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For Wang Xiangtong



CROSSING THE YELLOW RIVER TO CLEAR RIVER DISTRICT

         

My boat adrift on a vast river, heaving water spreading into far shores of sky,

         

sky’s deep swells break suddenly open and a city’s ten thousand homes appear.

         

Further on, I glimpse the markets again, hints of mulberry and hemp out beyond,

         

then gaze back to my homeland: a flood brimmed boundless into cloud and mist.

         

—WANG WEI, eighth-century Chinese poet



Preface

[image: image] Books that purport to tell the inside story of China’s recent past range from wrenching tales of suffering during the Cultural Revolution, to speculative or even salacious biographies of Mao, to serious works of history. My story is none of those, yet it includes aspects of all of them.

Yes, my family and I suffered during the Japanese aggression, the civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists, the Anti-Rightist Campaign, the Great Leap Forward, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, and all the political purges and economic upheavals that swept China as it struggled to define its role as a sovereign nation in a modern world.

And it is true that I witnessed or was privy to much of the political and personal machinations that took place behind the scenes as certain leaders of our government jockeyed for power and privilege.

And finally, I was an eyewitness to an astonishing number of historic events, rubbing shoulders and sometimes becoming casual with a long list of world leaders, including six presidents of the United States.

But, unlike some biographers of Mao, I decline to pass judgment. Let the facts speak for themselves. Mao was indisputably the father of modern, independent China—our country’s George Washington, except he was truly godlike in our hearts. While he was a populist who led a people away from thousands of years of feudalism and foreign domination, his catastrophic mistakes and failures have been well documented.

Unlike many credible and moving accounts of our long, dark decade—the Cultural Revolution—I can only report my experience as this terrible epoch wove itself into the fabric of my daily life and career. However, I think it serves history well to see this period through the eyes of one who experienced life inside the crucible.

I am unqualified as a true historian. Rather than studying China, I spent more than four decades in its service, advancing from a note-taking translator at the negotiating table during the Korean conflict to my final posting as an under secretary-general of the United Nations.

Even if I had wanted to make a historical record of my years in government, keeping diaries and journals was discouraged, especially in the Foreign Ministry. I have relied largely on recollection; the excellent memory and superior intelligence of my wife of fifty years, Wang Xiangtong; and the observations of the many colleagues and acquaintances with whom I worked or crossed paths.

I sometimes think of myself as having been a flea on the collar of events—both historically momentous and profoundly human. In telling this tale I have also relied on others, such as Henry Kissinger, whose friendship I continue to enjoy, as well as numerous other historical sources that I deemed reliable or objective. Where appropriate, I have noted those sources, but I have tried to avoid weighing this story down with ponderous footnotes and strings of exotic-sounding Chinese names and places.

This is the story of an ordinary man on an extraordinary journey during a pivotal period in world history. What may be most surprising to many readers is how much China and the Chinese people—geopolitics notwithstanding—have in common with the rest of the world.

         

—JI CHAOZHU
 Beijing, 2008



Author’s Note

[image: image] The book you hold in your hands began with a near-death experience, one of many I survived during my four-plus decades in government service. I had just completed five years as under secretary-general of the United Nations, four years as China’s ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, and thirty-six years working with China’s top leaders. I had logged millions of air miles crisscrossing the globe, meeting kings, presidents, and prime ministers of every political stripe and color.

Having reached my sixty-seventh birthday, I was looking forward to putting all I had learned to work, in some new capacity. Before I left New York, I had to decline with regret offers from friends and private think tanks to stay and enjoy a comfortable semi-retirement. I was flattered, but no enticement could dissuade me from returning to the nest.

I arrived back in China eager for a new assignment or challenge. But none presented itself and I grew frustrated. The sudden transition from center stage—one of my last speeches was before an audience of six thousand at the Kremlin—to inactivity was dispiriting. But I had my old comrades, some of whom had already mustered out from long careers as ambassadors, and we saw one another frequently.

One day I was having lunch with one of them, feeling a bit low, and agreed to have a beer. It had been years since I’d indulged. Apart from a glass of wine now and then, I never acquired a taste for liquor. Happiness to me is a tall, frosty, chocolate milkshake. An hour later, I had stabbing pain in my gut and had to be rushed to the hospital, where I fell into a coma.

I awoke nine days later, having narrowly survived an attack of hemorrhagic necrotic pancreatitis, generally a fatal illness. After a nine-hour surgery and six months in the hospital, the doctors sent me home with instructions never to touch another drop of alcohol.

When I was well enough, I began to receive and accept offers to serve as an adviser or in a leadership role in several nongovernmental organizations. I also received a number of interview requests from authors and documentary filmmakers working on historical projects.

Before I’d gotten sick, my wife, Xiangtong, had written a biography about me, published in 1997 in my home province, Shanxi. It sold modestly well—ten thousand copies in two printings. Books by retired government officials had become popular, with entire sections of bookstores stocked with them. There was great interest in the details of the Mao period that were just becoming public.

Xiangtong encouraged me to fill my free time by writing my own book, which was published by Beijing University Press in 1999. By that time, there were many more such memoirs in print, Xiangtong’s book had apparently satisfied the curiosity of the Chinese public, and the country had become preoccupied with imagining and building the future. My book sold about three thousand copies.

The person who connected the dots for this book was Ray Dalio, a financial executive from Connecticut. He was visiting China with his teenage son Matthew, who had attended a year of primary school in Beijing while homestaying with a mutual acquaintance. We were introduced, and when Ray learned about my career he immediately offered to help me get my story published in English.

Through an intermediary, he recruited Foster Winans, an experienced author and ghostwriter. Foster agreed to take my somewhat disorganized and Chinese-specific manuscript and help rework it into a compelling narrative that would appeal to a non-Chinese audience. My goal was to demystify China and the Chinese people—to explain in human terms how we got where we are today and what makes us tick.

After a hundred or so hours of interviews, two months of research in China, and extensive historical readings, Foster succeeded in bringing the story to life. He guided me through the process of recruiting an enthusiastic and prestigious literary agent, Al Zuckerman of Writers House, who in turn guided me to an enthusiastic and prestigious publisher, Robert Loomis at Random House.

I am indebted to all these good people for taking such care with my legacy and helping me open a window into the soul of modern China in a way that I hope will bring us all closer together.

         

—JI CHAOZHU
 Beijing, 2008



Introduction

THE FOOLISH OLD MAN WHO REMOVED THE MOUNTAINS

[image: image] One of my favorite anecdotes about the two decades I spent working alongside China’s Premier Zhou Enlai comes from the first formal words he exchanged with Henry Kissinger in 1971, at a top-secret meeting in Beijing. After more than two decades of war and threats of war, it was the first time that a senior representative of each of these great nations had sat at the same table.

