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PRAISE FOR Chasing Hepburn



“In writing his parents’ combined life stories, San Francisco—born novelist Gus Lee perforce weaves a tapestry of Chinese history that went on before them, behind them, and around them. It’s a huge tapestry, parti-colored, spanning a busy century that included the Taiping Rebellion, Chiang Kai-shek, Mao Zedong, the Rape of Nanking, and Gone with the Wind. Fashioning a panorama of such dimensions is no easy task.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“Lee … has created a gripping and beautiful portrait of his ancestors and their powerful legacy. He calls Chasing Hepburn nonfiction, but it reads just as richly as any novel … [a] powerful brew of historical detail and a mélange of Western and Eastern images.”

—Boston Globe

“Laced with physical peril, political intrigue, and a host of key historical figures … [Chasing Hepburn] is at once a gripping adventure and a tender recreation of the author’s parents’ young lives and their elegant ancestral traditions.”

—Colorado Springs Independent

“Chasing Hepburn will surely find its audience. Students of Chinese history, and especially those curious about Shanghai in the first three decades of the twentieth century (possibly the most fascinating metropolis ever), will find a book filled with detail and information.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“[F]illed with heartbreak, regret, and remorse.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Chasing Hepburn is a memoir of staggering richness … [a] marvelous account of a Chinese family in a startling historical context.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“[R]ich in detail: a uniquely personal perspective on one of the most fascinating and tumultuous periods in history.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Lee’s writing is a constant pleasure of vibrant detail and effective dialogue … Lee’s most remarkable skill, however, is his ability to deftly move between the personalities of his family’s intimate moments, and his observations of Chinese cultural history.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Gus Lee brings to his first work of nonfiction the consummate storytelling skills which have always delighted us in his critically acclaimed novels. I promise that you will be captivated by this epic story of two families who epitomize all that is rich and varied in Chinese culture.”

—Ron Bass, screenwriter of The Joy Luck Club and Rain Man
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Frontispiece photograph: ZEE ZEE, DA-TSIEN, ELINOR. Hongchiao Airport, Shanghai, 1930. Da-tsien has again refused to fly.
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To Mah-mee,
with love and faith and hope.
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Preface

I WAS RAISED on fractured clan stories and have chased their missing parts all my life. After four autobiographical novels, this work, Chasing Hepburn, represents the essence of the effort.

This is a work of memory and storytelling. It is the sum of many recollections of those who suffered Chinese history. The story began a century ago when my parents were born to tung oil lamps in the spring and winter of 1906. For half a century, their pasts remained in shadow.

In his ninety-first year, Dad began to tell me his stories. Yet, despite incredible disclosures in the autumn of his life, many of Dad’s accounts lacked endings. When I asked for them, he said he had already told me.

Dad passed away on March 6, 1998. Later, I moved his many papers into my study. In 2000, while clearing space to research this book, I came across an old manila file of Dad’s labeled “My Story.” This was eight pages of his autobiography, written in the 1980s and never finished. Behind them were hundreds of handwritten letters scribed in fading pencil. They began on February 5, 1970, and continued into the late Eighties. They were addressed to me; he had never mailed them. In these letters were many of the missing parts of his stories.

On a linguistic note, I have used Dad’s traditional Wade-Giles Romanization of Chinese words. Dad was nothing if not stubborn, and he refused to learn modern Pinyin with its formidable X’s, Q’s and Z’s. This is a story of the Twentieth Century, and the older spelling fits that time.

On a storytelling note, I make a prosecutor’s observation that eyewitnesses to common events can disagree on identities, dates and locations. This story is no different. In criminal law, the focus is upon provable facts. Because this story is morally my mother’s, the focus is upon relationships, where she believed the truth lived.

As a deputy district attorney preparing a murder case, I would ask relatives of the victim for small, personal details of the deceased’s life. What awakened her in the morning? Was she a morning person? Was she a reader? Was she funny? Who was her best friend? Her soul mate? Who were her enemies? Was she a reader? Could she see herself with insight? Did she meet Kierkegaard’s definition of a self-aware person who can resist the seduction of bad habits?

I put those questions to my sisters, to our Shanghai cousins, to our father. The answers dwelled on character, relationships and setting.

The facts are that our father died virtually alone and that I still miss my mother. It is also a fact that I created bridges between missing story elements, particularly for scenes set in the Nineteenth Century. I filled in imagined details and added weight to the known spines of dialogue and setting.

It is a truth that we are an American family, typical in many ways and common in many habits. We are blessed with legal rights, moral opportunities and material advantages, and our children have access to liberties that would shock an emperor. Loving America, I miss the Chinese relational roots that were the cost of acquiring freedom.

I have used my Chinese roots and my American legal education to argue the story of my mother.

My mother was a woman of faith and relationship. I pray that this story is worthy of her.

She was a storyteller and I am her son, a minor tale-spinner in a fine and ancient parade of rubber-faced Yangtze River storytellers. Each of our predecessors told and retold histories to preserve meaning, to advance honor, to tell truth and to entertain anyone who paused in a busy marketplace to hear a tale about courage and beauty.
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one

Who Will Marry
You Now?

THE FUTURE SHIFTED when the clan ladies failed to break my mother’s tiny feet. From then on, her life was guided by the good and the bad of that day. She would grow up to be a dreamer who married a rogue, a woman who laughed easily whenever she thought of how her big, unbound feet had saved four females and caused us to become Americans.

The story begins when she is three. She is the Only Daughter of the House of Tzu. Cherished by all, she loves easily. Servants pamper her to chase away the tiniest frown, tickling her toes to hear her sweet laughter. All of heaven, from Lei Tsu, the three-eyed father of thunder, to T’u Ti, the dwarfed, puckish local deity, honor this sweet child. She is Little Missy Da-tsien, grand-daughter of a great man, and she smiles at all people and loves all gods. Surely she will win a rich husband and make fruitful sons, multiplying clan wealth and making everyone except herself crazy with happiness.

If I look into the distance of my family’s past, I see fireflies flitting in the fields as low angles of soft afternoon sunlight fill the upper rooms of the great house. It is the hour of late tea in the pleasant autumn of 1909, just before the entire world will change.

