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  To admirable Erin, intrepid Desmond,




  and the noble, newborn Victor:




  our future together is grand.
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Prologue





  Zhujiajiao Water Town, Shanghai Municipality, March 28, 2014




  The Shao family’s directions were good.




  Outside the Zhujiajiao bus station, a pedicab driver in a beige painter’s cap had glanced at the black-and-white map I’d printed out at the business centre of my hotel and muttered,

  “Hao, hao, hao.” Flicking away his cigarette, he’d gestured for me to take a seat on the upholstered seat behind him, and I’d watched as he stood on the pedals in

  no-name sneakers, using his full weight to generate a little momentum. As we approached the first of half a dozen humpbacked bridges, he’d leaned down to flip the switch of a jerry-rigged

  electric motor. With the uphill work being done for him, he’d sat back in his saddle and we’d both been able to enjoy a venerable Chinese vista: a waterscape of flat-bottomed wooden

  sampans, their sun canopies hung with red paper lanterns, being poled up and down the canals of an ancient water town.




  Now, as we stopped outside a walled complex surrounded by a moat and whimsical sculptures of flute-playing boys astride giant carps, I re-read the text of the last message Pearl had sent me.




  “After you enter the cemetery, look at the left-hand side, the third block. My grandparents’ location is in the middle of the first row.” A shaven-headed

  Buddhist monk in ochre robes pointed the way through a gatehouse roofed with upcurving eaves, and I walked towards a subdivision of tightly serried rectangular gravestones, whose outermost row

  overlooked a tiny parcel of fenced-off lawn patched with brown.




  I found what I was looking for in the twelfth plot. It was a formal wedding portrait of a young man and woman, set flush with the polished granite surface of the gravestone.

  Most of the other tombs were topped by ill-lit head-and-shoulders photos of men in Western business suits, or women with puffy perms and frilly blouses. This one’s careful composition, and

  the couple’s high-collared silk gowns, bespoke the elegance of a less austere era. The almost perfect oval of the woman’s face, matched, like a diffusing smoke ring, by the elliptical

  frame surrounding her, was offset by a wispy black bang combed down in a curve that sat flush with her thin black eyebrows. At one corner of her mouth I detected the hint of a dimple. Her smile,

  like that of the man beside her, was calm and complacent, suggesting shared childhood secrets that have settled, in early adulthood, into a comfortable complicity.




  It was the man in the portrait, though, who commanded my attention. His jet-black hair was slicked away from a high, amused brow over eyes that, as one admirer phrased it, called to mind

  “black grapes on a white jade platter.” Although he was Chinese, the lower half of his face – full lips, a square chin and a long, aquiline nose with elegantly raked-back nostrils

  – looked more Middle than Far Eastern. Clean-shaven in this photo, he was more often seen with a thin moustache and a goatee that, when he put on the long robes of a Confucian scholar, evoked

  at once a Mediterranean romantic hero and the mysteries of the Orient. Part Rudolph Valentino’s Sheik, part Fu-Manchu as played by long-forgotten Hollywood star Warner Oland, he was

  an irresistible combination of East and West.




  The gravestone recorded the names of the couple, confirmed that they were husband and wife, and gave their dates of birth (hers 1905, his a year later). It also indicated the dates of their

  deaths: his at the height of the Cultural Revolution, hers in the same year government troops mowed down pro-democracy protesters in Tiananmen Square with machine guns and assault rifles. The

  neighbouring gravestones’ reverse sides were blank, but theirs was inscribed: four columns of characters were carved into the granite, twenty-eight bright pink ideograms in all. Taking a

  photo, I promised myself that as soon as I got back to my hotel I would have the inscription translated. I hoped it would provide a clue to the mystery that had brought me back

  to China.




  For now, though, the puzzle remained. The trail I had been following ended at this exiguous grave on the distant outskirts of Shanghai.




  The man buried in Gui Yuan cemetery is known to Mandarin-speaking Chinese as Shao Xunmei. During his lifetime, speakers of the Hu dialect, still the primary language of

  communication for fourteen million people in the Shanghai area, called him Zau Sinmay. Before the Second World War, hundreds of thousands of readers in the West knew him as Mr. Pan, a charming and

  chimerical poet and publisher with a houseful of children, a good-for-nothing rake for a father, and a long-suffering wife. His misadventures in a series of New Yorker vignettes in the

  late thirties humanized the reputedly inscrutable Chinese for a well-educated Western audience. For his literary admirers, Zau Sinmay was one of the first writers to bring the sensibility of

  fin-de-siècle Europe to the Middle Kingdom. In the bestselling novel Steps of the Sun he was Sun Yuin-loong, who, after sweeping the heroine Dorothy

  Pilgrim off her feet by reciting poetry between puffs of opium smoke, proves a passionate if maddeningly inconstant lover. For Christopher Isherwood and W.H. Auden, who arrived in China just as the

  first wave of a Japanese invasion reached the mouth of the Yangtze River, he was Mr. Zinmay Zau, the only contemporary Chinese writer whose verse was translated for inclusion

  in their one-of-a-kind travelogue Journey to a War. A pioneering publisher of manhua, the proto-manga that were a popular sensation in

  pre-revolutionary Shanghai, Sinmay would see his distinctive features caricatured by cartoonists and the misadventures of his dissolute father parodied in Mr. Wang, a

  weekly strip about an impecunious nobleman’s comical attempts to save face by avoiding his legions of creditors.




  By the time he met Emily “Mickey” Hahn, the Missouri-born adventurer who would become his concubine (and eventually his second wife, in a convoluted marriage of convenience),

  he’d transformed himself into the director of a company that pumped out glossy colour weeklies on a German-made rotogravure printing press – then the most modern in

  China – even as he adopted the long brown gowns and whiskers of the Mandarin scholar.




  His American lover’s candid chronicling of their relationship in the New Yorker made him an international celebrity, and often the one Chinese person the foreign intelligentsia

  insisted on meeting when their ocean liners called at Shanghai. Sinmay was a French decadent poet’s most garish Orientalist fantasy made flesh.




  Among Shanghainese writers, the lifestyle of this Cambridge-educated cosmopolitan provoked awe. “The young master’s residence is one of Shanghai’s superior mansions,”

  wrote a contemporary.




  Built entirely in marble, surrounded by a large garden, and approached by eight pathways wide enough for automobiles, the estate looked like a manifestation of the eight hexagrams with a

  tall Western building in the middle. The center of the house formed a hall magnificently decorated like an emperor’s throne room . . . and there was the host’s private study, where he

  entertained guests. Here, too, the interior decoration was exceptionally opulent; there was an authentic bust of the poetess Sappho recently excavated in the volcanic city of Pompeii – this

  item alone was worth five thousand dollars. Furthermore, there was a manuscript of the English poet Swinburne that had been acquired for twenty-thousand pounds in London . . . In the center of the

  room stood a Steinway piano . . . and right next to it there was a pile of music scores bound in jade-tinted snakeskin.




  Though much was exaggerated in this account of the Zaus’ family home on Jiaozhou Road (the Sappho bust was a reproduction and the manuscript by Swinburne, one of Zau’s favourite

  poets, was over-appraised), the writer had left out other things: the poet’s collection of priceless Song-dynasty ivories, for example, and a Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres canvas he’d picked up in Paris. At a time when most Shanghainese were living tightly packed into complexes of brick rowhouses and the typical writer was forced to rent a

  pavilion room over another family’s kitchen, Zau’s extreme wealth provoked envy, and sometimes out-and-out enmity.




  For readers in the United States, the swan song of Pan Heh-ven, as he was known in the vignettes, came in March 1940, when the New

  Yorker’s readers learned of a risky trip behind Japanese lines to recover what little was left on the shelves of the family pawn-shop in a little country town near Nanking. In the

  twentieth century, the last news that readers would have of Zau was an essay by Mickey Hahn in the late 1960s, describing how he’d introduced her to the rituals of the opium pipe. Zau Sinmay

  – a.k.a. Shao Xunmei, Sun Yuin-loong, the Chinese Verlaine, and the quirky Mr. Pan so beloved by readers of the New Yorker – became another skeleton in a drowned world, the

  pre-revolutionary Shanghai of gin slings and sing-song girls, rickshaw coolies and Bolshevik spies.




  In the West, the story of what happened to Sinmay in 1949, when the Chinese Communist Party pulled a “bamboo curtain” from Manchuria to Canton, has never been told.




  On this overcast March morning, the final resting place of Zau Sinmay and his wife Sheng Peiyu was a study in shades of grey. Zau’s surviving children, with the help of his granddaughter

  Pearl, had recently relocated the couple’s remains from their family tomb – among pine trees and fieldstone walls in the proverbially lovely city of Suzhou – to this crowded

  cemetery on the distant outskirts of Shanghai. Tallying up the graves and the niches for cremated remains in the surrounding columbaria, I calculated the population of these few acres of ground to

  be well over 100,000. It was a city of the dead, one where individual lives had been reduced to granite headstones placed less than a foot apart, arranged in row after identical row.




  The cemetery reproduced the high human density of the shikumen, the maze-like complexes of rowhouses whose coal-dust-stained bricks provided the backdrop against which the vast majority

  of people in Shanghai, until quite recently, lived. At one time, Sinmay had derived much of his income from the rent paid by tenants in entire city blocks of shikumen owned by the Zau

  family.




