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"Riveting. A marvel of memory. Poignant proof of the human will to endure." —Amy Tan."Brilliant,
compelling, and unforgettable. A heart-rending modern day Cinderella story set against the
turbulence of 20th century China. Autobiography at its best." —Nien Chang, author of Life and
Death in Shanghai."Charged with emotion...A vivid portrait of the human capacity for meanness,
malice—and love." —Jung Chang, author of Wild Swans."Fascinating and heart-rending stuff...a
harrowing story of emotional cruelty." —The Times of LondonInternational bestseller.The
emotionally wrenching yet ultimately uplifting memoir of a Chinese woman struggling to win the
love and acceptance of her family.In this compelling memoir that scaled bestseller lists in
England, Australia, and Hong Kong, Adeline Yen Mah chronicles her painful childhood growing
up in a wealthy yet abusive Chinese family. The unwanted daughter scorned by her family, young
Adeline dreamed of freedom and independence, ultimately escaping to the West to launch a
successful career in medicine.When Adeline's mother died giving birth to her, she was deemed
bad luck and ostracized by her family. Then her father took a beautiful Eurasian bride and
Adeline soon fell victim to the wrath of her stepmother. Treated as a pariah, she was shuttled off
to boarding schools, bullied by her siblings, and deprived of the beautiful clothes and things
given to the rest of the family.Moving from Shanghai and Hong Kong to London and the United
States, Falling Leaves is an enthralling saga of a prosperous Chinese family set against a
background of changing political times and the collision of East and West. Written in haunting
prose, it evokes all the suspense and emotional force of a satisfying novel.
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Aunt Baba, whose unwavering belief in my worth sustained me throughout my tormented
childhood. And to my husband, Bob, without whose love this book could not have been
written.Author’s NoteThis is a true story. Much of it was painful and difficult to write but I felt
compelled to do so. I continue to have deep feelings towards many members of my family and
harbour no wish to hurt anyone unnecessarily. I have therefore disguised the Christian names of
all my living siblings, their spouses and their children. However, my parents’ names are real, so
are all the events described.PROLOGUEHong Kong, 19 May 1988It would not be quite truthful
to say that we were all together for the first time in nearly forty years. Each of us, severally and
separately and sometimes stealthily, had gathered before but there had always been a common
denominator of absence. Today it was Father.Susan, our youngest sister, well-known socialite
and wife of billionaire banker Tony Liang, was also absent. She had not been invited to Father’s
funeral or to the subsequent will reading. Her name was left out in the obituary published in the



South China Morning Post. ‘Joseph Tsi-rung Yen,’ it read, ‘dearly beloved husband of Jeanne
Prosperi Yen, father of Lydia, Gregory, Edgar, James and Adeline, died on 13 May 1988
peacefully at the Hong Kong Sanatorium.’That very morning, Father had been buried at the
Catholic cemetery in North Point, on the east side of Hong Kong Island. Now, at four thirty in the
afternoon, we were assembled at the impressive law offices of Johnson, Stokes & Masters on
the seventeenth floor of Prince’s Building in Hong Kong, for the reading of his will.We waited
nervously in the conference room around a large, oval table with a polished granite top. It
gleamed, like the matching granite floor, in the afternoon sunlight that flooded through huge
windows from the harbour. Lydia, my oldest sister, moved close to me and placed her right arm
protectively around my shoulder. My three older brothers, Gregory, Edgar and James, sat
sombrely next to each other. Louise, James’s pretty wife, gazed solicitously at our French-
Chinese stepmother whom we called Niang, a Chinese term for mother. She sat with her
solicitor at the head of the table; a cloud of cigarette smoke floated from her gold cigarette
holder, tightly clutched between meticulously manicured fingers. The room seemed enormous
and I felt sick with grief.He had been a very wealthy man, my father, something of a risk-taker but
certainly one of Hong Kong’s more successful businessmen. Escaping from Shanghai in 1949,
he had started an import and export company, then diversified into manufacturing, construction,
trading and property, and had even listed a company on the highly competitive Hong Kong stock
exchange. James and Niang had managed his financial affairs when he became too ill to deal
with them himself.Niang was immaculately dressed in an expensive Parisian black silk suit. On
her lapel was a large diamond brooch which matched the glittering diamond on her finger. Her
dyed jet black hair was carefully coiffed above her broad forehead. From a black alligator
handbag she extracted a pair of glasses in designer frames which she put on her nose. She
nodded towards her solicitor, who now handed us each a copy of Father’s will.He cleared his
throat and said, ‘Your mother, my client Mrs Jeanne Yen, has requested that you don’t turn the
page for the time being. I shall explain the reason later.’ He began to read the first page with
each of us hanging on his every word. I felt as if I was seven years old and living back in
Shanghai.‘This is the last will and testament of me, Joseph Yen, of No. 18 Magazine Gap Road,
No. ioa Magnolia Mansions, Victoria, in the colony of Hong Kong,’ he began. There followed the
usual phrases about revoking all wills and codicils made previously. Father then appointed his
wife Jeanne Yen to be the sole executrix of his will. ‘And give devise and bequeath to her my
entire estate whatsoever and wheresoever.’ Should Niang not survive him, the solicitor
continued, then James would be the sole executor and trustee of Father’s Will.The solicitor had
already reached the bottom of the page. He now coughed nervously and said, ‘It is my duty to
inform you that I have been instructed by your mother, Mrs Jeanne Yen, to tell you that there is
no money in your father’s estate.’We stared at him in astonishment. No money? All eyes turned
to Niang, our stepmother. She gazed at us one by one. ‘Since there is no money in the estate,’
she said, ‘there is no need for you to go on reading the will. There is nothing there for any of you.
Your father died penniless.’ She held out her hand and slowly, reluctantly but obediently, each of



us handed over his or her copy of Father’s will without reading the next page, exactly as we had
been instructed.No one said anything. The prolonged silence carried an uneasiness as we
looked expectantly at Niang for an explanation.‘None of you seem to understand,’ Niang said.
‘Your father’s will is meaningless because he had no money in his estate.’She stood up and
handed all the copies of Father’s unread will back to the solicitor. The will reading was at an
end.No one questioned the legitimacy of Niang’s actions, or turned the first page to peruse the
next. Baffled and bewildered as we all were, we accepted Niang’s command. We had no idea in
what manner Father had wished to dispose of his fortune or how he had foreseen the future of
our family.Father had been a man of great wealth and substance. Why did we each hand back
Father’s unread will as if we were mindless robots?In order to explain our collective docility that
afternoon, I have to go back to the very beginning. A Chinese proverb says that luo ye gui gen
(falling leaves return to their roots). My roots were from a Shanghai family headed by my affluent
father and his beautiful Eurasian wife, set against a background of treaty ports carved into
foreign concessions, and the collision of East and West played out within and without my very
own home.CHAPTER 1Men Dang Hu DuiThe Appropriate Door Fits the Frame of the Correct
HouseAt the age of three my grand aunt proclaimed her independence by categorically refusing
to have her feet bound, resolutely tearing off the bandages as fast as they were applied. She
was born in Shanghai (city by the sea) in 1886 during the Qing dynasty when China was ruled by
the child emperor Kuang Hsu, who lived far away up north in the Forbidden City.The pampered
baby of the family, eight years younger than my grandfather, Ye Ye, Grand Aunt finally triumphed
by rejecting all food and drink until her feet were, in her words, ‘rescued and set free’.Shanghai
in the late nineteenth century was unlike any other city in China. It was one of five treaty ports
opened up to Britain after the First Opium War in 1842. Gradually it burgeoned into a giant
intermediary between China and the rest , of the world. Strategically situated on the Huangpu
River seventeen miles upstream from the mighty Yangtse, the city was linked by boat to the inner
western provinces. At the other end to the east, the Pacific Ocean was only fifty miles
away.Britain, France and the United States of America staked out foreign settlements within the
city. To this day, amidst the new high-rise buildings, Shanghai’s architecture reflects the influence
of the foreign traders. Some of the great mansions, formerly homes of diplomats and business
magnates, possess the stately Edwardian grandeur of any fine house by the River Thames at
Henley in England or the Gallic splendour of a villa in the Loire valley in France.Extraterritoriality
meant that within the foreign concessions, all subjects, be they foreign or Chinese, were
governed by the laws of the foreigner and were exempt from the laws of China. Foreigners had
their own municipal government, police force and troops. Each concession became an
independent city within a city: little enclaves of foreign soil in treaty ports along China’s coast
line. China was governed not by written laws but by the rulings of magistrates appointed by the
emperor and her citizens traditionally viewed these mandarins as demi-gods. For roughly one
hundred years (between 1842. and 1941) westerners were perceived throughout China as
superior beings whose wishes transcended even those of their own mandarins. The white



