Ethnographic Introduction

John Lagerwey

Ke Lingquan was an author already well known to specialists of
Huizhou before Wang Zhenzhong and I invited him to participate in
our project. As at the end of his text he himself gives an excellent
account of the process involved in our collaboration, I will only
recount here a single incident: when we went to the port town of
Shendu in search of an author, Ke Lingquan accompanied us. After
a good hour spent interviewing a local cadre involved in cultural
affairs, Ke intervened to explain to him that “their requirements are
not what we are used to. They want you to do field research and
uncover new and original materials, not just copy what has already
been written. ” Wang Zhenzhong then added that “oral history was
just as important as written.” That Ke followed not only his own
advice but that of Wang Zheﬁzhong, the readers of this book will
soon discover.

As with previous authors in this series, Ke Lingquan is a native
son, from Xitou, one of the many villages he covers in this book.
This means that everything he writes about he has also experienced,
whether personally or through hearsay. In the opening pages, for
example, we learn that, while many children in the area were
adopted out to Guanyin or to the Buddha, he was adopted out to
Lingguan (Numinous Official): because he was an only son who was
often sick before the age of five, his father prayed to the Numinous
Official and gave him the name Numinous Power. As his health took
a turn for the better, his father enjoined him to keep the new name
his whole life long. Who is the Numinous Official? The spontaneous
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response of specialists would be: the gate guardian of Daoist
monasteries. But, according to Ke, this tierce-looking god is placed
in a separate hall outside Buddhist temples. A tale says he was sent
to keep a secret watch on Hai Rui for three years, with the aim of
finding something to accuse him of. When he failed, he was
condemned to live on the corridor outside the main halls of Buddhist
temples. Once, when he had to leave the village, Ke’s father taught
him the Lingguan mudra: “You have alrecady been adopted out to
him, so if you do his ‘knot’, evil spirits won’t be able to approach
you.” As elsewhere in Huizhou, the Numinous Official was also an
exorcist in Mulian performances. © ,

Ke’s mother used to tell him terror tales of the dangers of night
travels and of setting up Buddha pillars where people had been
attacked by evil spirits. That is why, says Ke, there were such
pillars everywhere, wherever “perverse energies were heavy ”.
Elsewhere, we learn that Ke’s grandfather, Ke Wanyi, was a
famous lumber merchant who negotiated the purchase of the trees of
whole hills and then had the cut trunks piled up on a river bank to
await the spring floods to float them to market.

Before examining more closely the three sections on lineages,
the economy, and customs, we do well to take note of one other
salient fact, and that is the frequency with which Taiping
depredations are mentioned. Already in 1853, militias were
organized locally to defend against the Taiping armies. In the village
of Wangcha, from the beginning of the twelfth month in 1861 to the
twelfth day of the third month in 1862, everyone hid wherever he
could find shelter from the Taiping, and Ke tells the story of one Ye
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Changxuan, who had been in charge of a local bank with many
short-term deposits. When people came back and demanded their
money, he could not produce it and so fled to a friend’s house, fell
ill, and committed suicide. His host then demanded reparation from
his family for such an unlucky event happening in his house. After
the Taiping devastation left many lands “ outside the hills”
( shanwai ) untended, people from the hilly region ( shanli)
bordering on Jixi county to the east — this is the primary focus of his
book — moved down into the plains, where many of them lived in
grass huts. The effects of the sharp drop in the population caused by
the Taiping in 1863 was compounded in the early Republican era, as
in neighboring Jixi, by an epidemic caused by a blood-sucking

parasite.

Lineages

Ke begins by classifying the various lineages according to the reasons
traditionally given for their move to Xitou: for a geomantic site, for
land or marriage, to guard a grave or to flee from chaos, or after
having been driven from a former home. The geomancy tale is
associated with one of the earliest and most numerous local lincages,
the Yes, whose first ancestor is said to have been the military chief
of Xin’an during the Liu-Song, but which did not actually settle in
Lantian until the early Tang. Ye Meng, a high official, saw that
“the five planets were all present, anchoring their sectors, while the
nine-buckled streams flowed into the Hall of Light and the lion and
elephant guarded the water exit.” The importance of the last feature
is that the lion-like hill on the east side of the water exit opens wide
its mouth and the elephant-like hill across from it on the west sucks
with its trunk to swallow the water ( = wealth) that would otherwise
flow out of the village. There were also two hills identified as Bell
and Drum mountains, with a nunnery on the former, so that daily
life took place in a kind of ritual time marked by the “morning bell
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and evening drum”.

The first Wang of Wangmantian, Wang Nu, came as an
indentured servant preparing corpses for burial and living in a grass
hut. One New Year’s Eve, he took in a gecomancer and gave him tea
and a place to sleep. For supper, Wang Nu killed his only hen but,
as always happens in this story, gave him the less attractive parts to
eat and put the all the meat — especially the drumsticks and the
breasts — in a package for the geomancer to take along on his
journey home to Jixi. When at noon he had reached the pass to Jixi,
the geomancer discovered the chicken meat and, realizing he had
misjudged his host, wept and went back to reveal to him there was a
“precious site” — a tiger shape — just behind his hut. He told Wang
Nu first to build a home there and later to turn it into a gravesite.
Soon the local Chengs and other Wangs went into decline, with
many deaths and much business for Wang the undertaker. The
rumor spread that his house was on a tiger head that every day
opened the door to eat people.

Ke also makes a close study of marriage relations in Xitou. He
concludes that 55% of marriages were made within a range of 20 li,
30% within 60 li, 5% beyond 60 li, and the remaining 10% in other
provinces (merchants living away from home). Locally, it is said
that “one can take in a daughter-in-law who is not the equal of our
family, but when marrying out a daughter, it must be to a family
that is better than ours.” As it was out of the question to marry a
daughter out as a concubine — the punishment was exclusion from
the ancestral hall — most concubines came from more than 60 li
away. In most cases, the reason for taking a concubine — which
only the wealthy could afford because it cost 400 - 1, 000 yuan —
was the lack of a son. A concubine married for this reason who
failed to have a son could not have a tablet in the main room of the
ancestor hall. Often, the first wife would stay behind in the village,
while the second went with her husband. Ke tells the life story of

Ethnographic Introduction 5

one Ms Wu, concubine of Cheng Ganchen: the daughter of a sedan
chair carrier in Zhejiang, she was brought by her father to the
Chengs at age 11 on the pretext of going to visit relatives. Very
quickly she understood she had been sold as a servant. Aged 17, she
understood she had been purchased because the first wife had given
no sons and, one night on the 24th day of the twelfth month, after
sacrifices to ancestors, she found laoye in her bed:“We’re married.”
One segment of the Lantian Yes did not allow concubines,
preferring secret trysts and “borrowing a belly” to get a descendant.
One informant explained he was lucky because his great-grandfather
had managed to borrow a belly and have a child. Four generations
later, the lineage did not want to allow the informant into the hall
but relented when he gave a lot of money:“I guess money still talks

louder than lineage rules.”

