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Hi everyone

I have been asked to talk about my experience as a New Zealand-born Chinese returning to China in the 1950s. The China back then and the China today is vastly different; and people going to China nowadays will not have the same experience.  However, I would like to share   a few experiences and observations from my time there.

Background

I was born in Dunedin. My grandfather came to New Zealand in 1893 and my father in 1922. They both had to pay poll tax. My grandfather was never allowed to become a New Zealand citizen, and for almost thirty years it was the same for my father. My father always held a strong desire for us to learn about our roots and to grow up with knowledge of Chinese culture, and he considered that understanding Chinese language is a prerequisite to that.

Like many New Zealand Chinese at the time, my father felt a strong attachment to China. New Zealand Chinese provided a great deal of support in the war against the Japanese invasion of China, and I understand that donations of New Zealand Chinese to this cause were the highest per capita in the world.

So it was against this backdrop and a new China which was founded in 1949, that my family moved back there in 1954.  My father was active in supporting the rebuilding of China and served as a “quanguo rendadaibiao” （全國人大代表） or member of the National People’s Congress in China.  The Chinese government recognized the significant contribution that New Zealand Chinese had made, and it has always been the view in our family that my father’s appointment to the People’s Congress was in no small part attributable to this.  
And so in 1954, my life in China began.
From wearing shoes to being bare-footed 
China was very, very poor when I went back.  The first primary school I attended was in the countryside on the outskirts of Guangzhou.  Most of the students were from nearby villages. When I went to school on the first day, all the children kept staring at me because I wore shoes.  None of the other students were wearing any as they could not afford them.  I didn’t want to stand out so I decided to go barefoot as well.  It was not as easy as it seemed; it was alright when you walk on the mud floors and paths, but it was quite a challenge to walk on gravel or concrete that had been scorched by the afternoon sun.  However, over time, I “mastered” it like the rest of the children.  In a strange sort of way, I felt a sense of achievement in going barefoot like them, and the feeling that I was able to fit in with everyone, or belonged there, brought with it a degree of satisfaction.
The water buffalo challenge
After school, many of my class mates would help their parents in the fields, including watching over the water-buffalos (The farmers relied on the water buffalos to plough the fields )   During the early days, some village boys approached me with one of them riding on a water buffalo.  It looked really easy.  I fancied the chance to be a bit of a cowboy and coming from New Zealand, where we are used to the rough and tumble of the rugby field, I thought I would teach these village boys a thing or two about riding a water buffalo.  I persuaded them to let me have a go, and as I mounted the buffalo, I wanted to show this animal early on who was boss.  But as it turned out, it was the water buffalo that showed me who was boss, by storming into a water-logged paddy field and dumping me in.  
But, like going barefoot, I also eventually learnt how to handle a water buffalo properly which oddly enough did come in handy.  When I became a teacher in a rural area in the later days, I was involved with opening up land to plant crops and also often ploughed the fields, as part of the school curriculum.  
The work and study programme
Going to secondary school in China was a tough experience.  I attended Guangya (廣雅) High School in Guangzhou.  Even though it was one of the top secondary schools, there was a significant amount of compulsory physical work.   My form was sent to a brick factory about 15 kilometres out of the city and that was where were based for almost a year. One of our first tasks was to use the brick and tile “seconds” to build our own dormitories and class rooms at the brick factory.  We worked half a day and attended lessons for half a day, and did homework in the evenings.  After the dormitory and class rooms were built, our main task was to work with the factory workers and carry the unfired bricks and place them in the kilns and remove the finished bricks out of the kilns.  The biggest challenge for  us, as most of my year group were city dwellers, was to master the skill of carrying heavy loads with shoulder-poles, under an unforgiving sun.  It was very painful on the shoulders and removing bricks hot out of the kiln was somewhat hazardous.  But by the end of the year, we were “hardened” workers.  It is easy to understand how one could have misgivings about being placed in such a situation, but it left most of us in better shape than we had even been and certainly helped us to build character.  
Despite the extreme poverty and immense difficulties, the determination of the people to make the best of the situation was very humbling for me.  Lack of material wealth did not diminish their passion to build a strong China that would be respected and treated equally by other countries.  I was inspired by what I saw and eagerly immersed myself in this collective effort.  I derived a lot of enjoyment from the fact that during these hard times, the locals looked upon me as one of them.

