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1.  The Capital

AFTER THE SHORT night, the sun rose upon a country of such desolate strangeness that the woman sitting beside me leaned forward with her hands tensed over her stomach and let out a constricted ‘Ohhh!’ For three hours we sat craning at the aeroplane window while the Karakoram and the western Himalaya glimmered and died among camel-coloured mountains, the mountains merged into hills and the hills burrowed at last into the Taklimakan Depression, the deepest waterless region on earth. Momentarily to the north the blades of the Tian Shan erupted from cushions of cloud, turned pink and harmless by the climbing sun. Then these too vanished, and we were flying along the southern fringes of Mongolia and the Gobi desert. And still, in this country of a quarter of mankind, we saw no sign of life.

Her nation’s vastness seemed slightly to have appalled the woman. She said: ‘Are you travelling alone?’ She was young, conventionally pretty. Only her stained teeth suggested some history poorer than her dress. She wondered where I was going in China, and – covertly – why.

But I could scarcely answer why. The opening-up of China had stirred me unbearably. It was like discovering a new room in a house in which you’d lived all your life. Five years ago the country had been almost inaccessible. Today nearly the whole land could be penetrated by a traveller going alone. More than two hundred and fifty different regions and cities had fallen suddenly open, and the traffic of trains, boats and buses between them offered ways of vanishing into the wilds. I had plans for criss-crossing classical China (no Tibet, no Manchuria) almost at random for over ten thousand miles, of plunging into the tribal regions abutting Burma along the Mekong river, of reaching the eastern Himalaya and following the Great Wall to its end in the far north-west.

But to the woman I only said, a little ashamed (since no Chinese could see so much of her country): ‘I want to visit Beijing and Shanghai, and maybe I’ll go up the Yangtze, then to Canton and. . . .’

She smiled her set smile. Perhaps she was wondering what the foreigner could ever understand of her nation – this Westerner with his boorish rucksack (I’d dropped it on her feet) and his failure to travel in a group. What could he ever learn?

Even in childhood – that time of intense, dissociated images – my idea of China had been contradictory and distorted. Its colours even then were subtle. It lay embalmed in distance and exotic etiquette. Chinese atrocities were chattered about at my prep school during the Korean War. ‘Have you heard the latest Chinese torture?’ my classmates would demand, before twisting somebody’s arm or neck in a novel direction. The Chinese, after all, were stunted and yellow and looked alike. Their multitudinous numbers lent them anonymity. They weren’t quite human. Yet for me their landscape resolved into a mist of waterfalls and twisted pines – the Shangri-la of the scroll-paintings – and the idea of a Chinaman harboured a paradoxical element of the ridiculous (something to do with pigtails and The Nutcracker Suite, I think). In any case, China was too distant to be threatening. It was – and remained – a luminous puzzle.

People’s images of countries are rich in such buried sediment, which goes on haunting long after experience or common sense has diluted it. And by now – as we floated above the wrung-out steppes of the Gobi – other strata had overlaid the first. In the anarchy of the Cultural Revolution, between 1966 and 1976, the Chinese people had not merely been terrorised from above but had themselves – tens of millions of them – become the instruments of their own torture. The land had sunk into a peculiar horror. A million were killed; some thirty million more were brutally persecuted, and unknown millions starved to death. Yet it was less the numbers which appalled than the refinements of cruelty practised – in one province alone seventy-five different methods of torture were instituted – and I never thought of the country now without being dogged by a tragic question-mark.

The woman was rummaging in her handbag. In the seats behind us a conclave of Beijing businessmen sprawled, their shirt collars open, their eyes closed. I was seized by the foolish idea that each one of them was withholding some secret from me – some simple, perfect illumination. Because that is the foreigner’s obsession in China. At every moment, round every corner, the question Who are they? erupts and nags. How could they be so led? How could they do what they had done? And had they ever changed – this people of exquisite poetry and refined brush-strokes, and pitilessness?

A billion uncomprehended people.

Beneath us now, where the last hills tilted south-eastward out of Inner Mongolia into the huge alluvial basin of the Yellow River, I could see the divide between plateau and plain, agricultural hardship and sufficiency, drawn vertically down the earth’s atlas with the precision of a pencil-stroke. To the west brown, to the east green.

Within half an hour we would be landing in Beijing – old Peking – and as if these last airborne minutes might liberate us from inhibitions, I started talking with the woman about the Cultural Revolution. She turned quizzically to me and asked: ‘What do you think of Mao Zedong in the West?’

I said we thought him a remarkable leader, but inhumane.

She said coldly: ‘Yes. He made mistakes.’

Mistakes! He had caused more than sixteen million deaths. Sometimes he had acted and talked about people as if they were mere disposable counters on an ideological gameboard. And she talked of mistakes. It was how the Russians spoke of Stalin. I said tightly – I felt this might be my last (and first) chance to vent anger in China: ‘All that suffering inflicted on your people! How can you forgive that?’ Then I added: ‘I think he became a monster.’

She went quiet and stared somewhere beyond me. The fact did not seem to have occurred to her before. Then she said simply: ‘Yes.’

For some reason I felt ashamed. Whatever she meant by her ‘Yes’, its tone – distant, as if admitting something irrelevant – signalled that I did not understand. She fastened her seat-belt. I said: ‘Of course it’s hard for us in the West to imagine. . . .’

Us in the West. We must seem outlandish, I thought, with our garish self-centredness, our coarse opulence, our sentimentality. Somebody had told me that the Chinese found our big feet and noses preposterous, and that to them we smelt. The next moment I had asked the woman penitently: ‘Do we smell?’

Her fragile face smiled back at me. ‘Yes, of course.’

I baulked. ‘Very much?’

‘Oh yes. All the time.’

I suppose that her bemused smile was there to cover embarrassment. But I asked finally, edging a little away: ‘Do I smell?’

‘Yes.’

It was too late to go back now. ‘What of?’

‘What?’

‘What of? What do I smell of?’

‘Oh!’ She plunged her face into her hands in a sudden paroxysm of giggles. ‘Smell. I thought you said smile!’ The tinkle and confusion of her laughter sabotaged the next few sentences, then she said: ‘Only in the summer. Westerners sweat more than Chinese. That’s all, that’s all. No, you don’t . . . .  smell. No, really . . . .  no . . . . ’

We were coming in to land.
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Something impersonal and unfinished pervaded the whole metropolis of Beijing. Often I felt as if I was not in a city at all, but on a building-site where a city might one day be created. I tramped its streets in disorientation, looking for a core which was not there. Across the tarmac desert of its roads the flat-blocks and Soviet-style institutions rose as featureless as cardboard, and the sycamores and silver poplars planted along them paled beneath too vast an expanse of sky. I was feeling displaced from some other capital perhaps, an imagined city – imperial Peking, whose walls and temples had been hacked away.

