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CHAPTER 12

Winter wind freezes over Yellow River water;
Warm air inspires “White Snow Song.”

THE STORY tells that when Shen Tzu-p’ing woke, the red sunlight was already
filling the window, so he hurriedly got up. Yellow Dragon had already gone, he
didn’t know how long before. The old grayhead brought in hot water for him to
wash with, and after a while brought some plates and bowls of food for his
breakfast. Tzu-p’ing said, “Don’t worry about me, but go and express my thanks
to your young lady. I must get on the road.”

As he was saying this, Yii Ku came out and said, “Didn’t Uncle Dragon tell
you last night? There’s no use your going early. Liu Jen-fu will only get to the
Temple of Kuan Ti by noon. If you don’t go till you’ve had breakfast, you still
won’t be late.”

Hearing this Tzu-p’ing had his breakfast and sat a while longer. He then took
his leave of Yii Ku and hurried off to the market place. The market was thick
with people. There were not many shops, but on both sides the ground was
covered with things for sale—farm implements and things of every possible
kind for everyday use in the country. Having inquired of some country people he
soon found the Temple of Kuan Ti, where Liu Jen-fu had already arrived. They
met, talked a little about the weather, and then Tzu-p’ing took out Lao Ts’an’s letter.

Jen-fu read it and then said, “I’m a rough fellow and don’t understand the
formalities of yamen life. Besides I have little ability, and I’m afraid I should only
cause your honorable cousin to lose his reputation as a judge of men. All in all it
is best for me not to go. I received a letter from brother T’ieh brought by second

brother Chin, asking me to be sure to go, and expressing the fear that it would be
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difficult for you to go to Cypress Tree Valley where I live, and not easy to find
the place; I have therefore come to meet you here to decline in person. I must
ask you please to pass on my firm refusal. It’s not that I am lazy or that I want
to seem proud, but I'm really afraid I cannot undertake the responsibility and
might mismanage your business for you. I sincerely beg your pardon.” Tzu-
p’ing said, “You don’t need to be so modest. My cousin was afraid that nobody
else would be able to persuade you and therefore sent me, his cousin, to give you
a most sincere and respectful invitation.”

Liu Jen-fu, seeing it was impossible to refuse, could but settle his private
affairs and go back to Ch’engwu with Tzu-p’ing. Sheng Tung-tsao did indeed
treat him as a most honorable guest and in all other ways acted as Lao Ts’an had
told him. At first there were still one or two cases of robbery, but after a month
or so conditions were such that “at night no dog barked.”

However, we won’t say any more about that.

It is further told that Lao Ts’an started out from Tungch’angfu, planning to
return to the provincial city. One day he came to the south gate of Ch’ihohsien
and looked for an inn. Finding that every inn on the main street was full, he was
greatly surprised and said to himself, “Surely there has never been as much
commotion in this place before; what’s the cause of it all?”

He was just standing there, wondering what to do, when a man came through
the gate shouting, “All’s well! All’s well! It will soon be broken through. We’ll
probably be able to cross tomorrow morning.”

Lao Ts’an had no time to ask what it meant, but found an innkeeper, of
whom he asked, “Do you have a room?” The innkeeper said, “We’re full up.
You'll have to go somewhere else.” Lao Ts’an said, “T’ve already been to two
places and neither of them have rooms. Can’t you give me a makeshift? Never
mind whether it’s good or bad.” The innkeeper said, “It’s quite impossibie for us
to manage it. But a group of guests left the inn to the east of us this afternoon. If
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Your Honor will go there quickly, they may not be filled up.”

Lao Ts’an then went to the inn to the east and asked the landlord. By good
luck there was still a two-chien room empty, so he moved his baggage in. The
inn boy ran in with some water for washing and brought a lighted stick of
incense, which he put on the table saying, “Will you smoke, Sir?”’

