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‘We said “never again” after millions of Jews were killed in the Holocaust, but here we are in 2023 and another genocide is taking place in front of our eyes. Gulchehra Hoja bravely exposes this new holocaust perpetrated by the Chinese communist party in her brilliantly written book, A Stone is Most Precious Where it Belongs. Her story is one of immense sacrifice to expose the truth. As a reporter for Radio Free Asia, Ms Hoja was one of the first people to expose the Uyghur concentration camps in Xinjiang and as a result, her entire extended family were rounded up and imprisoned on those same camps. The suffering of the Uyghur people that she documents is a must read. We owe Gulchehra Hoja an enormous debt of gratitude to bear witness and share this horrifying story’ Bill Browder, author of Red Notice

‘Gulchehra’s story, and her work to shed light on the Chinese Communist Party’s genocide of the Uyghurs, has been carried out at a high price. This book offers a valuable look at the experiences that led to her dedicated journalism, and her fight to preserve and live out Uyghur culture’ Nury Turkel, author of No Escape: The True Story of China’s Genocide of the Uyghurs

‘On one level this immensely significant book is a memoir of a journalist overcoming tremendous odds and making unimaginable sacrifices to tell the truth. On another it tells the terrible story of the cultural genocide of the Uyghur people at the hands of the Chinese government. I found this heart-rending book impossible to put down and hope it finds the global audience it deserves’ Peter Oborne, author of The Fate of Abraham: Why the West is Wrong about Islam

‘A Stone is Most Precious Where it Belongs is a brave and brilliant book. It is a window into topics ranging from efforts to maintain Uyghur culture in the face of suffocating propaganda in Chinese state media through to the opportunities and agonies of exile. But most gripping is Gulchehra Hoja’s willingness to share not just her story but herself – humour and humility, pain and love and faith’ Sophie Richardson, China Director at Human Rights Watch

‘In this moving, deeply personal account of a family’s collective anguish, Hoja, a reporter for Radio Free Asia, re-creates in intimate detail her life story within the tight Uyghur community and their ultimate persecution and imprisonment . . . we are lucky to have this important historical record of what she – and so many others – endured. A heartfelt, accessible story of a determined warrior for her oppressed people’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Gulchehra Hoja has given the world that rarest of treasures: a true account that magnificently tells the story of a whole people – the Uyghur nation – while simultaneously telling the most personal and powerful chronicle of one heroic woman’s life. Readers will not be able to put down this beautifully written chronicle of Gulchehra’s devotion to her family, her people, her faith and to her conscience. She has faced excruciating choices but through it all, her virtue and valour shine through like a beacon of light. This book will make each reader want to live a life of greater purpose’ Dr Katrina Lantos Swett, President of the Lantos Foundation, past Chair of the US Commission on International Religious Freedom
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I dedicate this book to my father, Abdulqeyyum Hoja, who taught me to love myself and my people, my homeland, the world and all of humanity, and most importantly, freedom
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Prologue

[image: Illustration] Late in the evening on February 1, 2018, twenty-four members of my extended family were arrested in the course of a single night. Among them were my elderly father and mother, along with aunts, uncles, cousins and their spouses. Although my younger brother wasn’t arrested with them, that wasn’t because of any kind of luck. The previous year, he had already been detained without cause and had been disappeared into an internment camp.

On that terrible night, two police officers, one Uyghur and one Han Chinese, barged through my mother’s front door under cover of darkness. With my brother interned and my father in the ICU after suffering a stroke, she was alone in the house. They slapped handcuffs on her and threw a hood over her head. Because of her high blood pressure (among other serious health issues), the thick black cloth over her face left her fighting for breath. She begged the police officers to take it off.

The Uyghur policeman leaned down close to her. “I’m sorry. We have to take you like this. Those are our orders.” But as he spoke, he lifted the bottom of the hood slightly so her mouth was exposed.

The other policeman noticed what he was doing and said harshly, “What, is she your mother or something?” He pulled the hood back down tightly over my mother’s face and led her to a waiting police car.

She was taken first to the local jail, where she met my elderly aunt, who had also just been detained. By this point my mother’s blood pressure was dangerously high. Jail officials examined her, but because the jail didn’t have any medical facilities, they wouldn’t accept her. So my mother was separated once more from her sister and taken to the Ürümchi No. 1 Prison, a notorious facility for hardened criminals. Although this prison did have medical facilities, my mother never received any care. When she asked for her blood pressure medication, she was given cough drops. As a professor of pharmacology, she knew the difference.

At the prison, they made her strip off her clothes and change into a dirty uniform, still stinking of the sweat and fear of the last prisoner to wear it. She was thrown into a small room with thirty other women and kept chained to a pipe for days on end. It was just one of many humiliations visited upon her. And she is very far from the only person to undergo such degradations. In the twenty-first century, my beautiful homeland has become the site of terror. The wholesale destruction of the ancient Uyghur culture and way of life has proceeded at an unimaginable pace. My story, and the story of my family, is very much part of that cultural genocide.

