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Selections from Spring Water

Translated by Grace Boynton
with an Introduction by Charlotte Boynton

Grace Boynton in the 1950s.

THE BRIDGE OF LOVE: Thirty Years of Friendship between Poet and
Translator

To ARRIVE in China in 1919, as Grace Boynton did, was to find oneself in a
country undergoing the pressures of external aggression and internal dissension, a
maelstrom where warlords, concubinage and footbinding coexisted with ardent
admiration for Bertrand Russell and reckless efforts to ingest all things Western,
ideologies included. Teaching, which was Miss Boynton’s mission at Yenching Uni-
versity in Peking, placed one in the midst of the tumultuous quest for change known
as the May Fourth Movement.!

Out of this ferment a new literature arose. The classical literary language,
divorced for centuries from common usage, was spurned as anachronistic, and writ-
ers — particularly students — experimented with writing in baihua, the colloquial lan-
guage.

1A patriotic demonstration held on 4 May 1919 against Japanese encroachment on Chinese sovereignty. It
triggered a cultural explosion affecting mores, manners and ideals as traditional values were vigorously challenged
and increasingly defied.
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Here Bing Xin was among the pioneers.? Hu Shi, one of the principal
instigators of the new literary movement, told Miss Boynton that “Most writers in
baihua were searching for a style suitable to the new form, and many of them were
crude; some were vulgar. Miss Icy Heart, he understood, had been given a good
grounding in the great Chinese poets; she had brought over into the new medium a
delicacy and refinement which was at the same time fresh and direct.” “And then,”
he added, “she carries on the traditional Chinese awareness of Nature, and the use
of the image in her technique, so she is at once simple and exquisite.”>

Bing Xin in the garden of the Tongfu where
Grace Boynton’s study was located.

Originally Bing Xin was a pupil in Miss Boynton’s English classes, but their
relationship developed into a friendship that lasted over thirty years. Among Miss
Boynton’s papers few contemporary references remain pertaining to the beginning
of the friendship, though the two apparently met within months of Miss Boynton’s
arrival in China. Letters home in 1921 are sprinkled with mentions of “my most

2The pen name “Bing Xin” (Ping Hsin) was explained as follows by Grace Boynton: “Ping (Bing) meaning ice,
and Hsin (Xin) meaning heart, carry in the Chinese a connotation of a pure and crystalline quality which is different
from our English emphasis on ice as chilly. However, in a well-bred Chinese girl, a certain amount of chilliness is
regarded as only proper. Ping Hsin had her share of it.”

*From the introduction to Yenchiao Diary, unpublished MS, p.x.
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promising student” and “my beloved little Chinese rose”. However, in 1965 Miss
Boynton wrote about how it started:

Early one evening, perhaps three months after I had begun
teaching her, Icy Heart came to the tall double doors of my study in
the Tongfu.* I heard a soft hesitating knock. When I answered, one
leaf opened just enough to allow a little figure to slip through. She was
barely five feet tall, and every detail of her sensitive face, of her taper-
ing fingers and her slim outline in demure schoolgirl black, had a
remarkable delicacy. She stood with bowed head, in an attiude of
deep respect until I asked her to sit down. A half hour passed before
she rose to go, and I still did not know why she had come. As she stood
in the crack in the door, she spoke in a whisper:

“Please, I need a friend, and please, don’t you laugh [at] me.”

Then she was gone, a shadow flitting into the deeper shadows of
the high walls of my small court.

Soon she came again, and this time she got up her courage to
explain herself further. . . . She had been publishing verse for two
years, and from the beginning she had found herself embarrassingly
popular. Her readers, mostly university students, seethed with curios-
ity about her, to her genuine distress. She belonged to an official fam-
ily. Good breeding required women of her class to remain in modest
seclusion, and modesty was very important to Icy Heart. She clung to
her privacy. She never appeared in public. She used a covered ricksha
to come to the college gates, and once inside she was safe from intrud-
ers, for miscellaneous young men were not encouraged to appear
there. The few mixed classes already begun in Yenching were held at
the Men’s College a safe distance away. There were times, however,
when she needed an intermediary between herself and her public, and
then I acted for her.>

In 1923 Bing Xin graduated from Yenching University and went to America to
enrol in an M. A. program at Wellesley. The Boynton family home was in Medford,
not far away, and the family apparently clasped Bing Xin to its collective bosom to
such an extent that the poet referred to Miss Boynton’s mother, Mary Wilcox Boyn-
ton, as her second mother and to Medford as her second home. In their forms of
address, her letters to Miss Boynton’s aunt Josephine Wilcox progress from “My
dear Miss Wilcox” to “My dear American Auntie” to simply “Dear Aunt Jo”.
Although she returned to China after completing her M. A. in 1926, Bing Xin con-
tinued to correspond with the Boyntons. At the time of her wedding to Wu Wenzao
in 1929, she sent a copy of the handsome red-and-gold wedding invitation to Aunt

“Name of the former residence of the Dukes of Tong in Peking where Yenching’s Women’s College was at that
time located.

