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1

“Th e marriage, I believe, was a love 
aff air . . .”

In 1885, when the future Princess Der Ling was born, the Chinese 

empire was like a once-priceless blue and white vase — repeatedly 

fractured and repaired, it now tottered, as on an unsteady curio shelf, on 

the verge of radical reform. Th e Guangxu Emperor, aged fourteen, had 

been nominal emperor of China since the age of ten. He and China were 

governed by his aunt the Empress Dowager Cixi, a vigorous, intelligent, 

shrewd and luxury-loving woman of fifty who had started as a low-

ranking concubine of the Xianfeng Emperor and ended as Empress 

Dowager. Her love-hate relationship with the West and with Westerners 

had not yet born full fruit but would do so during Der Ling’s girlhood, 

imprinting her personality — rumoured and real — on the child’s eager 

mind.

The power and splendor of Cixi’s world and that of the Qing 

dynasty, so fascinating to Der Ling when viewed from afar, did not bear 

close inspection — it was merely the rich veneer covering more than a 

century of political and societal disintegration. And while a part of this 

disappearing old world, Der Ling’s family was also instrumental in its 

dissolution. In fact, her parents were a case study in the modern changes 
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creeping over Chinese society — her father, Yu Keng, was a Manchu, of 

the minority ruling class that had governed China since the seventeenth 

century; her mother, born Louisa Pierson in Shanghai, was a Chinese-

American woman of mysterious antecedents. In this way and many 

others, theirs was a home that would serve as a model of how to live for a 

woman who would one day be famed, and defamed, for her own breaking 

of what few shards remained of the old Chinese ways.

In nineteenth-century China, a Manchu official like Yu Keng did 

not so blithely abrogate the rules of strictly stratifi ed, overtly racist Qing 

society by marrying not just out of his proper class but out of his own 

ethnicity, without repercussions, even if the latter were restricted to tea-

house gossip. Miscegenation in Qing China was regulated with the 

same vigor as the Manchu directive against Han Chinese foot binding, 

an ancient practice which Manchu rulers held to be abhorrent in the 

extreme. But Yu Keng had chosen a very different path from most of 

his peers, as his daughter Der Ling would do after him: he had chosen 

a spouse who was not paternally Chinese, but the daughter of a Boston-

born American merchant based in Shanghai. In marrying Miss Pierson, 

who was not just what conservative Chinese termed a “foreign devil,” but 

also that worse thing, a half-caste Chinese, Yu Keng proclaimed himself 

a new kind of man — the very opposite of what made a man’s fortune, 

or protected what fortune he had, in Qing China. Yet for all his radical 

ways, Yu Keng enjoyed the sort of immunity that made him an object of 

curiosity and envy, as his daughter was to be at Cixi’s court a generation 

later.

Ulster-born Sir Robert Hart, Inspector General of Customs in 

Beijing, had a word to say about Yu Keng’s marriage to the pretty, petite, 

foreign-featured Louisa. “Mrs. Yü is the Eurasian daughter of a small 

American storekeeper who used to be at S’[hang]hai,” he wrote to his 

associate Campbell in England, “and as far as Yü was concerned, the 

marriage, I believe, was a love affair.”1 Yu Keng’s marriage had indeed 

broken that other stiff rule of Chinese life: he had chosen his wife for 

reasons of aff ection rather than family or property. (Unlike many upper-

class Chinese males, he seems never to have taken a secondary wife or 

mistress.) Not that Sir Robert had not done much the same thing as Yu 

Keng, but marriage was never part of his plan. Prior to wedding prim 
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Hester Bredon, Hart had kept for years a Chinese mistress named Ayaou, 

by whom he had three children who, like Louisa Pierson, bore their 

father’s surname. But Hart evidently held his position in both British and 

Chinese society to be far more valuable than the children of a faithful 

woman. All three were sent to England for education and safe distance 

after their mother’s early death. Having assured that they were provided 

for, Hart never laid eyes on them again.

Perhaps Hart’s own well-kept secrets, which moved him in his elderly 

years to expunge great tracts of his diaries, kept him on the qui vive for 

the sort of hearsay that made him write of Yu Keng: “Th e Yü Keng family 

are not thought well of anywhere, but the old man himself has powerful 

backing — I don’t know why.”2 As Hart’s comment indicates, Yu Keng 

was not immune to the calumny that sifted through Beijing like dust 

from the Gobi Desert, and it may have been his own vaguely unsettled 

origins that formed the source of this. In Kow Tow, her memoir of her 

early childhood, Der Ling describes her father as a Manchu noble, a 

high-ranking bannerman of the prestigious Manchu Plain White Banner 

corps — one of only three corps, with the Plain and Bordered Yellow, 

which answered to the emperor himself as his personal property. She 

goes on to claim for herself, through him, descent from the Aisin-Gioro, 

the Manchu clan which burst into northern China in 1644 and founded 

China’s last dynasty. She was even to one day sign a copy of one of her 

books with the imperial-sounding moniker “Der Ling of the Manchu 

Dynasty,” an absurdity not likely to register suspicion on the part of the 

royalty-mad American public which gave her most of her renown.

Der Ling records a girlhood discussion she had with her father, 

when Yu Keng pointed out to her that though he was a Manchu “Lord” 

by birth, the statesman Li Hongzhang, as a mere conferred marquis, a 

Chinese and scion of petty provincial gentry, was much more powerful. (If 

this is a sample of the kind of thing Yu Keng regularly told his daughter, 

it is no wonder she developed the habit of self-aggrandizement which 

was to cost her so dearly in the future.) “My rank is hereditary,” Der 

Ling was told, “and I do not use it to advance myself. I am a Manchu. 

