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Keep true to the dreams of thy youth.


Herman Melville:


Motto found glued to his


writing-box after his death


 


It’s like a book, I think, this bloomin’ world,


Which you can read and care for just so long,


But presently you feel that you will die


Unless you get the page you’re readin’ done,


And turn another – likely not as good;


But what you’re after is to turn ’em all.


Rudyard Kipling:


‘Sestina of the Tramp-Royal’


 


I am not yet born; O hear me,


Let not the man who is beast or who thinks he is God come near me.


Louis MacNeice:


‘Prayer before Birth’
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Prelude





The SS Shanghai is in harbour again. I spotted her as I drove past the Star Ferry and recognized her immediately, though it is more than a year since I saw her here last. Then I had been sitting in this very room and she had been waiting to start me off from Hong Kong on the second stage of a ship-hopping adventure round the world. The adventure is over now. It is all in my head. I have come back here to write it down.


The second stage of that adventure, like the first, had its roots in my boyhood yearning to Run Away to Sea. It was a yearning born, as I have written elsewhere, during days spent lying on clifftops watching Atlantic breakers pound the rock-bound bays of North Cornwall’s Wreckers’ Coast, and dreaming – awake or asleep – of tall ships and thrilling places at the end of the horizon. The attic of my grandmother’s ugly old house on Ocean View Road was full of dusty books by authors who had been my father’s favourites when he was a boy – R. M. Ballantyne, Captain Marryat, Robert Louis Stevenson, and a dozen others. From the attic’s high round window I could see a green, thrusting headland – it bore the Stevensonian name of Compass Point – that resembled the prow of a great ship riding up into a sky full of clouds like the billowing crests of giant waves; and beyond the headland the hypnotic glitter of the ocean itself, the mysterious, irresistible highway to Robinson Crusoe’s cave … cannibal islands … the South Seas … the remote, forested domain of the bird of paradise. Many years later, when the boy who had lain dreaming on those clifftops had long since ceased to be a boy, the opportunity came. I had finished a book about the Marsh Arabs of Iraq and was free. ‘Now, I shall go,’ I said to myself. ‘If I don’t go now, I never shall.’


There was no question of weeks on a cruise ship. I would take a series of ships at random – big ships, small ones, tankers, dhows, junks, whatever I could find – to take me wherever they happened to go. Well, not quite wherever – eastward, for choice. That was my decision, but decision was not enough. Was this kind of ship-hopping actually possible in these days of universal air travel and group tours?


The first London travel agent I approached to see if such a thing could be arranged by passenger ship threw up his arms and said, ‘No can do,’ quite snappishly, and even the Thomas Cook’s men, though friendly, were no help. As I had suspected, the few passenger vessels that have escaped the breakers’ yards are usually cruise ships carrying groups. You can control a group. Individuals are unpredictable, and so too much trouble. All the same, I managed to complete the first stage of what I came to think of as my private game of Traveller’s Roulette, although it was eight months after leaving Piraeus, not the three or four I had imagined, before I found my twenty-third vessel that sailed me up the Pearl River to Canton for my last landfall.


The journey that completed my circle of the globe – the one I am about to describe – took even longer: exactly a year. The tangible relics of it that lie about me now would baffle the most experienced beachcomber were they all to be washed ashore in one place. A goose wing from the Falkland Islands; a whale-tooth dagger with ‘Beagle Channel’ inked on it; cowrie shell necklaces from Apia and a Bible in Samoan; a stuffed woodcock from a back alley in Hong Kong; an illustrated scroll from Shanghai; a set of Russian dolls; two ceramic vases from a ship’s captain on Robinson Crusoe Island. The torn flag in the frame hanging on the wall flew on Cape Horn Island, the southernmost tip of the earth; it is signed by eight Chilean marines and a dog called Tony. The lump of obsidian like black glass comes from Ascension Island; the Gospel according to St Matthew is written in the pidgin language of the Solomon Islanders…. Enough to jog my memory of a good many places and people in the unlikely event of my forgetting. And then there are thirty-six notebooks that surround me now; big or pocket-sized, lined or unlined, somehow they managed to avoid what I always feared – obliteration by waves or rain squalls or the loss overboard of the bag in which I carried them.


The room I am in now is the one I set out from just over a year ago to join the Shanghai. It is a large room on the fourth floor of the Luk Kwok Hotel in Hong Kong, and I am fond of it. It is not in the least glamorous, but it is friendly and the hotel knows nothing of race or class; rather like the Shanghai herself. A homely old thing, ex-P & O, and before that Belgian, she used to transport Flemish colonial officials and their wives from Antwerp to the Belgian Congo, Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. What a different world she has found here on the China coast.


The sun is shining, the harbour gleams and is full of life; a freighter carrying containers slides in from the eastern approach, bright as a freshly painted toy, and the Kowloon ferries move briskly back and forth. The sunshine makes the angular outlines of Kowloon softer and white, and seems to have brought the background of green hills closer. Below me, sunlight washes over the footbridge that spans Gloucester Road, on which a bow-legged old Chinese in baggy trousers is shuffling along carrying a tiny songbird in a cage. A boy overtakes him, running beside a small, happy dog with a curly tail; a plump little dog, the kind some Chinese like to eat – but these two are friends. The dog smiles up at the boy, and he, smiling back, flicks the dog’s tail affectionately with the lead.


 


I had made up my mind early on that Hong Kong would be my starting point. It was the obvious place to complete my circling of the globe: Europe – China – Europe again, this second journey would take me across the Pacific, round the Horn, and the length of the Atlantic from the Falklands to England. But first, I wanted to take ships up the coast of China, if possible all the way to Dairen (Port Arthur in the days when the tsars of Russia owned it) at the head of the Yellow Sea. Hangchow was a port I particularly wanted to visit on the way. As a very small boy I discovered the name Hangchow one day in a heavy old atlas, full of must and weevils, that I dug out from the back of a cupboard in my grandfather’s farmhouse in South Wales. The name was appealing in itself but there was more to it than that for me. It happened that my grandfather owned a large chow dog, a laughing, black-tongued specimen called Cheeko, with a curving fluffy tail and a most regrettable impulse to chase sheep. That impulse confined Cheeko to the neighbourhood of the house – he had to be restrained – and, thrown together thus, we became close friends. Childish illogic told me that Hangchow must be a chow’s family home, and I made a vow to Cheeko as I gazed at that exciting name among the fly specks on the map of Cathay. One arm round his neck, I pressed my forefinger onto that big yellow patch and, with the force of every determined nerve in my body, I swore: I shall go there when I grow up!


All these years later I might reach Hangchow at last – but what then? Japan? Korea? First things first – although everyone seemed to be going to China these days I had no idea if the Chinese Government in Peking would permit a single traveller from the West to leapfrog between Chinese ports on Chinese vessels, leave alone from a Chinese port to a foreign country. Someone who knows China and me said, ‘Don’t go to the Chinese Embassy in London. Write direct to something called the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries. It might do some good.’ I still don’t know if he was right or wrong; in any case, I wrote to the president of that organization asking permission to visit the ports of Xamen, Fuzhou, Shanghai, Quingdao and Dairen, on my way to Japan. Then I prepared for the long wait for a reply. A reply that never came. Instead, after two weeks – a remarkably short time, I thought – a friendly letter arrived from an Englishman, Mr David Crook, working in the Foreign Language Institute in Peking. Somehow he had seen my letter, and he advised me that the China International Travel Service might be a more useful organization for me than the Friendship Association, which ‘is rather more politically inclined’. Accordingly, he had passed my letter on. ‘I think that’s about the best I can do,’ he wrote. ‘Good luck.’


I could do nothing without Peking’s permission – and a visa. But it was pointless to write more letters from London or to wait for any. In any case, I was impatient to get away.


In the preceding months, there had been sudden deaths in my family, and the swift, successive shocks had thrown me into what now seems to have been an absurdly selfish sense of desertion. Unconsciously you trust those you love to last you out, and when one morning they are as lifeless as the black print in an obituary column, you feel betrayed. That, at least, was my experience. I happened to be reading Graham Greene’s Travels With My Aunt, and I felt deep sympathy for poor Henry Pulling, the retired bank manager, as he coped with the disposal of all the trappings of his newly dead mother, the furniture and unwanted pictures, the unfashionable underclothes of an old lady, the half-empty pots of old-fashioned creams – and the dragging business with undertakers, estate agents, tax inspectors, solicitors…. I had had the same coping to do.


Eager to escape the Laocoön’s coils of Lincoln’s Inn Fields – and the circumjacence of death – I gave urgent thought to my departure for Hong Kong. I decided to visit in person the China Travel Service people there. Perhaps I could bury my black dog mood in their branch in Kowloon.
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I lost no more time. I dragged my Haliburton metal suitcase from a cupboard and looked at it with affection. It was dented and scarred by months of rude contact with Arab, Indian, Malaysian and Filipino jetties, and ships’ decks from Piraeus to the Pearl River, but sea water had not rusted the tumblers of its combination lock as I had once feared it would. If it had, I would have had to borrow an electronic blowtorch (if there was such a thing) to open it. My old zipbag was still good for several voyages by the look of it and I fondly dusted that off, too. It seemed to wear its oil stains, the red smears of Borneo tanbark and the old curling labels like the medals old soldiers are given for long service and good conduct. The only other piece of luggage I needed was an overnight bag to hold my Pentax, films, binoculars and the essential Polaroid camera – as useful for breaking the social ice in remote places as beads and mirrors were to the first Europeans.


Then I bought a one-way ticket to Hong Kong, eagerly signed a number of letters giving my solicitors power of attorney over a number of (to me) utterly mysterious affairs, and raced off to catch the Cathay Pacific flight from Gatwick.


 


January 1982 was an ill-tempered month in which to be starting out again. There was no midwinter sun in Hong Kong. A cold smog accompanied my taxi from Kai Tak airport to the Luk Kwok. The windows of my room looked out onto the harbour, as they do now, but when I put my nose to the glass I found that the view, one of the most dramatic of the world’s harbour views, had shrunk to practically nothing. All colour had drained away. A ferry or two crawled as though drugged across water the colour of dulled metal; a junk with sails like soiled brown paper barely moved at all, and through my binoculars I could see her crew, in baggy blue smocks, squatting under an awning on her deck, listlessly playing cards and smoking. Not far from her the white, blue and red squares of a Panamanian flag hung limply from the stern of a big, rust-streaked tanker. Lifeless at her moorings, she looked abandoned, set there to moulder for ever. Behind their grey veils of rain the white high-rise buildings of Kowloon were a mere jumble of decaying teeth; beyond, the green hills of the New Territories, that in sunlight climb with such radiant luminosity towards China, had vanished.


My nose was cold against the Luk Kwok’s clammy windowpanes. My soul felt colder still. I took my Kümmerly & Frey map of the world from the metal suitcase and spread it on the bed. It gave me immediate comfort, confirming that without doubt Hong Kong was the right place to be. There it was, on the map: a magnificent wen on the convergence of two of the earth’s grandest areas of land and sea – China (canary yellow) and the Pacific Ocean (a bilious, bluish green). In such a busy port, surely, I could find a vessel to start me off?


I shifted my finger on Kümmerly & Frey, south and eastwards. These were the objectives – to cross the Pacific (now my finger traced a path through the rash of islands that cover the map of the South Seas like chickenpox); to traverse the South Atlantic from Argentina to South Africa (my finger negotiated the lethal storms of Cape Horn without a tremor and moved up between Buenos Aires and the Falkland Islands before crossing the immense block of green-blue Atlantic to Cape Town); then to leapfrog up the coast of West Africa to Portugal, Spain, France and finally England (my finger wavered from the Bay of Biscay towards the knobbly leg of the West Country).


