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110 Lamentations of Stranded Sojourners

34

Since coming to the fronticr land,

I have taken all kinds of abuse from the

barbarians.

[ have come across the horizon to the Flowery

Flag Nation;

The surroundings still fill me with thoughts

of home.
Don’t despair:
All we need is profit and money.

Should our purses be stuffed with gold,
We'll pick out a date and have our homebound

whip ready.
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THREE

Lamentations of
Estranged Wives

The separation of husband and wife was the most dif-
ficult emotional issue for the Chinese immigrants in the
United States. Traditional Cantonese practices and un-
just American immigration practices made it impossible
for wives to come to the United States with their
husbands unless the latter were of the merchant class.
Hence, Chinatown became a “‘bachelor society”—a
community of married men who lived without their
wives—and their home villages turned into a land of
widows, as marricd women had to live without the
companionship of their spouses. Since the Cantonese
practice was to make sure that a man was married before
he left home to earn a living, many of these women
were newlyweds when their husbands left home. These
women knew little about America, known to them as
Gold Mountain or Flowery Flag, where their spouses
had gone to spend years of their life in toil and hardship.
They knew it only as a faraway place that took away
their husbands, in exchange for a seasonal remittance.
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Patiently they waited for the husbands to return; many
waited in vain, as their dear ones vanished in that for-
eign land without a trace. For some of the men, the
return home was in a box that contained only their
bones, shipped back home by the charity arm of their
district association in the United States for a proper and
final burial.

The rhymes in this section that are written in the
wife’s persona are laden with immense emotion. I have
divided them into two i,roups The rhymes in the larger
group focus on the woman’s feelings about séparation.
Her need for compamonshlp and the lack of it led to
great agony, frustration, and pain. Her world is scen as a
domestic one, in which she lives for her husband’s pres-
ence. In his absence, her life is miserable, unfulfilled,
and meaningless, as she lacks an independent life of her
own. The return of her husband from Gold Mountain
rejuvenates her; his prolonged absence only withers her
prematurely.

The other rhymes comprise only a minority. In them,
the marriage of an intelligent woman to an ifiépt man is
looked at from the wife’s point of view. In traditional
China, the bride was not allowed a voice in her marriage.
Thc matchmaker proposed and arranged the marriage,
the bride and groom made the decisions. The two fami-
lies’ social and economic status, not the individual per-
sons involved, had to be compatible. If a couple was
poorly matched, it would lead to much grief and sor-
row for both husband and wife, but more so for the
woman, since the man was allowed to take another

‘and remarned. Interestingly enough, in these rhymes

Lamentations of Estranged Wives 113

the protest against arranged marriage is not based on the
traditional standard of class compatibility, but on indi-
viduality. Probably influenced by the modern Western
concept of individual compatibility, this rebellious no-
tion is at odds with the traditional Chincse notion that
the woman should ncver stress her own intelligence
over a man’s. She might resent being married to an
inferior man, but her duty was to makc the situation
more tolerable for herself by practicing the traditional
feminine virtues, or elsc dic with that unresolved resent-
ment. In these rhymes, however, the woman’s voice
emphasizes individual liberty, as she secks conjugal
compatibility by divorcing her inferior husband and
marrying someone else—something unheard of in
early twentieth-century China.
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35

Husband: his foolishness is second to none.
Life indeed is tragic for the woman.
Seek a divorce, like an American?
But the Chinese do not work things out
in that way!
A belly full of resentment,
At the sight of him, eyes burst out in flames.
What evil deed in my previous life made me
marricd to you?
Why me? Why did I end up with such a fool?
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Husband: so dumb, sccond to none;
Wife: wounded with deep resentment.
Foolish and naive, he doesn’t know when
to have fun;
It’s a real bore to be with him at any moment.
Alas! is this called fate?
[ am disgusted with the family, everyone.
Had I followed the Western practice and
made my own choice,
Never, never would I have agreed to wed a moron.
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37

I ended up with a simpleton husband;

The fun and games in life, all betrayed.

Just look at him: stupid, clumsy, like a lump
of clay,

A good-for-nothing, skilled in neither craft
nor trade.

O, my whole life is wronged—

I resent the red string binding us together by
mistake. *

If, by chance, this marriage can be dissolved,

I would be most happy to throw out another bouquet.
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*“Red string” is a metaphor for a nuptial relation-
ship.

"“To throw out a bouquet” is a reference to the
popular legend of Wang Baochuan (transtated as Lady
Precious Stream by S. I. Hsiung), who threw out an cm-
broidery bouquet to the public to sclect her marital
mate. Xue Rengut, a poor soul, caught her bouquet,
and she married him despite his poverty,

38

Lamentations of Estranged Wives 117

Unexpectedly I heard Husband say that

He's about to study abroad.

