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The Man from a Pedlars’ Family

The Man from a Pedlars’ Family

To speak of pedlars and well-born families in the same
breath is a little unusual. Perhaps we're being a little too
literal here. Let’s just say that there is a certain Zhu Yuanda
whose family from generation to generation has been engaged
in peddling. During which dynasty did his family begin to
peddle? It has never been ascertained. What things did they
peddle? This too can’t be said for certain. All I remember is
that, thirty-two years ago, the day after I moved to this
lane, just after dusk, I heard the sound of a bamboo clapper
approaching from a distance. The rhythm was very marked.
“Duo duo duo, duo duo, di di di duo, duo duo, di di duo.”
Although there were only two notes, there were many vari-
ations in modulation and in the strength of the tapping.
Under the cover of night it seemed as though someone were
calling or relating something.

I opened the long window facing the street, and looking
down I spotted a light at the end of the alley. The light
wavered on the white chalk walls, whizzing along like a
spirit on night patrol. Gradually it became more distinct. It
was a brightly lacquered wonton carrying pole. Steam was
rising above the pole, while sticks of firewood burned in a

stove. The pole carrier was Zhu Yuanda. At that time he
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The Man from a Pedlars’ Family

was perhaps seventeen or eighteen, tall and thin. Beside him
shuffled an old grey-haired fellow — his father. His carrying
days were over. He'd very recently passed the carrying on to
his son. Now he went on ahead striking the bamboo clapper,
leading his son along the bumpy road he’d followed in his life
that had enabled him to sell enough wonton .

In those days I was out of work. I relied entirely on
helping several overworked Chinese language teachers, cor-
recting students’ composition exercise notebooks, getting a
share of “classroom chalk dust” so as to make ends meet.
This was not easy work and every night I was burning the
midnight oil!

The “di di, duo duo” sound of that clapper passed nightly
beneath my window. It would always depart at dusk and
eventually return, most often just as the Beijing opera goers
were leaving the theatre.

Whoever works through the long winter nights dressed
only in a thin shirt becomes frozen stiff with only his
shrunken heart continuing to beat. Inside the room there is
no stove, while outside the north wind cuts through the
window lattice like a sharp knife. The swirling night rain is
turned into ice crystals which dance on the roof tiles. After
midnight the whole world becomes an icehouse. At that
hour, a steaming hot bowl of wonton dumplings for five fen
with which you can have extra helpings of soup and hot
sau;e is a powerful temptation and a delightful pleasure!

% Almost from the first day I became Zhu Yuanda’s main
4
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The Man from a Pedlars’ Family

customer. Later it became my habit that at the last sound of
the Beijing opera gong, I would lift my eyes from the stu-
dents’ exercise books and wait to hear the warming sound of
the clapper.

Zhu Yuanda's clapping was better than his father’s. It
was livelier and seemed at once both joyful and mischievous.
Before long the clapper would be sounding beneath my
window. “Eat, eat, come quickly and eat,” it seemed to be
calling. If I was a little slow, Zhu Yuanda would put down
his pole and call up to me,

“Mr Gao, come down and warm yourself.”

I would hurry downstairs to stand by his carrying pole,
watching him fan the fire in the small oven and put the
wonton in the pot while I listened to Zhu talk of the
evening’s business. He was very talkative; the words would
flow in a stream, so that while you waited for your wonton
you didn’t feel the least lonely or anxious.

“Tonight’s business was very good,” he would invariably
begin, as though sales never went poorly. “When the opera
ended at least twenty people gathered around my carrying
pole. And would you believe it, there wasn’t enough meat
stuffing. I'm not kidding you. The last few bowls had
dumplings which were only half-stuffed.... Oh! Yours I set
aside specially. They’re stuffed with meat.” He used a brass
spoon to stir the wonton in the pot so as to prove this to me.
“See, each one is bulging with meat.”

I laughed as I said, “I don’t care whether they’re stuffed

6
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The Man from a Pedlars’ Family

or not, you must add a few more hot peppers!”

Zhu Yuanda didn’t miss his chance to add, “It’s so cold.
Would you like another bowl?” -

“Okay. But you're sold out of meat stuffing.”

Zhu laughed heartily, his eyes winking slyly. “It would
be throwing away your ‘capital if you were to sell wonton!
When you're doing business, you've got to say that there’s a
limited supply of your product. Then people will snap it up.
If you tell them that there’s no meat f{illing left, then the
customers will want even the pastry sheets!” Saying this he
withdrew from a little cupboard an earthenware bowl of meat
which he thrust before me. “See if this isn’t enough for you!”
He laughed, thoroughly pleased with himself.

I began to laugh myself. It was just like watching a ma-
gician gaily and deliberately giving away the tricks of his
trade.

At that time I didn’t think that Zhu Yuanda was doing
anything dishonest or that he was putting his profits ahead
of everything else. I felt that the reason I wanted to correct
more exercise books and he wanted to sell more wonton was
that our lives were so difficult. Every night he brought me a
little warmth. If I was able to buy for his sake one more
bowl of wonton we would be helping each other out like two
fish in a drying pond trying to spew foam on one another.

After Liberation I got a job as a cadre in an educational
department. Although I was still busy, I didn’t have to stay
up half the night. Although my salary wasn’t much, I felt it
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