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To the memory of Diane Middlebrook,
who saw the point of this book from the beginning 


Fiction never lies; it reveals the writer totally.
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FOREWORD

THE FIRST BOOK I REMEMBER from my early childhood was called The Chinese Children Next Door. It was about a family of six little girls with red cheeks and black pigtails who had given up hope of ever having a baby brother when one day their wish came true: the family’s seventh child was a boy, the answer to his parents’ prayers, a plaything to be waited on and adored by his older sisters. Many years later I came across this story again as a chapter in Pearl Buck’s reminiscences. It turned out that she had taken a true episode from her own early years, and recast it in the form of a children’s fable. The story’s absurdity made Mahatma Gandhi laugh out loud when it was read to him on his sickbed by Jawaharlal Nehru. Its fairytale charm is if anything heightened by the realities of poverty, misogyny, and female infanticide that lurk in the backgound. Reading it for the first time as an adult, I recognized echoes of stories my mother told me about her own childhood when she, too, had been the last of six unwanted girls. After she was born her mother—my grandmother—turned her face to the wall. Two years later came the birth of the son who was all either of my grandparents had ever wanted in the first place. I knew The Chinese Children Next Door by heart when I was little, presumably because its consoling warmth and optimism made my mother’s past seem more bearable.

I had no idea at the time who wrote the book that meant so much to me. Now I know that it is based on the life of Pearl’s much older adopted sister, a Chinese girl abandoned by her own family and brought up as their own by Pearl’s parents. The first two of this sister’s six daughters were almost the same age as Pearl, who grew up seeing them count for nothing, and watching their mother publicly disgraced for bearing her husband six girls in succession. There is no hint of this sediment of suffering in Pearl’s story. As a small child running free in a Chinese town where wild dogs foraged for babies routinely exposed to die on waste land, she often came across half-eaten remnants on the hillside outside her parents’ gate. She tried hard to bury them just as she buried her memories of being sworn at as a foreign devil in the street, of fleeing for her life from marauding soldiers, of the young brides sold into slavery who hanged themselves at intervals in her neighbors’ houses. Memories like these surface in her novels from time to time like a dismembered hand or leg. This ambivalence—the territory that lies between what is said, and what can be understood—is the nub of my book.


CHAPTER 1
Family of Ghosts

PEARL SYDENSTRICKER was born into a family of ghosts. She was the fifth of seven children and, when she looked back afterward at her beginnings, she remembered a crowd of brothers and sisters at home, tagging after their mother, listening to her sing, and begging her to tell stories. “We looked out over the paddy fields and the thatched roofs of the farmers in the valley, and in the distance a slender pagoda seemed to hang against the bamboo on a hillside,” Pearl wrote, describing a storytelling session on the veranda of the family house above the Yangtse River. “But we saw none of these.” What they saw was America, a strange, dreamlike, alien homeland where they had never set foot. The siblings who surrounded Pearl in these early memories were dreamlike as well. Her older sisters, Maude and Edith, and her brother Arthur had all died young in the course of six years from dysentery, cholera, and malaria, respectively. Edgar, the oldest, ten years of age when Pearl was born, stayed long enough to teach her to walk, but a year or two later he was gone too (sent back to be educated in the United States, he would be a young man of twenty before his sister saw him again). He left behind a new baby brother to take his place, and when she needed company of her own age, Pearl peopled the house with her dead siblings. “These three who came before I was born, and went away too soon, somehow seemed alive to me,” she said.

Every Chinese family had its own quarrelsome, mischievous ghosts who could be appealed to, appeased, or comforted with paper people, houses, and toys. As a small child lying awake in bed at night, Pearl grew up listening to the cries of women on the street outside calling back the spirits of their dead or dying babies. In some ways she herself was more Chinese than American. “I spoke Chinese first, and more easily,” she said. “If America was for dreaming about, the world in which I lived was Asia.… I did not consider myself a white person in those days.” Her friends called her Zhenzhu (Chinese for Pearl) and treated her as one of themselves. She slipped in and out of their houses, listening to their mothers and aunts talk so frankly and in such detail about their problems that Pearl sometimes felt it was her missionary parents, not herself, who needed protecting from the realities of death, sex, and violence.

She was an enthusiastic participant in local funerals on the hill outside the walled compound of her parents’ house: large, noisy, convivial affairs where everyone had a good time. Pearl joined in as soon as the party got going with people killing cocks, burning paper money, and gossiping about foreigners making malaria pills out of babies’ eyes. “ ‘Everything you say is lies,’ I remarked pleasantly.… There was always a moment of stunned silence. Did they or did they not understand what I had said? they asked each other. They understood, but could not believe they had.” The unexpected apparition of a small American girl squatting in the grass and talking intelligibly, unlike other Westerners, seemed magical, if not demonic. Once an old woman shrieked aloud, convinced she was about to die now that she could understand the language of foreign devils. Pearl made the most of the effect she produced, and of the endless questions—about her clothes, her coloring, her parents, the way they lived and the food they ate—that followed as soon as the mourners got over their shock. She said she first realized there was something wrong with her at New Year 1897, when she was four and a half years old, with blue eyes and thick yellow hair that had grown too long to fit inside a new red cap trimmed with gold Buddhas. “Why must we hide it?” she asked her Chinese nurse, who explained that black was the only normal color for hair and eyes. (“It doesn’t look human, this hair.”)

Pearl escaped through the back gate to run free on the grasslands thickly dotted with tall pointed graves behind the house. She and her companions, real or imaginary, climbed up and slid down the grave mounds or flew paper kites from the top. “Here in the green shadows we played jungles one day and housekeeping the next.” She was baffled by a newly arrived American, one of her parents’ visitors, who complained that the Sydenstrickers lived in a graveyard. (“That huge empire is one mighty cemetery,” Mark Twain wrote of China, “ridged and wrinkled from its center to its circumference with graves.”) Ancestors and their coffins were part of the landscape of Pearl’s childhood. The big heavy wooden coffins that stood ready for their occupants in her friends’ houses, or lay awaiting burial for weeks or months in the fields and along the canal banks, were a source of pride and satisfaction to farmers whose families had for centuries poured their sweat, their waste, and their dead bodies back into the same patch of soil.

Sometimes Pearl found bones lying in the grass, fragments of limbs, mutilated hands, once a head and shoulder with parts of an arm still attached. They were so tiny she knew they belonged to dead babies, nearly always girls suffocated or strangled at birth and left out for dogs to devour. It never occurred to her to say anything to anybody. Instead she controlled her revulsion and buried what she found according to rites of her own invention, poking the grim shreds and scraps into cracks in existing graves or scratching new ones out of the ground. Where other little girls constructed mud pies, Pearl made miniature grave mounds, patting down the sides and decorating them with flowers or pebbles. She carried a string bag for collecting human remains, and a sharpened stick or a club made from split bamboo with a stone fixed into it to drive the dogs away. She could never tell her mother why she hated packs of scavenging dogs, any more than she could explain her compulsion, acquired early from Chinese friends, to run away and hide whenever she saw a soldier coming down the road.

Soldiers from the hill fort with earthen ramparts above the town were generally indistinguishable from bandits, who lived by rape and plunder. The local warlords who ruled China largely unchecked by a weak central government were always eager to extend or consolidate territory. Severed heads were still stuck up on the gates of walled towns like Zhenjiang, where the Sydenstrickers lived. Life in the countryside was not essentially different from the history plays Pearl saw performed in temple courtyards by bands of traveling actors, or the stories she heard from professional storytellers and anyone else she could persuade to tell them. The Sydenstrickers’ cook, who had the mobile features and expressive body language of a Chinese Fred Astaire, entertained the gateman, the amah, and Pearl herself with episodes from a small private library of books only he knew how to read. This was her first introduction to the old Chinese novels—The White Snake, The Dream of the Red Chamber, All Men Are Brothers—that she would draw on long afterward for the narrative grip, strong plot lines, and stylized characterizations of her own fiction.

Wang Amah, Pearl’s nurse, had an inexhaustible fund of tales of demons and spirits that lived in clouds, rocks, and trees, sea dragons, storm dragons, and the captive local dragon pinned underneath the pagoda on the far hill, who lay in wait for a chance to squirm free, swamp the river, and drown the whole valley. They inhabited an ancient fairyland of spells, charms, incantations, sensational flights, and fights with “wonderful daggers  that a man could make small enough to hide in his ear or in the corner of his eye but which, when he fetched them out again, were long and keen and swift to kill.” But even as a small child Pearl liked her fairy stories more closely rooted in reality, and she pestered Wang Amah to tell her about when she was little and how she grew up into a flawless young beauty with pale porcelain skin, plucked forehead, black braided hair that hung to her knees, and three-inch-long bound feet, so lovely that she had to be married off early for fear of predatory soldiers. By the time Pearl knew her thirty or forty years later, Wang Amah was wrinkled and practically toothless (the heartless little Sydenstrickers laughed when she knocked out all but two of her remaining teeth in a fall on the cellar steps), with scanty hair, heavy flaps of skin over her eyes, and a protruding lower lip. She was strict but kind and dependable, a source of warmth and reassurance, the only person in Pearl’s household who ever gave her a hug or took the child onto her lap and into her bed for comfort.

She had been the daughter of a small tradesman in Yangzhou with a prosperous business destroyed in the seismic upheavals all over China that left at least twenty million people dead after the Taiping Rebellion. Wang Amah lost her family—parents, parents-in-law, husband—and with them her means of subsistence. She scraped out a living in the sex trade until hired by Pearl’s mother to look after her children (an appointment badly received by the rest of the mission community). The traumas of her youth resurfaced in her new life as a sequence of thrilling set pieces, starting with her miraculous escape, when she was lowered on a rope down a dry well to save her from Taiping marauders, and going on to the firing of the great pagoda in her hometown, which was burned to the ground with all its priests inside it. Interrogated by Pearl about the smell of roasting men and whether the Chinese variety smelled different from white flesh, Wang Amah replied confidently that white meat was coarser, more tasteless and watery, “because you wash yourselves so much.”

Even the dire process of having her feet bound became heroic in retrospect. Wang Amah explained that her father made her sleep alone in the kitchen outhouse from the age of three so as not to disturb the rest of the family by her crying at night. Rarely able to resist Pearl’s coaxing, she took off the cloth shoes, white stockings, and bandages that had to be worn, even in bed, by women with the infinitely desirable “golden-lily” feet that enforced subjugation as effectively as a ball and chain. Pearl inspected the lump of mashed bone and livid discolored flesh made from forcing together the heel and toes under the instep, leaving only the big toe intact. She had witnessed the mothers of her contemporaries crippling their own daughters’ feet and even suspected she might have ruined her chances of getting a husband by failing to go through the procedure herself. She watched her nurse put the bindings back on without comment. It was one of her first lessons in the power of the imagination to cover up or contain and make bearable things too ugly to confront directly. It was the same lesson she learned from the body parts she found on the hillside. The potent spell Pearl cast later, as a phenomenally successful writer of romantic bestsellers, came in large part from this sense of a harsh hidden reality, protruding occasionally but more often invisible, present only beneath the surface of her writing as an unexamined residue of pain and fear.

The second major storyteller of Pearl’s early years was her mother, whose repertoire transported her children to “a place called Home where apples lay on clean grass under the trees, and berries grew on bushes ready to eat, and yards were un-walled and water clean enough to drink without boiling and filtering.” In the enchanted idyll of her mother’s West Virginia childhood, America lay open and free, untouched by the taint of disease, corruption, injustice, or want. (“I grew up misinformed,” Pearl wrote dryly, “and ripe for some disillusionment later.”) The family were Dutch immigrants who had ended up a decade before the Civil War in a small settlement sixty miles west of the Shenandoah Valley, a corridor that allowed Confederate forces to launch raids on Washington from one end and move supplies into Richmond through the other, fought over with relentless ferocity for four years until victorious Federal troops finally laid waste the valley, destroying buildings, slaughtering livestock, and burning crops. Five years old when the war began, Pearl’s mother grew up in a borderland repeatedly occupied by the scavenging, sometimes starving armies of both sides. Like Wang Amah, she reorganized her memories in later life into broad-brush narrative paintings depicting sudden dramatic reversals and hair’s-breadth escapes, with streams of galloping gray and blue cavalry superimposed on the pagoda and the groves of bamboo her listeners could see beyond the veranda.

She applied the same bold graphic technique to her early experiences in China. Caroline Sydenstricker had set sail for the Orient as an idealistic young bride with only the haziest notion about what a missionary career might entail. For her it turned out in practice to mean housekeeping and child rearing in cramped, inconvenient lodgings in the poorer quarters of the more or less hostile cities where her husband parked his growing family, while he himself pushed forward into unknown territory in search of fresh converts. He drove himself on by totting up the staggering totals of heathen sinners to be saved and the pitifully thin line of men like himself standing between them and damnation, an insoluble equation that appalled and maddened him to the end of his life. When the Sydenstrickers first landed in Shanghai to join the Southern Presbyterian Mission in the autumn of 1880, they brought its numbers in the field up to twelve. Apart from a handful of foreign compounds in or near the main trading ports, the interior of China seemed to be theirs for the taking. Seven years later Absalom Sydenstricker persuaded the Mission Board to let him launch a personal assault on the vast, densely populated area of North Kiangsu, setting up his campaign headquarters in the walled city of Tsingkiangpu, nearly three hundred miles north of Shanghai on the Grand Canal, where no missionary had ever settled before. “He had to himself an area as large as the state of Texas, full of souls who had never heard the Gospel,” his daughter wrote later. “He was intoxicated with the magnificence of his opportunity.” The local people received him with passive and often active resistance. A younger colleague eventually dispatched to join him boasted that for three years he made not a single convert, coming home from country trips with spit on his clothes and bruises all over his body from sticks and stones hurled as he passed. Almost overwhelmed by the numerical odds stacked against him, Absalom spent more and more time on the road.

His wife had long ago learned to manage without him. One of the thrilling stories she told her children later was about the night she faced down a mob of farmers with knives and cudgels who blamed an unprecedented drought on malevolent local gods provoked beyond bearing by the presence of foreign intruders. This was the sweltering hot August of 1889, when rice seedlings withered in the parched fields around Tsingkiangpu. Alerted by men beneath her window plotting in whispers to kill her, Carie found herself alone with Wang Amah and the children (by this stage there were three: eight-year-old Edgar, four-year-old Edith, and the baby Arthur, age seven months), surrounded by an angry populace, a hundred miles from the nearest white outpost, with no one to turn to and no time to send a runner for her absent husband. Her response was to stage a tea party, sweeping the floor, baking cakes, and laying out her best cups and plates. When her uninvited guests arrived at dead of night they found the door flung wide on a lamplit American dream of home-sweet-home, with the three small children waked from sleep and playing peacefully at their mother’s knee. This preposterous story passed into family legend, along with its triumphant outcome: the hard heart of the ringleader was so touched by the spectacle laid on for him that he repented of his murderous mission, accepted a cup of tea instead, and left with his men shortly afterward, only to find rain falling as if by magic later that very same night.

This and similar incidents became part of a folkloric family epic, whose episodes were conflated, transposed, and repeated so often that Pearl, and in due course her younger sister, Grace, knew them and their punch lines by heart. The same stories figure in accounts published later by both sisters, where their mother’s courage, resourcefulness, and determination stand out, burnished to a high gloss against a dull undertow of futility and waste, unfulfilled ambition, stifled hope and desire. There were other stories Carie knew but didn’t tell. At Tsingkiangpu she set up one of a succession of informal clinics for women, where she taught young girls to read and offered sympathy and practical advice to their mothers. Even before they were old enough to understand what was said, her children could hear the urgent, uneven monotone of Chinese women explaining their problems to Carie. Pearl said it was a first-rate novelist’s training.

