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Tang Ge’s Road of Discovery

The Greek philosopher Aristotle once wrote the enlightened truism:
“Happiness depends on ourselves.” This is a lesson which takes most of us
the best part of a lifetime to leam. Yet for some it is a wisdom acquired
early through force of circumstance.

One blustery autumn in 1996 I went to London’ s Heathrow Airport to
meet the son of a close friend from Beijing. Searching the straggling line of
tousled travellers emerging through into the arrivals lounge, I spotted a
bewildered-looking Chinese youth with short-cropped hair dragging an enor-
mous suitcase. This was Tang Ge, son of my good friend, an energetic and
talented Chinese journalist. I had agreed to act as legal guardian for Tang
Ge while he attended school in England though, I must admit, not without
some misgivings. She and I had had numerous conversations in Beijing on
the wisdom of sending her young son, then barely 14 years old, to school in
far-away England. While I respected her wish to give her son the best edu-
cational opportunities, as well as Tang Ge’s own enthusiasm and excitement
at the prospect of foreign travel, I wondered what effect the upheaval would

have on him. Before coming to England Tang Ge had barely lived outside
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his native hometown. How would he cope with the English language? Would
he miss his home and friends? Would he suffer a crisis of identity?
Wouldn’t it be more sensible for him to study abroad after he had completed
high school in China?

Tang Ge spent the first few days of his new life at our home in north
London. Like many kids of his age he was a disarming mixture of worldli-
ness and naiveté. In Kunming he had become used to looking after himself,
as both parents pursued their frenetic careers. Yet he seemed fresher and
more innocent than many kids of his age in Britain, many of whom face the
daily pressures of drugs, sex and fashion. We went on a sightseeing tour of
London where, sitting atop an open double-decker bus, he gazed at this
mysterious new world, bewildered by the dual sense of the alien and the fa-
miliar. In Trafalgar Square he was mobbed by hungry pigeons who came to
feed from his hand and perched shamelessly on his wiry, table-flat hair.

A few days later I travelled with him to his new school in North Hamp-
ton. It was one of those grey English days when the colour is sucked from
the landscape and everything becomes a pale shadow of itself. The school’s
PR officer, a businesswoman in a natty sports car, met us at the station and
drove us to the school. She had been responsible for recruiting hapless stu-
dents from China and I at once felt uncomfortable. The school felt cold and
unwelcoming and its facilities left much to be desired. As I left Tang Ge, a

slight, insecure figure, waving to me from the school gate, I felt a pang of
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anxiety and wondered how he would settle down in this unfamiliar world.

Mark Twain once wrote that “The worst loneliness is not to be comfort-
able with yourself.” Over the following months and years Tang Ge was to ex-
perience loneliness in several forms. There was the loneliness of homesick-
ness; the loneliness of being different from his rich Hong Kong schoolmates;
the loneliness of separation from new-found friends; above all, there was the
loneliness of not knowing who he really was.

Most adolescents suffer crises of identity at some time or another.
When we are on the brink of adulthood we strain to view ourselves as others
might view us. We crave acceptance, yet lack real confidence. Often we try
to reinvent ourselves in the image of others.

Tang Ge has been through all this—often without the support of family
or close friends. As many of his beautiful, forlom prose show, he sought
comfort in academic achievement, literature and, occasionally, the more
wayward behaviour of youth. Over time he learnt to adapt to the new chal-
lenges of life in England. He made close friendships and discovered the en-
riching solace of love. He has leamnt to overcome loneliness through a grow-
ing confidence in his own identity.

Sadly, I have not seen Tang Ge as often as I would have liked over the
last few years. He spent one Christmas with us at my parents’ house in rural
Shropshire, but after months of hard study and mental anguish he was ex-

hausted and retreated to his room much of the time like a hibemating spar-
. 3 .



row. Recently, my wife and [ visited him in his neat little apartment in Ox-
ford and we were both amazed and impressed by the confident young adult
he had become.

Reading his fluid prose has been a revelation. I knew he had a strong
penchant for literature: his mother had often told me of his childhood liter-
ary successes, when he won competitions and had pieces published in the
local newspapers. But the flair and confidence of his prose—above all the
introspective sincerity of his outpourings—mark him out as a writer of real
talent. Many people go through life without discovering their true abilities.
As Benjamin Franklin put it, “Hide not your talents, they for use were
made. What’s a sundial in the shade?”

[ am delighted that Tang Ge has now emerged from the shade of modes-
ty to bring us this wonderful collection of essays. I am sure it will be an in-

spiration to many readers-especially those who are studying, or planning to

Gt

London 28th May 2004

study, in far-flung foreign lands.
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