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Harvest

Harvest

I

It was nearly Qing Ming Festival. The rain had been coming
down for days, and the sky remained overcast without the slightest
sign of clearing up.

Uncle Yunpu, still in the shabby padded gown that had seen
him through the winter, sat near the entrance of the Cao Ancestral
Temple. He was shaking with a slight tremor, as if his body found
it hard to withstand the chill that was penetrating to his bones.
Looking up to survey the sky, he muttered incoherently under his
breath and looked down again.

“Oh, Heaven! Is it going to be like last year?” he whispered.

Then turning towards his wife who was sitting at the foot of the
stage in front of the temple, he said hesitatingly: “Ma, they say
after the first thunder shower in spring you should be able to take
off your padded clothes. Now it’s nearly Qing Ming and it’s still too
cold to go without them. Could it be that this year will be like
last?”

She made no reply. She was busy nursing little Sixi at her
breast.

The weather was really dreadful enough to worry anyone to
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Harvest

death. The rain had been pattering for more than a month, ever
since the lunar calendar marked the beginning of spring. People
felt terribly afraid. In the past, it had always been like this: a bit-
ter cold spell around the beginning of spring meant that it would
certainly be a flood year again.

“Heaven above, if it’s going to be the same...” Uncle Yunpu
once more gazed up at the sky, while with one hand he kept tap-
ping his pipe on the stone steps.

“It couldn’t be!” said Mrs. Yunpu after a pause, in a rather off-
hand manner, her face still turned towards the child in her arms.

“Why couldn’t it be? Didn’t we have a cold spell like this at the
beginning of spring in 1924 and 19267 Besides, this year Heaven
is going to make people really suffer.”

Uncle Yunpu was irritated by his wife’s casual answer. He felt
as if this year’s fate was already sealed. Had not the oracle in the
Guan Di © Temple stated clearly that it was going to be a bad year
and that death would take a toll of 60 to 70 per cent of the popula-
tion?

Memories of past suffering, deeply engraved in the mind of Un-
cle Yunpu, inspired these fears. He remembered the year 1924
when he had just managed to scrape together one meal a day com-
posed of yams and weeds which he had gathered here and there.
The year after was slightly better, but the following year they were

@ Guan Di, or Emperor Guan, was regarded by the peasants in some parts of Chi-
na as the ruler in Heaven. Originally called Guan Yu, he was a famous general during
the period of the Three Kingdoms in the third century.
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Harvest

again reduced to tree bark and roots. As for previous famine years,
they had occurred when he was still very young, so the suffering
did not seem quite so bad. But last year — Heavens! It was some-
thing Uncle Yunpu dared not even think about.

The year before, there had been eight mouths to feed in his
household; this year there were only six left. Besides Yunpu and
his wife, there was their eldest son, twenty-year-old Ligiu, who
was his father’s right-hand man. The second son, Shaopu, was
fourteen. He too had started to help with work in the fields. Ying-
ying, the ten-year-old daughter, helped her mother make rain
hats, and the youngest was Sixi, the baby, who was still being
breast-fed. Yunpu’s father and the six-year-old c}ﬁld, Tiger, had
died the September before from eating Mercy Powder. © :

What a jolly family he had, and not a single member who ate
without working for it! Who would say Uncle Yunpu wasn’t des-
tined to become rich? Yes, Uncle Yunpu was meant to spend a’
comfortable and prosperous old age. It was only tough luck that
had brought a succession of wars, droughts and floods, year after
year, crushing him so that he could hardly raise his head.

The year before, that dreadful year before, had been worse than
a nightmare. Because of wars and natural calamities, he had been
compelled, in desperation, to rent seven mu of Mr. He’s land in
the hope that his fortune might take a turn for the better. After all,

@ Fine white clay, believed to be edible and sent by Guanyin, the Goddess of
Mercy.
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Harvest

there were many hands in his family; each extra’ mu of land culti-
vated would mean just so much more at harvest time. He had
hoped that after deducting the rent to be paid to He there would be
some grain left for themselves. If they could have managed to get
enough to eat for a year or so, there is no question but that they
would have become prosperous, Yunpu had made up his mind to
sell his entire property, which consisted of the little hut they lived
in, and become a tenant of Mr. He’s.

He had moved his whole family into the ancestral temple in
March and had become caretaker of the ancestral tablets, for which
duty he was given a string of money at the oblation in spring and
autumn. Mr. He had taken over his hut and had allowed him to
cultivate his seven mu of land at the customary rate of 70 per cent
of the harvest. Had Yunpu actually been able to keep the 30 per
cent of the harvest in his own hands, he would have considered
himself quite lucky.

At first, Yunpu had really felt extremely happy. He and his sons
had laboured unstintingly, and he felt doubly reassured by the fact
that the crops were growing well and the rain was just right. If he
was careful in his cultivation and they managed a good harvest,ev-
erything would be all right, he had thought.

Pretty soon the seedlings took root and started to bud. Quickly,
ears of grain appeared; with a few more days of mild south wind he
could count on the appearance of a golden field of rice. Yunpu had
been filled with joy. Was this not ample reward for his unceasing
hard labour?

He had felt like jumping up and down for joy. But it happened

8
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