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A Lifetime of Tears

My mother doesn’t remember when I was born. She does not remember the year or the month or the day. All she knows, she tells me, is that I cried too much. “From the moment you were born, you were trouble.”

But I insist: “Ami, just try.”

So my mother takes a sip of butter tea and says: “Ask Dujema, she was there.”

Dujema is our neighbor. She is also my Ama’s best friend and they spend a lot of time together, working and singing to keep their spirits up, and after coming back from the fields, sitting by the open fire, drinking butter tea and talking. Usually they talk about the weather and the crops but just as often they talk about men. Dujema is tall and strong and very beautiful, and she has many lovers. When my mother and Dujema talk about men, they laugh or they cry. Or both.

Right now Dujema is laughing, and in the glow of the fireplace, her beautiful brown face is shining like polished amber.

I slide on my hands and knees over to her side and sit close to her. “Tell me, Ami Dujema. What was it like when I was born? Do you remember?”

“Oh, yes, I remember,” she says.

And I nestle under her arm, and she tells me.

It was the year of the horse, and early in the winter. The mountains were already white but my Ama did not feel the cold or hear the stillness settling over the snow-covered fields. Nor did she hear my sisters bickering and giggling on the other side of the fireplace. My Ama was aware only of one thing: the boy inside her stomach stubbornly refusing to come out.

Dujema knelt on the grass mat on the floor near the fire-place, where my mother was lying. She wiped the tears from my Ama’s face and smoothed her brow. She ran her hands over the tight belly to make sure the baby was in the proper position. When the pain became unbearable, she put a dried-up corncob in my Ama’s mouth and told her to bite on it. When at last my Ama was still, Dujema added wood to the fireplace and stared into the bright flames, and the same frightening thought again came to her. “This is her third child. It should be much easier.” And when my Ama spat out the corncob and turned onto her side and clutched at her belly with trembling hands, Dujema said: “Latso, you know that boys always hurt more. This one must be a very big boy.”

My mother closed her eyes and held back her tears. “Yes. A boy. It’s worth the pain,” she said. “It’s worth the pain.”

This went on for a whole day and a whole night.

The next morning, shortly after the rooster called for the sun to rise, Ama suddenly groaned louder and she gave a big push, and then another, and Dujema cried: “That’s it, Latso! I see the head!” She laughed with relief. “It’s a big head. A big boy’s head!” Then she pulled me kicking and screaming into the narrow ray of dawn filtering through the opening in the roof, just above the hearth.

“Is he all right?” Ama asked anxiously. She tried lifting herself on her elbows to see me, but she was too weak. She fell back onto the mat and closed her eyes, leaving Dujema to examine me more closely by the warm light of the open fire.

“Yes, the baby is all right,” Dujema said, covering me with a blanket and turning to silence my curious sisters. Awakened by my mother’s groans, they had gotten out of bed, and they were now pushing against each other to get a better look at their baby brother.

Dujema gathered her long skirt from underneath her and stood up, her knees creaking from the long hours she had spent squatting near my Ama. She smacked her lips impatiently and shouted to my older sister to hurry and fetch the scissors from the sewing basket. Then she reached into the fireplace for a piece of kindling to light the holy sagebrush she had readied in the big iron pot almost two days before.

The sagebrush crackled. Thick, scented smoke drifted slowly throughout our log house and then upward through the opening in the roof and toward the gods in the heavens. And while the smoke cleansed every corner and crack of the house, Dujema ladled warm water into our blue enamel basin. After such a long labor, there was no time to waste in separating me from my mother. Dujema took the sewing scissors from my sister, passed them through the sagebrush smoke, and then cut the umbilical cord. After that she dipped me into the enamel basin.

“All is well, all is fortunate,” Dujema chanted above my newborn screams. “The room is cleansed. The baby is well. The water is pure. All is in harmony.”

When she had washed and dried me, Dujema anointed my forehead with a little pat of yak butter. She placed a cloth diaper between my legs, bundled me up in the traditional square cotton cloth, and tied a tiny red-and-green cotton belt across my belly. 

And then she handed me over to my sleepy mother. “It’s a girl, Latso,” Dujema said.

My Ama opened her eyes. “A girl?” she repeated, hoping she’d misunderstood.

Dujema looked at my crinkled little face and smiled above my tears. “Yes! It’s a little girl!”

My sisters started giggling again. “Yes, it’s a girl,” they repeated. “It’s a big girl, with a big head!”

And now I too giggle as I press my face into Dujema’s skirt. “So why did it hurt my Ama so much to give birth to a girl?” I ask.

“Maybe you didn’t want to come out and disappoint her!” she jokes.

My mother laughs. With her sleeve, she wipes little Howei’s face, who is happily burping up his milk, and she takes another sip of butter tea.

MY MOTHER’S DISAPPOINTMENT at my birth was unusual. For we Moso tend to favor daughters over sons — which is why the Chinese call our country the Country of Daughters. Among us it is women, not men, who inherit the family house and rule the household. But a family needs sons as well as daughters. We need men to herd the yaks in the mountains, to travel with the horse caravans to trade in the outside world, and to make the long journey to Lhasa to study the holy Buddhist scriptures and become lamas. Without our lamas we could not name our children or send the souls of the departed on to the next cycle of life.

There were no men in our family. We had no uncles, no brothers, and no sons living with us. But also we had no grandmothers and no aunts. We did not even have relatives nearby. Our family was unlike any other in the village, and all this because, years ago, my mother had broken with Moso custom.

According to our tradition, a family should never divide. Daughters and sons should remain with their mother and other maternal relatives for their entire life. Ideally, all family members should die in the house where they were born, the house of their mother and grandmother. But when my Ama was a very young and very beautiful girl, she ran away from the house of her grandmother. She was curious and restless and she wanted to see the world, the marvelous world where her uncles traveled with the horse caravans. But she did not go very far. She stopped only two days’ walk away on the other side of the mountains, in the valley of Zuosuo, where she lost her heart to a handsome young man and soon abandoned the dreams that had beckoned from beyond the mountains. When her belly was round as the full moon, she decided to build a house and raise her own family near his village.

