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‘As historian David Walker and translator Li Yao exchange their life histories, a fresh perspective on Walker’s longstanding interest in the Asia–Australia relationship emerges. Sometimes droll, often poignant, always engaging, Happy Together is a story of parallel lives, contrasting national histories and an enriching cross-cultural friendship.’


Graeme Davison, Emeritus Professor of History, Monash University


‘This is that rare book which gives a completely new perspective on a well-trodden subject— in this case Australia and China, in a work of great ingenuity and fascination. Our literature on this subject is full of Australian actors and China experts, but with Chinese actors barely visible. By contrast this contribution introduces two companion actors, an Australian, David Walker, and a Chinese expert on Australia, Li Yao, who has become not only an expert but a leaven in China–Australia cultural relations. In writing that is at times elegiac and very moving, Li Yao’s story evokes what it was actually like to be tossed in those violent political currents that tore China apart in the mid-twentieth century, to remain optimistic and emerge into a fulfilling and successful career. The ingenuity and impact of the book lies in the interweaving of Li Yao’s story with the counterpoint story of his fellow author, eminent historian and elegant writer David Walker, each story a metaphor for the vastly different histories of China and Australia over these last seventy years. Their relationship has become a catalyst for a ramifying array of other connections between China and Australia in the fields of writing, translation, publishing and historical research, a compelling story of the human and creative and happy relations that continue beneath the unhappy rhetoric of hostility and enmity of Australian politicians.’


Stephen FitzGerald, Australia’s first ambassador to PR China and author of Comrade Ambassador


‘In Happy Together we find that two academics of vastly contrasting upbringings—the South Australian-born David Walker and Li Yao who grew up in the turmoil of China’s Cultural Revolution—can still find much in common. In this lyrical and elegant telling of their life stories, written together with David’s wife Karen Walker, the “two Roosters” (both men were born in 1945) become the vessels through which we discover an Australia waking up to its place in Asia and a China undergoing a radical transformation. At several points, the lives of the scholarly Walker and the literary Yao cross—sometimes physically, such as when the pair embark on a trip through northern China together—or otherwise through shared experiences: both grew up in the countryside, with teachers for parents, and were bookworms from an early age. Occasionally the insertion of wry commentary creates a nexus between the men such as when David’s grandmother tells her daughter one child was enough, or as the authors call it “Glasson’s own one-child policy”. But it is also how their lives contrast that makes this book so compelling with the rarefied world of Australian academia serving as a dramatic foil to the political upheavals of 1960s China.


Monica Tan, journalist and author of Stranger Country


This richly detailed memoir takes us on a remarkable journey through a tumultuous period of Chinese history. It is also an unforgettable celebration of a friendship between renowned scholar and gifted translator Li Yao, and David Walker, a distinguished Australian historian which bridges cultures, history, and life experience. An inspiring and insightful story for our times, and all times.


Alexis Wright, award-winning author of The Swan Book and Carpentaria
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CHAPTER 1


Searching for the ancestral village


In 1968 a middle-aged man struggles along a rough mountain road connecting Inner Mongolia with neighbouring Shanxi province. He is a primary school teacher, but first he is a Rightist. Rightist? What on earth was that? That meant someone thought to be against the Revolution. After enduring years of criticism and finger-pointing, he’d had enough. Abandoning teaching, he took to the open road.


He is a tall, gaunt fellow dressed in faded blue rags, at first glance a simple beggar. Look again. Over one shoulder is his beloved Chinese fiddle, the erhu. He is a talented musician. This man has had some education. At each village along the road, he strikes up a tune, singing folk songs of love and loss. Mongolian grassland songs are sad and mournful, full of yearning. Everyone knows them. Old and young join in when he sings:


Swan goose


In the sky


Flying away from us . . .


When little children gather to hear the stranger, he bends down low and tells fantastic stories of magic, brave princes and far-away lands. When he tells stories about fierce lions, tigers and yellow-eyed wolves he growls and he prowls. The children scatter.


There have always been travelling musicians and storytellers in towns and villages across China. They were as familiar as drought, poverty and pestilence. Although the villagers had little enough for themselves, they offered simple food and shelter to this kind of stranger. As a child, Li Yao, the younger of the two writers of this story, knew this ragged traveller. He was Li Zhang, Li Yao’s cousin, his great-uncle’s son. In the early 1950s, Li Yao would often see Li Zhang during the holidays. At that time, Li Zhang was studying to be a teacher in Li Yao’s hometown of Jining in Inner Mongolia. Everyone knew Li Zhang. He was a born entertainer who could play nearly every instrument: erhu, flute, zither and trumpet. He was a talkative fellow, full of jokes. A trickster. Now you see me, now you don’t. There is an old saying in China, ‘misfortune finds its way in by the mouth’. Even as a child, Li Yao sensed that people like his cousin who told one joke too many or who laughed loudly at the wrong time got into trouble. When Li Zhang was classified as a Rightist in 1957, no-one in the family was too surprised. He was a black sheep alright with a very big mouth. But the family was very surprised when he became a travelling beggar. The Li family were by no means rich, but they were respectable people. They had never raised a beggar.


