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By Pearl S. Buck

BARREN SPRING, from The First Wife and Other Stories, by Pearl
Sydenstricker Buck, New York, The John Day Company, 1933, pp. 279-283.

Pearl Sydenstricker Buck (1892-1973), American novelist. Her parents were
missionaries in China, so she was brought up in our country. She was married,
first, to John Lossing Buck, at one time professor of Rural Economics at the
University of Nanking. This early part of her life she included in her biography
of her mother, in her novel The Exile, published in 1935. In the same year she
divorced her husband to marry her present husband Richard J. Walsh, owner of
the John Day Publishing House. She still writes under the name of Mrs. Pearl
S. Buck. The Good Earth, generally considered as her best novel on China, was
awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1932 for being the best novel published for the last

year in America.
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Liu, the farmer, sat at the door of his one-room house. It was a warm
evening in late February, and in his thin body he felt the coming of
spring. How he knew that the time had now come when sap should
stir in trees and life begin to move in the soil he could not have told
himself. In other years it would have been easy enough. He could
have pointed to the willow trees about the house, and shown the
swelling buds. But there were no more trees now. He had cut them
off during the bitter winter when they were starving for food and he
had sold them one by one. Or he might have pointed to the pink-
tipped buds of his three peach trees and his six apricot trees that his
father had planted in his day so that now, being at the height of their
time, they bore a load of fruit every year. But these trees were also
gone. Most of all, in any other year than this he might have pointed
to his wheat fields, where he planted wheat in the winter when the
land was not needed for rice, and where, when spring was moving
into summer, he planted the good rice, for rice was his chief crop.
But the land told nothing, this year. There was no wheat on it, for the
flood had covered it long after wheat should have been planted, and
it lay there cracked and like clay but newly dried.

Well, on such a day as this, if he had his buffalo and his plow as he
had always had in other years, he would have gone out and plowed
up that cracked soil. He ached to plow it up and make it look like a
field again, yes, even though he had not so much as one seed to put
in it. But he had no buffalo. If anyone had told him that he would
eat his own water buffalo that plowed the good land for him, and
year after year pulled the stone roller over the grain and threshed it at



003

harvest he would have called that man idiot. Yet it was what he had
done. He had eaten his own water buffalo, he and his wife and his
parents and his four children, they had all eaten the buffalo together.

But what else could they do on that dark winter’s day when the
last of their store of grain was gone, when the trees were cut and sold,
when he had sold everything, even the little they had saved from the
flood, and there was nothing left except the rafters of the house they
had and the garments they wore? Was there sense in stripping the coat
off one’s back to feed one’s belly? Besides, the beast was starving also,
since the water had covered even the grass lands, and they had had to
go far afield to gather even enough to cook its bones and flesh. On
that day when he had seen the faces of his old parents set as though
dead, on that day when he had heard the crying of his children and
seen his little daughter dying, such a despair had seized him as made
him like a man without his reason, so that he had gathered together
his feeble strength and he had done what he said he never would; he
had taken the kitchen knife and gone out and killed his own beast.
When he did it, even in his despair, he groaned, for it was as though
he killed his own brother. To him it was the last sacrifice.

Yet it was not enough. No, they grew hungry again and there
was nothing left to kill. Many of the villagers went south to other
places, or they went down the river to beg in the great cities. But he,
Liu the farmer, had never begged. Moreover, it seemed to him then
that they must all die and the only comfort left was to die on their
own land. His neighbor had come and begged him to set forth with
them; yes, he had even said he would carry one of the old parents on
his back so that Liu might carry the other, seeing that his own old
father was already dead. But Liu had refused, and it was well, for in
the next two days the old mother was dead, and if she had died on
the way he could only have cast her by the roadside lest the others be
delayed and more of them die. As it was he could put her safely into
their own ground, although he had been so weak that it had taken
him three days to dig a hole deep enough for her little old withered
body. And then before he could get her buried he and his wife had
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quarreled over the poor few clothes on the old body. His wife was a
hard woman and she would have buried the old mother naked, if he
had let her, so as to have the clothes for the children. But he made
her leave on the inner coat and trousers; although they were only
rags after all, and when he saw the cold earth against his old mother’s
flesh—well, that was sorrow for a man, but it could not be helped.
Three more he had buried somehow, his old father and his baby
daughter and the little boy who had never been strong.

