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    Preface




    The Republic,




    Where is it?




    I couldn’t find the place!




    This collection of short stories, entitled, A Land of Forlorn Wild Geese, consists of subject matter related to emotions, society and history. Emotions are not just a display of personal emotions but an expression of the emotional world of the characters in the stories; specific emotions, but also ones that are general with a resonant appeal. The social aspects of the stories naturally refer to all the weird phenomena of society. Because of the national, cultural and social features, the stories in this collection are an attempt to reflect on the variety of issues in contemporary Chinese society and reveal the world of the characters; both material and spiritual. As for the historical fiction, novels are the best form, although readers can still get many a clue from several stories included here. It is not difficult to see, one is reminded, that despite a government’s efforts to show the country prospering under it, whatever it has done remains similar to what was done in the Qing dynasty. That is, social change and development remain at the level of the material, not that of the political system, less still at the level of thought. Even if the government is proud of its spaceships, high-speed rails, aircraft carriers or sports medals, they are just parts of material development; so much so that China will remain stuck in a state of rule by man and superstition, and thus will never able to integrate with the world’s level of civilization.




    I sincerely thank Ouyang Yu for translating all the stories in this collection and Bruce Sims for editing them.




    9 September 2017




    


  




  

    The Vulva Array




    In 1770, Captain Cook, a sea adventurer, discovered Australia. And it was not till 1783 when the Independence of the United States of America led Great Britain to send its convicts onward to Australia. In 1788, when the first boatload of English convicts came to Australia, the continent had become a place for them, also the first colony set up by convicts alone in the world. In 1858, when Great Britain established its colonial regions in the subcontinent of India, they included the now Republics of India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Burma. And in 1877, Queen Victoria was officially crowned Empress of India.




    The end of the eighteenth century coincided with a period of capitalism in Europe that was becoming imperialism. In 1793, to seek an overseas market, a gunboat, called, The Lion, departed from the English Channel, under the leadership of George Macartney, its leader, and covered a distance of tens of thousands of miles to reach China. They carried with them some foreign stuff and, in the name of offering birthday felicitations to the emperor, were received by the Emperor Qianlong in the Qing court. Assuming this was a visit from a foreigner paying tribute to his court, the emperor granted him an audience in an overbearing manner, with the requirement that the Englishman be on his knees and that he kowtow to the distinguished emperor. But the Englishman refused, much to the emperor’s chagrin. However, he was delighted with a young Englishman by the name of Thomas who could speak Mandarin, so much so that he granted him a reward. Because the Englishman did not observe the kneeing manners, the emperor had to allow that he go down on one knee because he knew no manners. In going through the things he had brought with him, they found that there were products representative of a most advanced industrial civilisation then, including such scientific instruments as astronomical instruments, globes, telescopes, optical lens and barometers as well as such pieces of industrial equipment as steam engines, cotton textile machines, carding machines and weaving machines. There was also military equipment such as howitzers, mortars, rifles and fire guns. To respond to these presumptuous foreigners, Emperor Qianlong got them to pay a visit to the Old Summer Palace as he would like to use the Garden of Gardens to completely crush the arrogant Englishmen. Qianlong had spent his childhood in the Old Summer Palace. It was there that he had first met his grandfather, Emperor Kangxi, and had much impressed him. After expansion by generations of emperors, the Old Summer Palace had been built into one that was grand and majestic, with everything that one could wish to find. Showered with generosity and manners of a great nation, the English went home on a ship loaded with silk, tea and porcelain, worth much more than their gifts, as that was part of a consistent etiquette the royal court had always been using in dealing with tribute-paying foreign countries. However, Qianlong was shocked and made unhappy by the gifts from the English emissary as he thought they were being provocative and the Qing ministers dismissed the gifts as strange, obscene trickery, putting in the warehouse all the scientific instruments that they knew nothing about. The visit to China, on the other hand, acquainted the English with a legendary ancient civilisation in the East, an old empire of theocracy, where they saw people living in fear of being thrashed with pieces of bamboo, men with long queues, women with bound feet, all living in extreme poverty, and semi-starvation, who would eat anything, not even letting go of the rotten stuff. When they saw the dead pigs and dead chickens the English threw into the river, the people watching from the bank would vie with each other in jumping into the river and retrieving them, to be salted. On one occasion, one boat was overturned because there were too many people in it and people fell into the water. Although many boats were sailing past it, no one stopped to rescue the ones struggling in the water and those standing on the bank remained unmoved until the English came with their ship to rescue them while the rest of the Chinese boats or ships paid no attention. There were beggars everywhere on the street. Nearly everyone was illiterate, in tatters and even naked. People were fearful and dirty, and they were insensitively cruel. The English also saw the Chinese ports where the coolies, nearly all hunch-backed, worked their arses off, completely unlike the workers in the West with a sense of their citizens’ rights of the person. In the end, they found that “The Chinese Empire is but an old broken-down ship that drifts everywhere, like a wreckage, before it dashes itself into pieces against the shore.” One Englishman sighed and said, “It is the fortune of a ruler that his country has such a low society as its foundation.”It was a flat no to all the requirements made by the English emissary that they send an ambassador to China, that they engage in port trade and that no tax be charged on the goods or that the tax be reduced. The aged Emperor Qianlong issued an edict to Macartney, saying, “Your country is so tiny that I won’t send an envoy there with a decree. You’ll have to do that on my behalf.”




    And, with a condescending attitude, he greeted George III of the United Kingdom in these words, “Our Celestial Empire possesses all things in prolific abundance and lacks no product within its own borders.” As a rule, we do not deal in anything with other foreign countries. However, because you deem it necessary to have silk, china and rhubarb, I sympathise with that and grant you a certain quantity without charging you any money as you are loyal to the Celestial Empire even though you are a remote island.”




    After Qianlong died, the English came again, in the Jiaqing Emperor’s time. Similarly, they brought the gifts and the Chinese officials, as a rule, put the small flags, written with the words Gongpin (Tribute), on them to show that they were tributes from all over the world. The English came to talk to the Qing government about commerce and trade. But the Jiaqing Emperor got so impatient that he also issued an edict after receiving them, again on one knee only, saying, “The Celestial Empire is so rich in four seas that it does not need a few little things from a small country.”




    He had a pronouncement specifically made for the King of England that went,




    I am delighted with your sincerity in endearing yourself to us. But your emissaries were so rude that I had them chased off. As England and China are so far apart, with tens of thousands of kilometres in between, it is not easy for you to have been here. In the future, though, you do not have to come here so frequently as long as you show a thorough sense of filial piety.