I hoped my last landfall would be Bude Haven, a tiny nick in a sweep of 700-foot cliffs which even in this century was a regular port of call for coastal ketches before they faded away in the 1930s. Now fishing boats and yachts creep in behind the old stone breakwater that at high tide shrugs off the huge Atlantic waves like a stranded but imperturbable whale. I suppose few people would want to end up, after months of sun and lagoons in the South Seas, in an insignificant Cornish resort miles from the nearest railway station; a place of generally unattractive Edwardian villas in a hinterland of ancient churchyards cluttered with memorials to generations of Cornish yeomen and drowned sailors; a place of beaches glorious in the summer sun, but in winter often battered by weather fit only for the Devil or Davy Jones. But my dream had started there, in that dusty attic with its tantalizing view of the ocean, and I hoped it might return after all these years, to rest there in peace.


I was setting off in search of what Henry James called ‘the visitable past’. Robert Louis Stevenson, companion of my youth, was with me now – The Master of Ballantrae and the Vailima Letters, most of the letters he wrote to his friend Sidney Colvin from Samoa, as well as those written by his mother, staunch old Mrs Stevenson who lived to follow her Lou’s Samoan pallbearers up the side of Mount Vaea to his tree-shaded grave. In the metal case I had packed Melville’s Typee, Jack London’s The Cruise of the Snark and Gauguin’s Intimate Journals. Under socks and shirts lay a volume of Saki’s short stories, a Conrad or two, a bunch of thrillers. And – at this moment of imminent departure for China, the most immediately exciting of all – a novel that described in words of fire the street terror which Chinese Communists and Nationalists brought to the international city of Shanghai in 1927 – André Malraux’s La Condition Humaine, translated into English as Man’s Fate. It was years since I had read it but I knew its opening by heart: ‘Should Chen try lifting up the mosquito net? Or should he strike through it?’


Political murder in old Shanghai; Stevenson’s Samoa; Cape Horn – my soul warmed a few degrees, and, resisting another look at the drowning harbour, I poured two fingers and a thumb of Black Label into one of the Luk Kwok’s glasses. Feeling only slightly self-conscious, I drank to my immediate future. 

















Part One


A Dream of China Seas







The mass and majesty of this world, all


     That carries weight and always weighs the same


Lay in the hands of others; they were small


     And could not hope for help and no help came


W. H. Auden: ‘The Shield of Achilles’





















One





The receptionist of the Luk Kwok Hotel had handed me a postcard when I registered, and I looked at it now. The picture showed a Chinese landscape with pagoda-like red-tiled houses, trees and grey hills. It was from Mr Crook in Peking. He said he had just received a note from the Chinese International Travel Service (Peking branch). ‘They express their welcome to you,’ he wrote, ‘and have informed their European section. That looks moderately hopeful.’ Once more he wished me luck.


Next morning I crossed on the Star Ferry to Kowloon and the office of the China International Travel Service. A Mr Cheung Chi Sing, a youngish, pleasant man, laid on the counter folders, airline schedules and tourist pamphlets. I explained I didn’t want to go by air.


‘I want to travel to Shanghai or other Chinese ports in a series of Chinese ships,’ I said slowly and, I think, clearly, repeating what I had already written to Peking from London.


‘It is not usual,’ said Mr Cheung, gravely. ‘No, not very usual.’


I showed Mr Crook’s postcard to Mr Cheung, who looked at the picture of houses, trees and hills for some time before reading the back very carefully, more than once. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said, politely nodding, and once more silence paralysed our dialogue.


‘You see, it says here’ – I pointed to the postcard – ‘that my name and the details of what I would like to do have been passed to the European section of your head office in Peking. They have acknowledged receipt. Look, they have even said “Welcome”. Suppose you telephone from here and ask someone there what to do?’


Mr Cheung looked unhappy. The friendly smile that continued to lurk about his lips was sadly at odds with the helpless expression in his eyes.


‘Maybe I will telephone there later.’


‘Why not now?’


‘All line are busy now.’ I wondered how he could know that and doubted that he did. ‘You leave address and telephone number in Hong Kong,’ he continued. ‘When I call Peking office, I will let you know. Okay?’


I knew there was nothing more to be done here. By now, I can usually recognize a dead end when I see one. To put it mildly, it was very frustrating. It might mean abandoning the idea of China altogether.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Will you be sure to telephone me? This afternoon? Tomorrow?’


‘Very soon.’ Mr Cheung’s smile was warm now; his relief at my imminent departure, polite and without truculence, was easily perceptible. ‘As soon as I hear,’ he said.


I thought, ‘I’m not going to hear from Mr Cheung again.’ Nor did I.


Nevertheless, I gave him that afternoon and the next day. After that I couldn’t wait any longer, inactive by the Luk Kwok’s telephone, watching American cops and robbers on TV while the depression that had accompanied me from London grew within me. I had had faith in the CITS. I had thought that tourism would be so important to China’s economy that an organization set up specifically to smooth the way for Westerners seeking to admire the country and spend much-needed hard currency would be an efficient one. Crook’s letter and postcard had been mildly optimistic, but Mr Cheung hadn’t even known how to telephone his head office – or hadn’t he dared to?


I had already telephoned an old friend, Donald Wise. With his crisply upturning moustache and upright, stalwart figure, Donald looked more like a colonel in the British Raj’s Indian Army than the war correspondent he had been for a quarter of a century. He was an editor now with the Far Eastern Economic Review and had lived in Hong Kong some time; an Old Hand.


‘Heaven knows what was in your Mr Cheung’s mind,’ Donald said. ‘And frankly, I’m not sure what your best move is now. Why not do two things, though, for a start. First, contact someone in Jardine’s travel department, and then the one in Swire’s, too. Ask their advice. It’s their world out here in more than one sense. It might get you somewhere.’


Jardine Mathieson is one of the two giant commercial houses in Hong Kong; John Swire & Sons is the other. Both had had intimate business dealings with China for well over a century, so they should know a thing or two.


‘And the second thing?’


‘Meet me at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club for lunch.’


The Jardine’s man was sympathetic when I explained my failure with Mr Cheung of CITS. ‘Don’t take it to heart. I’m sure CITS were not making it hard for you personally.’


‘Oh, no. But I didn’t imagine it would be quite like that.’


‘They are just incredibly inefficient over there in some ways. Muddlers.’ He gave me the name of a travel agent in Central Hong Kong. ‘They should know the ropes. Try them.’ And thanks to him I came face to face with Miss Angel Yip.


Dear Miss Yip. There was sunshine in her face, and she communicated it to me. She cut through all doubt as soon as I explained about the plans I had already laid before Mr Cheung and my would-be CITS benefactors in Peking. She considered briefly. Then she said: ‘If you want to be sure to go anywhere by sea in China, you should take one of three Chinese passenger vessels from Hong Kong’ – or, indeed, she added, all of them separately, one after the other. There would be no problem in that? ‘Oh, no,’ said Miss Yip, sweetly and confidently.


‘Well …?’


‘Well,’ she said. ‘There are ships to Amoy, Swatow, Kwangzhou and Shanghai. All from Hong Kong. I can arrange.’


I thought quickly – and in a moment discarded my ambition to linger in the region. It was a long way to England. I couldn’t spend weeks shuttling back and forth from Hong Kong to the Chinese coast. Shanghai was the port I wished to see above all others – Shanghai with its Bund and its old skyscrapers; the scene of the black dramas Malraux described; the scene of President Nixon’s meeting with Chou En-lai, and of so much else.


‘Miss Yip,’ I said urgently across her desk, ‘I’ll take the ship to Shanghai and see what happens.’


‘Right,’ she said, businesslike. ‘Perhaps you will be able to ask someone in Shanghai how to find a vessel from there to Dairen and the Yellow Sea.’ I hoped so, I said.


I handed over my sea-stained passport. ‘Expect the visa in about four days,’ she said, adding that the ship was called the Shanghai, and that many Chinese would be on her going to Shanghai for the Chinese New Year holiday. ‘The ship will be full up,’ she said.


In the street, I remembered that I hadn’t mentioned Hangchow once. I was going to betray my childhood promise to my poor friend Cheeko. Guilt padded at my heels all the way to lunch with Donald Wise.


Next day a letter arrived. Miss Yip supplied details of the voyage to Shanghai. It read exactly as follows:




ss. Shanghai – China Flag


Tonage: 13,500 tons


Speed: 18 mph


Totaly having 7 decks and only three main decks take passenger with air-conditioned which have 115 cabins and she can carry 459 passengers.


Facilities:-1 dining room, ball room, bar, cinema, swimming pool and hospital etc. Beside taking passenger, she also carries cargo up to 2,500 tons. Sailing time: about 56 hours


Check in time: 12.30 at Tai Kok Tsui Pier on 10th Jan., the ship will arrive Shanghai on 13th Jan., at 0700.





I would be met in Shanghai by a CITS guide, Miss Yip said. Mildly elated by that information – anything that confirmed the existence and signalled the sailing of the Shanghai was good for my depression – I went for a stroll through the back streets behind the Luk Kwok. In the bars of Wan Chai bare-breasted Chinese girls, most of them remarkably devoid of allure, languidly invited one to buy them Coca-Cola for hefty chunks of coin. My guidebook to Hong Kong said that ‘if nipples could yawn, those here would’, and even the healthily lascivious spirits of some Scots Guardsmen I met drinking in the Pussycat Topless flagged before these lethargic displays of drooping flesh.


‘Herpes are forever,’ one of them said morosely into his beer.




*





An aura of drama hangs about Hong Kong at the most normal of times. This is partly because of its unusual appearance – the grouping of the steep-sided rocky islands round the headlands of China; partly because of the busy ebb and flow of countless vessels in and out of the harbour; and certainly not least because of the natural tension that exists where two of the world’s most enterprising races are crowded together in a small space, the one economically a hundred times better off than the other. In physical terms, the cheek-by-jowl existence of the British and the Hong Kong Chinese is striking: on the one hand, the seedy, high-rise huddles of the Chinese residential areas; on the other, the gold, silver and ivory office blocks that soar, smooth and serene, from the water’s edge and proclaim that that is where the billions or dollars are. Not far from the cosy simplicity of the Luk Kwok and the clamour of Wan Chai, the sun washes over the sleek snouts of Porsches, Mercedes and pink and yellow Rolls Royces in the parking bays of the rich Europeans and Chinese who have created this extraordinary capitalist pimple, and maintained it on the lip of Communist China, and dries out the laundry that hangs like the banners of a rag-tag army from the overcrowded tenements of the poor.
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Now I found an extra element of drama – and might it prove to be the ultimate drama for Hong Kong? The year 1997 was on everyone’s lips – it had become an even more emotive date than George Orwell’s 1984. That year the British lease on Hong Kong would run out and the Communist Chinese would move in. Some in Hong Kong prophesied catastrophe ahead; but there was every chance that it would not change. Mr Deng Xiao-ping had insisted that it was in China’s interest for Hong Kong to remain after 1997 the same successfully commercial concern. Although reincorporated into Mother China, Hong Kong would be allowed to retain its peculiar characteristics – it would become a privileged region where capitalistic business practices and the democratic freedoms of speech, press and justice would be allowed to survive. The difference would be that the Chinese would control Hong Kong and the British would depart. With the British gone, Hong Kong as an international centre of commerce and finance would continue as usual. Mr Deng’s vision of the future was in many ways reassuring.


