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  Praise for Midnight in Peking





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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Praise for City of Devils





  ‘It’s hard to go wrong with dope, decadence, and the demimonde . . . French recounts all this with great energy and brio.’
 — Gary Krist, The New York Times Book Review




  ‘Wonderfully atmospheric . . . French’s two-fisted prose makes this deep noir history unforgettable.’
 — Publishers Weekly (starred review)




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




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




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




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




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




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




  The eighteen pieces contained in this collection cover the true experiences of a range of foreigners who, for one reason or another, came to Shanghai in the twentieth century. The earliest story is set in 1906 and the latest in 1977. Together their stories reflect the multitude of experiences and interactions foreigners had with the city. For most to hear the cry ‘Destination Shanghai’ was an exciting adventure, but for others it heralded the start of a life in exile, for some an attempt to escape their past.




  They include the then famous and still well known such as the playwright Eugene O’Neill, the movie stars Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford, and the poet Langston Hughes. Others were famous once but have since fallen from the public eye – the ‘Charlie Chan’ actor Warner Oland, the Broadway comic actress Lyda Roberti, the American vaudeville star Irene West. Others were known only to those living in the city at the time – the thief and swindler Elly Widler, or the cabaret dancer Terese Rudolph.




  For most foreigners Shanghai was a place of escape or distraction of one sort or another – Eugene O’Neill sought refuge from the pressures of fame, the author Penelope Fitzgerald the sadness of widowhood, Lyda Roberti’s family the Bolsheviks, Berlin silent movie star Lily Flohr the Nazis. O’Neill and Fitzgerald stayed only briefly; Roberti and Flohr longer but all eventually moved on – O’Neill and Fitzgerald to reawakened creativity; Roberti to stardom in Hollywood; Flohr to a safe retirement in Australia.




  But these are not all stories with a happy ending. Eliza Shapera was trafficked to Shanghai from her home in Europe, forced into prostitution and murdered in her slum lodgings in 1907. The American conman C.C. Julian ended his Shanghai adventure overdosing in the Astor House Hotel.




  All these stories show us various aspects of life in Shanghai. Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford came to sell American talking-picture technology to Asia’s most advanced and largest movie making city; the young Australian singer and dancer Bobby Broadhurst to see the Far East’s most lavish nightlife capital. The city’s politics attracted others – the left-wing journalist Arthur Ransome, the writer André Malraux and an assortment of foreign communists who saw China as the next revolutionary centre. Some just washed up by chance – the future bestselling author Louis L’Amour as a merchant seaman; others, like the occultist Aleister Crowley, on a last-minute whim.




  Whatever forces or reason brought these men and women to Shanghai they encountered an incredible city – modern, challenging, full of opportunities and pitfalls, a place to conquer or submit to. They came from different countries, at different moments to encounter very different Shanghais. But they all at some point heard the call ‘Destination Shanghai’.




  
 Paul French – September 2018




  A note on names and spellings




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




  I have also used the former, pre-war road and district names of the International Settlement and French Concession within the text. A list of these roads and their current names, as well as the names of Chinese cities and Shanghai districts both before and after 1949 are added as an appendix at the end of the book.




  As the writer, sojourner and one-time ‘Shanghailander’ (foreign resident of the city) Emily Hahn once commented when tackling the question of rendering Chinese into English, ‘This writer has done her best but knows it is not good enough, and meekly bends her head before the inevitable storm.’




  How America’s Most Famous Playwright Went to Shanghai, Fooled Everyone and had a High Old Time of It:
Eugene O’Neill (1928)
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  ‘I have found more snoops and gossips per square inch in Shanghai than there is in any New England town.’




  Part One – O’Neill is missing!




  The best of times; the worst of times




  In 1928 Eugene O’Neill was arguably America’s most prominent and famous playwright. His experimental and highly controversial play Strange Interlude was a sell-out on Broadway with the veteran actors Tom Powers and Lynn Fontanne in the lead roles.[1] The play was a marathon – nine acts, lasting five hours starting at 5.30 PM, finishing at 11 PM with an hour’s interval at 7.30 PM for dinner to be served! Published in book form, Strange Interlude hit the bestseller lists where the Modern Library’s collection of O’Neill’s plays, including The Emperor Jones and The Straw, were already listed. Outside New York, readings of Strange Interlude (or at least portions of it) were organised in hotels, bookshops and among local literary circles. A lavish production of O’Neill’s Marco Millions (a satire on Marco Polo), starring Alfred Lunt, was settled in for a seemingly long run at the Guild Theater downtown.[2] Around the country numerous repertory theatres were performing O’Neill’s earlier plays to full houses. His fame had spread overseas – his 1925 play Lazarus Laughed (which requires over a hundred actors) was being performed to packed houses at the Moscow Art Theatre, directed by the legendary Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, while another production was opened to acclaim at Frankfurt’s Shauspielhaus theatre. O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape was running at London’s avant-garde Gate Theatre before moving to the Festival Theatre at Cambridge. While London’s more stuffy theatre critics were less fulsome in their praise of O’Neill than those in New York, the Oxford University Dramatic Society declared themselves fans and performed his one-act play Where the Cross is Made. Despite the critics, the Gate found O’Neill to be box-office gold and moved from The Hairy Ape straight to a production of his 1924 play about segregation, All God’s Chillun Got Wings.




