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			Running away is one of our nation’s characteristics. We are very good at it. The best strategy for getting out of a bad situation is to run away. It may be the only way you can save yourself. If you don’t follow this rule, you end up suffering.

				The two characters 逃难 “tao nan” mean “running away from difficulty.” When transposed, it is 难逃 “nan tao” and means “difficult to run away.” Looking back at those who tried to run away by plane or train or ship, many ended up getting killed in accidents. It was indeed difficult for them to run away.

				
					—EXCERPT TRANSLATED FROM LUN YU [The Analects Fortnightly], CHINA’S LEADING LITERARY MAGAZINE, IN ITS “SPECIAL ISSUE ON RUNNING AWAY,” MARCH 16, 1949
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			Anyone who delves into China, its people and history, soon discovers that, over the years, there have been an assortment of imperfect methods used to render the nonalphabetic Chinese language into English and other “romanized” languages. Most systems have been phonetic—that is, words have been transliterated based on the sounds in Chinese. This is problematic since pronunciation of words can vary to the point of their being unrecognizable from one Chinese dialect to the next. My surname, Zia, for example, is a common Chinese name that was transliterated using the system dominant in early 1900s Shanghai and based on its dialect. With different romanization methods and dialects in play, the alphabetic spelling can be Hsieh, Hsia, Sieh, Sie, Jie, and more. In today’s China, it would be Xie using pinyin, the official standard in China and widely accepted by most universities around the world, including in the United States.

			During the period covered by this book, from the 1920s to the 1960s, various romanization systems have been in use. Furthermore, places were often renamed by the latest political or military organization in command of the oft-changing landscape. As many other authors have done, I use the most familiar names for key historic figures, particularly if their names in pinyin may confuse readers unversed in the nuances of romanization. Thus Chiang Kai-shek, Soong May-ling, and T. V. Soong appear in this book, not Jiang Jieshi, Song Meiling, or Song Ziwen, as they are in pinyin. However, I defer to pinyin where the names will not confound the reader, as with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai.

			Similarly, I rely on the present-day place-names Guangzhou, Suzhou, Chongqing, and Taiwan, rather than Canton, Soochow, Chungking, and Formosa. For street names, I use the name as known by the book’s characters, for example, Avenue Joffre and Jessfield Road, not the current Huaihai Lu and Wanhangdu Lu. However, to make those former street names relevant to present-day Shanghai, I’ve placed an endnote with the current name on the first reference to each. I also refer to Chiang Kai-shek’s government as Nationalists, which is how they were commonly known in English, rather than Kuomintang (in the Wade-Giles system) or Guomindang (in pinyin).

			
			Finally, some words appear that are peculiar to Shanghai: Expatriates called themselves Shanghailanders, a term applied only to the city’s foreign residents, whereas Shanghainese refers only to its Chinese residents—a distinction that would be well appreciated if one were transported alongside the characters of this book.
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			SHANGHAI, MAY 4, 1949

			 

			Bing sat straight up in the pedicab, gripping the hard seat as the driver cursed and spat. She watched with alarm as his feet, clad in sandals cut from old tires, seemed to slow to a snail’s pace just when she most needed speed. This stylish-looking young woman had imagined that her last hours in Shanghai would be spent waving farewell from a ship’s deck to envious onlookers below as a river breeze gently lifted her dark hair, just as she’d seen in the movies. After all, she was about to leave China’s biggest, most glamorous, and most notorious city. Shanghai had been Bing’s home since she had arrived following the Japanese invasion nearly twelve years earlier, as a frightened girl of nine. But now, with the imminent threat of a violent Communist revolution, she was running away again, along with half the city’s population, it seemed. And instead of standing at the rail, exchanging smiles with the ship’s other passengers, she was stuck in traffic, terrified that she wouldn’t reach the Shanghai Hongkou Wharf in time. That would spell disaster.

			She lurched forward as the pedicab driver stood on the pedals of his three-wheeled cycle and came to a stop. Around her was a sea of other pedicabs, rickshaws, cars, buses, carts, and trucks—all screeching and honking, their drivers yelling every manner of obscenity. The cacophony reverberated against the walls of the stone-and-concrete canyon of Nanjing Road. Bing was no stranger to Shanghai’s mayhem, but she had never seen anything quite like this. Of all times to be stuck in such bedlam—on the very day she had to get to the riverfront, the date set for her departure from this desperate city.

			
			She’d sewn her floral-print qipao for this special occasion. Each careful stitch had captured her growing anticipation. With her oval face, big eyes, and full, red lips, all crowned by a tiara of black permanent waves, the twenty-year-old might have been mistaken for a coy Shanghai poster girl but for the panic in her eyes. Like her, everyone in Shanghai seemed to be in a frenzy to escape, to use any means to get away from the impending arrival of the Communists. But unlike those who were still clamoring for a seat to anywhere, Bing was one of the lucky ones: She possessed a precious one-way ticket out. On a ship. To America.

			Finally, the driver managed to break through the crush. He harangued everyone in his path, shouting, “Move along, you worthless mule scrotum, smellier than pig farts!” She didn’t blink at his choice of words, which came as naturally as breathing on Shanghai’s streets. She didn’t care as long as he got her to the wharf. The ship’s smokestacks came into view just past the stately Astor House Hotel and the towering nineteen-story Broadway Mansions apartments, where the Suzhou Creek meets the bend in the wide Huangpu River, the last major tributary of the mighty Yangtze River before it joins the East China Sea. Massive granite buildings, all in European style, lined the signature waterfront boulevard and docks.

			To the foreigners, this prime section of riverfront was known as the Bund, from a Hindustani word meaning embankment. The Chinese called it Waitan, meaning outside or foreign shore—a reference to the foreigners who had once ruled this proud imperialist showcase of Shanghai. British and American businessmen had wrested away the best sections of the port city with the full support of their governments. Land and sovereignty had been ripped from China, spoils of the Opium Wars that had forced the narcotic onto China one hundred years before. Everything about these monuments to international capitalists and pale “big noses” seemed foreign, including the British Big Ben chime of the giant clock tower over the Custom House. Soon it would be up to the Communists to decide what would happen to these grand stone edifices.

			
			

			—

			SHANGHAI WAS CHINA’S MOST modern, populous, and cosmopolitan city. One of the leading metropolises of the world, the “Paris of the Orient” was also home to tens of thousands of foreigners, who were despised as imperialists by the Communist Party and its leader, Mao Zedong. The city was the launching point for major inland routes and international traffic, whether by boat, plane, train, or wooden cart—making it the epicenter for the massive exodus of the late 1940s.

			Stoked by the anticipated Communist victory over the Nationalist government headed by Chiang Kai-shek, panic and terror had first infected the wealthiest, most educated, and most privileged classes—and sent them running in what they fully expected to be a brief exile. It was assumed that the Communists would target the rich and the pampered in the same way that the Bolsheviks had gone after the czarist White Russians, many of whom had come to Shanghai as refugees from that 1917 revolution.

