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Historians of the present day are generally
agreed that there is a need to understand society
fromthe ‘grass-roots’, whether it be urban or rural,
and that this must be done both through direct ob-
servation (wherever possible) or by the close scru-
tiny of documents produced within that society.

In Hong Kong, we have been able to contrib-
ute towards thiskind of research intwoways. The
firstiswell-known. The New Territories have for
many years given scholars an opportunity for
fieldwork, and village studies; and varying in
availability, documentation of different kinds may
also be found, to support and amplify fieldwork.

The second contribution is much less
gppreciated. Because urban Hong Kong was a city
of migrants, most of them from different parts of
Guangdong, historical materialsrelating to the prov-
ince turn up from time to time in the city’ s second
hand and curio market. These originally belonged
to deceased businessmen who made good in Hong
Kong but a so maintained linksto their home aress,
using their profitsto invest in property or busi-
nessesthere, on their own or their parent lineage's
behalf.

Along with account books, bills of exchange,
remittance pgpers, minute books and other business
materials, there can often be found personal and
family papers such as horoscopes, marriage
documents, books on geomancy, and fortunetelling,
papers about ancestors’ graves, family trusts, and
legal problems, and other matters. There are also
land deeds of sale, purchase and mortgage showing
family investments and other transactions concern-
ing shops, houses, fields, and other landed property.
Genealogies, religious materials, manuals for writ-
ing letters and popular and classical literature are
also included.

One can say, therefore, with some truth, that
the work and interests of businessmen strongly re-
flected the political and social culture of China of
their day.! But, as with documents relating to the
village, it israre for alarge collection of business
papers to be preserved intact. Where one such is
preserved — and fortunately this happens fromtime
to time — the papers in question can shed light on
practices in the commercial sector, helping us to
understand the structure and management practices
of the Chinese family firm, and the Chinese busi-
nessworld.

Urban and rural collections may constitute the
whole or a portion of the holdings of a village
lineage, family, or businessfirm at a given time, or
they may comprise a set of documents that have
been bundled together because they have occupied
some place of specia importance. Inregard to land
deeds, the value of the collection is enhanced by
the inclusion of papers recording successive trans-
actions in the same properties through the custom-
ary practice of handing on earlier deeds to the new
owners.

As in archaeology, where a find would lose
most of itssignificance wereit to belooked at with-
out any knowledge of the context in which it was
discovered, a document found within such a col-
lection should be examined in relation to the other
documents, and also to whatever else is known
about its owners. What we want is not only thein-
formation to be obtained from single documents -
such as how land was mortgaged, bought or sold,
the complexities of multiple ownership, and some-
times also tenancy arrangements - but the history
of the family or the institution that owned them,
leading (if we are fortunate in finding related
information) to a fuller knowledge of the socio-
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poalitical and economic situation in and of its home
area. In regard to business papers, inter-connections
are clearly of crucial importance to comprehension
of therange and detail of commercial activities.

Needless to say, collecting isawholly unpre-
dictable business! One never knows what one may
find. Also, it isnext to impossible to know what
may be hidden inside the bundles of papers, in the
limited time available for scanning at the dedler’s
shop or stall. But takes good fortune to come across
the larger collections, and in the way these papers
are made available for sale, more often than not,
we know nothing about their owners. Indeed, we
cannot be sure we have got all the documents that
belong to any one collection. 2

Despitelikely gaps or missing materias, there
has yet been enough to encourage Professor Takeshi
Hamashita of the University of Tokyo, and more
recently Professor Chi-Cheung Choi and his col-
leagues at the Hong Kong University of Science
and Technol ogy, to promote research into individual
collectionsand to publish and circul ate their content.
Furthermore, additional documents, resulting from
continued collecting in Hong Kong over the past
ten years, have now been deposited by me with
Professor Choi. These, too, will be made available
for research purposes, possibly leading to other
publications. It is hoped that when other scholars
know of these collections, they may contribute by
conducting detailed enquiries in the localities that
they bear on, and perhaps find and make known
other, related papers which may come to their
attention.

Eventually, we shall be going beyond the
deeds, the places and the families concerned to un-
derstand local history and commercial enterprise.
And when we have more of that, perhaps we shall
understand the development of Chinese society a
little more, in all its marvellous richness and
diversity.

In this ongoing task, | have been no more than
aprovider, spurred on by the interest and excite-

ment of the chase. It has been immensely gratify-
ing to know that my collecting is being followed
up with such dedication and enthusiasm. | wish
here to record my appreciation of the work that has
been doneto date, and to congratul ate all those con-
cerned with the research and production of the suc-
cessive volumes of this ongoing series.

JAMESHAYES
Sydney / Hong Kong,
February 2002.

1 See my article “ Collecting Business Papers of Chinese
Enterprises in Hong Kong” at Alan Birch, Y.C. Jao
and Elizabeth Sinn (eds) Research Materials for Hong
Kong Studies (Hong Kong, Centre of Asian Studies,
University of Hong Kong, 1984), pp.51-52.

2 Given the methods by which it is recovered from old
houses by street collectors and taken to second hand
curio dealers, it is rare for large collections to be
preserved intact. Scrap collectors and dealers were
part of the business community evenin Hong Kong's
earlier years. For reasons that are still obscure they
were for long known as*“ Marine hawkers’ and “Marine
stores’. Today's collectors are usually older men and
women, poorly educated or even illiterate, who make
ameager living by hunting around for salegble material
of all kinds... The scrap collectors have their own
methods. Where papers are concerned and their
commercial value is uncertain, the scragp collectors do
not immediately take all the papers available, but take
abatch at atime, returning only if they have sold certain
items. Sometimes several collectors buy from the same
source. In any case they usually distribute saleable
items among shops and stalls, knowing that one has a
market for this item and the other for something else.
These methods of acquisition and disposal, and the very
limited spaceavailablefor storage and holding available
to any of these collectors and dealers, ensure muddle
and loss (taken from the article cited in Note 1 above).



