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THE HIGGLEDY PIGGLEDY HOUSE AND 
THE GAME OF CARDS 
How China Tidied its House While the 
West Misplaced its Deck 
The Author reflects on his early life in Malaya in the 1960s and his 

arrival in Britain in 1970, when London seemed the world’s capital, 

and China a mess. From his perch in Lancashire, he has witnessed the 

unforeseen decline of the West and the Rise of the East. 

 
1. The Boy and the Bamboo Curtain 
I grew up on Prang Besar Estate near Kajang, Malaya, surrounded 

by the scent of rubber and the chatter of a world still coming 

down from Empire. News of China reached us in fragments: 

hushed conversations about “Red China,” censored stories, 

rumours of famine and revolution, and the odd Western 

journalist whose camera made  China  seem  alternately  mystical 

and  terrifying.  For a  boy  of ten  or  twelve,  it  was  a world away  

 

ROAD TO MALAYA 

RISING ASIA JOURNAL. 
VOLUME 6, ISSUE 1 (WINTER/SPRING) JANUARY TO APRIL 2026. 

© RISING ASIA FOUNDATION 2026. 
 

 



75 
 

PHILIP GEORGE 

from my badminton court, where the shuttlecock spun and 

danced in defiance of politics. 

We were taught caution and curiosity in equal measure. 

China was a mythic presence, a shadow across the sea that 

nobody truly understood. The narrative was simple: the West 

knew, the East obeyed, or at least tried to survive. History, we 

were told, was written by winners. But China had a different view. 

From the dynasties that spanned millennia to the Confucian 

teachings that guided every household, discipline, patience, and 

self-belief were never optional. The West may have shouted the 

Story of Conquest and Empire, but China quietly remembered the 

Real History, resilient and unbowed. 

I remember staring at maps and noticing how China 

loomed, vast and inscrutable, while we plotted our small lives in 

the rubber estates and schoolyards. Little did I know that one day 

I would watch that shadow become a hand capable of reshaping 

the game entirely. 

 
2. Arrival in the West, 1970 
I landed in Lancaster in 1970, eyes wide with awe and culture 

shock. Everything seemed so neat: the houses, the streets, even 

bureaucratic forms aligned as if by invisible rulers. It was as 

though the West had tidied its house while the East remained 

mysterious, messy, and dangerously distant. 

China was absent from these streets, excluded from the 

banquet of postwar prosperity. It was a ghost in the newsreels, 

occasionally flickering across black and white television, but 

otherwise distant. The West thought itself permanent. Its 
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confidence was palpable. And I, young and impressionable, was 

an eager observer, a boy who had once feared the “Red menace” 

now marvelling at orderly plumbing, punctual trains, and cricket 

clubs smelling faintly of mothballs and tea. 

Yet behind the myth of chaos, China had survived the 

Great Leap, the Cultural Revolution, the legacies of Mao Zedong. 

It had endured what would have broken most nations and 

emerged with an ethos that combined hard discipline, self-belief, 

and a refusal to kowtow to foreign powers, unlike India, which 

had largely aligned itself with the United Kingdom and the United 

States. China knew who it was. It knew its history, its strengths, 

and its strategy. 

 
3. Badminton and the First Serve of the New World 
It was badminton, of all things, that became my first concrete 

lesson in the quiet rise of a new world order. I met Chinese 

players in the late 1970s and early 1980s: tracksuits that had seen 

better days, rackets cheaper than a decent pair of shoes in 

Lancaster, and eyes that betrayed a discipline bordering on 

obsession. 

On the court, they moved with patience and precision. 

Every serve was calculated, every drop shot premeditated. They 

did not chatter, they did not pose. They simply trained, day in, 

day out, in gyms smelling of linoleum and sweat. Watching them, 

I realized something that would echo across decades: talent alone 

was not enough. Persistence, strategy, and careful cultivation of 

resources mattered far more than flair or swagger. 
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This was China’s inheritance from Confucius and the 

Dynasties that ruled with method and foresight. Even Mao, for all 

the chaos of his era, reinforced a relentless discipline and belief 

in collective purpose. This became my metaphor for China’s rise: 

a country that, unlike the West, measured every move, stored 

every shuttle, and waited for the perfect moment to play its hand. 

 
4. From Towel Tracksuits to Tech Supremacy 
Deng Xiaoping’s China abandoned ideological purity for indust-

rial pragmatism. Factories replaced slogans. Open markets repla-

ced suspicion. By the 1990s, the country was no longer a distant 

shadow; it was a quiet, relentless force reshaping the world 

economy. 

