
Eight Academic Years of 

Life in China

The Husky Guy

Year One of Eight

recorded by

Paul MacFarlane

[1]



[2]



My years in China
a series of journal entries

I was employed as a full-time teacher at Tianjin University for eight years. 
During my first academic year of full-time employment at Tianjin University I 
wrote home every week – 42 weeks altogether. My goal was to write at least 
2000 words in each email, a goal which I handily achieved. Actually, these 
days (in 2016), just 2000 words in a week doesn’t sound like much.

But a goal for quantity, but not quality, isn’t very admirable. Anybody can 
write words. Still, these notes constitute a souvenir for me, and a perhaps a 
time capsule of a foreigner’s impression of China in this century’s first 
decade.

I emailed these journal entries to my parents (which is why I mentioned the 
weather so much), hoping to make up for my lack of communication with 
them as a younger man, and also to various friends, hoping for their moral 
support for my service to China. I aimed to be a genuine help to the Chinese 
people while spreading good will, and to be a good Christian witness.

 In the end, I wrote 104,000 words, the length of a typical novel. I kept writing
and emailing for the next seven years, until I “retired” from teaching in China 
in 2016. So the total words for each year were104,000 –  51,000 – 43,000 – 
27,000 – 15,000 – 27,000 – 25,000 – 29,000. Add them all up and you get 
321,000 words total over the eight years. That’s a lot of words. Of course, it 
doesn’t count the “teaching journals” that I wrote to record my English 
lessons, and my writing about linguistics issues in teaching languages.

Back to my email journal.  After the first couple of months I began attaching a
picture to each email. Actually, I had taken lots more pictures than just one a 
week, so in this compendium, I added other pictures when they fit the topic. 
My camera had semi-broken, so there weren’t all that many pictures at first.

So here is my first academic year in China. The first picture (above, taken 
another year) shows the Tianjin University guest house, where I had already 
spent several summers tutoring English from 1998 to 2007 under the 
auspices of ERRC (Educational Resources and Referrals – China.)
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Week number 0, September, 2008

===== Getting Ready for the Flight to Tianjin, China ====

In September, 2008, after spending days and weeks at home getting ready 
for my move to China, I had finally run out of time. My friend Ric took me to 
the San Francisco airport, something that has become somewhat of a 
tradition with us over the past several years. There was a little traffic, but we 
arrived in plenty of time. Ric let me off at about noon.  I headed to the Air 
China desk to check in.

All my fears that my luggage was too heavy dissipated when I discovered 
that each of my two pieces was about five pounds lighter than I thought they 
were. If I had known that, I would have taken more stuff, such as a winter 
coat! I had arrived so early that I was the only one in line, and it turned out to 
be the fastest airport check-in that I've ever experienced. I stuffed a couple 
things from my carry-on bag into one of my checked bags, and before I had it
zipped up, they had my boarding pass sitting on the counter. 

A few minutes later, Shirley, my ERRC colleague from the previous three 
summers, showed up to see me off. It was great being seen off by two 
different friends for one departure. Having checked in so quickly, I had plenty 
time to visit with her.

My trip through security was also quick, though I was surprised when my 
saxophone did not come through the x-ray with my other things. Apparently 
they had whisked it back around and into the mouth of the x-ray machine 
again so they could view it from the other side of the suitcase, so quickly that 
I hadn't noticed them doing it.  I was relieved when it came through, though.  

After Shirley left, I had plenty time left over to get a sandwich and some 
magazines to read on the flight. I arrived at Air China’s gate just as they 
announced that my rows were boarding, so I basically just walked right onto 
the plane. 

I was amazed at how uncrowded the whole airport had seemed. There must 
have been only a couple planes taking off in the whole wing where I was.

I had requested an aisle seat, and I got a seat on the aisle on the left side of 
the middle section. It turned out to be the row right in front of the movie 
screen – lots of legroom!! I also had an empty seat next to me. It was about 
as close to the first class experience as you can get without actually being in 
first class. It was one of my most comfortable flights ever. 

===== The flight itself ====

All the passengers had boarded the plane early, so the plane also took off 
early. However, I missed most of the ascent, as I fell asleep for about twenty 
minutes in my plenty-of-legroom seat. Dinner was served about an hour into 
the flight! I needn't have bought that sandwich in the airport, really. 
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Meanwhile, my English classes in Tianjin would begin without me. In fact, 
they would begin this same day that I would be touching down in Beijing. So 
close!! But I paid those thoughts no mind, and continued watching a Samuel 
L. Jackson movie about a high school basketball team in Richmond. I didn't 
put on the earphones. Instead, I attempted to read as many of the Chinese 
subtitles as I could. The plot was simple enough to follow the story without 
understanding the lines, anyway.  Later there was a war movie about an 
American couple during the Japanese invasion of China in the thirties and 
forties, but I didn't really watch that one.  Besides, those subtitles were a lot 
smaller and harder to make out.

I also decided not to watch the movie about American soldiers in Iraq, or the 
spy movie that came after that. I spent the rest of the flight either dozing, or 
thinking of various (mostly non-essential) things that I wished I'd brought, or 
reading more of the magazines that I'd bought.

Meals on the plane were so-so.  They'd been better on previous Air China 
flights, but they were still edible. 

We arrived a half hour 
early at the Beijing 
airport (see the smog-
filled photo at left)  It 
took about a half hour 
to go through all the 
customs formalities, 
and I was out the door 
at 6 pm local time.  This
was at the new 
Terminal 3 that had 
opened a few months 
before for the Olympics.
It's the largest air 
terminal in the world. 
Passport control was 

fast, as they no longer required travelers to fill out those pointless health 
cards, where you have to declare that you haven't had any horrible diseases,
nor have you suffered from any of various psychoses. 

The terminal itself was magnificent, very modern architecturally. However, 
while pulling out my camera to take some pictures of it, I suffered the one 
real downer of the trip. The glass on the view screen had somehow cracked 
during the flight. The camera still worked, but I could no longer access any of
the menu items, nor aim the camera with any precision, which meant no 
more panoramic shots!! 

 Unfortunately, my Chinese ride, sent by the university, had not planned for 
the possibility of my arriving early, so I rather nervously waited a half hour for 
them to show up while most everybody else left.  We did meet, finally, and 
we departed Beijing at close to 7 pm, arriving on the Tianjin University 
campus in Tianjin at 8:30. The whole drive was on a new freeway – again, 
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built for the Olympics.  Did I mention that some Olympics events were 
actually held in Tianjin? Along the way, we had also been passed by the new 
bullet train – it goes at 200 mph –  which had also been constructed for the 
Olympics 

===== The New Apartment ====

After I arrived, I found out that my apartment was on the sixth floor (no 
elevator – a picture of the building is below at right) I met some of the local 
foreign teachers who were hanging around the place, and talked with my 
colleague Robert about my class schedule. 

Another change – instead of PhD
students, Rob and I had been
switched to Master's students (Rob
said this was a good thing). Also, all
the classes were huge – 40 students
in each – for a total of 160 students.
That size might not be so good.

Anyway, I was very thankful that Rob
had been willing to take my classes
the first couple days, including those
classes that had started while I was
still in the plane over Alaska. The
school year had started a couple
weeks earlier than we’d all planned,
and it wasn’t practical to change my
plane ticket to accommodate the
change.  

In fact, I had planned to observe Rob
teaching one of my sections before I
tackled one myself. That way, I could understand the classroom routine and 
the expected teacher-student interactions. However, as we walked over to 
building 18 (a five-story building where both of our classes were held) Rob 
checked the room number on the paper that he’d been given, and then 
exclaimed in surprise that, wait a minute, one of his own classes was starting
at the same time as mine. After leaving me at my classroom he vanished.  So
the first lesson of my Chinese teaching career was taught with absolutely no 
preparation whatsoever. I have to admit, though, that improvising a lesson 
like that was exciting.
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Week 1

Friday, September 12, 2008 – the end of the first week.

I was still settling in to my
sixth floor apartment, but classes 
had started and I had actually seen
my students and listened to many of
them speak English.  

===== Classes and Hours ====

The students all had at least a basic
competence in English, and my job 
would be to build up their speaking
abilities.  They were all first-year
students in masters degree
programs.

I had four sections of students, each
of whom I would see twice a week (except for the coming Monday, which 
was a holiday!)  My Monday-Wednesday groups had 37 and 31 students. 
The Tuesday-Thursday groups had 25 and 50 students.  Wait a minute. 50? 

143 students was a lot more than I was used to, particularly as each student 
was only in class with me 3 hours a week. I wouldn’t be able to get to know 
the students as well as I was accustomed to doing in America.  On the other 
hand, it was still easier than what my colleague Isabel back at Schafer Park 
school in Hayward had to do as a science teacher – She had 600 students to
be seen twice a week for about an hour total per week. 

Now, this week, since I arrived on campus after classes had started, my 
friend and colleague Rob had done double duty on Monday and Tuesday, 
teaching his own sections as well as mine. That certainly made for some long
days for him that first week. In contrast, I'd seen each group only once.

In case anybody's curious – here's my class schedule: 

   Monday: 8:00-9:30 AM, 10:00-11:30  AM
   Tuesday: 8:00-9:30 AM, 10:00-11:30 AM
   Wednesday: 2:00-3:30 PM, 4:00-5:30 PM
   Thursday:  2:00-3:30, PM 4:00-5:30 PM

Because of the time difference, between here and home, when you translate 
to Pacific Daylight Time, the times change to these:

   Sunday: 5:00-6:30 PM, 7:00-8:30 PM
   Monday:  5:00-6:30 PM, 7:00-8:30 PM
   Tuesday: 11:00 PM-Wednesday 0:30 AM, 1:00-2:30 AM
   Wednesday: 11:00 PM-Thursday 0:30 AM, 1:00-2:30 AM

Which means that during Pacific Standard Time (starting November 3), it 
translates to this:
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   Sunday: 4:00-5:30 PM, 6:00-7:30 PM
   Monday: 4:00-5:30 PM, 6:00-7:30 PM
   Tuesday: 10:00-11:30 PM, Wednesday 0:00-1:30 AM
   Wednesday: 10:00-11:30 PM, Thursday 0:00-1:30 AM

My last day of class for the semester would be December 26 (I think), which 
means that there would be eight weeks of break before the following (spring) 
semester started. (It's a tough life, but somebody's got to practice dealing 
with so much free time).

Needless to say, I was still suffering a bit from jet lag (it usually takes about a
week to straighten itself out), but the copious free time I'd been having meant
that I could be flexible with naps, etc. Also, I don't know if you noticed in the 
schedule above, but I have a three-day weekend every weekend, except for 
this weekend, which was four days because of Monday's holiday. 

===== The Lay of the Land ====

The Monday holiday, by the way,
was the mid-autumn festival.
Generally, it’s a time to go out
and admire the autumn moon,
and to eat special (and tasty)
little pastries called "moon
cakes." All this spare time 
worked out well for me, so I 
could put some thought into
exactly what I wanted to teach in
my spoken-English classes.

The classes, by the way, were
located a mere ten minute walk
from where I was living (in
Building 18 – seen at right). After
decades of driving all the way
through Hayward’s crowded traffic every day to get to work, this brief 
commute by foot proved to be another distinct pleasure. As I walked to class,
I passed a couple ponds, and I often saw large groups of students on their 
way from one class to another. I had been used to seeing Tianjin University 
in the summer, when I had tutored English several times under the auspices 
of ERRC. In the summers, the campus is comparatively deserted, so now, 
the copious quantities of students everywhere made the campus seem more 
alive.

The name of the university, to be clear, is “Tianjin University,” which is 
“Tianjin Daxue” in Chinese (x is pronounced sort of like s). Following the 
Chinese way of abbreviating, this name shortens to “Tian Da,” which is how 
most people refer to it.  

Where I lived was very near to a covered food market, which put the food 
court at Hayward’s Southland mall to shame, at least in the amount and 
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variety and lack of corporate fast food sold there.  I've eaten there a couple 
times now – noodles, mixed fried vegetables, breads, etc. 

I also paid a visit to the local Carrefour, which may be my last visit. Though 
not well known in California, Carrefour is a French supermarket / variety 
store, which is actually the second-largest retailer in the world after Walmart. 
I'd enjoyed shopping at the local Carrefour near Tianjin University for many 
summers. However, this time something was different – despite the fact that 
the store seemed no more crowded than usual, the checkout lines were 
immense. I stood in line for forty-five minutes!!! Never again!  – particularly 
because most of the things one might get there are available in other places, 
such as the local WuMart (seen below),a small grocery store right around the
corner from where I was living. 

===== Getting the Visa Paperwork Done ====

This morning (Friday), I was 
supposed to complete some 
of my "registering," a process
which involved traveling to a 
mysterious distant 
bureaucracy on the other 
side of town – I was going to 
do this on the previous 
Wednesday, but the 
department car had not been 
available then. I waited for 
about an hour for them to 
show up, and finished this 

email while waiting.

Speaking of the mid-autumn festival, it's pretty obvious why China might 
want to have a festival at this time – the weather is really pleasant. Usually in
the summer time, the Tianjin weather is oppressively humid and hot. Now, it 
was still rather humid, – on Wednesday, the air got thicker and thicker until it 
finally all collapsed in a rain all night – but the temperatures were in the 
seventies, and the sky had even been blue and clear, lacking the normal 
pollution. Really wonderful weather, not the sort of weather that makes me 
want to sit at home waiting for somebody to show up for my bureaucratic 
appointment, but then, there you are. 

Well, that's all I have to say for now. I hope this note finds everyone well. 

-Paul
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Week 2

Friday, September 19, 2008 The end of the second week.

Today is the first real rainy day in Tianjin, and a reminder that
I forgot to bring an umbrella with me. Well, I know where I 
can buy one cheap ... I think. Luckily, the rainy season should
soon come to an end. Tianjin has wet summers and dry 

winters, the opposite of California.

===== Shooting the Moon ====

This was another short teaching week. Monday was a holiday, the mid-
autumn festival, which is an occasion to observe the moon, enjoy a warm 
summer's evening out and about, and to eat "moon cakes." Moon cakes are 
small, round cakes with an embossed decoration and message on them. 
(embossed into the dough that is). They normally have a sweet to semi-
sweet filling. There are many kinds of moon cakes, and they are somewhat 
of an acquired taste (of course, so are fruitcakes). Some I like better than 
others, but in any case, I received a set of moon cakes from a former 
student, which not only was kind of him, but also allowed me to forego finding
food for myself a couple times this week.

===== Class Scheduling ====

My two Tuesday classes 
were the same class 
sections as my Thursday 
classes– that is, my largest 
(50) and smallest (25) 
classes. We had moved to a 
larger room in the building to
accommodate the class of 
50, but this week, I arrived 
early at that room to write 
things on the blackboard, 
and found the room to be 
locked. Then a lone student 
showed up, who told me he 

would be attending class there, and it was not going to be English (!?). Well, 
after making me nervous, he turned out to be wrong. It was my English class.
This other class turned out to be huge. Not only did the students take up all 
the chairs, but they even brought extra stools with them.  So as I headed 
back to my previous room, I was worried how we were all going to fit. 

But when the bell rang in the smaller room, there were only 22 students in 
the class!!! What had happened to the others? Well, it turned out that the 
larger class section, which had come first on Thursdays, came second on 
Tuesdays.  I hadn't realized the sections had switched because I had no 
class lists. After one previous class meeting, I could recognize many of the 
students, but I could not yet connect their faces to a particular section. But 
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shouldn’t the section numbers and class sizes have appeared on the 
schedule I’d been given? Also, after two weeks, I still had no class lists, 
making it a hassle to just take roll!!!!! 

Actually, it's not a bad idea to flip the order of the sections between Tuesday 
and Thursday. Now that I'm finding out what it's like to teach the same lesson
more than once, I'm realizing that the second group usually benefits from 
insights that I gained in teaching the first group. So it makes sense that one 
section should not always go first.

Well, when the large group showed up on Tuesday, there were only 40 
students for the 40 chairs in the room (including two seats that were broken). 
They fit perfectly! Maybe the missing students had dropped the class!!  Well, 
on Thursday almost all 50 showed up again.  What a mess – trying to move 
into another room again, students carrying some of my equipment for me, 
etc. etc. We wound up in the same room that I knew would be full to 
overflowing on Tuesday.  Finally, some students said they would look into the
room assignments some time today and email me if they found any answer 
to these class size mismatches. 

Not having been given class lists, I started making my own. Now that I was 
taking roll, I found that the students practiced lots of creative attendance, 
where they’d switch sections in order to accommodate other facets of their 
personal schedule. It's all rather complicated, but I hope to get a handle on it 
soon.

===== Vast Herds of Students ====

Speaking of students, though, I saw a sight this week that truly took my 
breath away. My classroom building is “Building 18.” The classroom building 
next to mine, Building 23, also has five stories, but with more classrooms on 
each floor. I rushed over there after class yesterday because you can buy 
bottles of water in the lobby. Just as I rounded the corner, the Building 23 
classes all let out at once. It was like a dam breaking – a solid torrent of 
humanity cascading through the open front doors that spread out in all 
directions onto the streets below. Those of us seeking drinks from the lobby 
fought the surge like spawning salmon leaping over cataracts in a river. 
Awesome. 

One thing is certainly different from any teaching I've ever done before – and 
that's having enough time to really think through what I'm going to teach. I 
remember my favorite college professor at UC Davis, Robert Thornton, who 
taught Biology 1 in the huge lecture hall at 194 Chemistry building. He 
mentioned one day that before each day's lecture (which lasted about an 
hour) he would lock himself in his office and spend two hours considering his 
material for that day and what questions might be asked, etc. etc. 

As an elementary teacher, it seemed astounding that someone could just sit 
and consider the material for twice as long as he’d take to eventually present 
it, especially because the teaching methods (lecturing) had already been 
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determined.  Yet, that's what I have now. It's really great to have so much 
time for lesson preparation. 

It's also caused me to think about how long it takes for a teacher to adapt to 
a new teaching situation. I've long been interested in teacher training, and 
I've often been struck by how, as teachers, we respect the process that 
students must go through in order to learn any new system of thought. And 
yet, so often, we expect teachers to simply walk in one day and "just do it." 
Teachers must go through learning processes just as their students must do. 
These processes are situational. They take time to develop, and in some 
sense, must be recapitulated whenever a new teaching situation arises. 

In my case, I've got a huge leg up on others in a similar position because of 
my colleagues here who are already teaching classes like mine. Rob has 
given me loads of ideas, and on Tuesday-Wednesday I used a worksheet 
that another colleague, Natalie, had found. As an elementary school teacher, 
I'm used to such sharing – it's an absolute survival skill there – so I greatly 
appreciate the chance to have such dependable neighbors here.

=====  More Visa Paperwork ====

I finally went to pay a visit to the immigration
official across town. It was as bureaucratic an
experience as I've ever had, and I'm eternally
grateful to Yvette, who guided me. She’s the
Chinese grad student who works for the foreign
teacher department here. That’s her in the
picture. With her help, it only took a couple
hours instead of most of the day. Actually,  we
never did get to see the official – he's located
several floors above the rabble, and the
elevators are guarded. Yvette finally got
permission to go up, and it turned out that he
was too busy to talk to her, but others in his
office gave her the all-important paper that
proves we complied with that part of the visa
requirements. I still have more bureaucratic steps yet to take, but that was a 
big one to get out of the way.

===== Birds and Dogs ====

In closing, I'd like to note that many things have changed since the first time I
saw Tianjin ten years ago. One change is the presence of more animals. Ten 
years ago, I saw almost no birds here on campus. I think I saw one or two 
sparrows in six weeks. Now, I see many more species, including, on 
occasion, magpies. This week, I even saw a falcon patrolling the 
neighborhood for pigeons.

The other new animal is the dog. After the revolution in 1949, dogs were 
eliminated from the cities, presumably for sanitary reasons or to conserve 
resources. I saw not a single dog in Tianjin in six weeks in 1998. In fact, the 
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first dog I ever saw in China was a shepherd on a trip to the countryside. 
Gradually, though, over the past ten years, dogs have returned. 
Unfortunately, (but appropriately, I guess), they are mainly Pekingese, or 
Pekingese wannabees that have more normal dog noses. Anyway, these 
small dogs are everywhere now, perhaps because the dog license is cheaper
for such smaller dogs.

Occasionally one sees a good-sized dog. While walking with a Chinese 
friend last Sunday around dusk, I was surprised to see, in the distance, a 
huge dog that looked something like an Old English sheepdog but twice the 
size. In the dimming light, it almost looked like a bear. (actually, it turned out 
to be an Afghan hound). My Chinese friend was loathe to get any closer to it 
(lots of Chinese people, having had little experience with dogs as pets, feel 
the same way about dogs as they do about wolves). At any rate, before we 
could get any closer it was taken inside. Its owner probably walked it at dusk 
to avoid the authority’s attention, as the license for such large dogs is very 
expensive compared to that for little Pekingese, and many people try to get 
out of paying it.  But I am hoping to get another glimpse of that Afghan hound
sometime soon. 

-Paul
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Week 3

Friday, September 26, The end of the third week.

I’m just tickled that Tianjin has so many dogs now. The dog 
sighting of the week: an impeccably groomed English cocker 

spaniel. I also saw what appeared to be a falcon nest in the rafters of the 
local stadium.

===== Class Sign-ups and Adjustments ====

Well, it turns out that my classes are not as large as I thought. One of the 
students in the "hugest" class of 50 got tired of people having to sit on top of 
each other or having to move rooms all the time, so she took the initiative 
and went to investigate. The upshot was that the department finally released 
class lists. It turns out that, according to the class lists, my four sections have
only 22, 29, 31 and 33 students. So who are all the others? It is true that 
English students often like to sit in on the classes taught by the foreign 
teachers in order to interact with a native speaker. However, historically (I've 
learned) there have never been so many of them, not just in my sections, but
in my colleague's sections as well. 

Our best guess is that it has something to do with the last-minute 
announcement that our classes would start more than two weeks earlier than
normal.  This seems to have caught everybody by surprise, not least the 
English department itself. Last year, the English classes started on 
September 25. This year, they suddenly started on September 7, 18 days 
earlier. This, by the way, is why I arrived late in China. I received my class list
on September 22, just about when English classes would normally have 
started.  

So why so many extra students, then? Maybe these students were hedging 
their bets –  not sure, at least to begin with, whether they were actually going 
to be placed in an English class or not. 

Chinese students, even master's students, don't sign up for classes like 
students do in the states. Once they're admitted, they just go to whichever 
class the department tells them to attend. The students all had to take a test 
in English competence when they started their masters careers. If they had a
high score, then they were not assigned to an English class at all. So, 
besides the students with good English who want to attend, others simply 
might not have known if they'd tested out of English or not, so they just 
accompanied the other students from their academic department, since the 
class sections are usually scheduled in blocks by department.

Throughout all this process of dealing with sudden schedule changes, I can 
just imagine my father, arguably the most capable administrator I know, 
shaking his head in open-mouthed disbelief that they're trying to run these 
programs with such seat-of-the-pants last-minute decision making. But it 
doesn't end there. 
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===== Teacher Pay ====

Most of the foreign teachers have not been paid this month (normally they're 
paid on the fifth of each month).  It's not likely they'll be paid for next month 
either. Most are simply grumbling about having to change money at the bank 
to make ends meet, but at least one Russian teacher is at the end of her 
bank account and is temporarily living off the charity of others at this point. 

But everyone seems confident that the money will be there, and that 
everyone will get paid eventually.

So what's the snafu? It has to do with a change in the tax law. The resulting 
ambiguities make it unclear how departments should access (or calculate) 
the available funds.  Actually, the problem's been going on for several months
and is getting progressively worse by not being dealt with. But so far, 
individual academic departments were just cobbling together funds from 
other budget categories to pay their teachers (The academic departments, by
the way, whether English or Chemistry or Computers, or whatever, all seem 
to treat the foreign teachers very well). 

But that expedient seems to have reached its limit, and now the situation has
all melted down into competing financial departments arguing about who 
should take charge of it all, since each has (apparently) a different role to 
play in the process. Various individuals in financial leadership positions who 
are in a position to wade through the ambiguities and take charge seem 
reluctant to do so, as they might run the risk of getting it wrong. Why expose 
yourself to unnecessary blame? 

One of my colleagues is now threatening to lay across the university 
president's door until something happens. She'll have to move fast if she 
wants to do that, though, because the National holiday is starting, so 
everything will soon close down for a week.

===== The Coming Holiday ====

Next week celebrates National Day, October first, the Chinese counterpart to 
America’s fourth of July. That's the day when, in 1949, Mao Zedong stood on 
the ramparts of Tian An Men in Beijing and proclaimed the founding of the 
People's Republic of China. His giant portrait is still displayed at that spot in 
Beijing, and, of course, his pickled body still lies in state not far from there.  
Now, people outside of China remember one big event that occurred in Tian 
An Men square, but in China, due to censorship, people are more likely to 
associate the square with Mao's announcement, or the myriad rallies and 
parades that have subsequently occurred there throughout the decades. 

But, just like fourth of July, the thing most people really care about is having a
few days off to travel. In this case, travel usually means returning to one's 
distant family for a reunion. It also means that it's a terrible time to have to 
travel – every means of intercity transport is overbooked or at least 
overloaded.
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As for me, I'm planning on spending the week here in Tianjin, nailing down 
my lesson plans for the rest of the semester, and finally starting to study 
Chinese.

By the way, I would never have been able to navigate through all this with my
sanity intact had it not been for the supportive and informative community of 
foreign teachers here. I remember Rob emailing me last winter and saying 
that this was one of the principal attractions of this position and he couldn't 
have been more correct – Not only my ERRC colleagues Rob and Jeanne, 
but also others like Lonnie and Natalie, and even Adorina, the crazy 
Australian lawyer – all have been supportive and informative to a fault.

===== The Milk Scandal ====

A number of people have been asking about the milk scandal here. There are
definitely a lot of folks angry about it. The problem is that greedy 
businessmen in an unregulated business environment tried to dilute milk, but 
make it still seem to contain normal amounts of protein by adding chemicals 
to it. These chemicals unfortunately happen to be poisonous. They’re the 
same chemicals that caused the pet food scandal last year.  These 
businessmen actually tried to blame the farmers, as if unlettered peasants 
had all simultaneously learned enough organic chemistry to synthesize these
chemicals. I've seen editorial cartoons in local papers lampooning that idea.

The problem is most common with powdered milk because it's easier to 
doctor and harder to tell from the flavor that something's awry. I'm sure that 
eventually heads will roll over this (perhaps quite literally), and in the 
meantime the dairy sections of supermarkets are sparsely stocked (mainly 
just with fresh milk), and Starbucks is using soy milk in its lattes. Whether the
government has the resources to introduce needed regulation is another 
question, though. Interestingly, according to the Chinese media, the problem 
had been detected early this summer, but nobody wanted to say anything 
until after the Olympics, so as not to spoil the mood at the games.

===== The Post and the Weather ====

I received my first actual physical letter from the post today, proving that the 
foreign affairs office’s postal address that I gave to most of you actually does 
work! So my first mail was a tacky postcard from my Berkeley friends Craig 
and Marina, mailed during their "tour" of London, for 56 pence.  I would 
describe its exquisite tackiness, but words fail. Suffice it to say, it's one of the 
most embarrassed-looking mummies I've ever seen.

To close, I'd like to talk about the weather. On Wednesday it rained all day – 
a cool, almost cold rain.  My new jumbo blue umbrella was a perfect shield, 
and it felt exactly like an early winter's day in California. This was followed by 
a day of cool dry breezy air, bright sunshine, and brilliant blue skies, again 
exactly like a California winter's day. I've never felt more at home here. I'm 
told that this sort of weather usually holds for a few weeks, so if anybody is 
thinking of planning a trip to the Beijing-Tianjin area sometime, late 
September or October is definitely the time to shoot for. In fact, today I 
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learned that the Chinese Olympic committee had originally pushed for 
scheduling the games at this time, but the IOC overruled them, insisting they 
be played in August, as is traditional.

-Paul
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Week 4

Friday, October 3, 2008 The end of the fourth week.

Hi everyone, this time particularly to those who know Tianjin! 
I am still wonder-struck at the many animals found in Tianjin 

these days.

Dog sighting of the week: what looked like a jumbo Pomeranian – still not a 
large dog, but thickly red, a little bit resembling a "red panda." I didn't see any
new bird species this week, but a friend of mine told me he saw an eagle in 
the area once, and also was recently surprised to see a falcon eating its prey
in his back yard.

===== Intra Departmental Competition and Mr. Ji  ====

A week ago on Friday, our department, the Social Studies and Foreign 
Language Department, had its annual intra-departmental competition. For 
the younger and stronger members (the students), there were track 
competitions. For the rest of us (the teachers) there were party games like 
around-the-world basketball and such. The picture above shows the opening 
ceremonies.

Besides the opportunity to play picnic games, it was also a good time to meet
other staff members. In particular I met Mr. Yang, the dean of the department.
He turned out to be one of those guys with quiet (but warm) gravitas who 
sympathetically cares about the teachers (and students) that he directs. His 
English was impeccable, and he reminded me of a former dean of the 
English department here whom many of you know. When I asked Mr. Yang 
whether he'd ever lived in an English-speaking country, he told me about his 
year at Minnesota State University in Moorhead. I was astounded, and asked
him if he knew Ji Weiwu,  the former dean I just mentioned. Mr.Ji had also 
spent a year in Moorhead. 

Of course they knew each other. Best of all, it turned out that Mr. Ji himself 
had come to view the competition, so we got to catch up.

For those who may not know Mr. Ji, he was the man who oversaw the ERRC
summer programs starting in 1998, my first trip to China. He remained in 
charge for many subsequent summers. He stepped down from the dean's 
chair a couple years ago (though he remains a professor in the department), 
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and in fact he spent some time in the hospital for an illness whose nature I 
can't quite remember. But in a scene reminiscent of Alberto Gonzales's 
midnight mission to John Ashcroft's hospital room, Mr. Ji was surprised in his 
bed by men wanting him to be dean of the English Department for a new 
start-up college, loosely associated with Tianjin University, called Ren Ai Xue 
Yuan. I guess he didn't want a stress-free life, so, in addition to teaching 
here, he's now organizing Ren Ai as well. 

It was great to see him, but, typical for the always-on-the-go Mr. Ji, he was 
on his way to Russia the next day for some conference (just as he had 
recently been to Australia and New Zealand for similar reasons). No moss on
his shoes.

Anyway, back to the competition. It took place in a track and stadium 
complex (with associated basketball and tennis courts) that simply didn't 
exist ten years ago on my first trip. In fact, we had played sand-lot baseball 
with our summer-school students that year in the exact same spot, which 
back then was clearly a sand lot. 

===== Changes in Tianjin ====

It got me thinking about how much has changed in Tianjin over the last ten 
years. There's easily enough to write many thousands of words about, but 
maybe I'll stick to just a couple things at a time.

Actually the apartment building where I now live is one good example of 
change. It didn't exist ten years ago. Instead, foreign teachers lived in a 
nearby "guest house" which was basically like a hotel – no kitchens in the 
rooms, laundry service for those who wanted it, plumbing and electricity 
sometimes there and sometimes not. It appears in a photo at the beginning 
of this journal) There was even a curfew- they locked the doors at ten o'clock.
We also used our own rooms as classrooms that year.  That guest house 
was in turn a successor to an older facility that I only saw once, which I 
chiefly remember for the beds all guarded by mosquito netting.  Actually I 
think I could have used some of that netting over the years.

The guest house has changed dramatically in the last decade. It's no longer 
a residence hall. It's a regular hotel. The lobby and all the rooms were given 
an extreme makeover the year that the teachers vacated them for these 
apartments. The hotel’s plumbing and electricity are stable, the charmingly 
misspelled signs are all gone or replaced. There are hot water pots in the 
room instead of the daily delivery of hot water in thermoses by one's door. 
They also installed a surveillance system so the front desk can watch all 
activity in all the halls. It's convenient, actually – if you're waiting for your 
friend in the lobby you can see if they're on their way down.

This hotel is even mentioned in the Lonely Planet guide to China.

Classrooms were added to the guest house about the time that we were 
there in 1998. Since then, the classrooms have been walled off from the rest 
of the building (actually not walled off, but “doored” off – there is a magic key 
that can give passage through there on special occasions). A whole separate
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entrance was constructed about four years ago just for the classroom 
section. Meanwhile, the foreign student residence hall (which also was built 
shortly after we were there in 1998) has been upgraded twice in the 
meantime. 

So this is the sort of thing I mean when I say I've seen lots of changes. It's 
not just the guest house / hotel / university. All of Tianjin has undergone 
comparable changes over the last decade. 

===== Scheduling the Holiday ====

As I mentioned last week, this week is a holiday for National Day. The actual 
holiday is only three days – Wednesday through Friday, but a lot of places 
figured out how to take the whole week off, mainly by working through last 
weekend to make up the time.

Even though many people visit distant relatives during this time, not 
everyone is on the go, and this week I found out what they do with their time 
off – they go shopping!

===== Computer Vendor Ghetto ====

And so did I. The neighborhood just north of here is known for its computer 
stores. As an incurable computer fanatic, it was my duty, along with half the 
computer fanatics in the city, to visit the local CyberMart for the holiday 
(shown in the picture below). It was jammed. It's a building three stories high,
about the size of a large department store in the states, and each floor has 
well over a hundred vendors selling a lot of the same stuff. Prices are rarely 
posted, so the proximity of the competition makes it easy to compare prices 
and find the best deal. For those few of you who remember the old weekend 
"computer shows" or “computer swaps” in the Bay Area, it's kind of like that 
but fifty times as big. The first floor has the most professional-looking booths,
but the third floor, like any respectable attic, usually has the most interesting 
clutter.

And if that huge
computer
market weren’t
enough, there
are at least three
others of similar
size within a few
blocks of each
other. And a new
one opened just
two weeks ago.
One friend
remarked that it
would be better if
they opened up in separate neighborhoods, and didn't simply duplicate 
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(many times over) their services.  And that doesn't even count all the smaller 
specialty shops in the neighborhood! One nice advantage, I suppose, of 
having all your eggheads in one basket is that if you want a computer or 
parts, you can come to this neighborhood and be assured that, if it exists 
anywhere, it's available here.

Okay, so I ended up buying RAM (computer memory), a small laser printer, 
and a DVD burner. Prices were not much different than they would have 
been back home (and I did check and not take the first price I heard) 

One last difference between the years: One of my colleagues here knows a 
guy who has access to satellite TV, so we headed over there this morning to 
watch Joe Biden and Sarah Palin debate each other on CNN. That would not
have been possible ten years ago, and it was quite a treat to watch it in its 
entirety here in Tianjin.  Unfortunately I won't be able to watch the other 
scheduled candidate debates because they conflict with my class schedule.

-Paul
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Week 5

Friday, October 10, 2008 The end of the fifth week.

Well, I've now been here a whole month. It's amazing how 
fast the time has gone. And yet only now am I firmly on the 

path to my residence permit (kind of like a green card). The process should 
be complete in another week or so. I may even start getting paid by then. 

Except for one cold day, the weather has been fabulous

Not much in dog sightings this week – actually more like dog hearings, with 
yappy little dogs disturbing the early morning hours – but I did see some 
ducks for the first time in the pond near here – a mallard drake and a couple 
domestics – one white and one white and colored. I don't know if it's just me, 
but mallards in China seem to have longer flatter bills than the ones I'm used 
to in California. Anyway, they were very happy dipping down to swallow water
plants today. 

I also saw some bats this week. When I stopped to think about it, I was 
surprised, because during my summer trips I used to see the skies here filled
with bats every night. Perhaps living further from the ponds than on my 
previous trips means there are fewer bugs in the air for bats to catch. 

===== The physical Exam for the Visa ====

This week I got my blood tests redone at the local clinic. It was expensive – 
about $45, but the school took care of the cost. That was the last barrier 
between me getting a residence / work permit. So in a week or so I'll be fully 
legal. I still haven't been paid, but hopefully that should also happen next 
week. I'm going to get a bank account with a debit card that I can take with 
me the next time I go to Carrefour or to the local market.

Yes, despite my previous bad experience in the waiting lines, I actually went 
to a Carrefour store this week – twice in fact – but not the one that I had gone
to the first week.  I'm still not going back there. It turns out that there are 
multiple Carrefours around, and if I go just a little further, there's a larger one,
originally built as a Japanese department store, with faster check-outs – 
twelve minutes and five minutes. 

===== Carrefour and Sidewalk Vendors ====

Not only are there Carrefours, but there are also Walmarts and Home 
Depots. In fact the nearest Home Depot is only ten minutes by bike from 
here. Really, in the last ten years Tianjin has become, for better or for worse, 
a typical city with all the same corporate vendors that exist everywhere else 
in the world. 

Ten years ago, all the neighborhood sidewalks were full of small vendors 
selling just about everything. You could even get a haircut on the sidewalk. 
There were even places where the vendors spilled off the sidewalk and 
covered half the street.  I Particularly remember a little district of food 
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vendors covering a street near here. I walked through it with people staring 
open-mouthed at the out-of-place foreigner.  Now, they’ve all been cleared 
out and it’s just a street.

For the most part, the sidewalk vendors in our neighborhood are now gone. 
Nowadays you might see one per block – mainly selling DVDs or produce, 
but sometimes still prepared food. The main exception to this, at least around
the student ghetto, are bicycle repairmen. There are at least ten of them 
within five minutes of here. They return to the same spots day after day, and 
so build a reputation. 

At the gate to this housing complex there are two repairmen, set up on 
opposite sides of the street, who have opposite reputations. One is always 
busy, the other shows up late and generally gets business when the first one 
is saturated with customers. 

The place with the good reputation is run by a man and his wife. I 
experienced their scrupulous fairness first-hand the other day when I went 
out to buy a lock for a hand-me-down bike that I've been caring for. The locks
on sale hung from the iron fence that surrounds the complex, so it was easy 
to point and ask how much a particular lock costs. I was quoted 35, which 
seemed fair to me, since similar locks in actual stores were going for almost 
twice that. I gave the wife a 50 bill and waited for change. But before she 
gave me the lock, she checked the price with her husband. A quick 
conference later and I was given 18 in change. So the price was actually 32?
It was like the vendor was doing my bargaining for me.

===== The Neighborhood Market ====

Even though those street-food
vendors have been kicked off the
street, they haven't disappeared.
During the same building spree
that cleaned up the streets and
provided new sidewalks, a one-
story covered market was
created. Now you can go there
and get all the street food and
produce that you used to get on
the sidewalks. I have no idea
whether or not the vendors in the
market are the same people who
were on the street before, but there are many such markets in the city, so 
perhaps they all found homes in one or the other of them.

This local market is only a three minute walk from my home. You can get 
fresh produce of all kinds, including bananas. There are some spots to sit 
down to eat, and also some picnic tables outside the market. Most food is 
sold on a "to go" basis, though. I've been there several times – it's one of my 
regular stops. You go in and see every kind of northern Chinese food. Often 
the produce dealers smile and wave at me when I enter. I've gone there with 
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friends to sit down and eat noodles, and I frequently go on my own to grab 
some jiaozi and baozi for lunch. 

===== Common Foods ====

Jiaozi and baozi, by the way, are two of the most common foods around 
here. They are sort-of like the wontons or potstickers back home, but they 
come in more shapes and varieties and flavors. They may have been boiled, 
steamed, or fried, but they're basically meat or vegetables encased in wheat 
dough. Often, they're eaten by dipping them in vinegar, though one vendor 
has developed a wonderful dipping sauce for his jiaozi. 

Other common foods are also based on wheat, such as the sort-of 
pancake/tortilla called a bing, the mantou (kind of like nerf-bread, but edible), 
sugary bread sticks – kind of like churros, etc. Rice is easy to get, but it's not 
automatically served, like it might be in Chinese restaurants at home. The 
staple crop of northern China is wheat. Wheat noodles are a staple, not the 
rice noodles that are more familiar in Chinese restaurants at home.

There are all sorts of restaurants around, too. Every Wednesday I get 
together with friends at a Xinjiang restaurant. Xinjiang is the furthest-west 
province in China, inhabited mainly by non-Asian-looking Muslims. The food 
there is somewhat like the food in Northern India or Pakistan (which sort-of 
border it).  It's somewhat spicy, with Naans, etc. Actually, there are a couple 
of Xinjiang restaurants in the area that we frequent. One of them fronts a 
street, but it's located behind a stone wall, so you have to climb over a jerry-
rigged staircase to get into it. The staff there are all from Western China, and 
it makes me feel kind-of at home to hear an unintelligible non-Chinese 
language thrown about.  The last time we were there, we filled up on naans 
and skewered barbecued spicy meat.

Another small local restaurant I've gone to is a Chinese Szechuan place. 
When you come in the door, various prepared (but not cooked) items fill bins 
along the wall to the left of the entrance door. Depending on the bin, the 
servings cost either one, two or three RMB. There are lots of vegetables, tofu
of every imaginable incarnation, and meats on a stick – mainly chicken and 
pork.  You get a small plastic basket, load it up with whatever you want, pay 
at the cash register, and they take the food from your basket, cook it all for 
you (at your choice of spice level) and let you know when it's ready. 

The greatest variety of food can be found in places like Carrefour, or its 
Korean equivalent, E-mart. Going into the Carrefour food section (which is 
usually a whole giant floor) is kind of like going into a “99 Ranch” store back 
home, except that there is a greater variety of items on sale – including 
Western-type items. In the last ten years, Chinese people have learned to 
enjoy the same sort of milk and white bread that I might find at home. You 
can get any sort of sausage, yogurt, chocolate and coffee drinks, every sort 
of vegetable, etc. In fact, if someone came to Tianjin and didn't like Chinese 
food at all, he could choose to eat almost exactly the same way as he used 
to in America. There's even an in-store bakery with lots of rolls and pastries. 
(even our local Wu-mart has that, too)
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And if local production doesn't suffice, both E-mart and Carrefour have import
sections with food directly from America, Europe, Korea and Taiwan. So you 
can get butter, microwave popcorn, Betty Crocker cake mixes, breakfast 
cereals, sliced salami, and even processed cheddar cheese slices, if you 
wanted to. It's more expensive than food produced locally, of course. 

And if you're really desperate for American food specialties, there are a 
couple Western delicatessens not too far from here. A couple weeks ago I 
went to one of them and had a wonderful chef's salad. And you can even buy
American tortillas there, in case you want to make a burrito. 

There are even Papa John's pizza places, as well as other pizza parlors.  
However, there still is no decent Mexican restaurant in town. This is a definite
business opportunity for the entrepreneurs out there. 

Luckily, though, the local food is good and plentiful, and cheap.

-Paul 
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Week 6

Friday, October 17, 2008 The end of the sixth week.

This is now the longest continuous time I have ever spent in 
China, and the same will be true every week through the end

of the year.

===== Birds, Dogs and the Weather ====

Dog sighting of the week: a miniature schnauzer, perfectly groomed, and 
despite being so small, it was calm and focused as it walked on leash.

Bird sighting of the week – the
azure-winged magpie (shown in
the picture). This is one of my
favorite birds in China. Whereas I
usually see ordinary magpies in
groups of three or smaller, the
azure-winged magpies come in
groups of three or larger. They
seem to be like the otters of the
bird world – just hanging out and
into everything. The three I saw this week were tripping down the top of a 
wall like teenagers on their way to find a game of pick-up basketball, their 
long blue tails pulled along behind.

They're beautiful birds, too. More information about them can be found at this
link:

http://whozoo.org/Intro2003/ErikaZun/EZ_azure-wingedmagpie2.htm

Interestingly, they are found throughout East Asia, and also in 
Portugal/Spain, but nowhere in between.

The weather here in northern China remained magnificent this week. I'm 
appreciating it so much because I know it won't last. Two days ago, I had 
lunch with my colleague Rob and his friend who was visiting from California. 
We grabbed some jiaozi and took them to a little round concrete bench, one 
of many, located in a space between apartment blocks, a space filled with 
trees, now laying a spare carpet of dry falling leaves.

===== Chinese Chess ====

 A group of Chinese men also shared the warmth. They gathered around 
another table, playing Chinese chess. 

Chinese chess, by the way, is not Chinese checkers (though people play that
here, too). Chinese chess is much like our familiar game of chess, but played
on lines rather than squares, with different pieces like cars and elephants, 
rather than rooks and knights. Although it's nominally played between two 
individuals, it's often almost a team sport. This was the case yesterday. About
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ten men enshrouded the board, some sitting, some standing, but all making 
suggestions, pointing out weaknesses and suggesting lines of attack. 

The three of us, meanwhile, sat commenting on American society and 
politics, making suggestions, pointing out weaknesses and suggesting lines 
of understanding. All in all, it was one of the nicest lunches I've had in a long 
time, and Rob's friend paid for all of it. I hope to go back to that spot soon 
while the weather’s still so beautiful, maybe take a book, just to munch on 
more ideas and dumplings. 

