Losey – Chasing the Moon – 278

Chasing the Moon: 
Teaching and Traveling in China
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By

Kenneth Losey

陆文卓
读万卷书不如行万里路

Du wan juan shu buru xing wanli lu
It is better to travel ten thousand miles than to read ten thousand books
– ancient Chinese proverb

Prologue – The Bad News in Chinese
From February 2009 until October 2013 I was living a fairly comfortable life in China. I worked and lived at universities, teaching oral English, and in my free time I traveled to exotic places in China. 

All that changed on my 56th birthday, when I learned that I had cancer. A young Chinese doctor wearing a white surgical mask told me that an MRI scan revealed my liver was full of tumors. He seemed nervous unable to express himself clearly, even though he was speaking to me in Chinese. He told me I should get a biopsy and start treatment immediately. I told him I might return to the US, given the diagnosis, and the fact that I still hadn’t recovered from a bad case of pneumonia, and because I was getting tired of the Beijing air pollution.
That was October 9th, 2013. I spoke with my supervisor at the university where I worked – North China Electric Power University – and we agreed that I should return to the U.S. They bought me a first-class plane ticket, and I had less than a week to decide what to pack and what to leave behind, probably forever. I’d lived in China for nearly five years, and I’d accumulated a lot of books and mementos. I hadn’t been planning to leave that school, or leave China, so abruptly. Many things I gave away to friends; like a statue of a terracotta soldier from my trip to Xi’an, a small bamboo cup that I’d bought from a Jino craftsman in Xishuangbanna, and a white silk scarf given to me as a gift by a Zangzu man in Xianggelila. 
On October 17th I was in Durham, North Carolina. A friend picked me up at the airport. At all three airports – Beijing, Chicago, and Raleigh-Durham – I’d needed a wheelchair and assistance moving my luggage, because I was so weak. My weight had dropped to 120 pounds – at 6 ft. 1 in. I was a wheeled skeleton. 
In the following two weeks I saw two oncologists, got another MRI and a biopsy, started taking an oral chemotherapy medicine called Votrient, and  learned my fate: my doctor gave me 1 to 5 years to live. 

Before the medicine started to have a positive effect, I suffered from its negative side effects, plus the symptoms of my illness. I lost more weight, found it difficult to eat – I started drinking a couple of bottles of Ensure Plus daily – and experienced pain, nausea, diarrhea, and depression. During my first month back in the US, it was touch and go, and in fact I nearly succumbed. 
It’s now July of 2014. After eight months of taking my medicine, exercising daily, keeping busy, and trying to maintain a positive attitude, I’m in a quazi-state of remission. My appetite is still low, and I still have to drink Ensure and eat protein bars – and ice cream – but my weight is back up to where it was originally, and I feel almost normal. One difference is that my hair quickly turned silvery-gray – a side-effect of the Votrient. In February I found my own place to live; an easy bus ride to Duke University, where I meet daily with Chinese students for language exchange: an hour of speaking only English and an hour of only Chinese. 
I do tai chi – Yang Style 24 – several times per week, and I go for a walk every day. I live not far from both the lovely Sarah P. Duke Gardens, on campus, and the vast Duke Forest. I recently bought a new hybrid bike and I go for a bike ride every week, and sometimes I use it to go and buy groceries, just like I did in Beijing. One difference is that here in Durham I don’t have to wear an anti-pollution mask like I often did in Beijing. 
In February I moved into a room in a townhouse with a nice Chinese family, a young couple and their two children. The room is small but it’s enough for me. I chose four of my best photos from China, had them enlarged, and they’re now hanging on my walls, along with a picture of Yu Boya, sitting in a bamboo grove, playing the guqin, with his friend Zhong Ziqi sitting nearby and enjoying the music. 
Other than the eating problem, I feel relatively healthy these days. I’ve traveled twice by myself – up to Michigan to see my parents for Christmas, and to Washington, DC to visit my brother and see the cherry blossoms. A recent CT scan showed that my tumors have shrunk, I’m still teaching English to Chinese students, still studying Chinese, have my own place to live, have made a few new friends, and two women have told me that my gray hair makes me look handsome. I’m settled and my body is stable and relatively healthy. 
My prognosis, however, hasn’t changed – my doctor is sticking with his 1 to 5 year prediction. He tells me that the drug I’m taking is to control my symptoms and prolong my life. So now the question is: What shall I do with the time I have left. The answer seems obvious to me: write. 
I’ve always liked writing poetry, and I continue to write poems often here at Walden Pond – the name of the Durham townhouse community where I live. From my window I can see the pond, watch the pair of geese, see the turtles sunning themselves during the day, watch fireflies at dusk, and write poetry in the style of my favorite poet, Du Fu. 
So my first thought was to write a book of poems and see if I could get it published. But I’m familiar with the book publishing industry enough to know that it’s very difficult for an unpublished author to get a book of poems published, unless I want to self-publish, which I don’t want to do. 

Also, in addition to writing poetry, I wanted to write about my experiences in China. There is a rising interest in China these day and I’d like to share my experiences and thoughts to those who are thinking of going to China, or who are just interested in China and the Chinese people. 

This book is not a memoir. Frankly, my life before I went to China was rather boring. I was born in Detroit, grew up in flat, rural Ohio, got my BA in psychology and philosophy at Oberlin College, studied mythology for one semester at the University of Chicago, lived in Seattle for eight years, moved to Sonoma County, California with my wife and lived there for twenty years, worked in bookstores, a book publisher, a hospital, a medical insurance company, a cancer clinic, and a newspaper, got divorced, went back to school and earned a certificate in Teaching English as a Second Language at a training school in San Francisco, moved to China in February 2009. 
There’s the whole story of the first half of my life in one paragraph. Kind of pathetic. Going to China, at the age of 51, was like the beginning of a second life for me. During that second life I had the good fortune to have some wonderful experiences. I taught English at universities in Wuxi and Beijing. Whenever I had free time and enough money I traveled to interesting places in China. I learned to speak Chinese, I talked with people, made new friends, took pictures, and learned about the local people, and the history of the place. 

I’m especially interested in China’s ethnic minorities: their languages, customs, clothing, food, songs, dances, and stories. I grew up in a rural town, and while in China I took every opportunity I could to spend time in Chinese rural towns and mountain villages. I was lucky to be invited by students and friends to visit them and stay in their homes. I like learning, challenging myself, and adventure. Every day in China was all of those.
After each trip I would spend time thinking and writing about it: about what I saw, who I met, what happened – planned and unplanned, good and bad – and what I learned about China, the Chinese, and myself. The following pages are something of a journal, interspersed with a little poetry – I decided I couldn’t totally give up on that idea – plus information about Chinese history, ethnic minority customs, and folklore. It comprises my reflections on my work as a teacher, my travels, and my experiences in China.
~~~
Chapter 1 – Three Masters
Sometimes friends ask me why I decided to become an ESL teacher, or ask me why I decided to go to China. In 2008 print newspapers around the country were feeling the impact of the internet. I was working at Santa Rosa’s Press Democrat at the time, working with retail advertisers to help them design their ads. It was somewhat interesting work, and I liked my coworkers, and liked that a Starbucks was only a few blocks from the newspaper office. But during the summer the paper starting laying people off. I watched my colleagues go, while I stayed. Why? I’d been a “temp” employee since I’d started there, paid by a temp agency rather than the company. In other words, no benefits – I was cheap labor. 
Around that time I responded to an online ad written by a Chinese woman living in Oakland. She was looking for someone to help her with her English. I was single, working only part-time, and interested in Chinese culture and literature – I had studied Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism in college, I had read translations of Li Bai and Du Fu, and had read a book of Chinese mythology. I answered the woman’s ad and told her that I’d be interested in teaching her English in exchange for some Chinese lessons. 

This was an auspicious friendship, because Susan ignited my interest in China, and planted the seed in my mind that would turn into my plan to become an English teacher and move to China. In China Susan had been a Chinese language arts teacher. She was also a high-level taiji – tai chi – master, and a master player of the guzheng – the Chinese zither. She had come to the U.S. with her husband, a drinker and gambler, and they eventually divorced. When I met her Susan was making a meager living giving private Putonghua (Mandarin Chinese) lessons to Chinese immigrants who spoke only Cantonese, as well as teaching tai chi and guzheng to both Chinese and Americans.
I drove down to Oakland weekly that summer to meet Susan for language study – English and Chinese. At one point she told me that I was a better English teacher than the teacher whose class she was taking at a local community college. She said he often just sat up at his desk and munched on an apple, talking as he ate. Susan said she thought I would make a better English teacher than that guy. I felt the warm glow of a light bulb that had just come on above my head. 
And then there was “love,” which Susan taught me how to say. At least I think it was love. I have to confess, I’m not so good at identifying that feeling. Susan was smart, funny, multitalented, and pretty, and I liked her very, very, very much. To my thinking, “like” followed by enough “very’s” constitutes love. One day we walked around the Berkeley campus, taking pictures of Sather Tower and of each other, listening to the campanile, and naming things in English and Chinese: tree – shu, squirrel – song shu, friend – pengyou, love – ai . . .  Frustration wrinkled Susan’s brow as she struggled to speak and understand my illogical and unmusical language.  

On a shaded terrace I gave her a lesson in night club two-step – I’d recently taken a class. One and two, one and two, yi he er, yi he er… Then Susan stood in the center of the terrace while I sat on a low wall and watched. She breathed deeply and transformed into a different person. As she moved through the tai chi forms all the earlier hesitancy vanished, and she was simultaneously a young woman, an old master, a tiger, a butterfly. I thought she might fly up into the air. I was speechless and filled with ai. 
Lest she leave me thinking this was nothing more than mere ballet, Susan told me to attack her, so that I could see a different aspect of tai chi. I protested that I didn’t want to hurt her, but she insisted. I tried to throw a punch, but in a split second she had my arm in a vice grip, and could have snapped my radius and ulna like they were toothpicks had she been “playing” tai chi for real. 

Later she emailed me a photo she had someone take of her going through the forms with a tai chi sword. I was captivated by the image when I first saw it, as I am today: a young Chinese woman dressed in white silk, perched on top of a flat gray rock, the green-gray water of the San Francisco Bay behind her, in a perfect tai chi posture – one leg straight and firmly anchored on the rock, the other bent at the knee, poised. Her right hand gripped a long tai chi sword; bright pink tassels hung from its hilt. Two fingers of her left hand pressed against her right wrist, stabilizing the sword. All was gray and blue and white, but the bright pink was echoed by two splashes of color: the pink stripes on her white athletic shoes, and the artfully applied matching pink lipstick. Susan was smiling with a cheerful confidence that was as foreign to me as her language and her culture. 
Susan tried to teach me a little tai chi, but I didn’t really learn it until I met David, my second Chinese friend and second shifu - master. David, originally from Taiwan, was a real estate agent living in my hometown of Santa Rosa. In association with the Redwood Regional Chinese Association (RECA), David gave free tai chi lessons every Saturday in the garage of the RECA house, or outside if weather permitted. David taught Yang Style 24 tai chi, the simplest style to learn. I went every Saturday, even after I started studying to be an English teacher – Monday through Friday in San Francisco – and after I started a fall semester Chinese course at the Santa Rosa Junior College. 

Learning tai chi from David, who had been doing it for over 30 years, was great fun, and was also further immersion into Chinese culture and thought. But it wasn’t easy. In fact it started out resembling “The Karate Kid.” On the first day David told us that if we wanted to be good at tai chi we need to strengthen our leg muscles, and so he made us do the horseman’s stance: squatting, as if sitting on a chair, with upper legs parallel to the ground, and lower legs straight up. After a few seconds my legs started to hurt and to shake. David told us that we should practice every day so that we could hold that stance for a minute. “Impossible!” we all groaned. 

The only other lessons on the first day were about the importance of balance, and learning how to walk on railroad tracks. David demonstrated the importance of balance by telling me to stand with my legs apart, one in front of the other, but both on a single line, as if I were tight rope walker. He then walked up to me and easily pushed me over. 
He then told me to stand as if I was standing on railroad tracks, one leg in front of the other, and standing on two parallel lines. He told me to ground myself, focus on my dantian – a point inside my body a few inches below my navel – an energy center that is considered to be the center of gravity of the human body. He told me to feel the qi energy flowing from the earth, through my feet to my dantian, anchoring me to the earth. The result: he pushed me over again – David is a strong guy and I’m not – but it was harder, he had to use more force. “The goal,” David told us, “when using tai chi in combat with an opponent, is to maintain your balance, and make your opponent lose his.” He gave us our homework: walk around our houses during the next week as if we were walking on railroad tracks. 

My third shifu was Lily, my Chinese teacher. Originally from Dandong, Liaoning Province, Lily lived in Santa Rosa with her husband and two children. Lily has a Ph.D. in educational technology, and during the fall semester of 2008 she was teaching Beginning Chinese at the Santa Rosa Junior College. The course was listed in the course catalog as Oral Chinese, but I’m glad that we used a textbook that taught us how to write Chinese as well. That’s the hardest part of learning Chinese – learning how to read and write the hanzi – the characters. But I’ve found it to be very helpful over the years to be able to read a little Chinese, and studying hanzi also enhances the oral Chinese learning. The excellent textbook series we used is called “New Practical Chinese Reader”, and it comes with audio CD’s and video DVD’s. 

The first time I learned how to bao jiaozi – make dumplings – was at a Spring Festival dinner at Lily’s house in January 2009, only a few weeks before I went to China. Lily had invited several of her former students to the party, so I made dumplings with some of my classmates and other former students. My dumplings turned out terrible, but I’ve since learned to bao a pretty decent jiaozi. That evening was the first time I’d sung卡拉OK – karaoke, which I subsequently did a few times with friends in China at卡拉OK clubs.  
I’ve kept in touch with both Lily and David via email, and I’ve seen them both a few times since I went to and returned from China. I met Lily this April 2014, when I went to visit my brother in Washington, DC. Lily and I went to some museums together, explored Alexandria Old Town, and had a wonderful Moroccan dinner along with two of my brothers. 

I’m no longer in touch with Susan. The last message I received from her was in August 2010. She sent me photos of her Children’s Chinese Culture school that she opened in Albany, CA. The kids looked happy. Susan looked happy and healthy. At one point, not long after I had arrived in China and knew that I would be staying for a few years, I had written to Susan and asked her if she was interested in returning to Guiyang, Guizhou Province, her home town. I told her I could easily find a teaching position at a university in Guiyang, or somewhere in Guizhou, and that way we could see each other often. In her reply she wished me happiness, and said that she would not be returning to China soon. “You have your dream, and I also have my dream,” she had written. Yes, I had a dream. But I was happy that Susan was realizing her dream. I wrote a poem while I was in China, in which I changed “Susan” to “Jia,” a name which can also mean “home.”
The Messenger

使者
Summer night, full moon, glass of wine, 

pen and paper . . . cricket outside my window 

small friend, are you calling to a loved one?

or are you laughing at my loneliness?

my Jia loves the sound of crickets in the evening 

though the distance between us is great, 

neither mountain ranges nor swift rivers can separate us – 

only our languages, our fears, our ghosts

my glass is empty and yet I’ve written nothing

I’ll write a funny couplet to make us laugh, Mr. Cricket 

or are you my love’s messenger? 

then I’ll try to speak your language for a change

was she playing the guzheng?

her lovely version of “Spring on Snowy Mountains”? 

or, with writing brush in hand, 

had she stepped outside to gaze upon the moon? 

OK, you win! I’ll come outside

I had nothing good to say anyway 

only wine-soaked words of longing and self-pity 

she is beautiful on this summer night, the moon

now jump my friend, a thousand leagues and more!

back to the peonies below Jia’s window

tell her that I too am gazing up at the moon

and that moon-gazing, we are together. 
~~~
Chapter 2 – Climbing Crane Tower
In August of 2008 I started commuting to San Francisco to earn my ESL teaching certificate. I attended classes for a month, all day Monday through Friday. The first week of class went well, but was also exhausting. I caught a 6:45 a.m. Golden Gate Transit bus and arrived in San Francisco at 8:15. I got home after 7:00 p.m. One evening of the week, after getting back to Santa Rosa, I would head immediately over to the junior college to attend my Chinese class. 

Before class started at 9:30 a.m., I often walked around Chinatown, sipping a cup of hot tea, and sometimes having a second breakfast of baozi – stuffed steamed buns – or some coconut bread. I enjoyed listening to the chatter of the produce vendors and morning shoppers on Stockton Street, even though I couldn’t understand anything – most of them were speaking Cantonese. One day I spoke a little Mandarin with an elderly woman selling newspapers. I also often went to Chinatown for wufan – lunch – in Chinatown. I figured if I couldn’t find Mandarin speakers to chat with, I could at least start getting used to eating Chinese food and using kuaizi – chopsticks.
The ESL training school I attended, called Transworld Schools, was excellent. My classes had around ten students, and were taught by experienced ESL teachers who had all taught overseas. The school was also an ESL school, where foreign students in San Francisco could come to and take English classes. As teachers-in-training, our curriculum including being given lesson assignments, having to write a lesson, and then having to teach the foreign students our lesson while being observed by our teachers. This was very useful experience, and it allowed me to feel much more relaxed when I started teaching in China. But it was harder than I thought it was going to be. It's a challenge to get young, shy students – mostly Japanese and Korean – to speak English. When they do talk it’s almost inaudible. But they were friendly, thankful, and eager to learn.
Transworld schools has such a good reputation that in my class there were two people from out of state: New York and New Orleans, and even a Japanese woman from Osaka. Most of my classmates were planning to stay in the U.S. to teach – in their home states or in San Francisco. But a few like me were headed overseas. Bryan and Lisan, a couple from San Jose, already had teaching jobs lined up in Sihanouk City, Cambodia – they were scheduled to fly out a week after getting their certificates. John had taught in Ho Chi Minh City and planned to return to his job there. At the time I was hoping to find a job in a southern Chinese city – Guiyang, Nanning, or Kunming. 

~~~

白 日 依 山 尽,

黄 河 入 海 流。
Those are the first two lines of the poem Deng Guan Que Lou, (登 鹳 雀 楼, “Climbing Crane Tower”), by the Tang Dynasty poet Wang Zhihuan. The poem was reprinted in my Chinese language textbook, and there was also a recording of a man reading it on the accompanying CD. Chinese people often memorize poetry, so I decided to memorize this one. I listened to the recording over and over and tried to imitate the rising and falling cadence, the tones, and the emphatic way each syllable is spoken. The mark of great poem: you don’t need to know what it means to be moved by it. Han Hong’s song “Tian Lu” has the same effect on me. 

My Chinese class ended in December. During the course we covered only half of the textbook, so I decided to continue working my way through the rest of it. Chapter Seven was longer and contained less pinyin – Chinese transcribed into the Latin alphabet – and more hanzi, the Chinese characters. It was a little scary looking at a page full of pen strokes with no resemblance to a, b, and c. But it was fun to be able to read an entire simple passage of Chinese. I know I’m still on the ground floor of Crane Tower.
In December I also applied online for a teaching position at Jiangnan University in Wuxi, Jiangsu Province, and I easily got the job after a phone interview. Looking for an English language teaching position in China was a very different experience from the job hunting I’m used to. I wasn’t prepared to be offered so many jobs. That’s not about me but about the tremendous demand for English teachers in China. It’s the land of opportunity right now. If Horace Greeley were alive today I think he’d say “Go East, young man, go East and grow up with the country.” So I had my teaching certificate, and had a rudimentary knowledge of Chinese, and I had a plan: on February 10th I would fly out of San Francisco, change planes in Beijing, and arrive in Shanghai on the evening of the 11th.
Many laowai – foreigners – living in China like to have a Chinese name; it makes life a little easier. For a while I was thinking I’d name myself after one of my two favorite Chinese poets: Li Bai and Du Fu. Or maybe, since I liked them both, use a combination: Li Fu or Du Bai. The latter is already being used by an Arab Emirate. Li Fu is still a possibility, but I recently had an inspiration – the day after watching “Kung Fu Panda.” 
I watched the adventures of fat Po around the same time I was memorizing Deng Guan Que Lou. I like Po because, even though he really should have stuck to making noodles, he persevered and kept his eye on his dream. I was thinking about the character in the movie named Crane, and thinking about Wang Zhihuan’s poem, and then a third thought popped into my head: I’m a tall, thin teacher, just like the famous American literary character Ichabod Crane! It was perfect! My Chinese could include “crane” and would in one fell swoop symbolize kung fu, Tang Dynasty poetry, a 19th century American ghost story, and my resemblance to a “scarecrow eloped from a cornfield.”
The cognomen of Crane was not inapplicable to his person. He was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow shoulders, long arms and legs, hands that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for shovels, and his whole frame most loosely hung together. His head was small, and flat at top, with huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long snipe nose, so that it looked like a weather-cock, perched upon his spindle neck, to tell which way the wind blew. To see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy day, with his clothes bagging and fluttering about him one might have mistaken him for the genius of famine descending upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from a cornfield. 

(“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” by Washington Irving, 1820)

I emailed my friend Li Huanyu, who had been a student at Transworld Schools, and asked him what he thought about Guan Quelou, or Guanque Lou, or Lou Guanque as a Chinese name. They all sounded good to me. “In China we don’t name people ‘crane’ or ‘tower’,” was Huanyu’s reply. He did admit, however, that I reminded him of Crane in “Kung Fu Panda”. I decided I’d have to keep working on my Chinese name.
Though my ESL teacher classes and Chinese class had both ended, I continued to attend David’s tai chi class until my departure. By the end of January I think I had learned all 24 Yang Style forms. By “learned” I mean I knew how I was supposed to move, but I can’t say that I did it with ease and grace – with wobbling, tipping, and knee-popping is more accurate. “Walk like a cat,” said Master Shu Dong Li on the instructional DVD I watched at home. I loved the way he said “slowly” very slowly.
Before my Chinese class ended I talked about tai chi in my Chinese class presentation. We had to write a fifty sentence Self-Introduction and recite it in front of the class. Tai chi helped me with the memorizing – I did Part the Wild Horse’s Mane and White Crane Spreads its Wings, back and forth in my living room while memorizing one sentence at a time. I took the bus to San Francisco every Friday, to meet with Li Huanyu for language exchange, and while waiting at the bus stop I would Grasp the Sparrow’s Tail, form the Single Whip, or just balance on one foot like the Karate Kid, while repeating, “Nimen hao. Wo xing Losey, wo jiao Losey Ken. Nimen keyi jiao wo Ken. Wo shi Meiguoren,” etc. (Note: no problem doing this in San Francisco, but in Santa Rosa I got some strange looks.)
Here’s what I said about Tai Chi in my presentation: 

太极拳很难学，但是我很喜欢。
Tai chi is difficult to learn, but I like it.

学习太极拳平衡很重要。
When learning tai chi balance is very important. 

我的师傅说这就和现实生活一样。

My teacher says this is true about life, too.

他说一切都在循环。
He says that everything moves in a circle.

目前我不懂他的意思。
Right now I don’t understand what he means.

可能当我在中国住一段时间后
Maybe after I’ve lived in China for a while

我就会理解这个道理
I will understand this idea.

My knowledge of Chinese, my understanding of Chinese poetry, (and Chinese naming traditions), my tai chi skills. . . At the time I was wondering if I would have enough time, wondering if there would be enough time left, to make it even half way up Crane Tower. Well, since I didn’t have noodle making to fall back on, I decided to just press onward – and upward if I was lucky. Most importantly, I wanted to be a good teacher – I wanted to feel that I’d helped a few people. Besides, now I had a mission: to find out if there really was such a thing as the dreaded “Wuxi finger hold.”

登 鹳 雀 楼

(唐) 王 之涣

白 日 依 山 尽,

黄 河 入 海 流。

欲 穷 千 里 目,

更 上 一 层 楼。

Deng Guan Que Lou

(Tang) Wang Zhihuan

Bai ri yi shan jin,

Huang He ru hai liu.
Yu qiong qian li mu,
Geng shang yi ceng lou

Climbing Crane Tower 

(Tang) Wang Zhihuan

The white sun sets behind the mountain. 

The Yellow River flows into the sea. 

If you want to see another thousand li, 

You must climb one story higher.

~~~

Chapter 3 – Chasing the Moon

On February 9, 2009, the night before my departure to China, I went outside and gazed up at the full moon. I thought about Western and Eastern myths – rabbits and Chang'e. And yet I knew I was looking at a place that was distant and real, not a myth. In China, where it was now tomorrow, they had already seen this night’s moon. And China was also my tomorrow. 

Chang’e is the Chinese Goddess of the moon, and she resides on the moon. According to legend, Chang’e and her husband, Houyi, were immortals living in heaven. When the ten sons of the Jade Emperor transformed into ten suns and threatened to scorch the earth, the Jade Emperor summoned Houyi to help. Houyi used his legendary archery skills to shoot down nine of the sons, leaving one to be the sun. Having nine of his sons killed was not the solution that the Jade Emperor had in mind. To punish Houyi he banished him and Chang’e to live on earth as mere mortals. 

Seeing that Chang’e was miserable about the loss of her immortality, Houyi journeyed to the west to ask the Queen Mother of the West for the Pill of Immortality. She warned him that each of them would need take only half of the pill to become immortal. 
Houyi hid the pill in a lacquered box, and told Chang’e not to open it. But while Houyi was gone, Chang’e was overcome with curiosity and she opened the box. Just then Houyi returned home. Startled, she tried to conceal her disobedience by tossing the pill into her mouth to hide it, but then she accidentally swallowed it whole. 

Because of the overdose, Chang’e started to float into the air. She rose higher and higher, and Houyi was tempted to shoot her to stop her from rising, but he couldn’t bring himself to shoot an arrow at his wife. Chang’e floated up out of sight, and eventually landed on the moon. 

Chang’e lived a lonely life on the moon without her husband, but she did have company: a jade rabbit who made elixirs moved into Chang’e’s moon palace. There was also on the moon a woodcutter named Wu Gang, who had been banished to the moon for offending the gods. The gods told Wu Gang that he could leave the moon if he could cut down the tree that grew there. But poor Wu Gang discovered that each time he chopped down the tree it instantly grew back. 
I know it’s a myth, but the longer I live the more I think that life is somewhat of a myth. So I harbor this mythological hope: that I will someday go to the moon, drink an elixir of immortality concocted for my by Jade Rabbit, take Wu Gang’s ax from him and take over the tree chopping, so that he can return to earth, and then live forever with Chang’e and Jade Rabbit in their palace on the moon. 

~~~
The flight to China was the longest flight I’d ever taken; 12 hours from San Francisco to Beijing. On my left sat a young man from India, his wife and two children were in the seats across the aisle. The boy was screaming – it was his first flight. The poor little guy had a lot of traveling ahead of him. After a 12-hour flight they would change planes in Beijing and then fly another 8 hours to Delhi, where the moon was already waning. The man’s name was Baljit Kandola, and he was from the town of Hiala, in Nawanshahr District, Punjab. I asked him to write his name in Punjabi in my notebook. It was beautiful, and I wish he had filled an entire page with his script. 
On my right sat Zhao Yuming from Beijing. He spoke no English. His wife, Wang Xuefeng, was writing in a notebook like mine with a pen like mine. Her handwriting was much neater than mine - her hanzi were small and elegant. I showed her some of the Chinese characters I'd written. She was surprised and delighted, and she also pointed out a few errors. I told her "Xièxie nín!" – Thank you! 

I walked to the back of the plane and found a space to do a little tai chi, to stretch my legs and calm my nerves. It worked. 
I helped myself to some more of the fragrant jasmine tea that was served earlier. I talked with some of my fellow travelers, including a filmmaker from Beijing who worked on the 2008 Olympics television production, and a young woman studying environmental science at Sun Yat-Sen University. We talked about the Three Gorges Dam, and she told me that her professor believed the dam may have partly triggered the Wenchuan earthquake in 2008. 
I returned to my seat and saw that most of the overhead lights were turned off. Some people were watching the movie Hancock, with Chinese subtitles, while others were trying to sleep. Baljit Kandola's little boy was asleep on the floor in front of his mother and sister, who were sleeping in they're seats. It was quiet as we cruised high above the Bering Strait. But I wasn’t sure if I wanted to sleep. I thought about staying awake and following the moon around the earth. If I could, would it always be full?
After a stopover in Beijing, I arrived in Shanghai just after 11:00 p.m. and made it to my hotel near the airport by 11:30. I had been worried about going through customs because I've never done that before. There was nothing to worry about: they just waved me through, looking at nothing, asking no questions. Just another laowai, I guess.
The following morning, in the lobby of the hotel, I met two men from Egypt. They were in China to start a joint Egyptian/Chinese business venture. One of them introduced himself as Ibrahim, and he wrote his name in my notebook, starting at the right-hand margin and writing from right to left, east to west. 
A short while later a van came to the hotel for me and a few other foreign teachers. We arrived in Wuxi around dinner time. Home at last! 

After dropping luggage into our rooms, several of the new teachers and veterans met in the courtyard in front of the English teacher dormitory. An interesting group of people – from America, England, Canada, Australia, Ireland, the Philippines, and one from Russia – sat around a couple of patio tables. I made friends with Jack, a school teacher from Chicago, and Lisa, a Chinese American woman. She told me she was interested in Taoism. I told her I would lend her one of the few books I’d brought with me: "Hua Hu Ching: the Unknown Teachings of Lao Tzu,” by Brian Walker. 

On my first morning in Wuxi I got up at 5:30. I did a little unpacking, then went outside to do tai chi beside one of the pretty canals that crisscross the campus. On my way out of the dormitory I greeted a maintenance woman who was mopping the stairs. Later she came to the canal and dumped her bucket of water and rinsed her mop in the green water. I asked her in halting Chinese if there were any fish in the canal. “You yu,” she said with a smile and a nod – “Yes, there are fish.” I smiled and nodded in return. Talking Chinese with a real Chinese person, I think that's when it really hit me: I'm was in China!
Ten days after I arrived in China I received an email from Li Huanyu, who was still in San Francisco. 
Hi Ken

How are you doing these days and your classes? I think it is fine for you and you like it, don't you? I booked a airticket at Feb 24th, and i will arrive Beijing at 25th. You know, I do not feel good these days, especially once i bought the ticket, i felt i would leave SF. At the beginning, i was very exited about that cuz i will go home. but now, i realize there are only a few days i can live in sf. i like sf very much, it is a great city, beautiful, clean, organized, the gold gate bridge, fisherman's warf and some friends. yesterday, i said bye to the transworld, some of my teacher like me very much, one of them gave me a coffee pot and coffee bean as gift and some of them gave many hugs. I have been here more than one year, and i have already gotten used to it. Every morning, i run to catch the muni, have class; after class, go to the library, or go shopping at downtown; make fun with my friends, drink beers, cook together; at the friday, go to the company to teach chinese; after that, go to the transworld to meet you, we go to chinatown together, or sometimes we do not know what to eat and walk a lot...... In a short, my sf life is a routine and it is so sudden to leave so that i do not know how to change the life back as it in china.  yesterday, i called my girlfriend about my return, you can imagin how exited she was. Also, I got a good phone interview yesterday from the Denver University, the interview lasted one hour, and we had a good talk, i understood everything she said and i answered the question as well as when i called you. there was a question and my answer was about you, question was: discribe a remarkable person, I said i have a friend who is 51 years old, it is almost a retire age in china but he still keep studying chinese, one of the most difficult languages, i think it is a culture difference and he let me know that there is no limited age for studying and persuing career. Ok, these days, i will be busy for preparing my luggage, and you can wait for my new information about coming back. have a good day.

Li Huanyu  

Here was my reply to him:
Hi Huanyu, 

It's Friday night here in Wuxi. Today I did not teach. For the first 8 weeks of the 16 week semester I teach Monday through Thursday only, with a 3-day weekend, and my first class starts at 10:00 a.m. A great schedule! 

 I didn't get the writing class this semester but I'm not unhappy about it. Some of the veteran teachers said it requires a lot of work. I would have been reading and correcting close to 80 essays per week! I'm teaching an ESL Review class – to help students who failed to pass the exit exam before they try again. My second 8-week course will be on public speaking, which I'm looking forward to. 

 I have four sections of 15-20 students in each section. The students are well-behaved in the classroom, though they rarely volunteer information unless called upon. I use seating charts with their English names, some of which are kind of strange: Erica (a boy), Drifter, O2, L, Fantasy, Panda, Seven (two girls chose that name), Falcon, Radio, and Raison. The rest are normal names. 

My room is less than I imagined, but it's cozy and it heats well. The place was not very clean and there were few supplies in the kitchen. But it's okay, I'll clean it, and I don't eat at home very much. I have a meal card for the cafeteria and I eat lunch and dinner there – by myself for now, few of the other teachers go there – and I listen to the Chinese conversations around me and try to understand. 

 The weather in Wuxi has been nasty – freezing, windy, and wet. I finally bought a real weijin so I don’t have to use a towel for a scarf. Yesterday morning was the first time I couldn't do tai chi outside. I'm hoping the weather improves soon so that I can do some exploring of the campus and Wuxi. I have a bicycle – supplied by the university, with a basket in front.

 Finding English language books and movies could be a problem – I've not yet found out how to get either. Last night I watched some TV in Chinese. I study Chinese every morning and evening, and I've made arrangements for a private tutor – the girlfriend of one of the English teachers. The Chinese class that the university offers to the teachers is beginner level so I won't take it. 

 I'm glad you finally know your departure date. I understand how you are feeling about leaving SF. I don't feel bad now that I'm here and all is new and exciting and I am so busy, but during the weeks I was preparing to leave Santa Rosa, while packing and selling my furniture, I had many moments of sadness – thinking about places and activities I like, and about people I would miss. I did tai chi then, as I do these days, to still my mind. I enjoyed our few months of Chinese/English lessons and our lunches in Chinatown. Perhaps we will do that again someday – maybe in Beijing! So, take heart. Change is never easy, and it is constant. We get used to routines and places and friends, and then we leave or they leave or something changes. The idea is to embrace the change. I think that's a Buddhist idea, or maybe Taoist.

I am touched and honored that you think of me as a remarkable person. Because you so honor me, I will increase my efforts to learn Chinese language and culture. I think you are a remarkable person too, with lofty goals that I have no doubt you will achieve. I think we will both accomplish great things! 

Have a nice weekend. Write when you have time. 

Ken

Du Fu wrote a poem on the topic of change and leaving friends. After reading it I decided to write a reply. 

Day After the Beginning of Autumn

The sun, the moon, they’re unforgiving:

Another season, last night, passed. 

Dark cicadas, ceaseless, crying;

Autumn’s swallows, guests, prepare to go.

All my life I’ve sworn to walk alone

Heart bound to disappointments, half a hundred years.

To quit, or hold this post, it’s up to me;

What is it binds, what jails, this body here?

Du Fu, c. 762 

A Question for Du Fu

Together under your thatched roof,

emptying first your jug, then mine, 

we’d agree that the moon is aloof, 

that the dark cicada’s ceaseless cry

echoes against an implacable mountain 

that neither laughs nor cries.

If you have sworn to walk alone, 

it’s not for lack of love of company,

but simply the Way’s way of teaching

by half a century of disappointments. 

How many times will the autumn swallows, 

the guests, the loved ones leave?

Is it courage or fear that binds? 

To quit or hold, 

was up to you, is up to me.

Yet you found the strength to stay,

and watch so many setting suns, 

the swallows flying off again,

and again and again.

Kenneth Losey, 2012

(The Du Fu poem is from “Bright Moon, Perching Bird: Poems by Li Po and Tu Fu”, 

translated by J.P. Seaton and James Cryer, Wesleyan University Press, 1987.)

~~~
Chapter 4 – Wandering on Mount Chung-nan
At the end of February a group of the new teachers – eleven men and one woman – were taken by Matthew (Li Mingjun) of Lambton College to the main Wuxi police station. There we were photographed, individually and as a group, and were issued resident permits – a red, passport-size book with our photos inside. Afterwards a group of us went shopping at the Auchan Store (a French chain in large cities in China), where I bought a Nokia cell phone and had it activated (China Mobile). I was delighted to find some whole wheat bread, soy milk, and a small selection of breakfast cereal. 

Speaking of food, later in the day my colleague Jack and I had coffee at the International Café on campus. They gave us a large, multipage menu, but on each table was a plastic holder with some featured items. It was my first experience of hilarious, and often confusing, Chinglish – Chinese translated poorly into English. Here were the featured items:

Nutrition Packages

1. Fort Chicken row

2. Shanks side legs Fort + Blood Linked + Orange juice

3. Brow strips Fort + Blood Linked

4. A feature Hamburg + A Hamburg steak + Linked to a string of osteosarcoma + A string of spicy meat. 

5. Creamed corn sweetheart.

Yum! Jack and I just had coffee. 

At the end of my third week of teaching we got a break from the freezing, wet weather and had some Wuxi sunshine! You can’t see the sun through the haze, but the sky is bright. Despite a lingering cold, I spent the day exploring outside of the campus. I took off on my bike from the South Gate and found myself in a maze of construction. But the morning ended up on a better note: a nice walk through Changguangxi Wetland Park, just south of the campus. 
I took hundreds of photos while in China, and one of my favorites is of the covered, arched, white stone bridge in the Wetland Park. I had gone to the park at dusk, and the arches and the roof of the bridge were lit up with colored lights. I viewed it from a wooden viewing platform about 100 meters away. The still water of Taihu Lake reflected several straight, shimmering ribbons: gold, red, and green. I took the photo in early June, only a few weeks before my bittersweet departure from Wuxi. Now that time has passed I can look at the photo, sigh and relax – without tensing up. 
In my small apartment at Jiangnan University, in a multistoried building where all the foreign teachers lived, I slept well at night, thanks to my sofa cushions. After a couple of sleepless nights I placed them under my sheets and on top of my “mattress”, which was no more than a board with a quilt on it. 
I heard fireworks nearly every day. One morning they went off at around 7:00 a.m. There’s an apartment building for Chinese faculty next to ours, and someone told me that the movers lit the firecrackers to ward off evil spirits before they hauled in the new teacher’s belongings. It didn’t bother me because car horns always started honking at 5:30, so I was already awake. I read a complaint on a blog about all the fireworks in China. I liked them – maybe it’s the kid in me – or maybe because I came from a California city where they were banned except for the official displays on July 4th.
In the unheated classroom building I saw my breath as I lectured. I usually wore a sweater, a scarf, and my coat. I paced back and forth to keep warm, cajoling quiet young Chinese men and women to speak English. I tried to make it fun. One week I made them all jizhe – journalists – and had them interview their partners. Then each pair went on CCTV9 and, with the help of a camera person (using a CD player as a TV camera), and a director, (they loved the “Action!” and “Cut!” parts), they told the class about their distinguished guests. We also held a press conference with Presidents Hu Jintao (a giggly girl), and Barack Obama, (the tallest boy in the class.)
One day a storm came through just as I was headed to my 3:30 class. Thunder, lightning, freezing wind, and driving rain. The lightning was striking close, and my first thought was that my odds of getting hit were low because I was walking along in a sea of umbrella-toting Chinese students, filling both sidewalks and the street in-between. My second thought was that I was the tallest one in the crowd, so I pushed my way through the throng and hurried on to class. 
On the walk back to my room after class I was startled by singing rocks. At 5:00 p.m., when the last class let out, music – Chinese and Western – was pumped out of fake rocks alongside the sidewalks throughout the campus. It was a nice way to celebrate having made it through another day, as we all trudged off to the (unheated) cafeterias to warm ourselves with steaming bowls and plates of noodles, rice, meat, and vegetables. 

Freezing rain, freezing classrooms, a joyous celebration of car horns and gunpowder, a threadbare towel and a dull paring knife, eating slippery noodles with chopsticks, indoor smoking, indoor bicycling, (right down the hallway of the classroom building), strange new fruits and vegetables, being frequently stared at, and only one cushion left on my sofa. At one point during my first month in China I asked myself: What the hell am I doing here? Loving it!
In mid-March the weather in Wuxi started to warm up and the rain stopped temporarily. I’d been spending most of my weekends with a group of foreign teachers that were all my age or older. We went shopping, explored Wuxi, ate out, or some combination of the above. I tended to hang out with them rather than the younger teachers, who seemed to be more interested in bars and Chinese girls than cultural experiences.

One day four of us took a bus to Nanchang, a place within Wuxi that includes Nanchan Si – a Buddhist Temple and a large market place. It was kind of strange seeing all the vendors surrounding a Buddhist Temple, where monks were chanting and people were burning incense and praying. An interesting combination of the sacred and the commercial that is more common, I think, in China than in America. At one point an old man started yelling at the monks while some younger family members tried to quiet him. Lisa, who was bilingual, could make out “You silly monks!” but not what the old guy was upset about.
Some mornings Lisa I went to Shitangcun – Shitang Village – which all the foreign teachers just called The Village, located a short walk from the campus. We would have what Lisa called a “poor person’s breakfast” at a little zaocan dian – breakfast place, not big or nice enough to call a restaurant – that was run by a woman and her son. We had cha jidan – hard-boiled eggs steeped in tea – lu dou xifan – rice porridge with mung beans – cong you bing – scallion pancakes – and youtiao – like a doughnut, but shaped like a foot-long hotdog bun. If we got there early enough we could also get a cup of warm soy milk to drink. Everything was delicious. 
I often made trips to the Village on foot or on my bike. I liked getting away from the campus and mingling with the laobaixing – real Chinese people, the common folk. With a small grocery store, several shops and restaurants, a barber shop, a pizza place, and even a village well. I fantasized: I imagined living in Shitangcun – living in room in the village binguan – guesthouse, small hotel – having breakfast at the mom-and-son bakery, then gathering some curious children around me for an impromptu English lesson. In fact, my fantasy was really the experience in China I’d dreamed of having. During my stay in China I was lucky to have this experience on occasion, but always short-term. 
Shitangcun was my first experience of a Chinese village, and though it’s not located in a remote mountainous area like some villages I would later visit, it still reserves the pureness and charm that much of modern, urban China does not. I liked to stroll down the narrow alleys and take pictures. Houses were not separate but shared a common brick wall, covered with gray plaster – doors marked individual residences. One day I came upon a blue door and a red door next to each other. The red door was normal size, made of wood, and the red paint was peeling badly. On either side of the door were pasted two wide red paper strips with black hanzi brushed on in vertical rows. 
One day our group of four – Jack, Lisa, Elaine, and me – to a bus to Xihui Park, where we road in cable cars to the top of Huishan Mountain and viewed the Huishan Temple. Jack and I hiked up Xishan Hill to the tall, pink Dragon Brilliance Pagoda, and then went up the curving, narrow stairway to the top of the pagoda to enjoy a view of nearly all of Wuxi.
After leaving the park we walked through a very old part of the city, just outside of the park, and on Huishan Ancient Street we tried some choudofu – stinky tofu – that a street vendor was selling. It had a strong smell, but it tasted good, especially when covered with the vendor’s brown sauce that included garlic and cilantro. Lisa told me that each choudofu vendor has a secret sauce recipe.  
In early April another rainstorm went through. The city, dusty from all the construction, was washed by the rain and swept clean by the wind. Then there was a sunny day, and I went for a walk around the campus. The trees were filling up with pink and red blossoms, and the green water in the canals was high but calm. While doing tai chi I watched the rushes shake as fish darted after insects or each other. Two bright orange carp swirled directly in front of me, performing for a brief moment the classic Yin Yang dance.
A man approached me. He was smiling and giving me the thumbs-up sign. It took me a moment to understand what he was saying: "Houzi!" - "Monkey!" Then I remembered that a profile of a chimpanzee’s head was on the back of my sweatshirt, with the words “Crew O’Reilly 2001”, (from O’Reilly & Associates, the computer book publisher.) The man did a quick kung fu move, laughed, and continued on his way.
It was an interesting coincidence, because the previous evening I had started re-reading Wu Cheng'en’s great folk epic “Monkey” – Arthur Waley’s abridged translation of “Journey to the West”. It’s been years since I first read the adventures of Monkey, Pigsy, Sandy, and Xuanzang, and it seemed like a good time to make the journey with them again.
I gave my students very short stories – two or three paragraphs – about current issues and people. I had them answer easy questions for reading comprehension, and then had them choose one of two open-ended questions and write a short essay.

One of the stories they read was about Corey, a young man who wanted to be an artist. One of the questions they could write on was "If you were Corey, what would you choose to study? Why?" A student began her essay with: "If I were Corey, I would choose my hobbit." I crossed out "hobbit", wrote "hobby" above, and "Good!" below, though I was tempted to write “Frodo Picasso?”
They did well with the brief stories, and so the following week I had them see what they could do with a poem called, “Wandering on Mount Chung-nan,” written by the Tang Dynasty poet Meng Chiao (Meng Qiao).
Wandering on Mount Chung-nan

Meng Chiao (751-814)

South Mountain stuffs all heaven and earth,

Sun and moon grow up from its stones.

The high peak at night holds back the sun,

The deep vales are never bright by day.

Natural for mountain people to grow straight:

Where paths are steep the mind levels.

A long wind drives the pines and cypresses,

With a sound that sweeps the thousand hollows clean.

Who comes here regrets that he ever studied

Morning after morning, to be close to floating fame.

(From Poems of the Late T’ang, translated by A.C. Graham, New York Review Book Classics, 2008)

Most of my students didn’t know what the poet meant by “Where paths are steep the mind levels.” And to my question, “Do you think the long wind sweeps clean anything more than just the hollows?” many of them simply wrote “No.” I did, however, get some nice answers to my questions:
What do you think the poet means when he says: “Where paths are steep the mind levels.”?

“I think the poet means that he wants to be a mountain people, he just wants to be a common people, in his mind he doesn’t want to steep the path.”

“It means if you want to find a road to climb up the mountain, through your thinking, you will find it is easy to get it.”

Do you think the long wind sweeps clean anything more than just the hollows?

 “Yes. It also can clean up our hearts.”

 “I think the long wind sweeps the upset of the poet in his heart. His worries all have gone.”

What do you think the poet means by “floating fame”?

“He said in order to find free life he will give up his fame. He would like to become a floating thing.”

“Floating fame is not the nature that the mountain and the people want to get, the floating fame is gone by the time, but the nature, the heart you keeping, is important and it will always belong you.”

“He may thought fame is not the important thing in his life. The fame is just like the cloud and mist.”

From their essays:

“As we all known, there are two ways of living style that the poet wrote. One is real life, like the vales are surrounded by dark and never bright. Another is clear life, like hollows are very clean by wind’s sweep.”

 “But the real world is different, that is a dream of the poet. He just uses mountain to show his heart. At that time, the society is dark, he just wants to live alone and leave the society to find a quiet place with no fame.”

 “I have never try to climb big mountain like Huang San. But some hills. I think I will enjoy the scenery of the whole mountain. I will try like that in the future day. Maybe I will cry at the top of the mountain.”

 “I have never forget that I went to the Emei Mountain in Sichuan province when I was 12 years old. It was my first time to saw that grand mountain. I enjoyed the beautiful scenery, seemed that I had entered a pretty picture. The green trees and wound streams flowed from the top of the mountain. I especially the beautiful flowers grew up in the grass. I forget myself at that moment when I saw all of this. Maybe it’s the dream of humans to live there. We can relax and love there from the deep of our heart.”

(The above paragraph was written by Raison, who had studied kung fu with his father since he was young. Mt. Emei is one of the Four Sacred Buddhist Mountains of China, and is an important center for the practice and teaching of wushu - Chinese martial arts.)