The city of Ürümchi where I grew up is flanked to the west by the breathtaking mountains of the Tengri Tagh and surrounded by vast desert landscapes punctuated with startling green oases filled with grape and melon vines. It is an ancient city situated much closer to Kazakhstan than to Beijing. Long a major trading center on the Silk Road, Ürümchi is now the bustling capital of an area that has been known to its indigenous inhabitants as East Turkestan since the nineteenth century. The Uyghur people and our ancestors have thrived for thousands of years amid this harsh and spectacular natural beauty, and along the way developed a complex and rich culture of music, dance, architecture, visual arts, language, and a unique form of Islam. Many elements of the culture can be traced back to ancient Turkic and Central Asian influences from which descended our Sufi-inflected musical tradition, the muqam, and many of our local foods—from the fragrant flatbreads known as nan to the cumin-spiced skewered kebabs cooked over an open flame.

To the south of Ürümchi is the great Taklamakan Desert, the second largest shifting sand desert in the world, in whose oases for more than a millennium the Uyghur people have grown millet, wheat, cotton, figs, persimmons, and other small-scale crops using clever underground systems of irrigation known as kariz. Along the edges of that enormous expanse of sand, the Uyghur people and our ancestors have mainly ruled ourselves under various Turkic, primarily Muslim, potentates. Around 1755, the Manchu-led Qing Dynasty invaded the Uyghur area—which is about the size of the state of Alaska and which today comprises one-sixth of what is now known as the People’s Republic of China—and brought it under the umbrella of imperial China. Local rebellions proliferated and the area increasingly became subject to Chinese military control. It was not named Xinjiang (meaning New Territory) by the Chinese until 1884, while my great-grandparents were alive.

Our cultural memories are long. My father still remembers marching in a parade celebrating East Turkestan when he was seven years old, while his older brother rode on horseback in the local Uyghur cavalry, flying our blue flag with its distinctive star and crescent moon.

Up until 1949, East Turkestan proudly waved its own flag, and came as much within the cultural sphere of the Soviet Union as of the Chinese state. Although it was a majority Uyghur area, with Uyghurs constituting 75 percent of the population until the mid-twentieth century, there was also a sizable population of Kazakhs, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Tatars, and Kirgiz, most of whom follow some form of Islam. It was a delicate balance, one that in the mid-1900s the Chinese government began to systematically destroy.

With the official founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and the establishment of the Communist Party of China as the government, a new policy with respect to East Turkestan came into effect. Instead of nominally ruling from afar, the young CCP decided that a full-scale occupation was necessary to control the Uyghur area and, just as importantly, the Uyghur people. The 1950s saw a massive movement of Han citizens—the Han being the dominant ethnic group in China, and what people may generally picture when they think of a “Chinese person”—mostly former soldiers, into the northern part of East Turkestan. The government sent them there to farm wild lands as well as to provide an enormous paramilitary presence in the region. These people constituted the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps, or the bingtuan, and they were there to exploit the land and natural resources as much as possible. Simply put, the situation became one of a colonized people and a colonial overlord, with all the shots called by the communist powers in Beijing. Within a few decades, the ethnically Uyghur population in the region dropped to below 50 percent. A vast and terrifyingly accelerating program of colonization and cultural annihilation had begun.

The CCP designated East Turkestan the “Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region” in the 1950s, but just like the “Tibet Autonomous Region,” almost no political or cultural autonomy followed from the name. The Uyghurs, like the Tibetans, were considered by the Han authorities to be a backward people, and few Han Chinese knew anything about our traditions or way of life. Travel was made difficult for Uyghurs—many hotels outside the region even refused to give rooms to Uyghurs—and many Han increasingly considered the Uyghur region to be the “wild west,” full of violence, lawlessness, and primitive conditions. Prejudice against Uyghurs, largely stemming from longstanding CCP propaganda about the necessity of “opening up” the Uyghur region and teaching Uyghurs how to be modern and “civilized,” ran rampant.

In 2017, this campaign was ramped up in horrifying ways when the Chinese government began to incarcerate large numbers of Uyghurs in detention facilities built in the middle of the desert, far from the eyes of both the international community and the local population. With the level of secrecy surrounding these camps, it’s impossible to know how many people have been disappeared into these facilities. But according to the best available information obtained through leaked official documents and eyewitness accounts, somewhere between one million and three million people have been forced into these camps, where they’re subjected to dehumanizing treatment, such as torture, rape, forced labor, and routine humiliation. A Uyghur person can be arrested and put into these camps for any expression of our unique culture. Hundreds of thousands of people have been held for years without any due process or explanation.

