XI International Economic History
Congress
Session #71
Rough Draft, do not quote please

Hometown connection and the Chaozhou business networks: a
case study of the Chens of Kintyelung, 1850-19501
Choi Chi-cheung (The Chinese University of Hong Kong)

1. Introduction
The relationship between merchants and their hometown can be understood from
two perspectives. Firstly, whether social functions performed by the merchants in the
local communities hinder or promote the development of modern enterprise particularly
when capital is used for sponsoring apparently non-profitable activities. Secondly, how
cultural resources and ideology at home facilitated business development. As pointed out
by Yu Ying-shih, since the Ming dynasty, merchants replaced intellectual-scholars as
patrons and persons responsible for various social functions such as compiling
genealogies, building or renovating ancestral halls, colleges, temples, roads and bridges.2
As late as the 15th century, wealthy merchants, especially those in the Yangzhi delta,
contributed huge sums of money to local welfare, built lineage halls and other public
facilities for local community, sponsored cultural activities and purchased imperial titles
and positions. 3 The merchants’ ultimate motivation for the pursuit of wealth was to
acquire “intellectual-official” status. Their enthusiasm to become intellectual-official (Shi
da fu) drove them to invest huge amounts of capital into non-profit-making socialcultural functions and aspiring for an intellectual status. Hence, as pointed out by Chen
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Chi-nan, merchants’ incentive to use their capital to invest in developing modern
enterprise was hindered.4
On the other hand, cultural resources, especially the Confucian and traditional
family-lineage ideology, facilitated business development and provided the fundamental
work ethics and entrepreneurship for the Chinese. The employment of lineage members
and relatives was prominent one example of turning traditional lineage bondage into
business linkage.5 David Faure has pointed out that this emphasis on Confucian social
values, in particular that of filial piety, helped the Huizhou merchants in defining liability
commitments. The cultural sanction that “sons should pay the debts of their father”
guaranteed depositors of their money in banks that were managed by filial Huizhou
merchants. 6 It was their adaptation of Confucian ideology which contributed to the
success of the Ming Qing merchants.7 Through non-economic activities in local lineage
and rural communities, the merchants acquired their social reputation and trust which in
return further enhanced their business network and accountability.8
This paper, using a Chaozhou merchant house as an example, will explore the
hidden business agenda of the merchants’ cultural activities in their hometown. It argues
that merchants’ contribution to their hometown was a response to the needs and
development of their business. Non-economic activities, in fact, helped the merchants to
efficiently accumulate capital, recruit loyal managers and other employees, and to
establish a trustworthy business network. However, following the changing external
environment, especially of migration policies, the merchants’ relationship with their
hometown changed from that of a family to a lineage base. Distance, in terms of space
and blood relations, resulted in the changing interpretation of the meaning of the
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merchant’s cultural activities at home. With the formation of new independent families
overseas, merchants, as non-localized lineage members, change their connection with
their ancestors’ hometown from one of obligation to a voluntary relationship.9

