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Chronology




	Year
	Family/Author
	General



	1870
	Dr Xia born.
	Manchu empire (1644–1911).



	1876
	Xue Zhi-heng (grandfather) born.
	 



	1909
	Grandmother born.
	 



	1911
	 
	Empire overthrown; republic; warlords.



	1921
	Father born.
	 



	1922–24
	General Xue chief of police in warlord government, Peking.
	 



	1924
	Grandmother becomes concubine of General Xue.
	 



	 
	General Xue loses power.
	 



	1927
	 
	Kuomintang under Chiang Kai-shek unifies most of China.



	1931
	Mother born.
	Japan invades Manchuria.



	1932
	 
	Japanese occupy Yixian, Jinzhou.



	 
	 
	Manchukuo established under Pu Yi.



	 
	Grandmother and mother to Lulong.
	 



	1933
	General Xue dies.
	 



	1934–35
	 
	Long March: Communists to Yanan.



	1935
	Grandmother marries Dr Xia.
	 



	1936
	Dr Xia, grandmother, and mother move to Jinzhou.
	 



	1937
	 
	Japan attacks deep into China.



	 
	 
	Communist-Kuomintang alliance.



	1938
	Father joins Communist Party.
	 



	1940
	Father walks to Yanan.
	 



	1945
	 
	Japanese surrender.



	 
	 
	Jinzhou occupied by Russians, Chinese Communists, and Kuomintang.



	 
	Father to Chaoyang.
	 



	1946–48
	Father in guerrilla unit around Chaoyang.
	Kuomintang-Communist Civil War (to 1949–50).



	 
	Mother becomes student leader, joins Communist underground.
	 



	1948
	Mother arrested.
	 



	 
	 
	Siege of Jinzhou.



	 
	Father and mother meet.
	 



	1949
	Parents marry, leave Jinzhou, march to Nanjing.
	 



	 
	Mothers miscarriage.
	 



	 
	 
	Peoples Republic proclaimed.



	 
	Father arrives in Yibin.
	Communists take Sichuan.



	 
	 
	Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan.



	1950
	Mother reaches Yibin; food-gathering, fighting bandits.
	 



	 
	 
	Land reform. China enters Korean War (to July 1953).



	 
	Xiao-hong born.
	 



	1951
	 
	Campaign to suppress counter-revolutionaries (Hui-ge executed).



	 
	Mother head of Yibin Youth League under Mrs Ting; full Party membership.
	 



	 
	Grandmother and Dr Xia to Yibin.
	 



	 
	 
	Three Antis Campaign.



	1952
	I am born. Dr Xia dies. Father governor of Yibin.
	Five Antis Campaign.



	1953
	Jin-ming born. Family moves to Chengdu.
	 



	 
	Mother head of Public Affairs Department for Eastern District.
	 



	1954
	Father deputy head of Public Affairs Department for Sichuan.
	 



	 
	Xiao-hei born.
	 



	1955
	Mother detained.
	Campaign to uncover hidden counter-revolutionaries (Jinzhou friends branded).



	 
	Children into nurseries.
	 



	 
	 
	Nationalization.



	1956
	Mother released.
	Hundred Flowers.



	1957
	 
	Anti-Rightist Campaign.



	1958
	 
	Great Leap Forward: backyard steel furnaces and communes.



	 
	I start school.
	 



	1959
	 
	Famine (to 1961).



	 
	 
	Peng Dehuai challenges Mao, condemned.



	 
	 
	Campaign to catch rightist opportunists.



	1962
	Xiao-fang born.
	 



	1963
	 
	Learn from Lei Feng; cult of Mao escalates.



	1966
	Cultural Revolution starts.
	 



	 
	Father scapegoated and detained.
	 



	 
	Mother to Peking to Father released.
	 



	 
	Father released.
	 



	 
	I join Red Guards; pilgrimage to Peking.
	 



	 
	I leave Red Guards.
	 



	1967
	Parents tormented.
	 



	 
	 
	Marshals fail to stop Cultural Revolution.



	 
	 
	Tings in power in Sichuan.



	 
	Father writes to Mao; arrested; mental breakdown.
	 



	 
	Mother to Peking, sees Zhou Enlai.
	 



	 
	Parents in on-off detention in Chengdu (to 1969).
	 



	1968
	 
	Sichuan Revolutionary Committee formed.



	 
	Family thrown out of compound.
	 



	1969
	Father to Miyi camp.
	 



	 
	I am exiled to Ningnan.
	 



	 
	 
	IX Congress formalizes Cultural Revolution.



	 
	Grandmother dies.
	 



	 
	I work as a peasant in Deyang.
	 



	 
	Mother to Xichang camp.
	 



	1970
	Aunt Jun-ying dies. I become a barefoot doctor.
	 



	 
	 
	Tings fired.



	1971
	Mother very ill; to hospital in Chengdu.
	 



	 
	 
	Lin Biao dies.



	 
	Mother rehabilitated.
	 



	 
	I return to Chengdu, become steelworker and electrician.
	 



	1972
	 
	Nixon visit.



	 
	Father released.
	 



	1973
	 
	Deng Xiaoping reappears.



	 
	I enter Sichuan University.
	 



	1975
	Father dies. I meet my first foreigners.
	 



	1976
	 
	Zhou Enlai dies; Deng ousted.



	 
	 
	Demonstrations in Tiananmen Square.



	 
	 
	Mao dies; Gang of Four arrested.



	1977
	I become assistant lecturer; sent to village.
	 



	 
	 
	Deng back to power.



	1978
	I win scholarship to Britain.
	 







Authors Note

My name Jung is pronounced Yung.

The names of members of my family and public figures are real, and are spelled in the way by which they are usually known. Other personal names are disguised.

Two difficult phonetic symbols: X and Q are pronounced, respectively, as sh and ch.

In order to describe their functions accurately, I have translated the names of some Chinese organizations differently from the Chinese official versions. I use the Department of Public Affairs rather than the Department of Propaganda for xuan-chuan-bu, and the Cultural Revolution Authority rather than the Cultural Revolution Group for zhong-yang-wen-ge.
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1

Three-Inch Golden Lilies

Concubine to a Warlord General
19091933

At the age of fifteen my grandmother became the concubine of a warlord general, the police chief of a tenuous national government of China. The year was 1924 and China was in chaos. Much of it, including Manchuria, where my grandmother lived, was ruled by warlords. The liaison was arranged by her father, a police official in the provincial town of Yixian in southwest Manchuria, about a hundred miles north of the Great Wall and 250 miles northeast of Peking.