“I once had a dream to climb Tai Mountain, and it had come true. I found that it will be happy if you forget anything which you can’t forget.” 

First there is a mountain, then there is no mountain, then there is.

~~~

April 4th was Qingming Festival, or Tomb Sweeping Day – a day to honor one’s ancestors. I had lunch at the cafeteria with Darren, (Man Deliang), a first year student studying international trade. We talked about Chinese mythology and folklore, and about the three pillars of Chinese thought: Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism. Darren told me about Qingming: the graves are swept clean, and food, tea, wine, chopsticks, willow branches, or other libations are left. Paper money is burned so that the ancestors have cash to spend in heaven. Some people set off fireworks to chase away demons, and some fly animal-shaped kites. Because it rained most of the day that day, I wondered if the people of Wuxi went out to perform the rites. Perhaps the cleansing storm was appropriate.

On the following Friday I did some exploring of downtown Wuxi. At the Nanchansi Culture Business Plaza I had a lunch that left me hungry. I had asked for something with doufu (tofu), and I was served a bowl of boiling water with giant cubes of white tofu floating in it, along with a few vegetable and sprout bits. I scooped my spoon deep into the bowl in search of noodles and came up with green-black snails. I glanced around but no one seemed to notice the look on my face. I was hungry and tempted to try the boiled snails, but I knew I could find more familiar food elsewhere so I left them lining the bottom of the bowl. And maybe they were there just to add flavor.

My next stop was Xinhua Book Store, on Central People’s Road. My love of books kept me occupied there for over an hour. I found it interesting that the section signs were in both English and Chinese, and that many of the books had an English title on the front cover – the only English in the book.

There was a fairly good selection of books in English – classic British and American literature – and books in English and Chinese; some had pinyin as well. I bought four: two collections of Tang and Song poetry, and two collections of traditional Chinese stories.

On the weekend I joined two of my colleague, Lisa and Elaine, for a trip to the Lingshan Da Fo – the Lingshan Great Buddha, located at the south of the Longshan Mountain, in Wuxi. 

We strolled around the immaculate grounds – a vast Buddha theme park – taking pictures of one amazing sight after another. The central attraction was an 88-meter high statue of the Buddha, made of 700 tons of bronze, standing on top of Xiao Lingshan –Miniature Spiritual Vulture Hill – gazing out at Tai Lake. As our taxi drove up to Lingshan this colossal Buddha loomed on the horizon like a golden Statue of Liberty.

I stopped to make a video of the Nine Dragons Fountain: a circular fountain with nine surrounding dragons. At the center of the fountain was a tall pillar topped by a bronze lotus flower – a golden Buddha child enfolded within its giant petals. At 1:00 p.m. a loud narration of the Buddha’s birth started, followed by dramatic music. Water jetted out from the dragons’ mouths, and the lotus flower opened slowly to reveal the little Buddha. While the young Sakyamuni began a clockwise rotation, the dragons anointed him by shooting water sky-high. Seconds later everyone got a brief misty shower.
The Lingshan Brahma Palace was even more amazing. Immense, ornate, colorful, and high-tech. The light show on the ceiling of the huge lecture hall looked like something you’d see while listening to music using Microsoft media player, only bigger and more dazzling. 

As we were leaving, Lisa summed up our visit to the Lingshan Great Buddha as follows: “Impressive, but kind of commercial, huh?” Kind of. At the end of our visit we understood the reason for the 150 yuan entrance fee. I was wondering what the ever-smiling Buddha was thinking as he gazed down upon the picture-snapping tourists, the incense-burning devotees, and the opulent palaces. What did he think about his fame? I imagined him wishing he could shuffle off his immortal bronze coil and stride away to Mount Chung-nan, where he could “steep the path," hike amongst the pines and cypresses, and listen to the long wind. 
~~~
Chapter 5 – Beautiful, Sad, Happy
One Saturday evening in May, I was returning from a short walk to get some dinner – a slice of pizza and some ice cream. There was a spring rain falling and the air was warm. I decided to take a break from Chinese food because for lunch I’d eaten jiaozi and baozi in downtown Wuxi with my friend Lisa and one of her former students. The friendly young man seemed as keen on learning English as I am on learning Chinese, and as we walked and shopped we passed back and forth the Chinese-English pocket dictionary that I always carry with me. Now and then we had to yank each other out of the way of a speeding motorbike or car. Who knew that learning a new language could be dangerous?
I’d gone for a walk in the rain also because I needed to take a break from reading my students’ writing journals and essays. As I walked I stopped at one point beside one of the many radio rocks and listened to some lyrical, somewhat melancholy, modern piano music that reminded me of Liz Story or William Ackerman. A perfect accompaniment for the rain. 

Students passed me on their way to the cafeteria, probably wondering why I was just standing in the rain staring at a rock-speaker. Some were wearing only jeans, T-shirts and sandals. Some were running to get out of the rain, but most were walking leisurely and many of them seemed to not mind getting wet. They laughed and talked, the girls holding hands or walking arm-in-arm, and many of the boys with a hand on the shoulder of a buddy. These are handsome people. Their faces, their smiles, their slim bodies, their beautiful black hair, their tasteful clothing, and especially their laughter. One of my greatest joys about being in China was listening, as I walked around campus, to the pleasant music of young conversation and laughter. It was also one of the greatest mysteries for me. 

A couple of weekends before, Lisa, Michael, Elaine, and I took the train to Shanghai. We had a two-bedroom suite in a nice hotel within walking distance of Old Town, the Shanghai Museum, People’s Square, The Bund, and the Foreign Languages Bookstore, We went shopping for “antiques” at the Dongtai Road Market, and had fun counting the Mao memorabilia: Mao watches, Mao ashtrays, Mao lighters, Mao hats, Mao playing cards, and even one life-size statue of “the Great Helmsman,” with the ever-present cigarette dangling from his fingers.
At booth No. 67 I almost bought something. It was half-buried beneath a fallen-over stack of Tin Tin paperbacks (Hergé’s cartoons with Chinese text), but the unmistakable color and luster of the thing caught my eye. I gingerly extracted and examined one of the largest pieces of amber I’d ever seen. At least it looked like amber. It was about 5 inches by 3 inches, flat, mostly raw but polished on one side, a light yellow-orange color like a summer ale, riddled with circular fractures, and containing bits of grass and a couple of bees. Their heads were inclined toward each other, their antennas touching. Like students with clasped hands, the bees seemed to be dealing with their plight by drawing close together.
In an instant the laoban – boss, proprietor – was beside me. I asked him how much, and when he told me he wanted 1500 yuan I uttered the obligatory, and in this case true, “Tai gui le!” – “Too expensive!” He shoved a calculator in front of my nose and asked me to indicate how much I wanted to pay. Before I could answer he had dragged me into his shop, where he pulled out of a drawer an even larger and more beautiful piece. Trapped inside this mostly transparent chunk of fossilized pine tree resin were blades of grass, twigs, and a single large bee…
…as well as a tiger. No, not really. But the Chinese character for amber contains the character for tiger: 

Amber, hupo,  琥珀

Tiger, hu, 虎
In his book, A Dictionary of Chinese Symbols: Hidden Symbols in Chinese Life and Thought, Wolfram Eberhard, a German Sinologist, has interesting entries for hupo and hu. “Amber symbolized ‘courage’, and its Chinese name hupo means ‘tiger soul’, the tiger being known as a courageous animal. In early times, it was believed that at death the tiger’s spirit entered the earth and became amber.”

The laoban and I couldn’t agree on a price. He wouldn’t accept my offer: “Liang bai kuai, zenmeyàng?” – “How about 200 yuan?” and I wasn’t going to go over 500, but he never came down even close to that. As I walked away he was yelling at me: “Hey! Pengyou! (Friend!) Hey!” So maybe he was ready to deal, but I kept walking. Now I regret it. As Michael said to me afterwards, “If something really speaks to you, like that piece of amber spoke to you, you should just buy it.” That’s could advice – if it really was amber and not plastic. I seem to be always saving my money for a rainy day. So, my friends, if you’re in Shanghai in the near future, stop by booth No. 67 in the Dongtai Road Market and buy that piece of amber for me – the larger one with the big bee in it, please. And I’ll be happy to pay you a slight markup.
A month earlier I’d encountered amber of a different sort. After dropping off some laundry in the Village and getting a haircut with the help of Xiao Cui, my Chinese tutor, I stopped to observe a man making some rou jia mo at one of the many small food stands – the Chinese versions of fast food places, but with more interesting and tastier food than American fare. The rou jia mo resembled a pocket-pita sandwich, but was filled with a diced sausage, a hardboiled egg, and Chinese vegetables, and it looked and smelled good. A young couple – polite and nicely dressed – helped me order one. We parted, I continued on my bike, bought some bananas off the back of flatbed truck with a great yellow pile of them, bought an artfully carved pineapple on a stick, and then ran into the young couple again.
The young woman flagged me down and told me in fairly good English that she was a second-year Jiangnan University student majoring in Bilingual Education. She asked me if I’d like to become friends with her and her boyfriend, and teach them both English in exchange for Chinese lessons. She said that they had both been hoping to strike up this kind of friendship with an English language teacher. I told her that likewise I’d been hoping to make a new Chinese friend to help me learn Chinese. 

We exchanged email addresses and cell phone numbers, and I wrote their names – Dong Ruowen (she) and Li Longyu (he) – in a little notebook that I had bought, for no reason in mind, only minutes before. Then she explained the amusing part of her email address to me: amberloveseating. She said she loves to eat and that her English name was Amber.

~~~

One reason I needed to take a break from reading student journals on that rainy evening in May was because they were starting to get to me. For several weeks my students had sat there in front of me, doing homework for other classes, texting stealthily under their desks, wearing their designer clothing and designer glasses – some of them wore frames with no lenses; another fashion expression to take advantage of. For English they were all set on Mute, but on Garrulous and Loud for Chinese. 
They often appeared bored, and when I called upon the bored ones, (or the sleeping ones, or the texting ones), they had shocked expressions on their faces. “Why me?” They struggled to respond, looking at their peers for help, or reading aloud something from the day’s handout that may or may not have had anything to do with my question. So, I found myself assuming that these Business and Accounting majors were just boring people. I couldn’t have been more wrong about that.
Their writing journals, which I had them keep and turn in periodically, as well as some of the essays they wrote for me, were windows into their minds and their hearts. With spoken English they were mute bees trapped in amber, but with pen and paper they transformed into beautiful, sad, happy individuals. 

They talked about the burden of being a student – eight or nine classes per day, most of them involving numbers – and then having to bring their number-numbed brains to an English class to try and make it speak in yet another foreign language. They didn’t get enough sleep, they were stressed-out over exams and parental expectations, they froze in unheated classrooms in the winter and melted in the humid heat of spring, dorm life was militaristic, the showers were in a separate building, and the cafeteria food was oily, monotonous, and often cold by the time they sat down to eat. All in all, these kids lived rather Dickensian lives, subsisting on rice and unidentifiable meat rather than “gru … el!” 

Their writing was observant, thoughtful, eloquent, poetic, funny, and often very moving. One topic I assigned them was “Time Machine”: If you had a time machine, where would you go and what would you do?

~~~

If I had a time machine, I would like to go to the Tang Dynasty. Because I want to meet my idol – Li Bai – a great poet in Chinese history. And I also want to talk with him. 

Li Bai had great achievement in poetry. But he don’t have a happy life. He ever experienced conviction, banishment, and he was old and feeble. Although he was innocent, he still suffered these unfair treatment. It is said that he fell down in a river uncarefully. 

I want to go the river that Li Bai fell down in. Even though I can’t change the history, I still want to ask him: “Are you afraid of death?” As if I heard him to say: “Even if I died for more than one hundred, I was never afraid. Because my poetry will live instead of me forever.” When he had said these words he fell down in the river. I run to him where he fell down. Even though he was died, but he lived forever in my heart.
~~~

One time I collected their writing journals shortly after Mother’s Day and May 12th, the one-year anniversary of the Sichuan earthquake. I myself was to blame for the first thing about the journals that got to me. I had been so busy – teaching both essay writing and public speaking to 80 students – that I forgot Mother’s Day. I was reminded only after reading about it in my students’ journals – their trips home, dinners with Mom and Dad, a walk in a park, kite flying, etc. 

Their reflections on the earthquake were so wise and poignant that it was hard for me to connect them with the bored faces and quiet voices in my classroom.

~~~

Today I got up as usual. The weather made me so happy, because a few days ago the weather is very hot and today I feel cool so I have a good mood in the morning. 

In the afternoon it had a big rain when we having classes, luckly when we went back to the apartment the rain stopped. But is sadly to me the weather become a little cold. And today is the first anniversary of Wenchuan earthquake Day. I think the rain maybe is the tears flow for the dead people in that earthquake.

~~~

Today is commemorate the first anniversary of Sichuan Earthquake. We lost a lot of Chinese at last year because the big disaster. But Chinese hand in hand quickly go through trouble. Now, we are happy for rebuilt Sichuan Province and have best wishes to survived people. In that emerge situation, we know people all around the world are kindheart, generous and solidarity. 

We have to live with hope and know that our life is simply a reflection of our action. I am a happy girl that satisfied with my life.

~~~

I took a break to walk in the rain because I needed to get some dinner, but also because my eyes were filling with tears and it was getting hard to keep reading. I felt that my students were bearing the weight of China’s history, as if all the Mao memorabilia in the Dongtai Road Market were piled on their shoulders. They were bearing the weight of an educational system that was centuries old, exam-centered, and slow-to-change. And they were carrying with them the memories of compatriots and loved ones lost. Yet they were walking, talking, and laughing in the rain. These happy people, these sleeping tigers. 

As I returned to my apartment a pretty girl rode past me on her bicycle. She was drenched, she had no umbrella, the rain was pelting her face, and she was trying to shield her eyes with one hand as she steered her bike with the other. She was alone, not riding with anyone to chat with and make her laugh. And yet as she peddled past me she laughed. All alone in the rain she laughed. Why? 

I have only English to teach you, but what you have to teach me, you happy girl, is much more valuable.

~~~

Chapter 6 – The Foreigner is Here!
In early April the university chartered a bus and took a small group of us foreign teachers to Nanxun Town, a Venetian-like “ancient water town” on the south side of Tai Lake. This well-preserved old town known for its cultural heritage was an interesting mix of narrow canals, foot bridges, Ming and Qing Dynasty houses, and some private scholar gardens, such as Xiao Lian Zhuang – Lesser Lotus Villa. Two waterways – the Shihe River from north to south, and the ancient Grand Canal from east to west – intersect the town and, in the past, were its streets. Many smaller canals now further bisect the town. Because of the convenient transportation by water, the town became an important distribution center for silk and other commodities, from the 16th to 19th centuries. 
The water town was crisscrossed by willow-lined canals full of canopied, flat wooden boats – for all the tourists to take leisurely boat rides. Fragrant, purple wisteria clung to the latticework above the many small bridges. I was surprised by the architecture of some of the former residences of Nanxun’s wealthy merchants. Some of the buildings combined Chinese and Western motifs: pillars, pilasters, arches, and second story galleries. 
Later in the month, the university invited the foreign teachers to join some of foreign students for a trip to Sanguo Cheng – Three Kingdoms City – a TV and movie filming site and tourist attraction. “Three Kingdoms” refers to a period of Chinese history from 220 to 280 AD, during which the kingdoms of Wei, Shu, and Wu divided up the former Han Dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD). In the 14th century Luo Guanzhong wrote the historical novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms, considered to be one of the four great classical Chinese novels. “The Romance of the Three Kingdoms,” an historical TV series, was filmed at Three Kingdoms City in Wuxi, where 86 acres have been turned into a Han Dynasty compound. I’ve never seen the TV series, but I have seen the film “Red Cliff,”   based on the novel, directed by John Woo, released in China in two parts in 2008 and 2009, and it was excellent. I’ve not yet read the book but I’m planning to. 
I explored Three Kingdoms City with Uka, a student from Ulan Bator, Mongolia, who was studying Chinese at our university. The third in our group was a young foreign student from Russia named Sasha. There was some kind of event going on at the site, and Sasha had been asked to prepare and deliver a short speech in Chinese. Her Chinese was really good, but I noticed that Sasha was wearing a thin halter top and no bra. It was a hot day so it seemed appropriate to me, but I couldn’t help wondering how the conservative Chinese dignitaries gathered on stage with her felt about her attire. 
At one point Uka and I were interviewed by a newspaper reporter, who later sent me a link to the article she wrote, all in Chinese except for my name. My Chinese tutor helped me translate it, and I noticed that the reporter had me saying a lot of things that I never said – all in praise of the event and of Three Kingdoms City, of course. 
I have two photos from the trip that I think of as being a sort of time-lapse diptych. I first took a picture at a place where a vendor let you don ancient costumes and then took your picture. I snapped a photo of two little girls, twins, dressed in red and white Han Dynasty costumes, and adorned with hats with hanging strings of white furry balls. The little twins were holding hands, not really understanding what they were doing, and sort of smiling. The other picture looked like the twins grown up. I spotted and snapped a picture of two young, and very pretty, Chinese women wearing beautiful red qipao – cheongsam – that were embroidered with gold silk thread in vine and flower patterns. 

At the end of May my friend Lisa invited me to join her on a 2-day bus tour to some scenic sites outside of Jiangsu Province. We left early one morning and drove from Wuxi to the Anji Zhu Bo Yuan – the Anji Plentiful Bamboo Park, in Zhejiang Province. The first thing we saw after getting off the bus was a gigantic bird (peacock, rooster, pheasant?), made entirely of bamboo, its tail curving up above the surrounding trees. And, of course, there were plenty of thick bamboo groves with trails or wooden walkways running through them. In the afternoon we went to Anji Dahan 72 Feng – Anji Dahan 72 Peaks. Feng (峰) specifically means “high tapered peaks.” 
On the second day of our tour we went to Jiutian Yinpu Fengjingqu – Ninth Heaven (the highest of the heavens) Silver Waterfall Scenic Area. The place lived up to its lofty name. We walked through narrow canyons of gray granite and frequently stopped to cool ourselves by tall, ribbon-like waterfalls that resembled dragon tails. 

It was there that I took what I think is one of the best photos I took during my entire stay in China, the photo that I placed on the homepage of my website. As we were traversing a mountain side, I glanced to my left and saw another nearby mountain, on the other side of a narrow valley. This mountainside was covered in bright green bamboo. I held up my camera and saw that the left side of the picture was framed by towering outcropping of dark granite, poking out halfway from behind the rock was a maroon-colored pagoda with hanging red lanterns, and not far from the pagoda a hiker – a tiny dash of color dwarfed by the mountain, the rocks, and the sea of bamboo. No wonder classical Chinese artists were inspired to paint these breathtaking scenes. 
It was a great trip with Lisa, and it was the last fun I was to have in Wuxi. John Lennon said, “Life is what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans.” I wasn’t making any elaborate plans at the time. I don’t feel that I was in any particular need of an awakening or a redirecting jolt. I wasn’t living a profligate life, but was simply enjoying my life in China, enjoying my job, getting to know and like my students. I still keep in touch with a smart and thoughtful student from that school named Owen (Fang Wei), who now has a good job in Singapore. Owen did one of the best presentations for my Public Speaking course. Several students found ready-made PPT presentations online – three students told the “two men in the desert” story, and three others told the “mouse in the dorm room” story. But Owen did a speech he wrote himself about Qie Guwala – Che Guevara, who is a folk hero in China. 
I’m glad Owen and I still keep in touch, because in June of 2009 things quickly became chaotic for me and I didn’t have time to say goodbye to him. It was the last month of the semester, only three more weeks of classes. On Thursday, June 4th I decided to teach again at Lambton College – a special college within Jiangnan University, where most of the foreign teachers taught – and I signed a contract to teach EFL 300. The next day my life changed.
On Friday, June 5th Matthew of the school office took four of us teachers to the Wuxi United Family Healthcare Center for a health exam; the health certificate we would be getting would then be used to obtain extensions on our visas. I didn’t pass the exam – failed it, in fact. An ultrasound revealed a large tumor on my right kidney. In retrospect, I should be thankful that in China an ultrasound is part of a routine exam. If it had not been, my tumor would have continued to go undetected for who knows how long. 
I was suddenly, to the university, useless. I was to them something like a hand grenade with the pin pulled. They wanted me to leave China, go home quickly, and above all not die on their watch – on their sponsored visa. I ended up choosing to stay in China and have the surgery done at a hospital in Wuxi, mainly because I knew that I could afford it, unlike in the U.S. Another reason I wanted to get treatment in China and not return to the U.S. was because I was afraid that if I left China I wouldn’t return.
Blindsided. I’d had no symptoms to give me any warning – I didn’t feel any different than I did before. At some point my older brother, in an email, wondered if I should be worried that they had made it up and were going after a healthy kidney. That didn’t make sense to me. Why take a kidney from a 51-year old man when there were plenty of younger teachers, and why risk doing that to an American? 

On Sunday, June 14th I spent most of the day packing. Lisa, Andrew, Steve, and I had a nice dinner at the newly opened Aegean Restaurant in the Village. We saw some lightning as we walked back to the campus, and the rain started before we got back. Except for what I would be taking to the hospital the next day, my belongings were packed and stored in three other teacher’s apartments. 
My surgery was to be done on a Tuesday morning by Dr. Xu, Dean of the surgery department at Wuxi No. 1 People's Hospital, the best hospital in Wuxi. I would then stay in the hospital for about a week for monitoring and recovery. I had planned to move to a hotel after getting out of the hospital, because Jiangnan University had made it clear that they would like me be off their campus and out of their hair, as I was a liability to them. From my hotel room I would figure out my next move: stay in China and try to get a new job for the fall semester, return home, or go to another country. My Chinese visa was to expire on July 29th. 
One silver lining was that I didn’t have to deal with the upheaval alone. I was lucky to have family members in the U.S., and wonderful friends in China helping me. I continued to do tai chi and meditated daily to remain calm and focused, and to prepare. It all felt a rather unreal, like a movie or a bad dream. But I also took it as a challenge: the challenge was for me to remain calm, positive, rational, and brave. 

Several of my students contacted me or visited. I was looking forward to seeing more of them while I was in the hospital and afterwards. Jack took over my classes for the last two weeks of the semester. At the beginning of the last week of the semester I gave him a letter to my students, which he handed out to my four classes. Jack passed on to me student responses to my letter, and I enjoyed reading them. I was missing my students and I missing being in the classroom.
Here is the letter I wrote to them: 

Dear Students, 

I am sorry to tell you that I will not be with you in class during the last two weeks of the semester. I recently learned that I have a serious health problem, and that I may need to have surgery soon. I’m going to have the surgery done here in Wuxi, but I might need to return to the U.S. 

I feel fine, and though I’m not worried, I am sad for two reasons. First, I was really looking forward to seeing your final presentations. You all came up with wonderful story ideas, and I'm sure they will be the best presentations you have done. Don't forget to speak loudly, slowly, and clearly, and remember to bring an object or a picture to show the class. 

I'm also sad because I wanted to travel this summer and experience some of China's beautiful scenery and rich culture. I may need to wait until next summer. That's okay: China's mountains have been here for thousands of years, and I’m sure they will still be here next year. 

I feel honored to have been your teacher this semester. Your presentations, your essays, and especially your writing journals, were a pleasure see and to read. You have given me many nice gifts – the stuff of your minds and your imaginations, and I thank you all for that. At times, your writing was meaningful and inspiring: 

“Success requires both urgency and patience. Be urgent about making the effort and patient about seeing the results. Learn to do that. The future is yours. Start today to make it exactly how you want it to be.”
And at times your words were breathtaking and beautiful:

“After dinner, on my way to the dormitory, I saw the sun hanging low above the horizon. The sky was alive with long streaks of red and gold. The sun, at the end of a day’s journey, made the clouds look like the Garden of Eden. I stood still on the path, conscious neither of time, nor space, nor people who passed by. A feeling of happiness and admiration came over me. I was lost in the beauty of nature.”
“It seemed a magic world, a world of colors – red, orange, yellow, green and blue. It was so quiet and serene. I could put up with everything. You know, even the word ‘beautiful’ was not enough to describe it. I love the sunset.”
So, my dear students, though I will not be able to see your final presentations, and I will not go to Jiuzhaigou and Lijiang this summer, and will not be here to teach you in the fall, I now have a treasure worth more than a suitcase full of gold: my memories of your wonderful writing, and of your smiling faces, your laughter, and your kindness. 

I don't know if I believe in reincarnation or not, but if it's true, then when I am an old man and it's my time to leave this world, I hope that I begin my next life by breathing in the air of China, because China is beautiful and magical, and the Chinese people are so happy and friendly.

Now I must say goodbye to you all. I feel that I must be urgent, but perhaps it is best if I now be patient. So I will wait patiently until I can see you all again. Please be nice to teacher Jack, and have fun with your presentations! 

Ken Losey  

陆文卓
P.S. Please write a short essay about a time when you needed to be patient or brave.

~~~

Two days after learning about the tumor, I went to Lihu Square to meet with a Dr. Zhu, the mother of Sara (Wen Shujing), a Jiangnan University student. Dr. Zhu read the CT report and invited me to come to Wuxi No. 4 Hospital for further testing. It was Dr. Zhu who connected me with Dr. Xu at No. 1 Hospital. She had also loaned me the 178 yuan that I needed for the CT scan. 

I had arrived earlier than Sara and her parents, so I walked through the park and at one point I stopped beside a small, lily-covered pond and watched some old Chinese men for a few minutes. There were several of them, sitting in the shade on the other side of the pond, beside craggy, gray rocks, talking and laughing. I was feeling sorry for myself, to have such a health problem at the age of only 51, when these old men looked healthy and happy. I made a vow at that moment: I promised myself that I would become an old man, and would someday sit on the other side of the pond, talking Chinese and laughing with the other old men. I confess that I prayed. Me, an atheist. I prayed and asked God to let me live to be an old man. 
On Monday, June 15th I took a taxi with my friends Lisa and Petrel to Wuxi’s No. 1 Hospital. At the check in counter I counted out stacks of 100 yuan bills to start an account. Services – the surgery, fluids, medicine, food – would all be deducted from my account. During my 10-day stay I had to deposit money two more times. My total hospital bill, including a separate payment of 600 RMB for my caretaker, ended up being 17,000 RMB – about 2500 U.S. dollars at the time. In the US I might have spent $60,000 to $70,000 for the same surgery and hospital stay. 

We headed up to the surgery ward on the 15th floor, and the first thing I heard was “Waiguoren zai nar!” – “The foreigner is here!” They took us to a small office full of cubicles and white-coated doctors who all stared at me impassively. Lisa and I talked with one of them, an assistant to Dr. Xu. Without Dr. Xu’s presence I noticed what seemed like some unsmiling resistance to my being there. There was a phone call – maybe to Dr. Xu, and then I was shown to my bed – the middle one in a three-bed room. 
Nurses started floating around me and poking me with needles, as they like to do, while Lisa talked with Mr. and Mrs. Deng. Mr. Deng, one of my roommates, was recovering from surgery to remove cancer from his stomach and bowels, and Mrs. Deng was his caretaker. Petrel talked with another doctor who was looking at some lab results that I’d brought from the U.S. For a moment I was wondering if the surgery was going to happen, because the doctor was commenting on my leukopenia – low white blood cell count – saying how it made the surgery more risky.
They eventually decided that the risk was acceptable, or decided that I was a laowai, so why not proceed anyway. I had a nap, and then a student named Peter showed up with his laptop and a bag of white peaches. Peter stayed most of the evening, bustling about and offering to do things for me, even though I’d not yet had my surgery. I didn’t really understand this – I’d met Peter only a week earlier, hadn’t met with him since our initial conversation in the cafeteria, and we didn’t know each other very well. But I was very touched and grateful that he was there that evening, and continued to visit me often while I was in the hospital.  
At some point a smiling man walked up to my bed, tossed up the front of my gown, shoved a newspaper under my butt, and began shaving my pubic hair, all before I could ask him what he wanted. 

I had mentioned to Peter that I was reading Pu Songling’s ghost stories – Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio – so Peter set up his laptop and showed me a Chinese movie, (the short version with many fast-forwards and much commentary by Peter), based on Pu Songling’s story “The Painted Skin.” It was kind of a horror/ghost story that I didn’t really need to see on the eve of my surgery, but his intention was good.  

Peter went out and got some dinner for me and I ate most of it, knowing that it might be a few days before I eat solid food again. A couple of hours later I was given an enema to and I went to bed with an empty stomach. Kind of a waste of dinner. 

They came for me at 7:45 a.m. on the morning of Tuesday, June 16th. They wheeled me away on a gurney to an operating room, where someone held a little anesthesia mask in front of my face. The last thing I heard the anesthesiologist say to his assistant was “Tade bizi hen da!” – “He has a big nose!” 

What seemed like a moment later I woke up in my bed with a tube running from the incision, another one from my penis, and an IV in my arm. Petrel greeted me with a smile when I woke up. I really didn’t think I would die during surgery, but it was, nevertheless, an amazingly pleasant feeling to be alive and conscious again. One goal accomplished.
The surgery took close to three hours, and it was successful in many ways. There were no complications during or after surgery, and they discovered that the tumor, though large, was located entirely inside my right kidney. By law, Lisa was required to view the removed kidney and tumor, and she later described it to me as “a beautiful kidney.”
~~~

Chapter 7 – You Must Fart!
I experienced extreme pain the first and second days after surgery, and not much sleep at night. I had a button on a line to press to feed some morphine pain control drug from a little bottle into my body. After the second day I noticed that my pain was still considerable, and I was told by the nurse to keep pressing the button. Halfway through the day I managed to lift myself a little, twist around and see that the drip bag was empty. No one had told me it had run out, they just told me to keep pressing the button. I was not allowed to take any other pain medication. I showed the doctor a bottle of Vicodin that I’d brought from the U.S., but he said I couldn’t take it. In fact, for four days I was not allowed to eat or drink anything. I was kept alive by fluids being dripped into my veins, and when my mouth got dry, which it did often, I was allowed to swish-and-spit a mouthful of water – but not swallow. Was this recovery or was this torture? 
In retrospect I’m glad that they limited the morphine to only two days. It was definitely contributing to my hallucinatory state of mind. The day after my surgery I found that I had a third roommate: a teenager who’d had surgery, and who also had a very bad, deep cough. The nurses and his family kept telling him to not cough, because it would put strain on his fresh surgery site and cause him additional pain. But he couldn’t stop coughing, poor guy – even into the night. His coughing, plus my pain, plus the effects of the drugs and lack of food and water, caused me to hallucinate sometime during the night. 
I was wide awake, and at one point I saw a grotesque demon standing at the foot of my bed, leering at me. He really frightened me, and whenever I closed my eyes he sidled up alongside the bed, closer to me. I even felt that I could smell his bad breath as he breathed on my face. I was so exhausted that it was hard to keep my eyes open. So to keep the demon at bay I used my fingers to lift up my eyelids. If I focused on him and stared at him, the demon seemed to back off and even fade slightly. 
In Chinese hospitals the nurses do only the medical tasks – IV fluids, pills, temperature – and every time they do something they use a grocery store-like scanner to scan the bar code on my plastic bracelet, the bar code on the IV bag, the pill bottle, etc. That is how they tallied up my bill. 
Unlike in U.S. hospitals, Chinese nurses don’t do any of the non-medical care: washing me, helping me pee into a plastic urinal, helping me get in and out of bed, go for walks up and down the ward hallway, and bringing me meals. Family members are most often the caretakers. Xiao Fang, the caretaker that Lisa hired for me for 600 yuan for 10 days, was from northern Jiangsu province. Xiao Fang gave me good and thorough care, but he spoke no English and spoke Mandarin with a heavy accent that made it hard for me to understand. The worst thing was that he spoke very loudly all the time – in fact, instead of speaking he shouted.
One day I was visited by my student Raison and his girlfriend. When they walked into my room, bearing a bag of apples for me, Raison asked me, “How about your body?” That seemed a kind of strange question to me, until I thought about it and realized that he was making a literal translation of “Nide shenti zenmeyang?” Translated into colloquial English that is “How are you feeling?” I told him my body was missing a part, but that otherwise I felt pretty good. 

I was also visited a couple of times by a middle-aged businessman and surgery patient named Li Bo. He first asked me the English word for fangpi, and after I told him it was “fart,” he would admonish me a couple of times per day, in a serious tone of voice: “You must fart!” I knew that he was right; farting signified that peristalsis had started up again in my body, and that I could start eating and drinking. “You must fart 100 times before you can eat and drink,” said Li Bo. “I think that’s too many times,” I replied. “OK,” he said, “ten times.”

For four days I ate or drank nothing, I prayed to God to let me fart, and all the while my belly bloated up like a basketball. The gas occasionally came out the wrong end, and the burping and dry retching caused sharp pain at the incision site. The pressure of the trapped gas in my bowels caused pain that made me forget about the surgery pain. For two nights in a row I writhed in pain as the gas moved around inside of me, in every direction, it seemed, except out my butt. Xiao Fang, Li Bo, my roommate Mr. Deng and his wife, half a dozen nurses, a few doctors, a few other patients, some of their family members, and my visitors, asked me regularly for three days: “Fangpi le ma?” I’d either shake my head, or reply in English or Chinese. Finally, on Friday morning I was able to declare to Xiao Fang: “Fangpi le!” I don’t remember ever being so happy about being able to fart.
On Friday, the day I first farted, I was able to start drinking water. The next day I was allowed to drink a rice broth that contained no actual grains of rice. It was warm, a little sweet, and it tasted great. I subsisted on this thin gruel for two days, and on Monday, a week after I checked into the hospital, I was able to start eating real solid food. My first breakfast of zhou, (rice porridge), suannai (yogurt), and a hard-boiled egg, was a gourmet feast. For lunch I had soup: noodles, broth, some kind of green vegetable, and a few small pieces of pork.
On one of Lisa’s visits I asked her to politely talk to Xiao Fang about a few things he was doing that were bothering me: shouting into my ear while standing right next to me – and when I didn’t understand what he’d said he’d repeat the same words even louder – talking to everyone about me, being overly curious about my things – my cell phone, my IPod, my electric shaver, my books, my journal, etc. One morning I removed the retainers I wear at night, (I had my teeth straightened in my 40’s). Xiao Fang had no idea what they were, probably had never seen them before, and was totally amused and delighted to have something to tell the entire ward about the laowai. He was immediately out in the hallway, shouting, “Laowai … yachi… zai yeli…” – “Foreigner… teeth… at night…”
At the end of one of her visits Lisa went out into the hallway with Xiao Fang and talked to him. Soon after I heard him saying (shouting) to Mr. and Mrs. Deng: “Laowai… tade pengyou… gaosu le wo… ” – “Foreigner… his friend… told me…” Sometime later, after we’d walked down the hallway, my hand on his shoulder and his arm around my waste, and stopped to rest at the windowed alcove, Xiao Fang gave me a note he’d written in Chinese – he’d concluded that he could better communicate with me using his sloppy handwriting rather than with his heavily accented speaking. I managed to figure out that it was an apology and explanation. He told me that he was an uneducated peasant that hadn’t gone to high school, that he couldn’t help himself from talking loudly, that he would try to talk quieter, to talk less to people about me, and that he meant no disrespect to me. I was touched and I felt bad for complaining to Lisa about him. I told him I understood, that I really appreciated his excellent care, and that if he wanted I would teach him some English. He didn’t seem very interested in learning English, but he seemed pleased that I’d understood his apology, and he began to shout at me happily about something that I totally didn’t understand.
Dr. Xu was an excellent surgeon and a charismatic leader of his team of doctors. He visited me every day, and either examined the incision or asked me how I was feeling. One day before my first fangpi, when I’d had a sleepless night because of the intense lower abdominal pain, I sent a text message to Dr. Xu and asked him to come and see me. He came within 15 minutes. I asked him if there was any way to jump-start peristalsis. I told him my idea about putting some solid food in my mouth, chewing it and spitting it out before swallowing – as a way to sort of trick my digestive system into thinking I was eating, which would trigger peristalsis. He made it clear that the natural way – waiting for the fangpi – was best, and that I needed to be patient.
There was another doctor on Dr. Xu’s team that I admired. He spoke more English than Dr. Xu, so we were able to communicate better. He attended to me several times: to quickly and efficiently remove the drain tube from the incision site, to remove the catheter, to take out 7 of my stitches one day and the other 7 the next day. During the first procedure he sharply reprimanded Xiao Fang, who was leaning over to get a close look but was wearing no surgical mask. I thanked the young doctor after he’d finished and he glanced at me with his dark eyes, which was all that I could see of his face. If his mask and cap had been black, that quick, dark-eyed glance would have made him a Ninja. “It is my duty,” he responded. 
A few days later this same doctor visited me and asked me, “Are you feeling sad?” It was kind of a strange question coming from someone with such an impassionate, ninja-like demeanor. It turned out that he had heard about my wristwatch, which had disappeared from my nightstand. When I learned what his concern was I replied that I was not sad, that I was, on the contrary very happy to be feeling better, to be eating, and to be alive. I told him that compared to the success of my surgery and the good news about my tumor, my watch was unimportant – that a watch, unlike a life, was easy to replace. He smiled something like a smile and left me to my solitude.
While in the hospital I heard it constantly: laowai, laowai, laowai, even though I had told everyone my Chinese name, Lu Wenzhuo. Occasionally, Xiao Fang called me Lu xiansheng (Mr. Lu), but not often. More often he kept up a running commentary to whomever was nearby about the latest amusing thing I’d done or said. I felt like I was on display – like a panda in a zoo. The details of my daily life were the topics of conversation, and I couldn’t simply walk away from it. 
When I stayed in my room there was a steady stream of spectators. Two sets of parents brought their kids into my room, pushed them to my bedside and told them to practice speaking English with the laowai, without asking me and regardless of what I was doing at the time. Several times I asked Xiao Fang to close the curtain around my bed because there were two or three people standing in the doorway of the room, staring at the laowai as he ate his lunch of bamboo leaves and branches.
To get some exercise, and to escape my room, I would sometimes walk down the hall to the windowed alcove, where I could have a view of the city below. Unfortunately, other patients often came down to the alcove to smoke and comment on the laowai. 

One morning I thought I’d found a safe haven: a staff meeting room with a nice conference table and a small sofa. I got permission to use it, and spent a nice hour and a half studying Chinese and writing hanzi. By the afternoon it seemed like everyone knew about my hideaway: there was glass on the door to the room, and of course there was the Voice of No. 1 Hospital, Xiao Fang. So that afternoon I found myself writing in my journal with Xiao Fang sitting at the table reading a pulp magazine of Chinese ghost stories, and Mr. Deng was also there leafing through my Chinese textbook. I was glad they were there with me – I guess I really didn’t want to be totally alone. Neither of them were talking at me, they were just being with me, as the Chinese people like to do. Also, Xiao Fang was acting as a kind of guardian of the gate. At one point that afternoon, after Mr. Deng had left, a woman walked into the room, came up behind me, peered over my shoulder at my journal as I wrote, smiled and said, “Laowai…” to Xiao Fang – as if I wasn’t there, or as if panda’s cannot understand Chinese. I smiled and Xiao Fang seemed to get the idea – he politely escorted her out of the room, explaining to the woman, “Laowai…”
Toward the end of my stay in the hospital things improved somewhat. I was eating heartily and feeling my strength returning. I gradually did more things on my own, like going for walks, and that feeling of relative independence helped. It also allowed me to spend more time out of the room – to be away from the hard and too-short bed, the loud TV – mounted on the wall directly in front of the center bed: mine – the loud conversations, the stream of visitors to my roommates, the stream of zoo spectators to see me, and the wearying attempts to understand, which usually ended in my saying “Duibuqi, wo ting bu dong.” – “Sorry, I don’t understand.” I was looking forward to getting out of the hospital, and I was thinking it would be a long time before I visited a zoo.
~~~

On the morning of July 2nd I was in a hotel room near downtown Wuxi. My friend Li Huanyu, who was now back in China, had taken a train down from Beijing. I had decided to return to Beijing with Huanyu rather than stay in Wuxi. In Beijing I could stay with Huanyu and his family while looking for a new teaching position. Most of the people who had helped me in Wuxi had left for the summer, returned to their hometowns in China or to their home countries. I was alone, in a hotel room, writing in my journal using Huanyu’s laptop. Huanyu had gone to see the Three Kingdoms City upon my recommendation. The night before we had eaten at nice restaurant near the hotel. We had Wuxi’s famous ribs and some other dishes.
The last two weeks of June 2009 was not just one nightmare but two. The first nightmare was being told I had an 85x65 mm malignant tumor in my right kidney, and the subsequent surgery, hospital stay, and several weeks of recovery. Considering all the help I got from friends and the good care I received at the hospital, I really should upgrade this whole experience from nightmare to strange dream. 

The second nightmare really was a nightmare: it was the heartless, bullying way I was treated by the Lambton College administrators. From the moment they learned of my diagnosis I became in their minds not a person but a broken part in their machine, a nuisance to be quickly gotten rid of. The residual paranoia that I experienced long after leaving Wuxi, took longer for me to recover from than the surgery did. 
The day before, July 1st, Huanyu and I had met with Roy, Matthew, and Dr. Feng – the Three Stooges, as some of the foreign teachers call them. They were smilingly sinister right up to the very end. I handed over my room key and left with Huanyu for the hotel. Up until that point the Lambton College people – Roy, who Michael aptly described as a smiling Chinese leprechaun (he was short and had perfect, dazzling white teeth), Matthew, a dishonest, heartless thug, and Dr. Feng Bing, a soulless cog in the Chinese education machine, and Liu Lixia, a dean in Jiangnan University – orchestrated a campaign of pressure and harassment to try to make me leave China. Without the help of Sara and her mother, Dr. Zhu, my friends Lisa, Petrel, Xiao Cui, and several others, the school might have succeeded in kicking me out of the country.
While trying to deal with a serious medical problem in foreign country, I was being bombarded with phone calls and emails urging me to get on a plane back to the U.S. immediately. And I wasn’t the only target of their harassment. On the Friday after I learned of my diagnosis one of the workers in the Service Center, located in the foreign teacher’s residence building, drove Lisa and I to a hospital to get a second opinion. The next day I learned that this woman was told by the school office that if she helped me again in any way – helped me to stay in China and have the surgery done in Wuxi – she would lose her job. When I learned this I avoided talking with her and she with me. Prior to that we’d had a friendly relationship, and I enjoyed talking with her to practice my Chinese.
At one point they asked me for my parents contact information. I wisely refused to give it to them, but unwisely gave them the email addresses of my two eldest brothers. Dean Lixia immediately sent them an inaccurate and inflammatory email about my “advanced stage” cancer. At that point we only knew that I had a lump in my kidney, not that it was a tumor, and not if it was benign or malignant. She tried to convince them to talk with me and persuade me to return to the U.S. immediately. The next day she called me and smugly asked if I had heard from my family members. I had already talked with my brothers about my situation, about the facts, and about what I wanted to do – have the surgery done in Wuxi and stay in China afterwards. They both supported me, and I was happy to frustrate Dean Lixia by telling her that.
Xiao Cui was my Chinese tutor and was the girlfriend of a friendly teacher from Ireland named Alex Murphy. Xiao Cui had given me my Chinese name, Lu Wenzhuo, because I told her I like writing – wen means culture, and zhuo means outstanding. One day Xiao Cui and I went into the Village to look at a hotel room where I could live after leaving the hospital. We talked with the proprietor about an inexpensive room and gave her some tentative move-in dates. The next day Alex was summoned to the school office, where he was firmly told that if he wanted to keep his job, Xiao Cui was not to help me. They knew that she had gone to the hotel with me and they knew which hotel. They knew this because Xiao Cui and I had been followed when we left the residence building and walked to the Village. I had to quit seeing Xiao Cui, an abrupt end to my Chinese lessons.
Lisa and Petrel were able to continue helping me because they were planning to leave Lambton College at the end of the semester, so the Gang of Four had nothing to threaten them with. I felt bad for Xiao Cui, because she was my good friend and really wanted to help me. After the incident with the hotel we didn’t meet in person except when with a group of people. Nevertheless, Xiao Cui continued to help me via phone and email – which were both probably being scrutinized by the school spies.
It’s an understatement to say that having a potentially life-threatening illness is stressful. To be given this diagnosis while far from home and family, while being simultaneously harassed like a political dissident or a falsely accused criminal, was Kafkaesque – minus any of Kafka’s dark humor. 

