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Macanese Cultural Study is one that focuses on the 
Portuguese community residing in Shanghai since the 

late-1800’s and its subsequent displacement in the mid-1900’s. 
The initial research for this project was sparked by conversations 
with my own relatives, and the realization of  my lack of  
knowledge about my family heritage. My father, Michael Ronald 
Bernal-Silva, originally Miguel Reinaldo Bernal da Silva, was born 
in Macao, a former Portuguese colony. Macao is a peninsula 
off  the coast of  Mainland China; it lies on the Western side of  
the Pearl Delta with the Guangdong province to the north and 
the South China Sea to the south.   I always knew my father 
was an immigrant, but I never thought twice about it, at least 
not until recently, when I took a class on War and Migration. 
I began learning about the devastating trials and tribulations 
many immigrants encounter, in either refugee or internment 
camps, and then through their displacement. As I read more on 
LPPLJUDWLRQ��DQG�ZDWFKHG�ÀOPV�HOXFLGDWLQJ�WKH�VKRFNLQJ�UHDOLW\�
of  war, relocation, and resettlement, I began to think of  my 
own family. I began to wonder about their immigration, their 
OLIH�EDFN�LQ�6KDQJKDL��DQG�KRZ�GLIÀFXOW�WKHLU�GLVSODFHPHQW�WR�
America must have been. What truly incited and propelled my 
curiosity through was the 2010 Census form. That insidious 
little box that one needs to check in order to encapsulate one’s 
most likely vast heritage made me stop and wonder, “What do I 
check? Am I Caucasian, because I look white? Am I Portuguese, 
because that’s what my name implies? Or am I Chinese, because 
my father’s family emigrated from China? With these seemingly 
VLPSOH�TXHVWLRQV�VZLUOLQJ�WKURXJK�P\�PLQG��,�VHW�RII �WR�ÀQG�WKH�
answer. 

To begin this study, and in order to best understand the 
Bernal-Silva history, one must understand three main points. 
First, one must be aware of  the history of  Portuguese migration 
to China in the 16th century. During the 1400’s and into the early 
1600’s, Portugal experienced a surge in wealth and power due 
to its new maritime trade routes. In order to elaborate on this 
wealth, the Portuguese began to fund expeditions around the 
world, which included those to the East.  Portuguese merchants 
settled in Macau and controlled most of  the trade between 
China and the West.

The next pivotal moment in Macanese history came in the 
1840’s when China fell to the United Kingdom during the First 
Opium War and was forced to sign the Treaty of  Nanking.  With 
this, Shanghai, due to the stipulates of  the Treaty of  Nanking, 
opened its doors to foreign concessions, and soon a Portuguese 
community began to take root in Shanghai. According to 
Aurea Meyer, our resident family historian, to add to Shanghai’s 
growing Portuguese population, between 1843 and 1900 about 
2,000 Portuguese passport holders from Macao and Hong Kong 
migrated to Shanghai, thus adding to what would soon be known 
as the International Concession of  Shanghai. Then in 1860 when 
China lost in the Second Opium War, she conceded to open 
more ports to foreign nations and permitted a French settlement 
LQ�6KDQJKDL�´QDPHG�WKH�)UHQFK�FRQFHVVLRQµ��/DWHU�RWKHU�IRUHLJQ�
nations settled in Shanghai and lived in either the French or the 
International settlements. The concessions included mainly the 
British and French, but as the years went on other communities 
began to grow, including the Portuguese, Dutch, and Americans, 
and soon an International settlement developed as well. With 
this migration and subsequent settlement, our story of  the 
Macanese community in Shanghai begins to take shape.

As the city entered the 1900s, it rapidly became one of  the 
most decadent cities in the world, and many would refer to 
LW�DV�WKH�´3DULV�RI �WKH�2ULHQW�µ�EXW�QRW�HYHU\RQH�LQ�6KDQJKDL�
experienced its luxury. As historian Stella Dong explains,

In Shanghai’s prime, no city in the Orient, or the world for that 
matter, could compare with it. At the peak of  its spectacular career 
the swamp ridden metropolis surely ranked as the most pleasure-
mad, rapacious, corrupt, strife-ridden, licentious, squalid, and 
decadent city in the world.1

This excerpt is especially important to recognize, because 
it sets the stage to understanding the cultural essence of  the 
Macanese community, which is both frivolous but giving. While 
this paper was in its beginning drafts, I asked various family 
members to read it and give me their uninhibited feedback. In 
sending it to Aurea Meyer, a distant cousin and active member 
in her Macanese community, and who is, as I said before, “our 
IDPLO\�KLVWRULDQµ��H[SODLQHG�WKDW�

Actually, this excerpt has little to do with the Macanese 

A community in Shanghai. The decadent city of  Shanghai here can 
be compared to the boomtowns of  the old West in the USA.  It 
was lawless in that China had no jurisdiction over the foreigners 
and foreign nationals could do anything they pleased.  The British 
were the top dogs and China had to concede to their opium trade in 
China. 

The small Portuguese community from Macao lived in a narrow 
corridor that lay between the opulence of  the foreign victors and the 
squalor and misery of  the conquered and impoverished Chinese 
and survived the depression and several upheavals. The British, the 
French, and other foreign nationals liked to employ the Macanese 
who were loyal and hardworking, took pride in their work and 
had a facility for languages.  The Macanese or Portuguese did not 
have their own concessions because China did not concede anything 
to them.  They were not in the war against China.  They just 
hung on the coat tails of  the foreign victors and earned a living 
LQ�D�VXSSRUWLQJ�UROH�DV�DFFRXQWDQWV��WUDQVODWRUV��ERG\JXDUGV��RIÀFH�
managers.  Few in the Macanese community owned property and 
most lived from hand to mouth.  Socially, they stuck to their own. 
The Macanese in Shanghai were frivolous and giving perhaps because 
frivolity was a way to survive and giving was easy when everyone had 
so little; besides, giving made one feel awful rich. 
Mrs. Meyer’s description is incredibly important to 

understand when studying Shanghai’s concessions and the 
Portuguese community that resided there. There was clear 
opulence and luxury in Shanghainese culture, but those 
FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�DUH�PHUHO\�VXUIDFH�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI �6KDQJKDLQHVH�
culture in the early mid-1900s. Their ‘extravagance’ simply is 
one element in the complex dynamics that Wong speaks to in 
her book. In studying the Macanese culture and reading Aurea’s 
description, it is clear to me that there is more to say about their 
frivolity as a cultural element rather than a gluttonous sin.  

