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Tuesday, September 3, 2013 - Tianjin

The last time I sent out a mass emailing was in mid-May, 
almost four months ago. So do I write everything that's 
happened? Or do I just talk about this week in China?

===== This Week ====
I arrived from America four days ago, and I'm basically over jet lag 
already, which is a considerable improvement over my other 
transcontinental trips this summer. I had left Tianjin almost three 
months ago, making this summer the longest I've ever been away since
I began working "full time" here five years ago.

And, as usual, I did not have a chance to visit all the people I wanted to
in California. You know, I used to think that I didn't know that many 
people. Now I really appreciate how, no matter what I do, I can never 
visit everybody.  However, (and I include this news for the many people 
who know her) I finally had a chance to visit my artist friend Ane 
Rovetta this trip. She's still telling stories, and still producing 
magnificent art in Sonoma and Marin counties. I appropriately acquired 
a portrait of Coyote from her.

===== Tianjin Binhai ====
Tianjin must
have missed
me, because on
the plane's
approach to the
airport, the air
was sparkling,
crystal clear,
with visibility
easily
extending out a
hundred miles.
You don't get
many days like
that around
here.
Unfortunately, I
was sitting
across from a
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seat-belted flight attendant, who reminded me that I was not to take 
pictures during the approach or the landing, so I have nothing to show 
for it, except one final shot of the Tianjin port. (a place that I visited 
with my father two years ago. Do you recognize it, Dad?)

But I can tell you that the view of the plain was breathtaking in a way I 
never would have thought possible. I mean, usually, the countryside 
around town looks flat, dull, and only vaguely healthy.  My friend Rob 
once rode a bike through it for a day, and told me later he almost 
wished he hadn't. Yes, the countryside is that ugly.

And yet, with the smog gone, the fields sparkled green everywhere, like
an early spring day in Ireland. Here and there, small villages wedged 
themselves between the fields, and collections of factories and 
warehouses clustered around yards. And you know, I never noticed it 
before, but those  roofs are mainly bright red. Second place goes to 
blue, and a distant third place to grey, so as I looked across the plain, it
seemed like a scattering of red and blue jewels displayed across green 
felt at Tiffany's.

And all along the river, occasional patches of skyscrapers thrust into the
atmosphere like groves of crystal redwoods. It was marvelous.

Three days later, of course, the smog is back. The sky is grey, and, for 
that matter, so is everything else, including nearby buildings.  The clear 
air sure was fine for the short time that it lasted, though.  It even gave 
my long-suffering automatic air filtration device a well-deserved break.

===== Back Home ====
My

Neighborhood
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Coming back, I first of all felt rested. 

And second of all, I felt at home. The things that in years past seemed 
so odd and hard to get used to were now merely normal and natural. It 
was a completely different world from California, but all familiar and 
simply waiting for me to fit back in, so I just dropped myself back into 
the space that had been held for me, and picked up where I had left off 
last spring.  Here's a shot of the street outside my apartment complex, 
complete with the bike guy who sold me a new bike tire yesterday.  The 
air was still clear at that point.

And third, that long three-month absence made China's frenetic pace of 
change more evident than ever.

New buildings

From the moment I left the airport, I kept spotting tall skyscrapers that 
I'd never seen before.  Where had they all come from?  For that matter, 
last year they started building a brand new airport right next to the 
present one (this would be the third airport in that area). It appears to 
be mostly done at this point. I snapped the picture below yesterday 
from my office window. 

The buildings under the yellow bracket were not there when I left in 
June. And again, they are far from the only new ones.

Bus stop

Somebody also re-replaced the bus stop sign that I wrote about in May. 
The original great monstrosity of a sign had been replaced with a small 
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one on a pole last spring. 

Well, perhaps the writing was deemed
too small, because now, there's a  new
flat pillar with all the bus schedules for
that stop printed large, yet still all on
one side for easy reading.  And the local
vendors of goods of questionable
authenticity wasted no time in papering
it with adverts and phone numbers. This
is what passes for graffiti in China.  Not
many gang members to tag things, but
plenty of small-time entrepreneurs.

Somebody also replaced all the radiators
and radiator pipes in the giant building
25 where our office is located. That's 12
floors of pipes and radiators. Could it be
that this winter my students finally
won't have to freeze during office
visits?!?  Stay tuned.

Elevator entertainment system

And the elevator to our office (a "back elevator")has a new feature - a 
computer screen that displays animations about the proper way to enter
and exit the elevator car, and probably a host of other announcements 
that I'm too illiterate to make out. I guess they are supposed to replace 
the hastily produced signs that appeared last spring saying "Please 
check that the elevator car is actually there before stepping through the
elevator doors."  Certainly, those signs are no longer present.

As the picture shows, the 
display appears to be made 
from an iMac knock-off.   The
one in the other "back 
elevator" screens 
advertisements.  I watched 
an advert from Starbucks 
today.  I hope my elevator 
doesn't get those, though. 
The panicked animations are 
much more entertaining. On 
the other hand, both 
elevators still announce each 
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and every stop.  And the sound quality is so poor that, even though I 
know it's actually saying "Men yao guanle" (the door is closing), it still 
always sounds to me like "Meiyou banfa" (there's just no way).  Indeed.

On Sunday, I biked
over to our local
church fellowship,
and somebody  had,
for the second time in
a year, reconfigured
the tricky intersection
called "Balitai,"
installing traffic lights
there for the first
time ever. I actually
felt safe biking across
it.  As for the traffic
lights, I had written
in May how the
newest traffic lights
all featured countdown timers for the convenience of local drag racers. 
Well, those count-down lights have spread across the city, and have 
now replaced most of the older models at the majority of major 
intersections. Break out the checkered flags!

And of course, three months away was long enough to notice an even 
further swelling of the automobile population.  Pretty soon they'll have 
to start installing a pass-through space in cars behind the drivers so 
that pedestrians can cross the street. I mean, it's not as if the autos are
going to be moving, anyway.

===== The School Year Begins ====

Sophomoric drills

I walked around campus taking pictures today with my new camera, an 
Olympus OMD EM5, while I waited for the computer in the office to copy
files to a new and larger hard drive that I'd acquired this summer.  
Among other sights, I caught the sophomores performing their annual 
military drills in the track and field stadium.

The sophomores are all required to drill for possible military service. It's
kind of like everybody's in ROTC here, at least for a year, anyway.  In 
years past, they all wore green uniforms, but now it's always blue.  I 
don't know the reason for the change, but perhaps it's to help the 
general public to distinguish them from actual soldiers.
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Looking at the guns in the picture, I don't know that I'd trust these guys
with real weapons.  So I hoped that maybe they were just plastic 
facsimiles.   Those kids looked pretty good goose-stepping along, 
though, with green-uniformed drill sergeants directing them all the way.

The sophomores were not the only large groups of students. Huge 
shoals of freshmen plied the streets and coursed down the alleys, each 
group pulled along by an upper-classman guide, orienting them to this 
new and outlandish environment. It's a good thing they had those 
leaders, because they seemed totally lost and overwhelmed, a perfect 
illustration of "deer in the headlights."

This year I arrived a week later than they did. Usually the freshman 
arrival is marked by an even greater glut of automobiles, driven by their
parents, and abandoned for two or three days all over the campus 
streets and sidewalks.  My neighbors don't really like that week, so it's 
just as well that I missed it.

As for the parents, this year, the school set up tents for them on the 
basketball / badminton courts in the new stadium, the same building 
where I played ping pong last year.  These tents even made the national
news!  And some of those indoor shelters had been specially 
constructed out of recyclable materials by our talented mechanical 
engineering students. A link to the story is here:

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-08/28/content_16925791.htm

Yes, yours truly has actually played badminton on that very spot. 

Moving on to more changes, the school of architecture's facade was 
completely stripped off this summer, exposing the underlying bricks. I 
can't wait to see what replaces it. I hope that it finally will no longer 
look like a huge 1970's hi-fi speaker enclosure. We'll see.

===== The Wandering
Evergreen ====

And building 15 is also getting the 
once over. As I mentioned in my 
previous email, just before I left in 
June, they uprooted the big 
evergreen tree from its front yard 
and replanted it in front of building 
26, the building where I hold 
classes. I took a picture of it again 
today. It's missing lots of branches 
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and needles, but it still clings to life.  I wish it luck. Most of the other 
trees in that area have been dying away for the past three years.  And 
by the way, the section of the building on the left is where my classes 
are located.

===== Building with No Door ====

Oh! and remember that
little red metal building
without doors or windows,
the one whose picture I
showed to so many people
this summer? It's gone!
Vanished without a trace!
Here's a picture of the
space it left behind.
Perhaps you can solve the
mystery of what that
building was for, and what
it might have contained.
Like so many things in this
country, though, we'll
probably never know.

Well, those are the changes I noticed the first day back. I'm sure there 
are more, since that's the normal pace.

===== Okay, I
Lied ====

I had such a great
summer tooling
around the planet, I'm
not going to ignore it
all and talk only about
Tianjin.  I can't help
but share at least one
picture from each
place I visited, even
though they have
nothing to do with
China.  Hey, it could
be worse. With my
new OM-D, I snapped a couple thousand shots over three months.
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Portland, Oregon
I spent a couple weeks visiting my mom and sister and my Honda Civic.
Portland is such a great town. If I ever had to move out of California, 
it's high on my list of alternatives. The weather was beautiful, and not 
too warm.  And while I was there, I took advantage of the absence of 
sales tax to purchase my first really good digital camera, the fore-
mentioned Olympus OM-D.  It's such a pleasure to use that it almost 
doesn't matter if the resulting pictures are worth viewing or not.  It 
looks like one of the old SLR's from the seventies and it even has a 
focal-plane shutter like they did. And what a satisfying little click sound 
it gives when you release the shutter. The picture above above shows 
the Columbia River Gorge, just east of Portland, taken from Chanticleer 
Point.

London, England
I spent a few
days in England
with Li Xiang, and
his wife, friends
of mine from
Tianjin.  They
showed me
around London,
and even drove
me out to the
Cotswolds, one of
the most
photogenic areas
in Britain.
Mention it to any
Englishman you
see, and I can
guarantee you'll hear the words "thatched roofs." 

Even more impressive, those West Country Cotswolds Englishmen 
sometimes pronounce their r's just like Americans. How refreshing to 
hear such correct diction!  I also witnessed a battle reenactment from 
the War of the Roses, visited Greenwich to watch the ball drop at the 
observatory, and spent almost a full day at the London Zoo.  The picture
here shows a London neighborhood called "Canary Wharf."  I would 
never have imagined that London could ever look like that. That's the 
headquarters for the Reuters News Service in the picture.
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France
I spent a week or so in France, first meeting my friend Tim Goodman in 
Paris, where we and his nephew climbed up the Eifel Tower and strolled 
through Versailles.  I also attended my friend Rob's wedding in a little 
town East of Paris. 

Then I spent several days
visiting relatives in another
small town, Montbard,  near
Dijon (shown in the photo).  It
turns out that France is dotted
with hundreds of little towns,
and each one of them has a
bread shop.  My French
relatives have visited Paris
either never or almost never,
and I can now understand why.
The little town has everything
they need, from the echoes of
Medieval culture to the latest online capabilities. And it's quiet.  Usually 
the loudest sounds are the laughter of frolicking children. The picture at
left shows the small city outside of the small town where my relatives 
live.

Germany
Germany is also blanketed in
small towns. My first notable
German moment occurred
just over the border. As the
train was pulling out, I stood
eying the luggage rack and
wondering if my bags would
fit up there. And as I
meditated upon it, a young
man behind me asked if he
could help me with my bags. 
I was only vaguely aware of
the fact that he was not
speaking English.  And it was
trivial to answer him in kind.  What a wonderful feeling of language 
competence, so different from my experience in China, where it seems 
you can study the language your whole life and still not understand 
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what others are trying to tell you.

Anyway, I visited my friend Ursula for several days in Muenchenroth, 
one of those small German towns, and also my Chinese friend Liang 
Juan in Bonn, the former capital, which I wish was still the capital. Oh, 
well, it wasn't  my choice to make.  In addition to enjoying great 
German food and the sumptuous countryside, I also visited several 
towns, took a cruise along the Rhine, and visited an outdoor museum 
that simulated a Roman fort, located in the neighborhood where such 
forts had actually been constructed two millennia ago.  And to wind it all
up, the connections to the Frankfurt Airport were superb. It sits right 
atop the normal train grid, thus ensuring convenient access to the 
airport from literally any city in the country (or the continent, for that 
matter). The picture above at right shows a forest lane in Germany. It's 
surprising, really, how many wild places still remain there.

Rhine Castle

Well, just to make the point 
that it really was Germany, and
not some other wild place, I 
should include one more photo 
of a castle along the Rhine.

Yeah, I could easily and 
comfortably live in either 
France or Germany. They've 
got peaceful small towns 

wherever you look, plus universal health care, and five or six weeks of 
vacation each year for almost everybody.  Yeah, they really do know 
how to live.  England looks pretty good, too.

===== Signing Off for Now ====
California Oaks

My classes begin a week from today. I'm going to be spending a lot of 
time preparing, but that won't stop me from answering your email, if 
you get a chance to drop one in my mailbox.  I do hope you have a 
chance to write!
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And I guess that,
while I'm posting non-
Chinese pictures, I
should include at least
one photo of
California, showing
some of the
magnificent oaks that
stand amidst the
tinder-dry summer
grass south of
Livermore.  When you
see a place that looks
like that, you know
that you are in
California.

And let me know, by the way, if for some reason the pictures aren't 
visible. Ever since Google "improved" their system, getting pictures into
these messages has always been a struggle.  Oh, well. Can't fight 
progress I guess. 
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Tianjin, Monday, September 23, 2013

Things are well, and all day today rain spread across the 
region, a rain like in California, sometimes substantial, 
sometimes light, but never heavy, cool like a California 
January. Absolutely wonderful. I open the window, the 

coolness flows in, and I know that the air is clean and fresh. Yesterday, 
the air was so dirty it strained the motor on my indoor air cleaner. But 
today, the air cleaner has shut itself off, and the breeze cleans out all 
the old air. In with the good, out with the bad.

I hope everyone had a
pleasant holiday last
Thursday. It was the
Midautumn Festival, a
time for people to
promenade in the
evening and admire the
full moon. I took a
picture of it, hanging
over the massive
Building 25 where my
office is located. It was
still warm last week, so
strollers were out in
force, couples on a date, a batch of drummers like 1970's Berkeley, 
young families with happy kids, a group practicing dance moves for the 
next rave next to a blaring boom box, and even one girl playing alto 
saxophone. And she was pretty good.

Of course, this is China, where every 
celebration has traditional food 
attached to it. In this case, it's the 
moon cake, a small stiff cake about the
size and shape of a hockey puck filled 
with practically anything – beans, 
meat, fruit, you name it. You know, 
people sometimes ask about the food 
found in China. It's kind of like asking 
about food found in Europe, in that 
there's a lot of diversity.

But it's certainly fair to say that up here in the north, they've come up 
with just about every variation imaginable of a filling surrounded by 
dough, and then baked, fried, steamed or boiled, or maybe steamed 
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and fried both. The moon cake is merely one of a million kinds. But this 
year, I received my most unusual moon cake ever from the nice 
neighbor lady next door – it was filled with chocolate ice cream! (see 
the photo at left)

My Thursday classes were canceled last week. Those who had Friday 
classes saw them moved to Sunday so there could be three days 
together off work. In America, they move the holiday to the weekend. 
In China, they move the weekend to the holiday. I guess that's what 
happens when you're on opposite sides of the planet.

Anyway, that's all for
now. I'll have to write
again soon and explain
more of the food in this
place. Maybe next
week, when we've got
seven days off for
National Day.

-Paul
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Monday, December 9, 2013 Tianjin 

It's a long time since I've written anything from China, 
almost three months now.  Ever since Google simplified 
their html composer and did away with the option to 
embed pictures, it's been just little bit harder to write, 

and so I haven't.  It's not as if there hasn't been anything to write 
about. This has been my most successful semester yet in terms of 
understanding the students, and in finding ways to communicate 
lessons to them, and watching them perform brilliantly.

===== The hardworking and capable students ====
Students present historical figures to each other.

The other day I
held an activity
where students
impersonated
famous historical
figures.  They
came prepared
with a vocabulary
and with five (or
more) hand-drawn
pictures illustrating
their figure's life.
They were
assigned partners,
more-or-less at
random, who chose one of the five pictures to be the "first one."

Then they were to make that picture the main topic, explaining it fully, 
as well as relating the other pictures to it, and finally ending with that 
first picture again after about five minutes. We had worked up to this 
task gradually while doing other things over the previous few weeks.