Yet doubt and anxiety prevailed. They focused largely on the fact that in 1997 Mr Deng, now in his eighties, would certainly not be able to supervise these very reasonable plans for Hong Kong. New men would be in control in Peking. Who could say if they would honour the undertakings of Mr Deng? Many, possibly most, Chinese in Hong Kong were voluntary refugees from China. Such fugitives were still coming in. On a recent visit to Hong Kong I had spent much of one night with the boat patrols of the Royal Hong Kong Police, watching young Chinese constables fishing from the freezing waters of Deep Bay young men and women swimmers from mainland China, risking sharks and currents to escape. A quarter of all Hong Kong Chinese in their twenties, I was told then, had come over in the past few years. Countless Chinese had found compelling reasons to flee to Hong Kong at various times since the armies of Mao Tse-Tung drove Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists out of China in 1947. How would they feel about 1997, the year in which they might imagine their past lives would catch up with them?


I suppose many Hong Kong Chinese will accept whatever comes, resigning themselves in fatalism. Many others had come not so much to escape from Communism as to escape to relative freedom and affluence. The loom of Hong Kong’s neon lights must have signalled El Dorado to many yearning Chinese watchers of the night skies, and proved as irresistibly alluring as the lamps of the fishing boats that draw the sea creatures of Deep Bay into the nets. Some of these might not care much who ruled Hong Kong in the future, provided the bright lights kept shining; for many, no doubt, Hong Kong’s affluence had proved cruelly elusive.


At any rate, I imagined that for every inhabitant of Hong Kong who accepted the inevitable with a gay laugh and a shrug of the shoulders there might be one bowed down by doubt. The trouble was that doubts about the character of Hong Kong after 1997 could not be allayed until 1997 came. For fifteen years everyone could only hope for the best. Yet the best depended above all on the survival of the international financiers’ confidence in Hong Kong as a place for making money. Suppose, for example, that the Chinese officers of the Royal Hong Kong Police, aware of the sharply declining mystique of British authority, got cold feet and decided that to continue to arrest Chinese criminals or political troublemakers in the name of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth was no longer worth the risk of terrible retribution? Who would hold back the subsequent chaos from which foreign businessmen and financiers would flee as from the Black Death?


Perhaps such gloomy speculation was unnecessary. Yet the fact remained that there would be no escape from Hong Kong for most of those from among the five or six million Chinese who wished to leave before 1997. Very few of them were entitled to receive a British passport, the sine qua non of a new life in Britain. I telephoned a friend in the police force – Lim, a Chinese sergeant I had met on an earlier visit; I had kept up with him and his wife. I found this brave and honest man in a sorry psychological state. Chinese sergeants like Lim, who was far from rich, are the backbone of this police force, as good warrant officers and sergeants are the backbone of a good army; they are indispensable because they were born here, know Hong Kong life at first hand and at many levels – are Chinese, after all. Yet, although as colonial policemen they are in the service of Queen Elizabeth as much as any bobby on the Piccadilly beat, the Hong Kong Chinese policemen have no right to follow their British officers to London. They do not qualify for a British passport. They aren’t wanted. In London, people had told me: ‘Britain is too full of immigrants’; it was ‘standing room only’ already. Responsibility was shrugged off like that.


Strolling in his British uniform along the harbour front of Kennedy Town on Hong Kong Island, Lim said, ‘All I have is a Hong Kong passport. I have no United Kingdom right, and no China right either.’ He shrugged morosely. ‘Of course, I don’t want to go to China.’


‘I know, Lim. You belong nowhere.’


What a grotesque situation, I thought. Here we were, walking among Chinese men and women of his race who seethed around speaking his own language. Abrupt Cantonese shouts mixed with the squealing of the fat pink pigs being winched off a junk in long baskets shaped like wicker tunnels. There were many junks here. They had Chinese registration papers from Canton, and their decks were piled with tubs of fish and bulbous jars of vinegar for sale in Hong Kong. They would go home to Canton presently.


How could people belong nowhere?


Escaping famine, war or an uncongenial regime is a life’s occupation for hundreds of thousands – no, millions – of Asians. In 1997 – God willing – there would be no famine here, no war either. Yet there might well be violence – bloody settling of scores, perhaps. No one on earth could rule out the possibility of an economic collapse. No wonder a creeping apprehension was already permeating Hong Kong like a bone-chilling fog in anticipation of the end of British rule. It came to me: Supposing I were a Hong Kong Chinese wanting to take my family to the West and had no legal way of escape….


Lim smiled. ‘Who knows? 1997 will arrive and nothing bad will happen. It could be different from – what we fear.’ I could imagine the familiar mental picture he would not express in words: the panic of Vietnam in 1975, the shocking scenes in Saigon. The photographs had made a deep impression on people in Hong Kong. There was still a camp full of Boat People in Kowloon.


‘Of course it will be all right,’ I said. ‘It will be, Lim.’


‘It had better be,’ I added – but I added it to myself. By 1997, Hong Kong’s population could be six million or more. If only a fraction of that number tried to escape by boat, there would be a lot of bodies afloat on the indifferent waters of the South China Sea.
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In a day or two, a telephone call from Angel Yip summoned me to collect a ticket and my passport, and I hurried to her office. Shanghai Hai Xing Shipping Company, the green and white ticket said, had given me Berth No.2, Cabin No.10. I handed over 626 Hong Kong dollars, and warmly thanked Miss Yip. ‘My pleasure,’ she said demurely.


The next day, the day before sailing, I returned to the Luk Kwok to find a note from the telephone operator: ‘Mr Young. Miss Amgel [sic] she tel to you please take warm dresses because Shanghai it is o° very cold.’ What warm ‘dresses’ had I? One sweater, an anorak and a scarf: that seemed enough. I was wrong.


The weather had not improved; a sulky drizzle still fell with a sort of despairing persistence. But that green and white ticket lay on my bedside table like a light in a dark room. I could hardly wait for the rendezvous at Tai Kok Tsui Pier.


Meanwhile I threw myself onto my bed, piled pillows behind my head, and opened Man’s Fate again. At the top of the first page I read: ‘21 March 1927. 12.30 a.m.’


Ah, here it was! –


‘Should Chen try lifting up the mosquito net? Or should he strike through it? …’

















Two





At first I thought, with a spasm of premature despair, that the ferry was taking me and what seemed like three hundred Chinese passengers to the wrong ship. Or maybe I had boarded the wrong ferry. A fine start for a journey from China to the West of England.


On the Tai Kok Tsui Pier in Kowloon a long, dense queue of Chinese men and women and a good many small children and babies had waited from shortly after noon until three o’clock. Under spits of rain, they gathered round a small trolley from which a man served Coca-Cola and cans of Yeo’s chrysanthemum tea, or crouched patiently near small piles of hand baggage and large pyramids of hi-fi and radio equipment in boxes marked Sanyo and Sony. I saw only one other gweilo, a whey-faced young woman who sat on her suitcase and stared expressionlessly at the ground in a manner which certainly didn’t invite conversation.


Out in the harbour a ship lay at anchor with the sand-yellow funnel of China ringed with a red band and waving hold lines on it. She had a trim white hull, but I couldn’t see her name; she lay not far from Stonecutters’ Island, quite a distance away. A nice-looking ship, I thought, the Shanghai. A knot of anxious passengers ran off to investigate when they saw a ferrry leave our pier and head in the direction of the white hull, thinking we’d all been left behind, and men in uniforms told them to keep calm and go back and wait because the white ship was going to Amoy, not Shanghai.


Our ferry, once we were finally embarked, headed towards the very part of the shore of Hong Kong Island I had left that morning. There, nearer to Hong Kong than to Kowloon, we found the old Shanghai. I say ‘old’ because when our launch came close to I saw patches of rust on her green side, and the general shape of her showed that it was some time since she had left her builder’s yard. She had a mildly knocked-about look that made her more interesting. Up a narrow metal gangway we slowly edged – slowly, because quite a few of the Chinese were feeble and elderly, and some of the younger ones with trendy helmet haircuts were pushy. Vociferous bottlenecks blocked the steps. The ship’s young stewards and stewardesses in white jackets came down into the melee, took the arms of the old people, lugged up the awkward boxes of stereo and hi-fi equipment, and huge gleaming radios, and electric fans. It seemed that only I had neglected to bring a folding aluminium baggage trolley with little wheels. These were useless on the gangway – the little wheels caught dangerously on protruding bits of metal and looked like tipping several old ladies into the harbour.


As my foot met the deck, relief flowed through me like electricity. A middle-aged steward politely took my bag and my ticket and led me to a cabin nearby. A bunk, a couch, a desk and a chair, a cupboard, a shower – a good cabin, hospital-clean. I looked for the all-important reading light over the bed, and found one. The steward gave me a smile, showed me how to lock the door, handed me the key and a card. It said: ‘Restaurant sitting. Meal times: breakfast a.m. 7.30. Luncheon 11.30. Dinner p.m. 6.00.’




*





Later, I wrote in my notebook:




The steward evidently speaks no English. He signals to me: ‘More bags?’ ‘No more.’ He points to a piece of paper on the desk: ‘Afternoon tea has been cancelled,’ and slips away. I wash, and find it’s 4 p.m. I’m hungry, suddenly remembering I’ve had nothing to eat since breakfast at the Luk Kwok. A final message from Angel Yip tells me to declare exactly the amount of money I have, and what I change in China, and what I take out. ‘If there’s a discrepancy,’ she warns, ‘they may think you are helping to provide funds for someone to escape from China.’
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The deck shifts slightly under my feet. The skyline moves across my porthole. Hong Kong’s skyscrapers, as lights in them come on, are like romantic castles. Shanghai drops her pilot back into his launch; a man in a blue suit and a tie and brown shoes. A scattering of islands. The water widens. Our bows begin to lift …. The SS Shanghai is alive. The adrenalin stirs ….


Foraging for food, I meet an old man on the stairs. He has a pleasant, round nut face, grey hair smoothed back, and is carrying a bottle of Tsingtao beer. ‘I take beer to loom. Velly good beer,’ he says. He points upwards. ‘Velly good beer upstairs. Beer, whisky, blandy. Velly good.’ He is right. There is a good, long bar and a pleasant bar-girl.


When I ask for something to eat, she serves me a sort of sweet pastry and eggs hard-boiled in tea from an earthenware bowl. People cluster round to explain with waving hands and even scribble on bits of paper napkin that the eggs are cooked in the tea for two or three hours and the tea turns their whites a darkish colour. They are very hot and taste of – eggs soaked in tea. You eat them cupped in a paper napkin. Stewards wheel crates of Black Label whisky and Martell VSOP into the spotless bar and arrange the black and gold bottles on the shelves under the eager gaze of Chinese passengers who nod to each other in appreciative anticipation of the heavy duty-free drinking to come.


The lounge next door, like the bar and my cabin, is austere and spotless. It has tall rectangular windows and pink plastic flowers in plastic vases on formica tables. Posters advertise ‘Sprouting Tea Bags’ and ‘Chinese Feather and Down Products’. In a corner stands a Vita juice vending machine. Passengers take turns to fiddle with a television set that, despite them, continues to bellow like a monster in pain.


A poem is fixed to the wall over the TV set. I sit at a table and copy it – with great difficulty because my view is continually blocked by passengers who stand in front of me discussing what I am doing. It looks like an awkward translation from the Chinese, but I get it all down at last:











The Red Army fears


Not the trials of the Long March,


Holding light ten thousand crags and the torrents,


The five ridges like gentle ripples.


And the majestic rivers roll by globules of clay.


