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Deep within the Balou mountains lies a small rural town populated by disabled people. Blind, deaf and disfigured, the 197 citizens of the Village of Liven have until now enjoyed a peaceful, mutually supportive life out of sight and mind of the government. But when an unseasonal snowstorm wipes out that year’s crops, a county official dreams up a money-making scheme that will boost his career and raise money for the district.

He convinces the villagers to set up a travelling freak-show showcasing their disabilities, including Blind Tonghua’s Acute Listening Act, Guess the Age of the Old Man, Deafman Ma’s Firecrackers-on-the-Ear and One-Eye’s Needle Threading. With the money, he intends to buy Lenin’s embalmed corpse from an ailing Russia and install it in a splendid mausoleum in the mountains to attract tourism to this sleepy district. However, as we all know, even the best intentions can go astray.
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Book 1: Rootlets


CHAPTER 1: HEAT, SNOW, AND TEMPORAL INFIRMITY

LOOK, IN THE middle of a sweltering summer, when people couldn’t liven,1 it suddenly started snowing. This was hot snow.3

Winter returned overnight. Or perhaps it was more that summer disappeared in the blink of an eye—and since autumn had not yet arrived, winter instead came hurrying back. During that year’s sweltering summer, time fell out of joint. It became insane, even downright mad. Overnight, everything degenerated into disorder and lawlessness. And then it began to snow.

Indeed, time itself fell ill. It went mad.

The wheat had already ripened, but the succulent wheat fragrance that had blanketed the land was dulled by this snowstorm. When the people of Liven5 had gone to sleep that evening they hadn’t bothered to pull up their sheets, and had lain naked in bed idly cooling themselves with fans made from paper and cattail leaves. After midnight, however, a fierce wind began blowing and everyone frantically reached for their covers. Even wrapped in their sheets, the villagers felt as though the bitterly cold air was cutting straight to their bones, and immediately started rummaging for their winter quilts.

When the villagers opened their front door the next morning, the women exclaimed, “Oh, it’s snowing! It’s hot summer snow.”

The men paused and sighed. “Damn, it’s a hot blizzard. It’s going to be another famine year.”

The children cried out brightly as though it were New Year’s Day: “It’s snowing! … It’s snowing! …”

The elms, poplars, mangroves, and pagoda trees were all blindingly white. In winter, it is merely the trees’ trunks and branches that get covered in snow, but in summer their canopies are transformed into enormous white umbrellas. When the leaves are no longer able to support the weight of the snow, it cascades to the ground.

This hot snow came just after the wheat had ripened, and many sites7 throughout the Balou mountains were transformed into winter wonderlands. In one field after another, the wheat stalks were pinned cruelly to the ground by the snow, and while an occasional ear of wheat might be visible, the vast majority of the stalks were splayed out as though they had been blown over by a tempest. If you were to stand on the ridge above the fields, however, you would still be able to smell the scent of wheat, like incense that lingers long after a coffin has been carted away.

Look, the hot snow that fell in the middle of this sweltering summer transformed the entire land into a winter wonderland, leaving everything pristinely white.

Needless to say, for the village of Liven—nestled in a valley deep in the Balou mountains—this snowfall in the fifth month of the wuyin Year of the Tiger, 1998, constituted a veritable natural disaster.

Further Reading:

1) To Liven. DIALECT (used mostly in western Henan and eastern Henan’s Balou mountains). The term means to experience “enjoyment, happiness, and passion,” and also carries connotations of finding pleasure in discomfort, or making pleasure out of discomfort.

3) Hot snow. DIAL. Refers to summer snow. People from this region usually call summer the “hot season,” and refer to summer snow as “hot snow.” They sometimes also speak of “hot flurries” and “hot blizzards.” It is unusual for snow to fall in the summer, but upon consulting local gazetteers I discovered that there is generally at least one such snowfall every decade or so, and there have even been periods in which there was hot snow for several summers in a row.

5) Liven. Legend has it that the origins of the village can be traced back to the Great Shanxi Relocation near the beginning of the Ming dynasty, between the reigns of the Hongwu and Yongle emperors. Imperial regulations specified that in each household with four members, one person would be exempt from the relocation order; in households with six members, two would be exempt; and in those with nine members, three would be exempt. The elderly and disabled in each household stayed behind while the young and healthy were relocated, and during the resulting exodus wails of partings resounded across the land. The first wave of relocations was followed by vigorous protests, which led the Ming court to announce that those unwilling to cooperate should gather beneath a large pagoda tree in Shanxi’s Hongdong county, while everyone else should return home and wait to be summoned. News of this announcement spread like wildfire through the region, and soon virtually the entire county was headed toward the tree. It is reported that there was one family in which the father was blind and the eldest son was a paraplegic, and in order to demonstrate his filial piety the family’s youngest son used a cart to haul his father and elder brother to the pagoda tree, whereupon he himself returned home to await relocation. Three days later, however, Ming troops forcibly relocated the hundred thousand people who had gathered beneath the tree, while allowing those waiting at home to stay behind.

For the purposes of the migration, no distinction was made between the blind, the crippled, and the elderly, or even between women and children. Consequently, the old blind man with a crippled son had no choice but to trudge along with everyone else, his son strapped to his back. The sight of a crippled boy guiding his blind father, who was carrying his son with his own elderly legs, was absolutely heartrending. Each day, the procession would start at dawn and march until nightfall, gradually making its way from Shanxi’s Hongdong county to the Balou mountain region in Henan province. The old man’s legs became swollen and his feet bloody, while his son cried and repeatedly tried to kill himself. The others watched them in despair, and petitioned the officials to allow them to drop out of the procession and return home. Each official relayed this petition to his superior until it finally reached the minister of migration, Hu Dahai. Hu’s response, however, was vicious: Whoever dares to release even a single person will be executed, and furthermore his entire family will be exiled to a distant province.