Lineages in Huizhou are typically divided into “gates” (men) and
“segments” (fen ), and Xitou is no exception. Equally intriguing, as
Xu Ji also found this to be the case in Xucun, joint lineage halls and
genealogies, where they exist, are often late. The Chengs of
Taoling, for example, founded a common hall (tong zongei) only
around the year 1875. Two Wangcha Ye brothers did not get along
and so left the joint hall to fall into disuse after separately founding
an Eastern and a Western hall. The Xitou Yes created segment halls
in the Zhengde era (1506 - 1521) and a joint hall in Yongzheng
(1723 -1735). The Kes of Daguyun, who arrived in 1350, divided
into three gates in 1407. Middlegate disappeared in the ninth
generation, while Front- and Backgate built separate halls in the late
Ming/early Qing and in turn divided into segments ( fen), Frontgate
five, Backgate two. Frontgate’s eldest segment built its own hall,
while segments two-to-five had only “incense halls” ( xianghuo
tang):“Alas, there are many segment halls but still no joint lincage
hall.” The Frontgate hall had statues of an earth god on the east side
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of the main altar and of Wang Hua and his eighth son’on the west.
In the middle, there was also a statue of Zhenwu, as did the
Backgate hall. Three of the incense halls had painted images of
Zhenwu. Ke Lingquan was told that Zhenwu was thus placed in halls
in order to prevent fires.

The Lantian Yes claim to have produced a zhuangyuan in the
Shenzong era (r. 1068 - 1085), and its three “gates” are traced to
him. But documents from a 1609 lawsuit show that Upper- and
Middlegate Yes refused Lowergate’s right to worship on the grave of
the founder, saying they were “alien” (yilei ), originally of the
surname Jin. Moreover, current lineage divisions would seem to
derive, rather, from the four sons of Ye Nianjiu, a wealthy tea
merchant in the early Yuan. The sons were given number names —
Ke Lingquan cites a Qing-era text that claims the Ming founder
reversed a Yuan policy that imposed number names and created the
practice of giving generational names ( beifen )V — but by the mid-
Ming, when a joint hall was built, only the descendants of sons one
and four were involved. Over the last half of the Ming, the
especially numerous descendants of son four divided first into
twelve, then into 24 shares, and finally, in the Yongzheng era into
27 fen. They compiled their own genealogy in the year 1765. In
1708, Uppergate had the wherewithal to increase the size of the
back room of its hall (where the tablets are kept) but did not have
the means to pay for sacrifices, so it broke up into smaller units
called “pillars” (zhu ) that were more efficient in collecting money.
Midgate meat distribution was very particular: in 1807, they divided
their three segments into five pillars and 24 shares. The second and

third segments, which sacrificed together, divided their 16 shares

(@  This is an interesting claim, as we have encountered it as well in a genealogy in
Yongding county, Fujian. See “Gods and ancestors; cases of crossover,” Essays on Chinese
local religious rituals, ed. Tam Wai Lun (Centre for the Study of Religion and Chinese
Society, Chung Chi College, CUHK, 2011), 371 -410.
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into four pillars, each of which recommended four persons as heads
to collect land rents and organize the rituals by rotation.

The Yous, said to be the carliest surname in Xitou, became
serfs of the Yes but still had their own hall. Later, serfs with other
surnames began to also place their tablets in this hall, whose name
was changed to “You family earth god association” ( Youjia she). In
1691, the twelve Jiangs of Songkeng joined to create a she, with
four teams that rotated responsibility. The Daguyun Kes had a she
divided into six “households” (hu), with two from one hall, one
each from two other halls (fen 1 and 4), 1% from one hall (fen 3),
and ¥4 from fern 2. Here, the concept of “household” clearly refers
to a group of descendants of a single ancestor. In general, when
enough land and people had been gathered under the name of a
single ancestor, a “grave meat” association was created. Its
sacrificial lands could then be divided up by shares, just like
“dividing the stove.”

Women who remarried, adopted sons of a different surname,
monks, and those who had been excommunicated for bad behavior
could not have their tablets in a hall. Rules cited from various
genealogies exclude the same groups from the genealogy. A woman
who remarries after having had a son is simply referred to as “so-
and-so” (mou). The same term is used to refer to an adopted son,
and his own sons may not be recorded. When tablets were too
numerous, the names were transferred to large tablets, and the
small tablets were then buried. The founder and those with special

honors had larger, permanent tablets.

Economy

A 1649 land survey from Wangcha divides land into paddy and dry
land. Collective land, registered under halls and earth gods,
represented 13.73% of the land, privately held land the rest. Xitou
archives show a Buddhist temple with 24 mu of land in 1965. The
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physical size of a mu depended on the quality of the land: first-rate,
middling, and low quality paddy corresponded to 190, 220, and 300
steps/mu ; for dry land, the figures were 200, 250, and 500. A pond
mu had sides 260 steps long. In the year 1890, a magistrate tried to
redo the land tax registries, totally chaotic after Taiping. He
offered an amnesty to those who had been hiding their real
holdings, and people were given one month to report. Documents
from the village of Hongcunkou show major changes in landholding
between 1892 and 1940, with a tendency toward concentration.
Among agricultural products described by Ke are rice, canola,
tea, tobacco, indigo, and hemp. He then turns to milling and oil
presses. Large water mills were frequently joint ventures. An early
Qing document for one in Wangcha built in the mid-Ming shows the
Yes with five shares and wives named Hu and Cheng with one share
each. Doufu, wine-making, ceramics, and limestone were also an
integral part of the local economy. Limestone, when put in a kiln
using firewood, came out fine and white, good for building and to
kill weeds in the fields. When fired with coal, the limestone was
mainly for weed-killer. The village of Hucha had a Ming kiln with
28 shares. In general, after the mid-autumn festival, those with
capital would start looking for this year’s partners. In the ninth and
tenth months, they gathered workers in the hills, repaired their huts
(peng), cleaned out the kiln, and worshiped the earth god of the
hills, with three sticks of incense as well for Laolang (Old Boy).
Only then did they engage “little workers”. A small kiln required
around 80 workers, large ones up to 200, Those carrying in coal and
limestone were paid per load. Every first and 15t of the month,
workers were given pork meat and when, on 12/24, a whole pig was
killed to thank the gods, all got pork and noodles. On the same day,
all sharcholders gathered to settle accounts and decide on daily
salaries. One of those involved, Cheng Wanli of Hucha, went