Like most towns in China, Yixian was built like a fortress. It was encircled by walls thirty feet high and twelve feet thick dating from the Tang dynasty (AD 618907), surmounted by battlements, dotted with sixteen forts at regular intervals, and wide enough to ride a horse quite easily along the top. There were four gates into the city, one at each point of the compass, with outer protecting gates, and the fortifications were surrounded by a deep moat.

The towns most conspicuous feature was a tall, richly decorated bell tower of dark brown stone, which had originally been built in the sixth century when Buddhism had been introduced to the area. Every night the bell was rung to signal the time, and the tower also functioned as a fire and flood alarm. Yixian was a prosperous market town. The plains around produced cotton, maize, sorghum, soybeans, sesame, pears, apples, and grapes. In the grassland areas and in the hills to the west, farmers grazed sheep and cattle.

My great-grandfather, Yang Ru-shan, was born in 1894, when the whole of China was ruled by an emperor who resided in Peking. The imperial family were Manchus who had conquered China in 1644 from Manchuria, which was their base. The Yangs were Han, ethnic Chinese, and had ventured north of the Great Wall in search of opportunity.

My great-grandfather was the only son, which made him of supreme importance to his family. Only a son could perpetuate the family namewithout him, the family line would stop, which, to the Chinese, amounted to the greatest possible betrayal of ones ancestors. He was sent to a good school. The goal was for him to pass the examinations to become a mandarin, an official, which was the aspiration of most Chinese males at the time. Being an official brought power, and power brought money. Without power or money, no Chinese could feel safe from the depredations of officialdom or random violence. There had never been a proper legal system. Justice was arbitrary, and cruelty was both institutionalized and capricious. An official with power was the law. Becoming a mandarin was the only way the child of a non-noble family could escape this cycle of injustice and fear. Yangs father had decided that his son should not follow him into the family business of felt-making, and sacrificed himself and his family to pay for his sons education. The women took in sewing for local tailors and dressmakers, toiling late into the night. To save money, they turned their oil lamps down to the absolute minimum, causing lasting damage to their eyes. The joints in their fingers became swollen from the long hours.

Following the custom, my great-grandfather was married young, at fourteen, to a woman six years his senior. It was considered one of the duties of a wife to help bring up her husband.

The story of his wife, my great-grandmother, was typical of millions of Chinese women of her time. She came from a family of tanners called Wu. Because her family was not an intellectual one and did not hold any official post, and because she was a girl, she was not given a name at all. Being the second daughter, she was simply called Number Two Girl (Er-ya-tou). Her father died when she was an infant, and she was brought up by an uncle. One day, when she was six years old, the uncle was dining with a friend whose wife was pregnant. Over dinner the two men agreed that if the baby was a boy he would be married to the six-year-old niece. The two young people never met before their wedding. In fact, falling in love was considered almost shameful, a family disgrace. Not because it was taboothere was, after all, a venerable tradition of romantic love in Chinabut because young people were not supposed to be exposed to situations where such a thing could happen, partly because it was immoral for them to meet, and partly because marriage was seen above all as a duty, an arrangement between two families. With luck, one could fall in love after getting married.

At fourteen, and having lived a very sheltered life, my great-grandfather was little more than a boy at the time of his marriage. On the first night, he did not want to go into the wedding chamber. He went to bed in his mothers room and had to be carried in to his bride after he fell asleep. But, although he was a spoiled child and still needed help to get dressed, he knew how to plant children, according to his wife. My grandmother was born within a year of the wedding, on the fifth day of the fifth moon, in early summer 1909. She was in a better position than her mother, for she was actually given a name: Yu-fang. Yu, meaning jade, was her generation name, given to all the offspring of the same generation, while Fang means fragrant flowers.

The world she was born into was one of total unpredictability. The Manchu empire, which had ruled China for over 260 years, was tottering. In 189495 Japan attacked China in Manchuria, with China suffering devastating defeats and loss of territory. In 1900 the nationalist Boxer Rebellion was put down by eight foreign armies, contingents of which had stayed on, some in Manchuria and some along the Great Wall. Then in 19045 Japan and Russia fought a major war on the plains of Manchuria. Japans victory made it the dominant outside force in Manchuria. In 1911 the five-year-old emperor of China, Pu Yi, was overthrown and a republic was set up with the charismatic figure of Sun Yat-sen briefly at its head.

The new republican government soon collapsed and the country broke up into fiefs. Manchuria was particularly disaffected from the republic, since the Manchu dynasty had originated there. Foreign powers, especially Japan, intensified their attempts to encroach on the area. Under all these pressures, the old institutions collapsed, resulting in a vacuum of power, morality, and authority. Many people sought to get to the top by bribing local potentates with expensive gifts like gold, silver, and jewellery. My great-grandfather was not rich enough to buy himself a lucrative position in a big city, and by the time he was thirty he had risen no higher than an official in the police station of his native Yixian, a provincial backwater. But he had plans. And he had one valuable assethis daughter.

My grandmother was a beauty. She had an oval face, with rosy cheeks and lustrous skin. Her long, shiny black hair was woven into a thick plait reaching down to her waist. She could be demure when the occasion demanded, which was most of the time, but underneath her composed exterior she was bursting with suppressed energy. She was petite, about five feet three inches, with a slender figure and sloping shoulders, which were considered the ideal.

But her greatest assets were her bound feet, called in Chinese three-inch golden lilies (san-tsun-gin-lian). This meant she walked like a tender young willow shoot in a spring breeze, as Chinese connoisseurs of women traditionally put it. The sight of a woman teetering on bound feet was supposed to have an erotic effect on men, partly because her vulnerability induced a feeling of protectiveness in the onlooker.

My grandmothers feet had been bound when she was two years old. Her mother, who herself had bound feet, first wound a piece of white cloth about twenty feet long round her feet, bending all the toes except the big toe inward and under the sole. Then she placed a large stone on top to crush the arch. My grandmother screamed in agony and begged her to stop. Her mother had to stick a cloth into her mouth to gag her. My grandmother passed out repeatedly from the pain.

The process lasted several years. Even after the bones had been broken, the feet had to be bound day and night in thick cloth because the moment they were released they would try to recover. For years my grandmother lived in relentless, excruciating pain. When she pleaded with her mother to untie the bindings, her mother would weep and tell her that unbound feet would ruin her entire life, and that she was doing it for her own future happiness.

In those days, when a woman was married, the first thing the bridegrooms family did was to examine her feet. Large feet, meaning normal feet, were considered to bring shame on the husbands household. The mother-in-law would lift the hem of the brides long skirt, and if the feet were more than about four inches long, she would throw down the skirt in a demonstrative gesture of contempt and stalk off, leaving the bride to the critical gaze of the wedding guests, who would stare at her feet and insultingly mutter their disdain. Sometimes a mother would take pity on her daughter and remove the binding cloth; but when the child grew up and had to endure the contempt of her husbands family and the disapproval of society, she would blame her mother for having been too weak.

