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This family tree is simplified to include only the names of those family members mentioned in the book. Peter Tsang’s three older sons before Susan are Kenneth, Alan, and Jeffrey; Florence Chang had a third child, her youngest son Soon Teck.





For Nick and Violet






Author’s Note

Chinese spellings: Nearly all place names are Romanized according to the Wade–Giles system in use during my great-grandfather’s time. Exceptions are when there are more familiar forms, e.g. Canton province instead of Kwangtung province or Dalian instead of Ta-lien, or when places are mentioned in a current context. Dynasty names seem less confusing if left in Pinyin. The names of my ancestors in the family genealogy were translated into Pinyin, and I have left them as they are.

Chinese surnames: A reminder that Chinese names traditionally start with the surname first, followed by the given names, usually two. I have hyphenated the given names, e.g. Law Quan-Yee.

Names and terms which were commonly used in the past have been left unchanged for authenticity. I have adopted the same approach when quoting from books written before some of their terminology became offensive to many.






Singapore Chilli Crab

Buy two mud crabs live and quarter.

Pound to a paste a thumb-piece of ginger, two fistfuls of shallot, four cloves of garlic, a pair of red, red chillies.

Heat lard in a wok, add mixture, stir till spicy smells erupt.

Turn up the heat and fry the crabs quickly. Throw in a bowlful of water, a spoonful of sugar, a splash of soy sauce, fiery chilli oil and enough ketchup to make the colours come alive – as red and angry as the cooked crab, as fierce as longing or regret.

Thicken with beaten egg. Serve.






Introduction

One cold morning in 1992, on the very last day of February, I arrived to live in Britain for the first time with my husband, who is English, and our three-year-old son. London was as grey and damp as everyone said it would be.

We had left a country full of smiling people, where the air was warm and where our Malaysian housekeeper had knitted a farewell jumper for our son in a colour as bright and optimistic as the sky above our heads: a pure cerulean. It was out of place in London where navy ruled the playground and where, if you were lucky, the early spring sky was dull white with cloud.

We moved into a north-facing house in south London that had recently been burgled of most of its furniture and where the boiler had stopped working. I was in my late thirties, no longer culturally nimble. Everything was surprising or seemed difficult.

I thought that I spoke and understood English – my education in Singapore had been entirely in English – but it wasn’t English in its rich diversity of regional accents and colloquialisms. I couldn’t understand the Mancunian telephonist at British Gas or the plumbers who came to fix the boiler. It took a while to recognize ‘Aw-rite?’ as a greeting.

The nursery-school friend and his mother who came to lunch (‘We love Chinese food’) found my fried rice, with its lashings of treacly oyster sauce, impossible to eat. When I dropped off our son at his classmate’s birthday party, the children whispered audibly to each other: ‘That’s Victor’s mother. She’s Chinese.’

This was our home now and I wanted to belong. Determined at least to appear more western culturally, I forced every protesting sinew in my body to do as it was bid the first time that I found myself in a swimming-pool changing room with our son. Not looking at anyone, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible, I stripped off completely in front of the other mothers and children while I swapped a wet swimsuit for knickers and bra, T-shirt and jeans. I had heard that this was what European women did. Oops, wrong European country. The entire changing room fell silent.

You don’t get to understand a country straight away even when you’re fluent in the language.

At the parties that we went to in London they could have been speaking Swahili for all I knew: recently arrived, my mind drew a huge blank around Westminster gossip, the latest English comedians, the latest English bands, the latest English television. There was very little interest in Southeast Asia. As if the region could be any less pertinent, at a dinner in Dulwich a young English solicitor one along on the table placement was surprised to discover that Singapore was once a British colony. ‘Really?’ she asked.

The chill and anxiety of those early years were warmed and eased by emails from cousins who had also married men from strange, cool climates. There was Freida in Australia, Linda in Germany and Delice in Sweden, their names, like mine, the vestige of a European empire.

They sent recipes like curls of sultry air straight into my cold study, carrying the memory of colour and heat, replicating the smells and tastes that we longed for, of laksas and gorengs bright orange with warmth and promise.

I decided that this could be a great format for a cookbook. We could call it ‘Four Cousins’ and it would show how we ate our way out of missing home by adapting our Singaporean dishes to what we could buy from the Isemarkt of Hamburg, the marknad of Stockholm, and the farmers’ markets and supermarkets of Fremantle and south London. But my cousins were less than enthusiastic. ‘Thirty recipes each? You’re mad!’

I wasn’t ready to give up. I desperately needed occupation, the comfort of activity beyond the everyday when the everyday was reminding me that I was far from home. Here was a project that could keep me close to everything familiar. Perhaps I could win my cousins over if, first, I wrote a preface on the person whose blood we share? Our cookbook would then be more of an extended family essay. Linda, Freida and I have the same grandmother; her younger sister was Delice’s grandmother. We are therefore first and second cousins with our maternal great-grandfather in common.

We knew almost nothing about him, only that he had left China for Singapore when he was seventeen and had loved his daughters as much as his sons, a remarkable quirk for a Chinese man of his era. It would be worth finding out more but his children were no longer alive and his grandchildren, my uncles and my aunts, had not much more than the odd recollection.

My mother remembered the most. She was the oldest of the grandchildren who had lived with him and I knew her stories. I had asked for them again and again as I was growing up, an only child left at home with the cook all day; to me, my mother’s childhood seemed entrancing, crowded with the company of younger siblings and cousins, full of games and pranks.

They were only anecdotes, but my mother also had a photograph. I did not know it at the time, but this one clue would take me, over several years, to libraries and archives in Britain and Asia and allow me to follow our great-grandfather’s voyage from Canton to Singapore while I reflected on my own transfer to another exotic place, London.

I discovered that I was just one in a long line of emigrants in my family. These stretched back far beyond my great-grandfather, forced out of their homes by past exigencies (whereas I had travelled comfortably to Britain in peaceful times).

It became clear that to find out more about my great-grandfather, I would also have to navigate long-ago famines and the forgotten wars of East Asia – driven by imperialism – that had such an impact on his family. Few of us escape from what makes history, even if it happens far from where we are. My family had felt securely distant from the pressures building up around the world, but these would shatter on their doorstep.

