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CHAPTER 1

In which an introductory
story of a good scholar
points the moral of the
book

Men in their lives

Go on different ways;
Generals, statesmen,

Saints and even immortals
Begin as ordinary people.
Dynasties rise and fall,
Mornings change to evenings;
Winds from the river

Bring down old trees

From a former reign;

And fame, riches, rank

May vanish without a trace.
Then aspire not for these,
Wasting your days;

But drink and be merry,

For who knows

Where the waters carry the blossom
Cast over them?

z HE idea expressed in this poem is the commonplace onc
that in human life riches, rank, success and fame are external
things. Men will tisk theic lives in the search for them; yet
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once they have them within their grasp, the taste is no better
than chewed tallow. But from ancient times till now, how many
have accepted this?

However, at the end of the Yuan Dynasty* a really remark-
able man was born. His name was Wang Mien, and he lived
in a village in Chuchi County in Chekiang. When he was seven
his father died, but his mother took in sewing so that he could
study at the village school. Soon three years had passed and
Wang Mien was ten. His mother called him to her and said,
“Son, it’s not that I want to stand in your way. But since your
father died and left me a widow, I have had nothing coming in.
Times are hard, and fuel and rice are expensive. Qur old clothes
and our few sticks of furniture have been pawned or sold. We
have nothing to live on but what I make by my sewing. How
can I pay for your schooling? There’s nothing for it but to set
you to work looking after our neighbour’s buffalo. You'll be
making a little money every month, and you’ll get your meals
there too. You start tomorrow.”

“Yes, mother,” said Wang Mien. “I find sitting in school
boring anyway. I'd rather look after buffaloes. If I want to
study, I can take a few books along to read.” So that very night
the matter was decided.

The next morning his mother took him to the Chin family next
door. OIld Chin gave them some breakfast, and when they had
finished he led out a water buffalo and made it over to Wang
Mien.

“Two bow shots from my gate is the lake,” he said, pointing
outside. ‘“And by the lake is a belt of green where all the
buffaloes of the village browse. There arte a few dozen big
willows there too, so that it is quiet, shady and cool; and if the
buffalo is thirsty it can drink at the water’s edge. You can play
there, son; but don’t wander off. I shall see that you get rice
and vegetables twice a day; and each morning I shall give you
a few coppers to buy a snack to eat while you're out. Only you
must work well. I hope you’ll find this satisfactory.”

Wang Mien’s mother thanked Old Chin and turned to go home.
Her son saw her to the gate, and there she straightened his clothes
for him.

“Mind now, don’t give them any reason to find fault with you,”
she charged him. “‘Go out early and come back at dusk. I don't
want to have to worry about you.”

* 1279-1368.



Wang Mien nodded assent. Then, with tears in her eyes, she
left him.

From this time onwards, Wang Mien looked after Old Chin’s
buffalo; and every evening he went home to sleep. Whenever
the Chin family gave him salted fish or meat, he would wrap
it up in a lotus leaf and take it to his mother. He also saved
the coppers he was given each day to buy a snack with, and every
month or so would seize an opportunity to go to the village school
to buy some old books from the book-vendor making his rounds.
Every day, when he had tethered the buffalo, he would sit down
beneath the willows and read.

So three or four years quickly passed. Wang Mien studied and
began to see things clearly. One sultry day in early summer,
tired after leading the buffalo to graze, he sat down on the grass.
Suddenly dense clouds gathered, and there was a heavy shower
of rain. Then the black storm clouds fringed with fleecy white
drifted apart, and the sun shone through, bathing the whole lake
in crimson light. The hills by the lake were blue, violet and
emerald. The trees, freshly washed by the rain, were a lovelier
green than ever. Crystal drops were dripping from a dozen lotus
buds in the lake, while beads of water rolled about the leaves.

As Wang Micn watched, he thought, “The ancients said, ‘In
a beautiful scene a man feels he is part of a picture, How true!
What a pity there is no painter here to paint these sprays of lotus.
That would be good.” Then he reflected, ‘“There’s nothing a
man can’t learn. Why shouldn’t I paint them myself?”

Just then, he saw in the distance a fellow carrying two hampers
over his shoulder and a bottle of wine in his hand. Hanging from
one hamper was a rug. ‘The man spread the rug under the willows,
and opened the hampers. Behind him came three men in scholars’
square caps, all some forty to fifty years old. Two were dressed
in dark grey, and the third in a blue linen gown. Fanning them-
selves with white paper fans, they advanced slowly. The one in
blue was fat. When he reached the willows hc asked one of the
men in grey, one with a long beard, to take the seat of honour,
and another, a thin one, to sit on the rug opposite. He himself
was evidently the host, for he sat in the lowest place and poured
the wine.

