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Researching and writing this memoir felt like time travel—back to the most extraordinary period of my life. To enhance my memories, I reviewed my personal journals, appointment calendars, reporter’s notebooks, and articles I published in the 1980s. This journey into the past brought back funny and fateful moments, painful and awkward episodes, and surprising insights into my own history and that of China.


To bring the story to life, I reconstructed conversations to the best of my memory and notes, trying to stay faithful to the tone and intention of both speakers. Before publication, I checked with many of the people mentioned in this book for accuracy and made changes as appropriate. Any errors are my own, as are my opinions.


Enjoy!





Prologue
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Under a warm white sky, Tiananmen Square bustles with the joy of anarchy. Nearly one million citizens of China, overcoming their fears, have gushed forth from their tiny flats into this open space at the center of Beijing. On this May day in 1989, an eager yet uneasy sense of amazement draws me to this familiar public space, now teeming with peaceful protestors. Televised images of this scene have been sparking imaginations all over the world this week; what will I find in person?


For a better view, I head for the huge portrait of Chairman Mao Zedong, the demigod who unified and stabilized China before disrupting it. His benign-looking face hangs on the imperial palace’s monumental entrance called Tiananmen, optimistically named the Gate of Heavenly Peace, gazing south over the huge plaza.


History rises from every paving stone. This is the living heart of the most populous nation on Earth, the center of power of this country that calls itself Zhongguo, the Middle Kingdom, self-perceived source of all civilization and authority. I am approaching the exact spot where, for centuries, the messy lives of ordinary people met the closed corridors of their fearsome rulers. Here, Kublai Khan chose to build his fortress palace and reigned over the largest land empire ever. Here, Ming and Qing emperors ruled behind the red walls of the Forbidden City, whose front gate, Tiananmen, was almost always bolted shut. Here, Communist leader Mao Zedong declared a new people’s republic and threw open the doors of the ancient palace, only to set himself up as a capricious dictator from a high-security compound next door. Its thick crimson walls separate the guarded courts of power from the ever-larger masses of people who now gather outside, in the huge square, demanding better governance.


When I reach China’s main gate, at what feels like a turning point in history, I swivel to face the huge square filled with more protestors than have ever challenged any leader anywhere. Well, to my knowledge. The magnitude of the moment lifts my spirit far above my self-doubt. I have come as a journalist, empowered to gather all I see and hear into a first draft of history. For once, the everyday people of China are making the news, not its leaders.


Standing on a low-rise marble bridge under Mao’s mien, I gaze in awe at the scene. Bright-colored tents dot the one-hundred-acre square. Starving students sprawl among the tents. Sympathetic protestors mill beneath red banners of their colleges. At the base of a stone obelisk called the Monument to the People’s Heroes, self-appointed leaders with bullhorns squawk encouragement to the crowds, who seem mostly rather relaxed, even jolly, after five days of uninterrupted protest. Red flags flutter from every lamppost. An entrepreneurial street vendor dispenses fried-dough sticks from his cart to onlookers who have come to see the action.


To do these protestors justice, I will have to plunge into this sea of strangers, drawing on my language skills and whatever confidence I have built in my seven years as a reporter covering this country. Far outside my comfort zone, on the opposite side of the planet from my Ohio roots, I have come here alone, with no team of colleagues, just a clutch of editors back in New York, waiting for my reports to come flickering across the ocean.


An ambulance siren screams at the far end of the square, and I strain on tiptoe to see how a pathway opens for it to carry a hunger striker to the hospital.


“Aiya!” On the bridge beside me, a woman in a flowery shirt sounds like she’s been gut-punched. I notice she has tears in her eyes. “These are our children! They are starving to death, and no one is doing anything about it.”


“Is your son or daughter out there?” I nod to the sea of protestors.


“No, not mine. But every mother in Beijing feels the way I do. Don’t you have a child?”


In my mind I see my two-year-old, standing in her crib, reaching her chubby arms out to me. I wince as I imagine that girl, grown up, starving herself in a public square. “I do,” I answer.


This woman doesn’t express surprise that I speak Chinese, but it registers on her face that I am a foreigner. She grabs my arm. “Thank you for reporting this news. You must tell the world.” Her eyes blaze with urgency.


“I will.” I pull the notebook from my waist. “I am a—”


“These are peaceful protests. No violence. Our children have stopped eating, for six days now. They are starving to death. The leaders have to do something!”


Her vehemence floods over me.


“Perhaps Zhao will help?” I say.


A second woman edges in. “Nobody knows where Zhao is! It was Li Peng who met with the students today. Did you hear?”


“What a joke,” says an old man who can’t resist joining the conversation. “He doesn’t care about the students. Even old Deng doesn’t care!”


Suddenly, I am surrounded by Chinese people eager to discuss politics—in public. They even dare to criticize the nation’s most powerful leader, Deng Xiaoping.


“It’s got to end soon,” the first woman says. “They have to do something.”


Still clutching my notebook, I don’t scribble notes or ask names; I don’t want to break the spell. Their leaders, normally suspicious of foreign journalists, have allowed hundreds of us into the country to cover what they thought would be a triumphal visit by the Soviet president, but Chinese college students surged into the spotlight instead.


The man shakes his head. “It’s too late. Some leader is manipulating all of this.”


“Not true! This is spontaneous!” says a young man in jeans, joining our group. “I was out there with my friends until yesterday. No one told us to protest.”


“Nonsense,” says the older man. “It’s all about a power struggle. Otherwise, they would have ended it days ago.”