    Following the return of the English to their own country, the Chinese products poured into England, with the result that in a few years a huge trade surplus was created. The English had intended to explore the market in China without realising that it was impossible to break into it without being taken advantage of by the Chinese. They then hit on a bright idea of importing massive quantities of opium into China to offset the surplus. As a result, the Chinese began smoking opium on a grand scale as ships loaded with opium went to China nearly on a daily basis. It wasn’t long before the Qing government got displeased so much so that, in the period of Daoguang, Lin Zexu, an imperial envoy, was dispatched to Humen, Guangdong, to initiate a campaign against opium-smoking and to confiscate large quantities of opium on board the English ships; the Chinese officials had wantonly seized the ships to the extent that both sides had come to military conflicts and that the English commercial interests got hurt. It was not till then that the Great Britain far away in the Atlantic Ocean began debating whether they ought to wage war against China but Queen Victoria was not quite sure. In the end, it was Thomas, the little boy given gifts by Qian Long, who went to the parliamentary debate about whether they should wage war, and he explained in the parliament that “the Chinese do not understand commercial language but they will acknowledge the power of cannon fire.”




    Eventually, the British Parliament agreed to declare war on China as the British Empire was finally determined to have war, then business, with China.




    Queen Victoria was the one who had succeeded to the throne of England. On learning that the English would wage war against China, Emperor Daoguang wanted to give the barbarians a lesson. But, over there in Taiwan, the Chinese were beaten by the Brits. As soon as he heard that a number of English soldiers had been taken prisoner, Daoguang ordered an arraignment and it was reassuring for him to learn that England was a mere nation that consisted of three small islands, whose population was less than twenty percent of that of the Great Qing’s. He learnt further from the prisoners that the King of England was a beautiful young woman, aged twenty-two. Daoguang found it irresistible to ask three questions, one after another, the first question being: Is the woman king married and what does her husband do? The second question was: How can a twenty-two- year-old woman be the king of a country? The third question was: If a woman is young and pretty, how can she run the country? When the English informed the Chinese man that their country had instituted the “constitutional monarchy”, no one understood what sort of a game that was in running the barbarians’ country.




    In June 1840, the sound of artillery, never heard before, shook the land of China. It came from the English navy and the Qing army was resisting it in coastal Guangdong. The English artillery was so fierce that generals of the defending troops thought that the English must have used the evil craft if their cannons could hit the defending troops on land from the sea. The Chinese regarded the cannon as a male yang spiritual animal as they believed that the yin things, known as the Vulva Array, such as a woman’s private parts, her periods, her piss and shit, and her pants, would render useless the magic arts of the guns and cannons. Legend has it that, at the end of the Ming dynasty, rebels in a peasant uprising, to disable the artillery of the Ming army, had killed hundreds of women by cutting off their heads and planting their bodies in the ground upside down, with their private parts exposed, in the belief that this would render the enemy artillery powerless. It so happened that when the defending army put on an ugly show, the enemy artillery didn’t seem to work, so the defending army went on an offensive by making an array of matong, horse barrels, or close stools, that had collected women’s excrement. Strange enough, the artillery resumed its normal power. In the face of the English cannon fire, the defending troops of Guangdong suffered a crushing defeat despite an array of horse barrels collected from women.




    The English expedition had more than one hundred sailing warships and paddle steamers. But, with its army and navy numbering no more than ten thousand people, the expedition covered the southeast coast, pressing down upon Dagu Portwith direct access to Tianjin and Beijing, with cities falling, one after another, like Guangzhou, Xiamen, Dinghai and Shanghai, till they went up the Yangtze River, capturing Zhenjiang and reaching the gates of Nanjing city. Despite their bravery, the Qing soldiers were in no way able to hold out against the English gunboats and the sea defence, over ten thousand li long, collapsed in an instant. China, forced to surrender and open its doors to foreign trade, signed an unequal treaty, Nanjing Treaty, on board HMS Cornwallis, ceding its territory and paying indemnities to Great Britain on top of having to open many ports for the English businessmen to engage in business activities in and ceding Hong Kong to Great Britain. The Chinese government, hitherto with a closed-door policy and a ban on maritime trade, had since learned about sea power and navies.




    The Qing government had assumed that the treaty would ensure an eternal peace. However, the English commodities had a hard time getting sold in China where the economy was a self-sufficient one. And because the Chinese had their own fixed ways of doing things they would often run into conflicts with the English to the extent that even French missionaries got killed. By the Xianfeng Period (1858), the English and French organised an expedition to China, arriving in Tianjin along the route of the Sino-English War. At the time, the Qing government was making an all-out effort to crush the Taiping Rebellion, a peasant uprising in the name of God Worship. In a great flurry, they started negotiating with the allied forces. After a number of failed talks, Emperor Xianfeng issued an edict to fight against the English-French allied forces when the chief Chinese commanding officer detained thirty-nine English representatives and tortured a dozen of them to death while in detention. In the decisive battle at Baliqiao, about eighth thousand troops from the English-French allied forces defeated tens of thousands of the Qing forces, including the cavalrymen and infantrymen, with the Qing casualties amounting to twenty thousand-odd, while the allied forces had only five deaths and a few scores wounded. The Qing soldiers, however, fought bravely in the battle, commanding respect from the allied forces. At the end of the battle, Emperor Xianfeng escaped to the Mountain Resort and its Outlying Temples at Chengde, with the empress and his imperial concubines on the pretext of hunting.




    On 13 October 1860, the English-French allied forces stormed into Beijing from its Anding Gate. When they found many corpses of diplomatic envoys, murdered by the Qing army, in the royal Old Summer Palace in the northwest suburbs, they were determined to revenge themselves upon the Chinese atrocities. On 18 October, the English-French allied forces looted the Palace as they set fire to it. The fire kept burning for two days and two nights, with more than three hundred eunuchs and palace maids burnt to ashes. The allied forces kept burning and killing for fifty days in the outskirts of Beijing, with gardens like Qingyi Garden, Jingming Garden, Jingyi Garden and Changchun Garden all destroyed in the fire. Gong Banlun (son of Gong Zizhen, thinker, poet and man of letters in the Qing dynasty), an interpreter for the English envoy, negotiated with the Chinese government on behalf of Great Britain, and did his best to make things difficult when Prince Gong yelled at him in anger, “People like you have been enjoying the state’s favours for generations. But you are helping the tiger to pounce upon its victims by acting as traitors.”




    As he had a profound hatred for the corrupt and inept Qing government that regarded people as its slaves, Gong Banlun retorted by saying, “I am a good citizen. But my way ahead is being blocked by guys like you. And the corrupt officials have also made it impossible for me to be well-clothed and well-fed, so much so that I have to seek food from a foreign country. If you accuse me of being a traitor, I think you are a thief of the state.”




    After China was forced to sign treaties of indemnities and ports with Britain and France, America and Russia vied with each other to sign treaties, too, with China, as Russia not only wanted commercial interests; it also carved up large pieces of land in China.




