
      
      
         
            
            
         
      
      
   
      
         
         
         
            
            Praise for The Last Days of Old Beijing

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            “Michael Meyer’s voracious curiosity has led him deep, deep into a vanishing world that other visitors and foreign correspondents almost all see only from a taxi window. He comes at it with a wide knowledge of history, a thirst for people’s life stories, a novelist’s ability to evoke a social universe, and an Arctic explorer’s willingness to live through a sub-zero winter with little heat and the nearest communal toilet far down a snowy lane.”

            
            
         

         
         
         —Adam Hochschild, author of
King Leopold’s Ghost and Bury the Chains

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            “Meyer’s record of the dying ways of a city is an impressive feat. And while the phenomenon may be most extreme there, it’s not just Beijing’s problem. In a way, we’re all living on New American Culture Street.”

            
            
         

         
         
         —New York Times Book Review

         
         

         
         
         
         “Impressive . . . one of the book’s main attractions is its intense local focus, conveying the daily rhythms of life in his neighborhood . . . [Meyer’s] greatest strength is in depicting how such changes affect, for better or worse, the widow next door and the other memorable characters who populate this evocative tale.”

         
         
         
         
         —Newsweek

         
         

         
         
         
         “Part memoir, part history, part travelogue and part call to action, journalist Meyer’s elegant first book yearns for old Beijing and mourns the loss of an older way of life . . . Meyer’s powerful book is to Beijing what Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great American Cities was to New York City.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

         
         

         
         
         
         “Nimbly told . . . Through his skillful weaving of his professional experiences with his intimate encounters with neighbors, The Last Days of Old Beijing is as much a chronicle of the physical transformation of the city as it is a tribute to the inhabitants of his beloved hutong.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —San Francisco Chronicle

         
         

         
         
         
         “A substantive, smart book.”

         
         
         
         
         —Maureen Corrigan, Fresh Air

         
         

         
         
         
         “A delightfully observed view of a vast part of Chinese society that barely was glimpsed during the recent Olympics, yet is fading away.”

         
         
         
         
         —Minneapolis Star Tribune

         
         

         
         
         
         “Striking for the unsentimental pictures [it] paint[s] of the urban poor, whose homes and way of life are being eradicated to make room for malls and high-rises . . . The local characters who share this intimate environment with him—some young, some old, most without resources to live elsewhere—give Mr. Meyer’s portrait its flesh tones . . . But his history of land development in Beijing, from the time of the Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci to Mao to the present, and of attempts in Hanoi, Havana and other Communist cities to preserve their own sense of place, are just as compelling (and sad) to read.”

         
         
         
         
         —New York Times Travel

         
         

         
         
         
         “Michael Meyer eloquently portrays the madness of the city during this period.”

         
         
         
         
         —Los Angeles Times

         
         

         
         
         
         “A spiritedness shines through among his earthy neighbors, even in the face of what Mr. Meyer calls “the Hand”, which, visiting always at night, paints the Chinese character for “destroy” on houses that are to be razed.”

         
         
         
         
         —Economist

         
         

         
         
         
         “Like Peter Hessler’s River Town, it is a haunting portrait of the interaction between change and changelessness in China . . . his book reads like a love letter to the hutongs and to Old Beijing itself, a snapshot snatched before the scene disappears forever . . . Meyer beautifully dissects the tensions between tradition and modernity in the minds of the Chinese people and examines the identity crisis that still persists, for Beijing, and for China.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Slate

         
         

         
         
         
         “Not just an excellent, loving paean to a neighborhood imperiled by Beijing’s Olympic-era makeover, but one of the best portraits of any city in the throes of modernization.”

         
         
         
         
         —Far Eastern Economic Review

         
         

         
         
         
         “[A] warmhearted memoir.”

         
         
         
         
         —Boston Globe

         
         

         
         
         
         “A mixture of romanticism and Chinese pragmatism and an attractive profile of a city in ceaseless change.”

         
         
         
         
         —Chicago Tribune

         
         

         
         
         
         “The hutongs emerge as a Chinese version of the kind of urbanism advocated by Jane Jacobs 40 years ago when, against the brutal makeover of New York pushed through by the city’s ‘master builder’ Robert Moses, she spoke up for mixed-use communities, pedestrian- and bicycle- rather than car-focused, whose dynamism sprang from their diversity and density.”

         
         
         
         
         —New Statesman

         
         

         
         
         
         “To show us what this threatened neighborhood is like, Meyer takes us into his life, masterfully describing the seasons, his home and courtyard, and his students and their parents . . . All library collections that aim for a complete overview of China must add this unusual title.”

         
         
         
         
         —Library Journal (starred review)

         
         

         
         
         
         “He writes vividly about both the spartan and sensuous sides of hutong living, with the pleasures outweighing the privations . . . ‘The charm of a culture is its individuality,’ states Feng Jicai, a preservationist whom Meyer interviews. ‘The boredom of a culture is similarity.’ It’s an insight that resonates far beyond booming Beijing.”

         
         
         
         
         —Houston Chronicle

         
         

         
         
         
         “A wistful, charming paean to a community and way of life that is soon to be swept away in the name of progress.”

         
         
         
         
         —Booklist
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         By “new Beijing,” I meant we want to have a new humanism in Beijing, a new humanistic city. But the local officials and planners took this slogan literally. They think “new Beijing” means destroy old Beijing and build a new Beijing.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            —Li Xiguang, journalism professor and author of the English slogan for the city’s successful bid to host the 2008 Summer Games: “New Beijing, Great Olympics.”





            
        
            
         

         
         
         
            
            FRONT GATE AVENUE WILL BECOME
FRONT GATE HEAVENLY STREET

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            At the end of this year, old Beijing residents’ lingering memory of the five archways, electric trolley, and teahouse opera stages will return to Front Gate Avenue. After renovations, the street will change its name to Heavenly Street and restore the late-Qing dynasty and early Republican-era architecture, recalling the appearance of the ancient capital, and display its grand historical culture, while combining the traditional and modern in a newly built pedestrian shopping mall.

            
            
         

         
         
         —Beijing Evening News, May 9, 2007
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            Our courtyard’s entrance corridor.
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         CHAPTER 1

         
     
         
         THROUGH THE FRONT GATE

         
         
         
         
         THE WIDOW OPENS my door without knocking. A trail of Flying Horse–brand cigarette smoke enters behind her. An old cotton cap hides coarse, mortar-colored hair, brushed back from her brow to reveal a gold loop in each ear. She wears a fleece vest and forearm mufflers that match the vermilion and crimson wood beams of our courtyard home. When I picture my neighbor the Widow, I see these colors—dull whites and grays, lustrous yellows, imperial reds—and smell ashes and age. She is the shade and scent of our hutong,* one of the lanes that lattice the heart of Beijing. The Widow has lived in this neighborhood for most of her eighty years. She can’t imagine moving to the glassy high-rise landscape that encroaches from all sides. She often declares she will never leave. The Widow, like most hutong residents, will not have a choice.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Little Plumblossom! Listen, you have to eat before class.” I stand before her in a T-shirt and boxer shorts. The Widow scrapes the ends of a pair of chopsticks and places them in my hand. “Eat, Little Plumblossom!” She uses an endearment short for my Chinese name. I call her da niang, a term of respect for an elderly woman.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Widow extends a steaming bowl of dumplings with two hands. Her eyes squint from the cigarette smoke curling up her sallow cheeks. She stuffed the dumplings with pork and chives, my favorite. “You know,” she says, “it’s too hard to cook for one person, so you have to eat these.”

         
         
         
         
         I always do what the Widow says. Although seven of us inhabit the five rooms of this courtyard, everyone knows that we are living in her home, even if she doesn’t own it. The Widow has tenure. In 1962, the municipal housing bureau assigned her to the south-facing room opposite mine. In sixty-five square feet, she raised two children and a granddaughter. Their photos, and one of her as a radiant young woman with high cheekbones and a pressed gray dress, fill a single frame that hangs on her wall. The room has an exposed cement floor, a bureau made from walnut, two metal folding chairs at a card table, and a twin bed. She keeps the color television tuned to Channel 11, the Beijing opera station. Crashing gongs and plaintive wails fill our courtyard from sunrise until after dark.

         
         
         
         
         The Widow lights another Flying Horse. The robin’s-egg-blue package is decorated with a drawing of a horse leaping skyward, away from a horizon of petrochemical plants and smokestacks. It is the cheapest brand sold on our hutong, and tastes it.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You should wake up earlier,” she scolds. “I already went to Heavenly Peach market.” It is seven o’clock in the morning. Our neighborhood’s compact blend of housing and shops means the hutong is always open for business, and business is always nearby. In the morning, residents crowd the open-air bazaar, where farmers from outside Beijing sell fresh meat and produce. “I put the pot on the flame for the dumplings, then left,” she says. “When I got back from Heavenly Peach with the ingredients, the water was already boiling.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The Widow watches me drink the salty broth. I thank her. She cocks her head and says, “What?” She is going deaf. By way of good-bye, she grunts, “Uh!” before stepping over our courtyard’s wooden threshold and turning left. The four courtyards in this former mansion are each shared by multiple tenants. Our rooms are tucked in the back corner, farthest from the entrance gate. The Widow shuffles over the corridor’s uneven earth and flagstones, running both hands along the gray brick walls for support. The women’s latrine is opposite our front gate on the hutong, narrow enough that she can cross in a few unassisted strides.
         

         
         
         
         
         The men’s bathroom is farther away, and so with the Widow gone and my neighbors still asleep, I undo the padlock on the rotted door of a closet-size annex and pour a plastic bottle filled with the previous night’s piss down the drain. I grab a towel off the outdoor line, snap it free of dust, and stick my head under the cold-water tap, shampooing quickly and rinsing with a coffee mug filled with frigid water. I scrub my face and under my arms, saving the rest of my skin for the Big Power Bathhouse, a few lanes away.

         
         
         
         
         It is a typical morning in a typical Beijing hutong. The only thing exceptional is the weather, which is neither sweltering nor frigid, and the air unpolluted. “Tiger Autumn” arrives between summer and fall, bringing bracing mornings and warm afternoons. When I reach up to put the towel back on the line, the view shows a cloudless blue sky over serried rows of gray-tiled rooftops that crest between tufts of green leaves. A wind gust showers the courtyard in dust.
         

         
         
         
         
         In its original state, a tea table and persimmon tree could have fit in the courtyard’s open space. But over the decades, the cement slab has shrunk from an added bedroom, a kitchen sheltering a propane range, and clotheslines that web the air. When it rains, umbrellas have to be opened on the lane. In the courtyard, I must stoop to the Widow’s height.

         
         
         
         
         Inside my house, I tower over her. The north wall of my home is made of windows that stretch from waist high to the eaves, fifteen feet above. The door lock is a weak dead bolt, engaged only when I’m sleeping, because people wander in throughout the day. It is a very public life, lived in two rooms. Although the $100 monthly rent is a fraction of what a Beijing apartment with heat and plumbing costs, the Widow still thinks I’m wasting money. She lives in a single room, after all, as does the married couple in the adjoining room. They migrated from China’s northeast to find work in the capital. We share a wall and a landlord, who divided his family’s half of the courtyard into two spaces. Like the Widow, his mother was assigned to reside here. Unlike the Widow, he prefers living in a modern apartment and moved after his mother died, retaining the home’s “usage rights,” which are transferable and allow him to sell or rent his toehold in the neighborhood.

         
         
         
         
         My living room holds a bookshelf, small couch, chair, tea table, and a desk. The floor’s polished marble tiles are always cool and damp. The whitewashed straw-and-mud walls glow from sunlight or the uncovered bulb dangling from above. The other room’s crimson-painted planks creak underfoot. It is furnished with a bureau, a platform bed that could sleep four adults, and a mineral-water heater. I spoon instant Nescafé coffee into a cup, switch off the computer, and turn on the water, avoiding a repeat of the morning when I blew the courtyard’s fuses. That’s why my unplugged refrigerator now stores underwear.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Because they did not own the home outright, the Widow and others put little of their meager salaries into its upkeep. Since the 1950s, that responsibility has fallen to the Municipal Bureau of Land Resources and Housing Administration. It holds the property rights of the majority of Beijing’s vernacular architecture, the single-story courtyards that line the hutong. Decades of subsidized rents, budgetary shortfalls, overcrowding, and neglected maintenance have eroded the houses, built with perishable materials such as wood and earthen bricks. As the homes rot, they are condemned in lots by the municipal government and auctioned to developers who raze the neighborhood, erasing not only the homes and hutong, but also their unique pattern of life.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hutong is derived from the Mongolian word for “water well,” or “a path between tents,” or from a Chinese word that described the narrow passageways that served as firebreaks in Kublai Khan’s thirteenth-century capital. Marco Polo marveled that “the whole interior of the city is laid out in squares like a chessboard with such masterly precision that no description can do justice to it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         As the city grew, so did its number of lanes. Byways were cut to link parallel hutong, as some ran east-to-west for a mile without crossing. In 1949, a survey recorded more than seven thousand hutong. Shaded by rows of leaning locust trees, many were too narrow for vehicles to enter. The network of backstreets connected neighborhoods of walled courtyards and also formed an elongated public marketplace, where itinerant peddlers and performers worked door-to-door. In a period of the late 1990s, an average of six hundred lanes were destroyed each year. In 2005, the state-run media reported that only thirteen hundred hutong remained.
         

         
         
         
         
         Given the vagaries of Beijing’s urban-planning history, there is no consensus on the exact figure of extant lanes. Some tallies include only streets with hutong in their formal name, while others count all narrow streets and alleys, including the many added after the Communists expanded the capital after 1949. It is indisputable that beginning in 1990, Beijing’s courtyard-lined hutong have systematically been razed under a municipal redevelopment plan. From its start until 2003, the government admits to evicting over five hundred thousand residents from the city center. Beijing’s remaining traditional neighborhoods exist under the constant threat of obliteration.
         

