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A NOTE ON ARCHIVAL SOURCES AND LANGUAGE USAGE



I have used authentic quotations and dialogue from existing historical sources, including Chinese and English-language governmental and academic archives on the events and political affairs at the time; the extensive personal memoirs, correspondence, diaries, statements, and family records of the participants; and foreign and Chinese-language media reports. As a result, many of the comments and statements reflect the views of the times, and I have tried to provide contemporary context. In addition, and to be consistent with historical sources from 1923, all geographic references and names use the Wade-Giles Romanized transliteration system in effect at the time. The following is a comparison of the Wade-Giles system, current Pinyin spelling, and simplified Chinese characters.
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Anhui
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Chekiang




	

Zhejiang




	

浙江
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Zhílì
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Qing
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Chongqing




	

重庆









	

Hangchow




	

Hangzhou
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Wuhan
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Henan
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Jiangsu
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Peking




	

Beijing




	

北京









	

Shantung




	

Shandong




	

山东









	

Soochow




	

Suzhou




	

苏州
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Xuzhou
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Tianjin




	

天津
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Jinan
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Tsingtao




	

Qingdao
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Whangpoo




	

Huangpu




	

黄浦江









	

Woosung




	

Wusong
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Route of the Peking Express. See here for detail map.
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March to Paotzuku Mountain





















PROLOGUE





About the only difference between a bandit and a soldier is the matter of army pay, a uniform and a gun.


—John B. Powell, American publisher and hostage1


MAY 1923


After the revolution of 1911 ended more than two thousand years of imperial rule in China, the country ruptured into regional political factions, each jockeying for power in a constant state of internecine warfare. The armies of the provincial military warlords, the tuchuns, dominated the countryside as the hapless leaders of the Republic of China in Peking struggled to maintain a semblance of control over a fractured nation. The warlord armies obeyed no higher authority than the warlord himself—they were in effect personal armies made into military satrapies, independent of national-level authorities.2


In June 1922, Li Yuan-hung was installed as president of the nation. A highly respected former rebel army leader in the 1911 revolution who had then served as president in 1916‒1917, President Li was now regarded as an antimilitarist who would unify the country with a national constitution as well as disband the tuchuns and their armies. After ten years of warlord intrigue, corruption, and destruction, Li’s ambitious plan was a welcome relief to both the Chinese people and the international community. But he needed to move quickly: there was much trouble brewing in the heartland.


For more than a decade, rival warlords had settled scores by resorting to arms, and after each battle their defeated soldiers scattered for survival. Poor and starving, most of these soldiers sought to be reinstated into an army, anyone’s army. But others became outlaws. By 1923, bandits, or tufei, had become an existential threat to the Chinese government. Every day, swarms of men armed with rifles and sabers swept through the countryside, looting factories, hijacking trade routes, and kidnapping children.3


To neutralize the bandits, the warlords initiated ruthless suppression campaigns, laying siege over entire regions and engaging in bloody wars of attrition that destroyed village after village. Outside train stations and village gates, the rotting heads of executed bandits were tethered from poles and baskets, dangling in the wind as gruesome trophies to dissuade former soldiers—and any peasants caught in the cross fire—from becoming tufei.


Few Westerners ever set foot in the lawless interior of the country, where the bandits and warlords did battle. Yet in 1923, China’s newly launched express trains—a showcase of its modernity—passed right through the heart of bandit country, their seats filled with prominent and wealthy passengers traveling back and forth between the raucously cosmopolitan city of Shanghai and the nation’s more austere but still thriving capital, Peking.


An attack on an express train by marauding brigands could threaten China’s national sovereignty and bring the unstable Republican government to its knees. It would not only strike a blow to China’s economically critical rail system but also put the country in the crosshairs of the foreign powers that increasingly took the view that China couldn’t govern itself. Much as during the opium wars of the nineteenth century and the Boxer Rebellion just a few decades earlier, various foreign governments were itching for a reason to intervene militarily to protect their treaty rights and expand their territorial ambitions. Much was indeed at stake. So when, in early May 1923, the inevitable happened—an attack on the Peking Express, a hostage situation, and a diplomatic crisis that captured the attention of the globe—it not only changed the lives of those caught up in the affair; it also changed China and its relationship with the rest of the world. This is that story.




















PART 1



THE JOURNEY















CHAPTER 1



ALL ABOARD!


All in all, travel on the regular routes is as safe in China as in any other part of the world. Robbers and pirates exist, of course, and there is usually a revolution or rebellion going on in some part of the country, but these things add zest rather than danger to the journey.


—The Travelers’ Handbook for China (1921)1


MAY 5, 1923, 8 A.M., SHANGHAI


John Benjamin Powell had a train to catch. The publisher of Shanghai’s Weekly Review and the Chicago Tribune’s man in China handed his baggage and portable typewriter to his driver and kissed his wife, Martha, and two small children good-bye. At the age of thirty-four, he looked lean and smart in his three-piece wool suit, wingtip shoes, and dark-gray Stetson fedora. He had remembered to shave, and his hair was slicked back with brilliantine. He got dolled up like this only for the important assignments. On most days, he wore rugged olive-green khakis and rolled-up shirtsleeves. His round black wire-rimmed glasses gave him a studious look, and he never left home without pencils, a notebook, and his beloved corn-cob pipe to remind himself of his midwestern roots.


He had certainly come a long way from his native Missouri. Powell lived in a two-story Tudor-style house in “French Town”—the French Concession area of Shanghai—where the leafy lanes and vibrant commerce made him feel as if he were walking the streets of Paris. The area had become the neighborhood of choice for the growing American colony, as well as the rich Taipans, or foreign-born business tycoons, who had built Shanghai into a modern metropolis.


Powell’s taxi passed by the gated mansions, heading east and then north, in the direction of the Whangpoo River toward the Shanghai-Nanking Railway Station. On Avenue Edward VII, the taxi breezed past Powell’s newsroom in the Great Northern Telegraph Company, a stately office building from which messages were sent around the clock over lines connecting China to Russia, Europe, and Imperial Japan. During the past six years, Powell had wired firsthand accounts of famine, earthquakes, rebellions, bloody regional wars, and the seemingly vain efforts of the Republican government to unite the country and improve the lot of the Chinese people.