The moment could be considered the birth of modern relations between my native land, China, and the land where I spent much of my childhood, America. The stakes couldn’t have been higher. It was my duty to interpret both for the premier and for Dr. Kissinger, who had been smuggled into the country on a delicate mission to negotiate the first-ever visit to the People’s Republic by an American president, Richard Nixon. Although the premier understood English quite well, he rarely spoke it, preferring to take advantage of the interpretation pauses to compose his thoughts.

Kissinger, looking a bit tense and anxious, shuffled his papers and, peering through his glasses, began to read from prepared remarks that he would later admit were “slightly pedantic.” At one point, he read, “Many visitors have come to this beautiful and, to us, mysterious land.”

The premier raised his hand. Startled, Kissinger stopped in midsentence. His aides shifted in their seats and exchanged glances. Smiling slightly, the premier said, “When you have become familiar with China, it will not be as mysterious as before.”

Kissinger permitted himself a fleeting, abashed grin of relief, set aside his sheaf of papers, and they began to get to know each other as two men seeking common ground for their respective nations.

The Western world has certainly warmed to China in the thirty-six years since those first meetings, but there remains a great deal of befuddlement in the West about who we are as a nation and what we care about as ordinary people. China is too often portrayed in the Western press as a threat when, in fact, the Chinese worldview is traditionally inward-looking and defensive rather than imperialistic.

It is my goal in these pages to help demystify China and the Chinese people, through the narrative of my life as a son of China—including my youth growing up in the United States—and through the events that I was privileged to witness and participate in during my career.

Much about the Chinese character can be gleaned from the sayings with which we season our daily discourse—our favorite clichés. For example, someone who is in a hurry to pocket a profit—as is now happening more often in our burgeoning economy—is said to be killing chickens to get eggs. When embarking on a great undertaking, we remind ourselves that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. Both sayings speak to a central element of a shared subconscious that has evolved over five thousand years of continuous history. We embrace time as seamless and ceaseless. This makes us persistent and patient.

One of our most revered ancient parables illustrating this idea was popularized by Mao Zedong a few years before the birth of the People’s Republic of China. It strikes me as a fitting metaphor for my people, my nation, and my career as an English translator, interpreter for Chairman Mao and Premier Zhou, ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, and an under secretary-general of the United Nations.

This parable, entitled “The Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains,” was invoked by Chairman Mao in a speech designed to fire up the troops in 1945 as the People’s Army found itself fighting both the Japanese and a civil war against the American-backed forces of Chiang Kai-shek. Mao wanted to inspire his followers with the conviction that the liberation of the Chinese people was inevitable, no matter how long it took.

The fable tells of an old man who lived long ago in northern China. His farm lay in the shadows of two great mountains that blocked the life-giving sun from reaching his fields. One day he decided to remove the mountains. He summoned his sons and, with hoes in hands, they began to dig and carry away the earth.

A nosy, gray-bearded neighbor strolled by. When he was told the purpose of all the digging, he scoffed, “How foolish you are, old man! It is quite impossible for you to dig up those two huge mountains.”

The Foolish Old Man replied, “Yes, you are right. I will not live to see it done. But when I die my sons will carry on. When they die, there will be my grandsons, and then their sons and grandsons, and so on, to infinity. High as they are, the mountains cannot grow any higher. But with every shovelful we remove, they will be that much lower. Why can’t we clear them away?”

We Chinese may choose from time to time to withdraw from the field of battle, but we never give up. From childhood, this was the message I received at my father’s knee. The metaphor Father chose to make his point was the persistence of an ant trying to climb a flight of stairs. The ant may fall back again and again trying to ascend the risers, he told me, but it does not give up until it succeeds, or it dies trying. This, Father assured me, is the secret of a life honorably lived: Always do your best, and never give up.



CHAPTER 1

[image: image]

Our Long March

[image: image] On this last day of our innocence and privilege, my older brother and I rushed home from school, trembling with outrage at the effrontery of our teachers.

“They can’t do that to us!” Chaoli blustered. He marched down the center of the packed-earth street, his skinny, ten-year-old arms swinging with purpose. The chill gusts blowing down off the mountains billowed the hem of his quilted robe into a blue sail. I skipped to keep up as we hurried past clutches of people bent under the weight of overloaded shoulder poles or pulling carts piled with household belongings, old women, and babies. They were all hurrying in the opposite direction.

Several days had passed since the last time enemy planes swooped down and dropped their bombs on Fenyang, my family’s ancestral town. The respite had an ominous air as a growing stream of refugees from the advancing battlefront shuffled and clattered past our schoolroom windows. Our teachers said they were fleeing the Japanese, whom my father cursed as “the little devils.”

In the way that a child knows without comprehending, I understood what was happening: like the ancient Mongol hordes I had read about in my schoolbooks, our enemies threatened us from the north. But for the moment my eight-year-old mind was preoccupied with the ultimatum we had just received at school.

“Father will tell them,” Chaoli said. “He’s the chief! They must obey him.”

In the gathering chaos of the bombings and the rumors of imminent invasion, the number of empty seats in our classrooms had grown and the number of tuition coins chiming in the palms of our teachers each morning had begun to shrink. Increasingly worried, our teachers had told us to warn our parents: any child who failed to attend classes would be expelled forever.

I was a conscientious student and it gave me great pleasure to hear my parents’ praises when I brought home good marks. School also allowed me to play a role I relished: that of the young lord. Because I was a member of a wealthy, educated, landowning family, my teachers never dared scold or discipline me. If one of the other children arrived late, the teacher rapped his knuckles with a bamboo switch. But never me. Both the teachers and the other children kowtowed to Chaoli and me. As a result, I had no friends in school, or anywhere else for that matter. This was the world I’d known since I could walk or speak, a world of privilege and deference, and I was comfortable in it. Everywhere Chaoli and I went, we were treated like princes. I was a happily spoiled brat.

The teacher’s expulsion threat left me worried that my mother and father might actually keep us home. I also felt rather smug—we were not cowards like the children whose families had run away or were hiding in their homes like mice. My father was not afraid of the little devils. He was important—a law professor, the commissioner of education, and a friend of the warlord governor of Shanxi Province, General Yan Xishan, who sent us birthday gifts of toys carved from sandalwood.