         
         
         
         
         Settled over eight centuries ago, Dazhalan—Big Fence—is the city’s most venerable community. The name dates to the fifteenth century, when wicker gates on either end of the area’s hutong were clasped shut at night to deter thieves from preying upon the many shops that formed the capital’s prosperous commercial district. After a succession of seventeenth-century imperial edicts banned hotels, restaurants, teahouses, and theaters—and, eventually, all ethnic Han Chinese—from inside the imperial confines, businesses migrated through Qianmen (Front Gate) to the other side of the city wall. Dazhalan became the capital’s entertainment, artisan, and antique district. Beijing specialties such as roast duck, acrobatics, and opera flourished here. Some lanes filled with silversmiths, silk embroiderers, and calligraphers; others with stages, brothels, and opium dens.
         

         
         
         
         
         Things are tamer today, though officials view the neighborhood as an eyesore whose decay belies efforts to beautify the capital before it hosts the 2008 Summer Olympics, whose winning bid’s Chinese slogan promised “New Beijing, New Olympics.” Located at Beijing’s core, Dazhalan’s land is valuable to developers and visible to tourists. The parliamentary Great Hall of the People and Tian’anmen Square border the neighborhood’s north, while its eastern boundary is drawn by the road connecting the Front Gate’s towers to the Temple of Heaven.

         
         
         
         
         Dazhalan is both the name of a popular pedestrian-only lane, and the surrounding neighborhood. Like Beijing—“northern capital”—the area is known by its Chinese name in English. Dazhalan’s 114 hutong hold nearly fifteen hundred businesses, seven temples, and three thousand homes. Most are single-story courtyards that have gradually rotted across the twentieth century. It is Beijing’s—if not the world’s—densest urban environment. Equal in size to Vatican City (population 557), Dazhalan’s half square mile contains some 57,000 residents, including one foreigner.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         On the day I moved to Dazhalan, the Widow fixed her brown eyes on mine and explained the courtyard’s only rule: “Public is public; private is private!”

         
         
         
         
         Once over the threshold and into the hutong, life becomes all public. On my stoop, a group of old women pin red armbands to their sleeves that say PATROL in characters. “Little Plumblossom, have you eaten?” they ask in greeting. Officially, the women are volunteers on neighborhood watch. The Widow will not join them. “They just sit around and gossip all day,” she says.
         

         
         
         
         
         Grandmothers push prams filled with vegetables from Heavenly Peach market. The bells of black steel Flying Pigeon bicycles warn to make way. A five-year-old watches her pet chicken peck at the puddles on the lane’s pockmarked asphalt. A caged mynah bird mimics the call of a vendor walking with an armful of morning newspapers. A man in a smock spreads a blanket on the ground and arranges dental bridges in neat rows upon it, bellowing, “Tooth repair!” Recycler Wang uses a cast-iron scale to weigh a satchel of empty mineral-water bottles. Their collector disagrees with the measurement and pesters him to step aside so she can adjust the sliding bar. They squint at the notch and agree he was right. He pays her and throws the burlap bag onto his flatbed truck. He exhales sharply when I ask, “How’s business?” Recycler Wang fights over pennies all day.

         
         
         
         
         On the lane, we are penned in by an unbroken row of buildings, without open space. Aside from painted gates, courtyard homes show only gray walls. The aesthetic is planned monotony, unlike the variety of facades seen in Europe’s ancient capitals, which project their distinctiveness. “Just as our blessed God has arranged our own members so that the most beautiful are in positions most exposed to view and the more unpleasant are hidden,” wrote the Italian Renaissance architect Palladio, “we too when building should place the most important and prestigious parts in full view and the less beautiful in locations concealed as far from our eyes as possible.” A Beijing courtyard home, in contrast, turns its face inward, hiding its most attractive features behind gates and walls.

         
         
         
         
         The run-down mansion where I live shows traces of its former owner’s wealth. The heavy double-wooden doors retain coats of lacquer, though the painted couplet has been rubbed away. Unknown hands chipped off the guardian lions carved atop the twin rectangular stones anchoring the doorframe. Lotuses and clouds painted in bright primary colors fade on the lintel. Rusting hooks that once held halyards to raise red lanterns poke out from weeds growing in the furrows of the tiled roof.

         
         
         
         
         Like all courtyards, the house is one story tall. Imperial Beijing had a low skyline that rippled outward from the heights of the Forbidden City. Using the city’s former English name, the British attaché recorded that in 1865 Lord Stanley sneered, “Peking’s a giant failure, isn’t it? Not a two-storied house in the whole place, eh?” The disrespect was mutual. In the eighteenth century, the emperor Kangxi, when looking at drawings of European houses, remarked, “Undoubtedly this Europe must be a very small and pitiful country; since the inhabitants cannot find ground enough to spread out their towns, but are obliged to live up thus in the air.”

         
         
         
         
         According to the Widow, the best thing about living in a courtyard home is that it keeps one’s feet on the ground, which is healthier than living in a high-rise apartment. The concept is called jie diqi in Chinese, “to be connected to the earth’s energy.” The Widow once demonstrated by gently tapping her foot on our gate’s granite step, wooden threshold, and surrounding muddy lane. At every touch, she repeated connected.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Beijing is so flat and geometric that when people say how to go from place to place, they often substitute the cardinal directions for left and right, forward and back. Most of the city’s hutong form a rigid grid, but Dazhalan’s lanes were built outside the Front Gate, beyond the reach of imperial codes. Nowhere in Beijing exists such a variety of hutong, which include the city’s shortest (ten yards) and narrowest (fifteen inches). Others bend and double back on themselves, then dead-end.
         

         
         
         
         
         I live on Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street, a lane that runs eight hundred yards diagonally through the neighborhood, tracing the route of a former canal filled in by settlers. The hutong is wide enough for a single car to navigate, though doing so often requires moving parked bicycles to the gutterless edges.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hutong names evoke a bygone era. Originally Red Bayberry and Bamboo was named after a matchmaker who arranged marriages on the lane. After the custom was deemed a relic of feudalism, municipal authorities swapped her name (yang) and profession (mei) for homophones that mean Red Bayberry (yangmei), then added bamboo (zhu). The name reflects the apothecaries who worked here, and the craftsmen who sold whistles carved from bamboo to attach to pigeon’s pinion feathers. Red Bayberry and Bamboo is bordered by Glazed Tile Factory, a lane named for the kilns that once fired roof tiles for imperial palaces and temples. It connects to Coal Lane, which supplied fuel to the kilns, and Whisk Broom Lane, which made the tools to sweep up the ash.
         

         
         
         
         
         The men’s latrine is a few minutes’ walk from my door, a route I have timed flat. My walk passes the vegetable seller arranging a pyramid of cabbages, the hairstylist massaging the temples of a customer, and the open doorway from which spills the clack of gamblers’ mah-jongg tiles. Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street’s architecture is a time line of Beijing’s last century, a procession of red wooden gates, two-story beaux arts masonry, Soviet-inspired concrete storefronts, and patchy redbrick lean-tos. Separately, none of the fragile buildings are masterpieces. Together, they are the backdrop to a vanishing way of life.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the public toilet, a placard warns NO SPITTING, NO SMOKING, NO COARSE LANGUAGE, NO MISSING THE HOLE. Four slits in the floor face one another, without dividers. A squatting man hacks up a wad of phlegm. Another, wearing pajamas, lights a cigarette. Into his cell phone, a guy shouts a common Beijing vulgarity: “Shabi!” He listens to the response and again barks, “Stupid cunt!” I fish a wad of tissue from my back pocket and squat over the hole. No one makes eye contact.
         

         
         
         
         
         A child runs in, wearing the school-issued yellow baseball cap whose printed characters announce SAFETY. The hat makes kids visible to cars. Hutong traffic is mostly bicycles and the occasional mule cart, but rules are rules. A backpack weighs the boy down, and he struggles to keep balance while lowering his pants. He crouches, looks up, rises, makes a small bow, and yells, “Good morning, Teacher Plumblossom!”
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            * [image: 11799]. Pronounced “who-TONG.” Hutong is both the singular and plural romanization of the word. Chinese characters and the translations for place names appear in the appendix.
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         CHAPTER 2

         
        
       
         
         BECOMING TEACHER
PLUMBLOSSOM

         
         
         
         
         I FIRST CAME to China a decade before, as a Peace Corps volunteer. I had hoped the Peace Corps would send me to Latin America, as I was majoring in education at the University of Wisconsin earning credentials to teach Spanish and English. In the mornings, I taught ninth-graders at a high school, then sped past Madison’s fuming Oscar Mayer plant to instruct an afternoon class of forty-two sixth-graders.
         

         
         
         
         
         Student teaching did not pay a salary, so after school I worked as a relay operator, a telephone bridge between the deaf and hearing. Wearing a headset, I sat before a monitor and transcribed the hearing person’s voice, then read back the deaf caller’s typed response. Punctuation was omitted; qq represented a question mark, and ga—go ahead—indicated the other person could respond: hello sara (happy) do you want to have dinner with me qq ga. Relay operators were a phone line, forbidden to speak directly to the parties. I just narrated and said “go ahead.” The job was a voyeur’s dream, but a bad one. While trying to keep one chapter ahead in my students’ assigned novel, I would pause to read a female caller’s typed words aloud to a man, such as, “Baby my husband gone I want you now—go ahead.”
         

         
         
         
         
         One spring morning, while the ninth-graders attended an assembly titled “We’re All in the Same Gang,” I lay flat on the cold classroom floor. My right eye had lost its vision. “Stress,” the school nurse said, and shrugged. I stared up at the drop ceiling and saw, written on a panel in neatly penciled strokes, MR. MEYER IS A CHUMP! Down the hall, a phone rang.

         
         
         
         
         The Peace Corps offered a placement in China, Mongolia, or Vladivostok. I didn’t speak Chinese. I couldn’t use chopsticks. But China had always intrigued me; I once stopped at a campus travel agent and asked how much a ticket there cost. She quoted a large sum and gave a look that suggested I start digging.

         
         
         
         
         The Peace Corps said I could leave three weeks after graduation. They would express-mail the forms that night. I met the package at the airport. As I clawed through the envelope’s contents—the Volunteer Assignment Description, the medical clearance forms and eyeglass order kits, the Privacy Act Release and visa application—it became real. Go ahead, the package said, and the words resonated as never before: go ahead, go ahead, go ahead.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         In 1995, the Peace Corps remained politically suspect in China, so our group of fifteen teachers was repainted as “U.S.-China Friendship Volunteers.” I was touched up, too. In Chinese, my English surname sounds like the characters that describe a boy auctioned off by his parents in the marketplace: mai’er, “sold son.” During Peace Corps training, my first Chinese teacher laughed low and renamed me with characters that mean Heroic Eastern Plumblossom. Chinese people often snicker when they hear it. I prefer Sold Son.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Peace Corps worked in China’s southwestern Sichuan province. I was posted to a city named Neijiang (Inner River), located on a bend of the Tuo River. The town was considered a backwater, known for its sugarcane and heroin trade, the latter documented in a book by a local muckraker titled The Battle Between Virtue and Vice in the Heavenly Kingdom.
         

         
         
         
         
         For two years, I trained English teachers at a technical institute located on a bluff across from town, accessed by a skiff that ferried people, vegetables, and livestock. Every morning the squeals of pigs outside my window woke me. I didn’t have a cell phone or Internet access. Contact home was through letters written on onionskin stationery and mailed in envelopes bearing stamps affixed with fish glue. I ate meals at dirt-floor restaurants on a muddy strip that was the campus’s main lane. At its busiest, my weekly schedule held eight hours of classes, taught to lively and intelligent students in their early twenties. I played basketball, read novels, and learned Chinese. The eight hundred yuan ($100) monthly salary was sufficient; aside from spicy meals and Five Star beer, there wasn’t much to buy. I was never in a rush to do anything because there wasn’t much pressing to be done. I stopped wearing a watch. Time was measured by seasons and the school year.

         
         
         
         
         After finishing my term as a U.S.-China Friendship Volunteer in 1997, I moved to Beijing to teach English. Following two years in the countryside, Beijing felt cosmopolitan. It also looked unlike any other Chinese city. Here, the center was not a hollow cavern of wide boulevards and monolithic apartment blocks, but a chain of central lakes surrounded by a compact mixture of architecture built on a human scale. A hutong is often as wide as its bordering courtyard’s walls are tall. Sichuan was terraced farms and open spaces, topped by a perpetual haze that choked out the sun. Beijing had a flat layout, open sky, and a climate that reminded me of my Minnesota home. Here, I also met my future wife. For me, Beijing was simply love at first sight.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Even though I am drawn to them the way climbers are to mountains, I was raised to distrust cities. Like my mother’s childhood Detroit, they could be abandoned by industry and divided by class. Like my father’s Los Angeles, they could pave freeways over orange groves and sprawl amorphously. Like Minneapolis, where I grew up, they could force you to watch major league baseball indoors. I lived outside the city on a dead-end dirt road that ran through a stand of elm and birch trees. Our backyard post fence had no one to keep out but the rows of corn, extending for acres. Today the road is paved, the trees have been thinned to decorate office parking lots, and the cornfields are tracts of homes a teacher’s salary cannot afford.

         
         
         
         
         A similar trend accelerated in China. I returned to my former Peace Corps town every couple of years, but on the final trip the cabdriver turned and said, “Are you sure you lived here? Your directions got us lost!” I recognized nothing. A bridge had replaced the ferry; new roads ran along the river’s bluff; the training institute had been upgraded to a college. I got out of the cab and stood in the misty dark, until a voice called, “Professor Plumblossom?” It was the postman. He led me down new sidewalks to the white-tiled building I used to live in. Built a decade before, and in fine shape, it was slated for destruction. A new guesthouse would replace it. The former campus—where I had spent two of the happiest years of my life—had been erased.

         
         
         
         
         Once my eyes adjusted from that shock, I saw that the changes were for the better. I am not a sentimentalist; no one should have to live in poverty, no matter how picturesque. The new campus featured modern classrooms, heated dormitories, expanded fitness areas, and safer, paved roads. The school had the funds to hire foreign teachers and no longer depended on volunteers.