Most of his stories were ugly and dark, but today’s assignment was good news for a change. Powell was headed six hundred miles north to Shantung Province to cover the completion ceremony of a major river-reclamation project funded by the American Red Cross and built with the help of American contractors and twenty-three thousand Chinese laborers.2 This initiative—which involved the construction of a diversion dam, levees, and a massive rail trestle built out of Oregon pine timber—was an example of the emergent friendship between the United States and China. And it would save lives. Two years earlier in this same spot, the restless Yellow River had broken through its north bank, laying waste to five hundred villages.
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Journalist and publisher John B. Powell on a reporting trip in China, ca. 1920. (SHSMO)








Although this was an important story, it also gave Powell the excuse he was waiting for to book a first-class ticket on the Peking Express, a luxurious overnight train service that had launched just four months earlier. In addition to the creature comforts such a journey would provide, Powell knew he would meet interesting, important people—catnip for new story ideas.


Powell’s taxi was now crawling in traffic along the city’s principal waterfront. On his right was the nine-mile river frontage, full of a motley assortment of sampans, crimson-colored masted junks, fishing and trading boats, and passenger ferries traversing the smooth, steel-gray-colored river and clogging the docks and ramps extending from the shoreline promenade. Farther on, across to the shore of the east bank of the river, Powell could see the wharves, the gray warehouses (godowns), and the smokestacks of factories standing tall in the skyline. From this vantage point, Shanghai looked like any other industrial city in Europe or America.


The noise on the crowded streets was ear piercing, the fumes choking. The taxi dodged a strange mixture of vehicles: tramcars, carriages, motorcars, lorries, and rickshaws. In the bustle, Powell saw the whole pecking order of Shanghai’s social fabric, from British aristocrats and foreign and Chinese businessmen in bespoke suits to stern-looking Sikh traffic policemen in khakis and turbans, barking orders to pedestrians and drivers alike. Also here were many Chinese who made their living on the street: pigtailed peddlers hawking curios; slender courtesans (or “sing-song girls”) in their form-fitting and sleeveless silk cheongsam, or mandarin gowns; and skeletal rickshaw pullers restless for passengers so they could earn enough for their daily meal.


In 1923 Shanghai had a population of thirty-five thousand foreigners and two million Chinese. You could live a modern, urbane life in Shanghai the same way you could in any major city of the West, never encountering the rural, impoverished China that lay just beyond the city limits. Powell was one of the few Westerners who knew, and loved, both sides of the country: the international concessions and the “real” China that many of his expat friends wouldn’t dare explore.


Powell and his family spent their weekends touring the city, beguiled by that interesting mixture of East and West. The shops were always dark and mysterious and had the inescapable but welcoming aroma of smoky sandalwood incense, pots brewing jasmine tea, and lantern candles burning cold vegetable tallow. Understanding the shopkeepers was a challenge, but they knew some pidgin English—a combination of English and Chinese words that was predominant in the foreign concessions—and Powell spoke enough Chinese to get by.


He loved how so many different cultures met and mingled in Shanghai: not only every kind of European and Chinese but also Malays, Parsees, Annamese, Brahmins, Hindus, Persians, Turks, and Javanese. And although he enjoyed the city’s rich diversity, Powell also lamented the discrimination toward the native population. In the public parks along the Bund, for instance, no Chinese, except for those working as servants to foreigners, were even allowed to enter.3 Shanghai also had its dark side, which he knew well enough to avoid: several streets were notorious for gambling, prostitution, grogshops, and opium joints catering to all kinds.
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The Shanghai Bund in 1923, a mile-long stretch of stately buildings lining the western bank of the Whangpoo River. (Ulrico Hoepli)








Powell was amazed by how much he loved China, by how Shanghai had really become home, despite the fact that six years earlier he couldn’t find it on a map. Back in 1916, he was teaching journalism at the University of Missouri when Thomas Millard, a well-known international political correspondent in Asia for the New York Herald, sent a telegram to the dean of the school searching for young journalists interested in working in the Orient. Millard summarized his editorial policy as printing “anything we damn well please.” That sounded good to Powell. So did the glamour of becoming a foreign correspondent.


Shanghai would be quite the adjustment for him and his young family. To prepare himself, Powell read the only two books on China in the university library, both of which were written by missionary Arthur H. Smith, whose description of the Chinese people was meant to be humorous but was in fact condescending—if not racist. The few Chinese students at the university bitterly complained about Smith’s supercilious point of view. Even with no experience in China, Powell was turned off by the chapter headings in Smith’s popular and widely read 1894 tome that characterized the Chinese people as having a “Talent for Misunderstanding” and “Intellectual Turbidity.”4 America needed a more objective view of China and the Chinese people, and Powell believed that he was the right man for the job.


When he arrived in Shanghai in February 1917, Powell quickly realized that he would be starting the magazine from scratch. Over time, he added staff, and the Review grew exponentially in both subscribers and advertising revenues.5 As a weekly newsmagazine, the Review provided coverage with greater depth than the daily newspapers, and had a more US-centric analysis of current events than the other British- and European-oriented publications in Shanghai. In 1920 Powell bought out Millard and changed the name of the publication to the Weekly Review of the Far East.6 By the early 1920s, his magazine had become the journal of choice, not only for the Anglo-American colony but for anyone in China with an international outlook. Whereas many foreign publications were dismissive of Chinese subscribers, Powell discovered that the largest English-reading group was actually a younger generation of Chinese—the intellectuals and the students of mission and municipal schools—who took a keen interest in world affairs.


As his magazine’s stature grew, so did Powell’s influence. He developed close ties to both the business community and the government. And unlike many foreigners, who had exploitive, colonial mind-sets, Powell advocated for a strong and independent China. He often ruffled feathers in the foreign business community by calling for the abandonment of the special extraterritorial privileges that exempted foreigners from the jurisdiction of local courts and gave them freedom from arrest by local officials. Powell, like many of his young liberal Chinese readers, also supported China’s current president, Li Yuan-hung. Li was a scholar and a modernizer, Powell believed, who wanted to turn the page on the warlord era and unify China.7 Although he was never shy to criticize the president, Powell was optimistic that good times were ahead, if only the country could just stay on the rocky course toward democracy and the rule of law.


As the taxi pulled into the jammed driveway of the railway station, it was met by a swarm of hawkers elbowing one another for the prize of acting as Powell’s unofficial porter. Everywhere there were men and women peddling tobacco, newspapers, and refreshments for the train ride. Within seconds, the station’s official porters—red-capped and uniformed—freed Powell from the scrum.


“J. B.!,” someone shouted out to him over the gaggle of voices. “Glad you could make it, pal!”