For once, as a foreigner, I am not the center of attention. No one asks my opinion. They are being unbelievably open and trusting, talking politics with strangers on the street, and they want to hear each other. They have lived Chinese history and politics, so their understanding goes far deeper than that of any foreign analyst. Yet their government has, as usual, kept them in the dark about important decisions it has made.


“The army is coming, for sure,” says another man. “I hear that they are about to declare martial law.”


“Who has the guns? When people die, the world will know who killed them.”


“No, no, no! The People’s Liberation Army protects the people. They will not kill anyone.”


I soak up their anxiety, their urgency, their candidness. The barriers that have kept me an outsider have fallen. These Chinese are reaching out and drawing me into their world—at its most fragile and sensitive moment.


I realize I have crossed the final border. This isn’t just the biggest story of my journalistic career. It is my story, too, and I feel it from the inside out—like baijiu liquor that heats up your innards so much that your face flushes. Those are my children, too. In this very square, I once laughed when a stranger asked me to marry him. Now I have returned as the wife of a Chinese man, mother of a child whose blood runs back to the ancient origins of this country. As such, I am part of this family, related by marriage to both protestors and leaders.


These are my people, and their future is my future. The students of China—and their champions—are inspired by the ideals of my country, America. If they succeed, against long odds, at getting their government to listen to them, my heart will sing. If they fail, if their leaders quash them, I will be crushed, too.


Deng Xiaoping has shown them, by his daring example, how to defy the odds. During the ten years since he consolidated power, he has given his people a chance to thrive on a diet of reform and openness, flouting the teachings of Mao. Chinese students have studied abroad, scholars have exchanged ideas, private entrepreneurs have taken risks. Everything Deng has done seems to defy his six-decade commitment to Communism.


Now this generation, too young to remember Mao worship, has taken Deng’s example of defiance in a direction he didn’t expect. The citizens of Beijing are cheering them on. I am, too. None of us knows what their success might mean, but the cost of failure is unthinkable. On the irrational side of my brain, I still hope that some middle way might emerge.


Half a world away from the Ohio home where my parents quake about my safety, I am where I belong, in a nation in turmoil, on the brink of something unexpected. Only later will it hit me: what a fluke of fate it is to witness a shaft of the future shining through a hole in time. To feel the world tilt on its axis and throw you off balance, insisting that you rethink all your well-polished assumptions—that you chase history, stumbling and blind, into the unknown.





CHAPTER ONE:


The Red Gates Open
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[image: Images], yěxīn, ambition: In American English, a word that hints at get-up-and-go, goal setting, drive, determination, and potential self-made success. In Chinese, literally, “wild heart.”





This story began, this intricate dance of China and me and my awe of Deng Xiaoping, in Washington, DC, at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts on January 29, 1979, ten years before that memorable day in Tiananmen Square.


That wintry evening, I arrived for my first-ever gala performance bundled in a bulky pink coat and wearing a knit dress my mom had given me for Christmas. My only nod to the black-tie code were my low-rise black heels. Not that anyone would notice me. Of the two thousand–plus invited to the event, most were senators, members of Congress, administration officials, and other Washington luminaries; a few friends and I, worker bees at the National Council for United States–China Trade, were lucky to get free seats at the back.


Just five weeks earlier, following months of secret negotiations, President Jimmy Carter had agreed to end twenty-nine years of hostility and recognize Beijing’s Communist government as the legitimate rulers of China. This evening, he was honoring China’s leader, Deng Xiaoping, with a joyous celebration.


Back in college at Princeton, just three years earlier, I might not have cared. But after graduation, I had studied Mandarin Chinese intensively in Singapore, four hours a day, five days a week, for two years—even though it was nearly impossible for Americans to travel inside China. That experience, with Princeton-in-Asia, had changed the trajectory of my life. I was now in graduate school at Johns Hopkins, taking courses in advanced Chinese and international studies, as well as working part-time at the trade council, where I wrote articles for the China Business Review. With some earlier experience in journalism, I had placed all my chips on China, hoping it would one day open its doors to American reporters. To many, that seemed like long odds, betting I could find a job that combined journalism and China. But after Carter’s decision, my hand was full of aces.


I followed the crowd into the opera hall and found my seat, near the back, under the overhang. Leaving my coat and program, I jostled up the aisle to ogle: an elegant Viennese chandelier shaped like a snowflake, acres of crimson carpeting, curving tiers of red-leather balconies. The guests were still streaming in when suddenly someone oohed and pointed to the balcony above my head. “There they are!”


Unable to see, I pressed my way forward, squeezing between tuxedos and ball gowns, diamond studs and French perfume, twisting my neck to look back and up. Finally, I reached a spot where I could see the presidential box on the balcony above. There stood Carter and his wife, but I only had eyes for the short man next to him: Deng Xiaoping.


I stared up, rooted to the spot, as people swarmed past me. First my face heated up, and then my breath went rapid and shallow.


To me, Deng was bigger than a rock star, higher than the chandelier, greater than the mild-mannered president who towered over his sturdy, five-foot-tall frame. With a receding hairline dyed black to hide his advanced age of seventy-five, Deng was wearing a simple Mao suit with a high collar, four pockets, and buttons down the front. On his shoulders rode the hopes of one billion people.