Everyone from Shandong to Shanxi to Henan knew about Hu Dahai. He was originally from Shandong, but near the end of the Yuan dynasty he fled famine and ended up in Shanxi. He was reputed to be ugly, but robust; straitlaced, but evil; unkempt, but heroic; outspoken, but narrow-minded; powerful, but lazy. The people held him in deep contempt, and when he went begging for alms everyone avoided him like the plague. Even if he showed up at people’s homes while they were in a middle of a meal, they would refuse to let him in. He arrived in Hongdong one day hungry and thirsty, and saw an expensive tile and brick house. He extended his hand to ask for alms, but not only did the owner of the house refuse to give him any food, he taunted Hu by taking a freshly baked scallion pancake and using it to wipe his grandson’s butt before feeding it to his dog.

As a result, Hu developed a deep and abiding hatred for the people of Hongdong. He subsequently made his way to the Balou mountain region in eastern Henan, and by the time he arrived he was famished, parched, and on the verge of collapse. He saw a thatched hut in a valley, and inside an old lady was preparing a simple meal of grain husks and bread made from wild weeds. Hu hesitated, but eventually decided not to ask her for anything. As he was about to leave, however, the old woman suddenly gestured for him to come in. She offered him a seat, gave him some water to wash his face, then cooked him a delicious meal. Afterward, Hu showered her with appreciation, but the old woman didn’t utter a single word in return. It turned out that, in addition to being as thin as a rail, she was also deaf and mute. Hu decided that Balou’s generosity was the precise inverse of Hongdong’s depravity, and became determined to express his gratitude to the former while seeking vengeance against the latter.

Hu eventually stopped begging for alms and joined troops under the direction of the future Ming emperor Zhu Yuanzhang. He bravely risked his life on the battlefield, cutting down his enemies like blades of grass, and in this way this former vagrant helped contribute to the establishment of the Ming dynasty. In the first year of the new dynasty, the new emperor surveyed the war-ravaged landscape, and cried out in anguish. The Central Plains region lay barren, its population decimated, with corpses piled high in mass graves.

One of the emperor’s first projects, therefore, was to organize a series of mass relocations to help repopulate these barren regions, and he appointed Hu Dahai to serve as his minister of migration. Using Shanxi’s densely populated Hongdong county as his base of operations, Hu proceeded to organize a mass migration from Shanxi to Henan. His primary target, however, was the family of the rich Hongdong man who had used a scallion pancake to wipe his grandson’s butt and then fed it to his dog, and Hu insisted that everyone in the man’s village—including even the blind and crippled—be forcibly relocated.

When Hu Dahai heard that the migration procession included an old blind man with his crippled son, not only was he unsympathetic; he was filled with vengeful rage. He refused to even consider allowing the two of them to drop out—leaving them with no choice but to continue trudging forward. When the procession was passing through Henan’s Balou mountains several months later, the blind man and his son collapsed, and sympathizers again petitioned Hu Dahai to permit them to remain behind. Just as Hu was about to grab a knife to kill the petitioners, he happened to notice the same deaf-mute woman who had cooked him a meal when he had wandered into the Balou region. He immediately threw down his blade and knelt before her.

Under the woman’s imploring gaze, Hu Dahai agreed to let the blind man and his crippled son stay behind. He left them with many taels of silver, and ordered a hundred soldiers to build them a house and help them cultivate several dozen mu of farmland, to be irrigated with water from the river. As Hu was about to leave, he told the deaf-mute woman, the blind father, and his crippled son:

The soil in this valley is rich, and the water abundant. I am leaving you with plenty of silver and grain, so that you may settle down to farm and to liven.

From that point on, this gorge came to be known as Liven Gorge. When word got out that a deaf-mute woman, a blind man, and a cripple had set up a household here and were enjoying a heavenly existence, disabled people from throughout the region began pouring in. The deaf-mute woman supplied them with land and silver, thereby permitting them to live comfortably, raise families, and establish a village. Although many of these villagers’ descendants inherited similar physical handicaps, the deaf-mute woman continued to provide them with everything they needed. The village came to be known as Liven, and the old woman was recognized as the ancestral mother.

This is merely a legend, but it is a legend that has become common knowledge.

On the other hand, a Shuanghuai county gazetteer reports that although Liven has existed since the Ming dynasty, its recorded history dates back only to the previous century. It claims that Liven was not merely a location where disabled residents established a community, but a sacred revolutionary site where a soldier by the name of Mao Zhi from the Red Army’s Fourth Regiment settled down to live.

In the fall of the bingzi year, 1936, General Zhang Guotao’s Fourth Regiment separated from the rest of the Red Army, and consequently at the end of the Long March they didn’t stop at Shaanxi with the rest of the army, but rather continued westward. Zhang was initially concerned that his injured troops would fall behind, but he subsequently began to fear that they would return to Yan’an and disclose his separation from the Red Army. He therefore ordered all of the injured troops to disband and return home. However, shortly after the soldiers tearfully bade farewell to the comrades with whom they had fought day and night, they were attacked by Nationalist forces and more than half of them were slaughtered, leaving the remainder with no choice but to remove their uniforms and continue toward their respective hometowns disguised as peasants.

This gazetteer reports that Mao Zhi was the youngest female soldier in the Red Army—noting that she was only eleven when she joined and fifteen when she left the Fourth Regiment. In the guihai year, 1923, when she was a year old, her father had been imprisoned and killed during Zhengzhou’s Great Railroad Strike, at which time her mother took her to join the revolutionary forces. After her mother was killed during the Fifth Encirclement Campaign, Mao Zhi became a revolutionary orphan who knew that her hometown was somewhere in Henan province, but wasn’t sure of the town or district. She subsequently joined the Fourth Regiment with her mother’s comrades, and together they embarked on the Long March. As the troops were crossing the snow-covered mountains, Mao Zhi lost three toes to frostbite and broke her leg falling into a ravine, leaving her unable to walk without the aid of a crutch.

Most of Zhang Guotao’s injured troops either died or simply disappeared after he ordered them to return home, but Mao Zhi managed to survive by hiding in an open grave. She subsequently lost contact with the army and had to resort to begging for alms. When she arrived at the Balou mountains and saw the disabled people living in Liven, she decided to stay with them. The gazetteer reports that while there was no record of Mao Zhi’s having officially joined the Red Army, everyone in Liven—and throughout the entire county—regarded her as a bona fide revolutionary leader. Thanks to her, therefore, Balou came to have glory, Liven came to have direction, and the villagers, despite being physically disabled, were able to live happy and fulfilled lives in the new society.