Da-tsien has been denied her nap to make her slow and pliable, so now, instead, she’s quick and cranky. Lao Chu, the burly chef, and his robust white-jacketed cooks bang hot black iron woks in clouds of sizzling steam to produce a sumptuous second meal of the day for forty mouths and eighty chopsticks. The neatly dressed house staff anticipate the good dishes, enjoying the textured scents that promise a satisfying meal.

Rich homes of this era have housemasters, majordomos. In the crossings of oceans and the tides of time, our domo’s name has been lost. He’s remembered as a blunt man with keen eyes, a harsh voice and a neat mustache that would bristle for dramatic emphasis. He had little to do since the Tzu jia—the clan of the Tzus—stopped doing trade and making money.

The basic social unit in China is the family. Chinese families are not nuclear with parents at the center—they are vertical and horizontal, with ruling elders and the dead ancestors earnestly watching from above and, not infrequently, from below. These are the jia, the clans—lacking in privacy, prosperous in community, robust in support and rich in conflict.

The Tzu jia was once part of the bustling pharmaceutical Yangtze River herb trade. It was like being in medicine before managed care. Business was so good that the majordomo bragged about it. But gods listen and punish pride. The big words floated upward to heaven with the kitchen-stove smoke, drying up rain clouds and creating droughts that killed Tzu-land crops and caused starving pirates to raid their herbal boats for the last vestiges of the produce.

Now, instead of making business, the clan cruises on old profits and the domo gambles with Ah Tsui, my mother’s amah, a personal maid who will attend her until one of them dies. Ah Tsui is a round and full country girl who is quick to criticize imperfection and to remember cards. When cards run towards her luck, she snorts through her nose like a young mare in spring; when they don’t, she grinds her molars.

Later, Amah will comfort her little girl. Amah’s the laziest and most superstitious member of the nonworking house. She’s been eating Lao Chu’s cooking since Da-tsien’s birth, but her sudden, bloodcurdling midnap howls at invisible spirits still make the others jump as if T’sao T’sao, the devil, had stuck a kitchen knife into their bottoms. Ah Tsui is plagued by spirits that try to dig their way into her clothing to find secret hidden coins and old, sequestered food.

She heats a tub of warming and healing mineral waters to soothe her baby girl. Anxious servants watch the majordomo and the amah play cards as the mineral waters cool, dishes sizzle and hot spicy aromas lace the air. Soon it will happen. Screams will fill the house, chasing away all good thoughts. Pain for the sweet little girl, their precious Da-tsien, the one with the laughter of heaven. Some will cry; most will lower their heads. Hot food will help. They wait uneasily, cleaning their teeth and nails. The frowning men are more nervous than the women, who are unusually quiet.

The gentry ladies have been preparing all day, complimenting one another loudly, laughing abruptly, eating too much, joking about wine-drinking men and slow servants. They are steeling themselves. They look at Taitai, my maternal grandmother, my mother’s mah-mee, the conductor of the house’s feelings, for guidance.

Taitai is a short, fine-featured woman in a comfortable silk cheongsam, loose enough for doing work. She has so much burning clarity in her left eye that tricky merchants lower their heads, not crazy enough to bargain with so much heat. Today her eye is sharp and feral.

Finally, Taitai nods and the household ladies take her little daughter upstairs. She’ll be a famous beauty, they remind one another—a fabled bride who’ll make sons with long luck, old money, perfect faces and big male organs. They encourage one another because hurting this child will be hard, harder than any other in their long experience.

They close the doors and windows, locking out a sun fatigued by its hot work for Mr. and Mrs. Tu-di, the Chinese gods of the earth. The mister and missus are heavenly white-haired elders who manage agriculture for the best farmers of the earth. The missus is careful, ensuring that the soil is fertile, but the old man can be forgetful, allowing torrential floods or accidentally kicking away the clouds of rain from sun-parched fields. Some of the women will later recall that they glimpsed ominous shadows of evil fox spirits dancing on the waters by the house, and that the outside air seemed tomblike, leaving a bad weight on the heart.

On the canal, a lonely dirt farmer on a bony raft calls out his last wares with hopeful notes—cheap, half a copper for all that’s left! But none of the pretty ladies in swishing high-necked silk gowns appear on their balcony of Shi Shr er, Lucky Seventy Two Way, to clack their long nails on the mahogany railing. He calls again, mournfully.

The women take deep breaths. They softly caress the little girl’s cheeks, brush her dark hair, gaze into her immense round eyes and soothe her with cooing words, “Shiaobaobee, Shiaobaobee, Little Precious,” while removing her tiny silk slippers.

Kind Auntie Gao reclines the child on the padded tabletop. She caresses the girl’s feet, warming the ligaments. The girl smiles, then jerks as Auntie bends the four smallest toes, stretching the joints, leaving the largest to stand like a lonely sentinel, watching the fate of the others.

There are many methods for binding feet. In the backcountry, toes can be bent with increasing pressure for months. But this is Soochow, the city of elegant women, and the technique is brutal. When joints are loosened and warm, Auntie will nod and one of the ladies will sharply pinch the girl’s ear to distract her as Auntie snaps the toes, making the sound of fried grasshoppers in a sizzling-hot wok. As the girl shrieks, Auntie will send her soft thoughts, then break the big toe and, with steady pressure, tightly bind all five to the body of the foot with a pure white bandage, fifteen palms long. This will bend the foot under itself. Her little niece will scream and fight as pain fills every nerve in her body. The pain will ebb as she gasps for air, recovering some chi, her inner strength, and then Auntie Gao will break the toes of the other foot.

The pain will persist through adolescence, ebbing and cresting while other bones fail and the foot dies and the skin with it as the girl matures into womanhood. Of course, some girls will perish from infections, and others will be crippled. It is the Soochow way. The canals that grace the city replaced arable soil, and now beautiful feet replace country feet. This is life and the commandment of beauty. It’s a blessing for wellborn girls to be groomed for rich men, their tiny, inviting feet held by diminutive shoes.