===== My Friend Kurt Comes to Visit ====

Indeed this was a great week for visitors from the homeland. Many years ago
I used to study foreign languages by reading Asterix comic books, a series 
available in almost any language. In one comic (which I read in German), I 
remember the hero Asterix (who is French) taking a vacation on the beach in 
Spain, only to find himself surrounded by other Frenchmen. I still remember 
the phrase in German, Immer so schön, einen Landsmann im Ausland zu 
treffen, "always so nice to meet a compatriot abroad." 

So last Friday, my friend Kurt, a fellow musician from
the Bay Area, came to visit, along with his Beijing-born
wife and their young son (seen in the picture). 

Again, the weather was fabulous – crystal clear air (it
had rained the night before) and impeccably blue sky. I
told them the weather was always like that in Tianjin,
but since this was not their first trip to China, they 
knew not to believe me.

They had taken the new high-speed train down from
Beijing. The train trip used to take two hours (ten years
ago) or one hour (five years ago). The new train took
just over half an hour. One of these days I want to ride
that train. I initially was thinking about meeting them at
the train station, but the train station has been
completely rebuilt into a grand train palace, fronted by
a vast square, and undergirded by a multilevel complex of underground 
structures and passages. It seemed too confusing to ever find anybody.

So I asked them to grab a cab and meet me here at the campus by the West 
Gate. It was at that point that I realized how bad traffic in Tianjin could be. 
Their sojourn from station to campus took forty minutes. I could have ridden 
my too-small out-of-adjustment one-speed bike a lot faster than that. But they
arrived none the worse for wear, though Kurt had
somehow neglected to bring his drum set along.

===== Touring the Campus ====

I gave them the standard tour of the central campus.
We ate lunch in the restaurant attached to the foreign
expert guest house – the place I always stayed in
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past summers with ERRC trips. It was the first time I had been in that 
building since my last trip with an ERRC team. It was nice seeing some of 
the same familiar faces among the staff.

Then we walked over to my office, which I share with my colleague Rob. It's 
located in Building 25, a new and massive building near the East Gate, 
twelve stories tall and about thirty stories wide, with a steel and glass front 
and staircases that stand apart from the building, but are enclosed in glass.
(well, maybe it's actually clear plastic).

Our office is on the tenth floor of this monstrosity. On a day like last Friday, 
the view was magnificent (pictured below). You could see for miles, and 
really appreciate how big this city is. And it's not just the forest of high rises 
and skyscrapers extending out in all directions that impresses me, but the 
fact that most of them have been built in the last ten years since I first saw 
the city.

Anyway, we walked from there to my
apartment, enjoyed some cucumber-
flavored potato chips, and then took a cab
to the famous "Ancient Culture Street" for
some shopping.

===== Ancient Culture Street ====

Those of you who have been to Tianjin
know the Ancient Culture Street well. It
specializes in all sorts of local production,
like the small painted clay figurines typical
of Tianjin art, and also a smattering of local
foods, musical instruments, prints,
calligraphy supplies, etc. It's mainly meant
for tourists, but locals also sometimes go there to shop for various specialty 
items. 

However, unless
you've seen it in
the last couple
years, you would
not recognize it.
Located in the
heart of the
oldest part of
town, it really
looked that old
ten years ago.
The street itself 
had been narrow
and poorly paved, the buildings all dingy and flaking. It was authentic in the 
ways that many tourists like – unimproved, messy, and traditional. In addition
to storefronts, the sidewalks had been blanketed with tradesmen selling 
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everything from cheap plastic toys to pirated DVDs. In fact, the big hit items 
used to be the fake swords and the little plastic radio-controlled cars. 

Well, the swords are still there, but now encased in glass inside cleaned-up 
stores. The sidewalks full of vendors are all gone, and the street itself is 
much wider, paved in thick flat stonework. The little square that had 
contained flea-market booths has been cleared out, and it's bordered by a 
gate. Over the gate is a small structure where, on weekends, they present 
traditional opera to the open air and to the thrilled tourists who gather below. 
And in fact, Ancient Culture Street is now not even just one street, but a 
couple other parallel streets as well, all linked with cross streets, all paved in 
the same thick stonework, and there are even escalators to get you into the 
upper floors. Now it's more like an Ancient Culture Mall.

Anyway, the fixed-price store by the square is still there, where you can buy 
the traditional crafts that are actually authentic, and not some cheap knock-
offs. It's only half the size that it used to be, since real estate is so much 
more in demand there now. We bought some souvenirs, ate some traditional 
twisted breads, and in general had a great time. 

As always, leave-taking came all too soon. We took a cab out to the train 
station.  The ticket windows were crowded with Friday night travelers, but the
lines flowed quickly. Again, it is Immer schön, einen Landsmann im Ausland 
zu treffen.

===== My German Translation ====

Actually, I had another contact with German this week. My neighbor Lonnie 
likes to play a game called "The Settlers of Catan." It's originally a German 
game, now published in English in America. The point of the game is to settle
territory and make a good living from it. Well, one of Lonnie's friends gave 
him a couple extensions to the game, one of which was a simulation of the 
Great Wall of China, and now the point of the game is to not only settle and 
produce agricultural and other products, but to use those resources to guard 
the Wall against invading Huns. Unfortunately, the extension was only 
available in the original German, so I spent part of a morning translating it all 
for him.  

What a pleasure it is to actually function in a foreign language, when it's so 
hard for me to do so in Chinese. I think my whole experience here would be 
transformed if I could just understand what people around me are saying. I 
do catch a word or two, but the way I was taught was through "careful 
speech," and nobody in any language ever uses "careful speech" except 
when talking to infants and foreigners.  Consequently, most of what I hear is 
totally opaque, despite the fact that I could probably figure it out if knew 
which words they were actually using.  This lesson, learned every day on the 
streets of Tianjin, has motivated me to spend a lot of time teaching my 
students how English is actually spoken, and NAW-TT HA-OW IT IS CARE-
FULL-EE SPOAK-ENN IN IING-LISH CLASS.  I want to spare them the 
same miserable fate as me.
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=====  We Got Paid ====

This week I finally got paid! We foreign teachers received our new bank 
books and debit cards yesterday. The ever-helpful Yvette took five of us 
down to the local Bank of Tianjin to help us through the activation process. 
We all withdrew money, but I was not able to get my debit card activated, 
since my passport is still languishing in the immigration office, trying to 
secure my residence card, and a copy of it was not good enough to prove 
who I am (Nor would any other form of identification have been).  But I was 
able to withdraw more than enough money, using my bankbook, to last 
however long it takes for the passport to show up.

And I also found out how much I'm getting paid – which is a bit less than 
4000 RMB per month, which works out to about $580 a month if it's 
converted to dollars. Of course, that doesn't count the fact that I've been 
given a furnished apartment to live in.  

It's possible to live pretty comfortably here on that amount of income, though 
they only pay us for ten months instead of 12, so savings might be necessary
if one stayed here all year.  It's also obvious that it's not really possible to 
save enough money to make a difference back in California. On the other 
hand, I shouldn't have to pay so much income tax this year, so I guess it all 
comes out in the wash.

Anyway, with all that money burning a hole in our pockets, we immediately 
set out to splurge. We went to a nearby store that specialized in Western 
groceries.  Actually it was only sort-of nearby – we needed a taxi to get there.
Anyway, my colleagues Art and Colleen wanted to buy some chips and salsa 
to illustrate a lesson in American culture that they were going to give their 
classes. The store actually carried La Tapatia corn chips! Well, they cost 
about $4.50 for a medium-sized bag, but that’s still cheaper than mailing 
them from the States. And who cared about prices, anyway? We just got 
paid!

But then I saw it!!! What I'd been searching for forever since I'd left some tea 
on my kitchen counter, staining it brown. Comet Cleanser!! Surprisingly, 
every sort of cleaning product known to man is available in China, except for 
cleaning powders. This Western grocery obviously had some insight into the 
situation. And it only cost about $2! And now my kitchen counter is once 
again clean and stain-free.

===== The Craft Fair ====

Near the end of the week, the foreign students hosted a craft fair in front of 
their dorms. The guy in the picture was painting small bottles with traditional 
pictures. There was also somebody making sculptures out of glass, another 
who engraved pictures on calabash gourds, another who made miniature 
opera masks, etc. etc. It was a fun time to buy souvenirs, but I didn’t buy any.

Finally, on the subject of firecrackers. For someone from California, where 
basically all fireworks are illegal, it's really amazing how many firecrackers 
get set off here. Of course, the nice thing about it is that if you hear 
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something that sounds like a firecracker, you can be pretty sure that it 
actually is a firecracker. On the other hand, the chances of hearing only a 
couple firecrackers at once are small. 

So over the last couple
weeks, the morning quiet
gave way to both a wedding
and a funeral, each of them
accompanied by heaping
wads of firecrackers. The
funeral was a couple weeks
ago. When the sound of a
gallon of firecrackers drew
me to the window I was
greeted with the sight of
twenty or thirty people, all
milling around and wearing
the traditional white, the
color of death. 

The wedding was a few days ago. This time, the firecrackers were tied 
together in a long rope, about the thickness of a fire hose, and maybe twenty 
feet long. It took quite a little while for all of them to crack. Meanwhile, 
someone videoed the happy couple, bride attired in the non-traditional white 
of a western gown (traditional would have been red), walking together by the 
exploding rope. Always lots happening in this neighborhood.

-Paul

 

Week 7

Friday, October 24, 2008 The end of the seventh week.

I shared another bowl of dumplings in that wonderful space 
between the apartments where I sat last week, among the 

dappled orange leaves and the teams of chess players. This time, Rob and I 
sat with Sharon, a representative from ERRC, my sponsoring organization.  

===== Birds, Dogs and the Weather ====

While we munched, a lady passed by, pulled by the dog sighting of the week 
– her small puppy, which appeared to be a smooth-coated terrier mix, dark 
grey with white splashes. He was a bit on the skinny side, but he already had
the high-perched and cheery ears of a fox terrier

Bird sighting of the week – New species are coming few and far between. 
Could it have anything to do with the impending frost? I did see those same 
three ducks again in the pond by my classroom building, which makes me 
wonder which other ponds they have been visiting in the interim. 
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Meanwhile, the weather continues to be good – light warm rain this week – 
my favorite weather, particularly when the classroom I'm locked up in 
contains adults who, unlike the kids I'm used to, are not squabbling nor 
arguing, nor ever loudly playing indoor recess games because they've been 
cooped up all day. (actually my students here never do anything loudly). 
Yesterday the rain vanished into a magnificent chilly day, with sparkling blue 
cloudless skies and crystal-clean air. Today's a bit cooler. Fall may be over 
soon.

===== Firing without Firing ====

Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose.

About twenty years ago, one of my friends was working for a small or 
medium-sized company out on the peninsula, a very satisfying job for him, 
where he might have stayed until this day had not the company been bought 
out by another. 

When that happened, a new management team arrived, and all of a sudden, 
people who had been doing great work got lousy job evaluations, and the 
atmosphere in the workplace wilted. Most could see where it was all leading, 
and, one by one, they left the company, to be replaced by others more 
acceptable to (or maybe friends with) the new management. My friend also 
left at that time, and took a series of jobs with local governments, which are 
more likely to hire the middle-aged than are private concerns.  I guess you 
could say the story ended well. 

I never really understood, though, why the new company just didn't fire the 
old people to make room for the new ones. Why the charade of bad job 
evaluations? Perhaps it had something to do with contracts? Maybe some 
sort of non-discrimination laws? Maybe demonizing the old employees made 
the new management feel more justified in giving pay cuts, or otherwise 
turning their lives upside down? Who knows? But this sort of thing, even if it's
not typical of all businesses, does happen all the time, and it's one reason 
that there's a steady flow of burned-out refugees choosing teaching as a mid-
life career change (though it seems I've seen fewer of them the last few 
years).

Here in my building there is a Russian teacher named Svetlana suffering for 
similar reasons (pictured below). She had married an ethnically Russian 
Chinese citizen. And she's taught Russian for twelve years in China, the last 
three or four of them at Tianjin University. She gets paid about 25% less than
the English teachers, which is a perfect reflection of Russia's changing 
prestige among foreign influences. Thirty years ago, Russian was the 
premier foreign language in China, and few students learned much English. 
Now every single student learns at least some English, and Russian is 
relegated to the precincts of literature departments and diplomacy, and some
business, since Russia still borders China.
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In this case, the story is common enough. A foreigner
friend of the university's vice president is being hired as a
researcher, and he has a Russian wife (and a young
child). This woman is going to take the job of Russian
teacher that our acquaintance currently holds. Well, fair
enough. The university can hire whomever it deems fit. It's
a mystery to us, though, why the university doesn't just tell
her she's no longer wanted, and let her go without
prejudice. Perhaps nobody wants to actually confront her
to tell her she’s fired.

So instead of being straight with her, they seem to be
doing everything they can to make her life miserable. All
of a sudden, they complain that she doesn't use Chinese
in her classes (she teaches PhD Russian literature
students, so why should Chinese be necessary?) They
complain that her Chinese is so bad that they simply can't
understand her when she comes to the Foreign Affairs Office to address 
problems (her Chinese is not great, but perfectly understandable to the 
English speakers in our building who know some Chinese.) 

And while present in the Foreign Affairs Office, she's been disparaged to her 
face as a bad teacher.  Instead of the promised plane ticket to visit family in 
Europe last summer, (all foreign teachers get such tickets), she was instead 
exiled to the train, a journey of several days, where she ended up standing 
almost the whole way.  During the recent pay snafu, she basically ran out of 
money, and was only able to eat by borrowing from others in the building.

One can only think they're hoping she'll simply leave before the end of her 
contract in June (a contract, I might add, which she signed without being able
to read it, since it was written in English, a language she doesn't 
understand).

If this was a business, I might not be so surprised (though I think most 
businesses wouldn't do this), but in the public sector? It also seems rather 
heartless to many of us because the woman is a recent widow – her husband
died about a year ago in the apartment she is still living in.  

===== My Equipped Apartment ====

And what does this say about the way they may treat the rest of us? 
Certainly there has been some small fallout for me. The apartment next to 
the Russian teacher's has been the province of ERRC teachers for several 
years, the advantage being that when teachers leave, they can leave their 
old stuff behind for the next teacher. So most of my pots, pans, shelves, 
lights, shelves, textbooks, and even sheets and shaving cream are now in 
their second or third generation of ownership (at least).

However, that apartment has apparently been assigned to the new 
researcher (who has not moved in yet) since it's next door to the Russian 
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teacher's. That way he can get two adjoining apartments when she's gone, 
presumably one to live in and the other for an office. We had to move lots of 
stuff out of that apartment to bring up here, things I'm grateful for, by the way.
But more than the inconvenience, the unexpectedness was upsetting, since 
they had said previously that the apartment would be kept once more for the 
ERRC teacher. 

Indeed, there have been a lot of things lately that seem to be unilaterally 
changing, unannounced, and usually to our detriment. 

This seems such a shame, because, in the ten years I've known this 
university, the situation for foreign teachers has generally shown steady 
improvement, from ten years ago living in a guest house under nightly 
curfew, to now living in nicely appointed apartments with kitchens and 
internet access. Their unannounced character also erodes trust between the 
teachers and the university, because now it seems we don't really know what
we can count on.

===== Phone and Internet Access ====

Take the Internet access, for example. For as long as teachers have been in 
this building (about five or six years, I think), Internet access was provided 
free up to a certain limit, which was usually adequate for most needs. Now 
they want the teachers to pay their own way and deal with the campus 
computer center on their own. This change was never actually announced, 
but was discovered when I arrived as a new teacher and was asked to do 
this. Similarly, a land-line phone access had always been provided (though 
teachers always paid for calls actually made, of course). Now new teachers 
are expected to plunk down large deposits to secure access to the phone – 
again, a change that was never announced, but only discovered; actually, not
always believed even when discovered, since the lack of any announcement 
meant that you weren't always sure if there had been a change or simply a 
miscommunication.

Part of the problem in this case is that amenities such as living conditions are
only vaguely described in the contracts, so the Foreign Affairs Office seems 
to feel justified in changing things behind that fog whenever it wants to. 
Actually, changes, even changes to the detriment, would not be so distasteful
if at least they were announced beforehand and some rationale provided.

===== The Foreign Affairs Office ====

All this was brought up this week in the Foreign Affairs Office itself when our 
ERRC representative met with them. The response at the time was that they 
certainly wanted to work with the teachers, etc. etc., and that teachers should
always come to them with concerns, etc. etc.

Now, the Foreign Affairs Office in a Chinese college or university is normally 
a place to find support. Without a Foreign Affairs Office, there would be 
almost no way a foreigner could work here. They do the inviting. They guide 
foreigners through paperwork with the government. They arrange necessary 
transportation and any of a thousand other things. They normally act as the 
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foreigner's advocate, and most of the workers that I've heard about will also 
help out above and beyond their appointed duties. This year, this Foreign 
Affairs Office seems to be taking more of an adversarial role. 

So I was not surprised, a couple days after the meeting with the ERRC 
representative,  when we received a cobbled-together addendum to the 
contract, not on official paper, but on plain Xerox, that contained additional 
cuts and requirements. There are new deposits, including a deposit on the 
apartment itself, a downgrading of cleaning services, less support in dealing 
with maintenance of the apartment, and they want us to keep records of 
everyone who comes to visit us, etc.  They even want to make the apartment
tenancy span just 11 months, from September to July, meaning, I guess, 
unless special permission is granted, teachers are now expected to move out
each August, but actually no one is really sure what it means. 

Now, in case anyone was wondering – there are certain aspects of this 
situation that reflect some Chinese cultural differences with the West. At the 
same time, however, our situation is not typical of the ways Chinese schools 
treat foreign teachers, nor is it illustrative of any new trend. Our ERRC 
representative just finished meeting with teachers all over China, and found 
nothing comparable to this situation anywhere, nor had she seen it in the last
few years. So for those of you thinking of coming to China someday, don't let 
this put you off.

In fact, this decreased support is not even typical of all departments of this 
university. The academic department that we work for, for example, has been
completely supportive of us, flexible in their dealings, and reasonable in 
everything they have asked us to do.  Not only that, but they're pleasant 
people to work with and to get to know.

Even in the Foreign Affairs Office, our immediate contact, Yvette, a recent 
college grad, has shown time and again a willingness to help and to adapt to 
the strange Western ways that she can't always anticipate.  Sometimes she 
feels caught in the middle.

But contrast my academic department and the Foreign Affairs Office – within 
a couple days of arriving here, I had a very pleasant meeting with both my 
departmental liaison and his supervisor. The three of us spent a couple hours
just sitting around my living room, getting to know each other. I only met 
Yvette's Foreign Affairs supervisor, who, like Yvette, is a young woman in her 
early twenties, yesterday. And she hadn't come to meet me, but to share a 
ride.

===== Still Working on the Visa ====

Yes, I'm still taking trips over to the immigration office across town to get 
paperwork done for my residence card, my visa. Poor Yvette tried to spare 
me some of this last week by going down there alone, but after an hour in 
line, she was told that unless I was there personally, they wouldn't do 
anything for her. 
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For these trips with Yvette (and one time with another foreigner, too) we rode 
in a black Audi 200 (made in China, by the way) owned by the school and 
driven by perhaps the best driver in Tianjin. Cool and unflappable, I've never 
even seen him swerve unexpectedly, nor beep his horn even once, which for 
those who know China, is quite a feat.

Anyway, when I've gone with Yvette before, he drove us out, waited for us, 
and drove us back.  This time, with her supervisor along, they showed up a 
half hour early (and no, I wasn't ready – I hadn’t even taken my morning 
shower).  Eventually they dropped Yvette and myself at the immigration 
office, and when we were done, she called them on the phone, only to be 
told they would not be there to pick us up for another half hour. No 
explanation for the delay. I would have simply taken a cab home, but I didn't 
want to embarrass Yvette. Well, it turned out to be a pleasant enough walk 
down by the river near the immigration office.  One of my colleagues tells me 
that in dealing with native Chinese teachers, this would be the standard level 
of neglect, so maybe I shouldn't feel particularly slighted. 

===== My Feelings about Tianjin ====

And by the way, the river, like just about everything else in Tianjin, is a far 
more pleasant place to walk than it was ten years ago – much cleaner and 
prettier, yet still lined with fishermen ignoring the "no fishing" signs.  And we 
even found a little park full of statues to famous Germanic composers like 
Beethoven and Haydn!  Perhaps this neighborhood had once been part of 
the German concession.

And this goes back to the heart of why I wanted to be here at Tianjin 
University, of all places. Although I've traveled a lot, I'm no tourist. I would 
rather be part of a community. When I've been to Germany, it's been for 
weeks at a time in the same place. Same thing on my trips to Ireland. Due to 
language constraints, my stays in Scandinavia and in France have been 
more limited, but still meaningful for the relatives whom I've stayed with.  I've 
never lived abroad a whole year, though, as I've been tied to the Hayward 
community through my job (which was always more than just a job).

Since my first wonderful trip to Tianjin ten years ago, led by Barry and 
Blanche Norris, and a team consisting mostly of Chinese-Americans (ABC's),
I've felt privileged to know many Tianjin citizens, some of whom I still know 
and see a decade later. I've thrilled to the constant upgrading of living 
standards and environmental improvements (yes, not complete, but still 
improvements) just as if it were my own home town. They sprout up like a 
newly-planted forest. When the new spacious teacher apartments were 
constructed, it became almost like a dream. Circumstances in Hayward kept 
me a year longer than I thought, but finally I am here. 

Indeed, in most respects it is exactly as I had hoped it would be – great 
colleagues, both Chinese and American, a nice furnished apartment located 
very conveniently to workplace, markets, restaurants, etc – all just a short 
walk away. The teaching schedule is perfect – four days a week, and I only 
have to leave the house early in the morning twice a week.  The students are
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great, the classes invigorating, and I'm usually walking on air as I stroll home 
afterwards.  And somehow, between the biking, the sixth floor apartment, and
the lowered food intake resulting from greatly decreased stress levels, I've 
even lost a couple belt notches from my waist line.

Every corner of this neighborhood
is painted with memories, and I
get to see the town change with
the seasons for the first time. And
the salary is adequate (though, of
course, the main reason I can
stay here is money in the bank at
home, friends and relatives
watching out for me in California,
and income from my rental
condominium in Danville – thanks 
for that goes to my management
company, Bridgeport).

And I can just hear some of my
Hayward teacher colleagues
reminding me that, if the
administration has abandoned the
more natural role of advocate for
the role of adversary, how is that
different from the Hayward School
administration? You'd think I'd be
used to it by now!!  I guess,
though, that when everything else
is so embracing, when one key
element is so unwelcoming, it
stands out. 

Plus ça change, plus c'est la
même chose.

Well, this letter has not been my customary adventure. Hopefully, next 
week's letter will be back to normal.

-Paul
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Week 8

Friday, October 31, 2009 – The end of the eighth week.

I did see a small number of Halloween costumes for sale in 
the Carrefour kids section. Happy Halloween!! However, I 

don't expect to see any trick-or-treaters in the neighborhood, despite the 
large numbers of neighborhood kids.

Speaking of, here’s a photo taken from my back window, in the same general
direction as the previous photo above. The building behind us is apparently 
married student housing for grad students. So there are always lots of babies
and toddlers around on afternoon strolls, accompanied by either their parents
or (more often) their grandparents. This photo shows a few of them, and also
the small lawn area (fenced off so nobody can actually step on it – it had 
originally been built for the pleasure of the University President, who used to 
live in the condo building next to it).

===== Birds and Dogs ====

The weekly bird sightings may have to
go on hiatus for the winter. There 
seem to be fewer and fewer birds 
around. I think they realize that’s 
something's up, winter-wise. I did spot 
a magnificently-carved wooden eagle 
in the lobby of the building where our 
office is. Ten foot wingspan, a great 
curved beak, and sealed with yellow 
lacquer – all on a four-foot high base, 
a weathered-looking wiry mesh of 
wood that reminds me of the driftwood

our family used to collect when I was a kid. Not only is that eagle not 
migrating, it won't even budge – it must weigh several hundred pounds.

And I didn't even spot
a whole dog this week
– only the ears. They
passed by me in the
basket of a bicycle as I
was riding my own
bike. 

===== Bikes and
Loads ====

Bikes in Tianjin (of
which there are several
gazillion) all have a
rack over the back tire.
Only occasionally is it
used for cargo, which
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is normally carried in a metal basket in front of the handlebars. More often 
than not, you'll see a guy carrying his girlfriend (never vice versa) riding side-
saddle on that rack.  There's actually something rather endearing about this 
custom, even though, like many things bike riders do here, it's illegal. It's not 
only the young who ride this way. On Wednesday I saw a rather dignified 
looking older gentleman riding his bike towards me, with his equally dignified 
and impeccably groomed gray-haired wife (I assume) perched on the rack. 
Not many people can look that dignified riding side saddle. 

The same day, while I was riding back from the store, a younger bike-riding 
young couple passed me, the girl holding her large floppy cloth bag on her 
lap as she primly balanced herself over the tire. That bag flopped open just a 
little, and two light tan and furry ears peeked out, along with a nose – that 
was all – the girl wasn't giving her little companion any opportunity to leap 
out. I kept wondering what would happen if a policeman stopped them (a 1 in
10,000,000 chance). Could he cite the young man twice for carrying two 
passengers?

Those who know my speedy driving style might wonder how I was passed at 
all. The answer is that my present bike is severely undersized. Consequently,
moderate speeds are all my poor knees can put up with. I did have a bike 
that was a little larger – both bikes had been left behind by the previous 
ERRC teachers, a married couple. However, a couple weeks ago, the bike 
vultures stole that bike in the middle of the night.  They also dragged away 
some other hulks and partially decayed bike carcasses at the same time. I 
had mixed feelings about it. Earlier in the day, the brakes on that now-stolen 
bike had gone completely haywire, so having the bike stolen saved me from 
having to get them fixed. And the second bike is actually in much better 
shape than the one that was stolen. But it's just too small.

Bikes in Tianjin are as ephemeral as they are omnipresent. No one expects 
to keep their bike forever, and the chances of a policeman helping you 
recover a stolen one are even less than him giving side-saddle riders a ticket.
You can't really blame him. If they took reports on every bike stolen, the lines 
outside police stations would impede traffic.  My colleague Rob says that one
has to adjust one’s attitude to deal with the constantly stolen bike. Think of it, 
he says, as not buying a bike, but simply paying a rental fee. Well, in China, 
bikes are cheap enough to make that attitude change.

Bikes must always be locked, and many people actually use two locks or 
more. A few years ago, a friend left his bike unlocked for just two minutes as 
he dashed inside to pick up something from his apartment, and it vaporized 
before his return. Even locked bikes disappear if they're left for too long in 
places that are too public. Unfortunately, that's the only choice possible at my
apartment – parking in front of the building. There are a few people who've 
gotten in the habit of jamming their bikes inside the locked front door, but 
space there is pretty limited.

I'll have to get a new bike at some point – my knees are not going to take 
much more of this. For the equivalent of fifty bucks, I can get a new basic 
one-speed bike.  For a hundred, I can get a pretty nice one. If I did that, 
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though, I'd have to figure out a way to make it look old and beat up so it 
doesn't disappear the first night. 

===== Biking En Masse ====

Bike riding in Tianjin, by the way, is one of life's greatest mass participation 
activities – it's much more exciting than attending a stadium rock concert or 
sports match.  Maybe it's the sheer weight of numbers, maybe it's the natural
beauty of migrating streams, or maybe it's the fact that a misstep can truly 
result in real, personal, long-lasting tragedy. The thrill of danger! And it's just 
like a video game. You never know where or when the next wayward 
pedestrian or wrong-way vehicle might spring out. 

At night it's even better. Nobody has a light, nobody wears a helmet. It's just 
like Space Mountain.

Actually it's amazing I haven't seen more bike accidents than I have. I've only
seen a couple of them this year so far. But the sight can be sobering, 
particularly when a car is involved. 

===== A Notorious Bike Accident ====

One of the more notorious accidents in these parts was one that I didn't 
actually witness myself, but it has entered the sphere of local legend. It 
happened at a nearby university (not Tianjin University) a few months ago. A 
car driving through campus hit a bicyclist.  When the driver popped out of the
car, though, it wasn't to help the young woman lying on the ground, but to yell
at her for getting in the way.  The driver went on to complain so loudly that 
students began to gather, who in turn began to criticize the driver.  Some 
passing teachers tried to calm the students, but to no avail. 

The driver, responding to the students in kind, told everyone that she had 
loads of connections in high places, so who did they think they were to 
criticize her? Over the course of several minutes, a great crowd of students 
gathered, angrier and angrier, until they finally tipped the car over and set it 
on fire. I never did find out if anybody ever got punished for the destruction of
property. Well, as they say in China, a group cannot be blamed.

===== Drivers Who Do Own the Whole Darn Road ====

Indeed there are many drivers here who think that yes, they really do own the
road, and they're not shy about blaring their horns at all and sundry to make 
that point. One of my colleagues recently wrote that the constant beeping of 
such drivers, as they sneak up behind you, is a helpful reminder of their 
presence. Well, that may be true if what you hear is a simple beep. It's not so
true when it's BLARE BLARE .... BLARE BLARE BLARE......

Just last night, as I rode to office hours, one such driver came speeding 
down a cross street in a gray sedan, screeching his horn. Ah, but I had a 
means of escape. I rode through the gate into the university, a guarded gate 
which at that hour is usually closed to automobiles. But then, I hadn't gone a 
block before BLAAARE surrounded me from behind. I almost veered off the 
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road from surprise. The guy had blared his way through the gate! I wasn't 
willing to break any bones to make a point, so I let him muscle his way past 
me. But at the next corner, he received some comeuppance, because at that 
point he had to slow down to turn. Evening classes were about to begin, and 
half the students in the world spilled out of their dorms and onto that corner, 
filling the streets as they slowly converged on the classroom buildings, 
blocking the driver’s path more fully than any gate. As I passed by on my 
bike, I was treated to a vivid demonstration of the phrase "impotent rage," as 
not one student made the slightest effort to speed their strolling or to clear a 
path for him or his still-blaring horn.

Some of my friends back home worry about me riding my bike under such 
conditions as these. Is it any comfort to them that it’s just as dangerous to 
walk – pedestrians are in just as much danger on the streets as bicyclists? 
And actually, it's just like anywhere else. You merely have to pick up on the 
unspoken and unwritten rules of the road so you can understand when 
others signal their intentions. My favorite bike riding moments are actually 
making left turns at major intersections.

===== Traffic and Bikes ====

Ten years ago, all major intersections were directed by traffic cops, even 
though they also sported street lights. Now, traffic cops still appear during 
rush hour, but for the most part, drivers have grown accustomed to traffic 
lights and well over half of them obey them. There are still uniformed 
personnel directing the bikes at all times at some major intersections. They 
even have little flags to get your attention. Bike riders, with their greater 
maneuverability, and their tendency to heedlessly ride in several variations of
the wrong direction, are simply more incorrigible. 

The bike lanes are located next to the curb, just like they are in California. 
The masses of bikes stop at the red light (unless they're making a right turn). 
The traffic lights are not little circles, but rectangular-shaped LED panels. The
lighted part of the panel shrinks in size as it gets closer to changing, so 
everyone can get ready, get set ... Indeed, by the time the red-lighted portion 
is almost gone, everyone is already on the bike and moving forward; 
everyone, that is, except for the bikers who are turning left. In China, the left-
turn light comes on after the straight-ahead light is all done. So you and a 
few others wait while a hundred bikes and cars careen past, many cars 
turning right, right in front of you. The green arrow finally appears, and then 
the smaller number of cars and bikes that are turning left scatters into the 
intersection.  

There's something magical and incredibly precious when that big 
intersection, so recently rammed through by heavy vehicles, opens up to a 
sprinkling of traffic, like little pixies, weak and delicate, and a few daring 
pedestrians, seemingly sprayed out in all directions, but mainly skirting the 
center.  The world stops and hushes. The bikers, coming from the extreme 
right side of one road to the extreme right of the other, must transit the 
longest distance, crossing trickles of right-turning cars both at the start and 
the end of that journey. One always wonders if indeed there's enough time to 
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cross that space before the traffic juggernaut powers up again, or, indeed, if 
a rogue driver, horns blaring, might blast through and pick off a stray 
individual.

I often imagine that my love of bike riding in Tianjin comes from my glowing 
memories of college days at UC Davis, where bikes are king and more 
numerous than the citizens, where swarms of bike-riding students emerge 
every hour on the hour. But really, even Davis cannot match the sheer 
numbers of bikers here. Still, I often find myself longing for just five minutes 
with my old college roommate's hand-made Italian Mazi Special racing bike, 
if only for once to ride rings around the blaring cars and to chase them down 
at will.
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Week 9

Friday, November 7, 2008 – The end of the ninth week.

===== Weather, Dogs and Birds ====

What great weather! Afternoons this week remained warm, 
though some nights were chilly. The sky is still blue. Magnificent. 
Unfortunately, though, temperatures should drop decisively this weekend, 
and it will probably be a few months before we have warm weather like this 
again.

It's hard to imagine that the American presidential election is finally decided. 
Everyone I know is celebrating. The students here have shown interest, as 
well, though they are not overtly demonstrative in expressing it.  I think that 
for many/most of them, "politics" mainly means another tedious class in 
economic theory, so even a slight interest expressed in public is notable.

A multiple dog sighting this week – a
small black poodle with a plain
"kennel" clip. As it rounded the
corner of the building here, it met
three perfectly-coiffed Yorkshire
terriers. 

Meanwhile, even though I'm six
floors up, I'm still surprised at times,
when I glance at the window and
see two little beady red eyes staring 
back at me, reminding me that in all
my bird sightings, I've missed the
obvious – the pigeon. 

===== The Pigeon Guy ====

Actually, pigeons are not common in
Tianjin like they are in many other
cities around the world.  But these
little guys are not really feral. We
have a pigeon guy in the
neighborhood, the building next to
ours.

This pigeon guy is a pleasant
middle-aged man who inhabits a
small ground floor apartment in the
building next over. His place has a fenced-in area and a small metal gate, 
where he's often standing on warm afternoons – sometimes just standing 
alone, sometimes chatting with the neighbors or passers-by.  And next to the 
gate is his big pigeon coop. When I first noticed him, day after day, standing 
there, I kept wondering just what does this guy do all day? He seemed too 
young to be retired.
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I snapped a picture from my kitchen window a couple mornings ago, so you 
can see him, too.

Well, it turns out he worked for many years in a state-owned company, and 
when that company finally proved redundant, he was given an early pension 
– the apartment and a small amount of spending money – not enough to take
vacations in the tropics, but enough to live on, so long as he's frugal. I'm not 
really sure if the pigeons are a simple hobby with him, or whether he's 
somehow making a few coins on the side by breeding and selling them. I 
have not noticed squab on the menu anywhere near here. On the other 
hand, I can't really read the menus much, anyway. 

So it's kind of nice to have somebody with time on their hands watching the 
goings-on in the neighborhood. I only wish he didn't have to sleep, so he 
could also guard the parked bikes against the bike vultures. Now that the 
evenings have turned crisp, though, I don't see him standing around outside 
as often.

Meanwhile, the pigeons have a nest and food at his place, so they don't 
congregate in gangs, nor settle under the eaves of other buildings. They do 
keep their beady little red eyes on everything that happens. 

===== Shopping for Winter Clothes ====

Speaking of the impending cold snap, I've begun thinking of warmer clothes. 
I really hate shopping for clothes. Really hate it. Really. The only time I 
remember that I actually enjoyed shopping for clothes was once in college 
when I visited my dad. Disgusted at my not bringing anything but my usual 
college rags, he and my sister took me to a nearby department store. I 
entered the doors dressed as a bum and exited them all dressed up. How 
cool is that? I even got new shoes, all in the same store.  And besides, I had 
hardly any decisions to make. Between him and my sister, it was just "put 
this on," and "we'll take this one." It was kind of like getting vaccinated. The 
pain's all over before you even realize it was there.

That was a long time ago, however.

So I decided to start looking for a coat. But knowing that I might never make 
it through the door of a clothing shop by myself, I called my friend Sunny. As 
a Tianjin native, she also knows where all the stores are located.

So last Sunday afternoon we set out on a bus. Now, buses in Tianjin go 
everywhere. And they come in two flavors – regular and air conditioned. The 
former is cheaper, and the latter less crowded. But now, I noticed for the first 
time, a third choice – a double-decker bus. I've loved double decker buses 
ever since my college town (Davis) imported a few dozen from London for 
the local transit system, so I was very excited to try one here. "Are you sure 
you'll fit?" asked Sunny. Fit?  I'm not even in a clothes store and I already 
have to worry about fit?

Well, apparently there must be some low-lying overpasses in the road 
system. It's not obvious just looking at them, but those double-decker buses 
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are short. The ceiling on each level is about chin-height on me. It was kind of 
like exploring a cave – a metal cave stuffed with mainly bored-looking people
that rambles down streets. Still, we found seats on the upper level. 

===== Shopping on Binjiang Dao ====

We rode down Nanjing Road, and got off 
where it meets Binjiang Road, the main 
shopping street in Tianjin. Just like a 
European shopping district, Binjiang Road
is a walking street, except for occasional 
electric-powered shuttles. From the bus 
stop it stretches out about eight blocks, 
where it meets a similar shopping cross 
street, Heping Avenue (also nicknamed 
"Golden Street" – or maybe the two 

streets together carry that name), which stretches out another ten blocks 
from there.  When we alighted at the bus stop, I could not help but reflect on 
the many changes I have seen in that area over the past ten years.

The most striking monument near that intersection, which every Tianjin visitor
knows, is the Xi Kai Catholic Church, constructed by French missionaries in 
1917. It looks very much like a small European cathedral, sitting a short 
alleyway away from, but facing, the main street, Nanjing Road.   It's really 
quite a charming place, with typical stained windows, stations of the cross, 
paintings and sculptures in a European style. Church services occur on a 
normal Catholic schedule.  The church hasn't changed much, but the 
alleyway in front of it has gone from, shall we say, "rustic", to a neatly paved 
and upscale shopping area, adorned with sculptures.

Nearby is a huge department store which, for some reason, we called the 
"International Market" ten years ago. This building is like an anchor that 
everything else grew out from. It's about ten stories tall, and a very elegant 
three-story "fountain" consisting of water dripping down long nylon lines drips
down in a central atrium onto the ground floor. The upper floors also host an 
ice-skating rink, a bowling alley, and a pool hall (and maybe other things, for 
all I know.)  It hasn't changed much in ten years, except that the store which 
occupied the space back then has moved across the street to a new building,
and a different store has taken its place.

That area across the street (across Nanjing Road) is very vague in my 
memory. Was there anything there at all ten years ago? By 2001, the area 
had become a maze of little booths, almost like a trade fair, a great place to 
buy all the little things in life, from caps to purses to stationery to luggage, 
etc.  By 2005, those little booths had vanished, replaced by the end of 
Binjiang Road, where we had just gotten off the bus. 

As you stand in Binjiang road, keeping a watchful eye peeled for electric 
shuttles sneaking up behind you, you see a wide thoroughfare with a row of 
buildings on each side. Many of those buildings are five to ten stories high, 
though the ones near Nanjing Road are shorter, with one floor. We chose a 

[45]



clothing store there and entered it. It was packed. "Packed" means that you 
can't really walk through unless people get out of the way. I tried on a coat, 
and when I stretched out my arm, almost clobbered a teen-aged boy, whom I
hadn't seen. But I guess the people here know to look out for such things, 
because he simply ducked down, passed under my outstretched arm, and 
gave me a thumbs up sign as he jaunted off. 

Well, the coat didn't quite fit, so it was time to find another store, but instead 
of going out the front door to the street, Sunny led me through the back of the
store, and suddenly, we found ourselves in another store, skipping the street 
entirely. Then we appeared in a third store, then in a little mall, then 
ascending to a third floor, and all this travel was store-to-store without the 
customary recourse to a street.  And all of it was packed with people. 

At one point we found ourselves in one of the taller buildings. Men's clothes 
were located on the fifth and sixth floors. We grabbed an elevator at the 
central atrium. It had big windows so we could watch the ground floor slowly 
withdraw beneath us. And then, the big surprise. Up there, six floors above 
the earth's surface, the rarefied atmosphere supported few customers. There
was space to move about, time to casually examine the goods, surrounded 
by nicely appointed sections with abundant help. Yeah, okay, it was probably 
depopulated because it was more expensive up there. 

Well, to make a long story short – no, I didn't buy a coat that day. But I did 
fulfill my goal of exploring availability, price ranges, etc. I also found out that 
it's hard to find clothing my size. Even the largest coats I tried on, though 
wearable, were a bit snug. You know, you'd think a country that can produce 
a Yao Ming (and he's far from the only tall person you'll see) could also 
produce comparable clothing, but if they do, they kept it hidden from us that 
day.

We finished off our shopping trek at Starbucks. No surprise, but the area 
around that intersection has four of them. Maybe Peet’s should look into 
starting a franchise out here. Neither of us had bought anything, but then, 
shopping is like fishing – whether you come home empty-handed or not is 
sometimes beside the point.

===== The Subway ====

We rounded out the day with a short subway ride, almost all the way back to 
the Tianjin University Campus. The subway is clean and mainly new. You buy
your ticket (a small green plastic token) by touching the name of your 
destination on a computer screen, and then surrendering the money it asks 
for. Pretty straightforward. The gates look just like gates from BART or the 
DC metro, right down to the green arrows. You press the token into a small 
spot on the gate and it admits you. At your destination, you drop the token 
into a slot in a similar gate. 

I guess the only thing unusual about the subway is that, unlike any other 
metro I've ever seen, there are clear plastic panels, like a fence, running 
along the edge of the platform, preventing you from accidentally falling onto 
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the track when the train is not there. Perhaps that's an indication of how 
many people squeeze onto the platform on weekdays? It was pretty quiet on 
Sunday.  Anyway, when the train pulls up, the car doors line up with sliding 
doors in the panels, so the fence doesn't affect entering and exiting the train.

===== The Trip to Beijing ====

Finally, last week the foreign affairs people took us on a field trip to Beijing. 
We saw some of the facilities built for the Olympics, (including the well known
“Bird’s Nest” stadium, designed in part by the famous Chinese artist and 
dissident Ai Weiwei (shown below).

We also saw Prince Gong’s home, a historical relic (photo below) from a long
time ago near the Forbidden City.  It’s really nice that from time to time they 
put on such nice trips for the foreign staff. I expect to attend many more in 
the future.

Well, that's all for this week....

-Paul
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Week 10

Friday, November 14, 2008 – The end of the tenth week.

===== Radiator Heat and Dogs ====

Beautiful weather continues, though the highs are only in the 
sixties this week. It's a notch cooler from last week, as Tianjin slides 
gracefully into winter. This weekend should see a sudden drop, though, and 
next weekend, highs are forecast in the forties. 

I'm anxiously awaiting
the arrival of a jacket
from America to help
deal with this impending
freeze. Meanwhile, back
home in California, my
mother reports
temperatures in the
seventies. Yep.
California – great
weather – all the time.

This weekend the heat
comes on. There is a
huge water-heating
system that gets turned
on every November 15
(or thereabouts,
depending upon the
weather and who owns
the local system). 

I'm very ready for this.
The apartments have
some space heaters
and coolers attached to
the wall, like the one
behind me, here in my
typing room. It would be
nice, though, if the
whole apartment could
be warm. The student
dorms went online two
days ago, but the heat
has not yet flowed out here, nor to our "foreign experts" office high in building
25 on campus. Well, those who know me know I tend to leave my coat on all 
the time, anyway.
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Dog sighting of the week: Just around the corner from here, a young golden 
retriever, pacing around a small group of chatting people, with the slow 
wagging tale and lazy smiling eyes so typical of that breed.

===== Housing ====

A lot of people enjoyed my picture of the pigeon guy last week, so I thought 
I'd send another picture of that same building. From this angle, the pigeon 
guy's place lies outside the frame, but you get a stronger impression of the 
building as a whole. And that pinkish hulk in the background is one (yes, just 
one) of the high-rise student dorms for undergraduates. There are three or 
four more, depending on how you count them, right next to it. I believe (but 
could be wrong) that there are six students to a room in there. Not six 
students to a suite – six students to a room.  I don't have any undergraduate 
students, so I may not get a chance to see this for myself, however. 

Tianjin University doesn't have a huge student body – it's smaller than my old
college, UC Davis – but a much greater fraction of the students live on 
campus (like, almost all of them), and they live there for their whole student 
careers; hence, the monster dorms. Some of them have bicycles, though the 
campus is small enough that bikes aren't strictly necessary. But still, the 
dorms' shared bike parking lot dwarfs any such lot at UC Davis. 

