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AUTHOR’S NOTE

China is first and foremost a novel, but it takes place against a background 
of real events.

When historical figures appear in the narrative, the depictions are 
my own, and I hope they are fair. All the principal characters however— 
Trader, Charlie Farley, the Odstock brothers, Nio, Shi- Rong, Mei- Ling, 
Lacquer Nail, Mr. Liu, Mr. Ma, Guanji, their families and friends— are 
fictional.

I wish to acknowledge my special debt to the following authors and 
scholars on whose huge research, often in primary sources, this novel has 
relied.

General Introductions: John Keay for the most readable intro-
duction to China’s history; Caroline Blunden and Mark Elvin for their 
Cultural Atlas of China, a wonderful resource book; and Marina Warner 
for her vivid illustrated life of the “Dragon Empress.”

Specialist Works: Julia Lovell for the Opium War of 1839; Peter 
Ward Fay, for further details of the war and the opium trade; and for 
the use of opium in China, Zhang Yangwen. Details of a eunuch’s life 
were provided by Jia Yinghua’s life of Sun Yaoting, of concubinage and 
servitude by Hsieh Bao Hua, of a servant’s life by Ida Pruitt’s account 
of Ning Lao T’ai- t’ai. For my descriptions of footbinding I have relied 
upon the works of Dorothy Ko. For introducing me to the complex sub-
ject of the Manchu, I am grateful to Mark C. Elliott, and above all to 
Pamela Kyle Crossley, whose detailed investigation of three generations 
of a single Manchu family made it possible for me to create the fictional 
family of Guanji. For details of the Summer Palace, I owe thanks to Guo 
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xvi A U T H O R ’ S  N O T E

Daiheng, Young- tsu Wong, and especially to Lillian M. Li’s work on the 
Yuanmingyuan. In describing the imperial justice system and the law of 
torture, I relied upon an excellent monograph by Nancy Park. For the 
feng shui and characteristics of villages in southern China, I am indebted 
to an article by Xiaoxin He and Jun Luo. When writing on the Taiping, 
I drew upon the studies by Steph R. Platt and by Jonathan Spence. I am 
especially grateful to Diana Preston for her day- by- day account of the 
siege of the legations during the Boxer Rebellion that gave me such rich 
material to work with.

I must add my personal thanks to Julia Lovell for her wise and help-
ful counsel in setting me on my path; to Dr. James Greenbaum, Tess 
Johnston, and Mai Tsao for helpful conversations; to Sing Tsung- Ling 
and Hang Liu for their careful cultural readings of my initial drafts; and 
to Lynn Zhao for her thorough historical vetting of the entire manuscript. 
Any faults that remain are mine alone.

My many thanks are due to Rodney Paull for preparing maps with 
such exemplary care and patience.

Once again I thank my editors, William Thomas at Doubleday and 
Oliver Johnson at Hodder, not only for making such a wonderful team, 
but for all their great kindness and patience during the long and techni-
cally difficult writing of the draft. I also wish to thank Michael Windsor 
in America and Alasdair Oliver in Britain for their two very different but 
equally splendid cover jacket designs. My many thanks also to the team 
of Khari Dawkins, Maria Carella, Rita Madrigal, Michael Goldsmith, 
Lauren Weber, and Kathy Hourigan at Doubleday,

My many thanks, as always, to Cara Jones and the whole team at 
RCW.

And finally, of course, I thank my agent, Gill Coleridge, to whom for 
the last thirty- six years I owe an incalculable debt of gratitude.

Names: The Chinese place names in this book are mostly given in 
their modern form, except in a few cases where Western characters use 
the names Canton and Peking in conversation, as they would have done 
in the nineteenth century.
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RED SUN YELLOW RIVER

January 1839

At first he did not hear the voice behind him. The red sun was glaring in 
his face as he rode across the center of the world.

Forty miles since dawn. Hundreds to go. And not much time, per-
haps no time at all. He did not know.

Soon the huge magenta sun would sink, a melancholy purple dusk 
would fall, and he would have to rest. Then on again at dawn. And all the 
time wondering: Could he reach his father, whom he loved, and say he 
was sorry before it was too late? For his aunt’s letter had been very clear: 
His father was dying.

“Mr. Jiang!” He heard it this time. “Jiang Shi- Rong! Wait!”
He turned his head. A single rider was urging his horse along the 

road. After the glare of the red sun in his eyes, it took Jiang a moment 
to see that it was Mr. Wen’s servant, Wong. What could that mean? He 
reined in his horse.

Wong— a small, plump, bald man who had originally come from the 
south— ran the house for the aging scholar, who trusted him completely, 
and he’d taken young Jiang under his wing as soon as he’d come to stay 
there. He was perspiring. He must have been riding like an imperial mes-
senger to catch me, the young man thought.

“Is Mr. Wen all right?” Jiang asked anxiously.
“Yes, yes. He says you must return to Beijing at once.”
“Return?” Jiang looked at him in dismay. “But my father’s dying. I 

have to go to him.”
“You have heard of the lord Lin?”
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2 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

“Of course.” All Beiing had been talking about the modest official, 
little known before, who had so impressed the emperor that he had been 
given a mission of great importance.

