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Spring, 1960. The south-bound Express No. 13 from Beijing
thundered towards the South. All of us in Coach No. 10 were re-
turning from the National People’s Militia Conference. My  fellow
travellers were a lively lot.

" Neighbours had told me much about our beautiful land before
I left for the conference. How 1 had often tried to picture the moth-
erland to myself. But how much lovelier, a thousand times love-
lier, was she as she streamed past me!

Seated opposite to me was Comrade Liu Xiu-zhen. She had
once fought in the ranks of the South Zhejiang Guerrilla Column
and was now the Party secretary at the East Wind People’s Com-
mune in Pingyang County. Suddenly she whispered to me, “You
are a sly little one, Haixia! At the conference you were always
listening to what others said, but never said a word yourself. Telling
others what the people on your island have done is not boasting, you
know. You defend the country’s coast, right out on the frontlines.
People want to know how the militia there live and fight.”

‘There is much to tell, I thought, I felt a surge of pride in my
breast, pride in our island and in our militia. I wished that every
one could come and visit our island. )

As soon as you set foot there you would see the militia, armed
men and women, on guard high up on the cliffs, keeping an ever
watchful eye on the sea approaches of our motherland.

Tide-Watcher’s Point is only a couple of hundred metres above
the sea, but from below it looks very high and lofty. It is the high-
est spot on our Concord Island. Nestling in the cove below Tide-
Watcher’s Point are the two halves of the fishing hamlet of Rong-
qiao. East Rongqiao and West Ronggiao lie on the slopes of the
hollow. In front of the settlement is Gourd Bay, its narrow mouth
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leading out to sea and its big belly making up the bay itself. It is-
shaped like a gourd, hence its name. Six or seven hundred metres
outside the mouth of the bay is Tiger-Head Isle. It shelters the bay
from raging winds and high waves, making it a good harbour.

Astride the gully dividing the hamlet stands an old banyan tree.
Its roots form a natural bridge across the gully, giving our hamlet
the name Rongqiao, meaning literally Banyan Bridge.

I would like to tell everyone about our island’s militia. For
example, there’s the militia woman who always carries her baby
on her back everywhere she goes. She is A-hong’s wife, one of our
platoon leaders. This mother of three children is known for her
tough fighting spirit.

That little chit of a girl with brownish hair standing behind
A-hong’s wife is short and slight, but she is full of vigour and vitali-
ty. Her name is Chen Yu-xiu. She is now one of our best shots.

That slender, winsome Huang Yun-xiang is patient and me-
ticulous. Modest and quiet-spoken, she is well known for the beauti-
ful way she sings fisherfolk’s songs.

I can’t talk about our militia without mentioning Fang, our tall,
strong Party secretary, without whose guidance we could not have
made progress. We also owe much to our elders like thoughtful,
even-tempered Granddad De-shun, and to gruff, straightspeaking
Granddad Wangfa.

But what was I to tell them? And where to start?

“Very well,” I said, addressing Liu Xiu-zhen and the others,
“if you really want to hear about the suffering of the people on our
island in the old society and how our militia company grew up in
struggle, then I will have to start from the very beginning.”
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In the old society there were two local tyrants on our island
who rode on the backs of the fishermen, plus three families that
monopolized the fish market. We fisherfolk called them the “Twin
Axes and Three Knives”.

Qur family name is Li. For generations our family had lived off
the sea. The year father was twelve, grandfather fell sick. As he could
not go to sea, the family had nothing to eat. Grandmother steeled
her heart and placed her young son in bondage to work for fish mer-
chant Chen Feng-shi, father of Chen Zhan-ao. In return, grand-
mother was ot be given a hundred jin of sliced and dried sweet
potatoes. When she got the bags home and weighed them, she
found there were only eighty-four jin. Grandmother could do nothing
but fume and weep.

When father walked up to the counter in Chen’s shop the next
day, Chen Feng-shi tapped his head with a walking stick and said,
“What do they call you?”

“I'm called Eighty-four jin, Eighty-four jin of dried sweet po-
tato slices!” replied father. ‘

“Ha, ha, ha!” Chen cackled, realizing what father meant. “You
beggars aren’t worth half a copper. You are over-priced at eighty-
four jin!”

Grandfather and grandmother passed away long before 1 was
born. My parents were already, in their forties, and my arrival did
not bring them any joy. Mother could not feed me at her breast.
Existing on wild herbs and sweet potato leaves only, how could she?

“We have nothing to feed the child and she is starving,” Fa-
ther said, “Let’s give her away.”