===== Bikes ====

Which leads me to the subject of bikes. Since one of "my" old bikes 
disappeared two weeks ago, I've been limping around on the other one, only 
slightly larger than the bike my parents got me in second grade. My knees 
have been complaining, and the seat is already as high as it will go. 
Meanwhile, my colleague (and neighbor) Lonnie has a great bike – the only 
one I've seen here that’s large enough to actually fit me, with three speeds 
on the back hub, and wheels that are actually true. It's such a great bike that 
he uses two locks (at least). To discourage the casual thief, he painted it a 
bizarre combination of flat black with yellow masking tape, and covered it 
with slogans to make it look as identifiable and repugnant as possible. He 
also brings it inside the door and parks it inside every night. 

I really love that bike. And no, I didn't try to steal it. But I did find out where he
got it- at "Giant Bike," which is chain store, sort of like the Schwinn of China. 
So I walked over there with my former student Louis acting as interpreter. 
Within two minutes of entering the shop, I spotted the twin to Lonnie's bike. I 
took it for a short spin, and gave the salesman perhaps his quickest, easiest 
sale of the whole month. Not only that, the shop was running a promotion.  
They had a fish bowl full of green ping pong balls. The challenge was to see 
how many ping pong balls you could hold in one hand at once, and for each 
ball, they would take 5 kuai (or more formally, 5 yuan) off the price. Great. I 
saved thirty-five kuai ($5) on that one!

Walking back with Louis, we stopped at a small shop and got some black 
paint to cover over the brand name of the bike, and make it look less shiny 
and new. However, when we finally finished painting it tip to tire in black, we 
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agreed that it actually looked cooler than it had looked in the first place. 
That's a disaster for my purposes! I brought the bike inside the front door and
hauled up it to the first landing in the stair well. And there it sat for a few days
while I pondered what to do.  Finally I worked up the courage to ride it over to
Home Depot and get some uglier paints. Before I left, I covered the shiny 
new seat with the tattered seat cover off the old bike, figuring that at least the
most noticeable part would look scuzzy. 

===== Bicycle Accessory Theft ====

Home Depot actually has a bike parking lot, so I locked it to the bike rack, 
and locked the wheel to the frame with a second lock.  It was a profitable trip.
I got a really slimy-looking green paint, along with some steel wool and a 
paint scraper to scratch up the finish a bit. And nobody took the bike in the 
fifteen minutes that I was inside!! Yes, the bike was still there awaiting me. 
However, someone had stolen the seat cover. I had to scratch my head. Why
would anybody even want it? It was old, it was scuzzy. And it's not as if 
there's some high-powered ring of seat-cover thieves in Tianjin. 

I returned home and hauled the bike up to the landing. Later that night, 
Lonnie invited me to polish off some leftovers from the previous day – an 
absolutely fabulous pesto spaghetti with chicken that his Chinese wife had 
prepared, her first-ever pesto. The best part is that I've eaten her cooking 
before, so I know it wasn't just beginner's luck, and I'll still be living next door 
to them all year.

Well, since Lonnie is my new (but maybe temporary?) bike twin, I wanted to 
swap bike stories, and he had one to top mine. That morning, he had 
stopped at the local market to buy some food for lunch. Usually he uses two 
locks, but since he was only going inside for two minutes, he only used one 
lock, dropping the other one inside the basket.  When he returned to the bike,
the second lock was gone! He had to scratch his head. Why would anybody 
even want it? Did they have some sort of master key? Were they hoping to 
salvage the lock chain and sell it for scrap?  It's not as if somebody could 
have set out in the morning with the idea of hunting down unlocked locks. 

Well, we turned to Lonnie's poor wife, once again saddled with the awesome 
responsibility of representing the eight million people of Tianjin, for 
explanations. What she came up with was interesting. 

===== Personal Space ====

It actually reminded me of a time-honored institution in Berkeley. With so 
many students moving in and out of Berkeley all the time, there's always lots 
of stuff to be thrown away or left behind, and no time or energy to hold 
garage sales. It's quite common for people to simply leave old furniture, 
lamps, computers, books, or even left-over writing supplies out on the curb 
for just anybody to take. The trick is knowing what's meant to be taken and 
what's meant to be kept. If it's on the curb, or the mowing strip, then it's free 
for taking.  If it's on the lawn or still in the driveway, well, maybe not. 
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Definitely not if it's close to the building.  It's all a matter of being within or 
without one's "personal space." 

Here in China, personal space seems to lie somewhat closer to one's actual 
person than it does in America. You can even see this in the distance that 
people stand when they're talking with you. If you're not used to it, you can 
find yourself subconsciously backing away, or wondering what great secret 
someone is about to divulge. I suppose it's advantageous to be comfortable 
with a tighter personal space when you're living six to a room at college. I 
have no idea, though, whether this is a recent development or a distant one, 
or whether, for that matter, it's we Westerners who are the stand-offish ones.

This limited personal space seems to mean, though, that it's easier for things
to fall outside of it. So if something is left lying around, not adequately 
protected, then whoever had it before must not care much about it.  And if 
you pick it up, it's not much different than if a Westerner finds a quarter on 
the sidewalk. You might look up to see who dropped it, but you don't spend a 
lot of time worrying about it. And if it's more than a quarter, some might worry
more, but some may not.

This is NOT to say that China is simply full of people waiting to grab things 
when they can. However, it is to say that for those who do, that's what they 
may be thinking.  Could this also be a legacy of Communist rule, where 
everything really did belong to the state, so who's to say what actually is 
personal property and what isn't?  I don't think that's the case, but I'm no 
sociologist, so who knows?  I do know it's not the first time something's been 
taken off my bike seat. Two weeks ago I tied some grocery bags over my old 
bike's seat to keep the cover from getting wet in the rain. It's also nice 
because it makes the bike easier to spot in a crowded lot. They were still tied
there when I parked it by my apartment one afternoon, but had disappeared 
when I went to ride it the next day. Well, the bags were only worth two cents 
anyway....…

===== Protecting Your Stuff ====

Which brings me back to the picture at the beginning of this message, and 
perhaps what is meant by protecting your stuff to show that you actually care 
about it. 

At the bottom of the picture you'll see a happy couple with their yellow-
capped baby who have just parked their car and have come to visit grandma.
You'll notice there is not one, but two gates between them and grandma's 
front door. You'll also notice that all of grandma's windows are covered with 
iron bars. Well, such things are not uncommon in certain neighborhoods in 
America. But you'll also notice that the second-story neighbors, perhaps 
thinking that an ambitious thief might climb grandma's bars to gain entry, 
have also barred their windows. Well, fair enough. 

What's surprising to me, though, is that if you look up a few more stories 
above grandma, you'll see that somebody on the fifth floor has also barred 
their windows. When I first saw this I thought maybe they just liked growing 

[51]



vines on their windows or something. But no, those bars are really there to 
prevent entry. In fact, at least one apartment of every level on that building 
has bars, except for the top level, the sixth floor. That kind of surprises me, 
because it seems to me that a thief, if he could gain access to the roof, could 
easily repel down a rope into one of those places, and then escape down the
stairs, or more dramatically, parachute into the courtyard. 

I suppose the good news is that, after decades of my mother and father and 
sister reminding me, I'm finally getting into the habit of locking doors and 
being (somewhat) careful where I leave things. 

As for the old bike, I've decided, at least for the time being, to leave it out tied
to the rack as always, instead of bringing it inside, as I had planned to at first.
That way, I can still use it for short hauls to the office or to Wu-Mart. But for 
longer treks to our Sunday Christian fellowship, or to my friend Steve's place 
(a half hour ride) I can bring out the new bike and save my knees. 

Again, as my colleague Rob often says, it's not useful to think of "owning" a 
bike. Instead think of it as a rental. And if you can get a year or two out of it, 
then you've gotten your money's worth. Here's hoping I can get a year out of 
my new one.
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Week 11

Friday, November 21, 2008 – The end of the eleventh week.

===== Weather, Radiator Heat and Dogs ====

The weather turned cold this week, nighttime temps below 
freezing, with some (sort-of) warm sunny afternoons. I still revel in the 
weather, though, because it's dry. It's amazing to me that people here miss 
the oppressive summer humidity, and that students from southern China 
complain that even that amount of wetness wasn't wet enough for them. At 
the E-mart department store this week, a dozen humidifiers, in the form of 
plastic animals, cheerfully sat in a row offering themselves for sale, spewing 
plumes of steam into the air like the finale of the dolphin show at Marine 
World on a cold day.

Hey, for those of us from California, if you didn't grow up with summer nose 
bleeds, you don't know dryness. The weather here is brilliant, even if cold. 

The heat was supposed to come on in the apartment last Saturday.  I haven't
quite figured it out, but apparently this is a city-wide thing. November 15 is 
the big date everybody waits for, when water-radiator-heat flows and you 
don't have to waste more electricity on space heaters. 

But it hasn't been so straightforward with me. Every room here has a 
radiator, but unfortunately only one of mine really works. Luckily, though, it's 
the one in the bathroom. It's the only one that the workers on Tuesday were 
able to fix. Hopefully I can get them to come back soon.  It's going to get a lot
colder in the next few weeks.  Meantime, I'm taking advantage of my habit of 
rarely removing my outer coverings. Maybe I'll do more bathroom reading 
than usual this winter.

Speaking of, dog sighting of the week: a black lab/pointer type dog, relieving 
itself on a median strip between the slow lane and the frontage lane at the 
foot of a six-lane overpass. Its owner not only parked his small sedan in the 
slow lane to wait for it, but left all four doors wide open. Only in China would 
this not cause an insurmountable problem, let alone pieces of door spread 
out all over the street.

I observed this dog from my bike, as I coasted by, also in the slow lane, down
the overpass slope. Why was I also in a car lane? Easy answer- no bike 
lanes on overpasses. Yes, there was a maze of little roads underneath for 
bikes to take, but this maze wasn't quite paved yet, and I didn't want the pits 
and rocks to bounce the cargo out of my basket. Besides, traffic rules 
shouldn't be taken over-seriously. They're really more like recommendations, 
or safety tips. I'm sure the two-dozen or so other bikers in that lane that day 
would have shared my opinion.
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===== International Christian Fellowship ====

Anyway, when I spotted that dog, I was on my way to my friend Steve's place
to rehearse some music for the next day's church service. And I was carrying
a loaded saxophone in that bike basket.

Yes, I attend a church here, a non-denominational International Fellowship. 
Membership is strictly limited to foreign passport holders, and, yes, passports
are checked at the door. Foreigners actually have a huge amount of religious
freedom here, so long as they don't share it with the general population. 

The Fellowship is held on the campus of a private Chinese tourist-industry 
school, which of course has no classes on Sundays. The main service is in 
English, and takes place in an auditorium that seats about 300. There's an 
auxiliary service in Mandarin elsewhere in the building, but I haven't looked 
into that. They also have Sunday school for the kids in various classrooms.

Usually there are 200+ people in the main service, representing about every 
country you might reasonably expect to speak English – North Americans – 
Africans from many countries – Aussies and Kiwis – Brits – Dutch – Germans
– Koreans – Japanese – Philipinos – Chinese (if they have foreign 
passports), etc. Really, it's just like Berkeley.

As for Chinese citizens themselves, they enjoy much greater religious 
freedom than thirty years ago – certainly more than you might find in some 
other Asian and/or Middle Eastern countries today. There are about five or 
six "officially sanctioned" religions, depending on how you count them 
(Protestantism and Catholicism count as two). Chinese can attend church, 
synagogue, mosque, temple, etc., as long as they do so on a government-
sponsored site, and don't go around starting their own fellowships like 
foreigners do.  Of course, like so much in China, local conditions may trump 
official rules from time to time.

Anyway, Steve is one of about four people who head up music teams that 
lead the singing at church. And he's not just a friend – he's a saxophone 
player! And the borrowed sax in my bike basket actually belonged to him. 
And he's not just a sax player – he's a sax manufacturer!
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He didn't start out that way. He came to China from New Zealand to teach 
English about ten years ago. But money doesn't go nearly as far as it did 
back then, so he's adapted by starting a business.   If you're curious, he also 
has a web site which, strangely enough, is blocked from view in China. I 
guess the Chinese have a problem with Internet sax sites.

===== Internet Censorship ====

Internet censorship in China is different from what I'm used to. My Hayward 
school district always heavily censored my classroom's connection, which is 
a good idea when so many kids were online. Still, it can be annoying to 
search "Frida Kahlo" for an art lesson and instead of seeing great art, a 
cheery little screen pops up to inform you that you're out of compliance with 
Hayward School policies, but if you really want to go there, the computer staff
would be happy to listen to you beg. On the other hand, it's marginally better 
than what you'd see in Saudi Arabia's pop-up censor, where you get verses 
from the Koran quoted at you, and you have to talk to a cleric if you want to 
get through.

China's censorship is typically Chinese. You try to reach a website. You wait. 
You wait some more. Finally your browser gives up and your computer 
informs you that there seems to be some network problem, so maybe you 
should check your connection. Or maybe your router is broken. Or maybe 
your service provider has gone out of business. Who knows? Don't worry 
about it. Just go somewhere else (if you think you can).

It's a great strategy. It's up to you to figure out if the site was censored or not.
And in the meantime you're too busy checking your connections and 
swearing at the computer to bother anybody else. 

Of course, some censoring is a dead giveaway. My Chinese friend Miles, 
who shared a computer with a bunch of guys back in his student days, 
complained about Google searches regularly failing to start. "Hey, who 
searched 'democracy' this time?" he'd yell. Nobody would own up to it, but if 
he waited twenty minutes or so, the searches would start working again.

Thanks to him, I know better than to do that. However, I regularly search 
Google images, looking for pictures to use in classroom materials. You never 
seem to get more than four or five pages into the search before the pictures' 
thumbnails stop displaying. Now, is that official discouragement, or is it the 
local service provider saving resources, or is it my computer that's jamming 
up on too many pages? Who knows for sure? I don't worry about it. I just go 
somewhere else. 

Actually though, censorship here has lightened considerably compared to a 
few years ago. Is it because of the Olympics? Some people think so, but who
knows for sure? 
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Anyway, Steve the Sax Guy and his
family recently moved out to an actual
house in a gated community on the
edge of town, where falcons fly and
crows pursue them. It's perfect for band
rehearsals. It has no garage, however.
So no garage bands. . . 

===== The C Melody Saxophone
====

I arrived to find a typically International
group rehearsing in Steve's living room
– an Asian woman, several assorted
Africans, an English girl, and Steve.
Most fun for me, however, was a new
saxophone ready to try out.

Steve is literally world-famous for his
saxophones – particularly a new model
pitched in C, rather than the usual E flat or B flat. That means that the sax 
player need not transpose music that's written for guitar or piano.  Such 
saxophones enjoyed a brief popularity during the "roaring twenties" but 
haven't been manufactured anywhere since the thirties. Until now.  Not only 
did Steve have a new C sax for me to try, but an even newer prototype 
mouthpiece for it, complete with racing stripes and after-burners. A real piece
of saxophone history. 

It took a while to get accustomed to the unfamiliar horn, but as I did, it came 
to sound more and more like a little tenor sax, with a Wayne Shorter type 
tone. And no transposing! I couldn't wait to actually play it in public.

===== Music in Church ====

The next day at church, our well-rehearsed music sounded brilliant. The new 
sax and mouthpiece just sang, and the rest of the band and the singers 
sounded even better. Of course, just when you think you're on top of the 
musical world, something generally comes along to show you your actual 
place. 

In this case, it was a tiny Chinese girl who couldn't have been more than five 
years old. She took the stage in all fragility, cuteness incarnate, singing 
simple hymns to even simpler piano accompaniment, voicing the words 
mouthed by her teacher from the floor in front of her. The only thing more 
adorable was her even-younger little sister, sitting in rapt and open-mouthed 
absorption, who never before realized that such magic could surround 
someone just like her. Actually, most of the congregation had the exact same 
expression on their faces.  

Too bad I didn't have my camera that day. Actually I kept forgetting to take it 
with me all week. Of course the church auditorium has loads of surveillance 
cameras, installed in time for the Olympics. Maybe I could have tapped into 
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them for a picture? But lately, people have been dropping handkerchiefs over
them. Now is this to prevent their use?  Or are they merely trying to keep the 
dust off? Who knows? I don't worry about it. But it does mean I don't have a 
really nice picture this time.

On the other hand, I can share with
you a picture of the new C 
saxophone, taken from Steve's site.
Not only can you appreciate the 
beauty of the workmanship, but you
can see that it actually makes quite 
a stunning fashion accessory for 
the discerning musician.
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Week 12

Friday, November 28, 2008 – The end of the twelfth week.

===== Weather, Radiator Heat, Dogs ====

The first actual cold day of the season pressed down on us 
last Sunday. By cold, I mean that the cheap mittens I bought at Carrefour for 
five Yuan (35 cents) no longer kept my hands warm while riding a bike.  Even
so, because the winter air is dry, it warmed up quite a bit in the afternoon. 
The rest of the week continued warmer, at least in the afternoons, though 
temperatures dipped quickly once the sun retreated. Those sunny afternoons
really made for pleasant bike riding, so I cruised around on the new bike, 
trying to re-orient myself to the major thoroughfares.

And two days ago, after
another afternoon of
plumbers down on the first
floor, the heat is starting up.
So far, it seems to mainly
work from late mornings
through early evening.
Mornings are still a bit chilly,
but that's still a big
improvement over last week,
and should help me get over
the cold I've been nursing the
last few days.  This weekend
I expect to get a lot of warm
clothes, too.

Dog sighting of the week: A medium-sized husky on a leash a couple blocks 
from here. They probably keep it in an apartment, and even though I'm happy
to see him getting a walk, I wonder if it's ever enough exercise for such a 
large breed. Still, it looked in good health.

Happy Thanksgiving! Four of us decided to celebrate with Pizza at the local 
Papa John's (pictured here). 

===== Thanksgiving ====

In addition to the warmer apartment, I've got lots to be thankful for: My 
friends and colleagues here, my English academic department, my church 
here, where I got to play the introduction to "Amazing Grace" using a modern
C Saxophone last Sunday, my family and friends at home who are also 
looking out for my responsibilities there, my church in Berkeley and my 
sponsoring organization at home that support me in prayer, my faithful-
paying tenant in my condo and the equally faithful building manager who 
oversees it, etc. etc. etc. 

I have to say, I have a lot to be thankful for.  Even my problems can be a 
blessing:
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===== The Students Are a Blessing ====

"Nice problem to have" department: Up until this year, "working" meant long 
hours in class each and every weekday, regular as clockwork. But now, since
I only actually have to be in class on two mornings (Mon. & Tues.) and two 
afternoons (Wed. & Thurs.), and no class at all on Friday, whenever I'm 
sitting at home, like I am now, I keep getting these nightmarish thoughts that I
was supposed to go to class today, and I missed it. Maybe in another couple 
months I'll get over it.

Actually, though, I wouldn't mind having more class time, because the 
students are great. I took pictures of all of them a few weeks ago in a so-far 
vain attempt to learn all their names. Names are quite a struggle for me, and 
Chinese names particularly so. 

But
this
week's
picture
is one
of
those
shots.
I could
only fit
half
the
room
in the
frame,
but
just
look at
them!

Wouldn't you want to teach them, too, if you had the chance?

I have about 130 students in all, arranged in four different classes, each of 
whom I see twice a week. They are all first-year master's degree students – 
mostly engineering students with powerful, focused minds – though one 
class has a lot of "artistic type" architect students.   

They've already studied English for a dozen years or more, and, with the 
exception of dropping articles and mixing verb tenses, they can write pretty 
well. But they can't speak much. My job is to get them up to speed on talking.
Since they already know so much vocabulary and grammar, they can pick up
English speech patterns pretty easily. I feel like the farmer who plants in a 
well-prepared and well-fertilized field. In the last two months, their skills have 
grown like... well.. crops.  The difference between what they can do now and 
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what they could do in September is dramatic. How often does one get to see 
such clear improvement of basic skills in students this old?

The best part is that I'm only grading them on their speaking. So, no papers 
to grade or even read.  I listen to each of them speak on a regular basis, so 
I've already got lots of grades for each one. I even have grades for those 
extra students who are auditing, in case at the last minute one of them turns 
into a registered student on me. I'm ready to calculate grades any time that 
someone might ask. It's a profoundly weird feeling (for me) to feel caught up 
all the time, which probably increases my paranoia that I'm... wait a minute....
no, I don't have to be in class right now.

===== Office Hours ====

Meanwhile I got a mass e-mailing from my old school in Hayward, from a 
teacher offering help in scheduling the annual formal parent conferences. 
Gee, I don't have any parent conferences to worry about, either!  Such a 
deal.

I do have office hours, though. Nobody asked me to have office hours, but 
my colleague Rob holds them, and most foreign teachers here do, so I 
figured why not? Rob and I can share an office in building 25 (pictured a few 
pages back), a huge iceberg of a building that was built just a couple years 
ago. He takes Tuesday night and I take Thursday night.  The office has a 
bookshelf full of English books, CD's and magazines that Rob has collected 
over the years, along with a blue wall hanging that Rob also collected, which 
the students always insist on complimenting me on.  It also has a desk, four 
chairs, and a non-functional computer. Now, if only the heater in the room 
worked....

Generally, on any particular Thursday, between two and ten students stop by.
Mainly we just talk about whatever. A couple times I have tried introducing 
them to one of my favorite movies, Lone Star.  It's a complex movie that 
takes a lot of explanation if you're not familiar with American culture, so it's 
slow going. One evening, I even took my video projector over there to show 
To Kill a Mockingbird to a group of students. 
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===== Fixing the Video Projector ====

I also use the video projector in class. It's been somewhat less
effective there, since the windows have no curtains to darken the
room. There's also no screen, but the walls are white. On the other
hand, over the years, the walls have accumulated decorations and
slogans, like the ones you can see in the picture. Once those puppies
go up, they hang there until they rot. Luckily, one small spot outside
the picture to the left had almost rotted away. I spent some time
scraping (cheers to Victorinox) and soon had a "screen spot." 

The next task was to find a working electrical receptacle. The one in
the back of the room worked great, the one in the middle not at all,
and the one at the front of the room was hanging off the wall, though
the wires were still attached. But that one also worked, and I could
set up the projector on the podium. I gingerly plugged in a power strip
(taking care to avoid execution –  it's yet another reason why I'm happy I 
brought rubber-soled shoes), and then hooked up my laptop and projector.

For a couple classes it worked swimmingly. Then one day, I discovered that 
somebody had cut the wires that supplied power (and support) to the 
receptacle! I couldn't understand how they could do that without leaving burn 
marks or body parts, but now I was stuck. I tried moving the projector to the 
back of the room, but I had to set it on a student desk, a rather sub-optimal 
position, since the students all had to duck so the projector light could reach 
the screen spot. 

===== My Helpful Chinese Liaison ====

Well, I emailed Jason, my Chinese liaison with the academic department 
(pictured above). Jason totally came through. Over the weekend, the 
receptacle was fixed and upgraded. He also lent me a new power strip with a
long cord, in case anything like that happened again.

Jason has been helpful to me in many ways – not only with electrical 
problems, but he was the guy who helped me deal with the class that started 
with fifty people, but then turned out to have only 32 enrolled, even though 
most of the fifty still kept showing up. 

I still remember him coming to address the students of that class. He's one of
the most high-strung people I've ever met. He almost seems to quiver when 
he walks, and sometimes appears totally apologetic for his own existence. I 
can still picture him, shaking there, addressing the students, saying over and 
over "Meiyou banfa" (there's no help for it), as he informed them that not all 
of them could stay. 

The whole scene was interesting to me, because I had been told that 
Chinese teachers can often be little dictators, but here was one who was 
totally modest, warm and sympathetic, really a great guy. He also helped me 
to totally learn and remember the phrase "Meiyou banfa."
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===== Fixing the Students’ Seats ====

He also helped with getting seats fixed. 

Those chairs you see in the picture are permanent seats in the room. In 
general, everything in a Chinese classroom is bolted down, on the justifiable 
assumption that anything not tethered (except for chalk) will walk away. The 
chair backs are screwed into a metal frame which stands on the floor and 
also supports the writing surface for the students in the next row back. The 
seats fold up and down so you can walk through. 

Both the backs and the seats are made of laminated wood, very sturdy, yet 
when I first came to the class, one of the seats had apparently cracked down 
the middle and fallen from its hinges on either side. It stayed that way for a 
few days, but then it was replaced with a new wooden seat at the same time 
the electrical outlet got fixed. 

But seat problems continued. Seats would fold down past the stopping point, 
or sometimes just drop out all together. Now, here's the advantage of having 
a class full of engineers. They showed me that the problem was the thick 
metal pins used as hinges when the seats fold down. These are short pieces 
of metal rod, about a half inch thick, inserted into a hole in the metal frame of 
the chair legs. They serve as fulcrums for the swinging seat on either side of 
the shared "chair" leg. The problem is that a couple of them are not welded 
well in place, so they slide through the hole one way or the other. If it slides 
toward your seat, you're still okay, but if it slides toward the other guy's seat, 
you're going down.

When I came to school one day, and the same seat had again cracked down 
the middle, I knew it wasn't because the seat had worn out. (Though, 
interestingly, the students told me that's what must have happened, even 
though they must have realized that couldn't be the case, even as they said 
it.)

As I see it, that pin probably slipped again and the student went down once 
more. That student then retaliated on that seat by cleaving it down the 
middle. The only questions, really, are:

1. whether he bashed it at the time he fell during class (not likely), or whether
he nursed his bitter grudge for a few hours before returning late at night to 
finally dispatch the sucker, and 

2. which school of Kung Fu can execute such a clean and straight fracture in 
the wood?

3. Or was it never properly fixed in the first place, but just pieced together so 
it just looked like a whole seat.

At any rate, he replaced the now-cloven (but barely hanging together) seat 
onto its place. I think he did this not only from a dark sense of humor, but 
also to make it obvious to anybody not to sit there, and not to try and 
resurrect it.
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And for this reason, I've hesitated to email Jason again about the seat, even 
though he's written me an email, asking me to tell him if there are any more 
problems, because I've seen now that when the workers fix the seats, they 
don't fix the pins, so the problem will simply reoccur. 

===== Student Names ====

As I said, I'm trying to learn the students' names. It's not been easy. 98% of 
Chinese names have exactly either two or three syllables. This fits the 
Chinese language, which values brevity and succinctness over unnecessary 
elaboration. But it also means, that to me, the names start sounding all alike. 

Indeed, many of them are alike. As for family names, I have eight Chens, five
Gaos, five Lis, nine Lius, nine Zhangs, six Zhaos and a dozen Wangs. Their 
first names are almost as similar (remember, though: family name comes 
first). In combination, it can be confusing. Was it Zhang Lei and Zhao Feng, 
or Zhang Feng and Zhao Lei? Or Zou Lei? Or Lei Feng? 

I have two students named Zhang Rui  – one is a boy and one is a girl. I 
have two students named Wang Yan, written exactly the same way, and 
another named Huang Yan. 

So I struggle. It does help to know the meanings of the characters used to 
write the names. That's what helped with Huang He, which means "Yellow 
River" (and she also writes it like the name of the river). Actually, almost all 
given names (and most family names) have lexical meanings.  So I have a 
Liu ShuLin (Tree-Grove Liu) and a Wang WanNian (10,000-Year Wang). 

I've come to no firm conclusions about what goes into giving such names to 
new babies.  The meaning must be important, but so is the sound. Girls often
get cute, informal-sounding doubled names, like Wang Qianqian, or Zhou 
Huihui. One girl surnamed Yang also has a first name Yang, which makes the
teacher sound a little too familiar with her when he calls her name Yang 
Yang. It sometimes makes the other students giggle. Except for such 
doubled names, you can't know for certain if it's a boy's or girl's name just by 
hearing it, though I'm told that seeing it written (so you know the meaning) 
can be (*can* be) an indication.

Americans are not totally unfamiliar with the idea of names having lexical 
meanings. Certainly, the Native Americans were named that way (Sitting Bull,
Red Cloud, etc.) Their names were clues to their character or the 
circumstances of their naming.

I had long known about this tendency in Chinese as well. Elementary school 
teachers in America often use a book called "The Year of the Boar and 
Jackie Robinson," by Bette Bao Lord. It's a semi-autobiographical novel 
about a young Chinese American girl named Shirley with immigrant parents 
and growing up in 1950's. They called the baby of the family "Precious 
Coins" in Chinese.  I figured it was simply a reflection of the circumstances at
the time of his birth. Certainly nothing in the book dissuaded me from that 
opinion. Maybe that's what young Shirley (or Bette) thought, too.  
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But now I realize that, because Chinese is written in characters that already 
have meaning (unlike letters, where m and q are just arbitrary symbols 
without inherent meaning), a Chinese name simply must have a literal 
meaning. There's no other choice. It's not just a cultural preference. 

I am told that when Chinese people call others by name, though, they do 
think of the names as just names, and not as labels with lexical meaning. In 
this sense, it's not much different than English speakers naming their kid 
Charity or Grace or Moon-unit.

This disconnect, between names that have meaning, and actually using 
those words as names, must be part of the reason that when Chinese 
students choose an English name for themselves, they have no compunction
about using normal words without thinking that the meanings will apply to 
them on a personal level. One student recently wanted to name himself "Fish
Bones," which is the name of a rock band from the 1980’s.

"Please don't call yourself "Fish Bones Wang," I pleaded with the student, 
who kind of stared back with an uncomprehending, slightly hurt expression 
on his face.

I got curious about how my own name might have been written, if English 
had used such a writing system that enforced meanings on names. So I 
looked up "Paul" on two different Internet sites to verify that the official 
Chinese translation is "BaoLuo." It means something like "Secure-Net." Well, 
for a computer guy, that ain't too bad. Certainly better than Shorty, which is 
closer to the original meaning of Paul in Hebrew. 

So, signing off for now,

and again, Happy Thanksgiving,

Secure-Net.
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Week 13

Friday, December 5, 2008, The end of the thirteenth week.

===== Weather, Jacket, My helpmates ====

Okay, this was our first winter-cold night last night. A cold 
front moved in from Siberia. By "winter-cold," I mean that it stung my face 
when I walked to class yesterday afternoon. When I returned home on my 
bike from office hours last night, it was 18 degrees Fahrenheit, with a stiff 
wind giving it a "feels like" temperature of 8 degrees.

It's hard to imagine now, but the weather actually started warming up earlier 
in the week. Monday night it was warm enough to walk at night with only a 
good sweater on, and daytime temperatures in the sun were perfect for bike 
riding or running.

I've decided that I don't prefer riding a bike in 8 degree weather. If nothing 
else, the ice flakes skittering over the streets make it too slippery.

I had left a lot of stuff behind when I came to China, partly from lack of time 
to prepare, but mostly for fear of an "overweight" judgment at airport check-in
time. I was appalled when they finally weighed my luggage at the check-in 
gate and I found I could easily have taken another ten or fifteen pounds 
worth of stuff, including a winter coat. 

I often joke how this year is the "junior year abroad" that I never got to take 
when I was in college. I never thought it would be so much like a junior year 
abroad that I would even get a care package from my mother.

She had visited my home last month and packed up some warm clothes and 
a lot of other things. She didn’t send them through the mail (where things 
often get lost). Instead, she sent them with two ERRC travelers, Martha Chan
and Floyd Schwanz, when they came to visit ERRC teachers this week. I 
now have the down jacket that I should have taken with me in the first place, 
and even more. 

So again, this week has reminded me that my presence here depends on the
efforts of many others – the people I mentioned already, other family 
members and ERRC staff, and friends like the Smiths who have been 
watching out for my home, my finances, my computer files, and even helping 
to pack the "care package" from my mother, not to mention the faithful tenant
in my condominium and the property management company.  

And that doesn’t even count the many friends who have written me from 
America, and my colleagues and friends here in Tianjin, and even the foreign
affairs intern, Yvette. Truly any enterprise I do here is a group effort. 

===== The Husky Guy ====

Dog sighting of the week: On one of my bike rides of exploration last 
weekend, taking advantage of the glorious crisp and sunny fall weather (it's 
hard to imagine now how warm it was), I spotted another husky on a leash. 
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At the other end of the leash, the dog's owner sat on a motorbike. Now 
there's a guy who really appreciates how much huskies need to run. He took 
off on the bike, crossing the street in front of me, the husky straining to race 
ahead even faster. 

I turned left to follow them, and we plunged right up a one-way street against 
traffic.  I wasn't worried, because I was following him, and one of the 
unwritten rules of bike riding is that you're always okay if you're slipping into 
somebody else's air stream. 

The husky, on the other
hand, didn't seem trained
to run with a motorcycle.
Instead of pulling straight
ahead, he kept lunging to
the side, sometimes
towards oncoming traffic,
and sometimes onto the
sidewalk. This played
havoc with the owner's
balance on the motorbike,
especially since the leash
was short. They both
seemed to be new at this,
and I had to admire the
owner's commitment to
dog care, even to the point
of endangering his own
safety.  

I mean, it's not as if there are any dog parks around where pets are 
encouraged to run off leash. Letting the dog off leash in that part of the city 
would probably just get him run over. Not only that, but there are still lots of 
people here who are not used to dogs. Imagine if you saw what looked like 
an untethered wolf running towards you!

Anyway, all this was going through my mind when it finally dawned on me 
that, wait a minute, the guy on the motorbike was wearing pajamas. Pajamas
and blue slippers. 

Nobody in America is going to believe this, I thought, unless they're from 
Berkeley. I mean, compared to the old days in Berkeley, at least this guy was
wearing something. Luckily I had my crippled camera with me, and luckily, 
when they paused at a cross street, apparently talking and getting advice 
from fellow bikers, I snapped the shot which I've attached to this message. 

Well, every place has its oddities, though truth be told, this is not the first 
person in Tianjin whom I've seen out and about in night gear. To me, of 
course, this shows a certain strength of character. It reminds me of my 
favorite old TV show, MASH (which was about army doctors in the Korean 
war). The lead character had the enlightened fashion sense to spend a good 
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part of his day out and about, dressed in a bathrobe. I've been trying to 
emulate him ever since.

===== A Classroom Visitor, Discussion Topics ====

On the other hand, if you want to skip the oddities and see the heart of China
in Tianjin, you need look no further than the students in my classroom. So 
that's what our ERRC visitor Floyd did on Tuesday. It was only his second 
day ever in China, and he wanted to meet real  people. That day, instead of 
leading a classroom discussion myself, I used an idea stolen from my 
colleague Rob (who stole it from Linda, who probably stole it from somebody 
in Beijing who stole it from a visiting businessman who stole it from some 
French guy teaching English in Germany, or something). 

That is, students get into groups
of four, one of them serving as
discussion leader. After twenty
minutes, the discussion leaders
all find new groups and start
their discussions again.  The
discussion leaders choose their
own topics, and submit them,
along with an introduction and
follow-up questions, beforehand.
This was my third time to hold
discussion groups this semester,
which means that for each group
of four, one person has yet to lead. I do hope that person is putting some 
thought into what their topic should be for next time.

The topics so far have been wide-ranging. 

From the personal:

What is a true friend?
How can you make your life meaningful?
How can you be a good parent?
How can you make your parents happy?
Your favorite season?
Shopping?
How to communicate properly?

To the social:

Should we ban smoking?
What special customs occur in your home town?
Is graduate life different from undergraduate life?
What are you doing for the holidays?
Should students work part-time jobs?
Should students ever skip class?
Is cooperation more important than competition?
Lifelong learning?
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Generation Gap?
Do people love beauty?
The university cafeteria?

To entertainment:

What do you think of the Transformers movie?
What music do you like?
How electronic music works?
What are your favorite sports and players?
Table tennis?
Your hobbies?
Kung Fu?
Favorite book?
Sleep?
Travel?

To history and world affairs:

The American presidential election?
Global Warming?
Olympic Games?
Genetic Engineering?
Food security?
Employment / unemployment problems?
Marie Curie?
Education?

To the future:

Your plans for after college?
Your dreams for your life?

To the hypothetical:

Extra-terrestrials?
Ghosts?
Can you live without a computer?
Without a cell phone?
Compare today's teens with 100 years ago. 
If you had a time machine, where would you go?

Anyway, Floyd parked himself
in a seat next to one of the
groups (pictured at right), and
was soon engaged in lively
discussions on a variety of
topics that the students
themselves really wanted to
discuss. I had two sections of
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students that morning, and it happened that they were the sections with the 
strongest class personalities. 

===== Students in Class ====

One section is made up exclusively of engineering students. Those guys are 
focused. Really focused. Like predators. You give them a task, and bang! It's 
done; cleanly; efficiently. Not only that, but their single-mindedness translates
to teamwork that rivals the massed performers at the Olympics' opening 
ceremony. 

The other section is dominated by architecture students, who are artsy 
creative types. They can be totally involved in days-long projects, and then 
fall totally off track to recover. They have my highest absentee rate, but the 
greatest courage in speaking up in class, and the most interesting hobbies. 

Yeah, speaking up in class. One of the reasons I have student-led 
discussions is because the teacher is basically unable to lead one – not 
because the teacher doesn't know how, but because once the students are 
seated as a group in a classroom, you almost have to step on their toes to 
get them to them utter anything. Partly, this is because they are shy in a 
classroom situation. Nobody wants to look stupid. 

But the other reason is that they don't want to accidentally ask a question 
that the teacher can't answer, and thus embarrass his reputation. On the one
hand, they're considerate of the teacher's feelings, but on the other hand, in 
China, having your reputation brought into question is like having your honor 
questioned in the West. Sometimes people go ballistic, and nobody wants to 
receive any of the fallout from it.

Anyway, the discussions in each class flowed nicely – both the architects' 
quiet introspection and the engineers' blaring celebration. The students were 
excited to have time, class time no less, with teacher permission, even, to 
just sit and talk about life, the universe, and anything, even if it had to be in a 
foreign language. I remember one student after class gushing that she 
wished there were more time to talk about such things, that she had learned 
so much about her classmates and thought so much about the things that 
really concerned her.

And I marveled that these students, who should be the inheritors of a grand 
teahouse talking tradition, had to resort to a foreign tongue even to taste it 
just a little, as they're so overworked with study. Well, as one of my students 
commented, tea houses are really more a south-China thing, anyway.

===== Chinese Identity ====

Last week I asked them to think about what it meant to be Chinese. My 
colleagues in ESL will be glad to learn that I often use think-pair-share 
techniques to encourage students to vocalize their thoughts, first to their 
partners, and then (if they're called on) to the entire class. I said, what if they 
all moved to Mexico, learned Spanish and settled down. Would they still be 
Chinese?
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Chinese students always stand when talking in class, just like I hear they do 
in Texas elementary schools. So pair by pair, students rose to give their 
opinions. No surprise that, with the occasional dissenting view, they 
overwhelmingly said they'd be Chinese forever. Mostly the reasons were 
predictable – they looked Chinese (nobody seemed to absorb the idea that in
many cases they also might look pretty Mexican) – they spent twenty years 
as Chinese already (nobody seemed to consider that they could spend a 
longer time in Mexico if they moved there).  They also said their heart was in 
China, their family was in China, their roots were in China, all of which is 
beyond refute. 

And then, one young man with exemplary English skills, having summarized 
four or five of the above reasons, before sitting down, stretched a little taller 
and said, "And we would all continue to read the thoughts of Chairman Mao, 
of Chairman Deng, and expound their ideas, and soon the Mexicans around 
us would all become Chinese." And he plopped decisively down into his seat.

Well, that was over the top. There was a lot of giggling when he said it. I 
thought he was being comedic.

Later, when I described the scene to Rob, he informed me that the young 
man was neither being humorous nor ironic.  I was surprised, since to me, 
such effusive admiration, stretching the topic so far, would never be 
expressed so wholeheartedly, even if someone actually felt that way. I 
resolved to ask the young man about it.

But then, I changed my mind.

Instead I asked some young women who had come to my office that evening 
for office hours. I described the scene for them. They wanted to know if this 
student was a boy or a girl.  A boy? Yes, there are many boys who think that 
way. So apparently, it's a guy thing.

This morning, as I finish this note, I'm enjoying one of the girl things. One of 
my students is from Anyang, a small but famous city located truly at the root 
of Chinese civilization. Upon learning of my appreciation of her town's 
position in history, and upon listening to my admiration of the work of George 
Washington Carver in class a couple weeks ago, she had brought me a bag 
of home-grown home-roasted peanuts from Anyang, from when she had 
visited her family last week. 

So now I'm mulling over thoughts and munching down peanuts, and trying 
not to get shells all over the floor. Did you know that China grows more 
peanuts than any other country?

-Paul
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Week 14

Friday, December 12, 2008 – The end of the fourteenth
week.

===== Weather, Birds,  ====

This has been our first whole week of winter weather. On the other hand, it's 
warmed a bit since last Thursday and Friday's deep chill, and the high daily 
temperatures should remain above freezing for another couple weeks.

But by "winter weather," I mean that the ponds and canals have begun to 
freeze over.  A border of thin ice extends several yards from the shores 
towards the centers.  

Plant life is also ready for winter. The thick and extravagant lotus leaves have
long ago withered, weathered and sunk. The reeds along the pond edges 
have browned and dried. The trees are all leafless – even the willows. I never
knew willows could drop their leaves like that. Many of the  trees and bushes 
around town have been wrapped in green sheet plastic to help them get 
through the coming deep freeze.

I haven't said much about bird life lately. They're still here, surprisingly 
enough. I spotted those familiar three ducks – one white, one a mallard, and 
one half-way in between, in the pond by my classroom, their swimming 
restricted to a small liquid area in the center. Where will they go when it's 
frozen over?

Four men dressed in black visited the pigeon guy yesterday. One man 
seemed to stand guard outside the gate while the others took turns 
examining his pigeons. They handed pigeons around like they were 
potatoes. I’m not sure what that was all about, but there are still pigeons 
around today (though maybe not as many?)

Contingents of the same old magpies, azure-winged magpies, and little 
brown sparrows still persist around campus. I would have thought they'd 
have all left by now, but perhaps they will overwinter here? Or are these 
individuals actually migrants on their way down from Siberia attracted to the 
relative warmth of the city? We'll see, I guess. 

Last week, when the weather was still warm enough to support casual 
strolling, I rode my bike along the cement-banked shores of the Hai River, 
which flows through the center of town, and is in fact the main reason for 
Tianjin's existence. In the growing twilight, I could just make out what 
appeared to be a pair of immature coots, small diving birds, swimming the 
river, dipping beneath the surface for food. And they seemed to find it. I could
just make out some objects in the birds' bills when they surfaced. 

Those little guys are fast underwater. They nod their heads and disappear in 
a gently spreading wake, and, seemingly immediately, a new wake 
announces their appearance several yards away. It's always heartening to 
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see such birds in rivers. Makes one think that there's also life (and therefore 
health) beneath the surface.

===== The Grand Canal ====

Anyway, that day, I rode my bike to the northern reaches of the city. I had 
recently learned that the famous Grand Canal passes through Tianjin's 
northern suburbs, and I wanted to add it to my life list of sightings from 
ancient history. 

The Grand Canal is one of the most spectacular building projects of all time. 
It’s 1100 miles, from Hangzhou in the south to Beijing in the north, stretch 
only a third the distance of the Great Wall. But in my opinion, its contributions
to Chinese life and culture far exceed that of its famous, stony counterpart; 
transportation and communication always matter more than semi-effective 
walls. Construction began about 1500 years ago, incorporating some older 
channels which are as much as a thousand years older than that. Its north-
south path links basically all the major rivers of central and northern China 
(which flow east-west) enabling navigation across the entire Eastern 
heartland of China without resorting to sailing the ocean.

It is still by far the longest single stretch of canal ever built, or likely ever to be
built. The northern sections have fallen into disuse, and in fact, some parts 
here and in Shandong have dried out completely. But its central and southern
reaches remain active, a vital part of the modern Chinese economy.

I have
attached a
photo that I
took that
day. It shows
the spot
where the
canal joins
the Ziya river
to form the
Hai River.
On the left of
the picture,
the Grand
Canal enters
from the
north, from
Beijing,
while on the
right of the picture, the Ziya River enters. About two kilometers downriver 
(straight ahead in the photo, but hidden by the foreground), the Grand Canal 
exits off towards the right, headed south to Hangzhou, while the Hai River 
continues on into the city center.
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Four bridges cross that short stretch of combined river and canal. The 
closest one is a rail bridge with oil cars rolling over it. Right next to it is a 
suspension bridge for auto traffic. Behind that is a low pedestrian bridge. And
finally, the most distant bridge is topped by a gigantic ferris wheel, the 
"Tianjin Eye." In the picture it looks almost like a sound hole under the 
suspension bridge's "guitar strings." According to a publicity release, it's the 
largest ferris wheel ever built on top of a bridge. I have no reason to discount 
that claim.

===== More Canals ====

Actually, all of the rivers in Tianjin have been tamed and rerouted over the 
years to suit the needs of the residents. For example, several branch canals 
feed off the Grand Canal south of this spot. 