Deng’s creased face hinted at years of suffering—two purges and a four-year exile to hard labor—but he was now smiling, clapping, and waving to us, an adoring crowd. Deng held no title higher than vice premier, but we all knew he was China’s paramount leader, and he emanated a gravitas that commanded respect. A Communist since the age of nineteen and once one of Mao Zedong’s close advisers, Deng had, since Mao’s death, consolidated power, jettisoned most of Mao’s crazy policies, and begun to open his country to new ways of thinking. If anyone could lift China out of poverty into prosperity, it would be Deng.


Although many of the gala guests had not yet found their seats, the orchestra struck up the US national anthem, and proud voices rose like bombs bursting in air. One man in the aisle sang the lyrics into my ear so lustily that I turned to see him. The crooner was Senator Ted Kennedy, with his distinctive craggy face. Normally, I would have been thrilled, but I pivoted my neck back to catch another glimpse of Deng, that rare Beijing duck. Charged by an aura of awe, I gazed until the leaders and their wives sat down, and then I returned to my seat.


John Denver, Shirley MacLaine, the Harlem Globetrotters—all the performances impressed me, but none moved me as much as the final act. Dozens of American kids from the National Children’s Choir, dressed in their Sunday best, filed onstage and surprised us all by singing a well-loved Chinese song, “I Love Beijing Tiananmen,” a pro-Communist, patriotic tune extolling the large central square in Beijing where military parades took place. I knew the lyrics, so I cocked my ears to hear if they would sing the final lines, “The great leader Chairman Mao leads all of us forward.” Yep. These American kids were singing praise to Chairman Mao. US-China relations—the world, really—would never be the same. I shook my head in wonder.


When the show ended, President Carter and Deng walked out onstage and clasped hands high over their heads, a symbol of victory. We applauded like crazy.


It was a moment ripe with hope. After years of antagonism, the United States and China now had a chance for a fresh start. Along with a full-fledged US embassy in Beijing, Deng had allowed American correspondents to cover China. Every major US newspaper and magazine, I knew, would be looking for Chinese-speaking journalists with some knowledge of this massive, complex country that had been shut off from Americans for decades.


For me, that visit from Deng Xiaoping would always gleam with possibility. If China could emerge from isolation, I could overcome my natural reserve and transform myself, too, into someone my family had never imagined. If Deng could shake hands with the leaders of a country that had fought against all he stood for, I could defy expectations, too.


I was sneaking through a crack opened by a massive red gate, lured by some magnetic force. If my choices would upend my life in ways I could never have envisioned, I was ready to press my way in anyway. Unpredictable and perplexing, China was inviting me. I chose to go toward it, my eyes wide open, ready for anything, however the story might turn out.
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Three years later, Lew Young, überboss and editor-in-chief of BusinessWeek, poked his balding head around my office doorway. “Come talk to me.” He aimed his finger at me, winked, and walked away.


I took a deep breath, lifted my fingers from the keyboard, and pushed back from my desk. All that week of January 1982, I had been hoping for this conversation. After two years of study for my master’s degree, two visits to China, and a year toiling away as a low-level editor in New York, I wondered, Has my moment come? I jumped up and followed him.


More like a rangy Texan than the former Philadelphia engineer he was, Lew strode up the wide hallway—half a city block long. In his tie and vest, he generated a ripple of anxiety as he passed the open doors of his underlings, who looked up from their keyboards, startled. Trailing in his wake, I felt like a young cub scampering to keep up with the alpha male.


I hesitated before stepping into his large corner office on the thirty-ninth floor of the McGraw-Hill Building, overlooking Sixth Avenue in midtown Manhattan. A whiff of newsprint rose from a tousled stack of papers on his large desk.


For a New York minute, my spirit pulled out, and I watched from the outside as a young woman with short wavy hair, dressed in a flowy black skirt and preppy plum sweater, took a seat facing her boss. The wall behind him proudly displayed a row of framed magazine covers. In his twelve years at the helm, Lewis H. Young had made BusinessWeek a “must read” for executives and the most profitable magazine in the country. Now he was expanding overseas.


“First,” he said, “I just want to let you to know that we think you’re great. I hear you’re doing fantastic back there.” His intense blue eyes blazed below reddish eyebrows.


Trying to collect myself, I edged back into the chair and nodded. “Thanks.” I only half believed him. My transition into this editing job had been rough, and my inner critic had often forced me to retreat to the restroom to berate myself for being lazy and unproductive. Still, Lew’s compliments were as rare as a taxi at rush hour.


“Now.” He put two hands on his desk, fingers splayed. “I want to ask you, what kind of work do you want to do? You know, in the next couple of years?”


My breath caught in my throat. I knew exactly what I wanted: a transfer to the Hong Kong bureau, where I could cover China. Surely he knew that.


“I mean,” he continued, “do you prefer reporting or editing? Do you want to stay here in New York or move to a bureau?”


“Well . . .” I stumbled. “What I really love is reporting. I’d rather do that than editing.” I paused awkwardly. In fact, I disliked editing articles written by others. I had not become a journalist so I could have a desk job where I never got out and met people.


His hooded eyes regarded me without judgment.


Be articulate, I told myself. Now is not the time for humility. Though young and deferential, I already knew a lot, especially about China. “I’d like to move to an overseas bureau.”


That was putting it mildly. Since long before that Kennedy Center moment, I had been dreaming of becoming a foreign correspondent and preparing with language study, travel, and on-the-job training in journalism. As a child in Ohio, I had started writing stories at seven, and my first job had been with my local newspaper. In high school, I had spent a summer with a family in France. During college, I had practically lived in the offices of The Daily Princetonian. When some expert told me to get “subject matter expertise,” I had pounced on a fellowship opportunity to study Chinese in Singapore. That whetted my interest in China, which had led me to grad school and that part-time job writing for a US-China business magazine.


