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  Mission Impossible




  On the tarmac at Newark International Airport, a heat wave makes the August air dance. Inside our Boeing 777, a black flight attendant sings out

  the standard Chinese greeting. “Ni hao,” she chimes, mangling the tones. Nevertheless the passengers, mostly mainland Chinese, seem pleased. When even this American female is

  trying to speak their language, it reinforces their view that the Middle Kingdom is, once again, the center of the world.




  My husband, Norman, and I lived in Beijing for years during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. On this trip back, we are bringing two reluctant fellow travelers, our teenaged sons, Ben, sixteen, and

  Sam, thirteen. As usual these days on flights to Beijing, every seat is taken. The Chinese passengers in their knock-off Burberry outfits are more self-assured than the handful who left the

  mainland during Chairman Mao’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. In the 1970s, the Chinese who traveled abroad were members of official delegations, kept on short leashes, tight

  schedules and tiny cash allowances.




  Foreigners heading to China faced obstacles, too. Beijing rarely issued visas to Americans, but Norman was deemed to be “friendly.” His father, Jack Shulman, had been an aide to

  William Z. Foster, longtime head of the Communist Party USA. In 1965, Jack had gone to Beijing to polish English-language propaganda at Xinhua, the state-run New China News Agency. To the Chinese,

  it was natural for a son to join his father. Filial piety, however, wasn’t Norman’s motivating factor. The Vietnam War was. At twenty-two, he was looking for an interesting place to

  dodge the draft.




  In 1966, his journey from New York City to Beijing would take days. The United States had no diplomatic relations with China. To obtain a visa, Norman had to fly to London. From there, the only

  air route to mainland China was a twice-monthly Pakistan International Airlines flight to Canton, now known as Guangzhou. PIA normally refueled twice en route, in Karachi and Dhaka. At the time,

  India was at war with Pakistan, so Norman’s flight was rerouted through Colombo, Sri Lanka. When his flight finally landed in Canton, he was a jet-lagged wreck. But the arrival of a foreigner

  was a rare chance to feast at government expense. Hungry local officials insisted on feeding him a ten-course banquet, after which they bundled him aboard a three-hour flight to Beijing.




  Forty years later, Continental Airlines flight 89 takes thirteen hours. With the Cold War over, it zips across the Arctic Circle and the former Soviet Union. Our tickets are a bargain, too, 80

  percent less expensive in real terms than when I first went to China in 1972. The Middle Kingdom is still on the other side of the world, but it’s no longer far away.




  Ben and Sam spent their earliest years in Beijing. They were born during my six-year posting as China correspondent for the Toronto Globe and Mail. Sam was one when we

  moved back to Canada in 1994. He remembers nothing. Ben, who was four, has fragmented memories. He recalls making little cakes from Play-Doh with Nanny Ma. He remembers wandering into the kitchen

  to sit on Cook Mu’s lap.




  In 2003, the year severe acute respiratory syndrome, or SARS, broke out in Beijing (and Toronto), Norman and I figured the Great Wall might not be too crowded. After the all-clear, we took the

  boys back for the grand tour. Along with the Wall, we visited the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven, the terra cotta warriors in Xi’an, the Shanghai Bund and the Yangtze River. We picked

  grapes in Kashgar and sledded down sand dunes in the Gobi Desert.




  Now, when I propose a holiday in Beijing, my sons both groan. Ben would rather hang out in Toronto with his girlfriend, Tash, and go mountain biking with friends. Sam prefers to play road hockey

  and chat on MSN. The boys grow markedly unenthusiastic when I mention I also plan to hire a Chinese tutor in Beijing so they can start each day with private Mandarin lessons.




  “Um, do I have to go?” Sam asks politely, hoping good manners will get him off the hook.




  “Yes,” I say.




  “Why do I have to go?” Ben asks belligerently, hoping attitude will get him off the hook.




  “Because,” I reply enigmatically, “I need you.”




  I promise the boys we won’t go sightseeing. I promise I won’t make them visit a single museum. I swear we will not re-climb the Great Wall. I bill the trip as a once-in-a-lifetime

  opportunity to live, briefly, in a crazy, amped-up city. Indeed, that’s why I’ve persuaded myself to come back. I already know the city well, or at least I think I do. But the ancient

  capital I knew is disappearing fast. If I blink, it might vanish. So on this trip back I want to write about the city I loved and about the new, modern, shiny one that is obliterating the old. I

  figure it’s now or never.




  We have exactly twenty-eight days in Beijing. August is brutally hot, but earlier in the summer the boys were busy with hockey camp, invitations to friends’ cottages and mountain biking at

  Whistler in British Columbia. In September they have to go back to school—and I have to go back to work.




  Now, as we settle into our seats on the plane, Ben asks, grumpily, for the umpteenth time, “Why do I have to go?”




  “Because I need you,” I reply, for the umpteenth time.




  I need Norman, too. A software developer, he prefers to sit at home and read technical journals. He already lived in Beijing for twenty years, and unlike me, the journalist, he sees no need to

  spend yet another month there. But his deep experience is a big reason I want him with me there. He first arrived in China in 1966, on the eve of the Cultural Revolution. He saw the Ming-dynasty

  city walls come tumbling down. He cut ice from the lakes in winter to store for use in summer—before the advent of air-conditioning and refrigeration. He knows Beijing better than I do. And

  his spoken and written Chinese is excellent. Norman even has a real Chinese name: Yulu. Jack, as the patriarch, named him after Jiao Yulu, a rural official lionized as a model Communist. Like any

  good peasant’s name, Yulu combines the dual dream of wealth and job security. Yu means riches; lu means an official’s salary in ancient China. Norman has always objected

  to my translation: Fat Paycheck.