One narrow branch, suitable only for small, shallow-draft boats, parallels the 
Hai River. It then curves all the way around the campuses of Tianjin 
University and Nankai University. It further branches past the Tianjin 
television tower, forming a reflecting pool there. Then it continues south to a 
web of canals outside the city. In the not too distant past, it also branched 
into what would be today’s Water Park, a large amusement park containing a
zoo. In fact, the plan was for recreational paddle-boat rentals from the water 
park up to Tianjin University. Sadly, that part of the canals has been filled in. 
Wouldn't it be cool, though, to rent a little paddle-wheel boat at the Water 
Park and paddle it down to Hangzhou or Shanghai?

===== Dogs and Cats ====

Dog sighting of the week: Well, strictly speaking, it's not a dog. Okay, it's a 
cat, an active adolescent cat with black and white patches and the insatiable 
curiosity so typical of its age and species. I spotted it playing in a tiny one-
room grocery store south of here. It's no ordinary store. Placed in the heart of
an apartment ghetto full of foreigners near the Tianjin International School, it 
mainly stocks imported foreign foods, including taco chips, hot dog mustard, 
and other exotica. The prices aren't bad... considering.

Since I arrived in September, I hadn't seen any cats at all before this one. 
Okay, I did see some road kill once that could have been a cat. But there 
were three of us visiting that grocery store, including my colleague Rob, and 
we all saw this one. 

Actually, we were on our way to a small gathering at the home of Rob's 
longtime friends Dave and Katy, a lovely young American couple about to 
become a triple, who work at Tianjin’s International School. They occupy a 
third floor apartment (doesn't anybody in China ever live on the first floor?), 
so we hoofed it up the multiple staircases. Turning a corner, a bullet-shaped 
orange tabby plummeted down past us, almost ramming us, before 
scattering out of sight in a flurry of claws and hair. With racing hearts, we 
continued climbing, and passed another pair of orange cats lurking in a 
corner!  
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"This is amazing," I said to nobody in particular. "I haven't run across a single
cat in thirteen weeks and now this!"

"Really, none?" said another member of the group. "Well, sometimes a good 
sauce will mask the flavor."

I think he was kidding.

It's true, though. I mean the part about not running across any cats. Ten 
years ago, I only saw two cats in six weeks. One was a mascot at a "Western
Foods" restaurant, the other I spotted nearby. So in ten years, while dog 
populations have increased exponentially, cats remain few, and most of 
those seem to hang out with foreigners.

===== Foreigners and Businessmen ====

Speaking of foreigners, I visited another foreign concentration this week, 
considerably more upscale than the foreigner's ghetto. I'm speaking, of 
course, of the downtown business district, peppered with hotels, foreigners, 
and the sorts of amusements that cater to them. 

My Chinese friend Sunny works at one of those businesses, an import-export
concern specializing in the kind of insulation normally found only in blast 
furnaces. This week she was tasked with introducing an American client to 
local landmarks, and in this case, she even traveled out with him to view the 
factories where such insulation is manufactured. Figuring that it's always nice
to meet a fellow countryman in a foreign land, she invited me over to meet 
this businessman.

He turned out to be a really nice guy, an executive of a substantially-sized 
company that employs about 1600 people and specializes in lining the 
furnaces and crucibles used in heavy industry.  Sunny mischievously 
mentioned my interest in politics, and it turned out his opinions were far from 
mine. Still, though, we eventually found a mutual interest in football. 

===== Karaoke ====

Actually there were four of us, including a Chinese boyfriend of Sunny's. We 
met at the local KTV. Now, I had seen "KTV" all over China, to the point that I
figured it must be the largest television conglomerate in the world to have so 
many studios everywhere. 

Well, turns out it's not a television network at all, but it does have studios. It's 
karaoke! Actually, karaoke TV (KTV) As for me, with a singing voice only 
mildly less grating than a startled piglet (actually I wanted to use the phrase 
"screaming shoat," but it seemed a tad off-putting), I elected to bring my flute 
to play instead. Another advantage to playing flute is that I didn't have to read
the Chinese lyrics.

The place looked a lot like a multiplex theater – the same big glass windows, 
the expansive carpet, spare of furniture, the shiny aluminum escalator, and at
the top you could find a snack bar. Didn't see any popcorn, though. I did see 
a lot of little doors, each of them leading to a small room with bench seats 
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lining the walls, and a humongous television set on one wall that displayed 
the music videos and lyrics. The set is controlled by a computer (running 
Linux, by the way) with a touch screen. You navigate through menus to find 
the song you want to sing.

This whole karaoke thing was new to me. Most of the songs, which included 
many old classics, were new to me, too, since I normally don't listen to 
Chinese pop. Not all were in Chinese, though, and the American business 
guy belted out some old Beatles songs. Sunny sang a great Dolly Parton 
rendition, and there were a few other Material-World/Girls-Just-Want-to-
Have-Fun-type tunes to round it all off. 

The videos accompanying the tunes were uniformly cheesy, with romantically
softened faces struggling desperately to look cooler than the viewers were.  
Their actions onscreen often bore no relationship to the lyrics, but who cares,
really, as long at the lyrics are legible!

One thing did surprise me (other than no bouncing ball bouncing on the 
lyrics). After years playing pop-styled tunes in church, I figured all these 
tunes would likewise be in the keys of A and E.  But I was wrong. It turns out 
there were lots of tunes in keys like C, B flat, E flat, F sharp, G minor and D 
minor.  And if that makes it sound like we sang a lot of tunes, we did.  Two 
hours worth. Our voices (and flute) continued strong to the end, though.

===== Thai Food ====

After the session, rather than engage in the traditional bar-hopping and/or 
jam sessions, we settled on dinner at the Y Y Beer House.

Yes, there's a lot of beer there, but it's mainly a Thai Restaurant. It's also full 
of foreigners, mainly English speaking. Really, we might have been in 
Berkeley (except nobody in Berkeley would name a Thai Restaurant "Y Y 
Beer House.")  We seemed so enveloped in English that the American 
businessman mused that the world was drifting towards a universal English 
to someday supplant all the other languages. Well, we dissuaded him of that 
idea. English speaking people in China are still a tiny minority, though they all
seem to congregate around tourist / business neighborhoods, which is an 
English speaking drop in the Asian bucket. Most tourists move within that 
drop. 

Not that Chinese people don't want to learn English, though. I remember one
taxi ride last month where the driver was so thrilled to have a native English 
speaker along that he insisted I teach him to say "left turn" "right turn" and 
"straight ahead."

The food was great, of course. Thai food never disappoints. It turned out that 
the businessman had never tasted curry before. Well, he's from Missouri, not
San Francisco. But still... 

Well, we had to show the Missourian. We ordered a mildly spicy green curry 
with chicken served over rice that had a pungent, almost sweet flavor,. He 
was suitably impressed. We also ordered other things – appetizers, green 
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beans, etc. The client was so impressed with all of it that he insisted on 
footing the entire bill!  Now that's a way to do business!
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Week 15

Friday, December 19, 2008 – The end of the fifteenth week.

===== Losing My ATM Card ====

I have decided to spend a week in Hong Kong in the 
beginning of February, for an ERRC conference and a few extra days for 
exploring. My colleague Lonnie and his wife are going to help me buy plane 
tickets. Since very little is done on credit here, and a lot is done in cash, I 
took my bank debit card down to my local "Bank of Tianjin's" ATM yesterday 
morning to get some serious cash. This card accesses the Chinese account 
where my pay is deposited. I had been letting money build up in there in case
of just such an opportunity as a trip to Hong Kong.

It's actually a great ATM, with a metal screen in front so nobody can look over
your shoulder. Best part is that it's just wide enough that my bike fits in there 
with me – banking by bike. I grabbed my cash and receipt and headed off for 
a morning's shopping at Wu Mart. 

It was only when I got home with packages in hand that I remembered that, 
whereas in the states, you have to take your card out of the machine to get 
your receipt and cash, the card comes out last when you're in China. In fact, I
didn't even remember getting it out at all. In fact, when I checked all my 
pockets, I didn't have it. Since you need a password to use it, I wouldn't have
worried so much about it, except that I also couldn't remember actually 
punching the eject button for the card. Maybe I'd left it inside the machine so 
anybody could access my account!

I thought of my colleague Rob, who on Wednesday had left his pile of 
belongings in his empty classroom just long enough to dash to the bathroom,
(almost right across the hall) and came back to find his cell phone missing 
from the rest of his things.

Needless to say, I grabbed my bank book and passport, and scooted out the 
door, almost bowling over Mrs. Zhou, the building's cleaning lady, who had 
just arrived to clean my floor.

When I arrived at the bank, it was jammed with customers. I got a number – 
and found myself thirty numbers behind the other people in the room. I joined
the throng standing and sitting in groups all over the room and prepared for a
long wait, practicing over and over the phrase "lost bank card" in Chinese, 
wondering if I could even finish this embarrassing business in time to meet 
my Chinese colleague Jason for the English department luncheon.

Besides the tellers behind the windows, there were also two other bank 
employees working in front, directing people, helping them sort their papers, 
and so on. After about fifteen minutes, one of them motioned for me to go to 
one of the windows. I tried to show her my number, but she motioned me 
over anyway.
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I don't know why she motioned to me out of order. Most likely it was because 
I was a foreigner, but was it because she felt Chinese institutions should be 
especially friendly to their foreign guests, or was it because she felt that 
foreigners are generally clueless, so if she didn't motion me over at some 
point, who knows what I might do next? 

Anyway, it was very nice of her, and being so overwrought about the 
situation, I decided not to argue the point. 

I told the teller my situation, describing with frantic hand motions what 
happened. He asked to see my passport and bank book. He was very polite 
and patient with my poor language skills, and I was happy that my lost card 
was going to be properly reported.

Then I asked him, please, could he just check to see if the money was still in 
the account.  He typed the information into his computer, looked in... looked 
in.... looked in.. and then said. "oh, just a minute." He stood up, looked 
around the area like someone who'd just lost his child, and then disappeared.

He returned two long minutes later, and in his hand he held my bank card! I 
recognized my signature on the back! Apparently, somebody had found it in 
the ATM, and had helpfully brought it inside the bank in order to report it 
found! He also showed me my bank balance – all the money was still there. 

Not only that, but the teller next to him even gave me a prize – a "Bank of 
Tianjin" calendar for 2009! Now that's service. It was also a great relief. 

And I'm telling this embarrassing story partly because, as much as I complain
about things disappearing around here, everyone should know that some 
unknown and honest person took the time to keep this sometimes clueless 
foreigner from losing his bank card.

===== Weather ====

Well, the daytime weather has continued fairly warm since those frigid days 
two weeks ago. Winter seems to arrive in stages every time a blast from 
Siberia lowers the temperature. The temperatures then creep up for a few 
days before the next blast drops them even further. I mean, daytime 
temperatures reached almost fifty (Fahrenheit) on Tuesday. But even then, 
as soon as the sun slipped away, temperatures dropped precipitously into the
twenties. This huge day/night temperature difference, by the way, is partly 
because the air is gloriously dry. 

A couple times it got so warm in the afternoon that the ice started melting. 
Interestingly enough, the melt starts near the banks and spreads toward the 
middle, the same order as when it froze in the first place. And as soon as the 
edges become liquid, fishermen appear – not only human fishermen, but 
those same three ducks, dabbling at the pond's liquid edge. I've got to think 
of some names for those birds. Looks like they're committed for the long 
haul.
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But once the ice is thick enough to walk on, the fishermen venture further 
from shore, breaking holes in the ice so their hooks can reach nooks and 
crannies that they couldn't get to from the banks.

===== Ice Thickness ==== 

On Monday afternoon, drawn by the gentle sunshine, I pedaled my bike up 
north to the Grand Canal again. This time I found it frozen on top and overrun
with ice fishermen. Those guys must really know the ice well, because not far
away, patches of bare water showed that you couldn't just walk anywhere. 

I'm attaching a picture of the scene. You'll also notice, in the background, 
trees wrapped in green plastic to keep the Siberian winds from freezing 
them.

Of course, one way you
can tell if the ice is thick
enough is to throw a brick
at it. Indeed, a scattering
of bricks covers much of
the canal ice these days.
Where so many loose
bricks come from is
anybody's guess. I can't
help but think that the
bottoms of those canals
will become a virtual brick
graveyard after a few
years.

Another bird sighting:
Chickens. Dark-feathered little hens. 

===== Upgrading and Refurbishing Tianjin ====

Tianjin is getting cleaned and straightened from the center on out – just the 
opposite direction of a freezing pond. Nowadays, the center of town looks 
pretty much like any large world-class city. In general it's very neat and tidy, 
with large side-walked streets and paths –  even the banks of the river are 
covered in sidewalk, perfect for strolls and promenades, and yes, the 
fishermen congregate there, too.

But as you reach the edge of town, you seem to go back in time to the semi-
managed chaos typical of most of the city when I first saw it ten years ago. 
That is, run-down buildings, rumpled sidewalks given over to street vendors 
of every kind, and everywhere people, people, people. It was in just such a 
neighborhood, along yet another stretch of canal, that I spotted the hens, 
only the second group of living chickens I'd seen since my arrival, pecking 
away in the dirt above the narrow cement bank. The old brick buildings 
behind them stood flaking apart, many of their roofs simply weighted in place 
by the omnipresent loose bricks, or in some cases, they lacked complete 
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roofs. Yet still, the steam of cooking drifted out of them. And still there was 
room for yard-birds (chickens). 

I wondered how much longer that particular neighborhood would exist. And 
that makes me wonder where those people are going to go when the 
inevitable fancy sky-scraper apartment buildings sprout up like giant 
beanstalks in their place. I like to think that those folks will get new apartment
homes way up there.

A couple weeks ago, I had been biking around the center of town, map in 
hand, and I decided to follow Yinkou Way, a ramrod-straight major 
thoroughfare, back to campus, back to home. According to the map, it cuts 
right through the neighborhood where Nanjing Road crosses Binjiang Way, 
one of the most upscale shopping neighborhoods in the city.

But as I actually followed the
street into that area, I
suddenly seemed
transported to the edge of
town – little brick huts, an
unkempt road, people staring
from doorways like I was
from Neptune, and even
chickens. There were no
sidewalk vendors, though
some people sold snacks
and drinks from their
windows. Even the light
seemed to dim. Was I still on
Yinkou Way, or had I entered another dimension? And then, the road ended 
in a giant gray cement wall, thrown across the path.

I doubled back. Eventually I found a street sign. Yes, this was Yinkou Way, 
but for the moment it was also a giant construction zone. 

Puzzled, I circled around on other streets to find the other side of that grey 
wall that I’d run into earlier. Finally, there it was, next to an upscale 
department store, a busy place with shoppers passing by. It turned out to be 
a double wall, with a lot of construction equipment in the space between. The
wall on this side was covered with a lush, green, living bush, teased into a 
topiary version of the Olympic Rings, yet another celebration of China's 2008
coming-out party. 

The people living in that downscale patch of worker-ville must be the same 
who have been building that magnificent shopping area right next door, 
though their presence is hidden from the shoppers by that ornate wall. Well, 
it's ornate on the upscale side, the Nanjing Road side. It made me think of 
how the great progress that China has made in recent decades is really the 
product of multitudes of uncredited ordinary people, living in modest means. 
Again, I hope that when the inevitable fancy apartment skyscraper sprouts 
up, that these people might have a place in it.
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===== Dog ====

Dog sighting of the week: It's another cat!! Definitely a Chinese cat this time, 
a long-haired, well-groomed, grey, brown and white one. It was walking on a 
leash, and it pulled its owner down the sidewalk, dashing this way and that, 
just like any small terrier would. In fact, it took a moment for me to realize it 
wasn't actually a dog.

===== Rich’s Send-off Meal and Other Meals ====

I spotted it strolling past the restaurant where seven of us gathered to give 
Rich a send off. Rich is our American, Scotland-dwelling, Chinese-studying 
friend whom I've written about before. This was it. Back to America and on to 
Edinburgh to finish his degree. Rich had sold everything that he could and 
given away the rest, though he still hopes someday to return to China.

The restaurant had fabulous Chinese food, none of it like what I remember 
eating at a typical American Chinese restaurant, apart from the rice. No 
fortune cookies, either. Unfortunately I'm also pretty clueless at describing 
food, even if it's as good as that food was. I do remember some leafy 
vegetables, cooked and smothered with a sesame sauce, some spicy 
chicken wings on a bed of leaves, some fried breaded corn kernels. Great 
stuff. A great send-off for Rich.

And yesterday, Thursday, was another send-off of sorts – the last class of the
semester. We discussed turkeys and American football. I will spend many 
hours next week interviewing students in order to assign them grades, but 
my next class is scheduled for the end of February. Nice long break, huh?

Actually, even while I've been working, my stress levels have been nowhere 
near what I became used to in America, and it's done me a world of good. 
Not only have I lost about ten pounds or so, but my mind is beginning to work
again. All the holes in my mental vocabulary are filling in. I can hold a 
conversation without getting stymied by what I thought was "middle age" 
memory gaps. 

It makes me appreciate the incredible pressure and grind that elementary 
school teachers toil under in America. I can only wish that more of my 
colleagues in America might have the opportunity to step back from it all, as I
have. Now I know why the institution of "sabbatical" was invented.

Yesterday, the English teachers in our department celebrated the end of 
classes with a lunch at another local Chinese restaurant, more great food. 
My favorite was the shredded apples and cranberries. What a great bunch of 
people to dine with. I really feel lucky to have them for colleagues. One topic 
of conversation was the English speaking contest to be held this morning at 
the science library auditorium. It will be three hours of contestants talking 
about their majors (most are engineering / material science types). 

And that's where I'm headed now. Rob and I are both judges. As native 
English speakers, we were absolutely required to serve as judges. So, 
signing off from China, - Secure-Net
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Week 16

Thursday, December 25, 2008 – Tianjin, China

===== My Merry Christmas Gift from Tianjin ====.

This is my first
White Christmas
ever, at least at
my own home! It
occurred to me
that my usual
non-fiction
historically-
oriented
Christmas cards
would not be
going out this
year, even in
their customary
"After-
Christmas" 
form.

But then I
remembered something that I had received earlier this month, some of my 
computer files collected off my Castro Valley computer by Bergen Smith 
(Ric’s son), packed by my mother, sorted by H.S., and transported here by 
ERRC’s Martha (whew). That is, some writing about China and Chinese 
history that I had composed many years ago, but forgot to bring here with me
in September. 

It occurred to me that many people might enjoy reading something about 
Chinese culture, so I decontextualized one of my chapters into a stand-alone 
piece. I also cut out a lot of excess verbiage, the kind of excess that I used to
indulge in during my younger years.  I think it's quite readable now., and I can
offer it  as a Christmas present. Best of all, it's shrunk down to less than 
300k, so it shouldn't clog anybody's Internet bandwidth.

Click here to download it.

It’s a “pdf” file, readable with Adobe’s reader, available for free here:  
http://get.adobe.com/reader/

It also can be read with Apple's Preview application already installed on 
every Macintosh. It's formatted for American "letter" sized paper.

Anyway, Merry Christmas from Tianjin, in China!

-Paul
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Week 16, continued

Friday, December 26, Boxing Day 2008. The end of the
sixteenth week.

===== A Mess of Snow ====

Snow fell with a vengeance last Saturday night. The wind howled like a bad 
melodrama, and Sunday dawned dimly through heavy turbid skies. 
Temperatures dipped and sank. An imposing silence. A frosting coated the 
sidewalks, roads and gardens. It was the first snow of the season.

It's not the first time I've seen snow at Christmas, but it's the first time it fell 
right outside my own residence  – a very dry powdery snow, about two or 
three inches worth, one of many significant events that take place, 
unannounced, just outside my residence. So that counts as my first white 
Christmas.

Following the
normal pattern, the
weather warmed
somewhat
throughout the days
following the big
freeze. As long as
the sun shone, I
could even bike for
short distances
without gloves. It's
simply amazing,
though, how quickly
the chill sets in
when the sun sets.
So snow still lingers
in the neighborhood,
despite the relatively warm (33-35 degrees Fahrenheit) afternoons. 

It took a few days to clear the snow off the streets, and it still clings to some 
sidewalks.  The beginnings of that process appear in the picture here. I took 
it from a taxi on the way to church. It shows a typical snow-clearing crew 
working the bike lane of a major street near here.

In America, you break out the snow plow to tackle snow. In China, that's not 
affordable. But you can throw lots of people at the problem. Each individual's 
efforts might not match a snow plow, but working together they get the job 
done.

Those... uh.. orange things you see in the picture are little carts. The workers
use them like wheelbarrows, filling them with snow and then dumping it a 
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short distance away, where the it can pile up in private and someday melt 
away in peace.

It doesn't take long for a layer of snow to plaster itself to the street, though. 
All week, crews of men wielding shovels worked at scraping those snow 
scabs from the asphalt. After that, they tackled the sidewalks. But only 
yesterday, on Christmas, did the streets become fully clear and dry. 

The next photo is a more traditional "snow shot" of my neighborhood, taken 
later the same day when the sun emerged. It shows the fenced-in lawn, now 
a snow field, as well as the apartment building where the university president
once lived. I drew a black arrow in the sky that points to my apartment on the
top floor of our building.

Meanwhile, the pond by my classroom stayed frozen, and an ever-growing 
number of fisherman slowly drifted from one hole in the ice to another as the 
week wore on, cutting and probing each spot with their lines and hooks for a 
few hours before moving on. I've never seen them actually catch anything, 
but I guess actually catching a fish may only be incidental to the process. 
Besides, it's not legal to fish there, anyway.

===== Dog ====

On Wednesday, returning from dinner at a local steamed-dumpling 
restaurant, we spotted the same young golden retriever that I had mentioned 
a few weeks ago. He was taking his owner for a walk on a leash. Snow 
overspread the scene. The dark wind stiffened anything unprotected or 
unscarved. But this dog, wearing nothing more than what he always wore, 
paid the cold no heed. He wiggled, giggled and squirmed as we pet him, his 
tail sweeping up great clouds of snow, He was as excited to greet us perfect 
strangers as golden retrievers always seem to be.

===== Student Final Evaluations ====

This was our last week to see students. The English classes ended earlier 
than other classes at the university because we had started earlier.

Instead of the normal classroom schedule this week, each student, along 
with up to three classmates, had signed up for me to interview. The twenty-
minute-long time slots began on the hour or on the half hour, leaving ten 
minute breaks in between each group, from Monday through Thursday, my 
normal class days. This was a final evaluation of their spoken English 
abilities. In addition, there will be a written "Final English test," which takes 
place in two weeks. 
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Our department 
administers that test, 
a mostly-multiple-
choice test given on 
computers in the 
computer science 
building, and it counts
for sixty percent of 
their grade. 
Participation in my 
class (including 
whatever evaluations 

I want) counts for the rest. Although I have reservations about evaluating 
students on a departmental test that even the teacher isn't familiar with, it 
does avoid the nail-biting about accurately assigning grades, since small 
differences in the grades that I give are easily overshadowed by the score on
the test. Of course, the English department has already determined the point 
spread for grades, anyway, so if the grades I submit don't fit that curve, they 
will be adjusted to make them fit. How Procrustean!

Actually I'd been collecting grades on the students all semester, mainly when
I asked them to stand in pairs and speak to the day's topic. However this was
a final chance for me to check my assessment. Indeed, some of the students
did better than I thought, mostly because they were less nervous sitting in a 
small group than standing up and talking during class. It was also a great 
chance to get in some individualized last-chance lessons on English stress 
patterns and get to know the students a little more individually than usual.

I had only one problem with the interviews. I sometimes got so involved in 
the conversation that I forgot to pay attention to evaluating their oral 
expression!! The twenty-minute time slot slipped by, then the ten minute 
break, and suddenly we were blithely chatting through the next group's time!!
I highly recommend this sort of "final" to any spoken-English teacher who's 
able to fit it into their schedule. As with most good ideas, of course, it wasn't 
mine. In this case it was Rob's. 

My plan for the coming month has only two components – submit my grades 
for the semester, and study Chinese. I expect the former to take a couple 
hours, and the latter to take several lifetimes.

===== Neighborhood Comedy Routines ====

During office hours a week ago, I mentioned how I wished I had a radio so I 
could listen to Chinese speakers while I'm studying Chinese in January. The 
students said I should listen to Xiangsheng, a style of comedy known as 
"crosstalk" in English. Two comedians banter back and forth like Abbott and 
Costello. From the students' description, I realized that I'd already witnessed 
one of those routines live on a Saturday morning about a month ago right 
outside my door. 
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That's one of the marvelous, though sometimes annoying, features of this 
neighborhood. Like snow remaking the landscape, the events of life blow in, 
take charge for a time, and then melt away, yielding to the next event. And 
you're never exactly sure where it all comes from or where it disappears to.

On that Saturday morning, with warmer weather that only required light 
jackets, I was surfing the web in my study when I realized I was also 
somehow listening to some sort of marching taking place outside. The flat 
and tall buildings bounce sound around unpredictably, so it's always a great 
challenge to locate its source. On the other hand, unless I go outside there 
are only two directions I can look. Luckily, one of them proved correct.

There below
me, over by the
fenced-in lawn,
stood about fifty
young people
sporting electric
green outfits.
Some played
drums and
cymbals. They
all stepped with
precision from
one formation
into another,
forming and
reforming their
ranks like some
sort of
misplaced football half-time show. The wall behind them had somehow 
sprouted about a million small balloons. A bright red banner with brilliant 
white lettering hung there, too. No doubt, anyone who could read it would 
know exactly what was going on.

After a half hour of furious marching, their energy finally spent, the marchers 
gave way to a little rock combo, who had set up in front of another nearby 
wall. For an hour, the combo rocked out in a sort of bubble-gum pop, the 
typical sort of Chino-pop that dominates the radio around here. Had it been 
summer, they would have been hidden from view, but the trees had already 
shed, so I could enjoy the band's antics from the comfort of home, my own 
back window.

Still later, I finally emerged from the building, driven by hunger, determined to
find some lunch in the marketplace. By that time, the combo had in turn given
way to a loquacious young couple, a man and a woman, each planted firmly 
behind a microphone. 

That was the Xiangsheng. Engaged in a tightly woven dialogue, the couple 
nevertheless ignored each other's physical presence, instead addressing the 
audience. No matter their tone of voice, they projected welcoming smiles into
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the small crowd gathered in a half circle before them, who reflected those 
smiles, rebounding them at times with an extra bounce. The wall that backed 
them lobbed their banter further down the road and down into the university.

Though I tried to listen, my own slow ears were not up to the task of 
understanding it.  Occasionally, a familiar phrase punched through, but I still 
came away wishing I could fully join that small crowd, or for that matter, the 
whole neighborhood, in appreciating the loud and lively entertainment 
presented that day.

But now I'm considering that next semester, when I ask the students to stand
in pairs to practice their English, maybe they should try to invent their own 
English version of Xiangsheng. At least that way I might be (*might be*) able 
to share the humor.

===== The Gift Radio ====

So imagine my surprise when one of my students, who had heard my 
remarks at office hours last week, showed up to the "final interview" with a 
present for me – a radio. Not only had she stocked it with batteries, she'd 
even bundled extra batteries. She'd translated most of the instruction 
manual, and had even pre-tuned it to the station with the Xiangsheng shows! 
All I had to do was take it out of the box and turn it on!

So for a couple hours at lunch time yesterday (Christmas Day), I listened to 
Xiangsheng, the occasional odd phrase penetrating my slow ears. One can 
only hope that my ears will become well-perforated before the end of 
January.

===== Finishing the Semester and the Evaluations ====

As I end the term, I feel kind of sad and sentimental. I finally have learned the
students'....well, many of the students' names! Not all of them, however. I 
expect to do better next semester.  The students, on the other hand, are not 
finished. They have another two or three weeks to go, and most of that time 
will be spent studying for exams. 

In fact, while I was conducting interviews in my classroom this week, a 
constant series of faces from the hallway peeked in to check if a class was in
session. At this time of year, any room without an active class immediately 
fills up with up to a dozen students. Usually they study, though sometimes 
they sleep, assuming the classic "student sleep" seating position – forehead 
resting on the writing surface, arms resting in the lap. 

The reason they take over classrooms, of course, is that it's more convenient
to study there than in the tiny dorm room they share with five other people. 
Since my hours were irregular this week, I usually entered the classroom to 
find up to a dozen students, who immediately flew off like startled starlings. 
Often, in their rush, they left their books behind, probably hoping I wouldn't 
tarry long.  But won't somebody take the books, I wondered? No, my 
students assured me, nobody steals books.
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As part of the "final interview," students shared their plans for the upcoming 
break. With one exception, the only ones who will remain here in town the 
whole time are the few whose families actually live here. All the others will 
return home for the Spring Festival holiday, which starts the last week in 
January. When they realized I'd remain in China for the holiday, they advised 
me that everyone traditionally watches a certain television show the night 
before Spring Festival, which is New Year's Eve by the traditional calendar. 
They didn't exactly say what the show was about, though – just that 
everybody watches it. Guy Lombardo, maybe?

===== Dinner for One ====

I had a similar experience once in Germany. Germans, too, have a TV show 
that everybody watches on New Year's Eve. In fact, it consistently beats 
every other show for the largest audience of the year. Interestingly, it's a 
short sketch in English called "Dinner for One" or "The 90th Birthday," which 
has nothing to do with New Year's and is basically unknown in the English-
speaking world. It's rebroadcast repeatedly over the course of the evening, to
ensure that not one German ever need enter the new year without it freshly 
percolating through his mind. This has been going on for forty-five years! So 
next time you're talking to a German, and the subject of the New Year comes
up, use your best English butler voice, lean over politely and say, "Same 
procedure as last year, Miss Sophie?" and watch what happens.

For those who dare, you can view "Dinner for One" on YouTube at 
https://youtu.be/iTCh4FYOqJI

As for Christmas itself, every single student that I interviewed this week 
wished me a Merry Christmas.

===== Christmas Eve Dinner ====

I spent Christmas Eve at a nearby Szechuan restaurant with Lonnie and 
Zhang Zhe. We had originally planned to go to the Thai place downtown, but 
when we called ahead, we found out the wait would be almost three hours. 
Indeed, even the local Szechuan place was packed. People showed up from 
everywhere. Lonnie even saw a former student, now in the United States, 
who had stopped by on his way to his hometown. It was like the whole world 
was out and about, something that’s becoming traditional for Christmas Eve.

Zhang Zhe told us that, even though Chinese don't actually celebrate 
Christmas, the downtown area near the Catholic Cathedral would be 
especially crowded. Some curious onlookers would want to peek in on the 
evening mass. Others, with no real interest in Christmas as such, were 
nevertheless happy to have an excuse not to dwell on the bleak weather or 
the universities' exam season.

So the local venue proved to be the best place to celebrate Christmas Eve.

[88]

https://youtu.be/iTCh4FYOqJI


===== Christmas Day Office Hours ====

Christmas Day started out great. I received a lot of cards and a package of 
long johns from my sister. I spent the rest of the day finishing up my student 
interviews. And then last night I pedaled over to the office for my last "office 
hours" session of the year. I'm kind of glad it's my last, mainly because 
there's still no heat in there.

As I neared the building, someone let loose a small home-made hot-air 
balloon, a little bigger than a basketball. I don't know how they fueled the 
thing, but for five minutes I watched the flames lift the bag into the darkness, 
all the while filling it with golden light from inside. It was a little like a primitive 
UFO, drifting serenely over the pond, detached from life on the planet. It was 
a star I elected not to follow, however.

Three students showed up for office hours, all with presents: Warm gloves 
and a scarf, and apples for the teacher. Well, actually the apples weren't 
chosen because I'm a teacher, but because the Chinese word for apple (ping
guo) is a pun with "peaceful fruit.”

Proof that I'm no longer a kid – I greatly appreciated their practical gifts. I had
some presents of my own to share... presents to teach cultural lessons, of 
course. Buttered microwave popcorn, Doritos and salsa from Texas. They 
were a big hit. We watched "Dinner for One" and some home movies of the 
San Francisco Chinese New Year's parade that I had taken ten years ago. 
One of the students was from the south of China, so she recognized many of
the parade components, like the lion dancers. All of them took a second or 
two to figure out what Gung Hay Fat Choy meant.

In the picture, the three of them are sitting squeezed onto two chairs, despite 
other chairs in the room. That’s because, in the dead of winter, there was still
no heat in the office, and they wanted to stay warm.

When we had complained
about the lack of heat 
earlier, we were simply told
that none of the heaters on
that floor on that side of the
building worked. There was
nothing that they could do
about it. Mei banfa, as they
say. [Editor: It would be
several years before they
got the heat working, and
then only because the
prestigious Management
Department moved into that
part of the building]

Meanwhile, despite sitting
so close in rather warm
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coats, they still shivered from time to time.  I made up my mind to buy my 
own electric space heater for that office. 

All in all, and despite the frigid indoor weather, it was a great Christmas day. I
hope everyone who receives this message had an equally wonderful 
Christmas Day!

-Secure Net
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Week 17

Friday, January 2, 2009. The end of the seventeenth week.

There is something like a cockpit in my kitchen. Not the kind 
for fighting roosters. It's the kind found in old World War II 

books, black and white photos of B29's. It’s a big, round, glass-nosed view-
everything kind of cockpit.

My cockpit is inlaid with buttons and dials, like in the old photos. It's got 
storage compartments, and maybe room for a co-pilot, though the space is 
tight. 

Why anyone would graft
a cockpit onto a kitchen
is anybody's guess.
Probably they don't
even know the answer
themselves. Maybe they
just like glass.

The view, of course, is
commanding and all-
encompassing. At
almost any bearing,
from almost any degree,
as I face onward, I can
view outward. I spot the
passersby and gauge
the countryside.
Well....... cityside. Parks, pooches and pedestrians. They seem so small, 
somehow.

And from where they walk, from where they cast their gaze upwards, my 
imposing glass enclosure must seem to them like a crystal case, an exhibit – 
elite inhabitants lifted high above their ordinary lives, placed on a platform, a 
showcase, a penthouse, an edifice for superheroes, the kind that you'd find 
in old World War II comic books, the Bruce Wayne type of guy who descends
from his pillar of luxury into the world of ordinary men.

That's my kitchen. That, for better or worse, is where the real cooking action 
takes place. That's where I'm meeting the adversary, where I must employ 
the one skill which has atrophied to dust over past decades, that is, to 
nurture food into comestibles useful to life.

So, in the interests of biculturalism, I'm teaching myself how to stir-fry French
fries.

I took my bike for a spin last Sunday afternoon. There's a rose garden near 
here. Well, not really near here, but near enough. Okay, two miles east. It's 
located at the edge of the old Italian Concession, the part of town once all-
but-owned by Italy, where old Italian buildings not only survive,  but fancy 
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bilingual bronze plaques welded to their front fences divulge more than you'd
ever need to know about their former inhabitants.

The Rose Garden is actually called "Mù Nán Hua Yuán." If the chamber of 
commerce gets ahold of that name, they'll probably translate it as "The 
Southern Garden Park of Harmonious Relationships." I don't see why we 
can't just call it "South Park Get-Along Garden." Maybe “Rose Garden” would
be a good compromise.

Like most 
public 
gardens in 
this town, it's 
surrounded 
by a fence, 
much like the
fence that 
fronts many 
old houses 
nearby – a 
series of tall 
metal pikes 
held up by 
bulky cement
pylons. It's 
actually more
attractive 
than it 

sounds. The enclosed park is about three acres. At its head stands a semi-
circle of Roman columns, surrounding a circular fountain that I've never seen
wet. At the other end, in a corner, almost like an afterthought, stands a small 
Chinese-style pavilion, festooned with a Chinese tile roof with upturned 

eaves. 

Most of the park, though, is filled
with rose beds, rose beds like 
you'd see in Berkeley or 
Portland, beautiful rose beds. I 
know of their beauty, of course, 
because the first time I saw the 
place was a couple years ago, 
during the summer. This time of 
year, the remains of the roses 
are shriveled and frozen. I'm 
actually surprised that no one 
has cut them to ground level like 
they did with the roses on 
campus.  As it is, these winter 
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roses look kind of desperate, like sticks struggling to keep the week-old snow
from pulling them under. 

===== Decorated Dogs ====

But this time, I hadn't gone in to admire roses. I knew there wouldn't be much
to see in roses this time of year, anyway.

No, my eye had been snared by the dog sighting of the week – a brace of 
those omnipresent little Pekingese wannabees. This pair, at least, had the 
good grace to sport the pushed-in nose and wide grin of a true Pekingese. 
They had the same faded off-white coat as many little dogs around here, but 
you didn't really notice that, because each was dressed to the hilt. 

They wore little wool jackets and wool pants – one wore bright blue and the 
other bright red. The two halves of this ensemble were buttoned together in 
the middle, but there was a cleft left at the back, for the same reason that 
Chinese infants wear such clefts at the back. But that's not all. Each one 
sported four little color-coordinated booties. And the jackets even had hoods.

Not that the hoods were 
needed. It really wasn't that 
cold, despite the snow that 
still hung around from last 
week's storm. And with their 
hoods down, I could see their
crowning glory! You see, not 
satisfied with vaguely white 
dogs, the owner had 
splashed on a little hair 
coloring. Both of their tails 
glowed bright "Red-Fox" red. 
One of them sported ears the

same color, while the other one had some sort of Mohawk dyed into his 
forehead.  

===== Saxophone Player ====

As I followed them into the park, I realized that the music that I had been 
listening to, with a melody so full-bodied that you could almost make out 
harmonies inside it, came from a single musician – a saxophone player, in 
fact, perched on the edge of the fountain, wearing a down jacket, an even 
brighter red than the Pekingese's. He also wore a black baseball cap. Yes, 
this guy was cool. His instrument of choice was an alto.
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Now I have
long known
that, long
ago, the
saxophone
had been
proven,
empirically
and
objectively,
to be the
ideal
musical
instrument.
But it's a whole other thing to experience one of these ideal instruments 
firsthand, filling three acres of space so luxuriously that you don't even miss 
the presence of any other possible instruments. Indeed, this saxophone's 
presence was so forceful garden, that it completely drowned out the small 
group of traditional Chinese instruments practicing in the little pavilion at the 
other end of the park. I'm sure that whatever they were playing was also 
nice, but what can I say?

I strolled through the park, snapping pictures of rose-crested dogs and 
uncrested roses while listening. He finally lifted himself from his seat, turned 
around to face the wall of columns behind him, and sang out stronger than 
ever, his middle register rebounding from their curved and focused surfaces 
like some sort of poly-faceted megaphone. Okay, he did play "Jingle Bells" 
and some Kenny G. tunes (doesn't everybody at one time or another?) but 
when he played them, they sounded great.

===== Public vs. Private ====

And this brings me to the subject of private and public in China.  

I had recently finished practicing my own saxophone. I don't play it very 
often. One reason I don't is that I know that whenever I play, about 480 other 
people will be listening, whether they want to or not.  Now, I did receive some
nice words of encouragement from my immediate neighbors, but I'd really 
like things to remain that way. Hence a sparse practicing schedule.

Chinese have no such compunction about making noise or acting oddly in 
public, provided it's done at an acceptable time and place.  People here 
understand that when you live in a city this big, some overlapping of personal
space is unavoidable. 

Look at that picture of this sax player. In the background you'll see a few 
people sitting and talking, and others, behind them, standing  And behind all 
the people, you can see the high fence made of sharp-tipped iron stakes that
surrounds the whole park. 
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The standing people are actually not standing still – they’re moving. Most of 
them are even moving together. I would try to describe it, but since I didn't 
actually write down notes, I can't really reconstruct it accurately in my mind.

China, I think, has invented more forms of aerobic exercise than the rest of 
the world put together, some of which look very very odd in public. Any sort of
movement, any sort of stance, any sort of prop, and any sort of dance has 
been practiced within an inch of its life outdoors in China. Most were 
probably invented here. And it turns out that between 6 a.m. and about 7:30 
almost any odd activity in most parts of town is okay outdoors. Even the guys
who just like to shout across the lake. In public parks, such hours are 
extended on the weekends.

If I didn't hate leaving the house so early, I'd be there, too.

But next time you're tooling through your neighborhood, and you spot an 
Asian-looking guy, often elderly, out of doors and out of place, moving in a 
way that you don't understand, understand that he's the tip of a very huge 
iceberg over here on the other side of the Pacific.

And for *this* tip of a very *different* iceberg from the my own side of the 
Pacific, with a very different idea of public and private, the cockpit finally got 
to me. I think it was when the sun started rising later and setting earlier. I 
realized that if I stood in that spot, with its outward-thrusting glass enclosure, 
whether cooking a gourmet breakfast (of french fries), or merely rearranging 
the refrigerator, I must appear to the world like a giant goldfish in a glowing 
globe, shining into the darkness, into a vast, otherwise unseeable, world. And
dressed in pajamas. or something.

So despite the fact that probably nobody besides me would even care one 
way or the other, I braved the local Carrefour market one more time, to 
purchase a shower curtain to hang over that vast expanse of glass. As I 
thumbed through the curtains on sale, strangers came up to me, thinking that
I needed help, to explain that I was looking at shower curtains. The curtain 
that I got is actually quite attractive. It has cheery yellow flowers painted all 
over it. It appears in the cockpit picture that begins this day’s writing. Maybe 
someday I'll draw it back and treat the neighbors to a saxophone concerto. 
But only on a Sunday afternoon.

===== Conclusion ====

I'll end this note more quickly than some others that I've done. I think maybe 
some of these writings are too long, anyway. But coming into the new year, I 
want to proclaim my best wishes to everyone, and also to thank those who 
have written short comments back to me about the things that I've described 
in Tianjin.  I'm writing this year for many reasons, of which conversation and 
feedback are only one.. I mean two.  But I do very much appreciate hearing 
from you, so thanks for writing.

Oh.. and one more thing, something to give encouragement to budding 
writers. I write it in the spirit of the famous Canadian naturalist and media star
John Acorn, who once suggested that salamanders could be tremendously 
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useful pets, because if you ever felt a little slow, a little like everyone else had
a little more on the ball than you, all you need do is play with your 
salamander, and voilà! You'll feel like a genius in comparison!

Thus, I provide a link to the famous and fabled Star Wars Holiday Special of 
1977, perhaps the most appalling writing ever to emerge from major movie, 
uh, talent. It even makes The Phantom Menace look good. It's now available,
in its entirety, to those with a quick Internet connection here:

https://youtu.be/ZX0x-I06Fpc

Hey, it's even appropriate to this time of year! Watch it, and let George Lucas
feel a little bit humbled.

-Secure Net
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Week 18

Friday, January 9, 2009. The end of the eighteenth week.

===== A strange Cab Ride ====

Lonnie, Zhang Zhe and I decided to pay a call on the Y Y Beer House last 
Sunday, having failed to squeeze ourselves in there on January 1. For those 
who missed my previous description, it's a Thai restaurant, and a good one.  
On the other hand, great piles of empty beer bottles outside testify to the 
accuracy of the name. 

We grabbed a taxi.
The simplest route
goes down Nanjing
Road, but late
afternoons on that
road can be brutal –
You don't want to be
there when it gags
on the bulk of cars
stuffed into it. So we
weren't surprised
when the driver
chose a (somewhat)
parallel route to the
right. But he had to
return to Nanjing
Road eventually.
That's where the Y Y is located, after all.

But when would he turn?   Intersection passed intersection. Each time, he 
began the left turn, but then broke off and continued straight. Odd. His 
indecisive behavior was mystifying. Was he just trying to run up the meter by 
taking the "scenic route?" 

And why was it that, each time he was about to turn left, he first made a tiny 
swerve to the right? Knowing the pushy nature of local drivers, I figured he 
must be lining up the car for a straight running charge into the intersection. 
But that didn't make sense – almost nobody drives fast enough here to need 
a running start. Not in town, anyway. And then it hit me [no.. not the cross 
traffic ;-)]. It hit me. He wasn't driving a car, he was riding a bike. 

Okay, I don't mean a literal bike. This was no Twilight Zone, no "Wile E. 
Coyote" moment, no unexpected realization that all you've got between you 
and the street is a bike rack, and then plop. 

But he drove like a bike rider would. That little swerve is the same movement
you make to keep your balance into a curve on a bike.

This car thing must be new for him. I looked again. Yes, he was young. Yes, 
he drove in total silence, eyes fixated on the road, hands tight on the wheel. 
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No conversation.  Radio silent. Ok, I lost a little confidence in our safety at 
that point. 

But the point had been made. This was a new culture for him. And make no 
mistake – motoring is a culture. That's the reason we don't let eleven-year-
olds drive, even though most cars are way easier to handle than the video 
games that they play. But figuring out what everybody else on the road is 
likely to do – that's hard – it needs accurate intuition. 

