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Wheat-hands, migrants on the Loess Plateau
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ig(ﬁ?iﬁ%ﬁgiﬁk@ A sketch of wheat-hands' migration and distribution
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A news report about "reduced payment to wheat-hands” carried in Xin Qin Daily on

June 9,1925.
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Wheat-hands in my photos
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“Wheat-Hands”

— Special migratory laborers on the Loess Plateau

"Wheat-hands" is a coined term for those country folk who travel a
long distance from Gansu, Ningxia and Shaanxi in summer to help cut
wheat as hired hands. It is hard to imagine that wheat-hands have been
living for many generations. That is regarded as a unique on-going
"ecological phenomenon".

Every year when the wheat on the Guanzhong Plain(the central
Shaanxi plain) turns ripe, wheat-hands — from Dingxi, Longxi, Pingliang,
Tianshui and Wudu in Gansu Province and from Tongxin County in
Tongyuan Prefecture of the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region and

beyond — move some hundred miles eastward and gather in "fairs" where
they are picked up.

Before the mid-20th century, there had been neither railroad nor
highway in the hinterland of the Loess Plateau. Wheat-hands had to make a
strenuous round journey for about one and a half months during the wheat
harvesttime. It was not until the availability of the Xi'an-Lanzhou railway
and inter-province and inter-county highways in the 1950's that began to
make their migration an easy one.

An account of wheat-hands in the written records dates back no more
than 100 years. Actually, they were available as early as 200 to 300 years
ago. Wheat-hands in Shaanxi only rank third in terms of the number. Most
of the wheat-hands come from Longxian, Qianyang, Changwu, Xunyi and
Chuhua (an area where Shaanxi, Gansu and Ningxia meet). The rest are
from Lantian, Shangxian, Luonan, Danfeng and Qinling mountain range.

The Guanzhong Plain is known as the largest market of wheat-hands. They

are available in and to Pingliang(Gansu) and Guyuan(Ningxia), which are
both located north of Weihe River, and counties in Northwest Shaanxi.

Known as a "poverty-stricken area", Gansu, Ningxia and the hinterland
of the plateau have suffered drought most of the year with very little rain in
summer and lingering frost in winter. During late spring and early summer
when the fields in the area appear green after spring sowing, the grain left
from the previous year has been almost exhausted for the families while the
new crop is still in the blade. In contrast, the fields on the Guanzhong Plain
are already covered with golden wheat waiting for a quick harvest, thanks to
their blessed location between Jinghe River and Weihe River with abundant
rainfall.

It is natural, therefore, that wheat-hands have been attracted to
Guanzhong generation after generation, year after year. However, why
wheat-hands in Southwest Shaanxi tend to move northward is the
disagreeable sea level, bad weather and poor living conditions rather than
the drought in the north.

Scythe in hand, wheat-hands often set off for a long journey with
pieces of old shabby clothes just to keep them warm and some food that will
only last them a few days. And that is all they can afford. They trudge along
day and night, sweating under the baking sun, shaking in heavy rain,
begging for food and water, putting up in the wild open for the night, ---Life
for them is full of sorrows and joys, separation and reunion, and ups and
downs. They often keep walking tens of miles during the night and cut one

or two mu (=0.1644 acre) of wheat in the daytime for well over 10 hours on



end, dripping with sweat. It is just their strength, endurance and spirit that
have made them strong.

"Be kind to wheat-hands" is quite a tradition on the Guanzhong Plain.
Having been paid for their work, they are encouraged to eat(steamed bread
and noodle) and drink(strong tea) to their satisfaction and to have a smoke
to end with. But they are not encouraged to stay with the employer for the
night. If so, they just stay in the firewood sheds or the courtyards of the
employer in most cases.

Wheat-hands from Shaanxi ofter gather in the east part of Guanzhong
Plain and around Xi'an. Those from the counties in northwest Shaanxi are
found in Xianyang, reaping all the way back home. Wheat-hands from
Gansu and Ningxia, forming a "field formation", cover the Jinghe and
Weihe river basin, starting from west to east, then east to west, and finally,
all the way back to their home villages. No matter where they come from,
they won't move beyond Tongguan County, the very east end of Guanzhong
Plain.

Although they don't earn much, wheat-hands feel satisfied with enough
food. As they put it: "Even if we come back home empty-handed, so much
the better for a laborer to eat to their hearts' content".

A lot of changes have taken place in their hometowns since the mid
1980's. Food is no longer their big concern. Following their forefathers'
steps,quite a few young wheat-hands go out to earn money while seeing the
outside world. They often fall into large groups or small ones with their

folks, brothers, sisters or even their wives and children. They sneak onto

freight train or pack themselves into buses all the way round.

Each year from 1985 through 1988, well over one hundred thousand
wheat-hands flooded to the Guanzhong Plain in summer. When it came to
the last decade of the century, combines began to dominate wheat reaping in
the center and east part of Guanzhong, cutting down wheat-hands' share in
the region. But the pay for wheat-hands has kept rising dramatically.
Nevertheless, wheat-hands can still play a big role. They are active on the
hillslopes, in the valleys of the plateau, by the banks, or around the corners
of Jinghe and Weihe Rivers where combines are inaccessible.

Today, "the migratory laborers on the Loess Plateau" are still coming

and going in an endless succession -
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