The practice of binding feet was originally introduced about a thousand years ago, allegedly by a concubine of the emperor. Not only was the sight of women hobbling on tiny feet considered erotic, men would also get excited playing with bound feet, which were always hidden in embroidered silk shoes. Women could not remove the binding cloths even when they were adults, as their feet would start growing again. The binding could only be loosened temporarily at night in bed, when they would put on soft-soled shoes. Men rarely saw naked bound feet, which were usually covered in rotting flesh and stank when the bindings were removed. As a child, I can remember my grandmother being in constant pain. When we came home from shopping, the first thing she would do was soak her feet in a bowl of hot water, sighing with relief as she did so. Then she would set about cutting off pieces of dead skin. The pain came not only from the broken bones, but also from her toenails, which grew into the balls of her feet.

In fact, my grandmothers feet were bound just at the moment when foot-binding was disappearing for good. By the time her sister was born in 1917, the practice had virtually been abandoned, so she escaped the torment.

However, when my grandmother was growing up, the prevailing attitude in a small town like Yixian was still that bound feet were essential for a good marriagebut they were only a start. Her fathers plans were for her to be trained as either a perfect lady or a high-class courtesan. Scorning the received wisdom of the timethat it was virtuous for a lower-class woman to be illiteratehe sent her to a girls school that had been set up in the town in 1905. She also learned to play Chinese chess, mah-jongg, and go. She studied drawing and embroidery. Her favourite design was mandarin ducks (which symbolize love, because they always swim in pairs), and she used to embroider them onto the tiny shoes she made for herself. To crown her list of accomplishments, a tutor was hired to teach her to play the qin, a musical instrument like a zither.

My grandmother was considered the belle of the town. The locals said she stood out like a crane among chickens. In 1924 she was fifteen, and her father was growing worried that time might be running out on his only real assetand his only chance for a life of ease. In that year General Xue Zhi-heng, the inspector general of the Metropolitan Police of the warlord government in Peking, came to pay a visit.

Xue Zhi-heng was born in 1876 in the country of Lulong, about a hundred miles east of Peking, and just south of the Great Wall, where the vast North China plain runs up against the mountains. He was the eldest of four sons of a country schoolteacher.

He was handsome and had a powerful presence, which struck all who met him. Several blind fortune-tellers who felt his face predicted he would rise to a powerful position. He was a gifted calligrapher, a talent held in high esteem, and in 1908 a warlord named Wang Huai-qing, who was visiting Lulong, noticed the fine calligraphy on a plaque over the gate of the main temple and asked to meet the man who had done it. General Wang took to the thirty-two-year-old Xue and invited him to become his aide-de-camp.

He proved extremely efficient, and was soon promoted to quartermaster. This involved extensive travelling, and he started to acquire food shops of his own around Lulong and on the other side of the Great Wall, in Manchuria. His rapid rise was boosted when he helped General Wang to suppress an uprising in Inner Mongolia. In almost no time he had amassed a fortune, and he designed and built for himself an eighty-one-room mansion at Lulong.

In the decade after the end of the empire, no government established authority over the bulk of the country. Powerful warlords were soon fighting for control of the central government in Peking. Xues faction, headed by a warlord called Wu Pei-fu, dominated the nominal government in Peking in the early 1920s. In 1922 Xue became inspector general of the Metropolitan Police and joint head of the Public Works Department in Peking. He commanded twenty regions on both sides of the Great Wall, and more than 10,000 mounted police and infantry. The police job gave him power; the public works post gave him patronage.

Allegiances were fickle. In May 1923 General Xues faction decided to get rid of the president, Li Yuan-hong, whom it had installed in office only a year earlier. In league with a general called Feng Yu-xiang, a Christian warlord, who entered legend by baptizing his troops en masse with a firehose, Xue mobilized his 10,000 men and surrounded the main government buildings in Peking, demanding the back pay which the bankrupt government owed his men. His real aim was to humiliate President Li and force him out of office. Li refused to resign, so Xue ordered his men to cut off the water and electricity to the presidential palace. After a few days, conditions inside the building became unbearable, and on the night of 13 June President Li abandoned his malodorous residence and fled the capital for the port city of Tianjin, seventy miles to the southeast.

In China the authority of an office lay not only in its holder but in the official seals. No document was valid, even if it had the presidents signature on it, unless it carried his seal. Knowing that no one could take over the presidency without them, President Li left the seals with one of his concubines, who was convalescing in a hospital in Peking run by French missionaries.

As President Li was nearing Tianjin his train was stopped by armed police, who told him to hand over the seals. At first he refused to say where he had hidden them, but after several hours he relented. At three in the morning General Xue went to the French hospital to collect the seals from the concubine. When he appeared by her bedside, the concubine at first refused even to look at him: How can I hand over the presidents seals to a mere policeman? she said haughtily. But General Xue, resplendent in his full uniform, looked so intimidating that she soon meekly placed the seals in his hands.

Over the next four months, Xue used his police to make sure that the man his faction wanted to see as president, Tsao Kun, would win what was billed as one of Chinas first elections. The 804 members of parliament had to be bribed. Xue and General Feng stationed guards on the parliament building and let it be known that there would be a handsome consideration for anyone who voted the right way, which brought many deputies scurrying back from the provinces. By the time everything was ready for the election there were 555 members of parliament in Peking. Four days before the election, after much bargaining, they were each given 5,000 silver yuan, a rather substantial sum. On 5 October 1923, Tsao Kun was elected president of China with 480 votes. Xue was rewarded with promotion to full general. Also promoted were seventeen special advisersall favourite mistresses or concubines of various warlords and generals. This episode has entered Chinese history as a notorious example of how an election can be manipulated. People still cite it to argue that democracy will not work in China.

In early summer the following year General Xue visited Yixian. Though it was not a large town, it was strategically important. It was about here that the writ of the Peking government began to run out. Beyond, power was in the hands of the great warlord of the northeast, Chang Tsolin, known as the Old Marshal. Officially, General Xue was on an inspection trip, but he also had some personal interests in the area. In Yixian he owned the main grain stores and the biggest shops, including a pawnshop which doubled as the bank and issued its own money, which circulated in the town and the surrounding area.

