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In "China," Henry Arthur Sir Blake offers an insightful exploration of the multifaceted socio-political landscape of China in the early 20th century. Blending detailed personal observations with historical context, Blake employs a descriptive and reflective literary style that vividly captures the complexities of Chinese life during a period of significant transformation. His narrative is punctuated with rich anecdotes and encounters that provide readers with a nuanced understanding of the cultural and political tensions existing in a rapidly modernizing nation, making the book a crucial document for those interested in Sino-Western relations and imperial influences. As a British diplomat and explorer, Blake's extensive travels and experiences in Asia provided him with a unique vantage point to analyze the intricate dynamics between China and Western powers. His position allowed him to immerse himself in diverse Chinese cultures, fostering a deep appreciation for the nation that would shape both his worldview and writings. Blake's observations reveal a profound awareness of the cultural exchanges and conflicts that characterized the time, offering a personal yet informed perspective on a pivotal historical moment. "China" is recommended for readers seeking a comprehensive understanding of China's historical trajectory and its interactions with the West. Scholars, historians, and enthusiasts of Asian studies will find Blake's work both enlightening and thought-provoking. This book serves as a valuable resource for understanding the roots of contemporary Sino-Western relations through the lens of an engaging and articulate observer.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)




[image: The cover of the recommended book]


The Man in the Queue (Musaicum Vintage Mysteries)



Tey, Josephine

8596547778776

202

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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The "BEATRIX POTTER Ultimate Collection" is a comprehensive anthology that presents twenty-two enchanting children's stories, each illustrated with Potter's intricate, original artwork. This collection showcases her whimsical narratives, filled with a blend of anthropomorphic animal characters and pastoral settings, reflecting the early 20th-century British countryside. Potter's literary style combines a simple yet engaging prose, making her tales accessible while also rich in moral lessons and life reflections. The stories, deeply rooted in natural history and ecological awareness, provide both entertainment and education, making them timeless classics in children's literature. Beatrix Potter, an esteemed author and illustrator, was born in 1866 into a well-to-do family in Victorian England. Her upbringing in the Lake District inspired her love for nature, which profoundly influenced her storytelling. A naturalist and an early advocate for conservation, Potter's experiences with animals and her keen observations of their behaviors are beautifully woven into her narratives. Her unique background and artistic inclinations allowed her to craft stories that resonate with both the innocent curiosity of childhood and broader environmental themes. This collection is highly recommended for readers of all ages who wish to immerse themselves in a world of imagination and nature. The exquisite illustrations and delightful tales serve as both a nostalgic reminder of childhood and an invaluable resource for parents seeking to cultivate a love of reading in their children. Potter's stories are not merely entertainments; they are an invitation to experience the beauty of the natural world, making this ultimate collection a must-have addition to any library. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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    Straddling the thresholds between concealment and revelation, tradition and change, and East and West, Two Years in the Forbidden City unfolds as a firsthand account in which a young court insider confronts the ceremonial splendor and political crosscurrents of the late Qing court, offering readers a rare glimpse of power staged as ritual, intimacy shaped by hierarchy, and identity forged at the intersection of imperial custom and modern sensibility, where the private rhythms of palace life echo against the broader tremors of a world on the brink of transformation and the narrator’s own position becomes a lens as much as a vantage.

Princess Der Ling’s work is a memoir set chiefly in Beijing’s Forbidden City during the waning years of the Qing dynasty, written from the perspective of a lady-in-waiting who served the Empress Dowager Cixi for roughly two years in the early 1900s. First published in English in the early 1910s, it addresses an international readership curious about a court long shrouded from public view. The book belongs to the tradition of insider narratives that blend personal observation with cultural explanation, situating domestic routines, ceremonial protocols, and private audiences within a highly structured environment defined by rank, etiquette, and performance.

The premise is straightforward and compelling: the author recounts her entry into the inner precincts, her service to a formidable ruler, and the daily textures of a world governed by precedence and scrutiny. Readers encounter settings, rituals, and personalities as she encountered them, filtered through a voice that is observant, explanatory, and attuned to detail. The style is descriptive and comparative, frequently clarifying terms, objects, and customs for those unfamiliar with court life. The mood alternates between intimate portraiture and measured analysis, producing a narrative that feels at once immediate and carefully framed for those outside its gates.