That was what the winter’s famine had taken from them. It would
have taken them all except that in the great pools lying everywhere,
which were left from the flood, there were shrimps, and these they
had eaten raw and were still eating, although they were all sick with
a dysentery that would not get well. In the last day or so his wife had
crawled out and dug a few sprouting dandelions. But there was no
fuel and so they also were eaten raw. But the bitterness was good after
the tasteless flesh of the raw shrimps. Yes, spring was coming,.

He sat on heavily, looking out over his land. If he had his buffalo
back, if he had his plow that they had burned for fuel, he could plow
the land. But when he thought of this as he did many times every
day, he felt helpless as a leaf tossed upon the flood. The buffalo was
gone; gone also his plow and every implement of wood and bamboo,
and what other had he? Sometimes in the winter he had felt grateful
that at least the flood had not taken all the house as it had so many
other houses. But now suddenly it came to him that he could be
grateful for nothing, no, not even that he had his life left him and the
life of his wife and the two older children. He felt tears come into his
eyes slowly as they had not even come when he buried his old mother
and saw the earth fall against her flesh, bared by the rags which had
comforted him that day. But now he was comforted by nothing. He
muttered to himself.

“I have no seed to plant in the land. There the land lies! I could go
and claw it up with my hands if I had the seed and the land would
bear. I know my good land. But I have no seed and the land is empty.
Yes, even though spring comes, we must still starve! ”
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And he looked, hopeless, into the barren spring.

late February, towards the end of the month of February; the latter part of
February.

thin, because he had not had enough to eat all through the winter. Did you
read any significance into the words sat and one-room of the previous line?

In this sentence, how did Mrs. Buck avoid repeating the words the coming of
spring?

it would have been easy enough in other years to know that spring was
coming, for he could have pointed to the swelling buds on his willow trees,
to the pink-tipped buds of his three peach trees and his six apricot trees, to his
wheat fields; but, this year, there were no more trees and the land told nothing.
swelling buds, one of the many signs of the approach of spring. What about
pink-tipped buds?

in his day, in his lifetime; when he was full of vigor.

at the height of their time, having reached the period of growth when these fruit
trees should be bearing the most fruit.

“the land lay there cracked and it lay there like clay only newly dried.”

if he had, but he did not have them.

He ached. He wanted very much to work, but he lacked the seeds and the
implements.

their store of grain, their stock or supply of grain.

rafters, the sloping timbers of the roof of a house.

Was there sense in stripping the coat off one’s back to feed one’s belly? If
Farmer Liu did not feed his belly (stomach), he would starve to death; if he
stripped the coat off his back and sold the clothes for money to buy food for his
belly, he would freeze to death from the cold. Farmer Liu thought that it was
more sensible for him to keep his clothes on and try to get food by some other
means, by killing his starving buffalo, for example. So he killed the animal.
faces set, faces took on a hard expression, became motionless as in death.

last, utmost; extreme; supreme; greatest.

down the river. What river must this be that flows by great cities?

his own father, his neighbor’s own father.
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hard, hard-hearted; not easily influenced emotionally; unfeeling.

cold. Two meanings: cold in the sense of low temperature, for in winter the
ground is actually very cold; cold in the emotional sense, in that the earth was
not sympathetic, was unfeeling, unmoved, apathetic.

shrimps, # .

dysentery, 75l —a disease of the bowels, with inflamed mucous membrane
and intestinal glands, griping pains, and mucous and bloody evacuations.
sprouting dandelions, dandelions which were beginning to put forth shoots,
to grow. The dandelion is a yellow-flowered composite plant with widely
toothed leaves. It grows wild, especially in well-kept lawns, where it is a pest.
Sprouting dandelions show that spring was coming.

heavily, sadly; despondently; dolefully; melancholicly.

as a leaf tossed upon the flood. This is a mode of expressing abstract (not
concrete) ideas by words which suggest pictures or images and is known as a
figure of speech. This particular figure of speech that we give here is a simile,
which is an imaginative comparison between objects essentially unlike, except
in certain aspects, and declares that A is like B, or, “he felt helpless as a leaf
tossed upon the flood.” A simile may be condensed into a metaphor, which
imaginatively identifies one object with another, and ascribes to the one
qualities of the other. A metaphor assumes that A is B, or, “he was a leaf tossed
upon the flood.” A metaphor may usually be expanded into a simile.

he could be grateful for nothing. Why could he be grateful for nothing? Why
was he comforted by nothing? Why did tears come now when they had not

even come when he buried his old mother?

