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THERE ARE TWO systems of translating Chinese characters into the English language—Wade-Giles (developed in the mid-nineteenth century and used on Taiwan until 2009) and pinyin (a phonetic system developed by the Communists in the mid-twentieth century). Guided by what the reader is most likely to recognize and the time frame of the book, I have used Wade-Giles or common usage for names of people like Chiang Kai-shek and Sun Yatsen. I have done the same for place names like Canton and Mongolia, occasionally falling back on postal map names, and, in the interest of simplicity, have left out quite a few dashes and apostrophes.


The pitfalls of transliterating Chinese into English are only surpassed by the difficulties of converting Chinese money into American dollars. Because of the constant fluctuation of currencies, their names, and their equivalents, most amounts cited in the book are footnoted on the page with their approximate value in U.S. dollars for that year and, in parenthesis, what those dollars would be worth in 2008.
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Acheson, Dean: U.S. secretary of state in the Truman administration.


Allen, Dr. Young J.: Head of the Southern Methodist Mission in Shanghai.


Alsop, Joseph: American journalist and syndicated columnist, related to the Roosevelts.


Arnold, H. H. (“Hap”): The only five-star general in both the U.S. Army and U.S. Air Force.


Belden, Jack: American journalist, one of the group that walked out of Burma with Stilwell.


Blucher, Vasily Konstantinovich: Known as Galen, he was the chief Russian adviser to Chiang Kai-shek at the military school of Whampoa.


Borodin, Mikhail (real name: Mikhail Markovich Gruzenberg): Russian member of the Comintern who organized Sun Yat-sen’s government in the Communist style.


Brooke, Sir Alan (Lord Alanbrooke): Principal military adviser to Winston Churchill during World War II.


Burke, William B.: Charlie Soong’s best friend at school in the United States and in China.


Caldwell, Oliver J.: An officer of the OSS.


Cantlie, Dr. James: A doctor and friend of Sun Yat-sen.


Carr, General Julian Shakespeare: The head of Bull-Durham Tobacco, he was Charlie Soong’s benefactor in the United States.


Chang Ching-chiang (“Curio Chang”): Crippled art and antique dealer who befriended Chiang Kai-shek and probably paid for his second wedding.


Chang Tso-lin: Known as the Old Marshal, he was the warlord of Manchuria.


Chang Tsung-chang: A warlord known as the Monster—huge, powerful, and none too bright.


Chen Cheng: A tough, decent Chinese general who became president of the Executive Yuan.


Chen, Jennie (Ch’en Chieh-ju): Chiang Kai-shek’s second wife.


Chen Chi-mei: Supporter of Sun Yat-sen and patron of Chiang Kai-shek.


Chen, Eugene: Born in Trinidad, he was the brilliant editor of The Shanghai Gazette.


Chen Kuo-fu: The older of the two conservative Chen brothers, who controlled both Chiang’s Kai-shek’s schedule and Chinese thought.


Chen Li-fu: The younger of the Chen brothers, known together as the CC Clique.


Chennault, Anna: The first woman correspondent for China’s Central News Agency and much younger wife of Claire Chennault. After his death, she became a figure in Republican circles of Washington.


Chennault, Claire Lee: Unofficial head of the Chinese air force, he competed with Stilwell for supplies and convinced the Chiangs that his Flying Tigers could win the war for them.


Chen Yi: Corrupt Chinese general named by Chiang as governor of Taiwan after World War II.


Chiang Ching-kuo: Chiang Kai-shek’s only biological son, he was head of the Kuomintang and Taiwan after the death of his father.


Chiang Wei-kuo: Chiang Kai-shek’s adopted son.


Chou En-lai: Second only to Mao Tse-tung in the Chinese Communist Party, he served as its first premier and foreign minister.


Chuikov, Vasilii I.: Chief Soviet military adviser to Chiang Kai-shek.


Chu Teh: The general who became commander-in-chief of the army of the CCP in China.


Cixi (Tzu-hsi): The dowager empress. The last powerful member of the Manchu dynasties, she ruled China from behind a yellow curtain.


Clark-Kerr, Archibald: English diplomat who served as ambassador to China from the late 1930s until 1942.


Cohen, Morris: Known as two-Gun Cohen, once a petty criminal in Canada, he served as bodyguard to the Suns and was devoted to them both.


Corcoran, Thomas G.: Known as Tommy the Cork by his friends and the first modern lobbyist by his detractors, he chartered China Defense Supplies for Tse-ven (T. V.) Soong.


Coward, Noel: English playwright, composer, and actor known for his highly sophisticated style and wit.


Cowles, Gardner, Jr. (“Mike”): Publisher of Look magazine and many newspapers, he accompanied Wendell Willkie on his world tour in 1942.


Currie, Lauchlin: Named White House economist in 1939, he was invited to China in 1941 and 1942 to help straighten out the country’s finances. Attacked as a Communist after the war, he moved to Colombia.


Davies, John Paton, Jr.: Served in the State Department and as political consultant to General Joseph Stilwell. Won the Medal of Freedom, but was accused of being a communist by Senator McCarthy.


Deng Xiao-ping: A veteran of the Long March and survivor of the Cultural Revolution, he emerged as China’s de facto leader after Mao’s death. He spoke at both Chou En-lai’s and Sun Ching-ling’s funerals.


Dole, Robert J.: Former Republican senator from Kansas who ran for president in 1996. He was seriously wounded in World War II and won three medals for bravery.


Donald, William Henry: An Australian journalist who raised the Chiangs to the status of world icons and became May-ling’s chief adviser.


Donovan, William: Known as Wild Bill, he was head of the OSS during World War II.


Dorn, Colonel Frank: Chief assistant to General Stilwell in China.


Dulles, John Foster: Named secretary of state by Eisenhower, he continued Truman’s policy of neutralization of the Taiwan Strait.


Du Yueh-sen: “Big-eared Du” organized and controlled the opium market in Shanghai and in his later life was known as a philanthropist.


Fairbank, John K.: Reknowned academic and historian of China, who worked for the OSS and the Office of War Information in Chungking during World War II.


Falkenhausen, Alexander von: General who headed the German military mission to China.


Farmer, Rhodes: Australian journalist, whose story on Japanese atrocities earned him a place on their death list. He also edited Madame Chiang’s first book—a collection of her articles.


Feng Yu-hsiang: “The Christian General,” probably the most colorful of the Chinese warlords.


Gabrielson, Eric: Norwegian ship’s captain who befriended Charlie Soong.


Galen: See Blucher.


Gandhi, Mohandas: Usually referred to as Mahatma (“Great Soul”) Gandhi, he met the Chiangs on their trip to India and was not impressed with the generalissimo.


Gauss, Clarence E.: American ambassador to China during World War II (1941–44), whose warnings about the unreliability of the Chinese government were often ignored.


Gellhorn, Martha: Famous American journalist who met the Chiangs while reporting on World War II.


Gould, Randall: Old China hand who wrote for The Nation and later for The Shanghai Post.


Hakka General (real name: Chen Chiung-ming): A southern warlord who was trusted by Sun Yat-sen but not by Chiang Kai-shek.


Harriman, W. Averill: Democratic politician and diplomat who served as President Roosevelt’s special envoy to Europe and ambassador to the Soviet Union during World War II.


Hart, Robert: Honest, beloved, and efficient head of Imperial Maritime Customs Service, which collected customs duties for the Chinese Government.


Hay, John: American diplomat responsible for the so-called Open Door Policy.


Ho Ying-chin: The highly corrupt general who controlled military affairs in China.


Hoover, J. Edgar: The first director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


Hopkins, Harry: Close friend and adviser to President Roosevelt, he was known as the Deputy President.


Hornbeck, Stanley K.: Chief of the U.S. State Department Division of Far Eastern Affairs from 1928 to 1937 and special adviser to the secretary of state during World War II.


Howard, Roy W.: Chairman of the board of Scripps-Howard News Service and friend of the Chiangs.


Hsiang, V. S.: Mow Pang-tsu’s executive officer who helped uncover the corruption in the purchase of military equipment for China.


Hsu, General Chung-chih: Third in line to inherit the leadership of the Kuomintang until he deserted his post in the city of Waichow.


Hu Han-min: A conservative, he and his brother, Hu Yin, were second and third in line to inherit the leadership of the KMT.


Huang Jin-rong: Known as Pockmarked Huang; a major figure in Shanghai crime.


Hurley, Major General Patrick J.: Colorful character sent by President Roosevelt to China to bring the Nationalists and Communists together.


Hu Shih: A onetime pupil of Charlie Soong who became China’s ambassador to the U.S. (1938–42).


Joffe, Adolf: He held secret meetings with Sun Yat-sen and signed an agreement of cooperation between Sun’s government and the Chinese Communist Party.


Johnson, Nelson T.: U.S. minister, later ambassador, to China, 1929–41.


Judd, Walter: Doctor and medical missionary in China, he became a member of the House of Representatives from Minnesota. One of the idealistic members of the China Lobby.


Kerr, George H.: U.S. diplomat and influential commentator on Taiwan politics.


Kissanka: An anti-Chiang Russian agent sent to take Borodin’s place in China.


Kohlberg, Alfred: A rich merchant active in the China Lobby and the search for Communists in high places.


Koo, Wellington: Famous Chinese diplomat who served as ambassador to the United States and Britain.


Kung, David: The elder of the two Kung boys, who accompanied Aunty May on her visit to the United States.


Kung, Louis: The younger Kung son, who acted as a “courier” for the China Lobby, went into the oil business, and married a movie star.


Kung Hsiang-hsi (H. H.): The seventy-fifth lineal descendant of Confucius, who married May-ling’s elder sister Ai-ling and became China’s minister of finance.


Kung, Jeanette: The younger of the two Kung girls. An obvious lesbian in a day when most women stayed in the closet, she accompanied her aunt to the United States dressed like a boy.


Kung, Rosamond: The elder of the two Kung girls, she helped her aunt in her (May-ling’s) later years.


La Guardia, Fiorello: Mayor of New York from 1934 to 1945.


Lambert, Eleanor: The doyenne of fashion of her day and a friend of Madame Chiang.


Lattimore, Owen: China scholar sent to China to help Chiang Kai-shek with political problems.


Lee Teng-hui: The first democratically elected president of Taiwan, he was expelled from the KMT when he founded a new party.


Leonard, Royal: Pilot for Young Marshal Chang (Hsueh-liang), he ended up working for the Chinese air force.


Li Li-san: The de facto head of the CCP from 1928 to 1930, who clashed with Mao over communist theory.


Li Tsung-jen: Leader of the Warlords’ Council, which Chiang defeated in the late 1920s, he became vice president in 1948 and took over when Chiang retired.


Lin Shiliang: A confidential assistant to H. H. Kung, involved in a smuggling scheme.


Lin Yutang: Chinese writer and philosopher.


Liu Chen-huan: Warlord of Kwansi province. In spite of his profiteering from opium and brothels in Canton, Sun Yat-sen dubbed him “Living Angel Liu” because he had been wounded fighting for the city.


Luce, Claire Boothe: Journalist, editor, playwright, and member of the House of Representatives, she traveled with her husband to China, where she met the Chiangs and became one of Madame’s most enthusiastic admirers.


Luce, Henry: Publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines, he was an unequivocal supporter of China and the Chiangs.


MacArthur, Douglas: Commander of the U.S. Army Forces in the Far East during World War II, he served as head of the United Nations Forces in the Korean War before being dismissed for not adhering to President Truman’s policies.


McCarthy, Joseph: Senator from Wisconsin who claimed that the United States was riddled with Soviet spies and who hounded many unfortunate people out of government and the arts.


Magruder, John: Brigadier general who headed a U.S. military mission to China in 1941.


Mao Fu-mei: Chiang Kai-shek’s first wife, to whom he was married at the age of fourteen.


Maring (real name Hendricus Sneevliet): Dutch Communist who convinced Sun Yat-sen to ally his revolutionary party with the Russians.


Marshall, General George C.: Sent to China to try to bring the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party together.


McHugh, James M.: Naval attaché in the American Embassy and officer in charge of Far Eastern secret intelligence, he was a friend of Donald and the Chiangs.


McTyeire, Bishop Holland N.: Chancellor of Vanderbilt University, head of the Southern Methodist Mission in China.


Mills, Emma DeLong: May-ling’s best friend at Wellesley. Their friendship continued on and off after college.


Morgenthau, Henry, Jr.: President Roosevelt’s secretary of the Treasury. He did not trust the Chinese, but loaned them millions in accordance with Roosevelt’s wishes.


Mountbatten, Lord Louis: Supreme Commander of the Southeast Asia Command, member of the English royal family.


Mow Pang-tsu: Former brother-in-law of Chiang Kai-shek who reported corruption in the purchase of military supplies for China.


New Shan-chow: May-ling’s uncle, married to one of her mother’s sisters and an old friend of her father.


Nehru, Jawaharlal: The first prime minister of India.


Oursler, Fulton: American writer, editor, and journalist, whose writing was based on Christian themes except for a series of detective novels, written under various pseudonyms.


Oursler, Grace: Fulton’s wife and a friend of Madame Chiang, who helped her with her book about faith, The Sure Victory. Oursler started her career writing what were called “racy” novels under the pseudonym Dora Macy.


Pai Chung-hsi: An important general and close associate of Li Tsung-jen, who was named minister of defense after World War II and worked for Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan.


Pearson, Drew: American journalist known for his muckraking column “Washington Merry-Go-Round.”


Prohme, Rayna: Red-haired American Communist journalist who traveled to Moscow with Ching-ling.


Ricaud, Reverend T. Page: The man who converted Charlie Soong to Christianity.


von Seeckt, Hans: German general, author of Chiang Kai-shek’s successful Fifth Extermination Campaign, which forced the Chinese Communists to go on their Long March.


Service, John Stewart: A “China hand” who served in the U.S. Embassy and warned that Chiang Kai-shek was not China.


Sills, Beverly: A highly successful operatic soprano who, after retiring from the stage in 1980, worked in opera management.


Simon, Paul: Member of the U.S. House of Representatives (1975–85) and senator from Illinois (1985–97), he supported Taiwan and disagreed with U.S. policy to isolate the island.


Snow, Edgar: American journalist, believed to have been the first to interview Mao Tse-tung.


Sokolsky, George: Columnist and radio broadcaster who started as a revolutionary and became an archconservative. A friend of Tse-ven (T. V.) Soong.


Somervell, Brehon B: Commander of the U.S. Army Service Forces in World War II, responsible for logistics.


Soong, Charlie Jones, né Han Chiao-shun, patriarch of the Soong clan.


Soong, Madame Ni Kwei-tseng: An aristocrat from an old Chinese family and matriarch of the Soong clan.


Soong, Ai-ling (Loving Mood): eldest of the Soong children and Madame Chiang’s favorite sister, who married H. H. Kung.


Soong, Ching-ling (Happy Mood): second in line in the Soong family, a liberal who married Sun Yat-sen and supported the Communists.


Soong, Tse-an: Known as T.A. Youngest of the Soong family, he became a banker. His children often spent vacations with their Aunty May.


Soong, Tse-ven (Hardworking Son): Always referred to as T.V., Madame Chiang’s older brother was a world-reknowned economist in his day.


Soong, Tsu-liang: Known as T.L.; fifth child in the Soong family who became a businessman.


Stilwell, General Joseph W.: Known as Vinegar Joe, he was sent to China in 1942 to reform the Chinese army. His contempt for appearances brought him into conflict with Chiang Kai-shek, for whom “face” was everything.


Stimson, Henry L.: U.S. secretary of war under President Roosevelt.


Stuart, John Leighton: Last of the U.S. ambassadors to China who dealt with the Kuomintang government on the mainland.


Sun Chuan-fang: A warlord with five provinces.


Sun Fo: Son of Sun Yat-sen, a changeable politician who served the KMT in several positions and took the remnants of the government to Canton as a last holdout against the CCP.


Sun Yat-sen: The George Washington of China, who succeeded in dethroning the last of the Chinese dynasties.


Tai Li: Head of Chiang Kai-shek’s secret police.


Tang Shen-chih: The general left in charge of defending Nanking when the Japanese arrived.


Teng Ying-chao: The wife of Chou En-lai who served in various positions on the Central Committee of the CCP and fought for the rights of women and children.


Tong, Hollington: American-trained journalist and biographer of Chiang Kai-shek, who served as the KMT’s publicity man during World War II and later as ambassador to the United States.


Utley, Freda: An English scholar, journalist, and author of a number of books, who supported the Communists until they arrested her Russian husband.


Vincent, John Carter: Director of the Bureau of Far-Eastern Affairs, he was hounded out of the State Department by the “absurd” charges of disloyalty by Joseph McCarthy.


Wallace, Henry A.: Vice president under Roosevelt from 1941 to 1945.


Wang Ching-wei: The top man in the Kuomintang after Sun Yat-sen, he was expected to succeed Sun.


Wavell, Archibald: A one-eyed Scottish general who did not get along with Chiang Kai-shek.


Wedemeyer, Albert C.: American general who analyzed German strategy during World War II and took Stilwell’s place in China after he was dismissed.


Wen Bing-chung: May-ling’s uncle, married to one of her mother’s sisters and an old friend of her father.


White, Theodore H.: Major American journalist who covered China during World War II and wrote articles and books about the experience.


Willauer, Whiting: Lawyer who worked for T.V. Soong at China Defense Supplies and helped Claire Chennault start Civil Air Transport.


Willkie, Wendell: A corporate lawyer whom the Republicans ran against Roosevelt in 1940.


Winchell, Walter: Print and radio commentator, who broke precedent by talking about the private lives of celebrities.


Wu Kuo-chen (K. C. Wu): Liberal governor of Taiwan, whom Chiang Kai-shek failed to silence.


Xiang Ying: A Communist general assassinated either for gold or on the orders of Mao.


Yang Huang-kuan: Warlord who controlled the Army of Yunnan and profited from crime in next-door Canton.


Yang Hu-chen: Warlord of Shensi province and partner of the Young Marshal at Xian.


Yao Yi-cheng: Chiang Kai-shek’s concubine, mother of his adopted son, Chiang Wei-kuo.


Yen Hsi-shan: A major warlord, known as the Model Governor of the Province of Shansi


Young, Arthur N.: Economic adviser to the U.S. State Department, the Chinese Government, and Central Bank of China (1929–47).


Youngman, William S. Jr.: President of China Defense Supplies from 1942 to 1945. A law partner of Thomas G. Corcoran and friend of T. V. Soong, he served from 1949 to 1968 as president of C. V. Starr, the insurance giant.


Yuan Shih-kai: Chief rival of Sun Yat-sen, he envisioned himself as the next Emperor of China. 
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When China moves, she will move the world.


—NAPOLEON BONAPARTE


COLONEL FRANK DORN was nobody’s fool. Chief aide and confidant of General Joseph Stilwell, commander of the U.S. Army in China, Dorn arrived in the Chinese wartime capital of Chungking in March 1942. Known as Pinky— “for his complexion, not his politics”—he was a big, handsome man of forty-one, a quality that endeared him to Madame Chiang, who was known to call on Dorn during periods of military crisis to vent her frustrations with the British, the Americans, and her husband, Chiang Kai-shek, head of the Chinese government.


In one of their conversations, May-ling complained to Dorn that she could not understand why he and other American officers called her Ma-dame, with the accent on the first syllable, instead of Madame, as it is pronounced in France. After all, she fussed, it was common knowledge that this was the term for the head of a house of prostitution. Dorn replied that he and his fellow officers certainly had no intention of insulting her. As a matter of fact, he added, she was surely aware that the queen of England was always called “Madam” to indicate royalty. “You never saw a facial expression change so fast in your life!” the colonel commented when he recounted the incident, delighted with his own quickness of wit.


In trying to explain why a woman fathered by a Chinese peasant found it both soothing and appropriate to be compared to the queen of England, I have tried to take into account the special characteristics of May-ling’s family, a clan that benefited from the disappearance of centuries-old societal structures and helped push China into the modern world. I have started my story with Madame’s father, a man named Charlie Soong, whose life journey mirrored the upheavals taking place in his nation. In doing this, I have hoped to put the reader in a position to understand the woman called Soong May-ling Chiang, how she came to be the way she was, and how she charmed the United States out of billions of dollars. More important, I have tried to show how she managed to influence if not change the history of the twentieth century.