2. From Kintyelung to Wanglee: development of the family enterprise of the Chens
of Qianxi10
Kintyelung and its associate companies were founded in the second half of the
19th century by an extended family of the Chens of Qianxi village (hereafter the KTL
family). Development of the family enterprise can be divided into four phases: the
founding period (1850-70s), period of horizontal expansion (1870s-1890), period of
multi-directional expansion (1890-1920), and the period of disintegration and reintegration (1920-1950).11
The family enterprise was first established in the early 1850s when Xuanyi and
his brother, Xuanming, founded the Kintyelung import-export company in Hong Kong.
The two brothers came from a humble extended family of the first branch of the Chen
localized lineage in Qianxi village of Longdu district, Raoping County, Chaozhou
prefecture.12 Fellow villagers can still recall that members of the extended family were
linked closely through religious and ritual bonds.13 Xuanyi’s family was initially so poor
that they did not have their own house or land. He was a wage laborer employed to catch
fish in the river. According to local legend, because of poverty, some members of the first
branch joined a local revolt, which led to the purge of the Chen families and the burning
down of Xuanyi’s ancestral house in the early 1850s.14 In the mid-19th century, Xuanyi
and some of his fellow villagers decided to leave their village to work as crew on junks
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(locally called Hongtou chuan, or “red-head junk”). A few years later, Xuanyi, his
brother and some close cousins saved enough money to buy their own junk and later
founded an import-export company, Kintyelung, in Hong Kong. The company, in its
early years, imported rice from Southeast Asia to China and exported local goods from
southern China to Southeast Asia.
In the last quarter of the 19th century, the Chen brothers established associate
companies Chen Wanli in Shantou, Qianyuan li in Saigon, Chen Shengli and later Chen
Yuanli in Singapore and Hongli (or Wanglee in Thai) in Bangkok.15 These companies,
with Kintyelung as the centre of the business network, continued to import and export
rice and local sundries. At the same time, in order to reduce production and transaction
costs, the family started to invest in rice mills in Bangkok and Vietnam and also ventured
into the remittance business. Though distribution of shareholdings of the companies was
most probably shared by members of the Wujia extended family,16 management of the
companies was controlled by the sons of Xuanming and Xuanyi.17
In the early 20th century, each associate company expanded its own business
activities extensively. The group, with Kintyelung as the parent company, in addition to
its import-export trade, possessed rice milling and remittance interests and, was agent of
the Norway BK Steamship Company as well as a crucial partner of insurance companies
in Hong Kong, Singapore and Thailand, they also diversified their interest in other
businesses such as tobacco manufacturing and real estate. 18 During this period, each
associate company established its own business networks by opening its own branches in
various places. A multi-directional business network thus developed. At the same time,
especially since the 1920s, the companies restructured continuously. As a result of re-
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structuring, some share-holding members relinquished their shares in the companies
allowing control of the companies to shift gradually into the descent line of Cihong,
Xuanyi’s eldest son, and his second son Limei.19 Limei and his children became major
shareholders and directors of these associate companies. 20 It is from this period that
Wanglee, the Bangkok associate company owned by Cihong, gradually replaced
Kintyelung and began to be regarded by fellow villagers as the “parent company” of the
family enterprise.
The companies ventured into diverse business activities in various sectors and
regions in the late nineteenth and early 20th century. As a consequence, they had to
employ increasing numbers of employees, professional and unskilled workers. Close
analysis of the internal structure of the Chen Yuanli Company in Singapore has revealed
that in the 1930s the company recruited not only Chinese professional managers, but also
Malays and Indians born in the Straits Settlement. However, to maintain control of the
company, key financial positions continued to be closely held by the proprietors’
immediate family. Middle-ranking employees of the companies were largely recruited
from kin members (maternal and paternal) and from the same Chaozhou dialect
group.21From interviews, we have learnt that professional managers, even if unrelated,
earned ten times more than middle-ranking clerks. 22 However, many of the middleranking employees remained loyal to the companies. Several of my informants in
Bangkok attributed this to the “en” (grace) that the Wanglee family had provided their
fathers. My informants gave two examples of “en” of the Wanglee family: Firstly, in
Bangkok, the company allowed its employees from the hometown to build houses in
company land without charging them rent. It was said that a village community of 4000

5

lineage members called Wattnam had developed. This village was seen as the second
home of the Chens from Qianxi. Secondly, Cihong, founder of Wanglee, bought lands
and built a “new district” (Xinxiang) of residential homes in Qianxi for members of the
first branch. 23
In brief, since the 1930s, though ownership and key financial positions remained
in the hands of one particular descent line, the companies still relied on unrelated
professional managers. Thus, loyal kin members as well as unrelated local employees
were incorporated as the business expanded.
Political development in the 1940s contributed to a major disruption of the
business linking China and South East Asia. 24 Business firms like the KTL and its
associate companies had to re-divert their business emphasis and concentration. Their
Shantou and Saigon companies closed down following the change of political regime in
China and Vietnam in 1949 and 1975 respectively. Businesses in Hong Kong and
Singapore gradually declined following the loss of a vast China market and the
competition of local traders armed with official support (NTUC in Singapore and
Wufeng Hang in Hong Kong are prominent examples of such alliances). In contrast, the
Bangkok company, whose family members became major shareholders of KTL and
Chen Yuanli in Singapore, successfully re-diverted their business from a rice-dominated
concern to a diversified enterprise, incorporating banking, insurance, hotel, land
development and other activities not directly dependent on the Chinese market. It
therefore changed from a China-oriented business firm to one that actively collaborated
with local influential business houses, such as the Lamsam family of Bangkok and also
with capital from some Western countries.25 The assassination of Chen Shouming, the
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family patriarch, in 1945, further hindered the family’s association with their hometown
as well as with the Chinese community in Thailand. According to local legend, a Chinese
left-wing agent assassinated Shouming for his cooperation with the Japanese during the
period when Thailand was under the Japanese occupation.26 Shouming’s wife, a daughter
of the Lamsam family, announced that the family no longer desired involvement in any
activities of the Chinese community in Thailand. This announcement, while alienating
the family from the Chinese community allowed the family to become more intimate
with the local community. This is demonstrated in the relationship with non-Chaozhou
naturalized tycoons such as the Lamsam family.
From the 1960s, the family’s businesses in Hong Kong and Singapore stagnated.
More share-holding members of other descent lines gradually divested their shares, thus
allowing control of the companies to accumulate further in the hands of Cihong’s few
descendants. Wanglee, originally the account name of Cihong and now the name of the
company group in Bangkok, replaced KTL as the parent company. On the other hand,
abandoning their relations with their hometown due to uncontrollable political factors27,
and the increasing alienation of the family with the Chinese community in Bangkok,
forced the family firm to seek alternative markets, to rely on local people as employees
as well as foreign collaboration. That is, the estrangement from its China connections
resulted in the company’s active localization and joint ventures with local and
international partners. 28 Thus, the relationship with the family and their hometown
dramatically transformed.