Things are bad outside the camps as well. When I was a child in the 1970s and 1980s, televisions were still rare in the Uyghur homeland. Today, however, a vast system of surveillance has been installed throughout the region. In the cities, like Ürümchi, high-tech cameras hang on every telephone pole and can identify Uyghur individuals using sophisticated facial recognition software developed specifically for the purpose of keeping the population intimidated and in line. On corners where watermelon vendors used to park their donkey carts or trucks, military police now stand with machine guns at the ready. Policemen march in formation everywhere, and even going to buy vegetables at a bazaar requires an invasive search. A Uyghur needs an ID even to buy gas at a gas station. Of course, the Han living in the region are not subject to these same oppressive measures; they have separate lines to get into the marketplaces and train stations without any checks at all.

Much of this surveillance and intimidation is done under the pretense of fighting so-called terrorism, but the real purpose is to methodically destroy the Uyghur community. Offered the fig leaf of the Global War on Terror after the terrible events of September 11, 2001, the Chinese government took the opportunity to label regular Uyghur citizens “terrorists” for engaging in behaviors as ordinary as praying in a mosque, growing a beard, or wearing a hijab. Innocent Uyghurs have even found themselves in Guantanamo Bay. Any sign of resistance from the Uyghur community against these oppressive measures is met with overwhelming brutality and an increase in “preventative measures” such as invasive surveillance, intimidation, and incarceration. The noose of total control has been slipped around the region and tightens with every passing day.

Some scholars view the actions of the Chinese government in East Turkestan as straightforward colonialism: East Turkestan is rich in minerals, gas, coal, and other natural resources, and it covers a huge geographical area, offering potential relief for China’s enormous population density. The Chinese have simply come and taken what they want, and they have suppressed any resistance to their presence or their greed. Many scholars emphasize China’s tenuous historical claims on the area and the government’s desire not to seem weak by ceding stolen lands back to their rightful inhabitants. Others see evidence of the state’s fear that the people in other non-Han areas like Tibet and Inner Mongolia might also rebel and seek independence again, while Hong Kong and Taiwan resist being absorbed into greater China. In the end, there are no definitive answers for why genocide in any form happens. Nevertheless, that is exactly what is happening now in my homeland.

All of this explains how my family ended up behind bars on that horrible night in 2018. But it’s not the full story. The hard truth I had to face that night, feeling completely helpless from thousands of miles away, is that the Chinese government took my family away for one reason: me.
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GROWING UP IN THE UYGHUR HOMELAND



[image: Illustration] All the present horror in my homeland is like night and day compared to the happy childhood I had growing up with my extended family in Ürümchi.

As a young child, I was fascinated by the arts and performing. My grandfather, Zikri al-Pattar, was a famous musician, and a composer of muqam, a traditional Uyghur musical form involving complex melodies, literary texts set into verse, and intricate choreography. The tradition of muqam connects each generation to the next and is a vivid reminder of our place within our long lineage. The role it plays in our culture is so important that it has been proclaimed an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO.

In the 1950s, my grandfather established the first Muqam Ensemble in East Turkestan under the auspices of the Uyghur Song, Dance, and Theater Troupe, where muqam and other traditional art forms were taught and performed. When I was a child, every weekend was like a festival at his house. Musicians would come from across the region to perform, show off their newest skills, play together, and learn from each other. Even as a young girl, I was outgoing, so I would sing and dance alongside the professionals without trepidation. They were tolerant and kind to me, and I learned many traditional songs and melodies at their knees. As a starry-eyed girl, I had no idea that my desire to perform would take me across the world, or that it would eventually lead to my separation from my family and the homeland I love.

When we were little, my younger brother Kaisar and I spent a lot of time at our grandparents’ house, along with our cousin, the son of one of my favorite aunts. My cousin was three years older, and I looked up to him like a beloved bigger brother. He was often bossy, but I forgave him because he also protected me and kept me from getting into trouble. As for my brother, we were completely inseparable. If one of us was in a room, the other was sure to be no farther than around the corner. We were so close in age that we could have been mistaken for twins.

Before we were old enough for school, my grandfather took care of us during the day. That was the normal cycle of life in Uyghur society: when a person grows older, they take care of the grandchildren while their kids go to work; and then the kids grow up to take care of their parents. As children, we would often eat at my grandparents’ house, and once we started school, we spent each weekend there. If a member of the family was missing at a meal, it was noticed and lamented. Families back then in the Uyghur region were very close-knit and loving. Ours certainly was.

That sense of community extended beyond the family to the entire neighborhood, or mahalla. My grandmother was an expert cook and would make huge feasts of chuchure or wontons in a thick broth, steamed buns filled with a savory squash filling called kawa manta, and goshnan, which was flatbread stuffed with meat and baked to crisp perfection. Whatever she made, she would share with our closest neighbors in our mahalla.

