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1. THE RISING OF THE CURTAIN

—. BB

YOU come to the row of hovels that
leads to the gate of the city. They are
built of dried mud and so dilapidated
that you feel a breath of wind will lay
them flat upon the dusty earth from
which they have been made. A string
of camels, heavily laden, steps warily
past you. They wear the disdainful air
of profiteers forced to traverse a
world in which many people are not
so rich as they. A little crowd, tattered
in their blue clothes, is gathered about
the gate and it scatters as a youth in a
pointed cap gallops up on a
Mongolian pony. A band of children
are chasing a lame dog and they throw
clods of mud at it. Two stout
gentlemen in long black gowns of
figured silk and silk jackets stand
talking to one another. Each holds a
little stick, perched on which, with a
string attached to its leg, is a little
bird. They have brought out their pets
for an airing and in friendly fashion

compare their merits. Now and then
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the birds give a flutter into the air, the
length of the string, and return quickly
to their perch. Ther two Chinese
gentlemen, smiling, look at them with
soft eyes. Rude boys cry out at the
foreigner in a shrill and scornful
voice. The city wall, crumbling, old
and crenellated, looks like the city
wall in an old picture of some
Palestinish town of the Crusaders.
You pass through the gateway into
a narrow street lined with shops:
many of them with their elegant
lattice work, red and gold, and their
elaborate carving, have a peculiar
ruined magnificence, and you imagine
that in their dark recesses are sold all
manner of strange wares of the
fabulous East. A great multitude
surges along the uneven narrow
footwalk or in the deep-set street; and
coolies, bearing heavy loads, shout for
way in short sharp cries. Hawkers
with gutteral sound call their wares.
And now at a sedate pace, drawn
by a sleek mule, comes a Peking cart.
Its hood is bright blue and its great
wheels are studded with nails. The
driver sits with dangling legs on a
shaft. It is evening and the sun sets

red behind the yellow, steep and
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fantastic roof of a temple. The Peking
cart, the blind in front drawn down,
passes silently and you wonder who it
is that sits cross-legged within.
Perhaps it is a scholar, all the learning
of the classics at his finger-ends,
bound on a visit to a friend with
whom he will exchange elaborate
compliments and discuss the golden
age of Tang and Sung which can
return no more; perhaps it is a singing
girl in splendid silks and richly
embroidered coat, with jade in her
black hair, summoned to a party so
that she may sing a little song and
exchange elegant repartee with young
blades cultured enough to appreciate
wit. The Peking cart disappears into
the gathering darkness: it seems to

carry all the mystery of the East.
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2. MY LADY’S PARLOUR

. EABET

‘I really think I can make something
of it,” she said.

She looked about her briskly, and
the light of the creative imagination
filled her eyes with brightness.

It was an old temple, a small one,
in the city, which she had taken and
was turning into a dwelling house. It
had been built for a very holy monk
by his admirers three hundred years
before, and here in great piety,
practising innumerable austerities, he
had passed his declining days. For
long after in memory of his virtue the
faithful had come to worship, but in
course of time funds had fallen very
low and at last the two or three monks
that remained were forced to leave. It
was weather-beaten and the green
tiles of the roof were overgrown with
weeds. The raftered ceiling was still
beautiful with its faded gold dragons
on a faded red; but she did not like a
dark ceiling, so she stretched a canvas

across and papered it. Needing air and
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sunlight, she cut two large windows
on one side. She very luckily had
some blue curtains which were just
the right size. Blue was her favourite
colour: it brought out the colour of her
eyes. Since the columns, great red
sturdy columns, oppressed her a little
she papered them with a very nice
paper which did not look Chinese at
all. She was lucky also with the paper
with which she covered the walls. It
was bought in a native shop, but
really it might have come from
Sandersons’; it was a very nice pink
stripe and it made the place look
cheerful at once. At the back was a
recess in which had stood a great
lacquer table and behind it an image
of the Buddha in his

meditation. Here

eternal
generations  of
believers had burned their tapers and
prayed, some for this temporal benefit
or that, some for release from the
returning burden of earthly existence;
and this seemed to her the very place
for an American stove. She was
obliged to buy her carpet in China,
but she managed to get one that
looked so like an Axminster that you
would hardly know the difference. Of

course, being hand-made, it had not
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quite the smoothness of the English
article, but it was a very decent
substitute. She was able to buy a very
nice lot of furniture from a member of
the Legation who was leaving the
country for a post in Rome, and she
got a nice bright chintz from Shanghai
to make loose covers with.
Fortunately she had quite a number of
pictures, wedding presents and some
even that she had bought herself, for
she was very artistic, and these gave
the room a cosy look. She needed a
screen, and here and there was no
help for it, she had to buy a Chinese
one, but, as she very cleverly said,
you might perfectly well have a
Chinese screen in England. She had a
great many photographs, in silver
frames, one of them of a Princess of
Schleswig-Holstein, and one of the
Queen of Sweden, both signed, and
these she put on the grand piano, for
they give a room an air of being lived
in. Then, having finished, she
surveyed her work with satisfaction.
‘Of course it doesn’t look like a
room in London,” she said, ‘but it
might quite well be a room in some
nice place in England, Cheltenham,

say, or Tunbridge Wells.’
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3. THE MONGOL CHIEF

= ROBEN

HEAVEN

mysterious distance he had come. He

knows  from  what
rode down the winding pathway from
the high Mongolian plateau with the
mountains,  barren, stony and
inaccessible, stretching on all sides,
an impenetrable barrier; he rode down
past the temple that guarded the head
of the pass till he came to the old river
bed which was the gateway into
China. It was hedged in by the
foothills brilliant under the morning
sun, with sharp shadows; and the
innumerable traffic of the centuries
had formed on that stony floor a
rough road. The air was keen and
clear, the sky was blue. Here all the
year round, from daybreak till
sundown, passed an unending stream,
camels in caravan bearing the brick
tea to Urga seven hundred miles away
and so to Siberia, long lines of

wagons drawn by placid bullocks, and
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little carts in twos and threes behind
stout ponies; and in the contrary
direction, into China, again camels in
caravan bringing hides to the markets
of Peking, and wagons in long
procession. Now a mob of horses
went by and then a flock of goats. But
his eyes did not rest on the varied
scene. He seemed not to notice that
others were travelling the pass. He
was accompanied by his henchmen,
six or seven of them, somewhat
bedraggled it is true, on sorry nags,
but they had a truculent air. They
ambled along in a slovenly bunch. He
was dressed in a black silk coat and
black silk trousers thrust into his long
riding boots with their turned-up toes,
and on his head he wore the high
sable cap of his country. He held
himself erect, riding a little ahead of
his followers, proudly, and as he rode,
his head high and his eyes steady, you
wondered if he thought that down this
pass in days gone by his ancestors had
ridden, ridden down upon the fertile
plain of China where rich cities lay

ready to their looting.
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