As a public figure in the second half of her life, Pearl campaigned tirelessly for what were then unfashionable causes: women’s rights, civil rights, black rights, the rights of disabled children and the abandoned children of mixed-race parents. As a writer she would return again and again to her mother’s story, telling and retelling it from different angles in her various memoirs and in the biographies she wrote of each of her parents. Her analysis of Carie’s predicament in The Exile and elsewhere is searching, frank, and perceptive. But it is in the daughter’s fiction that the mother’s voice echoes most insistently between the lines, at times muted, plaintive, and resigned, at others angry and vengeful. In her sixties Pearl published a lurid little novel called Voices in the House about a prime fantasist, a brilliantly precocious and imaginative child who might have grown up to be a novelist herself but descends instead into gruesome madness and murder. All the other characters in the novel are lifeless and bland compared to this energetic self-projection at its core. Voices is the book in which the author said her “two selves” finally merged, meaning not just her American side and her Chinese side, but also her outer and inner selves, reason and instinct, the two aspects of her own personality embodied in the cool, clever observer through whose eyes the story is told, and the implacable heroine who ends up possessed, “people would once have said by a devil, and yet there was no devil … except the reverse energy of dreams denied.”

Pearl Buck knew perfectly well that most of her later novels had few literary pretensions, just as she understood why critical opinion dismissed popular fiction as trash. “But I cannot, I keep going back to it. It is what most people read.” She wrote initially for herself and was genuinely astonished when her work spoke directly to the mass market, which she promptly adopted as her own, vigorously defending the magazine stories that kept her in close touch with her public. “One cannot dismiss lightly a magazine bought and read by three million people.… It is a serious thing for literature if three million read—not literature, but something that gives them greater satisfaction.” The Good Earth, published in 1931 and still in print, sold tens of millions of copies worldwide in its author’s lifetime and since.

Buck is virtually forgotten today. She has no place in feminist mythology, and her novels have been effectively eliminated from the American literary map. In the People’s Republic of China her fiction remains unique because it accurately depicts the hard lives of an illiterate rural population ignored by the Chinese writers who were Buck’s contemporaries and subsequently obliterated from the record by Communist Party doctrine. “In China she is admired but not read,” ran a recent article in the New York Times, “and in America she is read but not admired.” Both views could do with reappraisal. The Good Earth transformed the West’s understanding of China, partly because of the picture it painted, and partly because it reached a readership most other books never could. Buck won a Pulitzer Prize for it and went on to become the first of only two American women ever to receive the Nobel Prize for literature. Everyone read her in her day, from statesmen to office cleaners. Eleanor Roosevelt was her friend. Henri Matisse said she explained him to himself as no one else ever had. Jawaharlal Nehru read her Chinese Children Next Door aloud to Mahatma Gandhi. My book aims to look again at the early years that shaped Buck as a writer and gave her the magic power—possessed by all truly phenomenal best-selling authors—to tap directly into currents of memory and dream secreted deep within the popular imagination.

SHE WAS BORN PEARL COMFORT SYDENSTRICKER on June 26, 1892, in her mother’s family home in America, where her parents had returned to recover from a catastrophe that very nearly wrecked their marriage. A year after Carie’s night with the farmers her youngest child, Arthur, who had never been strong, fell ill with a raging fever and died the day before his father could get back from the north. The family set out with the body in a sealed coffin on the long journey by canal and riverboat to bury him beside his sister Maude in Shanghai. There Carie and her surviving daughter immediately succumbed to a cholera epidemic. Edith died a fortnight after her brother, on September 5, 1890. Absalom, who had looked after the child while the doctor struggled to save Carie, retreated behind what had long since become an impenetrable barrier against emotions that threatened to swamp him. “We had a full cup of sorrow” was the most he would say then or later. The only flicker of personal feeling that surfaced in spite of himself in the many articles he published over a quarter of a century in the Chinese Recorder was an aside, in a piece written that autumn, on “the heart-rending bereavements that come to so many houses in spite of all medicine can do.” Carie lay in stony silence, barely alive herself, unable to absorb or accept what had happened. “The deaths of these two children, coming so close together, almost deranged our mother,” her daughter Grace wrote half a century later.

Husband and wife emerged from their ordeal each holding the other in some sense to blame. Every year Carie dreaded the tropical summer months, when disease flared in the towns, mosquitoes swarmed on ponds and streams, flies gathered in clouds over the great jars of human excrement used for fertilizer, and Absalom overruled her pleas to take the children to the comparative cool of the coast or the hills. “I shouldn’t have listened to him,” she said of an earlier defeat, “but I always did.” Now that her worst fears had materialized, all she wanted was to go home. Warned by the doctor that Carie was on the verge of losing her mind, her husband reluctantly agreed to take her. “He went about Europe like a chained and quarrelsome lion,” Pearl wrote of her father on their long slow journey, punctuated by sightseeing stops on the westward route to America. Absalom remained as always incredulous at his wife’s inability to put the crying need of a whole nation of infidels before her own private setbacks. “I never saw so hard a heart, so unreasoning a mind as hers in those days,” he said, looking back gloomily twenty years later. “Nothing I could say would move her.”

It was an ignominious homecoming for both of them. Lively, pretty, and pleasure-loving, Carie had married the saintly younger brother of the minister in her hometown of Hillsboro, West Virginia, because he was preparing to go as a missionary to China, and she wanted to give herself to God. She said she had sworn a vow at her mother’s deathbed, and she stuck to it in spite of stiff opposition from her father. Now she was returning damaged in body and mind, with only the oldest of her four children to show for a decade away. Pearl’s birth eighteen months after they landed brought the consolation signaled by her middle name, Comfort, but it also marked yet another defeat for her mother, who was finally forced to accept that her marriage was a life sentence, “irrevocable as death,” and that she must go back to serve it in a country she already feared and was beginning to hate. This new child tied her to both. “Had it taken the death of the other three to break her to God’s will … ?” Pearl wrote somberly in The Exile. “She was broken, then, and she would do that will.”

Absalom had extended his twelve months’ furlough when his wife became pregnant, and now he could not wait to get back. In the ten years he had spent in China he had made, by his own reckoning, ten converts. Millions more awaited his call. “We are by no means overtaking these millions with the Gospel,” he wrote grimly after another twenty years. “They are increasing on us.” He was haunted by the specter of populations growing uncontrollably so that, as fast as young men migrated to the towns, “their place was taken by grinning boys.” He listed with relish the components of a nightmarish vision: “a great and increasing host against us … Heathenism with all its vices still living and active … The darkness, widespread and deep, sin in all its hideous forms, intense worldliness as well as hydra-headed idolatry.”

But the immediate problem confronting Absalom on his return to Tsingkiangpu in January 1893 was not so much heathen obstinacy as the intransigence of his fellow missionaries. The younger man who had arrived as an assistant twelve months before the Sydenstrickers left was not only living in their house but had stored their possessions in an outbuilding, where Absalom found his books mildewed and his bookcases eaten by termites. In the two years of his absence his system had been overhauled and Rev. James Graham, the colleague now starting to look more like a usurper, had pointed out its shortcomings to the mission meeting, which voted diplomatically to let Sydenstricker go. Interpreting this outcome as a triumphant endorsement of his vocation as a “Gospel herald,” Absalom repossessed the house, settled his family back into it, and promptly set off with two new recruits by mule cart to stake out a fresh claim of his own in virgin territory seventy-five miles to the west. His new base of Hsuchien was a collection of straw-roofed mud houses on the edge of the immense, crowded, and poverty-stricken flood plain of the Yellow River, where he aimed to establish a network of small outstations within reach of his own post at the center, while incidentally putting as much space as possible between himself and the mission authorities, always far too ready to query his decisions in favor of crackpot schemes of their own.

His departure set a pattern for Pearl’s childhood. Her father remained physically and emotionally distant, shut up in his study if not actually away prospecting for souls, never seeming particularly at home even when he was living in the same house. “His children were merely accidents which had befallen him,” she wrote, describing the sense of relief his absence always brought to the family he left behind. “My father set off on a long trip northward, heady with excitement and hope,” wrote her sister of one of these periodic partings that left everyone feeling as if a weight had lifted. Throughout the time Pearl spent in Tsingkiangpu, Carie was the center of a world confined to the house and its walled compound, where she had planted a garden. Respectable Chinese women were never seen on the streets; mission wives could expect to be cursed and spat at if they tried to go out alone. Two other American couples trying to establish a mission station a few years later in Hsuchowfu, eighty miles northwest of Hsuchien, reported that for six months the two wives were prisoners in their own houses, neither of them daring to walk even the few hundred yards to call on the other. Pearl’s only view of anything beyond her high garden wall was the procession of feet she was short enough to see passing in the gap between the heavy wooden gate and the ground.

Her impression of this period afterward was of happiness and security. Sun shone on the garden and poured into the house. Carie could transform any lodgings, however unpromising, by applying the same cheap speedy formula (which would later be Pearl’s): windows open to let in light and air, whitewashed walls, grass mats on the floor, the polished oval table she never traveled without, plain rattan chairs, and flowers everywhere. She planted a white rose grown from a cutting taken on the porch of her American home and hung up frilly curtains to shut out sights she didn’t want her children to see. Edgar, who had been reading Dickens, Thackeray, and Scott since the age of seven, was currently working on a novel of his own and producing a weekly newspaper, which he printed on a toy press for subscribers among the tiny scattered mission community. In the mornings he had lessons with his mother, who had been a schoolteacher before her marriage and provided a basic education that included learning how to draw, sing, and play the violin. For Carie this was a time of renewal and hope. By the end of the year she was pregnant again.

Pearl learned to talk from Wang Amah, who fed, bathed, and dressed her, crooned tunes to her, and taught her riddles and rhymes. In the summer of the child’s second birthday her mother was eclipsed altogether by the nurse. For three months Carie lay seriously ill, racked by dysentery, unable to eat or keep food down if she did, struggling to nourish the baby she was carrying, and too weak to see even her children for more than a few minutes at a time. Pearl remembered twice-daily visits to “the other one’s, the white one’s room,” when her mother could only stare at her from the bed. Wang Amah made the child put on a fresh white muslin frock, a petticoat and leather shoes for these inspections; she combed her long hair free of tangles and pinned a fat yellow curl in a sausage shape on top of her head. But most of the time Pearl wore the Chinese jacket, trousers, and cloth shoes in which she felt comfortable (unlike her father, who forced himself to dress like the Chinese so as not to stand out more than he must, but never got used to the loose cotton robes that flapped around his long limbs, impeding his stride and making it impossible to move at more than a slow amble).

Pearl escaped thankfully from the tight clothes and strict rules of her parents into the indulgent world of the kitchen, where the whole household—nurse, cook, houseboy, and anyone else who dropped by—played with her and told her stories. They brought her kites, whistles, and sugar candies from the market. Wang Amah kept hens’ eggs inside her jacket, where Pearl could reach in and find them when they hatched into chicks. She ate the simple, highly flavored food of the poor, dishes she loved ever afterward: soup, brown rice, bits of salt fish or meat, pickled mustard greens, bowls of white cabbage and bean curd, crisp chewy crusts from the bottom of the rice pot. For Pearl China always remained the place where she felt at home. When she looked back from the far end of her rootless and fractured existence, the landscape of her childhood shone in her memory as America did for her mother. She loved even the hot rainy season that Carie dreaded, and the rice harvest in September when low autumn light made everything hazy and soft. Her descriptions have a hypnotic, almost incantatory rhythm: “The masses of feathery, waving bamboo, the low green hills, the winding, golden waters of the canal, the small brown villages of thatched houses … the drowsy rhythm of the flails beating out the grain upon the threshing floors … deep blue skies above the shorn gold fields and the flocks of white geese picking up the scattered grains of rice.… The very air is sweet and somnolent with that broken, rhythmic beating of the flails.”

In the fiercest heat of the summer of 1894 Pearl’s father came home to announce that they were moving again. “My memory of his middle years when I was a child and a young girl was the ceaseless journeying to and fro,” she wrote when he died. Tension always rose at this time of year for Carie, who had already lost three children at the end of long hot summers. Eight months pregnant, still shaky from prolonged illness, she was reluctant to pack herself and her family into carts to head for an unknown town so violently opposed to foreigners that it had taken Absalom nearly two years to find anyone prepared to rent him a place fit to live in. War had recently broken out with Japan, exacerbating the suspicions of the Chinese, who now lumped all foreigners together with the Japanese enemy, regardless of race or color. Absalom was tall and rawboned with reddish hair, a beard, and piercing blue eyes. In the traditional plays and stories, which were the main source of information available to country people, red hair and colored eyes were the distinguishing marks of a villain. Pearl’s father produced much the same shock and dismay in the villagers of North Kiangsu as Wang the farmer feels in The Good Earth when he sees his first missionary: “a man very tall, lean as a tree that has been blown by bitter winds. This man had eyes as blue as ice and a hairy face.… His hands were also hairy and red-skinned. He had … a great nose projecting beyond his cheeks like a prow beyond the sides of a ship.” In places where no one had seen a white man before, people treated a missionary preaching in the teahouse as a one-man traveling freak show, or else set the dogs on him.

Absalom was in his element. Difficulty and danger proved that he was getting to grips at last with the practicalities of wholesale conversion. The only way it could be done was by regular “itinerations,” when he crisscrossed the region, methodically visiting and revisiting every town, village, and clutch of mud huts (his wife said his brain was a map of China). Genuine converts were still hard to come by, but he was planting chapels—often no more than a borrowed room in a local home—and recruiting lay helpers to run them. His grotesque and alarming appearance had always drawn crowds, but now they were starting to listen. As his grasp of the vernacular increased and grew saltier, he gained confidence, learning the tricks of a professional showman to rouse Chinese audiences often, as he freely admitted, sedated with opium: “almost as devoid of mental and spiritual life as the idols they worship.” Absalom had no patience with more conciliatory colleagues who liked to point out the many similarities between Christ and Buddha, an approach he compared scornfully to dosing a drug addict with chloroform. “When we deal with a case of opium poisoning we do not administer soothing doses and put him to sleep, but on the contrary force down an emetic and trot him round the court, in spite of his resistance and his protests.” Part showman, part salesman, Absalom liked to start his pitch with a bang: “Give them the Jehovah God and the divine savior of the Bible. Instead of dwelling on their good qualities show them their sins and abominations in fiery colors.” His model was Jesus Christ, who brought not peace but a sword. “Such was the effect of His preaching, and it produced results.”

His unshakeable conviction made Carie give in as usual, but even Absalom felt dubious about the premises he had finally secured from a landlord in need of the rent to feed an opium habit. The family’s new home was one of a pair of unfurnished village inns, hardly more than stables with dirt floors, mud walls, rough thatched roofs sealed with paper inside, and gaping holes for windows and doors. Crowds of sullen unwelcoming men collected to inspect the newcomers from the far side of a low earthen wall. Doors could be fitted but they gave limited privacy, and there was no space for a garden. The family slept on improvised plank beds. The new baby, born in Hsuchien on September 16, was no more robust than Arthur had been. Carie called him Clyde Hermanus after his Dutch grandfather.

Absalom’s departure after the birth left her more isolated than ever before and farther from any American or European support line. She was starting to worry about Edgar growing up for all practical purposes without a father, cut off from contact with boys of his own age and kind, beginning to turn moody and mutinous at thirteen with the onset of adolescence. Jealousy made even Pearl, so far the sturdiest and most responsive of babies, hard to manage now that Wang Amah’s attention had shifted to the new little brother. Cold weather set in, rain fell, and water welled up through the earth, turning the floor to liquid mud. Carie’s portable organ, a gift from her oldest brother in America, had to be hoisted on boards out of the wet. Absalom himself admitted in his memoirs that the situation was dire: “The people were afraid of us and official influence unfavorable.… We … suffered much from sickness during the winter.” In one of his father’s absences Clyde contracted pneumonia.

