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CHAPTER 3

The View from Home

Dreams of Chinese Railroad Workers
across the Pacific

ZHANG GUOXIONG,

WITH ROLAND HSU

Scholars in the United States have long studied the Chinese workers who
made a historic contribution to building the transcontinental railway. Both
Chinese and American researchers have extensively referenced documents and
popular materials available in US public and private collections. In Guang-
dong Province, we have pursued an important parallel path, uncovering and
interpreting Chinese government documents and original materials of popular
culture from the hometowns, or giaoxiang, of the Chinese migrant laborers
from the era.

In addition to using new sources, this chapter reveals new insights into
the impact of the Chinese railroad workers upon their return to their home
villages. Working alongside colleagues in the Chinese Railroad Workers in
North America Project at Stanford University, we take this opportunity to
“reverse the gaze” of subject and observer and view the Pacific passage of labor
migrants to North America as it looks from the well-traveled coast of southern
China.!

In this essay we develop an argument in two parts. First, the Pacific passage
for those who went to build the Central Pacific Railroad mirrors the travel
of those who migrated in search of gold in the United States. Second, the
Chinese railway workers who returned home profoundly influenced their
hometowns in ways that we can still detect today.

55
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The View from Home 65

cannot become mature, and a man’s success is achieved by no other way but
[by] being hardworking and thrifty. What he says, though not sophisticated,

are words [that] contain the truth.??

These words are on a porcelain tablet made by an individual named Li
Yijun. The words narrate the fortunes of his grandparents, Li Junqgian and Lady
Zhang. The tablet is a rare relic of a Chinese laborer preserved in giaoxiang.

Qiaoxiang Transformed: Material Prosperity

In the memoirs of some Qing ofhicials, we find testimony that would seem
to support the stories in the ballads and poems. In the memoir of Zhang
Zhidong, the governor of Guangdong and Guangxi Provinces, and Zhang
Yinhuan, an emissary to the United States (1886), we learn that, “according
to many foreigners we have consulted, the annual service revenue earned by
Chinese laborers, with their daily cost deducted, is remitted home to provide
for their families; the total sum amounts to several million liang of silver.”?4 In
the memoir of Xue Fucheng (1890), who was in charge of establishing Chinese
consulates in Southeast Asia, a similar record was found: “[A]ccording to the
inspection in America of the San Francisco Bank’s general ledger of exchange
bills, the annual remittance to China from the overseas Chinese amounts to
the sum of about eight million liang of silver.”*

Chinese overseas laborers, through their remittances to their families,
influenced the patterns of consumption and the standards of living in their
hometowns. The following source documents a marked shift:

In Kaiping County, before the reign of Emperor Guangxu [1871-1908], the
objects of daily life and provisions that were prominent in Wuyi were mostly
produced locally, but subsequent to remittances from America the market
grew for imported goods.

Since the foreign influence came, there have been five customs out of the
six that have been changed. For example, in dressing and meals, people like to
dress and eat in [ W ]estern style; in courtesy, they prefer free love to traditional
marriage and bowing to kowtow; calendars do not contain the leap year and
month; home lots are flat and houses are built with tall towers; is flat without
surrounding walls and the house built high with towers around; the devices for
plotting the land are no longer the plow with yoke, and the process of grinding
hulled rice is improved; only the dialect is not greatly changed, but its change
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66 Ties to China

will happen soon; such [words] as English 70 instead of Chinese fox and

English yes instead of Chinese s/ come from the lips of the returned overseas.2°

Even today, among families whose ancestors were jinshan uncles, their
households retain objects that were brought back from overseas work on
railroads. At Longanli, Shuilouxiang, Dajiang Town, Taishan County, in
the houses of Li Jiancong and Lijiangui, great-grandsons of Li Youqin, who
worked as a labor-recruiting agent for the Union Pacific Railroad, one finds
objects such as the “jinahan box” —perhaps referring to a travel trunk—and
a kerosene packing case, along with four British Tower brand pots and basins
that remain in use. Even after 150 years, the families still express pride of own-
ership of the well-made items.

Beginning in the 1860s, Chinese laborers who returned from North Amer-
ica brought altered designs for family home architecture. Researchers have
been able to trace a number of examples of new multifamily clan homes that
were built at the time alongside the older design. In some instances, there is
evidence that multiple returning workers combined resources to buy land and
extend the architectural footprint. The layout and model of the new houses
blend traditional forms with Western influences, such as consistent layout of
rooms and built-in ventilation, including windows. These family homes also
use modern construction materials, such as concrete, and the tradition of the
three-room, two-corridor low house, or /x, began to give way to a new style of
building with two or more stories.

