally overlooked geographical core of the term: Eurasia. This continent stretches from Asia to Europe and back; its scope allows us to include all the main peoples of early Hong Kong. That is no accident, of course: the earliest trading routes linking Asia and Europe, pre-dating the Silk Road, still rested on the fact of continental connection. Hong Kong has functioned variously as a key link in a chain or even as a terminus, an end point, in the nineteenth century’s increasingly global exchange. Little wonder, then, that it collected peoples from all along this global highway.


One can have a lot of fun with different variations on the theme, as soon as real lives are allowed into random categories. In her study of the mestizo of the Dutch East Indies, Jean Gelman Taylor found that migrants were not only “white,” and that “locals” included Indians, Japanese, diverse Indonesians, other Asians, and Portuguese.8 Meanwhile, so-called sojourners often plan to go “home” but never get there, and settlers sometimes move on. State archives, such as the census, divide people by race, religion, occupation, and contracts, ignoring the reality that borders are permeable, ambiguous, and flexible.9


Tacking back in time to an earlier Asian port city—Makassar (in today’s Indonesia)—Heather Sutherland describes a group of people who were defined to some extent by race and class, the translator/interpreters or “Gatekeepers, capable of shaping both perceptions and policy. Their ability to bridge cultural divides was crucial, but consequently their identities could appear ambiguous and their loyalties uncertain . . .”10 Similar were the banian of Calcutta, the dubash of Madras, or the comprador of the China coast. Such “interpreters” formed “an inter-connected complex of clans . . . [where] ties of marriage, descent, and friendship were not merely functional to their role . . . but also formed the very fabric of their personal lives and social world.”11 These families, as in Hong Kong, “were anything but neatly bounded and homogenous, they sprawled across the religious, cultural, political, and bureaucratic categories that shape our sources and theoretically organized society and government,” wrote Sutherland.12


She has stressed that the categories we put people in are not what they are, but an ideological or political fiction. Far more revealing is the way people behave and interact. People also move between categories with varying degrees of social ingenuity. Looking for one word to describe such people is doomed to failure, she warned, adding that verbs work better than nouns when describing people who are busy making, navigating, forging, being, discovering, and becoming.13


Here are the chameleons of a dynamic port city, the people able to parlay their mixed heritages, multilingualism, or simply their open minds into positions of indispensable power. Some were pivots, or go-betweens, yet not all Eurasians had to be middlemen or -women; many simply lived their colorful and varied lives, eating Chinese noodles after Catholic mass, wearing Western fur coats while receiving their Chinese New Year lai see gift packets. Some of these mixed peoples achieved great wealth and a kind of power; others had it thrust upon them. Some actively sought it, others never quite made it; many others didn’t care. Here are the “exotics,” the outliers, the pioneers and progenitors of sometimes great ideas and achievements. Here are people who worked out, over a couple of generations, how to make a virtue of necessity, taking their hybrid state as a starting point for cross-cultural power. Many have simply stepped around taboos, learned new ways, met and loved different people. The result is a place defined not by clear categories of “white” or “yellow,” West or East, Christian or heathen. Most of these boxes don’t apply.


Indeed, the more one dives into the web of early peoples and their lives in Hong Kong, the more one begins to feel sorry for that tiny clutch of British men in their suits tottering between club and counting house, who thought they were running the place. These colonists, as the historian Christopher Munn writes, tried to “re-create a form of bourgeois English life in their bungalows, gardens, clubs and churches . . . Although composed of only a few hundred people, ‘the community’ was as hierarchical as that in any English town.”14


Luckily, outside this world bustled a fascinating mix of Indians, Parsis, Goans, Macanese, Malays, Filipinos, Japanese, and West Indians, and Lascars, or seamen and -women of Indian, Malay, and Filipino origin. Those among the colonial elite who took a few steps to one side of their treasured central business district or up the hill behind it would find a far more exciting, throbbing world of commerce and intercourse. It is in these more mixed margins that this book seeks to dwell.


By choosing to focus on these in-between peoples I will largely ignore the obvious and well-known families such as the Jardines, Dents, and Swires, and many important Chinese clans. I make no apology for keeping my Chinese characters to a minority in this tale when clearly they have formed the majority of the population of Hong Kong before, during, and after its British period. Not until after World War Two was the majority actually born in Hong Kong. They had come when times were tough on the mainland (i.e., most of the time), escaping rebellion, war, famine, and insecurity, going home when peace returned. This book looks for the lesser-known but at least as vital people—Hong Kong’s post-1841 firstborn.
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History is forever being rewritten. In British times, Hong Kong was a glory of imperial governance and its tale was told from the top down, detailing the governors and their friends. Chinese nationalist tales have focused on Hong Kong’s Chineseness and on Western oppression. Not until the 1980s did Hong Kong people begin systematically to tell their own story. This was partly thanks to the obsessive curiosity of the theologian and genealogist-turned-historian Rev. Carl T. Smith. He was the first to find how diverse, rich, and interesting were the many lives lived beyond the small circle of the tight colonial elite. He showed how much of the making of Hong Kong took place in what the colonialists saw as the borderlands, those rough districts on what they thought were the edges of town, the unknown worlds of the Parsi opium warehouses or Chinese temples, the obscure sanctuaries of Christian mission work or good-time bars along the western end of the city’s main artery (Queen’s Road). The mixing of peoples in raucous brothels, and shadowy relationships across divides of race, gender, and class, were so incomprehensible to the British that they named these areas not suburbs or districts but “bazaars.” The word seems to conjure a chaotic world of oriental mystery and mess, yet it’s where Hong Kong’s first indigenes were found.15


Enjoying the motley throng is only part of the untold story, however. More challenging is to find out how diverse people interacted—if they did—and how power played. As the leading historian John Darwin puts it: “Empire is still widely imagined as the intrusion of a more or less homogenous group of (European) settlers, businessmen or officials into zones inhabited by stable indigenous societies enjoying varying degrees of political and cultural unity. The more we learn about pre-colonial and colonial societies, the more unsatisfactory this conventional picture appears.”


Traditional societies were often nothing of the sort, and, in Hong Kong, anyway, barely existed. Indigenous also means many things. Empire, says Darwin, was “often a jerry-built shack whose shape changed constantly with the shifting balance of collaboration and control” and: “Imperialism gained much of its impetus not from the energies of its nominal overlords, but from the vigour with which other subordinate groups took advantage of new political and economic conditions.”16


Without its in-between people, Hong Kong simply could not have functioned, and would not have worked. Hong Kong’s chameleons were crucial to its emergence as a thriving Asian port city. They help define Hong Kong’s difference to this day.
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THE WORLD TO HONG KONG


Until the first half of the nineteenth century, Hong Kong was a faraway and largely unknown place, a place where a few thousand farmers and fisherfolk lived on the spectacular island. This island was dramatic and staggeringly beautiful, marked by a steep, ancient mountain that arose out of deep seas and sheltered bays that gazed out over a random smattering of more islands and bays. Traders sailed past these islands and up the Pearl River to imperial China’s most far-flung outpost of Canton (today’s Guangzhou). On the southern coast of Hong Kong Island, today’s residential and tourist spot of Stanley was then the largest village, called Chek-choo; next largest was the fishing village of Wong Chuk Hang, now Aberdeen. People lived in stone huts, grew rice, harvested grass, and quarried stone, all on a small, entirely local scale.


