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JANUARY

Thursday 1st January 1942

The first day of the New Year, 1942; a good day to start
my diary, which I hereby call ‘The Life and Times of
Silvey Chan’.

Why am I writing about my life, since I am only 12
years and three months old? Well, I read a great book
called ‘Anne of Green Gables’. It’s the story of Anne
Shirley, who became a writer. She kept a diary that
she called her Journal. I, too, want to be a writer when
I grow up, so I’'ve decided to keep a journal like Anne’s
and I've chosen the grand-sounding title just to be
different.

I'll start properly with introductions.

My name is Silvey Chan and Ilive at 45 Greys Avenue,
Auckland, New Zealand.




CHINATOWN GIRL

In my family there is Ma and Ba (that’s my mum and
dad), Ah Yeh, who is Ba’s father and my grandfather,
my two brothers, Dai Gor and Day-Day, and three girls
- Soong, Chuen, and me. I am the eldest daughter, and
I'm 5 feet 2 inches tall, the same height as my mother.

Everyone thinks my name is short for Silvia, but it’s
not. The story is this: my Chinese name, Ngun Bo, means
‘Silver Treasure’, but I don’tlet on about that because it’s
a little embarrassing. Anyway, when Ba went to register
my birth he wasn’t sure how to write Ngun Bo in English
so he decided to write Silver instead.

When I started school, the teachers kept writing my
name as Silvia, so I asked Ba what my name really was. He
got out my birth certificate and showed me. There it was,
plain as plain: SILVEY. The registry lady must’ve thought
he’d written a ‘y’ instead of an ‘r’. Thank goodness - who
wants a crazy name like Silver? It’s a horse’s name! So
now if anyone asks me I just say, “Silvey is what’s on my
birth certificate,” which is true.

When other Chinese speak to Ba they refer to me and
my sisters as Ba’s chien gum — Ba’s thousand pieces of gold.

“Why do they call me chien gum if my name’s Silver
Treasure?” I asked Ma.

“No matter what your name is, chien gum is the polite
way of referring to someone else’s daughters,” she said.
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In olden times, when a girl married, the family of the
husband-to-be paid a bride price to the bride’s family. If
the girl was from a good family, the bride price might
be a thousand pieces of gold — a fortune! So when
someone’s daughter is referred to as chien gum, the
family is paid a compliment. And if a man has many
daughters, instead of saying what they really mean,
which is ‘I pity you having so many female mouths to
feed’, it’s a joking Chinese way to say ‘How lucky you
are! Virtuous daughters may bring you a fortune.’

That’s one thing about being Chinese; people quite
often say the opposite to what they really mean. Trying
to work out what IS meant is sometimes like a guessing
game. Ma says I'm like a gwei mui, a non-Chinese girl,
the way I just blurt out things. “You must think before
you speak,” she keeps reminding me. It’s hard.

“Why was I named Silver Treasure if gold is more
valuable?” I asked her once in my gwei mui way.

“You couldn’t be called Gold, because that’s my name:
Gum Miu, Gold Excellence. It’s not right to have the
same name in different generations of one family.

“Naming a Chinese baby is a serious matter, you can’t
just choose a name because you like it. There are other
things to be considered. It has to sound right, and have

a good meaning as well.”
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CHINATOWN GIRL

I’ve never told anyone what my name means before,
not even my best friend, Judy Brown.

Judy lives across the road and we walk to school
together. We’re almost twins — her birthday is the
day before mine. We’re the same height, but Judy has
curly red hair, which she hates, and green eyes. My
hair’s long, straight and black. Ma reckons my eyes,
shaped like almonds - pointy at the outer ends — are a
good sign, for what I don’t know. I just think they are
Chinese eyes. Judy and I wish we could swap looks:
we like each other’s better than our own. We tell
each other everything (well, in my case, most things),
which is what best friends do. One day I'll tell her my

name secret.

Friday 2nd January
Still feel sad about my school closing down - it’s like
losing my other home.

At a special assembly in the last week of last term,
Sir announced his retirement to coincide with our
Wellesley Street School closing. The government wants
the school buildings for war use.

I'm going to miss having Sir as our headmaster.
Whenever he sees me he asks how Ba is. Sir remembers

Ba coming to Wellesley Street School from China.
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In those days, Ba’s father Ah Yeh had to pay for him to
attend, as school wasn’t free for Chinese children.