“Which bureau?” Lew was Mr. Clear and Concise, yet he was asking this open-ended question.


“Paris would be nice. I speak French,” I started, noticing his eyebrows rise. “But my first choice is Hong Kong. Definitely.” He was the boss, and I was messing with him. He grinned.


Unlike most major American news media, which had rushed to open bureaus in Beijing as soon as China opened up in 1979, BusinessWeek chose to cover China from the British colony. Two days earlier I had learned that our Hong Kong correspondent, Hal Ellithorpe, was trying to arrange a transfer back to the United States. This was my chance.


Yet at twenty-seven, I was young and untested. I had never worked in any BusinessWeek bureau, let alone produced stories on my own eight thousand miles away from my editors.


I sat tall, trying to look older than I felt in his presence. “China is the best story out there.”


For me, the allure of China rose partly from the fact that it had been closed off for so long. During my childhood and youth, so-called “Red China” was hidden behind a Great Wall of isolation after the Communist victory in 1949. Americans were denied entry. Chinese people were barred from exit. News was skewed, filtered by state propaganda.


In the three years since Deng Xiaoping’s celebrated visit, China had become America’s new best friend. American businesses were scrambling to figure out how to profit from Deng’s policy of welcoming foreign trade and investment. If I could get this posting to Hong Kong, I would have a front-row seat to this epochal shift in global relations.


Lew’s shoulders relaxed, and he reached for his worn coffee cup. “Let’s hope that opportunity is at least half as good as everybody hopes. Every corporation in America is trying to get a piece of the action. One billion people. There’s never been a bigger market. But China is so backward! They’re all poor and brainwashed, right?”


I couldn’t find the words for it, but I knew already that China was more complex than that. When I was growing up in the 1960s, I had been taught about totalitarian regimes, yet when I visited it, China did not seem monochrome and lockstep. It was neither an evil empire nor a socialist paradise, as some American scholars thought. But this wasn’t the moment to contradict the big boss.


“You bet. China may not be the savior everyone is looking for,” I countered. “Deng wants to give his people a chance to make their lives better, but Communists are notoriously bad at running the economy. Nobody knows when they might start another political campaign and blow it all.”


“I thought all that bad stuff was over now that Mr. Deng has taken over.” Lew leaned in. He was always most comfortable when discussing the news of the day.


“It’s much better now. When I was in Beijing, most of the billboards were about the Four Modernizations, not Marxist slogans. But people are still skittish and not sure they can trust the government.”


“You think Deng will really be able to keep it going, this Four Modernizations thing?” Lew clearly enjoyed the give-and-take.


“That’s the big question, isn’t it?” I answered, forgetting for a moment how much control Lew had over my life. “I just read a book by some Harvard professors. They claim China will become the next export powerhouse in Asia, just like Japan and Korea and Taiwan. But to me, that seems far-fetched.”


“So you think all this excitement about China is overblown?”


“No, not at all! China could be a huge market for American business. But how could it ever manufacture stuff good enough to export? Chinese workers have jobs guaranteed for life. They’ve forgotten how to work hard.”


“We’ll see. It will be a great story to watch—and to cover.” Lew regarded me as if he wished he were my age, heading off to report on this big story.


The big question hung silently in the air between us. Would he offer me the job?


Lew’s face turned serious. “Here’s my main concern. The Chinese are so secretive. They don’t trust foreigners, especially foreign journalists. How would you get the real story?”


I paused. “It will be hard, no doubt about it. But I do speak the language.”


He regarded me for a few moments, as if sizing me up. Quiet and soft-spoken, I did not fit the mold of an aggressive reporter. I had often been frozen by doubt, staring at the telephone and a list of people I needed to interview, unable to gather the courage to dial even one number. I kept that side of me secret—mostly.


“You can do interviews in Chinese?” he asked, his pale eyebrows rising quizzically.


“Yes, no problem. I did that in my last job.” But behind my bravado, I wondered: How would I get Chinese people to tell me the real story? “Sometimes,” I continued, more softly now, looking inside myself for answers, “sometimes you can gain people’s trust by being . . .” I wondered how candid I should be. “By putting them at ease, by asking the right questions in language they can understand.”


Had I blown it? Lew Young was one of the most hard-charging journalists I had ever met. The furrows in his forehead deepened, but his eyes softened.


“If we sent you over there,” he said, “when would you be ready to go?”


The previous day, the heat in my New York apartment had gone on the fritz for the third time in a week—during the coldest freeze in January. A few months earlier, a thief had ransacked my apartment, stealing my violin and high school ring. Before that, a stranger had socked me in the face near Grand Central Station. I was ready to leave.


“Tomorrow?”


He laughed. “We’ll see.”


My hope took flight. I floated out of his office like a Chinese dragon kite.
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I barely slept that night, looking back and looking ahead. As the city lights streamed across my bed, I pondered: What was it about me, always wanting to fly off to distant places?


Nobody in my family had voluntarily sought out such adventures. The US Army had sent my dad to Burma and India during World War II, but he had hated it and longed for home. When my older brother graduated from college, he deliberately avoided going to Southeast Asia, which then meant fighting in Vietnam. In my family, Asia meant war and poverty.