Although on the surface China was very different to New Zealand (back then as it is now), the values that the Chinese government advocated such as such as resourcefulness, hard work, modesty and looking after the less fortunate were many of the same values that we here in New Zealand had.  And it was these values, which I aspired to live up to, that helped me to through my time in China, to view difficulties as challenges to overcome, rather than problems that you could not get around.
At university 
So equipped with my ability to go barefoot, to ride water buffalo and build brick buildings, I enrolled in university.  Being able to go to university was a privilege back then, and it’s fair to say most students put in a great deal of effort in their studies. A typical day would involve waking up at 6am in the morning to loud speakers broadcasting patriotic and revolutionary songs, morning exercises before breakfast followed by lectures or self-study time.  There was a long lunch break at midday for about two and half hours, and most people would take an afternoon nap or do more study. This would be followed by further lectures or extra-curricular activities in the afternoon.  After dinner, most people would still be busy studying until the lights went out at about 10pm.   During those years, we would also often go to work in the rural areas, helping farmers to harvest their crops, to build irrigation systems, and to educate the farmers on particular issues.

At university, I realised that in some ways I become more Chinese than many of the Chinese themselves.   For one, I became good at maths.  I also became an official “model student”, and the president of the University Mathematics Students Association, even though I was from overseas and was not a Communist Party member.  Just before I graduated, the Cultural Revolution began.  The Cultural Revolution was a turbulent time and I have tried to reflect and understand better what took place during that period, but I will not go into detail about that today.   In those days students were assigned to jobs on graduation.  Although I could have chosen a different assignment, I volunteered to teach in a rural area at a place no one else was willing to go, because they badly needed teachers and there was a lot that needed to be done there. The rest of my time in China was spent there before returning to New Zealand.  
“Heong Ha Wah”
In those days, my Chinese was basically “Heong Ha wa” (鄉下話), a Cantonese sub-dialect.  So I first learnt to speak standard Cantonese.  Then as “Putonghua” (普通話) was introduced as the standard in the country, I learnt Mandarin.  I learnt the traditional Characters first and experienced the process of introducing “jiantizi”( 簡體字simplified characters) and Pinyin.  My English helped me in using Pinyin, but my Cantonese background hindered me learning it.  
I remember when I in secondary school, there was one occasion during the summer holidays where I went up to Beijing to visit a family friend.  I had the embarrassment of being let down by my Cantonese Mandarin.   In those days, the first Yangtse river bridge had not been built.  So it took about seventy two hours by train to travel from Guangzhou to Beijing.  On arriving at home of the family friend, I had wanted to have a shower or bath.  So I told my host that I wished to “xizao” （洗澡）.  When I went to the bathroom there were no taps in the room, but my host soon arrived with a small basin of hot water about this size. I thought to myself that Beijing people must be really amazing if they can bathe with so little water, or perhaps their concept of what amounted to bathing was somewhat different to what we were used to in the South.   I didn’t wish say anything that may offend my host at the time and tried to make the best out of situation. However, I learnt later that it was my Cantonese accent that was my downfall.  Instead of hearing “Xizao”, they heard me saying “xijiao” （洗腳）(or wash [my] feet)!  
As I have said, I consider that Chinese language is an important part of appreciating Chinese culture.  I would certainly encourage everyone keep up their Chinese language skills, whether it be Cantonese, another dialect or Mandarin as this will help you retain a connection with your heritage.  Of course, ideally, I would strongly recommend learning Mandarin if you get a chance.  Mandarin is the standard language in China and its importance will continue to grow.  I appreciate that with today’s busy lives and careers it may not be possible for everyone to devote a lot of time to learning Chinese to an advanced level.  But even knowing just a little Chinese can itself provide a new insight and perspective on many things.  So I would encourage you to set aside whatever time you can to learn or keep up your Chinese. 

Some final thoughts
I would just like to share with you some final thoughts on China.  

When I was there, the Chinese public’s understanding of the outside world was very limited.  But similarly, the New Zealand public’s lack of understanding of China was also very obvious.  This can lead to conflict as the context of events that take place is not fully known by the other side.  However, as the people of both countries learn more about each other, I hope that we will find that we have more and more things in common.   I consider that as Chinese Kiwis, we can play a role in promoting ties between the two countries. The economic opportunities obviously provide more of an incentive to do so nowadays; but I think as Chinese, it would in any case, be incumbent on us to retain our roots and to learn more about China as it is today.

As a so-called “outsider” that has lived in China, I am glad to see China forging ahead in improving living standards and reducing poverty.  No country has ever progressed without making mistakes or encountering set-backs.  China has changed a lot over the last 50 years and has faced its share of set-backs and perhaps more than its fair share of criticism from the outside world. But no one can deny that it has made amazing progress and that it will continue to do so. I am heartened by China indicating that it will “buzheteng” (不折騰）, but will forge ahead in making itself even better.  Some may argue that it isn’t doing enough at a fast enough pace, but as a friend from Taiwan commented to me once regarding the changes needed in China:  When you have a truck and trailer with a full load of people driving up a winding road, would you want to race ahead at top speed?  If you do, what would happen to the people standing on the truck and in the trailer unit?
Thank you for your attention and the opportunity to speak to you all today.
