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Foreword

Some years ago I woke one morning to find myself strangely oppressed.
I felt suddenly that I was no longer a free individual. I had been cast
in a mold. I had written so many books about Chinese people that I had
become known as a writer only about China. This was natural enough and
nobody’s fault. When I began to write I knew no people intimately except
the Chinese. My entire life had been spent in China and beyond that in
Asia. In midstream, however, I had transferred myself to the West and
to my own country, the United States. Soon, since any writer writes out
of his everyday environment, I began, however tentatively, to write about
American people. I became thereby someone else.

This someone else, who now was also I, for the old self, the Asian self,
continued to exist and will always continue, was, I repeat, oppressed. The
oppression was the result of a determination on the part of my readers,
sometimes loving, sometimes critical, to insist that there must be no other
me than the one they had always known; that is to say, the Asian me.
But here was the new American me, eager to explore and adventure among
my own people. To provide freedom for this American me, pseudonymity
was the answer. The writer must have a new name. I chose the name of
John Sedges, a simple one, and masculine because men have fewer handi-
caps in our society than women have, in writing as well as in other
professions.

My first John Sedges novel was The Townsman. It is a long book, a
story of the West, Kansas in scene, to which state I had made many quiet
visits. I was pleased when Kansans praised its authenticity. Its hero is a
modest fellow who refuses to ride wild horses, be a cowboy, shoot pistols
into the air, kill his enemies, find gold in any hills, destroy Indians, or
even get drunk. He is content merely to become the solid founder of a
city. The novel was well received by critics and sold to some tens of thou-
sands of readers. It thus proved itself as a successful first novel by an
unknown writer.

Four other novels were published under the name John Sedges, and
guesses became rampant as to the author. No secrets in this world are
kept forever. Somebody always knows and tells. And my two selves were
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beginning to merge. I was by now at home in my own country, my roots
were digging deep, and I was becoming increasingly familiar with my own
people. The protection of John' Sedges was neither so necessary nor so
effective as it had been. In Europe the John Sedges novels were openly
sold as Pearl Buck books. I was moving toward freedom. The shield was
no longer useful.

So John Sedges has served his purpose and may now be discarded and
laid away in the silver foil of memory. I declare my independence and
my determination to write as I piease in a free country, choosing my
material as I find it. People are people whether in Asia or America, as
everybody knows or ought to know, and for me the scene is merely the
background for human antics. Readers will still be the critics, of course,
but I shall hope and strive to please and to amuse. Why else should books
be written?

PeArL S. Buck




The Townsman







Part One

1

FroM the window of his room in the attic Jonathan Goodliffe could
see, if the day were fair, the white sails of ships upon the Irish Sea. The
day must be translucently fair, the sky blue and not washed with the pale
English mists, so that the sea could be deep blue beneath it, and then the
sun could glitter upon the sails. This was his judgment of the day.

The cottage was near enough to the city of Blackpool for him to have
walked there to the seacoast if he liked, for he was fifteen years old. His
brother Edward, three years older than he, had a job in a ship’s chandlery
and walked home from there often enough on a Sunday, or even on a
weekday in the evening. But he and Jonathan were different. Edward as
a boy could put his hoe down any day in the middle of the afternoon and
without a word go away. Jonathan could not. He must stay until the work
he had allotted for himself was done, and by then it was always evening.
He could have gone to Blackpool in the evening, but he had seen how
his mother fretted because Edward went too often in the years when he
was at home, and pow he had not the heart to add to her trouble. So after
his supper he helped with the dishes, and then he sat down in the sitting
room with her and the younger children. Sometimes he read aloud to her,
if his father were not there, and sometimes he played games with the chil-
dren until they went to bed, and then talked with her, trying to think of
what might interest her.

There were four of these children younger than himself. He knew his
mother had not wanted the last one, though never had she said one word
to him about the children she had. So far as he might have known from
her, the child was simply there one day. She was so dainty in her speech,
so shy, so small and exquisite in her person, that these great children she
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bore one after the other seemed to have nothing fo do with her. He was
glad she did not speak of them. He could pretend they had nothing to
do with her, though he was fond of them, too. But so sensitive was he
to every look in her delicate face that it seemed to him he could feel the
very instant when her being began to divide itself. He could feel her spirit,
half-distressed, half-withdrawn, as her body set upon its task again. When
this had happened the last time, he had gone quickly upstairs to his room
and burst into tears. He had cried silently and deeply for a few moments,
without knowing why. While he was crying he heard her step coming
slowly up the stairs, and he rushed to draw the wooden bar across his
door. She shook the door a little when she found it Jocked.