3. Development of the KTL family’s hometown links
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As suggested by McElderry and other scholars, family is the core of the multilayer structure of “concentric circles” within Chinese business. The structure expands,
like circles of waves, from the preferences of descent, kinship, territorial and
occupational relations to transactions dependent on guarantors and contract.29 The closer
the connections to the core, the more trust that would be shared by members who are
linked by that relationship. It is the trust that effectively facilitates and enhances
transactions among members of the kin, affines, fellow countrymen or members of the
same guild. Trust, however, is a virtue that has to be cultivated. In the following section,
we shall examine how the contribution of the KTL family to their hometown reflected the
family’s different needs for trust in different periods. It also reveals how descent and
territorial relationships emanating from hometown loyalties were often manipulated by
these overseas merchants.

I.

Lineage and locality
As mentioned above, Xuanyi and Xuanming came from Qianxi village of Longdu

district, Raoping County. They belonged to the eighth generation descended from
Huixian, founder of Qianxi village, and the 18th generation descended from Shixu,
founding ancestor of the Chens in Raoping county. By the end of the Yuan dynasty (or
the last quarter of the 14th century), Shixu settled in Xiwei, a village within one Chinese
mile (or 0.5 kilometer) from the west of Qianxi. In the beginning of the Qing dynasty,
most of Shixu’s descendants lived in villages near Xiwei (i.e. Houchen, Zhuzhe, and
Maitouwei of Longdu and Xilong of Haiyang County). Only 23 members of four
generations lived in Qianxi in the beginning of the early 18th century. The Chens who
lived in Qianxi were regarded only as an extended family of Xiwei. A higher order
8