prospecting for sales in the eleventh month and collected down
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payments so as to be able to pay salaries on 12/24. Deliveries of the
limestone were made after the New Year, and the kilns would
continue to operate until the fourth month, when they were shut
down and the profits divided.

Ke also describes artisans: wood- and metalworkers, brick and
tile makers, stonemasons, smithies, makers of bamboo items,
tailors, makers of hemp bags and coir rope, varnish, and papier-
mache items. These last, when making items for sacrifices to the
gods, began with a ritual: an carth god association set up a peng in
an open village space, surrounded it with rice drying mats, and
invited a master to live there so as to avoid daily pollution from
disturbing these divine objects. For major events like the Double
Loyalty (Shuangzhong) festival for Zhang Xun and Xu Yuan, the
master had four to five months of work. An account book for the
reconstruction of the Wenchang Pavilion in Lantian details stone
items bought in Hangzhou, shipping costs to Pukou and on to
Lantian, beam-raising, and the banquet to celebrate completion.
Originally built by a famous salt merchant in 1757, it was
revarnished in 1805 and rebuilt in 1934. The biggest amount was
given by the banker Ye Shiheng in the name of his father’s grave
association. Another account book, from Yecha, lists the day by
day costs in 1934 for the building of a house.

Ke now moves on to merchants, starting with legends of the
late-Song tea merchant Ye Nianjiu of Lantian. In the late Qing into
the Republican era, there were some 58 shops altogether, with 24 of
them, all listed, concentrated in Xitou. Most shops had very little
capital. Outsiders came in to buy tea at harvest time, but relied on
local merchants to do the purchasing. One such was Ke Caizhi
(1838-1914), who put up his own moncy to buy tea for people like
Jiang Yaohua (1848 - 1925), a famous tea merchant from Fangkeng
with an entrepdt in Tunxi and shares in a Shanghai tea house. Jiang
Yidong (d.2011), great-grandson of Yaohua, showed Ke Lingquan
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a series of letters from the year 1900 between Yaohua and Caizhi.
Ranging over a period of six weeks (4/8 to 5/22), Caizhi describes
that year’s limited tea supply, sends him a sample, and inquires of
Yaohua how much he wants. In the eighth month, Caizhi writes to
Yaohua in Shanghai, inquires about export conditions, and asks to
be paid. A receipt is dated 9/5.

In the year 1912, at his father’s behest, Ye Zhonglin of Qitou
stopped studying medicine in Hangzhou and was sent to learn the tea
business with one Fang Guansan. His father told him that, on the
first day, when he entered the shop, he should have incense,
candles, and paper money ready to worship the wealth god, and
then offer cakes to the master who would be in charge of his
apprenticeship. Also from Xitou, Ye Ruichang was 13 years old
when he began his apprenticeship in a cotton cloth shop. Among the
many shop rules he learned on the very first day was that he was not
allowed to gamble, to stay the night outside the shop, or to speak
badly to a client. Up at dawn, he started the day by emptying out
his master’s night pot, sweeping up, practicing 50 characters, and
learning a page of a letter book. He had constantly to observe how
his master did business, burn the midnight oil to practice the abacus
and accounting, learn how to recognize false silver coins and
measure cloth. He had to sleep on the counter so as to be able to
open the door late at night to the owner. Another former
apprentice, Ye Shiqiao of Zikeng, said he had to put up with being
cursed and beaten. Money was left lying around for the first six
weeks in order to test him.

In 1895, Ke Zhenting of Daguyun, Ye Shouting of Xitou, and
Xie Shengbo of the county seat created a joint venture for the sale of
tea in Suzhou and Shanghai. They held three indivisible shares of a
total of eleven. When Ye died in the year 1903, Xie took charge of
the Suzhou shop and Ye’s second son of the Shanghai shop. In 1906,
the accountant embezzled funds from the Shanghai shop to pay the
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debts of a younger brother in a rice shop in Shanghai, then went
home and committed suicide. The joint venture collapsed as a result,
but Xie and Ke then went on to found two new companies in
Suzhou, one for tea and one for cloth. By 1910 the tea shop was
doing well enough to lend 2,000 yuan to two friends of Ke for their
shop in Jiangsu. A letter to Ke late that year from Ye Zhenyuan,
son of Ye Shouting’s younger brother, describes tea market
difficulties and refers to banks collapsing. At that time, Zhenyuan’s
daughter was betrothed to Ke’s second son, Zhusan. A 1912 letter
refers to the revolution affecting business. One Wang Jinji wrote a
letter on 1/5, 1915, describing for Ke Zhenting the past yecar’s
business. Ten years later Wang, who had earlier asked to withdraw
as chief accountant, is still giving his reports. Referring to recent
army disturbances in Suzhou, he writes that he had feared for the
safety of both the shop and his person. But on 1/5 the army had
entered the city and things had settled down, so on 1/7 he was able
to do the spring accounting. Basing himself on these materials, Ke
Lingquan provides a table of the accounts of the cloth shop for 1916
and 1925. Ke Zhenting died in the year 1922 but still received
payments for the entire year as a member of the firm’s board. On
1/28, 1923, Xie Shengbo’s son Ziyin, now in charge, writes to Ke
Zhusan. Later, Zhusan, who was building a house in Xitou while
the Daguyun Kes were editing a genealogy, tried to get the money
he needed from what his father had left, but a letter from Ziyin to
Zhusan dated 1/14, 1926, simply laments the difficulty of doing
business under present circumstances.