A few months after our house was built, my oldest sister, Zhema, was born. Then, not long after Zhema began to walk, my mother sang the courtship songs again, with another handsome young man, and some months later she gave birth to another daughter, Dujelema. Then she fell in love with another man. His name was Zhemi and he was from Qiansuo, where my grandmother lived. He often passed through Zuosuo when he traveled in Tibet with the horse caravan. Zhemi was tall and he had the finest and most beautiful hands. Many times my Ama told Dujema that she fell in love with Zhemi when she looked at his hands.

Zhemi was my father.

Among my people this is how families usually live together. Women and men should not marry, for love is like the seasons — it comes and goes. A Moso woman may have many lovers during her lifetime and she may have many children. Yet each of them will perhaps have a different father, and none of the fathers will live with his children. Moso children should be raised in their mother’s house and take the family name of their maternal ancestors. They should grow up side by side with their cousins — the children of their mother’s sisters. The only men who live in the house are the brothers and uncles of the women. So in place of one father, Moso children have many uncles who take care of them. In a way, we also have many mothers, because we call our aunts by the name azhe Ami, which means “little mother.”

When I was born, my father was away at his own mother’s house in Qiansuo, and since we had no relatives living with us, there was no one to help my Ama. There were no sisters to help chop the firewood or cook dinner and no uncles to hold her newborn baby. So when Dujema had fed her enough eggs and chicken soup and corn gruel and my Ama was strong enough to stand up, she bound me to her back, and with my two sisters trailing behind her long skirt, carried me with her everywhere she went as she cooked and cleaned and tended the chickens and the pigs.

I soon proved quite a burden.

From the moment I was born, I cried. I cried all day, and often through the night as well, week after week, month and month. No one could understand why I never stopped crying. My mother tried everything. She sang me lullabies. She cradled me in her arms and bounced me softly on her shoulder. She nursed me until her breasts emptied.

When she could not stand my crying any longer, she sometimes bundled me tightly into a goatskin and placed me under the kang, the wooden platform where the family sits at night around the hearth. Then she covered her ears with her hands and rushed into the courtyard, where she shouted at the pigs and the chickens. And when she was done with shouting, she paced back and forth until she felt calm enough to retrieve me from underneath the platform — still crying and kicking.

One night when she left me crying alone under the kang, I wriggled my arms free of the goatskin and reached out to the bright embers that had fallen between the cracks from under the stove. My tiny fingers closed around the glowing coal, and I screamed with all the force of my baby lungs. My Ama rushed back into the house, but already my hand was horribly burned. To this day, when she sees the scar on my right hand, my mother’s eyes fill with tears.

After I burned my hand, Ama decided to seek some help. She snipped a corner of my clothing and set off with a large bunch of wild sagebrush to consult with old Lama Ruhi.

The holy man shooed away his chickens and piglets, and my Ama stepped through the wooden porch and into his courtyard, where, as custom requires, she respectfully undid her headdress and kowtowed three times, each time touching her forehead to the cold earth. When she stood up, she straightened her long skirt, picked up her things, and followed Lama Ruhi across the yard into another interior court, enclosed on two sides by the women’s bedrooms and, at the far end, by a little chapel. There Lama Ruhi directed my mother toward a large clay burner next to the chapel wall, where she piled her sagebrush and the old man struck a match.

The twigs crackled and the smoke rose up the chimney and into the sky.

Lama Ruhi stared at the smoke for a while before he led Ama upstairs and into his little chapel cheered by the perfume of sagebrush smoke and burning incense and the glow of tiny flames dancing in the butter lamps on the altar. Again Ama lowered her forehead to the floor, this time to honor the portraits of the yellow Buddhas gazing in serene benevolence from above the altar. When all these formalities were finally over, Lama Ruhi sat himself on a large red cushion while my mother knelt in front of him, on the bare floor, and politely joined her hands together with her fingers pointing up toward heaven and her thumbs touching her heart.

“Uncle Lama, how is your health?” she asked. “How are your fields?”

“And how is your family in Qiansuo?” he replied, smiling. “Do you have news from your mother? And your sisters and brothers?”

“Thank you for asking, Ape,” she said, “but the horse caravan has not arrived and we have no news.”

“There was hail in Qiansuo this summer,” he told her. “Did your family manage to reap a good harvest?”

“Thank you for your concern, Ape. Everyone is well. But I have not come because of my mother or sisters or brothers, or because of the crops. I have come because my third daughter won’t stop crying. I have enough with the noise of the pigs and chickens and cows. I can’t sleep at night. I am so tired. I am afraid I’m going to lose all my hair. She cries and cries. No matter what I do she will not stop.”

My mother undid her hands and reached under her belt for the little piece of my clothing. “Please, Uncle, help me,” she pleaded.

Lama Ruhi leaned over, took the cloth from her, and brought it to his nose. He sniffed it, closed his eyes, and sniffed again carefully, and then he looked at my Ama and asked, “When was the baby born?”

Ama hesitated. “When the rooster crowed.”

“Yes, and what is her zodiacal sign?”

Ama frowned. “Well, it is a horse year, so she must be a horse. . . .”

Lama Ruhi laughed. “What do you mean, she must be a horse? Don’t you know when your daughter was born?”

Ama lowered her eyes. “I know that it’s time she had a name. Maybe she’s more than two months old already. With four mouths to feed and the pigs and chickens and horses to tend and without brothers or sisters to help me, I don’t even remember my own birthday!”

The old monk repressed a smile. He half closed his eyes and began chanting a sutra in a deep, low voice. When he finished, he gazed calmly into my mother’s face and said, “Latso, your third daughter has a very special destiny awaiting her. But to solve your problem, you must first of all find a suitable name for her.”

“But how will I find this name?” my mother asked eagerly, at once relieved to hear that there was a solution and anxious to find it as quickly as possible. “Why don’t you give her a name, Uncle?”

“On the fifteenth day of the month,” Lama Ruhi answered gravely, “you must leave your house before the cock crows and take this baby to the crossroads at the center of the village and you must wait there. You will ask the first person you meet to give her a name. Then she’ll stop crying.”