In the rural areas of Taishan and Kaiping, on the lintels of the Western-style
buildings, architects infused wall paintings and ornamental designs with

motifs from railroad lines, equipment, and Western scenery.

New Wealth and New Culture

Along with material wealth, home communities absorbed social and cultural
markers of the migrants’ lives abroad. We have noted evidence of changes in the
giaoxiang dialect, such as the introduction of the words yes and 70; other changes
are the habit of saying “hello” as a greeting and “bye-bye” when departing,
along with the use of random words such as chocolate, taffy, cracker, ball, stamp,
cap, mark, face, sorry, and other terms that in popular parlance have tended
to replace the corresponding Chinese words. In gizoxiang vernacular speech,
speakers combine English and Chinese to form hybrid expressions. For example,
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becoming naked is expressed as tuozhe blank, which combines the Taishan dialect
word tuozhe (to undress) and the English word blank. Another example is the
hybrid word for the color scarlet, hong blood, which combines the Taishan dia-
lect word hong (red) and the English word blood to characterize that type of red.

In terms of social roles, the absence of men while working overseas led some
Jjinshan wives to become the primary wage earners in their families:

Since the mid-reign of Emperor Guangxu, most of the men have gone over-
seas, and the women have been engaged in the tillage. ... Women are wet with
mud all over the body, doing hard labor in fields. In the [n]orthern provinces
such scenes cannot be seen. When a person comes from the north he will feel
strange [secing] the women with naked feet and even naked to the part above
the knees. Now such scenes can be seen only in the fields.?”

Qiaoxiang women in this way began to play a role in the social transformation
of the home villages that marked the influence of the laboring men in absentia.

Dreams Not Realized

Of course, not all the Gold Mountain dreams became reality. In giaoxiang
documents there are many records that testify to disappointment. Popular
songs narrate the depression and pessimism of unsuccessful Chinese laborers
who incurred the cost of travel abroad but returned with little or nothing to
show for their efforts.

The crescent moon is shining over China,

Some people feel happy while others are distressed.
Some return home after making a fortune,

Others end up drifting abroad.

Sojourners in a strange land,

Still burdened with debt.

[ am not able to soothe my sorrow,

Especially when I am thinking of my aging parents.

I would wish to return,

Yet without money to afford the journeys;

Having strived hard to migrate overseas for a better life,
I still meet with hardship and discord.

Born under an unlucky star,

Achieving nothing in the comings and goings of life;
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Even after going abroad,

I have gained nothing while journeying east and west;
Yin and Yang are misaligned,

Being away from home leads to solitude and destitution,
Moving around the world,

I cannot live in peace and walk with happiness.28

In 1992 a graveyard with 387 graves of destitute overseas Chinese was found
in Huangkeng, Xinhui County.29 Those interred there died abroad without
leaving funds or biographical records. Philanthropic efforts during the 1880s
and 1890s transported these remains to China, and the graveyard bears sad
witness to their sacrifices. According to the custom in Wuyi giaoxiang, the pro-
cedure for repatriating remains included unearthing, cleaning, and arranging
the bones; gathering all the remains for shipment at the port of San Francisco;
and sending the remains to China in batches. Of the 387 distinct bodily
remains at the Xinhui graveyard, there are a number of individuals who may
be identified with reasonable certainty to be former gold miners and railroad
construction laborers in North America. This graveyard has thus far been
preserved and is an important site for further research.

Songs of mourning from the era include refrains that echo the graveyard of
the destitute:

A Letter to My Son

Furious at the mention of Gold Mountain,

My heart beaks at the thought of you my beloved son.
You promised with certainty when you departed,

You would be back in two or three years.

Exhorted by your mother,

Entreating you repeatedly.

We secretly wiped away tears when you departed,

It was because of poverty that you had to leave home.
Once you left your native land, how could you
Completely forget your hometown?

People say that a son in America will

Make his family rich and noble,

How could we have expected once you left home
That the money you sent back could not even pay for a cigarette.

Although poverty is determined by Heaven,
Gambling and whoring is your own failing.
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As time passes, you have not found the gold that you sought,
Youd better turn around and come back home soon.

Since the outlook in the alien land is good,

Opver ten years have passed already.

When will you pay back your parents’ toil and care?

In order to avoid being ungrateful and in disrepute.

When will you see your brothers again?

To avoid more separation from your siblings

Who will be able to take care of your wife on your behalf?
To avoid leaving your wife in an empty house, sad and lonely.

“Charting your career path before the age of thirty, as the old saying goes,
You are almost thirty now.

Having no children of your own,

Your wife is drowning in tears all day long.