“He wants to see you. Right away.”
“Me?” He was a nobody. Not even that. An insignificant failure.
“Mr. Wen wrote to the lord Lin about you. He knows the lord Lin 

from when they were students. But Mr. Wen did not tell you, did not 
want to raise your hopes. When the lord Lin did not reply . . .” He made 
a sad face. “Then this morning, after you left, Mr. Wen received a mes-
sage. Maybe the lord Lin will take you on his staff. But he needs to see you 
first. So Mr. Wen tells me to ride like a thousand devils to get you back.” 
He looked at the young man intently. “This is a big chance for you, Jiang 
Shi- Rong,” he said quietly. “If the lord Lin is successful in his mission, 
and you please him, the emperor himself will hear your name. You will be 
on the path to fortune again. I am happy for you.” He made a little bow 
to indicate the young man’s future status.

“But my father . . .”
“He may be dead already. You do not know.”
“And he may be alive.” As the young man looked away, his face was 

a picture of distress. “I should have gone before,” he muttered to himself. 
“I was too ashamed.” He turned to Wong again. “If I go back now, it will 
cost me three days. Maybe more.”

“If you want to succeed, you must take chances. Mr. Wen says your 
father would certainly want you to see the lord Lin.” The messenger 
paused. “Mr. Wen told the lord Lin that you speak Cantonese. Big point 
in your favor— for this mission.”

Shi- Rong said nothing. They both knew it was thanks to Wong that 
he could speak the servant’s Cantonese dialect. At first it had amused the 
young mandarin to pick up some everyday expressions from Wong. He’d 
soon discovered that Cantonese was almost like another language. It also 
used more tones than Mandarin. But he had a good ear, and over a year 
or two, chatting to Wong every day, he’d begun to speak enough to get 
by. His father, who had a low opinion of the people of the south, had 
been ironically amused when he heard about this achievement. “Though 
I suppose it could be useful, one day,” he allowed. But Mr. Wen counseled 
him, “Don’t despise the Cantonese language, young man. It contains 
many ancient words that have since been lost in the Mandarin we speak.”

Wong was looking at him urgently. “Mr. Wen says you may never get 
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 C H I N A  3

a chance like this again.” he continued.
Jiang Shi- Rong gazed towards the red sun and shook his head 

miserably.
“I know that,” he said quietly.
For a minute neither of them moved. Then, with a heavy heart, the 

young man silently began to ride his horse along the road, back to Beijing.

◦

By the end of that night, five hundred miles away, in the coastal lands 
west of the port then known to the outside world as Canton, a mist had 
drifted in from the South China Sea, shrouding the world in whiteness.

The girl went to the courtyard gate and looked out, thinking herself 
alone.

Despite the dawn mist, she could sense the presence of the sun, shin-
ing somewhere behind the haze; but she still couldn’t see the edge of the 
pond, just thirty paces in front of her, nor the rickety wooden bridge 
upon which her father- in- law, Mr. Lung, liked to watch the full moon 
and remind himself that he owned the pond and that he was the richest 
peasant in the hamlet.

She listened in the damp silence. Sometimes one might hear a soft 
splash as a duck stuck its head in the water and then shook it. But she 
heard nothing.

“Mei- Ling.” A hiss from somewhere to her right.
She frowned. She could just make out the shape of the bamboo clump 

that stood beside the path. Cautiously she took a step towards it.
“Who’s that?”
“It’s me. Nio.” A figure appeared beside the bamboo and came 

towards her.
“Little Brother!” Her face lit up. Even after the years of absence, there 

could be no mistaking him. He still bore the telltale scar across his nose 
and cheek.

Nio wasn’t exactly her brother. Hardly a relation at all, one might 
say. He came from her grandmother’s family, on her mother’s side, who 
belonged to the Hakka tribe. After his mother and sisters died in a plague, 
his father had left him with Mei- Ling’s parents for two years before he’d 
married again and taken the boy back. 

His name was Niu, properly speaking. But in the dialect of his native 
village, it sounded more like Nyok, though one could hardly hear the 
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4 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

final k. So Mei-Ling had compromised and invented the name Nio, with 
a short o, and so he’d remained ever since. 

Long before his father had taken him back, Mei- Ling had adopted 
Nio as a brother, and she’d been his big sister ever since.

“When did you arrive?” she whispered.
“Two days ago. I came here to see you, but your mother- in- law told 

me not to come again. Then she came to your parents’ house and told 
them not to let me near you.”

“Why did she do that?”
Although Nio, at fifteen, was only a year younger than Mei- Ling, she 

noticed that he still looked rather childish. He stared at the ground for 
a moment before confessing: “It may have been something that I said.”