Along the quiet streets commuters moved in unisexual flocks, jacketed in olive green and boilersuit blue. The boyish hair and tobacco-stained teeth of a million factory workers bobbed and grimaced from jam-packed trams and buses, while sallow girls, their plaits and pony-tails bound in elastic bands, bicycled solemnly all together down special lanes in regimental shoals. Staring at passing faces, I wondered if I could ever come to know them. They conspired to fulfil Western clichés of themselves: inscrutable and all alike. The pavements fell noiseless under the uniform tread of their canvas shoes and black cloth slippers. I smiled at the gentler faces. They looked bemused, smiled slowly back. Nobody approached me.

Even the city’s plan was vaguely estranging. The medieval Chinese, who invented the magnetic compass, laid out their capital according to an intricate geomancy, so that its dead-straight streets and gates inscribed a sacred force-field out from the emperor’s inner palaces to the farthest reaches of the empire. So wide and tall were they, wrote the astonished Marco Polo, that ‘you can see all the way along from end to end and from one gate to another’.

The walls and gates had almost gone now, pulled down in the Revolutionary ferment, but they had left behind them this mystic gridiron fattened to six or eight lanes with scarcely a motor on them. Its roads sliced through the mesh of alleys and courtyards like the imposition of some unrepealable law, a giant idea driven through the throbbing softness of private life.

Such roads are the city’s public face. But their expression is blank. Nothing shakes their desolate serenity. It is as if the whole city were composed of enormous but near-bloodless arteries, fuelling some heart invisible over its horizons. A few trams and Russian-style taxis clatter by, with an occasional Chinese-made ‘Shanghai’ or Japanese saloon (but never privately owned), while here and there a black Mercedes or lumpish ‘Red Flag’ conveys its officials between residence and ministry, concealed by curtains. For the rest, the roads are given up to a drifting river of five million bicyclists.

But as I approached the city’s centre, I noticed differences. They came in apparent trivia – girls wearing skirts and tentative lipstick, markets spilling over the pavements with sacks of bananas, improvised stalls piled with cheap clothes. Arguments flared, and reticent tenderness: women walking arm in arm, a man’s hand drifting to his workmate’s shoulder. Compared to the Beijing of ten years ago – a city still frozen in the puritanism of Mao’s Revolution – all this was unimaginable. But the changes now were everywhere. Window-dressing had appeared, with hairstyles, fashion, advertisements – all the messengers of a gentler, more self-centred, more humanely varied life. Among the streetside hoardings, pleas for modernisation or family planning (‘that the Motherland may be Strong and Flourish’) were interlarded with the praises of ‘Bee and Flower Liquid Soap’ or ‘Queen Huang Pearl Cream’ or ‘Flying Fairy Brand Fireworks’.

I abandoned the avenues and slipped down side-streets into a maze-world of alleys and courtyards. These hutongs are still the living flesh of Beijing, and once you are inside them it shrinks to a sprawling hamlet. The lanes are a motley of blank walls and doorways, interspersed by miniature factories and restaurants. Each street is a decrepit improvisation on the last. Tiled roofs curve under rotting eaves. The centuries shore each other up. Modern brick walls, already crumbling, enclose ancient porches whose doors of beaten tin or lacerated pinewood swing in carved stone frames. Underfoot the tarmac peels away from the huge, worn paving-slabs of another age, and the traffic thins to a tinkling slipstream of pedicabs and bicycles.

Sometimes, as I stepped under one of the porches, I found its door ajar and peered into a courtyard littered with panniers, potted shrubs, bicycles, bird-cages. Three or four families would be living there. Their windows offered grime-dimmed visions of bare living-rooms and kitchens. Their walls of glass and latticed wood were thin as paper. I imagined a gust of wind clearing the whole mise-en-scène away. But in August the wind scarcely found them. Instead, smells of urine and rotted fish hovered in a sultry air.

In these lanes, too, the inhabitants drifted into solitude and became individual. As they gossiped or bartered at little stalls of private enterprise, they looked mysteriously cleaner and trimmer than the houses from which they came. And they no longer seemed alike. Already I was mentally separating the dark southern immigrant from the taller Beijingnese, and identifying the deep chestnut hair of northern girls. People detached themselves into portraits – a bright-cheeked tomboy skipping with a frayed strand of rope; a man pulling his wife on a hand-cart, to work; while beside me an old woman hobbled on feet crippled by binding – they were less than six inches long, and their broken bones rose in a pained hillock close to the ankle. She smiled weakly at nothing.

I, too, had lost my anonymity here. Sometimes, at the head of narrow lanes, the nonplussed eyes of street committee members scrutinised me from kiosks. I tried to talk to three old men who had set up a counter piled with second-hand books, but they stared back at me dumbly. When I joined a queue outside a milk stall, the women I addressed only simpered and covered their mouths with their little blue residency permits.

A suspicion that these people would remain forever inaccessible was filling me with suppressed alarm. Like an insecure child, I began to crave for any kind of contact, even abuse. The ordinary people call themselves Laobaixing, ‘Old-Hundred-Names’ (an allusion to the hundred commonest surnames among them) and the quaint title suddenly seemed formidable in its anonymity. I lingered by open doors and windows – any perforation in the intestine of these alleys. But I encountered only silence, emptiness or bemusement. Westerners who had lived many years in south-east Asia often said that the Chinese were unknowable. I had not believed them. But perhaps I had been wrong. In England my haphazard researches had filled me less with knowledge than with mounting curiosity. For the past year I had spent several hours every day learning to speak (but not write) Mandarin. Yet now I often could not understand the dialect in the streets around me. In Russia, once the surface grimness has been penetrated, you find yourself in a human maelstrom; but here in China, I sensed, there was no identical world. The people were more opaque, more inhibited, more disciplined, through and through, filled with an ancient politesse which was too internal to be so quickly pierced. I felt a prick of panic. At some point, I imagined, my separate images of China must align themselves like the different screens of a printed illustration, to produce unblurred lines and real colours. But I was no longer sure.

The alleys flood into Tiananmen Square as streams vanish into the sea. No urban space I had ever seen struck me with the same sense of aridity. Even the Chinese groups here were whittled to meandering centipedes. Its paving-slabs were painted with numbers for the regimentation of official demonstrations, more than five hundred to a row. It could hold half a million. It was less a square than a stone field – a hundred acres of emptiness, distantly fringed by the scarps of public buildings. To its east and west (and the inhabitants of this geomantic city are always describing things by compass-point), the Great Hall of the People and the Museum of Chinese History and Revolution spread in a functional wall of colonnades – leftovers from the years of Sino-Soviet entente. Sculptured red banners and yellow stars drooped across their pediments. They had become architectural dinosaurs, numbed in their own enormousness. Their blank rectangles, like the city enclosing them, seemed to await an identity.

To the north rose the giant gate from which Mao Zedong, on 1 October 1949, proclaimed the birth of a new China. Entranceway to the secret precincts of the Forbidden City, this was the gate from which the emperor’s edicts used to be lowered to the outer world in the beak of a gilded phoenix, and beyond it the yellow-tiled roofs of that timeless sanctity still shone and multiplied among their trees. But the gate was hung now with a portrait of Mao – the last emperor – and the imperial ramparts were exorcised by Communist slogans.