  The man himself was most sought after. He chaired a prestigious dinner in honour of The Provincetown Players, the experimental theatre that first performed his work and made The Hairy Ape a success, at which his table for the night included such luminaries as the poet Edna St Vincent Millay and Paul Robeson (who had made the role of Brutus Jones in O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones his own on the New York and London stage). He found himself elected chairman of the Ibsen Memorial Committee formed to erect a statue to the Norwegian dramatist in New York. In May 1928 O’Neill was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for Strange Interlude (his third Pulitzer after wins in 1920 for Beyond the Horizon and 1922 for Anna Christie). He also collected a cheque for US$1,000 (worth US$15,000 in 2018 money) that came with it. Newspapers reporting the prize described O’Neill as ‘America’s greatest dramatist’. In October it was announced that his new play Dynamo would be produced on Broadway the following year.




  Shortly after this announcement, Eugene O’Neill dropped out of sight, sparking a media hunt for the man, fears for his safety, his mental health, and column inches of rumour, speculation and false leads as to his whereabouts. The reporters hot on the O’Neill story soon found their trail stretching a long, long way from Broadway – all the way to the China coast where the Yangtze River meets the East China Sea and the International Settlement of Shanghai. There, in a hotel sickbed, O’Neill was said to be critically ill and in the throes of a nervous breakdown. America’s most notorious playwright, burnt out, had fled the United States to escape his fame and find privacy.




  In fact the press corps hadn’t got much right at all, apart from that the playwright Eugene O’Neill had been in Shanghai, had not been in the best of health and had stayed for a while at the Astor House Hotel. That was just the tip of the iceberg.




  The other life




  Despite his much-publicised run of success in 1928 with what the newspapers described as ‘morbid yet fascinating dramas’, O’Neill was a highly troubled man. His popularity as a playwright not withstanding, he was fated to suffer with depression, accentuated by alcoholism. His condition led him to shun the limelight, avoid the newspapers and isolate himself and, as witnessed by his sudden flight to Shanghai, he would go to extraordinary lengths to achieve this.




  Hotels were a central part of O’Neill’s life – he was born in one; would hide out in one in Shanghai to escape his notoriety, and eventually die in one. Eugene Gladstone O’Neill was born, in 1888, in the Barrett House Hotel on Broadway, close to 43rd Street on Longacre Square (that soon became far better known as Times Square). His father was an Irish Catholic immigrant actor and his mother was also of Irish descent. His father was a chronic alcoholic and his mother suffered from various mental illnesses her whole life. O’Neill spent a year at Princeton, before being thrown out for unspecified reasons. He then opted for a life at sea. On-board ship he fell into drinking accompanied by bouts of melancholy; nevertheless developing a deep love for the oceans, which would become, like depression, a recurring theme in his dramas. Both his parents, and his older brother Jamie, died within quick succession of each other; his brother also succumbing to alcoholism.




  In 1912 O’Neill was admitted to a sanatorium for tuberculosis (a condition worsened by his drinking). It was while confined that he decided on the life of a dramatist. His time in the sanatorium would later provide him with background for his best-known work, Long Day’s Journey Into Night. In 1914 he attended classes in dramatic technique at Harvard, but dropped out and never completed the course. He gravitated towards New York’s Bohemian enclave of Greenwich Village and its vibrant literary scene. While at sea he had joined the Industrial Workers of the World, the ‘Wobblies’, a radical syndicalist union, and in Greenwich Village moved once more in radical circles. He was friends with the socialist journalist John Reed who would eventually travel to the newly founded Soviet Union. He also had a brief romantic relationship with Reed’s equally fiery socialist wife, Louise Bryant.




  In 1916 he arrived in Provincetown with ‘a trunk full of plays’[3] to join the highly innovative and experimental Provincetown Players theatre collective in Cape Cod. He soon became their de facto in-house playwright, with his work performed both in Provincetown and at the Players’ theatre space on Greenwich Village’s MacDougall Street. He had some success and several plays moved to Broadway. Nineteen twenty was his breakthrough year with the success of Beyond the Horizon, a story of a seafaring family, which garnered him his initial Pulitzer Prize for his first full-length work. The Emperor Jones, a play about the occupation of Haiti (a big issue in that year’s presidential election) played on Broadway, as did Anna Christie (a prostitute seeking redemption tale), which scooped O’Neill a second Pulitzer in 1922. Desire Under the Elms, an attempt to transport Greek tragedy to a rural New England setting, was a hit while his plays The Great God Brown and Lazarus Laughed made use of Japanese Noh theatre techniques and the Greek Chorus respectively. By 1928, and the success of Strange Interlude on Broadway, his reputation was assured – three Pulitzers, a string of Broadway hits, his work performed in repertory across the country and increasingly appreciated internationally.




  But O’Neill’s personal life was more problematic. In 1909 he had married Kathleen Jenkins, a more-or-less conventional young woman from a good family, and had a son, Eugene O’Neill Jr. However, the marriage had failed by 1912. O’Neill met the British-born pulp fiction writer Agnes Boulton in 1917 in the Golden Swan Saloon, better known as ‘The Hell Hole’, in Greenwich Village. They married six months later and had two children – Shane in 1919 and Oona in 1925. O’Neill’s work was earning him good money by this point, and Boulton herself was a successful popular writer, allowing them to buy ‘Spithead’, an estate on Bermuda’s Great Sound – a 6,000 square foot property boasting a spacious harbour-side terrace and its own dock. At Spithead O’Neill worked happily with his dog Finn MacCool at his feet, but slid back into alcoholism. In 1928, the year when O’Neill was enjoying so much acclaim and success, the marriage to Agnes fell apart.