*0p, cit., p. xii. Grace Boynton’s journals, in the form of handwritten originals and retyped copies, are on
deposit in the Schlesinger Library at Radcliffe College, Havard University. All cited letters and other documents
(and copies of the retyped journals) are in the possession of the present writer, whom persons wishing to see these
papers may consult. All rights are reserved by the Literary Executrix, Grace M. Boynton.



Selections from Spring Water 95

Bing Xin and Wu Wenzao were married in Peking, 15 June 1929. Grace Boynton is
on Bing Xin's left. Towering between the bride and groom is Leighton Stuart, then
President of Yenching University.

Jo, as well as a wedding photograph in which Miss Boynton and the President of
Yenching University are the only foreigners. In 1930 she wrote to Aunt Jo announc-
ing her pregnancy and her intention to name the child after Miss Boynton’s parents;
and indeed, in English-speaking circles her son, Wu Zongsheng, was to be known as
Boynton Wu.

While Bing Xin was finishing up at Wellesley, Miss Boynton embarked on her
translation of Spring Water in the relative seclusion of a village called Yanjiao.
Teaching in English to students who were too intent on learning English to permit
her to practise her Chinese had severely impeded her acquisition of the language. In
1925, therefore, Grace Boynton repaired to Yanjiao to immerse herself in Chinese,
taking with her a copy of Spring Water which she intended to translate.

This time of isolation from academic demands, the only such sustained respite
during Miss Boynton’s thirty years in China, enabled her to properly focus on her
translation. In later years she would express in her diary the desire to translate other
works of Bing Xin’s, but she would never again have such an opportunity.

In 1929 Miss Boynton had her translation privately printed in Peking. Very lit-
tle documentation survives for this era in her life, but in an undated passage (proba-
bly written in the 1950s) she remarks: “Spring Water was done only for my own plea-
sure, but . . .the little work proved to have a place in the history of translation from
Chinese to English which I did not guess for many years. Recently I have found two
notices of it. Roy Earle Teele . . . [in] Through a Glass Darkly (Ann Arbor, 1949)
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points out that my translation was among the first if not the very first book of modern
Chinese poetry to be done into English. Mr Harold Acton in the preface to his book
Modern Chinese Poetry (London, 1936, but I read it only in 1954) gives considerable
space to the discussion of the work of Hsieh Ping Hsin (Xie Bing Xin) in my transla-
tion.”® In deciding to publish it, she may have been inspired by her enjoyment of
modern English poetry (on at least one occasion she scandalized a gathering of fel-
low missionaries by reading aloud an E.E. Cummings poem which they considered
too risque) to bring a sample of what modern Chinese poetry had to offer to an
English-speaking readership. :

After her return from Wellesley, Bing Xin became a colleague of Miss Boyn-
ton’s at Yenching. Following the Japanese takeover of Peking in 1937, although
Yenching continued to function more or less freely by emphasizing its American
backing, Bing Xin and her husband felt that their place was in the Chinese territory
outside the Japanese sphere of influence. In 1938 they left for Kunming. In her jour-
nal Miss Boynton wrote, “Wan Ying (Wanying) and her family are gone. We carried
on gently and unemotionally to the end. Wan Ying told me her father was marvell-
ous when she said goodbye to him, although he probably felt that he would not see
her again (and he did not — GMB 1956). So I patterned myself on Admiral Hsieh
(Xie) and went through the last days without a tear . . . Wan Ying was tenderly
thoughtful of me even while she was so busy . . . . When the train began to move,
WY stood in a window with the youngest child in her arms, so lovely a sight that my
tears came then. I walked along the slowly sliding train and begged to see Boynton,
and he came to wave at me, then they were swept out of sight. It has been nineteen
years that WY and her family have been dear and close to me. But I am proud to
have them go. . ..”