On the fifteenth day of that month, Ama got up well before sunrise. She wrapped me up tightly and tied me over her back, slung a canvas bag filled with food over her shoulder, and set off down the road. At the crosswalk she spread a goatskin on the ground and placed me on it. She took her food offerings out of her bag and carefully laid them on the ground for the local spirits — a bowl of red rice, a slice of ham, and a whole boiled chicken — all the while thinking that it was so dreadfully cold that no one in his right mind would dare venture out of his house before the sun came up. And what if no one came? Would the baby cry forever? And what would the other girls do if they woke up and found she was gone? And what if the baby caught a cold?

She reached for her prayer beads and worked a swift miracle. For she had chanted only a few mantras when the tinkle of a lama’s bell rang in the nearby darkness. Ama squinted toward the dark shape moving toward her along the road and smiled. It was the old Bonpo monk Lama Gatusa. He was walking very slowly, bent over his wooden cane, his eyes fixed on the ground. He was on his way to the lake to collect water for the morning prayers.

“Uncle Lama! You are so early!” she called out as she kowtowed.

The dear old man looked at my mother prostrate on the hard, cold road and at her offerings and at the whimpering child on the goatskin.

“What’s the matter with this child?” he asked.

“Uncle Lama,” Ama replied, raising her forehead from the ground, “this is my third daughter. She cries too much. I went to see Lama Ruhi and he told me that today was a good day to name her, to come to the crossroads and wait. I never imagined that the first person we would meet would be a lama. My daughter is so fortunate. Please, Uncle, could you give her a name?”

Lama Gatusa bent a little farther toward the ground and reached out to my mother, somewhat shakily, to invite her to stand. He then tried to reach for me but thought better of it and asked my Ama to pick me up from the goatskin so that he could take a better look. “She is pretty as the moonlight,” he said, his ancient face creasing into a kindly smile. He placed his hand on my belly and gave me a long look and began chanting in a low, trembling voice. When he stopped he said, “Her name is Erche Namu.”

Ama nodded. In our language erche means “treasure” and namu means “princess.” And since, at that moment, I happened to be both awake and quiet, my mother was immediately impressed by the apparent magic of my name. “My Treasured Princess,” she repeated softly to herself. And when the old lama resumed his slow walk to the lake, Ama followed after him, squeezing me in her arms and gratefully checking her own impatient steps in his unsteady wake.

We Moso say that very early in the morning, before the birds drink from it, the water of Lake Lugu is the purest. This is why lamas come to the lake so early to fetch the water for their morning prayers. When Ama and old Lama Gatusa reached the shore of Lake Lugu, the night was still perfectly quiet, but the moon was fading and the approaching dawn already glowed faintly in the darkness above the tall, jagged mountains. We had arrived at the lake just in time, because the birds wake with the sun.

Following the lama’s instructions, my mother dipped her right hand into the lake and scooped up just enough water to wash my face. Then she held me up to the sky under the approving gaze of our great mother goddess, the mountain Gamu.

As for me, I was now thoroughly wakened by the icy water on my face, and I was screaming with all my might.

INDEED, FINDING A NAME FOR M E, even such a beautiful name, did not stop my crying. In fact, and quite in spite of Lama Ruhi’s prediction, it seemed that my screams grew louder as the days passed by and my body grew stronger from my mother’s milk. So much so that word now went around all the neighboring villages and far beyond that my mother had given birth to a daughter who was supposed to be a son and who would not stop crying. My tears had become legendary.

One day during the summer, Dujema came to our house to visit. She had brought barley cookies and wanted my mother to sit with her near the fireplace and have some tea. As usual, I was crying. So while Ama placed Dujema’s cookies on the ancestral altar and went to fetch the butter and the salt to churn the tea, Dujema took me in her arms and began to pace back and forth, singing to me softly and bouncing me over her shoulder.

When tea was ready, Dujema sat down at the fireplace at the spot reserved for honored guests. Ama sat across from her, on the left-hand side, where the mistress of the house always sits.

“Look at this loud little piggie,” Dujema said, holding me up in the glow of the fire. “Little piggie,” she commanded me, “little potato! Stop crying!” And she gave me her breast. I took it greedily and Dujema concluded: “Look, Latso! She’s not such a bad one after all.” And after a pause, she added, “You really are fortunate. You have three girls now. I have only two boys!”

My Ama did not answer. She chanted the usual incantations and calmly poured several drops of tea over the hearth to honor the fire god Zabbala. Then she poured two bowls of tea and, according to our custom, politely extended a bowl to Dujema using both her hands. After this she placed the plate of cookies on the wooden floor in front of Dujema.

Dujema took a sip of tea and bit thoughtfully into her cookie. “Without girls,” she said, “who will give me grandchildren? Everyone knows that the wealth of a house is its women.”

My Ama watched me gurgling at Dujema’s breast and wondered if perhaps Dujema’s milk was sweeter than her own, but she kept silent and stared at the fire.

“She likes you,” she said at last.

Dujema nodded.

“You can have her,” my mother said.

Dujema smiled. She had expected no less. She looked up at my Ama’s tired face and said, “I will give you Tsili in exchange for this one. He’s already two years old and he’s not much trouble anymore. And you know what people say, Latso. If we exchange our children, the next time you become pregnant, you will have a son for sure.”

Thus, my Ama and Dujema agreed to exchange their children — a daughter for a son.

I, unfortunately, appeared not to like this new arrangement, for I resumed crying as soon as I arrived at Dujema’s house. And now I cried so hard and so long that all the members of the household spent the night holding their hands over their ears. I cried so loud that my Ama said she could hear me through the log walls of our house all night long.

After fourteen sleepless nights, Dujema’s mother ordered: “Give her back! If she continues like this, the whole house will break apart and fall down.”

So Dujema returned me to my Ama, and she took back her Tsili.

A year later, a woman from a neighboring village who had heard that my mother had grown weak from caring for a girl who wanted to be a boy came to our house with offerings of tea, ham, chicken, eggs, and barley cookies. She left with me.

The poor woman had tried for years to have children, but she kept me only two nights. On the third day she brought me home, her eyes red and swollen from lack of sleep. “This little girl has a terrible temper. We tried everything. To have no child at all is better than to have a girl who will not stop crying.”

