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chinatowns of southeast asia
by zhuang wubin

Even though I’m not a Chinatown boy, I spend a fair bit of time in this 
historical district of Singapore, drawn in part by the offer of good and 
cheap food. It is also less contrived – more freewheeling – than some of 
the newer estates. You can still sense the contestations and accommoda-
tions made between an older way-of-life with the promises of urbanization. 
Into the mix you add the arrival of new Chinese migrants and the story 
of Singapore’s Chinatown becomes immensely fascinating. In a way, this 
seems to be the common narrative of the Chinatowns in Southeast Asia.

Towards the end of 2007, I was invited by the Chinese Heritage Centre to 
photograph the Chinatowns of Southeast Asia in the age of globalization. 
This is in line with my long-term interest in the Chinese communities of 
the region. Honestly, photography is not the most ideal medium for this 
commission, because the topic is of great complexity, and that the his-
torical scars of these Chinatowns differ amongst themselves. My greatest 
fear is that, without contextual info, the work will be reduced into an over-
view of strange rituals and exotic food. However, the human stories that 
emerged during the work quickly became the entry-points of the project. 

I remember Madam Lim, a second-generation Jakarta resident 
and an avid fan of the Beijing Olympics, who talked of her an-
ger with the China government for not doing anything when the In-
donesian Chinese were targeted during the ’98 riots. The justifica-
tion was that people like Lim are “indigenous”, and not Chinese. 

In Phnom Penh, local-born Chinese journalist Huang Ping told me stories 
of Cambodian Chinese who gave up everything to fight for the Vietcong 
during the American War. Ironically, they were the first to be purged af-
ter reunification. These encounters became the highlights of the project. 

As I travelled through the region, I felt like a sojourner engaged in a role-
playing game first started by my grandfather. Obviously, he left home 
for very different reasons. If not for the Japanese blockage of Xiamen, 
my grandfather would have gone to Manila, home to an old commu-
nity of Quanzhou migrants from Fujian Province. I would have been 
brought up as a Tsinoy – speaking Tagalog, English and possibly very 
little Mandarin. Instead, my grandfather found himself in Singapore a 
few months before the start of WWII. It was then one of the cheapest 
places to go as a migrant. As such, it became a haven for the prosecuted. 
It was in no way comparable to Manila, which was then under Ameri-
can rule. But he didn’t have a choice. Neither did he have the benefit 
of hindsight. More often than not, the lives of the Chinese in South-
east Asia have been determined by circumstances beyond their control. 

November 2009, Singapore
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captions

[cover]
Chinese and Laotian members of the Vientiane Chinese Association 
Youth Lion Dance Troupe practise every Saturday afternoon at the 
Chinese Charity Association of Vientiane in Ban Dongpalep. During 
Chinese New Year, many of its former members will join the troupe 
in the lion dance procession around Vientiane.

[pg 5]
A cat stands guard by its home in a Chinese-owned scrap metal re-
processing workshop along Soi Wanit 2, Bangkok.

[pg 6]
A man takes shelter along Ongpin Street in Manila from the early 
morning downpour.

[pg 7]
Construction workers are laying the foundation to a new mall aptly 
named China Town Tower, located at the corner of Mahabandoola 
Road and Sint Oh Dan Road, Yangon.

[pg 8] 
Roslan and Mona busk during the weekends outside the McDonald’s 
opposite Mandarin Pacific Hotel in KL’s Chinatown. During the 
boom years in the 1990s, they could get about RM 300 each day. In 
recent years, they get about RM 200 a day if the weather is fine. If it 
rains, the amount drops to about RM 70. In the last few years, Roslan 
and Mona have started to busk in Chow Kit.

[pg 9] 
Located at the junction of Ongpin and T Alonzo, Berg’s Cold Store 
was established in 1954 by the grandfather of current owner Cai 
Wenduan. Since then, the butchery has been supplying fresh pork to 
Manila’s Chinatown. In recent years, as some of the Chinese-Filipino 
started turning to frozen meat, the arrival of new migrants from China 
has opened up a new source of revenue for Cai. Filipino-Chinese 
butcher Jose Yu is one of Cai’s employees.

[pg 10] 
A Sino-Khmer owner of a jewellery stall in Psar Thmey at Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia, examines a US dollar note she has just received.

[pg 11] 
Shoes and statues of Bodhisattva Guan Yin (Goddess of Mercy) are 
displayed together in a Chinese shop along Sampeng Lane, Bangkok.

[pg 12] 
On the eve of Chinese New Year, a young visitor to Singapore’s 
Chinatown is seen hugging a mannequin that has been put up for the 
festival.