    After the short-lived Emperor Xianfeng died, the power of the Qing dynasty fell, via a coup, into the hands of Empress Cixi when the continued expansion of the Western power sled to the rise of the Boxers, a folk resistant force. They burnt the embassies, killed foreigners and did not even let go of the Chinese Christians and the Chinese who chose to use foreign goods. Because the Qing government instigated such anti-foreign and anti-foreign-goods sentiments, the Boxers became even more rampantly active as they travelled all the way to the Beijing and Tianjin regions. With red headgear, they burned the churches, demolished electrical wires, destroyed the railway lines and attacked the foreign settlements in Tianjin. When calls came from the embassies for an abolition of the Boxers, there was no response.




    From 16 June 1900, over sixteen-thousand members of the Boxers launched an attack on the Church of the Saviour within the Tianjin embassy district. At the time, and in the church, there were about forty French and Italian soldiers, with forty-one guns, apart from French missionaries and Chinese or foreign Christians. Despite its flimsy defence, the church held its ground for a long time against the combined forces of the Qing army and of the Boxers. Soon, someone made the discovery that the walls of the church were stuck with human skin and blood, with countless foreign women standing naked on the walls, holding dirty stuff in their hands, and it was on account of this that the fire of the Qing army and of the Boxers was not powerful enough to win over the enemy as it was weakened by the dirty evil stuff. Confucian scholars in the royal court, after having had an audience with the emperor, talked about how French missionaries had cut off the private parts of the female Christians to put them in a vulva array in defence of the guns and cannons. When they became aware of the foreigners’ magic arts, the imperial court ministers proposed that Buddhist monks engage in the battle, realising that the power of the Boxers was not sufficient. The Boxers also said that their magic didn’t work and that they had to fight back by pasting all the household chimneys with paper and leaving all the women’s faces unwashed. But the monks were in no position to stop the foreigners’ bullets. As a result, some of the Boxers died and others were left crawling about, unable to stand the attack. When the mules and warhorses in the Church of the Saviour were all eaten up, the people there began eating the tree bark and wild grasses in the churchyard. The Boxers and the Qing army, numbering thirty thousand, had thought that it would take them only days to raze the embassy to the ground without realising that the embassy area remained intact fifty-five days into the battle despite its near fall on several occasions.




    The reinforcements from the Eight-Nation Alliance finally arrived at the Tianjin-Beijing region. On 21 June, on learning that the foreigners wanted her to give the government over to Guangxu, who had been put in prison after his reform had failed, an enraged Cixi declared war on the eleven nations of Britain, America, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, Spain, Belgium, Holland and Austria. On the one hand, she did not believe in the myth of the Boxers that they were impenetrable with knives or bullets, and, on the other, she had had her taste of how ferocious the foreign soldiers were. In 1860, she, aged twenty-five, and Emperor Xianfeng were chased out of the Old Summer Palace by the English-French allied forces. She ran in such a hurry that a tiny poodle of hers was taken prisoner by the allied forces. When the Eight-Nation Alliance fought its way into Beijing, Emperor Guangxu proposed to Cixi (after her son, Emperor Tongzhi died, she appointed Guangxu the emperor, son of her own younger sister and Prince Chunxian) that he remain and have negotiations with the foreigners. But Cixi did not agree; instead, she held him hostage and was getting ready to run away with a number of court people. Everyone had changed into ordinary people’s clothes, gathering in the Ningshou Palace when Cixi was suddenly moved to have the imperial concubine Zhen brought out from her imprisonment as she deemed her own predicament as a source of amusement on Zhen’s part. Finding herself an excuse that it was inconvenient to take Zhen with them and that it would be trouble to leave her behind, she ordered the eunuchs to remove the cover from the well in front of the Leshou Hall, for Zhen to kill herself. Because Zhen refused to obey, the eunuchs pushed Zhen headlong into the well and she drowned.




    Before the Eight-Nation Alliance reached Beijing, Tianjin had fallen on 14 July. The day the Alliance entered Tianjin, the residents all ran away, rushing towards the North Gate, and many of them were killed by the foreign soldiers. These soldiers went looting, so the pawnshops, gold shops and silver shops were the first to bear the brunt. They then plundered other businesses and wealthy families. Yashu government buildings were also ravaged. The result was massive deaths. There was a drum-tower in the city to which the foreigners had ascended, followed by the Christians, and they released volleys of rifle fire, each volley felling ten people. They then sent forth what was known as kaihua pao (flowering cannon) shots that killed people en masse. Amidst the crowd of people running away, there were those beaten to death or blasted to death, and there were also those who were trodden to death after they fell onto the ground. On the day the city fell, corpses covered an area that was miles long, from the drum-tower to Shuige, outside the North Gate, in the old town of the city. In the central business district, Youyi Street, Guodian Street, Zhugan Street and Roushikou in the northern part of the city were all sacked. Gongnan, Gongbei and Xiaoyanghuo Street in the eastern part of the city were also plundered. Countless people were killed at the West Gate, their corpses mountain-high. On the Haihe River, the drifting corpses crowded the passageway, making it impossible to clear them off for three days.




    Two days after the Eight-Nation Alliance occupied Tianjin, its commanders had a meeting in which they discussed how to put the city back in order and, for that purpose, the three nations of Britain, Japan and Russia that had dispatched the majority of the soldiers commissioned three officials to be the committee members in setting up an interim government, called the Tianjin Provisional Government, for the purpose of maintaining the governance by the Alliance of Tianjin. But after its establishment, this government faced a Tianjin left in bad shape by the war. They drafted a number of tasks to quickly recover order in the city which had been thrown into chaos and to organise a patrol team mainly made up of the foreign armies for the maintenance of order. For the first time, police appeared on the streets to preserve law and order. In the beginning, the government ran its finances with the five thousand pounds each as advanced money from every one of the nations involved, and it set up its first taxation system as well. With the taxes collected, the badly damaged districts were restored and an engineering bureau was also built with responsibilities for the recovery and repair of the roads. Because only a small part of the old city was laid with stone roads, the rest of it being mud roads that got muddy after a rain, they built roads and repaired the drainage system. When there was no drainage system, they would dig sewers. There were also those who promoted the enterprise of constructing private tap water services as the water supply system was very backward in Tianjin and people drank directly from a river that was full of excrement and rubbish that would easily lead to contagious diseases.




    The provisional government, after its establishment, decided to introduce the idea of public toilets, with a professional team of cleaners set up as well and an order issued against indiscriminate defecation and urination, accompanied with a fine of one to two dollars. This government made a strenuous effort on the public management of hygiene in the city, along with tough measures. If anyone committed any acts of indiscriminate defecation and urination, they would have to be fined by doing hard labour on public works. The Chinese, however, particularly the peasants who went to the city, did not have such habits, and they had to be forced to adopt those habits and go to the toilets by the soldiers from the Alliance, bayonets pointed at their backs. In November, the provisional government decided to install road lamp sat an interval of one-hundred steps on either side of the street so that nights would be lit up like broad day. The provisional government also had the city walls removed and, at the site of their removal, the first streetcar appeared in 1901. While the foreign government was ruthlessly suppressing the resistant forces in China, it had also begun registering private properties left in chaos after the war, providing deeds to those who could produce evidence of ownership and issuing rules regarding the registration of the deeds to protect the private properties of the Tianjin residents from robbery till they eventually found that civil disputes in the foreign settlement could be resolved in legal proceedings, that ordinary people did not have to kowtow to the officials and that they wouldn’t suffer from punishment by beating or collective punishment. When the Eight-Nation Alliance occupied Tianjin, it had never occurred to them that they had brought the spirit of contract and civil rights awareness to Tianjin from their motherlands.




