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The last users of Xibe

QA P Q A L — T h e  w o r d 
“ N i r u ”  p o p s  u p  f r o m 
t i m e  t o  t i m e  i n  o u r 

conversation, as our car drives 
into Sunjaci Niru, one of eight 
villages that evolved from former 
mil i tary set t lements  scat tered 
across this northwestern landscape 
of China’s border areas. 

The word that I first encountered 
in my Xibe class now unfolds into 
living history before me. “Ni-ru.” 
I forcefully press the front of my 
tongue against my upper palate 
and immediately release it, letting 
the air  pass between my teeth 
and lips with a nasal hum; then, 
my tongue retracts with a trill. I 
seem to see an arrow shooting into 
the distance through the morning 
mist. Indeed, “Niru” originally 
m e a n t  “ a r r o w, ”  a  s y m b o l  o f 
the soldiers’ military prowess. 
La ter,  i t  became the  meaning 
of a military unit,  roughly the 
equivalent of a modern company. 

In 1764, during the prosperous 
r e i g n  o f  t h e  Q i n g  D y n a s t y, 
Emperor  Qianlong d ispatched 
s e v e r a l  t h o u s a n d  s o l d i e r s  a s 
w e l l  a s  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  t o  t h e 
d i s t a n t  w e s t e r n  b o r d e r l a n d s . 
T h e s e  m i l i t a r y  m i g r a n t s 
carried with them weapons and 
l ives tock ,  whi le  the i r  mother 
tongue followed like seeds on the 
wind and took root in soil three 
thousand miles from their native 
land. Their descendants remain 
here to this day and gave “Niru” 
a new meaning: “village.” 

Today, Xibe gradually grows 
silent.  It  has been swept away 
by revolutionary upheavals and 
po l i t i ca l  campa igns .  And  the 
eight Nirus in Qapqal remain the 
last place where ancient Manchu 
c a n  s t i l l  b e  h e a r d .  R e n a m e d 
Xibe in 1953,  this  thread-thin 
l inguis t ic  her i tage  endures  in 
t h e  v o i ce s  o f  t h e s e  s o ld i e r s ’ 
descendants, who, for over two 
and a half centuries, have labored 
to preserve their mother tongue in 
relative isolation. 

A s  a  d e s c e n d e n t  s e e k i n g 
traces of my ancestral language 
and cul ture ,  I  was  in t roduced 
t o  P r o f e s s o r  H e  o f  L i a o n i n g 
University. He studies how this 
distant community preserves their 
Xibe heritage. As a result of this 
introduction, I met a resident of 
Sunjaci Niru, Mrs. Tong Gaohui, 
who cordial ly invited me to a 
weekend gathering at her home. 

Stepping out of the car, I am 
greeted by the friendly barking 
of a white dog and the rhythmic 
“chop, chop, chop” of kitchen 
preparations. The living room, 
w a r m e d  b y  t r a d i t i o n a l  f l o o r 
heating, contains several guests 
engaged in deep conversation. 
Soon, a large pot appears from 
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Descendants of soldiers 
guard words instead of 
borders

the kitchen, golden with stewed 
mutton, dried long beans, carrots, 
cabbage,  onions,  and spinach, 
transforming the atmosphere with 
its steam and aroma. 

L ike  many rura l  ga ther ings 
across China, the scene brims with 
warmth and hospitality. Yet here, 
the stories flow in Xibe, with Mrs. 
Tong occasionally interpreting 
key moments for my benefit. The 
conversation spills around and 
amid childhood friends; they share 
tales of childhood friendships and 
village celebrations,  pandemic 
hardships and first loves. Laughter 
punctuates  thei r  words  as  the 
aroma of home-grown vegetables 
and locally-raised meat fill the 
cheerful air.

Thei r  vo ices  dance  through 
memories, sentences rising and 
falling in a free-flowing musical 
cadence that sets it  apart from 
M a n d a r i n ’s  f o u r  r i g i d  t o n e s . 
One friend shares tales of Mrs. 
To n g ’s  c o u r t s h i p  d a y s .  H e r 
f u t u r e  h u s b a n d  w o u l d  b r a v e 
icy roads on his bicycle just to 
exchange a few words with her. 
“Falling heaven knows how many 
times,” she recalls with a laugh. 
Anothe r  f r i end  smi les  a s  she 
recalls playing cupid, bringing 
handwritten letters to Mrs. Tong 
every week. 

