FLYING VISITS
- Postcards from the Observer
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Myrs T. in China

1 The Dragon Lady Flies East

IT was Wednesday in Peking. Out of a pale sky as delicately
transparent as the finest ch 'ing-pai ware of the Sung dynasty
came the wolf-grey and sharktooth-white RAF VC-10 bear-
_ ing the great British War Leader Margaret Thatcher and her
- subservient retinue.
 The British Media, who were along for the ride, tumbled
down the rear gangway and took up their positions in a
 tearing hurry, because the War Leader would be among the
~ first of the official party to deplane. Hands in China have to
 be shaken in order of precedence. Alphabetical order is out of
- the question, especially when you consider that the Chinese
| 127

i 'a.':.
iy

L |'_.\'-..I = %
- _ll' i =
A R AR e =
i"{L ll .} .':h'll:‘-ili l‘IIIHJ..T- 1|..1.. '-l'.‘:.- ' -



_ the number of brughs,
sador introduced his illus

Y we __Mhlﬂﬂiﬂ‘hldinglhef'iji islan
k that it indigenous liquor can rob visie,
; to reason, but let there be ngo doubt
tai. China runs on it. Without it, the Chinese
1S hm to listen to one another, Iy was
ly advisable that the War Leader’s Husbang
ited to: _”mdthestuﬂ'pcr banquet,
‘military force. The Media, needless (o add,
discre: *W&Mﬁul wile, the
 lox ravishing in a silk tie of Ming under.
| & smile of inlaid ivory, but it was the Wa,
fwho captured all eyes. Her champagne and
r __. : Mﬂoﬁhe“’ﬂlern Ha.n,
“hM]ﬂlﬁ:ttﬁ at dusk, bup
have struck the first thrill of

mmm.ﬁ"ﬂpﬂllcn

ce-quality high-fired
glaze; her hair had the
h“ﬂ"’ CH'iﬂg; and
from the Forbidden City's
d to the front

been dealt with, the War
limousines and

K

man left behind at the airport: a
i L.

the time I reached town in

nﬁmwmmlmmm.mwumm

hnchedpﬁvaldyandmalrudyduem;mveauhe(}mt

Hall of the People in tbeS-qumofHuvmly Peace, there to

Fmghgﬂuhwimthehwuublcmnbbafd\cftﬁﬂ"

rank. ;

wp‘rhe War Leader’s transit mmugh(?himmmmpc:r:
with a simultaneous visitation by Kim Il Sung of N rad
Korea. Despite respectful articles about Mnmtdlm o
daily papers (both the English-language CMDI-.H'}
Chinese-language Renmin Ribao carried the oﬂicnl No. 10
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relatively unpolished) there was a general fecling thu Kim
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tribute to his prose ttyk,bywhichhehunhudy.singk-
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But if Kim was hogging the local television time, it could
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Socialist country attuned to the way of Lenin and Mao, who
have the same embalming fluid flowing through their veins
even though they now lie in separate mausoleums. The War
Leader was something clse, something alien. And yet, some-
how, something familiar. Where had the Chinese seen that
icy strictness before?

There were only a few thousand people in the Square of
Heavenly Peace, which meant that it was effectively desert-
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was in the land of the living, where the real decisions are
made.
ﬁenmtwomainmnu.hmhuhmin“ﬁ.m
Media watched the War Leader’s Husband, and pooled
their observations afterwards. The consensus of their data
was that he had scored a hole-in-one on the first but had
settled for a par four on the second. Behind the flower-and-
frond, yellow-dove-decorated centrepiece of the main table,
the War Leader and the Premier kept talking. Nobody knew 5
what they had said during the afternoon, but it seemed
possible that the War Leader had now shifted the subjectof
casual conversation from fog to the light fittings. She spent a
lot of time looking at them, when not eating. The military
orchestra played a rhythmically questionable cha-cha, but
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Chinese history, an invader from the strange kingdom of the

Two Queens, in which one Queen stayed at home minding

the palace while the other came marching towards you carry-
ing a severely cut handbag like an Anyang Shang dagger-axe
with a jade blade. Give her an inch and she would take the
whole of Chang'an Avenue, from the Dongdan intersection
to the Babaoshan Cemetery for Revolutionaries (number 10
bus).