  A major reason for the marriage’s failure was Carlotta Monterey, an actress from San Francisco. O’Neill and Monterey had first met back in 1922 when she appeared in a Broadway production of The Hairy Ape. Born Hazel Neilson Taasinge in 1888, she had won a ‘Miss California’ competition and then journeyed to London to study under the famous actor and theatre manager Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree, who had recently founded the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. She returned to America just before the outbreak of World War One and took the stage name Carlotta Monterey. While she had appeared in a number of Broadway plays before The Hairy Ape, her acting was not nearly as admired as her looks that won seemingly universal praise from the critics.




  The relationship between Monterey and O’Neill began in 1926 and Agnes appears to have become aware of it in early 1928 – retaining the Provincetown attorney Harry Weinberger to begin divorce proceedings. Monterey had previously married a well-known caricaturist Ralph Burton, whose work epitomised early 1920s Manhattan and regularly appeared in Vanity Fair, The New Yorker, Collier’s and Harper’s Bazaar, among other fashionable magazines. She divorced Barton, himself a manic-depressive, in 1926 around the time she took up with O’Neill.[4] Effectively Monterey exited a relationship with one extremely talented and creative manic-depressive of some wealth and fame to immediately enter another relationship with an extremely talented and creative depressive who had achieved wealth and fame.




  It was in June 1928 that Agnes announced publicly she was seeking to divorce O’Neill. She told the press that she was travelling to either Reno or Mexico to obtain a quickie divorce and that all matters – financial and paternal – between her and her husband had been sorted out through their lawyer (getting a double payday; Weinberger was also O’Neill’s attorney). She intended to seek the divorce on grounds of desertion and was living in seclusion in a Park Avenue hotel in Manhattan. Monterey was not cited in the petition. As the newspapers reported, her husband was abroad, ‘his exact whereabouts unknown’.[5]




  Leading Shanghai a merry dance




  Eugene O’Neill was in Shanghai. He had managed to stay incognito in the city for about a month before the city’s press corps discovered that the famous playwright was in town and one of the strangest pursuits of a celebrity by the media began. The hunt came to involve the Shanghai Municipal Police (SMP), Shanghailander society doctors, one of the International Settlement’s best known hostesses, as well as journalists from as far afield as Hong Kong and Manila.




  On December 10th, 1928 the press reported that O’Neill was in a Shanghai sanatorium with a recurrence of his former lung condition. His situation was reported as having turned ‘critical after Mr O’Neill had been ill for some time’.[6] The report had reached London from the offices of the Japanese news agency, the Nippon Denpo, which supplied news dispatches to the British newspapers, as well as the new American news service, United Press, from its Shanghai branch office. Though the Nippon Denpo had a reputation for rather sensationalising its wire stories there was no reason to doubt the substance.




  The newspaper rumour mill went into immediate overdrive. A day later several American newspapers reported that O’Neill had simply suffered a case of sunstroke while in Asia but was now ‘pronounced cured’.[7] Perhaps this was true – the newspapers reported variously that O’Neill had come down with sunstroke during stopovers in either Colombo, Singapore or Saigon, where he was rumoured to have also caught a bad cold that had developed into full-blown influenza. The same day several newspapers had a somewhat different story. O’Neill had apparently suffered ‘a slight nervous breakdown and bronchitis occasioned by the strain of travel and overwork.’ The playwright, the reports said, had been prescribed a week in bed to ensure his full recovery.[8] In the more detailed reports a name was first heard that, as the hunt for O’Neill intensified and became decidedly stranger, would be constantly mentioned – Dr Alexander Renner, described as ‘an Austrian nerve specialist resident in Shanghai’.




  In Shanghai itself the local English-language China Coast newspapers, the legion of stringers for foreign papers and news services including the Associated Press, United Press, the Trans-Pacific News Service and Reuters, as well as the resident foreign Shanghailander population, became consumed by the story. Shanghai was a city that craved celebrity, loved visits by important personages and generated vast amounts of gossip as to what those celebrities thought of the city and, given Shanghai’s growing reputation as a world sin capital, what they got up to while they sojourned in town. Shanghainese and Shanghailander both were obsessed by the modern, the new, the in-vogue. Those that represented those worlds were treated as honoured guests and their every movement closely watched and reported on. They were also monitored – especially if they were perceived to have left-wing proclivities. The SMP and its political section, Special Branch, were also to take an interest in Eugene O’Neill’s covert visit to their city.




  In December 1928 in smart Shanghailander homes O’Neill was a major topic of gossip – where he was, who he was with, and why he was in the International Settlement, consumed the dinner party chat of the swankier sort hosted by the city’s ‘400’, the wealthiest and most influential foreigners in town.




  And then O’Neill vanished again. . . .




  It transpired, as told in a small story in the local North-China Daily News, that O’Neill was staying in the Settlement’s Astor House Hotel and had been there for a month or so laid up in his sick bed, it was believed since early November.




  The recently appointed Manager, Mr H.O. ‘Henry’ Wasser, oversaw the Astor, located at the junction of the Whangpoo River and the Soochow Creek, just across from the famous Bund. The hotel was technically in Shanghai’s Hongkew district at the northern end of the Garden Bridge that crossed the creek. The Astor had been founded as a boarding house and existed in one form or another since the 1840s, not long after the opening of Shanghai as a foreign-administered treaty port in the wake of the Opium Wars. The incarnation of the Astor building in which Eugene O’Neill lodged had been completed in 1911, boasting a 500-seat dining room and a grand, sprung dance floor. It termed itself the ‘Waldorf Astoria of the Orient’ boasting that all its 211 rooms had twenty-four-hour hot water, telephones and ‘the finest service in the world’.
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    Astor House Hotel


  




  As soon as the news got out that O’Neill was resident at the Astor House the local newspapers besieged the hotel lobby seeking interviews with the famous playwright. He gave none despite their entreaties. Then, on December 13th, it was announced that O’Neill had risen from his sickbed at the hotel and disappeared leaving a letter with his doctor, Alexander Renner, who claimed to have been treating him there in his room.