Ke Lingquan cites the Ke genealogy to the effect that Ke
Zhenting’s father died before he was born and he was raised by his
mother. Aged 28, he went to Suzhou and soon began to sell tea to
the Northeast. With the monecy made there, he opened a cloth shop
in Shendu and another joint venture in Huizhou. Among charitable
undertakings, Zhenting took care of family graves and paved the
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road from Xitou to Taokeng in Jixi, with the result that business
between the two counties thrived. On his deathbed, he tells Zhusan
that a large portion of his money is for ongoing charity: “Do not
disappoint me.” That fall there was a disastrous flood, and Zhusan
gave to the stricken areas “in order to realize his father’s wish. ” He
then created a trust, with the rent proceeds going to pay for an
orphanage in Tunxi.

From the 83-year old son of the merchant Ye Zhonglin (1896 -
1938), Ye Shunchang, Ke Lingquan collected account books
covering the years 1913 - 1938. Aged 14, Ye Zhonglin went to
Hangzhou to study medicine with one Chen Shoutian, but in the year
1913, at the urging of his grandfather Ye Dayou in Suzhou, he
shifted to an apprenticeship in the tea business. At the outset,
because his family was poor, he spent no money whatsoever other
than for haircuts and letters home. Soon his two brothers joined him
in the firm, and he began to send money home. By the last decade
of his life he was a tea examiner and could see and smell at a glance
the origin and quality of the tea. In 1928, he purchased a concubine
in Hangzhou for 90 yuan, but when his wife learned of it, she came
to Hangzhou with their three sons on 2/2 in the year 1929, and
Zhonglin had to shift to another firm so as to be able to pay for two
houscholds. An entry on 8/30 of that year shows that the
concubine’s rent was half that of his wife’s, and after 1929 all costs
for the concubine disappear. The account books cover everything:
the costs of giving birth, dividing the family, a funeral, a village
earth god “salvation of the solitary” (dugu) ritual. In 1923 (217) he
repaid money borrowed in 1912 for his marriage. The purchase of a
house in 1927 cost less than medicine for his father. His wife
received more small change than his mother (because she had many
social costs like worship of the gods. Costs after the move to
Hangzhou included worship of the former house owner’s earth god

(dizhu). In 1934, Ye Zhonglin created a joint venture for sale of
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tea in the Northeast. Unfortunately, the Japanese attacked just
after his arrival in Dalian, all the tea was lost, and the firm went
bankrupt. His partners took him to court, and Zhonglin ended up
spending six months in jail. Then his partners forced the sale of his
house and lands in Xitou in order to pay the debts. He returned to
his home area and, with a loan from a friend, set up a pharmacy.

The same friend paid for his burial in 1939,

Customs

Ke Lingquan begins with an overview of annual observances.
Preparations for the New Year began at the very start of the twelfth
month for maternal families with a new bride or grandson: they
made 100 cakes for distribution to the paternal side, which passed
many of them on to relatives and neighbors who, on 12/30, sent a
red envelope back as a return gift, for placement by the maternal
stove. On 12/8, houses were swept out to prevent dust falling in the
coming year. On 12/24, the family ancestors were worshiped,
shopowners thanked the god of wealth and gave their accountants a
banquet, and rich and poor alike burned straw for the stove god’s
horse. On 12/30, ancestor portraits were hung up and children’s
mouths wiped. This was called “wiping the buttocks,” meaning that
any bad words said on New Year’s Day should be considered like
uncontrollable farts. After midnight, heads of the halls set off
firecrackers and opened the hall gates. All followed suit at home,
set out offerings in the courtyard, and welcomed Heaven and Earth,
then led all inside the house in bowing before the portraits of the
ancestors, then the stove god, and then the earth gods of pig- and
cowpens and the gate gods. At the sound of a gong, the men went to
their ancestral hall to bow before the portraits of the ancestors, then
parade through the village, saluting the gods of cach temple passed.
This was done in utter silence as this, it was said, would bring
riches. Back at the hall, the head read out the names of the main
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temples and their gods, after which the men went home for sweets,
tea eggs, tea, and long life noodles.

Early on the morning of 1/3, people went to their family
graves. The next day merchant families worshiped the god of
wealth. The Jade Emperor’s birthday on 1/9 was celebrated in all
temples. “Stove god lanterns” were hung in kitchens from 1/13 to
1718, and the god’s red paper emplacement was changed.
Newlyweds received a lantern from their ancestral hall for hanging
in the parlor; once they had a son, they returned it to the hall. On
1/15, women went out in groups, then came back to burn incense
and paper money in the outhouses to welcome the Silkworm Lady.
That night the stove god was welcomed and all ate glutinous rice
sesame balls.

On 2/2, all went to the carth god temple. Right about that
time, people also went into the fields with special offerings to get
rid of insects. The fifth xu day after the start of spring was the day
to welcome the Shegong and to transfer responsibility for his
worship to the next year’s “head of the she.” Often, plays were put
on and the heads distributed shefu, literally, “carth god good
fortune” in the form of zongzi and glutinous rice cakes. In some
places, as in Wangmantian, where each segment hall had its own
carth god, the halls took turns in managing this ritual. For the
equivalent ritual in the fall, the Wangmantian hall of the year had
to give a whole pig that was set out in the hall for three days before
distribution to all “males of the earth god” (sheding).

On 5/5, at noon, elder women sprinkled sulphur wine
throughout the house while singing to the scorpions to leave. The
maternal family sent special tiger caps and tiger head-embroidered
shoes for their grandson, to protect him from epidemics. In many
villages there was Jumping Zhong Kui. On 6/6, women went to
temples to turn the pages of scriptures so they could be reborn a

male. On 6/19, in a ritual usually organized by an ancestral hall,
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whole families would go to percussion to fetch a statue of Guanyin
and then parade her through the fields, asking her to manifest her
power to protect the paddy from drought and insects. On 7/15,
vegetarian noodles were set out in the courtyard to worship the
ancestors, On 8/1, when the harvest had begun, Buddhists or
Daoists were invited to recite scriptures, and the earth god and his
wife were carried into the fields. The priests played Wuchang,
taking up pitchforks and chains and going to pig- and cowpens to
drive away epidemics. After supper on 8/15, women worshiped the
moon in the courtyard in order to keep illness at bay, while children
stole melons and adult men paraded straw dragons before throwing
them into the river at the “village mouth” (cunkou ). On 10/1,
people went to their graves with paper clothing for the ancestors, as
winter was coming. On 10/15, monks were invited to save (chaodu )
the ancestors and feed the solitary souls. There were special foods
for this, as for the winter solstice sacrifice, when large lineages did
collective ancestor worship. For this, the Taiyuan Wangs of Yecha,
for example, were divided into nine teams which rotated
responsibility for the worship. Each team had cight shares, and each
share had to prepare a plate of offerings.