  As the plane rumbles down the runway at Newark, I’m acutely aware that I still haven’t explained to my boys why I need them. The fact is I’m too afraid to go

  alone.




  Being chicken isn’t characteristic of me. In 1972, the first time I went to China, I went by myself. I had just finished my third year at university, majoring in Asian history and student

  sit-ins. I was nineteen and believed I was invincible. Canada had diplomatic relations with China, but in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, Beijing was issuing few visas. It did, however, make

  exceptions for ethnic Chinese, most of whom were too scared to go. I wasn’t.




  When I arrived in China, I confused everyone, including myself. I was a Montreal Maoist who looked Chinese but couldn’t speak Chinese. The authorities could not wrap their minds around the

  fact that I was a Canadian, and a third-generation one at that. My grandfather had arrived in Canada in 1881, one of thousands of coolies who built the Canadian Pacific Railroad. My other three

  grandparents had arrived at the turn of the last century, and had paid the discriminatory head tax on Chinese immigrants.




  Miraculously, my solo jaunt through China ended with an invitation to study Mandarin at Beijing University. As part of the Maoist curriculum, I worked in a factory, dug ditches and hauled pig

  manure. Along the way, I narrowly avoided getting expelled—this is true—for contact with another foreigner. Looking back on the mystery of it all, I believe I was accepted at Beijing

  University because I was in the right place at the right time. After six years of Cult Rev xenophobia, Beijing was trying to thaw relations with the West. In 1971, it had invited the U.S.

  table-tennis team to Beijing. In 1972, I was the logical next step, the first Canadian to study there since the Cultural Revolution.




  Later, as a reporter in Beijing, I hadn’t been afraid of much, either. Like lots of resident Western journalists, my phone had been tapped, my mail opened. The secret police tailed me,

  interrogated my sources and sometimes arrested them. In 1989, a few days after the massacre at Tiananmen Square, plainclothes police mistook me for a student and tried to kidnap me. I fought back,

  screaming—in English. The agents stopped trying to stuff me in the back of the unmarked car. Still shaking on the sidewalk, I belatedly realized that if only I had gone along with them, I

  would have had a great story.




  About the same time, someone stole the Globe’s aging Toyota hatchback. Fat Paycheck discovered that the thieves were the Beijing police when, a year later, he caught them red-handed

  using it as a squad car. They had even strapped red flashing lights over the roof. I wasn’t afraid. I hustled right down to the station and made the police give me back my car. Now

  that was a great story.




  But on this trip I’m nervous, because I’m returning to Beijing for another reason. I am not only planning to chronicle the future of this great city; I also need to come to terms

  with my own past. For this, I want moral support. I need my family to reassure me that I’m not a horrible human being. Or that, if I am, they love me anyway. Thirty-three years ago, in one

  thoughtless, misguided moment, I destroyed someone’s life. This is what I did: in 1973, I ratted out a stranger at Beijing University who wanted to get to America. At the time I did not give

  it much thought. I certainly did not understand the enormity of what I had done. I recorded the incident in my diary, and forgot about it. A month or two later, I left Beijing and shipped my

  diaries home, where they lay unread for years in my mom’s basement in Montreal.




  In the ensuing years, I graduated from McGill University and returned to Beijing University for another degree in Chinese history. In 1979, I became the first news assistant in the Beijing

  bureau of the New York Times. After earning a master’s degree in journalism at Columbia University, I worked as a business reporter for the Montreal Gazette, the Boston

  Globe, the Wall Street Journal and the Toronto Globe and Mail. In 1988 the Globe and Mail appointed me its thirteenth China correspondent.




  Before I left Canada, I retrieved the dusty box from my mom’s basement. I wanted my diaries with me in Beijing—for what, I wasn’t sure. For six more years, I never looked at

  them. Then, in 1994, when I was ending my posting, I paged through the small three-ring binders. In 1973 my handwriting had been girlish and neat, each letter painstakingly formed with a fountain

  pen in blue ink. Some pages I’d typed, using a battered Hermes portable left behind by a British visitor. The paper was cheap and lined. I had hole-punched the sheets by hand.




  After a day’s reporting and writing stories for my newspaper back in Toronto, and in between making arrangements to pack up our household, I would hole up alone with my old diaries in the

  Globe’s whitewashed office in Beijing. I read about my struggle to integrate into a hermetically sealed society, about wielding a pneumatic drill at the Number One Machine Tool

  Factory, about my ludicrous efforts to overcome my bourgeois affinity for rock and roll. I had been an enthusiastic participant in my own brainwashing. The Chinese used the term xi nao,

  “washing the brain,” approvingly. After all, you wash something to cleanse it of filth. Reading about my misguided youth, I occasionally smiled. More often I winced. Then I read an

  entry about a stranger who had invited me and Erica Jen for a stroll around No Name Lake. With a sinking heart, it all came back. How could I have ever forgotten?




  In 1972, Erica and I were the only two Westerners studying at Beijing University. She was a pink-cheeked, extremely smart Chinese American my age from Yale. Our studies had been approved at the

  highest levels of the Chinese government. As the first foreign students, we had our own teachers, our own cook and our own dormitory. Everyone who befriended us had been carefully vetted by the

  Communist Party. Beijing University even moved in hand-picked female students to fill the emptiness of the foreign-student dormitory.




