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    Preface


    I hardly remember when I was not an admirer of Ernest Bramah. A master at my preparatory school introduced me to Kai Lung, and my mother, who liked detective stories, put Max Carrados into my hands. When I was doing my National Service I obtained from Betram Rota the four Richards collections of Kai Lung stories in beautiful uniform bindings by Riviere; and they, along with eight volumes of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, helped me through two years of extremely inactive service. In 1994 I retired from teaching philosophy in Scotland – I liked the teaching but was homesick for England – and thought I might occupy my empty time with work on Bramah. He was reported to have had an eccentric, almost paranoid, aversion to publicity, and those who wrote about his books said that hardly anything was known about him personally. To a fan of Max Carrados the challenge was irresistible. I thought I would dig up the facts of his life and put together a biography, a collection of literary ‘remains’, or both.


    My researches into his life were a failure. I looked up his will and that of his widow, in which there was mention of houses, nephews and nieces; I hunted after those houses and relations through London, Manchester and outlying Pennine villages; I wrote letters to addresses in Somerset and Devon; and I drew blank after blank. Bramah seemed to have vanished without trace. I could not find a single person who had set eyes on him and only one octogenarian farmer who had any personal recollection of his family.


    I gave up too soon. A lecturer and later consultant on management named Aubrey Wilson, like me retired and fond of Bramah, was persuaded by his wife to engage in similar research, and management prevailed where philosophy had been found wanting. Through Aubrey I eventually met a surviving nephew and niece, and in 2007 he published a biography, The Search for Ernest Bramah, which gives far more information about Bramah’s life than I thought would ever emerge.


    In finding unpublished or uncollected work by Bramah I did rather better. Bramah left his papers to his widow, and after her death the bulk of them was acquired by the Harry Ransom Center at Austin, Texas. I spent a week there in 2000 and discovered treasures beyond my dreams: occasional pieces published in magazines between 1900 and 1941, two complete unpublished novels, and best of all, four long unpublished Kai Lung stories, dating back to the most creative years of Bramah’s life, the early Edwardian era. I transcribed these works and made two collections, one of Kai Lung stories and the other comprising tales of shady ingenuity and tales of the preternatural, two genres in which Bramah delighted.


    And now at last Paul Durrant is bringing out the Kai Lung collection. There are six stories which appeared in Punch in 1940–41, the last two years of Bramah’s life, and which, I think, were written at about that time. There is ‘Ming Tseuen and the Emergency’, which appeared in The Specimen Case and was written in 1923. And there are the four long stories I found in Texas, to which Bramah refers in letters written to his literary agent between 1901 and 1905. ‘The Subtlety of Kang Chieng’ is mentioned in 1901 and Bramah expresses anxiety that it may be too long, and so it is possible that what is printed here is a shortened version. ‘The Cupidity of Ah Pak’ and ‘The Destiny of Cheng’ are mentioned in June 1903. The fourth exists in two versions, one of which is typed and entitled ‘The Emperor who Meant Well’, the other is written in a notebook in handwriting which is extremely hard to read. It is quite possible that I am the first person since Bramah’s death to have read it. It is earlier than the typed version, and more than twice as long. In 1905, fearing that it was too long to ‘place’, Bramah asked his agent to substitute the shorter version for it, but that would have been a most regrettable loss, and I am glad that Mr. Durrant has chosen to publish the longer version here under Bramah’s original title, ‘The Romance of Kwang, the Fruit Gatherer.’ [The shorter version of this story, The Emperor Who Meant Well is also included in this ebook as a bonus chapter at the end. —PD.]


    Reading these stories now, I find them as fresh as I found the four Richards collections when I was a soldier. They confirm my belief that Bramah is one of the really great humourists of our language. Of writers who overlap him, P.G. Wodehouse, Evelyn Waugh and Ivy Compton-Burnett, all have their own excellences; but none surpasses Bramah in his flair for the simply funny. To those who have come to love Kai Lung from the Richards volumes, this collection will be a huge and unexpected joy.


    — William Charlton, October 29th, 2009


    The Subtlety of Kang Chieng


    As Kai Lung the story-teller, seated on his well-worn mat in the open space at Wu-whei, prepared to raise his voice and invite the leisurely-inclined to draw near and listen to a new and veracious story, two persons suddenly presented themselves before him and demanded his judgement on a matter lying between them.


