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parent country slows down :and

. The Chinese in Calcutta celebrate their New.Year

CbLbBRAllUNb begin at
mldmght for the 12000

Chinese in Calcutta, to bring

'in the New. Year ‘with a
month of -feasting and merry-
making. ‘- This year, New
Year’s day was January 28..

In Tangra, where  the Hakka
Chinese, the most numerous and
prosperous - community, live and
work in" the tanneries, festivities
start with yonng men and boys
gathering "in. the narrow lanes,
cach behind the dragon of his
club, exquisite papier mache heads
with fine new cloth trains. Then,
at thc auspicious moment, the
lion dancers (as-the dragon-bear-
ing youths are called) run down
the streets, twirling and leaping,
followed by their pennant-carrying
club members, all dressed alike
in white T shirts, blue jeans, red
- waistbands and headbands, with the
letters of their club on their backs.

So -on into the early morning
—each club makes the rounds of
about a hundred - altars, set up
in homes, in old and modern tan-
neries—while . the stench from
the leather fills the air.

Guards fan aside the firecrack-

NEW -YEAR revellers in Calcutta’s. Chinatown. -

for a month. JENNIFER PRABHU describes the

quami' feshvn’nes wlmch this year, end on February 28.

ers that' the host at each altar :

spreads in mock battle. The dra-
gons then kow tow to the altar,

the hosts returmng -the gredtings. -
“Bach group’ presents
luck card printed in red (the co-

lour of happiness) and recéives a
packet of money ‘in a red enve-

lope in return.

But the smoke from. crackers
softens the grim factory walls and
forms a romantic haze through
which illuminations twinkle. Ex-
quisite old lamps (brought long
ago from Chma) hang trOm roof-
tops.

Then the scene shifts to China-
town, in the heart. of the busi-
ness area. The beautiful old
Chinatowyn ‘dragon, his age long
forgotten, dances through . the

lanes wwith two. boys holding up

his train. He climbs ladders and

boys’ shouldess to the music of

drums and ‘cymbals, opening his
clapper jaws to ‘eat’ lettuce dangled
teasingly from upper storeys. As

its good--

he grabs each bunch of lettuce,
little envelopes of money tide to
the strmg flutter down—the con-
tributions of householders on each
floor—usually containing Rs. 2.
to Rs. 5 cach. A member of the
team hands out the good luck
cards.

Chinatown in its heyday could
never have been salubrious. Even
now, it'is a bustee of grimy multi-
storey buildings that rise off nar-
row lanes. The sun never rea-
ches the streets, so that they are
always wet and slushy.

“Traders from Shanghai, carpen-
ters from Canton, dentists from
Fau Peh, the ancestors of China-
town’s Chinese population, long

pre-date the arrival of Hakka Chi-’

nese, the shoemaker  community
in Tengra, who are larger-built,
more prosperous and
purer than the Chinatowners rwhose
ancestors came to India more
than a hundred years ago.

As movement to and from a

—ichet
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cthnically -

‘hen ceases,.an ethnic group slow-
ly assumes the characteristics©f
1 sub-culture: somewhere ‘between
‘hat obtaining in the parent coin-
ry. when contact was lost, and
the culture of the country of‘dp- .
nicile. So Calcutta’s Chinatown-
xrs are today nearly entlrely
Christian, and inter-marry ~with
Christians, mainly from _other
sub-cultures — Goans, Anglo-
[ndians and Armenians. So also'is
nter-marriage with Sikhs, Bénga-
is, Muslims and Gorkhas com-
non. Calcutta Chinese . youths
speak a patois of their own, com-
sosed of Chinese and English
vords in a base of Hindi. They
ilso speak Gorkhali and Bengali.

While many children attend
Anglo-Indian schools .and con<
rents, some four hundred are
'ducated in . Chinese language
ichools, the " largest. and hand-
iomest being the fifty-year-old.
Roman Catholic Fei Mei Chinese
school  in Tangra; Text-books
'ome from Taiwan, -

Employment for girls is -no
yroblem—as hairdressers, recep-
ionists, teachers, secretaries. But
-mployment for boys, except in
he tanneries, is difficult. The
rovetnment does not' grant auto~
natic Indian citizenship to those
sorn before 1950—but few Chi-
1ese seek government jobs, any-
vay.. Their dream is always to
wen  a’ little business of their
wwn. By hard savmg, and money
ent by relatives in Chinatowns
b(rioad they strive towards this
:nd, .

But the great blow-out is this
nonth (February) of New Year
—a month of gambling, drinking
ind merry-making, when the com-
nunity throws thrift afnd hard
vork to the winds! Losers at cards
v mah jhong often rush out to
vawn gold they've spent years
iccumulating. Fights and disturb- -
mces are" common. Girls apd
vomen most often buy their even-
ng meal en route from tram-
:ars—where fried noodles and
neats are always available——be<
ore roaring off to cinemas—Ilovers
im the pillions of boy frtends -
notor- bxkes

Time may be! running out for
he Calcutta Chinese as a separate
:ommunity, but, as individuals,
hese merry, hard-working people
qnrich this and every city ‘of thc1r‘
xdopnon