“Why are you here, Little Brother?”
“I ran away.” He smiled, as if this were a thing to be proud of.
“Oh, Nio . . .” And she was about to ask for details when he indicated 

that there was someone watching from the gate behind her.
“Wait at the entrance to the village tomorrow morning,” she told him 

hurriedly. “I’ll try to come at first light. If I don’t, then come again the 
next day. Run now. Quick, quick.”

As Nio vanished behind the bamboo, she turned.

The oval- faced young woman stood by the gate. Willow was her 
sister- in- law. They called each other Sister, but all resemblance between 
them ended there.

Her name signified the graceful Willow Tree. Without her superior 
clothes, however, and the makeup she carefully applied to her face, she 
might have been thought rather plain. Willow came from a rich peasant 
family in the next county named Wan, and although she had married Mr. 
Lung’s elder son, the hamlet people politely referred to her, in the custom-
ary manner, as the Woman Wan. In keeping with the Wan family’s more 
leisured status, Willow’s feet had been bound when she was a girl, so that 
she now walked with the fashionable totter that marked her out from the 
poor peasants like Mei- Ling, whose family labored in the fields.

Willow was a little taller and affected a slight, elegant droop, as though 
bowing in a ladylike manner. Mei- Ling was small and stood straight on 
her natural feet, like the working peasant girl she was. She’d also been 
known, ever since she was a tiny child, as the prettiest girl in the hamlet. 
If her parents hadn’t been so poor, they might have bound her feet and 
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 C H I N A  5

dressed her in fine clothes and sold her to a merchant in one of the local 
towns as a junior wife or concubine. But pretty though she was, no one 
could ever have imagined she would marry a son of Mr. Lung.

In fact, most people thought the marriage was a scandal. Her mother- 
in- law had been furious.

There was one other difference between them. Willow had given her 
husband one child already— although, to his parents’ displeasure, it was 
only a girl. Fortunately, however, she was now five months pregnant again.

As they went back into the front courtyard of the Lung house, Wil-
low looked at Mei- Ling languidly.

“I know who that was.”
“Oh?”
“That was your cousin, Nio. I know all about him. You call him Little 

Brother.” She nodded slowly. “Everyone in the house knows he’s here, but 
we weren’t allowed to tell you.”

“Not even my husband?”
“He wanted to. But he was afraid you might try to see Nio and get 

into trouble. He was trying to protect you. That’s all.”
“Are you going to tell Mother?”
“You can trust me, Sister.”
There was a small orange tree in the courtyard. As Willow reached 

it, she paused.
“Don’t try to see him, Sister. If Mother finds out, she’ll whip you. Or 

something worse.”

◦

It was early afternoon in Calcutta that day when a one- horse hackney 
cab, carrying two young Englishmen, made its way into the pleasant sub-
urb of Chowringhee. The blinds were drawn fully down to keep out the 
harsh light— for although this was India’s cool season, it was still brighter 
and hotter than most summer days in Britain.

Charlie Farley was a cheerful fellow. At cricket, which he played well, 
he had enough height to command respect. His face was somewhat round 
and seemed to be getting rounder as his fair hair receded from his brow. 
“I’m not bald yet,” he’d cheerfully remark, “but I’ll be bald in time for 
tea.” His pale blue, bespectacled eyes were amiable, but by no means stu-
pid. Not only at cricket, but in life generally, he played with a straight bat.

His friend John Trader was slightly taller, his hair the color of black 

Ruth_9780385538930_1p_all_r1.indd   5 10/29/20   4:15 PM



6 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

olives, slim, rather handsome. But his intense cobalt- blue eyes didn’t look 
happy.

“This is all a terrible mistake,” he said in a gloomy voice.
“Nonsense, John,” said Charlie Farley. “I told the colonel you’d saved 

my life. He’ll be very civil to you.” A few moments later, the wheels of the 
cab crunched onto the gravel of a short driveway. “Now, we’ll just drop 
those letters with my aunt Harriet and be on our way. So try and look 
happy.”

His aunt’s house was a typical colonial bungalow of the better sort, 
with a veranda front and back, whose wide eves were supported by stout 
ionic columns painted white. Its airy central hall gave onto a plain but 
gracious drawing room and a dining room, both furnished in English 
style. As the two men reached the door, Indian servants, spotlessly dressed 
in white, seemed to appear from every corner.

Aunt Harriet had obviously heard the cab because she was already in 
the hall. Charlie loved his aunt. Like his own mother, her sister, she had 
still kept the wavy golden hair of her youth. She had frank blue eyes, and 
she and her husband offered any newcomer to British Calcutta the easy-
going hospitality that was the hallmark of colonial merchant life.

“What are you doing here, Charlie?” she demanded. “Shouldn’t you 
boys be working?”

“We have been working, Aunt Harriet,” said Charlie. “But a packet 
of letters arrived from England this morning, including one from Mother 
for you. Thought I’d bring it to you straightaway.”

Aunt Harriet smiled.
“And I suppose now you want to be fed?”
“Not at all. In fact, we can’t stop. We’re on our way to luncheon with 

Colonel Lomond.”
“Colonel Lomond? How very grand.”
“Father went to school with him, actually,” Charlie explained. “So I 

wangled an invitation for us to lunch at his club. Thought it would amuse 
John to see the place.”

