THE BUILDERS




FTER the land was dis-
Atributed among the tillers
in the Land Reform of the
early fifties, two kinds of
“builders” appeared in
China's  countryside.  One
wanted to go it alone, to
build up his family fortunes in
the old way, looking out only
for his personal interests. The
other wanted to build a
society that would benefit all
the people, to farm together,
helping one another, advanc-
ing in stages from mutual-aid
teams to co-operatives, and
on to more advanced forms.
This novel describes the strug-
gle between these two trends.

Liu Ching probes deeply
into the characters who popu-
late his fascinating book:
Liang Sheng-pao, the de-
termined young peasant who
fights to make mutual aid a
success; his father, old Liang
the Third, who wants only to
build the fortunes of his own
family; the pretty Kai-hsia,
Sheng-pao’s sweetheart, who
is confused about her role in
the new society; prosperous
peasants who connive to
wreck the socialistic advance;
poor peasants who rally round
the standard that is leading
them forward; and many
others. All are presented in
a style that is forceful, warmly
human, delightfully humorous,
and richly flavourful.

List of Principal Characters

Liang Sheng-pao poor peasant, a mutual-aid team leader,
a candidate member of the Chinese Communist Party.

Members of His Mutual-aid Team

Kao Tseng-fu poor peasant, assistant team leader.

Feng Yu-wan poor peasant, militia captain.

Huan-hsi (Jen Chih-kuang) poor peasant.

Jen the Fourth poor peasant.

Wang Shuan-shuan poor peasant.

Kuo Suo poor peasant.

Pai Chan-kuei poor peasant, ex-corporal of the Kuomin-
tang army.

Feng Yu-yi middle peasant.

Liang Sheng-lu well-to-do middle peasant.

Liang the Eldest well-to-do middle peasant, Sheng-lu’s
father,

Liang the Third poor peasant, Sheng-pao’s step-father.

Blind Wang poor peasant, Shuan-shuan's father.

Liang Hsiu-lan Sheng-pao’s sister, a Youth Leaguer.

Hsu Kai-hsia Sheng-pao’s sweetheart, a member of the
Hsiapao primary school Youth League branch committee.

Chao Su-fang Shuan-shuan's wife.

Secretary Yang assistant secretary of the Weiyuan county
Party committee.

Wang Tso-min secretary of the Huangpao district Party
committee.

Lu Ming-chang secretary of the Hsiapao township Party
branch.

Pan Fu-tai head of the Hsiapao township government.

Han Pei-sheng government agronomist,

Kuo Chen-shan deputy to the Weiyuan County People’s
Congress, chairman of Frog Flat’'s people’s deputies, a
member of the Chinese Communist Party.

Sun Chih-ming (Blabbermouth Sun) member of Hsiapao
township’s civil affairs committee.

Kuo Ching-hsi (Iron Man) well-to-do middle peasant.
Kuo Shih-fu well-to-do middle peasant.
Yao Shih-chieh rich peasant.
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Socialism is something new. A severe
struggle must be waged against the old
ways before socialism can be brought
about. At a given time, a section of
society is very stubborn and refuses
to abandon its old ways. At another
time, these same people may change
their attitude and approve the new.

— Mao Tse-tung
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Prelude

1929 was one of the worst years in Shensi Province’s long
history of famines. During the first snowfall in November,
famine victims, moving down from the plain north of the Wei
River, filled the streets of Hsiapao Village. The temple, the
clan halls, the grain mills, the grinding sheds were jammed
with refugees, men and women crowded together, all speaking
in rough up-country accents. For several days after the snow
stopped falling, villagers had to go out every morning with
spades and mattocks and bury the nameless sufferers who had
died by the roadside during the night.

Tillers! In those years, whenever there was a drought they
were like blades of grass stricken by frost. They simply had no
resistance.

Hsiapao was a fine place. It lay south of the Wei River in the
fertile rice paddy area that runs for hundreds of /i* along the
foot of the Chinling Mountains. Opposite Hsiapao, in the
distance, rose the darkly menacing Mount Chungnan. To the
rear of the village was a bluff where a high plateau of yellow
soil ended abruptly.

About eight hundred families occupied Hsiapao’s thatched
cottages and tile-roofed houses, strung out in neat lines on the

!One i is equal to half a kilometre or roughly one-thitd of a mile.
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north bank of the green Tang Stream. The villagers had gathet-
ed little from the dry land on the northern side. But in the paddy
fields on the southern shore that summer they had cut barley.
In the autumn they had crossed narrow foot-bridges all along
the stream with load after load of rice, the bound stalks dan-
gling heavily from the ends of their shoulder poles. It was this
modest hatvest which attracted the droves of famine sufferers.

Every day from morning till night, tattered refugees, shoulders
hunched, huddled in gateways of the village compounds. Each
held a stick beneath his arm —a weapon against wild dogs,
made of a branch he had pulled down from some tree along
the road. The refugees told essentially the same tragic story,
and all pleaded to be saved. Some, large hot tears rolling down
their wizened faces, asked whether anyone wanted to adopt a
small child. It made the villagers very unhappy. Many tried
to avoid the famine victims. People who heard their plaints
felt so badly that they were unable to eat when they got home.

But Liang the Third,! a former tenant-peasant who lived on
the paddy land south of the Tang Stream, was a man of tougher
fibre. All day long, carrying a short pipe without a mouthpiece
—he couldn’t afford one — Liang wandered in and out among
the refugees. He seemed to be looking for someone. A large
powerful fellow about forty, Liang wore an old cotton-padded
jacket that hadn’t been washed in years. It was a mass of rent
cloth with strings of dirty cotton hanging from the sleeves. On
his head was a towel cloth that looked as if it had been picked
out of a cinder heap, it was so black. But in spite of his appear-
ance, from his lively step and alert manner you could see at a
glance that the big fellow was seething with energy. The people
of Hsiapao began to get suspicious.

A few days later, they observed that his activities followed
a regular pattern: He sought out only women in their thirties,
with or without small children. Some of the villagers wondered
whether Liang, who had lived alone for so many years, could
be intending anything improper? But he behaved with complete

IMcaning here the third child born in his family.

propricty, listening to the tales of misfortune of the women
refugees, meditating on their words and nodding sympatheti-

cally.
Then one day, when Liang again came across from the

southern side of the Tang Stream, he was a changed man. His
head was freshly shaven, the stubble was gone from his face.
A round skull-cap borrowed from his brother, Liang the Eldest,
who ordinarily wore it only when visiting relatives, replaced
his dirty towel-cloth headgear. His old padded jacket obviously
had been mended and patched. People hatdly recognized him.
Grinning broadly, Liang the Third tendetly wrapped in his
brawny arms a three-year-old boy who was standing in the
snow dressed in a torn padded jacket left to him by his de-
ceased father. Then Liang turned to a widow in her thirties
whose ragged garments were nothing but patches, and led her
to live with him in his thatched cottage on the southern side
of the Tang Stream.

Liang’s dwelling was across the stream from Hsiapao Village
at the eastern end of a small settlement of thatched cottages.
There were no villages in the paddy area, only scattered groups
of four or five families, people whom poverty had driven from
neighbouring villages. Forced to take up their abode here,
they eked out a bare existence on rented paddy fields. A few
of the lucky ones prospered. Their family fortunes grew; they
built homes and compounds. But the paddy fields as a whole,
from where the Tang Stream flowed out of Mount Chungnan
to where it joined the Lu River on the northern plain — an area,
roughly thirty i long by three /i wide — were an impoverished
region known as “Frog Flat”. On summer nights the thrum-
ming of frogs in paddy fields could be heard on the plain a
dozen Ii away.

When his grandfather brought him to this land of frogs, seated
in a wicker basket suspended from one end of a carrying pole,
Liang the Third was only a little tyke. His father, as physi-
cally powerful a man as Liang the Third later became, had
been one of the most “reliable” tenants of the wealthy Land-
lord Yang of Hsiapao Village. He actually managed to build
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a three-room house beside the thatched cottage they had origi-
nally settled in, and found Liang the Third a wife. Having ex-
pended his last bit of strength, and full of hope that Liang the
Third would continue to improve the family fortunes, he left
the world of men, quite satisfied.

But Liang’s luck was bad. Two draught oxen perished in
succession. Then his wife died in child-birth, and the baby
with her. Not only could he no longer rent paddy fields, he
was forced to dismantle the three-room house his father had
erected so laboriously and sell the timbers and tiles. He him-
self went back to living in the old thatched cottage. ‘The elm
tree which had grown up on the spot where the house used to
stand was higher than the crumbling earthen compound wall
and as thick as his thumb.

After the death of his wife, how desolate and lonely the com-
pound was! Facing west, the thatched cottage squatted there
like a doddering old man. Part of the earthen compound wall
had been eaten away by autumn rain, but the lone occupant had
no desire to repair it. He kept no pigs or poultry. What did
he care if marauding wolves or weasels decided to pay a call
in the night? Weeds in the courtyard grew as high as the
window-sill, but Liang didn’t bother to cut them down. He
never had any visitors anyhow.

But now that he had brought a woman home, the breath of
life returned to his compound. The men of a neighbouring
family named Jen had already helped him clear out the weeds;
the women gave his low-roofed narrow shack a thorough clean-
ing. Everyone laughed and said that from this day forward
Liang’s table and little cupboard would no longer be covered
by a perpetual layer of dust.

Forty-year-old Liang the Third was like a child. He couldn’t
conceal his joy. He gave the up-country woman some old gar-
ments his dead wife had left, insisting that she wear them and
convert one of them immediately into a pair of padded trousers
for her little boy. The child’s bare legs, thin as hemp stalks,
trembled with cold beneath his over-sized old padded jacket.
Liang boasted to the up-country woman before his neighbours
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that he was strong. He would go deep into Mount Chungnan
and fell timber, burn charcoal, cut brushwood. With the earn-
ings from their sale he would again buy a draught ox, rent some
paddy land, improve the compound. He would raise the little
boy as his own son. Together they would build up the family
property. e

“I never lie, Little Treasure’s Ma. Do you believe me?p”

“I . . . believe you.” The up-country woman looked at her
new husband’s powerful frame, saw his enthusiastic expression.
Embarrassed by this emotional outburst in the presence of
neighbours she had only recently met, she lowered her head.
Probably because she had endured hunger and privation for so
long, her thin waxen face was unable to register happiness.

Liang was disappointed by her reaction. “Well, you’ll know
me better as time goes on.”

Although he guessed that the woman’s feelings were com-
plicated, at the moment he couldn’t very well say much to her.
All the affection he felt for her, he lavished on the child. When
Little Treasure first entered this strange thatched cottage, he sat
stiff and constrained on the kang! and gazed timidly around.
It was all so new to him. His eyes avoided the troupe of kids
who had gathered at the edge of the bed and were curiously
examining their new neighbour.

“Little Treasure,” said Liang warmly, walking over to him,
“when your ma finishes that pair of pants, you'll be able to go
cut and play with them.” He indicated the other children.

“I don’t want to,” Little Treasure replied in a low voice,
head down, looking at his fingers.

“Why not? In the paddy field ditches there are cranes and
blue storks and herons. Wild-geese, too. Did you have those
in your old home north of the Wei?” Liang asked laughingly.
He was doing his utmost to give the mother and child a good
impression of the place, to make them feel at home.

“I won't go,” the little boy replied stubbornly. “I'm scared.”

1A brick platform, heated in winter from underneath, and used as a
bed and for other purposes in a northerner’s household.



“Scared of what? Water fowl never hurt anyone, silly.”

“I’m scared of dogs. . ..”

Liang burst out laughing. “In good clothes, what dog would
bite you?”

With a big thick hand that was as roughly calloused as the
bark of a tree, he fondly patted the small head resting on the
spindly neck. Liang the Third loved the child like a father.
Because the boy’s face was so thin and sallow, his brows seemed
particularly dark and his eyes especially large; they fairly
flashed with intelligence. As the old saying goes: “In a child
of three, at one glance you can see what the adult will be.”
Liang was very pleased with the boy.

For the first few days neighbours, men and women, dropped
into Liang’s shack frequently to see the new arrivals. These
naturally included his brother, Liang the Eldest, a beancurd
pedlar, and his nearest neighbours, the Jens. Even friends
living much further away came. When this ‘one left, that one
called. Finally, there were so many people that they over-
flowed on to the threshing ground outside the compound gate,
chatting and laughing. The men could not repress their ani-
mation. Several of them teased Liang with broad remarks.
Of course this was rather disrespectful, but his freshly shaven
face wore a proud smile that seemed to say: “So you thought
Liang the Third was finished, eh? I'm still going to build a
family.”

After a few more days-passed, there was no sign of Liang
in daylight hours, either in Hsiapao Village or in Frog Flat.
But on the sunny side of compound walls that enclosed thatched
cottages, on street corners, wherever people gathered, peasants
were discussing with interest Liang’s up-country woman.

“Ah, now there’s a wife for you,” some cried approvingly.
“Slow to speak but a fast worker. She’s a woman who knows
her mind. Her parents died in the famine, her brother and
sister-in-law ran away from it. With her husband dead, she
had no one to turn to. She set out alone with the child from
north of the Wei and came all the way down here, the foot
of the southern mountains. It wasn’t easy.”
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“Liang and she must have been fated to marry, so the Old
Lord of the Sky drove her down to the banks of the Tang
Stream. Does she have only this one child?”

“They say she had a little girl also, but the cold and hunger
were too much for her, and she died on the road.”

“Oh! The poor woman. How her heart must ache. How
old is sher?”

“She says she’s thirty-two, but she looks at least forty.”

“What are you gabbling about? She’s so thin, and all those
days on the road in the wind and sun—naturally it put ten
years on her. Wait until she’s fattened up a bit and gained
her strength back, then you’ll see.”

“I hear she’s wearing Liang’s big padded pants. Is that
right?”

“Sure. Maybe they’re big, but what of it? That padded
jacket she came in is so torn, it’s pitiful. That's why Liang
keeps going up to Mount Chungnan. That mother and son
aren’t pictures you can hang on the wall. They've got to be
fed and clothed.”

All of Hsiapao became involved in a debate as to whether
Liang should have picked the woman up the way he did. Some
said that although fate had bowled Liang over, he had struggled
to his feet. Maybe he could build up the family fortunes
again. In a few years the boy would be old enough to help
him. If the up-country woman could bear him another couple
of kids in his old thatched cottage, his chances of recovery
would be even better.

But others didn’t believe that you got anything so cheaply in
this world. Who ever heard of getting a wife without spend-
ing a single copper? They were willing to stake their heads on
it: After the New Year the woman’s brothers would come for
her and take her home, or someone from her former husband’s
family would demand the child, or the woman herself would
become moody and demand to go back to her village north of
the River Wei. In a word, Liang’s thatched cottage would
never know peace.
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“Wait and see,” was the advice of the holders of both
points of view.

Making the rounds of Hsiapao every day with trays of bean-
curd hanging from the ends of his carrying pole, pedlar Liang
the Eldest was quite concerned over people’s opinions of his
younger brother. His big ears took in every word. Late one
night, Liang the Third came back from Mount Chungnan with
a load of charcoal. He burned charcoal in the mountains and
sold it in the city, rising at cock’s crow and returning long
after dark. Liang the Eldest went furtively to his brother’s
compound gate and called him out. Then the two walked
through the darkness down a path dotted with grass roots in
the direction of the paddy fields. ’

The next day, Liang the Third did not go into the city with
his charcoal. First thing in the morning he set out for Huang-
pao Town, five i upstream. When the peasants paused in their
morning’s labour for breakfast, someone saw Liang returning
home, a basket of bean sprouts, cabbage and bean noodles in
one hand, and a jug that must have contained at least a catty
of wine in the other. All morning, Liang bustled about the
village streets. One moment he was here, the next moment
he was there, his big agile body practically flying. He looked
very busy, very tense, and very mysterious. When someone
called to him, wanting to ask how the up-country womantwas
faring, he shouted over his shoulder:

“I'm in a hurry. Some other time.”

Night fell. On the gravel and round stones of a bank of
the Tang Stream, a lantern flame no bigger than a bean gleamed
eerily. Five men, one woman, and a small child, shivering
with cold, were gathered around the lantern. '

Liang the Third carefully proffered in hands as rough as
bark the foot of machine-made red cloth he had bought in town
that morning. In a moved voice he said:

“Fellow villagers, for our sake you're suffering cold and chill.”

“It’s nothing. Say no more. What’s a little cold?”

“We hope that you two will live together till you're old and
grey. That’s all we neighbours want.”
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«“That’s it exactly. Right. You've said it right,” cried Liang.

«All the stars are out. Let’s get started.”

Then the poor scholar, who was busy all winter writing
decds for people who had to sell their land, put on his spec-
tacles. He spread the red cloth on a flat rock as large as a
millstone. According to local superstition not even grass
would grow on a spot where a contract for the remarriage of
a widow was written. That was why the sandy bank of the
stream, already barren, was chosen for this ceremony. Liang
the Third cautiously held the lamp while the other men squat-
ted down in a circle, their eyes fixed on the brush pen moving
over the red cloth.

After the brush pen was capped in its slim bronze tube, the
bespectacled scholar solemnly raised the red cloth with both
hands and read slowly the words he had inscribed:

The contractor of this marriage covenant, née Wang, was a native
of Liu Village south of Puping. Because her first husband died and her
village was stricken by famine, mother and son were forced to wander
from home, with no means of support. Today, plagued by hunger and
cold and in danger of losing her life, she is willing to remarry and
become the wife of her benefactor, Liang Yung-ching. She makes this
contract of her own free will, with no obligations to any third party, and
will never revoke it. The male child she has brought with her, known
by the infancy name of Little Treasure, also a famine refugee, shall use
the surname of his step-father when he grows up. Word of mouth being
unreliable, this covedfant is made as written proof of the marriage.

As these final words were intoned, all eyes turned to the long
thin face of Little Treasute’s Ma, who was listening carefully.

“Agreed?” asked the scribe.

“Agreed,” she said quietly, in her up-country accent.

Her thin hands tenderly stroked the head of Little Treasure.
The boy was standing in front of her, very close. She looked
at the freshly-shaven seamed face of Liang the Third, goodness,
devotion and determination shining in her eyes.

“This is a starvation year, Little Treasure’s uncle. Why must
you go to this expense? As long as you’re good to my son, it’ll
be the same whether we have a marriage contract or not. No
matter how hard our life is together, if my son can grow up
. .. become a man. ...”



She broke down and sobbed. Catching her sleeve in withered
fingers, she wiped her eyes. The others sadly lowered their
heads. They didn’t have the heart to view her stricken coun-
tenance.

Masculine valour surged up in Liang’s bosom. Standing be-
fore the widow and her son, he suddenly felt that he was one
of the strongest men in the world.

“Our son,” he cotrected her decisively. “Let’s have no
more talk of ‘your son’ and ‘my son’ after this. He must call
me ‘pa’, not ‘uncle’. That’s all I have to say.”

After the parties to the marriage, the witnesses and the scribe
each put an “X” beneath the place where his or her name was
written on the red machine-made cloth, everyone went to Liang
the Third’s thatched cottage where they ate a meatless meal
the beancurd pedlar Liang the Eldest had been preparing the
whole day, and spoke many auspicious words. Then the guests
departed.

The following spring, the famine victims who had spread
out in the paddy region along the Tang Stream all disappeared
in a few days, like a flock of seasonal birds. People kept an
eye on Liang the Third’s woman to see whether she would
begin gazing off into the distance in the direction of the northern
plain. Women neighbours, bringing their sewing, called on her
in Liang’s thatched cottage. They chatted with her, probing
for any remark that might indicate she still thought of her
old home north of the River Wei.

But, no. Unless it was necessary, the woman seldom left
the compound gate. She sat at home, mending the torn cloth
shoes and socks of her man, who was working all day in the
mountains. Liang was very poor. Even including the paths
and what used to be the threshing field outside his gate and
which he now planted with vegetables, he had just one and
one-fifth 7o0u of ground. Only by strenuous labour could he
make ends meet.

