



[image: images]









Praise for China’s New Youth


“Ash’s book paints a telling portrait of this most restless generation raised in a system that has provided them with unprecedented personal opportunities while denying them political ones … A gifted observer.”


—John Pomfret, Washington Post


“A refreshing variant on the [China book] category. Ash … is a deft pointillist whose work offers a fresh take on a society the West still struggles to understand.”


—Howard W. French, Wall Street Journal


“Announces the arrival of a talented young observer of today’s China. Alec Ash documents the lives of Chinese millennials with detail, insight, and sympathy, and his book is an invaluable resource for anybody hoping to understand the country’s future possibilities.”


—Peter Hessler, New York Times–bestselling author of River Town, Oracle Bones and Country Driving


“One of the best I’ve read about the individuals who make up a country that is all too often regarded as a monolith.”


—Jonathan Fenby, Financial Times


“Compelling and beautifully written.”


—Rana Mitter, Prospect


“Masterfully crafted … The richness of Ash’s book is in the character development, the details of everyday life, dreams, frustrations, and contradictions of these particular individuals. Ash enters their worlds as a peer (he is their same age) and he’s a sensitive listener, reporter, and storyteller.”


—Gail Hershatter, Los Angeles Review of Books


“Informative and often humorous … Through six individuals, Ash addresses topic such as recent Chinese politics, music, urbanization, internet addiction, and … presents a refreshing range of perspectives about being twenty-something in China.”


—Marianna Cerini, Forbes


“Alec Ash’s book has opened a window in the wall between China and the west for us to see the hopes and fears of these young Chinese who are struggling to build their lives in a world that their parents could never dream of.”


—Xinran, author of The Good Women of China


“A gem of a book. Its brief chapters flow like a skillfully crafted set of interconnected short stories, yet all are rooted in the real life experiences of six individuals. An impressive debut book by a writer to watch.”


—Jeffrey Wasserstrom, author of China in the 21st Century


“A beautiful and thoughtful book about the life of young people in China. Alec Ash has succeeded in giving us an intimate and complex portrait of the one-child-policy generation. I enthusiastically recommend you to read it.”


—Xiaolu Guo, author of I Am China


“[Ash’s] deft style, welcome restraint (he writes the lives of his subjects but does not comment on them or, with a couple of exceptions, appear himself) yet discreet sympathy for the travails of those who have plainly become close friends, make the stories … compelling.”


—Graham Hutchings, Standpoint


“Alec Ash hangs out with China’s ‘post-80s’ generations to give us a series of fascinating and insightful snapshots of where the country might be heading.”


—Paul French, author of Midnight in Peking


“Ash effortlessly dissolves stereotypes with this refreshing and nuanced portrait of individuals who are shaping the China of tomorrow.”


—Rob Schmitz, Shanghai correspondent for NPR


“Alec Ash has assembled a fascinating mosaic that gives us a wonderfully vivid sense of what it’s like to grow up today in the People’s Republic of China. [The book] enables a reader to get an immediate feel of how contradictory life in this dynamic but still unresolved country often is.”


—Orville Schell, Director, Center on US-China Relations


“A wonderfully readable and engaging account of Chinese millennials. Alec Ash weaves the joy, heartbreak, drama and trauma of this group through disparate stories, making up a highly realistic, and at times poetic, portrait of the people who will likely have the greatest future impact in the world today.”


—Kerry Brown, Professor of China Studies, King’s College London


“Through deep dive longitudinal reporting and masterful storytelling, Alec Ash lets readers feel closely connected to the coming of age experience in today’s China”


—Eric Fish, author of China’s Millennials


“A perceptive and quietly profound book.”


—Booklist, starred review


“Novelistic anecdotes reveal Chinese young people struggling with universal themes of education, employment, and love… The author eloquently delineates the dreams and disappointments of young Chinese. Sensitive, fascinating reports.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Fascinating … Ash’s deeply insightful exploration paints a vivid picture of growing up in China today, and, by implication, this powerful and ever-morphing nation’s future leaders.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Here is a completely novel take on contemporary China … A work of heart-felt reportage, and also great suspense, as we wait to learn each character’s fate. I couldn’t put it down.”


—Michael Meyer, author of The Last Days of Old Beijing
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Foreword


Who are Chinese millennials, and what do they want? On Google, you can easily find figures and facts for this group. There are 400 million of them, which is more than the total US population. Most of them are single children, a result of the draconian one-child policy that lasted for more than thirty years. They have benefited from family resources but also face enormous pressure. There are huge differences between them and older generations, in spending habits, attitudes to marriage and career, and views on the future. They grew up with more exposure to the West, are net natives and active on social media. Yet, after piecing together all these demographic and sociological labels, the portrait of Chinese millennials is still far from complete.


Of course, there is no single portrait of Chinese millennials. Like their counterparts in the West, they are individuals who each have their own interests, dreams, and backgrounds, coming from unique traditions and cultures. That is why to truly know them, you have to understand their individual stories. The details of each young person’s life won’t apply to every Chinese millennial, but together they create a larger picture of the group and of the social environment that shapes them.