“Take this to the neighbors,” she would tell me, handing me a steaming plate wrapped in a towel. “And don’t let it spill on the way!”

I was only too happy to go, usually with my brother trailing after me, since the neighbors would give us sweets as a thanks for our grandmother’s generosity.

My grandmother also looked out for the poorer families in the mahalla. At that time, almost no one had running water inside their houses, and we all used a communal pump outside. Somehow the neighborhood children who didn’t get quite enough to eat at home all knew that they could bring a bucket of water to my grandmother in return for leghman, freshly made noodles cooked with meat and tomatoes, in a portion big enough to take some back to share with their families.

My grandparents’ house was located near the Uyghur Arts Center, where my grandfather worked. The building had once housed the American consulate in Ürümchi, which was closed in 1949 when the American officials bolted from the region. Mao Zedong had just declared the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (the communist regime that lasts to this day), which meant the end of the Republic of China and the beginning of an entirely new era in Chinese history. My grandfather was given use of the former consulate house by Saifuddin Azizi, who became one of the most important figures in the regional government as the chairman of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, a position that made him a link between the local government and the centralized Communist Party that ruled from Beijing. Azizi thought my grandfather played a fundamental role in the cultural life of the region, so he gave permission for him and his family to live there.

The former consulate was an enormous place, filled with furniture that had been abandoned when the Americans fled the political chaos. A huge rectangular table big enough for thirty people sat on the first floor. It had probably been used for important consular meetings, but we employed it for the massive meals my grandmother would prepare when guests came. The building was constructed in the Russian style—not atypical for the city, given the Uyghur region’s location—with brick walls, shiny wooden floors, and tall glass windows. The walls were so thick that I could play on the windowsills or even curl up and take a nap on one. There were luxury chairs made of leather and wood, and fine wooden cabinets. Left to our own devices, we children used to play a Uyghur game called “Blackbird” in which one of us pretended to be a mother blackbird protecting her young from a marauding eagle. Kaisar always insisted on playing the eagle that would swoop down with claws extended as we hid behind the plump chairs, shrieking with laughter and frissons of fear.

The American officials had also left behind a small black-and-white TV. At that time, few people in the region had TV, so all our neighbors at some point would show up to watch TV with us. The reception wasn’t perfect, but we got performances of Uyghur music and dance, as well as the regional news read in Uyghur. Communist Chinese films, like Lei Feng, about a communist revolutionary hero, were subtitled in Uyghur. Those were our least favorite and when they came on, people tended to wander away. The Chinese language and culture weren’t entirely alien, because they increasingly made inroads into Ürümchi and surrounded our mahalla. But the Chinese stories and songs on the TV were so distant from our daily experience that they tended not to interest people very much. Everyone would rather watch a famous dutar player perform a muqam while dancers in luxurious red and gold dresses swirled around each other in the complex patterns of traditional dances.

We also had a gramophone that my grandfather would use to listen to music. Sometimes people would come to ask if they could borrow it for a wedding, but my grandfather would generally say no. “This is from the government, it’s for my work,” he’d tell them somberly. He loved to share but took his responsibilities seriously. But I also remember my aunts playing records on it for the frequent parties they held at the house.

With its red brick exterior and tall windows, the house stood out from the others in Ürümchi. At that time, many of the buildings in the residential areas of the capital city were made of mud bricks and built around courtyards that typically opened to the west. Because of the insulation the mud bricks provided, those houses were easy to keep warm in the winter and deliciously cool in the hot summers. The mahallas were all dotted with minarets, where the muezzins would call people to prayer five times a day. The streets, narrow and winding and dusty with sand that blew in from the desert, were always bustling with vendors selling freshly baked nan, dried fruits, or pots and pans, often carried in carts pulled by donkeys that wound their way down the twisting alleys. It seemed that every road led to a bazaar, where you could buy anything your heart desired, from fragrant spices to brightly colored cloth to a whole roasted goat.

Our house was beautiful, but I didn’t fully understand just how special it was, a relic of old Soviet influences that had been driven out, along with a once sizable population of Russians, when the CCP asserted control in the region. I just knew my grandparents loved living there. But in 1982, when I was in second grade, the government tore it down. My grandparents moved into one of the new modern apartment buildings that were popping up all around Ürümchi. All throughout the Uyghur region, older cities were being “modernized,” which meant razing entire mahallas full of the old mud-brick houses that had lasted for a thousand years and throwing up cheap Chinese-style apartment buildings. As the capital city, Ürümchi saw a burgeoning Han section built in the center of the city, with the old architecture replaced with red lanterns, gaudy signs in Chinese characters, and red banners proclaiming political slogans. In the meantime, the Uyghur residents got squeezed out of the center toward the less desirable edges.