Lao Ts’an asked, “Why is there so much stir in the town? All the inns are full.”
The inn boy answered, ““A strong north wind has been blowing for several days, and
for three days blocks of ice as big as a house have been floating down the river. The
ferryboat didn’t dare to cross, afraid of striking a piece of ice and getting damaged.
Yesterday the upper bend of the river became packed tight, and while below the
bend boats could have gone across, the ferryboats were all frozen solid in the ice
at the edge of the river. Last night His Excellency, Prefect Li of Tungch’angfu,
arrived on his way to report to the Governor. When he reached this place and
couldn’t cross, he was very impatient. He stayed at the hsien yamen and had the
river workers and local headmen break the ice. They have been breaking it all
day today, and it looks as though they will get through. But they can’t rest their
hands during the night, for if they once stop it will freeze again. So you see, Sir,
the inns are all full of people who can’t get across the river. Our inn was full up
this morning. But among one group of guests there was an old man who watched
on the river bank for half a day and then said, “They can’t break through that ice.
There’s no sense in waiting here forever. Let’s go on to Lok’ou and see what we
can do there. We can make up our minds when we get there.” So at noon they
started off in carts. You are really very fortunate, Sir! Otherwise there would be
absolutely no rooms free!” Having said all this, the inn boy went out.

When Lao Ts’an had washed his face and arranged his baggage, he locked
his room and walked out to the river dike to see what was happening. The
Yellow River came from the southwest and, making a bend here, went due east.

The bed of the river was not very wide, the two banks being not more than two
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li apart. Lao Ts’an saw piled up before him layers of packed ice which rose
seven or eight inches above the surface. He wandered up the river a couple of
hundred paces. The ice from above kept coming down block after block, until at
this point it was caught by the ice in front, couldn’t move, and came to a
standstill. More ice came and pressed it with a rustling sound, ch’ih-ch’ih, until
the ice behind, pressed harder by the flowing water, simply jumped on top of the
ice in front. Pressed down in this way the ice in front gradually went under. The
surface of the water was not more than a hundred chang wide. In the middle the
main stream was not more than twenty or thirty chang, and on both sides was
smooth water. This smooth water had long before been frozen over completely
and the surface of the ice was smooth but had been covered with dust by the
wind so that it looked like a sandy desert. The main stream in the middle, however,
continued to roar on with noise and power, pushing the packed ice so that it
jumped away on both sides, until the ice on the smooth water was crushed by
the pieces from the main stream and driven five or six feet up on the shore.
Many broken pieces of ice were stood on end by the pressure, forming a low screen.
Lao Ts’an watched it for about an hour, until the packed ice was wedged solid.

He wandered back down the river past the first place he had come to, and
went on down to where there were two boats. On the boats ten or more men
were breaking the ice with wooden clubs. They would break their way forward
for a while, and then backward. On the opposite bank of the river were two
boats breaking the ice in the same way. Seeing that night was falling, Lao Ts’an
prepared to return to his inn. He then noticed that each willow tree on the dike
cast a shadow of moving threads on the ground, for the moon was already
shining brightly. Back at the inn, he opened his door, called the boy to come and
light a lamp, and had his supper. Then he wandered out to the dike again.

By now the north wind had abated, but surprisingly enough the cold air was

even more severe than the north wind had been. Luckily Lao Ts’an had long
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before this changed into the sheepskin gown presented to him by Shen Tung-

tsao, so he was able to endure the cold. He found that the boats were still there _

breaking the ice. On each boat a small lantern had been lit, and in the distance he
thought he could make out on one side “Magistrate’s Boat” and on the other,
“Ch’ihohsien” ; this satisfied his curiosity. He raised his head and looked up at
the hills to the south. The snow-white line reflected the light of the moon; it was
extraordiharily beautiful. The mountain ranges rose tier on tier, but they could
not be clearly distinguished. A few white clouds lay in the folds of the hills so
that you could hardly tell cloud from hill unless you looked intently. The clouds
were white, and the hills were white; the clouds were luminous, and the hills
were luminous too. Yet because the moon was above the clouds and the clouds
beneath the moon, the clouds were luminous with a light which had penetrated
from behind. This was not true, however, of the hills; the light there flowed
directly from the moon and was then reflected by the snow, so that the light was
of two kinds. But only the nearer parts were like this. The hills stretched away to
the east farther and farther until gradually the sky was white, the hills were white, and
the clouds were white, and nothing could be distinguished from anything else.
Faced with this landscape where the brightness of snow and moon met, Lao

Ts’an recalled the two lines of Hsieh Ling-yiin’s' poem:

Clear moon lights up snow drifts;
North wind strong and doleful.