  The letter, in O’Neill’s own handwriting, was delivered to Dr Renner, who subsequently released it to the waiting journalists in Henry Wasser’s crowded lobby. In the letter O’Neill claimed that he had vacated his hotel room and left Shanghai immediately, that his bronchitis cough was gone and his nerves returning to normal. The letter was dated December 11th – O’Neill had at least a day’s head start on his pursuers. The playwright claimed that there had been numerous persons at the hotel seeking to interview him and inquire into his personal circumstances and that they had become a nuisance. He stated that he had come to Shanghai for peace and to work. He claimed, rather with tongue in cheek, that Shanghai’s ‘wholesome virtues’ made the city no place in which to accomplish any serious writing, even if he were completely well physically. The letter expressed apologies to Dr Renner for his hasty departure and continued:




  I came to China seeking peace and quiet and hoping that here at least people would mind their business and allow me to mind mine. But I have found more snoops and gossips per square inch than there is in any New England town of a 1,000 inhabitants. This does not apply to American newspaper correspondents, who have been most decent, carrying out their duties in a most gentlemanly manner.




  I am going to Honolulu and then to Tahiti, if Honolulu adopts the same attitude as Shanghai – that I am a politician whose life must be public. At any rate, I will find peace and solitude to work in if I have to go to the South Pole.




  I expect to be in the pink of condition in the shortest time.[9]




  As soon as the assembled journalists heard the contents of the letter they set to work. No steamers had left Shanghai for Honolulu on the 11th, the date of O’Neill’s letter indicating he was leaving immediately. The Associated Press speculated that perhaps O’Neill had boarded a Japanese tramp steamer and would then take a transpacific liner from Japan to Hawaii. Stringers were posted at Japanese ports but nobody matching O’Neill’s description was sighted at Tokyo, Kobe or Yokohama. Meanwhile the United Press stringer, probably due to a disingenuous comment from the Astor’s Henry Wasser, speculated that O’Neill had actually gone in the other direction from his letter’s stated intent and was en route south to the British Crown Colony of Hong Kong.[10] A gaggle of expectant Hong Kong-based stringers for the UP and AP gathered at the docks in the British colony waiting for the President Monroe to arrive from Shanghai, a Dollar Line steamship on the round-the-world service that connected through to Marseille and New York. It berthed on time but O’Neill was not among the passengers. Still, the stringers got another couple of column inches (and another small payday) the following morning out of reporting that the missing playwright was not aboard and had not come to Hong Kong at all.[11] A Chinese newspaper, joining in the fun, suggested that perhaps bandits had captured him. Other stringers wrote that O’Neill was now missing again and, despite his letter stating he was in full recovery, that he was actually still ‘critically ill’.[12]




  Shanghai was an easy city in which to disappear quickly, but also a very tricky one in which to remain anonymous for long. It was big, the fourth or fifth largest city in the world with a population, estimated in the city’s 1928 census, at nearly three million, but less than 50,000 of those were foreigners. Shanghailander society was close knit; most people were only a remove or two from everyone else through the networks of large foreign trading companies (the hongs), members’ clubs, the tradition of tiffin lunches, sports and the race club. Some would have described the city, at least among its higher echelons of taipans and the ‘400’, as incestuous and with everybody’s nose far too deeply into everybody else’s business. At least half a dozen English-language daily newspapers were published in the city reporting its affairs to its foreign denizens. It was true there was a lower-echelon foreign population, composed largely of émigré White Russians who had fled the Bolshevik Revolution to the city, as well as the various soldiers and sailors stationed there to protect the foreign enclaves, but they counted for little in terms of gossip. The British may have been the dominant nationality in terms of the biggest hongs and the political elite – Britons invariably ran the Municipal Council that controlled the Settlement’s affairs as well as held the top posts in the SMP and local armed detachment known as the Shanghai Volunteer Force – but the Americans were a growing power with their own firms, churches, schools, clubs, court and marshals, as well as the locally stationed Fourth Marine ‘Leathernecks’, to watch out for them.




  It was also true that Shanghai was a very easy city to enter incognito. The port’s customs and immigration regulations were lax to the point of non-existent (a fact that had attracted the stateless White Russians and would later bring European Jewish refugees from fascism to the city), and entry could be recorded under any name the visitor saw fit. In this respect, if O’Neill wished to enter Shanghai unnoticed and check in to a hotel unrecorded, then Shanghai was about the best big city in the world to achieve that aim. However, if you were a somebody, a name, a celebrity, then Shanghailanders and their press considered you fair game.




  It’s quite possible that the SMP realised earlier than the newspapers that O’Neill was in town, but they weren’t about to inform the ladies and gentleman of the press corps. Someone had anonymously tipped off Shanghai’s Special Branch that a dangerous American radical was in the Settlement – Shanghai Special Branch took a particular interest in ‘Reds’ who popped up on their turf and usually sought to move them along as quickly as possible. Clearly O’Neill’s IWW membership and his Bohemian socialist friends in Greenwich Village had been noted. For as long as O’Neill was in town the SMP kept watch outside the Astor as assiduously as did the press corps.