  Now, in death, he occupied the right half of Tomb No. 12 of the first row of subdivision A1 of the eastern division of Gui Yuan cemetery, on the farthest outskirts of

  Shanghai Municipality. Invasion, revolution, imprisonment, and finally death, had permanently placed one of China’s most celebrated cosmopolitans among the ranks of the people known, in the

  reductionist terminology of Marxist sociology, as “petty urbanites.”




  Before returning to the pedicab, I pulled an object out of my daybag and placed it above the birthdate of the man I’d first come to know as Zau Sinmay




  It was a black ballpoint pen – an inexpensive lagniappe from my guest suite – inscribed with the name of a certain hotel on Shanghai’s Bund.




  And therein lies a story.
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  I fell for Shanghai – the city of legend, and the city as it is today – as the Year of the Pig gave way to the Year of the Rat in clouds of smoke and the stench of

  gunpowder. In its courtyards and laneways, the echoes from strings of firecrackers created an aural map of the contours of a city singularly slow to shed its past. On that first visit, the World

  Exposition of 2010 was still three years in the future, and the decanting of the population from the old city centre of wood, brick, and stone to exurban high-rises of concrete, steel, and glass

  had yet to hit full speed. The old China hands I met said I should have seen the place fifteen years ago. (Of course, that’s what old hands say, no matter where you go.) I was too busy

  marvelling at all that had survived into the twenty-first century to bother gainsaying them.




  While I was duly impressed by the glittering new skyline rising on the Pudong riverfront, to my surprise I found myself strolling past the onion-dome of a Russian Orthodox church on the

  plane-tree-shaded boulevard of the former French Concession, and taking high tea in the Tudor Revival mansion of a long-dead British newspaper magnate. A half-century of stagnation, combined with a

  new will to preserve heritage architecture – if as nothing more than a backdrop for movie shoots and wedding photos – had conspired to preserve much of old Shanghai. I roamed through

  buildings that felt like sets from the film Blade Runner: the corridors of Gothamesque towers, whose glassed-in lobby directories still listed the names of upper-crust

  tenants from the thirties, were now lit by bare electric bulbs, crowded with bicycles and scooters, and redolent of herbal concoctions being boiled behind triple-locked metal doors. I didn’t

  know it at the time, but as I wandered the sidewalks of the district once known around the world as the International Settlement, my imagination was already taking up residence in a city I’d

  never known: the wicked old Paris of the Orient, a city whose major landmarks had been preserved in aspic for half a century.




  The more I learned about pre-revolutionary Shanghai, the more fascinated I became with the people who had washed up there. There was Morris “Two-Gun” Cohen, a Jewish brawler from

  London’s East End, who, after saving the life of a Cantonese cook on the Canadian prairies, was named a general in the movement to liberate China from seven centuries of Manchu domination.

  There was “Princess” Sumaire, the niece of the wealthiest Maharajah in the Punjab, who, after working as a fashion model in Paris, scandalized Shanghai society

  with her open bisexuality and high-profile affairs with Japanese aristocrats and Gestapo agents. There was the triple agent Trebitsch Lincoln, a professional shape-shifter, whose career –

  from rabbi’s son in Budapest, to Protestant missionary in Montreal, to shaven-headed Buddhist abbot in Shanghai – read like the back cover of a paperback thriller. It was as vivid a

  cast of chancers, schemers, exhibitionists, double-dealers, and self-made villains as had ever been assembled in one place – and they all crossed paths in the hotel lobbies, exclusive clubs,

  and dockside dives of pre-war Shanghai.




  If I was mesmerized by the personalities who congregated in this “paradise of adventurers,” I fell in love with Mickey Hahn, the St. Louis-born journalist and adventurer who put the

  whole crazy scene down on paper. In an attempt to mend a broken heart, she’d impulsively hopped an ocean liner out of San Francisco and ended up living in China and Hong Kong for eight years.

  The coup de foudre came when I saw a portrait of her, taken about the time she was sharing drunken confidences with Dorothy Parker in the ladies’ room of the

  Algonquin Hotel. In the photo her hair is boyishly short, her skin pale against a black blouse, and her full lips are parted as she gazes up at a capuchin monkey (named Punk) perched on her left

  shoulder. In the heyday of the flapper, she looked like a proto-beatnik, one of nature’s born individualists. I started to read her books: a travelogue about walking

  across the Congo with a three-year-old pygmy boy; her recollections of defying sexism to become the first female mining engineer to graduate from the University of Wisconsin;

  an essay about living on D.H. Lawrence’s ranch in New Mexico, where she picked up a taste for corn liquor and dating cowboys while working as a trail guide. I liked her

  style (daring in fashion, breezy in prose), her utter lack of snobbery and prejudice, her fragile yet intrepid heart. In the long-out-of-print books about her Asian adventures, she took me exactly

  where I wanted to go: on an insider’s rickshaw ride that criss-crossed a bygone Shanghai, down alleys reverberant with the rattle of mah-jong tiles and scented with sweet almond broth, opium

  smoke, and the chemical bite of Flit insecticide.




  And I got to know her friends, who were legion. There were the taipans, the wealthy businessmen she liked to shock by puffing on a cigar at such nightspots as Ciro’s and the Tower

  Club, and their wives, the taitais, among them Bernardine Szold-Fritz, whose salon brought together the Chinese and European intelligentsia. (Bernardine, deeply enamoured of Zau Sinmay,

  would later regret the night she introduced the poet to Mickey.) There were such roving reporters as Martha Gellhorn, also from St. Louis, who, on her honeymoon with Ernest Hemingway, made a point

  of tracking down Mickey for contacts in the Chinese military. There were the expat newsmen of China – the so-called “Missouri Mafia” – among them John B. Powell, the

  corncob-pipe smoking editor of the China Weekly Review, and Edgar Snow, who would follow a muleteer into the remote mountains of Shaanxi Province and return with the

  first articles by a Westerner to profile Mao Tse-tung and his rebel army.




  Most intriguing of all was Sir Victor Sassoon, the third Baronet of Bombay, who, after photographing Mickey in the nude in a private studio in his penthouse suite, set

  tongues wagging when he gave her a powder-blue Chevrolet coupe in which to buzz around town. Sir Victor, who spoke the best Oxbridge English, could trace his ancestry from an ancient line of

  Sephardic Jews who served in the court of the Babylonian Pasha and claimed descent from the fifth son of King David. While the world slid into the Great Depression he unapologetically made the

  rounds of Shanghai’s most fashionable nightspots in top hat and tails, usually wearing a fresh carnation from his own gardens in his lapel, looking for all the world like the caricature of a

  multimillionaire on a Monopoly “Chance” card.




  Mickey’s friendships weren’t limited to the Shanghailanders,1 the privileged expatriates who styled themselves the natural ruling class of the

  China coast. She learned to speak Shanghainese and, later, to read and write Mandarin; her various apartments became salons for Chinese writers, and hideouts for communist

  guerrillas on the run. It was Mickey’s flirtation with Zau Sinmay that ultimately brought her the connections that would make her into a respected biographer of China’s leading

  political dynasty. And it was their ongoing relationship – which saved Mickey’s life during the Japanese occupation – that may well have put Zau into his early grave.




  Now, seven years after my first visit to Shanghai, I found myself returning from a cemetery on the edge of the city, my questions about the fate of Zau Sinmay still unanswered. From my plastic

  bucket seat on a pastel-pink bus on the elevated Huyu Expressway, I had a privileged view of the new metropolis. Though we were hurtling along at fifty miles an hour, the glass-and-concrete towers

  continued to scroll by for almost half an hour – apartments stacked twenty, thirty, forty storeys high – growing more tightly spaced as we got closer to the Bund.

  Through a scrim of pollution I descried a highwayside sign for the State Grid Corporation, China’s coal-dependent electrical utility, whose blue neon flashed “Clean Energy Towards a

  Harmonious Future.”




  After pausing at a multi-lane toll plaza my bus merged into the traffic on the upper deck of the Yan’an Elevated Road, a bold piece of civil engineering that is also a royal road into the

  urban past. We were following the route of an ancient creek, Yang Jin Bang, which by the thirties was called Avenue Édouard VII – the French name for one of the

  few British kings palatable to Shanghai’s Gallic community – and marked the boundary between the International Settlement and the French Concession. During the Japanese occupation it

  was renamed Great Shanghai Road, and for a few years after the Second World War it became Zhongzheng Road (after the Chinese name for the nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek).

  Since the fifties it has been Yan’an Road, in honour of the mountain hideaway where Mao Tse-tung holed up after the Long March. Now an elevated multi-lane expressway, intertwined with

  pedestrian overpasses, by night its neon-lit underbelly casts a frigid blue glow on the lanes of traffic at street level.




  The building of the Yan’an Elevated in the nineties cut a swath through the historic centre of Shanghai, but some landmarks were spared. On my right, the upper tiers of a building shaped

  like a neo-baroque wedding cake loomed over the expressway. This was the Great World, a phantasmagoric entertainment centre, built by the Chinese inventor of a bestselling

  brain tonic. In its heyday it teemed with acrobats, magicians, acupuncturists, storytellers, and sing-song girls. It was here that two errant shrapnel bombs fell from a damaged plane one afternoon

  in 1937, killing over a thousand refugees who had gathered outside the building to receive rations of rice – an event that some historians argue marked the true

  beginning of the Second World War in Asia.




