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DESTINATION PEKING




  Born and currently based in London, Paul French lived and worked in Shanghai for many years. After a career as a widely published analyst and commentator on China he is now a full-time author, focusing on China and Asia in the first half of the twentieth century. He has written a number of books, including a history of foreign correspondents in China and a biography of the legendary Shanghai adman, journalist and adventurer Carl Crow.




  His true crime book Midnight in Peking was a New York Times Bestseller, a BBC Radio 4 Book of the Week, a Mystery Writers’ of America Edgar award winner for Best Fact Crime, and a Crime Writers’ Association (UK) Dagger award for non-fiction. His Kirkus-starred book City of Devils: A Shanghai Noir focuses on the dancehalls, casinos and cabarets of wartime Shanghai. Both Midnight in Peking and City of Devils are being adapted for film and television.




  French is a regular contributor and book reviewer for various publications including the South China Morning Post, Literary Hub, Financial Times Weekend, Mekong Review, CNN and Crime Reads. He occasionally works in audio drama with productions including Death at the Airport: The Plot Against Kim Jong-nam for BBC Radio 4, Peking Noir for BBC Radio 3, and the twelve-part Audible Original, Murders of Old China.







  Praise for Midnight in Peking




  ‘A fascinating tale of life and death in a city on the brink of all-out war.’




  — Time




  ‘He resurrects a period that was filled with glitter as well as evil, but was never, as readers will appreciate, known for being dull.’




  — The Economist




  ‘The most talked-about read in town this year.’




  — New Yorker




  ‘A crime story set among sweeping events is reminiscent of Graham Greene, particularly The Third Man, while French’s terse, tightly-focussed style has rightly been compared to Chandler. Midnight in Peking deserves a place alongside both these masters.’




  — The Independent (UK)




  ‘It is the storytelling flair that marks Midnight in Peking so highly above the run-of-the-mill true crime stories: with its false leads and twists, it sucks the reader in like the best fiction.’




  — The Scotsman




  ‘The shocking true tale, combined with prose you can’t drag yourself away from, makes Midnight in Peking a work of non-fiction as compulsive as any bestselling crime novel.’




  — Sunday Express (UK)




  ‘One of the best portraits of between-the-wars China that has yet been written.’




  — Wall Street Journal




  Praise for City of Devils




  ‘It’s hard to go wrong with dope, decadence, and the demimonde . . . French recounts all this with great energy and brio.’




  — Gary Krist, The New York Times Book Review




  ‘Wonderfully atmospheric . . . French’s two-fisted prose makes this deep noir history unforgettable.’




  — Publishers Weekly (starred review)




  ‘Nothing lasts forever: In 1930s Shanghai, the no-holds-barred gangster scene was run by an American ex-Navyman and a Jewish man who’d fled Vienna. Their milieu – and its end – comes alive.’




  — Carolyn Kellogg, Los Angeles Times




  ‘A tale of flash and noir demands a voice to match; fortunately, French combines the skills of a scholar with the soul of Dashiell Hammett.’




  — Boris Kachka, Vulture




  ‘Move over Weimar: Paul French’s City of Devils, a history of glam and seedy interwar Shanghai’s refugees and criminals, is nostalgic noir at its best.’




  — New York Magazine




  ‘The story is brought alive by Mr French’s Shanghai-noir telling, which echoes Dashiell Hammett and James Ellroy. He grips his reader to the end.’




  — The Economist




  ‘French’s louche and moodily lit recreation of Shanghai is thrillingly done.This atmospheric survey hangs on the zoot-suited shoulders of the two leads. French’s story chops and changes between Jack and Joe as they make their wayward ways east until fates and hardscrabble fortunes collide in the dive bars and dancehalls of Shanghai’s Blood Alley.’




  — Laura Freeman, The Times (UK)




  ‘A story with the dark resonance of James Ellroy’s novel L.A. Confidential and the seedy glamour of Alan Furst’s between-the-wars mysteries . . . Reader advisory: By the time you are done with this extraordinary book, you will believe in devils, too.’




  — Mary Ann Gwinn, Newsday
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  And once again for A.V.W.




  ‘Biography is the most universally pleasant,
universally profitable of all reading’


  

– Thomas Carlyle
(and the opening quote to the 1922 edition of the China Who’s Who Directory)









  
Introduction







   ‘I pride myself that I know the city of Peking rather better than most Europeans, although no one can be wholly familiar with its infinite complexities, or can ever know all the secrets which lie between the blank grey walls of its narrow hutongs.’




  – JP Marquand (1937)1







  Destination Peking is a companion book to my previously published Destination Shanghai. It is similar in format – eighteen tales of foreigners who lived their lives, or sojourned briefly, in Peking in the first half of the twentieth century. For some the city would be home for most of their lives, for others perhaps only a temporary visit though one that profoundly affected their lives in some way.




  The subjects of this volume, like their contemporaries in Destination Shanghai, came from a variety of backgrounds, from the ultra-wealthy such as the Woolworth’s heiress Barbara Hutton and her husband the Prince Mdivani of the famous Russian émigré “Marrying Mdivanis”, to the very poor such as Mona Monteith, who worked in the city as a prostitute in the first year of the twentieth century. Many had come seeking adventure in the ancient city – writers such as JP Marquand hoped to find amazing tales to tell. Some came as criminals, and others as policemen to catch them. Others identified with China’s inter-war causes and ideologies – Americans Ellen Newbold La Motte and Emily Crane Chadbourne found during their sojourn in Peking a cause that would define the rest of their lives as they launched campaigns against the opium trade and opium use; Edgar and Helen Foster Snow discovered Chinese communism; Bill Reusswig and Martha Sawyers left Peking to dedicate their artistic talents to supporting China’s war effort against Japan. Shanghai may have been perceived as the great city of opportunity, but Peking could provide too - Olga Fischer carved out a career as an opera singer; the artists Bertha Lum and Isamu Noguchi found inspiration and some commercial success in the shadow of the Forbidden City. Peking, of course, though no longer an imperial city after 1911 or a capital city after 1927, was always a centre of Chinese political machinations – Lev Karakhan journeyed from Moscow to Peking as the first Bolshevik emissary to China; the senior Nazis Eugen and Helma Ott sought to bring their ideology to Asia and Peking.