We’d known for ages about the school closing. At the
beginning of last term, our parents received a letter
from the Education Board telling them it would happen
and when. We were given a choice of schools we could
transfer to: Beresford Street, Napier Street, Ponsonby or
Newton Central School.

Miss Rudkin is transferring to Beresford Street School,
so Judy and I decided that’s where we wanted to go too.

Miss Rudkin’s our class teacher and the best teacher
I’'ve ever had. She makes lessons really interesting. She
looks a bit old-fashioned, wears glasses with metal rims
and keeps her hair rolled in a coil around her head.
She’s strict about homework and things, but she’s fair.
If she sets us spelling or poems to learn, she’ll test us
on them the next day. Anyone who hasn’t done the
homework stays in after school. No excuses.

The previous year we had a battleaxe called Miss
Park. Her frown looked like a tram-track carved on her
forehead. If you asked a question, she’d fix you with a
look that said “Are you stupid or what?”

Most of the other kids in Greys Avenue are going to
Beresford Street School too.

It’d be beaut to get Miss Rudkin again.
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CHINATOWN GIRL

Monday 5th January

After chores Ma said us kids could go with Judy and take a
look at our new school. We wanted to time ourselves and
see how long it takes to walk there. February seems a long
way off, but Judy is going to her uncle’s farm tomorrow
and won’t be back until the day before school starts.

It sure took longer than getting to our old school. We
had to go up Greys Avenue, along Pitt Street a little way
and turn into Beresford Street. Then down the hill almost
to the gas storage cylinder. It took twenty minutes of fast
walking. Well, as fast as Chuen’s little legs would go. On

school days we’ll have to get up earlier — what a pain!

Tuesday 6th January
Tons of Chinese School homework to do.

Chinese School’s held upstairs in the Kwong Cheu
Clubrooms, on Hobson Street near the Farmer’s
store. About fifteen kids go. Usually it’s only once a
week after ordinary school and in the weekends, but
during the holidays we have extra classes on weekday
afternoons.

Mr Gok, our teacher, always looks sleepy. It’s his eyes;
they have a downwards droop. Ma calls them harm
geung ngarn, which means salty-ginger eyes. Perhaps his

mother ate too much salty ginger before he was born.
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We call him Lao See, which just means ‘Teacher’.
During school holiday time is when Lao See piles on
the Chinese homework.

“Do a little every day and you won’t notice it,” he
says. He’s giving us a test on Saturday. If we don’t pass,
we stay back with the younger kids.

I don’t mind Chinese School too much. At least I get
to meet other Chinese kids from around the city. This
year there are lots of new Kkids, like Betty and Nancy
Lee, whose parents have a laundry in Hobson Street.
They go to Beresford Street School already:.

What I don’t like about Chinese School is that I never
get time to do other things, like reading (which I love).

Wednesday 7th January
Missing Judy and she’s only been away for a day.

I’ve no one to talk to except Dai Gor and my sisters.
Dai Gor’s hopeless when it comes to discussing things
that really matter. All he’s interested in is football, cars
and the war. Are all 14-year-old boys like him? Soong
and Chuen are too young to understand the things Judy
and I talk about.

How will I survive another four weeks? I wonder if

Judy’s missing me? Perhaps I’ll get a letter from her soon.
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CHINATOWN GIRL

Thursday 8th January

Salt-fish time again, sigh. It comes around again so
quickly. All the salt-fish — harm yue — used to come
from China, but because of the war we have to make
our own now. All Chinese people here seem to eat harm
yue. Because it’s so salty, you only need a little with a
whole bowl of rice.

Dalli George, the fish man, came when I was outside
playing hopscotch with Soong and Chuen. I don’t usually
play babyish things like hopscotch these days but the
girls had been complaining that I never play with them
anymore.

“Ullo Silvey,” Dalli George said, smiling. Dalli George
is from Dalmatia and speaks with an accent. When he
smiles, the stubble on his face folds in creases and his
eyes disappear.

Today he brought snapper. Twenty — all he can let
us have.

“Not much,” he said. “More soon. P’raps in a
couplaweeks. Eesa da war.” Fishermen are only allowed
to fish certain areas and during daylight hours because
of black-out regulations. Dalli George says that a lot of
what’s caught goes to feed the soldiers.

