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As the wind blew, one lotus petal fell down into the water. In the reflection, however, another petal
went upward until the two petals merged into one when they reached the surface of

the water. The petal then floated on the water like a tiny boat. FEHPRANEE O MiEREHE
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Bright Is the Moon over
My Home Village

Everyone has his hometown, every hometown has a moon, and everyone
loves the moon over his hometown. Presumably, that’s how things are.
However, the moon would look lonely if it hung in the sky all by itself. In
classic Chinese poems or essays, therefore, the moon is always accompa-
nied by something, most likely by a mountain or a river. Hence, “High is the
mountain, and small is the moon,” and “Three towers reflected on the lake
on a moonlight night,” etc. There are simply too many such scenes to count.
My home village is located on a major plain in northwestern Shandong. I
never saw a mountain when I was small; as a result, I didn’t know what a
mountain was like. In my imagination, a mountain was probably a thick
and round column, so tall that it pierced the sky and looked awesome. When
I grew up, I went to Jinan, where I saw some mountains for the first time.
Suddenly I became aware of what a mountain was. The moon that I saw in
my village when I was young, therefore, was never associated with any
mountains. It was beyond my wildest dream to understand what the poet Su
Dongpo said in his poem: “The moon rises above the Eastern Mountain and
lingers between the Southern Dipper and Altair.”

As for water, there was plenty of it in my small village. Several reed-filled
ponds made up most of the village. In the eyes of a kid such as me, those
ponds were not as magnificent as Lake Dongting whose “waters in August
are placid,” but they did seem to extend far and wide. On a summer evening,
I would lie on the ground near a pond and try to count the stars in the sky.
Occasionally a bonfire would be set under an old willow. Someone would
climb onto the tree and shake it. And lo and behold, many cicadas would
drop down. That was a much easier way of catching cicadas than trying to
get them glued to chewed wheat grains. Every evening I took great pleasure
in doing that, and everyday I looked forward to the early arrival of dusk.
Later in the evening, I would walk to a pond, where I looked up at the moon
in the sky, bright and clear, and down at the moon reflected, just as bright
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and clear, on the surface of the pond. Too young to know what a poem was,
1 was nonetheless so impressed by what I had ‘seen that there seemed to be
something stirring in my heart. On some days, I would play by the pond late
into the night. Not until midnight did I go home to sleep. And in my dream,
1 would see two moons, one on the top of the other, their light shining all the
more brightly and splendidly. The next day, early in the morning, I would
go to the pond to look for duck eggs in the reeds. Glistening, they were there
for me to pick. I was happy beyond words.

I lived in my home village for only six years. Then I left it and began to live
the life of an itinerant, ro‘aming freely all over the world. First I spent a
dozen or so years in Jinan, then I spent four years in Peking and then I
returned to Jinan for one more year. Following that, I lived in Europe nearly
eleven years, only to return to Peking again. Altogether, it was over forty
years, during which I visited nearly 30 countries and saw the moon every-
where I went. I saw it in Lake Leman in Switzerland, on the great desert in
Africa, in the vast sea, and over huge mountains.

The moon was undisputedly beautiful wherever I saw it, and I liked it every
time I saw it. But the sight of the moon in foreign lands would invariably
remind me of the small moon I had seen over my own village, reflected on
the water of a pond. I always felt that, however big and beautiful the foreign
moon was, it could not be as bright and beautiful as the lovely moon I saw
over my small village. However distant I might be from my home village, the
thought of that lovely moon would make my heart fly back. My dear lovely
small moon, I'll never forget you!

Now almost 70 years old, 1 live at Peking University in its Langrun Garden,
which is itself a scenic attraction. To brag a bit, I would describe it as having
lush bushes and slender bamboo with streams running merrily around sev-
eral tiny hills. The scene is exquisitely beautiful. A couple of years ago, I
had the pleasure of spending a summer vacation in Mt. Lushang, one of the
best summer resorts in China. Back in Peking together with one of my old
friends, he exclaimed at the sight of Langrun Garden, “Oh, with such a
beautiful place to live in, why should you have gone to Mt. Lushan for
vacation?”

His words testified to the beauty of the Garden, which boasts of hills, streams,
trees, bamboo, flowers, and birds. On a night with the full moon in the sky,
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the Garden is certainly an ideal place to appreciate the poetic beauty seen in
the vast sky where the moon hangs, the lush trees where sleepy birds sing,
and the tranquil ponds where lotuses send out a delicate fragrance. The much-
coveted sight of “moonlight over a lotus-covered pond” is right next to my
room window. Whoever comes to my home will be delighted to see it.

