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AnIncident

Aviolentargumentwithmyfathertookplaceonemorning,severaldecadesago,duringmy

universityundergraduatedays.Ididn’tunderstandtherootsofitatthetime–Ihavebeen

curiousaboutiteversince.Itsetsthescenebecauseinhindsight,theeventsofmyfather’slife

suggestthereasonsforthatincident.Inuncoveringthosereasons,thebookwillbringinto

focusawiderstoryoffamily,communityandnation.

Someconceptsarediscussedinpreparationforthatwiderstory.Theseincludenotionsof

biographyandofnarrative,explainedthroughexamplesfrompopularfilmandliterature.They

alsoincludeanotionoflearningtiedtothepracticeofsciencewhichontheonehandwas

instrumentaltoahistoricalconflictsbetweenBritainandChinaandontheother,haveledto

prominentdevelopmentsamongsttheChineseinBritainandamongstBritonsinChina.

Liverpool,England

LiverpoolwasasmallmuddypoolonthebanksoftheRiverMerseywhenitwasfirstsettledin

the12thcentury.Itrosetobecomethegreatestporttheworldhadeverseenattheturnofthe

20thcentury.Suchaportinevitablyattractedmigrants,oneofwhomwasmygrandfather,from

GuangdongProvince,China.Hebroughtoverawifefromthesameprovinceandmyfatherwas

thefirst-bornin1914,outofninechildren.



Myfatherwasanoutstandingstudentandakeensportsmanandescapedtheextreme

prejudicethatwasprevalentagainstChinesesettlersatthestartofthe20thcentury,indicated

byawell-documentedCityCouncilmeetingin1906.Myfatherearnedthatrespectofhis

headteacher,whoin1932recommendedhimforaplaceatThePolytechnic,London.

ThecircumstancesoftheChinesediasporaanditsChinatownsaredescribedthroughthestory

ofHuangYiguang,anadventurerandaMexicanChinesewhovisitedLiverpoolbeforethewarin

Europehadbegun.HeismentionedlaterinthebookbecausehehelpedmyfatherenterChina

beforetravellingtoNanking,thecapitalofJapaneseoccupiedChina.

London,England

OriginallyafordenablingneolithictraderstocrosstheRiverThames,Londonalsobecamea

greatportandacapitalcityaswell.Chinesesailorssettledthereinparticularinthedocklands

areaknownasLimehouse.Mygrandfather’sbestfriend,UncleGoo,eventuallysettledinLondon

butlikemanyothers,hemovedouttothesuburbs.Myfatherstayedathishomeasastudent,in

thecomfortabledistrictofGoldersGreenbetween1932and1937.

Theearlier“yellowperil”maniapromotedbytheluridfictionsofThomasBurkeandSaxRomer,

basedontheLimehousecommunityhaddieddownbythattime.Myfatherappearednotto

havesufferedthekindsofprejudicedescribedbytherenownedChinesewriterLaoSheinhis

novel“MrMaandSon”,depictingLondonbetween1924to1929.

Myfathercontinuedtodowellinhisstudies,movingintoajobatCossorRadiowhilsthe

studiedintheevenings,eventuallyleavingLondontoanapprenticeshipatBritishThompson-

HoustoninRugby,Warwickshire.HisgoalwastoworkinShanghai,Chinaandhewashelped

towardshisambitionbytheUniversitiesChinaCommittee,aBritishorganisationreflectingthe

globalreachoftheBritishEmpire.

Bychance,IrecentlymetmydistantAuntGweninHongKongwhooriginatedfromLimehouse,

London.Shedescribedtomeherearlylifeinpost-warLimehouse,whereshemetandlater

marriedNobelLaureateinphysics,SirCharlesKao.

HongKong,China

Yetanothergreatport,HongKongowesit’soriginstoitsdeepwaterharbour,whichpersuaded

BritishcoloniserstoseizetheterritoryasatradingpostduringtheFirstOpiumWarinthe1840s.