As he began his journey to Shanxi, Li Zhang encountered his old Auntie, an ordinary peasant woman. One day Auntie heard noises in the street outside her tiny house. Peeping through the window she saw a skinny-looking fellow singing while beseeching passers-by to drop a coin into his bowl. He looked familiar. It was that rascal Li Zhang. Auntie cried at the sight of him. Such a talented fellow, reduced to this. She hurried him inside, insisting he should stay with her family, but he had other ideas. He was a man on a mission. ‘Where are you going?’ Auntie asked. ‘I’m looking for our old hometown in Shanxi!’ he told her. Auntie could not believe it, a fool’s mission. ‘No-one knows where we are from! Only your grandfather who died more than thirty years ago.’ Tears came to Li Zhang’s eyes. He could not explain why he wanted to look for the old hometown, even to himself.


During the Cultural Revolution, Li Zhang had suffered a lot as a Rightist. Perhaps he was searching for protection and solace, a refuge of sorts for his troubled soul. What a joke that was. Li Yao is adamant that no-one could find protection even in the remotest grasslands of Inner Mongolia, let alone in advanced Shanxi province. But Li Zhang had made up his mind. Waving goodbye to Auntie, he went on his way, searching for the Li family’s ancestral home. As he went, he played his melancholy erhu, the sound carrying over valleys and mountains. Li Zhang, primary school teacher, Rightist, musician, prankster and beggar, Li Yao’s cousin. No-one in the family saw him again.


In 2016, forty-eight years later, Li Yao appeared on the mountain roads of Shanxi province. He is also a teacher and would have been called a Rightist had he been a teacher in 1957 because he is also a talkative, sometimes silly man with the wrong kind of family background. Wrong, in any event, for those times. He too is looking for his old hometown. The two cousins have that in common, but the similarities end there. Li Yao can’t play the erhu, he is not dressed in rags and he does not look at all like a beggar. But he does like singing. He loosens up after a cheering glass or two of potent baijiu, rice wine, liquid fire. It is a great Chinese tradition. All the Tang poets loved their wine. Six hundred years before Chaucer, one of the best-loved of them all, Li Bai, wrote in praise, not just of drinking but of getting plastered:


Life in the world is but a big dream;


I will not spoil it by any labour or care.


So saying, I was drunk all the day


Lying helpless at the porch in front of my door.


When encouraged by his friends—clapping, urging him on—Li Yao gets to his feet, smooths down his mane of dark hair and sings. Out come the favourite Mongolian folk songs: ‘Swan goose, in the sky’. As night draws on and the drinks flow, so too do the songs and stories. Tomorrow is a long way off. It can look after itself.


There is another difference. Li Yao is not alone. He is travelling with his Australian friends, David and Karen Walker. How had they got to know Li Yao? In 2013, Li Yao had begun translating David’s book, Not Dark Yet: A Personal History. No-one has translated more Australian writing into Chinese than Li Yao. He’s been at it since 1980 and has covered a lot of ground, from May Gibbs’ children’s classic, Snugglepot and Cuddlepie, to Alexis Wright’s prize-winning novel, Carpentaria. David’s book, Not Dark Yet, was Li Yao’s twenty-sixth Australian translation.


From the 1880s and moving across the twentieth century, Not Dark Yet tells the story of David’s South Australian family. They were ordinary folk, teachers and small businesspeople for the most part, caught in the web of history: migrating, raising families and making homes through good times and bad. Li Yao gets to know David and Karen on long train trips through China. On their travels, Li Yao is good at supplying snacks: peanuts, cherry tomatoes, boiled eggs, apples, sandwiches. He keeps drawing supplies from his bag like a magician. Fellow passengers study this little party with interest.


The three travellers are all of an age. Li Yao was born in January 1946 while David came into the world in November 1945. Two births close in time but worlds apart. According to the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac, both men are Roosters. Li Yao calls David ‘elder Rooster’, a fine title. Since 2004 David has been legally blind; he is very good at looking, not so good at seeing. But like any rooster worth his salt, he can shake his feathers and crow very loudly. Li Yao is not bad at shaking a feather or two either. And Karen? According to the Chinese zodiac she is a Fire Pig, born in July 1947. The Roosters are scribblers, the Fire Pig is a scientist. They make a strange trio.


The Chinese zodiac is serious business, dating back to who knows when. And the Rooster? What sort of a sign is that? In 1988 Li Yao met the witty Australian poet Fay Zwicky when she visited China. She also wondered what it meant to be a Rooster:


I am a Rooster.


Honest, frank, obliging, difficult


to live with.


Spot on so far. What’s this?


Vain? Despotic? Prickly about criticism?


Perhaps there’s nothing in it


after all . . .


After translating Not Dark Yet, Li Yao tells David that he wants to have his own family story told, beginning with the migration of the Li family from Shanxi province to Inner Mongolia sometime in the late nineteenth century. Li Yao sees collaboration as the way to go, insisting that some of David’s Australian story should be placed alongside his own.


They knew that life had dealt their families very different cards. The Li family had settled in Inner Mongolia, where Mongolian tribes had lived on the grasslands tending their herds of horses for many centuries. The Walkers had settled in inland South Australia, on a very old continent, home to its horse-less Indigenous peoples for 60 000 years. Yet these distant territories had their similarities: big skies, grasslands and vast spaces. The two men know that their families were small fry. Neither had produced big potatoes who had made any kind of mark on the national stage. They were not people who left lots of records. While Li Yao’s family had journeyed by foot from Shanxi to Inner Mongolia, the Walkers had sailed from northern England to South Australia. They too were respectable people, in Australia by choice. There were no beggars, thieves or transported convicts in the extended Walker family.