  The Great World, once a flagrant symbol of decadence, is now a city-block-sized shell, its long facade empty except for a few souvenir and herbal-medicine shops. After reaching the bus’s

  final stop at the Pu’An Road station, I crossed a pedestrian overpass that took me to what had once been one of the nerve centres of expatriate life in pre-war Shanghai:

  the Shanghai Race Course. Now renamed People’s Square, it is the heart of the city, a teeming complex where three busy metro lines meet, topped by a vast plaza that includes museums, a

  symphony hall, and an urban planning exhibition centre. Skirting its eastern edge, I turned east onto Nanjing Road, Shanghai’s main commercial conduit – an aorta or a cloaca, depending

  on your point of view – since the city’s earliest days as a treaty port.




  From that point on, every step took me back in time, through a Shanghai only lightly touched by the decades. I walked past the sprawling department stores, past Sun Sun, and Sincere, and

  Wing-On, and their green, orange, and red neon signs, which flickered on in the dusk. I walked past the crowd queued up for takeout outside Sun Ya, a Cantonese restaurant that, when Zau Sinmay and

  his circle used to frequent it in the thirties, was famous for its bird’s nest soup and ice-cream sundaes. I walked past a group of elderly women who had gathered to waltz, erect and

  graceful, in the pedestrianized street, to music from a CD player perched on a bench. I walked quickly, because a solitary foreigner on Shanghai’s main drag was still accosted by girls who

  offered “massageee” and touts in tight leather jackets hissing: “What you want? Rolex? Purse? Beautiful girl? Sex?” I weaved my way between the blue tourist trains

  that had taken the place of electric trolleys and man-powered rickshaws, until Nanjing Road started its gentle curve towards the riverfront, and a sharply pitched pyramid of weather-stained copper,

  topped with the billowing red and yellow flag of communist China, came into view.




  At the east end of Nanjing Road, at the exact point where the city meets the Huangpu River – and where Chinese commerce has always met the waterfront that has led to the rest of the world

  – lay Sassoon House, and atop it, my destination: the hotel that was once known around the world as the grandest in the Far East.




  This was my home in Shanghai: the house built by, and for, Sir Victor Sassoon, reckoned in the thirties to be one of the five or six richest men in the world, who erected

  Asia’s first real skyscrapers, and created the elegant apartment houses and nightclubs that made the world want to cross oceans to see Shanghai. I pushed through a revolving door, and my pace

  slowed as I crossed a lobby which, from floors of polished marble to soaring coffered ceilings, captured the streamlined beauty of Art Deco at the height of its elegance.




  The Cathay Hotel was Sir Victor’s pied-à-terre in Shanghai; he lived in a luxuriously appointed penthouse apartment on the eleventh floor. It was here that Noël Coward wrote

  the play Private Lives, that Charlie Chaplin and Paulette Goddard dined at the hotel’s Dragon Phoenix Restaurant, and that Douglas Fairbanks danced on the sprung teak floor of its

  eighth-floor ballroom. At a time when the Chinese were barred from such Western bastions as the Shanghai Club and the Cercle Sportif Français, its rooftop nightclub provided the venue that

  allowed Zau Sinmay and China’s brightest minds to mingle with the global elite. And it was in this hotel that Sir Victor, who had been waiting to meet a woman like Mickey Hahn all his life,

  became enraged as he watched her slip away from the bubble of Euro-American society into the rich life of Chinese Shanghai.




  It was at the Cathay, too, that Zau Sinmay’s American lover first stayed when she arrived in Shanghai – “in Room 536 or thereabouts,” according to

  her fictionalized account of her love affair with the Chinese poet. The suite I had booked was also on the fifth floor, on the Nanjing Road side.




  That night, I closed my eyes on one of the world’s great views: the barges and twinkling tourist boats on the Huangpu River, turned Lilliputian by the mega-tall skyscrapers that twinkled

  exuberantly on the opposite bank.




  Opening my laptop the following morning, I read an email from a Chinese friend, who overnight had translated the inscription I’d found on the back of Zau Sinmay’s grave.




  It was a poem first written in 1930, and it read:




  Who do you think I am?




  A loafer, a miser obsessed with money, a scholar,




  Someone who wants to be a minister, or a die-hard hero?




  You are wrong, you are totally wrong,




  I am a natural-born poet.




  I chuckled. It was typical of Zau Sinmay, I thought, that his epitaph took the form of a riddle in verse.




  He was one of the twentieth century’s most fabulously entitled aesthetes, yet unlike Sir Victor Sassoon and Mickey Hahn, his fate has remained unknown outside of China. Since my first

  visit to Shanghai, I had learned all there was to know about the life and career of Mickey Hahn. After visiting the Lilly Library in Bloomington, Indiana, where the 10,000-plus items in the “Hahn mss” are stored in dozens of bankers’ boxes, I had spent months poring over the prose, published and unpublished, and correspondence

  that comprehensively documented her life – first in India ink, then in typescript on onionskin paper and Western Union telegrams, and finally, by the early nineties, in emails recorded by dot

  matrix printers. In Dallas, I had spent a week photographing the cramped handwriting and tiny snapshots that filled the pages of Sir Victor Sassoon’s thirty-five

  journals, stored at the DeGolyer Library at the Southern Methodist University. There, too, I had been graciously welcomed by the niece of his late wife, who took me on a tour of the old Sassoon

  mansion while sharing stories that showed how Sir Victor had held on to his love of velocity and novelty well into the age of Sputnik and Elvis Presley. In contrast, the final

  act of Sinmay’s life – the story of what became of him after China’s communists pulled a “Bamboo Curtain” from Canton to Manchuria in 1949 – has never been

  recounted in the West.




  What happened to Sinmay after politics and history had conspired to rob him first of his home, then of his printing press and family fortune, and finally of his reputation? The poem on the back

  of his tomb, though it brought me no closer to an answer, made me more determined to dig deeper.




  For what happened to Zau Sinmay, I knew, also happened to Shanghai. For a brief, shining period, this was one of the most cosmopolitan places on the face of the earth – a city where

  Confucian scholars studied the philosophy of Bertrand Russell, where Midwestern farm boys were tutored in the calligraphy of Tang-dynasty poets, and where Vietnamese

  detectives engaged in running gun battles with secret-society hitmen in the streets of the French Concession. In a time before email, cell phones, and social media, it was a place to which the

  ambitious, the wily, and the desperate could escape to discard old identities and recreate their lives from scratch. It was in Shanghai that chambermaids became White Russian princesses, and the

  sons of impoverished peasants made themselves into crime overlords. It was here, too, that the co-existence of breathtaking wealth and abysmal poverty created the crucible for

  the ideologies that have transformed Asia, and continue to shape global geopolitics in the twenty-first century.




  The place where so many of these lives intersected was the famous building whose mailing address was 20 Nanking Road: the Cathay Hotel, the house built by Sir Victor Sassoon. Its opening in 1929

  heralded the beginning of the city’s golden age of glamour. An explosion outside its revolving doors eight years later would mark the beginning of the end of old Shanghai, and with it the

  West’s long romance with the idea of “Cathay” – the mysterious, supine, unchanging Orient long cherished by the Western imagination.




  The pen I’d laid atop Zau Sinmay’s grave was inscribed with the words “Peace Hotel,” the name the hotel was given after the Chinese Communist Party took power. By the

  time “Cathay” gave way to “Peace,” China had undergone invasion, occupation, world war, and revolution, and three intensely lived lives had been sundered and dramatically

  transformed. Of the protagonists of this story, only one would remain behind to witness what history had in store for Shanghai.




  Human history is written, for those who take the time to read it, into the physical fabric of the world. In Shanghai it is scrawled into the patterns of the streets and legible in the surface of

  the bricks and stones of buildings that, through the years and against the odds, have continued to stand. It was precisely because I know that history is not only written on paper that I’d

  decided to return to Shanghai, to discover what, if anything, its streets could tell me about the people who had once led such full and vivid lives there.




  From my fifth-floor window, I watched the Bund coming to life. Seventy years ago, bells atop the British-run Custom House played the Westminster Quarters, providing a

  comforting echo of the chimes of Big Ben over the Thames half a world away. On this morning, as the clock faces marked seven o’clock, loudspeakers atop the same building made the riverfront

  resound with a recorded version of the Cultural Revolution anthem “The East is Red.”




  Even this early in the morning, the pavement below was alive with the exuberant life of a great Asian city. Joggers weaved among people flying dragon-shaped kites and vendors tending steaming

  pots of corn on the cob. An elderly man on a bicycle smiled serenely as he pedalled past a traffic cop in a white cap, who berated him, in a perfunctory way, for riding on the sidewalk. I pulled on

  my jacket and went out the door, ready for another day of walking the streets.




  The resolution to Zau Sinmay’s story, I knew, was out there somewhere, written into the bricks and alleyways of Shanghai. I had a lot of reading ahead of me.




  





  
PART ONE




  “During the last thousand years, a Sassoon has never been known to be wrong.”




