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For my mother,


without whom there


would be no book
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Author’s Note


On 17 July 1997, I arrived at Sydney Airport with a suitcase full of old books and clothes, and an expectant heart. According to my visa documents, I was there to study a master’s degree in international communications at Macquarie University. In reality, I was running from China to escape my mother and find myself.


I was born in Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province, in 1969 as my mother’s eldest daughter. When I was two and a half, my mother gave me my current name, Li ([image: image]), meaning ‘standing up’ or ‘independence’. She also assigned me a lifetime mission – to deliver her defiant statement to the world: ‘No Failure, Only Success!’


I lived by her rules until I reached my early twenties, when I realised, quite suddenly, that I had no sense of myself as a person in my own right – I was nothing else but my mother’s daughter. I began to question her authority, and the task she had set me – this pursuit of perpetual success. For the following eight years, I wrestled fiercely against her, getting into all kinds of rebellious mischief and constantly not showing her the respect she was due. Just as my mother didn’t make it easy for me to be her daughter, I didn’t make it easy for her to be my mother.


When our conflict had almost reached its breaking point, in 1996, an unbelievable opportunity provided me a much-needed escape route and I left for Australia the following year.


More than seventeen years passed. I had made Sydney my home and found my freedom and independence in my new country, but my ‘mother complex’ never left me. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t drag myself out of my mother’s shadow even with the thousands of kilometres that stretched between us. In 2013, I heard Martha Wainwright singing ‘Proserpina’ to her late mother, Kate McGarrigle, the matriarch of her family, and it dawned on me that like the daughter singer, my heart had been yearning for my own mother, to return to her, but this time as her equal – to reconcile with her.


On a July evening that same year, I picked up the phone and rang my mother in Chengdu. For the first time in my life, rather than running away from her, I wanted to spend more time with her, to listen to her stories and truly understand her. Was she really the born ‘rat-race trainer’ I knew all too well in my teenage years? How had she been forged into that tough and cool-headed matriarch? What were the battles that she had fought, survived and triumphed?


On the phone that night, my mother began to explain, and for eight months we spoke almost every evening, tirelessly tracing our matriarchal family line as far back as we could, to a remote northern Sichuan village in 1882. We followed the rise and fall of our family through tumultuous twentieth-century China, from the Imperial Manchu era to the Nationalist period, from Mao’s regime to Deng Xiao Ping’s market reform, from China’s economic boom in the eighties and nineties to the global financial crisis of 2008. As the story unfolded, two dominant threads emerged, inextricably woven together – the making of my matriarchal mother and the evolution of modern China.
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MELTING


1882 – 1963
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Silver Dollar


In 1882, my family’s first matriarch, my great-grandmother, Wang Tian You, was born in a leafy dell hidden away among the pine forests of Shehong County in northern Sichuan Province. The terrain there is hilly, with low mountains and endless knolls sloping from the north-west to the south-east of the county. In the lush river valleys, the humid monsoon climate and mineral-rich yellowish purple soil are suitable for growing many agricultural products – sweet potato, corn, beans, cotton, walnuts, peanuts and citrus fruits – but uneven rainfall coupled with scorching summers meant that drought was always a headache for struggling farming families in small, remote villages like Wang Tian You’s. As most of the farming work was done manually, married men in Wang Tian You’s village all wished for male offspring from their wives to beef up their workforce and carry on the family line.


So my great-grandmother’s birth wasn’t cause for celebration – she was just another hungry mouth that her parents had to feed and a new burden they had to carry. In late nineteenth-century China, this idea that ‘daughters were raised for others’ was deep-rooted – most Chinese families, in urban and rural areas alike, would try to get rid of their daughters as early as possible and in various ways. One of the methods used was tong yang xi or ‘adopting a child daughter-in-law’. Young girls were adopted out by their parents (usually with an agreed dowry) or simply sold to another family before puberty as a future daughter-in-law.


Wang Tian You was sold to my great-grandfather’s family as tong yang xi when she was twelve years old. They lived in a slightly bigger village nearby and most of the people there shared the same family name, Feng, so it was often called Feng Village. Her husband, Feng Wen Ce, was my great-great-grandmother’s second son and a born stutterer who seldom spoke in public, fearing that other villagers would laugh at his speech impediment.


He would not be the only one in his family subject to public ridicule. His child wife’s big, unbound feet soon became the butt of the local villagers’ jokes. In Wang Tian You’s time, girls in Sichuan usually had their feet bound from around the age of three or four. Once the first foot binding was carried out, usually by the girl’s mother, a three-metre strip of binding cloth would become her lifelong companion. Some mothers would soak their daughters’ binding cloth in strong distilled liquor, so that when the alcohol evaporated, the cloth would grip the feet even more tightly. The bindings were seldom removed, and the squalid cloths emitted a horrendously foul smell.


