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A WEDDING
QINGDAO,1946

On the day of her marriage, eighteen-year-old Reiqing sits alone in her village home. The wedding has been arranged by marriage introducers, as is the custom. Today the bride will meet her groom for the first time. She worries that her future husband will not be kindhearted and will not like her. But most of all she worries about her unbound feet. Bound feet are still in fashion. Little girls as young as five or six have to tuck four toes under the big toe and bandage them to stop the growth. The tighter the feet are bound the smaller they will become. The girls are so crippled they have to walk mostly on their heels. When Reiqing’s mother tried to bind her feet, she defied her and ran away. But what will her future husband and in-laws think about her unbound feet?

The groom is twenty-one. He leaves home before sunrise. Strong men are hired to carry two sedan chairs from his village to the bride’s. There are trumpets, cymbals, gongs, and bamboo flutes.

The bride is almost in a panic by the time her groom arrives. He wears a dark blue cotton gown and a tall hat. Silk flowers are pinned over his heart. He kneels, and kowtows three times, bowing his head all the way down to the floor, facing north, in the direction of the god of happiness.

A feast follows. The cost of the meal will break the bride’s family’s finances. Many relatives and friends chip in, but the favors and debts will have to be repaid in years to come.

While the groom’s people feast, the bride sits on her bed, her kang, away from everyone. A silk veil conceals her face. This is called the “quiet sitting.” She wears a long dark maroon gown, with pink silk flowers sewn onto it. She has no jewelry; her family is too poor.

Toward the end of the meal, the bride’s mother brings her a bowl of rice, a double-sided mirror, and ten pairs of red chopsticks. The bride has to eat three mouthfuls of rice, and spit the last mouthful into her mother’s pocket. She has to keep some rice in her mouth to last all the way to her in-laws’ house before she can swallow, symbolizing that she will never starve along the entire journey of her life. Then she puts eight pairs of chopsticks into her mother’s pocket. The remaining two pairs she keeps, the ones with chestnuts and dates tied on them. These symbolize the early arrival of sons.

The bride cannot stop shaking. Tears stream from her eyes. Soon she will become a wife and another family’s daughter-in-law.

“You silly girl,” her mother says to her. “Don’t cry! You’re going to a family with enough food. Do you want to be poor for the rest of your life?” She gently wipes her daughter’s tears and hugs her. “I’ll always miss you and love you. Take good care of your husband and he’ll take good care of you. Obey him and make him happy. Bear many sons. Be kind to your mother-in-law.” She lowers the veil over her daughter’s face, and leaves, feeling nothing but pain.

The bride sobs quietly for the first half of her journey to the groom’s village. She has never left home before. At the halfway point one of the carriers shouts, “Flip your mirror!” She takes the mirror she’s been given and flips it over: now she should forget her past and look forward to the future.

When she arrives at the groom’s gate, a metal bowl on the table in the center of the courtyard is flaming with fire. The groom gets out of his sedan chair and waits for his bride, her face still concealed by her veil as she is helped out of her chair by two of his sisters. They walk together toward the table while a local wise man reads aloud an ancient poem. Few people understand it because few of them have ever gone to school. The bride and groom kneel on two bamboo mats and kowtow. The groom then takes his bride’s hands and helps her up. She cannot see the flames from the bowl on the table, but she can feel the intense heat, symbolizing the fire of passion, the fire of love.

Before the bride takes her first step with her husband, the groom’s fourth brother gently brushes the soles of her shoes with an iron filled with burning coals, to give her warmth from the end of her body right up to her heart. Led by her husband, she walks slowly toward the door, where there is a horse’s saddle. They have to cross over it together. The bride cannot see through her veil and is afraid she will trip. The saddle symbolizes hard times in life, which they will overcome together. Her husband squeezes her hand. “Stop. Now lift your foot,” he whispers. She pulls up her gown to her knees and steps over safely. But her heart sinks. She has shown her unbound feet to the entire world! Her in-laws will be disgusted.

Her husband feels her hesitation. “Let’s go to the kang,” he says gently.

On one of the corners of the kang sits a triangular wooden box. Inside are different kinds of grains: wheat, corn, rice, millet, sorghum … they represent the hope that the newlyweds will have plenty of food throughout their lives.

All day the bride has longed to remove her veil. Now she is afraid. Her husband may not like her appearance. Nervously she lifts her veil. For the first time in their lives they look at each other. The bride sees that her husband is handsome. There is something honest and humble about him too; he immediately captures her heart.

The groom, Li Tingfan, is stunned by his bride’s beauty. They sit there until their “widen your heart” noodles arrive, which symbolize acceptance of each other’s fortunes and faults. Then comes the “warming your heart” rice wine and they drink from each other’s cup with crossed arms.

The groom’s brothers, their wives, and his sisters come forward one by one to wish the newlyweds a happy life. The groom’s youngest sister, who is about the same age as Reiqing, whispers, “I’m so happy to see your big feet! I’ve got them too!” She winks at her new sister-in-law and flies out of the room, giggling. Reiqing is overjoyed.