For my great-grandfather, this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, the closest he was ever going to get to a real VIP. He schemed to get himself the job of escorting General Xue, and told his wife he was going to try to marry their daughter off to him. He did not ask his wife for her agreement; he merely informed her. Quite apart from this being the custom of the day, my great-grandfather despised his wife. She wept, but said nothing. He told her she must not breathe a word to their daughter. There was no question of consulting his daughter. Marriage was a transaction, not a matter of feelings. She would be informed when the wedding was arranged.

My great-grandfather knew that his approach to General Xue had to be indirect. An explicit offer of his daughters hand would lower her price, and there was also the possibility that he might be turned down. General Xue had to have a chance to see what he was being offered. In those days respectable women could not be introduced to strange men, so Yang had to create an opportunity for General Xue to see his daughter. The encounter had to seem accidental.

In Yixian there was a magnificent 900-year-old Buddhist temple made of precious wood and standing about a hundred feet high. It was set within an elegant precinct, with rows of cypress trees, which covered an area of almost a square mile. Inside was a brightly painted wooden statue of the Buddha, thirty feet high, and the interior of the temple was covered with delicate murals depicting his life. It was an obvious place for Yang to take the visiting VIP. And temples were among the few places women of good families could go on their own.

My grandmother was told to go to the temple on a certain day. To show her reverence for the Buddha, she took perfumed baths and spent long hours meditating in front of burning incense at a little shrine. To pray in the temple she was supposed to be in a state of maximum tranquillity, and to be free of all unsettling emotions. She set off in a rented horse-drawn carriage, accompanied by a maid. She wore a duck-egg-blue jacket, its edges embroidered in gold thread to show off its simple lines, with butterfly buttons up the right-hand side. With this she wore a pleated pink skirt, embroidered all over with tiny flowers. Her long black hair was woven into a single plait. Peeping out at the top was a silk black-green peony, the rarest kind. She wore no makeup, but was richly scented, as was considered appropriate for a visit to a temple. Once inside, she knelt before the giant statue of the Buddha. She kowtowed several times to the wooden image and then remained kneeling before it, her hands clasped in prayer.

As she was praying, her father arrived with General Xue. The two men watched from the dark aisle. My great-grandfather had planned well. The position in which my grandmother was kneeling revealed not only her silk trousers, which were edged in gold like her jacket, but also her tiny feet in their embroidered satin shoes.

When she finished praying, my grandmother kowtowed three times to the Buddha. As she stood up she slightly lost her balance, which was easy to do with bound feet. She reached out to steady herself on her maids arm. General Xue and her father had just begun to move forward. She blushed and bent her head, then turned and started to walk away, which was the right thing to do. Her father stepped forward and introduced her to the general. She curtsied, keeping her head lowered all the time.

As was fitting for a man in his position, the general did not say much about the meeting to Yang, who was a rather lowly subordinate, but my great-grandfather could see he was fascinated. The next step was to engineer a more direct encounter. A couple of days later Yang, risking bankruptcy, rented the best theatre in town and put on a local opera, inviting General Xue as the guest of honour. Like most Chinese theatres, it was built around a rectangular space open to the sky, with timber structures on three sides; the fourth side formed the stage, which was completely bare: it had no curtain and no sets. The seating area was more like a caf than a theatre in the West. The men sat at tables in the open square, eating, drinking, and talking loudly throughout the performance. To the side, higher up, was the dress circle, where the ladies sat more demurely at smaller tables, with their maids standing behind them. My great-grandfather had arranged things so that his daughter was in a place where General Xue could see her easily.

This time she was much more dressed up than in the temple. She wore a heavily embroidered satin dress and jewellery in her hair. She was also displaying her natural vivacity and energy, laughing and chatting with her women friends. General Xue hardly looked at the stage.

After the show there was a traditional Chinese game called lantern-riddles. This took place in two separate halls, one for the men and one for the women. In each room were dozens of elaborate paper lanterns, stuck on which were a number of riddles in verse. The person who guessed the most answers won a prize. Among the men General Xue was the winner, naturally. Among the women, it was my grandmother.

Yang had now given General Xue a chance to appreciate his daughters beauty and her intelligence. The final qualification was artistic talent. Two nights later he invited the general to his house for dinner. It was a clear, warm night, with a full moona classic setting for listening to the qin. After dinner, the men sat on the veranda and my grandmother was summoned to play in the courtyard. Sitting under a trellis, with the scent of syringa in the air, her performance enchanted General Xue. Later he was to tell her that her playing that evening in the moonlight had captured his heart. When my mother was born, he gave her the name Bao Qin, which means Precious Zither.

Before the evening was over he had proposednot to my grandmother, of course, but to her father. He did not offer marriage, only that my grandmother should become his concubine. But Yang had not expected anything else. The Xue family would have arranged a marriage for the general long before on the basis of social positions. In any case, the Yangs were too humble to provide a wife. But it was expected that a man like General Xue should take concubines. Wives were not for pleasurethat was what concubines were for. Concubines might acquire considerable power, but their social status was quite different from that of a wife. A concubine was a kind of institutionalized mistress, acquired and discarded at will.

The first my grandmother knew of her impending liaison was when her mother broke the news to her a few days before the event. My grandmother bent her head and wept. She hated the idea of being a concubine, but her father had already made the decision, and it was unthinkable to oppose ones parents. To question a parental decision was considered unfilialand to be unfilial was tantamount to treason. Even if she refused to consent to her fathers wishes, she would not be taken seriously; her action would be interpreted as indicating that she wanted to stay with her parents. The only way to say no and be taken seriously was to commit suicide. My grandmother bit her lip and said nothing. In fact, there was nothing she could say. Even to say yes would be considered unladylike, as it would be taken to imply that she was eager to leave her parents.

Seeing how unhappy she was, her mother started telling her that this was the best match possible. Her husband had told her about General Xues power: In Peking they say, When General Xue stamps his foot, the whole city shakes. In fact, my grandmother had been rather taken with the generals handsome, martial demeanour. And she had been flattered by all the admiring words he had said about her to her father, which were now elaborated and embroidered upon. None of the men in Yixian were as impressive as the warlord general. At fifteen, she had no idea what being a concubine really meant, and thought she could win General Xues love and lead a happy life.

General Xue had said that she could stay in Yixian, in a house which he was going to buy especially for her. This meant she could be close to her own family, but, even more important, she would not have to live in his residence, where she would have to submit to the authority of his wife and the other concubines, who would all have precedence over her. In the house of a potentate like General Xue, the women were virtual prisoners, living in a state of permanent squabbling and bickering, largely induced by insecurity. The only security they had was their husbands favour. General Xues offer of a house of her own meant a lot to my grandmother, as did his promise to solemnize the liaison with a full wedding ceremony. This meant that she and her family would have gained a considerable amount of face. And there was one final consideration which was very important to her: now that her father was satisfied, she hoped he would treat her mother better.

