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My Mother’s Last Wish &
Known also as Yan
Huiqing, Dr. Yen served
several times as premier,
and he represented
China in the League of
Nations. Born in 1877,
he left China as a young
man to study in the United States, first
at Episcopal High School outside
Washington D.C., then at the
University of Virginia. In his autobiography, “East-West Kaleidoscope,” he
wrote about saying goodbye in
Shanghai to his own mother and father,
as he left on a P&O ship bound for
America via the Suez route. In
particular, he mentioned how he
“would never see them again in this
life.”
He also served as ambassador to
several countries. In particular, he was
the first ambassador to the Soviet
Union, where my aunt Ping-sheng was
born. He was ambassador to Denmark,
where my aunt Nan-sheng was born.
Dr. Yen gave my aunt her name because
the character nán (枏) contains within
it the character for Denmark, dān (丹).

What comes to mind when you think of Shanghai? Around 100 years ago, the city was divided
into various “concessions,” each run by a different country as a result of the Opium Wars.
Around 25 years ago, the city had a reputation for being dirty, noisy and uninteresting. Today,
however, through its own remarkable development, with its growing skyline and thriving
business district, Shanghai stands as a prime example of the stunning growth of China.
Last year I went to Shanghai to fulfill
my late mother’s last wish. She had
asked that following her cremation a
portion of her ashes be buried at her
parents’ grave in Shanghai at Soong
Ching-ling Cemetery.
Soong Ching-ling (1893-1981), also
known as Song Qingling, was the
widow of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the founder
of the Chinese Republic. She also was
the sister of two other prominent
women: Soong Ai-ling, the wife of
businessman H.H. Kung, and Soong
Mei-ling, the widow of Chiang Kaishek. Of these three sisters it was said
that “one (Ai-ling) loved money, one
(Mei-ling) loved power and one
(Ching-ling) loved China.” In 1949,
following the Communist takeover of
China, Chiang and his wife, Soong
Mei-ling, fled to Taiwan. However,
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Soong Ching-ling previously had
aligned herself with the Communists
and remained in China. Following the
formation of the People’s Republic of
China, Soong Ching-ling maintained
and even increased her prominence. She
founded a magazine now known as
“China Today,” and also founded what
is now known as the China Welfare
Institute. Just weeks before her death,
she was named to the ceremonial post
of honorary president of the People’s
Republic of China.
Following her death, and according
to her wishes, she was buried near her
parents in a cemetery in western
Shanghai. Shortly afterward, the
cemetery was renamed in her honor.
Along with her and her parents are the
graves of other notable Chinese,
including my grandfather, Dr. W.W. Yen.
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My Grandfather’s Grave
He also was ambassador to Germany,
where my mother was born. After the
Communist takeover, he continued to
live in China, where he passed away in
1950.
After his death he was cremated, and
for many years his cremated remains
were kept at the family home in
Shanghai. In the mid-1980s, however,
he was interred at Soong Ching-ling
Cemetery. The exact details of how it
came about are unclear. However, my
aunt Hui – who lives in Shanghai and is
a daughter-in-law of Dr. Yen – believes
that the family later petitioned the
government for permission for the
interment, and that the government
agreed. Furthermore, my uncle P.H. – a
son-in-law of Dr. Yen, and the widower
of my aunt Ping-sheng – told me that
such permission made sense because
the government wanted to honor those
people who had been sympathetic
toward the revolution. In fact, my uncle
told me that just before Chiang Kaishek left the mainland for Taiwan,
Chiang went to Shanghai. While there
he visited my grandfather and asked

him to come to Taiwan as well, but my
grandfather refused. My uncle said that
in my grandfather’s will, he told my
grandmother of his concern that he
might be forced to go to Taiwan. That
did not happen, however, and my
grandfather spent the rest of his life in
the People’s Republic.
My mother and father came to the
United States in 1947, just before the
Communist victory, because of my
oldest brother’s illness. One of the few
physicians who could treat him was in
New York, so my parents made the trip
to there from China. Had there been no
revolution, they might have later
returned, but events caused them to
remain in the U.S., where I was born.
Just as my grandfather never saw his
parents again after leaving China, the
same thing happened to my mother.
She never saw her own parents again
after leaving China, though she visited
twice, in 1979 and 1988, and passed

away in January 2007.
My wife and I accompanied my
parents on that 1988 trip. By that time,
my grandfather already had been
interred at Soong Ching-ling Cemetery,
so our visit to Shanghai held special
significance to her. We visited the
gravesite, where, at her request, I spoke
a few words to mark the event.
In December 2008, I visited the
cemetery again, this time to fulfill my
mother’s wish. I had been spending the
fall of 2008 in Beijing, studying and
teaching at Tsinghua University School
of Law as part of my juris doctor
program at Temple University Beasley
School of Law in Philadelphia. Part of
my interest in studying at Tsinghua had
to do with my grandfather, in particular
his connection with Tsinghua via his
administration of the Boxer Rebellion
Indemnity Fund.
From 1899 to 1901, the Boxer
Rebellion was an uprising against