I had previously demonstrated to them what I wanted, using the life 
and work of Konrad Lorenz, the famous animal psychologist. I even 
went out and bought a felt hat and a long Halloween beard like his to 
make my point.

I can testify, then, that this task demands some hefty mental 
gymnastics, even when using one's native language. Out of my four 
sections, I randomly sampled four students to be my own partner. I was
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blown away. Each of the four not only accomplished the task, but did so 
with consummate skill.  Up until this year, I could not get most students
to even understand the directions of similar tasks, let alone perform 
them so admirably. So when I say I'm happy with how things are going,
that's what I mean.

And I hope that the students' success in something so difficult will give 
them confidence in their abilities to communicate in English in the 
future.

Spectacular Atmospherics
Although this year's Tianjin air has been as smoggy as any I've ever 
seen, there's also been more wind, which blows all the dust and 
petrochemicals over to North America (no need for thanks, guys -- 
that's what we're here for). So on balance, we've had more frequent 
healthy and crystal-clear days this year. The difference the wind makes 
can be dramatic.

Walking through Smog in Tianjin

At left is a picture I took
yesterday afternoon. 
The sign, by the way, 
says "Printing and 
copying, color work, 
scanning, and binding." 
It's the copy shop where
I get all my xeroxing 
done. To be fair, there is
a little water vapor 
wrapped around the 
pollution particles. But 
still, according to the 
web, the pollution level 

that day was unhealthy for everybody, higher than anything you ever 
find in North America or Europe or Japan or Korea. And in fact, when I 
left my apartment yesterday, I found passing bike riders coughing and 
hacking. For that matter, the little automatic air cleaner in my 
apartment was choking and hacking, too, and flashing blue and red 
lights all day. Poor thing.

Out with the bad air, in with the good
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Last night, the wind rose
again, and by morning, the
air cleaner had shut itself off.
It just sat there glowing a
self-satisfied green. The air
was sparkling, and people
were moving. So was I. I
took the picture at right a
few hours ago this afternoon
from the same spot as the
other one. In fact, if you look
close, you can see that many
of the bikes are even the
same!! But that's another story for another time.

You may notice the masks worn in both pictures. It's possible that 
they're being worn against the smog, but it's more likely they're meant 
to block the sting of cold air while bike riding. Some people here do 
wear the kind of mask that filters out smog, but I think most have 
basically used up their supply of those and given up.

Speaking of temperatures, last year the ponds had frozen over by this 
date. This year, frustrated fisherman skulk in the reeds close to shore, 
their minds filled with the image of that big one that must be out there 
in the center, protected from approach only by the liquid state of its 
environment. Even the lawns are still green.  And no, nobody here 
knows how to fly fish.

Here's a pond picture, also captured just today, to demonstrate how our
lovely Tianjin can sparkle when the air is clear.

So pretty, it's almost artesian
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The short buildings across the pond are recreational and cultural 
facilities. The taller buildings beyond are commercial buildings, 
reflecting the continued encroachment of downtown into this area. As 
for the pond itself, it reflects the origins of the campus back when it 
moved here in the early 1950's. That particular pond was not there, but
plenty of other ponds were. I found this out from a trip to our university
history museum.

The Past and the Future
The Chairman visits Tianjin University

I must say, that the museum displays have been nicely executed. The 
picture at right shows one exhibit which includes a wall-sized portrait of 
Chairman Mao standing on the administration building's porch, 
apparently having arrived for some sort of official visit back in the 
1950's.

Now whenever I walk on that porch, or even pass by the building, I 
think of that picture and the presence of history, like maybe I shouldn't 
make too much noise or step too casually.

I wonder what the people who moved the university here sixty years 
ago would think if they saw it today.  And actually, they had better look 
fast, because it's about to move again.

Indeed, the buildings on the left side of the pond above, along with the 
entire adjacent area, are slated to be replaced with a new business 
park. Most of the students, except perhaps for those most directly 
involved in making money (I mean, creating wealth) will be moving 
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outside of town over the next couple years.

Modern Movements
A new campus, on land that
the city gave to the 
university free and clear, 
will be located about 22 
miles outside town.  This is 
about the distance from 
Hayward to Richmond, or 
perhaps more fittingly, from
Hayward to the Altamont 
Pass, since there are no 
towns out where the new 
campus is going.  The land 
is farmland and light 

industry, nothing besides universities will be located there for the 
foreseeable future.

An aerial drawing of the new campus

Nobody I've met wants to move out there, or even knows anybody who 
wants to move out there. And that, of course, is because the present 
location is so wonderful, with a finely-aged worn-in atmosphere, a 
comfortable community, and a dozen bus routes providing easy access 
to the rest of the city, but with enough resources within walking 
distance that mostly you don't have to go farther than a short walk, 
anyway. 

Of course, that's also what makes the land so valuable for other 
purposes. And that's why the desires of the residents, workers and 
community, don't factor into the decision.  Eventually there will be a 
metro line to the new campus, but not in the first few years.

Anyway, the museum also displayed an architect's drawing of the new 
campus, which appears above at left. I wonder if the leaf shape is 
meant to echo the leafe shape of the city itself. It will be interesting to 
see if they actually go through with digging a moat all the way around.

My own movements
As for me, I'll be winging back to California on January 9th. I will be in 
and out of town, since I also want to visit Phoenix and Portland while 
I'm in America. Then I'll return here on February 16th. So it will only be 
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five weeks altogether this time.  I do hope that I can see many of the 
people who will read this letter.

Cultural adaption
I have to say I've noticed some alarming trends in my own adjustment 
here. Sure, there are many wonderful aspects to living here, such as 
the students, the food, the inexpensive transportation, and the 
wonderful straightforwardness of Tianjin natives.  Any normal person 
will love these things.  But one aspect has always stuck in my normal 
craw -- this propensity to put everything behind gates, and then to lock 
most of them. Lately, I've found that this doesn't bug me as much as it 
used to, and that's a little worrisome. I mean, am I still normal?

After all, one of my good friends, a Tianjin native, actually moved to 
London because that sort of nonsense had been bugging him ever since 
high school. But nowadays I'm just not that affected, or maybe I 
chuckle a little. Well, at least if there's ever a fire in a building I'm in, 
maybe I'll be trapped inside a locked door, but maybe I'll die with a 
smile.

Recently, little computer displays have sprung up in all the elevators of 
my office building, broadcasting public service announcements, but 
mainly serving up advertisements. One of the public announcements 
admonishes workmen not to leave stacks of goods in front of the 
emergency exits. As if there *were* any emergency exits!!! As if there 
were any openable doors at all but for half of one at the front entrance. 
The rest are all padlocked.

===== And Vehicular Traffic? ====
The main gate to Tianjn

University

Only two gates allow 
cars in or out of a 
campus roughly the size 
of the main UC campus 
in Berkeley.  I took the 
picture at left of one of 
those gates last night.

Pedestrians get only 
three additional gates, 
not counting the many 
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informal openings bludgeoned out of fences. Still, everyone always 
managed to get in and out. But then, they started collecting tolls on 
cars. They couldn't collect on the way in because traffic would back up 
onto a major street. So they charged to get out - the equivalent of 30 
cents.

But now backed-up cars tangle up at commute time. Well, at "exiting 
time," anyway.  So I was excited to see preparations for opening a gate 
that had been closed for years, which had left only the sidewalks open 
as a narrow path of contention between pedestrians, bicycles, 
motorbikes and the occasional delivery vehicle.

Of course, a closer inspection revealed that it would be open only for 
one hour, and only in the direction of the evening exodus. What a lot of 
trouble to provide the absolute minimum access required!  But then, 
once we all move 22 miles out of town, maybe they can seal it again 
and everyone will breathe just that much more freely.

Honestly, you just have to chuckle sometimes.

The picture above shows the newly-opened gate (outside of opening 
hours). I took it yesterday before the wind came up. The sign says 
something like "5:30 pm to 6:30 pm.  Exiting traffic must turn right," 
and when the gate is actually open, three guards are on hand to make 
sure that cars do just that.
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Saturday, December 21, 2013 - Tianjin

I have one week of classes left, and then a week of 
grading projects. Then I'll be done for 2013 and on my 
way to sunnier climes.

===== Merry Christmas ====
Tianjin Tower

First off, a view
of the mongo
Tianjin
Christmas tree -
actually the radio
/ tv tower -- as
it looked
yesterday!  The
pond at its base
has finally frozen
over, a couple
weeks later than
last year. Soon
skating and
tobogganing
concessions will
spread out over its surface, clearing away the dusting of snow from this 
week's storm.

Yes, we finally got some snow this year - on Tuesday it snowed all day, 
all through the classes, all through lunch, all through the afternoon, and
all through dinner. It was gorgeous. Normally sober students erupted 
into snowball fights and photo portrait parties, some of them donning 
the same duds as for the previous photo orgy, when yellow autumn 
foliage rivaled the warmth of the afternoon sun. Except now, of course, 
they would have to run in place and scream from time to time to ward 
off the cold.

===== Snow Business ====
The Tianjin University Slogan

And when it was all over, the truth emerged in topiary. Yes, that's the 
Tianjin University official slogan - "Seek Truth from Facts," transformed 
by the snowfall into white bold type. The tree trunks display the "high 
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water" mark of the storm (just kidding). Yeah, Mt. Rainier has nothing 
on us!

During the lunchtime 
snowfall I wandered 
behind Dining Hall 
number 4. Small food 
venders (and that's 
"small food" venders, 
not small "food 
venders") always set 
up tents there at meal 
times to capture part 
of the student market, 
kind of like remoras on
a shark. And it 

reminded me that I had promised to mention some of the food normally
consumed around here, some of which resembles "Chinese food" at 
home.

snow and food mix together

The "small food"
that was sold could
be soup, it could be
stew, it could be
various meats or
near-meats fried or
wrapped with eggs
and cabbage in a
flour tortilla. I
actually don't often
buy food from
these venders,
though I do buy
from their fruit-
selling cousins,
arrayed on sidewalks, roadsides, and even the middle of streets all over 
town.

Despite the omnipresent cooking oils, though, I'm sure it never sinks to 
the artery-clogging depths of the Alameda County Fair's "X-on-a-stick" 
fare.

Some people even take old oil barrels and baby-buggy wheels and turn 
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them into portable makeshift ovens to cook potatoes and yams. You 
never know when they may roll up, or where.

But whatever food you may get, whether fried potatoes, fried salad, or 
lamb shish-kebob or steamed dumplings, or fried crepes, there's always
a spicy pot of chili sauce near to hand, and the question "Do you want 
spice with that?"

===== Eating Indoors ====
  Let me regale you with one of the most popular and socially engaging 
choices around - the hot pot.  A couple months ago I was lucky enough 
to join an old friend at a well-known hot pot restaurant near here.  He 
was celebrating his recent wedding, so I also got to meet the bride, and
see his family again. So this was the ideal setting for eating hot pot. 
Other appropriate settings include gatherings of students, family 
reunions, etc. I simply cannot imagine eating hot pot alone. So what is 
this pot and how hot is it?

flavorful hot pot

It's boiling. 
The pot over 
the heating 
element in the
middle of your
table. The 
liquid within it
could be just 
water, or it 
could also 
contain 
various 
flavorings 
(including the 
omnipresent 
spice choice) 
In fact many 

of these pots are bisected by a metal wall so you have two pots in one -
one for the spicy water, and one for the bland water.

Basically, you order raw food, throw it in the pot, and fish it out again 
once it's cooked. And you act as a community. Maybe a whole plate of 
fungus gets tipped in. Then, after eating whatever went in previously, 
one can grab the cooked fungus for oneself, or grab a piece for your 
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friend sitting next to you.  And since you're always dipping your sticks 
into boiling water, germs are kept at bay.

Just about any food would work,
but the most common ones
include rolled-up, paper-thin
sheets of beef, lamb, or pork.
Plant material includes cabbage
and lettuce, several varieties of
mushroom, and multiple
incarnations of tofu. And don't
forget the chunks of fish.

sesame sauce

The boiling water at this particular 
restaurant was so flavorful that we 
drank part of it as soup. We also had 
little bowls of various sauces for 
dipping more solid pieces of food. The
most popular sauce is a kind of 
sesame. One restaurant I went to a 
few years ago even had a "sauce bar"
similar to the salsa bar at some 
Mexican restaurants. People were 
making the craziest mixtures of 
sauces imaginable.

 Happy New Year!

And Happy New Year!Well, that's all 
for now. I'll try to get some more 
food stories for next time. I'll leave 
you with one last picture. It's a scan 
of a drawing presented to me by a 
student this week. That's one perk of 
having such talented students - they 

present you with such wonderful art from time to time. And in this one, 
I even appear considerably younger and better looking that what I have
to face in the mirror each morning!

Consider this, then, a Christmas card from me to you!

-Paul
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Tianjin, Tuesday, January 7, 2014

And Happy New Year!
My classes are done, my grading complete, and my 

departure on Thursday is creeping up on me. I've had a few days to 
finally spend a little time with old friends. There will be a lot of claims 
on my time when I get stateside -- in the Bay Area, Portland, and 
Phoenix --  so it's nice to have a few days of relative calm before what's
in store.

===== Journalist Mash-up ====
I have probably 
mentioned many 
times the group of 
local journalists 
whom I count as 
friends.  

They get together 
once a year for a 
party to celebrate 
their friendship and 
to share pictures and
new stories that they
have worked on 
throughout the year. 
I was lucky enough 
to have an afternoon 
this week to share in 

their togetherness.

One of them had interviewed my
father for the local paper's sports
page two years ago when he was
visiting and attended a baseball
gam. Another donates special
attention, as well as money and
personal property, to the needs of
local autistic kids. Another recently
transitioned from photographer to
cinematographer. Another now writes
feature articles for a mainstream
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paper in Beijing.

They are all people with brains and hearts.

crooked spoon

I guess, more than anything, what impresses me is the support they 
have for each other. The newly-minted cinematographer, for example, 
lectured on how to transition to that field. He even presented sample 
supply lists and budget spreadsheets. It was a particularly relevant 
topic, since newspapers are faltering here for the same reason that they
struggle everywhere else - social media and the Internet are hedging 
into their territory. Cinematography still has a future, though.

Anyway, they constitute just one example of the many interesting 
people I've been privileged to meet here. If you want to know more 
details about them, ask me when you see me.

I took the picture above at the party with my newest mobile phone, a 
Samsung. It has a pretty decent camera with loads of special effects (as
you can see). Also, it has a screen big enough that I can actually hit the
right letter when my thick fingers try to type. Note the coffee spoon 
with the notched shape for hanging from the cup rim. It's a pretty 
clever way to securely serve the spoon along with the cappuccino.

===== Speaking of Food ====
Chestnuts roasting

Yes, here's an interesting
picture. It's a man 
roasting chestnuts last 
night on the sidewalk 
outside WuMart, my 
favorite neighborhood 
grocer. Actually he's 
been roasting there for 
several days now, and I 
have not actually seen 
anybody buy from him. 
Perhaps he's under 

contract to WuMart?

Actually, this sort of sidewalk food processing is rather common. 
Besides nuts, there's popcorn, of course. Here in China, it's never 
buttery nor salty. If anything, it's sweet. (kind of like the bread, for that
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matter).  Even more dramatic are the guys with the puffed wheat 
cannons. Now I can understand why Quaker Puffed Wheat was said to 
be "shot from guns." Of course, the explosions don't make as much 
impact here in the land of firecrackers as they would back in California.

Corn puffer

But last night, the chestnut 
guy was joined by something
I'd never seen before. A sort
of sidewalk corn-puffer.

Of course these sorts of 
exotica are always fun to 
write about, since they 
represent something hard 
put to find in America 

outside of county fairs.  But actually, most food is bought and sold in 
normal places under normal conditions, just like everywhere else.

For example, lots of people buy lunch at the local 7-11. (which, by the 
way, is not an American company, even in America where it used to be 
one). In each store, they have a small counter set up like a 
delicatessen, with half a dozen different warm meals available all day.

Spicy Noodles

I usually get
one of their
prepackaged
noodle dishes
from the
refrigerator
section, which
comes with
chopsticks. I
can nuke it at
home, though
they would also
warm for me it
in the store if I
wanted. I
bought one
today for the first time in a little while precisely so I could photograph it
for this email. It consists of big flat noodles mixed with some lunch 
meat and mushrooms and sliced potatoes, a bit of broccoli and sesame,
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and a spicy sauce. It's incredibly flavorful. I've looked for it in vain, 
though, when I'm in American 7-11s, which seem to specialize in other 
things.

It costs the
equivalent
of about
two dollars.
I would buy
these
noodles
more often,
but I'm
trying to
decrease
starch
intake in
order to
keep the
waistline
under
control.