Powell smiled, sensing a trace of sarcasm in the wise-guy voice, which belonged to Lloyd Lehrbas, a young reporter and cameraman with the China Press whom everyone called Larry. Young and handsome, Lehrbas was a newcomer to the newspaper game in China, and Powell admired that he was aggressively ambitious when it came to getting a good story. But he found his personal style—the endless skirt chasing and male bravado—a bit much. As the two newsmen exchanged greetings, they were distracted by the arrival of a spanking-new blue sedan that forced its way to the front portico of the station, blasting its horn incessantly.


Out of the motorcar came thirty-nine-year-old Leon Friedman, a wealthy Shanghai automobile dealer who would be traveling on the Peking Express to visit his branch operation in the capital city. A master salesman, gregarious and gracious, Friedman always loved to show off his inventory. Leon and his brother Max were typical of the self-made foreign businessman who thrived in Shanghai. Although they now owned the China Motors Federal Company, which sold cutting-edge brands of the day—such as Hupmobile, Dodge, and Chandler—from showrooms across China, they had begun their adult lives with practically nothing, having escaped the anti-Semitic pogroms of their native Romania around the turn of the century.8 They arrived in Shanghai in 1919 after a colorful career in the United States as promoters for stunt pilots and barnstorming, including the Wright brothers. The ease of encountering such personalities with truly fascinating backstories was one of the things Powell liked best about life in Shanghai.


As he made his way past the ticket booths and into the station’s cavernous waiting hall, Powell observed a mix of businessmen and holiday makers. There were reporters from Chinese-language newspapers heading north to cover the reclamation project, as well as a large group of well-dressed young men whom Powell recognized as major players in the city’s Jewish merchant community.9 Lee Solomon, the leading exporter of mahjong sets to the West, was there. So was the heavy-set Shanghai-based Italian lawyer Giuseppe D. Musso, who represented the Shanghai Opium Combine, which drove the opium trade before and after it became outlawed. Musso was also a well-known confidant of Italy’s new fascist leader, Benito Mussolini.10 Accompanying Musso was his very young and dainty secretary, Alba Corelli. Powell also clocked a mysterious face in the crowd that belonged to a tall, well-dressed gentleman who suspiciously eyed the other passengers and shooed away the porters from his very heavy baggage.


Whatever’s in that guy’s bag, Powell thought, he doesn’t want anyone to touch it.


The most conspicuous personality, however, was an older American lady, who seemed at ease in her surroundings yet was dressed more for an Easter-bonnet parade than an overnight train ride. Lucy Aldrich was the sister-in-law of American financier John D. Rockefeller Jr., heir to the fortune of the Standard Oil Company of New York. She was wealthy and politically connected in her own right. Aldrich had come to Shanghai on her second circumnavigation of the globe and had been traveling for months in the company of her very proper secretary and a French maid.


The call to board the train was announced over a tinny public-address system. A stampede of mostly Chinese passengers ran down the raised platform to the second- and third-class coaches at the front of the train. The first-class passengers were in the rear cars, away from the smoke and cinders that the coal-burning steam locomotive spewed into the air. Aldrich, her companions, and the other foreign passengers were ushered by the first-class compartment porters to their assigned carriage. The engineer then sounded the large, swinging brass bell cradled atop the locomotive again and again—a signal to both the station crew and passengers that it was time to get on board or get out of the way. As the hissing steam was blown out from the cylinder cocks on the sides of the engine and the exhaust from the smokestack started to belch, the train moved forward. The journey had begun.


Before the railroad came to China, people traversed the massive country by watercraft, horse, sedan chair, cart, wheelbarrow, mule, camel, and rickshaw. Or they could walk. Beasts of burden bore the cargo—packhorses, donkeys, oxen, and very often human beings who used hanging baskets at the ends of a carrying yoke. China’s often impassible roads lived up to their notorious reputation.


The railroad would end up revolutionizing travel within China, yet its arrival was anything but auspicious. The first Chinese train track was constructed in 1876, a nine-mile narrow-gauge passenger line between Shanghai and the port town of Woosung. The Ch’ing government’s approval for the project was granted, withdrawn, and then reinstated several times. One year after the train began operating, the government had the railroad dismantled on the grounds that the service unfairly disrupted the occupations of the locals (who operated canal boats and ferries) and that the track damaged neighboring farmland.11 By the turn of the century, only ten miles of railroad track existed in all of China. The United States, by contrast, had 193,000 miles of railroads, crisscrossing the continent to reach practically every frontier town in North America. China wasn’t so much behind the times, industrially speaking, as it was another planet altogether.


Yet the Chinese government slowly began to warm up to the economic and strategic value of railroads.12 By 1909, China had about 5,000 miles of railroads and another 4,700 miles planned or under construction. After the 1911 revolution, which was directed at the inability of the Ch’ing court to put the country on a path of technological and commercial advancement, the unstable Republican government made the building of railroads a national priority to both unify the fractured country and drive its economic development. But the government had neither the money nor the technological expertise to lay the thousands of miles of track it needed. Sensing opportunity, foreign governments and bankers jockeyed for a stake in China’s rapidly expanding railroad system. Several agreements were reached with European financial groups for construction funds, but each deal had strings attached, including usurious interest rates and provisions making sure that the respective country’s own industries would control and profit from every aspect of the project, from construction and equipment to export fees.


Back in 1898, a deal had been reached to build the Tientsin-Pukow line, the longest portion of the railroad artery that would eventually connect Peking and Shanghai. The project was split between German and British contractors. German capital and engineers built the northern half; the British built the southern half. The Tientsin-Pukow line was politically significant because it marked the first railway project in China where the construction and the control were vested wholly with the Chinese government. Before the Tientsin-Pukow line was completed, a voyage between Shanghai and Peking was made primarily by oceangoing vessel and took three to five days to complete, weather permitting. The Tientsin-Pukow line would cut down the travel time significantly.