[pg 13] Located at the western end of Ongpin Street, the Binondo 
Church was founded by Dominican priests in 1596 to serve the Chi-
nese converts. The church has been renamed Basilica Minore de San 
Lorenzo Ruiz in honour of Lorenzo Ruiz, the first Filipino saint and 
mestizo son of a Chinese father (surnamed Lee or Li) and a Filipino 
mother. This afternoon, family members and friends have gathered 
at the church to attend the wedding ceremony of Ryan Shi Rongxin 
and Lily Huang. They are members of a new influx of China-born 
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migrants who have arrived in the Philippines since the 1990s. Accord-
ing to a conservative estimate, there are some 80,000 to 100,000 new 
Chinese migrants in the country. While an overwhelming majority of 
them are not Christians, when they need to get married in the Philip-
pines, most of them prefer to follow what the locals do and hold their 
weddings in the church. It is also easier to sort out the paperwork if 
the wedding is held in a church.

[pg 14] 
Housed in a shophouse along Teo Hong Road in Singapore, the 
Traditional Southern Fujian Music Society was founded in 1993 by 
Nanguan enthusiasts to promote this art form. Otherwise known as 
Nanyin, which means “Music of the South”, it is a traditional form 
of opera sung in the South Fujian dialect and has been in existence 
for over 1,000 years old. Across Southeast Asia, Nanyin groups are 
known to be active where there are sizeable communities of Quan-
zhou migrants. Lord Langjun, ruler of the 10th-century feudal state 
of Late Shu, is often credited by Nanyin musicians as the founder of 
the opera. Apart from regular gatherings on Sundays, members have 
come together this particular Sunday to celebrate the Chinese New 
Year. For some, it is also an opportunity for a game of mahjong.

[pg 15] 
Founded in 1996 and located at Block 335A along Smith Street, 
Yong-en Care Centre is a community service initiative of the Fairfield 
Methodist Church in Singapore’s Chinatown. The centre provides 
day-care services for people suffering from dementia and runs a pre-
ventive healthcare programme on weekdays for old people with no 
major illnesses. Participants of the latter pay S$2 for each session, 
which starts at around 9am. Each session includes physical exercise, 

social recreation and basic medical screening. This Friday morning, 
participants are seen practising Taiji at the centre.

[pg 16] 
Located within the temple, Traimit Witthayalai School started of-
fering compulsory Mandarin classes about eight years back with the 
help of Tianjin Experimental High School in China. The current 
enrolment of this secondary school in Bangkok’s Chinatown is 1385. 
Around 40 percent of the students are Thais while the rest are Chi-
nese. Students with no foundation are required to attend about two 
hours of Mandarin each week while those with stronger interest are 
allowed to study the language for six hours a week. To make the les-
son more engaging, secondary one students in this particular class are 
asked to read the Chinese characters and draw the clothing items on 
the blackboard. Many of them seem more keen to include the logos 
of their favoured brands than to learn the language.

[pg 17] 
There are eight Chinese-language schools (three secondary and five 
primary) in Brunei today, the biggest of which is the Chung Hwa 
Middle School (CHMS) in BSB. Despite its name, the school actu-
ally offers kindergarten to high school education within its premises at 
Kampung Berangan. Established in 1922 by the Chinese community 
in Brunei, its current enrollment is 3300 -- of which 71 percent are 
Chinese, 22.2 percent are Malays and the rest are from other ethnic 
groups. Each week, CHMS students attend eight lessons of Mandarin. 
Most of the other subjects however are taught in English, prompting 
several members of the Bruneian Chinese community to declare that 
the Chinese schools are in essence “English” ones. Primary three stu-
dents are seen enjoying the class of their Science teacher.

[pg 18] 
With Chinese New Year just around the corner, a popular barbecue 
meat store at Jalan Hang Lekir in KL has brought out its mascot in an 
attempt to attract more customers. Barbecue meat is a must-have food 
item for the Chinese in Malaysia and Singapore during the Lunar 
New Year.

[pg 19] 
On the last Saturday before Chinese New Year, an afternoon perfor-
mance has been planned in front of the Swiss Inn along Jalan Petaling 
in KL to celebrate the festival. While waiting for their rehearsal slot, 
two dancers have wandered off to a fashion store behind the stage.

[pg 20] 
This lane is unnamed in Thai but is known as the Hanging Throat Al-
ley in Teochew. The alley connects Trok Khao San to Yaowaphanit 
Road. It is believed that Chinese migrants in the past would hang 
themselves from a tree down the alley should they fail to strike it rich 
in Bangkok. 

[pg 21] 
The Yue family has been separated due to the need to find work. Du 
Siao Mi and her three daughters are in Yangon trying to earn a living 
selling Yunnanese food. Her youngest daughter is working in a jewelry 
shop at Mandalay. The father and his two sons have been working in 
Thailand for several years without returning to Myanmar. To keep in 
touch, the men of the family will make calls back home. The daugh-
ters of the family have been busy throughout the morning in their 
rented house along 18th Street preparing food that they will sell along 
Mahabandoola Road from around 3pm.

