



















































































KU HUNG-MING: HOMECOMING

Newell Jordan, later British Minister in Peking and at this
time a Student Interpreter and Pro-Consul in Canton, was
keen to go but prevented from doing so by his official
duties. Another volunteer, Stewart Lockhart, Ku Hung-
ming’s classmate from Edinburgh who was posted as a
cadet in the Colonial Service to Hong Kong and was at
the time studying the local dialect in Canton, was ruled
outforthe same reason. Anxioustoavoidthe approaching
rainy season, which would have endangered the suc-
cessful completion of his expedition, Colquhoun had no
alternative but to resort to Ku Hung-ming when another
possible candidate from Shanghai failed to turn up,
though he had misgivings from the start about his early
enthusiasm for the job. Duly engaged and given a
separate compartment to himself with his own servant,
KuHung-mingsailed on 4 February 1882 with Colquhoun
and his assistant, Charles Wahab, a cook and another
servant, on a large ho-tau or river-boat, up the West River
in the direction of Po-se Hff on the Kwangsi-Yunnan
border, the terminus for water navigation and the
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Figure 16

The ho-tau J8{& in which the Colquboun party travelled
up-river (Across Chryseé, p.47)

starting-point for the overland route towards Yunnan and Burma.

By this time, Ku seems to have acquired on top of a working knowledge
of Cantonese and Mandarin a reasonable reading ability in Chinese, though

the Liao-tsai chib-i he was reading at the time he met Ma
probably in the Giles translation rather than the original.

Chien-chung was

Figure 17

Ku Hung-ming seated in the
common-room of the boat in which
the inscription in Figure 18 was
hung. According to Colquboun, “I
was astonished at the liberal and, to
our ideas, extravagant allowance of
space, and the well-ordered
arrangements of the rooms, edch [of
which] bas a number of tablets or
panels, with quotations from
Sfavourite authors written out, and let
into the back of the main cabin. In
our case we had six enclosed in
frames of rich gilding with the usual
pre-Raphaelite-looking flower
decoration above and below.”
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33 Thefollowing paragraphsare a paraphrase
of or a direct quotation from Colquhoun’s
account, Acress Chrysé, being the narrative
of a journey of exploration through the
South China border lands from Canton to
Mandalay, rev. ed. (Singapore: Graham

Brash, 1988).

Figure 18

“Inscription on a bumble dwelling”
by Liu Yii-hsi 8\ &85 (772-842) of
the T'ang dynasty. Though one of the
shortest essays in the Ku-wen kuan-
chih, itstransiation by Ku suggests
that be bad by then alreacy
embarked on bis study of the Chinese
classics. Calligraphy by Lok Bok-sim
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LO HUI-MIN

Whatever his linguistic qualifications, Ku did not turn out to be as co-
operative as Colquhoun had expected. Apparently always with a book in hand,
his understanding of his role soon led to strained relations with Colquhoun,
and as their boat was approaching Po-se after a voyage of thirty-five days Ku
Hung-ming suddenly declared thathe would go no further. His announcement
was followed by the resignation of the cook and another servant lent to
Colquhoun by the British Consul in Canton, who, though poor in English,
knew Cantonese and Mandarin and was therefore indispensable for Colquhoun,
who had not a word of Chinese. It has been claimed by at least one Chinese
writer that Ku Hung-ming threw up his appointment because, as a proud
scholar, he found the arrogance of his foreign employer intolerable. But
Colquhoun should also be given a hearing. His version of the incident,
published the following year, mentions Ku (Hong-beng-kaw, as he spelt it)
by name, but even had he not done so, it would not have been difficult to
recognise Ku from his description.? “On returning to the boat after three
hours spent on my visits,” Colquhoun says of their first day in Po-se,

we found no breakfast had been got ready,although it was past one o’clock.
The cook had gone to market, so the boy said. For the last two or three days
I had been receiving these little signs which, added together, made strong
evidence that our Chinese servants were inclined to be less subordinate than
was right or pleasant. This was doubtless owing to the fact that Mr Hong-
beng-kaw had thrown up his appointment.