Miss Boynton stayed in Peking until 1940, and took a furlough in the United
States in 1941, as a result of which fortunate timing she was not interned with the
other foreigners after Pearl Harbour. Determined to continue her work in China,
she took the circuitous route to Sichuan by way of Hong Kong and Chongging to
resume her teaching at the refugee version of Yenching. On her way to Chengdu,
Miss Boynton managed to visit Bing Xin outside of Chongging.

Boynton was the first to see me, and hopped out to hug me like a
young bear. Wan Ying fairly flew at me, and gave me a sound Kkiss,
which she almost never has done before. The two little girls kissed
Auntie Grace too; but Hsiao Mei [Xiaomei] [the youngest] was very
puzzled when she saw me in the lamp light and said in astonishment,
“Why, Auntie Grace is an outside country person!”

She had heard of me all her short life, and had never imagined
that I was not Chinese. . . . Wan Ying looks white and worn, and yet
her face in its maturity looks lovelier to me than ever. I spoke of the
difficulties of her life in West China for her and Wen Tsao (Wenzao)
and she said with her beautiful smile, “We have never been so

®Full references are: Roy Earle Teele, Through a Glass Darkly: A study of English translations of Chinese poetry
(Ann Arbor: 1949, p. 126-7); and Harold Acton and Ch’en Shih-hsiang, Modern Chinese Poetry (London:
Duckworth, 1936, p. 15-17).
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happy.”. .. When I tried to explain about myself to Hsiao Mei by say-
ing that I was an “American person” she shook her little head and said
“You are my mamma’s person! When you came she gave you a great
big kiss.” Which Wan Ying herself remarked was not usual with her.

The remainder of the war kept them apart, and in 1946 Bing Xin went to Japan.
The two continued to correspond and saw each other in Japan in 1950 as Miss Boyn-
ton was on her way back to the United States from China for the last time.

In 1951, as Bing Xin prepared to return to China, she sent a letter to Miss Boyn-
ton, which concluded, “Of course you know whatever the governments do to each
other has nothing to do with our personal feelings. We will always feel grateful to
you and love you and understand you. It seems to be unnatural to be telling you all
this! With what we have between us all these years, you should take what we feel for
granted!. . . Always lovingly, W.Y.”.

No direct communication ever passed between them again, though Miss Boyn-
ton would eagerly garner reports of Bing Xin from British friends who saw her on
visits to China.

During the Cultural Revolution, a distressing rumour reached Miss Boynton
which she mentioned in a letter to the present writer dated April 23, 1969: “I have
had the sad news that Ping Hsin (Bing Xin) and her husband . . . died together in a
suicide pact about two years ago. This was just one more tragedy brought about by
the Red Guards who were intent on destroying everything connected with ‘the old
culture’. Wan Ying . . . was a most exquisite product of traditional Chinese culture.
Wen Tsao, her husband, told me once that when he talked to Wan Ying’s father
about marrying his daughter he (Wenzao) said, ‘She is the perfect combination of
the loyalty, modesty and dignity of a Chinese lady and of the gaiety and freedom and
self-confidence which she has learned from her contacts with the West.” This news
came just as I went to bed and has been a deep sorrow.”

Early in 1970 Grace Boynton died at the age of 79, not to know that the friend
for whom she grieved was not only alive but would enjoy an honoured old age in the
People’s Republic. This cannot be remedied, but in assembling these materials it is
as if the two old friends are meeting again, after all these years.
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A step at a time with help -
The half hidden purple peak -
Why is it so high - so far?
A
O
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Why do people worship you?
Because in the depths of the far heavens,
There is only you to come and go.
-i-——.-
MERT »
1 HEEE MR

ERBREEET !
The south wind blows.
It brings the laughter of Spring
From the world of waters,

(Grace Boynton dedicated her translation of Spring Water to her mother, Mary Wilcox Boynton. The dedication
reads: “This little translation is given by her two daughters. The child of the West she sent into a far country; the
child of the East she received into her own heart and home; and to both. she stands witness to the Love that shall
unite all nations.”
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White Lotus —

You are too self-conscious in your purlty, :

Can there be any objection if a pink lotus blossom

In the same pool

Encounters you?
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Nature called aloud and said — ANEBLRAFERT o7
“Take your pen,
Dip it into my ocean;
Humanity’s heart is too dry and parched.”
+t
SR E L7 &5 |
FRETET 58 -
REEFSEIFFABET |

17

The setting sun shines on the withered grass of the red wall.
Go down quickly, O sun!
You cause many young people to age early.
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23

Common little pool of water,
The sun draws near you in its setting,
And makes you a sea of gold.