It was here that the million-strong legions of Red Guards had worshipped him in a delirious ocean of red flags and brandished booklets, then rushed away to make revolution. And here, ten years later, defiant crowds – sickened with Mao’s despotism – had flooded into the square to raise a hillock of wreaths to the memory of Zhou Enlai, then, when the wreaths were removed overnight, had surged angrily back in an outbreak of rioting, which was brutally suppressed.

As I lingered near one of the deep entrances, I was approached by a sad-looking man whose eyes peered at me so myopically from behind their spectacles that I thought he must have mistaken me for somebody else. His English came halting and quaint.

‘Excuse me, sir.’ He delved into his pockets. ‘Do you wish a purchase?’ Even when standing still he looked dangerously uncoordinated; his legs seemed on the point of buckling. ‘I wish to study in America.’ He pulled out a trio of coins, joined with grubby string through their perforated centres. ‘These are Tang dynasty,’ he said. ‘Do you buy antiques?’

‘How did you get them?’

‘They provenate from Luoyang in Henan province.’ His face came close to mine, death-white. ‘They come from old tombs.’

I stared back at him. He looked all but broken. Beneath their bones his cheeks were cratered into two starved crescents. He was thirty-eight, perhaps, but already old.

I said gently: ‘I can’t buy them.’ I didn’t want them (and their export was illegal).

He thrust his face still closer to mine. His breath was asphyxiating. ‘I must go to America. There’s a special course there. I need $250. I need. . . .  . These coins are genuine.’ He juggled them miserably in his fingers. ‘The peasants dig them up. The peasants are my friends.’

‘From school?’

‘Yes. Old classmates.’

I understood now. He was one of that lost generation of youth whom the Cultural Revolution tore from its high schools and colleges. Some were left stranded in the countryside for ever; others had come back to haunt the cities with unemployment and petty crime. Millions strong, they embodied the memory of a deep, collective madness, and will perpetuate this hiatus among the generations until they are gone.

This man had fared better than most. He had become a low-grade mathematics teacher in Luoyang, while his classmates had gone on ploughing that grave-filled soil. He clung to a dream of university. ‘Ten dollars for these three. Would it trouble you?’

‘But I haven’t got any dollars.’

There was growing on his face a beaten, defensive look which reminded me of Western dropouts. But in China nobody voluntarily dropped out. It was the system which had dropped out, from under him. I glanced down at his baggy trousers and frayed sandals. I had a few Chinese coins on me, but felt ashamed to offer them. ‘Perhaps you can find an American. . . .’

‘I can’t.’

He came down to $2. I began to distrust him. What was he really? Not a teacher at all, perhaps, but simply one among thousands of illegally returned ex-students, no longer young, from country exile, unable to get work permits, peddling fake antiques, anything. There was a kind of maimed gentility about him.

All at once he bowed faintly, said ‘I’m sorry’, and before I could say anything, his thin legs had wobbled into strides and he had gone.

My boarding house was typical of the cheapest places into which Westerners were allowed. Beijing had been subsumed by tourism, and the more opulent hotels were packed with groups. The few lone travellers – mostly student backpackers from Australia, Scandinavia and America – had been crammed into a run-down hostel in the southern suburbs. But an ancient apartheid still divided us from Chinese travellers. There were none here. In fact it would be possible to travel through this whole country and never sit beside a Chinese. The divisions reappear on boats and trains (where foreigners occupy softer seats and berths), in restaurants (where they are ushered up to grander, isolated rooms), on boats and even in some shops. It is as if the hated distinctions laid down by colonising Westerners in the last century were being reimposed – through some masochistic reflex – by the Chinese on themselves.

In fact these barriers spring from an old superiority complex mixed with its opposite, a deep-laid Chinese instinct for guarding their cultural uniqueness, mingled with pride of hospitality and a timeless fear of ridicule, a knowledge that the West – by some fleeting chance – has materially surpassed them. But in the face of the lone traveller, as he wanders the local restaurants and tea-houses and barges onto the poorest class of railway carriage, the system collapses, until in the land’s obscurer reaches there is no sign of it at all.

It was halfway to collapsing even in my hotel. The halls and corridors resounded like those of some defunct monastery, and files of ants commuted across the walls. A boiler panted out steam in a room beside my dormitory, gibbering and roaring through a broken door. The place was pervaded by an indefinable but peculiarly Chinese smell, which was to follow me all round the country. It might have emanated from years of accumulated grease.

Nothing eased my sense of displacement. The lethargic staff – two girls giggling behind a desk on every landing – waged a passive war with the clientele. They mutually despised one another. Most of the backpackers behaved as if Beijing were a suburb of Sydney or Hamburg, and seemed angry and incurious at the difference. The conversations in my dormitory revolved around the price of things, not their strangeness or interest. We seemed as insulated as the most self-sufficient tour-group. Even the dining-hall had succumbed to poor Western cooking.

Outside, the city was sunk in a village-like stasis. There were no telephone directories, few street plans. Taxis were scarce or reluctant to move, the buses crammed to bursting. The gathering of train tickets could consume a morning. It was as if some conspiracy were afoot to immobilise the whole population. The only simple thing was to remain where you already were.

I hired a bicycle and escaped into the streets, wobbling down lanes where other cyclists moved in huge, torpid drifts, all together. Some bicycles had been adapted with side-cars for babies or rear-cars for grandmothers, or had been built as bicycle rickshaws. But most were near-identical. There were no lamps, no pumps, no gears (mine had no brakes either). Their dreamy flood became addictive. All was slow motion. At intersections we glided across each other’s bows with the placid deliberation of fish, or oozed out en masse to submerge the roundabouts and drown jaywalkers in a slow tinkling of bells.

The younger women went in patches of timid colour. Jeans had arrived, and jaunty straw hats. Beneath their split skirts the sedately pedalling legs betrayed knee-length stockings. Spangled hairnets were the rage.

At early morning and dusk the flow of cyclists swelled to a clogged torrent and the bus queues enlongated into worn-faced hundreds. Yet in these first days the streets struck me as curiously unpeopled. Men curled in random sleep on any patch of grass or shade, or spreadeagled in the backs of parked trucks. In the heart of this puritan city, beneath the walls of the imperial palace, a woman squatted with her shirt wrenched back from her shoulders and dangled her baby first at one breast, then at the other. Beside her a beggar slept with his blackened hand still cupped for alms – an inverted claw twisted open by decades of pleading. Beside them a notice-board gave warning of traffic accidents. Its photographs showed a line of corpses in the civic mortuary, laid out rather casually on trolleys, and a girl cyclist lying dead in a puddle of blood and crumpled iron. There were close-ups of her face. In my recoil I dimly saw that these warnings belonged to an unfamiliar balance in things: the service of the individual to the mass, even in death.

I met Chen on the cable-lift which travels up the Fragrant Hills on the north-west fringes of the city. By chance we were hoisted into the air together on twin chairs, and so found ourselves in forced intimacy. The dappled slopes passed softly below, while ahead of us the summit rose in a thin mist.

What did people do in this parkland, I asked (hauling my Mandarin into life)?

They didn’t do anything much, he said, then added: ‘It’s a place to go with your girlfriend on Sundays. Perhaps they kiss a little.’