These stories, told in the Xibe 
language, draw knowing chuckles 
and hearty laughter from around 
the table. The stories bind them 
together, but each word spoken 
in their ancestral tongue pulls the 
threads even tighter.

Ancient words flow unrushed 
with a rhythmic waltz of lyrical 
v a r i a t i o n s  i n  t o n e  a n d  p i t c h 
where subject precedes verb, and 
complex suffixes transform nouns 
into actions and back again. Yet 
modern life sometimes interrupts 
in Mandarin: “bǔ kè” (tutoring 
after school), “doǔ yīn” (TikTok). 
These elders grew up thinking and 
dreaming in Xibe, their Mandarin 
once drawing confused looks from 

their Han Chinese peers. Now, this 
ancient language dilutes itself by 
adopting words and phraseology 
of the dominant Mandarin.

Mandarin has already found 
i t s  way  in to  t he  l anguage  o f 
the  e lders .  I t  i s  as  i f  Xibe  i s 
surrendering the creative struggle 
to invent its own terms, and the 
speakers are consuming language, 
rather than producing their own.

But the change runs deeper. 
The grammar,  intonat ions and 
sounds of Mandarin are steadily 
invading Xibe,  occupying and 
reshaping the ancient tongue for 
the few that are learning to speak 
it. However, while their language 
may be changing, perhaps that’s 
precisely how it  survives—not 
as ghostly voices from archives 
of history frozen in time, but as 
a bridge between what was and 
what could be. 

T h e  m i x i n g  o f  l a n g u a g e s 
con t inues  un t i l  cha t t e r  g ives 
way to song. A mezzo-soprano 
voice rises clear and strong, the 
r ich  voca l  tex ture  f i l led  wi th 
X i b e ’s  d i s t i n c t i v e  r o l l e d  “ r ” 
sounds and nasal tones that tell 
of  vast  expanses  of  farmland. 
The melody begins softly, then 
stirs and quickens, its rhythmic 
fluidity spiraling into a soulful, 
pentatonic cascade that mirrors 
the murmuring rush of the local Ili 
River. Some join in as her voice 
soars, crescendos, the harmonies 
building in volume and intensity, 
sustained by a careful vibrato. 
O the r s  r i s e  f rom the i r  s ea t s , 
taking small intricate steps with 
the beat along with an interplay 
of controlled tilts of the wrist and 
expansive sweeps of the arm. 

“A soldier ’s life teaches you 
to cherish each moment,” Mrs. 
Tong  exp l a in s  a s  t he  f r i ends 
settle back down in their chairs, 
switching briefly to Mandarin for 
my benefit. She ends her sentence 
with a gentle pitch rise, giving 
h e r  w o r d s  a  m u s i c a l ,  a l m o s t 
quivering quality. “Our ancestors 

were soldiers. When you’re on a 
3,000-mile journey or at war, you 
might not see tomorrow, so you 
enjoy what you have today.” This 
warrior spirit lives on in the Xibe 
people, exemplified by their love 
for feasting, dancing, and reveling 
in the moment.

In Mrs.  Tong’s home, I  f ind 
c o m f o r t .  I  f i n d  e v e r y t h i n g 
urbanites dream of: dogs sprinting 
freely across snow-dusted fields, 
f resh  vegetables  be ing pul led 
from soil, and neighbors dropping 
by unannounced for hours of song 
and chatter.

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  X i b e ,  e v e r -
aware of their economic poverty, 
c o n s t a n t l y  f e e l  t h e  p a i n  o f 
be ing  l e f t  beh ind  by  modern 
metropolises,  such as Beijing. 
The children of Niru have left 
Nature’s bounties for the “real 
life” for which they often long. 
Accord ing ly,  they  o f t en  f ind 
themselves in awkward situations. 
They face the stressful tedium of 
cramped apartments, processed 
meals, and overtime work. Our 
gathering is filled with people 
who l ived through the 1960s, 
but empty of children who might 
carry  these  songs  to  the  next 
generation. 

“ M y  d a u g h t e r  s t a r t e d 
responding to my Xibe in fluent 
Mandar in ,”  Mrs .  Tong recal ls 
when I ask about Xibe language 
and  cul ture  educat ion  for  the 
younger generations. “It started 
in kindergarten.” The distance 
grew when her daughter left to 
attend middle school in Yining, 
the nearest city from home. The 
young girl, like many of her peers, 
later went to China’s megacities 
for better opportunities. She tried 
working in  Shenzhen,  only to 
return with thyroid problems and 
liver damage from irregular meals 
and constant stress. 