10ne mou is equal to one-fifteenth of a hectare or roughly one-sixth
of an acre.
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In the spfing, when the city dwellers stopped burning chat-
coal for warmth but while the paths that went into the moun-
tains were still too icy to permit Liang to go in and fell timber,
he cut brushwood on the slopes and sold it as fuel for kitchen
stoves in the city or in Huangpao Town. Often the woman
would have to wait for him to bring home grain before she
could cook. But she didn’t mind his poverty. She liked him
because he was warm-hearted, because he loved her child, be-
cause his neck was iron-stiff and refused to bend under the
weight of hardship.

The couple neither quarrelled nor sulked. Hard-working,
patient, they reposed all their hopes in the future. Their neigh-
bours, the Jens, often strolled outside Liang’s compound wall
after the evening meal, cocking an inquisitive ear when they
passed the tiny rear window, blocked with dried branches, of
Liang’s thatched cottage. But except for Liang’s weary sighs, all
they heard was husband and wife discussing how they must
build up the family fortunes, come what may, for the sake of
Little Treasure and for their own old age.

Ten years passed.

On the site of the razed three-room house, the elms were
as thick as rice bowls. Their leaves and branches interlaced
dozens of feet above the ground with the foliage of trees which
Liang the Third’s father and grandfather had planted outside
the earthen compound wall. Liang’s courtyard, like the tree-
lined dwellings of his neighbours, had also become cool and
shady. But the family’s progress was far behind the develop-
ment of its natural surroundings. Within the compound walls,
the only dwelling was still the dejected-looking old thatched
cottage. .

The family fortunes had not improved.

Liang the Thitrd was past fifty and his back was bent.
Whete his neck met his shoulder, years of heavy carrying poles
had formed a callous as thick as a fist. Liang had also de-
veloped a chronic cough which came back every winter and

It
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spring. He no longer had the strength to wrest an income
from long treks into Mount Chungnan,

At thirteen Little Treasure had a ruddy face, dark brows
and large eyes. He was a good height, and you could see at
a glance that he was going to make a fine sturdy peasant. After
having been sufficiently instructed by his mother and step-
father on how a person should behave, the thirteen-year-old
boy confidently began to work. He took a job as a half-pay
hired hand for a wealthy landlord named Lu, in Hsiapao Village.

Little Treasure started on the twelfth day of the first lunar
month. On the fifteenth at dusk, crossing the stream, he
returned to the thatched cottage. Without a word, he flung
himself sobbing on the kang.

His mother, now in her forties, patted him gently on the
shoulder.

“What’s wrong, Little Treasure?”

The boy only sobbed more bitterly. :

“Don’t cry, child.” His mother stroked the towel cloth that
covered his head. “Tell ma, don’t you want to be a hired
hand? If you've changed your mind, your pa can call it off.
In another year or two —"

Still weeping, the boy sat up and shook his head.

“What happened? Was the landlord bad to you?”

“I was. . .inthe courtyard . . . eating. . . .” Little Treasure
sobbed.

“Speak up. Stop crying.”

“The landlord’s son . . . crept up . . . and took a handful
of dirt. . . .”

“What about the handful of dirt?”

“He threw it . . . in my rice bowl.”

“Why? Did you tease him?”

“I ... no. ... That rich kid . . . picks on people.”

Liang who had been listening to all this, his face dark as

iron, asked angrily: “And your bowl of rice? What happened
to that?”

“The landlord . . . dumped it . .. in the pigs’ trough.”
“What did he do to his son?”
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- “Nothing . . . iust‘ scolded him . . . a little.”

Husband and wife, who both had been furious, calmed down
and talked the matter over. Since the landlord had scolded
his son, they might as well forget it. When you worked for
other people and ate their food, all you could do was bow
your head and get along as best you could.

“Child.” The mother stroked the boy’s head. “You don’t
understand much yet. Poor families are a grade lower than
others. If we want to stop being put upon, we have to build up
the family fortunes, raise our own cattle, till our own land.”

“Right. That’s it exactly,” Liang inserted. “First get a
draught ox, then rent some paddy fields from the landlord,
then . . . just like your ma said. Understand?”

And so, that was how Little Treasure began his career as
a hired hand at the age of fourteen. By the time he was
eighteen he was skilled in all things a peasant needed to know
and was earning as much as the best paid hired hand in Hsia-
pao Village. Studying every move of the chief hired hand,
Little Treasure learned all about farm work, including the
most difficult kinds of sowing.

The thitd summer after he joined Landlord Lu’s employ, he
returned home one evening at twilight, leading a little yellow
ox calf at the end of his sash. He forded the stream and led
the ox into their courtyard.

“What's this?” was how his bow-backed step-father greeted

- him. There was premonition of misfortune in Liang the Third’s

bones.

“Lu’s old cow has died,” the boy reported with a satisfied
smile, tying the calf to one of the elm trees. “This calf is too
young. Lu was afraid it would die if it didn’t get any milk.”

“He’s given it to us?” The wrinkled face of Little Treasure’s
Ma lit up.

“Lu give anything away? Think again. That pig wouldn’t
give you a broken needle —unless you paid him for it. Isn’t
his nickname Lu the Miser?”

The boy’s parents stared. They asked in unison: “Then
what’s this all about?”
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“I bought the calf for five silver dollars. He’s taking it
out of my pay.”

“Aiyayaya! You stupid child. How could you do such a
thing?” Liang groaned, his face blanching. The blow was too
much. His bow-back scraping the wall, he dropped to his
haunches, his grey head sinking despondently on his chest.

He was such a pictute of misery that Little Treasure’s Ma
was on the point of tears. She upbraided her son.

“You! You're not a child any more. How could you be so
foolish? If rich old Lu was afraid the calf might die, what
chance have we to keep it alive in a place like ours? Anyhow,
you should have talked it over with your pa first. You're
much too cocky. That dirty Miser Lu. Cheating our young
boy like that.”

Liang rose to his feet and took two steps closer to Little
Treasure. On trembling fingers he calculated for the boy what
they could have bought with the five silver dollars — How much
corn and how many days it would feed them, how much cloth
and how many garments they could take of it, how much
charcoal and how many months they could burn it. And now.
. . . Pointing at the frightened calf gazing uneasily at its new
surroundings, Liang cried in great agitation:

“What are we going to do with that puny little thing?” He
shook his thin hands hopelessly. Life was just too much.

Little Treasure’s Ma sat down on the stone step, which was
all that remained of the razed three rooms, and began to weep,
dabbing her eyes with the hem of her tunic. When she thought
of how poor they were, and how the son she had brought with
her had hurt his step-father, and how brashly this boy who
was just coming out in the world had behaved, she couldn’t
help shedding tears for her own unhappy fate.

But Little Treasure was unruffled. In fact he smiled at their
worries. When Liang started to untie the calf from the elm

tree and wanted to lead it back to Miser Lu, the boy stopped
him.

“That’s just giving in,” laughed Little Treasure, putting one

hand on the knot. “We'll never build up the family fortunes
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at this rate. How many years does a hired hand have to work
before he can save enough for a full grown draught ox? The
calf only cost a few dollars. Ma can feed it on thin rice gruel.
When it gets a little bigger you can cut some grass for it on
the stream bank. In a few years, we'll have a big ox of our
own.”

Liang released the lead rope. So the boy was planning to
till their land.

“Will it live?” Liang asked timidly.

“What if it doesn’t? It only cost a couple of dollars. Didn’t
you have two big oxen die on you when you were young?”

The old man dropped his head and walked away, em-
barrassed beyond words. He felt ashamed. All his life he
had worked hard, like an animal, relying solely on his physical
strength. He didn’t have nearly the brains of this youngster.

‘Little Treasure’s Ma, seeing that Liang was no longer angry,
dried her tears and smiled.

Another three years passed.. Little Treasure actually made
all the necessary preparations for them to farm on their own.
One by one, he bought implements cheaply from Hsiapao
peasants who had gone bankrupt. In the compound he built an-
other thatched cottage, this one with two rooms—one with
a kang on which he slept, the other with a trough for the ox,
now fully grown and the object of much envy and admiration.
Liang was brimming with joy.

He kept his word. The baby girl Little Treasure’s Ma gave
birth to five years after coming to Frog Flat was already past
ten. Liang made an engagement for the girl and with her
gift money bought a child-bride for Little Treasure — the eleven-
year-old daughter of another poor tenant-peasant. From then
on, Little Treasure adopted his step-father’s surname. Since
Liang the Eldest’s two sons both had “Sheng” as the first part
of their given names and Little Treasure was of the same
generation, his given name became officially “Sheng-pao”. He
was now a man.

Sheng-pao’s eagerness to build up the family fortunes was a
hundred times keener than that of his step-father. The first
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year, he rented eighteen »ou of paddy land from Miser Lu and
borrowed enough from the landlord to spread liberal amounts
of fertilizer. Sheng-pao and the old man slaved in the fields
all that year. In summer, the busiest season, when Sheng-pao
came back at the end of the day he always ate his meals
squatting on a quilt spread on the kang. Otherwise, when he
fell asleep in the middle of eating, the bowl might drop to the
floor and break.

Liang the Third didn’t have the strength to go home. He
would crawl out of the paddy, his hands and feet plastered with
mud, and lie in the green grass by the stream. Little Treasure’s
Ma would bring him his food. Poor old Liang. Afraid that
people might steal his water and release it into their own
fields, he slept every night on the bank. The mosquitoes stung
his face, arms and legs mercilessly. But the old man worked
on without complaining. At times he even smiled happily.
Once again he had achieved the incomparable glory of raising
his own crop.

To keep their debts down the family tightened their belts.
For a whole year they ate no salt and burned no oil in their
lamps.

That autumn the stack of rice sttaw on the site of the three
razed rooms was higher than the old thatched cottage. Un-
fortunately, they never did get a chance to store the rice in
the hampers they made from mats bought specially for the
purpose in Huangpao Town.

For after paying the rent share to the landlord and returning
his loan for the fertilizer — plus forty per cent interest, they
watched the rest of their harvest being carted away by the
village tax office. Little Treasure’s Ma threw herself down
on the stone roller on the threshing space outside their com-
pound gate and wept aloud. Sheng-pao’s sister and child-
bride joined her in loud howls of grief. The last of their
grain was sent off like the corpse of a member of the family.
Sheng-pao knitted his black brows in a frown. For several
days afterwards he did not speak, mute to all questions.
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Liang, his back bent, followed his step-son around. “Don’t
feel bad, Sheng-pao,” he mumbled. “This is the first year,
only the first year. We haven’t built up any reserve. Be
patient. It’ll be better after a few years.”

“A few years? With a large family like ours, what are we
going to eat in the meantime?” Sheng-pao demanded angrily.

“The old saw puts it well: ‘Borrow your grain, return it at
harvest. And you can glean enough from the threshing field
to last another few days.” It’s better than working as a hired
hand, isn’t it? At least we get some stalks for fuel this way.”

Yes, what else could they do? Of course it was better than
sleeping in the landlord’s stable. Sheng-pao’s brow smoothed
out. He went back to work in their rented fields.

Two more years went by. The Kuomintang government
grabbed Sheng-pao for military conscription. Liang the Third
determinedly sold the yellow ox and bought him out. To avoid
his being dragged off again, Liang sent him to hide on Mount
Chungnan. Liang returned the eighteen 7ou to Miser Lu, who
rented them to another poor tenant. Liang was neither angry
nor hurt. He accepted everything that happened. It had to
be. The world-weary old man urged his family not to take
things too hard. To struggle against Fate was useless.

No longer could they hear the lowing of the ox in the shed.
The old man, the old woman, their daughter, and their child-
bride daughter-in-law, all depended on the money that Sheng-
pao intermittently brought back from Mount Chungnan. They
were always hungty.

The old couple had added quite a number of grey hairs. They
were more kindly, more affectionate than ever. They had no
particular hope; they weren’t struggling for anything. They
lived quietly, like moles in the ground.

In spring, Little Treasure’s Ma took her daughter and daugh-
ter-in-law, aged thirteen and fourteen respectively, to the un-
tilled land south of the paddy fields and gathered wild vege-
tables. In summer they picked fallen wheat heads on the
northern plain. In autumn they combed the road for rice
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grains that had dropped from the carts. In winter they gleaned

the paddy fields for rice and batley.

People spoke approvingly of the old couple. Difficult times '

had brought them together; hardship was welding them closer.

Liang the Third gave up smoking. Leaning on a stick, he ;

coughed and wheezed along, unable to clear his eternally clogged
throat, Little Treasure’s Ma drummed lightly on the old man’s
thin back to ease him. She often looked at him with eyes that
had once been beautiful but now were sutrounded by a web
of wrinkles and asked worriedly:

“How do you feel, Little Treasure’s pa?”

“Me? Won’t die yet!” And he would break into another
paroxysm of coughing.

They never spoke now about building up the family fortunes.

In the summer of 1949 the Tang Stream area saw the greatest
movement of troops and the worst military chaos since warlord
Liu Chen-hua had besieged Sian twenty-three years before.
The people of Hsiapao began repairing the cliff caves near
the northern plain for refuge in case of emergency. The resi-
dents of Frog Flat dug secret caches inside their compounds
to hide their girls and young men. The situation was very
tense. It was said of the Kuomintang soldiers retreating from
the north that when they saw any property they stole it, when
they saw a young man they conscripted him, when they saw
a gitl they ravished her. Could the end of the Kuomintang
be coming at last? Buddha be praised!

Artillery thundered for several days on the northern plain
along the railway and in the neighbourhood of the county seat.
Then one night the dogs of Hsiapao, Huangpao Town and
Frog Flat barked until dawn. Liang and his wife concealed
their daughter and their child-bride daughter-in-law. They
themselves curled up into tight balls in their thatched cottage.
They didn’t dare shut their eyes all night. Along the road on
the north side of the Tang Stream they could hear voices and
the sound of horses and carts, but they were afraid to go out
and look.
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The next morning, both banks of the Tang wete as still as
death. Not a soul was in sight. After breakfast, someone
pounded on the compound gate, frightening the entire house-
hold into a fit of trembling. But when the old man opened
the gate it was only Sheng-pao, just returning from heaven
knows where. His eyes were dancing.

“We’ve been liberated!” he cried.

“What?”

“The world is ours!”

“Ehp”

Liang blinked. He couldn’t make head or tail of what
Sheng-pao was saying. Later he saw Sheng-pao running around
Hsiapao and Frog Flat, shouting things which in his opinion
were entirely too bold, and he was very uneasy.

Several days later Sheng-pao crossed the stream from Hsiapao
and came home for a meal. Slung across his back was a shin-
ing rifle —not one of those home-made jobs that people used
for hunting wild boars, bears or leopards on Mount Chungnan,
but the quick repeating kind those Kuomintang soldiers who
had tried to conscript Sheng-pao a few years before had carried.
When Liang saw the thing, his heart beat faster. He wouldn’t,
let Sheng-pao bring it into the house.

“What do you want with that gun?”

“I'm the leader of our people’s militia,” Sheng-pao announced.
He explained to the old couple the necessity for a militia, and
in an authoritative voice told them that a whole series of tre-
mendous changes were coming —including a division among
the people of the land of Yang the Tenant-skinner and Miser
Lu.

“What? Is the Communist Party tough enough to set itself
against those two?”

Sure enough, the winter of the following year Liang the
Third was given some ten mox of paddy field. The old man
walked around in a dream for days. He simply couldn’t
believe it. In the past he had planned and calculated day
and night: Rent some land, put your life’s blood into it, skimp,
save, buy a paddy field a fraction of a mou at a time, and
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gradually, gradually, build up some family property of your
own. He had never been able to do it. Sheng-pao was much
cleverer than he, and Sheng-pao had not been able to do it
either. But now, people had only to say the word, and the
Liang family was the owner of ten mou of rice paddy.

Liang just couldn’t remain in his compound the winter of the
land-reform year. He ran about, his hand cupping his ear,
listening here, listening there. Leaning on his stick, he wan-
dered among the paddy fields, peering at the new ownership
markers. Different emotions flitted uncertainly across his
ashen wrinkled face. At times he looked happy, at times he
looked doubtful. His wife was worried. The old man dashed
about in the cold wind so much, he coughed all night. But
the moment she took her eyes off him, he was gone again.
She would hurry to the compound gate and there he would
be, with his big body and bow-back, just as she expected, alone
in the empty paddy fields.

One day she ran after him as usual and tried to pull him
home.

“No,” he said firmly, struggling to free his sleeve from her
grasp. “I feel too pent up in the house.”

“What are you standing here for?”

“I want to see.” He waved his long arm proudly over the
paddy fields in a wide sweep.

“What’s there to see? It’s been divided up among us all.”

“I still want to look at it.”

“What’s wrong with you? Do you ache anywhere?”

“I feel all right.”

“What is it then? You’'ve been looking awfully dazed lately.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“If there’s nothing wrong, then quit running around.”

But no matter what she said, the old man wouldn’t return to
the thatched cottage. Often he would squat by the land that
had been given him until long after dark. It was as if he
feared someone might steal it away.

A few days later, Liang heaved a melancholy sigh and finally
told his wife what was troubling him.
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“Little Treasure’s Ma, my mind is as tangled as hemp.”

“Why? Isn’t everything fine now?”

“To tell you the truth, it doesn’t seem real. I think I must
be dreaming. I run out and look, but those ownership stakes
are still in the paddy fields.”

Little Treasure’s Ma couldn’t help laughing.

“You are an old fool.” She pointed at the landlord’s pos-
sessions which they had received as their portion—the blue
glazed jug, the single-share plough, the small wooden cabinet.
“Don’t we have these? You can see them without even getting
out of bed. Why do you have to go running around in the
fields?”

“I can see them all right. But the land, I'm worried about
the land. It’s land that’s the most important!”

One day when they had finished their meal, Sheng-pao got
up to leave. He was in a hurry to cross the stream to Hsiapao.
A meeting of the township government had been called in the
big temple. The old man stopped him.

“Little Treasure, I want to ask you something. This ten
mou of land we've been given —”

“Be quick, will you?” Sheng-pao was at the threshold. “I've
got to go.”

“What I want to know is — Are you sure we don’t have to
pay a single grain as rent?”

“Who would we pay it to? The landlords’ old deeds have
all been burned.”

“Won’t the township government want any?”

“Old muddle-head. How many times do I have to tell you
before you'll believe me?”

“Then, according to you, this land is all ours, every bit of
itp”

“Right.”

“Wait, Sheng-pao, don’t go. Tell me clearly.” Liang fol-
lowed him to the compound gate and grasped his arm. “Where’s
our deed? The old saw puts it well: ‘Don’t plant if you have
no deed.””
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“What’s your hurry? New deeds will be issued after the
New Year.”

“Ah, I see. Good. Go to it, Little Treasure,” the old man
shouted after him from the gate. Sheng-pao was already
walking down the grassy path to the stream.

Strength inexplicably seemed to flow back into Liang the
Third’s shrivelled old body. He made a mighty effort to
straighten the back that had been bent for years, and actually
managed to walk erect. When spring came, his asthmatic
cough was much better. He threw away his stick and moved
about his compound in quite a sprightly manner. In Huang-
pao Town he bought some Mount Chungnan vines and wove.a
long-handled basket. He went out with it every morning be-
fore daylight and picked manure on the main road from Huang-
pao Town to the city. His mind was filled with visions of
becoming as self-sufficient as some of those well-to-do peasants
he knew in Hsiapao.

One night he dreamed that he no longer lived in his thatched
cottage but in a fine house with a tile roof, and it stood on
the site of the three-room building he had razed years ago.
The two shacks on either side had been converted into tile-
roofed wings! Ho-ho! Liang the Third was the owner of a
splendid compound. He wore winter clothes with thick pad-
ding. A strong blue sash bound his waist. He was deliciously
warm, so heavily upholstered in fact that he walked a bit
clumsily, Still, what could he say? The clothes had been made
for him by his son and daughter-in-law. They were so devoted.
He could only wear the heavy garments and parade about his
splendid courtyard.