One day, Li Yao, looking like a true Chinese scholar, with his longish hair combed back, announces that while he knew his family had come from Shanxi, it will prove impossible to ever locate their ancestral village. Li Zhang is long dead, Auntie too. Anyone who might remember where the old village might be is long gone. He seems happy with this state of affairs. As an historian, David grows impatient. He feels Li Yao has just given up on finding the village. David insists there must be some archival records, local papers, or oral histories. Something. ‘But this is China!’ Li Yao replies, a trifle impatiently. The lives of small potatoes are not recorded in Chinese archives or newspapers. That might happen in Australia, but not here. ‘That may be right,’ David replies ‘but you haven’t even tried. You can’t know until you have made inquiries, done some looking. Besides, it would be exciting to try. Another journey, new cities to visit. Go on, what could be wrong with that?’ Li Yao can’t resist a chance to travel.


So, off we go by train and bus from Beijing towards Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi province. First stop, the small city of Yuanuan, where we join Teacher Liu Junhong and her family for a fine meal in their roomy apartment on the eleventh floor of a large building complex typical of modern China. The next day we will speak at Yangquan Engineering College. The Vice-President and senior staff welcome us in their formally arranged meeting room. Big chairs and formal seating, arranged according to the size of the potatoes in attendance. The host must face the door. Speeches are delivered as the visitors sip their jasmine tea, then several books are exchanged, presented with both hands and a slight bow. There are toasts, photographs, good-humoured banter, then yet more photographs. No alcohol is served, anti-corruption measures now proscribe it.


The College has advertised a lecture on the writing and translation of Not Dark Yet. A huge poster with photos of the two Roosters stands at the entrance to a vast lecture theatre. A bell rings and in they pour, about five hundred staff and students. There are many questions— about writing and translation, climate change, the Australia–China relationship, and the status of Aboriginal Australians. Then comes the inevitable question on The Thorn Birds, the best-known and most loved Australian novel in China. A young man asks the final question, ‘What is your attitude to death?’ ‘I am against it,’ David replies. As we leave, a young girl presents him with a little crane, the Chinese symbol of longevity, folded from note paper.


We are taken to Yin Yuan village, a 400-year-old collection of buildings built for the Zhang family. Grey brick houses with curved tile roofs run down a series of eleven terraces, one below the other, carved into the hillside. In the valley below, disciplined vegetables march in uniform rows—corn, tomatoes, beans, cucumbers and eggplant. Throughout the village, carved stone screens at the entrances block the passage of evil spirits. Five workers play cards in one small courtyard. They shoot a quick glance at the foreigners before resuming their game. Nearby, a furry brown dog interrogates a pot of red flowers.


The following day we visit Xiao He, the 300-year-old seat of the prosperous Shi family of bakers and food suppliers. No stone was laid here without close attention to feng shui. The buildings look east towards nearby mountains. An obliging river runs below, just where it should be. Passing through intricate courtyards, we meet no-one except the caretaker, a member of the fourteenth generation of the Shi family. Ushering the party into a little room, he serves up his family speciality, fried doughnuts. Xiao He became famous as the home of Shi Pingmei, a brilliant young woman poet and writer. She is now remembered for her thwarted relationship with Gao Junyu, a founding member of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) who died suddenly in 1925. Shi Pingmei herself passed away just three years later, aged only twenty-six. Declaring that ‘Revolution and love are not contradictory’, Premier Zhou Enlai ensured that she remains buried in Beijing at Tao Ran pavilion park beside her lover. It has become a romantic place of pilgrimage for young Chinese.


Further afield lies Dazhai. Through the 1950s to the 1960s, Dazhai’s dashing Party Secretary, always seen wearing a distinctive headscarf, made his village famous. Villagers transformed its rocky hillsides into intricately sculptured terraces. While the unworthy Rightist, Li Zhang, was playing the fool in Jining, Dazhai’s peasants—men, women and children—hauled rocks day in and day out. The results were so spectacular that Chairman Mao called upon his people to work for the Revolution and ‘Learn from Dazhai’. Dazhai is now a heritage site. The rooms in the spartan village guesthouse retain their original furniture: a narrow iron-frame bed, a small reading lamp and a radio. Prominent leaders, including Premier Zhou Enlai and Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, stayed here. Mao had put little Dazhai on the map.


The next stop is the Local Chronicles Office in Taiyuan, the provincial capital. The only information Li Yao can provide is that his ancestors may have come from somewhere around Guoyang. Li Yao had learned this after talking to his much older and very frail half-brother who had a memory of Li Zhang setting out long ago for a village that sounded like Guoyang. The Director of the Chronicles Office is confident that he can help. Much discussion follows. He telephones his colleague Zhang Bin at the Yuanping Local Chronicles Office. Yuanping is a city near Guoyang and Zhang Bin is well-known as a walking encyclopedia on the area and its history. Zhang Bin suggests that Li Yao’s ancestors are likely to have come from a village called Li Sanquan. Many people called Li still live there and Zhang knows that many others had left this village in the past to go to Inner Mongolia.
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Chen Yonggui, the village head, greeting visitors in Dazhai


We set off by train for Yuanping just an hour away from Taiyuan. It is the Dragon Boat Festival and the train is packed. A large man occupies one of our seats. Seeing foreigners waving tickets, he slinks away. People crowd the aisles. Li Yao presents us with coloured cotton wristbands, worn during the festival to ‘ward off evil spirits’. The train moves through wide valleys edged in the middle distance with high, terraced hills. They are covered with a scrubby bush, not unlike saltbush country in South Australia. The valleys below are green with new crops of corn and wheat. Lines of newly planted trees march down the side roads.