Pearl skimmed over this period in her nonfiction accounts, or left it out altogether. But the details—whether taken in at the time or picked up from what others said afterward—lodged deep in her memory, surfacing half a century later in a novel called The Townsman, set on the rolling prairie of the American West at the time of the Gold Rush. Like Carie, Mary Goodliffe in The Townsman gives birth without doctor or midwife to her sixth child (not counting the first, who plays no part in the story and seems indeed to have been largely forgotten by the author). She, too, had been persuaded to abandon a relatively settled existence in order to follow her husband, a perennially dissatisfied visionary driven westward all his life in search of an illusory future prosperity that blinds him to the hardships imposed on his wife and family in the present. “They were living like beasts in a den. She had no furniture. Her bed was a mattress on posts driven into the ground and crossed with slats. The children slept on pallets spread on dried grass.” The Townsman is a solid, workmanlike family saga with inadequate emotional underpinning and a fairy tale ending, except for this bleak portrait of a woman pushed to the limits of endurance, camping out in winter in a mud dugout on the prairie with an absent husband, a restive teenage son, a refractory toddler, and a sickly newborn baby.

Clyde survived the first part of an exceptionally hard winter thanks to intensive care from his mother and Wang Amah. When Absalom got back from itinerating he found his wife waiting with the house dismantled, its contents sorted and packed, the organ tied up in matting, even the rose dug up and ready to go. This was the first head-on collision Pearl witnessed between her parents, and, like everything to do with Absalom, its scale was transcendental. “For neither of them was it a struggle between a man and a woman. It was a woman defying God. She fought against God, against [Absalom’s] call, against the success of his work, against the promise of the future.” Pearl’s father told her long afterward that his wife in this mood was unstoppable, “like a wild wind.” Ambushed and outmaneuvered, he had no choice but to accept her ultimatum when she threatened to return alone with the children to America if he didn’t. Carie’s eloquent and carefully rehearsed declaration of independence shaped her daughters’ future. It is repeated almost word for word in Pearl’s biographies of her parents, The Exile and Fighting Angel, and it returns even more circumstantially in her sister’s The Exile’s Daughter, where their mother speaks in a voice that must have been only too familiar to both daughters, uttering words neither of them ever forgot:

In the white hot temper which was hers when she was provoked too much, she said in a dreadful still voice: “You can preach from Peking to Canton, you can go from the North Pole to the South, but I and these little children will never go with you again.… I have no more children to give away to God now.”

Absalom never fully forgave his wife for once again sabotaging a critical campaign just as it began to get going. After dropping off his family by mule cart in Tsingkiangpu, he raced back to Hsuchien to retrieve the situation, failing in his haste and distress to grasp the depth of disturbance caused by the war. Japan’s modernized army and navy, trained and equipped to Western standards, had inflicted a series of crushing defeats by land and sea in the north on outmoded and ill-prepared imperial forces, still armed in some sections with bows and arrows. Atrocities took place on both sides. Rumor and counterrumor swept the country. News of what was happening filtered down to the rural population via cheap garish prints of the demonized foreign enemy sold in markets and fairs. Disorganized groups of soldiers, bandits, and criminals headed north all winter toward the fighting in Manchuria. Mounting tension erupted in violence. Absalom driving his mule cart picked up a colleague at Hsuchien and hurried on to Hsuchowfu, where they were besieged in an inn by a mob who stoned the two Americans and chased them up the main street, attempting to rope them like steers using girdles as improvised lassos.

Hampered by their heavy padded Chinese coats, long skirts, and the clumsy cloth shoes that came off as they ran, the two men sought refuge in the office of the local magistrate, who had signally failed to come to their aid. Even in peacetime there was widespread resentment against the aggressive meddling of missionaries, their automatic assumption of superiority, unlimited sense of entitlement, and ruthless exploitation of the unequal treaties that put them above Chinese law. Ejected under guard from the city, Absalom retreated via Hsuchien only to be badly beaten on the road by brigands or soldiers, who claimed he was Japanese and made off in his cart with all his possessions. By his own account, the thick wadding of his coat saved his life. He walked the last thirty miles back to Tsingkiangpu barefoot in his underwear, bleeding from three sword wounds on his back. When he burst in on his family at breakfast they were about to be evacuated again with the other wives and children by Yangtse riverboat to safety in Shanghai. Absalom stayed behind to make one last abortive attempt to regain Hsuchien, accompanied this time by his old adversary, Jimmy Graham. Heavy snowfall blocked their way, the Grand Canal froze over, and the pair had to retreat, carrying their baggage on foot through ice and snow to the Yangtse River, where they finished the journey by junk, eventually rejoining their wives in Shanghai in time for the Chinese New Year, January 26, 1895.

ABSALOM’S INORDINATELY AMBITIOUS PLANS for extension had ended in total rout. There was no longer any place for him in Tsingkiangpu, where the team that functioned well under Graham had no wish to jeopardize its smooth running by taking on Sydenstricker. “My father seemed oblivious to the fact that there were those in the mission group who opposed his individualistic way of working,” his daughter Grace put it crisply long afterward. In the end an opening was found for him as stand-in for a colleague on furlough in Zhenjiang, the city he had left a decade earlier to open up Tsingkiangpu and its hinterland. A newly declared treaty port, commanding China’s prime trade routes from the junction where the Grand Canal meets the Yangtse River, the rich, cosmopolitan, rapidly expanding city of Zhenjiang was the last place Absalom wanted to be. “No large cities have any considerable number of converts in them,” he had written when he moved out. He had spent his first seven years in China delivering impromptu sermons on street corners, distributing tracts, and setting up street chapels, and it left him no illusions about an urban population inured to being preached at and skeptical about the promised rewards. Absalom preferred to push forward into unspoiled countryside, where villagers believed his stories and listened open-mouthed, once they got over their initial stupefaction, to his colorful accounts of abominable sin and the pains of hellfire.

Zhenjiang, prototype for “the great sprawling opulent city” in The Good Earth, with food spilling out of its markets and merchandise crammed into its warehouses, proved Absalom’s point. After laboring for thirteen years the Southern Presbyterian Mission force of two men and their wives had made little impact. By January 1896, when the Sydenstrickers arrived, one couple had returned on furlough to the United States, and the other had been posted elsewhere, leaving behind ten Chinese converts, two street chapels, and a small boys’ school. Proposing to waste no more time on the city’s ungrateful inhabitants, Absalom carried on itinerating instead. The physical weakness and moral depression of the past year dropped away as he set about recreating the country networks successively smashed or seized from him at Hsuchien and Tsingkiangpu.

Zhenjiang would become from now on the family base. After much anxious correspondence with her siblings, Carie had decided that the only way for Edgar to grow up truly American was through further education beyond anything she could provide, and he was dispatched a few weeks after his fifteenth birthday to sail home alone to a country he had seen only once. At the age of four and a bit, Pearl now became the oldest child at home. Clyde had grown into a handsome, comical, intelligent little boy, precocious like all Carie’s children, and old enough to join in his sister’s games. Their mother, who had always loved the way the hills swept up from the river in Zhenjiang, was happy again, and in his own strange absent way their father was too (“they did not even know him well enough to miss him”). The children took walks along the magnificent, newly built stone embankment, or Bund, on the riverfront, picnicked on the grassy slopes above the town, and were regularly invited to tea aboard the Jardine-Matheson hulk by the river master, a retired Scottish ship’s captain, and his hospitable wife. They celebrated Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July with firecrackers and a homemade flag, attended birthday parties for Queen Victoria at the British Club, and put up a tree hung with gingerbread men at Christmas, when they were allowed one toy each from the annual box of supplies shipped out by mail order from Montgomery Ward. They watched steamers discharging and taking on the cargoes stored in the Bund’s high shadowy godowns that smelled “of hemp and peanut oil and the acrid sweetness of crude red-brown sugar.” Once a young English customs officer slid with them down the long sloping chute that transferred loads to the backs of donkeys or men on the ground.

But the Sydenstrickers never properly belonged to the foreign community that occupied the British concession, a spacious orderly enclave with green lawns and shady trees protected by strong walls and iron gates, reinforced when necessary by British or American gunboats moored in the river. After a few months, when the occupants of their borrowed mission house arrived back from the United States, Pearl’s family moved downhill to noisier and more cramped quarters behind the port, with no sanitation and refuse piled in the streets. Absalom rented what seem to have been the same lodgings he and Carie had first occupied as a young couple ten years before: three small rooms above a liquor store in an alley opening onto the brothels and bars of Horse Street, the widest thoroughfare in Zhenjiang after the Bund itself, smelly, crowded, and dangerous, frequented by drug dealers, prostitutes, and drunken sailors who congregated under the Sydenstrickers’ windows at night.

The apartment’s main advantage was cheapness. Mission salaries, generally lower than those paid to doctors, lawyers, or teachers, did no more than cover basic necessities, even in Asian countries, where domestic help cost next to nothing. But the Sydenstrickers were poorer still because of the great passion of Absalom’s life, second only to conversion itself, which was his translation of the New Testament into the Chinese vernacular. He had been a member of the official committee set up in Shanghai in 1890 to produce a revised Mandarin version of the Bible, but he resigned or was pushed off at the committee’s first working meeting the following summer. A natural linguist himself, he never concealed his opinion of other translators’ work as misguided, inept, or inaccurate. The year before Pearl was born he decided to produce an unauthorized rival edition and publish it in installments himself, an enterprise that drained his wife’s household budget for the next three decades. “It robbed her of the tiny margin between bitter poverty and small comfort,” Pearl wrote, describing her mother’s progressively more desperate attempts to economize. It was why they left a mud house in Hsuchien to end up in Zhenjiang’s red-light district.

For Pearl the new surroundings were magical. Still too young to read fluently, she was already a voracious observer, intensely curious about the new world outside her window and the people in it. She asked questions so insatiably that her mother had to tell her not to ask any more for fifteen minutes (during which Pearl just as assiduously watched the clock). She was mesmerized by the sights Carie tried to keep from her: beggars (“They snatched at us with hands like the skinny claws of fowls”), lepers with chewed-up faces and stumps for arms or legs, street brawls, and the street vendors whose sweetmeats she was forbidden to touch. Just watching a man divide flat round cakes of barley-sugar brittle into pieces with a tiny chisel, or dip up strands of hot thick melted sugar to twist into sticks of candy, was a delight. In the evenings she listened with interest to the songs and shouts of American sailors disembarked from the merchant ships in the port and the high cries of Chinese girls floating over the crash of broken bottles. Whiskey and opium fumes drifted up through cracks in the floorboards. Once an intruder got into Pearl’s bedroom, or she dreamed he did, in spite of Wang Amah’s laying out her bedding roll to sleep on the trapdoor in the passageway that provided the family’s only access to the street. Another time revelers woke the whole household by smashing up the shop downstairs. This was altogether too much for Carie, and after a marital showdown with packed bags and another terse ultimatum, Absalom was obliged to move his family to more sheltered accommodation inside the Baptist compound farther along Horse Street.

With her brother and Wang Amah Pearl explored streets lined with portable one-man cook shops and puppet shows, barbers, tailors, and letter writers at work in the gutter. They listened to professional storytellers and watched entertainers like the Pig Butcher in her novel, Sons (“if he took a pair of chopsticks he could pluck the flies out of the air as they flew, one by one he plucked them … and they roared with laughter to see such skill”). Even the markets were a form of street theater: “the silk shops flying brilliant banners of black and red and orange silk,” the vegetable market with glittering stalls of red radish, green cabbage, and white lotus root, mounds of live yellow crabs and silver fish in the fish market, rows of shiny brown ducks turning on spits over hot coals in front of the duck shops. The children stopped to look at men measuring out grain from baskets big enough for an adult to step into and suffocate: “white rice and brown, and dark yellow wheat and pale gold wheat, and yellow soybeans and red beans and green broadbeans and canary-colored millet and grey sesame”. They sucked illicit unhygienic candy from paper cornets and bought paper lanterns shaped like birds, butterflies, or a rabbit on wheels. Pearl even had a horse lantern made in two parts, the head held in front and the tail strapped on behind, so she could walk the streets in the dark as a horse.

In spring they climbed up the hill behind their house to fly homemade kites and watch teams of up to twelve men launching a gigantic paper pagoda, a dragon or a centipede thirty feet long. Sometimes there were soldiers tilting with spears and swords on the parade ground or firing off the antiquated cannon embedded in the mud walls of the fort. When she wasn’t out walking in the afternoons with Wang Amah or doing morning lessons with her mother, Pearl spent her time at the window, looking down at the street or out over the vast expanse of the Yangtse River:

I learned to know its every mood during the hours I spent at the window. On a crisp spring morning it looked as innocent as beauty itself, the sun caught in all its pointed yellow wavelets and shining upon brown and white sails and painted junks and bobbing sampans.… But there were other days when the river boiled like a muddy cauldron. Storms could beat upon it as fiercely as though it were a sea, and in the rough waters I have seen a ferry ease over upon its side and slide hundreds of people off as though they were insects, and turn still further until it floated bottom up. Those black bobbing heads were visible only for a moment and then the river sucked them down.

Pearl’s mother drew the curtains even in daytime to shut out sights like this. Carie hated the Yangtse because it symbolized the overwhelming, implacable, impersonal forces that governed human life in China and made her own attempts at resistance seem futile. Like other mission wives, she did what she could to treat the sores, boils, cankers, ulcerated and gangrenous limbs, the infections and contagious diseases contracted by people who drank the polluted waters of the river, and worked waist-deep in the flooded rice fields. She saw to it that the family’s three rooms on Horse Street were scrubbed with carbolic acid, all utensils dipped in boiling water at table, all fresh food either thoroughly cooked or disinfected with potassium permanganate before being touched. The children lived under perpetual surveillance to stop them putting anything, even their fingers, into their mouths. Carie’s vigilance never let up, but it was Absalom who, for all his apparent indifference, solved the problem of summers spent in temperatures of 100 degrees or more on the fetid malarial flat-lands of the Yangtse Valley.

In 1897 he was one of the first five missionaries to buy a building plot from the Kuling Mountain Company, set up the year before by an enterprising young English missionary-cum-businessman to market the top of a mountain that rose sheer from the stifling hot plain three hundred miles upstream of Zhenjiang. Nearly five thousand feet above sea level, thickly wooded, and laid out like an Oriental equivalent of Hampstead Garden Suburb in London, with cool air, fresh streams, and luxuriant greenery, Kuling on Mount Lu (or Lushan) was the first purpose-built mountain resort in China. It was also, as Pearl said, a life-saving station. Absalom put up a stone shack on plot number 310, where for the first time in their lives his children could run barefoot on the hillside, drink water straight from the stream, and eat the wild strawberries they picked in the woods without boiling them first. From now on summer holidays became the high point of their year.

Pearl was six years old when this period of relative normality came to an end. Clyde contracted diphtheria in January 1899, struggling convulsively for breath with rasping throat and livid gray face, and dying (as Arthur had done before him) too suddenly for his father to be fetched back from the field. Pearl, who caught the fever from her brother, said she understood what had happened when she heard a Chinese woman’s voice calling to the spirit of a dead child, and realized that the cries came from inside the house instead of outside on the street. Absalom came home to bury his son. Carie, who was five months pregnant, roused herself sufficiently to see Pearl past the worst danger, then relapsed into oblivion and torpor, exhausted in body and spirit, too weak even to nurse her remaining child back to health. Mother and daughter were looked after by a friend, who moved into the house once Absalom had gone back to work. By February Carie was well enough to help Pearl compose a letter to the Christian Observer in Louisville, Kentucky, describing the siblings whose invisible presence filled the child’s life and her mother’s: “I have two little brothers in heaven. Maudie went first, then Artie, then Edith, and on the tenth of last month, my little brave brother, Clyde, left us to go to our real home in heaven. Clyde said he was a Christian Soldier, and that heaven was his bestest home.” The sentiments and phraseology, if not the actual wording of this melancholy epistle, must have come from Pearl’s mother, who was struggling herself at this point to retain her faith in God. Pearl remembered a passionate outburst as the coffin was carried out of the house in the rain, and someone urged Carie not to worry about the child’s body because his soul was in heaven. “But his body is precious,” she cried. “I gave it birth. I tended it and loved it.… They are taking his body away, and it is all I have.”