1. How did Farmer Liu know that spring was coming? In other years what
signs could he have pointed to?

2. What had seemed to him “the last sacrifice”?

3. What further sacrifices did he have to make?

4. Summarize all that the winter’s famine had taken?

5. Why the title “Barren Spring”?
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By W. Somerset Maugham

THE BEAST OF BURDEN, from On a Chinese Screen, by William
Somerset Maugham, New York, George H. Doran Company, 1922, pp. 77-79.

William Somerset Maugham (1874-1965), English dramatist and novelist.
In 1921, Mr. Maugham traveled through China. His impressions of places and
persons he recorded in his book of delightful sketches On a Chinese Screen,
from which book THE BEAST OF BURDEN and THE SONG OF THE
RIVER were taken.
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At first when you see the coolie on the road, bearing his load, it is
as a pleasing object that he strikes the eye. In his blue rags, a blue
of all colors from indigo to turquoise and then to the paleness
of a milky sky, he fits the landscape. He seems exactly right as he
trudges along the narrow causeway between the rice fields or climbs
a green hill. His clothing consists of no more than a short coat and
a pair of trousers; and if he had a suit which was at the beginning all
of a piece, he never thinks when it comes to patching to choose a bit
of stuff of the same color. He takes anything that comes handy. From
sun and rain he protects his head with a straw hat shaped like an
extinguisher with a preposterously wide, flat brim.

You see a string of coolies come along, one after the other, each
with a pole on his shoulders from the ends of which hang two great
bales, and they make an agreeable pattern. It is amusing to watch
their hurrying reflections in the padi water. You watch their faces as
they pass you. They are good-natured faces and frank, you would
have said, if it had not been drilled into you that the oriental is
inscrutable; and when you see them lying down with their loads
under a banyan tree by a wayside shrine, smoking and chatting
gaily, if you have tried to lift the bales they carry for thirty miles or
more a day, it seems natural to feel admiration for their endurance
and their spirit. But you will be thought somewhat absurd if you
mention your admiration to the old residents of China. You will
be told with a tolerant shrug of the shoulders that the coolies are
animals and for two thousand years from father to son have carried
burdens, so it is no wonder if they do it cheerfully. And indeed you
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can see for yourself that they begin early, for you will encounter little
children with a yoke on their shoulders staggering under the weight
of vegetable baskets.

The day wears on and it grows warmer. The coolies take off their
coats and walk stripped to the waist. Then sometimes in a man
resting for an instant, his load on the ground but the pole still on
his shoulders so that he has to rest slightly crouched, you see the
poor tired heart beating against the ribs: you see it as plainly as in
some cases of heart disease in the out-patients’ room of a hospital.
It is strangely distressing to watch. Then also you see the coolies’
backs. The pressure of the pole for long years, day after day, has
made hard red scars, and sometimes even there are open sores,
great sores without bandages or dressing that rub against the wood;
but the strangest thing of all is that sometimes, as though nature
sought to adapt man for these cruel uses to which he is put, an odd
malformation seems to have arisen so that there is a sort of hump,
like a camel’s, against which the pole rests. But beating heart or angry
sore, bitter rain or burning sun notwithstanding, they go on eternally,
from dawn dill dusk, year in year out, from childhood to the extreme
of age. You see old men without an ounce of fat on their bodies, their
skin loose on their bones, wizened, their little faces wrinkled and
apelike, with hair thin and grey; and they totter under their burdens
to the edge of the grave in which at last they shall have rest. And still
the coolies go, not exactly running, but not walking either, sidling
quickly, with their eyes on the ground to choose the spot to place
their feet, and on their faces a strained, anxious expression. You can
make no longer a pattern of them as they wend their way. Their effort
oppresses you. You are filled with a useless compassion.

In China it is man that is the beast of burden.