Secondly, it is important to understand the history of  Macao, 
a Portuguese settlement off  the coast of  Mainland China. Macao 
has been a Portuguese port since the mid-1500s, and although 
it was not always owned by Portugal, it has always been ruled 
by the Portuguese government - that is, until 1999, when it 
was returned to China. For this reason, Macao’s population 
is prominently Portuguese and Chinese. In fact, much of  the 

culture today is a mixture between the two ethnicities.  Macao, 
fortunately, belonged to Portugal during the numerous wars that 
China underwent in the 20th century. During wartimes, Macao 
acted as a refugee camp for the Portuguese, saving them from 
internment and concentration camps and unjust displacements. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, one must recognize that a 
Macanese Cultural Study is a complex look into a community 
whose very culture and identity is rooted in world politics, war, 
and displacement. Thus, the Macanese culture is not a self-
GHÀQLQJ�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI �WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�FRPPXQLW\��5DWKHU��LW�
seems impossible to categorize this group of  people into one 
GHÀQLWH�DQG�WUDGLWLRQDO�QDWLRQDOLW\��$V�,�VDLG�EHIRUH��WKH�ZRUG�
0DFDQHVH�GRHV�QRW��LQ�DQ\�ZD\��WUXO\�GHÀQH�WKLV�FRPPXQLW\��
UDWKHU�LW�LV�WKH�PRVW�LQFOXVLYH�GHÀQLWLRQ�SRVVLEOH��0DQ\�
members of  the community do recognize themselves as part 
of  this transcendent kinship, but as the century progressed, 
the community lost a dominant nationality. Today, much 
of  the community can also be categorized as Portuguese, 
Eurasian, Filho Macaos, Sino-Portuguese. Most members have 
acculturated to their country of  displacement and are now also 
$PHULFDQ��&DQDGLDQ��%UD]LOLDQ��HWF��7KH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �0DFDQHVH�
LV�D�EURDG�ODEHO��DQG�QRW�D�WUXH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �WKHLU�HWKQLFLW\�DQG�
nationality.  

As I began to study the community, what I found most 
unique was their idea of  national identity. They are a community 
whose identity lies within kinship and familial relationships, and 
QRW�D�FOHDUO\�GHÀQHG�QDWLRQ���)RU�WKLV�UHDVRQ��,�EHOLHYH�WKH\�DUH�
an imagined community, a people that are socially constructed, 
rather than geographically bound. The community also seems 
to be one that has fallen between the cracks of  history and 
suffers from a major lack of  historical documentation. Again 
as Aurea Meyer explains, “much was done with a handshake; 
WKH�3RUWXJXHVH�WUDGHG�ZLWKRXW�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�µ�$OWKRXJK��
in the last ten years the Macanese population has begun a 
program not only to further Macanese historical studies, but 
also to create a stronger national identity. This movement 
for a stronger Macanese nationalism does include the history 
of  the Portuguese people living in China from the 19th-20th 
centuries, but, unfortunately, is more focused on the population 
living in Macao today.  The Macanese culture and history that 
this paper will outline is one of  a generation of  immigrants 
that is dying out, and today the youngest in the community are 
approximately 70 years old.  One historian, Antonio M. Pacheco 
Jorge da Silva, who was recently commissioned by Macao to 
study the Portuguese Community in Hong Kong, provided 
a great collection of  family names, major community events, 
and historical outlines. Unfortunately, Jorge da Silva’s work was 
merely a baseline account and collection of  the community. 

So, despite a few great resources, the information on the 
3RUWXJXHVH�FRPPXQLW\�LQ�6KDQJKDL�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI �RI �WKH�
1900s is relatively non-existent. As a result, while I conducted 
my research I found little documentation on the community, and 
much of  my information comes from participant observation, 
interviews and surveys, Facebook groups, online genealogy sites, 
and numerous emails.

With this basic cultural and historical context, I then set 
RXW�WR�ÀQG�D�SXUSRVH�IRU�P\�UHVHDUFK��,�PXGGOHG�WKURXJK�
endless interviews, various family parties, and numerous 

My Grandmother (right), her sister Lillian (left), and my father 
Miguel in Hong Kong (1952)
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books, and discovered was a modern understanding of  my 
SHUVRQDO�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �VHOI�LGHQWLW\��HWKQLFLW\��DQG�QDWLRQDOLVP��
,�DP�$PHULFDQ�ÀUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��EXW�,�ÀQG�FRPIRUW�LQ�P\�
Macanese ethnicity, which includes a family and a community 
that, despite war and relocation, has stayed connected mainly 
through modern globalization and new technologies, which 
enable contact with each other despite their geographical 
location. Thus, the Macanese are a community that has proven 
to transcend time and place. Unfortunately, I am not a part of  
this great history; I am its aftermath. I am a second generation 
Macanese-American, but I feel no tie to Macao, its history, or 
its people. Though this is not to say the Macanese culture did 
not have a great impact on my life. By studying the culture, I 
have found a greater appreciation and understanding of  my own 
close-knit family. Through my Macanese grandparents, I have 
developed a great sense of  family, a profound sensitivity, and 
the courage to persevere through anything. All are Macanese 
characteristics that I hope to elucidate throughout this paper.

Since my grandfather carried the Bernal-Silva name, but 
unfortunately died in 2004, my main informant has been my 
grandmother. Evelyn Theresa Danenberg Bernal-Silva, or Girlie 
as I will refer to her throughout the rest of  the paper, will 
act as the outline and backbone of  this study. This paper and 
VXEVHTXHQW�ÀOP�DUH�DQ�RGH�WR�D�ZRPDQ�ZKR��LQ�VSLWH�RI �KHU�
GLIÀFXOW�OLIH��KDV�PDQDJHG�WR�VXUYLYH�DQG�WKULYH�LQ�$PHULFD�

Girlie was born on December 21, 1929 in Shanghai, China 
to Cesar Augusto Danenberg and Zelinda Emilia Gomes, 
themselves both born in Shanghai at the turn of  the century. 
The Danenberg’s are a Dutch family who lived in China since 
the mid-1700s until they were forced out during the Communist 
invasion in the 1950s. Through marriage and kinship relations, 
the Danenbergs joined the Portuguese concession in the early 
1900s.

