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The River in My Childhood
Memories

Childhood memories usually dwell in the deepest recesses of a person’s mind.
When he has his life behind him, he probably gets a flashback of the things he did
and the friends he made in his childhood.

A person’s childhood experience may help to form his character, as every
specific childhood encounter contributes to the development of personality in a
subtle way. Try to think about your childhood — try to recall how those juvenile
years of yours have enriched your burgeoning life and nurtured your puerile mind.

A river has been a part of my childhood memories. It goes by the name of
Suzhou Creek. Historically it was called Wusong River. It runs to the south of the
Yangtze River before finally making its way into Shanghai, one of the biggest cities
in China, where it has been affectionately known as the “mother river” because it
provides the livelihood for the people.

When I was young, I lived in a place not far from the river. I often took a walk
on one of the bridges to take in the wonderful view — the clouds in the evening
sky seemed to descend into the river and create a rippling dream with all kinds of
fantastic hues. The wooden rowboats traveling in the river were the most fascinating
sight for me. It was my favorite pastime to lean against the bridge railing and watch
the rowboats passing under the bridge. A rowboat was usually propelled by a family:
the wife invariably rowed the boat with the help of her kids, while the husband stood
at the side with a bamboo pole in his hand and whisked the water with aplomb.
Sometimes the prospect of going under the bridge in rapid water sent the crew
into a little flurry, as the man stood at the bow and carefully adjusted the heading
of the boat by forcing the end of his pole against the pier. In their lively effort to

maneuver the boat in the wayward flow, they yelled at each other something that 1



couldn’t make out. The scene struck me with a tenseness of the struggle. It is from
those observations that I learnt the hard life of the boat people. Later, when I saw the
Song Dynasty painting The Pure Brightness Festival on the Capital River, 1 realized that
the ancient depiction of a wooden rowboat passing under an arched bridge actually
resembled the scene that I saw on the bridge over Suzhou Creek. Looking back, I've
come to the regretful conclusion that I didn’t speak a single word with the boat people
but observed them from afar, imagining how it would be to live on a boat. At that time
I often fancied myself to be a boy living on a boat, with a dog sitting docilely at my
feet; the boy would help his parents in rowing, so that the boat could safely pass under
one bridge after another in even the fiercest torrents.

Suzhou Creek was not always a turbid river; in certain periods such as a high
tide, it was satisfactorily clear with streaks of light green amidst the overwhelming
yellow — even fish could be seen scurrying around in the water. Kids used to swim
in the river. The brave ones dived into the river from the concrete railings high up
on the bridge, while the scrupulous ones stepped down from the iron rungs on the
bank. What a wonderful sight it was when the kids were swimming around in the
river! Their small heads floated over the water like black flowers in cheerful blossom.
From time to time they shouted in quick gasps, not without a hint of surprise or
nervousness. Those shouts bouncing and swiveling over the water were the happiest
voices in the world. How I envied those swimming kids! I admired them for their
swimming gimmicks and their gleeful noises in the water. How I aspired to join them!

One day, I saw a horrible scene by Suzhou Creek. A kid was drowned in
the river and dragged onto the bank, lying lifeless there near the railings. It was a
skinny boy, who wore nothing but a shabby pair of briefs. It seemed like a sad case
of swimming accident. The boy lay on his side, his face deathly sallow. He had
been a target of my envy, yet now his little life had come to an end. In the river that
kept flowing vigorously day and night, he had finished his short journey in this
world. That was the first time I stared at a dead person at close range, but the case

of the boy didn’t instill in me a fear of death or rivers. In a couple of years, I would



go down into Suzhou Creek to swim, to experience the joy of life by struggling
against the water. I dived into the river from high up on the bridge and swam until I
reached the confluence of Suzhou Creek and Huangpu River. My buddies, all about
my age, had to make up for their lack of such courage by following me all the way
on the bank, carrying my clothes and cheering for me. I must have been a brave boy
in their eyes. Actually when waves were crushing down upon me, a sense of fear did
cross my mind. I even had a glimpse of that drowned boy and wondered if I would
end up with the same fate as him. Fortunately that turned out to be a passing whim
and the fear of death succumbed to the joy of swimming in the cool river.

Next to Suzhou Creek there was the first of a series of primary schools that I
went to. When I took music lessons in a classroom on the top floor, I could stand
before the window and look down at the running water of Suzhou Creek. The
back door of the school was right on the bank, next to a waste-disposal dock, which
was not so much a “dock” as a huge iron tipping open-box. The open-box, chafed
clean and shiny with the endless shipments of trash, reminded me of a drawbridge
over a moat outside an ancient town. It was usually lifted until the arrival of a new
truckload of trash, when it was lowered to form a slide passage, through which the
trash was dumped into the cargo holds of the wooden freight boats docked by the
bank. The dock used to be one of our playgrounds. We often climbed onto the iron
open-box and stood at the edge to jut out our heads and stare at the water running
past in noisy splashes below. For us kids, it was a marvelous adventure.