Many of these changes had to do with the huge influx of Han Chinese to the region, especially to Ürümchi. They came for the job opportunities as well as for ideological reasons, as the government encouraged Han residents to move west to “settle and develop” the region. It was a trend that would only accelerate over the decades. In the region as a whole, the Han population increased from around 200,000 people in 1947 to more than 7.5 million within a mere five decades. In Ürümchi, Uyghurs were rapidly becoming a minority in their own city. In the northern part of the Uyghur region, the situation was even more extreme because the CCP encouraged the growth of the bingtuan, the Han production and construction corps, turning desert and wild lands into cultivated fields with environmentally catastrophic methods. By 2012, the Han bingtuan controlled more than 30 percent of the arable land in the Uyghur homeland, along with much of its water resources, leaving very little for Uyghur farmers and herders.

When they tore down the old consulate, my grandfather was as upset about the changes being wrought upon the city as about being forced out of his home. “So they’ll even destroy a place like this!” he cried, shaking his head. “Today, it’s just out with the old, in with the new.”

At first I was excited to visit my grandparents in their tall apartment building, but after the move everything changed. Whereas in the mahalla we used to leave our doors open to our neighbors all the time—especially around the holidays when people would wander in to sample my grandmother’s fluffy honey cakes called bal piranik—the doors were always locked in the high-rise. I had to carry a key around my neck in case my grandparents weren’t home when I went over after school.

As more Han Chinese moved in, the neighborhoods were flooded with strangers, and the sense of community that held the mahallas together vanished. People didn’t know each other anymore; metal bars were added to the windows and iron security doors were installed. With the high-rises, street life shrank down to a ghost of what it had once been, and the old men who used to drink tea together at tables on the street corners near the bazaars moved inside. New Chinese restaurants sprouted up on every street, but because they served pork and food that wasn’t halal, prepared according to the Islamic concept of purity, you never saw Uyghurs eating there. The city increasingly felt like it was divided into two separate worlds.



[image: Illustration] With our move to the high-rise, the enormous parties my grandparents used to have, full of people and endless singing, dancing, eating, and drinking, also ended. No longer did my grandmother add one more dish to the table, and another, and another, as she used to do, especially around such holidays as Eid al-Fitr at the end of Ramadan, when people would come over to celebrate and get a taste of her delicious baking.

Despite the changes, my parents were especially happy together around the holidays. Everyone could see how close they were, even though my mother was mostly in the kitchen and my father in the living room welcoming the perpetual guests and family visitors. Today, they’ve been married for most of their lives, but even now I don’t know the whole story of their marriage. It was always considered too private to discuss. When I was young, if I asked my mother questions about how they first kissed or how my father proposed to her, she would just blush. But she did tell me that when they got married, she was nineteen and my father was twenty-four. She had just started working at a pharmacy, and my father worked at the Xinjiang Regional Museum, which holds many treasures of the Uyghur ancestral past.

My parents were both born in the city of Ghulja in the northwestern part of East Turkestan, an area mainly populated at that time by a flourishing community of Uyghurs and Kazakhs. Today Ghulja has a population of over half a million people, but at that time, it was a much smaller city. My father, Abdulqeyyum Hoja, grew up beside a small orchard. His father made a living selling the fruit that he grew with his own hands. It was a simple life, and although they didn’t have much money, the family was happy. But my father’s mother died when he was fifteen, and my father was sent to Ürümchi to go to school. It took two days on the long-distance bus to get across the mountainous terrain to the capital. A few years later, my father attended Xinjiang University in the first official archaeology training course ever taught in the Uyghur region.

Although they didn’t know it at the time, my parents were neighbors growing up. They lived in the same area of Ghulja, but because my mother, named Qimangul after a desert flower, was younger than my father by six years, he didn’t even notice her. But in 1958, my mother’s father became the head of the Uyghur Arts Center in Ürümchi and moved the family to the capital. My mother went on to study pharmacy and medicine at the Xinjiang Medical University there.

Back in those days, people tended to gather with other people from their hometown who had also ended up in the capital city. All of the students from Ghulja would get together to eat and play music and reminisce. My father says that the first time he saw my mother, he fell in love with her. She had long black hair that cascaded down to her knees like a thick, beautiful shawl. My mother was used to attention from the young men, but she told me that my father stared at her so much the first time they met that she started to feel nervous. But my father was a very skilled player of the dutar, a traditional long-necked two-stringed instrument with more than a thousand years of history. He was well known among the students from Ghulja for his musical gifts, and he slowly won her trust. After meeting several times, they decided they wanted to be together.