Mrs Yang suffered from epilepsy, which made her feel undeserving towards her husband. She was always submissive to him, and he treated her like dirt, showing no concern for her health. For years, he found fault with her for not producing a son. My great-grandmother had a string of miscarriages after my grandmother was born, until a second child came along in 1917but again, it was a girl.

My great-grandfather was obsessed with having enough money to be able to acquire concubines. The wedding allowed him to fulfil this wish, as General Xue lavished betrothal gifts on the family, and the chief beneficiary was my great-grandfather. The gifts were magnificent, in keeping with the generals station.

On the day of the wedding, a sedan chair draped with heavy, bright-red embroidered silk and satin appeared at the Yangs house. In front came a procession carrying banners, plaques, and silk lanterns painted with images of a golden phoenix, the grandest symbol for a woman. The wedding ceremony took place in the evening, as was the tradition, with red lanterns glowing in the dusk. There was an orchestra with drums, cymbals, and piercing wind instruments playing joyful music. Making a lot of noise was considered essential for a good wedding, as keeping quiet would have been seen as suggesting that there was something shameful about the event. My grandmother was splendidly dressed in bright embroidery, with a red silk veil covering her head and face. She was carried in the sedan chair to her new home by eight men. Inside the sedan chair it was stuffy and boiling hot, and she discreetly pulled the curtain back a few inches. Peeping out from under her veil, she was delighted to see people in the streets watching her procession. This was very different from what a mere concubine would geta small sedan chair draped in plain cotton of the unglamorous colour of indigo, borne by two or at the most four people, and no procession or music. She was taken right around the town, visiting all four gates, as a full ritual demanded, with her expensive wedding gifts displayed on carts and in large wicker baskets carried behind her. After she had been shown off to the town, she reached her new home, a large, stylish residence. My grandmother was satisfied. The pomp and ceremony made her feel she had gained prestige and esteem. There had been nothing like this in Yixian in living memory.

When she reached the house General Xue, in full military dress





















































Afterword

Wild Swans was first published in 1991. The event changed my life, because I finally became a writer.

I had always dreamed of being a writer. But when I was growing up in China, the idea of writing for publication seemed out of the question. In those years, the country was under Maos tyranny, and most writers suffered appallingly in endless political persecutions. Many were denounced, some sent to labour camps, and some driven to suicide. In 196667, in Maos Great Purge, misnamed the Cultural Revolution, the majority of books in peoples homes were burned. My father, who had been a Communist official but had fallen victim, was forced to burn his beloved collection, and this was one of the main things that drove him to insanity. Even writing for oneself was extremely dangerous. I had to tear up the first poem I ever wrote, which was on my sixteenth birthday on 25 March 1968, and flush it down the toilet because my fathers persecutors had come to raid our apartment.

But I had an urge to write, and kept on writing with an imaginary pen. In the next few years, I worked as a peasant and an electrician. While I was spreading manure in the paddy fields and checking power distribution at the top of electricity poles, I would polish long passages in my mind, or commit short poems to memory.

I came to Britain in September 1978. Mao had died two years before, and China was beginning to emerge from the stifling isolation he had imposed on the country. For the first time since the founding of Communist China, scholarships for studying abroad were awarded on academic, not political, grounds. I was able to leave the country after taking these exams, and was perhaps the first person from the landlocked province of Sichuan, which then had a population of about ninety million, to study in the West since 1949. With this incredible good fortune, at last I had the freedom to write, and to write what I wanted.

And yet it was at this moment that I lost the passion. In fact the last thing I wished to do was to write. To me, it would have meant to turn inwards, and dwell on a life and a time that I hated to think about. I was trying to forget China. Having landed in a place that felt like another planet, I was instantly smitten, and had no other desire but to spend every minute soaking in this new world.

Everything about London was exhilarating. My first letter to my mother was a gushing flourish about some window-boxes and front gardens en route to 42 Maida Vale, a Chinese embassy property that was my accommodation. This was a time when flowers were yet to re-adorn most Chinese homes. In 1964, Mao had denounced cultivating flowers and grass as feudal and bourgeois, and ordered, Get rid of most gardeners. As a child, I had had to join others in removing the grass from the lawns at our school, and had seen flowerpots disappear from buildings. I had felt intensely sad, and had not only struggled to hide my feelings, but also blamed myself for having instincts that went against Maos instructions, a mental activity I had been brainwashed to engage in, like other children in China. Although by the time I left, one could express love for flowers without being condemned, China was still a bleak place where there were virtually no house plants or flower vendors. Most parks were brutalized wastelands.

So it was with indescribable pleasure that I took a long walk in the great expanse of Hyde Park on the first day I was allowed out. There, under those majestic chestnut trees, every blade of grass and every flower petal made me mad with joy. One day I risked being sternly told off, or worse, and proposed to the political supervisor of the group to which I belonged that we should move our Saturday indoctrination sessions, called political studies, to the lawns of the famed Kew Gardens.

At the time, weekly indoctrination sessions, which had bored me sick in China, were still compulsory, and in London we from the Mainland were still under prison-like control. We were forbidden to go anywhere without permission, or on our own. Disobeying orders could mean being sent back to China in disgrace, to a life ruined. Feeling suffocated in the tantalizing freedom of London, I became obsessed with designing schemes to stretch or break the rules. And I succeeded sometimes, like going to Kew Gardens, as the political supervisor himself hankered after this, even though he was very worried about trouble from the embassy. As a result, a group of young men and women in baggy blue uniform-like Mao suits sat incongruouslybut happilynext to a splendidly colourful rose garden.

And there was no trouble. I was lucky because this was the very time that dramatic changes were sweeping China. At the end of 1978 came the turning point when the country rejected the essence of Maoism. In the following year, I was able to keep pushing the limits of restriction, with risks but no repercussions. One place I particularly set my eyes on was the English pub, because we were specifically told not to visit it. The Chinese translation for pub, jiuba, in those days suggested somewhere indecent, with nude women gyrating. I was torn with curiosity. One day, I sneaked away and darted for the pub opposite our college. I pushed the door open and stole in. I saw nothing sensational, only some old men sitting around drinking beer. I was rather disappointed.