  The Shanghai runaround




  Who gave the game away remained a mystery. Most assumed an employee of the Astor in return for a few dollars from a newspaperman. Who was staying at the hotel, where they went at night or who was seen leaving their room in the early hours, perhaps rather shamefacedly, was always saleable information in Shanghai. Perhaps it was a flatfoot from the SMP, bored with standing around on a freezing corner in December with the chill winds whipping off the Whangpoo River waiting for O’Neill to emerge. Or perhaps an outraged Dr Renner annoyed at being duped gave the game way, or was he in on the ruse?. . . for that was what the whole letter and supposed midnight flit out of town had been. In fact Eugene O’Neill was, according to the hotel’s management, still comfortably ensconced in his room at the Astor curled up in his sickbed. He had gone nowhere.




  Dr Renner denied he had been in on any subterfuge and had not known O’Neill was still in Shanghai and added:




  I don’t understand O’Neill. Apparently he disliked my services. He had a right to dismiss me but he shows no appreciation for my kindness and his actions are most unethical.[13]




  Henry Wasser, commanding the reception desk at the Astor against all comers, was straight-backed and tight-lipped. He confirmed O’Neill was still a guest, but refused to reveal his plans except to say he was a ‘very sick man and is not seeing anyone’.




  But nobody had actually seen O’Neill, not even Renner, and some refused to believe he was still in the hotel. Was O’Neill really up in his sick bed, or was this just more misdirection, while in fact he was long gone out of town and had planned this altercation with Renner to throw the press off his scent once again? Randall Gould, the famously acerbic local chief correspondent for the United Press (and later to become the editor of the Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury and one of the city’s most respected and long-serving newspapermen) believed it was. In fact he believed he’d got O’Neill – in Manila. Where Gould led, many other local reporters followed.




  Thanks to a UP stringer in Manila, Gould believed he had his man. A passenger bearing an uncanny resemblance to O’Neill had arrived in the Philippines capital aboard the German steamship, the SS Coblenz of the Norddeutscher-Lloyd line. After Manila the ship would sail for Bremen, via various Asian ports, and then across the Atlantic to New York. Gould’s Filipino stringer identified the man he thought to be O’Neill travelling under the alias of the Reverend William O’Brien. The stringer felt sure he was right, questioned the man, who (he claimed) admitted he was indeed Eugene O’Neill, was intending to sail for Genoa in Italy and then travel to the resort of Rapallo.[14] The story was picked up on the wires and ran in numerous newspapers across America.




  But Gould was not a man to fall for a ruse more than once. A stringer’s identification from a photograph; a man claiming to be O’Neill? Gould demanded clear evidence as to the clergyman’s true identity. The good Rev. produced an American passport in the name of Eugene Gladstone O’Neill, born October 16th, 1888. Furthermore, he had letters in his handwriting and others addressed to him; he then produced his notebooks for the reporter to verify the handwriting and he even allowed the man a glance at his bankbooks. He finally gave the Manila stringer an autograph. The chase was over – Gould had indeed found his man. But his man was now gone from Shanghai, aboard a steamer bound for Europe and refusing to leave his cabin until the ship set sail westwards. At noon on December 19th, 1928 the SS Coblenz set sail from Manila for Europe. O’Neill made one final comment to the pressmen ashore – that because of the fuss in Shanghai he’d failed to do what he had come there for, namely to study the Chinese theatre, but that he had now, aboard the Coblenz, finally begun work on a new play.[15]




  Back in Shanghai Renner still denied any involvement in O’Neill’s escape from the city. It had been a ruse perpetrated by the Astor House Hotel on O’Neill’s behalf to let him escape unnoticed while the press believed him still firmly in his sick bed. He had been tricked too. Henry Wasser at the Astor merely commented that the hotel had served their esteemed guest as he so wished and facilitated his unmolested journey onward. And so the story of Eugene O’Neill’s disappearance, reappearance and second disappearance in Shanghai died.




  The newspapermen may have been pleased with themselves for tracing O’Neill to Manila and uncovering him. But none of them – not in Shanghai, nor in Manila – had got the real story of Eugene O’Neill’s winter 1928 sojourn in the city. None of them ever mentioned or worked out that O’Neill had not been alone in his hotel room. They never discovered that he had regularly gone out and explored the city, its streets and nocturnal delights in the company of others. They never got the story of the woman that came to Shanghai with Eugene O’Neill and what they got up to in one of the world’s wildest towns.




  Part Two – High times in Shanghai




  Preparing to head east




  The origins of O’Neill’s Shanghai sojourn go back to the start of 1928, the point at which he decided that his future lay not with his wife Agnes but with Carlotta Monterey. He set his course and started to disentangle his marriage. Agnes, now aware of his relationship with Monterey and that it was more than just a fling, came to New York to sort out a settlement under the guidance of their joint attorney, Harry Weinberger. Agnes was to receive six to ten thousand dollars annually (depending on O’Neill’s earnings) and the use of the Spithead property in Bermuda. Somehow Carlotta found out Agnes was in Manhattan and a frightful argument ensued with O’Neill, which led to a temporary break-up. Eventually Agnes, and their three children, left New York for Bermuda and O’Neill reconciled with Carlotta.




  Meanwhile, good reviews were coming in for the Broadway production of Marco Millions[16] and Strange Interlude was in rehearsal.




  Opinions on Carlotta Monterey’s acting skills among New York’s theatrical community were mixed, though all seem to have agreed that she was extremely beautiful. The gossip columns were starting to note O’Neill and Monterey as an item and neither wanted that sort of attention while things still weren’t finally legally settled with Agnes. They began to formulate plans to sail for Europe once Strange Interlude had opened, which it did on January 30th, 1928 to good reviews despite some critics’ concern about its marathon length. Strange Interlude significantly increased O’Neill’s bank account – his combined royalties from the theatrical production, his share of the movie rights and sales of the book of the play topped $275,000 (about $4 million in 2018 money). Financially O’Neill was set. He decided to leave town.