He turned a boyish face to mine. He might have been any age between twenty and forty. Above his glasses his eyebrows jerked up and down in nervous spasms. He looked paradoxically impish. He had walked here with his girl himself, he said, before they were married. ‘You see those birds down there?’ – he pointed to a flash of green in the trees – ‘Those are the happiness birds. They’re meant to bring you luck.’

‘Did they?’

He smiled a hard, temporary smile. ‘I don’t know yet.’

In the chairs descending past us, other couples sat like portraits, immobilised. A young girl was clasping her man’s arm, while he chewed sunflower seeds and looked away, hawking and spitting over the edge. Two old men floated by from an earlier world, gazing down and laughing nervously. Another couple sat bolt upright. His hands were severely interlaced, while she clutched a little bag and umbrella, and presented him with a clear, smiling profile. But on her other cheek a birthmark flamed. ‘The Blue Danube’ lilted from loudspeakers above.

Meanwhile, I was trying to piece Chen’s life together. Suspended in quiet, our words seemed not precisely ours. He spoke as if to the hills in front of us, and I felt that once we had reached the summit he would be gone. He had returned from exile in the Cultural Revolution to become a clerk in provincial government. ‘But many of my friends, more gifted than me, never recovered at all,’ he said. ‘They stayed in the country for as long as seven years. Now they’re just factory workers.’

We were travelling low over the ground. Purple convolvulus and forget-me-nots passed just under our feet. Chen kept pressing his fingers through a fine dust of hair. ‘But those days have gone. It’s better to forget them.’

His boyishness seemed to lie only thinly over an emotional permafrost. Even his smiles seemed on loan. He lived with his wife and child in one room; they shared a kitchen and sink with three other families and a telephone with a hundred. He took his baths in his office. Yet it was not only necessity which dictated his habits. In him the softer needs seemed to have remained stillborn, as if the Cultural Revolution had brutally reinforced a natural asceticism, and personal desire was in itself a peril. Yet I think he was ambitious. These repressions surfaced in staccato bursts of talk. At such moments the spasm of his brows was less comic than a violent, self-torturing tic.

‘We Chinese are an inward people. We don’t show much.’ He bunched his fingers against his chest. ‘Foreigners express a great deal which we never could.’

‘And you find that ugly?’

‘Sometimes, yes. Chinese who work with foreigners talk about their – excuse me – arrogance. It’s not that aliens are exactly resented here, but sometimes when people see the special privileges they’re granted, they think: This is our country. Why should others be preferred in it?’ He hated the special hotels and ‘Friendship Stores’, which were open only to tourists and élite Chinese, together with the foreign exchange certificates by which they bought exclusive goods. ‘It’s not that I want those things myself. I don’t. I’ve been inside those Friendship Stores, and I don’t want a thing. It’s not my taste.’ A jerk of his hands ejected all that garish luxury. ‘I prefer practical things. Just practical. Isn’t that better?’ His voice had turned high and tense. ‘I think all these privileges and differences will be swept away in a few years, and we’ll see the end of this . . . .  this . . . . ’ – his teeth bared – ‘unequal system.’ He stopped, teetering on the edge of something dangerous, or perhaps just discourteous.

I began uneasily: ‘Perhaps when we’re more alike. . . .’

‘We’re already more alike. Our young people have become more cynical. They just want to get on with their own lives. The slogans have mostly gone from our streets. The Party has turned from politics to economics.’

‘Are you in the Party?’

‘Yes, and I’m proud of it.’ For some reason he laughed. ‘There’s a danger of our forgetting ideology altogether. That’s why we need the Party.’ The hill’s summit was no longer in mist. We were almost there. ‘You said you were a writer, didn’t you? So write that. Our country needs the Party. Make sure you say that. . . .’
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The curious name of Wangfujing Street, ‘Well of the Princes’ Residences’, betrayed that this motley collection of brick and concrete – the shopping centre of Beijing – was once an artery of palaces; and the alleys round about – ‘Pig Market Street’, ‘Lantern Market Street’ – were redolent of trades long changed or gone.

Wangfujing was now animated and styleless, jostling with supermarkets and foreign shops. The toy counter of ‘Number One Department Store’ was piled with dolls like surrogate babies swaddled in pink or blue fur and an expressionless regiment of pandas. A few tanks and tinny pistols were the only military toys. The little phalanxes of buses, vans and trains included no cars. A crowd of small boys was gazing in hopeless fascination at a ‘sonic-control electronic beetle’, which cost more than half a normal monthly wage.

In the Eastwind Market cosmetics department, women clustered three deep around a few sticks of lipstick and mascara. The lipsticks came in two violent, simple colours. Nobody dared touch them. Customers bought talcum powder and face cream instead, and watched the shop assistant demonstrating how to use mascara, gazing at her in mesmerised silence.

In the electrical department a crowd of men was staring at two display televisions which kept breaking down. The shelves groaned with Chinese-made cassette-recorders, music centres, transistors. Many of the customers were farmers in from the country, and they bought with deep caution. One old man at last thumbed out a wad of 50-kwai notes for a black and white television which cost more than six months’ industrial wage. A blank-face shopgirl tied it up with string, but the old man uncoiled a length of rope from his waist and bound up the television again before tottering away with it.

Nearby I entered Beijing’s nuclear shelter network. Its digging had started in 1969 during fears of Soviet invasion, and had continued for ten years. Now, beneath every large Chinese city, the earth is perforated like a rotten cheese. One moment I was standing in a styleless clothes shop, the next – at the touch of an electric button – the tiled floor behind the counter glided away and I descended a stair into a maze of fetid corridors. The way was wanly lit by neon lights and an occasional, outlandish chandelier. Iron doors slid back in Ali Baba silence at the flick of a switch. Further on still, a second dummy floor dropped away, separating into iron steps, and I descended into a deeper warren which beetled into darkness. Walls gleamed with damp, and water-pipes squirmed along the passageways. The air came suddenly cold.

I reached a chamber where a guide was delivering a lecture. Occasionally she referred to a fluorescent map standing against a wall. The whole city, she said, was riddled with underground tunnels. In the event of a nuclear strike its nine million people could bolt underground like gophers, and survive there for five days. This section, she said, served all the shops in the street above, with their two thousand staff and an estimated ten thousand visitors at a time. The shopkeepers had dug it themselves, without machinery. Air conditioning had been fitted, an electricity-generating plant installed, wells sunk. Ninety different concealed entrances led into the labyrinth, one from each shop, and she reckoned the street could be cleared of people in six minutes. Seven other entrances led from here into the greater network, where people could flee down tunnels from the city centre for ten miles, or reach the underground railway which would carry them fifteen miles to the Western Hills.

These prodigies of mass coercion or will always struck me into numbed credulity. The past brimmed with them. The huge lakes by the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace were scooped out purely by manpower, and the 200-foot Coal Hill – the highest point in Beijing – was raised by an army of nameless conscripts. The 1, 100-mile Grand Canal between Beijing and Hangzhou was dug by a workforce of five and a half million in the seventh century; the tomb of China’s first emperor engaged 700,000 craftsmen and slaves who laboured from the beginning of his reign to its end; the Great Wall. . . .  .