Ke Lingquan now turns to the gods and their festivals. People
who went into the hills to cut trees, mine limestone or coal, or hunt
would worship Laolang by wrapping three sticks of incense in paper
money and hanging them in a tree in the relevant area. A ritual text
from Yecha lists all local gods, starting with the earth god, followed
by those worshiped in temples and “all the gods of the Taiyuan she,
up to the springs and down to the water exit.” Last are the gods of
the house, the “father and mother of the graves,” and the “dragon
god of geomancy who looks toward shade.”

In Xitou, the Ye lineage parades the Pusa on 1/15. Already on
1/13, in their ancestor hall, they hang 16 large lanterns, while
placing large red candles in the earth god house and the back room
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of the hall. People are dispatched to the earth god house to change
the clothes of Wanggong, Baxianggong (Wang Hua’s eighth son),
Santaizi (Wang Hua’s third son), and the Shegong, and then go to
the river by a bridge with a Guandi pavilion to burn money and
purchase water to wash the god’s dirty clothes. On 1/14, the heads
gather in the hall to discuss the parade. Early on 1/15, a man goes
around with a gong to wake people up so they come to the hall to
carry the gods. Santaizi precedes the other gods because his chair is
carried in “military” fashion, being bounced from side to side and
even turned upside down. The other three god chairs are carried in
“civil” manner, normally. The Shegong is last in line, in a
beautifully carved chair. The procession circles the village before
returning to the earth god house. That night, they parade again, but
with lanterns. Again they end up at the carth god house, but dragon
and fish lanterns go to the Buddhist Fushansi temple to “swim in the
dragon pond,” hoping thus to stir up waves that will defeat fire and
make the lineage prosper. Meanwhile, the unicorn-sends-a-son
lantern are dispatched to the house with newlyweds with “candles
for sending sons.” As they emerge from the house, they meet the
returning fish and dragon lanterns and go back to the hall. On 1/16,
Santaizi alone returns to the shewwu, while the other three gods
continue to parade, returning that night after the lantern parade to
the earth god house.

In Taokeng, the Yes and Hongs did their rituals separately, the
first on 1/15, the second on 1/16. Both invited monks from the
Buddhist Yanxiasi temple, which served no fewer than 24 she —
Taokeng being one of them — each of which paid it a rice tax. After
a ritual in the hall, the monk went house to house, with all the
males in tow, to “settle the stove god in place” (anzao) and call on
Amituo to “anchor the house” (zhenzhai). In Wangmantian a “fish
lantern association” created in the late Qing to fight fires organized

a parade with a main lantern seven meters long. Parading went on
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from 1/13 to 1/16. Longevity or son candles were brought to houses
with people over 60 or with newlyweds. Wangcha did a “fire
exorcism sacrifice” every 1/17. Longshan’an Daoists performed the
ritual on top of a stack of tables, then went out in the afternoon
with the villagers to sprinkle water with branches to “clean the
streets. ” Thereafter, till night time, people had to stay indoors. At
night, when the Daoist began again to recite his scriptures, each
household set out a basin of water at its door. At a certain point, the
men surrounded a small cedar branch house and set it afire. When it
was done burning, firecrackers were set off, and the leaders
overturned the water basin on the ritual arena while all
householders, having heard the firecrackers, did the same. On
12/27, the Daoists went again to each house and gave them a
calendar on which the “fire days” were marked. They went into
each kitchen to fetch ashes, then to the gate to dump the ashes and
use them to write the character for “well”.

Every year in the third month, two persons from Hongcunkou
were sent to Qiankou to buy a paper Guanyin image and bring back a
gourd of holy water. They came back as far as the Fuging’an in
Jinguoling, there to await the arrival on the next day of the
beautiful Hongcunkou Guanyin sedan chair used to welcome the
temple’s one-meter tall statue of Guanyin. Singing popular Huizhou
opera songs like “Putuo Cliff” as they walked, the villagers were
followed by four monks, four nuns, four Daoists, and four
musicians. Behind them were the Guanyin chair and then the paper
Guanyin image from Qiankou. Once in the village, the parade
toured it till it came to the open space with a divine stage on which
Guanyin could be worshiped. On the far side of the space was
another stage, for the opera that went on for three days and nights.
This was the time to make vows or adopt one’s children out to
Guanyin. The festival usually lasted seven days, after which
Guanyin was carried to the hall of the lineage — Ye, Wang, or
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Xu — in charge that year. She would be carried back to her home
temple in the tenth month.

Every fifth year, Hongcunkou did the Double Loyalty festival
in honor of the two kings, Zhang Xun and Xu Yuan.® Because of
the strongly exorcistic character of this ten-day festival done in the
tenth month, it was called “Yin festival” (yinhui), and fear of a
death in the family that organized the ritual meant no one wanted to
do it, so the leader had to be chosen by lot. This was done on 2/13
in the main earth god house, with each of the five sectors sending a
representative. One of the three main lineages occupied two sectors,
the other two one each, and the central sector was for two “guest
surnames” that had no ancestor hall. On 2/15, each sector began to
prepare its altar. The main altar was always in the hall of the
Frontgate Wangs, and each of the four lineage-based sectors had
altars in their segment halls. The central sector had its altar in the
main earth god house. At the start of the fourth month, people were
sent to the Guanyin hall in Fuging’an to announce the planned
festival and then take a gourd to go fetch holy water from
Jiuhuashan and bring it back to the main altar. At this point, a hut
(peng) was set up for the papier-mache master to begin working. It
would take him half a year, and no one should see his work in
progress.