         
         
         
         
         In 2001, the capital’s Olympic-bid slogan called for a “New Beijing,” but the city’s makeover had already been under way when I arrived in 1997. Shopping malls, high-rise apartments, and roads replaced the hutong, destroying landmarks both historical and personal. It was common to arrive at a favorite restaurant, open-air market, and even neighborhood to find that it had been torn down in the weeks since your last visit. Where had the people who had lived and worked there gone? Beyond, “away from here,” no one could say.
         

         
         
         
         
         To an American, New Beijing looked familiar. The city’s first Starbucks opened in 1998. Nine years later, nearly sixty of the coffee shops operated in town, along with nearly two hundred McDonald’s, an equal number of KFCs, dozens of Pizza Huts, and a Hooters. As a thousand new drivers pulled their cars onto the ever-widening streets each day, a headline in a Beijing newspaper boasted BICYCLE KINGDOM RULES NO MORE! Suburbs mushroomed, as did golf courses (eleven) and ski resorts (twelve).

         
         
         
         
         In 2003, I taught at a school located in Beijing’s sprawling outskirts that expats dubbed “villa land” for its tracts of luxury, detached homes. My commute from downtown snaked past a strip mall holding a Domino’s Pizza and gated developments named Château Regalia, Dynasty Garden, and Yosemite. Staring half-awake through the school-bus windows as students argued over whose provincial nanny was dumber, I dreaded passing the building site for Merlin Champagne Town. Its billboards showed a gathering of plump Caucasians toasting with flutes of bubbly beside the English caption “Here’s to champagne, the drink divine that makes all our troubles seem far away.” I hated those people. Everything seemed far away in villa land, especially Beijing and its troubles, which at the time included severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), an epidemic that froze almost all activity, except construction. On the ride back into the historic city center, my school bus passed under a bridge decorated with a digital clock that counted down to the start of the 2008 Summer Olympics. One day I saw 165,456,718; the next, 165,369,211. The seconds ticked away.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         I started to think about moving into a hutong that spring of 2003, when I met Mr. Yang. Reflecting its crowded, linked traditional architecture, Beijing’s social network moves sideways. I was talking in a bar about writing an article on the city’s disappearing heritage when a woman at a neighboring table overheard and wrote down the number of a friend whose courtyard home was being razed. Later that week, Mr. Yang waited for me at a subway stop on the west side of town.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beijing’s traffic overpasses and subway stations bear the names of the city-wall gates they replaced. We met at the one formerly reserved for the passage of coal shipments. “That KFC is where Marquis Wu Ding’s palace used to be,” Mr. Yang said. He was in his early thirties, with a round face and cropped black hair. He spoke Chinese with a slight stutter that disappeared when he talked about being evicted. “My courtyard stands—stood—alongside the Duke of Guangning’s Palace. Now it’s called Financial Street.”

         
         
         
         
         The area was a corridor of department stores, high-rise banks, and treeless squares whose signs warned KEEP OFF THE GRASS. A sculpture of brick walls surrounding a seedling evoked a home it had replaced.

         
         
         
         
         “My parents bought our courtyard in 1945,” Mr. Yang said, “but after Liberation in 1949, they were afraid of being labeled capitalists, so they subdivided the rooms and sold them, as well. During the Cultural Revolution, two thirds of the courtyard’s rooms were divided again, and cadres and workers moved in. My parents clung to one room.”

         
         
         
         
         They lived there until the character that means “raze”—[image: 8252] (chai)—appeared on their home’s gray exterior walls. It was brushed on condemned homes in ghostly white strokes and circled: [image: 8256]. Mr. Yang had never seen someone paint the symbol, and neither had I. It just appeared overnight, like a gang tag, or the work of a specter. The Hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         “We were told we had to move,” Mr. Yang continued. “In the beginning of forced relocations, residents were offered new apartments on the outskirts of town as compensation. But then people began resisting, not wanting to trade their homes and neighborhoods for a life in a high-rise far away. So cash began being offered instead. The sums are fair, 8,020 yuan [about $1,000] per square meter. But that’s only if you actually receive it.”

         
         
         
         
         

[image: 1021der3]

            
         

         
         
         Chai—raze—is daubed in white paint on the walls of condemned homes.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Mr. Yang produced a pen and drew on the back of a napkin. “In practice, it’s difficult due to corruption. In theory, an evaluator is supposed to assess the property’s value and act as mediator between residents and developers.” He traced a triangle. “But the evaluator is in league with the developers, leaving people, really, against the two of them and the coming high-rises.”

            
            
         

         
         
         The napkin was a swirl of lines, figures, and ink-blotted scribbles. Mr. Yang’s sketch of his home lay buried beneath them.

         
         
         
         
         Despite offers of compensation, and the substandard living conditions, Mr. Yang did not want to move. He grew up in the house and knew the area’s history. He was part of it, he said. Connected. One day, he wanted his child to know these things, too.

         
         
         
         
         “But to resist is useless. There’s no social network anymore,” he said. “You have three groups in these old hutong neighborhoods: natives, people moved in during the Cultural Revolution, and those resettled since then by their work units. It’s too hard to get everyone to agree. The middle class is still being formed and afraid to stand up, lest they lose what they’ve gained. Then there are the demolition crews. They’re from the countryside and have no connection with the city. They’re just doing their job. Then there are the city planners and developers, who lack a spiritual connection with Beijing and see the city as something to shape, rather than preserve.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Yang couldn’t bear to watch the workers destroy his house. “They’re not delicate, like you would be,” he said. “They’re just brutal.” His jovial face fell. “It wasn’t just a building. It was me. It was my family. Our spirit. My grandmother died of cancer, and last year one day after she had gone, I felt an immense sadness, like something was wrong. I walked over to the house, only to find they had knocked down the kitchen. Suddenly I remembered the last time she cooked for us.” His eyes began to moisten. “She raised all of us, you see, and her best dish was meatballs. I just kept thinking of the last time she cooked those for us, with all of us home, and her laughing and talking. We were filled with such hope that perhaps somehow she would cheat death and be as healthy as she looked then. But she died. And so did our home.”

         
         
         
         
         Tears ran down his pale cheeks. “I’m sorry. I did this once before, in front of my girlfriend. She told me I was strange.”

         
         
         
         
         We walked to the rubble, past office towers named Investment Plaza and Corporate Square. I closed and opened my eyes, remarking that if I had just arrived, it would be hard to guess what city I was in. Mr. Yang laughed. “No, you would look around and see how ugly it is. That’s how you would know you could only be in Beijing.”

         
         
         
         
         A Ritz-Carlton hotel was planned for his former hutong. “There is still one family living there, and one of my old rooms,” he said. “My friend has a GPS, so he came over and recorded the coordinates of the house. Now I can take my kid back one day and stand in the hotel lobby and say, ‘I grew up here.’ ”
         

         
         
         
         
         He peeled back a layer of tin sheeting painted blue. We ducked into a landscape of shattered brick and bone-colored characters commanding [image: 8256]. The windows of Mr. Yang’s room had been smashed. He carefully brushed the shards from the wooden sill.
         

         
         
         
         
         The neighboring family refused to move. Their water had been shut off, though no one could say by whom; the Hand, again. The vegetable market had moved out of the area, making life even more hardscrabble. The father introduced himself as an ethnic Manchu. His ancestors had lived in the house while serving China’s last emperors as imperial guards known as banner men.

         
         
         
         
         “Now they expect me to go to a one-bedroom apartment in the suburbs?” he said. As the father criticized the government, his son made a face. He wanted to accept the money, the new apartment, the new life. “Why are you telling them this?” he finally blurted in a rising voice. “Do you think this brings you glory?”

         
         
         
         
         Their argument carried to the other side of the wall, where the demolition squad bunked, waiting. You could still hear their voices on the lane, as a line of men in dark business suits strolled past. They cradled the neighborhood’s future in rolled-up sheets, gesturing upward at buildings only they could see.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         “A town is a tool,” wrote Le Corbusier. In 1929’s The City of To-morrow and Its Planning, the French architect advocated plowing under the jumble of narrow, winding streets at the heart of European towns to build wide roads that increased traffic circulation. “A home is a machine.”
         

         
         
         
         
         I picked up the book by chance, then couldn’t put it down. The arguments against his ideas sounded familiar. Le Corbusier dismissed those who saw medieval living conditions as cultural heritage. “The Committee for the Preservation of Old Paris is hard at work,” he wrote. “When it comes to a question of demolishing rotten old houses full of tuberculosis and demoralizing, you hear them cry, ‘What about the iron-work, what about the beautiful old wrought-iron-work?’ It may happen that the wife of one of these gentlemen has been doing a little ‘slumming,’ and has seen, and never forgotten, some delightful piece of iron-work in an old house which has now become a slum; climbing some tottering old staircase on her errand of mercy.”

         
         
         
         
         Le Corbusier continued, “Of course, these lovers of the past who are so busy writing for the papers and directing public opinion will tell you, if you ask them, that they live in such-and-such a quarter, in a new building with lifts, etc., or in some wonderful little house hidden deep in a garden.”

         
         
         
         
         The most strident hutong defenders I had met were historians and tourists. Neither lived in the lanes themselves, and both were drawn to the tangible architecture and its details, including beautiful old wrought-ironwork. Although I lamented Beijing’s disappearing heritage, I had always lived in an apartment. Le Corbusier’s complaint sounded like a challenge. What did I really know about the hutong? Were they worth preserving? There wasn’t much time to find out.
         

         
         
         
         
         I spent a year learning to read Chinese at Tsinghua University, using Beijing urban-planning histories as texts. On a local Web site, I found a courtyard for rent, but before I moved in, the home was marked with [image: 8256]. The landlord, in the helpful, horizontal Beijing way, passed me on to an acquaintance.
         

         
         
         
         
         I moved to Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street on August 8, 2005. By coincidence, it was sixty-eight years to the day that the Japanese army marched past Dazhalan and through the Front Gate to occupy the city, and also exactly three years before the start of the Summer Olympics. The Japanese impact upon the neighborhood had proved ephemeral. What the games would do, no one could say. The Widow advised me to sign a short-term lease. The Hand could come at any moment and wipe it all away.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         I wanted to live in the hutong as I had in the countryside a decade before, with unhurried days in a community where I played a role. One of Dazhalan’s three elementary schools was a five-minute walk from my door, on the hutong that ran parallel to Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street. I knew from the Peace Corps that working at a school would define me in the eyes of the community, transforming me from the Foreigner into Teacher Plumblossom. People would know what I did, where I did it, and that I would be around for a while, and not just passing through.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beijing’s schools are wrapped in walls that keep strangers out, and students in. When I first approached Coal Lane Elementary, the security guards refused to open the school’s high, wrought-iron gate. I returned with a résumé typed in Chinese, which a guard reluctantly accepted. A week later, the principal returned my phone messages and invited me inside.

         
         
         
         
         A foreigner had never taught at the school, she said. In fact, she didn’t have permission to hire one. Even if she could, funds weren’t available. A day’s work at the international school paid what Coal Lane’s teachers earned in a month.

         
         
         
         
         I was there to volunteer, I explained. My expenses were minimal, and I didn’t want all of the obligations of paid work, such as having to attend the daily after-school staff meetings.

         
         
         
         
         The principal laughed. She had never heard of a school with a volunteer teacher. By taking on a volunteer—moreover, a foreigner—Coal Lane Elementary would be setting a precedent. Principals didn’t take risks, they managed them. They advanced through the bureaucracy by maintaining the status quo. “We’ll have to get permission,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         I gave her photocopies of my passport, visa, teaching licenses, degrees, recommendation letters, and their Chinese translations.

         
         
         
         
         A month later, in the autumn of 2005, I began teaching English at Coal Lane Elementary. Grade Four’s students were divided into three classrooms. The blackboards were decorated with chalked drawings of the Olympic mascots, the five-colored rings, the slogan “One World, One Dream,” and Chinese song lyrics that went:

         
         

         
         
         
         The Olympics will be held in 2008
Our civic virtue environment must be great!
Spitting everywhere is really terrible
Littering trash is also unbearable
To get a “thumbs-up”from foreign guests,
Beijing’s environment depends on us!

         
         

         
         
         
         After standing for the national anthem each morning, the class was supposed to update the number of days until the start of the games. Only Class One kept the correct count. Class Three was a day or two ahead, then behind. Time had completely stopped in Class Two, where no one bothered to continue the countdown. In Class Two, there were always 996 days until the Olympics.

         
         
         
         
         It was a pleasant illusion. The classroom walls held no clocks, and the view out their windows looked just as timeless. Waves of sloping, tiled rooftops washed toward the school, whose four stories made it the neighborhood’s tallest building. From our classroom, students could point out my courtyard, the bookstore, the police station, and the green ceramic tiles of the mosque’s pagoda-shaped minaret. We could see the flying eaves of the Front Gate and the row of red flags fluttering atop the Great Hall of the People. One day I challenged the kids to count all the trees they could see. No one finished. Poplar, cottonwood, and pine edged the lanes; courtyards hid persimmon, jujube, plum, cherry, haw, and walnut. Even in early autumn, the sea below was a blend of gray and green.

         
         
         
         
         

		 [image: 1021der4]

            
         

         
         
         The view from Class Two.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            The wider view revealed that we lived on an ever-shrinking island. Modern office towers and apartments built on razed hutong squeezed our neighborhood from all sides. I pointed to the pair of golden arches shining in the distance, and the kids shouted, “McDonald’s!” By the end of the school year, we could see a Wal-Mart, too.
            

            
            
         

         
      

   

   
      
      
      The Last Days of Old Beijing
      

   


   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 3

         
         
         
         MOCKY & ME

         
         
         
         
         MOCKY IS A naughty monkey. His friends Ken and Ann are humans. They often visit an orangutan named Uncle Booky, who explains grammar on his blackboard. Together, they teach English to Beijing’s elementary students. My students love Mocky. He and his pals are more fun than the characters in their previous textbook series, the student Ma Nan and the teacher Miss Zhang. Those primers could have been titled Hectoring English. A typical dialogue went:
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’re late again, Ma Nan.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry, Miss Zhang.”

         
         
         
         
         “When do you get up every morning?”

         
         
         
         
         “At seven.”

         
         
         
         
         “Get up earlier. Don’t be late next time.”