But I stared back at the woman with a tentative, growing dismay. The upper corridors of the fall-out shelter lay a mere eight metres underground. A nuclear explosion would reduce the labyrinth to a mass tomb, too atrocious to contemplate.

‘But we have air-tight doors to keep out radioactive dust and light,’ she said. ‘The walls are shock-resistant.’ Her serene expression had turned into one of slightly boorish simplicity. ‘Our slogan is “preparedness against calamity”. . . .’

Perhaps she was right. I didn’t know. But I heard with relief that since 1979 this stone jungle had been turned to other uses. Now it contained restaurants, hospitals, libraries, more than a hundred hotels, a roller-skating rink, cinemas, while the shops above had appropriated thousands of rooms for warehouses and ateliers.

I asked: ‘Are you still afraid of nuclear attack?’

She hesitated, then said formally: ‘No.’

Yet somewhere beneath this city’s surface, I felt, a vivid life was going on and I was missing it. That evening I noticed a door from which men were emerging with washing-bags and plastered-down hair: a public bath-house. Feelings of ostracism made me enter. I had an idea that the stripping of clothes might strip away mental barriers too. Formality would be harder in the nude.

I entered a hall lined with wooden beds. Its colours were those of school: buff and pale green. The cubicles smelt like school too – each one narrow as a plank, and each holding a locked cupboard. I was aware of eyes following me from numberless bunks – steam-drowsed eyes shaded by towels. Spectacles were being lifted and wiped and re-adjusted to focus the intrusion; confused murmurs of astonishment arose.

I found a cubicle and slipped off my clothes. By now the whole hall was gazing at me. Swathed heads jostled and ogled along the tops of the partitions. Opposite me sat an old man, his senile breasts and stomach converging in three oil-smooth folds. When he caught sight of me, his hand had been extended to grasp a mug of tea, but now it remained outstretched before him in meaningless semaphore, while he froze bolt upright and stared. Could this foreign body be real – white, hairy (comparatively) and mosquito-bitten?

I joined a shuffling queue, seized a towel from a pile of others, and entered the bath chamber. In its white-tiled hall some hundred men were soaping themselves under showers or lying like drug-addicts in steamy pools. Naked, they looked more than ever like a nation of boys. They showed none of the accumulated muscle or flab of the Westerner, nor the passive Russian bulk. Their skins were creaseless and unblemished. There was something lapidary, almost polished, about their hairless chests and narrow shoulders. Their limbs were slender, unshaped. Many looked malnourished.

The bath-ritual involved a slow self-broiling in three connected tanks, each hotter than the last. I slid hesitantly into the coolest of them, then submerged myself until I presented no more than a small, dazed head, and hoped for anonymity. All around, the heads of the pool’s other denizens gyrated to look at me – disembodied faces whose eyes were all but closed. We were spaced like prawns around the basin’s sides, sitting feebly on an underwater shelf.

Soon the steam-filled air induced a luxurious indolence. My head tilted back to stare unthinking at the glass-panelled ceiling. My feet lifted sybaritically from under me. Time stopped. Everything was blurred to a ghost of itself. As for the others, even their eyeblinks had slowed into torpid flutterings, and their conversation dwindled to sleep-talk.

I stared at those outside the water. Some men squatted along the tiled pool-sides, soaping their armpits or crutches with an odd, matter-of-fact delicacy as if flushing out extra small fleas. Others scrubbed themselves under the showers, chatting in staccato bursts, or scraped at their feet with hunks of black pumice-stone. Among them a few old men stood thin as storks. Their shoulder-blades stuck out like those in famine posters. They shuffled over the tiles with a terrible, pained caution and lowered themselves into the baths as if into their graves.

I remained for a long time plucking up courage to slide over the lip of my bath into the deeper swelter of the adjoining one. When I did, the water felt incandescent. For a moment I lay gasping against its tiles. The steam ballooned about me while a new conclave of heads turned to inspect. They murmured conspiratorially together. But their lips were parted by seraphic smiles, and their heads thrown back in a depersonalised ecstasy. Everything here – even astonishment – had slowed to a dream.

Then little by little, these faces came circling round me. They were grinning. One of them suddenly spoke: ‘Welcome. We are very pleased that you are in our bath.’

‘I’m very glad to be in your bath.’

The mouths widened. Level gleams of teeth appeared. The heads oscillated a little. All down the edges of the pool they were now aligned in concourse, adding their greetings to his. In a moment, I felt, a formal committee would be voted in, drinks produced, toasts proclaimed. My hope for informality was turning grotesque.

I insinuated a leg over the pool-side and into the hottest tank which was subdivided into three bath-sized basins of pure anguish. I wanted to withdraw, but the floating heads were watching my progress. Inch by inch I lowered myself into a liquid inferno and stood there, not daring to move.

In the bath beside me an old man was swimming unconcernedly. He glanced at me and closed his eyes in disbelief. Then we stared at each other out of our mutual incomprehension. Through the steam he reminded me of those photographs of Mao Zedong swimming the Yangtze. Perhaps he wasn’t really there. My eyes misted over, probably in pain. His head was no more than two feet from mine, but soon he became merely an expression in the ether, like the smirk of the Cheshire Cat. There was nothing to be heard but the slop and gurgle of water. In the bath beyond, another old man was lying with his legs splayed and his toes gripping the bath’s sides, like a woman in childbirth.

I don’t know how long I lay immolated there, but eventually I became alarmed by my own dizziness, and lifted myself out. I was burnt raspberry pink from the neck down. I walked with the raw delicacy of something new-hatched. The warm tiles slid cold under my feet. Near the door two masseurs in galoshes were scouring men’s chests and armpits with wooden blocks wrapped in towels. The dirt was runnelling off them in solid, black tidemarks. I slunk past them, and out.

The dressing-room was like a morgue. Exhausted bathers stretched inert under sheets, their heads covered, their legs projecting limply. Some were asleep, others had lapsed into limbo. From time to time a spate of coughing or hawking announced their imminent resurrection. Then voices rose in confabulation, and a convivial tinkling of teacups sounded. In China, where public conversation is often carried on in declamatory shouts, these collusive mumblings fell on the ear like a subterfuge. Knots of men gathered sleepily around the tin spittoons, where ash and phlegm mingled in a tobacco-coloured pool. Others summoned the attendant for metal trays with enormous scissors attached, then assiduously sliced the dead skin from the soles of their feet and dropped it on the floor.

Two beds to my left, I noticed the most solemn of the water-browsing heads which had welcomed me. I followed him out. Coveys of young women were emerging from another door as we passed, and were combing out their long black hair in the hall mirror.

‘In the West,’ said the man in English, turning a heavy face to mine, ‘there is a bath in almost every house, isn’t there? You’ve given up places like this.’

I wondered how he knew: knowledge of the West is so thin in China.

‘I was three months in your country,’ he said.

We entered a restaurant, where dumplings were soon mounded on our table in putty-coloured heaps. When I asked what he had been doing in England, he thought for a long time. Everything about Dengming, even the set of his shoulders, was painfully deliberate. Stupendous pauses gaped between my questions and his answers.