PART ONE
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1866–1900








1



[image: image]


Along with business leaders and foreign policy advisors, Protestant evangelicals looked to Asia as a vast, untapped opportunity for the conversion of souls to Christianity, while their secular counterparts from commerce, finance, and the government saw a market for America’s rapidly expanding industrial production.


—T. CHRISTOPHER JESPERSEN


CHARLIE SOONG, whose original name was Han Chiao-shun, was born in 1866 on the teardrop-shaped island of Hainan off the south coast of China. What was once known as a refuge for gangsters and is now a place for entrepreneurs was, in the middle of the nineteenth century, an undeveloped tropical expanse second in size only to the island of Taiwan, six-hundred-plus miles to the east. Charlie’s father seems to have been a fairly well off trader from Wench’ang who owned boats that “go from Macow to Hanhigh about 6 days water”—i.e., west across the Gulf of Tonkin to modern-day Vietnam and east through the South China Sea to the Portuguese colony of Macao near Hong Kong. These trading boats were three-masted, oceangoing junks, known as “big-eyed chickens” for their red sails and the huge pairs of eyes painted on their bows, put there by the sailors who believed that these magic oculi could spot pirates lying in wait up ahead. Murder and robbery flourished in these waters, where pirates were particularly bloodthirsty, as were those who captured them. It was not uncommon for captors to cut the hearts and livers out of pirate corpses and eat them, and it was even said that in one case they ate the entire man so he could not be reembodied as a pirate.


When he was nine, Charlie and an older brother were taken to the island of Java (modern-day Indonesia) and apprenticed to an uncle. The younger boy was apparently not happy there. When a relative who owned a silk and tea shop in Boston appeared and offered to take him to the United States, he sailed off happily in the spring of 1878. Short and sturdy, he was twelve years old at the time.


There were not many Chinese living in Boston when Charlie, still known as Han Chiao-shun, arrived to work in his uncle’s tea shop, but he soon made friends with two boys from wealthy Shanghai families, Wen Bing-chung and New Shan-chow. Wen and New, who had come to study the progressive ways of the West, convinced Charlie that he too needed a Western education. But when Charlie asked his uncle if he could go to school, his uncle said no. He had not brought Charlie halfway around the world to study, but to work. After nearly a year in his uncle’s shop, Charlie ran away. He slipped down to Boston harbor and stowed away on a cutter, the Albert Gallatin. He was not found until the ship was already out to sea.


The captain of the cutter, a Norwegian named Eric Gabrielson, was a staunch, God-fearing Methodist, admired for his skill as a mariner. When Charlie was discovered, he was brought before Gabrielson, who asked him his name. “Chiao-shun,” Charlie replied, giving his first name only.* Which is how, at the age of fourteen (Charlie lied and said he was sixteen), Han Chiao-shun became Charlie Soon, ship’s boy of the Albert Gallatin, which patrolled the waters between Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and Edgartown, Massachusetts, “one of the roughest stretches of coast along the Atlantic.” The man who would become Madame Chiang Kai-shek’s father was now employed—and paid—by the Revenue Service of the U.S. Treasury Department, precursor of the U.S. Coast Guard. When Captain Gabrielson was transferred to Wilmington, North Carolina, Charlie went along as his mess boy.


A religious man, the captain had started to talk to the Chinese boy about Christianity, and he decided to help Charlie get the education he wanted as well. He arranged for his mess boy to be discharged from the service and introduced to several people in Wilmington, among them Colonel Roger Moore, who ran a Bible class at the Fifth Street Southern Methodist Church. In young Charlie Soon, the first “Celestial” (as the Chinese were known in the United States) to appear in those parts, Moore seized his chance to contribute to the great Methodist missionary movement of the day: the exporting of Christianity to China. Nor did it take long for the Reverend T. Page Ricaud, pastor of the church, to recognize opportunity when he saw it, and he soon inculcated in the boy a fervent belief in Christ the Savior. Ricaud explained to the eager teenager that he could be educated in Western ways and Western religion, prepared as a missionary, and sent home to China to save his people. On November 7, 1880, Charlie Soon became an official convert and was baptized Charles Jones Soon—the name Jones being chosen by Ricaud, who had to supply three names for converts. A short announcement in the Wilmington Star informed the town’s citizens that a baptism was to take place during the morning service—“probably the first Celestial that has ever submitted to the ordinance of baptism in North Carolina.”


To support himself, Charlie worked in a printing shop, where he acquired skills he used with great success in later life, and also sold rope hammocks, which he had learned to make on board ship. Meanwhile, his Wilmington friends looked around to see how they were going to help him go to school. Trinity College, the forerunner of Duke University, was then a Methodist institution in Randolph County, North Carolina, and Ricaud wrote to Trinity’s president to ask if he would take his first Oriental student. Either he or Moore then contacted General Julian Shakespeare Carr of Durham, philanthropist and millionaire owner of Bull Durham tobacco, to ask if he would fund the boy’s schooling. “Send him up, and we’ll see that he gets an education,” said Carr.


When Charlie arrived in Durham, he so impressed Carr with his intelligence and politeness that Carr took the boy into his own home, “not as a servant, but as a son.” Although Charlie’s cheerful nature delighted the five little Carr children, his Chinese face made the Carrs’ white neighbors and black servants open their eyes in astonishment. But Charlie, who was used to people looking at him oddly, had learned how to ingratiate himself with Americans. It also helped to have one of the leading businessmen in town as his sponsor. Within a very short time, he was an accepted member of the tight little southern community. In June of 1881, Charlie sent a letter to the head of the Southern Methodist Mission in Shanghai, Dr. Young J. Allen:


Dear Sir:


I wish you to do me a favor. I been way from home about six years and I want my father to know where I am and what I doing, they living in South East China in Canton state called monshou County… my father name is “Hann Hong Jos’k” in Chinese. I hope you will be able to it out where they are. I was converted few months ago in Wilmington, North Carolina… so I am a great hurry to be educated so I can go back to China and tell them about our Saviour, please write to me when you get my letter, I ever so much thank you for it, good by.


Yours respectfully,
Charlie Jones Soon


With this, Charlie enclosed the following letter to his father:


Dear Father:


I will write this letter and let you know where I am. I left Brother in East India in 1878 and came to the United States and finely I had found Christ our Saviour… now the Durham Sunday School and Trinity are helping me and I am a great hurry to be educated so I can go back to China and tell you about the kindness of the friends in Durham and the grace of God, he sent his begotton Son to died in this world for all sinners. I am a sinner but save by the grace of God. I remember when I was a little boy you took me to a great temple to worshipped the wooden Gods. Oh, Father that is no help from wooden Gods. If you do worships all your life time would not do a bit goods. in our old times they know nothing about Christ, but now I had found a Saviour he is comforted me where ever I go to. Please let your ears be open so you can hear what the spirit say and your eyes looks up so you may see the glory of God. Soon as you get my letter please answer me and I will be very glad to hear from you. give my loves to mother Brother and Sisters please and also to yourself.… Mr. and Mrs. Carr they are good Christian family.… Will good by Father, write to Trinity College, N.C. Yours Son…


Charlie Jones Soon


Charlie’s father never got the letter. Dr. Allen said he couldn’t find him. He probably didn’t try very hard.


Three months later, Charlie Soon entered Trinity College along with twelve Cherokee Indians. Even after he left the Carr home, however, he remained under the influence of Julian Carr, addressing him as “Father Carr” and picking up a great deal of business sense from him. Charlie got along well with his fellow students and began to notice girls, particularly Ella Carr, the daughter of Professor Carr, a poor cousin of Julian who taught Greek and German at Trinity. But the adolescent attraction between Charlie and Ella caused deep concern among the worthy members of the Board of Missions of the Southern Methodist Church, who said that the boy must be shipped off immediately to Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. Charlie didn’t want to leave Trinity and his friends, but when he was told that he would meet people who could help him in his chosen path, that he would continue to receive Carr’s financial support, and that he could return to the Carr home for his vacations, he agreed to go. Vanderbilt records show that in 1882 he entered the Biblical Department, where he studied for a certificate in theology.


Popular with most of his fellow students, Charlie was remembered by classmate Reverend John C. Orr with affection: “At first the boys paid little or no attention to Soon. He was more of a curiosity than anything else. He was just a Chinaman. But this soon changed. He fell into the classes of the writer, and they became… intimate friends. He had a fine mind, learned to use the English language with accuracy and fluency, and was usually bubbling over with wit and humor and good nature.” Charlie’s good humor was partly a veneer, painted on in order to maintain acceptance by his peers. A friend recalled his joining a group of fellow students who met on Sunday mornings in the chapel to pray and talk about their religious experiences: “One morning Soon (as we called him) got up and stood awhile before he said anything. Then his lips trembled and he said: ‘I feel so little. I get so lonesome. So far from my people. So long among strangers. I feel just like I was a little chip floating down the Mississippi River. But I know that Jesus is my Friend, my Comforter, My Savior.’ The tears were running down his cheeks, and before he could say anything more a dozen of the boys were around him, with their arms about him, and assuring him that they loved him as a brother. Soon broke up the meeting that morning.” A short boy— one classmate describes him as “rather low of stature, probably about five-feet-four or six inches”—his closest friend at Vanderbilt was a six-foot-two, blue-eyed student of Irish descent who weighed more than two hundred pounds, named William B. Burke.


When Charlie announced he wanted to study medicine before going home to China, the chancellor of Vanderbilt, Bishop Holland N. McTyeire, who was also head of the Southern Methodist Mission in China, vetoed the idea, even though Carr had offered to pay for Charlie’s further education. Claiming that there were “too many” medical missionaries in China already, McTyeire was clearly moved by other factors in rejecting Charlie’s request. A little over a month after the young man’s graduation, McTyeire sent the following letter to Dr. Allen in Shanghai:


My Dear Doctor Allen:


We expect to send Soon out to you this fall.… I trust you will put him, at once, to circuit work, walking if not riding. Soon wished to stay a year or two longer to study medicine to be equipped for higher usefulness, etc. And his generous patron, Mr. Julian Carr, was not unwilling to continue helping. But we thought better that the Chinaman that is in him should not all be worked out before he labors among the Chinese. Already he has “felt the easy chair”—and is not averse to the comforts of higher civilization. No fault of his. Let our young man, on whom we have bestowed labor, begin to labor. Throw him into the ranks: no side place. His desire to study medicine was met by the information that we have already as many doctors as the Mission needed, and one more. I have good hope that, with your judicious handling, our Soon may do well. It will greatly encourage similar work here if he does. The destinies of many are bound up in his case…


Yr. Bro. In Christ,
H. N. McTyeire


Meanwhile, Charlie continued to make and sell his hammocks. He also began to preach and hold revival meetings—an experience that improved his English. On May 28, 1885, he graduated from Vanderbilt, and seven months later joined Dr. W. H. Park, a medical missionary, on a transcontinental train bound for San Francisco, where they boarded a steamship for Yokohama and Shanghai. Charlie Soon, who had left China when he was nine and turned twenty the year he sailed back, had never before seen the Chinese mainland when his ship docked in Shanghai in January 1886.
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ON HIS ARRIVAL, Charlie called on Dr. Allen, director of the activities of the six missionaries who composed the Southern Methodist Mission in China. An elitist, Allen had no use for oral evangelism among the Chinese peasants, who were often illiterate. To put it in his own words, Dr. Allen served God and the Methodist Church as missionary to “an empire ruled by an aristocracy of intelligence, to whom the sole appeal is through the printed page.” The insignia on his home in the international section of Shanghai announced that his was an official residence, and except for members of the government, special scholars, and his servants, whom he dressed in immaculate white, no Chinese was ever invited to enter.


In a letter written just before Charlie’s arrival, Allen had complained to his board about the new missionary and his salary: “He will be here in two days now and I have no information as to how the Board expects to treat him.… The boys and young men in our Anglo-Chinese College are far his superiors in that they are—the advanced ones—both English and Chinese scholars.… And Soon never will become a Chinese scholar, at best will only be a denationalized Chinaman, discontented and unhappy unless he is located and paid far beyond his deserts—and the consequence is I find none of our brotherin willing to take him.”


The one who was not willing to take him on was Dr. Allen, who immediately packed Charlie off to live with his traveling companion, Dr. Park. He was there only a few weeks before being ordered to move in with an ignorant native preacher in order to learn the local Shanghai dialect. Before being given his first assignment, Charlie asked Dr. Allen if he might go to Hainan to visit his parents, whom he had not seen for ten years. Allen refused, saying he must wait over six months until the Chinese New Year, when the other missionaries would take their vacations. The refusal itself was not unreasonable, but the spirit in which it was delivered wounded Charlie’s ego. Allen was not the only one who looked askance at the young Chinese convert. His countrymen regarded him as a “denationalized Chinaman,” a native who did not speak their dialect and shared none of their customs. There was only one group in the mission that practiced the kind of populist evangelism Charlie had learned in America, and, like Charlie, resented Dr. Allen’s dominion over their lives. The members of this group opened a mission in Japan not long after Charlie’s arrival, but Charlie’s application for a transfer was turned down. Instead, he was sent to a village outside Shanghai, where he was told to preach to a congregation of Chinese who had already been converted to Christianity and to teach their children—twelve unruly little peasant boys with not much interest in learning.


Among Charlie’s charges was a boy named Hu Shih, who eventually graduated from Cornell University, became one of China’s important philosophers, and served as China’s ambassador to the United States. According to Dr. Hu, the boys in his class took special pleasure in taunting their English teachers. “One day,” Hu recalled, “a short, stocky man, rather ugly, appeared on the teacher’s platform. They immediately began to laugh at him and created such hullabaloo that I thought the teacher would leave the room for shame. Instead, Charles Soon waited for the hubbub to subside, then he opened his books and began to talk.” Although Dr. Hu could no longer remember what Charlie said, he recalled that all the boys had grown quiet, realizing that they had someone who understood them because he had once been one of them. He said that Charlie Soon became the most popular teacher in the school, which, because of him, began to attract more students.


During the Chinese New Year, Charlie took a steamer to Hainan, arriving at the home of his parents without previous notice. Not too surprisingly, they did not recognize the man whom his father had left as a nine-year-old apprentice in Indonesia. During the family reunion Charlie learned that Dr. Allen had never bothered to forward the letter he had written his father from America.


Charlie Soon’s second assignment was as a circuit preacher in Kunshan, an old walled city of about 300,000 inhabitants, where he lived in a little house by himself. Although he replaced his Western dress with native clothing, he was still shunned by the locals. One day, on a trip to Shanghai, he ran into New, his old friend from Boston. New thought that Charlie’s lonely life would be helped by a wife. He suggested his eighteen-year-old sister-in-law, Ni Kwei-tseng, as an ideal mate for a Chinese man who had been educated in the West. Not only was she related to New, but she was also related to Wen, because the two friends had married the two older sisters in the Ni family.


The Nis were descendants of a famous scholar and government minister of the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) who had converted to Christianity. Like upper-class Chinese girls, Kwei-tseng’s feet had been bound when she was a toddler. Foot binding, which had existed for a thousand years among the upper classes, was the procedure by which the feet of female children were wrapped tightly in bandages in order to bend the toes into the sole and bring the sole and heel as close together as possible. The resulting tiny (as small as three inches), deformed appendages, termed “golden lilies” or “orchid hooks,” were believed to increase a woman’s attractiveness by forcing her to sway her hips in an erotic way, deter her from running away, and provide particular sexual delights to her husband. Chinese erotica and descriptions of famous courtesans always included detailed descriptions of these deformed feet. But Kwei-tseng had run a high fever each time the bindings were tightened. Deciding that marriage was not so important for their third daughter, the Nis had loosened the bindings and allowed Kwei-tseng’s feet to grow normally into what upper-class Chinese referred to disdainfully as “big feet.”


Kwei-tseng had also shown signs of high intelligence and curiosity, which encouraged her father to provide her with a tutor, who had taught her Chinese characters and classics from the age of five. At nine, she had been enrolled at a missionary school. From there she had gone on to high school, where she had developed a passion for religion, discovered mathematics, and learned to play the piano. Lacking the looks and graces of the traditional Chinese female, she was regarded as the inevitable spinster of the Ni family.


New and Wen arranged to take Charlie to church, where he could observe Miss Ni singing in the choir. She was small like Charlie, not particularly pretty but lively. Most of the traits that rendered Ni Kwei-tseng unmarriageable in Shanghai society made her attractive to Charlie Soon, but he still had to get the permission of her mother, who took her duties as a descendant of one of China’s fine families very seriously. One of these was making sure that her children’s marriages were arranged by a matchmaker. New offered himself, shuttling between the two parties, extolling their virtues and glossing over their failings. Although he was rather common-looking, Charlie Soon was deemed acceptable, and the two young people were married by a Southern Methodist missionary in the summer of 1887. It was a small wedding, but the reception was attended by important businessmen, military leaders, and people with connections at court. Kwei-tseng brought Charlie not only a substantial dowry but a bridge into a world he had never known. After the wedding, the young couple returned to Kunshan.


A few months later, Charlie’s friend from Vanderbilt William Burke arrived in China to serve in the Southern Methodist mission. Welcomed enthusiastically—in sharp contrast to Charlie’s grudging reception—Bill was invited to attend the Second Annual Conference of the China Mission of the Methodist Episcopal Church South in the city of Soochow, where he was greeted with great warmth by Dr. Allen. There were seven missionaries in all. One was Chinese. Bill met him as he entered the churchyard with Allen. Neither recognized the other until Allen introduced them:


“Brother Burke, I’d like you to meet Brother Soon, our first native conference member.”


“Well, sakes alive, Charlie,” Bill responded, grabbing hold of Charlie’s hand and pumping it enthusiastically, “it’s mighty good to see you again! It’s been over two years!”


“I’m glad to see you too, Bill!” Charlie said. “I didn’t know you with that beard.”


“Well, I didn’t know you in that Chinese getup of yours either.” Charlie was wearing a long Chinese gown with a black skullcap. “Makes you look considerably older, I think.”


The conference at Soochow gave the former classmates a chance to catch up on each other’s lives. On the last day, the mission assignments were announced. Charlie was sent back to Kunshan, while Bill, a newcomer who spoke almost no Chinese, was assigned to open a new mission station in Shanghai. This was a particularly sensitive post, as during the previous year, a Presbyterian missionary who had been trying to sell religious tracts there was stoned, and a student mob had set fire to the property of the Catholic mission. The violence was China’s answer to a wave of anti-Chinese barbarism swirling through the western United States, where rampaging gangs of unskilled white workers slashed, scalped, and hung by their pigtails Chinese laborers, whose willingness to work for lesser wages threatened their jobs.* The industrial boom following the American Civil War had brought in millions of immigrants, including Chinese contract laborers, many of whom helped build the transcontinental railroads. They were said to be excellent workers, “because, as a medical book of the era claimed, their poorly developed nervous system made them immune to ordinary pain!” But with the completion of the railways, the American Congress, determining that the country no longer needed Chinese coolies to do its hard work, had passed laws to keep the Chinese out of the United States.


A few months after his arrival, Burke visited Soon in Kunshan. It was the fourth night of the New Year, the biggest festival of the Chinese calendar. Gongs rang and firecrackers exploded in the narrow, winding streets as they walked to Charlie’s house. Soon informed Burke that this celebration was dedicated to the god of wealth, for whom there would be feasts the next day. Chinese traditionally paid their debts three times a year—on the Dragon Boat Festival, the Harvest Moon Festival, and the New Year, “the great day of reckoning.” If a man was unable to pay his debts that day, he hid himself until the following morning, which was technically a holiday when monetary transactions were forbidden. On that day no one ever used a broom, lest he sweep away his good luck, and no water was ever poured on the ground in case the year’s riches would be poured away with it. Employees invited to dinner by their boss would know they could keep their jobs for the following year. Those who did not receive invitations knew, in the Chinese way of saving face, that they were fired.


Charlie and his wife lived in the mission parsonage, a two-story row house. “Please enter my humble dwelling,” Charlie said, mocking the typical Chinese greeting and leading Burke across a little court into a room that served the Soons as living and dining room. When Charlie’s wife came in with cups of green tea, Bill was delighted to see that she walked easily like an American, not like a Chinese woman on golden lilies. “I think my mother was really happier than my father to stop binding my feet,” Kwei-tseng told Bill when the subject came up. “She knew as much as anyone how painful it was.” Charlie then told his friend the story of how his mother-in-law had once been forced to flee for her life, hobbling on her tiny feet over a distance of six miles from her home. On the way she had been forced to abandon the family pearls, which had been passed down from an ancestor, the daughter of the commander of the Imperial Forces. The gems, which made up a pearl-encrusted ceremonial coat and headdress, a gift from the emperor, were simply too heavy for her to carry that far.