As a Chinese millennial myself, I’m eager to see more portraits of new China and China’s younger generations in the English-speaking world. However, the majority of books on China are about the Mao era and my parents’ and grandparents’ generations. The lives of young Chinese are a blurred image among the grand narratives about China that the West is familiar with. But our experiences are so different, and our stories are also the story of China’s recent decades, with a constant theme of change.


That is why this book is so valuable. It offers access to the real lives of young Chinese, conveying their attitudes, aspirations, and struggles. It shows where they come from and what their families’ expectations are for them. I can see myself and my friends in the stories of the six protagonists Ash made friends with and wrote about. This book shows what young Chinese people’s lives are really like, behind the expressionless headlines of daily news, as well as the complexities of the country that has shaped them.


The question then becomes: why should you invest your time in learning about Chinese millennials? How important are they to China and to the world?


Chinese millennials are changing China. Their generation drives new trends, defines new culture, and dominates new industries. They have the most buying power and travel the most widely. They are the driving force behind China’s urbanization, lifestyle reforms, and engagement with the world. They are becoming the new backbone of Chinese society and will shape its politics in the near future.


Their lives are also more closely intertwined with their counterparts’ in the West. Many Chinese millennials are moving to the West, where they influence local culture and even politics. They are an integral part of the Chinese economy, which will soon be the largest in the world, and of the world’s largest market for foreign goods and services. A social media phenomenon in the US or Europe will circulate on the Chinese internet within moments. An idea on the other side of the globe lights sparks in Chinese grassroots organizations, just as the opinions of young Chinese ricochet around the world.


We live at a time when it’s important to remember that the Chinese people are not the same as their government or the Chinese Communist Party. Chinese millennials, like any other generation, even in an authoritarian country such as China, should not be viewed as a collective whole. Simple labels should be avoided, because there is more diversity in China than the prevailing narratives suggest of young people who are brainwashed and suppressed, or who think nothing beyond what the government wants them to think.


In learning about Chinese millennials, we learn about China. It’s impossible to understand China’s new generation without understanding the changes their society and country is undergoing, and vice versa. We learn how China’s internet, education, censorship, politics, history and family bonds have affected its youth. And we also discover how China’s youth is changing the country, and the world, they live in.


KAROLINE KAN









Preface


In 1915, the intellectual Chen Duxiu penned a call to arms for the youth of China as the opening essay of New Youth, a revolutionary magazine he founded. He wrote:


Youth are like the early spring, like the morning sun, like the blooming grass, like the sharp blade fresh off the whetstone; youth is the most valuable time of life.


Little did he know that China’s new youth would time and again transform the nation throughout the next century—as they continue to do today.


Back then the Republic of China was young too, a fledgling state plagued by warlords after the Qing dynasty was overthrown in the Xinhai revolution of 1911. For China to progress, thought Chen, she must cast off the relics of Confucianism and feudalism, and create something entirely new. His essay praises young Chinese who oppose the sclerotic ancien régime as ‘fresh, vigorous cells inside the human body’, whereas the old guard are ‘rotten, corrupted cells’. In this metabolism of society, the new cells must ‘vigourously drive out’ the old, and if they persist then ‘maybe society will arrive at a peaceful day’.


New Youth magazine kick-started the New Culture Movement, which called for a rejection of traditional Chinese values in favour of progressive ones. The same spirit energized its sibling, the May Fourth Movement, named for student protests on 4 May 1919 when thousands of Peking University students marched to Tiananmen square to protest government corruption and weakness. It was these young people who were at the vanguard of affecting change in China, with passion and vigour, and 4 May is still celebrated as Youth Day across the nation.


Inspired by these rebellions, Chen Duxiu turned to Marxism for ideas how to involve the people in China’s rejuvenation. Then dean of Peking University, in 1921 he founded the Chinese Communist Party, together with college librarian Li Dazhao. The new Communists were iconoclasts and a much-needed breath of fresh air in China’s broken politics, seeking greater social equality in the face of oppression by the strong. One early Party member was Li’s assistant in the library, a twenty-five-year-old student with a mole on his lower lip, who wrote an essay for New Youth on the importance of physical fitness. His name was Mao Zedong.


Once Mao helmed the Party, declaring the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 following a bloody civil war, the Communist Party was the symbol of power not resistance. Yet Mao tapped the same youth spirit to reignite his Chinese revolution. At the launch of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, Red Guards were given free licence to do what teenagers do best: rebel. They tore down shrines, ransacked homes, burnt books, and beat the intelligentsia and the wealthy. ‘You young people,’ Mao said in 1957 speech to Chinese students in Moscow, channeling Chen Duxiu, ‘are in the bloom of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning … The world belongs to you. China’s future belongs to you.’


After Mao’s death, and the disasters of his policies, it was time for another change. During the reform era, launched by Deng Xiaoping in 1978, it was again the youth who took the lead. In the Beijing Spring of that year, a strip of grey brick wall next to the leaders’ complex was dubbed ‘Democracy Wall’ for the posters plastered on it, calling for more individual liberty and rights and accompanied by youth protests. One poster, placed by a twenty-eight-year-old former Red Guard called Wei Jingsheng, demanded the ‘fifth modernisation’ of democracy (on top of Deng’s four economic freedoms), declaring ‘we do not want to serve as mere tools of dictators’. It earnt him a prison bunk for eighteen years.