When this local gazetteer was revised and published in the gengshen Year of the Monkey, 1980, the section on Mao Zhi reported that she and the other villagers were content. In this way, the village of Liven truly lived up to its name.

7) Site. DIAL. Place, location. That site: That place, that location.


CHAPTER 3: THE VILLAGERS OF LIVEN BECOME BUSY AGAIN

HEAVENS! THE SNOW fell continuously for seven days—seven long days that virtually killed off the sun.

These seven days of hot snow transformed summer into winter.

Once the snow finally began to taper off, some villagers tried to begin harvesting the wheat. Rather than using sickles, they lifted the wheat stalks out of the snow with their bare hands and snipped off the ears with scissors. They placed the wheat in a bag or basket, which they carried to the front of the field.

The first person to head into the fields that day was Jumei, leading three of her surtwin1 daughters—her three little nins.3 They spread out with their crates, bags, and wicker baskets like flowers in a field of grass—each reaching one hand into the deep snow to pull out the ears of wheat, and then snipping them off with a pair of scissors in the other hand.

All of the villagers, including those who were blind or crippled, followed Jumei’s lead and went to harvest their own snow-covered wheat.

Everyone was very busy on this snow day.

The people gathering wheat were scattered like a herd of sheep through the white hills, and the clicking of their scissors echoed crisply across the snow-covered landscape.

Jumei’s family plot was positioned against the wall of the gorge, abutting two adjacent plots and opening onto a path that led up to Balou’s Spirit Mountain. Her several-mu-large plot was oddly shaped, but was basically a large square. Jumei’s eldest daughter, Tonghua, was blind. She never went to work in the fields, and instead would sit in a corner of the courtyard for a while after each meal before eventually going back inside. She had never ventured beyond the entrance to the village, where the path up to the ridge began, and regardless of where she went, all she could see was an indistinct haze. At high noon, she could see a light pink sheet. She didn’t actually know that what she was seeing was the color pink, and instead described it as being like running her hand through muddy water. In the end, however, what she saw was basically pink.

Tonghua didn’t know that snow is white, or that water is clear. She didn’t know that tree leaves turn green in the spring, turn yellow in autumn, then fall off and turn white in winter. Accordingly, she was expected only to dress and feed herself, and paid scant attention to this hot blizzard in the middle of the sweltering summer. Meanwhile, Jumei’s second and third daughters, Huaihua and Yuhua, together with her youngest, Mothlet, all followed their mother like a flock of chicks to harvest the snow-covered wheat.

The landscape was completely transformed. A pristine white sheet covered the mountains and valleys, broken only by a river that, from above, appeared as black as oil. Jumei and her daughters were harvesting wheat in those snow-covered fields, their hands red from the cold even as their foreheads were covered with a sheen of perspiration.

It was, after all, still summer.

Jumei led her daughters through the rows. They resembled a three-pronged wheat drill, and left the snow-covered field looking as though it had been the site of a cock-or dogfight. Some neighbors came over the ridge, and one, upon seeing the piles of wheat along the path, called out to Jumei:

“Old Ju, I want to come over to your place this year to borrow some grain. …”

She responded, “If there is any left, you are certainly welcome to have some.”

Another added, “If you don’t have any to spare, you could always simply marry out one of your daughters.”

Jumei smiled happily, but didn’t reply.

The neighbors returned to harvest the wheat in their own fields.

The entire snow-covered ridge became a swarm of activity. If a blind man’s family found itself shorthanded, even the blind man would need to go to the fields and help out. A sighted person would lead him there, pull a wheat stalk out of the snow, and place it in his hand; and in this way the blind man would make his way down the row until there were no more stalks, and then would turn around and head back. Cripples and paraplegics also had to work in the fields just like wholers.5 They would sit on a slick wooden board, and each time they cut a handful of wheat they would nudge their body forward, sliding the board along with them. In this way, they were able to move through the snow even faster than wholers. Those who didn’t have a board would instead use a wicker dustpan, pulling themselves over the snow along the ridges on the underside of the pan. The deaf-mutes were not impeded from working, and given that they could neither speak nor hear they therefore had less to distract them, and consequently were able to work even faster and more diligently than everyone else.

By noon, the entire ridge was suffused with the scent of freshly cut wheat.

When Jumei and her daughters reached the other end of the field, they saw three men waiting there for them. These men were wholers from the city, and they whispered to each other as they gazed out over the snow-covered fields. The snowy wilderness muffled the sound of their voices, the way a well might swallow an errant snowflake. Jumei said, “Go see what they are doing.” Before these words had even left her mouth—and before Huaihua had a chance to respond—Mothlet had risen up out of the white snow and glided over to the ridge.

Huaihua said, “Mothlet, you’re like a spirit.”

Mothlet looked back and said, “Sis, are you hoping that I die and return as a ghost?”

Mothlet appeared to float like an insect or sparrow. Her tiny figure startled the men, one of whom stepped forward and knelt down before her.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“How tall are you?”

She became bashful. “Mind your own business.”

He laughed. “You look like you’re only about three feet tall.”

She retorted angrily, “You’re the one who is only three feet tall.”

He chuckled as he patted her head, and told her that he was the township chief. He gestured to the other two men, explaining that one was the county chief and the other was his secretary. He asked her to go find whoever was in charge of the village and have that person come over—telling her to say that the township chief had personally come to investigate the hardships the village had suffered.

Mothlet laughed and replied, “Grandma Mao Zhi is my grandmother, and my mother is right over there gathering wheat.”

The township chief gazed at her with an odd expression, then laughed. “Really?”

She replied, “Really.”

The township chief turned to look at the county chief, who had gone pale. The corners of his mouth were twitching, as though something was either tugging at his heart or pulling at his face. He slowly shifted his gaze from the top of Mothlet’s head over to the vast snow-covered region next to the mountain, whereupon his face gradually reverted back to its normal hue.

The county chief’s baby-faced secretary was tall and slender, and he kept staring at Yuhua and, particularly, Huaihua—whose svelte physique was accentuated by a bright red sweater that made her look like a flame blazing in the snow. As a result, he never managed to shift his gaze over to Mothlet, who intuited what he was thinking and glared at him angrily. She eventually called out over her shoulder,

“Ma, someone’s asking after you—he’s looking for Grandma!”