“Don’ you go eatin’ too much rice,” said Dalli George.
“Eat more fres’ fis’. Good brain food, make you plenty
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clever. You come t" my shop, I make you lovely fis’ 'n
chips. Good for you, make face all rosy.” He pinched
my cheek. Ouch, that hurt. I rubbed my cheek and Dalli
George’s eyes disappeared again, his mouth opened and
a long laugh rumbled out. It made me laugh too.

Sometimes it’s hard to make out what Dalli George
says but today I understood perfectly. What he said
made my mouth water. Perhaps Ma’ll let us get some
fish and chips these holidays. We haven’t had any for
ages. She says too much fried stuff’s not good for you,
gives you ulcers in the mouth and pimples.

Had to help with the harm yue preparations. First,
Ma opens the fish’s mouth and uses a piece of wood to
keep the jaws apart. A wire hook is put through its tail.
My job is to take all the fish up to the attic and hang
them on rods to partly dry. The drying takes several
days, depending on the weather.

When we started making harm yue, Ba replaced the
attic window glass with wire mesh to keep out flies. He
also made a mesh door and stopped up all the cracks.
He did a pretty good job but the place gets draughty. At
least there are no flies, unless someone doesn’t shut the
door properly.

The early part’s not too bad. The fish are fresh and
slippery but not smelly. I hate going to school smelling
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CHINATOWN GIRL

fishy because some kids are really mean. They walk
past and pretend to sniff the air, and then say loudly,
“What’s that horrible pong?” I could die of shame.

It’s great having a friend like Judy who always sticks
up for me. She even chased Bully Wally and gave him
a thump on the back when he yelled “Fish-ponger!” at
me. Judy’s the fastest runner in class so Wally couldn’t
give her one back.

Wally hangs around with a gang of toughs whose idea
of fun is to play tricks and terrorise people, especially
us Chinese kids. He and his gang hide, then pelt us with
clumps of grass and things as we pass. Or sneak into
the long grass on the bank behind the shops and throw
stones at our lavatory when someone’s inside. If you’re
sitting there, the noise on the corrugated iron roof is
terrifying. What it must be like to be bombed.

Ba called the police when they threw lighted crackers
into the shop. That was really dangerous - it could’ve
set fire to our whole row of buildings. Of course, by the
time the police arrived the gang had vanished.

Since Judy thumped him, Wally’s got cunning. He
waits until ’'m on my own and then jumps out, shouting:

“Ching Chong Chinaman,

cooked his mother in a frying pan,

Ya, Ya, Ya!”
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He doesn’t scare me. Just makes me so mad. I shout
back, “Sticks and stones may break my bones but names
will never hurt me,” as Judy’s sister taught me. It’s not
true — names DO hurt you, inside. At least it’s better
than not saying anything at all, which is what Ma and
Ba tell me.

This afternoon Malet me go to thelibrary.I got another
L.M. Montgomery book, ‘Anne of Avonlea’, and read
till late. Kept the bedroom door closed so Ma wouldn’t

know. Good thing she was working downstairs.

Friday 9th January
Manila in the Philippines fell to the Japanese a few days
ago.

War is all anyone talks about these days. Reminders
are everywhere — men in uniform in the streets, news-
paper headlines, posters calling for men to enlist, or
telling people to save paper or how to build an air-raid
shelter, etc, etc.

War’s always been the big topic in our household.
Since 1931 anyway, when the Japanese first occupied
China. China’s where we’re from, even though our
family’s lived in New Zealand for a long time.

New Zealand’s only been at war since 1939, when

Britain declared war on Germany. On 7th December last
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year, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbour in Hawaii
so now America’s at war with Japan, too. The second

worldwide war in the history of the world!

Saturday 10th January
The Chinese test was not too bad. My memory didn’t
let me down.

I’'ve been going to Chinese School since the classes
started a couple of years ago. Apart from learning to
read and write Chinese, we have lessons about Chinese
history, poetry, Confucius’s sayings and so on. Sometimes
I grumble about going, but Ma says it’s really important
to know how to read and write Chinese because it’s our
language. How shameful it would be to go and live in
China and not even be able to write our own name or
recognise a few simple words.