“Then you boys had better go,” said Aunt Harriet. “You mustn’t be 
late for Colonel Lomond.”

“We’re off,” said Charlie.

It was time to have a man- to- man talk. And since they had ten min-
utes alone in the cab, Charlie decided to do it now.
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“Do you know what’s wrong with you, Trader?”
“Tell me.” Trader managed a half- smile.
“You’re a good friend. I’d trust you with my life. But you’re a moody 

fellow. Look at you today. All you have to do is observe and enjoy.”
“I know.”
“But it’s deeper than that. Your trouble is that you’re never satisfied. 

Whatever you’ve got, you always dream of more.”
“This may be true.”
“I mean, you were orphaned, which was damn bad luck. But not the 

end of the world. You went to a decent school. You were left a tidy bit of 
money. You’ve got me for a friend. We’re in Rattrays, which is one of the 
best agency houses in India. And though you don’t seem to believe it, 
you’re a handsome devil, and half the women in Calcutta are in love with 
you. What more do you want?”

“I don’t know, Charlie,” his friend confessed. “Tell me about this 
Colonel Lomond we’re to meet. He has a family?”

“A wife. I call on her occasionally. You know, politeness and all that. 
Gracious lady. His son’s in the army, bit older than us. He has a daughter. 
Met her once or twice at the house. Quite handsome.” Charlie smiled. 
“But I keep a distance. The colonel wouldn’t like it if I got too pally.”

“Because he’s an aristocrat.”
“Old Scottish family. Older brother in the ancestral castle— you 

know the sort of thing.”
“And we’re merchants, Charlie. Tradesmen, dirt beneath his feet.”
“He treats me all right.”
“That’s because your father went to school with him.” The dark- 

haired young man paused, and when his friend didn’t reply, continued: 
“You know what annoys me, Charlie?”

“What?”
“Men like Lomond look down on us because we’re in business. But 

what’s the British Empire? A huge trading enterprise. Always has been. 
Who runs India? The East India Company. Who owns the army here? 
The East India Company. All right, the company nowadays is the Brit-
ish government in all but name, and much of the trade’s in the hands of 
independent merchants like us. But the fact remains, the purpose of the 
army, in which Colonel Lomond and his class are officers, the reason for 
its existence, is to protect the trade. You and me. No merchants, no army.”

“You’re not going to say that to him, are you?” Charlie asked nervously.
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8 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

“I might.” Trader looked at him grimly, then smiled. “Don’t worry.”
Charlie pursed his lips, shook his head, and returned to his theme. 

“Why can’t you just play the game, John? The way things are, you and I 
have been dealt a pretty good hand. My father spent his life working for 
the East India Company and retired with a decent fortune, you know. 
He’s got a big house in Bath. Our next- door neighbor’s a major- general. 
Jolly old boy. Plays cards with my father. See what I mean? It’ll do for me.”

“It’s not to be sneezed at, Charlie.”
“But if I wanted more, here’s how the game works. I may get lucky at 

Rattrays, finish up with enough to buy an estate, set myself up as a landed 
gentleman. Happens all the time. My son might get into a good regiment, 
and find himself a brother officer of one of the Lomonds.” Farley looked 
at his friend seriously. “That’s the game of the social classes, Trader, if you 
want to play it.”

“It takes a long time.”
“Couple of generations, that’s all. But you know what they say?” 

Charlie Farley leaned back and smiled. “Respectability . . .  is just a mat-
ter of dates.”

As he entered the stern portals of the Bengal Military Club, John 
Trader felt all his gloom return. For a start, his black frock coat, suit-
able only for the cooler British climate— yet which the club’s dress code 
demanded that they wear— made him uncomfortably hot. And then, of 
course, there was the club itself.

The British were not yet rulers of all India, but they were masters of 
Bengal. And in Bengal’s great city of Calcutta, the evidence was every-
where. At the racetrack. At the golf links. And nowhere more surely than 
on the Esplanade, where the great classical facade of the Bengal Military 
Club gazed down, in colonial splendor, at those who passed before its 
doors.

Who were these passersby? Why, Indians and Anglo- Indians, of 
course, but British persons, too: merchants, tradesmen, the middle classes 
and below— all those, that is, who did not rule, but worked.

For the members of the Bengal Military Club were rulers. Army offi-
cers, judges, administrators of the British Empire, successors to imperial 
Rome— or so they saw themselves. Like the Roman senators they emu-
lated, these warriors and landowners despised both the professions and, 
above all, tradesmen.
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Colonel Lomond was already awaiting them in the big, airy lobby, 
from whose walls, pictures of statesmen and generals stared down upon 
John, crushingly. He found himself marched into the dining room 
immediately.