I revered my father for being a Chinese patriot. He was too old and gray to be a soldier, but he knew Mao Zedong, as well as the other leaders of the People’s Army valiantly fighting the Japanese on one side and waging a civil war against the Kuomintang—Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalists—on the other. Before we moved to Fenyang, my father had a bodyguard who rode on the running board of his chauffeured car, a big pistol hanging from his belt. No lowly teacher could possibly keep me away from school unless Father agreed. Chaoli was right, and we princely tattletales couldn’t wait to get home.

Chaoli was practically running. “Just you wait till Father hears about this! Hurry, Wah.”

Small for my age and chronically ill, I was soon exhausted by the effort of keeping up with my big brother. I struggled to catch my breath. “I wish Fuhai was here,” I moaned.

Fuhai would have let me ride his shoulders, as he had in Taiyuan, the provincial capital where we had lived until recently, before my father retired from his government and university posts. Fuhai had been my friend and playmate, as well as my protector—one of our nine servants. I was delicate, a constant worry for my parents. Fuhai’s job was to protect me and keep me comfortable, nurse me when I was sick, and walk me to and from school.

He was a gangly, good-humored, illiterate young peasant. He catered to my every whim, and I adored him. We had often walked to the ancient city wall, where I climbed on his shoulders, brandishing a stick, while he snorted and pawed his sandal-clad feet like a horse. I was a great Han general in gleaming armor, riding into battle against the murderous tribes from the north!

Before I learned about real life, I was well acquainted with war, fascinated by military heroes and English knights. I had been born into a world of cruel conflicts: provincial warlords fighting one another; Communists against Nationalists; the little Japanese devils against us Chinese. I heard about war constantly, but until 1937, when I was eight, I had yet to experience it. That’s when the Japanese, who had already invaded Manchuria, in the north, began dropping bombs on Taiyuan.

To escape the danger, we abandoned our large home in the center of the city, with its two courtyards and staff of servants, and drove for many hours over dirt roads to Fenyang, a small market town. We moved in with my ancient widower grandfather in the house where my father had been born, near where all our ancestors were entombed. In that dry region, my grandfather owned much of the arable land, which he rented to tenant farmers who paid him in crops of millet, corn, and wheat.

Though prosperous, my grandfather’s house was smaller than the one we left in Taiyuan. With our future uncertain, my father said that we had to leave the servants behind, including dear Fuhai. The Japanese, he explained, would have little interest in a peasant town far from the provincial capital. We would be safe there until the fighting was over. But after a few months the Japanese planes began bombing Fenyang, too.

The raids were always preceded by the sound of clanging gongs in the streets and shouting—“Enemy planes! Enemy planes!” Chaoli and my little sister, Chin, sat frozen with fear on the raised sleeping kang—the traditional earthen platform warmed in cold weather by the heat from the cookstove, which was built into the base. Having been born with a fearless streak, I usually bolted for the door. I always wanted to watch.

“Wah!” my mother shouted. “Come back here!” A distant whump interrupted the drone of the bomber engines, followed by a fresh wave of shouting and gong clanging.

My mother ordered me to lie down on the tiled floor with the rest of the family, next to the massive kang. I remember my poor grandfather letting out a deep groan as Father helped him out of his chair to lie beside us. I felt Chaoli trembling beside me. Chin softly whimpered in my mother’s arms each time someone in a neighboring house screamed in fear. My heart pounded in my ears. Would this be the day a bomb landed on us? I counted the whumps and listened to the roar of the engines grow louder, then slowly fade.

When the last muffled explosion died away, someone nearby shouted, “All clear!” I got up and sat on the edge of the kang. Father pulled on his coat. “I’m going to have a look,” he said.

I again bolted for the door. Again my mother’s stern voice stopped me in my tracks. I begged and cajoled and stamped my feet, which nearly always worked whenever I was displeased or wanted something. My parents were endlessly indulgent with poor sick Wah, the nickname I had earned by being so small and frail.

This time they were unyielding. “Do as your mother tells you,” Father ordered, lifting his long gray beard so that it lay outside his coat. So I climbed a ladder into a second-story grain loft to watch him walk down the street and out of sight. The houses I could see were all intact, but in the distance above the rooflines rose a pillar of black smoke.

Father returned with his face as tense as a fist. “We don’t even have Chinese soldiers here!” he spat out, cursing the Japanese raids. “Just innocent people being slaughtered like meat on a cutting board.” The image made me shiver.

While war had arrived on our doorstep, it had not yet touched my brother and me personally. We had continued to enjoy the perquisites of self-importance and rank. As a result, when our teachers threatened that day to expel us if we skipped school, we were incensed. My brother was loudly declaring his complaint to my father when I reached the threshold, wheezing. A pot of noodles boiled on the stove, and the humid, yeasty air soothed the burn in my throat.

Father glanced at me from his comfortable reading chair and stroked his beard as Chaoli, hands on his hips, leaned over him repeating what our teachers had said. “…And Madame Chiu was disrespectful, Father. She made us leave our slates at school and said we could not take them home anymore, as if we might steal them. Imagine stealing a stupid slate!”

Mother’s eyes were fixed on Father as she pulled flakes of dough from a yeasty ball and dropped them into the steaming pot. “The other children are not going to school?”

“That’s right, Mother,” Chaoli said. “Fewer and fewer every day.”

“They are cowards!” I declared.

Over his reading glasses Father returned Mother’s gaze and held it for a long moment with a cocked eyebrow. Then he slowly closed the book in his lap and sighed.

“Father, they can’t keep us out of school, can they?”

“Help your mother, Wah,” he said. “Chaoli, go and wake Grandfather.”

In my limited experience, I had no doubt that Father had good, wise reasons for everything he did and said. I knew that I could eat whenever I was hungry. I knew that in the courtyard of our house in winter there would always be a frozen puddle for skating, and that my mother would come out on those cold days and give us children a sliver of smoked duck as a treat. I knew that I hated being sickly—I wept with frustration whenever I was ordered to bed during one of my extended illnesses. I knew the powerful warmth of my mother’s and father’s love. All this I took for granted.

War, on the other hand, I found intriguing and romantic. At mealtimes my father frequently told stories about the Long March, during which the brave People’s Army overcame all odds to escape destruction by Chiang’s Kuomintang army. “It will be remembered one day as a great epic of military history,” Father said, “along with Hannibal crossing the Alps, or Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow.”

He often spoke of my eldest brother, Chaoding, who had gone abroad before I was born. I’d never met him but often heard of his exploits. Halfway around the world, he had earned a doctorate in economics at Columbia University. As a secret Communist, he was living in New York City while pretending to work for the Nationalists, whom he secretly opposed. He had even married an American named Harriet, a loyal Communist whose Jewish parents had fled Russia. Father was fiercely proud of Chaoding, and we kids were all brought up to admire him for his courage. If he was exposed, Father warned us, he would certainly be killed. “Never talk about this outside the family,” he said. “Every wall has ears.”