  But, perhaps most of all, it was a city that attracted those enchanted by its beauty, its singular and unique aesthetic enshrined in the lanes and alleyways of the city’s numerous hutongs, hidden courtyards, walls, gates and towers. JP Marquand, a long-underrated chronicler of the city in the 1930s, wrote: ‘The Hutongs, or alleys, open into irregular squares and taper off again into narrow meanderings. There are no street signs, and nearby the only light comes from occasional corner shrines, dedicated to the Goddess of Mercy, or to the Water God, or to the God of Earth. The walls of the hidden courtyards close about us, making our footsteps echo.’2




  Foreign visitors and sojourners admired and studied Peking’s opera, banquet cuisine, the historic charm and grandeur of its temples, shrines, the pailou that arched across the street, ancient stele, and imperial past. Harold Acton and Desmond Parsons, both independently wealthy English aesthetes, lived in beautiful hutong courtyard houses; the young artist Denton Welch (born in Shanghai) spent cold days in the early 1930s antiquing around the Panjiayuan market, while Wallis Spencer, the woman who later become the Duchess of Windsor, hunted fine jade on, of course, Jade Street.3 The young American travel writer Harry Hervey sought inspiration and story ideas walking atop the Tartar Wall along the edge of the Legation Quarter – observing camel trains approaching the city from beyond the wall while foreign soldiers guarded the embassies within. Arriving on the Trans-Siberian Railway, Robert Byron hunkered down in a peony-strewn hutong courtyard to write of his travels from Palestine to Afghanistan along The Road to Oxiana, while the notorious “Hermit of Peking” Sir Edmund Backhouse in his last years penned his fantastical memoirs of the sexual underbelly of the Forbidden City.




  Those who made Peking their destination composed the various elements of what was known then as the city’s “foreign colony”. The first half of the twentieth century was a tumultuous one for Peking. Mona Monteith arrived at the American Legation negotiating the rubble remaining from the Boxer Uprising and the Siege of the Legations a year before. The preserved bodies of dead soldiers still awaited repatriation. Over the next decades the foreign colony faced the fall of the Qing Dynasty, political upheaval, numerous warlords, the Japanese occupation of the city, and the declaration of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.




  The Beijing of the first half of the twentieth century was visually and physically very different to today’s giant megalopolis of twenty-two million people. Before 1949 the city’s population was approximately three million people. Redevelopment and destruction meant a major eradication of the city’s physical past. The ancient walls, gates and towers of the city were mostly pulled down – only a handful remain. Roads were widened; the vast soullessness of Tiananmen Square created. Suburbs have sprawled in all directions; ring roads have multiplied. Perhaps the greatest loss of all: the hutongs.




  The hutong – the ancient arteries and veins of the city, a unique Peking form of architecture, narrow alleys that once proliferated throughout the city and really defined it for so many residents and visitors. In 1949 there were over three thousand largely pristine hutong. In 1990 the number fell to 2,250 as large-scale demolition commenced. By 2004 just 1,300 remained, with many of those condemned, the ubiquitous character for demolition (chai, or 拆) chalked on whole hutong alleys due to be eradicated before the city’s showcase Olympics. In 2012 just nine hundred remained; and today? Best estimate is now less than three hundred, with virtually all those remaining being changed significantly by the addition of new and out-of-character buildings, or truncated by demolition.4




  In the first half of the twentieth century Peking was a city that got dark early, and that generally went to bed early too. For decades there were electric streetlights only within the Legation Quarter. But this in itself made the city special, magical. JP Marquand once again:






   There is no place in the world as strange as Peking at night, when the darkness covers the city like a veil, and when incongruous and startling sights and sounds come to one out of the black. The gilded, carved façades of shops; the swinging candle lanterns; the figures by the tables in the smoky yellow light of tea houses; the sound of song; the twanging of stringed instruments; the warm strange smell of soy bean oil; all come out of nowhere to touch one elusively, and are gone.5







  The foreign colony, except for the stateless Russian émigrés and the city’s foreign criminal milieu, lived privileged lives. Though foreigners lived across the city they tended to cluster in and around the Legation Quarter, which was a sanctuary from the incredibly cacophonous and chaotic Chinese city outside. This remained so throughout the first half of the twentieth century, even if in their claustrophobic confines they sometimes felt, as Peter Fleming, the intrepid travel journalist (and older brother of James Bond creator Ian), visiting in the 1930s, wrote: ‘like fish in an aquarium, going round and round... serene and glassy-eyed.’6




  Finally, we shouldn’t ignore the rivalry between Shanghai and Peking that has existed for nearly two centuries at least. The opposing Chinese cultural outlooks are termed haipai vs jingpai, the Shanghai style vs the Peking style. Both cities have their respective supporters and detractors both among Chinese people and those foreigners who have pitched up on China’s shores over the decades. I genuinely hold great affection for each metropolis, but for different reasons, and find it mildly annoying when someone – Chinese or foreign – elevates one over the other. Many comparisons between the two have been observed over time. New Yorker writer Emily Hahn appreciated the Peking evoked in this book, even while she preferred Shanghai: ‘Let the aesthetes sigh for their Peking and their dream world. I don’t reject Peking… it is a reward for the afterlife. Shanghai is for now, for the living me.’7 Yet how many sojourners in China, as Harold Acton noted, ‘came to spend a fortnight in Peking yet lingered on, for the rest of their lives?’8




  Paul French – October 2020
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  1 JP Marquand, Thank You, Mr Moto (London: Fontana, 1937), p.93.
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  3 Now Baoyu Shijie, which runs parallel to Qianmenwai Avenue.
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  8 Harold Acton, Peonies and Ponies (London: Chatto & Windus, 1941), p.7.












  
A note on names and spellings





  Names in this book reflect the spellings commonly used in the first half of the twentieth century. Hence Peking and not Beijing; Nanking and not Nanjing. Where Chinese people were commonly known by Western names to foreign audiences, these are used, rather than the Pinyin romanisations. Additionally, I have used the best-known variations of some Chinese names rather than their more modern variants, such as Sun Yat-sen rather than Sun Zhongshan, and Chiang Kai-shek as opposed to Jiang Jieshi.




  Within the text I have used the road names of Peking that were applicable at the time. These are invariably either Wade-Giles (e.g. Chang An Chieh for today’s Changan, or Chang’an Jie), or alternative names commonly used by the foreign colony. For instance, the main commercial thoroughfare now known as Wangfujing was usually rendered as Wangfuting between the wars while being generally known by the foreign community as Morrison Street (after the missionary and pioneering Sinologist Robert Morrison, though often confused with the London Times correspondent George Morrison who, by chance, lived on the street). Similarly, many roads in the Legation Quarter were also known by European names.




  A list of the roads used in the text and their current names, as well as the names of Chinese towns, cities and provinces both before and after 1949 are added as an appendix at the end of the book. The former hutong names have been rendered into English – where they make sense and were known as such – and the current name. For instance: Kuei Chia Chang Hutong was known in English as Armour Factory Alley and is today called Kuijiachang Hutong.




  
Peking, Peiping and Beijing...




  Peking’s name has changed many times over the centuries, but this book only concerns the twentieth century. “Peking” is a spelling created by French missionaries of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. From 1928 to 1949 the city was officially known as Peiping (“Northern Peace”) after Chiang Kai-shek moved the capital to Nanking. Peiping sometimes appears as Beiping. The spelling Beijing was adopted for use within China upon the approval of Hanyu Pinyin on February 11, 1958, during the Fifth Session of the First National People’s Congress. As none of the essays in this collection concern the period after February 1958, and as Peiping/Beiping remain somewhat obscure, I have used the name Peking for the city throughout.