My preface grew over many years to take me to another unexpected place: when I set off to look for our great-grandfather, I had no idea the search would end with our great-aunt. It is our great-grandfather’s youngest daughter who is at the heart of this story.

I was unaware of her till I was eight years old, home from school one day full of a theatrical classmate’s tragic and violent descriptions of her family’s ordeal in Singapore during the Second World War. Did we have anything similar? I had asked my mother hopefully. She had said yes, there was misfortune involving her aunt, my great-aunt, but she wouldn’t say much more. What she did tell me was so spare and matter-of-fact that it put me off completely. I felt let down. This was never going to impress my new, bloodthirsty friend.

It was only years later, seeing this great-aunt in a photograph for the first time, young and beautiful, that I became curious again about her.

This time, no longer a child, I pressed my mother with questions and there were answers, but also prevarications. I began to get the sense that this was never going to be a story fully told. What was missing was the flesh and blood of the woman in the picture.

She began to fill out as I looked into my great-grandfather’s history. She was his youngest child and she had dreamed that she could break free of the centuries of tradition that had confined and weighed on Chinese women. She believed that she could transform herself with an English name and an English education. She had enrolled herself at an English primary school at the age of seventeen and went on to university in Hong Kong in 1932, the only woman to go directly from Singapore. She did not foresee that larger forces can sometimes bear upon us to interfere with our plans.

She chose an English name for herself that is engraved on her tombstone – Fanny Law – though when she died she was still chained to Chinese tradition. But by then she had built a bridge between the orthodox and the modern for the later generations of women in her family, and they never looked back.

And yet Fanny’s nieces and nephews – my uncles and my aunts – never wanted to talk about her. I would learn from them that the stories families leave out have the power to redefine what they keep in. With my family these were not secrets intentionally withheld, but truths too painful to confront.

It was detective work, serendipity and the kindness of strangers that guided me to Fanny’s ordinary, extraordinary life and her world of sworn spinsters, ghost husbands and the working-class feminists of nineteenth-century south China. There were such happy chances in my research that they made me think, more than once, that Fanny wanted to be heard – though I would have to wait till the end of writing this book to find the piece of puzzle that was missing.

Reclaiming Fanny’s story made me realize that to remember is to perform a kind of magic: the simple act of remembering, even momentary or cursory, awards respect to a life however brief or unfulfilled, mundane or wretched, to acknowledge the fact that every individual existence is profound.

And context is nearly everything. We cannot fully understand lives without it. To recover my great-aunt’s past, we have first to know her family, the times and circumstances in which they lived, the momentous conflicts that would lead to the Second World War in Singapore and ultimately to family tragedy.

A cliché quickly attached itself to me: no story is just one story and of course Fanny’s had begun long before she was born. Other histories wanted inspection first (including even a little of my own). There was her father – our great-grandfather – the migrant to Singapore, the starting point of this memoir, of whom the only certain piece of information I had was on a photograph. At the start, all that I had was the photograph.

Before she grew forgetful, my mother had copies of a cherished picture made for those in it who were still alive. She kept her original for me. It is mounted in a card folder with the name of the studio stamped at the bottom in Chinese characters. She has written down the place and the date: ‘Hong Kong, 1935’. It will have to be where I begin.
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Half a century has passed since my great-grandfather sailed from China to the southern seas or Nanyang, to an island in the tropics where rats grew as big as cats and centipedes wriggled and multiplied in the rafters to fall in clumps on the unwary. He has grown old, lost when without his ebony opium pipe. He longs to go home to die.

He has gathered up his daughters and nearly all his grandchildren (his sons have had to remain behind) to sail with him by steamship from Singapore to Hong Kong. He wants them close on his final journey home.

The plan is to spend a few days sightseeing in Hong Kong before taking the train from Kowloon to Canton. From there they will travel to the village where he was born to say their final goodbyes.

In Hong Kong, he has an idea. They should mark this moment with a photograph. Someone spots a studio called Source of Beauty (inspired by the owner’s wife, perhaps; more likely by his mistress) and they bustle noisily through the door, bearing with them like a gift an old man with a walking stick. The older women loudly negotiate the cost of a family portrait as the children scatter about the shop. If they distract the proprietor just enough, he may give way on the price.

The photographer recognizes instantly from their unfashionable clothes and accents that they are Cantonese from the Nanyang, emigrants to Malaya, but he doesn’t turn his nose up at them. This is 1935. Hong Kong is finally collapsing from the aftershocks of the Great Depression while, too close to home, the Japanese are again aggressive in China. Business has slowed right down.

He gives a long inward sigh and deals deftly with the inquisitive young men and their endless questions about his camera, the pesky children nearly knocking over the lights, the background din of the young ladies’ constant high-pitched chat.

‘Watch my hand, watch, watch, watch!’ and poof! after a cloud of flash powder, there they are, my family, captured forever: my mother on the far right in a cardigan, my aunties young and fresh in demure Chinese shifts; my uncles surprisingly handsome in their borrowed linen jackets; and the older women with their carefully arranged expressions of resigned expectation. The young children now appear angelic.

They are all positioned respectfully around an old man, their fading star – my mother’s grandfather, my great-grandfather, a former interpreter in the administration of the British Straits Settlements. He is seated on a rattan chair, small and frail in a padded Chinese gown and silk shoes. His legs are crossed, his hands are on his lap. He is still a commanding presence though his eyes are nearly empty, drained by experience and an opium habit.

His eldest daughter, my grandmother, is behind him in a light-coloured cheongsam, her dark hair scraped back severely to reveal her magnificent forehead, as pale and implacable as a chalk cliff. To her right is her youngest sister Fanny, twenty-eight years old, their father’s favourite child.

My great-aunt Fanny is looking directly at the camera, her short black hair swept softly away from her oval face. Her dark silk dress is flecked with a pattern of what look oddly like tiny slices of watermelon. You can just glimpse a slim gold watch on her left wrist. Her eyes are luminous; her face is expressive. There is entreaty in the slight tilt of her head. You can see why I found her compelling though our family wanted to forget her.

We are all sub-texts of history, which cannot be erased. Sometimes it offers merely a digression. Sometimes, it rewrites the stories of our lives.