“] want to make your bed, Jonathan!” she cried through the crack.

“I'm washin’ myself,” he called back.

“Whatever for now, after breakfast?” she cried, amazed.

“ scamped it afore,” he answered shortly.

He heard her breathe, “Well, I never!”

“Go on,” he shouted. “I'll do my own bed today.”

She did not answer, and after a moment he heard her go down again.
But her coming had startled him out of weeping. He went to the win-
dow and stood looking out, and at that moment the last shreds of the
morning mist faded, and suddenly he saw the small flecks of white which
were the sails of ships upon the Irish Sea. The very sight of them quieted
him, as they always did. He was thankful again that, when he and Edward
divided the attic, he had chosen this side for himself. It had been accident.
No one knew that from this window the ships could be seen. He had been
excited when he saw them first, and not for days had he happened to see
them. . . .

“Come down out of there, Jonathan!” his father roared at him from
the garden patch below. “Whatever are you thinkin’ to be idlin’ this time
of day and all the work waitin’?”

He turned away from the window, sick at the very sight of his father
this morning, and rushed downstairs. In the kitchen his mother was moving
slowly about the dishes. She looked up when he came in, and he saw she
had been crying, too. He longed to hug her, but this he had not done
for too long. His father had stopped it. :

“Have done with kissin’ and huggin’ your mother, you great lads,” he
had ordered his two oider sons. “It fair makes me sick to see it.”

“Shame on you, Clyde Goodliffe!” his mother had cried, and her fair
skin had turned crimson under her yellow hair. But neither Jonathan nor
Edward had kissed her from that day.

Less than ever could he kiss her now, though he did not know why.
She was always beautiful to him, and now touching as she stood beside
.the sink, so small in her little blue cotton frock. He was not tall for his

age, but already he was taller than she was.
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“I'm goin’ to plant some of them flowerin’ peas for you, Mother,” he
blurted.

“Those,” she said gently, “not them.” But she corrected him so gently
that he did not mind. He was even glad to be corrected for something.
It made her seem more usual to him.

“Those,” he repeated obediently. She had been a teacher in a board
school before she was married, and she knew about words.

“I'll be glad to have them, son,” she said quietly. “They're pretty, if
what I hear of them be true.”

She smiled, and suddenly he choked.

“Oh, Mother—" he muttered. She turned and looked at him. And she
flew to him, and he put his arms around her and was near crying again.

“Let me help you,” he muttered. “Let me do the heavy work. You just
call me, Mother. I'm goin’ to stay around the house more.”

“You’re my good boy,” she whispered.

They hugged each other hard. It was such a comfort to feel her in
his arms. But her little shoulder blades were sharp.

“You're thin, aren’t you, Mother?” he asked anxiously.

She drew back at this. “Not more than common,” she said. She put
back a loosened lock of her straight golden hair, and suddenly they were
both shy.

“Well, eat your food, Mother, do,” he said sternly.

“Aye—yes, I will,” she promised. She was back at the sink again, her
eyes turned away.

He had gone on to school. But he knew, and she felt his knowledge.
All during the long months he had done all he could to lift heavy things
and hang the clothes on the line, and every morning he spread his own
bed before he came downstairs. And sometimes he was afraid of himself
because he hated his father so heartily.

Yet when Maggie was born he was fond of her. He was always fond
of them, after they were born. He had been fond of Jamie first because
it was a pleasure to have a brother younger than he so that he need not
be Edward’s only younger brother, and then he was fond of Jamie because
he was so full of jokes and laughing. And then Ruth was born, and he
was fond of her because she was his first sister. And Arthur was delicate
from the day of his birth, and at three was still delicate, so that one could
not but grow fond of him because he was so patient and good. And Maggie
was soon eight months old, and he was fond of her because she was so
hearty and independent and because she was not pretty like Ruth, and so
needed his fondness the more.

“A homely woman!” his mother s1ghed. “She’ll have to be made up
to somehow, for she’ll have a hard row to hoe. God send she’s smart!”

Maggie was smart enough for anybody. At four months she had two
solid strong white teeth, at five she sat alone, and now at eight months
she could walk from chair to table and clamor for bits from Jonathan’s
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plate at mealtimes. He fed her secretly, proud of her ability to eat anything.

“You'll give her the colic, sure!” his mother cried.

But nothing gave her colic. Looking into her round, plain, healthy little
face, doomed to freckles, he felt his heart grow hot with the soft warmth
which rushed out of it always for his mother and the younger children.
He and they were the real family, he sometimes felt. His father and Edward
did not seem to belong to them.