They had been married for only a very short time when the Cultural Revolution started. Because my grandfather Zikri al-Pattar’s family was highly educated, they were targeted for “reeducation.” The Cultural Revolution destroyed educational, cultural, communal, and familial ties all over China, by design. Families, especially those considered “anti-revolutionary” because they were landowning, wealthy, intellectual, or in some other way suspect, were split apart. Children were taken from parents, married couples were separated, and ordinary life came to a halt. Uyghurs felt that the upheaval had to do with the Han and their culture, and that it shouldn’t involve the Uyghurs at all. But the political forces were too strong to avoid, and none of the more than fifty ethnic groups officially designated by the CCP—from the Tibetans on the Himalayan plateau to the Hmong people of southwest China—escaped the chaos.

Big-character posters plastered with political slogans were mounted on public bulletin boards to try to indoctrinate people, and violent mass movements designed to destroy the traditional culture began. Across China, as well as in the Uyghur homeland, the “Four Olds” came under attack: old ideas, old culture, old habits, and old customs. One of the edicts that came down was that all women had to cut their hair short. When my mother heard the news, she started sobbing. It was a personal invasion, and Uyghurs particularly prized long, luxuriant hair. But there was no escape from the order, no exceptions to the new, arbitrary rule.

Finally, my mother asked my father to cut her hair. She couldn’t stand the idea of a stranger doing it. She sat in a chair in their kitchen and my father wielded the scissors. She told me years later that it had taken him hours to do it. As he clipped her silky dark hair, it was the first time my mother had ever seen him cry.

Then they were separated. This happened so soon after marrying that they’d hardly gotten used to living together. My father and my grandfather were sent to the coal mines in the north, where they worked long, backbreaking days at hard labor. My mother was sent in the opposite direction to Turpan, a little town two hours from Ürümchi located in the Tarim Basin, at one of the lowest elevations in the world. Although it’s in the middle of the Taklamakan Desert, the area is also an oasis, famous for producing delicious grapes that are dried and turned into a home-brewed wine called museles. My mother worked there for eight long years, even after my father returned to Ürümchi.

Like many families who had been ripped apart, they worried about whether they would be able to start a family. But later that first year, after having the chance to visit my father briefly in Ürümchi, my mother discovered that she was pregnant. Far from her family and everyone she knew, she worked long days and often into the night as a doctor in the village. She had just finished her schooling in pharmacology, but because the village didn’t have a doctor, she provided a wide range of medical care, which included delivering babies. In the ideology of the Cultural Revolution, only those without formal education were trustworthy. Although she was more educated than the standard “barefoot doctor” whom the CCP sent out into the countryside to provide basic medical care, she was compelled to learn a lot on her feet.

In 1970, my older brother was born two months premature in Turpan. My mother named him Khedirdin. He was tiny and fragile, with frighteningly pale skin. Back then, in the villages, there weren’t any incubators or sophisticated medical equipment that could keep premature babies alive. My mother stayed with him, holding him and desperately trying to keep him warm. She tried to feed him breast milk, but he lacked even the strength to latch properly. She could feel him slipping away hour by hour, and after a few despairing days, he died in her arms. He was buried there in Turpan.

After that, my mother was careful not to risk pregnancy again on any rare visit from my father until she was finally allowed to go back to Ürümchi.

Years later, my mother took me to the village where she’d worked during the Cultural Revolution. I was ten or eleven and had never visited Turpan before. It was very dry and very hot, and the sun seemed especially high in the sky.

When we arrived, all the villagers flooded out of their houses and brought their children to see her. She had delivered many of the babies herself when she’d lived there.

My mother greeted everyone as though they were long-lost family members. “And what’s your name?” she asked one girl, who had presented her with a small bouquet of desert flowers.

“Qimangul,” she replied, her cheeks reddening.

“That’s my name too,” another girl offered.

My mother beamed at them.

I was confused. “Mom, why do they all have your name?”

One of the women took my hand. “We were so grateful for the work your mother did here that we wanted to thank her. So we named our girls after her!”

That was the first time I realized how much respect my mother had garnered for her hard work and kindness. She never told us stories about all she had to deal with during the Cultural Revolution, so I knew nothing about her life then until I visited the village. Her friends in the village treated me like a little princess, giving me sweets to eat and complimenting me on my shiny dark hair. My mother toured me around the village and showed me the hospital where she’d worked back when it had been just a tiny clinic.

“I delivered a lot of babies in there,” she said. Then her eyes clouded slightly. “Even when I was pregnant with your poor older brother. I still miss him.” She sighed and then ran a hand over my hair. “But you were such a gift to us, Gulchehra. We wanted you so badly.”

Only at the end of the Cultural Revolution when my mother was allowed to return to Ürümchi to rejoin my father and her extended family did she finally become pregnant again. The whole family treated her like a queen. She wasn’t allowed to do anything around the house for fear that she would lose the baby. The family rallied around her to make sure that this one would take.