At its core, the book engages themes of representation and translation—how a secretive institution is rendered intelligible for outsiders, and how a court insider negotiates her own cultural crossings. It explores gendered labor and authority, the choreography of power, and the ways splendor coexists with constraint. The memoir also asks what it means to witness: whose perspective is privileged, what details are deemed significant, and how memory organizes experience. By tracing the rhythms of service, ceremony, and conversation, it shows how formality structures feeling, and how personal proximity to power complicates both sympathy and critique.

Historical context anchors the narrative in a precise and fraught moment: the early twentieth century, after the upheavals surrounding the Boxer crisis and amid ongoing pressures for reform. The court is reconstituting routines while negotiating external scrutiny and internal adaptation. Within this setting, Der Ling’s position as a Western-educated attendant and interpreter becomes central to the story’s texture; she moves between languages and expectations, furnishing explanations that illuminate both palace custom and evolving attitudes. The book’s attention to dress, ritual spaces, and etiquette also functions as an inventory of a courtly world whose continuity was under strain, intensifying the immediacy of her observations.

For contemporary readers, the memoir offers a study in how narratives about closed institutions are shaped by access, audience, and intent. It raises questions about visibility—what is permitted to be seen and how it is framed—and about the responsibilities of an intermediary who writes across cultural boundaries. The text rewards those interested in women’s history, material culture, and the ethics of witnessing, as well as readers curious about how power communicates through artifice and routine. It prompts reflections on modernity’s arrival within traditional frameworks, and on how the language of explanation can both clarify and reconfigure what it seeks to describe.

Approached as a literary and historical document, Two Years in the Forbidden City offers the pleasures of close observation and the provocations of perspective. Its pacing follows the cadences of court life—repetitive, ceremonial, alert to nuance—while its explanations guide without diluting complexity. Readers can expect an intimate, carefully mediated account: richly detailed scenes, portraits shaped by proximity, and commentary that bridges private experience and public curiosity. The introduction of customs, spaces, and roles is steady and measured, inviting a reflective reading that values context over sensation and attends to the subtle interplay of intimacy, hierarchy, and change.
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    Two Years in the Forbidden City is a memoir by Princess Der Ling, a Western-educated daughter of a Qing diplomat who served as lady-in-waiting to Empress Dowager Cixi in the early twentieth century. The book opens with Der Ling’s return to China after years abroad and her introduction to the imperial household, shortly after the court reestablished itself in Beijing. She explains her family’s connection to the throne and the circumstances that led to her appointment. This framing sets the time period, clarifies her role, and presents the work as a firsthand record of daily life and ceremonies within a traditionally secluded world.

Der Ling narrates her first entrance into the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace, describing the formal audience with Empress Dowager Cixi and the stringent etiquette that governs court behavior. She outlines living quarters, hierarchies among consorts, princesses, and eunuchs, and the elaborate routines that structure each day. The text details rules of address, bowing, and movement, emphasizing how ritual conveys rank and preserves order. Through measured observations, she introduces readers to the architecture, gardens, and furnishings, noting both the grandeur and the seclusion that characterize palace life as she begins her service under the Empress Dowager’s close supervision.

As Der Ling settles into her duties, she serves as interpreter and cultural intermediary between the Empress Dowager and foreign visitors. The narrative highlights moments of conversation, instruction, and informal audiences, revealing how language and custom are negotiated. She describes the Empress Dowager’s curiosity about arts, fashion, and portraiture, including carefully arranged photographic sessions and discussions of clothing and design. These encounters illustrate a working relationship built on access and trust, with Der Ling transmitting foreign ideas while adhering to protocol. The account remains descriptive, aiming to capture the tone and texture of interactions rather than to judge motives or outcomes.

The memoir devotes considerable attention to ceremonial life: court theater, seasonal festivals, imperial birthdays, and formal banquets. Der Ling documents preparations, costumes, and stagecraft, along with the precise choreography of processions and seats. She describes jewels, textiles, and embroidery, and the skilled artisans who maintain the ceremonial environment. Eunuchs and palace women appear as essential administrators of ritual, handling logistics and communication. By cataloging these scenes, the book provides a systematic portrait of imperial display. The emphasis is on procedure and spectacle as expressions of continuity, making visible how tradition is enacted and preserved within the palace precincts.

