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Eye of the Eagle

High above the scorched river valley and the snow-capped mountains, a great 

long moments, so that only the unhurried swaying of its hooked beak showed 
how acutely it was observing the great swathes of land beneath.

The gold mine presented an almost unimaginably primitive scene. The 
red earth slopes above the Jin Sha River were densely honeycombed with one-
man mining pits. Everywhere there were bent wooden struts, rags, soiled toilet 
paper, multi-coloured plastic bags and food containers – it looked more like a 
rubbish tip than a mine. The ‘mine rats’ all worked stark naked; they could not 
afford scaffolding, so to avoid tunnel falls, they made the tunnels very narrow 
and were forced to slither in and out of them. 

crawled out of one of the ‘rat holes’; he yelled and moaned but no one paid any 
attention – why would they? He was a very short man, 1.62 metres at most, 
and his head was so encrusted with dirt that it was impossible to make out his 
features, let alone his age. 

When he could crawl no further, he lay motionless on his back on the 
ground. 

vantage point in the sky, it had spotted the frightful gash in his chest. The 
wound was bleeding and he was spitting blood from his mouth. The mine rats 
went in and out, tipping sacks of gravel onto the ground at the entrance to their 
holes. In the evening they would take the gravel to the river to sieve it, basket 
by basket, in search of gold dust. 

Each time they emptied their sacks, they turned, like swimmers in a race, 
and crawled back in to carry on scraping away at the walls of their tunnel 
with a small shovel. Each time they crawled outside, they surely heard the 
moans of the dying man, even if they did not see him. But no one threw him 
a glance. A whole hour passed under the vigilant gaze of the eagle circling 
overhead. The man’s moans grew feebler and more laboured, and he spat 
more blood.

at the entrance for a leisurely smoke. He pulled out a cigarette, put it to his 
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few times. Only then did he get up and saunter over to the dying man, lowering 
his own dirt-encrusted head to make a careful inspection of the other’s dirt-

like someone from west of the river!’ He got to his feet and stood beside the 
body with a blank look on his face. When the cigarette butt burned down to 

back to his hole.
It must have been another hour before another mine rat emerged for a 

break and a smoke. Coming over to have a good look at the dying man, the sec-

been imitating him. There was just one difference in his words: ‘Well, bugger 
me! It looks like someone from east of the river!’ he exclaimed.

After that, a few more mine rats emerged from their holes for a rest and 
came over to look intently into the dying man’s face. The same performance 
was repeated a few times, and then no one came anymore. As the dying man’s 

which rested on the skin of his face. The eagle continued to circle and wheel, 
skimming ever lower over the body. 

Then someone else crawled out of the dying man’s hole and the eagle 
soared up into the sky. The newcomer did not look like a mine rat. He was not 
yet coated with red dirt and his features were clearly visible: he had large eyes, 

him look like a prisoner) and was about thirty years old. He had a tautly mus-
cled body and wore a tatty old linen shirt and baggy trousers. He had a hunting 
knife in his hand which he did not bother to hide. He bent down to look, and 
also waved his hand in front of the man’s nose.

‘Well, bugger me!’ he said. ‘He won’t last much longer. And so much the 
better. The sooner you go, the sooner you’ll be re-born.’

He squinted up at the eagle, as if consigning to it the dying man’s body. 
Then, with almost religious solemnity, he stripped all his clothes off. His body 
was completely white except for the jet black hairs on his chest and his crotch. 
He knelt and kowtowed ceremoniously to the sky, the earth and the river, and 
mumbled some words to himself. Then he folded his shirt and trousers in a neat 
pile. He was, of course, about to take possession of the very same hole which 
had once made the dying man dream of gold. Inside he went, getting coated 
with red dirt, and began to energetically to crawl in and out collecting sackfuls 
of gravel.

had reached its zenith and the shadows made by the scrubby trees had shrunk 
away, it descended slowly, and landed on the ground. It was just stretching 
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out a feathered claw to the chest of the dying man when a young woman 
came running along the winding path. Ignoring the man, she went straight for 
the eagle, waving her hands at the bird and yelling until it squawked angrily, 

The girl wore a red miniskirt and a skimpy white crop-top which revealed 
a generous cleavage above and a small, round belly-button below. It was an 

do say that the further from the big city you are, the more boldly the girls dress. 
The girl was a singer in the local dance-hall. She was a ‘proper artist’, 

which allowed her to charge many times the going rate for her body, when the 
evening’s singing was over. She was called Jenny; in a small remote town like 
this one, she had naturally chosen a foreign name. 

As soon as Jenny looked at the dying man, she shouted, ‘Murder, murder! 
Who did this? Mine rats? Mine rats! Where are you all? Come out, all of you! 
You brutes! His body’s still warm. If you get him to the town quick, he might 
live. Did you hear me? If you wait any longer, he’ll bleed to death! Climb up 
out of your holes, you beasts, come out! Are your hearts made of stone?’ 

But not a single mine rat dared come out. It was not that they were embar-
rassed to show themselves stark naked to the girl. It was that the girl’s cries 
shamed them – the man was dying, they should have done something to save 
him. So they could only skulk inside their holes, sneaking glances out. In a 
fury, the girl called them all the unprintable names under the sun, but still 
they stayed put. She knelt down and touched the dying man; she could see his 
breathing was ragged. Then anger and despair dried her tears. With trembling 
lips, she got to her feet.

‘Listen to me, you men!’ her voice rang out. ‘I’m making a solemn under-
taking, before the bright Lord in Heaven (she meant the sun), that I’m going 
to strip off!’

‘This is not the town dance-hall,’ she continued. ‘I’m not charging you a 
cent for it. I’ll count to three!’ With that, she shouted, ‘One!’ 

This ‘One!’ had an explosive effect on the miners (as she knew it would). 
They momentarily forgot their frantic search for that half-pound nugget of pure 
gold. Their shovels dropped from their hands and clattered to the ground. 

She waited a full three seconds, then shouted, ‘Two!’ She was not look-
ing at the miners’ holes. She was staring at the dying man, whose pupils had 
started to dilate. Just three seconds more and, in a voice choked with a sob, she 
shouted, ‘Three!’ 

She was quite certain of the outcome. Sure enough, every hole disgorged 
a naked, dirty mine rat. In a single movement, she pulled off her T-shirt and 
bra. The miners were thunderstruck. Most of them were adolescents and had 
never seen a woman naked. They were dazzled at the sight; at least half of them 
could not focus clearly, no matter how wide they opened their eyes
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