“Their devotion touches my heart,” Liang thought in his
dream. He threw himself with greater zeal into the endless
tasks about the house. In the rear courtyard were pigs, chick-
ens and ducks. Horses and oxen munched grass in the front
courtyard. Taking care of all these domestic animals kept
Liang very busy. But he enjoyed the work. It was a real
pleasure. The grunting, clucking, quacking, neighing and moo-
ing of the livestock, blended with the joyous shouts of the chil-
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dren at play, are the most intoxicating kind of music to a peas-
ant’s ears. Liang positively revelled in them.

When he awoke, he found that he was still lying on the kang
in his old thatched cottage.

“Little Treasure’s Ma.” Smiling happily, the old man took
advantage of the fact that his daughter and child-bride
daughter-in-law were not at home to confide in his wife’s ear,
“I'm going to tell you something, but you mustn’t breathe a
word to another person.”

“What is it? What’s tickling you so?”

“Listen, if our Little Treasure puts as much into this land
as he did into those eighteen 7ou we rented from Lu the Miser,
you and I will have some good days yet, you'll see. This is
just between us, now. Do you believe me?”

Little Treasure’s Ma smiled at him affectionately. The
pleased expression on her wrinkled face gave him his answer.

“I'm telling you. It won't be many years before that three-
room house I razed will be built again. If we do a little better,
it won’t have a thatched roof this time—it'll have a tile one.
If we two don’t live in a tile-roofed house, I may die but I
won’t close my eyes.” The whiskers around Liang’s mouth
trembled with the intensity he put into these words.

“You needn’t swear it so hard,” laughed the old woman.
“Let’s see if we can do it.”

“We will do it. We must. Our Little Treasure will see to

it.”
But after one more year had gone by, Liang disappointedly
came to another conclusion. Sheng-pao wasn’t nearly so inter-
ested in building the family fortunes as he was in doing his
job. When the land deeds were issued and the new owners
threw themselves into increasing their family incomes, some of
the village government personnel backslid and devoted a lot
of their time to personal affairs. But not Sheng-pao. He was
keener on his duties than ever. The township government had
only to send for him and he’d drop whatever he was doing on
the farm and rush across the stream.
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Standing there alone, Liang thought it strange. How could
such a clever young fellow lose the peasant’s only road to pros-
perity? His ruddy cheeks, his dark-browed big eyes, his honest-
looking mouth with its lower lip slightly thicker than the up-
pet —these were still the same. But his heart had changed.
It was no longer the heart he had when he tilled those eighteen
mou of rented land. That heart had been replaced by one
that was ardently committed to his job. Sheng-pao’s behaviour
gradually aroused the old man’s anger.

Sometimes Liang suspected that Sheng-pao wasn’t satisfied
with his skinny little child-bride who was ill so often. One
night the old man secretly followed him at a distance to see
whether he was going to the shack of that girl with the bad
reputation, Blue Moth. But no, the young fellow went straight
to the meeting place. Damn it all. These past few years Liang
hadn’t foreseen that Sheng-pao would be receiving a different
type of education outside the home. The young man no longer
gave any thought to building the family fortunes. He was too
wrapped up in his public duties.

When the old man learned that Sheng-pao had joined the
Communist Party he staggered as if from a blow. For three
days he couldn’t leave his bed.

“Ai, Little Treasure, what do we want to get mixed up with
that party for? We're tillers of the soil. Why should we join?
We're not trying to become officials. Can we make a living out
of going to meetings? If you've time to spare you ought to spend
it fattening up our stock, repairing our tools. Go down and re-
sign from that party right now, you silly fool.”

The teply he received was accompanied by a beaming smile
which came straight from the heart.

*“That would just be giving in.” The young fellow repeated
the words he had used a dozen years before when he brought
the calf home from Lu the Miser. Only this time his voice was
more resonant, more proud.

He’s not my own flesh and blood. What else can I expect?
The old man muttered to himself.
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Not long after, the pathetic little child-bride died. Tears
stteamed down Liang’s ashen wrinkled face. His fingers,
gnarled as tree roots, couldn’t wipe them away fast enough.
The girl had been like a daughter to him. During the years
when Sheng-pao was hiding in Mount Chungnan, in the bitter
winter when the miry paddy field froze solid, Liang, his wife,
his daughter and the child-bride all used to huddle under one
miserable quilt. The temperature of his declining old body
helped to warm the puny child. She considered him not a
father-in-law but a father. Even a stone will heat if you hold
it in your bosom for three years.

When the girl was encoffined, the old man threw himself on
the kang and cried so bitterly that the neighbours were moved.
They averted their faces and wiped their tears.

Sheng-pao only gazed sympathetically at the departed and
sighed sadly. There had never been much of a relationship
between them. They were seldom together.

After the girl was buried, Liang the Third took Sheng-pao
aside for a heart-to-heart talk.

“Little Treasure,” he said, “your pa has let you down. I
didn’t do a good job. I found you a wife who wasn’t strong.
But what’s past is past. I want you to find a girl of your
own liking and remarry right away. You’re coming along in
the world. You can get someone easily. Get married, get mar-
ried, then we can all live happily together.”

But his warm-hearted words drew no more response than if
he had been talking to one of the stones on the flats of the
Tang Stream. By the spring of 1953 Sheng-pao was really
beginning to hit his stride. He plunged deep into the drive
to develop mutual-aid teams,! and did things which many peo-
ple thought were ridiculous, laughable, brainless.

1 Mutual-aid teams, organized by peasants under the leadership of the
Communist Party after land reform, helped them to work together collec-
tively. The members’ private ownership of land, draught animals, farm
tools and the crops harvested on their land were kept intact. Such a form
of mutual aid had the advantage of helping some peasant members through
difficulties arising from a shortage of draught animals and labour power. It
promoted agricultural production and increased the income of all members.
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Little Treasure’s Ma wondered whether he wasn’t being too
brash, but she didn’t try to impede him, like the old man did.
At times she even defended him. The glow of health had
returned to her face, and when Liang the Third saw it graced
with a loving smile for Sheng-pao he burned with inward irri-
tation.

Their daughter, who had been named Hsiu-lan, was already
nineteen. She was studying in the fourth year of primary
schoo! in Hsiapao Village. Hsiu-lan also sided with her broth-
er, and this increased the old man’s feeling of hurt.

The contradictions and agreements within the walls of the
compound of Liang the Third, and the contradictions and agree-
ments in Fifth Village (Frog Flat) of Hsiapao Township were
interconnected during the years of the socialist revolution. They
comprise the main content of these “tales from life”. . . .

Part 1



Early one spring morning ‘before the peasants living along
the Tang Stream wakened from their slumbers, the sound of
the rising waters became audible; the ice and snow on Mount
Chungnan were beginning to thaw. On both banks of the
stream, in Hsiapao Village, in Huangpao Town, in the near
hamlets on the northern plain, roosters in thatched cottage com-
pounds amid the misty paddy fields greeted each other and
the dawn. Heard from the road winding across the plain, the
gurgling of the stream and the crowing of the roosters had a
soft elegance which enhanced the hush that falls shortly before
daybreak.

The air was fresh and fragrant; it gave a feeling of excep-
tional coolness and ease. )

Stars faded from the deep blue sky, seen through idly drift-
ing clouds, leaving only the crescent of the waning moon. Ac-
cording to the old lunar calendar it was the end of the first
month. Before the sun rose from the plain around Huangpao
Town, the east turned a fishbelly white. Then the morning
clouds were encrimsoned, and their hues reflected on the yet
unmelted snows draping the weird-shaped peaks of Mount
Chungnan. On the wheat shoots, which had recently been
hoed, on the green leaves of the young batley in the rice fields,
on the tender grass just emerging along the roadside, on the
banks of the river and stream, dewdrops glistened.

Liang the Third was one of the few old men in Hsiapao
Township in a position to enjoy this morning beauty. He had
risen before daylight and filled his basket with manure he picked
on the highway between Huangpao and the county seat. As
he deposited the contents of his basket on the manure heap
outside his compound gate, his daughter Hsiu-lan, who had
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just left her warm bed, came through the gateway, fixing her
hairpins, a school-bag on her arm. She crossed the threshing
ground and walked off towards the Tang Stream. Liang’s
wife had also just got up. She was snapping sticks of the re-
maining brushwood, preparing to cook breakfast.

Carrying his manure basket, Liang entered the small court-
yard. He cast a disdainful glance in the direction of the
thatched cottage where his step-son Sheng-pao slept alone.
Liang hesitated, wondering whether he should wake the “im-
portant personage’. The old white one-eyed horse in the shed
Sheng-pao had built behind the shack after Liberation, whin-
nied a fond greeting, no doubt recognizing the step of his old
master. His belly full of ire, Liang flung the basket into the
entrance-way beneath the cottage’s overhanging thatch and
stamped into the shed.

A moment later, he emerged with a rake in his hand and
once more proceeded to the threshing ground outside the gate.
He began raking over the rice roots he had gathered when
their mutual-aid team was hoeing the paddy fields. He had
- hitched the old white horse to the stone roller on the threshing
field and ground the wet earth from the roots, leaving them
to dry in the sun for two days. Dried roots made good fuel.

“Slumber on, my young gentleman,” he muttered balefully.
“You can rise when breakfast is ready. Out all night at
meetings, can’t get up in the morning — what kind of peasant
do you call yourself?”

The old man didn’t know when Sheng-pao had rerurned
from his meeting. He gave the one-eyed old white horse its
night feeding himself. For convenience’ sake he slept on a
small kang in the corner of the shed. “I let you sleep in a
nice clean shack, but you never do any farm work,” he
thought. “Just keep it up, young fellow. See how long I'll
go on being your groom.”

“Has Hsiu-lan left for school yet, Uncle Liang?”

The old man looked around. It was Kai-hsia, the daughter
. of Widow Hsu of Kuan Creek. Humph! Dressed so neat
and clean. Must be trying to hook some man.
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“She’s gone.” He went back to his raking, head down, his
manner plainly showing that he didn’t wish to speak to her.

Kai-hsia’s light steps moved down the path leading from
the western edge of the threshing ground to the Tang Stream.

Again Liang raised his head. Narrowing his old eyes, he
peered distastefully after the girl. She was also carrying a
school-bag. Two long braids hung down her back. “You
keep away from our Hsiu-lan,” he muttered into his greying
wispy beard. “She’s not going to turn out like you. Twenty-
one years old and still unmarried. Sooner or later you’re
sure to do something shameless.”

When Kai-hsia’s father was still alive, he had engaged her to
a man in Chou Village, at the foot of the mountains. The
year the region was liberated, the man wanted to go through
with the marriage, but Kai-hsia refused. She said she was
too young. When she reached eighteen, the legal marriageable
age, she still would not marry him because the match had
been arranged without her consent. Recently, when the new
marriage law was proclaimed, Kai-hsia had the engagement
formally annulled.

In Liang the Third’s opinion, only a person with bad inten-
tions could do such a wicked thing. He was afraid that Kai-
hsia would influence Hsiu-lan to take the same path. The
boy with whom Hsiu-lan’s parents had arranged a match had
joined the Chinese People’s Volunteers and was now fighting
the Americans in Korea. Liang wanted them to marry soon,
but of course at present that wasn’t possible.

His wife, who had just filled a jug with water from the
spring in the white poplar grove, came walking back along
the outer wall of the compound. Good.

“Look here. You,” he cried harshly. Suppressing his anger
with "an effort, he stared out at the village-dotted plain ex-
tending from the foot of Mount Chungnan.

Surprised at his scowling visage, the old woman set down
her jug.

“What’s wrong? What are you so mad about?”
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“Look here, you,” the old man raged, raising his voice. *1
ask you. I know you can’t control Little Treasure. But can’t
you control Hsiu-lan either?”

“What's the matter with Hsiu-lan?”

“I’'m not talking just to hear my own voice. I'm telling you
straight. Hsiu-lan is my own flesh and blood. 1 engaged her
to that boy in the Yang family personally, I'm not dead yet.
I'm not going to let her blacken my name.”

“What are you talking about? . . .”

“You tell Hsiu-lan for me. She’s not to go running around
with that widow woman’s. daughter Kai-hsia.”

“Oho.” His wife understood at last. She smiled. The
thing wasn’t nearly so serious as she had thought from the
expression on the old man’s face. The wrinkles in the corners
of her eyes contracted and she laughed her clear laugh. “Kai-

hsia’s all right. Are you afraid she’ll give Hsiu-lan some dis- |

ease?”

“Don’t argue. What she’ll give Hsiv-lan spreads quicker
than any disease.”

“If Hsiu-lan changes, you can come to me.”

“By that time it’ll be too late.”

“Well, what do you want to do? The girls are both in the
same school.”

“There’s only one thing. Let Hsiu-lan quit.”

“That would be just fine. The man she’s engaged to has
been decorated for merit in Korea and promoted to chief of
his gun crew. At the New Year, everyone went, beating
drums and cymbals, and congratulated his family. 1 suppose
you heard about that? When the war is over and he comes
home, what if he thinks our girl isn’t good enough because
she has no education? A lot of glory that’ll add to your
name.”

The old man’s whiskered mouth quivered. He wanted to
retort but he couldn’t think of an answer. He coughed and
again began raking over the dried rice roots. After his wife
disappeared through the compound gate, he stopped and gazed
at the snow-covered peak of Mount Chungnan, turned crimson
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by the rising sun. He was sorry he had chosen this topic for
an opening. He should have spoken about Sheng-pao refus-
ing to get out of bed in the morning. Liang hated himself
for being too soft. He always tried to avoid clashing with
Sheng-pao directly. Still, what if Sheng-pao was in the Party?
Could he do anything to an old man?

By the time Liang had finished raking over the roots, the
bright morning sun was already shining on the waters of the
Tang Stream.

From the homes in Hsiapao Village and Huangpao Town,
north and east of the winding Tang Stream, the smoke of
breakfast fires rose, joining together in a cloud like some huge
monster which writhed off towards the cliffs at the end of the
plain. People’s voices, the cries of beancurd and bean sprout
vendors, rang through the streets of Hsiapao. Rubber-tired
carts, bicycles and pedestrians were already coming and going
along the highway from Huangpao to the county seat. By now
it was broad daylight. _

The old man went back into the courtyard and leaned his
rake against the thatched cottage. He looked at Sheng-pao’s
room and took a belligerent stance.

“The sun is shining on your backside. Aren’t you ever
getting ap? Master Liang.”

In the room there wasn’t a sound.

“Are you going to sleep till dark?” the old man cried in a
higher pitch.

“Who are you yelling at?” Little Treasure’s Ma called from
the kitchen.

“Our great man. Who else would still be in bed at this
hour?”

The old woman appeared at the kitchen door, a poker in
her hand. She- laughed.

“Why don’t you open the door and see if Sheng-pao’s
there?”

Liang pushed the door open. On the kang was only a pillow.
Even the quilt had been taken away.
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“Where’s he gone?” Liang turned around and demanded
hotly. “It’s not even a month since the last time he went to
the county for a meeting. Where could he have gone?”

“Don’t you know?” the old woman smiled. “When Secretary
Wang of the district Party committee stayed with us those few
days, he helped the mutual-aid team draw up a production
plan. We're going to use a new strain of rice seed this year,
didn’t you hear? Little Treasure went to Kuo County to buy
the new seed.”

“When did he leave?” Liang asked furiously through clench-
ed teeth.

“While you were gathering manure.”

“Why didn’t he say anything to me?”

“He said he told you.” .

“He told me, he told me. And I told him not to go. Why
did you let him leave, eh? Are mother and son working
together to kill this old man? What am I to you two, anyway?
Your servant? What are you up to?”

Liang charged ranting out of the compound, then charged
back in again, slamiing the gate each way. He couldn’t
control himself; he was working himself into a frenzy. Since
Sheng-pao wasn’t at home, he could really let off steam. He'd
never have a better chance.

“Nothing doing,” he raved, once more rushing to the thresh-
ing ground outside the gate. “As long as Liang the Third has
a breath left in his body, he’s not going to let them push him
around. And that’s the truth.” He was hopping mad.

The old woman, brushwood twigs sticking to her tunic, a
poker in her hand, was very alarmed. Liang had been sulk-
ing for days, but she had never thought he’d blow up so
violently. She knew from his “them” that he was lumping
her and Sheng-pao together. Holding on to her patience with
an effort, she tried to calm the old man down.

“Quit your yelling, pa,” she said pleasantly. “I'm always
telling Sheng-pao not to rile you. But he says no matter how
he talks to you, he can’t get your stubborn old brain to change.
He says the only way is to show you. When you see for your-
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self, you’ll have to believe him. Of course I'm only a house-
wife. I don’t know much about these things. Anyhow, you
shouldn’t make such a racket. The neighbours will laugh at us.”

“Show me, eh? He’s wasting his time,” shouted Liang in
the general direction of Hsiapao Village across the stream, as
if addressing the eight hundred families resident there. “Who
ever heard of planting wheat after you’ve gathered the rice
in this part of the country? Did you?”

Liang didn’t even look at his wife. He kept his back to her.
But she spoke to him calmly.

“What if I haven’t? Secretary Wang knows that our Little
Treasure is always doing things for everyone and he’s urged
him to try it out on our mutual-aid team’s land. Our boy is
a Communist. Of course he respects Secretary Wang’s wishes.”

“He’s always doing things for everyone? Did he ever do any-
thing for me? Eh?” yelled the old man, glaring and gnashing
his teeth., “When I picked him up out of the snow at the age
of three and carried him home, he didn’t éven have a pair of
pants to cover his backside. Don’t you remember that? A fine
mother and son. What’s happened to your hearts? Did a dog
eat them? I work myself to the bone, bringing him up, and for
what? Tell me that.” Liang felt so put upon he almost wept.

A sharp pain stabbed through his wife’s breast. Her eyes
grew large and she burst into tears. She ran into the shack,
threw herself down on the kamg and sobbed bitterly. It was
the first time he had ever reminded her, even during a quarrel,
of her unhappy circumstances some twenty years before,

Qutside the compound, his torn padded jacket scraping the
earthen wall, Liang slowly slid to a squatting position. He
had stopped shouting, but he was still furious. His head and
neck were twisted, his felt skull-cap had slipped to one side.

The uproar brought the neighbours — Jen the Fourth and his
wife, the widow and son of Jen the Third, the wife, son, and
daughter-in-law of blind old Wang the Second. All hurried
over to Liang the Third’s compound to try and restore peace.
Two daughters-in-law of Liang the Eldest started for the com-
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Liang the Third

pound, but they were halted by their father-in-law halfway.
Bald, flecks of grey in his beard, Liang the Eldest was quite
prosperous now. He had given up peddling beancurd more
than ten years before. During the land reform, he had been
classified as a well-to-do middle peasant.

“Where do you think you’re going!” he demanded. Pom-
pously, he informed the girls, “There’ll be no end of quarrels
in that old thatched cottage from now on. Are you going to
go running over every day? Your uncle Liang the Third is a
cast-iron knife. He looks fierce, but goes blunt at the first
bump. Don’t you think he could handle Sheng-pao if he were
really sharp? Go on home.”

Several of the women neighbours hastened into the thatched
cottage to comfort Little Treasure’s Ma. The men spoke
soothing words to Liang the Third outside the compound gate.

“Hail Is it worth it?” asked Jen the Fourth with a sigh.
His back also was bent with years of toil on Mount Chungnan.
“You're old and so is she. What’s there to argue about,
brother?”

“Uncle.” Huan-hsi, seventeen-year-old son of Jen the Third’s
widow, squatted down before Liang and urged him sincerely,
“Uncle, don’t get so mad.”

“Hai!l You're both old. What's the use of cartying on so?”
Jen the Fourth, past forty, was very agitated. He was full of
well-intentioned advice, but he didn’t know how to put it into
words.

Squatting by the wall, Liang the Third hooked a hand over
the back of his neck and spat angrily. He didn’t say a word.
These people annoyed him. They all belonged to Sheng-pao’s
mutual-aid team. They were still poor after the land reform,
and they relied on the help of the team to till the land they
had received. He'd known it for some time: It was for
their sake that his son Sheng-pao was doing so much running
around.