Mothlet fluttered mothlike back to the field.

The other girls all turned toward their mother, as though it were unprecedented and somehow inappropriate for someone to come looking for her. Jumei’s front pockets were stuffed full of wheat, making her look as though she were pregnant. She lumbered forward, removed the bag of grain from her shoulders, and laid it down in the snow. She then wiped the sweat from her brow with her ice-cold hands and stared at Mothlet.

“Who is that over on the ridge?”

“It is the township chief, the county chief, and his secretary.”

Jumei briefly felt faint, but immediately recovered her composure. Even though she had already wiped her brow, sweat began to pour out like vapor erupting from a steamer. She stood up and used her hand to support the bag of wheat hanging from her chest. Gazing at her daughters, she said coldly,

“They are cadres—cadres looking for your grandmother.”

When Huaihua heard that it was the county and township chiefs, her face initially froze in disbelief, then erupted in joy. It goes without saying that these little nins all resembled one another, but if you looked carefully you would notice that Huaihua was fairer and more distinctive-looking than her sisters. She, too, recognized this, and therefore always tried to take the lead. She stared back at the men on the ridge for a long time, then turned to her mother and said, “Ma, Grandma is crazy. If it really is the county chief, wouldn’t it be better for you to go see him instead? Why don’t you. I’ll go with you.”

Mothlet said to Huaihua, “If the visitors say we should get Grandma, then she must not be crazy after all.”

Jumei sent Mothlet back to the village to look for the girls’ grandmother.

Huaihua continued to gaze at the ridge, but appeared disappointed. She kicked the snow several times, blushing anxiously.

The girls’ grandmother was the heroic Grandma Mao Zhi described in the county gazetteer, and she was now hobbling with Mothlet across the field. By this point Grandma Mao Zhi was already in her seventies and had gone through several dozen crutches—though she, unlike the other villagers, used hospital-style crutches consisting of two white aluminum tubes screwed together to yield a pair of perfectly proportioned tubes, with a rubber stopper fastened to one end to keep them from slipping, and several layers of cloth wrapped around the other end, which rested comfortably in her armpit. No one else in the village had such nice crutches, and at best they used canes fashioned from willow or pagoda tree branches, from which a carpenter had sawed off the tip, chiseled a hole in the side, and then nailed it together with a wooden or iron nail.

Grandma Mao Zhi’s crutches not only were attractive and durable but also granted her a sense of dignity and authority. Whenever there was a crisis, all she had to do was tap the ground with her crutch and everything would immediately be resolved. For instance, when the township government had sent several imposing wholers to the village of Liven to demand that everyone pay a hundred-yuan transportation tax, hadn’t those men immediately turned back the instant Grandma Mao Zhi brandished her crutch at them? And the winter that the government tried to make everyone in Liven pay two pounds of cotton in taxes, wasn’t it Grandma Mao Zhi who’d removed her cotton jacket and thrown it in their faces and then, standing before them with her sagging breasts, demanded indignantly, “Is this enough? If not, I’ll also take off my pants,” and before they could react had begun to unfasten her belt?

The officials had exclaimed, “Grandma Mao Zhi, what on earth are you doing?”

She’d waved her crutch at them. “If you want to collect cotton, I’ll take off my cotton pants right here and now, and hand them to you.”

The officials had dodged her crutch and departed.

Grandma Mao Zhi’s crutch was her weapon, and now she was alternately leaning on it and pulling it out of the snow. She hobbled along behind Mothlet, followed by two crippled dogs she had adopted. By this point, everyone in the village knew that the county and township chiefs had come to investigate the crisis. Given that the Balou region had endured a hot snow that had fallen for seven straight days and left more than a foot of accumulation that completely buried the wheat crop, it was only natural that the government would come investigate the villagers’ hardships, comfort them, and offer them money, grain, eggs, sugar, and cloth.

Administratively, the village of Liven belonged to the county of Shuanghuai, and the township of Boshuzi.

The villagers noticed that the county chief waiting on the ridge was getting impatient.

They also saw Grandma Mao Zhi striding up to meet him.

She passed a pair of blind men leading each other down from the ridge. They were each carrying a basket of wheat, and one called out in greeting: “It’s Granny Mao. I can tell it’s you from the sound of your crutch. Other people’s crutches make a hard thump in the snow, but yours sounds like a soft puff of air.”

Grandma Mao Zhi asked them, “Are you returning from harvesting wheat?”

The blind man replied with a request. “Please ask the county chief for more money. Ask him to give every family in the village ten thousand yuan.”

Grandma Mao Zhi asked skeptically, “Would they even be able to spend that much money?”

He replied, “If they can’t spend it all, they can always stuff it under their mattresses for their grandchildren.”

A deaf man came over and called out, “Granny Mao, please tell the county chief that all he needs to do is provide everyone in Liven with a pair of those headphones that are all the rage back in the city.”

A mute approached and used his notepad to communicate the fact that his family had endured considerable suffering, and that their wheat was buried so far down beneath the snow they couldn’t dig it out. He worried that this year he once again wouldn’t be able to find himself a wife, and asked Mao Zhi to request that the county chief help him find one.

Mao Zhi asked him, “What kind of wife do you want?”

He gesticulated to indicate a tall figure, a short one, a fat one, and a slender one, and then waved his hands in the air.

A one-armed carpenter walked over and instantly understood what was going on, explaining, “He means that any kind of wife is fine, as long as she is a woman.”

Mao Zhi turned to the mute and asked, “Is that correct?”

The mute nodded.

In this way, Mao Zhi took the hopes and wishes of the entire village with her when she went up the ridge.

The two chiefs were waiting anxiously, their impatience written all over their faces. When the township chief saw Mao Zhi hobbling, he quickly stepped forward to help her. To his surprise, however, before she reached him she stopped in front of the county chief and brought her icy gaze crashing down on him, whereupon he immediately looked away and stared off in the direction of a mountain on the far side of the ridge. The township chief said, “Mama Mao Zhi, this is the county chief and his secretary.” Mao Zhi turned pale and placed her crutch behind her for support. Whenever she was about to use her crutch to hit something, she always began by positioning it behind her for support.

