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Book Description

A riveting memoir of a girl's painful coming-of-age in a wealthy Chinese family during
the 1940s.

A Chinese proverb says, "Falling leaves return to their roots." In Chinese Cinderella,
Adeline Yen Mah returns to her roots to tell the story of her painful childhood and her
ultimate triumph and courage in the face of despair. Adeline's affluent, powerful family
considers her bad luck after her mother dies giving birth to her. Life does not get any
easier when her father remarries. She and her siblings are subjected to the disdain of
her stepmother, while her stepbrother and stepsister are spoiled. Although Adeline
wins prizes at school, they are not enough to compensate for what she really yearns for
-- the love and understanding of her family.

Following the success of the critically acclaimed adult bestseller Falling Leaves, this
memoir is a moving telling of the classic Cinderella story, with Adeline Yen Mah
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providing her own courageous voice.
Amazon.com

Chinese Cinderella is the perfect title for Adeline Yen Mah's compelling autobiography
in which, like the fairy-tale maiden, her childhood was ruled by a cruel stepmother.
"Fifth Younger Sister” or "Wu Mei," as Yen Mah was called, is only an infant when her
father remarries after her mother's death. As the youngest of her five siblings, Wu Mei
suffers the worst at the hands of her stepmother Niang. She is denied carfare,
frequently forgotten at school at the end of the day, and whipped for daring to attend a
classmate's birthday party against Niang's wishes. Her father even forgets the spelling
of her name when filling out her school enrollment record. In her loneliness, Wu Mei
turns to books for company: "l was alone with my beloved books. What bliss! To be left
in peace with Cordelia, Regan, Gonoril, and Lear himself--characters more real than my
family... What happiness! What comfort!" Even thou%h Wu Mei is repeatedly moved up
to grades above those of her peers, it is only when she wins an international
pla%—writmg contest in high school that her father finally takes notice and grants her
wish to attend college in England. Despite her parent's heartbreaking neglect, she
eventually becomes a doctor and realizes her dream of being a writer.

Teens, with their passionate convictions and strong sense of fair play, will be
immediately enveloped in the gross injustice of Adeline Yen Mah's story. A complete
glossary, historical notes on the state of Chinese society and politics during Yen Mah's
childhood, and the legend of the original Chinese Cinderella round out this stirring
tes)timony to the strength of human character and the power of education. (Ages 10 to
15

--Jennifer Hubert
From Publishers Weekly

Mah revisits the territory she covered in her adult bestseller, Falling Leaves, for this
painful and poignant memoir aimed at younger readers. Blamed for the loss of her
mother, who died shortly after giving birth to her, Mah is an outcast in her own family.
When her father remarries and moves the family to Shanghai to evade the Japanese
during WWII, Mah and her siblings are relegated to second-class status by their
stepmother. They are given attic rooms in their big Shanghai home, they have nothing
to wear but school uniforms, and they subsist on a bare-bones diet while their
stepmother's children dine sumptuously. Mah finds escape from this emotionally
barren landscape at school, but the academic awards she wins only enrage her jealous
siblings and stepmother, and she is eventually torn from her auntAher one
championAand shipped off to boarding school. That Mah eventually soars above her
circumstances is proof of her strength of character. The author recreates moments of
cruelty and victory so convincingly that readers will feel almost as if they're in the room
with her. She never veers from a child's sensibility; the child in these pages rarely
judges the actions of those around her, she's simply bent on surviving. Mah easily
weaves details of her family's life alongside the traditions of China (e.g., her
grandmother's bound feet) and the changes throughout the war years and subsequent
Communist takeover. This memoir is hard to put down. Ages 12-up. (Sept.)

From School Library Journal

Grade 6 Up-This absorbing autobiography tells the story of an unwanted child in
upper-class 1940s China. Because her mother died at her birth, Wu Mei (Fifth Younger



Sister, renamed Adeline) was a "bad luck” daughter, never forgiven by her father or her
four older siblmés. When she was a year old, her father remarried. Her Eurasian
stepmother produced two more children, who became the favored ones. Wu Mei's
efforts to attract her father's attention by consistent top marks at school were ignored
and ridiculed except by her Aunt Baba, who shared a similar outcast status in the
family. Her aunt's constant affection and encouragement provided the only relief to
the girl's daily humiliation and emotional abuse. Determined to separate the two, her
parents sent the 11-year-old to boarding school. This was 1948; the Communists were
consolidating their power. Soon she was the only student left, abandoned and
forgotten by her parents when they fled to Hong Kong. Luckily, an aunt rescued her

and returned her to her unwelcoming family. There, enrolled in another Catholic
school, she finally gained her father's permission to study in England. Mah has told this
story before, in her best-selling autobiography, Falling Leaves (Wiley, 1998). This
version for younger readers is more sharply focused, seen through the lens of the story
of Ye Xian, a version of the "Cinderella" tale dating back to the ninth century. Fourteen
pages of front matter and the slow beginning necessary to introduce the unfamiliar
setting may deter some readers, but those who persevere will be rewarded by the rich
depiction of a very different world.

Kathleen Isaacs, Edmund Burke School, Washington, DC
From Booklist

"Mama died giving birth to you. If you had not been born, Mama would still be alive."
Fven though Mama died two weeks after the birth from a fever, this brutal message
dooms Wu Mei (Fifth Younger Sister) throughout her sad and lonely childhood in China
during the 1940s and 1950s. Wu Mei, whose English name is Adeline, faces the anger
and cruelty of herfamilty; only an aunt and frail grandfather are supportive. Shunted off
to boarding schools, left out of family activities, Adeline nevertheless thrives
academically and hopes desperately (and futily) to please her father. In this young
adult version of the author's Falling Leaves, Mah offers a bittersweet look into the pain
of childhood and a fascinating glimpse at a tumultuous time in China. Amazingly
unscathed by the Communist revolution, her wealthy family heads for Hong Kong after
Mao assumes power and resumes its privileged lifestyle. There are moments of
clumsiness, as when Adeline verbalizes her distress in ways young people probably
would not: "And if I should be so lucky as to succeed one day, it will be because you
believed in me," she tells her grandfather. But this is a captivating read because we
care so much about the heroine and her future.

Anne O'Malley
Book Dimension
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short stories. Easy to comprehend, but lacks certain subtlety and intricacy for further
rumination. Very poignant at the first read, but won't have the desire to read it again.



Very tormenting sometimes, especially when so many adults around and just bear the

cruelty of her parents, only encouragm% her to fight for her own fate but choose not to

Etand #p and fight for her. Adults are all but cowards. The only one with gutis a young
oy, shame.
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After finish this book the first idea come out of my mind is' knowledge up%rades one's
life'. This is a real story bases on the author's life experience. Actually her family was
much richer than many people's in that period, but she had a miserable childho...
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