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Why Flower Fruit Mountain Draws the Heart: Taking Apart
Three Details

Reading Journey to the West as a child, the place I most wanted to visit was
Flower Fruit Mountain. Rereading it now, I understand the book made that mountain so

lovely on purpose.

Start with the Water Curtain Cave. The waterfall is a door curtain and a test:
the monkeys promise that whoever dares jump in unharmed will be made king. Wukong
jumped. Inside are stone pots and stoves, stone bowls and basins, and on the wall are
carved the words: blessed ground of Flower Fruit Mountain, cave heaven behind the
Water Curtain. This detail moves because the cave was always there and no one dared
enter. Good places are not scarce; what is scarce is the first one to jump in. To

long for Flower Fruit Mountain, at its first layer, is to long for that daring leap.

Next, the monkeys at play. The text says they eat grass and trees, drink from the

streams, pick mountain flowers and wild fruit, keep wolves and tigers as company,
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roam the caves by spring morning and sleep in the stone chambers at night, unmanaged
from dawn to dusk. Notice the book never says whether they are happy; it only shows
how they spend their days. That is how wildness is written: freedom is never shouted,
yet freedom is inside it. What I envied as a child was this layer—days with no one

in charge.

The third detail is the easiest to skip: Wukong looking back as he leaves. He
returns from his studies, rules as the Handsome Monkey King for years, is later
summoned by Heaven, wrecks the Heavenly Palace, lies buried five hundred years, and
finally escorts the monk west. The book shows that every time he leaves the mountain
he sets things in order: he arranges the monkeys, has the old monkeys drill the young
ones in martial arts, afraid something will go wrong in his absence. He does not walk
off and leave everything. In that backward glance there is reluctance and there is

Worry.

String the three details together and the meaning appears: the Water Curtain Cave
is his daring, the monkeys are what he protects, the backward glance is what he
carries. As a child I thought Flower Fruit Mountain was a place free of

responsibility; grown up, I see that its very ease is preserved because he carries

the load.

My longing now differs from the child’s. As a child I wanted to live inside the
Water Curtain Cave; now I think: first dare to jump into the cave no one dares enter,
as Wukong did, then arrange well the people behind you, as he did when he looked
back. Freedom is not having no one in charge; it is the mountain’s free wind still

blowing after you have shouldered everything that must be shouldered.
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