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When the unreal is taken for the real, then the real becomes unreal;

When non-existence is taken for existence, then existence becomes non-existence.

—DREAM OF THE RED CHAMBER by Tsao Hsueh-chin, Translated from the Chinese by Chi-Chen Wang


“ENGROSSING … Pu Yi’s picture of life as an Emperor who never had a chance to rule … is full of interest to a Western reader.”

—Pittsburgh Press



Stripped of power but not of rank, Pu Yi lived in imperial opulence in the Forbidden City. When he went for a stroll, the boy Emperor was followed by eunuchs bearing umbrellas, chairs, cakes, tea, chamber pots and medicines. At age 17 he took two child-brides—one as empress and one as consort. But in 1924, Pu Yi fled before the armies of a Chinese warlord. After exile in the north of China, the Japanese installed him as the puppet Emperor of Manchuria. Virtually confined to his palace for years, Pu Yi terrorized his few remaining followers with beatings and torture.

As a Russian prisoner in Siberia, Pu Yi lived in luxury at a mineral springs spa. But in a Communist Chinese prison, the former Emperor was systematically brainwashed, forced to sleep on the floor and paste pencil boxes. After ten years his rehabilitation was branded a success and he was released. As a temporary guide, Pu Yi led a group of former prisoners on a tour of the Forbidden City, the palace that had been his childhood home. The fragrance of cypress trees in the Imperial Garden, he wrote, “brought back to me memories of my youth.” Pu Yi died—an ordinary citizen of the People’s Republic of China—in 1967.



“Henry Pu Yi tells his story with candor … VIVID AND EERIE.”

—Raleigh Observer


Copyright © 2010 by Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher,except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles.All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing,307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department,Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York,NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Puyi, 1906-1967.

[Wo de qian ban sheng. English]

The last Manchu : the autobiography of Henry Pu Yi, lastemperor of China / Henry Pu Yi and Paul Kramer.

p. cm.

ISBN 978-1-60239-732-3 (pbk.)

1. Puyi, 1906-1967. 2. Puyi, 1906-1967--Childhood and youth. 3. Puyi, 1906-1967--Exile. 4. Emperors--China--Biography. 5. China--Kings and rulers--Biography. 6. China--History--Republic, 1912-1949. 7. China--History--1949-1976. I. Kramer, Paul, 1914-2008. II.Title.

DS773.C51513 2009

951.04092--dc22

[B]

2009024919

Printed in the United States of America


Preface

THIS BOOK IS THE STORY OF A MAN, HENRY PU YI, WHO always managed to survive. A brief chronology of major events in his life is proof of his perseverance in the face of continuing adversity:



	1906
	Born in Peking, China



	1908
	Crowned Emperor of China



	1912
	Abdicated, but continued to live as if he were still Emperor, within the Forbidden City in Peking



	1924
	Fled to the Peking Legation Quarter and then to Tientsin, an important seaport in North China



	1931
	Escaped Tientsin for Manchuria



	1934
	Proclaimed Emperor of Manchuria



	1945
	Captured by the Soviets and flown to Siberia



	1950
	Turned over to Maoist China for intense brainwashing as a war criminal



	1959
	Pardoned by the Maoist government of China and returned to Peking to become a member of the People’s National Congress as representative of the Manchu people.



	1966
	Almost murdered by the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution



	1967
	Died of natural causes.




From the chronology we can see that except for five years spent as a prisoner of the Soviets, Henry Pu Yi, the last Manchu Emperor of China, spent all his life in Northeast China and physically survived China’s last eighty years of violence an achievement worth noting if one keeps in mind how near he always lived to the abyss of Chinese intrigue, war, massacre and revolution. The consequence is that his life itself forms a path of understanding between China’s past and its future, in as much as every calamity that has overwhelmed China also overwhelmed Pu Yi and yet he, like China, survived.

Why? The reason seems to be his weak character in combination with the political importance of the Manchu tradition. By Western standards Pu Yi had more in common with the anti-heroes of Genet and Mailer than the heroes of Dickens and Anthony Hope. Indeed, his life suggests a historical justification for the appearance of the anti-hero of modem fiction. Pu Yi, by his own admission, was a liar, suspicious, tricky, a hypocrite and preoccupied with a fear of death. He also hinted that he might have been homosexual, and goes to some length to explain how these aspects of his character were developed as a result of his upbringing and the historic forces with which he had to contend. And it is these explorations into his vices that are such an important aspect of his life. For if Pu Yi had been able to rise above the corrupting influence of 1,200 eunuchs during his youth and the personality of an exotic English tutor, if he had been able to resist the blandishments of his courtiers and the pride of family and tradition, if he had been able to do without twelve-year-old boy pages and stand up to predatory Japanese militarists, then he clearly could never have been brainwashed as he was by the Red Chinese. The defects which were within him provided the suppleness necessary for survival. Without them he would either have been shot before he fell into Communist hands, died or gone insane during the thought-molding process, and his captors would have been without tools with which to work.

Although the facts of his life, which he describes with such charm and tells so well, could stand in themselves as illuminating and important vignettes of Chinese history, the book, over and above its Gone with the Wind fascination, confirms the significance of the Manchu tradition. Either the warlords in North China, or the Japanese, or the Soviets or the Maoist Communists could have executed him and extinguished the monarchy just as the Bolsheviks did the Czar of Russia and his immediate family. Yet they never did. On the contrary, they always accorded him some form of special treatment. At first, when the monarchy was overthrown, Pu Yi was allowed to live on, within the Forbidden City, and maintain the imperial traditions. Later, the Japanese made him the puppet Emperor of Manchuria. Then the Russians, who captured him from the Japanese, put him in a hot-springs resort. The Chinese Communists, to whom he was delivered, brainwashed him for ten years and then elected him to the People’s National Congress as the representative of the Manchu people.

Even the Americans were ultimately forced by events to accord him special treatment. When he was brought to Tokyo in August 1946 to testify in the war-crimes trial of Japanese leaders, there was pressure to put Pu Yi himself on trial. But this, General MacArthur—the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers, Japan—refused to do. To try Pu Yi as a war criminal might impair the position of the Emperor of Japan, whose mystique and cohesive force MacArthur was determined to preserve. Pu Yi had, as Emperor of Manchuria, close ties with the Japanese royal family. His brother and heir was married to a relative of the Empress. Their children were half-Japanese.