  Erica and I had been there nearly a year without one spontaneous encounter. So we were delighted when someone new approached us. The young woman had no inkling Erica and I were both starry-eyed

  Maoists. As we walked around the campus lake, she peppered us with questions. How much money did a worker make in America? Did every American have a refrigerator? What kind of class background was

  required to attend university? When we told her how much workers earned, she gasped. We grudgingly acknowledged that everyone had a fridge. And we conceded that there were no class-based

  restrictions on university attendance.




  Suddenly she said, “I want to go to America. Can you help me?”




  We were shocked. Our roommates had never expressed the slightest interest in the West. For nearly a year, our teachers had taught that China was a proletarian paradise. But perhaps I

  shouldn’t have been surprised. Only a few months earlier, I had personally experienced the dark side of paradise. I had nearly been expelled from Beijing University for an innocent friendship

  with another foreigner, a young Swedish diplomat in Beijing. When the crisis was resolved, I had simply resumed classes. But it was my first experience with thought control. Everyone—my

  teachers, my classmates, the officials in the Foreign Student’s Office—all pretended it had never happened. Only Erica assured me I wasn’t delusional.




  That incident had shaken my faith. Yet I still stubbornly, desperately wanted to believe that socialism was superior to capitalism. I was still in love with China, and falling out of love would

  be a long, slow, painful process.




  Erica was even more left-wing than I was. That night, we discussed what to do. Helping the young stranger leave was out of the question. We reasoned that the workers and peasants had paid for

  her university education. Anyone who accepted this privilege was duty-bound to stay in China and help develop the country. We could have done nothing. Certainly, we both felt squeamish about

  tattling. Then we decided our discomfort was just another manifestation of the bourgeois Western sentimentality we were trying to overcome. Chairman Mao had exhorted us to “let politics take

  command.” Any other considerations were superfluous.




  “We didn’t do it to earn brownie points,” Erica, a research professor in mathematics at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico, told me years later. But maybe I did.

  Having almost been cast out myself, I now wanted desperately to be accepted, to be part of what I then called “New China.” Perhaps this was an opportunity to prove my revolutionary

  fervor. A radical classmate back at McGill—now a family physician in Vancouver—recently told me that my letters to her at the time had sounded “ferocious.” She sent me a

  photocopy of a letter she’d saved from 1972. In it, I talk about the constant struggle to transform myself. I suggest, quite seriously, that “propaganda work really needs to be

  done.” I actually quote Mao. I write about “making revolution.”




  I was that very dangerous combination: fanatic, ignorant and adolescent. In 1973 I thought I knew everything about China, but I actually knew very little. I knew that it was unacceptable to

  express a desire to leave the motherland, but I didn’t know there were labor camps for dissidents. I didn’t know that China during the Cultural Revolution was a crazy place where

  someone could be ruined, imprisoned or beaten simply for accidentally ripping up a newspaper that happened to contain a photo of Mao. China’s human rights violations weren’t common

  knowledge then. To outsiders, Beijing projected an image of harmony, happiness and clean living. Insiders knew it was a police state, but that same police state so tightly controlled access to the

  dark side that few outsiders got a glimpse. In 1973 China, reporting was so rudimentary that John Burns, one of my predecessors in the Globe’s Beijing bureau, would write about a

  simple train ride. Burns, who would later become one of the New York Times’s great foreign correspondents, even wrote glowingly about the Red Flag Canal, a showpiece Maoist project:

  “The work produced many heroes, paraded now before the constant stream of visitors to the canal. Their stories are too . . . long . . . , but there is enough substance in them to show that

  great courage and initiative were involved.”




  Erica and I assumed that Communist Party officials would give the young woman a tongue-lashing. That was the system we’d been shown. I’d been criticized many times that year for

  reading old copies of Newsweek that my mother sent, for slacking off on homework, for leaving my dorm room unlocked (thereby tempting class enemies). I’d been scolded for tap dancing

  on the stone floor of a Ming tomb when the guide launched into a boring discourse on fifteenth-century class struggle. And yet, given my near expulsion, Erica and I should have been more cautious.

  We weren’t.




  The next morning, we told our respective teachers about Yin’s American dream.




  By 1994 I had lived in China, off and on, for a dozen years. I had covered Tiananmen Square. I had written about dissidents, human rights, labor camps, torture and secret

  execution grounds. Before that, I had witnessed the outpouring of bitterness after the Cultural Revolution ended upon Mao Zedong’s death in 1976. I learned how colleagues had turned on one

  another, how neighbors had ratted each other out, how children had snitched on their parents—all in the name of the Revolution.




  By 1980, the Chinese began calling the 1966–1976 Cultural Revolution the “Decade of Disaster.” When I read my diary in 1994, of course I had no more illusions. I knew with

  blinding clarity what I had done. At the age of twenty, I had thoughtlessly destroyed a young woman I didn’t even know. In my diary I had recorded only her surname, Yin. Anxiously, I sought

  out my old roommate, Scarlet. She remembered. She said that Yin, a history major, had been expelled at a department-wide meeting. Scarlet said she wasn’t sure what had happened to her after

  that. Nor did she quite remember Yin’s full name. “I think it was Yin Luoyi,” she said.




  At that point I stopped asking questions. There was no way to trace Yin, and no time. In a few weeks I would be leaving China. I didn’t have time to chase down my past. At least

  that’s what I told myself. Deep down I was afraid to look for Yin. What if I found her? Worse, what if I didn’t?