  
The Carl Crow Map of Peiping





  The map of Peking (Peiping) used overleaf is from Carl Crow’s Travelers’ Handbook for China. The guidebook was first published in 1913 and swiftly went through several updates and reprints. The first editions of the book were published by the Hwa-Mei Book Concern of Shanghai in China, and the San Francisco News Company in the USA. Later editions with new and revised material were published, up to the final revised edition in 1933, by the famous Kelly & Walsh in Shanghai and Hong Kong, and Dodd, Mead & Company of New York in the USA. This map is obviously from a post-1927 edition given it is titled “Peiping”.




  The maps in Crow’s Handbook for China were also updated over the years. We cannot be sure of the cartographer though the most likely candidate appears to be the long-serving art director at his advertising agency Carl Crow Inc. in Shanghai, a Mr Y. Obie.
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The Rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin: Wallis Spencer’s Peking World & Those Who Went Up on the Roof (1924)
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The Grand Hotel de Pekin (Pei ching ta fan tien) – Estd: 1920 Chang An Chieh – Peking – Tels: 3151, 3152 & 3153 Cable “Pekinotel” & “Grandhotel” – Facing the Legation Quarter9




  
Truly a Grand Hôtel
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Postcard of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin, 1920




  It is fitting to start this collection with an essay about the Grand Hôtel de Pékin. From the moment it opened its doors in 1915 just about everybody who was an established member of the city’s foreign colony, as well as anybody sojourning in Peking temporarily, passed through the doors of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin – certainly nearly everybody in this book. That trio of English aesthetes, Harold Acton, Desmond Parsons and Robert Byron, drank cocktails as they watched swallows arc and dive over the Forbidden City. The American socialite and traveller Adelaide Hooker, her new beau the established novelist of Bostonian manners JP Marquand, and the Japanese-American artist Isamu Noguchi all attended tea-dances in the hotel’s ballroom. Freelance journalists and left-wing activists Edgar and Helen Foster Snow, aspiring Hollywood screenwriter Harry Hervey, the Prince Mdivani and his new wife the Woolworth’s heiress Barbara Hutton, her cousin the playboy Jimmy Donahue, as well as the anti-opium activists Ellen Newbold La Motte and Emily Crane Chadbourne, all stayed in suites at the Grand Hôtel. The first Bolshevik ambassador to China, Lev Karakhan, the Italian fascist Count Gian Galeazzo Ciano, and the senior Nazi party members Eugen and Helma Ott, all attended functions in the hotel. Bertha Lum sold her art from The Camel’s Bell shop on the third floor; Olga Fischer-Togo performed light operetta there at charity concerts to help Chinese flood victims. Even that most notorious recluse Sir Edmund Backhouse visited to see his good friend Henri Vetch, who ran the French Bookshop in the lobby. The Grand Hôtel de Pékin was Grand Central Station, Times Square and Piccadilly Circus all rolled into one; it was the Ritz and the Savoy, the Algonquin and the Waldorf Astoria, Paris’s Hôtel de Crillon and the Hôtel Lutetia, the Adlon of Berlin, the Metropol of Moscow – in Peking. In 1915 the Grand Hôtel de Pékin was smarter and more modern than any hotel in Shanghai or Hong Kong. Frank Lloyd Wright’s Imperial Hotel in Tokyo, the Peninsula in Kowloon, and Sir Victor Sassoon’s Cathay on the Shanghai Bund would all come later.10 In 1915 the two grandest hotels in all Asia were undoubtedly the Sarkie Brothers’ Raffles Hotel in Singapore and the Grand Hôtel de Pékin.




  The Grand Hôtel was where, for nearly half a century, the milieu that populates this collection of essays – the foreign colony of Peking – the old timers and China Hands; the tourists and sojourners; the diplomats and journalists; the super-wealthy and those just able to afford the basic tiffin all congregated. It was where struggling Russian émigrés spent their last Chinese dollars to eat and drink alongside Americans with Mexican silver dollars to burn. And, of course, it was where the infamous ‘Peking gossips’ of the Legation Quarter met and whispered poison in each other’s ears.11 Many who came to the Grand Hôtel were famous and regularly appeared on the front pages of newspapers around the world – perhaps most famously the movie star Anna May Wong who drew crowds of film fans to the hotel’s doors seeking a glimpse of her. Other guests were not so famous at the time – but one day would eclipse even Hollywood movie stars...




  A navy wife checks in




  Bessie Wallis Warfield-Spencer knew virtually nobody when she arrived at the Grand Hôtel. She had long dropped the Bessie and was known simply as Wallis from a relatively young age. Then the Warfield got lost somewhere along the way, and when she did finally divorce her first husband, the name Spencer too. She remarried and became Wallis Simpson and finally, after another rather mundane and provincial divorce and a spectacular and unprecedented abdication, she became Wallis, Duchess of Windsor. She was to marry a king, acquire a grand title and an enviable jewellery collection, but be forced to live in exile for the rest of her life – in Portugal, Barbados, France. As the world saw it then, forcing a king to abdicate, to choose between her and his crown, a twice-divorced American and his country, between a random love and the duties of his birth right, was a heinous crime. Wallis became “that woman”. It was a bitter time that has lingered in the public imagination through prurient rumour, baseless innuendo, countless bad television movies and Penny Dreadful hagiographies by openly declared enemies and supposed friends turned gossips. The cheap tabloid character assassinations regularly continue still in our time.




  But that was all later, many years after Wallis’s Peking adventure; a sojourn that began on a crisp, cold, star-filled night just before Christmas 1924. A shivering Wallis Spencer arrived late in the cavernous lobby to check in at the Grand Hôtel de Pékin on the city’s wide Chang An Chieh, the Avenue of Eternal Peace.




  Passport proffered, room key issued, she immediately went to the roof to take in the best possible view of the city. Wallis was to spend the next eight months or so in Peking. She arrived as the abused ex-wife of a drunk and violent American naval officer, Earl Winfield “Win” Spencer Jr. She’d felt compelled to leave him behind in Hong Kong, where he was posted with the US Navy’s South China Patrol, after the beatings got too bad and she was hospitalised. Win had showed no particular inclination to stop her going and had promptly sunk back into the bottle. Wallis desperately wanted a divorce and her freedom back.




  Wallis wasn’t exactly unknowing about the world. She had spent brief amounts of time among the diplomatic crowds of Washington DC and Paris already, as well as some time in Hong Kong, Canton and most recently, after ditching Spencer, a few weeks in the International Settlement of Shanghai. But this sojourn in Peking was to change Wallis fundamentally. She was to emerge from the cocoon of the Baltimore girl married to a disappointed and frustrated naval commander who drank too much and was a little too quick with his fists where women were concerned, into a sophisticated and cosmopolitan woman, fashionable and stylish, able to move in any social circles and command attention in any room, up to and including those of the British monarchy.
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 Earl Winfield “Win” Spencer Jr.