The white linen tablecloth was starched, stiff as a board. Georgian 
silver, Wedgwood plates, heavy crystal glasses. Sherry served with the 
soup, to begin. French food might be in fashion, but the colonel disliked 
it, so honest beef was served with cabbage and potatoes, grown locally in 
British- run market gardens. The wine was excellent. In short, they might 
have been at a club in the heart of London.

As for Colonel Lomond himself, he was in uniform that day, a hand-
some scarlet tunic and black trousers. He was tall, slim, his thinning hair 
was still dark. His eyebrows turned up at the ends so that he looked like 
a noble hawk. He was every inch the Scottish chief.

It was clear that he was quite determined to be friendly to young Far-
ley, whom he addressed as “my boy,” referring to Mr. Farley senior, now 
residing in Bath, as “your dear father.”

“I had a letter from your dear father. He says old General Frobisher’s 
living near him.”

“Did you know him, sir?”
“Yes. A great sportsman. Big game.”
“Tigers?”
“Certainly. When he first came out, you know, they used to hunt on 

foot. Not the big affairs with elephants, like nowadays.” He gave Charlie 
an approving nod.

What was it about Charlie Farley that made Colonel Lomond like 
him? Partly, of course, that he was an amiable fellow, just as his father had 
been. Straightforward, polite, easy. But something more. He knew where 
he fitted in, and he was content to be there. Charlie would never overstep 
the bounds. When he’d told Lomond frankly that he had a friend who’d 
be interested to see inside the club, but that he’d no way of satisfying 
his friend’s interest, “unless you were to invite us to lunch, sir,” Lomond 
had invited them at once. “Cheeky young fellow,” the colonel had later 
remarked to his wife, with the same approval he would have accorded a 
daring young officer. But Charlie would never embarrass him by trying to 
join the club. Not that Colonel Lomond would have minded, particularly, 
if Charlie Farley was a member. But that, of course, was not the point. As 
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10 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

all who governed Britain’s empire knew, the point was not the individual 
case, but what it might lead to.

Which brought the colonel’s gaze to John Trader.
There was something about young Trader that Lomond did not like. 

He wasn’t sure what. Naturally, since the dark- haired young man was Far-
ley’s friend, he’d be pleasant towards him. But his years of living in India 
and observing men had developed in Colonel Lomond a sixth sense. And 
at this moment he was experiencing the same unease he’d once felt just 
before he discovered a cobra in his house.

“What part of the country do you come from?” he tried. Always a 
safe question.

“I was brought up in the West Country first, sir,” Trader replied. 
“Then just outside London. Blackheath.”

“Blackheath, eh? Used to be highwaymen up there in the old days, 
what?” Though it was said in a jocular way, was there a subterranean hint 
that Trader might be a highwayman himself? Of course not. “You have 
family there now?”

“I’ve no family living,” Trader replied.
“Nobody at all?”
“There used to be some distant relations of my father’s, generations 

ago, I believe. But there was a family quarrel, and they never spoke again. 
I don’t even know their names or where they might be.”

“Oh.” The colonel tried another tack. “You and Farley here weren’t at 
school together, were you?”

“No, sir. Charterhouse.”
“Fine old school.” The colonel took a sip of wine. Not quite Harrow, 

of course, where he and the Farleys had gone.
“Trader saved my life, sir,” Charlie said hopefully.
Colonel Lomond looked at Charlie noncommittally. They both knew 

that Charlie had already told him. But the colonel did not wish to grant 
this dark stranger a triumph.

“Glad to hear it,” he said with a brief nod. “If we have dinner some-
day,” he added vaguely to Trader, “you must tell me the whole story.”

The tablecloth was removed for the dessert course. The colonel passed 
the decanter of port around the table. They had eaten well. If the colonel 
had not addressed Trader directly during the meal, while he looked fondly 
at Charlie, it could be taken for absent- mindedness. Now, however, it 
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seemed there was something on his mind.
“Tell me, my boy, your agency house, Rattrays . . .” He leaned towards 

Charlie just enough to indicate concern. “They’re all right, aren’t they?”
“Absolutely, sir. Sound as a bell.” Charlie smiled. “My father asked me 

the same thing. After the last crash, sir, Rattrays believes in moderation.”
“Good.” The colonel nodded, relieved. It was only two years since the 

collapse of the mighty trading house of Palmers— a victim of the exces-
sive greed and debt that periodically returns, like the plague, to every 
market— had brought down most of the agency houses in Calcutta, ruin-
ing countless widows and orphans. “Of course,” the colonel conceded 
over his glass of port, “back in the last century, some of the East India 
Company nabobs made vast fortunes, in just a few years.” A faraway look 
came into eyes, indicating that, should chance place it in his path, even 
a valiant soldier like himself wouldn’t take an extra hundred thousand 
pounds amiss.

“The only fellows who make those quick fortunes at the moment, sir,” 
Charlie said, “are the men who go over to Canton, in the China trade.”