The hours of sunshine lengthened with spring. Except for
someone here ot there gathering water chestnuts or wild vege-
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tables during the day, Frog Flat was deserted. Flocks of honk- 1

ing geese had already bidden farewell to Tang Stream and

flown across the bare mountains of northern Shensi to Inner

Mongolia. The long-billed, long-legged herons, blue storks and

cranes had left the muddy river’s edge for the miry paddy w

fields and ditches, where they hunted little fish and insects.

Sun-rays warmed the fresh green barley coming up in the

rice fields. Buds were darkening the bare branches of the
peach trees in the orchards at the southern end of Kuan Creek.
The spring flowers people had planted to protect the grave
mounds were now a mass of brilliant yellow.

Spting, ah, spring. To the plant and animal wotld you bring
renewal, hope and joy. But what did you bring our friend
Liang the Third?

He lay alone, his head pillowed on his arms, in the wide
wheat field near the bank of Kuan Creek. Liang didn’t know
what to do with himself. Although he had eaten virtually no
breakfast, he didn’t feel hungry. He swallowed constantly to
moisten his dry throat.

Lying on the soft yellow earth and tender young wheat, he
crumbled a handful of soil in his fingers as he gazed up at the
endless blue sky and the white clouds drifting westwards. A
hawk soaring above circled gradually lower. At first Liang
paid no attention, but soon there were four hawks, and then
five, and he realized they were after him.

“Spawn of the demons,” he yelled angrily, sitting up. “I'm
not dead yet.”

The hawks saw that he was alive. They flew off to seek
their meal elsewhere.

Liang had wandered out to the wheat field aimlessly, and
just lay down. He had a vague desite to find someone to
whom he could pour out the misery that was in his heart. But
after reclining in the field for a long time, he couldn’t think
of anyone he could confide in without fear of being laughed
at. Family troubles were not a thing to be talked about in
public! . . .

38

He hadn’t intended to mention the painful events of twenty
years before, when his wife and little Sheng-pao had entered
his door. His rage had made him speak too cuttingly. Oaly
after seeing how hurt his wife had been did he realize that he
shouldn’t have said anything. No matter how intimate you
ate with people, you shouldn’t prod their old wounds.

But he wasn’t sorry that he had quarrelled with her. He
had been looking for an excuse to blow up, believing that this
would cause her to put a check on Sheng-pao. Far better than
clashing with his step-son directly. But he had gone too far
and made his wife weep. Liang hated himself for his stupidity.
He had no self-control.

Popping firecrackers in a lane in Kuan Creek Hamlet startled
Liang from his brooding thoughts.

“A roof frame’s being set in place.” Liang sat up and shaded
his eyes. He gazed in the direction of the lane, muttering, “A
new roof frame. A new tile-roofed house for Frog Flat.”

“T must go and have a look,” he thought.

On the southern side of Kuan Creek the land was higher than
the paddy fields opposite, and here forty or fifty families had
formed a community known as Kuan Creek Hamlet. After the
People’s Republic was established in 1949, the hamlet residents
combined with some forty households of former tenants and
poor peasants, who had migrated to the paddy fields from other
parts of the countryside, to form a single community named
Fifth Village, which was under the administration of Hsiapao
Township.

The builder of the new house was Kuo Shih-fu, a well-to-do
middle peasant. Liang envied him greatly. When Shih-fu came
to Frog Flat as a boy with his father and two brothers, they
had rented a piece of land, built an earthen compound wall and
a thatched shed and moved in. Now they were a family of
twenty-odd people, occupying a handsome compound with tile-
roofed houses on three sides. Today they were completing the
square with a new building in the front. For years, Liang had
been dreaming of rebuilding the three-room house his father
had erected, but he hadn’t been able to do even that.
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Oh! What a lot of people were helping! The whole Flat
scemed to have turned out. Now the helpers were coming
down the ladders while the carpenters gave final raps here and
there with their hammers to make the roof frame of white
freshly planed beams and struts fit more snugly. The central
beam and the pillars supporting it were decorated with colour-
ful good luck symbols and auspicious phrases inscribed on red
paper. - The felt-capped heads of middle-aged and elderly men,
the black-hatted and towel-covered heads of the young fellows,
the bun-in-the-back, long-braided and short-bobbed heads of
the girls and women, were all tipped back as their owners gazed
up at the new roof.

Liang the Third, in his worn padded jacket, silently slipped
in among them. Not even the people next to him turned to
see who had come. Liang too tilted back his head with its
tattered felt cap and looked.

Now the carpenters tucked their axes and planes into their
waist sashes and also descended the ladders. From the near
courtyard the delicious aroma of boiled and roast pork was
emanating, and the fragrance of strong mulled wine. Shih-fu
and his two brothers wandered in and out among the carpen-
ters, the relatives who had sent gifts and the neighbours who
had helped with the frame, inviting them to a meal. Some
accepted, some politely declined.

Among the spectators, Liang noticed the rich peasant Yao
Shih-chieh. Broad of shoulder and thick of waist, at forty he
looked ten years younger. Dressed in a clean padded jacket
of black cloth, he stood gazing around proudly, chest high.
There always was a mocking gleam in Yao’s crafty eyes. Now
his manner seemed to be saying: “Jealous? You'd better be
satisfied with just looking. What if the Communists gave you
a bit of land —do you really hope to build a house like this?”
Liang could see it in his rich peasant face. No question about
it. He knew Yao. No matter how honest and kindly he tried
to appear, inside, Yao was all rotten, like his father before him.
They came from the same stock.
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Aha! And there was Kuo Chen-shan. The big fellow loomed
above the crowd like a heron among paddy birds. He was
talking to some people around him in his rich resonant voice.
Chairman of the village deputies, a Communist who had joined
the Party in 1949, he enjoyed the highest prestige of any man
in the village. Liang knew that Chairman Chen-shan and rich
peasant Yao were always pecking at each other like a pair of
fighting cocks. Before Liberation, Chen-shan couldn’t outpeck
Yao; since Liberation, Yao couldn’t outpeck Chen-shan. During
the land reform, the rich peasants had behaved very meekly for
a time. When it was over, although they didn’t talk tough,
their backbones stiffened. Now these two enemies were here
as guests of the house-builder, Shih-fu, both waiting to join the
second round of feasters. Two strong men, face to face.

“You stick to your Party,” Liang respectfully advised Chen-
shan, although he didn’t speak the words aloud. “But why
should you pull our Sheng-pao in too? He isn’t the kind who
likes to quarrel. If you take him into the Party, how can an
old man like me farm alone? You have two brothers. If one
of you works on the outside, the others can still tend the land.
It’s easy for you to have public spirit.”

Old Liang didn’t dare give voice to these sentiments. In the
presence of competent people, or someone who was better off
than himself, he had an overwhelming feeling of inferiority.

Oh, oh! OId Kuo the Second had come too. Tien!! an old
man like that had walked all the way from the upstream section
to see the setting of the roof frame. Liang gazed at Old Kuo,
standing there leaning on his stick, his hair and beard snowy
white, a man who had worked hard all his life. He was bent
so far forward at the waist, his spine looked as if it had snapped.
Liang had the highest regard for Old Kuo, of all the residents
of the paddy land. When he had migrated to Frog Flat with
his son Ching-hsi years ago, he had brought only a few small
farm implements whose handles were worn thin with use.
Today the Kuos were a large family, and doing well.

1 Heaven above!
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Ching-hsi worked tirelessly; his nickname was “Iron Man”. !
He was a very devoted son who never forgot the care his father 3
had given him as a child after he lost his mother at the age of
five. As a sign of gratitude, he saw to it that the old man had

two drams of spirits every day.

The sight of that good-hearted and fortunate old man made }
Liang think of his own distespectful son. He felt so aggrieved
he was almost ready to weep. He hurried over to Old Kuo. 1
Here was the very man to listen to his troubles. This dear old |

fellow would never gossip about him.

Those who had not been invited to the feast turned from dis-
cussing the new building to the question of village housing in
general. Most people lived in thatched cottages. In spring they
feared the big winds would blow the roof off. In autumn they
feared the rains would disintegrate the earthen walls. Who
knew how long it would be before they too could construct tile-
roofed houses? Could they hope to gather as much rice as
Shih-fu? Impossible. Of course it would be nice if every
family could hitch up a rubber-tired cart and transport their rice
to the Huangpao Town market. Maybe they could get each
stalk to grow as tall as a persimmon tree, and they’d knock the
rice off with bamboo poles. Ridiculous. A joke.

“Ha-ha-ha! . ..” A dozen bearded and beardless men
threw back their heads and laughed towards the clear blue sky.

They observed that Liang the Third and Kuo the Second
were standing together, talking cordially. A young prankster
in the crowd named Blabbermouth Sun suddenly shouted for
everyone to be quiet, then proclaimed solemnly:

“We have here among us another man who is soon also going
to build a tile-roofed house. I'm referring to that old boy.” He
pointed scornfully at Liang.

The crowd roared with laughter. Showing not the slightest
respect for an elder, a man walked up to Liang without a word
and snatched at his worn felt cap,

“Let go. Let go,” Liang begged, pressing his cap to his head
with both hands.
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“No. You let go. Let everyone see how much bigger your
ckull is than the heads of us ordinary folk. They say that all
great men have big heads, but we’ve never had a good look
at yours.”

Only when the shamefaced Liang vowed he would start cuts-
ing, and Old Kuo had added his urgent pleas, did the mer-
ciless hand release the tattered felt cap. People looked at
Liang with varying expressions in their eyes — sympathetic, con-
temptuous, uninterested —as he humbly straightened the cap.
Liang never got very angry no matter how shabbily he was
treated. Until he built up the family fortunes like his eldest
brother and Old Kuo, naturally he couldn’t hope for respect.

Waggling his white beard, Old Kuo scolded the young men.
“Why are you picking on this honest old fellow?” he demanded.

“Haven’t you heard?” cried Blabbermouth, clapping Old Kuo
on the shoulder. “He’s going to be rich. The whole village is
talking about the wonder his son Sheng-pao is going to perform
with the mutual-aid team he’s leading.”

“But I thought the leader of their team was Liang the Eldest’s
son, Sheng-lu.” .

“You're behind the times,” exclaimed Blabbermouth dramati-
cally. “That was changed long ago. Last autumn Sheng-lu
went to the city for a meeting on team outputs and he came
back with a citation. Liang the Eldest said, ‘Let me see it.’
The minute he got his hands on the citation he didn’t even look
at it but tore it to shreds. Then he gave Sheng-lu a strong
talking to. After that, Sheng-lu began back-sliding. Early this
February it was Sheng-pao who went into the city for the
meeting of mutual-aid team leaders.”

“Oh, I didn’t know about that,” said Old Kuo.

“Even last year, though Sheng-lu was the team leader in
name, Sheng-pao did most of the running around,” Liang the
Third explained unhappily.

Old Kuo blinked his wrinkled eyelids with their snowy white
lashes as he observed Liang’s distressed manner. ‘“What if he
bas become a team leader?” he said soothingly. “Isn’t my own
son, Ching-hsi, a team leader too?”
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“Just listen to you,” Blabbermouth said to Old Kuo with
a laugh. “You never come out of the house. You don’t know ‘,'

what’s going on. How can you compare Iron Man’s team with
Sheng-pao’s? Sheng-pao’s team is our district’s key team. When
he went to that meeting in the county seat, he accepted a chal-
lenge from the best team in the entire county. Now he’s added
three more families to his team.” He turned to Liang. “How
many families have you got in your team altogether, uncle?”

“Uh . .. eight.”

“You see. Other teams have three, or at most five, and
they’re only temporary. Big-brain Wang helped them draw up
a production plan personally.”

“Who’s Big-brain Wange?”

“The Party secretary of our Huangpao District. Who's got
more brains than him?”

“Ah, Committeeman Sun,” a bystander interrupted in vexa-
tion, “they weren’t wrong when they named you Blabbermouth.
Once you get going, you can’t stop. When you meet Secretary
Wang face to face, you're always bowing and scraping. But
behind his back you have the nerve to call him Big-brain.”

Although the reference to Sun as “Committeeman’ was meant
as sarcasm, he was in fact one of the members of the town-
ship’s civil affairs committee. (Each village within the town-
ship had one resident committeeman for each of the township’s
five administrative committees — civil affairs, finance and grain,
production, education and culture, and military affairs.)

Sun laughed a bit awkwardly, but he refused to be diverted.
“Now this production plan, grandpa,” he said to Old Kuo, “I
hardly dare tell you. It might scare you to death.”

“How much are they aiming for?”

“An average of six hundred catties! of rice per mou, and on
their experimental plot —a thousand.”

“Aiya! These modern young fellows certainly are bold.”
Old Kuo glanced at Liang the Third. Liang was pale with
rage. He looked ready to collapse.

1 One catty is equal to half a kilogramme or a little more than one pound.
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“That’s nothing.” Blabbermouth continued. “This autumn
after they gather their rice, they’re not going to plant batley.
They think barley’s too coarse.”

“What will they plant?”

“Wheat.”

“Aiya! Land is like a man. You can only take so much
out of it. Besides, where are they going to get extra hands
for the work?”

“So you've got nothing to worry about.” His stoty finished,
Blabbermouth laughed at Liang mockingly, wrinkling his small
nose and little eyes. “With each 720x# of land yielding the grain
of several, if you can’t build a tile-roofed house, who can?”

Glaring, Liang turned his back on him. “Demon’s spawn,”
he cursed Blabbermouth inwardly. “You make a joke of other
people’s troubles. I hope you never find a wife. May you
die a lonely bachelor.”

The discussion again became general. Some said Sheng-pao
was too young and headstrong. Others said he had been given
a few words of praise up in the county and now he was walking
on air. Someone ventured to predict that if he didn’t fulfil
his team’s plan he’d probably be criticized. One opinion was
virtually unanimous: If Chen-shan, chairman of the village dep-
uties, were in charge of such a mutual-aid team, it might stand
a chance. Sheng-pao was overestimating himself. After he crack-
ed his skull, he’d realize that iron was iron and stone was stone.

Liang’s whole being was concentrated in his ears. He took
in everything people said. And their words chilled him to
the heart.

His gaze lingered on Old Kuo’s ruddy countenance, with its
white brows and beard and crown of snowy hair. Liang didn’t
understand. The old man spoke slowly and in a low voice;
how had he been able to teach his son to know his place?
Liang was anxious to learn his method.

“Let’s go, Old Kuo,” he begged. “Let’s go to your place and
have a chat. What do you say?”

“Good. You're usually so busy, even when I invite you, you
don’t come.”
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“Hsiu-lan.”

“Mm.”

“I — I want to ask you something.”

“Well, what is it? Why are you acting so mysterious?”

Kai-hsia seemed amused. Her big eyes were fixed on Hsiu-
lan, but she didn’t speak.

The two gitls were returning from school in Hsiapao Village.
Walking shoulder to shoulder along a grassy path on the bank
of the Tang Stream, they were approaching a natrow foot-
bridge. Dusk was falling, and there had been some rain that
early spring day. White snow mantled the peaks of the Chin-
ling Mountains. Beneath a scarlet-streaked sky, the deep green
waters of the placid Tang Stream meandered across the paler
green of the wide central Shensi plain. The gorgeous back-
ground accentuated the youthful freshness of these pretty country
gitls.

“What is it? Kai-hsia, speak up, for pity’s sake. Quit look-
ing at me so gimlet-eyed. Do you think you can probe into
my heart?” Seeing that Kai-hsia only smiled, Hsiu-lan was
sure that she had something special in mind.

“Let me ask you,” Kai-hsia finally said with a laugh, “whete
do you go every morning after the third class?”
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“To the next classroom.”

“Which one?”

“Why, only my regular classroom.”

“Pooh-pooh! You may be there, but your heart’s not. Think
you can fool me? Every day when the postman comes from
Huangpao Town, you sneak out the back gate and go to Big
Crossroads. What for?”

“You're just making this up,” Hsiu-lan, blushing, protested
weakly.

“Oh, am I? I've been watching you for days. And today
I caught you. I followed you and saw you go into the post
office with my own eyes. Is it because you can’t wait to get
a letter from Yang Ming-shan? Confess.”

Hsiu-lan’s healthy face went red down to her neck. She was
a good, honest girl. Her forehead was like her mother’s, but
her cheek-bones, her mouth and her nose were all like Liang
the Third’s.

“Don’t be too anxious,” Kai-hsia teased. “You sent your
letter only a month ago. He’s on a battlefield in a foreign
land. You can’t expect a reply this soon. Are you longing
for him? Tell big sister, how does it feel to be so terribly in
lover”

Hsiu-lan whirled to clutch her tormentor. But Kai-hsia was
prepared, and she fled, laughing. Blushing, biting her lower
lip angrily to mask the joy in her heart, Hsiu-lan pursued her
hotly. The two girls, holding their school-bags, raced in circles
on the grassy bank. Finally, weak with laughter, Kai-hsia col-
lapsed to the ground. Hands strong as a boy’s yanked her
braids from behind.

“Will you behave or not?” Hsiu-lan demanded of her captive.

“. .. Behave. . . .” Kai-hsia was choking with mirth.

“Will you ever dare talk nonsense again? Will your”

“Never . . . never.”

Only after Kai-hsia vowed that she would guard the secret
with her life did Hsiu-lan release her. The two girls resumed
their journey back to Fifth Village.
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The truth was that Kai-hsia secretly envied Hsiu-lan. Her 1
sweetheart was a hero on the Korean front, while Hsiu-lan her- 4
self led a settled life at home, attending school. With such §
a sweetheart what girl wouldn’t walk with a light step, study }
calmly, eat heartily, and dream sweet dreams? Even if she had 4
to wait a few years before she could marry, what did it matter? |

Kai-hsia hated the village gossips who said that she had !
broken her engagement with the Chou Village man because she ;
thought he wasn’t handsome. There were always vulgar in- E

dividuals who judged people with noble ideals by their own low
standards. She couldn’t be bothered with them. Since the new
society gave her the freedom to choose her own husband, she
would certainly seek a progressive-minded young fellow who
was doing something useful for the community. That was the
only kind of man by whose side she would be willing to live.
Although a few years of the flower of her youth had passed
in fighting for the dissolution of the arranged match, Kai-hsia
was in no hurry. She wanted to be sure that she got the right
man.

Hsiu-lan’s happiness had a strong effect upon her. Recently
she had been thinking of men quite a bit. Not for physical
reasons, but compared with Hsiu-lan, she felt that her own life
was very empty. She certainly wasn’t longing for marriage.
If that were the kind of girl she was, she wouldn’t have fought
for three years until she succeeded in breaking her engagement.
She wanted to be the same as Hsiu-lan — to have a man whom
she could think of, and who would think of her, a man she
could be proud of, who would make her feel warm and sweet.

Kai-hsia was aware of the fact that she had changed a lot
since she had broken off the engagement. Before, she used
to be lively and gay in the presence of the boys she knew. But
now that she had the right to find a husband of her own choos-
ing, afraid of being misunderstood, she was more restrained.
She felt that many people, both in the village and at school,
looked at her with different eyes. That was unavoidable. She
was old enough to be the teacher of the little girls in her third-
year class —Kai-hsia was the same age as the young women
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teaching first and second year. Was it any wonder that she
attracted attention?

It was different with Hsiu-lan. Engaged to a man in the
Chinese People’s Volunteers, she was admired as a hero’s pros-
pective bride. Kai-hsia didn’t know what her own future would
be. At twenty-one, she worried about this problem.

But Kai-hsia never discussed her troubles with anyone, not
even Hsiu-lan. Her fair-complexioned face was always tran-
quil, composed.

After they crossed the bridge, she asked Hsiu-lan, “Have
your pa and ma made up yet?” .

“They still don’t say much to each other. Itlll take time
for them to get back to normal.”

“Is your pa still so crabby?” Kai-hsia queried, concernec'l.

“He’s a lot better,” replied Hsiu-lan, sensitively watching Kai-
hsia’s expression. She deliberately stressed her father’s good
qualities.