         
         
         
         
         Beijing students begin studying English in Grade One. Every child is enrolled in three forty-five-minute lessons each week until the end of elementary school, at Grade Six. Much of Mocky’s instruction is automated, reducing the teacher’s role to leading students through recitations of the dialogues, animated on a disc included with the text. Although Mocky speaks slowly, he sounds as if he’s inhaled some bad helium. Like my students, I followed the subtitles.

         
         
         
         
         Mocky’s voice grated on Miss Zhu. She planned her own lessons. Unlike Coal Lane Elementary’s other English teacher, she spoke the language well and used it throughout her instruction. After the lesson ended, however, she preferred speaking to me in Chinese. English was a tool she used for work.

         
         
         
         
         When Miss Zhu was fifteen, she failed the high school entrance exam, shutting her out of the system that led to college. Her father suggested she enlist to become a police officer.

         
         
         
         
         “I passed a police station and looked inside,” she said. “I saw a lot of heavy people sitting at desks filled with jars of tea and papers. I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew what I didn’t want.”

         
         
         
         
         She enrolled in technical school to become a teacher. “I was lazy and just did what they assigned me to do. My English was comparatively good, so that’s what they trained me in. When I graduated at age eighteen, they assigned me to this school. That was seven years ago.”

         
         
         
         
         Miss Zhu was Coal Lane Elementary’s youngest teacher. She was also, according to students and faculty, the school beauty, a label she rejected with practiced modesty. Although born and raised in Beijing, she lacked a northerner’s broad frame and ruddy complexion. She had a narrow waist, slight build, and buttery skin. She plucked her eyebrows, shunned makeup, and tied back her long, brown-tinted hair. While many teachers came to school dressed in the same rumpled tracksuit, Miss Zhu wore jeans and a different sweater every day.

         
         
         
         
         Her grandparents had raised her in a nearby hutong. She lived close to the school, in a neighborhood that had recently been separated from Dazhalan by an eight-lane boulevard. Its pedestrian overpasses were adorned with red and yellow plastic symbols that formed F = GM1M2/R2 and E = MC2. Her house, like mine, was the type known as a “big, messy courtyard” (dazayuan). The erstwhile merchant’s mansion had been subdivided to lodge forty-three families, none of whom she considered friends, and several—such as the folks with a yapping Pekingese—she found annoying. Her single room had been assigned to a relative decades before, when the government counted housing as a basic right, rather than an asset. The relative moved to an apartment, and she took over the subsidized rent of thirty yuan ($3.75) a month. Her monthly salary paid eighteen hundred yuan ($225), a figure below Beijing’s per capita average and equal to what Recycler Wang earned. The school, however, provided basic health insurance and job security.
         

         
         
         
         
         Even as personal restrictions were loosening and the economy provided choices that most people had never before enjoyed, Miss Zhu retained her Beijing-bred fatalism, the feeling that an unseen hand steered her life. I said she was fortunate to be assigned a job near an assigned house. “It wasn’t my decision,” she said with a shrug. “It just was.”

         
         
         
         
         Miss Zhu taught grades one, two, four, and five. The principal assigned us to “learn from each other.” For the next two years, we would be coteachers.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         A onetime visit to a school can give the impression that the building is filled with well-behaved whiz kids. While in the Peace Corps, I often visited teacher trainees at work in the field. Their Potemkin classrooms displayed neat rows of groomed children whose answers were—surprise!—correct.

         
         
         
         
         Coal Lane Elementary, in contrast, felt unscripted and natural. Students shouted wrong answers, talked over each other, and laughed like the kids they were. They lived in hutong homes around the school and filed into the classroom bowing unwashed heads. Most boys had crew cuts, while the girls’ long hair was held in place by a scaffolding of scrunchies. Their classrooms’ walls were painted waist high in a seasick green. The white upper half was decorated with only a plastic Chinese flag and a typed list titled “Ten Actions That Show Civic Virtue and Decorum for the Olympics.” Love the motherland, for starters.
         

         
         
         
         
         The teachers had names that recalled a previous era: Red Army, Powerful East, Construct China. The children’s own monikers exhibited the wishes of a new generation: Wealth of a Dragon, Inspired by Culture and Literature, A Seed That Grows Strong. One girl, whose divorced mother was a fashion designer, was named To Be at One with the Dust of the World, after a Buddhist saying. She was the only student who also had an English name. She called herself Cher.

         
         
         
         
         A chart posted to the wall listed the children’s names, and an evaluation of their:

         
         
         
         
         Height (Above, Average, Below)
Weight (Above, Average, Below)
Lung capacity (Above, Average, Below)
Eyesight (Nearsighted, Normal, Farsighted)
Evidence of pinkeye (Yes, No, Perhaps)
Cavities (Yes, No)
Gum disease (Hard gums, Normal, Spongy)
Anemia (Yes, No)
Nutrition level (Muscular body, Normal, Soft)
Overall development (Great, Average, Poor)

         
         
         
         
         In Class One, the development of four out of twenty-four students was judged “above average.” The rest of the kids were “fat,” “stunted,” and “backward.” There appeared to be a correlation between physical development and English ability. The worse a child’s health, the better her English.

         
         
         
         
         Our best student was Mao Mao, a plump girl with long, tangled hair who played the flute and asked questions in Chinese like “How do you say mallard in English? How do you say forklift? What about hippopotamus, and giraffe?” In Chinese, the nouns were green-head duck, fork truck, river horse, and long-necked deer. Mao Mao thought English was illogical.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Miss Zhu called for volunteers to read, Little Liu always put her hand up first. She wanted to have accent-free pronunciation by the time she entered high school. At the beginning of Grade Four, Little Liu was nine. She wore thick glasses that hung crooked due to the blue patch covering her left eye. It was there to strengthen the right one, which she pinched into a squint. Four scrunchies pulled her black hair straight up from her scalp. Little Liu looked like an exclamation point.

         
         
         
         
         She led the class through a recitation of the day’s lesson, which began with Mocky exploring career options. He faced a choice of farmer, doctor, nurse, pilot, and dancer. After injuring himself while attempting to juggle, Mocky found a newfound respect for veterinarians. That’s what he wanted to be.

         
         
         
         
         The kids seemed older than their years, as if their adult clothes were hanging in the wardrobe, waiting to be filled. I had them write a sentence about their future profession. Little Liu gravely read, “When I grow up, I want to be a doctor, because I can heal the wounded and suckle the dying. Although my eye is very hurt, but I still want to continue to act collectively and give service.”

         
         
         
         
         A classmate yelled, “When I grow up, I want to be a foreigner!”

         
         
         
         
         Other students selected nurse, vet, and teacher. An argument started over what the best job would be. Astronaut! Fireman! Tour guide! Soldier! Driver! No one wanted to be a government official.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Zhu asked the students to describe what their parents did for a living. Mocky’s vocabulary list didn’t include those jobs. We fielded questions like:

         
         
         
         
         “How do you say service worker in English?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “How do you say cell phone repairman?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “How do you say hairdresser?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “How do you say unemployed?”
         

         
         
         
         
         On the blackboard, I translated fried-food cook, road repairman, clothing saleswoman, accountant, bookseller, and—for Cher—fashion designer. Little Liu pointed at a classmate and said in Chinese, “His father is a prisoner!”
         

         
         
         
         
         Miss Zhu whispered to me, “He tried to rob a bank.”

         
         
         
         
         The boy slumped in his seat. Next to him, a girl with rosy cheeks named Wu Wu froze when I asked what her parents did. She didn’t understand. Another child said, in a helpful tone, “Don’t pay attention to her, Mr. Plumblossom. She’s stupid.”

         
         
         
         
         As school instilled an obeisance to authority, students were exceedingly respectful of their teachers, announcing, “Reporting!” and bowing upon entering the classroom. When it came to relations among each other, however, it was everyone for himself. The kids formed tight cliques that substituted for the siblings the One-Child Policy denied them from having. They were encouraged to tattle on each other under a Kapo system run by student officers appointed by the homeroom teacher. One student was responsible for collecting homework and reporting truants. Another led a row of students through the outside morning exercises, fingering those who weren’t executing the deep knee bends and wrist twists. One child supervised the cleaning of the classroom. Another listened for foul language. One student took charge of the daily ten minutes of eye exercises that were said to improve vision. On the blackboard, he chalked the name of any laggard who didn’t massage his ocular sockets with enthusiasm.
         

         
         
         
         
         I stopped the lesson and lectured in Chinese that because everyone had to learn English from the same textbook—regardless of his or her proficiency—the top students should help, not berate, their confused peers. Wu Wu, the silent, rosy-cheeked girl I defended, looked up and announced, in a cheerful voice, “No, it’s true, Mr. Plumblossom. I am stupid.”

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Wu Wu lived on a hutong in a two-story cement box of a building neighbored by ramshackle houses with sloping tiled roofs. When courtyard homes rot to collapse, simple structures made from rudimentary materials often replace them. As a result, the hutong loses its homogeneous appearance. The intangible community fabric remains, but to an outsider, the neighborhood looks fragmented and blighted.
         

         
         
         
         
         Wu Wu’s parents were picture framers. They used the bottom level of the building as their workshop and slept upstairs. Their hutong was lined with framers, continuing a Dazhalan tradition where merchants set up shop next to their kin. “I know all these people,” her father said, motioning down the lane. “We come from the same village in Zhejiang province.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Wu Wu contorted her body in embarrassment when I accepted her father’s offer to stay for dinner. As I related what happened in class, she swatted my arm. I had asked other teachers about her abilities, and their uniform response was “Wu Wu is dumb.” The only paperwork on the child’s attributes was the chart that recorded physical fitness. It informed that Wu Wu’s teeth had plaque.

         
         
         
         
         “The school doesn’t listen to me when I complain about how they treat her,” her father said, “so I’ve stopped calling. It’s good that she goes and learns to write characters and do math. I know she’s not that smart. But that doesn’t mean she’s useless. I’m not that smart, either.”

         
         
         
         
         He unrolled a delicate painting on rice paper and mounted it onto a silk scroll with brushstrokes of glue. Wu Wu sat motionless, studying his movements. He talked as he worked. “I make a good living. Life is better here than back home.” His goal was simple: stay in Beijing another day. If the Hand painted [image: 8256] on the walls of this hutong, he would look for space on another lane. Going back to the village, he insisted, was unimaginable. “We moved here. This is the capital of China. Of course she should go to school here,” he said, thrusting his chin at his daughter. “She’ll have so many more opportunities. Who knows what she’ll end up doing?”
         

         
         
         
         
         I asked Wu Wu what she wanted to be when she grew up.

         
         
         
         
         In Chinese, she said seriously, “I do not want to be an English teacher.”

         
         

         

         
         
         
         The principal could not say who had stamped the red chop that approved my working at Coal Lane Elementary. Decisions were made by the unseen. One morning, I was woken by the buzz of a chain saw. A man in a flimsy helmet felled the healthy cottonwood that was one of two trees shading Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street. There was no open space for the tree to fall, so the man worked his way down the trunk, lopping off sections.

         
         
         
         
         I asked, “Why are you cutting down that tree?”

         
         
         
         
         “Because it’s my job,” he responded.

         
         
         
         
         The Widow stood at our gate watching, mute.

         
         
         
         
         Recycler Wang looked at my incredulous face and explained, “The man is cutting down the tree.” He turned to weigh a pile of scrap paper. Time to get back to work.

         
         
         
         
         Beijing’s warmest November in fifty years didn’t change the fact that as ever, the city’s central heating system was switched on. Our classroom sweltered until the first week of December, when the outside temperature dropped from forty-five to fifteen degrees. As the classroom was packed with twenty-five hyperactive bodies, steam still fogged the windows. Miss Zhu did what people were doing all across the city: she opened the panes to bleed away the nonadjustable heat.

         
         
         
         
         It was a waste I wished I could pipe into my house, which, so refreshingly cool in summertime, had become an icy tomb. I started coming to school even on days I didn’t teach. The electric heater that I thought would warm me through winter instead overloaded the fuse box. From the darkness came the Widow’s scowled “Moron!” She walked into my room without knocking, complained about her opera program shutting off, then had her attention diverted by the heater’s packaging, a thick cardboard box. “That has value,” she advised. Recycler Wang paid 1.5 yuan ($.19) for it, enough for a bottle of Yanjing. I was so cold, the lukewarm beer felt like hot chocolate going down.

         
         
         
         
         The Widow was toasty because her room’s cast-iron stove constantly glowed from a “coal honeycomb,” a puck-size briquette punctured with sixteen holes. I would not burn coal. It smelled terrible and blanketed the neighborhood with a sulfuric haze. I also didn’t trust the stuff. The red propaganda banners hanging in the hutong had changed their yellow-character slogan from CREATE A HARMONIOUS COMMUNITY, REGISTER YOUR DOG to AVOID COAL POISONING. One morning, mummified under three levels of blankets, I awoke to frantic knocking.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You didn’t come to class!” Miss Zhu exhaled. “The principal told me to come and check on you. We thought you had been asphyxiated!” The previous winter, one of our students had also overslept. “Her mom taught dance class. The children loved her. There was a leak in the family’s stove, and the room wasn’t ventilated properly. Our student woke up the next morning, but her parents would not, no matter how hard she shook them.”

         
         
         
         
         Miss Zhu surveyed my room. “You don’t even burn coal! Aren’t you cold?”

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Maps are a mystery to Mocky, and the students empathized. No globes or maps were posted in the school, or inside the Chinese textbooks. In the day’s lesson, Mocky stared at a map and looked for the supermarket, the movie theater, and the public toilet. Our neighborhood had those, but not a swimming pool or a park, as Mocky’s did. His friends Ken and Ann headed for the zoo. “I don’t like zoos,” Mocky cried fearfully. “I want to go home.”

         
         
         
         
         The kids lived amidst fifty-seven thousand people, plus tourists—including foreigners—who came to Dazhalan for its cheap hostels and less than salubrious nightlife. That didn’t faze the students one bit. Instead, they were terrified of ghosts.

         
         
         
         
         “They only come out at night,” said a wide-eyed Little Liu. “They have a white body that you can see through. If they come for you, you can’t defend yourself. It’s useless. They take you away.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where do they take you to?”