My mother couldn’t tell me why Wang Tian You’s feet weren’t bound, but it’s possible that she had to do so many heavy-duty chores in her maternal home and later in her in-laws’ home that her parents and in-laws decided to spare her so that she could work harder and more efficiently with a pair of natural feet. The other explanation is that perhaps her feet were bound when she married into the family as a child bride, but she was allowed to remove the binding because her in-laws’ focus shifted to her capacity to carry out heavy domestic and farm duties that were required. Either way, such lucky comfort did not bring Wang Tian You much joy in her early years at her in-laws’ home. Instead, her feet gained her an embarrassing nickname in the village – ‘Big Feet Wang’. It was a shameful existence; she was never taken out by her mother-in-law to meet with friends or relatives, and whenever there were guests visiting the house, she would be instructed to remain in the kitchen, out of sight. To add to her grief, her feet just kept growing bigger.


Wang Tian You’s childhood ended very quickly once she entered her in-laws’ house. Her mother-in-law gave her an eight-word motto, which specified her expected work ethic and performance standard in the house: ‘Grinding is your rest. Cooking is your relaxation.’ From then on, short, skinny Wang Tian You worked all twenty-four hours of every day in her husband’s house. During the day she would be ploughing, sowing, shovelling manure and irrigating the fields; at night she would be busy cooking, cleaning and grinding flour. Beatings were simply part of the routine. Complaints were futile and only attracted more severe punishments.


Naturally, as she grew older, she also had to service her husband’s sexual needs and fulfil her duty as a domestic reproductive animal. Her beggar’s entry as a tong yang xi into her in-laws’ house meant she was a dispensable house slave who could be used and abused as her husband pleased. Although there wasn’t much romance or intimacy involved between her and Feng Wen Ce, the forced connubial bond demanded absolute obedience and unconditional loyalty from her as a wife, even if her husband offered her little protection against the frequent beatings and verbal abuse of his mother who lived in the same house.


Wang Tian You had her first pregnancy when she was fifteen but she couldn’t carry it to full term. She gave birth to her first son when she was eighteen in 1900, and after that, two more boys, my grandfather in 1913 and my youngest grand-uncle in 1924, with a few failed pregnancies in between. The reason for her miscarriages was simple – she was never allowed to rest and had to carry out her daily chores as usual even during her pregnancy. A couple of times the foetus died in her womb without her knowing and remained there for months. She just kept going, slaving away year after year.


I’ve read that some women suffer painful cramps when their baby dies inside their womb. I wonder whether that ever happened to Wang Tian You. Or did she just clench her teeth and swallow the pain because the spasm in her womb was easier to bear than the heavy caning she would receive if she dared to whinge? In all the survival stories I’ve heard, the one psychological trait that seems to help human beings pull through the most inhumane sufferings is acceptance. Wang Tian You had that amazing mental strength. In the merciless world in which she lived, she accepted her dark reality and carried on.


When Wang Tian You was in her late twenties, her mother-in law – my great-great-grandmother – passed away. Wang Tian You finally became the ‘first woman’ of her in-laws’ house. Field work had made her physically stronger, and gave her much-needed protection against her husband’s physical abuse. For the first time in her life, Wang Tian You tasted power – she had some say in the house, and she took advantage of this newly gained authority in no time.


To symbolically farewell the suffering and poverty inflicted upon her and embrace a new life, Wang Tian You decided to give herself an auspicious first name to boost her good fortune. As a devout Buddhist, she ran to the local Buddhist temple on her big feet and asked the head monk to grant her a name that could bring her what she wished. Perhaps it was fate, or perhaps the monk’s sharp eye took in her hunger for wealth – the name he chose for her was Yin Yuan, or Silver Dollar, the most valuable coin circulating in the Chinese market in those days. My great-grandmother was happy: this marvellous new name perfectly complemented her chief pursuits in life, which were highlighted in the first names she chose for her three sons Fu, Lu and Shou – named after the gods of blessings, prosperity and longevity.


Though she had never been to school, Silver Dollar Wang always remembered a single aphorism passed down to her from her parents – ‘The best cuisine would not be tasty without salt; no journey is possible without money.’ She started to think laterally about these ancestral words of wisdom and put them into innovative practice in her pursuits to change her life. In a remote mountainous area like Feng Village, salt was a treasured commodity. For the hardworking villagers, heavy sweating from the endless toil caused severe salt loss, and every farmer hoped for a delicious salty meal after a hard day’s work. Silver Dollar saw the power of salt and announced her new house rules: ‘Little salt on days of leisure; a bit more salt on working days; plenty of salt when guests come for a visit.’ Following this policy, she managed to save up a few jars, and equipped with this valuable commodity, plus her culinary talents, farming skills and sharp wits, Silver Dollar was ready to barter for her future.


