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Not many foreigners in China are’as loved and respect-
ed by Chinese children as Talitha A. Gerlach, China
Welfare Institute (CWI) adviser and member of the Soong
Ching Ling Foundation.! ;

At the turn of each year, young pioneers come to her
home, singing “Happy New Year to You” and on March
6 each year, children arrive to say “Happy Birthday” and
sing and dance for her. This week she will celebrate her
90th birthday.

Few foreigners love New China as much as Gerlach
does — an American who has lived in China since 1951.

* All her furniture is Chinese. Traditional paintings?2
by Chinese children hang on the walls. Even her wrist—
watch was made in China, unlike many young Chinese
who take pride in foreign watches and electronic applian-
ces3,
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Wearing a brown cotton—-padded jacket4 and dark-
blue trousers, the silver-haired Gerlach was vigorous and
clear-minded5 when we spoke to her.

“Do you intend to go back to the United States?”
I started my interview.

“No.” The answer was definite. “I am not homesick.
I don’t have immediate family relations® in the States.
Since my brother died last November I do not have any
close relatives? there — only a cousin in Chicago. I have
settled down8 in Shanghai. I enjoy living here,” she said.

Her answer is not surprising if one knows how her-
life has been linked with the cause of the Chinese revolution.

“China was a land of mystery ? to me when Iwas young,”
Gerlach said. She said she had heard about the inaugura-
tion19 of a child emperor and then the 1911 Revolution.

“But what caught my attention was the situation of
women in China. They could not leave their homes and
were not allowed to marry after their husbands died. They
were not free to choose their lovers. Not to mention their
bound feet.11”.

She hoped to come to China. The chance came in
1926, Gerlach was sent to China by the natioual board of
the YWCA (Young Women’s Christian Association) For-
eign Department!2, to help with YWCA work in China.

In Shanghai, Beijing and Shandong Province, every-
where, Gerlach saw the suffering and humiliation of the
average Chinese. 13She recalled a visit to an old man’s home.
The man was lying in bed, sick. His boy stood by the bed-
side, telling her that nearly all their belongings had been
sold for bread. The boy, barefoot and wearing thin ragged
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clothes, was shivering in the winter cold.

. Such scenes made a deep impression on Gerlach.
Sympathy? Anger? Both. At the same time she sensed
“the mighty revolutionary force of the oppressed.” She
gravitated tol4 the side of the progressive and the revolu-
tionary, and then she began to work for them.

Today, Gerlach is most authoritative as a witness
to the vast change in social position of Chinese women.
“They enjoy equal rights with men; no longer do they
have to bind their feet. I would say that Chinese women
today are the happiest women in the world.”

The 1930s15 were dark years for the Chinese. Return-
ing from a visit to the US, Gerlach came to Shanghai
again. Together with Rewi Alleyl6 and Ruth Weiss1?,
she joined a study team on Marxism and Leninism and at
the same time helped the progressive teachers and students
with their national salvation work18.

After the Japanese invasicn of China, Madame Soong
Ching Ling founded the China Defence League (CDL)19
in Hongkong in 1938. Gerlach became secretary of the
CDL Shanghai Branch.

“One of my jobs then was ‘letter smuggling’,29” she
remembered. Each week, Gerlach used to board an Ameri-
can liner anchored in the Huangpu River2l. In the guise
of22 a visitor she secretly dropped letters and top-secret
material 23 into the letter—box on the ship.

“We also ‘smuggled’ money, medicine, and medical
equipment—donated 24 internationally and domestically—
into China’s anti-Japanese bases at the risk of25 being
arrested or killed.”
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Her friendship with Soong Ching Ling began in thc
fall26 of 1940 when they met in Hongkong. In 1946, Ger-
lach was secretary of the China Welfare Fund, 27 successor
of the CDL, which in turn has become the China Welfare
Institute (CWI) 28 since the founding of the People’s Repub-
lic.

Back in the United States, Gerlach, with Israel Ep-
stein 28, initiated the China Welfare Appeal29 with Gerlach
as chairman. They collected donations of medicine, medical
equipment and books and delivered them to China’s libera-
ted areas via3? CWI.

In the early 1950s, she was harassed during the general
anti-Communist hysteria sweeping the US. At that time
a telegram reached her from Soong Ching Ling, saying:
“Immediately back to China.” Late in 1951, Gerlach came
to Hongkong by way of Europe. There she hid in the lug-
gage compartmentof acar and thus passed through customs
and entered China without a valid passport. The “letter
smuggler” became a smuggled item herself31.

Over the years she has worked for China Reconstructs,32
taught at Fudan University and Shanghai Foreign Langua-
ges Institute and served as adviser to the CWIL.

“lI have done nothing important,” Gerlach said.
“I do not proposc programmes. 38 I just sit aside, observing
and advising.”

