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PREFACE

Several books have been written about Peking by foreigners, but among
these only two are comprehensive—Monseigneur Favier’s monumental
work Peking and Father Hyacinth Bitchurin’s Description of Peking,' both,
alas, somewhat out of date from the modern visitor’s view point, since
much has altered in the city of late years.

The paucity of accurate accounts is chiefly due to obstacles in the way
of collecting precise information. The more one studies this fascinating
city, old, proud and secretive, the more one realises the tantalising
difficulties of learning, even from the Chinese themselves, anything but
the merest outline of its history and monuments.> A proper appreciation of
Peking is, indeed, scarcely in the power of a Westerner to offer since it pre-
supposes a thorough knowledge of China’s past, an infinite sympathy with
Chinese character and religions, an intimate familiarity with the proverbs
and household phrases of the poor, the songs of the streets, the speech of
the workshop, no less than the mentality of the literati and the motives of
the rulers.

! The little book of Father Hyacinth Bitchurin was for many years the only reliable description of
Peking by a foreigner. Its accuracy is unquestioned. Bretschneider and other sinologues recog-
nised it as an original authority and drew largely upon it for their own works.

? The standard Chinese work dealing with Peking is the Ji Hsia Chiu Wen K’ao, an official pub-
lication dated 1774. It was largely drawn upon for a second edition of the Shun T’ien Fu Chih (a
description of the metropolitan prefecture, first published in A.D. 1593), brought out in 1886 by
order of Li Hung-chang. A third book, the Ch’en Yuan Shih Loh (1788), was the foundation of
Father Hyacinth’s Description.

While these and other Chinese accounts contain many important data, they nevertheless often
fail to give a cohesive summary of details which appeal to us as essential.



With many misgivings, therefore, and craving the indulgence of the
readers, this book appears at the suggestion of some who think that a
description of Peking covering a wider field than the usual “Guide,” and
yet without solemn scholarly pretensions, may prove interesting to the
average person. Its purpose is simply to play the part of a friend to resident
and visitor alike—a friend (in whose taste you perhaps have confidence) to
take you by the arm for a stroll through the city and its suburbs.

I have no intention of giving long lists of temples or palaces which
ought to be seen as quickly as possible—lest the promised pleasures
change into an endless vista of labours to be fulfilled, and the hours spent
in Peking become hours of endurance rather than enjoyment. Too often the
traveller is confused by accumulated misty glimmerings of historical facts,
by shadowy ideas concerning this Prince or that Emperor, this General and
that Monk, and stumbles about in a haze which, from insufficient interest
and the absence of books of reference, he has no means of clearing up.'
Better far to leave half the monuments unseen and to see well the rest;
to see them not once but again and again; to watch them in many lights
and moods till they become part of life and life’s recollections. Thus only
can the true atmosphere of the city, so powerful and yet so illusive, be
absorbed into mind and spirit. From the experience of many years I can
truly say that the more intimately the scenes of Peking—by far the finest
city in all China—become known, the more deeply they are engraved
on the affections. It is not a hurried visit to one or two sights which will
enable anybody to feel their spell, but a long and familiar friendship that
endears them to us, and gives each a motive and a significance entirely
unrecognised and unsuspected by the passing eye.

Who can forget the soft enchantment of Buddhist temples, the green
peace of tombs haunted by fearless things, “doves that flutter down at
call, fishes rising to be fed?” Or the grandeur of past Imperial splendours?
At first it is difficult for the Westerner to grasp the full meaning of these
glories of ancient Chinese civilisation—far more difficult than those of
Italy, for example, because, as Howells says in his Tuscan Cities, “a prime
condition of our immediate sympathy with any life, or epoch, or civilisation
is that we always, and every instant, find our dreary, tiresome, unstoried,
unstoriable selves in it” —and we can more easily imagine ourselves taking
afternoon tea with Lorenzo the Magnificent or even Caesar Borgia, than
with Yung Lo or Ch’ien Lung.

! Books of reference are suggested now and again for such readers as care to pursue a subject
further. The majority of works mentioned have been chosen because easily obtainable; many
of the older books are out of print, and therefore impossible to consult except in the library of a
specialist.



Yet, if we would profit by Peking to the uttermost, we must put away
all prejudices of our civilisation, and we must believe that it is not in
one class of interests alone that much is to be enjoyed. Archaeology and
history should combine to form the noblest impression of Peking, but
observation of the life of the people at work, at prayer or at pleasure, with
all the symbolical strangeness of Far Eastern life, is needed to complete the
picture.

This, then, is my introduction to you, the reader, as one willing to pilot
you about the city that I have lived in and studied for years, talking with
you, as it were, as I have done with many passers-by who feel they are
strangers in a strange place of which they have seen much but know not
much, until they have been with one who is Peking’s familiar comrade.

J. B.
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