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Introduction

This book begins from a simple observation with complex implications: emigration
from China is never just “from China.” It is from counties, market towns, guild halls,
and ancestral halls anchored in specific provinces with distinct economies, dialects,
and kinship regimes. By tracing the provincial roots of Chinese emigration, we uncover
how local histories have shaped global trajectories—why pearl-divers from one delta,
shopkeepers from another coastline, or engineers from an inland capital carved such
different paths abroad. The provincial lens reveals patterns that disappear when we
flatten migrants into a single national category.

Our approach foregrounds three forces that repeatedly surface in migrant stories:
provincial economies, kinship, and trade networks. First, provincial
economies—whether export workshops on the coast, merchant corridors across
mountains, or state enterprises in the northeast—structured who could leave, with
what skills, and toward which destinations. Second, kinship and native-place ties
orchestrated chain migrations through letters of introduction, remittance obligations,
and ritual life that traveled overseas. Third, trade networks—riverine, maritime, and
overland—provided the vessels, capital, and information that turned intent into
movement. These forces combined to create durable circuits in which labor, money,
and ideas coursed between hometowns and host societies.

Methodologically, the chapters blend archival sources with family genealogies,
remittance slips, shipping manifests, oral histories, and business records. We read
temple subscription lists alongside contract-labor rosters, huiguan minutes next to
modern alumni association newsletters, and giaopi correspondence beside bank wire
receipts. Each source illuminates a different facet: how a lineage decided who could
depart, how risk and credit were managed across oceans, and how remittances were
converted into houses, schools, and bridges that remade the sending landscapes.
Where possible, we pair quantitative snapshots—flows, destinations,
occupations—with close-grained narratives of households and villages.

The organization is straightforward: one province per chapter. Each chapter opens
with an overview of the province’s historical economy, dialect zones, and migration
ecologies. We then follow recruitment channels and travel routes to the principal
destinations, map the institutions that sustained migrants abroad—clan halls, guilds,
benevolent societies, churches and temples—and examine remittance practices and
investment back home. Case studies illustrate patterns across eras: the contract labor
booms of the nineteenth century, merchant expansions of the early twentieth, student
and professional migrations of the Republican and reform periods, and the technology-
and service-driven flows of the twenty-first century.
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Attending to provincial specificity helps explain the striking diversity of the Chinese
diaspora. Migrants from Guangdong and Fujian, propelled by maritime commerce and
giaopi remittance networks, seeded communities across Southeast Asia, the Pacific,
and the Americas. Zhejiang’s entrepreneurial clusters pursued small commodity
trades that later scaled into global supply chains. Northeastern provinces, after
industrial restructuring, produced skilled migrants who joined transpacific engineering
and research hubs. Interior provinces—once peripheral to overseas
movement—entered new circuits through education, construction contracting, and
state-led projects. These differences are not static; they evolve with shifts in markets,
policy, and technology.

Remittances are central to this story. More than money, they are instruments of
obligation, affection, and development. Across provinces, remittances funded
ancestral halls, lineage schools, market roads, coastal seawalls, and, later,
scholarships and venture capital. They forged expectations about gender, inheritance,
and return that echoed across generations. By following remittance trails, we can see
how migrants negotiated belonging: maintaining ancestral rituals at a distance,
hedging risks across jurisdictions, and building hometown modernities from abroad.

This book is written for multiple audiences. Migration scholars will find comparative
provincial analyses and cross-regional syntheses; genealogists and family historians
will gain tools to trace native-place origins through surnames, dialect clues, and
association records; practitioners and policymakers will see how provincial institutions
shape outcomes in labor markets, integration, and development. For anyone seeking a
starting point, each chapter concludes with a roadmap of archives, museum
collections, genealogical resources, and digital repositories specific to that province
and its diasporas.

Finally, provincial roots do not imply provincial limits. The same networks that
grounded migrants also enabled adaptation and reinvention abroad. By placing
provinces at the center of the narrative, we highlight the creativity of migrants who
transformed local capital—skills, kinship, and culture—into global lives. The chapters
that follow trace these transformations, showing how provincial lifeworlds radiated
outward to leave enduring footprints on cities, industries, and communities around the
world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Guangdong

If you want to understand the heartbeat of Chinese emigration, listen to the pulse of
the Pearl River Delta. This sprawling, humid expanse of southern China, ringed by the
misty mountains of Guangnan and the bustling trading ports along the Xi and Bei
Rivers, was where the Chinese diaspora’s first tremors began. The delta’s
people—speakers of Cantonese and Taishanese dialects, cooks of rice noodles and dim
sum, builders of brick courtyard houses—became the backbone of overseas Chinese
communities from San Francisco to Singapore. Their story is one of relentless motion:
pushed by crop failures and pulled by rumors of gold in California, gold in Australia,
gold in the Rand. And when gold ran out, other riches took its place: rubber in Malaya,
pineapples in Hawaii, laundry in New York’s Chinatown.