			No one knows precisely how many people fled Shanghai during the early years of the Communist revolution. Scholars and journalists have estimated that more than a million people set off from or through that port city. Many of those who ran for the exits belonged to the city’s capitalist and middle classes, who presumably had the most to lose under the Communists. These two groups comprised about 5 percent and 20 percent, respectively, of the city’s 6 million residents, or about 1.5 million people. On the other hand, the remaining 4.5 million who made up Shanghai’s majority saw no need to escape—they included Shanghai’s industrial workers, coolies, and drivers, the destitute. But it was not only members of the upper classes who fled. They were joined by old-regime loyalists, from high Nationalist government officials to lowly foot soldiers, as well as those who simply got caught up in the frenzy or were especially fearful. Unfortunately, there are no records of the exodus since the retreating Nationalists destroyed as many documents as they could, while the incoming Communists inherited a country in such disarray that no accounting of the departures is known to have taken place.

			Unlike the stories of other such mass migrations from revolutions and human crises, the exodus of Chinese from Shanghai in this era has yet to be told. There are no books or dissertations in English that track their saga through the geopolitical tectonics of modern China. In the Chinese language, only a handful of accounts have been published—in Taiwan. Even today, the People’s Republic of China fails to acknowledge that any exodus took place.

			
			This book opens a missing chapter of modern history by tracing the lives of four real people—Benny Pan, Ho Chow, Bing Woo, and Annuo (pronounced ann-wah) Liu—starting from their childhoods at the time of Japan’s attack on Shanghai in 1937, the defining battle that marked the start of the Pacific War and altered the course of global politics. These four main characters and their families didn’t know one another, but they were selected from more than a hundred other remarkable individuals for the combined depth and range of their collective journeys. The interwoven stories of their lives before, during, and after the Communist victory in Shanghai present a view of this historic exodus that no single family story could capture. Adding to the rich complexity and color of that era are accounts drawn from the many others interviewed who also bore witness to this time of war and revolution, sacrifice and betrayal, courage and resilience, when every move could spell doom as modern China erupted.

			In today’s millennium, when more-recent conflicts and disasters have forced millions of people around the globe to weigh the same desperate choices of staying or fleeing, the experiences of these Shanghai migrants offer a window into the current human condition.

			

			—

			WHEN BING ARRIVED AT the crowded pier, she waved away the hungry dockhands and touts, not wishing to waste her precious yuan when she could manage herself. In spite of her fashionable appearance, she was no spoiled Shanghai miss, clapping her hands to summon the servants; nor was she like the foreigners bellowing, “Boy!” at their slightest whim. Her cloth valise held only a few lightweight dresses, sweaters, and underclothes—no heavy photograph albums, gold jewelry, or mementos from family or friends. Nothing to remember her father and mother, who might have died in the war, for all she knew. No, there were no keepsakes from loved ones for her to take along.

			
			Hundreds of people milled about, their desperation permeating the air, evident from the frenetic energy of foreigners and Chinese alike. The children, too, looked anxious under the watchful eyes of minders intent on keeping them from disappearing into the crowd. A group of nuns snaked by in single file, their pallid, ghostlike faces floating in a long curtain of black habits. News stories reported that missionaries had been asked to leave by their religious orders overseas because of the imminent Communist threat. Many had spent the greater part of their lives in China and were reluctant to abandon their flocks.

			Stocky shipping agents, fat from the cumshaws that routinely greased their palms for “special consideration,” barked orders to columns of sinewy men stooped over by impossibly heavy loads on their backs. Those dock coolies, clad in loose rags, managed to lug huge crates and overstuffed suitcases up the steep gangways using only their muscle and mettle. None of them seemed disturbed by the impending “liberation” of Shanghai. After all, the revolution was supposed to help them, the workers and the dispossessed—the proletarians who had nothing to lose but their chains, according to Karl Marx. In 1921, the Chinese Communists had founded their party in Shanghai, home to China’s first industrial workforce, and now their propaganda leaflets flooded the city unconstrained, in spite of Nationalist prohibitions.

			Bing scanned the long line of foreigners and Chinese as they waited to show their tickets, passports, exit visas, and other documents to indifferent immigration agents. At the head of the queue, Bing could see customs officials rifling through possessions, presumably searching for forbidden quantities of precious metals, jewelry, and currency. Once past this final hurdle, passengers could join the elated-looking group of those approved for departure.

			Anxious to find her sister in the crowd, Bing was just about to step down to the pavement from the pedicab when a loud voice shouted, “Out of my way! Look out!” A gleaming black Buick came careening next to her pedicab. It jolted to a stop when its wheels hit the high curb, landing exactly where she had been about to alight.

			
			The Buick’s driver jumped out of the car, a clean-cut-looking fellow about her age, with slicked-back hair, a neat white shirt, and gray slacks. He was clearly a well-heeled college man. “Sorry, miss, sorry,” he said in Mandarin, a more high-toned dialect than her own Shanghainese. Even as he apologized, his eyes darted anxiously. He was clearly in a hurry to get his car back on the road.

			“You nearly killed me!” she exclaimed, frightened and indignant.

			“Please forgive me,” he blurted. “I’m Ben Char and I’m in a rush to get this car to my elder brother in Taiwan. The ship is loading today, and I have to get there. But my brakes failed, and I could only shift gears to slow the car.”

			Bing’s pedicab driver was scouring his vehicle for any signs of damage. Finding none, he launched into a tirade: “Shit-faced rich boy, stay home with your amah before you kill somebody!”

			Ignoring the insults, Char asked a passing guard about the ship headed to Taiwan, the designated island escape for retreating Nationalists. The official pointed toward another pier farther down the road, and the young man jumped back into his car. “When this madness is over, perhaps you’ll let me make this up to you?” He winked, popping the clutch into first gear after some coolies pushed his car off the curb and into a roll. The engine roared, and he sped off toward the next dock, honking and lurching as people scurried out of his path.

			Shaking off her close call, Bing again surveyed the crowd. Where was her sister? If Bing didn’t find her, she’d be left behind, since Elder Sister had all the tickets and documents. As usual, she had taken charge of everything, because she was the clever one, a point that she was fond of making. If her sister hadn’t filled the car with all her luggage, Bing could have ridden to the docks with her and her family. Now how would she find them?

			Suddenly the ship blasted a piercing baritone horn, and Bing whipped her gaze in its direction. She saw the restless crowd straighten with excitement, then surge in a wave of bodies toward the ship, as if the people could will themselves aboard. At the far edge of the crowd, she spotted a shapely woman in a bright red, formfitting Western-style dress. No question, that was Elder Sister. Even from this distance, Bing could see men slowing their gaits, turning their heads to admire her. If only they knew how tough this woman could be, they would have thought twice. Bing hurried, weaving through the crush of frantic people while bracing herself for Elder Sister’s wrath.

			
			“Where have you been? What took you so long? We’ve been waiting for you! One more minute and we would have left without you—and in that case, we’d lose all the money we paid for your ticket!” A thunderous barrage poured out of Elder Sister’s mouth with such force that Bing didn’t dare answer, knowing it would be best to ride out the storm. Her sister marched Bing over to the immigration table where her sister’s husband, Kristian, a tall European with slicked-back graying hair, was holding a place near the head of the line.

			“Thank goodness you made it,” he said with a look of relief, “or we’d have never heard the end of it.”

			The couple’s two handsome Eurasian boys rushed over to hug Bing. She had watched over them from the day they were born. “We would never let Mother leave without you,” five-year-old Peter whispered.