The train’s sound system plays jaunty Shanxi folk songs. The girl sitting opposite prefers her own music, delivered through enormous, furry headphones; she is a city girl returning home for the holiday in her new jeans and crisp white jacket edged with green. She is soon replaced by a sociable man in a blue striped business shirt and neat grey trousers. He has been making dumplings for the last fifty years. He tells Li Yao that around here they can grow many different types of vegetables and the fruit is excellent: peaches, apples, plums, walnuts and juicy ‘acrobats’. Something has been gained in translation. A discussion ensues. Not acrobats, apricots. The dumpling maker says that many people did leave from this area for Inner Mongolia. He does not know much about Li Sanquan, but he has heard the name.


In Yuanping, the party stays at a hotel with rooms far more sumptuous than those on display in the Dazhai guesthouse. Everything is up to date in Yuanping. Zhang arranges for a car to take his visitors to Li Sanquan. A wide straight road lined with trees leads out of town. More fields of corn. It is too cold to grow rice here. The old town of Guoyang is about 20 kilometres away from the new town of Yuanping which has replaced it. As China modernises, this old town/new town pattern is repeated across the country. Guoyang is really old, dating from 311 CE. Zhang says Li Sanquan should be somewhere nearby. The car bumps down a narrow dirt road to reach a crossroad. After much discussion, we press on straight ahead. Signs of a village appear: broken stone walls, little houses that look as if they had been there forever, certainly since the 1890s. Is this Li Sanquan? So it seems. Zhang finds the house of the village head, Li Mingcai. It is a hot day and Li is wearing a white singlet and slacks. He leans forward, offering cigarettes and cups of green tea. A little dog with one eye open studies the intruders from under the table while Li Mingcai urges his shy daughter to try out her English on the foreigners.


Li Mingcai wastes no time getting down to business. He says 95 per cent of the 726 people in the village are called Li and invites some of the older villagers to come in and meet us. Li Yao passes around some of his old family photos. Li Mingcai on his part brings out a copy of the official Li family tree. A very exciting development. Although Li Yao can’t find the name of his great-grandfather, a paragraph in the preface states very clearly that at the end of the Qing dynasty, some Li people moved to the Eighth Sumu, Zhuozi County, Inner Mongolia. Li Yao exclaims, ‘No problem! This is the little place where I was born in Inner Mongolia! My forebears must have come from Li Sanquan! Li Mingcai and these people are my relatives!’ Warm embraces all round. ‘I am really very lucky! Far luckier than my cousin, Li Zhang! I am the only one of my generation to see the village my ancestors left more than one hundred years ago!’ He shakes hands with his Australian friends, looks them in the eye and thanks them: ‘I salute you my dearest friends.’


Li Sanquan is everything a traditional Chinese village should be. Narrow dirt streets, high walls around weather-beaten courtyard houses, mysterious doorways, little vegetable patches, old trees. Lots of stone and mudbrick. There are chooks and children flying in all directions, rather like an Australian country town in years gone by. The chooks are handsome bronze birds with bright red wattles. They cluck cheerfully and peck at the ground. The visitors are invited into a shady courtyard where, sitting on low stools, they eat their way through a mountain of watermelon. This family tells Li Yao that many years earlier some of their relatives had gone to Inner Mongolia by donkey in search of land and a better life.


We are taken up to Li Sanquan’s small Buddhist temple. In front stands an old tree, festooned with cloth garlands to bring good fortune. The large trunk looks very old, but then again almost everything in Li Sanquan does. This is about to change. A new village has just been built and the villagers will soon be relocated there. Drawing closer, the first of the temple buildings looks fairly new. Li Mingcai says that the original was burned down by the Japanese in the late 1930s and it has now been rebuilt. At the back is a second, much older building with lively paintings still surviving on the back wall.


[image: image]


The two Roosters and the Fire Pig with the villagers of Li Sanquan


Standing in the temple grounds, Li Mingcai explains how Li Sanquan got its name. Two thousand years ago, at the time of the Han dynasty, a big general, seeking a secure mountain retreat, camped with his troops not far from where the temple now stood. It had been a terrible journey through an empty, drought-ravaged land. The general could find no water anywhere. His soldiers were collapsing with thirst, their lips cracked and bleeding, faces burned brick red. Riding up on his horse, the general struck the ground three times with his sword and in an instant three springs bubbled up from the ground. With his grateful troops restored by the spring water, the general went on to defeat his enemies. Moving on, he left some of his soldiers behind to guard the precious springs. These men were the first to make Li Sanquan their home and if the story is to be believed, were Li Yao’s ancestors. That was the story of the little village called Li Sanquan, ‘Three Springs’.





CHAPTER 2


The strong devour the weak


There are twenty generations of people named Li documented in the family tree in Li Sanquan. Li Yao believes that his family lived there for many generations. Direct evidence is lacking because his great-uncle burned their family tree in 1951. At a time of disorienting change and recrimination when Mao’s Land Reform Movement ordering land to be reassigned to the peasants gained momentum, any compromising documents showing the family to be landlords had to be destroyed.