Der Ling also observes the Empress Dowager at work, reading memorials, conferring with attendants, and responding to official concerns. The narrative situates these scenes in the post-Boxer era, when the court faced reconstruction, foreign scrutiny, and administrative change. Without advancing argument, the book records discussions about policy, education, and military matters, indicating a climate attentive to reform and stability. Der Ling notes the calibrated pace of decisions and the importance of precedent. Through these episodes, the memoir presents the mechanics of governance as witnessed from the inner court, emphasizing procedure, documentation, and the limited but significant channels through which information reached the throne.

Encounters with the Emperor Guangxu, Empress Longyu, and members of the imperial family offer additional context. Der Ling recounts formal meetings, shared observances, and glimpses of routine, highlighting the strict separation of spaces and duties. The Emperor appears reserved and constrained by protocol, while the Empress and consorts manage domestic rites and interpersonal relations. The tone remains observational: titles, seating, and timing convey status and influence more than direct statements. By tracing these interactions, the book underscores how familial ties intersect with governance and how palace life depends on carefully maintained boundaries that shape every meeting, message, and ceremony.

Foreign influence and diplomacy recur as themes. Der Ling accompanies or prepares for audiences with envoys and their families, smoothing etiquette and clarifying expectations. Gifts, photographs, and modern furnishings appear in her descriptions, signaling cautious engagement with international norms. The narrative records how misunderstandings are prevented by careful phrasing, staged receptions, and visual symbolism. Der Ling’s bilingual role is practical, ensuring that the court’s intentions are properly conveyed and that visitors grasp ceremonial context. These episodes document the court’s controlled openness, showing how tradition and adaptation operate side by side during a period of growing external contact.

Travel within the palace network, especially to the Summer Palace, structures the latter sections. Der Ling describes garden vistas, lakes, and pavilions, along with religious observances and seasonal rites marking the lunar calendar. Major celebrations require extended planning, and she details the coordination that brings musicians, performers, and ritual specialists together. The narrative notes the Empress Dowager’s preferences in art and setting, as well as her attention to health and auspicious timing. These chapters reinforce the cyclical rhythm of court life, where festivals and anniversaries punctuate governance, and where the physical environment of palaces shapes the tempo of work, leisure, and ceremony.

The book concludes with Der Ling’s departure after two years of service, closing the observational window she provides on the inner court. She reiterates the memoir’s purpose: to record practices, personalities, and routines that were largely hidden from public view. The final pages emphasize the transitional character of the era, balancing continuity with selective change under intense external scrutiny. Without taking sides, the narrative preserves details of speech, costume, and protocol that define a political and cultural system near its end. The overall message is documentary: an attempt to present the Empress Dowager and her court as they appeared to an insider at a pivotal moment.
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    Two Years in the Forbidden City is set chiefly in Beijing between 1903 and 1905, when the Qing court returned from exile and resumed residence in the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace. The empire was weakened by foreign incursions and indemnities after 1901, while internal reform and court ritual coexisted uneasily. Empress Dowager Cixi retained decisive power, and the Guangxu Emperor lived under close constraint. Yu Der Ling, educated in Paris and daughter of diplomat Yu Keng, entered as lady-in-waiting and interpreter, giving her an unusual bilingual vantage on a secluded Manchu court negotiating modernity. The palace itself—its eunuch bureaucracy, gardens, and ritual spaces—functions as the book’s central geopolitical stage.

The Boxer Uprising (1899–1901) convulsed North China, culminating in the siege of the foreign legations in Beijing (June–August 1900) and the occupation of the capital by the Eight-Nation Alliance (Britain, Japan, Russia, Germany, France, the United States, Italy, Austria-Hungary). The Boxer Protocol, signed on 7 September 1901, imposed a 450 million tael indemnity, permanent legation guards, punitive executions, and dismantling of fortifications. The Qing court fled to Xi’an in August 1900 and returned to Beijing on 7 January 1902. Der Ling’s narrative unfolds in the traumatized aftermath: heightened palace security, damage and restoration of imperial sites, and ceremonial diplomacy designed to repair Cixi’s international image all trace directly to the Boxer settlement’s constraints.