As if!
Actually, I'm thirty pounds lighter than I was a year ago. And my 
waistline is exactly the same. How is that possible? Well, maybe if I lose
another twenty pounds (which would still leave me a lot heavier than I 
was in college) maybe then the waist would finally give up some of its 
fat.

I snapped the shot above
when I was coming out of
the subway this afternoon.
As you can see, the gauntlet
includes a sushi bar, a
waffle vendor, a
MacDonald's, and a Subway
(appropriately). Some
things seem to be universal
in large cities, whichever
part of the globe you're in.
And don't forget the
Starbucks in every
neighborhood.
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Subway in the subway

After leaving the subway, I bought some churros, which are usually 
overpriced (about $2.50 for a half-dozen small ones) and served in a 
paper cone, smothered with soft ice cream and doused with chocolate 
or some sort of fruit jelly.  There's something wonderful, though, about 
buying churros in China. .

Of course, the quintessential food experience is the local "farmers" 
market, augmented by adjoining sidewalk dealers selling mostly the 
same sorts of things offered by those within the structure.

These markets can be found all over the city. They're usually a simple 
warehouse-like building divided up into cubicles. Different stalls sell not 
only food, but also drinks, household items, clothing, bicycles, and 
almost everything else.

I usually go there to buy bananas and tomatoes, and occasionally fruit. 
Last year, I also got potatoes and yams, but this year I'm cutting down 
on that.

The heaps of food in the market, and the tight alleyways between stalls 
produce an atmosphere of absolute abundance. Food as far as you can 
see, and plenty of it. Knowing China's history, such a sight never gets 
old.

And the people who sell are as personable as in any "farmers market" 
on earth, friendly and willing to understand any sort of flawed Chinese 
proffered up to them. Here are a half dozen recent pictures to give you 
some idea. It's a lot of pictures, but it's only a sampling, really.
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heaps of fruit

heaps of meat

(32)



heaps of dry goods

heaps of eggs
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heaps of lunch food

heaps of plastic wares
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Heaps of everything

Of course, here, like everywhere, there are also supermarkets with all 
the food wrapped away in handsome packaging. And the middle class 
does tend to shop there more often than in the more informal markets. 
But there's something about all those heaps of food; it's such an 
abundance that it almost can't be wrapped and packaged away.

===== The Fenced-in Mindset ====
I've sent many pictures over the years of hacked fences. I'd like to 
revist one that I've written about before.  These are fences that 
separate two more-or-less public spaces, like the fence around our 
school, or the fence around our neighborhood. These fences invariably 
get punched with escape holes so that local denizens can enter and exit 
without taking the long walk around to the official gate. Local officials 
seem to "look the other way" at such wanton destruction of public 
property, which, by its very nature, is not subject to any regulation.
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the fence-hole twist

So it was with great interest that I discovered,over by the Tianjin 
University adult school, a punch-through in a double fence that 
separates the campus from a public street and sidewalk. 

And even though the two holes were made purely for convenience, and 
totally outside any rules and regulations, undoubtedly by a crowd of 
anonymous people wielding a welder's torch, the two openings still did 
not line up.   So, like the stores downtown, you have to squeeze 
through one hole, turn, walk between the two fences, turn the other 
way, and then finish passing through.

I guess it seemed more natural that way to whomever made the holes. 
For sure it will prevent most bicycles (and also Chinese ghosts) from 
taking that route. And who knows? Maybe it will slow down a thief long 
enough for the pursuers to catch him!

Oh, and by the way, note the guy on the sidewalk - he's one of those 
potato cookers with a portable oil-barrel oven that I mentioned in my 
previous letter.

-Paul
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February 22, 2014

Greetings from Tianjin!

===== Flight Delays ====
I arrived in Tianjin four days ago via Korean Airlines, which ranks now 
as my most favoritest airline ever. Interestingly, both the departure 
from Tianjin in January, and the return to Tianjin this week, were 
inexplicably delayed.  It's odd to be sitting on a Tianjin runway with 
perfect weather and almost no other airplanes anywhere and be told 
that the control tower isn't letting us take off due to congestion. As near
as anybody could figure, the Chinese air force must have been out on 
maneuvers and wanted the skies to themselves for a while.  

It was pretty dicey meeting my connecting flight to California. An airline
employee ushered me to the gate, and I popped on just in time. My 
luggage (2 large bags, checked free of charge) couldn't move so 
quickly, though. But rather than wait until the next days' flight, the bags
were routed through Singapore and hand delivered to my door later the 
same day that I arrived. Yeah, Korean Airlines. And that's only one 
reason that I like them.

The hills are brown in this shot of berkeley

===== The Weather ====
The weather in
California was great,
despite the dryness. At
right is a photo of
Berkeley taken from the
plane. Just below the
center one can make
out the golden oval of
the newly-renovated Cal
football stadium.  The
iconic Campanile Tower
can be seen down a bit
and to the left of it 

Usually the hills are
shining green by mid
January. But this year, they all remained brown -- not the golden brown 
of early summer, but the greyed-out brown of a parched winter, when 
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the previous season's dry stalks have stood so long that they have 
begun to fray and decay.

Actually, though, it finally rained for several days while I was in 
California-- the first substantial rain in a couple years.  Let's all hope 
there's more to come.

===== American Sojourn ====
I was in and out of state a lot. I ended up visiting my mother and sister 
in Portland as well as my father in Phoenix. As always, there was never 
enough time. For example, this makes three years now that I've wanted
to take a day to visit Point Reyes, but never found one. And I never had
a chance to hunt down and photograph the fabled California Yellow-bill 
Magpie, either.

Mt. Shasta with birds.

On the 
other 
hand, I did
have a 
chance to 
drive from 
Portland to
California 
with my 
sister and 
my 
mother. It 
really was 
a pleasant 
journey, 
and I feel 
lucky to 

have had the chance for it.  Still, there are lots of people whom I had 
hoped to visit but it didn't work out.  I generally don't think of myself as
knowing a lot of people, but the minute I try to see everybody on a trip 
home, I fail miserably every time.

I took the photo above at left on that trip from Portland. Many of you 
will recognize Mount Shasta. It normally doesn't look so bare in the 
winter. Still, I really like the phone lines crowded with migrant birds, 
with even more of them sweeping down in scattered flocks from the 
right. It somehow embodies a wild spirit of open spaces and unlimited 
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horizons.

===== Airs in China ====
As for my home
in China, the
weather here
remained
ridiculously
warm all winter.
Okay, it's still
below freezing
most nights. But
in the six years
I've been here,
this is the first
winter where the
lakes and canals
of the city never completely froze over.  It's the first winter where 
gloves have been mainly optional while outdoors. Let me tell you, there 
must be a lot of sorely disappointed ice fishermen out there, not to 
mention the idle skate-renting and sleigh-renting outfits! After all, I only
know one guy who could skate on water.

Soccer  on the plaza

As for the air itself, the pollution is
as bad as I've ever seen it (or
smelled it). You can view it in the
picture at right, which depicts a
group of youngsters perhaps
unwisely playing soccer out in the
dirty air three days ago. Perhaps
you recognize the spot from
previous letters - it's Beiyang Plaza
in the center of campus. The
monument celebrates the 100-year
anniversary (in 1995) of this, the
oldest university in China.

the desolation of smog

The pollution was much worse
today, and it doesn't look to be any
better for tomorrow. As I gaze out
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my computer-room window, the blue skyscrapers four blocks away are 
just barely visible. One can also compare the picture at right, taken 
today, with the similar picture I sent in December, taken on a clear day.

Last fall, pollution levels moderated because winds kept coming up and 
blowing all the gunk to Korea and Japan and California.  But the winds 
have not appeared lately. My throat has been tickling, my joints have 
been throbbing, and my nose has been sneezing.  So today, for the first
time, I finally gave in and stopped by my local 7-11 to buy a filtering 
mask (shown below). It turns out that they have an entire section 
devoted to such masks. I got the model recommended by my neighbor. 
It looks vaguely like a patch of printed cotton sheet material rather than
the stiff paper jobs meant for food servers or hospital orderlies. It 
remains to be seen, of course, how effective it is.

Meanwhile, my little auto-air cleaner in the living room is just chugging 
its heart out, trying to keep up, even though it's located indoors behind 
relentlessly-closed windows!

Cotton Matters

===== Classes Begin ====
Class starts on Monday! 15 weeks of fun and 
language learning. These second-semester's 
classes have swollen to a somewhat larger size due
to the students' fall-semester procrastinations, but 
they should still fit inside the classrooms.  As 
always, the lessons develop differently each 
semester (due to what I learn each time) but 
hopefully they won't go too differently this time.  
Maybe that will leave more time for other things, 
such as writing letters and studying Chinese. We'll 
see.  

For the first time in many years, I will have class 
every single weekday (counting Friday's office hours and movie night). 
Ah, such a demanding schedule! At least three hours of class every day!
(It's such a piece of cake compared with any teacher at my old 
elementary school in California -- especially considering I have only two 
different lesson plans to prepare per week). But maybe a more spread-
out schedule will offer chances to visit the other teachers' classes from 
time to time. It's fun to explore.
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===== Okay - more pictures ====
poodle extravaganza

You know, I've
been trying to
figure out a
clever transition
to a new topic
to share some
of my latest
pictures, but I
just can't. So
here they are. I
guess I'm just a
visually-
oriented person
at heart. Whereas most people have pictures of relatives gracing their 
walls, I have pictures that express my inner views. And I hope that they
are well-composed enough that other people might also enjoy them.

Anyway, they're all pictures of America, but since several friends in 
China also receive this email, they might find them strangely exotic and 
entertaining.

Dog Days
First up is a study in black and white - it's the poodle prep area for the 
Portland dog show that I attended with my sister. Poodles (or any 
creatures) clipped like that attract all the attention. These were lined up
to go onstage, their handlers checking every last detail and binding 
every wayward hair.

Actually, real-life poodles (as demonstrated by an example owned by 
friends Mark and Sandy) are not so outlandish as these clips imply. If 
you simply clip poodles evenly all around, they look like normal dogs!  
Plus, they don't shed. Actually, it's strange that I don't see more 
poodles in China, even the miniature versions.  If I ever get another 
dog, they'll be high on the list of possibilities.

Making Book
customers digesting print and coffee
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Next up - a pair of
evening 
institutions. 
Decades ago, 
Powell's in 
Portland (at left) 
was the first 
bookshop I ever 
heard of which 
provided an in-
house coffee 
shop, where 
customers could 

shelter from the cold, and read half-way through any book in the store 
without buying it. That's the part of the store which shows in the 
picture. Clever marketing, but so civilized. This coffee shop is ample-
sized, but still only about 3% of the entire store. It truly is a city of 
books.

The Best of Berkeley

At right
you see
the foyer
of Moe's
Books in
Berkeley.
Though
smaller
than
Powell's, it
offers an
equally
eclectic
variety of
used and
new treasures, usually shelved, but often heaped into great mounds 
after purchase from the public and prior to sorting.

Berkeley, of course, offers and even more eclectic variety of customers 
than does Powell's.  My eye was caught by this family checking out. A 
hippie father, a red-coated elegant wife. A semi-goth teenager, clad in 
black with not just 4-inch heels, but 5-inch soles. Only the smallest kid 
dressed pretty normally.  I guess in Berkeley, even within families, folks
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are eclectic.

Tianjin also boasts a huge bookstore. It's (more-or-less) called the 
"Book Mansion."  Maybe my next photo assignment should be to get a 
shot of that.

Happy Campers
The mayor holds court

Having
transitioned
successfully to
California nights,
we now have a
typical example of
the California
suburban
campfire,
furnished by my
neighbors on
Nando Court, and
taking place on
the asphalt of the
court itself.  I
really have the
most wonderful
group of neighbors imaginable. Decades ago, when I was a child on the 
same street, we used to get together like this. And now the court-wide 
gatherings are back. Perhaps they both have the same ultimate cause: 
swarms of grade-school kids populating many of the houses.

In this shot, the kids have retreated from the cool evening and taken 
their marshmallow sticks with them. Yes, it was a bit chilly (it was 
January, after all), but not so cold as to prevent the Mayor of Nando 
Court from holding forth in shorts! (It is California, after all).  It also 
wasn't so cool as to require the lighting of the outdoor heater, stationed 
impotently there beyond the fire.

My neighbors were so patient that they even lasted through a 175-slide 
PowerPoint presentation of my life here in Tianjin!! Even I had to 
persevere through all that!
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Cityscapes
Rainy weather

I did make it as far as San Francisco on this trip. I tried out the new Bay
Bridge. To clear the toll booth area took a half hour, even at lunch time. 
In fact, I met my friend Josh for lunch -- a lunchmeat sandwich -- 
common enough in the Bay Area, but impossible to find in China - at 
least not with bread like that, and not with lunchmeat like that. 

It rained all day
that day, one of
the early
instances of
drought
amelioration this
year.  Anyway, I
reminisced on
the way home by
driving through
Golden Gate
Park, and, as I
had done so
often as a
teenager, found a
gardening path
to follow and take pictures.  The shot at right shows a pond in the rainy 
mist. The San Francisco rain forest !!

Golden Gate Park is 
a lot like Central 
Park in New York, 
except, of course, 
that it's better.  This
particular pond was 
inhabited by a small
group of wild ducks 
(gadwalls), who 
moved slowly 
through the thick 
vegetative matting 
on the pond surface
to occasionally dip 
down and grab the 

tender roots.
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Dragons

I returned to San Francisco a couple weeks later for the New Year's 
parade, held on the Lantern Festival weekend, as it is every year.  My 
friends Ric and Carolyn and I wisely took the BART (the metro) that 
time.

The dragon here is not the same one which graced my calendar a few 
years back.  This dragon was actually waiting by the side of the road 
while the rest of the parade marched by, waiting to finally take up its 
honorable position as the closing act.  If you've ever seen the parade, 
you will probably recognize it.

It was the first time that I actually got to witness the parade in about 
ten years. It's a small-town parade amidst skyscrapers.  I have great 
memories of it going back decades.  All the regulars were present 
except the Shriners and the Stanford pep band. Knowing the pep band, 
they might be on a forced hiatus. Knowing the Shriners, they might just
be getting too old for this kind of thing.

But the UC Davis Aggie Band was there!!  How nice to hear the drums 
banging out the same march rhythms that we used back when I was in 
it.

Happy Year of the Horse! Or as they say, Guò Nián Kuài Lè !!

===== Email Madness ====
Crater Lake

Well, that's a lot of pictures. I hope they didn't choke up anybody's 
email box. And I also hope it formatted okay with whatever you're using
to read it. I'll leave you with one last airplane shot -- it's Crater Lake, 
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one of Oregon's greatest natural wonders, an ancient volcano that blew 
its top off and then filled with rainwater. In the picture, you can even 
see the reflection of the cliffs on the water.

One of these days, I may go to another email system, perhaps easier 
for the recipients to load. And perhaps I'll ask people to sign up again. 
My neighbor Lonnie is presently starting on the system I'm thinking of, 
so I'll see how his experience goes. Hey Lonnie!!! Can your email 
system format pictures and text like this email ??!!??

Sometimes I think that, with so many pictures,  it would be simpler just
to go with Facebook or LinkedIn like everybody else I know. But I have 
so little regard for Facebook. Everything I know about it shows that they
don't have people's best interests at heart, and that they in fact love to 
unilaterally change their usage terms to their own advantage.  I don't 
think they are to be trusted.

I might also go to a blog format, like my former elementary school 
student and present-day middle-aged teaching success Matt Amaral.

Anyway, as always, I regret not being able to visit everyone in America 
that I wanted to on this trip. I do hope that if anybody reads this far, 
and has any response, you are able to let me know how you're doing. 
You could even send me a few pictures!!

The next email will again feature Tianjin.

-Paul
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Tianjin, Sunday, March 9, 2014

===== Taxing Situations ====
The Tianjin taxi situation is about to become improved, 

and since my needs never seem to match most people's, I'm waiting for
the fallout to begin.

Taxi gangs on the street

There are quite a
lot of taxis in 
Tianjin, actually, 
maybe as many 
per square 
meter as 
Manhattan. The 
picture shows a 
herd of them 
rolling on down 
Anshan Xidao, 

our closest thoroughfare. They bear that distinctive color scheme 
throughout China, though the particular colors vary from place to place.
Taxi meters measure the distance driven, augmented only slightly by 
time, so the drivers make a lot more money by driving fast than they do
by sitting and running the meter. Amazingly, most drivers do not speed,
but neither do they dawdle.