My grandmother would often describe the story of my birth to me. My parents were at a friend’s house for a birthday celebration. Suddenly, my mother’s water broke, and things progressed so quickly that she had to go through labor in their house. Instead of a doctor, they called in an older midwife with more than thirty years of experience. When I finally made my appearance, the midwife cleaned me up, and cried, “She’s so little, but so energetic! She looks just like a little doll!”

So my grandfather gave me the name Gulchehra. The name holds a double meaning: it means “flower” but also “something beautiful, something bearing hope.” It’s a very rare name, and not very easy to pronounce—Gul, like “pull,” che like in “chess,” and hra as in “rah.” I wanted to have a more normal name, but my grandmother would tell me, “No, the name is perfect for you. You’re our beautiful little flower.” I came to like my name. All the way through school, and even after I got to college, I was the only Gulchehra I knew.

My father guarded me like a treasure when I was little. He didn’t want me to sleep alone, so he would hold me while I slept until his arms eventually gave out. When I was eight months old, my mother got pregnant again with my younger brother and couldn’t breastfeed anymore. At that time, they believed that goat’s milk was the closest thing to mother’s milk. So every morning my father would jump on his heavy black bicycle and ride for an hour to a nearby village to bring back fresh goat’s milk for me to drink. He did that until I was a year and half, to make sure I had a chance to grow up healthy and strong.

I was a delicate child with a somewhat fragile constitution. My father would get terribly worried whenever I had a cough or was sick to my stomach. He would go to any lengths to make sure I was safe and comfortable.

When I was six years old, an outbreak of cholera hit our area. Many of our neighbors got sick. At the same time, hepatitis B was spreading unchecked through the region and I contracted it at day care. I lost a lot of weight and was hospitalized for months. My parents were terrified that they would lose me, just as they had my older brother. Any moment they weren’t working or sleeping, they were at the hospital, comforting me and making sure I was getting the care I needed.

Every day, the nurses drew blood and did tests. I cried a lot, as much from exhaustion and fear as from pain. My veins were so small that when a nurse needed to put in an IV, she had to insert it into the big vein at my hairline. If I moved around too much, the IV would pull out and they would have to stick the needle in again in a different place. Some nights my father held my head in his large hands all night long to make sure the IV stayed where it was supposed to stay.

That was the way I was raised, knowing how much my parents loved and valued me. And that I had a strong community all around me.

Sometimes I would cry when I saw the nurses coming because I knew they were going to do something to me that I wouldn’t like. Once when I was sobbing especially hard, my father told me, “Little Flower, listen to me. If you smile, really smile, it won’t hurt as much. Believe me.”

I always believed what my father told me. So after that, every time a nurse appeared with a needle, I would smile and tell myself, It doesn’t hurt. It’s okay, it doesn’t hurt.

Even today, I often find myself smiling when I’m upset. My father called it a sun shower, the way sunshine can somehow appear between rain clouds or rare bouts of rain can appear in a desert. I always smile through the pain. And every time I see sunshine through a rain shower, I think of my father.



[image: Illustration] From my grandfather, I inherited our people’s culture; from my father, I learned our history. My father was a highly regarded archaeologist, and the museum where he worked was like a second home for me. At his knee, I learned about the culture and history of the Uyghur homeland. The museum held items of great significance, including the Loulan Mummy, an ancient woman who had been preserved by the dry desert conditions near the salt lake where she had been buried. The mummy’s features and DNA indicate she was Indo-European, not Chinese, which points to the unique ethnic background of the people of East Turkestan. In 1980, when my father first studied the mummy, he came home and told me, his eyes shining, “Today I saw our great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother! And she’s beautiful, just like you.”

One of my aunts worked as a guide to the exhibits at the museum, and as a little girl, I would often follow her around, mimicking her gestures and hoping one day I could hold people’s attention in the same way. I learned every object in the museum by heart.

At that time, the Uyghur region was still open to outsiders, and there were visitors to the museum from Japan, Hong Kong, and across China. The CCP promoted tourism as a way to bring in money and interest, always emphasizing the Han claim over the area. For a while, the Uyghur region was a popular tourist destination: remote and beautiful, full of ancient history and ruins, and romanticized because of the role it played on the Silk Road. Sometimes tourists wanted to take pictures with me, perhaps because I looked like the consummate little Uyghur girl with my dark hair done up in braids, bright eyes, and round rosy cheeks. I would trail after my aunt, chatting freely with strangers without a hint of shyness.

By the time I got to school, I was an outgoing, vivacious girl and I made friends quickly. The elementary schools in Ürümchi in the 1970s and 1980s were divided by language, with different schools for Chinese-, Uyghur-, and Kazakh-speaking students. In some areas, the schools were combined: Han students would have classes on one side of the building, where they were taught in Chinese, and Uyghur students on the other side, where they were taught in Uyghur, except in the compulsory Chinese-language classes. Each child was put into a class, and that same cohort of students had one teacher who taught all of the subjects from first grade through fifth grade, and another from sixth grade through eighth grade. The students in each cohort became close, almost like second family.