Bythetimemyfatherarrivedthereacenturylater,itwasamajorimperialoutpostintheEast,

secondonlytoSingapore.AftersailingfromLiverpool,hespentashortperiodoftimetherewith

myAuntsLizzieandEmilywhohadalsooriginatedfromLiverpool.Theywerenamedaspartof

the“Liverpoolcrowd”byarelativeofUncleGoo,whomIhaveadoptedasUncleWilly,whomI

nevermetbecausehediedduringthedefenceofHongKongagainsttheJapanesein1941.My

encounterwithhimwasthrougharchivedletterstoUncleGoo,andtohissonUncleHarry.Uncle

WillyhadwrittenwhilsthewasinShanghaiin1937andtheninHongKongin1941,shortly

beforehisdeath.



MyAuntsLizzieandEmilysurvivedtheJapaneseoccupationofHongKong;theymentionedto

myfatherwhenhereturnedtoHongKongafterthewarthattheoverseasChinesehadputup

heroicresistanceagainsttheinvadingJapanese.

Chongqing,China

ChongqingliesincentralChinaattheconfluencetotwomajorrivers–theYangtzeandthe

JialingRiver.ItwasthewartimecapitaloftheChineseNationalists;itsurvivedtheattacksofthe

Japanese,includingmassiveaerialbombing.

MyfathermettheMexicanChineseHuangYiguanginKunming,enroutefromHongKongto

Chongqing.HuanghadarrangedajobformyfatherintheInternationalRadioStationin

Chongqing,whichmyfatherheldthroughoutthewar.Aftermeetingmyfather,Huangdeparted

forJapanese-occupiedNanking(Nanjing)toafailedassassinationattemptontheChinese

puppetprimeminister,WangJingwei.Hewasexecutedon11November1940.

WhilstinChongqing,myfathermetmymother,thedaughterofaChristianpastor.Theymarried

afterthedefeatofJapan,departingforHongKongsoonafterwardsbecausemypaternal

grandfatherinEnglandhaddiedandhisashesneededtobeaccompaniedbacktothefamily

village.TheyhadeveryintentionofreturningChongqingbutthisfailedtotakeplace,duetothe

turmoiloftheChinesecivilwarin1949.AfterafewmonthsinHongKong,myfatherarrangeda

returntoEngland,mymotherpregnantwithmyelderbrother.Apromisethathewouldtakeher

backtoChongqingwasbroken.

Manchester,England

Manchesteralsoliesattheconfluenceoftworivers–theMerseyandtheIrwell.It’simportance,

however,laynotintradebutinmanufacturing.Itthereforedevelopedstrengthinscienceand

engineering,attheheartoftheIndustrialRevolution.

MybrotherwasborninLiverpoolonmyparents’returntoEngland,butthefamilymovedto

nearbyManchesteraftermyfatherhadfoundworkthere.Iwasbornbeforelongandwesettled

intoacomfortablesuburbanlifeintheshadowoftheworldfamoussoccerandcricketgrounds

atOldTrafford.Myfather’sinterestinsporthadnotwanedandwelivedinaneighbourhoodof

sportslovers.Mychildhoodwastypicallylocalised,withoutmuchthoughtaboutmyparentsand

theirorigins.

InterestinChinagrewwiththearrivalofChinesestudentstoManchester,attractedbyits

reputationinscienceandengineering,whofoundthemselvesathomeunderthehospitality

affordedbymyparents.CharlesKaosimilarlyfoundhimselfinaBritishChinesehome,thatof

myAuntGwen.Hedescribesthelifeofanoverseasstudentinhisautobiography.The

relationshipbetweenChinesemigrantsandBritainhasbeendescribedthroughthewords“sea,

soap,salt”,signifyingtheprofessionsofseafaring,launderingandfoodcatering.“Science”

becomesthefourthinthisseries,exemplifiedbythelifeofCharlesKao.



ReturntoChina

TheinfluenceofthoseChinesestudentswasnotjustonme;throughmeetingtheparentsof

thosestudents,thoughtsofreturntoChinaaroseinmyparents.MuchhadchangedinChina

sincemyparentshadleft.SomedetailsofthosechangesaredescribedinthebookofaBritish-

basedChinesefriendofmyparents,HsuTao-ching.

