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Nostalgic Blues

Chinese men of letters have long written both poetry
and prosc cxpressing the sojourner’s nostalgia for home,
which is cvoked by certain scenes and events. For
example, to the poets Li Bo (701—762) and Su Dongpo
(1036—1101) a full moon would automatically cvoke
fond memories of home and family. A seasonal festival
made the sojourner’s solitude more intense than ever,
as another poet, Wang Wei (701—761), lamented: “A
stranger alone in a strange place / All thc more | think of
my family on a festive occasion.”” Later, vernacular
stories express both the happmess and the sorrow of a
man being away from home. His departure often led to
events, great and small, that would ultimately change
the individual as well as his family. For instance, in Feng
Menglong’s “‘Pearl-Sewn Shirt,” a man’s family and the
life of his wife all went to ruin due to his prolonged
absence from home, as the wife succumbed to sexual
temptation. Being away from home has thus always
becn a negative notion unless the sojourner will ulti-
mately return.
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Home, or family, is always the most important part
of the Chinese societal structure. A Chinese family is
seen as a tree that grows with many branches extending
and outreaching; but cvery branch is physically part of
the tree. Once a branch is cut off from the tree trunk,
it cannot survive on its own. There is even a Chinesc
proverb that says: “Fallen leaves return to the roots of
the tree.” Along with that sense of belonging, of course,
comes the responsibility to safeguard the welfare of the
family. Each member must do his part to protect its
well-being, sacrificing his own personal comfort and
happiness, even his own life, for its preservation or
honor.

In Chinese perception, home is not just a man’s castle.
It is also his ultimate “‘security blanket.” Without it, he
would be at a loss during a time of crisis. With it, he
finds security among the stormy and unhappy events of
life. It provides its members with comfort and the true
sense of belonging. When Tao Qian (3729—427?), the
famous poet and prose writer, was totally frustrated by
life outside his home, he declared in indignation, “Why
don’t I go home!”

This sense of returning home and belonging to the
family is central to the Chinese way of life. A person
cannot stay away from home throughout the year. Tra-
ditionally, he must rush home by the end of the year for
the grand family dinner on New Year’s Eve, an occasion
no less significant than the family reunions at Thanks-
giving or Christmas in American society. Abscence from
such an occasion occurs only if it is absolutely impossible
for the sojourner to make it home. Without the presence
of every family member, the reunion is not complete;
the happiness and joy for the New Yecar celebration
cannot be total. On such an occasion, members of the
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family will then express their wishes for the sojourning
member’s carly return.

In old China, no one leaves home if he can make a
decent living in his native place. In fact, there were only
three common situations in which a person would have
to leave home. The first was the education expedition in
preparation for the imperial examination, success in
which would bring fame and honor to the family name.
The second was exile, if a person had disgraced his family
and was expelled from home as a punishment. The third
was to seek a living outside, when a person could no
longer survive on the means available at home. This last
situation was, in fact, also a form of exile, one in which
the sojourner took the burden and responsibility for the
economic survival of the family. His triumphant rcturn
with cconomic success would be a vindication of having
had to leave the family under such circumstances.
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Though I've journeyed to the very ends of the earth,

[ cannot forget my ancestral home.

The traveler, in the still of night, thinks of his
family,

Tossing and turning, thoughts whirling, asleep,
awake.

In dreams, my soul flies

Back to the village.

Fields and gardens seem barren and abandoned.

O, why didn’t I go home? Why don’t I go home?*
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*The last two lincs arc borrowed from the prose
work “Homecoming” (“Gui qu lai xi ¢i”’) by the Jin
dynasty poct Tao Qian (3727 -4277?), who chose to re-
tire to a rustic life rather than humiliate himself as a
petty bureaucrat.
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70 Since my departure in Hong Kong,
She and I are each in different places.

How can one ever forget home, sweet home?

Stranded in a foreign country,

In dreams my soul encircles my village home.

Words to wife and children: don’t worry, you won't
have to wait too long.

Once [ amass the gold, I will be on my way.
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A long separation makes a person even more miscrable,

71

My loved one 15 far away.
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Alone, by the railing, I look around aimlessly.
Many times, depressed by a bright, full moon, *
My body aches and twists with ninefold grief and

pain.
A heart left hanging.

A deep love that cannot be severed.

Just how can we be reunited and sharc companionship

again?

Spare me from sleeping with only a cold quilt and

pillow.