Fast-forward to 2025: China’s hand is strong. Its rare 

earths, its chips, its industrial policies all reflect decades of 

preparation. Now, it plays the rare earths card. But the story does 

not end there. Helium, too, reveals how meticulous and patient 

China has been in achieving technological and strategic soverei-

gnty. 

Until recently, China imported 95 percent of its helium, 

mostly from the United States. Helium is not just for party 

balloons. It is critical for MRI machines, quantum computing, 

chip lithography, and rocket technology. In 2022, Beijing realized 

it could not risk a U.S. stranglehold. The Chinese Academy of 

Sciences and Petro China’s research institutes swung into action. 

Helium extraction facilities were built, new technologies develo-

ped, and supply chains rerouted to Russia and other friendly 
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partners. By the end of 2024, China’s helium dependence on the 

United States had dropped below 2 percent. 

This is how power quietly shifts. Not with headlines, but 

with patience, training, and a complete understanding of the 

game. China had bided its time, built its capacity, and now it 

could say “no” to the West without blinking. 

 
5. Now Who Has the Cards 
China’s rare earths export controls are just the tip of a larger 

iceberg. Alongside them came an insistence that all applications 

be submitted in Chinese, a quiet reminder that the West had long 

equated “international” with “English speaking.” Meanwhile, 

WPS Office quietly replaced Microsoft Office in Chinese bureauc-

racies. To the Western eye, trivial, almost comical. But in reality, 

emblematic: the West still relies on global platforms designed by 

others, while China eliminates dependencies one line of code at a 

time. 

Western commentators were puzzled. Why now? Why 

2025, not during Trump’s tariffs or Biden’s chip controls? The 

answer is capability. Only when China had fully secured 

resources, technology, and supply chains could it risk playing the 

cards it had been quietly collecting for decades. Power does not 

deal in hypotheticals; it deals in moves already made. 

It’s striking how much of the Western narrative leans on 

nostalgia and caricature. “All the tea in China” may have been 

quaint once, but now China is treated less like a trading partner 

and more like a bogeyman despite contributing barely 2 percent 

of United Kingdom foreign investment. The real story isn’t moral 
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panic or linguistic contortions; it’s that successive British 

governments have allowed themselves to be reactive, not 

competitive. Painting China as the ultimate villain risks turning 

serious debate into theatre. Mr. Bean meets geopolitics. 

 
6. The West’s Distraction Machine 
Meanwhile, the West’s game was different. Attention fragmen-

ted, priorities skewed: Prince Andrew, Farage, endless rows of 

political spectacle. Sloppy drop shots, fluffed serves, distractions 

while the other side quietly honed its technique. The West, once 

proud of bureaucratic and technological prowess, now fills forms 

in Chinese, streams WPS tutorials, and worries whether it has the 

latest chip compliance regulations correct. The contrast is stark: 

China, meticulous and patient; the West, reactive and distracted. 

 
7. Reflection on Power and Language 
English once styled itself “international,” a lingua franca for 

commerce, diplomacy, and culture. But “international” reflects 

who is in power. Power speaks the language of capability, not 

aspiration. 

I cannot help but chuckle. I, a boy who grew up fearing 

Red China, now watch the West adapt to Chinese bureaucracy, 

download Chinese software, and play a losing game in a house it 

once thought it had tidied perfectly. The badminton metaphor 

haunts me still: precision, patience, preparation. Flair without 

discipline loses matches. Might without method loses eras. 

 

8. The Terrace in Tuscany 
I sit on my terrace in Tuscany, a glass of local red in hand, 

watching the sun dip behind the olive trees. Laughter drifts from 
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Have I Got News for You on my tablet. Prince Andrew’s scandal, 

Farage’s miscalculations, bureaucratic chaos. They are footnotes 

in the larger game, minor quirks in the endless training montage 

of global power. 

The West misplaced its deck. China tidied its house, 

stacked its cards, and waited until it could play. Power does not 

deal in hypotheticals. It only moves according to what has already 

been laid on the court. 

I raise my glass, sip, and smile. One day, a British prime 

minister will speak Chinese. 

 
Note on the Author 
Philip George is a solicitor, cross-border jurisdiction lawyer, 

former international sportsman, writer, and global traveller. 
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Now based in Tuscany, he writes on geopolitics, identity and 

power, blending lived experience with historical insight to 

explore how nations and individuals adapt in an unsettled world. 
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