In other times and lands, alternative parts of the female body will be emphasized or encased in other challenging interventions. This is the era of crippling feet, of hamstringing the liberty of girls for the pleasure of male eyes. It is a time of strengthening gentry clans by producing sons, for sons determine a clan’s destiny and ensure survival for five thousand years. Sons serve elders in this world and care for the dead in the next life. Only sons warrant clan memory tablets and are able to survive against capricious gods who control weather, fertility and fortune.

When Auntie Gao was little, her clan women botched the binding, breaking the wrong bones and inducing a purple fever that stunted her growth and cost cash in doctoring and remedial fortune-telling. Her right foot grew at a bad-luck angle, ruining her future as a bride and cloaking her house with a spiritual darkness. Because the women had tsa guo, “dropped the pots” with her, Auntie grew into a small, limping woman who deserved her angry husband with the sour heart. But her victimization as a wife made her sensitive to the needs of others. She became a top foot-binder in Soochow, the city of picturesque canals and lovely ladies. Wearing Taoist black and a kind look, she calmed the unhappiest girl and quickly and neatly broke toes to create beauty and to help clans.

Auntie has a small face framed by tightly coiled black hair. She looks older than her twenty-six years. She dearly loves her three-year-old niece, taking her time, warming up the precious foot as she breathes deeply to collect strength for the snapping of bones. She says a quick prayer to Guan Yin, the female goddess of mercy and male children. May good luck and healthy sons come from this hard day!

Da-tsien cries under the cresting pain, calls out to young Auntie Gao—Please stop! She begs for Ah Tsui, her amah, but Amah’s gone! She reaches for Mother—Mah-mee helps them! She can’t hear Mah-mee’s encouragements, her justifications, her descriptions of fine young men with old money who will be pleased with the results of today’s tears. The girl squirms to fight free, but she’s pinned to the table by a phalanx of women, and she screams pitifully, her cries echoing through the three floors of the Chinese mansion. She weeps to heaven, and some women bite their lips as others show teeth and blink back tears. The house’s gray mouser cats perk pointed ears and sedately take cover.

Downstairs, Ah Tsui freezes, her round face wrenching in pain. She prays to Guan Yin, apologizing for her laziness, her weaknesses. Since birth, Da-tsien has been taught all about the goddess of mercy. Guan Yin is strong and heals all hurts, Ah Tsui promised my mother.

Da-tsien, a child who has never known hardship or privation in a household of kind women, begs Guan Yin to come as a bright-winged phoenix from the sky to rescue her. She cries needfully at the ceiling, but no one comes. Desperately, she screams for Baba, her father.

They smile tightly. Her mother breathes, “Ssss, be strong.” Auntie straightens the foot, the toes protesting, bending them.

Da-tsien’s baba, my maternal grandfather, is a silly man given to reading foreign books, catching unneeded fish and babbling foreign thoughts in his sleep. It’s a fact, they say, that if he keeps dozing with foreign books in his lap, he’ll absorb the White Devil tongue and become a follower of the Christian god who smacks his lips as he devours children. The women make fun of Baba, but they like his kind heart and quiet voice. They appreciate these qualities more than beauty. In China, a woman’s freedom from total male dominion of her words and actions comes only from kind men.

Baba loves his library. Books, unlike his wife, are open and shut and susceptible to being read at a gentlemanly pace. Peace, unlike criticism, invites sleep, so he naps in a room lined with quiet texts. His favorite spot is a kind French chair that replaced an unforgiving, hardwood cherry Kiangsu seat that was designed by the enèmy of happy backs. Perhaps he dreams that his little daughter has caught a fish.

Her screams cascade down the grand staircase to bounce off the domed ceiling and he jerks awake, his book—Balzac?—tumbling onto a thick Tehrani carpet.

He is tall with a full head of jet-black hair, a long, straight nose, a handsome, rectangular face, large eyes, thick hands and broad shoulders rounded by years of good reading and zealous fishing. His thoughts resemble the movements of his bearlike body—slow, hesitant, reflective.

Little Missy! Foggy from sleep and foreign thoughts, he finds himself bounding up the stairs, abandoning his well-earned reputation for inaction and caution, a reputation that allows him to avoid family squabbles and the tiring monetary frictions of gentry clan management. He moves well for a big man, but his sprint up the stairs alarms the servants—only the uneducated are authorized to exert physical effort.

Panting, he enters an upper room. The women are dressed up with red cheeks, fine clothes and coiffed hair in a riot of shining peach, azure, burgundy and sea-green silks. Black-gowned Auntie Gao is at the center of the group, her hair fallen over an eye. He thinks: A party! The household ladies in one place, closely packed, looking so young. They gawk as if they were men and he were a woman who had stumbled into the strictly male-only ancestral hall. Unknowingly, he has crossed a closed border few men have seen. His daughter is struggling on the table.

So, this is how they do it. She’s scared … this is wrong, very wrong. … He fumbles for a word, any word. “No?” he tries.

This is new for them, Old Father giving orders, even orders that come like questions, so they shrug and go back to work. The girl cries furiously and tries to twist free as her toes are bent farther and farther.

Baba hisses and thinks, shaking his right hand as if a bee had stung him. They are not obeying him. Think! He’s not a physical man. He slams the door, hard, roars, “STOP!” Everyone jumps, including him.

One woman falls on her bottom. A man yelling in this house of women is unheard of! They’re panicked, especially Auntie Gao, who knows the warning signs of male rage. She winces, her tender heart stopped, ready for hard blows.

“Ayy! Keep going, Sister!” shouts Da-tsien’s mother, holding her heart. “Sahhhhh, Husband! You scared us! Why do you say stop?” she asks with her great frown of many wrinkles and her one ferocious eye.

“Because I say so!” says Baba. “I can’t stand her crying.”

“Tsa! We’ve cried for centuries,” she says. “No one ever listens.”

Da-tsien takes her cue and howls from the bottom of her lungs, trying again to twist away. The little girl of sweet smiles is surprising everyone with her strength.

“Then one more reason to stop,” Baba says. Her screams hurt his ears, so he covers them, providing little help. “Two reasons?” he suggests.