“So I hear. Bit of a dirty business, isn’t it?” the colonel added quietly.
“Well, we’re not in it, sir,” said Charlie, receiving a nod of approval 

in return.
And now, having remained politely silent for so long, John Trader 

decided to speak.
“I’m sorry you don’t like the China trade, sir,” he remarked. “It’s based 

on tea, isn’t it?” Was there the faintest hint of menace in his tone?
“Tea. Of course,” the colonel grunted.
“The British drink tea, which is imported from China, because that’s 

almost the only place which grows it. The tea is taxed. And the tea tax 
pays for most of the running costs of the British Navy.”

“I really wouldn’t know,” said the colonel.
“So it can’t be the tea you object to, sir,” Trader continued. “Is it the 

opium we supply to the Chinese, in return for the tea that you don’t like?”
“It’s up to the Chinese what they buy, I daresay,” Colonel Lomond 

remarked, with a glance at Charlie to indicate that he’d had enough of 
this.

“The English cup of tea,” Charlie cut in cheerfully. “You wouldn’t 
believe people could drink so much. It’s not as if anyone really needs tea. 
But they insist on having it. More every year.” He gave Trader a warning 
look. “Actually, it’s all paid for in silver, you know.” He turned to the colo-

Ruth_9780385538930_1p_all_r1.indd   11 10/29/20   4:15 PM



12 E D WA R D  R U T H E R F U R D

nel. “I’m afraid, sir, that we must be going. You know, work and all that.”
“Of course, my boy. Always a pleasure to see you,” Lomond said 

gratefully.
“It’s a triangular trade,” Trader went on, quietly but relentlessly. “Chi-

nese dealers get their hands on opium through our Canton agency men. 
Those Chinese pay our agency men with silver. The agency men use the 
silver to buy tea. But where does the opium comes from? India. Bengal 
mostly. Grown by the East India Company. Surely that’s right, isn’t it, 
sir?”

Colonel Lomond did not answer. He rose from the table. Taking 
Charlie by the arm in a friendly manner, but in a way that obliged Trader 
to walk behind, he led them towards the door.

Moments later, they were all walking down the steps of the club 
together and would have parted there and then in the street if a voice had 
not interrupted them.

“Papa!” It came from a covered carriage where, accompanied by her 
mother, a servant, a coachman, and outriders, a young lady dressed in 
silks and carrying a parasol was being driven along the Esplanade. The 
carriage stopped.

“Good afternoon, Papa,” said Agnes Lomond. “Have you had a good 
lunch?”

Colonel Lomond hadn’t expected this encounter, but turned to his 
daughter with a smile, and to his wife with a look of caution which that 
lady noted at once.

“You both know young Farley, of course,” he said genially as the two 
women greeted Charlie. “And this,” he added vaguely, indicating Trader 
with a hand that had suddenly gone limp, “is a friend of his.”

“John Trader,” said Trader, smiling politely at Mrs. Lomond before 
shifting his glance towards her daughter. But once resting on the younger 
woman, his dark blue eyes did not move.

Agnes Lomond was twenty, and already a lady. There was no other 
word for it. Her mother was a handsome, stately matron. But Agnes was 
slim, like her father, and a little taller than her mother. Her face, well pro-
tected from the sun, showed a wonderful pale complexion. If her nose was 
too long for her to be called pretty, it served only to make her look more 
aristocratic. Of her character, it was impossible to guess anything at all.

Perhaps it was this reserve, or her auburn hair, or the fact that she was 
socially unattainable, or her dark walnut eyes, or a deep desire to steal her 
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from her father— but whatever the causes, John Trader’s mouth opened 
and he stared at Agnes Lomond like a man in a trance.

Her mother saw it and intervened at once. “Will you go with us?” she 
asked her husband, who promptly stepped up into the carriage. “We must 
let you and your friend get to your work, Mr. Farley.” She gave Charlie a 
nod, to which he returned a bow as the carriage moved off.

But Trader forgot to bow. He only stood and stared.

◦

The red sun was setting once again when Jiang Shi- Rong, emerging 
from the pine groves through which the old road led, came in sight of the 
city. High above, like a heavenly rib cage, great bars of cloud lay across 
the sky, catching the orange glow of the sun in the west. As he always did, 
whenever he gazed upon its mighty walls, its towers, its huge curved roofs 
of gleaming tiles, Jiang Shi- Rong caught his breath.

Beijing. It was magnificent.
Yet was it his city?

Jiang knew that the people who called themselves the Han— his 
people— had built a walled city on the site three thousand years ago. But 
it was only five centuries ago that Kubla Khan, a grandson of Genghis, 
the mighty Mongol conqueror, had made himself overlord of China and, 
after building fabulous Xanadu on his summer hunting grounds in the 
steppes, had chosen this northern town as his Chinese capital.

But after less than a century, a native Han dynasty, the shining Ming, 
had managed to kick the Mongols out and strengthen the Great Wall to 
deter other invaders. They’d kept Kubla Khan’s capital, however. And for 
three centuries the Ming had ruled China.

It had been a golden age. Literature and the arts had thrived.Chi-
nese scholars had printed the greatest encyclopedia of herbal medicine the 
world had ever seen. Chinese fleets explored westward to Africa. Ming 
porcelain was the envy of the world.