After further secret conversations with Zowie about fog
and light fittings, the Strong Woman arrived at the British
Embassy to meet the British and Chinese communities. This
was the second big party of the year for the diplomats of the
China station. The first had been the QBP (Queen's Birth-
day Party), but that was an annual event, well understood.

This one was for the other Queen, the one that gets out there
and wins wars.

For many of the minor diplomatic faces it was a big
moment in a hard life. The Strong Woman gratified them by
looking her best, in a plum-blossom and quince-juice silk
dress finely calculated 1o remind Chinese guests of a mo ku
painting of the Late Northern Sung, although the Chinese
might equally have reminded her that William the Conquer-
or successfully invaded England during that period.

But the garden party was not an occasion for confronta-
tion. Instead she socialised, meeting, inter alios, the delight-
ful Katherine Flower, presenter of BBC TV's ‘Follow Me',
which teaches English to the Chinese. Francis Matthews, the
star actor in the programme, is the most famous British face
in China. Katherine comes second and Mrs Thatcher third,
but by this time she was catching up fast, although getting
barely half as much air time as Kim Il Sung, who was still
checking out that terracotta army. Perhaps he had at last
found the ideal audience for his brand of oratory: statues
don't shuffle. Also present at the garden party was the Hong
Kong shipping magnate Sir Y. K. Pao. Destined to cropup
everywherein the itinerary, Powic is a name you should note.
He and the War Leader go back a long way together, to the
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Chinese opera on television is OK if you like acrobats. Then
w-“hﬁmmwlﬁﬂhﬂ
mﬂ&nhkydehcﬁﬂhl:i?ﬁhy,u‘ﬁg
population is on the move again.

So was the War Leader, entering the increasingly familiar
Great Hall of the People for the first meeting with Deputy
Prime Minister Deng Xiaoping, hero of the biggest come-
back story since de Gaulle. Mrs Mao had him down and
almost out, but he hung in. Deng knows a Strong Woman
when he sees one. He was secing one now, with the straw-
berry-blotched blue taffeta suavely ofi-setting the cloisonné
enamel of her maguillage, so reminiscent of a Ming dynasty
incense-burner. He had heard how Zhao had been bested in
the Great Fog Conversation, but Zhao was a youngster. He,
Deng, was an old hand.

Deng initiated the Great Food Conversation, using the
Governor of Hong Kong, invited for that very purpose, asan
unwitting foil. Deng said it had been great fun welcoming
Kim Il Sung. Having thrown his right, he crossed with his
left, saying the food had been very good in Sichuan. The
Governor of Hong Kong agreed that the food was good in
Sichuan. But the War Leader refused to be drawn. She said
that on her earlier visit to China — managing to imply that she
would visit China more often if there were not so many wars
to win — she had found the food best in Suzhou. ‘Well," said
Deng, ‘I don't think so.” He had been forced into a hollow
protestation, an uncomfortable position for beginning secret
talks. The widow of Chou En-lai, holding a bouguet of roses
specially flown out by British Airways, complimented the
War Leader on her wisdom and tact. ‘At your age,’ she
added, ‘it can be said it is the Golden Age.’ The Strong
Woman 100k the compliment as her due, forgetting to
return it. What was she, a devil? For in the great Sung paint-
ing “The Picture of the Search in the Mountain,’ are not the
women of angelic appearance more ferocious than the

S

The War Leader stumbled on the way down the steps but
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As they dined on relentlessly, it was dusk outside, with the
curved yellow-tiled roofs of the Forbidden City glowing softly
like honeycomb through a sea of grey powder. The War
Leader had chosen the right time for Peking - a time of
transition, when the Lotus Lake in the Winter Palace Park is
thick with green leaves, afier the blossoms have fallen and
before the roots have been collected to be eaten. Out on the
lake rises the Jade Island, coming to a point, like a lovely
pimple, in the dome of the White Dagoba. When Mrs Mao
was at the height of her power, she closed the Winter Palace
Park to the people and reserved the Jade Island for her own
use, so that she could ride her horse in private.