Through the eighties, a politically galvanized youth, exposed to new culture from the West, again rebelled against the status quo. In both 1986 and 1987, students marched to call for political reform to accompany economic loosening. In 1989 they occupied Tiananmen square in numbers once more, demanding liberalization, transparency, a free press, greater personal freedoms. Seventy years after the May Fourth protests, student dissent had come full circle. China’s youth had reconnected the thread of their anti-establishment legacy, but the irony was clear: this time, they were opposing the very Communist Party which was created by their predecessors, and which had become the inflexible power it once opposed.


In all of these chapters of China’s modern history, it has been the youth who pushed for change. Sometimes they succeeded. In 1989, they paid the blood price for trying. Chen Duxiu himself was expelled by the Communist Party he founded in 1929, over internal factionalism. Today the question is still open whether the youth will follow their forebears and again pick up the torch of his iconoclasm.


*


A century after the May Fourth Movement, there is a fresh generation of young Chinese—a new new youth. Will they change China all over again? What are their priorities, their values, their aspirations for the future? There is no single or simple answer. There are some 400 million in their teens and twenties—more than the population of the US—and they encompass a diversity of views and backgrounds. Just as in the US, you will find any and all opinions within the body politic of young China.


Yet the generation I write of is unique in many ways. My focus is on Chinese born between 1985 and 1990 (that is, of my own age) whom we might think of as the ‘post-Tiananmen generation’. The events of 1989 are a major turning point in China’s trajectory—towards breakneck economic development, away from political opening—and this generation is the first to have no living memory of it. They are the first generation of single children (a policy that came into effect in 1980 and ended in 2016) and the first to grow up in the market-driven China that followed Deng Xiaoping’s reforms. The first exposed to international culture from an early age, and the first internet generation. Where those before them came out of Mao’s shadow to build today’s China, these young Chinese are native to it, and never knew anything else.


This new youth has been categorised as the ‘post-80s’ (balinghou) and ‘post-90s’ (jiulinghou), for the decade of their birth. I call them the ‘wedge generation’, for their unique place between old and new China during its latest ascension. They are also the thin end of the wedge, slowly opening the nation with their fresh, often more socially liberal, views. If the rocketing growth of the nineties and early aughties was contemporary China’s puberty, after the Olympics in 2008 came her debutante years. As the country dealt with growing pains—finding its role and strength in the world—so too did its young generation, forming their futures but also China’s.


One might think of them as the sixth such youth generation to shape modern China. Generation one brought down the Qing dynasty in 1911. Then came the May Fourth youth, born at the turn of the century. Next was the revolution and war generation, defined by conflict and founding communist China. The post-war children, generation four, grew up during the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution—the Red Guards and sent-down youth. The fifth generation came of age during the excitement and tragedy of the eighties—they are the ’89ers. Their successors, generation six, are the post-Tiananmen young Chinese.


For so many of them, 4 June is a black hole. 4 May is distant jingoistic history. What they know of the Mao years might as well be a fairy tale. And their parents by and large don’t tell them about it, not wanting to burden their child with painful or dangerous knowledge. These young Chinese are divorced from history. That does not mean they are not still making it. While there is no appetite for any direct political action on the mainland, the torch of youth protest is very much alight in Hong Kong and Taiwan. And mainland youth are transforming China in different ways, at the social level: millennials coming of age as their nation comes into power.


If their parents and grandparents grew up in times when conformity was prized, when to be different was dangerous, this generation is defined by its individuality. If not political freedoms, they have the freedom to pursue the different lives they want to, each following their own singular star. That has resulted in a diversity of subcultures that, as with America in the sixties, their parents completely missed out on. There are graffiti artists, football hooligans, gaming geeks, cosplayers, yuppies, hippies. There are gay rights activists and xenophobic nationalists, partygoers and Party members—and, of course, both at the same time.


The distance between poles is immense. The offspring of the wealthy— dubbed the ‘rich second generation’—are an alien species to the self-styled losers who call themselves ‘penis hair’ to mock their lack of value in society’s eyes. Someone born in Inner Mongolia could have nothing at all in common with one born in Hong Kong. And the gulf between city and countryside still looms large. If a graduate in Beijing or Shanghai might want to work in a company, or start their own business, the ambition of their rural peer might simply be to become a migrant worker or hairdresser. You could belong to the ‘ant tribe’, commuting into the city from the outskirts, or to the ‘three haves’, with a flat, car and nest egg.


Their elders have been critical, tagging unkind tag labels on them. They are ‘little emperors’, coddled and spoilt. Materialistic, apathetic, selfish, braindead. The ‘me generation’, the ‘lost generation’, the ‘no-theme generation’, the ‘generation without ideals’. Novelist Yan Lianke dubbed them the ‘amnesiac generation’ for how little they know of China’s past. Zhang Shihe, a blogger in his sixties, more bluntly called them the ‘stupid generation’, complaining ‘they were raised on Coca-Cola and Western movies’. The artist Ai Weiwei, asked to describe Chinese youth in one word, said ‘lethargy’. A common refrain is that they can’t ‘eat bitterness’.


