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= Author’s Preface

This volume of my early essays comprises eleven chosen from four
collections written between 1932 and 1937, a time when I was maturing as
a writer and was at the height of my powers.

The first section comes from the first two chapters of my autobiogra-
phy completed between the summer and autumn of 1932. I was then
teaching composition in the Chinese Department of Qingdao University in
Shandong. I lived in a small, newly repaired bungalow at the corner of
Fushan Road, between the college and the park. In the triangular court-
yard were flowering plums clipped into the shape of mushrooms, with a
profusion of tiny white blossoms emitting a faint fragrance. Only a few
hundred yards away at the end of the park was the beach. From my win-
dow I could watch the sea changing colour as the sky brightened or
clouded—the clouds there were often light violet or pale green, unlike any
I had seen elsewhere. As the term had not begun, I spent my days work-
ing or wandering through the hills some distance from the seaside; but
the wider view there made the sea appear closer than it was. At night I
seldom slept for more than three hours. Though the life was lonely I did
not find it irksome, as I felt my vital forces burgeoning, waiting to flower
and be put to use. In such conditions, I finished my autobiography within
three weeks, and without waiting to make another copy sent the
manuscript straight off to my Shanghai publisher. The first section deals
with my life as a mischievous schoolboy. Judged by conventional stand-
ards, all I learned was how to play truant; but as I see it, I was trying to

find ways to dodge the feudal educational system designed to turn me
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into a “careerist”, and to escape into the new, fresher world of Nature, in
which by making full use of my senses I could have a different type of ed-
ucation. Of course my family and school did not recognize my method of
self-education, and thought me disobedient, lazy and hopeless. From my
point of view, the future they had mapped out for me was a dead end. So
while still a boy I left home and went out to a totally strange society to
make a living. For five years I received a rigorous education along the
thousand /i of the Yuan River Valley, living from hand to mouth as a poor
vagrant and meeting with some fantastic experiences. I saw hundreds of
my fellow countrymen and friends die futile deaths, and was lucky to
come through alive myself. But instead of being disheartened and losing
faith in life, I felt I had read a big book with immensely rich contents
which increased my useful knowledge and taught me the true significance
of life, convincing me of the road I ought to take. Under no circumstances
would I grow decadent when life seemed without hope, nor would I
preen myself on some minor achievement. This education and experience
encouraged me to come to Beijing empty-handed when I was twenty, to
read a new, larger book; it also fired my childish imagination with the
ambition to achieve something more worthwhile after ten or twenty years
of additional study. In this way I made it my principle to act on my own
judgement, never relying on favours granted by others or trusting to luck,
nor affected by temporary ups and downs in my work. I went on study-
ing like this for twenty-five years.

The second section of this book consists of four essays chosen from
my reminiscences of west Hunan. These were based on letters to my
home in Beijing during the winter of 1933 when I went back to visit my
old district for a month. Later I re-edited and rewrote these letters. At first

sight these essays may strike readers as commonplace travelogues
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describing scenery and miscellaneous incidents; but actually they touched
on more complex problems than many of my short stories. In 1933 I left
Qingdao University to work in Beijing; and after my marriage there in
September that year my life underwent a radical change. We then lived in
a detached house inside Xi’an Gate. In one corner of the courtyard by the
wall were a date tree and a locust tree; and during the daytime the au-
tumn sunlight filtered down through their branches I had a small eighteenth-
century square redwood table in the form of a Song-dynasty lantern,
which I put out in the courtyard. Early each morning I worked on my
story “The Border Town” there. The sunlight filtering on to my small table
was an inspiration for me; yet I wrote rather slowly, completing one chap-
ter a week. After the story was finished I sent it to the National News
Weekly in Tianjin for publication. But before its completion, towards the
end of November, I received a letter from my old home saying that my
mother was seriously ill and wanted me to go back. At that time Chiang
Kai-shek had mobilized six hundred thousand troops in Jiangxi to attack
Ruijin, and the raging battles were causing tens of thousands of casualties.
In Hunan the local troops were waging small-scale warfare with forces
from Guizhou over the opium tax; thus the situation there was rather
tense too. The highway was cut. The journey there and back by boat
would take more than one month, and it would be more convenient to
travel alone. So I arranged with my wife that I would note down all that
happened on the way and post those notes back to her. The weather had
turned cold and the rivers were low. I took a boat upstream from
Taoyuan in the lower reaches of the Yuan, stopping from time to time. It
took me twenty-two days to reach Pushi in the middle reaches of the riv-
er. Then I travelled on foot for three days through the mountains before