  – Ernest O. Hauser,


  “The Fabulous Sassoons,”


  The American Mercury, 1940.
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1: Shanghai, January 28, 1932





  The room boy had just cleared Sir Victor Sassoon’s desk for tiffin – the multi-course luncheon that, on Thursdays, included a Bombay-style

  vegetable curry accompanied by a bottle of ice-cold Bass ale – when the blast occurred. Suddenly and authoritatively, every molecule in the penthouse of the Cathay Hotel was displaced by a

  vastly percussive thud, almost tectonic in its intensity, followed half a beat later by a watery, all-encompassing whoosh. For a moment, the entire building seemed to lurch backwards, like

  a stout man rocked on his heels by a gust from a Pacific typhoon.




  Sir Victor approached the windows that faced north towards the Public Gardens. A geyser of filthy water was already subsiding into a cloud of vapour on the river in front of the Japanese

  Consulate in Hongkew. Shock waves from the explosion had sent the bat-winged junks on the Whangpoo River bobbing like toys in a bathtub. From the looks of it, the Chinese had detonated a naval mine

  not fifty yards from the Izumo, the flagship of Japan’s Imperial Navy in China.




  So, this was how it was going to be. Tokyo and Nanking weren’t content to confine their squabbling to Manchuria. They were going to bring the fight to his doorstep.




  That the Asiatics were at each other’s throats was one matter. That their chosen battleground was the greatest metropolis in the Far East, a city whose greatness derived from the sustained

  industry of the Western powers, was quite another. Ever since the Japanese had sunk the Russian fleet at Port Arthur in 1905 – the first time a Western power had been defeated by an Oriental

  one – they had been swaggering about Asia like they owned the place. In Shanghai, the number of their factories had been steadily growing, as had the number of resident

  Japanese, so that they now outnumbered the combined British and American population. In spite of their assurances that Tokyo’s intentions in Shanghai were peaceful, belligerent elements in

  the Imperial Navy had taken advantage of a Chinese boycott of Japanese-made goods to launch their fleet, on the pretext of protecting Japanese citizens in Shanghai. Less than

  a week before, Rear-Admiral Shiozawa had solemnly assured Harry Arnhold – chairman of the Municipal Council, and one of Sir Victor’s most trusted lieutenants – that Japan had no

  intention of trespassing on the neutrality of the International Settlement. Yet the following day, 500 Japanese marines had landed on the wharves of Yangtzepoo, half a mile

  from the front door of the Cathay Hotel. The copy of the North-China Daily News atop Sir Victor’s desk reported that a dozen Japanese destroyers had sailed from

  Nagasaki the day before. Even now they were crossing the 500 miles of the East China Sea, destination: Shanghai.




  Sir Victor picked up the telephone receiver and called down to the lobby. Carrard, the Swiss-born manager at the front desk, assured his employer that the staff had reported no deaths or

  injuries. So there was that: he wouldn’t be walking out into a lobby strewn with bloodied bodies. Before he reached the door, an impulse made him pivot on his walking stick and reach for his

  motion-picture camera. Whatever drama was occurring outside, it was bound to be photogenic.




  In the corridor, the Chinese lift operator was waiting for him, white-gloved hands holding back the gates. As the indicator needle counted down the floors, Sir Victor’s anxiety mounted.

  Until now, he had had no reason to regret his decision to move the Sassoon family’s base of operations from India to China. In Bombay the previous summer, he’d announced his decision to

  quit the subcontinent with some satisfaction.




  “The political situation in India does not encourage one to launch out in a big way for the time being,” he’d told the editor of the Times of

  India, who he’d summoned to his office. “India under Swaraj [self-rule] will have a great deal of internal trouble. On the other hand, China now is getting over her civil

  wars.”




  The interview had appeared on front pages in London and New York. The Indians, long restless under British rule, now seemed intent on self-sabotage. Two years earlier, a

  self-righteous lawyer had marched over 200 miles from his Gujarati ashram to the Arabian Sea. Kneeling on the beach, Mohandas Gandhi had bucked the tax laws of the Raj through the simple expedient

  of boiling a lump of mud in seawater to illegally manufacture his own salt. Now, as head of the Congress Party, Gandhi was calling for a complete rejection of British authority. The flag he

  proposed for an independent India was made of handspun cloth. Bang in the middle was a simple rendering of a foot-operated spinning wheel, said to symbolize Indian self-reliance. For Sir Victor, it

  was a personal affront: the thousands of mechanized spools of the twelve Sassoon mills in Bombay, which kept the British Empire supplied with well-priced cotton, had also spun

  the family fortune.




  In truth, life in India had become tiresome for Sir Victor. Bombay meant sweating in formal whites at excruciatingly long banquets with the Viceroy; yet another burra peg

  of whisky at the club to ward off the withering humidity; the stultifying Colonial atmosphere of inertia, bureaucracy, and over-taxation. Since he had started visiting the Sassoon offices in Hong

  Kong and Shanghai, China had impressed him with its immense potential. Shanghai was gin slings at late-night cabarets, horse races with spirited Mongolian ponies, and pliant sing-song girls with

  outlandish nicknames. The city, inevitably, had its share of self-styled blue bloods who thought it clever to mumble anti-Semitic remarks behind his back. But they were outnumbered by an

  ever-growing population of cultured White Russians, straight-talking American entrepreneurs, preposterous European adventurers, and educated – and increasingly prosperous – Chinese. For

  a man who knew how to make the best of a complex situation, this most complex of cities felt like home.




  On the eve of the stock market crash, Sir Victor had transferred sixty lakhs of silver taels – the equivalent of $29 million – from Bombay to Shanghai. Even

  now, new Sassoon hotels and apartment buildings were under construction in the Chinese city, the French Concession, and the International Settlement. While stockbrokers leaped

  from skyscrapers on New York’s Wall Street, Sir Victor had been raising new towers on Shanghai’s Bund; as the global depression bit deeper, the neon had continued to glow bright in only

  one city. All over the world people dreamt of coming to exotic, seductive Shanghai.




  Sassoon had made sure of that with his grandest gesture: the construction of the Cathay Hotel. Its very name was a declaration of faith in the future of China. Since the day it opened in 1929,

  when the press had dubbed it the “Claridge’s of the Far East,” its reputation for up-to-date elegance had made Shanghai an essential port of call for luxury

  ocean liners. Already the hotel registry was filled with the signatures of celebrities. Noël Coward had been one of the first guests: he’d written an entire play

  while laid up with influenza in his suite. The arrival of every new ocean liner brought launches filled with well-heeled visitors. The most fashionable arrived with a booking for a room at the

  Cathay.




  The presence among them of comely young women kept Sir Victor hopeful. He had known love once; they had met during his university years, while he was summering in London.

  Parental opposition cut the affair short; her family wouldn’t hear of their daughter marrying a Jew. (To even his closest friends, he never spoke her name aloud; she was always “that

  woman.”) Back at Cambridge he’d substituted defiance for despair, founding a “Club for Bachelors” with his fellow undergraduates. The initiation ceremony culminated in a

  blood oath, sealed one night over magnums of champagne, never to marry. Until now, he’d kept the faith, cultivating the role of cynical man of the world, flippant about affairs of the heart.

  When he had liaisons, he was careful to keep them brief. Fortunately, it was easy to ward off the gold-diggers who assailed him: their motivations tended to be as transparent as their charms were

  extravagant.




  For Sir Victor, building the Cathay was a gesture of defiance: if he could not find happiness in London, Bombay, or Hong Kong, he would build a world of his own, beyond the confines of Empire.

  In Shanghai, he was in the process of turning a malarial swamp into a garden of delights. The Cathay was his prize orchid on the Bund, one that was already luring the

  world’s most fabulous social butterflies. He was confident that, one day, he would go down to the lobby and she would be there – a woman who could fire his imagination and match his

  passion.




  It wouldn’t be today, though. If the news spread that the Cathay Hotel was at the heart of an active combat zone, nobody – apart from a few crazy reporters – would be coming to

  Shanghai at all. As the clatter of his steel-tipped walking stick echoed through the lobby rotunda, people turned to gaze at the rangy, middle-aged man with sleek black hair and a full moustache, a

  long Roman nose, and a monocle clamped into his left eye. Lately, American guests had taken to asking for his autograph. People told him he was a ringer for the Hollywood

  leading man Adolphe Menjou.




  Today, though, no one dared impede his progress towards the revolving door. The castle on the Bund was under assault, and its lord had appeared to inspect the integrity of the

  fortifications.




  Outside, he began to pace the building’s perimeter, his gaze drawn upwards by the narrow granite ribs that separated the columns of slender windows on the building’s facade. At

  street level, the colonnade of the hotel lobby and the ground-floor shopping arcade ran to the end of Nanking Road. The next three storeys were occupied by the corporate offices of Sassoon House,

  among them E.D. Sassoon & Co., headquarters of the private banking and trading company that was the cornerstone of the family’s business in the Far East. Next came the Cathay Hotel

  itself: 215 rooms and suites on five floors, each with a private bathroom. Atop the guest floors, an entire level was devoted to dining and dancing. At the front of the

  building, nearest the riverfront, the first three tiers of the tower emerged from the roof: the Chinese-style Tower Grill, the Jacobean-style banquet hall, and the penthouse from which he had just

  descended. Atop it all was a pyramidal roof of verdigrised copper culminating in a look-out, 202 feet above street level, reserved for the spotters of the Shanghai Fire

  Brigade.