  It was to be on the rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin that Wallis Spencer began her journey to become the woman the world would become obsessed with just over a decade later. As she climbed the stairs to the top of the hotel, Wallis was following a well-worn trail already. There were other rooftops – both the Grand Hôtel des Wagons-Lits and the Hotel du Nord opened up their rooftops, though after the Grand Hôtel de Pékin, and neither were ever to be as grand or as popular. The Grand Hôtel’s was the Peking rooftop sojourners invariably visited soon after their arrival – to drink cocktails and dance to the band, but also to gaze across the ancient city from just about its highest accessible point.




  *




  But in the winter of 1924 things looked bleak for Wallis as her freezing cold and long-delayed train, “The International”, departed from Tientsin, and finally pulled into Peking at the Chienmen Railway Station. The journey had taken a gruelling thirty-eight hours to cover the barely seventy miles between the two northern Chinese cities thanks to a typhoid outbreak in Tientsin, marauding bandits and skirmishing warlords. One traveller on the train at that time, the American art collector Gertrude Bass Warner, wrote that (even in First Class where Wallis, as a white woman, automatically sat) the seats had no springs, making for a rough ride, especially hard on the spine as the padding was all removed from behind the leather of the seats. The heating was not working thanks to coal shortages, and the train was as cold inside as out. Bass Warner recalled that passengers could see each other’s breath as if everyone was constantly smoking, which they were too, only adding to the foggy atmosphere in the carriages where opening a window would have caused a riot.12 Chinese waiters and porters constantly served weak green tea. There was a plush First-Class dining car serving beer, whisky soda (invariably known as a “stengah” in China) and pots of coffee. The dining car had tables for informal games of poker with other passengers, or patience by yourself. The Chinese dining car stewards in their white uniforms ensured nobody’s cup ever completely emptied and small dishes of dianxin – Chinese snacks – were always refilled. Passengers marvelled at how the stewards were able to keep the dining car clean and maintain the constant supply of these provisions despite the chaos that surrounded them and the train. Soldiers stood on guard on the steel platforms between carriages to prevent bandits boarding the train.




  Arriving in Peking Wallis was exhausted and decidedly uncertain about what fate her immediate future held. But she was also excited. This was her first visit to a real Chinese city – Hong Kong had been a British colony, her brief time in Canton was spent entirely cooped up in her hotel room on the foreign enclave of Shameen Island, while the Shanghai International Settlement was of course a treaty port. Peking was really China – camel trains still arrived and departed from the nearby Chienmen Gate; the Forbidden City was close by; Chinese policemen patrolled Chinese streets; Peking was the capital. For sure 1924 was a particularly cold December - snow on the ground, vicious cold winds sweeping down from the Gobi Desert that chilled the alighting passengers to the bone – but the excitement of arriving in Peking was still palpable.




  To the best of her knowledge Wallis knew just one person in Peking – Colonel Louis Little, the Commander of the Military Guard at the American Legation. Wallis had met Colonel Little before, several years previously, when he was stationed at the American Embassy in Paris. He was a friend of her Baltimore relations. Colonel Little was waiting for the train from Tientsin. He escorted Wallis from the station, through the city’s Legation Quarter, past the American Legation, and then the Soviet, before turning left and passing the Japanese and British Legations that faced each other across the street, down to the broad expanse of Chang An Chieh and the Grand Hôtel. It seems that Louis Little, a man with some sway due to being America’s most senior military commander in the city in 1924, had secured these rather sumptuous and expensive digs for Wallis. She was by no means a woman of independent means. She had no trust fund or monthly cheque from back home in Baltimore beyond a small inheritance from her grandmother. Her husband, Win, had upon their separation earlier that year agreed to a US$225 a month stipend to be deducted and sent to Wallis from his US Navy pay – what the Navy termed an “allotment”.
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The lobby of the Grand Hôtel in 1920




  As well as the financial question of being able to afford to stay at the Grand Hôtel de Pékin, it was also the case that getting a room in the hotel, or indeed any half-decent hotel in Peking, was problematic in December 1924. The Northern Chinese warlord Chang Tso-lin’s troops were surrounding Peking ready to take the city by force from rival warlord Feng Yu-Hsiang if he refused to surrender.13 Chang dubbed himself the “Tiger of Mukden”; Feng was dubbed the “Betrayal General” as, unsurprisingly given his sobriquet, he had betrayed everyone he had ever done a deal with. Peking was effectively under siege by warlord armies.




  Into this maelstrom arrived Wallis, met at the station by a Colonel of the US Marines who had high-level access to a suite at the Grand Hôtel. Which begs a question about why a single woman would make this journey at such a perilous time. Wallis wasn’t simply coming on holiday. She had brought official American government documents from Shanghai and Tientsin to Peking and, it appears, the US Legation was willing to stand Wallis a short stay at the Grand Hôtel in return for services rendered to the US Government.




  And so, despite the cold, the smattering of snow and the late hour, Wallis climbed the staircase to the famous roof and looked out across Peking that December evening for the first time. The hotel was to be her home for the next month, through Christmas 1924 and into the New Year of 1925. She got to know the city’s best hotel, and its roof, extremely well.




  Up on the roof...




  Without doubt in the interwar years the Grand Hôtel de Pékin was the city’s oldest and most splendid hotel establishment. Situated just north of the Foreign Legation Quarter and just to the east of the Forbidden City it was perfectly situated at the epicentre of Peking foreign colony life. Its rooftop bar and open-air dancing were the stuff of legend – wealthy sojourners, royalty, celebrities all took suites there, the young blades and beauties flocked to the rooftop tea dances, while Peking’s mid-ranking foreign colony dropped their parcels and packages after a hard day’s shopping at the department stores, curio shops and jewellers of Morrison Street, and the nearby Tung An Shih Chang, known to the foreign colony as the Morrison Street Bazaar14), and took tiffin (high tea – or as the famous China Coast pidgin-English poet Shamus A’Rabbit once described it, ‘A midday meal of such proportions as to induce sleep’15).




  The Beaux Arts style seven-storey steel and concrete fireproof hotel had two hundred rooms, all with en-suite bathrooms, flush toilets and steam heating. Each room had a telephone, though in 1924 you could only make calls to other rooms in the hotel and within Peking to the few people with telephones. There was a tearoom for tiffin on the ground floor with dancing every night on a sprung wood floor. The hotel had its own orchestra composed originally of mainly Italians, and after 1917 as they appeared in the city in greater numbers, Russian émigré musicians, who performed a programme of light classical music during dinner with the emphasis on waltzes. Later, jazz bands would become a staple. The mirrored ballroom was supposed to imitate the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. French chefs created dishes that were complemented by the finest and largest wine cellar in China. Autobuses, manned by liveried porters, met all arriving trains at the Chienmen Station to collect passengers and their often-voluminous luggage – Barbara Hutton arrived a decade later in 1934 with fifteen Louis Vuitton trunks.16 Each train seemed to bring more “Malalo” (the name the Chinese gave to tourists from the round-the-world cruise ships who came to town on the train from Tientsin as a side trip to their holiday). The wealthiest malalo checked into the Grand Hôtel de Pékin.
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  In the lobby was a branch of the Thomas Cook Travel Agency, American Helen Burton’s famous The Camel’s Bell store (which also had a showroom on the third floor), and the bookshop of Frenchman Henri Vetch who bought up the libraries of any members of the Peking colony leaving and sold new libraries to any ‘griffins’ arriving.17 The lobby also had a number of smaller shops selling antiques, curios, carpets, embroidery, jewellery and jade.




