268 Ballads of the Libertines

175 Well fed, warmly clothed; next comes desire and

passion.

Get a woman and shelter her in a gilded mansion.
But I am broke and constantly toiling;

How can I think of loving fragrance and indulging

myself in jade?

Trapped in this impoverished valley—
Bowels twist in sorrow, brows twitch in pain.

To live without pleasure 1s to be a picce of wood or a

clod of dirt.

Yet, with not even a grain to cat at home, what can

a man do?
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Songs of the
Young at Heart

In old China, a male-dominated, gerontocratic society,
a man of advanced age comimandcd respect, author-
ity, and special privileges. It was acceptable for a man of
wealth and nobility to have more than one wife and

common for him to acquire one or more concubines to
“entertain” him during his retirement. Morcover, instead
of scandalizing his neighbors, he would be known as
“an old man but young at heart” (ren lao fengliu). Of
course such a society was cxtremely unfair to women, as
the latter were not accorded similar privileges. In such a
gerontocracy, young women became the means by
which “old fools” recaptured their lost youth and re-
claimed the youthful spirit and vitality that was contra-
dicted by their chronological age. Not having a young
one beside him would be an admission that an old man’s
days were numbered. With her by his side, he might be
an old fool, but he was young at heart. He still had
cnergy and vitality of life; chronological age did not
matter.
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The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 left many Chinese
workers stranded in the United States. They were afraid
that if they cver madc a short visit to China, new Amer-
ican immigration rcgulations would not allow them to
return. Thousands upon thousands of those who had
comc as laborers during the carlicr period were sent
back to China, cither voluntarily or involuntanly, under

the exclusion provisions. For them, leaving the United
* States meant losing their means of cconomic survival.
< Those who could not afford to go home permanently

dared not leave at all. Those who had married before
coming to the United States faced prolonged sepa-
rations until they earned enough to finance a journey
home. But those who had not married faced lifelong
bachelorhood. This situation persisted until after the
1906 carthquake and fire, when some immigrants were
able to claim the status of native-borns, hence obtaining
the right to return to the United States. In the late 1890s,
there was a large population of older Chinese men in
Chinatown. Unlike their countrymen who settled in the
deep South and married outside of their race, these
Chinatown men had few social opportunitics. They
were the true bachelors of this bachelor society. With
their deaths, their generation simply died off. .

‘Some of them finally made sufficient financial gain
Many of these older men decided to go back to China
for good, rcalizing that their only altcrnative would be
to die a lonely death in the United States. The return of
the older Gamsaan haak ( Jinshan ke) or “sojourncrs from
Gold Mountain” led to a common nuptial phenomenon
in the Pearl River delta starting in the 1880s. It was
commonly known as ga lou long (jia lao lang), mean-
ing “to wed an older groom”-—marriage between an
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older returnee and a young woman. Of course, behind
this marriage relationship lay an economic incentive, a
hefty dowry from the groom to the bride’s parents. ‘The
young woman was thus merchandise in exchange. It
was not uncommon for a returnec groom to be scores
of years older than his bride. This was truly a cynical
version of a young woman marrying for “maturity”
and “security.” For the man, such a marriage meant
winning a trophy. His long years of hard work abroad
had finally been rewarded by marriage to a young
woman. His youthful manhood, much of which was
lost in his prolonged stay in America, was reclaimed.
Not much is known about the life of those early
bachelors who remained in Chinatown. These verna-
cular thymes about the older men’s womanizing craze,
written in the early 1970s, are perhaps the only extant
pieces of creative writing by members of that gencra-
tion_about themselves. They vividly bring to life the
fantasies of these older men, as they, recognizing that
they have lost their youth, desperately try to make
up for lost time via the companionship of their young

brides.
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176 It’s a darn shame just talking about it.

I'm already eighty this year.

For my whole life, I have despised going around to
brothcls;

Never once did [ make myself a foolish john
among whores.

I must be under a spell;

Why have [ become so restless lately?

At this old age, I don’t seem to know what to do
with my life;

And now, I am totally taken by the sight of

flowers.
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177 [Dve lived more than half of a century.

Only now do I start chasing after skirts.
Dressed like a handsome lad, I take a stroll along the

willow lanes.*

When I spot a lovely face, thoughts whirl in my mind,

Heart throbs.

[ must come up with a clever scheme:

It [ could only redeem the fair one all for myself;

This old fool would be willing to empty his purse of

silver and gold.
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178 The pair of mandarin ducks 1s wrongly matched. *
Their age difference is way too great:
» An eighty-year-old grandpa, with his cighteen-
year-old wife—
Why, why such a nice young lass married to such an

And that long beard of his!

O, you should be ashamed of yourself in front
of the young woman.

I ask you, in the nupital suite, under the bright
wedding candles,

What can become of a rouge-faced woman with a
white~haired man?
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* “Mandarin ducks,” see song 49.
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179 A rouge-faced young woman weds a white-haired

What can she do with such a marriage arrangement?
Husband, alrcady many years past sixty;
Wife, barely sixteen, a finc maiden.
Alas, cut out the long-winded fuss!
You, have you had enough fun with women?
In this arranged marriage, she could not put in a word
of her own;
It’s a fair bet that compatibility and love were never
once of concern.
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180 My head is going completely bald;

I am marrying the charming young one.

This marriage is supposedly my prayers come
true;

Who would expect that she is disgruntled over
my age so advanced?