  To some eyes the Cathay suggested a fanciful Art Deco rendition of a Chinese skyrocket. For Sir Victor, its granite streamlines recalled those aerodynamic sedans, their

  very silhouettes evoking velocity, that had lately been coming out of America. It was a fine contrast to its neighbours, the banks and head offices of the Bund, whose rusticated cornerstones and

  Corinthian columns suggested immobility, tradition, and the solidity of capital and Empire.




  As a condition of building the Cathay, Sir Victor had convinced the Municipal Council to let him straighten out the dog-legged Nanking Road. The building’s southern

  perimeter tapered towards its northern edge, which ran diagonally along Jinkee Road, so that the two sides met in a near-point at the hotel’s riverfront facade. From the air, the Cathay

  formed a flat-bottomed but perfectly legible “V.”




  Not coincidentally, this was how Sir Victor signed his correspondence. Later that year, a vast apartment complex he was building to house his employees would complete the signature. When it was

  finished, its sinuous facade would form a stylized “S” on the far side of Soochow Creek. Reading from left to right, a passenger in a seaplane above the Bund would see the letters

  “V” and “S” stitched into the very fibres of Shanghai. Sir Victor Sassoon would be the first man in history to have monogrammed his initials into an entire city. It was

  a fitting emblem for a man who had derived so much of his fortune from the manufacture of cotton.




  Only five years earlier, naysayers had told him no real skyscrapers would ever rise on the banks of the Whangpoo River. In Shanghai the mud of the ages went down, in places, a thousand feet. Sir

  Victor’s engineers had solved the problem by sinking 1,600 piles, made of a composite of concrete and Douglas fir shipped from the Oregon coast, to a depth of sixty feet

  into the slime. On the piles sat a concrete pontoon, atop which was perched the ferroconcrete structure of Sassoon House. This made the Cathay the only hotel in the world where the guests slumbered

  atop a gargantuan raft, floating free in semi-liquid alluvial muck.




  The explosion on the river had put the structure to its first real test. It appeared to have passed: as he continued his inspection of the colonnade, Sir Victor could

  detect no cracks in the granite. “Tug” Wilson, the architect, had done his job well.




  As he walked farther along the east side of the building, Sir Victor was forced to keep his eyes on the street before him. At the best of times, the point where Nanking

  Road debouched onto the Whangpoo waterfront was chaotic. Here, outlandishly mutilated beggars keened for coppers and rickshaw coolies trawled for custom, as electric trams shouldered their way

  through the crowds. Now, stepping onto the Bund, the riverfront promenade that curved as elegantly as the blade of a Sikh policeman’s kirpan, he saw pandemonium.




  Over the water, the smoke from the exploded mine near the Izumo was dissipating into the ambient winter haze. From between the gossamer arches of the Garden Bridge, which spanned

  Soochow Creek, an uninterrupted torrent of humanity poured onto the Bund. The arrival of the Japanese was clearly causing panic across the creek in Hongkew. Sweating coolies

  pushed barrows with enormous wooden wheels, laden with the contents of entire households. Children in padded cotton jackets clutched rag dolls and toy trains to their chests; the topknots of the

  tiniest bobbed and swayed as they swung in baskets that dangled from poles over the shoulders of older brothers. One old man carried a birdcage; another a grandfather clock. That winter’s

  flooding in the Yangtze had already made the city’s Chinese districts swell with homeless peasants. Once again, the International Settlement was about to become a haven for China’s most

  desperate refugees.




  Sir Victor planted himself at a spot at the corner of the hotel, by the end of the Nanking Road colonnade, spread the legs of the tripod on the asphalt, and screwed the motion picture camera

  into place. Just as the motor started to whir, and he began to swivel the lens to take in the panorama, he heard the report of a riffle. A foot above his head, a windowpane

  shattered.




  Damned if somebody wasn’t shooting at him.




  Hastily folding up the tripod, he made a beeline for the nearest entrance to the hotel. The doorman, trained to keep out sightseers and riff-raff, at first blocked the revolving door with a

  gloved hand. Flushing as he saw who it was, he bowed deeply as his boss made for the bank of elevators that would whisk him to his office on the third floor.




  In the E.D. Sassoon offices, Sir Victor retrieved the service revolver he’d had since the Great War from his desk, tucked it into his belt, and told his secretary to call for a car and

  driver. No one was going to take pot shots at him in front of the house that he’d built. The Japanese might have decided to play rough, but Shanghai’s International Settlement had a few

  resources of its own.




  Sir Victor spent that afternoon in constant motion, inspecting the defenses on the perimeter of the Settlement, snapping photos and chatting with the soldiers of the

  Volunteer Corps. In the aftermath of the explosion that had shaken the Cathay, the Municipal Council declared a state of emergency and named Brigadier-General George Fleming the Commander-in-Chief.

  The Scots Fusiliers, he learned, were manning five miles of barricades on the borders of the Settlement.




  Pausing at a checkpoint, Sir Victor chatted with a young officer. The mayor of Shanghai’s Chinese municipality, he said, had agreed to most of the Japanese demands, including an end to the

  boycott of Japanese goods that had precipitated the crisis. The wild card in all this was the 19th Route Army, a mob of Chinese soldiers from the distant south – many armed with rifles left

  over from the 1870–1 Franco-Prussian war, and hand grenades made of cigarette tins – who had washed up outside Shanghai after the nationalists’ Northern Expedition. It was

  anybody’s guess whether this lot would melt into the countryside or stand and fight against the Japanese.




  The defenses, Sir Victor had to admit, looked solid. There were gunboats on the Whangpoo, and the entire Settlement was surrounded by barbed wire. Yet privately Sir Victor, who had served in a

  real war, felt the Volunteer Corps were playing at being soldiers. Only that morning, most had been dressed in business suits. The Japanese, in contrast, had sent over men

  ready to die in their uniforms.




  By nightfall, he felt reassured enough that he had his driver take him to the Carlton Theatre, near the Race Course, to watch a Hollywood talkie. In

  The Dawn Patrol Douglas Fairbanks plays a devil-may-care Royal Flying Corps ace driven to drink as he watches his callous commanders, desperate to maintain the appearance of air

  superiority, send new men to their death under the guns of the experienced pilots under the command of the “Baron,” Germany’s most vicious pilot. For Sir Victor, the desperate

  revelry of the pilots on-screen recalled his own days in the Mess of the Royal Naval Air Service in Dover – before the crash that had shattered his leg. As entertainment, though, it was

  hardly distracting. The storyline reminded him of the uncertain show of force his fellow Shanghailanders were putting on outside, in the face of an enemy that might prove more relentless than even

  the Huns.




  In his offices the following morning, he learned that all hell had broken loose while he’d slept. Good as their word, the official nationalist troops had begun to withdraw, but the rag-tag

  19th Route Army had stayed to fight. Even now they were in a pitched battle with the Japanese. Much of the fighting, apparently, was taking place in Chapei, the densely packed

  Chinese city north of the International Settlement. Sir Victor had his driver put chains on the tires of the Studebaker, his sturdiest car, the better to negotiate any rubble

  and glass in the battle zone.




  On Nanking Road, every doorway was occupied by refugee families. After crossing a checkpoint at Soochow Creek, which marked the northern border of the International Settlement, the car

  progressed slowly through the deserted streets. Entire blocks of rowhouses had been destroyed by Japanese bombs. Leaning out the car’s window, Sir Victor snapped a

  photograph of the North Station, the terminus of China’s first railway line, its main building engulfed in flames. Near the station, the fighting was more intense; the

  Japanese marines, unmistakable in their soft-soled split-toed shoes, puttees, and white helmets, eyed the big American-made car with suspicion. After being sniped at one too many times, Sir Victor

  ordered his driver to turn around.




  Back in the Settlement, he shared a glass of whisky with the soldiers in the Scots Fusiliers blockhouse. The marines, they told him, had been seen moving through the streets of the Settlement,

  directly violating official Japanese promises to the Municipal Council.




  That night, he was joined by his uncle David – the black sheep of the Sassoon family, affectionately known as Nunky – atop the Cathay Hotel. The roof was a privileged viewpoint over

  the fighting in the city’s Chinese districts. Through binoculars, they watched the Japanese bombers dropping payloads in the area around the North Station. The surrounding streets were home

  to some of the Sassoon companies’ cheaper rental properties, where up to ten families lived under a single roof. The civilian casualties, Nunky muttered to Sir Victor, would be enormous.




  As they spoke, a member of the Volunteer Corps arrived to ask about using the tower of the Cathay, with its panoramic view of the waterfront, as a signal machine. Sir Victor nodded his assent,

  though this was hardly the kind of role he had envisioned for the Cathay: he wanted the hotel to be renowned as a luxurious sanctuary from the world’s cares, not an observation post for

  bloody urban warfare.




  Back in the Cathay penthouse that night, Sir Victor struggled with a mounting sense of despair. He was beginning to suspect he was building a real-estate empire on

  quicksand. In so doing, he might have gambled away a fortune that went back a thousand years, to the Abbasid caliphate in medieval Baghdad. To occupy his mind he pulled a thick volume, bound in

  oxblood-hued leather, from his writing table. It was a daybook, bearing the name of a local office-supply company, embossed with his name and title. He began to write, in a spidery hand, the entry

  for the day: “FRIDAY – January 29th, 1932. Fires started by aeroplanes spreading fast. Japs have broken their word not to use Settlement as a base or send troops through . .