lineage focused on Shixu was formed in the beginning of the 18th century when an
ancestral hall was built, an ancestral trust was established and a genealogy was compiled.
The Chens of Qianxi were members of the higher order lineage with Shixu as its focal
ancestor. Even today, branched out descendants continue to come to worship Shixu at the
ancestral hall in Xiwei. The Chens of Qianxi were related to those who lived in Xiwei
not only through descent linkage, but also through territorial bonds. Until 1949, there
was a territorial alliance vested in a temple in Xiwei. Religious activities were organized
every year to enhance the strength of the alliance. The alliance was divided into four
shares. Two shares belonged to the Zhus of a nearby village while the other two were
owned by the localized lineages of the Chens, one of which was owned by the Chens of
Houchen while the other was shared by the Chens of Qianxi and Xiwei. In other words,
the Chens of Qianxi were tied closely with Xiwei by descent and territorial links.30
The localized lineage of the Chens of Qianxi was founded by Huixian (16461709) and his three sons. Huixian was a junk merchant sailing between Northern and
Southern China. According to their genealogies, the Chens settled in Qianxi in 1732
when Huixian’s second son, Tingguan, rebuilt the family-owned warehouse into a zhai
(or fortified house compound) in Qianxi. Tingguan, a juren high degree holder and a
magistrate, was the highest-ranking official and degree holder in the village. He
contributed generously to community welfare. A prominent example was the building of
a dyke, three wen ci (halls of literacy) and a market. In 1753, at the age of 82, 60 years
after he had received his juren degree, Tingguan was honored again by the imperial
court. He was the only member of the Qianxi Chen lineage who had his biography
recorded in the local gazettes. 31 Tingguan and his two brothers contributed to the
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formation of the higher order lineage dedicated to Shixu through the establishment of
ancestral halls, ancestral trust, and by compiling the first genealogy of the lineage.
Tingguan was the most respected person in the lineage and the district. During
my field researches in the village, Tingguan and Cihong, Xuanyi’s son, were two names
still fondly remembered by fellow villagers.32 The fortified house compound, Yongning
zhai, built by Tingguan was regarded by fellow villagers as the cultural and religious
symbol of the localized lineage.33
Huixian had three sons whose descendants formed the three major branches of
the localized lineage. The first branch, which Xuanyi belonged to, was poor although it
encompassed the largest population. Until Ciyun, Xuanyi’s third son who was awarded
an “en gongsheng” higher degree, the first branch of the lineage did not have any degree
holders except low ranking Imperial School students (Guoxue sheng). There is not much
evidence available for the study of the development of the third branch of the lineage.
The only information present is that it did not have as many members as the first branch
nor as many degree holders as the second. The second branch, with Tingguan as its focal
ancestor and Yongning zhai as its religious center, was the most powerful and influential
group in the village.34 Although each branch had an ancestral hall for the worship of its
own focal ancestors, not a single hall was built dedicated to Huixian, founder of the
localized lineage.35 In other words, despite Tingguan’s lineage-building efforts in early
Qing, there was little sign of any integrated effort or activities to unite the three branches
until the end of the 18th century. Since the mid-Qing period, as a result of the disputes
concerning the control of water resources and the local market, feuds between the Chens
of Qianxi and their neighboring villages, especially the Jins of Houxi and the Xus of Xu

10

village intensified. 36 It was during this period that the Chens of Qianxi established a
common property dedicated to Huixian, founder of the lineage. It was this common
property and the reputation of Tingguan that united the members of the localized lineage
against external threats.37
In brief, during the Qing dynasty, one can observe that within the Qianxi village,
the three branches competed against each other, and at the same time united for defence
purposes. Outside Qianxi, members were united with some villages through territorial
and descent relationships, but at the same time had constant conflicts with other villages.
Such contradictory and opposing relationships existing among branches of the localized
lineage and among adjacent villages, affected the pursuit of hometown activities by
overseas merchants. Descent tie and territorial proximity did not always contribute to the
foundation of “trust” needed for networking. The extension of the merchants’
contribution to their hometown depended on their needs overseas.

II. Contributions to the local community
1. Construction of the Lineage
The KLT family’s lineage building efforts can be seen from their contribution to
the establishment of ancestral halls, common properties and their initiative in the
compilation of genealogies. As mentioned above, the genealogy of the Chens in Raoping
was first compiled by Tingguan, the first Juren high-degree holder of the descent group.
Republished by Xuan-yi's two sons, Cihong and Ciyun, an “en gongsheng” high degree
holder,38 the genealogy was one of the 48 volumes of the Xiu Shu Lau Cong Shu (Collection
of the Hall of the embroidered books) collected by Ciyun.39

11

The genealogy contains the following sections: (1) an introduction written by
Cihong and Ciyun; (2) Photographs of paintings of Huixian (G-11) and his wife, Tingguan
(G-11), Xuanyi (G-18) and his wife, Xianzhong (G-14), Cihong (G-19) and Ciyun (G-19),
Wai-fang (alias Li-mei, G-20), Wai-chan (G-20) and He-zhen (G-21); (3) genealogical chart
from Shixu, the founding ancestor to members of the 15th generation; and (4) an essay to
congratulate the 60th birthday of Xuanyi.
The genealogy that was compiled at the beginning of the 20th century by the sons of
Xuanyi does not provide genealogical information of all the living members of the lineage.
The compilers of the genealogy probably sought to focus on the immediate family of
Xuanyi and tried to link the family with the higher order lineage without emphasising
branch diversification of the Qianxi localised lineage. The genealogy may have served the
purpose of uniting the Chens who lived nearby and who claimed descent either from Shixu
or Huixian, and at the same time reduced the internal tension persisting among the three
branches.
The Chens in Qianxi participated in worship at nine ancestral halls. The KTL
family constantly donated money to renovate the halls dedicated to Shixu and the
ancestral hall of the first branch. Every year the Kintyelung Company sent four thousand
silver taels (long yin) to sponsor activities related to ancestral worship in the village.40 In
1907, an ancestral hall was built to commemorate the father of Xuanming and Xuanyi. In
the 1920s, two halls were built dedicated to Xuanming and Xuanyi respectively. In the
1930s, an attempt was made, although unsuccessfully due to the Japanese invasion, to
establish a hall dedicated to Cihong. Therefore, in the period between 1920 and 1940 the
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family’s lineage-building activities shifted from an emphasis on the first branch and the
Wujia extended-family to the immediate family of Xuanming and Xuanyi.