conquerors were treated with reverence, fear and awe by the average Chinese.Legal cases were
tried before a Chinese magistrate but presided over by a foreign consular assessor whose
power was absolute and whose word was final. The local populace was further humiliated by
being barred from ownership of, or even free access to, many of the most desirable sections
within their own city. Discrimination, segregation and abuse coloured most inter-racial dealings,
with westerners viewing the Chinese as their vanquished inferiors. All this was bitterly
resented.Immediately south of the French Concession in Shanghai, my great-grandfather
owned a tea-house in the old walled Chinese city of Nantao. These Chinese quarters, or the Old
Town, were packed with low, dense buildings, small bustling markets and wandering alleyways
overhung by colourful shop signs. Business was successful in spite of fierce competition from
mobile stoves on bamboo poles, road-side stands and modest one-room cafés. When Grand
Aunt was seven years old, her father relocated his tea-house to a more fashionable site in the
International Settlement, formed by the merging of the former British and American
Concessions. He then moved his entire family into a house a few streets away, in a quiet
residential neighbourhood within the French Concession.The French laid out gardens,
apartment blocks, office buildings and tree-lined avenues which were given the names of French
dignitaries. These boulevards became thick with cafe strollers and imported motor cars
intermingling with wheel-barrows, rickshaws and pedicabs. Shanghai began to be known as the
Paris of the Orient, though Grand Aunt always claimed that Paris should be called the Shanghai
of Europe.Grand Aunt’s older siblings received little formal education, but they did learn to read
and write at a private teacher’s home. The youngest of five children, Grand Aunt was an
afterthought. When she came of school age my great-grandfather had prospered. He enrolled
her at the fashionable and expensive McTyeire Christian Girls’ School, run by American
Methodist missionaries. She was the first child in the Yen family to be given a foreign
education.By that time, Shanghai had become the centre of China’s trade and industry.
Opportunities were limitless. Grand Aunt’s eldest brother had established a successful business
manufacturing spare metal parts for rickshaws, pedicabs, bicycles and some of the more
modern household appliances. He was to die young, probably from syphilis, for he succumbed
to the three vices common to Chinese men at that time: opium, gambling and the brothels.
Leisured women also gambled and took opium, but discreetly at home. Grand Aunt’s second
brother set up a thriving import-export tea business but he, too, became infected with venereal
disease and was unable to sire children. Her sister had an arranged marriage and died from
tuberculosis. Her third brother, my grandfather Ye Ye, was softspoken and gentle. A devout
Buddhist, he was tall and slender, with poetic leanings and gentle ways. He disliked the required
Manchu male hairstyle of shaving the brow and braiding long hair into a single queue. Even as a
young man, he kept his head clean shaven (the only permitted alternative), wore a round skull
cap, and sprouted a neatly trimmed moustache. Determined not to follow his brothers down the
slippery path, he proved to be far more able than either of them.While at McTyeire, Grand Aunt
developed a lifelong passion for riding. She became fluent in English, was baptized as a



Christian and made many western friends through her church. One of these, a fellow member of
the Anti-foot-binding League, gave her a job as a clerk in the savings department of the Bank of
Shanghai. During the twenty years that she worked there she learned every aspect of the
banking business and was made manager of her division.Grand Aunt never married. In those
days, daughters could still be legally sold or bartered. A wife was often treated as an indentured
servant in her husband’s household, especially to her mother-in-law If she failed to bear a son,
one or more concubines would be brought in. Remarriage for widowers was routine but
considered unchaste for widows. Most men of means routinely visited brothels but a woman who
was unfaithful to her husband could be punished by death.I remember Grand Aunt as a tall,
imposing figure, treated with great esteem by every member of our family. Even Ye Ye and Father
deferred to her every wish, which was remarkable in a society where women were disdained.
Out of respect, we children were instructed to call her ‘Gong Gong’, which meant Grand Uncle. It
was common practice for high-achieving women within the clan to assume the male equivalent
of their female titles.At five feet seven inches she was only slightly shorter than Ye Ye. Erect,
dignified, her feet unbound, she had a striking presence, in contrast to the obsequious
demeanour befitting women of her time. Her black hair was cut short above her ears and
combed backwards to reveal a smooth forehead above an oval face. Behind round, wire-
rimmed, tinted glasses, her large eyes were penetrating. Always elegant, she favoured dark,
monochrome, silk qipaos (Chinese dresses) with mandarin collars and butterfly buttons. Her
complexion was fair with a tiny sprinkle of freckles across her nose. Habitually she wore face
cream, a dab of rouge and a touch of lipstick, while her ears were adorned with exquisite stud
earrings of pearls and jade. She moved with ease and athletic grace, riding and playing tennis
into her sixties. I have a photograph of her smiling and confident astride a large black stallion,
dressed in a white blouse, dark tie and well cut jodhpurs.In 1924 Grand Aunt founded her own
bank, the Shanghai Women’s Bank. It is impossible to overestimate the scale of her
achievement. In a feudal society where the very idea of a woman being capable of simple
everyday decisions, let alone important business negotiations, was scoffed at, Grand Aunt’s
courage was extraordinary.The reputation she had gained was such that Grand Aunt was able to
raise the financing for her bank without difficulty. Shares were issued and fully subscribed to. Her
bank was staffed entirely by women and designed to meet their specific needs. In they came:
spinster daughters, with their inheritance and nest eggs; first wives (called big wives), with their
dowries and winnings from mah-jong; concubines (called little wives), with cash presents from
their men; and professional and educated women, who were tired of being patronized at male-
dominated establishments. Shanghai Women’s Bank was profitable from the very beginning and
remained so until Grand Aunt’s resignation in 1953.With her profits she built a six-storey bank
building at 480 Nanking Road which, in the 1920S and 30s, was considered the most
prestigious business address in China. Her bank was situated at the nerve centre of the
International Concession, adjacent to major office blocks and department stores, less than a
mile from the Bund (nicknamed Wall Street of Shanghai), the famous park-like river-front