“Lo Fa,” says Miao-miao, a teenage kinswoman with a high voice and no cheekbones, using his nickname. “Lo Fa, this is women’s work. Go catch a fish, okay?” She’s encouraged his lazy ways; his indolence allows her to hide in his home when her husband drinks. Strong men cause pain, and strong men who drink gulp women’s lives like typhoons taking boats. Weak men are treasures. Lo Fa might be the only man in Soochow who could comfort a little girl after her feet were broken. Miao-miao doesn’t believe in gods or good luck; her flat face is proof of the power of bad fortune. She pulls up the sleeves of her floor-length silk dress and tightly covers the girl’s mouth. The silence is sudden. Her eyes say, Control yourself, now.

“Lo Fa, go read a foreign-country-person book, then come back later, yes? Then you talk to your daughter. She’ll need you then.”

“Good idea!” he says brightly, moving forward. “I’ll take her now.”

“No no no!” they cry, but again Auntie Gao has paused from an overripe imagination borne by experience. What’s wrong with Brother-in-Law? He’s crazy! Why’s he here? Why ruin his daughter’s future? Is he drunk? Is he now a demon like my husband who will knock me out with a stick and have sex on me while he bites my skin?

Da-tsien struggles against an octopus of soft hands. She reaches for her baba, knowing that time is running out. These women are strong, their hearts are hardening and her mother is getting testy, pointing her sharp finger like a dagger.

“Ai-yaa! If we don’t bind them, they’ll grow like carp and flap like fish, no end in sight! They’ll be the first part of her to enter a room! Here’s our daughter, excuse her huge feet! Who’ll marry her? Feet from here to Vietnam! You ruin her! Make her marry a beast who’ll send her to hell, and they’ll laugh and shame us! She’ll have no sons, and we’ll have no outside grandsons! We won’t be able to show our faces! It’ll destroy us!”

Baba wonders, All this from her feet? “Hey, see here, she doesn’t even have to marry! I read a new book, and it says—”

His wife tries to remain sane. No marriage! No sons! No purpose in life! “No no no! Aiyaa, no! No French books! Sister, ignore him! Do it now!”

Baba always denied pushing his way through the women; he said he only had to place his hand on his heart and speak resonantly like a scholar, and they honored him as the learned patriarch, a man of books, rectitude and thunder as they instantly parted for him, bowing low with a thousand apologies, their foreheads banging nine times on the floor like Tibetan drumsticks.

But Miao-miao said Baba was like a drunk Australian sailor in a good-time house on payday as he rudely shoved everyone aside.

My mother held on to her father’s neck as he thumped down the stairs, his sleep-wrinkled ma-gua navy blue gown flapping like the wings of a great bird. She was thrilled with the speed, the urgency, the frenetic bouncing of this wild carnival ride, his strong arms, a faint musky hint of old books, shocked by his physical closeness. She closed her eyes, not breathing, certain they would fall and die. He had never moved so quickly. He never would again, even when the Japanese came for him.

He turned back, panting, to grab his best fishing pole and tackle box from the closet. He paused to nudge Deaf Man Fu, his manservant, who snored on a pallet on the parquet floor. Old Lao Fu grunted, fell silent and resumed snoring. Deaf Man Fu was supposed to escort Baba wherever he went, but he would usually awaken to the closing of the front door, alertly look about, then fall back to sleep.

The women couldn’t pursue him—their feet were bound, and running on broken bones made tortured and long-traumatized sciatic nerves scream for days of acupuncture. They gathered in a knot at the top of the stairs and wailed and cried at the destruction of Da-tsien’s future. A beautiful little girl, totally ruined by her feet! Now no sons! No future! Because of that double-stupid, double-weak, double-lazy man, that demon! Who will marry her now?

The mustache-bristling majordomo, the amah, the house servants, the cook’s white-jacketed family had crowded at the bottom of the stairs during the argument. They fled as the master of the house came pounding down as if every hatchet-bearing warlord in China were chasing him. The front door slammed, and they ran back to the staircase as the outside servants peered through the windows. All were trying to divine the cause of the weeping that they knew would, in time, impact them.

Those loyal to Taitai—all of them—wailed with her, for her happiness was their joy and her grief was their loss. She was a woman of judgment, a manager of many skills and tougher than a one-armed Yangtze River mule driver. Ignorant of the trouble but understanding the emotion, they cried for her and waited for the consequences.

And as for Master, her husband—well, he fished.

Auntie Gao was the last to limp to the railing, trembling on her good foot, the bad one pointing at its foul-luck angle. She wasn’t a true aunt, but a cousin on Baba’s side who visited the Tzus to avoid her abusive husband. She was an animistic Taoist who wore optimistic black to fend off scary, ghostlike white colors. Now she cried, apologizing to the brooding female spirits of the good house and the whispering yin deities of the picturesque canal. She had inadvertently passed her tragedy of broken feet to a golden girl, ruining her life as well and inviting the anger of the girl’s hard mother. Why this precious girl? She doesn’t deserve my fate.

Thus my mah-mee’s feet were left unbound. She was grateful to her baba for the rescue from pain. But a distance grew between her and her mother the way a stitch, once loosened, widens under the pressure of wear.

My grandmother was responsible for sending her daughter to a good marriage that promised sons and a household secure from hard times. But with Da-tsien’s feet allowed to grow amok, Taitai couldn’t fulfill the primary maternal duty of matchmaking her daughter upward into a family of wealth. Da-tsien could no longer be her true child. Her big feet had eaten the beauty of her face and disturbed the rituals of parental duty, the harmony of the house and the promise of educated males.

Her social and psychological health, as with many Chinese children, would depend less on the affections of her mother and more upon the kindnesses of her relatives in the jia. To her benefit, she would have her father on her side, and her father was a kind man who would help as Da-tsien’s feet grew and consumed the goodwill of her aristocratic mother. In those days, a few peasant children were raised as entertainers. Entertainment was beneath manual labor, but it brought a few coppers. A country mother would tie pink string around her daughter’s multiple pigtails, rouge the cheeks and paint the eyebrows, dressing her in bright colors. The girl would learn to sing hwagushi, flower drum songs, tossing and catching the drumsticks, hitting the little drum and singing as her brother struck a brass gong. Down the river in Shanghai, flower drums were used by famous prostitutes to beguile their customers.