No other ousted ruler in modem history has exhibited the survival powers of Henry Pu Yi. To say that he led a charmed life is too easy an explanation. An ex-emperor can, perhaps, be lucky once, or even twice, but not six times! The explanation of this ability to survive is an underlying theme of his autobiography and, as such, becomes a key to understanding modem China.

The basis for this book originally appeared in three volumes in Peking in 1964. It was called to my attention in 1965 by Chinese living in the United States who read with interest and excitement a serialized version that was published in the popular press of Hong Kong. Their reaction led me to believe that an English edition might enjoy a similar response among American readers, and this conviction was substantiated when it became possible to obtain and read a copy of the original Peking version. In its original form, however, had it been literally translated, the autobiography would have come to over 1,000 printed pages, and would have suffered from a profusion of repetitious passages. Although Dr. Tsai translated the entire book on tape, it was necessary, in order to preserve reader interest, to make certain editorial changes. In all cases of excision and rearrangement, however, I have been as faithful as possible to the Chinese as a Westerner can possibly be. When the book dealt with specific events and detailed descriptions of imperial Chinese life this was not too difficult, although it was complicated by the fact that Pu Yi was a Manchu and his interests and preoccupations were without precedent in so far as the West was concerned. In addition, there was no basis for comparison of his account since no Chinese Emperor ever before revealed to the public the secrets of the Forbidden City. When it came to presenting Pu Yi’s thoughts, ideas and reactions, however, the task was enormously difficult. An Oriental, and above all Pu Yi, simply did not think like a Westerner; the thoughts came out in a different and unaccustomed progression and passed through different convolutions. Superimposed on this, there was the Chinese Communist habit of equating events with ideology to the extent that an Occidental found himself so far removed from the actualities of daily life and the conflicts involved that it was difficult to grasp truth in terms of definable human emotions and reactions. It was therefore necessary to simplify and in some cases to rearrange Pu Yi’s thoughts and conduct as described in the original Chinese version so that they became comprehensible. But in all cases, the book was as faithful an abridgment of the original Chinese as it was humanly possible to make it and, at the same time, create a readable and entertaining story for a Western reader.

Preceding the autobiography is a brief introduction designed to supply the reader with an overview of Chinese royal history during the years prior to the last Manchu’s accession to the throne. Here again there were difficulties. No royal family in history guarded its secrets more zealously than the Manchus. What really went on within the Forbidden City was purposely withheld from those without. Genuine source material was not published, and the official statements that were released studiously avoided any revelations as to the personal factors behind them. It was necessary to puzzle things out, therefore, with the help of an occasional foreigner who managed to penetrate some corner of the Forbidden City on official business, the gossip of eunuchs and an infrequent indiscretion by a palace official or royal relative. Such sources were not always reliable, but were the best available and I used them if only to help the reader understand what would otherwise be an almost incomprehensible life-style on the part of Manchu royalty.

The first edition of this book was originally published by Putnam’s in 1967. Now, twenty years later, there is a demand for a second edition. Meanwhile, a major motion picture is being made of Pu Yi’s life story. The book’s substance and charm have stood the test of time. Also, and perhaps more important, events of the past twenty years have given an authenticity to the book it did not have for the average Western reader in 1967. One reason for this is a shift in attitudes. Relations with Communist China have been resumed. Trade and tourism have been established. Hostilities on both sides have subsided with the consequence that Westerners can observe events and read books about China with an objectivity that was heretofore difficult.

P. K.

Washington, D.C.


Introduction

AT 11 A.M. ON THE MORNING OF JULY 25, 1901, A BLUE-EYED, prematurely graying young Scot, three years out of Magdalen College, Oxford, stood on a pier at. Hong Kong. From the German ship Bayern which had just docked, a shy, boyish-looking man descended the gangplank. He stuttered badly and was dressed in the rich silk costume of a Chinese noble with the ruby button of a mandarin of the highest rank on his hat.

It was the first time a Chinese prince had ever set foot on British territory. Nevertheless, the reception, which had been held to a minimum at the request of the prince, went well. Within fifteen minutes of his welcome by the young official, the prince was carried by four red-coated chair-bearers from the pier to the entrance to Government House where he was greeted by the Governor.

This nobleman, who had preferred to receive none of the honors due him as a Manchu of the blood royal of China, was Prince Chun and he was on his way to Germany to lay the humble regrets and apologies of his brother, the Emperor, before the Kaiser for the murder in Peking on June 20, 1900, of the German minister during the Boxer Rebellion. The young Scot who was at the pier to meet him was a British civil servant named Reginald Johnston. These two men were to have a profound influence on the events related in this autobiography, for one was to become the father of the author and the other his tutor and intimate friend. Within the forces that led to this chance meeting are many of the strange, complex and fantastic elements that have resulted in the author becoming three times an Emperor, once a Chief Executive, an exile for eight years, a prisoner for fourteen years, a gardener, a scholar, a Communist propagandist, a member of the People’s National Congress. And the tale is yet to be completed. For the man still lives. He is Henry Pu Yi—the last Manchu.

The first Manchus were a pastoral people who lived in the woodlands of Manchuria near what is now the city of Mukden. Through centuries of unrecorded history, their strength increased to the point where their leader, Nurhachi (1559–1626), while paying tribute to the Ming Dynasty rulers of China in Peking, began secretly to prepare his tribe for “the great deed” of piercing the Wall and conquering China itself. These preparations were continued by his son, Abahai (1592–1643), who made his rear safe for the venture by subjugating Korea, a Ming protectorate, and completing the conquest of Inner Mongolia.

When Abahai died in 1643, his brother Dorgon completed “the great deed” on behalf of his young nephew Shun-chih. He conquered China, overthrew the ruling Ming Dynasty and made Shun-chih Emperor, not of China, for that term no longer existed except in the minds of the barbarians (foreigners), but of the Great Ch’ing Country–Ch’ing being the dynastic name adopted by these new rulers who were not Chinese, but Manchus, people of Manchuria.