Bill was delighted to see that Charlie appeared genuinely in love with his wife but distressed when his friend said that he thought he might “do more for my people if I were free of the mission.” No matter how hard he worked, Charlie Soon was paid only $10.00 a month, the salary of a native preacher. “But please believe me, Bill,” Charlie assured his friend. “If I do happen to leave the mission, it will never mean my giving up of preaching Christ and Him crucified. I will continue to work as much as I can for the mission always.”


Soon thereafter, Charlie took a part-time job selling Bibles for the American Bible Society, a group that published and subsidized inexpensive editions of the Bible in many languages. Promoted to circuit preacher in the Shanghai district, he continued to work part-time as a salesman. His next appointment—as a “supply” preacher, who filled a vacancy but was not required to devote full time to his ministry—was made “at his own request,” and in 1890, he left the Southern Methodist Mission altogether, explaining to his American friends that “I could not support myself, wife and children, with about fifteen dollars of United States money per month.” What Charlie did not say then but told his family in later years was how humiliated he was by the white missionaries, who required that he stand before them to give his reports on his mission, while they all sat. Treated “more like a servant than a colleague,” he finally quit working for the mission. His daughter Madame Chiang came to agree with him in later years about the racist prejudices of Americans toward Chinese. As she told one of her husband’s American advisers, she had always felt that the subtext of the Americans was “Oh, yes, she is clever, of course, but after all she is only a Chinese.”


Although he left the mission, Charlie continued his connection with the American Bible Society, which had been publishing Bibles for thirty years in literary “classical” Chinese, translated for the scholarly elite. It was not long before he took his knowledge of printing, gained in the United States, put it together with what he had learned at the Bible Society, and started publishing his own Bibles. Chinese labor was cheap, as were Chinese paper and cardboard bindings. But where Charlie got the capital to invest in presses is not known. One source guesses that he must have asked his old benefactor Julian Carr for backing; another assumes that the money was supplied by various Western missionary groups that needed Bibles for their converts. Wherever it came from, it was speedily repaid. Charlie’s Sino-American Press was a success from the beginning—a fact attributed to its proprietor’s acquired knowledge of Western business methods and inborn sense of baroque, Chinese courtesies.


To conduct his business, Charlie had calling cards printed, using the last name of Soong. It was not unusual for Chinese to change their names to reflect a new state of mind or a new life. To go with his advanced social status, Charlie chose the name of a dynasty (Song) that had ruled China from the tenth to the thirteenth century.* He added Western textbooks to his list and soon purchased an old warehouse in the French Concession for his presses. A few years later, he was approached by two brothers named Sun, descendants of one of the richest families in China, who asked him to accompany them to the United States. Charlie, who understood Western commercial practices and spoke English, helped the Suns purchase a flour mill from Allis-Chalmers, incorporate the company in Shanghai and negotiate mill rights. Appointed corporate secretary of Fou Foong Mills, Ltd., Charlie contributed to the success of the company, which grew to be one of the largest in the Orient. For this, he was given shares in Fou Foong and was well compensated for the rest of his life.


While Charlie was moving up in business circles, Kwei-tseng was producing children. There were six in all, three girls and three boys. The first four—three girls and a boy—were all born before 1900. The eldest, a girl named Ai-ling (Loving Mood), was born in 1888; Charlie gave her the Christian name of Nancy in honor of Mrs. Julian Carr. Following Ai-ling into the nursery two years later was Ching-ling (Happy Mood); her Christian name was Rosamond, in honor of the daughter of Reverend Ricaud. Then in 1894 came the first son, Tse-ven (Hardworking Son), always referred to as T.V. And in 1897, May-ling (Beautiful Mood), the third and last girl, who became Madame Chiang Kai-shek, was born; her Christian name, seldom used, was Olive. Two younger brothers, Tse-liang, known as T.L., and Tse-an, known as T.A., were born a few years later.


Business success enabled Charlie to build a new home, located on the outskirts of the city’s International Settlement. Standing in the middle of fields, surrounded by exotic trees, it was designed in a common Shanghai style, half Chinese, half foreign. The first courtyard was surrounded by a wall, erected to keep the Soong children from falling into a stream that ran by. But the children soon learned to scale the wall and climb the trees, and Charlie had to bribe the nearby villagers to allow them free rein of the neighborhood. The house itself was divided into four large, airy rooms downstairs: a Chinese parlor, a Western-style parlor with a piano, a dining room, and Charlie’s study. Behind these public spaces were smaller rooms with a bathroom and a staircase, both of which were highly unusual in Chinese homes of the period. The staircase led to four bedrooms—one for the parents, one for the girls, one for the boys, and one for guests. There were two bathrooms with green-glazed bathtubs, painted on the outside with yellow dragons. Another unusual feature was the use of Western-style beds with mattresses instead of the decorative hard wood couches used by most Chinese. Neighbors who came to examine them stuck their fingers into the soft mattresses and declared them unhealthy for children.


There was a second house in back of the family quarters. Situated behind a small courtyard, it contained servants’ quarters, storerooms, and the kitchen. Since her husband could never really get used to Chinese cuisine, Kwei-tseng had learned to prepare Western dishes for him on a stove in a pantry behind the dining room. It was in this pantry that her daughters also learned about American cooking. The main kitchen was the province of the family chef, a man who would not have tolerated girls in his workplace.


One of the interests the Soong parents shared was music. Madame Soong had studied piano, and her husband had a passion for singing. He was apparently blessed with a rather nice voice, as was Ai-ling, to whom he taught songs he had learned in the United States. As the eldest child in the family, Ai-ling was particularly close to her father. On her tenth birthday, he gave her a bicycle. They biked together regularly, and their outings included trips to Charlie’s publishing office and the flour mill, where Ai-ling, wily beyond her years, stood silently, observing the workings of the business world.


Charlie was the parent who encouraged his children to learn, to dare, to believe in themselves. Taught by their father that they could do anything they wanted to do—hadn’t he raised himself from peasant to entrepreneur?—they were kept in tow by their mother, who was less of a dreamer and more of a disciplinarian. Card playing was forbidden in the household. As was dancing. Pious and severe in her piety, Kwei-tseng spent hours in a room on the upper floor of their house that she kept solely for the purpose of prayer. These sessions often began before dawn. When one of her children asked for advice, she would inevitably answer, “I must ask God first.” As Madame Chiang later recalled, “we could not hurry her. Asking God was not a matter of spending five minutes to ask him to bless her child and grant the request. It meant waiting upon God until she felt his leading.”


Religion had made Charlie Soong’s life. The Methodist Church had educated him and given him a place in the world. This was not necessarily the case with his third daughter. Required to live up to the behavior of her three older siblings, May-ling found daily prayers “tiresome” and “hated the long sermons” in church on Sunday. Family prayers were little better, and she often pled thirst in order to slip out of the room. “I used to think Faith, Belief, Immortality were more or less imaginary,” she wrote in 1934. “I believed in the world seen, not the world unseen. I could not accept things just because they had always been accepted. In other words, a religion good enough for my fathers did not necessarily appeal to me.”
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The only thing Oriental about me is my face.


—SOONG MAY-LING


WHEN SHE was five years old, Ai-ling, the eldest of the Soong children, told her parents that she wanted to go to boarding school. A childish whim, it set high standards of independence for her two younger sisters, who were expected to venture bravely into unknown territory at a young age.


The Soong family attended Moore Methodist Church, a brick structure with a bell tower, where Sundays were spent listening to what May-ling called “tedious sermons and prayers.” A pillar of the congregation, Charlie Soong was also head of the church Sunday school. Music for Sunday services was often provided by students from the expensive and fashionable McTyeire School, named for the bishop who had refused Charlie Soong’s request to study medicine. Little Ai-ling, observing the special places accorded the McTyeire girls in church, decided that she wanted to go there—and as soon as possible. Although McTyeire was really for older girls, the principal, observing the child’s determination, agreed to tutor her for two years. A few days later, dressed in a Scotch plaid jacket and green pants, Ai-ling climbed into a rickshaw with her father and set off for school, followed by a second rickshaw carrying a shiny new black trunk filled with her clothes. Not until her father had deposited her in the principal’s study and left for home did the five-year-old break down in tears.


The Soongs’ second daughter, Ching-ling, waited until seven before entering McTyeire, but May-ling started at five like Ai-ling, whom she adored and tried to emulate. Everyone liked May-ling, and classes were easy for her. Unlike the quieter and more thoughtful Ching-ling, she was determined to fit in. “Why do you ask Pastor Li questions?” May-ling demanded of her older sister during one of the school’s weekly religious discussions. “Don’t you believe?” Spoiled at home, she continued to get her way at school.


McTyeire was housed in two buildings with a passageway in between—a dark, unlit walk that frightened most of the younger girls. “Why can’t you walk through there like May-ling?” the teachers asked her classmates. But May-ling, who put on a brave show, began to have nightmares at night, from which she would awaken in spasms of trembling. Standing by her bed, she would straighten her back and repeat her lessons for the day. She also broke out all over her body in little red bumps called wheals that itched and burned. She was finally sent home to study with a tutor. It must have been a dispiriting defeat for the anxiety-ridden five-year-old, unable to live up to the example of her older sister.


The youngest of a group of boys and girls who played together, May-ling, who was fat, was nicknamed “Little Lantern” by one of her uncles. Puffing along behind her older sisters and brother, dressed in flowered jackets tied around her ample middle, long trousers, and shoes embroidered to look like cats’ heads (complete with whiskers and ears that stuck out), she was the baby whom all the other children tried to get rid of. She was particularly poor at hide-and-seek, anxious to be discovered when hiding and never able to find anyone when she was “it.” One day the children told her that she could be “it” if she stood in the middle of the garden and didn’t open her eyes until she had counted to one hundred. This was not easy for May-ling. She had learned to count to twenty, but after that, she jumped through the rest of the count, often by tens. When she finished in record time, one of the other children told her she must do it all over again. After she finished the second time, she looked around, but the others had disappeared, having gone off to play without her. It was Ai-ling who came back and told her that she too would one day be big enough to laugh at the older children, just as they now laughed at her.


If Ai-ling was an attentive older sister to May-ling, the combination of Ai-ling and Ching-ling scared off the younger McTyeire students, who thought them far too sophisticated to approach. The eldest Soong sister was, in fact, so mature that when she was fifteen, her parents decided to send her to school in the United States. It was fashionable in turn-of-the-century Shanghai for the sons of the very rich to be sent abroad, and Charlie Soong wanted the world to know that he had prospered. There was another reason as well: Charlie had never forgotten how his well-to-do brothers-in-law, Wen and New, had been schooled while he toiled in his uncle’s shop. Neither Charlie’s sons nor his daughters would ever have to struggle as he had for an education.


After consulting with his old classmate and friend William Burke, Charlie decided to send Ai-ling to Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia, Burke’s home. The president of the school, Judge Guerry, wrote Burke to say that he would be very interested in having a Chinese girl at Wesleyan; he had educated several American Indians in the past but never a Chinese. Wesleyan, or Wesleyan Female College as it was called then, was the earliest chartered women’s college in the world.


In deciding to educate their daughters, the Soongs were in the forefront of the Chinese Reform Movement, putting them at odds with most other well-to-do families. When Charlie let it be known that his eldest daughter was going to America to school, the Shanghai community was shocked. How could a father be so foolish as to waste the money he would need to marry his daughter off in educating her? Not only was Charlie Soong endangering what would have been a handsome dowry, but no man in his right mind would want to take on a wife whose head had been filled with progressive ideas from the West. Ignoring the criticism, Charlie gave his eldest daughter a good-bye party and entrusted her to his old pal William Burke for the long journey to the United States.


Some years earlier, Burke had married Addie Gordon, and they were now the parents of four sons, whom they were taking back to the States on home leave. The previous winter Addie had suffered from typhoid fever, and it was thought that the three-week voyage in bracing ocean air would help her over the final stages of recuperation. Burke had booked passage on the Pacific Mail steamer Korea, leaving on May 28, 1904, and Charlie had arranged for Ai-ling to travel in the cabin next to the Burkes. (The Korea had only two classes of passengers: cabin and steerage.) Once he had purchased Ai-ling’s ticket, Charlie paid a visit to the Portuguese Consulate, where he bought his daughter a Portuguese passport.


In an effort to stop the immigration of Chinese, Congress had passed an Exclusion Law in 1882, prohibiting Chinese laborers from entering the United States. Although students, teachers, merchants, and tourists were still accepted, the law nearly eliminated the number of immigrants; whereas forty thousand Chinese had entered the United States in 1881, by 1887 the number had plummeted to ten.* Under the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Law, extended as the Geary Act, Chinese living in America were required to carry a passport with their photo on it, which they could be required to produce at any time—a proviso that resulted in the frequent detention and harassment of highly respectable people. Legislation passed in 1904, the year Ai-ling traveled with the Burkes, extended this law indefinitely. With the Shanghai papers full of stories detailing humiliations and arrests, it is easy to see why Charlie, who carried a Portuguese passport stating that he had been born in the Portuguese colony of Macao, purchased the same protection for his daughter.


Charlie accompanied Ai-ling to the Korea on the day of her departure, boarded the ship with her, and remained for the three hours it took for medical inspections to take place. When the gong sounded and he finally left her, they said their good-byes calmly and matter-of-factly. Ailing displayed no emotion at all until the ship let out a piercing blast of its whistle, at which point Burke noticed that she began to cry quietly to herself. The only Chinese girl in cabin (upper) class, Ai-ling attracted a certain amount of curiosity and attention. At fifteen, she looked older and more serious than her age. This may have been partly due to her attire. Dressed in Western-style dresses, designed and sewn by kindly missionary ladies who had forgotten everything about fashion they had never known, she wore her hair in one long plait down her back, tied with black ribbons at the top and bottom. On the night before their arrival at Kobe, Japan, one of the ship’s officers, trying to be nice, came over to ask her to dance.


“No, thank you, I cannot,” she said.


“Well, there’s no better time to learn. Come, I’ll teach you,” said the young officer.


“No, it is not right for me to dance.”


“Why?”


“Because I am a Christian and Christians do not dance.”


When the Korea docked at Kobe, Addie Burke was running a slight fever but was afraid that if she stayed in her cabin, the Japanese medical officers, famous for detaining ships, might think she was ill. A Chinese passenger had died the day before in steerage, and although the ship’s doctor said that the death was due to pneumonia, the Japanese medic, alleging that it looked “like suspiciously plague,” insisted that all the passengers be taken ashore and immersed in disinfectant while the ship was being fumigated, and that their clothes be treated for germs. Addie Burke returned from the station bathhouse with a high fever. Ten days later, when the Korea was finally released from quarantine, she was desperately ill. Burke and the ship’s doctor decided to take her off the ship and put her in the hospital in Yokohama. Not knowing how long she would be there, Burke took his children and their baggage as well; he left Ai-ling, who wanted to continue her trip, in the care of another Southern Methodist missionary named Anna Lanius, whom he had alerted to Ai-ling’s plight before he disembarked. They arrived in San Francisco on the Korea, along with 7,000 tons of cargo, most of which was opium, expected to yield some $250,000 in duty; $2 million in gold that the Japanese, in the midst of the Russo-Japanese War, were sending to the United States for safekeeping; and the famous writer Jack London, who had been covering the war. On that day, Addie Burke died in Yokohama.


Ai-ling’s new friend, Miss Lanius, described her as a “well-behaved young girl with a correct knowledge of English and a good vocabulary.” When they docked and began unloading, Ai-ling, who was surprised to see “white men doing coolies’ work,” presented her passport for inspection in the lounge.


“Trying to get by on one of these things, are you?” the immigration officer said. “That’s been tried by a lot of other Chinese, little sister. It won’t work. You just stay here until we’re ready to take you to the detention home.”


“You cannot put me in a detention home,” Ai-ling snapped back. “I am a cabin-class passenger, not from the steerage.”


“You certainly won’t put her in a detention home,” added Anna Lanius. “I’m staying right here with her to see that you don’t.” One of the immigration officers agreed, referring to the detention house in question—a cell block on the waterfront—as “not fit for a self-respecting animal.” Ai-ling, he said, should remain on the Korea until a ship could be found in which to send her back to China. The ladies were kept on board, confined to one small cabin, and fed steak, potatoes, and bread three times a day. Finally, on their third day of confinement, Lanius was allowed to go ashore and use a telephone. She called Dr. Reid, the missionary who had married Ai-ling’s parents and was working in San Francisco at the time. He arrived the next day with a nurse, who took Lanius’s place. Ai-ling remained in custody for another two weeks, transferred from one ship to another, until Reid finally reached Washington and arranged for her to enter the United States.*


Three days later, Burke arrived on another ship after burying Addie in Yokohama. When they reached Macon, there was quite a crowd at the railway station. Some were waiting to welcome Burke home; others came out of curiosity. Next morning, the Macon Telegraph reported the arrival of “the Chinese girl who was detained aboard ship at San Francisco while on her way to Wesleyan College,” adding, “The girl is said to be quite a bright one.” Judge Guerry, president of Wesleyan, who had once characterized the Chinese as an “immoral, degraded and worthless race,” was quoted in the same article: “Of course she [Ai-ling] will not force herself or be forced upon any of the other young ladies as an associate. They will be free and conduct themselves as they see fit. I have no misgivings as to her kind and respectful treatment.” One of the few southern colleges to remain open during the Civil War, Wesleyan, founded just sixteen years after Macon itself, could not help but mirror the prejudices of an insular, privileged student body. But none of this seems to have daunted Ai-ling. Hardly a pretty girl—short, inclined to be plump—she posed no visible threat to the daughters of respectable Macon families, who pronounced her “charming.”


In 1907, when Ai-ling was a junior, the Soongs decided to send Ching-ling to join her at Wesleyan. May-ling announced to her parents that she wanted to go too. When they said she was too young, she reminded them of a promise they had given her during a recent illness, that if she would not fight the treatment, they would grant her anything she wanted. Ten years old at the time, she got her way. Escorted by an aunt and uncle, the two younger Soong girls started their American education with a year at a boarding school in Summit, New Jersey, arriving at Wesleyan in 1908. Ching-ling was old enough to pursue the regular curriculum and take care of herself when they got to the college, but Wesleyan was at a loss to know what to do with her little sister. May-ling was finally assigned to be tutored by the daughter of an English professor, who also took over the role of mothering the child. The ten-year-old apparently needed a lot of steadying. Plump, saucy, and smart, she was known for a certain degree of childish wit. Caught with makeup on her face in an era when cosmetics were a symbol of wickedness, she faced her accuser boldly:


“Why, May-ling, I believe your face is painted!” said one of the older girls.


“Yes,” she answered, “China-painted!”


During May-ling’s years in Macon, the presidency of Wesleyan passed from Judge Guerry to Dr. W. N. Ainsworth. Ainsworth had a young daughter about May-ling’s age, and the two became friends. When May-ling and Eloise Ainsworth had an argument, Mrs. Ainsworth thought it was necessary to lecture May-ling, who became easily enraged, on the evils of fighting and the joys of forgiving:


“Aren’t you ashamed,” Eloise’s mother asked, “to storm around like this?”


“Mrs. Ainsworth,” May-ling replied, “I rather enjoy it!”


Queried after World War II, Dr. Ainsworth remembered May-ling “keeping up with everybody’s business and a finger in everybody’s pie.” According to her history professor, she was “a vivacious child with a most un-usual mind.” She was also willful. “She was a tempestuous student of music,” said one of her teachers. “I do not wish to play this piece,” she would announce before tossing it on top of the piano and replacing it with one she liked better.


When it came time for Ai-ling to return to China and Ching-ling was still at Wesleyan, May-ling was sent to live with the mother of one of Ai-ling’s schoolmates so she could attend a regular eighth grade. Going to public school in Piedmont, Georgia, was an eye-opening experience for her, since many of her classmates were grown men and women who had worked for years to earn enough money to attend the higher grades of elementary school. “I suppose my contact with these people as a girl influenced my interest in the lot of those who were not born with a silver spoon in their mouths,” Madame Chiang said many years later, “a contact which I may never have experienced otherwise.”