Gerlach is happy about the achievements China has
made. “I am all for China seeking advances in its economy
and culture.” She hails the policy of opening to the world
as34 “a positive measure for the development in cities and
in the country. I believe it will benefit the people.”
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Gerlach’s home is on the ground floor of a villa35,
and includes a sitting room, bedroom, kitchen and bath-
room. Outside the sitting room is a garden with trees around
a green lawn. There is also a small greenhouse where tropi-
cal plants grow.

Although the high brick walls and the black iron gate
shield her from the outside noise, she maintains contact
with the rest of the world and has a clear understanding
of international political geography.

“What do you think of the normalization of relations
between China and the United States?”’ I asked.

“Excellent,” she said. “It is very wise and realistic
for China and the United States to have good relations.”

(From China Daily, March 3, 1986)
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ancient Western world; they maintained between the
third and thirteenth centuries a level of scientific knowl-
edge unapproached in the West. The weakness of China
in theory and geometrical systemization® ‘““did not pre-
vent the emergence of technological discoveries and
inventions often far in advance of® contemporary Europe
especially up to the 15th century,” says Needham. And
he points out that these technological inventions poured
into Europe in a continuous stream? during the first 13
centuries of the Christian era....

Some of the basic, everyday things that have come
to us in the West from China are rice, tea, porcelain,
silk, the umbrella, eye—glasses, the printing press,8 the
mariner’s * compass,® paper, paper money, the finger
print system of identification,1? water—tight compart-
ments1! in ships, kites, etc.

Paper was invented in the first century a.p. by Tsai
Lun,!? but it was at least six hundred years before it
passed to the West. And in China colored paper began
to be used in the seventh century.

Printing had begun in China at least by the eighth
century. The earliest block printing13 known is that of
a ‘Buddhist charm14 of 770. The Chinese had long used
ink and paper and they knew how to make seals of metals,
stone and clay; the time was ripe for such an invention as
printing. Text books were needed by the thousands for
the civil service system,15 and charms for warding off evil
spirits and -diseases were desired by the Buddhists and
Taoists.18 In the tenth century Confucian classics were
printed from wooden blocks in 130 volumes and were

9
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widely distributed throughout the country. By the end of
the century Taoist books had become fairly common in the
far western province of Szechuan.

China gets the credit forinventing gunpowder. “Crack-
ing and exploding staves,” say the chroniclers, were used
in the Wei Dynasty (220-265a.p.) and fireworks were
used in the Sui Dynasty (605-617 aA.p.). Their use for war
is not proven, though experiments along those linesl?
were carried out. In 1161 “thunderbolt projectives”18
made of paper filled with lime and sulphur were used in
battle; when they touched the water the fire leapt from
them and the dense fumes that arose confused the enemy.
And there were “fire-stones” thrown a considerable dis-
tance by a “fire-drug” made of nitre,1? sulphur and wil-
low charcoal. Arab traders brought the secret of this com-
bination 20 to the West and it was adopted for warfare.. .

Chinese embassies made presents of Chinese silk to the
Parthians in the first century,2?! and it was they who in-
troduced silk into Western Asia (though caravans from
China to Iran date from 106 B.c.) and it was then that the
trans-Asian silk trade was regularized.22 '

Domestication of the silk worm 23 and the development
of the silk industry had taken place at least as early as the
Shang period, in the 14th century B.c. _

True porcelain was not only made as early as the Tang
Dynasty (618-907 A.p.) but had already become articles
of overscas trade by that time. Proto—porcelain which is
pottery with elements of porcelain24 had been made in
Han times, just before the dawn of the Christian era. It
was the 18th century before Euwrope was producing truc

10
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porcelain.

It was not in 19th century Europe but in second
century A.n. China that the automatic clock-drive of the as-
tronomical _telescope first appears.25

It was” China, not Europe, that was responsible for
the development of the mechanical clock.2¢ “Indeed,”
writes Dr. Needham, ‘“‘the mechanical clocks of China
built between A.p. 700 and 1300 have revealed at last the
missing link between the very ancient water-receiving and
water—giving vessels (clepsydras) of Babylonia and ancient
Egypt and the purely mechanical clocks and watches of
later ages.” 27

Our potato, with its claim of American ancestry28
was known and eaten by the people of China in the Liang
Dynasty (907-923). Sugar was already mentioned in
records dating back to2? the 2nd century B.c. The Book
of History 39 (24th-8th century B.c.) mentions a fermented
beverage of millet or rice;3! the straining of liquor from
lees32 is mentioned in the Book of Odes33 (23rd-6th cen-
tury B.C.). The first reference to coal in China was made
about 100 B.c. called “ice charcoal,”34 and was probably
discovered about the same time in Europe, though Marco
Polo35 (13th century A.p.) noticed its use in China and
described it in such a manner that it seems it was utterly
unknown to him or his contemporaries. The Chinese had
perfectly developed cooking stoves38 by the time of the Han
Dynasty and were also acquainted with the principle of
the chimney. And it was the Chinese who introduced the
washboard to the United States....