He is Chinese, and his title is bestowed upon him . . .” Yu Keng and Li 

differed in another important way, too: both were avid for reform, but 

Li was much more of a nationalist than he. “I am more like a foreigner,” 
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admitted Yu Keng, echoing what would become his daughter’s proud 

motto in later years.3 

Even as Der Ling was more “foreigner” than she ever publicly 

admitted, her father was less “Manchu” than stated in all her published 

writings, and his claim to any sort of title scarcely more durable than 

her own. A record from the Chronological Tables of the Newly Established 

Off ices of the Qing Period, listing all bannermen of high rank, places 

Yu Keng not in the Manchu but in the Chinese Martial Plain White 

Banner.4 The distinction is no less significant for being a matter of 

terminology rather than ethnicity: from the beginning, the term “Manchu” 

was always more an administrative designation than a racial one — or, 

more properly, a designation of caste. Th ere were Manchus who were of 

Jurchen or Mongolian ancestry, whose roaming ancestors had settled in 

the area northeast of Beijing, which came to be called Manchuria, and 

who came south with the conquering armies in 1644. But there were 

also Chinese subjects woven of a variety of ethnic threads — provincial 

offi  cials and military operatives of the failing Ming government, exiled 

scholars, colonists, adventurers — who had lived in northern China for 

generations. Many of these people joined the Manchus on their journey 

southward or after their triumph, and though they came under the term 

hanjun (which Dartmouth College historian Pamela Kyle Crossley 

translates as “Chinese-martial”), as opposed to non-banner Chinese, 

called hanren, they in time were considered and considered themselves 

bannermen on a par with the Manchu banners.5 

There is nothing untruthful per se in Der Ling declaring herself 

Manchu: all Manchus were qiren or bannermen by affiliation; and 

hanjun were held to as strict a code of non-exogamy as Manchus and 

Mongolians, making them part of the same exclusive group. But banner 

membership was hereditary, and Yu Keng was a member of the Chinese 

Martial Plain White Banner. “The ‘Han-chun’ were a separate cultural 

group,” says Crossley, “that has got mangled in our modern terminology 

of race and ethnicity.” A member of the “Chinese banners” need not 

necessarily be Chinese, and “nobody would willingly identify himself as a 

‘Chinese bannerman’ in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries,” 

Crossley continues. Th e stigma that still attached to hanjun as Han who 

“treacherously” served the Manchus still obtained in Yu Keng’s lifetime 
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and in the wrong company could prove dangerous to life and limb. “Since 

they could only choose between ‘Manchu’ (meaning bannerman) and 

‘Chinese’ (meaning civilian), Manchu was in fact the more accurate.” 

For Der Ling to attempt to explain all this to foreigners was expecting 

too much even of the self-styled ambassadress of all things Chinese — 

it is possible that Yu Keng had as many Manchu ancestors as anyone 

with the legal right to call himself Manchu. And as Crossley also points 

out, it likely served Der Ling, her sister and family to play to the foreign 

romanticization of the Manchus. More suspicious is Yu Keng’s claim that 

he was descended from the Aisin-Gioro, the Manchu clan from which 

came the Qing, the last imperial dynasty of China. His daughter is our 

informant on this, and to give her the benefi t of the doubt it is possible 

that Der Ling, who was only twenty when her father died in 1905, 

misheard or misunderstood his account of the family history, which may 

have been as full of exaggeration as her own memories of her past would 

be. (Her erroneous belief that Chinese titles were hereditary was probably 

a result of her European education.) Perhaps the descent was genuine 

and came by way of a distant Aisin-Gioro ancestress. Marriages did take 

place between high-ranking Aisin-Gioro and hanjun. It is possible that 

after the family’s Beijing house burnt during the Boxer Uprising in 1900, 

Der Ling was functioning only on memories of what she had glimpsed 

among some old papers — genealogies leading to greatness being 

something that would interest her.6 

Yu Keng’s name and rank pose a greater mystery. Der Ling describes 

his surname as “Yü,” but the character “yu” used in Yu Keng’s name is 

not the one normally found in a Chinese surname. Maybe it was a rare 

usage or a Chinese transliteration of an adopted Manchu name. The 

name could also be, as Der Ling seems to suggest, Yu Keng’s surname 

and personal name — the practice was to retain both surname and 

personal name when the latter contained one syllable. But assuming that 

“Yu Keng” was just the double-barreled form commonly used among 

Manchus, combining two given names without the clan name, still does 

not tie up the loose ends. 

Further confusing matters, Der Ling claims for her father the title 

of “duke” (kong), a hereditary rank for which hanjun bannermen like Yu 

Keng were not eligible. (Nor is there any evidence on record that Yu Keng 



8 Imperial Masquerade

was granted such a title.) According to another family tradition relayed by 

Der Ling’s niece, this title was connected to the province (or prefecture) 

of Xuzhou, north of Nanjing, which she claims was given by descendants 

of Nurhachi to Yu Keng’s ancestor for taking part in the 1644 invasion. 

But there is no conclusive proof for this story, either. In China there was 

no European-style hereditary nobility. Under Han or Manchu, China was 

more of a meritocracy than anything else, where even a peasant’s bright son 

could take the state examinations and rise to become a power in the land. 

In any case, kong was a title inherited by the male descendants of a beitzu, 

or prince of the fourth, most junior class, who in turn was downgraded 

from his father’s rank of beile or prince of the third class, who would 

have been a prince of the fi rst or second class and son or grandson of a 

reigning Manchu emperor. Despite his daughter’s best efforts to place 

him always cosily connected to central fi gures of power, and hinting at 

special rank and privileges he enjoyed, Der Ling leaves us with no more 

clarity about who Yu Keng really was than she does the details of why 

the Qianlong Emperor, one of the greatest of the Qing dynasty’s rulers, 

would have given Der Ling’s ancestors the gifts later listed as such among 

her objets d ’art auctioned after her death. With Der Ling and, perhaps, 

her father, all that mattered was one’s assertion of rank — never mind the 

evidence for it. After all, the Empress Dowager Cixi would one day tell 

Der Ling that because of the Manchu court clothing she had given her, 

she “had become Manchu once more.” Perhaps it was indeed a case of 

clothes making the Manchu.7 

Pamela Kyle Crossley’s work on the ambivalence of Manchu and 

Chinese Martial identity and their interconnectedness shows how 

possible it was for a hanjun family to consider itself Manchu, even to 

petition to be registered as Manchu, once the designation gained in 

political weight and a certain glamor in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Der Ling’s emphasis on her Manchu roots in the 

years after the 1911 revolution (during which many Manchus were killed 

because of their origins) was clearly a refl ection of this glamor, perhaps 

even a fl irtation with the sort of danger she confessed she found exciting. 