('m not sure that I want to live in China. No, I
definitely don’t want to.)

We have to memorise all these word-characters,
how to write them and pronounce them with the
right inflection. Then we chant them out loud, firstly
together, then one by one. The idea is the louder you
chant, the more likely you are to remember it. Ma said
that was how she was taught in China. Chinese schools

are noisy!
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I suppose I can read and write about a thousand
characters and recognise a lot of words in the Chinese
newspaper. Even write a simple letter.

When writing Chinese, you start at the back of the
book (which makes it the front!) and write in columns
down the page from the top right corner. You have to
be careful that your writing hand doesn’t smudge what
you’ve already written. Most of the time we use pencil,
but doing Chinese writing using a writing brush with
a very fine tip is fun. It’s called calligraphy and it’s the
part I really like.

First you make the ink. You put a few drops of water
in a hollow in the ink slab, then grind away with a stick
of dried ink until you get thick black ink, like paint.
When it dries up you just add more water and grind
away again.

The brush has to be held upright in just such a way
that you can make part of the stroke thick and part of
it thin, or curved like a hook. Not easy. You have to be
careful that each stroke of the word is written in the
right order, and that the dots and dashes are where
they should be and in proportion. Then all the words
together have to make a harmonious whole. That’s
where it’s tricky. According to Lao See, getting balance
and symmetry is an art and needs lifelong practice.
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CHINATOWN GIRL

This is my Chinese name: Fﬁ
Chan Ngun Bo. This is how
it looks when written with /\
P
a brush.

Not very good. I need lots , 22
N A“
more practice. ;L

Sunday 11th January
Stage Two of the harm yue process today ...

The weather’s been extra hot and muggy so the fish
have got to the right stage for salting the insides — just
beginning to go off, but not yet rotten-smelling. Ma’s
a real expert; she’s called the Harm Yue Queen. Her
secret’s her sense of smell. She can tell when they’re
ready just by sniffing them. Our customers say she
makes the best harm yue, as good as the harm yue from
China. Chinese people are so fussy about food that that’s
a real compliment.

Dai Gor helped take the fish from the hanging poles
and unhook the tails. Ma sat on her low stool at the
special contraption Ba made to hold the fish. Ba’s clever
like that. He thinks up lots of useful things to make work
easier. He made the fish holder from an upended box.
It’s deep enough for a fish to hang upright. At the top are
two wooden planks that have a strip of rubber from an

&
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old bike tyre along the facing edges. One plank is fixed,
the other can be slid along a track. What you do is widen
the space until the fish can be held just behind its head,
mouth up, tail down. Then the clamp is screwed tight.

The fish in place, Ma removes the mouth-stick, pours
in salt and presses it in with a piece of broomstick.
When she’s packed in as much salt as possible, Ma pokes
the hook through the upper jaw, unclamps the fish and
hangs it back on the drying rod for another five to seven
days, depending on the weather.

I spread newspaper on the floor under the fish in
case it drips.

Monday 12th January

Yippee! A letter from Judy today! She’s having a
wonderful time on the farm. Learning to ride a horse,
helping her aunt and uncle. She says she wishes I was
there. So do L.

She’s had time to hunt for ergot - something we
learnt about last term at school. Miss Rudkin told us
that ergot is the result of a fungoid disease that attacks
the seed of grasses, especially marram grass and tall
fescue. Ergot contains things called alkaloids that help
stop wounds. The war in Europe has meant a shortage

of ergot in Britain because most of their supply used to
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CHINATOWN GIRL

come from the Balkans and Russia. They’ve found that
New Zealand is a good alternative source. We school
children can help the war effort by collecting ergot over
the holidays, as it ripens in December and January.

Before the end of term, Miss Rudkin pinned up a
picture of what to look for and told us how to collect
the ergot. If we take what we collect to a seed merchant,
we’ll be paid for it. Eight shillings per pound for clean,
best-quality ergot!

Until now the weather’s been cold and wet and
there’s not been any ergot about. Since it’s warmed up,
Judy said she’s been on the lookout. She found some
tall fescue and recognised ripe patches of ergot on
it, growing amongst the seed-heads. Exactly like the
pictures Miss Rudkin showed us — about half an inch
long and shaped like skinny black bananas.