If you haven’t experienced the bitter cold of the north, you cannot know how
well chosen the word “doleful” is, in the line: “North wind strong and doleful.”
By this time the moonlight was making the whole earth bright. Lao Ts’an looked
up. Not one star appeared in the sky except for the seven stars of the Dipper
which could be seen clearly, gleaming and twinkling like several pale points. The
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Dipper was resting slantwise on the west side of the “Imperial Enclosure,” 2 the
handle on top, the bowl below. He thought to himself, “Months and years pass
like a stream; the eye sees the handle of the Dipper pointing to the east again;
another year is added to man’s life.> So year after year rolls along blindly. Where

is an end to be found?” Then, remembering the words of the Book of Odes,

In the North there is a Dipper

But it cannot scoop wine or sauce, *

he mused, “Now indeed is a time when many things are happening to our country;
the nobles and officials are only afraid of bringing punishment on themselves;
they think it is better to do nothing than to risk doing something, and therefore
everything is allowed to go to ruin. What will the final result be? If this is the
state of the country how can an honest man devote himself to his family?”
When he reached this point in his thinking, unconsciously tears began to trickle
down his face, and he had no heart left for the enjoyment of the scenery. He
went slowly back to his inn. As he walked along, he felt that there was some-
thing sticking to his face. He touched it with his hand and felt on each cheek a
strip of smooth ice. At first he couldn’t understand it. Then he understood and
smiled to himself. The tears he had just shed had immediately frozen solid in the
cold air. There must have been many other “frozen pearls” on the ground. He
returned to his inn feeling very melancholy and immediately went to bed.

The next morning he went to the dike again to see what was happening. He
found that the two ice-breaking boats had been frozen solid near the bank of the
river. He questioned some men on the dike and learned that they had worked half
the night, that when they broke the ice in front it froze behind them, and when
they broke the ice behind it froze in front of them, so that they were now resting

their hands and would not do any more. No doubt they were waiting for the ice
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to freeze firm and strong so that people could walk over it. This being the case
Lao Ts’an would have to wait too. Having nothing to do, he strolled into the city.
There were only a few shops on the main street and the back streets had very
few brick buildings. The whole town had a barren and deserted appearance, but
since most places in the north are like this he was not greatly surprised. Back in
his room he opened his case of books and pulled one out at random. He hap-
pened to take out a copy of the Poetic Anthology of Eight Dynasties. He remem-
bered that it was given him by a Hunan man in the provincial capital as a token of
thanks for curing a sickness. Busy in the city he had been unable to examine it
closely and had slipped it into his box. Being free today, why shouldn’t he look
it over more carefully? It turned out to be in twenty volumes. The first two were
poems in four-word lines; volumes three to eleven were five-word lines; twelve
to fourteen were in “new-style” verse; fifteen to seventeen were in lines of
different lengths; volume eighteen was verses for music; nineteen was folk
songs; volume twenty was miscellaneous compositions. As he looked over the
detailed table of contents he saw that among the new-style verse selections were
twenty-eight pieces by Hsieh T’iao and fourteen by Shen Yiieh, while among the
old-style pieces were fifty-four by Hsieh T’iao and thirty-seven by Shen Yiieh.
He couldn’t understand this at all, so he took out volumes ten and twelve
together in order to compare them. He was unable to distinguish any difference
between the new and old styles. He further thought, “These poems were se-
lected by Wang K’ai-yiin.5 He had a great name at one time and his History of the
Hunan Army was really well done. All who have eyes for a good book praised it.
Why should he have made an anthology which is so unsatisfactory?” Then he
remembered how Shen Kuei-yii’s anthology, The Spring of Ancient Poetry,
throws together in a chaotic way folk songs and regular poems—a serious
fault—and that Wang Yii-yang’s Anthology of Early Poems® too is quite
unsatisfactory. After all, Chang Han-feng’s Early Poems Reprinted is the most
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