At last he said: ‘I was studying computers. In our country, you see, technology is just a baby’ – he cupped his hands round a dumpling – ‘a very little baby.’

Even his expression changed only slowly, after the sanction of long thought, so that humour or regret came welling up from behind his face long after the remark which had caused it had gone. ‘We must copy your technology. But in other things – human things, organisation – we have to stay ourselves. Western systems don’t exactly work here. They don’t fit our mind.’ He looked vaguely puzzled. ‘We need to evolve some pathway of our own. That’s the question-mark over our whole future. We can’t just borrow bits and work them in to a jigsaw. No.’

‘You’ve tried that?’

‘Yes. When I came back from England, for instance, I tried implanting some Western management ideas. But our people didn’t grasp them. I’ve tried so many changes . . . .  but. . . .’

Here the machinery of his thought or language broke down. He picked open a dumpling in exasperation.

I said: ‘What went wrong?’

Another immeasurable interval fell. Then he said: ‘Life is different with us. Everything slows down.’

‘Why?’

‘People.’

Bureaucracy, of course, the immemorial curse of China. This is still an old man’s country. And Dengming was barely thirty. In his ponderous caution it was hard, at first, to see him as the harbinger of change, or of anything. But I think I was confusing slowness with stupidity.

I said: ‘Is there anything about England that you miss?’

He took so long to answer that I thought he hadn’t heard. Then a look of happy remembrance suffused him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Milk deliveries.’

‘What?’

‘Milk deliveries. I thought that was marvellous. How you get up in the morning and there’s milk on the doorstep!’ His voice accelerated into positive animation. ‘And taxis! You can get a taxi anywhere. Wonderful.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. Politeness. Order. Everybody’s very polite with you, whereas our officials are rude.’ Some bitterness undermined his voice. ‘Most people hate them. They’re arrogant and lazy. Shop supervisors, ticket-sellers, office cadres, all of them. . . .’

I said: ‘I don’t know how you stop that.’ I could envisage only generations of cultural change, another history.

But Dengming said with (for him) unnerving speed: ‘We’ll stop it by . . . .  what do you call that in the West? . . . .  Material incentives. That’s it. If bosses are made responsible for performance, they’ll ensure their workers are courteous. That’s how it will be cured.’ His fingers met smugly over a third dumpling. For a moment he seemed a parody of the cynical Chinaman, advocating the manipulation of people by self-interest.

I stared across the table into his dark-thatched face. Perhaps he was, after all, the herald of the new China – a nation emerging from the nightmare idealism of Mao into a more pragmatic and disillusioned world. Even as he spoke, his government was completing plans further to loosen its grip on industry and to foster competition.

‘It’s coming,’ he said. ‘It’s coming very soon. You know our expression “the iron rice-bowl”? It means you have a secure salary, like I do. There are millions like me, and it’s hopeless. Sometimes I’m sitting at my desk for days with nothing to do.’

‘Many Westerners,’ I said, ‘envisage the Chinese as worker ants.’

‘Workerance? What’s that?’

‘Ants. You know. Ants which do nothing but work.’

A burst of laughter hit him, high pitched in its astonishment. ‘Ohoho! No, no . . . .  no . . . . ’ – I waited a full minute while this chortling evaporated – ‘. . . .  worker-ants . . . .  no . . . .  ohoho. . . .  . Most of us sit about. . . .  . But this slackness is changing now. People are being made responsible for making their firms pay. Many people are going to get rich.’

I said: ‘It’s becoming like Britain. . . .  . Capitalist.’

A frown settled between his eyes and percolated upwards. ‘But you in Britain have made mistakes.’

I wondered which ones he meant, which ones a Marxist would mean. Uncaring government? Exploitation of the working classes? The tyranny of private enterprise? ‘Yes?’

But he said astonishingly: ‘Nationalisation. It doesn’t work. It doesn’t pay. Your railways and other things. They should go private.’

I stared back at him. Dimly I sensed that I was listening to a very old China, a China in whose millennia-long voice Marxism was no more than a sigh. My own voice sounded querulous and prim: ‘But your country isn’t used to the modern economic world. If you adapt you’ll take on all our Western pushiness . . . .  stress and . . . .  all that.’

He was now watching me in the faintest mockery. Suddenly I seemed (to both of us, I think) younger than him, more naïve, more Communist. But I rushed on: ‘You’ll release all sorts of forces. Individual needs and ambitions. Industrial unrest, crime. You remember England?’

‘Oh yes.’ A momentary smile – the bliss of milk deliveries – crossed his face. ‘But crime here isn’t due to individualism. It’s due to boredom, just like with you. Many young people have no proper jobs. They just wander about. Thousands and thousands of them. I know a family of six youths, all unemployed, who used to be in and out of the police-station all the time. They had nothing to do. But now our policies are changing and they’ve got a business licence and have started trading in watermelons. They’re doing fine, getting rich. A mass of people are doing the same thing. They buy all sorts of stuff – clothes, food, even books – at the wholesale exhibitions, then sell it at a profit like that. So their minds are full of making money now. It’s all changing.’

Already I had sensed this. A proliferation of commerce could be felt all over the city. Parts of it seemed to have become one enormous free market, and the pavements and station platforms swarmed with men selling toothbrushes, crabs, bananas, anything. Where would it end?

Dengming pondered. I nagged. Could his country take on Western systems without the attendant Western diversities, corruption, freedom?

But he only swayed his head from side to side with snail-like patience, and said: ‘We must find our own way.’

But history did not suggest – I wrangled on – any Chinese immunity to Western ills. Nobody who saw his country’s poverty could resent Westernisation, but it would carry its price.

Dengming said: ‘But we in China don’t expect as much as you do. We’re used to sacrifice.’ He brooded for long seconds. ‘It horrifies your people, for instance, that we can’t move about like you do, or have as many babies, or that husbands and wives can be separated by their work. But millions of us are.’ If any new expression embalmed his face, it was one of placid enduring.

I asked: ‘Are you?’

‘My wife works for a government office near Shanghai. We haven’t seen each other for five months.’

I said foolishly, forgetting: ‘Can’t you change jobs?’

‘You can’t change jobs in China. You follow your prescribed path.’

‘You have children?’

‘One. One is allowed. He lives with my wife’s parents now, but he’ll board in kindergarten.’

‘Board in kindergarten?’ I was remembering my own distress at prep school (the sight of Berkshire heaths still makes me sick). I said: ‘How old will he be?’

‘Two.’

‘Two?’

‘It’s old enough,’ said Dengming.

‘What about his holidays?’

‘He won’t have holidays. We’ll see him at weekends sometimes. If we can teach him right and wrong, that will be enough.’

‘Will it?’

‘Yes.’ He started tearing at another dumpling. ‘That’s life.’

‘Yes.’ My voice sounded sadder than his. A lot of things are ‘life’ in China.

Later I saw one of these boarding kindergartens: a scattering of concrete dormitories and classrooms round a plot of asphalt. Although I had arrived during school holidays it was full of children. Their clothes were assertively bright – their trousers jaunty with Mickey Mouse patches, and the girls’ hair a mass of muslin ribbons. They played on a steel chute and roundabout. A few of them fought or cuddled one another, but listlessly. At lunch they sat on benches at long, clean tables, while lamb and rice were spooned into their tin bowls from a bucket. They whispered together.