“To be harassed by the wear and tear of life, and to pass rapidly
through it without the possibility of arresting one’s course,—is not
this pitiful indeed? To labor without ceasing, and then, without living
to enjoy the fruit, worn out, to depart, suddenly, one knows not
whither,—is not that a just cause for grief ?”
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So wrote the Chinese mystic.

coolie, an unskilled hired laborer or porter. The word is probably derived from
the Hindu word kuli or quli.

pleasing object. The first and the second paragraphs tell what things are
pleasing in the coolie.

indigo to turquoise, deep violet-blue to light green-blue.

trudges, walks wearily, with his feet dragging the ground.

causeway;, a raised walk or road, across wet and marshy ground.

suit. The short coat and the trousers make a suit of clothes.

all of a piece, all of the same color, because taken from one piece of cloth.
patching, putting a piece of cloth on to mend or repair a hole or rent in the
clothing,

extinguisher, a hollow cone for extinguishing, putting out, a candle or other
flame.

preposterously, unusually; absurdly; very, very.

string of coolies, line of coolies one following the other.

bales, packages of merchandise usually done up in canvas and corded or metal-
hooped.

agreeable picks up the word pleasing in the second line of the first paragraph.
padi. Paddy is the more usual English form of this word, but padi is the
correct Malay form. Padi is the Malay for rice, whether growing or cut,
whether in the straw or in the husk. By extension, especially in the adjectival
use, the word has come to mean rice in general.

good-natured, inclined to please or to be pleased.

frank, undisguised; open; outspoken; sincere; candid.

drilled into you, taught repeatedly to you; told time and again to you;
disciplined into you.

oriental, the Chinese, the Japanese, the Koreans, and others of the Far East or
the Orient. The Orient is the place where the sun rises, in the east.
inscrutable, wholly mysterious, incapable of being penetrated or searched
into or understood; incomprehensible; not given to expressing their emotions

frankly or candidly. The Occidentals or foreigners from the West generally
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regard us Orientals of the East as a race of people who do not show our
emotions on our faces and are therefore inscrutable or not easily understood by
them.

banyan tree, an Fast Indian moraceous tree, the branches of which send out
numerous aérial roots that grow down to the soil and form props or additional
trunks, often until a single tree covers so large an area that it will shelter
thousands of men; so called by the British in allusion to the use of the space
sheltered by the tree as a market-place by the native merchants, or banians.
wayside shrine, a small place of worship by the side of the road.

absurd, silly; weak-minded; foolish.

old residents, foreigners who have lived in our country for many years.
Sometimes they are called Old China Hands, although, strictly speaking, the
term ought to apply to business men who have been here for a long time.

with a tolerant shrug of the shoulders, as if you had said something that
was absolutely wrong, but that they were making allowances for your being a
newcomer to China, and were going through all this bother, really unnecessary
bother, of getting you to see the truth of the whole matter.

yoke, a frame fitted to a person’s shoulders and back for the carrying of heavy
packs; also a pole used for the carrying of suspended baskets.

staggering, tottering, swaying, unable to remain steady in walking and
standing, because of the heavy loads they were carrying.

wears on, continues on and on; drags on.

stripped to the waist, naked, without any covering, from head to waist.
crouched, bent low or stooped over, with bent legs.

out-patients’ room of a hospital, the room in a hospital where the out-
patients (outside patients; sick persons who do not live or remain in the
hospital) receive treatment.

distressing, causing severe physical or mental strain to the onlooker.

scars, marks remaining on the body after the wounds or ulcers have been
healed.

open sores, places where the skin and flesh are ruptured, broken apart, bruised,
or diseased, so as to be open to view.

bandages, flexible strips of cloth used in wrapping up wounds.

dressing, treatment of a wound with remedies, bandages, and other things.
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the wood of the pole.

an odd malformation, an unusual, abnormal growth on the body.

hump, an out-swelling protuberance, sometimes swelled or pushed beyond
the adjacent or near-by surface. In the case of these coolies, this hump is a
deformity, a malformation, caused by using that part of the human body too
much for the carrying of excessively heavy burdens; but with camels these
humps are regular features. Our Chinese camels have two humps while those of
Arabia are one-humped and are called dromedaries.

wizened, of shriveled or dried-up appearance.

wrinkled. A wrinkle is a furrowlike crease or depression or ridge in the skin,
generally that in the brow, and especially of the kind produced by age.