- 27

A great wind rises.

In autumn the cry of the cicada is gone.

35

Tender green leaves,

You resemble the thoughts of a poet.
The colour, leaf by leaf, grows richer.

36

An old man’s past,

And a young man’s future,
When you come to think of it,

Are just the same thing.
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37

Space!

Tear away your net of stars.
Let me see the face of your light.

39

Water flows eastward;

The moon sets in the west;

O poet,

Can your feelings hinder either of them?

46*

Acts of repression

Give rise to thoughts of liberty.

47

The one on the gallery.
With a book on her knee

And the breeze breathing in her face,
Knows that spring has come.

101
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* This poem was written in response to the Tweqpty-one Demands made on China by Japan in 1915.
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I wish to bring back the light of past years:
But the warp and woof of Time
Are woven into the silken web of Now. -
~t=
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63
At the time of flying thistledown swallows come;
At the flying time of the reed flowers,
Swallows go.
But the flowers are of the same pure whiteness.
_th
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In the depths of solitary waters,
There are reflected
Forever the beautiful, red flowers of spring.
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Sitting upon the steps telling jokes,
[ see the pavilion on the mountain top
Under the sunset. '
Would not one think of climbing up there?
| would not in one day enjoy all blessings!
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| wish before | leave this world
That | might softly, softly say to it—
“O world -
| thoroughly understand you.”
At+=
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My friend,
Do not let the young spring wind deceive you.
The colours of the flowers are not like their scents.
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“Solitary orchid
You are too lonely -

Don’t you think you ought to have comrades?”

“It is what | am searching after,
But there are no other flowers
That are willing to bloom in this valley.”

100

When the burden on the shoulder of the young

Suddenly lightens,
The brave heart -
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Because of this very relief, becomes lonely and sad.

102

My questions,
My heart

Never answers in the midst of light.

But my dreams

In darkness, give me their solution.

—-0O=

BRI —
AL
EXAFTRTE o
Sk 2
HEBRESRMEHT !



Selections from Spring Water

109

The nightis long,

It would be pleasant to have some rain.
Outside the window at last it comes down.
Now | can count the falling drops.

Why am | still so sad?

118

The purple wistaria blossoms fall in the pool,
Under the arbour.
The day is long, and nobody comes.

Only the little breeze blows among the leaves,

And makes a noise of whispering.

123*

The fine rain has fallen for several days;

The message of the coming spring is delayed.

In my solitude —

Many clusters of dried flowers

| lift delicately and think —

“These are the words of last year’s spring,
But can they be the comfort of today?”

* Written because she has had no recent letter from her cousin.
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The shadows of people were like ghosts,
And the flames of the candles were dim.
These things put the pain of eternal separation
And the puzzle of human existence,
Into my earliest remembrance.

—AEn
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144** (Fk=g3aE
MERBEOHEA?
The poet writes in vain,
One little heart -
Could it bring comfort
To wanderers suffermg bitterly in the raln?
— 75
EEEEITE
146*** , T ERAR
HEHR
The flower of Experience HegmmR !
- Bears the fruit of Wisdom, ‘ ST R BRI -
And the fruit of Wisdom, | BRAZE o

Has within it, the seeds of Pain.

* This poem was written after the death of her uncle.

** Written in war time.

*** The last two lines are missing in the 1929 edition.
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158

O Pioneers!

After you decide upon your course
You must not look back.

Once you give a glance behind,
The weakness in your soul

Will halt you.

169

The unborn child -

Within the sphere of life —

Climbs to the window of birth, and sees,
Dimly

Opposite him the cavern of death.

177

My heart suddenly is bﬁrdened.
Last night | dreamed

. —[E158

b - WAN

FERE |
AR E T
Y)E[EE !

B EERS E!‘:S%
EIEE -

—RA

ReEsBRRE -
A frE9ER S
BEETHE B
EIEBHERT
HE“TE”EIIRIT °

—tt

B9 ODRBARAERT !
HERER

BEEBRRZR

WEMAEEI B
AR -

That alone | wear the spotless silk of i mnocence -

In the rush of the waves
Sailing across this black sea.

178

On a cloudy day, | mount the stone steps,

And sit alone.

O green leaves,

The roses are gone.
Both the poet and you
Feel lonely.
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