In China's history, a few women are tyrants and millions
of them are chattels. The problem is to make them something
in between. You can still see thousands of women in Peking
whose feet were bound when they were young. You can't
miss that awkward splay-footed walk: they must forever
struggle to keep their balance. Feet are no longer bound but
that does not mean that minds are free. Despite everything
the Revolution can do, the women still serve the men, the
girls are still snobs who marry boys who get ahead, and you
still can’t get ahead without connections. The Revolution,
like any other Chinese dynasty, is behind the times. Mar-
garet Thatcher is a democratic product to an extent of which
even the most radical Chinese theorist can hardly dream.
She doesn't even have to think about it, and often forgets to.

On Saturday morning the Strong Woman rose into the air,
heading for Shanghai with the Media clinging to her wings..
After that would come Canton, with Hong Kong soothingly
employed as the gate of departure. For does not Wang Wei's
poem say that a chip off the dragon’s tooth is a spear in its
side? No, it does not. | made that one up.

September 26, 1982
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were carrying ambassadorial eredentials 1o the Far East. But
for the moment Powie was at the controls and bustling full
blast. He had a new ship all set to be launched and there were
no prizes for guessing who would swing the boutle.

Afier the big lunch, the big launch. Shanghai's Jiangnan
shipyards look pretty backward beside the Japanese equiva-
lent, in which half a dozen engineers in snow-white designer
overalls converse with one another by wrist-video while a
team of Kawasaki Unimate robots transforms a heap of raw
materials into a fully computerised bulk carrier with a
jacuzzi in the captain’s bathroom. Here there were about a
thousand Chinese queucing up to borrow the spanner. But
the atmosphere was festive. An air of spontaneity — real
spontaneity, as opposed to the mechanical variety laid on by
Party directives — was generated by a band truck tricked out
with balloons and dispensing the Shanghai equivalent of
Chicago jazz. A very big drum and several different sizes of
gong combined to produce the typical Chinese orchestral
texture of many obsolete fire-alarms going off at once.

Next to the completed ship, which Powie had cunningly
named World Goodwill, there was a sign in English saying se
CAREFUL NOT TO DROP INTO THE RIVER. The Yin Sage was
dressed in navy blue with a white hat, thereby establishing a
nautical nuance, an impression furthered by her consort's
azure tie, Actually it was the same tiec he had worn when
arriving in Peking, but this was a different city, and in China
every city is a whole new nation. It is not just that therearea
thousand million Chinese who have never seen the world.
There are a thousand million Chinese who have never seen
China. So if you wear the same tie at different ends of the
country it is unlikely that you will cause the locals to whisper
behind their hands. No stranger to the Far East, the
Sage's Yang Companion has got such considerations well
taped i
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 corners. The girls are just as unattainable as in Peking but

they dress more provocatively, with a cut to their comradely

wrousers which suggests that they are not above withholding

some of their labour from the commune in order 1o sit up at
resewing the odd seam.

It would have been good to spend more than just a few
minutes following Sidney Greenstreet’s ghost past the old
Western Concession compounds of the Bund, and on top
that there was the Shanghai National Museum, containing
pictures which I had been waiting to see half my life, and of
which I can only say thatif I could write the way those guys
painted I would use up a lot less Tipp-Ex. But like a fool 1
went to the Biochemistry Institute, and like a fool I got lucky.
The Woman of Science put on her best public performance of
the tour so far, and | was the only scribe there to cover it.

The performance was good because for once she wasn't
performing. Biochemistry is her field and the assembled
scientists were among the top boys in it, so when they spoke
she was for a moment distracted from her usual self-imposed
task of proving her superiority to everyone else. The head of
the Institute apologised, in beautifully eloquent English, for
his English, which he had not spoken for forty years. *Today
we are very honoured to have you with us. First of all, may |
introduce Professor . . . ' He introduced a dozen professors,
respectively in charge of such departments as insulin synthe-
sis, nucleic acids, biomemory, molecular radiation and a lot
of other things 1 couldn’t catch, Most of it was Chinese to me
but clearly it was grist to the mill of the Woman of Science,
especially the stuff about insulin, which she was concerned

with when studying under her famous mentor, the Nobel
Prizewinner Dorothy Hodgkin - a name revered Uyﬂ

Shanghai scientists, who had a picture of her in their visitors'