When Grace Caroline Sydenstricker was born on May 12, Carie developed puerperal fever. Her milk dried up, and the house filled with the hungry baby’s cries. Pearl prayed in her father’s church and also, on Wang Amah’s advice, to Kuanyin in the local temple, a small dusty inconspicuous goddess who looked after women in childbirth. Bewildered by loss and by her own inability to comfort her mother, Pearl had for months added desperate private prayers for another baby, and now she helped their nurse tend the new sister and coax her to accept tinned milk. “I was so happy I did not know how close my mother was to death,” she wrote long afterwards. Carie recovered slowly. When she began to tell stories again there was a new edge of bitterness to her childhood memories of the mountains of West Virginia. “Bred in this sparkling and cool sunshine, in these pure and silvered mists of America, it was no wonder that sometimes she fainted in the thick sultriness of an August noon in a southern Chinese city, filled too full of human breath and of the odor of sweating human flesh.… The stench from the garbage-filled streets rose into the three little rooms.… The flies swarmed from the piles of half-rotting filth smoking under the burning sun. The hot air hung like a foul mist.”

Having tried and failed to provide consolation, Pearl now became her mother’s confidant. At some point after the child’s seventh birthday in June, Carie told her for the first time how Maude died. As an adult Pearl would retell this story three times over thirty years in biographical and autobiographical narratives, expanding and elaborating on a scenario conceived in the operatic terms of a Gothic novel to match the horror and pathos of the event. It happened in a typhoon on a boat carrying the Sydenstrickers with their first two children back from an unaccustomed holiday at a seaside resort in Japan. Maude at eighteen months was tiny, frail, and malnourished, unable to digest the artificial milk that was all her mother had to give her that summer. Carie said she had been forced to wean the child early because she was already starting a third pregnancy (if so, she must have miscarried), and that they were returning too soon in great heat on account of Absalom’s work. The baby died on September 15, 1884, in a stranger’s arms because she refused to go to her father and her mother was too seasick to hold her. In the graphic account Carie gave Pearl she spent a whole night rushing from the heaving deck down to the cabin and back again, nauseous, soaked by saltwater, frantic with dread, rounding hysterically on her husband when he tried to calm her: “If it had not been for this other one coming too soon, I could have nursed her through the summer and saved her.” The story ended with Carie huddled on a pile of rope in the ship’s stern, cradling the body in her arms. “The sea was in great black waves, a leaden, livid light gleaming where a faint dawn shone upon them.… A wave of spray fell over them. How she hated this sea, the great heaving, insensate thing! … Over the roaring grey sea hung the grey sky. Where was God in all of this? No use praying.… She wrapped her arms about the child defiantly and crouched staring out to sea.” Forced back below decks by sickness and vertigo, she found her husband staring through the thick glass porthole: “The dark water covered it as though they were running under the sea.”

Images like these imprinted on a receptive and still unformed imagination bred a protectiveness that colored Pearl’s view of her mother ever afterward. Carie’s bouts of seasickness took the form of migraine, vomiting, and back pain. All three had afflicted her ever since her honeymoon voyage, when she found herself alone at close quarters for the first time with a husband she hardly knew in a ship’s cabin crossing the Pacific, which “remained for Carie to the end of her life an ocean of horror.” She conceived her first child on this voyage, and years later she spelled out the horror in question in terms a child could understand. After Maude’s death she had collapsed mentally and physically, developing the early symptoms of tuberculosis and being ordered by her doctor back to the United States for a cure. Her religious faith wavered, and she contemplated leaving her husband, an unattainable fantasy that she abandoned, settling instead for the riskier but more realistic option of treating herself by fresh air and bed rest at the resort of Chefoo (Yantai) on China’s northern seacoast. The couple set out (if Carie was indeed pregnant, she must have lost the child on or soon after this journey) on a slow dirty Yangtse junk infested by rats that ran up and down the low beams over their bunk. Still distraught with grief, Carie woke one night to find a huge rat squirming in her long loose hair. “She had to plunge her hand in and seize it and throw it to the floor, and the sleek writhing body in her hand turned her sick, and she would have cut off her hair if she could for loathing of it.” Carie’s account of the crisis in her marriage is immediately followed in Pearl’s narrative by this sickening symbolic rat.

Pearl understood well enough even then. She and Grace both remembered conversations at night in their parents’ bedroom next to theirs, a low murmur of voices, their mother’s rising occasionally to vehement remonstrance, interrupted by weeping or the urgent angry creaking of her rocking chair. The same conversations recur in Pearl’s novels, most notably in the semi-autobiographical The Time Is Noon and The Townsman (where Mary repulses her husband for fear of yet another unwanted conception, and has nightmares of snakes emerging from the sod walls to invade her bed). For the Sydenstrickers there would be no more babies after Grace.

Seven months after the birth they moved up above the town to a newly vacated property belonging to the Presbyterian Mission, with broad verandas looking out over green grave lands to a pagoda on the far side of the hill. This was the place Pearl remembered fondly ever after as her childhood home, with a climbing rose spilling over the covered porch that ran around two sides of the house, and a garden already planted with old trees and now filled by her mother with flowers. In blacker moods she saw it as “a small, decrepit brick cottage, whose sagging floors were full of centipedes and scorpions.” She remembered her parents inspecting the bedrooms every evening, her father holding a lantern while her mother batted with an old slipper at the six- to eight-inch-long centipedes that fascinated the child: “Their segments were covered with hard black shell, each having a double pair of bright yellow legs, and on the tail a stinger which could give a dangerous wound. In spite of them I loved the tropical nights, the great luna moths, jade green and spotted with black and silver, clinging to the big gardenia bushes in the garden, and the bamboos dim in the mists from the river.” Pearl explored the hillside beyond the back gate, made friends with the farmers’ daughters who lived in the valley below, and kept her own rabbit with a cage of pet pheasants in the dark shady storage space under the veranda. She attended classes for Chinese girls at the mission school and played with the American boy next door, a redheaded missionary’s son named James Bear, who taught her to smoke (he later denied the charge). In the afternoons it was Pearl’s job to rock her sister to sleep in their mother’s rocking chair.

This was the most dangerous period of Absalom’s professional career. “In the year 1900 the famous ‘Boxer’ uprising broke over the land like a tremendous tornado,” he wrote with an uncharacteristic flourish in his memoirs, “and all work was more or less suspended while it raged.” The Boxers were a militant sect recruited initially from young northern farmers who blamed foreigners—which meant missionaries in rural China—for their country’s misfortunes: social and political inanition, the inability to repel Western or Asiatic predators, and a cycle of flood and famine that devastated Shandong and Honan as the Yellow River burst its embankments and the Grand Canal silted up in the late 1890s. The movement spread rapidly with tacit and eventually open backing from the imperial throne, itself helpless to contain or control the opportunistic incursions of Japan, Russia, and the great European powers. Xenophobia simmered and flared in the countryside. Absalom never went out without a stick big enough to beat back the dogs loosed on him wherever he went in these years. People started cursing him in the street again. Once an innkeeper almost killed him with a cleaver. He was forced to close down chapels rented from landlords no longer prepared to do business with Christians. He spent much time cooped up at home, visiting local converts only in secret with a lantern after dark. All through the spring and early summer of her eighth birthday Pearl slept with her clothes folded ready for flight on a chair beside the bed. Her mother kept a bag beside the door packed with spare shoes and a set of underwear for each of them, together with a basket of tinned milk for the baby.

After fierce arguments about whether to go or stay, Pearl’s parents compromised by hiring a junk to wait on the river at the far end of a concealed escape route, down through the bamboo at the back of the house, so that Carie could get away fast if she had to with the children and Wang Amah. For the first time the Sydenstrickers were shunned. Chinese visitors stopped calling on Pearl’s parents, and her friends no longer came to play or shared her desk at school. On one of his clandestine visits to the city to administer communion to the aged mother of a parishioner, Absalom was caught by soldiers who raided the house, roped him to a post, and forced him to watch them torture to death his Christian convert, Lin Meng, before carrying off Lin’s ten-year-old son. Lin’s mother died the same night. When he was eventually released the next day, Absalom came home exultant and bloody. “Then he looked at us all strangely, his ice-colored eyes shining, his voice solemn and triumphant: ‘Lin Meng has entered into the presence of our Lord, a martyr, to stand among that glorified host!’” Buoyed by the prospect of martyrdom himself, Absalom refused even to consider evacuation long after most of the white population had left Zhenjiang.

White refugees began trickling down from the north, small groups of ragged, hungry, frightened adults whose children had died from starvation or fever on the way. Carie told brave stories of Civil War battles in the United States and buried her few valuable possessions in the yard as her own mother had done forty years before. An imperial edict dated June 20, a week before Pearl’s eighth birthday, declared war and death to all foreigners. Chinese troops opened fire the same day on the foreign quarter in Beijing, laying siege to Western diplomats in their own legations. On July 9 forty-five Christians were killed in the governor’s compound at Shanxi. More atrocities followed. The American consul in Zhenjiang ordered the few remaining white people to evacuate by gunboat at a prearranged signal, which came at noon on a day so hot that the whole family of Sydenstrickers was resting in a darkened room (“even Father with his collar off,” said Grace). Looking back half a century later Pearl described their departure as if it were a scene on a Chinese willow pattern plate: “The air that summer’s day was hot and still and from the verandas the landscape was beautiful, the valleys green as jade with their earthen farmhouses shaded beneath the willow trees. White geese walked the paths between the fields and children played on the threshing floors.… Beyond the dark city the shining river flowed toward the sea.… The actual leave-taking was entirely unreal.”

Absalom escorted his family to Shanghai, taking only what they could carry, and returned alone to Zhenjiang, the only white man in the region, dressed once again in formal Western clothes, looking weirdly conspicuous in the Chinese crowds on account of his crumpled white suit and pith helmet as much as his great height. When his two chapels were burned to the ground he preached on the streets to people who responded by stoning him. The single Chinese disciple who stayed with him told Pearl years later that he had expected her father over and over again to be killed. Absalom lived through the summer, by his own account in an ecstatic trance: “I seemed without the body. For I was conscious of the presence of God with me like a strong light shining, day and night. All human beings were far away from me.” He came as close as he could to claiming a martyr’s crown, regarding this near miss ever afterward as one of the high peaks of his life.

Pearl retained almost no memory of her own time in Shanghai, where the foreign community buzzed with rumors about Western troops preparing to move on Beijing and every steamer brought yet more refugees from the farthest parts of the empire. “The white people in Shanghai seemed to be clinging to the edge of China, waiting to be shoved off.” Pearl saw great gray foreign warships in the harbor, and listened to her mother’s stories of sanctuary in America. She remembered reaching up to pull the pigtail of a portly Chinaman ambling ahead of her and being terrified, not by his anger but by Carie’s abject attempt to placate him: “I had never seen her afraid before in all my life.” In the semi-tropical heat of that ominous summer Pearl played with her little sister in a tub of cold water in their boardinghouse on Bubbling Well Road, where for the first time she saw water come out of a tap. Afterward she thought they were away for almost a year, but in fact it was a few months before their father arrived to fetch them home that autumn, looking so strange Grace didn’t recognize him. The Boxers had been defeated, their leaders executed, the countryside pacified, and humiliating public capitulation forced on the dowager empress, who surrendered to virtually all the demands of the victorious Western powers.

In October Absalom convened the annual meeting of the newly formed North Kiangsu Presbyterian Mission, which assembled in Shanghai, and tabled a formal resolution urging him to go home at once on furlough to the United States. On July 8, 1901, he finally sailed with his family for San Francisco, taking the train on to West Virginia, the home his children had heard so much about and now saw with alien eyes as they traveled “down through the states, through wooded hills that looked strange and furred after the shorn Chinese hills, over rivers that looked like creeks after the flooding Yangtse and the Yellow River, through towns that looked unreal, they were so orderly and clean after the heaped mud and the confusion of Chinese villages.”


CHAPTER 2
Mental Bifocals

WHEN PEARL LANDED at nine years old in America, she came in effect from a war zone. Pitched battles had been fought against Christians in northern China, foreign railroads ripped up, churches looted and destroyed, their adherents murdered or driven out. According to figures established later, no more than two hundred foreigners were in fact killed, none of them (thanks to a prescient political pact negotiated by two local governors) in the Yangtse Valley. But at the time white people lived in an atmosphere of terror heightened by stories, real and imaginary, of whole communities imprisoned and slaughtered by Boxers. Three thousand Chinese Christians lost their lives, many tortured to death like Lin Meng by the often ingenious and always excruciating standard procedures of Chinese punishment. Pearl had heard adults telling individual horror stories in whispers in Shanghai all through the previous summer. Children had been included in the massacres, and she herself had got used to people shouting routine death threats on the street. In the eight months between the suppression of the Boxers and the Sydenstrickers’ departure, she heard many more dreadful accounts of missionaries who survived persecution or failed to, and whose followers were caged, hanged, sliced to pieces, or left out to shrivel in the sun. Christian newspapers published rolls of the glorious dead. Her father, who had hoped to join their ranks himself, totted up the numbers with satisfaction: “thousands of Christians suffered martyrdoms, which gave us great encouragement, as showing that the work which had been accomplished was not merely on the surface, but a genuine fruit that would stand the severest test.”

Pearl, already expert in strategies for dealing with fears she could not face, suppressed many of these memories. “Did I not see sights which children should not see, and hear talk not fit for children’s ears?” she asked rhetorically half a century later. “If I did, I cannot remember.” The mood in her American world was upbeat. Missionaries returning to their posts all over China found themselves indemnified, amply compensated, privileged and protected more effectively than ever before by new government treaties that provided opportunities even Absalom conceded were “immensely better than they had been.” The defeated Chinese were acquiescent, even obsequious, and almost suspiciously eager to enlist in the ranks of a religion that had so decisively demonstrated superior supernatural strength. Pearl moved uneasily between the two worlds of her childhood now that she had seen for herself the sudden ferocity that could erupt from beneath a surface as sunny and calm as the Yangtse. She said that in all this unaccustomed civility only the dogs still snarled at her, “for those savage, starving village dogs alone still dared to show the hatred they had been taught to feel against the foreigners.”

It was high time to exchange the ambivalent actuality of China for the dreamworld of the West. When Pearl finally saw her mother’s home at Hillsboro, tucked under the Allegheny Mountains in Pocahontas County, West Virginia, she knew as in a dream exactly how it would be: a handsome, unpretentious, white-painted house with a pillared portico set in a wide level valley beneath gently sloping green hills, surrounded by a broad meadow and shaded by sugar maples, with flower beds under the windows and wild honeysuckle growing along the picket fence. She recognized everything from the layout of the rooms and the grapevine shading the porch to the family spilling out onto the front steps: her tall brother Edgar dressed as a student in a high collar, straw boater, and glasses; her aunts and cousins and the two gray-haired old gentlemen she knew to be her grandfather, Hermanus Stulting, and his oldest son, her mother’s favorite brother, Uncle Cornelius. She made friends at once with Cornelius’s youngest daughter, Cousin Grace Stulting, who was two years older. For the first time Pearl had an American contemporary to play dolls and swap confidences with in the bedroom they shared at night. The two girls fed the turkeys together, built tree houses, picked grapes trained along the side of the big wooden barn and ate the fallen apples lying on the grass in the orchard. (“I knew every tree,” said Cousin Grace, “the Early Harvest and the Early Ripe, the hard apples and the Maiden’s Blush.”) Pearl’s mother slipped back into the routines of her girlhood, sitting gossiping and sewing with her sister-in-law on the front porch, baking bread, bottling preserves, churning butter, washing clothes in the shade of an elm tree and ironing them in the cool stone buttery under the house.