The rail service was immediately popular among merchants, missionaries, bankers, and diplomats, but it was also of interest to an increasing number of Western visitors. By the early 1920s, foreign tourism was booming in China, and advertisements enticed travelers with images of the mysterious dynastic walled city of Peking, the teeming commercial metropolis of Shanghai, the beautiful lakefront of Hangchow, the ancient capital of the Manchus in the northern city of Moukden, and more. One advertisement claimed that China “remains as interesting and strange as it was to Europeans who more than five hundred years ago read Marco Polo’s amazing account of the land of the Great Khan.”13


For the first ten years of service, travel on the Tientsin-Pukow line took place mainly during the daylight hours, with a dozen stops along the way. Then, in autumn 1922, the Tientsin-Pukow Railway took delivery of a new set of carriages designed for fast, overnight, luxury travel. Built in America, the carriages were technological marvels. A huge investment for the railway, this new express train was more spacious, faster, and safer than any previous mode of transportation in China. The overnight service would cut down travel time to a predictable thirty-eight hours, door to door, from Shanghai to Peking: a distance of 892 miles.14


Compared to wood-framed passenger cars, the block-steel carriages reduced the risk of fire and prevented the telescoping of carriages in the event of a collision.15 But the steel carriages also had another benefit: they were practically bulletproof. In fact, the Peking Express was designed specifically to withstand attacks from the bandits who terrorized the Chinese countryside. The train would be a kind of leviathan on wheels, with two sandbagged machine-gun emplacements atop the carriages and a small army of private security guards. There seemed to be nothing to fear from the overnight journey. The advertisement for the all-steel construction underscored that it was even well suited for passage through remote, bandit-ridden territory—the solid state of the cars provided the Peking Express with an impregnable level of security from robbers and highwaymen. Or so everyone thought.




















CHAPTER 2



THE BANDIT CHIEF


Our cause is righteous, and our army marches fearlessly over the length and breadth of Shantung. Our object is to protect the poor, to bring about equality among men, and to kill all unscrupulous officials and wicked gentry; to reform the Government’s rotten policy which has done so much harm to the people, and to establish a stable government.


—Sun Mei-yao, commander in chief, Self-Governed Army for the Establishment of the Country1


MAY 5, 1923, TOWN OF LINCHENG, SHANTUNG PROVINCE


Sun Mei-yao saw himself as a soldier, not a thief, yet he was about to pull off the biggest train heist in the history of China. Twenty-five years old and born to a prestigious family clan in southern Shantung Province, Sun had begun his career as an officer in a local militia. He stood out for his intelligence, charisma, and ambition. He had tried to fight with honor, but the tuchuns who vied for power and plunder in rural China did not care about honor. To them, Sun and his men were little more than cannon fodder. And when peace was made, his unit was disbanded, and his men were left to starve. Sun decided he would no longer be a soldier of fortune, a slave to the spurious for-profit campaigns of the warlords. He told his troops not to lay down their arms. He said their next battle would be different. It would be an economic insurgency, a chance to fight back against the warlords and business interests that extracted local resources from Shantung and gave nothing in return.


Sun was an opportunist, but his aims were revolutionary. He hoped to wrest control of southern Shantung from the tuchuns, to have his troops be recognized by the Republican government in Peking, and to change the balance of power in his native province. He started small by smuggling salt, a controlled commodity used by the Chinese government to pay off foreign loan obligations, and extorting local coal-mining companies that operated under concessions from the warlords.2 As his raids got more audacious, he relied more on the villagers for refuge and supplies. He could sometimes buy their allegiance cheaply—a sack of rice, a bag of salt, or a bolt of cloth was all that was needed to make a friend.


Shantung was a resource-rich province, a crossroad for trade routes, and a hub for agricultural products from the fertile soil of the wide plain across its northern borders. Moving south, the flat land became craggy and mountainous. This landscape was steeped in mysticism. Shantung was the birthplace of Confucius and a dominant center for folk religions, Taoism, and Chinese Buddhism.


Yet in 1923, Shantung was also beset by political intrigue. Japan had relinquished control over eastern Shantung Province and its railroads just months before, in 1922. The Japanese had taken control of Tsingtao only a few years earlier, when the Germans were forced to give it up after losing the Great War. But the Japanese Empire’s political interest in the region continued. Indeed, diplomats along with journalists like Powell assumed that from the moment the empire gave up Shantung, it had been busy plotting ways to destabilize the region in the hopes of eventually recapturing it. In the year since Japan’s departure, various warlord cliques—from inside and outside the province—now fought over the spoils left behind.


Sun thought that he could exploit this political vacuum. But standing in his way was General Tien Chung-yu, the Chinese military governor of Shantung Province, who ran Shantung as a kind of mafia state and staunchly objected to bandits claiming a share of the protection fees from local businesses that he thought should go only to him. In July 1922, Tien decided to send Sun a brutal message. He had Sun’s older brother, Sun Mei-tsu, a scholar and well-known intellectual in the region, murdered, and his severed head was hung from the train station in Lincheng.3 To avenge his family’s honor, Sun and his allies took up arms against Tien’s troops, leading to conditions in southern Shantung Province that by the spring of 1923 were akin to civil war.


Tien made no distinction between Sun’s troops and the local villagers who got in the way. In pursuit of Sun, he razed homes, burned down farms, and killed women and children. Such tactics only increased the loyalty that the locals felt toward Sun, who had established a base of operations at Paotzuku Mountain, a remote fortress-like pinnacle thirty-odd miles east of Lincheng.4 Sun was also charismatic in his own way. Boyish looking and clean shaven, he had a wide, pleasing smile and a calm and self-assured manner about him. He walked with a cane, not because of any injury or disability but to convey a dignified image of social stature. Though thoroughly at ease with his fellow bandits, he always carried a pistol hidden under his cloak, given the constant threats to his life.


Caught in the cross fire, the villagers preferred Sun and the bandits (whom they feared) to the soldiers (whom they despised). The longer the government troops besieged the region, the greater the suffering would be for the people of southern Shantung. Sun and his allies believed that something needed to be done, something big.


Sun’s target was the Peking Express. His idea was to brazenly attack the country’s main railway artery, derailing the train and kidnapping its passengers. Only by taking people hostage—not only scores of rich Chinese but also prominent foreigners—would Sun get the world’s attention and thus the leverage he needed to strong-arm Peking and make his revolutionary plans a reality.


The enormous ox sizzled over a massive bed of coals. All day long the bandits had been drinking samshu, a cheap, potent, liqueur-like wine made from glutinous rice. Sensing it was almost mealtime, the hungry bandits crowded around the spectacle as the carvers sliced the tender meat from the seared crust. They went still and solemn as Sun, dressed in a wide-brimmed hat, smoke-tinted oval glasses, and a long, dark brown changshan—a Chinese-styled gown—received the honor of taking the first bite. With much ceremony, the bandit chief nodded in approval as he slowly relished the delicious meat. Then he proceeded to hand out portions to his overjoyed compatriots.