While I was going through all of that there was nothing funny about it. I was truly frightened, and my paranoia became so great that I started to question my trust in some of the teachers – like Elaine, who was a head teacher and therefore closer to the school office than the other teachers, and who had said to me, “You know, they could just come into your room, take you and your suitcases to the airport, and send you home if they want to.” I had one particularly delusionary episode when I started to wonder if both Lisa and Petrel, my two closest allies, were working to further the school’s agenda. I now feel guilty about letting myself think that about those two wonderful people who gave so much of their time and energy to help me.
I’ve never experienced anything like these two experiences – having a serious medical condition requiring immediate surgery, and being a “criminal” and persona non grata. Dealing with both of these simultaneously was at times more than I could deal with. I had a few heavy crying sessions that helped to relieve the pressure, but I also had a few nights of dark despair, and a feeling of being close to a breakdown. Those moments, and how I dealt with them, would come to mind when someone said to me, “You seem to be dealing with this all really well.” And that’s exactly how I needed to appear to them and to myself – and how I needed to be. I had to deal with the problems, not let them unravel me – I had no choice but to keep functioning in a calm and rational way – gathering information, communicating with friends, medical professionals, and family, and making hard decisions. I simply could not allow a meltdown.
Of the two stressors – the diagnosis and the harassment – the later was the strangest to me and the most difficult to deal with. People that I believed sincerely liked me – as a teacher and a person – suddenly shunned me like I was a leper. Instead of a person I became only a problem for them, and my wish to stay in China pissed them off. Their frustration and paranoia pushed them into doing and saying some embarrassingly stupid things. 
At one point Dean Lixia visited my apartment and had a hard time veiling her anger with politeness. Lisa was there with me and we witnessed Dean Lixia struggle to control her demeanor when I calmly told her of my plans to have the surgery done in Wuxi and to not leave China afterwards. She tried to scare me with a couple of anecdotes about post-surgery complications and cancer remission. She tried to make me feel guilty about not being with my family so that they could take care of me. “You should go back to the U.S. where you can get better medical care and let your family take care of you!” she said forcefully. Lisa then pissed her off by interrupting her and asking if Jiangnan University was going to pay the $60,000 plus in medical bills I’d have in the U.S. The worst came when Dean Lixia stupidly ask me to give her the fall semester contract that I and she had signed the day before I got my diagnosis. I reminded her that she had a copy – that we both had a copy, and asked her why she needed mine. She mumbled something about my copy, and I felt embarrassed for her ineptness. After that meeting I kept my spring and fall semester contracts in my backpack, as well as my wallet, my passport, my foreign expert certificate, and a lot of cash, in my backpack, which I never let out of my site.
Were these people cold hearted and soulless, or were they part of a system that used fear to make them easily abandoned compassion for those they were told to “deal with”? I don’t know. In the hotel room, on the eve of leaving Wuxi, I just wanted to leave it all behind – them and that place. I tried hard not to think about the harassment while it was happening, and to stay focused on my medical condition, my upcoming surgery and my future plans. 
I can’t claim I was successful in not letting the harassment get to me. There’s a lot of standing water in Wuxi with the lake, the rivers, the numerous canals. That, combined with the hot, humid climate makes it ideal for mosquitoes, and they are rampant. In June of 2009 I dreaded going to bed at night, because I knew I wouldn’t get much sleep – I’d tell myself, “I’ll sleep in the hospital,” – wishful thinking! I hated going to bed because I knew that when I wasn’t sleeping and having bad dreams, I’d be dealing with the combined onslaught of the mosquitoes, my worries about my health, my upcoming surgery, and my future as a teacher in China, and the harassment by the school administrators. Real mosquitoes, mosquitoes disguised as heartless school administrators, and the mosquitoes of a stressed and worrying mind – my room and my head were both full of mosquitoes. I intended to, but never had a chance to, wash the pillow cases and beds sheets that had become blood spotted from the numerous bites and squashed mosquitoes. Because of what happened in Wuxi, at Lambton College of Jiangnan University, my mind felt blood spotted for a long time. 
~~~

Chapter 8 – The Music Floats Up
There was a small park near Li Huanyu’s home, and soon after arriving in Beijing and settling into Huanyu’s bedroom – he slept on the sofa – I went for short walks in the park. Though I still felt pain around the incision site, it felt good to get out and walk around. The humidity was at times unpleasant, but worse was the raspy-screaming sound of the cicadas in the trees. The extremely loud and harsh sound came on in waves – so loud at times that I was tempted to put my fingers in my ears as I walked through the park. 

Every morning there were several people in park; mostly, but not entirely, elderly people. They did various forms of exercise, played badminton, ping pong and other games, or just chatted with friends – and no one seemed to be bothered by the deafening sound of the cicadas. 
I stopped to watch a group of five adults playing jianzi – the Chinese equivalent of hacky sack.  In America the hacky sack is something like a small bean bag. The Chinese jianzi is a small stack of metal disks with holes in their centers, and it has three long feathers attached. Like the hacky sack, it’s batted back and forth using only feet and knees. The group invited me to join them. I wanted to, but I had to tell them, and the ping pong players a little later on, that I couldn’t because I’d just had surgery. With my finger I drew a long diagonal line across my abdomen to indicate the incision, then placed my hand over the spot and said, “Hai you yixie teng,” – “I still have some pain.” 

I watched a women lead a small group of women in the singing of a traditional song that was handwritten on a large newsprint-pad attached to a tree. The lyrics were in hanzi, and there were no staff bars and notes as in Western scores. Numbers and other symbols above the lyrics somehow indicated the pitch, the rhythm, and the duration of each note. They sang pretty well but not very loudly, and at one point the chorus of women was drowned out by the cicada chorus – and I was standing only a few feet away from them.
I continued walking through the park and stopped now and then to watch other activities: ping pong, mahjong, card games, tai chi, unusual personal exercise routines, (including thigh and butt slapping and walking backwards), gourd flute playing, dancing, and shouting – not by one person at another, but as an individual vocal exercise – and water shufa. 

I was fascinated by the four men doing shufa – calligraphy – on the large gray paving stones. They wrote from top to bottom, one character per paving stone, using long water brushes, which looked like a broom-handle with a large brush tip at the end. Water was fed constantly into the brush tip from a small plastic, barrel-shaped bottle located between the end of the handle and the brush tip. When they saw me admiring their work, one of the man handed me a water brush and told me to give it a try. Trying to imitate their free-flowing brush strokes, I wrote three characters: 陆文卓 – Lu Wenzhuo, my name. The men applauded and then the man took back his brush and showed me how to write my Chinese family name, Lu, using fantizi – traditional Chinese writing. I had only learned modern script. He quickly wrote Lu like this: 陸. 

One afternoon in the park I saw several older men catching cicadas. They used collapsible poles that could extend to a great length, allowing them to reach high into a tree. A stiff wire at the end of the pole went even higher. The men attached a blob of glue to the end of the wire. They peered up into the tree branches, and when they spotted the silhouette of a zhiliao they sent their pole and glue-tipped wire up into the tree and grabbed the large, noisy insect. They then collapsed the pole, pulled off the cicada, tore off its wings, and dropped it into a plastic bag attached to their belt. One man had a little cage made of bamboo. I’ve seen people bring their bird cages out of their homes on nice days, and on first glance I thought the man had brought his tiny black birds to the park for some fresh air. When I got closer I saw that they were all wingless cicadas, some piled thick on the bottom of the cage, all of them writhing.
One evening Li Peijia, Li Huanyu’s father, came home from work and changed into silk drawstring pants and a white tank top undershirt, as he always did. That evening we could all see several large, dark-red circles on his back and shoulders. During the day yesterday he had gotten a Chinese medicine treatment called ba guan, in which the interiors of glass jars are heated, and then placed on the patient’s skin. The heated air within the jar creates a vacuum, making the jars stick on like suction cups. After about 20 minutes they are pulled off. One of the circles on Li Peijia’s left shoulder had bright red burn blisters within the dark-red circle.
Li Peijia was a Beijing City government official. One time when Li Huanyu and I went out for a drive we had to stop by his dad’s office to drop off Li Peijia’s mobile phone that he’d left at home. A guard at the gate of the facility was asking Huanyu questions and having him sign something on a clipboard, when Li Peijia came out and approached the car. When the guard saw Li Peijia he saluted him and that was the end of the questions and the clipboard. Huanyu handed his dad the phone and we went on our way.
Chen Baiyi, Huanyu’s mother, was an accountant and a very good cook. She made a dish resembling mashed potatoes, but with eggplant and some kind of sprouts, that was delicious. Her pork short ribs were also very good. She was always very tolerant of my questions about Chinese words and grammar. I spent more time talking Chinese with her and Li Peijia, who both knew no English, than with Li Huanyu, who was delighted to have an American in his house to speak English with. 

Huanyu spent a lot of time away from home – either with his girlfriend, Chun Yu, or with other friends. He often came home late at night. During the day, when he was home, he watched TV, played video games, or slept. In other words, he didn’t turn out to be the Chinese tutor I was hoping he’d be. In fact, he rarely spoke Chinese to me. That had been my experience with most of the Chinese young people I’d met. Once they learned some English they were not really interested, nor did they have the patience, to speak Chinese – slowly, with lots of explaining – to a laowai. Even though there was a lot of room for improvement in Huanyu’s English – we could have, if he had wanted to, had a mutual tutoring exchange – he preferred take advantage of having a native English speaker in the house. I continued to correct his pronunciation, introduce new vocabulary, and play the role of in-house tutor. I was, after all, sleeping in his bed while he slept on the sofa, eating the food his mother cooked, and if he hadn’t invited me to come to Beijing I don’t know where I would have gone. 
One evening we all sitting in Huanyu’s living room, eating oranges and watching TV. We were watching the highlights of a soccer match played during the day between the Beijing team and the Dalian team. The news came on and announced that a riot had taken place in Ürümqi, Xinjiang Province. The video came on quickly, showing men hurling rocks into shop windows, torching a police car, police beating and shooting at protesters, people lying in pools of blood.
“Aiyou!” said Baiyi, distress on her face, placing one hand on her cheek and one on her stomach. I watched and listened, trying to understand all the names and places being mentioned. Huanyu translated bits and pieces for me. 

“Uyghur separatists… attacked Han Chinese… terrorists… Grand Bazaar and People’s Square… protesting Shaoguan incident… World Uyghur Congress… Rebiya Kadeer… cannot destroy ethnic harmony.”

“I don’t see much ethnic harmony,” said Huanyu. 

“I’ve seen enough,” said Baiyi. She pointed the remote control at the TV and changed the channel to an historical drama about the Chinese Civil War.
“Why are the Uyghurs so angry?” I asked. 

“It’s their nature, part of their culture,” said Peijia. “All Uyghur men carry knives and are prone to violence.” 

“I think it’s more historical than racial,” I said, with Huanyu translating for me. “I read that they want their own country. Years ago, Stalin filled their heads with propaganda. Now they don’t want Xinjiang to be part of China.” 

“I don’t think all Uyghurs are bad,” said Baiyi. “That report said some helped the Han Chinese who had been attacked. There are just some extremists.”

“I think they feel that Xinjiang isn’t their homeland anymore,” said Huanyu. 

“Xinjiang is part of China,” said Peijia. “China is their homeland.”

~~~

One day Huanyu and I drove to another part of town and visited his uncle, Li Zhengbo, his father’s younger brother. They talked, I listened and watched a rerun of an NBA playoff game. Soon I grew tired and so I took a nap on Li Zhengbo’s bed. Both the bed and the pillow had on them hard covers made of bamboo slats. 

Before we went to lunch I went to the bathroom. Li Zhengbo worked for a cigarette company in Beijing. His medicine cabinet above the sink had glass doors, and so I could see that he was using the cabinet for something like a trophy cabinet, but instead of trophies there were packs of cigarettes, several different brands, all lined up in neat rows. It reminded me of Li Peijia’s tall wooden display cabinets, two of them on either side of the TV in the Li living room. Each of the three shelves had unopened liquor bottles – 17 bottles is all – including 4 tiny airplane bottles. I was pretty sure they were all bai jiu – white grain alcohol. In the back corner of the bottom shelf were two silver Budweiser cans.

My visa was due to expire on July 29th. I had only a week and a half, and I still didn’t have a teaching job lined up for the fall semester, and at that point I wasn’t sure if there was enough time for me to get my visa renewed – after getting a job offer, signing a contract, etc. – before the 29th, when I’d have to leave the country. So I starting envisioning the steps I would need to take to execute Plan B: return to America. I’d brought three suitcases with me from Wuxi to Beijing, but if I returned to the U.S. I would ask Huanyu if I could leave one suitcase with some things in it in his house. I could then return to Beijing when I returned to China, and carry on from where I left off.  

On a morning in late July the moon took a bite out of the sun. I saw clearly the piece missing as I walked to catch a bus to the Beijing United Family Hospital in Chaoyang, an international hospital with English-speaking doctors and staff. On the eve of my departure from America there was a full moon. That morning in Beijing I didn’t see the moon but saw its shadow and felt its presence. I felt as if I’d been walking in the moon’s shadow since I’d been in China – perhaps even all my life.
It was looking like I might have to leave China. My visa was set to expire in a week and I still hadn’t found a job. One Friday I had an interview with a good school: Beihang University. Being an honest person, I indicated on their application that I’d had a kidney disease, but I gave no details. I figured that the school could find out anyway by calling Lambton College in Wuxi. 

One afternoon I saw Dr. Zhu, a urologist at the hospital, for my first post-surgery follow-up visit. He ordered some blood tests, a chest X-ray, and a sonogram, and I made and appointment to meet with him in a week to discuss the results. Based on his examination and review of the surgery and pathology reports, Dr. Zhu considered me “cured” and in need of no further treatment. 

I told him about my wish to stay in China and find a new teaching job, and about my interview with Beihang U. The doctor said it was one of the best schools in Beijing, and he wrote out a Medical Certificate that stated my diagnosis, renal cell carcinoma, my treatment, nephrectomy, and my prognosis, good. He wrote that I was fit to resume teaching. 

Beihang U. had called me earlier in the day and asked me to give them more detailed information about my “kidney disease”. The next morning I sent them a brief explanation – the tumor and the surgery. I also sent them Dr. Zhu’s letter. I then took a bus and a subway to Tiananmen Square. I walked around, took some pictures – Mao’s giant portrait above Tiananmen Gate, the Great Hall of the People on the west side of the square, the Monument to the People's Heroes, the Chairman Mao Memorial Hall, where I could have gone in to see Mao’s preserved body, but I decided not to. Outside Mao’s Mausoleum I chatted with a couple of students from Qingdao. I asked them what they thought of Chairman Mao. They both smiled nervously. 

“We know he made mistakes,” said one of them eventually. 
“I high school we had to listen to the speech he made on National Day,” said the other. “My friends and I liked to imitate him and laugh at his Hunan accent.”

I then walked north on Beichang Street, on the east side of Gugong, (the Imperial Palace), and had lunch at a small shop before I reached Beihai Park. By then I was too tired, it was too hot, and there was a crowd at the south gate, so I decided not to go into the Park. Instead I bargained with man on an electric motorbike for a tour of the hutongs north of Gugong. He wanted 100 yuan for an hour. I said no thanks and started to walk away. He then said he’d give me an hour for 50 yuan, so I said “Hao,” and I climbed onto the small bench seat behind him. We wound are way through narrow streets, past the Drum Tower and the Bell Tower, and he finally dropped me off at the Lama Temple near the Second Ring Road. It wasn’t a full hour tour, but I paid him anyway. 

At some point on my way home, on the subway or the bus ride, I received a curt text message from the woman at Beihang U. It had been only a few hours since I’d sent them information about my recent health problem. Despite their strong interest in me and a good interview, they said, without giving a reason why, that they were not going to hire me. I felt depressed that evening, and resigned myself to the idea of having to return to America. I emailed family and friends to give them a heads-up. 

One day, while sitting in waiting room at the Beijing United Family Hospital, while I was sipping a cup of coffee and eating a scone that was as hard as a hockey puck, I chatted with an American woman from Chicago who had just arrived in Beijing with her husband. They both had good jobs lined up. With the woman was a young Chinese woman hired as her assistant and translator, and after the hospital they were planning to go look at apartments. She was excited about being in Beijing. The American didn’t speak a word of Chinese. I found myself envying her – that she was doing all this with a spouse and a translator, that all seemed to be settled and seemed to be going smoothly for them. I also felt like lifting my shirt and showing her my scar, and reminding her that at times things just happen, whether you’re happy or sad, positive or negative, and whether things are going smoothly or not. Sometimes things just happen, regardless of how you’re feeling, your outlook on life, and your job and money situation. I just felt like reminding her of that. They called her named and she left to have her checkup. I wished her good luck. 
I had lunch one day with Huanyu and Chun Yu at a restaurant in the shadow of the Gulou, the Drum Tower. After lunch I left them and headed out on foot. I ended up going for a long walk around Houhai and Qianhai, (Hou Lake and Qian Lake), two small, connected lakes just north of Beihai Park. I loved seeing the lotus plants covering the water at several places near the shore. I took pictures of the main entrance of a traditional siheyuan – a house with four sides and central courtyard – of the pretty Yinding (Silver Ingot) Bridge that separates Houhai and Qianhai, and of the tall bronze statue of the Taoist monk Zhang Sanfang, believed to be the founder of tai chi. As I was headed home a hard rainstorm came through. I got caught in it while changing buses at Dongzhimen and I got drenched.
The following day Huanyu dropped me off at the Olympic Park. I walked around and took pictures of the Bird’s Nest, the Water Cube and the tower of the Pangu Hotel, which was designed to resemble the Olympic torch. I then took a subway to Solana Lifestyle Shopping Park, a new, open-air mall on the Northwest corner of Chaoyang Park, not far from Huanyu’s home. The Chinese name is Lanse Gangwan – Blue Harbor. On the subway I talked with four young travelers from North Africa – two from Tunisia and two from Morocco. They spoke Arabic, French, and English. They got off before I had a chance to ask them if any of them spoke Chinese as well. 

At Solana there were a lot of upscale, Western brand name shops, Italian Restaurants, a vegetarian restaurant, a Starbucks, a Cold Stone ice cream shop, and a supermarket. After I hand lunch I went to the cinema and saw the latest Harry Potter movie: “Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince,” in English with Chinese subtitles. In front of me sat a couple speaking French to one another: he was a Westerner, she Chinese. 

That evening I was home alone. My dinner was a ham and Swiss sandwich and a peach. I used Huanyu’s computer to continue searching for a job. A couple of Li Peijia’s workmates had come over earlier and they’d all gone out to dinner. The men had smoked up a storm, so I opened all the windows after they left so that I could breathe. 

The next morning Chen Baiyi, following my instructions, made a ham sandwich for Li Peijia for breakfast. I told her that in America we usually eat sandwiches for lunch. I watched Li Peijia regard the sandwich, which he’d never eaten before, with curiosity, and then use chopsticks to pick it up and eat it. 
My eating habits, especially what I ate for breakfast – usually a bowl of cereal with some banana, yogurt, and milk – were a great source of fascination and amusement to Huanyu, his family, and Chun Yu. Huanyu frequently reported to his parents and Chun Yu about interesting foods and food combinations he witnessed me eat. Also, they all didn’t mind in the least talking about me while I was present and listening.
One evening Huanyu and his dad drank a small bottle of baijiu with dinner. Li Peijia offered me some and I told him that I didn’t drink. I think Huanyu didn’t think his dad would understand or accept the idea of “don’t drink”, so he explained to Li Peijia that I wasn’t supposed to drink or smoke because of the surgery. Living with the Li family, living in China, was practically being a smoker. Li Peijia smoked nonstop, while sitting in his favorite chair in the living room, while the rest of us were on the sofa. Whether the windows were open or not, whether the air conditioner was on or not, we’d all watch TV in the evening and smoke firsthand or secondhand smoke. TIC, (This is China). 
“TIC” is what we foreigners would often say to each other when you see something bizarre. For example, when you see a woman letting her kid pee in public. Babies don't wear diapers, and their pants are split open in the crotch, allowing for a quick leak. A woman next to me let her child do it on the bus once – I had to move my foot away from the puddle. Or if you wake up in the morning, open your windows, enjoy a moment listening to the birds, and then hear a loud throat-clearing sound as a man in the courtyard below prepares to hack up a big blob of phlegm. TIC.
On July 28th I went with Han Jing – Alice is her English name, same as my mother – to the government office that issues visas. Mine was due to expire the next day, and Han Jing made great efforts to obtain a new one for me, as well as a Foreign Expert’s Certificate, which would allow me to work in China. Han Jing worked in the Foreign Affairs Office of BIPT – Beijing Institute of Petroleum Technology. I had signed a contract with the school for a part time job: teaching English 12 hours per week for 4500 RMB per month. BIPT was going to employ 5 foreign language teachers for the fall semester, Alice already had four lined up, and she was about to go on vacation, so she was highly motivated to get me onboard.
Han Jing thought we could get both the visa and the FEC the next day, the 29th, which meant that I would not have to leave China, nor pay a 500 yuan per day fee in order to stay with an expired visa. She told me that as soon as I had the two documents I could move into the apartment the school provided for its foreign teachers. The day before she had called me while I was waiting for a bus. She asked me if I’d been given by my previous school a registration form related to the FEC; she thought it was standard issue. I told her that I had not; Lambton college, the government officials in Wuxi, whomever, never gave me that form. Han Jing said, “Mei guanxi” – “No problem.”
She also asked me for my health certificate. I told her that the only health certificate I had was from my U.S. doctor dated October 2008 – before I came to China. When she asked me if Lambton College had taken me for a health exam when I arrived in China in February, I started to sweat. I replied that they had not, which was true. I did not tell her that I’d gone for an exam in June and failed it because of large tumor inside my right kidney. I answered what she asked me. Again she said “Mei guanxi.” It’s really hard sometimes to tell with the Chinese if “No problem” really means “No problem”. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I sensed “problem.” All she had to do was to call Lambton College to learn more.
Two years later, as I was meeting with Han Jing just before leaving BIPT to move on to a new university, I decided to come clean with her. I told her about my surgery, the incident at Jiangnan University, and how I kept all that information from her when she had hired me. By then we’d developed a very good working relationship and warm friendship as well. Her response: “Mei guanxi!” I wish that, throughout my life, I’d always had such understanding and supportive people like Han Jing to work for. 

~~~

It was August 8th, a Friday. Han Jing had done the near impossible for me and gotten my visa and Foreign Expert’s Certificate on July 29th, the day my previous visa expired. I had moved into my cozy little apartment in the teachers’ building on campus at BIPT. In a few weeks I would start teaching. I was doing tai chi again. The night before there had beeb a full moon, just like the one that inspired me one summer ago, and just like the one on the night before I came to China. It’s nice that there are a few things like the moon that seem to never change. 
That morning I had my windows open to let in the relatively cool morning air, though even at that hour it was warm and humid in Beijing. Mr. Gong, with a cigarette in one hand and a bowl of hot brown broth in the other, had come by earlier. The sweet ginger broth tasted good. Mr. Gong’s wife, who we called Ayi (auntie), made it for me when she heard that I had a cold. Mr. Gong took care of the building and us, the foreign teachers, and we called him Gong shifu – Master Gong. He took me to the window and pointed to the bike that I’d bought the day before, and pointed out to me that there was now a second lock on it – he wanted to make sure no one stole it. It never got stolen – I had that same bike for the rest of the time I was in China. 

While he was in my apartment Mr. Gong noticed the U.S. fifty cent piece on my desk and got excited because it was the one American coin he was missing in his foreign currency collection. I’d had it for a long time, and I had no idea why I brought it to China. I gave it to Mr. Gong – maybe that’s why I had brought it. Before he left, Mr. Gong looked around my room and said, “Ni hen ganjing!” – “You’re very clean!” I do tend to be a little neat and organized. Those days it felt even more important to keep my place neat and clean – as if by doing I could prevent a return of the chaos.
From the window of my 3rd floor room I looked down upon a courtyard that contained a bed of roses, a vine-roofed arbor, some pink and blue exercise equipment, a few trees, and the paved open space where I did tai chi. One morning out on the courtyard Mr. Zhang, a school administrator, greeted me and welcomed me to BIPT. Mr. Zhang, I learned, was a retired general in his late seventies, but with his black hair and unwrinkled face I would have guessed much younger. He was originally from Harbin in Heilongjiang, China’s northernmost province, and he didn’t like Beijing’s humidity. When I told I’d come from Jiangsu Wuxi, where it was now hotter and more humid than Beijing, he decided I was lucky. I told him, “Yes, I’m lucky to be here.”
In the arbor below a small group of children were getting an English lesson. I'm not sure who the teacher was – Chinese or one of the foreign teachers. The school employed only five foreign teachers. Besides me there was Elliot and Sophia, a brother and a sister from Great Britain, and there was Clement and Jane, a couple from Cameroon, Africa. There was a sixth foreigner, but she wasn’t a teacher: Meagan – Clement and Jane’s 1-month old daughter. She was zhen ke’ai! – way cute!, and drew many glances when Jane took her out in her stroller. 
At the end of August Clement and Jane invited me to go with them to Beihai Park. The Nine-Dragon Wall with its nine twisting dragons made of blue and gold tile, is an amazing work of art. But it’s one of several interesting sights in Behai, including the Five-Dragon Pavilions, (especially the ceilings inside the pavilions), and the Bai Ta – White Pagoda – on Qionghua Island.

The kids in the courtyard below were enthusiastic about learning English; they shouted the words and phrases. Periodically the shrill cicadas in the trees hit a crescendo and drowned out the little voices. About every ten minutes the din of the cicadas was in turn drowned out by the thunder of six military helicopters that had been circling low that morning. I ran to the window the first few times to watch them fly over in a beautiful, tight formation, and I envied the crew members.
And there was the flute player below me. I don’t know who he or she was but she was very good. She played a bamboo flute and the music was some lovely traditional Chinese melody. She practiced every morning, and I looked forward to opening my windows in the morning. 

BIPT was in the Daxing District, a south suburb of Beijing. Several buses connected with downtown Beijing, and during the time I lived there the #4 subway line was opened. It was called a “rural” district – China style rural, with tall buildings and fields intermixed. But Daxing was also very traditional: narrow tree-lined streets with small stores and sidewalk vendors selling fruits, vegetables, and barbecued kabobs. Daxing’s claim to fame was watermelons – the Watermelon Festival is held every May – and I was told that in a few years Daxing would also be the location of Beijing’s second airport. There were a few large supermarkets with everything from apples to MP3 players, but they were all distinctly Chinese stores: no mustard, frozen pizza, cheese, or dental floss. I had seen no other Westerners in my neighborhood. In the Chaoyang District of Beijing, where I stayed with Li Huanyu and his family, I often saw Westerners shopping or emerging from their apartments. 
Despite the shouting children, the cicadas and the helicopters, Daxing was a quiet place. I liked that. I also liked the teaching schedule I would have starting in September: 12 periods per week, two days per week, four courses. Han Jing apologized to me for the hours and the low pay. But I told her it was perfect. For a year I would have time to prepare lessons, study Chinese, write and maybe do some painting, stay in touch with family and friends, explore Beijing, and do a little traveling. I didn’t tell her that it was also a good schedule for someone still recovering from major surgery.
I wrote a lot in the preceding pages about my strange and stressful dealings with Lambton College in Wuxi, (a bad experience), and about my first ever surgery in a hospital where few people spoke English, (a challenging but overall good experience). “Huang He ru hai liu” – “Yellow River flows into the sea.” (From the Poem Deng Guan Que Lou.” Looking down on the courtyard, hearing the kids and the cicadas, listening to the beautiful flute music, I felt like I wanted to let all my worries, fear, pain, and anger flow downstream. I knew I would never forget what happened – I had a Frankenstein’s monster scar to remind me. But I was trying to focus on all the caring friends that had helped me: people like Lisa, Petrel, and Xiao Cui, who had taken so much of their time and had taken risks; Li Huanyu who drove me around Beijing and slept on the sofa for three weeks; and family and friends who sent me loving thoughts.  
I was also trying to discern whatever lessons I could learn from what happened. If I couldn’t figure out what those lessons were, (I think I’m better at writing English lessons than at drawing lessons from experience), I figured that I would at least have these two gifts: a new contract with a school, and a new lease on life. That little “c” word the doctor used a couple of weeks earlier – “cured” – made past hurts and current problems seem less important.  
Add fireworks to the list of sounds! Like the booming thunder of Saturday’s storm. I think Mr. Zhang was right: I am lucky. Lucky to be in Beijing rather than Wuxi, to be alive, to have lost only a kidney, a watch, and a few kilograms, to have dear friends and family, to have shouting children in the courtyard below, to have screaming cicadas in the treetops, helicopters buzzing the rooftops, with fireworks providing the rhythm. And I’m lucky to have the flute player below and beautiful music floating up, lifting me up. 

(I know: even the moon changes.)

~~~

Chapter 9 – Simple Gifts
On weekday mornings, a little before 7:00, the campus radio station began its morning broadcast with the song “Simple Gifts” – a solo flute version. Even with my windows closed, the loudspeakers throughout the campus allowed me to hear the pleasant tune. I usually stopped whatever I was doing and listened. Written in 1848 by the Shaker, Elder Joseph Brackett, this traditional American song seemed to me an odd choice for starting the day at a Chinese university. I wondered if anyone there knew the lyrics:
'Tis the gift to be simple, 'tis the gift to be free, 

'Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be, 

And when we find ourselves in the place just right, 

'Twill be in the valley of love and delight. 

When true simplicity is gain'd, 

To bow and to bend we shan't be asham'd, 

To turn, turn will be our delight, 

Till by turning, turning we come round right.

An ironic choice of music, played on campus over loudspeakers every morning to wake the students and the university workers. They workers lived near my building, in very simple housing compared to my apartment, which they must have thought was a luxury suite. One evening, through an open door of their narrow, one-story brick building, I saw a small room with four bunk-beds. The workers were outside using colorful plastic tubs of water, (probably cold), to wash after a day’s work. As so many people here do, they stared at me as I walked past. I wanted to take their picture, but I didn’t. And I really wanted to know what they think of their lot, their lives. I figured that when my Chinese was better I might ask them. I wanted to get to know them, and maybe the staring would become a greeting instead.
To be simple, to be free. The workers and my students, in modern China, did not enjoy much freedom. I contemplated trying to find out what my students thought about those lyrics. During the fall semester 2009 at BIPT, I often played songs in my English Listening class and had my students fill in the blanks on a page of lyrics, and we then discussed the meaning of the song. I used Simon and Garfunkel’s “America”, “You Gotta Be” by Des'ree, and John Lennon’s “Beautiful Boy.”
In October China celebrated an important holiday. October 1st was National Day, and in 2009 it was the 60th anniversary of the founding of Communist China. That morning I watched the military parade on CCTV 9. The precision was fascinating: tanks, artillery trucks, and marching soldiers perfectly aligned and instep. At one point I saw a journalist holding his big, foam-covered microphone low, so that the TV audience could experience the sharp slapping sound of boots against the pavement. The soldiers moving in lockstep, heads all turned at a precise 45° angle, reminded me of a centipede, each soldier’s leg and arm movements controlled by a central “brain”. It was very impressive. I wonder why the U.S. doesn’t put on an elaborate 4th of July military parade once in a while.
Chairman Hu Jintao reviewed the troops as he stood up in a limousine that rode past the soldiers and vehicles lined up along Chang’an Avenue. It was stirring to hear him shout to the assembled troops: “Tongzhimen hao! ” – “Greetings, comrades!”, and to hear the shouted response from the troops: “Shouzhang hao!” – “Greetings, senior official!” Followed by:
Hu Jintao: “Tongzhimen xinku le!” – “Comrades have workded hard!”

Troops: “Wei renmin fuwu!” – “To serve the people!”
I wish I could have been there, but we laowai weren’t allowed. But I was able to get a glimpse of some of the jets and helicopters. After flying over Tiananmen some of them flew over Daxing, and right over my building. For a few minutes I ran back and forth between the TV and my open window.
I taught on Tuesday and Wednesday only, and I had approximately 120 students in my four courses. Many of them have the same surname: Li, Wang, Zhang, Liu, etc. 85% of the population in China shares the 100 most common surnames, and those 100 are only 5% of all the Chinese surnames that exist.  
It would be easy to be critical of all this: the campus workers living in their “simple gift” hovels, the precision marching centipedes, and all the Li’s and Wang’s that fill my classroom. It would be easy to conclude that in China ‘tis rare to be an individual, ‘tis impossible to be free. But I think that view of modern China, of the modern Chinese person, is inaccurate; it’s a view that masks something not so apparent about the Chinese people. A simple “American Individualism vs. Chinese Collectivism” is just that: simple. My experience teaching Chinese university students taught me that inside those nervous, guarded facades dwelt real, thinking, feeling, spontaneous, creative individuals. The trouble was that by the time they reached university the critical thinking and creativity had been either not encouraged or repressed by the education system. 

On a typical day I would get up at 6:30, whether I had classes that day or not. For breakfast I would sometimes have a bowl of ba bao zhou–eight-treasure porridge. The “treasures” included tiny bits of rice, corn, red beans, lotus seeds, red dates, raisins, and sugar – I just added boiling water. I sliced half a banana into it, and enjoyed it along with a cup of tea. While I ate I would read or xie hanzi – write Chinese characters.
On Tuesdays my Oral English class did dialogues. Two or three students at a time did a short skit, using 2 or 3 language functions: expressing opinions, interrupting someone, stating your intention to do something, making suggestions and/or giving advice, etc. One pair of students, including Sam, (who liked to use a British accent), and Alice, were especially convincing – I could envision them, as they said they were, walking to the library, bracing themselves against the cold, discussing a problem – Sam’s messy roommates – and Alice giving him advice. Other students tended to giggle their way through the skits, but as long as they used the key words and phrases correctly I give them credit.
My Public Speaking Class should probably have had the subtitle: “… and Student Ethics.” My students, non-English majors, had other, more important courses and homework. So my class always got lowest priority, and consequently their speeches often showed little or no preparation. Sometimes their speeches were not their speeches at all. One day, shortly after a student had started his PowerPoint presentation, I realized that I’d seen/heard it before – in my spring semester Public Speaking class at a different university. I reminded everyone that the class was about writing original speeches as well as giving speeches. I eventually learned that PowerPoint was a problem – the students often dropped the text of their speech into their presentation and then read it: staring at the computer screen, making little eye-contact with the audience. I allowed them to use PPT for only one speech; the rest of their speeches had to be just that: speeches rather than slide shows. We listened to Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address for an examples. (There’s a good MP3 of the later available online, read by the actor Jeff Daniels.)
One day my Listening Skills class got locked out of our classroom for 20 minutes, and we had to wait for someone to take a break from their noontime siesta and come with a key. So we did tai chi in the hallway to pass the time. I should say: the boys and I did tai chi while the girls watched, giggled, and tried to name the postures. Many of them had learned a little tai chi in a PE class.
On my long weekends I often went sightseeing with a student of mine named Johnny Potter, who named himself after the famous boy wizard. Though Yihheyuan – the Summer Palace – was crowded, it was a clear day with blue skies when we went there – yes, in 2009 Beijing still had blue skies. From Longevity Hill we could see blue Kunming Lake dotted with paddle boats. The bright white of the Seventeen-Arch Bridge was contrasted by the green lotus plants that filled corner of the lake, and the dark green willows all around the lake. 

 Shortly after National Day I went to see the parade floats on display at Tiananmen Square. Of the many times I've been to Tiananmen Square, that day was the most crowded. I also took a subway up to Forest Park, just north of Olympic Park. There were a lot of people on that sunny day, but it’s a big park so it didn’t feel too crowded. 

In Xiangshan Gongyuan – Fragrant Hills Park – at the end of October, it was the first really cold day, yet the park was still packed with people there to see the fall colors. The leaves on the maples and smoke trees were already bright red, orange, and yellow. Mixed with the green pines and cypresses, it was a pretty sight. Johnny Potter and I hiked up to the summit and rode a cable car down. We both bought the photo they take of you, smiling and waving, (and in this case, freezing), as you come down the mountain. Just outside of the park I also bought a hulusi – a cucurbit flute made from a bottle gourd and bamboo pipes. I was hoping to learn how to play it, but I haven’t yet.
Speaking of simple gifts: on November 1st, the day after I went to Fragrant Hills Park, it snowed in Beijing. I was told it was unusual for it to snow so early and so much. It was a quiet, slow, wet snow that piled up on bicycle seats and evergreen branches, bent the bamboo and young gingko trees, and enfolded red roses still on the vine within thick white quilts. Despite waking up that morning with a sore throat, I went outside after lunch and took some photos.  
Speaking of quilts: toward the end of October I’d started spending more time under my thick white quilt. The heat, controlled by the government, had not yet been turned on n Beijing – in all of Northern China – despite freezing temperatures at night. I was still able to heat my bedroom somewhat with the air-conditioning unit. The unit was on the wall close to the ceiling, and when I turned it on, closed my bedroom door and waited a while, I could then stand on a chair and warm my head. If I had known how to do a handstand I could have warmed my feet, too. At times I turned on a gas burner to warm my hands and heat up the kitchen. The only hot water in the apartment was in the shower. I washed my hands, dishes, and clothes in cold water.
After class Johnny and I often headed to the cafeteria for lunch, frequently joined by Python, who took his name from the British Monty Python comedy group. On weekdays I could eat lunch on the third floor, at the faculty all-you-can eat buffet, for only 5 yuan. Johnny and some colleagues of mine were my Chinese tutors. There were Chinese language classes taught to the international students, most of them from Kazakhstan. At the beginning of the semester I attended both of the two classes offered: one was too advanced for me, the other too basic. So I took Mark Twain’s advice: “Don’t let school get in the way of your education,” and I quit going to the classes. After that I just studied on my own and with my tutors. When you live in China there’s a classroom everywhere and everyone’s your teacher.
Most evenings I watched TV to practice my Chinese listening skills. One night I watched a figure skating competition taking place in Japan. I always tense up and hold my breath when they do those jumps. They leap up, spinning and turning in the air, and then trust in themselves to land on a single thin metal blade. Who invented this crazy sport?
To turn, turn will be our delight, 

Till by turning, turning we come round right.

As I watched the skaters I was thinking that one of my favorite songs – “Tian Lu” – “Heaven’s Road,” by Han Hong, one of China’s most famous singer/song writers – might be good for use in a figure skating program. Han Hong specializes in Chinese folk music, and many of her songs are about her Tibetan homeland. I read that when Han Hong was starting her singing career no one appreciated her or helped her, so she now spends time giving a helping hand to talented new singers. 

On December 8th I listened to a lot of Beatles music, because it was the anniversary of the death of John Lennon. Lennon wrote “Beautiful Boy” for his son, Sean. In my English Listening class I showed them photos of Lennon, Sean, and Yoko. I told them about the interesting coincidence of both John and Sean Lennon having the same birthday: October 9th – a wonderful gift for Lennon. Then I asked my class if they knew another “famous” person born on that day. No one knew, of course, so I clicked and up popped the next slide: a picture of me, hiking at Fragrant Hills Park. I enjoyed making them laugh.
Before you cross the street, 

Take my hand, 

Life is what happens to you, 

While you’re busy making other plans.

I think that at times in our lives we all need to take someone’s hand, as “life happens” to us and we head off on unfamiliar roads. Sometimes it’s hard to recognize the help being offered. At times what at first appears to be a helping hand turns out to be someone wanting something, or maybe wanting to cheat you. I put this question – about the sincerity of Chinese interpersonal relationships – to one of my classes as a debate topic: “A Chinese friend of mine once told me that after high school Chinese people don’t make genuine, simple friendships; but rather they make connections based on guanxi, and calculations of personal cost and profit. Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons and examples.”
Some students agreed, some disagreed, and we had a lively debate. I’d lived in China for nearly a year, and during that time I’d had experiences that support the idea and many that refute it. For me the jury is still out. Maybe no friendship is pure and simple.
In November I met a Chinese woman at bookstore; we were both in the English language book section. We talked about books, went to a nearby Starbuck’s and had coffee, and ended up going on some dates in the following weeks. She even invited me to take the train with her and her 10-year old daughter to Tianjin, to visit a cousin, whose wife just had a baby. She was a very smart and attractive woman – a figure skater and a skating coach who spoke Chinese, Japanese, and was learning English – a few (16) years younger than me, her daughter was cute and her relatives friendly. She said things and acted – in the backseat of a car while returning from Tianjin – like she wanted to be my girlfriend. I sort of kind of fell a little bit in love with her, and I let myself have visions of the future with her. 
All of this happened in the month before she took the IELTS test – an English proficiency test required for immigration to England and Canada. Her older sister and parents lived in Toronto, and she wanted to join them. Only a few days after the test – a week before Christmas – she emailed me saying that she’d met someone else. At first I thought, well that happens, my bad luck. She asked me if I wanted to be just friends, but I declined, because my heart was sort of kind of a little broken, and I wished her good luck and happiness.
A few days later I talked with Mr. Gong about the incident and he said in his blunt way, "Ta yong le ni" – "She used you." – to practice her English with a Westerner before taking the test. It’s possible he was right, but also possible he was wrong and she was telling the truth – she was just checking out more than one guy at the same time and simply chose the other guy. I’ll never know.  Either way, I decided to call it a learning experience and move on.
Guanxi, which translates as “relationship,” has a richer and somewhat dubious meaning in China than that benign English word denotes. In China, guanxi permeates and colors all interpersonal relationships. But it's not black and white: either guanxi friendships or non-guanxi friendships. Most often it's a blend of the two. I think the Chinese don't see guanxi as being insincere, because it's fairly transparent. I would say most of my interactions and friendships tended more to the sincere, non-guanxi side of the scale. However, I did encounter people here who had have no qualms about using other people, especially Westerners, to get what they wanted. Like, perhaps, my skater friend. 
Han Jing’s role at BIPT was to take care of the foreign teachers. Every Chinese university has one or two bilingual people who do this. Han Jing did a little more though: the other teachers told me that I could/should talk to her if I had any problems, even if it was not just a leaking faucet. So, at times, Han Jing was our coach, counselor, and mother, too. 

“Friendships are valuable, even if they don’t last long,” she said to me, after I told her about my skater friend. 

She elaborated that I should welcome the opportunity to give love, to feel love for another person, even if I don’t receive it in return. We exercise our bodies to stay healthy, and sometimes we ache afterwards. I think she meant that to feel love, to give love, is a way to exercise our hearts. Something like that. It was perhaps a bit too masochistically Christian for me, but I still liked the idea. Anyway, to at least know that I could still do that – feel love for someone – was a good thing.
A couple of days before Christmas I was feeling a little sad. It would be my first Christmas outside of the U.S., and also three of my four classes had ended. After teaching two semesters in China I found that I tended to get attached to my students, and a part of me wanted to just keep on meeting with them – even the ones who slept in the back of the room – and especially the ones that really wanted to learn. 

That day my English Listening class gave me a Christmas present: a heart-shaped box with 20 small envelopes in it, each containing a little card with a short message. Heartfelt messages, in Chinese and English, thanking me for being their teacher. I tucked them all onto my little Christmas tree and took a picture. Next week I’ll tell them that Santa visited me and gave me lots of gifts.
Then we started the day’s lesson by listening to Nat King Cole’s “Nature Boy,” and I had them fill in some missing words on the lyrics. 

The greatest thing 

You'll ever learn 

Is just to love 

And be loved 

In return

At that time I couldn’t think of a job I’d rather be doing. I still feel that way about teaching. What could be better than having the opportunity to give out love and have it reflected back to me? Teaching is a great way to make a living.  

~~~
Chapter 10 – Spring

In January 2010 I explored Dazhalan, a hutong area south of Tiananmen. Starting in 2008, lot of the old hutongs – alleys, lanes – had been torn down and replaced by wide avenues and modern buildings. Michael Meyer wrote a fascinating book – The Last Days of Old Beijing: Life in the Vanishing Backstreets of a City Transformed – about the disappearance of Beijing hutongs and old architecture. In Dazhalan I came upon a tea shop called Alice Tea House. I took a picture of the proprietor, holding her cat, standing in front of her shop, and I sent the photo to my mom, who is named Alice.
In Dazhalan I also saw an unusual sign of the door of a massage parlor. Above the Chinese characters were the English words: “Head, Pedal, Back, Body Massage.” I assumed it was a place where you could either get a foot massage, or where they would massage your bicycle as well as your body. 

In February I celebrated my first Chunjie, Spring Festival, in China, and I also made a trip up to Harbin, Heilongjiang Province. In 2010 Spring Festival started on February 14th, the first day of the Chinese Lunar New Year, and ended 15 days later on Yuanxiaojie, the Lantern Festival. By coincidence, one of my students from the last semester was named Jiang Chunmei. Chun means “spring” and mei means “younger sister.” She chose Spring for her English name. Starting in January Chunmei and I met once a week for language exchange. One night after our lesson she showed me how to steam zishu – purple sweet potato – and admonished me to not eat fangbian mian – instant noodles – too often. 

On a sunny day in March I went to Yonghe Gong – the Lama Temple. The complex was built in the Qing Dynasty in 1694 as the residence of Prince Yong, and converted into a Tibetan lamasery in 1744. The many halls are filled with colorful statues of the Buddha in his myriad manifestations – Amitabha Buddha, Maitreya Buddha – the laughing, fat-belly Buddha – and a host of Bodhisattvas and Arhats. I especially like the surreal blue-faced and many-armed Buddhas. In one building the Buddha was flanked by statues of luohan, arhats – those freed from the cycle of rebirth.
At the many outdoor altars within the temple complex, I watched people burn sticks of incense, bow rapidly, and then throw the slightly burned sticks into a huge cauldron of smoke and ashes. I’d come to see the statues and the architecture, and for another reason less clear to me. I’m not religious – not in a frankincense and myrrh way. But now and then I feel an urge, like the speaker in Philip Larkin’s poem “Church Going”, to visit a holy place.  
For, though I've no idea 

What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth, 

It pleases me to stand in silence here

(http://www.artofeurope.com/larkin/lar5.htm)

I think it’s interesting that the Chinese word for poetry–shi, 诗–contains the word for temple: si, 寺. 

I don’t know how to be authentically holy, and doubt plus science keep me from praying with sincerity. Nevertheless, at times I gravitate to sacred places – maybe just to be near those who do know how, or to catch a whiff of some numinous energy. Perhaps I was thinking I might find some way to ask an accoutred frowsty deity to help Jiang Chunmei’s father, and help Chunmei.  
His name was Jiang Jinlong, and I had seen him the previous Saturday. Chunmei told me that her father had been in an ear-nose-and-throat hospital for a month, and would be there for at least another month. So one day we took three or four, (I lost count), buses, from our school to the hospital, to pay him a visit. 
Even though he couldn’t talk we had a nice chat: he wrote with a pen on a small notepad, Chunmei read to me, and I replied. Chunmei told me that he’d probably never speak normally again because of the surgery to remove his throat cancer. He’d been a lifelong smoker. I told him his daughter was a hardworking student and that her English was good and was improving rapidly. Jiang Jinlong was pleased to hear it. Chunmei’s mother stayed at home because her health was also not good. When she was not in class or at the hospital, Chunmei was at home, in a village outside of Huairou, (north of Beijing City), helping her mother. She told me she wanted to learn English so that she could have a better chance of getting a good job with a good salary, because she wanted to help her family. 
I also enjoyed meeting and chatting with Wang Wenhua – one of Jiang Jinlong’s hospital roommates – also not able to speak. They told me that Mr. Wang was a famous shufajia – calligrapher – and that people paid large sums of money for his works. He gave me a short lesson and remarked that my characters looked like a child’s handwriting. I laughed and told him that learning a new language makes me feel like a child. He invited me to his home in Tongzhou to study calligraphy and do tai chi with him – he was also a tai chi master. 
~~~

In February I had taken a train up to Harbin, Heilongjiang Province. One morning, in a park beside the river, I stopped to watch a couple of men doing tai chi. It was sunny and freezing that morning, typical Harbin winter weather. One of the men was whipping a tai chi sword around and the other was giving instructions. They wanted me to have a try with the sword. I told them I didn’t know how to use it, so I did a set of Yang style 24 – not easy while wearing a thick coat, jeans, long underwear, and Rockports. The teacher gave me some tips, then the other man gave me another tip: “Go inside, it’s freezing!” “Hao zhuyi!” I replied – “Good idea!” 