I did well in elementary school, so I was selected from my neighborhood to attend one of the most academically rigorous middle schools in the city. It was an honor to be selected, as my parents emphasized, but it meant spending an hour on the bus every morning to get to school. To get ready, I had to get up before anyone in the family and then ride the eleven stops from the museum to Yan’an Lu where the school was. To a young child, the ride seemed interminable.

The experimental school drew the best students from around Ürümchi, and as I soon discovered, I wasn’t the only one who could study. After the first Chinese-language test, the results were posted on the board—at that time, all that mattered were scores—and my name appeared way down the list at number twenty-seven.

I didn’t enjoy learning Chinese. It’s in a completely different language family from Uyghur, which is closely related to Turkish and uses an Arabic-derived script instead of Chinese characters. While Han children in Ürümchi could spend their entire school careers without learning any of the local language, Uyghur children were required to learn Chinese. Some parents pressed their children to master Chinese, since many workplaces required fluency in the language. Official business on a neighborhood level could be conducted in Uyghur, and of course we all spoke Uyghur at home and in the bazaars and shops, but more serious matters often took place in Chinese.

That night at dinner, I shamefacedly told my parents about my score on the test. Kaisar gave a little snort and I kicked him under the table.

My father showed his disappointment with a small shake of his head. Then he smiled slightly and said, “I see. At your old school, no one could compete with you. You didn’t have to work very hard, did you, daughter? Well, at your new school, you’ll see how far that gets you.”

“You’ll do better on your next test,” my mother said, running her hand reassuringly down my hair.

“But Chinese is boring!” I blurted out.

My parents looked at each other.

“That may well be, Gul, and nobody’s going to ask you or your brother to speak it at home,” my father said firmly. “But we’re surrounded by Chinese now. You have to know it to succeed.”

By the end of that year, I was consistently among the top ten students in my class, though never first. That honor belonged to a girl named Mukerem. Her father was a prominent businessman and she always came to school dressed in pristine clothing, everything about her pale and precise: she was tall and thin, with skin the color of cream. She kept her clothing immaculate, and I used to marvel at how she never even seemed to get her socks dirty. Mine were always tumbling down and getting muddy as I danced in the schoolyard during recess.

I didn’t care so much about being first in our class because I was busy with so many other activities. I participated in singing groups and dance competitions, and started to win little awards for my performances. I gritted my teeth and did well in Chinese, but the one class in which I really encountered trouble was algebra. Somehow I just couldn’t wrap my brain around the equations, and my thoughts would drift away to something more interesting—choreography I was learning or a new song one of my friends had taught me.

One afternoon doing my math homework at my grandmother’s house, I threw my pencil across the room in frustration.

“Gul, my sweet, what’s the matter?” my grandmother asked me.

“I hate algebra!” I announced.

“But algebra is a wonderful subject! If you understand algebra, you’ll understand a great many other things about the world as well.” She sat down next to me. “Show me the problems and we’ll do them together.”

The next day as school was ending, my math teacher called me over to his desk. He was known as one of the strictest and least sympathetic teachers in the school. He had my math homework in front of him, and he pointed down at my figures. “Gulchehra, who did your homework for you this time?”

I lowered my eyes.

“It’s your handwriting, but I know it isn’t your work. These are old German techniques!”

“It is my work,” I protested.

He raised an eyebrow.

“But I did have help,” I admitted. “From my grandmother.”

He stood up from his desk. “Take me to see her.”

I was miserable as we walked the few blocks from the school to my grandparents’ apartment. When we got to there, I knocked on the door instead of just going in as usual.

My grandmother answered the door wearing her usual simple dress that came down to her ankles and a plain cotton hijab. At the sight of a man, she tucked a few stray hairs back under the edge of her headscarf. She looked at my face and glanced up at my teacher from her diminutive height. Then she laughed. “Oh dear, are you in trouble?”

My math teacher introduced himself to my grandmother, and she invited him in for some tea and dried fruit. To my surprise, they sat in the living room and talked like old friends. After a while, I got bored and wandered away, just grateful that it no longer looked like there would be some sort of punishment in store for me.

The next day, my teacher called me to his desk again and said, “Gulchehra, do you know who you’re descended from?”

I knew the names of all of my grandparents, but I wasn’t sure that was what he meant, so I shook my head.

“You are the granddaughter of the first algebra teacher in the Uyghur region! Were you paying attention yesterday to what your grandmother told me?”

I had to confess that I hadn’t really listened. As far as I knew, my grandmother cooked and cleaned for my grandfather, and took care of us grandkids, and spent her whole day in the kitchen. She just seemed like an ordinary housewife to me.

He sighed. “You children have no sense of your own history. Your great-grandfather built the first school in Ghulja. He was
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