To say dramatic change was about to arrive is a vast understatement. But we must go back before going forward to understand why. A great many factors that would create its future were already in play, even though Hong Kong was simply nowhere on the world map before 1841. That earlier global map of trade was densely populated with all manner of peoples and commodities, stretching from East Asia, across the Indian Ocean through the Middle East and Mediterranean, into European markets and back. Southeast Asia—those islands and seas between Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and India—was the spaghetti junction through which this ever more complex trade threaded and would grow. Strategic river ports brought produce out of Southeast Asian uplands so it could be exchanged with Chinese, Indian, Arab, and Malay traders. Ideas moved, too, when Hindu, Buddhist, and Muslim teachers crisscrossed the southern oceans.


By the 800s if not earlier, trade had flowed across the Arabian Sea to Indian ports such as Quilon or Calicut, through the straits between India and Ceylon to Indonesia’s Aceh, well before the Chinese thought of joining in. Once Canton became a destination, and if the pirates of Malacca and around Singapore could be managed, the route stretched northwards. Ships sailed up the coasts of Champa (now southern Vietnam), the Gulf of Tonkin, and Hainan to China. Or they took the more dangerous but bountiful route along the north coast of Borneo to southern Taiwan and Fujian. After Spain’s conquest of southern America spurred the extraction of silver, that silver was exported to the Spanish Philippines, and so the route would take in Manila, too.


Imagine the riches being extracted and bartered, and the people of many hues and faiths making it happen—buying and selling the elephant tusks, rhino horns, aromatic woods, incense, cloves, nutmeg, gums, resins, birds’ nests, bird of paradise feathers, and much more. China needed silver from Manila and Japan, Europe wanted Southeast Asian spices and Chinese silk and ceramics, and everyone needed India’s cottons. Temporary populations of traders between monsoons sparked the growth of trading hubs across the region. Soon, these foreign private traders joined the region’s long-established so-called country trade in goods across and within Asia.


Between Britain’s occupations of the Malaysian island city of Penang in 1786 and Singapore in 1819, it also won the Napoleonic Wars. Victory not only secured Britain’s position as the world’s foremost naval and economic power; it also produced a lot of newly unemployed, adventurous young men, ready to explore the seven seas. The British enjoyed rich Asian experience through their brief tutelages of Manila (1762–64), Malacca and Padang (1765), Maluku (1796 and 1810), and Java (1811–16). They brought new ideas about “free trade” with them. The Portuguese, Dutch, and Spanish had each tried to gain sole control of a key commodity and enforce a monopoly, violently punishing any transgressors. The British, instead, sought preferential access through special relationships and speed, freer of state control. Singapore and Penang drew in producers who could exchange rice, sugar, tin, coffee, and pepper for manufactured items, Indian cottons, firearms, and opium.


The idea of Hong Kong surfaced in 1815 as “a convenient station on the eastern coast of China,” a last resort where trade could be carried out from an “insular position.”1 Such an island or promontory was widely assumed to be Chusan, halfway up the Chinese coast; others suggested Ningpo or Formosa (Taiwan). In 1834, however, Lord Napier mooted the taking of Hong Kong.


Two years later, the Canton Register of April 25, 1836, felt no hesitation: “If the lion’s paw is to be put down on any part of the south side of China, let it be Hongkong; let the lion declare it to be under his guarantee a free port, and in ten years it will be the most considerable mart east of the Cape . . . Hongkong, deep water, and a free port for ever!”


Hong Kong then grew into a global city because of the active trade routes through, and within, Southeast Asia going back hundreds of years. Those trade routes are often forgotten as the popular imagination fixates on a merely twentieth-century version of globalization, ignoring all those that have gone before. Exchange of peoples, goods, ideas, and technologies was well established long before the Europeans joined in.


Hong Kong joined this strong chain linking ancient trading routes and changing commodities by becoming home to the right kind of people—individuals who knew the trades, the shipping, the commodities and markets, and how to mediate among them all—those, it should be noted, who enjoyed a sense of adventure. These in-between people were agents to all, they made and recorded the trades, acted as interpreters, bookkeepers, secretaries, brokers, suppliers, and, most of all, as “Secret-Keepers.”2 Once Hong Kong was founded as the latest free trading port under British rule, it would become a magnet to precisely these kinds of people. They came from all over, drawn by the sweet sharp tang of opportunity.


The British first occupied Hong Kong—the harbor at least—in 1839 when British traders had to decamp from Canton via Macao. A search for food on the mainland caused the little-known Battle of Kowloon Bay (September 4, 1839); the entire occupation lasted just a couple of months.3 Trading firms led by William Jardine, Alexander Matheson, and others had encouraged the British government to go to war with Canton in order to secure freer conditions of trade.


On January 25, 1841, Captain Sir Edward Belcher of the Royal Navy landed on Hong Kong Island’s northern shore with a small body of men, naming it Possession Point.


The next day, a mainly military crowd assembled, showing firmly wherein British power lay. Two thousand seven hundred Indian soldiers stood by as Sir Gordon Bremer, naval commander of the British Expeditionary Force, took possession of the island in the name of the Crown. There to witness the moment were James Matheson of Jardine Matheson and Co., Albert Sassoon, scion of the Baghdadi Jewish house based at Bombay, and several Parsi traders—Cawasjee Pallanjee, representative of Cursetjee Bomanjee and Co., F. M. Talati, and Rustomjee Dhunjee Shaw of the leading P. F. Cama and Co. Writing to William Jardine on January 30, James Matheson reported his private circumnavigation of the island in cheerful terms. But a separate boatload carrying eight protestant missionaries was less sanguine: “They walked over the hills and visited the villages, but while expressing great hopes for the future of the place under British Rule, they concluded that it was far from being a favourable situation for missionary purposes. According to their estimate the island contained not more than 2,500 people, residing in three or four wretched villages.”4


Exactly who raised the British flag on Hong Kong soil remains a significant mystery. One version keeps the story within British naval and military lines, identifying the flag-raiser as the midshipman who would become Admiral Sir William Dowell. Young Dowell would have been just fifteen in January 1841, so he might have been that man in that time and place. Just as feasible, however, is that, as his family claimed, the flag was hoisted by a young Mohammed Arab; his regiment’s records are not complete so it’s hard to confirm it either way. If Arab raised the flag, then Hong Kong’s roots in a multiethnic community of peoples linked into ancient trading routes across the Indian and other oceans is clear.5 Even without that, Arab’s life tells us other stories, too—as we will see in this chapter. He later ran boardinghouses for seamen and owned houses in the streets stretching uphill from the European business district, helping to forge a neighborhood central to the community of in-between people.