[pg 22] 
Located at District 10 within Saigon’s Chinatown, Nguyen Kim Apart-
ments were constructed around 1971, says Cantonese resident Lu 
Yaohai. Most of the apartments were initially owned by the Chinese 
but many fled the country after the end of Vietnam War when the 
communist government started rolling out its socialist reforms. Today, 
capitalism has once again returned to Saigon. The area where these 
apartments stand is now known locally as the Nhat Tao Electronics 
Market. Vietnamese residents live alongside Chinese families in the 
apartments. These apartments will be torn down in four to five years’ 
time to make way for high-rise flats.

[pg 23] 
Phsar Chas and Phsar Kandal have been in existence since the co-
lonial days, making them two of the oldest markets in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia. Given the fact that most Chinese migrants at that time 
were itinerant labourers or small-time businessmen, it is likely that 
they had lived around these two markets initially. While there are very 
few shopkeepers at Phsar Chas today who can speak Mandarin, many 
of them do have Chinese blood. 

[pg 24] 
Most of the two-storey shophouses along Jalan Sultan at BSB in 
Brunei were once occupied by the Chinese. Renovations have since 
destroyed the architectural features of these 50-year-old buildings. 
Lyn Aerobics and Beauty House operates from one of the first-floor 
units. Providing head-to-toe beauty services, the business is run by 
beautician Winnie Ling and hairstylist Connie Tang. Both of them 
are natives of Sibu, Sarawak. While most of the shops in the BSB city 
centre are not doing well, this beauty house continues to enjoy brisk 



36 37

business. The logic is simple, explains Tang. As a skill-based industry, 
if customers enjoy the services, they will become regulars. The shop 
employs 14 workers -- seven Filipinos and seven Chinese from Indo-
nesia and Malaysia. A young lady of Malay-Eurasian descent is seen 
showing her manicured nails to her sister.

[pg 25] 
In the Philippines, the first two Chinese societies that were permitted 
to exist by the Spanish rulers were, at least on the surface of things, 
Nanyin troupes. The Kim Lan Musical Association was founded in 
1817 while the Tiong Ho Sia Musical Association was established in 
1820. The Chong Teak Sia Musical and Cultural Association has had 
a shorter history. Founded in 1931 as Nanyue Musical Association, it 
adopted its current name before WWII. Practice sessions are held ev-
ery Thursday evening. About 60 percent of Chong Teak Sia members 
are new migrants who have arrived from China since the 1990s.

[pg 26] 
To commemorate the third-year anniversary of the Dragon Pillar in 
the Old Bentougong Temple along Si Phraya Road, members of the 
Xinzhongzheng Shunxiang Teochiu Opera Troupe have been invited 
to perform at the temple in Bangkok. Founded about 50 years back, 
the troupe consists of around 40 members -- 30 of whom are Chinese. 
A performer is seen putting on makeup by the stage.

[pg 27] 
Located within the grounds of Wihara Dharma Bhakti, Tee Cong 
Ong Bio comes alive annually during the Hungry Ghost Festival when 
monks from Putian, Fujian Province, are invited to perform religious 
rituals for the spirits who visit the human realm during the seventh 

month of the Chinese lunar calendar. An effigy of Lord Da Si, ruler 
of the netherworld, is burnt together with the paper offerings at the 
end of the three-day event in Jakarta’s Chinatown.

[pg 28] 
Established some 60 years back along Yaowaphanit Road in Bang-
kok’s Chinatown, Tang Jai Yoo Restaurant specializes in Teochew 
cuisine and is renowned for its seafood. The restaurant employs 20 
waiters and waitresses to serve the customers. Another ten employees 
work in the kitchen. All of them are Thais. 

[pg 29] 
Located at the junction of Tran Hung Dao and An Binh in Saigon’s 
Chinatown, the An Binh Apartments were constructed over 30 years 
ago. Many of the units are still owned by Vietnamese Chinese. The 
Yang family is one of them. Growing up in HK, Yang Changlin was 
only eight years old when he fled to Vietnam with his Shanghai-born 
father to escape the Japanese invasion. Seen in his living room, the 
tailor is following the coverage of the Sichuan earthquake on satellite 
TV.

[pg 30] 
Wat Mixay is located beside the original Chinatown of Vientiane, 
Laos.

[pg 31]
A television has been set up and tuned to an episode of sinetron (In-
donesian soap opera) for patients who are waiting to see the doctor at 
the free clinic housed in Vihara Tanda Bakti along Jalan Kemenangan 
VIII, Jakarta.
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