promenade which, in those days, excluded Chinese ownership. Her staff lived in comfortable
dormitories on the upper floors. The best building materials were used. Lifts were installed and
modern plumbing put in with flush toilets, central heating, and hot and cold running water. Grand
Aunt lived in a spacious penthouse on the sixth floor with her friend Miss Guang whom she had
met through church. There were rumours about their relationship. They shared a room and slept
in the same bed. In China, intimate friendship between single women was sneered at but
tolerated. Miss Guang, born in 1903, had money of her own and was one of Grand Aunt’s first
investors. She became the bank’s vice president. Later on, Grand Aunt adopted a daughter.
(This was a common practice among childless women of means and required little formality.)
They employed three maids, a chef and a chauffeur and entertained lavishly at home. Many a
transaction was negotiated over a bowl of shark’s fin soup during lunch at Grand Aunt’s
penthouse apartment.At the age of twenty-six, Grand Aunt’s third elder brother, my Ye Ye,
entered into an arranged marriage through a mei-po (professional female marriage broker). My
fifteen-year-old grandmother came from an eminently suitable Shanghai family. Theirs was a
men dang hu dui (as the appropriate door fits the frame of the correct house) marriage. Across
the street from my great-grandfather’s tea-house, her father owned a small herbal store filled
with desiccated leaves, roots, powdered rhinoceros horns, deer antlers, dried snakes’ gall
bladders and other exotic potions. The bride and the groom saw each other for the first time on
their wedding day in 1903.On the eve of her wedding, Grandmother was summoned into her
father’s presence. ‘Tomorrow you will belong to the Yen family,’ she was told. ‘From now on, this
is no longer your home and you are not to contact us without permission from your husband.
Your duty will be to please him and your in-laws. Bear them many sons. Sublimate your own
desires. Become the willing piss-pot and spittoon of the Yens and we will be proud of you.’Next
day, the trembling bride, bedecked in a red silk gown and her face covered with a red silk cloth,
was borne into the home of her parents-in-law in a red and gold sedan chair painted with a
phoenix and dragon, rented from a store specializing in weddings and funerals. The wedding
procession was a colourful, noisy affair accompanied by red lanterns, banners, trumpet blowing
and the clanging of gongs. It was a point of honour for families to impoverish themselves for such
occasions. However, in the case of my grandparents, friends and relatives gave many wedding
presents including large cash gifts to defray the costs.The young bride’s fears were misplaced
because Ye Ye proved to be loving and considerate. At her insistence, the young couple broke
with tradition and moved out of the Yen family home into their own rented quarters in the French
Concession. Grandmother taught herself mathematics and used it to great advantage in her
daily mah-jong games. I remember her as a quick-witted and strong-willed chain-smoker with
bound feet, short hair and a razor-sharp tongue.At the age of three, Grandmother’s feet had
been wrapped tightly with a long, narrow cloth bandage, forcing the four lateral toes under the
soles so that only the big toe protruded. This bandage was tightened daily for a number of years,
squeezing the toes painfully inwards and permanently arresting the foot’s growth in order to
achieve the tiny feet so prized by Chinese men. Women were in effect crippled and their inability



to walk with ease was a symbol both of their subservience and of their family’s wealth.
Grandmother’s feet caused her pain throughout her life. Later, she braved social ridicule rather
than inflict this suffering on her own daughter.My grandparents grew to love each other and had
seven children in quick succession. Of those, only the first two survived. Aunt Baba was born in
1905 and my father two years later.On 10 October 1911, when Aunt Baba was six years old, the
Manchu dynasty came to an end. Dr Sun Yat Sen, the leader of the Chinese revolutionaries,
returned from exile to Shanghai in triumph on Christmas Day the same year. He was named
President of the Republic of China. One of his first acts was to abolish the custom of foot-
binding.Ye Ye supported his family by buying and leasing out a small fleet of sampans (bum-
boats) which plied the waters of Shanghai’s busy Huangpu River. Goods were ferried in and out
of China’s interior and loaded on to giant ocean cargo steamers moored at the Bund. Ye Ye
never gambled or wasted his money in brothels and opium dens. By the time he was forty, he
had accumulated considerable wealth. He was approached by young K. C. Li, the dynamic
proprietor of Hwa Chong Hong, a thriving import-export company, to manage their branch office
in Tianjin, a port city one thousand miles north of Shanghai.Ye Ye had a secret. He was prone to
seasickness and hated to set foot on board one of his own sampans. So, though his business
was profitable, he decided to sell and move up north, leaving his family behind as Aunt Baba
and Father both attended local Catholic missionary schools which were considered the best in
China and he did not wish to disrupt their education.CHAPTER 2Dian Tie Cheng JinConverting
Iron into GoldIn 1918, when Ye Ye moved to Tianjin, (Ford of Heaven), the last Qing emperor had
been deposed and China had fragmented into fiefdoms governed by warlords. To the north,
Japan already controlled Korea and now set her sights on China. At the Versailles Peace
Conference held after the conclusion of the First World War, Japan was allowed by Britain and
her allies to seize and keep Germany’s colonial possessions in Shandong Province as a reward
for having remained neutral. Emboldened, Japan began moving into Manchuria. Japanese
soldiers then infiltrated south into Tianjin.Situated in the level and fertile great plains to the north-
east, Tianjin was the second largest of the treaty ports. It was opened up to trade after China’s
second defeat by Britain (and France) during the Second Opium War in 1858. The treaty of
Tianjin added ten more ports between Manchuria and Taiwan. The city suffered from hot, dry
summers and bitterly cold winters. It was prone to flooding because of its flat terrain
crisscrossed by many branches of the Huai River. Between November and March, the rivers
were icy and there were occasional dust storms. Whereas the architecture in Shanghai reflected
mainly British and French influence, Tianjin adopted a bewildering kaleidoscope of building
styles representing all the allied countries which had defeated Empress Tsu Hsi during the Boxer
Rebellion in 1903. Besides Victorian office buildings and French churches, there were Russian
dachas, a Prussian castle, Italian villas, Japanese tea-houses and German as well as Austro-
Hungarian chalets, all situated in separate concessions adjoining each other along the river
bank. Ye Ye again chose to live in a rented house in the French Concession, a tongue-shaped
enclave sandwiched between the Japanese to the north, the British to the south and the



Russians across the river. The area was neatly laid out with tree-lined avenues, tidy tramways,
an imposing Catholic church, missionary schools and cheerful green parks.Meanwhile, business
had never been so good. Both Tianjin and Shanghai were booming. British, American, European
and Japanese money poured back into China at the conclusion of the First World War. Concrete
and steel buildings replaced the Victorian structures along the river. Factories sprang up at
industrial sites manufacturing wool and cotton textiles, carpets, glass, concrete, tiles, paper,
soap, matches, toothpaste, flour and other food stuffs. Under Ye Ye’s management, Hwa Chong
Hong prospered. To his delight, the traditional bonus paid to him at Chinese New Year greatly
exceeded his annual salary. To celebrate his prosperity, fellow employees and friends urged him
to take a young concubine to ‘serve him’. Even Ye Ye’s boss, the London-educated K. C. Li,
jokingly volunteered to ‘give’ him a couple of girls with his bonus. Ye Ye reported all this in a
matter-of-fact way in a letter to his wife, adding touchingly that he was a ‘one-woman man’.Soon
after receiving this letter, Grandmother and fifteen-year-old Aunt Baba hurried to join Ye Ye in
Tianjin, leaving my thirteen-year-old father in the care of Grand Aunt. Aunt Baba was told to drop
out of school because advanced education was considered detrimental to the marriage
prospects of young girls. Confucius had professed that ‘only ignorant women were
virtuous’.Father remained in Shanghai and continued attending Chen Tien Catholic Boys’
School. He excelled in English and Ye Ye advised him not to leave his excellent teacher, an Irish
missionary. Father lived with Grand Aunt until graduation five years later. During this time, he
converted to the Catholic faith and was given the name Joseph. He also developed a close
relationship with my Grand Aunt, who became his mentor.After completing middle school in
1924, Father chose not to go to university. He joined his family in Tianjin and was employed as
an office boy under Ye Ye at Hwa Chong Hong. Although this was a menial post and the salary
was minuscule, Father claimed in later life that it was the best possible education for a bright,
inexperienced teenager. He learned all facets of the import-export business at first hand.
Because of Father’s fluency in English, K. C. Li soon relied on him to write and translate most of
his firm’s correspondence.Father bought a second-hand typewriter and often typed important
business letters after eating dinner at home, with his whole family clustered around the dining
table in awed admiration. Once Ye Ye wondered aloud how the heads of these international
companies would react if they found out that valuable documents worth hundreds of thousands
of taels of silver were being banged out with one finger by an eighteen-year-old boy barely out of
high school.Hwa Chong Hong developed profitable relationships with various large
pharmaceutical companies, including the German firm Bayer. Enormous quantities of the
Chinese plant ma huang were purchased by Hwa Chong Hong and exported abroad. For many
centuries, ma huang was used by Chinese herbal doctors to treat asthma and general malaise.
Eventually, scientists working in the West identified and extracted the key component of the
plant, ephedrine. This was then imported back into China in its purified form and sold to
pharmacies prescribing western medicine.Meanwhile, outside the foreign concessions, the
Japanese military presence in Tianjin deepened. Well-armed and ruthless, they were a law unto