This brief but decisive first Anglo-Chinese war, or Opium War, resulted in the Treaty of Nanking between Britain and China. As well as ceding Hong Kong Island in perpetuity, this agreement also opened the five mainland Chinese “Treaty” ports of Amoy, Canton, Shanghai, Foochow (Fuzhou), and Ningpo (Ningbo). The document was signed, sealed, and delivered in print in 1842, and when London and Peking (Beijing) heard of it, neither capital was happy. But by the time they saw the small print, there was little they could do to stop it. Boatloads of diverse characters were already assembling—Southeast Asian sailors, Portuguese clerks, Parsi investors, Jewish traders, Muslim entrepreneurs, and many more.


A victorious Britain had just triumphed over that slumbering, inconvenient giant, imperial China. But London’s bureaucrats were divided over what to do with Hong Kong; ideas for how to set up and run the place were a mess. Finding the right people, deciding policy when letters to London took many months by sea, being ignorant about the different peoples arriving from all over, facing unforeseen hitches in world markets—this was all a wild west in the East. The locale had gained renown as a stunningly attractive trading center, linked locally to the opium trade at Canton and Macao, regionally to the vital “country trade” of forest and marine products around Southeast Asia, and internationally to world markets.


Hong Kong soon quickly became a base for British troops, colonial bureaucrats, a few exotic characters who “made it” by getting rich, and many Chinese who had nothing left to lose on the mainland. But who else arrived in Hong Kong and chose to stay, to make homes and a society there?


What of all the perfectly ordinary people who staffed the businesses, ran the taverns, stocked the ships’ chandleries, and placed bets on the horses? What of all those multicolored peoples who lived, worked, loved, and died in the steep streets up from the central business district? A tiny minority of white men in stiff suits knew the central Queen’s Road, but the energy and drive were with those striding up the hill to streets still named Gage, Peel, and Graham, or west down Wellington Street and into the heaving shop-fronts of Bonham Strand. Behind the grand facades of the first court building, church, and barracks, and the nouveau riche splendor of the taipan’s (big boss’s) homes and office, was a busy catch-as-catch-can world of coolie laborers, moneylenders, shipowners, shopkeepers, commission brokers, bar owners, and workingwomen. The ships could not dock, the trades could be neither recorded nor paid for, the food and drink and laundry and more intimate needs of the traders could not be provided, without a rapidly growing society of people drawn from much more than a purely British or Chinese pool. The city was seeded by its Asian trades, and so needed its Asian traders.
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Seeing the later results of events of almost two hundred years ago is bound to complicate a proper understanding of the events as they actually happened. Hong Kong’s early years were chaotic and, for many, deadly; no one yet understood the role of mosquitoes in causing malaria, and thousands died from fevers and bad water. Rules were arbitrary and personal safety uncertain. Who knew how it would turn out or what could happen? But the deep-sea harbor and wide-open possibilities were enough to continue to draw people from far and wide. Those people would bump up against one another, fall in love, compete mercilessly, live on top of one another, create new industries, build families, and above all create a home. The relentless construction of the city drew on many ingredients—a wide variety of racial, religious, and cultural groups, a ready facility with the calculus and appetite for risk, and a drive to get ahead. Jews hailing from Baghdad or Venice would come, so, too, would Parsis, those trading gentlemen of Bombay with roots in Persia and a steady Zoroastrian faith. Armenians who had already left their Central Asian home generations ago, some to find new lives in India, would join the journey to Hong Kong. Muslim entrepreneurs would staff and stock the ships carrying people and trade to Hong Kong. Malays and Manila men came to build on their long experience with European maritime empires arriving on their shores.


With no stake in a hierarchical Chinese empire, members of the Tanka boat people minority or the migratory Hakka people of China had quickly made themselves indispensable to the foreign traders assaulting China’s batteries up the Pearl River into Canton. By offering provisions and local knowledge to the victorious British forces, they earned themselves land grants and a future in Hong Kong. Overlooked, as usual, in all the bustle, were the low-slung sampans carrying women ready to swab decks, to supply vegetables and perhaps other treats. These women were making a dash for freedom, too.


Hong Kong’s few streets would soon be ringing to the sounds of Farsi, Gujarati, English, China coast pidgin, German, French, Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, and more. The most numerous people were Chinese sampan and bumboat crews, followed by Lascars, an umbrella term that sometimes referred specifically to Indians but usually to Asiatic seafarers in general. The ships could not sail without sailors who understood Western-style rigging—thus, these men were not initially Chinese but Malay, Filipino, and Indian. Hindu and Muslim merchants had been active in the Persian Gulf since at least the ninth century; those networks not only survived the rise of European companies but helped fuel them.6


Only by engaging with the various peoples who had arrived on the China coast before them would the British be able to get ahead. The exchange between Hong Kong and its southern neighbors was not confined to goods. Its people moved, too. Many of them met, and mixed.


In earlier phases of world trade, led by the Portuguese, Dutch, and finally the British, it was entirely normal to cohabit with a local woman, through whom one gained access to the local society and particularly its market. Southeast Asian women had often been the moneymakers of the family, operating with some autonomy, under a system of accepted serial monogamies. They might “marry” a trader for the duration of that man’s residence in port, parting amicably when that time was up and when he had paid or given whatever had been promised. This system enabled women to move on without shame.7 It was a world in which everything was hybrid, and the word foreign covered not just “Westerners” but even those Southeast Asians operating outside their own home area.8


And here we may return briefly to the story of Mohammed Arab, the young sailor who perhaps raised the British flag of victory in 1841. He lived, loved, and prospered in an archetypal Hong Kong life. In his will, drawn up by his brother with the lawyer Henry Charles Caldwell, one of his properties was bought from a “Protected Woman” and transactions were witnessed by Portuguese clerks; his earliest property deals were with Chinese shopkeepers, a timber merchant, carpenters, contractors, single Chinese women (sometimes specifically “boatwomen”), and men from Malabar or Macao. He was on business terms with Douglas Lapraik, a future prominent figure in British society, as well as George Duddell. His Western interlocutors are described in documents as “gentlemen,” and then, so is he. Subsequent generations moved on from boardinghouses into drapery, brokerage, architecture, accountancy, consular and government service. Mohammed Arab was also one of three trustees responsible for the founding of the Mohammedan Cemetery in May 1867.9


More telling, perhaps, for this man deemed respectable enough for an admiring obituary in the local press, is that he had a Malay wife, an Arab wife, and a Chinese mistress and, in his will, gave property, education, and respect to the offspring of each liaison as well as to his handful of adopted daughters. His son Hajee, from his Chinese mistress, Ahoy, was given a house and requested to be brought up in the Mohammedan religion; his Arab wife, Phoorja, was left well looked after and was to be guardian of Arab’s “minor children” as well as her own. When she died in 1887 she left a third of her wealth in trust for Hajee, “commonly called Hajee Mahomed Arab and the child of Ahoy (otherwise called Cho Oi), who was formerly the mistress of my late husband, for maintenance and education.”10 Such daily lives may not be those normally portrayed of the citizens who built the empire, but were reality nonetheless.