    




    




    




    




    


  




  

    Palace Maids, Chaste Women


    and the Bound Feet




    Last night, when the wind blew open the peach flowers at the uncovered well,




    And the moon hung high over the front hall of Weiyang Palace,




    Wei Zifu, a dancer from Pingyang, the new favourite of the emperor,




    Was blessed with an embroidered gown in the spring cold.




    (Wang Changling)




    Weiyang Palace, the main hall of the great dynasty of the Western Han empire, was built in the seventh year of Emperor Gaozu of Han (200 BC), on the foundation of a palace at Xianyang Palace in the Qin dynasty (built in 350 years BC), situated on the Longshou Plain, in the northwestern corner, the highest point in the city of Chang’an in the Han dynasty. Because it was to the west of Cheng’anmen Street in Chang’an, it is also known as West Palace. Occupying an area of about five square kilometres, Weiyang Palace is one of the largest architectural complexes in ancient China. This imperial palace saw Emperor Gaozu of Han, Emperor Wen of Han, Emperor Jing of Han and Emperor Wu of Han, till 74 BC when Emperor Zhao of Han died of a sudden illness in Weiyang Palace, at the mere age of twenty-one. From time immemorial, emperors were mostly shortlived. With an imperial harem of three thousand pretty women, emperors indulged in carnal desire without any restraint on a daily basis, to such a degree that they died young. The downside to this was that misfortune befell the imperial maids as they had to be buried alive with the dead emperors. As soon as Emperor Zhao of Han died, the imperial eunuchs selected scores of imperial maids about the emperor’s age as funereal objects. Because his death was sudden, the construction of the mausoleum for Emperor Zhao of Han, undertaken only a few years ago, had to be hurried through. On the day when Emperor Zhao of Han was buried, a eunuch asked the imperial maids, selected for live burial, to have a meal outside the harem and, when they finished, to be brought back inside the back hall. With the announcement that the eunuch made, “Each and every one of you are blessed with self-hanging for live burial”, the maids burst into tears that shattered the sky, knowing that they would soon die by hanging. The eunuchs had placed an equal number of stools to the number of the people for live burial inside the back hall, with white damask silk, each of seven Chinese feet, about 2.33 metres, long, above the stools, their ends tied up to the beams. The bold ones, gritting their teeth, stepped onto the stools and put their heads inside the noose of damask silk before they kicked them off beneath them, ending their own lives almost instantly. The eunuchs would force the timid ones, half scared to death, onto the stools, putting their heads inside the noose and removing the stools, putting them to death, too. Almost in an instant, scores of living bodies were turned into corpses, subsequently buried with the dead emperor. Most of them had never even met the emperor before except a few imperial concubines.




    In 36 BC, Emperor Yuan of Han issued an edict for a universal selection of beautiful women. A girl by the name of Wang Zhaojun from Nanjun topped the list. Shortly after, Emperor Yuan of Han issued another edict that all the selected girls go to the capital on an auspicious day. Wang Zhaojun begged her father, saying, “But I am too young and I can’t obey that order.”Still, it was an imperial edict that no one dared say no to, so, after the Spring Festival, Wang Zhaojun bade farewell to her parents and village relatives in tears and stepped aboard an official boat, one carved with a dragon and a phoenix, travelling downstream on the Xiangxi or Fragrant Creek, entering the Yangtze River, going upstream of the Hanshui River past the Qinling Range till she reached Chang’an, the capital, in the early summer of the same year, having spent three months on her way. She was given the official title of Yeting Daizhao, “Yeting” a reference to the harem in the Han dynasty. The girls waiting for being selected into the harem were aged between twelve and thirteen, numbering five thousand. They were all gathering in the city of Chang’an for a specially appointed eunuch to choose from and eliminate by removing those who were too tall, too short, too fat or too thin. In the second round, things like the ears, the eyes, the mouths, the noses, the hair, the skin, the shoulders and the backs were further checked and anyone with anything wrong would be eliminated as well. Then, their hands and feet were measured and they had to walk ten steps for someone to gauge their plumpness, with all those short-wristed, huge-toed and flirtatious ones removed. In the final round, the remaining ones were taken into a secret chamber where their breasts were examined, their armpits smelled and their skin texture was felt by hand. When qualified, they were allowed to stay in the harem for a month before a hundred or so candidates for the imperial concubines were selected depending on their temperament, their words and deeds, and the emperor’s likes or dislikes. The emperor made his own choice based on the portraits the court painters did of the girls. Those selected would become the imperial concubines and those who were left out would have to wait for an indefinite period of time.




    Amongst the newly selected imperial concubines, Wang Zhaojun is the only one whose name has gone down in history. Despite her beautiful features, Emperor Yuan of Han had never set eyes on her in the harem even though she was held waiting for quite a few years. She led a moody life till Huhanye, a Chanyu of Xiongnu, went to the Han court to seek an imperial concubine when Emperor Yuan of Han gave him a gift of five imperial concubines. On the day of his departure, when a ceremony was held to see off the five imperial ladies, Emperor Yuan of Han was moved to see Wang Zhaojun. He at once decided to keep her. For fear of losing the friendly neighbour’s trust and damaging the national policy of heqin, or marriage for peace, he had to cut love with her, or parting reluctantly with what he would have treasured. Afterwards, Emperor Yuan of Han vented his anger on the painter, blaming him for not bringing out the features of such a great beauty, causing him to have unfortunately lost this would-be love affair. He ordered the beheading of the painter although he remained rancorous still.




    When she went beyond the border to arrive in the Western Region, Wang Zhaojun lived a life free from worries as Huhanye, the Chanyu of Xiongnu, was over-protective of her in loving her. However, because the nomadic habits were vastly different from those in the Central Plains, and because of her attachment to her native country, she would often feel melancholy. Shortly after, she bore two kids for the Chanyu and acquired the status of a “queen”. When Huhanye died, Fujulei Jodi, his oldest son, succeeded to the throne of a Chanyu. According to the customs of the Hu, or the northern barbarian tribes, he could take Wang Zhaojun as his wife. But Wang Zhaojun wrote to the Han court hoping to return to her own country; she was rejected as Emperor Cheng of Han wanted her to follow the living Hu habits. As a result, she had to marry her stepson and gave birth to more children. When her stepson-husband died, Wang Zhaojun was taken by another newly succeeded Chanyu, like a piece of furniture that had been lying around. There’s a poem Du Fu wrote about this that goes,




    Across the mountains I arrived in Jingmen




    To see the birth village of Wang Zhaojun,




    Whohad left the Purple Platform for the desert




    And a lonely green grave facing the dusk.