apelike, like an ape or monkey. The faces of monkeys are very much wrinkled
and wizened.

totter, walk unsteadily because of the heavy burdens; stagger.

to the edge of the grave, until they die.

sidling, moving with one side foremost; moving sidewise.

strained, stretched tight, as if in pain, laboring under hardships.

wend, proceed on; go on.

their effort, the effort that they make; their hard exertion.

useless compassion. Compassion, suffering with another, sorrow or pity for
another’s distress or misfortunes, is useless in the case of this author because
there is nothing that he personally can do to relieve or better the existing
conditions.

harassed, wearied; made tired.

wear and tear of life, loss or injury to which anything is subjected in the
course of use.

arresting, stopping.

to enjoy the fruit, to have satisfaction in the fruits of your labor; to make use
of the consequence of your labor; to take delight in what results from your
labor.

worn out modifies the person who is departing, who is dying.

This passage is taken from Herbert Giles's Chuang Tzu, from the chapter
entitled “The Identity of Contraries,” to be found on page 15 of the 1889
edition of that book.
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mystic, one who believes in the doctrine that the ultimate nature of reality or
the divine essence may be known in an immediate insight differing from all
ordinary sensation or ratiocination (reasoning, or the mental process of exact

thinking).

Questions

1. Describe the coolie on the road as “a pleasing object”? Why “object”?

2. Describe a string of coolies showing how they at first form “an agreeable
pattern” but later grow “distressing to watch”?

3. Why is your compassion useless?

4. What is a beast of burden? Name some beasts of burden.
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By W. Somerset Maugham

THE SONG OF THE RIVER, from On a Chinese Screen, by William
Somerset Maugham, New York, George H. Doran Company, 1922,
pp. 129-130.
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You hear it all along the river. You hear it, loud and strong, from
the rowers as they urge the junk with its high stern, the mast lashed
alongside, down the swift running stream. You hear it from the
trackers, a more breathless chaunt, as they pull desperately against
the current, half a dozen of them perhaps if they are taking up a
wupan, a couple of hundred if they are hauling a splendid junk, its
square sail set, over a rapid. On the junk, a man stands amidships
beating a drum incessantly to guide their efforts, and they pull with
all their strength, like men possessed, bent double; and sometimes
in the extremity of their travail they crawl on the ground, on all
fours, like the beasts of the field. They strain, strain fiercely, against
the pitiless might of the stream. The leader goes up and down the
line and when he sees one who is not putting all his will into the
task he brings down his split bamboo on the naked back. Each one
must do his utmost or the labor of all is vain. And still they sing a
vehement, eager chaunt, the chaunt of the turbulent waters. I do not
know how words can describe what there is in it of effort. It serves
to express the straining heart, the breaking muscles, and at the same
time the indomitable spirit of man which overcomes the pitiless force
of nature. Though the rope may part and the great junk swing back,
in the end the rapid will be passed; and at the close of the weary day
there is the hearty meal and perhaps opium pipe with its dreams
of ease. But the most agonizing song is the song of the coolies who
bring the great bales from the junk up the steep steps to the town
wall. Up and down they go endlessly, and endless as their toil rises
their rhythmic cry. He, aw-ah, oh. They are barefoot and naked to
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the waist. The sweat pours down their faces and their song is a groan
of pain. It is a sigh of despair. It is heart-rending. It is hardly human.
It is the cry of souls in infinite distress, only just musical, and that last
note is the ultimate sob of humanity. Life is too hard, too cruel, and
this is the final despairing protest. That is the song of the river.

junk, Chinese sailing vessel with high poop and little or no keel.

trackers, boatmen who walk along the edge of the river and pull the boat up
the river against the river current. They are called trackers because they track or
follow the path along the shore.

chaunt, or chant, a short or simple melody characterized by the reciting of
an indefinite number of syllables to one tone; the reciting of words in musical
monotones.

current, the flow of water in the river.

wupan, literally wu pan or five planks, a boat the bottom of which is made up
of five planks laid side by side; just as the sampan is literally san pan or three
planks.

rapid, a swift running part of the river where the surface is usually broken up
by obstructions of piles of rocks.

amidships, in or towards the middle of a ship especially with regard to her
length.

incessantly, continuing or following without interruption; unceasing;
uninterrupted.

like men possessed, like men influenced, controlled, dominated powerfully—
said especially of demons and spirits that are evil.

bent double, with body bent over into stooping or curled-up position, into an
inverted V position.

travail, labor; toil; severe exertion.

on all fours, crawling on hands and knees, the four alluding to the four limbs,
the two arms and the two legs.

beasts of the field, animals that work in the field.

pitiless, because the stream shows no pity.