  .”




  He paused before putting down what followed. Though what he was about to write was true, they were words he would prefer no one else read.




  “It really is a war.”




  





  
2: Where China Meets the World





  Before Shanghai was Shanghai, the patch of swampy foreshore that was fated to become China’s gateway to the world, and the future site of the Cathay Hotel, showed no

  particular marks of distinction. If anything, the muddy stretch of riverfront where marshbirds stilt-walked among bending reeds repelled settlement. Only its geographical

  position, in a calm backwater near the point where the earth’s greatest ocean meets its largest continent’s most lengthy river, might have marked it out for a special destiny.




  For eons the river that humans would come to call the Yangtze has drawn its waters from the limits of the Indian subcontinent. Flowing down from the landside-prone plateaux

  of Tibet, carving away at the metamorphic rock of three spectacular gorges, widening in places to a mile, it finally spreads its fingers to cast soil first gathered from the heights of the

  Himalayas onto the floor of the East China Sea. Every year, this magnificent machine for turning mountains into pebbles deposits 300 million tons of alluvium onto the seabed, extending the mainland

  of China twenty-five yards closer to the shores of California. The notch on the coastline that marks the location of modern Shanghai, which on a map suggests the cross-section of a barnacle

  projecting from the hull of a freighter, was formed, over geologic ages, by the Yangtze’s successive changes of course. The lower Yangtze, whose slow-flowing waters shift in hue from turbid

  yellow to coffee-coloured depending on the season, has been in its present channel, its fourth, for only the last 1,300 years.




  For its first human inhabitants, life in the Yangtze delta came with challenges. Prone to catastrophic flooding and subject to temperature variations of 130 degrees

  Fahrenheit in a single year, it provided a rich habitat for boar and deer, but also for the Anopheles mosquito, that privileged vector for the malaria sporo-zoite. On

  its floodplain, where the alluvial soil goes down 1,000 feet in places, nothing built by humans remains completely stable: even coffins have to be

  ballasted with weights to prevent them from being buoyed up and split open by the mud of the ages.




  Yet the river has always provided a good living. The mineral riches of constantly renewed soil, gathered from the 700 smaller rivers that flow into the Yangtze, allowed for the cultivation of

  rice and tea. The mulberry tree, adored by silkworms, occurs naturally on the banks of the lower Yangtze. (During the Han dynasty, silk products made in filatures in the Shanghai area travelled overland all the way to Imperial Rome.) In countless creeks and tidal inlets, freshwater and ocean fish provided a reliable source of nutrition. The earliest known name for what is now Shanghai was Hu Tu Lei, after the Hu, a fishing contraption consisting of a palisade of rope netting strung between bamboo

  poles, rigged to stand erect with the rising tide.




  The site of this fishing village, which would later become the heart of Shanghai, was not on the Yangtze itself. It was located fifteen miles south of the great river, at the meeting of two of

  its tributaries, near the point where the Woosung meets the Whangpoo.2 In prehistory, the Woosung was the greater river. Hydrological works undertaken by a

  general in the fourth century BC (the river is said to bear his family name, Whang; poo means “by the water”) made the Whangpoo navigable, and

  eventually relegated the Woosung to the status of fetid urban canal.




  As the Woosung silted up, cargo-laden rafts that had sailed down the Yangtze began to anchor near the fishing village on the Whangpoo. Tax collectors and other administrators followed the

  boats, and the site at the confluence of the tributaries of the Yangtze came to be known by the two Chinese characters Shang and Hai – meaning,

  respectively, “above” and “sea.”3




  By the mid-sixteenth century Shanghai had become a small but prosperous city known for its poets and musicians, wealthy merchants, and erudite scholars. Its location put it within easy striking

  distance of the Japanese pirates who terrorized the coast. The wokou, or “dwarf bandits” – as diminutive, in the eyes of the Northern Chinese, as they were rapacious

  – sacked the Shanghai region five times in 1553, finally burning the city of wood and paper to the ground. It was rebuilt in more solid form a mile south of the fishing

  village, behind twenty-four-foot-high fortifications. Within these city walls, ovoid in outline, were compressed streets formed by sinuous paths between temples, government offices, teahouses, and

  guild buildings.




  By the end of the eighteenth century, the Imperial bureaucracy in Peking ranked Shanghai a “third-class county seat.” While it remained a speck on the map

  compared to nearby Hangchow and Soochow, it was clearly far more than a fishing village. The masts of the junks on the river, the bustling wharves, and the large warehouses for silk and cotton

  announced it as a prosperous, if not terribly important, settlement on the eastern edge of a venerable empire.




  Only the location of the little walled city, which sat like a hundred-year-old egg on the Whangpoo River, portended a bright future. Located halfway up China’s Pacific coast, it was a

  natural entry point into the rich heartland of the Middle Kingdom, providing a secure mooring at the embouchure of a largely navigable river in whose watershed lived one in

  five of the world’s inhabitants during the early decades of the nineteenth century. It was fortuitously situated, in short, at the exact point where China met the world,

  making it a doorway to a civilization to which foreigners from a world away were already seeking entry.




  In the case of Shanghai, they would physically knock that doorway down. One afternoon early in the summer of 1832, the Lord Amherst, a 350-ton vessel that had set

  sail from the port of Macao, elbowed its way past the multi-masted war junks on the Whangpoo River before dropping anchor among the sampans that floated near the little fishing village at the mouth

  of the Woosung. Inside its hull were some of the finest products of the British Empire: calico from Manchester, broadcloth from the Cotswolds, raw cotton from the mills of Bombay. Though

  commissioned by the British East India Company, the ship didn’t fly the red ensign of the royally chartered company. Aboard was the Reverend Gutzlaff, a Protestant missionary from Pomerania

  travelling without his collar or soutane. For the purposes of the voyage, Gutzlaff, who was fluent in several Chinese dialects, had changed his first name from Charles to “Chia-li” and

  dubbed the ship’s supercargo – Hamilton Lindsay, charged by the Company with overseeing the ship’s cargo – “Hu-hsia-mi.” Disguised as merchants bound for Japan,

  they were on a secret mission whose goal was to “ascertain how far the northern Ports of the Empire may gradually be opened to British commerce.”




  Proceeding to the walled city by rowboat, past wharves and large warehouses, Lindsay, Gutzlaff, and two of the ship’s stoutest tars, Simpson and Stevens, strode through the city gates.

  When they approached the upturned gables of the Yamen, the offices of the Taotai – the highest representative of the Qing dynasty in Shanghai – the Chinese guards tried to shut and bolt

  the wooden doors against the intruders.




  “We were only just in time to prevent it,” Lindsay would later recount,




  and pushing back the gate, entered the outer court of the Yamen. But the three doors leading to the inner court were shut and barred as we entered . . . Messrs. Simpson and Stevens settled

  the matter by two vigorous charges at the centre door with their shoulders, which shook them off their hinges and brought them down with a great

  clatter.




  Inside the great hall of justice, they discovered the Taotai was absent that day. When Lindsay, intent on presenting a petition that would allow them to openly trade and distribute Bibles to the

  people of Shanghai, dared to take a seat at the table without first being given permission, the highest-ranking official glared at him, stood up, and left the room without a word. The remaining

  officials, after offering the barbarians cups of tea, entreated them to return at a later date.




  In spite of the frosty official reception, Gutzlaff and Lindsay judged their visit a success. During the eighteen days the Lord Amherst remained at anchor in Shanghai, Gutzlaff and

  Lindsay managed to take note of the local topography, as well as the fact that up to 400 cargo ships – most of them big, four-masted junks from the north – were sailing past the mouth

  of the Woosung River every day. More importantly, all through their sojourn runners from ashore had rowed up to the ship, bearing messages from local merchants entreating them to sell their cargo.

  The merchants, they quickly realized, had no interest in Gutzlaff’s Bibles, the pages of which would later be found stuffed into holes in the houses of the poor to keep

  out drafts. But if the honourable Hu-hsia-mi had any yangtu – “mud from the Western seas” – in his hold, they were eager to negotiate.




  On this voyage, Lindsay had no yangtu to sell. To maintain his cover as an innocent trader, the product the Chinese merchants most desired had been deliberately omitted from the

  Lord Amherst’s cargo: the highest quality opium, harvested in Bengali poppy fields, processed in Calcutta, and shipped by fast, monsoon-beating opium clipper to Canton. For the East

  India Company, which had a monopoly on its import, opium was a cash cow. In China, its import and smoking had been banned by Imperial edict for over a century. To carry it

  into an untested market like Shanghai would have been an open provocation.




  But Lindsay and Gutzlaff, seeing how eager local merchants were to trade, knew that the nominal opposition from Manchu bureaucrats would be easily overcome. Shanghai,

  they reported to the Company on their return to Macao, would soon be open for business.
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  The splintering of the carved wood of the Taotai’s door by the crew of the Lord Amherst, the event that marked the beginning of Shanghai’s modern history,

  occurred at a low point in Chinese history.