    Toknow her is to see the picture of spring wind




    And listen to the jade pendants of the soul returning on a moonlit night.




    A pipa, ever afterwards, would play in Hu language,




    Talking about her melancholy, through a tune.




    Many stories have been told of the chaste women. Probably from the Ming dynasty onwards, the stricture against physical touch between men and women got worse. In the years of Chongzhen, last emperor of the Ming dynasty, bandits wreaked havoc everywhere in a winter. A woman, by the surname of Chai, went into hiding with her husband in the mountains. But they were stopped on the way by the bandits. As soon as he saw the pretty woman, the head bandit had evil thoughts and acted on them by getting her husband tied up at the foot of a mountain and behaving frivolously towards her. When Chai resisted violently, she was also tied up and taken into a cave. To keep herself chaste, she bit a piece of flesh off her hand because the head bandit had touched it and spat it, blood and all, onto his face. The head bandit got so angry that he ordered her to be tied to a chair and began groping her breasts when Chai bit off part of her own breast till she was covered in blood. Enraged, the head bandit hacked her to death with his broadsword.




    There was another woman, by the surname of Chen, in the Ming dynasty, who grew up reading all sorts of books meant to educate women, such as The Three-Character Classic and The Biographies of Chaste Women. She became a widow when she was still quite young. But she was determined to remain a chaste woman by living alone on the second floor of a house and severing all her relationships with men. To help herself spend the boring nights, she would scatter 100 copper coins across the floor after dark and search for them one by one till she found all of them. Having tired herself out by then, she went to bed. She kept up the practice year after year till the lettering, or the charactering, on the coins was all worn down and the coins had become quite smooth. She had thus lived for thirty years. Even when she fell ill, she would not see a doctor because doctors were all male and they had to diagnose by feeling the pulse of a patient. On her deathbed, she told her maidin these words, “After I die, never get a man to carry my coffin.”




    In the eleventh year of Emperor Daoguang of Qing, when the areas around the Yangtze River were flooded, there was a single woman by the surname of Li in Tongcheng, Anhui, who was trapped in the flood. When the rushing river water got up her waist, a man reached for her seeing her in panic, grabbing hold of her left arm, intending to pull her ashore. When the woman, pulled out of danger, realised what had happened, she was not thankful; instead, she burst into tears, saying, “But how can I get sullied by a stranger pulling my left arm, with my decades of chastity ruined?”With that, she snatched a kitchen knife from a refugee and hacked off her own left arm. When the flood subsided, the local government erected a Chaste Arch in the name of this single-armed Ms Li.




    As for those deemed unchaste women, a cruel torture, known as “Riding the Wooden Donkey”, was introduced in the Song dynasty, to specifically punish the women who colluded with their men in harming their own husbands. The wooden donkey consisted of a long wooden board, fitted with four wheels or donkey legs underneath, like a bench, its surface curved, like the back of a donkey. In the middle of the board, stood a round wooden stick, about two inches thick and one foot long, symbolising the penis. The condemned woman criminal was stripped bare, tied up and splayed open, to sit right on top of the stick, on the back of the wooden donkey, her thighs nailed onto the donkey to stop her moving because of the pain. Four men carried the woman criminal riding the donkey, parading her on the street, heralded by the Yamen runners and the soldiers who beat broken gongs to clear the way, with a soldier constantly thrashing the back of the woman with a bramble branch with thorns, as he shouted, “This is what she deserves, a woman of loose morals who had an affair and murdered her husband.”She ended up being beheaded in public when they arrived at the execution ground.




    Legend has it that, beginning from the Song dynasty, very young girls, of the rich families, had to have their feet forcibly bound when they reached the age of four or five. However good-looking or shapely a woman was, she would be a laughing-stock if she did not have bound feet and would not be married out. In those days, bound feet were the order of the day, in the eyes of both men and women. This is also because men believed that it was easier for a woman with bound feet to stay indoors, and for her to remain chaste. But, of course, a woman’s bound feet held sexual attraction for men. They in ancient times referred to the bound feet as the Three-inch Golden Lotus, the Silver Lotus if larger than three inches or the Iron Lotus if larger than four inches. There was a book in the Qing dynasty, with the title, A Taste of the Fragrant Lotuses that was as highly praised by the men of letters as The Classic of Tea by Lu Yu. In A Taste of the Fragrant Lotuses, a woman’s bound feet were categorised and appraised according to their shape, size, ornament and smell. There was a theory, too, about four things that a woman with bound feet was not supposed to do. They should not walk with their toes curled up or stand on their heels or sit with their skirts swaying from side to side or sleep with their feet shaking. As a result of her bound feet, a woman walked with difficulty, which, conversely, exercised the muscles around her vagina and prevented it from getting loose, making it possible that even a married woman would stay in a contracted state like a virgin. A woman would never show her naked feet as men would peep into their secretive places from there and become obsessed. Bound feet were absolutely alluring and, if played with, could entrance the players. There were all sorts of ways to play with them, such as smelling, sucking, licking, biting, scratching, pinching and pushing so much so that a woman’s feet were regarded as the Third Sex Organ in ancient China, apart from her vagina and her breasts. This practice continued till the early Qing dynasty when the Manchus, who had gone past the Shanhaiguan Pass, had no idea why the Han-Chinese wanted to bind their women’s feet and the emperor wanted to ban the practice by ordering the Han-Chinese officials to take the lead. When they refused to obey him, the emperor threatened them with dismissing them from office. But they burst into tears, saying that they would rather lose their heads than have their ancestors’ rules changed.




    In the end, the emperor had to give in.




    Gu Hongming, a past master of Sinology at the end of the Qing dynasty, had a thorough knowledge of China and the West, who spoke nine languages, such as English, French, German, Latin, Greek and Malay and had acquired thirteen PhD degrees. He was very much into women’s bound feet, with a particular passion for their smells. If or when he started writing, he would need to smell the stinking feet of a woman to give him inspiration or else he would run out of ideas, unable to write anything well. He was never seen writing without his foot-bound wife, Shugu, next to him, writing as he caressed her tiny feet, occasionally picking her foot up to smell, before he put his pen down again to write swiftly. Legend has it that most of his great work was thus produced. He made a succinct summaryof what the best feet of a woman should be as, in his view, they must be tiny, pointed, curvaceous, fragrant, soft, upright and thin, in a way that was similar to what Li Yu, a man of letters and playwright at the end of the Ming dynasty, wrote in his Occasional Notes, Taken in a Leisurely Manner. Likewise, upper-and-middle-class men of ancient China led a leisurely life, sipping tea and smoking opium, while groping the feet of their women.