Among all the village households, my great-grandfather’s younger brother, Feng Yuan Ce, was the wealthiest and best-known man in the village. As the third son in his family, he was known respectfully as ‘Master Three’. He loved reading as a child and later became a famous herbal gynaecologist with amazing prescriptions that could cure a woman’s infertility as well as the rarest gynaecological conditions. Master Three’s prescriptions were all secret and he intended to pass the recipes on only to his own sons.


Silver Dollar envied the magnificent house of Master Three and was even more jealous of the streams of cured patients passing by her front door to deliver gifts of thanks to the doctor – plates of covered offerings or livestock draped with large red silk flowers. Each year the deafening bangs of firecrackers and loud singing of the invited Sichuan Opera troupe came from Master Three’s courtyard, celebrating the miraculous cure of another patient or worshipping the birthday of the medicine god. They stirred Silver Dollar’s nerves and served as a thundery confirmation of her one urgent mission in life – to apprentice her eldest son to Master Three so that he could learn his magic tricks. Then one day she, Silver Dollar, could be the empress dowager, wearing a fur coat like her brother-in-law’s wife and sitting on the piles of shining dollars that she dreamed of.


To achieve her goals, though, she first needed to ensure her son received an education. In Feng Village, there was only a si shu or Confucian schoolhouse, which taught children basic vocabulary and calligraphic skills. They learned by rote, reciting and repeatedly copying the famous Confucian teachings – the Four Books (The Great Learning, The Doctrine of the Mean, Confucian Analects and The Works of Mencius) and the Five Classics (The Book of Odes, The Book of History, The Book of Rites, The Book of Changes and The Spring and Autumn Annals). Classical Chinese was of course far too difficult for young pupils to digest. The teacher was very strict but prided himself on ensuring that his students left with perfect calligraphic handwriting, one of the essential requirements for any decent professional job at the time. But getting into the school wasn’t easy.


Although unable to afford the school fees, Silver Dollar knocked on the door of the village schoolmaster to petition for her son’s enrolment with a jar of salt that she had saved and a large basket of her farm produce – sweet potatoes, walnuts, peanuts and other vegetables. Apart from the gifts, she also promised to work for free in the teacher’s fields. The teacher eventually agreed to her proposal. In this way, each of Silver Dollar’s three sons attended the village school, one by one, learning first to read and then to write beautifully.


The next step in Silver Dollar’s plan was securing an apprenticeship for her eldest son, Fu, with Master Three. Silver Dollar took forteen-year-old Fu to visit his uncle in 1914. She pleaded with the herbal master to accept Fu as his junior apprentice or his herb cabinet carrier. She brought with her the largest jar of salt she could afford but this time worked even harder to make her offer absolutely irresistible.


Fu later told my grandfather, his younger brother Lu, about this visit with mixed emotions. Silver Dollar flattered Master Three, lauding him as the medicine god turned human to save the suffering people. She even tried flirting, suggesting that she was open to any kind of ‘negotiations’. Unfortunately, that didn’t work as effectively as she had imagined, possibly due to her plain face and ugly big feet. Not getting the response she was after, she quickly shifted her tactics, offering to sometimes cook meals for Master Three’s family and to work for free in his fields as needed. Master Three finally surrendered to his sister-in-law’s persistent persuasion. His decision to accept Fu was also influenced by a dilemma he was facing – neither of his two young sons were showing much potential to be his proud disciple, while Fu was keen, obedient, hardworking and smart enough to be a possible successor.


Silver Dollar was determined that Fu would succeed. She told Fu, who was now an apprentice in Master Three’s clinic, that he must not be absent from work for one single day, no matter what. She also told him that he must try as hard as he could to memorise the diagnoses and prescriptions in the shortest possible time, just in case Master Three decided not to pass his prescription book on to him when he passed away. Enticed by Silver Dollar’s splendid vision of their son’s future success, her husband also joined Silver Dollar’s alliance. He helped Silver Dollar by threatening teenage Fu with physical punishment if Fu failed to adhere to Silver Dollar’s instructions.


Fu did not disappoint his parents, and Master Three handed over his secret prescription book to Fu before he died, most of which Fu had already memorised during his apprenticeship. Fu inherited his uncle’s title and became a famous herbal gynaecologist in the region in the 1930s.


Finally, years of training and daily observation of Master Three’s medical practice paid off – Fu was not only a great herbal doctor but also a good business operator like his late teacher. He knew how to maximise his fees by cleverly manoeuvring the treatment outcomes. He often could predict his patients’ recovery, conception or prognosis as if he was a medicine god himself. Most of the patients’ family members were so in awe of him that they wouldn’t dare pay him less than the agreed amount – they knew all too well that their family’s future prosperity lay in the capable herbal master’s hands. In return, once the patient’s family fulfilled its fee obligation, Fu never delivered anything less than promised.