The township chief said, “This is the recently appointed county chief, Chief Liu. …”

Mao Zhi looked intently at the county chief, then dropped her gaze and cried out, “This is the county chief? My god, how could he be the chief? He is but a pig, a goat, a maggot crawling in a putrid piece of pork! He is a flea on the corpse of a cold dead7 dog!” And then … and then, she puckered her toothless mouth and spit in his face. The sound was surprisingly loud, reverberating through the air and blowing away the clouds on top of the ridge.

As things began to calm down, Mao Zhi abruptly turned and began hobbling back to the village, leaving the township chief, the county chief, and his secretary—together with Jumei and her surtwin daughters—all staring after her in shock.

After a long pause, Chief Liu kicked at a stone and cursed, “Blast your grandma. What’s her problem? I’m the only real revolutionary here!”


CHAPTER 5: FURTHER READING—COLD DEAD DOG

1) Surtwin. In Balou, multiple births of three or more siblings are called surtwins. In the middle of the twelfth month of the gengshen year, nothing particularly noteworthy was taking place in Balou—or in the rest of the country, for that matter. Apart from a Party Assembly being held in Beijing, everything was the same as before. On television and in newspapers, however, that assembly was subsequently compared to Mao Zedong’s founding of the People’s Republic of China thirty-one years earlier. The event lasted for five days, and on the last day Jumei went into labor. Her belly was swollen tight as a drum, and she cried in agony as she delivered three daughters—this being the triple phoenix birth that everyone in Balou had heard about but never before witnessed. Although the babies were no larger than kittens, each was nevertheless a tiny person, able to wail and nurse. As Jumei lay there, her blood flowing down the legs of the bed and her forehead bathed in sweat, Mao Zhi elatedly brought the midwife one bucket of boiling water after another. The midwife washed her hands and placed a hot towel on Jumei’s forehead, asking, Is your belly livening yet? Jumei replied, It hurts, and feels like I’m still having contractions. The midwife was eating a bowl of bean noodles that Mao Zhi had prepared for her, and asked in surprise, You’re still having contractions? I’ve been delivering babies my entire life, but this is the first triple phoenix birth I’ve ever seen. How could there possibly still be a fourth or fifth child in there?

After finishing her noodles, the midwife got ready to leave. Before she left, however, she again felt inside Jumei, then cried out in astonishment: Heavens, there really is another baby in her belly!

Jumei proceeded to give birth to a fourth child.

This was Balou’s legendary surtwin birth. All four of the infants were girls. The eldest was called Tonghua, or “Tung-Oil Tree Blossom”; the second was called Huaihua, or “Pagoda Tree Blossom”; the third was called Yuhua, or “Elm Blossom”; and because there happened to be a moth flying around the room when the fourth was born, she was called Si’e, or “Fourth Moth,” and was nicknamed Mothlet.

3) Little nin. A girl whose growth is stunted. Because Jumei gave birth to quadruplets, each of them was born small, and therefore everyone called them little nins.

5) Wholer. A term of respect used in Liven to refer to healthy people. The term is used to designate those of us who are normal and are neither blind, deaf, mute, nor missing any limbs.

7) Cold dead. DIAL. This was originally used to refer to cold weather, but here it is used to suggest that someone’s heart is as cold and hard as that of a dead man.

There was a reason why Mao Zhi cursed the new county chief like this. The chief’s name was Liu Yingque, and he was once just an ordinary person like us. Prior to the dingji year, he had been a soc-school babe1 in the county seat, and it was from there that he ended up as a temporary worker in the township of Boshuzi. Every day he would sweep the courtyard of the town hall and fill the boilers in the canteen, for which work he was paid twenty-four and a half yuan a month.

During that era, people throughout the land were deeply engrossed in the dance of Revolution, though in remote Balou they were concerned primarily with trying to fill their bellies. The people of Balou eventually came to realize that they needed knowledge and enlightenment, just as the nation needed to develop a socialist education movement, promote soc-ed,3 and emphasize rationality and pedagogy. Personnel were needed to promote soc-ed, so Liu Yingque was summoned. Given that he was young and fit, and was regarded as the soc-school babe, he was sent to Liven a hundred li away to help promote soc-ed and lead the people.

In Liven, Liu asked the villagers if they had ever heard of Wang, Zhang, Jiang, and Yao.

The villagers stared at him blankly.

Liu explained that Wang, Zhang, Jiang, and Yao were the infamous Gang of Four, and asked how it was possible that the villagers didn’t know about them.

The villagers continued staring at him blankly.

Liu then convened a meeting, during which he read from some official documents. He explained that the Gang of Four was comprised of Deputy Party Chair Wang Hongwen, the conspirator Zhang Chuqiao, Chairman Mao’s wife Jiang Qing, and the hooligan Yao Wenyuan. At this point, the villagers nodded and Liu, his work complete, prepared to return to the commune. As he was leaving, however, he happened to notice a wholer walking over from the other side of town. She appeared to be about sixteen or seventeen, and as she walked her braids waved back and forth like a pair of black crows perched on her shoulders.

You can just imagine what it must have been like to hold a meeting in Liven and gaze down from the stage at the crowd of blind, crippled, deaf, and mute people below. In this sea of disabled people, Liu’s eyes would have felt to himself like a pair of lanterns, his legs like flagpoles, and his ears like satellite dishes. Here, he would have felt like a commander in chief, even an emperor—but even so, he wouldn’t have wanted to stay too long; he would have been afraid that if he did his eyesight might begin to fade, his legs might grow weak, and his hearing might deteriorate.

This was the third lunar month. The vegetation was green, flowers were in bloom, and a refreshing fragrance hung in the air. In Liven there was a pair of century-old honey locust trees, whose canopies shrouded the entire village in shade. The village was located in a gorge at the base of a cliff, and consisted of a scattering of houses connected by a road. The region facing the ridge to the west was comparatively flat and populous; most of the inhabitants were blind, but when they went out they didn’t need their canes as long as they stayed close to home. The central region was hillier and less populated; most of the residents were cripples but, since their eyesight was good, if they needed to get around they could hobble along by leaning on their crutches and against a wall. In the easternmost region, meanwhile, the terrain became extraordinarily steep and the road was exceedingly poor. Most of the residents there were deaf-mutes, but since they had good eyes and strong legs they were not particularly concerned over the condition of the road.

