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            To Simon   whose love make life brighter

             

            To Susan   my eternally dazzling mother

             

            To William   a good communicator to the Chinese people and who makes me laugh

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         Yellow Mountain is written as a piece of biographical fiction. Adapted from the translated (Chinese) diaries of my mother, it gives an account of the migration of her family from China to Malaya as it was then known. It is a patchwork quilt of stories told to her by her father. These accounts show the inimitable father-daughter relationship which developed during the journey and the remarkable way in which he rebuilt his life in a country quite unlike his own. He is buried next to his wife in the Christian Cemetery, in Taiping, Malaysia.
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         Conversations can sometimes be so prolific in the sense that they span time, history and cultures. I had many such conversations with my mother. Additionally, between us I often felt that there was an invisible red silk thread which bound us. She wanted me to know about her life so that I might be wiser for all the information. She believed that if wisdom had a colour it would be red and that we would always be bonded by red because it represented happiness.

         My mother was an engaging conversationalist. In my pubescent mind, she was both very old and extremely youthful. Her span of historical recall especially in terms of China, was well over a thousand years. Philosophy was her other subject. She always added her social perception, humour and emotional understanding to all ideas and facts. Her best loved dynasties were the Tang and Ming, even though she would refer to the Han for its classical views, always applying them with ease almost as though they were written yesterday. Unfathomably, she was always curious to know my views, and was totally understanding of the reactions from me, however bizarre or naive, incongruous, harmonious, intelligent or ignorant. As I matured gradually during those rebellious years between age fourteen and nineteen, I took her on as my confidante. I felt her wise as Solomon and trusted her with my thoughts and secrets. She was my mother, sister, teacher and my friend. Nobody else engulfed my world nor fascinated me the way she did then. My family and everyone else were only stars in a constellation where she became the North Star. At times I failed to grasp the enormity of the universe from which she had drawn her experience.

         Her first encounter with nature was Huangshan or the Yellow Mountain as a child. All she could remember was seeing a sea of clouds as she was taken to one of the peaks to see the clouds from above. It captured her imagination in much the same way as it entered the creative mind of the Chinese since the Tang Dynasty. But it really began with Yuan dynasty monks who built temples on it to become closer to this bewitching landscape. Tang legends foretold of the mountains as a place where immortality or the elixir of youth could be found. Thus through time, painting and poetry has eulogised the mountains, creating a huge body of Chinese art and literature. It went on to develop into the acclaimed ‘mountain and water’ school of art made famous in the Ming. The natural and cultural impact of these mountains were a part of her. She went there for holidays with her father and always thought that if she did not see them again, something irreplaceable would leave her world forever.

         When she was fifteen, my mother was taken on a long sea voyage from Canton to Singapore. As the family sailed out of the harbour, memories of mountain holidays invaded her mind. If there was one thing she would remember of her China, it would be Huangshan. Sketches from the Tang poem ran through her mind:

         
            
               Morning sun strikes the tree tops

               In this sky mountain world,

               Chinese people, raise your faces

               For a thousand years cranes come and go…

               An ocean in the sky

               A peak lost in a sea of cloud….

               Thousands of feet high towers the yellow Mountains

               With its thirty-two magnificent peaks

               Blooming like lotus flowers….

            

         

         Her father repetitiously reminded her not to worry about the mountains and to focus on the new adventures ahead. Details of that arduous migration were unimaginable. Sometimes recalling a book I read about the journey of a Chinese Mandarin, his family and thirty crew in fiction, I could visualise parallels with what happened during my mother’s trip from China. Her family were fleeing a country gripped by civil war and foreign invasion. Her father, my grandfather, was Han Chinese, one who was astute and erudite. His name was Loke Wang-Lei, which means ‘a king’. He was proud to describe himself as a gentleman of an ancient lineage and of Ming descent, with ancestors who held on to traditions of reading and writing literature. Being a Mandarin, he must have lost all hope knowing that the best of Chinese culture was in peril. Most of this began with the Boxer Rebellion where the Chinese fought each other from within; simultaneously also battling threatening foreigners with imperialistic interests, representing the enemy without.