Everything was exactly as Carie had said it would be, and yet Pearl could see that her mother never felt entirely at home in the house she had inhabited for so long in her imagination. For one thing, her memories of living there were more fantasy than fact. Throughout her childhood her family had lived in rented accommodation in Hillsboro, scraping together the funds to buy enough land for a house of their own only a few years before Carie married and left the country, at which point her family began to break up. Within four years the two Stulting brothers and four of the five sisters had married and moved away, all except Cornelius, who for as long as anyone could remember had been their mother’s mainstay and a father in all but name to his younger brother and sisters. Their actual father, Hermanus, eighty-five years old when Pearl met him, was a small, fastidious, immaculately turned-out figure, aloof and choleric, a lover of music and painting, who had apparently played no more part in family life than her own father in China. Born and bred in Utrecht, nostalgic all his life for the thriving Dutch metropolis he had left as a married man with a wife and two children, he described himself in official documents variously as carpenter, silversmith, and clockmaker, but his attempts to start a business in the United States had failed, and he seems to have resigned the practical running of his domestic economy to his wife and son. “He was a city man, never anything else,” Grace Stulting said pityingly long afterwards. “He would chop kindling and do it like a woman.”

Pearl’s mother inherited her hot temper from Hermanus and also her gift for telling tales. He warmed to his strange little semi-Chinese granddaughter, leading her away to the room full of clocks and watches where he lived separately from the rest of the family, and enthralling her—as Carie had done before him—with highly romanticized accounts of “the Old Country,” which in his case meant Holland. He filled Pearl’s receptive ears with stories of her great-grandfather, Mynheer Cornelis Johannis Stulting, a pious and prosperous merchant who had uprooted his five sons to set out at the head of a party of three hundred persecuted pilgrims seeking religious liberty in the promised land of America, where, after many disastrous setbacks along the way, the family finally settled in Virginia, clearing primeval forest, hauling tree stumps and facing down parties of Indians, “frightening and savage to see.” Very little of this was strictly true. The history of the Stultings’ arrival in New York in 1847 and their subsequent establishment in Hillsboro, carefully documented from local archives by Grace Stulting more than a century later, was decidedly more prosaic than the alternative version published by her cousin Pearl. But his children and grandchildren all agreed that Hermanus (who had first learned English in his thirties) was a first-rate storyteller: “all that he said was like a fairy-tale,” said Grace.

The heroine of the stories Carie told was always her mother, Johanna Stulting, who, like her daughter, had also abandoned her own familiar world to follow her husband to an unknown continent, where she made a life for her family from scratch, with scant support from Hermanus. Survival meant physical labor almost beyond the strength of a woman contending with regular pregnancies, whose only helper was a young son (Cornelius was not yet into his teens when the family reached West Virginia, and his only brother, Calvin, still unborn). Daily life consisted of digging, planting, hoeing, chopping, keeping a cow and chickens, making bread, butter, and cheese, spinning and weaving wool, cotton, and flax, producing enough to feed and clothe seven children. The family boasted that they eventually emerged from the Civil War self-sufficient in everything except tea, coffee, and chocolate. Carie, who idolized her mother, was eighteen when she nursed her through the final stages of the tuberculosis that killed her, worn out and used up at the age of sixty. Nearly all of her children became teachers. Having had to make do without education during the war, Carie herself was sent away by Cornelius to catch up in two years at boarding school after their mother’s death. She had seen enough of life at home to know that she needed more. If social and religious convention required her to sacrifice herself for others, she planned to do it in a completely different way from her mother. Foreign missions offered the nearest means of self-immolation, and at the same time the only available escape route from unending domestic drudgery together with the narrow horizons that closed down round it.

The Stultings were admirably suited to their time and place. They were stubborn, resilient, puritanical people shaped by the Calvinist teachings of their Presbyterian church, which still saw China and its inhabitants in much the same terms as Carie had done when she sailed away with her young husband for God’s sake in search of a cloudy vision, “a harvest of dark, white-clad heathen being baptized, following them with adoring eyes … two brave young missionaries … two white and cloud like shapes, blessing the dark, bowed multitudes bending in devotion before them.” The gap between reality and imagination, which would be Pearl’s chosen territory as a writer, opened up for her wider than ever before in the Stulting household. Her new family were the first Americans she had ever known at close quarters, and they made her feel foreign in the country she had been taught to call home. None of them had any inkling of the suppressed anxieties she lived with, or how exposed she felt in a house and garden without the protection of high compound walls. The assembled household was baffled and faintly embarrassed by her hysterical tears when her grandfather gravely announced the assassination of President McKinley in September 1901. Only Carie understood the shock and terror—“must we have the revolution here, too?”—released in her daughter by news of regime change.

The Stultings had never owned black slaves and they could not afford to pay servants, but their allegiance lay with the southern states. They had bitterly resented finding themselves just inside the border of Federal West Virginia when war split the state in two (Carie said that as a small child she believed the grown-ups who told her that Yankees had horns like devils. Although in theory they opposed slavery, they belonged by instinct and choice to a white society that treated black people as subhuman. For all their idealism, the same prejudice accompanied Pearl’s altruistic parents when they left for China. After more than twenty years in the field neither Carie nor Absalom could ever quite see the Chinese in the way their daughter did, as people like any others.

Layers of mistrust and mutual incomprehension blocked any traffic between Pearl’s two worlds. Dearly as she had loved her cousin as a child, Grace Stulting in later life disapproved strongly of Pearl’s upbringing in a household of Chinese servants who expertly subverted all Carie’s efforts to discipline her children, and ensure that they grew up in the hardworking, egalitarian, self-reliant American way. The Stultings were dismayed to find that Pearl had no idea how to sew, cook, clean, or wash up. “That amah, she raised her,” Grace said sniffily. At the end of the summer holidays the Sydenstrickers moved to Lexington, Virginia, where Edgar was due to start as a freshman at his father’s old college of Washington and Lee, and Pearl entered school in third grade. This was one of the periods she preferred to forget, for she could no more blend in with her southern classmates than she had gotten on in Zhenjiang with the sheltered and segregated daughters of foreign businessmen and diplomats, growing up behind the barred gates of the British concession. The ladylike white girls she met at Zhenjiang’s British Club seemed condescending and dull to Pearl, and for their part they could make nothing of a child burned brown by the sun, accustomed to wearing loose Chinese trousers at home, and speaking an idiomatic street slang incomprehensible even to her parents (for whom Chinese was always a second language, as English was for Hermanus). Pearl was fluent enough to trade uninhibited insults with local boys who swore at her on the streets of her hometown. “She didn’t feel like she was an American,” said Cousin Grace. “It handicapped her terribly. Never felt like she belonged here … felt like she was odd.”

The practical, hardheaded Stultings took a dim view from the start of the austere, unwordly, incorrigibly intellectual Absalom Sydenstricker, whose unremitting righteousness made them uncomfortable. The marriage had been categorically forbidden by Carie’s father. Pearl’s comical account of her parents’ strangely impersonal courtship, in The Exile, started with her father finding his path barred by Hermanus, hopping mad and armed with a stick (“ ‘Sir, I know your intentions! … You shall not have my daughter!’ The young missionary … gazed down on the little man and answered mildly, ‘Yes, I think I shall, sir,’ and proceeded on his way”). By 1901 Pearl’s Sydenstricker grandparents were dead, the family scattered, and their home just outside Lewisburg, forty miles away in Greenbrier County, had been sold, but the child picked up stories then and later about the early life her father said as little as possible about. He was the youngest but one of nine children brought up on a large rough hillside farm in servitude to their father, Andrew Sydenstricker, a God-fearing giant of a man who read the Bible right through aloud to his family every year and drove his seven sons off the property one by one, cursing their ingratitude, as each became legally free to go at the age of twenty-one. All of them hated the land that remained their father’s abiding passion. All became ministers save one, who was a church elder.

Their mother, Frances Sydenstricker, born Feronica Kauffman, was a grandmother Pearl liked the sound of: clever, competent, combative, sharp-tongued and short-tempered, a fine cook, a formidable manager, and a powerful personality in her own right. She was responsible for the family’s intellectual ambitions, a member of the proud and prolific Coffman family, Swiss Mennonites descended from a celebrated eighteenth-century dissident and scholar (the name change from Kauffman to Coffman signified their new American identity). She and her two downtrodden daughters serviced the household with the help of a wood-burning iron stove and a washtub in the woodshed. She ran her big, rambling, ramshackle farmhouse and its floating population of children, relatives, and visitors lavishly and well until at the age of sixty in 1873, the year her son Absalom was old enough to leave home, she decided she had had enough and never did a day’s work again. Local legend said that for the next two decades and more old Mrs. Sydenstricker held court in her rocking chair, entertaining the wives of the neighborhood, impervious to her children’s bewilderment and the stupefaction of her outraged husband, dispensing gossip, providing a subversive role model, recruiting more and more subscribers to her tacit declaration of female liberation until, on one memorable day, twenty-two likeminded women gathered to give one another strength and support on her porch.

His mother permanently shaped Absalom’s ideal of womanhood, in which the only two qualities that mattered were meekness and docility. “In that house bursting with its seven great sons, roaring with the thunder of the quarrel between man and woman, he heard it often shouted aloud that the Bible said man was head of the woman. It had to be shouted often to that indomitable old woman, eternally in her rocking chair. It made no difference to her, but it made a deep impression on her seven sons.” Absalom was the smallest, skinniest, and most insignificant, ostensibly the plain, timid weakling in a handsome, burly, turbulent family. He grew up the butt of his brothers, afraid of his father, and terrorized by the ghost stories he heard from his Mennonite grandmother, who spoke only German, which Absalom said afterward was the language of his childhood (the Sydenstrickers came originally from Bavaria). Most of the attention and perhaps also the affection he got seems to have come from this grandmother, who died when he was seven. Two years later his older brothers started enlisting one after another in the Confederate Army to fight the Yankees, leaving only the three youngest—Hiram, Absalom, and Frank, age eleven, nine, and seven—to work the farm under their father for the duration of the war. Absalom endured the hardship and humiliation of these formative years by shutting down his feelings inside a protective shell, telling his daughter long afterward that the occasional day when he could sneak off to school was always his greatest pleasure.

“I saw him an overworked boy, starving for books, hungry for school, loathing the land and tied to it until he was twenty-one,” wrote Pearl, who came in the end to understand better than anyone except her mother the inner furies that scourged Absalom, “his austerities, his shynesses, his fires so deep and so strangely banked, the powerful mystic motive of his life.” He escaped by the same route his brothers had taken, putting himself first through college, then through theological seminary, living at subsistence level, working with a frenzied concentration that ensured outstanding academic success and cut him off more completely than ever from other human beings. He was twenty-eight before he was finally ready for action, which meant picking a wife (admittedly one who was neither meek nor docile) on his mother’s instructions and sailing halfway around the world to stake out a spiritual territory of his own on a scale incomparably grander than anything that had ever occurred to his father. Returning home on furlough always brought back the old sense of impotent grievance that Pearl gave long afterward to the youngest son of Wang Lung, the farmer in The Good Earth, another patriarch whose sons grow up crushed by a dread that comes back to haunt the youngest long after his father lies dead and buried. “It was the same sick helplessness he had been used to feel in the days of his youth when the earthen house was his gaol. Once more his father, that old man in the land, reached out and laid his earthy hand upon his son.”

At the age of nine or ten Pearl was too young to grasp the root of the problem, but she could see perfectly well that her cousins looked down on their Uncle Ab, with his long-winded sermons and his baggy suits made by a cheap Zhenjiang tailor. America robbed Absalom of the confidence and authority he possessed in China, and he spent much of his family’s time in Hillsboro away preaching or fund-raising (“when he came back no one was quite as much at ease as we were in his absence,” Pearl said). The only way she herself managed to inspire even a flicker of interest in him was by demanding to join the church on the same Sunday as her cousin Grace. The two girls were duly received by the local minister, Absalom’s oldest brother, the Rev. David Sydenstricker, an initiation Pearl dismissed afterward as a complete letdown, claiming she had only suggested it in the first place because it gave her the chance to show off a new frock. She was beginning to realize that the yellow curly hair and “wild-beast eyes” so repulsive to the Chinese had the opposite effect on Americans. Her younger sister, Grace, remembered Pearl as already strikingly pretty with a “slender face, broad forehead, pointed chin, straight, stubborn mouth, narrow nose and gray-green eyes beneath black brows which contrast with the near-fair hair.” She certainly looked her best in the new white dress with a sash and a broad-brimmed Leghorn hat. But, whatever she may have felt later, joining the church looks like a gesture of solidarity at a stage when Pearl still badly wanted to please her father.

SHE WAS ALSO BEGINNING dimly to sense the limitations of the cohesive, coercive, and highly judgmental Presbyterian society into which she was born. When the family returned to China in the autumn of 1902 Pearl qualified as a newly admitted church member at just ten years old to attend Zhenjiang Mission meetings, where she found her father once again under attack. Absalom disagreed with his fellow missionaries, on most issues as a matter of principle. His opposition roused unconditional loyalty from his wife in public and blind family patriotism in his children, all of them “impregnated,” as Pearl said, “with the feeling that the hands of their own kind were for ever against their parents and therefore against them.” Contact with her Puritan origins in West Virginia shed new light on a side of her father that others found hard to bear: “He was a spirit … made by that blind certainty, that pure intolerance, that zeal for mission, that contempt of man and earth, that high confidence in heaven, which our forefathers bequeathed to us.”

Station meetings were stormy affairs held once a week in the Sydenstrickers’ house in Zhenjiang, where mission personnel met to discuss strategy, review progress, and vote democratically on how to allocate the funds provided by the financial board of the Southern Presbyterian Church in the United States. There was constant wrangling over the cost of repairs, maintenance, building programs, the price and distribution of tracts, and whether or not to raise the salaries of native helpers, who received a meager monthly wage of eight to ten Mexican dollars (worth roughly half as much as U.S. dollars). The women recruited to help spread the Bible story got even less. Provision in the minutes for “Mrs. Sydenstricker’s Bible woman” was five dollars a month, in spite of bitter remonstrations from Carie in private (mission wives were permitted to attend but forbidden to speak at these meetings).

There was unanimous disapproval of Absalom’s interminable schemes for extending the Work, and constant protest that his increasing number of conversions reflected an obsession with quantity over quality. His colleagues deplored his reluctance to pool the funds entrusted to him by American benefactors, his obstinate insistence on educating his Chinese staff (the conventional view was that teaching the natives too much was asking for trouble), and his point-blank refusal to fall in with official policy of dividing the available territory among competing Christian denominations in much the same way as the European powers apportioned their landgrabs. What infuriated his fellows perhaps more than anything else was his unauthorized translation of the Bible into a vernacular that ordinary people could understand for themselves (“We are better judges than the Chinese of what they need,” ran an authoritative article in the Chinese Recorder, urging preachers to stick to the simple trusty formula of exhortation, admonition and reproof). Absalom was proud of his ability to whip up quarrels with himself at the center. Asked if he had succeeded in reconciling the two feuding missionaries in charge of his very first junior posting, he said with a disarming glint of self-mockery, “I succeeded to this extent—they united in turning on me!” At the end of her life Pearl told a close friend that as a girl she never felt free from the strain of his altercations. “My memory of that circle of half a dozen soberly dressed people is grim,” she wrote of the regular Monday afternoon sessions in her parents’ parlor:

On Sunday everyone had been religiously whetted by three church services—not only religiously whetted but physically exhausted and emotionally strained.… I have sat, hundreds of Mondays, a small bewildered child, looking from one stubborn face to the other of my elders, listening to one stubborn voice and then another.… Listening to them, my heart swelled with helpless tears. It seemed to me they were always against [Absalom] and Carie, those men with their leathery skins and hard mouths and bitter determined eyes. [Absalom] sat there never looking at them, but always out of the window, across the valley to the hills, that brow of his white and serene, his voice quiet and final.… “I feel it my duty to push further into the interior. I regret if it is against your will, but I must do my duty.