Not long after starting his own medical practice, Fu changed his unsophisticated childhood name to Hai Dong, partly inspired by the Chinese saying Hai na bai chuan, which literally means ‘All rivers run into the sea’. The idea is that a generous heart, like the sea, has an infinite capacity and willingly accepts all that is poured into it. Master Hai Dong was Silver Dollar’s first success story, and he made the entire village start to look at her, now a woman in her late forties, through different eyes.


But Silver Dollar was never the perfect heroine. Back in 1912 when Fu was twelve years old and still a student in the village school, Silver Dollar followed in her late mother-in-law’s footsteps and brought an older girl, Cui, into the family as a tong yang xi for Fu. Why did Silver Dollar let another girl walk this path, an old path she had walked herself, when she had suffered so greatly? Was it because she needed someone strong and diligent to help her in the fields while her sons were at school, if she was to realise her dreams? Or was it simply that she wanted to taste the twisted joy of inflicting cruelty on another, after so many years of being treated cruelly herself? When Cui came to the Feng family, guess what Silver Dollar handed over to her? The same harsh words her own mother-in-law had for her when she was first married: ‘Grinding is your rest. Cooking is your relaxation.’


Cui was a tall and robust farm girl. She hated Silver Dollar but did not dare to show her resentment openly. Under Silver Dollar’s surveillance, Cui worked as hard as she could for her in-laws’ family, but Fu never liked the stout and clumsy wife his mother had chosen for him. Cui and Fu didn’t have any children until 1941, when Cui gave birth to a daughter with a mental disability. A few years later, Cui fell ill with a mysterious condition, eventually lost her mind and was sent back to live with her parents. After Cui’s departure, Fu, now in his forties, told Silver Dollar that he wanted to marry a beautiful Sichuan opera singer named Huang who was many years his junior. Silver Dollar was not happy about this at all – traditional opera singers in those days were considered the lowest of the low. Pretty female opera girls often fell into the hands of local warlords or gangsters and were treated as their playthings, concubines or prostitutes. After a period of persuasion and argumentative stalemate, Silver Dollar eventually backed down and allowed the marriage to go ahead, but she never formally recognised Huang as her son’s wife, didn’t trust her and seldom talked to her.


Before her marriage to Fu, other herbal doctors had told Huang that she would never be able to fall pregnant due to a sexually transmitted infection she had caught from her abusers when she was a child opera singer. Fu, with his invincible gynaecological mastery obtained from Master Three, cured her infertility completely after their marriage. Huang later successfully produced two healthy and handsome sons for Fu in the late 1940s. Fu and Huang lived peacefully together with their children until Fu’s passing in 1959.


Although Silver Dollar never liked her, Huang was said to be respectful to her mother-in-law while looking after her husband and his children diligently and dutifully. When Fu brought in more income for Silver Dollar and his own family, Silver Dollar eased off her scolding, stopped with her relentless eight-word wife’s motto and was gentler on Huang.


The 1940s were Silver Dollar’s golden years, as all she had set out to achieve had gradually come to fruition. She became the most respected village elder, and locals would seek her counsel or plead for her influential and powerful sons’ favours. From her shameful tong yang xi’s entry to Feng Village in 1894, no fellow villagers would have predicted that Silver Dollar’s second son, my grandfather Lu, would one day make it to one of the most lucrative official taxation posts in Chengdu. Perhaps even Silver Dollar herself, who always had high hopes for her children, would never in her wildest dreams have thought that her son Lu would one day make her so proud. Being a strong Buddhist believer, Silver Dollar attributed all her family prosperity and success to Buddha and was a fervent Buddhist pilgrim. She was a strict vegan and recited Buddhist scriptures every day.


When Lu bought a mansion in Chengdu and invited Silver Dollar to come to stay with his family in the city, Silver Dollar refused to use the toothbrush that was offered to her because the handles of the toothbrushes in those days were made of cattle bones. According to her strict Buddhist principles, using that toothbrush would have been just as sinful as eating the animal meat itself. After much persuasion, she finally agreed to use it occasionally but had to pray to the Buddha numerous times afterwards. Her favourite meal was a bowl of hot sesame-oil soup noodles with crisp young green pea sprouts. Both my Uncle Ning and my mother remembered the fragrance of the sesame oil when Silver Dollar was enjoying this ‘meal of luxury’, as she called it.