My mind is confused, as tangled up as hemp

fibers.

So we have money, but what do I care!

Who wouldn’t be afraid—

To live like a2 widow in my young age?

If it’s not proper for me to tag along,

What ingenious scheme can [ dream up to keep

him to me, closc and dear?
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39 Husband says he’s going to Gold Mountain

And doesn’t listen to my pleas.

In the stll of night, full of thoughts, I cannot

rest my eyes.

Standing before the dresser alone, [ face a

grieving reflection.
I wonder

What man doesn’t treasure a lover’s bond?

Youth, once gone, will never return;

We may become rich, but wealth is really

nothing!

D
gl

SN FAEE o ok | g

<
C BB BB o BRI SNT

JSGJ Ls1b

il S XA % al "
o a")“i}"ﬁﬁ‘ {’h ° ..L'H>>}"U'i-‘\%

Lamentations of Estranged Wives 119

The sailing date approaches in quick pace.
Husband will be off to Gold Mountain.
At first I thought it was all fun and excitement;
Who would sce it, in our youthful years, as a
cruel separation?
But suddenly—
An cndless remorse, aroused by his parting.
Husband says he must go; I plead: don’t go so soon;
Don’t lcave this young woman all by her lonesome
self, grief-stricken.
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41

Dear Husband, you mention a journcy to Europe
and America;

Side by side in bed, softly I speak words of
advice:

Once you have made some small gain, hurry home

Be on guard, there are vices of which you may not
even be aware.

By all means, remember:

Yecars go by in the twinkling of an eye.

Work hard, earn gold and silver, prepare for our
later years;

And, at this moment, we still don’t have an heir.
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Lamentations of Estranged Wives

Exuberant willows, playful along the riverside;

A distant journey, revealed in the young woman’s
eyes.

Her mothlike brows are locked in sorrow; trecs
become a blur.

With no sight of her husband, sorrow besieges her.

Remembering the peak of Wu Mountain,*

No longer possible, the dreams of clouds and rain.”

Great grief and resentment are sown by separation.

Allin the cries of ortoles, the calls of swallows.
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*“Wu Mountain” s a metaphor for a lovers’ ren-
dezvous or the act of sexual intimacy. It originated
from a Han dynasty myth about Emperor Wu (reigned
140—86 B.C.).

t“Clouds and rain” alludes to the act of sexual
intimacy.
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Once you sing the parting song, 44
I'll end up living in loneliness and pain.
Ten thousand miles of clouds and mountains
tear apart the bliss of our love,
While my life is young and vital and in full
spring.
| . Husband is on a distant journey—
Who wouldn’t be worried?
Even if he should come back in triumph and
grace,
The tender years of my life will have all but gone
i to waste.
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After we wed,

I am lacquer and husband, glue.®

At sixtcen my life is in full blossom;

A hundred delights fill us to our hearts’ content.

Sadly I am forsaken,

Living for a long time in solitude.

The way parents-in-law behave 1s hard to explain.

O, what can I do but live through these days of
prolonged delay?
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*“Gluc and lacquer™ is a conventional metaphor
used for an ideal marital relationship.
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45  Enjoining the words thousands of times: 46  Since you’ve sojourned to America, Husband,
Deep is our love as we sharc the pillow. My heart aches for you all the time.
[ ask Husband: you're lcaving now, but when Unable to share my feelings, my brows are
will you return? besieged with sorrow;
Take pity on your wife living like a swan, all I gricve that we're at opposite cnds of the
alone. earth.
Quictly I sigh. Mourning at midnight,
Alone in bed I cannot close my eyes. I cannot fall asleep in the gauze-tented bed.
I can’t stop the fleeting ycars; Thinking, wondering, O, who is the trusted
Letters of love, soaked with tears, all sent to you, friend?
my dear. Who will deliver my message to the Flowery Flag
Nation? "
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47

We had been wed for only a few nights;

Then you left me for Gold Mountain.

For twenty long ycars you haven’t returned.

For this, [ embrace only resentment in my bedroom;

Heaving a sigh

For the faraway sojourner who hasn’t come home.
Everything brings me sorrow; I no longer care about

my appearance,

Endless longing for you leads only to streams of

falling tears.
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48 I count on my fingers: a year is about to end.

In the embroidery room, a young woman laments:

I am still somewhat young—

Yet time passes ever so quickly, in the blink
of an eye,

Gone and never to return;

No one can detain it.

Enjoy life when the time is right, don’t ever delay.

