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“Three-Inch Golden Lilies’

Concubine to a Warlord General
1909-1933

At the age of fifteen my grandmother became the concu-
bine of a warlord general, the police chief of a tenuous
national government of China. The year was 1924 and
China was in chaos. Much of it, including Manchuria,
where my grandmother lived, was ruled by warlords. The
liaison was arranged by her father, a police official in the
provincial town of Yixian in southwest Manchuria, about
a hundred miles north of the Great Wall and 250 miles
northeast of Peking.

Like most towns in China, Yixian was built like a fort-
ress. It was encircled by walls thirty feet high and twelve
feet thick dating from the Tang dynasty (ap 618-go7),
surmounted by battlements, dotted with sixteen forts at
regular intervals, and wide enough to ride a horse quite
easily along the top. There were four gates into the city,
one at each point of the compass, with outer protecting
gates, and the fortifications were surrounded by a deep
moat.

‘The town’s most conspicuous feature was a tall, richly
decorated bell tower of dark brown stone, which had origi-
nally been built in the sixth century when Buddhism had



2 ‘Three-Inch Golden Lilies'

been introduced to the area. Every night the bell was rung
to signal the time, and the tower also functioned as a fire
and flood alarm. Yixian was a prosperous market town.
The plains around produced cotton, maize, sorghum,
soybeans, sesame, pears, apples, and grapes. In the grass-
land areas and in the hills to the west, farmers grazed sheep
and cattle.

My great-grandfather, Yang Ru-shan, was born in 1894,
when the whole of China was ruled by an emperor who
resided in Peking. The imperial family were Manchus who
had conquered China in 1644 from Manchuria, which was
their base. The Yangs were Han, ethnic Chinese, and had
ventured north of the Great Wall in search of opportunity.

My great-grandfather was the only son, which made
‘him of supreme importance to his family. Only a son could
perpetuate the family name — without him, the family line
would stop, which, to the Chinese, amounted to the great-
est possible betrayal of one’s ancestors. He was sent to 2
good school. The goal was for him to pass the examinations
to become a mandatin, an official, which was the aspiration
of most Chinese males at the time. Being an official
brought power, and power brought money. Without
power or money, no Chinese could feel safe from the
depredations of officialdom or random violence. There
had never been a proper legal system. Justice was arbitrary,
and cruelty was both institutionalized and capricious. An
official with power was the law. Becoming a mandarin was
the only way the child of a non-noble family could escape
this cycle of injustice and fear. Yang's father had decided
that his son should not follow him into the family business
of felt-making, and sacrificed himself and his family to pay
for his son’s education. The women took in sewing for
local tailors and dressmakers, toiling late into the night.
To save money, they turned their oil lamps down to the
absolute minimum, causing lasting damage to their eyes.
The joints in their fingers became swollen from the long

hours.
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Following the custom, my great-grandfather was mar-
ried young, at fourteen, to a woman six years his senior,
It was considered one of the duties of a wife to help bring
up her husband.

"The story of his wife, my great-grandmother, was typical
of millions of Chinese women of her time. She came from
a family of tanners called Wu. Because her family was not
an intellectual one and did not hold any official post, and
because she was a girl, she was not given a name at all.
Being the second daughter, she was simply called ‘Number
Two Girl’ (Er-ya-tou). Her father died when she was an
infant, and she was brought up by an uncle. One day, when
she was six years old, the uncle was dining with a friend
whose wife was pregnant. Over dinner the two men agreed
that if the baby was a boy he would be married to the
six-year-old niece. The two young people never met before
their wedding. In fact, falling in love was considered almost
shameful, a family disgrace. Not because it was taboo
there was, after all, a venerable tradition of romantic love
in China ~ but because young people were not supposed
to be exposed to situations where such a thing could hap-
pen, partly because it was immoral for them to meet, and
partly because marriage was seen above all as a duty, an
arrangement between two families. With luck, one could
fall in love after getting married.

At fourteen, and having lived a very sheltered life, my
great-grandfather was little more than a boy at the time
of his marriage. On the first night, he did not want to g0
into the wedding chamber. He went to bed in his mother’s
room and had to be carried in to his bride after he fell
asleep. But, although he was a spoiled child and still needed
help to get dressed, he knew how to ‘planc children’,
according to his wife. My grandmother was born within
a year of the wedding, on the fifth day of the fifth moon,
in early summer 190g. She was in a better position than
her mother, for she was actually given a name: Yu-fang.
Yu, meaning ‘jade’, was her generation name, given to all
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the offspring of the same generation, while Fang means
“fragrant flowers’.

The world she was born into was one of total unpre-
dictability. The Manchu empire, which had ruled China
for over 260 years, was tottering. In 1894-95 Japan
attacked China in Manchuria, with China suffering devas-
tating defeats and loss of territory. In 1900 the nationalist
Boxer Rebellion was put down by eight foreign armies,
contingents of which had stayed on, some in Manchuria
and some along the Great Wall. Then in 1904-5 Japan
and Russia fought a major war on the plains of Manchuria.
Japan's victory made it the dominant outside force in Man-
churia. In 1911 the five-year-old emperor of China, Pu
Yi, was overthrown and a republic was set up with the
charismatic figure of Sun Yat-sen briefly at its head.