The Hundred Days’ Reform (11 June–21 September 1898) saw Emperor Guangxu, advised by Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, issue rapid edicts to modernize administration, education, and the military. Conservative opposition rallied around Empress Dowager Cixi, who seized control in a coup on 21 September 1898; reform leaders were exiled or executed, including the “Six Gentlemen of Wuxu” on 28 September. Guangxu was thereafter held under effective house arrest in Zhongnanhai. In Der Ling’s account, the Emperor’s constrained movements, guarded audiences, and muted presence in ceremonies are living residues of 1898. Her glimpses of his frail health and circumscribed authority illuminate the long shadow the failed reform and Cixi’s consolidation cast over everyday palace life.

After 1901 the Qing pursued the New Policies (Xinzheng), a sweeping program of state reconstruction: new ministries (Board of Education, 1905), legal codification, military reorganization under Yuan Shikai’s Beiyang forces, police, and urban infrastructure. A landmark edict on 2 September 1905 abolished the millennia-old civil service examinations, replacing them with modern schools and overseas study; provincial assemblies convened in 1909, with a promised constitution announced in 1908. Der Ling’s service coincided with this tentative modernization: she interprets Western etiquette, describes foreign tutors and technologies entering court precincts, and observes Cixi’s selective patronage of reform. The juxtaposition of imported modern forms with rigid Manchu ritual underscores the hesitant, top-down character of the Xinzheng project.

Late Qing diplomacy in Beijing operated within the unequal treaty system and extraterritoriality. After the court’s 1902 return, Cixi staged carefully managed audiences for diplomats and their wives to signal reconciliation. Between 1903 and 1904, Der Ling’s brother, the photographer Yu Xunling (Philippe), produced famed studio portraits of Cixi in elaborate Manchu dress, props, and garden settings, a visual diplomacy that circulated among legations. British minister Sir Ernest Satow and U.S. minister Edwin H. Conger were among key envoys in this period. Der Ling recounts rehearsed etiquette, costume curation, and translation that turned palace ritual into international theater, projecting controlled modernity while preserving imperial hierarchies.

The Manchu Banner system and the Imperial Household Department (Neiwufu) structured court power, with eunuchs—most notably Li Lianying—mediating access, provisioning, and protocol. The Summer Palace (Yiheyuan), damaged in prior conflicts, underwent continued restoration after 1902 as a ceremonial retreat and a stage for seasonal rites. Der Ling details daily schedules, audience choreography, dress regulations, and the training of court ladies, offering granular evidence of a late dynastic order under strain. These institutional routines, sustained despite fiscal pressures from indemnities, reveal how the court sought legitimacy through ritual continuity. Her observations of eunuch discipline, rewards, and punishments expose the informal economies and patronage networks sustaining the palace machine.

Social reform currents touched the court, notably campaigns against footbinding and for women’s education. Following reformist petitions, imperial directives from 1902 onward encouraged provincial bans on footbinding and the opening of girls’ schools; by 1905, leading provinces issued prohibitions and founded normal schools. Manchu women did not bind feet, and Der Ling emphasizes this to contrast Manchu identity with Han practices, while depicting Cixi’s interest in school proposals, Western garments, and consumer goods like phonographs and electric lights. Her bilingual role brought Western women into ceremonial contact with the throne, framing gender as a site of reform. The book mirrors these efforts’ limits: court patronage without fully dismantling patriarchal constraints.

As social and political critique, the book exposes an autocracy insulated by ritual yet fixated on image management after national humiliation. It portrays a ruler-centered bureaucracy that polices access and speech, a confined emperor emblematic of constitutional delay, and a court spending on spectacle while indemnities drain the treasury. Der Ling’s cosmopolitan lens highlights class divides between nobles, eunuchs, and servants, and the transactional nature of favor. Her accounts of staged diplomacy and selective reform reveal a state modernizing for survival, not accountability. By documenting women’s restricted agency alongside symbolic reforms, she indicts performative change and the inability of court-centered politics to address empire-wide crisis.