When Fu and Lu had brought Silver Dollar enough wealth and she no longer needed to work much in the field, she walked to many famous Buddhist temples all over Sichuan. (Her big feet were now a perfect walking tool to be enjoyed!) She knelt down to every Buddhist statue that she passed by to express her most sincere gratitude for all she had received. Never, at that time, could she foresee the turn of Fortune’s wheel when a few short years later, in 1949, China changed its ruler.




Prosperity and Official Salary


Lu was Silver Dollar’s second son and her biggest headache. He was a clever boy but, unlike his obedient older brother Fu, who was thirteen years his senior, Lu showed no interest in knowledge or education. Nor did he want to spend much time doing boring farm work and always tried to trick his mother to avoid hard labour.


One day, Lu accompanied Silver Dollar to a banquet held to celebrate the birthday of the head monk at the local Buddhist temple. While the others were enjoying the meal, Lu was busy quietly stuffing food into a big cloth bag that he had tied around his waist so that he could enjoy it after he got home. Silver Dollar was so ashamed and angry when she found out that she chased Lu around the house with a wooden shoulder pole, determined to give him a memorable lesson. After the caning, Lu was told to kneel in front of the shrine in the family living room to contemplate his sins in front of the Buddha for the whole night.


Silver Dollar was not a mother who would indulge a lazy, badly behaved child. She gave Lu a long list of the hardest tasks she could think of in an attempt to rein him in. For example, Lu had to get up well before dawn to collect dog turds (which were used for fuel) and bring back the required amount before he could have his breakfast. He also had to help his mother carry barrels of human excrement to fertilise the fields. Lu hated these two tasks and wanted to run away, but he had to wait, as the long and treacherous journey to the outside world was too arduous for a young boy. Life was (literally) a real piece of shit for Lu until he turned sixteen. Due to childhood malnutrition, he was only around 150 centimetres in height and never grew much taller later in life.


One unlucky morning, Lu lingered a bit longer in bed and later found out that most of the dog droppings in the village had been taken by other village kids. After finding a few turds in hidden corners, he mixed them with pebbles and mud, hoping to cheat his mother and make it through the day. When he got home and was asked to show his mother his morning collection, his dishonesty was quickly found out, which resulted in a big slap across the face and a hysterical scolding from Silver Dollar. He sobbed defiantly and quietly slipped into the kitchen while Silver Dollar went into her room to do her daily Buddhist chanting. Snatching a few cooked corn buns and tying up a large chopping knife at his waist, sixteen-year-old Lu ran away and disappeared from Feng Village.


Lu was first seen by some Feng Village locals selling straw paper, used as toilet tissue, at market fairs in the nearby town of Renhe, about ten kilometres away. After he made some money, he eventually walked more than two hundred kilometres southwest to the capital of Sichuan Province, Chengdu. Chengdu had been formally designated a modern municipality by the Nationalist government in 1928, just a year before Lu arrived, but this renowned metropolis had been the political, cultural and commercial hub of south-west China for more than two thousand years.


Chengdu, which means ‘becoming a capital’ in Chinese, was first named around fourth century BC by the Kai Ming king of the ancient Shu kingdom. This was the city’s official name, which remains unchanged even today, but Chengdu also had other names. The first was Jin Cheng, the city of brocade, reflecting Chengdu’s reputation for the most splendid and sought-after silk fabrics, enjoyed by the palace royals and wealthy elites since the time of the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC to 25 AD). The second was Rong Cheng, the city of hibiscus, a name given to Chengdu during the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period (907 AD to 960 AD), when the king of Later Shu ordered that hibiscus should be planted on the fortress walls surrounding the city.


Chengdu has long been prosperous, and its third name reflects this: it is known throughout China as ‘the land of abundance’ (Tian Fu Zhi Guo). The locals always joked with pride that the black soil on the Chengdu Plain was so fat and juicy that it oozed delicious cooking oil all by itself. The fertile fields and a most ingenious ancient irrigation system (Du Jiang Yan) built in Qin Dynasty (221 BC to 206 BC) ensured plentiful harvests each year from all eight counties surrounding the city. By the time of the Tang Dynasty (618 AD to 907 AD), it was the second richest commercial city in China. It even made a mark on world history as the birthplace of the world’s first paper currency, jiao zi, during the Northern Song Dynasty (960 AD to 1127 AD).


Lu, a penniless country boy, was amazed by the ostentation and myriad temptations when he first arrived in this gigantic city of nearly 400,000 people. Nationally renowned for its cuisine, Chengdu had more than three thousand classic local dishes – it was like a large fragrant kitchen offering every kind of gastronomical indulgence. If only Lu had some money in his pocket. In the city’s boisterous commercial precinct in Chunxi Road and nearby Shangye Bazaar, hundreds of stores lined both sides of the roads with exotic luxury items that he had never seen before. Walking along the streets in stunned curiosity, he saw colourful posters advertising everything from French perfumes to local haemorrhoid remedies. Occasionally, a black limousine would pass, beeping loudly, stirring up the stream of rickshaws and street pedlars, city pedestrians in cheongsams and muddy-faced tramps begging with dusty bowls. Tea houses were in every street and alleyway of the city, where people were doing deals, having fun or relaxing with a professional earwax cleaning service (popular in Chengdu tea houses even today). Meanwhile, the nightclubs and cinemas in the city centre offered even more exclusive indulgences for the city’s rich and glamourous. Like a giant, swirling kaleidoscope, Chengdu mesmerised young Lu in no time.


