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In late April 1879, the re-
nowned British Victorian travel
writer and painter Constance
Frederica Gordon- Cumming
(1837- 1924) arrived at Xuedou
Mountain. During her month-
long sojourn in Ningbo, she im-
mersed herself in the city ’ s
vibrant culture, meandering
through its bustling streets and
venturing into the tranquil coun-
tryside.

On May 7, 1879, Lady
Cumming ascended Xuedou
Mountain with two female com-
panions. Drawn by the valley ’s
famed rhododendrons, they were
thrilled to discover that the vi-
brant display exceeded their ex-
pectations.

“ When we commenced
the ascent of the valley we
soon found ourselves in the
azalea belt, ” Cumming and
her friend Ave sorely regretted
not having arrived a fortnight
earlier, for “ though the thick-
ets of orange azalea are gor-
geous beyond measure, the crim-
son is all faded, and the ground
blood- red with the fallen blos-
soms, telling what must have
been their vanished glory. ”

On the journey, they en-
countered lush trails of fragrant
honeysuckle and the snowy
blossoms of hawthorn in two
varieties, both “ blooming in as
rich perfection as if in an
English lane. ” Cumming mar-
veled: “ No wonder that happy
birds here sing so joyously!
and the cuckoo ’s note sound-
ed so natural as almost to
make us forget how far from
home we were. ”

Passing a quaint rest- house
perched on an arched bridge
and a stunning waterfall over
sheer crags, they reached the
Xuedou Temple. Like earlier
tourists, they spent a night
there. Their own bedding, a
brass basin, and cooked food,
along with the temple ’ s hot
kettles and tea, made for a
reasonably comfortable stay at

the monastery.
At 2 am, the guests were

roused by the resonant, boom-
ing tones of the great bell,
soon followed by the rhythmic
beating of the great temple
drum, which “ sounded very
solemn in the stillness of
night. ” When the chanting be-
gan, their curiosity triumphed
over fatigue: “ ... we found
our way down the dark rickety
stairs and through the long pas-
sages, past the great empty
kitchen and the shrine of the
kitchen god, and across the
moonlit court, till we reached
the temple ... ”

Standing in the shadow of
a towering pillar, Cumming
and her friends observed the
monks ’ morning services. Af-
terwards, prior to returning to
their pillows, they stepped into
the clear moonlight, where the
croaking of frogs from the
nearby rice fields filled the
air.

The next day, further up
the valley, Cumming and her
friends enjoyed a picnic by the
stream and admired clusters of
white roses, hawthorn, golden
azalea, and lingering patches of
scarlet and crimson near the
arch bridge by the Xufuyan
waterfall. All the three ladies
were captivated by the breath-
taking views. Upon their return
to the temple in the evening,
they “ stand [stood] beside the
great bell while it was being
struck on the outside with the
heavy wooden beam which is
suspended so as to swing
against the bell, producing a
deep solemn tone which rever-
berates through the hills, awak-
ening the ghostly echoes. ”

Cumming visited Xuedou
Mountain during the spring tea-
picking season. In the valley,
she came across a group of

“ tea- coolies ”, who, in her
words, “ all dressed alike, in
the invariable indigo- coloured
blouse, short loose trousers, and

bare legs. Many of them are
really pretty, and all have their
glossy hair neatly dressed, and
adorned with some bright silk-
en blossom. ”

She also provided details
about tea picking and tea mak-
ing: “ The tea- plantations are
scattered over the hills, forming
little dotted patches, of regular-
ly planted bushes. Here the
girls and women are busy se-
lecting the young green leaves,
which they pick and collect in
large basket- work trays of split
bamboo. The leaves are then
spread on mats, and are left
in the sun till they are partial-
ly dried. After this, they are
placed in very large fat circu-
lar trays, and barefooted coolies
proceed to use their feet as
rollers, and twirl the leaves
round and round, till each has
acquired an individual curl ...
Then the whole process is re-
peated a second time. The
leaves have another turn in the
sun, another foot-curling, and a
more elaborate hand- rubbing.
Then once more they are ex-
posed to the sun, till they are
so dried that no trace of green
remains. They are then packed
in bags, and are sent off to
the tea merchants to be fired
under their own supervision in
the great tea hongs .... Some
of the tea farmers have char-
coal stoves in their own hous-
es, where firing is done on a
small scale — but this is ex-
ceptional. ”

In the court of the temple,
there were many large flat bas-
kets and mats where the tea-
leaves were drying.