    “O amiable Kai Lung,” exclaimed Hi Seng, the water carrier, “this unprepossessing person and the accomplished but obstinate-minded Wang Yu who accompanies him, hearing your engaging footsteps had already carried you into Wu-whei, agreed to submit the matter in dispute for your decisive pronouncement, rather than carry it to the court of the Mandarin Ting-pi-en at Shan Tzu. For since the salt dues have been diverted into the Imperial coffers the heavily burdened Mandarin has become unswerving in his ideas of justice, and it is now his habitual custom to fine heavily all persons who appear before him, be they accusers, defenders or witnesses to the truth.”


    “Your decision is a wise and enlightened one in the circumstances,” said Kai Lung pleasantly. “Let your difference, as it stands between you, be stated accurately and without hesitation.”


    “Benevolent and sagacious Kai Lung,” exclaimed Wang Yu, pressing forward eagerly; “intelligently stated, as you suggest, the entire matter may be adequately laid within the hollow space of a three-fanged dragon tooth; but the mind of the garrulous Hi Seng is as tangled as the skein of a storm-tossed cocoon and his mouth is as effective to hold back the torrents of highly unnecessary words as are the barriers of the Hoang Ho to restrain the waters at flood time. At an early gong-stroke today, then, it chanced that this well-meaning one––”


    “O evilly-intentioned Wang Yu!” cried Hi Seng indignantly, “do not, under the semblance of flattering words, endeavour to represent matters as being contrary to what they really are. Indeed it was by no chance, as you state, but with deliberate intention that––”


    “It is well said in Wu-whei that truth from any person is as refined gold, but from the lips of Hi Seng it is more precious than opals,” replied Wang Yu. “Honourable Kai Lung, it so chanced––”


    “There is a jest throughout this province,” retorted Hi Seng, “that Wang Yu, in endeavouring to persuade persons of the reliableness of his statements, may be fitly likened to a domestically-inclined duck trying to produce offsprings by persistently sitting upon a nest of porcelain eggs, for although the practice has no result in affecting the credulity of others yet in time each creature comes to believe in the merit of its own efforts. It was no chance––”


    “Alas!” exclaimed Kai Lung, “the manner of behaving of the illustrious Mandarin at Shan Tzu begins to assume the characteristics of a heaven-sent wisdom. Clearly, unless one is endowed with a span of life beyond that generally allotted, it is impossible to learn even the outside facts of a matter arising in Wu-whei.”


    “Nevertheless,” reiterated the mule-like Wang Yu, “the affair was the outcome of chance and––”


    “Let it then be so judged,” said Kai Lung, as Hi Seng prepared to make a passionate assertion to the contrary effect; and stretching forth his hand the story-teller took up a winged insect which had at that moment alighted on a branch of the mulberry tree, saying as he did so, “Now, O Wang Yu, is it not a fact that chance may be said to have destroyed this creature by leading it, from among all its fellows, into my power so that I shall kill it?”


    “Such a statement is indeed uncontroversial,” replied Wang Yu confidently.


    “Yet,” remarked Kai Lung, opening his fingers, “has it not chanced to escape?”


    “It is a view of the incident that cannot reasonably be denied,” admitted Wang Yu, whose assurance began to diminish as the matter grew more involved, for his intelligence was never really acute.


    “Then chance has both caused the death of the insect and caused its escape?” demanded Kai Lung. “O mendacious Wang Yu!” he exclaimed; “in order to maintain your unjust demand you speak with two tongues. Assuredly it is shown that there is no such thing as chance and in founding your contention upon it you have failed and must pay to Hi Seng the full amount of his claim.”


    “Alas!” said Wang Yu, who did not grasp intelligently how the decision had been arrived at, “the estimable philosopher Ni-Hyu was certainly right when he propounded the sage advice, ‘do not dispute with a scorpion concerning the length of its tail, but rather let the argument turn upon the weight of your own heavily-shod staff,’ thereby delicately suggesting that one should not be enticed into allowing disputes to be judged by omens of which one has no actual knowledge. It would have been well for this necessitous pipe-maker had he persistently refused to let the matter be settled by the manner of behaving of so unreliable a creature as a winged insect, but had, on the contrary, adhered to his original contention – that when he overturned Hi Seng’s water jars it was from no malice or irresponsible impulse but entirely by accident.”


    “Such a course might undoubtedly have affected the issue,” admitted Kai Lung. “Yet things are not to be wholly weighed by their immediate result, for in that case there would not have arisen in this person’s mind the story of Kang Chieng, which it is now his presumptuous intention to relate to those persons gathered around, as proving that in the life of one of fixed purpose and unswerving aims chance has no definite existence.”