Father explained the war to Chaoli and me simply: “The little devils want to make us a people without a country, a nation of slaves.” I promised myself that, in the tradition of the warrior heroes of our ancient past, I would one day help drive the little devils from our land.

But on this night Father had nothing to say about our beloved China, the war, or my heroic brother in America. While I stirred the pot of noodles, Mother and Father disappeared into their bedroom and closed the door. I strained to hear, but I couldn’t make out even one word from the low murmur of their voices. When they emerged, we sat down to eat. Father barely spoke, his forehead furrowed in thought. Mother sharply scolded me for eating too fast, and they both ignored my questions about whether we would go to school the next day. After supper, we children were sent straight to bed.

The next morning I woke up shivering from the chill. The kang cookstove was cold and the air smelled of gun oil. Father sat at the table cleaning his pistol, and Mother was stuffing clothing into sacks. “We’re going on a trip,” she said brusquely, her small hands fluttering like a pair of sparrows as she worked. “Hurry and get dressed.”

Things happened so fast that I forgot my fear of being expelled from school until we were in the back of a truck bumping along a road out of town. We had joined the stream of refugees fleeing the Japanese.

The truck wound its way through the rocky, mountainous countryside between two columns of people with sacks roped to their backs, wobbling under the weight of shoulder poles, or pulling handcarts. The crowd had to step aside to let our truck pass. Chaoli and I sat in the back on a hard bench, watching the lines of peasants behind us step back on the road to resume trudging in the cloud of red dust that had gathered in our wake.

When the road narrowed to a cartway, the truck stopped. My bottom ached. It felt good to get out and stretch my legs. Next, Father hired two mule carts from a local farmer, who helped us reload our belongings. Chaoli and I climbed on one cart and my mother got on the other with my grandfather and my baby sister, Chin. Thus we began the next leg of the journey, the farmer and one of his sons leading the carts.

The wagons lurched over rocks and holes for li after li.*1 “This is boring,” Chaoli groused. “I don’t see what all the fuss is about. What do the Japanese care about us? I don’t see why we shouldn’t just go back home. We’re missing school!”

I didn’t know if the Japanese would hurt us, but I accepted Father’s wisdom that they might. I preferred to think of this journey as a great adventure. In my mind, I connected the stories I’d read about China’s glorious past with my father’s stories about the struggle for China’s future. I had now become a soldier in a great army of patriots, eluding the clutches of the enemy.

The cartway narrowed to a pockmarked trail. Again, we unloaded and my father sent the mule carts back. We hired a man with a sedan chair suspended on poles between two donkeys. “Grandfather is too old and Chin too small to walk so far,” Father said. “They will ride together. The rest of us will walk until we reach the Yellow River.” Our belongings were tied to the back of a pack mule. The hired man led the donkeys carrying the sedan chair, then my mother and father led the pack mule. Chaoli and I followed last.

We plodded along like that for a week, over a great mountain range. Dry, barren slopes gradually gave way to grass-covered hills and streams, with small villages huddled along the banks. For the first time I understood the vastness of China, a country of poor rural peasants with big hearts who welcomed us into their homes at night.

We had to share sleeping kangs with smelly strangers, and eat our meals on the dirt floors of their tiny cottages, shooing away the dogs and chickens that pestered everyone for scraps. No one in our family had ever known anything less than privilege and prosperity. I could see in my parents’ exhausted faces the toll this was taking, but they remained stoic through the inconveniences and discomforts. I took my cue from them. When Chaoli whined about the corn gruel and the watery soups served by our hosts, I said nothing. I hated the food, too, but acting strong and silent like my father and mother made me feel superior.

Chaoli and I walked behind the mule all day long. To break the monotony, Chaoli sang the “March of the Volunteers.” The popular patriotic war tune put a spring in my step, so I asked him to teach it to me. He sang it over and over, until I knew it by heart. Marching south toward the Yellow River, we sang at the top of our lungs:


Arise all ye who refuse to be slaves!

With our flesh and blood, we will build a new Great Wall of China.

The Chinese nation has arrived at its moment of greatest danger,

We are all forced to call out with our last breath,

Arise! Arise! Arise!

United as one and braving the enemy’s fire, we’ll advance!

Braving the enemy’s fire, we’ll ever advance!


We marched from dawn to dusk, stopping only to eat and tend to the animals. Then, one afternoon, we crested a pass and there, stretching from horizon to horizon, shimmered the broad Yellow River. We had arrived at the southwestern edge of our province, Shanxi, where the Yellow turns sharply east. Thin columns of wood smoke rose from the riverbank, where hundreds of people camped, waiting to cross. On the other side was a small town. The shriek of a locomotive whistle echoed in the valley.

At the riverbank, we joined a crowd outside the garrison commander’s office getting their papers checked. Two soldiers with rifles slung over their shoulders guarded the ferry landing.

“Are they Long Marchers?” I asked.

“Quiet, Wah,” Father said. “You must learn to hold your tongue among strangers.”

When it was our turn, Father presented his papers to the guard, who carefully unfolded the thin rice-paper documents covered in Chinese characters and red stamps. “This permit is for a pistol,” the guard said. He held up one of the papers and gave my father the once-over. “You must surrender it before you cross.” He held out his hand.

Father nodded, reached under his robe, and produced the holstered gun, handing over the last vestige of his once unquestioned authority. I gawked in stunned disbelief. A fleeting grimace crossed my father’s face. The guard bowed as he accepted the pistol. I remembered stories I’d read of the gallant English knights and how, once defeated, a warrior surrendered his sword. It was a quick, quiet ceremony that filled me with regret and with new respect for my father. He was losing his authority, but the guard had let him keep his face—the term the Chinese people use to describe dignity.

Ahead of us, across the broad, silty river, lay several more days of travel before we reached Hankow, a bustling industrial city on the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, China’s longest. Hankow would be our new home, far from the bombs, where Father could work as a lawyer and we could safely go to school.

In spite of the harsh traveling conditions, it had not yet fully dawned on us boys that we were no longer the pampered children of a wealthy family, entitled to have our way. As we waited our turn for the ferry ride across the Yellow River, a chill wind blew off the waves. Chaoli shivered and announced that he wanted some fruit drops.

“There is no more candy,” my mother said. “You kids ate it all.”