Shanxi lies separated on three sides by barren mountain ranges and on the fourth by the Yellow River. It was a strategically important province, standing between Beijing to the east and the Muslim region of Xinjiang further to the west. Looking north–south, it provided a barrier protecting settled farmers in the central provinces from invading tribes in the Mongolian grasslands. Over its long history, Shanxi province ran the gamut from prosperity to privation.


During the Qing dynasty (1644–1912 CE), as little as 20 per cent of the land in Shanxi could be farmed. In 1913, the enterprising Australian traveller, Mary Gaunt, busy collecting material for her second book on China, found that, ‘wherever among these stony hills there was a patch of ground fit for cultivation, though it was as tiny as a pocket handkerchief, it was cultivated’. Shanxi is notoriously stony and its fine villages and intricately terraced hillsides are an enduring monument to centuries of toil. Shanxi had no choice but to excel in hauling and shaping stone. The confined central valleys filled by fertile loess soil, blown in from the Gobi desert, sustained its largest communities. In the greatest of these basins lies the ancient city of Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi province. Li Yao and his Australian friends enter Taiyuan through a massive gate topped by an impressive watch tower in a restored section of an old wall which had once enclosed the entire city.


Mary Gaunt had found it a slow and exhausting business getting to Shanxi from Beijing along roads that wound through narrow mountain passes. She concluded that the recipe for constructing a road in northern China was to take a piece of land too poor to farm, ‘upset a stone wall over it’, take care that the good large stones never lie evenly ‘and you have your road’. Where the road turned sandy, carts carved deep ruts into the soil. In the nineteenth century, Shanxi’s roads could only be travelled by pack animals: mules, donkeys, camels and, as ever across China, by people on foot. Far luckier than most, Mary, who was no sylph, was carried in a litter by hired hands who also carried her bulky luggage. Landlocked Shanxi had no access to ports. It was not until the early twentieth century that outright opposition to that newfangled invention, the railway, finally subsided.


Mary soaked up the sights as she travelled towards Taiyuan. It was spring. The shoots of new wheat were just showing above the ground and the plains were bathed in ‘the golden sunshine of North China’. The sunlit plains and the invigorating air brought back memories of her childhood in Victoria. But all too soon she encountered large clouds of dust raised by pigs being driven along the road just as sheep were back home. Pigs were herded for long distances to arrive at harvest time when Shanxi farmers served hearty meals to their family and day labourers. Mary often saw inns used solely by pigs and their drivers. The stench, she said, was quite something, ‘just a little taller than the average smell’.


Since earliest times there have been settlements around Taiyuan, when the ancestors of the modern Chinese began to practice agriculture. Millet, a small-grained cereal, was the staple crop in a region too cold and too dry to grow rice. These early people lived in small, thatched houses half buried in the earth for warmth, their little permanent settlements growing slowly into small walled towns where writing, pottery and bronze technology were developed.


The story goes that some of Li Yao’s Shanxi forebears supplemented their modest farming income by making pots. Pottery is still an important industry in Shanxi. We visit a factory making traditional clay cooking pots, baked in fiery kilns. The workers are keen to pose for photographs with the foreigners from distant Australia. But something is not quite right. It takes considerable gesticulation, tugging and rearranging before the group is finally lined up in the correct order. David notices that one of the workers has lost an eye, the result of an accident unloading the kiln. When he warns the man not to lose the other eye, the worker laughs in agreement while his mates cheer. Later, as acknowledged ceramic enthusiasts, the party are taken on a cloak-and-dagger expedition down winding alleys to meet a collector of Neolithic pots. He shows off around fifty pots lined up on rough wooden planks. Some are damaged, others are very stylish three-legged beauties with pert handles, collectors’ items.


The Fen River supplies Taiyuan with water. But drought has always stalked Shanxi farmers who need the rain to fall at exactly the right times to ensure good harvests. They are forever looking to the skies. If rain comes too late, no wheat can be grown, only millet and sorghum. David remembers how, as a student at the University of Adelaide, he once attended a lecture by Professor Otto van der Sprenkel, a name not easily forgotten. Van der Sprenkel argued that water management was the key to understanding Chinese civilisation.


Ancient chronicles tell how Yu the Great, founder of the mythladen Xia dynasty, placed the first flood controls on the Yellow River with the aid of a yellow dragon and a black turtle. In nineteenth century Shanxi, the allocation of water to each village was carefully managed by local officials: ‘hatch-keepers’ to oversee correct water rotation and ‘channel heads’ watching the system as a whole. ‘River books’ documented all water use and were often consulted to resolve disputes. Whenever the rains faltered and water became scarce, the powerful dragons living in clear pools high in the mountains were courted in elaborate ceremonies. One year when the rains failed the governor ordered tiger bones to be thrown into the spring at the Jinci temples near Taiyuan hoping that rain would come when the dragon in the spring fought the tiger. In another year of drought, a dragon was executed outside the south gate of Taiyuan and his head was thrown into the Jinci spring. Sceptics doubted this would work, saying the head was not real, it was only made of paper.


Agricultural communities in north China lived in a state of constant insecurity. The climate was harsh and unpredictable. So too were their bellicose northern neighbours, against whom the high stone walls had been built. Nomadic herders from the northern grasslands invaded at regular intervals. Sweeping south, their great weapons were arrows, horses and speed. Yet the northern grasslands not only held the threat of conquest, they also stirred the brightest hopes of Shanxi people. Their fabled spaces fuelled dreams of land just waiting to be farmed.