Two Years in the Forbidden City

Main Table of Contents









FOREWORD



TWO YEARS IN THE FORBIDDEN CITY



INTRODUCTORY



CHAPTER TWO—AT THE PALACE



CHAPTER THREE—A PLAY AT THE COURT



CHAPTER FOUR—A LUNCHEON WITH THE EMPRESS



CHAPTER FIVE—AN AUDIENCE WITH THE EMPRESS



CHAPTER SIX—IN ATTENDANCE ON HER MAJESTY



CHAPTER SEVEN—SOME INCIDENTS OF THE COURT



CHAPTER EIGHT—THE COURT LADIES



CHAPTER NINE—THE EMPEROR KWANG HSU



CHAPTER TEN—THE YOUNG EMPRESS



CHAPTER ELEVEN—OUR COSTUMES



CHAPTER TWELVE—THE EMPRESS AND MRS. CONGER



CHAPTER THIRTEEN—THE EMPRESS'S PORTRAIT



CHAPTER FOURTEEN—THE EMPEROR'S BIRTHDAY



CHAPTER FIFTEEN—THE MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL



CHAPTER SIXTEEN—THE SUMMER PALACE



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN—THE AUDIENCE HALL



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN—THE NEW YEAR FESTIVALS



CHAPTER NINETEEN—THE SEA PALACE



CHAPTER TWENTY—CONCLUSION







TO

MY BELOVED FATHER

LORD YU KENG














FOREWORD


Table of Contents



THE author of the following narrative has peculiar qualifications for her task. She is a daughter of Lord Yu Keng[1], a member of the Manchu White Banner Corps, and one of the most advanced and progressive Chinese officials of his generation. Lord Yu Keng entered the army when very young, and served in the Taiping rebellion[2] and the Formosan war with France, and as Vice Minister of War during the China-Japan war in 1895. Later he was Minister to Japan, which post he quitted in 1898 to become President of the Tsung-li-yamen[3] (Chinese Foreign Office). In 1899 he was appointed Minister to France, where he remained four years. At a period when the Chinese Government was extremely conservative and reactionary, Lord Yu Keng labored indefatigably for reform. He was instrumental in reorganizing China's postal service on modern lines, but failed in efforts to revise the revenue system and modernize the army and navy, from being ahead of his times. He died in 1905. The progressive spirit of Lord Yu Keng was shown in the education of his children. When it became known that his daughters were receiving a foreign education—then an almost unheard—of proceeding among high Manchu officials-attempts were made to impeach him as pro-foreign and revolutionary, but he was not deterred. His children got their early education in missionary schools,[2q] and the daughters later attended a convent in France, where the author of this work finished her schooling and entered society. On returning to China, she became First Lady-in-Waiting to the Empress Dowager, and while serving at the Court in that capacity she received the impressions which provide the subject-matter of this book. Her opportunity to observe and estimate the characteristics of the remarkable woman who ruled China for so long was unique, and her narrative throws a new light on one of the most extraordinary personalities of modern times. While on leave from her duties to attend upon her father, who was fatally ill in Shanghai, Princess Der Ling took a step which terminated connexion with the Chinese Court. This was her engagement to Mr. Thaddeus C. White, an American, to whom she was married on May 21, 1907. Yielding to the urgent solicitation of friends, she consented to put some of her experiences into literary form, and the following chronicle, in which the most famous of Chinese women, the customs and atmosphere of her Court are portrayed by an intimate of the same race, is a result.

THOMAS F. MILLARD.

SHANGHAI, July 24, 1911.
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MY father and mother, Lord and Lady Yu Keng, and family, together with our suite consisting of the First Secretary, Second Secretary, Naval and Military Attaches, Chancellors, their families, servants, etc.,—altogether fifty-five people,—arrived in Shanghai on January 2, 1903, on the S.S. "Annam" from Paris, where for four years my father had been Chinese Minister. Our arrival was anything but pleasant, as the rain came down in torrents, and we had the greatest difficulty getting our numerous retinue landed and safely housed, not to mention the tons of baggage that had to be looked after. We had found from previous experience that none of our Legation people or servants could be depended upon to do anything when travelling, in consequence of which the entire charge devolved upon my mother, who was without doubt the genius of the party in arranging matters and straightening out difficulties.

When the launch from the steamer arrived at the jetty off the French Bund, we were met by the Shanghai Taotai (the highest official in the city), the Shanghai Magistrate and numerous other officials, all dressed in their official robes. The Taotai told my father that he had prepared the Tien Ho Gung (Temple of the Queen of Heaven) for us to reside in during our stay in Shanghai, but my father refused the offer, saying that he had telegraphed from Hong Kong and made all arrangements to go to the Hotel des Colonies in the French Concession. We had had previous experience staying in this temple while on our way to Japan, where my father went as Minister in 1895, and did not care to try it a second time. The building is very old and very much out of repair. It was a beautiful place in its prime, but had been allowed to go to rack and ruin. The custom is that the magistrate has to find a place and supply the food, etc., for high officials when passing through, and it is not exactly the thing to refuse their kind offer, but my father was always very independent and politely declined all proffers of assistance.