The day before the festival, all washed their furniture and
dishes, as well as the village streets, then hung lanterns on the
altars. After sixteen Daoists had begun the offering (jiao), they
went with some 250 villagers to Jinguoling to fetch Guanyin. Invited
by the Daoists, she was carried back to the main altar. All the
papier-mache items were then fetched and carried to the relevant

altars: the dragon boat to the southern sector, with 36 four-foot tall

@ On this festival, see Wang Zhenzhong, “BH3F 13 M ML HaE T 6
17, in Minsu quyi 174 (2011.12): 17 - 102.
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soldiers, vengeful ghosts ([ligui), rowers (all fearsome), and the
two kings. The western sector received the Five Emperors, the
northern the five epidemic gods together with the Pukou Blind Man
who, forced to lead these gods in to poison Huizhou and having
heard they feared the two kings, told villages along the way to
worship the Two Loyal Ones. People then set out beans that the five
epidemic gods thought was rice for the Suiyang army and so did not
dare to poison it. The wooden statue of Santaizi in the shewu was
the focus of worship in the central sector. Through the ninth day the
Daoists did rituals to save (chaodu ) all who had died in battle for
the country, as well as the solitary souls of all Huizhou. That
evening, the boat with the two kings was carried to a Mulian stage.
The next day in the morning, the five emperors and five epidemic
gods were carried to the stage and the Daoists animated the
emperors. Each sector then took its emperor and pressed the
epidemic gods through the village before rushing with them to the
village exit (cunkou) to burn them.

After lunch, all guests went home, and the villagers came out
with goats and pigs to the opera stage, even from surrounding
villages, to make a vow. To Daoist music the kings and the Pukou
Blind Man were placed in the boat in front of the stage and then,
after a ritual, all lined up their animals, with the chief pig and goat
in front. On signal, first the main altar, then all the others, killed
their animals and let them run till they dropped. (In 1938, it is said,
there were 300 pigs!) Using a drop of the blood of the chief pig and
goat, a Daoist animated the two kings. All outsiders disappeared,
and all houses were tightly shut. Only sector representatives stayed
to carry the boat through the village till near dusk. All along the
way, the Daoists made half-crying half-ordering sounds, to deep,
monotonous percussion. No other sound was to be heard. Adults
carried children and did not let them talk or cry lest they disturb the
kings and get taken along as underworld soldiers ( yinbing). Done
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parading, the representatives rushed quickly out of the village with
the boat to burn it while the Daoist recited. That night at last the
vegetarian fast came to an end, there were meat banquets and the
last operas. The next day Guanyin and Taizi were brought back to
their respective temples.

Ke Lingquan turns now to a wide range of local exorcistic practices.
If a child has a nightmare or a fever in the night, a soul-summoning
specialist, usually a post-menopausal woman, is called upon. One
called Erniang (Second Lady), who lived just across the river from
Ke’s house, often came to summon his soul when he was a child. She
would cover a bowl of rice with a kerchief, draw the four corners of
the kerchief together underneath the bowl, and then hold the bowl
like a seal to stamp the child’s head, palms, and soles. Then she
would set the bowl on the table and uncover it to divine on the basis
of where the rice was lowest in what direction the soul had gone.
The child was then carried in that direction, whether a riverbank, a
tree, or some other place, high or low, there call on Guandi,
Wanggong, and the stove god to bring the child home, then head
back calling and throwing rice mixed with tea leaves. Back home,
the child was made to bow three times to the stove god and the bowl
of divining rice was cooked and given him to eat. If, when he slept,
he sweated, this was considered a good sign.

In the gandiao ritual, one person plays the hung person and sits
at a table with food and drink across from a straw person who is
wearing the deceased person’s clothes and cap and has blood flowing
from all seven facial orifices. The player repeatedly invites the
straw person to drink. A monk playing Jiutian yingyuan and lay
persons playing the Wuchang have meanwhile gathered at the village
exit, Black Tiger of the Dark Altar with an iron chain, the other
four Wuchang with pitchforks. Jiutian does a ritual to “stir the

Wuchang,” after which they drink, smash the wine cups, and follow
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Jiutian to the deceased’s house. The sound of the chain and a drum is
enough to cause all villagers to go indoors and shut their doors
tightly. Jiutian and Wuchang tour the house before entering the
bedroom. Black Tiger puts his chain on the hung person’s neck while
one of the Chang pitchforks the straw person and they go out into
the parlor. There, the hung person is ordered to bow down. When
Jiutian asks where he comes from, he says Yangzhou. Jiutian tells
him to go back there quickly, but he says he will come back at New
Year’s. Jiutian threatens him, they chase him out, with the
pitchforked straw person Chang close behind, followed by the other
three. There is a huge racket outside as they race two li outside the
village and there burn the straw person.

Small-scale dugu (saving solitary souls) rituals are performed by
the poor when children are often sick. Some villages invited
Buddhist monks for such rituals on an annual basis. Major Mengshan
or Yankou rituals were usually done in the tenth month so that cold
weather clothing could be sent. These required four monks and were
extremely solemn, with many mudra. At one point “road
lanterns” — incense sticks to light the way for the lost souls — were
set out by two teams going, one to the village head (cuntou ), the
other to its tail (cunwei). After ritual invitation, two teams again
headed out them along the same routes to feed the lost souls, giving
food to beggars along the way. After 108 utterances of the om mani
padme hum “six-character true word”, the paper clothes and shoes
were burnt and the gods sent off. The wealthy would do a “releasing
the flaming mouths” ( fang yankou ), which required a papier-mache
Big Officer (dashi).

Pilgrimages to Jiuhuashan sought salvation for the family dead.
Members of pilgrimage associations would go every third year
around 7/15. A Buddhist image would be brought back and a
Buddhist monk invited to do a ritual upon return. A Xitou

manuscript from the Ye lineage describes the organization of such an
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association in the year 1893. The subscription period went from 3/3
to 7/30. Once closed, there could be no additions and no changes.
The pilgrimage took place in 1895. Outside villagers who
participated were listed by she.

When a woman was about to give birth, all windows and an umbrella
were opened to encourage the birth. The umbrella was used because
the word was homophonous in local dialect with the word “to give
birth.” If labor dragged on, people went to the Pavilion of the
Three Officers to fetch King Li: the god’s feet were made to touch
the woman’s belly lightly three times, after which the midwife took
the god’s hammer and prayed for the baby to come out. As soon as
the baby was out, warm water was used to wash its eyes — this was
called “opening Heaven’s gates” — then its nose (“open the dragon’s
nose”), and the mouth (“open the dragon’s mouth”). His head was
shaved on the third day so it would not turn white young. Then his
cap was put on and the mother carried him to worship the father and
mother of the bed. Scallions tied with red paper were placed on the
table in the parlor, the child’s buttocks were washed with mugwort
water, and the scallions were replanted outside so that the child
would be good in school. Only then did the father go with red-
painted eggs to report the good news.