Through diligent enquiries, Lu soon found some fellow townsmen from Shehong County and started his city life by selling newspapers on the streets. For a while he slept on piles of old newspapers in the newspaper publisher’s warehouse, and then, after saving up a small amount of money, he became a street pedlar of Xue Hua Gao – Snow Flake Cream – a popular ladies’ facial moisturiser. Lu became something of an entrepreneur, doggedly saving and scheming, doing whatever he could to build contacts and accumulate his small fortune. Over the next few years he travelled tirelessly across the Sichuan region enthusiastically looking for his opportunity to succeed. Finally, fortune came to knock on his door in the 1930s.


A man named Li Gong Fu, who was quartermaster for a Sichuan warlord, needed a young male servant for his mother. Lu’s contact, who was trusted by Li’s family, recommended young Lu for the position. Silver Dollar’s harsh training had finally paid off.


Lu thrived in the Lis’ house. He was up before dawn, well ahead of everyone else, and his literacy and excellent calligraphy also made a good impression on Li Gong Fu’s mother. Because of his loyalty, hard work and intelligence, Li Gong Fu’s mother later asked her son to do Lu a favour by finding him a job, after Lu had done a couple of years outstanding service at the Lis’ house.


From 1917 to 1935, Sichuan was divided into so-called garrison areas by several powerful warlords. Each garrison was autonomous and responsible for its own revenue. Local taxes and levies were their chief source of funds to finance their frequent territorial skirmishes in between. So, in each garrison area, many taxation outposts were set up to facilitate each warlord’s tax collection. Junior station staffers were constantly needed in these outposts. My grandfather Lu’s first job given to him by Li Gong Fu was to be a junior all-rounder in one of these outposts. By all accounts, he learned very fast and kept rising through the ranks.


Soon after Lu started his taxation outpost job, he got back in contact with his mother by sending money to her, demonstrating his piety and pleading for her forgiveness. Silver Dollar was initially very angry when Lu ran away in 1929 and, at one stage, had almost decided to disown this rebellious rascal of hers. But when she received his monetary gift and news about his promising taxation outpost job, she was proud of his achievement and resolved to accept Lu’s sincere apology – after all, as the olders had always said, all children were cherished by their mothers as they were ‘flesh from their mothers’ bodies’.


Soon after their reconciliation around 1933 to 1934, Silver Dollar quickly arranged a marriage in Feng Village for Lu who she believed was old enough to marry, just as she had for Fu. The bride to be, Le, was a local merchant’s daughter from a nearby village and three years younger than Lu. The matchmaker told Silver Dollar that Le was a bright and outgoing girl who was also skilled in field work. According to the traditional criteria, an ideal wife candidate had to be able to ‘chat well in the living room and cook brilliantly in the kitchen’. In Silver Dollar’s view, Le was more than qualified.


After she completed the wedding preparations, Silver Dollar urged Lu to hurry home. Lu, then still a bachelor, happily obliged. On the wedding day, a large number of friends and relatives gathered from both families. Le arrived in a red sedan and was taken to the bridal chamber with her head covered in a red silk veil while her groom remained in the outer rooms to entertain the guests.


Lu never saw Le until after the wedding banquet. That night, when he anxiously lifted her red silk veil, the ugly pockmarks on his new bride’s face totally ruined his sexual appetite. Sitting up on a stool for the entire night, Lu simply refused to ‘report to duty’ as a husband. A few days after the wedding, he left the village and did not really want to go back again.


Silver Dollar felt quite a loss of face – she was the one who had chosen the bride, and Lu had made no secret of his dissatisfaction. She could not leave the issue unresolved. She took her daughter-in-law Le with her and walked to Guangyuan County, nearly 250 kilometres north of Feng Village, where young tax officer Lu was stationed by his warlord boss.


Silver Dollar eventually negotiated a compromise with her disobedient son – if Lu could make Le pregnant with a son, he would be free to live his own life outside Feng Village and away from Le. Silver Dollar stayed in Guangyuan County with the couple for nearly half a year until Le’s pregnancy was confirmed. Then, as she had promised, Silver Dollar took Le back to Feng Village, where You, Lu’s first son, was born in 1935. Lu remained in Guangyuan and continued his work as a tax officer.