And every motoring population has its own culture, as mutually unfamiliar as 
tacos and bundt cake. China's car culture is a recent concoction, but it 
already has a strong flavor of its own. This is also the reason I've no desire to
drive a car in China.  Despite my habitually multi-ethnic diet, the risk of 
convulsions inside a moving ton of steel is yet too great.

So I sympathized with this young taxi man, still a Sunday driver, so focused 
on traffic that he forgot that he was driving a car, instead moving a like a 
cyclist, looking to take a route, but then rethinking it in light of his present 
vehicle's unfamiliar bulk and position in the culture.  After all, if you're in a car,
you mostly have to go the correct direction down one-way streets!!

===== A Foreigner’s Culture ====

Tianjin is probably his home town, yet he is a foreigner behind the wheel, still
clinging to the patterns of his former way of life. And isn't that, in a nutshell, 
what this is all about? We foreigners are caught in a process of acculturation.
That's clear. But the people around us are also caught in a similar process, 
as their environment undergoes massive changes, and they acculturate 
themselves towards some as yet unknown end, in order to integrate with the 
international, mostly English-speaking, way of doing things.

There's a lot more to culture than opera and food choices, a lot more than 
institutions and priorities.  Indeed there's a lot more than desires and ideals. 
And sometimes it all just boils down to how you simply get from one place to 
another.

Take the etiquette of standing in line. Ten years ago, access to the teller in a 
bank required a chess-like strategy. Customers jockeyed for position. They 
pushed forward to assert their presence, following the general rule of "you 
can't just make a claim, you must stake a claim." Ticket-buying queues 
proffered similar experiences, as did entrance lines to various entertainment 
venues, or even to getting on the bus. Over ten years, I've seen this all 
gradually change. The process is not completed, but the direction is clear.

Sure, in banks the customers can't really form into the same old mob 
because now you have to take a number. Ticket windows now have little 
fences in front to slow traffic and narrow the angle of attack. But the effect of 
such measures gradually spreads into the greater population, even if the 
numbers and fences aren't there.
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===== A Cultural Experience at the Student Center ====

Last week I attended the Tianjin University Choir's end-of-the-year concert. 
This took place in the campus student center (shown in the photo), a 
compact white structure that juts out over a pond on campus. It's two or three
stories tall in various places, has a gracefully curved roof line, and round 
ports for some of the windows – everyone agrees that it looks like a boat.  
The brown buildings surrounding it on the landward side, by the way, are 
graduate student dorms.

I'd been tipped off to this concert by one of my students. I told her it sounded 
interesting. Two days after that, she warned me that space was limited – you 
had to have a (free) ticket to get in! She had taken the liberty of snagging a 
ticket for me. She also told me to get there a half hour early, which I did.

I noticed no line until after I had
entered, where I found it 
stretching across the lobby. Most
of the people in it had been
standing there quite a while,
judging from its length – maybe a
hundred feet or so. In fact there
were two lines. I spotted my
student in one of them. She
smiled and waved and pointed
back to the where it snaked away
down a darkened corridor. 

As I retreated into the corridor, I reflected that Americans in a similar situation
might just join their friends further up the line. Yet here, nobody did. Well, 
there were some guys in suits standing around, who might have been 
enforcers. Might have been. You couldn't tell because there was nobody for 
them to challenge. Certainly from my vantage point facing the rest of the line,
I didn't see anyone jumping in.

And while I waited, I thought back to that horrible 45-minute line in Carrefour 
three months earlier, the one that I've never quite forgotten about. Nobody 
tried to jump into the line there, either. 

And then, the doors opened. As we filed by the other line, I realized that it 
wasn't moving. And then I realized that those people were actually ticket-less
"stand-bys,"  patiently waiting in the vain hope of getting in. Well, it must be 
quite a show! Either that or everybody knew somebody in the choir.  And that 
line, too, was straight and well-ordered. No line jumpers there, either. 

===== Finding a Seat ====

Anyway, I was reflecting on all of this as we entered the auditorium. 

The auditorium was small, but there were several banks of unoccupied seats 
in the main tier. Unfortunately, when I drew near, I realized that they were all 
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roped off. Too bad. Some seats even had little tables with drinking water and 
snacks.  

So I hiked to the stratosphere (not very high in that small room). All the other 
seats in the place were taken, so, in true California fashion, I sat on a 
concrete platform behind the last row, which had a pretty good view of the 
stage. I say "California fashion" because no student here would sit anywhere 
outside of a seat unless under severe duress. 

Now here's a nice thing about Chinese culture. I would have been satisfied 
sitting on the cement, but out of nowhere, a different student of mine 
appeared. He'd been sitting in the back row next to a seat with a broken back
which held the coats. After checking with the ushers and learning that I 
wasn't VIP enough to sit in the reserved section, he repeatedly insisted that I 
take his seat while he emptied the broken seat and sat there. He did all but 
literally twist my arm.

So who *did* sit in the VIP section? None other than the university president, 
some prominent teachers and administrators, and their guests. These 
celebrities entered as a group, just before the choir did. 

===== The Choir Performance ====

The women choir members had long white flowing gowns, beautiful, but like 
all such choir uniforms, more draped than worn. The men were imprisoned in
black tuxedos with fancy formal ties. Everything was at it should be, so the 
director turned to the audience, and led the room in a semi-rousing chorus of 
the school song. Then he faced his group, and the performance was on.

Now even though I had the beautifully printed, customarily orangish-red 
program, I couldn't read it, so everything turned out to be a surprise. I had 
figured there would be a lot of Chinese music. Two years ago, a high school 
chorus from Beijing had performed in California with Hayward's Mt. Eden 
choir, and lots of Chinese music was sung.

Well, the first tune turned out to be "Over the Rainbow." (Fei Yuè Cai Hóng, 
for those keeping track). I figured we'd get to something more Chinese pretty 
quick, but in fact, not one of the subsequent tunes would have been out of 
place in a Mt. Eden choir concert back home. They did sing a Chinese folk 
tune, but it was arranged like a Westerner would do it, with heavy drones and
lots of fourths and fifths in the harmony.  They even finished their set with 
one of those onomatopoeia-filled novelty numbers, like the novelties that the 
Mt. Eden High School choir in California sings.

One piece surprised me a bit more. It was a long medley of contemporary 
Christian Praise songs. There's something extremely moving about hearing 
"Give Thanks with a Grateful Heart" or "Emanuel" rising from those white-
draped women and black-clad men who have been for so long dissuaded 
from spiritual matters by their government. 
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===== The VIP’s Speak ====

At that point there was a break for some of the VIP’s to speak. The university
president looked pretty young to be a president. He walked with a light step, 
and talked with a twinkle in his eye. You didn't need to understand any 
Chinese to see how much the students liked him, and how well-received his 
speech was.

===== More Performances ====

The choir did not return after break. Instead, we were treated to a magician 
who pulled silks from just about every location possible.  The crowd was 
thrilled. 

After that, still no choir – instead, an orchestra from Hong Kong City 
University. They played several pieces, none of which would have been out 
of place in a Chabot College performance back home.  It was all very 
classical, very Western style music. 

I kept thinking about culture, and how it interweaves and shapes our 
thoughts. Where was Chinese culture in all this Western music? Certainly I 
could see China in the president's speech and in my generously provided 
seat. But where was it in the music? And then, the missing choir filed back 
onstage, squeezing into the space between the percussion and the wall.

===== It Reminded Me of Beethoven ====

They didn't sing at first. A pianist played alone for quite a while. Then the 
orchestra came in, then back to piano, back and forth for quite a while. It was
sort of like a piano concerto, but it didn't seem to fit the concerto form. I was 
reminded of Beethoven – the same diminished chords leading into 
unexpected keys, the same type of melodic variation. But it didn't have that 
Teutonic passion that I associate with Beethoven. Instead it had that quality 
of Chinese generosity of spirit that I associate, rightly or wrongly, with the 
Chinese word "rèqíng" – a warm and sprightly enthusiasm, a welcoming 
light-heartedness that seems to pervade all types of stagework and 
hostmanship here, and seems Chinese to the bone. I was captivated. Must 
be some Chinese Beethoven-inspired composer? If so, he knew his 
Beethoven very well. 

What clinched it was the choir coming in at the end, singing some sort of 
variation of the "Ode to Joy" ("An die Freude," for those keeping track).  It 
was really quite remarkable. And as if to formalize the Beethoven connection,
when it was all played and done, the director again faced the audience, and 
led the room in the Ode to Joy itself, which most everybody seemed to know.

Well, on the way out, I once again ran into the student who had procured the 
ticket for me. "Who wrote that last tune?" I wondered aloud. 

"Beethoven" was the answer. "No, not the one the audience sang, the one 
the orchestra played."

"Beethoven!" she insisted. 
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Really? I still had my program, so when I got back to my apartment, I applied 
some dictionary skills to it. 

She was right! It was Beethoven's "Choral Fantasy," a rather unique piece 
that the composer himself had premiered on a similarly frigid December 
evening in Vienna back in 1808, *exactly* two hundred years ago! It was the 
same concert where he had premiered his famous fifth symphony, threw in 
the sixth symphony for good measure, and even premiered his fourth piano 
concerto. Concert-goers in those days really got their money's worth. The 
Fantasy was meant as a closing act. Beethoven himself had played the piano
that night, except when he got carried away with the directing and forgot to. It
was his last public appearance as a pianist. He improvised most of the piano 
solo parts in the Fantasy, committing something like them to paper only years
later when he finally got around to publishing it.

So why had it sounded so Chinese to me? Maybe it was the atmosphere. 
Maybe it was the same reason the lyrics that night sounded like Chinese, 
even when they weren't. Maybe it was simply that these Chinese musicians 
were merely expressing their own culture whenever they made music, even 
Beethoven’s.

Whatever it was, it was amazing. It was a testament to Beethoven's craft that
his work could express such a wide range of spirit.  And to me, it also 
showed the underlying strength of culture, such that Chinese culture could 
poke through, even during a performance of the most German German 
composer of all. And isn't this the whole nature of acculturation?

By the way, if you want to hear the Choral Fantasy yourself, here's a 
YouTube link. 

https://youtu.be/KKy4xLA7JtA

===== Weather, Dogs and Birds ====:

The weather:

It's still tremendous. Winters in Tianjin are a hundred fold better than the 
summers. Almost every day I've gone out bike riding, just for fun. The air is 
cold, but not as cold as I was afraid it might be. Some days I barely need 
gloves. It's usually very dry, and very inviting to those who want some 
vigorous exercise. I keep thinking the deep freeze will hit one day, but so far, 
the advantages outweigh the chill, particularly when compared to the 
summer's nauseating, wet and mind-numbing heat.

Dogs:

I saw only my second Chow Chow in China two days ago.  Since it’s a 
Chinese breed, I'm a bit surprised that there are so few of them, even though
the place is drenched in Pekingese. Of course, they’re large, so the license is
more expensive.  Both of the chows that I've seen were cinnamon colored. 
They looked like little bears, but a lot friendlier. 

Birds:
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On one of my rides this week, I spotted a flock of about fifty gulls, dipping 
and diving over the river in the middle of town. I was not surprised that the 
water in such a large river would remain open. I was surprised, however, 
when I rode not much further and discovered that the rest of that big river 
was ice bound indeed, and peppered with ice fishermen, to boot (so to 
speak). In fact those gulls had probably gathered at that one spot precisely 
because they couldn't find open water any further upstream. Oh, and those 
little ducks or coots or whatever they were were still there, too. Someday I've 
got to get some binoculars so I can see them more clearly to figure out 
exactly what they are.

===== Tianjin Eye ====:

I went out 
yesterday to 
take a 
picture of the
student 
center, but it 
was late and 
overcast, so 
it looked 
pretty dull. 
So I 
prepared a 
copy of a 
shot I took 

last weekend, showing the Tianjin Eye (which you've seen already) and the 
river beneath it peppered with ice fisherman (which you've also seen already,
but it's a neat shot). 

-Secure Net
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Week 19

Friday, January 16, 2009. The end of the nineteenth week.

===== Weather, Dogs and Birds ====

The weather continues the same way as always. I forgot my 
gloves when I went out bike riding on Tuesday, and it still was no problem – I 
just stuck my hands in my pockets from time to time and I was okay. The 
temperature was 39, up from the low twenties during the night. Again, the 
dryness of the air makes the cold relatively comfortable. Piles of snow still 
wrap themselves around tree trunks and lurk under shadows, but it still hasn't
snowed but once this year. 

Dog sighting: Okay, it's another cat, an adolescent gray & white with long hair
– not long like a Persian, but longer than a Siamese. It suddenly appeared in 
our stairwell on Monday night. Actually I came close to stepping on it in the 
dark as I ascended the stairs. Where had it come from? A box also appeared 
down by the bicycles inside the entrance door to provide it with food and 
home. By Tuesday night the box and the cat had both disappeared. Had Mrs.
Zhou evicted it? Had whoever brought it in the front door now brought it 
inside their apartment? A mystery. 

Birds: I think I've figured out where those three ducks have been spending 
their time. However, there are only two of them now. In the nation of Peking 
Duck, I fear the worst. The two remaining ducks were splashing happily in a 
hole that had been cut in the ice for them into their pond on campus. And 
walking on the ice next to that hole was a small grey bird like an undersized 
mockingbird with white outer tail feathers. It couldn't have been a 
mockingbird, though. I thought maybe it was a wagtail? I have to say, I'm a 
little surprised at how many birds are braving the winter here. On the other 
hand, winter that's cold enough to freeze rivers is turning out to be not as 
unbearable as I'd feared. 

===== Students Leave Town ====

I haven't been going out for adventures lately. Classes are over for the 
semester. Students ride by with suitcases clamped over their back wheel on 
their racks. Some even brought their bags to their last final exam, all the 
quicker to leave town. Even if the birds won't migrate, they will. In the next 
few days, I'm told, most things are going to be shutting down. The only bright 
spot will be the campus Internet system, unleashed when those thousands of
bandwidth-clogging students log off and go home. 

===== Walls and the Old Village ====

So in a week that I've mostly spent indoors reading and writing, I've thought 
about something equally immobile – walls. Walls are a big deal in China. It's 
famously known that one of the Chinese words for "wall" also means "city."  
This fact, of course, like everything else involving translations, is only sort-of 
true. But walls in China extend everywhere, even the walls that aren't so 
"Great". And certainly within cities they grow and propagate like armies 
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preparing for siege. So it makes you wonder what they're planning, and what 
they mean. 

When I first arrived at Tianjin University (locally known as "Tian Da") ten 
years ago, there was a little brick village of workmen and university staff 
lodged between Tian Da and Nankai University, a neighboring university that 
adjoins Tian Da.  This village ran the entire length of the east-west border 
between the two schools. It had an improvised quality about it. The roofs, for 
example, were nothing more than corrugated sheet metal, held in place by 
heavy bricks. 

In hot weather, people cooked food outside like campers. It was where I later 
saw my first little dog in China. Piles of garbage sprang up, particularly 
around a large smelly pond, reminiscent of the La Brea tar pits, where I later 
saw my first magpie in Tianjin. It bound the two universities into one larger 
community. No one here at Tian Da ever had second thoughts about going to
Nankai and using their public facilities.  Tian Da and Nankai were simply 
convenient labels within a larger physical unit.  

Not only was there housing in this village, but also restaurants and stores, 
and street vendors selling CDs and DVDs. It contained our favorite jiaozi 
restaurant, as well as the (in)famous Alibaba bar, a nightspot for foreigners 
that looked like something out of old Berkeley, with its cozy tables, foreign 
snacks, and walls amateurishly painted with murals so busy that they 
drowned out most attempts at graffiti. A network of little paths led into and out
of this village, and from one campus to the other. 

In the intervening years, all of that life got scrubbed out, even the dirty pond 
that sprouted garbage. All the paths that used to lead through that area were 
blocked by a wall. Occasionally, an opening would appear in the wall, 
allowing communication between Nankai and Tian Da. Then a year later, and
it closed up even further.  Right now there is only one opening, located near 
building 25 where my office is, running under the “joint research mansion” 
operated by both universities. It's actually a wide road crossing north-south 
from one campus to the other, shown in the picture below.

I think this opening might
be more permanent than
the others, not only
because it's so broad and
fixed in place under the
research mansion, but
because it's usually closed
shut by an equally broad
gate. On each side of that
gate are smaller gaps for
pedestrians and bicyclists. But even those tiny openings are slowly closing 
again, just in the short months I've been here this year, like a skin wound that
gradually heals over. 
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Actually, it's a double skin. Two identical sets of gate and openings mirror 
each other, about forty yards apart. One's on the south, the Nankai side, and 
the other is on north, the Tian Da side. Between them is a “no man’s land” 
where students sometimes rehearse plays or practice calisthenics. Both 
gates are slowly choking off any non-pedestrian traffic, though the gates can 
open for high level administrators or low level delivery trucks, of course. 

The space in between the two gates is actually part of a long cross street that
runs unimpeded perpendicular to the connecting path, from east to west, 
almost the entire length of the border between the two universities. It's 
straight and wide like a boulevard, like the Champs-Élysées in Paris, really, 
opening up a luxurious space, erasing any last traces of that lost village. Its 
east end is temporarily full of construction equipment as workers finish the 
last two or three (or who knows how many) new buildings rising up within 
Tian Da. Otherwise, it's totally devoid of traffic, except for the occasional 
gawker, tennis practicers, or military drill squads.

===== The Joint Research Mansion ====

The Joint Research Mansion
is a monstrous green and
black building that straddles
the space where that
boulevard passes between
the two gates. It crouches on
legs – one leg touching down
on each corner of the
intersection, two on the
Nankai side and two on the
Tian Da side. When you pass
underneath it as you go from
one university to the other, it's
easy to imagine it stamping
down on you like some sort of pound cake of Damocles if you prove to be 
unworthy.  

Again, the building is called the "TianDa-NanKai Grand Joint Research 
Mansion" (Tian Nán Lián Hé Yán Jiu Dà Shà, for those keeping track in 
Chinese).

Bridging the gap, this building symbolically ties the two universities together. 
Undoubtedly it was ordered constructed by the same authority that, many 
years ago, also ordered that Tian Da and Nankai combine into one university.
Actually, the two universities complement each other well. Tian Da 
emphasizes technology – material science and engineering. Nankai 
emphasizes social science and business studies. Of the two, Nankai gets its 
fame from its famous graduates, which include the late premier Zhou Enlai. 
Tian Da gets its fame from its long history, and the fact that it bears the city's 
name. Really, though, they are comparable, a good match, even physically, 
because their longest side is a shared border. 
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But, despite the fierce green building, the two universities seem farther apart 
now than they were ten years ago. According to what I've been told, the 
presidents of the two universities can never seem to find a time to meet 
together to finalize any arrangement to unify them.  It seems that both 
presidents travel so much that one or the other is always out of town, except 
maybe at New Years, when nobody's working.  Well, as one person told me, 
if they combined the universities, what would they even name it?

So when I look down this Tianjin "Champs-Élysées," I don't actually see a 
wide boulevard, a center of commerce and the arts. I see a moat – A dry 
moat with a metal-and-concrete fence along each shore, and surveillance 
cameras blooming on top of them. Lighted by street lights at night, it reminds 
me ever so much of that no-man's land that used to slice through Berlin, an 
impassable division. And it makes that green monstrosity straddling overhead
look a little desperate, perhaps afraid of what might pull up beneath it and 
poke it in the belly, perhaps afraid that the two universities might each grab 
the two legs on its side and pull it all apart.

===== My Friend Miles ====

Meanwhile, walls within each college community also proliferate like rabbits. 
My friend Miles lives on the "other side" of the Champs-Élysées on the 
Nankai campus. As the crow bikes, it would take five minutes or less to pedal
there from here, yet it actually takes twenty minutes because of all the 
fences, walls and closed streets that force long detours. 

He's lived there for many years. (He's 
in a PhD program – that's why it’s been
so long). He gave me the tour of his 
neighborhood this morning. It's a 
student/faculty ghetto of multi-story 
apartments. It has the mature, lived-in 
look of an established neighborhood, a
haven for feral cats and crowds of 
azure-winged magpies, and even a few
chickens.  

The apartments themselves are 
actually quite nicely appointed. 
Glowing well-finished wooden floors 

and spacious living rooms. Quite comfortable and pleasant to be in. 

===== Walls in Miles’s Neighborhood ====

The neighborhood is surrounded by brick walls and metal fences. One brick 
wall suddenly appeared next to Miles's building just a few months ago, while 
he was away studying in England.  It's topped by circular barbed wire. It's not
really clear why it was built. We watched as a scruffy orange cat tried to 
wend his way over the wall and through the wires, looking somewhat 
confused, as if he couldn't get over the fact that his old pathway had been 
thwarted. 
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Miles himself feels like that cat
sometimes. A metal fence passes
right on the other side of his
building. It has a broad gate there
for vehicular traffic, as well as a
smaller gate for foot traffic. These
gates offer convenient access to
local off-campus shops and
restaurants, as well as to the next
ghetto over, where Miles's
parents live. And no, they're not
still working on their PhDs.
They're employed by the
university.

Well, the gates, including the one in this photo, were shut about six years 
ago. Why? A new pneumonia-like disease, SARS, had appeared. In an effort 
to avoid a pandemic, everyone wore handkerchiefs or surgical masks on 
their faces, and the gate was closed to limit traffic, presumably to keep out 
the unwashed sniffly masses. Well, that threat is now over, yet the gate 
remains closed, most of its locks now rusted in place. And another gate, a 
few yards further down the road, was closed at the same time. That gate still 
has a breathtakingly redundant handwritten sign on it that says "the gate is 
closed." On the other side there's a sign that says "Gate. No parking." 
There's also a taxi parked there. Sometimes I think maybe the taxi driver put 
up the sign.

Well, the gates aren't completely sealed. The high level administrators have 
keys, so they can come through any time they want to. Same thing with the 
low level grounds workers. I guess people like that are presumed healthy, 
and up to good.

But for But for Miles, it's not simply the inconvenience of adding ten or fifteen 
minutes to the trip across the road. (And why did the chicken cross the road?
– because she fits through the bars!). His mother has heart problems, and 
one day she suffered some sort of episode on her walk back from the 
market. She desperately called Miles, who was forced to take the roundabout
route when she could have been in real trouble. Luckily, after a term in the 
hospital, she was fine.
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So Miles and the other residents of this university have developed many 
locations to jump over walls or climb through them, going from what’s 
essentially one public space to another public space, just because the gate 
between those public spaces is always locked.The propensity to wall things 
even extends to the interiors of buildings. For almost ten years, I  spent 
summers (off and on) in a building near here called the "Specialists Building."
(Zhuan Jia Lóu, for those keeping track). We called it the “guest house” and it
was mentioned several times before.

===== Walls inside the Guest House ====

Every summer it was our base of operations for teaching English to high 
school students. In fact, for the first summer, we actually used our own rooms
as classrooms. It's four stories high, and even has rooms correctly numbered
in the four hundreds on the top floor. 

At one time, the "Specialists Building" housed all the foreign teachers on 
campus. Now it's a normal hotel, often used for small conventions. The 
upgrade, which happened about seven or eight years ago, resulted in smaller
rooms, dependable plumbing, marble-tiled floors in the lobby and bathrooms,
English signs with correct spelling and grammar, and a whole network of 
security cameras to spy on whomever might be traversing the halls. Actually 
this last addition was pretty useful for those of us waiting for the slowpokes to
come downstairs for a group activity.

Even when I began here, ten years ago, a previous four-story addition on the
rear of the building had already added several classrooms, a hidden 
conference room, an even-more-hidden luxurious reception room, and a 
spacious multi-purpose room on the second floor with a public address 
system, a heavy tile floor and easily rearranged rows of tables. Every 
summer we used that large room when teaching all of our students at once. 

It was great to have such a useful large room within a few feet of the 
teachers' rooms.  You could grab a whole pile of instructional materials and 
assorted props, and arrive there before you could drop anything, particularly 
if your room was also on the second floor. 

Well, I think you can see where this is heading.

On my trip three years ago for summer school, I noticed that they had 
knocked out the outer wall of that rear addition down on the first floor. They 
repaved the grounds in front of it with new bricks. They added something like
a marquee and glass doors. When this new entrance was finished, they 
plugged up all access to that part of the building from the interior, using 
ornate wooden doors in the middle of the connecting hallway on each floor. 
Yes, the doors also had nice doorknobs. Yes, they were permanently locked. 

So for the last couple of summers, instead of simply going down the hall to 
the large room, you now had to hike downstairs, cross the lobby, head out 
the front double-doors (remembering to open your umbrella on rainy days), 
navigate around the entire building, into the new entrance (remembering to 
wipe your feet on rainy days), and come back upstairs to reach the 
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conference room – five to ten minutes instead of one or two. Of course, if 
you're a high level administrator or a low level maid, the doors open for you 
and you can pass right through, avoiding all the rigmarole.

===== Walls Everywhere ====

One of my friends here thinks that the abundant walls simply result from 
lucrative building projects which those in authority can conveniently throw to 
friends and in-laws, which explains their sometimes random quality. 

That may be true, but the pervasiveness and proliferation of walls is not 
limited just to this one university, nor this one city. I'm sure there's something 
more to it, something in the culture that assumes the presence of walls, both 
physical and societal, are a positive good. And what happens on the other 
side of the wall is generally not something you should concern yourself with, 
anyway. Instead you should just enjoy the peace that (hopefully) reigns on 
your side. Keep your wall in good repair. If you hear somebody knocking on 
the other side, maybe you can knock back.  It's like everybody wants to be in 
their own Blackhawk, that famous development in California. 

And maybe that's why social connections possess that additional degree of 
importance in China. Only people in the right position of authority can gain 
access to the keys that open the gates in the walls, so you can even find out 
who might be knocking on the other side.

-Secure Net
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Week 20

Friday, January 23, 2009. 
The end of the twentieth week, the lead-up to "Spring

Festival."

===== Banging in the Wind ====

Greetings from Deadwood.  I expect to see the tumbleweeds careening by 
any moment. The wind howled all Wednesday night and Thursday, and 
something on the roof kept banging back and forth, just like a ghost town in 
an old Western. 

At first, I felt maybe I was better off not knowing what's loose on the roof 
banging like that. But later in the day yesterday I took a chair and reached 
the access hole in the ceiling at the top of the main staircase. I moved the 
wooden palette that covered it on top, and found a paper-wasp nest hanging 
just above me, attached to some sort of wooden structure arching over the 
opening. This time of year, I wasn't particularly worried about wasp attacks. It
was a small nest, but the biggest nest chambers I've ever seen in a wasp 
nest. I decided not to investigate it any further. I'm also going to remember 
it's there when warmer weather arrives. I still don't know what's banging 
around up on the roof, though.

===== The Empty Town ====

At this point, it seems like everyone in this part of town has gotten out of 
Dodge. Spring Festival, by far the biggest holiday of the year, is almost upon 
us. New Year's Eve is Sunday Night, and Monday is the first day of the year 
of the Ox. This time, it's Earth Ox.

Not only have all the students deserted town for their far-flung homes, but 
small businesses are shuttering. On Tuesday the market near here looked 
like "closing time" for most of the day. Hardly any customers. Shopkeepers 
packing things up. In a country with no history of unions, where ordinary 
workers and shopkeepers work seven days a week, from "before-Paul-gets-
out-of-the-house" until "after-Paul's-home-for-the-night," it's a striking thing to
watch everyone finally get some days off. (It's been too cold since then to 
walk over to see if they shut down the whole market)

Restaurants in the area have also closed one by one – even the one in the 
University guest house. Life in this neighborhood is sinking into a standstill. 
Thank goodness Wu-mart is still open.

Foreigners, too, are fleeing the city, flying back to their countries of origin. 
Just about everyone I know has left town, and the rest are sick in bed. And 
still the banging from the roof continues.

It's a ghost town, all right. I played saxophone with my friend Steve at church 
again last Sunday, but the front half of the room was completely empty. Steve
tried to get the remainders to move up into the front rows, with limited 
success. I'm up again to play for this Sunday, but I'm wondering if maybe we 
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should block off the seats, and just assemble the whole diminished 
congregation on the stage with us.

Oh, and by the way, Saxophone Steve just received a new shipment of C 
saxophones, so if you were thinking of getting one.......

Actually, if there actually were any tumbleweeds in Tianjin, they'd have been 
swept clear of town and out to sea by the last two days of arctic blast from 
Siberia. It's hard to imagine now that, just four days ago, I was biking around 
at night in temperatures barely cold enough to require gloves.  Yesterday I 
biked just a few blocks. My hands got cold right through my gloves, I had to 
hold onto my hat the whole time, and my face stung every time I looked up.

===== Weather ====

Last night's low was 5 degrees F., and the wind chill drew it down to -19.  The
high today should be +19, with the wind chill at +5. Needless to say, I've 
spent most of the time the last couple days indoors, reading, writing, listening
to the radio, surfing the net, enjoying episodes of the Daily Show that I got off
the Internet, and occasionally watching old episodes of Babylon 5, obtained 
from my friendly local street-side dealer in DVDs of questionable legality.

Following the pattern I've noticed since October, the mass of cold air will 
settle into place, and then grudgingly submit to the sun's warming over the 
next couple weeks. In fact, a high of 50 is forecast for two weeks from now.

===== The Yangtai ====

Speaking of the sun, there was
some confusion over my
description of the "cockpit" in
the kitchen a couple weeks
ago.  This cockpit is actually an
extension to the living space
called a "yangtai" which means
"protruding platform." Usually
it's simply translated "balcony,"
but it's not quite the same as a
balcony. 

The "yang," by the way, is the
same yang is in yin/yang, and
it's also one of the words for "sun." In this case, it means a protrusion.

I have two yangtai – one off the bedroom and one off the kitchen, both 
separated from their respective rooms by glass doors. The bedroom yangtai 
is a greenhouse for drying clothes (though the weather is actually pretty cold 
for that now). The kitchen yangtai contains the gas stove, putting it out where
it's safer in case of a gas leak or an accidental fire.  In my case, the fridge is 
out there, too, not that you really need a fridge in weather like this. 

[112]



Just about every apartment building I've seen in Tianjin has a yangtai for 
each apartment. In my building, the sixth floor's yangtai are a little different 
from everybody else's – they have full-length glass for walls, instead of the 
usual low wall with glass windows. So standing in there is a little like 
swimming in a fish bowl perched on a pedestal.  If you look at any of the 
pictures I've sent of apartment buildings, such as the one above, you can see
the protruding yangtai, stacked on top of each other.

===== Spring Cleaning ====

For the last couple of weeks, my yangtai has offered an intimate view of 
people in the neighboring building washing windows. Here in China, Spring 
Cleaning is serious business. All my students told me that the first thing 
they'd do upon returning home would be to help their parents scrub 
everything down. I'm sure that behind each freshly washed window stands a 
lustrous and sparkling apartment, ready for the New Year. I'm still.. uh.. 
working on my place. 

===== Fireworks ====

You can also tell New Year's coming from all the fireworks. Street-side 
displays have sprung up all over town to sell them. It's kind of like the Fourth 
of July booths that I remember from my childhood, except all the wares are 
colored red, and they go far beyond anything we could have imagined as 
kids. Explosives as big as your head!! None of this stuff would have the 
remotest chance of ever becoming legal in California, most of it not even in 
San Francisco Chinatown, but it's no big deal here. When I was riding around
last weekend, I passed a small group of boys who had hung a string of 
firecrackers on a tree and lit them all. Not one kid was looking back over his 
shoulder.

Last night, between 9:30 and 10:00, somebody wandered around our 
neighborhood, setting off what sounded like small bombs about every 
minute, strong enough to echo around the buildings and set off car alarms. 
Between the banging on the roof and the banging below, I feel pretty well 
under siege. Sleeping might be an optional activity for the next few days.

===== Friends Who Stayed in Town ====

Despite the flight of the non-natives from Tianjin, I'm hoping that old students 
and friends returning here from other places can make up for their absence. 
In fact, this has started to happen. 

One Chinese friend took me out to what's perhaps the only Western Cafe in 
Tianjin to showcase the kind of slow English-language ballads, Western room
decoration, and snappily dressed staff that I tend to associate with old-time 
movies of Shanghai – except that the patrons here all drank tea instead of 
liquor, and nobody smoked. 

The performers – a duo of a girl singer and a pony-tailed guy playing guitar – 
actually sang old Carpenters and Burt Bacharach songs. It could easily have 
been San Francisco instead of Tianjin. They also sang an old Chinese folk 
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song, the first time I've heard such a song sung in a Western style that 
actually used a normal Western chord progression (except for ones I've 
arranged, of course!). 

They sat on what's perhaps the smallest stage I've ever seen, a circular 
platform, maybe ten feet in diameter, collaring a pillar in the middle of a 
spacious room. My friend and I sat drinking tea and coffee at a small table 
near this "stage," while other audience members sat in booths built into the 
sides of the room. 

The singer was quite good, her English singing voice of a native quality, so it 
surprised me a bit, when she stopped by our table, that she didn't feel 
comfortable speaking any English. A graduate of Tianjin Music University, it 
turns out that her day job is to schedule musical presentations for official and 
commercial events all over Tianjin. Her daytime boss once visited the cafe 
and told her he was cool with her singing at night, as long as she ended by 
ten o'clock so she could get rested for her real job the next day. Indeed, they 
finished playing just before ten that night.

Another returning Chinese "interior ex-pat" invited me to dinner with his 
family earlier this week.  It was great food, by the way– a noodle dish typical 
of Tianjin – thick wheat noodles with a wonderful sauce, and other bowls full 
of fresh lettuce, carrots, vegetables, chicken, and other ingredients that you 
mix right in. I even came away with a bowl of leftovers that I had meant to 
save for lunch the next day, but sadly they didn't survive past 10 a.m.

I expect to see other friends this weekend. Hopefully I'll see even more 
throughout the next week. 

===== The Density of People in Tianjin ====

Now, obviously, Tianjin natives won't be leaving town for Spring Festival. 
Despite the desertedness of the university part of town, the rest of the town is
still packed with people. And on a relatively warm evening like last Sunday, 
they go shopping in droves.

I haven't
previously written
about the sheer
density of the
people here in
Tianjin. It's not as
crowded as
Beijing, but not
much less. In
general, unless
you're inside your
own home, then
every time you
make a move, you
assume
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somebody else is already standing there, or about to ride through. Bicyclists 
don't dare let their eyes wander more than a second, and walking isn't much 
different. In the grocery store, somebody else is already standing in front of 
the section you want to look at.

This week's photo shows an especially crowded place – Binjiang Road, a 
place I've written about many times before. It marks the border between the 
old French concession (on the right) and the old Japanese concession (on 
the left). These days, it's a shopping street like those in Europe. At the far 
end, it crosses a similar street called Heping Road. Together, they must be 
15 to 20 blocks. They used to be known as "Golden Street," but I don't know 
if people use that term any more. Certainly a lot of money changes hands 
there.

I snapped the picture while walking towards the intersection of Binjiang Road
and Heping Road with a Chinese friend. He had given me a lift over there in 
his Buick because I wanted to buy a music stand. My saxophone friend 
Steve had recommended the department store on that corner – a hundred-
year-old building, with eight stories and an old European-style stonework 
facade.

Since the evening was relatively warm,
and especially since Spring Festival was
fast approaching, the entire length of
Golden Street was jammed just like you
see in the picture, as were the stores on
either side. Such crowds are no recent
phenomenon, by the way. Ten years ago,
we came during the summer, and it was
the same.

The most remarkable thing, though, is that with all these people clogging the 
road, little electric trolleys still manage to zip right through them, carrying 
about fifteen people each. They tool right along at about twice walking speed,
a warning melody chiming from their noses like a synthesized version of Big 
Ben.  People mindlessly step out of their way and then refill the gap once 
they've passed. And in fact that green spot in the picture is the nose of one 
coming my way. 

===== Shopping for Musical Instruments ====

When we passed through the door of the department store, we found a chart 
listing the departments on each floor. It showed music on the eighth floor – of
building B. Well, which building were we in? We had to ask. 

When we later reached building B, we found two very stylish elevators with 
long lines waiting in front of them. When we finally reached the eighth floor – 
no music. We had to ask. 

Music had long ago moved to the fifth floor. And when we finally found it, I 
realized this place seemed familiar – I think it's the same place I went with 
my friend Sunny a couple years ago! And I think it was on the fifth floor back 
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then. My Chinese friend complained about the lack of attention to detail in 
updating the signage. You wouldn't find that in Hong Kong, or Taiwan! he 
claimed.

On the other hand, the sales staff was helpful, the stand was inexpensive, 
and I even purchased a melodica for the paltry equivalent of twenty bucks. I 
wish I'd known those were available here a long time ago! So I'll have a new 
toy for tomorrow's rehearsal for the church team at Steve's place, and a more
secure place to put my music on Sunday!

===== Weather, Dog, Bird ====

Finally, I never could understand why a festival in January or February is 
called "Spring." The recent weather sure seems to argue against it. 

But on the other hand, even with the bone-chilling winds, the sun is 
noticeably brighter than it was a few weeks ago. And when the air mass 
stops flowing, starting tomorrow, air temperatures will steadily rise throughout
the festival itself. Maybe there's no budding green growth yet, but the 
promise is certainly there. So maybe it's not as big a mystery as I thought. 
Happy New Year!

-Secure Net

P.S. for those who know him. My former student Louis has achieved the 
ultimate dream of the high school senior. He just passed the entrance exam 
to Qinghua University, one of China’s top universities, so he can now skip the
rest of his high school classes.  I think he'll have an even better Spring 
Festival than usual. 

oops P.P.S. I forgot to report the dog sighting. This
week it was not a real animal, but a picture of an
Airedale on a poster in the book wholesale market
north of here (haven't seen a living one yet).
Amazingly, the name used some of the few characters
I recognize in Chinese: Wan Neng Gou. The "ten-
thousand ability dog." Good name for an Airedale, if
you ask me. 

ack! P.P.P.S. Bird sighting – some finches at Steve's
place that I have not been able to identify yet.
Beautiful little things with yellow collars, a red spot on
their head, and mostly brown. Steve had never seen
them before, either, so maybe they were migrants or escapees from a cage. 
On the other hand, I finally did identify the coot-like bird I've often seen in the 
main river here – a "Little Grebe" (Tachybaptus ruficollis, formerly known as 
Dabchick). It's found all over the Old World, but nowhere in the Americas. 
The Wikipedia page is here:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Grebe
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Week 21

Friday, January 30, 2009. The end of the twenty-first week.

===== Fireworks ====

This was not a good week to own a dog, or to be a dog, for 
that matter. Well, at least not a dog like our old Airedale, who was scared to 
death of pops and explosions. On Sunday afternoon, New Year's Eve, small 
groups of boys wandered throughout our apartment complex in an unending 
quest to discover the most resonant site for setting off cherry bombs.  
Actually, they were bigger than cherries. Apple bombs? They spent hours 
doing this..... Hours...

But later that night, it all paid off. 

The fine-tuned drumming of
explosions resounded through
our apartment complex.
Rockets whistled like V2's. Car
alarms beeped and hollered.
Some say that New Year's in
China seems like a war zone. I
think it's beyond that. So many
firecrackers – like a lash at the
window, for hours on end. They
are thunderstorms, not wet, but
made of smoke and fireworks,
many almost the size of county
fair displays back home.

Back home, people might count themselves lucky to just gaze upon fireworks
displays from their windows. Here, your home is surrounded by them, 
drenched in a sea of shimmering firelight and ear-splitting explosions.  And if 
you're high enough in the building, the fireworks will even knock on your 
windows. 

If you're on the street, bright 
blue, red, yellow and green 
points bloom about twelve 
stories up and drift down all 
around you. You look up, both 
to admire them and to check if 
their embers are about to fall on
you. In an apartment ghetto like
where I live, their images 
rebound off the windows like 
giant television screens.

It's everywhere, and it's loud.  
For hours, the racket ebbs and 
flows. I wandered the chilly 
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streets for an hour that night, admiring the lights and recording the sounds of 
chaos with my portable digital recorder. Those recordings make it sound like 
I'm wandering though a minefield laid with billions of jiffy-pops bouncing on 
tympani.

In fact, the "photo" I'm sending this week is one of those recordings – that's 
the only way to describe it, really. Photos, even videos, only look in one 
direction at once, after all.  The clip I'm sending works well because nearby 
firecrackers pause occasionally, so the looming and constant background of 
fireworks throughout the city breaks through. 

Actually, I'm only sending the last minute of a three-minute clip.  It's still three
times the size of the pictures I usually send. I think it would make a great 
musique concrète piece. It has an interesting structure, despite its abrupt 
ending.  Maybe I'll enter it in the next John Cage music festival.

If anybody wants to hear it, just click here on the link to download it. It's about
4 megabytes in size. After hearing it, you'll understand why I didn't get to bed 
until 2 a.m. that night. It's not just that it's noisy.  It's really pretty, and 
exciting.The link is:

http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/STE-014-high-fi-quality.mp3

I've also decided that New Year's would be a great night for car thieves – the 
explosions touch off every car alarm in town.  Amid the din, no one would 
notice you breaking in. Not only that, you could take note of the few cars that 
lack alarms, and return later in the month to break in at your leisure.

===== The Morning After ====

The next morning, the bombs were spent and the front had passed over. 
What remained were sporadic showers of firecrackers lasting throughout the 
morning and into the afternoon. Additional rounds of atmospheric 
disturbances occurred on subsequent evenings. By the third day, most of the 
activity was spent, though additional supplies could still be purchased at 
street corners throughout the city.  I will say, though, the sudden 
reappearance of hostilities, banging away at full throttle from 8:30 to 9:30 last
night, was not quite as welcome as it had been on Sunday, Monday, Tuesday
or even Wednesday. There must be fire sales going on. So far, I've been 
listening to constant firecrackers for about five hours this morning.  It's 
beginning to lose its charm. 

===== Dogs ====

I actually only saw one dog on New Year's Eve. It was a medium sized light-
colored collie type of dog walking on a leash, or rather straining on a leash, 
launching itself into the air with each step, dragging its owner past the 
fenced-in lawn next to my apartment building. It seemed more excited than 
scared, but the moment was too brief to judge for sure. 

I also saw several parents holding toddlers. They didn't seem scared, 
although it must have seemed awfully loud to them.

[118]

http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/STE-014-high-fi-quality.mp3
http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/STE-014-high-fi-quality.mp3


I didn't see any birds or bats that evening.

===== A New Year’s Eve Jiaozi Feast ====

Of course, there's more to New Year's in China than a bazillion explosions 
and sparkling lights. You also need grandparents and jiaozi. This year, I was 
lucky enough to share in both of those things with Andy, one of my former 
ERRC summer school students. 

Andy's grandparents are two lovely people in their eighties, old-style 
Communists who tend to live very simply. Whenever I meet someone of that 
generation, I can't help but reflect on the tremendous changes and 
challenges that they have faced over the years. I'm very happy for them that 
they now live in a comfortable apartment in a large city like this, convenient 
to stores and services. Including me, there were eight of us altogether, and 
they complained that this was their smallest family gathering in years.

Jiaozi are what's usually called "potstickers" in America. In fact, if you 
actually fry them in a pan, they're also called "potstickers" here. More 
commonly, they are simply boiled or steamed.  The filling can be almost 
anything, meat or vegetable, though they are usually not sweet, at least not 
up here in the North. The wrapping, which is wheat,  is also a bit more 
substantial than some of the American potstickers, which, like the similar 
wontons, are modeled after southern Chinese versions. 

Jiaozi are traditional for a couple reasons. First, it's rather labor-intensive to 
make them. So it's common for the whole family to get together for an hour 
or so just to assemble them (and spending even more time preparing the 
ingredients in the first place). Assembling jiaozi isn't as thrilling as a good 
game of Mah Jong, but with jiaozi, any number can play, and the strategies 
are not so cut-throat.  

I missed out on the jiaozi assembly game this week. Maybe Andy 
remembered how good (not) I was at assembling them the last time I tried it, 
a few years ago. However, I still got to participate in the more important part 
– consuming them. We ate a great variety of jiaozi that night, so many kinds 
of filling that I lost count after a while. It seemed like every five minutes a new
steaming dish emerged from the kitchen, with a different filling to try – some 
were fried, and some not. And I think that, just like at holiday times at home, I
have definitely put on a few pounds this week.

The other reason for jiaozi is that they're shaped like the little golden ingots 
that the ancients used as currency. Well, only a small number of ancients 
could actually afford such ingots, but everybody wished they had them. The 
traditional American greeting for New Year, Gung Hay Fat Choy, is a 
southern Chinese phrase. In Mandarin it's pronounced gongxi fa cái, and 
actually means something like "Congratulations! Get rich!" Actually, I wonder 
if that phrase may be more common in the South than the North, because 
around here you're more likely to hear "Guonian hao" or "Xinnian hao," both 
of which mean "Good New Year!"
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===== The New Year’s Eve Variety Show ====

We also spent a good part of the evening viewing what has become another 
New Year's Eve tradition – a nationally-broadcast television variety show. It 
reminded me of how everybody seemed to watch Guy Lombardo when I was
a kid. Or maybe how everybody watches "Dinner for One" in Germany. 