In 1913, when Ching-ling graduated from Wesleyan, May-ling transferred to Wellesley College in Massachusetts to be near her brother T.V., who was attending Harvard. Considered “rather plain,” she was sixteen years old at the time—short, chubby, round-faced, and childish in appearance, with a short haircut and bangs over her eyes that did nothing for her looks. Although she had to repeat her freshman year, the Soong family was extremely proud that she had been accepted at one of the finest girls’ colleges.


At Wellesley, the Chinese teenager amused her professors and classmates with her “Scarlett O’Hara accent,” or, as one teacher put it, “she spoke pure Georgia.” Certainly, May-ling herself must have been in a state of culture shock when she arrived in the heart of New England from the depths of the old South. “Ah reckon Ah shan’t stay aroun’ much longer,” she informed the freshman dean. But her English teacher, Miss Tuell, was impressed with her. “She wrote more cultured and idiomatic English than most of the girls in her class,” the teacher said. “She didn’t have to think first in Chinese and then translate, she thought in English. Things came easily to her.” In spite of her quick mind, May-ling did not excel in her studies until late in her college career, when she attained the status of Durant Scholar, the college’s highest academic distinction.


Perfectionistic and somewhat remote, May-ling started college life wearing navy skirts and middy blouses but grew progressively more Chinese during her four years at Wellesley, wearing traditional Chinese dress when she could and refusing to go out with any but Chinese boys. She kept a large scimitar hanging on the wall of her dormitory room, a weapon so terrifying that one freshman said she could never pass May-ling’s door without starting to run. “She formed her own judgments, never accepting those of others,” one old friend reminisced. “She was a most independent person, whose life might have gone in any direction.” The young Chinese girl may have had her own ideas, but she still came from a country where women were considered inferior to men. When she was given a small part in a school play, her brother T.V. came from Harvard to discuss it with the faculty member involved before she was allowed to appear on stage. “There always seemed to be some nice Chinese boy or other on the doorstep,” said another housemate, who thought that May-ling worried about an arranged marriage being forced on her when she returned to China. According to biographer Laura Tyson Li, there was even a brief engagement to a Chinese boy at Harvard, but whatever plans she had were broken off before she went home.


It was popular in those days for Wellesley girls to keep what they called “confession books,” autograph books that they traded back and forth, adding “confessions” to their names. “My one extravagance, clothes,” May-ling wrote in hers; “… my favorite motto, don’t eat candy—not one piece… my secret sorrow, being fat.” According to Thomas A. DeLong, an heir to the estate of May-ling’s best friend at Wellesley, Emma DeLong Mills, May-ling suffered from “occasional” bouts of “childlike vanity,” and Emma could always tell when May-ling had been in her room because her hand mirror was not where it belonged.


May-ling and T.V. spent one summer in Burlington, where they attended summer school at the University of Vermont, and another summer on Martha’s Vineyard. The story is told that she was visiting a friend’s home, a place where it was necessary to take a bike to get the mail. One afternoon, May-ling disappeared and did not come back until close to dinnertime, when she appeared—messy, dirty, and exhausted. When someone asked where she had been, she said that she had thought it was her turn and had gone to get the mail.


“But you never knew how to ride a bicycle,” her friend said.


“No, but I do now!” she answered.
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MAY-LING OLIVE SOONG graduated from Wellesley as a member of the Class of 1917. She had majored in English and taken classes in American literature, English composition, philosophy, and Bible studies. Although none of her classmates would have predicted that she would become a twentieth-century icon, she had earned considerable respect for her sense of reality. Miss Tuell, the faculty resident in her dormitory, continued to admire May-ling:


As things came easily to her, it would have been easy for her to lead an indolent life.… She always had a great loyalty to China. She recognized the problems before her when she would return, and I think she always was a little torn between two worlds so different. But she never considered not returning to her own country. She kept up an awful thinking about everything. She was always questioning, asking the nature of ideas, rushing in one day to ask a definition of literature, the next day for a definition of religion.… She was a stickler for truth, and resented any discovery that she had ever been fed conventional misinformation… there was a fire about her and a genuineness, and always a possibility of interior force.
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[The] Great Within… had its own ways of life and its own standards. The corruption as well as the beauty of the past had crept into the very stones; the air itself was tainted with the virus of decay. This was no place for innocence; heredity and environment were in league against it.


—BERNARD LLEWELLYN


THE DIFFERENCE between May-ling’s education and graduation in 1917 and that of her father in 1885 is indicative of the seismic changes that had occurred in their country in the intervening thirty-two years. In 1885, the Chinese lived in a world ruled by an enigmatic figurehead of godlike status. By 1917, at the end of World War I, they were struggling to learn how to rule themselves. To grasp the magnitude of this progression, we should return for a brief summary of life in imperial China, which, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was a society in flux, a volcano long dormant, about to erupt.


For some two thousand years, from 221 B.C. to 1912 A.D., the Chinese lived under the same form of government: an empire ruled by a monarch whose dictates were carried out (and frequently originated) by powerful courtiers and officials. It was a far-flung agricultural economy in which the local landlord skimmed the profits off the labor of the peasants, and the role of the tax collector was a ticket to prosperity. Since these two functions were frequently vested in the same person, a man who had to be able to read, write, and keep accounts in a language so difficult that many believe it was purposefully designed that way, only the sons of the rich could afford the education needed to perform the job. Which, according to one authority,* is why we find prosperity exemplified by “a civilized, sophisticated, and lavish court; families of great wealth and culture scattered over the country— and then, in the course of a few years, an appalling collapse into the wildest confusion marked by savage peasant rebellions. Out of these rebellions arose warriors and adventurers who seized power by the sword.” Once a victorious warrior came to power, however, he had to establish his dynasty and find people who could run his government for him. To do this, he needed the services of the educated class, the so-called mandarins. And so the dynastic roller coaster started all over again.


Rote and memorization were the essential elements of the education that produced mandarins. In a mandarin household, private tutors were engaged to teach the children to read Chinese characters, to produce beautiful calligraphy, and to memorize the classics of Chinese literature. From fifteen on, education was only for boys, who learned to write poetry and practiced the special technique required to compose the rigidly constructed “eight-legged” essays included in the national civil examinations required to enter the government bureaucracy. The enormous competitiveness of these examinations can be imagined when we consider that out of the approximately 2 million young men who sat for the first of three degrees, only about three hundred survived the final test. To qualify, the student had to compete first in his village, then in the capital city of his province. When and if he got to Peking, he remained for three days and nights writing essays on subjects selected and graded by famous scholars. There were four grades or degrees, the last three corresponding roughly to the bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees in the United States. This system lasted until 1905, when an imperial edict established an educational model patterned after that of the West.


The other group responsible for the perpetuation of the imperial system lived in the court itself, where dishonest attendants were the rule rather than the exception. They were the eunuchs—those desexed grotesques of harem life who had served in Chinese courts since at least 1,300 years before Christ. Dressed in long gray robes with navy coats and black trousers, palace eunuchs were the only outsiders trusted to inhabit what was essentially a female community. (The only other males in the palace were the emperor, the crown prince, and princes under fifteen years of ages.) There were many women for the eunuchs to connive with, watch over, and serve: the empress, the ladies of the court—three wives of the first rank, nine of the second, and twenty-seven of the third, fourth, and fifth ranks—plus the imperial concubines, who, in the nineteenth century, usually numbered somewhere between seventy and a hundred.


Although the original eunuchs had been unfortunate prisoners of war castrated by the victor, a man who underwent this operation in the nineteenth century did so voluntarily in pursuit of a place at court and the attendant riches. To do this, the would-be court attendant presented himself to a specialist, who performed the surgery in a hut just outside the western gate of the Imperial Palace. Seated on a warm, reclining couch and given opium while his sexual organs were washed three times in hot pepper water to numb them, the patient was asked, “will you regret it or not?”* If he showed any indecision, the operation was canceled. Otherwise, the surgeon ordered his attendants to hold down the man’s waist and legs while he cut off the organs with a knife. The procedure cost about $84 and took a hundred days to heal. After a year’s apprenticeship to a master, the new eunuch was qualified to work in the Imperial Palace. As to his pao, or “treasure,” it was carefully preserved in a jar of fluid so that the owner could show the severed parts to the chief eunuch when it came time for him to advance in rank. Those who forgot to take home their pao or had it stolen while they lay unconscious had to pay as much as $700 to buy or rent someone else’s. The pao was often sewed back on before burial so that the eunuch might be restored to his former masculinity in the next world.†


It says something about the power of eunuchs that a man was willing to subject himself to this ghastly procedure to gain access to the Imperial Palace. But the emperor, who was known as the Son of Heaven, could not, like the unknowable one he represented, reveal himself to ordinary people. Common citizens were not permitted to enter his sanctum, for they would then discover that he was a mere human being, and it was thought that he might lose control over the country. Hence the importance of the eunuchs— deformed, ill-smelling,‡ and eminently bribable. When sufficiently recompensed for their trouble, eunuchs were used to divert a weak monarch with unimaginable luxuries and erotic delights. If the future emperor was a baby or child, due to ascend the throne provided he survived the murderous schemes of his relatives, he was an open invitation to many and varied forms of corruption.


There were more than two thousand eunuchs in the Imperial Palace during the last half of the nineteenth century. Nicknamed “crows” because of their high voices, they were objects of derision outside the palace and the butt of imperial fury within. The emperor always had within reach a yellow satin bag of birch switches with which to punish them. If a eunuch tried to escape, he was beaten once and then a second time when the scabs from the first beating had started to form. A third attempt was punished with two months in the cangue, a wooden framework fastened about his neck and hands, used as a portable pillory.


Despite a law that specified decapitation as punishment for stealing, eunuchs were famous for pilfering, and some established homes of their own with the proceeds of their thievery. It is reported that when the last Chinese emperor finally abolished palace eunuchs in 1923, he had all the eunuchs brought together without warning and driven forcibly from the palace. Thereafter, they were permitted to return to collect their belongings, but only one or two at a time. The emperor knew that if he had given them notice, they would have stripped the palace bare.
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ACCORDING TO CONFUCIUS, a good emperor was a benevolent being, a father who guided his people not by force but by example and moral inspiration. Not a pure philosopher and certainly no cleric—“As we do not understand life, how can we understand death?”—Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 B.C., left his followers precepts in many other areas of life—an ideology for government, an ethic for society, an educational outline for scholars, and general rules of conduct for the family and the nation. Although he taught ethical philosophy and a moral code, his primary concern was the development of a proper method for governing the state.


Unlike Western political philosophies, which usually include civic duties, the Chinese model was “family-minded, and not social-minded.” According to Chinese-American philosopher Lin Yutang, writing as late as 1934, “The word ‘society’ does not exist as an idea in Chinese thought, and in the Confucian social and political philosophy we see a direct transition from the family… to the state… as successive stages of human organization.… ‘Public spirit’ is a new term, and so is ‘civic consciousness’ and so is ‘social service.’ There weren’t any such commodities in China.”


Based on ancestor worship and filial piety, the Confucian system required everyone, from the Son of Heaven down to the peasant in the rice paddy, to discharge the duties appropriate to his station. There were, he said, only two main social classes in China: officials (including scholars) and all others. This was explained by Mencius (c.372–c.289 B.C.), probably the most famous follower of Confucius: “Without the gentleman there would be no one to rule the common people, and without the common people there would be no one to feed the gentleman.” The common people were subdivided into three classes, the most important being farmers, followed by artisans, and, at the bottom, merchants.


Confucius was the greatest influence on Chinese education and political ideology for well over two thousand years, setting a standard that formed the basis of many of the country’s laws. He taught that a ruler motivated by wealth and power rather than altruism toward his subjects is no longer able to exercise authority and will eventually lose the “Mandate of Heaven” to rule. Certainly the Manchu Dynasty, the last Chinese ruling house, might well have retained the throne for a longer time had it not been for a fatal combination of weakness and rigidity, which, when confronted by the ambitions of the Western powers, spawned an entirely new and different type of rebellion. As befits the mood of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this upheaval was revolutionary rather than dynastic.
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AT THE TIME Charlie Soong returned to China, the Manchu or Ch’ing (“pure”) Dynasty, which originated in Manchuria, had been in power for approximately 250 years, during which it had doubled the size and tripled the population of the Empire.* To show their subjection to the Manchus, Chinese men were required to shave the front of their heads and braid the back into long queues like those of Manchurian tribesmen. Some of these queues hung down as far as the bearer’s knees.


Like rulers of previous dynasties, Manchu emperors lived in Peking in splendid isolation within the thirty-five-foot-high scarlet walls of the Forbidden City. An enclave of palaces, temples, and pavilions set on terraces with twenty-foot-high double doors, yellow-tiled roofs, and balustrades carved in white marble, it was surrounded by gardens with ancient cypresses, pagodas, statues, and goldfish ponds. Also known as the Great Within, the Forbidden City was situated in the heart of the Imperial City. Nothing in Peking was allowed to be built higher than its walls for fear of offending the feng shui, the spirits of wind and water, who, like Chinese emperors, were easily displeased. Imperial edicts were lowered over a particular section of the wall in a gilded box shaped like a phoenix. These edicts were received by government officials who waited below on their knees.


No one was allowed to enter the Forbidden City without permission, and only Manchu officials were privileged to inhabit the Imperial City, which surrounded it. Protected by a moat and a wall wide enough to accommodate a man on horseback, the Imperial City was only a part of what was called the Tartar City, the northern two thirds of Peking; in the Tartar City, the houses were painted gray and other dull colors so as not to outshine the yellows, reds, and purples of the Forbidden and Imperial Cities. The southern third of Peking, which was inhabited by native Chinese during the reign of the Manchus, was known as the Chinese City. All of these areas—the Forbidden City, the Imperial City, the Tartar City, the Chinese City, and the entire city of Peking—were, at one time or another, walled enclosures, guarded by the famous Great Wall of China, situated less than one hundred miles to the north. Forty feet high, fifty feet thick, and nearly two thousand miles long, this once-impassable bulwark is said to be the only man-made structure visible today from outer space.


It would never have occurred to a Chinese—whether peasant, mandarin, minister, or prince—to question this sort of physical separation from and intellectual servility to the sovereign. Taught that the emperor ruled by the Mandate of Heaven, his subjects knew that as long as there was harmony in the land, not too many uprisings or natural disasters, this mandate rested securely with the head of state. But when the country degenerated into chaos and rebellion, they believed that their emperor had fallen from Heaven’s favor and another would take his place.
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IT IS A truism of Chinese history that no matter what dynasty conquered China or where it originated, it was eventually subsumed into the Chinese way of life. This belief in the inevitable assimilation of onetime enemies, along with an intense pride in their ancient culture, gave the Chinese a sense of superiority and an attitude of condescension toward the West. Up until 1898, the Chinese government did not even have a permanent Ministry of Foreign Affairs, since it did not believe in conducting relations with other countries. China, according to its inhabitants, was the Middle Kingdom, the only true civilization. Its emperor ruled from the top of the pyramid of monarchs, while all other monarchs, from the tsar of Russia to the emperor of Japan, were considered his “younger brothers” and were ranged beneath. Outsiders—commonly referred to as “foreign devils,” “big-nosed hairy ones,”* or more politely, “barbarians”—were not welcome, and, as history eventually proved, the Chinese were remarkably foresighted in this regard.


Nevertheless, the British East India Company had conducted a lively trade with China during the eighteenth century, exchanging large amounts of silver for luxuries like Chinese silk, tea, and porcelains. Looking for a product to make up the balance of trade, the company began to transport opium from India, making cultivation of the poppy “compulsory” on their Indian lands. People living on the southeastern coast of China, where the drug was imported, soon became addicted, and by the end of the century, opium made up half of all British cargo transported from India. In spite of imperial decrees prohibiting its use, imports continued to grow, spurred by dishonest customs officials and porters willing to carry the drug into the interior for a price. By the 1830s, consumption had reached something like 20,000 chests, or more than 2,500,000 pounds, of opium.*


Up until this time, the Chinese had been able to keep foreign traders under firm control, and any commerce with the outside world was carefully regulated and heavily taxed for the benefit of the imperial court. Merchants had always been regarded as inferiors and their pursuit of profit, ignoble. Those who came to establish trade relations were required to execute three genuflections and nine prostrations before being allowed to approach the emperor, since it was beneath the Son of Heaven’s dignity to engage in conversation or diplomacy. Westerners sent to China also looked funny: “They had ugly noses and coarse manners and wore ridiculous clothes with constricting sleeves and trousers, tight collars and coats that had tails down the back but failed to close in front… not the garments of reasonable men.”


When Lord Napier went to Canton in 1834, empowered by the British Parliament to negotiate “for the purpose of protecting and promoting… trade,” the governor of Canton refused to even accept a letter from him. “There has never been such a thing as outside barbarians sending a letter,” the governor bristled. “… It is contrary to everything of dignity and decorum. The barbarians of this nation [Great Britain]… have, beyond their trade, not any public business; and the commissioned officers of the Celestial Empire never take cognizance of the trivial affairs of trade.… The some hundreds of thousands of commercial duties yearly coming from the said nation concern not the Celestial Empire to the extent of a hair or a feather’s down. The possession or absence of them is utterly unworthy of one careful thought.”


Brave words, but China soon found itself threatened by bankruptcy due to a huge outflow of silver, as well as the social problems of a nation where one in every ten citizens was said to use opium. Even the appointment of an opium suppression commissioner, who placed offending British merchants under house arrest and burned twenty thousand chests of opium, did not improve the situation. As a matter of fact, it only riled up the culprits, as did a letter sent by the commissioner to Queen Victoria, noting that since importing opium into Britain was illegal, “even less should you let it be passed on to the harm of other countries.… Let us ask, ‘where is your conscience?’” Prodded by the merchants who were realizing a 60 percent profit on the contraband, the British government registered its objections to the commissioner’s actions, claiming that Chinese courts had no jurisdiction over Her Majesty’s subjects, that the seizure of their property was illegal, and that China owed the merchants reparations.


When a Chinese man was killed by a group of British soldiers in Hong Kong and the British refused to turn the guilty men over for punishment, Chinese warships set sail for Hong Kong, where the British navy was stationed. The British, who had been looking for an excuse to legalize their presence in China, fired the opening shot in what came to be called the Opium Wars. They bombarded Canton, occupied Hong Kong, invaded the North, and within three years brought China to her knees. The Treaty of Nanking, which ended the First Opium War in 1842, ceded the island of Hong Kong to Britain, required the Chinese to pay $21 million indemnity, and opened the so-called treaty ports of Shanghai, Canton, Amoy, Foochow, and Ningpo to foreign trade. In a treaty port, foreigners could do business under their own laws, and if they committed crimes, they were subject not to Chinese law, which mandated death by decapitation or strangulation for trafficking in opium, but to the friendlier laws of their own countries.


A Second Opium War, started fourteen years later and lasting until 1860, was equally devastating to China. To guarantee ratification of the Treaty of Tientsin, which was to end this war, the British and French anchored warships off the northern Chinese coast, requesting permission to sail inland toward the capital of Peking. The court countered with a proposal that foreign delegations be sent overland, a request the British chose to regard as another provocation. They sent Lord Elgin, the man whose father had conveyed the Elgin marbles from Athens to the British Museum, as their representative to the imperial court and, a few months later, joined the French in attacking the mainland. They also dispatched a small group of representatives to Peking to negotiate safe passage back for Lord Elgin. In the middle of September, word arrived that their men had been ambushed and confined in iron collars and shackles. Furious, Elgin ordered a retaliatory attack on the Chinese capital.


Hearing that the British were on their way, the emperor hastily decamped, leaving his brother Prince Kung in charge, along with twenty eunuchs to guard the priceless treasures of the Dragon Throne. The French, who arrived in Peking first, scattered the eunuchs with a few shots over their heads before entering the Son of Heaven’s summer home—60,000 acres of palaces, gardens, goldfish ponds, and tranquil groves dedicated to pleasuring the senses. “The walls, the ceilings, the dressing tables, the chairs, the footstools are all in gold, studded with gems,” one French nobleman wrote in his diary. But by the time the British arrived the next day, many of these priceless artifacts had been looted or smashed. “Alas! Such a scene of desolation,” said Elgin. “There was not a room I saw in which half the things had not been taken away or broken into pieces.”


When word of the destruction reached Prince Kung, he released two of his hostages from their shackles. They immediately headed off to the Summer Palace to join in the looting. Six days later, two more hostages arrived— packed in boxes filled with quicklime. One could be identified only by his boots. At the sight of these men, Elgin, known as the “Big Barbarian,” set fire to the Summer Palace.