The night before the feast, a team of men had dug a pit in an open field and started a massive fire. By early morning, they had amassed a deep glowing bed of coals. They slaughtered an ox and suspended its gutted carcass on a pole over a makeshift trestle. They began cooking at dawn, basting and roasting all day. The ox weighed more than three hundred pounds, and it was cooked whole (including its head), providing enough meat to feed the entire bandit crew of a thousand men.


This banquet was a welcome luxury. Bandits, like most Chinese peasants, had very little meat in their diet. Sun’s reed-thin troops were weak from malnutrition, yet if this raid on the Peking Express were to be a success, he needed them to be at their best—bold and energetic and fearless. So to raise morale, he decided that he would hold an elaborate feast in the early evening, right before the attack. He spared no expense, aiming to impress upon his fellow bandits the importance of the coming task.


Sun gave his gang the grandiose title of the “Self-Governed Army for the Establishment of the Country.” They had an unusually idealistic agenda, calling for an end to the warlord system and for national peace. But to the government in Peking and the warlords, these men were nothing more than a confederation of rabble, the same breed of bandits (tufei) who wreaked havoc across the Chinese countryside. The word tufei means “local badness coming out of the ground,” and it hinted at how the bandits seemed to be everywhere at once, how impossible they were for the authorities to snuff out.5 Most, like Sun, were ex-military men, hastily armed and trained, then discarded by the Chinese government or some tuchun as soon as the latest war or insurrection was over.


Some bandits had served in the China Labor Corps in the Great War, during which they served the Allied armies on the Western Front. Shantung Province, and particularly the port cities of Weihaiwei and Tsingtao, were key recruiting grounds for the roughly 150,000 laborers who supported both the war and the reconstruction efforts. Contracted for a pittance to do menial jobs such as building trenches and digging graves, they had returned to China knowing their way around modern weapons and speaking a few words of English or French. This made them comparatively sophisticated compared to the homegrown bandits.6 The second group of men were drawn from various sources. Some hailed from famine districts and were literally starved into a life of crime. Some were drug addicts, infected by the epidemic of opium that had ravaged the Chinese countryside. And some were out for revenge, in search of a way of fighting back against a local warlord who had murdered a member of their family or seized their property.7 For them, banditry was the only kind of justice available in China, which at the time lacked an effective system of legal redress even for rich urbanites, much less powerless peasants.


Sun may have had noble ambitions for his “self-governed army,” but in order to consolidate his power he had to often make deals with the devil. Standing beside him at the feast was Liu Shou-t’ing, also known as Po-Po Liu, a bandit who was much more interested in money and opium than politics. His nickname, Po-Po, came from his childhood, when he was a street peddler of dumplings.8 Yet there was nothing soft or doughy about Po-Po Liu. He had terrorized both the Germans and the Japanese during their respective governance of eastern Shantung Province. By the early 1920s, he had a price on his head in the city of Tsingtao, so he moved southwest to the Lincheng area to continue his vocation.


Whereas Sun was poised and self-controlled, Liu was blunt and ruthless—he and his comrades in arms represented the dark underbelly of Chinese banditry. Unlike Sun, Liu lacked both charisma and oratorical skills, although he carried himself calmly—until provoked. Liu was in his early forties but looked much older. He had chronically bloodshot eyes and a dry voice from his opium and alcohol addictions. He was balding on top, with thin hair on the sides of his head, and he wore a full, ungroomed mustache.


Sun had approximately seven hundred men in his gang, and Po-Po Liu had three hundred. Theirs was an uneasy alliance—a blood brotherhood—yet Sun needed Po-Po Liu to boost his numbers. Plus, Liu’s battle-hardened troops, though difficult to control, fought with savage intensity. The bandits in Sun’s inner circle, by contrast, had a veneer of discipline about them. They wore old, ill-fitting army uniforms and had unkempt military-style haircuts. Most ordinary bandits—like Po-Po Liu’s men—were lucky if they had shoes. They dressed in rags and wore their coal-black braided hair into tight knots, tied in place with a red ribbon. They carried an assortment of weapons—some modern, some medieval—but all stolen or captured in battle.


The bandit gang had two subchiefs who were, compared to their peers, worldly and sophisticated. One would earn the nickname “Russky” and the other the “Frenchman.” Prior to the Great War, Russky had drifted northward to Siberia and eventually worked as an assistant to a Russian army officer. He followed him to the Eastern Front to fight the army of the Kaiser, and then during the Russian Civil War traveled to Moscow, Petrograd, and Omsk to fight the Bolsheviks. When his master was killed in battle, Russky deserted his post and returned to his hometown in Shantung Province, where he joined Sun’s bandit army. He proudly carried a well-cared-for Russian rifle, as well as a small automatic pistol and a brass-and-bone-handled knife that he had acquired during his sojourns. Stolid and scar-faced, Russky was fluent in Russian and had a penchant for vodka, caviar, and singing Russian ballads.


The Frenchman had spent three years in Europe during the Great War as a member of the China Labor Corps. Jaded by the callousness of war and violence, the Frenchman had little interest in going back to a subsistence lifestyle of farming when he returned to his native Shantung. So he threw his lot in with the bandits. He was an attractive man, spoke French with confidence, and always wore what looked like a wide-brim Panama hat over his closely shaven head.


In essence, the bandit army was a mixed bag, a compound of combustible elements: drug addicts, starving peasants, ex-soldiers of fortune, and gravediggers from the killing fields of Europe—men who had seen the backside of Hell and who knew life was cheap, men who had nothing left to lose. They may not have made for ideal soldiers, but Sun believed that with the right leadership and the right luck, they might just change history. 




















CHAPTER 3



A PICTURESQUE VIEW


Now there were miles after miles of rice paddies, with little brown villages with straw-thatched roofs scattered here and there—no roads except paths on the narrow dikes for little donkeys and tiny oxen. Not many folks were about, but we wondered what manner of people lived in these earthy little habitations.


—Major Roland Pinger, American tourist and hostage1


MAY 5, 1923, AFTERNOON, TIENTSIN-PUKOW LINE, NANKING


Before they settled into their luxurious sleeping cars, passengers leaving Shanghai on the Peking Express had to travel two hundred miles northwest to the Nanking terminus on the south bank of the Yangtze River.2 They then boarded a two-story passenger ferry to cross the wide, slow-moving Yangtze River to the Pukow terminus on the north bank, where they would find their compartments for the overnight ride north to Peking.3 A shallow-draft flat-bottomed boat with a coal-burning steam engine, the ferry was privately owned by the railroad. The ride took about twenty minutes or so.