Not longer after, Lu befriended the owner of a large pharmacy and became a friend of his family. During his visits to this family, he got to know the pharmacy owner’s beautiful daughter, Zhao. Lu fell deeply for Zhao, who returned his feelings, admiring Lu’s intelligence and his achievements as a young and promising tax officer. Lu hinted to her that he knew how to please a woman, the result, perhaps, of all that tiring ‘baby-making’ practice with his ugly village wife, Le. Zhao, a young and innocent girl, was unable to resist Lu’s persistent sexual advances and finally surrendered her body and heart in full to her beloved. When Lu was assigned to another tax collection post and had to leave Guangyuan for good in 1936, Zhao followed her heart and eloped with him without her parents’ approval, as she found herself pregnant with Lu’s child.


Having no experience in caring for a pregnant woman, Lu took his unmarried lover back to his home village a few months before the baby was due. He left Zhao with Silver Dollar, gave his mother some money and went back to his post.


When Silver Dollar and Le first saw Zhao, they both immediately loathed this newly arrived competitor with passion. Silver Dollar thought once again of her own mother-in-law’s words to her as a young girl: Grinding is your rest. Cooking is your relaxation. Zhao’s delicate beauty displeased her – this was no country wife, fit for hard work. For Le, Zhao was a deadly enemy who could totally deprive her of all affection from her already reluctant husband. They both decided that Zhao must go.


When Lu returned to the village a few months later to visit Zhao and her newborn, Silver Dollar and Le told him that Zhao and her baby boy had died of very poor health soon after the baby’s birth. Lu later found a letter underneath Zhao’s straw mattress, written in blood before her death. Zhao explained in this letter how she had been abused and starved by both Silver Dollar and Le. After reading the letter, Lu was so enraged that he dragged Le to the village pond to drown her. He would have gone through with it if Silver Dollar had not begged him to stop. A man in those days might well have been permitted to kill his wife, but he was forbidden to betray or disobey his own parents. In grief and despair, Lu left the village the following morning.


Soon after Lu’s return to the tax outpost, Li Gong Fu’s brother, Li Ruo Zhou, a senior taxation officer in Chengdu, needed a trustworthy addition to his team. Li Gong Fu recommended Lu to his brother. Subsequently, Lu started to work for Li Ruo Zhou and was sent to collect local tax in rural areas surrounding Chengdu City.


Transporting money and valuables in the Sichuan region was certainly not a job for the faint-hearted. From the 1920s to the 1940s, the province was controlled by three clashing forces – the Nationalist Party, who were in government for much of this period, belligerent local warlords, and regional secret societies called Pao Ge (the Sworn Brothers).


The warlords in Sichuan arose after the Manchu Dynasty was toppled in the early twentieth century and replaced by the Republic of China. A number of local Sichuan military chiefs, who were professionally trained in Japan or at the local military schools, formed power consortiums to rule different parts of Sichuan as regional autonomous fiefdoms. The relationship between the bellicose military fiefs and the central government was always a headache, even for Jiang Jie Shi, the Nationalist Party’s chief commander himself.


Pao Ge gangs were also rampant in Sichuan during this period. Interestingly, some of the Communist generals, such as Marshal Zhu De, commander-in-chief of the Communist Army, were legendary Pao Ge gang members before they joined Mao Ze Dong’s People’s Liberation Army. Members of these gangs were originally Robin Hood–style outlaws and targeted wealthy landlords, but many of them later joined forces with the influential landlords and warlords to control local trade, agriculture and resources.


For more than twenty years these three forces divided and merged constantly in Sichuan, making the local power network a tricky and dangerous maze for any newcomer to navigate. Tax collection officers of my grandfather Lu’s time had to tread very carefully among these three skirmishing power groups. Yet, despite all the prudence and precaution, situations could still get out of control and turn bloody.


Once, when Lu and his colleagues were sent to collect and escort a large amount of tax money fifty-two kilometres from Jintang County to Chengdu, they encountered a nasty ambush. The tax collectors suffered heavy casualties in a fierce gun battle. Lu did not return to Chengdu and was presumed dead. It was officially reported that the taskforce had been robbed by bandits.


A month later, a ragged young man with a muddy face drove a wagon full of straw bales to the front of the tax station in Chengdu; it was Lu with the missing money from Jintang – the full amount – hidden among the bales!


Lu often bragged about this victory to my grandmother with great pride later in his life, usually after a couple of shots of strong rice liquor. According to him, he first moved the tax money to a nearby mountain cave during the crossfire and hid himself in another location for quite a few days before he went down to the village to work out an escape route. After a month, when he was confident that the situation had calmed down and the local bandits had stopped searching, he rented a cart, hid the money in the middle of the straw bales and drove the wagon safely back to Chengdu.