If I had to make a guess, I’d say that the old man in the photograph, our great-grandfather, looks about seventy. Sometimes you must leap into the unknown and hope to fly.

Working back from the date of the picture then takes me to 1865 for the year when he was born. It was in a place called ‘New District’ – Sun Wui1 – though it was given its name in AD 420 when China had gone through another of its periodic ruptures: the Eastern Jin dynasty had just ended, and a new, short-lived kingdom hardly justifying its own name busied itself drawing up new prefectural boundaries.

The year 1865 was peaceful enough, though the decade before had been turbulent with a second Opium War and a disastrous Taiping Rebellion. My great-grandfather would have been born to unreserved rejoicing in his village of Leong Kai. He was the first son of his nuclear family and a new male member for the Law clan that had, for centuries, lived in the Canton Delta.

The Canton or Pearl River Delta is an extraordinary place, so vast that one imagines it to be the work of nature over millennia. It is in fact manmade.

It started out as a wide and shallow bay fed by many rivers that flooded regularly. The people who lived there channelled the floods by building dykes along the riverbanks. Between the tenth and seventeenth centuries, from the Song to the Ming Dynasties, more than 1,000 kilometres of these were raised.2 These dykes forced the rivers, turned sluggish as they moved through flattening land, to flow a little further before dumping their load of silt into the estuary. Sandbars began to form naturally, downstream of these. Farmers added rock and alluvium to expand them, and planted legumes to anchor them. Over two thousand years, the patient tending of countless sandbars by countless pairs of hands gradually merged together a delta bigger than Puerto Rico, 10,000 square kilometres in size.3

The people of this delta evolved to become exquisite agriculturalists. They wasted nothing. They managed their land so carefully that they could crop rice twice, even three times a year.4 Later, they would produce nearly 15 per cent of the world’s raw silk.5

But the delta’s very breadth and fertility would be its undoing. It drew in refugees from famine and war. At first it could absorb everyone. Later, it could not.

At the start of the nineteenth century, China was richer than either Britain or France,6 to which it exported enormous quantities of porcelain, tea and silk. It acquired miraculous New World crops – tapioca, peanut, sorghum – that could grow where nothing else would. With abundant food and foreign exchange, more people lived and more people lived longer. The population of China doubled from 150 million people to 300 million over the course of the eighteenth century. By 1850, fifteen years before my great-grandfather was born, it had swelled to 430 million.7

But land that could be cultivated was finite. A once full and contented population turned hungry and discontented. China’s foreign Manchu rulers struggled to cope. Their Qing government, bloated by past prosperity and riven with corruption, was besieged from abroad by Western imperialists wanting access to China’s market. Now they had also to contend with large-scale internal unrest.

The worst of these was, ironically, named ‘Great Peace’ or ‘Taiping’. It began in 1850 just north of the Canton Delta to become what historians call the ‘deadliest civil war in all of human history’.8 It ended in 1864, killing 30 million people as it spread northwards towards Peking. Villages were burned and vast tracts of farmland laid waste in the violence between the rebels and the Emperor’s armies.



‘What is your village going to be like, Grandfather?’

In 1935, the fourteen of them are squeezed around a table for ten in a restaurant in Hong Kong at the end of a day spent sightseeing. Food is important to the Cantonese. You eat something special together – suckling pig, roast duck, barbecued pork – to mark an event. It is the ritual of those whose genes carry the experience of starvation. In a day or so they will board the train for Canton to find their way to Sun Wui and their grandfather’s ancestral village of Leong Kai. From there on they will be in the company of extended family. Hong Kong is the last time that they will be on their own together.

‘It is the most beautiful place in the world,’ he replies as he puts his chopsticks down across his bowl of rice. He has worked and slept all these years like every emigrant abroad, dreaming of the day he would go back to the place to which his connection was umbilical. Whenever he closes his eyes, he can see its innumerable rice-fields shimmering together, like a green and silver sea.

This was a place of primary colours.

In early summer, lychees ripened in the trees to swag whole villages in red; in autumn, persimmons glowed orange. In winter, globes of mandarins lit up on their branches like small suns, and in spring, little yellow plums were plentiful.

These colours were reflected in the water that was everywhere. The people of the delta had judged over the centuries that their ecosystem worked best if they sculpted out the land and filled nearly half of it with water,9 on which floated images of the blue sky and the fruit and the trees that grew around them on the dykes.

‘We had ponds so full of fish, you could put your hand in and pick one up,’ he says. It is the sort of boast an old man makes and his grandchildren ignore as they fight over the last pieces of roast pork, though one of them pauses long enough to ask, ‘Then why did you leave?’



Sometime between the middle of the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Earth’s northern hemisphere went through a cooling period now known as the Little Ice Age. In Europe this ended in 1850,10 but in China it carried on into the 1890s, bringing freezing winters and cool summers.11 Weather patterns became irregular. Monsoons were disrupted. The rain disappeared.

In 1873, a drought began in north China that, three years later, caused the worst famine of China’s imperial history. By the famine’s end in 1879, it had killed 10 million people in the provinces of Shansi, Honan, Shantung, Chihli (now Hebei) and Shensi.12

The Manchu Empire had no solution for the crisis. Its granaries had long since been emptied or else filled with badly stored grain that had spoilt. As the death toll soared, British missionaries and merchants in China felt they could no longer watch this catastrophe unfold and do nothing.

They formed a committee for a China Famine Relief Fund. To raise money, a Chinese pamphlet was translated and published in London, illustrated with woodblock prints by a Chinese artist.13

You can still find a copy of the pamphlet in London in the library of the School of Oriental and African Studies. This is a place so full of the energy of focused young people that it frequently erupts in a snatch of melody as a program opens on a laptop, or with a thump as books are unloaded quickly to signal the start of an afternoon’s slog. It all melted into silence as I turned the pages.

On the first plate, there are quaint etchings in black and white that look innocuous. Here are little people with uptilted almond eyes who seem to be industriously building a house. In fact they are taking it apart to sell, piece by piece, saving only the thatch which they will eat.