The child entertainers of Soochow sang songs of social commentary. The song that remained with Da-tsien was called the Feng-yang, based on the place where famine strikes and emperors are born.

The little girl would sing that she had a maligned fate: While other husbands became officials, her spouse only played the flower drum.

Her brother would sing that he too possessed a foul fortune, for while other men married beautiful girls, his spouse had huge, ugly feet. It was a lovely song with a sad message of old Chinese laments.

Taitai couldn’t stand hwagushi. But Da-tsien would close her eyes as the music wafted to her window, where she often sat alone.


two

The Bravest Wife

THE RUBBER-FACED STORYTELLER waves his arms as he beats drums and brass gongs and cries in the voices of demons and lords to shoppers at a crowded market, “HEY YOU! Kai t’ien pi di! When the heavens separated from the earth! Once upon a time … friends and sisters, listen to my story!”

My father used to wave his arms as he told stories with extravagant gestures. His tales had no genesis, middle or end. He pitched an orphaned shard of a story the way the sea gives up fragments of wrecked ships. But he had a favorite, disconnected finale, his lonely line of words. Each time he said it, he nearly cried.

“Ah, the Bravest Wife! She killed herself to save her husband, so sad.” Dad had dreamed of being an orator, but his voice was like a steel shovel in a gravel pit. “She die.” His voice choked, then he laughed. Bitter laughter was a cleansing coda. He used a false laugh to erase memories of pain. I hoped he was enjoying the misery of others, which is human, but he was engaging in other people’s memories, which is Chinese.

As a victim of Asian history, Dad relied heavily on his American future. As a Chinese soldier trained by sergeants of the Kaiser’s German army, he liked the value of shock. For fifty years, this dapper man in a bow tie surprised me with unlinked morsels of family secrets, but there was always one story that he worried like a dog with a tough bone.

“Why did she kill herself?” I was on my footstool, its red leather striated and faded, a place where the sun warmed me and made me brave enough to ask Saturday questions of my angry, weekday-driven father.

In those days, my mah-mee said misty, magical prayers to keep us safe from American street demons and night devils that hungered for our unsettled souls. Some evenings, as she tucked me in my bed, she looked into my eyes and kissed my nose, saying that it was a good nose, and that I would be smart and rich. Later, I learned that she was afraid I’d have a big nose like my father’s and become a man who sniffed for distant winds that would carry me far away. Her kiss was a prayer to keep it small.

Asking Dad about family history was like asking the IRS for advice. If an answer came, it could be unrelated to the inquiry. Worse, it resulted in being noticed, which inevitably bore its own costs.

When he was in his nineties, Dad began to tell the stories of our clan, of my mother’s life, of their adventures together in times of prosperity and pain. He told me the full story of the Bravest Wife, a kaleidoscopic tale painted in Yangchow poetry and Shanghai hardness with his tough, German-toned English. Always an actor, Dad played the roles of the central characters, using voices of dragons and lords to tell truths he had withheld all his life. If I looked above his head, I could see a rubber-faced storyteller by a busy market stall, waving his arms and hitting a drum.

The refugee mob runs, shedding the weak to the shoulders of the road. They ignore dropped clothing, food and valuables, and can’t hear the wailing of abandoned baby girls crying for their mothers. Bathed in the flickering heat of a burning sky, the refugees press doggedly onward, driven by the beat of drums and the tramp of a fast-approaching army.

The panicked refugees jostle the young girl with tiny bound feet as she struggles through the detritus on the margins of the road. Her husband keeps elbowing the crowd away from his young wife.

She was a poor city girl from Ji’an, and we are in central China. She probably has been crying all day. Her delicate hands bleed on the canes that help her inch forward. She burns with fatigue, but the central agony is in her feet. Broken and bent under the heel when she was small, bound with cloths fifteen hands long into lovely golden lilies, they drew the admiration of her low-ranking clan and the passions of matchmakers. They distinguished her from mere country girls and won her a literate husband. From pain came endurance. From endurance came good luck. From good luck would come many sons.

Now the broken bones in her young feet grind against one another. There is not one small corner in her body where she can hide from pain. Her glorious feet now promise her death; worse, they will kill her husband. Perhaps, as she tries to flee from the yellow-headbanded men who beat drums and carry blood-wetted swords and spears, she wishes for the strong feet of a peasant, for legs that can squat in rice fields for days and trek water-heavy produce to market in a monsoon storm.

I can picture this young girl, but without an outward sign of care. This was Dad’s way. It pains me that I don’t know her name and that I may be behaving like my father. The girl was my great-grandfather’s wife. Great-grandfather brought so much good luck to our family that it nearly destroyed everyone.

I am at my desk with Pookie, a small and loyal Chinese dog curled up at my feet, telling you I should know the girl’s name so I can honor her in the li, the rituals that mark Confucian families. But my father deliberately left the rites and their road signs behind when he came to America, and we lost our Chinese way. I have been awkward in all hereditary customs ever since. Even if I knew this fabled woman’s name, I would struggle to honor her seamlessly, as if I were an extension of ancient Chinese custom, instead of the American wang ben rock on which tradition broke and was forgotten.

I remember that my mah-mee’s courage, and this unnamed girl’s bravery, saved the clan and created an American family.

“What was the Bravest Wife’s name, Dad?” I asked in 1998, when his health began to fail.

“Her name was Lee,” he said.

“I knew that part.”

He says nothing, his face an old and familiar stone, and then he begins to tell me the story in the rich detail I had longed to hear since I was a boy.

What comes through my father’s story is that this young girl had vision, that she was, in important ways, smarter than her husband, and that most importantly, she had guts.

Chinese stories have two themes. One is beauty. The other is courage. Both are the outcomes of prayer and good fortune. When the Lee clan was rich, beauty came first, but before prosperity, it was courage.

SHE HAS LARGE, bright eyes spaced as widely as burners in a rich man’s stove. Everyone says that she was polite and respectful, but that is obligatorily said of all our Before Borns.