Aftergraduationin1976,IwenttoworkinHongKongatatimewhentheCulturalRevolution

wasdrawingtoaclose.Conditionswerebecomingincreasinglyliberalandin1979,myparents

obtainedvisasforreturntoChina,previouslydeniedtothem.Ienteredafewdaysbeforethem,

meetingmyChineserelativeswhomIhadnevermetbefore;myparentsflewintoawelcome

thatwasemotional,especiallyformymother.Ikeptadiary,fromwhichIrelateevents.

MyfatherneverreturnedtoChina;hediedin1983.Mymotherreturnedseveralmoretimes

beforeherdeathin2006.Inthoseinterveningyears,Chinagrewfromapoorbackwardthird-

worldcountryintoaglobaleconomicsuper-power.

UnderstandinganIncident

Sowhatwasthatincidentwithmyfatherallabout?Ithinkbackintermsof:

Parent,Adult,Child(family)

Withinrelationships,thoughtsandfeelingsreverberate,especiallywithinfamilies.Theseare

oftenunspoken,leadingtoconflictswhichtaketimetoheal.EricBernedescribedtheseinhis

book“GamesPeoplePlay”;theyaremoregraphicallyillustratedinpopularfilmssuchas“Star

Wars”,inwhichafather,DarthVader,andson,LukeSkywalker,fightonoppositesidesina

galacticwar.

MaturationandGaze(community)

Theshiftfromchildtoadultisusuallygradualandsubtle.Wrappedupinthemaelstromoflife,

shiftscanoftengounnoticed.Maturationandgazeco-develop;thenovel“LordoftheFlies”by

WilliamGoldingillustratesthesepoints.Overyears,thegazeshiftsfromanarrowfamily,intoa

widercommunity,intoaviewofnationsandtheglobe.

Technology,ScienceandObjectivation(nation)

Twonationshavebeendescribedinpreviouschapters:GreatBritainandChina.Bothhave

undergoneradicalchangessincethetimeofmygrandfather;I’vechosenascientificviewpoint

tounderstandthosechanges.AthreadlinksBritain’s“whiteheatofthetechnological

revolution”inthe1960stoCharlesKao’sgroundbreakingresearchonglassfibreandtoChina’s

laterrisetobecomethesecondlargesteconomyontheglobe.

ThephilosopherPierreBourdieucharacterisedthefamilyasa“well-foundedfiction”.Sucha

characterisationmightbeadoptedbyanadolescentescapingfromatraditionalfamily

environment,butalsobyagovernment,suchasthenewlyformedChineseCommunist



government1949,thatdeliberatelyobstructedtraditionalkinshiprelationshipsinorderto

establishanewnation.Dilemmasoffactversusfictionarisewithinfamilies,communitiesand

nations.

LastDays

ThefinalchapterofLaurieLee’sbest-sellingautobiography,“CiderwithRosie”,iscalled“Last

Days”.It’samodelofpoeticprosethatnostalgicallydescribestheolderpeopleandtheirwayof

lifeintheruralEnglishvillagewheretheauthorgrewup,whosetimeisupastheSecondWorld

Warisabouttostart.Atthesametime,itdescribesexcitingtimesaheadforyoungsters,likethe

author,abouttoenterthewiderworld.Intheoldworld:“Thehorsewasking..”;inthenew:

“youthsroaredlikerockets”referringtomotorcyclesandothervehiclesappearingontheroad.

“Timesquareditself,thevillageshrank,distancescreptnearer”,hecontinues.

Inwritingaboutafamilyandadiaspora,thereisasimilarsenseoflastdays.Myparentshave

passedon,butsohastheirwayoflifesupportedbytheslowlymaturingglobal

cosmopolitanismoftheirera.Thereareexcitingopportunitiesinthemodernglobalvillageof

today,supportedbytheinternetandexpandingtraveloptions,buttherearealsodangersahead

justastherewereinthe1930s.Itisimportanttoresearchandrecordhowpreviousgenerations

sufferedandsurvivedinaperiodwhichisnotdissimilartoours.

DenisWong,HongKong
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