Chaoli made a face. “Can’t you get some more?” he whined. “I want something sweet. I’m sick of peasant food. I hate this place! When are we ever going to stop walking? I’m so tired. What’s wrong with having a bit of candy?”

Chaoli carried on for a few moments more until a dark scowl crossed Father’s face. He raised his hand and with a lightning-fast blow struck Chaoli hard across the cheek. Chaoli stumbled backward, mouth agape, eyes like plums. I gasped. My scalp crawled with fear.

I had never seen my father raise his hand in anger. He rarely scolded us, let alone punished us. He was both genteel and gentle. He had once accepted an invitation to join some important friends on a hunting expedition. For me, this had been an exciting new way to see Father, going out the door brandishing a brand-new rifle. But when he returned he told Mother that his first kill left him feeling so mournful for the little bird that he threw the rifle away. He never hunted again.

As the commissioner of education, Father had once defied the orders of his boss, General Yan Xishan, to direct soldiers to fire live rounds into a mob of protesting students. Instead, he had them herded onto trucks and driven to the edge of the city so that they could cool off on the walk back into town. He undoubtedly saved the lives of many young men.

He once cut a little hole in our doorway so one of the alley cats that had adopted us could come in and get a bit of food when it was hungry. He had a Buddhist sensibility; I had seen him alter his stride to avoid stepping on an ant.

The slap Father delivered to Chaoli roared in my ears. Chaoli rubbed his inflamed cheek and stared at his feet through silent tears. I stood frozen in disbelief.

“You children must behave from now on.” Father’s voice was as cold and commanding as I had ever heard it. “Once we cross this river, I’ll have lost all my powers. From now on you must earn the respect of others, not expect it. Everything has changed, and you must change also.”

Chaoli stomped off to sulk on a rock.



CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

To America

[image: image] On that afternoon in 1937, although it was Chaoli’s face that stung, I, too, felt the blow. The world I had always known ceased to exist. We had left behind our ancestors, the five houses my father had built for his children, and our high rank in society. Nothing was the same. Nothing ever would be.

In Hankow*2 we would be safe, Father explained, because it was now the capital of China. Also, we would be joined by my brother Chaoding. He had written Father that he was returning from New York to confer with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, two of the top leaders of the Chinese Communist Party and the People’s Liberation Army.

Chaoding and Zhou Enlai, my father told us proudly, became friends as teenagers, when they both joined the Party, at its very beginnings. It was the Party’s decision that Chaoding should go to America to further his education, while Zhou would stay behind to lead the People’s Liberation Army in its fight against the Japanese and the Kuomintang. Our lowly status as refugees was now tempered by the sense of purpose I saw in Father’s stern demeanor.

A long train ride left my siblings, my mother, and my grandfather ill with motion sickness. Father and I were unaffected. I spent much of the trip running up and down the aisles, or staring out the window at the changing landscape. Having spent all my life in an arid zone, I was mesmerized by the carpet of green covering the land, and the glinting rice paddies dotted with peasants stooped at their work. It was late autumn, 1937.

At Hankow’s noisy railroad depot, a friend of Chaoding’s met us and took us to our new home. It was not much bigger than Grandfather’s house in Fenyang, but, wonder of wonders, it had Western-style toilets. I took to them instantly, vowing never again to use the awful squatter holes I had grown up with.

Soon after our arrival in Hankow, Chaoding arrived from America. He’d returned to collect material for his research on China’s economy for the Kuomintang, to make secret reports to Zhou Enlai, and to help his family. I liked Chaoding from the moment we met. He smiled easily, was round and soft and affectionate, and acted in every way as I thought a big brother should: always showing concern for us kids, always playful. He made funny faces and strange noises, played the bogeyman, and carried us about on his shoulders, which my dignified old father would never have considered.

One of the first things Chaoding did to endear us to him was treat us to our first, heavenly taste of ice cream. At our new home, he arranged for an iceman to deliver chunks of ice to fill our wooden pail. Then, the iceman would put the precious bars of vanilla-flavored ice cream, in their paper wrappers, into the pail to keep them cold until we were ready to eat them. This became a daily ritual that I greedily anticipated.

Chaoding had been abroad for fourteen years. He often walked Chaoli and me to school, enthusiastically telling us about the impossibly tall buildings in New York (“Taller than the tallest pagoda!”) and the strange foods Americans ate. He had left behind Harriet and their infant son, Emile. Chaoding was twenty-six years older than I. His mother, my father’s first wife, had died giving birth to Chaoding’s younger brother. Father’s second wife had died as well. Mother was his third wife, and she was born on the same day of the year as Chaoding, so they celebrated their birthdays together.

At first, life in Hankow overwhelmed me. I was enrolled in primary school, and instead of kowtowing to me the other students regarded me with scorn, mocking my provincial Shanxi accent. The teacher was just as abrupt and strict with me as with the other students.

I remembered well Father’s admonition on the banks of the Yellow River. I hid my displeasure, and tried to appear humble at all times. I made sure always to arrive on time, to stand when the teacher entered, and to bow to her with all the other pupils. I dared not fidget and learned to appear to be listening intently to the teacher’s droning voice, pretending now and again to take notes.

Doing all this was not enough. The class bully quickly sniffed me out. He waved his little fist at me on the first day, and I shrank into a corner like a frightened rabbit. I must have presented such a small target that he decided it wasn’t worth the effort. I escaped unharmed, though mortified by my cowardice. I had learned my first lesson in survival diplomacy.

From the half-pint tyrant I had been in Fenyang, I became a mousy, bullied kid trying my best to avoid other half-pint tyrants, as well as the attention of my teachers.

Our living circumstances had plummeted, too. Our family kept mostly to ourselves at home, a small one-story house with three rooms. Hankow was cosmopolitan by comparison with Fenyang. The streets were choked with cars competing for space with rickshaws and bullock carts. Knowing almost no one, we ventured out only to go to school.

I paid close attention to Father’s many long conversations with Chaoding. One day Chaoding revealed that Father had been offered a high government post. Chiang Kai-shek had sent a message asking him to be the deputy attorney general of the Nationalist Chinese government. Father laughed. “One spy in the family is enough,” he said.

Chaoding brought home reports that the war was going badly for the Chinese. The Japanese had committed horrific crimes against the citizens of Nanking. At school, I heard stories of bayoneted babies and of people being scalded alive in locomotive boilers. And then, one day, the Japanese began daylight terror-bombing raids in Hankow. Once again, we were under siege.