finally reaching my hometown—Fenghuang. During my boat journey, I sat
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watching the flowing river all day long and felt very lonely. The villages
along the river looked quiet, but actually there was tension in the air, and
anytime disaster might strike. Life was very insecure. To spare my wife in
Beijing worry, I wrote her one or two letters every day, giving details of
all that I saw and heard on the river, and deliberately writing in a
light-hearted way. I wrote altogether more than forty letters. While travel-
ling on foot for three days through the mountains, I passed a pavilion in a
desolate place where several of my army friends had been killed more
than ten years before, and that made me sad; but that night, staying in a
small hostel, I wrote a letter to reassure my family in Beijing. When I
reached my old home, I learned from my elder brother many facts about
the life there of which I had had no conception. Though outside I had of-
ten been considered “ideologically backward”, in my hometown they re-
garded me as a “dangerous character”. It was easier to deal with people
outside, but here once you were under suspicion it was hard to clear
yourself. The only way was to leave as soon as possible. Apart from pay-
ing a courtesy call on my “superior”, I steered clear of other relatives and
friends who might ask awkward questions and cause trouble. After stay-
ing by my mother’s bedside for three days, I told her that I had already
taken too long a holiday and because of pressure of work must hurry back
to Beijing. The return journey took me another twelve days, during which
I wrote about twenty long letters describing incidents on the way. Back in
Beijing, I went on with “The Border Town”, at the same time arranging
my letters for publication. They later came out as a collection of essays on
my travels in Hunan.

Though this slender volume of essays appears to be a travelogue
written at random without much editing, each contains allusions to events

and personal feelings which a careful reader can easily detect. I wrote
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about various wharves along the Yuan and insignificant, everyday inci-
dents—the joys and sorrows, successes and failures of boatmen on small
junks and their past and present. But what was difficult to express was
the pathos of this, and their anxiety about their fate. Even their low stand-
ard of living was hard to maintain. They were liable to be crushed by ex-
ternal forces, and their common fate was to come to a sad end. For exam-
ple, the “commander” in my home district had thirty thousand local
troops under him and for twenty years controlled thirteen counties in west
Hunan; yet his troops were eventually disbanded and he lost control over
them, unable to cope with life’s vicissitudes. I had some premonition of
this, and indeed in less than three years it came to pass. Chiang Kai-shek
won a temporary victory in Jiangxi, then sent an army to annex and op-
press the district, naturally achieving this without much trouble. The gen-
erals had to resign, the troops were reorganized and posted elsewhere;
then Chiang Kai-shek’s soldiers came in as conquerors and ravaged the
countryside.

The four essays in the third section were chosen from my book West
Hunan, written in the winter of 1937. After the War of Resistance Against
Japan broke out and Beijing fell to the invaders, on August 12 I went early
in the morning with some friends who taught in Beijing University and
Qinghua University to catch the first train to Tianjin. The next day, staying
in the French Concession, we learned from the morning paper that fight-
ing had started in Shanghai. Our destination then was Nanjing, but being
unable to go by boat to Shanghai we had to wait for some other transport.
Ten days later we heard that a British merchant vessel could take us to
Yantai, from where we could go by truck to the middle section of the
Qingdao-Jinan Railway and there, with luck, we might get a train to Nan-

jing. Having no other choice, we decided to risk it. I was travelling with
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