At last we did safely arrive in the Hotel des Colonies, where my father found awaiting him two telegrams from the Imperial Palace. These telegrams ordered my father to go to Peking at once, but, as the river to Tientsin was frozen, it was out of the question for us to go by that route, and as my father was very old and quite ill at that time, in fact constantly under the doctor's care, the only accessible way, via Chinwangtao, was equally out of the question, as it was a long and most tedious journey and quite beyond his strength. In view of all these difficulties, he telegraphed that, after the ice had broken up in the Peiho River, we would come by the first steamer leaving Shanghai for Tientsin.

We left Shanghai on the 22d of February and arrived at Tientsin on the 26th, and, as before, were met by the Customs Taotai of the port and numerous other officials (the same as when we arrived at Shanghai).

There is a very curious custom of reverence, which must be performed by all high officials on their return from abroad. Immediately upon landing on the shores of China, arrangements are made with the nearest Viceroy or Governor to receive their obeisance to Ching Sheng An[4] (to worship the Emperor of Peace), a Taotai being considered of too low a rank for such an honor. As soon as we arrived, Yuan Shih Kai, who was then Viceroy of Chihli Province at Tientsin, sent an official to my father to prepare the time and place for this function, which is an extremely pretty one. When arrangements had been made, both my father and Yuan Shih Kai dressed in their full ceremonial robes, which is the dragon long robe, with a reddish black three-quarter length coat over it, chao chu (amber beads), hat with peacock feather and red coral button, and repaired at once to the Wan Shou Kung (10,000 years palace), which is especially built for functions of this kind, where they were met by a large number of officials of the lower grades. At the back centre of this Temple, or Palace, stands a very long narrow table on which are placed the tablets of the Emperor and Empress Dowager, on which is written, "Wan sway, wan sway, wan wan sway" (10,000 years times 10,000 years times 10,000 10,000 years). The Viceroy, or in this case Yuan Shih Kai, and the other officials arrived first. Yuan stood at the left side of this table and the others arranged themselves in two diminishing lines starting from the front corners of the table. Soon afterward my father came and knelt directly in front of the centre of the table and said, "Ah ha Ching Sheng An" (Your servant gives you greeting). After this ceremony was over my father immediately arose and inquired after Their Majesties' health, and Yuan replied that they were quite well. This closed the function.

We stayed in Tientsin for three days, arriving in Peking on the twenty-ninth. My father's condition was much worse and he begged for four months' leave of absence, in which to recuperate, which was granted by Her Majesty, the Empress Dowager. As our beautiful mansion, which we had built and furnished just before leaving for Paris, was burned during the Boxer Rising of 1900, entailing a loss of over taels 100,000, we rented and moved into a Chinese house. Our old house was not entirely new. When we bought the place there was a very fine but old Chinese house, the palace of a Duke, standing on the ground, and by some clever re-arrangement and building on, it was transformed into a beautiful foreign style house with all the fine hardwood carving of the old house worked into it. By using the words "foreign style," it is meant that, in so far as the Chinese house could be made to look like a foreign house, without tearing it down entirely, it was changed, that is the doors and windows, passageways, furnishings, etc., were foreign, but the arrangement of the house itself and courtyard was Chinese. This, like all Chinese houses in Peking, was built in a very rambling fashion, and with the gardens, covered about ten acres of ground. We had just finished furnishing it and moved in only four days when we left for Paris; and it has always been a great sorrow to my family that we should lose this magnificent place, after having spent so much time and money in building and beautifying it. However, this is only one of the many trials that a high official in China is called upon to bear.

The houses in Peking are built in a very rambling fashion, covering a large amount of ground, and our former house was no exception to the rule. It had sixteen small houses, one story high, containing about 175 rooms, arranged in quadrangles facing the courtyard, which went to make up the whole; and so placed, that without having to actually go out of doors, you could go from one to the other by verandas built along the front and enclosed in glass. My reader will wonder what possible use we could make of all of these rooms; but what with our large family, numerous secretaries, Chinese writers, messengers, servants, mafoos[5] (coachmen), and chair coolies, it was not a difficult task to use them.