“My pa is really something,” she said. “That day he had a
long talk with Old Kuo the Second. Old Kuo must have
urged him to make up. Anyhow, he came home and apologized
to my ma. ‘Forget it he said. ‘Don’t feel bad any more.
I was wrong. From now on, I won’t bother about a thing.
Just give me my food and my clothes. That’s all Tl ask.
And he walked out and went into the stable. My brother
is right. He says our pa has a stubborn streak, but he’s very
cood-hearted. Although he’s always grumbling, his hands are
never idle a minute.”

Kai-hsia hesitated. “Your brother is a funny one. At home
your folks quarrel about him, in the village some people laugh
at him. Doesn’t he care? Is he really so sure his mutual-aid
team can fulfil its plan? Doesn’t he have any doubts at all?”

Hsiu-lan smiled. She had a pretty good idea why Kai-hsia
asked this. .

“You're the funny one. How could he dash around so cheer-
fully if he had any doubts? He told us that after the meeting
of the mutual-aid team leaders in the county, Secretary Yang

had a private talk with him. Brother says with the Party leading
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things, what’s he got to worry about? Don’t you know my
brother? Once he sees his way clear, eight big ropes can’t
hold him back.”

She was praising him on purpose, for she remembered that
Sheng-pao and Kai-hsia had once been very friendly.

Her words went deep into Kai-hsia’s heart. The older girl
knew him indeed. During the land reform she had seen how,
unobtrusively, solidly, he always acted firmly for the common
good. But she hadn’t guessed that he would have the courage
to undertake this startling plan that had the whole township
talking. “With the Party leading things, what’s he got to worry
about?” That was typical of Sheng-pao.

When the girls reached the Liang compound gate, Hsiu-lan
invited Kai-hsia in.

“No. It’s too late,” Kai-hsia said dubiously. “I’ve got to go
home.”

But she didn’t move. Gazing off at Mount Chungnan, covered
with fresh sparkling snow, she thought of how contemptuously
old Liang always looked at her, how coldly he spoke. She didn't
want to meet him. At the same time, her large beautiful eyes
swept through the open gateway and settled upon Sheng-pao’s
thatched cottage. She was very tempted to take advantage of
the absence of this boy she so admired to sample the atmosphere
of his room.

“Hsiu-lan. Wait a minute,” a deep voice shouted.

The gitls turned around. Chairman Chen-shan was coming
their way from the stream bank, lightly balancing a huge log
on his shoulder. When he caught up with them, the brawny
village deputy stood the log on end and held it steady with one
hand. His bristly face broke into a friendly smile as he greeted
the two Youth Leaguers.

“Are you transporting lumber today, Chairman Chen-shan?”
Kai-hsia asked.

“No. I'm coming from a meeting of the township govern-
ment. I happened to run into a fellow on the road who was
taking this log into Huangpao Town to sell. The price was
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cheap, so I took it off his hands.” He looked at Hsiu-lan,
“Has your brother come back from the county seat?”

“Not yet.”

“The township is pushing low-interest grain loans again this
year to help peasants who are having a hard time. If people
with extra grain lend it to those who are short, there’s no
chance for the usurers. All the deputies of Fifth Village are
going to talk it over in my house tonight. If your brother doesn’t
get back in time, tell your cousin Sheng-lu to come. His family
is the only one likely to have extra grain in this section anyway.”

“That’s right,” Hsiu-lan agreed. “T'll tell him.”

“Tell him to be sure to come.”

“Tll tell him.”

“Are you going home, Kai-hsia?” asked the chairman, turn-
ing to her with a pleasant smile. *“You can carry these charts
for me. Don’t crumple them.”

“Right.” Kai-hsia took the roll of papers cheerfully, relieved
that she no longer had to ponder whether to go inside. She said
goodbye to Hsiu-lan and left with Chairman Chen-shan.

As they walked south along a ditch, Chen-shan, shouldering
the big log easily, said with a laugh, “I hear you don’t like going
to school much.”

“That’s not true,” Kai-hsia replied, surprised. “Where did
vou hear that?”

“Your ma told me,” Chen-shan smiled. He couldn’t see her
reaction because the log on his shoulder was in the way.

Kai-hsia’s face flamed. “Old muddle-head,” she scolded her
mother mentally. “Why must you chatter?” But, thinking it
over, Kai-hsia decided she was wrong. Why should she conceal
anything from the chairman?

“It’s like this.” Her school-bag in one hand, the charts in
the other, Kai-hsia trailed behind Chen-shan on the narrow path.
“I'm all confused,” she explained in some embarrassment, “I'm
too old for school. Even if I finish primary school, I won’t go
on to middle school. Wouldn’t it be better if I started earlier
with agriculture, with developing the mutual-aid teams?”
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“No,” the chairman of the village deputies retorted uncere- ¢

moniously, poking his big head with its small skull-cap around

the side of the log. “Of course not. If it weren’t for Liberation 3
could you have gone to school at all? In the old society we 3
muddy-legged paddy dwellers couldn’t even send our sons to 3

school, to say nothing of daughters. It’s only thanks to the
Communist Party and Chairman Mao that we can do it today.
As long as the school doesn’t say you’re over-age, you stay right
there and study. Education is a fine thing. Cram in as much
as you can swallow; it won’t hurt your stomach. Don’t laugh.
[t’s true. When you study a lot, your brain gets smarter, you're
able to write things. Whatever job you do, Kai-hsia, it’s better
to be educated. Do you follow me?”

The girl gazed respectfully at the burly chairman, dressed in
an old padded jacket and carrying the heavy log on his
shoulder, as he strode on ahead of her. Kai-hsia had the
highest regard for this peasant Communist who always spoke
convincingly. No one could help unravel the knots in her
heart better than he.

It was the private opinion of many around Frog Flat that as
an administrator Chen-shan was in no way inferior to Secretary
Lu of the township Party branch. Only having a large family
with many problems kept Chen-shan from giving up farming and
devoting all his time to Party work. Kai-hsia agreed with this
view. Her mother had told her: When Chen-shan was a young
man, because he didn’t have enough land, he had peddled
earthenware in the hamlets and villages. When he set his load
down in the middle of a village street and cried his wares, many
women came out. Although most of them had no intention of
buying, Chen-shan spoke so eloquently that they were happy to
change their minds. He made them feel that to give their grain
for his earthenware jugs and basins was the most intelligent,
most sensible thing they could do that day, That’s how persua-
sive a talker Chen-shan was.

Kai-hsia herself had been helped by the chairman’s powers of
speech. In 1950 when she started school, her ma had been
opposed. It was Chen-shan, then chairman of the peasants’
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association, who had talked the conservative old woman around.
On the question of breaking off her engagement, she had argued
with her mother for three years. In the end again it was the
chairman who broke down her ma’s old-fashioned prejudices.

Kai-hsia idolized Chen-shan because the clever peasant had
been like a brother to her. She was alone in the world except
for her widowed mother, but he had brought her into the political
life of Fifth Village and taught her, a simple country gitl, to
know the taste of social struggle, a thing she had never even
drecamed of. Today she was a member of the Youth League
branch committee of the Hsiapao primary school. It seemed to
her that after Liberation the sky had become bluer, the sun
redder, the earth fresher. She was more and more eager to work
for social causes. Kai-hsia felt that only by taking an active part
could she be worthy of the country’s liberation, of the education
and training the Party was giving her.

On the cart road that led through the paddy fields to Kuan
Creek Hamlet, Chen-shan effortlessly swung the log over from
his left shoulder to his right.

“You go on with your studies for the time being,” he said.
“Don’t get any silly ideas whatever you do. You’re not studying
for yourself, but for our country. This is the first year of China’s
big construction programme. Everywhere we’re building fac-
tories, opening up mines, laying railways. But we’ve only just
started, we'te only breaking the ground. Our projects will
nced more and more people, and the countryside has to supply
them. I hear that even many military men are being switched
over to industry, so are more and more people from the lower
government levels. There’s no end to the demand. Do you
follow me?”

Walking behind the chairman, her school-bag in one hand and
the chairman’s charts in the other, Kai-hsia listened attentively.
She understood now: the chairman was again opening up a new
world for her.

Kai-hsia’s heart beat faster. His words stirred her. But then
she thought of Sheng-pao, of working together with him in the
mutual-aid team movement, and she said:
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“I’m more suited to running around in our paddy fields, Chair-
man Chen-shan. Qutside, I probably —”
“Hah, you think of yourself as only one inch tall.” Chen-

shan didn’t try to get at what was in her mind. He went on
pressing his point. “Looking down on yourself was a woman’s 4

trait in the old society, Kai-hsia. You ought to understand:
Communists and Youth Leaguers, both male and female, are wel-
comed and wanted in every part of the country. Why?” He
lowered his voice. “Because, just like here in our village, they’re
the bones and the people the flesh. Don’t you know that?”

Kai-hsia was very pleased with Chen-shan. He always en-
couraged her not to underestimate herself.

“Surely you don’t mean if the organization sends you, you
won’t go?” Chen-shan persisted. “Last year the provincial
cotton mill was looking for women workers, They wanted two
from Hsiapao Township. They said naturally Youth Leaguers
would be best. At that time, I put your name up. But
Secretary Lu said you hadn’t broken off your engagement yet;
if we sent you, the man’s family would say we were preventing
the marriage. But what’s to hold you back if there’s a call from
another factory this year? People are fighting for the chance to
go to Korea. If you could take part in national construction,
would you refuse? In that case what does our country need
Party members and Youth Leaguers for?” .

Kai-hsia’s heart sank. It was a question of principle, the way
Chen-shan put it. Was this to be a new turning-point in her
life? She’d have to make up her mind quickly —was she going
to become Sheng-pao’s sweetheart, or was she going to work in
a factory in Sian? ‘

“Will there be another call from a factory this spring?” she
asked hesitantly, beginning to get a little worried.

“I hear a new textile mill has gone up east of Sian. It's
bigger than the Number One and Number Two State Mills put
together. They’ll be needing over ten thousand workers.”

Kai-hsia grow even more alarmed, “But there hasn’t been
any call yet?”
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Not yet. But it’s in the wind. Figure it out for yourself.
Wwith a mill like that finished, it can’t be long before they start
wanting people. I guarantee they’ll ask for unmarried young
folks this time too, including a certain proportion of Youth
Leaguers. No question about it. Take my advice, Kai-hsia, and
you won't go wrong. Your ma never had a son, though she’s
always longed for one. Why don’t you be a son to her? Be
bold, go out into the world. If you agree, you needn’t worry
about your ma not giving her consent. Just leave her to me.”

Kai-hsia made no reply. Fortunately, the log on the chair-
man’s shoulder prevented him from seeing her expression. Her
fair face had grown sombre in spite of the rosy sunset glow.
Chen-shan hadn’t unravelled the knot in her heart this time. He
had added to its heaviness.

Like anyone confronted with an unexpected crisis, Kai-hsia
couldn’t think clearly, Her feelings were mixed. She wasn’t
entirely uninterested in working in a factory. It deserved serious
consideration. As a personal future it might prove more im-
portant, more ideal and more useful, than working in the coun-
tryside. Certainly its value to the Party and the country
couldn’t be denied.

Kai-hsia was sorely troubled. Only a few moments before, .
all her thoughts were of Sheng-pao, and there had been no con-
tradiction between her love for him and her desire to do a useful
job. She and Sheng-pao could have a happy home together and
at the same time work towards setting new records in rice crop
yields.

Kai-hsia didn’t feel that her three years of schooling had in-
jected any new element into her choice of a husband. She had
started going to school in the first place so that if she were
unable to break off her engagement she wouldn’t have to be an
ordinary peasant wife after marriage but could participate in
the various community activities of Chou Village. It had never
occurred to her that a new possibility would crop up abruptly —
a possibility that was very appealing as a career, but in sharp
conflict with her love.
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lems?
Kai-hsia had already decided that when Sheng-pao came

back with the rice seed he was buying she would go to him and ‘.‘_j
put an end to the unnatural distance they had kept between i}
them during the past two years; she would openly and honestly

discuss their feelings for each other. Now she wondered wheth-
er such a course was wise.

When Chen-shan and Kai-hsia were about two hundred
metres from Kuan Creek Hamlet, to mask her concern the girl
said with deliberate sprightliness, “Chairman Chen-shan, many
people in the village are laughing at the plan of Sheng-pao’s
mutual-aid team. What do you think? Can they carry it out?”

Her big eyes gazing anxiously at the man walking ahead of
her, Kai-hsia waited for his reply. Chen-shan halted, rested
one end of the log on the ground and stood it upright.

“Hey! Blabbermouth,” he shouted.

“Ai!” Blabbermouth responded. He was giving some pigs
their evening meal beside a thatched cottage in the paddy fields.

“Come over here. I've got a couple of forms for you. Fill
them out in the next two or three days and deliver them to the

- township government.”

“Right.” Blabbermouth put down his wooden slops ladle and
trotted up along the small path between the fields. The twenty-
four-year-old bachelor stared tremulously at the lovely Kai-hsia
as he accepted the forms from her hand. After Blabbermouth
went back to his pigs, Chen-shan again set the log on his shoul-
der and strode off vigorously. He made no reply to Kai-hsia’s
question,

With a timid smile, the girl persisted, “Can they produce so
much, Chairman Chen-shan? A number of people in the village
are laughing at them. It sounds risky to me.”

“If they can, they’ll be of some help to the team’s poor peas-
ants and ex-hired hands.”

“Secretary Wang, the last time he came to our village, called
the mutual-aid teams ‘buds of socialism’.”
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Life, oh life, why are you always posing such difficult prob- J

But Chen-shan obviously didn’t want to discuss this. He
gave a stern cough and said, “If it weren’t for liberation, if we
(wcre still in the old society, you’'d be married and living in
Chou Village four years by now. After you'd had your first
baby you'd be stuck, whether you liked it or not. It would just
be your hard luck. In the old days, a woman couldn’t read a
word. The kitchen stove, the well, the grist mill —that was
her whole world. And what could she do about it? But what
a difference today. Our women are free. Any woman who
uses her head, who studies, who sticks it out, ranks the same
as any man. Think it over.”

“All right, I will.” Their paths separated and she said good-
bye. From the way the chairman spoke, it seemed to Kai-hsia
that he didn’t approve of her alliance with Sheng-pao. She
wondered whether her mother could have put him up to talk-
ing to her about it.

Aiya! What was she going to do? Kai-hsia had a child-like
faith in the chairman. He had seen so much more of the world
than she. He was already famous in the paddy fields when she
was still a toddling infant. During the land reform, Chen-shan
became known as the “Dive Bomber”. At mass accusation
meetings against tyrannical landlords, he had only to give one
shout and the accused would wet their pants in terror. Kai-
hsia sincerely respected him. To her, his prestige was unshak-
able.

Of course he was quite right. She knew what liberation
meant; she could sense its effect upon her the same way she
reacted to hot and cold. The chairman was concerned about
her, he encouraged her to progress, without the slightest self-
ish motive on his part. It was only due to his enthusiastic
support of national construction. Why shouldn’t she think over
his advice? It seemed to Kai-hsia that to go against Chen-
shan’s wishes was tantamount to going against the wishes of
the Party — pure ingratitude.

Ah! What's more the chairman didn’t think much of Sheng-
pao’s mutual-aid team.
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He apparently didn’t agree that the mutual-aid teams were
the buds of socialism. All he conceded was that they might be

*“of some help to the team’s poor peasants and ex-hired hands”.
Kai-hsia wished she had more than just enthusiasm for building §
socialism, that her mind was better developed. Who was 1
right — Sheng-pao or Chairman Chen-shan? At first, Kai-hsia ,

had thought that Chen-shan was irritated because Sheng-pao
had announced his bold plan before talking it over with him.
But now she realized that the attitudes of the two towards the
mutual-aid teams were completely different. Maybe the chair-
man was right. Many of the peasants didn’t seem interested in
forming mutual-aid teams. As to socialism, most peasants could
hardly pronounce the word. It was a brand-new concept to
them. Could that be why Sheng-pao’s efforts were being laugh-
ed at?

“Oh, Sheng-pao,” thought Kai-hsia as she turned into her
lane in Kuan Creck Hamlet, “why didn’t you discuss it with
Chairman Chen-shan before you talked so big at the county
meeting? You’re so rash. How can you succeed without the
chairman’s help?”

The deepening twilight added to her depression. She was
beginning to worry that her loved one might go down in shame-
ful defeat. Chen-shan held such a strong position in the village
and in the Party. Unless he supported Sheng-pao and en-
couraged his team to fulfil its production plan, what odds they
would have to fight against. Kai-hsia hesitated. Hadn’t she
better get hold of Hsiu-lan immediately and have her pass this
information on to Sheng-pao? Let him think it over carefully.
At least he could modify his goals so that he wouldn’t look too
bad later on. :

But no, that was impossible. Only the grass by the side of
the path, the waters of the creek, the barley in the paddy fields,
could know the words the chairman spoke to her today. “What-
ever you do, you cannot repeat what Chairman Chen-shan said,”
she told herself. “They’re the only Communists in our village.
You must never stir up trouble between them.”
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When she was taking part in the land reform movement with
Sheng-pao, how often she had thought, “Wouldn’t I be lucky to
have a husband like him.” Although she never said it aloud,
her expressive eyes conveyed plainly to Sheng-pao what was in
her heart, upsetting him delightfully. And she knew that
Sheng-pao cared for her — he blushed whenever they met. But
today, when she was at last free to marry him, this important
change had to come into their lives.

“Yes, Sheng-pao, you're a splendid young fellow,” thought
Kai-hsia. “But how can you be so bold and confident about
mutual-aid teams and so terribly slow when it comes to
me? If only you'd come after me with a little more courage, a
little more drive, we might have settled everything before you
went off to Kuo County to buy seed, and I'd never have landed
in such a fix.”




From an oil lamp on an altar table used for offering prayers
to ancestors at the New Year, black smoke was rising. The

lamp’s feeble light fell on the faces of the peasants sitting or 4

squatting on low benches before it.

Chairman Chen-shan stood beside the table, leaning against
the whitewashed wall, addressing his assembled guests. On
the wall were two red satin banners that had been awarded to §

Fifth Village. One was for having been the first village in
Huangpao District to pay the grain tax in 1950. The other was
for having taken the most active part, in 1951, in the movement
to resist U.S. aggression and aid Korea. Fifth Village had won
both these honours under the leadership of Chen-shan, chairman
of the village deputies. On entering his thatched cottage and
seeing these banners, no one could help but say to himself:
“This Chen-shan is certainly a forward-going fellow.”

Chen-shan had a remarkable memory. He explained in his
own vigorous language the advantages of the plan to lend grain
to the needy without forgetting a thing the head of the town-
ship government and the township Party secretary had said.
Although the poor peasants and hired hands had all been given
plots under the land reform, he said, they had little capital to
fall back on. Unless the village government could petsuade
people with surplus grain to lend them some at low interest,
they would be forced to borrow from the wealthy at usurious
rates. Not many mutual-aid teams had been formed as yet,
and the poor peasants and former hired hands still weren’t firm
on their feet. The government had to take a hand. Other-
wise they might run up new debts and have to sell the land
they had received. . . . Chen-shan made it very plain.
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“This shows the importance of village administrative per-
sonnel,” he concluded, in language a bit too highflown for his
simple audience. “Fellow deputies. After we check up and
discover who in each ward is short of grain and who has a
surplus, we'll call a mass meeting and urge everyone to co-
operate. Any village cadré with extra grain ought to be among
the first to offer a loan. Our village has never been backward
in any way. Let’s not slacken now. We don’t want our neigh-
bours on the northern side of the stream to laugh at us.”

“Cut it short, will you, Chen-shan?” called his mother. She
was already in bed in the darkened east wing.

“Lamp oil costs money. You can’t scoop it out of the Tang
Stream,” she was heard complaining to her daughter-in-law.
“If T had known he was going to talk so long, I would have in-
sisted that he hold his meeting at the school. That’s govern-
ment lamp oil over there. I wouldn’t care if he talked all
night.”

Chen-shan reddened furiously. His mother was making him
lose face. He could see that the others were holding back their
laughter only for fear of embarrassing him.

Luckily, the old woman said no more. If she had, her im-
portant son might have flown at her.