I was ushered into a classroom where the pupils sat on little wooden chairs. The floors were of baked earth, but the walls covered with children’s pictures of monkeys and pandas. In front of them a teacher struck up tunes at a tinny harmonium, and nodded their cues, while the children chorused back. They sang like mechanical birds: vivacious and dead.

A moment’s silence fell. Then, all together, they chanted at me: ‘Hello – welcome! How – do – you – do?’

I thanked them, and they replied in treble concord: ‘Not – at – all!’

Their faces – perhaps because of the faint decline of their eyes outward – looked anxious and melancholy. They had been trained to speak – with near-perfect unity – these heartbreaking, disembodied anthems of greeting or farewell.

I asked what they had been doing.

The teacher gave them their cue and they chorused: ‘We – have – had – lunch.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’ I asked.

The teacher called: ‘It was tasty?’ and back came the treble roar: ‘It – was – tasty!’ – a consensus shared by everybody except a little girl who was gazing dumbfounded at my outsize feet.

Perhaps my desolation at these children was misplaced. I couldn’t tell what they were feeling. Their faces, in repose, were frail, mask-like, sometimes beautiful. Their black eyebrows arched across their foreheads with the delicacy of wings. Already they had imbibed the mannerisms ritually considered sweet in Chinese children. In the playground they jumped up and down with their feet together, clapped their hands coyly or splayed them in front of their peeping eyes in a parody of bashfulness. Meanwhile the bespectacled teachers stood by with maternal watchfulness, bestowers and withholders of all love.

Half an hour later the children settled in their dormitories for afternoon rest. Thirty blue-painted cots stood end to end in every room. Each was piled with a quilt, a towel and a pillow stuffed with barley-husks in order (said a teacher) to prevent them from sleeping in incorrect postures. They swivelled back little doors in the beds’ sides and climbed in apprehensively. The teachers filled the rooms with a crossfire of scrutiny. The tiniest divergence of behaviour drew staccato orders and pointed fingers. One girl hadn’t laid her towel precisely enough over her pillow. A five-year-old had folded his jacket wrong. For a minute or two the flurry of correction blew and subsided. Then the teachers were gone.

I waited a little, watching to see what would happen. Momentarily a few faces peered over the cot-sides with a residue of mischief. A lone giggle echoed. Then they lay back in utter silence. Their legs buckled against their bedrolls. For a minute or two their eyes stared upwards from their barley-husk pillows, then they shut.

Before I left, the children of another class – seven or eight years old – were ordered on to the playground to entertain me. Heavily made-up and dressed in traditional costume, they waited in a self-conscious line while I was positioned before them on a stool and served green tea. Then music crackled from a loudspeaker overhead, and all together, like those figures which waltz to the dust-softened tinkles of old musical-boxes, they began to dance. They lilted over the asphalt in an arc of quaintly turning heads and hands and a trail of tinselled sleeves. They were immaculate as porcelain. Under round caps or a burst of ribbons their rouged cheeks fanned into set smiles. They performed odd, gnomic pavans. They mimicked flower-picking and horse-riding. The asphalt rang with the kicking of their booted feet. Even in mimed warfare their droll faces remained stamped with obligatory grins. Only once a small boy in a blue Mongolian gown became so bemused by my presence that he forgot his steps altogether. For an instant he stood stock-still and stared – a fuddled expression with sticking-out ears – then broke into a dissident cakewalk of his own, throwing everyone else into confusion.

When I left, the diminutive dancers flooded to the compound gates after me, waving. Even for them, perhaps, the spontaneity of their farewell was impossible to gauge (the teachers were urging them from behind) but eventually they spilled into the street altogether, waving still – a disciplined blaze of colour against their grey home. It was impressive, vivid and somehow terrible.

In the zoo everything unusual seemed to be asleep. A herd of square-lipped rhinoceroses had foundered like battleships into the dust, and three pandas lay on iron benches in the sun, their fur discoloured and their arms wrapped over their faces. The visitors tried to goad the animals into action, but the sour-faced gorillas only went on chewing at their grasses; the big cats yawned as if reality stopped at their bars; and the Yangtze alligators focused on nothing through burnt-out eyes.

But the place of people’s greatest fascination was the aquarium. In these dark corridors, hung with their illumined panels, the crowds banked six deep to investigate the goofy-faced paradise fish or watch the Santamariae fluttering across their tank in a silver diagonal of sparks.

I was looking for creatures special to China: the white-lipped deer, the wild Tibetan donkey, golden-hair monkeys. I found the deer swatting insects out of their eyes with casual rotations of their ears. Their white lips lent them a painted calm and seemed faintly to smile. But the golden-haired monkey turned out to be a recluse. A man was standing at its cage with his small daughter, shouting for it to emerge from its hutch. But nothing happened. We joined our voices in a comical request to it – first courteous, then cajoling, finally rude. But it turned away in its shelter, so that we glimpsed only a moody, black-streaked back and disconsolate ears.

The man was humorously disappointed. He had spent years in the wilds of the northern provinces, he said, and had never spotted a monkey _ and now here he was, within shouting distance of one, and it wouldn’t even look round.

Some reticent difference of dress or manner distinguished him (I never defined it) and he was tall for a Chinese, gangling even.

There were greenish-furred apes in the north, I’d heard, which looked as if they were covered in lichen. Had he never glimpsed those?

‘I don’t remember any wildlife at all.’ His hand dropped to his daughter’s, as if they were about to go, but instead he leant back against the cage. We were alone. ‘Up there in Shanxi province the peasants have stripped all the trees, they’re so poor. They kill and eat anything that moves. There’s scarcely even wood for building materials.’ His lips enacted the tasting of something bitter, and this fleeting expression all at once seemed natural to him, and his suavity just a temporary concession. He asked suddenly: ‘Why are you speaking Mandarin? Are you a teacher?’

‘No. I’m just . . . .  interested.’ I was uneasily aware of the monkey stirring in its shelter behind us. The man smiled.

‘Out there in the north-west life is much harder,’ he went on. ‘You can’t imagine. So little food, fuel. And terrible winters. I remember seeing ancestral tablets reused as timber in the walls. The ancestor cult had been banned by then so there they were, just stuffed into the walls like bricks.’

‘Really forgotten?’

‘Well, not really. They stayed in the peasants’ memories even if they weren’t on their altars’ he tapped with his fingertips at his forehead – ‘and as soon as new policies came in they started returning. Not the old tablets, I mean, those were burnt or lost. But the peasants made new ones. It was all in their minds, you see. It never left.’

I asked: ‘Do you come from the north-west?’ But I had guessed, already, that he did not, and why he’d been there. He was in his mid-thirties, the age of China’s lost generation: seventeen million youths exiled to the country.

‘No.’

I blundered on: ‘Were you away long then? I mean during the’ – I hoisted the name gingerly – ‘Cultural Revolution.’