The minimum charge on the meter is 8 RMB (about $1.30) which will 
take you a mile or so. Tipping is not part of the culture.  It's really a 
great system. Starting a couple years ago, the city taxis all raised their 
minimum charge to 9 RMB, but nobody ever changed the meters, so the
driver always asks for 1 RMB more than the meter shows. I sometimes 
wonder if out-of-towners might think their driver is trying to cheat 
them.

The driver turns the meter on by flipping down the brightly-lit red 
"vacant" sign behind the windshield.  Sometimes, a driver will not take 
you, even though the cab is vacant. Perhaps it's lunch time or the end 
of the shift, and the driver wants to end closer to home. Lately, though, 
increasing numbers of cabs are passing up potential passengers 
throughout the day. What's going on here?

The vacancy sign

Well, like everything else around here, smart phones have gotten into 
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the act. Why flag down a cab when you can just input your location on 
your phone, even on a less-traveled street or in a housing development,
and get picked up? Furthermore, a current promotion gives a 
passenger's bank account a 10 RMB kickback for doing so, making trips 
up to a mile cost-free. In fact, the driver gets a 10 RMB kickback, too. 
So increasing numbers of "vacant" cabs are driving by us unconnected 
people. The "vacant" cab isn't really vacant, but its sign has to stay lit, 
else the meter would start, and at some point the driver might have to 
show some cash for it.

On major
streets like
Anshan Xidao,
it's not a huge
problem, but it
can be on
smaller lanes
like the one
near my
apartment.

The other day,
the infrequent
cabs got me
walking down to
Anshan Xidao.
But then, one finally did stop. When I got in, the driver, a lady (usually 
the ladies are the best drivers) asked if I needed a receipt. Thinking 
that her paper tape must have simply run out, I said, no, I didn't. She 
said okay, 30 RMB. 

What? That's highway robbery!!!! It shouldn't cost more than 16!  I fled 
the cab, despite her loud offers to bargain. That sort of thing happens 
from time to time, but rarely. 98% of the drivers are hard-working and 
honest. And up until that day, it was 100% of the women drivers. As 
she drove off I ruefully kept watching "vacant" cabs passing me up.

Then, one did stop, but she would only take me if I was going the same 
direction as the person she was going to pick up. Oh well. And then 
another cab stopped, and it turned out to be that same lady who'd 
already tried to cheat me, coming back empty from the other direction. 
As I turned my back on her, she leaned her head out the window and 
shouted "25! 25!" but I waved her on. When I finally did get a free cab, 
it was a middle-aged Tianjin native, wearing the typical Tianjin calm and
unruffled attitude, who got me to my destination for 14 RMB.
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So it's not just the Internet that's "improving."

===== Putting on Airs ====
Pedestrians and traffic

A few days ago, while taking pictures of taxis, I also picked off the shot 
of Anshan Xidao that you see below. 

See the sky? It's blue!  Pedestrians, including bike riders, are supposed 
to take the pedestrian bridge, as indicated by the little fence running 
down the middle of the street. Of course, if you look closely at the 
picture, you may see several pedestrians crossing over that fence, 
anyway. You'll also see them in the bike lanes, and in another picture, a 
pedestrian is simply walking down one of the lanes meant for cars.

The golden-colored building on the left actually belongs to the Tianjin 
University School of Architecture, even though it's located across the 
street from the rest of the university campus. It went from bare dirt to 
move-in day in about a year. I'm sure the students all take the 
pedestrian bridge.

And actually the air has improved lately. I expect it to improve even 
further in another week when they turn off the coal-fired smoke stacks 
that heat the water that warms my apartment building and the rest of 
the city. It always seems like there's still a lot of cold weather for a 
couple weeks when they go off. Last year, for example, it snowed on 
turn-off day. This year may be different, though. It was unusually warm 
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all winter -- the ponds never did freeze solidly. They were ice-free two 
weeks earlier than last year.

And there's another possible reason for the cleaner air of late. Starting 
March first, 20% of the cars in Tianjin have been ordered off the street 
for every work day (not Sunday) according to their the numbers on 
their license plates. Not only might that affect the air, but traffic 
congestion might ease to the level it was three or four years ago, back 
in the "good old days."  One can only hope.

Chicken Suit

I snapped this
chicken's picture at our
local market, a couple
blocks from my
apartment. Such thick
feathers are ideal for
the normally-cold
Tianjin winters, so
they're not uncommon
chicken attire.  She
was running around
with a friend just
outside the covered
part of the market, an
area that has
flourished since I came
here, effectively increasing the size of the market by another 10%.

Well, that's all for now. I have some food pictures from the market to 
share next time - and not chickens. I hope everyone is well, and please 
let me know how you're doing if you get a chance to write.

-Paul
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Tianjin, Monday, April 21, 2014

I'm starting a blog, partly for the fun of it, but mostly 
because I can use the authoring program to prepare 
emails such as this one. Finally I can get the pictures 
embedded the way I like, and finally if you click on the 
small version that's sent within the email, an enlarged 

version of the same picture will appear in your web browser. 

This enlargement feature alone makes it all worth the trouble and 
expense of maintaining a blog site, even if the readers of this email 
never visit it themselves. 

But what to post? Well, every week I give two lessons to each of four 
class sections. Each section has between 30 and 35 students, so that 
makes my entire student load somewhere north of 120.

Each lesson is centered around a PowerPoint presentation. I've always 
hated PowerPoint, but I find I’m bound to it here by circumstances. 
Anyway, the first slide of each PowerPoint presentation contains a recent
picture of the school. It occurred to me that it might be nice to post 
them on a blog, along with a paragraph or two of description, and then 
it would be an easy post every few days. There's not much strain in 
simply posting pictures. So here are the two pictures for this week’s 
lessons. 

The first example was
taken a couple weeks ago
near the graduate student
dorms. And yes, there
really is an ocean of
bicycles there. One of my
students who saw this
picture said he sometimes
feels like he's lost from
wading through them.

The thing is, though, a large fraction of those bikes are probably 
abandon-ware. Students usually buy bikes for the equivalent of five to 
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ten dollars, usually used, and then when they leave Tianjin for greener 
pastures, they just leave them behind.

The second sample for this week shows one of the many workmen 
riding his work tricycle down a relatively little-traveled alleyway early in 
the morning.  That's 7 a.m. My students are desperately trying to sleep 
those last few minutes before an 8 o'clock class, and this guy is already 
on the job. Guys (and gals) like him use those trikes for every sort of 
errand and go-fer duty. 

They work long hours. In the 
background, coincidentally wearing
the exact same shade of orange, a
student recedes from view in the 
distance. Actually two students in 
orange are receding. Perhaps I 
should have cropped the shot to 
bring this out.

Anyway, since I’m not planning on going back for old pictures after this,
I’ll add one almost-recent picture while I'm at it. This was taken a 
couple weeks ago in honor of the Tianjin University crab-apple bloom. 
The open mouth on the photographer in the foreground evinces the 
splendor in the crabs. or something.

Anyway, assuming all these
photos work, I will try one
last big media file – my
commute from work.

It turns out that my hosting
service doesn't like videos
streaming from their site, so
this is going to have to
come via YouTube, which means that those of you in China can't see it. 
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Oh, well.  Perhaps, at least, former Tianjin residents outside of China 
can view it for the nostalgia it's sure to provoke.

I happened to have a video camera in my hand as I left class a couple 
days ago. So with one hand on the bike handlebars and the other 
holding the camera, I rode home at a leisurely pace. You can see it 
clocks in at about six minutes.  If I’m in a hurry, and the traffic isn’t so 
heavy, I can do it in five.

To see the video, click on this link:Click here

Highlights include the bridge over Jingye lake, the blaring loudspeakers 
blasting corny music for the evening commute, the west gate standing 
half-open, as it does for an hour or so every day. The other half never 
opens. Also you can see some of the sidewalk vendors that the line the 
streets of my cozy community, as well as the herds of automobiles, 
lining the sidewalks like beached elephant seals.
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Tianjin, Thursday, April 24, 2014

Larger-than-life personalities hawk noodles 

First up is the stairway down below dining hall number 
four. The basement of that building sports an assortment 
of small shops and a restaurant that features Western 
food. I haven’t actually tried that restaurant, but I sure 

have bought snacks from the quicky-mart down there next to it, and 
souvenir post cards from a small printing concern.

When I first came to Tianjin,
postcards were only available
at the Post Office, and they
all had nothing to do with the
city you were in.  Either they
were a special series of
antique ink stones, or the
same old Great Wall
postcards you could get in
the next town over.  Now it
seems that many small
printers have rushed in to fill
in the gap. And in a school like this one, full of architecture students 
who could mostly be professional artists if they had the chance, it’s not 
too hard to find people who can make artistic postcards. 

Anyway, it always seems odd to see normal people brush up against the
air-brushed beauty of those beautiful people in the ads.

Outside Dining Hall number 1 

I took the second 
picture just last night.
The weather has 
turned decidedly 
warmer this week. 
And since most places
on earth don’t have 
the "real weather" of 
the Pacific coast, 
where it cools off at 
night, this means that
strollers emerge from 
their winter 

hibernation.
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Of course, they share the road with speeding bikes like the one blurring 
in the center of the picture. People don’t walk on sidewalks so much 
here.   That’s a subject for a whole other post sometime.

In this case, they’re strolling by the entrance to Dining Hall number 
one, the hall with those strangely-shaped light squiggles meant to 
attract the attention of the hungry. Of course, by this time, (about 7:30 
pm) the dining hall itself was closed and locked. But like dining hall 
number four, there are shops underneath that cater to desperate 
students.

And there’s also a whole floor of shops above this dining hall as well. 
Many times have I enjoyed the hot pot up there, on evenings just like 
this one.
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Tianjin, Saturday, April 26, 2014

===== Rainy Day ====
It rained all morning, from the early hours until noon. I 
hadn’t taken many pictures this year on rainy days, so I 
spent a couple hours wandering around and snapping 

some shots for my PowerPoint slide show. I got a nice selection, so, 
before I decide which ones to use, I figured I’d post a bunch here. The 
old “run it up the flagpole and see if anybody salutes” sort of deal.

And remember, you can get the larger view just by clicking on the 
image.

The recycler and the 
pedestrians 

The first shot this morning
shows a few Saturday 
strollers passing by a 
bouquet of garbage cans.

The garbage trucks here 
are nowhere near as large 
as those back home. They 
don’t have to be, in part 
because of people like the 

guy in the picture. Whereas most people made a deposit, he’s making a 
rather thorough and detailed withdrawal.   This sort of thing happens at 
every garbage can in the city – cardboard, wire, bottles, and old bicycle 
chains are extracted and sold to somebody somewhere.

It makes my wonder if, on the new
campus,  such people might not be
as readily available, since its about
20 miles away from anything else
and isolated behind a moat. We’ll
have to wait and see, I guess.

Straight rows of trees stand ready
for employment 

Not far from that spot is one of
two “tree farms” that I know of on campus.

When similar trees get diseases or get knocked down by the wind, these
trees can readily take their place.

In fact, I’ve only recently become aware of how much planting and 
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replanting of trees is constantly going on.

Every living thing in this picture 
had simply been put there. 

Here’s another example of 
replanting (above)– a flower 
display of annuals going into the 
central square on campus.  And it’s
not just the flowers. The grass had
also just been laid down like a 
carpet.  I took this picture before 
the rains began.

A campus street and its snack
centers 

This next shot shows one of the
many street-side snack sources
near dining hall number one. The
dining hall itself was closed, totally
shut down for the hours between
breakfast and lunch.

But, luckily, little snack centers like
this one are everywhere. One hopes that the new campus will also have
some, even though they are often viewed as cluttered and messy 
institutions.

The Dining Hall without
students 

I was able to grab a quick 
shot of the dining hall itself 
when I walked up the stairs. 
Actually, it surprised me that
I could do this, since most 
dining halls are shut up 
tighter than a thermos 
between meals.

The food is available from 
separate vendors which are arranged behind the windows that line the 
periphery of the room. This sort of arrangement, with ten or twenty 
independent vendors in one cafeteria, seems to exhibit a level of private
enterprise that I don’t remember seeing at universities in America. Of 
course, it’s only been about three or four decades since I’ve actually 
gotten food from one of those, so who knows?
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Tianjin, jungle city 

From the top of the dining hall,
one can gaze out over the trees
and see how thickly they crowd
around all the buildings. It almost
looks like the forest moon of
Endor.         The tall buildings in
the background are almost all
recent constructions and are part
of the city, not the university.
Whenever I see this view I wonder how long it took the trees to gain 
such height. Were they some of the original trees from the early 
1950's?

The lake, the bridge, and the
hidden building 

Continuing the jungle theme, we 
see here the architecture building, 
sitting at one end of the “Lake of 
Task Commitment.”  Yes, that 
really is its name — 敬业湖.

From a certain angle, it kind of 
looks like a forest building, too. 

Yep, Endor’s got nothing on us.

The trees in the doorway 

And taking the forest theme to its
illogical extremity, here’s the
entrance to the faculty activities
building over by Aiwan Lake. I
once went in there to hear my
friend, the amateur opera singer.
It seems like the jungle has even
wormed its way inside the

building, though!!

Yes, there’s a lot more to this 
campus than the concrete and 
asphalt.

Toddlers sail the waters in Beiyang
Square 

On the other hand, there certainly 
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is a lot of concrete over by my office, at Beiyang Square. This morning a
couple bicycling toddlers used it to good advantage, and enjoyed 
creating great splashes. Or maybe it was a couple toddling bicyclers.  
Anyway, they’re as skittish as magpies, so I was lucky to get this shot 
of one as he fled.

Hiding the Truth 

A few days ago, I finally noticed
this sign at the front of our office
building – building 25. It says “The
School of State Secret Protection.”

Man, I never knew they had
schools for that sort of thing, let
alone one on my own campus. As
you can see, even the human
members of this school are cut off
from the rest of us behind glass
enclosures.  There’s no way you’ll
ever wrench a secret from them!!!

An old guy stalks a bud 

I asked a student about that 
department, and he’s told me he’s 
never met anyone from there. 
Well, no surprise, I guess.

It’s said that in the springtime a 
young man’s fancy turns to love. 
One can also say that an old man’s
fancy turns to photos of flowers.  
Those old guys cluster like 

hummingbirds around every single floral display you can find.

A budding rain-soaked flower. 

I wonder where they migrate to in
the winter?

And did I also bag a shot of these
flowers? Of course, I did. I know
who I am, and I also know where I
migrate to in the winter.
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The walker keeps to his lane 

Okay, I’ll finish up today with two 
ordinary pictures. First, the typical 
pedestrian walking down the 
middle of the street.  I think they 
avoid walking on the sidewalks 
because the sidewalks might have 
an irregular surface and objects 
that encourage tripping.

Still, the center of the street isn't safe, either. I’m sometimes afraid of 
doing the same thing out of habit when I’m in America, and thus ending
my life before its time.

Not keeping to his lane 

Anyway, here is the opposite
scenario – a vehicle negotiating
the sidewalk. This phenomenon is
much less common than it had
been in the good old days. Now its
mainly the provenance of
miniaturized coaches instead of a
full-sized one.

Okay – that’s all for now, I guess. I’m off to a play.
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Tianjin, Sunday, April 27, 2014 

===== Fab, Fab, Fab ====
I went to the theater last night. The event took place in 
the new two-year-old theater, part of the huge new 
cultural center, centered on an artificial lake. It includes 
the Tianjin History Museum, a concert hall, a science 
museum, etc. etc. I haven’t actually seen it all yet, 

though my dad and I visited the old history museum on this same 
property a couple years ago when he visited me here.

The science
museum’s
planetarium is
visible to the right. 

Anyway, the theater
is the subject of this
panorama – and it is a panorama, which makes the building appear a 
lot smaller than it does in person. If you want to see the whole thing 
large, click on it for the original file.

We opted for the cheap 
seats. It was a 
company from 
Germany, performing a 
modern play from 
Sweden in German. It 
was a difficult exercise 
for my German, since 
the dialogue was as 
opaque and obtuse as 
Scandinavian Angst can
be. I’m still trying to 
figure out what the 
“sound of an open 
door” was, and what 
hydrogen, oxygen and 

vinegar had to do with it.

Luckily for my companions, there were subtitles in Chinese, so they 
were able to understand “every word.” Unfortunately they were just as 
mystified as to the meaning of the play as I was.

Miss Julie or Miss Jenny or something 
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The audience, of course, gave the company an enthusiastic ovation 
anyway. I snapped this picture of the stage after the play had 
concluded.  The big screen above the set actually echoed everything the
actors had done. Or actually, it was prerecorded (I think) so that the 
opposite actor-film relationship obtained.

Anyway, I’m sure that the theater managers among us would have 
enjoyed it.

