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Ii '!hinese \1)thello ano IDes~ell1ol1a.

Hv S. P OLLA RD .

a:~ /~~HERI': a rc tim es when lifc in W est -China is any thing bu t
• monoto nous E ""'pea,,, misju dge th e Ce les tia ls. True. th ere
~ ~ - is nut th e exc itement of railway and stea mboat travelling . Thc
~ .. go-ou t-of-doo rs man ," as th e travell er is call ed , who makes a

st eady pa ce of twen ty -five miles a day, kn ow s th at he is doing well. In trade

th e re a rc no comme rc ia l fights. There is pr actica lly no ad vert isin g a nd no
tout ing for c ustomers. In man y town s the sh opkeepers opc n th ei r establish­

mcnts lon g a fter the sun has rise n, and close th em before dark. During th c
( la~ ' master a nd as sistants gossip, smo ke, sit a bo ut, a nd treat cus tome rs as if

it wer e a ma tt er of lit t le conce rn whether th ey p urchased anything or not.

In fact , some time s c usto me rs a rc invited to go e lse whe re. Fanne rs, ex ce pt
in th e very busy season, sq uat about in the sun, s troll across to neighbours'

houses, yarn an d lis ten to yarns in th e village tea- sh ops and never seem as if

life dep ended on hustl ing. They beli ev e that heav en, their beneficent
pr ovidence. will tak e ca re o f th em . As th eir well-worn pr overb puts it th ey

.. tru st hea ven fo r rice to ea t " (1k~ =x. lit !!OC). Al l th eir circ ums ta nces depe nd

on fat e or hea ven 's decree, a nd th ey do not be lie ve that a ny hurryin g on

thei r par t will br ing the loa ves more quick ly fro m heaven 's g ra nary . T he
mot to of a ll is ntan-matr-til: " make hast e s lowly." A travell er in 1\orth

Yu nn an wou ld ine vita bly desc ribe th e people as a slee py race and he might
tra vel fo r weeks wit hout be ing persuaded to reverse his ve rd ict.

There a rc tim es, howe ver, II'hen t he slow-going Y iinnanese is rou sed up

with a \'engea nce. O ne of th e g reat excite ments of his life is a q uarre l, and
for preference a fam ily qua rre l. Let th e t ravelle r be fortunate eno ug h to

ligh t up on one of th ese domes t ic feuds, a nd he wi ll no longer thi nk th e
Yiinnan ese incapabl e of an yth ing but inertia. The frantic gestures, th e

sca th ing sa rcasm, t he bi tt er invective, th e unlimited ran ge of curses,
bcg inn ing wit h the first ancestor, ru shing swift ly throu gh a ll succeed ing

genc ra t ions, a nd e nd ing with the las t of th e ra ce, the stam ping feet, th e wav ing,
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disord er ly ha ir. th e pier cin g shrieks, th e fuaming mouth-c--nll combine tu make

the sce ne onc of in tense excite me ut. Neig h hour s and friends ga the r a nd

take sides . Passers-by jo in th e throng. O ld men with sca nty much-p rized

beards t ry to pou r o il on the tr oubled wa te rs. but ofte n find it is not water
but fire th ey a re d eal ing with . T hc big q ua rre l a t once becom es th e talk

of the neighbourh ood . It tak es the place of th e ncw spapcr and . in its e ffec ts,
combines the influe nce of polit ical , co mica l. an d illus t ra ted pape rs in one .
Great is th e pow er of th e Pr ess in \ Ves tern co unt ries: g rea t the influ en ce of

the qu arrel in Ca thay . :" ot only are quarre ls in W est- China mor e a rt ist ic

tha n th ose in Christe ndom but th ey hav e a cha racterist ic of th ei r ow n in their

unexpect ed den ou em ent. The g rea t fault of man y of th e presen t-day novels,
is th at peopl e kn ow ju st how they a re going to end . Th is fault does not
pertain to Chinese q uarrels. f\ China ma n may, pe rhaps. k now exac t ly how
the quarrel is go ing to end , but a European does not. \ Vho, meeting th e

Chinese for th e firs t t ime. would eve r im agi ne that such fierce q ua rrels co uld

end without figh tin g? \Vho wou ld dream that th e g uilty party wou ld
return horn e a nd q uiet ly" score " one over th e agg ressor by co m mit t ing
suicide? Fan cy Bism ark drinking a dose of hemlock tu mak e himsel f e ven
with T hiel's; of Cha m be rla in com mitt ing s uicide to spite Kruger,

T he n umber of qu arrels in China wh ich e nd in suicide is eno rmous. In

act China might be termed the " la nd o f quarre l and suicide." Opium is th e

most co m mo n wca pon chosen for the self-inflicte d (O Up de gnrcc. Some

yea rs . ago I ga the red s ta t ist ics from se vera l provinces. a nd camc to the

conclusion th at at least ha lf-a-mi llion people a t te mpt suic ide eve ry y ea r by
swallowing opium. The majority of th ese a re wom en . I ha ve had between

one and tw o thousand of these cases come und er my own notice. Q ua rrelling

is th e ca use in most instances. O ccasion a lly th e den ou em ent is murder and

not suicide, and one such case, where murder was with difficulty pr evented ,

I wish to descr ibe here.