As each plate progresses, the expressions on the faces of these delicate figures turn from relative composure to distress and then to horror – three people clothed like tramps linger to say goodbye to a little boy as a well-dressed man stands placidly waiting to take him away; a husband is distraught when he discovers his wife hanging from a beam while, in the background, his neighbour throws himself headlong into a torrent. On another page, two barely clothed men squat on the ground slicing meat off a corpse with a knife. In a denuded forest, skeletal men wander like the walking dead, a dark ooze around their feet: ‘Coffins are not to be got for the corpses nor can graves be prepared for them. Their blood is an indistinct mess on the ground, their bones lie all about.’14 The caption holds little back.

People from these provinces of north China began to leave. By the end of 1876, more than 10 million people from the five worst-affected areas had migrated to Kiangsu province, just north of Shanghai. Roads were said to have turned black with refugees.15
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Those who clung on through these devastating years were finally driven out of their homes in the winter of 1878, when wolves descended from the mountains to enter villages in packs. They devoured babies, children and the weak.16

Far to the south, in my great-grandfather’s province of Canton, in addition to the domino effect of migration from the north, they were experiencing particular meteorological problems of their own. The same powerful climatic force that dessicated the north brought floods along the coast down to where Law and his family lived, and where they were already struggling.17 The Taiping Rebellion had destroyed many farms in the south and any land that remained had become exhausted by years of over-intensive farming. Now floods submerged even those.

Whole villages were washed away by the incessant rain. Bodies floated in the floodwater, unclaimed. When it seemed it could not be worse, swarms of locusts and mice appeared out of nowhere to devour anything that remained.

As food became scarce, the stories that swept down from north China began to resonate most fearfully: desperate fathers were selling their sons, and husbands their wives. Men and women stripped the bark off trees to eat till these were bare.

Whole families committed suicide rather than face what was to come – which did come. At first the living ate their dead. Then came rumours that people murdered for meat. My great-grandfather, Law, was fourteen.

‘Why did you leave?’ A simple question becomes impossible to answer.

The famine affected everyone. I know that my great-grandfather’s family was desperate because his father, Hongxi, had come up with an uncompromising plan. He was going to to leave China with his two sons but without his daughter or his concubine.

Hongxi was acutely aware that his family might perish in the teeth of uncontrollable forces – God save them from ever becoming like the people of Shansi in the north – unless they did something to reclaim the initiative. As ever, money was key. If you had money you could buy food on the black market, or fortify your home against storms, or rebuild it after its destruction in a flood.

You could earn money by working abroad. This had become easier. The country’s Manchu rulers had once forbidden emigration, worried that Chinese men on foreign soil were free to plot their downfall. However, in the nineteenth century the Manchus began gradually to ease restrictions. At first they were yielding to pressure from the Americans, the British and the French, whose colonies relied on indentured Chinese labour after slavery was banned. Later, during the famine years, when grain reserves were inadequate and a weak administration was incapable of organizing relief, it was just easier to let the starving hordes go.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, most Chinese emigrants ended up in that fabled land the Cantonese called the Golden Mountain, on the west coast of America. So many Cantonese men had gone there since the start of the California Gold Rush in 1848 that resentment grew against them in the American towns: the Chinese were simply too cheap and worked too hard. Now the US was planning a virtual moratorium on all Chinese immigration, not just on indentured labourers. It would sign its Chinese Exclusion Act into law in 1882, but already the effect of its intention was being felt.

With America to be off-limits, and similar gold rushes petering out in Australia and New Zealand, the destination for many Cantonese in 1881 had become Southeast Asia, where they could mine tin and antimony, or trade in pepper. Law’s father Hongxi had his eye on Singapore, nearly 3,000 kilometres across the South China Sea. It had an unsparing climate that was humid and malaria-ridden but he likely had a contact there.

In the nineteenth century, mutual aid societies were organized in the colony for Chinese immigrants. The Kong Chow Wui Koon is one of these, a league of clans from my great-grandfather’s part of Canton – clans being sort of co-operatives to which all men and women of the same surname belonged.

It still exists, its main hall dominated by an enormously long and beautiful blackwood table running nearly the length of the room, with matching carved chairs on either side. Colourful lion’s ‘heads’, props from the association’s dance troupe, look down benignly at visitors.

On one of my visits to Singapore, I found myself there talking to Michelle, one of its secretaries, about the earliest travellers from China. She said that it was rare to bring both your young sons with you on such an uncertain journey unless you had a connection in the colony that you believed was extremely reliable. It was likely to have been someone in whom Law’s father placed much faith. Though my great-grandfather turned seventeen when they arrived, his younger brother was still only thirteen. That he was present with his elder brother and his father was a sign either of great hope or great desperation.

Perhaps Law and his brother felt excitement at first when they heard that they were to be part of this exodus of men leaving behind certain poverty for adventure in the unknown. They might have pestered returning clansmen to tell their stories of the southern seas. A monkey as big as a man! Snakes bigger than men! Birds all the colours of the rainbow and one with feathers of gold – catch a few of those, and you’d have your fortune made. Then you could buy a rhinoceros in the market!

To pay for their voyage, Law’s father would have sold whatever of value he still owned, making up any shortfall with help from his extended family. Or he may have borrowed the money for the fare from their clan association. It would, of course, have to be repaid and not just with money but through the complex system of obligations that only the Chinese understand.

By the late nineteenth century you could travel to Singapore by steamer from Macau or Hong Kong, services that were run by European companies and were much more expensive than a passage by traditional sailing junk. Law’s village in Sun Wui was located near the West River, one of the tributaries of the Pearl, navigable along its entire length. Law, his brother and their father could embark on a junk from any of its landing stages to sail directly into the South China Sea. From there, in the winter with the northeast monsoon18 behind them, they would be carried south down to Malaya.

Law’s mother had died when he was younger, during another period of famine. His father’s concubine looked after his brother, his sister and himself. Law would have been close to his sister. It would have been for her sake also that they were going to Singapore, to earn her dowry for the security that only marriage into a respectable family could provide.

While Law, his brother and his father were away, his father’s concubine and his sister would be on their own. Of course there was extended family to keep an eye on them, but everyone was struggling. The two women were unhappily aware that until their men returned, their situation was precarious.