themselves and treated the Chinese with contempt. H wa Chong Hong’s prosperity did not
escape the notice of the Japanese. Company headquarters were situated outside the French
Concession and unprotected by French law. K. C. Li was being increasingly harassed to
‘collaborate’. There were no formal demands, just vague threats hinting at the need for
‘protection against criminal elements’. During a routine ‘visit’ by Japanese inspectors, K. C.’s
employees were randomly beaten for not showing sufficient respect to photos of the Japanese
emperor in old newspapers, which were frugally being cut up and used as toilet paper. K. C.
realized that at any time the situation might explode. Rather than give in to Japanese coercion,
K. C. decided to move out of Tianjin altogether.Father did not follow Hwa Chong Hong on its
departure. Instead, at the age of nineteen, in 1926, he started his own firm, Joseph Yen &
Company, within the French Concession in Tianjin.Ye Ye had such faith in Father’s business
acumen that he invested his total life savings, about 200,000 taels of silver (equivalent to over
one million US dollars in today’s currency), in his son’s company. Ye Ye resigned from Hwa
Chong Hong and became the new firm’s chief financial officer. No formal contracts were drawn
up between father and son. It remained unclear whether the money was a gift or a loan.
However, Ye Ye had authority to sign all company cheques and extracted an oral promise from
Father that he would look after everyone in the family and pay all expenses, including Aunt
Baba’s dowry should she marry. At this time, my aunt had left Tianjin and was living in Shanghai.
Grand Aunt’s recently opened Women’s Bank was flourishing. Reliable assistants were urgently
needed and Aunt Baba had been dispatched to work at the bank.Father’s company prospered
from the start, picking up much of the business left behind by the departure of Hwa Chong Hong.
Ma huang continued to be exported, as did walnut kernels, straw hats, candle wax, pig bristles
and dried fruits; imports included bicycles and pharmaceutical products. In the state of political
unrest and increasingly ominous Japanese presence, many businesses came on the market
very cheaply and Father expanded rapidly by buying up their assets. He soon acquired a lumber
mill, a carpet-weaving concern and a bicycle spare parts assembly plant. Father retained the
loyalty of key personnel by giving them incentive stock in his newly acquired companies. Grand
Aunt and her bank played a crucial role in Father’s early success and rapid growth. She had
connections in Tianjin, including the manager of the local branch of the Bank of Shanghai. With
her help Joseph Yen & Company was able to issue letters of credit for up to half a million US
dollars guaranteed by Grand Aunt’s Women’s Bank. Their arrangement was for net profits after
expenses to be split 70/30 in Father’s favour. Hundreds of thousands of taels of silver changed
hands with each transaction. Every deal was profitable. In three years, they never had a loss.
Father began to be known in business circles as the ‘miracle boy’ who had the power of dian tie
cheng jin (converting iron into gold).Marriage brokers swarmed around the young business
tycoon. But, with that same bit of swagger that gave him an edge in business, he declared that
all Tianjin girls were dreary and provincial. He preferred the sparkle and sophistication of the
young women in Shanghai.CHAPTER 3Ru Ying Sui XingInseparable as Each Other’s
ShadowsShanghai in the late 1920s was an exhilarating city for a young girl such as Aunt Baba.



While the rest of China still travelled by push carts, sedan chairs and horse-drawn carriages, in
Shanghai shining imported motor cars were speeding down well paved roads alongside trams
and buses. Giant, colourful billboards advertising British cigarettes, Hollywood movies and
French cosmetics gazed down at crowded pavements teeming with young men in suits and ties
and girls clacking around in high-heeled shoes and stylish qipaos. The Bund, close to the
Women’s Bank on Nanking Road, had been transformed into a panorama of majestic buildings
sweeping along the Huangpu River. Gun-boats, steamers, sampans and tug-boats festooned
the muddy waters. Multi-storeyed department stores, such as Sincere, Wing-On, Dai-Sun and
Sun-Sun, were crammed full of furs, jewellery, toys, household goods, ornaments and the latest
Parisian fashions. Large enough to rival Selfridges of London or Macy’s of New York, these
emporiums promoted seasonal sales, gave away coupons and prizes, and even held concerts
and theatrical performances on their roof gardens.Aunt Baba had become friendly with a girl a
year younger than herself, who worked in the new accounts department. Miss Ren Yong-ping
could render complicated currency conversions in her head with astonishing speed and
accuracy. Even when Grand Aunt checked her calculations with the abacus they were never
wrong. Glowing with high spirits and vitality she had a ready smile and warm liveliness which
made her attractive.Miss Ren came from a middle-class Shanghai family which struggled
somewhat after her father, a post office official, became addicted to opium and spent the last
twenty years of his life in a drug-induced haze. An only daughter, she had three younger
brothers, two of whom also worked in the post office, both rising later to become inspectors. She
herself was soon promoted by Grand Aunt to head the new accounts department.Working
downstairs in the bank and spending their leisure hours upstairs in the dormitory, the two girls
soon became best friends. Aunt Baba remembered one occasion when she and Miss Ren
lunched by themselves in the restaurant at Sincere’s, nicknamed ‘Shanghai’s Harrods’ because
of its physical resemblance to the famous London store. The two girls hired rickshaws which
pulled them along the busy Nanking Road, where traffic lights were controlled manually by red-
turbaned Sikh policemen stationed in cage-like boxes perched on poles twelve feet above
ground. The restaurant was elegant, with white tablecloths, fresh flowers and crystal glasses.
The menus listed only western food items with which they were unfamiliar. Chinese food was
unavailable.A little intimidated by the tuxedoed waiter, they hesitantly asked whether there was a
‘daily lunch special’. Informed that it was re gou (dog meat, served hot), Aunt Baba was only
slightly nonplussed. She had heard that in some provinces dog was considered a delicacy; but
Miss Ren was much more dubious, remembering her family’s pet Pekinese at home. She
promptly remarked that ‘today’s special’ usually meant ‘yesterday’s leftovers’.The waiter became
impatient. He was one of those Chinese who had adopted the haughtiness of the foreigners and
preferred to serve the wealthy whites from the concessions. On this occasion the two girls were
the only Chinese in the restaurant. They began to feel like gauche simpletons and, as much to
be free of the arrogant waiter as anything else, they both ordered the dog dish. Aunt Baba was
pleasantly surprised by the sausage that arrived wrapped in a bun and ate it with relish. Miss