AS AN ADULT PEARL came to feel that her father had been ahead of his time in his work on the Chinese vernacular, as in his belief that the Church could not hope to survive in China except on a basis of further education, local autonomy, and increasing participation by the Chinese in its administration and government. Some of the harshest and also the funniest passages in her brief, unsparing, beautifully balanced biography of her father, The Fighting Angel, come from these years, when she became a firsthand witness of church politics, viewing them retrospectively in double focus as part idealistic child, part skeptical adult, often with startling results. The juxtaposition of childish bias with adult impartiality gives an exuberant spin to her account of the rivalry between her father and Zhenjiang’s one-eyed Baptist minister, who for thirty years disputed Sydenstricker’s territory and persisted in poaching his converts. The problem was total immersion, which appealed to the pragmatic Chinese more than the Presbyterians’ modest baptismal sprinkle, on the grounds that “if a little water was a good thing for the soul, more was better.” Persuading good Presbyterians to sneak off to the Baptists was a form of blatant religious theft that assumed diabolical proportions in the Sydenstricker home: “We sat silent through many a meal while [Absalom] with unwonted fluency said what he felt about other denominations, especially about the folly of immersion.” The missionary with one eye became one of the arch bogeys of Pearl’s childhood.

Absalom, whose distrust of women meant that he could not quite bring himself to believe they had souls, never brought the full force of his excoriating zeal for salvation to bear on his daughters. Pearl’s problem was how to attract his attention, not how to deflect it. He whipped his children for serious infringements such as telling a lie, but he hit them in anger only on rare, terrifying occasions, “when something he kept curbed deep in him broke for a moment its leash.” Like her sister, Grace learned early to watch for warning signs when his hands shook and a muscle twitched in his jaw. At the age of eleven, as incipient teenage mutiny started to temper her first uncritical devotion, Pearl announced to her father’s face that she hated him. In these years, when she was increasingly aware of tension between her parents, she transferred her allegiance exclusively to her mother. The sense of perspective she finally achieved in her adult recollections is both persuasive and poignant, as if somewhere between the lines of her hard-won objectivity there still lurks the ghost of a small distressed child trying not to burst into tears. “I have seen other lesser and more bureaucratic missionaries grow almost demented trying to control [Absalom]. They shouted bitter words at him, they threatened him with expulsion if he did not cease disobeying rules, over and over they called him a heretic, once even called him insane because he seemed to hear nothing they said. He was … so determined, so stubborn … that I know there have been those who, seeing that high, obstinate, angelic tranquillity, have felt like going out, groaning and beating their heads against a wall in sheer excess of helpless rage.” Pearl admitted in private long afterward that the onset of puberty and adolescence in the period following the family’s return to China in 1902 was when she came closest to being actively unhappy at home.

These were triumphal years for her father. Absalom agreed for once with the rest of the mission community in putting the post-Boxer era of unopposed white supremacy down to the direct intervention of divine providence in China’s defeat by the West. Everything that had aggravated Christians about the Chinese—“Their language as well as their thought … contaminated by centuries of association with idolatry … Their ideas of truth and morals … distorted and wrong … The residuum from the old religions … a system of demon worship … the source of untold misery as well as of spiritual and moral degradation”—was to be swept away. A surge of rhapsodical jubilation swept through missionary ranks now that God had at last given them a sign that they were His chosen people. “Assyria, Babylon, Greece, Rome … have passed away. Only China remains,” wrote one of many exultant contributors to the Chinese Recorder, arguing that God had preserved this last great heathen empire intact for thousands of years precisely so that its inhabitants might be ripe for the plucking as the second millennium approached. “God has saved China for entire collapse. Morally, China is rotten to the core.” A wave of revivalist meetings swept the north in the aftermath of the 1900 uprising, with huge congregations of hysterical Chinese confessing their sins, lacerating themselves, forgiving their enemies, and declaring with tears pouring down their faces that their resistance had been broken in a grotesque spiritual reversal of the Boxers’ military campaign. “Even the smallest children began to cry out for mercy.”

Absalom approved of revivalist tactics (“so hopeful and encouraging,” he wrote with unusual warmth), conducting similar, if smaller meetings himself on spring and autumn tours of his expanding circuit, when he visited each one-room chapel in every walled city or market town, performing mass baptisms and preaching sermons that left him physically exhausted but emotionally transfigured. Pearl said that as a small girl she convinced herself she could see light streaming out from his body at these times. Even as a teenager, old enough to start learning Latin from her father, “I never stood up to recite to him—and not to stand was unthinkable—without feeling that more than man was listening.” A supernatural imperative consumed him. He was nearing the goal he had schooled himself to attain all his life, and the urgency of his mission raged in him like fever.

Absalom gathered around him a small group of young Chinese followers, modeled by his own account on Jesus Christ’s band of disciples, who met in his study in Zhenjiang for theological and practical training. This class, a perpetual irritation to Absalom’s fellow missionaries, had started in Tsingkiangpu and was still running strong two decades later, when it was finally disbanded in 1906 on the foundation of the Nanjing Theological Seminary, another of Absalom’s pet schemes for training Chinese evangelists, fiercely opposed by his peers. The most faithful of all his disciples was Ma Pangbo, who had begun as his prize pupil in Tsingkiangpu and remained at his side throughout every subsequent campaign. A Muslim from the north with Arab blood, disowned by his own family when he entered the Christian Church, the boy was still in his early teens when he joined forces with Pearl’s father before she was born. Ma collaborated on Absalom’s translations, accompanied him on his travels, preached in his chapels, planned strategy with him, and supervised his native staff, standing in as a kind of adoptive son in place of the actual Sydenstricker sons, who were absent or dead, becoming a trusted collaborator, consultant, second-in-command, eventually a spiritual brother. Both men were tall, dark, and lean, with strong bony features, hooded eyes, and hawk-beak noses. A Calvinist predestinarian and believer in the Second Coming, Absalom was a justified sinner who found his alter ego in Ma. Pearl said it was almost impossible to tell with your eyes closed which of the two was preaching or praying. “There is fire in him,” Ma said when she asked what had drawn him as a boy to her father. “There is fire in me. The flame in his soul leaned over and caught at the flame in me, and I was compelled.”

Ma had been Absalom’s sole human companion in the summer of 1900, when the Boxer storm raged in Zhenjiang. “Many times I stood there,” he told Pearl, “thinking I must, like Saul of Tarsus, be witness to the death of a martyr.” Missionaries were frequently urged to model themselves on Saint Paul, but Absalom was among those who embodied in practice “the Pauline spirit of consecration,” “the living aggressive force,” “that spirit which irreligious people will call variously ‘fanaticism,’ ‘intolerance,’ ‘narrow-mindedness,’” qualities every missionary strove in theory to emulate. For someone as steeped from infancy in the Bible as he was, accustomed to set aside hours every day for translation and exegesis, a large part of China’s appeal lay in its superficial resemblance to Old Testament Israel. Absalom was not the only one to find conditions unchanged since the time of Abraham in China with its lepers and devil-worshippers, its superstitious rites, sympathetic magic and belief in demonic possession, its temples full of painted idols, and its stringent solutions to the problem of women. In spite of or possibly because of his refined erudition, he believed literally in every tenet of his fundamentalist faith, from bodily resurrection to miracle working. “The power to work miracles is promised, their need is apparent, real and great,” he wrote, deploring what he hoped was only a temporary suspension. “No one seems to have the power in exercise, but the reason why the power is withheld we are unable to give.”

There is a kind of insular absurdity about attempting to superimpose nineteenth-century biblical orthodoxy on an ancient, highly civilized culture underpinned in its customs and thought by Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism, a broad consensus organized, in Pearl Buck’s words, “into three great types, naturally tolerant, non-evangelical, and mellowed by long human experience to a philosophy of humanism.” Militant Christianity, backed up by armed force and gunboats, subverted deep-rooted systems of ethical belief, judicial practice, and administrative organization in favor of a simplistic morality that denounced any but the most basic education as elitist claptrap, regarded tolerance as a vice, and prized “aggressive evangelistic work” as a self-evident good. Of all the punitive measures imposed on China in 1900—freedom for Westerners to travel, trade, and settle where they wished, the payment of huge indemnities, and the lifting of virtually all restrictions on missionaries—the one that dismayed Pearl most in later life was the tacit insistence on an exclusive, prohibitive, alien religion. “The effrontery of all this still makes my soul shrink,” she wrote half a century later.

The right to pride of place assumed by the Christian Church was possible only because, as many observers pointed out at the time and afterward, it chose to confine its attention to illiterate porters, gatemen, servants, and rural laborers. Absalom Sydenstricker himself freely admitted that “a stinging conviction of sin” was easier to induce in this sort of people. Without sin, guilt, and atonement, concepts with no place in Confucius’s definition of virtuous conduct, the puritan mechanism of reward and punishment became frankly meaningless. People who failed to understand they had sinned could not be brought to repent. Simple mathematics starkly outlined the scale of the difficulty for the handful of Southern Presbyterian missionaries who had elected to hold themselves responsible for saving the souls of ten million people in North Kiangsu. The logical answer was to set up the redemptive equivalent of a production line, calculating two minutes per person as sufficient to spell out the message. Absalom himself managed to compress “all the essentials of Salvation” into a single sermon so short that, by his own account, “the unsaved soul, hearing perhaps but once, could understand and so take upon itself its own responsibility.” Pearl, who must have heard her father’s homily countless times as a girl, could recite the formula by heart: “God—His Son—believe—not perish—everlasting life. His whole creed was there.”

Seen from Absalom’s point of view in The Fighting Angel, his patent sermon was a reasonable, ingenious, and eminently practical device. But to his daughter, looking back “in anger and indignation” as an adult from a different perspective, this kind of quick-fix solution had little or no relevance to the Chinese peasants taught to repeat it by rote on the promise of rewards that never materialized from hellfire-breathing missionaries more interested in their own than their converts’ problems. “I hear them repeat a memorized jargon to a group of eager, suffering, uncomprehending men and women,” Pearl wrote after her father was dead, in a detailed, dispassionate analysis of mission practice that caused scandal throughout the United States and severed forever her connection with the Presbyterian Church.

In the first decade of the twentieth century all this lay far in the future. But already as a young girl, just beginning to distance herself from her father, Pearl felt uneasy about his preaching. “Somehow I had learned from Thoreau, who doubtless learned it from Confucius, that if a man comes to do his own good for you, then must you flee that man and save yourself.” Pearl first encountered Confucius through Mr. Kung, who was engaged as her tutor in the autumn of 1902, a singular act of intellectual bravado on the part of her parents at a time when more conventional missionaries dismissed Chinese reverence for Confucius as rank idolatry. Perhaps the Sydenstrickers recognized that China had marked Pearl indelibly, and perhaps they felt she should learn literary wen-li as an antidote to the racy popular language she spoke with her friends and Wang Amah. Possibly her father wanted to help out a fellow scholar in need of a job, for Mr. Kung was a refugee, forced to flee after German soldiers had smashed up his ancestral home in the sacking and looting unofficially sanctioned by Western powers as part of the post-Boxer reprisals in Beijing. Whatever the reason, for the next three years Mr. Kung came for two hours every afternoon to teach Pearl calligraphy and to read aloud to her “in his beautiful polished Peking Mandarin” the ancient classical texts of Confucius, Mencius, and the canonical poets.

Teacher Kung was tall, slender, and stately, with courtly manners, long swaying robes, and an elegant black silk queue. Pearl had often watched elderly Chinese scholars disappearing into her father’s study, but this was the first time any of them paid her the slightest attention. Her teacher seemed old to her, but in fact he was in his late forties, shrewd, kind, and, in his own judicious and considerate way, radically subversive. He gave her a solid grounding in Confucian ethics and their contemporary implications, pausing often to fill in the historical context of whatever book they were reading and to explain simply and clearly to his young pupil the relationship of China’s past to its present and its future. He instilled in her a sharp sense of the hatred and humiliation smoldering behind the deferential faces of his proud and envious people, and of their perfect right to feel as they did. Mr. Kung was the only teacher Pearl ever had (apart from her mother) who commanded her unconditional respect. He laid the foundations of a liberal, inquiring, secular education, based on a breadth of vision and a tolerance beyond the reach of her father. He opened her eyes to much she had seen but not understood. His version of events was often at odds with that of the mission community, and under his guidance her view of the turmoil she had lived through began to shift and expand. “I became mentally bifocal, and so I learned early to understand there is no such condition in human affairs as absolute truth.”

One thing Mr. Kung made unequivocally clear in their first lessons together was that the current state of truce in the country could not last. He quoted the Bible in ways that might have surprised its Western adepts: “His favorite text was the one about reaping the whirlwind if one sowed the wind, and he reminded me often, in his gently lofty manner, that one could not expect figs from thistles.” He warned Pearl explicitly that revolutionary violence would erupt again, and that next time she and her family could not be sure of getting away with their lives. The shock overwhelmed her and she burst into tears, just as she had done in America when she heard from her grandfather that President McKinley had been assassinated. Afterward Pearl tried to find a way of passing on to her parents what her teacher had said, giving up in the end for fear they might overreact or misunderstand. Like many children who successfully negotiate the treacherous ground of a divided inheritance, she did it by cultivating two distinct personalities: “When I was in the Chinese world, I was Chinese, I spoke Chinese and behaved as a Chinese and ate as the Chinese did, and I shared their thoughts and feelings. When I was in the American world, I shut the door between.” Keeping that door closed was the price of survival for Pearl as a child, but she spent the greater part of her adult life trying to open it, and keep it open.

IN THE GAMES OF CHINESE COPS AND ROBBERS Pearl played with her friends on the hillside, she was generally cast because of her dubious looks as a trusty American ally, bearing gifts to aid the noble Chinese in their ceaseless battle against rapacious and ruthless Europeans. Now that she was starting to realize the ambiguous nature of American gifts, she looked back with new eyes on what was “so strangely called in Western history” the Boxer Rebellion, pointing out that it had been essentially a nationwide resistance movement aimed at strengthening the ruling Manchu Dynasty by cleansing the country of foreigners. At the head of the dynasty sat Dowager Empress Tz’u Hsi, whose fairy-tale history fascinated Pearl. A real-life Cinderella, she had started as a penniless orphan, working as a kitchen maid for her uncle until she was picked out to become an imperial concubine and embarked on a steady ascent, rising up through palace plots and intrigue to end up ruling China, installing successive young puppet emperors and remaining for nearly half a century the ultimate authority behind the Dragon Throne. Like every single one of her playmates, Pearl herself had believed for a time that she too was descended from this Venerable Ancestor. Tz’u Hsi’s attempt to exterminate foreigners in the summer of 1900 had been one of the traumatic shocks of Pearl’s childhood. But the defeated and pragmatic empress had rapidly returned from exile, regained her composure, and reversed her policies, staging a magnificent reentry into Beijing and eagerly embracing the modernizing process of Westernization she had so adamantly opposed for so long.

In 1904 Pearl watched the coming of the railroad from Shanghai, a British investment that involved the construction of China’s first railway tunnel in the teeth of stubborn opposition from people who feared that any form of excavation would drive the dead from their graves, scatter the ancestral spirits, and rouse the dragons that lay waiting under the hills to destroy the world. Migrant laborers poured into Zhenjiang from city and countryside, beggars, outcasts, desperate and destitute refugees from famine areas, putting up makeshift hovels at the side of the line they dug out by hand, gouging into the rock with hammers and shifting the clay soil with shovels. “Gradually the workers disappeared into the depths of the earth, to come out white-faced and covered with moisture. Once there was a cave-in and panic stopped all work.… Soon the digging was going on at both ends.… The people darkened the banks of the cuts where they entered the hill, standing for hours, watching and talking.” Pearl sat on Fort Hill above the Sydenstricker house with her mother and sister to witness the ceremonial arrival of the first train, belching smoke and breathing flame, erupting from the hill with a roar that changed forever the Zhenjiang her parents had known even before its transformation into a treaty port, in the days when it was still a sleepy country marketplace clustered along a single main street. “The West had pushed in. Like possessive arms of steel, the rails lay glistening in the sun.”