This precipitate destruction was followed by less impulsive but more economically debilitating retaliation, i.e., the terms enforced by the victorious Westerners on the Chinese at the end of the Second Opium War. More treaty ports were opened, and—far more devastating—the importation of opium was legalized. From the denizens of the Imperial Palace to the poorest of coolies, opium was the preferred method of escape from a society that was ceasing to function both politically and economically. In 1895, an Australian journalist put it this way: “Edicts are still issued against the use of opium. They are drawn up by Chinese philanthropists over a quiet pipe of opium, signed by opium-smoking officials, whose revenues are derived from the poppy, and posted near fields of poppy by the opium-smoking magistrates who own them.”


If the Chinese were complicit in their own destruction, the English were masters of hypocrisy: “A pipe of opium is to the Chinese workman what a glass of beer is to the English labourer, a climatic necessity,” said one British consul. And from Jardine, Matheson & Co., a chief importer of the drug, came this statement: “The use of opium is not a curse but a comfort to the hard-working Chinese; to many scores of thousands it has been productive of healthful sustention and enjoyment.” This writer could find only one trader, a Scotsman, who admitted any personal concern in spreading the addiction. Sales had been so brisk, the gentleman confided to his diary, that he had had “no time to read my bible.”


[image: image]


FROM THE MOMENT Shanghai was designated a treaty port, it became the preferred home of foreign traders. The name “Shanghai” means “up from the sea,” which is a fair indication that “as recently as 2,000 years ago,” much of Shanghai was still under water. Considered a young city by Chinese standards, it had started as a small fishing village, blossoming into a full-fledged town and commercial port divided into two unequal parts by the waters of the Whangpoo River, In the sixteenth century, residents built a twenty-seven-foot-high wall to protect themselves from Japanese pirates. Within the wall, dark alleys overhung with long poles draped in drying laundry led off both sides of the major roads, while streets where workers in the same trade tended to congregate acquired such names as Pickled Melon Street, Jade Alley, and Jiang Family Medicine Lane. During the seventeenth century, “mud men” were employed to clean out the huge silt deposits that often clogged the river in order to keep it navigable, and by the early eighteenth century, Shanghai had begun to serve overseas as well as domestic trade. After the end of the First Opium War, the city gave 140 acres of muddy shoreline to the British, who employed local coolies to drive piles deep into the swampy muck—underpinnings for their future homes away from home. American traders moved into an area next to the British, while the French took possession of a large piece of land located between the British and the Chinese, and the famous International Settlement was born. Paved avenues, neoclassical mansions surrounded by walls, and large brick industrial buildings known as hongs composed the dignified outposts of empire along the famous Bund.


It did not take long for the privileged residents of the International Settlement to learn to overlook the problems of their neighbors living in the Chinese city to the south. Their attitude was exemplified by the laconic words of a reporter for the English weekly paper, the North-China Herald, when a secret society called the Small Swords entered the old Chinese walled area of Shanghai in 1853: “The Small Sword Society men attacked the city early this morning.… We suspect it will end in the S.S. men taking possession… and organizing a government of their own.… Foreigners need be under no apprehension.” Beyond indifference there was greed, and the foreigners soon discovered they could make fortunes erecting cheap housing that could be rented out to the Chinese rich enough to take refuge from the Small Swords in the International Settlement. In answer to the British consul, who criticized his countrymen’s eagerness to profit from the tragedy of their fellow citizens, one taipan* (manager of a trading firm) expressed the point of view of many: “It is my business to make a fortune with the least possible loss of time. In two or three years at farthest, I hope to realize a fortune, and get away; and what can it matter to me, if all Shanghai disappear afterwards.… We are money-making practical men. Our business is to make money, as much and as fast as we can.”


Money was only part of the recompense for a taipan or griffin, the assistant to a taipan.* The rest was a way of life far more luxurious than anything these men could have afforded back home. “Philistines to the core,” as one chronicler describes them, the residents of the International Settlement and the French Concession took advantage of quantities of cheap servants along with inexpensive food and wines to indulge in a modicum of work and a maximum of pleasure. In the afternoons they paraded in the park, conveyed by sedan chairs borne by Chinese bearers dressed in the colors of their consulates or their business firms. Even the poorest among them had a Chinese “boy” to lay out his clothes and keep his liquor cabinet well stocked. For those with families, there were armies of chefs, amahs, gardeners, porters, laundresses, table boys, houseboys, and stable boys. Even in their offices, the taipans and griffins had native managers who allowed their employers plenty of time for long lunches and billiards at the Shanghai Club. These native managers—called compradores—were never allowed to forget their inferior position. A compradore’s office was in the basement of the hong, and he was not allowed to use the front door.


Although sports were the foreigners’ chief form of amusement—cricket, tennis, riding, and hunting were favorites—it was said that you could always spot a taipan by “his florid complexion and wide girth.” No wonder. According to one doctor, “they begin dinner with rich soup and a glass of sherry; then they partake of one or two side dishes, with champagne; then some beef, mutton, or fowls and bacon, with more champagne, or beer; then rice and curry and ham; afterwards game; then pudding, pasty, jelly, custard, or blanc-mange, and more champagne; then cheese and salad, and bread and butter, and a glass of port wine; then in many cases oranges, figs, raisins, and walnuts are eaten with two or three glasses of claret or some other wine; and this awful repast is finished at last with a cup of strong coffee and cigars!”


Shanghai did, however, offer certain inconveniences. As late as 1917, Europeans had to protect themselves with netting from the swarms of mosquitoes bred in the swampy land, and their servants walked around the house spraying the ankles of the family and guests with a kerosene solution. As the city grew and prospered, the canals and ponds were filled and the open municipal drains were sprayed with an oil solution that nearly eliminated the pests.


Since the ratio of European men to European women never fell below ten to one and there were laws prohibiting British griffins from marrying until after they had been in China for five years, many European men took Chinese mistresses. This commingling of the races, along with drinking, dancing, and card playing, appalled the only other important group of Westerners in China—the missionaries. Protestant missionaries, who had begun arriving at the beginning of the 1830s, were, by the 1880s, a well-established fact of Chinese life. Called “the biggest evangelical army in Christendom,” the missionaries had set themselves the dual task of converting the heathen and criticizing the ungodly ways of their more prosperous countrymen.


It was into this multilayered, bifurcated society that Charlie Soong had been sent by the Southern Methodist Mission. As we have seen, however, the father of the Soong family refused to be satisfied with what one historian called the “abstemious ways and threadbare clothing” of his fellow missionaries.
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I have often thought that I am the most clever woman that ever lived, and others cannot compare with me.… Although I have heard much about Queen Victoria… I don’t think her life was half so interesting and eventful as mine.… She had… really nothing to say about the policy of the country. Now look at me. I have 400,000,000 people dependent on my judgment.


—THE DOWAGER EMPRESS OF CHINA


THE AVERAGE Westerner stakes his honor on truth, or what he believes to be the reality lying beneath the surface. Honor for the Chinese, however, resides in appearances or “face”—how matters are perceived by others. On either scale—actuality or appearance—the West emerged the winner of the Opium Wars, humiliating the inhabitants of the Middle Kingdom. The unfortunate emperor who ruled China during this period was a young man named Hsien-feng. Twenty at the time of his accession in 1851, he was well meaning but lacked conviction, competence, and enough money to deal with the problems confronting him. He died in Jehol less than a year after the British entered Peking, a victim of alcohol and other dissipations.


What one chronicler calls Hsien’s “most lasting contribution” to the history of China was to father a child with the concubine Cixi (Tz’u-hsi), a descendant of a poor branch of the Manchurian clan that had produced a wife for the founder of the Ch’ing Dynasty. Cixi was endowed with what must have been considered an unfeminine amount of curiosity and managed to teach herself the basics of reading and writing. When she was eighteen, her father was discharged from his banner* for deserting his post in the face of marauders, but the captain of the banner still included the names of Cixi and her sister when assembling a list of possible concubines “to bring the harem of the young Emperor Hsien-feng up to full strength.” Dressed in the best silks and jewels their families owned or could borrow, Cixi, her sister, and fifty-eight other girls joined a procession to be carried into the Imperial City sitting cross-legged on yellow satin sedan chairs, hidden in curtained conveyances from thousands of curious onlookers. Upon arrival, they were ushered into the Department of the Imperial Household to be inspected for defects and diseases by the staff of the emperor’s stepmother, who checked under their makeup for signs of smallpox and goiter, common ailments of the day. Cixi was then told to lie on a couch so that a midwife could examine her for virginity and yin, her ability to arouse sexually and be aroused. This, it was believed, could be told by looking at her hair, eyes, breasts, and vagina. It was the test most feared by the candidates. The story—possibly apocryphal—is told that Cixi went into the room wearing a pair of valuable jade bracelets. “When her turn came… she went into a theatrical tantrum and indignantly refused to be pawed over. As she did… she deftly slipped off the costly bracelets, and unseen by the eunuchs, dropped them into the eagerly waiting hand of the midwife. The elder nodded her head; and [Cixi] was able to stand in line with the other selected maidens.” True or not, the story is indicative of the corruption that pervaded the Imperial Palace.


Selected as one of twenty-eight concubines out of the sixty candidates brought to the palace, Cixi was assigned the position of concubine of the fifth (lowest) rank. This did not mean that she would necessarily ever even meet the emperor. Once accepted into his household, however, she would be forced to remain in the Forbidden City for the rest of her life, whether or not she was ever called to the emperor’s bed. Meanwhile, as one writer put it, she “tried, just as keenly as any pretty shop-girl in a Los Angeles drugstore, to attract the attention of the man who could make her a star.” Even if selected, she would be put there only to arouse him in preparation for the appearance of a consort or concubine of higher rank. Nevertheless, for the rest of her life she would live in an apartment of her own, where she would be waited on by two eunuchs and two maidservants and supplied with court robes, shoes, and jewels. As payment for his daughter, Cixi’s worthless father received one or two horses with elegant saddles and bridles, gold, silver, silks, and a tea set.


It took a long time for Hsien-feng to notice Cixi. Meanwhile, she took advantage of her new surroundings by improving her calligraphy and studying the classics, the history of the Ch’ing Dynasty, and the objets d’art in the palace. Her interest and perception did not go unnoticed, and within three years, she was raised in rank to imperial concubine, a grade that carried with it the right to be addressed as “Lady” and to be served by twice the number of maids and eunuchs. That same year, the chief eunuch turned over the jade tablet on which the emperor wrote his choice of companion for the night and read her name. As tradition dictated, the eunuch went to her apartment to inform her of the honor, undressed her, wrapped her in scarlet, and carried her on his back to Hsien-feng’s bed, where he laid her naked. Tradition also required that she crawl on her hands and knees from the foot of the bed to the emperor, who waited behind crepe curtains on three yellow brocade mattresses covered by silk sheets and a yellow satin coverlet. In spite of the fact that the entire procedure was observed by eunuchs posted around the room, their coupling was successful. Too successful. According to the rules of the imperial court, the emperor was supposed to ejaculate only seven times a year—three times in the spring, twice each in summer and fall—and on those days only an important concubine, a consort, or the empress was allowed to share his bed. Nevertheless, at dawn the chief eunuch recorded the date of sexual relations and carried Cixi, just impregnated by the emperor’s seed, back to her apartment. Nine months later, she gave birth to a son—the emperor’s first male child—and was raised to concubine, second rank.


Cixi soon gained extraordinary influence over Hsien-feng, whose problems with a depleted treasury and ongoing incursions from the West had seemingly overwhelmed him. During the five years following the birth of her son, she became a major figure in the court, eventually convincing Hsien-feng to name their son, age six at the time of his father’s death, as his successor. After Hsien-feng’s death, Cixi allied herself with his nondescript widowed empress, who had no sons, and Prince Kong, Hsien-feng’s energetic younger brother, who convinced his other brothers to name Cixi and the emperor’s widow coregents and himself prince adviser to the empresses. (As women, they had to hide themselves behind a yellow curtain in back of the miniature Dragon Throne built for the child emperor, although strategically placed mirrors allowed them to see everything taking place in front of the curtain.) The widowed empress, who could not read or write, was content to let others manage affairs of state, but Cixi kept a hand in everything concerning the court and the empire. To exhibit her newfound status, she wore yellow satin robes, an elaborate headdress, triple jadeite earrings, a 108-bead court necklace, and “a transparent cape of 3,500 pearls the size of canary bird eggs,” from which were hung forty drops of imperial green jade. She is said to have floated a foreign loan for “naval construction,” which she used to build a fabulous pleasure boat in her lily pond, and had a private theater built over the water “to soften the voices of the actors.”


If Cixi was concerned with the luxurious trappings of her status, Prince Kong was a born reformer. Under his influence, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs and an Institute for Foreign Languages were established. Westerners were given the job of collecting customs duties for the Imperial Maritime Customs Service, thus avoiding the traditional “squeeze” (skimming off the top) by the collectors. The new service was run by an extraordinary Englishman, Robert Hart, called “the most influential Westerner in China” and known by both Prince Kong and Cixi as “Our Hart.”


Prince Kong also believed that it was wiser to cooperate with the Westerners, seemingly an immovable force, than to fight them. He advocated strengthening the Chinese army and arranged for the international community to help him subdue the Taiping Rebellion, a fourteen-year-long revolt against the Manchus in the middle of the nineteenth century that eventually cost 20 million people their lives. Led by a village schoolteacher who believed he was Jesus’s younger brother and a coal worker who conceived the idea of digging tunnels to undermine the walls of cities they wanted to conquer, the Taipings attracted hundreds of thousands of adherents, who helped them butcher their enemies—Manchus, opium addicts, and prostitutes. They were eventually suppressed by a combination of two fighting forces— one Chinese and the other, known as the Ever-Victorious Army, sponsored and financed by the West and led by the well-known Charles G. “Chinese” Gordon.


While Prince Kong dealt with the outside world, Cixi faced problems within the court. Her son* reacted against his mother’s domination by turning to the palace servants, who were only too happy to indulge his tastes for rampant luxury and homosexuality. Said to be “always fooling around with eunuchs,” he was married off at sixteen but died three years later of syphilis, smallpox, or regicide. When his pregnant empress committed suicide by swallowing gold dust two months after his death, palace gossip pointed to Cixi. These suspicions were increased when that lady, now known as the dowager empress, designated her four-year-old nephew, the son of her sister and Hsien-feng’s brother, heir to the throne. This child, who took the name Kuang-hsu (Guangxu) when he became emperor, lived from 1871 to 1908. A slight boy with large, sad eyes and a chronic lung condition, he was intelligent, well educated, and, like Prince Kong, aware of China’s need for reform and modernization.


As can be seen, it had taken quite a few years for the accumulating forces of history to gather sufficient momentum to overtake China. During the middle and later years of the nineteenth century, the Manchus were temporarily bolstered by their defeat of the Taipings, but as the century drew to a close, a conflict with Japan over Korea escalated into a war, which was won by the Japanese in 1895. Previously in a tributary relationship with China, Korea was given autonomy after the war, and China was forced to sign a treaty in which it gave up Taiwan, the Pescadore Islands, part of Manchuria, and four treaty ports to Japan. Along with these territorial losses, there was general unease in the countryside, based on the harsh living conditions of the peasants as compared with the privileges of the foreigners, both traders and missionaries. These and other issues helped to bring on another rebellion, started by the Boxers in 1898.


The Boxers, or Righteous and Harmonious Fists* began as a mystical, antidynastic society, but rallied behind the dowager empress when she welcomed them as a ready-made army to rid China of the hated foreigners and a ready-made cause to divert public discontent from the court. The Boxers, who attacked both Chinese and foreign Christians, also declared war on the treaty powers in June 1900, killing two hundred Americans and Europeans and laying siege to the legation quarter in Peking, where nearly five hundred foreigners and three thousand Chinese Christians had taken sanctuary. Two months later, a long-awaited international force descended on China, looting and killing everything and everyone in its path and routing the Boxers. The imperial court, having bet on the wrong side, was forced to flee the capital.


After their victory, the treaty powers imposed even harsher terms on the Chinese than they had after the Opium Wars: an indemnity of 200 million ounces of silver, punishment of the officials who had supported the Boxers, and the right to billet troops between Peking and the sea. Russia used the opportunity to occupy Manchuria, building a naval base at Port Arthur, where it remained until its defeat by Japan in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, while Britain, France, and Germany established naval bases elsewhere. The victorious treaty powers also demanded long-term leases of Chinese territory to develop mines and railways and arranged to loan the Chinese money to build the railroads at enormous rates of interest. In September of 1898, the American secretary of state, John Hay, sent notes to Britain, France, and Russia, recommending that each nation refrain from interfering with the other nations’ “spheres of influence” and avoid levying excessive tariffs on the others’ goods. Known as the Open-Door Policy, it kept peace among thieves under the guise of protecting China. These and other degradations of the dynasty forced the Manchu court to take stock of itself and embark on a period of reform and reorganization, called “self-strengthening,” aimed at improving both function and image.


Two types of Chinese reformers had already appeared on the scene by the end of the nineteenth century. First, there were those who wanted to return China to its original glory by helping the Manchus rebuild their defeated army and regenerate national life morally and economically. The most famous example of this type of reformer was Kang You-wei, the oldest surviving son in a well-to-do family, who grew up believing that he “stood, towering and lofty, above the common people” and that he had been endowed by Heaven “with the intelligence and ability to save them.” He drafted a long “memorial”—a written document in which citizens were allowed to recommend policy changes to the emperor or an appropriate surrogate—which he sent to the twenty-eight-year-old Emperor Guangxu and the sixty-year-old dowager empress, advocating reform in six areas of national life: taxes on the rich, a countrywide network of railroads, Western-style mechanization of industry, domestic exploitation of mineral resources, unification and stabilization of currency, and a national postal system.


The emperor was impressed by Kang’s memorial. But Kang ran into trouble with the emperor’s aunt, the dowager empress. As a young woman, she had been embarrassed by her father’s cowardice, and, once having won a place at court, had thrown herself into upholding tradition and orthodoxy as exemplified by her new (imperial) family. Now old—a “painted, brocaded despot amid her eunuchs”—she had become an archconservative. As soon as the emperor began to promulgate reforms based on Kang’s suggestions, she sent troops to Peking to arrest Guangxu. Confined to an island on the grounds of the palace, “relegated to the nothingness of harem life,” Guangxu and his progressive ideas were suppressed. Warned of the clampdown by friends, Kang fled. In his place, the soldiers took his younger brother along with four other young reformers and beheaded them for treason.*


The next reformer to come on the scene, however, was not so easy to silence. Sun Yat-sen, who would one day be known as the Father of China, unseated the Manchus and changed the Chinese Empire into a republic, and he did this with the help of Charlie Soong.
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China cannot borrow our learning, our science, and our material forms of industry without importing with them the virus of political rebellion.


—THE NEW YORK TIMES, 1881


AT THE age of twelve, Sun Yat-sen, who had been born into a poor family, was sent to a prosperous older brother who lived in Hawaii. Enrolled in the very British Bishop’s School, obliged to speak English, and required to attend daily prayers, the boy was subjected to “every reasonable persuasion” to convert to Christianity. When he announced at the age of sixteen that he wanted to be baptized, his brother sent him back to China.


After being ousted from his village for breaking wooden idols in the temple, Sun went to Hong Kong, where he managed to get himself baptized and studied at the Diocesan School of the Church of England. He attended Queen’s College for two years, during which his family married him off to a village girl, possibly to counteract the ill effects of his professed Christianity. She moved into his family’s home, but since Sun continued his studies for eight years more, they rarely saw each other. In 1886, his older brother summoned him back to Hawaii and tried to force him to give up Christianity. Sun refused. Stranded and penniless, he finally raised enough money from fellow Christians to return to China. Coincidentally, it was the same year that Charlie Soong arrived in Shanghai, but while Charlie was struggling with missionary prejudice, Sun got the chance that Charlie had longed for— to study medicine—and he graduated from the new College of Medicine for Chinese in Hong Kong in 1892. From there he went to Macao to practice surgery. James Cantlie, the English doctor who established the College of Medicine, said that Sun “performed important operations, requiring skill, coolness of judgement, and dexterity.” But due to the enforcement of a law requiring medical practitioners to hold Portuguese diplomas, he did not stay long in Macao.


In 1894, Sun returned to Canton, where he became involved in the reform movement and was introduced by an old friend, Lu Hao-dong, to Charlie Soong. Sun told Charlie that he was writing a memorial that he intended to send to the grand secretary to the emperor, a patron of the College of Medicine. He showed Charlie the memorial, in which he spelled out his qualifications for joining the bureaucracy: his degree in English medicine, his studies abroad, his interest in laws “for reforming the people,” and his belief in Western “methods of achieving a prosperous country and a powerful army.”