2. Reinvestment: market, real estate, land and light industry
Land and real estate
According to a collection of land-deeds owned by the KTL family from 1867 to
1949, the family bought 853.03 mus (acre) of fields in Qianxi and its adjacent areas. Besides
two mortgage deeds, all the 148 land transactions carried out during this period, related to
sale documents.41 These land deeds recorded the family’s land holdings in their hometown
until the end of 1949. Majority of the land was bought after Chen Cihong, at the age of 40,
retired from his overseas business in 1883. Of the 148 transactions, one was bought under
the name of Cihong's father Xuanyi, 23 under Cihong (1843-1921), 112 under his second
son Limei (1880-1930) and nine under the names of Limei's sons. Therefore, the land deeds
were owned by the stem family of Limei.42
About 78% of the 148 transactions were executed after the fall of the Imperial
government in 1911. Most of these transactions were in the 1920s. In 1922, Chaozhou
district suffered from a natural disaster and in 1933-34, Swatou, the treaty port of Chaozhou
district, was in the throes of a financial crisis.43 These two incidents forced many large and
petty land owners to sell their lands. A prominent merchant family which collapsed under
the pressures of this period was the Gaos of Chenghai City, who were serious competitors of
KTL in Hong Kong and Southeast Asia. 44 However, the KTL family survived the two
crises. In the 1920s, Limei became proprietor of Kintyelung and attained majority control of
the businesses in Bangkok, Singapore and Swatou (Shantou). His ability to survive the
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crisis, and defeat the Company’s rivals, in particular the Gaos, and meet the immediate
needs of disaster victims, earned the family a social reputation that was once enjoyed by the
lineage’s founding ancestor, Huixian and his son, Tingguan. We can therefore, understand
why fellow villagers often equate Cihong and Limei with Huixian and Tingguan.45
Until the end of the 19th century, the lands bought were located within Qianxi. They
were bought to redeem residential houses (i.e. Liu Cuo) and for members of Xuanyi and
Xuanming’s extended family. In the first quarter of the 20th century, lands bought from
members of the localised lineage were used to establish a family hall (Guzu jiamiao, 1907)
and a school (Chengde school, 1909 and 1912). Rents collected from lands bought from
outside of the village were used to support the Chengde School. It is also since this period
that the Chens of Kintyelung, under Cihong’s planning, started to accumulate lands in the
boundary of Qianxi to build a new village (Xinxiang) for members of the first branch of the
lineage.46
In the second quarter of the 20th century, lands obtained from inside the Qianxi
village were used to build large “si ma tou che” (four horses dragging a cart) style houses for
members of Cihong’s immediate family. A pond was also bought with the intention of
filling it up to build a hall dedicated to Cihong. As most of the adult male members of
Cihong’s family lived in Bangkok, these houses were mainly occupied by their female
members. Four housekeepers were employed to manage the houses as well as the rents
collected from the fields. It was said that besides Cihong’s adopted son (his eldest son), the
other three housekeepers were remote relatives not from Qianxi. According to the memories
of the elders in Qianxi and Xiwei, almost all villagers of Qianxi and Xiwei were tenants of
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the Cihong family until 1952. 47 This tenant-landlord relationship contributed to the
widening rift between the Cihong family and the villagers.
The remoteness between the villagers and the family was not only a result of the
tension between landlord and tenants, but also because of the distance the family kept from
the remaining villagers. For instance, during festivals, instead of going to the temple or to
worship in front of the entrance of the house like other villagers did, the family had the
deities brought into the houses for family members to worship. Another popular story
highlights the class difference between the family and other villagers. When Cihong died in
1921, his body was kept in a purpose-built stone house, locally called “coffin house”. The
corpse was kept in the house for some 15 years until the family finally found an auspicious
gravesite. The funeral in 1936 was a grand affair with a long procession of flags and bands.
All the villagers who came to worship were given two silver dollars. Many villagers, in
order to get more money, rejoined the queue many times offering the same sacrifices until
they were discovered and driven away by the housekeepers. The “coffin house” and the
funeral proceedings were perceived with distant fear and admiration by the villagers. 48
Tension between the Cihong family and their fellow villagers further escalated in the 1930s.
It was said that, to keep the wealth of the family a secret, the family had four housekeepers.
Other than Cihong’s own adopted son, all the three housekeepers were remote relatives who
did not come from the Qianxi village. The high wall of the big houses also separated the
family from the villagers. The family has, since 1930s, maintained their mysterious
existence in the village.