Chaoding assured us that we were safe from immediate danger because we lived in a section of the city that had diplomatic immunity. Many cities in China had these zones, called concessions. These diplomatic zones date back to the first British concession in 1861, where the business zone of the foreign settlement was built. Obtained from the Chinese authorities by a lease in perpetuity in the Crown’s favor, the British concession was followed in 1895 by a similar concession to the Germans, and this was then followed by concessions to France and Russia.

We lived in Hankow’s French concession and Father rented an office nearby, where he practiced law. Although the country was at war, the Japanese honored the neutrality of the diplomatic zones by using their weapons elsewhere. As spectators, we watched the bombs land with dull thuds on distant neighborhoods. Some days, in the skies over the city I saw the telltale smoke trails of aerial combat. On one occasion, many of us were out on the street watching the aerial bombardment and the Chinese anti-aircraft batteries firing at the Japanese planes. Suddenly a jubilant shout was heard, and we all looked up to see a smoking Japanese plane crash to the ground with a spectacular explosion. We cheered.

My grandfather, who, at eighty-four, had managed to travel all that distance with us to Hankow, began to suffer from chronic constipation and was soon bedridden. He complained about the Western toilet. Grandfather said that he could move his bowels only over the old-fashioned squatters. His condition worsened, and one day he called me to him. Patting me on the head, he muttered, “See how sick your grandpa is. I am going soon.” A few days later, he died.

People came to our home wearing the white robes of mourning. They wept and bowed to Father and Mother. Our whole family was also dressed in white mourning robes. We kids were forbidden to see Grandfather. Only grown-ups went into his room to pay their respects. Then his open coffin was carried out of our house and everyone wept, especially my poor father and Chaoding.

I wanted to see inside the coffin, but it was being carried too high and, in that solemn moment, I dared not ask. My parents led the men who carried Grandpa’s remains out of our house and into a car waiting outside.

Our family’s ancestral tomb was far away, back in the countryside in Shanxi Province, near Fenyang. Grandfather’s coffin had to be entombed in Hankow, thousands of li from my grandmother’s coffin. Because of the little devils, we were unable to observe the tradition of taking food and flowers to the family tomb, burning incense, tidying up, and kneeling to kowtow. Father sank into a deep funk, burying himself in his law books and his teaching duties at a law school.

The news from back home was equally grim. One night Father read a letter from a cousin to the assembled family. It told how the Japanese troops had arrived in Fenyang right after we fled, and rushed to Grandfather’s house looking for Father. Upon finding us all gone, the Japanese officers said, “We know that Mr. Chi Kung-chuan*3 is a famous scholar, and we have come here to pay our respects.” The officers then removed their hats, bowed three times, and left.

My father had studied law in Japan for six years and was fluent in the language. He had been in Japan in 1911 when China’s Republican Revolution overthrew the last of the Qing dynasty. His scholarship ended. The Japanese offered to subsidize the rest of his legal education, but he declined and returned to China. He was thirty years old and, in addition to distrusting the motives of his Japanese benefactors, he wanted to start a family. Years later, he did return to Japan, where he earned his full law degree.

My father was not only well known to the invading Japanese; he had been a high provincial official. He would have made quite a prize had they “persuaded” him to be their puppet governor. “That would have been the end of us,” Father told Chaoding. “Our own long march saved our necks.”

From Taiyuan came word of atrocities. Women, children, and the aged who were able had fled to the hillsides and hidden in caves, concealing the entrances with brush. After hunting them down, the Japanese burned them alive in the caves with flamethrowers.

A pall fell over our family. The harsh forces of nature and man loomed over us in every direction we turned. Zhou Enlai sent word to Chaoding asking him to bring the family to Yan’an, the distant redoubt to which Mao’s People’s Army had fled Chiang’s Nationalists. Mao lived there with his remaining troops and senior staff, in rooms carved from the sides of cliffs. Reaching Yan’an would be a long, arduous, and dangerous journey, but Chaoding was eager to try.

Meanwhile, by land and from the sea—steaming up the mighty Yangtze River from Shanghai—the Japanese army was fast approaching Hankow. There was only one route to Yan’an: through the wartime Chinese capital of Chongqing, 850 miles west, up the winding Yangtze River. We could have gone by boat, but the journey would have taken weeks and the Japanese were sending waves of bombers up the river valley. No Chinese man, woman, or child was safe. If they couldn’t find a military target, the Japanese were notorious for strafing civilians.

One bright morning I woke to find my parents and Chaoding gathering up our belongings. We were again on the move, leaving the house and walking through the city streets to the banks of the mile-wide river. My heart leaped with joy to see a beautiful, shiny seaplane anchored in the water. I looked at Chaoding and he winked. My first airplane ride!

I gazed with awe at the silver machine bobbing on the river surface, gleaming in the reflected light. I trembled as I stepped into the small launch that carried us out to the plane. The pilot and the copilot helped us board, one by one. The plane was small inside, just big enough to hold our family and our luggage.

The pilot turned the engine over, and as the propeller roared to life river water sprayed against the windows. I couldn’t see a thing. The plane gathered speed, bumping hard on the waves, then finally floated up off the water. The windows cleared and, like a blooming flower, a panoramic vision of green fields, forests, and thin columns of smoke from cook fires unfolded. How beautiful China looked from the air!

Our flight was supposed to be nonstop, but partway up the valley the pilot stuck his head out the window and looked up. Suddenly, he put the plane into a sickening dive. “Japanese planes!” he shouted. “Probably on a bombing run. Still, they could shoot us down just for practice!”

He skimmed the river surface until he saw a good spot to land. He taxied to shore and we scrambled out the door and leaped off the pontoons onto a sandy beach. Expecting any moment to hear the roar of a Japanese plane and the chatter of a machine gun or the shriek of a falling bomb, we dashed from the riverbank into a shaded graveyard; the burial mounds under the trees provided good cover. Our pilot told us to lie flat to avoid being spotted. The droning Japanese bombers flew slowly past, high overhead. We waited and listened until the sound of the engines disappeared, and then completed our flight.

We rested in Chongqing for about a month, and witnessed bombing attacks with increasing frequency. We lived on a hillside away from the city center, so we appeared to be safe, but we were herded into shelters whenever the sirens and gongs announced an approaching raid.

One day Chaoding awoke with a stomachache so painful that he was rushed to Chongqing’s hospital. It was appendicitis. My brother had already been diagnosed with diabetes, and his recovery from surgery took so long that the opportunity to go to Yan’an and meet with Mao came and went. When Chaoding came home, he had his wormy-looking appendix in a jar of formaldehyde to show Chaoli and me.

“This little devil changed my life,” he said. It would be many years before I understood his full meaning.

