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Green Bamboo Hermitage

Green Bamboo Hermitage

Ah Yuan and I arrived home on the tenth day of the fifth month
of the Chinese lunar calendar. It was the trying damp season in our
province, scorching sun alternating with relentless rain, an ordeal
unimaginable for those who have never gone through it. Mother
told us that Second Aunt had inquired about our return and sent a
verbal message saying, “I am so ill-fated that even my nephew and
his bride neglect me.” This meant she would like us to visit her
and stay for some time.

I had been to Second Aunt’s home only once in my childhood .
That was more than ten years ago before I left home to live in an-
other world of electric lamps, cinemas, books in stiff foreign-style
covers and asphalt roads. My old home had seemed a legendary
place in my recollection, and my impression of Second Aunt’s
home was even more hazy, like a wisp of cloud or a streak of pale
smoke . Her large, sombre house with three courtyards, the study
littered with moth-eaten, mildewed old books and the pond, bam-
boos and plants in the garden were all as unsubstantial as a dream
in my memory.

The tale of Second Aunt’s past seemed to have been taken out of
a storyteller’s script. Of course I never saw her in the prime of her
beauty. But what I saw of her later in her life — the way she car-
ried herself, her tall slender figure, the pallor of her comely face, ‘
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Green Bamboo Hermitage

her narrow sorrowful eyes and reticent melancholy — all fitted in
perfectly with the sad story of her past.

We need not go into the details of her story now. As a matter of
fact, my knowledge was fairly limited, for all my elders had always
avoided the subject. The little I did know was gleaned from hints
they let fall in casual conversation through long months and years.

It seemed many years ago there was a clever young boy studying
under my grand-uncle. He was the sole heir of a man who was an
only child himself. Because he noticed the many attractive butter-
flies embroidered on the canopy, the brush sheath and the large
square of brocade in my grand-uncle’s room his heart warmed to-
wards the girl who had embroidered them. And his admiration was
reciprocated by the girl, who often heard him mentioned with ap-
proval by my grand-uncle. I did not know how the hero and hero-
ine came to meet each other, and few of the older generation knew
this either. From the scraps of material I had gathered, I learned
the climax of the sad story: one balmy spring day at noon my
grandmother, who had gone into the deserted back garden to ad-
mire the peonies in bloom, caught, by accident, a pair of naughty
children fumbling in confusion with their belts in the artificial rock
cave.

When this comedy of beauty and talent became known, the girl
so much admired for the butterflies she embroidered was suddenly
scorned even by serving maids. My broad-minded grand-uncle
tried his best to make a match of it but did not succeed. Several
years later, the young man, on his way to take the imperial exami-

nation in Nanjing, drowned in the Yangtze River, when his boat
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Green Bamboo Hermitage

capsized in one of the storms rising with the autumnal tides. The
girl who embroidered buiterflies was nineteen at that time. When
the news reached her she tried to hang herself from a cassia tree
but was rescued by the gardener. The young man’s family thought
there was some praiseworthy quality in the girl after all. They got
the consent of family and amid wedding music took the girl home to
receive the young man’s coffin. She went through the wedding ritu-
als in mourning dress and red bridal shoes, and holding a wooden
tablet inscribed with the name of the deceased young man, paid
homage to ancestors in the family temple.

This story would not have been so interesting had it not con-
cerned Second Aunt, nor would we have been so eager to visit her
had she not been the heroine of this story .

Mother urged us to go, of course, saying that we were newly-
weds and we seldom returned home. We should not grudge Second
Aunt, lonely all her life, what little enjoyment she hoped to get out
of our visit. But Ah Yuan was more than a little afraid of the old
ladies in my hometown. My uncle’s wife was a good example of
these old ladies, she loved to pull Ah Yuan down to sit on her
knee, to call her pet names, kiss her cheeks, pretend to bite her
and caress her arms. She even wanted me to show her how I kissed
Ah Yuan. Whenever she had time, she would come to sit in our
room, a water-pipe in her hands, to stare at us with a beaming
face and to utter all sorts of embarrassing compliments. I personal-
ly didn’t mind it so much. But Ah Yuan was often so embarrassed
that she didn’t know where to look. Hence her reluctance to visit
Second Aunt.
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Green Bamboo Hermitage

Since I knew the crux of the matier I assured Ah Yuan that Sec-
ond Aunt was not such an outspoken and merry old lady. Besides,
I knew how to intrigue romantic young girls. I added many touch-
ing episodes to Second Aunt’s story so that Ah Yuan was moved to
tears and sighed in sympathy. When I assured her also that Second
Aunt was not the kind to bother her, she overcame her reluctance.
Before long she was all eagerness to go, for she found Second
Aunt’s story as interesting as those taken out of ancient Chinese ro-
mances . Furthermore she was glad of a chance to get away from the
old ladies at home to enjoy the beautiful scenery of Golden Swallow
Village, so much talked about, and the cool, spacious quarters of
Green Bamboo Hermitage .

Second Aunt lived in Green Bamboo Hermitage, her house in
Golden Swallow Village. We followed the stone dike of Jingxi
Stream for seven or eight li until the surrounding mountains con-
verged to meet us and the emerald green of old locusts and willows
deepened. There were more dark ochre boulders now in the
stream, and the sound of water dashing against them was louder.
This part of the Jingxi was called Echoing Pool. The banks of E-
choing Pool were thronged with lush green locusts, willows and
elms, their rich foliage entwining to form a canopy over the foam-
ing water so that not a ray of sun could penetrate to the pool. A
score or so of malm-brick houses could be detected among the
trees, the largest of them being a white house on the west bank.
Peeping out over the enclosing walls with plum-blossom-shaped
openings were some bamboos, half of them green, the other half,
sprinkled with flowers, just tuming brown. This was Golden Swal-
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