I may well have been the first Mainland student abroad to have gone out on their own. A member of the staff at the college I was attendingnow Thames Valley Universityinvited me to go to Greenwich with him. As per our rule, I asked him whether I could bring a friend. He misunderstood me, and said, You are safe with me. I was embarrassed, but could not explain. Our orders were that we must not tell anyone that it was a regulation to have a chaperon; we had to invent our own excuses. But I did not want to lie, and moreover, I desperately wanted to go without a minder. So I begged the attach at the embassy in charge of the students to let me go; otherwise, I implored, the Englishman would think we Chinese did not trust him, or even suspected his motives, which would be bad for Anglo-Chinese friendship and for the reputation of our socialist motherland. At the end of this tosh the attach said yes, and told me to be discreet. My hunch was that he did not much like the system himself. In fact he had hinted at this by confiding in me one evening, when we found ourselves alone in the building. He had loved a girl two decades before, and just when they were about to be married, she was condemned as a Rightist in a political campaign. To go ahead with the marriage would have meant the end of his own career, which was looking very bright. She insisted on breaking off their engagement. After much agonizing he agreed, and went on to become a successful diplomat. But he never got over her, or forgave himself. He was in tears while talking to me.

It did not seem strange that an embassy official who hardly knew me should bare his heart. In those years, people were so weighed down with tragedies in their lives that they were prone to unburdening themselves suddenly when they sensed a kindred spirit. The liberalization in China was loosening the locks on the floodgates of peoples memory. It also made it possible for the attach to risk giving me groundbreaking permission to step out of my living quarters alone.

I remember that outing to Greenwich vividly to this day. It was an unexceptional one: driving, walking, and photo-taking at the Meridian with one foot in each hemisphere. But I was dizzy with tension. All the time I was looking out for people who appeared Chinese, and making a quick judgment about whether they were from the Mainland based on their clothes; if I decided they were, which was irrationally often (there were very few Mainland Chinese in the West then), I would turn my head to avoid them, while straining to behave as naturally as possible to my companion. I was frightened that someone might spot me and report to the embassy, in which case I would be finished, and the nice attach could be endangered as well. An exotic picnic with cheese sandwiches on a vast, serene lawn was the most nerve-racking moment of the day, as I was tied to the spot with nowhere to hide.

Fear did not stop me from trying other adventuresnot out of love for the thrills of danger, but simply because I could not help it. As rules got looser and looser, I was out and about more and more on my own, and quickly made friends with people from different walks of life. To most I said I was from South Korea, rather than China. Apart from the semi-clandestine nature of my activities, I did not want peoples curiosity to be focused on my country of origin, which in those days fascinated like outer space, thanks to its hermetic isolation. I wanted to mingle unobtrusively, like a normal person in London. I was able to do thisand my first and most powerful impression was that Britain was a marvellously classless society. I was born into the Communist elite, and saw how class-ridden and hierarchical Maos China was. Everyone was slotted into a rigid category. On every form, next to date of birth and sex was the inevitable column family background. This determined ones career, relationships, and life. While many from the elite tended to be snooty, those who happened to be born into a bad family were destined to lives wrecked. The upshot of this horrible reality was that we were all obsessed with who came from what family, and often people would ask the question outright in the first conversation. But meeting people in London, I sensed none of this pressure. Everyone seemed to be extraordinarily equal, and could not care less about backgrounds.

My views have been somewhat modified over the years. But I dont think I was entirely starry-eyed. In spite of its tradition of class differences, people in Britain have dignity, and the underprivileged are not abused or downtrodden as they were under Mao. And the fairness of the society, and the weight the nation places on this concept, is something todays China still cannot begin to match.

So it was with both reason and emotion that I fell in love with Britain. My first year here was a whirlwind of the most intoxicating time. I visited every museum and gallery marked on the tourist map, and saw show after show that charged next to nothing for students. I welcomed walking for hours across London to save on fares, because every building and every street was of interest. I poked my head into sleazy nightclubs and glanced at the wares of Soho sex shops. My first disco was delirious. Even an average cinema felt like an Aladdins cave, where dimmed lights on old red upholstery and the odd gilding here and there suggested mystery and treasures. I asked what I later realised to be bizarre questions, and learned about people of different cultures. The last taboo to break was having foreign boyfriends, which I had to do secretly, still expecting catastrophe. A cautionary tale I had carried with me from China, and which I firmly believed, was that anyone who attempted to have a foreign lover would be drugged and carted back to China in a jute sack. When I was anywhere remotely near Portland Place, where the embassy is, my legs would turn to jelly, and if I was in a car I would shrink down in the seat so my head would disappear below the window. It was then that I put on makeup for the first time in my lifeI thought this would provide satisfactory disguise from the embassy (which in fact was not carrying out the kind of surveillance I imagined at this time). Daubed liberally with scarlet or purple lipstick and green-gold eye-shadow, my face was hardly recognisable even to myself.

It was also fun to play with makeupwhile diving into a doctorate in linguistics. I was offered a scholarship by the University of York, a town which, even before I set eyes on it, had already exercised an incredible lure for me, with its legendary Minster, city walls (the nearest thing, I had heard, to the Great Wall of China), and the Wars of the Roses. At the time, foreign scholarships had to be routed through the Chinese government and could not be accepted by individuals. But I was given yet another path-blazing go-ahead to take up the offer, thanks to people like the sympathetic attach in the embassy and the growing relaxation in China. As a result, when I completed my degree in 1982, I became the first person from Communist China to receive a doctorate from a British university.

I learned far more than linguistic theories (which, I am ashamed to say, I have since largely forgotten). I remember the day I went to discuss the plan for my thesis with my supervisor, Professor Le Page, who, through his sensitive presence alone, had already begun to help dispel the perpetual anxiety and sudden panic that were embedded in me. His mildly ironic manner and understated authority constantly reassured me, as England did, that I had come to a just place, and that I had nothing to worry about. Feeling totally relaxed, I babbled on about my views on the linguistic theories I was supposed to survey. He listened, and at the end asked me: Could you show me your thesis? I was nonplussed, and exclaimed: But I havent started it yet! He said: But you have all the conclusions.

That single remark untied a strangling knot fastened on my brain by a totalitarian education. We in China had been trained not to draw conclusions from facts, but to start with Marxist theories, or Mao thoughts, or the Party line, and to deny, even condemn, the facts that did not suit them. I pondered over the new approach as I walked back to my room, on a corner of the beautiful lake on the campus where water birds had formed a colony under my window and woke me with their singing every morning. They were now flying across the sky, a fitting image for my sensation of having found the right way of thinking. Keeping an open mind: so simple, and yet it had taken me so long to discover it.

It was at York that one night the thought of writing a book about my past life came to me. I was invited to a talk by a professor who had just been in China. He showed some slides of a school he had visited, where the pupils were having lessons on an obviously freezing winter day, in classrooms with no heating but roundly broken windows. Are they not cold?, the kindly professor had asked. No, they are not, the school had answered.