As the day of their departure draws near, Law becomes noisier as his sister grows quieter.

‘What feast will you cook us, Sister? I will need to eat enough to last me till I come back. I want a whole suckling pig to myself, and a goose, and shark’s fin in my soup!’

His sister tosses her head and pretends to sneer: ‘You’ll be lucky if I make you soup from my old shoes!’

Somehow she finds the money for a small chicken and some fish (perhaps she pawned one of the last pieces of their mother’s jewellery) to prepare a special dinner for the night before their departure. She works all afternoon in the kitchen, gutting the fish, draining the chicken’s crimson blood through the slit she has made in its throat, chopping rhythmically as she minces fresh lard with her cleaver before rendering it into oil in a hot wok.

Like all Chinese women, she cooks to protect. When she washes the earth off the ginger and spring onion so recently lifted from the ground, when she slices into them to free the power of their smell, she is willing them to be alchemical, to turn chicken and fish not into food but armour for her brothers. If she can do that, the impossible might be possible and she would see them again.

At dinner, she fusses over her father and her brothers to disguise her grief. Their stepmother hovers in the background like a sorrowful shade. Young Law’s excitement at their imminent departure has begun to evaporate as he sits eating while his sister moves constantly to and from the kitchen, rarely meeting his eyes, almost as if she cannot bear to look upon his face. The next morning, on the quayside, the euphoria has all but vanished.

‘Get on the boat, get on the boat!’ the stevedores are shouting, and the huge crowd of men starts to jostle towards the water.

‘Don’t cry,’ Law says helplessly to his sister. She could not be put off coming to watch them board their boat. As the frenzy of embarkation begins, Law sees her as if for the first time. She looks very small and lost. She looks suddenly like their mother. He feels a sharp, familiar stab of pain.

Awkwardly he picks up his bundle of clothing with one hand, while with the other he tries to support her. Distress is tightening like a band around his heart.

‘You’ll see us again in no time but you won’t recognize us! We’ll be wearing gowns of silk and smoking from pipes of ebony. We’ll dress you like a princess, in more gold and jade than you could ever imagine!’ He can feel her body shake with sobs.

Someone is pulling his arm and he is finding it difficult to breathe. He tries to hold on to her but his chest feels so oppressed, he has to gasp for air.

He lets her go, briefly, to look for his father. The crowd immediately pushes them apart and he is carried on a tide of men coursing towards their boat. He fights to turn his head towards her, struggles to raise a free arm over those around him to wave to her. But she does not see. Her face is frozen in anguish as her eyes search the crowd.

‘What are you doing, brother?’ The man behind gives him a shove. ‘Get a move on!’ Law twists round momentarily to protest and when he looks back towards his sister, all trace of her is gone, lost in the ocean of men. He blinks back the tears that suddenly sting his eyes. He feels a heartache so bitter, it’s in his mouth. He has to spit it out. It’s a relief to board the boat and to let seasickness take over.
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I met Nick in Shanghai in 1983 at a shipping and shipbuilding conference. We were both journalists based in Hong Kong.

Shanghai was only seven years past the end of a brutal Cultural Revolution. Nobody was sure what was acceptable and what was not. The city’s only French restaurant was hidden down a side street in a speakeasy, whereas the Peace Hotel had resurrected its pre-Revolution band whose ancient musicians, dressed in Mao suits, played Glenn Miller. They squinted at their scores through state-prescribed spectacles with round frames, like schoolteachers on a musical tea break. Shanghai was where the unexpected could still happen.

We drank sweet cocktails made from fiery mao-tai and afterwards strolled alone on the nearby Bund, deserted except for a cat and a full moon. We found out too late that this was because all transport in the city stopped at 9 p.m.

As there was no taxi or bus to take me back to my hotel 4 kilometres away, I had to spend the night in Nick’s room at the Peace Hotel. He gave up the bed in his junior suite to cram his 6-foot-6-inch frame on to a sofa designed for two small Chinese people. This made no difference at all the next morning to the Shanghainese bell-hops in the corridor, who sniggered just the same when we appeared, murmuring things to each other too soft for us to hear.

Being English, Nick thought it discourteous to put me in a taxi before a ‘proper breakfast’ at the restaurant. I emerged from the hotel feeling queasy from so much fried food first thing in the morning, including post-Cultural Revolution Shanghai’s own version of European sausages. But the taxi-ride was soothing. ‘The Butterfly Lovers’ Concerto’ played on the radio as I was driven through roads lined with plane trees, flooded in early autumn sunshine.

We decided that we would marry in Hong Kong, a mid-point between England and Singapore.

On both sides there were many unfathomable mysteries to the wedding we were organizing, but I found our wedding invitations the strangest. Traditional Chinese like bright red and gold cards printed with phoenixes and dragons. Red is for happiness, gold for prosperity. The dragon symbolizes man, the phoenix, woman. (Subtle it is not.)

By the 1980s, modern Chinese women everywhere began to prefer soft Western colours and motifs that were a little more discreet: silver bells, for instance, or a pair of doves. However, any fond imaginings that I had along the lines of entwining pastel ribbons were firmly swept away by my fiancé in favour of something stark and white. While it had become common to see Chinese brides dressed in white, white was and still is the colour of deepest mourning. It is what you wear when a parent dies.

These were austere, even ugly, invitations, and rather large. I was assured that they were English and traditional. They were on folded thick, stiff paper that was blank inside with engraved black script on the outside, designed to stand securely on a mantelpiece in England and to be easy to read without appearing to snoop – except few homes in Hong Kong had mantelpieces and we certainly didn’t have them in Singapore, where one sweltered in the equatorial humidity and heat. These black-and-white cards were funereal in their simplicity. Were people being invited to a wedding or a wake? In that spring of 1985, South Africa ended its ban on inter-racial marriage for the first time. In London, the Brixton race riots would flare up after the summer. The scope for incomprehension between cultures was still vast.

But there are ways round anything. In Singapore, among the Chinese, it is the groom’s parents who pay for the wedding reception; in England, it is of course the bride’s. We simply paid for it ourselves, the sort of compromise that would see us through our future together.