    It’s not till the early twentieth century when the Eight-Nation Allied Army exited the city of Peking and Empress Cixi in flight had returned that she was surprised to see an orderly, civilised city. Despite the feeling that the Westerners were cruel, she thought that they did have a way of running the country and the government. Having learnt the lesson from her bitter experience, she began carrying out a number of reforms in an impoverished and weakened China, including a ban on foot-binding. A few years after, when the Qing government was overthrown, there were no more imperial concubines and eunuchs, and the foot-binding custom of a thousand-years’ standing was gradually abolished.


  




  

    The Death of a Martyr




    The year 1949 had just gone past. Everywhere in the towns and villages scarred with decades of war, there were People’s Liberation Army soldiers standing guard. They wore the yellowish old-style uniforms, of a faded colour, while all the government buildings were planted with the newly-made red flags. It was first the Yellow Dragon Flag of the Qing dynasty before 1911, followed by the flag of a blue sky with a white sun after 1912, now replaced with the fluttering red five-star flags everywhere. To consolidate the newly established regime and stabilise social order, the Campaign against Counter-revolutionaries, the Campaign for Land Reform and the War against the U.S. Invasion in Support of North Korea, were being waged and coordinated; with the main targets for cracking down being the remnant Kuomintang members, special agents and bandit forces. Millions of people were executed between 1950 and 1953 in the Campaign against Counter-revolutionaries. As a result, the Chinese Communist Party was able to get rid of its opponents and consolidate its new regime while, in the Campaign for Land Reform, land, confiscated from the landlords, was given to the local peasants, to win over the masses of the peasants, in an attempt to realise the ideal of land to the tillers, with more than two million “landlord elements” killed. Subsequently, the peasants were deprived of their right to own the land, as the land was taken from them under the slogan of “Wipe out the Private Ownership”. Meanwhile, the Chinese casualties on the battleground had exceeded one million in the Korean War, where Kim Il-sung’s red regime was being worked out by Stalin and Kim himself.




    Right now, in a small country town in China, a ferry crossing which the Red Army had used in the Long March, had drastically changed, with the result that there was no electric power, only kerosene lamps at night and the drinking water came from a well. Most of the villagers were illiterate. To eliminate illiteracy, the government initiated a class for the illiterates. The villagers did farm labour during the day and, gathering in a temple at night, under a kerosene lamp, they were taught characters in the traditional script by someone; with such revolutionary slogans as “Long live Chairman Mao!”, “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun!” and “Never forget class struggles!” In the past, at the old-style private schools, the Four Books and the Five Classics were taught, to promote the doctrine of Confucius and Mencius and the ideas of loyalty, filial piety, benevolence and righteousness. It was not till after the Opium War in the 1840s when the gates of the nation were smashed open by the Western powers with guns and cannons that intellectuals began to be aware of the ills of the Chinese culture. Instead of using the Vulva Array to defend against the foreigners’ cannons, they launched the Self-Strengthening Movement in a big way,to play off one power against another, not to mention Japan, a nation that had always viewed China as its master, that proposed the slogan of “breaking away from Asia to merge into Europe.” After the rape of Peking by the Eight Nations, the English and American missionaries began to run schools in China and promote Western culture. At the same time when “science and democracy,” were advocated in intellectual circles, the Soviet Union exported revolution to countries like China, Japan and India, following the success of the October Revolution in Russia.




    Although the gate of Japan was also smashed open by the Western powers with weapons, the Japanese resisted the thought of Communism, even though intellectuals in China were trying to propagandise Marxism and Leninism, thinking that the future world would be one of red flags. Following Russia as their example, the Chinese tried to build a new nation in the interest of the labouring masses and, with the help from Russian Communists, they set up the Chinese Communist Party. After decades of civil war and tens of millions of rolled heads, the Party ended up ruling the country, with the contents of propaganda invariably being “Marxist and Leninist Thought,” and the glorious history of the Chinese Communist Party to sing about.




    Ordinary people could still see the portraits of Marx, Lenin and Mao Zedong on the walls, even though these portraits looked slightly distorted. After that, intellectuals no longer had any freedom of speech, as everything had to be based on Marxist theory as a guiding thought. In fact, Mao Zedong himself had studied little of Marxism and Leninism except that which he used for their philosophy of class struggle to engage in political campaigns. Back in the old days when the Red Army created the Central Soviet Area, he was excluded by the group of pro-Russian people who, on their return from their studies in the Soviet Union, accused him of being a “Marxist-Leninist in the mountain,” and his guerrilla tactics were also regarded by his colleagues as part of strategies used in Romance of the Three Kingdoms and Master Sun’s Art of War. Thanks to the sudden destruction of the radio station between the supreme leadership of the Soviet Area and the Communist International, Mao was able to completely get rid of the Russian command and consolidate his own authority. Mao paid more attention to books like History as a Mirror, and he also liked Dream of Red Mansions, having written quite a few poems and ci poems throughout his life. According to Marxism, human society must evolve from a slave society, afeudal society, a capitalist society anda socialist society, till it reached communist society, which meant that it was necessary to overthrow feudal society with capitalism and to overthrow capitalist society with the proletariat, namely the working class. But as the Communist Party in power found it hard to deny, the historical achievements Sun Yat-sen had in overthrowing the monarchy, while also opposing Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang, simply defined the revolution led by Sun as the “old democratic revolution”, led by the bourgeoisie, and their own revolution as the “new democratic revolution”, led by the proletariat and its political party. Of course, Mr Sun, in his days, relied more on the overseas Chinese and the secret societies than on the bourgeoisie, and Mao Zedong relied more on the peasants than on the proletariat. The nation was now run on the Soviet model, with the Soviets called, “Big Old Brother”, and students mainly going to the Soviet Union to study.




    Even so, the teacher in the school against illiteracy was an old official from the Kuomintang army. He had had some schooling in a private school when young and became a Kuomintang Party member. When the Kuomintang retreated to Taiwan after they were defeated, he concealed his identity and went to work as a kitchen hand in a shop selling traditional Chinese medicine, before working as a teacher in the school against illiteracy. He was now living with his wife and their two children. It was a life much worse than the one he had lived as an army officer. Even his wife was had with a Mauser pistol holster, as he told her that it was worth a lot.




    On an August day, when the villagers finished their labour after a busy day, they gathered at the school in the temple, watching Wang Lanying, an opera.The woman protagonist of the play was regarded as a Chinese Zoya (a Russian heroine in the propaganda, while in fact she was a mental patient who had been executed for the crime of arson). The story which is different from the opera goes something like this: In the autumn of 1946, when the Kuomintang occupied Wenshui county in Shanxi province, the local Chinese Communist cadres were forced to shift to the rear base in the Lüliang Mountain. But Wang Lanying stayed behind to do underground work as she was young and would find it easy to take cover. In the winter of 1946, the village head of Yunzhou West Village was killed by the militia, led by a district leader, a Communist, and Wang Lanying had a part in that killing as well. Because a secretary of the peasant association at Yunzhou West Village was criticised by Wang Lanying as he had shielded the widow of Duan Er, a landlord, and lost his position, along with his Party membership, he harboured a grudge against Wang. Following the retreat by the Communist troops, when the leader of the Self-defence Team came to investigate the murder case, he told him of the names of the underground Party members in the village.