And so I was back with my Ama.

Weeks passed, and then months. The trees around the lake turned red and orange, and the cranes flew in from above the mountain peaks. Then snow fell on the hills. And then, one day, the cuckoo sang in the forest and spring came again.

One sunny afternoon, a woman who looked just like my Ama appeared in our courtyard. She was holding a little boy by the hand.

“This is your Aunt Yufang,” my Ama said. “And this is your cousin Ache. They have walked all the way from Grandmother’s house to meet you.”

A few days later, Aunt Yufang loaded her little mountain horse, and my mother bundled me up in some warm clothes. We waved good-bye to my Ama and my little cousin Ache and started on the trail back to Grandmother’s house in Qiansuo. But as soon as we reached the last mud wall at the edge of the village, I began pulling on Aunt Yufang’s hand and refused to walk. And when Aunt Yufang picked me up in her arms to sit me on the little horse, I screamed and I kicked and I scratched. We had not gone more than a few miles before she gave up and we turned around. My Ama then swapped me for my older sister Dujelema and she kept Ache. And I became known as the girl who was given back three times.

But certainly there was something fortuitous in this last exchange. For only a few months after she had sent Dujelema to live with Aunt Yufang, my mother gave birth to my little brother Howei — thus proving the truth of our tradition regarding the exchange of children. And that was not all. From the moment my adopted brother, Ache, came to live with us, I became entirely fascinated by him and stopped crying. It was as though, in a matter of a single day, I had become a normal child. Or at least it seemed that way at first. For the strange thing is, after I stopped crying, I never cried again.

According to Dujema, this was because I had shed a whole lifetime of tears in my first three years.

Latso

My mother, Latso, grew up in the region of Qiansuo, in the house of her maternal ancestors, a traditional log house with three courtyards, a vegetable garden, and flower gardens. My grandmother loved flowers. She especially loved yellow chrysanthemums because they made the best offerings at the Buddhist temple. But my grandmother grew all sorts of flowers, and because of all the bright colors, you could see her house from a long way off on the mountain road.

In her house, my grandmother was Dabu, the head of her household. As a mark of her status, she wore the key of the granary on her belt and a proud expression on her face. She was the one in charge of planning and organizing work and distributing food and other goods, and everyone in the family owed her their special respect and attention. Still, one should not think of my grandmother as a strict matriarch. In Moso families, decisions are always made in consultation with the other adults, and Dabu do not really rule over anyone. Rather, they are entrusted with responsibility because they are wise. My grandmother was Dabu, not because she was the oldest, and not only because she was a woman, but because among all her siblings, she was the smartest and the most capable. Her sisters also helped run the house and worked in the fields, and they were like all Moso women, hardworking and skillful. They could do anything, from plowing the earth and chopping wood to sewing clothes and butchering animals. As for my grandmother’s brothers, they did what Moso men have always done: they helped in the fields, built houses, and made furniture, and they took care of outside business.

My first great-uncle traveled with the horsemen to trade local products, musk, and medicinal herbs from the forests, and also opium, in exchange for tea, salt, and metal tools. Sometimes the caravans went north to the market towns in Sichuan; other times they went south into Yunnan province, to Lijiang or even as far as Dali, and they also traveled west, into the Tibetan interior. In those days it took almost a week just to reach the Tibetan town of Zhongdian, the first major town in eastern Tibet, and at least four months to reach Lhasa, and the horsemen were often gone for a year at a time.

My grandmother’s second brother was a herdsman. He spent all his time in the mountains, where he took care of our family’s and the other villagers’ yaks and came home once a month to deliver butter wrapped in dark green leaves.

After the older generation had passed away, with her first brother trading in distant places and her second brother herding yaks in the mountains, my grandmother’s household consisted most of the time of her two sisters and the children — all of them her own because, although my great-aunts were beautiful and had many lovers, they never had children. Strange as this may seem, it is not uncommon in Moso families. Many Moso women cannot conceive, though we do not know why. Some people say that it is because we live in high mountains. And according to others, it is often the prettiest women who remain childless. As for my grandmother, she was at least as pretty as her sisters but she had five children: three daughters and two sons.

Following our custom, my grandmother educated her daughters to take care of the fields and the house, and she entrusted to her brothers the rearing of her sons. When Grandmother’s eldest son came of age, he joined the caravans on the long journey to Tibet and left his uncle and younger brother to trade in nearby Sichuan and Yunnan. Whenever her oldest son was away, my grandmother counted the months, and then the weeks and the days, to the time the caravan would return. On one of these trips, she counted and then she waited, but neither the men nor the horses appeared on the mountain road. After a few weeks, she got word that the whole caravan had disappeared on the way to Lhasa. After that there was another rumor, that the horsemen had gone to India. But whatever happened, they never came back.

For years, when she was finished with her chores at the end of the day, my grandmother quietly walked away from her house down the same mountain trail where her son had left. She went some distance to the turnoff, where, if you stop to look back, the houses clinging on the hillside abruptly vanish from view. There, she sat on a rock and listened for the horse bells, and she stared toward Lhasa, into the strip of heaven hovering just above the mountain peaks. She stared and stared but no one ever came. When Grandmother got old, she went blind. The people said that it was from staring into the empty sky looking for her son.

Some months after her eldest son disappeared, Grandmother told her two brothers: “The caravan took one son from me. That’s enough.” So her second son stopped traveling with the horsemen and went to herd the yaks in the mountains with his second uncle. 

My mother, Latso, was my grandmother’s third daughter, and she was also her favorite child. Grandmother believed that my Ama had all the qualities needed to become Dabu and to succeed her as head of the family. And because Grandmother had such hopes for her, my Ama says that third daughters are always smarter than the other children. Perhaps she means it. But perhaps third daughters are not only the smartest but also the most troublesome, because my Ama became a great disappointment to her mother — in truth, as I was to be to her.