One morning in Harbin I discovered an interesting place to have a cup of Meishi – American style – coffee: the US Bucks Bar on Zhongyang Avenue, a walking street in the Daoli District. At the US Bucks Bar they play a short loop of American music – I hadn’t been there very long before I’d heard “I Believe I Can Fly” three times. The walls of the US Bucks Bar were covered with photos and knickknacks, all with a guns/hunting/sports theme. For a while I was the only one there. While I drank my coffee and wrote in my journal a barrage of firecrackers went off outside. The people walking by outside seemed used to it, though some had their fingers in their ears.
In China people set off fireworks and firecrackers pretty much nonstop throughout Spring Festival. I watched the fireworks on Chuxi, Chinese New Year’s Eve, with my student Johnny Potter. I’d spent the afternoon and evening at his grandparent’s house in a Beijing neighborhood that’s close to some mountains. Before dinner Johnny Potter and I went for a walk through Yanshan Park. On the way to the park I was surprised and thrilled to see an MiG-15, a Russian-built, Korean War era fighter jet, parked in an elementary schoolyard. Johnny Potter told me it had been there for as long as he could remember. When he was a kid he and his friends climbed all over the plane and even into the cockpit, probably pretending they were brave Chinese pilots shooting down evil Americans in their F-86 Sabres.
That evening, after a meal of at least a dozen dishes, we watched a gala celebration on TV. Just before midnight Johnny Potter, his mom, and I drove to another neighborhood to watch an intense display of fireworks. In America, on one night – the 4th of July – people gather in parks and county fairgrounds, cordoned off at a safe distance from the launch zone. The city-sponsored display lasts for about an hour, there’s a tepid flourish at the end, and that’s it until next year. In many cities firecrackers are illegal, though if you’re lucky you can twirl a sparkler. All very safe and sensible.  
In comparison, Spring Festival in China is a Dionysian blowout. It seemed like nearly everyone “played fireworks”, daytime and nighttime for more than two weeks. And on Chinese New Year’s Eve it was like being within the fireworks display. Above us colorful blossoms lit up the night sky along with gut-thumping booms, while long strings of firecrackers with teeth-rattling bangs were going off all around us. The intensity grew and reached a crescendo at around midnight. Probably the closest experience I’ve had to being in a war zone – without shrapnel falling down on my head.
I read that the Chinese set off fireworks to frighten away demons. I think there must be few demons in China during Spring Festival. I imagine they’re all gathered on the borders – huddling in Mongolia, lying low in Kazakhstan, poised to spring back in Myanmar – waiting for the diligence of the Chinese to slacken, giving the demons a chance to flood back across the borders and resume their mischief.
A few days later I got a respite from the noise when I settled into my seat on a train headed for Harbin. I traded text messages with Johnny Potter for a while – while I was headed north he was on a high speed train headed south to Shanghai. Then I watched the scenery, read Peter Hessler’s Oracle Bones: A Journey Through Time in China, ate some instant noodles, and napped as the train rolled through farmlands and made stops in Shenyang and Changchun.
When I arrived eight hours later, I was welcomed at the train station by some colleagues who were already in Harbin visiting family. They helped me find my cheap and cozy hotel conveniently located in the Daoli District, a short walk from Zhongyang Avenue, a walking street where an architectural “museum” encompassing several blocks of buildings. My room’s walls were cheerfully painted bright pink and yellow. The shower had warm water in the afternoon, hot only in the morning and evening. My first morning there I tried the free breakfast: corn porridge, bread, shredded-fried potatoes, and some small deep-fried balls – meat or vegetable, I’m not sure. No coffee or tea.
I spent my first morning in Harbin walking, taking pictures, and freezing. Eventually I sought refuge in the US Bucks Bar, where I thawed out, drank coffee, ate an imported granola bar, and listened to dated American music. After a while a few more people came in, so I listened to the conversations of a couple of families. I turned my head when one of the men said “laowai”. His wife elbowed him and said, “Ta ting dong.” – “He understands what you’re saying.” I confirmed that with a nod and greeted them.
I had a meandering conversation with Harry, Mark, Lucy, and a couple of other kids, culminating in a picture-taking session. I took pictures of them, and their parents took pictures of the kids with the laowai. Then a woman took a picture of the sign above the bar. I hadn’t noticed before that it said “STAR*UCKS BAR” – the first B replaced by a brass insignia: a shield with wings and a star on top.
Just before noon I decided to leave, because I was hungry and because the two men at the next table had lit up and it was starting to get smoky. The little boy, eager to be useful, lit their cigarettes for them with his dad’s lighter – did a good job of it, too. After that he pushed their glasses of beer toward them, telling them to drink up. Learning by doing, I guess.
One morning I crossed the Songhua Jiang, the river that bisects Harbin. I’d gone down to the river halfway between the Binzhou Railway Bridge and the Songhua River Road Bridge, thinking that I’d have to use one of the bridges to cross the river. No need. Near the cross-river Cableway I saw that the frozen Songhua Jiang was being crossed by people using a variety of conveyances: on foot, horse-drawn carriages, dogsleds, etc. I followed a trail in the snow across the river, and halfway across a small car passed me. On the other side I explored the Sun Island Park with its quaint, old Russian buildings, then I rode the cable car back over the river.
In the evening I went to Zhaolin Park, not far from my hotel. There I paid 100 yuan to see the Disney Ice Show. The ice buildings were all smaller than what was at the main show across the river – the Ice and Snow World. But the Disney Ice Show hosted an international ice sculpture competition, and the many crystal clear ice sculptures were intricate and beautiful.
The following day I headed out to the Songhua River again. That’s when I ran into the two men doing tai chi. On the river some men in Mongolian garb were giving children rides on their horses. I stopped to watch two old men ice fishing with a net. They had already caught up 6 or 7 large fish. One of the men was not wearing gloves and watching him made me shiver.
The highpoint of my trip to Harbin was when, in the early evening, I took a taxi to the Bingxue Da Shijie – the Ice and Snow World – the big show on the other side of the Songhua River. The cab driver stopped at a place along the way and went in with me to help me buy a discounted ticket. Buying the ticket was quick and convenient – better than standing in a long line out at the ice show – but they no longer offered a discount, so I paid the regular price of 200 yuan. The driver apologized about a dozen times on our way to the show. I, of course, was wondering how much money he made on the deal. 
The Ice and Snow World was amazing! Ice block buildings and towers – architectural icons from around the world – giant snow sculptures, and lots of ice slides for the kids. I had to take my gloves off to take pictures, and after every two pictures I had to put them back on quickly and stuff my hands into my coat pockets. Despite the freezing temperature and wind, the place was packed with people.
At night the ice monuments are lit up with colored lights, and sometimes the colors change as you watch. The festival is in a park that’s not surrounded by buildings and other lights, so the colored towers stand out against the darkness. Many of the ice blocks are transparent – you can look right through them and see another spectator, a nearby ice sculpture, or just nothing but the darkness. 
Though the encircling park was dark, inside the festival it was all colored lights and happy noise. People were laughing, shouting, “Yi, er, san!” as they took pictures, yelling “Come look!” There was music: a singer up on a stage singing Chinese pop songs, while the crowd below her formed a long train dance, kicking and jumping to the music. Looked like a good way to keep warm.
When I was ready to leave I negotiated with a small group of taxi drivers for the return trip over the bridge. The first one I talked with wanted 80 yuan, but cut it down to 40 when I said no and walked away. I told them all that I’d paid 20 yuan to get there, and that the return trip was the same distance so should be the same price, and besides that: I could just walk across the river if I wanted to. A small group of drivers had gathered around me. “20 yuan; who will take me?” I asked them. I figured they wouldn’t support each other for a higher price. One of them came down to 25 and since I was dong si le, freezing to death, I went with him. He still made out like a thief because he had two other fares and I he got 30 yuan each from them.
It was a fortuitous choice because the two young Japanese women in the back seat turned out to be friendly and interesting people. They didn’t speak much English – even though Ryoko Kitazawa had majored in English at her university in Tokyo – so we spoke Chinese. Since we were all headed back to Zhongyang Avenue we decided to have dinner together at a Russian restaurant. We chatted as we ate piroshky, Russian sausage, and a hanbaobao – a Russian-style hamburger, served on a plate with a spicy sauce, no bun.
Ryoko Kitazawa and Kumiko Matsuba, (from Osaka), had both come from Tibet where they taught Japanese. They were participating in a volunteer program similar to the Peace Corps. We exchanged phone numbers and invited each other to Beijing and Lhasa. We took pictures of each other and then headed off to our hotels.
On Sunday morning, before leaving the hotel for a day of walking and sightseeing, I asked the young woman at the front desk to give me a wake-up call the next morning, because my train was scheduled to leave at 6:15. It was snowing that morning – the first snow since I’d been in Harbin. It was a dry snow that made walking easier and made crossing the streets somewhat safer – the cars, that normally ignore pedestrians, had all slowed down a bit.
A short distance from my hotel I found a place with an interesting name for my morning cup of coffee: The O-berlin Bakery, next door to the Oberlin Plaza. I asked the waitress if she knew about the origin of the name, and I told her that I’d gone to Oberlin College in Oberlin, Ohio. She didn’t know – thought it might have something to do with a city in Europe. While I drank my coffee someone set off a long string of firecrackers outside the O-berlin Bakery. Flashes of light, loud crackling pops, red paper and white snow flying up. I was sitting next to the window and for close to 30 seconds my view was obscured by the smoke. Red bits of paper pelted against the glass. People with snow-dusted coats and jackets continued to walk past without giving it a glance. A few seconds later I could smell the smoke.
On Monday morning my train pulled out Harbin precisely at 6:15. I’d barely made it to the train station on time. No wake up call, but fortunately my mobile phone alarm went off at 4:30. I woke up the night staff, who were sleeping on cots behind the desk, checked-out, and walked fast to Jingwei Street to catch a taxi. When I didn’t see any I started to worry and started walking. Then a taxi pulled up across the street; the driver got out and entered a shop. There were three other taxis parked in front of the shop, so I crossed the street, stuck my head in the door and said I needed to go to the train station. The half a dozen men stared at me for a second, and then one of them said “Bu dao.” – “Not going.” “Weishenme?” I asked, feeling a little annoyed because the night before the drivers were eager to drive me across the river for inflated fees. “Bu dao!” replied the man. I guess he really wanted to have breakfast before starting his work day. 

I finally flagged down a cab. The driver made me nervous because along the way he kept pulling up beside pedestrians, then he would reach across me to roll down my window and ask them if they needed a ride. After he picked up another fare he continued to hunt for more. I grabbed hold of my window handle and told him to go to the train station.
For the trip back to Beijing I was in a sleeping car, which I didn’t like. The berths were uncomfortable for anything but sleeping. When I tried to sit in my berth to read or write the berth above me forced me to bow my head. But eventually I did sleep because I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. I’d had too much caffeine during the day, and the hotel was noisy until late at night. The hotel walls were thin and I could hear everything from the adjacent room and the one above me.
A family had been in the room next to mine: a man, his wife, and their little girl. I’d chatted with them in the hall at one point during the weekend. After I’d gone to bed I listened to them talk – to practice my listening skills. They went to bed soon after I did. But the couple above was a different story. They’d been there a few nights. Each night they made love – twice – before settling down. I can’t blame them – they were on vacation. The woman was pretty vocal about it. On my last night there, when the couple started up I heard the father in the adjacent room cough and clear his throat loudly – either to mask the sounds of lovemaking so his daughter wouldn’t hear, or to send a message to the amorous couple.
On Sunday afternoon, the day before I left Harbin, I walked several blocks to see St. Sophia’s cathedral, built in 1907. It’s a beautiful work of architecture on the outside, but the interior has been neglected, with paint peeling in many places on the walls and domed ceiling. The foyer was a souvenir shop, and the square nave held a photo exhibit of the history of Harbin. I was wishing I’d gone at night and just stayed outside to see the church lit up – an antiquated monument against the darkness. Something made me pay the 20 yuan fee and enter. Maybe, like Philip Larkin, I just wanted to be in a place where holy things used to happen. 

Since someone will forever be surprising 

A hunger in himself to be more serious

Sunday evening, my last evening in Harbin, I had some Italian-style seafood pasta and a salad at the Euro Plaza. I then went for one last stroll on Zhongyang Avenue, and took pictures of buildings and people. At both ends of the long avenue big spotlights were sending beams of light that swept back and forth in the night sky. I heard a boy shout to his mom, “You duo xing!” – “It’s full of stars!” There were no stars in the overcast evening sky, but as the beam of light swept overhead the falling snow glistened and twinkled like stars, as if the beam of light were full of tiny stars, made of them.

The temperature was dropping. People were dressed in thick down parkas, mufflers wrapped around their necks, chins and mouths, wearing hats of various kinds. Everyone was dressed up, relaxed, having fun, with beautiful faces and rosy cheeks. Smiles and laughter everywhere. Mothers and daughters, women friends, holding hands or walking arm-in arm, talking happily and laughing often.
How we stay warm in the cold, how we light up the darkness – with lights, lighted towers of ice, star-filled beams of light, laughter, love, smiles, clasped hands, camera flashes, fireworks, cups of coffee, writing, a brief glance and a smile. . .  John Lennon said, “Whatever gets you through the night is all right.” Whatever helps you keep the demons at bay. 
~~~

I especially love those brief encounters – those moments when eyes meet and smiles bloom. It happened often on Zhongyang Avenue in frozen Harbin, amongst the happy travelers and vacationers. It happened often in Beijing, too. I don’t know who smiles first: them because their tickled to see a laowai enjoying their world, or me because I think they’re such beautiful and happy people. E.M. Forster said “Only connect.” Good advice for teaching and for life in general. I love those connections, no matter how brief. When I’m cold and tired and my feet are sore from walking, the chance for more of those encounters keeps me going. I suppose they’re all brief, those encounters – even the ones that last for years.
One encounter that stands out in my mind happened on a Beijing subway. I boarded the car and stood not far from the door. A group of students followed me on and moved further into the car. One of the young women, wearing an orange coat, flashed a warm smile when our eyes met. She nudged her friend and the two of them giggled.
The car filled up with people, and my new friend disappeared behind the crowd of dark coats, and even though I was taller than most people in the car, we couldn’t see each other. At the next couple of stops, as people exited and others boarded, I continued to catch glimpses of orange, and once or twice saw her face again. Each time she was looking my way, looking for me, and a big smile spread across her face when our eyes met.
Her stop was before mine. Just before the stop I could see orange pushing through the crowd and moving toward the door. I could hear her and her friends talking and laughing but I couldn’t see them. The subway car stopped, the doors opened, people started to spill out. I watched, hoping to catch one last smile. But she was too short and there were too many people between us. But at the last moment an orange arm popped up and a hand, barely above the heads in front of me, waved to me. The hand dropped, the doors closed, the car started, and we moved on to our next stops, our next brief encounters, our lives having been briefly warmed and lighted.
The night before I went to Harbin I got a text message from Chunmei. She said, “Have.a.good.journey.My.dream.is.visiting.a.lot.different.place.” She later told me that pressing the key to make a period was easier for her than using the one to make a space. Makes sense. I sent a message back to her: “Me.too.”
After I returned from Harbin I caught a cold; had to teach my first week of classes with it. A week later I’d pretty much recovered from it when Chunmei said to me, as we were walking past the library, that if I get sick I should let her know and she would take care of me. I guess she was sort of in the caretaker mode those days. I thanked her and told her I was never going to get sick again. “Yes you will,” she said, “if you keep eating fangbian mian.”
Mr. Gong told me that it would start to warm up soon, the snow on the ground would disappear, and the famous Beijing springtime winds would come. The roses around the sports field would bloom again, the ginkgo trees that line Qingyuan North Road would be green again, the children that play in the courtyard below would grow up, and one day spring will be gone.  

~~~

Chapter 11 – A Family, a Wedding, and a Funeral
During the spring semester Chunmei and I not only studied Chinese and English together, but also went on several excursions together. In early April we went, along with three of Chunmei’s classmates, to the Beijing Botanical Garden. We visited the Botanical Garden, the Cao Xueqin Memorial Hall, Liang Qichao’s Grave, and the Temple of the Reclining Buddha. 

Chunmei told me about Cao Xueqin, the Qing Dynasty writer and painter, and the author of 《Hong Lou Meng》 – Dream of Red Mansions, considered by the Chinese to be one of China’s four great classic novels. The other three are Three Kingdoms, Journey to the West, and Outlaws of the Marsh.
In late April Chunmei and I went to the Military Museum and to the nearby Yuyuantan Park, where people like to go in spring to see the cherry blossoms. At the Military Museum Chunmei told me stories about the history of modern China: who fought who, who won, who lost, who were the heroes, who the bad guys. 

We got home late in the afternoon. I was tired, so I went to bed and rested while Chunmei surfed the internet and made a phone call. Later she made dinner: jaozi – dumplings – and a mixed cold dish. We ate and talked until 9:00. She often placed the tip of her chopsticks against her lower lip, as if thinking, as she talked about China, her family, her life, and her dreams. She used Chinese until I couldn’t understand something she’d said, then she’d explain in English if she could, or different Chinese words, or we’d both look up words in my Chinese-English dictionary. 

I told her that for the first time in my life my life felt full and complete: good job, good salary, place to live, friends, in a fun city, in a fascinating country, always a challenge, always a learning experience. Chunmei said that even though she was a student with an uncertain future ahead of her, she felt the same: that her life was rich, complete. 

Then we both confessed that we both felt like there was something missing from our lives, and we both laughed.

One day in late April, when Chunmei came to my apartment for our weekly language exchange session, she told me that the day before she’d gone with her father back to the hospital for a post-op exam. They found another tumor in this throat. Chunmei said they told him it was too small to surgically remove and that he’d to wait 3 to 4 years to let it grow before it can be excised. Being told you have a tumor is bad enough news; but being told that you have to just live with it for a few years is hard news indeed.
On May 1st Chunmei and I took the #456 bus from our school to the Lu Xun Museum, located west of Beihai, inside the Second Ring Road. Lu Xun (1881-1936) was a doctor-turned writer and translator. Though not a communist, he was highly acclaimed by the communist regime and admire my Mao Zedong. At the time I was enjoying reading a good English translation of Lu Xun’s stories and enjoying them: The Real Story of Ah-Q and Other Tales of China: The Complete Fiction of Lu Xun, translated by Julia Lovell. “There is no path visible at first. Then, as people walk repeatedly in that place, a path appears.” – Lu Xun.
In China, and with Chinese people here in the U.S., I have often encountered a somewhat haughty attitude about Chinese literature, and about the Chinese language as well. On more than one occasion, when I have mentioned that I was reading A Dream of Red Mansions, or Lu Xun’s stories, the response I got was “Oh, Westerners can’t understand A Dream of Red Mansions” – which always seemed to me a cursory assessment of my intelligence, not to mention a disparagement of the translator. But I understand what they mean: I can understand the story, but not have the kind of deep understanding that comes with a knowledge of Chinese culture and history. It’s too bad that the first response I get is almost always negative, the attitude response, rather than “Oh, that’s great that you’re interested in our country’s literature. Good for you!” which is what I typically say if a Chinese person tells me they are reading Gone with the Wind, or Mark Twain. 
And then there’s the Chinese language attitude. “You can speak Chinese! I’m so surprised!” I’ve always been tempted to reply, “And I’m surprised you can speak English!” I really don’t understand the “Chinese is such a difficult and mysterious language” attitude. No, it’s not. The archaic and inefficient writing system – compared to the use of a phonetic alphabet – is difficult to learn, and it should be replaced by a phonetic alphabet writing system. It’s pure memorization of thousands of characters that contain no information about pronunciation. But learning to speak Mandarin is no more difficult than learning any other foreign language. In fact, I think it’s less difficult than learning French. In Chinese you don’t have to conjugate verbs, there’s no subject verb agreement requirement, pronouns are much simpler, and there aren’t male and female nouns. 
No one’s culture, language, and history is as arcane and formidable to foreigners as you might think it is. I’ve had students whose knowledge of English grammar is better than mine, and there are Chinese professors whose knowledge of Western literature is vast and deep. Likewise, there are many foreigners that speak Chinese fluently, that write scholarly books on Chinese history and literature, and that understand Li Bai and Du Fu to the same depth that they understand Shakespeare. We should all happily share our languages and cultures, not hide and horde them. 
~~~

In early June, before the end of the semester, I took a long train ride with Chunmei and her family to Xi’an, Shaanxi Province. There we visited China’s famous Bingmayong – the terracotta soldiers and horses. The Terracotta Army, discovered in 1974 by farmers digging a well, was built in 210 B.C. by the first Chinese emperor, Qin Shihuangdi. Qin’s Armies – over 8,000 soldiers, 130 chariots with 520 horses and 150 cavalry horses, as well as officials, acrobats, strongmen, and musicians – were something like Qin’s family; as Emperor he was their father. Qin had the many statues made to accompany him into the afterlife and help him rule another empire. A legend holds that all those buried were real soldiers.  
We were not able to buy sleeper car tickets, so we spent a sleepless 11 hours on upholstered but hard seats. During the night we ate some of the sausages, fruit, and snacks we’d brought. There were many more people on the train than there were seats; going to the restroom meant stepping over sprawling, sleeping bodies. I think Chunmei’s nephew, with his head on Chunmei’s lap, was really the only one who slept. We arrived in Xi’an in the morning and went to Chunmei’s uncle’s house, where we stayed for our four-day visit.
Our first day was mostly spent outside of Xi’an. Chunmei’s father, uncle, two aunts and I drove to a farm village called Lan Tian. There we visited the tomb of Chunmei’s grandmother, who passed away last year. The tomb was on the side of a wooded hill that overlooked a wheat field. I stood nearby as the grandmother’s sons and daughters burned paper money for her to use in the afterworld. As I waited I watched myriad white butterflies fluttering above the green wheat grass in the field below. Then I was surprised by I sound I didn’t recognize at first and don’t hear often: the younger of the two aunts started crying, and was soon sobbing loudly, calling out her mother’s name. I knelt down, pulled up some blades of grass and watched the butterflies.
As we were returning to the village we heard some music – music that was neither cheerful nor sad – being played by a small band of mostly brass instruments. We watched a group of villagers, all dressed in white, descending the mountain on a dirt road. The group included a small band of musicians. I saw a trumpet, a trombone, a flute, an erhu, (a two-stringed Chinese instrument played with a bow), a drum, and some other instruments. Chunmei told me that they were returning from a funeral up on the mountain. We followed them into the village to a small square, where it looked as if most of the town had gathered for a meal. A man rolled up on a small puttering tractor; the cart he towed behind held a collapsed parade dragon. Leading a tethered cow, a bent-over old man walked by slowly. I talked with the musicians and learned the Chinese words for their instruments.
We next visited the home of the grandmother’s brother. Some of the outer brick walls of the traditional farm house were plastered over with a tan colored mud-straw mixture. We first passed through the outer gate, startled some loitering chickens in the small courtyard, and then entered the house. The interior of the home was cool even though it was a hot day. I looked up and saw no ceiling, only the underside of the wooden roof. The village had several of these traditional homes, and I took a picture of two old brothers in front of theirs. Their little home was dwarfed by the modern home next to it, and on the edge of the village new apartment towers, that ubiquitous symbol of modern China, were going up, blocking out a nice view of the mountains.
There was plenty to see in and around Xi’an, and during the next few days Chunmei and I visited as many of the famous sights as time allowed: Zhonglou (Bell Tower), Gulou (Drum Tower), Beilin Bowuguan (Forest of Stelae Museum), Huaqing Chi (Huaqing Hot Springs), the huge Musical Fountain, (the largest musical fountain in Asia), the Dayan Ta (Big Wild Goose Pagoda), and, of course, Bingmayong, the underground terracotta army. The place was packed with people, tour groups, tour guides and hawkers. The main pit, full of terracotta soldiers, horses and chariots, is truly a unique and amazing sight. 

On a Sunday, our last day in Xi’an, we attended the wedding of Chunmei’s cousins, Pang Run – Chunmei called her jiejie – big sister – and Pang Run called Chunmei meimei – little sister. Because we were staying at the home of the bride and her parents, I was able to see the preparations for the wedding on the day before. The night before I almost committed a faux pas. When Chunmei and I returned from a day of sightseeing I saw a bowl of delicious-looking apples on a small square table. Beside the bowl of apples were other plates of food, and behind all the food were two framed photographs of Chunmei’s deceased grandparents. The food was all an offering for them, which, fortunately, Chunmei told me before I grabbed an apple.
On Sunday morning I was watching TV in the living room of a second floor apartment. The bride was in the bedroom getting dressed and having her face made-up by some of her relatives. Suddenly there was a loud commotion coming from the stairwell outside the apartment: a group of men were shouting as they marched up the stairs. The bedroom door and the apartment door were quickly slammed shut just in time to lock out the intruders. The women inside the apartment started shouting back at the men outside, who were banging on the door and demanding to be let in. Someone clued me that it was the bridegroom, Chen Lei, coming for his bride. 

After a while they were allowed to enter, but there was still the bedroom door to breach. A couple of the guys put their shoulders to the door and I really thought they were going to break it down. There was a lot of shouting and laughing going on. The bride then tried a different strategy: offerings and bribes, including money in red envelopes and a bouquet of pink roses for the bride.

The door was finally opened and there was the bride sitting on the bed. With the bedroom packed full of people, the bridegroom knelt on the floor and asked her the important question. A few more rituals had to happen before the bridegroom could claim his bride: he had to get her parents’ permission, and he and the bride both had to eat some gray-colored and apparently bad-tasting soup – I saw Chen Lei grimace after tasting the stuff. I was told that this bad soup ritual symbolized facing life’s challenges together – and perhaps, too, making all future difficulties seem easy in comparison to eating the soup. 

Eventually the bridegroom lifted the bride in his arms and carried her out the door. We then all drove to have a look at their new home, a modern, furnished apartment in a tall apartment building. The bed in the single bedroom was covered with red rose petals.
The wedding was held in a large hall with several large round tables and a small stage at one end of the hall. The ceremony was mostly modern, concluding with the young couple both saying “Wo yuanyi,” – “I do.” Pang Run then surprised Chunmei by giving her the bouquet of pick roses. They eventually found the wedding ring that the little ring bearer had dropped on his way up to the stage. And then everyone feasted. Many of the men also helped themselves to the cigarettes and baijiu that were in the center of each table like condiments.
Because I had to teach on Tuesday, Chunmei and I left Xi’an Sunday night, while her parents and nephew stayed for a few more days. On the return trip we had bunks in a sleeper car. We read a Lu Xun story together – easy to do with Chinese on the left-hand page and English on the facing page – and we eventually climbed into our bunks. I slept until the man who was pushing a cart down the aisle, calling out the names of the breakfast foods he had for sale, woke me up. 
~~~

A week after our trip to Xi’an, Chunmei invited me to participate in a tuozhan xunlian – an expanded training – a leadership training event for university students. It started on Monday June 14th, the day before Duanwujie – Dragon Boat Festival. About 30 students from several Beijing universities assembled at a place in downtown Beijing. When our four leaders arrived I was a little surprised to see them wearing American military combat fatigues, including what looked like real Camp Pendleton shoulder patches. I asked the main leader about the patch, and he told me that it and all his gear were authentic U.S. military. He said they were easy to buy in China because China makes a lot of U.S. military uniforms and gear. He called over another one of the training leaders and asked me if I thought he looked like a Desert Storm soldier. The tan-brown-white camouflage pattern looked genuine to me, and the black-and-white keffiyeh around his neck was an exotic touch that brought three worlds strangely together – China, America, and the Middle-East.
The students were divided into two teams, and we spent half of the first day in downtown Beijing. The training leaders had given each team a list of sites to locate, and when we found them the team leader took a photo of the team to prove we had reached our destination.
In the afternoon we took a bus to Miyun, north of Beijing, and then hired some vans to take us farther north to a place called Yunmengshan Forest Park – a beautiful place in the mountains, not far from the large Miyun Reservoir. We hiked alongside a mountain stream up to a farmhouse where we lit a campfire, ate dinner, and later crawled into tents to sleep. Although, in fact, few of us slept because the farmer’s two dogs barked most of the night.
The next day each team was given a couple of “challenges”. The first task was to try to pass team members through a fake electric net. Made of poles and rope, it resembled a volley ball net but was lower to the ground and the holes were larger. The idea was to cooperate and figure out how to pass bodies through the net without touching the ropes. The team I was on managed to pass through only three out of fourteen people; the other team passed four.
Our second challenge involved working in groups of two. One partner was blindfolded and the other had to talk his partner through a “minefield” of bricks. The blindfolded person had to listen to the instructions, turn this way and that, move slowly, and walk through the course without touching a brick. I paired up with Ben, Li Wanyu, a freshmen student of mine who’s English was pretty good. I talked and Li Wanyu walked. We almost made it, but near the end I told him to pivot to the left 45 degrees when I should have said 35, and he touched land mine, which was fortunately just a brick. 
A few days after the trip I received an email from Ben:

老陆 (allow me to address you like this)，i had a great time with you in the last two days. not only becasue i made a progress in spoken english, indeed, i can feel that, but also you teach me a lot of things that ispire me for my whole life.

i dont know whether you totally understand what the captain say at the night of monday, when we all are around the bonfire. he said: there is a huge difference between the people in 20's and the ones in 30's.  the people in their 30's try their best to have a peaceful life, not a challenging life. i think that was true until i met you. 

yes, you're the exception.  during these two days, no one even noticed you're actually a 52-year-old man. i dont think i can do that like you, go hiking with a heavy backpack, go sleeping with noisy barking, and go along the road with scorching heat, when i am 52. and also you impressed me when our team met the “body go through the net” task. you know, it's just a game, but you took it seriously. you take everything seriously, and made a lot of good suggestions. 

hope we could be friends. 

Ben李晚雨
I sent him a reply:
你好，李晚雨

谢谢你的来信。 And thanks for your nice compliments. I also had a fun time, but I’m still feeling a little tired today. I really enjoyed seeing the cooperation between the students, and I thought the leaders were very good and had many good ideas to share. Thank you for translating for me and helping me understand. I’m glad you were able to get some English language practice out of the training.

One reason I was able to participate is that I’ve done a lot of hiking and camping in the past, even longer distances and heavier backpacks. So, except for the language, not much was new to me.
But there’s another reason why I wanted to participate in the training. When I was younger I thought I had so many years to live and could afford to waste time. Last year I had a serious health problem and had surgery here in China. That experience made me feel glad to be alive, and made me want to take advantage of every day and every opportunity. Interestingly, I had that surgery on June 14th, 2009 – exactly one year ago Monday. A year ago I was lying in a hospital bed unable to move; a year later I’m able to hike in the heat with a backpack. I now know that life is short and unpredictable. Every day is a gift to be cherished, full of challenges and opportunities for learning and growth. And we’ll never see this day again.
I believe that at age 52, or even older, you too will be able to do whatever you want to do, if you believe that you can do it and if you try. I’m happy to be your friend. And I can always use another Chinese tutor! 

欢欢喜喜过端午节！

Ken 陆文卓
~~~

Now I’ve got this vision in my mind of life as a vast brick minefield that takes years to pass through, and is crowded with soldiers, newlyweds, team members, bosses, students, teachers, and everyone else – all taking baby steps, hand-in-hand, sometimes alone, blindfolded or blind, and needing to trust one another. Tell me which way to go. Tell me what to do. My life depends on your guidance.

Be my mirror, my sword and shield 

My missionaries in a foreign field

“Viva La Vida” – Coldplay

(A dog just runs through the minefield, kicks over a brick or two, stops and looks back at you, wondering why you’re not running through too. A cat carefully selects a brick, climbs on top of it and takes a nap, superbly indifferent to danger. A frog leaps over one brick after another. A tortoise looks at the minefield, stops, and waits patiently for the bricks to go away.)

Emperor Qin wanted to take with him his army, his family, his loved ones. Qin thought he had the power to take his entire world along with him to the next one. But ultimately he didn’t have that power. The pits at Bingmayong are littered with the pieces of a lot of broken statues – the shards of a man’s vanity. You can’t take it with you. And if you try to hold onto what wants to go, you may end up taking someone you love to the grave with you.
I used to rule the world 

Seas would rise when I gave the word 

Now in the morning I sleep alone 

Sweep the streets I used to own

I used to roll the dice 

Feel the fear in my enemy's eyes 

Listen as the crowd would sing 

"Now the old king is dead! Long live the king!"

One minute I held the key

Next the walls were closed on me 

And I discovered that my castles stand 

Upon pillars of salt and pillars of sand 

“Viva La Vida” – Coldplay

One evening I received a text message from a colleague saying that she’d come by my apartment to see if I wanted to go for a walk. I told her I’d already gone for a walk and said thanks. She replied, “Why do you say thanks?” I said, “For thinking of me. Just for being a friend,” and she said, “If we’re friends then you don’t need to say thanks.” I replied, “Americans like to thank their friends even though it’s not needed.”
Occasionally we are prompted by an insight about how fragile things, such as pottery and life, can easily break and turn to back into dust, and we tell loved ones that we love them. I wanted to send my friend a message and say something about the terracotta shards in the pits at Bingmayong, but I think my meaning would have been a little obscure, and I didn’t know how to write it in Chinese.  
In China I often feel mute: thoughts and feelings pile up behind the closed door of my mouth. I hate this feeling and I’m thankful for it, because it helps me understand my students’ struggles to learn English. When I leave my apartment I sometimes keep my head down to avoid seeing the faces staring at me, and when I’m feeling brave enough I chip a hole through the wall that separates us and speak to them. When I lack the courage to talk I just listen, walk and watch out for bricks. I’m grateful for the voice talking me through. I just wish I knew whose voice it was.
In my old age I’ll just look at the photos – of my students, Chunmei and her family, my parents, my brothers and their families, my friends. Photographs are the modern equivalent of terracotta – with the advantage that they don’t break easily, and no one gets buried alive.
~~~

Chapter 12 – Three Tall Guanyins and Many Little Monks

One afternoon in June of 2010 Chunmei and I sat on a stone bench near the old classroom building and practiced English language tongue twisters. I was helping her prepare for an oral English exam that she had in the evening. The test was to read aloud some tongue-twisters. The hardest one for Chunmei was Noisy Oysters: “What noise annoys an oyster most? A noisy noise annoys an oyster most.” And she could do the seashells one better than me. After helping her prepare for the evening exam I went home and ruminated on #10: “I wish I were what I was when I wished I were what I am.”
An American friend once asked me if I noticed a military presence in China. The answer is yes and “yes”. In Beijing you see the official military more than in other cities, but in every city I’ve been to I’m also aware of a quasi-military atmosphere: guards or civilians behaving in military-like ways. 

One day I was getting some groceries at the supermarket in Daxing. After I’d paid for my food and was dividing it between my backpack and my cloth bag, a group of four soldiers walked swiftly into the store. They were wearing blue-black-green camouflaged fatigues, (to blend in with the soft drinks, the toothpaste aisle?), with matching helmets, and they carried big-barreled, “Men in Black”-type weapons – to prevent tank attacks on the meat department, I suppose. 

In America I probably would have dropped to the floor or ran to the nearest exist, expecting the swat team to open fire on thieves, terrorists, or a disgruntled produce stocker shooting up the place. But these guys were just picking up the store’s money for a bank deposit, so I watched, wishing I’d had my camera with me. Another thing I noticed is that they were all young men, and all very serious looking. 

As serious as the bank guard I saw on another day. He didn’t have a gun, but in one hand he held a silver metal rod with blunt spikes protruding in all directions. I waited as a colleague of mine did her transaction at the window – a wall of glass; money and forms are passed through a small hole at the bottom. Thieves don’t jump over the bank counter in China.
When you to go downtown Beijing you’ll of course see plenty of soldiers and guards around Tiananmen Square. But I’ve also been walking along the sidewalk in other neighborhoods, far from Tiananmen, and I’ve had to jump aside to let a small troop of soldiers march past, their arms swinging crisply at their sides, their faces stern, their eyes fixed on nothing but what’s ahead of them. 

But besides the official military presence in China there’s also this scene that I’ve witnessed many times: in the morning outside of a restaurant, a car wash, or even a beauty salon, the employees would be lined up on the sidewalk in front of the shop, and the laoban, the boss, would be talking to them, most often barking at them like a sergeant addressing his new recruits. More than once I’ve seen the boss leading his team in warm-up exercises, sometimes accompanied by loud music, or leading them in shouted chants. Many of my students at Jiangnan University in Wuxi, when I asked them what they wanted to do after they graduated, said they wanted to be a boss. So, I presumed, they could be the leader; they could be the one that gets to bark orders at others, tell them their faults, make them exercise and chant out on the sidewalk while people stare at them.
At the end of the semester I asked my colleague and friend Han Jing if she knew of an orphanage that I could visit. I wanted to see firsthand what a Chinese orphanage was like. On July 10th Han Jing and her son, and Han Jing’s sister and her son, and I went to an orphanage out in the countryside outside of Beijing. It turned out to not be an authentic Chinese orphanage, even though all the kids were Chinese, because it was run by an American family who used church charity money from the U.S. to help fund the place. 
The orphanage was unique because all the orphans, newborns to 5-year olds, all had health problems – disabilities, deformities, heart disease, etc. It was hard to see little bodies with huge scars down their chests – maybe not the last time they would have heart surgery. When we walked into the playroom where all but the youngest and the frailest were assembled for playtime, we were greeted with outstretched arms and shouts of “Bao! Bao!” – “Hug me! Hug me!” I sat cross-legged on the floor; a little boy climbed into my lap and I helped him stick colorful stickers that Han Jing had brought onto his face and hands, and onto mine as well. The little guy had been born without legs. He was in my lap most of the hour we were there, and when I wanted to use the restroom I couldn’t put him down – attempting to triggered a crying fit. An offer of food finally pried him away. I wish I could have adopted him myself. 
~~~

On July 13th I flew alone to Haikou, the capital of Hainan Island, in the South China Sea. I was planning to spend several days with a Chinese colleague’s sister, Lian Lijun, and her family. 
On my second day in Haikou, Lijun’s husband, Zhang Yanchao, and I took off on a road trip. We headed down to the Sanya Nanshan Cultural Tourism Zone, in Sanya, at the southern tip of the island. Above the Dharma Door of Nonduality, two huge characters were painted on a wooden plaque: 不二 – bu er – which means “no two,” expressing the idea of non-duality. 
Interestingly, in this bu er zone we saw three Guanyins, or rather a huge statue of Guanyin with three faces. We walked out the Universal Relief Bridge – a causeway out to a little man-made island, where stood the 108 meter tall statue of Guanyin, made of bright white stone. The Sanya Guanyin is tallest statue of Guanyin in the world, and fourth tallest statue in the world. (The three tallest are statues of Buddha, in China, Myanmar, and Japan.) Guanyin, venerated by East Asian Buddhists, is the bodhisattva associated with compassion, and is usually depicted as a female. Also known as the Goddess of Mercy, she is revered by Taoists as an Immortal. 
The statue had three aspects: one facing inland and the other two facing the South China Sea. The inland-facing aspect depicted Guanyin cradling a sutra in her left hand and making the vitarka mudra gesture with the right. The second aspect depicted her with her palms crossed, holding a string of prayer beads, and in the third she was holding a lotus.
At the 18 Arhats Garden we gazed upon a lawn littered with golden statues depicting the 18 arhats. The luohan – arhats – are said to be the original followers of the Buddha who had followed the Eightfold Path and attained Enlightenment. The Qianlong Emperor, (sixth Emperor of the Qing Dynasty), wrote eulogies about all 18 arhats, and here is what he wrote about Qingyou Zunzhe, the Xianlong Luohan – the Taming Dragon Arhat:

In the hands are the spiritual pearl and the holy bowl,

Endowed with power that knows no bounds.

Full of valor, vigor and awe-inspiring dignity,

To succeed in vanquishing the ferocious dragon.

From Sanya Yanchao and I drove to the Tianya Haijiao Scenic Area, also on the southern coast of Hainan Island. The beach and the water were clean and blue. I collected a lot of little shells, which I placed in a glass bowl after I returned to Beijing, and kept for the rest of my time in China. 

We found a hotel and in the evening we stood on the veranda beside the main entrance, and we watched a band of wild monkeys going after bread crumbs being tossed by a hotel worker. The next day we drove to the Yanoda Rainforest Cultural Tourism Zone, inland but not far from Sanya. I marveled at the huge banyan trees, some with roots hugging giant boulders, and a few root tunnels that you crawl through or even walk through standing up. I’ve seen wild crabs before, but always at the ocean. In the Yanoda Park I took a picture of a bright orange rain forest crab that had stopped to gaze back at me. As I walked through the park, I got into the habit of greeting the local workers with “Yanoda!” which is not just the name of the place, but is also a greeting in the Hainan dialect.
That afternoon, as we drove north to Haikou, we were chased by Typhoon Conson as it swept across the southern tip of the island. The next day, the weather clear, we drove to the Haikou Volcanic Cluster Global Geopark, also called the Huoshankou Park, not far from Haikou. I took photos of ancient, black lava flows – the rough, ʻaʻā variety – natural springs flowing out of lava rock, an old house made of volcanic rock, and fat-bodied bottle palm trees. At the Yuemu Café, (yuemu means "beautiful”), near the top of Mt. Fengluling, Yanchao and I took a rest break and I drank a delicious cup of Hainan Island grown coffee. 
The sides of the extinct volcano, the rim, and inside the crater were all covered with trees, bamboo, and other vegetation. At the bottom of the crater there was a cave, which we were supposed to only view from a distance, but Yanchao and I climbed over the low wooden fence at the edge of the trail and we explored the shallow cave. The mouth of the cave was somewhat concealed by tall ground plants and hanging ferns, and the cave interior was cool. If not for all the tourists coming by and snapping pictures, (actually the place was not as crowded as many Chinese scenic sights), I could have made a nice little hermit’s cave out of the place. With Yuemu Café nearby, I was tempted. 
The next day I said goodbye to Yanchao and Lijun, left Hainan Island, flew to Guilin, Guangxi Province, and checked into a youth hostel on the banks of the Lijiang – the Li River. The following day I took a boat trip on the Li River from Guilin to Yangshuo. Our flat-bottomed, canopied, bamboo boat floated at a leisurely pace, allowing us to gawk at the breathtaking views of Guilin’s famous karst peaks. A few years later, back in the U.S., looking over my photos of the trip, I was inspired to write a poem. 
On the Lijiang

在漓江上

I float down the Li River

from Guilin to Yangshuo

boatman punts our bamboo raft

and sings a river song

we all gaze upward

at verdant karst pinnacles

fingers of ancient giants

praying to the gods

white gulls and gray herons

swoop between the spires

I long to soar with them

to climb Fubo Mountain

rock steeple rising out of the river

subduing storms and waves

where the say a boy returned

a sacred pearl to the Dragon King

despite my white hair

I’ll take one step at a time

I know I can do it

with will if not strength

making my slow ascent

I think of Du Fu’s words

“as I climb toward the clouds

I find my spirits rising

the world grows simpler now

inviting meditation”

grasping ferns and bamboo

I pull myself above the clouds

the view humbles me

thin air makes me honest

up here I’ll be alone

but haven’t I always been?

on the summit it would be easy

to slip and fall to my death

below I tell my friends

that I do not fear death

but only up here

do I believe that it’s true.

The following day in Guilin I visited the Qixing Gongyuan – Seven Stars Park. A main feature of the park is Camel Rock, which, from one angle, looks like a huge camel, with shrubs growing on the top of its head and its hump. When I sat down to take a break from hiking – it was a very hot and humid day – wild monkeys sauntered up looking for handouts. I shared some of my almonds with them. 
There was a nice cave to explore in the park, with stalactites and stalagmites lit up by colorful lights, in the Chinese fashion. And they like to give the formations names. One group of stalagmites, back lit so that they appeared in silhouette, was aptly named "Old Man at the Theatre." I could easily see the small old man, with his tiny head, on the left, leaning forward in his chair, as well as three figures on the right who were the actors on stage. 

I liked Guilin a lot. I wish I’d had time to climb some of the karst peaks. I’ll have to go back there and do that. 

~~~

In late July Jiang Chunmei and I took a train down to Liangyungang, Jiangsu Province. It was the first time Chunmei had been to the ocean, and she was both excited and a little nervous about the powerful, noisy waves hitting the beach. In fact, it was a sunny day and the waves were only 1 – 2 feet high. 

We’d gone to visit Joe and Petrel. Joe, a Canadian, was my colleague at Jiangnan University. Petrel, Joe’s wife, was a bilingual Chinese woman, (Joe spoke no Chinese), and one of my friends who helped me while I was having surgery in Wuxi the year before. They had left Wuxi, and Joe was now teaching English at a university in Lianyungang, and in his free time he drank beer. Joe went to the beach with Chunmei and I, and when he wasn’t flying his kite his was sitting in the shade having some liquid refreshment. At one point I took Chunmei with me out into the water, where we let the waves hit us and lift us off our feet. It felt good to let nature push me around. 
The next day Petrel, Chunmei, and I rode bicycles to see the Haiqing Temple and, on the grounds of the monastery, the nine-tiered, 40 meter high Ayuwang (Ashoka) Pagoda, built in the Song Dynasty (960-1279). Chunmei is short, she only comes up to my shoulders. The smiling, round-headed, brown-robed monk that showed us around the temple was even shorter – a centimeter or two shorter than Chunmei. We prayed at the altar that featured a statue of a reclining Buddha, and then we went outside to discover a lawn full of little monks. 
They were little white statues, each a couple of feet tall, with smiling faces and little round heads – just like our monk guide. As individuals or in small groups the little white monks were all doing various activities: drinking tea, playing the flute while others lounged and listened, (including a little white puppy), playing weqi – Go, the board game that uses black and white stones. There was one little guy fingering his prayer beads while conversing with a monkey perched on his knees, and nearby was a group of five little monks doing tai chi. At the time I was wishing I’d had a smart phone, so that I could go online and show Chunmei and Petrel some pictures of garden gnomes. 
Though our original plan was just a trip to Lianyungang then back to Beijing, Petrel talked us into changing our train tickets, and taking an extra couple of days for a trip down to Suzhou, where neither Chunmei nor I had been. 
The Suzhou Museum had a nice collection inside, but the building itself was also a work of art, being designed by the Pritzker Prize winning Chinese architect, I.M. Pei, who also designed Louvre glass pyramid in Paris, and the National Gallery of Art East Building in Washington, DC. 

Though we only had a couple of days to spend in Suzhou, we had enough time to visit several of Suzhou’s famous gardens: the Zhong Wang Fu – Prince Zhong's mansion, (well-preserved historical architecture of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, 1851-1864), Zhou Zheng Yuan – The Humble Administrator's Garden, Shizilin – Lion Grove Garden, and Wangshi Yuan – the Master-of-Nets Garden. 
The highlight of our trip to Suzhou was a nighttime boat ride on the Waichenghe – the Outer River – a wide canal surrounding Suzhou old town. It was a warm summer evening, Chunmei was wearing a pretty white qipao with a red floral pattern, and there was a female singer and some players of traditional instruments on the deck of the large boat. The music was strange, at times melancholy and at times joyful. I relaxed, listened to the mysterious music, took pictures of a small waterfall that was lit up and changed colors as we passed by: green, purple, blue, red, yellow. I imagined an older, slower China, and found myself wishing I lived in beautiful Suzhou. 
Maybe, like Guanyin, we all have three, or more, faces. Some we’re aware of, some we’re not. One of my aspects is the wanderer.

They had traveled on for many days and autumn had already come when late one evening Tripitika reined in his horse and said, “Disciple, where are we going to halt tonight?” “Master,” said Monkey, “that is a question for ordinary men to ask, not for such pilgrims as we.” “Wherein lies the difference?” asked Tripitika. “Ordinary people at this hour,” said Monkey, “are hugging their children or cuddling their wives in soft beds under warm coverlets, lying snug and comfortable as you please. But how can we pilgrims expect any such thing? By moonlight or starlight on we must go, supping on the air and braving the wet, so long as the road lasts.”