Why does the leader beat the man who is not putting all his will into the task?
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vehement, acting with great force; furious; violent.

turbulent, in commotion; violently agitated or disturbed; tumultuous.
straining, pressed to extremes; doing its utmost; forced to exert itself to the
greatest possible extent; making violent efforts.

breaking, ready to come apart, usually with suddenness and violence.
indomitable, not to be subdued; unconquerable; unyielding,

part, break apart.

their rhythmic cry, their chaunt.

barefoot, not wearing shoes on their feet.

naked to the waist, stripped to the waist; without any clothing down to the
waist.

sweat or perspiration is moisture that comes out through the pores of the
body due, in this instance, to the hard work that the laborers are doing.
despair, desperation; hopelessness; the giving up of all hope.

heart-rending, it tears our hearts apart; it twists sympathy out of us.

hardly, scarcely; barely; almost not.

infinite, vast; immense; inexhaustible; unlimited.

ultimate sob of humanity, the last, final sob of human beings, beyond which
no other sob can be so distressing.

protest, solemn declaration of opinion against some act.

Questions

1. Who sang the song of the river?
2. Why is it called “the song of the river”? How does it resemble the rivers flow?

3. What is the meaning of the song?
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By Tan Shih-hua

BIRTH OF A SISTER, from 4 Chinese Testament, purporting to be the
autobiography of Tan Shih-hua, as told to Sergiei Mikhailovich Tretiakov,
New York, Simon and Shuster, 1934, Chapter XI.

Tan Shih-hua (Teng Hsi-hua) was a student under Sergiei Tretiakov, a teacher
of the Russian language in Peiping and known also for his Roar China, a

dramatic episode in nine scenes.
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My uncle’s school moved to another temple—a little larger than
the old one, but further away from our house. To prevent me from
getting too tired, walking to and from the school, he took me to
live with him, and sent me home every Saturday. He adopted the
European method of holidays. In his school, just as in the public
schools, we had one day a week for rest. In private schools the pupils
had to sit over their books from one Chinese holiday to another, and
holidays in China are as rare as springs in a desert.

One week day I was called out from the class. Our maid was waiting
for me. I gathered that something must be wrong with my mother. We
had a maid in the house only on days when mother was unable to work.
I walked home in a great hurry. On the way the maid told me news
which I had not expected at all.

“Your mother has borne you a sister.”

I was glad; I had always been so lonely at home.

The maid turned me over to my grandmother. Craftily and
solemnly the old woman led me into mother’s room. My mother
was lying silent on her bed. She was pale and thin. Her arms were
stretched out on the cover. A funny little bit of a bed stood next to
hers. Something wrapped in white and made entirely of little balls
and wrinkles was in it.

“A little girl,” said my grandmother.

I wanted to touch my little sister, but my grandmother would not
let me. Having failed in this, I decided to go immediately to a store
and get her some sweets. My grandmother sat down on my mother’s
bed and released her high, thin laughter. She would stop, look at me,
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then laugh again. I paid dearly for those sweets. My grandmother
loved to tease me.

[ said to her, “It is nice to have a girl.”

“No, it is very bad,” she said. “Here in Szechwan, we have to give
a dowry with the bride. It is just an expense. It would be different if
we were living in Kiangsu—there people pay the bride’s family.”

I did not agree with my grandmother. But she did not care. She
was laughing again, probably remembering those sweets.

Careful not to spill it, the maid brought my mother a bowl of
boiled chicken. Every woman in China gets boiled chicken for a
few days after her labor. Chicken is good. I looked longingly at the
bowl. Mother put me next to her on the bed, and we ate the chicken
together.

Taking away the empty bowl, my grandmother looked at me,
and said seriously and in a businesslike manner, “Really, Shih-hua, it
would not be bad if your mother bore you a sister or a brother every
year; then you would eat chicken quite often.”