It is 1853, and money has no meaning as she struggles on a hard road along the cold waters of the Gan River in Kiangsi Province. She’s fleeing the Taiping rebels, the Heavenly Peace warriors, who actually are not that interested in her, a Chinese woman. The Taipings are Chinese men who are hunting Manchu horsemen and rulers, the Manchurian conquerors from the far north.

Two centuries earlier, in 1644, Manchu Bannermen cavalry crossed the Great Wall to defeat the tottering Ming Dynasty. The Manchus enslaved the Chinese, the old masters of subjugation. The victorious Manchus made vanquished Chinese men wear queues so they resembled horses, to be ridden and corralled, sold and bartered. The pigtail became the symbol of slavery, of a lowered face.

Now, after two hundred years, the Chinese Taipings are rebelling. They want to kill all the Manchus and create a native regime with a new twist. The Taipings had emerged from the Guest People, the Hakka, Central Chinese who had migrated to southern China centuries before. The Hakka Taipings are now in open revolt against the Manchus and they are being joined by charcoal burners, landless root-eating peasants, deserters, blackened river pullers, bent-back miners and hordes of starving yaofan, want-rice beggars. They are the disenchanted, the feudal serfs, the abused ejecta from rich landlords, foreigners and officials. As America nears its Civil War, these brave, landless poor—the very heart of China—are initiating the largest and longest revolution in human history. The revolution will change every member of every clan in the biggest country in the world. It is a revolution whose final chapter is yet to be written.

Hong Hsiu-ch’uän, the Taiping leader, is a handsome, charismatic visionary with a deep voice and an iron will. He had a fever once, awakening with the belief that he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ, a realization that made him the Chinese son of the Christian God. He says now that Jesus talks to him, directing the Chinese to rise up and kill the devil Manchus and to accept the Kingdom of God. Hong and his Taipings have cut off their degrading slave braids, which is a capital offense under Manchu laws. Even in America, Chinese gold miners and laundrymen driven by the horrors of the Taiping Rebellion to seek any kind of work would rather die than lose their queues.

Free of slave markings, the Taiping rebels take up arms and dissect Manchu soldiers, mounting their heads atop red spears. Hundreds of thousands of Chinese join the inspirational Hong and his Soldiers of Heavenly Peace, to violently overthrow their Manchu masters, to regain freedom and to seek a better life. Farmers who have the strength to work sixteen hours a day, every day of the year, learn that they can also fight a terrifying army across an entire continent.

The Taipings are political radicals who hold property in common, who free women from servitude to men, who end foot binding, who practice temperance and who honor peasants. They fight as regiments. They do not loot or rape as they execute Manchu devils and Chinese loyalists. They plan to take the Forbidden City in Peking and to behead the Manchu emperor and all his devils. Then they will found a half-Christian Taiping state, bringing with it the kingdom to come.

China is overwhelmed by confusion and terror as the civil war spreads, killing thousands, then millions who are caught in epic, rolling campaigns. Who is right? What can we do? My great-grandfather was confused. In the absence of clear answers came a great fear.

He was of medium height with wide shoulders and a kind face, thick legs and strong wrists. He had a big brain and bad eyes from years of candlelight reading, and worked hard as a paddy-rice farmer in a family line that had gone five centuries without one note of scholastic distinction. He studied hard to become a scholar of literature, for such men were at the absolute apex of Chinese social achievement. As all men, he wanted to be tall, thin and learned with a fine scholar’s beard. His name was Lee Shui-feng. His name is pronounced “Shwee Fung,” but Confucian sons can never say aloud the names of their fathers. It would be too disrespectful.

In the spring of 1853, Lee Shui-feng was looking to the west where Taiping braves were sounding war drums and chopping off the heads of Manchus and Chinese traitors. Tramping regiments shook the earth, slaying Buddhist monks and burning temples that defied the True God. Fear made his stomach hurt and thinned his breath—what if they couldn’t tell you were Chinese? If you looked Manchu, pro-Manchu, rich, Buddhist or hostile, they impaled you and your family. The Taipings are changing China the way a millennial Yellow River flood changes crops.

Great-grandfather thinks about running. He thinks about it every day. Life has become confusing. The rebels who threaten you are Chinese, like yourself, but they’re also wild killers. If you ran, you’d run to the Manchus—the foreigners who enslaved you, took the best land and made you wear a queue. There is nowhere else to go.

In his home, Lo Chuen, Snail Creek village, people argue, packing, then unpacking, children crying at the chaos, fishnets and crops ignored. They are communal Chinese; when danger comes, the dismay is openly shared, nothing hidden, nothing held back. What to do with first sons, our elders, seed grain, spirit tablets and ancestors’ graves? The Taipings will burn our fishing boats and tear our nets! At night the villagers are scared out of their sleep, praying in hot whispers to the white-haired earth gods, Mr. and Mrs. Tu-di.

Word comes: Taiping scouts are in the passes of the western Wugong Mountains. Wearing their yellow headbands and carrying sharp pennoned spears, riding black fire-snorting horses, they shout that only devil Manchus, their lackeys, Buddhist monks, pimps and gamblers will lose property. If you stay inside with the character shun—obedient—on your door, you and your property will be safe. Hong, the Taiping leader, has read foreign missionary tracts and knows the Book of Exodus. The word passes up and down the Gan River like a hot wind. It is a Chinese Passover.

There are two choices. Ask a literate man to write shun—a tough, eleven-stroke character—on your door and pray to all the gods you know. Or run like a wild crazy person to Ji’an’s walls and its Manchu garrison. Or, if you’re really scared, sail all the way to great Nanking.

Lee Shui-feng doesn’t know what to do. Maybe the Taipings will miss their village completely. They live on a west-bank crook where trees grow tall and floods stall at good-luck orchards and strong rock walls. Cod fill nets that are thrown into the Gan River three times a day. Snails work the soil, feed pigs and catch groupers, which are best when quickly seared. In winter, farming stops and small-framed men make wood toys while the big ones work as porters for merchants who ply the Gan. People rest against ginkgo trees next to blazing fires and tell wine-warmed stories about silly or stupid people while children rub their aching backs. The soil is good and the clan dead are with them, giving good luck to bad seasons and significance to a confusing world. It is a pleasant village, watched over by many fathers. You cannot leave to become a wanderer, detached from life.