The groom is called away to the wedding banquet, while the bride begins her “sitting through the time.” For three days she sits, legs crossed in a lotus position, back straight, for every waking hour. Many relatives, friends, and neighbors visit during those three days.

On the fourth day, the bride takes her new husband to visit her own family. They like their new son-in-law, and are happy for their daughter. “Don’t look back,” her mother tells her. “Now you belong to the Li family.”

When Reiqing gets into the back of the cart and looks back at her familiar village for the last time, she has no tears. Her name and place are changed forever. Her destiny lies ahead.
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So it was for this bride and groom, my mother and father, in Qingdao in 1946. My mother looked at her strong husband in the front of the cart and felt lucky and proud. She leaned over to him to ask if she could sit beside him. Without a single word, he moved over to the side and let his new bride sit close.
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ONE
Home

My parents, as newlyweds, lived in the New Village, near Qingdao, in Shandong Province. The Li family, together with all the other villagers, had been forced to move here by the Japanese invaders during World War II. The Japanese built an airport where my father’s family used to live. Now, a year after the end of that war, the village was controlled by one of the peasant communes that had been set up by China’s central communist government.

My parents lived with my father’s six brothers, their wives, his two sisters, and their children—over twenty people crammed into a six-room house. As the youngest daughter-in-law, my mother’s status in the Li family was the lowest. She worked hard to prove her worth.

Often she would not see my father until late in the evenings, because he worked at two jobs, either away in the fields or carting building materials, all day long. The family would sit for dinner by candlelight, the men eating at one table and women and children eating at others.

The women of the house would sew, wash, clean, and cook. The speed and quality of my mother’s work won her mother-in-law’s approval. To cook well was a sign of love and care. My mother was often sent to deliver the food to the men in the fields, because of her unbound feet. Her sisters-in-law, envied her such freedom.

My mother’s mother died within the first year of my parents’ marriage, so my mother would visit her father once a year, even though he never loved her in the same way as he loved his sons. A son could work in the fields, bring home a daughter-in-law, and carry on the family line.

My parents continued to share a house with my father’s family. Their first son was born about a year after their marriage, their second just over two years later, their third two years after that, and their fourth in 1955. My mother eventually came to be known as “that lucky woman with seven sons.”

My family’s crowded house had a small front courtyard. Inside were four rooms: two small bedrooms, a slightly larger bedroom, and the kitchen/living room with two built-in woks. There was no refrigeration and no running water, only a huge clay pot for storing drinking water. The woks backed onto the bedroom walls, which were covered with newspaper and contained the chimneys. Fire and smoke would travel through the walls on the other side to retain heat, but as the night wore on our beds became colder.

The floor was reddish earth. During wet weather, water always seeped in and my father would have to dig out the wet floor and wait for a dry day to replace it with new earth, pounding it down with a huge wooden hammer.

Clothes were stored in papier-mâché boxes my mother made, stacked on the two small beds during the day and moved onto the floor at night. There was also a main kang, about the size of a small double bed. Eventually my parents and all their sons had to share those three beds. The main bedroom was also the room where my family ate.

After waking each morning on the freezing beds, we would fold the blankets into rolls and tuck them neatly away. What remained was a bamboo mat. A wooden tray would be placed on the mat and the family would sit around it, crosslegged, to eat each meal.

My family went to one of the village wells to fetch water, carrying it in two buckets that hung from either end of a bamboo pole balanced across one shoulder. The adults and the big boys would carry big buckets, the little boys smaller buckets. Water was heated in the big wok, and basins were used for baths. (There was a public bath in the commune shared by over ten thousand people, but my family couldn’t afford to use it.) We had no bathroom, only a toilet—a hole in the ground in the front courtyard. You had to stand or crouch on two wooden boards, one on each side of the hole. There was no roof, so it was freezing cold in winter. Half the toilet was inside the wall and half outside, to allow the waste to be collected and taken to the fields as fertilizer. The village crap-man poured the waste into his wheelbarrow, which he pushed through the narrow streets. People would move aside to allow him to pass. One day he had a collision with a bicycle. The foul contents of the wheelbarrow ran all over the street. What a stink! Even after the neighbors washed the area over and over, everyone avoided that street for a long time. Neighbors tried to have him replaced, but nobody wanted to be the next crap-man.

My family had to make use of every inch of their front yard. There was a small vegetable patch, climbing beans on the stone walls, and a pigsty with a couple of very thin pigs. There was never enough food to feed the people, let alone the pigs. There was also a chicken yard, but the chickens never had enough food to produce many eggs.

The commune allocated each family in the village a piece of land. My family’s was one twentieth of an acre, halfway up the Northern Hill, about fifteen minutes from home. It was so small it could only be used to grow essential foods such as corn and yams. On Sundays, our entire family worked on this land with my father. Everything was done by hand using shovels, picks, hoes, sickles, and ploughs.

The villagers had no say in what to plant: the central government in Beijing decided that. My family’s area planted mainly wheat in the winter; corn, yams, and sorghum the rest of the year. The government would get the biggest portion, at
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