  I spent my first year back in Toronto writing a memoir, Red China Blues. I considered omitting any mention of the young stranger. If I didn’t write about her, who would know? If I

  did write about her, I’d be pilloried for sure. Still, as a journalist, I’ve always demanded honesty in others. If I wanted to write truthfully about China, if I wanted to show the true

  face of Communism, it was essential to come clean myself. I had harbored no ill will toward Yin. I didn’t even know her. And yet I had betrayed her. Why? I wasn’t even sure myself.




  I wrote about Yin in Red China Blues, and people have attacked me for it ever since. They often get the details wrong. They say that I turned in my roommate, or another classmate. Yin was

  not my classmate. I didn’t know her at all. And obviously she didn’t know me. If she had, she would have run screaming in the opposite direction. But writing about Yin did not lay my

  demons to rest. As the years passed, I tried to forget her. I couldn’t. I kept thinking about her. I wanted to know what had happened to her, and yet I was afraid to find out. I reasoned to

  myself that anyone who wanted to leave that badly must have gotten out. I comforted myself with the fantasy that she was alive and well and living in Las Vegas. Then doubts would set in. She must

  have suffered terribly. Perhaps she was dead. Then I hoped she might have had a child—a daughter, perhaps—whom I could help in some way. Perhaps that daughter might want to come to

  Canada.




  There was only risk in finding out. It was easy to do nothing. In the ensuing twelve years, I returned to Beijing four times—twice on reporting stints for my newspaper, once on the grand

  tour with my family, and once to complete research on my second book, Jan Wong’s China, and to make a documentary film, Jan Wong’s Forbidden China. The documentary’s

  producer, Robin Benger, suggested I look for Yin during that trip. He thought it would make for gripping footage. I squirmed. I hung my head. I changed the subject. I was a coward. I told Robin it

  would be impossible to find her.




  Still, Yin has haunted me for many years. I need to understand why I threw myself so enthusiastically into the Cultural Revolution. If I can figure that out, I might understand why so many

  Chinese did, too. At a moment in history when Beijing is emerging on the world stage and its stability remains uncertain, any clarity might help prevent a future convulsion. Of course, I am seeking

  answers from a relatively privileged position. My life is not here in Beijing. I am dropping in for twenty-eight days, and after that I can conveniently leave any messiness behind. Deep down,

  perhaps, I am praying that I won’t actually find Yin—but at least I can tell myself that I tried.




  Aboard flight 89, the flight attendants serve a choice of New Jersey dim sum or overcooked chicken and mash. The in-flight entertainment include She’s the Man, The

  Shoe Fairy, Benchwarmers and Mission Impossible III. I watch MI III while chewing on dried-out chicken. Here’s the plot: the hero thwarts a plan to sell a destructive secret

  to an unnamed enemy nation where everyone speaks Chinese. It’s supposed to be a thriller, but I laugh out loud. The bloopers include the inability of To m Cruise’s character to get a

  cellphone signal in downtown Shanghai. Anyone who’s been to China knows you can get a clear signal anywhere, including the Gobi Desert and the grasslands of Inner Mongolia. Then there’s

  the car chase through downtown Shanghai. Like Beijing, Shanghai is clogged with traffic night and day. No one gets anywhere fast. And finally, there’s the climactic shoot-out in a picturesque

  warren of Qing-dynasty homes. But Shanghai has razed everything old, except the riverside Bund and the hallowed spot where Mao and others founded the Chinese Communist Party in 1921.




  When the movie ends, I contemplate my own mission impossible. How will I find a stranger in a country of 1.3 billion? I have four weeks and no plan of action. All I know is I’m fifty-three

  now and I am running out of excuses. It’s time to find Yin, apologize and try to make amends. The bittersweet irony is that, thirty-three years after I turned her in, I am on a planeload of

  mainland Chinese returning home of their own free will.
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  Life as It Has Always Been Lived




  In 1949, when the People’s Liberation Army marched into Beijing, China had no common spoken language. To rule effectively, control the

  populace and disseminate propaganda, the Communist Party needed a single dialect. Mandarin was the obvious choice. It was the dialect of Beijing, which had been the capital of China for nearly nine

  hundred years. Yet within the Party, there was debate.




  Mao resented Mandarin, the court language of imperial China. At the time of the Communist victory, he was nearly fifty-six. Despite tutoring, he was too old to learn China’s official

  language. (He also studied English his whole life, with similarly dismal results.) A native of the south, he spoke the guttural dialect of Hunan province. At twenty-four, he had taken a lowly job

  at Beijing University, proudly telling his family he had “a position . . . as a staff member.” In fact, his assistant librarian’s salary of eight Chinese dollars a month was half

  what a rickshaw coolie earned. In the 1930s, he confessed to Edgar Snow, the American journalist and author of Red Star over China, “My office was so low that people avoided me. One of

  my tasks was to register the names of people who came to read newspapers, but to most of them I didn’t exist as a human being. Among those who came to read, I recognized the names of famous

  leaders . . . I tried to begin conversations with them on political and cultural subjects, but they were very busy men. They had no time to listen to an assistant librarian speaking southern

  dialect.”