After the slide show there was a reception, and one woman, perhaps struggling to find something to say to me, began: You must feel very hot here. This innocent remark hurt me so badly that I left the room abruptly and had my first cry since I came to Britain. It was not so much a feeling of being insulted, but an overwhelming pain for the people of my native land. We were not treated by our own government as proper human beings, and consequently some outsiders did not regard us as the same kind of humans as themselves. I thought of the old observation that Chinese lives were cheap, and one Englishmans amazement that his Chinese servant should find a toothache unbearable. I was infuriated once again by the many admiring comments of Westerners who had visited Maos China, that the Chinese were extraordinary people who seemed to enjoy being criticized, denounced, reformed in labour campsall things that would seem sheer misery to Westerners.

With these thoughts churning in my head, I recalled my life in China, my family and all those people I knew, and at that moment I longed to tell the world our stories and how the Chinese really felt. My urge to write returned.

But it was years before I wrote Wild Swans. Subconsciously, I resisted the idea of writing. I was unable to dig deep into my memory. In the violent Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976, my family suffered atrociously. Both my father and my grandmother died painful deaths. I did not want to relive my grandmothers years of untreated illness, my fathers imprisonment, and my mothers kneeling on broken glass. The few lines I produced were superficial and lifeless. I was not happy with them.

Then, in 1988, my mother came to London to stay with me. This was her first trip abroad. I wanted her to enjoy herself thoroughly, and spent much time taking her out. After a short while, I noticed she was not having the time of her life. Something was on her mind; she was restless. One day, she declined a shopping trip, and settled at my black dining table on which a bouquet of golden daffodils shone. Cupping a mug of jasmine tea in her hands, she told me that what she most wanted to do was to talk to me.

My mother talked every day for months. For the first time in our lives, she told me about herself and about my grandmother. My grandmother, I learned, had been the concubine of a warlord general, and my mother had joined the Communist underground at the age of fifteen. Both of them had eventful lives in a China that was tossed about by wars, foreign invasions, revolutions, and then a totalitarian tyranny. In the general maelstrom they were involved in poignant romances. I learned about my mothers ordeals, her close shaves with death, and her love for my father and her emotional conflicts with him. I also came to know the agonizing details of my grandmothers foot-binding: how her feet had been crushed under a big stone when she was two to satisfy the standards of beauty of the day.

Tourism became the backdrop of our conversations. As we travelled to the Isle of Skye in Scotland and Lake Lugano in Switzerland, my mother would talk in planes and cars, on boats, during walks and halfway through the night. When I was out working, she would stay at home and speak into a tape-recorder. By the time she left Britain, she had done sixty hours of recordings. Here, outside the social and political confines of China, she was able to do something she had not been able to do all her life: open her mind and her heart.

Listening to my mother, I was overwhelmed by her longing to be understood by me. It also struck me that she would really love me to write. She seemed to know that writing was where my heart lay, and was encouraging me to fulfil my dreams. She did this not through making demands, which she never did, but by providing me with storiesand showing me how to face the past. Despite her having lived a life of suffering and torment, her stories were not unbearable or depressing. Underlying them was a fortitude that was all the time uplifting.

It was my mother who finally inspired me to write Wild Swans, the story of my grandmother, my mother and myself through the turbulence of twentieth-century China. For two years, I shed my fair share of tears, and tossed and turned through quite a few sleepless nights. I would not have persevered had it not been for the fact that by that time I had found a love that filled my life and cushioned me with a deep tranquillity. Jon Halliday, my knight without armour, for his inner strength under the softest exterior is enough to conquer, is the most priceless treasure I have taken from my adopted country, Britain. He was there, and everything would be all righteverything, including the writing of Wild Swans.

I relied a great deal on Jon in the creation of the book. English was a language I had only started learning properly when I was twenty-one, in an environment totally cut off from the outside world. The only foreigners I had spoken to before I came to Britain were some sailors in the south China port of Zhanjiang, a former French colony, where my fellow students and I were sent to practise our English for a fortnight. When I arrived in London, although I could manage to read a lotNineteen Eighty-Four was one of the first books I devoured, marvelling constantly at how aptly Orwells description fitted Maos Chinathe idiomatic use of English was beyond me. My textbooks in China had been written by people who had never had any contact with foreigners themselves, and had mostly been direct translations from Chinese texts. The lesson Greetings, for example, gave the exact equivalent of the expressions we used in China, which were, literally: Where are you going? and Have you eaten? And this was how I used to greet people initially in Britain.

I needed Jons help to write a book in Englishand a good book, as I hoped it would be. A writer and historian himself, Jon was indispensable to what made Wild Swans work. I was totally dependent on his judgment, and his infallible eyehis beautiful and gazelle-like eyes. It is also impossible to overstate what I have learned from him in writing.

So I was blessed, with the support of the two most important people in my life, my mother and my husband, when Wild Swans was written. Just before it was published, my mother wrote to me and said: the book may not do well and people may not pay much attention to it, but I was not to be disheartened; I had made her a contented woman because writing the book had brought us closer. This alone, she said, was enough for her. My mother was right. I had come to a new degree of respect and love for her. But precisely because I now knew her better, I could see that her professed indifference to recognition was typically her effort to try to protect me from potential hurt. I was very moved.

With no pressure and only understanding from my mother, I was spared anxiety about what sort of reception Wild Swans might get. I hoped that readers would like it, but did not dwell on that dream. Jon was most encouraging. He said, Its a great book, and I trusted him, as I had done in making all the decisions connected with the text, and do in everything else in my life.

Wild Swans turned out to be a success. Numerous people have expressed appreciation to me in person or by letters in the past twelve years, which has made my life a flow of continuous waves of bliss. My mother, who still lives in Chengdu, China, is visited by people of many different nationalities, from diplomats to backpackers, from businessmen to tourists. She has been invited to countries as diverse as Holland and Thailand, Hungary and Brazilnot to mention Britain. In Japan, women stopped her with heart-warming words under high-rises and cherry blossoms, and once a silver tray carried over to us across a restaurant an exquisite kimono handkerchieffor her to sign. At more than one airport, people helped her with her luggage before expressing admiration for her. She has found understanding not only in her daughter, but in millions of readers all over the world.

The sad thing in this otherwise perfect happy ending is that Wild Swans is not allowed to be published in Mainland China. The regime seems to regard the book as a threat to the Communist Partys power. Wild Swans is a personal story, but it reflects the history of twentieth-century China, from which the Party does not come out well. To justify its rule, the Party has dictated an official version of history, but Wild Swans does not toe that line. In particular, Wild Swans shows Mao to have criminally misruled the Chinese people, rather than being basically a good and great leader, as Peking decrees. Today, Maos portrait still hangs on Tiananmen Square in the heart of the capital, and across the vast cement expanse lies his corpse as an object of worship. The current leadership still upholds the myth of Maobecause it projects itself as his heir, and claims legitimacy from him.