“That’s a reassuring sight,” said US Army major Roland Pinger, pointing to the stars and stripes on the river vessel. All eyes on the ferry had turned toward the USS Monocacy of the Yangtze River Patrol Force (YangPat), a US naval operation of shallow-draft gunboats built specifically for service in China and designed to protect American-flagged passenger and cargo ships operating along all nine hundred miles of the river.4


“These navy boys have been busy fighting river pirates and warlords,” Pinger remarked to fellow passenger Robert Allen, another US Army major, as both men waved to the gunboat’s crew in the distance. Pinger was stationed at Fort Santiago in the Philippines, a US military facility acquired after the Spanish-American War. Allen was also based in the Philippines—he was a physician with the Army Medical Corps at Fort McKinley in Manila. The two officers had met through social events at the Army & Navy Club of Manila, and both men decided to take a side trip with their families through China on their way home to the United States after the completion of their tours of duty.


They had the same rank and got along well enough, but the majors had very different personalities. Pinger, thirty-four, had an infectious smile and a professorial bearing. He was an army ordnance officer who was responsible for ensuring that weapons systems, motor vehicles, and military equipment of all kinds were in perfect working condition for deployment. An engineer by training, he had a highly technical and encyclopedic mind and carefully observed everything from the perspective of logic and science. Pinger got excited about ships, trains, and anything mechanical, and he loved his work in the army, which was more of a passion than a job to him.


By contrast, Allen was pessimistic and cynical. He was forty-six years old, but his nearly all-white hair made him look much older. He always seemed to be inconvenienced by some little thing and had strong opinions about race and religion. Unlike Pinger, Allen had been underwhelmed by his time in the army. He wanted to gain valuable medical experience dealing with battlefield injuries, but in peacetime he was limited to treating soldiers for gonorrhea and syphilis. What he did get in Southeast Asia was a crash course in tropical diseases—the effects of which he hoped he would never see again. He looked forward to leaving the military once stateside and planned to return to private practice in Tacoma, Washington. Pinger’s wife, Miriam, and Allen’s wife, Martha, were devoted military housewives, enjoying the adventure of an overseas assignment as well as the prestige that came from being an officer’s wife.


As the ferry neared the landing dock on the Pukow side of the river, Miriam Pinger gathered her two children—nine-year-old Roland Jr. and three-year-old Edward—and stepped ashore behind her husband. Major Allen and Martha followed suit, along with their twelve-year-old son, Bobby.


The mile-long Pukow waterfront was composed of gritty godowns, port cranes, wharves, and floating pontoons large enough to support freighters from abroad. Smaller masted watercraft were tied together like cordwood along the river’s edge. There were piles of steel rails, treated-wood railroad ties, lumber for buildings, and other construction materials stacked here and there. As far as the eye could see, tents and roughly built shanties topped with woven-reed matting crowded the river embankment and adjoining fields, home to the more than thirty thousand railway and riverboat workers and their families. Once an uninhabited river beach covered in rushes, Pukow had become a drab, treeless port—yet it was of strategic and economic importance as a transfer point for both passengers and goods, including much of the country’s coal output from the northern provinces.


As the passengers disembarked from the ferry and walked the short distance to the train platform, they couldn’t help noticing the dozens of bedraggled, barefoot children darting about on the idle train tracks, picking up bits of coal that fell from the uncovered and overloaded transport cars. Their faces, bare hands and feet, and clothing were blackened by coal. This coal could either be sold or used for cooking and heating. Seeing these young scavengers gave the foreign passengers pause—a Dickensian moment that indicated how some in China were going through the worst of times.


The attention of the passengers quickly changed as they saw the royal-blue express train waiting just ahead at the Pukow station. Buzzing around the platform were scores of smartly dressed sleeping-car porters, eager to help with luggage and to locate assigned compartments. As the passengers stepped on board, there was a sense of awe at the elegance and grandeur of this technological marvel—their new home for the overnight ride northward.


The Peking Express consisted of two first-class cars, two second-class cars, two third-class cars, a dining car, a “drawing-room” car, and one car each for baggage and mail. All the passenger cars were sleepers, equipped with beds for overnight travel. A corridor ran down the left side of sleeping compartments. The first-class cars consisted of two berths, the bottom-sleeping berth being a “lower,” which could be used as a seat during the daytime. The second-class cars were four-berth compartments; the third-class cars had six berths per compartment. Up in third class close to the locomotive, the ordinary Chinese passengers and a few impoverished foreigners were packed together on hard beds in dormitory-like sleeping arrangements.


By contrast, the first-class cabins came with every luxury—from hot water to silk sheets—and the pleasure of privacy. The first-class passengers had access to the common drawing-room car, which was equipped with wide windows on both sides for observation. On one end was a Victorian-style parlor with velvet upholstered couches and chairs lining the walls, and at the other end a full bar with tables and chairs for card games. The dim lights of the corridors burnished the smart craftsmanship of paneled woodworking decorated with inlaid designs. Passengers also enjoyed the modern comforts of shared washrooms and toilet facilities, with sanitation under the personal supervision of a qualified medical officer. The heating system included a thermostat, allowing each compartment to regulate the temperature as desired. The lighting was electric, with individual reading lamps for each berth. Temperature was controlled by electric fans and ventilation. The sole dining car—which serviced the first-class passengers only—featured a modern kitchen complete with refrigeration, steam tables, sinks, sanitation equipment, and utensils. In the dining room, tables were laid with silver and linen. All in all, the Peking Express resembled a luxury hotel on wheels, and many of the foreign passengers believed that they were on the trip of a lifetime, getting a glimpse of the countryside that few Westerners had ever seen.


As the Peking Express lumbered northward, the scenery changed, and the passengers saw mile after mile of rice paddies and straw-thatched-roof villages, with no roads except for narrow paths for oxen and donkeys. As the sun set across the vast horizon of China’s central plains, the passengers went to the dining car for an elaborate five-course banquet featuring enormous prawns, fresh-steamed garden vegetables and salad, French cheeses and breads, Swiss chocolates and pastries, and an assortment of fine wines. As if in an elegant restaurant, all the passengers dressed in their swanky best for the onboard dining experience. Over dinner and drinks, they talked about the sights and shopping they had enjoyed in Shanghai and the things they planned to see in Peking.