In China the Danenbergs, although middle class, lived 
´H[WUDYDJDQWO\�µ�*LUOLH�FODLPV�KHU�IDPLO\�OLYHG�D�OX[XULRXV�OLIH�LQ�
Shanghai. In Shanghai each international community had its own 
club where children could play together, teenagers could have 
dances, and adults could throw parties or simply get together 
to play cards. There were always events to attend and people to 
visit.  These are the times my grandmother loves to remember, 
DQG�WKHVH�DUH�WKH�WLPHV�WKDW�WUXO\�GHÀQH�KHU�EHORYHG�6KDQJKDL��
The early 1900s was a time of  sumptuousness for some, but not 
all of  Shanghai lived in this splendor. China’s society was split 
LQWR�FOHDUO\�GHÀQHG�FODVVHV��DQG�LQ�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRQFHVVLRQV�
most Chinese entered as laborers, whose life’s luxuries were far 
from the conditions of  people they served.  

My grandmother remembers a time when she had a Chinese 
maid, or amah, to tend to her every need. But this extravagance 
was not without its caveats, “Although many believe that the 
amahs were merely maids or servants, many times they became 
SDUW�RI �WKH�IDPLO\�µ�0\�JUDQGPD�H[SODLQV�WKDW�LW�ZDVQ·W�ZURQJ�WR�
have amahs because it was their way of  providing an income to 
those who needed it. She also explained that many of  the amahs 
became part of  the family because they had no other family. 
Many of  the 20th century generation were raised by their baby 
amahs, and this is probably how the Chinese culture crept into 
the international settlements: “The qualities of  the Chinese were 
EHLQJ�SDVVHG�RQWR�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�WKH\�ORRNHG�DIWHUµ�9  Although 

the amahs were in many cases welcomed into the families, 
they usually had families of  their own living miles away. Their 
children worked on the farms alongside their fathers, while their 
mothers (the amahs) worked and lived in the cities. Although, 
as Mrs. Meyer explained to me, many amahs “were young girls 
who left the countryside to work in the city; most almost never 
returned to their rural homes after they start working in the 
FLW\µ��7KRVH�DPDKV�WKDW�GLG�KDYH�IDPLOLHV�VDZ�WKHP�DERXW�RQFH�D�
year, or even less in some cases. This class distinction intertwined 
with the acceptance of  the Portuguese community is just one 
aspect of  what Stella Dong mentioned in her book, Shanghai: 
The Rise and Fall of  a Decadent City. Shanghai’s decadence was 
only experienced by the upper class, while the lower classes, such 
as the amahs and rickshaw drivers, were ‘strife-ridden’. I believe 
this reality of  the laborers in the foreign concessions and their 
seemingly close relations with the people they served greatly 
added to the Macanese culture; which, as I have experienced 
ÀUVW�KDQG��LV�RQH�RI �NLQGQHVV�DQG�DFFHSWDQFH�

During this time, the Macanese community believed in an 
´RSHQ�GRRU�SROLF\µ��LQ�ZKLFK�DQ\RQH�ZDV�ZHOFRPHG�LQWR�RQH·V�
home. Many times, my grandmother recalls, people would just 
show up at the door and were welcomed with open arms. The 
Macanese women, and their homes, were always ready to host 
people. It is said that in a Macanese kitchen, there was always 
Macanese food made and ready to be served, which I can attest 
is still true today. Food was, and is, the center of  Macanese 
culture. Today, and from what I gather in the early 1900’s, 
Macanese food is a fusion of  the West and East. It is a mixture 
of  their Portuguese heritage and their Chinese surroundings. My 
personal favorites include Macanese staples such as batadada, “a 
potato cake that uses ingredients from East and West (coconut 
and potatoes). Minchee, which is “ground beef/pork cooked 
ZLWK�RQLRQV�DQG�GLFHG�SRWDWRHV�DQG�WKLFN�VR\�VDXFH��GLN�\DX������
is hardly haute cuisine, but Filho Macs consider this one of  our 
QDWLRQDO�GLVKHV�µ6 
0\�JUDQGPD�H[SODLQV�WKDW�´LI �\RX�LQYLWH�ÀYH�SHRSOH�RYHU�IRU�

GLQQHU��EH�SUHSDUHG�IRU�DW�OHDVW�ÀIWHHQ��7KHUH�LV�QR�VXFK�WKLQJ�
DV�D�VPDOO�JDWKHULQJ�µ�&RPPXQDO�OLYLQJ�LV�NH\�WR�WKH�0DFDQHVH�
tradition. I have come to believe that this tradition is what kept 
the community so close, even through their displacements in the 
second half  of  the 1900’s.

In Shanghai, Evelyn, her two sisters Gloria Maria and Lillian 
Margaret, attended Catholic school run by the Sisters of  Loretto, 
an order founded in America. While her brother Francis Joseph 
attended St. Francis Xavier, a French school, whose exams, 
interestingly enough, came from London. Thus, the Danenberg 
children, as well as many other children in Shanghai, were 
educated in the English language. Actually, most living in the 
international settlements spoke mainly English, some their 
individual languages, as well as bits and pieces of  various other 
dialects. The schools, just as the languages, were a mixture of  
ethnicities, and thus were microcosms of  the international 
settlement. Many of  the people I have met and interviewed all 
agreed that there was no racism in the concessions - a common 
life was shared in the streets and resulted in tolerance and 
acceptance, another key aspect to Macanese culture. According 
to my grandmother, the only thing that the Macanese were 
intolerant of  was entitlement:

The Portuguese community stressed on pride and earning wages by 
hard work never complaining as they considered it their jobs. As my 
father used to say, you earn your money by proving that you are a 
good worker and never depending on anyone to support you. Pride in 
your work is most important so you can hold your head high and say 
“I earned my wages through hard and honest work”.
This mentality is what I believe saved the lives of  the 

Macanese community in the impending wars and relocations 
it endured in the mid 1900s. Unfortunately, starting in 1927, 
this unique society fell subject to raging world politics, and 
its residents were forced to face the harsh realities of  war, 
displacement, and immigration. 