The generation gap between young Chinese and their parents is so chasmic that they might as well occupy different universes. Imagine a mother growing up surrounded by anti-capitalist slogans, her child by Louis Vuitton advertisements. Given the development China has squeezed into just decades, their parents’ generation might be closer to that of our great-grandparents’ in the West, in terms of the environment they grew up in. As Wei Hui writes in her novel Shanghai Baby, young people and their parents are ‘separated by a hundred generation gaps’.


Indeed, the pace of change means that new generations continue to arise. There is a saying ‘a generation gap every five years’, each one formed by China’s shifting sands. Already a newer youth, the generation after those profiled in this book, are making their mark on the nation. As a writer in China it can feel as if a report on current affairs swiftly becomes a record of history. Yet the slower, deeper transformations that these young Chinese are bringing to their society are cumulative, and have never been more important to understand in an era where China’s global might is only rising.


*


I am drawn to these stories of young China not just because of its global significance, but because of my own story of being young in China.


When I first visited China, it was the summer of 2007. I was twenty-one, I had just graduated from college, and the horizon was wide open. Having spent the first two decades of my life in Oxford, I was keen to get as far away as possible and assert my independence. That summer I taught English in a Tibetan mountain village in China’s rustic far west, as part of an exchange programme, and backpacked all over the nation with my five co-teachers. It was in Chengdu, when I had been bitten on the big toe by a bat and was staying behind to take the rabies vaccine, that I decided to return to China the following year and uncover more of the nation’s enigmas.


In the Olympic summer of 2008, I enrolled in Peking University—the historic campus where the 4 May and Tiananmen protests started—and learnt Chinese for two years (the second year at neighbouring Tsinghua University). For hours every day in the library, I would copy out Chinese characters into small brown notebooks—a process much like bashing your head repeatedly with a very ancient and beautiful brick. Slowly, the culture and the language unfolded, both in the classroom and on cheap hard-seat train rides around the rest of the country.


At the same time, testing out my budding language skills, I became interested in the stories of the young people around me, on campus and beyond it. For those two years I recorded the lives of six Chinese friends—three of them my language partners—on my blog, ‘Six.’ To me, it felt that their hopes and dreams were the real story of rising China, and how it would change the world. There was a dynamism among them—an ambition to carve their aspirations upon the nation—that felt truly transformative and misunderstood by those who dismissed or stereotyped them.


In the autumn of 2012—after two years back home in England, working at a London media start-up—I again couldn’t resist the pull, and returned to Beijing to write and edit full-time. I have not left since. Living in a central hutong district, I came to know and love a different character of the city to its university district. From streetside vegetable sellers to barfly musicians, migrant workers to tech entrepreneurs—here also was the dynamism that I recognised in young China, with its potential to change the course of history. Each had their individual dream, even as Xi Jinping was coming to power and promoting the national China dream.


To chronicle those stories, for this book project I followed six young people—a different six from the original blog—as a window into the generation. For the mix, I aimed to slice a wide cross-section of backgrounds, from poor countryside migrant to privileged daughter of the Party. They came from different and far-flung corners of the nation but all wound up in Beijing: six spokes converging on a hub. Above all, they had different aspirations, opinions, passions and worries. While six individual lives, and my narrative approach in relating them, is far from a comprehensive study of the post-Tiananmen generation, I hope it brings some of it to life.


My story is not part of this book, for the simple reason that it is not nearly as interesting as theirs. Yet as I followed their lives, I shared in their excitement at the possibilities that the twenty-teens had to offer in China. I travelled widely; I wrote; I founded a website for China tales; I enjoyed the Beijing nightlife; I fell in love; and I faced the same ups and downs of being in my twenties as they did. Whatever the changes that come to China over the next decade—for better or worse—that time of becoming will always be a part of their history, of mine, and of the nation’s.


*


As the new decade dawns, even the young Chinese I wrote about are in their thirties now. The changes in China over the last twelve years, and my life here over that time, never seem so apparent as when I am in a train station. On one set of tracks is a rusting green behemoth, one of the old Soviet-designed trains that used to clankingly carry me around as a penniless student. On the facing tracks is a glistening bullet train, the ‘harmony’ line, which can take me from Beijing to Shanghai in four hours (a journey that used to take thirteen).


Yet for all the development, all the prosperity and technological advance that China has made—and its national strength that it can rightly feel proud of—I cannot but worry about the direction that train is going in. An illiberal turn can be traced back to 2008, when the internet began to be censored more stringently and the security state tightened. Ever since Xi Jinping’s ascent to power in 2013, that has sped alarmingly, with a crackdown on all forms of civil society, a centralisation of Party supremacy, muscled exportation of power overseas, and a state-led nationalism coupled with oppression of minority groups, from feminist activists to ethnic Muslims interred in Xinjiang camps. This China model may bring stability in the face of a slowing economy but runs roughshod over the individual rights and dreams of all its citizens and is antithetical to the May Fourth spirit it claims to channel.


The newest Chinese youth, born in the 2000s, are also different, formed by a stronger and more nationalistic China. The diversity is still there, especially among the ever-increasing numbers of Chinese studying or living abroad, and among the silent masses of those who wish they could express themselves more openly at home. Yet the fervent ethno-nationalism (itself another facet of the 1919 protests) has also rubbed off on many of them, to whom the China dream is of national power rather than individual aspiration. It is more difficult to imagine them protesting for a new politics, and easier to imagine them backing the state’s priorities even as they focus on their own.