  After the Communist victory, the new mandarins eventually settled on Mandarin. Curiously, there is no Chinese word for “Mandarin.” The English word derives from the scholar-officials

  who ruled the Chinese empire. The defeated Kuomintang had called it guoyu, “the national language.” Emphasizing their proletarian leanings, the Communists called it

  putonghua, “the common speech.” By banning local dialects in public schools, and aided by radio, television and film, the government managed to popularize Mandarin. (It also set

  all the clocks in China to Beijing time, except in Tibet. That exception ended with the Cultural Revolution. Now, when it is 9 a.m. in Beijing, it is also 9 a.m. in Tibet, four thousand kilometers

  to the west. Tibetans compensate by showing up at the office around 11 a.m., an hour after sunrise.)




  In unifying spoken Chinese, the Communist Party succeeded where the greatest emperor had failed. In 221 BC, Qin Shihuang standardized written Chinese. To facilitate trade, he established uniform

  weights and measures, created a common currency and decreed a standard length for wagon axles. He built the Great Wall to keep out marauding nomads. His greatest legacy was unifying seven warring

  states into a single country. His kingdom of Qin, pronounced chin, would give this nation its enduring name, China.




  But the dozens of dialects and thousands of subdialects in China stymied even the First Emperor of Qin. For the next two millennia, the Chinese would speak the tongue of the village or hamlet

  where they were born. When they ventured afield, the literate would communicate using a kind of sign language. With an index finger, they would swiftly trace the written character on their palm.

  The other person could then read what was said. The illiterate were out of luck.




  On October 1, 1949, Mao stood on the rostrum overlooking Tiananmen Square and bellowed through a microphone in his Hunan brogue, “The Chinese people have stood up!” The masses

  cheered hysterically, although it is unclear whether they understood a word he was saying. (Authorities have since imposed subtitles on documentary footage of that historic moment, screened in a

  continuous loop at the Capital Museum in Beijing.)




  Mandarin is the dialect my teacher, Fu Min, pounded into my skull. She was a doctrinaire Communist Party member. Secretly I called her Fu the Enforcer. From her, I learned the four distinct

  tones. The first tone rings like a note on a bronze bell, the second rises gently like yeast, the third swoops like a hawk and the fourth clatters like a stone on a marble floor. The language is

  chaste and spare, full of sibilance and crisp consonants. If I close my eyes, I can conjure up mandarins in the Forbidden City, whispering behind silken sleeves. Alas, by the time of the Cultural

  Revolution, many of the antiquated linguistic courtesies had been purged. The polite response to a compliment, for instance, is, nali, nali, literally “Where? Where?” (presumably

  with puzzled swiveling of the head and a modest wave of one’s silken sleeve). Fu the Enforcer never taught me that. Instead, she drilled me on such felicitous phrases as “running dog of

  imperialism,” “the East is red” and “Chairman Mao is our great savior.”




  With Mandarin, polite or political, I could go anywhere in China. If the other person didn’t know Mandarin, someone could always be found to help out. Beijingers ruled.




  Beijing’s history dates to the beginning of humankind. In 1929, archaeologists found remains from 500,000 BC southwest of the city. This was Homo erectus

  pekinensis, or Peking man. Five thousand years ago, modern man farmed and domesticated animals here. Three thousand years ago, a small city emerged on the present site. In the twelfth century,

  Beijing became a capital for the first time. When medieval London was bustling with eighty thousand people, Beijing’s population was already one million, making it the biggest city in the

  world. Unlike many great capitals, Beijing was not by a sea or river. It was at the far end of the North China Plain, hard by the Mongolian foothills and vulnerable to invasion. Some of those

  invaders—barbarian tribes from the north—established cities on this site. The Khitan called theirs Yanjing. The Jurched called theirs Zhongdu.




  In the thirteenth century, the Mongols, led by the grandson of Genghis Khan, razed Zhongdu. The victorious Kublai Khan, the founder of the Yuan dynasty, established his own capital here, calling

  it Dadu, or “Great Capital.” In Mongolian, it was simply known as Khanbaliq, or Khan’s Town. By then war and conquest had cut the city’s population to a half million. The

  devastation created an opportunity as expansive as a blank sheet of paper. In 1271, on the flat, featureless North China Plain, Yuan-dynasty planners designed a pure rectangle centered on the

  north–south meridian.




  Befitting the largest empire the world had ever seen, Kublai Khan undertook three megaprojects: the imperial palaces, a fortress-like city wall with moats, and a waterway strategically linking

  the capital to the existing Grand Canal, the longest artificial river ever built. The scale and pace of the work in the thirteenth century foreshadowed the construction convulsing Beijing in the

  twenty-first. Kublai Khan’s imperial palace was completed in just three years. Marco Polo, who served Kublai Khan for seventeen years, describes the imperial palace in his memoir, The

  Description of the World:




  

    

      You must know that it is the greatest palace that ever was. The roof is very lofty, and the walls of the palace are all covered with gold and silver. They are adorned with

      dragons, beasts and birds, knights and idols, and other such things. The Hall of the Palace is so large that six thousand people could easily dine there, and it is quite a marvel to see how

      many rooms there are besides. The building is altogether so vast, so rich and so beautiful, that no man on earth could design anything superior to it. The outside of the roof is all colored

      with vermilion and yellow and green and blue and other hues, which are fixed with a varnish so fine and exquisite that they shine like crystal, and lend a resplendent luster to the palace as

      seen for a great way around.