Yet two weeks after graduating from college, I had confounded them all by flying to Singapore, half a world away, to teach English and study Chinese for two years. I felt no fear. Though my pay was puny, my teaching schedule allowed me to explore Asia on the cheap. I trekked the Himalayas in Nepal, explored ancient temples in Indonesia, marveled at Taiwan’s marble gorge, and fed the sacred deer at temples in Japan. Breathing in the sights and sounds and smells of cultures I had never known, I developed a passion for going outside my comfort zone.


Still, I was stumped when a friend in Singapore asked me, “All of us Americans in Asia came here to escape something. What are you escaping?” Was I escaping something? Certainly not the things she suggested—my parents or childhood or identity.


Later, it occurred to me: I was escaping ordinariness. I had grown up the third of three look-alike Jones sisters in Ohio. I wanted to distinguish myself. I wanted to be extraordinary. I wanted to be somebody. Whatever that meant.


Flying off to the far side of the planet and exploring the jungles of Borneo by longboat wasn’t a rejection of my placid childhood. It was reaching out toward what was, to me, the extreme unknown. I wanted to step out of the familiar and travel the larger world and write about it. I longed for a roller coaster ride of emotion, for euphoria and disaster, for love and despair.


If Lew gave me this chance, I would leave behind Little Me, the nagging voice that said, I’m not important. Why should anyone want to talk to me? I would cloak myself in this new mantle: BusinessWeek’s correspondent covering China. Maybe then I could really be somebody.
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The next day, Friday, January 16, 1982, the chief of correspondents, Keith Felcyn, called me into his office. He told me he had phoned our Hong Kong reporter and offered him a transfer back to the States. He showed me the memo he had sent to Lew Young, formally recommending that I be assigned to Hong Kong. I would be responsible for covering not only China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but also Southeast Asia, Australia, and India. That was about a third of the world’s population! I could hire freelancers to help, but I would oversee them.


“Things still might fall through, but it looks pretty definite,” Keith said.


Ecstasy zipped through me like a jag of lightning.


“Music to my ears,” I said, trying to keep my cool. “When would I go?”


“We’d like you to overlap with Ellithorpe for a few weeks. Could you be ready by June?”


I smothered my doubts and grinned. “Whenever. I’ll be ready.”


That spring, I spent five months studying Cantonese, the dialect of Hong Kong, catching up on the latest news, and contacting China experts across the United States. I didn’t have many belongings to pack.


Just before I left, I went home to Youngstown for a few days to visit my parents. My dad, who had encouraged me to pursue journalism starting in high school, was thrilled.


My mother’s only words of advice: “Just don’t marry a Chinaman.”


I just chuckled. That sounded far-fetched.





CHAPTER TWO:


Disorientation


[image: Image]




[image: Images], gweilo: a cheeky Cantonese term for “foreigner,” usually translated as “foreign devil.”





Within a few days of my arrival in Hong Kong on June 19, 1982, I felt like Alice in the looking glass. People spoke unintelligible words, rules were wacky, expectations were upside-down, and I was an alien.


I lived, temporarily, at the Mandarin Hotel, in the heart of the Central business district, with its posh lobby where the rich and powerful met for cocktails or high tea. My room was decorated with fragrant flowers, a terry-cloth robe, and gleaming granite sinks. From the window, I watched container ships and the Star Ferry crossing the harbor. It was an oasis from the heat, humidity, and bus fumes in the crowded streets of the city.


On hand to orient me was Harold Ellithorpe, a former freelance reporter who had covered the Vietnam War. Still dressing in the rumpled safari suit of a war correspondent, Hal was nearing retirement and had succeeded in getting BusinessWeek to hire him and arrange a transfer back to the United States.


When he came to the Mandarin Hotel to meet me for brunch the day after my arrival, he greeted me with a warm smile and a handshake. “Nice to meet you at last.”


“Likewise,” I said, feeling suddenly shy. I had worked with Hal remotely for more than a year, sitting in New York, editing stories he submitted from Hong Kong. I wasn’t sure how he felt about a newbie like me.


A pleasant American with a round belly and a shuffling gait, Hal had the permanently sunburned look of a white man who had spent many years squinting into the tropical sun.


“The editors were happy with the China oil story,” I added. We had just finished a long piece on how forty major corporations were preparing to submit bids to explore for oil off China’s southern coast.


“Glad to hear that,” Hal said, navigating me to the elevator bank and pressing a button for the top floor. He showed no frown of displeasure about the amount of editing we had done. I had basically rewritten his whole story, adding in extra telephone reporting of my own.


At the restaurant, Hal introduced me to his wife and ordered a gin and tonic. I ordered a mimosa. It was a Sunday, not a work day. “Janie can help you get settled,” Hal offered. “She has a friend in real estate who can find you a good apartment.”


“Yes!” His wife smiled. “I can give you other names, too. Our doctor. My hairdresser. Even a manicurist. Well, if you want one.” Glancing at my unretouched fingernails, she blushed.


I felt a rush of disorientation. Why would I want a manicurist? And did I look like I needed a better haircut? I probably did. My hair had frizzed out in Hong Kong’s humidity.


By the time my omelet arrived, complete with British-style stewed tomato, my inner nerd was chomping at the bit. “So, what do you notice in China?” I asked Hal. “Are Deng’s reforms really making a difference in people’s lives?”


“Oh, China,” he said, with a flick of his fork. “You never know what to believe.”


“But what have you seen over the years? Do you notice a difference in the way people look in the streets and how they talk to you?” Hal had lived in Hong Kong since the fall of Saigon in 1975, and American journalists had been able to visit China for three years now.


“Well”—Hal savored a sip of his gin—“my sources tell me that what you need to watch is the big state-owned industries.” He shoveled a chunk of fried egg into his mouth.