  But the rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin was its most famous attribute. It was reached by one of two American-made Otis elevators, the first to be installed in Peking. The spacious roof garden included a bar, bamboo tables and chairs, a bandstand and a dance floor. During dances a local radio station would often broadcast live. The summer was dedicated to open-air dancing, but visitors went up to the roof year-round for the unparalleled views across what was then a decidedly low-rise city. Only the radio communications mast in the American Legation compound was higher. From the top of the Grand Hôtel one could look out across the Forbidden City, the Legation Quarter and, so it was claimed, on a good day you could see for fifty miles in every direction surrounding the city – out to the Western Hills and beyond.




  Anyone who was anyone in foreign Peking visited the roof – certainly visiting wealthy Americans. In 1921 oil magnate John D Rockefeller Jr. looked across eastwards to see the green saddleback roofs and traditional floating swallowtail eaves of the new Peking Union Medical College (PUMC), the city’s most modern medical facility and the best in China (outside Shanghai).18 PUMC had just been built with Rockefeller family money.19 As a young man between the wars Rockefeller’s fellow American Thomas Watson Jr., who was to follow his own millionaire father into the IBM corporation, visited Peking and recalled his visit to the rooftop bar in the company of some English friends, a girl they’d met who was (immensely shocking to the young men back then) openly living “in sin” with a US Marine stationed at the Legation, a New York debutante, and a French heroin addict. They ordered gin gimlets and sat back to look out over the city at night.20 The fantastically named Halbert Kellogg Hitchcock was a well-travelled engineer and inventor from Ohio who visited Peking shortly before Wallis arrived in 1923. He took a map of the city up to the roof of the hotel, spread it out and, looking across Peking, tried to identify every point of interest.21




  The extremely well-travelled Washington DC-born artist Helen Wells Seymour checked into the Grand Hôtel de Pékin in 1924 having experienced much the same as Wallis while travelling up from Shanghai – searchlights on the front and rear of the train, armed guards in every carriage, constant unscheduled stops, fears of bandit attack all the way. Helen was there in the July before Wallis arrived, the rainy season, such as Peking has one. She found it slightly annoying that nobody in the foreign colony dined before 8.30pm and she was constantly hungry in the afternoons and early evenings. On the dry and warm night of Monday July 21, 1924, Helen dined with friends on the roof of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin arriving for the thé dansant. She thought the orchestra marvellous and the very notion of dancing under the enormous sky and million stars above Peking thrilling. She noted that many Chinese had come up to the thé dansant and that ‘there were many lovely Chinese girls dancing.’22




  In 1933 the Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw arrived at Peking Railway Station on the famous Shanghai Express and immediately took his wife Charlotte to dinner on the roof. Shaw was fascinated by the temple music he could hear on the wind and in a letter recommended Peking to his friend, the composer Edward Elgar, if he wanted to better understand Asian harmonies.23
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  Soong Ching-ling and George Bernard Shaw, 1933




  The Bostonian author JP Marquand checked in in 1934, headed straight to the top floor and also gazed across to the Forbidden City. The view became a fascination for him with repeated visits. He contrasted the quiet and darkness of the Forbidden City with the invasive clanks and screams of the ungreased wheels of the tramcars down below on Chang An Chieh. In 1936 Marquand recreated the rooftop scene, and how easy it was for a newly arrived European or American to slip into Peking foreign colony life, in one of his Mr Moto novels (which are far superior to the movie versions): ‘The Chinese bar boys were hurrying from table to table with trays weighted with soda bottles and whisky. There was a sound of shaking dice. “Boy,” the voices were shouting. “Boy,” with the same assurance as the Anglo-Saxon was still the dominant race in the Orient. Several people called to me when I came in. Greenway waved an arm to me. Clough pointed to a chair and I joined them. “Boy,” I found myself calling. “Scotch and soda, Boy.”’24




  With darting swallows, the Forbidden City and temple bells on the wind, the Grand Hôtel’s roof was always going to be a magnet for the city’s community of foreign aesthetes. Around the same time as Marquand was visiting, Harold Acton took his visiting friend, the writer Osbert Sitwell, for cocktails on the roof with others in his aesthete (and largely gay) circle including Desmond Parsons and Acton’s first real friends in Peking, the American illustrator Thomas Handforth and Laurence Sickman, an American Sinologist and art historian. Sitwell initially stayed at the Grand Hôtel, requesting a room on the uppermost floor to have the best view possible. The two aesthetes and Acton’s friends would spend long evenings looking out over the Forbidden City just after the Chinese New Year in 1934.25 Sitwell eventually found a courtyard hutong home on Kanyu Hutong (which he translated as Alley of the Sweet Rain26) where he worked mornings on his planned book about Brighton and then spent his afternoons exploring the hutongs and temples of the city.27 Evenings though, if not accompanying Acton to a performance of Peking opera, were often spent back up on the roof of the Grand Hôtel. Sitwell enjoyed Peking, though disliked the occasional dust storms. He described his Peking sojourn in his memoir of his travels in the Far East, Escape with Me!28 Though he only sojourned for a few months and left in the early summer of 1934, Sitwell, like his friend Acton, found Peking a relief from hyper-competitive and busy London. Among his many fond memories of Peking was an encounter with one of the former Imperial Palace eunuchs, a wrinkled and hairless man with a piping voice who enquired of Sitwell: ‘Tell me, young man, do you have no group of people (eunuchs) like us where you come from?’ Sitwell considered the eunuch’s question and then replied, ‘Yes, indeed we have. We call it Bloomsbury.’29
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  Osbert Sitwell (left); Laurence Sickman




  Edgar Snow and his wife Helen moved from Shanghai to Peking in 1933 and stayed in the Grand Hôtel when they first arrived.30 They were given the palatial bridal suite and were amazed by the high ceilings and the views across the Forbidden City. It was an immense extravagance for the young couple and they soon moved out and into a series of courtyard houses close by. They then spent some time living in the then rather remote village of Hait’ien (Haidian), near where Edgar was teaching at Yenching University. Wherever they lived in Peking the pair always returned to the Grand Hôtel for drinks and celebrations on the popular Saturday nights – the major night for rooftop dances. Helen spent many hours working in the showroom of Helen Burton’s The Camel’s Bell as a mannequin for the store’s furs, silk gowns and wraps. Edgar would meet her after her modelling sessions and they would head up to the roof for cocktails. After the autumn of 1935, the Snows lived in the sumptuous courtyard house owned by Dr ET Nystrom, a wealthy Swedish geologist. Nystrom was very fond of Helen and would always go to the Saturday night parties on the Grand Hôtel’s roof, asking Helen if, after she finished work downstairs, she’d join him. He was obviously a little infatuated with her:






   “Wear your apple-green dress with the court train,” he would beg me, and would ask the orchestra for a Viennese waltz as soon as I arrived in the long red-velvet opera cape that was one of Helen Burton’s gifts to her local fashion model (i.e. Helen).31







  Helen loved to dance on the rooftop – an activity Edgar was distinctly less keen on, and so she had to seek out dance partners. However, the number of German and Italian fascists that made the roof their weekend spot rather put her off. Though admitting that the two best dance partners she ever had at the Grand Hôtel were the leading Italian fascist in Peking and a dedicated young Nazi Junker recently posted to China, she felt enough was enough and her dislike of fascism was more important than her love of waltzing.




  Edgar Snow was yet to become a well-known name – Red Star Over China, the book that would make him, was still a year or two in the future. Anna May Wong arrived in Peking already a celebrity, though a contentious one. The Nationalist government disapproved of her portrayals of Chinese women on screen, but her fans in China were legion and devoted. She had hoped to rent Desmond Parsons’s sumptuous Tsui Hua Hutong courtyard home while sojourning in Peking in 1936.32 But the travel writer Robert Byron, who was housesitting at the time, thought Parsons would be returning from Europe soon and didn’t agree to let it to her. So, Wong moved into a suite at the Grand Hôtel where she met a steady stream of reporters eager to interview the Hollywood star on the roof. She also had cocktails and dined there with friends – the Peking-based artist, writer and, later, aide to General Joseph “Vinegar” Stilwell, Frank “Pinky” Dorn, as well as the cameraman HS “Newsreel” Wong, who was working for Hearst Metrotone News and was yet to become internationally famous for his images of a terrified and abandoned baby on the railway tracks in Shanghai the following summer when war came to China.
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  Anna May Wong by Carl van Vechten, 1935
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  Frank Dorn and Anna May Wong




  Also bringing a whiff of Hollywood and fresh from a sojourn in Bali where she stayed with the German artist Walter Spies, the Austrian writer Vicki Baum came in 1936 to see the rooftop and experience the Grand Hôtel de Pékin. She thought that perhaps the Grand Hôtel could be the model for the hotel novel she was planning to set in China in a bid to repeat the success of her 1929 novel Grand Hotel, which had taken her to Hollywood when it became an Academy Award-winning movie.33 Baum was travelling on her Hollywood earnings looking for inspiration. Eventually she opted for Sir Victor Sassoon’s more recently opened Cathay Hotel in Shanghai, but she still loved the Grand Hôtel de Pékin.
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  Anna May Wong in Peiping, 1936




  Wallis moves on...




  And it was on the same rooftop that Wallis Spencer, wrapped up warm against the Peking cold, celebrating the strangest and perhaps loneliest Christmas of her life, had met an old friend, Katherine ‘Kitty’ Bigelow. It was a completely chance encounter. Wallis had known Kitty back in America when she was also married to a navy airman. That marriage failed and Kitty had gone on to marry a genuine American millionaire, Herman Rogers. Rogers, whose family money was from railway speculation, had a fascination with China. He wanted to write a book about the country, and so had moved the couple to Peking. They lived in high style and had taken a lease on a large and elegant courtyard property on the prestigious Shih-Chia Hutong. As well as being one of the best addresses in the city, Shih-Chia Hutong was not far from the Grand Hôtel, less than a mile east along Chang An Chieh.34




  Kitty, perhaps a little lonely in a strange city and with her husband working on his book all day, was sympathetic to her old friend’s personal circumstances. She immediately invited Wallis to come and stay with her and Herman in their spacious hutong. Wallis’s time at the Grand Hôtel de Pékin was running out – the American Legation’s largesse had limits; her “allotment” from Win wouldn’t stretch to staying any longer in such opulence. Kitty Rogers’s kind offer came as a Godsend to Wallis. She packed up and, in January 1925, moved up the road to Kitty and Herman’s courtyard home. It wasn’t to be the last time she visited the Grand Hôtel de Pékin, but she was no longer a paying guest. Wallis was now a full member of the city’s foreign colony – living on a hutong, flagging down rickshaws to the jade markets, attending the race meetings out at Paomachang, taking tiffin at the Grand Hôtel. It was to be a glorious six months. She was destined to become one of its most famous legends ever.




  By the summer of 1925 Wallis was ready to move on. She’d come to Hong Kong in 1923 as a Navy wife accompanying her husband to his new posting and hoping to restart their unhappy and failing marriage. That hadn’t happened. After a brief reconciliation Win Spencer’s binge drinking and physical abuse had simply escalated to an impossible level. Wallis had fled to Shanghai in the belief, erroneous as it turned out, that the American Court for China there could grant her a quickie divorce. They couldn’t; neither could the Embassy in Peking. Wallis wanted that divorce. There was no going back to Win and no future in remaining married to the man. It was also the case that the political situation in Peking was increasingly chaotic.




  Sun Yat-sen had died in March and his funeral cortège passing through the streets of Peking had been the largest since the death of the Empress Dowager Ci Xi in 1909. Without Dr Sun, China’s republican revolution appeared rudderless and imperilled. Then the so-called May Thirtieth Movement had led to demonstrations and anger after the Shanghai Municipal Police opened fire on Chinese protesters on May 30, 1925. The shootings sparked international censure and nationwide anti-foreign demonstrations and riots that focussed on Britain and the British. The demonstrations soon spread to Peking. Wallis’s rickshaw puller added a Stars and Stripes flag to the back of his vehicle to deter angry protestors from attacking her. It was a real threat. Wallis was in a taxi one day shortly after May 30th when a young protestor attacked the car thinking she was British, smearing his own blood on the windshield. Massive anti-foreign strikes and boycotts broke out in both Hong Kong and Canton, and some merchants in Peking supported them. One day while Wallis was in a curio shop she regularly visited, some protesting students wrote anti-British slogans on her rickshaw in chalk, despite her puller trying to tell them that Wallis was a “’Melican lady”. As Wallis exited the shop the students stared at her rather harshly but decided against any more direct action.35




  It was also the case that Wallis would be twenty-nine years old in June and she felt time and age weighing upon her. She wanted the divorce dealt with and to start life over back in the United States. In her memoirs Wallis wrote simply that, ‘in early summer, somewhat in the mood of a female Ulysses, I left for Japan to take a ship to the West Coast.’36 And so Wallis left Peking and then left China. She took with her a new sense of style that was to define her look in the decades to come – the Chinois-inspired dresses, knotwork decorative elements, her trademark chignon hair style. She also took with her quite a few pieces of jade, some Chinese screens, jewellery and various objets that stayed with her forever – first at her homes with Ernest Simpson in London, and then at her various homes with the Duke of Windsor through to their final house of exile, 4 route du Champ d’Entraînement in Paris’s Bois de Boulogne, where she died in 1986.