But even the shining Ming came to an end. The pattern had been seen 
in China so many times before: a gradual degeneration, a weak emperor, 
a peasant revolt, an ambitious general trying to seize power. And in this 
case, another huge invasion from the north— this time a confederation 
of clans— the Manchu— from the vast forests and plains northeast of the 
Great Wall.
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The Manchu armies were organized into great companies, known 
as banners, each led by a prince, or trusted chief. As the Ming Empire 
crumbled and fell under their yoke, its great cities were garrisoned by ban-
nermen, and remained so as the centuries passed.

As for the proud Han Chinese, they were now a subject people. Their 
men were forced to adopt the Manchu hairstyle, shaving the front of their 
heads and plaiting the rest of their hair into a single long braid— a pigtail 
or “queue”— that hung down their backs.

Yet if the Chinese had succumbed, their culture had not. To be sure, 
the Manchu were proud of their heroic warrior past, but as masters now of 
the huge cities, palaces, and temples of China, they soon gave themselves 
a Chinese name— the Qing, or Ch’ing— and ruled more or less as con-
ventional Chinese emperors. The Qing emperors performed the eternal 
sacrifices to the gods. Some became quite erudite in Chinese literature.

Jiang owed them obedience. Yet even now, like many Han Chinese, 
he still knew that it was he and his people who were the true inheritors of 
the millennia of Chinese culture, and that he should have been superior 
to the overlords he served.

The huge outer wall before him ran four miles across, from east 
to west, with a mighty gatehouse in the center. Inside the wall, on the 
right, raised above the surrounding world on a great mound, he could 
see the great drumlike pagoda at the Temple of Heaven, before which 
the emperor performed the ancient ceremonies to ask the gods for good 
harvests, its three tiers of blue- tiled roofs turning to indigo under the red-
dening embers of the clouds.

After passing through the gateway, he and Wong continued due 
north on a raised causeway for another couple of miles towards the even 
more impressive four- mile- square enclosure of the inner city, protected by 
its perimeter wall with mighty guard towers at each corner.

Dusk was falling as they entered, past bannermen guards in their 
Manchu hats, jerkins, and boots. The market stalls on each side of the 
wide road were closing, their signs being taken down. Refuse collectors, 
a few in wide- brimmed hats, most in skullcaps, were stooping over their 
shovels and spooning manure into big earthenware pots. A faint smell of 
dung, seasoned with soy and ginseng, filled the air.

This inner city was by no means the center of Beijing. For within 
it, behind the colossal Tiananmen Gate, lay another walled citadel, the 
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Imperial City; and within that, across a moat, hidden from almost all 
eyes by its purple walls, the golden- roofed Forbidden City, the innermost 
sanctum, the vast palace and grounds of the celestial emperor himself.

Their path this evening took them to the northeastern quarter of 
the Inner City, to a quiet street where, in a pleasant house beside a small 
temple, the scholar Mr. Wen resided. Jiang was tired and looking forward 
to a rest.

But no sooner had they entered the little courtyard than the old 
scholar hurried out.

“At last,” he cried. “You must go to the lord Lin. He leaves tomorrow. 
But he will see you tonight if you go at once. At once.” He thrust a writ-
ten pass to the Imperial City into Jiang’s hand. “Wong will lead you,” he 
directed. “He knows the way.”

They entered on foot, not by the great Tiananmen Gate, but by a 
lesser entrance in the Imperial City’s eastern wall; and they soon came to 
a handsome government guesthouse with wide, sweeping eves, where the 
lord Lin was lodging. And a few minutes later Shi- Rong found himself in 
a small hall where the lord Lin was seated on a big carved rosewood chair.

At first glance, there was nothing so remarkable about him. He might 
have been any thickset, middle- aged mandarin. His small, pointed beard 
was greying, his eyes set wide apart. Given his stern reputation, Jiang had 
expected the High Commissioner’s lips to be thin, but in fact they were 
rather full.

Yet there was something very dignified about him, a stillness. He 
might have been the abbot of a monastery.

Jiang bowed.
“I had already chosen a young man to join my staff as secretary.” 

Lord Lin addressed him quietly, without any introduction. “But then he 
fell ill. I waited. He grew worse. Meanwhile, I had received a letter about 
you from Mr. Wen, a scholar whom I trust. I took it as a sign. He told me 
about you. Some good things, some less good.”

“This humble servant is deeply honored that his teacher Mr. Wen 
should think of him, High Commissioner, and knew nothing of his let-
ter,” Jiang confessed. “Mr. Wen’s opinion in all matters is just.”

A slight nod signified that this answer satisfied.
“He has also told me that you were traveling to visit your dying father.”
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“Confucius tells us, ‘Honor thy father,’ High Commissioner.”
In all the Analects of Confucius, there was no more central theme.
“And thy father’s fathers,” Lin added quietly. “Nor would I hinder 

you in your duty. But I have called you here on a great matter, and my 
commission is from the emperor himself.” He paused. “First I must know 
you better.” He gave Jiang a stern look. “Your name, Shi- Rong, means 
‘scholarly honor.’ Your father had high hopes of you. But you failed your 
exams.”