Liven’s main street was two li long, and extended from the river to the mountain. The region to the west with the concentration of blind inhabitants was called the blind zone, the region to the east with a preponderance of deaf-mutes was called the deaf zone, and the region in the middle where cripples predominated was naturally called the cripple zone.

The wholer was walking over from the cripple zone, though she herself was not crippled and instead seemed to flutter along like a leaf blowing in the wind. Liu Yingque had set out from the commune early the previous morning, and after spending the night on the road had arrived in the village around noon. He had originally planned to convene a meeting under one of the honey locust trees, read his official documents, and then leave this world of the crippled and the blind and the deaf and dumb as soon as possible—spending the night on the road and returning to the commune the next day. Upon seeing this young wholer appear before him, however, he resolved instead to stay in Liven another night. He stood in the middle of the road, his white shirt tucked into his pants, waiting for the woman to approach so that he could examine her delicate figure, flushed cheeks, florid shirt, and embroidered shoes. Back in town, those shoes were as ubiquitous as the zongzi bamboo leaf wrappings that always end up scattered everywhere after the annual Duanwu Festival, but here in Liven she was the only person who wore them, her shoes resembling a couple of blossoms in the middle of a winter landscape. Liu stood in the middle of the road as though trying to block her path, and asked, Hey, what’s your name? Why didn’t you come to the meeting today?

She blushed and looked around, as if trying to escape, explaining, My mother is sick, and I needed to get her some medicine.

He introduced himself as Cadre Liu from the commune, and asked if she knew who Wang, Zhang, Jiang, and Yao were. When she didn’t respond, he proceeded to educate her, explaining that an event had taken place in China that was so momentous that it was celebrated throughout the land as a second Revolution. He asked her how it was possible that she didn’t know who Wang Hongwen and Zhang Chuqiao were, or even that Jiang Qing was Chairman Mao’s wife. Afterward, he still didn’t leave, but stayed in Liven another night. He was determined to teach this girl and her isolated village many things about the outside world—about the commune, the provincial capital, and indeed the entire nation.

It wasn’t until many days later—after he had gotten to know the girl well—that Liu finally returned to the commune.

And at the end of that year Jumei miraculously gave birth to four daughters.

After the birth, Jumei’s mother, Mao Zhi, went to the commune to look for Cadre Liu. Given Liu’s willingness to promote soc-ed in remote mountainous villages like Liven, he had become recognized as the most outstanding soc-ed cadre in the commune—or perhaps the entire county—and consequently was no longer charged with such lowly tasks as sweeping the courtyard or boiling water, and instead had become a prominent national cadre. Therefore, shortly after Mao Zhi arrived at this commune that functioned as the township office to look for him, she promptly turned around and returned home. When she arrived at her daughter’s bedside after having spent two days on the road, she said only one thing—that Liu Yingque had died, having been crushed like a pancake after falling into a ravine while promoting soc-ed in the countryside.

Further, Further Reading:

1) Soc-school babe. This was a designation that dated from when Chief Liu was a child, and was the product of several unforgettable pages from the history of the nation. Soon after the founding of new China, there began to appear many socialist academies and cadre training centers, which developed into Party institutes or Marxist-Leninist academies. People called these institutions socialist schools, or soc-schools, and within a decade they could be found in every city and county, with some provinces and districts having as many as three or four of them. Some continued to be called socialist education institutes, but most were referred to simply as soc-schools.

The Shuanghuai County Institute was known as a soc-school. It was located in a field to the north of the city and consisted of several red-tiled buildings arranged around a white-brick courtyard. This school was founded in the early years of the People’s Republic, and the county’s Party secretary doubled as the school president, while the county chief served as the school’s vice president. Cadres from throughout the county regularly came to study, and anyone who wanted to be promoted had to study for three to six months. There were also periods, however, when attendance was very light. The school had only one full-time teacher, whose name was Liu, and all of the other classes were taught by the secretary, the county chief, and various visiting experts. During the farming season, the government wouldn’t initiate many new policies and movements, and therefore the school would send all of its employees home to tend their crops, leaving only Teacher Liu to oversee the premises.

Liu Yingque had grown up in this school, and had been adopted by Teacher Liu.

That was the gengzi year, 1960, or the first of what people subsequently referred to as the Three Years of Natural Disasters, when the entire country endured a series of nightmarish famines. The county stopped sending cadres and Party members to the Shuanghuai soc-school, and the cadres and teachers who were already there were told to return home, leaving only Teacher Liu and his young wife. One day after the forty-year-old Teacher Liu and his wife had gone out to forage for wild plants, they returned to the freezing-cold school and discovered a bundle next to the door, inside which there was a several-month-old infant so emaciated that its legs were as thin as its arms. Teacher Liu and his wife turned back toward the fields and began cursing:

Damned father! Damned mother! Did you leave your child on our doorstep to die?

If you have any conscience at all, you’ll take your child. We’ll even give you a quart of sorghum if you do.

Are you really dead? If so, you didn’t deserve to die a good death, and may your corpse be dug up by hungry dogs and wolves.

By the time Teacher Liu and his wife finished cursing, the sun had already set behind the mountains and the fields were once again shrouded in darkness. Teacher Liu’s wife wanted to toss the baby into the field, but he wouldn’t hear of it. Years earlier, when the Eighth Route Army had passed through Shuanghuai, they needed to hold an urgent training course for Party members, and since Teacher Liu had good handwriting they appointed him—despite his “rich peasant” background—to be their transcriber. Liu was subsequently admitted into the Party, and following the defeat of the Nationalists in the jichou year and the founding of a new China, Teacher Liu’s boat was lifted by this rising tide and he was promoted to the position of secretary of the county chief. When the Shuanghuai soc-school was established a few years later, Liu became the school’s only full-time teacher. So, therefore, as a Party member, cadre, and intellectual, how could Teacher Liu permit his wife to throw out a living child? Accordingly, he took the baby from her and proceeded to raise it as his own.

The boy survived, and was given the surname Liu. Since there were sparrow hawks circling around overhead when Teacher Liu found the bundle, he decided to name the child Yingque, or “sparrow hawk.”