In 1937, the lives of  the Macanese community in China were 
temporarily uprooted due to the Chinese Civil War, which raged 
between the Chinese Nationalist Party and The Communist 
Party of  China. During war times, “The Portuguese women 
and children were sent to Macao, while the men stayed behind. 
7KLV�RQO\�ODVWHG�IRU�D�VKRUW�WLPH�µ�*LUOLH�H[SODLQV��´:H�ZHUH�
young and enjoyed ourselves thoroughly swimming on the island 
of  Taipei and Coloane. After a short time we went back to 
6KDQJKDLµ��7KH�VWUXJJOH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�SROLWLFDO�IDFWLRQV�OHIW�
the country in the middle of  major political unrest and upheaval, 
most of  which did not reach Shanghai and its international 
settlements until the mid-1900s. World War II and the Japanese 
invasion interrupted the escalation of  the civil war between 1941 
and 1945. 

 During World War II, Shanghai was torn apart by the 
Japanese invasion. During this four-year period, the British 
and Americans living in China were placed in concentration 
camps. Furthermore, all the foreign banks and companies 
were closed, leaving no jobs and subsequently no income for 
citizens of  the neutral countries. Since Portugal was neutral, 
the Portuguese living in China were given almost no place of  
refuge. In order to ensure their safety, many of  the Portuguese 
OLYLQJ�LQ�&KLQD�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU�ÁHG�WR�0DFDR��0DFDR�DW�WKH�WLPH�
was “a small enclave of  23.5 square kilometers, with virtually 
no resources, Macao is totally dependent on outside sources 
IRU�EDVLFV�VXFK�DV�IRRG�DQG�ZDWHUµ��$OVR��ZLWK�WKH�DUULYDO�RI �
refugees, “the population growth brought a new set of  problems 
for the settlement. Instances of  crime and unrest rose in the 
overcrowded districts. And where fragile, temporary mat sheds 
KXGGOHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOOV�RI �WKH�ROGHU�EXLOGLQJV�ÀUHV�EHFDPH�
FRPPRQµ�9 My grandmother, however, did not endure the trials 
of  living in Macao during WWII. She and her family were able 
to travel to the English settlement in Shanghai due to familial 
connections. She recalls,

The Japanese took away Portuguese jobs and money. We had to 
move out of  our House and Thank God, my uncle had a big house 
in the English settlement in the countryside and gave us each a room. 
My father and a few of  his friends pooled whatever money they had 
and opened up a small jam and peanut butter factory, it had enough 
to buy some bread and the bottom of  the barrel peanut butter and 
jam which would be spread thinly on our two slices of  bread per day. 
Then the factory closed down as there were not enough people who 
could afford to buy the jam and peanut butter. We were then down 
to eating “cracked wheat” with a couple stalks of  cabbage & later 
on when that got too expensive, we ate millet (bird food). But through 
all that we were happy. My Uncle’s house had a gated lane, where all 

the families had their own little coal/wood stove cooking food outside. 
We would all try to guess what each was cooking. If  there was any 
PHDW�FKLFNHQ��ÀVK�LQ�DQ\�RI �WKH�VWRYH��LW�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�PLUDFOH�
but funny thing I remember we were always laughing and singing as 
one cousin played the mandolin, one the guitar, one the ukulele and 
my mother and her cousins would harmonize. 

We being young (eleven years old) thought nothing of  it but, of  
course, we were hungry but that didn’t stop us from having fun as 
WKHUH�ZDV�D�KXJH�SDUN��-HVVÀHOG��D�IHZ�EORFNV�DZD\�ZKHUH�ZH�FRXOG�
slide down the hills. In winter we would go out and ski with our 
worn down sneakers and got severe ‘chillblanes’ for our effort. Let 
me tell you that was painful. Thank goodness my father was a sort 
of  home-bred doctor and would wash our feet with peroxide. He 
even pulled my rotted tooth out as he would loosen it each day and 
gradually it came out so I presume, you could refer to us as survivors. 
After the 1937 war many of  the refugees, including my 

grandmother and her family, returned to Shanghai. In 1945, 
after massive bombings and poverty, life in Shanghai returned 
to ‘normal’, and its inhabitants were able to resume the 
lifestyles which they were accustomed to. Despite the return to 
‘normalcy’, Shanghai experienced many changes between the 
years of  1941-1945. One major change was that the American 
Military entered into Shanghai and opened up military bases. 
They recruited many Portuguese to work for them, including 
my grandmother. My grandmother and a few of  her friends 
were secretaries for the American army in Shanghai, where 
she explains, “We would be picked up in Weapon Carriers and 
WUDQVSRUWHG�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�$UP\�EDVHV�µ

The social scene of  Shanghai that my grandmother loved so 
PXFK�EHJDQ�WR�ÁRXULVK�RQFH�DJDLQ��DQG�LQ������*LUOLH�EHJDQ�
to date Alvaro Albuquerque Bernal da Silva. Alvaro and Girlie 
belonged to the same social groups, and often ran into each 
other at gatherings such as at the Portuguese club, Club Lusitano 
of  Shanghai, the Race club, and the YMCA. Girlie explains,

I was only then seventeen years old and he asked me to dance 
while my parents sat above at the dinner table watching. He later 
asked me for a date but then again we were both going out with 
others and did not seriously date until I was nineteen. We went out 
now and then and he would say I was too young as he was 6 ½ years 
older than me. Besides he was very much a ladies’ man and was 
dating many Russian girls (which was all the craze at that time).
 But her moment of  bliss was short lived. As historian Jill 