Whoever or whatever he was, where the details can be confirmed one 

thing is clear: there was something different about Der Ling’s father, 

whether as private citizen or as Qing offi  cial, a diff erence Yu Keng seems 
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to have exploited whenever possible. From the beginning, when he fought 

alongside and was befriended by the progressive Yixin, Prince Gong, half-

brother of the Xianfeng Emperor, in the Second Opium War of 1860, Yu 

Keng allied himself with important Westward-leaning personages, with 

Viceroy Li Hongzhang forming the most infl uential jewel in this crown 

of alliances. He was probably educated in one of the banner schools 

(and likely picked up English and baptism from missionaries), which 

though founded to ensure that all upper-rank bannermen had at least 

the rudiments of the Manchu language, came by Yu Keng’s time to serve 

as a forcing shed for future members of the Chinese foreign diplomatic 

corps. Yu Keng’s obvious, possibly deliberate courting of Westernizers 

and Westerners and the controversy that accompanied them and such 

overtures in China became not an object of concern or shame to his 

daughter, but a desideratum to aspire to. If anything, it was her “Manchu” 

father and not her half-American mother whom Der Ling sought most 

to emulate.8

None of Der Ling’s books includes a portrait of this man she considered 

the most important influence on her life. Other than a photograph of 

a courtly Chinese official who may or may not be Yu Keng, taken by 

Charles Chusseau-Flaviens, the globe-trotting French photographer who 

took many pictures of Der Ling, her sister, her brothers and legation staff , 

in which the elegantly robed middle-aged sitter poses comfortably at a 

desk in what appears to be the Chinese legation in Paris, we have only 

Der Ling’s words to go by. “My father was a big man,” she wrote, “with 

shoulders broad enough to bear the burdens of many who needed his 

help,” as well as to carry the six-year-old Der Ling on occasion, “one arm 

encircling Father’s head, dragging his cap askew,” that cap on which she 

remembered the ruby button of a mandarin of the fi rst class gleaming. He 

had a good sense of humor, “always given to belittling even the biggest 

trouble.” He wore a beard “and an uneven moustache, below a strong nose 

fl anked by piercing, wise eyes.”9

From Der Ling’s earliest childhood till her young womanhood, Yu 

Keng and his wisdom permeate nearly every page. Her memoir Kow Tow 
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opens in summer 1891, with her father described fi rst among the family 

seated at the breakfast table (enjoying a foreign-style morning meal). Der 

Ling amusedly focuses on his forbearance of her chatter, a trait which 

was to protect her, while her father was alive, from the criticism drawn 

by her “unfeminine,” “un-Chinese” energy and initiative. Der Ling also 

establishes from the start just how novel her father was for his insistence 

that she and her sister Rong Ling apply themselves to all the same studies 

that their two older brothers were engaged in, even to sharing the same 

tutor. According to the Book of Rites [Li ji], after the age of fi ve boys 

and girls, even brothers and sisters, were never to “sit together or share a 

meal” — one of many Confucian rules broken in Yu Keng’s household. 

Clearly, Yu Keng would have scoff ed at the Ming era dictum: “Woman 

without talent is indeed a virtue.”10

Der Ling claims that as a small child she had been literally exposed to 

a whole new world outside China, about which few Chinese adults could 

say they knew much more than hearsay, when the family had spent time 

in France. Th is would have been before Yu Keng was posted to the Yangzi 

River town of Shashi to become inspector of the likin tax system, some time 

in the early 1890s. Why Yu Keng would have been sent to France is not 

explained, either by Der Ling or the known history of Chinese diplomacy 

in Europe; he is not, for example, listed among Chinese diplomatic staff  in 

any Almanachs de Gotha prior to his appointment to the Chinese Legation 

in Paris in 1900. Der Ling did learn French, however, whether through 

living in France, from her mother, or from one of the missionary teachers 

the children had. Again we see Yu Keng’s eff ort to set his children outside 

the pale of ordinary Chinese childhood expectations, not to mention 

ordinary Chinese childhood experience. It was an uneasy situation for 

all concerned, but per Der Ling Yu Keng was a remarkably tolerant and 

understanding Chinese father. Where Der Ling recalls her mother as a 

“stickler for the proper ‘form’ ” (a character-trait often noted in Eurasians, 

who among both Asians and Westerners were held as being outside polite 

society), she constantly reports how Yu Keng would amusedly intercede for 

his eldest daughter, even when she was at her brattiest — which, according 

to Der Ling (and which we have no trouble imagining), was often. 

Yu Keng also provided for her and her siblings beautiful surroundings 

in which to grow up, perhaps a part of that sense of aristocratic 
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entitlement, that striving for the finer things of life, inherited by his 

daughter. In provincial Shashi, where the streets were “inexcusably rough, 

almost impassable . . .”, remembered Der Ling, Yu Keng’s family lived 

in relative splendor. Their house boasted a walled garden swaying with 

willow trees, stocked with statuary of animals natural and mythological, 

a rockery studded with “scholar’s stones,” on which Confucian aphorisms 

were carved in the style of various famous calligraphers, and intricately 

paved paths meandering beside a pond full of goldfi sh, on which a little 

boat always fl oated. 