This is why publication of Wild Swans is banned in China. So is any mention of the book or of me in the media. Although over the years many Chinese journalists have interviewed me or written about Wild Swans, all write-ups except a couple have bitten the dust, as few editors dare to break the ban. The ban is particularly deterring because the toughly-worded, top-secret injunction was co-signed by the Foreign Ministry, which for a book is most unusual, if not unique. This frightens people as they feel getting mixed up with Wild Swans could bring serious troublealthough it also intrigues: as a result, quite a few people, including people working for the state censors, have sought out the book to read.

In China today, life is immeasurably better than within most peoples living memorya fact that never ceases to delight me. But although there is a large degree of personal freedom, the nation is far from at its freest. The press and publications are under much tighter control than in the pre-Communist decades. Before the ban on Wild Swans was enforced in 1994, a Chinese publisher had submitted a text to the censors, which contained some cuts, especially my reflections on Mao. Because such comments are actually relatively few, I had agreed to the cuts, on condition, which was accepted by the publisher, that it was stated on the page that the following xxx words have been cut. This was a device that had been used under the censorship before the Communists. But it does not work with todays government. The version with the cuts eventually appearedbut only as a pirated edition. Even the pirates did not dare to publish a full version.

I am told there is another pirated edition, with an uncut text. This is probably a photocopy of the Chinese-language edition published in Taiwanand Hong Kong, where publication has not been affected by the take-over in 1997. Many copies have been taken into China (the customs rarely search travellers luggage). I myself have brought in copies with no problem, but the ones posted have never arrived. One great Chinese film director whom I admire enormously has tried to make a film of the book, in vain, as he was told that this was not permitted, and that if he were to make it abroad, his other films and his crew would be adversely affected. As a result of the strangulation by the regime, relatively few people in China have ever heard of Wild Swans.

But the book has a degree of fame in the country, since there is plenty of communication with the outside world. It is even an object of exploitation by sharp-eyed con men. One seems to be a small-time impostor in my home city, Chengdu. As was reported in the local newspaper on 6 May 2000, he hung around major hotels and sites, and speaking fluent English and a little French, German and Japanese, would chat up foreign tourists with the claim that he was a good friend of mine. He would then take them to meals that would land the tourists with hefty bills, while he took a cut from the restaurants afterwards.

There have also been touching gestures. Once, after Jon and I had dinner in a Peking restaurant, Jon was about to pay the bill when he was told it had already been settled, by a young local who said he had learned about his own country from your wifes book.

Although Wild Swans is banned, people are not persecuted for reading it or talking about it privately. I can travel in China quite freely, with no perceptible surveillance. Clearly, while the book is regarded as a threat, I am not, because I do not hold meetings, give speeches or do any clandestine work. With the media ban on me, I am a mere individual without a public voice. The regime today is very focused with its repression: it only targets what it considers to be threats, which boils down to anything that might have public influence and the potential to lead to an organised opposition. This approach is a vast improvement on Maos rule, under which millions of innocent people were victimized for no reason. But it also means that the Party is determined to keep its monopoly of power, and that 1.3 billion Chinese will have to continue to live at the mercy of a handful of secretly selected men. The world, too, has to rely on pure luck that the leaders of a major nuclear power are not evil.

Writing Wild Swans has deepened my feelings towards China. With the past exorcised, I no longer want to forget all about it. I feel restless if I am away from the country for any length of time. The place, so old and yet so energetically young, having experienced so much tragedy and yet remaining so raw and optimistic, is under my skin. I go back once or twice a year. It is not a home to relax in, and I often return to London feeling drained. Exaltation and excitement are exhausting, so are exasperation and outrage, all of which dog my every step there. What has made these journeys addictive is that I have been going there to research a biography of Mao, which Jon and I have been writing jointly for the past ten years, and which will be published in 2004.

I decided to write about Mao because I was fascinated by this man, who dominated my life in China, and who devastated the lives of my fellow countrymen, a quarter of the worlds population. He was as evil as Hitler or Stalin, and did as much damage to mankind as they did. Yet the world knows astonishingly little about him. While those two European despots have been condemned around the world, Mao has achieved the incredible feat of having had his name only mildly dentedfar, far insufficiently compared to his crimeseven though he has been dead for nearly three decades. Jon and I relish the challenge of unravelling the labyrinth of myths about him.

The Chinese regime, as is to be expected, has put many obstacles in my way, but few are insurmountable, and most have only added to the fun, making the two authors more like a pair of detectives. A warning against talking to me has been issued to a number of key people in Peking. But it seems it is not a rigorous ban like that on writing about or publishing Wild Swans, but rather Watch what you say. So, while some have opted to avoid trouble and not to see me, most have talked. There are so many things people yearn to get off their chests, and the Chinese also have a deeply ingrained sense of duty to history. The warning itself helped: it became a kind of advertisement for the prestige of the biography, with a central message that it would not follow the Party line, which was a huge incentive for some to speak. Ultimately, it is Wild Swans that has smoothed my path. Most people I see have either read the book or heard about it, and seem to agree it is honest. They seem to believe that the Mao biography will also tell the truth.

Wild Swans has also opened doors to international statesmen and untapped sources around the globe. In these researches, I am reminded time and again how incredibly fortunate I am to have Jon as my co-author, as he not only speaks many languages, but is also a walking encyclopaedia on international politics, of which Mao was a part. The past ten years have given Jon and me the most fabulous time as we travelled to many parts of the world in pursuit of information about Maoand as we have been working, day after day, year after year, determined to take all the time that is needed, not to cut corners, but to produce a book of which we can be proud.

Every day when I am at home in Notting Hill in London, I sit at my desk writing. Jon is downstairs in his study, its door occasionally opening as he gets up, perhaps to make a cup of tea. At the sound, my mind wanders off briefly and pleasurably to our next meeting, lunchtime exchange of discoveries or evening out with friends. Outside the sash window to the right of my desk is a huge plane tree that dominates the sky with its cascading branches. The sky is at its most ravishingly beautiful on a lightly showery day, when the sun smiles behind thin misty clouds, producing the subtlest sunshine. Under the tree there is a black lamp-post, like those obligatory ones in all films about London. In the street beyond, equally classic red double-deckers sail by. Pedestrians stride under umbrellas. A most ordinary London scene. And yet I am never tired of gazing at it, just as I am never bored with writing. There have been moments of frustration in the years of hard work, and times I exclaim to myself and to friends Im fed up. But I am in seventh heaven.
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