Ren, however, could not stop thinking about the little family pet and gave up after one bite. They
laughed heartily when they eventually learned from Grand Aunt that re gou ‘hot dog meat’ was,
in fact, the classic American hot dog.On one of Father’s frequent visits to Shanghai to discuss
business at the Women’s Bank, he was introduced to Miss Ren. Xiao qiao ling long (petite,
vivacious and interesting) was Father’s verdict. They began to correspond. Five months later,
they were married. An enormous banquet was held at the Xin Ya (New Asia) restaurant in the
International Concession just off Nanking Road. Besides immediate relatives, most of the guests
were business associates of Grand Aunt’s and Father’s. It was 1930.Father took his bride to
Tianjin and bought a large house at 40 Shandong Road, conveniently located in the town centre
of the French Concession and very near a public park. Across the street was St Louis Catholic
Boys’ School.Their marriage was happy and they had four children in as many years. The young
couple were ru ying sui xing (inseparable as each other’s shadows). First came a daughter. The
baby was large and Dr Mary Mei-ing Ting, an obstetrician, applied forceps during the difficult
delivery. Force had to be exerted and the baby (my eldest sister Jun-pei) was born with a
partially paralysed left arm. Then came three sons (Zi-jie, Zi-lin and Zi-jun). There was a gap of
three years before I (Jun-ling) came along.The family house was spacious, with two storeys and
a large attic where the servants slept. With its rounded bow windows, balconies, charming porch
and pretty garden, the house was considered ultra-modern because of its flush toilets, running
water and central heating. The latter constituted the height of luxury: most Chinese homes were
still being heated by raised brick sleeping benches called kangs.Father converted the ground
floor of his house into offices for some of his staff. The rest of the family lived with Ye Ye and
Grandmother on the second floor. There were seven servants to take care of the household.
Father bought a large black Buick for himself and a black rickshaw for Grandmother to visit
friends and play mah-jong.Aunt Baba often took the train from Shanghai to Tianjin, a two-day
journey in those days, and stayed for long visits. Father and Mother would meet her at the station
in the Buick and the three would spend hours catching up on Shanghai gossip and Grand Aunt’s
latest business triumphs. There were outings to restaurants, films and the Chinese opera.
According to Aunt Baba, it was an idyllic time for them all.Mother’s obstetrician, Dr Ting, was
almost a member of the family by the time my three brothers were born. Like Grand Aunt, who
was her classmate and childhood friend, she too had been educated at Shanghai’s McTyeire
School for Girls. She converted to Christianity and at the age of fifteen had spurned an arranged
marriage. The intended bridegroom came from a wealthy family but was sickly, in pain and
already addicted to opium. On her wedding day, the bride simply vanished. Her parents were
sued and forced to pay the bridegroom’s family a great many taels of silver in compensation for
breach of promise, besides enduring considerable loss of face. With the help of her uncle, Mary
escaped to Hong Kong where she continued her studies at another missionary school. Mary’s
uncle followed her to Hong Kong, cut off his queue (pigtail) and sent it to their family in Shanghai
in a gesture of defiance. This was a serious crime and amounted to a public declaration of
rebellion against the Qing emperor. (After the Manchus conquered China in 1644, they had



imposed the partly shaven head and queue on every Chinese man to state their dominance.)
Mary and her uncle were both disowned. He went to work in Hong Kong to pay for Mary’s
education. Later Mary won a scholarship to the University of Michigan Medical School and
specialized in obstetrics and gynaecology. Returning to China, she settled in Tianjin rather than
Shanghai where painful memories haunted her. She founded her Women’s Hospital and
became the best obstetrician in town. My sister and three older brothers were all delivered at Dr
Ting’s hospital.When my mother became pregnant with me, the political situation in China had
deteriorated drastically. In 1928 the Manchurian warlord, Chang Tso-lin, had been murdered by
the Japanese while riding in his private railway coach. Over the next few years, Japanese
soldiers invaded Manchuria. A puppet regime (Manchukuo or Nation of Manchu) was
established under the former boy emperor Puyi in 1932. The United States refused to become
directly involved. Britain looked the other way and recommended compromise. The League of
Nations promised to investigate. Chiang Kai-shek, commander in chief of the army and head of
the Nationalist party (Kuomintang), was fully occupied fighting the Communists, who had formed
their own army and government in the rural strongholds of Yan’an in the north-west.
Emboldened, Japan proceeded to launch a full scale attack on Tianjin and Beijing in July 1937.
This was the beginning of the Sino-Japanese war which was to rage on for eight long
years.Japanese soldiers were everywhere, wearing surgical masks and carrying bayonets,
demanding bows and obeisances, taking bribes and threatening violence. The foreign
concessions remained neutral, small havens of uneasy independence amidst a vast sea of
Japanese terror. The rest of Tianjin was now occupied territory under Japanese rule. In the
evenings there were black-outs and curfews. Special permits were needed to cross key points at
night, especially those conduit streets and bridges leading from the concessions into Japanese-
patrolled areas.My mother’s labour pains started at four in the morning on 3o November 1937.
Father did not possess the papers required to drive her past Japanese sentries on the way to the
Women’s Hospital. However, Dr Ting had been issued with a pass allowing her to travel freely at
night. Her chauffeur-driven black Ford, flying a small US flag given to her by the American
consulate, arrived at my parents’ home an hour later. My birth was uneventful.Dr Ting advised
Father to transfer mother and baby to her hospital for a check-up and a few days’ rest. Father
demurred. The birth had been so smooth and rapid. He considered it unnecessary. He also
rejected Dr Ting’s advice to employ a nurse to care for my mother. He thought he could look after
her himself, with the able assistance of Aunt Baba, who happened to be visiting at the time.
Besides, trained nurses were expensive. A special bell was placed by mother’s bedside so that
she could call for Father as needed. Mother was weak, so instead of using the bathroom down
the hall, it was easier to slip a bedpan under her. Afterwards Father would wipe her with a towel
held in his bare, unwashed hands. Mother thought Father knew best. Father was convinced he
knew best.The headaches and fever started three days after I was born. Mother’s temperature
soared to 103 degrees and stayed there. Her lips were cracked and blistered. Her mind became
cloudy and she was incoherent. Dr Ting diagnosed puerperal fever. In those days before