    


    Kang Chieng was the only son of a person of illustrious descent who at one time held a high position in Pekin, as a member of the Board of Censors. About that period a distinguished commander in the Imperial forces had been attacked by a tiger while passing unarmed through a dense forest, and would inevitably have been torn to pieces had he not, in despair, unfurled the silk umbrella which he carried and rushed forward uttering cries of terrifying menace. This bold stratagem was successful and the tiger betook itself to flight in the most ignominious manner; whereupon Kio-Feng, the official in question, not unnaturally concluding that a weapon which had proved so efficacious against the fiercest beast of the forest would be even more overwhelming if employed against men of merely ordinary courage, commanded that the soldiers in that part of the Empire should discard all other arms and immediately provide themselves with paper umbrellas of exceptional size and embellished with designs of an awe-inspiring nature. From this cause it came about that when the father of Kang Chieng made one of his periodical inspections he found a considerable army equipped in the manner indicated, all inflated with an ill-disguised pride in the skilful dexterity with which they manipulated their new weapons in movements of perfect and well-balanced unison. Not understanding how the circumstance had come about, the father of Kang Chieng reported upon the matter with a complete absence of enthusiasm, and in a spirit of no-sincerity he was even so unfortunate as to suggest the re-arming of the entire army with other equally formidable weapons which he enumerated at some length. This inopportune spirit of levity did not go unpunished for Kio-Feng was high in Imperial favour and had recently had the degree ‘Unimpeachable’ conferred upon him. This unique honour carried with it the enviable distinction of rendering him officially perfect and incapable of committing an error of judgement. In consequence, therefore, when the report of Kang Chieng’s father was communicated he was at once degraded from office as a person of unnatural incapacity, if not acting with deliberate treason towards his country, and banished from the Capital.


	 [End of Sample]


   
  Colophon


  Seven of the stories in this volume have been published before. One was written in 1923, and the other six were probably written in 1940 and 1941. This list gives the place and date of the first publications.

  Ming Tseuen and the Emergency


  The Specimen Case, September 1924


  Lam-hoo and the Reward of Merit


  Punch Almanak for 1941, 4 November 1940


  Chung Pun and the Miraculous Peacocks


  Punch, 20 November 1940


  Yuen Yang and the Empty Lo-Chee Crate


  Punch, 11 December 1940


  Sing Tsung and the Exponent of Dark Magic


  Punch Summer Number, 26 May 1941


  Kwey Chao and the Grateful Song Bird


  Punch, 11 June 1941


  Li Pao, Lucky Star and the Intruding Stranger


  Punch Almanak for 1942, 17 November 1941


  The other four stories have never been published before, but were written between 1900 and 1905.


  The story ‘Yuen Yang and the Empty Lo-Chee Crate’ was published in Punch as ‘Yuen Yang and the Empty Soo-Shong Chest’, but here appears as in the original manuscript. The differences between the versions are minor except for the large introductory section, up to the paragraph starting “As Yuen Yang bent his footsteps”, which was removed completely from the version in Punch.


  The cover illustration is taken from 杨柳鸣禽图 (Willow Warbler Picture) by 金礼赢 (Jin Liying) (1772–1807).




    First published by Durrant Publishing, 2010


    Paperback ISBN 978-1-905946-10-5

  ePub ISBN 978-1-905946-12-9


    The following six stories first appeared in Punch:


    Lam-hoo and the Reward of Merit


    Chung Pun and the Miraculous Peacocks


    Yuen Yang and the Empty Lo-Chee Crate


    Sing Tsung and the Exponent of Dark Magic


    Kwey Chao and the Grateful Song Bird


    Li Pao, Lucky Star and the Intruding Stranger


    Copyright © 1940, 1941 Punch Limited.


    One story first appeared in The Specimen Case:


    Ming Tseuen and the Emergency


    Copyright © 1924 William Charlton


    The remaining stories have not previously been published.:


    The Subtlety of Kang Chieng


    The Cupidity of Ah Pak


    The Romance of Kwang the Fruit Gatherer


    The Destiny of Cheng, the Son of Sha-kien


    Copyright © 2010 William Charlton


    The right of Ernest Bramah Smith to be identified as the author of the above works is hereby asserted.


    Preface Copyright © 2010 William Charlton


    All rights reserved.
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