McGivering explains in her book, Macao Remembers, “mainland 
China was in the grip of  political fervor at the time, in which 
anti-Foreign feeling was strong and the conditions were ripe 
IRU�DQJU\�SUR�FRPPXQLVW�XSULVLQJVµ�8 Thus, soon after their 
courtship began, the Civil War underwent a major power shift 
and the communists invaded Shanghai. My Grandma explained 
WKDW�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�GD\�FRPPXQLVWV�WRRN�RYHU��WKH\�PDUFKHG�LQWR�
her place of  work and: “They made me and all the other people 
LQ�WKH�RIÀFH�JHW�XS�DQG�JR�RXW�WR�WKH�PDLQ�VTXDUH��WKHUH�ZHUH�
many people there, there was a man in the center, and they just 
shot him, right in the head. Disgusting. [The Communists] were 
FUXHO�SHRSOH�DQG�WKH\�GHÀQLWHO\�GLG�QRW�OLNH�IRUHLJQHUV�µ

For awhile Girlie and the rest of  the ‘non-Chinese’ in 
Shanghai lived in constant fear, wary of  Communist power. To 
them, foreigners meant nothing and they knew the communists 
would not think twice about making an example of  them. My 
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grandmother can remember when she was seventeen,
I was working for an Auto-Company at that time and they 

just came and took over the place. We had to go to meetings every 
morning. One day I decided to take the afternoon off  and go 
swimming at the YMCA but when I got home to change, Grandpa 
( her father) was there and refused to let me go as he was afraid the 
&RPPXQLVWV�DW�P\�ZRUNSODFH�ZRXOG�ÀQG�RXW�DQG�UHDOO\�SXQLVK�PH�
somehow.
Another informant and distant relative, Oscar Collaco, 

describes the Communist takeover as,
 An overnight transition, very quiet and with no fanfare. When 

I left the house to attend school that one morning, as I exited the 
residential compound, I saw that there were mostly uniformed 
soldiers lined up on both sides of  Avenue Joffre. Many sitting on 
the curb resting, which may have been a very long trek for them 
marching from the North of  Shanghai to be stationed on all the 
main streets of  the City. Wow! So many of  them, that I suspect that 
many Nationalist turncoats may have stripped and discarded their 
uniforms to join the invading band along the way.
Soon after the communists took over Shanghai, all foreigners, 

for fear of  persecution, began to leave in droves. The foreigners 
were allowed one trunk per person and just enough money to 
pay for their travels out of  Shanghai. Since Girlie’s father, Cesar, 
was an employee of  the Charter Bank, a London-based bank 
with a major branch in Hong Kong, they were able to move the 
family to Hong Kong. My grandmother does not remember 
much about their move, but knowing what it must have been, it 
is understandable that she does not remember. From what she 
FDQ�UHFDOO��VKH�H[SODLQHG��´:H�WUDYHOHG�ÀUVW�E\�D�GLUW\�UDWWOLQJ�
train which rocked and rolled all the way to Tientsin, where we 
stayed a couple of  days. Then from there we boarded a dirty/
smelly little dinghy to Hong Kong, I was so sick…. I think 
ZH�SXNHG�WKH�ZKROH�ZD\µ��$IWHU�D�ZHHN�RU�VR�RI �WUDYHOLQJ�WKH�
Danenberg family landed in Hong Kong in 1949. 

Oscar Collaco, who also traveled to Hong Kong at the same 
time, recalled his journey differently than my grandmother, 

So, with much instigation and prompting to my Dad, our family 
applied to leave for Hong Kong. There were no more trains. My Dad 
ÀQDOO\�ERRNHG�WKH�ÀYH�RI �XV��RQ�D�VPDOO�(QJOLVK�VWHDPHU��WKH�ODVW�
one to exit Shanghai for a four days sailing to H.K. As we passed 
the island of  Taiwan, timing a night passage through the Straits of  
Formosa, the ship had to extinguish all the lights in order not to be 
blasted out of  the water by the Mainland Communists. It was quite 
an experience arriving at the HK harbor in July. Hot and humid; 
but, all was well when we saw aunties Mary and Margarida, Uncle 
‘Bones’,

We thank God for bringing us through so nicely. We heard many 
rough stories from our relatives who traveled by train. Those families 
with young children, being crammed into hard wooden seats, alongside 
their packed belongings or placed on top of  them; and, those standing 
were shoulder to shoulder with the rest of  the tired and hungry 
SDVVHQJHUV�ÁHHLQJ�WKH�PDLQODQG��)RRG�	�ZDWHU�KDG�WR�EH�EURXJKW�RQ�
your own; toileting was done, at best, where you were. Everyone had 
to accommodate one another in this.
Although my Grandmother had landed in Hong Kong 

safely, she was separated from my grandfather.  Alvaro was 
unable to move to Hong Kong because he did not have the 
proper paper work, so instead he was forced to move to Macao, 

only a two-hour boat ride from Hong Kong. Macao acted as 
a safe haven for Portuguese refugees under persecution from 
the newly powerful Chinese Communist party. According to 
+LVWRULDQ�6WHYH�6KLSS��DXWKRU�RI �0DFDR��&KLQD��´UHIXJHHV�ÁHHLQJ�
Communist China were able to move easily into Macao, some 
choosing to live permanently in Macao and others living there 
ZKLOH�DUUDQJLQJ�WR�PRYH�LQ�WR�+RQJ�.RQJµ�11 Soon after Alvaro 
landed in Macao, Girlie quickly followed. “When I left Shanghai 
with my family Al and I were not yet married. Therefore I had 
WR�JR�WR�0DFDR�WR�JHW�PDUULHG�µ�6KH�JDYH�ELUWK�WR�KHU�HOGHVW��
my father Miguel, on June 9, 1951 at St. Januario Hospital. They 
stayed a little over a year in Macao, a surprisingly pleasant year 
according to my grandmother. 