After I was given away by my mother’s brother Peter at the Anglican cathedral of St John’s, we had our reception at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club. Family and friends from Singapore, England and Hong Kong meeting for the first time chatted easily together in the language of a commonwealth – my mother in a cheongsam, my uncle Peter’s wife Luan in her Malayan sarong and kebaya, the men in Nick’s family in morning suits, the women wearing hats – though I was still bemused when my brother-in-law Joffin, in his best man’s speech, made a tally of Nick’s old girlfriends (previously undivulged), an English tradition of which I had not been forewarned.

That spring day in 1985, a family wedding photograph was taken in this British colony. At the time, I did not realize this was fifty years exactly after another spring day, in 1935, when a family picture had also been taken. Ours marked a beginning. The other, of my mother, her cousins and their grandfather on his last journey home, represented an end.

After we married, we moved to Malaysia where we had both found work. We settled eventually into a house in Kuala Lumpur that sat in the middle of a large lawn. The garden was empty except for a small knot of nibong, a graceful palm with fine fronds that hang straight down like a girl’s fringe. We planted orange-flowered heliconia on the lawn’s perimeter. We put in a frangipani tree. We grew ginger, and basil, and four-angled bean.

By now our son Victor was born and my mother was a frequent visitor as Kuala Lumpur was only a fifty-minute flight from Singapore. She loved our habit of a cold gin and tonic in the warm evenings, and she liked complaining about our housekeeper with whom she had a competitive relationship over the baby.

When we relocated to London and the journey from Singapore was much longer, after our younger son Arthur was born, my mother stayed with us for months at a time. We asked her to move in with us but, though she adored her grandsons, she refused. She found our child-centred lives too restricting.

I struggled with a baby and a young child and life in an unfamiliar place. I coped by taking it out on my mother. When she was with us I found her intensely annoying, but when she returned to Singapore I was full of regret for my impatience. I missed her as I missed, viscerally, our garden in Kuala Lumpur – how it smelt after the rain, how every plant flourished all year and flowered whenever it wanted, on a whim.

Our English garden was complex and secretive and followed a private code, much like this new country. Daffodils and tulips nosed up in the early spring like moles sniffing the air, dying politely to give way to a dwarf magnolia’s star-shaped flowers and the small mauve blooms of its companions, two sister azaleas.

Others followed in strict order: purple lilac, amethyst wisteria, pink weigela, stripey Nelly Moser, hollyhock allsorts; on and on, right up to the last roses, flame-coloured crocosmia and late dahlias. There was etiquette and formality. If I put in something that was spring flowering, that was what it did. It would not oblige like its tropical cousins, careless of the seasons. What did ‘annual’ or ‘biennial’ mean? They meant nothing in the evergreen, ever-flowering garden that we left behind.

Just as Singapore meant little here. It felt disheartening to be so redundant to the old imperial power that made us – whereas every Singaporean schoolchild knows that it was the Englishman Raffles who ‘founded’ Singapore, an old-fashioned word that disguises as much as it describes.

My school history books never mentioned that Thomas Stamford Bingley Raffles was the son of a slaver, born on a slaver’s ship. Nor that it was by sleight of hand that he produced the thriving British settlement for which my great-grandfather Law would sail.
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When Law’s junk reached Singapore the voyage had taken nearly two weeks, their meals served like slop from buckets in the airless hold where he had been mostly confined with hundreds of men. My mother had said her grandfather was seventeen years old when he arrived, so this would have been 1882.

The pitching and rolling of the junk was intolerable to start with but he would have got used to it, as he would have the growing stench of the men around him. They slept in hammocks or on the planking, crammed together with barely any headroom, their belongings jammed between them in bundles and baskets. Every inch of space was used and shared with a variety of vermin, especially cockroaches which crawled everywhere, even into one’s ears.

Nothing would have prepared Law and his younger brother for this, or their father. Everyone they spoke to in Canton would have talked about the journey’s end, not the monotony and the misery of the journey itself. Why put off the emigrants before their travels had even begun? The three Law men would have struggled with seasickness and to care for each other, but there would have been no doubt in their minds that this was the right thing to do. They were committed to their course. There was no other option. They would have made a tally of their days left afloat. The thought of arrival would have kept them going.

Most of the other passengers on their ship were coolies or indentured labourers, signed to cutthroat brokers on irreversible contracts. Their tickets had been bought for them – the fare to be extracted back later – unlike Law’s father, who paid for their tickets himself with the help of his family or clan. A man would have to be beyond despair to indenture himself and both his sons.

‘Coolie’ is an uncomfortable term but truthful to its time. By the middle of the nineteenth century, many Chinese and Indian labourers had replaced their African brothers in Europe’s plantations and mines in Cuba, the Caribbean and Southeast Asia. They were supposedly better off than slaves because they were indentured, but to all practical purposes their contracts enslaved them.

By 1865, slavery and the slave trade had been banned by many countries1 but you could still hire a coolie and treat him little better than a serf. He was often ‘recruited’ through trickery or worse. Kidnappings from villages near the south China coast had become so bad (whole villages emptied of their able-bodied men) that kidnappers faced the death penalty in China if they were caught. Seven years after Law’s voyage, a coolie broker was beheaded near Canton for spiriting away young men to Singapore.2

But there were also destitute men willingly lured by the offer of work in foreign lands with the cost of travel deferred. In fact, men on the infamous ‘credit ticket system’ earned nothing till they settled their passage debts, which could take years. They were treated like slaves, herded on to ships and ferried to lives so grim that they could only find oblivion in the opium that was readily supplied at a price, plunging them further into debt.

In 1874, China was so alarmed by the number of coolies dying in Cuba – two-thirds in twenty-seven years3 – that it sent an official commission there. Its members met Chinese men who had been maimed by their employers, who had been blinded or had their limbs fractured, their flesh lacerated, their teeth struck out or their ears mutilated. The suicide rate was high. When a coolie found at the end of an eight-year bond that he was ‘free’ but still too poor to buy a passage home, he might hang himself or cut his own throat. Some coolies threw themselves into the sugar cauldrons.4

At least the coolies on Law’s boat were not in chains or under locked hatches as they had been on early labourer ships to Latin America. In 1872, 640 coolies had died when they were abandoned by the crew, trapped in the hold of the Don Juan when it caught fire on leaving Macau.5



The captain of Law’s boat has restricted visits up on deck only because there are too many passengers. But as their junk sweeps southwards6 towards the equator, men are pushing their way up, protesting. With the sun high and bright overhead, it is stiflingly hot in the hold, especially since the junk has slowed right down to pick its way among the many flat islands strewn like green pebbles in the shallow sea around them. More men surge out from below. Law slips quietly behind them. He blinks in the bright sun even as he exults in the fresh air as a light breeze skims over his hair. Then he watches in wonder as they finally approach their destination.