I cocked my head, only half surprised. “So, it’s hard to get into China for reporting?”


He nodded. “Going there in person is a lot of trouble. Getting a visa and all that. Besides, all they tell you there is lies. You can find out much more here in Hong Kong. I’ll introduce you to Father Ladany. He’s been reading all that stuff out of China and knows what’s what.”


Stunned, I nodded respectfully, trying not to appear judgmental. Of course the Chinese government had a reputation for twisting the truth; it had proclaimed the Great Leap Forward a huge success even as millions were dying of starvation. But surely you could observe something by going to China. Now that it was more open, there had to be better sources than a Hungarian Jesuit writing a newsletter from Hong Kong.


At the end of the meal, Hal picked up the check. When I thanked him, he waved his hand. “Thank Father McGraw,” he said, implying he would expense it to our company, McGraw-Hill.


Hal had agreed to stay on a full month to train me. My way of covering China, I vowed, would be different. I wanted to get to know it from the inside.
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The next morning, Hal took me to his office—my office—the BusinessWeek bureau in Hong Kong. He explained, with a mix of pride and shame, that he had set it up on a shoestring budget a year earlier.


In a summer squall, Hal and I waited at the hotel entrance in the taxi queue. Ahead of us were prim British bureaucrats, flamboyant Texan execs, and discreet Japanese salarymen. Silk ties, fitted suits, well-pressed shirts, subtle cologne, polished leather shoes—all made me feel out of place in my batik cotton skirt and sandals. What do women foreign correspondents wear? Safari suits? I wondered.


Our taxi drove us away from the sleek high-rise office buildings of Central east to Wanchai, a rabbit’s warren of run-down buildings crammed together. Queen’s Road East—hardly royal—was lined with open-fronted shops selling rosewood furniture, plastic pails, fine fashion, fresh fish, and financial services, as well as massage parlors, tailors, and barber shops. Old women laden with plastic bags and young men protecting their heads with briefcases dashed through mud-puddled alleys. The cab slipped down a side street lined with vegetable hawkers and turned onto another avenue, lined with dripping palm trees. A mob of signs jutted out from the buildings like fingers, with shop names in Chinese and English. Some had neon strips outlining the shapes of martini glasses and naked girls.


Red taxis, blue double-decker buses, and black Mercedes drove at top speed, screeching to a halt at every stoplight. I held on tight so I wouldn’t catapult into the front seat, where Hal was conversing with the driver in pidgin English. I realized that I knew more of the local Chinese dialect, Cantonese, than he did, although I had studied it for only a few months in New York. Clumps of people waited at every light, more people per square inch than in midtown Manhattan. The streets had British names—Gloucester, Lockhart, Johnston—but the shop and building names were mostly Chinese. East had bumped up against West here for 140 years.


The cab swerved right under an overhead freeway and screeched to a stop in the shadow of the flyover, just off Hennessy Road. Hal pulled out some multicolored bills to pay the driver. I stepped out onto a sidewalk that was cracked and buckled.


The reek of urine seeped out of a low-slung building: the Canal Road public toilet. Exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke mixed with the stench. Honking horns and the roar of traffic from above banged on my eardrums.


“This is it, Chang Pao Ching Building,” Hal said, pointing across the alley at a scrawny, gray, twenty-story structure. I looked up and managed to read a Chinese sign poking out of the building next door: LITTLE SISTER LEUNG, SECOND FLOOR did not describe the services she offered.


This was where I would work, alone. It was a long way from the McGraw-Hill building in Rockefeller Center.


On the fifteenth floor, my wet sandals squeaked as Hal led me down a grimy hall to a small door with four signs by it, one of which read BUSINESSWEEK. Our Hong Kong bureau was a tiny room in an office shared with several random Chinese entrepreneurs. In it: a metal desk, a filing cabinet, an electric typewriter, and a telex machine. It stank of sweat and cigarette smoke. Through an unwashed window, I could see over the tops of grubby urban buildings to a sliver of the Hong Kong harbor and the misty mountains of Kowloon. Not the glamour I had imagined.


Hal gave me a quick demonstration of how to work the telex machine, which would be my lifeline to New York.


“First, I type out the article the usual way.” He waved at the typewriter. “Then I take the copy over here to the telex machine and retype it.” He sat down and poked a few keys. With a clunk, each key punched a pattern of holes on a long strip of yellow paper called a tele-tape. “I just got this machine. It’s great.” Hal grinned. “Before, I had to run over to the UPI office and ask them to send my copy. Now, I can just feed the tape into a reader on the machine, and ta-da! It goes off directly to New York!”


“Does it take a long time to type on that thing?” In our New York office, we had only recently begun using computers but still received stories by telex.


“Well, yes, but not as much as before. If I finish writing a story at, say, six p.m., it takes me until seven thirty to punch a tape and send it. Sometimes later. Janie complains when I get home late.”


I must have looked dubious. Hal continued, “Way better than the old days in Saigon! For breaking news, we had to dictate our stories over the phone. Or send them by courier.”


This telex machine was state-of-the-art international journalism in 1982. But I didn’t relish the idea of late hours in the office—especially in this neighborhood.
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That evening, I had drinks with a journalist at Hong Kong’s Foreign Correspondents’ Club (FCC). Robert had formerly worked at the China Business Review in Washington, and we had friends in common, who had suggested I look him up. Now he had a great job as China economics reporter for the Far Eastern Economic Review, so we were both young Americans making our way in new jobs.