Fabulous and huge – as much ground space as many football fields 

Afterward, I finally got to see the
legendary Galaxy Mall, where I
had fruit and yogurt for the
equivalent of five dollars.  Yes,
fabulous prices are coming to
China along with the fabulous
malls. Anyway, I figured a
snapshot of the mall might balance
the video of our local market
which I recently uploaded to
Youtube.
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Tianjin, Thursday, May 1, 2014

I took some pictures on May Day, May 1, generally known 
as “Labour Day” in these parts.

Fishing in the former countryside

First up is a fisherman at Aiwan 
Lake. Even if you know this lake, 
you might find it hard to recognize
from the picture, so rustic it looks.

It serves as a handy reminder, 
though, that this area where the 
university is located was simple 
countryside 60 years ago when 
they decided to build it here.

The reeds, by the way, have 
sprouted from the pond bottom in the last month. I expect them to get 
a bit higher before they’re done.

Surprising Pedestrians for ten
years 

The second shot shows
everybody’s favorite fountain, at
the entrance to the university. It’s
the same one that appeard on my
2014 souvenir calendar.

These and the other local
fountains only actually run on special occasions, a few times a year. Just
behind it stands the national flag, raised every morning by a dedicated 
and disciplined cadre of young people.

Bike Repair and Pipes 

Finally, we see the local bike guy. 
He’s been occupying the same 
corner ever since I’ve moved here.
He has a constant business 
(including mine) despite the 
presence of a competitor just 
across the street. He gets it 
because he's not expensive, and 
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he's honest.

Actually, the competitor ends up sitting around most of the day.

The guy I’m talking about is the one on the left. The guy on the right 
could be any of the local community that stays on the bike guy’s good 
terms. They seem to walk up at any time, grab a resource (usually the 
compressed air), start to work, and then pay him later.

Locals always seem to be stopping by to examine the latest equipment 
conundrum. My most recent job (which I let him handle completely) 
was remounting my Flying Pigeon's chain. Before that, he replaced the 
pigeon’s brakes and swapped in a taller seat post.

He used to work with a woman whom I always assumed was his wife, 
but I haven’t seen her in quite a while. I’m hoping that she’s okay, and 
just busy somewhere taking care of a grandkid.

Grandparents, by the way, particularly grandmothers, are heavily 
involved with raising their grandkids to extent not so common in 
America.  I have to say, since most households have two parents 
working, it’s a tremendous luxury to have such dedicated child care 
help. So that’s where I’m hoping she is.
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Tianjin, Saturday, May 3, 2014

===== All Together, Now! ====
China is famous for its mass holiday migrations. The 
holiday effect is stronger here because usually everybody 
in the whole country (which, as they are so fond of 
reminding us, has more everybodies than any other 
country) takes exactly the same precise days off.

Beijing-South Train Station on Labor Day weekend 

I usually don’t travel 
during the holidays here 
for reasons of 
claustrophobia, but I made
an exception this weekend.
It was a three-day 
weekend, Thursday-Friday-
Saturday (which makes 
Sunday a non-weekend 
day).

I figured It would be safe 
to take a day-trip to nearby Beijing to see an old friend and spend the 
day at the zoo, especially if I went on Friday, the middle day of the 
holiday, since most people would presumably rather travel on Thursday 
or Saturday, so they could visit family and friends on Friday.

The picture above, taken at the train station in Beijing Friday night, 
shows the folly of that assumption, and makes me more than glad that 
I didn’t try to go on Thursday or today. Could they possibly have been 
more crowded? Maybe so.

Well, as my friend pointed out, now that those wonderful high-speed 
trains are running all around the country, more people than ever can 
visit Beijing on holiday.

They proudly post the speed on 
the red display on the ceiling

Indeed, I was not totally surprised 
by the human crush. I had almost 
canceled the journey, in fact, when
I looked online and discovered just
how few seats were available for 
any weekend trains. Still, a 
Chinese friend succeeded in 
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snagging me tickets online so at least I knew there would be a seat 
waiting for me on the train each way.

And by the way, the train system really is wonderful. I didn’t get a 
photo of the interior this time, but the shot above comes from three 
years ago, when my dad came to visit. I think that if we had high-speed
trains this nice in America, particularly along the northeast corridor, but 
also in other places, we wouldn’t have such jammed airports, and more 
of us could forego the incredible hassle that airports have become.

And high-speed trains just invite people to move for whatever reason, 
whether business or pleasure.

Any place that’s wet will
have a fisherman 

The day started really early
on Friday morning, since
that’s when the train seats
were available. This picture
shows the current early-
morning state of the
riverfront in Tianjin. The
train station and its plaza
are out of frame to the
right. Most of the large
buildings in the picture have appeared since I got here six years ago. 
The sky, one should note, is blue.

The price of the 70-mile half-hour trip, by the way, is the equivalent of 
$9.50 each way.

The train had an assigned
seat for each passenger. 
But when I got to Beijing,
the subway had no 
reserved seats, and no 
seats were free, for that 
matter.

But for the equivalent of 
about 35 cents for a trip 
of any length, the 
subway's a pretty good 

deal, even if you have to stand.

From the Beijing South train station you can reach any part of the city 
by subway. And on a weekend like that, half the world seemed to be 
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riding. The zoo was only six miles down the line – no transfers 
necessary.

Advertisers are really clever. They
have even found a use for the
darkest portions of the subway
tunnel. They line the tunnel walls
with the electronic version of those
old animation flipbooks. In other
words, they hang a row of a
couple hundred flickering
computer displays.

Each screen down the line displays the next frame in the animation. The
flickering is keyed to the normal cruising train speed, so when that 
speed is reached, this blurred colored line of lights suddenly 
consolidates into a row of identical animations, each one shifted one 
frame in time from the one next to it.

What’s lurking in the dark. 

Anyway, the photo shows what the display looked like through the 
windows in the doors. At the next stop, so many people got in that it 
was no longer possible to see the windows.

The zoo itself proved to be just as crowded as the rest of the tourist 
infrastructure. One advantage to the huge crowds, though, was that you
never had to walk up to a cage or enclosure and be disappointed that 
the animal was asleep and out of sight, because from a distance you 
could tell if there was anything living and breathing in there because the
tourists would gather around it.

Any visible living creature, no matter how ordinary, attracted a mass of 
photographers wielding everything from cell phones to tablets to high-
end digital single-lens reflexes sporting several pounds of glass. I had 
brought my Olympus OM-D, perhaps the nicest camera I’ve ever owned.

Pheasants line the path to the 
pandas 

Take a look at this crowd, which 
fills a space within the popular 
panda exhibit, but it’s not even the
panda enclosure– it’s just a cage 
full of pheasants and peacocks. 
The crowd at the actual panda 
enclosure was too thick to get an 

overview picture.
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This was my fourth or fifth trip to this zoo, and in case anyone’s 
wondering, the crowds are not normally so crazy. Yes, it’s a popular 
place, but next time I go, I think I’ll go on an ordinary weekend or even
a weekday instead.

The animals were present and impressive. In fact, the animals often 
had more room to move around in their cages than the onlookers did on
the footpaths.

The peacock – plenty of tail room 

And since this entry is really
meant as an excuse to post
pictures, I think I’ll break from the
writing and just insert a row of
photos, most of them standard
1920 by 1080 if you click the
thumbnails.

A Meercat

Swan
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Griffon Vulture

Panda Skeleton – note the six-toed forefeet

 Kids feeding Zebras

Baboon 

The zebra picture highlights one aspect of this zoo that, for better or 
worse, you’re not going to find in North America — the high degree of 
interactions between the exhibits and the public.
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Much of it is not sanctioned, such as the kids feeding zebras above. On 
the other hand, it’s not aggressively discouraged, either.

Feeding the giraffes 

Some animal interaction is
organized, though, such as the
giraffe-feeding exhibit, where you
can buy special giraffe food and
walk inside to feed it to the
giraffes. I still remember seeing
this 15 years ago on my first-ever
trip, though I’ve never tried it
myself. It just seems too out-of-place, I guess, though I do remember 
feeding giraffes in a less-sanctioned manner at the Portland zoo, a 
practice that is now not possible.

Sometimes, the commotion from the tourists is so great that the effect 
on the animals is almost palpable, such as the older male chimp who 
had climbed to a high point of his enclosure, and remained standing 
there with his face to the wall and his back to the crowd. Not all animals
are so viscerally sensitive as chimps, but those animals that were must 
have appreciated the crowds that day even less than I did.

The fearsome and not-so-wild
mastiff 

Additional interactive exhibits can 
be found at the children’s zoo, 
including  farm animals for 
petting. This area is fenced off 
from the rest of the zoo and in fact
requires a separate admission 
price (equivalent of about $1.50) 
I've written about it before.

There were also several cages of 
pure-bred dogs. Some, like the 
mastiff seen here, lay in a cage 

behind glass just like so many wild creatures. It gives one pause, in 
fact, to see such a familiar animal as a dog in the same surroundings as
a bear or lion.

Dogs, of course, were forbidden in Beijing for a couple generations, up 
until about ten years ago.  So lots of Beijing people have little-to-no 
experience with them.  Some of them think of dogs pretty much the 
same way as they might think of wolves. So having dogs in the 
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children’s zoo, to breed some familiarity with Canis familiaris, seems to 
me a good idea.

Rent-a-poodle 

And in fact, there’s a dog-walking
area within the children’s zoo. You
can rent almost any size of dog
and try it out to see how it feels
next to you.

Mostly it was little kids who took
part in this, and most of them 
walked small dogs like toy
poodles.  However, other dogs were available, including afghans, 
dalmatians, huskies, corgis, and golden retrievers.  The largest dog that
I saw get a walk that day was a Bernese Mountain Dog.  He was pretty 
excited, I can tell you.

The children’s section closes earlier than the rest of the zoo. One time I 
was present near day’s end, when all the people had left that section.  I 
could still see over the fence, though, as those caged dogs were let out 
to run around and play with each other for a while.   A happier group of 
animals you’ll never see.

Patron Saint of the Forest 

I’ll end this collection with a couple
non-animal pictures. First is the 
huge tiger sculpture located near 
the lion cage by artist and 
environmental activist 袁熙坤 (Yuan
Xikun).  I took a picture of it three
years ago, but an update with a 
blue sky seemed desirable.

Tigers are a particular interest of Yuan’s, and this one started out as a 
small bronze piece entitled “Patron Saint of the Forest.”  The more 
recent version is slightly larger.

And finally, despite the immense Labor Day crowds, the zoo is big 
enough to include some areas, off to the west from most cages and 
animals, where people can go and just enjoy the air in peace. This spot 
is one that I photographed three years ago, and the printed result 
hangs on my wall here in China. It was a pleasant surprise to stumble 
upon it again, this time much earlier in the growing season, before the 
pond surface is smothered over by a mass of giant lotus leaves.
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There’s always somebody sitting on that bench. 
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Tianjin, Saturday, May 10, 2014

===== The TU Jungle plus Bicyclist ====

It's a retake of the view from Dining from Dining Hall #1,
which I first put up a couple weeks ago. The occasion for 
the retake was the blue sky. (The previous version was 
taken on a rainy day).

In this case, I tilted the view down to include a lone red-clad cyclist, 
wending his way into the wilds of the old dormitory ghetto.

The area with these
trees, by the way, is the
same area slated to be
demolished when the
school moves out of the
city next year.

As I stood there on the
dining hall, taking in
the view of a growth so
thick that the tall
buildings seemed to be
bobbing up and down in
it, like corks on the
ocean, I had to reflect on the fact that stability counts for everything in 
a social system such as a school.

Certainly, any success I had teaching at my elementary school in 
California was predicated on the fact that I spent twenty-five years in 
the same room.  I grew professionally in a stable atmosphere where I 
kept students for two years at a time, and where I got to know the 
parents over an even longer period, as various siblings took tours of 
duty through my fields of educational challenges.

And after twenty-five years, the room itself had become a finely-honed 
machine, its contents positioned and prepared to support any flight of 
fancy that we wished to take, any spontaneous turn we wished to make.
It was magnificent.

These trees on the Tianjin University campus didn’t grow here 
overnight, and neither have I.  In six years here, I have had far more 
students than I ever had in thirty years of teaching in America. Multiple 
times as many, in fact (no wonder I have a hard time remembering 
their names). Yet, compared to most other teachers I know in China — 
especially foreign teachers — I have been blessed with stability here, 
too.
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For six years I have been left pretty much alone by my department and 
the administration. Although I have technically been teaching the same 
course for the whole time, in fact, the course has shifted a little every 
year, taking new pathways that I was able to perceive because this 
stability helped them to stand out from the background.

So when I see these trees, slated to be plowed under when the school 
goes south, I mourn, because I know the sacrifice that disruption 
brings. There won't be trees like this on the new campus for many a 
year.

Crowds of students at lunch time 

Anyway, the second shot shows Dining Hall number 3, the most 
crowded of the six dining halls on campus.

You’ll notice the bright
white panels of light around
the room’s edge. Each of
them surmounts the
serving window of a
separate food
subcontractor.

So the food vendors line
three sides of the vast
room, while the fourth side
features the main entrance,
stations to drop off dirty
dishes, and a small concession that sells bottled water, potato chips, 
and other such munchie-type snacks.

I myself never go in here for lunch. I do sometimes go across the street
to dining hall number 4, which is never as crowded, maybe because it 
has twice the floor space. That is, it has two rooms like the one in the 
picture, one on top of the other.

I asked some students yesterday why Dining Hall 3 is always so 
crowded, even though one can just go across the street and be more 
comfortable.  I should have known the answer. The food in dining hall 3 
is cheaper.

Actually, I don’t usually eat on othe premises of any dining hall.  I do 
like the food, but you can get it “to go,” which was one of the very first 
phrases I learned upon my arrival here. In fact, when you look at this 
picture, and see the crowds clamoring for food around the room’s 
periphery, and then observe that there aren’t enough empty seats 
remaining to accommodate them all, don’t be concerned.  Many of 
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those students have also learned that phrase. And by the way, the 
phrase is “Dài ZoZu” (带走)

How the 带走 is handled varies by the food vender, but basically it’s 
some variation on dishing up the plate you want, and then pouring it all 
into a plastic bag (minus the plate, of course). Disposable chopsticks 
are available at the same table where the normal plastic ones are 
located.

And again, the food is pretty good. Perhaps a gourmet restaurant would
do a better job, but it would be a lot more expensive. I generally would 
spend about the equivalent of a dollar for a filling lunch, which is 
actually way more expensive than five years ago, let alone ten years 
ago. And if you carry it out to your home or office all mixed together in 
a bag, it still tastes good.

By the way, speaking of Chinese writing like 带走, you might notice the 
red banners with white writing spread across the right-hand wall.

Banners like these are ubiquitous, not only around the university, but in 
the city as well. They may hang in dining halls like these. They may 
straddle streets.  They may drape the facades of buildings. They may 
even thread themselves through the the framework of iron fences.  
They are always red. And they always have white writing, usually about 
the size that you see in the picture.

An interesting experiment might be to print some blue or green banners
with black letters and see if anybody notices them.

Oh, and what do they say in this case? Glad you asked. They say:

— 请同学们保管好自己的贵重物品 .
— 因为绿色所以健康， 因为营养所以美和。
— 中快餐饮欢迎你

Which (more-or-less)mean:

— Fellow students, please guard your valuables.
— From natural food flows health. From nutritious food flows harmony.
— The Chinese quick-food-and drink facility welcomes you.

So I’ll end this message by saying “Good health to all!”
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Tianjin, Monday, May 12, 2014
===== Rainy Day, Rainy Day Magic ====

Market Entranceway 

I actually like rainy days a lot. Maybe this comes from 
living in a dry climate my whole life. It rained all day 
Sunday, so I got some more shots of the market area.

The latest newcomer to the cluster
of mobile fast food outlets caught
my eye to the right of the path.
The cart says Yangzhou Fried Rice
— Yangzhou is a city closer to
Shanghai than to here.  But the
main attraction was the black and
white picture of draft board Uncle
Sam.  The cart’s labeling says he’s
calling himself “Uncle Sam.” I
guess HE WANTS ME . . . . . to buy friend rice.

The Leopard Kid – watching
everything. 

As I took this picture, I glimpsed 
over my shoulder to find two pairs 
of eyes looking into the picture 
display on the back of the camera.
It appeared to be a granny and 
toddler, so how could I not snap 
their picture and show it to the 
kid?  You can see it, too.

This is the sort of thing that will be
missing when the school moves to the middle of the land of nowhere.  
You won’t find many grannies out there.

Rolling out the bing – the fryer
lays behind. 