penicillin this was virtually a death sentence.Dr Ting immediately admitted my mother to the
Women’s Hospital. She was given fluids intravenously and various medications were
administered in a desperate attempt to save her life. Her temperature rose to 106 degrees. She
became delirious, refused all food and drink, and tried to pull out all her tubes, making wild
accusations that Dr Ting was trying to imprison and poison her. Dr Ting realized that the
prognosis was hopeless and finally gave permission for her to go home to die.Her condition
worsened. Doctor after doctor was consulted but to no avail. A dark cloud hung over the entire
family.Towards the end there was a short period of lucidity. With Father weeping at her side, she
spoke to her parents-in-law and saw her children one by one, calling out each name with
yearning. When Aunt Baba came in to say goodbye, Mother was weak but clear-headed. She
smiled at my aunt and asked for a hot dog. Then she added sadly, ‘I’ve run out of time. After I’m
gone, please help look after our little friend here who will never know her mother.’My mother died
two weeks after my birth, with five doctors at her bedside. She was only thirty years old and I
have no idea what she looked like. I have never seen her photograph.CHAPTER 4Xiu Se Ke
CanSurpassing Loveliness Good Enough to Feast UponAfter my mother’s death, Grandmother
and Father persuaded Aunt Baba to resign her job at the Women’s Bank and stay on in Tianjin to
take charge of the household. She was put on the payroll of Joseph Yen & Company at the same
salary that she had been paid by Grand Aunt. She nagged and harried the servants and ensured
that the house ran along similar lines as before. She became our surrogate mother, worrying
about our meals, clothing, schooling and health. An invisible silken handcuff was thus slipped
around her willing wrists, evaporating her chances of marriage and a family of her own. In those
days, women in China were expected to sublimate their own desires to the common good of the
family. In return, the men felt honour-bound to protect and support them for the rest of their
lives.Marriage brokers again clustered around, not for Aunt Baba, but for her newly widowed
brother. The double standard accorded men and women determined that single girls not married
off by the age of thirty often remained single for life, whereas a man was expected to take at
least one wife, regardless of his age. Father had just turned thirty and headed his own company,
with properties, investments and many thriving businesses. He had worked hard to achieve all
this, putting business affairs and family welfare before personal gratification. Now he decided to
please himself.Cruising with his sons around the neighbourhood in his impressive Buick on a
Sunday afternoon, he spotted his secretary, Miss Wong, standing by the door of a modest
apartment complex conversing with a girlfriend. He immediately noticed that the friend was very
young and possessed a xiu se ke can (surpassing loveliness good enough to feast
upon).Jeanne Virginie Prosperi was the seventeen-year-old daughter of a French father and a
Chinese mother. Her features were an exquisite combination of Chinese delicacy and French
sensuality. Her face was oval, with a white, porcelain-like complexion. She had lustrous, large,
round, dark eyes, fringed by long lashes. Her head was crowned with thick, silky, jet-black hair.
That day, her slender frame was dressed in a simple white blouse with a scooped-out square
neckline and a royal-blue cotton skirt tied with a bow at the waist. Later on Father was to



discover that Jeanne was a skilled seamstress and made all her own clothes.Next day at work,
Father made discreet enquiries and found out from Miss Wong that Jeanne was her classmate
and had just started work as a typist at the French consulate. At lunch-time he drove over to the
consulate on the pretext of applying for additional import-export licences from France, found her
there and made her acquaintance.Jeanne’s father had been a soldier in the French army and
was involved in the building of railways in China. He married a woman from Shandong Province.
They had five children and times were hard. He left the army and found a job working as a
security guard for a firm in the French Concession in Tianjin. He died suddenly in 1936,
reputedly trying to break up a bar-room brawl.His widow coped as best she could. She had a
small widow’s pension. She and her spinster sister, Lao Lao, took in sewing to make ends meet.
Being French citizens, all five children were given special scholarships by missionary schools
within the French Concession. Both Jeanne and her older sister, Reine, graduated from St
Joseph’s Catholic School for Girls, run by the Franciscan sisters.Although Jeanne was not
someone with an impressive social pedigree, she did graduate from the most exclusive convent
school in Tianjin and, along the way, had acquired many of the social graces. Besides Mandarin,
she spoke fluent French and English. Father was enchanted by her beauty and style. The fact
that she was half European made her something of a trophy, to be prized, cherished and put on
display.During the 1930s, in the treaty ports such as Tianjin and Shanghai, everything western
was considered superior to anything Chinese. A young, beautiful and educated European wife
was the ultimate status symbol. Jeanne Prosperl, therefore, possessed considerable allure. She
was always perfectly groomed and remained so all her life. Still in her teens, she displayed all
the beguiling modesty instilled at the convent. In addition, there was a gleam in her eyes that
suggested that she was a little more exciting than an ordinary girl barely out of school. Father
began to desire Jeanne with a desperation in which sexual longing mingled with social
aspirations. A decorous courtship began.Father would pick her up from the French consulate
every day and drive her home, sparing her the unpleasant crush of Tianjin public transport. They
went for meals at exclusive hotel restaurants, danced at the country club and went to the movies.
Tianjin boasted three cinemas, the Gaiety, Empire and Capitol, which showed romantic
Hollywood films. He gave her at first flowers and chocolates; then pearls, jade and diamonds.
The trinkets became increasingly expensive. Jeanne must have had a fairly clear idea as to
where things were leading when she expressed a desire for a Russian sable coat costing four
thousand taels of silver. Though Ye Ye voiced his objection in front of Jeanne and called it
‘senseless extravagance’, Father went ahead with the purchase and had the coat delivered
three days later. That Father should have behaved in such an unfilial way was a clear indication
of his passion for Jeanne. Things started out as they were destined to continue, with Jeanne
stating her terms and Father agreeing to meet them. As the Chinese saying goes: to Father, even
Jeanne’s farts were fragrant.Father also made himself agreeable to her family. Jeanne’s home
was only a mile from Shandong Road. Mindful that her exquisite daughter was poised to enter a
world far more luxurious than any she could ever provide, Mrs Prosperi encouraged the



courtship. Father suspected that Mrs Prosperi came from peasant stock. In her rented, cramped
apartment, conversation was limited to the basic to and fro of daily life. Her Mandarin was
coloured by a heavy Shandong accent and her spoken French was very elementary. She could
read or write neither language. Her eldest son had been in trouble with the police and had been
sent away to labour camp in Hanoi. Her older daughter, Reine, had just married a sensible and
educated Frenchman who worked for the United Nations. There were also two younger sons.
Eventually, Father was to give the older boy, Pierre, a job in his company and send the youngest
son, Jacques, to school in France.When they became engaged there were diamond earrings, a
diamond bracelet and necklace as well as a spectacular ring. In the face of tradition, Jeanne
brought no dowry. The wedding ceremony took place at Notre-Dame des Victoires Catholic
church. Father appeared nervous in his well cut tuxedo. Jeanne looked spectacular in a figure-
hugging white satin dress trimmed with lace, resplendent in all her jewellery. None of us children
attended. The Prosperi clan brought many guests, including a good many children. Aunt Baba
said that she, Ye Ye and Grandmother felt somewhat uncomfortable at the lavish reception paid
for by Father at the grand Astor House Hotel. Ye Ye found himself one of the very few male
guests dressed in a long Chinese gown, matching satin ma-gua (short jacket), skull cap and
cloth shoes. All the other men were in western suits and ties. The French guests called for
endless toasts but the Chinese party were simply not used to drinking so much. My aunt
believed that she may have embarrassed Jeanne and her family because she had to retire to
vomit more than once.Afterwards Jeanne complained to Father that some of his Chinese
kinsmen at the wedding banquet offended her delicate French relatives by being too loud and
strident. However, her expression was sweet and demure when she said this. Father was utterly
in her thrall, so much so that he began to adopt ambiguous notions about his own race. Growing
up in the treaty ports, observing daily the symbols of western might, living within a foreign
concession in his native country, ruled by extraterritoriality, he, like many Chinese, had come to
see westerners as taller, cleverer, stronger and better. Although Jeanne was fluent in three
languages, she could not read or write Chinese and was proud of this because it proclaimed, yet
again, her western heritage.Jeanne’s taste reflected her mixed origins. She invariably wore
western clothes and she wore them well. She liked to be surrounded by French furniture, red
velvet curtains and richly textured wallpaper. At the same time, she collected antique Chinese
porcelain, paintings and chairs. She liked plants and flowers to scent the hallway, living-room
and her own bedroom. Like Grandmother, she smoked incessantly.I think Jeanne was happy at
first. Ye Ye and Grandmother welcomed the idea of Father’s remarriage as it was not right for a
young man to be without a wife. Aunt Baba, moreover, was partially released from her
housekeeping obligations and might, in theory, have picked up the threads of her own life. Quite
how my sister and brothers reacted to the marriage I cannot really say as I was only an infant
when it took place. But a Chinese saying goes, if you are to have but one parent, choose your
beggarwoman mother rather than your emperor father.Father bought the house next door on
Shandong Road as a present for his bride and the newly-weds moved in by themselves. The rest