  Travelling incognito was not a novelty for O’Neill. In February 1928 he had told everyone he was heading to California and then booked passage to London under an assumed name. Carlotta was also booked on the same liner. He got out of New York without the press realising his true destination. In a springtime Europe O’Neill and Carlotta’s relationship blossomed. London, Paris, Biarritz beckoned and O’Neill, through moving hotels and resorts regularly and a bit of light-hearted subterfuge, managed to avoid the interest of the English and French press. Consequently little gossip of his breakup with Agnes or the new relationship made the American newspapers. He was slightly annoyed that Agnes was asking for more money, but then his financial circumstances had changed rather dramatically since the first settlement negotiations. The news of the divorce, as already mentioned, did emerge in the newspapers in June, though Agnes did not mention Carlotta by name. That effectively ended the correspondence between O’Neill and Agnes, though it would be another year before she did finally file suit.
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    Eugene and Carlotta


  




  In July O’Neill mentioned to the Theater Guild’s Theresa Helburn in New York his idea of travelling to Asia to see the India and Far East of Rudyard Kipling (an author he had loved as a boy) and that he might leave around October for Hong Kong. First he completed his next play, Dynamo (to be the first in a trilogy of plays on the failure of materialism). Once this was done it was a busy time making arrangements and packing, although their plans were rather of the ‘play it by ear’ variety with a planned voyage to Hong Kong and then . . . well, they’d see.




  Eventually, on October 5, the couple boarded the majestic SS André-Lebon of the French Messageries Maritimes line at Marseille and began the long voyage east to China. Accompanying them was Carlotta’s personal maid and secretary, Tuve Drew, known usually as Mrs Drew, a stout blonde Swede with a husband and child back in England. Mrs Drew handily happened to be both a skilled masseuse and a trained nurse.




  The journey to Shanghai was of several weeks’ duration. O’Neill celebrated his fortieth birthday sailing through the Red Sea, though the couple were unmolested as the bulk of the other passengers were French and had no idea who their famous travelling companion was. It should have been a pleasant journey – Eugene working on a sketch for his next play[17] and Carlotta relaxing on deck – but Carlotta felt a sense of foreboding. On October 14th she wrote in her diary, ‘Something awful is going to happen – I know it!’[18]




  The ship made a brief stop at Djibouti, a rather fly-blown French colonial possession on the Horn of Africa with little to recommend it to tourists, and then pressed on to the British colony of Ceylon and the port of Colombo. Later some press reports would claim that O’Neill got sunstroke at Colombo, though his biographer Louis Sheaffer believes this happened at the next port of call, Singapore where he went swimming in water Carlotta thought ‘sewer infested’.[19] After Singapore, Messageries Maritimes ships crossed the South China Sea to French Indo-China and put in at Saigon, a city O’Neill described as ‘fascinating in a queer sinister way’.[20] The couple took a day trip to Cholon (Saigon’s Chinatown) but, it seems, O’Neill’s real discovery in Saigon was the city’s gambling casinos on the infamous Rue Catinat. Other pleasures also tempted O’Neill in Saigon, though he showed restraint. Sending a postcard of an opium smoker to the journalist and critic Benjamin De Casseres, whose ideas on Nietzsche had influenced him (O’Neill had taken Thus Spake Zarathustra as shipboard reading), he wrote:




  I’ve never fallen for this brand of Nirvana, but this guy looks as if he couldn’t be altogether wrong! I’m staying in Saigon awhile – most interesting place so far.[21]




  As was reported in some newspapers later it seems O’Neill did catch flu in Saigon and had to submit to the ministrations of Mrs Drew. He certainly seems to have lost a pile at the gaming tables, which did not best please an increasingly exasperated Carlotta.




  Eventually the André-Lebon docked in Hong Kong’s impressive Victoria Harbour with the famous Peak rising above the colony. Hong Kong had been their intended first stop, but O’Neill was still out with the flu and Mrs Drew declared Hong Kong too damp for his health. He told friends that he was planning to continue east and eventually to stay a while in Japan. And so they remained on board and continued up the South China coast to Shanghai where they disembarked, passing by the notoriously lax customs officials, and checked into the Palace Hotel in mid-November.




  A tense and terse Shanghai




  Things were a little tense between Eugene and Carlotta by the time they checked in to their separate suites at the Palace. As usual O’Neill registered them incognito and in different rooms to avoid the city’s snoops and hacks that might be looking for a story. The American newspapers were still reporting O’Neill as AWOL and details of his marriage break-up with Agnes still occasionally surfaced in the New York gossip columns. The Palace was certainly swank digs. Right on the Bund waterfront, it was a European-style hotel, all redbrick Victorian neo-Renaissance, and had opened in 1908. In the 1920s it was the smartest hotel on the strip of grand buildings that fronted out onto the teeming Whangpoo River and looked across to the busy wharfs and (warehouses) of the Pootung shore opposite and the vista of small farms and villages beyond. The rooms were sumptuous, newly installed elevators whisked guests up to their floors, hot water was on tap, radiators beat the chill of Shanghai’s cold winters and cloth-slippered staff moved quietly along the corridors with room service trays and guests’ fresh laundry.[22] Going about their business they may well have heard the odd screaming match from the adjoining suites occupied by O’Neill and Monterey.