Not far from th e T emple o f H ell , in the centre of th e City of Chaoto ng ,
in North-ea st Yunn an , is the residen ce of a rich ban ker. A qu arrel br ok e
out on e d ay in one of the br a nches of his fa mi ly . A man had been a way

on bu siness, lea vin g his y oung wife. but la te ly a bride , at home. O n his

retu rn so meone told him a sto ry of sca nda l in whi ch th e y oung wife was th e
alleged culprit. A g rea t qu arrel ens ued .

The first we kn ew of th e case was th e a rriva l of a well -dressed China ma n
aski ng for the Engli sh tea ch er. I went out to hi m a nd he begged me to go

with him a nd hel p rescu e a couple of lives. So ur gent was he in his req uest ,

and so serious did he represent th e sit ua t ion, that we went off with him-a
band of four. \ Ve were a n A ust ra lia n missionary , two Chinese boys, and



myself a ll ben t fin bus iness . Reaching the house we passed thr ou gh the hig
d oors and made s t ra i gh ~ for the prin cipal rooms. whe re we were in for med the

t wo pat ien ts we re. \\l e had no t reached o ur desti nation before several

wom en in gre ,tt dis t ress stopped u-, an d led us as ide in to a la rge well -lighted

g uest -ha ll. Long whisper ed consulta t ions to ok place. while we sa t wond ering

wha t could be the meaning o f it all. Hy-and -bye the tru th ca me out a nd we
were s ti r red by a te rr ible sto ry . It was O the llo a nd Desd em on a over ag ain.

Tha t morn ing th e jea lous hu sba nd had decreed th a t his s la nde red wife must

d ie. He brou ght in to he r a sma ll po t of pr e pa red opium , a nd co mmanded

her to drink it. A ll he r en t rea t ies were in va in. S he co uld no more touch his

hea rt th an co uld S hak espeare's fai r heroine t urn her crue l hu sban d from his
murd er ou s resol ve. \T o resista nce was made, and ha vin g tak en th e drug the

poor Chinese g irl lay on her bed a nd wa ited for th e end. Soon word g~t

abroad a nd a n a t te m pt a t rescue was mad e by so me friends. The hu sb an d was

pre pared for th is. H e had a rmed himself wit h a sha rp dagge r a nd t hrea tened

to murde r anyone who d a red to in terfe re with his pla ns. H e also declared

th at, if necessary . he would cut his ow n throat a nd , to ma ke him sel f doubly sure.
he ca rried on his pe rso n a nothe r po t of opium so as to prov ide an a lte rna t ive

me th od of suicide if t he re were no ot he r way out of th e sit uat ion. Dou bly­
armed a nd his hea r t heating with crue l jeal ou sy a nd ha t red. he sa t by his wife's

bed side to wa tch he r die . S ure ly even Dumas ne ve r imag ined any thing worse

than we saw th at day. T he des pe ra te villa in overa wed the whole household

a nd as the mi nutes d ragged on . death ca me nearer the poor y ou ng wom an.
Non e of her fathe r's fami ly were there to help her. i\ o one had been bold
enough to ca rry th e new s o f her desperate plight to her father a nd br ot hers.

S he resig ned herself to her fate. a nd lay down to d ie . S lowly but surely
th e d ru g d id it s dead ly work .

O ur fee ling s ca n be imag ined . A ll the chiva lrv In our nature was

st irred . W e d etermin e] toge ther to save th e y oung g irl In spite o f e very body.
\ \l e kn ew th at we sho uld ha ve to de pend up on our own resources.

Non e of th e frie nd s had a ny pla n whi ch was feasible. W e proposed a rush
to overpowe r th e mu rder er, but he held th e post o f van tage a nd had the
sha rp dagger. The idea of k nock ing th e man se nse les s with a cha ir or club

was pooh-poohed . T he wret ch was too desperate a man to be ove ra wed by

such method s. E verybody see me d helpless a nd took it for g ra n ted that the

wife mu st d ie. A ng lo-S axons do not so ea sily let women d ie. T hey will
move heaven and ea rth to save the m. Being mission ari es. we were unarmed

a nd there were no fire -a rms in t he house. My A us tra lia n friend then se nt off
one of t he boys. pos t has te . to fet ch a revolver. During th e boy' s abse nce

we walked up a nd dow n th e g uest-room, pla nn ing the rescu e. \ \le ag reed
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tha t whe n th e revolver a rrive d , we wo uld go in a nd firs t uf a ll see wha t

persu asion co uld do. I t t ha t fa iled . the n the man sho uld be co vered with

the revolver and a r us h made at h im. By -a nd -bye, a fte r what seemed a

long t im e o f waiting. the boy ret urned bringing a n a nt iq ua ted weapon.
which loo ked dange ro us to han dl e. It was loaded in fo ur cha m be rs . T he
shoo t ing was a llo t ted to th e !\ us tral ia n.