Brides were usually fetched at night, and the groom did not go.
As the party arrived in the village, they set off firecrackers. The
girl’s family shut its gates and sent four persons with lanterns to the
village entrance to welcome the sedan chair. Gifts were passed in,
firecrackers set off, and then the door was opened and the chair was
carried into the parlor. The bride’s side passed a torch around the
chair to get rid of all perverse energies before being set down on a
rice sieve. After a snack, the presents were quarreled over until the
male side pressed the issue. The bride then washed, had the hair
removed from her face, and dressed. Once her inner garments were
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on, her feet could no longer touch the earth, and as she dressed she
sang songs with her mother — songs of departure both happy and
sad learned on the sly when, as a twelve-year old girl, she was up in
the hills with the water buffalo or fetching grass for pigs. She was
now carried by a man of means into the parlor, where she sat on a
stool placed on a rice sieve. Once the bride was in the sedan chair
and out the gate, her family shut its main gate tightly and used a
number of tricks to ensure the bride not take away the family
wealth. In the groom’s house, she was given a snack, then led by a
young girl and boy into the bedroom, where she changed into a red
dress, then came back into the parlor for the marriage ritual. The
next day, the groom went with her to the earth god house and to
local temples and the ancestral hall. That night, a tame naofang was
performed, and the couple slept together for the first time.
Qianggin, kidnapping the bride, was also done in this area,
usually because the first set of gifts had already been more than the
groom’s family could afford. The same method was used when

widows were sold by a family.

The drainage system under a house could not use direct pipes but
must have bends, to look like a serpent. Sharp turns “carry evil
energies” (sha ). All water should collect in one place and then flow
out in an auspicious direction. The main gate of the house should not
face a hill, a peak, a strange rock, the angle of a neighbor’s roof, a
road, or due south, for south is fire and conquers metal, that is,
merchant wealth. The inner parlor room must be higher than the
outer, and the outer must be longer and narrower, so as to produce
the character chang &, flourishing, but upside down. Because the
courtyard is open to the sky, welcoming of Heaven and Earth is
done there. The character fu, good fortune, on the reflecting wall,
is short for “Heaven gives good fortune and work.” A house without

side rooms is one that leaks energy; one with side rooms collects
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energy. The practice of placing roof tiles one up one down is called
mandarin duck or butterfly style. The tiles on the peak of the roof
are placed vertically and referred to as a roiling dragon (panlong).
The staircase entry must face water. If there is no water in mid-
village, then it should be placed left of center because the left is the
east and water flows east. There should be 16 or 21 steps so as to
begin and end “walking on metal (gold)” (tajin) in the five agent
sequence metal-water-wood-fire-earth. Pillars should number 18,
24, or 36 altogether. The four “gold and silver” pillars in the upper
parlor were the most important and should be of four different
woods which, by homophony, when read together mean “one
hundred children, all is spring.” Before beginning to work on a
house, an auspicious day must be selected to worship Laolang, god
of artisans, and the local earth god. Because of the tricks they can
incorporate in the building process, the mason, carpenter, and brick
layer are the artisans most feared by the owner.

According to an 1891 text from Xitou, when making a grave,
the birth dates of the two “grave heads” — the father and mother to
be buried there — and their four sons had to be taken into account.
Atop layers of charcoal and ashes to prevent humidity, a layer of
river stones was put in. The total cost of the grave was 95 yuan: 17
for the purchase of the land, 10 for bricks, 15 for limestone, and 39
for the workers, including ten “divine good fortune” (shenfu) feasts
for seven workers. But the grave proved humid, with white ants
cating the wood and grains not sprouting, so the grave was never
used.

As soon as someone dies, the mosquito net on his bed is
removed. This is called “withdrawing from his place” (tuiwei) in
this world. The preparation of the corpse involves tying up parts of
the body and also lacing the shoes in a special way so that they look
like the scales of a dragon, to express the hope the deceased will
soon bath in the dragon artery (longmai), become a dragon, and
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channel good fortune to his descendants. For the dressing of the
corpse, the eldest son stands on a stool placed in a rice sieve and
tries on each item of clothing, all without buttons. Once the corpse,
still lying on its bed, has been dressed, the wealthy burn the paper
money he once took to Jiuhuashan. These packages had been opened
before the gods on the mountain and some of the money burned, the
rest being carried home for use at this moment. The ashes of the
money are collected and placed in a yellow Jiuhuashan incense
bag — a pilgrim’s bag — to be hung on the chest once the corpse is
placed in the coffin. Underneath the corpse a gold coin is placed so
that the deceased will have his back up against gold when facing
Heaven. When placing the corpse in the coffin, Daoists or monks
should be invited to do a “repose of the soul sacrifice.” The male
corpse’s head must touch the head of the coffin, the female’s feet
the foot. The corpse is wedged in with bags of limestone to ensure it
does not move when carried.

The mouth is now touched with a bit of pork, which is thrown
up onto the roof, then by some tea lcaves and rice so the deceased
will not wish to drink Mengpo Pavilion soup and forget his life. A
small brass mirror is placed on the chest to reflect the light of sun
and moon. At last the cover is put on, with one nail (ding) taken
out for the family to keep: it means sons (ding). The coffin is now
placed in a side room, horizontally, so that Buddhists or Daoists can
do a second sacrifice for the repose of the soul.

One of the most critical decisions to be made after a death is the
dates of the seven sevens, especially the third, for that is the day
the soul returns. The day before the “real summons” there is a
“surreptitious summons ”, meaning the soul can escape its
underworld handlers and come back on its own. Ke’s mother often
cooked for this event, and told him tales while she cooked, as of the
daughter-in-law who was not respectful to Popo and on that night
found a big fish bone in her clothing bag, or of a mother with two
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sons who liked only the second, so he found two pieces of cooked
meat under his pillow, and the elder just some bones. The offerings
that night are rich, and many paper items are burned. When going
to bed, mothers wrap their children in their arms so that they
neither see nor hear the returning soul. The next morning, the
family verifies to see whether the food and chopsticks have been
touched. The next day is the real summons, when Yanwang allows
the soul to return under escort, said to be the soul of whichever male
was first to see the deceased after he stopped breathing. The
character for “Buddha” must be written on paper money and pasted
up on all openings so the escort won’t press the soul to do it. As the
night before, there are nine bowls of offerings, with a special bowl
for the escort in which there is an egg and a single chopstick:
because he will be focused on picking up the egg, he will forget his
charge and allow him a bit more freedom.