This variety show is about four hours long. Most of it consists of xiangsheng, 
a traditional type of stand-up comedy, usually between two people, that I've 
written about before. There was every variation possible of Xiangsheng, 
including some from Da Shan, a well-known Canadian comedian who is 
super-fluent in Chinese. There were also gymnastic displays and big boffo 
dance numbers that would have done the old June Taylor dancers proud. 

One act, however, may have finally jumped the shark (or nuked the fridge). It 
was Riverdance, which I have seen crashing every venue possible all across 
the world over the last few years, and now... the only non-Chinese act in 
China's New Year show. I have to say, that for me, only my deep love of 
Celtic culture and odd time-signatures, and my fond memories of the original 
Riverdance triumph at Eurovision back in 1994, keep Riverdance from sliding
off into artistic Kenny G. territory.

Well, even as nice as they were, the grandparents really weren't interested in
staying awake through midnight, which proved a further opportunity for me, 
because when I arrived home, I was able to take my stroll through Firework 
Forest and make the recording that I've attached to this email. 

===== The Quiet City ====

As for the rest of the week, until this morning, at least, it's been eerily quiet. 
The market near here finally closed down completely some time on Sunday, 
and will remain closed all week. All but the largest stores and smallest 
sidewalk vendors followed suit.  

For several days, bike riding was a paradise. Not only was the weather 
relatively warm and comfortable in the afternoons, but there were so few 
people on the road that one could actually ride and sight-see at the same 
time. Normally, that's a recipe for disaster, not only because you have to 
keep your eyes peeled for people riding/stepping/driving in front of you at any
time, but also because no matter how many bike riders are traveling the 
correct direction down the correct side of the street, there's always 
somebody riding countercurrent. Bike riders signal their intentions through a 
combination of bike body language and eye movements (just like how 
pedestrians can pass each other without colliding), and if your eyes are off 
the path, it screws up the system and accidents result. 

Such, however, was not the case this week. If only bike riding could always 
be so free.

Other than the New Year's activities, I didn't do much unusual this week – 
visited some old friends and new ones, played some saxophone, and in 
general kept myself busy. Now I'm looking forward to Monday.
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Early Monday morning I'll be flying to Hong Kong (Via Shenzhen), to the 
Warwick Hotel on Cheung Chau Island for a retreat with other teachers from 
ERRC. I'll be staying for four nights there and another three nights in the city 
itself. It's my first and maybe only time to be in Hong Kong, so I'm really 
looking forward to seeing what the difference is between here and there. The
weather should be a lot warmer, but other than that, I don't really know what 
to expect. I can't say for sure, though, that I'll be able to email anything next 
Friday. My big hope, though, is that I'll be able to see a Tokay Gecko in its 
native habitat (without it biting me).  I would also love to see some 
mudskippers.

-Secure Net
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Week 22

Thursday, February 5, 2009. 
Almost the end of the twenty-second week.

===== George Visits Hong Kong ====

The family of my fellow third-grade teacher, George Kwong in Hayward, 
comes from the area near Hong Kong originally. This is not unusual for a 
Californian, where the great majority of immigrant Chinese have always 
come from southern China. Two months ago, George returned for the first 
time in many years to visit relatives, pay respects at the graves of his 
grandparents and, of course, go shopping. He wrote an eloquent letter to his 
many friends that describes his experience joining a sea of Asian faces, 
immersing himself in a culture that at home is simply one neighborhood 
among many, but here is the whole world. 

His letter gave me a lot to think about, because I was also about to visit Hong
Kong. But for me it would be the first visit ever, and none of my family comes 
from there, except maybe some Vikings, since they pretty much went 
everywhere. Still, I often recalled his words over the next few weeks, and 
later on the trip itself, because they described the relationship between the 
world of Hong Kong and the world of the California Bay Area.

===== Home in Hong Kong ====

But even though I lacked a family connection to Hong Kong, after four 
months in northern China, coming to Hong Kong gave me a profound sense 
of returning home. 

Like most people approaching Hong Kong from China, I had taken the light 
rail from the border with Mainland China. What a border it is, too. I had flown 
down to Shenzhen, Hong Kong's counterpart on the Mainland side of the 
border, with my colleague Lonnie and his wife on Monday. Lonnie and I 
belong to different sending organizations, but they both happened to be 
holding conferences in Hong Kong at the same time, so we decided to travel 
together. 

The plane tickets were marginally cheaper to Shenzhen than a ticket directly 
to Hong Kong itself, but I was also looking forward to flying to Shenzhen 
because then I could see just a little bit more of China, a bit that I had never 
seen before. It took just over three hours to get there from Tianjin, by far the 
longest flight I have ever taken that didn't involve at least one change in time 
zone. 

===== From Shenzhen to Hong Kong ====

Like Hong Kong, Shenzhen is huge, but even less ancient, sprung up out of 
former backwaters for economic purposes. Fifty years ago it was little more 
than a home for egrets, frogs and small farms. Now it's the heart of a 
metropolis of many millions of people, a special economic zone brimming 
with factories and swarming with workers attracted from the countryside. I 
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have long known it as an avatar of China's modernity.  Indeed, on our fifty-
minute bus ride through town from the airport (20 RMB), I witnessed 
impressive downtown areas of tall glass-enclosed buildings reflecting the 
latest trends in modern architecture. We also passed countless well-
organized residential neighborhoods, ranging from towers to apartment 
blocks, all of this sliced and enveloped by low-lying hills encrusted with dark 
scrub. 

The crossing that we
took is called Lo Wu,
one of four access points
from Mainland China into
Hong Kong. The bus
from the airport let us off
next to a complex of
buildings with no obvious
direction to take to the
border. Such ambiguity
isn't rare in China, so we
didn't panic.  Besides,
the other passengers
seemed to know the
way, so we followed
along. The jumble of
buildings that we approached were mostly three or four stories high, with 
stairways and interpenetrating walkways on two or three different levels, 
lined with small vendors of every stripe, from trinkets to food. 

Broad concrete staircases led to the second-story walkways. A ramp four feet
wide, ran up the middle of each flight. This ramp reminded me ever so much 
of similar ramps you can see in the Forbidden City in Beijing. Those ramps 
are for the emperor, who used to sit in a litter. He floated over the ramp while 
the bearers walked up the stairs on either side holding up the poles. 

As we mounted the stairs at
Lo Wu, the ramp filled with
rolling suitcases pulled by
travelers on either side. We
continued along an elevated
corridor. Lonnie, who had
come this way before,
suddenly paused and gazed
off between the buildings. A
train track emerged from
somewhere beneath us and
extended between those
buildings and out of sight
(shown in the picture here).  
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"Yes," I think that's the crossing," he said, vaguely pointing off to the left of 
the track. Or was it to the right?  He didn't seem quite sure. Nothing looked 
like a crossing to me. The only thing  leading in the right direction was the 
train track.  Our path led to another series of staircases which we descended 
back to the street. It was great fun letting my suitcase roll and slide down the 
ramp at various angles and speeds. 

Okay, now where should we go? We found ourselves on a street corner. A 
sign said "border" but didn't seem to point in the right direction. Most of the 
crowds had somehow disappeared, though lots of vendors still lined every 
available space. "I guess they don't like to make it too obvious which way to 
go," Lonnie remarked. 

Just at that moment, a young
man walked up with a smile on
his face, and said, "You should
go up over there!" He pointed
to another elevated walkway.
We both froze reflexively,
having been subject to too
many scams and con guys in
the past.  "Really, up there,"
he repeated. He was pointing
to a completely nondescript
staircase. "Just trust me!" he
laughed. "It's up there." He
strode off in yet another
random direction. "Okay. Thanks." Up the staircase, a bit more random 
exploration, and suddenly, there it was – the border.  

It was just like an airport border crossing. The vast majority of the people 
headed to the booths that said "Hong Kong residents." Off to the left we 
spotted a few booths that said "Foreigners" On a low shelf, we found some 
"exit cards" to fill out. A quick interview with a border agent, and we were off 
the Mainland. I clumsily started jamming my passport back into the security 
pocket under my sweater. "Not so fast," said Lonnie. "We're off the Mainland,
but still not in Hong Kong!"

Really? But if that's so, then where's the duty free shops? Then I noticed the 
liquor dealers in the passageways. Okay.

Luckily, at this point there was only one way to go. We followed it to another 
group of border agents in another line of booths, and spotted the small set of 
booths labeled "foreigners." On a low shelf, we found some "entry cards" to 
fill out. A quick interview with a border agent, and we were through again.  It 
had all taken a good fifteen to twenty minutes. 

===== Inside the Hong Kong Border ====

We proceeded towards the Hong Kong light rail terminus, helpful signs 
pointing out the way. We bought "octopus cards," which are little plastic cards
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that store money electronically and can be automatically debited when you 
pass into buses, trains, subways and boats. 

As we reached the platform waiting area I noticed that we hadn't had to think 
about where to go or even ask directions to find it.  The path was obvious. 
The surroundings themselves seemed different, somehow, compared to what
I had just left.  I can't really put my finger on exactly how, and still can't for 
sure, but here on the Hong Kong side of the border, everything seemed more
tidy and less dusty than what I'd become used to, more focused and 
purposeful.  This was also true inside the light rail car. We sat ourselves 
down on some implacable seats facing the center space. Four people sat 
across from us and facing us. 

They were dressed in jackets, light sweaters and hooded sweatshirts. Lonnie
noted how only people who were used to much warmer weather would be 
wearing sweatshirts on a day like this. And all of a sudden, something 
seemed to flash inside me.  It was like a strange dream. I suddenly felt like 
I'd been transported to San Francisco. These were the same faces, drawn 
into the same expressions that I saw all the time at home. I knew them. And I
was surrounded by that same unintelligible and musical language I'd heard 
so many times on the BART metro. And just like at home, if you spoke to 
someone, they'd often answer in English. Even the seats themselves on this 
light rail looked a little like a BART train.

I marveled at this intuition of mine throughout the next hour, even as we 
transferred from light rail to subway, and then a couple subway transfers. If 
that makes it sound like Hong Kong is a big place, then know that it is – 
maybe not quite as big as the Bay Area in California, but roughly comparable
to the part of it nearest the Bay. In all that way, directions were crystal clear. 
No way could one get lost. 

I did, however, lose Lonnie, who at one point headed out in another direction 
to his destination north of the city. I continued on to "Central," the subway 
terminus closest to the ferries that connect to the outer islands, that would 
take me to my destination, Cheung Chau island.

===== From “Central” to Cheng Chau Island ====

At Central, I rose from beneath the earth on long escalators, upon which 
people actually stood on the right and passed on the left.  It was like 
something making sense that hadn't made sense before. Suddenly, Hong 
Kong surrounded me. 

It's not that the tall glass-enclosed buildings in Hong Kong are really so 
different from what I'd seen elsewhere in China. It's certainly not that traffic 
had switched to the left side of the road instead of the right. It's more than it 
being less crowded than what I'd been used to in Tianjin.

But everything seemed both familiar and new at the same time. The same 
kinds of signs, the same kinds of images on the advertisements, even the 
same chain stores everywhere, and again the relative lack of dust and the 
ineffable quality of things tucked neatly into their proper places.  And 
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everywhere you looked there were European and Indian faces, and other 
sorts of non-Chinese Asians, just like at home. 

I ascended a stairway onto a long elevated walkway, and headed off towards
the ferries. I felt like I was at Embarcadero Center. A construction site lay 
ahead and to the right of the walkway. A few dozen people hung over the 
railings, watching the construction proceed. Even this site seemed like 
something from home. It's not simply the lack of high surrounding walls to 
insulate it with cheerful images of real estate or the Olympics. There's 
something about the hard hats, something about the order and vastness in 
the site, but mainly something about the organization and layout that just 
seemed natural. 

Having spent most of my life near one of the most beautiful natural harbors 
on earth, I had not realized just how much I had missed it until it appeared 
just beyond the construction site and took my breath away. Hong Kong 
harbor shines with the same opulence and blue sublimity as San Francisco 
Bay, framed by the same small mountains, dramatic hills and low-lying 
vegetation. And even more numerous vessels ply the waters in Hong Kong 
than at home.  From monstrous cruise ships to low-lying cargo ships to tour 
boats and ferries, they slide serenely by like clouds on a summer day. Yes, 
even the weather seemed just like at home. For quite a while, I stopped and 
let this parallel-universe version of my Bay Area sink in. In fact, Hong Kong 
harbor was even more magnificent than San Francisco Bay. It’s the most 
beautiful harbor that I’ve ever seen.

Almost one more hour on the slow ferry lay between me and Cheung Chau 
island. I spent it seated at a window, soaking in the surroundings, and 
reflecting. I thought of my fellow third grade teacher George, and the way our
visits to this place had impacted us, in some ways the same and other ways 
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different. And that brought to mind the many times I had ridden with students 
on a boat just like this on San Francisco Bay, enjoying the breeze and the 
cries of sea gulls on the annual sixth grade field trip to Angel Island, site of an
old immigration station, steeped in the history of China in America.  Except 
this time I didn't have a hundred people along with me. 

Cheung Chau has
no vehicular traffic
other than bicycles,
and not many of
them, either. The
place is just not
large enough to
require quick long-
distance
transportation.
There are an awful
lot of fishing boats in
the harbor, though.
In this way, it's a lot
like Angel Island,
though one of my colleagues says that Capitola actually makes a better 
comparison.

The walk to the Warwick Hotel is short, but I took the scenic route, wandering
a bit around the hills in the middle of the island. 

===== Dogs ====

Now before I forget to mention it, I saw lots of dogs – dogs wandering the 
streets, dogs with owners, dogs "guarding" homes who occasionally might 
bark. But what struck me most about these dogs was their casual manner 
compared to so many that I had seen in Tianjin. 

Finally I gave up my wandering and checked in to the hotel. I would soon be 
seeing people from Tianjin whom I knew well, as well as other people from 
other parts of China whom I knew perhaps not as well, and still others whom 
I would be meeting for the first time, even though their names were already 
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familiar.  And my colleague Rob had brought for me a new camera that I had 
ordered from Amazon and had had delivered to his home in Texas where's 
he'd been the last month or so visiting family.  I charged it up over night, and 
in the morning, took the panorama below.  It's the view from the little balcony 
attached to my hotel room. Looks like Paradise, doesn’t it?

-Secure Net
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Week 23

Wednesday, February 11, 2009. The middle of the twenty-
third week.

I returned home to Tianjin on Monday night. This week's 
email is early because I wanted to avoid sending anything on Friday the 
thirteenth, not that I'm superstitious... just... Well, even though I'm no longer 
in Hong Kong, I still have a few impressions of it to set down, more than I can
set down in several letters, actually. So for now, I'll just stick to my 
obsessions with birds and dogs.

===== Dogs on Cheung Chau Island ====

On Cheung Chau Island, where I spent four days last week, most of the dogs
have a relaxed, laid back, devil-may-care attitude. The reason I noticed this 
is that so many dogs I've seen in Tianjin do not have anything like this 
attitude, which begs the question "why?" And I guess I see clues to the 
human condition coming from the canine condition. Unfortunately, they're just
clues, but they're interesting nevertheless.

And what do I mean by such
nonchalance? Last Friday
morning, I watched a man take his
English bulldog out for a waddle
on the beach. He'd brought a
leash, some dog food and a stick,
all of which should affect a dog's
behavior, but didn't in this case.
That dog simply trailed after his
master like a happy toddler, only
paying attention to whatever he
felt like. 

Anyway, the leash was too long for serious control, and the stick was weak 
plastic, good only for gentle tapping. When the food appeared, that lazy dog 
just splayed himself all over the path, sort of rolling, sort of swimming in the 
air, twisting and wiggling in slow motion, his wide bulldog mouth too occupied
with laughter and a vain attempt to gain control over his wayward tongue to 
pay much attention to any food. That was one smug, self-satisfied pooch, 
one among many. Well, what would you expect on an island that even has 
toilets built especially for dogs? And the dogs use them.

To be fair, not all dogs on Cheung Chau are like that bulldog.  Cheung Chau 
also has some feral dogs, and those animals are very different – foot-loose, 
maybe, but not fancy free at all. Like most feral dogs everywhere, they are 
medium sized, about thirty pounds or so, with tails that curl loosely over their 
back. Since the South China climate is so hot and humid, their fur is quite 
short, even on their tails. Since their tails aren't bushy, they look silly and 
shriveled, like plucked chickens or burned-out cartoon lamp wicks. 
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I came across a few feral dogs as I hiked out of the village towards the 
northern tip of Cheung Chau one day. My goal was a small pavilion, high on 
a ridge, visible from almost anywhere on the island. It's a simple square 
structure – a green tile roof with "Chinese style" upturned edges held up by 
four orange poles at the corners.  

===== The Hike to the Pavilion ====

That morning, a speaker at our conference
had pointed it out from the window of our
meeting room. He conjectured that a cool
spot like that, perched high above our
daily lives, at the apex of what could (or
could not) be a difficult climb, should be a 
hiker magnet. He was right. As soon as he
said it, it lay hold to my mind. I had to
climb up there, just because. Later that
day, I set out, hiking alone because most
of the other guys at the conference had
been there already.

It wasn't a long walk, since Cheung Chau
is not a big island – only a couple miles
long.  I took the long way around,
however, avoiding the dense housing
neighborhoods and entering more rustic
and hilly areas, mostly belonging to the local water district.  I kept thinking 
there wouldn't be much for a feral dog to eat out there. For that matter, there 
isn't much for people to live on, either. Traditionally, Cheung Chau residents 
have made their living from the sea, including the famous pirate Cheung Po 
Tsai, who buried his treasures in a Cheung Chau cave two hundred years 
ago. And yes, the guys from our conference all went out to the cave, too.

But even if dogs won't eat them, that part of the island is full of tropical 
vegetation – mainly bushes and small trees that seldom top twenty or thirty 
feet high. And even in winter, many of these plants are flowering. I snapped 
lots of flower pictures as I proceeded down the path. Flowers! In Tianjin it 
was freezing and here there were flowers.

===== Feral Dogs ====

As I rounded a corner, a pair of dogs appeared, walking briskly and silently 
together, breaking from the bushes on the right and headed down the path 
towards me. One was dark brown, the other black. Maybe forty pounds each.
They had strong muzzles and thick, compact bodies, their fur short and flat 
enough to reveal a powerful muscular build. They moved with a 
purposefulness that made me a little nervous.  They paused only briefly near 
one of the larger trees to mark their territory, and broke off again. When they 
turned off the path and continued through the bushes on the left, I breathed a
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sigh of relief. Yes, the feral dogs are very different, indeed. I kept attentive to 
sounds in case they might circle back behind me.

===== Feral Humans ====

The only person I saw during this hike to the top was a guy. That figures, I 
guess. He came wandering down the path from the same direction as the 
dogs, though perhaps with less purposeful a stride, probably from just having
visited that pavilion. Well, that pavilion turned out to be neither difficult nor 
dangerous to reach, at least not from the direction I had taken. Most of the 
path was paved, some was steps. Pretty easy. As I finally climbed the last set
of steps and the pavilion lay just ahead, I dawned on me that it was already 
occupied. There was a guy asleep in there. 

It was a feral human, such as I had not seen since my days tramping about 
Europe in summers so long ago. He had long black hair, and a thin long 
black beard. He was dressed in some vaguely military green getup that 
looked like something out of an old army surplus store. It was hard to tell if he
was in his twenties or thirties, though the lack of snoring argued for youth. 

He was not a bum. His clothes were too clean for that. He was a true feral 
being, and I wasn't sure that I should disturb him by entering that space. As it
happened, though, the spot next to the pavilion was slightly higher, anyway. 
Higher is better, so I hopped the fence and onto a large rock. 

The view was just as dominating as I had imagined. The entire island stood 
revealed. I got out the new camera and took the obligatory panorama shot 
(shown below). Then I just stood there for a long time, listening to distant 
birds and feeling the gentle breeze on my neck. And I heard a stirring behind 
me.

The guy was standing up. He looked at me. I stared back. He was actually a 
bit tall. He waved
his hand and said,
in English,
"Thanks." 

"For what?" I
thought to myself. I
bent down to pick
up my things, and
when I straightened
up again he had
vanished.
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Disoriented, I rushed into the pavilion. A second path, which I had not noticed
before, trailed down the other side. But I'm still not convinced he'd gone that 
way either. Maybe he'd just jogged off into the bushes on the left side of the 
path like those dogs had. 

I guess what's amazing is that in a huge metropolis like Hong Kong, there's 
still any sort of wild space at all. Of course, Cheung Chau island is its own 
separate world, maybe not typical of the whole area. As I mentioned, there 
aren't even any cars there. 

===== Hong Kong’s Atmosphere ====

The rest of Hong Kong has lots of cars – a stream of red and white cabs, for 
a start. Hugely expensive Jaguars and Porsches for a second. All driving on 
the "wrong side of the road," barreling through town at speeds that Tianjin's 
road warriors can only fantasize about. In your dreams, guys!  Of course, one
reason they can go so fast is that people in Hong Kong generally obey the 
traffic laws. 

What's amazing to me is that, even in the middle of Hong Kong Island, one of
the most densely populated places on the planet, there still seems to be 
space – space for speeding cars, space for walkers, green spaces for 
wildlife, and space overhead to meditate into, even in the midst of a forest of 
skyscrapers.

I stayed for three days on the north edge of Hong Kong Island, near the 
convention center, and it rarely seemed as crowded or congested as Tianjin. 
But then, the masses of people have other places to walk, off the path, or at 
least, off the street.

===== Hong Kong’s
Viaducts ====

In that part of town, they
usually fence off the main
streets from foot traffic, and
erect barriers down the
middle to discourage street
crossing and to separate the
directions of traffic, so cars
can speed even faster.
Pedestrians cross these
streets overhead on bridges.
Many of the bridges have
hooked up into covered
viaducts, and many of those
link right through the
buildings, one story above
ground floor. They're like
expressways for people, a
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patchwork system literally parallel to the street system below. These bridges 
reach the ground and the metro system through stairways and escalators, 
but one of the most common ways to reach them is through office buildings. 
You walk through the front door, take the escalator up a floor, and join the 
stream of pedestrians passing through at that level.  It took me a while to get 
comfortable walking into buildings where I had no business. On Hong Kong 
Island, though, it's not trespassing.

These viaducts are one reason that there aren't so many pedestrians on the 
street. Little shops line their paths wherever they penetrate buildings, and 
also line the paths where they connect to the subterranean metro system, so 
there's often no reason for people to walk on the street, at least in that part of
town.

The viaducts also lead to various little green spots, not big enough to play 
sports in, but green enough to attract sitters, lunch eaters, and a few birds. A 
never-ending stream of trash bag carriers keep these areas meticulously 
clean. And when you sit in one of these places, you don't feel closed in by 
the buildings because the buildings are all encased in glass. Light reflects off 
them like a mirror, so efficiently that the building itself almost seems like an 
illusion. Take a look at the picture above – I took it late Monday morning from
a covered viaduct a couple blocks from my hotel on Hong Kong Island. You 
can see another such viaduct down the road apiece. But that building in the 
middle – is it really there, or is it just a big transparent prism? Lots of 
buildings are like that – through the use of mirrors (but not smoke) they make
the town feel more open. Look again at the picture – does it really look like 
one of the most densely populated places on earth?

This strategy extends to spaces inside, too. Everywhere there is glass, 
everywhere there are mirrors. No one needs to carry their own mirror to 
check their hair or wipe slobber off their chin. When the viaduct goes through
the building, you can look just about anywhere and see yourself reflected. 
And again, it makes the spaces seem larger. Even in my hotel, where my 
Scottish-Swedish ways compelled me to order a room in the "Harbour View 
Hotel" facing away from the "Harbour View," I could look out my twentieth-
floor window and wave at myself in the reflection of the building next to mine.

Most of the feral
creatures in the city
seem to be pigeons, like
in the photo at right. You
can tell they're not
particularly welcome,
though, by the signs
everywhere that threaten
a $1500 fine in Hong
Kong dollars (about $200
US) if you feed them.
That $1500 fine, by the
way, is pretty much the
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standard catch-all fine. $1500 for littering. $1500 for eating on the metro. 
$1500 for spitting (even in a spittoon). And those fines are actually imposed. 
And yet, the pigeons persist. Feral creatures are not so easily intimidated as 
spitters and litterers, I guess. 

I even saw a feral
guy on a covered
viaduct one day. He
was not a beggar,
not a bum. At first I
thought maybe he
was a bit crazy. He
was little, and it
was hard to tell his
age. He seemed
frantic, pacing
purposefully from
one side to the other of the viaduct, never looking over the edge, always with 
his eye to the floor. What was he looking for? He wore green, like stuff from 
an army surplus store, rumpled, but not dirty. His pacing led to circling, and 
gradually, like an old hound getting settled, he turned ever more tightly and 
finally plopped down next to a wall. He bowed his head, pulled the brim of his
cap over his eyes, and went to sleep.

Over the next few days, I came across many creatures, both feral and not-
so-feral, both native and introduced. I found a marvelous wildlife park, the 
Wetlands Park, which I recommend for nature lovers. Beside lots of water 
birds, they even had mudskippers, which appear in the photo above, They 
are one of my favorite fish, though I'd never actually seen a real one in 
person. 

Here's a link to their web site: https://www.wetlandpark.gov.hk/en

and on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hong_Kong_Wetland_Park

 

===== Hong Kong Birds ====

And that reminds me that I've forgotten to mention the many birds I saw 
down in Hong Kong. Well, no time for that now, but here's a list of all the 
birds I identified for sure. I actually saw many more that moved out of eye 
reach too quickly, or that I just couldn't find in the book. It has occurred to me 
that learning a new population of birds is a lot like learning a new writing 
system like Chinese. Details don't stick in the mind, even when you think 
you've seen them clearly.

Red-whiskered Bulbul
Oriental Magpie-Robin
Eurasian Tree Sparrow
White Wagtail
Masked Laughing-Thrush

Asian Koel
Spotted Turtle Dove
Grey Heron
Great Egret
Great Cormorant
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Far Eastern Curlew
Northern Shoveler
Eurasian Widgeon
Garganey

Common Teal
Black Kite
White-tailed Tropicbird

===== The Return Trip to Tianjin (short version) ====

On Monday night, Lonnie, Zhang Zhe, and I returned to Tianjin. That in itself 
was an adventure in the many contrasts between the China of Hong Kong 
and the China of the mainland, but no time to tell it now.  I had taken 650 
pictures with my new camera by then! 

In Tianjin, it was back to temps below freezing, and also back to fireworks 
and firecrackers. You see, Monday night was the Lantern Festival. The taxi 
driver offered to take the long way around, so as to avoid some of the noisy 
chaos, but we saw through that one and took the normal route. The last 
hundred yards between the road and the front door here were particularly 
entertaining, as we had to avoid several rockets and cherry bombs.  

It also reminded me to tell everyone about my old college roommate from UC
Davis, Bill Barner, who not only asked for the entire 3 minute audio clip that I 
had made of firecrackers at New Years, but he rearranged it, extended it a 
minute, and added a beautiful clarinet improvisation.  I'm sure he won't mind 
if I offer it to those who want to hear it. Otherwise, you'll have to wait for his 
annual Christmas CD.  It's 6 megabytes. Click here to download it, or the link
is here: http://macbob.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/16-New-Year-
Fireworks-Bill-Barner-and-Tianjin.mp3

-Secure Net
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Week 24

Friday, February 20, 2009. The end of the twenty-fourth
week.

===== Snowy Weather ====

On Wednesday morning
Tianjin received its second
snowfall of the season. This
was followed up with more
snow on Wednesday
night/Thursday morning.
The snow lay not as thick as
it had the first time back in
December – there was more
than enough to make
snowballs, but not enough to
make snowmen larger than
little-kid size. Today, Friday,
the skies are blue and
sunny, so it may all melt away soon. soon.

In Beijing the snow had started a day earlier, on Tuesday. One of my 
students commented that it was a shame to snow so near, yet not snow here.
Well, she was happier on Wednesday, I guess. She and I were both trapped 
in Tianjin for the rest of the break between semesters, so we spent some of 
that time helping her practice English for some upcoming college admissions 
tests.

Interestingly enough, the Beijing government has taken credit for this snow 
fall, which they say was produced using the same sorts of cloud-seeding 
techniques used last summer to control rain during the Olympics. 

The reason for the seeding is that farmers here in the northeast depend on 
some melting winter snow to jumpstart their crops in the spring. The last few 
years have seen a drought that some attribute to global warming. Winters up 
here are pretty dry already, so any increase in snowfall makes a huge 
difference. 

As for me, I've enjoyed taking lots of snow pictures with my new camera. I'm 
now up to about 850 pictures since I got it three weeks ago. 

Other than the snowfall, the weather has been remarkably consistent the last
couple weeks. Temperatures have hovered around freezing, dipping below at
night to the twenties and above during the day to the thirties, which means 
that the ponds and canals are thawing. As someone who's not lived in an 
area with frozen rivers before, I find the process quite charming.

Until recently, the nearby ponds’ surfaces have had a rough texture. This 
comes from the remains of December's snow, the shavings produced by 
fishermen drilling holes, scattered debris, and the many rocks and bricks 
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thrown on top to test its solidity. In the days before the snow began falling 
this week, the repeated thaws at the surface and refreezes had smoothed 
out the surface irregularities until they looked like gentle summer waves 
frozen in place. The bricks and rocks are slowly sinking through – they're still 
frozen in place, but submerged a little lower each day. 

Even though temperatures are moderate compared to some of the lows in 
January, it seems much colder, penetratingly cold. Perhaps the increased 
humidity makes the difference. Still, it seems strange the ponds are starting 
to melt while the air seems colder than ever.

Meanwhile, the local sled and ice-skating concessions have mostly ceased 
operations.  If that isn't a sign of impending spring, I don't know what is. On 
the nearest pond, the same two ducks (which used to be three ducks) are 
still dipping and dabbling, and when the surface melts, they can reach the 
submerged vegetation that's been marinating for them these last three 
months.

One of life's simple pleasures, though, is certainly the opportunity to sit and 
observe snow floating down, a warm brew of coffee in your hand, listening to 
your favorite radio station (KCSM jazz 91.1 from San Mateo), and knowing 
that you promised no one you'd be anywhere before the afternoon. 

This is a pleasure that's certainly unknown in snow-less Hong Kong.  I'm still 
amazed at how impressed I was with Hong Kong, by the way, and how totally
at home I felt during my time there – so would anyone from the Bay Area, I 
think, particularly people from San Francisco. Of course, I might not have felt 
quite as enchanted had I arrived in Hong Kong in August rather than 
February.

===== The Trip from Hong Kong to Tianjin (longer version) ====

I had not planned on writing about my final trek last week from Hong Kong 
through Shenzhen to the airport, especially since I wrote about the reverse 
path a couple weeks ago when I traveled the opposite direction, and also 
because it's a comparison not particularly flattering to the mainland. But it 
illustrates so well the differences between Hong Kong and Mainland China, 
that I figured I should. Also I've been telling the tale to so many people here 
already, what's fifty more?

This all happened back on
Monday, February 9. That
morning began, like almost all
my Hong Kong mornings, with a
breakfast of a cheese omelet.

 Most visitors to Hong Kong
undoubtedly make a point of
sampling the justifiably famous
Cantonese cuisine, but they're
probably coming from places

[137]



where baguettes and good cheese are more generally available than they 
are in Tianjin. 

I was very happily sitting in my local Delifrance (pictured here), "Always 
fresh, always French." The omelet, a slice of ham, and a slice of tomato, 
with, a small baguette, and good coffee goes for 29 Hong Kong dollars 
(about $4 US). This is relatively expensive compared to a typical Tianjin 
breakfast, but it was very satisfying. Not only that, but the restaurant sound 
system played some pretty listenable music – sultry French ballads and old 
jazz. And there are Delifrance locations all over Hong Kong. If you tell them I 
sent you, however, you won't receive any discount.

I spent the morning exploring Kowloon (Nine Dragons in English). Many of 
the Kowloon stores and eateries that I visited, and even the metro stations, 
had similarly tasty background music. Lots of saxophone, lots of jazz, and 
other lesser, but still tasteful, forms of music, as well. 

===== I meet Lonnie and Zhang Zhe ====

I met my two traveling companions, Lonnie and Zhang Zhe, at 2 p.m. in the 
middle of downtown Hong Kong at the "Central" Metro station (i.e. the 
subway or underground), at exit H. Our ease in finding each other was typical
of the ease in finding one's way around Hong Kong generally. 

Every metro station has multiple exits, labeled from A to whatever. Whenever
staircases fork on the way to the surface, each forked staircase is labeled 
separately, like A-1, A-2, etc.  It's all very precise. There are guides posted 
throughout the stations that list the landmarks near each exit. As you can 
imagine, Central Station is pretty big, with a lot of exits, since the exit 
lettering goes to H.

I was confident that we could find this exit because (1) I had already been 
there a couple nights before, accompanying my colleague Lindsay, who was 
meeting an old friend at that spot (successfully, I might add), and (2) the 
locations of all the exits were drawn quite clearly on the map that's given 
away for free at hundreds of venues throughout the city. 

Really, the only ambiguity possible was whether to meet at the top or the 
bottom of the staircase. Unsurprisingly, we did get mixed up on that detail. 
However, it was no problem – we still found each other quite easily – no cell 
phone connections required. 

The Central Station is quite a place, by the way. The requisite glass frames 
every space like it's some sort of monstrous aquarium. Even the elevators 
are transparent. There are three levels above ground, in addition to what's 
beneath, and on one of those levels is a baggage check-in for the Hong 
Kong airport, so you can conveniently check your bags, even before you take
the long metro/light-rail trip out to the airport itself.

Well, we weren't headed for the Hong Kong airport, but for the Shenzhen 
airport, across the Hong Kong border in mainland China, so we checked no 
bags there. 
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===== Heading for the Border ====

We took a different metro line north across the bay. We used our "octopus" 
cards to pay the fare. Again, octopus cards are those cool little plastic cards, 
the size of credit cards, that you use to pay fares in the mass transit systems.
They store money electronically. You can add value to them in 50 Hong Kong
dollar amounts (about $7 US). You read the card into the system by slapping 
it onto a little rectangle on the turnstile where you enter, and then you slap 
again at your destination when you exit. The price is automatically deducted 
from the card and a display on the turnstile updates you with how much 
money is left on it. 

Similar cards are also found in Tianjin. Tianjin University students have dining
center cards to pay for meals in the school cafeterias. Similar cards are 
available for the local Tianjin buses. Hong Kong's octopus cards are 
devilishly useful, though, because the same card can be used in so many 
ways.  Not only can you use them on the metro, buses and light rail, you can 
also use them at many of the shops, such as the 7-11's, and the vending 
machines which line the passages of the metro stations. Perhaps that's why 
they get the name "octopus" – they reach out in all directions.

Maps are posted throughout the metro stations showing where to change 
trains, and even where to board the train going in your direction. Additional 
placards at the entrance to each platform list which stations make up that 
line, and which stations are destinations for that particular train.

Also, the metro cars themselves sport high-tech metro maps inside over the 
doors. Dots on the map light up to show you which station you're at, and 
when you come to a transfer point, a series of dots lights up to show which 
stations are easiest to reach through that point. Not only that, another light 
above the door indicates on which side of the car the doors will open next. 
This last light can be critically useful since sometimes the cars are so 
crowded that you have to plan your move out the exit well in advance.

We exited at the first stop north of Central Station where we transferred to 
the light rail for the trip out to Lo Wu, the border crossing with Mainland 
China where we’d entered a few days before. The light rail doesn't have all 
the fancy lights on the maps over the doors, but it does have a tv screen. Its 
flat screen admittedly shows advertisements, but it also displays a screen 
crawl that again names the next station, and lists the same kinds of transfer 
information. 

It's just about impossible for even a semi-literate person to get lost on the 
Hong Kong transportation system.

Anyway, the trip to Lo Wu was about 50 minutes from downtown Hong Kong.
We disembarked, and the turnstiles subtracted about forty-something Hong 
Kong dollars (about $7 US) from our octopus cards. I still had some money 
left on my card, so I used it to buy some sandwiches at the 7-11 before 
crossing the border into the mainland.

[139]



===== Crossing the Border into Mainland China ====

That path through the border simply recapitulated the trip of the previous 
week in reverse order, passing through the two sets of "exit" and "entrance" 
booths, manned by polite and helpful border officials. We again eschewed 
the duty-free liquor sold in the passages between the sets of booths. 

Unlike the previous week, the pedestrians this time were shoving their bags 
through security's large x-ray machine, also located in the middle passages 
between the two sets of booths. The previous week, everyone had ignored 
that machine on the way through to Hong Kong. 

Well, I shoved my luggage in, too. I didn't shove my computer bag in, partially
to see if anybody would ask me to put it through. Nobody did. Probably if I'd 
failed to put my luggage through, nobody would have asked me about that, 
either. Maybe that machine is really meant only for suspicious-looking feral 
humans with long beards. Who knows?

On the other side of the border, we found ourselves walking along an 
elevated viaduct. When we reached the end of it, there were no obvious 
directions on where to go from there. Well, that should be no problem. We 
had come through there the previous week, so we already knew where to go 
– to the oval-shaped bus parking lot where the bus from the airport had let us
off. This time, when we descended the cement stairs, it was more difficult to 
roll the suitcases down the "emperor's ramp" in the center, because there 
was a bunch of "little emperors" (subject for another diary) already sliding up 
and down the emperor's path. 

I have to say, though, one of the funniest things I've seen in a long time was 
this bunch of blue-uniformed ten-year-olds bursting through the border 
crossing like crazed cub scouts, and then breaking into a laughing run, 
careening in all four directions at once, in circus-clown "formation," one boy 
galloping straight down the hallway, full tilt, for greener pastures, pursued by 
an overworked adult caretaker, a young woman yelling at the top of her 
voice, barely able to keep up with the little guy. 

I've already written about 
the contrast in tidiness 
between the two sides of 
the border. I noticed the 
same thing this time, in 
reverse order, confirming 
my initial impressions. It's 
not just a matter of dust or
dirt, but also the way 
objects and booths are 
arranged and aligned, 
how the more numerous 
vendors on the Mainland 
side seem to spill out into 
the halls compared to the 
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Hong Kong side, and a host of other details not worth going into. The 
impression was real, however.

===== Finding Our Bus ====

Now, which number bus was it? We looked around, but saw no obvious sign 
or directions for locating it. We stared, puzzled, for a while.  And then we 
spotted it. "Airport" was painted (in Chinese) on the asphalt in the parking 
spot for the bus, which was right in the middle of the oval lot. The bus 
number was also painted there, and, once we knew what it was, we could 
see the same number at other locations around the edges of the lot. But we 
decided to stand in the middle of the lot next to "airport". 

The photo here was taken from that spot in the center of the lot. It should 
prove useful in case you ever
find yourself in Shenzhen
wanting to cross the border
into Hong Kong. The large
squat building with brown trim
in the center of the photo is
the border crossing itself. You
don't access it from the street
directly, but through that
green-roofed elevated viaduct,
partially visible behind a
freeway overpass. It comes
from off the right edge of the
picture and leads to an upper
story in the border crossing
building.

Our positioning strategy paid off, and a bus appeared, sliding into the parking
spot in front of us and opening its doors, including the wide door on the side 
for the luggage compartment beneath the passenger seats. The left half of 
that opening was labeled A and the right half B. Next to each letter was a list 
of airlines that flew from the airport's two terminals, A and B. We were going 
to terminal A. 

===== On the Bus ====

However, the compartment for terminal A was locked. They were putting all 
the luggage in compartment B, and also nobody was giving out the 
numbered stickers used as luggage claim checks. What was going on? We 
asked. Basically were told "not to worry about it," and to just chuck the 
luggage in with the unchecked bags. Okay. It’s China. Don’t worry about it.

We hopped on the bus. Nobody asked for money. No tickets were sold. This 
was strange. The previous week, we'd bought a ticket before boarding the 
bus. Well, maybe they'd collect money once we were seated.  We were off! 
But still nobody collected money. I'd been reading Pinocchio recently, and I 
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began having visions of fat little coachmen taking us all off to the Land of 
Toys where we'd turn into donkeys. 

After five or ten minutes, the bus slowed to a crawl, and pulled off the road! 

===== Tickets and Claim Checks ====

We found ourselves in an open-air bus terminal (i.e. another parking lot). We 
followed everybody else to a little booth with a ticket window, where we 
bought tickets. It was about 20 RMB ($3 US). We grabbed our luggage and 
boarded a different bus. 

This time, claim checks were affixed to the luggage, or rather, they were 
dispassionately whapped onto their surfaces, and the luggage tossed inside. 
This time they did segregate the luggage into the A and B bins. Funny, 
though.  The bus we'd taken out the previous week had simply made the trip 
in one leg. Oh, well. Don't worry about it, I guess. 

The bus had LCD screen televisions for entertainment. We watched an 
episode of "Funniest Home Videos" full of unintentional slapstick, as well as 
some other short subjects. And that's when it hit me. After a week of hearing 
relatively tasteful and varied background music most places I went, even on 
the metro, I was now again surrounded by the normal treacle that you hear 
just about everywhere in China – lightly upbeat happy happy happy and even
more happier music. It's not unpleasant, even for grinches like me, but 
honestly, sometimes I think the whole country has only one musical director 
who plays music to everybody from one corner of his vast personal collection
numbering in the dozens. 

The bus then pulled into the Shenzhen airport. The airport is nice – maybe 
not quite as nice as the brand-spanking new airports in Beijing and Tianjin, 
built for the Olympics, nor the relatively new Pudong airport in Shanghai, but 
it's nice enough. Our exit from the bus at terminal A proceeded without 
incident. It was about 5:00 pm when we arrived for our 5:55 flight. Perfect 
timing. 

===== Confirming Our Flight Time ====

We strolled into the building and glanced at the television screens with the 
departure times. Hmmm.... The long-departed three-o'clock flights were still 
posted, the four o'clock flights, too, then we saw the... uh.. six o'clock flights, 
the seven o'clock flights. Wait a minute. Where were the five o'clock flights?  
We finally spotted a couple of them, but they were difficult to find because 
not all the flights were listed in chronological order. We kept looking, but our 
flight was not listed!! I panicked. Had we actually bought Hong Kong airport 
tickets? 

No, Zhang Zhe assured me that the tickets were correct (She had bought the
tickets for all three of us). 

But then, why were the flights before ours and after ours listed, and not our 
own flight itself? Strange. Lonnie remarked that perhaps the screen was 
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broken. I told myself, don't worry about it, but actually I was little bit worried 
this time.

Then, I looked across the room to the main entrance leading to the departure
gates.  There, high on the wall, was a master list of departures, a huge list 
like you might see in Victoria Station in London, or Cologne Hauptbahnhof in 
Germany.  Let's look there!

We walked over. Nope. The flight wasn't listed there, either. We waited. I'm 
not sure what we were waiting for, but it seemed the logical course of action 
for some reason. 

"There it is!" cried out Zhang Zhe. Lonnie and I looked up. Nope. It was gone.
"It'll come back," she said. 

Funny thing is, she's always right. And it did reappear. It said to check in at 
section B-1, but it didn't say which window. We walked over to B-1. Clerks 
stood behind a few of the windows, but no obvious sign announced our flight 
number or destination or airline. We hesitated. 

===== Checking In ====

Finally we figured, what the heck, only one window actually had people 
standing in line, so we joined that line. It turned out to be the right place! We 
checked our luggage and got our seats, three together, and proceeded 
through the security checkpoint. No story there, really, though I've never had 
a security guy take such an interest in my belt buckle before, but whatever. 
They were thorough. 

When we reached the gate we found lots of people already sitting there. And 
when we later boarded the plane, we found ourselves in the absolute last row
– probably the only three seats left together at the time we checked in. So 
how did those other people know where to check in before we did? Maybe 
they had connections?

Well, such are the mysteries of life in China, and such is the contrast 
between getting around on either side of the Hong Kong border.

-Secure Net
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Week 25

Saturday, February 28, 2009. The end of the twenty-fifth
week.

Sharp reports and showers of pyrotechnics Thursday night! 
Yes, it's another Chinese holiday – the second day of the second lunar month
– Haircut Day. I didn't see the need to get any of my hairs cut, though one of 
my students suggested I could shave my beard instead.

Firecrackers
resounded all day, and
especially at night.
Wouldn't want to go to
sleep too early! 