Market and light industry:
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In addition to these investments in land, the Chens of Kintyelung invested in two
other enterprises in their hometown. In the beginning of the 20th century, 12 members of the
Wujia extended family established a Lisheng cloth manufacturing factory in Qianxi village
and an oxen market in Longdu. Rents collected from these ancestral properties were
channelled to these two enterprises. Profits from these two enterprises were said to be used
for the welfare of the village, for the purchase of common property, for a musical band for
village events including funerals and weddings, and to sponsor religious activities (e.g.
dragon boat race) in the village. Before the factory closed in the mid-1930s, the Cihong
family controlled 12 of the 17 shares of the village enterprise. Villagers believed that the
factory and the oxen market were closed down as a result of the Sino-Japanese war.49 It is
also apparent that after the 1934 financial crisis in Shantou, businesses in the Chaoshan
district did not attract capital investments from the family.50

3. Philanthropic activities
Since the beginning of the 20th century, the family contributed to various affairs in
the village and the Longdu district. The family opened a modern school in 1907 for the
children of the village. From 1911, this was a primary school which accepted students
from the whole Longdu district. Funding for the school came mainly from rents collected
from common properties of the Chen lineage. The first principal of the school, Chen
Yongzhai, was Xuanyi’s great grandson and a graduate of the Queen’s College in Hong
Kong.51 Yongzhai left for Hong Kong in 1923. The family continued to contribute 4000
silver yuan to the school annually until the war broke out in 1941. 52
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Besides their contribution to local education, the family also donated money to assist
those who were affected by natural calamities. 53 The following are cases of disaster aid:
(1) In 1908 strong wind and flooding destroyed many fields and houses in
Chaozhou. Ciyun, brother of Cihong, wrote 30 poems and had them weaved
into silk cloths for auction. Proceeds from the auction were distributed to
victims of the flood. For his role in helping the victims, Ciyun was rewarded
a tablet with “Xiu Si Lou” (Cabin to weave poems) inscribed on it by a Qing
official. This title was used in Ciyun’s subsequent publications.
(2) In 1909, the family donated money to the flood victims in the Yangtze delta.
In gratitude, the Qing government awarded the family with imperial titles
which were subsequently used to name houses owned by the family.
(3) In 1918, an earthquake, said to be the most serious in the Chaozhou district
since the year 851, destroyed thousands of houses and cost many lives. The
family donated huge sums of money to repair the dykes and irrigation system
in the Longdu district.
(4) In 1922, the most serious typhoon hit Chaozhou and more than a hundred
thousand lives were lost as a result. Besides financial donations, the family
also helped to bury the dead and built a free grave for those victims who
possessed no relatives.54
(5) In 1939, the family offered grains to those who suffered from poor harvests.

The family also helped many villagers who wanted to venture overseas. Kintyelung
and its associate companies in Hong Kong, Bangkok, Singapore and Saigon provided
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free transportation, lodging and food for new immigrants. For instance, in 1923, Chen
Muqian, a non-lineage member from the same Chaozhou district came to Singapore to
join his father, a store-keeper of the Chen Yuanli company in Singapore since 1921. Both
father and son lived in rent free accommodation on the 2nd floor of the company building.
At 12, Muqian was not working for the company but was given 2 dollars each month as
allowance until he left school two years later and found employment with another
company.55 This is not an isolated case. As noted by Chen Zuochang, “… before 1949,
almost all households in the Qianmei village had some members working overseas. Most
of them had worked for the Wanglee Company at one time or another…”56