When we retire to bed,

She always turns her buttocks toward me,

As if she is angry, all the time like this;

O, how can I get her to just compromise and have
some fun?
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I look like a pickled plum

When [ marry a woman of willowy charm.
I was late in meeting this fine partner to tie the

lover's knot;

In the nuptial chamber, under bright wedding
candles, she’s the very answer to my prayers.

[’'m bent as an old pine tree.

In excitement, I turn to her happily.
I’'m most afraid that she’ll resent my old age.
Inside the hibiscus tent, no negotiation is deemed

necessary.®

*‘Hibiscus tent,” see song 149.
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182 A shrunken old man am [,
Lucky enough to marry a young and lovely woman.
Don’t ever laugh that a man in his late years has no
talent;
The nuptial union under brilliant candlelight is
celebrated in cheer.

Marvelous, 1sn’t it?

A wonderful union consummated tonight.

My hair is white, but my vitality, like spring;

My lips on her rouged face, 1 love her all the more.
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183 At first I thought it might not be fun:
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An old man paired with a young woman.

It’s not exactly a perfect match in the bedroom,

Yet it turns out like fish and water, our brows
beaming in joy'®

As long as we like

cach other,

Why bother with our age?
Marriage is predestined in a former life;
[ tcasc my young love, born just a bit late.

* “Fish and water,”

sce song I130.
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184 Indeed my age is advanced—

A withered willow tree, but growing new wands.

Like a young lad, wearing a pair of fancy shoes,

I enter the nuptial suite and consummate the
wedding rites.

[ am satisfied,

Having a young and beautiful wife.

[ pray that Heaven will look upon me with special
favor:

Let me live a hundred years before we part!
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185 I'm sixty, this autumn.

White hair on my temples, but [ am not worried.
I dress in red and green, all fine silk;

When 1 walk, my body moves like a bending willow.

lindulge in wine,

And seek out a playmate in Laamkung.*

Tipsy, I turn to Seung Ngo and examine her fine
details.

The clouds and rain atop Wu Mountain are the
wonders of making love.*
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*In a Han dynasty anccdote, and later in popular
tales, the talented scholar Sima Xiangru (ca. 179—
117 B.C.) and Zhuo Wenjun, the widowed daughter of
the rich and powerful noble Zhuo Wangsun, cloped to
Laamkung (Lingiong) to live together without her
father’s blessing. However, the reference here to Lin-
giong is to a place of loosc women, namely prostitutes.

t“Seung Ngo,” sce song 56.

“Clouds and rain” and “Wu Mountain,” scc

song 42.
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186 An old man am I: crane-white hair, weather-beaten,

Face wrinkled like a rooster’s layered skin.

1 am indeed an old crow, but with a desire to linger

around nests of magpies

And to enjoy my last years paired like mandarin ducks

in the wild.*
Like a homeless pigeon

[ look for a pleasurc matc by moonlight.
The gaily dressed orioles and swallows cover up

their mouths to hide their giggles;

Dear ladics, don't you laugh at my white hair!

* “Mandarin ducks,” sec song 49.
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187 Alrcady scnile, still hanging around the north alley,*
Embracing young women and paying for their smiles,

; Instantly forgetting his wrinkled skin and crane-white

: hair,

Once bewitched by the charm of foxy women.

Like a starving hawk,

Enjoying the taste of the wild-—

Hugging the beautiful one, not ashamed of his
hunched back.

What a lovely sight is an old man, walking canc in
hand, leaning on a young and lovely woman.
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*“North alley” refers to a red-light district.
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5 Enjoy the company of a beautiful woman.’ At seventy, what do 1 carc about destiny.
i With enough money, you can shelter the beauty Loose with passion, wild with desire, just like
' in a gilded mansion; my younger days,

|

' |

'%,,,\ 188 So, just follow your impulse: ’ 189 Inever tire of the lust for women;

il With too much indulgence your back will become \ Brothels and whorehouses are places of my

; hunched and waist bent. (3 . mad indulgence.
i Obscssed with luast, Am I a crazy old fool?
: Spending nights in the whorehouses much too f‘ But I do care if people see me there.
often; % i So, I’d rather hide myself amidst beautiful
Don’t you ever worry about your age, a lit candle flowers, look around to my heart’s content,
in a gusty wind? 8 And ask every lovely creature to spend the night
You don’t know your limits, you just don’t! as my companion,
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190 With this long beard already reaching to my belly, 3 191 Searching for the Peach Blossom Cave,*

You wouldn’t think I’d be affected by lust or ‘ This old man asks for directions.
desire. : He comes to the kingdom of fragrance and visits

But I'm still chasing after fragrant skirts; - the charming faces;

Leaning on my cane, bent and bowed, I make love : He entertains himself with clouds and rain among
with women. A the flowers."

A solace to my dire wishes— Amidst the beautiful bushes,

The sisters celebrate my longevity with a banquet. He teases at will, like a butterfly.

A white-hatred man with blushing young women, all ) The tender petals, soft and light, emit a heavy
drink to the Golden Valley,* fragrance;

Q, that’s a heavenly life, don’t you agree? ,. An old man’s indulgence is all the more a fanatic

passion.
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*“Golden Valley” refers to the Golden Valley Villa * “Peach Blossom Cave’ is a utopia. The term orig-
built by the wealthy Shi Chong (a.p. 249—300) of the i ! inated in the writings of Tao Qian of the Jin dynasty.
Jin dynasty, where Shi entertained his beloved Liizhu. ; He depicts it as a secluded community of tranquility

and peace. In this thyme, however, the term does not
carry the original connotation.
t“Clouds and rain,” see song 42.