In contrast to other foreigners who had previously conquered and ruled China through naked military force, the Manchus based their rule on some form of popular support. In their administration of the area we call China, they also gave power and responsibility to the other four races of the land, the Hans (Chinese), the Mongols, the Tibetans and the Mohammedans. The Manchus also actively supported Chinese culture and the arts to the extent that their own written language became little more than a formality. Chinese scholars were invited to staff the Ch’ing bureaucracy and Chinese generals, once they had surrendered, were often given higher and better positions in the new government than they had held under the Mings. In fact, the Manchus became Sinicized. The rural-gentry class of the Great Ch’ing Country continued with the basic administration as it had under the Mings, and the population grew from 19,138,000 in 1661 to 438,425,000 in 1910.

The exception to this policy of Sinicization was the blood royal of the ruling family, which remained pure Manchu. The Emperor, who was absolute ruler, was thus a man who enjoyed consanguinity with less than 2 percent of the total population over which he ruled. Through the centuries, strange customs, traditions and forms developed within the Forbidden City in which the rulers of the five races of China lived and from which they governed not only their original motherland of Manchuria (the Northeast, which they regarded as crown property and into which they forbade Chinese, or Han, immigration), but the rest of the country as well.

Meanwhile, the dynastic succession of the Great Ch’ing continued from father to son much as it did among Western royalties until the reign of the seventh Emperor in dynastic succession, Hsien Feng, who lived from 1831 to 1861.

Hsien Feng, before his death at the age of thirty, had no sons until a Manchu palace concubine named Lady Yehonala gave birth to one in 1856. Originally promoted to the rank of Secondary Consort when her pregnancy was established, she became the Empress Dowager Tzu Hsi when her husband died and her son succeeded his father on the Dragon Throne at the age of five in 1861.

Although she was ostensibly the ruler of China on behalf of her young son, Tung Chih, who was yet a minor, power eluded her. For on his deathbed her husband, the Emperor, had created a Council of Regents headed by Su Shun, an Assistant Grand Secretary and President of the Board of Revenue. It was this Council that the Empress Dowager Tzu Hsi was determined to subvert so that she could rule in its place.

The true and detailed story of how the young Dowager Empress managed to defeat the Regency Council in her struggle for power is unknown to us. We do, however, know the result. Tzu Hsi won and one of her first edicts which ushered in her 47-year rule of China read:

As to Su Shun, his treasonable guilt far exceeds that of his accomplices and he fully deserves the punishment of dismemberment and the slicing process. But we cannot make up our mind to impose this extreme penalty and therefore, in our clemency, we sentence him to immediate decapitation.

While the dynasty was traversing the difficult course of this minority succession, the country was convulsed by disturbances from within and without. From 1856 to 1860, Britain and France fought the Second Opium War against China. Meanwhile, there was an internal revolt led by the Taipings which was suppressed with great difficulty. The Taiping Rebellion was the greatest social upheaval of nineteenth-century China. Led by a small farmer who claimed to be a son of God and Jesus’ brother, the movement spread rapidly and its leader called for the overthrow of the Manchus, land reform, equality for women, and extermination of Buddhist and Taoist priests for worshipping “idols.” Nanking was taken by the rebels in 1853 and not recaptured by the government until 1864.

The Emperor Hsien Feng had not done enough to secure his country against foreign invasion and domestic disorder. The mother of his son, however, with her lust for and skill in the use of power triumphed over every danger and, with her son, was able to return from Jehol Province, to which the court had fled because of the disturbances, and witness the elevation of her child to the Dragon Throne within the Forbidden City in Peking.

From this point on, Tzu Hsi lived in a world whose outward unrealities are only surpassed by the realities which surrounded her and which, to the present world, defeat the imagination. There can be no doubt, however, that she liked power and did not hesitate to murder and debauch people to keep it.

The death of the Dowager’s son, in whose name she ruled from 1861 to 1874, has always been something of a mystery. Western historians have supposed he died of syphilis. Others, however, believe that the Empress Dowager, if she did not cause his death, most certainly hastened it along because of her violent temper.

One day, when the Emperor was ill with smallpox, his favorite wife went to visit him and burst into tears as she asked why her mother-in-law was always scolding her. The Emperor, Tung Chih, begged her to put up with it, saying that some time in the future she would have her day. When Tzu Hsi, who had never liked her daughter-in-law, heard that she had gone to visit her son, she stood outside his room to eavesdrop. Unaware of the disaster their few words of private conversation were to bring about, they saw Tzu Hsi rush into the room in a rage. She grabbed the Empress by the hair and started to beat her, shouting instructions to the palace eunuchs to prepare rods. In his weakened condition her son collapsed and died. Thus Tzu Hsi did not have to carry out the beating with rods. For once her son was dead, the Dowager put all the blame for his death on his wife and gave orders that her consumption of food and drink should be restricted. Two months later the Empress perished of starvation.

After the death of her son, the Dowager Empress was faced with the problem of preserving her own position. According to dynastic tradition, a close relation of the generation below the last Emperor should have been his heir. But this would have ended Tzu Hsi’s regency since she would no longer have been the “Emperor’s mother.” She thus waived all precedent and appointed her nephew Kuang Hsu Emperor, although he was of the same generation as her son. He “reigned” from 1874 until 1908 and was succeeded by Pu Yi.

As the Empress Dowager grew older her temper became even more unpredictable. Once a palace eunuch, who was playing chess with her, forgot himself to the point of boasting about a particularly clever move he had just completed on the chessboard. The Empress Dowager flew into a rage, and, announcing that she would kill his whole family, had him dragged out and beaten to death.

She was very proud of her long hair. A eunuch who was combing it for her found a strand in the comb. In his panic the eunuch tried to conceal it but Tzu Hsi saw what he was doing in a mirror and he too was beaten. In later life she developed a facial tic and hated people to notice it. One day she asked a eunuch what he was staring at. When he could give no answer she had him given several dozen strokes of the heavy rod. Another eunuch who had heard about this did not dare so much as to look up when he was on duty, but she flared up at this too. “Why are you keeping your head down?” she asked.