Warm the steep cliffs lapped by the waters of golden sand,


Cold the iron chains spanning the Tatu River,


Minshan’s thousand li of snow joyously crossed


The three armies march on, each face glowing.











The ship was quite full but certainly not overcrowded. Most passengers were well dressed and cheerful, obviously looking forward to the New Year holiday and the waiting friends and relatives in Shanghai. They grinned at me and nodded their heads. It seemed that white passengers were not a common sight. Two young men, who had watched me copying down the lines in praise of the Red Army, waved and came over smiling – ‘Oh-oh, oh-ho,’ they said. ‘Hell-o!’ We might have been old friends meeting again after a year or two. One was short, round-faced, with hair cut relatively short – short, certainly compared with his companion, a handsome man whose hair fell, long and glossy, almost to his shoulders. Both wore well-scrubbed jeans and basketball shoes. They jerked my hand up and down with enthusiasm. The shorter one spoke English.


‘So Wei Kuen,’ he said, introducing himself. ‘And this is my friend, Yeong Su Tse. Better you call him Ah Po. Ah Po means Little Treasure. He cannot speak English.’


‘Ah-ha! Hee!’ Ah Po said. When he laughed he showed good teeth and his eyes half disappeared, like gun muzzles in very narrow weapon slits.


Wei Kuen explained that Ah Po came from Nanking, and couldn’t even speak Cantonese very well. His own family originally came from Canton, but he could cope, he said, with the Shanghainese dialect of Ah Po. He had been a merchant seaman for several years – that explained his English. I offered them a beer or tea, but they wouldn’t hear of it, insisting that they should order and pay for beer; when it came they impatiently waved my money away. They both lived in Kowloon, Wei Kuen said. He himself was an orphan and had a job with Esso, delivering fuel oil to clients in the surrounding areas. Ah Po, whose widowed mother lived in Hong Kong too, worked in the Kowloon 7-Up bottling factory. Both were married – and here lay a strange twist in their circumstances. They had both married girls in Shanghai, and both wives were still living there with their parents. Yet the two husbands lived and worked in faraway Hong Kong? Yes, said Wei Kuen, this was not unusual. Every Chinese New Year they were reunited with their wives in Shanghai. They had been married two years. Maybe this year – they hoped so – the Chinese authorities would allow their wives to join them in Hong Kong. Bureaucracy. Permits. It just took a little time.


‘You see your wives only once a year?’ I was incredulous.


‘Only.’ Wei Kuen found my astonishment amusing. ‘Not so bad. They will come to Hong Kong soon.’


As Wei Kuen talked, Ah Po’s large, dark eyes widened or narrowed, flashing intermittent warmth and good humour like sunlight moving in and out of light cloud. His skin was unusually white, setting off the blackness of the long hair that fell in a heavy lock over the left side of his forehead, and on both sides framed his high cheekbones. His lips were wide and mobile, always poised on the brink of an uninhibited smile. His lack of English worried him, and he soon fell into a habit of giving me an impulsive thumbs-up sign and nodding vigorously, as if, in default of words, to assure me of his sincere friendship. I found this touching. Ah Po was clearly in the grip of irrepressible goodwill.


We went to the dining room together for the first meal aboard. The room ran the whole width of the ship. Its furnishings were utilitarian, uninspiring but inoffensive. Friends of Ah Po and Wei Kuen waved from a corner table, and we joined them; two women, a baby, and a skinny man with sagging cheeks and a brandy flush. The baby was blowing bubbles. The red-faced man filled three wineglasses from a bottle of Courvoisier brandy and offered one to me and the other to Wei Kuen. Ah Po pointed to his white cheeks and said something in Chinese. Everyone made tut-tut noises and looked concerned.


‘Ah Po’s skin cannot take brandy,’ explained Wei Kuen. ‘The pig – ah–’


‘Oh, the pigmentation.’


‘Pig-ment-tation, yes. Cannot take brandy, cannot take beer.’


Ah Po nodded several times and beamed at me. He must have understood something because his finger made a circle before his face and he said earnestly, ‘Blandy, no good.’


Wei Kuen and I toasted our host and he refilled our glasses. There were several toasts, I remember; I didn’t try to count them. The Courvoisier bottle seemed inexhaustible, like the goblet in the Norse legend. The women smiled encouragingly at me as you do to a small child at an adults’ party. At last an elderly waiter, like a kind uncle, brought a menu. Under the Chinese version I read:




Choose Two –


1. Diced Chicken with Tomato Sauce and Mushrooms,


2. Three-Colour Shrimps,


3. Shredded Pork with Fish Taste,


4. Jelly Fish.





I chose numbers 1 and 3. When the food arrived it was bland and tepid, with no chilli to enliven it. Wei Kuen and Ah Po didn’t seem to care for the food either. They ate slowly, looking around at other tables as if they hoped to see better dishes there.


After dinner, pandemonium. An ear-shattering sound came from the lounge like that of strong men hammering a marble floor into dust. The evening mah-jong session had started. Old men, old women, with furious faces, slammed their pieces down on the table with what seemed an almost venomous delight. They might, Wei Kuen said, continue to do so till dawn.


We said goodnight and I went out on deck. To port, there were no lights to be seen. Either we had veered away from China or the coastline here was devoid of habitation. The rain had stopped. The sky now was a dark, starry blue with misty patches of near-white near the horizon – perhaps the moon was coming up. Faint music seemed to come from the sea. In reality it came from a speaker over the deck. A Viennese waltz twirled to an end, and was replaced by a genteel female soprano quavering, ‘Come! Come! I love you o-onlee….’


I went to my cabin, undressed, and took up Man’s Fate again.


The Communist workers’ rising against the warlords and the subsequent near-destruction of the Communists by Chiang Kai-shek is the setting of Malraux’s story of man’s inhumanity. The revolutionary Chen was himself messily obliterated as he tried to blow up General Chiang’s car in the Avenue des Deux Républiques. The warlords’ gun dealer he had murdered was awaiting delivery of three hundred imported carbines from a government ship in the river – weapons the Communists needed for the rising in Shanghai they had planned for next day. They could only get their hands on the carbines with the delivery order Chen had found under the dead man’s pillow.


Shanghai was threatened from without and within. Chiang Kai-shek’s army was around the city; his unnatural allies, the Communists, were a Trojan horse within it – an unseen, organized host of workers waiting in the ‘great tattered flank of the town’.




The scrabbling of the myriads for their daily bread was giving place to another, a more vital energy. The Concessions, the rich quarters of the town, where the Europeans and Americans lived with their servants and cars and cocktails and guards, no longer existed as a menace; but in these nauseous slums, which provided the largest muster of Shock Troops, throbbed the pulse of a vast and vigilant horde …. Those crumbling walls hid half a million men; hands from the spinning-mills, men who had worked sixteen hours a day from early childhood, ulcerous, twisted, famine-stricken ….





I read on and on. The staccato clatter of the mah-jong pieces in the Shanghai”s lounge, harsh and faint like distant gunfire, made an appropriate accompaniment to Malraux’s account of how the revolutionaries slaughtered the occupants of Shanghai’s main police station.




*





Sunlight. Too late for the 7.30 breakfast. I dressed and went down to look for more tea-boiled eggs in the earthenware bowl in the bar. The barman suggested a Black Label but I stuck to the eggs and green tea. A young Chinese couple were already at the whisky: newly-weds, by the look of their smart new clothes. The musak had changed from Strauss to a Chinese girl singer accompanied by harps. Behind the funnel a small, nut-brown man sat in a deckchair. When I said, ‘Good morning,’ he replied, ‘Hi! Is this your first time in China?’ Indicating a second chair, he held out his hand. ‘My name is Thomas Dor. Tom.’ He was small, bespectacled, with a creased, good-natured face, in his late fifties. ‘That’s my English name, of course. I won’t bother you with my Chinese one, unless you’re particularly anxious to know it.’ He had an honest, friendly laugh.


Tom Dor taught engineering in Hong Kong, but he still had a room, a toehold, in the house he had once owned in Shanghai and he went back to it every Chinese New Year. The house had been confiscated by the Communists and eventually he had fled Shanghai for Hong Kong to escape from the terrible hardships between 1966 and 1972 during the Cultural Revolution in China.


‘It’s a good two-storey Shanghai house. The Communists left me two rooms for myself and my mother. They ransacked all my things, and took away eight cartloads of my beloved books. Books! None of them were political. That was the worst thing to take.’ He shook his head, still smiling. ‘They hated intellectuals. They just hated a mere sign of intellect. Books were a sign.’ He had graduated in mechanical engineering and had had a high post in the maintenance department of a textile factory. ‘The Communists have the factory now, of course.’


The sun came round the funnel and warmed us.


‘You had a bad time, then, in the Cultural Revolution?’


Thomas Dor smiled in a self-deprecating way. ‘I was horsewhipped. They horsewhipped me in front of the whole factory. They pushed a microphone into my hand and shouted, “Confess!”’ He shrugged in his deckchair. ‘“Confess!” I said. “Confess what? I haven’t killed anyone.” What I didn’t do, I didn’t tell them to go to hell, and shout at them, “You’re the killers. You’re the guilty ones!”’ He looked at me vaguely, reliving the scene in his mind’s eye. ‘I’m not a goddam hero. One thousand and two hundred men with one yelling ringleader on one side – and on the other – me!’


‘Might they have killed you?’


‘No, I guess not. That would have spoiled their fun. Well, they did kill people. Old men with high blood pressure died. They died instantly.’ Dor didn’t look very strong now, and he couldn’t have been strong then.
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‘After the whipping what happened to you?’


‘After the whipping, they just made a slave of me for six years. All the dirtiest jobs. Cleaning the toilets, that sort of thing.’


‘Did you ever meet any of your persecutors when it was all over?’


Dor beamed at me over his spectacle rims. ‘I met them, you bet! I got back some of the things they had ransacked, although, as we say in China, they took a cow and gave me back a mouse. I gave a dinner and invited them. One of the worst, one who had horsewhipped me, was my guest of honour. Oh, yes, indeed! I stood him a dinner!’


‘Did he apologise?’


‘No. He never said sorry. He wanted to, but he couldn’t face it. He was a young man, twenty-five, twenty-six.’


This surprised me. But I know now that Thomas Dor is not a man who needs apologies or cherishes resentment. The dinner had been a sort of pardon.


‘You may not like talking about it?’


‘No, I don’t mind.’


‘Let me get you a drink.’


‘It’s quite hot here in the sun, isn’t it?’


In the bar, Thomas Dor insisted on ordering: a beer for me, tea for himself. The clash of mah-jong pieces drifted from the lounge. ‘Chinese people absolutely cannot live without mah-jong, I guess,’ said Dor.


When the drinks came, he said, ‘In those bad days, a lot of people in Shanghai preferred to be in jail. They felt safer there. Outside you could be beaten up, whipped in the street. I used to go home and lock myself in my room. With the two books left me, I’d found paradise in my own little nest.’ He began to sing ‘… and let the rest of the world go by!’ He laughed loudly. ‘Know the song? My accent. How is it? Good?’


‘Good, yes. American.’


‘Well, how did I get it? Not from books, because they have no intonation.’


‘Radio? No – movies.’


‘Yes, at first I saw many, many movies from Hollywood. But after the Communists came – no more movies. So then the Voice of America broadcasts. And – just think – it was a criminal offence to listen to them! Yet I learned. How about that!’


