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Publisher’s Note

Foreign Languages Press is dedicated to the
editing, translating and publishing of books in for-
eign languages. Over the past several decades it has
published, in English, a great number of China’s
classics and records as well as literary works from
the Qin down to modern times, in the aim to fully
display the best part of the Chinese culture and its
achievements. These books in the original are fa-
mous and authoritative in their respective fields,
and their English translations are masterworks pro-
duced by notable translators both at home and
abroad. Each book is carefully compiled and trans-
lated with minute precision. Consequently, the En-
glish versions as well as their Chinese originals may
both be rated as classics.

It is generally considered that these English
translations are not only significant for introducing
China to the outside world but also useful reading
materials for domestic English learners and transla-
tors. For this reason, we have carefully selected
some of these books, and will publish them succes-
sively in Chinese-English bilingual form.

Foreign Languages Press
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CHAPTER 1

THIS story is about Xiangzi, not about Camel, because
“Camel”was only his nickname. So let us start with Xiang-
7, just mentioning in passing how he became linked with
camels.

The rickshaw pullers of Beiping fall into many different
categories. There are strong, fleet-footed young men who
rent smart rickshaws and work round the clock, starting
work or knocking off whenever they please. They pull their
rickshaws to a rickshaw-stand or the gate of some big house
and wait for fares who want a fast runner. With luck, a sin-
gle trip can net one or two silver dollars; but it may happen
too that they spend the whole day idle, not even recouping
their rickshaw rent. Still, they take this all in their stride.
These fellows generally have two ambitions. One is to get a
job on a monthly basis, the other is to buy their own rick-
shaw . For with their own vehicle, it doesn’t matter whether
they have a monthly job or take odd fares, the rickshaw is
their own property anyway.

Then there is a category of slightly older men, and others
who for health reasons cannot run quite as fast, or who for
family reasons cannot afford to let a day go by without
eamning something. Most of them pull fairly new rickshaws,
and because both puller and rickshaw are quite smart-look-
ing they can still demand a respectable price. Some of them
work round the clock, some only half days. Of these latter,
the more energetic take the night-shift all the year round.
At night more care and skill are needed, so naturally the fee
is higher.

The pullers over forty and under twenty find it hard to
join either of these categories. Their rickshaws are ram-
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shackle and they dare not take on the night-shift. So they
have to make a very early start in the hope that, by three or
four in the afternoon, they will have earned enough for the
richshaw rent as well as their daily needs. Their broken-
down vehicles and lack of speed mean they must make
longer trips for lower payment. They are the ones who haul
merchandise to the melon, fruit or vegetable markets; for
this they earn less, but at least they can take their time.
The under twenties—some have been plying this trade
since they were eleven or twelve—rarely become crack

pullers later on, because as boys they have over-taxed their
strength. They may pull all their lives and never make the
grade, not even in this trade. As for the over-forties, some
have strained their muscles by pulling for eight or ten years
and are content now to take second place, in the growing
awareness that sooner or later they will keel over and die in
the road. Their pulling posture, their adroit bargaining,
their shrewd use of short-cuts or circuitous routes are
enough to make them relive past glories and tum up their
noses at the younger generation. But these shades of past
glories can in no way diminish their dismal prospects, and
so they often sigh as they mop their sweat .

However, compared to another group of over-forties,
they seem not to have reached rock-bottom yet. This group
is composed of men who had never associated themselves
with rickshaws but were forced to take up the trade, be-
cause they have reached the end of their tether. When po-
licermen, school janitors and cleaners are dismissed and
bankrupt peddlers or unemployed artisans have nothing
more to sell or pawn, they grif their teeth and with tears in
their eyes take this last desperate step, knowing it to be a
dead end. These men have already sold the best years of
their lives, and now the maize muffins on which they sub-
sist are transformed into blood and sweat which drip on to
the road. Weak, inexperienced and friendless, they are
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eyed askance by even their fellow pullers. Their rickshaws
are the most wretched of all and their tyres are always get-
ting punctured. Even as they run they beg their fares to ex-
cuse them and consider a mere fifteen coppers a very good
fee indeed.

There is yet another category of pullers distinguished by
their special beats and know-how. Those living in the west-
em suburbs around Xiyuan and Haidian naturally prefer to
take fares to the Western Hills or the universities of Yanjing
and Qinghua; those from the northem suburbs outside And-
ingmen Gate ply the Qinghe and Bei-yuan route, while those
in the south outside Yongdingmen Gate will go as far as
Nanyuan. . . . These long-distance runners will only make
trips which pay and scoff at the paltry three or five coppers
which is all that one gets for short distances. But they still
lose their wind sooner than the rickshawmen of
Dongjiaominxiang, the“Legation Quarter” .