    


  




  The perimeter of the city walls was thirty kilometers. The planners filled in the rectangle with an efficient grid of roads and streets. Paris would not do the same until the 1850s, when Emperor

  Napoleon III ordered his engineer, Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann, to replace the medieval chaos with wide boulevards radiating from central points. Dadu’s main streets were

  twenty-four paces wide. Side streets and lanes were half as wide. The planners filled in the spaces with hutongs, Beijing’s famed residential laneways. The Chinese word hutong

  is a transliteration of the Mongolian hottog. Lacking a word for “alleyway,” the nomadic Mongols chose hottog, or “water hole,” a traditional gathering spot on

  the grasslands.




  The third megaproject connected the capital with the Grand Canal, an achievement as significant for its time as the Panama Canal would be later. With the completion of the Tonghui Canal in 1293,

  Kublai Khan created a secure north–south trade route. For the first time, emperors could easily make inspection tours of the south, protected from sea pirates and coastal typhoons. Each year,

  barges arrived laden with the riches of the fertile south—tax grain, tea, rice, porcelain, timber and silk. Poled by boatmen, the barges would climb 140 feet above sea level through

  sophisticated locks—a Chinese invention—two thousand kilometers north to the capital.




  The construction of Dadu or Khanbaliq took twenty-six years. Marco Polo observed that only persons of rank lived within the Chinese capital he called Cambaluc. For that reason, certain services

  could only be procured outside the city walls: “. . . And again I tell you another thing, that inside the town dare live no sinful woman (unless it is secretly) as is said before, these are

  women of the world who do service to men for money, but I tell you that they all live outside in the suburbs. And you may know that there are so great a multitude of them for the foreigners that no

  man could believe it, for I dare tell you in truth that they are quite twenty thousand . . . who all serve men for money, and they all find a living.”




  Yuan-dynasty records fail to mention Marco Polo, leading some historians to dispute whether he ever actually made it to China. Frances Wood, head of the Chinese, Manchu and Mongolian collections

  at the British Library, is one such skeptic. In her book Did Marco Polo Go to China? she theorizes he might have picked up gossip from Persian merchants in caravan stops along the Silk Road.

  Polo does describe porcelain, paper money and the use of coal, all unknown to Europeans in the thirteenth century, yet he fails to mention tea, also unknown in Europe at the time, Chinese writing,

  chopsticks, acupuncture or even the Great Wall.




  Either way, his memoir was greeted with disbelief, even as it became one of the most widely read books on the continent. Few Europeans would accept that theirs could be a second-rate

  civilization. Perhaps Polo felt constrained to omit some of the more incredible details. The phrase “It’s a Marco Polo” came to mean an embellishment. On his deathbed in 1324,

  Polo refused to recant, saying, “I have not written down the half of those things which I saw.”




  In 1368, the Ming army captured Dadu, overthrowing the Mongol Yuan dynasty. The new rulers changed Dadu’s name to Beiping, or “Northern Peace.” The Ming, an

  ethnic Chinese dynasty, established the capital in the more secure south, in Nanjing, which means “Southern Capital.” Thirty-five years later, when Yong Le usurped the throne from his

  nephew, he established the Ming capital near his supporters in the north, in the former Yuan capital. He called it Beijing, or “Northern Capital.”




  Like Kublai Khan, Yong Le decided to rebuild the city. The Beijing that has been bulldozed for the 2008 Olympics is essentially the imperial city created by one of the greatest emperors in

  Chinese history. In 1406, Yong Le set his capital on the meridian, using a perfect symmetry that dazzles city planners today. Like the Yuan planners, Ming officials established precise measurements

  for roads. They shifted the original Yuan wall south and enclosed the southern suburbs within a separate set of walls.




  The heart of the new capital was Yong Le’s imperial palace. In 1417, Yong Le set 200,000 laborers and artisans to work building it. The Forbidden City was completed three years later,

  matching Kublai Khan’s speed record. Legend has it that its layout was based on a dream Yong Le’s tutor had: an unearthly city where the Son of Heaven lived in harmony within a series

  of perfect rectangles, aligned north to south along the Pole Star. Apocryphal or not, the palace was indeed built on these lines, and so was the entire city. Yong Le called it Zi Jin Cheng, an

  allusion to a constellation revolving around the Pole Star. If China was Zhong Guo, the Middle Kingdom, then the emperor was its axis, the center, the one constant around which the cosmic order

  revolved. Zi usually means “purple,” but not in this instance. It is essentially untranslatable. Jin means “forbidden to enter.” Cheng means city. Hence

  the name in English, “Forbidden City.”




  Even the Communists respected the invisible line that was the Ming-dynasty meridian. When Mao enlarged Tiananmen Square for mass rallies, he retained its symmetry, flanking it with two

  monolithic Stalinist structures: the Great Hall of the People and the Museum of Revolutionary History. He hung his own giant portrait on the Tiananmen rostrum, right on the axis. And when he died,

  the Communist Party set his mausoleum and embalmed corpse precisely on the meridian.




  The Manchus, who followed the Ming, founding the Qing dynasty in 1644, left the city alone. Instead they devoted themselves to building lavish summer retreats in the suburbs.

  The vast Yuan Ming Yuan (Garden of Perfect Brightness) rivaled Versailles as a masterpiece of landscape architecture. Another retreat, Yi He Yuan, the Summer Palace, was the largest imperial

  pleasure ground in China. After Pu Yi, the last Qing emperor, abdicated in 1912, Beijing was successively ruled by warlords, foreign invaders and a president who attempted to crown himself emperor.