Cumming chronicled her
journey to Xuedou in her travel
memoir, Wanderings in China,
which was published simultane-
ously in London and Edinburgh
in 1886. Known for its vivid
prose and witty language, the
book became a favorite among
Western readers, leading to sev-
eral reprints.

The previous article (“ Xuedou
Mountain, From Dusk Till Dawn
(Part I). ” Ningbo Evening News, 26
Sept. 2024, pp. A10- 11） recounted
the visit of Helen S. C. Nevius
(1833-1910; wife of John Livingstone
Nevius, an American missionary) to
Xuedou Mountain in Ningbo, East
China, in the 1850s. In the years that
followed, several other foreign fe-
male travelers also made the journey.

Xuedou Mountain stands as a
cherished destination around Ningbo
for these ladies. They were captivat-
ed by the enchanting night boat
cruise at the junction of three local
rivers and the natural allure of wan-
dering through forested mountains.
The clear streams, scattered villages,
cascading waterfalls, secluded moun-
tain temples, and azalea-filled valleys
all added to the charm. The adven-
ture further culminated with a thrill-
ing switch to a bamboo raft at the
river ’s mouth, leaving an indelible
mark on their hearts.

These ladies often visited there
with friends, forming small groups of
two or three families or a few close
companions, for a short leisurely get-
away. Their days were filled with
picnics by the valley stream, where
bamboo rafts drifted lazily by, and
their nights were punctuated by a
midnight wake-up call to witness the
monks ’early morning rituals at Xue-
dou Temple. The haunting sounds of
morning bells and evening drums re-
verberated through the mountains and
fields, blurring the lines between the
mundane and the transcendent.

Following the footsteps of Mrs.
Little, Mrs. De Burgh Daly (1859-
1935), born in Ireland and formerly
named Emily Lucy French, also visit-
ed Xuedou Mountain.

She was trained as a nurse in
London in 1888 and was sent by
the Church Missionary Society to
Ningbo, where she oversaw a small
women ’ s hospital. Two years later,
she married Dr C. C. de Burgh Da-
ly, a medical officer at Zhejiang Cus-
toms (one of the four customs estab-
lished in the early Qing Dynasty),
and the family moved from Ningbo
to Yingkou of northeastern China in
1893 due to a change in her hus-
band ’ s employment. Then in 1915,
Mrs. Daly published her memoirs An
Irishwoman in China in London.

Mrs. Daly had travelled all over
such attractions in Ningbo as Mount
Taibai, Xuedou Mountain and Mount
Dalan, coinciding with the tour of
Mrs. Cumming and Mrs. Little. But
she seemed to have more spare time
since she once stayed at Xuedou
Temple for ten days in a row.

She was impressed by the abbot
of Xuedou Temple, who was honored
for his “ genuine religious feeling
and ascetic life ”. According to
Mrs. Daly, “ he had the face of a
visionary, and seemed absorbed in
worship or contemplation, never tak-
ing any notice of our presence;
whereas the other monks talked to
us, asked us questions, and loved to
pose before the camera. ”

Mrs. Daly was awakened at two
in the morning – as Mrs. Cumming
had been – by the sonorous boom
of wooden fish (aka. Chinese temple
block) resounding through the courts.

“ Then followed the shuffling of
many feet and the priests ’ monoto-
nous chant, or still more monotonous
repetition of the name of Buddha ―
Omitofu, Omitofu, Omitofu ― over
and over again, perhaps a thousand
times. This exercise is considered to
have a beneficial effect in withdraw-
ing the mind from worldly
thought .... ”

Mrs. Daly chose to picnic at
the edge of a very steep hill, when
a dramatic scene arose. “ One day
we … were as usual extremely hun-
gry. A tin of corned beef absolutely
refused to be opened; it was banged
and hammered until it...... Suddenly,
inspired by some demon and by a
particularly strenuous bang, the beef
rushed out of the tin and flew in
one solid mass down the mountain-
side into the valley hundreds of feet
below, followed by our hungry eyes
and many lamentations, and leaving
us to quarrel over the number of
scones each consumed, and the fair
division of a succulent Amoy pome-
lo, an excellent fruit like an enor-
mous orange, which I have never
seen at home. ”

The writings of these ladies are
very witty and humorous, rich with
details of their daily lives, and high-
ly engaging to read.