Judy’s aunty helped her dry the stalks on the
sunporch. They tapped the dried fescue heads against
a block of wood and the ergot and grass-seed fell out.
Then it had to be winnowed, which means throwing the
ergot and grass-seed mix up into the air on a windy day
and letting the stalks and grass-seed blow away. They
had to pick out any remaining bits of grass because
the seed merchants only pay the top price for clean,
dry, whole ergots. But they are so tiny and lightweight.
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All that work for less than half a teaspoonful!
She’s hoping to collect more if the weather stays hot
in the next few weeks. Who knows, she may come back

with a fortune!

Tuesday 13th January
Lao See’s away today. No Chinese School, hooray!

Rushed through my chores. Swept the shop, cleaned
and mopped the floors in double quick time, then hung
out the washing. I was dying to read more of ‘Anne of
Avonlea’.

This afternoon I had to look after the little kids. It was
too hot indoors so I took them to Myers Park across the
road. We played on the swings and seesaw and collected
acorn cups from under the trees.

I carried Day-Day on my back in the mair duy harness.
At least when he’s on my back we both get to swing and
seesaw. I took my book and sneaked a few pages while
Soong and Chuen played hide and seek.

Afterwards we called in to Mrs Leong’s dairy for
icecreams. The Leongs live above their shop on the
lower side of Greys Avenue, near Queen Street. There
are lots of Leong kids; so many I lose count.

Mrs Leong makes a fuss of us whenever we go in the

dairy. But I'm always careful with her. She is a small
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CHINATOWN GIRL

but fierce lady. And strong — Mai Leong says when she
pinches, it comes out in a whopping bruise!

Mai’s in my class at school. We don’t get to do much
together other than walk to and from school, because
Mai’s always having to work either in the shop or out
the back, or look after the younger kids. I thought I
worked hard, but at least Ma doesn’t expect me to do
ALL the cooking and cleaning, and she does let me go
out sometimes.

Mrs Leong is hard on all her kids. They are only
allowed yesterday’s bread, none of the fresh stuff, and
she won’t let them help themselves to anything from the
shop. If she catches any of her kids sneaking even one
sweet, she gives them a hiding with the cane-handled
feather duster. Yet she gives us Chan kids extra big
icecreams.

Mrs Leong works all the time and opens late at night.
I’'ve never seen Mr Leong. When I asked Ma about him,
all she said was that he’s one of the dark-night people.
She wouldn’t say any more. “One of these days, when
you’re older, you’ll know ...” she said.

Grown-ups are maddening the way they do that. I
want to know now, not “one day”. Patience is not my
strong point.
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Chooks were delivered to the next door cafe while we
were out. I knew they were there as soon as we got
home, from all the cackling and clucking. So we went
across to have a look.

Between the crate slats we could see the shiny black
feathers and round, beady eyes. Wrinkly combs and
wattles flopped from side to side like raspberry jelly
when the heads darted about. As we came nearer, the
chooks clucked even louder and their feet scrabbled as
if they were trying to run away.

“We’re not going to hurt you,” I said. They must’ve
understood, because after a while they quietened down.
Still, it’s risky getting too close. If you’re not careful,
their sharp beaks can quickly dart out and peck a hole
in your finger. That’s what happened to Day-Day when
he poked his finger in. You should’ve heard him scream!

I'm trying not to remember that those chooks will
soon be killed and cooked.

Wednesday 14th January
An awful squawking woke me this morning. I knew
what it was without even looking out the window. Yes,
Yee Bak killing chooks for the café dinners.

Ma does ours. She makes me watch as she grabs the
chook, ties its legs together and cuts its throat with a
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CHINATOWN GIRL

sharpened chopper. She holds it upside down to drain
the blood into a bowl. Then she plunges it into a bucket
of boiling water, pulls it out, and plucks the feathers
before removing the insides. Yuck!

“Watching my mother, that’s how I learnt to do it
back in the village,” she says. “Every girl your age has
to learn these things, otherwise how do you think youw’ll
ever get to eat chicken? You’ll have to do it when we go
back to China to live.”

The more I hear, the less I want to live in China.