Things no w began to look lively. A ll idea of mon oton y fled . iVi "
temper ature rose. Fan cy two mi-sion a ries ].l lo t ti ng' til shoot a man in Ilpen

dayl igh t. \V ith o ur plans wel l arranged we s ta rte d a second tim e for th e
chie f rooms of the ho use, T ur ning to t he left , we entered a narrow pa ssage

where a scuffle wo uld ha ve been dangerous, T hr ou gh th e passage we filed
into th e bedroom, whe re sat the Chinese O thello watching Desdemon a d ie.

At our ent ra nce the hu sband rose up a nd g reeted us with sim ula ted
politen ess. The e x cha nge of a few co m monplaces of co urte sy pa ssed a way

a fe ll' seconds. At the farthe r e nd of the room , nea r a window, wer e

several people all una ble to do anything but ta lk and watch. Rig ht opposite
the window was the bed. curta ined on th ree sides, and he re lying .clo wn the
young g irl, so la tely a bride , wa ited th e arrival o f th e A ng'el of Death and
all that lay bey ond his visit.

No th ing more wa s need ed to nerve us to resolute act ion. A st ra nge

feeling had taken possession of me. The though t of wha t that madman had

dune and mig ht do made o ur littl e band very sober, T he game of .bluff

which t he husband tried on di d not last lon g . H e pr etended -th a t his wife
had been unwell a nd that now a t ur n for t he better had set in there was no
necessity for th e foreign teach ers to trouble a bout he r. S he would soon be

quite well. Then th e man began to grow an gry as we as ked a q uesti on or

two more . In respon se to a req uest th at he would co me outsi de , as we had
some thing im porta nt to say. he t urned an g ri ly to his friends, a nd ordered

them to take away the foreig ners th ey had br o ught th ere. T he mom en t for
action had come. Slippi ng his right han d up the left s lee ve of his long

Chinese go wn my A us t ra lia n friend d rew o ut th e co ncea led revol ver,
removed th e pin a nd pointing it st ra ig ht a t th e murderer's head , dem anded

the giv ing up of th e dagger. " [ will co un t fi ve a nd if you d o not by th en

delive r it up r will shoot," sa id the arm ed m iss ionary . "One, t wo, three."
Up wen t th e man 's two ha nds fo r protect ion, los ing ho ld of t he dagger in

so doing. In a trice th e revo lver was passed to me and the ot he r three had
the man 's hands t ight a nd su re. Th e st rugg le wa s sharp but sho rt. In a
fell' seconds th e villain wa s thrust out of th e room, d isa rmed a nd pinion ed

on the floor . r kept g ua rd over him whil e th e othe rs turned th ei r a ttent ion

to the wo man. S he had been a silent bu t in te res ted spec ta to r of the whole.
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Possibly she never understood why a couple of En gli shmen made such an
attempt to save her life. In fact she refu sed at first to be sa ved . She knew
we could not a lways be near at hand and that some time her hu sband would
be free again . What was to prevent him , in th e ab sen ce of th e ar med
mission aries, from a seco nd time attempting success fully and in a quicker
way , what he had been baul ked in th e first time? What was life worth to
her with such a hu sb and? Desd em ona longed to live conscious that her
husband, when he kn ew all th e truth, would do her jus tice . This poor
woman had not th at faith. S he did not even beg respite

" But while I say one prayer !"

Sha kes peare' s Go d was un kn own to her. "I t is useless ," sa id she, "if you
save me now he will murder me so me othe r time when yo u are go ne. Let
me die." Thi s was not th e end we were aim ing a t and, in sight of victory,
we were not go ing to have th e prize sna tc hed from us if we could in any
way help it. The fears of th e wom an only serve d to ne rve us to g rea te r efforts.
Thank God! th ey succeede d . A fte r so me hou rs of ha rd work we were
rewarded by see ing th e wom an qu it e out of danger. Lying on th e cold
floor. tightly sec ure d by cords. coo l reflec tio n once again held s lVay in the
hu sband's mind and at last he humbly and sincere ly begged to be let loose.
He promised never again to injure his wife. W e tru sted him. unbound his
th on gs, and se nt him away from hom e in a sedan-chair until such tim e as his
jealous anger sho uld have q uite cooled down .

So me few days a fte r, a pa ir of fine duc ks a nd a co uple of fowls were
br ought, as a thank-offering from th e hu sb an d to the Englishme n who had
fought for th e life of a Chinese girl and th e news was given us th at husband
and wife had mad e it up again. Mission aries a re mostly men of peace but
sometimes they can fight and, if it be only th e life of a Chinese g irl that is at

stake, it is worth fighting for.
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