===== Weather ====

As for the
meteorological
situation, the weather
is gradually warming, though it often feels colder, perhaps because of 
increased humidity. Ice is thin to nonexistent on the nearby ponds, though 
some of the canals are still firm enough for ice fishing. And it was cold 
enough for a light dusting of snow on Monday night-Tuesday morning, which 
produced a flocking effect on the local evergreens – it was really quite 
attractive. Today, small remnants of that snowfall remain where they've been 
piled up around tree trunks and other out-of-the-way spots on the north side 
of buildings. Amazingly, a little snow man built after last week's snowfall 
remains standing just outside my door.

===== Birds and Dogs ====

**Quick bird report**. The two ducks are fine. And I've seen lots of azure-
winged magpies lately – much bigger flocks than I'd seen since last fall. In 
Chinese, these birds are called "Grey Happy Birds," and nothing could be 
happier than watching about twenty of them capering amidst the picnic tables
just south of here. 

Speaking of happy birds, last Sunday after church a bunch of us went out to 
lunch. The restaurant had three caged song birds – canaries of some sort – 
two yellow and one brown, each in its own separate small wicker cage, 
placed on the sill of a broad picture window in the dining room. They sang so 
loudly during lunch that they almost overwhelmed the conversation at times. 
At first, I suspected that someone had amplified them artificially, but no, they 
really were that loud.

Oh – (**Quick dog report**). Okay, it’s actually another cat. It was a small 
black and white cat with shaggy fur, hungrily hanging out in the room with the
loudly-singing canaries. It was unceremoniously lifted out of the room and 
apparently dropped into a gap in the sidewalk that fronts the building, and 
then covered over with a plank. At least, that's where we think it was. When 
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we left the restaurant, we heard it calling, but couldn't be certain from where. 
Well, that'll teach it not to covet canaries, I guess.

As we biked off from the restaurant, we passed a great variety of caged birds
(in a just-as-great variety of cages) which had been brought out from homes 
and businesses and perched on the sidewalk, presumably to give them a 
little fresh air, but also to further tempt the neighborhood cats.

===== The Semester Begins ====

Classes started unexpectedly this week on Monday. I say "unexpectedly" 
because we had expected classes to start later in the semester – perhaps 
some time in early March. Instead, we got word last Thursday to get ready 
for Monday. This sort of unpredictability, of course, is entirely normal here. 
On the other hand, perhaps for the first time ever, we had complete class 
lists for all our classes before classes even started, thanks to our faithful 
department contact, Jason.  I’ve written about him before.

===== Jason, the Liaison ====

Jason is the young and wiry Chinese teacher in my department who teaches 
courses in written English grammar. In addition to his teaching duties, he 
serves as liaison between the department and its two foreign teachers, 
myself and Rob.

He has the unenviable job of putting a rational face on the chaotic 
machinations erupting from the department, or perhaps from forces far 
beyond the department. I sometimes wonder how much of this bureaucratic 
jumble he actually comprehends, and how much of his explanations actually 
represent his own reinterpretations for our benefit, since it's important that 
everything seem reasonable, whether it actually is or not. 

In any case, his trembling demeanor seems the perfect embodiment of of the
system he represents – a tightly-contained bureaucratic turmoil, like a silk 
bag full of birds struggling for freedom. Tremblings erupt from deep inside 
him, even as his face struggles to contain them and maintain a positive 
outlook. 

One of my strongest memories of Jason, which I think I wrote about earlier, 
comes from last semester, when I had to deal with an overflow of students. 
Only 32 of the forty-odd students in the room were actually registered for the 
class. It was a big problem, because the classroom had limited seating, so 
we really had to boot some of the unregistered students to make room for 
those properly registered.  I had been squeezing them all in the room 
because I had never received a class list. Like many teachers here, I had 
taken names and written out my own list and called roll from it to begin every 
class session. 

Knowing nothing about how students register for classes, I was not sure what
to do when the official list finally arrived a few weeks into the term. I mean, 
after a few weeks, mightn't some of the "unregistered" students believe that 
they were in fact registered? Mightn't they want to finish this class and 
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receive credit, rather than start all over again some other semester? I really 
had no idea.

Anyway, I thought it would be appropriate if someone from the department 
could confront the students, lending authority to our request that some of 
them depart. I can only imagine what Jason must have been thinking when 
he read my emailed request, knowing that nobody but he would be asked to 
perform this unpleasant duty. To his credit, he hesitated not a moment, and 
showed up for class the next day. 

He spoke in Chinese, of course. He stood there with a brittle stiffness, tightly 
gripping the list in his hand, utter earnestness crumpling his eyebrows, the 
usual tremors erupting from within. Several times I overheard the phrase 
"mei banfa," a typically succinct expression that means something like 
"there's just no alternative method available for taking care of this." Despite 
his smiling sternness, I couldn't help thinking a good stiff breeze might just tip
him over. Luckily the windows were closed. And nowadays, whenever I hear 
the phrase "mei banfa," that’s the picture that emerges into my mind.

This sort of confrontation must have been doubly hard on Jason because 
people around here place such a high value on maintaining a positive 
demeanor in personal interactions, and avoiding confrontations, which is an 
attitude that I can totally relate to. I mean, I didn't want to say uncomfortable 
things to the students, either. 

===== Inconvenient Truths ====

This tendency to mask over inconvenient truths reminds me of something 
I've often heard about Mexicans in connection with lost tourists asking for 
directions. For many Mexicans, or so I've heard, the most important thing is 
to demonstrate care and concern for the hapless stranger, so people there 
fall all over themselves in an effort to provide needed information, regardless 
of whether the directions they give are correct. 

Although this might seem counterproductive at first, it does make sense in 
context. If a tourist gets the wrong information, he'll simply find himself lost 
again, no worse off than before, but still surrounded by any number of kind-
hearted Mexicans equally willing to help out. Eventually he'll stumble across 
somebody who actually knows the right directions. And if he understands 
these cultural priorities, then he'll feel less reticent to continually requesting 
new directions as he goes. Not only will he arrive at his destination, but he'll 
repeatedly experience the warm hospitality for which Mexico is so justifiably 
famous.

=====  Putting a nice Face on Things ====

Here in China, I've also witnessed many strangers step out from the 
background to assist the traveler, sometimes with equally erroneous 
information.  But this idea of pleasant helpful appearances, regardless of 
reality, pervades every aspect of personal relations.  It's not at all limited to 
"helping" wayward travelers. And it's a game that everyone plays, regardless 
of its effectiveness.
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Take, for example, the picture above, snapped from a nearby overpass. This 
overpass is meant for automobiles only, but I often ride my bike on it, as do 
many others, even though a surface route exists. But the surface route is 
rough and unfinished, peppered with pot holes and dusty with both dirt and 
soot. Like many such half-executed plots, it's encrusted with struggling 
roadside merchants, rife with heavy-laden vehicles, and flocked with litter 
and spit.  Now if you had paid megabucks for your Lexus or Audi or Buick, 
would you want to have to look at that, even as you mount high overhead, 
overpassing that mundane mess? I mean, even the bikers avoid it.

To make matters worse, that overpass served as a main route through Tianjin
to reach the Olympic soccer games, which were played in Tianjin's new 
stadium. 

So, three
gigantic
billboards
sprang up
among the
clutter, as
seen in the
photo above
and at right.
Even though
they're far
grander than
ordinary
billboards,
they can
only distract
rather than
shield the
drivers'
sensitive eyes from the construction, since the gritty reality surrounding them 
is even grander and more gigantic than the billboards themselves.  Each 
billboard shows three or four rather homogenized landscapes, displayed with
all the wholesomeness of the nature scenes shown to Edward G. Robinson 
near the end of "Soylent Green." That is, it's fooling nobody. 

But then, that's not the point, is it? The point is that somebody took the effort,
no matter how futile, of covering an inconvenient truth which in any case will 
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not be directly addressed at all, at least for a while.  Doesn't that count for 
something? 

And that brings me to the subject of this diary – the office computer. 

=====  Our Office Computer ====

Rob and I have a non-functional computer in our office in building 25. It's 
been non-functional for a couple years, at least. It does nothing when you 
switch it on, not even a "POST" test (“Power-On Self Test). I've tried 
replacing small parts – the watch battery, the power supply, etc., but nothing 
simple seems to fix it, and I don't have access to my vast junk yard of spare 
parts at home in California. 

It's too bad, because the monitor screen works great, and I somehow 
acquired at DVD drive for the computer, so if it were working, we could use it 
to show DVDs to small groups of students in the office. 

I mentioned the broken computer to Jason back in September. He said he'd 
be sure to look in on it, since such things really should be fixed. I mentioned 
it to him a couple times after that, and he assured me that something should 
be done about it, but months later, nothing's been done.

Well, I had a little extra money, so I figured I'd go shopping for some new 
computer guts, maybe in Hong Kong, where I could shop in English.  But 
right before I left for Hong Kong (a month ago), the computer disappeared! I 
later found it in the English department conference room next door. 

Jason explained that he'd moved it because it might be more convenient to 
get it fixed if it was there. But whenever I hear things like this, I always have 
to ask myself – does it reflect reality, or is it simply another way of covering 
inconvenient truths? 

It's likely Jason actually has no idea where to get a computer fixed, and little 
hope that the department would pay for it, anyway. Maybe he figures that the 
computer will remain broken in any case, so what's the harm in letting me 
entertain a vague hope? The computer's no worse off than before and maybe
I'm just a little bit happier. I should at least recognize his sincere sympathy 
and concern about the situation. (and I do)

The last time I saw Jason, we examined the computer again. I pointed out 
the likely problem area (the BIOS chip) and suggested that it might be easier 
to just replace the motherboard, memory and processor than try to find a 
complete replacement computer.

"How old is that computer?" he wondered. I guessed about five years. "Oh," 
he said, "then you know that maybe in a couple years they'll want to replace 
the computer, anyway."

But what did he mean? Did he mean that the computer was so old that it 
might as well be scrapped immediately (which is what I would have meant), 
or did he mean that it's no good nagging them to replace it, since they'll not 
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want to spend money on something that's already scheduled for replacement
later, anyway (which is more likely)? 

The computer still sits there, and meanwhile, I'm not holding my breath.

Which brings me to the real subject of this diary entry – my teaching 
schedule.

===== My Teaching Schedule ==== 

This semester's classes, which began so unexpectedly, are meant to teach 
spoken English to the PhD candidates, not the Master’s students that we had
last semester..  Rob and I have sections all day Friday and all day Monday – 
no classes on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. That's okay. I can deal with
a three day weekend in the middle of the week, though it does make it harder
to write emails like this on Fridays. 

What is disappointing, though, is the fact that instead of having four groups of
students for sixteen weeks – what I had last semester – I have four groups 
for eight weeks and then a different four groups for the other eight weeks. 
How is 16 lessons (or fewer) enough time for the students to learn anything? 
And how can I possibly learn anybody's name?

When I asked about this truncated course schedule, Jason apologetically 
explained that in the past they had more foreign teachers on staff to cover 
the classes, so the spoken classes for PhD. candidates did in fact originally 
go the full sixteen weeks. Now they have just Rob and me, so they had to cut
the course in half so that twice as many students would have exposure to the
foreign teachers. And in fact, he mentioned that this hope for more foreign 
teachers is the reason that they waited until the last minute to finalize the 
schedule and start classes so unexpectedly.

But is this abbreviated schedule really the best solution for English 
instruction? Okay, given my overinflated estimation of my own teaching 
abilities, I might agree that the foreign teacher is something special, but 
wouldn't it be more effective for the students if they had a sixteen week class,
even if taught by a regular Chinese teacher? (and some of those Chinese 
teachers really do know English well, and have even lived in English-
speaking countries)

So this semester, I end up feeling a little like those billboards, providing just a
cachet as I sort-of cover the lessons.

===== Natalie’s Schedule ====

But at least last semester had been more rigorous. And at least I'm not in 
Natalie’s position for the coming semester. 

Natalie is a wonderful foreign teacher (from Alabama) with a master's degree
in teaching English as a second language. She works for a different 
department than I do, and her department has asked her to "teach" a film 
class. They have given her twelve groups of students. Each group has about 
150 students. (12 × 150 = 1800 students altogether). She only sees each 
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group every other week (six sections on odd weeks, six sections on even 
weeks), which gives her time to show three movies (each movie requires two
sessions) plus assorted short subjects, and a little time for discussion about 
the movies.  

Well, she only has to prepare a handful of lessons each semester, but then 
she has an awful lot of final evaluations to process at semester’s end.

And she's not the only one with such a schedule. Art, Colleen, Larry and 
Joyce are all experienced teachers from America, all of them in the same 
department as Natalie, and they have schedules like Natalie's (though with 
smaller class sizes). But someone “on high” declared that *all* students must
have oral English classes taught by native speakers, and by spreading the 
foreign teachers out like this, that requirement seems to have been met.

So despite a bit of disappointment this semester, I'm still thankful that I work 
for the department that I do.

-Secure Net

P.S. If you look at the panoramic photo above, you'll see a little house next to
the train tracks, exactly like the one in which my great grandparents lived in 
Vix, France, over a hundred years ago. And it's there for the same reason. 
When the train is coming, the occupant of that house, an employee of the 
railroad, goes out and lowers the barricades by hand to block traffic on the 
cross street.  In fact, I’ll add another panorama shot that shows it more close 
up:

[Ed: Within a couple years, this whole scene had changed, replaced by a 
freeway that passed over the railway, so the gate was no longer needed.]
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Week 26

Saturday, March 7, 2009. The end of the twenty-sixth week.

Okay, Wednesday was yet another Chinese Holiday – 
International Women's Day. But no firecrackers this time! 

Wonder why. 

===== Dogs and Pigeon Guys ====

I did spot a woman, though, cradling the dog of the week – a medium-sized 
poodle, its utility-cut coat a rich milk-chocolate brown. Its head sported 
something like a high woolly pompadour, like Elvis might have had if his hair 
hadn't been so straight. Simple, but creative.

I was taking a nap late Tuesday morning this week when I was roused by a 
slam at my sixth-floor window. What was this? Were the warnings about cat 
burglars true after all?  No, I had heard that sound before – the sound of a 
bird hitting a picture window. This window was small, though.  Must've been a
bigger-than-average bird.  I oozed to my feet and glanced out to see a bright 
red and worried pair of pigeon eyes staring longingly through the pane into 
my living room from the eave of the roof, fifteen feet away. 

What was going on?

I moved quickly to another window so I could peer down and see what the 
pigeon guy was doing in the next building over. He was constructing 
something – a new entranceway to his pigeon coop? The pigeons had been 
evicted, seemingly, and were pecking at pigeon feed strewn about the 
sidewalk. Several people congregated about the coop, like kibitzers at a 
chess game, while the pigeon guy nailed together some sort of frame or 
entrance-way, or some other such box-shaped whatzit. One fellow gripped a 
pigeon in his hand like a football. He snapped his wrist, launched it straight 
out, and watched as it curved up and away like a balsa-wood glider.

And it made me wish more than ever that my Chinese language skills were 
serviceable. I think it would be so interesting to find out exactly what is what 
with that pigeon coop, and with the various comings and goings of both 
humans and fowl. Sometimes good information is hard to come by, I guess.  
And actually, such pigeon coops are common throughout city. That’s a lot of 
people worth talking to.

Spring is in the air. The air is still cool, but I don't need gloves to ride my bike 
anymore. The ponds are all melted, the over-sprinkled bricks and rocks sunk 
into the depths, also some objects floated up from beneath.

===== A Tragic Occurrence ====

Early this week my neighbor Lonnie took his morning walk to the coffee shop.
(by the way – the coffee shop is great. It's called "The Spot." It's near the 
campus East Gate just off DianTai Dao and there’s a pigeon coop just behind
its entrance). 
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As he passed a big square pond on campus (by the campus hotel), he 
noticed a dead body on the ground. It wasn't hard to notice – it was 
surrounded by police and various gawkers-by. Apparently they'd just 
extracted it from the pond. The police shooed Lonnie away as soon as they 
noticed him, so he never got a good look. 

Getting a good look might have been interesting. Apparently, more than one 
suicide has happened here in recent weeks.  

Among my new PhD students, many of whom are much older than the 
masters degree students in the previous semester, are many who are 
teachers themselves at Tianjin University and other nearby colleges. When 
one student failed to appear one day, another student explained that the no-
show was a teacher who had been called away because one of his students 
had just jumped off a building. 

This kind of story is all too familiar. Indeed, like ponds and tall buildings 
everywhere, Tianjin's ponds draw their full quota of suicides every year. I 
remember that, even during my first summer here ten years ago, we were 
surprised one morning to see a group of people standing on the pond's edge,
dragging poles along the pond bottom. We were told that someone had 
drowned himself, and they were trolling for the body. 

This year, one enterprising student committed suicide during Spring Festival. 
He had meant to throw himself off a tall building, but at the last minute he 
was talked out of it. Still determined to do himself in, he headed towards the 
pond. The pond, of course, was frozen. 

That didn't stop him, though. Perhaps he used one of those bricks sitting on 
the surface. At any rate, he broke through the ice, and then dove under the 
surface and under the ice towards the middle of the pond. A lot of people 
gathered for that one, too. It took a couple days for the enlarged opening 
there to freeze over again.

Happenings like these, of course, make for a lot of gossip and rumors. 
Rumor has it that the body removed from the pond this week was simply the 
same guy who had killed himself during Spring Festival. Back then, no one 
had tried to take him out of the pond because it was too hard to even locate 
the body with the pond all frozen. Better to wait for the ice to melt a few 
weeks later and take him out then. Is this story all true? Who knows, but it 
does make for a neat tie-in of three events – the drowner, the jumper, and 
this week's foundling. Perhaps it's only one suicide instead of three.

But if some information is
hard to come by, other
information is easy. 

===== The Tianjin Planning
Museum ====

This week, one of my
students from last year
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invited me to accompany himself and two of his classmates on a visit to a 
museum – the "Tianjin Planning Exhibition Hall." It's not just a hall. It's three 
full floors of the coolest three-dimensional maps and models that you can 
imagine. It's located in the old Italian section of the city, next to the Hai He 
river, by a white stone bridge decorated with gold burnished statues, figures 
in the Italian style.

Anyone who loves maps and has any awareness of Tianjin's general layout 
would love it.

When you first come in the front door, you see a gigantic 3D map that 
occasionally sparkles in patterns like a neon sign. It appears in the two 
photos below when the neon is shining (showing most of the map) and when 
it isn’t (showing just the Tianjin University neighborhood).

It's about the
size of about
three
basketball
courts next to
each other –
full courts, not
half courts. It
displays the
entire urban
area of Tianjin
proper, not as
it appears
today, but as it
will appear
some years
hence.
Existing buildings are modeled in their natural colors. Buildings that are 
planned but not built are white. About half the map is white, including a 
cluster of some extremely tall skyscrapers which should sprout north of here 
by the West train station, a neighborhood now mainly occupied by little 
broken-down brick buildings, its sidewalks filled with the requisite improvised 
street vendors and occasional dogs and chickens. 

But there's much more to that map. It's placed under an atrium that extends 
up the entire height of the building, so if you want a different view you can go 
up a floor or two and gaze down upon it. From up there, it's like flying over a 
vast metropolis from a commanding height. And on the wall in front of you, 
movies appear that describe the Tianjin of the present and the Tianjin of the 

future.  

And when the movie's narrator 
mentions the rivers of Tianjin, they
all light up in streaming blue 
lights, and you notice what a large
part of the city consists of ponds, 
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canals, and waterways. When it mentions the streets, they all stream, too. It 
names a district and it lights up on the map. At the beginning and end of the 
show, showers of multicolored light dance from the surface. It's really quite 
breathtaking.

There was also a special exhibit on the first floor – a competition of about a 
dozen international architectural firms to build four huge public buildings in a 
space now occupied by the Tianjin amusement park. Being architecture 
students, we examined that part the most carefully.

As we proceeded up the three floors, we discovered several more large 3D 
maps highlighting different focuses of interest, such as the lower reaches of 
the Hai He river, and the port at Tangu, about 25 miles downriver. Not only 
that, but computerized displays offer simulated flyovers. Glass cases hold 
models of significant buildings. The historical development of Tianjin is 
depicted with pictures, maps, and yet another 3D light-emitting map. 

That map reveals that the original center of Tianjin is about a mile north of 
the present city centers.

=====  Tianjin’s Street Configuration ====

The central building of that era, a gigantic tower festooned with drums, still 
exists. Back then, it was the precise center of a town laid out in a grid, 
oriented north and south, contained in a giant rectangle of city wall and 
moats. Nowadays, hundreds of years after that old form has disappeared, 
various streets in the area still follow their rectangular course.  The course of 
the canals has been altered significantly since then, a reminder of how much 
the landscape in China is shaped by the actions of water and people.

From the most ancient times, most major Chinese cities have been laid out in
a north-south oriented grid of streets, much the same way they are in modern
America. Makes for good Feng Shui, I guess.

However, the centers of modern Tianjin grew out from little foreign colonies 
called "concessions" which lined the banks of the Hai He River, which 
transports goods and traffic from the sea on their way to Beijing, a further 75 
miles from here up the canals. These concessions were like little kingdoms 
owned by England, Italy, Germany, Japan, Russia, Austria, France, and even
Belgium. The story of how they got there is beyond the scope of this email 
message.

Actually, each concession was laid out in a sort of grid, but oriented along the
meandering riverbank, not north-south. So they didn't really line up with each
other, either. But that was okay, as long as they were able to regulate traffic 
on the river.

Nowadays, the concessions themselves are long gone, but their streets 
remain. As they expanded out from their original locations, they intertwined 
into a colossal tangle. So whereas Beijing is known for culture, Shanghai for 
business, Qingdao for seaside beauty, and Kunming for eternal springtime, 
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Tianjin is renowned throughout the Chinese-speaking world as mess of 
streets impossible to navigate.

So, turning a handicap into an organic virtue, Tianjin's urban planners now 
visualize Tianjin's streets as taking the form of a broad oval leaf, with the 
river as its stem and principal vein.

===== A fun Exhibit ====

One of the coolest exhibits in the museum fills a corner on the top floor, next 
to a section meant for children. It consists of white cardboard cutouts of the 
most well-known buildings in Tianjin. A computer-controlled net of projectors 
shines a computer-generated picture of each building onto its cutout, making 
them look like real model buildings making up a real model city. But the fun 
part is a set of levers in front of it all, which modify the images projected onto 
the buildings and backgrounds.

You pull one and the time of day seems to change. Another one makes 
animated traffic flow (or not). Another pollutes the atmosphere or clears it 
back up. Another triggers animated precipitation and a rain sound effect. 
Another sets the season, changing the rain into snow. We never had enough 
play time to fully explore the possibilities, though. By that time we'd spent 
close to six hours in there, and we were exhausted. 

===== Lunch ====

We trudged out of the museum, and across the river to HePing Road, part of 
the "Golden Street" shopping center, and into a second-floor food court next 
to a cinema.  In most respects it resembled a typical food court from a mall in
America, except, of course, for the food choices. No McDonald's. No KFC. 
No Pizza Hut. You buy a card from a central cashier, and then use the card to
purchase food and drink from various vendors in the court. We bought a 
single card for the four of us. The guys treated me. So for about 20 RMB 
(about $3) apiece, we got ourselves a pretty good lunch, picked from a 
couple hundred different choices.

I joined my student, a
young man from
Canton, in ordering
duck over rice, cooked
Cantonese style. I
figured it was
appropriate, since
when I was actually in
Canton (Hong Kong,
actually) last month I
mainly ate Western
food there. You can
see our plates in the
picture at right. This
was the second food
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court I'd seen with this layout, clean appearance and card-payment system. 
Do two examples make a trend? 

===== City Planning ====

As we sat there munching, one of the guys told me he'd visited the "Planning 
Exhibition Hall" in Shanghai, too. It's much bigger, since Shanghai is a bigger
city than Tianjin.

Really? There's a museum like that in Shanghai, too? I couldn't think of a 
single example of such a museum in America, not something so huge and 
elaborate, anyway. 

So I asked him if there was also a museum like that in Beijing. 

"Of course," he said. "That's how the leaders tell us what we're going to be 
doing with the city in the future."

And then it hit me why I'd never seen such an elaborate exhibition as that in 
America. After all, who in America ever wields such authority that they can (1)
plan such sweeping developments and also (2) have confidence that even 
parts of it might actually get built? Sure, they might make plans, but they'd 
never shell out money to build such a palace to display them with such 
impressive handcrafted multisensory displays.

I mean, my own town of Hayward, California, still doesn't even have a 
convenient route through town to neighboring Newark, even though they 
purchased and set aside the necessary real estate at least fifty years ago. 
My entire life, I've seen one plan or another come and go, usually in the form 
of simple pen and ink drawings, shot down by NIMBY groups from 
neighborhoods who didn’t want it passing through, causing noise and 
splitting the city in two. It's not been for lack of funds or resources.

When I mentioned this to my students, I ventured that the totalitarian nature 
of the Chinese government gives them more confidence in completing their 
plans, since “what they say, goes.”

But the students were quick to correct me on that, insisting that China, too, 
suffers from plans that can’t be completed. But the scenario works itself out a
little differently.

It is true that China’s authoritarian nature means that the person in charge 
can simply order developments to be done, and when they do, people start 
planning, including constructing a planning museum.

However, that boss doesn’t hold that position forever. Eventually they retire 
or move on to other positions. When that happens, the new boss doesn’t 
usually feel bound by the old boss’s commitments. After all, that’s the nature 
of an authoritarian system. And so plans can often be thrown out, unrealized.

-Secure Net
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Week 27

Saturday, March 14, 2009. The end of the twenty-seventh
week.

Happy Pi Day! (And don't forget St. Patrick's Day on 
Tuesday)

Yeah, I was wrong again. I was informed that International Women's Day was
actually last Sunday, not the Wednesday before. And it's not a Chinese 
Holiday, but an international celebration, recognized all over the earth, 
though maybe not so much in America. Hence my error. On the other hand, it
was celebrated extensively on KCSM, the world's greatest radio station. 

http://kcsm.org/jazz91/listen.php

There weren't any firecrackers on Sunday, but there were lots on Saturday 
night. Femiween?

=====  Weather, Pigeons ====

Anyway, Sunday turned out to be the first really warm and sunny day of the 
season. It will not get that warm again for a while, though. Tianjin, with no 
mountains to speak of, as always, lies at the mercy of air masses wafting this
way and that. It'll be mostly wafting the other way for a while yet. A freezing 
air mass from Siberia blasted into town Thursday night and Friday. It was 
crystal clear and clean, so you'd think Siberia would have wanted to keep it, 
but oh, well. Still, even with the cold air I no longer need my thick down jacket
for this season.

Another thing I neglected to mention last week – My departmental contact 
Jason totally came through. The computer in the office was fixed, and a 
whole lot of other things I hadn't mentioned in these letters got done, as well. 
Kudos.

And, speaking of progress, the pigeon guy's coop renovation proceeded 
apace this week. In phase two, the pigeons again have their spaces inside 
the coop, so they're not out roaming the streets and getting into trouble. But 
the pace of rebuilding and renovation has begun to match the frenetic 
construction and reconstruction of Tianjin itself. Amazingly, the coop has not 
grown noticeably taller.

=====  Vaulting the Fence ====

I've often mentioned my favorite supermarket, Wu-Mart. It's close and it's 
convenient. I simply walk a couple blocks north, pass through a gate out of 
the apartment complex, and then walk four or five blocks down the street 
next to the iron fence which encloses the complex. When I reach the corner, 
it's just across the street.

Recently, while strolling along this route, I had almost reached the corner 
when a middle-aged man, dressed in black, dropped down in front of me, 
seemingly out of nowhere.  Was he a ninja? He sped across the street like a 
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mime pressed for time, probably to Wu Mart, but I was too surprised by his 
sudden appearance to keep track. I realized he must have hopped the fence 
like some sort of superhero. A glance at the fence itself told me how he'd 
managed it. You can see it, too, in the picture below.  A bar was wired into 
the fence. It completes a sort of stepladder using the cross-beams already in 
place.

Now, one might think that
putting this bar into the
fence defeats the whole
purpose of a fence. In that
case, I suppose, you'd have
to ask yourself what the
purpose of this fence is. Is it
protection against intruders
and thieves? It doesn't
seem to stop the bike
vultures. The apartment
dwellers with their windows
caged in iron certainly don't
count on it to provide that 
protection. 

Good thing, too. If someone ever thought that the improvised step ladder 
might at least keep the lazy or infirm thief at bay, they ought to consider the 
gaping hole in the fence just a block further down, where a better-equipped 
fence defeater long ago removed two or three of the fence bars, so you only 
have to step through.

=====  The Role of Convenience ====

There's a key concept at work here, I think –  "convenience." That's a word I 
hear from students practically every hour of every day in my English classes. 
So if frequency of use is a marker of cultural relevance, "convenience" must 
be a significant organizing concept in the contemporary world view.  
Convenience certainly motivates the jerry-rigged shortcuts that defeat that 
fence. Otherwise, a person leaving the corner apartment would have to walk 
four or five blocks down to the nearest gate and the same distance back, just
to cross the street to shop at Wu Mart.

Indeed, there's no fence in this neighborhood without an improvised gap. 
Last December, four of my students took me out to lunch at a great "hot pot" 
restaurant buried in the middle of an apartment complex just north of here. 
After lunch, we walked together back to campus, a path that took us by the 
student medical clinic. "Do you know this path?" they asked. We passed 
through two iron fences, each conveniently missing a bar so that pedestrians 
could step through. And because this is China, the two openings are slightly 
offset from each other (as shown in the photo), supposedly as a guard 
against ghosts using them, as ghosts can only travel in straight lines.
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Another aspect of
"convenience" is that
nobody bothers to fix all
these breaches.
Apparently, in some
sense, they're
considered justified, so
nobody wants to bother
plugging them back up.
Some fences are simply
expected to get
perforated, that's all.

=====  Miles Struggles for Convenience ====

In January, I wrote about my Chinese friend Miles, who lives on the campus 
at Nankai University. I talked about the ever-proliferating walls surrounding 
his apartment, progressively choking access to his surroundings, even as the
gates that could provide relief remain locked. Those gates were locked back 
in 2003 to limit people's movement during the SARS scare, a convenient 
excuse for walling off neighborhoods all over the country. Even though all 
sides of those gates are public spaces, you have to walk 20 minutes or 
longer just to reach the other side. Who wants to do that?

When I visited Miles a couple months ago, he gave me the whole tour, 
including the sometimes circuitous route(s) folks have blazed to circumvent 
the fences and gates. Heavy use had marked out the path in places, like the 
footpath worn across a lawn. And it wasn't just the normal gaps in iron 
fences. At one spot, you can conveniently hop over a brick wall.  Ingeniously, 
somebody extracted bricks from one side of the wall to make toe holds. 
Then, for the other side, they piled up the same bricks into a heap to boost 
yourself over when approaching from that direction.

A steady stream of traffic poured over that wall that day, even though it was 
mid-way through the long lonely holidays between semesters, long after most
people had left campus for distant homes. I did see one late departer hauling
his suitcase over the wall as he set out on his holiday trip.

All that wall climbing could be avoided if they just left the gate open/unlocked.
On the other hand, Miles's wife sees a convenient upside to all this – 
automobile traffic is kept out of the area where they live, making it less noisy 
and dangerous.

=====  Official Short Cuts ==== 

Occasionally these gaps in fences receive "official" sanction.  A while back 
somebody put up a fence between the main part of Nankai's campus and a 
popular market / restaurant area. There was such a constant stream of 
people struggling through the resultant gap that finally somebody in authority 
relented and installed a sort of "permanent gap," a little maze-like structure 
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that maintains a barrier against cars, while allowing foot traffic and the 
occasional extra-determined bike rider.

Indeed, several of these little maze-like structures breach the neighborhood 
fences where I live.  I suspect that these were installed along with the fence, 
though, and are not later revisions.

But who knows? Part of the system here, despite its otherwise collective 
nature, is individual initiative.  That is, some fences are expected to be 
tested, and perhaps perforated – and not simply left alone. Such individual 
initiatives can add up to real change! Well, maybe not real change, but at 
least a little maze in a fence.

=====  Individualism and Initiative ====

The fact is, there is a tremendous amount of individual initiative in China. You
can see this broadly in the speed with which China transformed from a 
(more-or-less) Communist culture thirty years ago to a mainly capitalist one 
today. All it took was Deng Xiaoping saying there's more than one way to skin
a cat (Actually, he said "It doesn't matter if the cat's black or white as long as 
it catches mice), and Bam! Everybody was off like runners at the starting 
gun.

I am told (never having raised a Chinese kid in China myself) that little boys 
in particular are often indulged, not just because they're cute, but because 
nobody wants to dampen their will, their sense of initiative, their desire for 
joyous self-magnification.  They'll need that sort of ego to survive the bruising
trials and competitions ahead, which will be many.

In past ages, the large size of families tempered those enthusiasms with 
responsibilities towards siblings. Nowadays, when there's only one kid in the 
family, this indulgence can sometimes result in the feared "little emperor" 
syndrome, a boy whose happy willfulness spoils into a sense of entitlement 
towards the rest of the world. 

Those were the ten-year-old boys I saw at the Hong Kong border last month, 
laughing and playing and totally ignoring any adult's request to stay together, 
to the point that some had to be literally chased down and rounded up.  
Happily, most boys here don't turn out that way, but those that do turn out 
that way make quite an impression, since "initiative" is the whole idea.

Some of them even carry that attitude through adulthood, particularly when 
behind the wheel of a car (c.f. road rage, or, rather, street wise guys). 

=====  Tianjin Traffic and the Emperor ====

Traffic in Tianjin has multiplied ten-fold (seemingly) since my first trip here in 
1998. Although the constant traffic jams are a problem, another result is that, 
out of necessity, drivers have learned to take others into account. Nowadays,
the act of driving almost always occurs on actual streets, going the actual 
prescribed direction, etc. Still, though... there are some guys.....enough of 
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them that you see at least one pretty much every day among the hordes of 
drivers ......

Last month, I was on a small street waiting for a red light near here. Traffic 
was light but continuous on the four-laned cross street, a main artery called 
West AnShan Way. It was the normal mix of cars, bicycles, and those 
ubiquitous flat-bedded tricycles used to haul everything from cardboard to 
couches. 

Behind me, a blaring stream of beeps announced the approach of one of 
those "bigger emperors" driving a late-model highly-polished sedan. As he 
approached the red light, an old man was pedaling a gigantic tricycle with a 
flat bed across his path. The bed was weighed down heavily with 
miscellaneous everythings. He pedaled as fast as he could, which wasn't too 
fast. Actually, given the inertia of all that weight, he was probably also 
pedaling about as slow as he could. Well, at any rate, he had the green light.

The "big emperor," despite the fact that he faced the red light, pulled into the 
intersection. As the old guy slowly sailed past in front of him, he blared his 
horn more furiously than ever, as if it could somehow make the tricycle move 
any faster or slower.

Once the trike had finally cleared out of his path, he continued to blare his 
way across all four lanes of West AnShan Way against the light. He even 
continued beeping his way down the small street on the opposite side.  Well, 
that was convenient for him, I guess. Maybe he felt that his warning beeps 
had discharged his responsibility to care about the rest of us.

To be fair, this sort of cavalier attitude is actually more common in bicyclists 
and pedestrians than in motorists. Of course, they're also less likely to cause 
mortal injuries upon impact. 

And just as there is tolerance for holes in fences, there is also tolerance for 
this sort of behavior, all in the names of individual initiative and the search for
convenience.  And just as the system adapts itself somewhat to breaches in 
fences, it also adapts itself somewhat to breaches in traffic law.

=====  Traffic Lights ====

Take traffic lights, for example. Where I come from, the light's either red, 
yellow or green. Period. Here, the red and green lights vary in their redness 
and greenness. The lights are actually large rectangular arrays of L.E.D. 
lights, very energy efficient, and a lot larger (and therefore probably safer 
since they're easier to see). 

When they first turn green, the whole rectangle lights up. As time passes the 
lit part begins to shrink, and when it gets to about 1/3 the size, the yellow and
red lights follow on. Then the red light's lit area begins shrinking the same 
way. Actually, it's pretty cool the way it works. Still, the varying light sizes 
invite people to game the system, like squeezing across an intersection when
the light reaches only half red.
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And traffic is not the only area that tolerates this lawless sort of initiative. I've 
often thought of making a photo essay of nothing but people fishing next to 
no fishing signs, swimming next to no swimming signs, ice fishing where it 
says "keep off the dangerous ice," etc. etc. and even more etc.

Indeed, the spot where this culture of initiative meets an even stronger 
culture of authority can be quite a dramatic juncture. Last week, three young 
Chinese men were hiking along the Great Wall. They didn't want to walk all 
the way back along the path they had taken because they'd found a 
convenient spot to climb down from the wall and then proceed along a short 
cut. Unfortunately their descent brought them into a tiger enclosure, 
containing that largest and rarest of tigers, the Siberian tiger, which promptly 
collared and killed one of the men. 

The two survivors made it back out by hopping a fence. They later admitted 
that they'd read the many signs warning them of the danger, but since they 
didn't actually see the tiger in there, they figured it must be okay.

-Secure Net
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Week 28

Saturday, March 21, 2009. The end of the twenty-eighth
week.

=====  Weather ====

Happy Vernal Equinox! Instead of the cold weather I had expected, we had 
nice warm weather over last weekend and into this week – nothing more than
a light jacket needed. And Monday night I spotted my first mosquito of the 
season while eating in a nearby restaurant!  (Yes, Groucho, both of us were 
eating – me and the mosquito) 

How could mosquitoes appear already after only a few days of warm 
weather? Don't they need time to hatch and grow up? My only consolation is 
that, walking back from the restaurant that night, I also spotted my first bat of 
the season. And he looked pretty busy. I'll let the bats and bugs stand in (or 
fly in) for the bird spotting this week.

The weather continued to warm throughout the week. By Tuesday afternoon, 
it was 84 degrees, an appalling preview of what will occur this summer. 
Tuesday evening, though, was perfect for strolling. It was hard to believe 
that, only a week and a half earlier, nighttime temperatures had sunk below 
freezing and that I was still wearing that thick down jacket.

But then it cooled again to lows in the thirties and highs in the fifties. Right 
now (Saturday morning), it's raining.  Yes, those are the pleasures of living 
where capricious winds can drag in weather from any direction.

=====  The Dust-up ====

On Sunday I
witnessed and
inhaled my first dust
storm. Spring is dust
storm season, when
winds fluff it in from
the west. It reminds
us that we're really
not so far from the
Gobi, one of the
world's major
deserts, majorly full
of camels. So much dust clogged the air that you could grind it on your teeth 
and taste it. The dust is a major annoyance in a modern city like Tianjin or 
Beijing, since it overwhelms all efforts to keep surfaces wiped clean.  

On the other hand, one shouldn't complain too much, because that dust is 
also a major factor in the rise of Chinese civilization in the first place. For 
millennia before people lived in Asia, dust was blowing off the Gobi Desert 
just like now. It slowly piled up into vast yellow plateaus west of here, about 
1,000 feet thick. (Yes, literally a thousand feet of dust). The compacted dust 
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forms a type of soil called "löss." Löss."has no rocks in it – it’s perfect for 
cultivation, and perfect for terracing on hills. You can even carve homes out 
of it.

The Yellow River passes through this plateau and hauls away great masses 
of yellow löss, depositing it all over the place downstream, and regularly 
filling its own bed. In fact, throughout the centuries the growing swells of 
deposited löss routinely lifted the river out of its bed and sent it galloping off 
in some other direction, which spread löss all over the broad North China 
Plain, the cradle of Chinese civilization.

So soils all over central China, both in the Western hills and the lower plains, 
are far superior for farming, and far superior for building a civilization, 
compared to soils full of rocks like in New England or full of impenetrable clay
like in the California hills. Löss soil does exist in America, though not so thick 
as in China. You find it in places like Nebraska, Kansas, Iowa and some 
other states famous for farms. 

I don't know if this week's dust came from the löss plateau, or directly from 
the Gobi, but I doubt that it's the last such storm I'll taste this spring. Nor is 
this the last century when China will have to deal with such storms or filled-in 
river beds.

=====  Radiator Heat Ends ====

Speaking of flowing water, on Tuesday afternoon, I was sitting at home 
answering email when suddenly I heard a rush of dropping water. I thought 
oh, no! The upstairs neighbors must have a leak! Then I remembered that I 
was on the top floor. 

I opened the window and
inspected the outer wall – maybe
something was dripping outside?
Nope. Not there, either. I
followed the sound to the
kitchen. It was the kitchen
radiator. But there was no
puddle. All five radiators in my
apartment, indeed all the
radiators in the building, are
hooked together. Water was
draining from my radiator down
into the floors beneath, because
the radiator water had stopped
flowing.

And I realized the long-awaited
date had finally arrived – the
date for the end of heat.

Not only are this building's radiators tied together, they're also joined to the 
radiators in every other building in this neighborhood – hundreds of radiators 
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hooked together and supplied with hot water from a coal-powered plant 
about five blocks from here. 

In fact, that's the chimney you see in this week's picture, which I took a 
couple months ago (hence the pile of snow). It's been supplying heat to me 
and a couple thousand neighbors since mid-November, four months 
altogether. Every neighborhood in the city has such a power plant. It's a city-
owned utility supplying heat directly to all the businesses and residences in 
this area, each of which pays an assessment according to its floor space.  I 
don't actually pay this assessment, since the school foots the bill for my 
whole building.

This heating system is called Nuan Qi. It's found in cities all over China north 
of a line along the Yangtze River (which leaves out Shanghai, just barely). 
And all those plants start and finish producing heat at about the same date. 
The system's also found in other Communist and former Communist 
countries, as well. I think the idea is that it's cheaper for everybody to buy 
their heat together than it is for everybody to heat separately, so why not heat
everybody during the coldest months, when you know they are all going to 
want it? And since whole buildings are heated, heat also comes through from
pipes in the walls and floors. The whole apartment seems snug and warm 
despite frigid conditions outside.

Some people in America have a false impression about this system, as if 
when they shut it off in mid-March, everyone has to be cold if the weather 
stays cold. That's not true. People can always pay for and heat their homes 
with space heaters whenever they want to, though such heating may not 
have that same exact snug feeling you get from Nuan Qi. On the other hand, 
people around here are so frugal that many, probably most, would rather put 
up with a few days of chill than start up their own heaters, which is probably 
where the false impression came from.

It's funny, though – the heat stopped on Monday, but it was only when the 
water dropped out on Tuesday that suddenly I felt a bit of a chill on my back 
as I sat at the computer.  

=====  A Petunia without Social Skills ====

In my writing last week, I complained about the presence of emperors, both 
little and big, in the streets of Tianjin. Thankfully, their numbers are few, 
though the annoyance they wreak is all out of proportion to those numbers. 
And isn't that always the case with such people?

Anyway, in the interests of fairness, I figured I shouldn't let the princesses off 
the hook, either. Thankfully they are even rarer than the emperors, but they 
do exist. Of course, being girls, they may express their royalty in a different 
manner than boys. Case in point is Petunia, a former student of mine from 
years ago, from ERRC summer program days.

I had run into Petunia several months ago while walking along a street near 
here. I had just arrived in Tianjin and hadn't seen nor heard from her for 
several years. After the usual pleasantries we exchanged email addresses. I 
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later emailed her a message, but she never picked up the conversation. 
Okay, I forgot all about it. 

On one recent morning, however, I was teaching my class, and was right in 
the middle of a cultural presentation, when I heard the door next to me crack 
open. I looked over and watched Petunia's head enter the room. A hand soon
emerged beneath the head, waving me over. Naturally, I froze. 

Now, those who know me, and know how I run my classroom, also know that
for me, class time is sacred. Nothing-bar-nothing better interrupt my time with
the students. Neither are the students themselves permitted to interrupt the 
proceedings. Well, there's one exception to that. I always tell my students 
that, if Godzilla appears outside the windows and appears to be charging in, 
then, yes, they can interrupt the class. 

By the way, I never actually realized until much later how much I had 
traumatized my American elementary students by the frequent mention of 
Godzilla. I still remember reading one kid's response as it appeared in our 
normal year-end reflections over the state of the class. "I was always so 
nervous," she wrote in a hand suddenly turned squiggly, "all the time I was 
afraid of Godzilla bursting through the windows." 

After six months in China, this was the only time that anybody had ever 
interrupted my class for any reason.

So, after freezing in place, I began my habitual check-off list, to wit: Scales? 
No. Big teeth? Sort of. Atomic breath capable of incinerating Tokyo? I didn't 
think so, but the weather had not been so frosty lately, so maybe it just didn't 
show .........hmmmmmm.

Several of my students began pointing towards the door and mouthing / 
whispering the words "She wants to talk to you!"

"I figured out that part," I grimaced. Then I gave up and paced over to the 
door. I continued right past her, turning around once I had reached the hall 
and closed the door behind me. "Yes?" I said. 

"Did you check your email?" she asked. 

"When? What do you mean?" I was suddenly afraid maybe somebody had 
died.