of the family and the servants remained in the old house, where Father still kept his offices. The
family ate dinner together every evening. Father and Ye Ye continued to work downstairs side by
side and business thrived.Since my elder sister and brothers still spoke frequently of our own
dead mother, whom they called Mama, Grandmother told us children to call Jeanne 4Niang,
another term for mother. We, in turn, were given new European names by Niang. Overnight, my
sister Jun-pei became Lydia, my three brothers Zi-jie, Zi-lin and Zi-jun were named Gregory,
Edgar and James, and I, Jun-ling, was called Adeline.Japanese troops, which already occupied
Tianjin and Beijing, were now moving steadily southwards. They met surprisingly strong
resistance in Nanking and, in retaliation, went on a terrifying spree of rape, looting and murder.
Over 300,000 civilians and prisoners of war were tortured and killed during the Rape of Nanking
in 1937 and early 1938 after the city was captured by the Japanese. Shanghai fell and Chiang
Kai-shek fled westwards across China, up the Yangtse River, deep into the mountainous
province of Sichuan. There he set up his wartime government in the town of Chongqing. It’s not
hard to imagine the tension and turmoil that these momentous political upheavals must have
imposed on Chinese family life.In 1939, suddenly and without warning, Tianjin was drowned in a
great flood. The disaster was of staggering proportions. Ye Ye called it ‘China’s sorrow’ and went
to the Buddhist temple to burn incense and offer prayers for relief. Pro-Japanese newspapers
printed in Tianjin blamed the catastrophe on Chiang Kai-shek while the Nationalist party
(Kuomintang) press in Chongqing accused the Japanese. Dykes on the Yellow River had been
deliberately dynamited and river water released to slow the advance of troops. The flood
encompassed three provinces. All crops in its path were destroyed. Two million people became
homeless. Hundreds of thousands died from starvation and disease. Schools were closed.
Businesses came to a standstill. However, Father’s lumber company kicked into high gear. The
price of rowing boats soared from one hundred to eight hundred yuan. Oars were extra.The
flood caused Father to construct a high wooden platform connecting his two houses. Crossings
were slippery and hazardous, particularly for Grandmother tottering on her small bound feet.
Niang had just given birth to our half-brother, Franklin, and was still recuperating. Father virtually
had to carry her across to the ‘old house’ every evening so that the family could eat dinner
together.Niang had little sympathy for all the difficulties the servants faced. Cook was expected
to reach the market every morning, and return home laden with groceries, on a flimsy raft nailed
together with planks. When Ye Ye pointed out the dangers inherent in these shopping
expeditions, Niang simply replied that Cook was a good swimmer and she did not see fit to
arrange for a rowing boat to be put at his disposal. When the waters finally subsided after forty
days, Grandmother ordered that a solid and covered room be constructed linking the two
houses. Lydia nicknamed it ‘the bridge’ and we used to play hide-and-seek there.The youngest
child of our generation, our half-sister Susan, was born in November 1941. Two weeks later, on
December, across the Pacific in Pearl Harbor, Japanese bombers attacked the American fleet.
Japan was suddenly in league with Germany and at war with America and her European allies.
At that precise moment (8 December in China), Japanese soldiers in armoured vehicles were



ordered to roll over flimsy barbed wire barricades and take over the foreign concessions of
Chinese treaty ports. Simultaneously, Japanese marines invaded Malaya and bombed
Singapore. In one day, the Sino-Japanese conflict had merged with the war in Europe, expanded
into Malaya, involved America and turned into the Second World War.In Shanghai and Tianjin,
British and American settlers, formerly almighty and invincible, were herded into Japanese
concentration camps. The French Concessions were transformed overnight into malleable
puppets at the mercy of the Japanese. All trading, especially that between China and the West,
was being closely monitored by the new masters. The Vichy French law court presiding over
Father’s business affairs now found itself headed by a freshly appointed judge from the New
Order in East Asia, a puppet government led by the traitor Wang Jhing-wei during the Japanese
occupation.The few American businessmen in Tianjin hurried to escape with their families and
what they could salvage of their possessions. A robust eighteen-year-old peasant girl now came
to us, introduced by one of Father’s interned American colleagues. She applied to be a wet
nurse for Susan and demanded three times the going wage, stressing that she had come from
the employ of an American couple and was accustomed to the ‘highest standards’. Her goal was
to save up 500 yuan by the time Susan was weaned, buy an ox, return to her village and raise
her own baby at the side of her husband.It caused the most dreadful commotion. Niang was
determined to hire this girl. No one else would do. She seemed to think that only a woman who
had suckled a white American baby was good enough for her own daughter. Father acceded to
her wishes, even though the new maid’s thirty-yuan monthly salary infuriated all the other
servants. Her wages were supposed to be secret but the entire household staff soon discovered
the discrepancy. Franklin’s maid demanded parity for herself and everyone else. Accusing Niang
to her face of unfair discrimination, the spirited maid simply packed her belongings and left.Aunt
Baba was now entrusted with the additional care of two-year-old Franklin. She took on the task
with reluctance but Grandmother pointed out that Franklin was as much a nephew to her as all
the rest of us. So Franklin joined me and Aunt Baba in our bedroom. She used to buy us
dragons’ eyes to snack on. This was a summer fruit rather like lychees, said to make children’s
eyes grow large and bright.Aunt Baba was unsparingly kind to both of us and started teaching
us elementary Chinese characters. Lydia was attending St Joseph’s, from which school Niang
had graduated in 1937. I was also enrolled there in kindergarten in the summer of 1941.

falling leaves the true story of an unwanted chinese daughter, falling leaves return to their roots
the true story of an unwanted chinese daughter, Falling Leaves The trueson exteriors, Falling
Leaves Falling Leaves, Falling Leaves Falling leaves, when the leaves come falling down, why
are the leaves falling off my succulent, why are the leaves falling off my poinsettia, fletcher and
the falling leaves, falling action of the story the last leaf, leaves from the vine falling so slow,
falling of leaves is called, falling leaves emoji, now the leaves are falling fast, all the leaves are
falling down, falling leaves tattoo, falling leaves candle, falling leaves drawing, the falling leaves
song, what happened to eve after the fall, the falling leaves lyrics, falling leaves mod, falling



leaves gif, falling leaves fabric, falling leaves lyrics



Kim, “Full story of the Chinese Cinderella- vivid and compelling. If you like Chinese Cinderella
you will enjoy this one, maybe even more! It filled in the time span in full details, before she was
born to adulthood. I read Chinese Cinderella, a youth novel, awhile ago and when I saw this
book figured that this is the adult version (although I also read the aforementioned as an adult).
Typically I choose biographical and historical fiction and this combines both genres except
minus the fiction part, which made it even more compelling! I found it interesting to learn more
about the setting and historical backdrop of China over the years and how much it had changed.
Regarding her biography I think she's led and endured an amazing life filled with struggles,
passion, and dreams that readers can understand after reading this well written biography. She
shares her voice in such a way that we can see the full picture of people and events around her
while also knowing who she is and can empathize with her. I highly recommend this book and
didn't want to stop reading it.”