The worst punishment Yu Keng ever imposed on her, Der Ling 

remembered, after she had quarreled with her strict nanny Hung-fang, or 

refused to pay attention to her uninspiring tutor of Chinese classics (whose 

name, when translated into English, came out frighteningly as “skin them 

alive”), was to banish her to this garden. She usually used the opportunity 

get into even more trouble, climbing trees just at the moment when 

silk-robed dignitaries arrived to confer with Yu Keng, or tumbling into 

the shallow pond and being fished out by her laughing father. Even 

when she once shattered what she remembered being a priceless Song 

dynasty fishbowl during an argument with Hung-fang, Der Ling was 

not whipped — the very least any other child could expect under the 

circumstances. Instead, she was taken on her father’s knee and patiently 

given an explanation of why the bowl was priceless, why what is priceless 

deserves to be honored and protected whatever the mood of the moment. 

Having seen the destruction caused by the Taiping Rebellion and the 

Opium Wars, Yu Keng knew well of what he spoke. It was advice which 

Der Ling would increasingly come to treasure, and which would one day 

to help her understand some of the more puzzling traits of the Empress 

Dowager Cixi.

“Th ere had been a bond of love between father and daughter that both 

knew,” Der Ling wrote later, “something as deep as parental love mingled 

with that different kind of love which the American word ‘pal’ evokes 

in the minds of folk who are pals, and have them.” Yu Keng was, Der 

Ling recalled, “kindness and understanding personified.” This kindness 

and understanding was directed not just to his daughter but to everyone, 

Der Ling insists. Th is and what we may assume was a powerful charm 

and an ability to stick close to those in power would stand Yu Keng in 
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good stead when, in later years, denunciations from the radical right 

surrounding the Empress Dowager rained down on his head, and Cixi 

consistently refused to give credit to charges filed against such a loyal 

offi  cial. Yu Keng, after all, had named his favorite child with the character 

for “virtue.” Th is would be a quality which Der Ling would struggle to 

live up to in years to come.11

The West-leaning atmosphere of Yu Keng’s household extended to 

allowing a good deal more permissiveness to the children than was 

usually the case during the late nineteenth century. As a result, Yu 

Keng’s off spring must have been a handful. Sir Robert Hart met them 

in 1899, just before Yu Keng was posted to France, when the girls were 

approaching their teens and the boys were well into them, and described 

them as “a noisy family of English-speaking children.”12 By Der Ling’s 

own account, she and her siblings even tried their father’s patience during 

official receptions, hiding behind the carved teakwood screens in the 

Shashi yamen’s audience hall and giggling at the often histrionic personal 

characteristics of waiting provincial magistrates, much the way English 

children in pinafores and sailor suits might have done toward the native 

sari-wrapped and turbaned guests arriving at some hill-station in Raj 

India.

What Der Ling loved most about hiding behind the screens was 

the chance it gave her of seeing her father in official kit. A handsome 

man no matter what he wore, according to Der Ling, Yu Keng’s natural 

dignity was enhanced by the ceremonial splendors of formal Chinese 

court clothes. Yu Keng would enter the hall where his guest sat awaiting 

him, wearing a long red gown, over which he wore a plum-colored coat, 

its “horse-hoof ” cuffs covering his hands, its breast emblazoned with 

the buzi or breast badge of offi  cial rank. As Der Ling remembered it, Yu 

Keng’s badge featured a stork embroidered in gold and silver (designating 

him a fi rst-class civil offi  cial). His black satin boots were stuff ed into blue 

silk trousers, his necklace of 108 amber mandarin beads, emulating the 

Lamaist Buddhist rosary, swung from his neck, and on his head he wore 

his peacock-plumed hat with its bright ruby button. Th is ensemble, Der 
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Ling remembered, made her father look “even larger, broader shouldered, 

more dignified and commanding than he really was.” It was an early 

sign of Der Ling’s most deeply held trait: her love for the lovely outward 

appurtenances of old China, which was as strong as her distaste for its 

less attractive realities.13 

She encountered one of these realities very young, and her reaction 

to it as a little girl was no diff erent from what it would be in her early 

twenties, when she would have to face down the Empress Dowager 

instead of a meddling household servant. Though under ten and still 

playing with her dolls — foreign-made ones that caused her slave girl 

Hung-fang to snort in disgust — Der Ling found herself one afternoon 

being considered for possible wifehood. 

Per memoirs left by Chinese and Westerners alike, it would appear 

servants in old China comprised a sort of subterranean government. 

Old amahs, ancient cooks or menservants, who had been with a family 

through two or three generations, tending successive waves of children 

and wives, emptying chamber pots and brewing health tonics, would 

sometimes take it upon themselves to effect all sorts of events more 

properly the preserve of the family itself. Marriage and descendants being 

of utmost signifi cance in Confucian society — for who would sweep the 

master’s grave if there were no descendants, and might a servant not be 

blamed and pursued by an angry master’s hungry ghost for not having 

taken the initiative when it arose? — old family retainers might take that 

initiative in plotting alliances between their master’s children and those 

of the respectable family on the other side of the garden wall. Th is might 

achieve positive results that the family itself might not have been able to 

obtain, and might equally achieve results that the most comic of Beijing 

opera plots could not do justice to.

In Der Ling’s case, when her amah was sounded out by the servants 

of a neighboring magistrate as a possible future wife for the magistrate’s 

little son, the old woman hissed a refusal. Her master, Yu Keng, was a 

mandarin of the fi rst rank, a far cry from the magistrate’s petty status. 