- from “Monkey”, Wu Ch’eng-en, translated by Arthur Waley

~~~
Chapter 13 – My Husband Looks Like Peking Man
In August 2010 I made my first trip to the Great Wall. I didn’t go to Badaling, where all the tour buses head. I went with a Beijing hiking group to the Great Wall at Huanghuacheng, located in Jiuduhe Town, Huairou District, 65 km north of Beijing City. During the summer the entire village under the wall is immersed in a sea of yellow wild flowers – huanghua means “yellow flower.” It was not crowded, the wall was broken down and rugged in several places, and in places tress and thick vegetation grew on top of the wide wall, so that we had to hike on a narrow trail through wall-top greenery. At one point the wall dropped down into a valley and became part of a dam, behind which lies the Huanghuacheng Reservoir, shaped like a curved moon. At Huanghuacheng there is also an old walled village that one can meander through. 
During my stay in China I would go to the Great Wall three more times: twice to Mutianyu, and once to Badaling. Badaling is the most developed and most crowded site, Mutianyu only slightly less crowded. Mutianyu has a fun metal slide from the top of the wall back down to the gate; you ride in little sleds with felt pads for runners. You can control your speed, and if you’re lucky you won’t get a slow-moving vehicle directly in front of you. That way you can fly down and make the attendants stationed along the way yell, “Man dianr!” – “Slow down!”
The fall semester started at BIPT, and I got busy. The English Department had liked my teaching style and student reviews during the previous two semesters, so starting that semester all my classes were with English majors. I taught Oral English 1 to freshman, Oral English 2 to sophomores, and Writing to the same two classes of sophomores. I was glad to get back to work, one reason being that it made me feel less lonely: a few days out of the week I was surrounded by my students. The sophomores that I taught the previous semester gave a rousing cheer, along with a few squeals, when I walked into the classroom on the first day. For a second I felt like a rock star. So if Andy Warhol was right, I’ve still got 14 more minutes of fame. 
My classes started out well, although my freshmen oral English class didn’t have the required textbook until the third week. I didn’t mind because I really didn’t like the textbook. I was hoping they wouldn’t get the book at all. It was a British publication called “Inside Out.” It was dated and it used British words and spelling, which I had to keep explaining to my students: It’s “mom” not “mum” – one is your mother, the other is a kind of flower. 

The writing class turned out to be more manageable than I thought it would be. I had them keep writing journals outside of class, do textbook writing exercises during class, and while they were writing I read their journals. When I called on a volunteer to read something they’d written, there was always no shortage of volunteers – they were eager to improve their writing. The only thing I was not looking forward to was the final exam, because I was going to have to give them a written exam or read a lot of essays – both a lot of work compared to giving an oral final exam.  

While reading writing journals at home one evening, I noticed a pretty pink one with some Chinglish written on the spine in white letters: “Sweat-heart: a merry heart is a joy forever.” What about a sweaty heart? Is that also a joy forever, or a cardiac problem?
In October I went for the first time to one of my favorite parks in Beijing: Yuanmingyuan – Gardens of Perfect Brightness – the ruins of the Old Summer Palace. Originally known as the Imperial Gardens, Yuanmingyuan was vast complex of palaces and gardens where Qing Dynasty emperors went on retreat. In 1860, during the Second Opium War, in retaliation for the capturing and torturing of two British envoys and some British and Indian troops, the palace was burned down. A gate to the palace was locked, and more than 300 eunuchs, maids, and workers in the palace were burned to death. The palace was sacked again in 1900 during the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion, and was further scavenged by Chinese treasure hunters, including the Cultural Revolution Red Guard. It’s a fascinating and sad jumble of ruins, and not a place I would want to spend the night.
One day in November a big, gray, canvas tent appeared beside the bamboo grove, next to the school library. I found out from Han Jing that some workers, hired to do renovation work on one of the buildings, were living there. The tent was there until the end of the semester, January, when temperatures were dropping below freezing in Beijing. One day I dropped off a bag of oranges and six pairs of socks at the tent on my way to the cafeteria. The workers were delighted, and they invited me to come in and have a meal with them, but I declined. 
In February of 2011 I attended my first Temple Fair, a traditional Spring Festival event. I went to Ditan Park, and it was packed with people. The best part was watching some performances by shaoshuminzu – ethnic minority – performers. I was already starting to learn about China’s 56 ethnic groups, but seeing the performers made me want to make a trip to Guizhou or Yunnan to see them in their own villages. 
In March, after the beginning of the spring semester, I visited the Beijing Dongyue Temple, in the Chaoyang District of Beijing City. It’s a fascinating place, definitely worth a visit if you like bizarre aspects of Chinese culture. Founded in 1319 during the Yuan Dynasty, the temple is a Taoist temple dedicated to the God of Mount Tai, the easternmost and holiest of the Five Sacred Mountains of Taoism. 90 inscribed stone tablets, from the Yuan, Ming, and Qing Dynasties, fill one of the three temple courtyards. 
Surrounding the central courtyard is a succession of small rooms that open to the courtyard, each room displaying plaster statues depicting one of the "76 departments" of the Daoist supernatural world – such as Department of Forest Ghosts and Spirits, Department for Controlling Evil Spirits, Department for the Preservation of Wilderness, Department of Halting Destruction of Living Beings, Department of Petty Officials, Punishment Department, Department of Instant Rewards and Retribution, and many more. There were statues of strange Taoist gods of heaven, earth, and water, of scary-cool demons, and of humans who suffered unfortunate and gruesome deaths, and others receiving punishment for their sins. 
If you wanted to supplicate the gods, the routine was to buy some sticks of incense and place them in front of the “department” of your choice. For example, there was a lot of incense in front of the Longevity Department. I don’t remember seeing any incense in front of the Department of Implementing 15 Kinds of Violent Death, but I was wondering who would beseech the gods in that department – and why? 
There was a horror-film, nightmare quality about the place that was fun to see and take pictures of, showing a more colorful side of Taoism. I wonder if Easterners seeing for the first time a bleeding Jesus on the cross, John the Baptist being beheaded, or St. Sebastian stuck full with arrows, also wonder at this gruesome aspect of Christianity.
In the afternoon I went to Wangfujing, a walking street and shopping area a few blocks east of Tiananmen. I’d been there many times to have coffee at the Starbucks and to browse in the two big bookstores. This time, instead of my usual routine, I went into a side alley that had a flavor of old Beijing: Snack Street, a place of several narrow alleys crowded with souvenir sellers, food booths, and tourists.
At the entrance to the alley there a woman sitting on a blanket on the sidewalk. The woman held in her arms a child whose head was swollen to nearly the size of a soccer ball, and whose bulging eyes stared blankly at passersby. I pulled a 1 yuan bill out of my wallet and dropped it into her empty instant noodle bucket. 

A discussion question I give my students was about giving money to beggars: Should people give money to beggars and poor people? Some students said yes, some said no, and many students said yes to poor people but no to beggars. In all my classes I was told stories about the many fake beggars in China. I told my students one of my own experiences: “I once gave money to a blind man on the subway. But you know some Chinese can’t resist staring at us laowai, so after I dropped the bill into his can the old guy looked at me over the top of his dark glasses.” The story always made my students laugh. “He cheated you. Teacher Lu, you should be more careful.” 

The woman on the blanket with the child in her arms was not faking her child’s condition, and she thanked me several times for the money. When there’s an opportunity to help someone who really does need help, I don’t think I should “be more careful.” 

I entered Snack Street to see what I could find to eat. The Chinese like to skewer things on long pointed sticks and barbecue them – usually pieces of meat, lamb being the most popular. Inside Snack Street I started taking pictures of the imaginative variety of creatures skewered and ready for barbecuing: giant black scorpions and spiders, cicadas, seahorses, frogs, whole red millipedes, brown silkworm pupae, slimy eels and octopus arms, huge brown grasshoppers and slender green ones, and a variety of wet, red animal parts and organs. “They say,” a student of mine once told me, “that the Chinese will eat anything with four legs except the table.”
For some reason the small gray scorpions, impaled four to a skewer, are not killed by the skewering, and so their little yellow legs continue to flail about and their little tails curl up, trying to sting an unseen enemy. There were 12 to 15 wooden skewers of scorpions in a single bucket, 4 to 6 buckets at each barbecue stand, and dozens of barbecue stands. That was a lot of writhing scorpions in one short alley. After seeing a diorama of the Department of Halting Destruction of Living Beings, I thought it was ironic to witness the mass torture of scorpions. I was a little surprised I didn’t have nightmares that night, after seeing scenes of torture at Dongyue Temple and Wangfujing Snack Street. 
At the end of March I went with two sophomore English major students of mine, Alice and Helen, on an excursion to the Fangshan District, southwest of Beijing City. At the entrance to the Zhoukoudian Beijingren Yizhi – the Zhoukoudian Peking Man Site – I took a picture of the huge bronze head of the long-haired, slightly smiling Homo erectus pekinensis – Peking Man. Alice, Helen, and I all laughed again when we saw the ancient cave man’s face, remembering what an elderly woman on the bus told us on our way out to the site, after we’d told her where we were going. “I’ve been there,” she said to us. “It’s interesting. There’s a big sculpture of the Peking Man’s head. My husband looks Peking Man.” We all laughed when she said it, and noticed that her husband, sitting next to her reading a newspaper, either didn’t hear or was ignoring her. I wish I’d taken out my camera and gotten a picture of him for comparison. 
After exploring some of the caves at the site and saying goodbye to Peking Man, we went to Helen’s home, a farmhouse outside of Fangshan, where we visited with Helen’s father and grandparents. That evening we had a delicious meal at a country restaurant.  

Beijing has no shortage of parks: Tiantan – Temple of Heaven – Park, Beihai Park, Olympic Park, and Fragrant Hills Park, are well-known and fun places to see. There are a number of lesser-known parks that I would also recommend. One is steeped in kitsch, the other in Chinese history. 
World Park, located in the Fengtai District of Beijing City, attempts to give visitors an opportunity to see the world without having to leave Beijing. I went there one day in April with four of my freshmen English major students: Dandelion, Tanya, Sweet, and Jane. The entrance to the park is a Gothic castle, and beyond the gate one can stroll around large-scale models of famous works of architecture from around the world: the Eiffel Tower, the London Bridge, the Golden Gate Bridge, the Pyramids of Egypt, the Leaning Tower of Pizza, France’s Notre Dame Cathedral, India’s Taj Mahal, and America’s Lincoln Memorial, White House, and Manhattan, complete with World Trade Center twin towers. There’s also some wonderful Chinglish in this park. Did you know that “St. Peters Church [Basilica]… is the biggest Catholic church and the biggest igloo in the world.”? (sic)
Taoranting Gongyuan – Joyous Pavilion Park – is located in Beijing’s Xuanwu District, south of Tiananmen. For the academic year that I worked at Capital Medical University, I would ride my bike to Taoranting Park every month or so, to sit in one of the many pavilions, admire the pine trees, and watch the hanging willow branches sway in the breeze.
Taoran Pavilion, located within the park, was built by chief engineer Jiang Zao in 1695, but the modern park was built in 1952. The park gained its name from a poem by the Tang Dynasty poet Bai Juyi:

“Wait until the chrysanthemums are yellow and homemade wine is ripe, 

(I'll) drink with you and be carefree.” 

更待菊黄家酿熟，与君一醉一陶然

The last two characters form the word taoran, which means joyous or carefree. Ting (亭) means pavilion.
I liked the green scenery of the place and its interesting history. Unlike other Beijing parks and gardens which were reserved for the emperor and his family, Taoranting Park was accessible to all. That’s why the park was a popular meeting place for poets and literary men during the Qing dynasty. The location became an attraction for tourists from far away and for scholars who came to the capital to take the imperial civil examinations. The park and the Taoran pavilion in particular have a colorful history.

In the early years of the Republic of China, Sun Yat-sen, (the Republic’s first president), attended political meetings in the pavilion, and on several occasions Li Dazhao, (co-founder of the Communist Party of China), organized secret revolutionary activities in the Zhunti Hall. 
On the northern side of the Central Island is the grave of Gao Junyu, a labor movement agitator during the period of the Northern Warlords, who died at the age of 30. The grave stone is inscribed with a poem by his girlfriend Shi Pingmei:

I'm the sword, 

I'm the fire, 

I will live like a lightning, 

Die like a fleeting star.

The couple was buried in the grave when Shi Pingmei died.
Although Taoranting has a long history and has numerous sites of historical interest, until the founding of Communist China in 1949, it was not much more than a breeding ground for flies and mosquitoes. After dark, the area became a haven for criminals, and the island’s pines were frequently used for suicides by hanging. In 1952, the People’s Government transformed the stagnant pond into a lake, with a gourd-shaped island in the center. The earth dredged out was heaped up to form seven small hills on the lake's perimeter, which were planted with flowers, trees and shrubs.

One of the most interesting sections of the park is a small part called the Park of the Famed Pavilions of China. Built in 1985, this park-within-the-park contains several replicas of well-known Chinese pavilions, including Shaoling Caotang Tablet Pavilion in Sichuan Province, in honor of Du Fu (a renowned poet of the Tang Dynasty), and Zhexian Pavilion (the Pavilion of the Descending Fairy), built in honor of China’s most famous poet, Li Bai.
My favorite is the Duxing Pavilion (the I-Alone-Sober Pavilion), modeled after the original in Hunan Province built in honor of Qu Yuan, a famous poet in the Warring States Period (403-221 BCE). On the plaque beside the pavilion you can read lines from one of Qu Yuan’s poems:

The world is all muddy, 

leaving me clean alone, 

all are drunk, 

leaving me sober alone. 

– Qu Yuan

Qu Yuan (332-296 BCE) descended from the imperial family, and an air of suffering nobility and fantasy can be sensed in his works. In his youth, he had a brilliant career as a statesman, a diplomat, court minister, and at one time the envoy to Qi (in Shandong), a neighboring state. Qu Yuan's rapid success incurred the jealousy of his fellow ministers, who slandered and plotted against him.
Qu Yuan lived at a time of wars when King Huai of Chu (present day Hebei) was busily attempting to extend the frontiers of his kingdom. As Prime Minister, Qu Yuan objected to the use of force, but without effect; he was accused of treason and banished. Thereafter he wandered through the countryside, principally in the region of the vast inland Dongting Lake in northern Hunan, collecting legends, rearranging folk odes while traveling the countryside, producing some of the greatest poetry in Chinese literature, and expressing fervent love for his state and his concerns for its future. During this time he wrote the tragic poem, “Li Sao” – “The Sorrow of Parting.”
According to legend, Qu Yuan’s anxiety brought him to an increasingly troubled state of health. During his depression he would often take walks near a certain well, where he would look upon his gaunt reflection in the water. The well became known as the “Face Reflection Well.” In 278, learning of the capture of Ying, his country's capital, Qu Yuan is said to have written the lengthy poem of lamentation called “Lament for Ying”, and later to have waded into the Miluo River holding a large rock in order to commit ritual suicide as a form of protest against the corruption of the era.

Legend has it that when the villagers learned what Qu Yuan had done they went out in their boats and desperately tried to save him, but were too late to do so. In order to keep fish and evil spirits away from his body, they beat drums and splashed the water with their paddles, and they also threw rice into the water both as a food offering to Qu Yuan's spirit, and to distract the fish and appease the dragon king. 
Qu Yuan’s death is commemorated each year on Duanwu Jie – Dragon Boat Festival – on the fifth day of the fifth moon of the Chinese lunar calendar. In 2011 this fell on June 6. The packages of rice have become a traditional food known as zongzi, although the lumps of rice are now wrapped in reed leaves instead of silk. The act of racing to search for his body in boats gradually became the cultural tradition of dragon boat racing, which is held every year on the anniversary of Qu Yuan’s death. 
It’s ironic that Qu Yuan, despite his reputation as an outspoken critic of the government, was appropriated as an example of social idealism and unbending patriotism. In the 1950s China issued a postage stamp bearing the likeness of Qu Yuan. Perhaps it’s not so strange: outspoken critics of America’s former government, the King of England, are now considered patriots. Who knows who the patriots of tomorrow will be?
In my classes my students talked freely about China: society, government, economics, the education system, mining accidents, high speed train crashes, government censorship of the internet, the troubles in Tibet and Xinjiang, callous bystanders in Guangzhou, and whatever else was on their minds. I let them. I gave them English lessons, but I also tried to give them something they probably didn’t get very often: a Taoran pavilion, a safe place that didn’t belong to the Emperor, where they could gather and speak their minds. Some relished the opportunity, some were hesitant. Chinese students don’t want to be ostracized by their classmates or their country because of their opinions. A few, at the start of the semester, didn’t even know what the word “opinion” meant and what it was to have one. But by the end of the semester they all did. It was really the one lesson I hoped they’d all get.
On Duanwu Jie that spring I didn’t go to Taoranting Park, but was planning to the next year. I thought I would take some zongzi into the Park of the Famed Pavilions and sit for a while in Duxing Pavilion. Maybe I would take along a collection of Qu Yuan’s poetry, and try to imagine what life in his time was like. I was thinking I even might stay after dark and, if I was lucky, see Qu Yuan’s ghost. Not likely that he would wander so far from Hunan, where he was resting carefree at the bottom of the Miluo River. If he did appear, sitting across from me in the pavilion, I would offer him some zongzi, ask him to recite one of his poems for me, and ask him what he thought of modern China. 

~~~
Chapter 14 – Our Bamboo Grove
One day a student of mine named Eva invited me to come and see her compete in a dance competition being held in the main auditorium. I was amazed to see her up there on stage in her flowing white gown, her slender arms moving hypnotically to hulusi music. Eva’s friend Christy, sitting in the audience with me, told me about Yang Liping’s “Spirit of the Peacock” dance. Yang Liping is an award-winning modern dancer from Yunnan Province. Her signature dance is “Spirit of the Peacock,” in which she uses her hands, arms, and body to suggest the shape and movements of a peacock. I regret that I never had a chance to see Yang Liping perform, but I was thrilled that evening to see Eva perform the “Spirit of the Peacock Dance.”
The following month Eva, Christy, and I took the subway and a bus to 798, a vast artist community in the Chaoyang District. 798 was originally a military factory complex, and was called Joint Factory 718, because it was joint project between China, the Soviet Union, and East Germany.
Some of the old German machine tools are still in one of the cavernous buildings. I’m glad they left them there. They kind of look like sculptures – green and solid. I liked the old architecture, too. The vaulted arches and high windows kind of resemble Western cathedrals. There were even some Cultural Revolution slogans still on the walls – Mao Zedong Thought and propaganda slogans. You can feel the history in the place. Though we thought it unlikely, Eva, Christy and I asked people if there were any “big character posters,” denouncing capitalist roaders, still hanging up anywhere. Everyone replied that they’d never seen any, but one person thought there was a gallery that sold some as antiques. 
In July I took too trips, one to Banbishanzhen – Banbi Mountain Village – and the other to Hangzhou. Though most people have heard of Hangzhou, Banbishan is obscure. Understandably so, because it’s a tiny farm village in Hebei Province, northeast of Beijing, not far from Chengde. My student, Elizabeth, and I took a train up to visit her parents and grandparents, and to see her hometown. Elizabeth’s father was a kindergarten principal, so one day we all went to the school and I gave some impromptu English lessons to six classes of quiet and some not-so-quiet kindergartners. 

We also visited Elizabeth’s grandparents, who lived in the tiny mountain village of Yangshutai, and from their house we hiked up to a Buddhist temple on the mountainside. We chatted with the two smiling monks who lived there. One of them gave me a tiny red plastic device which I could use to listen to prayer chants. I still have it and occasionally I pull it out, listen and chant along, and think about the corn terraces planted on the mountainside, the yellow-walled red-roofed temple, the two brown-robed monk caretakers, taking a break on our hike to eat apricots in the shade of boulder. 
I had to wait until the end of July to travel outside of Beijing, because my new school, Capital Medical University, had my passport while processing my new visa and Foreign Expert Certificate. Two summers ago it took Han Jing two days to get me a new FEC; in 2011 it took over three weeks. Different times, different people, different levels of guanxi. 

At the end of July 2011 I took a high speed train from Beijing down to Hangzhou, the capital and largest city of Zhejiang Province. Xi Hu – West Lake – dotted with islands and surrounded by mountains, temples, pagodas, and gardens, sits like a gem in the center of Hangzhou. On my second day there I rented a single-gear, yellow bicycle and pedaled around the lake. 
The Leifeng Pagoda, on Sunset Hill at the south end of West Lake, was a nice place to rest in the shade and learn about a famous Chinese legend. The pagoda, originally built in 975, is connected with the well-known Legend of the White Snake. I looked everywhere, but I didn't see Bai Suzhen, the white snake who became a beautiful women, fell in love with a young scholar and bore his child, but was imprisoned for eternity under  Leifeng Pagoda by a zealous, demon-hunting monk. In 2002, ruins of the original pagoda, inside the new tower, opened for viewing. The original pagoda collapsed in part due to a superstition that bricks from the tower could repel illness or prevent miscarriage, so many people stole bricks to grind into powder. In 2001 a mausoleum was discovered under the ruins, containing many treasures, including a gold and silver hair of the Buddha. Unfortunately, Bai Suzhen was not found and set free.
There is a famous list: Top Ten Scenes of West Lake. One of the scenes is "Leifang Pagoda in Evening Glow". I took a boat ride on the lake, shared the boat with a university student and her mother, and our guide pointed out to us that particular view. I took a picture, and though it was late afternoon, I guess it was too hazy in Hangzhou, so there wasn’t much glow on Leifang Pagoda.
Another site worth visiting is Liuhe Ta – Liuhe Pagoda – or the Six Harmonies Pagoda, located at the foot of Yuelun Hill beside the Qiangtang River. Originally constructed in 970 AD during the Northern Song dynasty, the octagonal pagoda is over 59 meters high. It is said that the reason for building the pagoda was to calm the tidal waters of the Qiantang River, and to serve sailors as a lighthouse. 

I loved visiting the grottos at Feilai Feng – Peak Flying-From-Afar – in the hills above West Lake near Lingyin Temple. Budai – the Laughing Buddha – is a Chinese folklore deity. His name, Budai, means “cloth sack,” and comes from the bag that he’s depicted as carrying. The fat-bellied, bald-headed, laughing monk is believed to be the incarnation of Milofo – Maitreya, a future Buddha. He’s often depicted as being surrounded by adoring children, and so he was in a grotto at Felai Feng, carved in relief, surrounded by hanging green vegetation. I’d be laughing, too, venerable Budai, if I lived in a cave nearby, playing with the children during the day, drinking wine and writing poetry with you in the evening. 
Besides all there is to see around West Lake, the Xixi National Wetland Park is a nice place to visit. It’s over 10 square kilometers of ponds, lakes, and swamps. At Deep Pool Mouth an annual Dragon Boat Contest is held on Dragon Boat Festival.
On my last day in Hangzhou I returned to West Lake to watch the sunset. In a pavilion I sat to watch the day end. As the sun dropped behind the mountains the bats came out. At one point I counted 20 bats swooping and diving above the lotus plants just off shore. Across from me sat an elderly man, his leg up on the bench, his body twisted around so that he too could watch the sunset, the water, and the bats. Nearby sat a pretty young woman, with nice clothes and handbag, her back to the lake, busily texting, ignoring the scenery. An apt symbol of two generations in China. 
~~~

In August I left Beijing Institute of Petrochemical Technology and moved to Capital Medical University. I’d been teaching at BIPT for two years and I felt it was time to make a change, try a new school. Still, it wasn’t easy. I had gotten really attached to my BIPT students. Apparently the feeling was mutual. Clement, my colleague from Cameroon, told me something during my last semester. He taught a course to the same two groups of students that I taught, classes 91 and 92, and he told me that one day in class he told them a story about me to illustrate a point he was making. He said he noticed the students were smiling, so he asked them why. He said no one spoke at first, and finally one of the girls said, “We all love Ken.” Others may measure success in different ways, but for me I knew I’d finally found a career that I loved. When I heard that from Clement I thought it could sustain me for a long time, maybe for as long as I need.
Besides my students and colleagues at BIPT, I knew I would miss the large and pretty campus, especially the little bamboo grove next to the library. In Chinese you don’t say, “my university”, but rather, “our university.” So I’d taken to calling it “our bamboo grove.”
Crisscrossed by paved walkways, with some benches where one can sit in the green shade, our bamboo grove allowed you to feel cool even on the hottest days. I usually went for a walk around the campus after lunch and dinner. My walk always included a short rest in our bamboo grove. 

My final semester at BIPT, during the Writing 2 final exam, the teacher assisting me asked me if I knew all the English names of my 44 students. I told her that I did. I then slowly looked at each of them, English major classes 91 and 92, their heads bent, writing their 5-paragraph compositions. I recited their names to myself, gazing for a moment at each face. I hope I never forget the names and faces and smiles of those students. Our school had become my home, my colleagues my family, my students my children.
Near the end of the semester the foreign teachers all had to interview for our jobs. We were interviewed by a Chinese man named Mr. Guo, representing a Canadian company, which had been given the responsibility of managing the English language teaching at our university. Mr. Guo asked me about my teaching experience and educational level – whether I had an MA, “or just a BA?” He replied elliptically to my questions about the terms of the new contract, and he never looked me in the eye. He told me that starting with the fall semester the school would employ only American and Canadian foreign teachers and use only American published textbooks. I felt like asking him why he took the time to interview Clement and Jane, from Cameroon, and Adam, an Australian, if our university had no intention of re-hiring them. 

A week later we all received unsigned letters from the Foreign Affairs Office. Mine said that our university would offer me a new contract for the next academic year. My four colleagues – Clement, Jane, Adam, and Melissa – were told they would not be re-hired.
At dusk our bamboo grove became a concert hall, and I could sit there and enjoy a twittering bird symphony. Combined with the soft swish of the breeze in the leaves the sound became hypnotic, a balm for the soul, healing laughter. 
“When the wind blows, the bamboo bends ‘in laughter’; and the character for bamboo (竹) looks like an abbreviation of the character for ‘to laugh’ (笑).” 

Wolfram Eberhard – “A Dictionary of Chinese Symbols”

When students and colleagues asked why I decided to leave BIPT, I replied that the new situation offered by Mr. Guo was unacceptable: my salary was lowered and my teaching hours doubled. I’d have to start paying for my utilities. What distressed me most was that my colleagues, the four other foreign teachers, were not re-hired. 

One day, while I was sitting on my favorite bench in our bamboo grove, I heard a rapping sound. I looked up to see one of our professors walking backwards on the path, slapping his big round belly. As I watched him pass by it occurred to me that one large panda with a hearty appetite could make our bamboo grove disappear in a day.
“The Chinese words for ‘bamboo’ (竹, zhu) and for ‘to wish, pray’ (祝, zhu) are homonyms …”Eberhard

One winter a wet, heavy snowfall fell on our bamboo grove and bent so many of the slender stalks that the path through the grove became a low-ceilinged tunnel. The slender green stalks were all bent in prayer, paying homage to the power of numbers: tiny, nearly weightless snowflakes – but millions of them – could make the upright stalks bend down in submission. 

One day after we’d received our letters, Adam said to me, “Well, you told me you were thinking about leaving someday anyway. Maybe this is just the kick in the pants we need to make a change.” Maybe I did say that, but talk is cheap. Real change takes pieces out of you.
At times I had to share our bamboo grove with others. More than once while heading down the path to my favorite bench I surprised a pair of young lovers who had also sought the cool refuge of the green grass forest. One day I could find no peace in our bamboo grove. Two magpies were squawking incessantly right above me. I swear they were doing it just to get rid of me. Maybe they were also lovers and I had invaded their privacy.  

Because I was an American, I was the only foreign teacher the school wanted to re-hire. Melissa is a Canadian, but wasn’t re-hired for other reasons. Clement and Jane had a two-year old girl, Megan, born only a month before I first arrived at our university, and they now had Sean, a 4-month old baby. At first they thought they were going to have to find new jobs and move, or return to Cameroon.
“A celebrated saying has it that the artist must himself become a bamboo before he can begin to paint one.” Eberhard

I had sat in our bamboo grove and tried to think of nothing at all – to be like a stalk of bamboo; green, supple, without a care or an ego. 

One day a rain storm rolled over China, Beijing, Daxing, our university, and our bamboo grove as I sat on my favorite bench. The birds were silent, the bamboo ecstatic. 

A few days later I noticed that two stalks directly across from my favorite bench, growing right next to the edge of the paved path, had shot up several feet into the air in just a couple of weeks. Bamboo grows rapidly, effortlessly, without having to think about it or figure out how to grow.
About a week after we received our letters, the Foreign Affairs Office reversed its position on Jane and offered her a new contract. I was told that someone had reminded Li Yue, the Foreign Affairs Office Director, that it would be a violation of a labor contract law to not renew a contract with a woman who had recently given birth. 

“On the other hand, the bamboo is evergreen and immutable, and hence a symbol of old age – in addition it is gaunt like an old man.” Eberhard

Before I left BIPT I had a friendly debate with Li Yue. We talked about why she wanted to hire only Americans and Canadians, no British or Australian teachers. The Chinese like America, and Chinese parents like having their kids learn standard American or Canadian English and study in America or Canada. So a school with an elite team of American and Canadian foreign teachers, who all have MA’s and Ph.D.’s, can be marketed as a prestige school, appealing to parents of potential students. 
I understand the point of wanting to avoid exposing the students to foreign teachers with strong, non-American/Canadian accents. I told Li Yue that one problem with this policy is that it will limit the foreign teacher hiring pool. Those that want to live and teach in a foreign country tend to be young people with B.A.’s only. Also, many Chinese students who hope to study abroad would prefer to go to England or Australia, and having exposure at university to British or Australian English would be good preparation for them.
Some months after leaving, I returned to BIPT to visit a friend. I ran into Clement, Jane, Megan and Sean out for a walk. Jane told me that although she had a contract and was receiving a salary, she had not been given any classes to teach. She was happy to have time to spend with her children. Megan talked a lot – English and Chinese.
One day a white cat sauntered down the path of our bamboo grove. When he spotted me he paused for a moment then darted into the dark thicket of bamboo. Reclusive, feral, free. If he were a tabby he’d have been camouflaged, but because he was so white I was able to watch him thread his way through the tangled darkness.
People leave, but the bamboo stays, bending in the wind. I didn’t think I could bend the required amount, so I left.

I regret that I never took classes 91 and 92 out of the classroom and into our bamboo grove for a lesson. There might not have been enough room for us all on the narrow paths and small benches, and the students might have thought it a strange sort of English lesson: “Just listen!”

I attended class in our bamboo grove; the bamboo was my teacher. I noticed that the bamboo always smiled, no matter what it was feeling.  

Shortly after deciding to leave BIPT, I was telling myself that at my new school I was going to keep my distance from my students, not get so attached to them, like I did with Ben, Grace, Aurelia, Tammy, Christiana, Ivy, Heidy, Vicky, Betty, Caroline, Alice, Fiona, Teresa, Tina, Helen, Sandy, Amanda, Eva, Diana, Peter, Roy, Warren, Michael, Neil, Nancy, Ann, Joy, Christy, Eva, Amy, Bianca, Camelia, Jenny, Alice, Jennifer, Helen, Elener, Elizabeth, Catherine, Vivian, Miya, Totti, Henry and Ashes.

~~~

Chapter 15 – A Sleeping Tiger
At the end of September I’d finished my first month of teaching at Capital Medical University; I had 14 more weeks to go. I liked my students there, though the postage stamp campus made me feel claustrophobic. There were no gardens or bamboo groves where one could sit, listen to the birds and watch the yellow ginkgo leaves fall. So I was lucky that the Taoranting Park was just a short bike ride away. 

My one class of undergraduates, who I taught Audio-Video-Oral English, were typically reticent Chinese undergraduate non-English majors. But my two classes of master degree students, two classes of doctoral degree students, and one small seminar of doctors, were more mature and hardworking students. I especially like the doctor class: each week 8-10 doctors from several Beijing hospitals took two hours off and came to our university to improve their English, which, for some of them, was already at a high level. We sat around an oval conference table and had interesting discussions. One week, for example, we had a lively discussion about assisted suicide.
In all of my classes, I’m not sure how much actual “teaching” of English I did. I gave them a lot of dialog scenarios and discussion topics, which they could use to practice speaking English, rather than “study” English by rote repetition. I tried to provide my students with a different experience than what they’d had before; namely, listening to a lecture, and, (if it’s an English class), repeating vocabulary lists, and laboring over boring grammar exercises. Chinese English teachers like to teach a lot of grammar, the reason being is that it’s easy to test on the final exam. So I left the grammar teaching to them and taught almost none.
On a warm but hazy day in late September I took a bus and a couple of subway lines to the Chongwen district, southeast of the Forbidden Palace. My destination was the Ming City Wall Ruins Park, just south of the train station. Running alongside a busy avenue is a narrow strip of grass and trees, and an ancient wall – all that’s left of the Ming Dynasty city wall. Parts of it are restored and you can walk along the top, but most of it is in ruins, with grass, weeds and trees growing on the rammed-earth center part on top of the wall. I found some stairs up to the top of the Southeast Watchtower, with its 144 archer windows and graffiti scratched into the gray bricks by the international foreign troops during the Boxer Rebellion. Inside the tower was an historical exhibit about the watchtower and the city wall, with replicas of the several massive gates that one used to have to pass through to enter Beijing. The watchtower also housed the Red Gate Gallery, featuring contemporary art. An interesting mix of the ancient and the modern. 

I next went to see Ancient Observatory, which is next to the Jianguomen subway station, and a short walk from the Ming City Wall Ruins Park. The observatory, another imposing tower of gray brick, was built along the city wall in 1442, after the Ming Dynasty moved its capital to Beijing, (1421). It claims to be the longest operating observatory in the world: 500 years, (closed in 1929). I know next to nothing about astronomy, so to me the huge green-bronze pieces of astronomical equipment looked like modern sculptures, all with exotic names: Eliptical Armilla, Equatorial Armilla, (sounds like a tropical animal), New Armilla, (same family, different species), Azimuth Theodolite, (an addictive liquor? a mineral? a race of ancient men?), Altazimuth, Quadrant, Sextant, and Celestial Globe. Adjacent to the tower there was a garden, with more equipment, and three exhibition halls with both Chinese and English. Though I couldn’t understand the astronomy book written by Song Dynasty scientist and astronomer Shen Kuo (1031-1045), I liked the title: “Dream Pool Essays”.
In October I took a long bus ride to Cuandixia Village, located in the Mentougou District west of Beijing City. At the entrance to the village there was a large rock with a single character inscribed on it and painted light blue. It was the most complex character I’d ever seen, with 30 brushstrokes! My entire three-character Chinese name has only 19 brushstrokes total. The character is the “cuan” in Cuandixia; it’s an ancient character that means cooking-stove, or to cook.

Cuandixia is an ancient village made of gray stone that climbs up the foot of a mountain. Located on an ancient post road 90 km northwest of Beijing, the village contains several hundred well-preserved homes from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, many of which have been converted into inns and restaurants. It’s a labyrinth of stone paved lanes, steep staircases, narrow passages, and tightly packed houses. Because it’s built on a slope and so tightly packed, I felt that I could step out the front door of one house and onto the roof of another. After touring the village I climbed the mountain on the other side of the road to get a bird’s eye view of the auspicious Chinese fan shape of the village as a whole. 

~~~

Chen Xiaohua was a Ph.D. student, a doctor doing research on leprosy, and a student in my English Speak and Writing course – yes, the school wanted me to teach both speaking and writing in a one semester course. When Xiaohua learned that I had no plans for the holiday, she invited me to go up to a bridge construction site near Labagoumen, in northern Hairou District, almost at the border with Hebei Province. 
So one afternoon we took a long distance bus up to Labagoumen. There we were picked up by another driver and his small van. This driver, a man in his 30’s, drove like a madman: racing up to the bumper of the car in front of us, passing on blind mountain road curves, often having to swerve back quickly out of the way of an oncoming vehicle. He did this while playing karaoke DVD’s on a small dashboard screen. Xiaohua, sitting up front, occasionally sang along. Neither she nor the driver was wearing their seatbelt. The incongruity of the insipid Chinese pop music and the maniac driving gave me that strange mixed feeling – wanting to laugh at the absurdity of the situation while my stomach was knotted in fear for my life – that I’ve felt more than once in China. I closed my eyes and tried to relax, remembering that it’s possible to get less injured in a collision if you’re sleeping or relaxed and don’t know that it’s coming.
The husband of Xiaohua’s sister-in-law was the work site supervisor, in charge of the work crew building the overpass. The van suddenly turned off the highway and raced down a dirt road, as fast as when we were on the highway, and we pulled up sharp in front of a tiny shack that also served as the work site general store. I opened my eyes and exhaled. Inside the shack we ate a simple dinner of meat, scrambled eggs, tomatoes, rice, and mantou, (white, tasteless steamed bread).
We talked for a while – Xiaohua had to translate much of what the supervisor said to me, because I couldn’t understand his strong Northeastern accent, and because he spoke so fast. The sun had set and the temperature had dropped, and it soon got really cold. We climbed back into the van and drove to a mountain village where they located a farmer’s home with a room to rent. I had the room to myself – Chen Xiaohua and her aunt went back to the work site and slept in bunk beds in the makeshift dormitory. 
Before I went to bed I talked with a group of young people – one of them the son of one the farmers. They were outside using a tiny laptop computer and a laser that sent a green beam of light up into the clear night sky. The software and the laser allowed them to identify stars and planets. The boy with the computer would identify something and then the rest of them would quickly compete with their mobile phone dictionaries to see who could give me a translation first. I chatted with them and we gazed up at Jupiter, the Andromeda galaxy, and Cassiopeia before I started shivering and had to go to my room and burrow under two thick quilts. Even though the room was unheated, and the pillow and quilts smelt like cigarette smoke, I slept well.
The next day, back at the work site, we ate a breakfast of instant noodles and hardboiled eggs. Xiohua and then I went for a walk through the work site and beyond, beside the river that the bridge would span when it was completed. The work site itself was a chaotic mess of building materials and equipment – hard to tell which of it was to be used and which was already used. Scruffy dogs played around the equipment, and in a milky pool of water – part of the narrow stream under the bridge – some ducks were paddling to and fro, wondering what the hell had happened to their once tranquil home.
I talked with Xiaohua about her research, and about her mentor, a woman doctor who Xiaohua told me had spearheaded the treatment of leprosy in China. Xiaohua said she would introduce me to her, and that someday I might be able to go with her to one of China’s leper colonies. Xiaohua told me that the doctor makes several trips each year to the leper colonies in Yunnan and Sichuan, though she had been going less often in recent years, because she was in her 90’s.
We ascended a wooden ramp to the top of the bridge and watched several workers. Working in three teams of 5 to 6, they were pushing cable down into an open, unfinished part of the bridge. Approximately a hundred yards away some other workers waved flags when the cable popped out on their side. Xiaohua told me that these men were the lowest class in Chinese society. Most of them came from the countryside, some from far away, to the big cities or work sites like this one, to work hard from dawn until after sunset, live in unheated thin-walled dormitories, eat instant noodles and sausages, drink lots of beer, be paid low wages, be looked down upon by the rest of society, and be forgotten about once the work was done.
When we returned to the work site store I now saw, in the daylight, a huge pile of empty cardboard instant noodle bowls, along with a lot of other garbage, behind the shack. Piles of garbage are a common site in China. Use it, drop it, someone else comes along and adds their garbage, and soon it’s a designated place to throw garbage – must be because everyone else is dumping there. Besides, there’s nowhere else to put the garbage, and no one to take it away. The Chinese are surrounded by garbage, for the simple reason that there’s too many people, too much garbage, no system to deal with it, and apparently dealing with the problem is not a government priority.
Xiaohua, her aunt, and I then went for a walk into another nearby farm village, across the road from the work site and even smaller than the one I’d stayed in. We came across a young man, his mother and his grandmother, all sitting beside a pile of sunflower heads on the concrete area in front of their home. Each of them would place a sunflower head on the concrete beside them, and then whack is several times with a wooden mallet, making the sunflower seeds pop out. When they had finished with a flower they would sweep the black seeds into a pile behind them. The Chinese love to eat sunflower seeds as a snack before a meal or between meals. They rarely eat shelled seeds; they prefer to bite on the shell with their front teeth and spit out the shell on the ground, sidewalk, floor of a restaurant, etc. A former colleague of mine explained the little notch in her #2 incisor – she loved to eat sunflower seeds; the notch was the result of cracking open the shells. I’ve seen more than one Chinese person – usually women – with such notches.
Inside this family’s courtyard was a man – he looked older than me but could have been my age or younger, so he was the husband or the grandfather – and he was using a pitchfork to whack a pile of lizi – chestnuts – in order to shell them. He sold Xiaohua’s aunt a red plastic bag full of the shelled chestnuts, and then he let me take a picture of him, smiling proudly in front of his home.  

Back outside his wife was now shaking back and forth a large, shallow, square-shaped basket in order to sift something, but I’m not sure what was falling out of the bottom of the basket and what was left inside – the useless and the useful.

China is racing forward like a little gray van on a curvy mountain road – building roads, bridges, and towering apartment buildings, making cars, computers, phones and satellites, catching up with the rest of the developed world. It was sort of exciting to be here witnessing it, and at the same time a little frightening, and kind of sad.
I watched former Prime Minister Tony Blair on TV one night. He was on CCTV 9, speaking to and fielding questions from an audience of Chinese university students. The questions and his answers – about China, social unrest in the world, conflict between nations, races and religions, the Iraq war and his role in it, etc. – were thoughtful and interesting. At one point he said that the power center of the world was shifting from the West to the East. I wonder what’s happening to the world’s spiritual center, if there is such a thing. I hope there will still be a place left in the world for quiet meditation: a tranquil bamboo grove, an uncrowded temple for a chat with Guanyin, a river with clean water and lots of happy ducks, a forest without any garbage, a forest.
On the subway a man’s phone rang – the ring tone was a rooster crowing loudly. I turned and looked at him, but none of the Chinese passengers paid any attention, being used to loud noises. 

In Ditan Park a bent old man, wearing black, shuffled slowly, steadily by, his shoe soles scuffing the pavement. He was carrying a small hand radio, held halfway up to his ear. He was listening to an English language news report, from Great Britain. I wanted to ask him if can understand what was being said, but he never turned to look at me, so I keep walking past him. 

A young woman, wearing over-sized plastic frames with no lenses, entered the café where I was having a cup of tea. Underneath her winter coat she was wearing America flag tights and a pink sweater that barely came down far enough to cover her butt. She was smoking a cigarette. I wanted to ask her if she knew that she was wearing the America flag, but like the old man in the park she didn’t make eye contact with me, and I didn’t say anything. 

A young woman was working in a bazaar booth that sells mobile phones. When I walked up to the glass case and looked at the phones, and looked at her, she didn’t look up or speak to me, because she was reading a text message.

The tiger symbolizes courage and strength, but also stands for spirit, soul – individual soul and collective soul, the soul of a people. The tiger is disappearing in China – both the South China tiger and the Siberian tiger. An apt symbol of the way most modern Chinese are paying increasing attention to the material world, the materialistic life, with fewer people giving much attention to the spiritual aspect of life. In China the soul is being forgotten, abandoned, as useless as one of the “four olds” – old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits.
Marx said the spirit – mind, ideas, theory, culture – is a reflection of, a product of the material, economic life. Communism tends to repress the spiritual aspect of life – religion, philosophy, psychology, creativity. Mao Zedong called the South China tiger a “pest” that should be hunted and killed by farmers in order to protect their livestock and their children. This happened during the Cultural Revolution, when there also occurred the “destroy the four olds” campaign. Now modern China’s economy is booming, the standard of living has been raised for most Chinese, the materialistic lifestyle of the West is envied, imported, aped. Now the tiger has nearly vanished from China.
In recent years China has started making belated efforts to save the tiger, protect nature, preserve traditional culture, and boost creative thought. But it may all be too late.
Or, is the sleeping tiger waking up? Does 20 years of rapid economic growth constitute a sleeping tiger waking up? When I asked my students to define “the spiritual aspect of life”, most of them talked about leisure, recreational, cultural opportunities – watching movies, surfing the internet, seeing a play, going to a museum, traveling, reading a book. 

But I often think the Chinese seem spiritually empty. On the rare occasions when they make eye contact I don’t see much behind their eyes, or rather I see only a superficial cordiality to an English speaker. They’re rabid about learning English. A native English speaker who walks into a room of young Chinese people is likely to be devoured – they’re hoping to imbibe the English language essence through the flesh and blood of the foreigner.

The young Chinese are chiefly concerned about finding a good job, buying a house, getting married, having a “warm and happy family”. But their hopes and dreams seem unimaginative to me, their souls atrophied. And achieving their materialistic goals requires them to compete in this over-crowded country against millions of others, all trying to get an advantage over each other, or in some way use each other. Mostly coldly indifferent to each other, using each other to gain something for themselves or their families, never having true, honest friends after they graduate from high school, or interpersonal relationships of much depth outside of their families. After they’re born babies are often quickly handed over to grandparents. The kids might see their parents infrequently or even rarely, and yet they’re supposed to take care of their parents when their parents grow old. Toward their parents many people surely feel a sense of duty without a feeling of love. How can you love strangers? (See the documentary “Last Train Home,” 《归途列车》.
When it’s announced that there are no more wild tigers in China, no one will notice, no one look up from their mobile phone. But perhaps a few will go online to look at photos, because they’re forgotten what a tiger looks like. There’s a quiet tragedy unfolding in China, but the girl with the lens-less plastic frames, wearing American flag tights and smoking a cigarette, hasn’t heard, and it’s not her problem.  
On the other hand, in China there are more than a few brave critics of the status quo, the government, and the spiritual apathy. There is the artist and gadfly Ai Weiwei; Xu Zhiyong, scholar and founder of the New Citizens movement; Nobel Peace Laureate Liu Xiaobo, who wrote the Charter 08 manifesto calling for peaceful, programmatic political reform; Gao Xingjian, expatriate and Nobel Prize Winner; Jiang Rong, author of Wolf Totem and critic of Han Chinese development policies in Inner Mongolia. And there are many, many more. 
The news we read about China these days is all about pollution, muscle flexing in the South China Sea, and Xi Jinping’s crackdown on corruption. There are myriad other untold stories about unknown critics, and about ordinary Chinese citizens who are loyal to their country, but who are nevertheless willing to push the limits, to criticize failings, and to make earnest suggestions on how to mitigate pollution, strengthen the court/justice system, change the government to a more open and democratic one, and improve Chinese society and interpersonal relations. The Chinese government would be smart to listen to these voices, rather than reacting with the same old fearful paranoia, labeling critics as dissidents, and suppressing them. 
In China there is a sleeping tiger awakening, and it’s not a tiger of ravenous economic growth, but rather is a tiger characterized by creativity and compassion; it is both individuals and a society dedicated to freedom, human rights, and values (human values – not Western or Chinese values). I hope I live long enough to witness the tiger’s reawakening. 
~~~

Chapter 16 – Have You Eaten?
I was once walking on campus with a colleague when another professor came walking towards us. The two of them made a quick exchange: 

“Chi le ma?”

“Chi le.”

The question can be translated literally as: “Have you eaten?” It really means “Hello!” It’s a nice question to ask because it shows that you care about the person, and is like saying, “I hope life is good for you and that you’ve got enough food to eat.” These days, most people in China can reply, “Chi le,” – “I’ve eaten,” – an answer that implies “Myself and my family are well, with enough food to eat.” This exchange originates from the days when it was a genuine question, when not everyone did have enough to eat. Food and family are important everywhere in the world, but they are especially cherished and enjoyed in China.