The result when all these varied peoples and practices collided was bound to be rough and ready. Imagine a frontier town settled by such distinct and different cultures, combining ideas and practices from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean to Malay river ports, coming up against Chinese habits and a numerically insecure but militarily strong Britain. Such freedom must have been exciting, yet there was little time to think about it, as docks had to be built, warehouses filled, and ships dispatched. As Hong Kong was settled, some British would cling desperately to a notion of a white, ordered society. But Hong Kong’s hybridity would prove irrepressible. This was perhaps no true melting pot, but rather a glorious mosaic.
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FRESH OFF THE BOAT


From its early days Hong Kong was marked by the arrival of ambitious, hardworking newcomers who strove to find their place and make their fortune in the hustle of the new settlement. Such individuals make up some of the tiles forming the mosaic of this port city—tiles of great cultural and racial diversity. Some of those arriving on this new shore rose mightily to heights of wealth and worldly success, others simply lived rich lives as parts of a colorful, shifting whole. All were integral parts of a whirling new world of opportunity, little knowing at the time how their separate steps toward self-help and survival would create a new and special place.


Most of our people here arrived with little—perhaps a professional skill or a small amount of capital or trading goods. Almost all men without women, our first arrivals would find a bed or room to sleep in, and perhaps had a warehouse to go to. Meetings with fellow traders or new friends would happen at street-corner tea or noodle stalls. Once more established, they might rent their own apartment, from which they could walk to their new-built offices. The one suit they arrived in would be carefully laundered until a second one could be made to order. Sometimes this clerk or that middleman would sign a deal that would allow a firm step upward, into one’s own company, or from simple trading into shipping, from construction work into property investment, from hawking to corner store to emporium.


At first, these lives were all focused on the servicing of trade—be it by government permit or forward finance, the staffing of ships or the housing of sailors onshore. As the settlement grew by a few hundreds and then by thousands, those servicing needs developed. Now tailors and carriage makers could make a living alongside the ship chandlers and opium peddlers. There were no banks yet, nor any form of stock exchange. Security rested only in who you knew, with money kept literally close to the chest, traded in quiet conversations or guarded by a trusted heavy, preferably bound by ties of blood or clan. Not yet did Hong Kong have schools or churches, formal “society” or consensual culture. Matsheds—those flimsy shacks made from straw matting—lined the shore, with only a few people able to afford the men needed to build a stone home. When the typhoons came, few were safe and the wealth that mattered—the ships and what they carried—was most vulnerable.


Our newcomers here, though, would gradually, steadily, change all that. Within one decade and beyond, they built homes then found wives and started families. They invested in their communities, helping to fund the church or mosque or temple, gathering to establish clubs and schools, finding time to attend horse or boat races. This burgeoning society of multiple strands would soon provide enough demand to sustain not just tailors and saddle makers but milliners, cake makers, and seamstresses of silk.


Who were these strivers? How did this process begin? A sampling of those among the first to literally step ashore in 1841 shows a shared drive to get ahead but also a vast diversity of origins, cultures, races, and fates.
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Young Leonardo d’Almada no doubt dressed as carefully as usual that day in January 1841. Leaving behind his teens in the Portuguese island enclave of Macao on the southern Chinese coast, his pens and papers were packed with precision. He was a clerk, due to accompany his boss, Captain Charles Elliot, the superintendent for British trade in China, to the brand-new settlement of Hong Kong. When young Leonardo stepped onto Hong Kong Island’s narrow northern shoreline, he was the first of many Portuguese “bridesmaids” to what a later Portuguese chronicler called the “marriage” of two nations keen on profit, Britain and China. This marriage relied on the Portuguese for literate witnessing, matchmaking, and consummation.1


Leonardo’s father had been in colonial service to the Portuguese government; he died at Malacca on his way back to Portugal just as his two Goa-born sons moved to Hong Kong with the British government. Leonardo would become clerk to Hong Kong’s Executive and Legislative Councils and acted briefly as colonial secretary (although even when he got British nationality he never gained parity of pay or position). In 1846, he gave this home and land to the Italian Canossian Order of Roman Catholic nuns, who arrived in Hong Kong in 1858; his daughter Anita joined the convent there, as did Governor Bowring’s daughter Emily. His brother, José Maria d’Almada e Castro, rose to become private secretary to Governor John Pope-Hennessy in 1877. José had many children; they worked in banks or government, or as solicitors, starting a family tradition that continues to this day. Daughters married into the Remedios, Gutierrez, and Carvalho families, all to be lasting names of Hong Kong.


A compatriot of Leonardo would become one of the wealthiest men in early Hong Kong: João Joaquim dos Remedios. Entrepreneur and diplomat, his first success was in opium; after he settled in Hong Kong by 1848, he made a fortune in land. In 1868, he was made consul general for Portugal, but was also accused by the China Mail of keeping coolies against their will in horrendous conditions as part of the transport of indentured labor from Macao to Havana and Callao, for the guano trade (he successfully sued for libel). His son João Henrique dos Remedios married into the D’Almada e Castro family. Today’s D’Almada Remedios clan, also to intermarry with the Barretto family, thus has one of the longest post-1841 lineages possible in Hong Kong. Their longevity highlights how vital the Portuguese community has been—and still is—to Hong Kong.


Fresh off the boat, too, in 1842 was Alexandre Grande-Pré, son of a former assistant to the governor of Macao. An early clue to the mixing that made Hong Kong was that he could translate Malayu, Bengalee, and Portuguese into English; he would need those languages when mediating between the police and sailors from around the world. As a later Hong Kong–born writer with Portuguese roots, Stuart Braga, put it, these were “tanned and bronzed sailors, rough men of many nations, [who] came ashore intent on pleasure and a gay time” in saloons and boardinghouses, “some of decidedly ugly reputation. Did a roaring business in Hongkong town,” with frequent fights with pistols and knives drawn among “the veriest riff-raff of society.”2


The Portuguese kept coming, such as João Hyndman, fourth clerk in the British Superintendency of Trade. His father was Captain Henry Hyndman, who had resigned his commission with the British East India Company in Singapore and settled at Macao; there he married a local woman and his sons acquired Portuguese citizenship. João’s brother Henrique left Shanghai for Hong Kong to join the Noronha printing firm, another lasting Portuguese name of great significance for Hong Kong. It was thanks to the fathers at Macao’s St. Joseph’s College that young Delfino Noronha, fresh off the boat in 1844, had learned English, Chinese, Malay, and Portuguese—and the craft of printing. Once trained as compositors, typesetters, and printers, such men could work at firms, newspapers, and missions across the delta, and in Hong Kong.3