This most unfortunate event was partly the result of the misconceived
idea which Mr Hong-beng-kaw had formed regarding his duties, but mainly,
I think, from his disinclination for the Yunnan journey. Our mutual relations
had become so strained that, notwithstanding every effort on our part to treat
him in every way as one of ourselves and with all consideration, he took
offence, or made pretence of so doing, and declined to go further than Pose.
This was, at the time, a terrible blow to me.

Soon after leaving Canton it had become apparent to us that he had little
conception of the duties which reasonably might be expected of him. He had
no idea of the subordination which is by no means incompatible with
friendliness, but which is an absolute necessity on any expedition like ours.
There was a regrettable absence of all energy, and we soon discovered that
he was (however pleasant a companion, and here I wish to do him all
justice), from want of zeal and go, totally unfitted for the work on which we
were engaged. The fact is, I believe, that he had been delusively attracted
by the hope of vague adventure, and the novelty of travel in strange lands.
The early enthusiasm which he had evinced (an enthusiasm whose
buoyancy had caused us misgivings from the first) was gradually dissipated,
and left no trace behind.

As we neared Pose, the end of our water journey and the commencement
of our march, the realities of the work before us were forced on his attention,
and the hardships, and possibly dangers, of the journey through Yunnan and
the Laos countries (regions bearing an evil repute, as regards climate and
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security of life) became more and more apparent and dis-

tasteful to him. The result was that, just before reaching Figure 19

Pose, he declared his inability to proceed beyond thattown,  ‘Our head interpreter, Mr Hong-beng-kaw’

and his desire to return by the very ho-tau in which we had  (Colquboun, Across Chrysé, p.11)

made our journey up the river. —a glimpse of Ku’s lethargic attention to his duties but
keen interest in bis books

When a man has lost all his interest and all heart in an
undertaking like ours, it was useless to persuade him to re-
main. Here then was a cruel position to be placed in. Neither
of our interpreters was willing to go forward and our servants
seeing this, and getting an inkling of the life before them,
were showing symptoms of insubordination, which were

far from reassuring.

Our hearts sank within us, and we were placed in one
of those untoward dilemmas which are so depressing, and
which make it so hard a matter to put on a brave face. We
screwed up our courage to the sticking-point, however, and
tried to look completely indifferent. In such a state of affairs,
it was far from unlikely that all our servants would strike. It
was notto be expected that they, who could notspeak a word
of English, would attempt the journey with two Englishmen
who could neither of them speak a word of Chinese. Deter-
mined not to be foiled, we gave out our intention to proceed
alone, and commenced making preparations.

Mr Hong-beng-kaw showed no signs of compunction at abandoning us,
with no means of interpretation, and seemed to look on the journey of two
Englishmen unattended by any interpreters, from Pose to Yunnan-fu, as one
might on a pleasure excursion up the Rigil

While trying to write without any bias in this matter, it is impossible to
avoid the reflection that his European training had failed to teach him one
trait on which we pride ourselves, never to abandon a comrade. Few Euro-
peans similarly placed, even if they had been badly treated, would have—
could have—had the courage to turn back. His indifference, and complete
want of feeling in the matter, was a revelation to us of the Chinese character.

The show of determination on the part of Colquhoun and his assistant
succeeded in winning over the servant loaned to them by the British Consul
in Canton, who changed his mind and consented to go on with them, feeling
a little ashamed, Colquhoun commented, no doubt with thoughts of Ku
Hung-ming, “though by no means a very educated man.” With this servant-
interpreter, Colquhoun and his party duly left Po-se and eventually successfully
completed their surveying expedition. Before leaving Po-se he wrote a letter
of explanation in the same vein to the man through whom he had made the
acquaintance of Ku Hung-ming.
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X

