The Noodle

A long time ago in China, there lived a very rich man
whose only son was so dull of wit that no amount of
money spent on his upbringing could make him appear
less stupid in word or deed. His most inconsequential act
ended in disaster; if he didn't spill soup down the fronts
of his father’s guests, then he slopped tea down their
backs. To answer the simplest question he must scratch at
his head to get his thoughts on the move, saying first
hmmm, then dmmm, and shifting from one foot to another
like a beggar waiting at the gate; even at that the words
tumbled out all wrong. People laughed at the very
mention of his name and called him ‘that Noodle!” so often
that indeed his own name fell out of use.

When the Noodle was still a very young child and
mmoEwnm_% quite clever enough for a rich man’s son, his
father had arranged a marriage for him with the daughter
of an extremely proud and important family in the same
district. Now, however, the future father-in-law regret-
ted the arrangement and was determined not to give
his daughter to such a dolt. The Noodle’s father was
distressed at the possibility of losing this excellent
marriage connection; as a last resort, he gave his foolish
son one hundred pieces of silver and sent him out into the
world to sharpen his wits enough to win his bride. ‘For,’
said the father, ‘the blind mendicant at my gate has more
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wit than my son. It must come from grubbing about in the
streets and rubbing about in the countryside.’

With the coins clinking in his pocket, the Noodle left
home. For two days he wandered here and there, looking
in vain for someone to teach him the winning of a bride.
Early on the third day he happened into a garden where
there was a small pond. A gardener stood gazing into the
water, shaking his head sorrowfully, and murmuring:

‘Here's water sparkling to the brim —
How sad no fishes in it swim !’

The Noodle thought this sentiment was charming, so
pleasingly and gracefully was it expressed. He offered to
pay twenty silver pieces if the man would teach it to him.
This the gardener was only too pleased to do, and
proffered an additional text at no extra cost: ‘A fool and
his money are soon at some distance from each other,” but
the Noodle was interested only in wisdom, not in
bargains. When he could say the couplet by heart, he paid
the gardener and went on.

Soon the Noodle arrived at the outskirts of a village.
There he found an old farmer with a cart stopped at the
edge of a deep stream that was bridged by a single board.
While casting about for another board with which to
widen the little bridge, the farmer kept pulling at his
scrimpy beard and muttering :

‘One puny plank will not suffice
On which to move a load of rice.’

Pleased by the sound of this rhyme, the Noodle rushed
up to the farmer and offered to pay twenty silver pieces
for the teaching of it to him. The old man was overjoyed to
earn so much so easily, and repeated the rhyme until the
Noodle could say it without stumbling. He also offered to
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