			The immigration officer snatched the papers from Kristian’s hand. After giving the biracial boys a long, hard stare, he applied red ink to his chop and stamped their passports, waving them on. He didn’t try to hide his disapproval as he glared at the older white man with the young, attractive Chinese woman. Slowly, he studied each page of their documents as though looking for some discrepancy. Failing to find any, he stamped their pages and turned to Bing. His eyes shifted from her face to Elder Sister’s, then back down to Bing’s passport with agonizing deliberation. “You say you’re sisters? You don’t look alike. She’s from Singapore?” he asked, jerking his head toward Bing.

			Before she could open her mouth and answer, Elder Sister jumped in to interrupt, hoping to distract him from noticing that Bing possessed a black market passport that falsely listed Singapore as her birthplace. Elder Sister spoke in her sweetest, most unctuous voice. “Yes, Officer. My baby sister Bing was born in Singapore but grew up right here in Shanghai. If you doubt, sir, just listen to her Shanghai dialect. She’s the governess for my sons—see how they cling to her?” She smiled warmly as she fixed her wide eyes on the gruff man.

			He looked back at her and shook his head. “Here, go on then,” he muttered with a snort, stamping his chop in red ink and onto Bing’s passport.

			
			Bing felt her heart lighten as she followed her sister’s rapid pace toward the big ship. Each step took her farther from Shanghai, the Communists, and her life of war, turmoil, and heartache. She could hope only that this journey to a distant land would lead to something better than what she had known in China.

			Just as they neared the boarding ramp, a voice rang out. “Bing! Bing!” At first she didn’t even bother to look at the caller, certain the shouts were for someone else since no one there could possibly know her. Finally she turned and saw that it was Ah Mei, her one and only friend. Ah Mei, nine months pregnant, edged her way over with her husband, a dark, handsome foreigner from Iran.

			“Ah Mei! You needn’t have braved the crowds in your condition.” Bing nodded toward Ah Mei’s full belly, but Bing’s pleased smile belied her words.

			Ah Mei scoffed, reaching for Bing’s hand. “Of course I had to see you off—my best friend is going to America! Everything will be wonderful for you there, just like in the movies.” When they were younger, the two had occasionally escaped from their chores to see a show at one of Shanghai’s many cinemas. Since the films had no subtitles, ushers had handed out detailed programs in Chinese while the girls had fun trying to pick up some new English words from the dialogue.

			“What about you?” Bing asked. “You can’t stay with the Communists.”

			“The Reds will surely ignore us since my husband is a Jew. We’ll be leaving soon enough,” she replied. “After the baby comes, we’ll join the airlift to Palestine with the other Jews still here. We’re going to make our home in that new country. Israel.”

			Their goodbyes hastily concluded, Bing and her sister’s family climbed the steep gangway onto the General Gordon, a World War II troop transport. After the war ended, in 1945, the American President Lines chartered it for use as a passenger ship, in 1946. Though its look was still functional and military gray, the ship seemed to welcome Bing, another wartime survivor. Soon she took a spot along the deck railing to watch the Huangpu River’s churning brown water, the color of milk tea, laced with the city’s dark sludge.

			
			Around her, other passengers were ebullient, glad to be on the foreign vessel, no longer on Shanghai’s ground. “Goodbye and good riddance, Shanghai!” some shouted, impatient for the ship to sail away. Others were more subdued, waving mournfully to the dear ones they were leaving behind. Bing shook her head, refusing to let the regrets of others stir her own buried memories of Shanghai. She was grateful to be safely aboard, standing at the rail, just as she’d envisioned. She wanted to relish this moment, to savor her departure from her difficult past and her passage to a more hopeful future. As the granite façades of the Bund slipped from view, Bing waved farewell with all her might—to Ah Mei, to hard times, to the parents she would never find now. To everyone and to no one.

			

			—

			WITH A MAXIMUM LOAD of freight and a record number of passengers, the General Gordon sat low in the water. Columns of black smoke belched as the ship heaved down the Huangpu River toward its confluence with the great Yangtze, China’s longest river, and then onward to the sea. Modern warfare had turned that fifty-mile stretch into a harrowing passage. During the war against Japan, the Chinese Nationalist army had sunk “volunteered” commercial ships in the river to blockade the enemy. When the Japanese took over China’s coast during their eight-year wartime occupation, they had mined the channel. As the end of World War II approached in 1945, American air squadrons dropped hundreds of mines into the river to hinder Japan; then the Nationalists followed suit to stop the Communists. By the time Bing was scheduled to depart, the Red Army had fought its way to the north shore of the Yangtze. Once the ship entered the Yangtze, it would have to run a gauntlet of live mines and Communist shore batteries before it reached the open sea. Their safe passage was far from assured.

			In case their vessel came under fire, all passengers were ordered to their cabins and away from portholes. The order was unnecessary—everyone was all too aware of the unlucky ships that hadn’t made it. Only five months earlier, in December 1948, the overloaded passenger ship Jiangya had exploded soon after it left Shanghai, packed with escapees bound for Taiwan. Among them had been some of Shanghai’s most notable rich and famous. Every newspaper and newsreel in China had carried the shocking story: “Between two and three thousand Chinese evacuees fleeing from Shanghai were believed to have lost their lives when the overcrowded SS Jiangya sank outside Woosung on Friday.” Journalists rank it as one of the greatest shipping disasters in world history, with fatalities far in excess of the Titanic’s.

			
			Within a few weeks after the Jiangya sank, in January 1949, over one thousand people drowned in another maritime disaster when the Taiping collided with the cargo ship Jian Yuan. The Taiping was said to have been dangerously heavy with the silver reserves of the Central Bank of China—headed for Nationalist coffers in Taiwan.

			Then, fourteen days before Bing’s ship had been scheduled to depart, another disaster: Communist gunners attacked the British HMS Amethyst on April 20 as it chugged toward Nanjing to protect British subjects there. In a devastating blow to the British Empire, twenty-two of its crew were killed and thirty-one injured.

			Determined to keep his old troopship from ending up like the Amethyst, its damaged hull and remaining crew still stuck in the river, trapped by the People’s Liberation Army, the General Gordon’s captain gunned his engines. Along the route, distant artillery boomed, and the acrid smell of gunpowder wafted from charred battlefields where the Communist and Nationalist armies had clashed.

			Bing lay on a hammock in the third-class hold, which was crowded with other women on double- and triple-decker sleeping berths supported by metal poles. She had boarded the ship too late to grab one of the stationary berths. All that remained were these hammocks that bounced and swayed with the ship’s motion. Bing clutched at her stomach but found no sympathy from other passengers, all preoccupied with their own woes. As the Gordon threaded its way through the precarious channel, the women around her fell into a nervous quiet. Bing could hear the murmur of their prayers above the drone of the engines. She closed her eyes and tried to banish all thoughts of the unlucky ones on the sunken vessels.

			
			In the days that followed, no other big ships dared to trail the General Gordon’s wake past the Communist positions between Shanghai and the sea, with some ships changing course completely to avoid Shanghai and the expected Communist onslaught. The American President Lines and other companies canceled their future Shanghai sailings in spite of sold-out bookings. Even rescue ships kept their distance from Shanghai’s waterways. Elder Sister congratulated herself for not buying tickets for the Royal Dutch ocean liner Tjibadak, the British Tairea, or the HMS Constance—they were all still moored in the East China Sea near the Yangtze’s mouth, waiting to learn if it would be safe for them to approach the port city.