When we entered the main bar of the fabled club, then in Sutherland House, I stopped to soak it in. I had arrived. It had high ceilings, tile floors, and a well-stocked, wood-paneled bar, surrounded by swiveling leather stools on metal posts. Lively, chatting foreigners occupied almost all the seats. Smelling of wood polish, wet carpet, and Scotch whiskey, the bar felt very colonial—in this British crown colony of Hong Kong.


Along one wall were blown-up posters of cover stories written by FCC members. Far Eastern Economic Review and Asiaweek had quite a few; TIME and Newsweek were represented. So was The Economist. But not BusinessWeek. Not yet. It was an enchanting scene, a club for the privileged few, and I had earned the right to join, simply by becoming a foreign correspondent in Hong Kong. Would I one day feel at home here?


Robert found two stools at the bar and introduced me to a few of his friends, who welcomed me as one of their own and immediately exhorted me to join the club. They seemed like a motley crew, a mix of old-school British journalists, brash hard-drinking Australians, and stylish young Chinese and British women in advertising and public relations.


“Most of these guys are at the bar every time I come,” Robert whispered confidentially, after ordering local San Miguel beers for both of us. “I don’t know how they get any work done!”


With one conspiratorial grin, Robert put me at ease. But the people at the bar didn’t look anything like my college buddies, grad school friends, or New York colleagues. I listened to their chatter, mostly gossip, wondering which might become my friends. It was hard to imagine.


Not only was I a long way from home, I was a long way from China.
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By Wednesday, my culture shock had intensified. That afternoon, Hal took me to meet two of his most trusted and admired colleagues. Typical of his crowd, he met them at a bar.


Hal and I took the subway to Kowloon—a modern underground system that made New York’s screeching trains look dowdy. Instead of tokens, we used cards, purchased from a machine, and the cars were clean, air-conditioned, and graffiti-free.


The minute we emerged into daylight on Nathan Road, odors of flying grease from hot woks, bus fumes, and flowery perfume assaulted my nose. Kowloon was a sea of humanity, dodging, darting, ducking, and striding down Nathan Road, in clots, knots, and tangles. Stern, bearded Sikhs with turbans guarded banks. Windows sparkled with diamonds, gold necklaces, Rolex watches, stereos, cameras, and knockoffs of famous brands I had never heard of.


Hong Kong in 1982 was an odd mix of East and West, backward and modern, a paeon to capitalism on the edge of the world’s largest Communist country. Though just twenty miles from the border, Kowloon had none of the socialist austerity of mainland China.


Once Hal and I entered the Sheraton hotel, the hubbub receded. Doormen and bellhops in uniforms smiled and bowed. Cool air rushed over my face, and the silence soothed my ears.


The bar, on the fourth floor, overlooked the harbor, but we turned our backs to the misty view. Taking a seat at the marble-topped bar, Hal introduced me to his two best friends: Bert, a former UPI reporter now working as a freelancer for McGraw-Hill’s trade magazines, and Kevin, a columnist for the South China Morning Post.


“Bert was one of the last reporters evacuated from Saigon in April ’75,” Hal told me, as if that were last year. Bert smiled weakly and raised his scotch glass. He was so skinny that I thought he might fall off his barstool. I remembered watching those unnerving scenes of helicopters picking up frantic people in Saigon, seven years earlier. During my college days.


“And Kevin—he’s a fixture in Hong Kong. He’s been here for . . . what? Ten years?”


“Nah, going on fourteen years. Pleased to meet you, beautiful lady,” Kevin said. “What can I get you to drink? Don’t tell me you don’t do hard liquor.”


“Kevin was one of the first Western journos who went into China after Mao died in 1976,” Hal told me. “He’s really plugged in. He knows all about China.”


“Nice to meet you,” I said tentatively. “Um, gin and tonic?”


“A gin and tonic for the lady,” Kevin said to the bartender. “They’re sending girls over here now, are they, Hal? The times, they are a-changing.”


You bet, I thought. The male-dominated world of journalism is on its way out. Just twelve years earlier, women at Newsweek had sued for the right to work as writers, formerly a job reserved for men, and now we were getting more opportunities.


Together, the four of us “drank lunch” for two hours. I didn’t hear a single insight on China, just laugh-out-loud tales about encounters with wacky Chinese and deadlines missed because of drunken binges.


“So, why did they send you to Hong Kong and not Peking?” Kevin asked me.


I had wondered that myself. The New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, UPI, and Associated Press had all opened bureaus in Beijing in 1979. “Because,” I answered, as confidently as I could, “BusinessWeek covers business, not politics. Taiwan and Hong Kong are bigger trading partners than China right now.”


“Ah, I see,” he said. “Taiwan is an economics story. China is a political story.”


I nodded sagely, as if I knew this already. But was it really that simple? It dawned on me that these two men were Hal’s best news sources. That was why he had introduced me to them.


As I listened, the mist outside the windows grew so thick that Hong Kong Island disappeared completely. The gin took the edge off my screaming sense that I was a total outsider.


Hal was quiet as we walked back up Nathan Road. He was on his way out, as was his whole generation of Vietnam correspondents, most of them scarred by the war. I was an “occasional social tippler” in a world of “substantial imbibers”—in Hal’s words.


After we returned to the Mandarin, my mind churned. Many of my friends back home in America were “China types”—people like me who had studied the language and the history of China and were fascinated with all the ins and outs of the news. To Hal and his journo friends, I represented a new, incomprehensible reality—a wave of idealistic young foreign correspondents, some women, some with master’s degrees, many fluent in Mandarin. Ignorant about the details of the Vietnam War, we were arriving with the skills and eagerness to cover a new story: the emergence of China. Getting our news tips at the bar from other journalists wasn’t going to work for us. At least, not for me.