On such beautiful nights, however, I will think of the ordinary moon over
the pond in my home village. Indeed, seeing the moon never fails to make
me think of my home village. It is hard to say if nostalgia—a malady, isn’t
it?—brings one sweetness or bitterness. As it is, nostalgia is filled with fond
memories, anxieties, regrets, or even pain. Time, once gone, is gone forever.
Ultimately, nostalgia is sweet with a touch of bitterness.

Bright is the moon over my home village. When can I see that moon again?
As I look southward, my heart flies there.

November 3, 1989
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My Childhood”

When I recall my childhood, I don’t see anything that is red or green. All I
see are patches of gray.

It was more than 70 years ago. The Qing Dynasty had just been overthrown,
and the whole of China was in chaos. My earliest recollection of politics
can be summed up in two Chinese characters, namely, chao ting, which
means “imperial court.” Rural people at that time referred to the emperor as
the imperial court with the result that the latter became a nickname for the
emperor. In my mind, the imperial court was not a living person, it was just
something that possessed enormous power. The very mention of it would
fill the hearts of rural people, me in particular, with awe. All in all, the
authority of the emperor still lingered on and the old habits were far from
eradicated. The Qing Dynasty seemed to exist still, and there were very few
signs of anything taking on a new look in the country.

During this time of transition, I was born in a small village called
Guanzhuang in Qingping County (now renamed as the city of Linging),
Shandong Province on August 6, 1911. Economically speaking, south China
was then richer than Shandong and other provinces in north China. In
Shandong, its eastern part was better off than the western part. My county,
which was located in western Shandong, was the poorest of the poor west-
ern counties, and my village was the poorest of the poor villages. To crown
it all, my home was the poorest of all the families in the village.

It was believed that my family hadn't always been poor. They saw some
good days before I was born. However, my grandparents had both died when
I came to this world. My father had ten brothers and sisters, but only three
of them survived. The youngest of them, ranking the 11th in the siblings,
was given to some rich family and made to change his name. My father and
his only brother—I called him Uncle Ninth—were left to fend for themselves.
One can easily imagine how difficult life was for two orphans who were

both landless and homeless.

1] Selected kom The Autobiography of Ji Xianlin.
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Fortunately, it so happened that one of their uncles had passed the imperial
examination and become the most knowledgeable scholar in the area. At
one time, he was made a council member in the county in charge of education.
He treated my father and his brother pretty well, providing them with food
and clothing. However, as the family was large, there were many disputes
and troubles. On several occasions, the two brothers were so hungry that
they went to a date garden in search of dried dates that had dropped from
the tree. In the end, they were forced to leave a home that didn’t exist.
They went to Jinan, capital of the province to look for work. During the
Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976, when I volunteered my criticism of the
author of “the first revolutionary Marxist-Leninist poster,” she got so of-
fended that twice she dispatched people to my home village to dig for my
“dark past” so as to brand me as a land owner. People there told the “young
revolutionaries” that I would be the first villager to pour out grievances of
the old society if there was a chance, “He wasn’t even qualified as a poor
peasant,” they told them. o _
As both my father and his brother were friendless in Jinan, they grabbed
every job that they could find, pulling the rickshaw, carrying heavy loads,
and serving as policemen or coolies. Finally my uncle was able to stand on
his own. After much consultation, they decided that my father should go
back to their old home, leaving my uncle in Jinan. He would make enough
money to support my father.

I was born to an extremely poor home. Only on a few occasions did we have
a chance to enjoy wheat flour meals. Most of the time, we subsisted on.
sorghum. With no money to buy salt, we would go to the salty land to scrape
soil and put it in a cauldron of hot water. Salt thus extracted would be used
to make preserved vegetables, our stable dish the year round. Cooking oil
was unknown.

The wife of my granduncle happened to like me very much. I would run
into the village—we lived on the periphery—to her home the first thing in
the morning. And she would reach her hand into an enormous pocket, from
which she fetched me half a bun made of white flour. I chewed it as if it
were dragon liver or phoenix marrow. If there was anything that was more
delicious than white-flour bun, I didn't know. Later I learned that the bun
had been a special gift from her two filial sons, each of whom owned several
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