  The confinement of a long voyage, the daily repetition of each other’s company and cabin claustrophobia hadn’t helped their moods. O’Neill’s taste for outdoor swimming had given him sunstroke either in Colombo or Singapore, and what was either a bad cold or a mild influenza in Saigon. Carlotta had warned him not to go swimming and worried about the bacteria and diseases in the water. But it was his new-found love of the roulette wheels in Saigon (and his not insubstantial losses spinning those wheels) that really sent her into a rage. She screamed at him and he screamed back. She resented his stubbornness and he declared himself tired of her incessant nagging. O’Neill was feeling confined and so, when they were out strolling along the Bund on one of their first days in Shanghai, he chanced upon an old acquaintance called Alfred Batson, he jumped at the chance of some male company and an opportunity to get away from Carlotta for a while. Batson recalled their meeting that day:




  I was walking past the Palace Hotel one morning at the corner of Nanking Road and the Bund when I saw a tall man in front of me. I was sure it was O’Neill, and with him a beautiful woman. Shanghai was like a small town as far as the foreign population went in those days and any foreigner stuck out like a sore thumb. I walked up to the man, looked at him, and said, ‘It is!’.[23]




  O’Neill had first met Alfred ‘Red’ Batson in Cape Cod with the Provincetown Players and then again later in Greenwich Village. The adventurous redheaded man was sure to appeal to the side of O’Neill that had gone away to sea as a young man. Born in Boston and briefly attending Harvard, Batson joined the Canadian Army and served in Europe in World War One. To achieve this he seems to have taken Canadian citizenship and so ever after is referred to as Canadian in just about every report concerning him. After the war he decided to become a ‘soldier of fortune’, jumped a ship in San Francisco and went briefly to Central America, joining the army of General Juan Bautista Sacasa in Nicaragua, where the general was staging a sort of counter-coup. Even so there wasn’t much action to be had in Nicaragua and the US Marines ordered Batson to leave the country. He took their sternly offered advice and walked through Honduras, Guatemala and Mexico back to the United States and eventually to Greenwich Village and O’Neill’s table in the Golden Swan Saloon one night. But he didn’t tarry in Manhattan long. Batson joined China’s fledgling Nationalist Army that was then accepting foreigners with Western military training who might make good officers and trainers. It appears he did join up, for a while anyway, but seems to have found himself in Shanghai at some point in 1928 and been offered a newspaper job. Batson promptly swapped his black Nationalist uniform and rifle for a locally tailored Saigon linen suit, notebook and pencil.[24]




  ‘Red’ Batson, who was still only twenty-eight years old despite his many adventures, was in Shanghai working for the North-China Daily News, a paper technically owned by British interests but invariably reflecting the particular mind-set of the Shanghailander – all business, and intent on boosting Shanghai’s role globally, while retaining the extraterritorial privileges of the city’s unique status. The North-China was the most established and widely read of the half dozen or so China-coast English-language papers and employed a large staff of various nationalities who all worked out of its offices and presses at No. 17 Bund. The building, known as ‘The Old Lady of the Bund’, was just a block along the waterfront from the Palace Hotel. O’Neill was delighted to meet Batson but begged him, ‘Do me a favour, just keep me out of the paper.’[25] Batson agreed; he didn’t think his editor, the staunchly British O.M. Green, a man not well versed in New York theatrical trends, would recognise the name anyway. Red offered to show O’Neill the sights while he was in town. O’Neill jumped at the chance to escape the increasingly terse atmosphere of the Palace Hotel.




  Shanghai might have been one of the most wide-open cities on earth in 1928, but it was also one of the most tense. Nineteen twenty-seven had been one of the bloodiest in the treaty port’s history. Ceded by the Chinese after the First Opium War in 1842, it was a village raised to a major port in the intervening years. The Americans had merged their small concession with the larger British one in 1868 to form the International Settlement, where the foreign population had its own courts, justice system, municipal council, police force, armies and the Volunteer Force to protect the Settlement’s borders. The French retained their own adjacent concession and largely managed their own affairs. The city had grown phenomenally as the entreP&Ocirc;t for the Yangtze trade, eclipsing Hong Kong and Singapore as the major trading post in Asia. Mass construction had thrown up Western-style hotels, theatres, the inevitable racecourse, streets of smart housing alongside myriad lanes cheek-by-jowl with rookeries of smaller, cramped dwellings. The city had largely avoided any major bloodshed or wars due to its unique international status. But Shanghai, a city of modern ideas both in culture and politics, was not completely immune.




  In April 1927 the city’s streets had literally run with blood. Chiang Kai-shek and his ruling Kuomintang Party had vowed to unite China and drive out the scourge of the warlords. He began his campaign in the south, from Canton, and moved north, towards the Yangtze and Shanghai. In Shanghai Chiang faced another threat – strongly organised labour unions and an emergent communist force. Communist-led strikes broke out in Shanghai. On April 9th Chiang declared martial law in the city outside the foreign concessions and planned a purge of the recently formed Communist Party. Things escalated – severe beatings led to deaths, the army opened fire killing more strikers. Officially, over a thousand communists were arrested, some three hundred executed and more than five thousand went missing. Many foreign journalists, who watched the events, claimed the slaughter was far worse.




  Eugene O’Neill could not but have been aware of the unrest. The British still had a garrison of 3,000 soldiers to support troops stationed in the Settlement from Italy and France as well as the American Fourth Marines and several ships of the US Asiatic Fleet, the Royal Navy’s China Squadron and the French Navy moored on the Whangpoo. Batson took him to the Municipal Police’s crime museum, where he was given a tour by no less than George Gilbert, the chief of the Shanghai detective squad. The museum described many macabre forms of Chinese torture and laid bare the general state of criminality in the city. O’Neill was particularly fascinated, as so many foreign sojourners were over the years, by the exhibit on the traditional ‘death by a thousand cuts’ method of getting a suspect to talk! Shanghai was in many respects a Western city, a highly modern metropolis, and not the magical Orient O’Neill had imbibed in his boyhood Kipling. Shanghai was not what he had expected; he was angry with Carlotta, he was not writing and in a city with numerous, as he would later say (with tongue firmly in cheek), ‘wholesome virtues’, he began drinking again.