         
         
         
         
         “To where they live.”

         
         
         
         
         “What happens next?”

         
         
         
         
         “You never come back. Never. You never see your friends or parents or family again. Not even after they die. Never.” She shivered theatrically.

         
         
         
         
         I put down the textbook. “Did you know that when Beijing had an emperor, Vegetable Market Junction used to be the execution ground where they chopped off criminals’ heads?”

         
         
         
         
         Little Liu and the rows of children widened their eyes. “That’s really close! That’s in our neighborhood!”

         
         
         
         
         “One night, a pharmacist heard a rap at his shop’s door. He heard a man’s voice beg for pain medicine. The pharmacist opened the door and saw . . . a man holding his severed head in his hands!”

         
         
         
         
         Shrieks filled the room. I closed the door. The kids demanded another story, like the one about the fox spirit that lived in the Front Gate that would change into human form at midnight, just as the city wall was being barricaded. He would wait for a tipsy person to pass through, invite him to sit down and share a drink, and then he would revert to his ethereal form and . . . steal the man away!

         
         
         
         
         More screams. “Aiya! Where would he take the people?”
         

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t know. Where did they think?

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe out to the suburbs,” reasoned Little Liu.

         
         
         
         
         That is where, after all, people snatched from the hutong usually ended up.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         I showed the students a map of Beijing and asked where the zoo was. Silence. Our neighborhood? No one spoke. How about the chain of lakes at the center of town? Out of seventy-five students, three had been to them. Cher said, correctly, that they were two miles from Dazhalan. The other kids guessed thirty, and two hundred.

         
         
         
         
         While the kids could, at age nine, slay me at math problems and memorization, their sense of geography, of space, was shaped by the hutong. Miss Zhu grew up with the same mentality; in her entire life, she had never explored the area around the lakes. They were for tourists. In my eyes, the neighborhood was one of the most unique urban spaces on the planet, and vanishing before us. To them, it was just home; emotional, not physical. When the kids drew a picture of their house, the image never depicted a gray wall with red, double wooden doors anchored by twin carved stones, and topped by a sloping roof that needed weeding. Instead, copying cartoons, they colored a smiling sun shining over green grass and stick people who lived in a two-story square with a single door, two windows, and a triangle top. The stick people’s eyes were lines, not circles. Everything else looked foreign.
         

         
         
         
         
         Our students could navigate the neighborhood’s maze of lanes blindfolded. They knew where to buy fresh milk, and what store had the coolest yo-yo. They knew that the hair salons were a front for prostitution—“That’s where the bad women work,” a boy said, pointing it out to me, while a girl, when walking past the lottery-ticket office, shook her head and sighed, “Men wasting good money!”

         
         
         
         
         Seeing the neighborhood abstractly was a bigger challenge. What Miss Zhu and I had planned as a weeklong project ended up taking three. None of the students had drawn a map before. The classroom’s cutthroat atmosphere lessened as students with better English relied on those who could draw, or those—such as Wu Wu—who knew the location of the neighborhood’s landmarks in relation to one another. The kids plotted the supermarket, bookstore, barber, butcher, pet store, post office, mosque, mahjongg parlor, museum, bank, bar, hairdresser, hotel, Heavenly Peach produce market, restaurants, public toilets, and nine trees. No two maps looked alike, and all were unmistakably kid-drawn, not aided by the hands of parents who feared their child was average.

         
         
         
         
         The principal visited our class for the first time. She praised Miss Zhu for hanging the students’ work on the walls. That, she said, wasn’t a bad precedent at all. She stayed to listen to the students explain their drawings.

         
         
         
         
         Mao Mao read, “I go to school at half past seven every day. If you are at Three Wells hutong, go straight, then turn right at the toilet, and then go past the shop and the restaurant, and then turn left again. You can find our school. Our school is between the police station and toilet. I never go to the police station.”
         

         
         
         
         
         When Officer Li called to say he wanted me in his office immediately, I had seventy-five hand-drawn maps that showed the way.
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            Our neighborhood, as drawn by a Grade Four student. Coal Lane Elementary is located next to the flag, at center.

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            • • •

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Being summoned by the cops felt like getting pulled away from the pub by your mom. You weren’t misbehaving, but suddenly there was reason to wonder.

            
            
         

         
         
         Officer Li didn’t look like a typical Beijing cop. He was thin and fit, with thick hair parted neatly to the right. His face was unlined and unworried. Yet like any Beijing police officer, he could have been between twenty and forty years old. They never seemed to age.

         
         
         
         
         Officer Li had introduced himself a week after I moved to Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street. He called to express his concern about my choice of housing. The door to the courtyard was easy to open, as it was protected by just a small padlock when no one was home. I assured him there was nothing valuable inside my rooms. He laughed knowingly. I was, after all, a foreigner. Then he remembered that I was a teacher, which made me not only harmless, but a bit pitiful. Still, he said, it wasn’t a good idea to reside in the hutong. No other foreigners lived permanently in Dazhalan. I should move. “It’s for your safety,” he had said. His plea meant that I was an unwanted responsibility.
         

         
         
         
         
         We reached a compromise. The two of us would consider my courtyard a “study room,” and not a registered residence. Yet I needed his red stamp on the palm-size housing registration receipt that Beijing required of all foreigners. I had been kicked out of apartments for not having it, once being given only two hours to pack my things or face a hefty fine or deportation.

         
         
         
         
         Officer Li was sympathetic. Beijing’s bureaucracy had not caught up to the city’s reality. Hurdles still existed for a person living outside the system, without a “work unit” or sponsoring institution, such as a university, that would speed these matters along. They provided an identity that could be classified. Officer Li admired the “spirit of volunteerism” in general and had heard I was researching local history, but it bothered him that I chose a small school in what he considered a run-down neighborhood. He did not live here, but in another district of the city.

         
         
         
         
         Beijing’s residents do not divide themselves by an allegiance to a team, or by social markers such as school districts. During introductions, no one asks what high school a person went to; that doesn’t reveal class or background, since kids often test into places outside their neighborhood. Instead, people ask which administrative district a person grew up in. Dazhalan was located in Xuanwu District, the southwest corner of downtown Beijing. Its name connoted history and poverty, both evinced in its crumbling hutong. Xuanwu was also known as a district populated by migrant workers.
         

         
         
         
         
         Locals called them waidi (outsiders), and the word was usually a slur, as in, waidi crowded the city, waidi spoke nonstandard dialects, waidi were foulmouthed and ill-mannered. The natives—bendi—saw themselves as a cut above. In Beijing, the other side of the tracks was any place migrants called home.
         

         
         
         
         
         Officer Li had suggested that I teach at another school, where the students weren’t the children of migrants and their English teachers held university degrees. The school was located outside our neighborhood, between stacks of indistinguishable apartments. When we drove there down an eight-lane road clogged with cars, Officer Li made an illegal left turn, sparing us the traffic jam. Beijing was a different city when you had power. The school had an electric accordion gate, not a creaking wrought-iron one, and its Olympic countdown ticked down the days on a digital clock. The basketball rims were not parallel to each other and hidden behind the twigs of persimmon trees, as at Coal Lane Elementary. A clock hung on the wall of each classroom.

         
         
         
         
         The principal offered a work visa, salary, and an apartment on a treeless street. No shops or restaurants lined the road, only light posts from which closed-circuit security cameras scanned rows of honking cars. The apartment building was fenced and entered past a teenaged guard manning a swing-arm gate. The view from the apartment’s squat windows showed a beltway. New residential areas like this were what pushed me toward the hutong. As we idled in a traffic jam that even he could not avoid, Officer Li said he understood my decision, which he knew was final. His tone, however, suggested it was not. I suspected Officer Li would usher me from the neighborhood yet.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Olympics intervened. Beijing announced that 35 percent of its population would be competent in basic spoken English by the start of the games, including six thousand police officers.

         
         
         
         
         The police studied from a textbook titled Olympic Security English. In dialogues named “Dissuading Foreigners from Excessive Drinking” and “How to Stop Illegal News Coverage,” the lessons presented such pattern drills as “I’m afraid we’ll have to detain you temporarily.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Politeness was stressed:



         
         
         
         
         
            
            come to our office

            
            
         

         
         
         Would you be able to ____________?

         
         
         Excuse me, would you ____________?

         
         
         Sorry to trouble you, could you ____________?

         
         
         Do me a favor and ____________, will you?



         
         
         
         
         
            
            As was protecting the honor of local women:



            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Please don’t____________.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         be too familiar with the girl

         
         
         be so rude to that lady

         
         
         take too many liberties with the waitress

         
         
         take pictures

         
         
         take photographs

         
         
         do that



         
         
         
         
         
            
            But so was directness:



            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Don’t ____________.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         pretend to be innocent

         
         
         try to fool us

         
         
         play any tricks



         
         
         
         
         
            
            The two hundred pages of Olympic Security English taught officers how to break up press coverage of a Falun Gong demonstration, send home a teenager caught out after curfew, interrogate a heroin addict, and crack an antiques smuggling ring.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         The foreign characters in the textbook’s dialogues said things like “So what if I’m drunk! Waitress! I want a girl to drink with me!” and “You will never convict me” (a soccer hooligan promised that, after braining a fan with a stadium seat). The other baddies were Muslims, such as “Mohammed Ali.” In Lesson Fifteen, a burglar was apprehended in a tourist’s Beijing hotel room. The Chinese officer asked why he was there.

         
         

         
         
         
         FOREIGNER: Because my family was killed when the U.S. bombed Afghanistan. I became homeless and I hate Americans.

         
         
         POLICE: We feel sympathy for your misfortune. But your behavior to deliberately hurt an innocent American is against our law, and you disrupted our social order, especially during the Olympic Games. You caused a disturbance and damaged the reputation of our country, so you should shoulder the criminal responsibilities.

         
         
         FOREIGNER: I didn’t consider that much. And I didn’t intend to make trouble for China.

         
         
         POLICE: You must tell all that you did. Don’t make any trouble for yourself.

         
         
         FOREIGNER: Yes, ma’am.

         
         

         
         
         
         Officer Li was an eager learner. He took me out to dumplings and asked me to teach him every English swear word because “I want to know when a foreigner is calling me a bad name.” As the rounds of beers kept coming, and customers at other tables turned to stare, I compared Officer Li to body parts, told him what to do with himself, and appraised his mother. He nodded happily and asked for more.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         After Officer Li called me at Coal Lane Elementary sounding solemn, I handed Mocky to Miss Zhu, who was affixing a stamp shaped like a red flag onto exemplary homework. Officer Li waited for me in his office. He looked concerned. He motioned for me to sit at his desk and left the small room. The narrow space had unadorned, whitewashed cement walls. My claustrophobia mounted. Officer Li was up to something.

         
         
         
         
         He returned, flanked by two female officers. “Thank you for coming,” he said sternly, closing the door. He turned his chair to face mine. In Chinese, he explained, “This is about heka.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The final word meant nothing to me. Who was He Ka? What did she say? I thought, This is not going to end well.
         

         
         
         
         
         Officer Li continued, “He Ka is giving us big problems.” He pointed to his nose, and over his shoulder at the two women. Their pursed lips made a sympathetic ohhh sound. He Ka was really a mess.
         

         
         
         
         
         Officer Li extracted a crisp sheet of unlined paper from his desk drawer. He offered it to me with two hands. “We need to translate this story for our Christmas heka.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Click. Greeting card. I relaxed. In typed Chinese, the title of the paper’s paragraphs said, “The Legend of the Christmas Stockings.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “We want to print the story in English on our Christmas cards,” Officer Li explained.

         
         
         
         
         As a kid, I hung a stocking over the fireplace on Christmas Eve because it would get filled with chocolate. I didn’t know the tradition’s origin. According to the police’s investigation—printed from the Internet—it began because once there was a widower who had three beautiful daughters whose dowry he could not pay. They hung their washed stockings above the fireplace. St. Nicholas stopped by and filled them with gold. The daughters were sold off into marriage, and their father died in peace. The end.

         
         
         
         
         The three officers leaned over my shoulder after I finished typing. “What does this mean, here? ‘Once upon a time.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         Living abroad makes the familiar new again. We repeated the phrase together until it sounded like a spell. Teacups were filled, cigarettes offered, and the red ink pad pulled from a drawer. “You really should stay in Dazhalan,” Officer Li said, smiling. He suggested he stamp the residence registration receipt, allowing me to live legally in the courtyard. “It’s a good thing you’re interested in the neighborhood. It’s filled with history.” Officer Li looked at it every day, he said, but didn’t see it at all.

         
         
         
      

   

   
      
      
      The Last Days of Old Beijing
      

   


   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 4

         
        
         
         “SAY FAREWELL TO DANGEROUS HOUSING”
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            BEIJING’S HERITAGE HAS vanished throughout the last century, as economic and political changes altered the city’s appearance and lifestyle. Witnesses have long reported the twilight of the city’s charms.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         The capital “is giving way to everything that is new, and fighting a losing battle to retain all the traditions handed down by our forefathers,” a local writer lamented in 1928. “It is more than likely that after a generation or two the social customs which have been stationary for so many centuries will be changed beyond recognition.”

         
         
         
         
         “The loss by vandalism and utter neglect has been proceeding at such a rate that, on repeated occasions, buildings and historical monuments have actually disappeared while the authors were still writing about them,” reported the writers of 1935’s In Search of Old Peking.* They predicted that the Temple of Heaven, where the emperor had formerly made annual sacrifices for prosperity and a bountiful harvest, “will be razed to the ground and converted into a municipal swimming-bath or a stadium, or some other equally utilitarian structure.”
         

         
         
         
         
         After fifteen years away, a Belgian journalist returned in 1962 to see China’s capital under Communist rule. He wrote, “The first thing I did when I arrived in Peking was to look for Peking. It did not seem to be where I left it. Much of the beauty of ancient imperial Peking was gone, as was almost all its charm. It was a village, unsmiling, unshapely, and desperately self-assertive, the result, it seemed, of an experiment in modern slum planning. And grim, as all villages must have been at the very beginning, before age had given them beauty, and while they were still strictly, unmercifully utilitarian. Still, the biggest village ever.”