After dinner, the American heiress Lucy Aldrich and her two companions moved to the drawing-room car to listen to music from the Victrola. Aldrich was drinking tea and enjoying the music, but she could see that her secretary and traveling companion, Minnie MacFadden, was less enthusiastic about the atmosphere. She sat glaring at a table of American and British men who were drinking whiskey and playing poker at the other end of the drawing-room car. “It’s very bad taste to play in public, and before the Chinese!” the prim MacFadden remarked loudly.5


“Hush! Let them enjoy themselves,” Aldrich countered. “It helps pass the time.”


This was 1923, the height of Prohibition in America. The Rockefeller clan of which Aldrich was a part vigorously supported the dry cause and was also one of the largest contributors to the militant Anti-Saloon League, an organization instrumental in securing the passage of dry laws and, eventually, the Eighteenth Amendment. In China, however, temperance propaganda held sway only over the Protestant missionaries. It had no apparent effect on the Chinese or other foreigners. In fact, many people in Shanghai thought that Prohibition was American puritanism at its worst.


Aldrich and MacFadden watched as the men finished their game. The winner, a tall, Eastern-European-looking gentleman, jammed a big wad of bills into his pocket and strolled out of the car, jingling silver in both hands. MacFadden shook her head in disapproval.


Aldrich just smiled and cupped her hand over her ear to better hear the music playing on the gramophone. Aldrich was nearly deaf, but as with so many challenges she faced, she never let this disability keep her from living life to its fullest. Though a product of a stodgy New England upbringing, Aldrich was much more liberated than her sententious companion. She was highly educated, politically astute, and well traveled, having taken her first trip abroad four decades earlier. In her own way she was a free spirit and even a provocateur, and at times she wanted others to see her as a bit rebellious—lively, witty, fun. Her love for Asian fabrics, garments, and fancy headwear showed that she was not constrained by convention and popular ideas of “good taste.” MacFadden was often aghast at her playfulness and caprice, yet Aldrich took pleasure in shocking her uptight companion, who was nevertheless devoted to her and had been in her service now for six years.


The two American army brats, Roland Pinger Jr. and Bobby Allen, had taken control of the Victrola and started singing along and snapping their fingers to Ted Weems and his orchestra’s rendition of “Somebody Stole My Gal,” a hit that was just then topping the charts:


Gee, but I’m lonesome, lonesome and blue.


I’ve found out something I never knew.


I know now what it means to be sad,


For I’ve lost the best gal I ever had,


She only left yesterday,


Somebody stole her away.


Bobby was taller than most twelve-year-olds and strong enough to wind up the tight spring that powered the music box. Roland was nine, much smaller but very clever. He took it upon himself to sort through the records of popular American musicians and knew just how to pick the right tune to please the crowd. With precision, he set the needle on the black hard-vinyl disk, which rocked slightly with the subtle, rhythmic movement of the carriage. Roland and Bobby looked like Boy Scouts. They were well-mannered, handsome, and tanned from life in the tropical weather of Manila. Dreamers, they both had a taste for adventure, and they loved reading the stories of Mark Twain and Robert Louis Stevenson.


Roland somehow knew just what the boisterous table of card players wanted to hear. At a certain point, these men began to sing along so loudly that they drowned out the Victrola. Aldrich took this as her cue to leave. Around ten o’clock she, MacFadden, and their French maid, Mathilde Schoneberg, stood up just as a song ended. Bobby and Roland took a bow, then shook hands with the gamblers, who gave the boys a round of applause for their exceptional command of the phonograph.


Roland Pinger found his parents in their connecting cabins and got ready for bed. He had to be careful as he climbed into the upper berth, above the compartment window, not to wake his younger brother, Edward, who was asleep on the lower berth.


As Roland drifted off to sleep, his parents talked about the events of the day, reflecting on how this trip was a nice way of ending their family adventure in Asia—an experience that they and the boys would never forget. As she lay in her lower berth, glancing at the boys soundly asleep, Miriam took off her rings and unconsciously put them in a little silk envelope with her hairpins. She closed her eyes and was lulled to sleep by the soothing carriage movement and rhythmic chuff, chuff, chuff of the steam locomotive engine driving the train northward.


After the women and children left the drawing-room car, the atmosphere changed. Now smoke and drunken laughter filled the whole length of the carriage. Powell made his way down to the bar and ordered another whiskey. He could hear the soft and slow melodic plucking of a banjo from one of the tables, creating a pensive, almost mournful ambience. He then settled into an armchair next to his cabinmate, Marcel A. Berubé, a French veteran of the Great War who worked as a senior official with the Chinese Salt Administration. The government agency administered the gabelle (tax) on salt, which had provided the Peking government with a key source of revenue for two thousand years.6 It was Berubé’s job to control revenue collection on salt sales so that China’s foreign debts could be repaid, including its railroad infrastructure loans, which financed projects like the Peking Express.


Berubé was on his way to Tientsin, a coastal commercial and trading hub in northern China, where he lived with his American-born wife, Elizabeth. Powell and Berubé had never met before, but they quickly were enamored by each other’s personal stories, travels, and views on China. As Powell sipped his drink, he introduced Berubé to Friedman and Lehrbas, and the men all began comparing notes. Powell couldn’t help but think about how this train encapsulated life in China. On one passenger carriage you had international travelers, the multicultural expatriate set, and the wealthy and privileged Chinese, all being waited on by porters representing China’s huge working class. Then there were those in the tightly packed third-class cars to the front of the train, impatiently waiting to get to the next stop.


Larry Lehrbas was going on about how cheap booze was in Shanghai, how there was even a bar in the offices of his newspaper. Chomping his cigar, Friedman replied that drinking brandy and selling automobiles went hand in hand, and he couldn’t imagine how anyone could close a deal under Prohibition.


Powell listened to the lighthearted conversation, but he was distracted by the table of card players nearby. He knew these men by reputation—the Shanghai cousins. All in their twenties, related to one another by marriage, they belonged to powerful Jewish mercantile families. They, like Berubé, were headed to Tientsin. One of them, Victor Haimovitch, was a jockey on his way to compete in the spring horse races there, and his cousins had come along to root for him.


The Shanghai cousins represented a blend of nationalities. Haimovitch held US citizenship. Theo Saphiere and the brothers Eddie and Freddie Elias were technically British “protégés,” a political designation held by many Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and Baghdadi Jews who lived in regions under British protective status and were thus neither colonial subjects nor naturalized citizens. Emile Gensburger was a French protégé, with family roots in Alsace-Lorraine. But their common Jewish background was their real identity. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Shanghai was considered an attractive business destination and safe haven because it was an open port city without strict immigration requirements. More than forty thousand Jews emigrated to Shanghai and other cities in China, including merchants from India and Iraq looking for economic opportunities, as well as refugees escaping the pogroms of Eastern Europe and Russia.