  The time she spent in Peking was Wallis’s self-declared ‘lotus year’.37 And her first view of the city was from the roof of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin.




  The end of the roof




  After the Japanese occupation of Peking in the summer of 1937 the Grand Hôtel’s rooftop remained only intermittently open – accessible solely to the Japanese and their permitted hotel guests. However, it was often closed by order of the Kempeitai military police who suffered from repeated bouts of “spy mania” and fears of assassination attempts on senior Japanese commanders and collaborationist Chinese leaders. After Pearl Harbor in December 1941 it seemed likely the rooftop would be permanently closed. It was also the case that there were few non-military guests at the hotel and, of course, the city’s foreign colony had dwindled to a small fraction of its size just a year or two before.




  Still, it did continue in rather reduced circumstances. Laurance “Laurie” Tipton was a formerly Tientsin-based tobacco executive kept under arrest (albeit at Peking’s second-best hotel, the Grand Hôtel des Wagons-Lits, rather than an internment camp) during 1942. Billy Christian was a well-known member of the Peking colony who was appointed Chairman of the Relief Committee for Allied Nationals that worked closely with the Swiss Consulate in Peking to represent the interests of British, Americans and other Allied nationals whose diplomatic representatives had had to leave the city. Tipton and Christian were instructed to go to the rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pekin in 1942 to meet a Mr Suzuki of the “Japanese Special Police” in Peking. Suzuki was keen to learn English, had plenty of money, access to seemingly limitless bottles of Scotch whisky, and liked to go dancing in what remained of Peking’s western-style nightlife.




  Amazingly (though this was shortly before full internment for the last Allied nationals remaining in the city) African-American Earl West’s band were still playing on the rooftop. Earl Kilgore West had come to China with Earl Whaley’s African-American jazz band the Red Hot Syncopators some years before. They had played a lengthy engagement in Shanghai. The Syncopators eventually broke up and split to form several new bands. Earl West, a guitarist, led one group of musicians who all headed north, first to Tientsin’s Villa West Lake Hotel, and then to Peking and a contract to play on the rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin. In Peking, Earl West’s band featured both black and white musicians, a Hawaiian-born singer, and a Filipino trumpeter.38 He was playing the night Tipton and Christian were summoned. Mr Suzuki got drunk that evening and forced Christian and Tipton (at gunpoint) to dance, technically an illegal activity for any Allied national wearing the regulation red armband identifying them as the enemy.




  After the war the rooftop re-opened for a short while. Mao is said to have visited it on October 1, 1949 not long after he had just declared the formation of the People’s Republic of China in Tiananmen below. But after 1949 it was rarely used. During the Maoist years the hotel was reserved for state guests only – Nikita Khrushchev, Ho Chi Minh, and later Richard Nixon, among them. Since then the hotel has been almost continuously remodelled, refurbished, added to, subtracted from, and now stands amid several new wings on either side that are of no particular architectural or aesthetic merit. False ceilings on the ground floor have rather ruined the impression upon entry and only brides and grooms taking wedding photos seem to use the grand staircase these days. The long corridors still hark back to the enormity of the hotel when it was first built, but the rooms have been repeatedly remodelled with little inspiration.




  The rooftop is closed and has been now for several decades. It seems unlikely to ever reopen. Yet once, from 1915 to the dark days of the Japanese occupation, the rooftop of the Grand Hôtel de Pékin was perhaps the most famous location in Peking for both sojourners and the city’s foreign colony. It was where so many Peking adventures began.
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Peking’s Favourite Bolshevik: Lev Karakhan (1923)
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 ‘The first generation of Soviet spies had been a motley cast of gentleman amateurs, demi-mondain chancers, opportunists and naïve conspirators.’39




  
Before the Kremlin Ball




  There is a vivid portrait of the Bolshevik Lev Karakhan in Curzio Malaparte’s unfinished manuscript, The Kremlin Ball.40 Malaparte was an Italian of highly contrarian views. According to the novelist and essayist Edmund White he was ‘a “mythomane,” a compulsive liar who embellishes the truth, not necessarily for gain but out of an irrepressible compulsion.’41 He was an anti-intellectual and a writer with a memorable turn of phrase. He veered from Mussolini-style Fascism to Maoist-Communism, visited the new Soviet Union as a curious spectator in 1929, was imprisoned by Il Duce for a time, built a modernist masterpiece of a house on Capri, and was a war correspondent with the Axis forces in World War Two.42 He also wrote poetry and short stories, directed movies, and visited Communist China in 1958 shortly before he died of cancer. Malaparte was born Kurt Erick Suckert of a German father and an Italian mother. His chosen pseudonym was a conscious inversion of Napoleon Bonaparte, adopted for no other reason than just to annoy people. His wartime reportage, contained in two volumes Kaputt and The Skin, are a revealing look, first at the war through the eyes of the Fascist side of the frontline in Russia, and then of a defeated post-war Italy.43 But before all of that he first visited the fledgling Soviet Union.
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  Curzio Malaparte




  The Kremlin Ball is quite a remarkable memoir of late 1920s Moscow. However, as with all Malaparte’s work the book comes with a large READER BEWARE neon sign flashing over it – Malaparte often exaggerated, obfuscated, elaborated and unashamedly invented for dramatic and/or personal effect. Yet The Kremlin Ball is an almost unique vision of the Soviet capital city in the early years of the Bolshevik Revolution when die-hard communist proletarian heroes still mingled with openly gay commissars, aesthetes in the world of cinema, architecture and art, writers with questionable politics, ballet dancers and bourgeois ambassadors from Europe. They all described attending soirées in beautiful pre-revolutionary legation dining rooms before, wrapped in furs over their silks, they took troikas home in the snow. The Kremlin Ball reveals a more cosmopolitan and openly intellectual Moscow shortly before the murder and paranoia of full-blown Stalinism. This is the city prior to when the more puritan Marxist-Leninist ideologues crushed the creativity and bohemian elements of optimistically revolutionary 1917. A Moscow before the midnight knocks on the door by the secret police became the norm and people began disappearing. In memoirs we rarely see this brief interregnum – between the heady, ideologically hopeful days of 1917 and the Terror of Stalinism – portrayed anywhere else.