There is also a day to “chase away the negative energies”
(gansha). On that day, all the family members disappear, and a
Daoist goes with peach twig and wooden sword through the house,
throwing bits of iron, red beans, and tile shards, and at last chases
the sha out the gate, which is shut immediately, as the Daoist rushes
to the village exit and, facing away from the village, throws iron
scraps, beans, and shards, drops his peach twig and eggs, and burns
paper money. This may also be done by a lay person, who uses not a
peach twig but a cleaver, with which he goes through the house
tapping.

After the “white sacrifice”, done more or less in accord with
the Jiali, the coffin was set vertically again, and the Daoist did the
“remove soul sacrifice” ( zheling ji) in preparation for burial.
According to a 1931 manuscript of “miscellaneous jottings” (zazhi)
of the Wangs of Yecha for the funeral of a first wife née Ye, that
night they served a nine-bowl feast to the nine men who would carry

the coffin. When the third dish was served, the sons in mourning
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kowtowed to them and begged them to do the carrying. The next
day at dawn was the “surreptitious burial”: lest the family try to
prevent the coffin from leaving the house, the cotfin was carried. out
while the family still slept and placed in front of the house on a sieve
and the gate was shut, according to the same logic as when a bride
left home, to “suppress the earth dragon” (ya dilong). Then a
Daoist opened the gate and chased out the sha-energies. The women
followed the Daoist out the gate, weeping and calling out the
deceased’s name, circled the coffin thrice, went back inside to
deposit their burning torches in the wok, then back outside to weep
by the coffin. From then until the coffin was carried out, there had
to be weeping. The Yecha jottings gives the names of the nine
carriers and says there were four Daoists, six musicians, and four
carriers of the “soul-chair” in which was placed the portrait of the
deceased. A live “rooster who helps with the funeral” rode the
coffin. Once at the burial site, either monks or Daoists first recited
scriptures, then summoned the soul and returned, with the portrait
chair and the soul flag, to dot the ancestral tablet, place it in a
paper “soul-pavilion”, and carry it into the hall for the sacrifice that
would take place that afternoon, when all mourners had returned.
This was a “red sacrifice” because mourning was now finished.

At this point, Ke Lingquan inserts an account based on the
“jottings” of the costs and gifts involved in the 1931 funeral, for the
pall bearers, the Daoists, and the musicians, among others.

Meanwhile, at the grave, the geomancer, after certifying that
the coffin was perfectly aligned, scattered grains that the mourners
sought to catch with their clothes. Grains were also placed in two
red bags for the eldest son and his wife to hang from the main beam
of the house. If there were more brothers and the houschold had
been split, each received such bags, and there was competition to be
the first home to hang it up and prosper. After the red sacrifice in
the hall that afternoon, each daughter-in-law prepared a hemp bag
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with clothing of the deceased person in it. At the gate of the hall,
they handed these bags to the lineage elders, who handed them
back. This was called “generational transmission” because of the
homophony of the words for “generation” and “bag”. If the dead
person was the mother-in-law, the daughters-in-law went home after
this ritual and divided up her jewelry. The next day, after the grave
was filled, triangular paper “dragon flags” of four colors were
planted to percussion from the top of the hill down to the grave, to

i

“summon the dragon.” Then worship before the grave was
performed and the contract of land purchase from the gods was
burned so that no demons would contest ownership.

For one year, every month on the day of death family members
did not eat crunchy fried beans or meat, to say that they “regret the

bones and flesh” of the deceased.

The following section examines taboos and pastimes. A person over
70 should not be invited to stay overnight nor a person over 80 to
come for supper, lest they die away from home and then could not
be encoffined in their village. A sick person should be carried head
first, a dead person not in a coffin feet first. The year-end pig
should not be killed by cutting his throat because the blood would
then flow from the mouth and augur the same of a family member. If
two persons in a family die in the same year, the coffin must not go out
the same door; if there is only one door, a new plank must be added to
the threshold. If a woman wears mourning for her parents, she must
remove the mourning clothes in her own home, especially if her
husband’s parents are still alive. Among pastimes discussed are hunting,
catching monkeys, fishing, cricket fights, and watching operas —
Hongeunkou, Yecha, Zikeng, and Lantian all had permanent stages.

Ke Lingquan closes out his book with a series of tales, mostly
about grave geomancy. In one tale, the Hu lincage wins a lawsuit
against the Yes, who had built an ancestral hall in front of an

Ethnographic Introduction 29

important Hu grave. The Yes were allowed to keep the hall but had
to take care of the Hu grave and feed the Hus yearly at Qingming.
Later, fighting (xiedou) erupted between the two lineages. One Ye
Can got himself killed on purpose, and there was a new lawsuit that
went all the way to Beijing. By means of subterfuge, and with the
help of their in-laws the Wangs, the Yes “proved” the Hus were
rebels. The Hu grave now fell into disrepair, and the Yes enlarged
their hall. Every year on 12/30, right down to 1949, the Yes

remembered Ye Can.

Concluding remarks

In his own afterthoughts, KeLingquan describes understanding at
last why Wang Zhenzhong and 1 were reluctant to supply outlines
for book manuscripts, and his own joy at discovering new details in
the course of his research. Once he ran into Ye Chengli, a middle
school teacher from Taokeng, who told him of using small triangular
flags to tap a monk on the back. Too eager to find out more, he
couldn’t stand to wait for his son-in-law to take him by motorbike
and so walked instead the 15 li to Taokeng to do his interviewing.
And of new materials given him by an informant in Xitou who
understood geomancy, Ke exclaims: “These were all important new
things 1 did not know of before. Perhaps it is my sincerity that
moved the Lord on High?”

Ke Lingquan finished writing on September 28, 2011. It has,
alas, taken me nearly two years to write at last my own all too brief
account of the wealth of information about traditional Xitou which
Ke, thanks to his persistence, experience, and social networks, has
been able to record for transmission to future generations. Without

authors like Ke, Huizhou’s rural past would have been lost forever.

John Lagerwey
Hong Kong, August 28, 2013
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