  On the town




  Not surprisingly O’Neill’s jaunts to the city’s bars, nightclubs and casinos with Batson did little to improve Carlotta’s temper. In her suite at the Palace with nobody for company, except her maid Tuve Drew, she felt trapped; trapped in a town full of excellent restaurants, glamorous nightclubs and smart hotel lobbies in which to see and be seen. She had snuck out briefly while O’Neill was sightseeing with Batson and gotten a tour of the city from the Palace’s Swiss manager. But that had been her only escape. Her Broadway career was on hold, Agnes was still stalling on finalising the divorce and O’Neill insisted on them remaining incognito in Shanghai.




  When O’Neill returned from one of his nights out on the town, steaming drunk, Carlotta was waiting for him and a fight started. He accused her of spying on him; she claimed she was worried for his health. It was true the drink wasn’t going to help him get over his bout of flu quickly. Carlotta claimed O’Neill eventually exploded and slapped her hard; so hard she almost toppled over. He then, rather nastily, called her ‘an old whore’. O’Neill admitted later to Red Batson that he’d taken ‘a poke’ at her.[26] She walked out of the room, told Tuve Drew to pack their belongings, checked out of the Palace and moved across the Soochow Creek to the Astor House Hotel and the close attentions of the manager, Henry Wasser.




  The fight, and Carlotta’s departure to another hotel, did little to change O’Neill’s behaviour. Batson recalled meeting him for breakfast the next day at the Palace and he was already drunk. The following evening, around November 20th, the two embarked on an epic bar crawl. From the Palace they headed over to the Avenue Edward VII, the ‘Avenue Eddy’ to Shanghailanders, and into the French Concession. Their first stop was the notorious strip of bars on Rue Chu Pao San, known as ‘Blood Alley’. The narrow street was home to two dozen bars, mostly of the hole-in-the-wall variety. Some of them hadn’t even got electricity and just used kerosene lamps, but they weren’t afraid to give themselves some grand names – the Palais Cabaret, the ’Frisco, Mumms, the Crystal, George’s Bar, Monk’s Brass Rail, the New Ritz and The Manhattan. Inside were sailors, soldiers and the foreign ‘driftwood’ of Shanghai mingling with a League of Nations of prostitutes – Cantonese from the south, Koreans, French-speaking Annamite girls and White Russian women. Carl Crow, an American journalist who had swapped Missouri for Shanghai fifteen years before O’Neill arrived commented that you didn’t have to hang around Blood Alley long before you’d get to witness a ‘knock-down-and-drag-out fist fight between British and American sailors that usually ended with the tall, tough, turbaned Sikh constables of the SMP wading in with their bamboo lathis to break up the ruckus.’[27]




  From Blood Alley they headed back into the Settlement and up the Bubbling Well Road to the small street known as Love Lane, another strip of entertainment joints including the Saint Anna Ballroom (very popular with the local Fourth Marine contingent), Van’s Dutch Inn and Madam Margaret Kennedy’s infamous mansion-sized brothel staffed mostly by American working girls.




  Fairly well liquored up by this time they finally ended up at the St George’s Café, a mid-market dance hall patronised by both Shanghailanders and Chinese customers. The St George’s, on the major thoroughfare of the Bubbling Well Road, was well established, a barn of a place and known to everyone. The owner, Jimmy St James, was a long-term face about town who also had arrangements with the visiting liners to bring in tourists and which, in a practice not followed by Shanghai nightclubs wishing to avoid trouble, also allowed sailors and soldiers of various nations entry. The night often ended in brawls.




  Shanghai was a fairly wild town in 1928. But it wasn’t yet quite the equivalent of Manhattan; its 1930s zenith as the sin Mecca of the Far East was still a few years away. However, fun could be had quite easily and till the early hours and booze was incredibly cheap for those with American dollars. The St George’s was a taxi-dance establishment – a large dance floor with rattan tables and chairs round the edges. Chinese and White Russian women sat with their backs to the wall, fanning themselves, waiting to be asked to dance. You bought a strip of tickets, you asked a girl to dance, you gave her a ticket, which she later cashed in with the management. The girls would encourage you to hand over more dance tickets, buy more booze and were often open to ‘off-the-books’ arrangements at the end of the night.




  O’Neill was half drunk when he got to the joint; closing time was basically sun up. He ordered champagne and got to drinking yet more. O’Neill found the girls sad looking and started buying bottles of champagne for them, against Red Batson’s advice – Red knew that the girls would mark O’Neill as a moneybags and the champagne was probably just cold tea. O’Neill threw a lot of cash about and became ever more drunk. Eventually they left and O’Neill collapsed on the curb outside the nightclub and opposite the large and imposing Bubbling Well Police Station. The Sikh officers changing shifts at the station saw him sprawled on the pavement and laughed at another casualty of Shanghai’s ferocious nightlife. O’Neill told Batson he’d been ‘a son of a bitch to Agnes’[28] but that he’d ‘make Carlotta a helluva husband.’[29] After a long confession of his woes mixed with a large dose of self-recrimination O’Neill began to vomit repeatedly and turned decidedly pale. Batson got him back to the Palace Hotel in a rickshaw, up into his suite, and called the house doctor.
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