*“Full moon,” see song 49.
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72

RN

Ever since I've arrived in Gold Mountain,

Not one day have I dared forget my family.

My mind is chaotic, like hemp fibers, with constant
thought of home;

Each meal is hard to swallow, because of sorrow.

My dear woman:

Don’t ever think your husband has betrayed your
love.

It’s hard enough to share my words with you in
dreams;

My soul is wandering, every night, my tongue
tightened.
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Living stranded under the Flowery Flag

Is like shouldering a heavy cangue.®

Never for one moment do I stop wishing to go
back to China,

But the road is long and I cannot gallop away.

A heart left hanging——

Wife at home sends me these words:

You have been therc across the ocean for a long,
long time;

By all means, remember to come home soon.
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*+“Cangue,” scc song 6.
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74

My body aches; my heart pains me all the more.

Separation brings even more remorse.

Away at the edge of the horizon, cverything seems

rcmotce;

In vain I long for my virtuous wife and my filial

children.
For a husband and his wife—

The two sorrows share the same origin.
I endure sleepless nights thinking of home.
I wonder if anybody at home ever thinks of me?
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Who could have guessed the sojourn would last
so long?

Had I known, | wouldn’t have come at all.

Separated by many mountains and vast seas,

I have forsaken wife and children to seek my fortune.

Heart bleeds in pain.

A sojourner thousands of miles from home.

Time passes ever so quickly, but a reunion is so
hard to come by;

I just don’t know when I can start my homebound
journey.
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76 My f:riends, remember by all means: 77 The folks are still there, waiting by the gatc.
Don’t let yourselves be stranded in a foreign country. This traveler at the edge of the world has yet to
Brows besicged by sorrow from frequent worries return.
of home; . It’s hard to find the key to fortune.
Thpusands of miles of clouds and mountains further Thoughts of home are a grief multiplied hundredfold.
. 1mp§dc 2 g‘loomy Sta}f‘ ' I encountered an unusual disaster:
Separation brings out misery. The City fell victim to red flames. *
Ha.ve your bélonglr}gs filWQYS packed and ready. When can [ go back with songs of bountiful success,
A journey to America is only a search for wealth. And spare the aged ones from becoming senile while
Return to the old country quickly, to avoid they wait?
going astray.
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*The fire that destroyed San Francisco after the
1906 carthquake.
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78

I bid farewell to Father and Mother.

Throughout the journey I worry and worry about

them.

To get food, I have no choice but to hurry about;
My thoughts of them are all in a tangle, likc hemp

fibers.

Unable to return—

When will [ again sit beside their knees?
An endless horizon severs family happiness.

As I long in vain for my parents, my eyes turn blurry.
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To chase after a pin-head gain,

I endured the scparation from my mother.

Drifting on a voyage of thousands of miles,

I reached the Flowery Flag Nation to take my
chances.

Sorrow is to be so far away from home.

I must burden Mother to send me clothes for my
stay.

Unable to prepare the homebound whip, stranded
in a foreign land,

O, when can I repay her kindness in raising me?
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80 I’'ve come, because of poverty, to a foreign country, 81  Now that I've thought everything over:
Cherishing the memory of my home state. I am all confused.
Again and again, [ wish to go back, but am unable Needlcess to say I feel concern for my parents,
to sct a date, I am also burdened with thoughts of my wife and
Tossing and turning, I am restless in a sojourner’s children.
bed. Why so?
Alone, sighing. ’Cause [ cannot make it home.
Thrice asleep, thrice awakened. I look around—north, south, east, west—and
I pray tomorrow morning I can amass a hefty gain. [ don’t know which direction is home.

Then I'll buy a boat and return to Canton
smiling in satisfaction.
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82

A long time away from home:

My tamily, an unavoidable concern.

In pain [ left my parents to journey ten thousand
miles away.

Many times [ wish to go back and be with them
again.

Autumns come and go.

[ haven’t succeeded in amassing silver and gold.

I pray Heaven will bless me:

Let me one day return in splendid clothes and spare
myself being thus detained.
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Letters from home are frequent and urgent:

Urging me to return to China.

[ hesitate: my purse is not full.

I am ashamed; I have no excuse for my fault.

But, how am I to explain it all?

So my homebound journey is postponed.

I’'m only afraid my parents will be waiting with
ever-longing eyes.

O, why don’t I just pack up for home now, while
there’s still time?
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84 Often I dream of the moment I return to South

China.