Thursday 15th January
Dai Gor can be a real pain. He saw me writing in my diary
and tried to snatch it to see what I'd written. Luckily I
was too quick and ran outside. Being the eldest and a boy,
he gets away with everything. It’s not fair. Ma’s always
saying that I have to do what he says. But she also says
that he has to look after us younger ones. Fat chance.
I'll have to find somewhere to hide this and write

when he’s not around.

Later
I’'ve found the perfect hidey-hole. In the washhouse, but
I’'m not going to write down exactly where. It’s a place

Dai Gor wouldn’t dream of looking.
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Friday 16th January

I was sweeping the kitchen when the front door bell
tinkled. It’s my day for serving in the shop, so out I
went. A chap I’d never seen before was leaning on the
counter. He was tall and skinny, with slightly buck teeth,
a huge Adam’s apple and a grin too big for his face. He
looked as if he’d either slept in his clothes or put them
on straight from the clothesline.

“Hello,” he said in Chinese. “You speak English?”

I nodded. What a dumb question!

He looked around the shop, came behind the counter
and helped himself to our last packet of chun pei mui -
preserved plums.

“How much?” he asked, putting a handful of coins on
the counter. The cheek of him! As if he owned the place.
Then he opened the packet and offered it to me. When
I shook my head, he took out a couple and placed them
on the counter.

“See ya later,” he said, in a cocky sort of way. Not if I

can help it, I thought.

Saturday 17th January
Today Lao See wrote a poem on the blackboard which
we had to copy into our books and memorise. The poem

was written more than a thousand years ago during the
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Tang Dynasty by Li Bai, one of the most famous Chinese
poets. The poem seems so simple yet it says so much.
Lao See said it has special meaning for all Chinese who
live overseas.

The poem keeps singing over and over in my head.
Here’s my translation of it:

Quiet Night Thoughts

Moonlight streams across my bed,

Is that frost covering the ground?

I lift my head and see the shining moon,

Bow my head and yearn for home.

I hope Lao-See gives us more Tang poems.

While Lao See was writing on the blackboard there
was a lot of shuffling and giggling going on. One of the
boys started flicking screwed-up paperballs. Then others
joined in. One hit Lao See on the neck. The boy who did it
grinned and raised his fist in triumph. Others sniggered.

Lao See didn’t pause or even turn around.

“Wong Kit-Fei, come out here. Stand by the blackboard
and read out the words I'm writing. Any you get wrong,
you’ll stay after class and write out a hundred times.
And that goes for anyone else I catch wasting time.”

That stopped the paperball fight. Of course Kit-Fei
didn’t know any of the words, so he had to write out

the whole poem one hundred times.
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How on earth did Lao See know who started it? Do
sleepy harm geung eyes have special powers? Perhaps
he has them at the back of his head too.

Sunday 18th January

Ma’s nose told her today is Harm Yue Process Stage
Three day, so before we went to Chinese School, Dai
Gor, Soong and I helped Ma unhook the fish and pack
them one by one between layers of salt in the salting
barrel. They’ll stay there for about two weeks. With four
of us it didn’t take long.

Wednesday 21st January
“Someone was asking for you,” said Chuen when I came
in from hanging out the washing.

“Who?”

“The guy who bought the chun pei mui!” said Soong,
all excited.

“What did he want?”

“Well, he asked what your name was, and where you
were, and when you’d be in again.”

“And you told him?”

“Of course!”

“What did you do that for?”

“Betcha he comes back!” said Chuen.
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She was right. Chuen came running into the kitchen
as I was drying the dishes.

“Someone’s asking for you,” she said, grinning. “It’s
the chun pei mui boy.”

“How are you, Silvey?” he said in Chinese when I
entered the shop. “I should’ve introduced myself the
other day. I'm Sun Tong. Everyone calls me Sunny. My
Ba is Wong Cheok Kee. You know the fruit shop at the
top of Cook Street? A couple of doors along from the
Doos’ place on Hobson Street? That’s us.”

I nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Was wondering if you’d like to go to the pictures on
Saturday. ‘Rancho Grande’ with Gene Autry is on.”

Here was this boy I hardly knew, asking me to go to
the pictures with him!

I shook my head. “No, thanks.”

His face fell. “Oh well, perhaps some other time then.”
And out he went. That was all he’d come in for!

As soon as he’d gone, Soong and Chuen burst into
giggles. They’d been hiding behind the door listening.
They couldn’t wait to tell Ma.