And yet neither he nor the younger children possessed the power to
disturb his mother that his father did. Years ago he had learned when he
came into the house to fear, to pause and listen to whether the house were
silent or whether he heard his father shouting, arguing, stamping up and
down the bedroom above the small parlor of which his mother was so
proud. He could never quite hear what his father was actually saying when
he went into his chilly little attic room. But he always went in and stood
shivering and listening to the bumbling roar of his father’s voice.

He could not hear his mother at all. The walls of the cottage were of
stone, old and thick, and plastered again and again by many hands, and
the ceiling was close. If the house had been that one in Blackpool which
he could only vaguely remember, it would have been easy to hear any-
thing. Yet all he could remember of that house was hearing his mother
cry out when Jamie was being born. Perhaps there had never been a
quarrel about leaving Blackpool, but he seemed to remember a quarrel
between his father and mother about it. His mother had hated the port
and the coarse sailors sauntering into the little shop she kept so clean and
neat. Wherever they moved she always opened a little shop somehow, in
one of the rooms. Her father had kept a draper’s shop and was well-to-do
in a small way, so that she had gone to school until she was seventeen and
then had taught for three years.

It was in her father’s shop that she had met Clyde Goodliffe. Then he
had been a salesman for dry goods, and old Mr. Layton had wanted him
in the shop after they were married, since he had two girls and no son.
But it had not lasted. His Aunt Myra could not abide his father, his
mother said. There had been a tremendous quarrel, he knew, and then
his father had done something else.

His father had done almost everything. They were all used to his begin-
ning one of his lordly tales of a wonderful happening by his smacking
his lips and saying, “It was when I was a journeyman once that I saw
the most wonderful, fearful sight. . . .” Or he said, “Once when I was in
the candle and coal business, a chap thought he’d be smarter than I
was . .

But for the last ten years they had lived in this house. Clyde Goodliffe
had come and gone; had rented this land and that, and given it up in
disgust because it was too wet or too dry, too stony or too mucky; had
sold one thing and another or nothing; but his mother had kept them all
firmly in this low whitewashed cottage that was home. It stood on the
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side of a hill above the village of Dentwater, and the kitchen garden sloped
up the hill in the back, so that Jamie, digging potatoes, tried to roll them
into the kitchen door. In the front she had her flowers, and on the other
side of their bit of land was the village street. Beyond Dentwater the hill
flattened, then went rolling on into the levels around Blackpool.

This home Jonathan loved. It troubled him continually and sometimes
in the night frightened him to think he must leave it because he was grow-
ing. Plenty of boys left home at fifteen.

“Why for should I be feedin’ a lad of fifteen?” his father grumbled.

“(Give him another year at school till he’s sixteen,” his mother begged.
“He’s as good as a girl in the house and a wonder to help in the shop.
And Edward’s enough in that filthy Blackpool.”

“Money idn’t to be found in a hole like Dentwater, though,” his father
shouted.

“Money idn’t to be found anywhere, Clyde,” his mother replied with
a gentle firmness. “It’s got to be made.”

All his heart moved to his mother. But between these two who were
his parents, Jonathan Goodliffe had long since learned to keep silence,
because he knew, somehow, that in spite of all their quarreling, they loved
each other, and this love shut him out from between them. However much
his mother loved him, she loved his father more. The consciousness of it
kept Jonathan humbled and quiet, and whatever he did for his mother was
never quite enough. '

On the thirteenth of January in the year 1866, at half past four in the
afternoon, he was coming home from the village school cold and hungry
for tea. If his father were not home, he and his mother and the small
ones would have their tea about the kitchen hearth., All day long in the
damp chill of the schoolroom he had been imagining that hour before the
fire, his knees hot, his face buming, his hands and feet warm at last, and
he drinking hot tea. If his father were home, tea would be set out on the
table, and he would have to take his place there and listen to his father’s
boisterous talk.

He plodded steadily down the cobbled street, holding an umbrella
against the windy drizzle. It was already dark, and the twenty-odd cottages
of Dentwater were lit as though night had fallen. One by one the four
older pupils of the school had stopped at these cottages until only Archie
Bainter, a boy a little younger than he, was with him. Then Archie stopped,
too.

“Well, here I be, Jonathan,” Archie said as a light grew out of the
mist.

“So you be,” Jonathan answered. “T'll be seein’ you tomorrow, Archie.”

“Well, maybe you will and maybe you won’t,” Archie said solemnly.

“Where’ll you be goin’?” Jonathan asked, amazed. He paused under the
umbrella to stare into the vagueness of Archie’s face.