         
         
         
         
         The city’s walls were pierced until they came down; social customs did change beyond recognition; the utter neglect of buildings proceeded rapidly. The “village” industrialized and grew into a municipality larger in area than Connecticut.

         
         
         
         
         Still, vestiges of its past were visible. The Temple of Heaven was not razed to make way for a swimming pool, but converted to a public park and museum. Life was lived close to the ground and connected to community in hutong neighborhoods such as Dazhalan.
         

         
         
         
         
         After translating for Officer Li, I walked home in the early-winter dusk from the police station. Adults I had never spoken to greeted me as “Teacher Plumblossom.” Three of my students ran up to show off a new kite. They had tried flying it on Fetching the Lantern Lane, then Coal Lane, then Cherry Lane, but the utility lines kept interfering. A shopkeeper listening in asked, “It’s five. Aren’t you kids late for supper?” The kids moaned and took off for home. “Teacher Plumblossom, you should eat now, too,” the shopkeeper added. “You should also cover the back of your neck. Don’t catch a cold!”

         
         
         
         
         I became a stranger when I wandered a few lanes away from Red Bayberry and Bamboo Slanted Street. The surrounding hutong could look foreign, as well. While I heard and witnessed the changes on my street—a tree being cut, a restaurant being remodeled—alterations to other neighborhoods were discovered after the fact. The sound of a sledgehammer does not travel far.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         Hutong neighborhoods are located in the heart of Beijing, which once formed the imperial capital. Known as the Old City, the layout of its twenty-five square miles—an area slightly larger than Manhattan—resembled a series of interlocked boxes, centered by the Forbidden City. The emperor’s palace was ringed by a wall marking the Imperial City, home to members of the court. Beyond that was a defensive wall that enclosed the hutong populated by commoners. A sixteenth-century project to add an additional ring of defenses stalled for lack of funds. Only the southern portion of the wall was completed, giving the Old City’s perimeter a shape that resembled the character [image: 9465] (tu). The upper square was called the Inner City, while the lower rectangle was known as the Outer City.
         

         
         
         
         
         All of the capital’s walls were pulled down during the twentieth century, erasing the Old City’s distinctions. The sole remaining pair of gate towers is located at the nexus where the Inner and Outer Cities once met. An urn-shaped enceinte formerly linked the Front Gate’s twin towers, but the brick enclosure was demolished for a boulevard that now runs east to west between the structures. The Front Gate’s flying eaves and red, lacquered wood adorn the southern end of Tian’anmen Square, while the embrasures fronting the gray brick of the defensive arrow tower face Front Gate Avenue’s pailou, a decorative arch that formerly marked the start of Beijing’s streets. Like the city’s walls, they had been pulled down to make way for traffic. Only four of the original hundreds of archways remain.
         

         
         
         
         
         On a cold December night, I walked fifteen minutes east from my house and crossed Front Gate Avenue. The two-lane road runs south from Tian’anmen Square to the Temple of Heaven, a mile away. Front Gate Avenue divides the two administrative districts that form the lower rectangle of the Old City’s [image: 9465]-shaped design. The west side of the street belongs to Xuanwu District, which includes Dazhalan. The east side marks the edge of Chongwen District, home to one of the capital’s last unbroken hutong neighborhoods, arrayed around a lane named Fresh Fish Junction. I liked walking there because the area’s hutong curved slightly, drawing you forward to see what was around the next bend. Although it was just steps from Dazhalan across Front Gate Avenue, Fresh Fish Junction’s fate was in other hands.
         

         
         
         
         
         BELIEVE THE PARTY AND GOVERNMENT. DON’T LISTEN TO RUMORS read a colorful poster pasted over the gray bricks of a courtyard home. A notice slapped onto the carved wooden doorway said SIGN THE MOVING CONTRACT IMMEDIATELY; IMMEDIATELY SELECT YOUR NEW HOUSE. CHOOSE A GOOD APARTMENT BUILDING AND WINDOWS THAT FACE THE SUN. The largest of the announcements promised FAIRNESS, OPENNESS, JUSTICE.

         
         
         
         
         “The cops pulled her from that house this evening,” said the old man standing behind the yellow police tape. We stared at a courtyard home whose front wall had been knocked away, exposing a furnished room. “She looked young, in her twenties. She was supposed to move out last week, but kept refusing. She was screaming and flailing.” The old man flapped his arms. “They got the plastic cuffs on her and marched her out by her hair.” He silently surveyed the timbers and shattered brick, then added, “A lot of us stood here and watched, but we didn’t do anything.”

         
         
         
         
         The man was named Old Zhang. His white hair was cut close to his scalp, and the heaviest features on his gaunt frame were the eyelids and lips that pulled his face downward into an expression of sleepiness. A cataract clouded his right eye. His voice evinced a lifetime of smoking. He wore the navy serge jacket popular with his generation. Though retired, he had, at age seventy-three, begun teaching himself a foreign language.

         
         
         
         
         “The police hit and kick her,” he said in halting English. “Do you understand me?” We switched to Chinese and started to walk. Fresh Fish Junction usually bustled with residents and tourists eating duck or dumplings at the row of neon-illuminated restaurants, but tonight the only light came from a moon the color of Old Zhang’s cataract.

         
         
         
         
         He had moved to the neighborhood in the 1950s, after being assigned a room in a courtyard by his work unit, a transformer factory. He lived a few lanes from the eviction he had just silently witnessed. The following week, Old Zhang walked out his front gate to discover that, as he slept, the Hand had marked his house: [image: 8256].
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         While the posters on Old Zhang’s lane said BUILD A NEW BEIJING TO WELCOME A NEW OLYMPICS, the fate of hutong neighborhoods such as Fresh Fish Junction had been decided before the city won the rights to host the games.
         

         
         
         
         
         After 1956, Beijing’s housing had largely been consolidated under government management, and rents had been lowered to the cost of a few packs of cigarettes. In the 1980s, as China transitioned to a market economy, housing also changed from being a welfare provision to a commodity. In 1983, Beijing’s ten-year urban plan reversed course, saying that the capital would cease to be an industrial base and become a “political and cultural center” that should attract business investment and tourism.

         
         
         
         
         For the first time, the city plan included designs for “old and dilapidated housing renewal.” (In Chinese, the still ubiquitous phrase is weifang gaizao, appended to weigai.) Ninety-five percent of the twenty-nine neighborhoods targeted for renewal were located in Old City. The program was shelved, however, due to costs.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the early nineties, Beijing announced it would bid to host the 2000 Summer Olympics. The 1983 urban plan was amended to say that by 2010, Beijing would have a new airport and train station, five beltways (“ring roads”) around downtown, thirteen subway lines, increased green space, and new architecture that “maintained harmony” with heritage sites. The plan also said “the renovation of dilapidated houses in the Old City should be accelerated.”

         
         
         
         
         In April 1990, the municipal government formulated plans to improve twenty-two Old City hutong neighborhoods, home to one hundred thousand people. Under the Old and Dilapidated Housing Renewal (ODHR) program, the neighborhoods would be repaired in stages, under an “easy first, difficult later” strategy, beginning in less populated neighborhoods on the edge of the Old City and advancing toward those at its center. The communities outside the Front Gate—Dazhalan and Fresh Fish Junction—were marked for the program’s fourth and final phase, to be completed by 2000, when the city hoped to host the Olympics.
         

         
         
         
         
         Fiscal deficits of the late 1970s had caused China’s central government to cease allocating resources for urban development. As a result, the responsibility of covering local expenses fell to municipal governments, which were given increased autonomy in designing and implementing economic policy, and spurring development.

         
         
         
         
         In 1988, national policy was changed to allow local governments to raise resources through the property market. For the first time since the Communists came to power in 1949, land was commoditized. The state still owned the land, but its usage rights could be transferred. Municipalities or agents acting for them put a parcel of the land on the market; development companies bid for its rights; the winning bidder paid for its long-term lease, usually seventy years. The developer could build on the land or apportion it and sell parcels to other developers.

         
         
         
         
         Property became the key to a city’s growth. In the late 1990s, the municipal government of Beijing generated nearly 20 percent of its revenue from transferring land rights, an average of $361 million per year. In 1993, the city enlarged the ODHR program to 221 sites, affecting 986,300 people. By 1995, the rights to nearly all of the Old City neighborhoods targeted under the ODHR program had been sold to developers. Most were a subsidiary of, or aligned with, a district government.

         
         
         
         
         At the start of the ODHR program, Beijing’s mayor had promised that residents would enjoy a higher standard of living. He did not specify where. After developers paid for the usage rights of a dilapidated neighborhood, they were free to “renew” it as they wanted, so long as residents were resettled. No stipulation was made for returning people to their original neighborhood, although the land-transfer fee would be reduced if at least 30 percent of the original community was rehoused on the site.

         
         
         
         
         The ODHR program was launched as property prices skyrocketed and the housing market took root. Between 1990 and 1995, Beijing’s twenty real estate companies increased to more than six hundred. The revised city plan announced the creation of a “Central Business District” and “Financial Street,” though height restrictions in the city center increased scarcity.

         
         
         
         
         Renovating single-story courtyards or building subsidized apartments on central Beijing real estate was far less profitable than adding commercial space. By law, if an evictee was resettled within twelve miles of his former home, the developer did not have to increase the amount of his or her housing subsidy. With an eye on profits, developers of ODHR sites bought the cheapest land available, located farthest from the city center. They built high-rise apartments known for their low quality. A ring of housing projects went up around Beijing, often in places lacking basic infrastructure such as hospitals, schools, markets, and public transportation.
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         Prolong Life Street, our neighborhood’s commercial center.
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         Tiantongyuan, a typical suburb where hutong residents have been resettled.
The new area is home to nearly two hundred thousand people.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            While the majority of residents were eager to move out of shared, dilapidated courtyards into their own modern apartment, many did not want to be marooned in the far suburbs, away from their Old City neighborhood. A common saying went, “Hope for razing, fear razing”—pan chai, pa chai.

            
            
         

         
         
         A program that began with intentions of beautifying Beijing and providing residents with standardized housing instead fueled government-sanctioned land speculation. If residents didn’t want to move, they had little recourse. In the opaque “neighborhood renewal” process, the coalition between government officials and business elites was hard to see, let alone defeat. In their hands, communities were algorithms. The Hand painted a [image: 8256] symbol at night and posted a notice announcing the redevelopment of a neighborhood, starting as soon as nine days hence. Speed was important, as it curtailed time for organizing opposition to the demolition.
         

         
         
         
         
         A plaintiff complaining about resettlement could be laid off from the state-owned company that had transferred the housing rights to the district government or developer. The Neighborhood Committee—the lowest rung of the municipal government—was ordered to side with developers and not mediate disputed evictions. Although China permits class-action lawsuits, rulings against Party officials were rare. Cases, such as one filed by 10,356 evicted courtyard residents, were dismissed on procedural grounds. Kickbacks were common: by 1999, officials and developers had pocketed an estimated $15 billion off ODHR projects.

         
         
         
         
         “The real estate market is now playing the strongest role in shaping the future aspect of old Beijing,” warned a Tsinghua University architecture professor in 1997. “Even though that market is far from mature . . . The planning and development professions in Beijing currently have only a limited understanding of the potentially enormous impact renewal may have on the social and cultural aspects of the city’s character.”

         
         
         
         
         The hutong disappeared. In the frenzy of ODHR-sanctioned clearances, heritage-protection bureaus could do little to stop the destruction. Developers “bought” entire neighborhoods, and everyone—even those holding full title, not just usage rights, to their homes—had to go. City officials said that 500,000 people were evicted from the center of town between 1991 and 2003, though unofficial estimates ran higher; one intrepid reporter tabulated that 572,000 people were forcibly moved between 1998 and 2001 alone—a number equivalent to the total population of Washington, D.C.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beijing did not win the right to host the 2000 Summer Olympics, and the ODHR program had not cleared the Old City’s dilapidated housing by then, as planned. District governments operated independently, at different speeds, and in competition with each other to attract investment. The demolition occurred in fits and starts. By the late 1990s, twenty-two of the East City district’s forty-one blighted neighborhoods were still standing. The West City district had transferred the land rights to fifty-four parcels, only ten of which had been cleared. Xuanwu, home to Dazhalan, had finished razing and rebuilding only one of its sites, the Muslim neighborhood around the Ox Street mosque.

         
         
         
         
         In 2001, Beijing was named the host city of the 2008 Olympics. The same year, the city overhauled compensation to those evicted under the ODHR program. Instead of being assigned to a new apartment, residents would be paid a minimum of 8,020 yuan (approximately $1,000) per square meter of living space. They could use the money as they wanted: to rent space in another courtyard, buy a used apartment, or move to a new one in suburbs such as Daxing, a three-to-five-hour roundtrip commute into town on public transportation. In 2007, the average price of a new apartment within the Fourth Ring Road—the forty-mile-long beltway that formed the outer boundary of property considered “centrally-located”—had reached 13,000 yuan ($1,700) a square meter. The 8,020 yuan settlement standard, however, remained unchanged from 2001.

         
         
         
         
         Though neighborhoods such as Fresh Fish Junction and Dazhalan occupied valuable, central real estate, moving their large populations meant a developer would have to pay large resettlement fees. Overcrowding—the districts’ disease—became their salvation and stalled demolition.

         
         
         
         
         Still, the lanes fell. In 2004, I had watched the destruction of the neighborhood around Flower Market hutong, one-half mile to the east of Fresh Fish Junction. In under an hour, six workers making forty yuan ($5) a day dismantled a courtyard home with pickaxes and sledgehammers. On a white interior wall, an evicted tenant had written a poem in black ink: Poor in the carefree city / there is no quarter / Prosperity is in the remote mountains / Where I know people who care.

         
         
         
         
         A year later, shopping malls and a Marriott Courtyard hotel occupied the site. The destruction proceeded from the edge of the ancient city toward its more populated center, like a wave cresting. Fresh Fish Junction, then Dazhalan, were next in its path.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         “I don’t want to leave this neighborhood,” Old Zhang said as we walked down his hutong. People recognized him, and he stopped to chat with the women offering mandarin oranges from a cart, and a man selling cigarettes. “Can you lower the price a few cents?” Old Zhang asked. The man called him by his name and handed over a pack of discounted Pandas.
         