         In their own devices, they were all fighting for power which was based on trade and profit. It was without civility or respect. Blood seemed to be worthlessly shed for money. At the same time, this was a watershed moment for him as a Mandarin because his role was declining in China. These classic scholars were being replaced by a modern civil service. The era of the Mandarins began around the Zhou Dynasty around the beginning of the sixth century. These scholars were selected by merit through an extremely rigorous imperial examination method mainly based on Confucian philosophy. By the time of the Tang Dynasty, the final form of the Mandarin culture was perfected. Even though the most high-ranking positions were filled by relatives of the emperor and nobility, the Mandarins were the founders and core of the Chinese gentry. Education was the foundation stone for this class of scholars. It became the norm for any governing official, whether in central or state government to be supervised by a Mandarin.

         But now their era was at an undisputed end. Further, the country had plunged into economic ruin because of a lack of industrial modernisation which brought with it a shortage of development in strategic military resources and trade. Since the time of the opium wars, foreign powers sought to carve China among them taking advantage of the Chinese weakness to fight back. Finally, civil war was the definitive sign that it was time to leave.

         It took my grandfather almost two years to plan the escape because it involved selling property and preparing his two wives and twelve children for a peaceful exodus. There was furniture, books and all the luggage that went along with a large family which had to be packed and moved. There were the other indispensable ‘family’ members the amahs who were the nannies, maids and cooks. These came from a traditional school, and were dressed in samfoo, black wide trousers and a white top with Chinese collar and frog buttons. They were nicknamed black and white amahs because of the colours of the uniform they wore. They travelled not only with the equipment for cleaning and cooking, but also brought important ingredients such as herbs and spices which included Sichuan pepper, dried chillies, ginger and saffron. The recruitment of a thirty-man crew and a ship’s captain, who knew the type of three masted junk for the long sea voyage, meant that my grandfather needed resourcefulness, tact and mastery of at least three dialects of Chinese.

         The foremost thought in his mind was how to establish a new world for himself and his family, away from the vestiges of imperial China. It was preferable to surrendering to Chinese communism which took land ownership away from the gentry. Its ideology attracted leaders who sought to purge the country of the traditional elements of Chinese society, mainly filial piety, the importance of family and the importance of education. Fundamental principles such as respect for elders and ancestors were deep rooted in my grandfather’s psyche since he was old enough to read about Confucius.

         Chinese culture dwelt heavily on respect for one’s ancestors. Both Confucianism and Taoism held the belief that family is viewed as a closely united group of living and dead relatives. Ancestor worship consists of making offerings to the dead in order to keep them happy in return for blessings from them. More importantly in Chinese culture the function of this was to cultivate kinship values like filial piety, family loyalty, and the continuation of the family lineage.

         On leaving China his thoughts were not so much about his ancestors nor the importance of where they were buried, even though that had weighed heavily on his mind. He understood his past but now in a boat navigating the perilous sea in South China, his present circumstances forced him to pray for his future. Far from thoughts about the dead his contemplation was focused on the living. The traditional importance of the family and how much he loved his, and thus felt responsible for each member’s life, were among the deliberations that went on and on in his mind. On reaching some conclusion, he turned it over again. It was both instinctive and intuitive. As he looked and talked to them often at dinner during the journey, his private thoughts were often focused on how they were sailing into a great unknown. However he knew that at least he had moved them away from certain death.

         My mother had inherited his clarity of thought and boldness in decision making. The perilous crossing of the South China Sea helped sharpen his mind for the negotiation with the English bureaucracy in Singapore, the point of entry to the Straits Settlements of Malaya. His knowledge of English and his ability to speak it well had been drummed into him by a kind missionary teacher in Canton. Importantly, she taught him that overall it was respect for a foreign country that gave one the will to learn its language. He understood that as he attempted to read Dickens and Shakespeare. They were experiences that first exploded in him, but with time improved his mind.

         Though only fifteen, my mother was his favourite child because she had an imaginative and open spirit. He also appreciated her courage and adventurous soul because he had not seen that in her older brothers and sisters.