By contrast, there’s me. While traveling I tend to eat on the run. A quick breakfast in my hotel room: a yogurt, a piece of bread with peanut butter, half a banana, a cup of instant coffee. For lunch I usually eat at one of the ubiquitous small shops: a bowl of beef noodles in the north, mixian – rice noodles – in southern China. When I’m not traveling I eat breakfast and dinner in my apartment – both simple meals – and lunch at the school cafeteria. I feel ambivalent about eating at restaurants in China because of all the smokers. In other words, I don’t pay too much attention to food. I eat for energy to keep going, and to keep my stomach from making noise.
In January I spent two weeks in Yunnan Province in southern China. Most people there speak Mandarin Chinese, but many of the ethnic minority people speak only their ethnic group language. “Men na bai di nai ya?” is how to say, “Chi le ma?” in Daileyu, (Xishuangbanna Dai language.) In Haniyu, the language spoken by the Hani ethnic group, it’s “No ho za ma?” In the mountain village of Baka, in southern Xishuangbanna, I was welcomed by a Hani family. I stayed with them for a couple of days, ate often and ate delicious food, and was asked to stay longer than my planned departure day. Only a few days earlier I’d been a stranger.
On January 6th I arrived in Kunming, the capital city of Yunnan, in the early afternoon. I was met at the airport by Meng Yani, a student studying to be a journalist at a university in Kunming, a friend of mine, and a Hani girl – a member of the Hani ethnic group. Specifically, she and her family belong to the Aini subgroup of the Hani minority group. There are 26 ethnic minorities in Yunnan, (56 in China); most of the Hani people live in Xishuangbanna.  
On the day I arrived in Kunming Yani and I walked to Cuihui Lake Park and strolled for a while. The place was hen renao – lively – with people strolling, singing, playing erhu and flutes, dancing, taking pictures, sitting and chatting, and laughing.
For the next few days I was on my own because Yani was busy finishing her Latin Dance course. I spent the 7th at the Yunnan Minzu Village at Haigeng Park. Yunnan’s 26 ethnic minorities – their houses, costumes, and customs – are all represented there. I had dinner that evening with Yani. Our meal included a delicious dish called huluofan – a pineapple with the top cut off, stuffed with colorful rice mixed with chunks of pineapple.
The next day I took a cab to Xishan (West Mountain) on Dianchi (Dian Lake), in Kunming. I did a lot of hiking there and saw some interesting temples perched on the mountain side, including one called Dragon’s Gate.
One day while in Kunming I walked a few blocks from my hotel to the Yuantong Temple, a Zen Buddhist temple, spent some time there, and then took a taxi to a place called Heilongtan – Black Dragon Pool. There was a temple there also, and some nice gardens. I decided to leave the crowded garden and paved-walkway area, where in every pavilion elderly people were playing instruments, singing, or playing cards and board games. I found a little-used path that went up the mountain, and after a while the path crossed a red dirt road. 
Though I’d apparently left the park, I continued up the road to a lone farmhouse which doubled as the gate to a cemetery on the slope behind it. In front of the house a woman wearing a black coat was hanging some laundry on a line strung between the pine trees. She looked younger than me, but her face was lined, her skin dark, and her cheeks ruddy. Nearby, a red-cheeked boy was throwing pebbles at some chickens.
I asked the women if I could enter the cemetery and have a look, and she said I could. As I passed by the courtyard I saw two men starting to cut up a small animal. I kept going and strolled amongst the old tombs for a while, took pictures of some, and also of a couple of taciturn black mules, then headed back to the courtyard. The people seemed friendly so I entered and greeted the two men, who were now pulling the animal’s guts out. Now that I had a loser look I was pretty sure I knew what kind of animal it was, but I asked the men anyway. One of them smiled and said something in his local dialect. The women spoke Mandarin, so she confirmed my suspicion that the men were cutting up a dog.
I tried not to show any judgment or squeamishness on my face, telling myself: “This is there custom, and perhaps their necessity.” I couldn’t bear to take a picture of the unlucky dog, so instead I took a few of a hen with her baby chicks. I didn’t notice until later that the dog’s blood was also in the picture, in a pool behind the chicks.
I went back to through the gate to grassy area in front of the farmhouse. There the little boy was squatting with his pants down doing his business. I was about to head back down the road when the woman came out and asked me to take a picture of her. She didn’t have a camera of her own; she just wanted me to take a picture of her with my camera, and she didn’t ask me to send her the picture. As I was taking her picture, another woman, also wearing a black coat, came out of the farmhouse with a shovel, which she used to scoop up the little boy’s poop. Seeing what I was doing, she said she wanted her picture taken too. I took a few pictures of the two women, each of them took pictures of me with the other, and then I took a couple pictures of the boy, since he now had his pants on. He ran off to the house while I chatted with the women.

The boy returned and asked one of the women to help him find a photograph that he wanted to show me. One of the women told him to go look for it himself. The boy pouted, started back toward the house, but then stopped and picked up a stone. “What are you doing?” asked the first women. “I’m throwing at nainai!” said the boy as he threw the stone at the second women. He used the word “nainai”, which literally means “grandma”, but is also used to address older women, and I had already learned that the two women were just friends. The boy’s shot missed, and the two women laughed about it. We said goodbye, they returned to the farmhouse and their chores, the boy resumed harassing the chickens, and I headed down the red dirt road, feeling glad that they hadn’t invited me to stay for dinner.
~~~

On the 10th I went to the Shilin – the Stone Forest – located in Lunan Yi Nationality Autonomous County, east of Kunming. This was one of the highlights of my trip. Trails meander through spires of gray stone that resemble giant stalagmites. The park is actually a typical karst topography caused by the dissolution of limestone; the formations are believed to be over 270 million years old.

According to a famous legend of the Sani people, a branch of the Yi ethnic group, the stone forest is the birthplace of Ashima, a beautiful, clever, warm-hearted, and faithful Sani girl. Ashima was in love with the courageous Ahei, an orphan adopted by her family, and Ahei also deeply loved his beautiful stepsister. But the jealous Azhi, the son of a wealthy village merchant, caused a dam to be breached and Ashima drowned in the flood. A stone goddess retrieved Ashima’s body and turned her into a stone standing by the river for Ahei to find. In the Stone Forest, the rock said to be Ashima resembles a girl, with a kerchief on her head and a bamboo basket on her back.
In Kunming, when I had boarded the bus to the Stone Forest, I started chatting with a young man named Zhang Yihua, from the city of Panzhihua in southern Sichuan Province. I learned that he was a student at Beijing Agricultural University, and was doing a little sightseeing on his own in Yunnan before heading home to spend Spring Festival with his family.
At the Stone Forest, after Zhang Yihua and I bought our entrance tickets, we saw another foreigner walking around looking lost, so I helped him by translating the ticket sales person’s directions, and the man went off on his own. Afterwards, he caught up with us in the park, and the three of us explored the Stone Forest together.
The third member of our party was Henri Bayle, a Frenchman from Reunion Island near Madagascar. He spoke fluent French and English, but no Chinese, so I translated for him and Zhang Yihua. Henri asked me a lot of questions about living in China, learning Chinese, and teaching a foreign language in China. I told him he could probably get a job teaching French at a university, as the Chinese are interested in other languages in addition to English. He said he was interested in making a career change because he was getting tired of sales and marketing work with IBM.
The following day Yani and I both flew to Xishuangbanna, but on different flights. My flight was at 4:30, and Yani was supposed to fly at 1:30, but her flight was delayed until 6:00, so she had to spend several hours at the airport. 

After arriving in Jinghong, I went to the Manytrees Youth Hostel. I checked in and went to a nearby restaurant for dinner: a bowl of rice noodles. There were several young girls working at the restaurant. As I was eating, one of them came to my table, sat across from me, ate her bowl of porridge and started asking me questions. I was happy to have someone to talk with. Soon a second girl sat down next to the first, then a third, then a fourth. I asked them if they spoke any English – they all answered “Yi dian” – “Just a little,” so we spoke Chinese. I asked them if they had English names and one of them said she was Stella, but that she didn’t really like the name and wanted a new one. I had them each tell me their Chinese names, and based on those I gave them all English names: Helen, Tina, Alice, and Cathy. They were all excited about their English names.
When I’d finished eating they were ready to end their work shift, so we all headed off to the Lancang River waterfront and a nearby night market for an evening stroll. Alice and Helen were the youngest, both still in high school. Cathy, at 22, was the oldest, and acted somewhat more mature and flirty than the others. Alice told me that her dream was to become a singer. As we walked she sang some Daizu folk songs – songs of the Dai people. The five of us took a lot of pictures of each other. Before I headed back to the hostel I asked them for their email addresses so that I could send them the photos. They all said they didn’t have computers or email addresses, and told me I should bring the photos the next time I come to Banna. I promised them I would.
I spent most of the next day with Yani. We first scouted out a hotel that I could move to, because I didn’t like the hostel. It was very noisy – people talking loudly or arguing, (I’m not sure which), late at night, dogs barking, traffic noise, etc. If that wasn’t enough, the bed was very hard, so I didn’t sleep well my first night in Jinghong.
We found a nice hotel a few blocks away, and I told them I’d check in the next day. Yani and I then went to Manting Park, which is worth a visit. We saw lots of peacocks; a bird that the Dai people view as a symbol of beauty, kindness, and good fortune. In the afternoon we tried to find the Nan Yao Yuan – South Medicine Park – but instead we ended up at the Redai Huahui Yuan – Tropical Flowers and Plants Park. That park was worth a visit.
The next day, instead of checking into to the new hotel, I was picked up at the hostel by Yani, her father and a family friend from her village. We drove to Baka, which is south of Jinghong, about 25 kilometers from Myanmar. Baka is a Hani zhai – a Hani village. I also heard the term shanzhai – mountain village – a term that also has the meaning of fortified hill village or mountain stronghold. Baka was surrounded by rolling hills mostly covered with rubber trees, rather than original rain forest. In January the leaves were still on the trees but had turned reddish-brown. The valleys and areas close to the villages were devoted to banana orchards. It was warm there but not hot; and it was very green, peaceful, and beautiful. 

We arrived in Baka at midday, in time to watch the preparations for a wedding. We first dropped off my luggage at Yani’s home. Though the house was modern, not made of bamboo, and had modern appliances – such as a stove rather than a hearth for cooking – it still resembled the traditional home with the human living quarters on the second floor.  

I was guessing that because Yani’s mother was a doctor they could afford to have a modern home – there were only a few of them in the village. Yani’s father made a living tapping rubber trees, like many of the village men. I think he was one of the happiest people I’ve ever met – always a smile on his face. Yani’s mom gave me some Chinese medicine for my shoulder and neck pain – caused by several days of toting my heavy backpack – but it had no effect.
We then went to the bride’s home, a traditional Hani two-story brick and bamboo house. The family lived on the second floor, and the ground floor, which had no walls, was used to store food, tools and equipment, and to keep livestock – chickens, black pigs, a cow or two. We sat on tiny bamboo stools around a low bamboo table, with banana leaves for a table cloth and ate a lunch prepared over a bilu – a square hearth located on the floor on one side of the room, between two brick pillars, but not inside a fireplace or under a chimney.
As we waited for the groom and his family and friends to arrive. I gave a group of cute village kids an impromptu English lesson. They knew the English words “apple,” “banana,” and the words for some face and body parts, but that was it.
I sat for a while with Yani and a group of lao nainai – old “grandmothers,” (one of them was Yani’s grandmother). They were all relatives or friends of the bride. The elderly women were wearing black cloth jackets with embroidered horizontal bands of color around the waists and sleeves, and red plaid head scarves. 

The Hani elders don’t speak Mandarin, and I don’t speak Haniyu – the Hani language – so Yani translated from Haniyu to Hanyu (Mandarin Chinese) so that I could understand the conversation. Some of the family friends who’d come for the wedding were speaking Daileyu – the language of the Daizu, the Dai people, which is the largest minority in Xishuangbanna. In Jinghong the signs are all printed in both Hanzi (Chinese characters) and the Daileyu script: ภาษาไทลื้อ.
I noticed that all the grandmothers’ lips and teeth were stained a deep ruby red color. I’d first seen this while walking on the narrow village lane from Yani’s house to the bride’s house. When we passed by a nainai headed in the opposite direction she smiled and greeted Yani. It looked to me like she had blood on her lips. When she smiled I saw that her teeth were also red. I asked Yani about it and she told me it’s caused by years of chewing binlang – acrea nut or betel nut.
While we were seated around the low bamboo table in the bride’s house, I asked Yani to ask her grandmother for some binlang; her grandmother happily prepared a chew for Yani. She removed from her little box a bit of dry, woody material, placed it inside a small green leaf, added some other ingredient, folded up the leaf into a neat little package. Yani placed it in her mouth, chewed and sucked on it for a few minutes, and then spit red saliva into a paper cup to show me. She told me that the men sometimes chew binlang too, but that it’s mostly the women who chew it. The men prefer cigarettes and alcohol.
The wedding, a traditional Hani wedding, was very interesting, and was like nothing I’d ever seen before. It started with the bridegroom and his family and friends arriving at the bride’s home. Most of the men in the groom’s party carried cases of beer on their shoulders. When they tried to pass through the outer gate they were stopped by several women – relatives and friends of the bride. The men had to push their way through the crowd, but every women had a bottle of baijiu – white grain alcohol – and a little cup; the groom’s men had to gulp down cup after cup of baijiu as they ran the gauntlet. The strategy many of them used was to hold a few small cupfuls of liquor in their mouths and then spit it out – though the women were yelling at them to swallow. A few hardy ones swallowed all they were given.
Stationed on the second floor balcony, I took pictures of their arrival. The balcony had a low wall all the way around, but only part of it was roofed. At one point I stepped close to the wall to get a better view, and my foot bumped into something. I looked down and saw a large cow’s head, horns and all, gazing up at me. Cow’s blood had stained the wooden floor around the head. Apparently the cow had been invited to the wedding feast. 
On the balcony I got a great picture of some of the village kids. They saw me raise my camera, so they crowed together head-to-head, wearing their colorful shirts and blouses. I zoomed in close to snap a picture of smiling kid’s heads, like a colorful bouquet of flowers or bunch of balloons. This picture makes me smile and sigh whenever I look at it, and I placed it on the main page of me website. 
The groom’s troop then charged up the wooden stairs leading up to the second floor living quarters. Now they had to force their way through a tightly packed group of the bride’s male relatives and friends, who blocked the stairs, all with bottles of baijiu and cups. The groom’s men, gulping down or spitting out more liquor and making awful faces and loud complaints, made their way slowly up the stairs, still shouldering their cases of beer.
When the groom’s men finally made it up to the balcony, four of them were told to sit at a low, round bamboo table, which was laid out with a few dishes of food placed on wide banana leaves. The men were offered a meal, but this was another challenge, because they had to use oversized and bizarrely shaped utensils: meter-long chopsticks, giant bamboo spoons and cups, etc. While they were doing their best to eat some of the food they were being harassed by the bride’s women, who shouted at the men and waved in front of their faces carrots, carved to resemble penises and testicles, attached to the ends of long, flexible bamboo sticks. I’m not sure what the meaning of all this was, but it was clearly great fun – everyone was shouting, laughing, and having a great time. Though poor compared to city-dwellers, those were lively, warm, happy people. 
The final part of the wedding was more solemn. The bride and groom knelt before each one of the matriarchs, who now wore their traditional handmade hats: colorful conical-shaped combinations of silver, embroidered cloth, strings of beads, and feathers. Each elder was offered a small cupful of clear soda, which had been substituted for baijiu. The elder Hani, holding hands with the bride, then sang a marriage-weeping song to the kneeling bride. To me the song sounded like a lament, it was plaintive and chant-like – it reminded me of Native American chants. Each of the elders sang for several minutes. Hand towels were distributed because the elders and the bride were crying. Even the groom, kneeling behind the bride, had tears in his eyes. Yani told me it was because tomorrow the bride would leave her childhood home and family and go to live with her husband.
The bride and groom then moved on to the next elder, and the previous one was given candy, cookies, and a cigarette by the bridesmaid and the groom’s best man. When they came to me I was not required to sing and weep with the bride, but they insisted I drink a little cup of soda and take some candy and a cigarette. They also lit my cigarette, as part of the ceremony, but I didn’t have to smoke it. Several of the elderly women smoked theirs.
Eventually Yani and I went back to her house and went to bed. Yani gave me her room, and she slept with her mom. The next day I asked Yani where her dad had slept and she told me that she wasn’t sure, and that he might not have slept, because sometimes the wedding party lasts all night. She also said that he, like most of the men, had drank a lot of baijiu and beer.

I spent most of the next day at Yani’s house. Several neighbors, invited by Yani’s parents, came over to celebrate Gatapa, an important Hani festival. I watched a man use a blowtorch on a huge, already dead, black pig – presumably to burn off hair. To escape the commotion of guests and feast preparation, Yani and I went for a walk with the kids to the village well. The well was in a tree-shaded place at the edge of the village, underneath a concrete structure that resembled a large dog house. The water level was right up to the top of the well, making it easy for us to use bamboo and plastic ladles to drink the cool, clean water. Yani told me that even on the hottest days of summer the water remained cool and was refreshing to drink. I sampled it and it tasted delicious.
In the afternoon, after taking a short nap, I wrote in my journal for a while. Then Yani’s father came into Yani’s room and asked me if I would like to stay another night, go back to Jinghong tomorrow rather than today as planned. I talked with Yani about it. I was a little worried about delaying another day – Yani had already called the hotel and asked them if I could come a day later, now she would have to ask them again. I decided it would be best to go back to Jinghong that afternoon.
That evening, in my hotel room in Jinghong, I was regretting my decision. I had an opportunity to be flexible, to go with the flow, and I didn’t. Why? I’m not sure. Maybe I was feeling I needed some privacy. I remember looking forward to a hot shower in the hotel room – even though Yani’s house has a shower with hot water, too. I chose comfort rather than adventure, solitude rather than society.
Why did I go to Xishuangbanna in the first place? And why did I accept Yani’s invitation –an invitation I was hoping she would make – to go to her hometown and stay at her home? One reason was to experience and learn about Yunnan’s ethnic minority people. So, there I was, living in an ethnic minority village, eating their food, walking through their banana orchards, chatting with elderly Hani people, and teaching English to poor mountain village kids, who would have been delighted if I’d stayed a day or two more. I was achieving two goals I’ve had for a long time: to experience authentic, rural Chinese life, and to teach poor kids English.
But instead I chose to go back to relatively noisy, touristy city, so that I could spend more money on a hotel room, restaurant meals, park entrance fees, etc. Sometimes I have an imaginary conversation with an American friend who asks me what I think about living in China. I always answer that “flexibility” is the most important thing. I failed to follow my own advice. I rationalized: I was eating their food, using Yani’s room, making her father sleep who knows where. But Yani told me that her parents liked me and wanted me to stay, and I’m sure that she didn’t mind being home, too. She didn’t have to go back to Jinghong with me, but I think she felt obligated as host. She told me that one of the kids was really sad that I was leaving, and that made me regret my decision even more.
This bothered me then, and it still bothers me some years later when I think about it – that I chose to be alone rather than with people who like me, that I chose solitude rather than family. That night, alone in my hotel room in Jinghong, I felt angry at myself, depressed, and lonely. Before I left Yani’s home I made a promise to the kids: I swore by Chairman Mao that I would return. I said it that way in jest, but I really did mean it, and I intend to return to Baka.
~~~

On the 15th I set out alone in the morning. Yani was also in Jinghong, staying with a relative, but was not returning my messages. After I arrived at Minzu Fengqing Yuan – Minority Customs Park – she contacted me; she said her phone had needed recharging. I told her where I was at, then waited for nearly an hour for her to join me. She’d misunderstood and thought I’d gone to the Daizu Yuan – Daizu Culture Park – south of Jinghong, because we’d talked about that the day before. I was still feeling gloomy from the day before, and this miscommunication added to my gloom. I didn’t help that the Minority Customs Park was old, not well-maintained, and not very interesting.
After eating a bowl of rice noodles I took a cab to the Mengle Dafosi – the Mengle Big Buddha Temple. The huge golden statue of the Buddha, and the opulent temple, were very impressive. The Mengle Big Buddha Temple is the largest Theravada Buddhist temple in China. Yani joined me while I was there. I asked her if I had offended her parents by not staying another day in Baka. She said I shouldn’t worry about it – she said they were glad to have me as a guest and hoped that I would return someday. It was a sunny day, and I felt better after spending the afternoon with Yani in the shade of the Big (Smiling) Buddha. 
In the park Yani showed me a Poshui Jie pool – a Water Splashing Festival pool – a shallow, round pool of water with a central sculpture of a Buddhist deity. Poshui Jie, also called Songkran, is a Thai New Year's boisterous celebration that takes place in Southeast Asian countries, as well as Yunnan, when people sprinkle, splash, or pour water on one another as part of the cleansing ritual to welcome the New Year. Yani offered to demonstrate for me, but I told her she would have to wait until I returned some April to celebrate a Poshui Jie with her. I promised her she could douse me with water. 
The next day Yani and I took a taxi to the Banna Yuanshi Senlin Gongyuan – Banna Primeval Forest Park – east of Jinghong. The park is easy to get to and worth seeing. We had a nice time strolling through the forested park, marveling at the thick and twisted liana vines, and taking pictures of the peacocks, including a white one, and listening to a group of folk musicians. 

The following day I was on my own again. I hired a cab driver, for 200 yuan, to take me to two places outside of Jinghong, wait at each place, then return me to my hotel. I first went to the Jino Shanzhai – the Jino Mountain Village, which represents the Jino people and their culture. Near the entrance to the village were of a couple of interesting sculptures. One was of Maihei (a boy) and Maibai (a girl), who according to legend were the beginning of the Jino bloodline. The other sculpture combined carved stone and shaped earth. Depicting the Jino deity Amo Yaobai was a great stone head sitting on top of a small, rounded hill, with two smaller mounds depicting the female deity’s breasts. 
I strolled through the village, taking pictures of Jino women weaving and embroidering, and at one point I watch some young men and women perform a Jino pole dance, in which they rhythmically hit the wooden stage with slender bamboo poles. Before leaving the village I bought a souvenir from a Jino craftsman: a bamboo cup, inscribed with flowers and characters: 基诺人很欢迎您! – “The Jino People welcome you!” In Xishuangbanna the cup was that nice green-gold color of fresh bamboo. In Beijing, after only one day in the dry air, it had faded to a dull light tan, and the inscriptions were barely visible. I guess I should have taken a picture of it before I left Banna.
My second stop that day was the Redai Gu – Rainforest Valley. There I walked across a narrow valley on a narrow bridge made of bamboo and rope. There I also met a happy, black-toothed woman who took a stick from the basket next to her, lit it, and handed it to me to smoke. It was aromatic and strong, and she laughed when I coughed. Both the Jino Mountain Village and the Rainforest Valley were interesting, smaller than the Primeval Forest Park that Yani and I went to the day before, but both worth a visit.
My excursion on the 18th was another highlight of my trip to Yunnan. I took a bus to Menglun, southeast of Jinghong, and spent the day at the Menglun Redai Zhiwuyuan – the Menglun Tropical Forest. The place is a vast park comprised of a West Part – gardens, roads and electric tour buses, lots of tourists – and an East Part – tropical rain forest, walking trails, few tourists. Beautiful and unusual trees, vines, and vegetation, and a wonderful symphony of bird songs. I saw several banyan trees with buttress roots, to compensate for the tree’s shallow root system. I also saw several strangling ficus trees, the host tree killed and gone long ago, leaving a columnar tree. Some big ones resembled a Native American teepee, and you could enter it – use for shelter during a rainstorm. 
The next morning, before I checked out of my hotel, I walked to Mei Mei’s Café, a well-known Jinghong restaurant that serves both Chinese and Western food, and where foreign tourists can get information about places to see and how to go. There I ran into Henri Bayle, the Frenchman I’d met at the Stone Forest in Kunming. He was having breakfast with another Frenchman he’d met. Henri asked me to send him photos of my trip, because his camera had been stolen. He kept his camera in his coat pocket rather than a camera bag, and someone had deftly swiped it. He’d already been to other countries before coming to China, so he’d taken a lot of photos. I promised to send him some. After hearing his story I became a lot more aware of my camera, wallet, and other belongings.
In the afternoon I flew back to Kunming. Yani saw me off at the tiny Xishuangbanna airport. We drank some green tea while waiting for my flight; she gave me two CD’s of Yunnan folk music, and we promised to keep in touch. Except for in their poetry, the Chinese tend to be reserved; they don’t hug very much. I knew that, but I hugged Yani anyway. I wish she were the daughter I don’t have; I’m happy she’s my friend. Unfortunately, we’ve lost touch over the years. 
I still had two days to spend in Kunming before flying back to Beijing. I went to a few Kunming tourist sights each day, but the only one worth mentioning was the Yunnan Sheng Bowuguan – the Yunnan Provincial Museum – which was excellent, and free. There were two very informative, very interesting exhibits. One was on the ancient Dian Kingdom of Yunnan – a bronze culture, “the people of the bronze drum.” I liked the two-foot tall bronze cowry shell vessel – cowry shells were once used as currency in China. I also liked the Niuhu tong an–a bronze zu (俎), a table or altar, depicting a tiger attacking bull from behind, where meat dishes made from the sacrificed bull were placed as a sacrificial offering to the gods. The tiger holds a high position in ancient Dian mythology. The other exhibit was about Yunnan’s ethnic minority intangible culture – their costumes, music, dance, art, writing, etc. That exhibit included a manuscript with some elegant script on rice paper – Daileyu, Tai Lü, or Xishuangbanna Dai: the language and script of the Dai ethnic group. 
Other than the museum, I didn’t really enjoy my last two days in Yunnan. It was colder in Kunming than in Xishuangbanna, the wind was blowing hard, the myriad electric motor bikes were starting to annoy me, my trip was coming to an end, and I was missing Yani, the warm weather of Xishuangbanna, and the warmth of her family.
~~~

I hope I can return to Baka some day. I was liking my job at CMU, and I was looking forward to the spring semester. While in China I had to work at a university to earn a living, but I keep thinking about those kids in Baka. They may never have a foreign teacher teach them English until they go to college, and many will never go to college. I wish I could figure out a way to move down there and teach them all year round.
At the Kunming airport while waiting for my flight, I thought about my trip: how it went, what I learned, why I did it. In early December when I started making plans for the trip I was remembering last winter break: how I’d spent it alone in my university apartment, on a mostly deserted campus, in freezing Beijing, wishing the incessant fireworks would stop, feeling bored and lonely. My two weeks in Yunnan were the complete opposite: warm weather, new friends, everyday an adventure. 

Finding someplace warm and green, challenging myself, having interesting experiences, making new friends – all of these sounded like good reasons for the trip. I’d spent the last three years focused on teaching, studying, and traveling. So perhaps, without knowing it, I was seeking something else with that trip – something I needed in addition to teaching, learning, and adventure. Everyone needs food and family – right?
Maybe the purpose of the trip was simply to learn how to ask “Have you eaten?” in some different languages, hear it spoken by new friends, and to enjoy their warm hospitality. 

Ni chi le ma? 
Men na bai di nai ya? 
No ho za ma?
Have you eaten? 

~~~
Chapter 17 – Polemical Interlude
In February the spring semester started, my second semester at CMU. My schedule was fairly light, only one class that met once a week. I would have a second class starting the 2nd week. 
With my free time I created my own website at weebly.com, and I spent a lot of time uploading photos, travel articles, and stories, that I’d previously uploaded to various other websites. I love reading Pu Songling’s stories of ghosts, demons, foxes, and Taoist priests with supernatural powers, so I started writing some of my own magic realist and ghost stories and posting them on my website. I’ve never been too enamored by the conservative, patriarchal nature of Confucianism. If I ever manage to publish a collection of story’s I’ll put this at the beginning: 
“Do not talk about ghosts or gods.” 

    – 孔子, Confucius
Whenever I start a new course I allow students to ask me questions: about me, America, American culture, English, or anything they’re curious about. They usually have a lot of questions. Some of the common ones: Why did you come to China? Are you married and do you have children? Are you used to eating Chinese food? How are Chinese students different from American students? What do you think of China and the Chinese people?

This last question elicits from me both a positive and a negative response, and in class I usually emphasize the positive. On the positive side, I love the vast and varied geography of China: the mountains, rivers, forests, grasslands, and deserts. I know that some of it has been spoiled by human impact, but there are still many wild and awe-inspiring places – in Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Hunan, Hainan, Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Xizang (Tibet).
I love the Chinese people, especially the common folk, the farmers, and the ethnic minority groups. Every Chinese person is a bit standoffish when encountering a Westerner, especially if it’s their first encounter. But if you greet them with a smile, start speaking Chinese to them, smiles bloom and they are warm, talkative, curious, welcoming – into their house or shop or small restaurant – and happy to help you. In the entire time I was in China I experienced very few attempts to cheat me. There were times that I got piqued at some ridiculous prices for a souvenir or an off-the-meter cab ride, but tao jia huan jia – bargaining – is a way of life if China. So I bargained and either paid or didn’t pay, and if I got angry it was my problem. 
After having lived in China for over three years, I decided it was time I tried to give a candid answer to that question, share my experiences and my feelings about China and the Chinese people, and to let out my pent up negative thoughts. I was thinking that an assessment of my feelings about China, about being a stranger in a strange land, would be somehow therapeutic. So I wrote a short polemic, with headings, in my journal: 
It’s a loud, loud world

I’m wearing earplugs as I write because there’s a relentless and loud hammering going on in a nearby apartment. Two workers are pounding out a duet. This building is, like most modern buildings in China, not sound insulated. Noises and voices from adjacent apartments sound like their coming from your living room. I can hear almost everything the people above and below say and do. 
I was woken up at sometime between 4:30 and 5:00 this morning by a different loud hammering noise coming from outside – probably a construction site. I’ve heard this noise, which went on until around 7:30 or 8:00 and then stopped, every morning for about a week.

Chinese fireworks during Spring Festival: for a couple of weeks you’re in a war zone, an artillery barrage, from sunrise until after midnight, and other than leaving the country, there’s nowhere to go to escape it.

When I walk down the street, in any big city in China, I often have to plug my ears when passing a shop – a hair salon, a mobile phone shop, etc. – because there are large speakers on either side of the shop’s door, pointed out at the sidewalk, blaring loud music. A curious way to attract customers, or a way to discourage them? I’m not sure. 

Not only do the Chinese like to make loud noises, but many of them speak in really loud voices. More than once on a bus I’ve had to put my fingers in my ears because a man or a woman was shouting into their mobile phone with a deafeningly loud voice. This is not uncommon. The elderly women who lives below me shouts everything she says, in a harsh voice that makes her sound like an evil witch in a Disney film when she’s actually a warm and considerate person.
There are always exceptions – soft-spoken Chinese people, Chinese who are concerned about disturbing others – so generalizations are of course inherently false. Nevertheless, here’s my first one, in two parts: (1) the Chinese don’t seem to mind loud noises, and even like being loud, (2) they seem to be oblivious to other people, and about whether they are disturbing anyone. Or, they are aware, but simply don’t care.

Sharing body fluids

One day I went out to the courtyard behind my apartment at my former university. A women was sitting on a bench with her toddler on her lap. The kid was wearing a common item of clothing in China called kaidangku – split-pants or open-seat pants. Although most supermarkets in China sell diapers, many Chinese parents dress their pre-toilet trained kids in split pants. So when the kid has to pee, they just pee. As I stated to do tai chi I watched the women in the courtyard hold her boy’s legs apart so that he could shoot an arc of piss out onto the courtyard pavement. 

At a movie theater one of my student’s said to me: “I guess you don’t see that in America, right?” I turned and saw a mother holding her kid, wearing split-pants, over a trash bin so that she could pee into it. I thought about Gulliver when he visited the island of Lilliput and put out a fire in the palace by urinating on it. I was thinking that if a fire started in the movie theater, all the mothers present, like Gulliver, could come to the rescue: they could just aim their babies at the fire and have it out in no time.
On several occasions I’ve seen adult men pissing in public, against a wall or a tree, in full sight of lots of people. At least they aren’t wearing split pants!
In any city sidewalk in China you will see, if you want to look, several globs of spit. You’re not in as much danger of getting hit by flying spit as you are by flying baby piss, because the spitters give you a loud warning when they’re about to let fly. The terrible throat clearing alerts you that someone is about to eject a glob of mucus, so you have time to jump out of the way. In one of my classes my students claimed that this is an old people’s habit, something that young Chinese don’t do. That’s not true. I’ve seen spit on the hallway floors in the classroom buildings, and I’ve seen plenty of young students hacking as they cross the campus. Once, while we were having class, I watched a student clear his throat, hang his head, and spit on the floor between his legs. I also once saw a grandfather teaching a toddler how to spit, and congratulating the kid when he’d done it well.
Like diapers, tissues are easy to buy in any Chinese store, yet many people – men and women, young and old – choose not to use them. Their preferred method for clearing their noses is to close a nostril with one finger and forcefully shoot snot out the other. I’ve often then watched the person wipe their finger on their clothing – or not wipe their fingers, but simply board the bus or subway and grab onto the poles and bars that we all must use. When you’re riding a bus or the subway in China, or opening a door as you enter a store, think about the hands that touched the pole or the door handle just before you. Then go wash your hands as soon as you can!

Beware of what you put in your mouth

“Are you used to eating Chinese food?” is a question I’m often asked. I am, and I like Chinese food, but not all Chinese food. For example, I don’t eat chicken feet, pig knuckles, lamb gut soup, insects, sea cucumbers, shark fin, mule, or dog meat. A student once told me that people don’t eat dog in China anymore. Not true: just this year in Yunnan I watched two men cutting up a dog for dinner, and an annual dog-eating festival is held in Yulin, Guangxi Province. What the Chinese call “barbecue” – roasted skewered meat – is tasty. Although I have had barbecued lamb, beef, and chicken, I have never eaten, and never will eat, some of the other things they like to skewer and roast: scorpions, silk worm larvae, spiders, cicadas, and other creepy-crawly things that I’ve not been able to identify. At a night market in Huairou I once saw some skewered and barbecued chicken fetuses. I once read a story online about vendors in Zhejiang province selling hardboiled eggs soaked in the urine of young boys.
The main problem with even “normal” Chinese food is that it starts out being healthy – grains and fresh vegetables – but then is ruined by the processing and preparation. Though brown rice is more nutritious than white rice, the Chinese associate it with poverty and wartime shortages, and so is expensive and never served at cafeterias or restaurants. Nearly every meat and vegetable dish served in China is drenched in oil. I haven’t had my blood cholesterol level checked since before I came to China, and now I’m afraid to!

Animals are people too

The Chinese seem to have an ambivalent attitude toward other species. Many Chinese people have pet dogs – mostly cute little ones. If you’re an animal other than a cute little dog you might find life hard in China. Habitat destruction, over-hunting, and poaching of protected species in China have already caused the extinction in the wild of several species, and have endangered several others: the giant panda, the white-flag dolphin, the golden snub-nosed monkey, the South China tiger, the Chinese alligator, etc. 

In Africa the illegal elephant ivory trade is flourishing. Ivory traders in Egypt report that the principle buyers are Chinese expatriates and tourists. Recently an elephant killing spree has been going on in Cameroon. The surge is fueled primarily by Chinese nationals in Africa acting as middlemen in the illegal ivory trade. Demand for ivory from China is the leading driver behind the illegal trade in ivory today.

There’s a well-known public service announcement showing basketball star Yao Ming at a restaurant, pushing away a bowl of shark fin soup set before him. He looks at the camera and says, “Meiyou mai mai, jiu meiyou shahai,”–“When the buying stops, the killing can too.” It’s a powerful message on behalf of the sharks. 

Jackie Chan did a similar public service spot on behalf of tigers. I wish some superstar would also do something for the Asian black bears – also known as moon bears and as bile bears – that are kept in “crush cages” while their bile is extracted from their gall bladders, then sold as an ingredient in Traditional Chinese Medicine. Though modern chemistry has made bear bile extraction unnecessary, and many Chinese doctors have endorsed herbal substitutes, many TCM practitioners still prescribe bear bile.

Look at me! Don’t look at me!

Chinese women are experts, highly skilled artists, at pretending they don’t see you. This happens often: I pass a women, a stranger, walking in the opposite direction. In America, except for maybe in New York City or L.A., we make eye contact. In most places in America we also smile, nod, and maybe even say hello. Not in China. No eye contact, no acknowledgement that you exist – as if you’re invisible. How bizarre! I’ve asked my students if Chinese women are like Japanese women, who regard it as impolite to make eye contact. My students didn’t think that’s it with Chinese women, but they didn’t know the reason. I haven’t done it yet, but one of these days I’m going to jump out in front of one of those women and shout, “Ni hao!” and see what happens. 

Or, they stare at you. This happens often, too. Totally undisguised, unrelenting staring – at me or the items in my grocery cart. Usually it’s a blank-face, open-mouth kind of staring, both men and women. For example: sitting across from me on the subway. Sometimes I just don’t look at them, because it’s pretty unsettling, but sometimes I just stare back, and after a while they avert their eyes – but clearly they have to make great effort to stop, the compulsion to stare is so strong. And then they keep sneaking glances when they think I’m not looking. At other times the person has a weird and equally unsettling grin on his face. I was crossing the campus one day, lost in my thoughts, when I looked up and saw a student that I didn’t know, looking at me with a huge grin on his face. What? Is my fly down? Am I a piece of food that you’re about to devour? Are you a zombie? Help!

Friends and “Friends”

I’m sometimes asked by a student if I’d like to be their friend. I think they’re surprised a bit when I don’t just say “Sure!”, but instead ask them, “Why do you want to be friends with me?” The common answer is: “I’d like to have a foreign friend.” “Any foreigner – like a German or a Russian?” I ask them. I explain to them that in America we usually don’t go around asking people, “Would you be my friend?” Normally we invite someone to do something together, like have a cup of coffee at a café, and after that we might see a movie together, go hiking, or visit each other at our homes for a meal. 

After three years living in China I finally understand that the Chinese don’t define “friend” and “friendship” the same as Americans do. So many times, more than I can count, I’ve “made a friend” with a Chinese person – a student, a colleague, or someone I’ve met by chance, and later learned that they were not really interested in being my friend – not for the same reasons that we, in America, make friends. In America we become friends with someone simply because we like them, we like hanging out with them, talking with them, doing things together with them. When making a new friend I never consider their income, social status, or their ability to help me.

For the Chinese there’s almost always an ulterior motive, a hidden agenda, behind making friends – with anyone, but especially with English-speaking foreigners, and especially Americans. The Chinese people tend to make friends with you if and only if they think you can help them, because they think the friendship will give them some sort of advantage in this overpopulated and very competitive society. In other words, the Chinese have no qualms about using people. Most of these so-called friends of mine have wanted me to (a) help them improve their English, either for free or as a hired tutor, or (b) help them with specific English-language tasks, such as edit a scientific paper that they want to publish, help them or their child with their American university application essay, help them with their homework, etc.
Several times this scene has repeated: a student or a group of students invite me to a dinner or an outing. Within a few weeks I receive an email or a text message asking me to read a homework assignment or explain a sentence from their English language textbook. I usually just don’t respond, because I think it’s wrong for me to help students with their homework assignments, because I think it’s best if they do it on their own, because I don’t like being seen as nothing but an English teacher, and because I don’t like being used.
There’s a traditional greeting in Chinese that translates as: “I look forward to receiving lots of help from you.” In China a person is regarded as an important, successful person if he/she has lots of guanxi – useful connections. Friends really aren’t even necessary. A Chinese college graduate once told me that Chinese people don’t make real friendships after they graduate from college. After a moment he corrected himself: “…after they graduate from high school.”

I have a few Chinese friends – real friends, not Chinese “friends” – that I’m really grateful for. They don’t need anything from me, don’t think there’s any advantage to being friends with me, they just like me, I like them, and we just enjoy spending time together. Han Jing, my former colleague at BIPT, is one of them. Interestingly, most of these friends are Christians. It might just be a coincidence, no correlation, I don’t know. I’m not a Christian, but that difference causes no problem between us. Though we don’t always agree. Once, while Han Jing and I were talking about Yue Yue, she said the lack of compassion in modern Chinese society is because people don’t believe in a higher power beyond themselves and this world. I told her I disagreed, and that I thought the problem was simply a human one, not a religious one. The problem is that (1) compassion requires courage, and people lack the courage to be compassionate, and (2) the influence of Mao’s rule by fear: teaching people that it’s OK to be suspicious and cruel to onother – neighbors against neighbors, and even family members against family members. 

Yue Yue

This is a discussion question I put to my students: 

Chinese society is currently experiencing an “interpersonal trust crisis”, characterized by apathy, distrust and a lack of compassion. 

I ask two students to present to the class the two possible views on an issue, then we discuss it as a class. The student who agrees with this statement usually sites the case of Yue Yue as an example. Wang Yue was a two-year-old Chinese girl who was run over in October of 2011. As she lay bleeding on the road for more than seven minutes, she was run over a second time, and at least 18 passers-by skirted around her body, ignoring her. She was eventually helped by a female rubbish scavenger and taken to a hospital, but died eight days later.

One of my students, one who likes to question the status quo, came to my apartment one day to give me a copy of a paper her Chinese professor had given her. There was no author’s name on the paper, and the student wasn’t clear if it was written by a Chinese person or a foreigner and then translated into Chinese. Out of curiosity, with my student’s help, I set about translating the article.  
“The Chinese people do not understand themselves as individuals with responsibilities and obligations to their country and to society,” read the opening sentence of the paper. “Ordinary Chinese people are typically concerned only about their family and their relatives. Chinese culture is based on clan blood relations rather than on a rational society. Chinese people care only about the welfare of their immediate family members, ignoring the suffering of people who are not closely related. 

“There is no doubt that this kind of kinship-based morality inevitably leads to selfishness and callousness. This kind of selfishness and callousness has already become the crucial factor hindering progress in Chinese society.

“China is one of the world’s few powerful countries lacking a religion. The Chinese people do not have their own religious belief. This leads to self-indulgence, the lack of self-constraints, and the lack of unifying moral standards. They don’t have a standard for moral awareness and for truth awareness. Each person believes only in himself, each behaves according to his own will, each has his own reasons for his behavior. This leads to the Chinese people, in both business and in life, having no integrating awareness. 

“China is an atheistic country. Most people accept the atheist education they receive, disdain religious belief, regard religious belief as superstition, and so there is no coherent and constrained spiritual life. Though most people profess to be atheists, they actually behave like pantheists; the belief in ghosts is widespread in China. 

“Due to the lack of belief, the Chinese lack a sense of crime/sin, lack a sense of deficiency and a guilty conscience; as long as the crime is not known, the person regards himself as innocent. This leads to internal contradictions, causes a cruel and cold nature. Through all of history, the most brutal wars and massacres occurred within China, Chinese against Chinese.”

~~~

There’s much more in the article, and eventually I might have it all translated. When my student and I first started translating it, she asked me if I agreed with the thesis or not. I told her that I’ve had many experiences with Chinese people that support the report’s main idea, and I’ve had many that refute it.
Wherever the truth lies, I don’t think that importing religion is a viable solution. Those teachings are thousands of years old, and their societies of origin far from and very different from modern Chinese society. I don’t think religions have anything relevant or useful for the Chinese people.
I don’t know what the solution is, what is needed to solve the interpersonal trust crisis and fill the spiritual gap. But I think the solution can, and needs to be, a humanistic one, a philosophy of living harmoniously in society and along with nature that is based on what’s inherently good in human nature, without reference to supernatural beings: ghosts, gods, or ancestors. The solution will, of course, be a Chinese solution, with unique Chinese characteristics. 

There’s no denying that China has developed rapidly in the past few decades. But as the economy has advanced, have the Chinese people – their thinking, their maturity, their spiritual sides – also advanced? Clearly these have lagged behind. Which is why China seems like a contradiction: a land of fast trains, modern architecture, booming economy, populated by a somewhat feudal, superstitious, spiritually underdeveloped population. Lu Xun’s first task, to “change their spirit”, lest they remain “cannon fodder or gawping spectators,” is still unfinished.
The boy students who shuffle along in their flip-flops, arms draped over each other’s shoulders, goofy grins on their faces, carelessly happy because the world is theirs, (that’s what they’ve been told since the day they were born). The girls in their high heels and pretty dresses, with their lovely long legs and studied pouts on their faces, as if they’ve just been hurt, or think they’re about to be hurt, or because they believe that men and life in general are fundamentally hurtful. The potbellied men in their short-sleeved knit shirts, dark slacks and leather shoes, barking into their mobile phones at their wives or lovers. The grim-faced older women who now know that life is a hard struggle and will do whatever they have to do for their family. The small town locals who’ve never seen a foreigner and say “laowai” while looking you in the face, as if you’re deaf, never thinking to say “Hello!” or “Welcome to our town,” but who will nevertheless smile and warm up if you speak Chinese to them. The dark-skinned peasant who stares open-mouthed and smiles if you speak Chinese, even though he may not understand. 

I want to ask them all: What do you care about? What’s important to you? What do you live for? What guides you? What do you love? What would you die for? What do you worship?

But I also want fit in and make friends, or at least make them not fear or mistrust me. I don’t want to seem strange and hostile, like a foreign devil or some crazy old Socrates. So I don’t ask these questions, I just smile and say, “Ni hao!”

~~~
Chapter 18 – Go Straight Ahead
My second semester at Capital Medical University got under way and though I liked my light schedule and my students, I decided in mid-April to not stay at CMU for a second year. The main reason was that I missed working for an English department and having classes of English majors. Another reason was that I felt somewhat claustrophobic on the tiny campus. 
By the help of Angelina’s ESL Café, an ESL teacher’s job hunting service, easily found a new school. Their office was in Beijing, and I had visited them when looking for a job after BIPT. I found their staff very helpful and professional, and while I was in China I used them three time to find teaching positions. 

A month later I signed a contract with North China Electric Power University – NCEPU – in Beijing’s Changping District. I was pleased with the contract: a 12-hour per week schedule, teaching Oral English, and my salary would be higher than at CMU by 800 yuan per month. 