They began eating. After a while, the fat man said, “Mr. Wei
has come back. His new house is even bigger than the one in
Bell Tower Street in the capital. The price was two thousand
taels of silver, but, because the purchaser was so distingnished,
the owner allowed him several dozen taels discount for the sake
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of the credit he would get from this transaction. On the tenth
of last month Mr. Wei moved in. The prefect and the county
magistrate called to congratulate him, and stayed there feasting
until nearly midnight. There is nobody who does not respect
him.”

“The magistrate used to be Mr. Wei’s pupil,”* said the thin
man. ‘It was only right for him to pay his respects.”

“My son-in-law’s father is an old pupil of Mr. Wei’s, too,” said
the fat man. “He has a post as magistrate now in Honan
Province. The day before yesterday my son-in-law came to visit
me, bringing two catties of dried venison — that’s it on this dish.
When he goes back, he’s going to ask his father to write a letter
of introduction so that I can call on Mr. Wei. Then, if Mr. Wei
condescends to come to the village to return the visit, the villagers
won’t dare to turn their donkeys and pigs loose to eat the grain
in our fields any more.”

“Mr. Wei is a real scholar,” said the thin man.

“Recently, when he left the capital,” said the man with the
beatrd, “I heard the emperor himself escorted him out of the city,
taking his hand and walking neatly twenty steps with him. It
was only after Mr. Wei had repeatedly bowed and entreated him
to go no further that the emperor got into his sedan-chair and
returned to the city. Judging by this, Mr. Wei will probably
soon become a great official.”

The three men talked on and on; but Wang Mien saw that
it was growing late, and led the buffalo back.

After that, Wang Mien no longer spent his savings on books,
but asked someone to buy paints for him in the city, and learnt
to paint lotus flowers. At first he did not do too well, but after
three months he succeeded in capturing the very essence and shades
of colour of the lotus. Though he painted on paper, his flowers
seemed to be growing in the water, or as if freshly plucked from
the lake and placed on a scroll. When the villagers saw how
well he painted, some even bought his pictures. And when Wang
Mien had money he bought good things for his mother. One
person told another, until the whole of Chuchi County knew that
he was a famous flower painter, and people vied with each other
in their eagerness to buy. By the time he was cighteen he had
stopped working for Old Chin, and spent every day doing some

* A candidate who passed a civil service examination considered himself
the “pupil” of the examiner who had passed him, and called the examiner his
“patron.”
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painting or reading old poems and essays. By degrees he no
longer had to worry about his livelihood, and his mother was
happy.

Wang Mien had genius. While still in his teens, he mastered
the whole field of astronomy, geography, the classics and history.
He was, however, eccentric. He did not look for an official post,
and did not even have any friends. All day he studied behind
closed doors; and when he saw in an edition of the poems of Chu
Yuan* a picture of the poet’s costume, he made himself a very
high hat and a loose flowing gown. In the fresh and flowering
spring he would take his mother out in a buffalo cart, and, dressed
in his high hat and loose gown, flourishing the whip and singing
songs, would drive all over the countryside and around the lake.
Small groups of village children would tag after him, laughing;
but he did not mind them. Only his neighbour, Old Chin,
realized how remarkable he was; for Old Chin was an intelligent
man, though a peasant, and he had seen Wang Mien grow up.
He respected and loved Wang Mien, and often asked him to his
thatched cottage to talk with him.

One day Wang Mien was sitting in Old Chin’s cottage when
a man wearing a bailiff’s cap and blue cloth gown came in. Old
Chin welcomed him, and after an exchange of courtesies they sat
down. This newcomer’s name was Chai. He was a county
runner and also a bailiff, but since Old Chin’s son was his godchild
he often came to the village to visit their family, Old Chin hastily
called his son to make tea, kill a chicken and cook some meat to
entertain the bailiff, and asked Wang Mien to accompany them.

When Bailif Chai heard Wang Mien’s name, he asked, “Is
this Mr. Wang the flower painter?”

“Yes,” said Old Chin. “How did you get to know of him?”

“Is there anyone in the county who doesn’t know him?” retorted
the bailiff. ““The other day the county magistrate commissioned
me to get twenty-four paintings of flowers to send to a superior.
Knowing Mr. Wang’s great reputation, I've come straight here;
and now I'm lucky enough to meet Mr. Wang himself.” Then
he turned to Wang Mien and said: ‘I must trouble you to do
some paintings. In two weeks I shall come to fetch them, bring-
ing the payment from Magistrate Shih.”

Old Chin pressed Wang Mien to consent and, to please the
old man, he agreed.