  Meanwhile, the beleaguered government nervously shifted the capital from Canton to Wuhan to Nanking to Chungking, until 1949, when Chiang Kai-shek and his Kuomintang army fled in defeat to

  Taiwan.




  War and upheaval failed to destroy Beijing. The Kuomintang general, Fu Tso-yi, patriotically surrendered the capital to the Communists without a fight. During the Cultural Revolution, Red Guards

  burned books, paintings and antiques, while the temples and palaces survived because they were closed to the public.




  But nothing preserves a city like a century of economic decline. With the exception of ten major public buildings erected by the masses in 1958 during Mao’s Great Leap Forward, the

  essential architecture and layout of the city remained intact. By 1972, when I arrived in Beijing for the first time, Mao’s various economic debacles had done more to save the city than the

  most energetic preservation society. The streets still followed the invisible grid determined by the four points of the compass. Many residents lived in traditional gray-brick homes surrounded by

  walls. Each compound was actually a series of separate pavilions sociably facing a central courtyard. Originally designed for a single multigenerational family, the walled courtyard home was called

  a siheyuan, or “four-harmonies courtyard.”




  The hutong reflected the shape of the courtyard homes within. As homes expanded, the alleyway would twist and turn, like a maze of high blank walls. The narrowest surviving hutong

  today is reportedly just forty centimeters (sixteen inches) wide. The front gate of each house was usually painted bright red and was always split in two. When the gate was opened, privacy was

  ensured by a “spirit screen,” a stand-alone wall erected to block evil spirits, which were deemed incapable of making turns. But privacy vanished during the Cultural Revolution. A

  severe housing shortage meant that a dozen or more families typically squeezed into a single home, rendering the spirit screen useless. Families shared a single cold-water tap. The public latrines,

  many without plumbing, were down the alley. Fights were inevitable. A friend of mine suffered a breakdown because she could never talk to her husband without the neighbors hearing.




  Beijing’s streets, however, remained peaceful. With virtually no cars, only the occasional truck and the tinkle of bicycle bells at rush hour, the city of eight million was mostly silent.

  To wander the hutongs in 1972 was to sense the beauty of the city. Fall, Beijingers would agree, was the best time there. The crystalline sunshine accentuated the brilliant greens, lapis,

  golds and reds of the palace eaves. Fat Paycheck and I often biked for picnics into the Western Hills, where the maples and sumac turned flame red. Peddlers sold candied crabapples threaded on

  wooden sticks, practically the only sweet available.




  Winter most suited the sea of courtyard homes. With the trees bare, the capital resembled a Chinese ink-brush painting, in muted strokes of charcoal and slate. When a rare snowfall blanketed the

  city, people rushed out with twig brooms to sweep the sidewalks. They hung padded quilts over their doors as insulation and huddled by little iron stoves fed by cakes of poor-quality coal dust. In

  a shady corner, residents stacked Beijing cabbage, a long-leafed, white variety tipped with pale green. It was virtually the only available vegetable of the entire winter, and as time passed, the

  aging cabbages would give off a musty, none-too-appetizing smell.




  Beijingers heralded spring early, in January or February during Spring Festival, at the lunar New Year. They grew narcissus in water, balancing the bulbs in shallow earthen dishes filled with

  pebbles. When the flowers bloomed, their heavy perfume filled the courtyards. By March the harsh northwest winds would start howling. Overnight, we would awaken to miniature sand dunes from the

  Gobi Desert on our windowsill. Sand fell into our mugs, ruining our tea. Our teeth felt gritty. Bicycling was a torment. But by April the winds subsided and the locust trees dripped with fragrant

  cones of white flowers that people stuffed into jiaozi, the traditional boiled dumplings of Beijing.




  In summer the sun burned against a sky so intensely blue it seemed unreal. Sleep became fitful. For relief, we laid xizi, thin bamboo mats, atop our mattress. Fat Paycheck and I would

  join a handful of swimmers, all male, in the canal near the Purple Bamboo Park. Shade was abundant, provided by willows, poplars with rustling leaves and leafy plane trees with bark like

  camouflage. Sidewalk vendors sold mountains of ripe tomatoes for pennies a catty, a measure equal to half a kilo. I never got used to the Beijing taste—tomatoes sprinkled with granulated

  white sugar. I preferred mine with salt, which disgusted the Chinese no end.




  Life spilled out into the hutong. Elderly women with bound feet would fan themselves on tiny bamboo chairs. Toddlers would scoot around, bare-bottomed, in pants slit up the crotch.

  Families would take their rice bowls and chopsticks outside, hoping to catch the breeze. This was life as it had always been lived.




  On the eve of the Communist takeover, Beijing had 1,330 hutongs. Most dated from the Ming and Qing dynasties. In the 1990s, many were replaced by broad boulevards and expressways. Brick

  Pagoda (Zhuan Ta) Hutong, often mentioned in Yuan dramas, is one of the few original hutongs extant today. The effort to create a new Beijing for the 2008 Olympics has demolished entire

  neighborhoods. On our last trip here, we were too busy running through museums. This time I want Ben and Sam to see the ancient hutongs before they disappear.




  Continental Airlines flight 89 lands on time at Beijing International Airport. Through the plane window, I watch straw-hatted men sweeping an adjacent runway with twig brooms.