To guess what the next decade will bring China is a fool’s game. It could be yet more tightening; it could be an intra-Party challenge and a cycle of loosening; it could be militarisation and a small war in Asia. As for me, after almost a decade in Beijing I have left the capital, and retreated to the mountains of Dali in southwestern China to work on new projects. Yet underneath all the changes that are coming to China runs the undercurrent of its youth—shaped by the forces swirling around them, but turbulent and ever striving for something new.


Chen Duxiu, who wrote that first call to the youth of China, was ultimately pessimistic as to whether they would heed it. He was proved wrong in some respects, right in others. ‘The society of my country,’ he asks, ‘will it prosper? Or is it doomed?’ Yet to transform China, he reflects, the nation needs only ‘one or two youths sensitive enough to realise their potential, and brave enough to struggle.’


DALI, CHINA,


FEBRUARY 2020









Note on Names


In this book I follow the lives of six young Chinese born between 1985 and 1990, telling their stories from childhood to late twenties. For those who have English names, I use them for familiarity’s sake. Dahai and Xiaoxiao don’t, so I use their Chinese nicknames instead, which is how their friends know them. Fred is her English name but also serves as a pseudonym, and details about her family have been left out at her request, out of concern for her father’s position as a Communist Party official.


Other Chinese names and words are in Pinyin. For terms with a simple English equivalent, I use it, but for some of the more common or interesting terms I give the Chinese too. A few tricks help pronunciation—x is ‘shh’, q is ‘ch’, c is ‘ts’, z is ‘dz’, zh is ‘dj’ and js are hard.


Everything in quotation marks is in translation from the Chinese, except where marked as originally in English. All money is in yuan (RMB), which was roughly seven to the dollar for most of the period covered, the childhood and early teens of the twenty-first century.









Cast of Characters


Dahai (Yu Hai) – Military child, netizen, self-styled loser, born 1985 in Hubei province


Xiaoxiao (Liu Xiao) – Small-business owner, dreamer, born 1985 in Heilongjiang province


Fred (anonymous) – Official’s daughter, Ph.D., patriot, born 1985 in Hainan province


Snail (Miao Lin) – Country boy, internet gaming addict, born 1987 in Anhui province


Lucifer (Li Yan) – Singer, aspiring international superstar, born 1989 in Hebei province


Mia (Kong Xiaorui) – Fashionista, rebel, former punk, born 1990 in Xinjiang province
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It had been a decade since Dahai buried his diary.


The leather journal was waiting in the dry earth beneath a pine tree, at the top of the mountain behind his child-hood home. He was eighteen when he put it there, in a dark teak box used for storing tea leaves, along with a pack of cigarettes and some old photos.


Born in 1985, he was a child of new China. His was the first generation with no memory of Tiananmen, let alone of Mao—a generation of only children born to a country changing as fast as they were. Natives of its hurtling present, inheritors of its uncertain future. In his diary he wrote about worries, wishes, fragile dreams … but mostly about a girl.


The May heat frazzled as he topped the summit. But which was the right tree? He unfolded an army-green spade from his backpack and plunged it into the ground, feeling for a hollow wooden thunk. Construction workers rebuilding a pagoda nearby took pictures on their phones, amused as he pockmarked the landscape with holes.


Dahai ignored them. He was almost thirty now, married, and dug for his early years.









XIAOXIAO


The fruit came from all over China. Apples from Xinjiang, pears from Hebei, tangerines from Zhejiang and Fujian. Every so often there might be dragon fruit from Hainan island in the far south, or clumps of baby bananas on the stem. They came by thirteen-metre-long truck, all the bounty of the land spreading its seeds, to the back door of the wholesale fruit shop which Xiaoxiao’s parents ran, in the far north where no fruit grew.


Winter took the skin off your fingers here, north of the wall. The blanket of hard land above Beijing, previously known as Manchuria but simply called ‘the north-east’ in Chinese, is the head of the rooster which is supposed tobe China’s map. From its crest, you can see the Aurora Borealis and the midnight sun. Temperatures get down to minus forty, and snowfall comes up to your waist. There are still a few lonely Siberian tigers, who stray over from Russia without proper visas.


Heilongjiang province is named for the ‘black dragon river’ which snakes along its border with Russia. Four hours by train from the provincial capital, tucked between Inner Mongolia to the west and Siberia to the north, is Nehe. Rows of identical apartment blocks are still under construction, as if the city had bloomed spontaneously from the tundra-like earth. But for a frozen river that you can drive a truck over in winter, it could be any other small Chinese city of just half a million people. Here, on 4 September 1985, Liu Xiao was born.


She was delivered by a midwife at home, on her parents’ bed. For the first hour she didn’t cry, and everyone was beside themselves. Then she began bawling to the gods and they tearfully wished she would shut up. At the age of seven days her ears were pierced with a needle and red thread, an old tradition to bring good luck and health. Seven days was also how long it took for her mother and father to name her, leafing through a fat dictionary to find a character they liked. In the end they settled on xiao, which means ‘sky’ or ‘clouds’ and is part of an idiom about a loud sound resounding through the heavens—like her first ear-splitting cries. In another tone the word means ‘small’, or ‘young’, and from an early age her pet name was Xiaoxiao, little Xiao.