“Anybody have any ideas?” Chen-shan asked, forcing a
smile. He dipped his pipe into his tobacco pouch and began
filling the bowl. He gazed around the room authoritatively.

There was a dead silence. The snores of Chen-hai — Chen-
shan’s younger brother — were plainly audible in the west wing;
from the east wing came the sound of the ox munching sliced
corn stalks. The night was very still. Someone was playing
a fiddle, soft and pleasant to the ear, in one of the thatched
cottages in the paddy fields beyond Chen-shan’s compound
wall.

No one spoke. Deputy from the village’s First Ward, Shih-
fu, the well-to-do middle peasant, his lowered head crowned
by a round felt skull-cap, was squatting on his heels, drawing
lines on the earthen floor with the metal bowl of his pipe. Kao
Tseng-fu, a hard-up peasant in a torn padded jacket, sat on a

61



stool holding a sleeping four-year-old boy in his arms. Deputy
from the village’s Second” Ward, he gazed with annoyance at
Shih-fu’s diagtam. Thitd Ward’s deputy, Iron Man Ching-hsi,
whose filial devotion to his father Old Kuo was so admired by
Liang the Third, also had surplus grain. Wearing a towel-
cloth head covering, he sat leaning against the whitewashed
wall, his eyes closed. He had put in a hard day’s work and
was worn out.

Sheng-pao, the Fourth Ward’s deputy, had not returned from

the county seat. His alternate, Sheng-lu, had not come either.
Instead, the ward had sent seventeen-year-old Huan-hsi. The
boy had been instructed to listen and report back what was
said, but he was not to speak.

His pipe in his mouth, Chen-shan exhaled smoke through
his mouth and nostrils. In a serious but not unpleasant man-
ner, he called:

“Hey, Iron Man. Have you come here to take part in this
meeting or to sleep?”

“I'm not asleep.” Iron Man immediately straightened up on
his low bench. He smiled awkwardly. “I heard everything
you said.”

“Well, in that case, what do you think?”

Iron Man gave an embarrassed laugh. He tilted his chin in
the direction of well-to-do peasant Shih-fu, still sketching lines
on the earthen floor, meaning that Chen-shan should ask him
to speak first. Although Shih-fu didn’t see this, some sixth
sense told him that he was being indicated, and he alertly
raised his head. With the habitually conceited air of the
wealthy, he cast a supercilious glance at Iron Man.

“Speak your piece,” he ordered. “You’ve got a mouth of your
own, haven’t you?”

The honest Iron Man laughed shyly and blinked, his face red-
dening.

“Go ahead and speak then,” Chen-shan said to Shih-fu, sail-
ing with the cutrent. He hoped to get this well-to-do fellow
to lend grain again to the needy peasants as he had in the past.
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But Shih-fu replied pompously, “Let the others speak first.
There’s something I have to think over.”

“What is it you're drawing there?” queried Chen-shan. Pipe
between his teeth, he carried the oil lamp over and squatted
down beside him. Chen-shan saw lines crossing in various
directions. “What is this, anyhow?” he asked. “Tell us.”

“It’s nothing, really,” said Shih-fu with a casual laugh. “Just
my new stable. Should I have separate doors for the stalls
and the fodder section, or just one? With one door, I'd have
to put the trough running north and south. The horses would
face east with their tails to the west. If I have two doors, the
trough would have to run east and west, and the horses face
north with their tails to the south. Both ways have their good
points and their bad.- With only one door, the stalls would be
roomier and I'd save on lumber for the extra door. But it
would be a nuisance getting the animals in and out, and the
air wouldn’t be so good. With two doors, the air would be all
right, and I could get the horses in and out easily, but bringing
them fodder would be more trouble. I can’t make up my
mind.” Shih-fu pointed with his pipe at the diagram on the
earthen floor.

Rage surged up in Chen-shan’s chest; the putple veins in his
temples throbbed. He thought: “All the time I've been talk-
ing, you've been fooling around with this. And you have the
nerve to explain it to me in detail.” The brawny chairman
ground his teeth, and the oil lamp trembled in his shaking hand.

But he couldn’t let his personal feelings interfere with the
grain-lending plan. Holding his fury in check, he said coldly:

“You can figure that out after you get home. First talk
about our public business.”

Shih-fu rose to his feet. Haughtily he placed the hand with
the pipe behind his back and clasped it in his other hand. Then
he stepped forward two paces, chest extended, as if to show
everyone the contrast between his padded jacket of fine black
cloth and the tattered garment which Tseng-fu was wearing.

“Friends,” he began. In honour of the roof raising on his
new house, Shih-fu’s moustache had been neatly trimmed. “As
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you all have seen, this year I'm building a three-room house
In the past, when I had extra grain and you told me to lend
it to our poor neighbours, I always did. But this year, honestly
my family is hard up.’

At this, both Tseng-fu and Huan-hsi gave a hoot of laughter
Iron Man either was just playing up to Shih-fu, or perhaps he #
really thought their interests were the same. Anyhow, he 3
sighed and said: i

“Of course, tiles and lumber and wages and meals for build i
ing that new house all must eat up an awful lot of grain.” 7§

Chen-shan’s big eyes glared at him. Tseng-fu, the sleeping } ¥
child in his arms, turned to him and said:

“Don’t think Shih-fu is as simple as you, Iron Man. H
had his building materials prepared two years ago. This year 1
he only had to pay out wages and meals to his workmen. Think §
it over. Would a man who can plan like Shih-fu ever let
himself run short? Like fun.”

Iron Man's laugh was a bit strained. “I didn’t know. From i
what you say, maybe he does have some surplus =" The word §

“grain” was on the tip of his tongue, but Shih- fu s angry stare 8

made him swallow it down again.

Tseng-fu and Huan-hsi were laughing at him. Iron Man
liked to go with the breeze and please everyone, but he was
always getting caught in the middle.

“Shih-fu,” said Chen-shan sternly, keeping a pleasant expres-
sion with an effort, “do you mean to say you don’t have two or
three tan! of grain that you can lend to our village needy?”

“I can’t spare a single measure. There are more than twenty
people in my household; they all have to be fed. And I've got
a boy in school in the county seat.”

“So the phrase ‘All peasants are one family’ doesn’t mean a
thing?”

“Just listen to you. Even my own family won’t have enough
to eat till the summer harvest.”

1Tan, a measure for grain, was equivalent to 120 kilogrammes in weight
in this locality then. The standard zaz used in China today equals s5o
kilogrammes or 110.23 pounds.
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“Then we ought to count you in among the needy,” said
Chen-shan with heavy sarcasm. He looked at Shih-fu com-
pellingly. He wanted to force him to submit.

But Shih-fu showed no sign of either compliance or agitation.
He was obviously striving to give the impression of a serious de-
termined man who had nothing further to discuss.

Chen-shan’s bristly face darkened. Shih-fu’s unexpected hard-
ness was causing everyone to look at Chen-shan as if to say:
“You're the chairman of the village deputies. Why don’t you
do something?” Chen-shan knew that if Shih-fu wouldn’t lend
any grain, there was even less hope of expecting anything from
Iron Man, Sheng-lu and other ordinary middle peasants. Of
course at the township government meeting all the chairmen
of the village deputies had said that it was going to be difficult
to arrange grain loans this year. But surely at least a little
could be done to help the neediest families. Especially since
Fifth Village had one of the best administrations in Hsiapao
Township. '

“Shih-fu.” There was a note of warning in Chen-shan’s voice.
“Don’t decide now. It’s true that you’re building. But no
one’s going to believe that a big household like yours can’t
scrape together a bit of grain to lend. Think it over. Unity
between the poor and middle peasants is important.”

The well-to-do Shih-fu raised his felt skull-cap with the hand
holding his pipe, and with the other pleasurably scratched his
shaven pate. Shih-fu was past fifty. There were flecks of grey
in his close-ctopped hair. Everyone watched him, waiting for
him to speak. But he only replaced the cap and began leisurely
filling his pipe, evidently deep in thought. Then he drew a
match from an inner pocket and lit up. Until the meeting
disbanded, the arrogant middle peasant maintained his silence.

As the deputies were leaving the dark courtyard, Shih-fu sud-
denly became very friendly and affable.

“Huan-hsi, my boy,” he called. “Your uncle Jen the Fourth
borrowed seven measures of grain from me the spring before
last; in the autumn he only returned two. Last year he borrow-
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ed five more, but didn’t give back a one. That’s ten measures,
exactly one zan, he owes me.”

“You . .. what do you mean?” the youngster demanded
angrily.

Shih-fu sighed heavily. “Ah, my boy, you don’t know what
trouble I'm having building that house.”

“Oho!” Huan-hsi at last understood. He shouted: “We're
all trying to atrange loans for families that are hard up, and
you're pressing to collect old debts. Don’t you know that my
Fourth Uncle didn’t have a furrow of ground to his name be-
fore land reform? Two years ago, he was given a bit of land,
but he still has to stint and scrape. He never can catch his

breath. You’re having trouble, but you’re building a house.

I suppose my uncle’s having it easy —out all day with his
shovel and mattock working as a day labourer. If he had any
grain don’t you think he’d repay you?”

“Just listen to the boy. What are you getting so hot about?
What am I—a landlord? Are you trying to tell me what to
do?”

“Anybody who presses for debts in the spring shortage season
is worse than a landlord.”

“Chairman. Did you hear him?” Shih-fu appealed to Chen-
shan. “Those loans were made through you personally. You
said then that I'd get my grain back in the autumn. If he can’t
repay me now, it doesn’t matter. I can wait. I only asked.
But this boy can’t even answer me politely. What kind of
unity between poor and middle peasants do you call that?”

With a hurt sigh, he walked out of the compound gate, shak-
ing his head. ’

“We have no grain. Even if you take the case up to Peking,
we still have no grain. You can get on your horse and go.”
Huan-hsi stood on the clearing outside the gate and shouted
after him childishly. A graduate of the township’s primary
school, he didn’t give a rap how prosperous Shih-fu was.

Chen-shan’s head felt paralysed, as if it had been clouted
by a stick. He wanted to say something that was both biting
and yet entirely in keeping with policy: First to criticize Shih-
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fu for throwing up a smoke-screen and passively resisting the
government’s call; second to criticize Huan-hsi for his bad at-
titude. But he couldn’t think of any suitable words. To put
it simply, he was stupefied by Shih-fu’s unexpected attack. For .
the moment Chen-shan couldn’t understand what made him
suddenly become so inept.

After they all had gone, the big fellow stood alone outside his
compound gate. Stars shining through the bare branches of
the trees seemed to be laughing at him: “What’s happened to
your prestige?”

Chen-shan hated himself for not having anticipated that Shih-
fu would throw his weight around. Grinding his teeth, he
grated, “A fine Communist I'd be if I couldn’t handle the likes
of you. We’'ll see about this.”

“Chairman,” a low voice called. Chen-shan turned quickly.
Tseng-fu was standing behind him, holding his child. With the
little boy in his arms and strings of dirty cotton hanging from
his torn padded jacket, Tseng-fu presented a fotlorn picture.

“You'd better go home and put Tsai-tsai to bed,” Chen-shan
advised.

“I've been waiting to talk to you alone.”

“What about?”

“Yao is moving his grain to his father-in-law’s place in
Huangpao Town.”

“Why?”

“Why? Would a rich peasant be up to anything good? He
says his father-in-law is borrowing it. Actually, they’re lending
it out in town at high interest.” Tseng-fu dropped his voice
lower. “Chairman Chen-shan, I've also heard that Shih-fu is
doing the same thing in Chai Village, using his brother-in-law’s
name. This campaign to lend grain to the needy, Chairman
Chen-shan . . . it isn’t going to be easy.”

Accustomed to obedience from every peasant in Frog Flat,
Chen-shan couldn’t fall asleep, though the hour was late.

Past events, one after another, reviewed themselves in his
mind.
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Kao Tseng-fu

Shih-fu and his two brothers had been dressed in clothes as
tattered as Tseng-fu’s when they first arrived in Frog Flat.
Unable to rent enough paddy to meet their needs, they had to
hire themselves out as day labourers, like Jen the Fourth was
doing today. Shih-fu had worked without a let-up. He never
cven had time to get his head shaved. Brushwood twigs
matted his straggly locks, the flesh between thumb and fore-
finger on both of his hands was split and constantly bled. The
women of the family had only unlined trousers to wear in
winter. The children had no pants at all; their little legs were
red as turnips from the cold.

One winter something unexpected happened. A big land-
lord sold forty-eight mou of paddy fields along the Kuan Creek
to the commander of a Kuomintang cavalry division. The new
owner, who was from a warlord family of bandit origin and
lived in the county town, knew nothing about raising rice and
had neither the interest nor the inclination to deal with the
many tenant-peasants to whom the land was rented. He sent
an emissary into Hsiapao Village to find a single reliable family
which could rent it all. Shih-fu and his brothers were selected.
As a result, a few years later, Shih-fu was the owner of a horse
and cart and had become quite prosperous. The threshing
ground outside the brothers’ compound gate was piled mountain
high with brushwood. Chen-shan could remember this as
clearly as if it were yesterday.

Shih-fu often would dress himself neatly, take a pair of bam-
boo baskets covered by clean white towel cloths, and go into
town to pay his respects to his “God of Wealth”. Each of the
four seasons, no matter how busy he might be, when the peaches
were ripe Shih-fu presented peaches, when the persimmons were
ripe he delivered persimmons. Duck eggs in spring, melons in
summer, lotus in autumn, water chestnuts in winter — these
were indispensable “gifts”. Each time Shih-fu returned from
town, he glowingly exaggerated how well he had been treated
in his patron’s mansion — How old Madame had instructed the
armed guard to escort him to her chambers in the main build-
ing, how solicitously she had asked him all about the land.
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... He gushed so fulsomely that his audience of tenant-peasants é
was disgusted. “What?” they taunted. “You mean you didn’t §

get down on your knees and kowtow to the old lady?”

But Shih-fu didn’t care whether people loathed him or envied
him. As the tenant of forty-eight mou of paddy, he was able ‘;
to build up his family fortunes. Every winter bankrupt small- ]

holders, misery written on their faces, sold out to him, placing
their land deeds into Shih-fu’s horny hand. Finally, his own
holdings grew so large that he decided to sublet the rented land.
Many of the local tenant-peasants played up to him, and from
among their number he selected a few to be his sub-tenaats,
including the present chairman of the village deputies. Chen-
shan at that time, because he couldn’t rent enough land, was
peddling earthenware on the side.

“How much rent must we give for this paddy?” the new
tenants had asked.

“The same as I pay the landlord,” Shih-fu replied magnani-
mously.

“And how much is that?”

“I. ... Hail Creek bank land —there’s a fixed rate for
that.”

“Four measures of grain per mou?”

“Uh . .. that’s right. . . .” Pretending to be searching for
something, Shih-fu turned his face away.

A few of the new tenants exchanged glances. Although they
were suspicious, they didn’t say anything. But Chen-shan had
fixed his big eyes on Shih-fu’s uneasy face.

“I thought you were paying three measures for this land,
uncle,” he said bluntly. “When did your rent go up?”

Shih-fu flushed crimson. His lie exposed, he blustered to
cover his embarrassment.

“Rent or not, that’s up to you. You're always the hardest
one to talk to.” Shih-fu’s tone was that of an elder addressing
one of the younger generation.

“Now, uncle. . . .” For the sake of keeping the rent down,
Chen-shan threw face-saving to the wind. “Didn’t poverty
drive us all from our native village to Frog Flat together?
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What did your family look like then? Beggars who've just had
a mouthful shouldn’t be hard on starvelings longing for a meal.”

Red and shamefaced, Shih-fu dropped his felt skull-cap
covered head. After a while he raised it again and, still blush-
ing, said:

“This really puts me on a spot. Everyone knows how many
presents I have to send the landlord each year. You'll all be
tilling the land, but he deals only with me. If I gave him less
gifts, he might think me ungrateful. If I asked the rest of you
to share in the cost, how could we figure what each should give?
I thought and thought, and finally decided the easiest way was
to ask for a little more rent. So ... so ... I really don’t
know how to put it to you.”

“That’s all right. You did the right thing.” Several of the
tenants weakened, unwilling to speak further about this delicate
subject.

“No. 1It’s not right,” said Chen-shan, his face hardening.
“How many fan of grain are those presents worth that Uncle
Shih-fu gives to the landlord? Have you thought about that?
Only a fraction of what he’ll be getting if we each add one
measure per mou.”

Without a trace of civility, he had turned to Shih-fu and said:
“We’ll do it this way, uncle. The next time you want to send
gifts, just let me know. T’ll get everyone to chip in.”

Shih-fu had hated Chen-shan from that day onward. If he
saw Chen-shan coming, he went out of his way to avoid him,
If he couldn’t help meeting him, Shih-fu twisted his lips into a
faint grimace of a smile, He might mumble something, or say
nothing. But in the paddy fields, Chen-shan had acquired
prestige. He was respected as the leader of the exploited
tenants.

After Liberation, Chen-shan was elected chairman of the
village peasants’ association and Shih-fu’s attitude towards him
suddenly changed. Now when they met, Shih-fu’s face
crinkled in a big smile right up to the corners of his eyes, and
he hailed the chairman obsequiously:

“Chen-shan, how are you? Had your dinner yet?”
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Then land reform rocked Hsiapao Village like a storm, When ,

Chen-shan strode through the paddy fields, the land trembled
beneath his feet. He was the most important man in Frog
Flat. MHis ardent words and bold actions reflected the longing
of the poor tenant-peasants for land and proper farming condi-
tions. Chen-shan’s large eyes grew bloodshot from lack of
sleep. He hadn’t seen Shih-fu for two months. People said
the old man was ailing. He couldn’t eat. He had become so
thin, he was just skin and bones. He probably wouldn’t last
long. Chen-shan thought it a pity that a man who loved to
work so should just fade away.

One snowy night Chen-shan returned home from a meeting
of the township government. He climbed onto his kang and
was taking off his clothes when he heard someone rapping on
his compound gate.

“Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” said the voice of Blabbermouth.

Chen-shan went out and opened the gate. But it wasn’t
Blabbermouth who confronted him. A datk figure, tall and
thin, bent far forward at the waist, tottered into the compound.
Blabbermouth was holding him by the arms from behind to
keep him from falling,

“Blabbermouth, who is this fellow?”

“Me,” said Shih-fu in the timid tone of a criminal.

“What is this, anyhow?” Chen-shan demanded, mystified.

The three of them walked into the house —into the same
room where the peasants met tonight to discuss the low-interest
grain loans. Shih-fu looked thirty per cent mortal and seventy
per cent ghost. His eyes were sunk deep in their sockets. He
was like a corpse who had just crawled out of his coffin.
Chen-shan was shocked.

“Uncle has come to learn nephew’s decision,” the old man
said humbly. His head, topped by a felt skull-cap, hung low.

Chen-shan didn’t understand.

“Uncle’s fate is in nephew’s hands. If you tell me to live,
nephew, I'll live ="

“What’s he talking about?” Chen-shan asked Blabbermouth.
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The garrulous young man coughed, cleared his throat, and
plunged into his spiel.

“He’s afraid of a public accusation meeting. The past two
months he hasn’t been able to eat or sleep. If he hears the
slightest noise outside during the night, he sends one of his
family out to see whether militiamen are watching his house.
If anyone drops in during the day, he’s sure that it’s to summon
him to an accusation meeting, and he breaks into a cold sweat.
Tonight, he came to my place and begged me to bring him to
see you.”

“Hah!” Chen-shan was amused. “He thinks I'll use my
position to get even with him for a private grudge?”

Shih-fu didn’t utter a sound. He didn’t even raise his head.

“You needn’t worry,” Chen-shan announced authoritatively.
“The land-reform team has analysed your case and decided
your class status. You're a well-to-do middle peasant. For-
merly, you played up to the landlords. You must recognize
your wrong-doing and reform. From now on you must go along
sincerely with the poor peasants and hired hands.”

Shih-fu looked up, joy shining in his sunken eyes. His soul
had returned to his emaciated frame.