4. Enhancing scholastic status
Though it had many lower ranking imperial degree holders, the Chen localized
lineage in Qianxi had only one high-degree holder: Tingguan of the second branch, in the
Qing dynasty.57 The fortified house compound, the literati halls, and various religious
activities affiliated to Tingguan were cultural symbols that the villagers honored with
high respect. Through Tingguan, the villagers believed they received protection from the
imperial court. The first branch which Xuanming and Xuanyi belonged to had only had
humble ancestors. However, after the family had successfully developed their overseas
business they started to acquire imperial honors. The extended family received different
imperial titles for their many contributions to charities. These titles like “da fu” (5
houses), “tong feng” (10) or “lang zhong” (2) were used to name their houses. In the
village, imperial titles were used to name Tingguan’s houses and the houses of members
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of the extended family of Xuanming and Xuanyi. These grandiose buildings with
imperial recognitions reminded villagers the esteemed status of this family.58
Besides imperial titles earned through contributions to charity, the family also
produced the second high-degree holder of the village since the village’s foundation.
Ciyun, Xuanyi’s youngest son, received his “En gongsheng” high degree in 1909. He
became general manager of the Kintyelung Company in Hong Kong from 1905 until his
death in 1934. 59 He was, as representative of the company, elected vice-chair of the
Chaozhou Chamber of Commerce and as committee member of the Tung Wah Hospital,
a Chinese institution that had strong political influence on the colonial government in the
late 19th century and the first half of the 20th century. 60 As a poet, calligrapher and
sponsor for a number of literary publications, he established an intellectual circle in
Hong Kong. This circle included high ranking officials like Wen Su and Lai Jixi, and
prominent scholars like Chen Botao. His intellectual background and his business status
earned him the reputation of a “Confucian-merchant”. 61 His charitable activities also
earned him several titles from the Qing government and later after 1912, from the
Republican government.62
The imperial titles, the public awards, the buildings with imperial titles and the
intellectual network enabled the family to establish a symbolic elite-gentry status in their
hometown and a well-respected “Confucian-merchant” reputation within the business
circles of Hong Kong and South East Asia.

III. Merchants’ hometown connection: an interpretation
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When comparing their business development and their hometown activities, we
found that from 1850 to 1870, the period when the KLT family’s business activities were
based in Hong Kong, investment in their hometown was limited to the purchase of real
property for residential use and the redemption of petty lands for self-cultivation. The
KLT family’s contribution to their hometown in this period largely concentrated on reestablishing the economic base of the extended family.
However, in the last quarter of the 19th century the KLT family expanded their
business rapidly through the creation of associate companies in various countries and
through the diversification of business initiatives. At the same time, the family earned
respect from the villagers in their home town for their achievements in the following
areas: (1) the compilation of the lineage genealogy, (2) the establishment and renovation
of branch and lineage halls, (3) successes in the imperial examinations and (4) awards of
imperial titles for their charitable donations. By the end of the 19th century, after Cihong
retired to Qianxi village, the family had contributed not only to lineage welfare, but also
to the wider local community. The family established a school for members of the
lineage and adjacent villages (1909 and 1912), bought lands to build a new village for
members of the same branch of the localized lineage, opened an oxen market whose
profits were used for the development of the welfare of the village, and found a cloth
manufacturing factory which employed fellow lineage members. In brief, during this
period of expansion of their overseas business, the KLT family, invested heavily to
establish a central position in the localized lineage and community, and a cultural status
that associated them with the State. It is also during this period that members of the
extended family became leaders of the lineage and community: Cihong was chosen head
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of the village; succeeded by Wenshi, a member of the Wujia-extended family. Cihong
and his adopted son, Huichen became heads of the first branch of the localized lineage,
positions they held until the late 1940s.
Kintyelung and its associate companies underwent major re-structuring after
1930. Control of the companies gradually shifted into one particular descent line. The
restructuring of the companies reflects this change of family relationships. Since the
beginning of the 20th century, Cihong and his descendants started building gargantuan
houses in Qianxi, in a glorious design called “four horses dragging the cart” (si ma tou
che) using materials from China, Southeast Asia and Europe. These residential houses
occupied 25400-sq meter with a total of 506 rooms. 63 However, they were not all
occupied. Moreover, it was in the same period that Cihong’s descendants bought a pond
from the ancestral property of the localized lineage with the intention to fill up the pond
and build a hall dedicated to Cihong in its place. But the plan did not materialize due to
the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war. Instead, a hall dedicated to Cihong was later built
in Bangkok. It was also during this period that the family bought many plots of land from
insolvent kinsmen. The natural disasters in the 1920s and the economic crisis in the early
1930s allowed the family to increase their landholdings, thereby, widening the social and
economic gap between them and the rest of the village. This gap led to resentment and
envy from the villagers, many of whom were tenants of the family. The situation was
further aggravated by unfavorable political developments in China and Southeast Asia
from the 1930s. The cultural symbols once sought by the company lost their value in the
second half of the 20th century. Since the 1930s, not only did the cost of transportation
rise rapidly, but both China and the Southeast Asian countries actively discouraged
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migration from the mainland. Immigration regulations became stricter in Thailand and
other Southeast Asian countries.