‘I had seven years. I was young then. I should have been able to bear it.’ Between one sentence and another the urbane veneer had slipped from his face. Its flesh had stiffened. He said incongruously: ‘I see you’re interested in our history.’ That turned my questions – and his experiences – impersonal. ‘I was sixteen when I was banished. I lived with another youth – an ex-Red Guard like me – in a peasant’s two-room cottage. We took over one room while the farmer and his four children moved into the other. Half theirs was occupied by a brick bed heated from beneath, where they all slept. That was all there was. With a pig-sty and a closet for night-soil in the courtyard. That was us.’ By now he was speaking with slight theatricality. ‘But of course the peasants didn’t welcome us. We were just extra mouths to feed. We knew nothing about farming. Some years the family came near starvation and the man thought of selling one of his daughters – the sickly one. Quite a few from our village were sold off like that, as cheap future brides. That way a peasant could get a bride for 1,000 yuan, perhaps, instead of paying 2,000. They were sold off while they were still young.’

I glanced down at his daughter. Her face held an empty clarity. She was tying her hair-ribbon. ‘How young?’

‘I can’t remember. One was eight, I think, another only five.’ They went to distant villages, he said, these brides for £200. It was better than being killed in infancy. ‘I heard of them being killed in other villages. It was quite common. The peasants would just drop them in the water and drown them.’ His lean hands lobbed an imaginary baby into a pool: his gestures had grown constricted, filled with histrionic revulsion. ‘You see, they don’t think. They just drop it in. They just say “It’s a girl! It’s worthless!” Girls are not descendants, you understand. They’re not viewed that way. It’s boys who continue our line.’

He stopped, as if at some ghastly logic in the thing. His little girl’s hand was still in his, but she was gazing behind us, waiting for the monkey to emerge.

‘What do the other villagers say about it?’ I asked.

‘They probably say nothing. They understand. They’re peasants too, after all. They don’t denounce them. Only if officials hear, then the man will go to prison.’

‘And the woman?’

‘The woman maybe not. It’s the men who get the long sentences. Five years for a man – one for a woman! Perhaps, I don’t know.’ He glanced up suddenly – like someone just waking. A few people were walking near us. ‘You’re interested in Chinese animals? I’ll find a takin for you. . . .’

His smile relaxed him into somebody else again, somebody pleasant, studiously courteous. We ambled away up a slope to a new line of enclosures. Half unconsciously, perhaps, he had chosen somewhere lonely. His daughter ran ahead of us to find the takin (whatever that was) while I asked him tentatively about the Red Guards. The year 1966, when they were unleashed upon the country, still touched me with a faint, naïve regret. I remembered Mao Zedong’s belief that the Chinese were a blank sheet of paper on which could be written a poem of creative and unending revolution.

But men turned out to be different, of course. Between 1966 and 1968 China sank into a terrified collective madness. Nobody was safe. Officials, doctors, teachers, scientists – all the élite of the professions and the arts, anybody tinged with privilege or the West (and millions who weren’t) – were ritually humiliated, ingeniously tortured, exiled, beaten to death. In the peculiarly Chinese ‘struggle sessions’, the victim was subjected to a remorseless psychological and physical battering by hundreds of jeering co-workers over days or weeks, his every word contradicted, his past shredded by accusation, his will broken, until he had groaned out confession. A hysterical xenophobia reigned. Cultural life was laid waste. Variety and beauty in themselves became criminal. Even pet cats and dogs were slaughtered (producing a plague of rats). Ornamental trees and flower-beds were dug up. Stamp-collecting, chess, keeping goldfish – nothing was innocent.

The man had the feeling that he had been somebody else at that time. ‘Yet I remember it very distinctly. Everything. We only had one idea then. Whatever Chairman Mao said was right, God-given. Our heads were empty. Perhaps we had gone mad. We didn’t think at all.’ He was staring into vacant cages. ‘And now it seems like a nightmare.’

I didn’t answer, because I didn’t really understand. He was deeply bewildered at his own past. Once authority had sanctioned violence, no monitor inside him had called a halt. Such a pattern, I realised, ran far back in China’s history: a recurring cycle of constraint broken by sudden ungovernable savagery.

And what had he done?

As he spoke about it, the tension crawled back into his voice. But instead of silencing him, it seemed to be this which made him speak – a tension created simply by recollection, by re-entering a past in which (he now felt) he had been a sleepwalker, another man.

‘I was at high school then, when some of us attacked our teacher. Those whose work he’d criticised were out for revenge, of course, and others joined in, but not me. They starved him of food and water, then “struggled” him for being a revisionist until he confessed.’ The essence was to humiliate, to break a man’s image and remake his thoughts – or to create the illusion of this. ‘But he didn’t die. For years he was forced to clean out the school lavatories. His hair was shaved in a criss-cross pattern over his skull, so that he was made to look ridiculous, terrible.’ He added in the same tone: ‘He’s principal of the school now. I go to see him sometimes.’

‘Did people believe their own confessions?’ I had no idea of the answer.

‘No, not often, no. This is a very old and complex thing. Perhaps a few of the academic ones thought they’d had wrong ideas. But mostly people just accepted criticism and bent.’ He leaned forward and cupped his hands pathetically in front of his face as if to drink from them, then gazed up with beseeching eyes – a picture of supplicating helplessness. ‘This confessing is our custom, you know. You choke down what you really feel.’ Now he curled a finger down his neck as if swallowing pain, swallowing until it nestled deep inside. He made the whole rigmarole of confession seem like a perverted charade, at once sophisticated and tribal – and as I looked at him I had the confused idea that the breathy cabaret of his talk belonged to the same order: an archaic theatre of signs.

‘And this is the takin.’ We had reached an enclosure labelled Budorcas Taxicolor, and there it stood. ‘I believe it’s exclusive to China,’ he said. With its droll, equine head, it did indeed look like the member of some old and exclusive club, possibly China. A drizzle of tufts fell from its chin, and it was crowned by a pair of short, useless horns, set between its ears like a little anvil. The girl was trying to feed it sweets.

The man ignored it. ‘I’ve never talked to my teacher about these things. And he’s never asked me. It’s difficult.’

Why then, I wondered, could he talk to me? But perhaps a foreigner, with his outlandish rules and values, didn’t count.

Then some violence of nerves erupted in the man again. ‘That year we beat up several people in the street,’ he said. ‘If our leaders said “He’s a reactionary! Beat him!”, we beat him.’ His lips squirmed back from his teeth and he lifted his interlaced hands and chopped the air with an imaginary club. ‘We didn’t know – we didn’t ask – why this or that man was bad. People said hit him, so you hit him. It was simple. It wasn’t even personal.’ He was re-enacting the past with an odd fear, yet without a trace of guilt. In his own eyes he was no more to blame than the splinter of a bomb which somebody else – the guilty one – had exploded. I was reminded of what anthropologists said about ‘guilt cultures’ and ‘shame cultures’: that a ‘guilt culture’ is characterised by an internalised sense of sin, whereas a ‘shame culture’ stresses only outward social values, and that once these are gone, all is havoc. Next year, doubtless, the theories would be different. But this man would be the same, enigmatic even to himself.

I found it hard to meet his
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