There is new housing being built
for university  employees near the
new campus, and it’s being heavily
promoted. And it’s also quite a
bargain by East Asia standards (I
think). But it’s a couple miles from
the school, maybe in some other
island of development.  When
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you’re used to a five minute commute, something like that hasn’t much 
appeal.  And if you’re faced with an hour commute to the new school 
from your present location, well, at least at the present location there 
are people like these to share the community.

PJ Civilization 

Closer to the market itself, the puddles get  deeper. Luckily there are 
bricks and old boxes lying around that can conveniently serve as fording
material.

And the picture at right shows what I consider the hallmark of a great 
civilization – the freedom to wear pajamas out of the house. Any society
that condones such things must truly be considered great.

I know I’d never leave my robes if that were
acceptable.

A few years ago, during the Olympics and
during the Shanghai Expo, there was a big
government campaign against displaying
such sleepware in public, which I could
never understand. Don’t they realize what
they’ve got?  It’s the rest of the world that’s
behind on this issue, not us!

Bridges of Brick 

Here’s a parting shot of the bricks leading to
the market.  I was enjoying the sight
immensely because I have waterproofed
shoes.

I didn’t have to take the brickway. I could just take  pictures.

And again, there are standard-type
stores and supermarkets and 
restaurants nearby, where you can 
buy food and other items without 
the danger of getting your feet 
wet, but to me, those places lack 
atmosphere and authenticity and 
the informal, laid-back 

atmosphere.

Anyway, that was my one break from lesson planning after church 
yesterday.

But speaking of church, it was the taxi ride back that was truly magical.
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As one can imagine, taxi drivers often have their sound system turned 
on. Usually it’s the local news, or sometimes Chinese opera, or Chinese 
standup comedy. But this guy was listening to Luciano Pavarotti singing 
opera arias along with other Italian classics.

There’s something magical about a rainstorm beating down on the car 
from all directions, and bouncing off the windshield, with the car full of 
beautiful music.  I finally know enough Chinese to recognize simple 
words when spoken to me, so we exchanged some standard 
pleasantries.

We lapsed into silence, and the music paused as well. The rain 
continued its tap-tap-tap on the fuselage.  And then Pavarotti began 
singing Ave Maria. “hmm,” I said.  “Huh?” said the taxi driver. “Ave 
Maria,” I said. 

Taxi Tenor 

Well, that’s all it took.  The guy
erupted with one of the most
beautiful singing voices I’d ever
sat so close to.  He continued
singing Ave Maria and other opera
classics all the rest of the way
home.  And that was truly magical.
Especially with the rain.

And naturally I snapped his
picture.

I’ll add one thing to end this post.

I find myself here in China, perhaps the only place on earth more 
dedicated than America  to the behaviorist / John Locke principle that 
the learner’s mind is a blank slate, and that teachers (or parents or 
preachers or “experts”) simply pour in whatever formula or gruel that 
they choose, and the learner will embrace it.

I guess it’s obvious that I don’t share that point of view.

In teaching university students here, I was struck by how much they 
need the same instructional methodologies that I learned while teaching
in elementary school, teaching methodologies that are fairly common in 
those early grades, but much less so the loftier you ascend into the 
stratosphere of academic life, until you reach the American graduate 
school, of course, which is more-or-less structured like a traditional 
kindergarten (and all the better for it).

Anyway, it’s nice to see one’s reality confirmed by recognized experts. 
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So here’s a link to a recent article touting the superiority of active 
teaching over lecturing. You can see it by clicking here.
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Tianjin, Thursday, May 15, 2014

===== Fishing for Photos ====

Fish Focus

There’s a rather grand exhibition hall near the north gate 
whose actual name I can never quite recall.  It’s named 

after the architect who designed it, a former student (or teacher?) from 
Tianjin University.   The hall takes up a really large chunk of campus, 
though the hall inside is only moderately grand.  The building is also 
home to the infamous “wall to nowhere,” but that’s a story for another 
time.

Fancy gate and blue bike lock 

It has a new fancy gate which 
rotates around two posts – wide 
on the right side and narrow on 
the left.  At night, of course, it’s 
locked shut with the sturdy bike 
lock that rests in the middle there 
in the picture.

The concept of an emergency exit,
though known, is rarely practiced 
in this country. Honestly, I think 

sometimes that more bike locks are used on doors than on bikes.

The hall entrance is behind these
folks

Poking the fish 

Inside the gate lies an attraction
for strollers — a watery expanse
stocked with goldfish. It’s a
constant draw to families with
kids. And the temptation to play
with these fish is nigh on
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irresistible.  I dare you to bring a young child here  without poking your 
finger in the water!!

Certainly I’ve never seen it.

And those fish remain there all year.  In the winter (until this year, at 
least), the pond freezes over completely, yet under the ice, blurry 
golden forms yet move!  I guess, then, they can go for months without 
eating if the water’s cold enough.

The splash that draws the fish. 

Anyway, it’s not just women, but 
men, too, who bring in their 
infants so they can poke at the 
fish.  I’m guessing that this poker, 
actually a splasher,  brought along 
both his son and grandson so he 
could jab even harder than those 
women across the pond.

He demonstrated that you can actually “call” the fish over if you make 
like a thrashing bug in the water.  Interesting.

The son also seemed unusual. You’d be hard pressed to find anybody 
dressed like that (or tattooed like that) in China ten years ago.  I hope 
he has a motorcycle because he’d look pretty silly dressed like that 
mounted on a Flying Pigeon, the classic bicycle that I own.

A whole wall as ivy playground 

The architect designed the
building’s huge expanse of walls
partly as an ivy sculpture, though
it’s still a few years from maturity. 
The surface suits grasping plants
perfectly, as exhibited by  the
gleefully reaching tendrils in this
picture.

===== Zombies ====
Zombies are just as popular here as they are in many places.  Maybe 
more popular.  I think I finally understand why – because they actually 
exist. Luckily, they don’t devour human flesh — just reading material.
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The building 24 cafe 

This example of a zombie was
spotted slowly weaving his 
way back and forth and back 
and forth and back and forth, 
mumbling incoherently all the 
time, completely insensitive to
his (or its?) surroundings, 
unstoppable, yet slow enough 
that passersby could easily 
outmaneuver or outrun him.

Yeah, a typical zombie.  You see them everywhere, particularly in the 
early morning hours.

This particular example is tramping through building 24, a huge 
conglomerate of classrooms and lecture halls.  The cafe, where the 
other studiers are congregating, was installed a couple years ago to 
relieve the otherwise hard institutional atmosphere.  It’s really quite 
pleasant and convenient, and on the opposite wall (outside the frame of
the picture) an artsy collection of photos and drawings has collected in 
the otherwise blank and forbidding space.  I’m surprised that the cafe 
isn’t even more crowded.

The administration building back
patio 

The parting shot for today features
the otherwise obscure back patio
of the main administration
building. Across the street is the
new administration building.  So
there’s not much traffic there, foot
or otherwise.  I always wonder if
that design was built there when
the buildings first opened in the early 1950’s, or whether it represents a
newer addition.

Strangely enough, I’ve never observed a fish in that pond.
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Tianjin, Monday, May 19, 2014

===== Classroom Tie-ins ====
This picture is a PowerPoint slide.  It’s full of illustrations 
from the previous week's lesson. While I collect papers in 
the class, I display this slide as a memory aid for the 

students. When I finish collecting, we then see how much anybody 
remembers.

It’s important that students do
remember, because every lesson 
builds upon something from the
previous lesson.  It makes more
sense if you see where you are on
the path.  If you want to try your
hand at curriculum guessing,
remember you can get a bigger
picture by clicking on it.

I like to teach writing through
“Writer’s Workshop,” and I like to
teach people here (as well as back
home) how to function in a writer’s group.  Students here seem 
conditioned to offer advice on how to improve their classmate’s writing. 
They seem to love to rate each other.  And in fact, a lot of their 
schooling involves a sort of one-dimensional rating system. Who’s 
number one, who’s number two, etc.

===== Behind the Curve ====
This rating system plays out in the assigning of grades on a curve.

Wherever I’ve gone to school before, there seem to have been two 
kinds of professors – the ones who grade strictly on percentage (90% =
an A, etc.) and the kind who grade on curves.

And for the curves, the professor would simply note the top raw score, 
and assign an A to anybody within 90% of that score.  B’s would accrue 
to those scoring down to 80%, etc.  The actual percentages varied, but 
the principle remained the same.   And in the unlikely event that the 
whole class scored within 90% of the top score, everybody would get an
A.

Here, they also note the top score.  But then they line up the rest of the
raw scores in a queue.  The top few get the equivalent of an A, the next
in line get a B, etc.   So the teacher knows, before the first day of class,
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how many A’s, B’s, C’s, etc. there will be.  They don’t actually use letter 
grades in China – they just go by numbers -- but it works out the same 
way.

To me, this seems odd (or am I just naive?), since I’d never heard of 
such a thing before. On the other hand, my British colleague argued 
that it’s done that way in England, too. Otherwise you get grade 
inflation.  I guess it’s hard to argue that point.

Of course, those of you who know me know that I think grades and 
over-correction of one’s work by others have a, shall we say, <minimal>
significance in the grand scheme of things.  Well, each to his own.

===== Social Services ====
But this weekend I read a very interesting piece of research from 
Stanford University.

T  he link to the original paper is here   (it’s a pdf file).

A link   to a friendlier analysis of it is here.  

They studied social media – group blogging sites, for example.  They 
found ways to analyze the quality of people’s writing. They followed (by 
computer) a large group of commentators and writers on four different 
sites.  And they analyzed the consequences of good and bad ratings on 
their work, both for quality and quantity.

The American education tradition, drenched with behaviorism, with 
incentives and rewards controlling everything, would probably expect 
that both praising and panning might lead to improvement in quality, 
since the type of feedback is clear. One might also expect praise to 
encourage authors to write even more.

In practice, though, praise has only a marginal effect on writing’s quality
or quantity.  Panning has a significant effect, however.  Unfortunately, 
the authors of panned work don’t “learn from their mistakes.”  Their 
writing’s quality drops significantly, while their output increases.    
Furthermore, panned authors step up their negativity towards others, 
leading to a vicious circle of negativity.

On the other hand, if nobody comments at all, authors of all stripes 
tend to stop writing altogether.  Ah, what to do for feedback?

===== Reclassified ====
An actual writer’s group 

In my classroom, the writer’s groups are forbidden to give unsolicited 
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suggestions and criticisms except for minor (but annoying) errors like 
“flied” or “sitted.”  Early in the semester I often encounter trespassers 
to this rule, not because they’re particularly mean people, but because 
they can’t get it through their head that it’s okay to enjoy their 
classmate’s writing  without feeling compelled to tell them what was 
written wrong and how to improve it.

In fact, it’s fun to catch people 
caught up in act of criticizing, put 
a stop to it, and then enjoy the 
expressions of relief on the face of
their most recent victim.

But we don't write in a social 
vacuum. Authors in a writer's 
group must receive some 
feedback, so what kind? After all, 
in the social media study, authors 
who never received feedback 
simply lost the desire to write 

altogether. My rules, which grace the chalkboard for every lesson are 
simple. Unless an author asks for a suggestion, you can only tell the 
author:

1. What was interesting 
2. Your own related experience. 
3. Ask Questions 

As these rules take hold every semester, it’s remarkable how the class 
atmosphere lightens, and people discover that they can actually enjoy 
writing in this odd language called English. And their ability to write in 
English gradually improves.

Perhaps if such rules applied to social media, the often acrimonious 
atmosphere there would also lighten up. Maybe I should write the 
authors of that paper and suggest it as a new line of research.
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The frontiers and this week’s pictures 
Tianjin, Saturday, May 24, 2014

===== Frontiers and this week's Pictures ====
I’ve chosen the first of my two pictures for this week’s 
PowerPoint slide show introductions, but not yet the 
second.

This will be the semester's last teaching week for me. Class will consist 
entirely of student presentations. If they don’t all fit into the time, then 
we’ll have to go into overtime next week.  Otherwise, it’s all over but 
the counting (figuring out the grades).

This first picture will
open tomorrow’s 
slide show.  It was 
taken a few days 
ago on the campus 
of Nankai University,
our neighbor to the 
south.

The huge green 
building on the 
right, built in the 
shape of a gigantic 
stool, straddles the 

line between Nankai University and Tianjin University.  This line is a 
ramrod-straight street, paved in asphalt but devoid of any vehicular 
traffic.  In fact the only moving things you ever see on it are birds 
(occasionally), and in the summer, food vendors.

The green building, in the days of its construction, was called “The 
Tianjin University – Nankai University Joint Research Mansion.”  The 
intent was to straddle the two universities and pin them together, 
despite the lonely strip of asphalt that separates them.  Different parts 
of this building have changed names several times since those far-off 
days five years ago.

Nowadays, each of this “stool’s” four legs bears a separate name, and 
the seal of whichever university bears the weight of it.  And even 
though it is possible to walk from one side to the other within the 
building, that path is not particularly obvious.  Of course, one can easily
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walk underneath it, winding one’s way through various gates and bicycle
traps to move from one university to the other.

Well, so much for togetherness.

Still it’s nice to have the two universities so close.  It’s yet another 
resource that will be lost when Tianjin University moves into the outer 
space down in the Southeast corner of the province.

Breaking and Entering at Tianjin
University 

That super-long brick-like building
behind the “joint research
mansion” is “Building 26” of
Tianjin University, where I hold all
my English classes.  I took a closer
picture of it from the other end
yesterday.

Here lies the asphalt frontier in all its glory, as well as the lurking 
research mansion further down the road. It was raining yesterday, a 
fine mist, a soft day, so the haze in the picture is not pollution.

I reached this spot through one of the ubiquitous holes in the ever-
present fences that pretend to wall off one public space from another.  
And as I stood there, pedestrians, hoping to avoid the ten-to-twenty-
minute  walk through the normal open gates, kept passing by, and 
taking the same path that I had. One of them appears in this picture, 
squeezing herself through the gap, although in this case, a more 
athletic specimen could have simply vaulted herself over the top.

The tall flowers that are so typical 

Also piercing that fence is a row of
tall bushes that springs up from 
nothing all over campus in the 
space of three or four weeks every
year.  The flowers are pretty and 
multicolored. I don’t know exactly 
what they are, so if anybody can 
identify them, please let me know.

Fence openings like that, providing
access to other spaces and resources, probably won’t exist in the new 
outer-space campus, if only because there’s nothing in the surroundings
to access.  Oh, and also a moat will surround the whole campus, further
protecting fences and walls from pedestrian damage.
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Where there’s a fence, there’s
a way 

Here's yet another gap which
provides students, teachers,
and workmen with access to
the city streets.  These holes
really are everywhere. And
they really can save twenty
minutes of walking.  And the
nearby city streets really will
be missed after the big move.

And also, everywhere are flowers, which constitute one of the great 
pleasures of life here in the spring and summer.

Many of them are annuals, like the bushes mentioned above. But beds 
of roses blanket patches of campus here and there . This particular 
mound of rosy redness can be found just outside the Liu Yuan (留园), 
one of two campus housing complexes for foreign students.  I can’t 
really read what’s written on the stone. It’s an old-style writing from 
2000 years ago.

The rose patch and ancient
stone 

The Liu Yuan used to feature a 
guest house for foreign 
experts, including small 
conference rooms for business 
meetings and other educational
gatherings.  In fact, that guest 
house was where I spent my 
first summer in Tianjin fifteen 
years ago.  Now, the foreign 

students have expanded and overwhelmed it.  I haven’t been inside for 
many a year.

However, I had stopped by yesterday to take in a celebration put on by 
the foreign students.  They had all set up booths decorated with 
pictures of their home countries. Even Sweden was represented!!   And 
it was pleasant to note the California flag at the American booth.  Many 
students wore colorful national costumes and proffered national foods, 
or demonstrated national dances.
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Edgar shows us Kenya 

This picture shows my
friend Edgar, from Kenya,
whom I know from
church. Those who know
Edgar will be happy to
learn that, after earning
his undergraduate
degree here, he was
admitted to Tianjin
University’s civil
engineering master’s
program.  This opportunity also provided him a free room on campus, 
so he no longer has to pay for his own lodging.

And he “tested out” of the English requirement, so I’ll never see him in 
my English classes with his classmates.  It’s too bad. I could have used 
him as a teaching assistant!!

The Kenya booth offered a typical Kenyan repast of chicken wrapped in 
something like a flour tortilla. In fact, it was a flour tortilla. In fact, it 
was a Mission brand tortilla imported from California!  Yes, 
multiculturalism is wonderful.