When the dream ends, my eyes are in a daze.
In dream after dream, 'm back in Sunning:*

Wife, children, the village well—all in my dreams.

O, let the dreams never end.

Dream again, another wonderful drecam.
But dreams of my prolonged incarceration here

set my heart aflame.

Dream, dream—how I would like to dream of being

home again!
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*Sunning (Xinning) is the former name of Toisaan

(Taishan).
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85  The world outside my village is vast, without a

boundary in sight.

I'm cut off from my village by mountains and seas.

Away from my village, searching for gold and
silver,

In melancholy, I long for the sight of the village
gate tower.

I think of things back in the village.

Since leaving my village, I haven’t returned.

Maessages from the village are filled with ten
million complaints.

Remembering my village, I wish to follow the

: geese home. *
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*“Geese,” see songs 28 and $3.



168 Nostalgic Blues Nostalgic Blues 169

86  The journey is thousands of miles of vast distance. 87  Drifting all this way to seek some gain,
From afar, [ remember my home garden. I've forsaken my family for a long time.
My dear wife must be tossing and turning in her sleep, No necd to linger in the Flowery Flag Nation,
waiting for me. Pack up my belongings and go home!
O, how I wish my business will bring me fortune. This is truly my wish:
To South China, I would return; Leave this barbaric land on the earliest possible
My young son would stare at me by the door; day.
Brothers would meet, like gecese after a long journey. It can’t be compared to the warmth of home;
And, my parents would beam happily in the living My heart cares only for the day of my return.
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88

Held stranded many years in a travelers’ lodge,

The sojourner harbors a restless mind.

With prolonged anxiety, I remember the fields and
gardens back at home:

A lingering emotion spans the two continents, and
my heart is nearly broken.

Mind and soul are full of worry.

An empty purse always depresses me.

Suddenly, in a dream, I'm back in the village;

But alas, my body still remains in the Golden
Gate!
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89 A sojourn in Canada:

A duckweed’s trace, my stay uncertain. ®

Looking back, home is way beyond the horizon;

Ambitions are unfulfilled, sorrows unresolved.

In debt, up to my neck.

1 wonder if prosperity cver comes after extreme
misfortune.

I wish to raise the homebound whip, but with an
empty purse—

Cloudy mountains scem so distant; my bosom aches
with emotion.
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*<A duckweed’s trace” alludes to a person’s living
in a transient state.
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9o  Since [ came to San Francisco, 91
Father and Mother arc with me in dreams.
i ’ No longer can I attend to them piously morning and
' b evening;
i Family needs force me to become a wanderer.
i,' Wounded with silent grief,
o ‘ A traveler stranded on this American sojourn.
’ Each festival arouses my feelings of home.
' For parents’ love and health, a son must show his
: “ concern.
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This wanderer left home long ago.
Who is taking care of the ancestors’ graves?
When Cold Food Day comes each year, I alonc am

in tears.*

Unwilling to fawn upon the rich, I maintain
myself in poverty.

Stranded on the American continent,

How can I be with my family again?

I wish to set sail for home, but my fortune is
not yet made.

My parents’ kindness, my wife’s faith—1I grieve
I might not be able to repay them.
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* Cold Food Day is the day before the Qing Ming
festival (Pure-Bright Day, usually around April 5 or
April 6), the day to pay respects and offer sacrifices
to the deccased of the family. No cooking with fire
is done on Cold Food Day.
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92

Months and years, like a current, flow along.

Counting on my fingers, I realize it’s now the middle

of the cighth month.*

Tonight is marvelous, moonlight at the doorsteps;

The moon, crystal-clear, so round and full.

I view the moon.

But seeing the moon arouses my sorrow.
The moon makes me long for home, so far away.
Leaning by the rail before the full, round moon,

all in vain.
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*Referring to the “Mid-autumn Festival,” cele-
brated on the fiftcenth day of the eighth lunar month.
A full moon symbolizes a union, especially of families

or lovers.
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Although it’s a long time since [ came to the West,

My homeland is truly my heartfelt concern.

Her mountains and passes, ten thousand miles away,
beyond the mist and fog;

She is now a bean split, a melon carved—O, what
a horror!*

Fellow countrymen:

Please end all partisan disputes!

A united republic of north and south would be
so grand;

How can you tolerate civil strife and chaos in China?
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*“Bean split” is an allusion to internal disputes;
“meclon carved” refers to annexation by outsiders.
These are specific references to the political turmoil at
the founding of the Republic of China in 1911.




