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Ritual: Martyrs 

It was a blustery day, the blue sky covered by a film of dust whipped 
up by the Mongolian winds. When the air calmed, it felt like spring. 
But then a sharp gust would rip through the streets, filling my eyes 
with cold, runny tears. I searched the road for a black Audi but saw 
nothing, so I chatted with a few men selling flowers at the side of the 
road. They asked me what I was doing at the cemetery so early; 
Qingming was still a week away. I said I was waiting for a friend who 
couldn’t make it on the holiday. They nodded and suggested I buy a 
wreath. I declined. Xu Jue had the flowers picked out, and they never 
varied. Every year was the same: forty flowers, four police officers, two 
cars, and one old lady.  

Xue Jue lived in the western suburbs of Beijing next to the Yongding 
River, one of the last legs of the Grand Canal, the waterway that starts 
in her hometown of Hangzhou, one thousand miles to the south. Her 
home in the capital was comfortable: two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a 
sunny living room – the perks of a good government job. The 
geological bureau where she had worked gave it to her in 2000, 
eleven years after her son was killed and seven years after her husband 
died of grief. She lived there alone, her home silent except for 
Saturday nights, when she pulled the dustcover off her upright piano, 
played church hymns, and drew closer to God. 

Xu Jue was a short and vivacious seventy-three-year-old, with dyed-
black hair, black trousers, a bright, flower-patterned blouse, and a 
cardigan. She spoke in a high, almost girlish voice, in short simple 
sentences as a teacher might to a child. When I went to visit her a few 
days before Qingming, she happily busied herself, making tea and 
fussing that she did not have biscuits. But for her, normal life ended in 
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1989. Her son, Wu Xiangdong, had been twenty when the student 
protests started. Initially, he had not participated. He had been a good 
high school student but outspoken. School administrators said they 
could not recommend that he sit for the college entrance examinations 
and suggested he look for a job. He found one at the East Wind 
Electrical Machinery Company and took night classes at the Beijing 
Institute of Technology. That classified him as a blue-collar worker, 
while the protests were led by the nation’s elite, the university 
students. But when the government threatened to use force in the May, 
he and many other ordinary Beijingers went down to argue with the 
soldiers. At first, they were successful and the soldiers beat a retreat. 
But on the night of June 3, new units came in, determined to clean the 
square with force. The young man decided to go again. 

“We told him don’t go. It’s really dangerous. But he wanted to go and 
stop the tanks.” 

Xue Jue told the story mechanically and didn’t cry. She narrated the 
tale as a series of mysteries: why her son went, where he died, where 
his corpse was, where to bury him, how to commemorate him, and 
how to get to his grave each Qingming. 

 

[….] 

Xue Jue arrived in a black Audi, followed by a second one. Four 
plainclothes policemen got out. Two of the officers stood by their cars 
while she walked up to the cemetery entrance with the other two. I 
was standing off to the side by the flower stalls and watched them pass 
by, then followed them in. 

She turned right to her husband’s grave. She always goes there first. 
She says, because they had been married for over thirty years. She also 
felt that his grave was less problematic; if something went wrong at 
her son’s grave, at least she would have already swept her husband’s. 
Qiside, she said to herself as she looked at the tomb: angered to death. 
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The front of the tombstone was engraved with the three characters that 
make up his name: Wu Xue Han. On the back was a poem written by 
a friend with the line “Xuehan’s grievance caused his early demise.” 
The explanation came a few lines further down. They listed the 
flowers to be laid out in front of the man’s grave: 

Eight calla lilies 

Nine yellow chrysanthemums 

Six white tulips 

Four red roses. 

Eight, nine, six, four, or June 4, 1989. The two police officers stood at 
a respectful distance as she laid down the twenty-seven flowers. Then 
she walked back to the main path and over to the section where her 
son’s grave lay, the two officers trailing discretely. Between every fifth 
or sixth tombstone, pine trees had grown in, giving the area a quit, 
shady feel. She steeped into the grove and found his tombstone: row 
three, number thirteen. The stone was small and simple, 
indistinguishable from the other graves. One of the rituals many 
Chinese perform every year is to touch up the tombstone with red 
paint, filling in the engraved characters so they stand out. 

She pulled a jar of red paint and a brush out of her bag and stooped 
over to freshen up the three characters of her son’s name: 

Wu Xiang Dong 

Then she went to fill in the smaller lines next to his name, which give 
his dates of birth and death. But as she bent over, she grimaced. Her 
back was sore, and she put a hand on her hip, blowing out a sigh of 
pain and weariness. One of the officers steeped forward and reached 
out for the jar and the brush. She did not resist. He crouched down 
and carefully painted in the lines on the upper right: 

Born: Year 1968, August 13 
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Died: Year 1989, June 4 

 

And then in the bottom left:  

Father: Wu Xuehan 

Mother: Xu Jue 

Xu Jue said something, and the police officer nodded. He painted the 
top and the sides of the tombstone red. Many people do this to 
brighten their relatives’ headstones, and she wanted it down too. If the 
symbolism of the dark red paint was a little too obvious, the officer did 
not argue. Maybe he wanted to get home, or maybe he was willing to 
grant her this bit of dignity, or maybe he had a son. He liberally 
slathered red paint over the top and sides, making it pop out of the 
row of whitish stones. Some paint splashed on the plinth, but it was a 
good job. In a week, all the tombstones would look like this, but for 
now, her son’s stood out, just as he had in life.  

The two men steeped back, leaving Xu Jue alone in front of her son’s 
tombstone. She placed one red and twelve white flowers in front and 
bowed her head. Then the three walked back to the gate and picked 
up the other two officers, and the five drove off, their ritual complete.  

  

  