The publicity following on an incident such as this could not have helped
Ku Hung-ming’s prospects of employment, particularly since vacancies in the
kind of jobs that were open to him were limited, and possible employers,
mostly foreigners, though widely scattered from Peking to Hongkong, Singa-
pore and Penang, belonged to a small, closely-knit society through which
news travelled speedily. Colquhoun’s account of his expedition, Across Chrysé,
which contains his description of the incident, was published with astonishing
speed, as books were in those days. This volume found its way into the
libraries of clubs in treaty ports and colonies in the East early the following
year, including that of the North China Branch of Royal Asiatic Society in
Shanghai of which Ku Hung-ming was for many years a member. Nothing,
indeed, is known of what Ku did for a living for the two and a half years from
the time of his return from Po-se to when we next hear of him. He certainly
recalled this period of his life bitterly. With nothing to go back to in Malaya,
he seems to have spent a great deal of his time, as he implied in a letter to
an old friend from his Edinburgh days some years later, on “the pavement
of the great roaring world of the Treaty Ports or even of the Great Island
Forepost of the British Empire in the Far East,” surviving as best he could on
the uncertain charity of relatives, friends, or even casual acquaintances.

Ku would appear to have lost all sense of direction when, back in Shang-
hai, he came to hear again of Ma Chien-chung, who had, in a sense, been
indirectly responsible for his present plight. At the time Ku Hung-ming
returned from Kwangsi, Ma Chien-chung was setting off with another
expedition at the other end of China—to Korea, where, aided by Yuan Shih-
k'ai =g, then a junior officer, he succeeded in kidnapping the Taewongun
KBE &, Yi Ha-ung 222, the father of the Korean king and leader of a
rebellion which the Chinese expeditionary force had helped to suppress. As
a reward, Ma Chien-chung was appointed to one of the most coveted of jobs,
that of Assistant Managing-Director & ## of the Government’s China Merchants
Steam Navigation Company #®f&12 %5 headquarters in Shanghai. Ku Hung-
ming later recalled a proposed meeting with Ma Chien-chung, which, had it
taken place, might have resulted in a very different story from the one we now
attempt to reconstruct:

Three years after my meeting with Ma Kien-chung in Singapore [Ku recalled]
I went to Shanghai to look for a job. While there, I made the acquaintance
of a very well-educated full blooded negro from America who had been
educated in France. He was engaged as Adviser to the China Merchants
Steamer Company in Shanghai in which Ma Kien-chung was then Managing
Director. One day this African gentleman told me that he had spoken about
me to Ma Kien-chung who said he remembered me very well and would like
very much to see me. By appointment then, I called at the China Merchant’s
office. The African gentleman at first told me that Ma Kien-chung was just
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then engaged with some visitors, but, after waiting for about half an hour,
the African gentleman came to tell me that Ma Kien-chung could not see me,
asking me to come another day. Then, although at the time [ was stranded
in Shanghai without a cent in my pocket, yet with the pride of the Scotch
penniless lass with a long pedigree, which had been instilled into me in
Scotland, I told the African gentleman that if Monsieur Ma Kien-chung should
want to see me, he must come to me in my Chinese hotel!

KuHung-ming did not or could not wait long enough in his Chinese hotel
for Ma Chien-chung’s call. He did not see Ma again until the Sino-Japanese
war, in 1894, when he went to Nanking with Chang Chih-tung, who was
taking over as Acting Viceroy of Liang-chiang fJ{L from Liu Kun-i £(}#—
on the latter’s appointment, in place of Li Hung-chang, as Commander-in-
Chief of the Chinese army then facing the invading Japanese forces in North
China. Ma Chien-chung was then the Managing-Director of the China Mer-
chants Steamship Company in Shanghai. According to Ku this position had
always been “a spoil of office under the Pei-yang warlords and under the
patronage of Li Hung-chang. But now after the Japanese war, Li Hung-chang’s
prestige and power had waned and the Pei-yang warlords were tottering. My
chief, the Viceroy Chang Chih-tung,” Ku continued,

was rising to take the place of Li Hung-chang. Ma Kien-chung, who as a
member of the Pei-yang Oligarchy had secured this ‘big plum, the Managing
Directorship of the China Merchants Company,—feltinsecure in his position.
He therefore sent the brother-in-law of my nephew, Huang Kai-chia & FfH |
known as Jack Wong, one of the 120 returned students from America,
especially to see me in Nanking. Jack Wong told me that if I would use my
influence with my chief, the Viceroy Chang Chih-tung, and help to make Ma
Kien-chung’s position secure in the China Merchants Company, Ma Kien-
chung was willing to give me a sinecure position in the Company and pay
me tls. 500 a month. In answer to this, I asked Jack Wong to tell Ma Kien-
chung from me that if he could use his influence with Li Hung-chang and
help me to get the Custom’s Taotaiship of Tientsin,—which I may say here,
was a still ‘bigger plum’ of the Pei-yang Oligarchy, I would give him, not 500,
but 5,000 taels a month!