“The child of your master will not do!” she cackled. Perhaps having 

expected this response, the little boy’s amah, a Han Chinese tottering 

on bound feet, had ammunition up her sleeve. As if Der Ling were not 

standing a few feet away, the amah turned the tables, acerbically adding 
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up all the reasons why Yu Keng’s daughter would not be a fi tting mate 

for her honorable master’s son. Not only was the girl’s father an alien 

Manchu (pronounced, remembered Der Ling, as if she were saying 

the word “devil”), and not of the good Chinese family of her master 

the magistrate, but she had also heard that Der Ling and her siblings 

were being brought up to learn “foreign devil” ways. “She doesn’t act 

like a Chinese girl at all,” scoffed the amah. “She is forward, laughs 

immoderately, even at her guests.” And the worst of it? “She has big feet!” 

(Manchu girls never had their feet bound.)

To the young Der Ling, all of this was more amusing than 

frightening, because she already knew that her father had other plans 

for her than those that could be expected by the typical Chinese girl. 

“While he was intensely patriotic,” wrote Yu Keng’s daughter, “he did not 

believe in arranged marriages, in which the love of the two individuals 

most concerned was not considered.” Sir Robert Hart had, after all, 

described Yu Keng’s own marriage to Louisa as a well-known “love-

match”; his especial notice of the fact shows how uncommon it was in 

Chinese society. “And he believed that women should be educated,” Der 

Ling recalled, “at least his girl-children.” Th is was very diff erent from the 

beliefs held by conservative Chinese males, and went far toward helping 

Der Ling believe that she did indeed have a destiny before her that was 

completely diff erent from that of most other Chinese girls.14



Der Ling would not see the unfolding of one of the United States’ least 

appetizing wartime acts — the forced internment of thousands of Japanese 

Americans, most from the West Coast, in camps located inland — as well 

as one of its greatest: the landings on the Normandy coast which came to 

be known as D-Day, signaling the beginning of the end for Adolf Hitler. 

Nor would she have to watch her homeland endure greater suff erings 

than when she was alive. China faced harder times than ever. At the time 

of Der Ling’s death in late 1944, Chinese were calling the past twelve 

months their “disaster year,” only because there was no worse adjective 

to use to describe it. “China entered 1945 an exhausted nation,” writes 

Harry Hussey. Th e Burma campaign had cost the nation dearly, with little 

to show for it, while weakening defenses to such degree that the Japanese 

were able to make sallies into fresh territories, including Henan, formerly 

known as the “rice bowl of China.”1 

American support continued, and it is likely that Der Ling’s move to 

the San Francisco Bay area in 1942 was as much motivated by a desire to 

ally herself with the steadying structure of academic life as her ongoing 

Chinese relief work. Her death certificate lists her last occupation as 

Legacy
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teacher of Chinese at the University of California-Berkeley, but no 

record exists of Der Ling having ever been part of the regular faculty. It 

is possible she was a lecturer in languages or Chinese history, a tenuous 

position which would account for no trace of her work at the university. 

A more likely scenario, however, is that Der Ling worked on the U.C. 

Berkeley campus for the displaced California College. Founded in 1910 in 

Beijing, the California College served English-speaking clientele, among 

them missionaries as well as members of the business and diplomatic 

communities. In 1930, missionary William B. Pettus incorporated the 

institution as the California College in China Foundation, its primary 

goal being to educate Americans in all things Chinese, including language, 

history, customs and politics — a desideratum of Der Ling’s life from the 

start of her writing career. With the Japanese invasion of China and the 

outbreak of the Second World War, Pettus ironically moved the College 

to California, settling it into temporary quarters on the campus of U.C. 

Berkeley. While a search of the Pettus Papers, now at Claremont College, 

unearthed no mention of Der Ling, the same reason may apply as that 

which may explain why there is no trace of her at U.C. Berkeley: as a 

lecturer, it is not likely her presence at California College would become 

part of the long-term record. If nothing else, her work for California 

College would clarify why she was on the campus of U.C. Berkeley; the 

temporary nature of the work itself would also account for why she and 

T.C. rented rooms at the Hotel Carlton, a hostel for students, faculty and 

guests of the University at Telegraph and Durant, for two years, rather 

than selling their Los Angeles properties and taking a house in the Bay 

Area.2

After 1942, Der Ling no longer appears in the Los Angeles Times, the 

paper that had featured her regularly, whether in New York, Chicago, or 

San Francisco, for the past thirteen years. It was as if, through the Sino-

Japanese War and the world war that followed, she had found her voice 

as teacher, spokesperson and defender of the tortured country of her 

birth and upbringing — as if she, after almost twenty years of living as an 

American, with her modern house and modern ways, had rediscovered 

herself as Chinese. 

Following Der Ling’s death, T.C. moved back to Los Angeles, where 

he lived until 1953, off ering pieces of Der Ling’s imperial collection for 
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sale. The glass negatives for Der Ling’s brother’s photographs of Cixi 

and life at court, for example, were sold to a private collector, who then 

sold them to the Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C. When he 

died, at the Veterans Administration hospital in Los Angeles, T.C.s’ last 

will shows he did well enough for a “soldier of fortune,” bequeathing 

thousands of dollars in property and cash to friends and a sister; but the 

many disinherited heirs listed in the codicil seem to point to an old man 

embittered rather than mellowed by the years. The Chinese antiques 

described as being stored in two Southern California warehouses were 

auctioned off  by the Citizens National Bank and a few pieces have been 

traced to museums and private collections across the United States.3

Der Ling’s books had been popular since her fi rst published work in 

1911, but by her death she was forgotten. Even without the controversy 

surrounding some of her claims, including the troubling business of her 

title, as a historian and biographer Der Ling’s appeal was always limited 

to the unusual and the anecdotal rather than the broadening and the 

abstract. Her recollections of life at court do focus, as duly criticized, on 

small daily details to the exclusion of the bigger picture of imperial high 

politics, of which she only claims to have become aware to a moderate 

degree yet for the pageant of which she had an enviable front row seat. 

But most damning to her reputation was the questioning of her veracity, 

which began early and continues to this day. 