My mother grew up without toys. Her only prized possession was a small mirror in a pink wooden frame that her uncle had brought back from one of his trips to Lhasa. When she became a young woman, she spent a lot of time looking at herself in this little mirror, practicing pretty faces, dreaming of summertime, when all the villagers would gather at the hot springs for the festival of the mountain goddess. She imagined the young men watching her bathe, standing helpless with love at the sight of her full figure, her smooth brown skin, and her long black hair that graced her perfectly rounded buttocks like a yak’s tail. She imagined the young men falling over each other to offer her the traditional multi-colored belts in token of their admiration. And then she saw herself, at night, coming out to dance in the light of the fires, wearing all her trophies attached to her waist, whirling in the glow of the flames, with the bright-colored belts flying wildly about her waist as though she were stepping through a blazing rainbow. 

But my Ama could do a lot more than daydream in front of her mirror. She spoke the language of the Yi tribes and some Tibetan, and she was a hard worker, a good cook, and a skillful horsewoman who could use the bow and arrow as well as any man.

Aunt Yufang says that my Ama was both woman and man. She also says that my Ama was too smart and too beautiful for her own good. Everyone gave her too much attention, and not only the men but also my great-aunts, who could not have children of their own and who spoiled her rotten. “Who in their right mind would ever want to leave their own mother’s house?” Aunt Yufang asks herself as she draws on her clay pipe and blows out a little puff of gray smoke. She stares at the smoke for a while and then she smiles at me knowingly. “Your Ama was a bit like you, really. She was spoiled by all her talents. She was spoiled and she became bored with the life that she knew.”

So, it was boredom that turned my mother into a revolutionary.

TOWARD THE END OF WINTER IN 1956 , the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) left Lijiang town and marched across the mountain to the banks of the Yangtze River. There the soldiers exchanged some shots with a few resisting Moso who were firing their old guns from the other side, then they crossed the river and pushed on over the hills. In less than three days, the Communists had reached Yongning, the Moso capital, where our feudal lords had resided since the Mongol conquest of 1253, when the great Kublai Khan left an officer to rule over our ancestors. In actual fact, we know nothing about this officer, not even his name, but legend has it that he married a Moso woman and that it was not until much later, under pressure from the Qing emperors, that our Country of Daughters came to be ruled by chiefs, who passed their charge from father to son. In any case, when the Communists arrived in Moso country, the Moso feudal lord had already been deposed.

About a month before the People’s Liberation Army marched on Yongning, the Communist authorities had summoned the Moso feudal lord and his younger brother Losan, our greatest saint and Living Buddha, to Kunming, the capital of Yunnan province. From Kunming, the Living Buddha had been sent to Ninglang, the county administrative capital some days’ walk east of Moso country. The Living Buddha needed to learn to work for his keep like everybody else, the Communists had said. As to our feudal lord, he had died on the way to Kunming. Of natural causes, they said.

On that fateful day when the people heard the approaching Communist army, they ran away to hide in the mountains. There had been reports of bloody fighting in nearby Tibet, and without their chief to organize resistance or to speak on their behalf, the Moso were terrified of the Chinese army. But the Communists had not come to fight. They had come to liberate the Moso and bring about democratic reform — to free the serfs and redistribute the land among the common people and to organize mass meetings, where they encouraged peasants to speak against Buddhist monks and former overlords and aristocrats, whom the Moso had long regarded as a divine class of persons. China had “turned over,” the Communists explained; the old feudal order was dead, and a new era had dawned. The people needed to learn new attitudes and new ideas. This was a period of great confusion and strange new hopes for the Moso.

While they were helping the people of Yongning “turn over,” the Communists dispatched soldiers to carry out the revolution in the rest of Moso country. That was how eight members of the PLA set off on the long trek to my grandmother’s village in Qiansuo, where they changed our family history forever.

FEW OUTSIDERS EVER CAME to Grandmother’s village, and those who ventured in on occasion were almost always of nearby tribes: Lisu hoping to trade their fertility medicines for Moso butter, or Yi slaves running away from their masters. When the Communist soldiers arrived very late in the afternoon, exhausted and filthy from a seven-day walk across the mountains, the villagers came out of their houses to take a closer look. At first the children hid behind their mothers’ skirts, but the mothers, although they said nothing, were more curious than anyone. Moso women do not travel very far, especially when they are young, because they are responsible for the crops and the house. So most of the women had never gone beyond the mountains of Qiansuo. Very few had ever seen Chinese people before. And no one had ever seen Chinese in the dusty green uniforms of the People’s Liberation Army.

The soldiers smiled and greeted the curious villagers crowding around them. Then one of them crouched before a little girl hiding her face in her mother’s skirt and extended his hand. And the little girl, perhaps sensing her mother’s own interest, took a few steps sideways and crept up toward him, in crablike fashion, until she was close enough to touch the strange cotton clothes, the boots, the cold gun. The soldier stood up and patted the little girl on the head and asked if anyone could speak Chinese. A horseman stepped forward.

“Our point of departure is to serve the people,” the soldier explained. “We are wholly dedicated to the liberation of the people and work entirely in the people’s interest. Do you understand?”

The horseman shook his head. He turned toward the villagers and said that the Chinese were tired and hungry. Soon after, a woman made her way through the small crowd, carrying a tray with bowls of butter tea. After her, another appeared with a plate of barley cookies, and then another with walnuts and pears. The soldiers squatted on their heels and ate and drank gratefully. Meanwhile the villagers looked on and commented on the way they ate, on their soft, pale yellow skin, the short hair that stuck out from under their caps, the shiny guns, the dusty uniforms. Eight soldiers, they agreed, was not a big army. You couldn’t kill a lot of people with only eight soldiers.

And since it was dark already, some volunteered to invite the Chinese into their homes, where they fed them chicken soup and told them to sleep near the fireplace.

The next morning the soldiers were ready to get on with their revolutionary work. With the help of the horseman, they gathered the villagers and began speaking with great enthusiasm about the modern world beyond our mountains — the airplanes, the cinemas, the cars and trucks, and the Communist Party.

“China has turned over,” the horseman said. “Chairman Mao will give you everything you need.”

“Really, he will give me everything I need?” a young woman called out with a mischievous smile.

The villagers laughed.

In Grandmother’s village, there were no aristocrats or feudal lords to overthrow, and the people already had their fair share of the land, so the revolution was over quickly. But the Communists did not leave immediately. Instead they hung red banners with large Chinese characters that no one could read all over the village. Then they selected the largest courtyard, where they began to hold daily political meetings in order to reeducate the local masses.