Xiaoxiao was a girl, and if she married, her own child wouldn’t continue the family name of Liu. The one-child policy, implemented in 1980 not long after Deng Xiaoping ushered in China’s reform era, meant that her parents couldn’t legally have another. But families were still catching up with the idea, especially further out from the urban hubs, and the law was far from monolithic. Xiaoxiao’s parents waited another four years until her father left his strictly supervised work unit, then had a second child anyway—a son—and got away without paying the hefty fine.


These ‘post-80s’ only children, bearing all of the hopes and wishes that their parents missed out on in the Mao years, are mollycoddled to comic extremes during infancy. They are helped up after every fall, and wrapped in more layers of protection than a porcelain vase in transit. Add the attentions of two sets of grandparents, and the pampering snowballs into a smothering excess. In her first winter months, Xiaoxiao was only occasionally visible underneath layers of baby thermals, her cheeks the same shade as her crimson padded jacket.


Until the age of seven, she lived with her maternal grandparents in a countryside hamlet two hours’ drive out of Nehe. Their courtyard home had pigs, geese, ducks, chickens, a dog and a single bed: a platform of clumped earth above a coal-fired stove, called a kang, on which Grandma, Grandpa and Xiaoxiao all slept in a bundle of shared warmth. Layers of newspaper were pasted across the walls and ceiling; headlines about Deng Xiaoping’s southern tour of China in the early nineties found better use as cheap insulation. The only entertainment was traditional folk storytelling on the radio, while Xiaoxiao sat on her grandmother’s lap.


It is common in China for grandparents to raise a child while mum and dad work long hours in cramped city conditions, sending back money. Tens of millions of the post-80s generation grew up like this. Those in the countryside whose parents are migrant workers far away are called ‘left-behind children’. Whatever the circumstances, to be separated from your parents leaves its mark. Xiaoxiao’s mother remembers with pain one time when she visited her daughter after being half a year away in Nehe. She went in for a hug only to see that Xiaoxiao didn’t recognise her, but instead hid behind Grandma.


Xiaoxiao moved back in with her parents shortly after, into the flat where she was born. Close at hand, on the edge of town, was the family fruit wholesaler’s. She liked to play in the warehouse, which smelt of apples. Cardboard boxes were stacked high to the ceiling, forming corridors that got narrower with each new delivery. At first she assumed the trucks that arrived were from nearby, or maybe from her grandparents’ village. Then her father showed her on a map of China where some of the fruit came from, and she never looked at the trucks in the same way again.


In her first years of school, as she learnt to read and write the thousands of characters necessary to be literate in Chinese, Xiaoxiao matched up the place names on the fruit boxes to locations on the map. She asked her mother about these exotic locations, and Mum—who had never travelled further than Beijing—would rattle off the requisite stereotypes. Sweet Xinjiang pomegranates? That’s where there were dates and desert. Bulbous Henan apples? People are cheats in Henan. Smelly durian from Guangdong? They eat anything that moves down there.


Lands far away were all the more appealing because there was nothing to do in Nehe. In the nineties the city was smaller, with few cars on the streets and a single set of traffic lights at the central intersection, which was called Central Street. A popular drink among teenagers was (and still is) boiled Coke to warm their insides, poured straight out of the kettle. Those a little older favoured strong baijiu liquor made from sorghum or rice, earning the reputation North-easterners pride themselves on as formidable drinkers with quick tempers. In a Heilongjiang winter the only entertainment is boozing and fighting.


Xiaoxiao ate sweets instead. There was a shop that sold them next to her primary school: peanut nougat, White Rabbit candy, penny sweets in rustly wrappers with a picture of a stern old man on them, tiaotiaotang powder that crackled sugary on her tongue. She had three plastic dolls and embroidered clothes for them herself—sequinned tops, beaded hats, wedding dresses—having learnt the skill from her two aunts, both dressmakers. One of the dolls had blonde hair and blue eyes, a cheap knock-off Barbie which she called Ocean Baby. The three dolls were best friends, of course, and went on holidays together—to the deserts of Xinjiang, to Henan where people are cheats, and to Guangdong where people eat anything that moves.


The Chinese New Year, also called Spring Festival, was her favourite time. It was a fortnight of feasting and treats that marked the first month of the lunar calendar, beginning with a big family meal on New Year’s Eve. Days of eating leftovers followed, while visiting increasingly distant family relations. Along with the other children she was given decorated red envelopes that contained small-denomination ‘lucky money’ in them. In the city’s central park people lit fireworks and firecrackers on the frozen ice, sliding back just in time before the bang and pop. On the final night of the celebrations, Lantern Festival, she loved to watch the wish lanterns fly up and away.


TV played a big role in the holidays too. She watched the Chinese cartoons Little Dragon Club and Black Cat Police Chief, as well as the Japanese anime Doraemon (‘robot cat’ in Chinese) and also Tom and Jerry. Her favourite show was Journey to the West, a live-action serial based on the Ming-dynasty novel about the adventures of a monk, a sand demon, a pig spirit and the Monkey King as they quested for the sacred diamond sutras in India. It had ridiculous costumes and cheesy special effects—flying Taoist masters with white eyebrows as long as beards, animated magical weapons flashing on screen—but was a huge hit. The show still plays on repeat every year.