			Countless thousands were still trying to get out of Shanghai. They soon found that alternatives to a sea escape were no less daunting. Communist gunners narrowly missed taking down three chartered planes hired to airlift Shanghai’s Portuguese residents to Macao. For weeks, China’s airlines had abandoned their normal schedules and were operating continuous flights out of Shanghai. As soon as a plane arrived, it was boarded in a rush, crammed beyond full with people and cargo, to be dispatched immediately in a race against time. Big foreign carriers like Pan Am and Northwest had added flights, but as the Red Army drew closer to the city, they terminated their Shanghai service. Only Alaska Airlines soldiered on when its president, James Wooten, ordered more DC-4s to help evacuees. Railways, too, had become increasingly perilous—yet train fares continued rising into the stratosphere as the trifecta of runaway inflation, the collapse of the Nationalist currency, and the unquenchable demand sent all ticket prices soaring higher by the hour.

			When the General Gordon finally made it past the mouth of the great river at Wusongkou, the captain announced, “All clear.” Everyone broke into cheers of relief. Bing rushed onto the deck, thankful to have reached the open sea.

			
			

			—

			THE PEOPLE OF SHANGHAI in particular feared the Communists’ wrath. The very nature of their metropolis was forged from China’s century of humiliation imposed by the opium-peddling British, Americans, and other foreigners. Shanghai was a bastard city: too Western to be Chinese and too Chinese to be Western. The Bund, Shanghai’s fabled waterfront, looked more like a postcard from Europe than from China. Shanghai’s capitalist traditions and privileged urbanites encouraged a sensibility that welcomed modernity to this city “on the sea”—the literal meaning of the words shang hai.

			To the Communists, modern was synonymous with Western, while Western was interchangeable with foreign. Westernized Shanghainese were nothing but yang nu and zou gou—foreign slaves and imperialist running dogs. Shanghai’s wealthy and middle classes, intellectuals and Nationalist partisans were certain to become targets in the coming Communist revolution.

			Yet for most, the decision to flee from home, country, and all that is familiar was heart-wrenching. The Chinese people had emerged from eight years of brutal Japanese aggression, terror, and occupation during World War II. For China, that war had begun in 1937, making it twice the length that China’s allies in Europe had faced, and the country had fought with limited foreign support. When the war ended in 1945, the long-simmering civil war between the American-supported Nationalists and the Soviet-allied Communists reignited even before the ink had dried on the Japanese surrender documents. With this fratricidal blood feud raging on, the ruling Nationalists, led by Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek since 1926, were unable to stabilize the economy, fueling a death spiral of speculation, hoarding, and hyperinflation.

			By late 1947, the United States had lost confidence in Chiang and begun withdrawing troops and material support. Some farsighted capitalists began to leave Shanghai that same year, for they had the money, means, and connections to set up a life elsewhere—just in case. Then, in the autumn of 1948, the Communists crushed the Nationalists in three major battles. The outcome of the civil war was no longer in doubt as the Red Army pressed forward to capture the prize: Shanghai.

			
			At the dawn of 1949, even Shanghai’s middle classes began to flee. The trickle of exodus grew into a torrent, propelled by rumors and Nationalist propaganda that the Communists would confiscate property, collectivize land and businesses, even break up families and steal wives. Nationalist officials warned of mass arrests and mass killings, further inflaming the panic.

			Any remaining faith in the old regime crumbled as the delirium of fear descended upon Shanghai’s former foreign concessions, where the better-off Chinese resided. Nearly every family there was embroiled in the same fierce debate. In Bing’s household, too, they asked themselves the same questions each day: Should they stay or leave? And if they left, where would they go? Communist rule couldn’t possibly be worse than the Japanese occupation had been, many argued. Why should they leave? And yet, how could they stay?

			Running away seemed unthinkable when everything they knew and valued was right there in Shanghai. In the calculus of possible escape, fleeing would mean splitting up families, with separation from children, elders, and other loved ones who were unable or unwilling to make the leap into the void. Running away also involved great risk: Besides the deadly toll from air and sea collisions, newspapers were filled with stories of Shanghainese who had fled to Hong Kong with their life savings, then, after losing everything to the inflated prices there, were forced to return to Shanghai as paupers. Or they were stuck in Hong Kong as impoverished refugees, reduced to menial work, begging, even prostitution.

			Yet with each passing day in early 1949, newspapers headlined the departures of the well known and well-to-do. Numerous political officials suddenly decided they needed medical treatment abroad. The city’s middle and wealthy classes could no longer deny the inevitable: The impending Communist revolution would invert the social pyramid that had provided their status and privilege. Some of Shanghai’s wealthy industrialists managed to transfer money, machinery, and key personnel to Hong Kong, which they had always disdained as a sleepy fishing village when compared to their vibrant city. But Hong Kong was still better than Taiwan—in their view, a place fit only for country bumpkins. The burgeoning exodus included Shanghai’s many foreign residents, forced to give up their pampered expatriate lifestyles before the Communists began ridding China of the “bloodsucking imperialists.”

			
			By the time the Red Army surrounded Shanghai, waves of people had bolted: the city’s upper classes, the educated and resourceful, residents who had bet on the old guard—anyone who had anything to fear. Like the White Russians who had vanished from Bolshevik Moscow, the German Jews who had escaped Hitler’s Berlin, Vietnamese waiting for helicopters on the roof of the U.S. embassy in Saigon, or Syrians dodging bombs and bullets to brave the Mediterranean Sea, they fled: By boats so heavily laden they could not avoid collisions at sea; by planes so overweight they could not clear obstacles ahead; by trains with so many people clinging to every surface, the cars could only creep forward. Many had to flee in a frenzied rush, taking only what they could carry. Exile from their beloved city would be tolerable only because they expected to be gone no more than six months or a year at most. That was the longest they figured the Communist peasants would last, never imagining that more than thirty years would pass before they could return and reunite with loved ones.

			

			—

			EVEN WITHOUT DEFINITIVE RECORDS on the numbers of those who fled Shanghai, the magnitude of the exodus can be estimated from the counts of refugees that swelled in other regions. Hong Kong’s population doubled in 1949, increasing by more than a million refugees in that single year. In Taiwan, approximately 1.3 million to 2 million “mainlanders” descended on the small, largely rural island: Incoming Chinese Nationalist officials, retreating soldiers, loyalists, and their families thrust themselves onto the existing society of 9 million Taiwanese, taking total control of the island. Many thousands of other Chinese dispersed to Southeast Asia—Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Burma, Vietnam—and as far as South America, Africa, and India. Only a trickle could enter the United States or Britain, with their long histories of restrictions against Asian immigrants, and even fewer went to Australia because of its virulent “whites only” policy.

			
			The exodus out of Shanghai, like other human stampedes from danger, scattered its desperate migrants to any corner of the world where they might weather the storm. Seven decades later, stories of courage, strength, and resilience have emerged from the Shanghai exodus, offering a glimmer of insight, even hope, to newer waves of refugees who are struggling to stay afloat in the riptides of history.

			

			—

			IN THE PREDAWN HOURS of May 25, 1949, three weeks after the General Gordon pulled away from its Shanghai pier, the People’s Liberation Army marched victorious into Shanghai. Thousands of battle-weary soldiers, many just country boys with cloth shoes on their feet, moved swiftly and quietly along the city’s main avenues and the Bund to seize control of the Pearl of the Orient.

			Shanghai had fallen. Shanghai had been liberated.