“What China needs is a man like George Washington or Abraham Lincoln, not written memorials,” Charlie told Sun.


“You’re right,” Sun answered. “But who could be the Washington or Lincoln of China?” “You,” Charlie answered. Educated by the British, Sun knew little more than the name of Abraham Lincoln until Charlie recited for him the end of the Gettysburg Address: “government of the people, by the people, and for the people.” Before the evening was over, Charlie had invited Sun to visit his publishing house, where Sun discovered that his own book, The Uses of Agriculture, was being printed. “I wrote this book!” he told Charlie.


“But I thought it was an article from a book by Cheng Kuan-ying.* How could you have written it?”


“I wrote it,” Sun repeated, going through the pages one sentence at a time. “There are some changes, but it has been edited for the better,” he said, explaining that he had shown the article to Zheng and that Zheng had revised it and included it in his book.


“Zheng should have given you credit,” Charlie said.


“I don’t mind,” said Sun, who was clearly happy to see his article in print.


“In that case, why don’t you show Zheng the memorial you’re planning on sending to Li? Maybe he can give you some good ideas.”


The next day, on their way to see Zheng, Sun and Charlie ran into Wang Tao, a well-known journalist and Western scholar. Charlie introduced Sun to Wang, who looked at his article and agreed to edit it. Charlie disagreed with Sun’s contention that agriculture and commerce could revitalize China. Only industry and the development of machinery, Charlie contended, would modernize their country. His arguments convinced Sun, who added the importance of these areas of growth to his memorial. But after Wang returned the edited version, Sun tore it in two. “It’s no use,” he said, contemplating the effect of his recommendations on the powers in Peking. “It would be like asking a tiger to give away his hide.”†


Charlie encouraged Sun to submit it anyway, and Sun agreed to try. But the doctor’s timing proved to be unfortunate. The emperor’s secretary was too involved with the deteriorating situation between China and Japan* to pay attention to the memorial. In any case, Sun told Charlie, “Reform can’t start until the Ch’ing Dynasty is overthrown. There’s no reason to support the Manchus, only to overthrow them.” Charlie cautioned Sun against premature revolution. He claimed that only the Western powers could determine the outcome of an uprising, particularly in Shanghai, and suggested that Sun go west to determine what position they would take.


“Just give me 100 people and I’ll go after the yamen† now,” Sun responded.


In spite of such blatant impracticality, Charlie admired his friend’s courage. He took a sword off the wall of his home, which he had meant to give one of his children, and offered it to Sun.


“I’ll be back to accept this sword when I overthrow the Ch’ing Dynasty,” Sun responded.


“I’ll support you,” Charlie promised. “… I’m a minister and can’t fight as a soldier, but I’ll support you behind the lines. You will need enormous sums of money. Let me raise that money for you.”


At Charlie’s instigation, the three of them—Charlie Soong, Sun Yat-sen, and Lu Hao-dong—took an oath on the Bible to drive out the Manchus, establish a republican government, and revitalize China. From then on, Charlie Soong’s publishing house served as a meeting place for revolutionaries. Although they gave their group a name, the “Revive China Society,” they decided not to set up an organization until they numbered more than ten.


Over the next few months, Charlie Soong and Sun Yat-sen became extremely close friends, and Charlie began publishing revolutionary material for Sun in his publishing house, safely located in the international section of Shanghai, outside the jurisdiction of the Ch’ing police. Sun also became an intimate of the Soong family, spending most of his time at their home when he was in Shanghai. The two men certainly had a great deal in common. Born within a year or so of each other, both were poor boys who had left China at a young age. Converted to Christianity, they had served or wanted to serve in the ministry. Both had been educated at least partly in the West and spoke fluent English. And they were both keenly aware that China was no longer the center of the world, that unless it did something to bring itself up to date, the Celestial Empire was at risk of being dismembered by other nations. Both Sun Yat-sen and Charlie Soong were convinced that the ruling Manchus had failed the Chinese and lost the Mandate of Heaven.


At the end of 1894, Sun returned to Hawaii, where he tried to enroll people in the Revive China Society, but his efforts yielded minimal results. In six months he was able to attract only 120 members at an initiation fee of $5.00 each and raised a mere $700 more by selling “revolutionary bonds,” to be redeemed when the Manchus were no longer in power. As China expert Jonathan Spence put it, $1,300 “seems an absurdly tiny base from which to launch a rebellion.” While in Hawaii, however, Sun received a letter from Charlie, telling him that China was losing the war against Japan and that things were going very badly for the Manchus. The time, according to Soong, was ripe for revolution, and Sun should come home at once. On the strength of Charlie’s letter, Sun headed back to China.


The first attempt that Sun and his fellow rebels made at overthrowing the Manchus was in the city of Canton, where they opened an office in the guise of an agricultural association, while secretly purchasing pistols, rifles, and dynamite in Hong Kong. Unfortunately, one of the arms shipments was discovered at customs, and their headquarters were raided. More than seventy men were arrested, and three were executed. Execution for rebels was not always a quick beheading; the Chinese, who made an art out of torture, had developed several long, carefully drawn-out ways of killing, one of which involved fastening the victim to a cross and peeling off strips of his skin. He was left hanging there until death released him.


Sun managed to escape this ghastly fate. With the government offering a reward of 10,000 taels* for his capture, he fled to Kobe, Japan. Fortunately for Charlie, his name was not connected by the police with the uprising. But from then on, he lived with the knowledge that he and his family might have to leave Shanghai at a moment’s notice.


In Kobe, Sun cut off his queue, let the hair on his head grow, cultivated a mustache, and bought a Japanese suit. But since the Manchu government was known for punishing not only criminals but their families, Sun’s widowed mother, his wife, and their three young children fled to Hawaii. Sun followed them there and prepared to assume the life of a traveling revolutionary in disguise. Before he left Honolulu, however, he ran into an old friend.


“The vehicle in which I was driving was stopped by a man, apparently a Japanese, looking very trim in European dress and with a moustache of respectable dimensions, who proffered his hand, raised his hat, and smiled affably,” wrote James Cantlie, “… and it was some time before we recognized it was Sun minus his cue [queue] and Chinese dress. A cordial greeting ensued and a visit to us in London was arranged.”


Sun traveled to Europe via the United States. Starting in San Francisco, he enjoyed what he called “a sort of triumphal journey through America”— a triumph mitigated by reports that the Chinese minister in Washington was trying to have him kidnapped and returned to China. “I well knew the fate that would befall me—” he said, “first having my ankles crushed in a vice and broken by a hammer, my eyelids cut off, and finally, be chopped to small fragments, so that none could claim my mortal remains. For the old Chinese code does not err on the side of mercy to political agitators.”


In September of 1896, Sun sailed for England, where he spent most of his time in the library of Dr. Cantlie’s London home reading books on politics, diplomacy, and military matters. The Cantlie house was on Portland Place, as was the Chinese Legation. The Chinese government had asked the British to extradite Sun as a political criminal, but the British, having no extradition treaty with China, had refused. One Sunday morning on his way to church, Sun was stopped by a Chinese gentleman who started a conversation with him and led him into the Chinese Legation. He was cordially welcomed and shown around, but on the third floor a door was closed and locked behind him. He was told that he would be detained until the legation received money from Peking to send him back to China. Meanwhile, he was kept prisoner on the third floor.


“While I was in the Chinese Legation in London, I prayed constantly,” he wrote a friend. “For six or seven days I prayed without ceasing.” At the end of the seventh day, Sun convinced one of the legation’s English servants that the emperor of China wanted to kill him because he was a Christian “striving to secure good government for China.” That day he managed to get a note addressed to Dr. Cantlie to the servant, who gave it to his wife, who herself wrote a letter. At 11:30 that evening, the doorbell rang at Dr. Cantlie’s house. When he answered, there was no one there, but a note had been pushed under the door: “There is a friend of yours imprisoned in the Chinese Legation here since last Sunday; they intend sending him out to China.… It is very sad for the poor young man, and unless something is done at once he will be taken away and no one will know it. I dare not sign my name, but this is the truth, so believe what I say. Whatever you do must be done at once, or it will be too late.”


The doctor went to the head of the local police and from there to Scotland Yard. “Scotland Yard said it was none of their business, and that I had done my duty when I reported the matter to them, and that I ought to go home and keep quiet.… It was not until I got in touch with a member of the clerical staff at the Foreign Office… that the matter was taken up and dealt with.” Even then, the “matter” bogged down in government red tape. Only when a reporter from The Globe got wind of the story and interviewed Cantlie did the Chinese admit that they were holding Sun prisoner. By that time, Sun’s case had also progressed through channels to the prime minister, who said that the legation had infringed upon British law. The following Friday, Sun was turned over to men from the Foreign Office and moved in with the Cantlies. The day after his release, the money for shipping him home arrived at the Chinese Legation.


The publicity surrounding Sun’s kidnapping gave him wide name recognition in the English-speaking world, as did the substantial price on his head. But he himself spent the next two years wandering around Europe with little money, passing his days in great libraries, studying the books of famous revolutionaries. It was during this time, we are told, that he formulated his Three Principles of the People Doctrine, which established the foundation for his future thinking and writing. Basing his work on the words of Lincoln that Charlie Soong had quoted to him, the former doctor evolved his tripartite doctrine of Nationalism (“government of the people”), Democracy (“by the people”), and Socialism (“for the people”). Unlike previous would-be revolutionaries, he tried to explain these principles in words simple enough for any Chinese to understand. Called by one author “the most famous formula in modern China,” Sun’s Three Principles—national union, political power, and economic entitlement—would be achieved in a three-stage Chinese revolution: first, military conquest; second, political tutelage in self-government; and third, constitutional government.


In the spring of 1898, Sun returned to Shanghai, where he lived in the Soong house, disguised by his beard and Western suit. Recognized by a group of revolutionaries at a meeting one day, he immediately left for Japan, where the law protected him from extradition. “The five years between 1895 and 1900,” he later wrote, “constituted the most difficult period of my entire revolutionary career.” After an aborted second attempt at revolution in 1900, however, Sun began to notice a change in the attitude of the Chinese: “After my first failure, the entire country regarded me either as a bandit or as a rebel.… After the failure in 1900, not only the people stopped cursing me, but the progressive elements expressed sympathy with me.… The prestige of the Manchu government was altogether lost, and the poverty of the country had increased. As the sense of patriotism was gradually aroused throughout the country, the revolutionary movement in China became more and more popular.”


There were actually ten failed attempts at revolution. Sun took part personally in some of these uprisings, but as the Chinese government convinced other Asian nations to banish him, he spent more and more time traveling in Europe and the United States, gathering overseas Chinese adherents to his cause and raising money for arms. On these trips he carried a minimum of luggage and lived in fourth-rate hotels. When a reporter offered to walk him home one night, citing the £100,000 price on his head, he refused: “If they had killed me some years ago,” he said, “it would have been a pity for the cause; I was indispensable then. Now my life does not matter.… There are plenty of Chinamen to take my place.”


In 1905, another coup, this one in the province of Hunan, failed, and its two leaders fled to Japan. Sun met them there, and the three agreed to call a joint meeting of dissident Chinese in Tokyo, the refuge of choice for revolutionaries on the run from the Manchus. Out of the meeting came a new organization, called the Revolutionary Alliance, with Sun Yat-sen as president. “As soon as the Revolutionary Alliance was formed, in which the best of the younger generation of China was represented,” Sun wrote, “I realized that the success of the great revolutionary work might come in my lifetime.… In less than a year after the Revolutionary Alliance was formed, its membership had increased to over ten thousand and its branches were established in all provinces. Henceforth the progress of the revolutionary movement was so rapid that it was beyond anyone’s expectations.”


It is one of the ironies of history that when the revolution against the Manchus finally succeeded—on the eleventh try—Sun Yat-sen was not in China but in Denver, Colorado, in the middle of his third overseas tour in search of money. One morning he woke up to astonishing headlines: “Wu-chang* occupied by revolutionists.” The body of the story explained that a group of Chinese army officers had been planning a rebellion when one of their homemade bombs accidentally detonated, bringing the police to their headquarters. With their barracks surrounded and the city gates closed to prevent their escape, soldiers from the artillery and engineering corps, who were secretly friendly to the rebels, mutinied and burned the yamen of the governor-general. He fled, and by the next day, four battalions of renegade soldiers had taken control of the city. With Sun out of the country, they decided to ask Colonel Li Yuan-hung of the Chinese army to act as their temporary leader. After being pulled out from under a bed where he had hidden, assuming the soldiers had come to his house to kill him, Li issued a proclamation announcing the overthrow of the Ch’ing Dynasty, and on October 12, 1911, the revolutionaries put a republican government into place. Their astonishing success was followed by the secession of one province after another—thirteen within the first month—declaring themselves no longer subjects of the Manchus.
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FROM COLORADO, Sun headed to the East Coast, traveling in his usual lowkey manner, avoiding publicity. Passing through Saint Louis, he saw another newspaper, which said that the revolution had broken out under his orders and, if it was successful, he would be the first president of the republic. Realizing the importance of foreign support for the infant Chinese Republic, he headed for Washington to see the secretary of state. The secretary refused to see him. When he got to London, he received an official invitation* to return to China to assume the presidency of the republic. “Yes,” he said, “for the time being, if no-one else can be found better in the meantime.” As in the United States, however, he was unsuccessful in interesting the British government in providing financial support for his cause. In Marseilles he boarded a boat bound for China, having by now, according to one report, been around the world three times.


When Sun reached Singapore on Christmas Eve 1911, there was a crowd gathered to welcome him, and for the first time in sixteen years, he did not have to assume an alias to land in Hong Kong. One week later, on New Year’s Day 1912, he was inaugurated president at Nanking. Charlie Soong was there with daughter Ching-ling to congratulate him and hear him issue a proclamation announcing the new Chinese Republic. Meanwhile, however, the government in Peking continued to function as it had before the revolution, and a new National Assembly, created six years earlier by imperial edict, had named Yuan Shih-kai, a military leader and one of the most ambitious men in the imperial government, China’s premier.


It was clear that the North and South were locked in stalemate. The North did not want Sun Yat-sen as its president. Not only was he from the South, but his revolutionary credentials sat poorly with the monarchists remaining in Peking, and he had no practical experience in governing. It looked as if China could be headed for civil war until on January 15, two weeks after he had taken office, Sun wired Yuan to offer him the presidency. His offer was dependent on three conditions: abdication of the child emperor; Yuan’s agreement to break with the Manchus; and Yuan’s acceptance of the republic.


A month later, Sun tendered his resignation as president in favor of Yuan, whom he called “a good and talented man” and “a most loyal servant of the State,” going so far as to assert that the “abdication of the… Emperor and the union of the North and South” were “largely due” to Yuan’s efforts. On February 14, 1913, Yuan was elected president of the fledgling Chinese Republic. The next day, in accordance with an old rite of ancestral worship—the practice of informing the dead about current events—Sun led a procession to the Ming Tombs outside Nanking, where he formally addressed the founder of the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), castigating the Manchus* in lively prose and informing the former emperor of the success of the revolution.


It was not until six weeks later, however, that Sun was actually able to turn the presidency over to Yuan. The delay was caused by a disagreement over the seat of government. Yuan wanted to remain in Peking; the revolutionaries pressed him to move to Nanking, the seat of their government. After a major riot in Peking, which some people suspected was instigated by Yuan to prove that he was needed in the North, the southerners gave in and the capital was located in Peking.


Sun himself, however, remained a figure of reverence throughout China. Wherever he went, he was treated with enormous affection and asked to address the large crowds gathered in his honor. An effective orator, he could keep an audience enthralled for as long as three and four hours. The high point of his popularity came in August 1913, when he visited Peking at the invitation of Yuan. Housed like an honored guest of state, Sun spent many hours in conference with Yuan, whom he had never before met. Yuan not only treated Sun well but appeared to agree with all of the little doctor’s republican ideas and ideals, so much so that Sun emerged from their conferences pledging “to devote my best and every effort to aid him in the great and noble work he has undertaken.”


Sun’s rosy outlook was at least partially colored by the fact that during their time together, President Yuan had given him carte blanche to pursue a $3 billion, ten-year plan that Sun had devised to construct 75,000 miles of railways around the country. Yuan appointed Sun director for construction of all railways in China and gave him a monthly stipend of 30,000 Chinese dollars, along with a train with sleeping cars, two dining cars, and the dowager empress’s reception car with its gold-embroidered blue velvet rug and yellow silk curtains.† One is tempted to think that Yuan, who was having problems creating a workable constitutional government out of the detritus of some two thousand years of monarchy, figured that this was a good way to keep the figurehead of republicanism happy, occupied, and out of his way.


This sort of reasoning would never have occurred to Sun, who headed for northern China with a large group of aides, both male and female, and camp followers. Among these was May-ling’s eldest sister, Ai-ling, who had graduated from Wesleyan in 1909 at the age of twenty-one and was serving as Sun’s private secretary. She was not the only member of the Soong family on Sun’s railway committee. At Sun’s insistence, her father had been made treasurer of the railway development group. Up until this time, Sun’s relationship with Charlie and his family had always been hidden from the public; now, for the first time, the Soongs were openly identified with the famous revolutionary.


Oddly enough, it was just about this time of public association that their private relationship nearly ended. The first person to perceive the danger was an Australian journalist, William Henry Donald, a China expert who had been traveling with Sun and advising him. Many years later, Donald confided to another friend that he could never write his memoirs because he would “have to debunk Sun Yat-sen. Sun was not only an impractical visionary,” Donald said, “but the worst of it was that the old boy could not keep his hands off women.” One day on the train, Donald and Sun were in consultation. As usual, Ai-ling was there taking notes. As soon as she left, Sun informed Donald that he wanted to marry her.


“Ai-ling’s Charlie Soong’s daughter,” Donald said. “Charlie has been your best friend. Without him, you’d have been in the soup many a time. And as for Ai-ling and the rest of the children, you’ve been their uncle. They’ve been almost like your children.”


“I know it, I know it,” Sun replied. “But I want to marry her just the same.” He asked Donald to accompany him to the Soong home that evening, where he planned to discuss the marriage with Charlie. Charlie reacted, as predicted by Donald, with fury, when Sun told Charlie what he wanted.


The color drained from his [Charlie’s] cheeks, and he looked haggardly at the man by whose side he had stood for nearly twenty years. After a while, he said:


“Yat-sen, I am a Christian man. All the time, I thought you were, too. I did not bring up my children to live in the sort of looseness you propose.* I will not accustom myself to people who trifle with marriage. We are a Christian family and, Lord willing, we will go on that way. I want you to go, and I never want you to come back. My door is closed to you forever.”


That was, however, not the end of Sun’s attempt to marry one of the daughters of Charlie Soong.
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For the Chinese it is not only honourable, but also admirable for a girl to worship the hero of a great cause and to want to marry him.


—JUNG CHANG


IF SUN Yat-sen’s uncommon ability to believe what he wanted to believe had enabled him to pursue his revolution to the brink of success, it is obvious that it often blinded him in both personal and political relationships. This was nowhere more clear than in his dealings with his successor as president of the new Chinese Republic, Yuan Shih-kai.


Fifty-two years old when he became president, Yuan had started his life in the military, modernizing and building up the North China Army before entering the civil administration. There, his “upward mobility,” which China scholar John Fairbank termed “phenomenal,” had propelled him into a number of important posts before he was ousted by the Manchus. Known as a can-do operator with a knack for organization, Yuan was always “the shortest man in any group.” He was also overweight and preferred the comfort of Western shirts to mandarin collars, which cut into his fat little neck. A wily gentleman of the mandarin class, he was a skillful manipulator of situations and men.


