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Of Xiang Sha Wan
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When | think of camels,
| think of dunes and heat and thirst.
At the outpost of Xiang Sha Wan near
the headwaters of the Yellow River
in Inner Mongolia, we found plenty
of camels at the edge of the massive
Gobi Desert. We also found a bitter
winter wind that bit man and beast to
the bone — instantly freezing every
drop of water, every bag of feed.
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The herd consisted of roughly 300
camels and three or four horses.
Clearly, it takes a lot of work to feed
and care for this many animals. The
stockyards were large and, althougr
primitive, functional. Those chargec
with caring for the animals live in
sparse apartments that face the
camel yards.
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In spite of the bitter temperatures,
we found a crew working in the
clear cold of the morning to feed
all these hungry mouths — hauling
corn stalks, grinding kernels into corn
meal, and doing work that would be
so familiar to farm workers all over
the world. Western visitors are rare
to this remote region of China, but
they were welcoming and offered
us hot tea while we photographed.

We eagerly accepted.
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This fellow, | was told, was involved in a process called “winnowing.”
Not being a farmhand myself, | was unfamiliar with the process,
out it's apparently just a means to use the wind — a commaodity
in abundance here — to separate the grain from, | guess, the stuff
that is not grain.

t looked like fun, so | motioned my request to give it a go. He
smiled, handed me the shovel, and watched my feeble attempts
0 reproduce his fluid movements. He was “winnowing the corn;”
merely flung it chaotically about and made a bit of a mess.
Although they didn't laugh at me, | could tell they desperately
wanted to do so.
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Over the years, I've discovered that a self-deprecating humor is a
useful photographer’s tool. My willingness to try winnowing the
corn lead to a tender moment.

After | put down the shovel, the fellow motioned me to come with
him. Around the corner, tucked deep in the midst of a jumble of
old equipment, he reached in and pulled out a newly born puppy
that looked to my eye more like a guinea pig. He was proud to
show it to me and encouraged me to photograph him in this pose.
Why he wanted to share this with me, | don't know, but it was a
special moment | was glad to record.
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've experienced a number of these kinds of events in my life as a
ohotographer — a connection across the barriers of culture and
anguage that, for the briefest of moments, allows two strangers to
connect with one another over a simple human sentiment. It's one
of the reasons | love photography so much. Without a camera and
a purpose for being here, | would most likely never have shared this

moment with this fellow. | never learned his name, so | shall always
remember him simply as The Corn Winnower of Xiang Sha Wan.
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Brooks Jensen is a fine-art

ohotographer, publisher, workshop
teacher, and writer. In his personal work i
ne specializes in small prints, hand- B
made artist's books, and digital media §
publications.

He and his wife (Maureen Gallagher) are the
owners, co-founders, editors, and publishers of E¥ES
the award winning LensWork, one of today’s most ¥/ 4
respected and important periodicals in fine art Eek
ohotography. With subscribers in 73 countries, Brooks' impact on fine art photography is
truly world-wide. His long-running podcasts on art and photography are heard over the
nternet by thousands every day. All 900+ podcasts are available at LensV/ork Online, the
_ensWork membership website. LensWork Publishing is also at the leading edge in mul-
timedia and digital media publishing with LensWork Extended — a PDF based, media-rich
expanded version of the magazine.

Brooks is the author of seven best-selling books about photography and creativity: Letting Go
of the Camera (2004); The Creative Life in Photography (2013); Single Exposures (4 books in a
series, random observations on art, photography and creativity); and Looking at Images
(2014); as well as a photography monograph, Made of Steel (2012). His next book will be
Those Who Inspire Me (And Why). A free monthly compilation of of this image journal, Kokoro,
is available for download.
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