			The General Gordon was still en route, cut off from any news of home.

			When its 1,946 passengers finally learned the fate of their city after docking in San Francisco on May 28, they realized that they had escaped by a razor’s edge on the last boat out of Shanghai.

			All communications halted between China and the United States. It wasn’t possible to wire family members in Shanghai the news of their safe arrival. Any relief for themselves was dwarfed by concern about the tsunami of revolution back home.

			To survive, this untethered diaspora of Shanghai migrants would have to face the unknown and forget the lives they once knew in their city on the sea. That world had ceased to exist.
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			SHANGHAI, AUGUST 14, 1937

			 

			Racing north on the treelined French concession side of Avenue Haig, a nimble boy weaved his way around the sidewalk’s throngs, dodging ahead of basket-laden shoppers and old men out for an afternoon stroll. He barely glanced at the hawkers with their motley goods spread out on the pavement or the threadbare beggars cross-legged on the hard ground, their bony hands extended to passersby for some pity and a coin.

			With his unruly black hair, his knee socks bunched at the ankles, and the tail of his white shirt climbing out of his short pants, there was still no mistaking this child for a street urchin making off with something pilfered. Benny Pan was lithe and strong, his skin fair and his cheeks ruddy with a healthy glow. More telling was his open, confident manner, his eyes wide without a trace of guile. He could have been any child of the city’s sizable middle class of professionals and service workers who tended to the giant metropolis. He might have even been a scion of Shanghai’s bourgeoisie, the newly rich Chinese capitalists who had taken over the sectors of industry and commerce not already controlled by the foreigners. Or, most exclusive of all, his family could have been compradors, the Chinese who served as trusted go-betweens for the rich and powerful foreign taipans, the European and American empire builders whose vast wealth derived from the opium trade. In return for being their agents, the compradors were richly rewarded with the money and access to power that were held only by the foreigners in treaty port cities like Shanghai, concessions established after China failed in its effort to halt the opium traffic.

			
			For this privileged child of Shanghai, the broad expanse of Avenue Haig was a playground. Its wide, curving lanes formed the western border of the French Concession, where he lived. He could ride his bike northward on the avenue into the British-run International Settlement to the elite American missionary institutions: McTyeire School, St. John’s University, and St. Mary’s Hall; his parents had attended the latter two and expected him to study at St. John’s one day. A mile farther south was St. Ignatius Cathedral and its towering spires.

			Benny had explored all points of interest on the east side of Avenue Haig. He was forbidden, however, to cross to the west side of that border street, an area of contested jurisdiction. Shanghai’s foreign settlements stood as virtual islands inside China’s sovereign territory, allowed to rule themselves with foreign laws—an arrangement forced upon China by the British and Americans after their “gunboat diplomacy” defeated the Qing dynasty emperor in the Opium Wars of the mid-1800s. Though the boundaries of the foreign-ruled enclaves were clearly delimited by treaty, over the years the British had continued to push out roads, country estates, luxurious villas, schools, country clubs, hunting grounds, and a racetrack beyond the border and into the “extra-boundary” or “extra-settlement” areas, all against China’s objections. In this zone of ambiguous jurisdiction, gambling houses, opium dens, brothels, and gangsters also flourished, just out of reach of British or French police. The area was so lawless and dangerous that it was known to locals as the Badlands. Benny’s father forbade the boy to cross Avenue Haig into the crime-ridden Badlands.

			On rare occasions, Benny accompanied his father, an accountant and officer in the police auxiliary, into those nether reaches. At such times Benny saw for himself the stark conditions of the Chinese sections: dilapidated shacks and squalid tenements reeking of raw sewage and general decay, overcrowded with people in tattered clothing who navigated the unpaved lanes in rope sandals or bare feet. These were the city’s laboring people, who toiled in the factories and carried the backbreaking loads, pulling the rickshaws, carts, and pedicabs. But at least they had roofs over their heads, his father would note, unlike the homeless beggars and refugees forced to sleep in any vacant patch they could find. Boys like Benny could be kidnapped for ransom—or worse—in those dangerous areas, his parents sternly cautioned.

			
			They needn’t have worried, for Benny was not the sort to defy his parents’ wishes. He found plenty to keep himself occupied in his neighborhood on the east side of Avenue Haig, where the extremes of Shanghai society collided in curious ways. With two hospitals nearby, afflicted and frightening-looking unfortunates lingered on the sidewalks each day, hoping to be treated before they expired. None of that was shocking to Benny. After all, his amah had taught him from the moment he could walk, “If you see a dead body on the street, just go the other way.” That was a simple rule of self-preservation in this unforgiving metropolis where abject misery coexisted with unabashed opulence.

			On this day, Benny noticed something different in the usual assemblage of deformity and disease lined up at one of the hospitals. Several people had fresh wounds to their heads and faces or bloodied rags wrapped around twisted or missing limbs. Startled, he realized they might be casualties from the battle with Japan that had begun the day before on the north side of the city in Zhabei, a Chinese section. At any other time, his curiosity might have slowed him for a better look. But he was in too much of a rush to get home: He had to tell his mother what he had just seen in the sky.

			As Benny approached a busy intersection, a tall, bearded police officer standing in a kiosk above the street raised his baton, forcing the boy and the traffic to an abrupt halt. “Phooey,” he declared in the American accent that he had learned at school. The swarthy, bearded cop wore a standard-issue khaki police uniform—topped by a telltale red turban. He was a Sikh, one of a few hundred warriors that the British brought from their India colony to be cops in Shanghai. Hong du ah sei—red-hatted monkey—was the disparaging name that local Shanghainese gave these fierce Sikhs.

			Near Benny, some pedicab drivers and their well-dressed foreign passengers pulled to a stop. The sick and infirm nearest the foreigners thrust their hands out for alms. One was a boy about his own age with no legs, only stumps, while an old woman had just one eye. Benny knew instantly that the foreigners must be longtimers in Shanghai since no one flinched or displayed even the slightest dismay at the appalling humanity beside them.

			
			When the red-hatted traffic cop finally waved them on, Benny spied a fox pelt on the shoulders of one of the yellow-haired women. Its glass-eyed head bounced with each lurch of the pedicab before disappearing through the gates of the German country club off Avenue Haig. As the little fox head bobbled out of sight, Benny’s eye caught something else: a red band adorned with a black swastika on the arm of a pale-faced foreigner in one of the pedicabs. He recognized the symbol from the flags that were cropping up with greater frequency on the German buildings in his neighborhood. To the boy, it was just another foreign curiosity in his international city.

			Soon he reached the gate leading to his neighborhood, the Dasheng lilong, a Shanghai-style enclosed residential complex that was popular with both foreigners and well-to-do Chinese. Just outside the gate, the proprietor of his favorite bookstall called out to him: “Benny, come have a look!” The boy raised an arm in greeting without pausing for his customary scan of the latest magazines and comic books. Turning, he nearly slammed into an old man whose heavy baskets of neatly stacked bitter melons dangled from the pole that he balanced on one shoulder.

			“Damn you, little devil,” he snarled.

			By then Benny had already mumbled, “Excuse me” as he passed by the heavy iron gate and dozing watchman into the narrow lanes of his lilong. He stopped only after reaching the thick green door of a three-story building attached to its neighbors on each side.

			Once inside the mosaic-tiled vestibule, he shouted: “Mother! Amah! The Japanese are coming!”