The gardens surrounding the houses were arranged in the Chinese way, with small lakes, stocked with gold fish, and in which the beautiful lotus flower grew; crossed by bridges; large weeping willows along the banks; and many different varieties of flowers in prettily arranged flower beds, running along winding paths, which wound in and out between the lakes. At the time we left for Paris, in the month of June, 1899, the gardens were a solid mass of flowers and foliage, and much admired by all who saw them.

As we now had no place of our own in Peking we did not know where to go, so, while we were at Tientsin, my father telegraphed to one of his friends to find him a house. After some little trouble one was secured, and it turned out to be a very famous place indeed. It was the house where Li Hung Chang signed the treaties with the Foreign Powers after the Boxer Rising and also where he died. We were the first people to live there since the death of Li Hung Chang, as the Chinese people were very superstitious and were afraid that, if they went there to live, something dreadful would happen to them. We soon made ourselves very comfortable, and while we lived there, none of the dreadful things happened to us that all of our good friends told us would be visited upon us if we dared to take this place. However, in view of our having lost our place by fire, I am inclined to think that their fears were well founded.

The loss sustained by having this house burned we never recovered, as my father, being an official of the Government, it would have been very bad form to have tried to recover this money, besides a possible loss of standing, as Government officials are supposed never to consider themselves or families in the service of their country, and any private losses in the service must be borne without complaint.

On the first of March, 1903, Prince Ching and his son, Prince Tsai Chen, came to see us and told us that Her Majesty wished to see my mother, my sister, and myself at once; that we should be at the Summer Palace (Wan Shou Shan) at six o'clock the following morning. My mother told Prince Ching that we had been wearing foreign clothes all these years, while abroad, and had no suitable Manchu clothes to wear. He replied that he had told Her Majesty all about us and also mentioned that he had seen us in European attire and she had said that it would not be necessary for us to wear Manchu costume to go to the Palace, that she would be glad to have us wear foreign clothes, as it would give her an opportunity to study the foreign way of dressing. Both my sister and myself had a very difficult time deciding what we should wear for this occasion; she wished to wear her pale blue velvet gown, as she thought that color suited her the best. My mother had always made us dress exactly alike, ever since we were little girls. I said that I preferred to wear my red velvet gown, as I had the idea it might please Her Majesty. After a long discussion I had my way. We had lovely red hats trimmed with plumes and the same color shoes, and stockings to match. My mother wore a lovely gown of sea green chiffon cloth embroidered with pale mauve iris and trimmed with mauve velvet; she wore her large black velvet hat with long white plumes.

As we lived in the central part of the city and the only means of travel was by sedan chair and the distance from our house to the Palace was about thirty-six Chinese li (a three-hour ride), we had to start at three o'clock in the morning, in order to be there at six. As this was our first visit to the Palace, Prince Ching's message threw us into a great state of excitement, and we were naturally anxious to look our best and to be there on time. It had been the dream of my life to go to the Palace and see what it was like, and up to this time I had never had an opportunity, as most of my life had been spent out of Peking,—in fact, out of China. Another reason why this chance had never come before was, that my father had never registered our names (my sister and myself) in the Government book for the registration of births of Manchu children, in consequence of which the Empress Dowager did not know until we came back from Paris that Lord Yu Keng had any daughters. My father told me the reason why he did not put our names in this book was, that he wished to give us the best education obtainable, and the only way he could do it was not to let the Empress Dowager know. Besides this, according to the Manchu custom, the daughters of all Manchu officials of the second rank and above, after reaching the age of fourteen years, should go to the Palace, in order that the Emperor may select them for secondary wives if he so desires, and my father had other plans and ambitions for us. It was in this way that the late Empress Dowager was selected by the Emperor Hsien Feng.


 (comment: li is 1/3 mile or 1/2 km)



We started at three o'clock that morning in total darkness riding in four coolie sedan chairs, one on each side of the chair. In going such a long distance it was necessary to have two relays of chair coolies. This meant twenty-four coolies for the three chairs, not counting an extra coolie for each chair who acted as a sort of head chair bearer. Besides this there were three military officers on horses, one for each chair and two servants riding at the back of each chair. In addition there were three big Chinese carts following behind for the chair coolies to ride in and rest. This made a cavalcade consisting of forty-five men, nine horses and three carts.
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