The new republican government soon collapsed and the
country broke up into fiefs. Manchuria was particularly
disaffected from the republic, since the Manchu dynasty
had originated there. Foreign powers, especially Japan,
intensified their attempts to encroach on the area. Under
all these pressures, the old institutions collapsed, resulting
in a vacuum of power, morality, and authority. Many
people sought to get to the top by bribing local potentates
with expensive gifts like gold, silver, and jewellery. My
great-grandfather was not rich enough to buy himself a
lucrative position in a big city, and by the tme he was
thirty he had risen no higher than an official in the police
station of his native Yixian, a-provincial backwater. But he
had plans. And he had one valuable asset — his daughter.

My grandmother was a beauty. She had an oval face, with
rosy checks and lustrous skin. Her long, shiny black hair
was woven into 2 thick plait reaching down to her waist.
She could be demure when the occasion demanded, which
was most of the time, but underneath her composed
exterior she was bursting with suppressed energy. She was
petite, about five feet three inches, with a slender figure
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and sloping shoulders, which were considered the ideal.

But her greatest assets were her bound feet, called in
Chinese ‘three-inch golden lilies’ (san-tsun-gin-lian). This
meant she walked ‘like a tender young willow shoot in a
spring breeze’, as Chinese connoisseurs of women tra-
ditionally put it. The sight of 2 woman teetering on bound
feet was supposed to have an erotic effect on men, partly
because her vulnerability induced a feeling of protec-
tiveness in the onlooker.

My grandmother’s feet had been bound when she was
two years old. Her mother, who herself had bound feet,
first wound a piece of white cloth about twenty feet long
round her feet, bending all the toes except the big toe
inward and under the sole. Then she placed a large stone
on top to crush the arch. My grandmother screamed in
agony and begged her to stop. Her mother had to stick a
cloth into her mouth to gag her. My grandmother passed
out repeatedly from the pain.

The process lasted several years. Even after the bones
had been broken, the feet had to be bound day and night
in thick cloth because the moment they were released they
would try to recover. For years my grandmother lived in
relentless, excruciating pain. When she pleaded with her
mother to untie the bindings, her mother would weep and
tell her that unbound feet would ruin her entire life, and
that she was doing it for her own future happiness,

In those days, when a2 woman was married, the first
thing the bridegroom’s family did was to examine her feet.
Large feet, meaning normal feet, were considered to bring
shame on the husband’s household. The mother-in-law
would lift the hem of the bride’s long skirt, and if the feet
were more than about four inches long, she would throw
down the skirt in a demonstrative gesture of contempt and
stalk off, leaving the bride to the critical gaze of the wed-
ding guests, who would stare at her feet and insultingly
mutter their disdain. Sometimes a mother would take pity
on her daughter and remove the binding cloth; but when
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the child grew up and had to endure the contempt of her
husband’s family and the disapproval of society, she would
blame her mother for having been too weak.

The practice of binding feet was originally introduced
about a thousand years ago, allegedly by a concubine of
the emperor. Not only was the sight of women hobbling
on tiny feet considered erotic, men would also get excired
playing with bound feet, which were always hidden in
embroidered silk shoes. Women could not remove the
binding cloths even when they were adults, as their feet
would start growing again. The binding could only be
loosened temporarily at night in bed, when they would
put on soft-soled shoes. Men rarely saw naked bound feet,
which were usually covered in rotting flesh and stank when
the bindings were removed. As a child, T can remember
my grandmother being in constant pain. When we came
home from shopping, the first thing she would do was soak
her feet in 2 bowl of hot water, sighing with relief as she did
30. Then she would set about cutting off pieces of dead skin.
The pain came not only from the broken bones, but also
from her toenails, which grew into the balls of her feet.

In fact, my grandmother’s feet were bound just at the
moment when foot-binding was disappearing for good. By
the tme her sister was born in 1917, the practice had
virtually been abandoned, so she escaped the torment.

However, when my grandmother was growing up, the
prevailing attitude in a small town like Yixan was still that
bound feet were essential for a good marriage — but they
were only a stait. Her father’s plans were for her to be
trained as either a perfect lady or a high-class courtesan.
Scorning the received wisdom of the time — that it was
virtuous for a lower-class woman to be illiterate - he sent
her to a girls’ school that had been set up in the town in
1905. She also learned to play Chinese chess, mah-jongg,
and go. She studied drawing and embroidery. Her favourite
design was mandarin ducks (which symbolize love, because
they always swim in pairs), and she used to embroider
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them onto the tiny shoes she made for herself. To crown
her list of accomplishments, a tutor was hired to teach her
to play the gin, a musical insoument like a zither.