But even an experienced leader like Yuan could not change the Chinese political psyche overnight. In spite of the success of the revolution, there remained a wide gulf between the upper class and the peasants. The former—educated, wealthy, used to centuries of privilege—expected to run the country while the latter farmed the land, hauled heavy equipment, and carried their betters around in sedan chairs. The highest goal of a civilized Chinese society was then—and still is—not compromise worked out through differing points of view representing divergent interests but harmony achieved through unquestioning acceptance of authority. The so-called loyal opposition that existed in Western parliamentary systems was, to the Chinese mind—and to Yuan—a contradiction in terms.*


One of the people determined to change this was a young follower of Sun Yat-sen named Sung Chiao-jen. Having drafted the first constitution for the republic, Sung set himself the task of making multiparty parliamentary government into a reality, organizing a merger between Sun’s Revolutionary Alliance and four small political factions to form the famous (some would say infamous) Kuomintang (KMT), the Nationalist Party of China. In elections held in February of 1913, the KMT had roundly defeated the other parties, winning a majority of seats in the National Assembly. This, of course, meant that the prime minister would be chosen from within its ranks, i.e., Sung himself. A week later, a triumphant Sung, age thirty, was at the Shanghai Station preparing to board the train for Peking. Before he could leave, he was gunned down by an assassin.


Along with democratic activists like Sung, Yuan had inherited an economic problem endemic to fledgling governments: the inability to raise the funds necessary to jump-start the engine of a new administration. It will be remembered that the first thing Sun Yat-sen did upon hearing of the success of the revolution was to go to Washington and London, where he tried unsuccessfully to secure loans for the new Chinese Republic. While in London, Sun also contacted the head of the International Banking Consortium, which had been handling loans to the Imperial Chinese government, in an effort to reroute the money into the coffers of the revolutionaries; not surprisingly, his request was refused. But as soon as Sun resigned in favor of Yuan, negotiations began with the consortium for a huge “reorganization loan,” which the consortium advanced for the immediate needs of the republic. As Fairbank put it, “The imperialist powers knew how their bread was buttered in China. They could work with Yuan. He would not rock the boat or mobilize Boxer-type risings against foreign privilege.”


China’s credit line with the West had originally been established through the customs service, run by Britisher Robert Hart. This arrangement had worked nicely until the Boxer Rebellion, when the Chinese government ran out of money. The consortium then announced that China’s national salt tax would be sufficient security for further loans—but only as long as these taxes were collected, like customs service duties, by foreigners. Sun Yat-sen and his cohorts in the Kuomintang spoke out against accepting these terms. His position was strengthened when President Woodrow Wilson announced the withdrawal of the United States from the consortium on the grounds that conditions like these cast aspersions on Chinese independence.


Embarrassed by the terms of the loan and ever-increasing proof that he had ordered the murder of Sung, Yuan now faced charges by the Kuomin-tang that the money was a personal loan, made to Yuan himself. When the money disappeared without contributing to the promised “reorganization” of the new government, rebellion again broke out in the South. It was quickly suppressed by Yuan, who also dismissed three provincial governors, all members of the KMT. At that point, Sun sent Yuan a wire demanding his resignation and offering peace in the South in return. Yuan refused; Nanking declared its independence; and the KMT organized a “punitive expedition” against Yuan. Yuan fired Sun from his post as director of railway development, charging that the funds he had been given to build railways had been used to pay for what was now being called the “second revolution.” When Yuan sent his northern army to repress the southern revolutionaries, Sun once again fled to Japan.


Two months later, on October 10,* the anniversary of the revolution, Yuan held a magnificent inauguration for himself, attended by the diplomatic corps, whose appearance signified the formal recognition of the fledgling republic. Less than a month later, he formally outlawed the Kuomintang, unseated more than three hundred KMT members of Parliament, and arrested eight others. One enterprising KMT leader, the vice president of the Senate, escaped the gunmen surrounding his house by disguising himself as an old woman and pretending to be led by his servants to his carriage.


At the beginning of 1914, the year World War I broke out, Yuan declared himself president for life and, as the war progressed, made moves toward becoming emperor. In preparation for his new royal position, Yuan is said to have held a dress rehearsal for the ceremony, at which he had intended to invest his favorite ladies with royal rank until two of them got into a clawing catfight, leaving their elaborate gowns in shreds. Yuan had even chosen an imperial name for himself and set the date for his enthronement. This was, according to Jonathan Spence, the result of unbridled personal ambition coupled with a sincere conviction that as a monarchy, China would be in a better position to continue to attract foreign loans.†


Certainly, the first and most disastrous effect of the European war on China was the drying up of funds from the members of the consortium, now engaged in their own expensive battles for survival. The Japanese government stepped quickly into the vacuum, trading loans for concessions, and by May of 1915 felt sufficiently entrenched to issue—under threat of attack—what came to be known as the Twenty-one Demands. These included the extension of Japanese rights in Manchuria and Mongolia; the takeover by Japan of German concessions in the province of Shantung; joint operation with China of her largest iron and steel company; and an obligation on China’s part to employ Japanese advisers in the political, financial, and military spheres—a provision that would have given the Japanese partial control, among other things, of the Chinese police. Although Yuan was able to eschew this last provision, he had to accept the others. The following year, in an effort to unseat Yuan and destabilize China, the Japanese persuaded the group that administered China’s salt tax to withhold the monies left after they had deducted payments for loans and indemnities, thus starving Yuan of the wherewithal to control his civil and military administrations. Forced to abandon his imperial ambitions in March of 1916, Yuan died three months later, a defeated man. His death opened the way for Sun Yat-sen to return to China.
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FROM 1913 TO 1916, Sun had been living in exile in Japan, slipping into China occasionally to further his republican aims. Although many of his fellow revolutionaries had deserted him for Yuan, others had followed him, either by choice or necessity. Among those who felt it was healthier to leave China was Charlie Soong, who closed the Soong house on Avenue Joffre in the French Concession, gathered the members of his family then living with him,* took the household servants, and left for Kobe under an assumed name. The family later moved to Tokyo and finally settled in Yokohama in a house overlooking Tokyo Bay, where they lived for nearly two years.


Among the emigrants was the Soong’s second daughter, Ching-ling, who had graduated from Wesleyan and arrived in China in time to accompany her father and Sun on one of their last railway trips. Back in 1911, when Charlie Soong had sent his middle daughter the flag of the new Chinese Republic with its twelve-pointed white sun, her roommates reported that she had climbed on a chair, pulled the old yellow-and-blue imperial dragon flag off the wall, and stomped on it. The following year, she wrote an article about the Chinese Revolution for the college magazine entitled “The Greatest Event of the Twentieth Century”; in it she described “the emancipation of four hundred million souls” from the Manchu Dynasty as “a most glorious achievement… the greatest event since Waterloo.” A passionate patriot and idealist, Charlie’s second daughter had been invited by her father to accompany the party when he realized that he could no longer trust Sun with his eldest daughter, Ai-ling. In any case, Ai-ling, now in her midtwenties, was a practical, business-oriented young woman, less interested in romance than in money and position. And it did not take long after the family arrived in Japan for her to find the man of her dreams.


In Tokyo, Charlie was introduced to a young man named Kung Hsiang hsi, known as H. H. Kung, who was working with the Chinese YMCA. Kung was a member of an old family from Shansi, a province in the interior of China, southwest of Peking. Generations of successful bankers and store operators had made the Kungs very rich. Or, as one journalist phrased it, “They owned chain stores in North China, Mongolia, and Canton before Woolworth and Walgreen bore surnames—centuries before.” Sickly as a child, H. H. Kung had been taken to a number of Chinese doctors before landing in a mission hospital. There he had been operated on by a doctor who had not only restored him to health but converted him to Christianity.


During the Boxer Rebellion, Kung had tried but failed to help a family of missionaries escape from the marauders. After it was over, he sailed for the United States with letters from them to their families explaining their fate. Once he had fulfilled his promise and delivered the letters, he enrolled in Oberlin College, from which he graduated, going on to get a master’s degree in economics at Yale. A budding revolutionary, Kung returned to China, where he served as commander of the Revolutionary Forces in Shansi. Asked to be governor of the province, he refused in favor of starting a school, explaining, “You can’t carry out a revolution overnight. The military turnover, yes; that can be done all at once. But where are you going to get the men for the government afterwards? It needs training to govern a country, and education is the first and most important step in a revolution.” The death of his young wife of tuberculosis and the rise of Yuan convinced him that he too ought to leave China, which is how he happened to be in Tokyo at the same time as the Soongs. When Kung told Charlie that he had met Ai-ling at a party in New York, Charlie invited him home for dinner.


An unprepossessing, chubby young man with round glasses on his nose, whose life had been far more interesting than his looks would indicate, Kung was delighted to see Ai-ling again, and she saw in him the family, the money, and the future power she was seeking. On her return to China from the United States, she had realized that she would have to adjust to the inferior position of her sex and fulfill her ambitions through a husband. Kung, called by one reporter “the Greatest Living Aristocrat,” was, in fact, the seventy-fifth-generation direct descendant of Confucius (Kung Fu-tzu). When he announced this to the Soongs, Ching-ling started referring to him as “The Sage.” A rich man into the bargain, Kung was an ideal choice for the “intelligent, suave, utterly charming, most devastatingly shrewd” eldest daughter of the Soongs. But, according to her fiancé, “This was really love!” They married in September 1914. It was an excellent match from the standpoints of all concerned.


A year after their marriage, the Kungs were able to visit his family home of Taiku. At the time, there were no roads to the family seat. Kung and Ai-ling traveled as far as they could by train; he rode horseback the rest of the way, while she was carried in a sedan chair by sixteen bearers. Having prepared herself for the worst of primitive conditions, Ai-ling was thrilled to find that her husband’s family home was a veritable palace and that there were five hundred people in her new household. As in all great Chinese families, the Kung family home would have been a series of courts, each surrounded by rooms opening onto galleries and terraces sheltered by wide eaves. Some of the larger courts held gardens with walks, fish ponds, fountains, and flowering trees.


Kung had started his school—called Oberlin in China after his American alma mater—with nine male students. When one of the professors wrote at the last minute to say he could not come, Ai-ling agreed to substitute for him. It was a brave thing to do, since women were still considered chattel in the provinces and all of her students were men, most of them older than she. Although Ai-ling convinced her husband that Oberlin in China could play a role in his future political career by using American dollars to train young men as his followers, none of the graduates ever became powerful players on the political scene.


Ai-ling had another idea, however, that did help Kung’s political image. When Yuan announced that he would become the next emperor of China, she apparently outlined an essay for her husband to write and sign, which he did, presenting a written argument against Yuan’s imperial ambitions. The essay, published both in China and abroad, marked Kung as a political thinker. During their time in the north, Ai-ling also encouraged her husband’s efforts to establish relationships with local warlords so that he could become a bridge between the North and the South, where all of Dr. Sun’s revolutionary contacts and power were concentrated.
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BEFORE HER MARRIAGE, Ai-ling—called by one of the Luces a “perennial fixer”—had suggested that Ching-ling take over her job as secretary to Sun Yat-sen. Whether or not she knew what she was doing, it was nearly inevitable that the young and idealistic Ching-ling, enamored of the revolution, would also fall for its creator. As she wrote May-ling in November 1914, “I can help China and I can also help Dr. Sun. He needs me.” Sun taught Ching-ling to decode secret letters and write in invisible ink, both tools of the political underground. He also taught her to be precise, punctual, and spot government spies.


It is reasonably clear that during their initial time together, Sun was going through something of an emotional breakdown. His defeat by Yuan had severely undermined his belief in himself. His damaged ego got the upper hand; he lost his remarkable selflessness and belief in his fellow men; and, for the first time in his life, he gave in to bitterness. Ousted from the ruling group, he became petty, angry, and resentful. He blamed the consortium for his defeat by Yuan: “Not our own people, not our own mistakes, drove us from China, but foreign money power, deliberately employed for the breakup of our country,” he claimed. “The foreign bankers of the five Power group held the balance of power between the North and the South for three years. When we were in power they starved us of the credit, except on the most humiliating terms.… Last year’s personal loan.… to Yuan Shih-kai… simply put a club in the hands of the North with which they straightway smashed our cause. That huge bribe and that alone, is the reason why we are here today.”


Just as it is easy to see how Ching-ling’s love for Sun’s ideals slipped over into infatuation with the man himself, it is not hard to imagine her appeal for Sun. His marriage had been one of convenience, and he had spent a minimum of time with the uneducated woman his family had chosen for him when he was still in school.* Moreover, his attempt to marry Ai-ling had been rebuffed in such a way as to wound his pride. Now, nearing fifty, he was thrown into daily contact with a pretty, well-educated girl, barely twenty years old, bursting with worshipful love both for his cause and for himself. Where else could a man who had been dropped from the heights of glory find such delicious solace?


There are many variations in the story of the wedding and marriage of Sun Yat-sen and Ching-ling. Taken all together, it seems to be as follows:


Ching-ling went to her parents while they were living in Japan to announce that she wanted to marry Sun. They were horrified. Not only was there nearly thirty years’ difference in their ages, but both the Soongs and the Suns were Christians, who believed, unlike the Chinese, in strict monogamy. But even if they had been unconverted Chinese, the union would have had to be proposed by the elders, not the principals, and it would have been necessary to get the permission of both families for the man to take a second wife.


Marriages in China had nothing to do with love or infatuation. The joining of men and women was a contract between two families for the benefit of both, and the children who followed were there to add continuity to the power of the family and tend its ancestors’ graves. The mere idea of a child choosing his or her own mate was anathema to the traditional Chinese way of life, and, although Charlie Soong had raised his daughters to be thoughtful, educated women, there were certain lines that could not be crossed. In China, the welfare and reputation of the family superseded those of its members, and, as one author put it, “the bigger and more powerful the Chinese family, the more its individual member was its well-beloved prisoner.” At the core of this belief was the concept of filial piety. Like the emperor in his palace, the father in his home was the ultimate authority, not to be crossed or even disturbed with unpleasant truths.*


It is therefore not surprising that as soon as Charlie Soong felt it was safe, he took his family back to Shanghai and, after Ching-ling refused to marry a younger, more appropriate man, locked her in her room. But Ching-ling would not have been Charlie’s daughter had she given up. Without her parents’ knowledge she sent Sun a note asking if she should return to Japan. When the answer came back that he needed her, she escaped from the Soong house.


“I didn’t fall in love,” Ching-ling told journalist Edgar Snow. “It was a hero-worship from afar. It was a romantic girl’s idea when I ran away to work for him—but a good one. I wanted to help save China and Dr. Sun was the one man who could do it, so I wanted to help him. On my way home from Wesleyan College I went to see him, in exile in Tokyo, and volunteered my services. He soon sent me word in Shanghai that he needed me in Japan. My parents would never consent and tried to lock me up. I climbed out of the window and escaped with the help of my amah.” She left immediately for Japan—a daring move and a sin against the Methodist religion and the moral integrity of the Soong family. She arrived on October 24, 1915. In the meantime, Dr. Sun, realizing that he was exposing Ching-ling to calumny by getting her back to Japan under questionable circumstances, arranged for a “divorce” from Mrs. Sun.


“I had no knowledge that he had gone through a divorce proceeding and that he intended to marry me until I arrived,” Ching-ling told Snow. “When he explained his fear that I would otherwise be called his concubine and that the scandal would harm the revolution, I agreed. I never regretted it.” They were married the day after her arrival, October 25, 1915, at the house of a prominent Japanese lawyer. No family attended the ceremony or the reception.


News of the marriage did not appear until three months later—first in the Japanese press, then overseas. What Snow called Sun’s “rather vague divorce,” undertaken to blunt criticism, seems to have failed to do so. Chinese Christians refused to accept Ching-ling as Sun’s legitimate wife, and after their marriage, Sun was no longer asked to speak in missions and churches. His name was dropped from missionary journals as a good example of a Chinese Christian.


Needless to say, the reaction within the Soong family was far worse than that of the Christian community at large. Ching-ling’s mother, a fastidious practitioner of the Methodist faith, was appalled; her father simply tried to take her home. “My mother wept and my father who was ill with liver disease pleaded.… Although full of pity for my parents—I cried bitterly also— I refused to leave my husband,” she explained to one biographer. “My father came to Japan and bitterly attacked Dr. Sun,” she told Edgar Snow. “He tried to annul the marriage on grounds that I was under age and lacked my parents’ consent. When he failed he broke all relations with Dr. Sun and disowned me!”


The marriage caused a rift in the Soong family, although it did not last very long. According to one Chinese writer, it was Ai-ling who kept up contact with her sister and eventually patched matters up with her parents. Ever practical, Ai-ling said that it was only a matter of time until Sun would come back into power and the connection would be good for the Soongs. It took some time, but eventually love (on their part) and reason (on Ai-ling’s) won out, and the family accepted the situation. The parents sent the newlyweds a suite of Chinese furniture, and Ching-ling’s mother sent the couple a traditional silk wedding quilt embroidered with one hundred baby boys. In typical Chinese fashion, the Soongs kept their disapproval within the confines of the family, and the only time Charlie seems to have unburdened himself outside his home was to his old friend William Burke. “Bill,” he told Burke, “I was never so hurt in my life. My own daughter and my best friend.”
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The [Chinese] matrimonial system is the same as a tea set. Who in the world would think of having only one teacup for one teapot?


—ANONYMOUS


THROUGHOUT THE drama surrounding Ching-ling’s marriage to Sun, May-ling and T.V. were still in college, and they did not return to China until nearly two years later. “Just think,” Ching-ling wrote Ai-ling from Sun’s headquarters in Canton, “little May-ling will graduate this June and return to China in July.… She is a popular lassie and enjoys her college life immensely.”


So much so that after her train left Grand Central Station, the new graduate wrote her best friend, Emma Mills, that she “broke down completely.” She was not cheered by the “deadly” train journey across Canada, which made her “nervous and headachey,” and she did not like the Canadians. The women were dowdy, and everyone seemed “so damnably ignorant and narrow-minded.” At one stop, they saw a train of coolie laborers. “If one of them should die,” May-ling wrote Emma, “the family gets $150.00! Such is the price of life to them. If ever I have any influence, I shall see to it that no coolies are being shipped out, for China needs all her own men to develop the mines.”


The highlight of the trip west was apparently a stay in the Hotel Vancouver. She and Brother, as she referred to T.V., had decided to splurge during their travels, and they reveled in the luxury of the hotel. “The tips [sic] to the waiter at each meal,” she wrote Emma, “is more than a month’s allowance for me at college!” May-ling rationalized their extravagance by saying that once they got home, they would no longer be able to be “as irresponsible as we are now.”


Given her determination to have a good time, it is not surprising that there was the inevitable shipboard romance on the long sea journey to China. “I lost my head over a man whose father is Dutch and mother is French,” she wrote her friend three weeks after she returned home. The man, an architect on his way to Sumatra, asked May-ling to marry him and came to see her in Shanghai; her family, who would never have allowed her to marry a foreigner, was “greatly wrought up” by his appearance, and she ended up “having a rather uncomfortable time.” Once home, she was also courted by someone she referred to as “H.K.,” who often came from Peking with a friend to see her. “I like them, but that’s all,” she wrote Emma. Another suitor—despite his wife and family—was Eugene Chen, the editor of The Shanghai Gazette, who had been born in Trinidad. “He is very clever, and brilliant, but horribly egoistic and vain.… He is coming to call on me this week, and I hope I won’t be rude,” she wrote, adding the information that she had been attending “a great many dinners, and teas, & other affairs” since her return. A month later, she said that there had been only one evening when she was neither entertaining at home nor attending a dinner somewhere else.


As soon as she moved back, May-ling was put in charge of the family house, a large home that she described as “one of the loveliest in Shanghai.” Her duties included managing twelve household servants—seven men and five women. “Let me tell you it is no joke!” she wrote Emma. Four stories high, the house had sixteen large rooms plus kitchen and baths, verandas and sleeping porches. Located on Avenue Joffre, the longest street in Shanghai, it was very far from the center of town, which made it more fashionable but also less convenient, at some distance from the shopping district, theaters, and restaurants. The servants’ quarters in their home, she noted, were better than the students’ rooms at college.


May-ling’s mother did not like living so far away from her charities and board meetings and had suggested that the family move back into their old home in the Hongkew section of Shanghai, where they had lived before May-ling was born. Since the area was getting crowded and the prices were the highest in Shanghai, May-ling advised selling it. Her mother, she wrote her friend, was “shocked and grieved at my callousness towards our old home,” and May-ling did not bring the subject up again. For a while, the family considered buying a new home with all the modern conveniences, one that Charlie Soong thought would increase in value. “With the house in Honkew, & one on Ave Joffre, and… [the new one]… we have pretty good land securities,” May-ling wrote her friend, “not to mention our land on the Bund which is valuable.” As to transportation: “We have a lovely carriage and two coachmen, but horses are such bother. One can only use them just so much. Next week we are going to get an automobile for running around town, and let Mother keep the carriage for her private use.”