Your mother is becoming old and weak,

Me, your father, I am growing gaunt and weak

No longer able to step out of the house

Tired and without appetite for food or drink,

Often spending the day lying on a mat or sleeping in bed.

Today’s world is full of disappointment,

Neither reason nor sympathy prevails.

People gossip about the absence of a son,

Saying that I do not have a son to attend to me when I may be dying leaves
me feeling alone and helpless.

Hearing what people are saying makes me choke with tears,

Crying silently all the time.

If you want to see your parents, turn around now

Come back home without delay.

If you return home too late,

We may only meet in the afterworld.

However rich you may be at that time,

You will be facing our tombs alone and with only your sobs.

This letter is too short for me to express my feelings,

It’s all up to your heart whether you will listen to me.*®
This letter/ballad, to be sung in the manner of rhythmic wuyi muyudiao,

relates the fate of many of the Chinese laborers who went overseas and never

returned:
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The Good Wife Anticipates the Return of Her Husband

In the evening, with watery eyes, I recall the time my husband left.
I said to you that we were married for only a half year.
At leisure I look to the distance with worry; from low to high I have vacant
eyes.
Soon at New Year’s I went out in the neighborhood,
wondering when my husband would return.
At the lunar January lantern show it is crowded;
men and women are watching the show eagerly.
But I just stay in my boudoir alone, alone in the room.
People are joyful at the lantern festival,
But I'm gloomy with untold complaints.
Thinking long and hard I cannot be relieved,
with tears and a desolate mood.
One day if I become shameless,
[ will shyly peek at a handsome man.?!
The sentiments of wives and women who mourned the loss of those who
never returned from North America are heard in multiple popular ballads,
such as this representative sample:

This man of talent is right for me,

And the feeling between us is mutual.

Suddenly you are departing for America,

Leaving me your young girl of around ten years old.
How could you bear parting with me?

Standing tall and going forward to a foreign land.
Sailing across the Pacific Ocean,

Leaving me alone, cold, and inconsolable on my pillow.
I am young and afraid to sleep alone,

Why should you go and stay abroad?

Yet you still travelled to America,

I regret that we are separated by thousands of miles.
Let me ask you,

How long can one’s youthful beauty last?

Even if you become rich and famous in America,

You will still make this beautiful woman frown with sadness.
Time flies,

And we can never retrieve it.
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I lose my youthful looks with each passing day,

And I seek to seize the moment and live life to the fullest!
Sigh,

My husband is in Gold Mountain,

No matter how much money is brought back home,

You cannot buy back our youth.*?

Absence stirred grief that led to special rituals of healing. Communities
of the Wuyi giaoxiang possess a heritage of reconstructing family lineages
for those whose male line was interrupted by a migrant to North America
who never returned. In the giaoxiang tradition, these families were known
to purchase a son so as to formalize the continuity of the male lineage of the
absent migrant. In some cases the deceased migrant’s parents found for their
absent son a wife: the new bride was to hold a rooster in place of the husband
during the wedding ceremony. With her marriage symbolically consummated,
the daughter-in-law was thereby able to move into the now multigenerational
family home. These special jinshan wives knew their symbolic husbands only
from the evidence of a photo or from testimony from one of their former
acquaintances that the husbands had indeed been jinshan uncles. Such special
Jjinshan wives are known in some circles as “virgin widows.”

Researchers from the Guangdong Qiaoxiang Culture Research Center met
with such a family in Long’anli, Shuilouxiang, Dajiang Town, Taishan County.
We express our appreciation to Li Zhuohao, who served as cultural informant
and who himself is a descendant of the family. His grandfather was a Chinese
railroad laborer who worked in the United States and subsequently moved
to Canada. According to the family history, the grandfather continued to
send remittances but never returned home and eventually died in Canada.
The grandmother of Li Zhuohao was known as a virgin widow, and she was
married into the family in a ceremony in which she held a rooster to stand in
for the absent groom. She subsequently obtained a son from Enping County,
and this boy grew to become the father of Li Zhuohao.

Based on the reference materials in the giaoxiang, we have endeavored to
reverse the perspective and to render the aspirations and realities of the gold
miners and railroad laborers who made the passage to North America, as well
as some who were able to return to their home villages. Evidence of Chinese
laborers in North America may be found in official documents, but in the

SUP-Chang-text.indd 71 2/219 12:38 PM



Journal of Transnational American Studies 10.2 (Winter/Spring 2019-20) Forward

72 Ties to China

giaoxiang the government records offer little in the way of personal stories.
Popular and private sources are, as we demonstrate, indispensable for research
on the Chinese laborers from the perspective of giaoxiang. Indeed, we plan to
continue to seck and interpret such relics, oral testimonies, and materials of

popular culture.
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