The influence of the 1940s movies had survived the Voice of America. I had noticed that his conversation was sprinkled with phrases like ‘I guess’ and ‘So what?’ and anachronistic Americanisms I associated with Edward G. Robinson and James Cagney, expressions like ‘No dice’. Pleasantly nostalgic, they took me back to fleapit cinemas of my own youth. It was like meeting a man in a grey fedora with spats and a cane, or hearing a recording of the Andrews Sisters or Rudy Vallee. But while the matter of how he spoke was of course trivial, Thomas Dor’s daring, clandestine persistence with the Voice of America had shown real courage.


‘You speak it excellently,’ I assured him. ‘No foolin’.’ And he laughed, gratified. When I asked him for more reminiscences, he was pleased to continue, once he was sure I would not be bored. After Mao’s death and the arrest of the Gang of Four, the Communists had looked at him differently. They had needed intellectuals, and found from his dossier that he was a university graduate. ‘But, gee whiz,’ he said, ‘I had no ambition left by then. The best thirty years of my life were gone. I had been a happy-go-lucky young man. And, well, I had become … old.’ He wiped his face with his hand, and for the first time I saw Thomas Dor downcast, almost in tears.


Was he a Catholic or –? He fanned away the question with a hand. ‘No, I ain’t no Catholic; I ain’t no Protestant; and I ain’t no Buddhist. Pity. It would have helped me.’




*





Investigating the ship, I found a bulkhead plaque that said, ‘S.M. Cockerell-Ougree – Chantier Naval, Hoboken, Belgique, 1957’. The Belgian Congo became independent in 1960, so the Shanghai had had no more than three years on that run. Most of the books and magazines in her library were in Chinese, but not all. There were books in English by, and about, the Chinese writer Lu Hsun, who had been called ‘China’s Gorki’ – Dawn Blossoms Plucked at Dusk, Brief History of Chinese Fiction, and The Opium War. Reader’s Digest lay on a table and a copy of Newsweek with a cover story about Sadat’s murder. There were several leaflets, and photo-magazines with articles and pictures about the breeding of storks. Younger passengers tucked their feet under them on the cushions; older people simply slept in the comfortable armchairs.


The Shanghai – I realize it now – was the only vessel of all those on which I sailed round the world whose deck officers remained wholly invisible. No officers appeared for meals in the dining room. Looking up at the bridge from the foredeck, I could glimpse no face at the windows, nobody on the wing taking a sighting. Glass and metal stared inscrutably back. It was disconcerting. Perhaps if I had asked, I might have been allowed to have a look round. The purser, available each day in his office, was friendly, and once or twice he asked if I was comfortable. Near his office an advertisement showed concern for health. ‘Rare Medicinal Herbs, Antler (of Young Stag), Nutriments and Tonics, Etc., for your good Health and Longevity’.


I had expected to find political slogans scattered around the ship, but there were very few. The dining room had one: ‘Long Live the Great Unity of the People of the World’, but the only other sign in the room said, ‘Cockatoo Brand Woollen Piece Goods – Elegant Appeal’.


The Shanghai was a smoothly run ship. Yet there were times when it seemed that hijackers might have been fighting to board her. Night and day the mah-jong schools filled the lounge with the sounds of musketry on a nineteenth-century battlefield. ‘Tak-tak … crack … bbrrak … tak.’ Elsewhere young Chinese milled round the electronic games room, barking ferociously like extra-terrestrial invaders on the Star War-path. Tracing a different hubbub to its source on the promenade deck, I discovered Wei Kuen and Ah Po, in shorts and T-shirts, partnering two girls at ping-pong, battering the ball back and forth with wild inaccuracy.


In the dining room I was conscious of many passengers watching me, furtively but certainly without malevolence. When they saw me using chopsticks, they nodded and smiled. Even the ship’s chefs showed an interest in me; inquisitive faces under tall white hats peered at me round the kitchen door and they, too, nodded and smiled when our eyes met.


In the bar, after dinner, when Black Label scotch came neat in a wineglass, I described a bigger glass with my hands and a young waiter ran for a tumbler. When I asked for ice and water a young Chinese waitress came with them, giggling, and together they chorused like kindly teachers to a backward pupil, ‘Ping – ice: Soe – water. Ping … Soe.’ They led me up and down the bar, pointing and instructing. Telephone in Chinese was such-and-such; the Norris glass-washing machine was something else; a bar stool was this; the plastic flowers were that. We reviewed the array of bottles like generals inspecting troops – Beehive brandy, Tunghua wine, Tazhi Bailandi (brandy, that), Rémy Martin, Kaesong Konyo Insan wine.


Later that night an unusually swollen moon lay on the horizon. From the boat deck I saw, silhouetted against its wide, glimmering trail, two of the Shanghai’s crew exercising in the grave Chinese manner – coiling and uncoiling apparently boneless limbs in slow, soundless motion. I leaned on the rail for some time, watching these dark, silent figures at their martial shadow play.


Then I went below to the improvized disco in the ballroom and watched Wei Kuen and Ah Po, trying, as far as inexperience and crippling gusts of hilarity would allow, to teach their girlfriends the Twist.

















Three





By the time we saw land, the seasons had changed. A wintry wind was whipping up the shallower coastal sea to the colour of café au lait. I would soon need a thick sweater – or a Chinese quilted coat. In the lounge, too, the season had changed. No more T-shirts and shorts. The women had pulled on cashmere sweaters and trousers, or jeans and Chinese jackets. Men wore the padded, baggy Chinese coats with bulging pockets, wide trousers and carpet slippers. Inflated by the extra clothing, old men wandered impatiently about, hands clasped behind their backs, their heads thrust forward, like inquisitive turtles. They talked in staccato barks.


The Chinese mainland appeared, bruise-black mountains against the darker sky. I saw what looked like a strip of beach or a sandbar and a few trawlers motionless in front of it. It was my first sight of China since my river trip to Canton two years before, and I was registering it in my notebook when I was startled by a putty-faced young white man with faded blond hair tied in a bun, who poked a sharp nose over my shoulder and said in an American accent, ‘You keeping notes?’ It was the first time I had seen him. He looked like an underfed governess.


‘Yes,’ I said.


From the sort of tasselled leather handbag that costs a few rupees in Pakistan and very much more in boutiques in London, Paris or New York, he drew a large notebook. ‘I worry about my notes,’ he informed me, showing me pages of very cluttered writing in an illegibly small hand.


‘People have told me that the Chinese customs officers read foreigners’ notes, and if they don’t like ’em, they keep ’em.’


I said I doubted it. In any case, if they could read my writing they’d be lucky. That went double for his, I thought.


‘I’ve written mine in Latin,’ he said. ‘That should fox ’em.’


I suggested that it might make the customs men very suspicious indeed – and infuriate them as well. They might confiscate the lot just to be on the safe side. ‘Oh, my gosh.’ He stared at me. ‘I’d never thought of that.’


‘It won’t happen,’ I said, soothingly.


Later I saw him in the ship’s shop, where the Chinese passengers were doing the last of their New. Year’s shopping: silk ties, girls’ cotton slips, Rowntree’s fruit gums, shoelaces, soap.


‘What’s this?’ the American was asking, holding up a small bottle.


‘Dried plums,’ the shopgirl said.


Before I left he had bought a glass jar with something in it that looked more like a marinated centipede.




*





Soon the mouth of the Yangtze River met the Huangpu in a great brown stain. Water thick with silt spurted up when I flushed the toilet in my cabin.


There were bundles and suitcases all over the decks. Passengers zipped up their jackets and wound scarves round their necks. Some, like Thomas Dor, had woolly hats with earflaps. All I had was my old green anorak and a sweater, which I doubted seriously would be enough. That sad, end-of-term feeling enveloped me – my usual feeling when a ship reaches the end of voyage, however short.


The barmen and waitresses wanted me to sign their book. They meant the large suggestions pad hanging on a hook over the bar. I wrote my thanks (genuinely felt) for their friendly service, and Thomas Dor translated it for them into Mandarin or Shanghainese.


‘I hope this will get you a reward,’ I told them.


Big grins all round: ‘Oh, no. It’s duty. We are please. Bye-bye.’


My sad feeling was alleviated by Ah Po who bounded up to me as I followed Dor to the boat deck. He looked smartly athletic in a white woolly sweater and a baseball cap with the word ‘Australia’ and a kangaroo in silver thread stitched over the peak. What on earth, I wondered, would the Shanghainese make of that? Now Ah Po signalled urgently and tugged me quite roughly towards my cabin. Was there a fire? No. In the cabin he yanked a tin of jasmine tea from his windcheater pocket, thrust it into my hands, clamped his arms round my neck, kissed me hard on both cheeks – and vanished with a final thumbs-up gesture round the door. I recovered my breath and packed the tin of tea into my zip bag.




*





Shanghai! Past the dim outlines of islands to seaward, we turned up the Huangpu. Rows of ships moored on either side, chimneys, gantries, derricks, smoke mingling with a light drizzle: the smoke and soot of industrial China.


The first sight of the Shanghai Bund – the former European business section on the riverfront – thrilled me as I was thrilled by Paris and New York years ago. ‘The living heart of China’, Malraux called it, and the waterfront I gazed at now was something I had seen in my dreams and imagination for a very long time. Imagination had not lied. I had taken a step into the past. With its old-fashioned skyscrapers, its neo-Babylonian towers and pinnacles, the Shanghai exposed by the river was exactly the metropolis I had expected; a city of the 1920s, architecturally paralysed by circumstance. To approach it by sea was as unreal as approaching it in my dream. I thought: I have been here before. Thomas Dor stood by me, saying, ‘British people coming back here after many years say, “Oh, everything is the same. Nothing’s changed. No new buildings.” A city with no change for thirty years, that’s very rare in the world today.’ A petrified city like this was not merely rare, but unique. Here, two eras impinged – Yesterday and Today swirled together as the muddy waters of the Yangtze and Huangpu commingled at the entrance to the East China Sea.


I consulted my guidebook. Shanghai (it said) is among the two or three largest cities in the world, supporting eleven million people and resembling New York or Rome more than it does Peking or Canton. The only ‘Chinese’ element in the view I saw now were the junks that spread their brown sails like motionless fans on the lighter surface of the Huangpu.


I could remember earlier images of Shanghai – gruesome images from old newsreels and photographs in the Illustrated London News: huddles of burnt bodies after the Japanese air raids in 1932; living soldiers used for bayonet practice; political prisoners, about to be buried alive, posing by their graves for tomorrow’s papers; refugees dwarfed by columns of smoke. A city of tragedy and melodrama.


The piped musak was interrupted by a girl’s voice telling us that the captain and crew wished us a happy stay in Shanghai. We glided alongside a quay, close to a long warehouse. Sailors threw ropes to each other. The gangway went down.


‘I’ll come and see you at the Peace Hotel,’ said Thomas Dor. ‘Some time this afternoon. Say, 12.30 or 1 p.m. You’re sure to be in that hotel. If not, I shall find you in another. There aren’t too many.’


‘I don’t want you to waste your holiday time looking for me.’ I hoped he would come.


‘Oh, I will come.’


A jostling began around the tables in the lounge where immigration and customs men were examining passports and asking about currency. But there was no delay. I was soon free to go. Wei Kuen and Ah Po were in the queue. When I went to say goodbye Wei Kuen said, ‘We will come to your hotel. Tomorrow.’ Ah Po nodded his head until I thought he would shake loose the kangaroo on his cap.


I said, ‘I hope so,’ but I doubted that I would see them again; not here. They had given me their Hong Kong addresses, but I was sure they’d be too busy with their families in Shanghai to bother about me. In any case, I suspected that their in-laws, waiting for official sanction to leave China, would advise them against contact with a foreigner. Might they not be pointlessly drawing suspicion down on themselves? Or was I now the victim of paranoia?


