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Miss Su’s condemnation of Fang Hung-chien for being shameless was
actually unjust. At that moment he was so embarrassed that it seemed to him
that everybody on deck was watching him. Inwardly he blamed Miss Pao for
being too overt in her behavior and wished he could have said something to her
about it. Although he was now twenty-seven and had been engaged before, he
had had no training in love. His father had passed the second-degree
examination under Manzu rule' and was a prominent squire in his native district
south of the Yangtze.> Nine out of ten of the emigrants from this district living
in big cities were now either blacksmiths, bean-curd makers, or sedanchair
carriers. The most famous indigenous crafts were clay dolls; and for young men
entering college, civil engineering was the most popular discipline. The
intractability of iron, the insipidity of bean curd, the narrowness of sedan
chairs, and in addition, the smell of earth could be called the local traits;
even those who became rich or high officials lacked polish.

In the district a man named Chou had become wealthy from a blacksmith
shop he opened in Shanghai. Together with some fellow villagers in the same
business, he organized a small bank called the Golden Touch Bank,? serving as
manager himself. One year, remembering the saying about returning home
clothed in glory, he chose the Ch’ing Ming Festival® to return to his district to
offer obeisance at the family temple, attend to the ancestral graves, and make
acquaintances with local notables. Since Fang Hung-chien’s father was one of
the respected men in the community, in due time Chou paid him a visit. Thus

they became friends and went on to become in-laws.

#1H, % 3 H “I am therefore deeply concerned about the consequences of the possible brevity of my
life: it would in that event be ruination for the rest of Miss Chou’s life as well. Hence my sincerest wish
it is, that, out of kind consideration for my circumstances, Father would undertake to dissolve the agree-

ment with grace and tact. Pray do not allow intolerance over a minor request to lead to everlasting woe”

— WA NI E R, H A4 Feanne KellyFiNathan K. Maof i
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While Fang Hung-chien was still in high school, in compliance with his
parents’ decision, he became engaged. He had never met his fiancée; merely
viewing a bust photograph of her had left him feeling indifferent. Two years
later he went to Peking to enter a university and had his first taste of
coeducation. Seeing couple after couple in love, he grew red-eyed with envy.
When he thought how his fiancée had quit school after one year of high school
to learn housekeeping at home in order to become a capable daughter-in-law,
he felt an uncontrollable aversion toward her. Thus, bewailing his fate and
feeling resentful toward his father, he went about in a half stupor for several
days. Then suddenly he woke up, and mustering his courage, he wrote a letter
home asking for release from the engagement.

Since he had received his father’s guidance in literary composition and
placed second in the high school general examination, his letter was couched
in an elegant style without incorrectly using any of the various particles of
literary Chinese. The letter went something like this: “I have of late been very
restless and fitful, experiencing little joy and much grief. A feeling of
‘autumnal melancholy’* has suddenly possessed me, and every time I look into
the mirror at my own reflection, so gaunt and dispirited, I feel it is not the
face of one destined for longevity. I am therefore deeply concerned about the
consequences of the possible brevity of my life: it would in that event be
ruination for the rest of Miss Chou’s life as well. Hence my sincerest wish it is,
that, out of kind consideration for my circumstances, Father would undertake
to dissolve the agreement with grace and tact. Pray do not allow intolerance over
a minor request to lead to everlasting woe.”

‘Since he felt the wording of the letter was sad and entreating enough to
move a heart of stone, he was quite unprepared for the express letter which
came from his father. It gave him a severe scolding:

I did not begrudge the expense of sending you hundreds of miles away
to study. If you devoted yourself to your studies as you should, would you
still have the leisure to look in a mirror? Yon are not a woman, so what
need do you have of a mirror? That sort of thing is for actors only. A real

man who gazes at himself in the mirror will only be scorned by society.



Never had I thought once you parted from me that you would pick up such
base habits. Most deplorable and disgusting!

Moreover, it is said that “When one’s parents are still living, a son
should not speak of getting old.” You have no consideration for your
parents, who hold you dearly in their hearts, but frighten them with the
talk of death. This is certainly neglect of filial duties to the extreme! It
can only be the result of your attending a coeducational school—seeing
women around has put ideas in your head. The sight of girls has made you
think of change. Though you make excuses about “autumnal melancholy,”
I know full well that what ails you are the “yearnings of springtime.”®

Nothing can escape this old-timer’s sharp eye. If you carry on with this

foolishness, I will cut off your funds and order you to discontinue your

studies and return home. Next year you will get married at the same time
as your brother. Give careful thought to my words and take them to heart.

Fang Hung-chien was shaken to the core, never expecting his father to be
quite so shrewd. He wasted no time in getting off a reply begging forgiveness
and explained that the mirror was his roommate’s and not something he had
bought himself. Within the last few days, after taking some American cod liver
oil pills and German vitamin tablets, his health and spirits had taken a turn for
the better, and his face had filled out, he assured his father, except that the
high cost of medicine had been more than he could afford. As for his marriage,
he would like to ask that it be postponed until after his graduation. For one
thing, it would interfere with his schooling; for another he was still unable to
support a family and would not feel right about adding to his father’s
responsibilities.