The villagers learned about many new things. For example, they learned that Tibet and Moso country had always belonged to China and that the Moso were no longer Moso but members of the newly established Naxi Minority Nationality, one of fifty-five official Chinese nationalities that made up the People’s Republic of China.* “Oh!” the people said. The Naxi are our neighbors in Lijiang, on the western bank of the Yangtze River, and although we do not speak the same language or eat the same food or dress in the same way, the Chinese had always insisted that we were the same people. Except that, up to the revolution, they had also insisted on calling the Naxi by the name Moso.

“The Chinese have always had strange ideas,” the horseman explained.

The villagers nodded their heads slowly.

Overall, the meetings had a mixed success. The old people got bored, and the horseman soon grew tired of trying to find Moso words that did not exist, but the young people were captivated. The Communists said: “The young people are the most active and vital force in society. They are the most eager to learn and the least conservative in their thinking. This is especially so in the era of socialism.”

My mother never missed a session. When she got up in the morning, she could hardly sit still long enough to eat her breakfast before she gathered her long skirt and, barely taking the time to take one last glance at herself in the pink mirror, flew out of the door. She made rapid progress in Chinese, learning to shout slogans against class oppressors and to sing revolutionary songs. She truly loved the songs. She can still sing all of them today. Their rhythms were so different, so inspiring: they made you feel like marching to the top of the mountains and going to see what was on the other side.

Every night when my Ama came home from the evening meeting, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes shining.

But Grandmother knew that this had nothing to do with love.

Indeed, it did not take long for Grandmother to realize that the class struggle was threatening to undo all the education she had given my mother. Since the Communists had come to the village, my Ama had neglected the crops and the animals. She even refused to do some of the house chores. “China’s women are a vast reserve of labor power. This reserve should be tapped to build a great socialist country,” Comrade Latso lectured Grandmother.

Because custom forbids us to shout at our relatives, Grandmother shouted at the pigs: “What do you think you are saying? You’re just spoiled rotten! Don’t you have any shame? Don’t you have any responsibilities?”

But the pigs grunted and ran away.

Late at night, when my mother had done enough struggling against feudal oppressors and she had gone to bed, Grandmother pounded her soybeans and sang the words we sing when we conduct rituals for people who have lost their souls.

“Latso, ah! Come back to me. Don’t go into the far mountains, don’t go walking near the rivers far away. You don’t have any friends or family there. Tall trees cannot protect you. When the wind blows, the trees will topple over you. Don’t try to hide at the bottom of the cliff; if the earth shakes, the rocks will crush you. You must not go to the wild side of the mountain, no one there can rescue you. All the gold and silver is at home. Outside, there is only wind and rain. Your sisters and your mother are at home. Listen to your mother’s song. Let your soul come back to me, quickly.”

Everybody in the family knew that a great change had come over my mother. Even the neighbors knew. But no one said anything. My mother’s uncles and her brother kept quiet. Being men, they could not interfere in women’s affairs, and least of all, in a fight between mother and daughter. As for my great-aunts and my aunts, they did not dare talk because my mother was too headstrong for them. So the whole family listened to my grandmother’s song and hoped that my Ama would heed her mother’s words.

But she did not.

One day the Communists announced that they were leaving. They were off to liberate the Moso people of Zuosuo, and everyone in the village was welcome to join them. When Grandmother heard that my mother and her girlfriends had volunteered for the revolution, she pushed my Ama out the front gate, locked the door behind her, and said angrily: “If you want to go with the Chinese, then go!”

That night my Ama went to sleep at some relative’s house.

The next morning she woke early and jumped straight out of bed to find that the sun had risen with a golden glow, that the air was crisp and pure as only mountain air can be, and the sky was cloudless. This, she thought, was going to be a beautiful day. It was going to be a perfect day for singing marching tunes and walking along the mountain path. It was going to be a perfect day to discover the world.

When she arrived at the revolutionary headquarters, however, my mother discovered that of all the volunteers, only two young villagers had come to join the Communists, and that her girlfriends were missing.

“Isn’t anyone else coming?” she asked, as the eleven-strong battalion set off down the narrow mountain road, marching in step and singing in one voice. And when the revolutionaries reached that part of the trail where, if you turn around, the village disappears from view, my Ama fell back and turned to look for her friends, and also to take one last look at Grandmother’s house — the house where she was born and where, one day, she ought to return and die.

And she saw her mother standing outside the gates, looking toward her, silently pleading for her to return.

After the rough way in which Grandmother had pushed her out the gate, my Ama had not expected this. So she stood there, on the mountain path, her eyes fixed upon the miniature stature of her mother, not knowing what to do or feel. She had never thought that her mother could look so small. And then she squatted on the side of the road and hid her face in her hands and cried bitterly, while the Communists kept going, their marching songs growing fainter, slowly fading into the silence of the mountains.

When she could no longer hear the songs, my Ama turned her back on Grandmother and stared through her tears at the diminutive soldiers marching ahead on the distant narrow trail, walking toward the world, carrying away her dreams. And when she turned toward the village again, her mother was no longer standing outside the gates. Then she remembered the harsh words spoken the night before, and once more she hid her face in her hands and cried as she told herself that she could not bear to leave her village, and yet, she could not humiliate herself and return to her mother’s house.

Who knows? Perhaps my Ama would have swallowed her pride and eventually run back to Grandmother — if it had not been for her girlfriends, who, some time later, arrived by her side, hot and out of breath and filled with revolutionary spirit. They had woken late, they explained, and missed the meeting. Then they had lost more time because of Grandmother, who had called out to them as they passed by her gates and asked them to take some food for the road. “Please take this for Latso,” Grandmother had said.

My mother looked at the basket her friend was holding out to her, and the tears came flooding back.

But the girlfriends were in a hurry. “Latso,” they said, “if you’re so unhappy, you should go home.”

And because she hated being told what to do, my mother made up her mind. She repressed her tears, picked up the food hamper, and headed down the path in the direction of Zuosuo with her two girlfriends following after her.