A month later, our house was buzzing with relatives. Such a lot
of them. My mother was walking about, sweet and affable, but still
white and thin, although she had not worked all that month. She
entered the sitting room with my little sister in her arms, and all the
relatives, one after another, came up to her and touched the little
big-eyed girl, whose small stomach was covered with a red flannel
apron—a protection against the cold. The relatives argued about
whose nose the little girl was going to have, whose eyes, whose
mouth. They wished her good fortune.

“May she grow up to be as intelligent as her mother.”

“May she become a good hostess.”

“May she be the most beautiful bride in Hsien-Shih.”

“She will be a famous authoress.”

This last wish was expressed by my elder uncle. I knew it because,
being himself fond of writing, he always said the same thing to every
new-born baby.

The inspection was over, the little girl was wrapped up again and
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carried away. The relatives presented my mother with gifts. There
were eggs in woven baskets, cackling hens, bags of sugar, selected
rice—beautiful rice, which one would like to string on a thread and
wear for a necklace, so beautiful it was—and sweets. . . .

My grandmother glanced from the bag of sweets to me, and began
laughing again.

The procession of relatives moved to the dining room. At the
table, the return gifts from our family were distributed, each relative
receiving two red eggs. I was sad; we did not have enough money,
so I could not stick a gilt-paper hieroglyphic meaning “luck” on the
eggs.

A year later, on my sister’s birthday the same relatives again
crowded into our house. A red tablecloth was put on a table in the
sitting room, and all sorts of objects were spread out: a needle and
thread, a saucepan, a teapot, a paint-brush, an inkpot, a knife, a book
of verses, a book of stories, a flexible fencing-foil, a piece of printed
silk.

Then the little girl, who, in her embarrassment, was trying to stick
her foot into her mouth, was brought to the table, to see what object
she would pick up first. If she takes a brush, she will be an authoress;
if she grabs at a saucepan, she will be a housewife; if she touches silk,
she will be a well-dressed womany; if she picks up a foil, she will make
herself famous as a heroine or a chieftain.

I don't know what object my little sister chose. Judging by the fact
that she is now in Peking University, and shows a great deal of interest
in literature, she must have chosen a brush or a book. However, she
was a niece of two teachers. So many books and so much stationery
were piled up that day on the red cloth that the insignificant needle
and thread had no chance of getting into the hands of little Shih-
kuen.

In those days, she was the important person in the house. But I
did not mind. I was grown up. I was six years older than she.
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European method of holidays, having one day of rest a week.

public schools, in our country, the schools established by the city, provincial,
or national government where every qualified person can get a free education;
the opposites of private school which are maintained by private individuals or
bodies for the education of private students.

springs or places where water wells up from the earth are rare (hard to find),
because so few, in a desert.

one week day, any day in the week but not Sunday.

cover, the quilt or bed-cover.

Why little balls and wrinkles?

some sweets, some sweet candy for the new-born baby to eat. Of course we
know that babies of that age do not eat candy, but how was the little brother to
know that? It was cruel of the grandmother to laugh at the young lad. Still, we
must excuse her for she was only an ignorant old woman.

paid dearly, suffered much teasing; was often teased because of his mention of
going to the store to get the baby some candy.

On what occasion did the grandmother tease him, a little later in the story?
dowry, the money, goods, or estate which a woman brings with her to her
husband in marriage; dot.

labor, childbirth; the giving birth to children, because of the pains that attend
childbirth.

longingly, with eager desire.

Why businessslike manner?

buzzing, noisy because there were so many of them around.

What is this occasion mentioned here, that happens a month later, after the
birth of the child?

affable, gracious; courteous; sociable.

Hsien-Shih, their home village in Szechwan.

cackling, making sharp broken noises.

gilt-paper, paper golden-yellow colored.

hieroglyphic, word; pictorial symbol or emblematic figure.

flexible fencing-foil, soft sword used for fencing or sword-exercising.

embarrassment, not knowing what to do.
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stationery, writing paper. Stationery is not stationary, which means “standing
still.”

Shih-kuen, the name of the sister.

Questions

1. Notice the customs mentioned in connection with the birth of the sister, the
celebration a month later, and the sister’s birthday a year later.
2. How much older than his sister was the writer?

3. In what ways does the essay reveal the age of the brother?
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