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Preface

I first met Zhou Lifang in 1990, when he came to Hong Kong to par-
ticipate in a conference on Huidong at the Chinese University, where I
was teaching for a semester in the Anthropology Department.

We exchanged cards, as is the wont, but neither of us so much as
dreamed that something unique was in the making.

At that time, I was still completely absorbed in my research on Tao-
ist ritual and, when I went to see Mr. Zhou in 1991, as he describes in his
preface, it was with the idea of organizing joint research on Chen Jinggu
and Liishan Taoism.

But Heaven had another idea: the Hakka. “Hakka fever” was just
beginning, and we soon found ourselves swept along by a tidal force be-
yond our control. Such is the nature of good fortune.

My own good fortune in the matter was double: the opening up of a
whole new and fascinating field and the opportunity to work with extraor-
dinary people.

Among these friends and collaborators, a very special place in my
heart belongs to Zhou Lifang. He says in his preface that I treated him
like a father, and no doubt that is so for when I think of him and all we

shared, I am moved by filial feelings.
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But if it is so, it is because Zhou Lifang treated me like a son. 1 will
never forget how, in January 1993, when we were in Tufang for the New
Years lantern parade and I fell sick with a high fever, he watched over me
like a mother in the country hostel, making sure I had enough blankets,
and then getting me back to the county seat for treatment.

Nor will 1 ever forget the research we did together on the ten-village
worship circuit of the Chan monk Fuhu in 1995. We went first on Febru-
ary 22 to Pengfang, the village nearest Fuhu's temple. It was bitterly cold
and often rained, but Zhou Lifang, about to turn 70, never flinched, and
we still laugh about how, during our visit to a nearby hamlet, I sank knee
deep into a morass of chilly duck-shit laden mud.

On March 5, after an interlude in Liancheng County to witness the
massive parade of Gongtai, we came back to finish our study of the Fuhu
circuit.

This time we started at the northernmost village of the ten and
walked our way from village to village, back to Pengfang.

At night, we stayed in whatever house in the village had an extra
room and some blankets.

On the morning of March 11, we prepared to go to the last village,
Xiaoling, but were undecided whether to do it the safe way, go back to
Tongfang and wait for the bus, or be adventurous and strike out over the
low mountains?

We decided to do the latter. When we set out, the sky was low but
hardly threatening. By the time we reached the foot of the mountain, it
had begun to rain, but the drops were still occasional, and we had in any
case gone too far to turn back.

So we began the climb. Soon it was raining hard, then pouring, and
the rain ran in rivulets around our feet.

I began to worry about Zhou's heart and asked him to let me carry his
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bag. He kindly consented, and we marched on, emerging at last onto the
dirt road that links Tongfang to Liancheng.

Now what? -continue walking, of course! But not too long after, we
heard a rumbling sound and saw a flatbed truck coming up from Tong-
fang.

We hailed it, it stopped, and we climbed in the back along with some
twenty schoolchildren going home for the weekend (it was Saturday).

They dropped us off a bit down the road at a nunnery, where we had
a lunch of very salty noodles.

After lunch, the old abbess took us out to the road to catch the one
bus of the day, and it drove us through the humid sun down to Xiaoling.

Xiaoling was to prove an adventure in its own right, with an evening
meeting in a house next to a roaring torrent and lineage registers that sud-
denly materialized and then just as suddenly were spirited away. That
night we slept in the village head's house, and the next morning we caught
a bus to Liancheng, where we met up again with Yang Yanjie.

Were I to recount all our adventures, it would take many pages.
What remains of them are the warm memories of a companion without
peer, who always thought of others first, who taught me the hexiang
form of Qigong, and who had a gift for recording tales that still fills me
with amazement. For with Yang Yanjie the three of us had worked out a
division of labor in which Zhou Lifang’s role was to record tales and cus-
toms. At the end of every day, Zhou would regale us with the stories he
had heard. He told them in his quiet way, with just the right touch of hu-
mor and wonder. But even more unforgettable was how he recorded the
tales, with a small pad and a fountain pen. Many times I tried to convince
him to use our little tape recorder, and one time he actually did. When he
compared the result, he generously said that he had indeed missed a cou-

ple of details in his handwritten recording. But the fact of the matter was
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that, even though he hardly wrote quickly, he somehow managed to get
the whole story down and preserve its oral flavor: it was not just notes, it
was really very close to an actual recording.

Readers of these pages will not have the opportunity I did of sharing
with Zhou Lifang the joys and anxieties of fieldwork. But they will discov-
er how much he was learning as he listened, questioned, and wrote, and
they will have the privilege of seeing through his eyes a society that is now

nearly gone.

John-Lagerwey

Fontenay-sous-Bois, France, September 24, 2006
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