Great-grandfather curses his bad luck. He had just changed his fortune by becoming a Ji’an pawnshop manager, a commoner’s banker who uses relationships and numerical agility to set his rates. He can read the wind, appraise the seller, establish trust, move the abacus beads, set a true price and lend no more than half the resale value. This isn’t as good as being a scholar, not nearly, but it’s far better than being a farmer. His new luck has lifted him from the fields of the di-ren, the people of the earth—dirt peasants with black soil in their skin. He manages three brokerages in a big city of colors and foods while winning a smart wife with small feet and a sweet dowry. At twenty, he is a person of incredible good fortune who can pay his salt and tea tax and use a brush. But at heart, he’s still a farmer. As his clerks lend, buy and make business, he spends more time in Snail Creek, near the ducks and the graves of his fathers. Quietly, he gardens. After work, he sits by the Gan River and by candlelight practices calligraphy, the gentleman’s art. He listens to lovesick cicadas and croaking frogs, all of which like the tasty snails. He uses good parchment to ensure that each stroke is sincere and precise, worthy of posterity. When he’s tired, his wife rubs his back, telling him not to worry that his eyes are growing weaker as his penmanship improves.

But now the Taipings are coming. They honor the di-ren, and they kill the people of incredible good fortune. Aiya, this is the wrong time to succeed and to improve your station!

He can write “obedient” on his door and the door of his jia, his clan, and his young wife urges him to do so. She also has him write many of these characters on pieces of wood, which she gives to the villagers who want them. She also tells her husband to wear simpler clothes, to conceal his small-landowner status, to use his big brains. She sews tiny silver ingots into the lining of his simple jackets.

Hide that which is obvious, she says.

Great-grandfather looks west to see if the Taiping rebels are burning up what is left of his good luck. His parents are dead, so he’s not bound to the village by gang, the magical unbreakable Confucian bond to parents, which is far stronger than his mere wedding pledge to a wife. He would owe her more if she had borne him sons, but they remain childless.

She reminds him that the smart clans are quiet in their huts, avoiding trouble, pitifully trying to copy shun again and again with chicken blood onto clothing and walls. It is peasant custom to smear cock’s blood on door lintels in a universal act of atonement. The blood wards off the demons of cosmic misfortune, which pours from a place farmers call the Mouth of the Tiger. Sadly, many in the village now superstitiously kill their fine roosters.

The stupid, she says, left earlier. The really stupid left yesterday, risking all to hike Gan River roads towards Ji’an or the great sanctuary of Nanking, fifteen hundred li away. Only the incredibly stupid would run now, when it is too late; the Taipings are coming like a Hwang Ho flood. She can taste their drums in her mouth. She has been raised to be a wife and mother, not a refugee, and her husband’s village is her home.

Snow still sits on far hills when Great-grandfather sees the pillars of smoke. His ear to the ground, he feels the tramp of a fast army. Mountains are moving; the value of the world is shifting. What’s the price to stay, to go, to resell? How do you pawn safety? Run, or don’t run?

His wife urges no action; the Taiping are like Shensi hunting dogs—if you don’t run, they ignore you. Still, he owns property and has no dirt in his pores. He looks like a devil official. When the fires are two hills away, lighting up the night sky in ghostly reds, when they can feel the drums in their bed and undisciplined children cry, he picks up his abacus, dons his jackets with secret linings and decides they must run.

She is a girl of house duties and handwork who prays to Guan Yin for sons. Now she struggles like a newborn kitten up a rocky, rutted path under moonlight in the middle of a Chinese nightmare. With two canes, she moves efficiently, but bound feet do not allow anything resembling speed.

“Running is like moving over broken glass on bare knuckles,” says Dad. “Bound feet are broken feet.”

Great-grandmother is a hard worker. Legend says that she had good judgment, vision, a kind mouth. But I imagine her complaining to her husband as they trudged forty li—fourteen miles—to the fortified city of Ji’an with its thirty-foot walls and a Bannermen army, red armor-plated Manchu troops united under the flags of the northern steppe tribes. She endures pain. To encourage her, her husband tells her again and again, “It’s impossible for the Taipings and their fires to take Ji’an!”

A villager can tote a full load of produce to Ji’an in half a dry day. Her husband has done the trip hundreds of times in less. On tiny, bound feet, if the journey doesn’t kill her, it will take a week. Does he feel guilty for not having the wisdom to stay? Running has made them look like devil lovers, dog turtles, enemies of the Kingdom of Heavenly Peace. Only such people would risk running in front of the Taiping army.

Her delicate lotus feet helped find her a husband with advantages, and now they, and his decision to run, will be the death of them.

It has been three or four days on the up-and-down road, a blur of gravel, rocks and forests, of endless crowds of refugees passing them and treasures left behind. Great-grandmother’s distress knows no borders. The pain in her feet has grown into her back and shoulders. She had a bag of millet and corn but lost it, she has no idea where. The bones in her feet have ground against one another from the first step. It is as if the Taipings, who burn the sky and the earth, have set fire to her body. Fever clouds her once great vision. The running mob jostles them. This is true misery. Villagers who know everything about one another now do not even risk eye contact, much less nod and ask “Chur gwo fan le ma?” Have you eaten? Can I feed you? May I offer you comfort? There is no culture, no politeness, no pleasure. The quest for the common good has been lost as surely as Great-grandmother’s sack of grain. They have become individualized.

In the West, people ignore one another in good times and help strangers in a disaster. In China, people share everything in good times, but no people are more practical in an emergency run than the Chinese. At times like that, the bonds that connect them to the earth, to the dirt, to the past and to the future, have been severed. They are floating souls, the running dead, fleeing the land and duties that make people true and real. Survivors must protect what they can for the later survival of clans.

To the beat of distant drums and strangled cries, she falls, shaking like an old willow in a night wind. She sees a forgotten well in a copse of trees and, with his help, pulls herself away from the crush of panicking, running refugees, the road littered with cast-off clothing, food, lucky red-spotted memory tablets, favorite teacups and screaming baby girls. Her body quivers in pain and agony. Her stomach is probably aching, and she is distressed to see her own blood-soaked feet. She is fourteen years old.