When the sun was high up in the sky, they sat down to take a rest and picnic on the ham and boiled eggs Grandmother had given them. They opened a bottle of Sulima wine and drank a cup to the Communist Party and a cup to the health of Chairman Mao and another cup to the revolution. And when they had finished the whole bottle, they thought of all their relatives and friends who lived in the villages on the road to Zuosuo and who too should hear about the revolution.

They never caught up with the soldiers.

Zuosuo is not very far from Qiansuo: only two days’ walk away, and there are not many villages on the way. But my Ama and her friends managed to stop with so many people and to have such a good time that when they arrived in Zuosuo, the Communists had already left.

“The Chinese can’t stand butter tea, and they can’t take the fleas,” someone said by way of explanation.

“But where did they go?” my mother asked.

“They’ve gone to meet up with the rest of the People’s Liberation Army. They’re on their way to the Cold Mountains to liberate the Yi tribes.”

The three girls looked at each other. The Yi were terrible people who raided Moso villages and stole little children to make slaves of them. If the Communists had gone to fight with the Yi, they would never come back. For no army, Chinese or Tibetan, had ever managed to subdue those ferocious tribesmen. Not even the great Kublai Khan had dared enter the Cold Mountains.

As things happened, the PLA waged a bloody battle in the Cold Mountains and brought democratic reform to the Yi tribes — but it did so without the help of my mother or her girlfriends.

The night they lost the Communists, my mother and her friends went to stay with some relatives who lived in the village of Wuzhiluo, near Lake Lugu. After a restless night spent discussing impossible dreams, they breakfasted on roast potatoes and butter tea, and the girlfriends resolved that, after all, they had been away long enough and it was time to go back to their mothers’ houses in Qiansuo. But my Ama was too embarrassed to go home. Too proud to admit her foolishness to her mother. Too stubborn to change her mind.

My mother stayed with the people of Wuzhiluo, helping with the house chores and the work in the fields. Before long the summer rains began pouring and the narrow mountain path back to Qiansuo turned into a sloshy, slippery, and dangerous prospect, and my Ama decided that it would be best to stay and wait until the people gathered for the yearly festival of the mountain goddess to catch up with her family. She would return to Qiansuo after the festivities.

In truth, quite aside from the problem of the weather and that of her pride, my Ama had begun to enjoy herself too much to want to go home just yet. The young men found her exotic ways from Qiansuo hard to resist, and although she proved equally hard to please and no one had won her heart, she had already amassed an impressive collection of new belts and could not wait to show them off at the festival.

That year, when the people came out to dance under the stars in honor of the mountain goddess, all the men’s eyes were on my mother.

Around the bonfires, the men danced in a group and faced the women, who likewise danced arm in arm, their multicolored belts tied around their waists. My mother’s waist was thick with all her trophies. Stomping the ground with their leather boots, the men moved toward the women, and soon both groups were dancing in one circle, stepping and swaying their hips in a single rhythm. Then the women pushed my Ama to show off in the center, and while she danced, a young man broke out of the circle and snatched a belt from her waist.

But my mother kept dancing by herself and the young man withdrew from the middle back into the men’s group, and he threw the belt to one of his friends, who caught it and then threw it to another. My mother laughed and skipped from man to man, but she did not catch her belt. She would take it back only when a man worthy of her songs caught it. And so the belt flew from hand to hand in one direction and then the other, and still my mother could not make up her mind — until Numbu caught it, and he did not throw it to the next man but stepped into the circle and handed her belt to my mother.

My Ama did not move, but Numbu smiled and stood his ground. My mother hesitated, and then she snatched her belt from his hand and ran back to the women’s group. But the women, who had seen the way she had looked at Numbu, pushed her back into the center.

His hands on his hips, Numbu began the courtship song:

Little sister, you are like moonlight in the middle of the night sky,

But the moon needs a star above it.

And my Ama answered:

Night has not fallen and the moon has not risen,

But the butterfly is already looking for honey.

Then Numbu sang:

The butterfly has found a beautiful flower, and

The moon is already high up above the lake.

She answered:

If the moon is high above Mother Lake, the water is untainted.

Mother Lake is where I wash and comb my hair.

And Numbu sang:

 
 

But why do you comb your hair, little sister?

Oh, little sister, for whom do you comb your beautiful hair?

My mother and Numbu danced together in the middle of the circle, arm in arm, until a new song began and another couple took their place. Late in the night, as the fires began to die and couples melted into the darkness, my mother followed Numbu to the shore of Lake Lugu.

AFTER SHE FELL INLOVE WITH NUMBU, my Ama told herself that she was not ready to go back to Grandmother’s house. Qiansuo was such a long way, two days’ walk away: Numbu might get tired of visiting her there. And when she felt her daughter kicking inside her stomach, my Ama sent news with the horse caravan to let Grandmother know that she was going to set up her own house in Zuosuo, within walking distance of Numbu’s village.

Grandmother sent some small presents in return, and a message: “Tell Latso,” she told the horsemen, “tell her: I can’t hold your heart back.”

At these words my mother again cried bitterly, but she did not return to Qiansuo.

My mother’s decision to start her own family was a shocking one. Dividing the maternal house goes very much against Moso tradition. Nonetheless, all the villagers helped her. Someone gave her a patch of land, and Numbu and his friends went into the mountains to cut the timber to build the house. In those days people did not use money and it seemed natural to get together to help each other. Besides, working together was always an excuse to dance and sing and have picnics.

“Can you sing for us, Latso?” one of the young men asked.

Another joked: “Latso, I hope you won’t mind if my nephew comes to visit your daughter in the evening!”

And another, “Yes, and I hope you won’t close the gates to mine!”

My Ama laughed. “In that case, you better not hinge the gates too tightly!”

So, in less than a year, my mother’s house and all the gods and spirits who inhabited every nook and cranny had been blessed by the lamas, and she was moved in.

Hers was like all the other houses in the village. A log house built around a single courtyard, with a mud wall six feet high forming one side and the outer walls of the house proper forming the other sides. Behind the house, also enclosed by mud walls, was the vegetable garden.