Thatithe Yiss Sage-swas Doroahy Huighia's Punl S

went down a storm with the Chinese, in whom the dynastic

principle is well ingrained. The Pupil's pupils sharpened,

I noticed, when one of the scientists announced that the

141

I ey



Among Othey

need
L3 ' cd tu l“‘
. ”;muld humans the same p:'li,::j%
4 “hh, ':ut latter, less to say, there is -
i mm la tory is working =
u}‘m the same LH-RH analysig -
which could produce irreversible infertility 5

BN Bl ornsorics, shs e -
: . terviewed
. ,5: They all spoke dazzling .d,nﬁ'::
i falsely emphasised ang
m macromolecular electrokinesig®
ter she left cach Foom I backtracked

MRS T. IN CHINA 2

country with opium and showed an enthusiasm unusual

even among the European nations when it came to humili-

mmchinmhy:uchpueﬁnuu:huhq them out of
their own citics. The park which was denied to ‘dogs and
Chinese' is still there on the river side of the Bund. Nowadays
it is enjoyed by the indigenous population but they allow us
(o share it, which is a lot more than we ever did for them. One
only hoped that the Yin Sage knew how tactful the Mayor
was being in not mentioning any of that.

The possibility that the Woman of Science might be a bit
thin in the area of Chinese history was a constant worry to
those of us in her entourage who wished her well on her
delicate mission. But she caught all eyes in her dress of vivid
K’ang-hsi cobalt blue, a veiled reminder that in the eighteenth
century (our time) the European demand for Chinese porce-
lain was matched by an equally eager supply. The Mayor,
perhaps forewarned, had countered in advance by gracing
every table with a full kit of Yi Sing stoneware specially

ured for the occasion. It looked like bitter chocolate and

provided an ideal container for the dreaded mao (ai, the liquid
land-mine, the anti-personnel potion employed by Chinese
functionaries to render one another's official speeches in-
audible. Since first encountering the stuff a week before, the
British Media had settled on two ways of coping with it. You
could down it in one and get drunk straight away or you
could sip at it and get drunk almost straight away.

In Shanghai, however, one was likely to forget about
drinking in favour of eating, because the food was astonish-
ing — compared with Peking, there was a playful savour toits
presentation which suggested that we were already getting
closer to the West. The same thing was suggested by the
attire and general demeanour of the waitresses, who wore
skirts instead of trousers and in an alarming number of cases
fought one another for a smile. 1f you are the kind of man who
falls in love through the eyes, you will fall in love a hundred
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icture wﬁewordsmdm:":‘m ~ pad grown slightly occluded, like the milky-violet glaze
L“mm&l lheop(icnmlmm the Chinese collectors of ceramics call kuei-mien-ch 'ing,
szl e L] vein. I smiled like igoo:‘"“‘ “W‘:—faﬂ:blm‘ Perhaps she had seen 100 much of Powie.
th 1o dusk. ; from She escaped him on the short flight 1o Hong Kong. When
‘_ b_ellindmc P table’s 5 her plane took off he was not on it. 1 was not on it cither,
: was . The Ma fray of having failed to fill out the right forms some weeks before.
as ‘Mr’ Y K. Pao, depriving hl_""'”ﬂfn. Alfiter several hours spent anxiously facing the prospect of
which he must have received for se ™ of hig staying in China for ever —imagine how long it will be before
when the Woman of Science wcnrncq they get breakfast television — I secured the last seat on a
orchestra Powie was out of his ‘:: “P o packed Trident and scrambled aboard. As I came stooping
congratulating them right along wich, htr:.‘m']‘:: through the door [ recognised a certain pair of Gucci shoes.

sprinter Hector Hogan It was Powie. He assured me that Mrs Thatcher’s trip was
svery successful’ and that she had done a grand job. Powie
has a lot in common with David Frost— permanent jet-lag, an
unusual way with the English language, and an infallible
nose for the main action.
The approach to Kai Tak, Hong Kong's notorious airport,
starts between mountains and continues between buildings.
As the joke says, Hong Kong is the only city where street-
vendors sell you things before you land. The place struck me,
even at the very moment when I thought I was about to strike
it, as a kind of slant-eyed Las Vegas. No sooner had the plane
stopped rolling than Powie was outside and into a black
Toyota, while your reporter was making his solitary and
' sweat-soaked way to the Hilton, where the rest of the British
Media were already up to their necks in pine-scented suds
while they filed copy on the bathroom telephone. The wealth
of Hong Kong would seem ridiculous anyway, but after the
Chinese People’s Republic you feel like a nun dropped into
Babylon. To dial room service is to experience disgust, and
for half an hour 1 hesitated. All right, half a minute.
The Dragon Lady, guarded by police swaT squads upon
the roofs, had by now transformed herself into the Keeper of
Secrets. The fate of Hong Kong, known to her faithful con-
sort as Honkers, was locked in her mind and safe from
MMMth‘mww_