Chinese towns of any size now have museums, handsome public buildings with imposing foyers. Here the once terrifying invaders of long ago are on display in life-size dioramas behind thick glass. There they are, the menacing Rong and the ferocious-looking Di people, long-haired and draped in animal skins. When a disciplined Jin army finally drove the Di people out of Shanxi, an early feudal state emerged, led by Duke ‘Double Ears’ Wen. He founded Jinyang, precursor of modern Taiyuan.


The antique city of Jinyang was vulnerable, it was captured, besieged, flooded and burned several times over. Once it was the grand capital of a Western Zhao kingdom (1046–771 BCE) stretching north into what is now Inner Mongolia. But when the Han dynasty (202 BCE–220 CE) moved their capital south to Xuzhou, it dwindled to a small military garrison. One year, Li Yao accompanies his foreign friends to the old Han city of Xuzhou where they descend by steep tunnels to the original Han tombs. In the nearby museum they are shown armies of small terracotta warriors, less famous than their full-sized counterparts in Xian. The museum staff insist on taking photographs before presenting their visitors with rubbings from the heavy stone carvings that once decorated the tombs. They reveal vivid scenes of ordinary life and simple pleasures.


With the founding of the great Tang dynasty (618–907 CE), Jinyang’s days were over and the city of Taiyuan was established. During the Tang era, this new city prospered, becoming famous for its elegant palaces, extensive foreign trade and flourishing art, music and literature. The practice of Buddhism spread, at times promoted and at other times discouraged by Tang rulers. Taiyuan’s fine provincial museum, a strikingly modern building shaped like an inverted pyramid, contains beautifully displayed Tang Buddhist statues, their drapery falling in subtle Hellenistic folds. There are also many Tang ceramic figures: courtiers, camels and horses, splashed with white, green and gold glaze. A small girl aged about eight, evidently a graduate from the national ‘Training Young Museum Guides’ program, explains each exhibit to a group of middle-aged Chinese tourists. Aspiring young guides must attend museum classes every Saturday afternoon for a year. What an inspired idea. There is no forgetting that assured little guide in Taiyuan.


Under the Tang emperor Taizhong, armies were sent deep into Central Asia to secure vital trade routes. Silk was the main export, woven by women from thousands of farming families. Horses for the army were the most sought after import. A Tang poet was intrigued and perhaps envious of the colourful adventures of the merchants:


Traversing the oceans in search of pearls,


Gathering jade on Chu’s Mount Heng,


North to buy Tangut horses,


West to capture parrots in Tibet.


This trade changed the Chinese diet. Peas, spinach and garlic came in from the west. Pistachios and sesame were brought back from Persia, sugar and black pepper came from India, almonds from Turkestan, coriander from the Mediterranean and grape wine from Tashkent.


Eventually, the Tang dynasty collapsed and Taiyuan fell into decline. To the north momentous changes were underway. By 1206 CE, the formidable Chinggus (Genghis) Khan had united the Mongolian tribes. Before long, his horsemen attacked China and swept across the grasslands towards Europe to become embedded in Western imagination as the primal barbarian horde destroying all before it. In the late nineteenth century, whenever Australian colonists imagined an Asian invasion of their continent, as they were prone to do, they often conflated Mongolian hordes with their victims further south, the Han Chinese. Both became interchangeable contributors to a generic ‘yellow man’ with one calculating eye on empty Australia and the other on ‘white womanhood’.


In 1890, a short invasion story, ‘The Decline and Fall of the Australian Empire. A Chapter of Future History’ appeared in Melbourne Punch. In the story, after landing in Australia’s far north, the unstoppable Chinese drive south, ‘laying the country waste on their march’. The Australian colonists fight gallantly to save Melbourne but are quickly overrun. All too soon, the standard of Emperor Hang Chow floats above the Victorian Parliament Building. A post-invasion conference, chaired by England, divides the spoils of victory. China, by right of conquest, takes over Victoria and New South Wales (NSW), forming the new province of ‘Mongolia’. While Australian settlers of the time often expressed their fears of China in stories such as this, they were not so keen to acknowledge that their own forebears had invaded the Australian continent, turning the Indigenous peoples into outcasts in their own land.


During the Ming dynasty (1368–1644 CE), Taiyuan was primarily a garrison city, focused yet again on stopping incursions from the north by nomadic tribes. The Ming dynasty too was to fall. As unlikely as it might seem, two Australian writers, Charmian Clift and George Johnston, wrote an historical novel, The Big Chariot (1953), about the chaos that then ensued. When the Qing dynasty founded by Manchus from the north-east eventually rose to power, Taiyuan once again resumed its role as a trading centre. Shanxi merchants travelled into Russia and Central Asia, exchanging tea for furs, amber and European goods. When the Reverend Alexander Williamson from Scotland travelled to Shanxi in the 1860s, he was struck by the general prosperity of its walled villages and the abundance of foreign goods for sale in Taiyuan’s numerous markets, finding there ‘Russian woollen goods, exotic jewellery, matches and needles’.


