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Preface
A medical doctor who can tell a story

Gao Xinmin visited Beijing at the beginning of last year. He told me that
his plan for 2012 was to write a novel and asked me to prepare a few words
for his new book. I did not accept his kind request. In bookstores in China,
almost every newly published book has a preface written by a famous public

person or leader. I am neither of these.

Gao called me a few days ago. His first novel is ready for publication. He
would like to know about my preface for his new book. It seems that I have
to do it - no excuses. This will be my first preface, assuming it will be printed

in his new publication.

Gao is one year older than me. We have had similar experiences, but we are
also quite different from each other. I was born on a quiet street of French
concession in old Shanghai. He was born in a small town in southern Anhui
province, near Yellow Mountain. He was always a good student with many
awards, and a favorite of his teachers. He was very active, joining many
school activities and becoming a leader in his class. I was a shy boy, never
daring to act up. My school record was not so good, but not so bad. Unlike
Gao, I was not an activist who joined political and social activities at school.
The high school that I attended was the top school for swimming in Shanghai.
The coach of China’s national swimming team and several winners of the
Olympic and Asia games graduated from my school. But I was one of a
very few students in the school who did not know how to swim. After high
school, both of us went to the countryside to do heavy labor on farms. But
Gao went there voluntarily, following Chairman Mao’s call. I was sent to

~ the countryside, forced by the workers’ propaganda team and the teacher
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in charge of my class. After many years’ tough time, we luckily entered
Anhui medical school during the Cultural Revolution. But Gao learned
modern medicine, while I was to learn traditional Chinese medicine. To be
a doctor was his dream. But I never thought that I would become a doctor
until I entered medical school. After graduating from medical school, I was
assigned to be a teacher in the school. He went back to the countryside, again
volunteering, this time to be a village doctor. The similarities and differences
between us were due to a special period of modern Chinese history. Our

experiences had a clear imprint of that time.

With the reform and opening up policy, we had chances to “crossover
disciplines” He is an ophthalmologist; he is a writer, too. His writings include
poetry, prose, short stories, and an autobiography. I, a specialist of traditional
Chinese medicine, never studied abroad and was never a government official.
But I crossed the border and worked for the World Health Organization, later
becoming the representative of the World Health Organization to the South
Pacific, and the director with responsibilities for WHO’s technical support to

all Pacific island countries.

I am not a writer, an artist, or a composer. But I like to conjecture and
imagine what appears in their minds - when a writer writes a book, an artist
draws a picture, or a composer writes music. Mo Yan, the winner of the
Nobel Prize in literature, said, “I am a teller of stories.” I guess there are
many stories in their minds when writers are working on new books. I believe
a good writer must be a person who loves life with a discerning eye and
diligence. Gao Xinmin is such a person. His first novel “Apples Bitten by
Angels” is devoted to disabled children and their teachers. He uses the vision
of an ophthalmologist to observe the world around him. As a doctor, he is
very busy on wards or in operating rooms treating his patients during working
hours. However, every evening he sits in his small study at home to write his
book until the middle of the night.
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Works by famous writers always show the characteristics of their homeland
and the people who live there. Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy’s epic novels, such
as “War and Peace,” reflect the voluminous land of Russia. Honoreé - de
Balzac’s books, such as “La Comédie Humaine,” show all aspects of French
society. Shen Congwen’s most important collection of short stories, “Border
Town,” makes readers imagine the peaceful and primitive simplistic beauty of
the western part of Hunan province. Mo Yan’s novels,such as “Red Sorghum
Clan” and “Big Breasts & Wide Hips,” reflect life at Gaomi Township and
follow the magic and black humor of people in Shandong province. In Gao
Xinmin’s publications appear the precipitous, delicate gracefulness of yellow
mountains, bamboo groves, streams, and small towns of the southern part of

Anhui province.

The children and teachers in “Apples Bitten by Angels ” went through a
long process of tempering. I believe that every piece of life’s experience,
whether painful or joyous, is useful - although it depends on how we treat and
understand them. Personal life experiences are like drops of water in a stream,
which is small and weak when it just exudes between stones and wells from
underground. Then, it flows. It may stop by a rock moving slowly or fall in
the moss becoming muddy. But if it still flows and moves forward, it will join
a river and empty into the sea or become part of a colorful rainbow. This is

what Gao Xinmin tries to tell readers in “Apples Bitten by Angels”.

CHEN Ken

Feb 2013
at Philadelphia USA
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