Alas, no thanks to Husband, who has yet to come
home.
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49  The pair of mandarin ducks has been split apart;*
The rouge-faced woman is left with a broken heart.
How she regrets urging Husband to go to the

Golden Gate.
il So many oceans, so many mountains—her spirit
: F dics while she waits.
[

50

Without a moment of peace—

Youth goes away swiftly.

Disheartening surroundings, a chaotic mind,

How can she bear the full moon in the still of the
night!
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* A pair of either mandarin ducks or lovebirds is a
mctaphor for a man and woman deeply in love.

"“Full moon” is a literary allusion for the reunion of
lovers, family members, or friends.
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Husband is in North America.
He leaves me so easily for some gain!

This makes me lonely, as I guard the scented

bedroom by my lonesome self,

Giving up the gaiety of life at the age of

twenty-two!
It’s so frustrating.

This cold bedding keeps me from sleep.
I light the lamp, and again write him a letter

from home,

Dear love, I ask, have you decided when to

return?
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the Golden Gate;*

our jade-green quilt.

*“Geese,” scc song 28.

130 Lamentations of Estranged Wives

In it she pours out her deep feelings:
Dear love, plcase read on,

Qur happy days are few.

Hurry, hurry home to share my pillow.
Spare me from growing cold and lonely under

Husband is stranded in a travelers’ inn;
The rouge-faced woman, restless in her sleep,
Drafts a letter and asks the geese to take it to
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my letters to him:*

O, far away from home,
Pity the mandarin ducks torn apart
How can I get you back to cheer me up?
Just come home, rich or poor, I simply don’t care

anymore!

*“Geese,” sec song 28.
t«Mandarin ducks,”’ see song 49.

Pressing poverty led to desperation;

And Husband took off to Gold Mountain.

It’s been three years, or is it five, and 1 haven’t
seen him come home.

Many times I write and ask the geese to deliver
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132 Lamentations of Estranged Wives

Husband stays in a foreign land,;

His suffering there leaves me grief-stricken.

[dle, sitting alone with knitted brows, I count:

Alas, over twenty years of my precious youth
have gone to waste.

Long sighs and long resignation—

Unable to sleep, I toss and turn.

Distant cries of geese arouse my melancholic
solitude;*

Many times, I dream of flying to the Flowery
Flag Nation.
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*“Geese,” sce song 28. Here they also symbolize the
migratory return of a sojourner.
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A mere mention of Husband’s journey—

A journey one thousand miles away from our

bedroom—

And my heart is shattered into bits and pieces.

What young woman indeed is willing to sleep alone?

Grief and resentment, all piled up.

A pair of mandarin ducks, separated in two places.*
Let me ask you, my young peers in rouge:
How would you feel if you were severed from

your husband?

* “Mandarin ducks,” see song 49.
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§S Dear husband, ever since you sojourned in a

foreign land,
I've lost interest in all matters,
All day long, T stay inside the bedroom, my

brows knitted; ’
Ten Fhousand thoughts bring me endless remorse
In grief, in silence. '
I cannot fal aslcep on my lonely pillow.
Ovc.r th.c walls comes neighbors’ laughter

piercing through my ears, vexing me v:rith env
No thanks to you I alone muse endure this miscry.y‘
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Fond thoughts of my man: a million emotions.

My husband, a sojourner in Gold Mountain.

Pity this lonesome rouge-faced young woman:

{ can live through the day, but not the night.

In my embroidery room,

Misery, with no end in sight.

The sixteen-year-old Seung Ngo is made into a lonely
swan.*

Disheartened by a parting song, my tears quietly flow.
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*n carly Chinese mythology, Seung Ngo (Chang E
or Heng E), wife of Hau Yu (Hou Y1) who shot down
ninc suns, stole the elixir of life and fled to thc moon. In
popular literaturc, Chang E symbolizes a woman with
goddess-like beauty.
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s7  Husband has gone to a country far away.

The sorrows of scparation are manifold in kind.
The bedroom is desolate; the quilt, chilly.
How can a single pillow be my mate in my lonely

sleep?
My restless sleep?

With emotions suspended, depression lingers on.
I'am thinking of my man, who hasn’t yet returned

from the ends of the earth;

I'look up, and the moon, so round and full, brings
me insurmountable frustration.*

**“Full moon,” see song 49.
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Where 1s my husband now?

Before the vanity, I no longer care to paint my
brows.

Spring catkins from the fields fly in through the
curtains;

Orioles’ cries startle and frustrate me.

O, silly me—

I cannot sleep with only a pillow.