But where—and how—would I find mentors, friends, colleagues, guides? My colleagues and mentors in New York were eight thousand miles away, and the closest BusinessWeek bureau, in Tokyo, was an expensive, four-hour flight away. In this city of five million people, I felt alone.





CHAPTER THREE:


Hong Kong Jitters
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[image: Images], taipan, “big shot”: a Cantonese term describing a powerful executive, used mainly for British overlords of Hong Kong trading firms.





From the day I landed, I felt compelled to prove myself. Could I hit the ground running before Hal left in just four weeks?


During those first nights in Hong Kong, my shortcomings gnawed at me. I had never worked as a reporter in the field, with or without a bureau chief to guide me. I knew a lot about China, but my knowledge of other places in Asia was minimal. And my understanding of business was skimpy. I had only recently learned the meaning of “CEO.” How could I cover banking and technology and the stock market?


I wanted badly to make it, to achieve and be productive. My all-girls high school, Hathaway Brown, had given me confidence. Princeton had trained me in how to compete in a man’s world. But now I was in Asia, and I had been warned that Asian men did not respect women as Americans did, so I wasn’t sure how I’d be received. I knew women had to work twice as hard as men to get the same recognition. The way to prove myself was to write memorable articles.


Much of what I knew about Hong Kong came from James Clavell’s historical novels. Tai-Pan told the tale of a swashbuckling, opium-smuggling British trader and his American nemesis in the 1840s. Its sequel, Noble House, was set in Hong Kong in 1963 and featured descendants of those two rival trading families. Taipan means “big shot” in Cantonese, and the biggest of the bosses of British-owned trading companies was the head of Jardine Matheson.


As luck would have it, a taipan story broke just two days after I arrived in Hong Kong. Simon Keswick, the forty-year-old scion of the Keswick family, showed up in town, and Jardine Matheson announced that he would take on the number-two role at his ancestors’ revered company. The Keswicks, related to the Scottish cofounder, William Jardine, had controlled the powerful trading company for generations. In recent years, an outside manager had run the company, which had prospered in real estate and merchant banking. Now, suddenly, the young master seemed poised to push him aside and take over as the next taipan.


This news set the colony’s business community atwitter. It was a great story for Hal and me to work on together, although it broke only a few days before our Tuesday deadline.


The biggest issue in Hong Kong was fear for the future, and this news fed right into that. Britain had controlled the island since 1841 and signed a ninety-nine-year lease to occupy the bulk of the territory in 1898. The Chinese government considered the lease invalid, since it had been signed under duress when China was too weak to resist attacks by European powers.


Both the British and the Chinese residents of Hong Kong were obsessed by 1997, the date Britain’s lease expired. Many commercial mortgages ran for fifteen years, and business decisions were being delayed because of uncertainty over land ownership after 1997. Many local Chinese had already fled once from the Communists, who had confiscated most factories and businesses in China. Business was the lifeblood of Hong Kong.


So if the colony’s oldest and most famous British trading company, Jardine, was investing in Hong Kong—or taking its money out—that mattered. Pundits guessed that Simon Keswick’s ultimate plan was to move Jardine’s headquarters someplace safer. Most BusinessWeek readers could not name a single Chinese businessman, but they cared about the descendants of the British taipans.


“So, how do we get a quote from this guy?” I asked, lifting piles of newspapers off the one extra chair in our tiny office.


“No way,” said Hal, swiveling from his desk. “He just landed yesterday. He won’t be speaking to reporters today.”


“Well, we could try. Shouldn’t we call his office and see?”


Hal laughed. “Actually, I talked to Jardine’s PR guy at the bar last night. He’s an old friend of mine. He told me all about young Simon. Doesn’t know much. Hates Asia.”


“Could the PR guy get us an interview?”


“I doubt it. I’m sure Keswick has meetings all day,” he began. Then, seeing my face, he added, “But I’ll put in a call.”


He did, and, as expected, the taipan-in-waiting didn’t return our call. But Hal knew plenty of people in Hong Kong willing to comment. I watched him work the phones.


I sent a telex to Bruce Nussbaum, editor of the International Business section of the magazine in New York, pitching the story. Bruce told us to go ahead with a brief piece. I read all the local news accounts and took notes as I listened to Hal, and I drafted the piece myself. “I just came from New York, so I have a pretty good idea of what they’re looking for,” I explained.


Hal didn’t seem to mind my pushiness. “Pretty good!” he said after reading it. He suggested a few changes and then guided me through the process of typing it up on the telex machine that afternoon. Bruce changed my lede, the journalistic term for the first few sentences of an article. Some editor in New York almost always did. But he kept most of the rest and ran it under the headline “Jockeying at Jardine to Be the Next Taipan.” It didn’t go beyond what others had written, but Bruce sent me a note praising it as “timely and lively.”


During my year and a half in New York, Bruce Nussbaum had guided me and championed my dream of moving to Asia. Now in Hong Kong, I could pitch stories to any section of the magazine, but International Business was the most obvious choice, so Bruce was the editor I wanted to please most. I knew he had my back.


I was off to a good start. At least I was in the magazine. Some reporters went weeks without getting in print. In a way, all of us foreign correspondents competed for space in the magazine. If the news was quiet in your part of the world, you had to bide your time.
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