Soon afterwards, the pub-
lication of Ms. Cumming ’s
book was spotted by Mrs.
Archibald Little (1845- 1926),
another English author and
traveler. “ ... travelling
through the English Lakes in
the mouth of June and rejoic-
ing in the rhododendrons and
azaleas, so lovely there, I
read Miss Gordon Cumming ’
s account of the azaleas on
the hills behind Ningpo, and
thought I must some day
come to China just on pur-
pose to see them. But I did
not then think that I should
ever really do so. ”

In 1887, Mrs. Little
started her journey to this
ancient oriental country with
her husband, Mr. Archibald
John Little (1838-1908), a fa-
mous British merchant in
China. Unlike other foreign
ladies, Mrs. Little was active-
ly involved in social affairs.
Aware of foot- binding caus-
ing great harm to Chinese
women, she set up Tien Tsu
Hui (Natural Foot Society)
in Shanghai, campaigning
against the detrimental prac-
tice. Meanwhile, she visited
Li Hongzhang (1823- 1901),
Zhang Zhidong (1837- 1909)
and other important officials
of the late Qing Dynasty
(1840 — 1912) for support.
Hu Shih (1891- 1962; a fa-
mous Chinese literary scholar
and philosopher) called her

“ a benefactor of Chinese
women ’s liberation ”.

Mrs. Little arrived in
Ningbo in a mid- spring day
of April. Her journey was
recorded in her book The
Land of Blue Gown, pub-
lished in 1901.

Mrs. Little couldn ’t wait
to go to Xuedou Mountain
the day just after she ar-
rived in Ningbo from Shang-
hai. “ But there came a mo-
ment of intense excitement,
when we first caught sight
of azaleas, pink beneath the
fir trees. Then there was a
hillside or two in the dis-
tance all ruddy with them.
At last we were carried over
such a hill and sprang out
and gathered our hands full
of pale pink, of rosy red,
of mauve and again of pur-

ple reddish azaleas. They
were quite as lovely as in
English gardens .... We
lunched by a swift stream,
on whose banks grew what
looked like violet flowers,
but violet flowers with
leaves most unlike violets.
And there we sat and
watched the rafts go by. ”

The azaleas at Xuedou
Mountain and the picnic by
the stream, a strong recom-
mendation by Mrs. Cumming
in her wanderings, were sure-
ly caught by Mrs. Little.
Neither did she miss the wa-
terfalls and deep streams at
the Xuedou Temple, built on
flat ground at the summit of
the mountain. As seen in
her description: “ bushes of
azaleas in full blossom, like
delicate pink and mauve fair-
ies, projecting over the preci-
pice. ”

Particularly, on the night
of her stay at Xuedou Tem-
ple, Mrs. Little received a

“ book ” from the monks ―
“ Unlike most travellers ’

books, each traveller seems
to have tried to write some-
thing worth the reading.
There are notes by Dr. Mac-
gowan giving some little ac-
count of the history of the
place. Sir Walter Medhurst
has written careful advice as
to what walks to take, and
in what order, though this
seems to matter less, where
all the surroundings are love-
ly. Someone has given a list
of the birds. No one so far
of the flowers. Mr. Ernest
Major has selected a legend
of a great exterminator of
mankind, who tried to slay
one of the priests, but the
priest lifted his finger and
the sword would endow the
monastery. Dr. Fryer has
added his quotum, especially
noting that the two trees at
the entrance are splendid
specimens of Salisburia Adi-
antifolia. ”

The “ treasure book ”—
full of vivid and vibrant re-
cords of expatriate “ impres-
sions of Xuedou ” — was
passed down “ from genera-
tion to generation ”, yet un-
fortunately has not survived
to the present day.
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Tinned Beef Flying off a Cliff
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