In early June 2012 my classes were finished at CMU, I’d turned in my grades, and I was antsy to start traveling. But I had to wait because the new school, NCEPU, had my passport in order to renew my visa and FEC. So I waited and made my travel plans. I booked a flight to Chengdu, Sichuan. 
~~~

In July 2012 I stepped into a tiny, abandoned courtyard in Yaoba Guzhen, an ancient town in southeastern Sichuan. The sunlight was falling upon a rectangular basin made of gray stone, the bottom of the basin was damp with rain water, the sides were covered with bright green moss, and inside the basin stood two stone columns, resembling giant versions of the seals used by the Emperor to stamp official documents. On top of the pillars were two identical potted plants, each with long, relaxed leaves.
As I moved around the basin, looking at it through my camera, trying to just see the colors and shapes as if it were an abstract painting, I realized that half the basin was in light and half in dark, one of the pillars was lit up and the other nearly black. To me it resembled the Yin-Yang motif – the symbol of dualisms, and of the road that returns to its beginning. 

A moment later a shaved-head boy quietly crept into the courtyard and stared at me. I took his picture and left, so that he could start his own journey, and so that I could finish mine.  

Most of my students don’t know that a Chinese person has won the Nobel Prize, and when I tell them they deny it’s true. In fact the Chinese playwright/novelist Gao Xingjian, who now lives in France, won the Nobel Prize for literature in the year 2000. His book, Soul Mountain, is a part-novel, part-memoir about a 10-month trek through the mountains and ancient forests of southern China, following the Yangtze from Sichuan Province to the coast. It deals with life among Chinese minorities, with disappearing folk culture, and with Gao Xingjian’s efforts to understand himself and his soul.
I spent most of my trip visiting small towns and mountain villages in southeastern Sichuan, where the Yangtze River begins its long journey to the coast, and where Gao Xingjian started his journey. Every time I got on a bus and headed up into the mountains, I felt like I was escaping: from crowded, noisy cities – Beijing, Chengdu – to smaller cities and towns – Yibin, Luzhou, Ya’an, Gusong, – and finally to tiny, quiet mountain villages where time seems to have stopped, and where mysteries – like coffins hanging on cliffs – can still be found. 

In addition to feeling like I was escaping, I also felt like I was in search of something. What I was searching for I had only a vague idea: a special place, a quiet mountain village, where I could slow down, drink some tea and write in my journal, perhaps a place I could return to some day and stay for a while, or even a place where I could retire and grow old.

On my first day in Chengdu, after checking into my hotel, I visited the Wuhou District, which includes the Wuhou Temple and Jinli Street. Within the temple complex there is a statue of Liu Bei. A hero of Luo Guanzhong’s historical novel “Romance of the Three Kingdoms,” Liu Bei was a warlord and eventual ruler of the Shu Han Kingdom, which included present-day Sichuan.  There was also a statue of Zhuge Liang, a great military strategist, statesman, scholar, inventor, and Liu Bei’s trusted advisor during the Three Kingdoms Period, a time of chaotic fighting following the collapse of the Han Dynasty. Appropriately, it was there that I witnessed an epic battle. 

In a small garden within the temple complex a young woman spotted a rat. She, her boyfriend, and I watched with horror as the rat viciously attacked a large toad. The two combatants disappeared under some leafy ground cover, but we could tell the battle was still going on from the movement of the leaves. The young man picked up a small stone and tossed it. It worked: the rat took off running, and the big toad emerged from the greenery, bleeding from his head wounds, but otherwise OK. We applauded his bravery.
I then strolled through colorful Jinli Street, which was one of the busiest commercial streets during the Shu Kingdom (221-263), and so is known as “First Street of the Shu Kingdom.” I had dinner at the Lotus Tea Garden, sitting in a small courtyard, protected from the rain by a large umbrella. On a stage under an umbrella a young woman played the guzheng, the Chinese zither. At the table next to mine sat an old man with long white hair and wispy beard, wearing a traditional white silk shirt, matching loose-fitting pants, (they looked like pajamas), and sandals. He sipped his tall glass of green tea, smoked a long bamboo pipe, and read a newspaper. I chatted with him for a bit, but he had a strong Sichuan accent, so it was hard for me to understand him.

One day I visited Qingyang Gong – Qingyang Palace – the oldest and largest Taoist temple complex in southwestern China. There is a legend that Laozi, the high priest of Taoism, planned to visit a friend at the temple. The friend arrived and instead of seeing Laozi he saw a peasant boy leading two goats on a leash. The man realized that the boy represented Laozi. At the temple today there are two bronze statues of goats, although one of them is actually a strange creature with mouse ears, an ox nose, tiger paws, rabbit back, snake tail, dragon horns, horse mouth, goat beard, monkey neck, chicken eyes, dog belly, and pig thighs. It was said that this chimera “goat” has supernatural powers and that anyone who touches it can be cured from illness and survive misfortune.
After spending a few days in Chengdu I took a 4-hour bus ride to Yibin, in southeastern Sichuan. Though it’s a small city, the streets of Yibin were busy and noisy. Chinese drivers love to honk their horns, and a lot of shop owners had turned huge speakers outward from their shops so they could “attract” customers by blasting loud music at them. An anthropologist from another planet might conclude that in Yibin they worship clothing and mobile phones, because one can walk for block after block without finding a place to eat, passing only clothing stores and mobile phone shops. 

In Soul Mountain, Gao Xingjian is in search of traditional cultural intangibles – mountain folk songs, farm-work songs, and forgotten (repressed) Taoist rituals. He’s especially interested in finding folk culture, not just of the minority peoples of China, but also of the Han nationality – “genuine folk culture that hasn’t been contaminated by Confucian ethical teachings.” 
While in the Shennongjia, a Forestry District in Hubei Province, he meets a man who shows him a notebook of old folksongs. The man tells Gao Xingjian about an old master singer who had a complete set of folk songs known as the Record of Darkness, which had been targeted by the government in the search for reactionary and superstitious works. Eventually the old man was reported and forced to hand over a brass chest full of song books to the public security officials. Soon after the old master singer died. 

 Gao Xingjian recounts his indignant, (and rice wine induced), reaction upon hearing about the loss of the song books:

     “Where else can reverence of the soul be found? Where else can we find these songs which one should listen to while seated in quiet reverence or even while prostrated? What should be revered isn’t revered and instead only all sorts of things are worshipped! A race with empty, desolate souls! A race of people who have lost their souls!”

In Yibin I watched an old women cross a busy street. She wasn’t at a crosswalk and there was a lot of traffic, but she was undaunted. Across her shoulder was a long bamboo pole, and suspended from each end of the pole were two huge baskets made from woven strips of bamboo, each basket full of some fruit or vegetable she was selling to make a meager living. The bamboo pole bent with the weight of the baskets. Cars and motorbikes honked and swerved around her, and she eventually reached the other side of the street. 

Perhaps, for some people, Gao Xingjian’s judgment is too harsh. When life is nothing but a daily struggle, who has time for nurturing their souls?
Not far from Yibin is the town of Lizhuang, an ancient town on the Yangtze River. Though it was a hot and humid day, I enjoyed the peaceful atmosphere of the quaint river town, with its narrow alleys and Qing Dynasty architecture. 

The village is a labyrinth of narrow lanes. In one of them I sat and chatted with an 86-year old man who was sitting in front of his house fanning himself. I then met his daughter, who was around my age, and her husband, and finally I met their granddaughter; her parents were at work. In other words, four generations lived in the small house.

After I left the family I stopped to watch and take a picture of a group of men playing a card game using long, narrow cards that resembled dominos, with black and red dots on them. 

I watched some shirtless, sweating men working in a kind of open warehouse, stirring huge vats in which a coarse, brown grain was being boiled. Another man was using a flat bamboo basket to make steaming piles of the stuff. Later, when I showed my photo to someone they told me the men were making baijiu (white grain alcohol, the most popular alcoholic drink in China.
I chatted with a man who was eating his bowl of rice and meat, sitting in front of his house under a vine-covered trellis, from which were hanging small pumpkins and another vegetable that resembled a fat, yellowish cucumber. The man told me it was kugua, so that evening at a restaurant I ordered a plate of it for dinner as a side dish. I regretted it: the ku in kugua means “bitter” – it was so bitter I couldn’t eat it.
One morning I went to the Yibin bus station to buy a ticket to a place where I could see the cliff coffins. I was told that the only bus to that place left at 2:00 in the afternoon. So instead I joined a tour group headed for Shunan Zhuhai National Park – the Southern Sichuan Bamboo Sea, where some scenes from the movie “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon” were supposedly filmed. It’s a 120 square kilometer park, so going with a tour group was a good idea. As the tour bus took us up into the mountains, the tour guide, a young woman, gave us an introduction to the place. She spoke fast and it was hard for me to understand her, so at times the little girl sitting in front of me peered over the back of her seat and repeated the key points in simpler, slower Mandarin. 

The little girl was really cute, and in the Bamboo Forest she called me shushu – uncle – and took my hand and led me on if she thought I was lagging behind, which I often did because I wasn’t used to the tour group pace. A few days later her mom sent me photos she’d taken, and told me that her daughter had said that when she grows up she was going to test into a Beijing university, come to Beijing and look me up. I wrote back that I predict her daughter will easily get accepted at Peking University, and I invited them to contact me if they come up to Beijing.

I left Yibin and went to Gusong Town in Xingwen County. There aren’t many taxis in Gusong, so from the bus station I took a cycle rickshaw, or pedicab, to the Xingwen Grand Hotel. The place was not so grand: my toilet leaked water onto the floor, and in the middle of the night I heard a rustling noise. I got up, turned on the light, looked into the waste basket and saw a mouse, his head turned, gazing up at me. I first opened the window – there was no screen – and I tossed out the intruder along with some trash. I felt bad about littering, and hoped the mouse survived the two-story free-fall.
From Gusong I made a daytrip to the Shihai Dongxiang – Stone Sea and Land of Caves – a very scenic place that resembles Kunming’s Stone Forest, but with more mountains and bamboo. It includes interesting rock formations, a place called the Big Funnel – a deep, circular pit that’s wide enough to fit an entire village in – and a huge cave that you must pass through partly on foot and partly by small boat. I was excited to arrive there because I was finally going to see the cliff coffins that I’d read about. 

In the Shihai I enjoyed reading the names given to the rock formations and the locations along the steep trails. One rock formation was called “Pigsy Proposing to His Love.” Pigsy (猪八戒), is a character from the classic Chinese novel Journey to the West –《西游记》. There was also Heart-Calming Valley, which was oddly adjacent to Death Valley, as well as Mind-Opening Terrace, Terrace of Various Beasts, (I didn’t see any), and my favorite: Valley of Drunk Hermit.
In the Shihai I finally got to see the famous xuanguan – hanging coffins, or cliff coffins. Most of the cliff coffins can be found in Gongxian (Gong County), but a cliff inside the Shihai is also one of several places in southern Sichuan where, over four centuries ago, the Bo people “buried” their dead. There are only six coffins still hanging on the cliff face, but the man I talked with said that 50 years ago there were 23 of them. In front of the cliff was a replica of a Bo village, with all the houses made stacked, flat, gray stone. The Bo people lived in stone houses which they built near mountains or cliffs.

The Bo people dominated their area for four centuries, but were eliminated by a Ming Dynasty army in 1573. They were thought to be extinct, but in Xingwen County in 2005 some people were found who were thought to be Bo descendants, based on some unusual handwriting traits. 

To achieve their “hanging-coffin burial,” they first dug square holes into the cliff face, inserted two or three logs, placed a wooden board across the logs, and finally placed the coffin on top, at times stacking two or three coffins on top of each other, probably for a couple or a family. How the Bo people managed to hang the coffins 40 to 50 meters above the ground, and a few up to 130 meters, is still a mystery. 

In his book, “A Cultural Tour Across China,” author Qiu Huanxing saw Bo hanging coffins in the Suma Gorge in Gongxian, not far from where I was. He writes that researchers have developed three different theories. The first one is that the ancient locals cut down trees and built scaffolding, which allowed them to mortise the holes then lift up the coffins. Another theory is that stonemasons with ropes tied around their waists were lowered down from the cliff tops, and after they had prepared the holes and logs the coffins were also lowered down using ropes. A third theory is that earth ramps were built from the ground up. This theory is the least plausible due to the extent of the labor required.

Qiu Huanxing conjectures that this custom of the Bo people developed out of totem worship. “Since they looked upon eagles as their first ancestors, by burying their dead high on cliffs, they made it possible for them to return to their source.” 

Another peculiar custom of the Bo people was the “knocking out teeth marriage.” Archeologists who opened and examined some of the hanging coffins discovered that all the adults showed evidence of having their upper side teeth knocked out. “It is said that the Bo people knocked out the upper side teeth before marriage. Bridegrooms did so to show their bravery and heroism while brides did so to prevent bringing misfortune to their husbands.”

The teeth knocking custom seems to me a rough way to start a blissful marriage. I can picture the young couple on their wedding day with pained, gap-toothed smiles on their faces. But the cliff burial custom seems like a nice way to go, perched on a cliff like an eagle, and an apt symbol of human beings: suspended between heaven and earth. 

My own theory about the cliff coffins? I don’t have one. I’ve decided I like it better if it’s left a mystery.

From Gusong I headed up to Luzhou, a small city on the Yangtze River, southeast of Chengdu. From my window at the Nanyuan Hotel I could watch the brown water of the Yangtze flow by. A sign on the wall in my bathroom won this trip’s prize for the best Chinglish: “Caution Wet Frool.” I don’t know why they didn’t just clean up the “wet frool” instead of putting up a sign. And what exactly is “wet frool,” anyway? Another mystery of southern Sichuan. 

Since I’d arrived in Luzhou before noon, I went for a walk from my hotel to Zhongshan Park, where I saw a couple of kids ride by on a camel, where I heard frogs in a pond that sounded like dogs barking, and where I relaxed and drank some green tea in an outdoor tea garden, while chatting with the owner and her friend, two elderly women.

As I was walking to the park I was able to confirm something I’d heard about the slang meaning of the word xiaojie (小姐), which literally means “Miss.” In my Chinese textbook, published in 2002, one of the characters calls a waitress xiaojie. These days people in restaurants say fuwuyuan, “service person,” to avoid being impolite. In Sichuan I also heard people call the waitress meinu, which is a nice thing to say because it means “beautiful woman.” 

I was on a street corner, studying my map of Luzhou, when a woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties approached me, got unusually close to me, and said something that I didn’t understand at first. When she repeated, “Ni xiangyao yige xiaojie ma?” while remaining close to me and giving my arm a gentle squeeze, I understood, smiled and said, “Bu yao, xiexie” – “No thank you” – and I walked on. Someone told me that in Guangdong you can still say xiaojie and not mean “prostitute,” but I think if I go there I’ll play it safe and use fuwuyuan or meinu.

The next morning I took a bus from Luzhou to Yaoba Ancient Town. At one point Don Qixote of the East boarded the bus and sat across from me. What a wonderful face: gaunt, wrinkled brown skin, white patchy beard, topped by a wide-brim hat made of white, yellow, and blue strips of bamboo. He let me take his picture and even managed a slight smile. I used him as a character in a story I wrote called “Cliff Coffin Bed,” about a young Han Chinese teacher, an Ichabod Crane kind of character, who gets lost when walking through the forest in southern Sichuan. 

Yaoba Ancient Town, in the mountains southeast of Luzhou, near the border with Guizhou Province, was in ancient times an important crossroad between Guizhou, Sichuan, and Yunnan Provinces, and a busy trading post. It contains plenty of ancient architecture, including the Qing Dynasty Dahong Rice Store and the Ming Dynasty Dongyue Temple. 

 In the small restaurant where I ate lunch I met three university students, two boys and a girl, from Hejiang, a town farther east down the Yangtze. They invited me to finish touring Yaoba with them, so we explored the ancient town together. 

One of my favorite places in Yaoba was the Oil Paper Umbrella Store. The handmade, hand-painted umbrellas they make there are a Luzhou/Yaoba specialty. I bought one of the smallest ones for 50 yuan.

It was already mid-afternoon when we finished touring Yaoba Ancient Town, so when the students invited me to go with them to their hometown, Hejiang, I hesitated. But I’m glad they talked me into it, because they took me to a very interesting museum: the Hejiang Han Dynasty Coffin Museum. 

The museum featured several huge, Han Dynasty (206 BC-220 AD) stone coffins with various animals, historical figures, and daily life scenes carved on their sides. In the opposite wing of the museum Song Dynasty (960-1279) carved stone tablets were on display.

I also picked up a second souvenir at the museum – for free. The museum caretaker, a thin, middle-aged local man, drew our attention to some huge wood beams that were on one side of the museum’s central courtyard. He told us the beams were discovered lying under some of the stone coffins, but that experts had dated them as being from the preceding Qin Dynasty (221 BC – 206 BC). He then told us to help ourselves and tear off a few slivers of wood if we wanted to, so we all did.

~~~

For my third week in Sichuan I returned to Chengdu and lived with my friend Gao Qing and her mother. I was planning to spend two weeks doing volunteer work, teaching English at Gao Qing’s preschool – the ABC Happy Child English – that she operated out of an apartment in a fairly new apartment complex, located on the outskirts of Chengdu. 

When Gao Qing and I discussed her plan by email I thought it sounded like an interesting idea: expose Chinese kids at a very early age to English, so that when they start kindergarten they will already have a foundation in English.

I ended up staying for only a week because it was not what I had expected. With Chinese kindergartners, who I’ve taught before, you can teach some rudimentary English – colors, shapes, names of fruits, etc. They mostly sit in their chairs, pay attention, and repeat – “Banana! Yellow!” – with wonderful enthusiasm. 

I’ve never raised children, so I didn’t know that preschoolers, though they can talk, and even repeat English words, are primarily interested in playing, eating, fighting, crying, screaming, peeing, etc. It was an enlightening experience, as well as a traumatic experience for my ears. But I have to say, the kids were really cute – especially the twin boys who quickly learned that saying “I want peach,” earned them a snack.

During that week I worked in the preschool in the mornings, so I had the afternoons free to explore Chengdu. I really liked a place called Kuan Xiangzi – Kuan Alley. It’s actually three parallel lanes: Kuan, Zhai, and Jing. The narrow, shaded alleys have a nice ambience, and include traditional courtyard houses, tea houses, galleries, handicraft vendors, restaurants, bars, local snack shops, places to see a performance of chuanju (Sichuan Opera), and, of course, a Starbucks.
At the end of the week I apologized to Gao Qing for not wanting to do another week of babysitting, and she took a taxi with me to the city center and helped me find a hotel. I spent that afternoon at a very interesting place called Jinsha Yizhi. Jinsha means “Gold Sand,” and Yizhi means “Ruins” or “Site.”

Jinsha, which flourished around 1000 BC, is the remains of an ancient Shu Kingdom settlement. The Shu Kingdom existed on the Chengdu Plain from around 1046 BC, and was conquered by the Qin Dyansty in 316 BC. Today “Shu” is a traditional term for Sichuan. The Shunan Zhuhai, for example, means Southern (nan) Sichuan (Shu) Bamboo (zhuzi) Sea (hai). Because of the size of the Jinsha settlement it’s believed to have been the “capital” of the Shu Kingdom.

The site, discovered in 2001, located northwest of the city center, is an archeological site and a museum. Like Bingmayong, (the terracotta army site in Xi’an), the Jinsha archeological dig is inside a hangar-like building, where excavation is still going on. At Jinsha you can descend into and walk through the site, past the pits where archeologists have dug up large quantities of ivory, jade artifacts, bronze objects, gold objects and carved stone objects. I was hoping to spot some little gold or jade artifact that the experts had missed, pry it out of the dirt with my pocket knife, shove it in my pocket and make a quick exit, but no such luck.
But the real jewel of Jinsha Yizhi is the museum. Inside you can see the famous four-birds-circling-the-sun artifact, made of gold foil, as well as a gold mask, a boat coffin, (carved out of a single log), and the skeletons of Jinsha people. A few days later, while taking a taxi through Chengdu, as we crossed over a modern bridge, I noticed the sun-and-birds symbol at the top of the bridge towers.

The museum itself is an amazing work of modern architecture: the back side of the building is elevated to three stories, and the roof slants down to ground level at the front of the building. Because of the slant the roof is visible, and you can see how the skylights make a pattern of lines and squares – a pattern resembling an archeological dig. In the center of the roof is a huge round skylight, situated above an atrium within the building, in the shape of the four-birds-circling-the-sun motif.

The city of Ya’an, west of Chengdu, is worth a two or three day visit for two reasons: one, to see the pandas at Bifengxia, and two, to visit Shangli Ancient Town. The Yu Du Hotel is a nice place to stay in Ya’an, and it was there that I read this cryptic message on a bottle of body wash: “Washy Gene and Plant s’ bmissive.” (sic) I assumed it was some sort of secret code, and I wondered if there was any connection with “Frool.” 

Websites and travel books that have not been updated still direct tourists to the Wolong National Nature Reserve. Wolong was badly damaged in the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, and most of the pandas were moved to Ya’an Bifengxia–Bigfeng Gorge. You can also see pandas at the Chengdu Research Base of Giant Panda Breeding–local people refer to it as simply Xiongmao Jidi, which is close to Chengdu, but Bifeng Gorge in Ya'an is larger and more scenic.
Adult giant pandas are cute, but young pandas are way cute. I and a group of tourists just happened to be at an outdoor play area when two young pandas were let out. It seemed they’d been cooped up for a while, because they had a lot of energy. They ran and romped, wrestled, climbed a little swing set, fell off it, and splashed in a small pool of water. At one point a caretaker came out and one of the little pandas ran after him and chomped down on the cuff of his pants, just like a puppy would.
Shangli Ancient Town is a short bus ride from Ya’an up into the mountains. It’s a very interesting and scenic ancient town that includes the Erxian Bridge, a stone bridge built in 1776, an ancient stage where original forms of Sichuan Opera were performed, and many handicraft and food shops. 

In Shangli Ancient Town, at a small restaurant situated on the corner of two narrow lanes, I enjoyed one of the best meals I had during my trip. It consisted of simple steamed dishes: steamed rice with peas, steamed dumplings, (not jiaozi but similar), and steamed pumpkin, all served in bamboo cups. Most food in China is drenched in cooking oil or too salty, so it was a refreshing change. A young woman ran the restaurant along with her husband. She sat at my table while I ate, and I helped her translate her small menu into English. When I’d finished she took me to their coffee shop across the street and gave me a free, fresh-brewed cup of coffee.

Back in Chengdu, I went one morning to Renmin Gongyuan – People’s Park – and in a shaded, outdoor tea garden I met my friend, Cao Jiyun, and her girlfriend. We drank jasmine tea, chatted, walked through the park, and enjoyed a delicious lunch of Chengdu special snacks that my friends ordered. In the afternoon Jiyun and I went to Kuan Alley and strolled around until we got hungry again.

The next day Jiyun borrowed a car from a friend and she drove us out of Chengdu to Jiezi Ancient Town. At one point along the way, in the town of Dujiangyan, we pulled over to ask a boy for directions. He had to consult with an older boy standing nearby, but finally told us to go straight ahead. In mandarin Chinese that’s yizhi zou, (pronounced ee jir zoe), but the boy’s strong local accent made it sound like “yezhi zhou” (yeh jir joe). As we drove on we kept repeating the directions, “ye zhi zhou!”, in the boy’s dialect, laughing and feeling happy, despite the fact that it had started to rain. 

It was pouring when we arrived at Jiezi Ancient Town, so we relaxed in a tea house until the rain stopped, then strolled around the town. Because of the weather there weren’t many tourists, and after the rain stopped it was pleasantly cool. I really liked this place; the buildings and bridges were fascinating, the wind was strong and fresh, the river water high and swift, and it was nice to enjoy it all with a friend.

~~~

At one point in Soul Mountain, Gao Xingjian meets a Buddhist monk: 

Afterwards, at the old stone pagoda on the island in the middle of the Ou River, I encounter a monk with a shaven head wearing a crimson cassock…

“Venerable Master, can I invite you to drink tea with me? I would like to ask your advice about some Buddhist teachings.” He thinks about it, then agrees. 

He has a gaunt face, is alert, and looks to be around fifty. His trouser legs are tied at the calves and he walks briskly so that I have to half run to keep up. 

“The Venerable Master seems to be leaving for a distant journey,” I say. 

“I’m going to Jiangxi first to visit a few old monks, then I have to go to a number of other places.” 

“I too am a lone traveler. However, I am not like the Venerable Master who is steadfastly sincere and has a sacred goal in his heart.” I have to find something to talk about. 

“The true traveler is without goal, it is the absence of goals which creates the ultimate traveler.” 

“Venerable master, are you from this locality? Is this journey to farewell your native village? Don’t you intend to come back?” 
“For one who has renounced society all within the four seas is home, for him what is called native village does not exist.”

~~~
After my flight back “home” to Beijing, I took a three-wheeled, open cab from the Longze subway station to my university, only to discover that the south gate was closed for repairs. The driver didn’t know where to go. Both of my two previous schools had done gate repairs, so I knew that there was probably a small, temporary gate opened up nearby, likely just ahead. When one gate closes, another one opens. So I told the driver, “Yizhi zou, yizhi zou!” and I laughed, but I’m sure he didn’t know why I was laughing.
Yi zhi zou! 

Ye zhi zhou! 

Go straight ahead!

That’s what I hope to keep doing, until I’m placed in my hanging coffin, my stone coffin, or my boat coffin – or until my journey comes round full circle and I return to the place where I started from. 

~~~

Chapter 19 – Here Comes the Sun
September came, I’d moved to my apartment on campus at NCEPU, and I’d met the other foreign teachers: a woman from California, a young British man, a Canadian man, a Frenchman, and a woman from South Korea. But I hadn’t started my classes yet. All of my students were freshman, which meant I had to wait until they finished their one month of military training, two weeks of it being on campus. At most Chinese universities, at the beginning of the fall semester, it looks like a young army is stationed at the school – with their blue-green-black camouflaged uniforms and caps. When you watch them on the playing field where they march-and-shout, march-and-shout, from early in the morning until late at night, they look like real soldiers – no weapons on campus; they already had weapon’s training at an offsite training facility. When you see them in the cafeteria you realize that they are just teenagers in soldier’s uniforms. 
The military might not be a bad career choice for young people in China. The recruit can learn self-discipline, learn useful skills, have a community that’s probably closer and more supportive than the rest of Chinese society and companies, get to help out earthquake and flood victims, and – at least not since the Korean War – not have to fight in a war. There haven’t been many periods of American history where a soldier could serve in the military without having to go to war in some faraway place.
One day I went to the Zhonghua Minzu Yuan – the Chinese Ethnic Culture Park – which is near the Olympic Park. The Ethnic Culture Park showcases China’s 56 ethnic groups; each one has a little museum, which features their traditional architecture, and often looks like one of their traditional villages. I had a nice chat and exchanged contact information with a young Salar women named Han Ying. There were four Qiang women in the Qiangzu village. They first performed a traditional dance for me – I was the only person in the audience. Then they asked me to join them and taught me an easy dance. The young Qiang woman then guided me through her small museum, telling me about everything we saw. She spoke quickly and I couldn’t understand much of what she said. But I didn’t mind, because her traditional Qiang costume, her face, and especially her eyes were beautiful and captivating. 
During the second week of September I had a nice time with my new friend, Han Ying, the Salar woman that I met at the Ethnic Culture Park. We took a bus up to the Great Wall at Badaling. Because it was mid-September and the weather was cooler, there were fewer tourists, although it was still the most crowded of the three Great Wall locations I’d been to. It was very foggy, so the views of the scenery were somewhat obscured. But I think Han Ying enjoyed it because it was her first time to climb the Great Wall. To the Chinese the Great Wall is like Mecca – you should try to visit it at least once in your life. That’s because Mao once said, “Bu dao changcheng fei hao han” – “He who has never been to the Great Wall is not a true man.”
My first week of classes at my new school, the last school I would teach at in China, went well. I had no problems with the multimedia equipment like I had at other schools. Though the classes were large, 30-35 students, they seemed pretty well behaved, and some of them had a fairly high level of English.
One new lesson we had fun with involved my showing the class a painting and having them make up a story, use their imaginations. I turned off the classroom lights and brought up onto the screen the painting “New York Movie,” by Edward Hopper (1939). The painting depicts an old fashioned movie theater, the dark interior of the theater taking up the left half of the painting; on the right side a well-let exit aisle, with a woman leaning against the wall with a pensive look on her face. Most students guessed correctly that it was a movie theater, but none guessed that the blond haired women dressed in blue was an employee of the theater. So I taught the class a new word – usher – and explained to them the usher’s job. 
Some of the stories my students came up with very imaginative, often romantic. They involved the woman in blue, the man seated in the theater, who was either her husband or lover. Some could see that the woman was holding something, and for some students that became a gun (it was really a flashlight) – she was a jealous lover, a secret agent, or an undercover police officer about to make an arrest. 

Before showing them the title of the painting and telling them about it and the artist, I told the class my own two imaginative stories. One was that the woman in blue went to see a movie about mountain climbers with her girlfriend, the woman’s husband had died the year before while trying to climb Mt. Everest, and while watching the film she was overcome with sadness and had to take a break from watching. My second story involved the stairway visible behind the woman. It led up to the restroom, which was occupied, and the pensive woman in blue was waiting her turn. 
The semester progressed smoothly, and soon it was over and time to think about traveling again. In early January, a few days before I was scheduled to fly to Kunming, Yunnan, I received a nice email from my good friend Xu Hui, who I met over a year ago. She’s an artist, a painter, and has a creative person’s sensitivity and depth, which I really like. I had told her about my travel plans, and in her letter she told me a story about how she got lost while hiking outside of Dali, Yunnan. She said she was walking alone on an unlit road at night. A dog came running past her, and at the same time a car drove by. Xu Hui saw the dog’s silhouette in the car’s headlights and was worried for it. In her letter she said she sometimes thinks of herself as a stray dog. I immediately wrote down a title for a story: “Stray Dog Silhouette,” which I haven’t finished writing. The story starts with a woman walking alone at night on a dark road outside of Dali. 

~~~

On January 13, 2013 I flew to Kunming. One day, near the end of my nearly month-long trip, I was riding on a bus from downtown back to my hotel on the east side of town. The loud TV at the front of the bus, plus the two women talking nearby, made it hard for me to hear the bus stop announcements. My stop was the 13th, so I tried counting stops, but my mind wandered and I lost count. 

I became aware of another sound. It sounded like a movie soundtrack when all the stringed instruments play a sustained tremolo, creating a mood of suspense. I knew the sound was coming from the bus, but I started to imagine that I was in a movie, and that something unexpected, either wonderful or terrible, was about to happen: a terrorist bomb would explode, or at the next stop a handsome man would see a beautiful woman and fall in love with her. The bus started to go around a corner...

~~~

On my first morning in Kunming I found the Jiujiu (Double 9) Teahouse, across the street from Cuihu – Green Lake – where I enjoyed a cup of coffee and chatted with the owner. At one point I asked him the meaning of the word “beifei.” At first he didn’t know, but then I told him what I’d seen the evening before while walking in a park near my hotel. 

I had passed by women who from their costumes I could tell belonged to an ethnic minority, but I wasn’t sure which one. One of them with a baby strapped on her back, and all three rather scruffy looking. One asked me if I wanted to buy some “beifei,” and she showed me a tiny, plastic-wrapped wad of white powder. I politely declined and quickly moved on. The teahouse owner told me it was hailuoyin – heroine – that had come into China from Myanmar. “Beifei” was the woman’s local pronunciation of “baifen” – white powder. I thought that was an interesting coincidence, because I was planning to go to the Myanmar border in a few days. 

After finishing my coffee I crossed the street and took pictures of the hongzuiou – the red-beak seagulls, which someone told me are found nowhere else but Kunming’s Cui Lake. I then headed to Yunnan University and had a look at some of the Western-style architecture. At a tiny restaurant I had lunch: a Daizu (the Dai ethnic minority) specialty called liangjuan fen – wide, curly noodles – with wandou fen – pasty yellow cubes. 

I spent the next three days in and around Kunming. One day I took a taxi to Qiongzhu Si–the Bamboo Temple–a Buddhist temple situated on Yu'an Mountain, northwest of Kunming. The temple is famous for its painted clay sculptures of the 500 Buddhist arhats, all with unique facial expressions and body gestures. Some are kind of comical, some a little creepy. 

The following day I went to Jiuxiang, a place east of Kunming, near the Stone Forest, where you can walk through several huge caves. The caves were impressive – bigger and more interesting than Guilin’s Seven Star Park Caves. That evening, back in Kunming, I went for a haircut, and it included a head and shoulder massage, all for only 15 yuan.

One morning in Kunming I joined a Chinese tour group headed for Mangshi in western Yunnan. The tour guide, a young man who’d grown up in Yunnan, spoke Mandarin without an accent, so I could understand a lot of what he said. Along the way we crossed over the Lancang River (the Mekong in Vietnam), and the Nu River (the Salween in Myanmar). In Daizu language Mangshi is called Meng Huan, which means "City of Dawn." 

The next morning we drove to the small town of Wanding, on the China-Myanmar border. We stopped and took pictures at the Jiugu Qiao – the Jiugu Bridge, (also called the Sino-Myanmar Friendship Bridge), that spans the Ruili River. I walked about halfway across the bridge and waved at the Myanmar men on the other side, but they ignored me.

In Manglin Village, just outside of Ruili, we visited the Ruili One-Tree Forest. They claim the forest is one huge Ficus lacor tree. The horizontal branches send down vertical “prop” roots that grow into trunks, and the tree keeps growing out and down, covering acres. 

We then visited the 50 m high Moli Waterfall in the Moli Tropical Rainforest Scenic Area. According to the sign: “There is about 3000 Oxygen in every in the scenery. It is a good place for the living healthy. What an Oxygen barroom it is!” (sic) I was tempted to empty my water bottle and refill it with air for an evening nightcap.

We briefly visited the border crossing between Ruili, in China, and the town of Muse, in Myanmar. It was a busy place, with lots of cars, people peddling bicycle carts, and people on foot, crossing the border in both directions. Many of the man crossing over from Myanmar were wearing colorful longyi – a long, straight, cloth skirt. I looked around for a place where I could sneak across unseen, but a stern look from a border guard dissuaded me. 

After doing so much bus riding in the previous days, it was nice to do some hiking at the Tengchong National Volcanic and Geothermal Geopark the next day. I bought a cheap and nice souvenir there: a lightweight chunk of iridescent pumice. At the Dieshui River Scenic Spot, our next stop, we viewed the Dieshui River Waterfall, supposedly the only waterfall in China inside a city.

I walked slowly through at the National War Cemetery, a place to “commemorate those of the four expeditionary forces who died resisting the Japanese in Yunnan.” There were statues of General Stilwell and General Chennault, and one of a downed and injured America pilot being helped by a Yunnan ethnic minority woman. The memorial to Maj. McMurrey and the 18 American soldiers who died in the battle to free Tengchong, was moving. And the gravestone-covered hill – over 9000 Chinese soldiers died while taking back Tengchong from the Japanese – was a sobering sight.
As we stepped off the bus at Rehai Park, outside of Tengchong, we were surrounded by several local women, shouting at us to buy strings of five raw eggs tied up in strips of bamboo. “For boiling in the hot springs,” one of my tour mates told me. The park is full of hot springs and geysers, all with interesting names. 

We boiled our eggs at Big Boiling Pan Spring, and then had a look at Pearl Spring, Sisters Spring, Pregnancy Well Temple, and Toad Mouth – a geyser that resembles a choir of toads spewing out steam. For 270 yuan we could soak in the hot springs, so none of us soaked. One of my tour mates asked me how Rehai Park compared to America’s Huangshi Guojia Gongyuan, but I had to tell him that I’d never been Yellowstone. Now I’ll have to go and compare.

Heshun, a rustic village near Tengchong, is a quiet ancient town with narrow stone paths; a great place to slowly explore. It was a chilly morning, so I was happy to find a nice café to get a well-brewed coffee to go. Sights there include the Heshun old library, the Western Yunnan Anti-Japanese War Museum, and the Large Horse Caravan Museum. 

After leaving Heshun we drove nearly four hours to Dali, where a new tour guide took over. He spoke really fast, spoke with a local accent, and never smiled. Worse, he gave us less than an hour to explore Dali old town. I used the ridiculously short amount of time to check out kezhan, guest houses, where I could stay when I returned to Dali later in my trip.

Tian Long Dong–Heaven Dragon Cave–is located in the Yunnong Peak, at the north end of the Cangshan mountain range. It’s a small but interesting cave that “looks like a lying long dragon.” Furthermore, at Tian Long Dong: “It is believed that after the excurse, you would not only realire the landscape and history of Dali, but also enjoy a very dood time.” (sic) Dude! Have a dood time! 

From the cave we went to a Baizu house and watched an earnest dance performance. The Baizu ethnic minority have long settled in and around Dali. Before the performance I chatted with some of the performers. When they learned that I was divorced, they asked me if I wanted to marry one of the women in the group, who was also unmarried. We laughed and chatted, and I’m pretty sure they did not perform a Baizu wedding ceremony.

On our first day in Lijiang our tour group went to a Provincial Nature Reserve called the Lashihai Wetland Park, west of Lijiang, where we rode horses and went for a short boat ride in small, uncomfortable, punted boats. It was cold and extremely windy on the lake. The place attracts a lot of tourists and photographers because it’s an important breeding ground and wintering habitat for several species of wild geese and ducks. Maybe the birds were smarter than us and were staying out of the wind that day, because we saw only a few on the lake – some big white ones that I couldn’t find out the name of. 

Our next stop was more interesting: Shuhe old town, northwest of Lijiang, in the forest at the foot of Yulong Xue Shan – Jade Dragon Snow Mountain. The pretty little town is populated primarily by the Naxi and Bai minorities, and was a very important town on the ancient Tea Horse Road, which linked southwest China to Tibet and Northern India. There were plenty of shops, bars, and restaurants, but the town seemed much less touristy than Lijiang old town.
In the afternoon, I and a young woman who was traveling alone explored the alleys of Lijiang gucheng – Lijiang old town – paved with stones worn smooth from the many tourists. After dinner we walked a few blocks to the National Culture Exchange Center Theatre, where we watched an elaborate and colorful performance called “Lishui Jinsha” –the “Mountains Rivers Show”. The dazzling, folk-opera performance, billed as a “dance poem”, showcases the Lijiang area ethnic minority peoples’ music, dance, and costumes. If you go to Lijiang, watching the “Mountains Rivers Show” is a must.  (“Mountains Rivers Show”: http://english.people.com.cn/102775/100668/205045/7843106.html)

A lot of hikers like to make a two-day excursion hiking on the upper trail at Lijiang’s Tiger Leaping Gorge. Formed by the Jinsha River running between Haba Mountain and Yulong Snow Mountain, the 16 km long gorge is 3900 m from the water to the mountain peaks; one of the deepest gorges in the world. Our tour group spent a couple of hours hiking on the lower trail. I took many pictures of the swift water crashing noisily against car and house-size boulders that had fallen into the river. An awesome work of nature – an awesome work of water, to be precise.

The last item on our Lijiang itinerary said “Zangzu Home Visit” To me it looked more like a meeting hall than a private home, created specifically as an expensive tour group stop–we had to pay an extra 280 yuan on top of the tour fee. But it was an interesting evening. We drank yak butter tea, ate roast lamb, and watched a Zangzu song and dance performance. At one point I went outside because the performance was too loud, and because of the smoke – from the many men smoking, and from the open cooking fire. I gazed at the stars, which I hadn’t seen in a long time – I’d never seen them in Beijing.

On January 30th our tour bus rolled into Xianggelia (Shangri-La), formerly named Zhongdian, and on that day I left the tour group. In the morning we visited the Guishan Temple in Guishan Park, situated on a hill next to Dukezong old town. Beside the temple is a monolithic 24 m (80 ft.) tall golden prayer wheel. I visited the temple and strolled through Dukezong, where I came across a nice inn where a little dog with brown curly hair, named kafei (coffee), greeted me with great enthusiasm. I returned to the bus and saw my fellow tour group members boarding the bus (wearily, it seemed to me). The plan was to go to two more scenic spots on the way back down to Lijiang, and then take a train back to Kunming. 

I really didn’t want to get back on that bus and view the world through dirty bus windows. I was tired of listening to the amplified, memorized, incomprehensible patter of the tour guide – a Chinese tour group member told me he couldn’t understand our tour guide either. I wanted to go back to the café, have a cup of coffee and relax, and then explore Xianggelila at my own pace, go where I wanted to go, stop and chat with the local people. It had been a long and fast-paced nine days, with frequent shopping stops, bad hotels, plenty of interesting scenic spots, but also some unimpressive ones. I told the tour guide I wasn’t going back to Lijiang with them, took my luggage off the bus, and said goodbye to my tour mates. Free at last!

I returned to the inn and had a cup of coffee and an early lunch. At the owner’s recommendation I then took local bus number 3 to the Songzanlin Si – the Songzanlin Temple. The place is an impressive 300-year old Tibetan Buddhist monastery, resembling Lhasa’s Potala Palace. I sat outside one of the many temples and chatted with a young monk about Buddhism, Christianity, and Chinese women, (our conversation wandered). He gave me a prayer bracelet made of small wooden beads, and showed me how to thumb one bead at a time while chanting. And he taught me how to worship Buddha: light the incense, place the sticks in the incense holder in front of me, place my hands together with my thumbs in, touch my head-mouth-heart, bow three times, kneel and prostrate three times. The monk let me take his picture, but asked me not to put it on my website. 

That evening I felt relaxed and happy. I had a delicious dinner – Yak meat veggie soup, plus flat barley bread stuffed with yak meat and veggies – at the Lhasa Restaurant in Dukezong old town. I was looking forward to going to Meili Snow Mountains the next day. Even though I’d already been traveling for several days, in a way I felt my trip was about to begin. 
The next day I took a 4-hour bus from Xianggelila to Feilai Si, a mountain village not far from the town of Deqen, in the northwestern corner of Yunnan Province. Feilai Si, at an altitude of 3360 m, is situated across a valley from the Meili Xue Shan–the Meili Snow Mountains. The bus ride was an experience: the mountain road was curvy, now and then we drove over mini-glaciers that had crept down onto the road, and the bus driver simultaneously smoked, chatted on his phone, honked the horn often, and zipped around every slow vehicle he came up behind.

I sat next to a Buddhist monk. He told me that he, the other monk and the two nuns on the bus, were headed to Mt. Kawagebo to worship the Buddha. I learned that they were going to Lianhua Temple, perched on the side of the mountain at 3480m. The monk saw me thumbing a Buddhist prayer bead bracelet on my wrist, (that bus driver made me really nervous), and he asked me if I believed in Buddha. I told him I liked some of the Buddhist teachings, but that I wasn’t a Buddhist. I asked him if I could also go to where he was headed, and he warmly welcomed me to join him. But I didn't go; this time I only viewed the mountains from a distance. Maybe next time I’ll hike up to the temple and stay for a while. 

The Meili Snow Mountains, part of the Hengduan Range, are bounded by the Nu River on the west and the Lancang River on the east, and form the lofty border between Yunnan and Tibet. The highest peak is Mt. Kawagebo, at 6740 m (22,110 ft.), is the spiritual home of a warrior god of the same name, and is a sacred mountain for Tibetan Buddhists. Each year Tibetan pilgrims come to circumambulate the peak; an arduous 240 km (150 mi) trek. Mt. Mianzimu, 6054 m (19,862 ft.), is the second highest peak, and is regarded as one of the world's most beautiful mountains. 

On January 3, 1991, a nighttime avalanche killed all seventeen members of a joint Chinese-Japanese expedition, in one of the most deadly mountaineering accidents in history. Because of restrictions and dangerous conditions, none of the major peaks in the Meili Snow Mountains have ever been summited. Fortunately, I’d come to Feilai Si to watch the jinding – the golden peaks as the sunrise lights up the mountains.

Little darling, it's been a long cold lonely winter

          Little darling, it feels like years since it's been here

          Here comes the sun

          Here comes the sun, and I say

          It's all right

   “Here Comes the Sun” – George Harrison, The Beatles, from the Abbey Road album.

After I checked into a tiny hotel in Felai Si and had some dinner, I went for a walk with a young woman who always smiled, even when she talked, and her younger sister who was quite shy; we had all been on the bus from Xianggelila. We walked to the edge of the village and found the Feilai Temple, but it was closed. As we passed by a farmhouse a man emerged and invited us to come in and warm ourselves by his fire. The man was Zangzu (Tibetan), and his cute little daughter could already speak Chinese, Tibetan, and a little English. The man himself had never gone to school and was illiterate – he had learned from tourists how to speak Mandarin. He was unpretentious and cordial, apologetic about his humble home, and he wanted us to stay longer. When I return to Feilai Si I’ll visit him again, take a few books for his daughter, and some socks for him.

The young women who always smiled, her shy sister, and I thanked the Zangzu man for inviting us in, and we said goodbye to him and his daughter. Now that was an authentic Zangzu home visit: unplanned, intimate, and real. 

We went to another inn, where a lot of hikers had gathered in the lobby to eat and plan their hikes. I was the only Westerner there. Some people were watching a documentary about an attempted climb of Mt. Kawagebo, during which a climber died. I chatted with a young man who wanted to recruit me to join his group on a hike the next day: 20 km up a mountain valley, stay at a village inn, 20 km out the next day. I asked him a lot of questions about the trail conditions, the elevation change, and the pace they planned to take, and I finally told him I wanted to sleep on it. 40 km (25 mi) in two days, at high altitude, sounded like more than I was up for. And besides, I’d come mainly to watch the sunrise on the Meili Snow Mountains. 

          Little darling, I feel that ice is slowly melting 

          Little darling, it seems like years since it's been clear 

          Here comes the sun 

          Here comes the sun, and I say 

          It's all right

The next morning I got up early and dressed quickly, because there was no heat in my tiny room. The water had been turned off for winter so that it didn’t freeze and break the pipes. The narrow electric pad under the bed sheet kept me warm during the night, but when I emerged from under the thick white quilt I was soon chilled to the bone. I could see my breath as I poured hot water out of one of those big Chinese thermoses into a paper cup to make a cup of instant coffee. After gulping down my coffee I threw on my coat, grabbed my camera, left my room, went up one flight of stairs to the inn’s flat roof, and waited in the dark for the sun to come up.

Though I’d gone up to the rooftop too early, the sky and the mountains were already starting to lighten in Feilai Si. Somewhere in the back of my head the stringed instruments started quietly playing a sustained tone. I started taking pictures – blurry shots of white peaks in moonlight. It was cold and windy, so I did tai chi to warm up. I turned around and looked up at the lights of the grand hotel at the top of the hill, where for 260 yuan per night you can stay in heated rooms with hot water, and watch the mountains through huge windows. Somewhere nearby a rooster crowed, encouraging me to be patient.
From the rooftop I could see across the road the official “observation area”: a parking lot with a long, curved, low wall facing the Meili Snow Mountains. The day before, after we arrived, I had sauntered in to explore. I was stopped by a guard who told me that I had to buy a ticket – 150 yuan. I said “Bu yao, xie xie,” and left. 

The next morning, as the sky slowly grew lighter, I could see people gathering in the observation area. Several of the women wore long, thick, red coats, and several men wore identical camouflaged coats with thick, black, fur collars. I assumed they’d all come from the top of the hill, and that the coats, as well as the observation area entry tickets, were provided free to guests of the grand hotel.

People started moving up to the low wall, setting up tripods and screwing on giant cameras with lenses that resembled cannons. Smoke was flowing out of a white stupa that was also a fireplace, where people had gathered around to warm their hands. A Tibetan monk, wearing a maroon robe and a yellow hat, lit a spray of juniper, blew out the flames so that it smoked, then faced the mountains and started chanting. 

“My view from up here is as good as theirs – maybe better,” I said to myself. My hands were freezing, my fingers hurting from the cold because I had to take off my gloves to take pictures. (The next morning I noticed red patches on my hands – chilblains.) I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and danced up and down. I laughed when I saw a dog trot up the street and then enter, unobserved, the exclusive “observation area.”

          Little darling, the smiles returning to the faces 

          Little darling, it seems like years since it's been here 

          Here comes the sun 

          Here comes the sun, and I say 

          It's all right

Around 7:45 a.m. on February 1st – I’d been on the roof for 40 minutes – the red-coated women and the camouflaged-coated men in the observation area all moved toward the low wall. The stringed instruments in my head continued to play, grew louder – changing from a single note to a complex and foreboding blend of tones. The rooster crowed again. It was really cold and I was shivering; I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to hold my camera still. I was glad to see there were no clouds obscuring the mountains. 

While I was watching the Tibetan monk petting the dog, a murmur and a cheer went up from the crowd below. I looked up and saw that the tip of Mt. Kawagebo had turned golden. Maybe because of the high elevation, the lack of sleep the night before, or merely because the sight was truly breathtaking – overwhelming, too moving – I suddenly found it hard to breathe, I felt my throat tighten, and my eyes grew moist. I cry easily – listening to music, watching movies. I didn’t want tears to blur my vision, so I controlled myself and starting taking pictures.

The golden light moved down the triangular peak of Mt. Kawagebo, and then started lighting up the other peaks. I was breathing fast and snapping lots of pictures. I’d never seen anything so beautiful, so awesome, so humbling. The sun had come up again. I know, it does every morning, but I’d never seen it light up such an amazing scene. I took pictures for a while as the entire mountain range slowly turned golden, and then I turned and left the rooftop. 

          Sun, sun, sun, here it comes

          Sun, sun, sun, here it comes

          Sun, sun, sun, here it comes

          Sun, sun, sun, here it comes 

          Sun, sun, sun, here it comes
~~~

After breakfast I told the young man who was going hiking that I’d seen what I’d come to see, and that I was going to head back to Xianggelila with the smiling woman and her shy sister. We boarded a small van along with three young men, who were exhausted from hiking the day before. The driver chanted a Buddhist chant as he drove; a relaxing, comforting sound. We made a stop at a monastery so that the driver could say hello to his older sister, a Tibetan Buddhist nun. Later we passed by two men and a boy herding cattle on the mountain road. 