  For much of its existence, China’s civilization has been the most advanced on the planet. The organized harvesting of rice and millet on her rivers goes back 12,000

  years, predating Mesopotamian agriculture by four millennia. While Europe was slumbering through the Middle Ages, China was a unified, centralized state capable of such huge infrastructure projects

  as the construction of a network of bricked roads that put the capital, then the sacred city of Sian, within eight days’ travel of most major cities. Almost a century before Columbus reached

  the mainland of South America, the explorer Zheng He was mapping the coast of Africa in five-masted ships that carried crews of 500, beside which Christopher Columbus’s

  Santa María would have looked like a sampan.




  When the first British trade delegation was permitted into the Forbidden City in 1793, bearing clocks, a spring-suspension coach, and airguns, the Qianlong Emperor responded with a message to

  King George III that read, in part: “We have never valued ingenious articles, nor do we have the slightest need of your country’s manufactures.” Though the

  first part of the proposition was disingenuous – the Chinese have always delighted in ingenuity – the Middle Kingdom had already invented, in one form or another, most of the

  devices sent from Europe. By 1800, China was already using spinning machines and steam engines, had long since invented multi-coloured printing, the handgun, and the smallpox

  inoculation, and was marketing a larger share of its harvest, over longer distances, than any nation in Europe. It was easily the largest economy in the world, and a society

  at least as urbanized as France or England.4




  While the methods of the Europeans were clumsy, their timing was excellent. China, as one sinologist has noted, has only been weak, divided, and poor in rare periods in its

  history. The early decades of the nineteenth century happened to be one of them. The Han dynasty, roughly contemporaneous with Ancient Rome, had presided over a golden age that saw the building of

  the Grand Canal linking cities through a network of inland waterways, and the extension of the Silk Road trade route as far as the Mediterranean. The Ming dynasty, which succumbed to decadence and

  infighting among the palace eunuchs after three centuries of rule, was succeeded by the Qing dynasty in 1644. The Manchus, as the Qing rulers called themselves, were

  originally nomadic horsemen from the northern plains of Manchuria, known for their skill at archery, their penchant for frugal living, and distinctive hairdos: the women wore sculpted coifs

  lacquered with elephant dung, while the men sported braided ponytails, also known as queues, that hung down the backs of their silk robes. Two great Manchu leaders, Kangxi and

  his grandson Qianlong, presided over an expansion that saw the conquest of Formosa, the pacification of Tibet, and the stabilization of the Imperial borders. By 1750, Qing

  power was at its peak: emissaries from Vietnam, Korea, and Burma brought tribute to the Emperor (with only Japan demanding to be recognized as equal) and a wave of emigration created outposts with

  substantial Chinese populations all over South-east Asia. Near Peking the Qianlong Emperor built a vast summer palace, meant to display everything within, and without, the borders of the Celestial

  Kingdom. When, a century later, Queen Victoria’s soldiers burned and looted these “Gardens of Perfect Brightness,” they were astonished to find a palace,

  built in the best Italian Baroque style by a Milanese painter named Castiglione, at the heart of the Oriental pleasure park.




  The British, it turned out, weren’t the first waiyi, or “outer barbarians,” to come to China. Not by a long shot.




  Western contact with Zhongguo (the “Middle Kingdom,” as China is known to the Chinese) went back to at least the second century, when a Roman ambassador carried presents of tortoise

  shells and rhino horns to Han-dynasty courts. Merchants such as Niccolò Polo travelled over the silk routes to meet Kublai Khan as early as 1269 (his son Marco’s book about his voyage

  from Venice to Peking would be the first to introduce the Western world to China). In the seventeenth century, a Jesuit priest who had come to Peking was surprised to meet a man named Ai Tan from

  the Silk Road city of Kaifeng, who told him he was part of a Jewish community that had already been in China for 700 years. Relations with Russia, whose hunters and settlers

  had made incursions into the north-eastern wilds of the empire, were first normalized in 1689; the Czarist general Alexander Suvorov would ride into battle against Napoleon

  under banners of Chinese silk.




  The waiyi who came by sea, rather than overland, would prove the most troublesome for the Chinese. Portuguese ships, carrying merchant-navigators from a seafaring nation with an

  appetite for silk and other trade goods, had started to appear in Asian waters early in the sixteenth century. In the 1550s, the Chinese allowed Portuguese middlemen, who had

  found a niche trading Japanese silver for Chinese silk, to occupy Macao – the eight-square-mile tip of a peninsula segregated from the Cantonese mainland by a barrier that stands to this day

  – at an annual rent of 500 silver taels.5 Macao grew from a scattering of thatched huts into a bustling Iberian trading post in the Orient, full of

  white-walled warehouses, stuccoed fortresses, and baroque churches. From Macao, the first Chinese-speaking Jesuit priests were sent to the court of the

  new Qing dynasty, where they functioned more as cultural interpreters than as active proselytizers for Christ.




  By the early nineteenth century, the Middle Kingdom was a troubled empire. The Qianlong Emperor’s grandson, who was in the twelfth year of his rule in Peking when the Lord Amherst

  sailed into Shanghai’s harbour, was an indecisive man who wandered the Forbidden City in patched robes and fretted about the welfare of the palace’s troupe of 650

  musicians. He was hopelessly ill-equipped to rule a nation-civilization of 300 million, where contact with the outside world was already producing massive social cleavages.




  The greatest challenge came from the importunate British, enriched and empowered by the opportune discovery of the resources of the New World. As China struggled against internal revolts and

  border skirmishes in its wild north-west, England had grown rich on lumber and pelts from Canada, sugar from the Caribbean, and taxes from the American colonies. And while China continued to burn

  wood, England discovered the easily accessible coal that helped to fuel the factories, trains, and steamships of its industrial revolution.




  “The Empire of China,” wrote Lord Macartney, the emissary who led the trade delegation that brought steam engines and telescopes to the Qing court, “is an

  old, crazy, first rate man-of-war, which a fortunate succession of able and vigilant officers has contrived to keep afloat for these one hundred and fifty years past, and to overawe their

  neighbours merely by her bulk and appearance.”




  In 1832, the year Lindsay and Gutzlaff’s sailors knocked down the gate of the Taotai’s Yamen, the empire had been struck simultaneously by floods, drought, and

  famine. In such troubled times, when Heaven seemed to have withdrawn its mandate from the Qings, the old wisdom for dealing with the cow-smelling waiyi – “leaving them outside, not inviting them in, not recognizing their countries” – no longer seemed to apply. On the day the Lord Amherst finally sailed out of

  Shanghai’s harbour, war junks pursued it, though none too closely, shells from their stern guns popping in the air like harmless Lunar New Year fireworks. It was

  a face-saving gesture that allowed the Taotai to report to the Emperor in Peking that the barbarians had been successfully shooed out of the city.




  When other foreign ships followed, however, their holds would be filled not with metaphysical opiates, but the real – and immensely profitable – thing. In just a few years, it was

  Indian opium, rather than the Holy Bible, that would bring about an almost magical transformation of the little patch of muddy foreshore that was blessed (or cursed, depending on one’s point

  of view) to be situated where the Yangtze meets the Pacific, and China meets the world.




  





  
3: The Sassoon Gamble





  On a Monday afternoon late in November 1893 – three days after the celebrations marking the half-century anniversary of Shanghai’s founding – a portly man in

  early middle age walked down the steps of the Shanghai Club. Silas Hardoon, the property manager of E.D. Sassoon & Co., had just passed an agreeable hour in a leather armchair, sipping whisky

  and flipping through the special Jubilee edition of the North-China Daily News. Now, as he returned to his employer’s office on the Bund, he read the banners

  that hung from guy-wires strung between the telegraph poles, emblazoned with mottoes in a variety of languages. In bold letters, one of the English-language banners demanded:

  “In what region of the earth is Shanghai not known?” He was able to decipher the Chinese characters on another, which read: “Busy mart with ships from distant shores; Chinese and

  foreigners mark their happy delight.”




  The decorations were left over from the previous Friday’s celebrations. The event, all in Shanghai’s foreign community concurred, had been a great success. On Nanking Road, native

  merchants had planted themselves on high-backed chairs in front of their shops, whose facades announced their wares with painted characters the height of a tall man. As Chinese women climbed to the rooftops of three-storey buildings to get a better view of the festivities, the officers of HMS Alacrity paraded by, followed by a French naval brigade pulling

  two field guns. From streets named for China’s greatest cities, and newly paved with cubes of granite, the crowd followed the marchers onto the waterfront. As a special favour, native

  spectators had been allowed into the Public Gardens – from which dogs and Chinese were normally excluded – to glimpse the illumination of a wrought-iron fountain

  built specially for the Jubilee, before being hurried off the grounds by Municipal Police officers. On a bandstand erected on the broad lawn where Nanking Road met the Bund, the Reverend William

  Muirhead, the city’s oldest foreign resident, had exhorted a crowd estimated to number 200,000 to recognize how far Shanghai had come, and in how little time.




  “We have steamers, telegraphs and telephones in communication with all the world; there are cotton and paper mills and silk filatures of foreign invention; dockyards

  and ship-building yards.” Gesturing in the direction of the nearest major building – gratifyingly for Hardoon, it was the offices of E.D. Sassoon & Co. – he pursued: “We

  note also those splendid hongs and houses, banks and offices in front, imparting an air of beauty and order to the Settlement.” He concluded, “Christ and Christianity are the one great

  want of the country – and it is all-important that the want should be supplied!” The remark was greeted by thunderous applause from the foreign spectators, and silence from the

  Chinese.