Law could have reasonably expected Singapore to be a proper settlement, but the town that is emerging out of the blue haze of the afternoon is more imposing than he ever imagined. There are buildings in a grand style he has never seen before, some of them as tall as small hills. One of these is white, with a steeply pitched roof rising narrowly to a needlepoint in the sky. Someone says it is an English temple.

They go past fishermen’s shelters that are wooden shacks on stilts in the water. Women are bathing under them in full view of every man on ship and shore, their hair tied up, their brown skin glistening in the sun. Although their bodies are loosely wrapped in thin cloth, their shoulders are bare. They seem unconcerned by their immodesty, but Law averts his eyes for their sake.

Looking away towards the town beyond the casuarina trees that line the seafront, he sees carefully demarcated roads on which white men ride horses. The men are completely covered up in peculiar tight trousers (how uncomfortable they must be) and long-sleeved jackets. Their shirts are buttoned up to their necks. Some of their women are in open carriages and hold over themselves little umbrellas made of light cloth. Law cannot help but think that these would be useless in the rain.



Sixty-two years have passed since the January day in 1819 when Sir Stamford Raffles left the island of Penang on a mission to beat the Dutch. This was not quite with the blessing of his employer, the East India Company, and completely against the wishes of his host, the Governor of Penang.

Raffles had fallen from previous glory to run an unimportant station in Sumatra named Bencoolen, but he couldn’t help being the gifted strategist that he was, driven by patriotism. He did not have explicit permission to lead the convoy of seven ships waiting for the tide to turn outside the harbour in Penang,7 so he stole from his bed at dawn to row out to them. He planned to take them south, down the length of the lobster-claw shaped Malay Peninsula, to a tiny outcrop perched just beyond its reach like a delectable morsel.

Trade had flourished since the eighteenth century between two great spheres: Europe and India on the one side, China and Japan on the other. Between them lay the Malay Archipelago. The quickest route across was either through the Malacca Strait, which Holland controlled from Malacca; or through the Sunda Strait, which Holland controlled from the vital port of Batavia, now called Jakarta.

These were not free ports. The Dutch were not inclined to share.

Raffles found this infuriating because he had once been lieutenant governor of Batavia, after he helped the British conquer it in 1811. He had inherited a decrepit economy which he revived only to learn, four years later, that it would be handed back to the Dutch because Britain needed Holland as an ally against Napoleon.

Far from now treating the English with some favour in the China trade, the Dutch were progressively cutting them out. Knowing that Penang was too far to the north of the Malacca Strait to be useful to the British, they hurried to occupy even the least significant harbours at its southern end, conceding not even a fingerhold’s clutch on the area.

But the Dutch had reckoned without Raffles. He could speak and read Malay. He had a reputation for being impetuous. He had heard of a place close to the trading heart of the Malay Archipelago which had fallen into obscurity, though it had been known to Malay and Chinese traders since at least the fourteenth century. Its unprepossessing coast was one reason, edged with mangrove swamps. Its small population of vexatious pirates was another. Its name was Singapura.

Its nominal ruler was a Dutch ally, but he did not live on the island. Crucially, Raffles knew that he was not the previous chieftain’s eldest son and heir. He had stolen the throne from his brother.8

Once on the island, Raffles had this deposed older brother located and brought to him; then Raffles persuaded him with smiles of ‘infinite charm’ and words as ‘sweet as a sea of honey’9 reluctantly to accept his restoration by the British. In return he was to allow the British their trading post.

The Treaty of Friendship and Alliance was signed with fanfare on a beach. Guns were fired; flags were raised. The moment required sufficient ceremony to suggest legality.

Before sailing back to Bencoolen, Raffles drew up a town plan. He gave the island its own garrison and installed a British Resident and Commandant. Then he threw it open as a free port. He calculated that Holland, sitting on most of the East Indies, would rely on diplomatic negotiation with England first, rather than immediate war. In this narrowest window of time, his little colony would have to grow important enough for the British to want to keep and defend it.

In the event, Raffles very nearly provoked an Anglo-Dutch war over Singapore for which the East India Company never quite forgave him. But he was to be proved right. Singapore would secure the Far Eastern trade for the British and, after the opening of the Suez Canal fifty years later in 1869, would eclipse every port in the region owned by the Dutch.



Law’s boat draws alongside the quay with a jolt, but they remain on board for at least another hour before an expectant rustle among the crew makes him look in their direction. They have lowered a ramp and two men are now coming on board from the dock. Law is suddenly seized with anxiety. These men are white, pale as ghosts. He has no idea what to expect.

One of the two appears to be the elder though it is impossible to tell from their appearance, as both have hair the colour of straw. But his partner is deferential to him. The older man stands on the gunwale, clears his throat loudly, and starts to speak.

At first, Law cannot understand him. Then a horrified wonder fills him. He glances over quickly at his father, whose mouth has fallen open. It cannot be, and yet it is: the white man is speaking some sort of Cantonese!



The island that Raffles claimed for Britain had about a thousand residents, mainly Malay sea gypsies. By the time of Law’s arrival in 1882, the population had grown to more than a hundred thousand.10 Only five thousand of these were European, though every significant European power from France to Austria–Hungary had a diplomatic presence here, as did America, Brazil, Hawaii and, of course, China. Three-quarters of the population were Chinese, specifically young Chinese men from the south coast of China. The free port that Raffles set up had also become an entrepôt for human lives. The British needed Chinese coolies to cut down jungle and to build and work their mines and plantations, as did the Dutch in the neighbouring East Indies.