‘We will come,’ said Wei Kuen.


We shall see, I thought.




*





I was met – though gathered up would be a better expression. Not only did a trim young man appear promptly at the dock gate, asking ‘Mr Gavin?’ but he had a car and a driver with him. Angel Yip had scored again. Mr Shi Zhi Wei of the China International Travel Service – he introduced himself with a smile and a handshake – wore a Mao suit and a long, wide, maroon scarf. ‘My wife knitted it,’ he said when I admired it. He was positively elegant, his suit distinctly stylish, tailor-made, I was pretty sure, in a soft, dark blue material, not just any old official uniform grabbed off a peg in a people’s store. It fitted his slim and willowy figure to perfection; above it a pleasant, intelligent face, pale and heart-shaped with a quite large, curved nose, was lively and benign. His Chinese black hair was thick and wavy on top of his head and long over his ears. There was something rather aristocratic about him, as if he had been born the son of a mandarin. Now he asked me with the greatest politeness to wait a moment while he made some arrangement with the customs men – nothing to do with me, some unfinished business. I watched him move among the piles of baggage swiftly and nimbly, and saw that when he talked with the customs officers he fluttered his hands in graceful gestures. I waited by the car while a pressing crowd of men and women gathered closely round, silently appraising me. I might have been a giraffe that had been decanted from the ship onto the quay. I was certainly quite a bit taller than the tallest man there.


‘This is our driver, Mr Jang,’ said Shi, coming up. I shook hands with the driver, a stocky man of Shi’s age, I guessed – about twenty-nine – in a brown zip-up jacket and dark blue trousers, with the top of a grey scarf showing over his collar. ‘His name is Yu-long. That means Jade Dragon.’


I asked him what his own name meant.


‘Stone of Wisdom,’ he said, and laughed. ‘We shall go to the Peace Hotel now. That is where you will stay. It is a good hotel with a very good view over the city and over the river.’ His English was fluent and accurate; there would be no language problem between us.


The Peace Hotel on the Bund was the one Thomas Dor had named – it had been the Cathay in the old days – and on the river was where I wanted to be. On the Bund! – the Bund was the place for me. We pushed through the hotel’s vast, high-ceilinged hallway, full of shopping counters and salesgirls, to the reception desk. We ascended in an antique lift and followed a porter into a seventh-floor room whose tall windows looked onto the Huangpu. I had not been allotted a broom cupboard. The immense room had black and gold William Morris-style wallpaper, romantic panelling (were there secret panels?), a 12-foot-high moulded ceiling and a ponderous baronial fireplace the colour of mahogany – perhaps it was mahogany. It was like a film set for a 1930s movie called, maybe, Rendezvous Shanghai, and starring Clark Gable and Carole Lombard. I wondered what Wei Kuen and Ah Po would make of it.


The thing now was to see what was possible and what was not. After all, I had not come to explore China, much though I would like to do so (but that would take several years and a course in Mandarin). I had to ask Mr Shi whether or not I could find another ship to take me to Tsingtao and Dairen. Or to Japan. The answer was short and simple. It was not possible to do that now, he said. There were ships plying between Shanghai and northern ports, and it should be possible to get on them – but only when dates and schedules had been planned in advance. Plans could not be made on the spur of the moment, Mr Shi said. The CITS was not yet geared to handle a sudden whim. If I had made an arrangement, in Hong Kong, to get off the Shanghai here, then to catch whatever steamer would take me to some place up the coast, he thought it could have been manageable. He thought so…. ‘What a pity,’ he said.


So one thing was clear. I could not go on from here in any direction except back – to Hong Kong, and by air. Miss Yip had warned me that I must have a confirmed ticket out of China and I had a place on a flight in four days’ time. Mr Shi was consoling: Next year or the year after, he said, many more things would be possible. Meanwhile, he had one or two things to suggest. Would I like to see a commune? And the Garden of the Mandarin Yu? The Jade Buddha Temple? The Shanghai Industrial Exhibition? A factory? The zoo?


I hesitated. Was it de rigueur to see a commune or a factory? I’ve looked at factories in many countries, always with a barely tolerable feeling of bone-aching boredom. I don’t understand factories; they all look the same. ‘The guide may want you to see a factory,’ Thomas Dor had said. ‘Just say you’ve seen many factories.’


I said tentatively to Mr Shi, ‘I’ve seen a great many factories….’


‘I didn’t think you’d be interested,’ he said with a smile. ‘You don’t have to see one. Or even a commune, if you prefer to miss that out.’


‘Then let’s see the rest.’ I like gardens and zoos. But I thought of Tom Dor and Wei Kuen and Ah Po. Supposing they did come for me, I needed time to see them. And was I going to be allowed to go out with them – outside the confines of an official itinerary? I needn’t have worried. To my relief, Mr Shi pooh-poohed any thought of a problem there. ‘If your friends come for you, make any arrangment you like. You can use the car.’
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In the next few days we did visit all the other places Mr Shi had suggested, with the exception of the zoo. Under grey skies we shuffled about the Garden of the Mandarin Yu in a crowd of padded coats; over bridges spanning ornamental ponds; in and out of red and gold throne rooms and dragon-filled bedrooms in old buildings with winged roofs that might have been reconstructions from the Willow Pattern. There were no padded coats at the Jade Buddha Temple, where Shi had to find an old guardian to unlock the doors. By the time Mr Shi proposed a visit to the zoo, the conviction that not to have a padded coat in Shanghai’s wintertime would lead to ice clots in the blood had taken unshakeable root in my mind. Although there was no snow, the wind howled up the Huangpu and gripped me agonizingly, like the icy hand of the Snow Queen herself. I come from the Atlantic side of England and people there think the winters are cold, but I was not prepared for this and it was too much. So we skipped the zoo – luckily I had seen pandas before, in Canton – and instead paid a visit to the house in which the Communists held their first National Congress in July 1921. It was then a private house, explained Mr Shi, in what was at that time the French Concession. Thirteen Chinese had attended, two Russians representing Lenin, and a Dutchman. It was a pleasant room with whitewashed walls and a wooden floor and ceiling; at the back a staircase led away from it. Old photographs hung on the walls like ikons: groups of young men, now world-famous, looked down at us dressed more like bank clerks than violent revolutionaries – Chou En-Lai and Deng Xiao-ping, nattily dressed in drainpipe trousers, ankle bootees, ties, high white collars and white hats. Next to a framed page of the Journal of the Young China Association were pictures of a general strike, with soldiers in a tramlined street between shuttered shops.


Mr Shi pointed to Chinese characters on the wall. ‘It says, “To start something is very easy,”’ he translated, ‘“but to finish it is difficult.”’ I couldn’t argue with that. After a pause he added, ‘The Communist Party of China has 39 million members.’ There was no boasting in his voice, and I don’t know why it seemed unacceptably personal to ask if he was one of them. Presumably, if Shi had been a member of the Communist Party, he would have been proud and quick to tell me. For now, it didn’t seem to matter.




*





I found a note from Thomas Dor in the hotel saying he had been round there and found me out (‘Looking at a factory?’ the note asked) and that he would call again next morning. In the immense lobby, a middle-aged American was saying to his Chinese guide in unnecessarily loud, aggrieved tones, ‘Mr Chong, why didn’t you tell me those stamps I bought had no glue on them? I tried to stick them on the envelopes, I licked them, and they had no glue.’


Mr Chong’s face registered nothing one way or another. He only said, ‘The letter office puts glue on the stamps.’


‘Yes, but look here, how could I know that? You didn’t tell me.’


I went to the counter selling stamps and bought a set. When I returned, the American was still at it.


‘Now, the stamps just fell off. Why didn’t you tell me they had no glue on them …?’ Would Mr Chong fell him with a karate chop? I didn’t wait to see.
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From my bedroom window I looked at the Huangpu. Strings of barges meandered upstream like slow-worms, ten in line behind their tugs. The light green of the Shanghai’s hull lay alongside down to the left with several smaller steamers. Four-tiered ferries honked up and down like agitated geese, and a junk passed slowly before the Peace Hotel, one large sail and two small ones fore and aft, looking like a Chinese character in broad umber brushstrokes. Beyond the light brown water, the far bank of the Huangpu was a busy industrial wasteland – a flat expanse of jetties, cranes, slate roofs and cement factory walls. Big ports are exciting, particularly if they are old and look it. A port like Shanghai has seen many things: it is venerable, businesslike, quivering with life. It is of an ugliness, as Conrad put it, so picturesque as to delight the eye. The bending river, the water traffic creeping or darting against the background of funnels, masts and sails, wharves and chimneys, stirred me as much as the water scenes of Bangkok, of Hong Kong, of the Bosphorus at Istanbul or the Hooghli at Calcutta. In those precise, rather grimy, places, Past visibly melds with Present, and East with West. In the grime of Shanghai, too, I was aware how close past success and suffering lie alongside the self-absorbed vigour of today. It would be satisfying to carry home a bottle of such a blend and pour it out like a fine wine for discriminating friends. Taste that, one would say – it’s Life.

















Four





As evening fell, a few weak lamps went on among the leafless trees along the Bund. Crowded trolley buses, bicycles and hundreds of pedestrians in blue caps and uniforms surged through the pale, cold light of sunset; across the river the white and blue flashes of the welders’ torches grew fewer and died out. The hubbub of sirens gave way to the sad, intermittent goose calls of the night ferries. The great strident loudspeakered voices on the river passenger boats – voices that boomed and rasped over the water as if the gods of the Huangpu were engaged in furious public debate – they, too, had called it a day.


I sat down in a deep armchair, happier than I had been for months. I had come looking for timelessness, and I had found it here under the William Morris wallpaper and the dark, romantic panelling. Above me, the white plaster moulding on the ceiling looked – of all things – Arthurian: sword belts and bucklers, shields with metallic-looking protuberances like studs, breastplates with chrysanthemum-headed nipples. How could I have expected to find Camelot in China?


The guidebook said:




In 1842, near the end of the Opium War, Shanghai’s garrison surrendered to the British fleet. From that point on until 1949 the city developed largely as an enclave for Western commercial interests in China…. Residents of these infamous ‘international concessions’ were exempt from the laws of China. Numerous traders and speculators – French, US and Japanese – joined the British. By 1936, the Western population of Shanghai numbered 60,000.





Shanghai in the twenties and thirties had been one of the world’s most sophisticated, cosmopolitan cities. Hadn’t I read that Noël Coward had written Private Lives here in four days? Some of its dialogue seemed curiously appropriate in a city once renowned for its White Russian exiles.




Amanda: Is that the Grand Duchess Olga lying under the piano?


Elyot: Yes…. Delightful parties Lady Bundle always gives, doesn’t she? 


Amanda: Entrancing. Such a dear old lady.


Elyot: And so gay: did you notice her at supper blowing all those shrimps through her ear trumpet?





Sophisticated, cosmopolitan – and wicked. Malraux’s Baron Clappique – decadent, facetious, bitchy, a humpless Punchinello, dealer in secrets and antiques – I could imagine him to the life, trifling with the Filipino and White Russian hostesses in the Black Cat nightclub.




‘Not a word! … the awful thing, dear girl, is that there’s no imagination left in the world…. A European statesman sends his wife a little parcel; she opens it – not a word! …’


The finger laid across his lips:


‘… and there’s her lover’s head inside. Still the subject of conversation three years later…. A shocking business, dear girl! …’


Forceful:


‘Waiter: Champagne for these two ladies, and for me … a s-small Martini….’


Severely:


‘… very dry.’