So now, the only thing left is to choose which of today's pictures to use 
for Wednesday’s slide show. If anybody has an opinion, please chime in.
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Tianjin, Monday, June 9, 2014

===== Changes ====
Happy Birthday to me! Well, I got my ticket to ride, my 
plane ticket to California. Barring any major mishaps, I’ll 
be winging my way to California on June 23rd. If anybody 

wants me to bring them something from China, let me know. I’ll be 
bringing myself some traditional Tianjin Mahua, courtesy of a former 
student, and some aged Shanxi vinegar, courtesy of the local Carrefour 
supermarket.  And also some Thai and Indian curry paste, courtesy of a
local import food store.

Jingye Lake 

Yes, things are changing. I took
the picture at right three years ago
in April, as the leaves were just
budding out from the willows along
the shores of Jingye Lake.

Jingye Lake is an artificial Lake,
like probably all the lakes in
Tianjin, as well as the rivers. “Jingye” means “dedication and 
commitment.”  I’m sure the students are inspired by that name 
whenever they pass by.

I recently took another picture
from the same spot. The willows
were fully fledged this time, and
there are some other differences. 

Changes are also happening by
our apartment block. A bank of
mailboxes was recently nailed to
the wall by our door, so maybe by
next fall we’ll all get new mailing
addresses that bypass the “International Cooperation” office.  I know 
that the mailbox keys have been delivered to our building, but we 
haven’t received them yet.

The New Mailboxes 

This picture shows the workmen installing those metal mailboxes. They 
looked pretty heavy.  All these guys except one held it up in place, while
the last guy, working with a compressed-air drill, screwed it onto the 
wall.
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More than a mailbox, I'm hoping 
for a normal building number 
clearly displayed so that the 
mailmen and deliverymen can 
easily find our address, like the 
one in the picture below at right.

Walking out through the bike
barrier 

A gated development like ours is 
called a  小区 (xiaŏ qū).  小 means 

“small,”and 区 means “a geographical area.” So together they make 
“small geographical area.” 

The picture are right is taken along
a fence, so you don't see the fence
itself, but you can see the bike
barrier, placed so pedestrians can
weave their way through the fence
while bicyclists struggle.

Actually, though, bicyclists have
gotten amazingly skilled at tipping
their bike's front wheel up in the air
like a rearing mustang, and then
wheeling the bike through the curves like some sort of unicycle.

On the side of that building, about 15 feet off the ground, there's a 
small red-white-and-blue sign.  It contains the 小区 name and the 
building number.   Each row of buildings stands in numerical sequence.  
The arrangement is quite convenient to navigate. In fact, about 99.9% 
of 小区  apartment blocks  in the city  have signs just like that one – the 
same size, shape, color, and everything.  Deliverymen know just what 
to look for to make their deliveries.

Except for our building. Our building has no number, just a name, 
because we're different – we're the foreign teachers. This name is 
displayed by a tiny bronze sign by the entranceway, to the right of the 
door, just above a light.  You can see it in the picture of the workmen. 
You . . . can . . . see it, right?

The bronze sign 

Okay – here’s a closeup. Look above the light. It’s the sign made of 
bronze. Actually, bronze has worth, so it's amazing that nobody's stolen 
it.
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Needless to say, getting things delivered
can be a bit dicey except for a few regular
deliverymen who know the situation.

I wrote a couple years ago that my friend
Jeanne and I determined that some building
numbers  are not used in our 小区. If we
claimed and displayed one of them, our
building would not only be properly labeled,
it would also be positioned in the proper
sequence.  We made the suggestion. We’re
still waiting for an answer.

Anyway, I’ve tried embedding some more
video.  It works on the blog, but maybe not
in an email. The first is an annotated replay
of my previous bike commute from class,
but taking a slightly different route than last time. Sorry for the 
booming wind sound. But the wind was also responsible for the blue 
sky.    Click   here for a direct link.  

The second video is quite short and not annotated. It shows a summer 
cloudburst.  Even though it’s taken at 2:30 pm in the early afternoon, 
it’s dark enough for cars to turn on their headlights.  And as the wind 
rises, before the rain actually begins to fall, people just start yelling into
the sky.  Of course, maybe it’s just the close proximity of undergraduate
dorms that explains this particular craziness.

Occasionally the rain clouds get as black as night, even darker than the 
clip here. I've written about this before.  The first time that it happened,
I heard all the yelling, a lot more than on this clip, and then looked 
outside, saw nothing but darkness, and I thought it was a solar eclipse. 
Then the deluge from the skies began.  Does this sort of thing happen 
in America? I’ve never seen it in California.

Anyway, click here for a direct link.

Well, that’s all for now. I’d love to hear from anybody. I’ll be making at 
least one more post before my break. Let me know if there’s a picture 
of something that you’d like to see.

As I always used to say … hasta siempre, or maybe now it should be 等
到永远 
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Tianjin and Beijing, Saturday, June 21, 2014

===== The Perfect Lunch ====

Well, I didn’t travel around much this academic year.  And 
in a couple  days I’ll be back in North America. I went 
nowhere at all for the first semester last fall. For the 
second semester, I only went as far as Beijing, and that 
only twice.

My first Beijing trip took me to the zoo with my friend and former ping 
pong partner. I wrote about that already.  My second visit took me to 
the perfect lunch with my friend Audine.  Yes, home cooking. There’s 
just no substitute.

With flower tea for dessert 

The culinary centerpiece of this extravaganza was one of my favorite 
Chinese dishes — ganbian doujiao, a typical dish from the Chile-crazed 
heart of China.  Yes, the upper Yangtze River is China’s culinary 
counterpart to North America’s Frontera.

Ganbian doujiao is familiar all over China, even up here in the salt-and-
oil-saturated north, but I’ve never seen it in any restaurant, Chinese or 
otherwise, in North America.
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More than a flash in the pan. 

Doujiao are green beans. You dry them out overnight, and then stir-fry 
them twice.  Why twice? Hey, I’m not a cook.

I did get to watch the whole
process though. The first fry
seemed pretty straightforward, but
the second one added all those
secret spices, including the dried
chiles, and the famous Szechuan
pepper-corns, which aren’t
actually pepper at all, but do tend
to numb the lips.

We also had chicken wings fried in
cola.  My hostess prefers Pepsi to Coke, but China extensively employs 
colas of all kinds in a wide variety of foods.  It’s hard to imagine cola as 
a typical or traditional element of Chinese cuisine, but there you are.  
And the chicken wings were delicious. They appear in the top picture 
flanked by cherry tomatoes.

Next to the chicken wings in the top picture is a bowl of jaiozi, the 
staple food of the north.  They’re basically a meat-and-veggie filling 
wrapped completely in a small pancake and boiled.  They're generally 
eaten by dipping them in vinegar.

Again, vinegars suitable for dipping jiaozi are found everywhere here.  
The kind I like is called “Chen Cu,” which is traditionally aged into a 
powerful flavor somewhere in the nearby province of Shanxi.   It’s not 
easy to find in California.  Even the fabulous 99 Ranch Asian 
extravaganza market only had one brand, and it wasn’t the best.  So I’ll
bring some home with me on Monday.

Rounding out the lunch fare was a salad based on some sort of arugula 
or endive.  Salads are not traditional in China, even though China grows
more lettuce than any other country on earth (triple the harvest of the 
United States).  This particular salad, of course was delicious. Tea 
rounded out the meal, including a flower tea for dessert.

Audine, by the way, is a truly talented artist, talented enough to 
actually make a living from it. I told her, though, that if she ever gets 
tired of art, there’s a cooking career just waiting for her in the wings.

And in addition to the skilled cooking, the abundant helpings, and the 
happy  conversation, I was surprised to discover just how wonderful it 
was to truly get away from everything, to a quiet Beijing backwater 
(and yes, it actually was quiet).  I’m thinking maybe I need to find 
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something equally serene to get away from it all this summer.  We’ll see
if that works out.

===== The Continuing Doujiao Saga ====
As long as we’re on the subject of green beans, I’ll also share some 
pictures taken att the local market two or three months ago. They 
spotlight a couple reasons why I’ve not lost so much weight this 
semester.  And one of them is the pot sticker.

Cart in front, prep room behind. 

In America pot stickers are
generally fried jiaozi.  And in fact,
frozen jiaozi have long been
available in American
supermarkets under that name.
Chinese in America from this part
of China probably buy them and
boil them like they would here.

The picture at right shows a small
serving cart on the outdoor path at
our local market.  The words “Pot Sticker” are clearly written with duct 
tape on the side of it.  Actually, a more normal translation would be 
“wok-stickers.”

“Wok stickers” has only two written characters instead of the more 
normal  锅贴儿 (guōtiēr), which makes me think that these people might
have come from south of here.

Pot sticker pantheon 

This same cart appears at the end 
of the video of the same market 
that I posted on YouTube a while 
back. Click here to see it. The 
Headline over its front proudly 
displays the words “Old Town Pot 
Stickers,” and with a name like 
that, they’ve got to be authentic.

And how much are they? For 
seven yuan, just over a dollar at 

the current exchange rate, you get seventeen of those babies, including
a pair of disposable chopsticks. And like jiaozi, you can take them home
and dip them in that flavorful Shanxi ChenCu vinegar.  Or just eat them 
as they are.
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Here’s a closer look at the cart’s main
serving area. Each small tray holds one
particular flavor. The kind I prefer is found
just behind the server’s hand in the picture
– doujiao, green beans, of course.

Open-ended fried green goodness 

Now, just because it says “green beans”
doesn’t mean that it's missing the pork,
because everything ever cooked in this part
of the world always seems to have pork in
it. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen
chicken jiaozi or chicken potstickers.  But pork – you almost breathe it if
you live around here.  Anyway, I took a closeup of the green bean 
potstickers and you can see that they are open on the ends. Obviously 
they aren’t just fried jiaozi, then.

However, they are otherwise put together much like jiaozi. There’s a 
simple room behind the cart where they're all assembled. It’s one of 
those boxy-type rooms like you normally see in storage facilities, the 
kind of box that’s anathema to organic architecture.

The Sticker Squad 

These middle-aged ladies are 
sitting quietly and making one  锅
贴儿 after another — they're the  
“sticker squad.” A mound of filler 
material sits in a bowl at the left 
side of the little table.  The 锅贴儿 
themselves are stacked like logs in
front of it.

When they finish filling up a tray, 
they hand it over to a younger 

man, who sticks the stickers in the pot.

The Wokman 

As you can see, the pot is covered,
which means that, even though
they’re cooking in a wok, they’re
not exactly stir-frying.  In fact,
whereas stir-frying aims to
minimize the frying fat in foods,
this arrangement seems to soak it
in ever more thoroughly. What you
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end up with is something at least as artery-hardening McDonald’s fries. 
But oh, is it ever tasty.

I’ve never seen potstickers like these in America, but the cooking 
technique is so straightforward, it’s hard to imagine that they don’t exist
somewhere there.

===== The Final Fry ====
Not every “fast food” here is salty 
and fat-full, but a lot of it sure is. 
The week’s final food feature is the
original – the potato fry.

They are fried on the heated 
surface of another little cart.  The 
cooks get normal crinkle-cut 
frozen fries in bulk and loads them
onto the frying surface. Oil in this 
case is minimized, and I think that

they actually do contain less of it than a McDonald’s fry.  But they’re 
also drenched in spices, as are the squares of toufu frying next to them.

Serving up the fries 

Here’s a closeup. For the
equivalent of fifty cents, the cook
fills the little foam plastic container
with either potatoes or tofu, or a
mixture of both. Then she asks if
you want any spice on it.

I sometimes have asked for a little
spice, but actually there’s so much
spice on it already, that you’re not
going to taste much difference
unless you add a lot more.

When I first saw these potatoes, I thought it was a new neighborhood 
invention. After all, crinkle-cut fries are hardly traditional in any Chinese
cuisine.  But then I discovered the same items cooking in other markets
throughout the city, and I realized that they were at least as traditional 
as the many cola-based foods and drinks.

Anyway, all these foods are really popular with the students, who fill the
path at lunch time, and since everyone has lunch at about the same 
time, that’s quite a wave.  Here’s a picture I took of the scene a few 
months ago when I took the other pictures.  Thankfully it’s not so 
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crowded outside the normal meal-commute times.  Gee, I just noticed 
the words “green bean” on the left side of the picture. I’ve got to go 
back and see what that is.

You can tell that it’s noon. 

===== Today's Streaming Experiment ====
I’ve been warned against streaming video from my website, but nobody
said anything about audio, which is a much smaller file.  So I’ll try 
embedding some of my recent piano playing. The piano I use, by the 
way, is the Casio Privia PX-330, the best piano for the money that I’ve 
ever played. It cost me about $650, has 88 weighted keys, and a 
traditional set of three pedals, plus a piano bench.   It feels like a real 
piano.  Playing it is sometimes the only thing that stands between me 
and insanity.  Luckily I’ve got tolerant neighbors.

Anyway, here are three recent samples. They won't play directly from 
the email, so I'll just add links to the files so they can be downloaded or
played in a new browser window.

A medium  swing – Skylark

A slow one – Lush Life

A quick pace – How High the Moon
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===== The Final Word ====
I’m not going to attach anything more today, but I have been spending 
a lot of time these last couple weeks writing about language and 
language teaching. My goal is to get all the lessons I’ve learned over 
these past five years straight in my mind.

If anybody would like to offer me feedback on one of my recent 
incomplete drafts, let me know. I’ll email it to you.

And for now, that’s all folks.  I sure hope I can see a lot of people when 
I’m home.  But I also hope I can get some serene getaway outside of 
Castro Valley or Portland.

Please write me a short message, if you have the opportunity!
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Castro Valley, Saturday, June 28, 2014
===== A Change of Perspective ====

The passage to America

This is my economy class cabin somewhere over the 
Pacific, halfway to America.  It’s after dinner.

They douse the lights and close the windows. Those 
who can sleep, will sleep, and those who can’t will play games or watch 
movies.  I watched a movie, The Lego Movie, which was quite diverting,
and of course shallow entertainment, well worth watching if you ever 
find yourself trapped in a cabin with a hundred other people.

Korean Air has had these little
individual screens on long flights
for many years, and this year has
even added them to the local
Tianjin to Korea flight.  They may
have fifty (or so) movies and TV
shows to choose from, as well as
music and video games, and a
map that shows your exact
position. I also watched a
documentary about Hamlet hosted
by David Tennant.  This time,
though, I finally got tired of playing 3D golf.

Upsetting the cart

This year's turbulence was more 
entertaining than usual.  I only managed to 
squeeze off this one out-of-focus shot of a 
flight attendant desperately grabbing onto 
his food cart to keep it from lobbing juice 
onto the passengers.

And I have to admit it was fun to hit a big 
bump and see a cabin-full of hands shoot 
up and grab the seats in front of them, as if
that might make a difference.  Don’t these 
people wear seat belts?

On the seat in front of me is a USB 
connection, useful for charging cell phones 
and ipods (though not strong enough to 

charge ipads).  So if all those movies on the individualized screens don’t
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provide enough entertainment, one can access others on their own 
portable device.

And finally, the rules have changed so we can use your personal 
electronic devices all the time, including during take-offs and landings, 
so long as they’re not actively transmitting radio waves. What a relief 
for me, who likes to snap pictures from low-flying planes.  Next time I’ll 
get a window seat.

Anyway, I remain, as always, a fan of Korean Airlines and also the 
Korean airport, which has free wifi approximately four times as fast as 
my “DSL” connection in Tianjin.  And it’s always a revelation to step out 
from heavily-censored China and access web sites so freely.

===== The Great Firewalls ====
Indeed, Chinese censorship increased quite a bit this summer, making 
Google and its services unreachable after the last week of May (though 
gmail has not been blocked so long as you access it through POP and 
not through its web interface).  The proximate cause of the tightening 
censorship was most likely the twenty-fifth anniversary of a well-known 
June event. But really, do they need a reason? As always, Chinese 
authority never feels any need to explain itself.

The censorship has made life more difficult, though, particularly in 
finding pictures for my English lessons.  Google simply has the best 
picture-finders.  The comparison with Yahoo is instructive, as Yahoo in 
China follows all the government censorship rules, vague as they may 
be.  Even for basic web pages, entire categories of search results are 
missing, even those that seem to have no relevance to China 
whatsoever. But then, again, Chinese authority never feels any need to 
explain itself, or even reveal its interference, for that matter, while the 
rest of us turn to scratching our heads and wondering if our local 
Internet connection has broken.

But then, again again, I’ve found an interesting kind of wall here in 
America, too. My friends Lonnie and Tim wanted to see today’s soccer 
match between Germany and the USA. (Germany won).  However, we 
have no cable here, and the game was simply not available over the air 
at any price. Apparently, ESPN has exclusive rights to the game in 
America.