         
         
         
         
         We walked slowly down Straw Mill Lane, named for the former warehouses that stored the mats that protected Beijing’s earthen city wall from winter moisture, before it was bricked in the fifteenth century. Old Zhang paused before a notice pasted to a courtyard’s wall that said:

         
         
         
         
         After the last one hundred years of the elements and invasion of pests, the amount of dangerous housing has increased and the infrastructure has lagged behind city standards. This situation has captured the city government and Party’s utmost attention.

         
         
         
         
         Someone had used a black marker to scrawl [image: 9490] (fan; oppose) across the announcement. An adjoining poster contained the text of Municipal Regulation No. 87, which granted the city the power of eminent domain. A blade had scored the paper in long, straight cuts. The final set of posters listed the name of a hutong, followed by house numbers that would be razed, such as “West Grindstone Lane: 95, 97, 99, 101, 103, 104, 106, 108, 110, 114, 141, 145, 159, 165, 169, 175, 181, 197, 201, 205, 211, 219, 231, 237, 239, 241.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Old Zhang sidled up to the group of men scouring the list like students checking exam results. Their fingers traced a line from the street name to the figures. The roster included private homes whose gates had been fitted with a small, blue metal plaque that said PROTECTED COURTYARD, cement buildings such as hotels and shops, and Old Zhang’s house.
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         Reading the eviction notices in Fresh Fish Junction.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Framing the eviction notice were ads for relocation services—“We specialize in moving pianos!”—and real estate agencies. The cheapest of the new apartments was located in the far suburbs. It cost 3,000 yuan ($400) a square meter. Old Zhang was due to receive 8,020 yuan per square meter for his current house. But his space was small, and the apartments for sale were three times its size. He couldn’t afford them.

            
            
         

         
         
         Old Zhang said that Fresh Fish Junction’s residents could buy a subsidized apartment, built by the development company. That would make his eviction payment the equivalent of scrip; the company would pay Old Zhang to leave his downtown home, and he would hand the money back to it for a faraway apartment that he didn’t want.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know where I shall go,” Old Zhang said in English. “I shall know later.” He found his address on the posted eviction list. Typed columns displayed the names of his family, the number of rooms they occupied, their courtyard’s total area, and the area they actually lived in. He would receive payment for the final figure, which subtracted storage space. “That’s not correct,” he said, jabbing the figure with his index finger.

         
         
         
         
         A notice dated November 1, 2005, ordered residents to cease home improvements, new construction, and renting to outsiders. The notice of November 20 said residents had to move out by January 21. Two months seemed like short notice to evacuate, though I had seen other neighborhoods cleared within two weeks.

         
         
         
         
         The developer wanted residents out quickly, and not collectively. One slogan said, LIVING IN THE FRONT GATE’S COURTYARDS IS ANCIENT HISTORY; MOVING TO AN APARTMENT MAKES YOU A GOOD NEIGHBOR. Another poster warned, EVERY FAMILY SHOULD FIGURE ITS OWN PROFIT. LISTENING TO RUMORED NEWS LEADS TO ENTRAPMENT.

         
         
         
         
         If a family moved before December 30, it would receive, on top of its resettlement payment, a bonus of fifty-five thousand yuan ($7,333). Families that moved between December 31 and January 9 would receive a bonus of twenty-five hundred yuan ($333). Movers after that date received no additional payment.

         
         
         
         
         Red banners decorated with white characters fluttered in the winter wind: THE CITY GOVERNMENT PROJECT REPAIRS THE ROAD FOR THE PEOPLE. PROTECT THE ANCIENT CAPITAL’S CHARACTERISTIC APPEARANCE. BRING PROSPERITY FOR THE COMMONERS.

         
         
         
         
         Old Zhang shook his head. He took my pen and in my notebook transcribed a poem:

         
         

         
         
         
         
            
            You cannot predict the wind and clouds
Dawn to dusk can bring disaster or fortune.

            
            

            

            
         

         
         
         In 2002, Fresh Fish Junction and Dazhalan were listed as two of the “Twenty-five Historic Areas in Old Beijing City,” a protection plan authored by a committee of professors, architects, engineers, and ministry chairs that was approved by the Municipal City Planning Commission. The Twenty-five Historic Areas covered 17 percent (four square miles) of the Old City. When combined with already protected spaces—mostly former imperial parks and palaces—a total of 38 percent (nine square miles) of Old Beijing was marked as protected, leaving the rest open to destruction.

         
         
         
         
         Only 1.9 square miles of the protected area was housing, two thirds of which was graded as dilapidated. The Twenty-five Historic Areas included 15,178 courtyard homes shared by 95,000 families—285,000 people. A third of them lived in a cell-size space that provided less than 100 square feet per person, well below the city’s minimum per capita standard of 161 square feet.

         
         
         
         
         “The living conditions of the conservation areas cannot be improved unless the population there is reduced,” the plan recommended. “Therefore, depopulation is one of the goals as well as the key to the successful implementation of conservation planning.” The projected population for the Twenty-five Historic Areas was 167,000. Forty-one percent—118,000—of the current population would be moved from the city’s most venerable neighborhoods.

         
         
         
         
         Forced relocations were among the capital’s most sensitive topics, although many residents wanted out of cramped and crumbling courtyards. Even after the ODHR program was amended to pay cash settlements to residents, the process was so wracked by malfeasance that in 2003 the municipal government issued a rare criticism of its own policy. “The Beijing city government is demanding that all concerned work units correctly handle the development of the capital’s construction, safeguard the specific rights of the people, and safeguard social responsibility,” reported Xinhua, the state news agency. “The ‘raze and removal’ work has at times been too simple and attitudes too crude, some projects have been overhasty, and destruction and removal [of residents] has sometimes started before paperwork procedures are finished.” The announcement came after several evictees attempted suicide through self-immolation on Tian’anmen Square.
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         A map showing the outline of the Old City and its “Twenty-five Historic Areas,” which are shaded.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Among residents’ complaints was the lack of transparency: redevelopment plans were not made public. The Beijing City Planning Exhibition Center, located a few minutes’ walk from Old Zhang’s house near Fresh Fish Junction, displayed glossy posters of what had been built and showed a 3-D film that transported viewers into Future Beijing, where there was no traffic, residents could walk on the grass, and subway platforms included bench seating. Not on exhibit, however, was information on which neighborhoods would be razed next. After numerous visitor complaints, the center added a notice to its ticket window: THE EXHIBITS DO NOT CONCERN DEMOLITION. PLEASE BUY YOUR TICKETS WITH PRUDENCE. NO REFUNDS.

            
            
         

         
         
         In the locked glass case of the Exhibition Center’s gift shop, I came across the expensive, glossy book that listed the goals of the Twenty-five Historic Areas project:



         
         
         
         
         
            
            1. Preserve traditional cityscape and hutong in general.
            

            
            
            2. Keep historical authenticity and heritage intact.

            
            
            3. Proceed with preservation work in a gradual and measured way.

            
            
            4. Improve the infrastructure and living conditions of the local residents.

            
            
            5. Encourage public participation.

            
            

            
         

         
         
         In 2002, shortly after the inscription of the Twenty-five Historic Areas, notices papered one of the listed neighborhoods, named Nanchizi, located along the east moat of the Forbidden City in the center of Old Beijing. The district government announced that for Nanchizi to be preserved, it would have to be destroyed.

         
         
         
         
         A letter to residents from the development company affiliated with the district government said, “Besides demolishing temporarily built houses, commercial two-story buildings will be erected in parts of Nanchizi to collect funds for the historic zone protection.” Nine of Nanchizi’s estimated nine hundred courtyard homes would be kept intact. The rest would be razed.

         
         
         
         
         “This is all a real estate scam,” a resident told a reporter. “They say our house is too old and falling apart, but they won’t let us fix it up ourselves because they want the land. What’s intolerable is that our centuries-old houses will be replaced with newly built ancient-style two-story buildings, which is a shame to the historic protection zone.”

         
         
         
         
         Given the gulf between the exchange value of the land and the actual value of decrepit houses, a developer could sell an “ancient-style” home on a downtown site such as Nanchizi for many times the fee it paid to evict former tenants.

         
         
         
         
         Nanchizi’s destruction was suspended in June 2002, after residents, preservationists, and local media voiced evictee complaints of unfair compensation. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which grants World Heritage status to cultural sites, raised its objections to the development on the grounds that Nanchizi served as a buffer zone around the World Heritage site of the Forbidden City. “The point of being a world cultural heritage site is to closely connect residents with local buildings and culture,” a UNESCO official said. Its local representative announced, “We have expressed our concerns with the Beijing government and called for the end of the demolition to the Nanchizi area.” UNESCO never received a formal reply. Six months after being halted, the demolition of Nanchizi resumed.

         
         
         
         
         In August 2003, the East District government gave journalists a tour of Nanchizi after residents had been cleared from the land. An official said the neighborhood’s renovation was a pilot project presented as a way to “protect Beijing’s historic and cultural areas, and beautify the inner city.”

         
         
         
         
         The rebuilt Nanchizi had three hundred two-story apartments available for purchase by evicted families at a discounted price of forty-five hundred yuan ($600) a square meter. The neighborhood’s per capita living space had been doubled, the official said, and the apartments included central heat and indoor plumbing. Before, one thousand people shared five public latrines. Thirty-one new courtyard homes would be built to resemble the ones they replaced. They would go on the market at $1 million, more than five times the compensation paid to former tenants.

         
         
         
         
         If you remembered what it replaced, new development in Beijing initially appeared sterile. Some areas, such as the row of late-night restaurants on the city’s remade Ghost Street, quickly regained the “human energy” (renqi) of their former selves. Other neighborhoods were indelibly altered.
         

         
         
         
         
         After its completion in 2005, Nanchizi was somewhere in between. Critics called it a “fake antique” and said it lacked its former human energy, but considering what could have been built—had zoning restrictions and media coverage not intervened—things could have turned out worse. There were no high-rise apartments and no swing-arm gates blocking entrance to the gentrified lanes. The restored Pudu Temple rose above quiet, narrow streets lined with parked cars. Gone was the mixture of residences, shops, and street life that characterizes hutong. Nanchizi had been turned into a bedroom community at the heart of Beijing.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         In the winter of 2005, the businesses on both sides of Front Gate Avenue were shuttered and their facades cloaked in metal sheets ten feet high. They displayed computer-generated drawings of the gray-brick, two-story buildings that were to come. In large characters, a slogan said PROTECT THE ANCIENT CITY’S APPEARANCE. In the drawing, the people strolling on the future, pedestrian-only Front Gate Avenue weren’t Chinese, but white-skinned. The only depicted shop signs were for Pizza Hut and Starbucks.

         
         
         
         
         Another slogan promised that the redevelopment of Front Gate Avenue and Fresh Fish Junction would RESTORE HISTORY’S CULTURAL PULSE. It did not say which period of history. Restoring Beijing to its past urban appearance meant selecting from eras that spanned eight centuries; visitors to Rome, for example, encounter a largely papal and Renaissance-era cityscape, built atop—or with—the rubble of the imperial capital. Judging by the old-fashioned trolley that ran down the center of the depicted Front Gate Avenue, the neighborhood would be remade to outwardly appear as it had in the 1920s. The intangible community fabric would be replaced by an open-air shopping center.

         
         
         
         
         “If Front Gate Avenue forms a mall instead of being widened and reconstructed properly,” cautioned a plan submitted by Tsinghua University’s influential Urban Planning and Design Institute, “it shall cut the continuity of traffic and space, and lead to the blocking of the central axis.”

         
         
         
         
         That affected the capital’s feng shui, the principle that once governed the construction of imperial Chinese cities. According to feng shui, a town’s central axis should be unimpeded in the south due to the positive energy (yang) that flowed from that direction, and shielded in the north, to block out negative energy (yin) that originated there.

         
         
         
         
         Beijing’s central axis had already seen many of its nodes destroyed—the gates flanking the east and west sides of Tian’anmen Square, and the gate on the square itself, where Mao’s mausoleum now squatted. Closing Front Gate Avenue to vehicle traffic would also require auxiliary roads to be sliced through the surrounding hutong neighborhoods.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Building more roads only attracts more traffic and more congestion,” warned a World Bank report urging the protection of Dazhalan. An urban planner whose scheme to construct a tunnel under Fresh Fish Junction had been rejected due to costs said, “The wider the road, the less ‘human energy.’ ” She cited the new eight-lane boulevard on the area’s southern edge. “It completely annihilated commerce there. It’s really a highway. How can you build highways in the city center?” Additionally, the new streets bracketing Front Gate Avenue would destroy communities and architectural heritage.

         
         
         
         
         The Hand drew them anyway.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         The road through Fresh Fish Junction was not only affecting longtime residents such as Old Zhang, but also newcomers who owned businesses in the neighborhood.

         
         
         
         
         The Liu family had migrated from their farm in central Shanxi province and opened a noodle restaurant whose interior held four tables. The mother greeted customers by name, remembered their usual order, and often sat down to chat. The father worked in the kitchen with their son, who had recently finished a tour in western Xinjiang province as a People’s Liberation Army soldier. He was twenty-two and fretted about the matchmaking his mother had initiated back in their village to find him a wife.

         
         
         
         
         The Lius’ restaurant specialized in “knife-shaved” noodles (daoxiao mian), broad, thick pasta steeped in pork broth. Making knife-shaved noodles requires the cook to balance a board vertically against the inside of his forearm. A loaf-size lump of dough rests on the board. The cook uses a blade in his other hand to quickly scrape thick chunks of dough into a wok of boiling water. It is strenuous, hot work, but Soldier Liu retained his drill-ground physique. He didn’t drink or smoke, and I never heard him swear. His usual customers did all three, with relish.
         

         
         
         
         
         Soldier Liu often sat and tried to read aloud Mocky’s latest misadventure from my students’ textbook. He worked from sunup to ten o’clock at night and lived with his parents in a shared courtyard near the restaurant. “I like to study and would love to learn English,” he said, “but I never have any time.”