The late Qing dynasty (1644-1912) was a time of upheaval, and Guangdong’s farmers
and artisans felt it first. The Opium Wars (1839-1860) prised open the ports of Canton
(Guangzhou) and Amoy, but also exposed the fragility of local economies already
strained by population growth and soil depletion. In the countryside, peasants faced
mounting taxes and land shortages, while in the cities, artisans found their traditional
markets disrupted by foreign competition. For many families, sending a son—or a
daughter—to seek fortune abroad was a calculation of desperation. A letter might
arrive from a cousin in Borneo, describing wages that could buy silver ingots by the
pound. Or a recruiter might visit a village, promising passage to the Straits
Settlements, where the British were building railways and plantations.

But migration was not just about individual decisions. It was a collective endeavor,
orchestrated through clan lineages and native-place associations that stretched across
oceans. The Cantonese-speaking majority in the delta’s northern plains formed the
core of the early overseas networks, while the Hakka communities in the southern hills
developed their own distinct circuits, often heading to Southeast Asia’s tin mines and
rubber plantations. The concept of giaopi—remittance letters written in vernacular
script and sent through informal courier systems—was essential here. These letters
were more than financial transactions; they were emotional lifelines, updates on
family affairs, and reminders of obligations to ancestors waiting at home.

Take the case of the Lin family of Shunde County. In 1875, the patriarch sent his
eldest son, Lin A-xiong, to Peru with a silver dollar sewn into his jacket and instructions
to find work in the guano trade. A-xiong’s first letter, written in a cramped hand on rice
paper, described Lima’s harbor and the strange food (potatoes, he wrote, made his
stomach “feel like it was full of stones”). Yet within a decade, he had established a
small shop selling Chinese goods to other migrants and began sending money home
for his siblings’ weddings and his parents’ coffins. Each remittance was wrapped in a

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

giaopi envelope, carried by a trusted network of merchants and labor brokers who
knew the back roads and safe houses between South America and the Pearl River.

Chain migration followed predictable rhythms. A single pioneer would secure
employment in a distant land, then use his earnings to fund relatives or neighbors. By
the 1880s, entire villages in the Xi River basin had family members scattered across
the Pacific. Sons followed fathers, brothers followed brothers, and in some cases,
daughters became the linchpins of these networks, managing businesses in Java while
their brothers worked mines in Nevada. Women'’s mobility was constrained by
tradition, but their economic roles were often decisive. In the Philippines, for example,
Chinese women opened sari-sari stores that became community hubs, while in the
United States, they ran boardinghouses that doubled as informal banks for new
arrivals.

The institutions that sustained these networks were as diverse as the migrants
themselves. In California’s Angel Island, aspiring sojourners waited in detention
centers, clutching letters of introduction from clan elders back home. In Singapore, the
Gonghehui (Harmony Association) kept meticulous records of donations for disaster
relief in Guangdong’s counties. Churches and temples served as gathering points for
both spiritual solace and practical aid: a missionary in Penang might report a surge in
baptisms among Hakka migrants seeking to marry outside their villages, while a
Buddhist monastery in Kuala Lumpur might house a caretaker who doubled as a go-
between for labor contracts.

Yet remittances were not merely acts of filial piety. They were investments in a future
that might never materialize. Families in the Pearl River Delta pooled resources to
fund a single person’s journey, knowing they might never see them again.
Remittances paid for ancestral halls where incense burned eternally for wandering
sons, for schools where children learned enough Mandarin to read tombstones, and for
drainage canals that protected rice paddies from flooding. After the Great Depression,
when wages dried up and return migration spiked, these projects often became
monuments to disappointment: half-finished buildings and overgrown fields where
dreams had been planted.

Still, the networks persisted. In the 1920s and 1930s, Guangdong’s merchants began
shifting focus from resource extraction to small-scale trade. The Taishanese, whose
dialect sounded alien to Mandarin-speaking Beijing officials but familiar to Vietnamese
and Thai brokers, dominated the import-export circuits of Indochina. They brought
back not just silver but ideas: stories of new technologies, political movements, and
social norms that filtered into everyday life back home. A merchant returning from
Phnom Penh in 1935 might lecture his neighbors on the importance of saving money,
while a laborer from Manila brought news of strikes and union organizing—a radical
notion in a province still governed by Confucian hierarchies.
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Then came the upheavals of the mid-20th century. The Chinese Civil War (1927-1950)
split Guangdong’s overseas networks between Nationalist loyalists and Communist
sympathizers. Many families found themselves divided, with branches in Hong Kong,
Macau, and Taiwan receiving contrasting advice from kin in different political camps.
The Communist victory in 1949 initially froze migration flows, but by the 1980s, as
China’s economic reforms took hold, new waves began. This time, entrepreneurs
replaced laborers: manufacturers from Shenzhen investing in factories in Dongguan,
while their cousins opened import businesses in Los Angeles and Toronto.

The legacy of Guangdong’s emigration is everywhere visible. Walk through the streets
of Havana’s Chinatown, and you’ll find traces of giaopi envelopes tucked into shop
drawers, along with invoices from the 1950s for shipments of chopsticks and soy
sauce. In Sydney, a century-old clan association still hosts Lunar New Year banquets
where elders debate whether their grandchildren’s children will ever learn to speak
Cantonese. The remittances have changed form—from silver dollars to wire transfers
to cryptocurrency—but the underlying logic remains: migration as a collective gamble,
where success means lifting the whole village, and failure means leaving only stones
behind.
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