64

China discouraged emigration while Thailand

discouraged immigration, especially from Communist China. In 1945, Shouming, the son
of Limei and head of the Wanglee enterprise was assassinated. The family, led by
Shouming's wife declared that they would no longer participate in any functions
organized by the Chinese. The Wanglee family became naturalized Thai citizens and
sought to maintain high social influence and esteem in their host society.
A consequence of such changes, internally and externally, led to a new
interpretation of the relationship between overseas merchants and their hometown. In
1994, the villagers of the Qianmei district successfully collected more than two million
Hong Kong dollars, the majority of this donation came from overseas members. The
Wanglee family alone donated HK$800,000-, far exceeding all other donations.
However, rumors prevailed that since 1992, three teams of local cadres, including one
member from the Wujia-extended family, were sent to persuade the Wanglee family to
donate money to promote the welfare of the villagers. These requests were rejected three
times. It was only when two overseas merchants agreed to donate HK$400,000- each for
the construction of a school in Qianxi that the Wanglee family finally relented. Local
villagers rejoiced and interpreted the Wanglee donation as a sentimental action of love
and memory of their hometown. However, for the Wanglees who were now fourth
generation descendants in Bangkok, the attitudes were ambivalent. Their donation was a
response to competition from local Sino-Thai merchants to maintain their image as
philanthropists, eminent business and social leaders of the Sino-Thai community. The
two donors, a Chen who came from Jumei village and a Zhu from Zhucuo, both came
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from very poor tenant-families in Qianmei district. They became successful merchants in
Bangkok, each claiming to have more than four billion US dollars in assets.65 Both men
grew up in Qianmei and migrated to Thailand when they were teenagers. Unlike the
Wanglees who had established their social reputation and status in Thailand since the late
19th century and had close marital ties with other Sino-Thai tycoons, they established
their enterprises through hard work from the very humble origins. It appears that, the
donation by the Wanglees was more a publicity strategy to assert their social status in the
Sino-Thai community rather than a simple contribution to reconfirm their links with their
remote lineage and hometown affiliations in China.
In brief, during the founding period of a family firm, the scale of the business is
limited and labor force employed was largely confined to the extended family.
Merchants’ hometown connections during this period are largely concerned with the
establishment of the family’s social and economic status in the local community. When
the company expanded in size, diversified their business activities, management and
shareholdings of the associate companies divided and more employees were required.
When competition with other rival companies became more acute, more loyal employees
were required to assume different hierarchies in the companies. During this period of
expansion, we see the merchants’ extensive cultivation of cultural resources to facilitate
their expanding business commitments. Social and cultural activities in the merchants’
hometown grew from family-oriented concerns to include the localized lineage as well as
the whole local community. Since the 1920s, the Company experienced drastic internal
re-structuring. Control of the enterprise was concentrated in the hands of one particular
descent line. Members of this line, descendants of Limei, were born in Bangkok. They
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didn’t share the same nostalgic love of China as their parents. Such apathy was
accentuated by the differences in economic and social status. At the same time, the
political atmosphere, especially in Southeast Asia encouraged local-born ethnic Chinese
to be naturalized in their host country and to employ local employees instead of bringing
Chinese immigrant workers from the mainland. Therefore, the social reputation once
cultivated through their contributions to the hometown, and the enhancement of business
networks through local bonds was no longer a necessity to the overseas merchants. As
remote lineage members, these overseas members did not feel the same obligation to
contribute to their ancestors’ hometown as did their forefathers.
The study of the Chens of Kintyelung shows that the overseas merchants’
hometown connection varied according to their changing status in the descent group, the
development (expansion or reduction) of their business activities and the changing
political environment. Merchants’ contributions to their hometown are not always
altruistic philanthropy based on sentimental hometown connections. Cultural resources
such as trust and loyalty are important elements of business success of the Chinese
overseas merchants and the hometown is the appropriate place to nurture that.66
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