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Catkin Willow Flats

Catkin Willow Flats

The mid-morning July sun blazed down.

Manzi was bound firmly to an upright of the vine trellis
by his grandfather. The knot was a complicated one used for
tying up a thief.

That was in 1936, when Manzi was six, his head shaven
clean except for a tuft on his crown. He was burnt brown as
a berry, for he had gone about stark naked ever since sum-
mer came. Only two patches under his brows showed white
where the sun had not touched him. The bridge of his nose
was black and cracked. It was as if he had just crawled out
of a chimney. Even his eyeballs seemed blacker than before
the summer.

His granny had asked Wang Ri Lian, the neighbour on
the east side, to make the boy baby vest of the brightest red
cloth, lovingly embroidered with a colourful floral design.
People must wear clothes as horses must wear saddles. If
Manzi had worn his baby vest, he would have been the star
attraction among all the other boys. However, Manzi re-
fused to wear it, even for a day.

He went about in his birthday suit, running wild all over

the canal flats, no matter how fiercely the sun beat down on
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Catkin Willow Flats

him. If he had deigned to wear the baby vest it would have
made him sweat and within hours his whole body would have
been covered with an irritating, itching heat rash. Not one
of the girls of his age had baby vest to compare with his in
splendour, so he would have felt a little sissy, neither a boy
nor a girl. The girls would have ridiculed him until he would
have wished to find a hole to crawl into in embarrassment.
Even the smallest boy in the village would have laughed and
jeered. He would never live it down for the rest of his life.
Manzi’s granny was, of course, furious. She threatened to
whack him with the long rolling pin and starve him for three
days if he didn't put on the bright red baby vest. It had a
very special significance. Manzi was the darling of the whole
family, and his granny was always afraid that the King of
Darkness would carry him off one day. It was said that the
King of Darkness snatched little boys away but never little
girls. So if Manzi wore the bright red baby vest which made
him look less like a boy, he might escape the rheumy old
eyes of the King of Darkness.

People addressed Manzi’s granny as Aunt Yi Zhang Qing.
She was tall and bronze and had large, unbound feet and a
very penetrating voice. When she bawled anyone out, she
could be heard fifteen kilometres away. Few could match her
in this respect. When she cursed, the words came tumbling
out loud and clear like rain beating down on wide banana
leaves. She had no need to stop for breath. Abuse poured out

of her mouth in one long endless stream. She could also
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Catkin Willow Flats

fight. She was well into her fifties, but it would have taken
more than a few strapping young men to get the better of
her.

Her home was on the bank of the Northern Canal and the
house opened out on to it. Once a large junk from other parts
of the country happened to pass her door. It was almost
noon, and Aunt Yi Zhang Qing had been sitting in the shade
of the willows tending ducks when several boat-haulers came
trudging past, naked as the day they were born except for a
piece of cloth about their waist, their trousers tied up like a
turban high on their heads. Suddenly, they heard someone
shout, “Hold it!” Now these were tired men, bone weary.
They had been towing upstream against the wind under the
broiling sun for the last hundred /i and had not had so much
as a moment’s rest. Their stomachs were rumbling angrily
for lunch. They ignored Aunt Yi Zhang Qing’s shout. When
she saw this, fury seized her and she shouted again, louder,
“Put on your trousers!” One young hauler, who ought to
have known better, looked up and said surlily, “You're old
enough to have seen most things. Shut your eyes or turn the
other way if you don’t like what you see!” That got Aunt Yi
Zhang Qing’s dander up. Rolling up her sleeves to expose a
pair of big bronze bangles, she rushed down on him. “I'm
not going to have you insult womenfolk like this!” she
yvelled, shaking a finger at him. The young hauler brushed
her hand aside: “Qut of the way, you bitch!” That did it!
Aunt Yi Zhang Qing landed him a blow that sent the young

6



WA XK

—S R, ERERT . BUEEITE, SETF
X, BEEATST, SEAAMTRBH
T8,

WRLEELETRLE, TAMREX
oA — ], — RAML AT O B, tE
BRI 5 . — LW AR B BN ST
THBT, —AFRRGRIK, RAHE—
REE, BTBEESEL L, EHE—7,
“BED KGRI TEKET, HTEA
+ B, TUK SR, R TR, TR
RH—RETARK, — e AR — AW,
ARG ERHR, — AR 0% R
B BORE,SEAT, UG T —5 5%
RELEFUENERRDEST WGX, (8
Tt H KR —IR, B “— K R
A AR it s REEA EIR, R R £ 1" —
EHERBATER, RTHMD, FRHELSE
H T LT T 224 24w 4 5 40 4T, — e S 3]
W, BT ROT, FREWLIY
BT T B R T R TTA R 48 /b 48
HIBRER " TR R A F AR R X, B
Ly RSB IR, H “HF R
X-TFURTOER. —LHKRPRAE,
EXR-TERTRET B %, BIrMERKY

FT R
English-Chinese

FEX¥EE

Gems of Chinese Literature
BRXERF

Contemporary Literature



Catkin Willow Flats

fellow reeling, his ears ringing and blood spurting from his
nose. He staggered and fell on the hot white sand, fighting
for breath. His mates rushed to the rescue. They heard Aunt
Yi Zhang Qing break off a branch about as thick as a bowl
and saw her come at them, flaying wildly. She drove them
all into the water like so many dumplings sliding into the
pot. Aunt Yi Zhang Qing stood on the bank cursing them,
driving each back into the water as he tried to clamber up
out. They were all stuck in the canal. The helmsman tried
in vain to control the junk which kept twirling along with
the current. Finally, the owner of the junk persuaded Liu
Guandou, the ferryman, Ji Laocheng, the blacksmith,
Zheng Duanwu, the carpenter, and Du Si, the shopkeeper,
to come and intercede for him. It had taken all of them a
couple of hours to persuade Aunt Yi Zhang Qing to relent
and let the men back on dry land.

Aunt Yi Zhang Qing’s hands were calloused. She could
work in the field, handle a boat and catch fish as well as any
man. She also cured people’s afflictions with acupuncture
and moxibustion. She was the local midwife, surgeon and
bone-setter, and old and young in the village sought her
when they needed help. Every man, woman and child in the
village under thirty had come into this world with the assis-
tance of her able hands.

Though she was such a capable person, she could do
nothing with her only grandson, Manzi. The He family for

generations had always produced only one son and then al-
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