Delfino Noronha’s family had reached Macao in the early 1700s, probably from Goa; Delfino was about sixteen when he married Umbelina Maria Basto, herself of mixed origins. Just twenty when he arrived in Hong Kong with a small press in hand, Noronha set up on the edge of the central business district, in Oswald’s Terrace, Wellington Street. He printed the Hongkong Almanack for 1847; in 1849 he produced a strikingly intricate theater program on silk; his wife helped with the inking and working of the press. He became government printer, a lucrative and prestigious position.4 Noronha and Co. would last until 1941, and Noronha’s personal contributions to Hong Kong would include co-founding Club Lusitano, donating to the Catholic Cathedral, and pioneering the settlement of Kowloon.
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Framjee Jamsetjee was one of several Parsi merchants who put on their long gowns and distinctive tall white hats, curious to see what new landfall the British were making in January 1841. Maybe the new harbor would prove useful; after all, the Parsis already owned a third of the total shipping involved in the India-China trade. Hong Kong was declared a free port on June 7, 1841, a week before it would hold its first land auction, and Framjee was there. Captain Elliot had already been called home with a flea in his ear for getting above himself, taking an island no one in London knew they wanted. But his successor, Henry Pottinger, found most of Elliot’s innovations too effective to demolish, including the contentious land auction (technically the sale was out of order as Britain did not get full legal possession of the territory until a year later).


Who, apart from the Jardines, the men who had already amassed wealth as opium traders through Canton, would choose to risk hard cash on land on this unknown island? The Parsis. Buying land involved not only the purchase price but a commitment, as buyers had to build within six months or lose the site. Few had yet gone so far as to close down their homes or offices in Macao but, without exception, all the first buyers of land were Parsi or Western, namely: Dhunjibhoy Ruttonjee Bisney, Dent and Co., Dirom and Co., Ferguson, Leighton and Co., James Fletcher and Co., Fox, Rawson and Co., Framjee Jamsetjee, W. and F. Gemmell and Co., Gribble, Hughes and Co., R. Gully, Charles Hart, Holliday and Co., Hooker and Lane, Jamieson and How, Jardine Matheson and Co., Captain Larkins, Lindsay and Co., MacVicar and Co., Captain Morgan, Pestonjee Cowasjee, P. F. Robertson, H. Rustomjee, Turner and Co., and Robert Webster. Three years later, a second sale was held with many of the same names appearing, notably Framjee Jamsetjee, who this time bought a further ten lots. The only individual to outspend him was the Jardines-linked Robert Strachan.


Framjee Jamsetjee’s story is fascinating because though undoubtedly a pioneer of early Hong Kong, he was neither happy nor wildly successful, repeatedly advertising his property for rent or sale until the day of his departure.5 His early enthusiasm for property in Hong Kong soon wore off, although he had built, as the Friend of China newspaper of September 6, 1846, described, “that pleasant and healthy residence known as Framjee’s bungalow surrounded by well stocked garden and commanding a fine view of the bay with a large sea frontage.” He donated cash to causes such as the building of St. John’s Cathedral, that still-dominant pastel-hued Gothic structure on a knoll just up the hill from town. But a “Final Notice” in the Friend of China on October 22, 1854, stated baldly: “Mr Framjee Jamsetjee, the oldest inhabitant of Hong Kong, being tired of the colony and obliged to leave at last, requests all accounts to be sent for liquidation.”


Perhaps Framjee had made his move too soon. F. M. Talati visited in 1841 but chose to keep doing his business in precious stones and oils, jewels, and silks from Macao for another year before moving to Hong Kong. The Talati firm is active in Hong Kong to this day. Cowasjee Pallanjee and Co., in Canton since 1794, had bought two valuable marine lots in the first land auction, and would become dominant in its new home. “The local yarn market [in Hong Kong] was opened every morning by this firm and it acquired such a reputation that it was said ‘What Cawasjee Pallanjee says, goes in Hong Kong.’”6


Heejebhoy Rustomjee was another buyer in the first land sale; his father had gone to China in 1834, trading from Macao and Canton to Shanghai, Singapore, Penang, Calcutta, and England. When Heejebhoy failed to find the $12,000 he had promised for Hong Kong’s first seamen’s hospital, his friends at Jardine’s stepped in. But Rustomjee’s philanthropic urges were strong; he backed the big donation by Parsis of rice to the starving poor in Canton in 1858, the Parsi gift of a bandstand to the Botanical Gardens in 1864, and five Victoria Jubilee Fountains around Hong Kong in 1867.


Dadabhoy Rustomjee, buyer of two marine lots in the first land auction, came from an illustrious family in India; in Canton he had offered his servants to the English factory to look after the fatally ill Lord Napier, the latest emissary seeking easier terms for trade from the Chinese empire. Rustomjee was doyen of the Parsi merchants in Canton and his business equaled that of the once-dominant trading house Dent and Co. and Jardine Matheson.7 He was one of the four Parsis among the sixteen foreigners banished for opium trading from Canton in 1839; while in Macao, Dadabhoy Rustomjee offered his Hong Kong house as lodging for Chinese Commissioner Keying on his visit in November 1845, so it was soon known as “Keying House.” When in June that year the Oriental Bank was opened in Hong Kong, he was one of two Parsis among the seven directors. Sadly, before the end of 1848, Rustomjee was insolvent.8


More successful were two other Parsi early adopters of Hong Kong: Bisney and Buxey. Dhunjibhoy Ruttonjee Bisney, a poor man of Surat, had two sons, Eduljee and Ruttanjee, whose business expanded from Bombay to Calcutta, Burma, Malaya, and China. The younger brother, Ruttanjee, had two sons, one of whom, Dhunjibhai Ruttanjee Bisney, moved from Canton to Hong Kong, where he was a founding director of the Hongkong, Canton and Macao Steamboat Co., member of the Hong Kong Volunteer Corp., and donor of the Bisney Cup at the Jockey Club, whose birth he also attended.


Framjee Jamsetjee Buxey, buyer of Marine Lot 36, could trace his name back to Surat, too, where his forebears had served the British and received a gift of lands near Crawford Market in Bombay. A relative, Jehangirji Faramji Buxey, who had left for China in 1829, became a partner in Ruttanjee Hormusjee Camajee and Co. in Hong Kong. Many of his descendants married into Hong Kong’s Parsi elite; the future Sir Hormusjee Nowrojee Mody was also related. These names retain their resonance in today’s Hong Kong—in street names, in their philanthropies (Mody was the key financier of the founding of the University of Hong Kong), and in their cultural and religious practices.