Shanghai, 1927: Private Lives, Dry Martinis – and severed heads. In 1927, the severed heads were Communist heads and swung in cages from telegraph poles. Their blind eyes gazed across at the luxurious quarters of European businessmen, at the studio, for example, of Monsieur Ferral, in Man’s Fate the French president of the Chamber of International Commerce. It was a modern one, for Shanghai 1927. On the walls, some Picassos of the rose period, and an erotic drawing by Fragonard; a huge black Kwannyn of the Tang Dynasty (bought on the advice of Clappique, and probably a fake).


It was thrilling to be in that hotel room in Shanghai – to feel the city’s grotesque past, to imagine Clappique and Ferral were in the bar downstairs. The bar too might have been a film set – it had soaring pillars, bottles, old-fashioned cocktail shakers, a polished walnut counter, a nickel bar rail. The middle-aged Chinese barman murmured: ‘Gin-tonic?’


‘Do you have a Shanghai Cocktail?’


‘Shanghai Cocktail?’ He seemed pleased I’d asked. ‘Have!’ he said, with satisfaction. He took a half-pint tumbler and sloshed into it what looked like equal measures of Chinese gin and chilled Chinese dry white wine. He stirred this briskly and then with smooth precision poured it neatly into a 1930s cocktail glass, triangular with a long stem. The drink was a pale straw colour, and cold enough to frost the glass. It tasted dry and innocuous. I put it back and had another.


‘This bar is new?’


‘No, not new,’ the barman answered me, ‘reopened one year. Cultural Revolution close it.’


I emptied my glass again.


He suggested a Panda Cocktail.


‘A what?’


‘Very nice cocktail from Shanghai.’


‘As long as I can walk out of here,’ I said.


He laughed, pleased to demonstrate. ‘Not too strong. Take mao tai – Chinese rice liquor – half of one egg, and sugar.’ He stirred all these things in a shaker. Mao tai is strong, like Polish vodka but sweeter. He added white wine, too, and a little finger of Parfait Amour. Too sickly, but I swigged it down to please him.


Mr Shi had left me. In the evening, he had said with a man-of-the-world smile, he had to think of his wife, and I did not detain him. I dined alone in a top-floor dining room full of golden dragons, and came down to the bar for a last beer. In a room next to the bar a handful of elderly Chinese musicians were playing on dented instruments the dance music of five decades ago. They played rustily but with gusto, and a group of dancers slow-foxtrotted sedately on a small dance floor. ‘As Time Goes By’ filled the room. How had the gleaming aluminium drums and brass cymbals survived the Cultural Revolution? Lovingly mothballed, under a bedroom floor? Perhaps only the triangle was left hanging provocatively over the washbowl: a daring snub to the Red Guards. You’d have to be quite old to remember the rumba in Shanghai, I thought, yet fat ladies and old gentlemen in Mao suits wiggled happily across the floor to ‘South of the Border’. Young waiters tapped their feet to the paso dobles. Chinese girls danced with girlfriends or Japanese tourists, but they were not hostesses. They had obviously come in to practise the steps. This was an escape into nostalgia, not a time for flirtation. The waiter who brought my beer said, ‘So happy.’


It was happy. I waited to the end, until the lights went down and ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’ drifted smoothly over the dancers, like the innocent memory of a distant era that had managed only here to survive.




*





Thomas Dor appeared next day; I was pleased to see his smiling walnut face. With Mr Shi and Jade Dragon the driver, we went to Dor’s house. It seemed a long way away. Finally, in a ramshackle suburb, we walked in the cold down a lane between high walls to find ourselves in a small, bleak garden. Here was what had been his house. It was quite large, and had a neglected look.


‘They took my father’s furniture,’ Thomas said, dimly. ‘So what you see is odds and ends.’ The rooms were adequately furnished – that was all you could say. Downstairs, young women stood about in white coats under charts of the human body on the walls. They looked at us and curtly nodded their heads. ‘It’s a government clinic for injection,’ Dor said.


We stood in the wintry garden. Dor seemed smaller here, and sadder.


‘Do you leave it empty?’


Yes, he had a nephew-in-law to look in now and again, clean it, and air it. ‘I am lucky to have close relatives in the Housing Agency.’


Shi seemed to have no objection to Dor’s temporarily taking over as my guide. When Dor mentioned once more his sufferings during the Cultural Revolution, Shi smiled sourly and made his own contribution. He had been ten years old at the time, he said. His mother, a teacher of the Chinese language, was beaten and forced to do ‘dirty work’.


‘Like me,’ said Dor.


‘Yes, like you.’ Yet at least those who humiliated Shi’s mother did say sorry later. ‘“It was orders,” they said. “We’d have been beaten, too.” That was their excuse.’


We walked back down the lane in silence.


Then again, in the official car, Past and Present wrapped us round. Thomas pointed out unchanged buildings he’d grown up with – Sassoon House, the King Kong (‘Owned by Sassoon, too. Sassoon owned so much.’), the Shanghai Mansions, the old Grosvenor, Kiessling’s Restaurant.


And when we went to lunch in the old restaurant of my hotel, he told me things about his father that surprised me.


‘My father made a lot of money,’ Thomas said. ‘Smuggling.’ He smiled. ‘Smuggling arms, actually, through Shanghai to a warlord – a Mr Sun – in Hangchow. As a cover, he claimed to be the representative of IG Farben, the giant German arms manufacturer, but under that cover he really bought other arms. Mausers. German arms, but not Farben’s.’


The klaxons and sirens rasped and whooped on the Huangpu. When the food came, Mr Shi, Thomas and I poked our chopsticks into the little dishes, aware of the encircling tables of foreign businessmen and representatives of Chinese trade agencies. In precisely such a setting as this, Dor Senior had discussed his clandestine consignments of machine guns and grenades to Mr Sun with … surely not a Punchinello figure hissing – ‘Not a word!’?


‘At that time there were so many things to do under cover of the British or the French administration. Arms – and drugs. Opium, largely. In those days, opium houses were open to the public.’


I had read somewhere of one of the Al Capones of the Shanghai underworld – a notorious gangster called Tu Yueh-sheng, who dressed in silk and rode in limousines, and contributed his gunmen to Chiang Kai-shek’s crackdown on the Communists in 1927. (Local American and European businessmen gave him armoured cars for the purpose.) Men like Tu provided millions of dollars each year to the French propriétaires – the Ferrals – of the Concession. All the rackets were here: protection … kidnapping … prostitution … lotteries … murder. And opium.


‘“Swallows’ nests,”’ Dor said. ‘That was the name we gave the opium houses. “Swallows’ nests.” It was comfortable there, you see, just like a nest.’


Shi and I sipped our Seagull beer and picked at crab in wine, and listened like two schoolboys at a history lecture. I wondered what Dor’s father had looked like. To match this gentle, frail, honest Dor with a physically similar pre-war arms dealer was out of the question. But if he said his father smuggled arms, he had smuggled arms. Even then I realized Dor was a truthful man; I am more convinced of it all these months later. He himself could never be a racketeer. In him, as it does so often, innocence proclaimed itself.


A message came for Shi: wanted on the telephone. He excused himself. Dor went on: ‘My father and mother – and so many others, of course – used to entertain guests with opium. Even after the Japanese, there were illegal swallows’ nests until the Communists came in 1949.’


The party at the table next to ours began to break up. A big, red-faced European said, ‘Thet vasn’t bed, vaitress. You did zet kvite nicely.’ Another man slapped a waiter on the arm – chummily – with a magazine. The waiter grinned and turned red. On a wall of the restaurant I read: ‘Rules for Waiters – Polite Service, Smiling Face, Personal Hygiene, Good Attitude, Proper Posture, Enthusiastic Attention, Satisfactory Countenance, Warm Greetings.’


Dor said: ‘When the Communists came in in 1949 – the day my ills began – the buses ran, I remember. Odd, but they ran. There wasn’t much cheering. Disciplined troops. Until the Communists knew damn well what was going on in Shanghai there were few big arrests. Until 1951, I guess. Cabarets went on. Prostitution, even. I recall the buses going round the streets one night much later. Rounding up all the prostitutes, for rehabilitation!’


Rehabilitation: I remembered something. In Cuba in the early 1960s, Castro’s guides took me to a camp in Camaguey to see how prostitutes, recently rounded up in Havana’s red-light district, were undergoing ‘rehabilitation’. Twenty buxom tarts sat in a classroom watching a young instructress chalking basic algebra on a blackboard. They had been fitted out in khaki fatigues that on their ample figures looked skin-tight, and the pants zipped up the back, starting at the waistband and curving provocatively down to disappear between the buttocks. What’s more, they had been allowed to keep their make-up. The faces now turned in my direction from twenty desks were outrageously self-possessed. Exaggerated lips pursed into scarlet kisses. False eyelashes fluttered in a parody of seductiveness. I caught one or two long, deliberate winks. And then the whole class (with the exception of the teacher) burst out into good-natured laughter. Of course, that was Cuba. How the rehabilitation of prostitutes worked in China, heavens knows.




*





Wei Kuen and Ah Po had done as they promised. They and their wives and an in-law or two appeared one afternoon in the hotel lobby. I was standing at the reception desk when, to my delight, I heard a happy cacophony of chittering behind me. There was much smiling and embracing. Both families invited me to visit their homes. Ah Po’s lived two or three miles down the riverbank; Wei Kuen’s flat was in one of the most highly populated areas of central Shanghai. It was decided that I should see Ah Po’s first, the next day. A day or two later, Wei Kuen would come to the hotel to take me to his home. ‘Very difficult to find,’ he said.


Mr Shi raised no objection to this plan. In fact, he suggested I take the car to Ah Po’s. He would come too.


Next morning we drove towards the sea through the industrial straggle of chimneys, power stations and silos that lines the north bank of the Huangpu. The road was bumpy with railway tracks running from dockside complexes to other parts of the city. In the end we reached a gate with a guard on it, who recognized Mr Shi’s pass, and we drove into a deep, wide compound with trees and flowerbeds, and numerous three-storey houses of red brick grouped round an ugly red-brick church. There had been an American mission school here, Ah Po explained to Shi; now it was an engineering college. The mission’s church was a store. Ah Po’s wife, Ching Man, lived in a third-floor flat with her mother and father, both recently retired teachers, her sister and a brother. Ching Man was a tall girl, pretty and shy; she spoke very little Cantonese, and no English at all. This increased her shyness, and her shyness seemed to make her stooped. Her unmarried sister, even prettier, had the almost unnaturally healthy looks of girls on Chinese Government posters. She wanted nothing more, she said in weak English, than to go to Hong Kong. Mr Shi’s expression remained one of cool benevolence.


The flat, not large, was bright – three rooms, I think, two or three people to each. The living room was stacked with Ah Po’s New Year presents: hi-fi equipment, a television set, an electric mixing machine and a jumbo-sized thermos. I wished he had bought an electric heater.
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His mother-in-law gave us all plates of sweet dumplings and cups of tea – and Ah Po’s good news was revealed. Ching Man had been granted permission to leave Shanghai: she would join him in Hong Kong. The whole family was celebrating her good fortune. Even Mr Shi, eating his dumplings, looked as pleased as anyone else.


The hows and whys of permits to leave China are not easy to understand because they change so often. Ah Po’s family, in China as fugitives from anti-Chinese riots in Indonesia, had been able to leave again as original expatriates.


Ah Po’s mother-in-law said, ‘Ah Po’s family passed through Shanghai from Nanking to go to Hong Kong. So we arranged that Ah Po should come back, marry our daughter and take her to Hong Kong, too.’


I said, ‘Ah Po, how good you are! You were doing a most charitable thing.’