Eddie Elias was a book-smart stockbroker working for the Hong Kong & Shanghai Banking Corporation. He was just twenty-three but already serious and businesslike, and he was described by his family as a “God-loving, gentle bore.” In contrast, his big brother, twenty-eight-year-old Freddie, didn’t like to read, yet he was fluent and garrulous in spoken Chinese. He also worked as a stockbroker, enjoyed gambling on the horses with his clients, and loved socializing with the film stars who visited Shanghai. He was a handsome, fashionable playboy and was attracted to young Chinese men—which was not necessarily taboo in Shanghai.7


Like Freddie, Emile Gensburger was a natural entertainer, with the wit and traits of a vaudeville actor, and he was always the life of the party. He had just returned to China from Paris and Monte Carlo, showing off his pricey European clothing. Haimovitch was an up-and-coming jockey who, when not racing, helped with the family jewelry business. While attending college in California, he had worked for a time as an actor in San Francisco. Traveling with the cousins was their friend, musician Alfred Zimmerman, whose parents were Russian Jews who had emigrated to the United States from the city of Vladivostok in 1888 before eventually moving to Shanghai to build a life in China.


Sitting next to Eddie Elias was Hung Shi-chi, a Shanghai personality who was well-known to the cousins as well as to Powell. Given his taste for expensive automobiles, he had been one of Friedman’s best customers. Hung had graduated from Brown University in 1909 and had lived in New York City for many years before returning to his native China, where he infamously squandered a vast fortune inherited from his businessman father on a lavish and dissolute lifestyle. He also gave up a lucrative sinecure that his father paid a vast sum of money for—he simply did not want to carry on the family business. Now in his late thirties, Hung had settled into the duller life as an English-language professor, yet he did not shy away from enjoying a night of drinking with his foreign friends. Hung was dressed fashionably in a well-fitted Western suit and carried himself more like a banker than a professor.


As the night wore on and the liquor flowed, China’s political pendulum was the talk of the drawing-room. Powell’s hopes had soared, he said, when just the week before, President Li Yuan-hung announced his plans to abolish the warlord system.8 President Li had come out of retirement six months earlier to lead the country once again. His ambitious plans were a welcome relief to both the Chinese people and the international community after ten years of warlord thievery and destruction. Yet disbanding the warlord armies would take much more money than the government in Peking had.
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Li Yuan-hung, president, Republic of China (1916–1917, 1922–1923). Li was regarded as an antimilitarist and scholar, and he sought to unify the country with a national constitution, as well as to disband the warlords (tuchuns) and their armies, a step that was met with much resistance. (Ulrico Hoepli)








In 1923 the central government was effectively bankrupt, and new forms of taxation payable to the central government were resisted by the tuchuns, although they kept nine-tenths of China’s national taxation.9 To make matters worse, state revenues from trade and customs, the salt monopoly, and other taxes were allocated to pay foreign debts, including the railroad loans and reparations forced upon China by foreign governments to compensate for past outrages against foreign interests. China’s national debt had soared to $950 million, including $100 million in unpaid civil and military expenses. The foreign indebtedness of China wasn’t new; it had started in the late 1800s with the financing of its war efforts against the Japanese in 1894‒1895. After China lost the war, the Japanese exacted a large indemnity. Following the Boxer Rebellion, during which a military force of the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded China to lift the siege of the Peking legations, China incurred additional debt to pay for property losses and the cost of the foreign expeditionary forces that entered China to protect their nationals.


Without a financial incentive, the warlords had no motivation to give up the money they squeezed out of the territories under their command or to disband the provincial troops they needed to remain in power.10 And if they did disband their armies, what would become of the thousands of troops who now had no way of earning their keep? “The end result is that there are gangs of disbanded soldiers that roam the countryside just looking for something to eat, or looking for trouble,” Powell said, as he pointed out the window toward the dark countryside beyond the tracks. Lehrbas shook his head and clicked his tongue, while Friedman raised his eyebrows as he took a long drag on his cigar.


“Oh, jeesh! Is it safe to run the trains through the countryside at night?” Lehrbas asked the obvious as Berubé nodded and looked to Powell for the answer.


“Let’s just hope so,” he said, finishing his drink.


The train then started to slow down for a scheduled water and coal stop at the central Chinese town of Süchow, and most of the people in the drawing-room car realized it was well past midnight and time to turn in. Powell asked Berubé if he wanted to step outside to smoke one last cigarette before retiring for the night.


Under the mothy station lights, Powell admired the exterior of the passenger cars with their uniform, royal-blue paint and gold lettering in both English and Chinese. He and Berubé watched from a distance as the railway staff quickly swung a long standpipe from an enormous water tank adjacent to the track to replenish the engine’s supply. The water was used not only to generate steam to move the locomotive but also to operate other devices such as the air compressor for the brakes, the passenger-car heating system, and the train whistle. A small, steam-driven generator also powered the headlight, with illumination sufficient to see at least 800 feet ahead on the tracks.


Together with the loading of water, the coal chute was positioned to feed the fuel supply into the tender. Even while in the station, the engine crew worked continuously, stoking and tending the firebox. The relentless shoveling of coal was hellishly hot, backbreaking, and dirty work, and Powell and Berubé felt a twinge of guilt seeing the toil required for them to travel in such speed and comfort. The shirtless workers at the coal bin were coated from head to toe with glistening black soot.


Then, just as Powell and Berubé were about to climb back aboard, they noticed something strange. Several Asian men—well-dressed in stylish dark suits, leather gloves, and black fedora hats—stridently boarded the train and, with the help of the railway staff, roused several passengers in the sleeping compartments. A few minutes later, Powell watched as a half-dozen disheveled, barely awake male passengers hastily disembarked with their satchels and were hustled away. All of them appeared to speak Japanese.


Powell checked his watch: it was nearly one o’clock in the morning. He and Berubé assumed that this late hour meant that these passengers had overslept and missed their stop. An attendant motioned for the pair to get back onboard. Puzzled, Powell hesitated for a moment before he and Berubé tossed their cigarette stubs aside and returned to their shared compartment.


Fueled by coal, the engine’s side rods slowly began to move the main driving wheels of the locomotive. The two men then heard the cadenced chuffing sound of steam and smoke being released with each engine stroke, and the train lurched forward into the darkness of the night.
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