One morning, when I passed by the dock, I found a great crowd around the
spot and the tipping open-box — the “drawbridge” that had brought us boundless
joy — bottom up in the river. One of the two steel cables that fixed the open-box
had snapped. What I saw was the aftermath of a tragedy: the night before, a bunch of
kids about my age climbed onto the open-box to play, but one steel cable suddenly
snapped when they were doing all kinds of gymnastics at the top of their enjoyment;
the tipping open-box was overturned and all the kids playing inside were dumped

into Suzhou Creek. Cheers of joy and laughter turned into cries for help, and it was



those boat people who came to their rescue as hardly anyone else came by that place
at the moment. Unfortunately, Death must have been biding his time at many a
joyful scene on the “drawbridge”, counting his toll to take — I heard that a handful
of kids were drowned. Several days later, I even saw some parents weeping for their
lost kids beside Suzhou Creek. The iron open-box, seen as the cause of the accident,
was cordoned off with iron fences. It seemed to me that this tragedy might be
destined to warn people of the futility of their pursuit of happiness and the fragility
of life itself. Suzhou Creek flowed like before as if nothing had happened, but we
no longer dared to visit the dock to spend a couple of happy hours.

On the banks of Suzhou Creek at that time, there were more warehouses and
docks than forestation. That was why I seldom found birds near the river. However, one
bird that I saw on Suzhou Creek left a deep impact on my memory. It was during the
Three Years of Great Chinese Famine (1959 — 1961). On that morning, I walked by
Suzhou Creek when I saw a magpie flying over from the river and perching on a cement
railing at the riverside. It was a black magpie with black-white dappled wings. Pacing
about on the cement railing with a leisurely gait, the magpie glanced right and left from
time to time, as if preoccupied with a search for its buddies. I always had a weakness
for birds and the sight of any of those flufty little creatures flying in the air (even an ill-
boding owl) would arouse in me a feeling of adoration, not to mention that it was quite
uncommon to have a magpie in the densely populated downtown! So I stopped to take
a good look at the magpie on the railing. It was such a beautiful creature! So carefree, so
graceful, and so rare a sight amidst the industrial environments of Suzhou Creek. As |
was admiring the magpie, something unthinkable happened. From a wooden rowboat
near the bank out came a woman with disheveled hair and a scrawny look, who rushed
to the railing and caught the magpie unawares. She grabbed hold of the magpie in one
hand and yanked off all its feathers at a lightning speed with another hand. In less than
two minutes, the beautiful fluffy magpie was reduced to a writhing ball of pink flesh. All
the poor bird could do was to let out some terrified shrieks while flapping its wings — a

rather ludicrous effort, as its wings were now featherless. Its feathers fell down onto the
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ground, and some tinier downs floated in the air. The rapidness of the woman’s actions
was astounding, and the ravenousness of her gaze was unforgettable: it was the look of
a desperately starved person at the sight of food — all greed and anxiety. The woman
on the wooden rowboat caught the magpie to eat, of course — to satiate her hunger, to
survive the starvation. I didn’t have the heart to watch her deal with the magpie in the
end. No doubt the poor bird became her food; in what ways it was cooked and eaten, I
didn’t want to know. I tried to keep in my memory the image of the magpie pacing with
a leisurely gait on the railing by Suzhou Creek, but I couldn’t shake off the nightmare of
the plucked clean ball of pink flesh and the feathers falling down in the air. Now I still
remember the poor magpie struggling in the woman’s firm grip and shrieking.

At the bank of Suzhou Creek, on the top of the historic building of the General
Post Office, there were a set of stone statues — mythological figures from foreign
lands, arranged in sitting positions. I couldn’t see their facial expressions on the
ground; actually I could only see the contours of their bodies, yet the gracefulness
of their postures had impressed me deeply. Once, when I was swimming in Suzhou
Creek with my face up, I suddenly had a clear view of the faces of the statues: in their
mystifying looks, these deities remained serene and detached as they cast out their
vision, with mild expectation and a trace of profound sorrow, from the heavens down
to the mundane world. In the initial years of the Cultural Revolution (1966 — 1976),
these statues were removed; some people said that they had been smashed to pieces.
Hence the building appeared much duller, a dullness that even its characteristic green
dome couldn’t make up for. When I looked up at its top, I was struck with a sense of
loss.

A couple of years ago, a new set of statues were erected under the historic green
dome. I am not sure if they are the original ones. When I look up at them, however,
the old feeling in my childhood doesn’t come back to me.

In the Studio of Four Steps, January 14, 2003
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