  In the distance, worker ants swarm over a dusty battlefield, the construction cranes like ancient catapults, red flags aflutter like medieval standards. This is the site of Beijing’s new

  airport, slated for completion by the 2008 Olympics. Its four-year construction schedule is, as the Guardian points out, “somewhat less time than lawyers have spent arguing over

  London’s Heathrow Terminal 5.” And only one more year than Kublai Khan and Emperor Yong Le spent building their imperial palaces. At the moment the new airport is the world’s

  largest construction project. Designed by British architect Norman Foster, when finished it will be energy efficient and will handle an unprecedented 60 million passengers a year. Work is

  proceeding at breakneck speed. Nothing slows it down, not even the occasional discovery of dinosaur bones or ancient stone carvings. Seven days a week, 45,000 laborers work three shifts a day, each

  earning about seven dollars a day.




  In 1972, Beijing’s airport was a modest sandstone building. It had a single reception area and a couple of VIP rooms furnished with armchairs covered in lace antimacassars. In 1988, when I

  returned as a foreign correspondent, Beijing had built a second airport. This one had cracked walls and crude metal windows. The gift shop sold boxes of dried persimmons and pickled vegetables. The

  current Beijing airport, the third incarnation, is as instantly forgettable as any other international terminal. It has marble floors, conveyor-belt walkways and stores selling expensive silk ties.

  Most cities would be proud to have one like it.




  We hurry past a SARS checkpoint and get into a long line at the border control. While I wait, I read the Chinglish signs. They make sense only if you translate the English back into Chinese, and

  they remind me of the hit movie Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan.




  A big computerized sign says, “Laws are fully enforced and service for passengers warmly.” My personal favorite is “Inspectors must service passengers.” A little sex

  after a long flight might be therapeutic for jet lag. After all, the border-inspection process can be tense, especially for a writer sneaking into China. Unfortunately, the unsmiling border

  official doesn’t look all that sexy. I’m sure I’m not attractive to him, either. China doesn’t like Western reporters, especially those who can pass for locals. Beijing

  assumes we’re all spies because it sometimes uses its own reporters that way. After NATO bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999, the United States apologized profusely, blaming an

  outdated CIA map. But a joint report from Britain’s Observer and Denmark’s Politiken contends that the bombing was intentional. The report said the embassy was relaying

  radio signals from the Yugoslav military. Whatever the truth, all three fatalities were Chinese journalists.




  China requires foreign journalists to have special visas. This means extra scrutiny, cliffhanger delays and, often, denial. If you do get one, you might as well have a scarlet letter on your

  forehead. You must show your passport to buy plane tickets or rent hotel rooms. The “journalist” visa marks you wherever you go. Of course, journalists can avoid this agony by sneaking

  in on tourist visas, but that can be nerve-wracking. To calm myself at the border, I count security cameras. At Toronto’s Pearson International Airport, I’ve noticed just one camera in

  the immigration area. Here there are dozens embedded in the ceiling, including four aimed at each inspector’s booth.




  When it’s our turn, I push the boys forward. Fat Paycheck is right behind me. We’ve been through this drill before. Ben and Sam know not to say a word. The border officer types our

  names into a computer. We wait in silence. I try to estimate how many Wongs there are in China. Perhaps the computer is choking. Or does the delay mean something more sinister? The officer stares

  at our passport pictures and then back at us. He does not smile. Then he pushes our passports back. We’re in.




  We collect our luggage and head outside. The terminal is awash with people pushing carts mounded with luggage. Tour groups swarm behind flag-waving, shouting guides. Young men and women hold up

  hand-scrawled signs that say “Ford/Mr. Beckman” or “Palace Hotel/Miss Weizl.” I scan the crowd. An old contact, a Chinese Canadian architect, has promised to meet us at the

  airport. I walk around the chaotic greeting zone twice, searching every face. He isn’t there.




  We give up and get in a taxi line outside. The humid, polluted air overwhelms us. We each have a carry-on and a checked bag. In addition, we have two bulging suitcases that belong to a Toronto

  friend who is relocating to China. I breezily offered to help him bring back a few things. One suitcase had broken wheels. The other burst its zipper en route. I’d forgotten most Beijing

  taxis are subcompacts. It becomes obvious that the four of us, four carry-on bags and six suitcases can’t fit into one taxi. But I’m worried about separating. Suddenly, I spot a Red

  Flag, the limo once favored by Chairman Mao. It’s not red, actually, and the Mao-mobile has definitely shrunk. Once the size of a Lincoln Continental, it’s now no bigger than an

  ordinary Toyota sedan, and that may be generous. But it looks marginally bigger than the regular taxis, and I’m desperate. The driver looks dubious as he heaves my friend’s two

  suitcases into the trunk, followed by two big backpacks. He jams our own suitcases in the back seat, which leaves a narrow space for Ben, who is clutching two more backpacks. Somehow I squeeze in

  beside Ben, our hip bones digging into one another, ankles at unnatural angles. Fat Paycheck takes the front passenger seat, with thirteen-year-old Sam on his lap and another backpack on his feet.

  At this point I waive my parental seat-belt rule. In a crash, we’re wedged in so tight that only Sam would fly through the windshield. And as I keep telling my second-born, he’s the

  spare.




  The taxi driver pulls onto a magnificent new six-lane toll expressway. The old airport road was two lanes wide, unlit and clogged with horsecarts. The trunks of the poplar trees flanking the

  road were painted white with insecticide, an added advantage for night-time driving. As Ben and I shift painfully in the back, I compliment the taxi driver on his Red Flag. He tells me that the

  city recently ordered thirty thousand old taxis off the roads to meet pollution-control standards. I ask him if some distant town or village received the old taxis.
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