On the other hand, the CBC in Canada was streaming it all live over the 
internet. But on the other other hand, all soccer streaming to the USA 
was blocked.  So finally, and yes, on the other other other hand, I 
employed the same software that I use for skirting Chinese blockages to
skirt the American blockages so we could all watch the game.  (And 
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please don’t turn me in to the authorities).

As I sometimes point out to friends in China, information in America is 
also sometimes controlled, but in a different manner and often for 
different purposes than in China.

===== Lotus Flowers ====
Ah, yes, the non-Esprit type Lotus, the kind that grows, the kind that’s 
native to India, the kind that’s pervasive in the religious and 
philosophical symbolism of that land.    It’s pretty common in China.  
And for a plant native to a land without snow, it seems to survive the 
winter frosts of Tianjin pretty well.

A couple months ago, I happened by the big lake at nearby Nankai 
University.  Throughout the winter, it had been a semi-frozen mess. But 
on that day, the lotuses, hidden for months down in the mud and muck 
at the bottom of the pond, had begun rearing their leaves.

The middle of the pictures show a sort-of peninsula, a path of honor 
into the center of the pond, where, in the midst of the trees, stands a 
sculptured figure of Nankai’s most famous son, Zhou Enlai.

Anyway, I took a panorama, which appears below.  And then, each 
week, I returned and took another.  I was surprised, actually, at how 
slow the lotuses rose from the muck.  Despite the warm winter and 
early spring, or perhaps because of them, the lotuses lallygagged 
around for weeks. What I thought would be a more dramatic sequence 
doesn’t seem so impressive.

Growth lurks beneath the surface
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Leaves Burst Out

Leaves thicken

The deeper water starts to fill in.

Flower Buds Appear
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The first flowers open

That final picture was taken
on June 22, with much less
growth than in other years
by that date.  One can hope
that July will welcome a
much more luxurious green.
Meanwhile, here’s a picture I
took a couple years ago,
which shows just how full
and showy the display can
be:

A photographer drowning in
chlorophyll.

Next I present my favorite lotus pond picture. Can you find the frogs?

There are two frogs here
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===== The California Dreaming ====
I drove out yesterday to snap some Castro Valley pictures. Whereas a 
China summer is green, a California summer is gold. Actually, I was 
surprised by how golden it was, since all that grass had received just a 
few weeks of spring rain.  Yes, the drought continues unabated in 
California and in the West.

Anyway, here’s a panorama taken from the hill behind Neighborhood 
Church.

If your Internet speed can handle a four-megabyte file, click on the 
picture for more detail.

Peeking out at the left edge is the new Eden Hospital, the old one 
having been demolished a few months ago. Note also the wild cactus in 
the middle, as potent as symbol of the West as any.

Other than that, there aren't many notable landmarks in view, since, 
well, there aren’t many notable landmarks anyway, unless you count 
the 50+ restaurants along the main drag, and the Golden Tee miniature 
golf course, huddled inside the curving freeway exit towards the right 
side of the picture.

Ah well. Castro Valley has never been very spectacular, but still, as the 
chamber of commerce used to put it, it’s the “Heart of Good Living.”  
True, all true.

Strolling Geese trying to keep out
of trouble.

At the edge of town, my favorite
spot is Lake Chabot, with its semi-
domesticated flock of Canada
Geese and fully-domesticated herd
of fisherman.  The staff pour
literally tons of fish into the lake
each season, just so young anglers
have something interesting to catch.

And, as can be seen, boats are also available for rent. And it’s so 
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homey, with the pitter-patter of little goose feet.

Anyway, I’ve really enjoyed writing with this WordPress software. I 
might write a couple entries this summer, in fact, since now some 
people on this list are in China.  We’ll see. If any China-based personnel
have any requests, let me know them.

And maybe for next semester, I’ll ask people to let me know again if 
they wish to continue receiving these emails (family members don’t 
have a choice, though).  It’s been three years since the last time I did 
that.

And send me a short message about that or anything else if you have 
time.
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Castro Valley, Sunday, July 13, 2014
===== The Alameda County Fair ====

 
Back-yard Geraniums 

My body finally gave out last week.  At first I couldn’t
figure it out. And it was plenty annoying. But since I 
couldn’t really move or think, I began remembering 

how much I’d been doing. This last semester was one of my most 
productive ever.

I wrote a 50,000 word book about
teaching English in China.

I kept a 100,000 word "teaching
journal" to record just how my
lesson plans all worked together.

I prepared over thirty PowerPoint
presentations. I recycled quite a
bit, but that’s still a lot of ppt. And
then I prepared ten more new
ones for movie nights.

So if anybody wants to know anything about teaching Chinese kids, just
ask. My materials are prepared!!

But it was also one of my most stressful semesters ever.  Lots of little 
things added up. And some stuff that’s not been appropriate for letters 
like this one.  With all that going on, I guess I was lucky to have time to
play music at church on occasion.

I didn’t notice the effects of all that stress when I first got back because
some house guests and some short trips to Pleasanton had distracted 
me. But last week, everybody was gone, there was no need to be or go 
anywhere, and it was safe to fall apart, so my body said, “Ok, I’m outta 
here.”

Well, I guess I needed that.

Meanwhile, I’m still enjoying my
new camera. And I’ve got lots of
pictures from this year’s county
fair.

===== Fair Fare ====
The Clock Pagoda 
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A portrait of the county fair at dusk!! Before there was Disneyland, 
there were county fairs.  And county fairs survive amidst the onslaught 
of “professional entertainment” and audioanimatronics designed to 
make normal people feel like inadequate performers.

The county fair is real entertainment. It’s organic  And I still remember 
the days when the county fair headliner was “Professor Backwards,” a 
guy whose entire act consisted of the audience lobbing words at him 
and him spelling them backwards. You can bet he was well prepared for 
antidisestablishmentarianism and supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.

Anyway, this year I went to the fair twice!! I took even more pictures 
than usual !!!  And I hope that my Asian friends find them interesting. 
You’re not likely to experience things quite like this in Tianjin.

First of all, the County Fair features the least healthy, but oh so good 
tasting, food on the planet.  Or on a stick. Portability is essential. Walk 
and eat.

Curly Fries 

At the fair, almost any food can
come on a stick. Even Chinese 
food.

The prototype is the corn dog 
— a hot dog wrapped in corn 
flour, jammed on a stick and 
then deep fried. I ate mine 
before I could snap a picture of

it, though.

But, then, almost as classic: The curly fries  – a perforated brick of 
tangled potato strips wriggling and screaming en masse as they drop 
into the deep fryer.  I’ve never seen them anywhere but the fair, thank 
goodness. Each year I give in to one standard helping, recorded for 
posterity by the snapshot above.

The Apple Deluxe Funnel Cake 

Next up are the funnel cakes, kind
of like flat gridirons of wheat
dough — deep fried, like
everything else, of course —
smothered in powdered sugar,
whipped cream, and processed
fruit in syrup, guaranteed to run
faster than melted ice cream.
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The guy asked if I wanted one fork or two.  I wanted one. But I should 
have taken two paper plates. An unnoticed flow of syrup, star-spangled 
in powdered sugar, launched itself over a fold in the plate and onto my 
new camera. The camera is waterproof, thank goodness. But a week 
later, I’m still removing spots of stickiness with rubbing alcohol.

Anyway, Funnel cakes are the ultimate in decadence and empty 
calories, making fast-food hamburger joints look like Chez Panisse in 
comparison. I did draw the line, however, at  deep-fried candy bars, not
to mention  the deep fried twinkie. And no, I’m not just making this up. 
And where else but at the county fair can one get chicken teriyaki 
nachos?

===== Judgmentalism ====
Cool pigeon with spats 

Fairs are all about competition. 
Anything that competes (that’s 
legal) takes place at the fair 
somewhere.  Weirdest pigeon? 
Check. Cutest rabbit? Check. 
Sturdiest steer? Double check. 
Best collection of snail 
memorabilia? Double check, with 

extra points for the giant plaster snail obtained from an extermination 
company.

Rabbit Consultations 

But, since fairs have roots in
agriculture, the animal
competitions take pride of
place. And it’s the competitions
between youngsters, members
of 4-H, that draw the crowds,
especially the parents,
grandparents, and family
friends.

4-H, by the way, is a kids club administered in America by the federal 
government, though it’s also spread worldwide. It's most well-known 
functions are to teach kids how to raise animals.  Events take place 
after school hours, and during the summer in camps.  The H’s are: 
Head, Heart, Hands, and Health. According to Wikipedia, about a 
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seventh of all American adults once took part in 4-H

Hob-nobbing husbandry. 

At the fair, vast tracts of covered 
pens house hundreds of animals.  
If you’ve ever wanted to pet a 
sheep, a goat, a pig, or a cow, this
is your opportunity.  Most of them 
looked pretty bored otherwise.

Each animal would eventually get 
their moment of excitement, however– entering the judging ring with 
the kid who raised it.

Seeing Eye to Eye 

We were on the lookout for steers.
An acquaintance was showing hers
that day, and we actually found
them!!  The picture shows them
engaged in a pre-judging heart to
heart discussion.

A steer, by the way, is a male cow
who will never get to be a bull. The steers we saw that day were about 
a year old, maybe less.  Most would never get to be full grown.

Seeing Eye to Eye again 

Actually, it was just a practice 
session for the real event to come.
The judge did examine the steers 
themselves, but mainly he 
examined the handling.  He was 
full of suggestions to help the 
youngsters  show their animals to 
best advantage.  I never realized 

how interesting the proper sizing and snout placement of a halter can 
be, nor its effect on an animal’s spirit.

Anyway, that’s the judge in the authentic cowboy hat, authentic jeans, 
and, well, the purple shirt.  Didn’t they use to wear flannel?  And where 
was the bolo tie?

And on the opposite side, a small crowd gathered to stare in rapt 
attention to applaud every bovine movement. Perhaps they’re deciding 
whether to bid on that animal at the big sale on the fair’s last day, and if
so, whether they have freezer space for it.
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===== Build It and They Will Judge ====
Santa’s got a brand

new hat. 

The fair’s web site 
proclaims “If you 
can make it, take it,
grow it, or show it, 
you can enter it!” 
And it’s so true. And
even Santa Claus, 
apparently, will 
come and admire it.

So many contests!! 
Everything from landscaping to flower arranging, to sock-monkey 
construction, to dinner place settings. Here’s a sampling.

Rubber Duckie Collection (2nd place prize)

The Art Exhibits feature special seating
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Not all exhibitors are thrilled to be there.

Hongshan style carving collection (3rd place)

Tropical Landscaping

I’m not really sure who these guys are
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Did you think I was kidding about the sock monkey competition? 

===== The Horsing Around ====
The old track – still in use 

At 156 years, the oldest mile-long
horse track in the country belongs
to our fair. And six years ago, I
even bought the souvenir plastic
lemonade cup that proves it.

Are the palm trees also 156 years
old? Nobody seemed to know.

We watched three horse races, and bet on one horse, not because we 
figured it would win, but from loyalty, since the jockey was Swedish. It 
was my most Scandinavian moment since last year’s ping pong 
competition in Tianjin, with a Swede on the home town team!

Swedish Jockey 

Anyway, that’s the Swedish jockey
on the white horse, being escorted
to the starting gate. All the racers
had escorts. It seems like a
civilized custom.

She didn’t win. We lost two
dollars. But it didn’t matter. She
was Scandinavian. She was cool.

Larger-than-life faux Arabians 

The day’s racing was sponsored by
some Arabian horse stables. And a
few faux-Arabian riders showed up
to underscore that point.  The men
pointed to the sky and sped by so 
quickly that I didn’t get a picture, 
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but the more stately women maintained a more measured pace. With 
horse and rider coordinated in costume, they seemed larger than life.

Racing Pigs stir the crowd 

Last year’s souvenir calendar
featured a picture of pig races,
which I think mystified some of my
friends in China, and maybe a few 
in America, as well. Here’s the
picture:

So this year I stood just about
where that guy in the black shirt and camera was standing before, and 
took a short video of a race, which I uploaded to YouTube.

Those wishing to be demystified can look here for clarification: 
http://youtu.be/0Q96R3iADNM

===== High Performance ====
An E for Enthusiasm 

Okay, not everything at the fair is 
a competition. There are plenty of 
free shows, musicians and dancers
who come to the fair just to win an
audience. This enthusiastic and 
patriotic group performed 
Appalachian Clog dances, which 
are like a cross between country 

line dancing and Celtic step dancing. The audience was captivated!

Festival Square and Stage 

And here is the Festival Stage, the
oldest, most classic stage at the
fair. Probably half the kids in our
county have performed on that
stage at some time — everything
from community bands to
championship pizza throwing,
dance studios, garage bands,
skits, magicians, and more. They’ve all been there and done that.

The old uncomfortable rows of green wooden benches have given way 
to picnic tables. And check it out. There’s even a mirror over the 
performers if you want a closer look at their hats.
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That day I listened to the Rock Bottom Boys, a perennial audience 
favorite.

The jump-roping flying penguin 

And finally, where but in a county 
fair can you watch a guy, dressed 
as a penguin, climb about 25 
meters off the ground, leap into 
the air within sight of the 
afternoon moon, and then jump-
rope his way down to a three-
meter-deep pool?

Yeah, I don’t know either.

===== In Training ====
Building Rails for 55

years 

Maybe the oldest
continuing show at
the fair is the model
railroad exhibit,
which the Alameda
County Central
Railroad Society has
slowly constructed
in the same room
every weekend over
the past 55 years.  Two sizes of railroad are featured — O and HO.

I remember watching
these trains as a kid.
They plunge into 
tunnels but you 
never know which 
other tunnel they’ll 
come out of.  It was 
all very mysterious. 
Nowadays, video 
monitors that check 
for derailed trains in 
the caves have 
removed some of the

mystery. But it’s still fabulous to watch.
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The photo above shows the overall layout — O scale on the left, and HO
on the right.  But you only really appreciate it when it moves, so I 
posted some video to YouTube again at http://youtu.be/u9_NcMEBdEc

===== Kitsch Klatsch ====
Tacky Souvenirs 

The tackiness of county fair food is matched only by the truly tasteless 
souvenirs available for sale. As someone who’s made a part-time career
of collecting tacky postcards, believe me, I know tackiness. Or is it 
tackitude? tacknicity? Come to think of it, maybe I should enter my 
tacky postcards in the fair next year.

Tacky Cali Trinkets

More Tacky Trinkets

Tacky Purses
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Tacky kitchen utensils 

Yeah, I can’t figure out why tacky kitchen utensils don’t come on a stick
like all the other food items.  And salesmen of tacky kitchen utensils 
represent an even longer tradition than the race track.  As a child, I 
thrilled to presentations that sliced, diced, and blended every 
conceivable combination of fruit, vegetables, and spare ribs, rendering 
them somehow healthier in the process. When the summer fairs have 
ended, they migrate to late-night television for the winter.

===== Midway There ====
The midway all the way 

The classic day’s end at the fair is 
the carnival midway.  I don’t really
ride the rides much anymore, but 
it’s still nice to take in the 
atmosphere.

Like the model trains and the pig 
races, it’s movement that makes 
all the difference, so I again 
resorted to YouTube at: 

http://youtu.be/_tuGcxUJbI0

Games of skill complement the
rides. As a boy I spent way more
money than I should have to win a
small horse figurine, which is
probably still stabled in a drawer
around our house somewhere.  It’s
hard to throw things away when
they cost you so much money and
skill to obtain.

but no vultures in sight 

(117)

http://youtu.be/_tuGcxUJbI0
http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/P7010454-County-Fair-salesman-cropped-for-wallpaper.jpg
http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/P7010507-adjusted-Custom1.jpg
http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/P7010495-carnival-game-cropped-for-wallpaper.jpg


When I taught sixth grade, we once took a “field trip” to “Great 
America,” which offered the same games of skill. One of the parent 
chaperones  played all afternoon just to win a three-foot-tall stuffed 
vulture, which she awarded to me as thanks for being so patient with 
her daughter all year. It emerged from storage every year after that on 
“Stuffed Animal Day.” When I retired it went on to a brief career as a 
middle-school bathroom pass.

Come to think of it, that vulture also appeared in a recent calendar.

Well, I hope everyone enjoyed the pictures as much as I enjoyed taking 
them. This message has now exceeded 2000 words, much longer than it
ever needed to be, probably.  And I hope that the many pictures haven’t
exceeded your bandwidth. Here’s a parting shot of the midway. I hope 
that those of you on summer vacation get a chance to drop me a line 
sometime.  Even if it’s 2000 words, I’ll still read it!  Even if it’s 20 
words, I’ll still read it.

Games and amusements and the moon at the fair. 
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