Der Ling’s subjective, dramatically enhanced style of writing 

biography, along with her books’ popularity (especially in America), 

instantly relegated her to the dust-bin in the minds of men like J. O. 

P. Bland and Sir Reginald Johnston, who held themselves as “China 

experts” and saw anecdotal memoirs such as Der Ling’s the flimsy 

product of gossip from the women’s quarters. Th e pervading sense that 

Der Ling’s recollections were more fantasy than fact was only assisted by 

her use of illustrations rather than photographs, even for her memoirs, 

as well as by the mixing of these recollections with her melodramatic re-

tellings of Chinese fairy tales and ghost stories. Much worse, her use of 

the title she believed Cixi had bequeathed to her in 1905 was to further 

place her in disrepute in China, even as it enhanced her reputation once 

she came to America. But popular acclaim did not equal being seen 

as she wished to be seen, a witness to historical events and friend of 

historical personages. 
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Der Ling had an unforgettable charm, as many of her f riends 

remembered. “As a lady of quality in the true sense of the word,” 

wrote actor James Zee-min Lee, “Princess Der Ling was democratic, 

philanthropic, altruistic and a charming personality.”4 But a part of 

that charm was a desperate need to be at the epicenter of everything 

exciting, glamorous and important, along with which went an equally 

powerful need to please. Her writings and their deterioration from 

plausible eyewitness accounts to sensationalist “insider information” 

describe something that was happening to the woman as well as to the 

writer. While sophisticated, Der Ling was also gullible. She may have 

seen things at court which her Western-oriented mind read as one 

thing when in fact they were quite another. As scholar Zhu Jiajing has 

pointed out, Der Ling and her sister both committed inaccuracies in 

their memoirs of Cixi’s court. Th ey were teenagers when they fi rst went 

to court, impressionable young women when they left (Rong Ling having 

stayed till the Empress Dowager’s death in 1908); they were inclined to 

please the old lady because she liked their father and was kind to them, if 

fascination with things foreign — the girls’ main draw for Cixi — ranks 

as kindness. One thing Der Ling never points out, though bright enough 

to have done so, is that while she and her sister were awed by the strange 

glamor of Cixi’s court, the old lady herself was equally awed by the girls’ 

strange French shoes and hats, their ability to speak foreign languages 

and play foreign instruments, the diff erent way in which they moved and 

reacted to her, so at variance with the Chinese surrounding her up to the 

girls’ arrival on the scene.

At heart Cixi was a foreigner, too, but if Der Ling thought so she 

never noted it. Two Years in the Forbidden City comes as close to how 

one would like to see Der Ling interpret her weird new world, at once 

the court life she loved to be a part of but as foreign to her as if she 

were a Westerner thrown into an alien culture. But like the spoiled and 

somewhat supercilious adolescent she never really stopped being, she 

loses herself in a welter of details about jade pendants and pearls and 

lapdogs and patterns on china, and in perorations on how beloved 

Cixi was to her and vice versa, rarely approaching the heart of her and 

Cixi’s shared dilemma: defi ning their identities against the backdrop of a 

rapidly changing world.
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When she embarked on Old Buddha, published in 1928 as a tell-

all biography of the Empress Dowager, Der Ling was moving in a 

different milieu from when her first book appeared. She was living in 

the late 1920s’ United States, dizzily dancing the Charleston on the 

decks of a doomed ocean liner. If Der Ling’s fi rst book, appearing after 

the disintegration of the Manchu dynasty, glitters with the torn glamor 

of ruined Eastern kingdoms, her second takes even more advantage of 

a fascination with lost empires and disenfranchised princes brought to 

birth by the First World War and the fall of European thrones. Th is was 

a time when princes and countesses, real and imagined, were seen on the 

streets and in the cafés of New York, Paris, Berlin and Istanbul, waiting 

tables, driving cabs, walking the lapdogs of the nouveaux riches. Th is was 

also the age during which the long degradation of Puyi, the last emperor 

of China, unfolded miserably, allowing Der Ling to follow him in her 

books and articles like a dogged reporter, describing her fi rst sight of him 

in diapers at the imperial court and lamenting his tragic end as a puppet 

of the Japanese. A culture of displaced celebrity, rife as weeds in pre- and 

post-Depression American society, launched this self-promoting Asian 

woman with the tissue-thin title (and an unacknowledged American 

grandfather) on a fl ood of public fascination with throneless royalty and 

exotic pretenders. Not only were princesses like herself fawned over, they 

were rarely authenticated and their recollections of once glorious pasts 

were actively promoted. Th e Jazz Age had died out, but the Age of the 

Impostor lived on. It cannot be argued successfully that Der Ling did not 

take advantage of its longevity.

The novelistic tone of Old Buddha, suspect today, was acceptable in 

1928, as apparently was Der Ling’s irresistible need to tease her readers 

with an omniscience which claimed to reveal the truth about Cixi at last 

and at the same time carelessly recounted some of the worst of the gossip 

about her — her alleged murders of Cian, her son Tongzhi, the Guangxu 

Emperor. At least this book included genuine photographs, again those 

taken by Xunling. When a prequel to Two Years appeared, an account of 

Der Ling’s childhood and life up to the death of her father in 1905 which 

she called, oddly, Kow Tow, an illustrator was hired to create images 

throughout the book, none of which reassures the reader that what he is 

reading is 100 percent true. And the book’s cover, embossed in gold with 
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an Asiatic stereotype — a cross-legged male with pigtail, sparse mustache 

and beard, sharp fi ngernails on fi ngers spread in a gesture like a hawker 

in a bazaar — does not inspire a sense that Der Ling valued her Chinese 

heritage as much as that elusive Europeanness which was part education, 

part put on, and part wishful thinking. 