    It was not till the next year when the Kuomintang army gathered all the villagers in the Kuanyin Temple, in the southern part of the village where a Red Army command post had been; when the Red Army was here, there were such propaganda slogans as this one, “Would you like to eat?”, or this one, “Would you like to farm the land without paying tax?” or, “Would you like to sleep with the landlord’s concubines?If so, hurry up and join the Red Army.” Those slogans were later replaced with the one that went, “Down with Chiang Kai-shek! Liberate all China!” When the Communist Party secured power, the slogans on the walls were further replaced with “Long live Chairman Mao! Long live the Chinese Communist Party!”




    The Kuomintang army quickly found Wang Lanying from amongst the villagers. Seeing that she was quite young, an officer said to her,“As long as you don’t work for the Communists any longer, we won’t kill you.”




    “No way,” said Wang.




    Subsequently, the Kuomintang army killed six Communists with a fodder chopper, right in front of Wang Lanying and the other villagers.




    When someone said to her, “Because the Communists have killed the Kuomintang members, these people must die for that. Back then, Qiu Ju, your aunty, sacrificed her life because she fought with the Manchu government to build the Republic, she’s a real heroine, a female hero, unlike you who are now helping the Communists kill people of the Kuomintang government, which is a crime. How would you be ever worthy of your aunt’s spirit?”




    “It’s true that my aunty Qiu Ju is a female hero. But we Communist members have an ideal which is the liberation of mankind in building Communism; the most advanced form of social system. It would be most glorious to die for the Communist cause.”




    In the end, Wang Lanying, her hands tied behind her back, went up unperturbedly to the fodder chopper and lay her own head below the chopper. The executioner applied force to it as Wang’s head was severed from her body. In a spurt of blood, her head fell off the seat of the fodder chopper, rolled onto the ground to where the other heads of her Party members were, her eyes still open. She seemed to see her own head come off her body and the heads of her co-Party members. Shocked, the onlookers watched how her bloody head was covered with dishevelled hair and how her eyes slowly closed. In the end, all the cut-off heads were hung on public display over the entrance to the city, and the window in her house was where one could see that part of the city wall. On learning the news, her mother fainted.




    By now, all the old officers of the Kuomintang army had concealed their identity. That day, Mr Zhu, along with his wife and their two children, were watching the opera, Wang Lanying, among the crowd. He himself, being a battalion commander with the Kuomintang army, had also taken part in the trial conducted over Wang. Suddenly, a dark wind blew across the sky as the soldiers put Wang’s head under the chopper on the stage, and this old officer muttered, “Well, this didn’t look like that at all.”




    When the performance was over, and everyone went home, there was a crack of thunder in the sky as the rain fell. Quietly, Zhu told his wife of how Wang Lanying got killed back then, giving her a big fright, because, in the play, it was the Kuomintang army whowere butcheredthe Communists and she sacrificed her own life in order to provide cover for the masses; for which reason Chairman Mao wrote an inscription for her, describing her as someone who was “Born Great and Died Glorious.” How was this a life that has paid for another life? His wife told him to stop talking nonsense, as counter-revolutionaries were being exposed and cracked down on, with anyone caught, to be executed by shooting. The posters about her death as a martyr were now everywhere, she was becoming a household name in China. There was even a statue of her in her hometown, apart from Chairman Mao’s statue. But, of course, there was also her aunty Qiu Ju’s statue in Shaoxing, another city in Zhejiang, China. Sun Yat-sen, Father of the Nation, once called Qiu Ju “Wonder Woman of the Jianhu Lake.”




    Most ordinary Chinese people did not know that there was someone by the name of Qiu Ju, as there were too many illiterate people; the only people who heard about her were intellectuals. At twenty, she married Wang Caili, son of a Mr Wang, local owner of a pawn shop, private bank and teashop, all rolled into one. At the time of their marriage, her husband was only sixteen. Qiu Ju knew next to nothing about Wang, and she had been reluctant to marry a boy younger than her by four years,whoshe’d never met. She grew up reading such books for girls as The Three-character Classic andThe Hundred Names and Poems by Child Prodigies, although she preferred poems and ci-poems, fiction written in the Ming and Qing dynasties, pen-notes fiction and fairy tales. Asa little girl, she wrote these two lines that went: “There were legendary female number-one scholars in ancient times as now, and who says that a rank of nobility won’t be conferred upon a woman?”and another two lines that went: “If you don’t override women by overvaluing men,you’ll believe that heroes can also be female.” In her childhood, she not only admired heroes, but also had an ambition of becoming a female hero. Much as she was against marrying Wang, Qiu Ju had to listen to her parents by following their orders, and the advice of the matchmaker. After the wedding dinner at night, she was taken to the wedding chamber by a maid and waited there, her heart filled with disquiet and puzzlement. It was not till the little man, slightly drunk, came to her bed and lifted her bridal red head cover, that she saw that he was a childish man flickering in the candlelight and that man was her husband.




    Even though Wang Caili had some schooling, he was by nature a dandy and had little ambition. After the Hundred Days’ Reform came to nothing, and as the foreign powers intensified their invasion to and plundering of China, the royal court, for the purpose of changing the situation, introduced the new studies by abolishing the imperial examination that had been in existence for thousands of years, hoping to learn from the advanced technologies in the West,to overpower the West. All at once, there was no way out for the students. Quite a few spent a lot of money buying official titles and others went to study in Japan, as they could then come back to become officials. Wang Caili, at twenty-one, spent more than ten thousand taels of silver and bought himself an official title. As a result, the whole family moved to Peking, the capital of the nation. Put to great shame by the defeat of China by Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War in northeast China in 1905, and bitterly unhappy about her marriage, Qiu Ju, at the age of twenty-nine, went against all her family members, by deciding to go to study in Japan at her own expense. She raised funds by selling all her jewellery and managed to arrive in Japan. Tokyo at the time was the centre of revolutionary activity for Chinese activists. Under the influence of the revolutionaries, Qiu Ju joined the Tung Meng Hui, established by Sun Yat-sen in Japan, which was a predecessor to Kuomintang. After her return to China, she took an active part in preparing for an uprising with the revolutionaries. Because of her, co-Party member Mr Xu who assassinated the governor of Anhui.




    Xu was tied up with his hands behind his back by the soldiers and when he saw one of the governor’s attendants, he said,“How’s the big boss going?”




    The attendant stamped his foot and said,“What a brute you are! Now that you have killed him who has been so kind to you, how dare you ask after him?”




    Xu laughed and said,“I asked after him because of our private friendship,” and he went on to say, “but I shot him dead because it’s an act of justice.”