Shanxi’s banking and trading networks became famous across China. Each month, as the time for clearing fixed debts came around, a ceaseless stream of merchants could be seen in the streets of Taiyuan, carrying silver bullion. Provincial governments began to remit their taxes to the central government in Beijing via Shanxi banks which soon had branches all over China staffed by Shanxi men. The bankers wore costly embroidered clothes, lived in huge mansions and rode about on fine horses or in ornate carriages. Shanxi merchants remained influential down to the Chinese Revolution of 1911 and the Russian Revolution of 1917, which closed the Mongolian frontier. Shanxi then dwindled from a major trading corridor to an isolated backwater. Speaking Mandarin with a Shanxi accent, as the Li family did, became a mark of provincial backwardness.


During the mid-nineteenth century, many traditional industries provided Shanxi people with employment away from the farm. When Mary Gaunt stayed at the English Baptist Mission in Taiyuan, she was impressed by the ‘shrieking of the greased wheelbarrows’, the sounds of bells and gongs, and the ‘shouting of hucksters’; all the busy sounds of ‘an ancient people at work’. It struck her that these sounds had been heard when her own ancestors were ‘naked savages hunting the deer and the bear and the wolf in the swamps and marshes of Northern Europe’.


Shanxi’s mountains may be barren and stony but they bear rich seams of coal. Mountain villagers supported themselves in summer by growing millet and in winter by digging pits to get at the coal. The miners’ lamps and fires lit up the night. A popular rhyme claimed Shanxi mines were as bright and numerous as the stars in the sky. Every year, at the Lantern Festival, people built towers of coal, lighting these ‘fire pagodas’ in their doorways to bring prosperity. Coal mining remains an important industry.


As we disembark in Yangquan, the first stop in the search for Li Sanquan village, we hear the rumble of heavy coal trucks. Trucks have chopped up Yangquan’s roads, turning the drive to the city into a pantomime of drunken lurches, the sense of adventure underscored by the complete absence of seat belts.


Li Yao’s paternal great-grandfather, Li Dabao, owned and farmed land near Li Sanquan village. It is not known for certain if he ever mined coal or made pots. But some clues about his circumstances can be gleaned from the life of the diarist Liu Dapeng who lived around the same time in another small Shanxi village. Liu Dapeng enjoyed a happy childhood, dancing, singing and jumping or travelling with his father to fairs and performances at the Jinci temples. With a small gang of other boys, he kept crickets, went fishing and engaged in elaborate games where King Yan, the king of Hell, would sit in judgement.


[image: image]


A Chinese girl and boy photographed by Mary Gaunt


The girls of the village could not join in these games. Mary Gaunt recalled two little girls she had seen in Shanxi, aged about eight and wearing neat cotton trousers under smocks of bright blue cotton. Their feet, tightly bound in embroidered shoes, were the size of those of a child of three. The little girls’ cheeks were painted red but their haunted look could not be disguised. They moved with extreme difficulty. Until the early twentieth century, Shanxi was well known as the home of the bound foot. Girls with feet more than four inches long were thought unlikely to make a good marriage. Mary Gaunt describes the procedure: ‘The toes, all except the big toe, are pressed back until they touch the heel’ and kept in place by long cloth bands. Mary heard the girls crying each morning and evening when the bandages were bound ever more tightly. The only way to relieve the pain was to press the calf tightly against the side of the bed to interrupt the flow of blood to the feet. At times, to make the foot even smaller, the bone of the instep was broken with the back of a meat cleaver.


From the early twentieth century, the Shanxi government tried to stop foot-binding. Anyone who bound a child’s feet, made shoes for bound feet or acted as a match-maker for a girl with bound feet was severely fined. The diarist Liu Dapeng’s second daughter, born in 1900, was the first woman in her family not to have bound feet. Until that time, the only women with natural feet in Shanxi were servants or Protestant converts.


Despite the new regulations, the practice of foot binding hung on into the 1920s. Li Yao’s mother had the terrible misfortune of being among the last to suffer. Her father insisted that her feet should be bound. He liked women with little feet. Even though his daughter cried day and night he could not be swayed. When the little girl’s grandfather, a gentle man and respected teacher living in another village heard about this, he became very angry. There were terrible rows. The grandfather supported the new regulations banning foot binding. He threatened to bring a charge against his son and demanded that the bandages be removed. But it was too late. His little grand-daughter’s feet were deformed beyond recovery. For the rest of her long life Li Yao’s mother suffered great pain in her feet and legs, something Li Yao could neither forget nor forgive.


As a woman who remembered running barefoot in the Australian bush, Mary Gaunt was troubled by the lives of women with bound feet. They might be richly dressed in embroidered silks and satins, and with oiled, elaborately dressed hair but she thought of them as pets or dolls with painted faces. They walked as if their legs were made of wood, holding out their arms for balance. They had to spend their time indoors or confined to the internal courtyards of the houses. On her way to Taiyuan, Mary often noticed timid village women peeping at her from doorways, but only very rarely saw them outdoors or working in the fields.


At the age of eight, the diarist Liu Dapeng had begun studying at the local village school in conditions likely to have been much the same for Li Yao’s great-grandfather, Li Dabao, if he had been lucky enough to receive some education. Schoolboys brought their own benches and tables to sit on, placing them outside under the eaves in summer and inside during winter. They were taught to sit upright with their feet together and to bow slowly and respectfully from the waist. They were to honour their schoolbooks, classic texts like Elementary Learning and The Classic of Filial Piety. They were to wash their hands before class and to read without touching the book itself. Paper with writing on it should always be treated with respect. As an old man clinging to Confucian precepts, Liu Dapeng could be seen thoughtfully picking up discarded cigarette papers near Jinci temple, because they had writing on them.