When, after this, Ku Hung-ming went to Shanghai, Ma Chien-chungasked
Jack Wong toinvite him to dinner. “I found him now after nearly twentyyears
very little changed in appearance,” Ku recalled. “He was, I thought, punctili-
ously polite, and more cordial to me than ten years ago, when [ went to his
office, but could not see him. He apologised and said it was an unfortunate
contre-temps.

“Mais,” he then added, “vous étes fier comme un Ecossais,—you are as proud
as a Scotchman.” “Yes, perhaps,” I answered, “but what did Tzu Kung, the
disciple of Confucius say? “To be poor and yet not servile; to be rich and yet
not haughty: what do you say to that?34

“But I did not mean to be haughty, “ he said, “I was engaged at the time,
and, when afterwards I asked about you, I was told, you had left Shanghai.”
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34 The disciple of Confucius was Tzu-kung
FE. What is quoted are his words to
Confucius (Analects 1.15): T-BEAE M

R E MR A,



96

% This is a poem entitled “On an historical
theme” (k57) by the T'ang poet Kao Shih
=3 (701-65), the Chinese text being as
follows: 14 1 & IR MEPR SRR AN
AT THRIEAKE.

30 The story that inspired this peom, which
Ku Hung-ming went out of his way to retell,
was that of the relationship between Fan
Shu {E ¢ GERfE) and his erstwhile friend
Hsu Chia 5 of the kingdom of Wei that
inspired the poem (see Shib-chi 3¢,
ch.79). A recent and more literal translation
is that by Yang Hsien-i and Gladys Yang,
Records of the bistorian—Szuma Ch’ien
(Hong Kong: Commercial Press, 1974).

57 For all the quotations from Ku Hung-
ming in the foregoing paragraphs see “Incom-
plete works” as noted above.

Lo Hui-min
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Instead of answering, Ku Hung-ming quoted him the following poem:

He indeed gave a padded cloak

In pity to Fan Shu shivering with cold,

But he knew not the world’s foremost gentleman,
Taking him for a common cloth-coat man.?

Behind this short poem is a story which Ku Hung-ming retold at great
length, explaining, as if to make sure his readers had not missed the point,
that in quoting these lines he was drawing a parallel and expressing his
disappointment with the behaviour of Ma Chien-chung who, when Ku was
poor and without a job, would not receive him, yet would later go to the
length of sending an emissary all the way to Nanking to ask a favour of him
now that he was a man of position—the Secretary of a Viceroy.3

During the course of the evening Ku Hung-ming would surely have
reminded Ma Chien-chung of their first meeting and told him of the signifi-
cance of that meeting for him. But he did not record their conversation, nor
how the dinner ended, or indeed whether they ever met again. But even if
he spoke with his typical directness that verged on rudeness to Ma Chien-
chung’s face, he remembered Ma always with warmth and spoke of him in
the highestterms more than twenty years after Ma’s death. He contrasted him,
the product of a Roman Catholic education, with Yung Hung %%, the first
Chinese graduate from an American university and “a typical product of
American Protestant education,” whom Ku also knew and considered just
another “half-educated imitation western man.” Ma Chien-chung, on the
otherhand, inspite of his Western educationand Roman Catholic upbringing,
remained “at the bottom a Chinese,” and “a truly well-educated man, one of
the two who could be considered as Chinese literati among all the returned
students.”®’

Ku Hung-ming did not name the other. Could he have meant himself—

though in a mood of uncharacteristic modesty left this for his readers to
deduce ?
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