    The next day, Xu was executed. His belly was slashed open, his heart and lungs taken out, to fry the vegetables with. Then his head was chopped off, his body cut into pieces. As the uprising failed, Qiu Ju was implicated because of the statements provided by those arrested. But she refused to leave her hometown, thinking that “the revolution would succeed only with bloodshed,” similar to what the Reformists, pursued by the Royalists, said, “reform, in whatever countries, begins with bloodshed, although there has never been bloodshed associated with reform in China, which is why the nation is not prosperous.”After the Reform Movement of 1898,when she was arrested, Qiu Ju wrote in her statements a line of poetry that goes: “One is so saddened with the autumn wind and rain.” On learning about it, her husband rushed from Shaoxing to Peking, entreating, in tears, the government to pardon his wife, even though Qiu Ju had abandoned her family for a few years. The government promised that they might save her life on the condition that she inform on the other members of her own Party, and no longer take part in the revolution. They asked her husband to visit her in jail and persuade her. Knowing that it was an impossible task, Mr Wang, her husband, got Ms Yu, his newly-wed wife, to do the talking. Ms Yu used to be a maid, brought over by Qiu Ju after the latter’s marriage, doing odds and ends, and she became Mr Wang’s wife after Qiu Ju went to Japan.




    When Qiu Ju saw Ms Yu in her prison cell, her eyes were filled with surprise and disgust, immediately understanding what it was all about from the way she was dressed. Looking at her coldly, she thought that she was now here in prison for the sake of the revolution and she’d be soon put to death, while Ms Yu had become her man’s woman behind her back, so much so that she now had the cheek to come and appear before her.




    “Madam, I’m so sorry about you and your current condition,” Ms Yu cried and said.




    “Sorry? But hasn’t he been treating you well?”




    “Madam, just do us a favour by telling them all as the two childrencry for you every day.”




    Qiu Ju, not afraid of death, had tears gushing forth at the thought of how she’d soon be put to death while her two children criedfor her. Suddenly, Qiu Ju wentdown on her knees, in front of Ms Yu, who was so moved that she took her former mistress in her arms and burst into tears.




    “Tell them all, Mistress, and I’ll be your servant again.”




    “It’s fortunate that we’ve lived together as mistress and servant. In the future, the childrenwill be entrusted to you, and to him, too.”




    Time was up, and the prison guard urged Ms Yu to leave. She took a final look at Qiu Ju before she, broken-hearted, left the prison. On an early July morning, Qiu Ju was escorted to the entrance to Guxuan Pagoda, by two executioners, one on either side. When the order was given, Qiu Ju was kicked from behind to a kneeling position as an executioner raised high his butcher knife and hacked at the head of Qiu Ju, who, kneeling on the ground, was tied up with her hands behind her back. Blood spurted and flooded. Ms Qiu thus died a martyr, at the age of thirty-one. But her death directly led to the complete overthrow of the imperial system and to the building of the first democratic country in Asia, the Republic of China in 1912.




    An army officer at the battalion level with the Kuomintang, and like many other officers from the old regime, Mr Zhu had concealed his identity, married someone, had childrenand led an ordinary life. Knowing that he’d be executed once his identity was revealed, he never told his wife about his past. However, he was reminded of it when he watched the opera, Wang Lanying, as there really had been a woman Communist like her, who was executed, except that, in his memory, she was an accessory to a murder and could have avoided death but for her stubbornness. Little did he know, though, that she was Qiu Ju’s niece. But a casual remark by Zhu while watching the opera, led to suspicions about him, at a time when the country was swept with a wave of crack-downs on the counter-revolutionaries, with instructions from the higher level that,“depending on the situation, a number needs to be worked out based on one (criminal) in a thousand, and half of that number need to be killed.”




    Finally, an investigation was under way regarding Mr Zhu. His wife was scared when she got wind of this as it had never occurred to her that her man might have been a Kuomintang officer, a counter-revolutionary wholay low, in the current terminology, someone to be killed if found out. She got pesticide prepared, determined to commit suicide, along with the whole family, in case something happened.




    When her man came back from night school after teaching the class of the illiterates, his wife said, horror-struck,“They say you are a counter-revolutionary who is lying low. How did that happen?”




    “Who said that?” He was taken aback that his wife should have said this.




    “There’s someone doing an investigation on you. It’s the wife of the village Party secretary who told me so. Isn’t she responsible for the school of the illiterates?”




    “If that happens, I won’t fucking care if I die. What sort of a world is this?”With that, he got upset; after all, he was an officer from the old army.




    “Does that mean that everything is true?” said she, almost in despair. “If something happens to you, what about our children and what about me? We’d rather die together, I…”




    “Stop talking nonsense. Even if something happens to me, nothing will happen to you,” said he, comforting her.




    They now lived a daily life of terror, concerned that something might happen. Already, quite a few people in the village had been executed, some of them who had once been followers, like Qiu Ju, of the revolutionaries of Sun Yat-sen and other Kuomintang soldiers who had fought with Chiang Kai-shek in the Northern Expedition. Mr Zhu himself had fought in the Northern Expedition and the Anti-Japanese War, although he had also fought against the Communist army in the Civil War. He had assumed that everything had gone into the distant past. What he had not expected was that the new government was now going to settle old accounts with him. He had no idea what wrong he had committed. Was he to blame for taking part in the revolution for which he was now held accountable? Even though he did participate in the execution of Wang Lanying, it was intended as a means to maintain the Kuomintang government. Would Qiu Ju, her aunty, be harshly dealt with by the proletariat if she was still alive? Not to implicate her family, he decided to give himself up and had a discussion with his wife.




    “You can’t do that as your hands are stained with the blood of the Communists. Once you are caught you’ll be put to death, and we shall also become a ‘counter-revolutionary’ family, so that my children and I will never be able to live like decent people with our heads held high.”




    “What stops you from holding your heads high? I joined the revolution myselfby following Sun Yat-sen, Father of the Nation. Would they also have killed the Father of our Nation if they got a chance?”




    “You can say so, but it’s Chairman Mao whois the ruler, not Chiang Kai-shek. Why didn’t you take us all to Taiwan? Instead, you have concealed all this from us, leaving me to such a bitter fate.”




    A few days after that, sure enough, two public security personnel in the old uniform came and took Mr Zu away from the school for the illiterates, setting the whole school alive, talking about him as a Taiwanese secret agent in hiding, working for the Kuomintang. Before long, Mr Zhu was escorted to the spot where Wang Lanying had died a martyr at Yunzhou West Village and a public trial was held, which more than twenty thousand people attended in Wenshui county. Because Wang Lanying’s image was deeply rooted in people’s minds, and feelings were running high amongst the attending masses, Mr Zhu was executed on the spot. His wife had entertained the idea of killing herself but, reluctant to part with her own young children, she went with them to a relative for shelter in another place …


  