Even those who stayed closer 
to home weren’t immune. Mrs. 
Tong’s  ch i ldhood  f r i end ,  Mr. 
Asu, relates a similar story. His 

children, born in the late 1990s, 
understand Xibe but  refuse to 
speak i t .  “After  k indergar ten, 
they  would  come home and  I 
would insist they speak Xibe,” 
he says. “They would humor me 
briefly before switching back to 
Mandarin. They created their own 
little world between them, and 
gradually lost the desire to speak 
our language at all.” 

Mrs. Wu, Mrs. Tong’s niece who 
teaches at a local school, watches 
her students—Xibe, Uyghur, and 
K a z a k h  a l i k e — c o m m u n i c a t e 
exc lus ive ly  in  Mandar in .  Her 
own high school son struggles 
to find motivation in his studies. 
Meanwhile, her cousin in Qinghai 
battles depression, far from the 
language and customs of home.

“Our young people understand 
the language like many Chinese 
s t u d e n t s  m e m o r i z e  E n g l i s h 
vocabulary,” one friend explains. 
The  metaphor  i s  ap t—the  o ld 
language still has a foothold in 
remote  v i l lages ,  but  v i l lagers 
l iving here pine for  highways 
and airports, desperately craving 
the  economic  p rospe r i ty  tha t 
comes with connections to a fast-
developing world.

The  s to ry  o f  t h i s  f a r- f l ung 
Manchu community, now known 
as the Xibe, reflects a broader 
global challenge in modern China: 
how to preserve cultural heritage 
in an increasingly interconnected 
wor ld .  And  a l though  Ch ina ’s 
e c o n o m i c  b o o m  h a s  b r o u g h t 
prosperity to remote regions such 
as Qapqal, it has also accelerated 
the  approach  to  ex t inc t ion  of 
minority languages nationwide. 

Ye t  g a t h e r e d  w i t h i n  t h e 
confines of Mrs. Tong’s living 
room, the determination of the 
local language and its protectors 
th r ives .  The  pro tec tors  reca l l 
how their language has survived 
through barren deserts where they 
searched for water and survived 
across Mongolia’s wind-scoured 
plateau where snow had claimed 
grass. Their ancestors completed 
i n  s i x t e e n  r e l e n t l e s s  m o n t h s 
a  journey  tha t  was  or ig ina l ly 
scheduled for three years. “They 
endured so much hardship!” one 
says, “Preserving our language 
i s  bo th  ou r  b l e s s ing  and  ou r 
obligation.” Their hope carries the 
weight of history, but also a spark 
of determination. 

Beyond the village, six miles 
f rom Qapqal  county  and over 
fifteen from Yining city, these 
distant hinterlands have become 
a linguistic battleground. While 
fewer young people use Xibe, 
t he  vo i ce s  beh ind  me  t e s t i f y 
t o  a  c o n t i n u i n g  p r e s e n c e — a 
community’s  determinat ion to 
mainta in  thei r  her i tage  where 
modern apartments meet snow-
dusted farmland, and where lambs 
still wobble beside their mothers 
through freshly-fallen snow.

As night falls, I step out of Mrs. 
Tong’s home. “Niru,” I whisper 
again ,  t ry ing to  hold  onto  i t s 
musicality as we leave the village 
behind.
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Ignore Poem by Asu

South of the Ili River, a hundred thousand ju-
jube trees 
Raise their brilliant yellow flames to
Illuminate May 
While those busy bees 
Ignore a frail stalk of artemisia 

Under such radiant sunlight
Spring boils over
Clouds ignore the azure sky

The fragrance of Earth 
Butterflies dance in flight 
One among them ignores the 
Speed of blooming flowers 

Trailing the direction of cooking smoke  
Eight Nirus settle into the swirling dawn and dusk 
Fields vast and rolling
The winter wheat swelling with milky promise
Ignoring the blowing wind 

On moonlit nights, plants and trees are silent
Sleep ignores the birds’ songs
Like tired ears
Ignoring a singer’s three verses

Glimpsing the home where swallows fly di-
agonally
Who ignored a welling of hot tears?
Just as I, trembling within,
Ignored
The distant breastfeeding