used to move thag
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of law. In Peking she had got away for a few minutes on her
”hwﬂawtﬁmmmﬁcm“m
Mlllﬂgiyw.mlfwhadnmwlil.ﬂum&
managing the houschold along sound lines was what got her
clected in the first place, and was what now reassured the

cople of Hong Kong that things might just conceivably, in
the long run, be going to be all right. On Hong Kong tele-
vision the assembled pundits, posing in front of
Thatcher glossies that looked like publicity stills of Eleanor
Wh&mnh?m?ha.begmahngmﬂyﬁofm
little she had said, as if there could have been more. Next day
the stock market dipped but there was no crash. When the
rabbits had finished pulling out, the smart money would
p’nlubl‘j' buy back in.

The smart money was there in force at the Government
House reception. Chinese businessmen whose personal
wealth made Powie look like a pauper were jostling to
breathe the Dragon Lady’s perfume. If her mission had been
a flop then they would already have been in Acapulco, so the
signs were favourable. I met such mighty Hong Kong tai pans
as Mr Lee of real estate, Mr Fong of many boats, and the
ineffable Sir Run Run Shaw, who had made a hill of money
out of those terrible films in which bad actors kick each other.
{(In the days when he was plain Mister, Run Run invented a
cinematic process called Shawscope, a version of the wide-
screen ratio which allowed more actors to kick each other at
the same time.) One after the other | asked all these charac-
ters whether they had been in Peking lately. It turned out
that all of them had been spending a lot of time there. Mr Lee

So the boys are smoothing the road to the inevitable. Only
Sir Run Run had the cheek to say that if a new regime asked
him to make a Socialist movie he would run-run for cover,
Actually it is hard to see why he should be worried: his
movies would be readily adaptable to Marxist-Leninist
ideological content. Just make the bad guys the capitalists
and the good guys could start kicking again straight away.
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In Delhi Mrs Thatcher had breakfast with Mrs Gandhi: a
hen session. In Bahrain she shook hands with a sheik. At

34,000 fect over Europe she invited the Media forward for a
drink. God knows what she thought of us; prominent in the
front row of the scrum were at least two journalists who had
been blotto since Peking. As for what we thought of her, the
answer is not casy. Some had their prejudices confirmed.
None thought less of her. I still wouldn’t vote for her, because
:ﬂvﬂ'ﬂﬁm lh? Th;nd :’:z; the Way of Tao, in which the

i principle is manifest the i i
forms of David Steel and Royjmhm.w e s

But | had grown to admire her. She is what she is, and not
another thing, and on such issues it is better to be
straight than subitly devious. Perhaps being haunted by the
Falklands, where for want of a nail she was obliged to send
many young men to their deaths, in the matter of Hong Kong
she seemed determined 10 be well prepared. The business
touches me personally, because on Hong Kong Island, in the
war cemetery at Sai Wan Bay, my father has lain since 1945,
cut down at the age of thirty-three because the British did not
know how to avoid a war in the Pacific. If firm talk and a
steely glance can stop that happening again, Mrs Thatcheris
ideal casting. She deserves credit for her iron guts, even if you
think her brains are made of the same stuff.

While thinking all this 1 was searching the cabin. He
wasn't there. Finally I wangled an invitation to the flight
deck. He wasn’t there either. Powic was not at the controls.
She had got away from him at last. As the VC-10 dived
towards Heathrow the wings suddenly shone like water
gardens. After ten days and a dozen countries it was raining
for the first time. The Han dragons could control the rain but
ours must have been too tired. She had just enough energy
for the last transformation, into the mother of her children.
Mr and Mrs Thatcher stepped down to embrace their son
Mark, who had driven all the way from town without getting

lost
once, m& “
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