[image: Illustration]


Before Hong Kong was settled, foreign traders were confined to a row of thirteen “factories” in Canton, meaning a combined warehouse, office, dealing room, and residence. These were called simply the English Factory, the American, Danish, Spanish, French, Swedish, Dutch, and other factories. Members of each lived and worked on the same spot for the half-year they were allowed by Chinese rules to be there, taking in and selling on cargoes from South and Southeast Asia. They were allowed no family life and little freedom of movement but had the chance of making fortunes if they stuck it out. The other half-year they mostly retired to Macao, waiting for the monsoon winds to turn. The restrictions of factory life were part of the fuel that would provide tinder to the Opium Wars.


Living in the same factory there as the Parsis were members of another important diasporic trading community, the Armenians; indeed, it was an Armenian ship that brought the first Parsi to Canton, a Mr. Readymoney, in 1756. Armenia once stretched from the Mediterranean to the Caspian Sea before coming up against the Roman and Byzantine empires, the Seljuk Turks, then the Russian invasion of 1828, after which it was divided into Turkish, Persian, and Russian portions. At least a million Armenians died in the Turkish genocide of 1915; by the end of 1920 all that was left was Soviet Armenia, one tenth of the original. Throughout, Armenians kept alive their language and their two Christianities (Catholic Armenian and Armenian Orthodox). A global diaspora, formed over hundreds of years, has played key roles in global trading empires.


It was an Armenian who had eased the (English) East India Company into Bengal, northeast India, helping to lay the groundwork for British power at Calcutta. The negotiator Khojah Phanoos Kalandar, in London in 1688 with his nephew Khojah Israel Sarhad, signed the deal and was granted a monopoly in the garnet trade in return. For Khojah Israel Sarhad, there would be a future role in the founding of Calcutta, where the Armenians had been for half a century before the English. Kalandar had no descendants in the male line but his daughter married Khojah Minas of a noble Julfa family. Their granddaughter Begroom married the famous Agah Catchick Arrakiel of Calcutta in 1771. Arrakiel was head of Calcutta’s Armenian community in the late eighteenth century, renowned for his loyalty to the British Crown, though it brought him to ruin.9 One of Arrakiel’s daughters, Elizabeth, married Johanness Sarkies, of another illustrious Calcutta family, later generations of which founded the Raffles, Strand, and Eastern and Oriental Hotels across Southeast Asia. Another Arrakiel daughter married Gregory Apcar in 1827, younger brother of Arratoon Apcar, the founder of Apcar and Co., the shipping firm that brought many people to Hong Kong. One more descendant of Arrakiel was Catchick Paul Chater, who through vision and daring would drag Hong Kong into the twentieth century.


Like the Parsis, the Armenians were active money brokers, borrowing cheaply in Macao and lending expensively in Canton; most Canton merchants were in hock on a large scale. Trade was fraught with risk but the Armenians showed that small itinerant traders could make a profit; they were determined and independent, and readily accepted by both Protestants and Catholics. Their role in the China trade has been long ignored, yet they were at the center of it.10 As with the Parsis, so, too, with the Armenians and the British. They needed one another; there was symbiosis and often genuine friendship. Just as often there was a racial contempt, grounded in hard and heavy commercial competition.
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As vital as the people ready to invest in land in Hong Kong’s first year were the people able to provide the labor to run the harbor. Shaikh Moosdeen was one such man, his job title of ghaut serang originating in Malay and his business first based in Macao. He was the contractor for sailors to man the ships, which meant he and his deputies ran lodging houses for sailors, almost all of whom were practicing Muslims. It was part of his job to provide all-around care of the men being contracted out to ships and other work. Unsurprising, therefore, that the first mosque was built on the corner of Shelley and Mosque Streets, where Moosdeen lived, and under his supervision. From the start, the mosque included lodging for Muslims passing through the colony. Highlighting the early importance of the Muslim community to Hong Kong, it had its own cemetery from 1858.


Of course, racial prejudice has always been present in Hong Kong. Yet as in the story of Mohammed Arab, the possible flag-raiser, Shaikh Moosdeen, one of the most important figures for the early functioning of the port, also married a Chinese woman, Aleesah (or Lee Yun Tsoi). By the time he died in 1873, his two Indian-Chinese sons were already in government service. The Hong Kong Times of July 3, 1873, described him as Hong Kong’s “oldest Mohammedan resident”; aged seventy-three, this Madras-born leader of men died highly respected. His sons had offspring who would marry Muslims and Chinese on through the generations. Other Muslim-Chinese dynasties were formed, such as that of Hatim Khan. He had been a kitchen hand on the ill-fated ship Nerbudda, wrecked off the coast of Formosa. Notoriously, the British officers and men sailed off in the only available lifeboats, leaving 240 Indian soldiers and others to their fate, many of whom faced terrible imprisonment there. Khan managed to escape his Chinese captors and reach Hong Kong by 1842. Here he married a Chinese woman, established a small restaurant, and lived happily ever after, as have his descendants in Hong Kong. The Rumjahn family (or Ramjahn) also traces its roots back to an Indian sailor who married a Chinese woman who then converted to Islam; her name is unknown, but their son also married a Chinese. Three of Khan’s four sons married Chinese women, something that gradually became accepted if the Muslim man was wealthy; it was harder for richer Muslim daughters to marry “down” to a Chinese, suggesting it was wealth more than race and faith that divided.11


This was not a society that condemned its peoples on color or marital choice alone.
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The first Jewish resident of Hong Kong was either Samuel H. Cohen, who arrived from Australia in January 1844, or Jacob Phillips, who arrived late in 1843 or early 1844 from Birmingham, England. Cohen was a wandering adventurer, who moved on to Shanghai after a couple of years; he tried to join his co-religionists at Kaifeng but by 1849 had joined the California gold rush instead. Phillips, by contrast, had a profitable business in China with branches in Manila and Australia. He had been an apprenticed jeweler before entering into partnership with Benjamin Phineas Moore in the East. Phillips’s nephew joined him in Hong Kong, but Phillips went back to England in 1851. The China Mail thought he had been underappreciated for his “great qualities,” his intelligence and hospitality.12


As with the Parsis and the Armenians, Jews were in Asia long before the western Europeans. Communities on India’s Malabar Coast provided advance bases for Jews following sea routes to the China coast; the first known synagogue in China was built in the Sung dynasty capital of Kaifeng in 1163. As with the Parsis and Armenians, the Jews were always more than just traders. They were brokers, agents, and intermediaries, but also tycoons and unofficial politicians, too, needing to be on good terms with everybody. They suffered the disadvantages of exclusion and insecurity, at the same time as garnering the benefits of a tight-knit community with a common language and traditions, in which bonds of trust and custom reduced risks and costs.