         
         
         
         
         He didn’t know where they would go after Fresh Fish Junction was destroyed. “We will stay in the city, that’s for certain.” His younger sister was back home, training to become a math teacher, and they were paying her tuition and saving money. “Our village is very backward and poor, and there’s nothing to do there.”

         
         
         
         
         “Except find a wife,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “No mistake!” He laughed. “I don’t like Beijing girls. They’re shallow.” He studied Mocky kicking a soccer ball through a window, then told the page, “And they would never date a guy who makes knife-shaved noodles.”

         
         
         
         
         When their shop was razed, the Liu family would receive no compensation. They would lose their livelihood, but as they rented the space, only their landlord was entitled to a settlement. It seemed incongruous that Beijing’s self-starting entrepreneurs were the ones that would suffer from a booming economy. Now all business owners would be scrambling to find new spaces. “Our location right now is really great,” Soldier Liu said. “People walk by all day long, and we’re the only noodle restaurant on the entire hutong.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Soldier Liu often crossed Front Gate Avenue to troll Dazhalan’s lanes, but not one of the hundreds of storefronts showed a FOR RENT sign. The Lius would have to move out before they returned to their village to celebrate Spring Festival—Chinese New Year—in 2006.

         
         
         
         
         For the evictions around Fresh Fish Junction, the district government initially employed persuasion, rather than force. The goal was to avoid confrontations such as the one Old Zhang had witnessed, when the woman had been pulled from her home. In early December, on the gray brick wall across from the Lius’ restaurant, a government notice printed on yellow paper said:



         
         
         
         
         
            
            CHERISH THE CHANCE; GRAB THE GOOD FORTUNE SAY FAREWELL TO DANGEROUS HOUSING

            
            
         

         
         
         You of course know that in our district there are many mixed courtyards, a high-density population, and lots of old and dangerous houses. Over the last decades of hardships, we on this old street all longed to leave dangerous housing as soon as possible. However, because of Front Gate district’s architectural height restrictions and other reasons, many developers came here, took a look, shook their heads, and left. This not only broke everybody’s heart, but it really pulled the heartstrings of the district government.

         
         
         
         
         In recent years, through sit-down chats with residents and listening to their opinions, we came to understand that 95 percent of our district’s residents desire—moreover, fervently want—an improved housing environment, and to say farewell to dangerous housing. To realize everyone’s dream as soon as possible, the district government worked ceaselessly to make it happen.

         
         
         
         
         Many years later, when you come back here and walk around, you will certainly say with pride, “My family once lived here, and to improve the area and protect the ancient capital’s appearance, and contribute to New Beijing, New Olympics, we showed our collective strength!”

         
         
         
         
         To realize this fifty-six-year-old dream, shouldn’t we all cooperate with the district government? The excellent Party and government helps us, so don’t we want to not miss this unbelievable chance?

         
         

         

         
         
         
         That was the order: First the eviction notices were posted. Then, the houses of families who accepted the eviction payment were half-demolished, making them uninhabitable. Next, notices tried to convince the remaining holdouts to sign a settlement and leave. Finally, blue tin sheeting went up to conceal the flattening of the neighborhood.

         
         
         
         
         In the rubble of a house near Old Zhang’s, I picked up mail postmarked two days earlier. It was a circular for the New World shopping mall, which had replaced the hutong neighborhood just to the east. On the lane, a ring of men formed around a young woman. “You have to report the low compensation they are offering us!” one man yelled at her. “You journalists never write the truth! Pay attention to the common people!”
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         Destroyed houses at Fresh Fish Junction. The Hand spared the trees.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            She was a reporter for the Beijing daily tabloid the First and had been assigned to write about the guildhalls—former guesthouses for itinerant scholars and merchants—that were being spared for display on the future open-air mall. The encounter had shaken her. “We’re not allowed to report on the controversy over settlement payments,” she told me as we walked away.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Her photographer shot pictures of courtyard exteriors, a woman wringing out hand-laundered sheets, a dirty white cat, and a child’s chalked drawings of the Olympic mascots. The four-page spread that ran in the paper included these photos and a map of Fresh Fish Junction that did not show the planned road. Separated from their lively context, the images seemed to depict just another hutong, whose buildings and residents were disconnected and interchangeable with other shabby lanes.
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         The designation in 2002 of the Twenty-five Historic Areas occurred as Beijing began a $40 billion makeover to host the Olympics, adding new luster to a city whose economy was already surging as the capital of the fastest-growing economy in the world. Most Olympic events would be held at sites outside the Old City, meaning that no hutong would have to be torn down to construct a stadium. Those innovative structures—with nicknames such as the Bird’s Nest and Water Cube—were going up in a district to the north, outside the Fourth Ring Road.
         

         
         
         
         
         Old City neighborhoods were not immune from Olympic plans, however. A 2005 report authored by a leading government think tank titled the Investigation of Urban Corners in Beijing said, “In order to implement the mighty philosophy of ‘New Beijing, New Olympics’ in city planning, we cannot ignore and must solve the urban corner problem.” The term was a euphemism for slum. The report’s title page contained one photo. It wasn’t of a courtyard home or hutong, but New York City’s Chrysler Building.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Investigation defined an “urban corner” (also called a “village in the city”) as an area of high-density housing with narrow roads, little green space, and a “chaotic environment.” For example, one unnamed hutong was lined with 167 beauty parlors, though only seven had hair styling equipment. The others dismissed the pretense and operated openly as “hand-job salons,” charging two hundred yuan ($27) or less.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Investigation tallied 343 urban corners that it said should be cleaned up before the Olympics. Some of the areas, such as Fresh Fish Junction and Dazhalan, were also among the Twenty-five Historic Areas the city had designated for protection.
         

         
         
         
         
         The report described the neighborhoods in purely physical terms. The wood-framed homes of Fresh Fish Junction caught fire forty-eight times between 2000 and 2003; the hutong were not wide enough to accommodate fire engines. Houses were overcrowded, such as 275 West Grindstone Lane, home to twenty-two people. “Standing puddles form on the floors after it rains,” the Investigation said, “and residents have installed braces for fear of the walls collapsing. Moreover, flies and mosquitoes buzz in and out freely.” The cost of renovating buildings and installing sewage pipes would be astronomical, it warned. The neighborhood had 108 two-story wood-framed buildings and 2,440 courtyard homes—93 percent of which were substandard, and 47.5 percent outright dangerous.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Investigation described the community through exacting statistics, not personal names or narratives. Nearly forty-two thousand people lived in Fresh Fish Junction. Many had migrated to Beijing, the report said, lowering the neighborhood’s “cultural level.” Two thirds of the population had not continued past middle school. Criminal cases were on the rise; calls to the emergency operator at 110—Beijing’s 911—increased an average of four hundred each month. The area’s per capita monthly salary was a thousand yuan ($133), half the city norm.
         

         
         
         
         
         Like Dazhalan, Fresh Fish Junction was a short walk south from Tian’anmen Square. “Foreigners absolutely view China through our capital,” the report reminded. “The capital’s appearance influences China’s appearance. Urban corners represent our dark side.”

         
         
         
         
         The world couldn’t arrive in Beijing for the games only to find a slum at its center. [image: 8256]!
         

         
         

         

         
         
         
         One night at Soldier Liu’s noodle restaurant, Old Zhang took my pen and grabbed a napkin. He sketched a stick figure with a frowning face whose arms were being pulled by two other stick figures. “This guy is the demolition company,” he explained. “This one is the construction company.” The caption said, “I can only endure!” He quickly drew another that showed him bowing before a stick man. “If you are being demolished, you must kowtow to beg for a higher payment.” A sly grin spread across his face. He was enjoying himself and took another napkin. The scene showed his severed head on the ground between two players. “I get kicked between the government and the developers. They are on the same team. I am just the ball.”

         
         
         
         
         A second open letter to the neighborhood appeared on the wall across from the Lius’ restaurant. Old Zhang said its tone was like an adult’s when attempting to convince a child to finish a meal. The notice read, “Many people say that they don’t want to move because their relations with neighbors are so tight. But now you only have to go to the settlement office, sign the eviction agreement, and then you can choose an affordable apartment. Think about it: you and your family live in an old house, and now you finally have a chance to improve your living conditions. This is an extremely rare opportunity!”

         
         
         
         
         The development company aligned with the district government was building apartment towers. “We should also warn you,” the notice continued, “that this housing is reserved for our district’s relocation.” Other subsidized blocks in Beijing were under pressure to sell their vacant units to the public at market prices. “People in our district are already accepting settlements and clamoring to move out as early as possible into an affordable apartment. Therefore, you’ll see that if you don’t grab this chance, then other citizens will jump ahead of you, and then there will not be any good houses left for you. You and your family will lose out.”

         
         
         
         
         The site was in a comparatively good location, between the Second and Third Ring Roads in Beijing’s southeast. I took a cab there and arrived at a vacant lot. The subsidized apartments earmarked for Fresh Fish Junction’s evictees would not be finished for another year. Residents had to buy elsewhere, or to rent in the interim and put up money for homes that existed only on blueprints. It was standard practice in Beijing to buy an apartment before it was built, but just as common were the complaints over construction quality, management, and even the title-transfer process that followed.

         
         
         
         
         The announcements posted overnight across from Soldier Liu’s restaurant grew more beseeching as the eviction deadline approached. One printed on peach-colored paper argued:

         
         

         
         
         
         Winter is here, and to heat your home, you cause a fire hazard. In summer you hear the sound of raindrops, but then you fear your walls will collapse on your head. If someone is sick in your home, when it comes time to call an ambulance, it can’t enter your narrow lane. For decades, some families have had three people living in a small, decrepit room. Then you see a new community with central heat and a private room for each family member, but here you are in the old house, burning coal honeycombs for heat, and sharing one water meter with several families. The migrant population keeps increasing around you, and so does crime. Residents just want to get out of here as soon as possible.

         
         

         
         
         
         The poster added that by doing so “they make a tremendous contribution to the 2008 Olympic Games.”

         
         
         
         
         Old Zhang said, “I’m not moving.”

         
         
         
         
         On December 10, 2005, twenty days before the deadline to receive a bonus of fifty-five thousand yuan for moving, a green poster went up across from Soldier Liu’s restaurant.

         
         

         
         
         
         The public notice of destruction due to the Front Gate district road project was posted on 11/21. Since then, with wide support of the masses, many citizens have grabbed the chance to move and netted the bonus. Presently 76.8 percent of residents have signed the agreement to move. However, certain citizens harbor the fantasy that if they put off moving, they can negotiate a much higher settlement. This kind of thinking is not only mistaken, it also impedes the government’s project to fix the road to benefit the masses. To protect the project’s smooth sailing and to protect the public’s profit, we all have to support this policy. You cannot stand there with your mouth open, expecting to be fed. In other words, “Move early and receive profit, move late and you stand to lose.”

         
         
         You still have twenty days. We earnestly give you this suggestion: don’t lose the chance, you can’t stop time! Don’t listen to rumors, and don’t listen to others’ instigations, because when you suffer the loss, will those people accept responsibility? The time is already short, you have to grab the chance to sign the agreement, move from your house, and then enjoy fifty-five thousand yuan extra. This is a good policy, and accepting it is really the correct and sensible decision.

         
         

         
         
         
         Old Zhang said, “I’m not moving.”

         
         
         
         
         He had been in and out of the relocation office, which was set up in the vacated #223 Middle School. You could walk right in and listen to the clerks calmly repeat, nearly verbatim, the notices posted around the neighborhood. The people there treated him politely, he said, but he thought their offered price was too low. With the bonus, Old Zhang stood to be paid 240,000 yuan ($32,000). “It’s not enough to buy a house downtown, and if I move now, I would have to pay rent, anyway. I’m staying.”

         
         
         
         
         Fifteen days before the deadline, posters said that 83.9 percent of residents had accepted the settlement. The figure included one of the two other families that had shared Old Zhang’s courtyard for decades. “They didn’t tell me they were leaving,” he said. “People don’t work together like they used to.”

         
         
         
         
         Ten days before the deadline, 87.8 percent of the neighborhood had agreed to move, including the other family that lived in Old Zhang’s courtyard. Now, he was alone.

         
         
         
         
         On Christmas Day, the Liu family closed their noodle restaurant. “We’re going back to our village for the New Year,” Soldier Liu said. “After that, who knows?” The family was not sad or angry. This was Beijing, and that’s just the way things went. The mother served me one last bowl of noodles in pork broth. “Add more black vinegar,” she said. “It’s made in our village. It’s really the best.” It was. As I ate, she wrote down their address in the countryside. We said good-bye.

         
         
         
         
         Six days before the deadline, 92.9 percent of the residents had agreed to move. Three days later, the posted figure rose to 95 percent. Old Zhang would still not budge.

         
         
         
         
         As I huddled over my electric heater at home, he sat at my desk, looking unaffected and hale. “I think my house won’t be razed until April 2006,” he said. That was four months away. “I only pay seventeen yuan [$2.26] a month for rent, because the house was provided by my work unit. I’ll stay until the last possible minute and keep pestering them for a higher payment. I have nothing to lose.”

         
         
         
         
         The Widow walked in without knocking. She told me to add layers of clothing to my forearms, lest I catch pneumonia. I introduced her to Old Zhang, adding that his home was being destroyed. “Little Plumblossom,” she said, “I am telling you, I will never move from here. Never! This courtyard is my home.”

         
         
         
         
         Fresh Fish Junction was now unlit and silent at night, making the empty lanes feel haunted. I wanted to see Old Zhang home. We left my house and biked down the brightly lit streets of Dazhalan, through clouds of steam billowing from restaurant kitchens. We dismounted at the rubble from the road being built to divert Front Gate Avenue’s traffic.

         
         
         
         
         Old Zhang motioned to my neighborhood. “These people,” he said, “have no idea how their lives are about to change.”

         
         

         

         
         
         
         * The capital’s English name officially changed from Peking to Beijing in 1975, following the adoption of a new standard to romanize Chinese characters.
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