Pearl idealized the empress as a child and identified with her as an adult, following her career, collecting a small library of books about her, and eventually writing one of her own, Imperial Woman, part biography, part fiction, and on some level a transposed and refocused self-portrait of Pearl herself. As the emperor’s chief concubine, Tz’u Hsi had studied history, philosophy, and literature with a tutor (clearly based in Pearl’s book on Teacher Kung), while at the same time pursuing her passion for the popular plays that brought real and imagined characters from the past back to life. The history and folklore Pearl studied were rich in the kind of heroines she needed at this stage, clever, powerful and beautiful women like the empress herself and the semimythological Mulan, a Chinese Joan of Arc, who put on her father’s armor to fight for her country in the army of a fifth-century khan. Mulan was a particular favorite with audiences in these years, silencing restless or gossipy spectators by her dramatic first entrance, “a brilliant figure” heralded by flutes and drums, galloping in on an invisible horse, singing in high falsetto as she “dashed upon the stage … in the ancient garb of a warrior, and shouts burst from the people.”

Pearl was a regular playgoer, always the only foreigner in the crowd squatting in temple courtyards or on hillside threshing floors, and she was also by now an enthusiastic reader of the novels she had first gotten to know through the family cook. “I decided well before I was ten to be a novelist,” she said, relinquishing her ambition only briefly, when Teacher Kung scornfully dismissed her taste for pop fiction. “Such books poison the thoughts, especially of females,” says the empress’s tutor in Imperial Woman. “Such books ought not even to be mentioned by a virtuous lady.” But Pearl could never resist these ancient stories for long. The countryside around Zhenjiang was impregnated with them. The heroine of The White Snake still lay in captivity beneath the pagoda on Golden Island, where she had once lived with her lover in a cave on Jingshan Mountain, inscribed with texts carved into the rock in or before the time of Confucius. The hero of The Romance of Three Kingdoms, another of Pearl’s favorites, had married the princess of Wu in Ganlu Temple overlooking the Yangtse, just outside the old city wall.

Pearl had started reading fiction in English almost as soon as she could read at all. She claimed to have consumed every book on her parents’ shelves by the age of seven, searching out anything that promised stories about real people—Plutarch’s Lives, Foxe’s Book of Martyrs—and surreptitiously combing her father’s bound volumes of Century Magazine for fictional content. She devoured the works of Charles Dickens, a complete set of small blue cloth-bound volumes that she read over and over again, curled up in a corner of the veranda with a pocketful of peanuts or lodged in the branches of an old elm tree looking down on the road over the compound wall: “And there quite alone above the crowded Chinese scene I sat and read or sobbed and dreamed, not there at all but thousands of miles away, in a land I had never seen, among people I never knew.” She read these particular volumes until they became interchangeable, so that she could reach one down at random from its high shelf, knowing it would serve her purpose without even bothering to check which title she held in her hand.

At one point Carie grew so alarmed by her daughter’s inability to do without what had evidently become an escape mechanism that she tried hiding the books, but nothing could break Pearl’s addiction to Dickens. “He was almost the sole access I had to my own people,” she wrote. “I went to his parties for I had no other.” In spite of disapproval from her parents, who shared Mr. Kung’s view of fiction as inherently coarse, trashy, and time-wasting, she read Shakespeare, Scott, Thackeray, and George Eliot. She even tried Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, but put them aside on the grounds that boys’ adventures set on the Mississippi River had too little in common with anything she herself knew (an objection equally applicable to Dickensian London). None of them left any obvious trace on her own fiction, and none produced on her the same narcotic effect as Dickens. Her obsession with him lasted for a decade or more, during which she read everything he wrote at least once a year. Perhaps it was the art of popular fiction in general, as much as anything specific to Dickens, that held her attention. As a prospective writer herself, she responded avidly to the haunting power of an imagination that accesses horrors lurking deep beyond the reach of the conscious mind through symbolic imagery and drama, gluing the narrative together on the surface with a bland sentimentality that soothes and reassures readers. The split between dreamlike purity and contaminated reality, bred into Pearl at her mother’s knee and rediscovered in Dickens, would become a crucial part of the implicit bargain she too would make later with her American public.

The habit of reading to distance herself from the life around her, hidden away alone in holes and corners where she could remain undisturbed, was an intrinsic part of the solitary, internalized Western world Pearl constructed for herself in these years, so different from the gregarious Chinese existence she was free to take up again once she had finished her daily lesson with Mr. Kung. In the late afternoons she ran down the hill to join her friends in the courtyards of any one of half a dozen neighboring farmhouses, where she was once again a welcome and familiar visitor. Pearl’s Chinese manners were excellent and she was an attentive listener, eager to hear all the stories, “plaguing everyone with questions sometimes too intimate and personal,” intrigued by the endless farming talk about crop failures, pest control, and appalling weather conditions. In times of drought she walked in procession with her friends’ families to ask help from the paper gods of the fields, who lived in mud shrines looking out over the land. When the semitropical rains finally arrived she skipped through the bamboo barelegged in a waterproof hat the size of an umbrella made of layers of plaited bamboo.

Eccentricity on this scale raised comment in the foreign community, which was perplexed by Pearl’s disorderly conduct at an age when most mothers were trying to wean their amah-raised children away from questionable habits and lax vocabulary picked up from servants in the kitchen. The mission wives would have been even more censorious if they had realized quite how frankly and freely Pearl discussed sex and religion with her contemporaries. The farmers’ daughters questioned her closely as to whether Americans made babies in the same way as their own Chinese parents. Anxious for clarification herself, Pearl asked her mother, who said unhelpfully that all babies were made by God, “and in His image.” Scarcely less baffling was the mystery hanging over Mary and Joseph and the conception of their problematic Son: “I heard talk about this from Chinese Christians who had no enthusiasm for Mary, and felt sorry for Joseph.”

Pearl’s closest confidants were the daughters of her Chinese sister, T’sai Yun, or Precious Cloud, whom she called Chieh-Chieh (Elder Sister), and who addressed Mr. and Mrs. Sydenstricker as Father and Mother. T’sai Yun seems to have been taken in as an unwanted child by Carie after the death of her own first daughter, probably around about the same time as Absalom selected Ma Pangbo as a young boy to train as his ally. Brought up in the Chinese manner and educated at a Chinese boarding school, T’sai Yun married before Pearl was born, producing six girls in rapid succession. “They grew up with me, and we told each other everything,” said Pearl, who was close in age to the two oldest. “These six little Chinese girls were the nucleus of my childhood.” Their father was the son of one of Absalom’s native assistants, Pastor Chang, who caused increasing trouble in the church with his disruptive public demands for a grandson. Prayers were offered up by the congregation each time the couple announced the arrival of another daughter: “A first girl they accepted with welcome, a second one a year later with equanimity, a third with gravity, a fourth with consternation.” Pearl remembered Pastor Chang as an aggressive old man with a skimpy white pigtail and a jutting goatee, preaching shrill sermons in which he threatened to revoke his allegiance to the Christian God, who had so abysmally failed to bring off a sex change for his fourth, fifth, and sixth granddaughters.

T’sai Yun’s story was tragic in a country where girls were dismissed as worthless, routinely crippled as children and often identified by numbers rather than names, bringing irredeemable loss of face at birth on their mother, her family, and in this case the Christian Church. Long afterward Pearl turned her adoptive sister’s experience into a captivating children’s book, The Chinese Children Next Door, about six little girls with scarlet bows on their black pigtails, who idolized the plump placid baby brother their mother eventually achieved on her seventh try. This was the fable that delighted Nehru and Gandhi who must have been as familiar as the author herself with the actuality underlying her story and its fairy-tale ending. Infertility, infanticide, the institutionalized physical and mental abuse of women, the suicides of young wives blamed for transgressions often far less significant than repeated failure to produce a son, all these were commonplace in Pearl’s childhood, constantly discussed and publicly dramatized in a society where nothing could be kept secret for long. Neither she nor her sister ever forgot another of their neighbors, a childless wife from the Fu family, whom they watched one afternoon screaming curses for an hour or more at her husband as he stolidly followed the plow with his buffalo in the valley below their back gate: “She rocked back and forth in her howling, her voice broken and hoarse, the saliva dripping from her lips, her hair stringing down the sides of her face.” Both Sydenstricker sisters had grown up watching processions of women coming to confide their troubles to Carie or lay them at the feet of the clay figure of Kuanyin in the temple, the goddess Pearl adopted as her tutelary deity, bringing wild flowers herself as an offering in spring: “I used as a small child to go to sleep more quietly at night because of her.”

Disaster, and how to cope with it, were part of their practical education. At regular intervals, when the sky darkened and the wind rose to a sullen throaty roar, the whole Sydenstricker family retreated behind locked doors and windows to wait for a typhoon that hurled itself on the landscape, smashing trees, breaking down walls, tearing off the thatched roofs of mud huts, making their own brick-built mission bungalow quake on its foundations. Cholera raged in Zhenjiang every autumn, striking with terrible speed and finality. One year Wang Amah developed symptoms overnight and would have died if Carie had not risked her own life to fight the fever, shutting herself up with the patient for a week in a stone shed at the bottom of the garden, gripped by a bitter avenging rage for the lives she had already lost and the ones she still had to lose. She and Wang Amah had been friends and companions for so long and had gone through so much together that she said she had no intention of being left alone now. That same autumn Absalom left for the annual general meeting of the North Kiangsu Mission in Hsuchowfu, accompanied by their next-door neighbor, an energetic younger man named James Bear, father of the red-headed boy who played with Pearl under the veranda. Absalom came home alone, sick and shaken, very nearly defeated himself by the cholera that had killed Bear as soon as he reached Hsuchowfu.

Carie escaped every year with the children to Kuling, packing up to leave as the rice seedlings were transplanted to the flooded fields in the steamy disease-ridden heat of late June, traveling upriver for days to Kiukang (Jiujiang), and then another day’s journey inland across the parched plain. At the foot of Mount Lu the party transferred to flimsy bamboo chairs hanging from ropes on carrying poles, each borne by four mountain bearers, for the three-mile climb ending in one thousand twisting stone steps cut into the sheer side of the mountain:

The road wound around the rocky folds of the cliffs, and beneath us were gorges and rushing mountain rivers and falls. Higher and higher the road crawled, twisting so abruptly that sometimes our chairs swung clear over the precipices as the front bearers went on beyond the rear ones, still behind the bend. One misstep and the chair would have been dashed a thousand feet into the rocks and swirling waters.… Somewhere near the top of the mountain we turned a certain corner and were met … by a strong cold current of mountain air. Until then the air had gradually cooled but now it changed suddenly and the bearers welcomed it with loud hallooing calls and a spurt of running, the chair swaying between them. As a child I could never keep from laughing.… The air of the plains had been hot and heavy, breathed in and out by millions of human lungs, but here on top of the mountain it was charged with fresh cold purity, and one breathed it in like lifesaving oxygen.

The Sydenstrickers’ two-room stone house stood in a clearing on the sloping side of a valley with a stream running along the bottom between groves of acacia, bamboo, maple, and juniper, yellow-flowered dogwood, pink crape myrtle, and sweet-scented bushes of white osman. Pearl’s first job each morning was to climb up through the woods past the rivulet at the side of the house to pick ferns, wild clematis, ornamental grasses, and lilies—“the tall white Madonna lilies, the red black-spotted tiger lilies or the white ones with red spots”—so that her mother could dress the house. There were picnics, walks, games, and even a handful of other mission children to play with as year by year more houses appeared along the brick paths, reached by shallow flights of stone steps and shaded by forest trees with everywhere the sound of water trickling or falling. The sense of being at home was intensified for Carie by the views from rocky platforms and sudden openings in the trees, where you could look down through layers of cloud on jagged peaks and crags or vertiginous drops to glimpses of river and lake far below. The mountain air, the pure water, and the paper-white mist reminded her of the famous “cloud seas” of Droop Mountain in the Alleghenies, where she grew up. After two or three magical months the family came back down again to make their way home by junk between the fields of high ripe yellow rice now lining the banks of the Yangtse.

At times like this Pearl forgot the forebodings of Teacher Kung, whose warning had been reinforced by the father of one of her friends: “Mr. Lu said there would be wars and more wars.” But sometimes she felt she was the only member of her family to realize that the way they lived was precarious and finite. “Peace covered China like a sheet of thin ice beneath which a river boiled.” The empress died in her seventy-fourth year in 1908, soon after Britain’s Queen Victoria, another great empress whom Tz’u Hsi had thought of in her last years as a sister. Mr. Kung died too, carried off in a single day by cholera in the autumn of 1905. Pearl observed the funeral rites, wearing a white mourning band and bowing to the coffin with her father (both of them on strict orders from her mother not to join in the feast afterward for fear of contagion). It was a salute to her teacher, and also to the rich, dense, complex past he had opened up for her. Teacher Kung had lost all he possessed, and his life had been ruined in the havoc that marked China’s entry into the twentieth century. If he understood and accepted that traditional scholars like himself had no part to play in their country’s immediate future, perhaps it gave him some faint satisfaction to have passed on the humane and rational core of Confucius’ teaching, even if only to one small, serious American girl. “Not until justice has been done,” he said gravely to Pearl, explaining why his country was unlikely to be safe for Westerners for many years to come. She held on to his saying as her guiding rule for the rest of her life.

TOO OLD TO RUN FREELY in the valley any more, indeed no longer allowed out at all without Wang Amah as escort, Pearl at thirteen was beginning to part ways with her Chinese contemporaries, whose mothers were preparing them for marriage. Her own mother, belatedly worried by Pearl’s intimacy with the local peasants and anxious to salvage what remained of her social credentials, encouraged her to make overtures to the few girls they knew in the expatriate white community, daughters of traders and business people temporarily posted abroad, all of them preoccupied with the life they had left and longing to get back to the West. None of these girls spoke more than kitchen Chinese or would have dreamed of having Chinese friends. Pearl made the most of a sweet-natured but thoroughly conventional English Agnes and three bright, smart, self-assured Longden sisters from the United States. The Longdens were the first American teenagers she had ever met, and they fascinated her, especially the oldest, Mary, who became for a while Pearl’s dearest friend. But in the Longdens’ terms she was young for her age, and could never keep up with their jokes or their expertise in the latest slang, clothes, and hairstyles based on fashion magazines from Shanghai. Her knowledge of their world came from nineteenth-century English novels and from the schooling she got from her mother in morning lessons with Grace. The Sydenstricker sisters worked through a correspondence course supplied by the Calvert School in Baltimore—history, geography, scripture, composition, and mathematics—with extra tuition in painting, music, and calisthenics (compulsory gym sessions on the veranda, led by Carie and detested by Pearl).

Carie compensated for the loss of Mr. Kung by enrolling her daughter in the Methodist school for Chinese girls, part of a new mission settlement a little farther around the hill from the Sydenstrickers’ house. The gray-haired American principal, Miss Robinson, seemed stiff and intimidating to Pearl, but she agreed to take the child three mornings a week as both pupil and part-time teacher. This was a highly unsatisfactory compromise. Chinese education was generally felt by Westerners to be a catastrophe (“mental infanticide on an enormous scale,” wrote the venerable Dr. Martin), consisting of learning by rote classical texts wholly incompatible with modern scientific principles, and in any case reserved exclusively for boys. Mission schools admitted the first generation of girl students in China and equipped them to face the twentieth century by giving them the rudiments of a Western education. There was no other white girl in Pearl’s school, and although she wore her American dresses to teach English to a class of eight pupils barely younger than herself, she kept her Chinese name, reverting to her own level in breaks between lessons, when she gossiped and giggled with contemporaries on the playground. Her best friends picked English names—Dottie Wei, Su-i Wang—and dreamed of becoming teachers or doctors themselves.