Due to his constant postings outside Chengdu, Lu didn’t have a house of his own and always stayed at a hotel called Yue Lai whenever he returned to Chengdu for short breaks or meetings with his superiors. One day, when he was leaving the hotel, a young woman standing outside the tea house on the other side of the alley caught his attention.


In a laid-back city like Chengdu, tea houses have been very popular for centuries. For a small entry fee, people could relax in comfortable bamboo armchairs, enjoy a fragrant cup of jasmine tea, crack some freshly toasted sunflower seeds and spin a good yarn with friends for hours or even an entire day. Larger tea houses also provided meals and additional entertainment like mahjong games, professional storytelling or Sichuan operas to attract more attendants.


Storytelling in China was a specialised traditional art form and an integral part of the local community’s daily life. A professional storyteller in a Sichuan tea house could bring thousand-year-old history back to life with his fascinating tales, all learned by heart and delivered with an expressive face in a practised, eloquent tongue. The rhythmic strikes of the gavel and dramatic flicking of a fan created breathtaking suspense. Popular stories were many. Classics included ‘The Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ and ‘The Outlaws of the Marsh’, both written in the fourteenth century, and ‘Tales of the Sui and Tang Dynasties’, written in the seventeenth century – all of them harking back to an even earlier time in China’s long history. These stories were often told daily in episodes in the tea house, a bit like today’s television soap operas.


At fifteen, Ming Xiu, like most teenagers her age, was fascinated by those storytellers’ tales. On the day when Lu spotted her at the front of the tea house, she was so drawn to the storyteller’s performance inside that she was totally unaware of Lu, gazing at her intently from a short distance away.


Lu felt his heart pounding. Returning home that night, he made enquiries and quickly learned that the girl’s aunt was the laundry lady at his hotel. Through the aunt, a matchmaking meeting was set up between Lu and Ming Xiu’s family. At this meeting, Ming Xiu was briefly introduced to all the adult guests, including Lu, and then quickly taken away by her female relatives. Lu had brought generous greeting gifts, and now he swiftly put forward his marriage proposal. He told Ming Xiu’s parents that he was a tax officer, and that his beloved wife Zhao had died at home in his village soon after their baby’s birth. Tears fell down his face when he spoke of Zhao’s passing, but he said nothing about his ugly first wife, Le. For a country bloke like him, his only chance of winning this young, gorgeous city girl was to impress her parents with his potential wealth, power and, most importantly, his single, unburdened marital status.


Ming Xiu’s mother was touched by Lu’s tears for his dead wife, Zhao, but she was a submissive country woman, and deferred to her husband on all matters. From a very young age she had been told to follow the traditional Three Obediences and Four Virtues, a list of Confucianism morals set to discipline a woman so that she obeyed the hierarchy of males over her lifetime – her father before marriage, her husband after marriage and her son after her husband died.


Fate had been cruel to this dark-skinned woman with the elongated face. Her husband was a hard drinker. He had never liked her and mainly kept her in the house to produce children and look after him. He called her a ‘lousy bitch marinated in dark soy sauce’. He suffered terrible arthritis and had been diagnosed with incurable pneumonia. After being laid off from his job at the government mint, he started to drink even more heavily and beat her every day. Ming Xiu’s mother used to be so scared of her drunkard husband that she never dared go to bed before he returned home, because he demanded that she open the front door for him at his very first knock. He would never have allowed her to speak on the family’s behalf in front of other people, so, even if Ming Xiu’s mother was quite satisfied with Lu’s sincerity and the respect he had shown towards her, she had to wait for the final decision from her husband, the master of their house.


As for Ming Xiu’s father, he was not entirely happy with Lu. People from northern Sichuan had a bad reputation among Chengdu locals, who used to say, ‘The bird with nine heads in the sky cannot beat the calculating mind of the Sichuan northerners.’ But Ming Xiu’s father adored his beautiful daughter and had always wanted his girl to be a wealthy man’s first wife. He also needed money for his pneumonia treatment, which he could no longer afford because he had lost his job, so he finally decided to accept Lu’s marriage proposal on the family’s behalf.


This was in September 1939, during the Second Sino-Japanese War, which had started two years earlier. Just three months before, on 11 June 1939, Japanese bombers had flown over Sichuan and dropped more than a hundred fire bombs on Chengdu. The city had been engulfed in flames and many had died. Ming Xiu had seen the shrunken corpses of men, women and children, scorched by fire and half-buried underneath the collapsed houses in the city’s densely populated commercial district. No one knew when the next attack would come. Worried about his beloved daughter’s safety, Ming Xiu’s father now decided to marry her off without delay, so that she could join her new husband Lu in Chongning County, out in the country, where she would be safer.
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