When he could think of nothing to say he was also punished. The palace women were often beaten as well.

Apologists of the Empress Dowager have claimed that her excesses were the outbursts of a proud and patriotic woman suffering from the frustrations of a ruler who was witnessing the dismemberment of her kingdom by her enemies as well as attempts by foreign powers to tamper with the dynasty. And indeed it is true that during Tzu Hsi’s lifetime China was subject to continuing humiliations at the hands of the Western powers and Japan. To list a few, in 1858 Russia took all Chinese territory north of the Amur River and in 1860 the present Maritime Territory of Siberia. In the same year, Britain obtained a lease of Kowloon on the mainland opposite Hong Kong. In 1862 Portugal was confirmed in her occupation of Macao. In 1879 Japan took the Liuchiu Islands. In 1885 France was confirmed in the possession of all of Indochina. In 1886 China recognized the British conquest of Burma. And this was only the beginning.

But the Empress Dowager’s courtiers were so frightened of her and the continuing menace to their own lives that it was difficult for them to give effect to sensible policies if they thought such policies might, even in an indirect way, remotely arouse the Dowager Empress’s particular displeasure. Henry Pu Yi’s grandfather, for example, was made responsible for the founding of the Chinese Navy but felt constrained to use a large part of the funds to build the Summer Palace instead as a pleasure park for his sister-in-law Tzu Hsi. It was therefore no surprise to him that four years later the Navy came to a disastrous end in the Sino-Japanese War and the marble boat in the Summer Palace was the only one left of all the vessels on which so many tens of millions of ounces of silver had been appropriated.

One of Tzu Hsi’s most spectacular deeds was the destruction of the woman known to the West as the Pearl Concubine, who was, in fact, a wife of her nephew, the Emperor, and thus Pu Yi’s own aunt. It was the summer of 1900, just six years before Pu Yi was born. The Empress Dowager was preparing to flee the Forbidden City because her armies, in cooperation with the Boxers, had failed to exterminate the foreign diplomatic corps assigned to her court. The Princess Pearl suggested that she and her husband, the Emperor, should not flee but remain in Peking to treat with the Western armies who at that moment were hammering at the gates of the city.

This suggestion made the Empress Dowager angry, for she saw in it a plot to tamper with her power and the succession to the throne itself once she was out of Peking. Indeed the Empress Dowager’s decision to associate with the Boxers in the first place was derived from her suspicion that the Foreign Legations had been plotting to force her to hand real ruling power over to her nephew, the Emperor. Because of these fears money from the imperial treasury had been given to the Boxers, rewards were offered for the heads of foreigners, and those of her courtiers who had advocated an anti-Boxer policy were decapitated.

Thus, when the Princess Pearl had the temerity to suggest that she remain behind in Peking to deal with the foreigners, Tzu Hsi, despite the frantic pleas of her nephew, had the princess wrapped in a beautiful carpet by two eunuchs and slipped down a well within the Forbidden City. Immediately thereafter, disguised as a coolie, Tzu Hsi and her nephew, the Emperor, whom she had previously imprisoned because of his liberal views, fled in a horse cart. And yet it is a testimony to the resiliency of the Chinese, the cohesiveness and symbolism of the Manchu Court, the iron will of the Empress Dowager herself, that her power survived this flight. Months later, Tzu Hsi and her nephew returned to Peking with all the panoply and ceremony required of the Manchus on their return from a state visit to the provinces. During her flight to the Western part of her kingdom, her power and the glittering trappings of her office had survived.

Upon her return, the Empress Dowager ordered an accommodation with the West. This entailed the payment of an indemnity and the expiation, for their crimes, of many of her close advisers and relatives who had conspired with her to use the Boxers to drive the foreigners out of China. Some of these men were exiled by her orders. Others were beheaded or were commanded to commit suicide. Not one of all the leading statesmen who could have slipped away to a distant province and escape their fate did so. Chao Shu-chiao, for example, took poison when the Empress’s edict was read to him. But he was strong and vigorous and the effect was negligible. He then swallowed arsenic, but this too failed, and it was only after his mouth and nose were stuffed with paper that he succumbed. Ying Nien choked himself to death by swallowing mud.

A short time after these events, Henry Pu Yi was born in Peking in the mansion of his paternal grandfather, Prince Chun, who was a brother of the Emperor Hsien Feng, Tzu Hsi’s husband. Prince Chun’s wife was Tzu Hsi’s sister, so that the relationship was a double one. Prince Chun devoted his entire life to the service of Tzu Hsi and was one of her favorites.

Pu Yi’s maternal grandfather, Jung Lu, was also devoted to the interests of Tzu Hsi. He was a close friend of her favorite eunuch and his wife ingratiated herself with the Dowager so successfully that she was often called to the palace to keep her company and chat with her. He and his wife were professional courtiers par excellence.

When the young Emperor had defied his aunt, the Dowager, and issued a series of liberal edicts in 1898 ordering political reforms, it was Jung Lu who worked out a plan for Tzu Hsi to defeat them. In the struggle against these reforms Jung Lu became head of the group known as the “Dowager’s party” and the Emperor’s former tutor headed the “Emperor’s party,” for it was through the tutor’s privileged position that the reformers had been able to make contact with the Emperor in the first place. Following Jung Lu’s advice, the Dowager forced the Emperor to send his tutor into retirement, and within a few days of his departure from Peking she gave the loyal Jung Lu a Grand Secretaryship and made him viceroy of the metropolitan province of Chihli with command over the armies around the capital.

The reformers and the Emperor had put their trust in a Han subordinate of Jung Lu named Yuan Shih-kai who was in control of the new modernized Imperial Army. They had told him of their plan to imprison the Dowager and execute Jung Lu. Yuan Shih-kai, who was later to become President of China, agreed to cooperate but then betrayed them by going straight to Jung Lu and revealing the whole plot. On hearing the news Jung Lu hastened to the Summer Palace to tell Tzu Hsi. The result was that the Emperor was “imprisoned,” the leader of the plot fled to Japan, several other reformers were executed and the brief hundred days of liberalism were over. Jung Lu emerged from this crisis more powerful than ever.