* China’s eatliest great poet (B.C. 340-278).



He went home and took infinite pains to paint twenty-four
pictures of flowers, each with a poem appended. Bailiff Chai
reported his meeting with Wang Mien to the magistrate, who gave
him twenty-four taels of silver. Of this sum Chai appropriated
half, giving twelve taels only to Wang Mien. He took the flower
album away with him, and then the magistrate sent it with some
other presents to Mr. Wei.

When Mr. Wei accepted the gifts, the album alone attracted
his attention. He looked at the paintings again and again, liking
them so much that he could scarcely take his eyes off them. The
next day he invited Magistrate Shih to a feast to thank him. They
exchanged greetings, and drank several cups of wine.

“Yesterday I received your gift of a flower album,” said Mr.
Wei. “Is it the work of an old master or of a contemporary?”

Not daring to conceal the truth, the magistrate told him, “It
was painted by a peasant in one of the villages in my county.
His name is Wang Mien, and he is quite young. I believe he has
just learnt to paint; but his work is unworthy of your distinguished
notice.”

Mr. Wei sighed and said, ““I left home so long ago that, though
my native place has produced so great a man, I did not know
it. T am ashamed. He shows not only remarkable skill but
exceptional insight, and in future his fame and rank will at least
equal ours. I wonder if you would invite him to pay me a visit>”

“What could be simpler?” replied Magistrate Shih. “When
I leave I shall send a man to invite him. He will be only too
pleased to come.”

When Magistrate Shih had taken his leave of Mr. Wei, he
returned to his yamen and ordered Bailiff Chai to take an invita-
tion card couched in most respectful terms to Wang Mien. Chai
hurried down to the village to Old Chin’s house, and sent for
Wang Mien to step over. Then he told him what his business
was.

Wang Mien smiled and said, “I must trouble you to inform
the magistrate that Wang Mien is only a peasant and dare not
accept such an invitation.”

The bailiff’s face fell. “When the magistrate invites, who dare
refuse?” he demanded. “Especially as it was I who did you
this favour! If I hadn’t recommended you, how would His
Honour know you could paint? You ought by rights to be re-
warding me! Instead, after coming all this way, I don’t see so
much as a cup of tea, and you fob me off with excuses. And
why won’t you go, pray? Do you mean to say a county magistrate
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can’t summon a common man? What am I to say to the magistrate
when 1 get back?”

“It’s not that, sir,” said Wang Mien. ‘““If I receive a summons
from the magistrate, how dare I refuse? But you have brought
an invitation, which means I am under no compulsion. I don't
want to go. His Honour must excuse me.”

“That doesn’t make sense!” exclaimed the bailiff. “Served
with a summons, you go. Asked by invitation, you don’t. You
simply don’t know what’s good for you!”

“Mr. Wang,” put in Old Chin, “if the magistrate sends an
invitation, he must mean well. So why not go? The proverb
says, ‘Magistrates can ruin families.” Why ask for trouble?”

“The bailiff doesn’t understand, uncle,” said Wang Mien, “but
haven’t you heard me tell the stories of the two ancient sages
who refused to see their rulers? No, I'm not going.”

“You are making it very difficult for me,” said the bailiff.
“What can I say to the magistrate when I go back?”

“In fact, it is difficult for you both,” said Old Chin. “Mr.
Wang doesn’t want to go. But if he doesn’t go, that’ll be very
embarrassing for Bailif Chai. Now I have a plan. When you
go back to the yamen, bailiff, don’t say that Mr. Wang refuses
the invitation, but just that he is ill and can’t go. He will go in
a few days when he is better.”

“If he were ill,” objected the bailiff, “I should have to get
a signed statement to that effect from the neighbours.”

They argued for some time. Then Old Chin prepared supper
for the bailiff, and while he was eating told Wang Mien secretly
to ask his mother for a little silver as messenger’s fee. Ounly
then did Chai consent to go back.

When Magistrate Shih heard the bailiff’'s report, he thought,
“How can the fellow be ill? It’s all the fault of this rascal Chai.
He goes dowa to the villages like a donkey in a lion’s hide, and
he must have scared this painter fellow out of his wits. Wang
Mien has never seen an official before in his life. He’s afraid
to come. But my patron charged me personally to get this man,
and if 1 fail to produce him, Mr. Wei will think me incompetent.
I had better go to the village myself to call on him. When he
sees what an honour I'm doing him, he’ll realize nobody wants
to make trouble for him and won’t be afraid to see me. Then
T'll take him to call on my patron, and my patron will appreciate
the smart way I've handled it.”

Then, however, it occurred to him that his subordinates might
laugh at the idea of a county magistrate calling on a mere peasant.
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