“This humble servant did.” Jiang hung his head.
“Why? Did you work hard enough?”
“I thought I had. I am ashamed.”
“Your father passed the metropolitan exams at his first attempt. Did 

you desire to do better than him?”
“No, Excellency. That would be disrespectful. But I felt I had let him 

down. I wished only to please him.”
“You are his only son?” He looked at Jiang sharply, and when the 

young man nodded, he remarked: “That is not an easy burden. Did you 
find the exams frightening?”

“Yes, High Commissioner.”
That was an understatement. The journey to the capital. The line of 

little cubicles into which each candidate was locked for the entire three- 
day duration of the exam. It was said that if you died during the process, 
they wrapped your body and threw it over the city wall.

“Some candidates smuggle papers in with them. They cheat. Did 
you?”

Jiang started. An instant flash of anger and pride appeared upon his 
face before he could control it. He immediately bowed his head respect-
fully before looking up again. “Your servant did not, High Commissioner.”

“Your father had a good career, though a modest one. He did not 
retire a wealthy man.” Lin paused again, looking at Jiang, who was not 
sure what to make of it. But remembering Lin’s reputation for rigid cor-
rectness in all his dealings, he answered truthfully.

“I believe, Excellency, that my father never took a bribe in all his life.”
“If he had,” the older man replied quietly, “you would not be here.” 

He gave Jiang another thoughtful look. “We are measured not only by 
our triumphs, young man, but by our persistence. If we fail, we must try 
harder. I also failed the metropolitan exams the first time. Did you know 
that?”
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“No, Commissioner.”
“I took them a second time. I failed again. The third time, I passed.” 

He let that sink in, then continued sternly. “If you become my secretary, 
you will have to be strong. You will have to work hard. If you fail, you 
will learn from your mistakes and you will do better. You will never give 
up. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Commissioner.”
“Mr. Wen tells me that he thinks you will pass next time. But first 

you should work for me. Do you agree?”
“Yes, Excellency.”
“Good.” Lin nodded. “Tell me what you know about opium.”
“People who can afford it like to smoke,” Jiang offered. “But if they 

become addicted, they waste all their money. It makes them sick. The 
emperor has made opium illegal.” He paused, wondering if he dared to 
say the truth. “But everyone seems to get it.”

“Correct. In the last generation, the traffic has grown ten times. The 
numbers of people addicted until they are useless, reduced to poverty, 
ruined, killed . . .  It’s terrible. The people cannot pay their taxes. Silver is 
flowing out of the empire to pay for opium instead.”

“Some opium is grown in China, I believe.”
“Also true. But nearly all of it now is coming from across the seas. 

Our Chinese smugglers buy it from the barbarian pirates. So what are we 
to do?”

Did he expect an answer to the question.
“Your servant has heard, Excellency, that it is possible to turn people 

away from this addiction.”
“We try. But it is very uncertain. The emperor has given me authority 

to take all steps needed. I shall execute the smugglers. What other prob-
lems occur to you?” He watched the young man, saw his awkwardness. 
“You are working for me now. You are to tell me the truth at all times.”

Shi- Rong took a deep breath. “I have heard, Excellency— though I 
hope it may not be true— that local officials on the coast are paid by the 
smugglers not to see their activities.”

“We shall catch them and punish them. If necessary, with death.”
“Ah.” It began to dawn upon Jiang that this was not going to be 

an easy assignment. To refuse bribes oneself was one thing; to earn the 
enmity of half the officials on the coastland was another. Not good for 
his career.
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“You will have no friends, young man, but the emperor and me.”
Shi- Rong bowed his head. He wondered if he could feign a sudden 

sickness— as, it now occurred to him, the other young man in line for the 
post might have done. No, he didn’t think so.

“Your servant is greatly honored.” And then, despite the cold horror 
that was growing in his mind, he felt a curiosity to ask one further ques-
tion. “How will you deal with the pirates, Excellency? The barbarians 
from over the seas.”

“I have not yet decided. We shall see when we get to the coast.”
Shi- Rong bowed his head again. “I have one request, Commissioner. 

May I see my father?”
“Go to him at once. Either to bury him or to bid him farewell. It 

will please him that you have received such a position. But you must not 
stay with him. Despite your duty to remain and mourn him, you must 
continue at once to the coast. You will consider that a command from the 
emperor himself.”

Shi- Rong hardly knew what to think as he and Wong made their way 
back to the house of Mr. Wen. All he knew was that he needed to sleep, 
and that he would set out again at dawn.

The following morning, he was surprised to find that Wong was all 
saddled up and ready to ride with him.

“He will ride with you as far as Zhengzhou,” Mr. Wen informed him. 
“You must practice speaking Cantonese all the way.”

His old teacher thought of everything.

◦
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