Chinatowns and Overseas Chinese
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“Where there’s seawater, there are overseas Chinese.” This is an old Chinese say-
ing which implies three things. Firstly, it means that there are overseas Chinese all
over the world. Secondly, it means that most of the Chinatowns are located in port
towns. And thirdly, it means that most overseas Chinese come from waterfront
provinces in China. Indeed, the Chinatowns in Yokohama, San Francisco, Singapore,
and even the smaller ones in Hakodate, Kobe and Nagasaki, are all located near har-
bors in port towns. This is a distinct feature of the overseas Chinese.

Southern China has relatively little flat land. Therefore, whenever food shortages
occurred due to a poor harvest or war, many people had to move to other areas.
Families living in coastal towns like Fujian, Guangdong, or Hainan would get on a boat
and go to Southeast Asia and other destinations. The surviving retainers of the Ming
dynasty, which lost to the Qing dynasty, fled to Southeast Asia on a large military ship
to escape execution at the hands of the conquering Qing dynasty. Fleeing soldiers
usually left their families and started a new life in a new place. Starting in the 20th
century, Chinese who wanted to start their own business moved abroad and estab-
lished Chinatowns in port towns all over the world.

The Chinatown in Yokohama is decorated with bright colors such as red, yellow, and
purple and is well known for an atmosphere much closer to that of “China” compared
to the downtown areas of Beijing or Shanghai. The tourist atmosphere of Yokohama’s
Chinatown is very different from the neighborhood atmosphere of other Chinatowns
around the world. Yokohama’s Chinatown is globally famous for its Chinese restau-
rants despite the fact that it is not very old. The history of the Yokohama Chinatown
started after the port of Yokohama was opened based on the Japan-U.S. Amity and
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