The next day, my last day in Xianggelila, I took a bus up to the Balagezong National Scenic Area for half a day of canyon hiking. I had dinner again at the Lhasa Restaurant, and when it got dark I enjoyed the view from my room of the Guishan Temple and giant prayer wheel, lit up with golden lights.
During the day I’d found at a bookstore a copy of James Hilton’s fantasy-adventure novel Lost Horizon, so I started reading it that night. In 2001 Zhongdian county officially renamed itself Xianggelila (Chinese for Shangri-La), claiming to be the inspiration for the novel. I’ll admit that either towering Mt. Kawagebo or pretty Mt. Mianzimu could pass for Hilton’s fictional Mt. Karakal, and that the Songzanlin Monastery looks like a good model for the monastery where Conway chatted with the High Lama and listened to pretty Lo-tsen play the piano. Xianggelila is a nice place to relax and experience – an exotic place, with blue skies and clean air, maybe more spiritual than most places – but it’s a real town and a tourist destination, not a utopia.
The next day, February 3rd, I was back in Lijiang. I found a clean, cheap hotel near the north end of the Black Dragon Pool Park. I visited the park, and the Lijiang Municipal Museum, (formerly the Lijiang Dongba Cultural Museum), which has lots of information about the Naxi people, their religion, and their unique pictographic writing system. The Naxi are one of China’s ethnic minorities, and "Dongba" is word that stands for both their religion and their ancient pictographic writing system. 

During the Cultural Revolution, thousands of manuscripts were destroyed. Paper and cloth writings were boiled into construction paste for building houses. About half of the Dongba manuscripts that survive today had been taken from China to the United States, Germany and Spain. Today Dongba is nearly extinct, and the Chinese government is trying to revive it in an attempt to preserve Naxi culture. 

(“Dongba symbols”, Wikipedia; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dongba_symbols)
The strange Chinese. First they attempt to destroy their own culture and history – the Cultural Revolution – then they try to preserve what didn’t get destroyed.
Shigu zhen–Stone Drum Town–is situated on the banks of the Yangtze River, not far from Lijiang. This quiet town is the closest you can get to the Yangtze River’s First Bend, where the river, flowing southeastward out of the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau, makes an abrupt V-shaped turn to the northeast within a distance of 1 kilometer. If not for a fence stopping me, I could have washed my hands in the blue-green waters of the Yangtze – still fairly clean water at that point.

I spent my last evening strolling through Lijiang old town. In travel books and online some disparaging comments are written about Lijiang old town – commercialized and packed with tourists. If you want a quieter, more authentic atmosphere, Dali old town is better, and Dukezong old town in Xianggelila is the best. But I liked Lijiang; it’s fun mix of Eastern and Western cultures. I took a picture of a restaurant with its name translated into English: Solo Wandering. I had dinner at a place with thousands of post-its, with messages and names written on them, covering the walls. I ate soup and baba bread, fried flat bread that can be made salty or sweet, and the restaurant owner was pleased when I told him “Gingle tea” should be spelled “Ginger tea.” Using the post-its and thumbtacks on my table, I left two messages on the wall: my name in Chinese and English, and a drawing of a bald-headed man with a long nose peeking over a wall with the fingers of each hand clutching the wall, the words, “Kilroy was here,” and a date: 1945. After dinner I stopped to listen to a young Chinese man playing his guitar and singing Don McLean’s song, “Vincent,” and doing a pretty good job of it.
          Starry, starry night. 

          Paint your palette blue and grey,

          Look out on a summer's day,

          With eyes that know the darkness in my soul.

          Shadows on the hills,

          Sketch the trees and the daffodils,

          Catch the breeze and the winter chills,

          In colors on the snowy linen land.

My second time in Dali I stayed at the Yu Yuan Inn on Red Dragon Street, in Dali old town. Red Dragon Street is also called Waterview Street, because it’s a narrow lane, closed to car traffic, with a narrow stream cascading down the center of the street. The stream was right below my window, and its murmuring was a nice sound to fall asleep to. 

I stayed in Dali for three and a half days. Each day consisted of an excursion or a hike during the day, back to old town in the late afternoon, dinner at the Bamboo Café, where I helped the young waitress with her English, and then an evening stroll. One evening I happened upon a young Chinese man with dreadlocks, black glasses, and a little black beard on his chin, hawking ukuleles in his ukulele shop. He smiled and his fingers moved quickly over the strings as he played “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” for me. Butterfly Spring Park, and the Chongsheng Temple and Three Pagoda Cultural Tourist Area, are both easy day trips from Dali and are both worth visiting.
I woke up one morning in Dali determined not to ride in any buses, vans, or taxis that day. At 9:30 I started walking west from Dali old town to a trail going up into Cangshan, the mountain range west of Dali, to the Zhonghe Temple. There I met a nice Chinese couple and their young daughter, so we hiked together on the mountain ridge for a while. I saw the guy do something I’ve never seen in China: he went off the trail to pick up two empty plastic bottles. The couple headed back to Dali, while I took another steep trail up the mountain. On my way down the mountain I passed by a woman herding small black mountain goats. I stopped to chat with her and she asked me if we had mountain goats in America. I told her that our mountain goats a large, white, and that they a wild species living in the mountains. She smiled and nodded. I got back to Dali after 5:30 in the evening, and slept very well that night. 
On my last day in Dali I took a public bus to Zhoucheng–Zhou Town–at the north end of Erhai Lake. I strolled around the village, chatted with an old man as he smoked his long pipe, and bought a Naxi handmade tie-died tablecloth. I also watched two women hauling bricks – 20 or more in each of their stacks – on their backs, up a wooden ramp to a work site. I then walked from Zhoucheng to Erhai to have a last look at the lake.

~~~

In Kunming on February 10th–Spring Festival–it was crowded and lively around Cui Lake. I visited the Yunnan Provincial Museum, then the Yunnan Military Academy Museum, on the west side of Cui Lake. In the afternoon I returned to the Jiujiu Teahouse, where I had started my trip in Yunnan. I drank a pot of green tea and told the owner and his daughter the tale of my travels. 

On my last day in Kunming I went back downtown to Cui Lake, in the mood to find a bookstore. I walked to the area near Yunnan University, and first strolled around taking pictures of the interesting shop signs. There was the “OVO Public@House,” where you could “Café & Enjoy Yourself & Bar”. There was the “Bind Massage” place – apparently offering the kinkier version of blind massage. I especially liked “Kafka’s Toast” – and now I know what Kafka ate for breakfast – and the cryptic sign that simply declared “I Am Living.” 

I eventually found a small bookstore where I bought the Lonely Planet Guide to China. I hadn’t brought a copy from the US, and I’d never been able to find it in Beijing. Rumor has it that it’s banned because the book refers to Taiwan as a separate country rather than part of China. But this small, independent bookstore had it, as well as a copy of Soul Mountain by Gao Xingjian, whose books are also impossible to find in Beijing.

Sitting in the quiet French Café, not far from the bookstore, reading my Lonely Planet China, I became aware of the undertone; the suspenseful tremolo of the strings. Even though I’m often distracted by reality and am not aware of the sound, I believe it's playing at all times, always creating suspense, because we never know what’s around the next corner. 

Around the next corner could be a nice café where I meet and chat with a new friend, or a car accident might be around the next corner, or a text message from a student, an earthquake that brings our houses down upon our heads, a smiling baby in a mother’s arms, a nightmare, an email from a loved one, a plane crash in a "lost" Tibetan valley, the sight of a young man reading Hesse’s Siddhartha that reminds me of college days, the loss of a loved one, the lovely sound of “Fernleaf Hedge Bamboo in the Moonlight” being played on a hulusi, a feeling of loneliness that neither coffee nor sunshine can dispel, an unexpected opportunity to help someone in need of help, a presentiment of old age, the sight of an elderly couple holding hands as they cross the street, a handsome young couple with their future yet to unfold, a nighttime avalanche, a child’s laughter, Shi Tiesheng’s eggplant, a hundred birds swooping and turning in unison, a feeling of genuine love for someone, the shape of a beautiful body, a nice person sitting next to you on an airplane, a cheerful Buddhist monk, the way the sunlight shines on a women’s long black hair, the toothless smile that comes over an old man’s face when you greet him in his language, the happy sound of children playing, a happy memory…

I don’t know what’s around the next corner. I’ve never seen this movie and I don’t know what happens in the next scene. I just hope it’s a good movie, which for me means it’s not too predictable, and is full of adventures, challenges, sorrows and joys. And though I can’t help but hope for particular scenes, I’d prefer to be surprised by whatever comes along. I just want to hear the music for as long as I can, the suspenseful sound of the strings, because when the music stops the movie ends. 

It seems to me we can choose how we want to interpret the tremolo of the strings – an exciting sound or an ominous sound. Though I don’t always have the courage to, I’d like to always be anticipating a beautiful golden sunrise on snowy mountain peaks. It’s moments before sunrise, people wearing thick winter coats are lined up, readying their cameras and blowing on their cold fingers, they’ve forgotten all disappointments and worries, and the stringed instruments are sustaining a single suspenseful note…

          Here comes the sun

          Here comes the sun, and I say

          It's all right

          It's all right

~~~
Chapter 20 – Pine and Bamboo Yard
My second semester at North China Electric Power University went well. I had a good teaching schedule: all my classes on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, 12 hours per week. Also, 4 of my 6 classes were English majors: students who, for the most part, were willing to speak out in class. 

I tried out a new lesson in my classes that semester: I gave the students a Nasreddin folktale to read and discuss. I had them read the story, then a short article about Nasreddin and his tales, and finally I asked them, working in groups of three, to make up a dialog in which two of them have a dispute. The third person, acting as judge, listens to their arguments and then makes a wise, or humorous, judgment – like Nasreddin.
The students had fun with the exercise, and to my surprise, most of them were already familiar with Afanti – Effendi – the Turkish, Sufi folk hero that we in the west call Nasreddin. He is, I learned, very popular in Xinjiang amongst the Uighur people. One student told me that when she was a child she loved to go see puppet performances of “Afanti de Gushi” – “Stories of Effendi.”
The semester went by quickly. I was glad it was nearing an end, because in early June, with only two weeks left of class, I started experiencing stomach problems – low appetite, a bloated feeling after eating, and fatigue. I was planning to travel in China in June and July, then go to America in August, but I still didn’t have definite travel plans. Given the diagnosis I received from our school hospital – chronic gastritis – I decided to postpone traveling for a few weeks and see if I could recover first. I had no idea at that diagnosis was probably wrong, and that my body was starting to show signs of a more serious problem. I also didn’t know that this would be my last summer in China, my last chance to travel. 
At the time I prayed for health, even though I’m not religious, and I wrote in my journal:

6/6/13 I’m still here in China after more than four years. I often ask myself why. For one thing, I still like teaching. I like my Chinese students. I fall in love with them, and it makes me happy to help them. 

China is my soil, I am a seed. I will sprout, grow, blossom, and flourish. I will be a strong, healthy, happy, and optimistic plant. And I will give comfort and joy to those I touch. That’s why I’m here in China, on this earth.

On June 16th my cousin Nathan came to China for his second business trip, and like the first, he found time to come from nearby Tianjin to Beijing and spend a few days with me. This time we went for a hike on the Great Wall at Mutianyu. After returning to Beijing we relaxed and had a meal at the Pass By Bar in the Nanluoguxiang hutong area. Inside the Pass By Bar, where they serve all kinds of imported beers, you can see a poster of Mao with a toothy, goofy grin. Above his head it says, “I’m Drunk!”, and below are the words: “Alcohol may be man’s worst enemy, but China Mao says love your enemy.” 
During the last two weeks of June I felt a little worse. I could barely eat, and I always felt very tired and weak. I took zhongyao – Chinese medicine, and changed to a blander, less spicy diet. By the beginning of July I was starting to feel better, I could eat more, and I felt my strength and energy returning. 
I was scheduled to start a trip on July 16th. I would start by taking a train to Datong in Shanxi Province, then go to Pingyao a few days later. Hou Danjuan was a new professor at our university; we met on campus one day in the spring and became good friends. She helped me buy my Shanxi trip train tickets, and helped me reserve my hotel in Pingyao. In late July we planned to take a fast train to Qingdao together. Then on August 4th I would fly to the U.S. to see my family. Though I was looking forward to the three trips, I was also feeling nervous about my stomach, about my strength and energy level, and about finding food I could eat on the road. 

~~~
The main reason people go to Datong, in northern Shanxi Province, is to see the amazing Yungang Shiku - the Yungang Caves. The 5th century caves, carved by Buddhist monks into the south side of Mt. Wuzhou, contain many ancient statues of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Work began in 460, continued for 60 years, and in the end 252 caves and many statues were carved. 
When you visit the place you begin by walking along a long promenade with columns, leading into the Yungang Caves. You can enter some of the caves and explore several feet back. Some of the caves now have wooden facades through which you enter. Inside some caves the sculpture – statues and friezes – shows the influence of Indian sculpture style, with multiple figures close together or entwined. The largest statues are of long-eared Buddhas with serene countenances, usually with one hand raised and the other resting on a knee or pointing downward. I liked gazing at their calm faces and benevolent smiles and feeling myself relax. 
The White Buddha Cave, Cave No. 20, constructed 460-470 A.D., is one of the earliest caves carved at Yungang. The outer part of the cave has fallen away, as well as the Buddha statue on the left. The Buddha in the middle is the largest at Yungang, at 13.7 meters. He has a high protuberance on his head, a broad forehead, a full and round face, long eyes, long ears, high nose, and he sits with his hands in the mudra position of meditation. Standing in front of the White Buddha, I noticed that no matter how many loud, picture-taking tourists there were, the Buddha always smiled down upon them. I lingered under his benevolent gaze.
Besides the Yungang Caves, one can visit the Huayan Monastery in Datong. Built during the Liao Dynasty (907-1125), this Buddhist monastery is the largest and best preserved Liao Dynasty monastery in existence in China. In China, one frequently sees imposing statues of lions in front of temples, modern government buildings, hotels and restaurants. At the Huayan Monastery it was the first time I saw small, lifelike lion statues, each with a lion cub nearby. 

Datong's Nine-dragon Wall is not far from the monastery, but is worth a visit only if you have some extra time to kill. Though it claims to be the largest Nine-dragon Wall, it's not been well maintained, and consequently not as impressive as Beijing's Beihai Park Nine-dragon Wall. The most interesting part of the place was a little garden off on one side of the courtyard, where I saw some bottle gourds growing on the vine. In shops I’d seen many painted bottle gourds and bottle gourds made into flutes – the hulusi – but I’d never seen pretty pale green ones hanging on the vine. 
One day I took a bus out to Xuankong Si – the Hanging Monastery – a Buddhist monastery built into the side of cliff – the second most visited tourist spot near Datong. It’s an amazing site: wood and brick buildings with yellow-tiled roofs, clinging to the side of a gray cliff. Because there had been heavy rain recently, the authorities were concerned about falling rocks, so we weren’t allowed to go up into the monastery like you usually can. I think that was OK. Seeing those buildings and walkways held up by long wooden poles made me a little nervous. I was happy to just take pictures from a distance. 

In a small Taosit temple at Hengshan – Heng Mountain – which is not far from the Hanging Monastery, I took a picture of a scary-looking deity. He wore armor head to foot, and was draped in an orange silk robe. His face was orange, and he had bulging white eyes and grimacing white teeth. In one hand he held a huge spiked club. On my website in the caption under the photo I wrote: “Pitchers hate this guy when he comes to bat.”
Climbing Heng Mountain, as is true of most visited mountains in China, means climbing stairs to the mountain top. Though it seems to take a bit of the adventure out of “mountain climbing,” it was still fun to pass by and rest at precariously perched pavilions, made of red-painted wood and yellow roof tiles, and eventually reach the peak, where a stone tablet tells you you’re at an elevation of 2016.1 meters. (6615 ft.)
The next day, back in Datong, I checked out the Datong Ancient City wall. There was a cannon and some nice towers, but there wasn’t much interesting to see. Unlike Dali, Lijiang, and Pingyao, the Datong ancient town had not been preserved inside the ancient walls. It was a little frustrating too, because I discovered, after having walked on the wall for a while, that in order to get off the wall I would have to walk all the way back to the place where’d I’d come up. As I walked, noticing ominous-looking dark clouds in the sky, I composed a song in my head, wrote it down back in my hotel room:
One Way Down

A Country Western Eastern Blues song

When I was up on Datong’s ancient city wall,

A storm blew up and grew into a squall,

I was far from where I’d come up, with lightning striking near,

Then I remembered there was only one way down.

There’s only one way down,

It’s the same way that you came up,

So if you’re up on Datong’s ancient city wall,

Remember there is only one way down. 

I tried to find some shelter in one of the many towers, 

But they were all locked up all locked down, 

So I started prayin’, “God save me over to another day, 

I don’t want to die on this here lonesome wall.”

God said:

“My son there’s only one way down, 

It’s the same way that you came up,

There are many ways to Heaven, and many ways to Hell, 

But on this old wall there’s only one way down.” 

I finally got down off that wall and grabbed a taxi cab,

Told the driver of my harrowing ordeal, 

He smiled a silly smile, lit up his cigarette,

Said, “Yep, there is only one way down.”

In Chinese he said:

There’s only one way down, 

It’s the same way that you came up,

Tourists look high and low to find another way,

But in fact there’s only one way down,

There’s really only one way down, 

In the end there’s only one way down,

(Both of us in harmony,)

Down, down, down, down… down.

~~~
In contrast, the ancient town preserved within the ancient city walls at Pingyao is a wonderful place to visit and linger. Pingyao, in Shanxi Province, is China’s best-preserved ancient walled town. It was already a thriving merchant town during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), but really became important during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), when merchants established the Rishengchang, the first draft bank in China’s history. Nearly 4000 Ming and Qing dynasty houses remain within the city walls.
On my first day I walked through the City Tower, which spans a narrow street, and is the tallest building in Pingyao ancient town. I’d taken a morning train down from Datong, and I was ready for a late lunch. I found a restaurant with a menu that won the award for the best Chinglish of the trip. The menu included “Eat Ant,” “Cold Surface Wire,” “Meat Fried Rotten Son,” “Pimple Boil,” Fungus Long Yam,” and “Potatoes Balls.” (I’m not making any of that up.) Even though there were also pictures and I could see that the “Cold Surface Wire” was actually a bowl of noodles, I decided not to eat there. 

After a meal I visited the Qingxu Guan – the Qingxu Temple – a Tang Dynasty (618-907) Taoist Temple, a quiet temple and museum combination that is worth a visit. Nearby was a narrow, dead-end alley. I thought at first I was seeing a modern art sculpture: a white porcelain Western toilet, a little green-leafed tree growing out of the toilet bowl, all against a background of gray brick. Of course, I took a picture. 
The Rishengchang Draft Bank in Pingyao – also called the Rishengchang Financial House Museum – was a very interesting place. It was a successful dye shop in the late 18th century, transformed into a draft bank in 1823. The museum had over 100 rooms, including offices, living quarters, guest rooms, and a kitchen. One bank clerk’s office had an open wooden chest half full of fake silver ingots – called sycee or yuanbao – with their distinct saddle shape. And for the bankers’ convenience, next door to the bank was the Meiheju Baked Food Shop, like a Qing Dynasty Starbucks, except with tea rather than coffee. 

Two things you can see all over China during the summer, and Pingyao, with its hot weather, had plenty of both: (1) barbecue - usually lamb, chicken, or beef, and (2) Chinese men with their shirts rolled up to display their fat bellies – perhaps a way to signify success – he has plenty to eat. I was speculating that it might be a kind of courtship display – like the way peacocks display and rattle their plumage to peahens. When I saw one fat-bellied Chinese man, looking over his shoulder unhappily at another fat-bellied Chinese man, I was wondering if he was about to challenge the other to a belly-bumping contest, as a way of determining dominance. 

Pingyao is a wonderful place to just walk around and take pictures: the ruts in the stone at the entrance gates, a short, steep, arched stone bridge, a nook with a bas-relief sculpture of a horse and rider, cages for parading criminals through Pingyao at the Pingyao Prison, beautiful green and yellow roof tiles shaped like a dragons’ heads, rain falling on a pond in a secluded courtyard garden, a stone dragon’s head in a wall spouting rain water out of its mouth, a bronze statue of a qilin, a mythical beast with the body of an ox, the head of a dragon, huge antlers like those of a deer, a lion’s tail, and its body covered with large, flame-shaped fish scales. 
One day I took a bus to the Wangjia Dayuan – the Wang Family Compound – a Qing Dynasty residence of the extended Wang family, located south of Pingyao. Some guidebooks translate dayuan as courtyard, but that's misleading, because the place is a vast labyrinth of many courtyard residences. Dayuan can also be translated as “compound,” which is a better description of the place. 
The courtyard residences were similar but unique. They all had cisterns, for collecting rain water in case of fire, but one courtyard also had sundial. Another had a circular relief sculpture of five bats swirling around the character meaning “wealth.” In China the bat is a symbol of good luck and happiness. This is because the word for bat (fú​) is similar to the word for wealth (fù). Often, five bats are shown together to represent the Five Blessings: long life, riches, health, love of virtue, and a natural death.
I especially liked the names of each courtyard, shown on inscribed stone plaques on the walls: No-Gossiping Residence, Osmanthus Garden, Pleasant Breeze Culture Courtyard, Green Door Yard, Quiet Thinking Room, and, where I would want to live if I lived at the Wang Family Compound: Pine and Bamboo Yard.

In the afternoon our tour bus took us to the Zhangbi Castle and defense tunnels, built during the Sui Dynasty (581-618), and located in Zhangbi Village, south of Pingyao. The map on the wall looked like one of those ant farms: an intricate network of narrow, low-ceilinged tunnels under the castle and the village. We toured the tunnels, and, unfortunately for me, they were built for people of much shorter stature. I walked bent over most of the time, banged my head more than once, and straightened up slowly and painfully when we finally emerged into the sunlight. 
The village of Zhangbi was more interesting. I saw two and three-colored roof tiles, wood carvings of an elephant’s head (Buddhist) and a dragon’s head (Taoist) side by side on the outside of a wooden building, and a man herding his flock of bell-clanging sheep right through the village. 

Seeing these places – the Yungang caves in Datong, Pingyao ancient town, the Wang Family compound, and Zhangbi Village – made me wish I had a time machine and could visit places in time as well as space. I would use the name Wang, jump into my time machine, and move into my courtyard home. I could take some of my poetry with me and try to convince the Qing Dynasty Wangs that I was a descendant of the Tang Dynasty poet and painter, Wang Wei. At the very least, these places can make me forget about, briefly, modern China, the communist government, and all the problems that development has brought to China. 
~~~

On July 27, 2013 my friend Hou Danjuan and I took a high-speed train from Beijing to Qingdao. On our first evening there we took pictures from our hotel room windows of the German-built buildings, including St. Michael's Cathedral, in the Shinan District, the oldest part of Qingdao, where we stayed. 
The next morning we headed out to see St. Michael’s Cathedral close up. St. Michael's, also called simply Tianzhu jiaotang – the Catholic Church – was built by German missionaries in 1934. With its impressive twin towers, it’s the largest example of Romanesque Revival architecture in the province, resembling a German cathedral of the 12th century. 

On a street nearby I saw a restaurant sign advertise some kind of barbecue, but I didn’t recognize the first character indicating the kind of meat. I asked Danjuan to translate the character and she told me that 驴 (lu) meant “donkey.” 

We passed a young man on the street selling colorful seashells. I decided that his name was Song Shi, and I taught Danjuan a tongue twister: 

Song Shi sells sea shells by the sea shore.

The shells Song Shi sells are surely seashells.

So if Song Shi sells shells on the seashore,

I'm sure Song Shi sells seashore shells.

In a souvenir shop we saw that we could buy some dried and puffed up puffer fishes and porcupine fishes. Or we could buy a dead, gutted, preserved sea turtle. In the evening back at the hotel I went online and found that five out of the seven species of sea turtle are listed as endangered or critically endangered.
Zhanqiao – Zhan Bridge – is a pier built in 1893. It’s 400 meters long, and when you walk out on it you reach the Huilange Pavilion at the end. We didn’t get out to the pavilion or even walk any part of the pier, because it was closed for repairs. Nor could I even get a decent picture, as it was very hazy our second day in Qingdao. 
We visited the Tian Hou Gong – Temple of the Queen of Heaven – built in 1467 during the Ming Dynasty. Within the temple complex there’s a temple called the Long Wang Dian – Temple of the Dragon King. In front of that temple was a very cool bronze statue of a sinewy dragon. Most of it was darkened with age, but many parts were bright because of the many times the dragon had been touched on its nose, horns, and tail by people standing next to it to have their picture taken. Or perhaps the polished spots meant it was being rubbed out of superstition – rubbing the back brings good back health, etc. (So why would people rub the dragon’s long tail?)
Behind the Qingdao Naval Museum was a nice collection of military planes that included various versions of the MiG jet fighter. There were also some retired naval ships that you could board. Danjuan and I explored the An-Shan, a Russian-made destroyer, built in 1936. 

Later we walked along the beach at the Lu Xun Park, which stretches for nearly a kilometer along the Huiquan Bay. I’m not sure why Lu Xun is honored with a park in Qingdao, when there’s a more famous park in Shanghai. But it’s a pretty park with pine trees, gravel beaches (not many), red rocks (plenty), and water. 

We eventually made our way to Badaguan – Eight Great Passes – an old area of town with plenty of surviving German and Japanese architecture. It was interesting to see neoclassical architecture, presumably German, with cornices, pilasters, and window pediments. We passed by a massive building called the Jiaozhou Governor’s Hall, the former headquarters of the German Administration, also known as Gouverneurspalast, or the Governor’s Palace, built between 1904 and 1906. We saw one classical mansion converted to a kindergarten for Chinese kids, and we saw another turned into a hotel. Danjuan pointed out several black Audis parked in front of the hotel – “Probably government officials,” she said. This was in the days before Xi Jinping’s crackdown on perks and corruption, so I was wondering how much they didn’t have to pay per night. 

We started the next day by visiting the Qingdao Jidu Jiaotang – the Qingdao Protestant Church, built in 1910, a castle-style church located west of Xinhaoshan Park. A beautiful work of architecture, the facade combines light ochre walls (brick covered with corrugate mortar and paint), with huge gray rough-cut granite blocks, topped by a red tiled roof. The 39.10 meter tall bell tower, which includes a large white clock, and 18 meter high main hall, is an impressive sight. 
Another must-see sight in Qingdao is the Qingdao Yingbingguan – the Qingdao Guest House, or the former German Governor’s Mansion, which resembles a classic German castle. Like the Protestant Church, the yellow exterior walls are decorated with rough granite. Built between 1905 and 1908, in the then popular Jugendstil or Art Nouveau style, the four-story mansion is a beautiful example of a European villa. Each of the thirty rooms, all with luxurious and elegant decoration, has a distinct style and a unique, tiled fireplace. German furniture, Chinese furniture from the Qing Dynasty, curios, works of calligraphy and paintings, are also kept in their original locations. The surrounding grounds are nice to stroll through, too. Inside the perimeter walls, which were built in 1957, is a vast courtyard full of fruit trees and ornamental plants. 
The Qingdao German Prison Museum is an interesting and kind of creepy place to visit. The cells doors are open but a chain keeps you from entering them. There are manikins: German prison guards, prisoners – one of them was a writer with a pen and sheets of paper, interviewing another prisoner so that he could then write something about his experience in the prison. 

The basement of the prison gets even more macabre. It was added to the building after the Japanese took over the prison, and was used primarily for torturing and killing Chinese prisoners. The English on the plaque on the wall in the basement is not very good, but its meaning is clear: 

“The inquisition room of the Japanese Qingdao Navy’s embarment area. The people who were arrested by the prison, not only eating and living would be mistreated, but also needed to be tortured. The Japanese built cucking stool, hot seat as well as soldering iron etc., as many as ten torture instruments, in order to cruelly kill the anti-Japanese soldiers.” 

The Japanese or the Nazi’s – it’s hard to say who were the most methodically cruel occupiers. 

Needing some soothing balm for our minds, Danjuan and had lunch, including Qingdao pijiu – Tsingtao beer – and then went to the Qingdao Gallery and Art Museum, near Ocean University. Later we took a break from walking at the Coffee Space Café, where the courtyard wall was painted with a Dutch windmill. 

The following day we took a long bus ride out of Qingdao City to a place called Laoshan – Lao Mountain. It was an overcast day, so distance photography was difficult. And though it was also very hot and humid, we still enjoyed hiking (paved paths and stone stairs) up the mountain, enjoying the mix of red rocks and pine trees. The heat and humidity was too much for us so we didn’t make it to the top. We stopped and marveled at a bunch of inscribed constellations on top of a wide, flat boulder. I took a picture of the Maosuxing – the Seven Sisters, the Pleiades. 
On our last morning in Qingdao we found a place near our hotel that served a Western-style breakfast, including jianbing – pancakes – and wafubing – waffles. Danjuan was apparently a little thirsty that day; maybe she hadn’t drank enough water the day before while hiking on Laoshan. So in addition to her breakfast of a jiandanjuan – omelette – she also drank three tall glasses of orange juice. She told me as she was finishing off the third glass that I could rightly call her a dawang. The term literally mean “big king,” but it’s also used in street Chinese to mean someone who has an expert skill in something. “Yes, you really are a dawang,” I told Danjuan as I took a picture of her, smiling behind three empty orange juice glasses. We then checked out of the hotel and boarded our train back to Beijing. 

~~~

If I had known I had a serious illness and would be leaving China in three months, would I still have taken the trips I did that July? I’ll admit there were some places higher on my travel list: Tibet, Guizhou, Sichuan’s Jiuzhaigou Valley, Hunan’s Shennongjia Forest, Xinjiang, etc. But I made the right choice, traveling alone to Datong and Pingyao, and with Danjuan to Qingdao. For one thing, those places were all fairly easy train rides from Beijing. Danjuan had never been to Qingdao either, so it was fun exploring it with her, and it was nice to have a friend with me, given that I wasn’t feeling full strength during the time. 
It was also nice to visit places steeped in history and spirituality: the serene Buddhas at the Yungang Caves and the Hanging Monastery, the peaceful courtyard residences at the Wang Family Compound, and the Catholic Church and Protestant Church in Qingdao. It felt almost as if I was, without planning to do so, going on a spiritual pilgrimage. Perhaps, in some way I was not aware of, I needed to visit those places. Maybe there’s some truth in what Blaise Pascal said: “The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of…”
~~~

Epilogue – The Good News
I liked traveling alone in China because it was a great challenge for me. I was on my own with no one to help me; I had to use all my resources to get where I wanted to go. I had to speak Chinese from the time I left my hotel room until I returned at night. I had to find food to eat, book hotel rooms, check in and out, but train and bus tickets, negotiate prices with both taxi drivers and the ubiquitous “black” cab drivers, and figure out how to get to remote places. I did all this because at that stage in my life I really wanted, really needed, to do something very unusual and challenging and difficult, and either fail or succeed – the attempt was the important thing. I never failed. I had some minor misunderstandings, but I never got lost or stranded, and I never had to call a colleague at the university to bail me out of a situation. 
When I was young I was very shy and quiet. I once had to sell something for a fundraiser, so my dad took me to his office. I was so nervous that my sales pitch to his colleagues was barely audible. My dad admonished me, told me to speak up or I wouldn’t sell anything. I’m glad he did that. I think all my life I’ve been trying to overcome a natural tendency to stay at home quietly reading, afraid of getting involved in the real and too complex world. I fought that tendency in China by traveling and “speaking up” in Chinese. 

In his wonderful book, “To a Mountain in Tibet,” in which the author travels to Tibet’s Mount Kailas, renowned travel writer Colin Thubron writes: “A journey is not a cure. It brings an illusion, only, of change, and becomes at best a spartan comfort.” It was different for me. I believe traveling brought about real change. It was what I needed to do to grow as a person. Starting with my surgery in Wuxi, and continuing with my solo journeys, I constantly had to face my fears, to deliberately do things that frightened me, to succeed and realize that it wasn’t so bad. I learned that yes, I’m a shy book reader, but that I can also be an adventurer of sorts.
In April 2014 a follow-up CT scan in showed that my tumors had shrunken even more. I told my doctor that I was planning to travel to China. My visa had expired but it’s easy to get a short-term travel visa. My doctor said that based on my scans, blood tests, and checkup results he thought it would be no problem if I went to China. “Just stay out of polluted places,” he admonished me. “In China?” I asked. “Where is it not polluted?” So I’ve given myself this challenge: travel to somewhere that I’ve never been before that is also fairly free of pollution. 

But I’m hesitant. Though overall I feel good, I still have those annoying side effects: low appetite, fatigue, nausea, occasional vomiting. A bus ride up to Washington, D.C. to see my brother I can handle, but the thought of a 12 plus flight – to Chengdu or Changsha – followed by long train and bus rides – and trying to do it alone – makes me nervous. The trips to Datong, Pingyao, and to Qingdao with Danjuan, were fun but challenging. My energy and appetite were not what they normally are, and that affected the pace I could move at and my appreciation of the sights. 
Besides, traveling alone not only might not be a good idea, but also doesn’t seem as romantic and adventuresome to me as it used to. I suppose I could always go with a tour group, but even then I think I’d prefer to be traveling with a friend. My friend Hou Danjuan was a wonderful traveling companion, but now she’s married, so traveling with her is no longer an option. 

Last year, after returning from China, as soon as I started to feel better I was making plans in my head for a return trip. “I must get back,” I was telling myself. Now, though I’d still like to make a trip to China, I’m not feeling that urgency to head back into the “jungle.” If the opportunity for a trip to China comes up, I’ll take it. If not, that’s fine too.  

I’ve found it easy to find Chinese people in the U.S. to chat with. Duke University here in Durham has many foreign students and visiting scholars. Washington DC, where I’ve made a couple of trips in the last year, is full of Chinese tourists during the summer. 

In late June 2014 I had some good luck while in Washington, visiting my brother and his family. I was scheduled to return to Durham by bus on June 24th. The previous week I visited the National Art Gallery with my nephew, and as we walked along the mall to the subway station we discovered that the Smithsonian Folklife Festival was to start on June 25th, and that the two featured countries were to be China and Kenya. So that evening I changed my bus ticket, and then went on opening day to the Folklife Festival with my sister-in-law, my niece and her friend. 

We first watched an opera performance of the tragic story Xu Xian and the two snake sisters – Lady White and Lady Green – and the monk Fa Hai. We then watched an amazing performance by Chinese acrobats, followed by a seven-piece Inner Mongolian musical group. There was one drummer, and three played ordinary guitars, while three played an instrument called the matiqin – the horse fiddle – which has a body somewhat wider than a violin, and is played upright, the fiddle body resting on the player’s thighs. During most of the songs the group used the otherworldly sounding Tuvan throat singing – in Mongolian it’s called hooliin chor, which means “throat harmony.” 
I also saw a performance by a group of young Miao people from Guizhou Province. Two young men first danced while playing the reedy-sounding sheng, a wind instrument made of several pieces of bamboo, resembling a mini-organ. Then four pretty Miao women sang their traditional folksongs and danced. They finished their performance by teaching the children in the audience a simple piece of a song, singing with them, and then inviting the kids on stage to dance with them. 
I thought I’d left Chinese monkeys back in China, but I saw some – sort of – at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in Washington. They’re not real monkeys, or even sculptures of monkeys. What they are is 21 pieces of laminated wood, painted black, carved in the shape of the word “monkey” in a dozen different languages. The multi-piece sculpture, called "Monkeys Grasping for the Moon," created by expatriate Chinese artist Xu Bing, hangs from the sky-lit atrium, through the gallery’s stairwell, hanging in a chain with curved “monkey” arms and tails linked, forming an 86-foot long monkey chain, all the way down to third level reflecting pool. The work is based on a Chinese folk tale in which a group of monkeys attempt to capture the moon after seeing its image reflected in a pond. 
~~~

It would be easy to say that there is no “good news” in a diagnosis of 4th stage liver cancer, with a prognosis of 1 to 5 years to live. But I think that analysis is simplistic. It would perhaps be natural to feel like one’s been run over by a truck, and so want to just give up, lie in bed and wait for the end. But I think that response is full of fear and pessimism. I simply couldn’t afford fear and pessimism while living and traveling alone in China, and I was not about to give into them upon hearing some bad news about my body. 
I really don’t know what courage is; I can’t say that I feel or act particularly brave. I just know that I’m too interested in living, and that I’ve got too much to do, to simply quit. One spring in Beijing I saw something terrible happen to a little dog. It’s not a nice story, but the point is what the little dog taught me about not giving up. 
It was early spring 2013, and the weather had just warmed up in Beijing. I had gone downtown, and at a busy intersection, while I was waiting for the light to change, I saw a little dog run into the intersection. It was a nice looking dog, clean blond hair, not a stray, someone’s pet. The dog let out a high-pitched yelp when the car’s front tire ran over it, and a second yelp when the rear tire ran over it.  
The light changed but I stood and watched. The driver stopped, got out of his car, looked down at the motionless dog. I could see blood starting to pool around it. The driver was a young man and was clearly upset. He looked around at the people on the street corners, and asked whose dog it was. No one came forward. The man pulled out his mobile phone.
Why do dogs wag their tails? I’m no dog expert, but my guess is that most of the time tail wagging means “Yea! Tai hao le!”–an expression of happiness, enthusiasm, a shout of joy.
I assumed the dog was dead, but suddenly it moved: its tail started to wag. Then it raised its head, but the rest of its broken body wouldn’t move. I was mesmerized. It was as if it the little guy was trying to restart itself, and the tail wagging was like hitting the reset button. But then it lowered its head and didn’t move again. 

Oh you brave little dog, how could you do that? How could you try to force life back into your crushed body by wagging your tail? How could you have any enthusiasm for anything? That’s absurd. Please tell me, because I need to know. 
~~~

Usually, I’m able to stay positive, but in own special way. I had a friend who admonished me about my mantra: “My tumors are shrinking, they’re almost gone; the demons are afraid, they’re on the run.” My friend suggested that I think about the positive aspects of my life and health, and not think about tumors or demons at all. But I’ve spent too much time visiting Taoist temples, where deities look like demons, and reading Pu Songling’s ghost stories, to not use my imagination and demonize my tumors. 

In the 2 ½ months leading up to my departure from China I was battling a bad case of pneumonia. I had coughed so hard and for so long that it felt like I’d broken some ribs. In fact, I’d just sprained the intercostal muscles on my right side. I was in pain, I was miserable, tired all the time, and I was annoyed that four courses of antibiotics hadn’t worked.
At that time I wrote a story called “Run, Xiaoyang, Run!”, about a boy who loves to play soccer, and ends up getting tuberculosis and having a stay in the hospital. In a story that his teacher tells the boy while visiting him, Xiaoyang, (the boy, and also a character in the teacher’s story), single-handedly defeats a team of demons in a soccer game – but pays a price for his victory. 

I too will defeat my demons. And I will defeat them by imagining them, standing face to face with them, and, using kung fu, fighting and defeating them. I don’t care how many “multiple sized” demons have lodged themselves in my liver, I’m going in there after them, summon all the qi energy I can to help me, and I’m going to chase them to hell. 
I like it here in Durham. It’s not a big city, but not too small either, and it benefits from the presence of Duke University and the nearby Research Triangle Park (RTP). The university has a nice art museum, and there’s the Durham Performing Arts Center, the Sarah P. Duke Gardens, the vast Duke Forest, and the towering Duke University Chapel. Durham is quiet, the people are friendly, there are lots of trees, and it’s very green here. And there’s the famous Duke Medical System. One nickname for Durham is City of Medicine. 
I’ve had good luck here in Durham. I’ve found a good place to live, I’ve made new friends, and I’ve received more financial support than I expected. When I arrived in Durham last October I was unemployed and I had no health insurance, so I applied for financial assistance with the Duke Medical System, and was awarded a 100% discount on my medical bills. I’ve been lucky. 

I’ve been lucky to land in pretty Durham, where I can get my health problem dealt with, I can use the public bus system and my bicycle to get around, and I can walk through forests like Basho, gaze upon ponds and rivers like Du Fu, and write poetry. 
There are no monkeys here in Durham, but there were in southern China, and so they still populate my imagination and my poetry. Here are two poems with monkeys. From the flora and fauna described, you can see that a part of my mind is still in China – it always will be. 

Forest Scene

森林小景

The forest is so thick

green becomes black

crowded cypress, larch, cathaya,

dawn redwood and silver fir

a carpet of peony and ginseng,

wolfberry and forget-me-not

Du Fu’s “thinking of home bush”

happy in its shaded home

two monkeys watch a third

slowly climb a fallen pine

a distant muffled crash

three heads turn and listen

hungry tiger approaching,

or return of the Monkey King?

a breeze moves the dark stillness,

rustling leaves, caressing blossoms

monkeys and azalea

never leave nor miss their home

leaves stir and dance

then become quiet

happiness and sadness

come and go like the breeze

solace lies within the stillness

that precedes and follows.

Counting Stars

数星星
A chattering wide-eyed monkey

kin and neighbors come out to see

look, the precious moon!

normally aloof in the heavens

has come down this night

to bathe in Turtle Pond

a chance to capture her

keep her for our own

a gift to the Monkey King

or ransom her to the gods

monkeys looked and saw a silver moon

floating contentedly in the water

all climbed a tree, grasped arms

formed a hanging monkey chain

make our chain long enough

and we can grasp the moon!

one refused to join the others

watched from atop a nearby tree 

red face, soft brown fur,

lean like a monk this monkey

Uncle, why are you here,

asked a little one who’d climbed up

counting stars, replied the monkey

I can’t touch them, but I know they’re real. 

~~~

And life is real, and a gift. And so I’m not going to waste time, because there’s still plenty of time left to live, to write, to learn, to grow, to make new friends, see new places, go on trips and have new adventures, do tai chi, chase demons away, go for long walks, watch geese and turtles at the pond, and watch fireflies doing a light dance.

My first tai chi shifu was David Chung. Starting in 2008, before I went to China, a group of us in Santa Rosa met every Saturday morning. David, who has done tai chi for over 30 years, taught us Yang style. David and I have kept in touch, and I once received an email from him telling me that a friend of his learned that she has liver cancer. David asked if I had any suggestions for her, because I’ve been down that road. 

David’s question made me think about what I might say to someone who has been told they have a terminal illness. I ended up writing in my journal a list of advice, which I included in my reply to him to pass on to his friend.

•   Find a good doctor, then do what he/she says.

•   Continue to exercise and eat well. 

•   Live the life you’re used to living, within the limits of your illness. But don’t be afraid to push those limits. 

•   Don’t think of yourself as a sick person, a disabled person, a terminally ill person, a cancer patient. If you feel unwell one day, that’s no different from when you felt unwell before your diagnosis. Neither you, nor your doctor, nor anyone knows what the future holds. It’s not over until it’s over, so don’t play dead before you die. 

•   Don’t feel sorry for yourself – it’s a waste of time and energy. Ultimately, life is not a matter of sadness or happiness – and it never was. 

•   Prepare yourself mentally, emotionally, spiritually – whichever you prefer to call it – for your death. Something we should all do. Some people work better with deadlines. 

•   Remember that each day is important, not to be wasted. It’s always been that way, of course, but now it’s more obvious that our time on earth is limited. 

•   Do kind and selfless things for other people every day. 

•   Everyday try to surpass yourself – do better, be more, think and feel deeper, do extraordinary things.

•   Tell loved ones that you love them – many times. 

•   Eat pie and ice cream, drink coffee and wine, but don’t smoke because it may give you lung cancer. ;)

•   Remember that soldiers, mountain climbers, and romantic poets often die young. Why shouldn’t you? Aren’t you as brave, strong, and as filled with love and joy and sorrow and wisdom as them? 

•   The opportunity to explore, to go on an adventure like you’ve never been on before, and to show your courage, is a gift.

~~~

I once watched a kid struggling to surmount an especially steep part of the Great Wall. His parents and I had already reached a tower where you could rest in the shade, and now they were looking back at their boy as he struggled up the steep incline. “Jia you! Jia you!” the boy’s parents started yelling in encouragement, so I joined in. “Jia you” literally means “add gas,” as in fill up the car so that you can keep on driving. But it’s a ubiquitous slang expression meaning, “Come on!” or “Go for it!”

I occasionally say this to myself, and it’s the simple advice I offer to anyone suffering from a severe illness: “Jia you! Jia you!” This part of the Great Wall is steep indeed, but up at the tower ahead there’s a great view, and it’s said that beyond the tower it goes down and is easy. 
I know that those silly monkeys will never manage to grasp the moon. I know that I will never be able to chase the moon fast enough, no matter how fast the plane I’m in, so that I can visit with Chang’e and the Jade Rabbit, and perhaps ask the later to do me a favor and mix me up a long life elixir. I would then live the rest of my days going between China, the U.S., and the moon, consoling and regaling my moon-bound friends with tales of my earthly travels. 
Sometime after returning from China, my friend Ellen Skagerberg, a fellow book lover and former colleague of mine at Copperfield’s Books in Santa Rosa, sent me a book that she thought I’d like. She was right! It’s a Chinese publication, a large picture book of only 50 pages. The English title is “Selected Pictures by Chinese Children – the Chinese title is 《中国儿童画选》. The book is a wonderful collection of paintings made by Chinese children, ages 3-14. The book's introduction, written by the editor, Wang Zhaowen, is entitled “Lilied Childish Innocence” – 《童心的画》. Coincidentally, it is dated October 9, 1986. October 9th is my birthday. 
One painting in the book is of a spaceship, and it inspired me to write a poem about children going on a field trip to the moon. 

A Trip to the Moon

月球之旅

Girls in red jumpsuits, boys in blue

we waved goodbye to our parents

our spaceship was a big white airplane

but it also looked like a submarine

we were told to bring snacks and books

and that we would not need umbrellas

Xiaoming brought instant noodles

Minmin brought zongzi and pears

My mother had given me mooncakes

a gift for Chang’e and Jade Rabbit 

we left our seats and floated up to the ceiling

trying to play ping pong in zero gravity

during naptime Chunwei forgot to fasten his seatbelt

we laughed as he floated above us asleep

it was a high-speed spaceship

in only a few hours we were there

Chang’e welcomed us to her palace

we ate dumplings and drank chrysanthemum tea

then we watched Houyi the Archer

shoot arrows at Jupiter’s Big Red Eye

in the evening we watched a movie

about spacecars racing on Saturn’s rings

the handsome man who won the race

married the beautiful Queen of Saturn

in the morning Jade Rabbit

taught us moon-style Tai Chi

we thanked Chang’e and said goodbye

returned home to our worried parents.

I have made my journey, now it’s time to go home, back to the Tao, and rest for a while. Maybe I will wake up in China, or wake up to find that I’m a butterfly. Or, maybe I’ll wake to find that I am living with Chang’e and Jade Rabbit, home on the moon, no longer chasing it.  
~~~
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