  As Malaparte, himself having just turned thirty at the time, moves through this 1920s communist demi-monde, a milieu that already knows its days are numbered as the humourless hardliners rise and the more freethinking begin to fall, Malaparte encounters Lev Karakhan and his prima ballerina partner, Marina Semyonova. They appear immediately, on the first page of the book – Chapter 1: The Black Prince. Malaparte is listening to the tango Ich küsse Ihre Hand being played when Madame Lunarcharskaya (wearing a rather un-proletarian Schiaparelli dress), the wife of Anatoly Lunarcharsky, the Soviet people’s Commissar of Education and Culture, asks: ‘I wonder where Lev Karakhan is?’44 Karakhan, it transpires, is late, because his lover Semyonova is always fashionably late. However, they are forgiven for they are the couple of the moment; the celebrity pair all Moscow society is talking about. Malaparte tells us, ‘The men of the communist nobility favoured Semyonova while the women favoured Karakhan.’45




  Karakhan’s Bolshevik credentials and style (the knee-high leather boots, the Tolstoyan peasant smock, the pince nez and the goatee beard46) combined with Marina Semyonova’s beauty, her white silk dresses and furs, come to symbolize the last days of bohemian revolutionary Moscow for Malaparte. They are the couple du jour of tout suite Moscow and, Malaparte tells us, ‘Karakhan was the handsomest man in the Soviet Union and perhaps, according to Frau Dirksen, the German Ambassador’s wife, the best looking man in Europe.’47 Karakhan, we are told, is not long back from “The East”.
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  Marina Semyonova




  A model hero




  Lev Mikhailovich Karakhan was indeed a Bolshevik hero. Born in Tiflis (now Tbilisi in Georgia) to an Armenian family in 1889, he joined the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party in 1904 at just fifteen years of age. He then moved to the moderate Mensheviks (“minority”), before becoming a revolutionary Bolshevik (“majority”) in May 1917. His ascendancy in the Party was swift. By October, and the revolution, he was a full member of the Revolutionary Military Council. Later, with Leon Trotsky and Adolph Joffe, he acted as secretary to the Soviet delegation to the Brest Litovsk peace talks between the Bolsheviks and the Central European powers that ended Russia’s participation in the Great War. Between 1918 and 1920 Karakhan was appointed Deputy People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs. He took an especial interest in China and the Far East. His boss, People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs the goatee-bearded Georgy Vasilyevich Chicherin, was another regular on the circuit of the communist aristocracy from the pre-1917, pre-Stalin days described in Malaparte’s The Kremlin Ball. Chicherin was an intellectual of noble descent and a former Tsarist diplomat turned committed Marxist-Leninist.




  Nowadays not many people remember the Karakhan Manifesto, but, in July 1919, it was an important document that rather upset the apple cart of the Great Powers and their “Spheres of Influence” in China. Karakhan formally announced that the new Bolshevik state was relinquishing most of its (“unequal”) treaty rights in China that had been formerly held by Imperial Russia. This included voluntarily surrendering all extraterritorial and treaty port rights, including the Russian Concession in Tientsin, as well as Moscow’s share of the Boxer Indemnity payments48 (which would become an issue once again later, as we shall see) and control of the China Eastern Railway (CER).49




  The so-called Karakhan “Manifesto” or “Declaration”, as it was known, was unsurprisingly extremely popular in China with many younger urbanites feeling empowered after the May 4th demonstrations.50 Indeed, it was a propaganda coup for the new Soviet Union - renouncing Tsarist Russia’s involvement in the “unequal treaties”, returning sovereign Chinese territory to Chinese control and acting as a close friend of the newly established republic in China all played well to the generally anti-imperialist mood. Karakhan knew that such a move would not only improve Bolshevik-Chinese relations but would hopefully make Marxism-Leninism a more attractive ideology in China, bolstering the emerging domestic communist and left-wing movements, and winning many friends in China for the fledgling Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR)51. This analysis perhaps paints Karakhan’s move too cynically – it was also, he believed, the right thing for the new Soviet state to do. Karakhan contrasted his Manifesto with the concomitant ongoing Paris Peace Talks and the Versailles Treaty, which China was to refuse to sign after Shantung was not returned by Japan to China. That had, in part, led to the May 4th 1919 demonstrations by people angry about, among other things, secret treaties and deals done by the European Great Powers during World War One behind China’s back while they were supposedly allies.




  By contrast the Bolsheviks appeared refreshingly open and honest. Releasing his Manifesto in July, just months after the May demonstrations, Karakhan knew it would find appreciative Chinese ears. While the Bolsheviks certainly did want to advocate for Marxism in China, and officially Marxist doctrine saw the country as an “oppressed nation and peoples”, it also allowed the RSFSR to extend its push into Siberia and the Russian Far East, ousting the last remaining White Russian oppositional holdouts, without too much Chinese concern. China would never join with the other allied powers in the so-called Wars of Intervention to overthrow the Bolsheviks.52 Karakhan hoped the Manifesto would provide a solid Sino-Russian bulwark against Japanese incursion towards Russia’s borders, into Mongolia (soon to be a satellite state of the RSFSR) and even further west into contested Sinkiang, which suffered from religious-inspired independence movements and British Great Game shenanigans.




  However, six months later Karakhan took back several of the pledges in his Manifesto. The inclusion of the China Eastern Railway had been a mistake, he maintained; it should never have been included in the manifesto. Russian rights over the railway were reaffirmed. Similarly with the Boxer Indemnity monies. Karakhan insisted that the RSFSR would oversee the continuing payments, rather than just scrap them. For a while it seemed as if Karakhan would not follow America’s example and stipulate that the indemnity monies be used solely for progressive educational purposes, though eventually he realised that this would have to be the case and announced that the “Soviet portion of the Boxer Indemnity would be allocated to Chinese educational institutions.” Despite this climbdown on the original 1919 Manifesto, the general Chinese public’s opinion of the new Bolshevik state, Marxism (if not always Leninism), and Lev Karakhan himself, remained overwhelmingly positive, if perhaps not absolute. So naturally there was a lot of interest in China when, in 1923, it was announced that Lev Karakhan was himself coming to Peking, as the first Soviet Ambassador to China.




  China Bolsheviks




  In April 1923 it was announced that Lev Karakhan had been appointed Soviet Diplomatic Representative to China, based with the northern, or warlord, government in Peking. Russia was split. While sending Karakhan to Peking, the Soviet Union had also decided to financially and politically assist Dr Sun Yat-sen and his rival Southern Government in Canton. They had skilfully, though a little precariously, built relations with China’s two opposing governmental factions. The Soviets were making friends and hoping to influence both sides. Moscow sent a team of military men to help train an army in Kwantung. In June, five young Soviet officers arrived in Peking for language training, while a veteran Bolshevik, Mikhail Markovich Gruzenberg, soon known to all in China by the alias Borodin, was later despatched to China as the Soviets’ principal adviser to Sun Yat-sen. Grigori Naumovich Voytinsky, who had experience in Russia’s Far East and with China’s earliest organised communists, took over as Moscow’s principal adviser to the new Chinese Communist Party, then based in Shanghai. This was Russian Bolshevism’s, and the newly formed Communist International’s, China “dream team” of so-called sovetniki advisers – Karakhan in Peking, Borodin in Canton, and Voytinsky in Shanghai.
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“French resurrects a period that was filled with glitter
as well as evil, but was never known for being dull”
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