During the calamitous events of the Boxer Rebellion, Jung Lu had followed a masterful policy of avoiding commitment. Taking his cue from Tzu Hsi’s behavior, he never went against her wishes but at the same time he prepared a line of retreat for her. When obeying her command to send soldiers to attack the Foreign Legations in Peking he did not issue them artillery shells, and during the midst of the siege, he even discreetly sent fruit and melons to the Legations as a token of his concern, much to the surprise of the besieged diplomats who were subsisting on horse meat. After the troops of the foreign powers had entered Peking and relieved the Legations, Tzu Hsi fled, but it was Jung Lu who proposed the single principle to which officials responsible for negotiating the peace were to hold: any conditions from the West could be accepted provided Tzu Hsi was not held responsible for the affair and the Emperor, her nephew, was not returned to real power.

As a reward for this tortuous, but successful policy, the Dowager arranged the marriage between Jung Lu’s daughter and Prince Chun’s son, and it was they who became the parents of Henry Pu Yi.

The ultimate reasons for the selection of Henry Pu Yi by the Empress Dowager to rule China as the tenth Emperor of the Ch’ing House are derived from this affair and from the fact that her previous choice, Prince Tuan’s son, became unacceptable as a result of the father’s involvement with the Boxers and commitment to the policy of exterminating all foreigners living in China. In addition, she felt that Pu Yi’s father, who was named Prince Regent until Pu Yi should become of age, was docile. And since she did not really expect to die she could thus continue to rule through him.

The Empress Dowager also seems to have felt that of all the princes of the blood royal Pu Yi’s father was the best suited to deal with the growing threats to the throne within the country. For at the time of Tzu Hsi’s and her nephew’s death in 1908, Yuan Shih-kai was head of the Army and the Dowager Empress was most certainly aware of his questionable loyalty. It was common knowledge within the Forbidden City that Yuan Shih-kai’s candidate for the throne, if not himself, was a Prince Ching, an ambitious Manchu who had started life as a low-ranking noble and had become a prince of the first rank and Grand Councillor. The Army connections of these two plotters, who were so well known and liked by the foreign diplomats in Peking, were a source of anxiety to the royal family. It was thought desirable to check them with another prince who was also held in esteem by foreigners. After all, it was not Yuan Shih-kai or Prince Ching but Pu Yi’s father who had actually gone abroad and been graciously received by the Kaiser to whom he apologized for the murder of the German minister during the Boxer uprising. And although Tzu Hsi’s interest in the West was severely limited, she was impressed by the Kaiser’s statement—as it had been reported back to her—that the success of his own house was based on the continuing control of the Army by the royal family.

Thus, at the end, Tzu Hsi made her only dynastic gesture to what she supposed was the modernity of the West. By selecting the infant Pu Yi as Emperor she turned over power to the one member of the ruling family—Henry Pu Yi’s father, the Prince Regent—who had actually met a real Western European potentate whose family had successfully coped with problems of army loyalties. And how was Tzu Hsi to know, surrounded as she was by the crenellated yellow tiled walls of the Forbidden City and waited upon by 3,000 eunuchs, that this model of Western dynastic skill and enlightenment sat on a throne that was only slightly more stable than her own? And how was she to understand that the Kaiser’s own character and passions were as complex and distorted by family pride and jealousies as her own?

No sooner were Tzu Hsi and her nephew dead and Pu Yi on the throne, than many of the disruptive forces that she had so successfully suppressed for so long came to a head. Yuan Shih-kai, as commander of the Peiyang Army, the only modernized fighting force in North China, emerged as one of the most powerful men in the country. Pu Yi’s father, aware of Yuan’s questionable loyalty and remembering the Kaiser’s advice about control of the Army, ordered him into retirement to “recuperate from a leg ailment.” He then placed a Manchu prince in charge of the Palace Guard, founded a special army under the control of the royal family and put other Manchu relatives in charge of the Navy and General Staff.

But these reforms came too late to cope with Yuan’s plots. The new commanders were unable to suppress a revolt that broke out in Wuchang in 1911 and the Prince Regent was forced to recall Yuan Shih-kai to resume command of the Peiyang Army whose officers would not fight without him as commander in chief. Yuan thus became the arbiter between the Manchu Government in the North and the revolutionaries who were ultimately led by Sun Yat-sen in the South.

On February 12, 1912, under Yuan’s pressure, Pu Yi abdicated, although he continued to live the life of an emperor within the Forbidden City in accordance with agreements between the Ch’ing House and the new republican government. Yuan, meanwhile, was elected President of China and later became its personal dictator recognized by the foreign powers and supported by foreign loans.

PAUL KRAMER
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MY CHILDHOOD
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1

Coronation and Abdication

I WAS BORN ON THE I4TH DAY OF THE FIRST MOON OF THE 32nd year of Kuang Hsu’s reign; on February 7, 1906, by the Western calendar.

On the evening of November 13, 1908, or the 20th day of the 10th moon, in the 34th year of Kuang Hsu’s reign, the mansion of the Emperor’s brother, in which I lived, was in turmoil. My grandmother had fainted and, while royal eunuchs and servants were trying to revive her, children and adults were weeping. All this because I, as Emperor apparent, of the Ch’ing Dynasty, had refused an imperial summons from the Forbidden City delivered by the Grand Councillor.

I would not let any of the eunuchs come near me to carry me to the palace. I cried so hard the eunuchs had to ask the Grand Councillor what to do. My father, meanwhile, rushed about from room to room—first entertaining the Grand Councillor and the eunuchs who had come with him from the palace, then ordering servants to get me dressed, then visiting my still-prostrate grandmother and forgetting that the Grand Councillor was waiting.

I have, of course, no impression or recollection of what my family thought of this situation, of the humiliation brought upon them by my refusal to obey the imperial edict. However, I was told several years later that in order to solve the impasse of my refusal to let the eunuchs come near me it was finally agreed to waive all protocol and permit my wet nurse herself to carry me to the palace.

There was a great and unprecedented ceremony involved, within the palace, in my transfer from the arms of my wet nurse to those of the ranking eunuch who was to present me to the Empress Dowager, Tzu Hsi. All I remember of this first meeting with my great-aunt was my fright at finding myself suddenly plunged among so many strange people.