These are real long-distance runners who cater solely to
the foreign trade, and pride themselves on being able to run
non-stop from the diplomatic quarter all the way out to the
Jade Fountain, the Summer Palace or the Western Hills.
And, stamina apart, these men have a special skill which
makes it impossible for rivals to snatch away their clientele:
they all speak foreign languages. They can understand when
English and French soldiers ask for the Summer Palace, the
Yongho Lamasery or the “Eight Alleys” red-light district,
and they will not teach their foreign lingoes to others. Their
way of running is special too. Going at a fair speed, head
lowered, looking neither to right nor left, they hug the side
of the road, seemingly indifferent to the world yet supreme-
ly self-assured. Because they serve foreigners, they do not
have to wear the numbered jacket compulsory for other
rickshaw pullers. Instead they all wear long-sleeved white
shirts, baggy black or white trousers bound at the ankles
with tapes and black cloth-soled shoes with a rib sewn up
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the middle. They are clean, smart and alert. Other rick-
shaw men, seeing this outfit, will not compete with them
for customers or race with them, and in fact they seem to
belong to a completely different trade.

After this brief analysis, let us come back to Xiangzi's
status so as to place him as accurately—we hope—as a
specific screw in a machine. Before Xiangzi became linked
with the nickname“Camel”, he was a relatively independent
rickshaw puller; in other words, he was young and strong
and owned his own rickshaw. Belonging to the category of
those who owned their vehicles, he was master of his own
fate, a high-class puller.

But this had certainly not easily come. It had taken him
at least three or four years and untold tens of thousands of
drops of sweat to acquire that rickshaw of his. He had
earned it by gritting his teeth in the wind and rain, by skim-
ping his food and drink. That rickshaw represented the fruit
and reward of all his struggles and hardships, like the single
medal of a warrior who has fought a hundred battles. In the
days when he rented a rickshaw, he was like a top sent
spinning north, south, east and west from dawn to dusk, at
the beck and call of others. But this spinning never made
him so dizzy that he lost sight of his objective.

In his mind’s eye he could picture that distant rickshaw

which was going to bring him freedom and independence,’

becoming a part of him like his hands and feet. With his
own rickshaw he would no longer be bullied by the rick-
shaw owners, would no longer have to humour anyone
else. With his strength and his own vehicle, eamning his liv-
ing would be mere child’s play.

Xiangzi was not afraid of hardships, nor did he have the
excusable but deplorable bad habits of most other pullers.
He was clever and hard-working enough to make his dream
come true. If his situation had been a little better, or if he
had had a bit more education he would certainly not have
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fallen among the “Tyre Brigade”. And no matter what his
trade, he would have made the most of every opportunity.
Unluckily, he had no choice but to be a rickshaw puller.
Very well then, even in this job he would prove his ability
and intelli- gence. Had he been a spirit in hell, he would
probably have made the best of his surroundings.

Xiangzi was country born and bred. At eighteen, having
lost. his parents and their few mu of poor land, he fled to
the city. He brought with him his country boy’s sturdiness
and simplicity, and tried his hand at most jobs that called
only for brawn. However, he soon realised that pulling a
rickshaw was an easier way to earn money. The pay for
other hard manual jobs was limited whereas pulling a rick-
shaw offered more variety and opportunities, as there was
no telling when and where one might earn more than ex-
pected. Of course he also knew that this would not be en-
tirely a matter of chance, that the rickshaw and puller must
both look smart to attract discriminating customers.

But after consideration, Xiangzi felt that he had the req-
uisite qualities, for he was young and strong. Though his
lack of experience meant that he could not begin with a
new rickshaw, this was not an insurmountable difficulty;
and with his fine physique he was sure that after ten days or
two weeks he would be running quite presentably. Then he
would rent a brand-new rickshaw, and might very soon
land himself a monthly job; after which by skimping and
saving for a few years he was bound to be able to buy him-
self a really beautiful rickshaw. Gazing at his young mus-
cles, he felt sure it was just a matter of time. This goal he
had set himself could definitely be reached—it was no pipe-
dream .

Though hardly twenty, he was tall and robust. Time had
not yet moulded his body into any set form but he already
looked like a full-grown man—a man with an ingenuous
face and a hint of mischief about him. Watching those high-
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