pam coon, “A Heart Wrenching Story. I was captivated by Adeline's life story and found it
extremely painful to read about her childhood hardships. The unfairness of it all. It wasn't until I
talked with a friend from another culture that I came to better understand that the child born to a
mother who dies in childbirth is considered evil and consequently, certainly unwanted. Cruel to
be sure, but the added cruelty was from a selfish, uncaring stepmother. Thank goodness for the
kindness of her Auntie, who left Adeline with the courage, fortitude and wherewithal to make it
through her difficult childhood. I kept thinking, "Adeline will grow up." That is what kept me
reading on -- knowing that someday she would be an adult and free of the tyranny of her
childhood. The compelling thing though, is that none of us, certainly not Adeline, is free from the
forever hope of acceptance and approval. Even though one wonders why it is in the human
nature to try so hard to gain that approval from someone so evil and mean spirited as her
stepmother. It was gratifying to learn that the approval she so desperately needed was found in
the end when reading her father's will.This is a compelling read, though difficult. How good to
know that Adeline found a kindred spirit in her husband, Bob. What kind of mother was she?
That question isn't answered in this book. I think the wounds go deep and certainly must have
affected her ability to love and nurture her boys.This book touches every nerve in the human
spirit.  I highly recommend it.”

Hafiz Ahmed, “and killing your mother in childbirth meant you were bad luck. These conditions
already gave her bad relations .... Mainly set in 1940-50’s China, Falling Leaves: The Memoir of
an Unwanted Chinese Daughter is a personal account a women’s lifelong hardships stemming
from an unloving family and traditional Chinese thinking. It’s an emotional read that provokes
empathy over the sadness of Mah’s story but also inspires confidence because of her
determination to succeed in life.Despite growing up in a very powerful and wealthy family due to



her Father’s export business, Mah didn’t have as enjoyable of a childhood as one would think.
Right from birth, She was looked at negatively in the household as her mother died giving birth
to her. Mah explains her position in the family blatantly when saying, “I knew that I was the least-
loved child because I was a girl and because my mother had died giving birth to me.” Her
family's perception of her characterizes the beliefs of 20th century China well: women were
subordinate to men because they could not be able to provide for a family financially due to
limited social mobility, and killing your mother in childbirth meant you were bad luck. These
conditions already gave her bad relations with most of her family. Her father ignored her because
her existence embodied the loss of his significant other, and her siblings tormented her because
she was the youngest of the five.After the death of her mother, Mah’s father decided to remarry
to a half European, half Chinese women whom the kids would call Niang (mother). Due to
European culture being valued as high class in Chinese society, Niang viewed herself as better
than the rest of the family and was uncontested in dominating the household. In her attempt to
unspoil and teach the children important values, Niang set very strict rules on the children and
would verbally and physically abuse them as punishment. Adeline vividly describes an instance
during her primary school days, where Niang vigorously slapped her until her face was “stained
with a mixture of tears and bloody mucus” because a couple of friends came to her house as a
surprise (Mah 69). Due to the manipulative character of Niang, there was no hope for Mah to
have a normal childhood where she could enjoy being a kid and feel supported by her
parents.Even without the backbone of great parenting, Mah still managed to ignore
discouragement and make something of her life primarily due to one person that did love her:
her Aunt Baba. Aunt Baba provided her Adeline with comfort and made encouraged to take
pride in her abilities and accomplishments. Because of her aunt’s protection and guidance,
Adeline gained confidence in her academic ability and realized that education was a ticket to
freedom away from her misery brought on by the rest of her family; Education was used as her
motivation for a better life. As a result of her excellent academics, Adeline was eventually able to
attend medical residency in the United States and establish an enjoyable life there.Mah’s writing
style is more simple than complex, as she narrated her story from her past perspectives. Her
language truly conveyed the intensity of her emotions at the time of the events, which allowed
me to visualize the scenes well and understand how she really felt. There were times in the
novel where Niang’s cruel actions toward Adeline infuriated me so much, that I physically wanted
to punch her square in the face. Overall, this story is a reminder that if one has a strong will, they
can overcome life’s challenges. It’s a story of perseverance. Thus, I suggest you read this book if
you’re looking for motivation within your own life. After having read the circumstances Mah had
to deal with, I realized not everyone has equal opportunity or privileges. Now, I am extremely
grateful for certain aspects of life and freedoms I have, that Mah did not have. Everyone has
problems with his or her own life; however, my problems seemed like minor issues in
comparison to Mah’s ones. I feel that anyone that reads this book can a learn a lesson about
adversity and feel inspired to accomplish their desires.”



Irene K, “Pure power of perseverance. This was an incredibly sad story of psychological abuse,
insidious greed, jealousy and hate. How Adeline became the beautiful person she is is beyond
remarkable. Her Niang is the one of the most evil, malicious, controlling and manipulative
persons I have encountered in a long time.Adeline's story is told through the tumult of China's
changing political struggles and power-brokers.Well worth reading”

Maria Bettina, “Blind family loyalty destroying lives.. This book shows the tragic consequences of
family members enslaved by "face" -- unquestioning fealty to the whims, vanity and decrees of
their parents, most particularly of their sociopath stepmother. Talent is stifled, education and
careers are sidelined, cruel punishments are meted out, friendships are destroyed and mistrust
is sewn between siblings. At every cruel turn, I felt myself saying, "don't take it ... walk away and
live your own life," and happily, after much suffering, the author was able to do just that. A truly
mesmerizing book.”

Qigong instructor, “What I love best about Adeline Yen Mah and her writing.. As a Chinese , I
find Adeline Yen Mah's books riveting. She is informative and very entertaining with re-telling
China's incredible history. This is the part I love most about her books. I am starved of
knowledge about my Chinese history, ethnicity and identity. Adeline Yen Mah iis filling that
enormous VOID. Thank you and may you go on and on and on, writing about our glorious and
not-so-glorious past.”

MarkJP, “Interesting read. Throughly enjoy this book, enjoyed learning about the different
cultures and different times in another country. Good read, would recommend”

MariCapo, “This is a beautiful, heart-wrenching book. This is a beautiful, heart-wrenching book.
Amazing story, easy to read. I would recommend it to everyone who enjoys biographies. I bought
the book as second-hand, it is still in great condition!”

Linda Marion Frost, “I haven't finished this book yet but I am thoroughly .... I haven't finished this
book yet but I am thoroughly enjoying it. Don't be put off by the beginning, there's lots of
characters to remember but it doesn't take long to get used to them. The storyline is gradually
developing - a real page turner!”

JofusPocus, “Great read. I was browsing the site and I came upon this book which I read about 2
years ago. As soon as I saw the title I felt that I really should write a review because it was such
an emotional experience reading this book. The author takes us through the death of her mother
soon after her birth (the child being deemed a token of bad luck in China), the effect this had on
her family relations and also the effect her father's subsequent marriage had on the family. You
will tear your hair out with frustration because you want Adeleine to seek revenge on the family
that treated her so badly. But for me the most important message in this book lies in the fact that



rather than seek revenge she instead channelled her energy into putting together this well
written account of her life. This book is full of lessons and different people will extract different
things from it. It is definitely worth a read though if only to get an insight into a wealthy, yet
emotionally bereft family living in China in the latter half of the 20th century. I would also
recommend "Watching the tree" by the same author which deals with a lot of the Chinese
philosophies raised in this book.”

The book by Adeline Yen Mah has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 832 people have provided feedback.
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