“Relatives or not, we peasants are all one family.” Chen-
shan couldn’t refrain from giving his uncle a bit of a lecture.
“You hated me when I wouldn’t let you squeeze some extra
rent out of us for yourself. You avoided me, you wouldn’t
even speak to me. Little did you know that your worthless
nephew was actually saving you from becoming a sub-landlord.”

Shih-fu hung his head lower than ever. He sighed deeply
with the air of a man who despised himself thoroughly.

When Chen-shan came home again the next day, his mother
said: “Shih-fu has sent us a basket of cakes, a jug of wine
and a package of fine noodles. The wine is in the cupboard;
I left it for you. The cakes and noodles I sent to your brother-
in-law. He’s very sick and can’t eat rice.”

“What? Ma.” Chen-shan’s big eyes were popping from
his head. “We can’t accept presents. We’ve got to return
them. Have you sent them off already?”
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“Yes.”

“How could you be so short-sighted? People will say I was

protecting him from getting a bad class status.”

“How was I to know?” the old woman argued, using the
weight of her position as a mother. “I thought if a2 man was |
trying to get on the good side of you and we refused his gifts, §
he'd feel hurt. You know Shih-fu loves to deliver gifts. He ‘§
used to send presents to the landlord in the county town. Now §
he’s delivered some to us. How could I tell this was any dif- |
ferent? If you must refuse, buy another basket of cakes and |

send that back to him.”

“Enough, enough, enough,” Chen-shan said to himself. “If ‘
we've accepted then we've accepted. I haven’t protected him. 1}

If people want to gossip, that’s up to them. Besides, Shih-fu’s

such a calculating bird. If, in my position, I return his gifts,

he’s sure to get hysterical again.”

Chen-shan thought it would be too wasteful to drink the
wine, At the next market day he had his younger brother,
Chen-hai, take it into Huangpao Town and sell it and buy |

the ox a new bridle and halter.

Shih-fu gradually regained his health. When the landlords’ f

fields were distributed, he was strong enough to take part in
driving the stakes with the names of the new owners in the
plots of paddy. He was extremely zealous in this service to
the poor peasants and hired hands. Biting his lower lip with
the effort, he pounded the name stakes vigorously. Whenever
he met anyone, he would say, like an incantation:

“All peasants under heaven are one family.”

And when Chen-shan, the chairman of the peasants’ associa-
tion, appeared, Shih-fu grew more diligent still. It was as if
everything would go to seed were it not for him. Sheng-pao,
Tseng-fu and Kai-hsia were irritated by Shih-fu’s hypocrisy, but
Chen-shan didn’t see anything wrong. The fellow was making
progress, wasn’t he?

After land reform was completed, Chen-shan suggested that
a small primary school be built in Kuan Creek Hamlet. Let
the children of the poor peasants and hired hands become edu-
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cated. At a meeting of the whole village, he fixed rich peasant
Yao with an imperious gaze and proposed that as a gesture of
support to the cultural liberation of the former downtrodden,
Yao contribute his four big white poplars to make the beams;
the poor peasants and hired hands would contribute the labour.
Filled with admiration for Chen-shan’s bold plan, every man
and woman in Frog Flat watched Yao’s unhappy face. Yao
hesitated, then raised his head, gave Chen-shan a hostile glare,
swallowed hard, and consented.

Immediately, the sly Shih-fu rose amid the crowd. He of-
fered his own two white poplars to demonstrate, he said, the
“unity between the middle and poor peasants”. This announce-
ment was greeted by thunderous applause.

During the first general election, on Chen-shan’s recommen-
dation, Shih-fu was chosen deputy from east Kuan Creek Ham-
let to the township people’s council. In the spring of 1951,
Shih-fu loaned the needy peasants of his village six tan of grain.
The following spring, he loaned five more. At meetings of the
township government, this brought glory to Chen-shan. The
chairmen of other villages wondered what magic words the
chairman of Frog Flat used to make his work go so well.

Now, lying in his bed, Chen-shan muttered: “So that’s how
it is, Shih-fu. Now that the government has proclaimed the
land-reform period over, you've quit pretending. You've no
respect for me at all. You've gone back to what you were
before Liberation. We'll see about that. If I can’t handle
the likes of you, I'm no Communist.”

But how was he going to cope with the old fox? Shih-fu’s
huge household was rich in land and had plenty of labour
power, both male and female. With this at his back, the
wealthy peasant felt powerful enough to challenge the govern-
ment’s call and the Party leadership in Frog Flat. Though
Chen-shan racked his brains, he could think of no concrete
measures he might take.

He began to realize that he was strong only when he was
part of the stirring revolutionary tide. The main force in Frog
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Flat had not been his personal prestige but the policies of the
Party. If his prestige had been high, it was only because he
had carried out those policies.

As this understanding dawned on him, the strapping village
chairman broke into a cold sweat. He remembered all the
criticisms his comrades had levelled against him during the
Party rectification campaign, What a disturbing recollection.

Jen the Fourth put on his ragged padded jacket, tied it at
the waist with a rope of rice straw, and shouldered his mattock
and shovel, ,,

“Send Kuei-hua with my food at noon. I'll be west of Kuo
Village, making mud bricks,” he said to his wife.

“Why not let the girl go along with you? She’s fifteen. She
can help.”

“Who'll bring our meal?” Jen was interested in his wife’s
proposition.

“I will. What are you looking at? I may walk a little slowly
because 1 had bound feet as a child, but I'll get your food to
you, I guarantee.”

“What I mean is—if you bring the food, who'll take care
of the kids?”

“T can ask Huan-hsi’s ma to keep an eye on them, can’t I?”

Jen looked at the row of tots sleeping under the same torn:
coverlet, their small heads as downy as unfledged swallows.
With horny crooked fingers he affectionately stroked the hair
of the largest boy. He loved this child the best, for this one
would be the first to relieve him of some of his heavy labours.

In the rear of the room, the little yellow ox calf began gnaw-
ing its trough. They didn’t feed it at night. It ate only dur-
ing the day, when Kuei-hua grazed it on the banks of the stream.
Somebody had to watch that calf. It was always wandering
into other people’s paddy fields, quite uninvited, and gobbling
up their barley sprouts. The owners’ youngsters would curse
the calf furiously. The calf didn’t mind a bit, but Jen the
Fourth was very embarrassed.

“No. Kuei-hua will have to tend the calf,” he said decisively.
He stepped over the threshold and departed.



Nearly fifty, Jen’s back was stooped. The mattock and shovel
he carried were both quite comical. The square-shaped
shovel had been worn down till it was one third its original
size and its edge was round. Only half of the mattock blade
was left, and the handles of both implements were curved and
thin where Jen’s calloused hands had gripped them over the
years. People often laughed at him, but Jen stili used these
tools when he hired out on odd jobs. What was there to laugh
about? He couldn’t afford to buy new ones. Thanks to land
reform his family was no longer hungry from one season to the
next, but it certainly hadn’t made him rich.

If his burdens eased a bit and he could draw a few free
breaths, he hoped very much to build an ox shed. Who wanted
to have his whole family, large and small, all crowded together
in the same thatched cottage with an ox calf? It lowed in the
middle of the night, demanding to be fed. Or it spread its
hind legs —the shameless little creature —and pissed all over
the floor.

There was a big hole in the east wall of the hut, which Jen
had stuffed with corn-stalks. But now that it was the season
for repairing houses, Jen had to go out and make bricks for
others. He had to earn some money for grain. Jen couldn’t
bear to hear the kids crying with hunger.

On the threshing ground before his compound gate he paused
and took a deep breath of the sweet fresh air of early spring.
Then he coughed loudly and spat, clearing the foulness from
his lungs. The air, at least, was free. Why shouldn’t he enjoy
it?

Huan-hsi, his nephew, had already brought back a load of
earth from the foot of the bluff north of the stream and was
starting for a second. When he had no other work the diligent
primary-school graduate built up a supply of earth for spread-
ing in the ox enclosure.

“Where to, uncle?” asked Huan-hsi.

“Kuo Village. Going to make a fellow a thousand mud
bricks.”

“How much is he paying?”
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Jen held up his hand, five fingers outspread, and waggled
it twice, “Can buy quite a few measures of corn for that,”
he said with a grin of satisfaction. “Huan-hsi, you ought to
get yourself a couple of odd jobs too. This is the slack time
of the year. No use waiting for people to come and ask you.
Just because you were a student, you mustn’t be proud! Find
work for a few days and earn some grain for the family. When
Sheng-pao comes back and the mountain paths are hard again
our mutual-aid team will be going into the mountains.”

With a springy step Jen set out through the few peach trees
at the northern end of his threshing ground. Huan-hsi follow-
ed, his empty baskets dangling from the ends of his shoulder
pole. Happy to see his uncle in such high spirits, he decided
not to relate what Shih-fu had said the previous night.

“What did they say last night, Huan-hsi?” Jen asked as
they walked along. “Will there be low-interest grain loans
this year?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Why not?”

“It’s hopeless.”

“I'm no blind fortune teller, but I knew this was coming.
I never really believed we could get another loan.” Jen smiled
cheerfully, proud of his analytical powers. “We won’t have
to borrow grain from the big peasants any more,” he said hap-
pily. “From now on, we can rely on our own mutual-aid
team.”

Huan-hsi was after all only a youngster and he couldn’t re-
press the hot words which still seethed in his chest. His ha-
tred of Shih-fu and his love of his uncle gripped him like demons
and forced him to tell Jen the Fourth how the well-to-do peas-
ant had pressed for his debt.

Jen grew tense, Halting, he turned sharply around and de-
manded hotly:

“What other dirty things did he say?”

“Go on,” the boy urged him. “Go make your bricks. You
don’t have to worry about a wolf or tiger until he comes after
you.” Huan-hsi knew at once he shouldn’t have mentioned it.
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Jen’s jaunty spirits collapsed. With lack-lustre eyes he stared
off at the snow-covered peak of Mount Chungnan. Poor fel-
low. When a peasant owes a debt his slumbers are always
uneasy.

After a while, Jen suddenly started back with a determined
stride.

Huan-hsi stopped him. “Whete are you going? You prom-
ised to make bricks for a man. Why don’t you do it?”

“We won’t be able to eat with any of the money — why
should I be such a sap? Son of a bitch. I'm going to Shih-fu.”

“What for? The loan went through the chairman’s hands.
Shih-fu can’t dun you directly.”

“I'm going to ask him to take a knife and kill me and be done
with it!”

“Why get yourseif all worked up? My guess is he’s not
really pressing you. He’s only using this method to shut the
village cadres’ mouths. Just don’t expect any more low-
interest grain loans from the big peasants, and you’ll be all
right.”

Jen the Fourth scowled. His thin face was dark as iron.

“Now do you believe what Secretary Wang’s been telling
us?” Huan-hsi took this opportunity to educate his uncle a
bit more. “Mutual aid and co-operation are the only way.
Unless we poor peasants organize and help each other farm,
we'll never be able to stand on our own feet.”

After the rain the sun beat down, raising a depressing
suffocating steam. It was as if the centre of the earth were on
fire; the plain gave off hot vapours. If you picked up some
black earth and kneaded it with your hands, it stuck together
like a piece of dough. Warm sun of early spring. From the
blue firmament, it generously cast its rays on all brick-making
peasants, stripped to the waist.

On the threshing ground outside Chen-shan’s gate a big yel-
low ox stood lazily beside the pole to which it was tethered.
From time to time it turned its head back, to left or to right,
extended its long tongue and licked its gleaming golden hide.
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A flock of devoted speckled hens followed a proud rooster
to the base of a huge pile of stalks and diligently scratched for
grains. - Obviously this was the approach to a large peasant
compound.

Chen-shan and his brother Chen-hai were making earthen
bricks at the southern end of the clearing. The burly Chen-hai,
dressed only in a sleeveless undershirt and trousers, worked
quickly, shovelling mud into the moulds which his brother passed
him. They intended to break up their kangs and grind the
old smoke-blackened bricks into fertilizer for the rice shoots.
The new bricks would be used to build new kangs.

Blabbermouth 'Sun squatted beside a stone roller, his head
bent over a piece of paper on which he was writing. “Right,”
he said, halting the movement of his cheap fountain pen. “The
First, Second, Third and Fourth Wards’ mutual-aid teams are
all entered.”

“Did you list the able-bodied separately from those who can
do only half a day’s work?” asked Chairman Chen-shan, pour-
ing a shovelful of mud into a mould.

“Yes.”

“What about the horses, oxen and donkeys?”

“They’re all listed separately. Do you think 1 make a
mistake every time?”

“Second Ward has a lot of middle peasants,” Chen-shan said.
“But its only mutual-aid team is Tseng-fu’s, with four poor
peasants. The last time Secretary Wang came to our village,
Tseng-fu said he wanted to get a couple of middle peasants to
join. I wonder whether he’s been able to do it. You'd better
run down and ask him, Blabbermouth, before you finish the list.”

“Right,” Blabbermouth assented cheerily. Carrying his sheet
of paper, he strode jauntily from the threshing ground, singing
a comic song.

As he rounded the western end of the compound wall, he
suddenly fell silent. Hastily, he fastened the buttons of his
cotton-padded jacket and set his black cap on straight.

Kai-hsia had finished her breakfast and was on her way to
school, bag in hand.
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Grinning from ear to ear, Blabbermouth hailed her ingtati-
atingly. “Eaten yet?”

“Yes.”

“Say, see if I've done this right, will you?” Blocking her
path, Blabbermouth held the sheet of paper in front of Kai-
hsia’s fair face, and stared hungrily at her lovely eyes.

The girl forced a laugh. “You make entries all the time.
Why should this be wrong?” She slipped around him and
hurried on.

“You don’t know, Kai-hsia,” he shouted after her. “Once
I made an awful mistake. The township Party secretary bawled
me out.”

“What beautiful long braids,” he whispered to himself.

“She listens to Chairman Chen-shan,” Blabbermouth mused
happily, as he continued walking south. “Now if I can get
him to say a few words for me, the chances will be eight to
ten in my favour.”

Narrowing his eyes, he turned and gazed ecstatically at Kai-
hsia’s retreating figure. Then he proceeded in the direction
of Tseng-fu’s thatched cottage.

Tseng-fu was one of the unluckiest men alive. Though Tang
Stream Gorge in Mount Chungnan was very deep, when you
got to Dragon’s Lair you reached the end. But to Tseng-fu’s
hard luck there seemed to be no end at all. When he was six,
his father had disabled himself permanently by slicing off four
of his fingers while cutting grass for a landlord. Having lost his
means of earning a livelihood, Tseng-fu’s father was forced to
become a beggar. He brought the boy up on his meagre pick-
ings. As soon as Tseng-fu was old enough, he was given into
a landlord’s service as a hired hand. He stuck it out in this
profession until the land reform in the winter of 1950, when he
was given six mou of land. In the spring of 1951, the people’s
government loaned him money to buy a draught ox.

Just as he was beginning to get on his feet, his wife died in
child-birth, and again he was down. Although he hadn’t re-
paid a copper on the three-year loan, he had to sell the ox
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to get enough money to bury his wife. The only way he could
get his land tilled was to invest, with three other poor peas-
ants, in a single ox — they said wryly that each of them owned
one leg.

Looking after the four-year-old boy his wife had left, half
the time Tseng-fu lived like a man, half the time like 2 woman.
At the moment, he was doing a woman’s work — grinding corn
on the grist mill of his neighbour, the rich peasant Yao.

“T'sai-tsai, is your pa home?” Blabbermouth asked the little
boy grandly. He was in high spirits.

“No,” teplied the child, who was playing in front of the
door of the thatched cottage.

“Where is he?”

“Over there.” ‘Tsai-tsai pointed to the mill shed outside
the compound with the tile-roofed houses.

Tseng-fu must have heard them talking. Wearing his tattered
padded jacket, and holding the whisk broom used for sweeping
the millstone, he silently emerged from the shed.

Bitterness and worry were permanently stamped on Tseng-
fu’s thin face. A taciturn man in his thirties, Tseng-fu always
looked as if he had just been weeping in private. As a matter
of fact, even when he buried his wife, he hadn’t shed a tear.
His hard life had given him the ability to grit his teeth silently
and withstand any blows Fortune dealt him. He never pro-
tested, he never complained. With his farm tools, he did a
man’s work. With his kitchen utensils, he did a woman’s. He
often had to carry his motherless child in his arms at night
while attending various village meetings as people’s deputy.
When he crossed the Tang Stream for a meeting of the township
council, little Tsai-tsai went with him, riding on his back.

Now, some corn meal still adhering to the tip of his nose,
he walked up to Blabbermouth.

“What did you want to see me about?” he asked quietly.

Blabbermouth gazed at Yao’s handsome compound and
sniffed scornfully. In an officious voice which he hoped made
him sound like an official from the county, or at least the
township, he demanded loudly: :
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“What’s this? So you’re on good terms with the rich peasant
again?”
“Who?”

“Is Yao the only man in Kuan Creek Hamlet with a grist
mill?”

“What are you driving at?”

“Ill tell you what I’'m driving at. People will say one of
our village deputies to the township council is getting pally with
a rich peasant. No wonder ordinary peasants are taking up
with rich peasants again. They can see that the atmosphere
of the land-reform days is gone.”

“Twaddle,” laughed Tseng-fu. “Don’t try putting on airs
with me, Blabbermouth. If you've anything to say, speak up.
I'm busy.”

“Have you added any more families to your mutual-aid
team?”

“Not one.”

“Why? Didn’t you say you were going to add two middle-
peasant families?”

“They won’t join.”

“Then you're still four able-bodied men and one draught
animal?”

“That’s right.”

After Blabbermouth left, Tseng-fu thought to himself as he
pushed the roller around the grist mill: “Chairman Chen-shan’s
giving most of his time to his own farm. He’s gone cold on
his community work. My mutual-aid team is short of draught
animals. If we could get a couple of middle peasants to join,
they’d bring a few animals in. Chen-shan could persuade them;
his prestige is high. But though he’s promised to speak for us,
he’s never done it. He turns all the duties the township gives
him over to Blabbermouth, while he and his brother Chen-hai
run their family’s affairs. Blabbermouth can’t be acting so
diligent for the sake of the people; he’s bound to be up to
some trick. He’s still got those same greasy ways he had
as a salesman in that big merchant’s shop in Huangpao Town.
If only there was someone who could remind Chairman Chen-

84

shan of his duty. What a pity. Chen-shan’s a good, capable
fellow.”

When he had finished grinding the meal, Tseng-fu went into
the flagstone-paved courtyard of rich peasant Yao to return the
whisk broom.

“Just put it there,” Yao ordered irritably, his full face dark
beneath his round felt skull-cap.

As Tseng-fu placed the little broom on the window-sill, he
took a quick look inside. On the floor were several bulging
sacks of grain. Tseng-fu discovered what he had wanted to
learn when he purposely borrowed the broom from this court-
yard.

“So he’s at it again,” Tseng-fu thought to himself as he
walked out of the compound gate. The thing was like a knot
in his heart. Rich peasants were shipping grain to relatives in
other villages and, in their names, were squeezing the poor.
Needy families in Fifth Village, by devious methods, were bor-
rowing grain outside at usurious rates of interest.

All day Tseng-fu squatted on his heels on the clearing before
his thatched cottage weaving a rice-straw window screen, at
the same time keeping a vigilant eye on the movements of his
rich neighbour. He did this neither out of curiosity nor fromr
any sense of responsibility; it was a strong class feeling that
made him so concerned about this rich peasant’s shipments of
grain. The exploitation of any poor peasant hurt Tseng-fu as
much as if he had been the victim himself. He hated his neigh-
bour uncompromisingly, to the marrow of his bones. It seemed
to him that exploitation by a rich peasant was no less despicable
than exploitation by a landlord. During the two-year land-
reform period, Yao had turned over to the village government
ten tan of grain every spring for relief loans to needy families.
But now that the new deeds had been issued, the rich peasants,
no longer fearful of being classified as landlords, were once
more showing their nastiness. Tseng-fu was determined to find
out just where Yao was shipping those sacks of grain.

But even by the time the sun was disappearing behind the
Chinling Mountains, and the spring chill was sweeping down
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on the plain from Mount Chungnan, and Tseng-fu's fingers
were too frozen for him to go on with his weaving outdoors,
he still had seen no sign of activity from his neighbour.