         He discussed literature with her mainly to help her understand the beliefs, customs and experiences of the Chinese throughout history. This provided her with a richer content of vocabulary and guided her to an understanding of the virtues and failings of the human spirit. Much of Chinese literature addresses human values. With her education, he found that he could speak to her openly of his joys but also add a touch of humour to his fears. They laughed over some of the funny aspects of different cultures. Literature unearthed a tolerance and appreciation of cultures. They understood that their new lives needed skills to negotiate between cultural divides they were soon to encounter.

         By the time of their arrival, the Straits Settlements had already become a confluence of race and religion. They encountered Tamils with tales from Madras, other cities, villages, and the India they had left behind. The ethnic Malays had stories to share about their food and even chillier stories about the ghosts that ran around in the countryside. The Chinese were divided between those who stayed on as merchants in the ports such as Singapore, and the entrepreneurs who went further into the country to develop tin mines or plant rubber in plantations. There were rumours and tales about these adventurers and their exploits. They also regrouped according to the Chinese dialects they spoke, mainly Cantonese and Hokkien, Teochew, Hakka and Hokchew. Many of them had to learn two or three dialects in order to speak to their staff. My mother and grandfather spoke mainly in Mandarin and Cantonese. He trained her to be prepared for all aspects of the journey by road. He used Chinese stories, almost as parables, to teach her new ideas of tolerance and empathy. He taught her to be rooted in the past but to be unafraid of new cultures. In many ways he simply taught her how to think for herself in a clear and positive way.

         As they made that second long land journey from Singapore to the northern Straits Settlement of Penang, they learnt Hokkien rapidly, as it was widely spoken by the new recruits in the company. They travelled by road in three cars and a series of heavy lorries, virtually in convoy. He had purchased all the vehicles in Singapore and planned the expedition meticulously. The journey of four hundred miles was divided into three parts, each taking a week. The stops had been advised by Chinese friends who had consulted their English friends. The relationship between the English and the Chinese was tense because there was little trust, and mainly because English law curtailed their entrepreneurial instincts. The British knew the whole country well because they administered it. They also appreciated that each race had a contribution to make to the development of the country. The Chinese who wanted the commerce were the owners of most of the businesses in the small towns. These were on a north-south road trunk road running from Singapore to Penang.

         My mother was fascinated by the names of those towns, unpronounceable in the Chinese tongue; Johor Bahru, Muar, Batu Pahat, Malacca. Then she would come across something more familiar like Yong Peng. There were also names one had to make a point to write down because otherwise it would simply be forgotten; Tanjong Malim, Bidor, Kampar, and Paloh or Ipoh. They were named after rivers which had Malay names. Nothing had been done the Chinese way, which was confusing to her. The Chinese named their cities according to the lay of the land where they were founded. In this way, the topographical map of China produced cities which were related to rivers, mountains, and other natural features, of which her favourite was ‘upon the sea’(Shanghai). But her best-loved name was Taiping, which meant eternal peace. In her imagination the name was poetic, romantic and idealistic; nothing to do with topography. It was located in the foothills of the range of mountains that formed the backbone of peninsula Malaya. From the top of the peak of Maxwell they could view ranges of mountains as far as the eye could see. If they could imagine, well it felt as if they had never left China and the Yellow Mountains. My grandfather decided it should be in this town called Taiping, that he would build a new house for his daughter.

         First that the town was set beneath the Maxwell Hills, enchanted his daughter. My grandfather went up the foothills in a sedan chair. From there he looked down and saw that the feng shui of the town below was almost perfect. Feng Sui literally means wind and water, and in ancient times landscapes and bodies of water were thought to direct the universal Qi, through favourable places. Because Qi has the same patterns as wind and water, then if you live in an area of good Qi, there will be health, wealth and harmonious living.

         As fate dictated, they would put down roots in a strange new country, to begin another life. He had dreams and visions, but when they were finally in their house with the lotus ponds beneath the hills; he could believe that his daughter would have a life far better than one he ever imagined for her in their homeland.
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