Everyone laughed, and Ah Po patted his wife and giggled, ‘I love, I love.’




*





In the afternoon, with Mr Shi and Thomas Dor, I crossed the Soochow Creek at the northern end of the Bund over a bridge near gardens where elderly men were concentrating on the slow-motion martial exercises I had seen the two crewmen practising on the stern of the S S Shanghai. The park had been exclusively European in the old days. The Soochow Creek had reeked of the hovels that lined it. We made our way towards the railway station at Chapei and, I forget why, to an austere building with tall windows looking down on a schoolyard. I think perhaps the building must have been a museum. What I know is that the schoolyard that Mr Shi pointed out had been the ante-chamber to a human abattoir. Here, the prototype of Malraux’s revolutionary, Kyo, and the Russian agent, Katow – together with hundreds of other Communist prisoners – had had to wait in turn for their deaths in the Chapei goods yard nearby, to be thrown alive by Chiang’s soldiers into the furnaces of the locomotives. Imagine lying prone on the floor of a schoolyard, and listening for the twin signals of the agonizing deaths of each of your comrades: the crack of his exploding skull, a single shriek of the locomotive’s whistle. And then the bark: ‘Next one – you!’ I had read somewhere that human heads explode just like roasted chestnuts. Is there a worse death? The young prisoner next to Katow was sobbing, ‘To be burnt alive! … Even one’s eyes…. Every finger and then one’s stomach….’ How could anyone’s dignity as a human being survive a minute of such a situation? Mine might survive a second or two; no more.


Human dignity. Malraux’s Kyo used the words to explain his presence in the ranks of the revolutionaries. Malraux’s König, Chiang Kai-shek’s police chief, bursts out:




‘Dignity! In Siberia, I was taken by the Reds…. I had a lieutenant’s star on each epaulette…. They drove a nail into each of my shoulders, through those stars. A nail as long as your finger…. I squealed like a woman, blubbered like a baby…. My friend, you would be well advised not to say too much about dignity. My own dignity consists of killing them off….’





When I told Mr Shi about the Chapei executions, the locomotive’s whistle and what it had meant, he shook his head and said nothing for a time. Then he said, ‘I suffered in the Cultural Revolution, too.’


‘At least they didn’t throw you into the fire.’


‘Ha-ha! No, not that!’


We passed down a street I had wanted to see, remembering it from an old photograph of the early 1900s. In the picture banners hanging across the street had said ‘Strike for a 12-hour day!’ and ‘No More Work for Children under Eight!’ When I mentioned this, Thomas Dor said, ‘Work! I tell people in Hong Kong, “Ease up. You work too hard. You’ll die young.” In Shanghai now, people live to seventy or eighty years old; they don’t work so hard. No incentive.’ Does that mean that dignity, so often said to reside in labour, can now coexist with taking it easy? An odd thing, dignity. In affluent Europe, among the industrial conflicts, the soccer hooligans and the ‘Good Living’ pages in glossy magazines, dignity is undoubtedly elusive. In less fortunate regions idealists can, in the name of dignity, liquidate one in furnaces or hammer three-inch nails into one’s shoulders. Small, unassuming people like Wei Kuen wear dignity as easily as they wear the scarves their wives have knitted for them.




*





In appearance, Wei Kuen was commonplace; that is to say, his face was friendly, ruddy and wide-awake, but he had none of Ah Po’s exuberant good looks. He was short and almost plump; he would grow into a roly-poly middle age. Despite his alert, blackcurrant eyes he conveyed an element of reserve and introspection that Ah Po lacked. He was thoughtful and observant. He was modest, too; his clothes were not shabby, but they were ‘sensible’ – sober in colour and hard-wearing – while Ah Po, in his fluffy white sweater and pale blue jeans, was something of a dandy.


Wei Kuen and his wife, Shun Ling, called to take me to their room on a terribly cold afternoon. A dark grey sky settled down over the frozen city as if intent on crushing it. The wind from the river slashed through my anorak and my scarf, and reached my bones. I had tried, with Shi’s help, to buy a Chinese padded coat, but the shops didn’t stock my size, or maybe the ‘Outsize Foreign Visitor’ range had sold out.


Mr Shi politely declined to come with me to Wei Kuen’s. He said he had important things to do at home – and if I didn’t mind…. I didn’t mind at all. ‘But take the car,’ he said unexpectedly. So Jade Dragon drove us to Wei Kuen’s.


The house was a long way away, tucked into a row of old, three-storeyed houses buried in the decrepit heart of the old city. Here Jade Dragon dropped us and drove away. We stumbled into a small doorway, then up an unlit wooden staircase. It was very narrow, ill-lit by a single bulb overhead, with a peeling wall on either side and jagged holes in the skirting. On the first floor, a wizened face peered out as our clumping footsteps approached, its wrinkles registering shock to see – what was this? – a tall European groping his way through the half-light,shoulders bent under the dilapidated ceiling. Other doorways revealed small, palsied rooms, lit with a single strip of neon. Wei Kuen and his wife had two small neon strips in their room. My anorak felt about as warm as a pair of silk pyjamas. I trembled from head to foot. It was below freezing by the feel of it, but, as at Ah Po’s, I saw no heating of any kind. Perhaps body heat was enough, if you were used to nothing else.


Wei Kuen said his father-in-law and two brothers-in-law lived downstairs. His mother-in-law slept under a quilt behind a screen at the far end of the room. Clothes and blankets were scattered over the backs of the few chairs. Stacks of cheap suitcases filled much of the little room; the only luxury I recall was a Hitachi TV set under a yellow cloth. When I moved, the wooden floor snapped and creaked. Mildew spread greenish maps down the whitewashed walls.


‘Sorry, so cold,’ said Wei Kuen cheerfully, wrapping a blanket round my shoulders. I was annoyed with myself. Why hadn’t I heeded Angel Yip’s advice to bring warm ‘dresses’? It was a great relief when Shun Ling began to make tea, warm in her blue padded smock as he was in his brown leather jacket and high-necked sweater. Shun Ling is pleasant-looking but not pretty. She has a goldfish look, the little pursed goldfish mouth of so many Chinese girls who wear large, round glasses – the glasses emphasize the mouth in that fishy way, or perhaps it’s that the big, round lenses resemble goldfish bowls. More important, she is humorous and good natured. She talks in the same swift and decisive way as Wei Kuen, and together they present a four-square, quizzical, undaunted face to the guileful world.


But there were things I wanted to know. How had they met? After all, Wei Kuen is a Cantonese, born in Hong Kong, while Shun Ling is from Shanghai.


‘My wife’s brother was a seaman like me,’ he said. ‘We made friends when he and I were in Hong Kong with Blue Funnel Line.’ So he had suggested that Wei Kuen might marry his sister….


‘Arranging’ marriages like this helped girls to leave China – but did it mean a happy marriage? ‘We’re lucky,’ Shun Ling said (Wei Kuen translating). ‘Girls who arrange to marry boys they’ve never met are marrying passports. Often very disastrous. Husbands sometimes cruel. Sometimes girls don’t like Hong Kong. I’d advise girls not to do it – this arranging. Unless they love.’


All this trouble and doubt – about emigrating to Hong Kong. Was it worth it? Wasn’t Hong Kong’s special appeal strictly limited in time to its predetermined end in 1997? In a sense, yes, Thomas Dor had explained; but vulnerable people like Wei Kuen and Ah Po and their young wives must always live with hope. In any case, he said, Wei Kuen and Ah Po already lived in Hong Kong; naturally they wanted their wives with them. Apart from that, there was always the expectation of several years of the present opportunity to work overtime, to earn more money, to spend that extra money on better clothes, a better school, the cinema, and to be able – God willing – to save for their children’s future. There might even be a chance to travel – some time. Who knew? And who knew, either, what really would happen in 1997? Maybe simply a change of ruler. Perhaps life in Hong Kong would go on as before. I could not argue with that.


The door opened and a man of about Wei Kuen’s age came in and looked at me, taken aback. Shyly, he shook my hand. This was one of Wei Kuen’s brothers-in-law from the room below, home from his shift in the Huangpu dockyard. He had brought a bunch of plastic flowers and put them into the plastic vase on the only table. Then he sat and watched us.


‘You’ll be glad to leave one day for Hong Kong?’ I asked Shun Ling.


‘Oh, yes … I think … but I’m not sure,’ she said with a little smile. ‘All those Cantonese people….’


When it was time to go, Wei Kuen and Shun Ling wrapped scarves round their necks in the doorway.


We groped our way down the ramshackle stairs into the blackness of the street, and it was like lowering ourselves into an icy flood. Shanghai was blacked out like wartime London and it was rush hour. A solid, pushing, human mass filled the pavements; people in dark blue tunics barely seen, identical shapes advancing silently, dark against the darkness.


I was suddenly frightened that I might get separated from Wei Kuen. He could be swept away from me very easily – and what then? I was utterly incapable of telling any of these blue-uniformed shapes where I wanted to go to. Claustrophobia! Alone in China’s largest city, a freezing night coming on, inadequately clothed, deprived of speech…. For once I was grateful that I towered above the Chinese. Thanks to that I managed, with difficulty, to keep Wei Kuen in sight or in touch; time and again my desperate handholds on his arm were torn away by the press. I could see his face, a pale buoy bobbing in and out of an ocean of inky waves, straining to keep me in sight. I saw reflected in it my own anxiety.




[image: ]





In the main thoroughfare the crowds surged round a bus stop like breakers round a rock. Buses came and went, but again and again the human turbulence swept me away from their doors. At last a likely one wallowed up – but stopped a hundred yards down the road. We fought our way towards it. ‘Ha!’ – Wei Kuen reached the door as it closed, banged on it with his fists and pointed to me. The door opened and I leaped in. ‘Tell him where I go,’ I yelled to Wei Kuen, but the door snapped shut sharply, blotting him out. Would I ever see him again? The bus moved jerkily away. My arms were pinned by mufflered strangers, and to avoid my head banging the low roof I was obliged to stand stooped like an old heron. I could imagine what a ludicrous sight I was, and suddenly I wanted to giggle. ‘Mysterious disappearance of…. Last seen running for a bus in Shanghai.’ I could see the headline now.


Someone tugged at my anorak. A woman had moved aside on her bench, pressing against her neighbour to make a tiny space for me. I squeezed in between her and a dark-skinned soldier with the narrowest slit eyes I’ve ever seen. His gaze for the next twenty minutes never left my face. It was as if he had dislocated his neck into a permanent eyes-right.


Much later the bus pulled up on the Bund, and of course now my semi-panic shamed me. The conductor patted my arm, and in a moment the warmth and light of the Peace Hotel washed over me.


I went to the bar and asked the barman for a Panda Cocktail.


‘Panda, good,’ he said, smiling encouragingly as I drank.


‘Same again,’ I said.


Whenever I heard the ‘Chinese masses’ mentioned in future, I would remember this hectic evening in the Shanghai blackout.




*





Mr Shi took me to a calligrapher’s studio in an ornamental garden; famous, he said. The artist was a stubby, cheerful old man with white hair and glasses. After my introduction, he drew something on good white paper, wielding his brush with wide, confident sweeps. It was for me, Shi said. ‘Beautiful flower; full moon; long life,’ the old man said through Mr Shi, sitting back and indicating the wide or tapering ribbons of black ink. The writing was swift and delicate as a breath; sublime. The ample bar of ‘flower’ thinned perfectly into a mere gossamer connection with the generous circle of ‘full moon’; the sleek, trailing tendril of ‘long life’ led the eye to infinity.
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