My grandmother was considered the belle of the town.
The locals said she stood out ‘like a crane among chickens’.
In 1924 she was fifteen, and her father was growing
worried that time might be running out on his only real
asset — and his only chance for a life of ease. In that year
General Xue Zhi-heng, the inspector general of the
Metropolitan Police of the warlord government in Peking,
came to pay a visit.

Xue Zhi-heng was born in 1876 in the country of Lulong,
about a hundred miles east of Peking, and just south of
the Great Wall, where the vast North China plain runs
up against the mountains. He was the eldest of four sons
af a country schoolteacher. '

He was handsome and had a powerful presence, which
struck all who met him. Several blind fortune-tellers who
felt his face predicted he would rise to a powerful position.
He was a gifted calligrapher, a talent held in high esteem,
and in 1908 a warlord named Wang Huai-qing, who was
visiting Lulong, noticed the fine calligraphy on a plaque
over the gate of the main temple and asked to meet the
man who had done it. General Wang took to the thirty-
two-year-old Xue and invited him to become his aide-
de-camp. .

He proved extremely efficient, and was soon promoted
to quartermaster. ‘This involved extensive travelling, and
he started to acquire food shops of his own around Lulong
and on the other side of the Great Wall, in Manchuria,
His rapid rise was boosted when he helped General Wang
to suppress an uprising in Inner Mongolia. In almost no
ume he had amassed a fortune, and he designed and built
for himself an eighty-one-room mansion at Lulong.

In the decade after the end of the empire, no govern-
ment established authority over the bulk of the country.
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Powerful warlords were soon fighting for control of the
central government in Peking. Xue's faction, headed by a
warlord calied Wu Pei-fu, dominated the nominal govern-
ment in Peking in the early 1920s. In 1922 Xue became
inspector general of the Metropolitan Police and joint head
of the Public Works Department in Peking. He com-
manded twenty regions on both sides of the Great Wall,
and more than 10,000 mounted police and infantry. The
police job gave him power; the public works post gave him
patronage.

Allegiances were fickle. In May 1923 General Xue’s fac-
tion decided to get rid of the president, Li Yuan-hong,
whom it had installed in office only a year earlier. Inleague
with a general called Feng Yu-xiang, a Christian warlord,
who entered legend by baptizing his troops en masse with
a firehose, Xue mobilized his 10,000 men and surrounded
the main government buildings in Peking, demanding the
back pay which the bankrupt government owed his men.
His real 2im was to humiliate President Li and force him
out of office. Li refused to resign, so Xue ordered his
men to cut off the water and electricity to the presidential
palace. After a few days, conditions inside the building
became unbearable, and on the night of 13 June President
Li abandoned his malodorous residence and fled the capital
for the port city of Tianjin, seventy miles to the southeast.

In China the authority of an office lay not only in its
holder but in the official seals, No document was valid,
even if it had the president’s signature on it, unless it
carried his seal. Knowing that no one could take over the
presidency without them, President Li left the seals with
one of his concubines, who was convalescing in a hospital
in Peking run by French missionaries.

As President Li was nearing Tianjin his train was
stopped by armed police, who told him to hand over the
seals. At first he refused to say where he had hidden them,
but after several hours he relented. At three in the morning
General Xue went to the French hospital to collect the
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seals from the concubine. When he appeared by her bed-
side, the concubine at first refused even to look at him:
‘How can I hand over the president’s seals to a mere police-
man?’ she said haughtily. But General Xue, resplendent
in his full uniform, looked so intimidating that she soon
meekly placed the seals in his hands.

Over the next four months, Xue used his police to make
sure that the man his faction wanted to see as president,
Tsao Kun, would win what was billed as one of China’s
first elections. The 804 members of parliament had to be
bribed. Xue and General Feng stationed guards on the
parliament building and let it be known that there would
be a handsome consideration for anyone who voted the
right way, which brought many deputies scurrying back
from the provinces. By the time everything was ready for
the election there were 555 members of parliament in
Peking. Four days before the election, after much bar-
gaining, they were each given 5,000 silver yuan, a rather
substantial sum. On § October 1923, Tsao Kun was elected
president of China with 480 votes. Xue was rewarded with
promotion to full general. Aiso promoted were seventeen
‘special advisers’ - all favourite mistresses or concubines
of various warlords and generals. This episode has entered
Chinese history as a notorious example of how an election
can be manipulated. People still cite it to argue that
democracy will not work in China.

In early summer the following year General Xue visiced
Yixian. Though it was not a large town, it was strategically
important. It was about here that the writ of the Peking
government began to run out. Beyond, power was in the
hands of the great warlord of the northeast, Chang Tso-
lin, known as the Old Marshal. Officially, General Xue _
was on an inspection trip, but he also had some personal
interests in the area. In Yixian he owned the main grain
stores and the biggest shops, including a pawnshop which
doubled as the bank and issued its own money, which
circulated in the town and the surrounding area.