During this time, the peninsula’s refugee buildings were split 
XS�LQWR�XQLWV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�KRXVH�WKH�3RUWXJXHVH�ÁHHLQJ�IURP�WKH�
threat of  communism. Since my grandmother knew the person 
in charge of  sectioning off  the housing units, they received one 
of  the bigger units for just the three of  them. “Everyone was so 
jealous, those poor people cramped into small spaces, with up 
WR�VL[�SHRSOH��FDQ�\RX�EHOLHYH"µ�'HVSLWH�WKH�REYLRXV�KDUGVKLSV�
of  her displacement, Girlie described her experience as ‘Fun.’ 
“It was like a social club where everyone knew each other and 
during the evenings we would wait for Chinese food carriers 
WR�FRPH��LW�ZDV�MXVW�OLNH�D�SLFQLF�µ�$OWKRXJK�*LUOLH�IHOW�WKDW�WKH�
experience was almost enjoyable, not everyone held the same 
sentiments. Since Girlie’s father lived in Hong Kong she had 
the ability to travel to and from Hong Kong, where she could 
receive proper healthcare and other needs. Also, she was not 
psychologically traumatized by the refugee camp entrapment or 
uncertainty; she was merely buying time until Alvaro could move 
to Hong Kong too. Her transition was eased since she was not 
completely separated from the rest of  her family and saw them 
frequently when she traveled to and from Hong Kong. 

After a year in Macao and through the help of  Catholic nuns, 
my grandfather received a painting job for American soldiers in 
Hong Kong. This job allowed him to travel and to live in the city. 
Once there he applied for work at the Hong Kong and Shanghai 
Bank, where he eventually would receive a job. While living 
in Hong Kong, Girlie and Al welcomed four more children: 
Ricardo, Christine Ann, Marie Therese, and Anita Cecile. 

The Bernal-Silva’s lived in Hong Kong for six and a half  
\HDUV��EXW�OLIH�LQ�+RQJ�.RQJ�ZDV�GLIÀFXOW�DQG�WKH�IDPLO\�ZDV�
VWUXJJOLQJ�HFRQRPLFDOO\��7KHVH�KDUGVKLSV�ZHUH�DOVR�DPSOLÀHG�
by the growing communist fervor in China. Luckily for my 
grandparents, the American Catholic Relief  Center in Hong 
Kong appealed to the United States Congress on behalf  of  the 
refugees in Macao, and eventually their small community was 
allowed to immigrate to America. As Aurea Meyer explained 
to me, “they were allowed to migrate because the Shanghai 
Macanese were uprooted from Shanghai and relocated to 
0DFDR�DIWHU�WKH�&RPPXQLVW�WRRN�RYHU�LQ�����µ��$OVR��WR�HQVXUH�
safe passage, the American Catholic Relief  Center loaned my 
grandparents money to cover the cost of  their travels. This 
amazing act of  kindness saved their lives but did not come 
without strings attached. They were to pay back the Catholic 
Relief  Center in full. In addition, in order to gain admittance into 
WKH�8�6��WKH\�ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�VLJQ�DQ�DIÀGDYLW�WKDW�VWDWHG��´7KH\�
ZRXOG�QRW�DQG�FRXOG�QRW�EHFRPH�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�WKH�VWDWH�µ�

This agreement, although adding to their sense of  pride, made 
VWDUWLQJ�D�QHZ�OLIH�LQ�$PHULFD�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW��

The Bernal-Silva clan left Hong Kong in 1957 on the USS 
President Wilson with about half  of  the Shanghai Portuguese 
community. The other half  traveled on the USS President 
Cleveland. Oscar Collaco’s account on the immigration process is 
very helpful in understanding the community’s displacement and 
the political reasoning for the Refugee Act, which saved many of  
their lives.

In April 1957, my family immigrated to the United States 
because of  the October 1956 street riots and anti-foreign sentiment 
in the Colony. My family applied under the Refugee Act, as we lived 
under the Communist regime in Shanghai since their take over from 
the Nationalists in 1949. The Chinese authorities gave us 9 days to 
settle our affairs, and to be out of  the city. We gave all our remaining 
belongings and furniture to the kind and loving Amah who served 
us so faithfully for many years. If  the Amah had any success in 
removing any item(s) from the apartment after we were gone is 
unknown. Because under the watchful eyes of  the resident caretakers 
and watchmen of  the apartment, who could claim that the foreigners 
have departed and have abandoned all that they left behind in the 
apartment; and whatever property that had also been left behind, 
should rightfully now be considered to be the property of  the Chinese 
government, and no one could remove any such property without their 
say so and consent. 

Once aboard the ships, all families were to be separated - men 
and boys were on one side of  the ship while the women and girls 
on the other side. They were put into small cramped rooms set up 
like dormitories, with a couple of  bunk beds in each room. When I 
asked about her experience, my grandma joked that, “Auntie Lilly 
and I were constantly sick, sailors we were not. Grandpa, on the 
other hand, had a great time, gathering with all his friends in the 
social area and leaving Mike and Rick on their own. They were only 
ÀYH�DQG�VL[�µ�$OWKRXJK��,�DVVXPH�WKDW�D�WULS�RI �WKLV�PHDVXUH�FRXOG�
only be bittersweet, my grandmother’s account of  the immigration was 
comical,  
2Q�ERDUG�WKH�VKLS��,�FDQ�UHFDOO�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�ZH�VDZ�D�ZDVKLQJ�

machine and dryer, so Auntie Lilly and I did our wash and then 
put the clothes into dry, but when we took them out, the clothes had 
shrunk to doll size… we were sad and had limited clothes but it was 
hysterically funny.  
Even though I did try to dig deeper into the immigration 

process and their journey from Hong Kong to America, my 
grandmother gave me little information of  their hardships. I can 
DWWULEXWH�WKLV�WR�KHU�SULGH�DQG�KHU�XQFDQQ\�DELOLW\�WR�DOZD\V�ÀQG�
the silver lining. However, I can remember hearing stories from 
my dad recalling what he remembers. He said he would run wild 
because my grandfather was not watching him and had a couple 
RI �´QHDU�GHDWK�H[SHULHQFHV�µ�+H�UHFDOOHG�WKDW�´2QH�GD\�ZH�ZHUH�
out on the lower deck playing, me and Rick, and we got caught 
in between two big steel doors and they almost closed on us, we 
were in big trouble, because Grandma saw us from the other 
VLGH�RI �WKH�VKLSµ��$OWKRXJK�,�GLG�QRW�XQFRYHU�PDQ\�VWRULHV�RI �
their migration from China to America, I can only imagine what 
it must have been like for my grandmother, who was constantly 
sick in a cramped room, taking care of  her small children. 