			“Young Master, be quiet or you’ll wake Little Brother and Little Sister!” his amah scolded.

			A slender woman appeared from behind a polished wood-paneled door. Her movement was so graceful that the air seemed undisturbed by her approach. As usual, she looked impeccable in a stylish qipao dress, with her hair knotted in a neat chignon. “Long-Long, what are you so excited about?” she asked with a puzzled look. She addressed the boy by his nickname, Little Dragon, chosen because he was born in 1928, during the Year of the Dragon, the most powerful creature of the Chinese zodiac.

			
			“I saw them, Mother. I saw the planes! The Japanese planes are flying to the Waitan!” he shouted, referring to the famous Bund by its Chinese name.

			His mother gently brushed the hair from his face with her fingers. Before she could reply, an unmistakable boom shook the quiet of the house. “See, Mother? Let’s go look from the roof!” He was already dashing up the three flights of stairs, his mother not far behind. As they climbed, they could hear another loud boom in the distance. On the roof, they ducked under the drying laundry to reach the open patio where fragrant gardenias and peonies bloomed in large pots. Toward the east, plumes of black smoke rose above the cityscape near the tall Broadway Mansions, a clear landmark.

			“The Japanese must be bombing Zhabei, just like on 1-2-8!” he ventured, using the colloquial shorthand for the date January 28, 1932, which was seared into the minds of schoolchildren and grown-ups alike because of the infamous Japanese attack on Shanghai that day, just five years earlier.

			Throughout the country, Chinese were seething with outrage at Japan’s most recent aggressions. Their island neighbor had launched numerous “incidents”—as Tokyo euphemistically called their incursions on Chinese soil—each bolder than the last. In 1931 Japan had invaded Manchuria, with its rich coal and mineral reserves, in China’s northeast, locking in its control after installing a puppet government with Puyi, the deposed last emperor of China, to be the region’s figurehead ruler. Such puppets would become Japan’s model for occupation in China.

			The Chinese Nationalist government had protested these incidents at the League of Nations to no avail. Just one month earlier, on July 7, 1937, Japan had staged another aggression—this time in Beijing at Lukouqiao, known to Westerners as the Marco Polo Bridge. Frustrated Chinese leaders had been calling on Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek to respond decisively to Japan in a united front that included the Communists. But instead of confronting Japan, he seemed focused on eliminating the Reds. Only the year before, in 1936, one of Chiang’s own generals had precipitated a national crisis by kidnapping him, to force the generalissimo to stand up to Japan. Finally, after this latest provocation in Beijing, Chiang’s army was fighting back—with Shanghai as the battleground.

			

			—

			
			JUST BEYOND THE GATES of his lilong, Benny could hear newspaper hawkers barking out the latest headlines each day. Usually, he paid them no mind, letting their voices blend into the din. But in recent weeks, more than three hundred thousand Nationalist soldiers had been mobilized to the countryside surrounding Shanghai. Young boys like Benny who lived in the protected foreign enclaves with little fear of attack were thrilled at the prospect of soldiers, weaponry, and the coming showdown.

			This new battle for Shanghai had been launched only the day before, on Friday, August 13, 1937. The sound of distant artillery reverberated through the city. Could it be that Japan was mounting an air attack on Shanghai? That would explain the low-flying aircraft.

			Five years earlier, many residents in the foreign concessions had watched from their rooftops as that previous battle with Japan had raged in the nearby Chinese sections. Mesmerized, they had oohed and aahed at the glowing cannon fire and ensuing infernos as though they were spectators at the races. This time would be no different—or so everyone thought. After all, the French consul still ruled the French Concession, and the British and Americans governed the International Settlement through the Shanghai Municipal Council. In addition to the British, Americans, and French, there were tens of thousands of foreigners from nearly every European country living in these two jurisdictions, as well as thousands of Japanese civilians. No one imagined that the Tokyo government would want to fight Britain or America or that it would risk killing off its own nationals living in Shanghai. That’s why Chinese from surrounding areas habitually ran to the foreign concessions in troubled times and why families like Benny’s who could afford to live anywhere chose to live among Shanghai’s many foreigners.
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					Bombers over Shanghai’s commercial skyline near the Bund after “Bloody Saturday,” August 14, 1937, at the start of the Pacific War.

				
			
			From their rooftop, Benny’s mother gazed out toward the billowing smoke and nearby landmarks. Her face turned pale. “Oh no, Long-Long! Those fires aren’t in Zhabei. They’re inside the International Settlement!”

			Around them, other rooftop patios were filling with people, all straining for a glimpse. Someone shouted, “The Waitan has been bombed. Smoke is rising from the Cathay Hotel!” The pyramid-shaped copper roof of the ten-story hotel was the showpiece of Victor Sassoon, one of Shanghai’s most prominent Jewish businessmen. A stunned murmur of disbelief arose from the observers—the presumed shield over the foreign concessions had been shattered.

			As they watched intently, another small plane appeared. A man with binoculars on a nearby building suddenly shouted, “Those planes have Chinese insignia on their sides—the blue, red, and white of the Republic of China! They’re our planes, not Japan’s!” The onlookers gasped as more bombs fell, their thunderous blasts reverberating in the air.

			
			Just then the plane veered west toward Avenue Haig, and Long-Long’s mother pulled him from the roof. “Hurry. It’s not safe up here,” she said, dragging the boy inside as he wriggled for a better view.

			Back downstairs, Benny ran from window to window to see if any soldiers were coming down the streets. With his mother and amah busy gathering up his sisters and brother, he slipped out the door. Beyond the quiet lanes of Dasheng lilong, fire trucks and police cars sped by, sirens wailing. People buzzed about, seeking news and sharing rumors. Some said that thousands of people had been killed near the British racecourse, in the heart of the International Settlement.

			Suddenly a hand clamped on to his arm. Benny jumped. It was his amah. “Young Master, you must come home now. Your mother is talking on the telephone with your father. He will be very angry if a bomb kills you!”Amah had been with the family for so long that she had been his mother’s amah too. On another day, Benny might have dared her to catch him, but he sensed that this was not the time. Back inside their home, he could hear his mother talking on the phone in his father’s study.

			“What? In the International Settlement on Tibet Road? Thousands of people killed near the Great World?” She paused, then asked, “How is Grandfather?”

			Benny straightened as his mother spoke of his beloved grandfather, whose large mansion was on Tibet Road, not far from the Great World Entertainment Center. His grandfather sometimes took him there to wander through its funhouse mirrors, roller-skating rink, and multiple stories of curiosities and attractions. His mother disapproved, wary of the drunken sailors, beckoning women, and other unsavory characters who lingered there.

			If anyone would know the details about the bombings, it would be Benny’s father, Pan Zhijie. On most evenings and weekends, Benny’s father was on duty with the Shanghai Volunteer Corps, the uniformed auxiliary to the small, British-run Shanghai Municipal Police. Pan Zhijie was a high-ranking officer in the Volunteers, which was established to defend against Chinese rebellions. The troopers were organized into militia companies by their nationality and nearly every group of foreigners had their own volunteer corps. But the Chinese were long forbidden to organize an armed militia in case they might start a bloody insurrection as the Boxers and Taipings had done decades earlier. In more recent years, though, the Chinese residents of the foreign concessions had forced the British to allow them to organize a Chinese “C” Company. Benny’s father was a stalwart in this Chinese corps.