  Though a weekend – and with it the Sabbath – had since supervened, the “huzzahs” elicited by the Reverend Muirhead’s remarks still echoed in Hardoon’s ears.

  It was true that, even in the twenty years he’d been there, Shanghai had been utterly transformed. The riverfront north of the walled Chinese city had become the centre of a bustling and

  many-cultured city. The mile of jetties that stretched towards the stone bridge that marked the border of the French Concession was fronted by the facades of private clubs, hotels, and the two- and

  three-storey hongs – complexes that resembled baronial mansions, mixing business office, warehouse, and residence, with living quarters for junior employees on the ground floor – of the

  largest European and American trading houses. From the square clock tower of the new Custom House – where the collection of all tariffs from water-borne trade was overseen not by Chinese

  bureaucrats but by Sir Robert Hart, a Methodist martinet from Northern Ireland – the Westminster chimes rang on the quarter hour, from bells cast in Croydon. The first

  impression of the Orient that struck passengers alighting from steamers newly arrived from San Francisco, Vancouver, and Europe’s great ports via the Suez Canal, was of the stately stone

  facades of a small Western capital. It was no Liverpool or New York – not yet – but its fame was growing.




  On that afternoon, however, Hardoon found himself inclined to be cynical about the festival of self-congratulation to which Shanghailanders had treated themselves. During the quarter century he

  had spent in China, he had come to understand only too well the way they thought. Though he spoke English, acquired while in the employ of the Sassoons in Bombay, he did so with a thick Arabic accent. And if he now wore the waistcoat and pocket watch of the thoroughly Westernized gentleman, he would never forget that he had spent his

  early years in Baghdad wearing the straps of tefillin under his robes and a skullcap beneath his embroidered turban. Though he had attained a position of prominence with one of the

  city’s most respected trading houses, he knew that to most Shanghailanders, he – like David Sassoon, the patriarch of the Sassoon dynasty – would always be a Jew, and thus an

  outsider.




  Silas Hardoon continued his stroll to the north extreme of the Bund, only turning on his heels when he reached the hong of David Sassoon & Sons, where for years after his arrival he’d

  slept on a thin mattress in a tiny room on the building’s upper floor. Even now, the memory of his association with his former employers was bittersweet.




  If it weren’t for the Sassoon dynasty, Hardoon knew, he would be nothing. In Baghdad, the family had been legendary. Sheikh Sason Ben Saleh – the Prince of the

  Captivity, and civil leader of the Jewish community in Mesopotamia – had claimed descent from King David, and rode to the palace of the Pasha in robes trimmed with gold. When a new governor

  began an anti-Semitic reign of terror, the Sheikh’s son was forced to flee across the Persian Gulf with the family’s pearls sewn into the lining of his robes. The young David Sassoon,

  after starting life anew as a trader in Bushire, a city on the Persian Gulf south of Tehran, heard of new opportunities arising in India. Bombay, whose seven islands had originally been ceded by Charles II to the East India Company for a rent of £10 a year, was fast emerging as a leading port. In 1832 – the same year Gutzlaff and Lindsay

  knocked down the Taotai’s door in Shanghai – David Sassoon sailed from Bushire to Bombay, where he nailed his mezuzahs to the doors of his new home at 9 Tamarind Lane. He

  thrived in the booming port, trading first in dates, horses, and pearls, and then in the more lucrative commodity of opium, all the while cannily buying up prime dockland property.




  Hardoon’s parents, who had joined the diaspora of Baghdadi Jews to Bombay, enrolled their son in one of the Sassoons’ charitable schools. When it was discovered he had a talent for

  numbers, the young Hardoon was singled out to travel to the Sassoon offices in Hong Kong. He had only been seventeen at the time: too young, he knew now, for such a dramatic change. He still

  didn’t like to think about the argument that led to his sudden dismissal from David Sassoon & Sons, six years after his arrival.




  Hardoon’s stroll took him past the colonnaded balcony of one of the grandest of the hongs, Jardine, Matheson & Co. Its facade was still decorated with Jubilee lights in the shape of

  the profile of St. Andrew, a tribute to the firm’s Scottish roots. The sight of the “Noble House,” as the Chinese called the hong, always reminded him of

  his first glimpse of the waterfront of Shanghai, from the third-class deck of a steamer.




  He’d left Hong Kong for Shanghai in 1874, without a coin in his pocket. Taking pity on him, his old employers had given him a job as a watchman in the David Sassoon & Sons godown, or

  warehouse, on the Bund. Already fluent in Cantonese, he had quickly picked up the local Shanghainese dialect – a skill that allowed him to close a series of lucrative real-estate transactions

  with the local Chinese, redeeming him in the eyes of the Sassoon family. He came to admire Elias, the second son of patriarch David, who had been dispatched to Shanghai from Bombay just seven years

  after the opening of the Treaty Port. Unlike his father – who on formal occasions wore a turban and billowing white trousers bound at the ankles – the bespectacled, slightly stooped

  Elias favoured the grey suits of the British business class. When the Sassoon patriarch died in 1864 and his older brother Abdullah took over the family firm, Elias set up his

  own company. E.D. Sassoon & Co., while diversifying into Indian cotton and wool to supply markets in China’s cold northern provinces, competed aggressively with David Sassoon & Sons

  in the opium trade. The Chinese, at first confounded by the unfilial spectacle of competing Sassoon offices on the Bund, soon resolved the issue by dubbing David Sassoon & Sons kau, or “old” Sassoon, and E.D. Sassoon sin, or “new” Sassoon.




  The real money in Shanghai, Hardoon had realized even before he became a property manager at E.D. Sassoon, lay in real estate. While working as a watchman, every week he’d set aside one

  shilling from his meagre salary of twelve, until he had enough to buy a shack, which he rented to a Chinese family for a few silver dollars a month. With that money,

  he’d purchased another, and then another, until soon he was renting out dozens of flats in the foreign concessions. Thanks to Shanghai’s unique status as a foreign enclave and the

  quirks of Chinese history, his real-estate holdings were already helping him acquire a fortune, one string of copper cash and silver dollar at a time.




  As he reached the corner of Jinkee Road, Hardoon noticed that the bandstand, still festooned with the flags of the world and red Chinese lanterns from the Jubilee, had yet to be taken down. Had

  he been asked to take the stage alongside the very Reverend Muirhead, Hardoon’s account of Shanghai’s early years, given his insider’s knowledge of the city, would have been quite

  different.
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  Clergymen and missionaries liked to say that the foreign presence in China was a noble endeavour, a way of bringing religion and the other benefits of civilization to the

  benighted. But from the start, the West had sent crucifixes and Bibles to China alongside chests packed with opium.




  The first British traders in China had no trouble filling their cargo holds with silk, porcelain, and tea, paid for with the de facto currency of the Far East, beautiful but bulky dollar coins

  minted from silver from Mexican mines. These products were eagerly snapped up by consumers in European and American cities, caught up in the

  West’s first wave of Orientalism. But the ships tended to return to the Far East with empty holds, for the Chinese had no interest in the products of the Occident, save one: opium. Qing

  troops were likely introduced to madak, Javanese opium mixed with tobacco, by Dutch traders in Taiwan. The habit spread to palace eunuchs in Peking, wealthy women,

  the provincial gentry, and finally to the poor, who found that it warded off hunger and allowed them – for a time at least – to bear hard physical labour. Demand was so great that the

  clippers (yacht-like ships with raking masts and sharp bows) that brought the opium from India never even had to make landfall. Anchoring offshore, first in Canton and then in new markets up the

  coast, they transferred their cargo to the floating warehouses called opium hulks. Multi-oared native vessels called “centipedes” or “scrambling

  dragons” would swarm the hulks, and the chests, each weighing up to 160 pounds, would be rushed to smugglers’ dens inland. For the merchants, the profit on a single chest could be

  as much as £100. By the early 1830s, 24,000 chests of opium were being imported from India a year – enough to sustain the habits of two

  million addicts. With the balance of trade corrected in favour of the foreign powers, a torrent of silver started to flow out of China in the direction of England, France, and the United

  States.




  In the same month that the Lord Amherst sailed into Shanghai’s harbour, the Emperor in Peking declared yangtu to be the source of all China’s woes. One of his most

  upright officials, the commissioner Lin Zexu, was charged with bringing an end to the trade. Lin wrote directly to England’s new queen, Victoria, imploring her to stop the import of

  “foreign mud.” When his letter went unanswered, he sent his troops to the south of China, where the habit was particularly widespread.




  The British counterpart to Macao, the Portuguese merchant’s enclave, was Shameen, a fifteen-acre cigar-shaped island crowded with warehouses and separated from Canton’s thirty-foot

  city walls by a canal no wider than a mid-sized avenue. Lin, after ordering that two million pounds’ worth of raw opium be seized from Shameen’s godowns, had the

  drug mixed with lime and salt and washed into the Pearl River strait. This grand gesture had two consequences. The merchants were immediately able to charge famine prices to addicts, causing the

  price of a single chest of opium to sextuple. And the traffickers abandoned Shameen – called, by one historian, “perhaps the least pleasant residence for a

  European on the face of the earth” – for a rocky, near-deserted island known as Xianggang, eighty miles south of Canton, which would soon become the colony of Hong Kong.
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