7KH\�PDGH�VHYHUDO�VWRSV�RQ�WKHLU�YR\DJH���ÀUVW�-DSDQ��
WKHQ�+DZDLL���EHIRUH�ÀQDOO\�ODQGLQJ�LQ�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��

where they went through immigration at Angel Island. My 
Grandmother can remember: 

“The Employment Agencies in San Francisco were going full 
steam in recruiting people for jobs. They thought we were all really 
poor refugees with no clothes, etc. so they had racks of  clothing, 
shoes… to send prospective employees to various companies. It was 
amazing everyone was hired almost on the spot.” 
Then after two weeks in San Francisco, they continued their 

journey to New Jersey by train. 
We left San Francisco to go to New Jersey to meet up with my 

sister Gloria (Googie) who we had not seen in ten years due to the 
fact that she married an American sailor in 1947 who then was 
ZRUNLQJ�LQ�1HZ�-HUVH\�DQG�WKHQ�ZLWKLQ�D�\HDU��KLV�RIÀFH�WUDQVIHUUHG�
him to California. I guess life works in mysterious ways… we 
couldn’t afford to go back to California, que sera, sera.

 “On the train we had a room with a sink and a toilet in the 
center of  the room in full view of  everyone, not even a drape! And all 
we had were a couple of  bunk beds and the boys (Mike and Rick) 
made the trip interesting to say the least, those angels.” Despite the 
ORQJ�DQG�KDUG�WULS�WKH�IDPLO\�ÀQDOO\�PDGH�LW�WR�3HQQ�6WDWLRQ��DQG�
“Upon arrival at Penn Station, we were shocked and disappointed 
as we, literally, expected to see the road paved with gold.”  Although 
I found this statement incredibly amusing, it is hard to discount its 
irony. They expected a better life than the one they had in China - a 
life free of  war, persecution, and racism due to the fact that they were 
not pure Chinese; but in America, what they found was a life that 
was plagued by neighborhood wars, social persecution, and constant 
racism because many believed they were ‘Chinks.’
2QFH�LQ�1HZ�-HUVH\��WKH\�KDG�D�KDUG�WLPH�ÀQGLQJ�D�KRXVH��

´:KR�ZRXOG�UHQW�WR�D�&KLQD�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�VL[�NLGV"µ�$IWHU�EHLQJ�
conned out of  money by multiple landlords, who used their 
LPPLJUDQW�VWDWXV�DV�OHYHUDJH�WR�VWHDO�WKHLU�PHDJHU�ÀQDQFHV��DQG�
after various loans from family members and hard work, in 1965 
WKH\�ÀQDOO\�IRXQG�D�KRXVH�RI �WKHLU�RZQ��ZKLFK�P\�JUDQGPRWKHU�
still lives in today. Even though they had a roof  over their heads, 
life in America was far from easy. Both Girlie and Al worked 
long hours on top of  taking care and raising six children, all the 
while constantly dealing with ignorance and racism.  Throughout 
my interviews, my grandma recounted many of  her experiences 
with racism, but two stories of  prejudice that particularly stood 
out to me were:

I went to work as a legal secretary, and I had a nasty supervisor, 
she did anything to make me fail, she would show me nothing ,I had 
to stay way over time and teach myself  everything, I got it though 
and in no time I was the best secretary. The worst of  it though, was 
no one thought we could write or read and treated us badly not just 
dumb questions, you know what I can type and spell, and took short 
hand faster and  better than the white women I worked with.
The second story included one of  her neighbors in East 

Orange, who refused to acknowledge the fact that she was 
not Chinese, which in itself  was not out of  the ordinary, but it 
was my grandmother’s response to the ignorance that I found 
interesting ,

This nasty lady used to call me Chinese, you believe it! I would 
explain to her we not Chinese and you know what she said, ‘I am 
still going to call you Chinese’ can you believe it. That’s ignorance!” 
$W�ZRUN�RQH�SHUVRQ�HYHQ�DVNHG�PH�LI �,�VOHSW�RQ�WKH�ÁRRUV�DQG�,�
replied ‘no in a rice paddy in China’, and she fell for it! O the nerve 

Volume 9   Issues 1 & 2   Fal l  2010 -  Spring 2011 sa.rochester.edu/jur



68 69

b
e
r
n
a
l
-
s
i
l
v
a

a
n
t
h
r
o
p
o
l
o
g
y

I should have hit them, instead though I would just play a long mess 
ZLWK�WKHP�D�OLWWOH��\RX�KDYH�WR�ÀQG�DPXVHPHQW�VRPHKRZ�GRQ·W�\RX"�
As anthropologist, Jon D. Holtzman, in his work with the 

Sudanese tribe the Nuer and his book Nuer Journey’s, Nuer 
Lives, explains, the relationship between immigrants and 
DOUHDG\�HVWDEOLVKHG�UHVLGHQWV�LV�GLIÀFXOW��7KH�UHVLGHQWV�QDWXUDOO\�
struggle with a new group of  people settling around them and 
“often draw on pre-existing stereotypes, images of  Africa, and 
FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQV�RI �´WKH�UHIXJHHµ��$OWKRXJK�,�XQGHUVWDQG�
the natural fear of  the unknown, I believe in this particular 
case, the stories of  racism were not simply based in stereotypes 
but rooted in ignorance and the media stereotype of  the Asian 
people. 

Racism was a grave reality for my grandmother, and not only 
VSHFLÀF�WR�WKH�ZRUN�SODFH��3HRSOH�VDZ�´FKLQN\�H\HVµ�DQG�MXVW�
DVVXPHG�´GLUW\�GXPE�LPPLJUDQWVµ��ZKHWKHU�LW�ZDV�SURYRNHG�RU�
not. In the Macanese case they all seemed to be well-educated 
people, whose lives were simply controlled by politics and war. 
I can honestly say, and I hope those who read her accounts will 
agree, my grandmother is an outstanding woman who made the 
best of  what life handed her. Her life and home lies with her 
family, a characteristic that I believe was instilled in her by her 
heritage and culture. The Macanese culture described in this 
paper is the reason that I am here today. And without their sense 
of  survival their displacement and resettlement I would have 
been a drastically different human being than I am today. 
$OWKRXJK�WKHLU�OLIH�LQ�$PHULFD�DW�ÀUVW�ZDV�GLIÀFXOW��WKH\�

survived and they repaid every debt they owed, “what I am 
most proud of  was we survived with little help, we did it on 
RXU�RZQ��QR�ZHOIDUH�V\VWHP�µ�(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKH\�KDG�VHFRQG�
hand everything, from furniture to clothes and the fact that my 
grandma knows how to cook chicken every way possible, (merely 
IDQF\LQJ�XS�WKH�FKHDSHVW�SURWHLQ�VKH�FRXOG�ÀQG���WKH\�ZHUH�DQG�
are a proud people. My grandparents are what I like to call “an 
H[FHSWLRQ�WR�WKH�UXOH�µ�7KH\�ZHUH�H[WUHPHO\�OXFN\�WR�PDNH�LW�
out of  China and into the United States; they were very lucky 
that they found church-based organizations to aid and support 
them through their transition, but outside of  luck they had their 
drive to survive, a drive that was propelled by pride. This pride 
has been instilled in their six children, my grandma always says: 
´'HVSLWH�HYHU\WKLQJ�,�WKLQN�WKH\�FDPH�RXW�SUHWW\�GDPQ�JRRG�µ

At the end of  our interviews, I asked my grandmother, “What 
QDWLRQDOLW\�ZRXOG�\RX�FRQVLGHU�\RXUVHOI "µ�+HU�DQVZHU�DW�ÀUVW�
ZDV�VXUSULVLQJ��VKH�VDLG��´,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�ZKDW�\RX�PHDQµ��:LWK�
this answer, many things were running through my mind. How 
could she not know what I meant - this was what all my research 
is based on? Despite my own urge to press the issue though, I 
refrained. After more research and after replaying everything in 
my mind, I decided that her puzzlement was actually the perfect 
answer. 

In Shanghai, she was Portuguese by heritage but 
Shanghainese in culture, in Hong Kong, she was persecuted 
for being Portuguese living in Shanghai, a British-ruled city, 
and in America she is racially categorized as Chinese. As 
anthropologist, Liisa Malkki, in her essay “Citizens of  Humanity: 
,QWHUQDWLRQDOLVP�DQG�7KH�,PDJLQHG�&RPPXQLW\�RI �1DWLRQVµ�
explains, that “connecting internationalism with discourses 
of  ‘cultural diversity’ and ‘multiculturalism’ allows us to see 

how comfortably the nation form stands in for old established 
HWKQRORJLFDO�QRWLRQV�RI �FXOWXUH�DQG�YLFH�YHUVDµ�7 

What Malkki is describing here is the idea that, although we 
as a world community should interact on an international stage, 
every human being still needs to belong to a single nation. I 
truly believe that by understanding herself  through the eyes 
RI �D�3RUWXJXHVH�ZRPDQ��D�&KLQHVH�ZRPDQ��DQG�ÀQDOO\�DQ�
American woman, my Grandmother is a contradiction as well as 
a product of  Malkki’s argument. She is an international woman 
whose nationality is perpetuated by her understanding of  other 
nationalities and ways of  life, and she has always operated under 
one nationality at a time. Yet, what then can she be categorized 
as? With this, rather than understanding internationalism as this 
higher harmonious ‘World Spirit’ that is totally separate from 
individual nations, Malkki explains that “internationalism is a 
WUDQVQDWLRQDO�FXOWXUDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�IRUPµ���D�IRUP�WKDW�RSHUDWHV�
under the guise of  anti-ethnic absolutism, but unfortunately 
IXOÀOOV�QDWLRQDO�DEVROXWLVP��0\�JUDQGPRWKHU·V�RZQ�LGHQWLW\�WKXV�
transcends national borders; she is an obvious antithesis of  
ethnic absolutism, not only biologically, but socially, culturally, 
and physically, so where does nationalism come into play? In this 
way I agree with Malkki when she concludes, “internationalism 
does not contradict or subvert nationalism; on the contrary, it 
UHLQIRUFHV��OHJLWLPDWHV�DQG�QDWXUDOL]HV�LWµ�7 In the end, I think 
P\�JUDQGPRWKHU·V�ÀQDO�$PHULFDQ�QDWLRQDOLW\�DQG�LGHQWLW\�ZDV�
GHÀQHG�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�SHUSHWXDWHG�E\�KHU�SDVW�DV�D�6LQR�
Portuguese displaced by war. In this way, I believe the term 
´0DFDQHVH�&XOWXUHµ�LV�WKH�FORVHVW�UHODWDEOH�QDWLRQDOLW\�IRU�P\�
Grandmother, especially due to its East/West fusion. But she 
will be forever grateful to America, for as my grandmother 
always says, “it goes to show if  you have the ability, whatever 
QDWLRQDOLW\�\RX�DUH��RQH�FDQ�DGYDQFH��*RG�%OHVV�$PHULFD�µ�

So, after all this research, what box do I check? I thought 
long and hard about this, and I choose to check ‘Other’. I am 
not Caucasian, I am not Portuguese, and I am not Chinese, I am 
American. My name, Caroline Zelinda Bernal-Silva, is English, 
Dutch, and Portuguese - all three passed down through the 
generations, but what are they indicative of? Nationality wise, 
my name means nothing, but obviously, in sentimental terms, 
it means everything.  So despite the argument that, “America is 
D�PHOWLQJ�SRW�WKDW�PHOWV�DOO�RWKHU�FXOWXUHV�LQWR�ZKLWHµ��,�EHOLHYH�
that America is a melting pot that melts all cultures uniquely 
LQWR�$PHULFDQLVP��$PHULFD�PLJKW�KDYH�D�ORW�RI �SROLWLFDO�ÁDZV�
in terms of  immigration policies and placement, but in the end, 
it is a unique country where exceptions, like my grandmother, 
are possible. The American Dream, for many, is just a dream, 
but the very possibility of  actually achieving that dream, and 
WUDQVFHQGLQJ�FODVV�OLQHV�LV�LQÀQLWHO\�PRUH�UHDO�WKDQ�PDQ\�RWKHU�
nations can claim. I have no real physical or cultural ties to any 
other nation, so despite the fact that I understand and sometimes 
even practice other cultures, I am without a doubt American and 
until that is a box I can check, I am an ‘Other’.  
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