Baghdad, terminus of the Silk Road, was home to some Jews for generations, until a rise in forced conversions and other persecutions in the early nineteenth century made British-ruled India look good, with its claimed freedom of religion and trade. Jewish families would soon begin trading there in opium, rice, teak, tobacco, jute, saltpeter, textiles, gems, ship supplies, groceries, liquor, and ice. Remarkably, this story, which moved on from Bombay to Canton, to Hong Kong and Shanghai, can be told through the span of just one family: the Sassoons.


The first David was born around 1749 to an affluent family, traceable back over five generations. Now “Sheikh Sassoon,” he managed to retain the favor of the entire Ahmet Pasha reign in Baghdad, “an achievement no less delicate, but assuredly more hazardous, than that of his grandsons in retaining the affections of a King of England,” as the author Cecil Roth tartly reminds us.13 David was state treasurer for more than forty years, leading the Jewish community in Baghdad, active in its religious and administrative activities; he was also a poet.


Traders then moved freely from Mesopotamia to Damascus, Aleppo, and Basra; one early Sassoon traveled regularly from Baghdad to Kut, selling corals to Arabs. Baghdad was central: “Bales of bright silks were shipped hundreds of miles on rafts by the mercers of Bushire; India and far-off Kabul sent cotton goods, horses, gold and silver ornaments, while coffers of spices and trinkets of every kind arrived by sea, or more usually by camel caravan, from Java and Singapore,” enthused another chronicler of the Sassoons, Stanley Jackson.14 Yet even the pasha’s treasurer was not immune to the periodic bouts of anti-Semitic rage, and by the 1770s David Sassoon had secret passages built into the walls of his home, ready for escape. After his patron, Suleiman Pasha, was deposed in an 1811 revolt, he retired in favor of his son, another David, aged thirty-six, who spoke Hebrew, Arabic, Turkish, and Persian.


The situation for Jews in Baghdad kept deteriorating, so, in the late 1820s, “accompanied by his octogenarian father, and probably assisted by disguise and judicious bribery, David Sassoon escaped from Baghdad by night.”15 They sailed downriver to the port of Basra, where more of their family joined them, before crossing to Bushire (Bushehr), the upstart port on the east side of the Persian Gulf where a British trade agent was based. Here, in 1829, David Sassoon senior died. And from here, in 1832, young David set sail for Bombay and “realized its beauty and its promise. He saw British rule, and . . . appreciated its blessings.”16 David collected the family from Bushire and moved.


Bombay was a raw city of about 200,000 people at the time, home to Hindu, Jew, Armenian, Parsi, Arab, Portuguese, “half-castes,” a few European and native troops, and a handful of Britons. David Sassoon began by exporting textiles to Persia, Baghdad, and the Gulf, importing goods that could be resold to Britain. He bought wharfs and offered dock and storage space in Bombay to merchants from Afghanistan and Russia in return for their exotic goods. Then he invested in real estate. Starting what would become a tradition of support—to clan, faith, information, and identity—David built synagogues and backed Judeo-Arabic newspapers and scholars. When the Sassoons reached Singapore, they built a synagogue; when they went to Rangoon for teak, they built a synagogue; vast philanthropies followed as they extended their network through Asia.


That network arose thanks to David’s two successive wives, who produced fourteen children with thirty-five years between oldest and youngest. Helped by a reputation for “unswerving personal probity and uprightness,”17 David sent the first of his sons, Abdullah, on trips back to Baghdad, soon making Sassoon the largest Indian firm in the Gulf trade. Then David heard about China and sent his second son, Elias, to open a China office at Canton, then Hong Kong, then Shanghai. Almost all the Sassoon sons served apprenticeships in the China offices. There were also agencies at Yokohama, Nagasaki, and back in Calcutta. By 1854, David Sassoon was a millionaire, but he was just getting started. Sassoon offices were staffed mainly by fellow Jews, usually sent out from Bombay, and united by common roots, training, and worship. Jewish traders usually brought their families, more so than did the early Parsi merchants. At this stage, the Parsis were as great if not greater than the Jews in the China trade. By the 1870s, the position would be reversed, with the Sassoons in control of the opium trade and expanding largely into property up and down the China coast. One generation later, they were wealthy enough to buy their way into the British aristocracy, replete with country estates, racing stables, and Mayfair mansions. Regardless which community was on top, the opium trade among India, Persia, and China became almost totally dominated by non-Europeans—Baghdadi Jews, Parsis, Gujarati Muslims, Persians.


This trade had become the central pillar of regional commerce, and the secret of Britain’s imperial success in East Asia. For decades, it and other Western empires had struggled to find something the Chinese market was prepared to pay for, in exchange for the tea and silk and ceramics that the West was all too keen to buy from China. Opium existed already inside China, especially among elite circles, where lying on couches while servants heated nuggets for inhalation was framed as a sensual delight. Once the British worked out that their Indian subjects and collaborators knew how to grow it in bulk, a new trading world emerged—and new markets among China’s lower classes lined up for addiction.


The British in India were soon overseeing the growing and auction of opium, which was then transported to markets all over Asia, but especially into China. Some missionaries and other moralists tut-tutted at the trade; yet this was also the time when opium was consumed widely in Britain (often as “tonic” or “laudanum salts”) and elsewhere, too. Legislation to restrict it was a long time coming—and the Chinese imperial establishment hemmed and hawed about whether and how to ban it. Chinese traders liked the smell of profit, too, but by the 1830s had come to see the drug’s role in the weakening of their people. The successful traders—first British adventurers and their Parsi colleagues, and then clans such as the Sassoons—were those most adept at riding the waves of acceptance and illegality with dexterity.


When Elias David Sassoon turned up in 1845 he was thus probably the third known Jew in Hong Kong; he was joined a year later by his brother Abdullah, later to be known as Sir Albert David Sassoon, and Dawood Moses. As subjects of the British Empire in India they were categorized as British in Canton and Hong Kong, too. They did not open an office in Hong Kong until 1857, when the outbreak of the Second Opium War forced them out of Canton. Elias made Shanghai—a few days’ sail up the China coast—his personal base from 1850, when he broke away from the family firm to set up E. D. Sassoon and Co. He was looking beyond opium toward importing metals, muslins, cottons, and Dutch East Indies spice. Elias’s heir, Victor Sassoon, would also choose 1930s Shanghai over Hong Kong, where he risked and lost the most. With the Sassoons largely absent from Hong Kong from the start of the twentieth century, their place as leaders of the Jewish community would be taken by a former staff member, Eleazor “Elly” Kadoorie, who, when he flew the Sassoon nest to make his own conglomerate, would start a new dynasty of wealth-making and giving still in Hong Kong today.
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Those fresh off the boat at the birth of Hong Kong included another key class of entrepreneurs, the Tanka and Hakka people of China. The British assumption, based on their experience in Canton, was that Hong Kong would be a small, predominantly foreign port town, with the only Chinese present being servants and staff of European trading houses. They were rapidly proved wrong. Chinese flocked to this freer society where chances seemed manifold.