Her husband has tried for years to be a Confucian gentleman of accounting and fine manners, a man of great moral rectitude and emotional restraint. But his heritage is of the soil, so he probably holds her in his arms the way a peasant would, trying to warm her, to comfort her. Perhaps he caresses her face and her hair, allowing himself to feel affection for her. He doesn’t apologize for the decision that is killing her.

It was a man’s call, and no woman can question it, and no man can know fate. He had felt something irresistible the night that he heard the drums. Something made him leave his warm bed and his good village. It wasn’t fear. It was something else. Something secret and unknown.

He presses her ear against his shoulder and covers her face, but she cries when she hears drums and gunfire. They stare at the sky behind them and shudder at the violent and vivid reds.

“Run, Husband! They’ll ignore me, a stupid girl.” A lie, for her feet reveal her as a woman of class, a high-class traitor running for the devil city of Ji’an. She’ll be killed. Or worse: Taipings have suffered high combat losses against Manchu armies; they’ve enlisted deserters and raw men from broken clans to fill the bloodied ranks. These new men lack discipline and do not pretend to respect law, property or women.

Shui-feng has a peasant’s thick legs and feet that can take a thousand miles of bad road, but he won’t leave her. He can carry her.…

With frantic, fever-strained eyes, she looks about. “Water,” she says. “No, not the old. Fresh and cold! Husband, please, I’m on fire. Go! Fast, very fast! Then we go to my clan in Ji’an! We’re so close!”

Reluctantly, Great-grandfather leaves to refill the clay water pot in a distant stream. His wife crawls toward the abandoned well, a shattering of ancient broken stones without bucket or rope. China is an ancient land of tired hard-scrabble dirt and dry wells. Into such structures have fallen thousands of infant girls, dropped from painful sight by starving families during famines, floods and droughts, a place of sad endings and new hope for the survivors and precious sons.

Great-grandfather returns—she’s gone. He rushes about, calling her name, her nickname, endearments unknown to descendants. He hears Taipings in the trees and whispers for her. Dying Manchu Bannermen scream, and Chinese refugees cry, as the Taipings divide them into two groups: porters and the dead. He sees an old well, rushes to it and looks down, dropping his jug, shattering it. Tsa guo, I dropped pots—my mistake. Below, in the light of fires, he can see his wife, her earthly pains ended.

He calls to her. She is silent. He covers his face in pain.

Go fast, she had said. Go very fast! She had spoken in a secret code. With me, you could never make it. Without me, live to raise sons.

Does he weep for her sacrifice? Does he apologize? Perhaps he promises to return to bury her in a fine, expensive five-hundred-silver tael red nai moh Yunnanese casket, for this way a loved one’s spirit can reach the next world. A tael was a thirty-eight-gram silver ingot, the root of the Chinese treasury, and five hundred ingots paved the road to harmony after death; no underworld demon could overcome the nobility of a garnet hardwood casket. Certainly, Great-grandfather promises to remember her on an ancestor tablet of the best stone in the best calligraphy with the costliest, longest-life ink. Tired, thirsty and scared, he cries and kicks the well with his big feet and curses his stupidity in leaving her.

We know that he stacks boulders in the pattern of a snail and memorizes the spot for another day. Then he runs, pacing himself as a di-ren, a man of the earth. Free of her damning tiny feet, he runs all night until he outdistances the Taiping advance cavalry. He knows how to suck morning dew from high branches and to stay off ridgelines during the false dawn. He reaches the walled city of Ji’an with a great wailing mob of refugees who scream and tear their hair, but the Manchu garrison has shut the gates. A single Taiping rebel soldier entering Ji’an disguised as a peasant could set fires, assassinate officers, blow up powder stores and open the gates to hell itself.

Lee Shui-feng cries out his wife’s family name and the names of his pawnshop staff to the thousands of onlookers on the walls, but no one hears. Some throw coins up to the gawkers, begging for water. Some food is thrown down, and rioting results. He jogs away from the madness.

Great-grandfather strides around the walls. He writes his name and Lo Chuen village in the sand before East Gate, which is so high that refugees avoid it. His calligraphy allows him to be recognized as a man of incredible good fortune. He doesn’t look like a charcoal burner or a miner, and his accent reveals him to be a Gan River man and not a Hakka. Guards check him and feel the silver ingots. They rip apart his jackets and take the silver. He doesn’t protest, and they allow him to enter the city. For the first time, he appreciates Manchus with hungry swords. He offers to work for the Manchurian government. His calligraphy and counting skills are admired, and he’s assigned to a Manchu taxman. He thanks Mr. and Mrs. Tu-di for work. He tries not to think about anything else but fails. His mind is too rich, too fertile, too stimulated by learning, and so he uses his intellect to plumb the depths of his sadness, his depression, his longing for his sweet, courageous wife who had given him a debt of honor that few men carry for any women.


three

Hide that
which Is Obvious

NOT LONG THEREAFTER, smoke plumes darken skies that lighten into violent reds. The earth shakes. The Taipings have arrived. The rebel armies unfold across the Gan River to surround the city walls. Cannon fire erupts into the city, and death and screaming become the music of every day. Tough Shanhwaikan miners tunnel and blow great holes in the walls as massed Taiping riflemen blast Bannermen from the towers. The rice stores are depleted, and Ji’an’s water supply is contaminated. Soldiers will be tortured for further resistance, so finally, the exhausted garrison surrenders to be executed. The Taipings line up the devils and Bannermen and all who appear pro-Manchu, and behead them.

The others are beaten and divided into two camps—those with peasant bodies capable of bitter labor, and those with thin scholar’s bodies. The scholars are tortured and killed; the peasants have their queues chopped. Shui-feng keeps touching the emptiness on his neck where his pigtail had hung since childhood. He’s shipped five hundred miles up the Yangtze River on a filthy prison barge. He bails water, chanting to the river god with other slaves en route to the southern capital of Nanking. He tries not to think of his fate, but he has seen too much horror.

In Nanking, he and tens of thousands of other slaves carry and dig for the Taiping armies as they besiege the great Manchu walled city in a horrific campaign. It is Joshua taking Jericho—cannons roar, cascades
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