When Xiaoxiao started middle school, everything changed. Her dolls were taken away, TV was restricted and the fruit storeroom she played in became off bounds. The shift was so sudden that Xiaoxiao remembers thinking she was being punished for an unknown crime. Overnight, the pampering she was used to transformed into the true legacy of the only-child generation: crippling study pressure. Early childhood is a protected time, but the fairy tale crumbles as soon as you are old enough to hit the books twelve hours a day. ‘Knowledge changes destiny,’ Xiaoxiao’s mother used to tell her at dinner, a familiar saying.


Schooldays began at 7am. The ritual in the middle of morning lessons, shared by children across China, was group eye exercises. For twenty minutes, the class of thirty or more kids rubbed the outside edges of their thumbs over and around their eyes in unison, up and down the sides of their noses and the skull behind their ears before pressing their temples. These exercises were supposedly effective in staving off myopia from all the book reading to follow, while Xiaoxiao’s teachers lectured her without expecting anything but silent attention in return.


Geography, maths, science, history, Chinese, music, art. The topography of the thirty-four provinces, municipalities, autonomous regions and special administrative zones of China (thirty-three if you don’t count Taiwan). Chinese inventions, foreign invasions. Ancient history and legend. Knowledge changes destiny. In English class, national textbooks used the same cartoon boy and girl, Li Lei and Han Meimei, to explain grammar points through clunking dialogue. Along with their foreign friends Lucy and Lily, a bird called Polly and a monkey called Monkey, they are the reason why if you ask a Chinese child, ‘How are you?’ their reply will likely be, to the word, ‘I’m fine, thank you, and you?’


During break, Xiaoxiao sat off to one side from the other kids with her head in the clouds. The day ended at 7pm, when teams of students scrubbed the school clean according to a rota before they could go home. Xiaoxiao liked to gaze out at the dark northern sky through her classroom windows while she scraped the muck off them, and fantasise about those far-away places where the tangerines and dragon fruit and bananas came from.









DAHAI


On the outskirts of Beijing, a boy played with bullets. Dahai’s father had been a soldier, like his father before him who fought in the Korean War, and the family was no stranger to guns. They were originally from Suizhou in the north of inland Hubei province. But in 1986, when Dahai was one year old, his father was assigned to the capital.


Beijing nestles in between mountain ranges on three sides, showing an arched back to Mongolia while its open face looks south-east. By the late nineties the city had long since spilled out of its Ming-dynasty city walls, themselves torn down in the Mao era and replaced by a ring road. Inside that ring road, millions of bicycles choked the hutong alleyways of the old town, which were hurriedly being destroyed to make way for high-rises. Outside it, at the thinning edges of the expanding city, fields of hulking construction cranes sat like gallows for the Titans.


Dahai’s family was further out still, in a military compound in Miyun township, ten kilometres north-east in the shadow of the northern mountains. The People’s Liberation Army, over two million strong, is as self-sufficientas a small nation. Both combat forces and workers such as Dahai’s father—responsible for army-related construction projects—are housed in these closed compounds. Some of them are vast, cities within cities, with their own water supply, fire service and police. Many use food coupons instead of money at canteens. All have a guard on the gates, with no outsiders allowed in unaccompanied.


To Dahai, his compound was the world. It was at the end of an unmarked road at the far edge of Miyun, with a sloping cliff face to one side that formed a natural barrier. At the west gate, a single bored guard in a box waved residents through. In a courtyard between apartment blocks, six ping-pong tables were nailed into the concrete, as if calculated to be precisely the right amount of communal entertainment. A large low hall at one end of the compound served as canteen, cinema and dance hall. At the other end was a second cinema, along with a badminton court and a decorative pond in a roundabout. Two industrial chimneys rose high behind it all, chugging out smoke from the factory workshop where the army unit made military odds and ends.


There were plenty of playmates for Dahai—children of the other soldiers and workers—and almost all of them went to the same school just outside the gates. Out there was another universe, one of rules and regulations. Inside, paradoxically, they had little supervision and free run of the compound. They played a game similar to Pogs with bottle caps, where if you flipped yours onto someone else’s you could claim it. Then there were the toys: guns, mechanical jumping frogs, and coloured balls that made a loud blast when you banged them together, handy for frightening girls from behind.


A short track of rails led from the factory workshop to a cavernous storeroom by the east gate. Heavy boxes of bullets and car parts trundled over in a rail carriage and were stacked high before army trucks arrived to take them away. Dahai and the other children were forbidden from going into either factory or storehouse, so sneaking in became their favourite game. They played hide and seek, and stole bullets fresh from the line—short ones, fat ones, long tapered rifle ones, pinging and shiny. They placed them on the rails so that when the carriage rolled over, it flattened them into spearheads, which they fixed onto sticks with string and used to play war.