The experiment can’t have lasted much more than a year because, in the winter of 1906–7, it became too dangerous for either Pearl or her sister to leave their compound. Floods followed by famine on an almost unprecedented scale laid waste the north of the country, and for months on end vast, sluggish, menacing, unstoppable streams of refugees flowed into and around Zhenjiang. The exodus started in Anhui and North Kiangsu, provinces already scoured and picked clean when icy winds from the Gobi Desert drove the inhabitants south. Entire populations on the move devoured everything in their path, stripping bark from the trees and grass from the hills. No birds, animals, or children survived in their wake. They brought sickness, infection, contagion, violence, and rumors of cannibalism, which spread panic and were met with reciprocal savagery. The Manchu government’s response was ineffectual and slow. Ad hoc Western efforts to give aid were coordinated on a piecemeal basis. The Zhenjiang Mission force treated dying and destitute patients without adequate drugs or medical facilities. Pearl’s father spent the winter distributing American supplies in the north for the Famine Relief Committee, hastily formed in Zhenjiang as it became clear that many millions of people would die of hunger and disease.

Her mother worked in the city, visiting pitifully inadequate shelters and soup kitchens, returning appalled, unable to eat or sleep, almost unhinged at times from exhaustion, impotence, and grief. She had to work after dark, dressed in Chinese clothes to escape being mobbed, but somehow people found out her name and traced her back to where she lived. Sinister, barely human bundles of bone and rag shuffled up the hill to beat at the Sydenstrickers’ gate and lie in “dreadful shivering hordes,” heaped against the compound wall. All night they wailed Carie’s name: “The sound … drove her nearly mad … She no longer tried to shield her children; indeed, she could not.” They too lay awake listening to groans and whimpers and soldiers dragging bodies away every morning. Pearl spent Christmas day with her mother cooking “great vats of rice and distributing it bowl by bowl through a crack in the gate until none was left.” She recognized ever afterward the signs and stages of starvation in children and adults, gaunt pregnant women gnawed from within by their unborn babies, infants with sunken eyes and shriveled blue gums “like a toothless old woman’s lips,” swollen and distorted bellies, protruding bones with the skin glued to them turning an unmistakable dark purplish color, “the hue of a liver that has been dried for a day or two” which faded only when people started eating again.

At the time Pearl tried hard to blank out the images lodged at the back of her mind so tenaciously that, as her sister said, “not even her avid reading could make her entirely forget.” Amnesia was her sole defense against nightmares impossible to tame or withstand. “She could not think of suffering and so again she went to the people of books. Now in an even more voracious way she began to read everything she could get hold of.” Pearl went back to school that spring as life stirred again in the countryside. Women and children could be seen emerging like insects from hibernation, as Pearl described them long afterward in The Good Earth, swarming over the grave lands in search of the first green leaves of dandelion and shepherd’s purse, “with bits of tin and sharp stones or worn knives, and with baskets made of twisted bamboo twigs or split reeds.” Northerners who had survived the winter straggled back to their fields as the time for rice planting approached. A sense of release and recuperation is palpable in Grace’s recollection of the five girls—herself and Pearl with Mary, Ruth, and Florence Longden—lounging companionably in late afternoon sun on the Sydenstrickers’ porch to listen to “the normal sounds of summer … the cheerful talking of the farmers, the call of evening vendors, the sleepy cooing of wild doves, the croaking of frogs.”

Pearl emerged from the crisis a disturbed and withdrawn adolescent, venting her own agitation in increasingly sharp conflict with her mother. Stormy, strong-willed and decisive, the two were so alike, according to Grace, that it was hard for either to back down from head-on collision. Carie was anxious and apprehensive, as she had been about Edgar when he too showed signs of rebellion at the same age. Pearl felt lonelier than ever before as the end of the school year approached and the gap between her and her friends began to reopen. Dottie Wei, Su-i Wang, and all the girls Pearl liked best left, one after another, weeping or stony-faced, to abandon their fantasies about independent careers and embark with men they had never seen on marriages arranged by their parents. Mary Longden was sent back to school in the United States, leaving Pearl cut off once again from contemporaries in the foreign community, who were themselves being groomed by their families as they approached marriageable age.

She was charmed and disconcerted that summer by a missionary couple newly arrived from America, Charles Hancock and his young wife, who lodged with her parents and took Chinese lessons from her father. She said it was the Hancocks, newly married and still clearly in love, who provided her first inkling that there could be more to marriage than working out a practical compromise between the wife’s duty and her husband’s needs. Carie had struggled to contain her own mutinous feelings, but her efforts had not deceived even Grace, by far the more submissive of her two daughters. Both girls understood the tension released in the emphatic creaking of the rocking chair in their mother’s room and the eloquent speeches rehearsed under her breath. “Mother is angry,” Grace wrote of one of these occasions. “Not angry at anyone, for Father is away—but just angry at Things.” They both knew and feared the bright red stripes on their father’s white forehead, when he emerged from the study after long solitary prayer sessions with his head resting on a chair back pressed against two bony fingers. “Only when he goes and shuts himself in the study is there any peace,” wrote Grace.

Like his father, Absalom looked for justification to Saint Paul, announcing flatly and often “that as Christ was head of the church, so man was head of the woman.” Quicker, bolder, and more intellectually agile than he was, Carie unequivocally repudiated the Pauline doctrine that tolerated females as a necessary evil, denied them souls or minds of their own, and prohibited them from participating in or even speaking at meetings of the mission to which they belonged. She brought up her daughters to think in ways that flummoxed her husband (“It did not occur to him to look for or desire intellectual companionship or spiritual understanding in a woman”). In these years the prime cause of friction between them was further education for Pearl. She turned fifteen in the summer of 1907, and her mother had no intention of repeating the mistakes that had been made with Edgar. Sent away too soon with too little backup or preparation, he had shocked both his parents by squandering his chance to polish a brilliant mind in favor of drink and girls. Marriage had made Carie a proto-feminist—“and I must say with cause,” wrote Pearl—and nothing was going to stop her sending this next child to college. The problem was how to pay for it, since Absalom had a rooted objection to spending money on his wife or daughters. In spite of his own long absences from home and the fact that Carie earned nearly half their joint salary (eight hundred dollars for a married missionary, five hundred dollars for a single man), he banked the money and refused her a checkbook of her own. “He was penurious for God’s sake,” wrote Pearl, “that everything might go into that cause to which he had dedicated his life—and to which also he ruthlessly and unconsciously dedicated all those lives for which he was responsible.”

These were the years when he published his Chinese New Testament in defiance of the Church, putting it out gospel by gospel and funding publication with the housekeeping money. His daughters had grown up picturing their father’s translation as a bottomless well that swallowed the toys, books, and dresses they never had. As they got older Pearl was painfully conscious of the “incredible pinchings and scrapings and even begging” that marked the Sydenstrickers out from other missionaries at a time when, as Grace said, “Absalom’s New Testament stood like a boulder between her parents.” Both sisters dreaded the scenes Absalom made on journeys, when he refused to tip coolies or porters in spite of their furious complaints and Carie’s pleading. Pearl detested her beautiful lace-trimmed underwear, handmade by charitable ladies as gifts for the needy, and she traveled reluctantly by coolie class now that her family could no longer afford the fares to go “upstairs with the other white people” on the Yangtse riverboats: “We put on Chinese clothes and traveled below decks with the Chinese.” They slept at night crammed into small dirty berths doused with carbolic lotion by Carie and spent their days in the crowded salon, dimly lit by oil lamps, with a couch for opium smokers down one side and a big central table for gamblers:

As for me, beginning then to see and feel, to perceive without knowing, I can never forget the smells of those ships … the thick foul sweetish fumes rising and creeping into every cranny. From the half-closed doors of the tiny cabins came the same smell, so that the close air seemed swimming with it.… In the middle of the table was a pile of silver dollars, which every one watched closely, covetously, with terrible longing.… Occasionally it was swept away by a single lean dark hand. Then a strange growl went over the crowd of gamesters and over the crowd of onlookers.

Absalom’s indiscriminate preaching embarrassed Pearl in her new role as her father’s most hypersensitive critic. She said she could never bring Chinese friends home in case he set about saving their souls. She had long since stopped listening to his sermons herself, and now she watched him at work on the boats with a captive audience of drug addicts, who responded to his fervid exhortations with yawns of boredom. “They did not know what he meant by sins, or who this man was who wanted to save them, or why he did. They stared, half listening, dropping to sleep in grotesque attitudes upon the deck, where they slept, leaning against their bundles.” Pearl would come eventually to understand and feel for her father, and to write calmly and humorously about his predicament, but at this stage her entire future hinged on her mother’s will and the frugality that was its practical expression.

One of the results of Carie’s stringent economizing was a term at the newly formed Kuling American School, an experience Pearl did not repeat and afterward preferred to forget. Her mother complained that the teaching was substandard and transferred her daughter to a school in Shanghai run by a couple of puritanical New England spinsters. Miss Jewell’s School was next door to a mission boardinghouse kept by an older sister in a seedy part of town very different from the prosperous tree-shaded French concession inhabited then as now by business people. Pearl’s account of this heavily barred, grim, gray brick establishment, and its frightening headmistress with her short heavy figure, cold eyes, and limp handshake, owes more to Jane Eyre than to anything in Dickens.

Absalom delivered his daughter as a boarder to Miss Jewell’s School in the autumn of 1909. Pale, slender, and studious, socially immature but intellectually advanced for her age, Pearl made no headway with the other girls, who were as shocked by her knowledge of Confucius as she was by their contempt for the heathen Chinese. She got on better with the staff, who found her shy, aloof, and almost suspiciously clever. “She said she read Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland at least once a year for its deeper insight,” one of her teachers told Grace thirty years later. She impressed her classmates by reading aloud to the Friday Literary Club from work in progress (“a real novel with chapters”), and having a long poem published in the Shanghai Mercury (Pearl was an old hand at the Mercury, having won its monthly children’s competitions so often that she treated the prizes as regular pocket money). She also fell in love for the first time, with a handsome, charming, and sensitive college boy. The older brother of a school friend, son of an American father and a Chinese mother who had died, this intelligent and unhappy boy discussed his divided heritage at length with Pearl (fifty years later she used his story, by her own account, as the basis for her novel Letter from Peking).

Pearl was not used to living under surveillance, nor to being tightly hemmed in by rules, and least of all to the perfervid religiosity that pervaded the school. Martha Jewell and her younger sister Eugenia belonged to a sect of Holy Rollers, American fundamentalist fund-raisers, who called regularly to collect donations and conduct prayer meetings in the school parlor. Prayers that began normally enough rapidly degenerated into gibberish as teachers and pupils began “speaking in tongues,” moaning and crying for the Holy Ghost, repenting nameless sins, and urging Pearl to join in while she tried with glazed eyes to absent her mind. “Religion I was used to, but not this dark form of it, this grovelling emotion, the physical confusion, a loathsome self-indulgence of some sort that I could not understand.” When it became clear that Pearl was never going to conform like the others, the school turned against her. Miss Jewell declared her a heretic, and she was ostracized by fellow pupils, including her roommates, Ruth and Florence Longden, Mary’s younger sisters. The preparatory training that was to have taught her to mix with girls of her own age and kind ended with Pearl being exiled alone (“lest I contaminate the others”) to a small room in the attic.

Looking back later, Pearl recognized in Miss Jewell a passionate, iron-willed idealism that had corroded, leaving as its residue only the indestructible need for power and control. “She was expressing … a sort of sex instinct,” Pearl wrote of her teacher in the first article she ever published in the Chinese Recorder. “She would have been horrified to have heard it called that.” As part of Pearl’s rehabilitation program, Miss Jewell took her to revivalist meetings and charitable reformatories. “Both terrified me,” said Pearl. Once a week she was obliged to teach knitting and sewing at the Door of Hope, a refuge for women undergoing correction after careers in prostitution and slavery. As the only one of the white lady volunteers who spoke the language of the Chinese inmates, Pearl heard atrocious accounts of physical and mental abuse, violence, torture, starvation, and rape inflicted on girls thrown out or sold by their families into forced labor, working in brothels or as domestic slaves terrorized by the mistress of the household and passed from hand to hand by the master, his sons, and his menservants. She listened to their stories by day and dreamed about them by night. Still haunted by her experiences in the famine, Pearl was too young to be exposed so soon and so brutally to the exploitive squalor of Shanghai sex trafficking. Miss Jewell’s School had been cheap (the fees barely covered expenses), but Pearl paid a heavy price. She was removed after two terms, as soon as Carie realized what was happening.

Pearl’s formal schooling so far had been a series of steadily more disastrous experiments. Once again the sound of low voices arguing and occasional weeping emanated from her parents’ bedroom at night. The campaign to secure university entrance for Pearl was one of the few that Carie won by settling for a compromise solution. Wellesley College ruled itself out as a Yankee institution, and in any case prohibitively expensive, so they settled instead on Randolph-Macon Woman’s College in Lynchburg, Virginia, where the fees were just over half of Wellesley’s, which pleased Absalom. The curriculum suited Carie: “My mother approved it because the education there was planned to be exactly what a man would get.” In academic terms this was the best the South had to offer girls. Carie emerged triumphant from the last of a series of confrontations behind closed doors to announce that there would be a new dress for Pearl and that the rest of the family would accompany her on furlough, traveling home westward by the overland route.

Hostilities continued intermittently right up to the packing. Carie planned this journey as a do-it-yourself induction course, during which she and Pearl would study a trunk full of books about Europe at the same time as sampling its highlights in practice. Absalom washed his hands of the whole affair. “There was nothing of very special importance or interest in this our last visit home as a family,” he wrote defiantly in his memoirs. His own packing consisted of the official, newly completed Revised Mandarin New Testament, which he subsequently demolished in a succinct and scathing review. They set out in early June, traveling north to Harbin in Manchuria, then for ten days through imperial Russia by the trans-Siberian railway, with a day’s stop in Moscow, where Pearl was sickened by a poverty and degradation beyond anything she had seen before. They went on via Warsaw and Berlin to spend a month at a small Swiss pension in Neufchâtel so that Absalom might enjoy himself at last visiting Calvinist shrines, and Pearl could practice her French. They stayed one day in Paris (where Grace said her father was so disgusted by the naked statues that he refused to look), and a week at the China Inland Mission in London.

Pearl spent the last leg of the journey, onboard ship from Southampton to New York, contemplating the new world she was about to enter and the old world she had left behind. Sights she had seen in Zhenjiang and was still struggling to put into some sort of perspective would finally resurface decades later in her books. She mentally filed away the “grave and bitter look” on the faces of porters with no redress against unjust treatment by white men, and the grimaces of old men pulling rickshaws: “Their faces in repose were twisted as though in anger, only it was not anger. It was the years of straining at loads too heavy for them which had lifted their upper lip to bare their teeth in a seeming snarl.” She had witnessed firsthand the hard labor, stench, and danger that made up daily life for the boat people living in picturesque sampans moored along the banks of the Yangtse, and she could not forget the coolies who lived on those boats, men she had watched as a child loading and unloading merchandise on the Bund: “They were always sweating … summer and winter, and their thighs and knees quivered under their heavy loads. Their eyes bulged … and their breath came out of them in singsong grunts and they kept step with each other and swung into rhythms to lighten their intolerable loads.”

Pearl’s premonition of an inevitable uprising was confirmed in a rare and surprising conversation with her father on the Atlantic crossing. He predicted a revolution within ten years in Russia (“It is clearly foretold in the Scriptures”) that would spread to engulf the white races in Asia, including Americans. “The Chinese owe us nothing” was his stern response to Pearl’s protest. “We must never forget that missionaries went to China without invitation and solely from our own sense of duty.… We have done the best we could but that, too, was our duty and so they still owe us nothing. And if our country has taken no concessions, we have kept silent when others did, and we too have profited from the unequal treaties. I don’t think we shall escape when the day of reckoning comes.”

They took the train straight to Lynchburg, where they were to stay with Edgar, now established in the town as a newspaper editor with a wife and a little daughter whom her grandparents had never seen. Pearl was just eighteen years old. “I entered America in September, 1910, with a sober heart and a mind too old for my years.”
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