Take Loo Aqui from Poon Yu district in Whampoa. For his well-timed “loyalty” to the British, he was granted land in what would become Hong Kong’s Lower Bazaar. He soon grabbed more, and even before 1842 was running a gambling tent and brothel; in 1845, he built a theater. When Middle Bazaar inhabitants were moved farther uphill to Taipingshan, an area known as Hong Kong’s “Chinatown,” he built a market there; by 1850, he was collecting rent from more than a hundred houses and shops. Alongside the gambling and prostitution he also held the monopoly for the local sale of opium. Thanks to men such as Loo Aqui, the first markets of Hong Kong lacked for nothing.18 Bishop George Smith, visiting in 1844, wrote that Loo Aqui lived “in a style much above the generality of Chinese settlers, who are commonly composed of the refuse of the neighbouring mainland . . . After the peace he was at first afraid to return to the mainland, lest he should be seized as a traitor by the Mandarins. In the end he settled at Hong Kong, where he is said to encourage disreputable characters by the loan of money, and in various ways to reap the proceeds of profligacy and crime.”19


Loo Aqui was not alone. The arrival of the British fleet in Hong Kong Harbor attracted anyone able to make a living from it, supplying food or services of whatever kind. The Tanka people, whose presence in Hong Kong both pre-dated and followed the first British settlers, lived and died on their boats, not allowed by Chinese tradition to live onshore or go to school. No wonder some grabbed the chance offered by British rule to escape such limits. A powerful example is Kwok Acheong, whose wealth was rooted in his provisioning of the British Army and Navy during the First Opium War. When the Peninsula and Oriental Shipping Company opened in Hong Kong in 1845, he became their comprador, or key local manager; he later bought its engineering and shipbuilding department and developed a fleet of steamships, providing keen competition to the Hongkong, Canton and Macao Steamboat Co. He died in 1880, honored and respected, one of Hong Kong’s wealthiest and most prominent men.


Another early leader was Tam Achoy, who arrived in 1841. He was granted rights to the easternmost lots of the Lower Bazaar and began buying up adjoining property until he had a long sea frontage. The roots of his fortune lay not in property but in contracting; he also became broker for thousands of laborers leaving China for work in the United States or beyond, chartering ships and building a jetty on his seafront to dock and fill them. As the recognized leader of the Chinese community, his name topped most of the subscription lists for worthy causes; he was a trustee for Chinese temples and was credited in 1857 by the editor of the Friend of China newspapers as the most creditable Chinese in the colony.20


Twelve-year-old Wei Akwong had been plucked, literally, off the streets of Macao, where he was a homeless beggar, and taken in by the good Christians of the Morrison Education Society in 1837. This sent him to Singapore for an education in Chinese and English, although he never became a convert. He, too, was in Hong Kong in 1842, first as clerk in a churchman’s house then as comprador and landowner. Compradors were key figures in East Asian commerce, key intermediaries between foreign and local traders and financiers. They handled local staff, bill-paying, and commercial intelligence collection and traded on their own accounts, too. Men such as Wei Akwong could be interpreter one day and comprador to the Mercantile Bank of India, London and China the next, a job one of his sons inherited on his death in 1878.21
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As the motley crew gathered, the pace of events picked up—the Friend of China & Hongkong Gazette moved its press to Hong Kong by March 24, 1842, in time to announce an organized currency, a post office, and the erection of barracks. The Central Market opened in June 1842, swiftly followed by a Roman Catholic church and a Baptist chapel. Yet apart from two floating opium warehouses in the harbor (for the Jardine and Dent companies), there seemed to be almost no trade. Competition from the other Treaty Ports compounded the treaty confusion, no doubt deliberate, over whether Chinese were allowed to trade freely at Hong Kong. Rampant piracy and the general lack of any effective legal system put all at risk.


Her Majesty’s Deputy Superintendent of Trade A. H. Johnston decided in 1843 that Hong Kong was “precipitous and uninviting.” Government Treasurer Montgomery Martin was even less inspired. The landscape had “a greenish hue, like a decayed Stilton cheese . . . uninviting . . . desolate . . . the granite is rotten and passing, like dead animal and vegetable substances, into a putrescent state . . .” With sunshine, “a noxious steam or vapour rises from the fetid soil, yielding a gas of a most sickly and deleterious nature . . . This morbific gas . . . slowly mingles with the surrounding atmosphere, and when not causing immediate illness, produces a depressing effect on mind and body which undermines and destroys the strongest constitutions . . . There does not appear the slightest probability that, under any circumstances, Hong Kong will ever become a place of trade.”


Worse still was the moral depravity. The Chinese authorities’ block on the migration of respectable Chinese meant, said Martin, that Hong Kong was populated by “a continual shifting of a Bedouin sort of population, whose migratory, predatory, gambling and dissolute habits, utterly unfit them for continuous industry, and render them not only useless but highly injurious subjects in the attempt to form a new colony.”


Yet what Hong Kong was to benefit from most was precisely this shifting, Bedouin sort of population who may well have been predatory but were also enterprising and industrious. Hong Kong promised novel freedoms—to worship freely, to go ye forth and multiply, to get ahead. The Chinese Repository, a magazine run by Americans in Canton, was so impressed that it felt “the time will soon come—we cannot doubt it—when religious toleration will become universal . . .” It noted with approval the arrival of the mosque and a Chinese temple even before a British chapel had been built.22 While the majority of the early population of new Hong Kong focused on making a quick fortune and going home, wherever that was, a nucleus of stayers soon formed. They were contractors and builders, compradors, government servants, and the handful of Chinese Christians cut off by their families for their new faith. Each of these had the incentive to settle down for the long term.


Little thought was given to what this “British” colony would look like after this kaleidoscopic throng of peoples and desires was tossed together. Formal Britishness was asserted at once, through flag and free trade, through laws, land auctions, and stone buildings. Yet while these imperial statements were being made, ever more of Hong Kong’s mingling mass assembled. White British sailors would soon be drinking and carousing in taverns where the sensual delights were indubitably local, be they Chinese or variations of Southeast Asian brought north with trade. Unsurprisingly, one thing led to another. Officials and moralists might fear or despise mixed unions—yet families would form, of whatever hue. Even apart from mutual desire, when states are weak, no structure other than family offers such trust and ways to make and move money around.


Here, more than in sexy Shanghai, grew schools, places of worship and clubs open specifically to mixed-race children, differing cultural obsessions, widely variant religious traditions. Perhaps because it was so normal to deal with Portuguese newspaperman, Parsi financier, Jewish philanthropist, Scottish trader, and English pub owner, all in the course of one day, people took the mosaic for granted. This is how a professional and middle class were born—here lay the roots of Hong Kong as a city trading the world.
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