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INTRODUCTION

Asia is the largest continent on Earth. It covers about 30 percent of
Earth’s land area and is home to 4.3 billion people. The continent is
filled with differences in climate, landforms, political systems, and
ethnic groups.

The huge continent is divided into smaller sections. One of the
most important is East Asia, which includes China, Japan, Mongolia,
North Korea, South Korea, and Taiwan. Some East Asians are farm
dwellers who are at home in simple shelters in the countryside and
live much like their grandparents did. Many others live in crowded
cities, where they use the latest technology and have access to
other cultures worldwide.

Historically, East Asian countries were often cut off from other
parts of the world for long periods of time. This isolation allowed
nations such as Japan, China, and Korea to develop their own
unique cultures. In many ways these cultures were more advanced
and elaborate than cultures that developed in Europe and the
Americas during the same time. East Asian countries also
experienced governments that strictly controlled every aspect of life.
Such restrictions kept these nations separate from the rest of the
world and allowed them to form very distinct traditions.

During the mid- to late twentieth century, East Asian countries
faced dramatic changes in their governments and became more
exposed to Western nations. Because of this contact, most East
Asian countries (except North Korea) have greatly changed,
especially over the past twenty years. As Western influences
became popular in these countries, ancient traditions and customs
began to disappear. However, these ancient traditions are so
important in Asian life that many remain a big part of their cultures
today.



In the past, East Asia and its people were a great mystery. Today
the nations of East Asia have opened up to the rest of the world.
Let’s learn more about East Asia!

Shanghai, China



CHAPTER ONE

Gung Hay Fat Choy!

Gung Hay Fat Choy! Happy New Year! In Western countries,
New Year’s Day is mostly a holiday for adults, and most of the
festivities take place on one night. In East Asian countries,

things are very different.
Asians call this holiday the Lunar New Year or Spring Festival.

The holiday is called Lunar New Year because the date of the new
year is determined by the lunar calendar, which goes by the phases
of the moon. Because the Asian calendar follows the moon, New
Year’s Day falls on a different day each year—but always during
January or February.



Lunar New Year is the longest holiday in the Asian calendar—and
a busy, happy time in East Asia. While Western countries have just
one night to celebrate, a Lunar New Year’s celebration lasts for
fifteen days. Preparations start well before the holiday. There is so
much to do!

First, people have to clean their houses to get rid of clutter and
dust. Lunar New Year is also a time for families to get together. This
is especially important in today’s society because so many relatives
move far away from home to find jobs or go to school. Lunar New
Year gives them a chance to reunite with their families. China’s
national news agency, Xinhua, estimated that 3.62 billion journeys
would take place during 2014 celebrations. In Korea, 2013 saw 30
million people traveling by bus, car, train, or plane.1

Although the Lunar New Year celebrations last for over two
weeks, the first night is the most exciting. The fun starts with a big
family dinner on New Year’s Eve. In northern China, traditional foods
are served, such as fish or dumplings. Both of these foods are said
to bring prosperity in the new year.2



Fireworks explode above the city of Tsuchirura, Ibaragi Prefecture, Japan.

When midnight comes, things get noisy. One member of the
family stays up to meet the New Year’s monster, a tradition called
“Shou Sui.”3 People have to scare the monster away by making a lot
of noise. One of the best ways to do this is with firecrackers, so lots
of noisy firecrackers are set off all through the New Year’s holiday.

Noisy parades are another way to scare off monsters and bring
good luck. On New Year’s Day, many people gather for a parade.
This parade is usually led by the figure of a dragon because dragons
are good luck in Asian cultures. Two people also dress up as a lion
to perform a special Lion Dance. These celebrations are loud, fun
ways for Asians to express their culture and traditions.



One of the most popular New Year’s traditions in China is the red
envelope. Children are given small red envelopes that contain
money as a New Year’s gift. The red color and the gift of money are
supposed to protect the child who receives it from evil and sickness
and bring good luck in the New Year.

Dancers dressed in lion costumes are an important feature of most New Year’s parades in
China.

If you go to Asia during Lunar New Year, you will see the lucky
color red everywhere. People hang red lanterns in their homes and
businesses. A Chinese symbol called “Fu” is also hung upside-down
on the door of a house. Fu means luck, happiness, and prosperity,
and hanging this symbol upside-down shows that these lucky
qualities are coming in the New Year.4



The Lunar Calendar
The lunar calendar runs on a twelve-year cycle, and each year corresponds
to a different animal. Asians believe each animal has specific
characteristics, and a person born in that year also has those
characteristics. Here is what each animal means:

Rat: Intelligent, charming, quick-witted, sociable.

Ox: Loyal, reliable, strong, determined.

Tiger: Brave, enthusiastic, ambitious, confident.

Rabbit: Trustworthy, sincere, modest, caring.

Dragon: Lucky, imaginative, artistic.

Snake (sometimes called Little Dragon): Organized, intelligent,
decisive.

Horse: Loyal, brave, ambitious, intelligent, adventurous.

Sheep: Tasteful, elegant, charming, sensitive, calm.

Monkey: Quick-witted, charming, lucky, smart, lively.

Rooster: Honest, energetic, intelligent, confident.

Dog: Loyal, friendly, brave.

Boar: Honorable, generous, determined, optimistic.5
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