“Have you been encouraging him?” she asked.

“No, Ma, I’ve only seen him once, when he came into
the shop and bought chun pei mui.”

&
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Friday 23rd January

Judy’s replied to the letter I sent her. To save on postage
she’d included it with the one to her mum. Mrs Brown
brought it over.

Judy said there’s not been much ergot around. It must
be a poor year for it after the coldest, wettest Christmas/
New Year season on record. She’s having to go further
and further to find it. She rides a horse around and from
high up she can quite easily see where the black ergot is.

Lucky Judy. One of my dreams is to have a horse.

Judy said she’s having a wonderful time but can’t
wait to get home and that she’s got something to tell

me. I can’t wait either.

Monday 26th January

Mrs Brown told us there was a special edition of ‘The
March of Time’ called ‘China Fights Back’ screening at
the Regent. I checked the newspaper. Yes, there it was,
showing with a George Formby film called ‘It’s Turned
Out Nice Again’.

The girls in our family went to the 11 a.m. session. It’s
the first time Ma’s come to the pictures with us! Ba and
Dai Gor stayed behind in the shop.

The China film showed lots of places where battles

were fought, with soldiers fighting in the countryside,
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weeping people and bombed houses and buildings. Ma
was wiping her eyes the whole time. I guess it brought
back memories of life in the village and her mother, our
Ah Por, who died before the war started.

George Formby sang comic songs while playing an
instrument that Mrs Brown told me is a cross between
a banjo and a ukelele, called a banjolele. He’s got big
teeth and the sort of smiley face that makes you want

to smile too.

Tuesday 27th January

Ba and Dai Gor went to last night’s session at the Regent.
There were tons of Chinese there — at least eighty, Ba
thought. When Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek and
Madame Chiang appeared on the screen, all the Chinese
stood to attention.

Sunny and his father were there. At the interval, Dai
Gor and Sunny got talking and found they shared a lot
of interests. Sunny wants to come along next time we
go fishing.

Wednesday 28th January
Sunny came in again today and asked me to go with
him to the Amusement Park after he finishes work at

the fruitshop. As if I'd be allowed, even if I wanted to.
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Which I DON’T. Soong and Chuen think it’s a huge joke.
They tease me and run before I can catch them. Trouble
is I blush so easily, which makes them giggle and carry
on all the more. Even Dai Gor had a go. “What’s with
this guy?” he scoffed. “Can’t he see you’re just a kid?
He’s at least 15! Anyway, he’s coming fishing with us on
Saturday morning.”

Dai Gor and I usually check the tide and sunrise times
in the Herald. Saturday looks promising, with high tide
at 6.47 am. and sunrise at 5.34 a.m. If the weather
forecast is good, Saturday morning will be a fishing

morning.

Friday 30th January
The harm yue are ready. Ma took one out, brushed the
extra salt off and yes, the flesh was just as it should be:
firm, yet dry. We moved the whole batch from the salt
barrel and into the harm yue bin in the shop. Then we
tipped out the old salt and cleaned the barrel ready for
the next batch in a couple of weeks’ time. We sure go
through a lot of salt — just as well it’s cheap.

Ah Yeh eats harm yue every day. I quite like it, but
not that often. Sometimes when there’s leftover rice, Ma
makes harm yue gai lup farn (salt-fish and cubed chicken

rice), which I love. She chops up leftover chicken and
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harm yue into small pieces, stir fries them in a little oil,
then adds cooked rice and spring onions. Yummy, my
mouth’s watering just writing about it. But it sure does
make the kitchen stink!

Saturday 31st January

Dai Gor set his alarm clock for 4.45 a.m. to catch the
incoming tide and get his favourite spot on the jetty.
Much asIlove fishing, I decided I’d rather have an extra
couple of hours of sleep. To tell the truth, the idea of
Sunny being there put me off.

Dai Gor was preparing the fish they’d caught when I
came downstairs. He said the first thing Sunny said to
him was, “Where’s Silvey? I thought you said she was
really keen on fishing.”

Between them they caught twelve piper and some
pakete. A good catch. Sunny took a few and Dai Gor
brought the rest home. Fresh piper cooked the way Ma
does them makes the best breakfast in the world.