Traditional teaching inculcated important values. In a society where laws were often poorly enforced, filial piety, family relations, personal reputation and trust were vital. Throughout his life, Liu Dapeng interpreted every type of misfortune as punishment meted out by Heaven for his lapses in filial piety. When illness struck, Liu Dapeng would always blame himself for straying from the path of righteousness. The Li family may not have been as strictly traditional as the diarist. There is no way of knowing. But Li Yao is certain that Confucian values governed their behaviour.


Liu Dapeng was certainly much more educated than Li Yao’s great-grandfather, Li Dabao. But in later life, when his prospects declined, the diarist came home to farm his own small piece of land where he followed the strict regimen of the agricultural year in a manner that Li Yao’s great-grandfather would have known well.


When the ice thawed, the ground was fertilised with night-soil ahead of planting, a smelly but necessary beginning. Ploughing began in early spring. If the land was irrigated the main crop was wheat, followed by millet in the same year. On hillside fields further from water, only millet and sorghum would be grown. Another routine task in springtime was to repair the drainage channels ensuring that the winter wheat got adequate water. Liu Dapeng grew soybeans, yams, maize, cucumbers, green beans, peppers, turnips, leeks and radishes and three different types of cabbage.


With the onset of summer, hoeing, weeding and thinning of seedlings began. This back-breaking, but virtuous work provided a rich harvest of proverbs and lessons for life, ‘if a man works hard the land will not be lazy and both large and small vats will be full’. In the full heat of summer it was said that ‘you will eat as much as you sweat’. Weeding was a useful metaphor for right thinking. You do not have to be Chinese to encounter such exhortations. David’s father, Gil, rarely lost an opportunity to point out how children who failed to do their homework would soon be ‘weeded out’. Sweat was as much a sign of virtuous labour in outback South Australia as it was in Shanxi province. Biblical proverbs were well known in settler Australia. Everyone knew that seed falling on stony soil withered and died while the iron law of consequences was summed up in the biblical phrase, ‘reap as ye shall sow’.


In Shanxi, when the winter wheat was ready to harvest, the busiest season of the year began. The diarist describes how he would hire several day labourers who worked as a group, pulling the plants up by the roots, singing as they went. Bundled into sheaves, corn was brought to the threshing floor. The different crops came in one after another: first winter wheat, then spring wheat, then millet. The women would cut the heads from the millet stalks, scattering them on the threshing floor where a donkey circled, pulling a stone roller. Grain was separated from chaff and spread to dry in the sun. There were also dates to harvest and cabbages to pickle and store for winter.


Even in bountiful years, there was often not enough grain in Shanxi to feed the people. Grain had always been imported, much of it from the Wei Valley of Shaanxi province over to the west, or from newly cultivated land in the Mongolian grasslands. At the height of its power in the eighteenth century, and well into the nineteenth, Qing officials took impressive measures to prevent famine in Shanxi during years of low rainfall. They maintained an extensive network of well-stocked state community granaries from which they released grain, keeping cereal prices down and providing emergency relief for the hungry. But between 1850 and 1878 the granary system fell apart as the state struggled to suppress major rebellions, particularly the massive Taiping Rebellion to the south. Taxes once used to maintain grain stores were diverted to military ends. Adding to the internal mayhem, the Qing state faced intensifying external threats from Britain, Russia and Japan. Attempts to improve China’s feeble naval defences and to secure the borders drained even more funds. Local elites lacked the power to transfer grain into the province. Defects also emerged in the transportation of grain by barge. Large stretches of the Grand Canal had silted up.


In the eighteenth century, the Portuguese and then the British solved their growing trade imbalance and made considerable profit by importing opium from India and selling it to China. As the opium habit spread, Shanxi farmers began to plant poppies instead of grain. Qing officials at first banned opium cultivation because it depleted the soil and deprived the state of taxes. When this prohibition was lifted in 1874, grain production in Shanxi declined sharply.


This combination of factors meant that Shanxi had little resilience when in 1876 a severe drought hit northern China. The province soon collapsed into horrific famine. Millions of people suffered acute privation as powerful global, regional and climatic forces coalesced. Conditions were well beyond the control of the decaying Qing dynasty or of small potatoes like the Li family who at the best of times just managed to keep their heads above water. Over one-third of Shanxi’s population of 15 to 17 million either starved to death, died from famine-related disease or fled. It would take almost a century for the province to recover its pre-famine population. In a few short years, one of China’s richest provinces had become one of the poorest.


There had been a global failure of monsoon rain. Through the years from 1876 to 1879 this caused an unusually severe drought, not only in the five provinces of northern China but over much of Asia. The resulting famine was one of the worst ever recorded. Scientists link such events to the warm extreme (El Niño) of the Southern Oscillation, a powerful movement of solar energy pushed by surface winds and ocean currents across the vast Pacific basin. During big El Niño events, normal patterns of aridity and rainfall are reversed, the extremely dry deserts of Peru experience thunderstorms while the humid jungles of Indonesia lack rain. The monsoons fail in western India, southern Africa, northern China and Brazil. As the pattern changes yet again, parts of Australia turn into a vast dust bowl, so dark during the day that the fowls stop flying and start to roost.
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