I stood in front of a dark heavy canopy. Sitting under it, I saw a very ugly, thin-faced and emaciated old woman. It was Tzu Hsi. According to what I have been told, my first sight of her brought on a tantrum. I screamed and cried and kicked and completely lost control of myself.

Tzu Hsi asked someone to give me a string of candy. Instead of eating it, I threw it on the floor and cried for my wet nurse. This displeased the Empress Dowager very much. She commented that I was stubborn and ordered my removal from her presence.

Two days after this, she died, and shortly thereafter her nephew the Emperor, Kuang Hsu, also died. On the 9th day of the 11th moon of the lunar calendar, or December 2, 1908, my ceremonial ascension to the Imperial Dragon Throne took place.

This ceremony was held in the Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City which can accommodate several thousand courtiers. However, according to custom, before it began I had to receive the commanders of the palace guard and the ministers of the inner court in the Hall of Central Harmony where they performed their kowtows. It was only after this that I went to the throne in the Hall of Supreme Harmony to receive civil and military officials, viceroys and governors.

This pre-enthronement ceremony was very long and took up a good part of the day. Moreover, it was very cold and by the time I was finally placed on the high Imperial Throne my patience was exhausted. My father was privileged to kneel on one knee, with his face in profile, below me.

He had tried to help me ascend the throne by using his two hands to guide me and to protect me from making motions that were not part of the ceremonial tradition. But by this time I was so exhausted that all I could do was scream that I wished to go home. I wanted no more ceremony. I could stand it no longer.

My father became so nervous that his face was covered with perspiration despite the cold. All the hundreds and thousands of civil and military officials did their nine bows and three kowtows and while they were still doing them, I cried louder and louder. My father tried to appease me.

“Hush,” he said. “Don’t cry. Be patient. Everything will soon be over. It will soon be finished.”

Some of the courtiers who were near the throne heard him and, after the ceremony, they talked with one another in whispers. “How could a Royal Highness say such a thing as ‘it will soon be over’?” they asked. “This is a bad omen.”

They felt that my father’s remarks indicated that my reign would be an unlucky one.

Later, some of the diaries and articles on my coronation added more to this tale. One article mentioned that the gongs and drums of the ceremonial music had caused me to cry. Another said that my father had given me a little toy tiger to distract me from my crying. These stories were not true, but the annoyance of the high officials with my father’s use of the words “it will soon be over” and my own cry of “I want to go home” was true. It was generally felt that these were very bad omens indeed.

However, the real premonitions of impending difficulties did not come from these two phrases. The historical record of the first year of my reign clearly shows the origin of the real worries of the Ch’ing officials. Take the following items for example:


A revolutionary group in Canton revolted and occupied part of Kwantung Province but was later defeated.

Sun Yat-sen led an attack in Kwangsi Province but was defeated.

An imperial edict was issued forbidding students to participate in politics or to gather and make speeches.

Officials in Kwangtung Province intercepted arms on a Japanese steamer en route to revolutionaries.

Sun Yat-sen ordered an attack in Yunan Province which was first successful, but later defeated.



These items are from the official history of the Ch’ing Dynasty. The word “defeat” occurs with striking regularity, and the more often it appears the more it serves as an indication of the intensity of the approaching storm. It was this that was the real focal point of worry among the high officials.

As my reign continued, the difficulties became more obvious. For when Yuan Shih-kai was recalled to serve my government there were many who realized that the Ch’ing House now had two hostile forces to contend with—the republican revolutionaries outside the government and Yuan inside.

I was Emperor for three years in such an atmosphere, without any real awareness of the political situation. I abdicated with a similar lack of comprehension of the true situation. An incident of my last days on the throne, however, stands out clearly in my mind.

One day, in one of the rooms of the Mind Nurture Palace, the Empress Dowager Lung Yu1 was sitting on a kang2 near the southern window and using a handkerchief to wipe the tears from her eyes. In front of her, kneeling on a red carpet, was a stout old man with tears streaming down his face. I sat to the right of the Empress Dowager feeling bewildered because I did not understand why these two adults were crying. There was no one else in the palace besides the three of us and it was very quiet. The fat man was sniffing so loudly when he talked I could not understand him. Later on I found out that it was Yuan Shih-kai. This was the only time I ever met him and it was the last time he paid his respects to the Empress Dowager. If what I have been told is correct, this was the occasion when Yuan directly raised the question of my abdication with Lung Yu. After this audience, Yuan used the pretext of an attempt that had been made on his life at one of the palace gates not to come to court again.

The Wuchang uprising of October, 1911, had sparked off responses from revolutionaries all over the country, and when the Manchu commander in chief of the imperial forces proved incapable of directing the modernized Peiyang Army to resist the Republican forces, my father as Prince Regent had no choice but to recall Yuan Shih-kai from retirement. Yuan, who had been waiting to strike a political bargain, had been kept informed of developments in Peking by his friends in the Imperial Grand Council. Thus, he fully understood the situation and repeatedly refused Peking’s offers of reinstatement until he was promised the premiership and supreme military command. Only then did he accept the imperial edict and order the Peiyang Army to attack the Republican revolutionary army. After recapturing Hanyang, he halted his troops and paid a visit to Peking where he was received by the Empress Dowager Lung Yu and the Prince Regent.

Yuan Shih-kai was no longer the Yuan Shih-kai of before. Not only did he enjoy supreme military and political power, but he also enjoyed something else even more valuable: foreigners, including the British Minister in Peking, acting under instructions from London, were interested in him and he also had friends on the Republican side who kept him well informed on developments in the revolutionary camp. In addition, some of the constitutional monarchists were beginning to feel well disposed toward him.