While Chaoding was recuperating, Zhou Enlai came to Chongqing to meet with him and my father. A world war was coming, he told them, and although the Communists and the Nationalists had made an uneasy truce to join forces against the Japanese, China needed friends abroad and money for weapons and other supplies. Furthermore, the Americans were giving all their aid to Chiang’s Nationalists. Chiang had converted to Christianity, and the Americans hoped that, when the war was over, the Nationalists would defeat the Communists and China would become a Christian democracy.

It was decided that Chaoding would be more valuable in the States helping raise money and secretly looking out for the Communist cause. Also, Zhou told him, “you should take your little brothers with you to New York and get them a first-class education. When they are grown, they can come back and help build the new China.”

New York! Chaoding had regaled us all with stories about the wonders of New York, of enormous buildings that pierced the clouds, streets clogged with automobiles, and every imaginable flavor of ice cream. “In New York, there is nothing a person could want that cannot be found,” he told us. So we packed again and flew south to the Vietnamese border, landing in the city of Kunming, made famous by Marco Polo’s storied thirteenth-century visit.

I was too young to grasp the historical significance of what we were experiencing. But the farther we fled from Shanxi Province, the more I sensed that something momentous was happening to both my family and our nation. Our journey was defining my impression of China, and of myself as Chinese. Traveling with my revered father and my heroic brother, I was in the company of patriots, and therefore I was a patriot myself. We were not fleeing a fight but withdrawing to fight another day, just as the People’s Army had, just as the great Han generals of the past had done, to deceive the enemy into complacency. It all made perfect sense.

The next leg of our journey took us in a bigger plane over the high mountains, extensions of the Himalayas. The plane had seats for a dozen people, and all the passengers got airsick except Father, Chaoding, and me. I ran about inside the plane, carefree as a butterfly.

Kunming was crowded with refugees. We stayed just long enough to catch a train from the Chinese border south to Saigon, on a route that wound through a dramatic mountain range. Chaoding teased me by screaming at the top of his lungs each time the train plunged into a long, dark tunnel. I screamed back, and then we both collapsed with laughter.

In Saigon we boarded an oceangoing ship for the short voyage to Singapore. There we embarked on the Peninsular and Orient Steam Navigation Company’s SS Corfu and sailed across the Indian Ocean, through the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and the Mediterranean to Marseille, France.

I loved shipboard life. The Corfu was no luxury liner and we were traveling second class, but it had a pool on deck and I swam most days. It was midwinter at home, but the ship sailed through tropical waters. The food was fresh, delicious, and plentiful. “It’s like a birthday party every day,” Father chortled.

The captain gave each of us children certificates declaring us a “Band of Little Travelers,” with my name written backward as Chao-Cho Chi. The certificate declared, “His name has been entered in the Book which stays in the ship, and will be there for all time.” It even had a wax seal at the bottom. We were living a more privileged and exotic life than anything we’d known in China.

From Marseille we took a train to Paris, where I freely indulged my obsession with ice cream and gawked at the tall buildings. While awaiting the next leg of our journey, we took long walking tours.

From Paris, we rode the train to Cherbourg, on the Atlantic coast. We boarded the SS Aquitania, a monstrous four-stack Cunard liner that had been a troop-and hospital ship during World War I (and would become a troopship again in the next war). Including a stop in Southampton, England, the crossing took a week. My seasick mother, Chaoli, and Chin stayed in the cabin near the toilets, while Father, Chaoding, and I walked the decks watching the mountainous waves roll beneath us.

As we neared New York, the pace of shipboard life quickened. Bags were packed, immigration papers retrieved and organized, and passengers crowded the railings to catch a first glimpse of the skyline. Chaoding, returning home to Harriet and his baby son, was more animated than usual, smiling broadly. He eagerly pointed out the Statue of Liberty, emerging out of the foggy rain. “Do you see that big, tall, beautiful lady holding the torch?” he said. “She is here welcoming us to the United States!”

The ship towered over the tugboats and other harbor traffic as the vibration of the engines faded, and the massive Aquitania glided serenely up the Hudson River. The city looked just as it had in photographs, a giant castle with skyscraper ramparts touching the undersides of the heavy cloud cover. I could hear a chorus of beeping car horns. It was February 3, 1939.

I stood next to Chaoding as the ship inched toward the dock, and we looked down on an undulating sea of black umbrellas and upturned faces. Suddenly he burst out shouting and began waving madly. “Harriet! Harriet! Emile! Emile!” I searched the sea of faces looking up at us until Chaoding pointed out his wife and my little nephew in her arms.

My parents wore beaming smiles. Our long and difficult two-year journey, filled with perils witnessed and feared, was finally over. They had been downcast over leaving Shanxi and burying my grandfather, but Zhou Enlai’s instructions that we go to New York had given our family a sense of high purpose. Our new work was about to begin.

In the chaos of disembarking, Chaoding wept freely as he hugged Harriet. We passed easily through customs and the immigration officers waved us on with smiles, unlike the sober scowls that had met us in Europe, where every nation was bracing for war.

After a short taxi ride through a steady rain, we emerged on the sidewalk in front of our new home on East Twelfth Street, on the Lower East Side. I looked around in astonishment at a canyon of dull, stained tenement buildings, and at the trash in the streets.

Chaoding led us up the front steps and into a dark corridor that smelled of rancid grease. We climbed up and up and up—six flights! Finally, he opened a door and we tentatively and wordlessly entered a dilapidated apartment with a few battered pieces of furniture. Enormous cockroaches scuttled away into the dark corners.

My illusions were shattered. After the luxury and drama of traveling on ships, trains, and airplanes—after all the exotic landscapes I had seen and the gleaming cities we had passed through—I couldn’t believe this was the country represented by the beautiful tall lady in green holding aloft the torch of freedom. As far as I could see, America was poor!



CHAPTER 3

[image: image]

Poor Little Chinese Refugee

[image: image] Our railroad-style apartment—four rooms in a row—was on East Twelfth Street between Second and Third avenues. This was just a short walk from New York’s teeming Chinatown. That first night, we had barely unpacked our belongings and settled into our new home when Father summoned Chaoli and me to the wobbly chairs at the scarred kitchen table. Chin napped in one of the bedrooms. The sounds of clattering dishes and voices speaking English floated in through the air-shaft window.

“Tomorrow you will start school,” Father began.

Mother sat on a stool by the stove with Father’s overcoat in her lap and a small knife in her hand. She ripped stitches out of the lining seams, then fished inside the folds and pulled out—one by one—tiny bars of gold. These she slipped into an old sock with a clink. I remembered thinking how odd it was that Father had always had his coat with him, even when walking the decks as we sailed through warm climates. He’d smuggled his money out of China on his back!