Aroused by the sorrow of parting, a sorrow without
an end,

I longingly recall plucking willow branches at the
Farewell Pavilion.*
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* “Plucking willow branches at the Farewell Pavi-
lion” is a literary allusion to a2 woman bidding farc-
well to her journeying loverfhusband. The refer-
ence was popularized in the West Chamber Romance
(Xixiang ji), a Yuan dynasty drama based on a Tang
dynasty tale of premarital love.
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I have finished my ncedlework for the night. 60
My mood is as chaotic as hemp fibers.

My blossoming years have been wrongly wasted

And [ cannot even share with you the parting

SOrrow, a SOrrow so immense in my mind.

A heart left dangling.

One day is three autumns.

Privately I pray Heaven to grant me this wish:

Let my husband come home early and in triumph.
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Youth is a blossom, a flecting span.

How can you take leave for a distant place?

I gricve that [ have no wings to fly by your
side.

Alone, hugging the scented quilt, I endure the
sleepless nights.

I mourn, in silence.

A cold breeze comes through the curtains,

In melancholy, 1 wonder where that faraway
frontier 1s,

And who will [ rely on to deliver the traveler’s
clothes to my dear.
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*“To have wings and fly side by side” alludes to the
lovers’ closeness. It originates from Erya, an ancicnt
reference classic, and its romantic reference was popu-
larized in the Tang dynasty by poct Bo Juyi (772—846)
in his poetic rendition of the romance between Emperor
Xuanzong (reign years 713—5s) and his consort Yang
"Guifei.
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I have sewn a fox-fur coat; it’s ready to be sent, 62

I look for someone to deliver it for me.

The road to the frontier city is distant, beyond
the vast horizon,;

Can somebody do mc a favor, and take it to my
husband?

I've prepared it well.

How can Husband get it?

If there are trains as in the West,*

I will be spared the terrible hassle of sending it by
mail.
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* “West”” refers to the United States.
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I wish to send traveler’s clothes

To my husband somewhere outside.*

Is there a courier going to that end of the sky?

1 hope it will reach Husband in time.

Humbly I bow;

On whom can I rely?

On the frontier, most fearsome are the strong
winds and snows.

Sorrowful are those who endure the blizzards in
thin clothes.
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* “QOutside” could also be rendered as ““Sierra.”” The
Chincse characters a-sai in this line might be a phonetic
reversal for rhyming purposes.
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63  The young, rouge-faced woman cherishes her husband
And fears most a separation: onc here, the other there.
My dearest love, why must you make a living in a
forcign land?

Besieged by sorrow, our youthful years are totally
wasted.

O, be on your guard:

Don’t be corrupted by vices.

As an old saying goes: So many young men wander
all over the world,

Drifting around, forgetting the poor wife of husk
at home.*

64 Since you left for North America,

You haven’t thought of me for twenty long years.

You’ve banished me to solitude and to my knitted
brows.

It's wrong for lovers to be separated in two places.

O, you arc bad!

You don’t feel a thing for your poor wife.

You carc only for your fun and games outside.

And f must live with the fate of separation for the
rest of my life!
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*“Wife of husk”: the wife who shares the suffering
(“eats husk™) with her husband beforc he becomes rich
and prominent, as scen in the heroine Zhao Wuniang
in Pipa ji (The Lute), a Yuan dynasty drama written
by Gao Ming (fl. 1354).




144 Lamentations of Estranged Wives

65

[ am petrified by crazy nightmares
And Husband doesn’t seem to care.
When we were married, as husband and wife,

that year,

I thought he would treasure our conjugal tic.

Alas, who would have guessed:

He 15 a cruel wolf at heart.
He abandons me to solitude; my eyes are puffy

from tears.

He lingers around Gold Mountain, and of me,
he is hardly aware.
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The betrothal presents were not yet prepared, .
When husband-to-be sojourned in Gold Mountain.

It’s been over sixteen years and he has not

returned.

He doesn’t care about my grief and resentment

in the bedroom.
Quietly I sigh;

I am dying from all this thinking.

Why are you, my dear man, so nonchalant?
You waste my youth, as if it were nothing!
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67  Right after we were wed, Husband, you set

out on a journey.

How was [ to tell you how I fele?

Wandering around a forcign country, when
will you ever come home?

You are wasting many joyous years of our
precious youth.

My spring heart has turned to ashes.

Poverty does not allow me the luxury of a choice.

But let it be known to all my sisters:
Don’t ever marry a young man going overscas!
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The ship SS Asia has arrived.

But Husband has not come home on it.

Perhaps a delay, and he is on the 8§ China?

Or maybe he’s returning on the 8§ Korea.

O, my mind is full of worries—

I hope the news is not false.

I am waiting: SS Manchuria, SS Mongolia . ..

Finally the gecse bring a word and everything
turns blurry.*
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*“Geese,” see song 28.