Coolies were ill treated on the whole but most abominably at Deli in Sumatra, where Dutch tobacco plantation owners were vicious, like the Spanish in Cuba. They were hampered neither by legislation nor scruple.11 If you were horse-whipped or thrown into a well as punishment, who would help you?



Law strains to hear the man, whose assistant is handing out leaflets printed in Chinese. Most of Law’s fellow passengers cannot read so one of the leaflets is quickly passed to him. Looking through the characters, he learns that the two men are from something called the Chinese Protectorate, set up by the white governor of this island to help Chinese people.

In Singapore, Chinese secret societies routinely snared new arrivals with offers of work. The would-be labourer who followed these gangsters would find himself locked in a filthy cell before being bullied into a contract most favourable to the gang in terms of commission, least favourable to him in terms of his labour.

The British appeared to be offering a merciful alternative. This was to put Chinese immigrants in safe houses until they found work, when the British would read through their terms for them to make sure that these at least appeared fair. The Chinese Protectorate apparently provided this service for free.

Curiosity fills Law. He has never known the imperial government in China to give assistance of any kind to ordinary people without wanting something back. He looks at the men around him. They are all like him – the front of their scalps have been shaved while the rest of their hair has been left long and plaited into a single braid, a queue, sometimes derisorily called a ‘pigtail’. They wear this to show their submission to their foreign Manchu emperors but they are all here because their Manchu leaders have been unable, or unwilling, to help them.

The time has come, finally, to disembark. Law climbs out of the boat with his brother and father. All three clutch their possessions as they walk down the gangway. Black dust rises around them from the coaling sheds. The shriek of a steam winch punctuates the noise of engines and the shouting of the stevedores. Law feels as if he has stepped through an invisible curtain of hot vapour to be immediately drenched in his own perspiration. Yet the glare of the day is so blinding that despite the humidity and the heat, some workers have put on brimmed hats made of felt, presumably the only ones they could get hold of.

‘Look over there,’ his father Hongxi says suddenly, turning around and gesturing with his chin in the direction of a moored ship. It is empty except for a trail of Chinese men who board the ship up one gangplank and come down another.

They seem to be working in pairs. Each man has one end of a short, thick pole on his right shoulder, from which hangs a large basket loaded with black coal. It looks heavy, but the men climb up to the ship steadily, emptying the contents of their baskets somewhere on the steamer before going back down to the quay. Then they return to the coaling shed to fill up and start again. They work ceaselessly, like ants.

Law stares silently at this sight of his countrymen, but there is no time for reflection. Theirs is not the only boat unloading its human cargo. Law sees a group of young Chinese girls teeter tentatively down a ramp. They look lost, but there is no mistaking the woman who bustles forward from the dock to take charge of them – middle-aged, hard-faced, swaying her hips deliberately as she walks – nor the looks of some of the men appraising them. One of the girls reminds him of his sister. He thinks of her with a pang.

‘Follow me,’ his father is saying, and they plunge into a noisy, jostling crowd like the one they left behind in Canton, in the weeks before that now seem like years.

Around them, Chinese men are calling out but they all sound unfamiliar. The Chinese here are from various provinces in coastal south China. Their different dialects are like different languages. Law and his father push through the throng, straining for intonations that they might recognize. At last they catch the genial Sun Wui vowels of their part of Canton. His father approaches a tanned and stocky man who, to Law’s relief, replies in their native Cantonese.

‘Oh yes, older brother,’ the man says to Hongxi, speaking less roughly to him than he has just done to another. ‘I was told about you. You’re from our headman’s district. As soon as I’ve organized these little pigs’ – he gestures dismissively to some anxious-looking men – ‘we’ll get you sorted. You can ride with me in that rickshaw.’



Not for nothing was the coolie trade called the ‘pig business’. There were always coolies who died en route, while still aboard ship, from ill health: some were opium addicts; others sick through sheer poverty. As brokers were paid for the men they supplied, avaricious agents routinely overfilled their ships with coolies, deaf to the suggestion that overcrowding also killed men. It was more profitable to carry 600 men and have as many as 250 die, leaving 350 live coolies, than to carry 300 and have them all survive. Unlike pigs, dead coolies could not be sold for meat.12

Conditions were so intolerable that, though starved and weak, these men sometimes fought back, usually with tragic results. In 1859 there was a mutiny on board the US clipper Flora Temple, on its way to Havana. The crew fired on the coolies to confine them below deck, but the ship struck a reef and sank. The crew escaped. All 850 coolies drowned.13

There were mines in British Malaya and Sarawak where sick coolies were worked until they died, then simply carted up and dumped by the road. The idea of nursing a coolie back to health was simply idiotic when he was from a tribe as numerous as it was wretched. If one lot of Chinese died, another could be shipped out.14



When the agent is ready, he climbs into the rickshaw, something Law has only heard of but never seen. This cart is drawn not by an ox or a mule, but by a man like himself. They are common in Hong Kong, but not yet in Canton. The agent beckons to his father Hongxi, who looks uncertain. He follows, gingerly. When the rickshaw puller picks up the long shafts between which he is standing and sends the cab rocking backwards, Hongxi lets out an unhappy yelp. But the runner is off, clutching the two handles as if his life depends on it. Law and his brother follow quickly on foot, jogging lightly with the other coolies.

Out on the broad road, there are carriages hitched to small ponies and more rickshaws. Great carts rumble past on massive wheels, drawn by bullocks and steered by half-naked men, their heads wrapped in turbans, who stand majestically on platforms between the wheels, legs akimbo and whips in their hands. The oxen they drive are handsome creatures, with gleaming pale cream or dark brown hides, better fed than the countrymen Law has left behind.



The layout of the town was as Raffles had envisaged, with Europeans, Chinese, Indians and Malays settled comfortably each within their own districts.

The Chinese lived south of the Singapore River in terrace after terrace of two-storey shop houses, all covered with a light blue or yellow wash.15 To the European, these looked satisfyingly oriental with their roofs of curved terracotta tiles laid vertically in a ridge and furrow pattern. But to any Chinese these terraces appeared foreign precisely because they were so alike. Even the streets running between them were disconcertingly wide and straight. In Canton, no two dwellings were the same and the narrow lanes that curved and wound between them did so deliberately, to shake off evil spirits.16
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