Taking her view of herself as cosmopolitan to what is perhaps its 

natural goal, yet doing so via the fantasy world of pseudonyms and 

innuendo, Der Ling brought out another book, in 1932, Jades and 

Dragons, which I have called her memoir à clef. Having left Beijing and 

the gossiping denizens of the diplomatic quarter, Der Ling evidently 

felt she could let fly at them with both barrels, skewering the pidgin 

English of hotel clerks and merchants and the comical genteel-poverty of 

ruined Manchu aristocrats, not forgetting to send up unfaithful foreign 

wives and their philandering foreign husbands, with much wit and much 

malice. Jades and Dragons is a pointed effort blunted by pseudonyms, 

which leave an uncomfortable aftertaste: Has Der Ling used phoney 

names the better to shoot at her prey from convenient cover, or used 

them the better to fool her American readers into believing she had any 

real prey to shoot at? Even with this growing instability in Der Ling’s 

literary output, Jades and Dragons does give tantalizing glimpses of the 

real Der Ling, the hardened, worldly, well-traveled ex-court lady who 

has seen it all, has nothing to fear, and nothing to hide — or rather, no 

compunction about hiding some things and revealing others. Th e Omar 

Khayyam quote she chose for the frontispiece, topped by an illustration 

of Th ai shadow puppets, says much about her life at the time: “We are no 

other than a moving row / Of Magic Shadow-shapes that come and go . . .”

While democratic and philanthropic, Der Ling was also mesmerized 

by the trappings of courts and the rulers who formed their mysterious 

center, which overwhelmed and subjugated her inborn democratic credo. 

Thanks to her brief foray into the last days of a once-great court, Der 

Ling had, or thought she had, material to keep her busy for the next 

thirty years. But her crop came up thinner and thinner with each book, 

to the point where by her fourth, fi fth and sixth books, loose collections 

of memoir-essays and short stories called, respectively, Lotos Petals, 

Imperial Incense, and Golden Phoenix, she fell back on such non-Chinese 

recollections as her meetings with Sarah Bernhardt and her lessons with 
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Isadora Duncan in Paris, or stories she wanted her readers to believe 

were based on ancient Chinese legends — Der Ling as a Manchu 

Scheherazade. Some of the chapters in these collections had originally 

been published in article form in the monthly women’s magazines that 

were helping worried housewives through the Depression, much as movie 

spectacles churned out by Hollywood were doing for the same reason. 

It is in Imperial Incense that Der Ling recounts a story of taking a 

train trip with Cixi, in which she traveled with the Empress Dowager 

to Tianjin and then on to the old royal palace at Mukden, that Chinese 

scholar Zhu Jiajing has called into question, since it fi gures nowhere in 

the Empress Dowager’s surviving court itineraries. Indeed, Der Ling 

herself makes no mention in Two Years in the Forbidden City of this trip 

or another with which she must have been involved, that Cixi made to 

the Western Tombs in April 1903, only a month after Der Ling, her sister 

and her mother came to court. Her detailed description of Cixi’s imperial 

train carriage, with its throne and its shelves for jades and porcelains, 

could as easily come from going with other curious Beijingers to see the 

car, as it was on public display after the 1911 revolution. It is possible that 

this whole trip was constructed as elaborate wish-fulfillment, because 

it culminates in a scene that could only have been written by Der Ling 

after the death of her own son, Thaddeus Raymond, who succumbed 

to pneumonia at age twenty in New York City in April 1933.5 Imperial 

Incense, which appeared shortly after his death, is dedicated to his 

memory. Surely this circumstance colored Der Ling’s memories, if such 

they are, of Cixi weeping as she played with toys of the long dead 

Tongzhi Emperor, who had died close to the same age as Th addeus 

Raymond, toys now stored in the dusty sheds of Mukden, as Der 

Ling’s own imperial antiques would one day collect dust in a Los 

Angeles warehouse.

Th e Der Ling of this book is far more pensive than the one writing 

of court experiences of almost a quarter century earlier — the book 

ends with Cixi listening to court musicians in a garden as Der Ling 

recites poetry to her. “Silence, soothing and tranquil, settled over the 

Summer Palace,” runs the last sentence of the book, “as the lengthening 

shadows deepened into night.” To underscore that she truly hailed 

from a lost world, for a frontispiece for Imperial Incense her brother’s 
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photograph of her and Cixi, taken on a snowy Peony Hill, was rendered 

by the fi ne American artist Bertha Lum into a kind of poignant cartoon 

sketch. A cartoon eunuch shields the women from cartoon snow with a 

cartoon umbrella that looks about to tip over. Der Ling looks far more 

stereotypically Chinese than she did or was, and Cixi recalls a pert little 

girl given her mother’s gown to dress up in. Th e genius of the painting 

is that this is how Der Ling saw the old lady who, at the same time, she 

could also imagine poisoning her way to power. 

It is in Der Ling’s fi nal book, Son of Heaven, put forth as a biography 

of the Guangxu Emperor, that she reached her nadir as a historian even 

as she showed marked improvement as a fiction stylist. “During my 

years at Court as a Lady-in-waiting to the Empress Dowager,” Der Ling 

writes in the preface to this book, published in 1935, “it was my privilege 

to know Kwang Hsu well and get from him at first hand much of his 

unhappy story and many of his advanced ideas of government.” She goes 

on to write that she hopes that in this biography she will have cleared 

up any “misconceptions the world has had of this ill-fated emperor of 

the Manchus . . . a truly great man,” yet she writes not a biography but 

a novel, fi lled with all the trembling shadows of fi lm noir. Worst of all, 

in expanding on this last tiny piece of her now distant past, Der Ling 

traduces the very woman she claimed to have loved by blaming her for 

the Guangxu Emperor’s death, details of which she was in no better 

position to know than anyone else outside the court circle. Ironically, her 

image of the Empress Dowager as a two-faced murdering harridan was 

to join similar Grand Guignol depictions in fi lm and print for the next 

several decades (from Hollywood’s 55 Days in Peking in 1963 to Th e Last 

Emperor over thirty years later), and make it diffi  cult, if not impossible, to 

rehabilitate Cixi as woman or ruler.