			
			Standing outside his father’s study as his mother spoke into the phone, Benny gleaned that his grandfather had been in his home when the bombs fell—just two blocks from his house. Had the bombs fallen a few minutes later, Grandfather would have been walking to his favorite social club, right across from the worst carnage, where a few thousand people now lay maimed or killed. Grandfather was shaken and had suffered some minor bruises from falling debris but was otherwise unharmed. Benny’s father was on his way to the bomb site to assist with relief efforts.

			When his mother got off the phone, she shared what she had heard with Amah, who had been minding the babies: The planes they had seen were part of China’s fledgling air force. The Chinese pilots had intended to surprise the Japanese fleet moored in the Huangpu River along the Bund by bombing the Idzumo, the flagship of the Imperial Japanese Navy. Somehow the Chinese pilots had miscalculated terribly, missing the ships and instead dropping their bombs on the International Settlement. “How unthinkable!” his mother exclaimed. The streets had been mobbed with thousands of refugees from the previous day’s battle, all seeking safety in the foreign concessions. The first two bombs blew up by Nanjing Road, between the Palace and Cathay Hotels on the Bund, where crowds of refugees had congregated and wealthy foreign shoppers scurried by. One hit the top floors of the Cathay Hotel. Another two bombs exploded over Avenue Edward VII and Tibet Road, just as a few thousand refugees were queuing up for food dispensed by a local charity. Nearly all those civilians must have perished.

			
			Mother’s voice grew more indignant as she told them what she’d learned. Not even the Japanese had dared to harm Shanghai’s protected foreign concessions. And now this—from their own Chinese pilots! Mother and Amah shook their heads, sputtering their dismay and disbelief. “How can such an army overcome the Japanese?” they repeated. The Pans’ superstitious cook banged the pots in disgust as she readied the evening meal, all the while clucking, “Bad omen for Chinese people. Very bad.”

			

			—

			AFTER IT BECAME CLEAR that the bombing sortie was over, Benny quietly made his way back up to the roof. Looking over the tops of buildings in the French Concession toward the Bund, he traced the tall smoke trails down to the Great World in the vicinity of Grandfather’s mansion. That was Benny’s first home, where his father and mother had lived after they were married. That was where he was born and had learned to walk and talk, where he would sit on Grandfather’s lap and peer out the upstairs windows to watch crowds gather for the horse races at the British-run Shanghai Race Club. He still spent his summers there. Benny wanted to rush to his grandfather’s side after the news of his close call, but his mother said that it was too dangerous; they would have to wait until the wreckage was cleared.

			Benny knew he was his grandfather’s favorite—and with good reason. After all, he was the first male born of his generation: the first great-grandson, first grandson, and Number One Son. It was an exalted position in any extended Chinese family. Benny’s formal Chinese name, Yongyi Pan, meant longevity and good fortune. It would be recorded in the Pan family’s book of names, where all Pan males for more than a hundred generations were listed. His sisters wouldn’t be named in the book—no females were. Benny’s formal name would dominate his entire generation, because every Pan boy born after him would have to use the “yong” character from his name in their names. His privileged position also came with great responsibility: The Number One Son was expected to care for his ancestors and elders and to maintain the family’s traditions and honor.

			Just beyond the columns of smoke from the Cathay Hotel was the old Cantonese section of the city, north of the Bund in Hongkou. The original Pan family compound had been built there by Benny’s great-grandfather, off Haining Road, after he grew wealthy in Shanghai’s boom times in the late 1800s. Hongkou sat on the northern banks of the Suzhou Creek and Huangpu River, and many Cantonese such as his great-grandfather had settled there.

			
			From his earliest memory, Benny had always greeted the first day of the Lunar New Year with a visit to that Pan family compound to pay his respects to his ancestors. His great-grandfather had passed away long before he was born, but Great-Grandmother was still living. She had been in her nineties when Benny was born and reigned as the Pan family matriarch. It was Great-Grandmother who had given him his dragon nickname, Long-Long. But he was hardly brave in her presence. As a toddler, he had been required to approach his wizened great-grandmother to show his respect. Dressed in ceremonial silk robes, young Benny had refused to move toward her until his father gave him a stern push. Upon reaching her throne-like chair, he had to prostrate himself on the cool parquet floor, just as his father and other elder males had, bowing three times at the small embroidered silk slippers covering her tiny bound feet. When Great-Grandmother beckoned him to come closer, he stared at her fingernails—so long that they curled into spiral claws. She’d look him over carefully and pat his head, nails dangerously near his face. When she dismissed him, after handing over a lucky red envelope containing a New Year’s gift of money, Benny would run back to his father in relief.

			Benny had no such fears of his adoring grandfather. They loved to stroll through Grandfather’s garden together, the boy’s little hands clasped behind his back just like the old man’s. His grandfather would point out his favorite lotus blossoms and new buds on the magnolia trees. He taught Long-Long to recite classic Tang dynasty poems. They rode together in his old but pristine Packard with a white-gloved chauffeur behind the wheel. Sometimes they stopped at the Public Garden across from the British consulate, in the triangle bordered by the narrow and meandering Suzhou Creek and the Huangpu River. Grandfather would tell Benny about the infamous sign that was long gone but had become a legend that every Chinese knew and could not forget: “No Dogs or Chinese Allowed.” Some foreigners claimed that there had never been such a sign, but they couldn’t deny that Chinese had been barred from that park and many other places. It wasn’t until 1929, the year after Benny was born, that the Nationalist government had succeeded in forcing the British and French to allow Chinese in the parks.

			
			Sitting on a once-forbidden bench, Benny and his grandfather studied the junks, barges, and sampans weaving between the huge oceangoing ships. With a certain fondness, Grandfather would regularly point out the docks and godowns—warehouses—of Jardine Matheson, the generous employer of three generations of Pans—Great-Grandfather, Grandfather, and Big Uncle, Benny’s father’s elder brother. They often ended their excursions at the immaculate grounds of Le Cercle Sportif Français, the elegant French country club, where Grandfather would sip a cup of tea while Benny devoured a dish of Hazelwood ice cream.

			When Grandfather grew tired, they’d return to the big house on Tibet Road to rest. Benny spent many contented hours lying next to his grandfather on the hard divan in his cool, darkened smoking room. The old man would suck on his opium pipe and regale his eldest grandson with family lore. By the time Benny was old enough to attend school, he’d heard the tale of his great-grandfather Pan’s arrival in Shanghai so many times that he could recite his grandfather’s rendition of the story by heart:

			
				Nearly one hundred years ago, the rulers of China’s great civilization were weak and corrupt. The long-nosed foreign devils came in with their gunboats and forced the emperor to allow them to conduct trade in Shanghai and other cities that had previously been closed to the foreigners. Enterprising young men from all over China came to find work in these port cities. The hardest working of all came from faraway Guangdong Province in the south, where drought and famine drove them out in search of a livelihood. My father, your great-grandfather, was one of those young Cantonese. He stowed away on a cargo ship headed to Shanghai with no more than a cloth bag and the thin rags on his back. An umbrella protected him against ruffians more than rain. It was a terrible journey of twelve hundred miles. Lesser men didn’t survive, but your great-grandfather Pan was strong and smart. Cantonese like him already knew the ways of the pale-faced Anglos and could even speak some English. In Shanghai, Great-Grandfather sought out the number one English trading company: Jardine Matheson. He was hired to work as a coolie, doing backbreaking labor on their docks. But his clever mind never rested. He learned more skills and improved his English. Gradually, he rose to become one of the few Chinese that Jardine Matheson entrusted with the title of comprador—the highest position a Chinese could reach under the foreign taipans. It fell on the compradors to negotiate with Chinese government officials and manage the Chinese workers. The Chinese compradors were paid well, though they were always considered beneath the foreigners. Nevertheless, thanks to your great-grandfather Pan’s intelligence, courage, and industry, the Pan family has prospered in Shanghai.