The most popularly known fact about the Chinese

11
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is that they wuse chopsticks. Westerners are often apt to
look down on this as a crude method of eating; they should
remember that the general use of the fork in Europe dates
back no farther than the late 16th century, before which
time our ancestors used only knives and their fingers.
European table-manners3? at the end of the 15th
century indicate clearly that table forks were not then
in gereral use in Europe. It was “manners” to reach for
a piece of meat with only three fingers and not to leave
the hand unduly long in the bowl.38 Another point of good
behaviour was not to wipe the nose with the same hand
you used in taking a piece of meat. The Chinese, on the
other hand, had been using chopsticks for one thousand
years—delicately and hygienically moving the food from
the central bowls to their individual bowls, and easily and
neatly “cutting” fish and fowl, not with knives or daggers,
but with chopsticks. The Chinese people long antedate
Europeans in refinement in eating!39 '
(From China Yesterday and Today)
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“I say, I am pleased to see you!” declared the little
man standing dejectedly by the pillar-box.

“Oh, hullo!” T said, stopping. ‘“Simpson, isn’t it?”

The Simpsons were newcomers to the neighbourhood,
and my wife and I had only met them once or twice.

“Yes, that’s right!” returned Simpson. He seemed
quite gratified by my ready recognition.! ‘I wonder
if you could lend me threepence?” I plunged an investiga-
tory hand into my pocket.2 “You see, my wife gave me a
letter to post, and I’ve just noticed it isn’t stamped.”

“They never are,” 1 said, sympathetically.

“It must go to-night—it really must! And I don’t
suppose I should find a post-office open at this time of
night, do you?” '

The hour being close upon eleven,? I agreed that it
seemed improbable.
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“So I thought, you see, I'd get stamps out of the ma-
chine,” explained Simpson, not without pride in his in-
genuity,4 “only I find I haven’t any coppers on me.”

“I’'m awfully sorry, but I'm afraid I haven’t either,”
1 told him, concluding my explorations. 3

“Oh, dear, dear!” he said. Just like that. He was that
sort of little man.®

“Perhaps somebody else—” I put forward.

“There isn’t anyone else.” '

He looked up the street, and I looked down. Then he
looked down the street, and I looked up. We both drew
blank.?

“Yes, well!” I said, and made to move off. Bat he
looked so forlorn, standing there clutching a blue, unstamp-
cd envelope, that I really hadn’t the heart to desert him.

“Tell you what,”8 I said. “You’d better walk along
with me to my place—it’s only a couple of streets off—and
I'll try to hunt up some change?® for you there.”

“It’s really awfully good of you!” said Simpson,
blinking earnestly.

At home, we managed to run the coveted pennies
and halfpennies to earth10. I handed the sumto Simpson,
who, in the most businesslike way,1! made a note of the
loan in his pocket-book, and departed. T watched him
take a dozen steps up the road, hesitate, and then return
to me.

“I say, I am sorry to trouble you again,” he said,
“The fact is, we’re still quite strangers round here, and
—well, P’'m rather lost,12 to tell you the truth. Perhaps
you’d direct me to the post—office?”

15
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I did my best. I spent three solid minutes!3 in ex-
plaining to him exactly where the post-office was. At the
end of that time I felt as lost as Simpson.

“I’m—TI’m afraid I don’t quite—"" he blinked.

“Here, I'd better come along with you,” I said.

“Oh, I say, that’s awfully kind of you!” he assured
me.

I felt inclined to agree with him.14 I led the way to
the post-office. Simpson inserted a penny in the automatic
stamp-machine. The coin passed through the machine
with a hollow rattle. Its transit5 failed to produce the
desired stamp. Simpson looked at me with a what-do-I-
do-now sort of expression. 18

“It’s empty,” I explained.

“Oh!” said Simpson.

Experiment revealed that the stock of ha’ penny stamps
was also exhausted. Simpson, in his agitation at this dis-
covery, dropped his letter face downwards on the pave-
ment, whence he retrieved it with the addition of a large
blob of mud.17?

“There!” ejaculated Simpson, quite petulantly. “Jo
it’s got mud on it!” He rattled the empty machines spite-
Qully. “Well, what can we do now?”

I gathered that I was definitely a member of the
posting party.

“I suppose it must go to-night!” T said.

“Dear me, yes! My wife was most insistent about that.
She said I wasn’t to— It’s—well,1 don’t know that it’s
extraordinarily important, but—but I’d better post it,
if you know what I mean.”
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