The famine eventually subsided, and the Shuanghuai county soc-school once again became a flurry of activity. Party members and cadres from throughout the county—and sometimes even from neighboring counties—began returning to the school. Each day that the school’s brick chimney was spitting out red flames and billows of black smoke, Liu Yingque could go down to the school canteen to eat. Everyone knew Yingque was the abandoned child Teacher Liu had found outside his door, and since those studying at the school were all cadres and Party members—which is to say, enlightened and kindhearted people who had devoted their lives to struggling on behalf of the Party—they felt it was perfectly appropriate for the child to come eat in the canteen as he wished.

As a result, Liu Yingque did not merely survive, he thrived.

He would carry his bowl to the canteen when it was time to eat, and when the cadres were finished he would follow them to the classroom, sitting on a little stool in the back of the room. At night, he would retire to a small room in the school’s storage area and go to sleep.

When Liu Yingque was six, Teacher Liu’s wife gave birth to a girl. It was said that she had married Teacher Liu—who was more than ten years her senior—precisely because she could no longer bear children. Who would have thought, therefore, that Teacher Liu would manage—at the age of forty-seven—to get her pregnant? Once she had her own daughter, her attitude toward Yingque became increasingly cold, until eventually he was forced to eat at the school canteen every day. All of the cadres and Party officials regarded him as a son of the school, to the point that many of them stopped calling him by his name and instead referred to him as “soc-school child” or “soc-school babe.” When Yingque was twelve, Teacher Liu’s wife left their daughter behind and ran away with a man from another county who had come to study at the school, and it was only then that Teacher Liu truly accepted Yingque as his own son and proceeded to raise him as the elder brother of his daughter.

3) Soc-ed. A technical term referring to the socialist education movement. Soc-ed cadres. those who were charged with implementing the socialist education movement.


Book 3: Roots


CHAPTER 1: LOOKING AT THIS PERSON, THIS OFFICIAL, THIS CHIEF LIU

THE SNOW FINALLY stopped falling. Like a visitor who had dropped by Balou and decided to cool his heels for a week, the snow eventually got up and departed.

No one knew where it went.

Summer returned to the mountains and the village.

Having endured this blizzard, summer did not have a trace of happiness on its full face1 when it returned. The sun refused to come out, and a heavy mist hovered over the village and the ridge—a mist so thick that it flowed through your fingers as if you were holding them under running water. In fact, the fog was so dense that if you got up in the morning and reached out your hands, they would get damp enough that you could then use them to wash the sleep right out of your eyes. The only problem is that your hands would be left slightly muddy from the dirty fog.

The snow melted.

The wheat that had not been harvested during the snowfall began to grow mold. Without sun, the air became stuffy and the wheat began to turn black. The wheat grain turned black, as did the wheat germ, and people who ate them would develop a bad case of the runs.

The wheat stalks in the fields mildewed, and the following winter the cattle didn’t have any hay to eat.

That autumn, there weren’t any wheat seeds to plant.

That’s when the county chief, the township chief, and the township chief’s secretary came to investigate the hardships the village had endured. The three of them were staying together in a courtyard inside3 the village. Before Liberation, this courtyard had been a Buddhist temple adorned with statues of bodhisattvas; Lord Guan, the god of war; and Lady Livening, the town’s sacred ancestor. It is said that the village owed its existence to the deaf-mute Lady Livening, in that it was precisely because she had prepared a nice meal for Hu Dahai—who had been humiliated while begging for alms in Shanxi’s Hongdong county—that Hu subsequently agreed to allow the blind Hongdong man and his crippled son to drop out of the migration procession and settle down here, even going so far as to provide them with silver, land, and water. They were therefore able to enjoy a heavenly existence, leading disabled people from throughout the land to flock over to join them. The result was the village of Liven.

All of this was thanks to that deaf-mute woman.

Eventually, however, the statues of the bodhisattvas disappeared, as did those of Lord Guan and of Lady Livening. The courtyard was swept clean, beds were built, and the three-room tile building was transformed into a guest house. Seventeen or eighteen years earlier, when Liu Yingque had been teaching at the soc-school, he had stayed in this very temple when he visited Liven, and now he was staying there again. The location was the same, but the people had changed. In the blink of an eye, the nearly forty-year-old county chief had reached middle age. As Liu looked back on his life—from his humble beginnings as a grounds-sweeper and water-boiler for the township’s soc-school; to being a teacher in Liven’s own school; to being appointed a township cadre; to being promoted to deputy township chief, township chief, and deputy county chief, and finally to his current position as county chief—he felt a distinct twinge of nostalgia.

Shuanghuai had long been dirt-poor. While much of the rest of the nation was enjoying an unprecedented wave of economic expansion, even the street directly in front of the Shuanghuai county government building remained unpaved. When it rained, the puddles in the street were deep enough to swallow an ox, and once a child fell into one and drowned. The county didn’t have any factories or mines, merely mountains and gorges, and until only a few years earlier, its county offices didn’t even have enough money to pay for electricity or phone service. At one point, representatives from the county committee and the county government got into a heated argument over who should be responsible for fixing a blown bicycle tire, whereupon the county chief at the time smashed the glass of pickled vegetables he was holding and the county committee secretary snapped in half a dust mop for cleaning the windows. The district Party committee secretary, Secretary Niu, had come over to try to work things out, and spoke to each of the county’s cadres in turn.

He first approached the county chief and demanded,

“What are you going to do to help this county get rich?”

The county chief replied, “That’s easy. I would need you to cut off my head.”

Secretary Niu then spoke to the county committee secretary, saying,

“If you can’t help the county shed its poverty, you shouldn’t be here.”

The county committee secretary bowed abjectly and replied,

“If you can transfer me somewhere else, I will kowtow to you right here and now.”

Secretary Niu replied,

“Then I’ll have you fired!”

The county committee secretary said,

“As long as you can get me out of here, I’d be happy to be fired.”

Furious, Secretary Niu smashed his teacup afoot.5

He continued making the rounds to each of the other county cadres.

He told Deputy County Chief Liu, “Your fields look like they are nicely maintained.”

Deputy Chief Liu replied, “No matter how well we farm, we will still remain this poor.”

Secretary Niu asked, “Do you have any suggestions on how to help the county become rich?”

Deputy Chief Liu replied, “That’s easy.”