With all his new and old friends both inside and outside the Ch’ing Dynasty,3 as well as his supporters and friends abroad, Yuan’s position as the political favorite of all parties was stronger than ever. Within a month of his return to Peking he was able to force my father, the Prince Regent, into retirement. Immediately afterward, on the pretext of the need for money to meet military expenses, he took over the palace treasury from the Empress Dowager Lung Yu and, at the same time, he compelled the high officials and princes to contribute money for the support of the Army. Thus, political, military and financial power were concentrated in his hands alone. Once this was accomplished, Yuan suggested to the Chinese minister to Russia as well as to other Chinese diplomats abroad that they cable the Ch’ing court requesting my abdication. Meanwhile, he submitted a secret memorial in the name of the entire cabinet to the Empress Dowager saying that a republic was the only solution. He must have presented this memorial on the day I saw him and this would explain why Lung Yu wept so copiously. What frightened her the most were the following phrases in this memorial:

The Navy has revolted entirely…. National protection is thus gone…. If the civil war reaches a stalemate, there might be intervention by some of the foreign powers…. In this case hostility toward the government on the part of the Republican armies will be heightened…. Delay in abdication might lead to a fate similar to that suffered by Louis XVI and his family during the French Revolution.

The terror-stricken Dowager immediately called a meeting of the Imperial Council to permit the members of the royal family an opportunity to reach a decision. When they learned of the contents of the secret memorial they were not so much shaken by the allusion to the fate of Louis XVI as they were by the sudden reversal of Yuan Shih-kai’s loyalties. Heretofore Yuan had ostensibly been strongly anti-Republican and had favored a constitutional monarchy. “I will never betray the orphan son [Pu Yi] and widow [Empress Dowager Lung Yu],” he had written. Also, shortly after Yuan’s return to Peking a decree was issued allowing officials to cut off their queues. On this day, after a court audience, a high palace official, while strolling down one of the streets of Peking, had asked Yuan, as he pointed to his queue, “What do you propose regarding this?”

“You can rest assured,” Yuan had replied, “that I propose to keep it.”

Because of remarks like these, even those who did not have complete faith in him were put at ease. Furthermore, the Ch’ing and Republican sides had reached agreement that the future structure of the state should be decided by a provisional national assembly. The suggestion of Yuan, therefore, that the dynasty should abdicate at a time when the structure of the state was still undecided, came as a shock to the royal family.

It was apparent, however, that Yuan Shih-kai by this time had foreign support and that his friends on the side of the Republican Army were sufficient to control its actions. Those revolutionaries who had originally been constitutional monarchists felt that Yuan was their only hope and this thinking had affected some of the Republicans as well. Thus the Republican side decided that if Yuan consented to a republic it could be achieved rapidly and, in this case, Yuan should be invited to become the first president. This was really exactly what Yuan had hoped for, especially since he knew that my father, the former Prince Regent, headed a group that was implacably hostile to him. He had decided to accept the Republican offer and was debating how to deal with the Ch’ing royal family when he learned that Sun Yat-sen had taken office as Provisional President in Nanking. An early solution of the problem of the dynasty was therefore all the more urgent for Yuan. If the Republicans in the South went on to set up a national assembly it would be difficult for him to get rid of it. He decided to frighten the royal family and the Empress Dowager Lung Yu so that she would consent voluntarily to my abdication and grant him full power to organize a provisional government. This was the real explanation for Yuan Shih-kai’s sudden change in policy.

Those princes and nobles who had always been anti-Yuan and had felt he was a traitor were in favor of putting up a desperate last-ditch fight against both the Republicans and Yuan. Thus, when the Empress Dowager Lung Yu called the first meeting of the Imperial Council the atmosphere was charged with anger.

From various accounts of these meetings one can tell that they went approximately as follows. Having established that all present were in favor of a monarchy and opposed to a republic, the Dowager went on to say that she had been told by allies of Yuan that the imperial forces were incapable of defending the government and defeating the Republicans.

A leader of the anti-Yuan group among the nobility then stated that the rebels were nothing to be afraid of and reported that one of the generals of the new Peiyang Army insisted that three months’ military funds would be enough to defeat them. But as the Dowager pointed out, Yuan Shih-kai had taken over all the funds of the palace treasury so that she had no money. “Besides,” she added, “what if we lose? Surely in that case we will not be able to fall back on the Articles of Favorable Treatment.”

One of the nobles then claimed that the Articles were only a trick, but when Lung Yu asked about the real state of the Army and its loyalty to the Ch’ing House there were only noncommittal replies.

As one inconclusive meeting of the Imperial Council followed another, the advocates of fighting it out became fewer and fewer. Telegrams began to arrive from Peiyang Army generals, heretofore considered loyal to the Ch’ing House, requesting abdication. Meanwhile two leaders of the war party in the royal family left Peking for German-occupied Tsingtao and Japanese-held Port Arthur where they sought to go abroad in order to plead the imperial cause. Local officials, however, blocked their departure.

On February 12, 1912, the Empress Dowager Lung Yu proclaimed my abdication. My father, who had not said a word during all the Imperial Council meetings, returned to his house to “hug his children.” Yuan Shih-kai, meanwhile, was organizing a provisional republican government as he had been ordered to do by the Empress Dowager. At the same time, in accordance with an agreement with the revolutionaries, he changed his own position from premier of the cabinet of the Great Ch’ing Empire to Provisional President of the Republic of China. While all this was going on, I became the President’s neighbor as I started my life in the “Little Court” according to the Articles providing for “The Favorable Treatment of the Great Ch’ing Emperor after his Abdication.”

These Articles consisted of eight separate provisions. They provided for my retention of the title of Emperor and stated that the Republic of China was to pay me an annual allowance of $4,000,000. I was to be allowed to retain my usual bodyguard and to continue to live in the Imperial Palace. Also the Republic was to provide guards to insure the protection of my ancestral temples, and the imperial tombs; and the sacrifices at these places were to be continued forever. All persons employed in the Imperial Palace were to be continued to be employed as before, but no new eunuchs were to be engaged. All my existing private property was to receive the special protection of the Republic and the existing Palace Guard was to be incorporated into the Army of the Republic, its numbers and salary to be continued as before my abdication. The Republic of China was to permit the completion of the tomb of the Emperor Kuang Hsu according to the original plan and the funeral expenses were to be borne by the Republic.


2

Living as Emperor

“THE MOST FAVORABLE TREATMENT TREATY,” WHICH WAS signed between the Republican Government and the Manchu Court, stipulated that I might continue to live in the Forbidden City and maintain the imperial traditions. There was in this agreement no definite time stipulated as to how long I might live in this manner. Except for three buildings that had been taken over by the Republican Government, the rest of the area of the Forbidden City remained my own little world.