That night, around eleven, the moon shone on the paper win-
dow pane of Tseng-fu’s cottage. Holding his little son in his
arms, he was lying on his kang, his eyelids heavy with drow-
siness. But like all people with things on their mind, he was
unable to sleep. When he heard his rich neighbour’s gate
creak, his head cleared immediately, and his eyes became alert.

Hastily, he dressed and went out. The dark figure of a
man driving one donkey and leading another was passing the
cedar-fringed ground of the Yao family cemetery.

“Hum! That fellow’s up to no good,” Tseng-fu thought.
He quickly shut the door of the cottage in which little Tsai-
tsai was sleeping and dashed off in the direction of Black
Dragon Creek where Feng Yu-wan, leader of the people’s
militia, lived. The sound of Tseng-fu’s racing footsteps roused
all the dogs in Kuan Creek Hamlet. Their furious barking
accompanied him right to Yu-wan’s shack.

“Yu-wan. Yu-wan,” he called, gasping for breath.

“Eh?” the militia leader’s voice answered from inside.

“Quick.” :

“What is it?”

“Get up.”

An instant later, fully dressed, a rifle in his hand, Yu-wan
burst out of the door. His burning eyes fixed themselves on
Tseng-fu questioningly. The militia captain was tough and
tensed for battle as his hand fumbled for the buttons of the
padded jacket.

Tseng-fu grasped him by the arm and in a low voice told
him what he had discovered.

“The needy families in our village are waiting to borrow
low-interest grain, and Yao slips out every night to deliver his
grain elsewhere.”

“I'll stop him. T'll ask the son of a bitch what he thinks
he’s doing.”
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Yu-wan flew off down a path gleaming white in the moon-
light through a field of dark barley shoots in the direction
Tseng-fu had indicated. Tseng-fu himself set out vigorously
for Chen-shan’s shack.

“We've got you at last,” he said to Yao mentally with
satisfaction. “If you’re not lending grain at usurious interest,
why should you be sneaking it out in the middle of the night?”

“Pll tell the chairman of the village deputies, then Yao will
catch it,” he thought. “Chen-shan will fill his big chest, look
Yao in the eye, give a roar like a dive bomber, and Yao will
shrink smaller than a mouse when it sees a cat.”

How happy this prospect made Tseng-fu. Everyone respected
Chen-shan; Tseng-fu wasn’t the only one. Even in the days
before Liberation when Yao was a little king in Frog Flat, Chen-
shan wasn’t afraid of him. People called the creek Yao used
for irrigation Tyrant’s Creek. Any time he wanted water, with
a righteous air he would block the outlets of the poor tenant-
peasants, although they might be just in the process of water-
ing their paddy fields. No one dared protest.

But one summer big Chen-shan and the strapping Yao
fought on the grassy bank of the creek. With Chen-shan hold-
ing Yao by the collar and Yao clutching Chen-shan by the
shirt, the two men crossed the Tang Stream to Hsiapao Vil-
lage and marched into the big temple where the Kuomintang
township government office was then located. This boldness
on the part of Chen-shan made him the hero of all the poor
tenant-peasants; he had done what every one of them had long-
ed to do but didn’t dare.

Tseng-fu was confident that Chen-shan, today chaitman of
the village deputies, would certainly not permit any rich peasant
to sabotage the loan of grain to needy families.

He strode energetically up to Chen-shan’s gate and knocked.
The chairman responded from somewhere inside. A few mo-
ments later, the gate creaked open and Chen-shan appeared,
holding together a jacket that was draped over his shoulders,
his big body still exuding the heat of his warm bedding. Lean-
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ing forward slightly, he listened to Tseng-fu’s hasty report.
Chen-shan’s hatred of Yao and his anxiety to make the grain-
lending programme a success whipped him into a rage against
the rich peasant. Tseng-fu could feel the hot breath from Chen-
shan’s hairy nostrils blowing against his face. He had been
right to inform the chairman.

“Let me get my belt sash, then we’ll go.”

Chen-shan went back into the house. Tseng-fu waited hap-
pily at the gate. He was sure that by now Yu-wan’s flying
legs had caught up with Yao.

But when Chen-shan again emerged from the compound he
had changed his tune. “Aiya, Tseng-fu, I've just thought it over.
We can’t do this.”

Tseng-fu hesitated.

“Why not? Our government’s calling for low-interest grain
loans, and Yao’s shipping it out to earn usury. We've a right
to nab him and question him.”

“Where is he getting usury? From whom? How many
loans has he made? How much interest is he charging? Have
you got all these facts?”

“Well, no, not yet.”

“It's no good, Tseng-fu. Yao will never admit it.”

“He won’t, eh? Then we'll ask him —if you're not after
high interest, why are you sneaking grain out in the middle of
the night?”

“And he’ll say the grain is his; it’s nobody’s business whether
he moves it during the day or after dark. Tseng-fu, our govern-
ment has announced that the land-reform period is over, the
private property of landlords and rich peasants isn’t frozen any
more. That Yao is a vicious dog. We've got to be careful
with him. There’s no law against his shipping his grain,” Chen-
shan explained reasonably. He knew all the rules.

Tseng-fu was speechless. In his anger, he had acted hastily.
Now he hesitated, a little worried. He had forgotten about

the land-reform period being over. That was an important
point.
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“But the call for low-interest grain,” he queried after a pause,
“isn’t that also something our people’s government has de-
cided?”

“Hey, Tseng-fu,” Chen-shan chuckled, very friendly, “it’s
only a call. It’s not a law. We can’t force people to lend.
I wish we could still operate like we did during the land re-
form, brother,” Chen-shan added, in a burst of frankness. “It
was much easier then. But those days are gone, I'm afraid.”

And he gave Tseng-fu some well-meant advice. “Each of
us has to start making his own plans, brother. Of course the
Communist Party is good to the poor, but it can’t run a land
reform every year. The only way a man can pull out the roots
of his poverty is by increasing his farm’s output.”

The chairman’s words chilled Tseng-fu to the heart. His
whole body became icy.

“How in the world can I increase output?” he thought, “It’s
all right for you to talk.” He was beginning to get annoyed
with this chairman whom he had respected so.

“But suppose Yu-wan has already stopped Yao? What
should we do?” Tseng-fu shivered. He looked very dispirited.

“Do?” Chen-shan gave a self-assured laugh. “Just tell him
to let the fellow go. If we don’t bother him, he won’t give
us any trouble. It’s cold out here. You’d better hurry. Where
did you leave Tsai-tsai? You’re much too eager.”

Tseng-fu had no strength in his legs on the road home; his
head felt woéden. It seemed to him that Chen-shan’s show
of concern for him was empty, valueless. His future appeared
uncertain and difficult. He admitted he shouldn’t have tried to
stop Yao's grain; Chen-shan understood policy better than he.
But Chen-shan’s words, the way he spoke and laughed, showed
that he was becoming prosperous, that he could no longer ‘sense
what was in a poor man’s heart. Shortly after Liberation,
especially during the early stage of the land reform when poor
peasants and hired hands were being helped to recognize and
join in the class struggle, Chen-shan had talked to them with
warmth and sympathy. He was different now.
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This change in the Communist who had enjoyed the highest
prestige in the village was a blow to Tseng-fu. He feared
that the way things were going it would be hard for him to
hang on to the six mou he had received under the land reform.
What could he do? He was short of food grain; he didn’t
know where he was going to get the money for this season’s
fertilizer. He still hadn’t repaid the loan from the People’s
Bank for the purchase of the draught ox. Would he be able
to borrow any more? If only he lived further downstream, he
could join Sheng-pao’s mutual-aid team. Maybe then he
wouldn’t have these problems. But his land was two /i away
from theirs.

Ho! Ahead, someone was walking towards him with large
sttides. Who was it?

“Yu-wan,” he called tentatively.

“You’re a fine one, Tseng-fu.” Yu-wan’s voice rang sharply
across the plain in the silence of the night. “You’re the limit.
Yao was heading for Huangpao, and you sent me chasing off to
the south.”

“The crafty devil. He must have started south just to throw
people off the track,” thought Tseng-fu. “He probably circled
round Kuan Creek Hamlet and then turned east. Yao’s going
to his father-in-law’s place again.” Aloud he said, “So he got
away. All right, forget it.”

Yu-wan pushed his black cap to the back of his head. The
perspiration on his broad brow glistened in the moonlight. His
rifle slung across his back, he stood before Tseng-fu.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked curiously.

“No, nothing.” Tseng-fu was relieved that Yao had not been
caught. He was careful not to say anything to this impetuous
militia leader which would reveal his dissatisfaction with the
chairman of the village deputies. “T’ll tell you about it some
other time,” he said evasively. “Let’s go back.”

In the misty night Tseng-fu started home along a greyish
path through the dark wheat fields. Walking alone, he thought
of his beloved sleeping the long sleep twelve feet under, and
of his pitiful little Tsai-tsai whom he had left like some inani-
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mate object on the kang in their thatched cottage. He thought
of the cold manner in which those two middle peasants had
refused to join his mutual-aid team. He thought of the trouble
he would have half month from now, when his food grain
would be exhausted. Tseng-fu’s nose itched. Tears blurred
his eyes. But he bit his lip and wouldn’t let them fall. Blink-
ing a few times, he drew the tears into his throat. He could
taste their saltiness as they slid into his stomach, in which
reposed only a few bowls of thin corn-meal gruel.

“What are you bawling about?” he berated himself. “Your
bones are hard. We’'ll meet things as they come. You got
through the old society, didn’t you? Even if Chen-shan isn’t
reliable, the Communist Party isn’t just him alone. What are
you scared of?”




Spring rain came hissing down. Through the rain-spattered
window of the railway carriage Sheng-pao could see in the
western part of the Chinling Range the pine-covered slopes of
Taipo Mountain, and on the plain of the upper reaches of the
Wei bamboo groves, farmland and towns — all shrouded in a
misty white rain that extended over hundreds of /.

As the train pulled into Kuohsien, the county seat, dusk
was falling on the railway station and the little street that ran
off from it at right angles. Two minutes later the train, having
discharged a few passengers at the small dripping station, un-
hesitatingly plunged again into the driving rain.

By then shopkeepers on both sides of the street had lit their
lanterns and hung them outside their doors, illuminating the
muddy thoroughfare. At the southern end of the street, the
Wei River, swollen by the rain, roared through the darkness.
It sounded as if the water was rising directly behind the houses.
Actually, the noise was being magnified by the stillness of the
night.

Because the river was so rapid at this time of the year, there
was no evening ferry service. Passengers arriving on the late
train had to spend the night in town. Attendants from the
local hotels were explaining the situation to the newcomers and
leading them to their various establishments. In a few mo-
ments the little street was empty. Only Sheng-pao remained.
Pieces of gunny sacking over his head and shoulders and
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wrapped around his bed roll, the young peasant stood alone
in the inky darkness beneath an old mat awning extending from
the wall of the station building.

Why didn’t he go to a hotel? Surely they weren’t all filled?

No, but Sheng-pao did have a small problem. He had come
several hundred i to buy rice seed. The better hotels here
charged forty or fifty cents a night. Even if you shared a large
heated kang with several other guests, the cost was twenty
cents. Sheng-pao hated to spend the money. When he left
his home on the Tang Stream, this item had not been included
in his budget. “Any place will do to spend the night,” he
had thought. He hadn’t anticipated that the rain would strand
him at the railway station. But he was only mildly disturbed.

“Damn the luck. Where can I go at this hour? . . .”

As he stood in the little street beside the station, his mind
went back to the paddy fields of Frog Flat. Money didn’t
come easily to the poor peasants and former hired hands down
there. They tried to make every cent do the work of two.
How hard it had been, collecting money for the trip. People
in other mutual-aid teams had assured him several times that
when he went they would ask him to buy seed for them as well.
But when he was ready to set out, none of them produced any
cash. He even had to advance money for two families of his
own team. If he hadn’t, hey! — there wouldn’t have been the
breath of chance that every member of the team would switch
to a better strain of seed as their plan provided.

“Sheng-lu.” Angrily he recalled the behaviour of his cousin,
the son of Liang the Eldest. “I've seen through you at last.
Befote our Party rectification discussions I didn’t realize how
important mutual-aid teams and co-operative farming are. I
thought — you’ve got a lot of land and good draught animals;
you be our team leader and I'll help out. What a farce. All
you wanted was to get rich. How could you lead poor peas-
ants and ex-hired hands to socialism? You gave me money
for your own rice seed, but when I wanted to borrow three
yuan you said that your father controls your family’s money,
though I know perfectly well that you do. All right. We'll
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see if I can’t buy seeds for the rest of the team members without
your help.”

Sheng-pao knew exactly how much money he had brought,
how much seed he was going to buy, its cost of transport, and
the price of his own round trip fare. How could he spend any
extra, just for the sake of a comfortable bed?

People around the Tang Stream had only recently learned
that in Kuohsien County there was a fast-growing strain of
rice. It could be harvested early enough in autumn to allow
the planting of a crop of wheat. The following summer, after
the wheat was cut, there would be sufficient time to flood the
fields and transplant rice shoots. In this way, with the help
of fertilizer, you could get two crops a year. Sheng-pao’s mu-
tual-aid team had decided that this autumn they would not
plant barley. You call barley grain? Rich peasant Yao and
well-to-do middle peasants Shih-fu, Iron Man and Sheng-lu
used it only to feed their stock. They never ate the stuff if
they could avoid it. But the hard-pressed poor peasants and
former hired hands, although they raised rice, could not afford
it at their meals. They filled their stomachs with barley, millet
and corn. To Sheng-pao this was unfair.

Before Sheng-pao had left, Jen the Fourth, his back bent with
toil, had said to him gratefully, “If we make a success of this
experiment of yours, we’ll harvest twice as much from every
mown. If that happens, my wife and I will pray all our lives
for your happiness. What can I say? Our kids will be eating
muffins of wheat. No more of that nasty barley.”

“Even if our rice fields yield only two hundred catties of
wheat per mou, Comrade Sheng-pao, with five thousand zou
of paddy in Huangpao District — that’s a million catties of
wheat,” Comrade Wang, district Party secretary, had said, his
pencil rapping the table for emphasis. He had gazed deeply
at Sheng-pao. The young team leader had seen the encourage-
ment and trust in his eyes.

“Even if I have to sleep out under the eaves, I'm going to
save that twenty cents,” standing beneath the mat awning,
Sheng-pao told himself. Used to the smell of rice root smoke
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which came from the cook stoves at home, he didn’t like one
bit the odour of coal that filled the small street by the station.

Having made up his mind, Sheng-pao felt much better. Even
the smell of burning coal didn’t seem so sickening. As a child
he had begged on the street and slept in a landlord’s stable.
As a youth he had been compelled to hide out for years in
the wilds of the Chinling Mountains. But Sheng-pao never
knew the meaning of the word difficulty. He felt that when
doing things for the people, as the Party instructed him to, any
hardship was really a pleasure. Only those who were always
seeking rewards could never forget the hardships they went
through for the people’s sake. He remembered seeing waiting
passengers sleeping in the railway station when he was getting
on the train. That gave him a good idea. Sheng-pao grinned.
He would spend a luxurious night in the railway station here.
No need to sleep out under the eaves tonight.

A piece of gunny sack covering his head, another across his
shoulders, a third protecting his bed roll, he walked into a
small restaurant, a cheerful smile on his face. He ordered a
five-cent bowl of noodles, then drank two bowls of the water
in which the noodles had been cooked — there was no charge
for this —to wash down one of the griddle cakes his mother
had prepared for him. Unpinning the pocket flap of his padded
jacket, he held the pin in his lips as he fished out a small red
cloth packet. Inside this, wrapped in an old exercise sheet of
his sister Hsiu-lan, were the worn bills he had collected from
the hard-working members of his mutual-aid team. Sheng-pao
selected a five-cent note, so tattered that it was in imminent
danger of falling apart, and paid for the noodles.

Although both the restaurant waiter and cashier watched
him with derisive smiles, he calmly consumed his dried-out
griddle cakes with the aid of the free noodle-water. The fact
that others laughed at his frugal peasant ways didn’t upset him
in the least. On the contrary, he kept reminding himself:
When you’re away from home, you’ve got to be cool and care-
ful; otherwise you're liable to make mistakes or lose things. If
you fail on this trip, you'll hurt the Party’s prestige.
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Sheng-pao was an honest fellow. During his two years as
leader of the local militia, he had never strutted or blustered.
He became a Communist in 1952, at the time of the rectifica-
tion campaign to educate Party members in socialist ideology.

From then on, Sheng-pao was more conscientious than ever. -

In both speech and action he appeared maturer than his twenty-
seven years. Another man from Hsiapao, who joined the Party
the same day as Sheng-pao, gave the impression that he was
rather proud of himself the moment he stepped out of the
conference room where the group had been formally accepted
into membership. Sheng-pao was just the opposite. Feeling
that whatever he did influenced not so much his own standing
as that of the Party, at times he was, if anything, too reticent.

Leaving the restaurant, Sheng-pao walked across the muddy
street to the railway ticket office. In 1953 the small stations
on this line still didn’t have any electric light. Once the train
pulled out, the little station again became as dark as its sur-
roundings. It was lonely and secluded, except at train time.
Sheng-pao lit a match and looked around. He lit a second
and chose a place to sleep. Then he lit a third match and
spread his gunny sacking on the station’s brick floor. He sat
down and leaned against the baggage scale while filling and
lighting his short pipe. Then he stretched out on the sacking
and puffed blissfully.

“This is a fine place. Quiet, and plenty of room,” he thought
with a grin. “I'll have a good night’s sleep here, and tomorrow,
first thing in the morning, I'll cross the Wei, go to the rice region
at the foot of Taipo Mountain, and buy our seed.”

Perhaps because he was too excited, or maybe because he
was in new surroundings, the young peasant so far from home
was unable to sleep.

Outside the window of the ticket office he could hear the
wind and the rain and the rushing Wei River.

Although far from home, he felt very close to the families
living amid the paddy fields of Frog Flat. Sheng-pao thought
of his mother. She must be worrying about him this rainy night,
wondering where he was. He thought of Liang the Third, his
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step-father. Was the old man angry because he was taking
this trip? He thought of his sister, Hsiu-lan. She was sure to
be explaining to old Liang, trying to make him see that Sheng-
pao was doing the right thing, He thought of the reliable mem-
bers of his mutual-aid team — Yu-wan, Huan-hsi, Jen the Fourth.
And then he thought of Kai-hsia, and his mind refused to leave
her — this girl who, unknown to him, was wondering whether to
become his wife. With his eyes closed, he seemed to see her at
his side, smiling, gazing at him fondly, stirring and disturbing
him.

They had been together often during the land reform. Both
had attended a conference of young activists in the county seat,
and they frequently crossed the Tang Stream with administrative
personnel and young activists from other villages to attend town-
ship government meetings in Hsiapao. Kai-hsia obviously liked
being with Sheng-pao. She sat near him at meetings, and walked
beside him on the road.

One dark night, when they were returning from a meeting of
the township government, they found that the swollen stream had
washed away the foot-bridge. Everyone had to wade across.
Blabbermouth had wanted to help Kai-hsia, but she politely
refused and put her hand in Sheng-pao’s. Young Sheng-pao
remembered the touch of that hand ever after, although the
memory made him unhappy.

Eyeing them suspiciously, people began discussing them behind
their backs. At that time Kai-hsia had not yet broken her en-
gagement to the man in Chou Village and Sheng-pao’s sickly
little child-bride was still alive. After receiving a gentle hint
from Secretary Lu of the township Party branch, Sheng-pao
forced himself to stay away from Kai-hsia.

But now Kai-hsia was twenty-one years old and had ended her
engagement and Sheng-pao’s pitiful little child-bride had died.
Could it be that he and Kai-hsia . . . ? No, it probably wasn’t so
simple. The girl was going to school. Maybe she wanted
someone better than a muddy-legged peasant for a husband.

How could he learn what she really thought? His sister Hsiu-
lan could find out, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask her.
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