Dahai was a scrawny boy, with round wire-frame glasses and a mischievous grin. As soon as puberty hit he shot up like bamboo, and pockmarks sprouted on his face. At all times he wore the knotted red neckerchief that is part of China’s primary school uniform and mark of the Young Pioneers. His given name Hai meant ‘the sea’, but nicknames are common in China, where the full name is too formal and a single character alone sounds odd unless duplicated. The tallest among his friends, he became Dahai—Big Sea—while his baby brother was Xiaoyang, Little Ocean.


When they were old enough for his parents to take them on outings, Dahai discovered there was life beyond the compound. Every year they went to the reservoir which Miyun is famous for, a tourist spot with green hills and once-clear water. There were weekend trips to the Great Wall and the Ming-dynasty tombs. A more adventurous family holiday was to a theme park called Minsk World in the southern city of Shenzhen, where a Soviet aircraft carrier, the USSR Minsk, was moored as a tourist attraction. His mother took photographs of Dahai posing in front of the carrier, as well as next to a missile launcher and a decommissioned tank, and collected them in a photo album to show any girls (or journalists) he might bring home years later.


By his teens, Dahai had grown out of playing with bottle caps and bullets, and was old enough to join the gangs. There were two of them, each with fifty to a hundred school children: the Beggars gang and the Red Star gang. Dahai joined the Beggars, so named because they would beg for treats at local shops, distracting the owner while hidden agents pilfered sweets and cigarettes from the cabinets. When not in school, gang members bicycled around the compound in large groups, keeping an eye out for the enemy. Fights were common, and periodically the Beggars and the Red Stars met for arranged battles, using fists, sticks, rods and stones. Each gang called their leader laoda, ‘old big’, the word used for Mafia bosses.


Before he started high school, Dahai got to play with real weapons. Military training boot camp or junxun has been arranged for all Chinese students since 1985, and became a mandatory fixture after the Tiananmen protests of 1989—a conscious effort to inculcate students with the virtue of compliance. It happens before both high school and university, sometimes at the start of middle school as well, a week or two each time. Thousands of teenagers march and drill in unison, kitted out in full camo, and attend jingoistic lectures when not on their feet. No long or dyed hair is allowed for the boys, or accessories for the girls.


Dahai, used to a military environment and army paraphernalia from childhood, fitted right in. Most of the strict regulations were flouted by the students anyway. There was one opportunity to fire rounds of live ammunition, but it was mostly endless discipline while instructors told them how to stand, how to walk, how to shout together so it sounded like one voice. The mornings were early, with 5am runs before breakfast. The canteen food was slushy slop. But boot camp also had its perks. It was a good way to bond with classmates in the same dorm over how much they all hated it, and an opportunity to flirt with girls.


High school, when it started, was just as regimented. Miyun Number One High School is built on the scale of a prison, and could have been made from the same blueprint. Like most schools in China, there is an imposing front gate with a traffic barrier. A spiked fence runs around the perimeter, and motivational red banners hang along it and inside. ‘Achieve virtue, cultivate the young.’ ‘Happily and healthily grow up.’ Each teaching and dorm building has another message in characters fixed at the top, ‘Study diligently, improve the reputation of the school.’ Dahai barely noticed them—they were part of the background, like the anodyne sentiments they expressed. ‘Follow the core of socialism.’ ‘Fervently love the fatherland.’


Every morning, students lined up neatly in the yard for roll call and exercises, dressed in baggy blue and red tracksuit uniforms. School children in China all wear variations of these study pyjamas, regardless of gender. Part of the aim is to hide any hint of a girl’s budding sexuality. Inside the classrooms were posters of inspirational figures—the early modern writer Lu Xun, the Mao-era model worker Lei Feng—as role models for the students, next to laminated thirty-point instructions for the daily eye exercises. The centrepiece of campus was an asphalt courtyard with twenty basketball hoops.


Despite his gangly height, Dahai was no good at sport. Nor did he thrive on the study routine, shunted from class to class, corralled into a pen of his elders’ expectations. Most of all he hated the culture of obedience where teacher’s word was gospel. Just like in boot camp, he was told to accept what he was taught without thinking. If he talked back, he might get a hard smack around the back of the head. Worse still were the class monitors—generally those with the best marks or family connections—who thought they were better than you as soon as they had a smidgeon of power.


He had outgrown the Beggars gang by now, and used his free time to read outside the curriculum. Japanese comics and novels by Murakami were his favourite, but he also discovered two authors whose writings resonated personally. The first was Wang Shuo, born in a Beijing military compound just like Dahai was. Dubbed father of China’s ‘hooligan literature’, his breakthrough novel Fierce Beasts was about a gang of compound brats running wild during the Cultural Revolution. The second was Han Han, amiddle-school dropout and writing prodigy who mocked China’s rigid education system in his first novel, Triple Door, published when he was eighteen. One of his images described Chinese schools as producing students like chopsticks of exactly the same length.


Dahai wanted to be a different-length chopstick. He wrote it all down in his diary: his hopes, his frustrations, the girl he had a crush on. And one morning in May 2004, two weeks before he sat the college entrance exams, he buried it at the peak of the mountain to the north of his compound. He packed the teak box into a hole underneath the tree roots, and swept the soil over with his hands to cover it. It was his time capsule; the earth was its reader. In ten years, he said to himself, he would dig it up.
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