Mother thought the same and began bundling me up, weeping
all the while. She begged father to give me to some family living
nearby so she might see me frequently.
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Father gave a bitter laugh. He stood for a long moment by the
door with me in his arms. Then with a sigh he picked up a tub.
put me in it and walked towards the beach. The tide was coming
in. He placed the wooden tub on the beach, saying softly, “Go,
child. If you are lucky you’ll live. If you die, you mustn’t blame
your parents.” -

He left the beach with heavy steps, turning to Jook back from
time to time. Reaching home, father sat on the stone before the
door, his head in his hands. Nor did he notice Uncle Liu standing
near.

Uncle Liu was another fisherman working for Chen Zhan-ao (the .
elder Chen having died). Uncle Liu was an honest, short-tempered
.nan. He was held in high esteem by all the fishermen.

Waving a bottle of wine, he said, “I’ve come to celebrate the
happy event with you.”

Only then did father notice Uncle Liu. “What’s there to cele-
brate, when a child is born to a poor family? I've sent it on its way
to the Dragon King of the Sea.” '

“What did you say? You can’t have!” exclaimed Uncle Liu,
flinging the bottle down and running to the beach. He found me
and took me home. He rebuked my father, saying, “A child is a
human being, even if it’s a poor man’s child. You must let it live.”

“Do you think I don’t want it to live?” retorted father. “But
what are we to feed her on? Her mother has no milk!”

After a long pause Uncle Liu looked up and said, “I know.
We'll get Rock’s mother to wean him and feed your girl.” Without
waiting for a reply he turned and hurried with me to his house.

Rock was Uncle Liu’s only child, a year-old boy. He was im-
mediately weaned and Aunt Liu started nurse me.

When mother came to visit me, Aunt Liu said, “You give the
child a name. You're her mother.”

“Why bother to name her?” said mother. “She’s just a child of a
poor fisherfolk family. Anythirdg will do.”
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“No,” cried Uncle Liu. “We'll give her a name as fine as any-
one’s. Suppose we call her Hai-xia?”

3

When Rock was thirteen he seemed to be quite gr‘own.

That winter, when the fishing season was drawing to an end,
we started preparing for the Spring Festival.

For some time Uncle Liu, Uncle Li Shuang-he and my father had
been meeting frequently and quietly in our house. At first I thought
they were discussing fishing prospects followmg the Spring Festival.
Then I found out that it was not so.

“This year we’re not going to let them cheat us as they have
done before,” father said. “We won’t go to sea if Chen Zhan-ao
won’'t meet our demands.”

“What could we do if Chen won’t?” asked Uncle Shuang-he
doubtfully.

“We must get all the poor fishermen and hands together and
refuse to sail!” exclaimed Uncle Liu. “This time we must settle
accounts with Chen.”

“I’'m afraid our people won’t stick together,” Uncle Shuang-he
said.

“That Chen Zhan-ao has plenty of money and pull, and he
also has the heart of a wolf,” father said. “It won’t be an easy mat-
ter to take him on. But once we have him where we want him he’ll
have to give in. Everybody will stand together when they see how the
. Chens have been rooking us for generations with that loaded steel-
yard* of theirs!”

*In China steelyards have a wooden beam. When a steelyard is
loaded, it is hollowed out and a quantity of quicksilver is concealed
in the tube-like beam.
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“Are you sure about that trick steelyard?” asked Uncle Liu.

“Dead sure of it,” father assured him. “I’'ve worked half my
life for that family and never once would they let me so much as
touch that steelyard. I’ve had my suspicions for a long time. Then on
the eve of the Spring Festival when they were guzzling, 1 got hold
of it, took it to the warehouse and tried it several times. My suspi-
cions were confirmed.”

“That’s fine,” Uncle Liu said, looking relieved. “But don’t be
in a hurry. We’re got to wait for the right moment.”.

March was the season for yellow croakers, but the fishermen

stayed ashore. Chen Zhan-ao fumed and raged. One day when every-
one was gathered on the beach, Uncle Liu announced, “If Chen
doesn’t pay us, we won’t go to sea. If we get no grain for our fam-
ilies, we won’t go to sea. If there’s going to be any more monkeying
with the scales or cutting down the price of fish or forcing up the
price of grain, we won’t go to sea!”

People crowded round the big banyan tree. Chen Zhan-ao
came up.

“Fellow villagers,” said Chen. “I have never been unfair to any
one of you. It was not my fault the price of fish fell. It was those
fishmongers. They refuse our catches if the prices aren’t low enough
to please them. You know what happens when they refuse to buy—
your catch rots in the hulls!”

Father shouted from™ the crowd, “You and the buyers are hand
in glove! You split fifty-fifty with them!”

“Wait a moment,” Chen said. “You can’t throw accusations
around without firm proof of what you say! How can I pay you
when those fishmongers don’t pay me? Do you think P’m not as
anxious as you to get the money? Look here! These are the letters
and telegrams I’ve sent asking them to pay up.” He waved a sheaf
of coloured papers in the air.
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