The Soongs eventually decided not to move, and May-ling and T.V. were given four large rooms for themselves on the fourth floor of the family home. “We… enjoy our freedom greatly,” she wrote Emma, adding that since T.V. was away working during the days, she had the space all to herself. “There is a servant up here whose only duty is to keep these rooms in order, and answer my bells.… I have dismissed my maid. I have found that I simply did not need her, as Mother’s maid does all my mending and picks up my clothes for me, and it grated on me to have my maid around when I could execute my own orders in less time than it took for me to explain to her what I wanted done. You see, all the years in democratic America have their effect on me. I am quite contented with this one servant who attends to brother’s and my wants. He polishes our shoes, dusts, sweeps and make[s] up the beds, etc., and is of infinitely less trouble than my maid who used to quarrel with him all the time.”


Along with running the house, May-ling had also taken over much of the responsibility for her two younger brothers, both of whom had flunked school the previous year. The family, she wrote, was “furious. The poor kids have two tutors (one English & a Chinese) to come every day.… The fact that the two kids flunked enhances the value of my Demarest Scholarship [an academic award from Wellesley] in the eyes of the family. They think I am a wonder.… I have complete control over the boys, as mother is so disgusted that she handed them over to me bodily. They are hard to manage because they are deucedly clever and lazy at the same time. I have whipped the younger one several times, & they both are afraid of me. You don’t know what a good disciplinarian I can be!”


Among the things May-ling had loved in the United States were milk shakes and ice cream sodas, and when she returned to Shanghai, she weighed between 127 and 130 pounds. Her mother immediately put her on a diet and kept her on it until she was down to 100 pounds, a weight she proudly maintained into old age.


A more difficult adjustment was learning to be part of her family and her country. “Two letters from you just came!” she wrote Emma. “They were like an oasis to a stranger lost in the desert! Now do not think from this that I am unhappy or dissatisfied with my home life. Far from that. Only… I haven’t quite found exactly where I am. Your good advice to lose myself in the lives of my people here is well timed, for you know I am a very independent soul, who for ten years has lived only according to her own will. It is hard, therefore, to remember that I must think of others. And I am afraid too that I am not so patient as I should be.”


Her impatience could also be traced to the young man known as H.K., who kept returning to Shanghai. “He has been here quite often,” she wrote Emma in the middle of August. “I fear, however that I care nothing for him.… Of course with him it is as it used to be.” Two months later, H.K. gave a dinner for May-ling, during which a friend of his also decided he liked her.


She was furious because H.K. apparently told his rival that he and May-ling were engaged: “he always acts as though I belong to him… and… I have no opportunity to deny it.” She also claimed that she was “rather indifferent” when it came to men in general. “At dinners, I meet mostly prominent men who are already married,” she wrote Emma. “…Mother and Father object to my seeing men very much as they don’t want me to get married for the next three years. As I myself am quite contented at home, I do not want to marry either,—especially as I told you, that I met ‘my fate’ on the boat. Since I cannot marry someone I really care for, I shall not marry for anything else except fame & money. I know you think I am mercenary, but after all, Dada* dear, now all men are alike to me. I know I sound world-weary, but isn’t it just my luck though not to meet him until on my way home! The way the family scorns him because he is a foreigner would make you think that he is a Barbarian!”


Eager to find work—something to keep her “busy & interested”— May-ling complained to Emma that she was not contributing to either the welfare of her family or her own intellect. Nor was she permitted to go places unchaperoned. “And the curious fact is that I am not resentful in the least. I am just passively acquiescing. You cannot believe this of the little vehement spitfire, can you?… I just feel my mental powers getting more and more dulled every day.”


On October 10, May-ling and her brothers asked their mother to give the servants the day off, and the family visited the largest marketplace in the city, where, as she wrote Emma, “we actually bought our vegetables etc. from the stands. We even prevailed on Father and Mother to go with us, and we all wore the oldest clothes we had. You can well imagine what my aristocratic mother thought of the whole business.” The Shanghai marketplace, “a large tent-like structure covering some five acres,” had a cement floor, a blackened brick roof, and stalls rented by the farmers. After their excursion, the family gathered in the kitchen and cooked their favorite dishes. May-ling made fudge, the only thing she knew how to prepare. After lunch, the children wanted to go to the horse races, but, “as Dad & Mother are looked upon as ‘The Pillars’ of the Church,” they went for a ride instead. “When we returned the servants had prepared dinner which we all ate with zest. After dinner, we found out that some of the ungrateful wretches of servants had again gone out to the theatres without permission. Dad was furious; so he ordered all the doors to be locked. The poor knaves therefore had to spend the cold night out in the stable! I guess they won’t steal out again!”


Like overprivileged young women all over the world, May-ling had returned home from college to a life of social fun and charitable good works. But she also seemed to seek out activities that made it clear she was not bound by convention. An atypical young member of the monied class, she rather enjoyed shocking Shanghai society with her American ways and ideas. Her first job—teaching Sunday school—was hardly unusual for a girl of her station, although she was the only female teaching a class of boys and her favorite student called her “Sir.” Her next job was more fun: “Like your honorable lazy self,” she wrote another friend in October 1917, “I am not doing anything at home except amusing myself.… I can go to movies free of charge. How do you suppose I work it? Simply because I am a member of the Film Censorship Committee of China.” With Emma, she was honest about her qualifications for the post: “Fancy a young, pure, and unsophisticated being… censoring what should be instructive for the public. Bah!” Like many others before her, May-ling also volunteered at the YWCA, where she promoted organizations of Chinese women. But she was clearly not satisfied. “I think I wish that I were doing something real: something towards a career,” she wrote Emma after four months at home. “The life I am leading now will end in marriage only… even at college, I never worked unless I had to or thought I had to. And I am not changed in that respect now. If I had a profession I could force myself to work, and work hard.… Even now I can feel that my 2 married sisters are putting their heads together for me to make a “grande alliance.’… I object to being parceled off in this manner. But I grant that their logic is irrefutable. They say, ‘Now is the time for you to make the biggest match of the season.’… I have marriage drummed to me morning, noon and night.”


About this time, May-ling’s face began to break out—probably a new manifestation of the nervous attacks of her childhood and the neurodermatitis that would plague her throughout her life. Although she called it acne, it must have been something else, because she talked about the terrible pain caused by steaming and massage and the injections given her to cure it. Abiding by her mother’s wishes, she did not go out, except at night and only with a veil. Soon, however, she decided to go ahead with her life “as though nothing is the matter.… I have found that the closer I stick at home, the more uncertain my temper becomes,” she wrote Emma.


She also began to think in terms of politics and the country, reporting to her friend that there was “so much misery… everywhere! Sometimes when I look at the dirty, ragged swarming humanity in our slums, I feel the sense of utter futility in hoping for a great and a new China, and the sense of my smallness. Dada, you cannot conceive how useless one feels in such surroundings; the percentage of poor here is greater than any you could conceive of in America.” After the Peking Gazette was suppressed and the cabinet fell, she wrote, “Chinese politics are impossible, one never knows what next is going to happen, and one never knows when one’s head is going to be the next to be chopped off.”


The Shanghai Municipal Council asked her to join the Child Labor Commission, on which no Chinese had ever before served. For a girl who had lived in a refined stratum of American society for ten years, the experience of investigating working conditions in Shanghai’s factories was quite a shock. In the economic boom that followed the end of World War I, conditions in these plants were, according to one chronicler of the city, “as abysmal as any in the world.” Contractors searched the countryside for areas of drought or flood, bought all the girls in a village “for a song,” put them into rooms converted from cheap tenements into factories, and kept them at their machines for as many as fourteen hours a day, seven days a week. Only one holiday, Chinese New Year, was observed.


“I… spent much time in visiting various factories in Shanghai and was repelled at the long hours… and poor working conditions of women and children in the so-called International (but mainly run by the British) Settlement of Shanghai,” May-ling said many years later. “The sanitation was appalling, and little babies were lying in the aisle as their mother worked on the machines.”


The “factories” in which these unfortunate women worked were dimly lit and stifling. Few had windows. Women and children as young as six were kept, as one writer put it, “wards of the subcontractor.” For working 364 days a year, he gave them “food which is poor, clothing which is meager, and shelter which is crowded. He charges them for these services, which must be worked off before they leave his employ.” For the average worker, a twelve-hour working day was a dream, as was the right to sit down during working hours. After a few years of unbearable working conditions and inadequate nutrition, industrial workers were often ill and unemployable. Tuberculosis was common.


One of the worst places to work was a silk factory, or filature. “In the silk factories,” May-ling reported, “the women’s hands were purplish-red and often blistered by having to work with hot vapor issuing forth from open vats.” Since the slightest breath of air might disturb the threads, no ventilation was allowed to mitigate the putrid air that rose from the dead cocoons lying in heaps on the floor, and the odor in these factories was said to be unbearable. Whereas women actually spun the silk, children were employed to stir the cocoons in vats of boiling water in order to loosen the threads. The children’s eyes were universally red, according to one visitor, and their arms were covered with burns from scalding. “Women and children grow very skillful in keeping their hands out of the water, yet they are loose-skinned and par-boiled, for fingers must of necessity be continually dipped in,” said another visitor. “Then, too, the Chinese women overseers, passing constantly up and down the lines, occasionally punish a child’s inefficiency, or supposed laziness, by thrusting the little hand into the bubbling cauldron.”


Because of the cheap construction of the plants, fires were frequent. In one appalling calamity, a hundred women died in a fire that engulfed a silk filature because the owner had locked them in from the outside. Like others of his kind, this man kept his female employees virtual prisoners. Even when they were not kept under lock and key, the difficulty of negotiating narrow staircases, cluttered with filth and trash, turned these factories into firetraps.


[image: image]


IN 1917, THE year May-ling returned to Shanghai, the position of women in China, even under the best circumstances, was still an unenviable one. A poem from the Book of Odes, called “the richest and most authentic source of material for… the social life of ancient China before the 8th Century B.C.,” describes how the earliest Chinese felt about women:


When a son is born
Let him sleep in the bed,
Clothe him with fine dress,
And give him jades to play with.
How lordly his cry is!
May he grow up to wear crimson
And be the lord of the clan and the tribe!


When a daughter is born
Let her sleep on the ground,
Wrap her in common wrappings,
And give her broken tiles for her playthings.
May she have no faults, nor merits of her own;
May she well attend to food and wine,
And bring no discredit to her parents!


Even after two thousand years of civilization, the Chinese family remained a strict patriarchy, and the Chinese woman was expected to obey three generations of men—first her father, then the husband chosen for her by her family, and finally, if she survived her husband, her firstborn son. Reduced to the position of an unpaid, often mistreated servant, an intelligent woman was often worse off than her illiterate sister. “The woman with no talents,” Confucius had said, “is the one who has merit,” It should come as no surprise that Confucius’s own marriage, as well as those of his son and grandson, all ended in divorce.*


Whereas marriage gave many Western brides a taste of freedom, it made life worse for a Chinese girl, who was expected to serve her mother-in-law and her husband’s family for the rest of her life. On the eve of her marriage, one bride was given the following advice by her father: “Tomorow you will belong to the Yen [her future husband’s name] family. Fom now on, this is no longer your home and you are not to contact us without permission from your husband. Your duty will be to please him and your in-laws. Bear them many sons. Sublimate your own desires. Become the willing piss-pot and spittoon of the Yens and we will be proud of you.”


An account by another young woman who married the boy her family chose for her in 1920, three years after May-ling returned home, gives us an idea of what this sort of life was like, even under the best of circumstances. May Tan belonged to an old mandarin family with ties to the West. The bride’s father served as China’s minister to the Court of St. James’s, her uncle was the minister of justice, and her mother-in-law came from the same family as the dowager empress. But enlightenment stopped at the gates of the family compound.


“Being a bride in a large old-fashioned family was no easy task…” Ms. Tan said:


In following the established traditions, I had to present tea three times a day to my husband’s father and mother. There were many men and maid servants, but I had to do these presentations personally.… I had my meals with my sisters-in-law.… Men and women were seated separately. On Sundays or holidays when my husband had his meals at home, he would sit with the men folks. I could not eat with him at the same table, or sit in the same room. Day in and day out, I would have my sisters-in-law as my companions, and we usually played Mahjong in the afternoons to pass the time away. The evenings I spent with my mother-in-law. I could not leave her presence without first asking permission and then bowing low in obeisance…


In October I found myself pregnant. Realizing that once my condition was known I would never be allowed to go out again, I kept it entirely to myself. But, when November came I began feeling rather queer and thought I had better inform my mother-in-law.… Mother-in-law immediately… ordered the servants to remove my husband’s bed and belongings to the library in the outer compound. According to what she said, this would make the baby bright! As a result I had less chance of seeing my husband and sometimes I would not see him for the whole day….


In December everybody was busy buying Christmas and New Year presents.… I had a private rickshaw pulled by a strong coolie… [and] decided to go out shopping.… The roads were covered with snow and ice.… The coolie stepped on slippery ice and fell down.… Mother-in-law was very angry.… Miscarriage occurred.… This event further angered the mother-in-law. During the Christmas and New Year season… I… stayed in bed.… My only consolation was that after returning from the office, my husband would drop in and chat with me for a while.… In the holidays, he went out playing golf with his friends and in the evenings went dancing with his girl friends at the Grand Hotel.


One cannot imagine any of the Soong girls, particularly May-ling, submitting to this sort of life. Nor would her parents have wanted this for her. She had not been given a Western education in order to spend her afternoons at the mah-jongg table. Like her sisters, once she was out of college, May-ling had to invent herself.
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There is a Chinese saying that “bandits and soldiers are breath from the same nostrils.”… The bandit had no official position; he killed and stole and fled. The warlord had military rank; he killed and stole and stayed.


—JAMES E. SHERIDAN


ALONG WITH marital customs and good works, there was a great deal for May-ling to absorb when she returned to China after ten years in the States. Unlike America, where she had done her bit for the war effort by knitting socks for soldiers, her own country had remained determinedly neutral or, as one writer put it, “engaged in guarding and perpetuating her traditional impotency.” Although it had become apparent that China must at some point declare for one side or the other, it was not until December 1916, when President Wilson sent out an initial offer of peace, that the Chinese woke up and realized that in order to be taken seriously as a world power and gain entry to a future peace conference, they had to take sides in the conflict.


At this point, their immediate concern was the province of Shantung, where the Japanese had taken over two hundred square miles of German territory early in the war. Unaware that Japan had signed secret agreements with the European Entente to support their claim on Chinese territory when the war was over, China, believing it would be accorded equal treatment at the peace table, cast its lot with the Allies in August 1917, when the United States invited it to join other nations in breaking off diplomatic relations with the Germans to protest their submarine warfare. This declaration served another purpose as well: by severing their ties with the Germans, the Chinese could legally stop paying the indemnity they owed Germany from the Boxer Rebellion and use the money to fill their depleted treasury.


Unfortunately, China’s decision to enter the war came at a time of confusion within the country itself. After the death of Yuan his “well-meaning but powerless” vice president had stepped up to the presidency, restored the constitution of 1912, recalled Parliament, and dissolved Yuan’s North Chinese Army. But without a strong leader in Peking, Yuan’s generals, who had been occupying various provinces around the country, began to use these areas as personal bases, guarded by their own armies.


China was now entering the Warlord Era, a period of a dozen or so years during which provincial strongmen were able to defy or ignore the central government while battling with one another. Thus, China was divided up during the late teens and twenties by these warlords (tuchuns), who fought over territory, preferably lands with a large populace from which to collect taxes (opium was the most remunerative crop), and a seaport to receive shipments of arms. A typical warlord not only fought against but bargained with other warlords, whom he might then support against the central government. Warlords were sometimes financed by foreign nations, who played them off against each other in the hope of finding one strong enough to take over the country and lease out its rich, untapped resources. Unlike other nations, Japan always supported more than one warlord, since the Japanese wanted to keep China divided and ripe for conquest.


The warlords themselves were quite a colorful bunch. Perhaps the most famous was the “Christian General,” Feng Yu-hsiang, who became a soldier at eleven and rose to be a brigade commander in the North China Army. Six feet, four inches tall, 240 pounds, “shaped like a pyramid, with a melonsized head” Feng dressed like an oversize coolie with a huge straw hat tied under his chin. Converted to Christianity in 1913, he married a secretary from the YMCA and from then on baptized his troops with a hose and marched them into battle singing “Onward, Christian Soldiers.” His soldiers were noticably neater and cleaner than those of other warlords. (After examining their rifles, he often checked their fingernails.) They were not only trained in practical matters like road building, tree planting, and carpentry but given instruction in reading and writing and required to learn two new Chinese characters before being given their dinner. As Feng gained power, however, he discovered that he needed a constant supply of money to support his army, and he quickly learned the art of looting the countryside. He also betrayed (his choice of word) his superior, Marshal Wu Pei-fu, and by 1924 had conquered Peking, which he held on to for two years—until Wu and another warlord joined forces and threw him out.


This was pretty typical of the warlords, who took great pleasure in double-crossing each other. One of the most interesting, known as the Old Marshal, was Chang Tso-lin, a small tyrant with delicate hands, a paunch, and a large mustache grown to hide a harelip that had been badly sewn together. Thought by some to be “the greatest warlord of them all,” Chang had started out as the uneducated leader of a band of Manchurian brigands, then joined the Chinese army. In 1913, he was named military governor of one of the Manchurian provinces; five years later, he controlled all of Manchuria. Chang was the man who had joined Feng for the purpose of conquering Peking. Chang wore a black satin skullcap that sported a gigantic pearl— reputedly the biggest in the world—and harbored imperial ambitions. Once established in the capital, he began to hold court on a thronelike chair with a stuffed tiger on either side, worship in the sections of the Forbidden City set aside for the emperor, and insist that streets be closed and shop windows shuttered when he went out into the city. He even started making his own imperial porcelain. He had five wives, loved gambling, and was fond of opium. Manchuria was the part of China where the Japanese were strongest, and Old Marshal Chang considered himself an honest man, since he bargained with other warlords over territory but refused to deal with the Japanese. Because of this, he eventually lost his life.


Marshal Wu, the man whom Feng betrayed, was the very opposite of Feng, a highly learned scholar-soldier, fine-boned and thin with an aquiline nose that gave him the appearance of a mandarin. Like Feng, Wu had only one wife. Red-headed with pale brown eyes, his coloring was strangely un-Chinese, but he was, in fact, a Chinese gentleman from his cultivated speech to his Confucian core. He was said to have fought a battle in the rain, which was not considered a proper thing to do; when the battle was over, he contacted the general of the beaten force and offered to give up his gains and fight the battle a second time when the sun came out. Unlike many other warlords, Wu paid his soldiers their entire salary on a regular basis, a practice that earned their loyalty and the gratitude of the local peasants, from whom they were not forced to steal their food. He was a modest man and cared little for money, indulging himself in only two areas: he had a custom-made bulletproof French touring car upholstered in brown leather, and he kept on his payroll a private spittoon bearer, who followed him wherever he went. Another warlord, Sun Chuan-fang, was less aggressive than his peers. He issued a Three Love Principle in 1926: love of country, love of the people, and love of the enemy. When Sun lost his territory to the KMT, he retired from war and took up Buddhism. He was killed in the middle of a Buddhist ceremony by the daughter of a man who had been executed by Sun’s soldiers two years earlier.


Then there was General Yen Hsi-shan, the so-called “model governor” of Shansi province, the inland province that was home to the Kungs. According to historian John Gunther, Yen was so suspicious that when he was getting a shave, he had one of his soldiers hold a gun to the head of the barber, just in case someone had bribed the man to cut his throat. Yen also built his railroads on another gauge from other warlords’ to stop would-be invaders. There was also Chang Tsung-chang, who was said to have “the physique of an elephant, the brain of a pig and the temperament of a tiger.” He was called “Three Things Not Known”—how much money he had, how many soldiers, and how many concubines.* Another name was “Old Eighty-six,” since it was said that it would take a pile of eighty-six silver dollars to make up the length of his penis (nine inches in repose).


The warlords moved their armies on the rivers, railways, and roads of China, plundering the countryside as they traveled. “Pockmarked, syphilitic soldiers, often wolfish with hunger, often looting for sustenance, marched back and forth over the map of China, establishing chaos as the normal state of civil affairs” was journalist Theodore White’s description of the Warlord Era. On their way to battle, the soldiers were followed by coolies bearing coffins—visible reassurance that if killed, their bodies would be properly buried and not just left to rot on the battlefield.
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