When his father received the letter, which proved that the father’s
authority had reached across several hundred miles, his father was extremely
gratified. In high spirits, his father sent him a sum of money so he could buy
tonic medicine. From then on, he buried his feelings and dared not indulge in
vain hopes. He began reading Schopenhauer and would often say wisely to his
classmates, “Where is romantic love in the world? It’s entirely the reproductive

urge.”In no time at all he was a senior in college and was to marry the year
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following his graduation.

One day an express letter came from his father. It read as follows: “I have
Just received a telegram from your father-in-law. I was greatly shocked to learn
that Shu-ying was stricken with typhoid fever, and due to the negligence of a
Western-trained doctor, she passed away at four o’clock in the afternoon on
the thirteenth of this month. I am deeply sorry. Marriage was so close at hand;
all good things have unexpected setbacks. It is all due to your lack of good
fortune.”

The postscript read: “This may be a blessing in disguise.” If you had
married three years earlier, this would have cost us a large sum of money. But
with a family of such virtue as ours, if the marriage had taken place earlier,
perhaps Shu-ying would have been spared this calamity and lived a long life.
One’ s marriage is predestined, and you have no cause to be overly grieved.
You should, however, send a letter of condolence to your father-in-law.”

Fang Hung-chien read this with the joy of a pardoned criminal. But for the
girl whose life had been cut short he felt a tinge of pity. While exulting in his
own freedom, he wanted to help lessen others’ grief. He therefore wrote a long
letter of commiseration to his would-be father-in-law.

When Mr. Chou received the letter, he felt that the young man knew
etiquette, and so he instructed the bank’s chief-secretary Mr. Wang to send a
reply. When Chief-secretary Wang read Fang Hung-chien’s letter, he had high
praise for his boss’s would-be son-in-law, remarking that the young man’s
calligraphy and literary style were both excellent, and that the expression of his
feelings for the deceased was deep and genuine, indicative of a very kind heart
and talent that would take him far. Delighted with all this, Chou instructed
Wang to reply in the following manner: “Although my daughter was never wed,
our in-law relationship will remain unchanged. I had but one daughter and had
originally planned to gi\;e her a grand wedding. Now I am going to give the
entire amount, which I had set aside for the wedding and the dowry, along
with the earnings from investments made with your family’s betrothal present—
altogether a sum of over twenty thousand dollars or one thousand three hundred

British pounds—to finance your education abroad after your graduation from



college next year.”

Even in his dreams Fang Hung-chien had never conceived of such a stroke
of good fortune and felt profound gratitude toward his deceased fiancée. He was
a worthless sort, who could never learn civil engineering, and while at the
university he had switched his major from sociology to philosophy before finally
settling down as a Chinese literature major.

It may sound a bit absurd for someone majoring in Chinese to go abroad
for advanced study. In fact, however, it is only for those studying Chinese
literature that it is absolutely necessary to study abroad, since all other
subjects such as mathematics, physics, philosophy, psychology, economics,
and law, which have been imported from abroad have already been
Westernized. Chinese literature, the only native product, is still in need of a
foreign trademark before it can hold its own, just as Chinese officials and
merchants have to convert the money they have fleeced at home into foreign

exchange to maintain the original value of the national currency.

Notes:

1. The traditional Chinese civil examination system offered three academic
degrees, which were conducted at three different levels—the county (or
prefecture) , the province, and the national capital. Successful candidates at
these three levels were known respectively as hsiu-ts ai, chu-jen, and chin-
shih. For a quick reference, see: Y. W. Ma and Joseph S. M. Lau, eds.,
Traditional Chinese Stories: Themes and Variations ( New York: Columbia
University Press, 1978), p. xvi.

2. The land south of the Yangtze River in eastern China was known as the
cultural and political center of China, noted for the glitter of its cities and the
lush green of its countryside.

3. Literally, “Turn-to-gold-at-a-touch Bank.” From the Taoist story of a
man who could turn stones to gold by a touch of his finger, comparable to the
“Midas touch.”

4. A festival (“Clear and Bright”) , usually around April 5, during which

the Chinese worship at the graves.
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5. Literally, to lament the autumn—to regret the passing of the summer of
life. An allusion from Songs of the South (Ch’u tz’u) , a collection of poems
associated with the state of Ch’u to the south in the Yangtze Valley. The earliest
of the Ch’u poems are probably not any older than the third century B. C.

6. Literally, to harbor the amorous thoughts of spring. An allusion from
the Book of Odes (Shih ching) , a collection of 305 songs dating from about
1100 to 600 B. C. The arrangement is attributed to Confucius, who considered
the book a model of poetic expression.

7. Literally, “just like the old frontiersman losing a horse, who knows but

that which seems a misfortune may be a blessing in disguise.”
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