“Wah! Pay attention,” Father scolded. “You boys and Chin will be going to different American schools where you will be the only Chinese students. You are to learn perfect English, and you must stay away from other Chinese people. From now on, as long as we are here, you will make your friends among Americans.”

I’d never had a friend. When we lived in Shanxi Province, children of high officials such as my father were never sent out to play with the neighborhood kids. Except for school and family visits, we mostly stayed inside our courtyard-style villa. Across the street was an old palace built in an era when it was considered bad luck to leave by the same door through which you arrived. We lived on the side of the palace where guests departed, and where they would mount their horses.

Before the Japanese chased us from the provincial capital to rural Fenyang, I sometimes went outside the house, but always with my servant, Fuhai. Now, at the age of nine, I was excited about making friends, Chinese or not. During our long journey to New York, we’d been surrounded by foreigners on boats and trains who had fawned over us poor little Chinese kids fleeing the bloodthirsty Japanese. When we passed through immigration at the dock, the American officers patted us on our heads and pinched our cheeks.

On our journey, Chaoding had assured us that Americans loved the Chinese. It was American generosity following the Boxer Rebellion that had allowed Chaoding to study at Columbia University. When the Chinese government paid the American government for damages to their legations during the rebellion, the Americans—unlike the other aggrieved foreign nations—gave the money back in the form of scholarships and stipends for promising Chinese students. Chaoding had been one of those selected. At fifteen, he was fluent in English. At Columbia he wrote his doctoral thesis on the Chinese economy.

“Another thing,” Father said, pulling on his stringy gray beard. “You must never go to Chinatown, and you must not discuss our affairs outside this house. First of all, the Chinese here mostly speak Cantonese, so you wouldn’t understand them. But they might understand your Mandarin.

“Most important, Chaoding’s work is secret and you must never speak of it. No Chinese, no family gossip! There are Kuomintang spies everywhere. You must always remember that. It could be a matter of life and death. Do you understand?”

In sober unison, we answered, “Yes, Father.” I felt so proud to be Chinese, sitting in that tenement kitchen in Manhattan. Like Chaoding, I would study hard, earn excellent marks, and one day return to China a patriot.

We celebrated our arrival in America with our first Chinese family-style meal since leaving Hankow. Chaoding had arranged everything in advance, and Harriet had stocked the apartment with wheat flour, cooking pots, a teapot, cups, chopsticks—everything we needed.

I helped Mother by doing a simple chore that I loved, and one at which she had made me an eager expert: kneading the flour. I was impatient in most things, but in that one task I was focused. I took great pleasure in kneading until all the lumps had been worked out according to my mother’s rule of the “three cleans.” “The kneading is done when you find your hands are as good as washed and all the flour has gone into the dough,” she’d taught me. “Second, the flour should come out of the bowl, leaving it completely clean. And third, the dough should be very smooth, free of all lumps.”

Chaoli showed no interest in such chores. But I rejoiced in this work, because it gave me a chance to earn my mother’s praise, which I craved. I learned how to knead the dough and roll it into a thick rope, then hold it over a pot of boiling water, pinching off thumb-size flakes and dropping them in. These were not noodles in the traditional sense, long strands of dough, which my mother sometimes made—“longevity noodles,” she called them. But we called all forms of boiled wheat dough noodles.

In Shanxi Province, the making of certain noodles has long been an art form: shaved off the ball of dough with a knife into foot-long strings; curled around a finger into little funnels that can be stuffed with bean curd or other fillings; or endlessly pulled, twisted, and stretched into a mass of threads, like a skein of creamy white wool.

When the noodles were done, my mother ladled them into a large bowl and mixed in vinegar—a condiment used in almost all dishes from our region—and a sprinkle of sesame oil. Sometimes she added bits of vegetables and small scraps of meat and served the dish as a soup. That first night in our new home, we had plain noodles. As luxurious as our diet had been while circling the world, no smell evoked such intense feelings of comfort as the steamy, yeasty cloud released by a pot of freshly made noodle dough boiling on the stove.

That night Chin and I slept with my mother and father in a cramped little bedroom at the end of the apartment, behind the living room. In Chinese tradition, it was common for entire families to sleep in the same bed, especially during the winter, when the only comfortable place was the raised clay sleeping kang. Because I had always been a sickly child, my mother still kept me close by at night, to keep an eye on me. Since we left Shanxi Province, however, my diet had grown protein-rich and my health had steadily improved.

Chaoli slept in another room off the narrow corridor, and that first night Chaoding stayed with us, sleeping in the living room. I drifted off to the voices of our neighbors floating up the air shaft, the hum of the city, the distant sound of sirens, and the rumble of cars passing on the street below.

The next morning Chaoding fixed us an all-American breakfast of oatmeal with sliced banana, milk, and honey. I had become a dairy fanatic. Milk, cheese, especially ice cream—I craved them all.

Chaoding and Father walked us to our new schools. The weather had cleared and turned brisk. I pulled my knitted cap down over my ears and opened myself to the sights, sounds, and smells of my new world.

Because I was small for my age—thanks to the starchy diet on which I had been raised—I was enrolled as a seven-year-old. Born on July 30, 1929, I was nine and a half when I arrived in the States. But I was instructed always to say that I had been born in 1931. My father worried that if I started out as the smallest kid in my correct age group, I might present an easy target for bullies.

“Besides, having to learn English will take you time,” Chaoding added. “An extra year or two will help you catch up. People will say you are very smart for your age.”

As we crossed Third Avenue, we could see soaring above Fourteenth Street the tall, columned pyramid on top of a skyscraper that Chaoding said was the gas-and-electric company—Consolidated Edison. Giant clocks on each of the four sides could be read from far away.

As we walked farther west, more trees grew out of the sidewalks and we passed immaculate town houses with gleaming brass door handles and tall windows with lace curtains through which I caught glimpses of sparkling chandeliers. By the time we crossed Fifth Avenue, I had figured out that America was not poor, but we were.

A short walk farther and we climbed the steps into an 1850s-era town house to enter my new school, City and Country, on West Twelfth Street between




























OEBPS/images/Chao_9781588367198_epub_001_r1.jpg
THE MAN ON
MAOQ'’S RIGHT

2
|

Ji Chaozhu






OEBPS/images/Chao_9781588367198_epub_002_r1.jpg
il

RANDOM HOUSE

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Chao_9781588367198_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Chao_9781588367198_epub_107_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Chao_9781588367198_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE MAN ON
MAO'S RIGHT

Ji Chaozhu

(it

RANDOM HOUSE