Through the wooden gates and courtyard was the main room, which we call the Mother Room. This was where my Ama cooked and ate and received guests, and where she slept. It was large and rectangular in shape, with a durami and a duraso, the sacred female and male columns that support the roof of all Moso houses — and by extension, the sky — and two open circular hearths: the high hearth of the god Zabbala on the kang, and the cooking stove on the lower level. Aside from the small ancestral altar that was behind the high fireplace, all the furniture was arranged against the walls on the lower level and consisted of a tall pantry, where we kept dishes and cooking utensils and foodstuff; a large alcove bed built over a grain storage trunk, where my mother slept; and finally, against the far wall, a long bench where various things were stored off the earth floor, including, with his snout pointing eastward, the salted, boneless whole pig we call bocher. There were no windows, and the only light came from the openings in the roof above the fireplaces, and the front door.

On either side of the main room was a wing two stories high, with a balcony on the second level. The wing on the right, at ground level, was a chicken coop and a storeroom for tools and animal feed; upstairs there were four bedrooms divided from each other by plank walls, each with a door and a small window that opened straight onto the narrow balcony. Those bedrooms were for the daughters my mother planned to have. As for the other wing, it housed the stables for the horses and the pigs, and above those were three rooms for guests and for my mother’s sons until they became men and could walk to their own girlfriends’ houses in the evening.

My mother did not have any close relatives in Zuosuo but she had many friends — mostly because of her accent from Qiansuo. All Moso speak the same language, but every village seems to have its own dialect and special intonation. People loved my mother’s accent, and they came to visit her just to hear her speak, so that before long she had become the villagers’ favorite confidante. Our beautiful neighbor Dujema came to our house more often than anyone else. She came for a chat and a bowl of tea, and until my Ama’s own garden began producing, she also brought her vegetables.

In the spring Dujema took care of my Ama when she gave birth to my older sister Zhema. Meanwhile, Numbu lived in his own mother’s house, with his grandmother and great-aunts and great-uncles, and aunts and uncles, and nephews and nieces — three generations all related through the female line. Following Moso custom, he visited my mother every night and sometimes even stayed for a few days to help out with some chores, but eventually he always went home to work for his own relatives.

Toward the end of summer in the following year, my mother did not see Numbu for a few weeks. He had left with the horsemen to accompany the caravan to the Tibetan town of Zhongdian. And there he had met a beautiful Tibetan woman, who had come home with him.

My mother had waited and waited for Numbu to come and visit her in the evening, but instead it was the Tibetan woman who came calling for her at the gates. Numbu had a new lover, the woman explained as well as she could in her broken Moso. As for herself, she had no family or friends in the village and she was lonely. Answering her in Tibetan, my mother invited the woman to sit around the fireplace and drink a cup of Sulima wine. That evening my Ama made a new friend and decided to forget about Numbu.

Some months after the Tibetan woman and my mother had become friends, Dujema introduced my mother to a handsome young man.

The man was really very beautiful. My Ama did not love him but she had only one thing on her mind: to raise her own family and have her own big house, with her own daughters and sons and grandchildren. When the man came knocking on her bedroom window in the evening, my Ama opened the door for him, but when, a few months later, she was certain that she was pregnant, she hung his bag on a nail outside her door — which, according to our custom, is the proper way for a woman to break off with a lover. When he visited that night, he understood that she did not want him to come and see her anymore, and he left.

My mother’s time came and the Tibetan woman helped her deliver my second sister, Dujelema. Then one day, when the Tibetan woman was holding the baby asleep in her arms, she suddenly burst into tears. She was missing her own family. The next morning she said good-bye to Numbu and went back to Zhongdian. I am not sure how Numbu felt, but my mother says that she missed her terribly.

Sometime toward the end of autumn, my Ama was putting out some corn to dry up on the roof of the house when she heard the bells of the horse caravan. As the riders got closer, she recognized one of her cousins from Qiansuo, and her heart leaped in her chest. She was always so happy to receive visitors from Qiansuo because they brought news and small gifts from her mother’s house. She waved and shouted to them:

“Hey! The sun is almost gone. You better come in.” And she climbed down the ladder and rushed to open the gates of her courtyard.

While the men unloaded the horses and took out the gifts that came from my grandmother, my Ama brought hay and water for the horses. And when the horses were watered and fed, the men sat on the ground and rested their weary backs against their knapsacks, leaving the youngest to do all the work: to light the campfire, take out the cooking utensils, cook their dinner, wash up, and tidy up. He was a tall and good-looking young man, and when my Ama came out again to offer the horsemen her best homemade wine, she made a point of pouring the young driver a full bowl. He smiled at her and took the bowl with both hands, with all the respect our custom requires. And that was when she saw that his were the most beautiful hands.

When the older men had stretched out their blankets and prepared to sleep near the campfire, Zhemi came inside the house. He played with my sisters and told my mother stories. And when later in the night the little girls fell asleep, he stayed up with my mother and they talked for a long time.

“Latso, why did you leave your mother’s house?” Zhemi asked. “It must be so hard to manage everything on your own. Why don’t you go home? You could come with us. If you wanted to, you could leave tomorrow.”

My Ama’s eyes filled with tears. Zhemi was right, life on her own was so hard.

“Come home with us, Latso. Don’t be so proud.”

But my Ama was proud. She dried her tears with the back of her hand and said, “I am going to show my mother that I can raise my own family.”

The next morning the caravan left without Zhemi.

He stayed for a few weeks. He helped my Ama repair the pigsty and gather a year’s worth of firewood and kindling for the winter nights. He was very quiet and very kind. When he was sure that everything was set up for winter, he went back to Qiansuo, and my mother sang softly in her empty house.


To the west of the mountains, the moon is full,

Why do you have to leave in such a rush?

The fireplace is still warm, my love,

My body is still warm for you.

One day without you seems so long.

Long too is the road where you ride your horse,

But my heart is following you.



Zhemi came back in the spring, and again he stayed with my mother for some time. One morning my Ama woke earlier than usual, and when she sat near the hearth to drink her bowl of butter tea, she felt a familiar sickness in her stomach. She smiled. She loved Zhemi and she was going to have a son. She was going to raise her own big family.
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