Photos (from left to right): 1. Calvin Sun kneels by his grandfather’s grave. 2. Calvin next to the sign for the Soong
Ching-ling Cemetery in Shanghai. 3. Graves and buildings surrounding the final resting place of Calvin’s grandfather
in Shanghai. (Photos courtesy of Calvin Sun)
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non-Chinese interests in China. The
uprising was led by a group called
the Society of Righteous and
Harmonious Fists. Because of their
athletic training, with focus on
martial arts and calisthenics,
Westerners gave the group the name
“Boxers.” The group further believed
that through exercise, prayer and
meditation, they could become
impervious to bullets and swords.
Hence, they saw themselves capable
of repelling the foreign interests in
China at the time.
Though initially opposed by the
ruling family of China, the Boxers
came to be viewed by them as useful
allies. Beginning in 1899, the Boxers
began a campaign to expel nonChinese interests, and to kill
Westerners (particularly missionaries)
as well as Chinese Christians. An
eight-nation Western alliance, which
included the United States and the
United Kingdom, sent forces to fight
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the uprising, which ended in
November 1901. Because of the
rebellion, China was assessed war
reparations that were payable to
these nations. The total amount of
reparations was 450 million taels of
silver (approximately $6 billion
today), payable over 39 years.
Several years after the reparations
began, officials discovered that the
amount actually being paid to the
United States was more than the
original agreements. As a result,
President Theodore Roosevelt authorized the creation of a scholarship fund
from the difference in these amounts.
Part of this fund was used to create
what became known as Tsinghua
University, and my grandfather was
responsible for administering it.
According to my uncle, because of
this work my grandfather was
considered one of the founders of
Tsinghua. In fact, in 1937, during the
celebration of the university’s 25th

anniversary, he gave a talk there as an
invited guest on that subject. In
particular, he told how he would ride a
donkey from the center of Beijing to the
Tsinghua construction site to inspect
the progress. A young unmarried
student at the time, my uncle heard that
talk. Later, he would become my grandfather’s son-in-law by marrying my
aunt Ping-sheng. My uncle still
remembers that talk, in particular how
he and other students noticed and
discussed my grandfather’s Shanghai
accent.
I arrived in Shanghai the morning of
Dec. 26, 2008, having taken a flight
from Beijing. I had brought the
cremated remains in a paper bag, along
with a certificate of cremation from the
funeral home. Because my visit was
only for the day, I did not check any
luggage, but rather had only a carry-on
bag, which contained the cremated
remains. During the security check-in at
Capital Airport in Beijing, an officer
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asked me about the bag. I responded,
“My mother died.” While saying so, I
pointed to the bag and showed the
cremated remains. Even though I had
the certificate, I felt nervous about
whether or not the officer would
recognize it, or if I would have any
other problem. However, the officer
nodded to me and waved me on, and I
proceeded with relief onto the plane.
My flight landed at Pudong Airport,
30 miles east of the city. My aunt Hui
and her daughter met me at the airport.
I had not seen either of them for years,
so the reunion was a happy one. Aunt
Hui’s late husband was my uncle Chihsheng, who was my mother’s younger
brother. She and my cousin still live in
the same home where my grandfather
and grandmother lived.
We took a bus from the airport into
the city, and as we passed over a bridge
I saw how dramatically the skyline had
changed, now including famous
buildings such as the Oriental Pearl

11/24/09

4:05 PM

Page 27

Tower. Along the way, significant
construction was occurring, as the city
was preparing for the 2010 World
Exposition.
We arrived at a downtown hotel,
then switched to a taxi that brought us
to the cemetery entrance on Songyuan
Road. I did not bring flowers, but
fortunately we saw a flower shop just
down the block from the entrance, and
there my aunt bought a bouquet of
roses for me. Interestingly, this flower
shop shared space with a laundry and
dry cleaning business. Things had
changed greatly since my last visit here.
We entered the cemetery (being
exempt from the normal entrance fee),
walked past a stone monument
dedicated to Soong Ching-ling and
then proceeded to my grandfather’s
grave. I laid the bouquet on top of the
flat stone marker, then dug a hole by
the landscaping next to the marker
using a garden shovel my cousin had
brought. I emptied the ashes, covered

the hole and hugged my aunt and
cousin. On our way out of the
cemetery, we stopped by and viewed
the graves of Soong Ching-ling and her
parents. I would have liked to stay
longer in Shanghai, but other obligations required that I return to Beijing. I
did so later that evening, after saying
goodbye and thanking my aunt and
cousin for their generosity.
Proverbs 31 in the Bible describes
in detail the wife of noble character,
and how her works “bring her praise
at the city gate.” My mother had
those qualities, instilling strong
values in her children and showing
devotion to her own parents. I knew
that she had special feelings about
our 1988 visit, but I didn’t really
appreciate the depth of those feelings
until I began researching this article. I
felt honored and privileged to show
that same devotion to her in
honoring her last wish, and in
learning more about my family. •
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