When all is said and done, what makes Der Ling a unique voice and 

personality is not so much who she knew or what she did (or who she 

thought she was, which diff ered from year to year), but the self that we 

glimpse through her accounts of others. Th e self that could move among 

the greats of China like one of their own, yet always keep her active, 

questioning Western-trained mind awake and aware; who, though dressed 

in the sedate silk robes of an imperial lady-in-waiting could demonstrate 

the waltz in the red-pillared halls of palaces which had never known 
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other than the slow ceremonial of coronations and offi  cial audiences. Th e 

self who, when tiring of Cixi’s overbearing personality and her court’s 

overbearing etiquette, could escape with Rong Ling to a nearby hill and 

sing European opera arias, as if they were back in Paris, strolling along 

statued pathways beneath white lace parasols. The self who could look 

past the glamor and the grandeur, as well as the myth and legend, of the 

Empress Dowager Cixi, and see an ordinary woman who was in most of 

the ways that matter no diff erent from other women, because she had a 

heart that could love as well as hate, and that quality which only two men 

(Sir Robert Hart and the artist Hubert Vos) ever saw in her but which 

many of the women who came to like her admired most: an abiding 

love for beauty. Beauty was Der Ling’s passion, too, although unlike the 

dowager, who had had to learn to face reality, the ideal was all Der Ling 

wanted to, or could, see. 

Most of all, Der Ling had the keen ability, often seen in those who 

move on the margins of society, to stand outside herself, to freely turn 

and look back at what she saw, and see that self for what it was: a woman 

of contradictions, of passions and prejudices, of unresolved identity — 

a woman who, despite the training toward freedom of such teachers as 

Isadora Duncan and her own father, remained unfi nished and incomplete, 

whose love for the country of her birth, like Cixi’s love for her Summer 

Palace, blinded her to the expenditures required to maintain the fantasy. 

In a very real sense, Der Ling was lost to the China that most intrigued 

and inspired her the moment she found more temporal, immediate 

happiness in European gowns, dancing in sheer Isadoran sheaths before 

men she did not know, driving her own car and turning Chinese tradition 

on its head with gleeful abandon. 

Der Ling’s whole life became a stage for a dance of opposites which 

she never reconciled — curiously enough, not so much the opposites 

of East and West, in Kipling’s imagery, but of the conservative minds 

of the old century versus the progressive ones of the new. China and 

America caused reactions in Der Ling which were, in eff ect, refl ections of 

refl ections. In China, Der Ling could not resist dancing the Charleston 

and bobbing her hair, leading American tourists through the old palaces 

and marrying an American; in America, the one country where she 

could get away with it, she dressed in her court gowns, ludicrously signed 
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herself “Der Ling of the Manchu Dynasty,” and lectured like an ordained 

expert on the Byzantine ways and wiles of the Empress Dowager Cixi 

and imperial China. Somewhere between the Jazz Age flapper and 

the jade-fringed court lady was a woman who spent her life searching 

for who she really was. In negotiating her balancing act, Der Ling lost 

her equilibrium. She knew that the China of painted scrolls and bell-

hung temples and the China of starving peasants, oppressed women and 

vicious government were not the same thing, but she, too, was drawn 

to the dream of China that kept the Empress Dowager Cixi tightly 

gripping the reins of government long after any sensible ruler would 

have dropped them. Again and again Der Ling returned to that dream, 

through all eight of her books, until by the last one, she had conflated 

her experiences to the point where it is impossible to tell what happened 

on the ground and what only happened in the pleasantly cloudy spaces 

where imagination and wishful thinking do their best (and worst) work. 

The world became for her, in the end, a mirror image, in which she 

watched all those around her, and herself, enacting actions and refl ections 

of actions, never sure which was real, and never clear whether it really 

mattered very much in the end whether or not they were.

Mirrors, in fact, play a major role in the most penetrating self-analysis 

Der Ling ever committed to paper — a moment in her perception of 

herself that may be likened to the Empress Dowager’s first fascinated 

yet perplexed glimpse of her photographed image. In the final chapter 

of Jades and Dragons, Der Ling seats herself in her favorite corner of her 

favorite Beijing hostelry, the Hotel des Wagons-Lits’ mirrored dining 

room, and watches the arrival of the guests she has invited, all of whom 

she has skewered throughout the foregoing chapters — except for one.

As the guests file in, a woman at Der Ling’s table turns to her and 

babbles questions about each person in the childish form of English with 

which Westerners in Asia often addressed “the natives.” Did Der Ling 

know many people in Beijing? Der Ling asides to her reader that there 

were probably a few ricksha coolies whom she had yet to meet, but tells 

the woman she knows no one. She abases herself to no avail because the 

foreign lady does not listen but begins to recite her own litany of vicious 

Beijing gossip, singling out one woman for particular venom. Th is woman 

was one the foreign lady had never met — in fact, there she was now, 
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sitting across the room, recognizable from her cerise-colored gown and 

her sleek black hair, which considering her age everyone knew must be 

dyed. So proud! the woman sneered. Sits all alone! No wonder — she was 

rumored to be the worst gossip in gossipy Beijing. 

“I must admit,” writes Der Ling, after the foreign lady leaves 

her, clucking at the woman in the red dress, “I was interested in this 

mysterious character to whom the stranger referred,” and with great 

reluctance got up to leave, only to fi nd that the woman in the cerise gown 

was also departing the dining room. Th eir eyes met as they drew together 

side by side. Der Ling was about to speak to her when she disappeared, 

“right into the wall, where the mirror merged with the woodwork.” 

“Now let me see,” Der Ling says, “have I overlooked anyone?” None, 

she suggests but does not say, except herself.6

Th e End
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