Secretary Niu stared at him intently, and said, “Then tell me.”

Deputy Chief Liu explained, “Given that we have neither factories nor mines, we must therefore use our scenery to manufacture pleasure.”

Secretary Niu asked, “What kind of pleasure can you manufacture with this kind of yellow earth and muddy water?”

Deputy Chief Liu replied, “Secretary Niu, does Beijing have many pleasure-loving residents?”

The secretary replied, “Beijing is the nation’s capital, and was the historic capital of many previous dynasties.”

The deputy chief responded with a question: “Do many people go visit the Chairman Mao Memorial Hall?”

The secretary said, “Sure, lots. So what?”

Deputy Chief Liu said, “We should allocate a large sum of money to fund a trip to Russia to purchase Lenin’s embalmed corpse and bring it back here. We could then display it at Shuanghuai’s Spirit Mountain.” He added, “Secretary Niu, have you been to Spirit Mountain? It is located two hundred li from here, and has a forest of cypresses and pine trees, with deer, monkeys, wild boars, and kiwi trees. It is a veritable forest park. If we were to display Lenin’s corpse there, the site would become peak7 important, and people from around the country—and even the entire world—would come to appreciate it. If we were to charge five yuan per ticket, ten thousand visitors would net us fifty thousand yuan; and if we charged ten yuan per ticket, ten thousand visitors would bring in a hundred thousand yuan. If instead we charged fifty-something yuan per ticket, then ten thousand visitors would bring in more than five hundred thousand yuan. Aren’t admission tickets directly translatable into banknotes? How many banknotes would ten thousand visitors bring in? Could the entire county succeed in raising even a hundred thousand banknotes from merely farming the land? Shit! Dogshitpigshitcowshithorseshit! If waves of visitors were to come to Spirit Mountain from all over, we could easily have more than ten thousand visitors a day. We could have visitors from Jiudu, Henan, Hubei, Shandong, Hunan, Guangdong, and Shanghai. We could have visitors from around the country, even from around the world. We could consistently have ten thousand, thirty thousand, fifty thousand, seventy thousand, even ninety thousand visitors a day. And, furthermore, about a tenth of those ninety thousand visitors would be foreigners, who naturally wouldn’t use our own Chinese money to buy tickets, but rather U.S. dollars. Would five, fifteen, or even twenty-five dollars be too much to charge per ticket? To view Lenin’s remains, twenty-five dollars wouldn’t seem expensive at all. If we were to charge twenty-five dollars per person, then eleven people would bring in two hundred and seventy-five dollars, and ten thousand visitors would bring in two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

Deputy Chief Liu continued, “There would also be food and housing expenses, as well as tourist items and local specialties. I’d even be concerned that the streets would be too narrow, leading to traffic jams, and that there might be too few hotels and guest houses, leaving visitors with not enough sites to visit and spend their money.”

Deputy Chief Liu discussed this plan with Secretary Niu in the county guest house, and as Secretary Niu listened he idly picked at a cigarette hole in the arm of the sofa where he was sitting, until the pea-sized hole gradually grew to the size of a date, a walnut, and finally a persimmon. Secretary Niu was nearing sixty, dressed in plain clothes, and had a tall and slender build. What little hair he had left had all gone gray. He had toiled on behalf of the Revolution his entire life, and had met countless officials and cadres. In fact, Liu Yingque was himself someone Secretary Niu had promoted from the ranks of township cadres.

When Secretary Niu had first arrived in the county several years earlier, he had heard that there was a township with a paved road, where every house had electricity and running water, and each kitchen had a faucet that, if left open, could flood the entire house. Secretary Niu asked where the money for the running water came from, and was told that someone had paid for it. He asked who this was, and was told that before Liberation someone from the township had moved to Southeast Asia and opened a bank. One day, the banker decided to return to his hometown for a visit, and when he did Liu Yingque, who at the time was the township chief, forbade the peasants from working in the fields that day, despite the fact that this was harvest season, and gave all the local children the day off from school.

As a result, everyone, young and old alike, lined up along the road to greet the visitor. There was a fifty-seven-li-long dirt road from the township center to the visitor’s village, and most of the road was so muddy that cars and trucks couldn’t use it. When the visitor left the township center, he found that both sides of the entire length of the road were lined with peasants. The road was covered in red, though this was not a conventional red carpet but rather a patchwork of red cloth, red paper, and the red silk that the villagers ordinarily used only for weddings. Each village had been assigned a different stretch of road, and the villagers who didn’t have any red silk or cloth instead used women’s red shirts and jackets. It was raining that day, and when the visitor got out of the car that had brought him to that point, he was immediately met by a red silk wedding sedan-chair. Upon seeing this endless stretch of red road, the visitor initially refused to climb into the sedan, whereupon the sedan carriers knelt down before him, leaving him no choice but to climb in.

After the visitor finally mounted the sedan, the carriers began making their way along the fifty-seven-li-long red-carpeted road to Liven.

The peasants lining the road were beating their drums, blowing their horns, and rhythmically clapping their hands.

The visitor would periodically try to get down from the sedan to walk on his own, but each time he did so the carriers would immediately kneel down before him. Even if he still tried to proceed astep,9 he didn’t dare tread on the red cloth, red silk, and red brocade. The peasants lining the road immediately stopped clapping their hands, beating their drums, and blowing their horns, and everyone—young or old—also knelt down before him. They said he brought glory to his homeland, and that if he refused to ride in the sedan-chair along the red-carpeted path, it would suggest he didn’t appreciate the welcome they had prepared for him. He therefore had no choice but to return to the sedan. When he finally arrived at the village, he tearfully knelt down before the village elders and promised he would pay whatever it took to pave that fifty-seven-li-long road, and would supply the entire township with water and electricity.

Afterward, Secretary Niu had gone down to the township to take a look, and met with the township chief, Liu Yingque.

Secretary Niu asked him, “Would you be able to provide all of the villages in the county with electricity and running water?”

Liu replied, “I am the township chief, and am only responsible for this single township. How could I be responsible for an entire county?”

Shortly afterward, Liu Yingque was promoted to deputy county chief, whereupon he did indeed become responsible for all of the villages in the county. Secretary Niu knew that Liu had fixed up the road to
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