From 1911 until 1924, when I was driven out by the soldiers of the National Army, I lived a most aimless and purposeless life. When I say that it was aimless and purposeless it is because, under the auspices of the Republic of China, people were entering the new life of the twentieth century while I still had to remain within the Forbidden City and live the life of an emperor, which was traditional and old-fashioned. Thus while others could enjoy modem ways, I continued to breathe the air of the nineteenth century and before. My life was an anachronism, a leftover of the type of life which had already become dust by that time.

Each time I think of my youth, my mind fills with a yellow mist of reminiscence. For the glazed tiles on the roofs were yellow, the sedan chairs were yellow, the cushions were yellow. The linings of my clothing and my hats were yellow. My belts, the porcelain dishes for my food and tea, including the cotton quilting with which they were covered to keep them warm, were yellow. The reins of my horse were yellow. This was the so-called “brilliant yellow” which was used exclusively by the Imperial Household and it gave me a feeling of difference and superiority.

When I was ten, my grandmother and mother began to come to the palace to see me, and they brought one of my brothers and one of my sisters to play with me for a few days. The first day of the visit nothing much happened, but on the second day, my grandmother and I sat on the kang and she watched me play Chinese dominoes while my brother and sister stood below us, motionless, like attendants on duty at court. Later on I took my brother and sister to my own living quarters where I asked my brother, “What games do you play at home?”

“Pu Chieh,” he said, referring to himself, “knows how to play hide-and-seek.”

My sister then said, respectfully addressing Pu Chieh, “Well then, Pu Chieh, you go and play hide-and-seek. That will be fun.”

I had never played hide-and-seek before with other children, only with the eunuchs. We started off playing in the Mind Nurture Palace. The more we played the more fun we had, and my brother and sister soon forgot about court etiquette. Later on, we lowered the shades in one of the rooms and made it so dark that my sister, who was two years younger than I, became afraid. As soon as my brother and I became aware of this, we tried to scare her all the more. We were so happy that we laughed and screamed. Later, when we felt tired, we climbed up on the kang together to get back our breaths, and I told them to think of a new game to play.

Pu Chieh thought for a while, but said nothing. He was grinning at me with a sort of silly smile on his face.

“What are you thinking of?” I asked.

He simply kept on grinning and said nothing.

“Tell me, tell me,” I urged. I thought he was thinking of some new game to play.

“I believe,” he said finally. “Forgive me, Pu Chieh believes … Your Majesty the Emperor … would not … it’s not like … Your Majesty is not like the long-bearded man on the stage,” he giggled.

While he was talking he raised his hand and made a gesture of an old man stroking his beard. This was his undoing. For I noticed that his sleeve lining was of imperial yellow.

“Pu Chieh,” I asked, “what are you doing with that color on? What makes you think you can use it?”

“But this is apricot yellow; it’s not imperial yellow.”

“Nonsense, it’s bright yellow!”

“Yes, yes,” he finally admitted. Then he put his hands to his sides and bowed while my sister ran behind him and began to tremble with fright.

“It is bright yellow. You shouldn’t have worn it.”

“Yes sire, yes Your Majesty,” he replied.

With those bows and words, the rank of Emperor and servant was restored. The words “yes sire, yes Your Majesty” have today become a lost echo. Whenever I recall them now they seem laughable. But I was used to them when I was young. Those who did not use them I found offensive.

This same attitude applied toward kowtows. I was used to people kneeling before me and touching their heads on the ground. Many times the elder officials of the dynasty, my older relatives, men in Manchu court dress as well as those in the Western-style clothes of the Republic would kowtow. But I was used to it. It did not seem strange.

Young people today who read the classic Dream of the Red Chamber are surprised. They cannot understand why the grandmother in the story had so many people surrounding her that her passage from one room to another in her mansion was like the movement of a swarm of bees. Yet the retinue in the Dream of the Red Chamber was much smaller than the one I had in the Forbidden City.

The setting in the Red Chamber is similar to what my own was, but on a smaller scale. Every day, when I went to the Palace for the Cultivation of Happiness to study, or went to pay my respects to the High Consorts1 or when I strolled in the palace garden, I was followed by a long retinue.

Each time when I went for a visit to the Summer Palace, outside the Forbidden City, not only did I need ten cars to form a retinue, but I had to ask the Republic police to post guard for me and line the road to protect me.

If I went for a visit within the Forbidden City, a eunuch from the Administrative Bureau walked in front of me. His function was essentially that of an automobile horn in that he made continuous bleating noises to warn people to avoid me. Behind him would follow two eunuchs walking crabwise on each side of the path; then ten paces behind them, myself or my mother. If I should ride in a sedan chair, two junior eunuchs would run on each side of me to attend my wants. If I were walking, their job was to support me. Behind me walked a eunuch holding a large silk canopy; behind him a large group holding all kinds of things. One, for example, carried a small chair should I care to sit; another carried a change of clothing, another a rain umbrella, another a sun umbrella. After these eunuchs of the Imperial Presence came the eunuchs of the Imperial Tea Bureau with boxes of cakes and pastries and, of course, a tea service and jugs of hot water. Behind these came the eunuchs of the Imperial Pharmacy bearing cases of medicines and first-aid equipment suspended from carrying poles. The medicine they carried always included potions and elixirs prepared from lampwick sedge, chrysanthemums, the roots of reeds, bamboo leaves and bamboo skins. In summer there were always Essence of Betony Pills for rectifying the vapors, Six Harmony Pills for stabilizing the central organs, Gold-coated Heat-dispensing Cinnabar, Fragrant Herb Pills, Omnipurpose Bars, colic medicines and antiplague powders. And throughout all the four seasons there would be the Three Immortals Beverage to aid the digestion as well as many other pills and powders. Bringing up the rear of the procession came the eunuchs bearing the chamber pots and commodes. If I was walking, a sedan chair would follow behind all these people with special summer or winter draperies depending on the season. This fantastic retinue proceeded in complete silence.
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