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My Faraway Qingpingwan

My Faraway Qingpingwan

Generally speaking, northern cattle can be divided into two
types: Mongolian and Huabei. Of the Huabei type, those from
Qinchuan and Nanyang are the best, for they are tall and strong.
A Huabei-Mongolian cross is an even more attractive animal,
with its crooked horns pointing forward, its fighting ability and
fine hide. It is also easy to rear. I know a little about Huabei cat-
tle. Let’s say, if somebody wanted to buy one right now, I could
guarantee to buy Him the best. Everybody knows you should look
at its build, its teeth and see what sort of temperament it has.
By doing that, you can perhaps get one that isn’t too bad, but
you won’t necessarily get a really good one. The key thing is to
check out its temperament by taking a whip and cracking it in
the air, at which a good animal will glower and thrash about.
This kind of animal will work hard and trot spiritedly. A lazy an-
imal, when it hears the whip crack, will slump, close its eyes
and put up with it. Don’t choose this kind of animal.

When I was sent to the countryside, where I looked after cat-
tle for two years, it was in a small mountain village in northern
Shaanxi — Qingpingwan. Although our village was on the loess
plateau, you found only yellow loess and nothing like a plateau
there. Land frequently caved in because of the floods which
washed the soil down the ditches, dams and rivulets into the

2
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My Faraway Qingpingwan

Yellow River. From Luochuan northward, the yellow mountain
ranges and ridges spread along uninterrupted. There were few
trees, so few that the villagers remembered clearly the exact
number and type on each mountain.

When | herded cattle on the mountains, I often thought how
wonderful it would be if that yellow earth could be changed into
piles of millet and wheat, and the wild grasses and thistle in the
ditches and gullies into cypre%s groves. The old fellow who herd-
ed the cattle with me, always smoking a long-stemmed pipe,
would laugh and say, “Then we could have steamed buns all year
long and the wife and I mlght get wooden coffins. ”

This old man’s name was Bai. He had a few teeth left- and a
straggly beard and he liked to sing, although he had a voice like a
broken gong. At dusk, when we herded the cattle back to’ the
village and the last ray of the setting sun fell on the river bank,
the old boy would hoist the bundle of wood tied to the end of kis
pick and walk along singing: “Red flowers blossom along the river
bank, the poor long for a good life . .." drawling out the words.
Although it wasn’t a particularly robust voice, it was melodious
with a slight vibrato. Sometimes, by chance, we'd see a couple
of small heads appear; they would prick up their ears to listen for
a bit and then run away; perhaps they were foxes or wild goats.
Anyway, you couldn’t have lived by hunting there, animals were
so scarce. The most outstanding feature of the place was its
poverty, with its barren mountain and empty rivers, so the
“good life” was something the poor only dreamt of. When it was
nearly dark, the children who’d gone out looking for adible wild

4
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My Faraway Qingpingwan

herbs would come back, the older ones leading the little ones,
the little ones pulling even smaller ones, each with a basket on
their arms full of amaranth, or garlic and mushrooms. They
would all follow on behind the cattle, shouting and laughing, vy-
ing with each other to scoop up the cattle dropping to take homg.

The poorer a place is, the harder the wqu is. Sowing in
spring, harvesting wheat in . summer, planting corn, sorghum
and millet in the autumn and in winter building up dams and ter-
raced fields, work went on non-stop. Take spring sowing for ex-
ample. Manure had to be carried up the mountain with pofes and
baskets, each load weighing about sixty or seventy jin, and ev-
ery morning you had to make four or five trips, which eamed you
only two workpoints. That was equivalent to six fen. With that
you could buy two popsicles i in Beijing. In that place of course,
there weren’t any pobsicles,. People who worked in the \moun;
tains would drink whalteve: water they could get. Before sunrise,
people tilling the ﬁeld§ would:pick up their wooden ploughs .and
drive their cattle up the mountains. By the time the sun ap-
peared, they would already have ploughed several mu . A blazing
sun imprinted the elongtited shadows of cattle and memnon to the
mountain slopes, of people spreadmg fertxhzer in the wake of the
ploughs, of others behind them sowmg, and to the rear, others
breaking up clods of earth; a lme moving slowly, rhythmncally
forward to the cattle dnver s long cry. Sometlmes the cries were
exhausted and sad sometimes cheerful and humorous. It was a
scene whlch made me forget the time I lived in and silently reflect
on mankind’s long and remote history. It seemed o me that this

6
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My Faraway Qingpingwan

was exactly how we had walked through the centuries.

At Qingming Festival I got ill and had terrible pains in my
back and legs. At first, I thought it was only sciatica or strain
and never imagined it would become as serious as it has. It’s very
windy at Qingming in north Shaanxi and even the sky is yellow
with dust. The sun becomes hazy and the wind beats against the
paper panes of the cave house windows. One day I was lying
alone on the earthen kang. . ..

That day the team leader brought me a bow! full of steamed
buns. 4 i '

It's a north Shaanxi custom that at Qingming éVery house-
hold, even poor ones, must eat several of these steamed buns.
They are dyed red and gfeen and the villagers call them zichui .
Everyone in ngpmgwan en)oyed eating them, especxally the
children, who’d been clamounng for them for days
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