			

			
			His grandfather would end his reminiscences by saying,“You must never forget our family’s humble beginnings. When you drink the water, you must remember the spring.”

			Even after Benny’s parents moved out of his grandfather’s home, the boy often stayed there overnight. His visits were happy, magical times, spent in the sweet-perfumed haze of the opium pipe, enriched by Grandfather’s tales. Sometimes Grandfather quizzed him on the lessons of those stories. Benny liked to please him by recounting his lessons smartly: honor his ancestors; bring respect to the Pan family name; strive to improve himself. Most of all, remember the sacrifices of Great-Grandfather, the stowaway who brought good luck and prosperity to subsequent generations of Pans.

			Young Benny didn’t always understand his grandfather’s languid ruminations. Sometimes after a few opium pipes, Grandfather murmured his disappointment in his second son, Benny’s father. Although Pan Zhijie hadn’t followed the family trajectory to become a comprador, he had started out on a business track by studying accounting at St. John’s University, an American missionary school that taught classes in English and imbued its Chinese students with the ways of the Western elite. Benny was also expected to go there one day. But in 1925, his father’s last year of college, he had veered off course by taking part in national uprisings known as the May Thirtieth Movement, named for the date that student demonstrators were shot and killed by the British-run police force in the International Settlement. Inflamed with patriotic fervor, students all over China had risen up against foreigners, the “imperialists” who stole the wealth of China while crushing the Chinese people. Tensions were so high that missionaries and other foreigners feared for their lives in a possible reprise of earlier violent rebellions.
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					A confident six-year-old Benny Pan (center) poses with sisters (left to right) Annie, Doreen, and Cecilia.

				
			
			As student protestors at St. John’s University, Benny’s father and others demanded that the Chinese flag be raised alongside the Stars and Stripes as a show of equal respect. And it was Benny’s father, the Boy Scout vice-master in charge of raising the American flag over the campus, who presented the demand to the university president. Benny’s grandfather always winced at this recollection. When the Episcopal missionary refused the students’ demands, hundreds at St. John’s rebelled and boycotted classes, Pan Zhijie among them, almost shuttering the school permanently. The university survived, but Benny’s father was changed. After he left St. John’s, he refused to work for the foreign company where his grandfather, father, and elder brother had become compradors. Instead, he set up his own accounting practice with an office in Grandfather’s big house. Benny and his elder sister, Annie, were born there.

			
			In his opium haze, Grandfather would bridle at the choices made by his second son. “Your father never complained about the prosperity our Pan family achieved from the foreign imperialists,” he’d say to Benny. “If he so disliked the foreign taipans, why does he now work with the British police? To make the police more Chinese? Or to become more like the foreigners?” Benny would wait silently for the answers that never came to his grandfather’s rhetorical questions. The old man’s eyelids would inevitably flicker from such weighty thoughts as he nodded off to sleep. But not before he advised his grandson: “Do not follow your father’s path. Police and politics will only lead to trouble.”

			Benny would listen patiently to the mumbled words that were warmed by his grandfather’s affection for him. He paid no mind to the opium-laced criticisms of his father, for Benny was most proud of his father’s service in the Shanghai Volunteer Corps. His father had risen to a position of leadership of the all-Chinese “C” Company of the Volunteers, which, along with more than a dozen foreign companies, provided critical backup to the British police. From the time he was a small boy, Benny watched, mesmerized, as his father transformed from an accountant in a Western business suit into a Shanghai Volunteer corpsman, with shiny brass buttons on his uniform and spit-polished leather boots. His father’s broad shoulders and muscular arms, developed from his years as a wushu-style martial arts champion, bulged through his uniform. Most impressive to Benny was the police-issue Colt .45 cradled in a fine-grained leather holster on his father’s belt.

			
			Each day after work and every weekend, his father left their house in his starched uniform, looking to Benny like a hero. Other boys might have fathers who were rich industrialists or compradors like his grandfather, great-grandfather, and uncle, but his father protected the International Settlement. On occasion, Benny accompanied him on his evening rounds. Shop owners in western suits, mobsters in long silk gowns, street vendors, and labor-gang bosses all greeted his father with respect. Even the British officers of the Shanghai Municipal Police exchanged pleasantries with his father, who could converse with the foreign bobbies in the perfect English he’d honed at St. John’s.

			Once, on his father’s rounds, a merchant placed a fat envelope on his shop’s counter. Benny saw his father pick it up and casually tuck it into his uniform jacket without looking inside. “A small appreciation in return for a favor,” his father told him. “The merchant will lose face if I don’t accept. It’s the Shanghai way.”

			Benny thought nothing of it, especially when his father’s colleagues patted him on the head and crooned, “Listen to your old man. If you’re lucky, you’ll be a big shot like him one day.”

			

			—

			THAT NIGHT, SATURDAY, AUGUST 14, Pan Zhijie returned home much later than usual, missing dinner. Bounding down the stairs, Benny came to a sudden halt at the sight of his father: His impeccable uniform was streaked with dark bloodstains, from his khaki epaulets to his fine leather boots. His eyes were cold and hard, a look Benny hadn’t known before. A servant helped him out of his stiff, reeking clothes and into a robe. As a hot bath was prepared for him, his father told Benny’s mother of the horror on Avenue Edward VII near the racecourse. “The center of Shanghai is a sea of human blood, overflowing the gutters.”

			Benny’s father had spent hours sifting through the rubble for survivors. The rumors that thousands of people had been killed or injured near the racetrack were all too true. The first bomb had blown open a huge crater, followed by another that had exploded in the air just above ground level. Limbs, heads, and other body parts had flown in all directions. The chauffeur-driven cars of foreigners had exploded, incinerating their passengers. On Nanjing Road by the Bund, in an intersection packed with wealthy hotel guests as well as refugees from the fighting, the blast was so strong that the body of a boy no older than Benny was flattened high against the building’s side, a ghastly sight.

			
			To Benny’s ear, his father’s voice seemed flat, without emotion, as he recounted the details of the bombings. Two of the inexperienced Chinese pilots, just out of American Claire Chennault’s Central Aviation School, had been hit by Japanese antiaircraft fire and tried to drop their payloads on the racetrack, while the other fliers attempted to bomb the Idzumo. They had all failed, with terrible results. The clock at the Cathay Hotel had stopped at 4:27 P.M., the time the first bombs struck.

			“The war has begun,” Benny’s father said. “If this is the best our Chinese forces can do, we are surely lost.”

			His mother conveyed what she had heard from her friends. “Some people say that Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist government are planning to leave Nanjing, Shanghai, and the coastal provinces for the interior of China. Should we think about moving inland too?” she asked.

			“Japan’s fight is with China, not Europe or America,” his father replied. “Better to take our chances here and stay in the concessions with the
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