"Y-o-u-r EEE m-a-i-l" she repeated in that slow voice reserved for toddlers 
and foreigners.

I had not checked it since leaving the apartment very early that morning. 
What was she trying to say?

Finally, she explained that she was applying to a college in America and 
wanted me to read over her application and correct the English. Ok. Fine. "I'll
email it soon," she said.
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Upon returning home that afternoon, I checked my email. Nothing from 
Petunia. 

Several hours later there was still nothing, so I emailed her, using the same 
address as before, just to find out if she had my correct email address. The 
next morning, her application landed in my inbox. 

I didn't read it right away, but when I did, I was relieved to find that her 
English was not bad. It needed a lot of corrections, but they were all picky 
things, like plurals and prepositions, and not the rewrite that I had feared 
might be necessary.  I sent my suggestions back along with some questions 
about some names and references in her writing I didn't understand. I got a 
response back rather promptly. I still didn't understand those names, but I 
found a couple more picky corrections to make. I sent it back again with more
questions. 

And that's the last I ever heard from Petunia. No answer to my questions, 
and no thanks. I don't expect to hear from her again, unless, of course, she 
didn't get in to that college and needs help applying someplace else. 

Well, thankfully such behavior is not at all typical of the students here.

===========

=====  The Students Struggle ====

The typical student is very hard working, and particularly so at the graduate 
level, like the students I've had this year. If they miss class, it's usually 
because they have conflicting obligations, not because they're distracted or 
neglectful. One of my students, in fact, recently asked to be excused every 
Monday because it turns out he's a teacher at Tianjin University, too, and 
they'd scheduled him to teach during the same time period as my class. We 
worked it out. More tragically, another student asked his classmate yesterday
to tell me that he couldn't make it because he's also a teacher, and one of his
students just sent him a note saying he was going to jump off a bridge, so he 
wanted to go talk him out of it.

The problem seems to be the pressure to find jobs, something students have
worried about even before the current economic crisis. It has long reminded 
me of America back in the seventies, when for perhaps the first time, the 
supply of educated people grew much larger than the available job pool. We 
used to joke about physics majors driving trucks, biologists working at fast 
food joints, and English majors, well... you know..... 

But what about those jobs, those careers? Many, many people in China are 
driven to best the competition and land one of those top jobs. But their 
expectations for occupying that top job may be different than what we're used
to in the West, and it has something to do with this idea of "convenience," 
which I talked about last week. 
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More than once I've heard someone say how the struggle to reach the top 
would all be worth it because then you could relax and enjoy the fruits of your
success. That is, life would be more convenient.  It's kind of like an 
acceptable and institutionalized form of the Peter Principle, except that the 
person on top might actually be competent, but just choose not to exercise 
that competence.

And in a heavily bureaucratized society like this one, which offers convenient 
niches at multiple career levels, including a great variety of job descriptions, 
the top does not have to be very high before you can expect to enjoy its 
conveniences. 

I've often seen or heard of examples of hard working underlings who, once 
they achieved a higher status or office, kicked back to do their own thing 
while allowing the new underlings beneath them to do the grunt work for 
them. One can argue that such people are everywhere on earth, but the 
interesting thing here is that such people still command a certain respect and
deference.

Of course, not everyone intends to simply rise to their level of convenience, 
but in a way, that fact doesn't matter. It's incidental. What matters is the 
pervasive assumption that working people simply work to realize their 
dreams of convenient living.

=====  Upper Class People Who Still Work Hard ====

Anyway, as always, I'm writing more than I had intended, so I better stop 
before even my parents give up reading and fall writhing to the floor.  But I 
don't want to leave anyone with the impression that everybody in a position 
of authority in China is a convenience-seeking loafer. Also, I've neglected my 
dog of the week!

So maybe I'll close by mentioning some people I know who still work like 
dogs even though they've ascended to certain heights of potential 
convenience. 

One of these is my friend Sunny, an office manager and all-around do-
everything at a small company here that specializes in exporting insulation 
used in blast-furnaces. As she explained to me, when there's something to 
be done, she can't stand not doing it. When the company started around five 
years ago, there were just the two of them – Sunny and her boss. Now there 
are about twenty or so employees, and Sunny could kick back if she wanted 
to, but that’s neither her nature nor her desire.  And she's not taken a 
vacation in the last five years.

Now, someone might object and say that she's not really at the top of the 
company. What about her boss? Well, he's also a driven worker (in more 
than one sense, since he sometimes employs a chauffeur). Yes, he spends a
lot of time out of the office, wining and dining clients and suppliers, and yes, 
he actually took a couple weeks of vacation this year, but most of his travel 
consists of inspecting factories or closing deals in locales that would never 
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be described as exotic. And when in town, he's always busy. And if he's 
chauffeured, it's mainly because he wants to work while in transit.

Now, someone might object that he's only busy because it's his own 
company, so self-interest naturally drives him to grow it. What about that vast
wasteland of government jobs, of pensions and titles? 

Well, in that case, I can simply point to Professor Ji, a man known to many 
who might be reading this. After years as dean of his department, he's now 
returned to an ordinary professorship, as his career there winds down 
towards retirement. But instead of simply cruising, he's taken on a whole 
other position at a private college outside of town, loosely affiliated with 
Tianjin University. He's not simply a teacher there. He's setting up and 
coordinating their whole English department. Meanwhile he also continues to
jet around the globe, sharing educational ideas. Yes, he recently flew to 
fabulous Australia, but his last trip was to Vladivostok, hardly a tourist mecca.

Well, if these people are not letting the grass grow underfoot, the same can 
happily not be said of lawns in the area, suddenly sprouting new green 
blades among the dry frozen ones. The bark of local trees also glows green 
as they get ready to grow flowers and leaves. I spotted my first flowering fruit 
tree of the season. Spring is here.

-Secure Net
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Week 29

Saturday, March 28, 2009. The end of the twenty-ninth week.

=====  Weather ====

The spring weather continues its twists and turns. It's hard to 
believe that a couple weeks ago it was 84 degrees and a balmy evening. 
Early Tuesday morning, I was thinking of going out to a local coffee shop 
shortly after sunrise. When the sun finally sort-of rose, I looked out my sixth 
floor window to see thick and heavy snowflakes dropping by. Snow was 
already covering the roofs of cars parked below!

And just when they'd turned off the radiator heat! I have electric heaters in 
the walls of three rooms, so I chose one room, the one with the computer, 
closed the doors, and warmed myself up. It's so nice when Tuesday is your 
Saturday and you can just sit in a warm dry room on a cold wet morning and 
just read and write.

Well, the snow was all gone by 10am that morning, since the sun finally 
came out and quickly melted everything, but cool or cold weather held sway 
for most of the week –   highs in the forties to low fifties. That's what 
happens, I guess, when you're located at the confluence of varied wind 
patterns. Snow was predicted again for Monday, but now I see that's been 
changed again.

Hey, isn't March supposed to come in like a lion (it sure did) and go out like a 
lamb? I guess I'll see about that in the coming week. 

=====  Internet Blocking ====

YouTube was blocked in China this week, starting on Tuesday.  For those 
who might not know YouTube, it's a video hosting service where anybody can
post a short ten-minutes-or-less video on any subject, from home movies to 
professional performances copied off somebody's DVD. This is where you 
find it:

http://www.youtube.com/

A news story about the blocking is here:

http://edition.cnn.com/2009/TECH/ptech/03/25/youtube.china/

This was not welcome news to me. I often save YouTube videos and use 
them in my classes. If we're studying a musician, for example, it's often much
more effective to see them playing their music, and not just listen to the 
sound and wonder how it's made. 

YouTube came back on this morning, and I promptly downloaded 
somebody's home movie about Hayward, so I could show it to students who 
might be curious about my home town. Interestingly, YouTube seems to have
made some changes to their service. It used to be possible for me watch a 
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video while saving a different video to my hard drive. Now I can no longer do 
those two things at once. I don't know exactly what that means, though.

I'm happy that YouTube is generally available, though. I actually didn't think it
would come back so quickly this time. During my first trips to Tianjin years 
ago, it was often hard to reach even the San Francisco Chronicle's site, to 
get news about the Bay Area. That's no longer a problem.

=====  The Jazz Concert ====

Speaking of music, I attended a concert last Sunday night. This concert was 
a free concert held at the Student Activities Center, the same place where I 
saw the classical concert around New Year's time. I had been told that it 
would be a jazz concert, so I was really curious to hear what they would play.

Unfortunately, my arrival was delayed and I ended up a half-hour late. I was 
told to just go in, which I did. I was directed to a seat down in front – a good 
view – and when I sat down, a tap on the shoulder announced to me that I 
was sitting right in front of one of my students!

The performers
included two female
singers who alternated
in singing, one bass
player, a drummer, a
keyboard player, and
two saxophonists, one
of whom also sang.
Unfortunately, since I
was late to the
concert, I didn't get a
program, so I don't
know who they were or where they were from.

The music was 
well-played and 
well-received. 
However, it didn't 
really seem to me
to be jazz. The 
notes were there, 
sometimes, but 
the only tune they
played that was 
unequivocally a 
jazz tune was "In 
the Mood."  In 
addition to that, 
they also played 
"Country Roads," 
"Yakety Sax," and
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that Kenny G. tune whose name I don't want to know, but you used to hear it 
here all the time, played in the background at almost any store you entered. 
Thankfully, stores have moved on to more Chinese background music.

And actually, even though the tunes were familiar tunes, the way they played 
them was so Chinese that they actually seemed to me to be Chinese music, 
not jazz. After all, jazz has that quality of a conversation among the players, 
which ties in with all the improvisation. These tunes were not conversations 
so much as they were well-rehearsed and polished presentations to the 
audience. And, of course, some of the tunes seemed to actually be Chinese 
tunes.

One of the more interesting tunes was sung by the drummer, who was 
otherwise mute all evening. I really have no idea what the tune was about or 
where it came from, or even what genre of music to call it. Luckily, though, it 
turns out that my new camera takes great videos, and once it's on my 
computer, it's pretty easy to rip the sound track off of it. So that's what I'm 
sending this time, so you can hear it, too. It's not the entire tune, but just the 
ending. Mind you, I have a lot of pictures of the group, so if anybody's 
curious, just email me and I can send some to you. 

Anyway, when the drummer was finished singing at the end of that tune, a 
little boy rushed up onto the stage and presented him with a big bouquet 
wrapped in red cellophane. 

In fact, every time a tune was 
played that featured a singer or 
instrumentalist, somebody came 
up and handed them a bouquet. 
Most of them received multiple 
bouquets that evening, and they 
gradually piled up into a multi-
colored mound in front of the 
bass drum. One of the singers 
even received a bouquet from an
admirer who couldn't wait until 
the end of the piece, but rushed 
onstage during a song's 

instrumental break.  It was quite a floral display. Pity the poor keyboard guy 
and bassist, though. They played no solos and thus remained bloomless the 
entire evening. Maybe the singers shared their bouquets with them. 

=====  Dogs and Birds ====

Well, I'm afraid that this week's writing will be shorter than usual. One reason
for that is the inordinate time I spent reading and writing about the books of 
Ezra and Nehemiah this week. It's a poor substitute for SMS, my Sunday 
school class back in Berkeley, but on the other hand, it kept me warm in the 
heated room all day with the computer. Snow is expected again tomorrow, 
but who knows? That snow has been in and out of the forecast all week. At 
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any rate it should warm pretty quickly through the next couple of weeks. It is, 
after all, a lot colder than usual for the end of the March.

I can report that this week I saw the most magpies together that I've seen in 
a long time – there were over twenty in one flock that was gorging itself on 
the newly greening lawn near the administration building. 

And continuing the theme of unusual numbers, I was visiting some 
acquaintances this week to watch the final episode of Battlestar Galactica. 
They live in a new and fairly upscale apartment complex near the soccer 
stadium. On our way in the door, we passed a guy coming out with three 
light-brown-colored chow-chows on leashes. I was unable to stick around 
long enough to find out exactly who ended up walking whom.

-Secure Net
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Week 30+

Sunday, April 5, 2009. The beginning of the thirty-first week.

=====  Weather and Heat ====

Thirty weeks. I've been here at Tianjin University – Tian Da – 
thirty weeks!. Hard to imagine. Today was spring. I don't mean that today 
started spring, I mean today was spring. 

This whole last week – it was freezing, particularly in my apartment. The heat
in the building slowly seeped up from below. Then it leaked through my sixth 
floor apartment, right through the ceiling. It took about a week for all that heat
to leak out. After that, the coldness inside seemed stiff.

Actually, compared to January, it wasn't so bad – outside. But inside, it was 
too cold. The Nuan Qi's been off for weeks. But when I passed a radiator, I'd 
stop and touch it. I knew it'd feel cold, but I touched it just the same. Or I 
tapped it. It sounded empty. The day that the coldness reached the bathroom
– that was almost too much. I did skip some showers on a couple days, I 
have to admit.

At least I've got an electric heater, so I heated up one room – the computer 
room, of course. Brrrr. It's also an air conditioner. Maybe next week I'll need 
that. Highs should reach the eighties. Yes, summer starts tomorrow. It'll be 
hot, but hopefully not humid yet. We'll see.

But today was spring. The weather shone clear, lovely and warm. High of 72.
Sunshine fell everywhere around me.

=====  The New Guards ====

Spring brought out the new guards at the nearby Entrance Gate. You can see
one in the picture. I snapped it yesterday afternoon, Saturday, so the traffic 
was light. That's the campus gate closest to me, a block from here, the one I 
pass through every day to walk or ride to class.

The previous old
guards were
middle-aged and
rumply. They didn't
move too fast, but
they were
comfortable. Cars
would go through
when they
shouldn't. The old
guards couldn't
catch them. I
wonder how they're doing, those old guards? I hope they've got another job 
somewhere. 
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The new guards are younger men. They stand tall and stiff in their dark blue 
uniforms on new little round stages, striped red and white like barber posts. 
They salute the incoming cars with white gloved hands. They look nice – 
freshly ironed. The uniform, I mean.  Not much personality, though. I wonder, 
will they salute the cars that enter when they shouldn't?

Signs proliferate by that gate. They're blue, too. You can see them in the 
picture. The left-hand one says (I think) "No through vehicular traffic without a
local school pass-through permit." And also "Taxis can't enter the school."  
The upper-right sign says "Don't sound your horn in the school" (please don't
laugh) and "Speed Limit is 20 in the school" (20 is about 13 mph – don't 
laugh). The partly-hidden sign says something like "When entering, leaving, 
or getting out of your vehicle – be safe! Pay attention!" Sage advice. One 
sign tells the hours the gate is open. They're longer hours than before. I 
guess a younger man can stand for a longer time.

=====  Unification ====

But enough about signs. Notice the buildings. None of those buildings 
existed in 1998, my first trip to Tian Da. Neither did the gate, probably. Times 
change. 

Conditions change!! Tian Da and Nan Kai, the two top universities in Tianjin –
fated for the last ten years to unite. Growing so fast, becoming so crowded, 
their campuses tight. Their eventual unification seemed like fate. But no! The 
unification is off! Nobody has to think about that any more. So what 
happened? 

Ten years ago, the highest education official in Beijing did what highest 
officials always do – he traveled out, around the globe to see the top schools.
He discovered that they all (or mostly) were big. When he returned home, he 
declared that schools in China must also be big. You can't be on top if you're 
not big. You can get big fast by joining together. 

But each school also had a president. They also traveled out –  one or the 
other was always away. When could they meet? Never, apparently. Finally 
the highest official in Beijing retired. Nobody worries about unification any 
more.

But the new guards. They’re too young to retire. They'll be there a long time. [
ed: Actually, they only lasted a year, until some official somewhere got a 
different idea]

=====  Spring Growth ====

Tian Da and Nan Kai are growing, anyway. Tian Da has 25,000 students. The
ground space here is limited. Someday they'll need a new campus, probably 
between here and the sea, somewhere.

But spring! The reeds in the pond are emerging. The leaves on the willows 
are emerging. The other trees are still bare. But the willows are all tinged in 
green, like lime Tostitos, but more delicate. 
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Today I rode my bike to church. Actually, everybody was out riding today. The
weather was beautiful. I passed the TV tower. The shouting guy was 
shouting again across the pond! 

And bikes. Bikes are emerging, too! All winter our bike rack seemed half full –
plenty of room to lock to any pole I wanted. Well, that's over. The bike rack is 
crowded! Hardly a place left to attach. The nice weather brought them all out.

Well, I'm still parking inside the building, anyway.  And so is XC's old bike – 
XC, who moved away. It has sat on the fifth floor landing since February. I 
wonder if he misses it.

=====  The Qing Ming Holiday ====

Yesterday was Qing Ming. Qing Ming means "pure brightness." Actually, it's 
Tomb-Sweeping Day. Since Qing Ming was Saturday, we’ll celebrate it on 
Monday instead. At least, Tian Da celebrates it tomorrow. Some places 
already celebrated it on Friday. No wonder so many students had been 
absent! 

So no classes tomorrow! Half my classes are Monday classes, so half my 
classes are canceled this week! My whole week is off until Thursday. It's 
rough, resting so much.

What's Qing Ming?

For the full answer, click here:   
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qingming_Festival

It's a Memorial Day, a day to honor the departed. Sweep their tombs. Offer 
up prayers, tea, and food. Reflect on the worth of ancient lives.

We discussed it in class on Friday. Not everyone had memories. The official 
holiday is new here. And people have been so much on the move. Many 
students grew up far from their roots, with no family graves were near, so no 
Qing Ming for them – no tomb-sweeping memories.  Well, not quite. They 
had Qing Ming at school – for the heros, the soldiers who died – defenders of
the revolution. 

Qing Ming also starts courting season. Everywhere you go, you see them, 
boyfriends with girlfriends walking together, holding hands. You never saw 
hand holding in 1998. They rarely even sat together. Now they sometimes 
even argue, right out in the open! Yes, things are changing. Maybe not in the 
countryside, but cities are cities. And okay, I also saw them in December. So 
what?

=====  And tortilla chips!  ====

Yes, imported food. In 1998, Baskin Robbins was just a stand, located in a 
high-class hotel. Since then, they opened a Baskin Robbins store, right on 
the main street, not far from here. It failed – a long time ago, years ago – 
because it was too expensive. But not before I could have an ice cream with 
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Sunny. It's not a great loss. China makes every sort of ice cream, anyway. 
Probably more than 31 flavors.

But today I bought tortilla chips, imported from America. You don't need a 
whole store for those. They were too expensive, too, but nobody in China 
makes tortilla chips. And these were convenient – close to where I had lunch.
But I know three other places I could have gotten them cheaper, if I had 
wanted to. Now, back in 1998, that would have never happened – Four 
places to buy tortilla chips?  Probably there are even more places than that 
now. 

How much was it? A 10 ounce bag of lime-tinged Tostitos? 40 Kuai. That's 
over $5. I'll keep it for a special occasion. I also picked up Old El Paso salsa 
– the hot version, and a can of Hansen's Creamy diet Root Beer. Some days,
you just have to have a root beer.

Speaking of drinking.. I finally found some local decaf coffee. It's over at 
Trader Zhou's!! And yes, they do know about the other Trader Zhou's. And it's
good decaf, but it's not as good as Peet's decaf, which Josh in Berkeley sent 
me this week.

But, sadly, there's one thing you can't get, at least not anymore. You can't get
Bimbo flax seed bread!! It was the best sliced bread in town. The greatest 
thing since.. well...anyway...

It had substance when other breads dissolved and coagulated onto your 
teeth. Bimbo flax seed. The best. Actually in Chinese it's "Bin Bao." That 
means something like "Guest Fortress." I'll tell you though. It was cute that 
the Chinese name turned into "Bimbo." 

But then I learned the truth. Bimbo is Mexican! Not Chinese at all! The 
biggest brand in Latin America!! Not only that, it's growing. The company, I 
mean. Another couple years, and it may be the biggest on earth. Everywhere
on earth knows Bimbo bread but the USA. Well, turns out we have it, too. But
we call it "Orowheat" for some reason.

For the full story, click here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grupo_Bimbo

But they discontinued the flax seed loaf. It was too expensive, I guess. You 
can still get it in gourmet form – four extra-thick, even-more-expensive, 
slices. But it's not the same.  Oh, well.

=====  Lecturing at Ren Ai ====

On Thursday I took the shuttle to the 
Ren Ai college with Mr. Ji. It was a 
white Ford van. It kind of looked like 
a loaf. Okay, I'm sorry, but that's the 
only transition I could think of.

I think I wrote about Mr. Ji before? 
He's starting a new career. He doesn't want to retire. He's got a new college 
called Tianjin Ren Ai, a lovely, humane type of name. It's a second – no, third
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chance – kind of school for some kids, the kids without good test scores, but 
with money. A private school with a public name. It's quite nice, actually.

It's located south of town, out in the space between here and the sea. It 
takes a while to get there. You drive straight south, no turns. The city 
unravels, bit by bit.  The buildings shrink lower and flatter, and disappear 
altogether. You follow a canal. You pass fish fields, and a wide water bypass 
like they have near Sacramento. You turn right, and finally you get there. It 
stands alone among the fields. Plenty of room to grow. Everything brand 
new. They also had guards, young ones with crisp blue uniforms. I didn't 
notice if they saluted.

I lectured to 150 college freshmen, mostly English majors. I wasn't sure what 
to say. I think I was their first foreigner. They all seemed happy to listen. I 
showed them California. I had some pictures on a flash drive, pictures of my 
camp at Point Reyes from 2002. They had a projector, so I showed them 
everything. I spoke for over an hour about California, and Point Reyes. Were 
there any questions?

Yes. Can you tell me about your wristwatch? How are American teachers 
different from Chinese teachers? What is college like in America? Hmmm. 
Rob had warned me that the questions might be like that.

Then, a real question – What animals live in California? And then I had my 
plan for next week. They're going to hear all about raccoons and 
hummingbirds. Brilliant!

But it was nice. I had a great time, and now I've got something scheduled for 
every Thursday.

Okay, that's my spring. Let me know how yours is.

-Secure Net
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Week 31

Saturday, April 11, 2009. The end of the thirty-first week.

=====  Frustrations ====

Dang. YouTube got blocked again. It had come back for a 
few days. But then a few days later it suddenly vanished again. Now all those
web pages I like to browse are full of big blank white spaces. I knew I should 
have taken the opportunity to download a few more of those roadrunner 
cartoons for my next wildlife presentation! Now I'm totally stuck in compulsive
mode, wondering how my coyote lecture's going to work out, while writing 
one of those stupid paragraphs where each succeeding sentence is longer 
than the previous one.

It's true. Sometimes life here's just strange. And things can really drive you 
crazy if you let them.

Take my neighbor. He really knows China well. He's lived in China for over 
ten years. He even has a family that's Chinese, whom he gets along well 
with. But still, the little cultural misunderstandings and frictions sometimes 
build to the point of desperation. One day last week, months of tiny tensions 
suddenly burst in him, and for an afternoon, left him incapacitated by angst. 
Of course, he's feeling okay now, but it's still a situation both cautionary and 
comforting – that one should expect such situations to occur, even after living
here for many years. 

With me it's naps. On Tuesday I wanted to take a nap. I was just getting 
settled in, drifting off on my big black couch. And through the window seeped 
this inane, rhythmic, wailing voice, calling out, over and over. The worst part 
is that I've never been able to figure out exactly what the voice is saying, 
even though it repeats itself over and over, even though I've been hearing it 
for months now. This voice did not trigger a full attack of culture shock, but, in
my semi-conscious state, it came pretty close, especially when I'd checked 
that all the windows were closed, and sank back into the couch, only to be 
shocked awake once more.

=====  Recyclers’ Convention ====

Actually it's not a
single voice, but a
population of
voices, some male,
some female,
chanting loudly,
moving slowly on
long-bedded
tricycles, and
spread out from
each other for
maximum nap disruption.   At first, I thought they were selling something, or 
announcing some impending fire drill or construction project. I inquired and 
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was told that they wanted to buy things from the neighbors for resell. Then I 
realized what their role really was. They're not just junk collectors. They're 
recyclers.

See the photo? I took it about a month ago one day while I walked through 
my neighborhood. It shows five recyclers gathered together like some sort of 
convention. The sight of so many recyclers, chatting amiably with each other 
instead of wailing around the apartment buildings, surprised me. I had never 
seen more than one of them at a time, and neither had Louis, my former 
summer program student and a life-long resident of Tianjin, who was walking 
with me.

And they're quick. A couple months ago, my power strip failed. I had put it 
under the sink in the kitchen, and plugged the little water heater into it. That 
water heater doesn't hold much water, but it heats that little bit to scalding 
temperatures for dishwashing. Since I wash dishes so rarely, it spends most 
of its time heating and reheating the same water, wasting incredible amounts 
of electricity. It seemed like a good idea to plug it into a power strip with a 
switch on it, so that most of the time, the heater can be powered off, but it's 
really easy to turn it back on when dish washing day rolls around.

But it shorted out, which plunged the apartment into darkness. At first, I 
thought that maybe I had run out of electricity, since here you pay for all 
electricity ahead of time and when your account runs out of money, the 
electricity is cut off. It took me a long while to figure out that the circuit 
breaker kept tripping because of a short and not because my account had 
run out of money. But I didn't want to just toss the power strip in the garbage, 
because I didn't want anybody else to try and use it, which could cause a fire 
if the place where they tried it didn't have a good circuit breaker. 

I dismantled it. I threw away most of the parts separately. However, I really 
wasn't sure what to do with the cord, since the cord itself was still good. I 
puzzled over this conundrum until finally, one day, I just took it to our big blue
garbage can, located out front.  I threw one end in, but left the other end 
dangling out, to make it easier to notice if you were riding by on one of those 
tricycles.  When I returned to the front door, a distance of maybe twenty 
yards, I glanced back to see if the wire was actually easy to see, and was 
amazed to discover a recycler already standing next to the can, examining it. 
Those guys are fast.

=====  Tianjin Traffic ====

But, back to YouTube. Somebody posted a video of a street in the He Xi 
district of Tianjin. The spot would be only about a mile from here – at most, 
two or three miles. 

It shows traffic at a busy intersection, too small to require a traffic light. It's a 
time-lapse shot, condensing 2 ½ hours into 2 ½ minutes. Fascinating to 
watch, it's the clearest demonstration yet of how cars and traffic move in 
Tianjin, how they push into cross-streets and clog up roadways. And as a 
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bonus, if you look close, you can see some random fellow strolling around on
the roof of the building next door for no apparent reason.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ay7itN6pP2g

When you see it, you'll be amazed that there aren't more traffic accidents 
here than there are. Still, there certainly are more traffic accidents and 
deaths in China than almost anywhere else on earth, and that number is 
increasing, according to an article in the Asia Times. 

=====  Blooming Spring Weather====

The weather here has been very warm,
with evenings perfect for strolling.
Accordingly, evening streets have been
jammed with students leaving their
crowded dorm rooms to bask in the
fragrance of blooming fruit trees. Two
weeks ago, my old college roommate
wrote about cherry blossom season in
Washington D.C., but nary a flower had
appeared here. 

Now, trees everywhere in Tianjin have
turned pink and white. Groups of
students take pictures of each other standing beneath them. Other students, 
wielding fancy cameras and macro lenses, work on making flower portraits, 
suitable for framing.

The green plastic 
sheets that wrapped 
many of the nearby 
bushes and trees 
against the winter 
storms have quietly 
disappeared over the 
last couple weeks. 
New leaves shine 
everywhere you look, 
greening the hedges 
and topiary. 

When I passed the 
pond by the guest 
house on Sunday 

night, the cries of full-throated frogs filled the air. Actually, their calls 
resembled no frog I had ever heard before, but I can't imagine that those 
sounds could have been anything else.  I was amazed. I had never even 
seen a frog in those ponds. I still haven't – it was too dark. But I figure they'll 
eat mosquitoes, so the sounds were more than welcome.
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This morning was extremely pleasant. A light rain had fallen during the night, 
but had dwindled by daybreak. Temperatures had dropped from hot. The sky 
bloomed grey and watery. I opened all the windows so rain-cleansed air 
could drift through. All morning was spent working on computer projects or 
writing letters like this one, all the while listening to distant car wheels slicing 
through road-side ponds. There's something extremely pleasant about the 
sound of slicing water in the morning.

=====  My Improving Health ==== 

In general, life has settled serenely for me as the year has passed by. Each 
month feels more settled than the last, and the years of accumulated culture 
shock from teaching in America’s brave new world of "testing über alles" 
have begun to melt away. This week was the first week in seven or eight 
years that I not only was able to stay asleep for six full hours in one night, but
did so four times in one week! Dare I dream of someday sleeping eight hours
or longer in one night, like I used to a long time ago?

My memory is also returning. I'm remembering words beyond the third-grade 
vocabulary and "teacher talk" that I’d been using when teaching elementary 
school. On Friday, after teaching all day, I emerged from the classroom 
building and immediately remembered the odd spot where I'd parked my 
bike! When I exit my apartment for class, I now remember the stuff that I had 
forgotten before I even get to the bottom of the stairs. 

Well, my memory for names remains bad, but it's been that way since high 
school, so I don't expect much improvement there. 

It's been ten months now since I left my classroom in Hayward. It's both 
amazing and retrospectively appalling that after all this time, I continue to feel
noticeably more rested than the previous month, and noticeably more clear-
headed. Sometimes I wonder if I hadn't been close to a nervous breakdown 
those last few years. I real feel for those teachers who have not been lucky 
enough to get away from all that for a time, as I have.

One of my friends commented to me that I seem to also have fulfilled a 
principle goal of many Chinese students and salarymen, of working hard to 
achieve a position of relative ease. Well, there is some work for me to do, but
I've never had the time to write so much and so regularly during the school 
year, as I have this year.

I didn't sleep well last night, however. The foreign affairs people have started 
to bug me about signing a new contract for next year. I had pretty much 
made up my mind to ask for an extension of my leave in Hayward for one 
more school year. There's a lot that I had hoped to accomplish this year that 
remains unaccomplished and in some cases, even unaddressed. However, 
when I recently wrote to the school district about it, the representative said 
that they seldom grant leaves leaves longer than a year. 

So at this point I'm not sure what to think. I'm not sure I want to go back into 
a situation that left me so stressed out as the last few years have. On the 
other hand, I do find myself missing kids, and when I discover something 
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interesting, I find myself imagining where it would fit in an elementary school 
lesson. And it is nice to really get to know students as people, like you can in 
an elementary school class. The students here don't throw spitwads nor steal
each others' pencils, but there are so many that it's difficult to know them as 
individuals.

I have to say, I've considerably enjoyed the doctoral students this semester. 
Many are middle aged, and so have the broader perspective that comes with 
that age.  Their more extensive family and work ties usually leave them with 
less time to get to know teachers, though. One student this week asked if I 
rode a bike to work (I do). He told me then that he drove a car. It's nice to 
have a car, I said. Oh, it was his company's car, he said. Even better! I 
responded.

Anyway, if anybody reading this has thoughts or reflections about my 
situation, I'm ready to listen. My SMS buddies in Berkeley can add it to this 
week's prayer list.

=====  Taken to Dinner ====

Some students do make an effort to know their teacher, however, and in 
ways most elementary school kids can't afford. After class on Monday, two 
students remained behind. They were two women, one young grad student 
who had recently earned her masters, and one youngish though maybe 
middle-aged woman, a teacher from the neighboring province, studying 
management for a PhD.    "We'd like to invite you to dinner, sometime," they 
said. 

Well, I thought about my nights – Tuesdays are movie nights, Wednesdays 
are dinner with Lonnie and Rob, Thursdays are office hours. Fridays, I'm 
usually too tired to do anything after teaching all day, office hours the night 
before, and Thursday's afternoon lecture to Mr. Ji's students. I wasn't sure 
what to say. "Well, I'm not sure when would be a good time." 

"How about tonight?" they said. 

Well, it was Monday, and classes lasted all day, but why not? "Okay, sure," I 
said. 

"Good," they smiled, "We'll also be eating with teacher Mao." Well, that was 
interesting. Maybe this invitation was not as spontaneous as it sounded?

We met together at 6 o'clock outside the building where my office is, near the
East Gate. We walked out the gate and hailed a taxi. "It's far?"  I asked. 

"It's two bus stops," they explained. That didn't sound far to me, and I thought
maybe we should have walked, but they insisted, so I was persuaded. As it 
turned out, we probably could have arrived a lot earlier had we walked. That 
street, at six o'clock, is a parking lot. On Thursday this week, for example, at 
six o'clock I was riding a bus on that street from Mr. Ji's school. The last 
kilometer before Tianjin University took twenty minutes!
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We eventually arrived at the restaurant, which was a huge place, a palace, 
two stories, all the staff dressed up fancy. "This is a Hui restaurant," They 
explained. "One of the other teachers is Hui." 

"Other teachers?" I was wondering which teachers they meant. The Huis are 
Muslims that live in Gansu and Ningxia provinces. Except for their religious 
practices, they're not much different than most Chinese. Obviously, of 
course, there would be no pork on the menu.  Actually, there would so many 
other kinds of food, no one could miss pork, anyway.

We entered the restaurant and were ushered up to the second floor. That's 
one interesting thing about Chinese restaurants here. All but the really small 
ones usually have private rooms available, generally for an extra cost, of 
course. If the restaurant is two stories, the private rooms are generally on the
second story. We headed down a hallway and opened the third door on the 
right. Inside was a huge round table with about ten people already sitting 
there! 

"Teacher Mao" turned out to be Rob Moore, my colleague whom I've often 
mentioned before. He was sitting on the opposite side of the table from the 
door, an empty chair next to him clearly meant for me. The other eight or so 
people already at the table were students in his sections. Most of them were 
educators studying methods of "vocational education." 

The food was abundant, so many kinds that I have a hard time remembering 
anything in particular. I do remember one unusual item, though, which Rob 
and I dubbed "balloon bread." Imagine a small balloon, maybe 5 or 6 inches 
across – air enclosed by corn flour. Actually they were fun to pop before you 
ate them.

Every time somebody said anything, though, a toast seemed required, or 
since we were eating, maybe I should say the toasts were "de reguir". With 
so many people at such a large table, we actually only touched glasses on 
the most heartfelt occasions. Usually, everyone instead banged on the glass 
lazy susan in the middle of the table. 

At 8:30 pm, the students headed out to a night of KTV (karaoke). But Rob 
and I took the long way home – a taxi. We were a bit tired from teaching all 
day, otherwise we might have joined the rest of them.

Speaking of toasts and celebrations, Happy Easter! Tomorrow morning our 
church has scheduled some baptisms in the little pond in front of the 
Sheraton Hotel, a place I first visited almost eleven years ago with ERRC for 
a Sunday brunch.  I wonder if they still have that grand piano inside? For that
matter, I wonder if they need anybody to play it? We won't be staying for the 
Sunday brunch, however. We'll have a breakfast together at another nearby 
banquet spot, and then church as usual. Should be great

Happy Easter,

-Secure Net
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Week 32+

Sunday, April 19, 2009. The beginning of the thirty-third
week.

=====  Videos Still Blocked ====

Yeah. You tube’s still blocked. One Chinese person I met theorized it's all a 
balance – Chinese media have recently been touting increased access to the
Western countries proffered to Western journalists, even as important 
anniversaries (not mentioned in the media) are coming up. So in the spirit of 
give and take, YouTube got taken.

Of course, who knows why, really? As I've said on numerous occasions, 
those in authority here simply don't feel any need to explain or even 
acknowledge their actions. So, who knows?

Meanwhile, I've discovered that many other video sites are also blocked, but 
some of the videos I wanted are still reachable on Google videos.  And I have
to wonder if that's because Google is discontinuing the posting of new videos
(since it also owns YouTube). Therefore, Google videos are a relatively 
known quantity, and thus easier to limit content. Well, it's a nice theory, 
anyway.

If I was a betting man, I'd bet that YouTube blocking will last through at least 
the end of June, and come off perhaps in July, as various anniversaries run 
their course. We'll see.

It is possible, of course, to reach many sites through proxies. Most of those, 
though, sensibly restrict streaming videos for reasons of cost.

=====  Weather ====

Meanwhile, back to the important stuff – the weather – which has been great 
again this week, much cooler than I thought it was going to be. Of course, 
Tianjin weather's inconsistency is entirely predictable. Winds drift in from a 
great variety of directions, so temperatures always oscillate widely from week
to week. Summers do have more stable temperatures, but maybe it just 
seems so because the heat is so oppressive, anyway. But the rest of the 
year is pretty much a roller-coaster ride.

For someone from the Bay Area, where weather is almost as predictable as 
gravity, these fluctuations always hold interest.

==========

Last night, it rained again, a cool Bay-Area type of rain, even though the day 
had been pretty warm and dry. Made me feel a little at home, actually. I met 
my friend Sunny and her boss last night at TGI Friday's. We're trying to 
arrange a time when I can tutor the employees of their company in English. 
Sunny's boss has more courage than I do. He drove his Buick. I had taken 
my bike, but I got a ride home from them when the rain erupted. I locked the 
bike to a light pole out of sight of the main road.

[185]



=====  Dinner at TGI Friday’s ====

The Tianjin TGI Friday's is located about a mile from here, right across the 
street from Nankai University, our "sister school." I wish I could compare this 
TGIF  with its stateside siblings, but this was my first visit to one anywhere. 
Sunny's boss, however, explained that in California (where he also sort-of 
lives) they are like sports bars. 

The Tianjin version seemed to me a lot like a Hard Rock Cafe except without 
the rock and roll decor. Instead, relics of a rustic lifestyle festooned the walls, 
such as fish nets and old wooden canoes, one of which carried a pair of 
athletic shoes. Were those shoes actually intended as part of the decor? Or 
was the canoe just a convenient storage spot for an athletic employee? 
Sunny snapped a picture to compare, the next time she found herself inside 
there.

They do offer burgers and fries, like you might expect, but we opted instead 
for chicken salads, except for Sunny, who got noodles. Noodles at TGI 
Friday's? We refrained from giving her a hard time about it, though.

The waiters wore button-down vests. No, that's not quite right. They wore 
vests flocked with buttons bearing peace-signs and pithy sayings, like those 
that infested 1970s America.  I didn't notice any happy faces, though. 

Indeed, the room was rife with Americans who would have remembered 
those days and those sentiments. And that's one huge difference between 
now and my first trip to Tianjin, almost eleven years ago – the presence of so
many foreigners from all over the globe (though chiefly Westerners) and the 
support system, grown up to make them all feel at home. It's no Hong Kong, 
but who knows what it might be in another ten years.

=====  Compared to the Previous Decade ====

Eleven years ago, I was subjected to open stares anytime I walked outside. I 
even got a few open mouths. And many of those open mouths demanded 
"hello! hello! hello!" not because anyone really wanted anything, but because
I guess that's what people back then thought you should do whenever you 
spotted a foreigner. Nowadays, at least here in the city, the hellos have 
petered out like the last few firecrackers on the week after Spring Festival. 
Hardly anybody stares at me anymore, except of course, for young women 
admiring my startlingly good looks. (you can clean the milk out of your nose 
now…)

=====  The Ali Baba ====

Eleven years ago, there was one little center for Western-style hanging-out, 
the Alibaba Cafe. It was a little hole-in-the-village, wedged into the semi-
squalor that glued together the Nankai and Tianjin University campuses back
then. One could say it also was a piece of squalor from 1960s Berkeley 
Telegraph Avenue. That was the era of pre-button messaging, poems and 
notices scrawled across improvised painted murals. Why the many murals? 
Well, why paint the walls when some proto-hippie was only too happy to 
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throw paint at them, anyway? The Alibaba provided soft drinks as well as 
harder stuff and snacks, and had little booths like a western cafe. It was odd 
to see foreigners whom we didn't already know in that place.

Well, the squalid village has long been cleaned away, replaced by a wide 
street. The Joint Research Mansion, the single tenuous tie that bridges the 
two campuses, over-arches that spot today. The Alibaba still exists, though. 
At least I think it does. I haven't really looked for it for a few months.

It moved off campus into the neighborhood fronting the east side of Nankai 
University. Its location is not obvious. I only found it again thanks to my friend
Ben. You wander down a small street off the Nankai East Gate, and then turn
right, into a nameless alley. Near the alley's end, about a hundred yards in, 
squats a squarish, rundown building with a faded printed sign pasted across 
its brow – "Szechuan Hot Pot." That's the Alibaba – there's no other sign. 
Ben told me it was notorious for bicycle theft (and in Tianjin, that's saying 
something!), so they'd installed outdoor lights, the only objects on the facade 
that distinguished it from an old abandoned building.

I went there last September with Sunny. I had forgotten exactly which 
nondescript building it was. If not for some locals hanging around outside and
enjoying the fall weather, we probably never would have found it. Even as my
hand touched the door, they kept urging us in, pointing and shouting "Yes, 
that's it in there!" in Chinese.

Well, it still has a few improvised murals and scrawled messages, but it just 
seems dark in there, like the Star Wars cantina. There's no hot pot served, of
course. It's more like a bar, complete with bartenders and a pool table, even 
though soft drinks remain available. The atmosphere spooked Sunny, and 
truth to tell, it even spooked me a bit, too, hardened bar patron that I am. So 
we left.

=====  The Spot ====

But as the Alibaba sinks into the shadows, other, better-lighted venues have 
sprung up all over town to replace it, and not just the ubiquitous Starbucks, 
Pizza Huts, or even the partially dimmed UBC coffee houses.

If, instead of taking that small street off the Nankai East Gate, you take a 
parallel street off the Tianjin University East Gate, and if, instead of turning 
right you turn left into a different nameless alley, you'll find a wonderful spot 
called The Spot.

If Alibaba was western 60's and TGIF is western 70's, The Spot is western 
90's.
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It's a coffee house, "owned" and managed by a young Virginian, a laid-back 
kind of guy with a Jeffersonian ponytail who likes jazz and Latin music. At 
least that's what you hear on the house sound system. And he's even 
enough of a nerd to use Ubuntu Linux on his laptop, and to know how to strip
the music from a YouTube video. He showed me one – the video so many 
people have forwarded to me lately, mostly depicting the worldwide African 
diaspora. If you search "Stand by Me – Playing for Change" you'll find it. You 
know it's great because it ends with a saxophone. Here’s the link 

https://youtu.be/Us-TVg40ExM

It's easy to spot The Spot – it's not so far down an alley as the Alibaba, and 
besides, it has a big friendly Don't-Panic-type sign on the roof that you can 
read from a distance. 

I've spent some wonderful early mornings there, sipping a latte (cheaper than
Starbucks) while reading or surfing the net through their free wireless. 
Instead of a bar, there's counter with baristas.  The main room is expansive, 
though a structural pylon runs through the center. There's every sort of seat –
from cafe chairs and small round tables to old couches, to pillows by low-
lying Japanese-style tables, and even some metal sidewalk cafe seating out 
in front.

The floor is tile, same as everywhere around here, but it's the textured tile 
that you won't slip on when water gets tracked in. The walls bear those same
contemporary pastel colors that my stepbrother Rick uses inside the houses 
that he sells. A book shelf stands full of knickknacks and donated English-
language books, in case you forgot to bring your own reading material. Yes, 
there's a hand-painted mural – of sunflowers, but it's tamed and limited to a 
tidy rectangle, and no scribbling on the walls. Instead there are neatly-framed
photos of Tianjin, paintings and prints, including a portrait of the owner, and 
bulletin boards for announcements.

I'm sending two pictures of the Spot this time – it was hard to choose which. 
They were taken from the same, uh, spot, facing a couple different directions 
on a couple different early mornings. Both show one of my favorite early-
morning seats by the pylon. My trusty ibook is visible in one. If you ever get 
an email from me, stating I'm sitting serenely in a coffee shop – that's the 
place, and that's the table where I'm at. Evenings can be quite crowded, but 
mornings are quite empty and tranquil.

It's the kind of place that wouldn't have existed here ten years ago.
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=====  Diversity at the Spot ====

In a short time, The Spot has
become a popular gathering
spot for Westerners, as well as
for Westerners meeting
Easterners. For example, on
Wednesday, the two couches
that face each other were taken
up by four European types – a
middle aged American man, a
younger American man, a
middle-aged Australian woman,
and a younger blond women,
last to arrive, who had some
sort of Eastern European
accent. They were joined by a middle-aged Chinese woman who spent a 
good hour with them discussing what was obviously a proposal for some sort
of English-language training center.

Actually, I noticed a lot of Chinese people at The Spot that day, including 
some not chaperoned by Westerners. But the Chinese people also seemed 
to conform to international norms more than the people ten years ago, 
including one pretty young woman wearing the exact same combination of 
short skirt and protruding lacy slip that I've seen so often in America.

When the training center people left the couch, they were replaced by a 
young Chinese couple, who took turns draping themselves over each other, 
while occasionally reading books and magazines. This behavior, as well as 
the contemporary fashions, is not something limited to Western-style coffee 
houses. It's something you see everywhere. 

I remember, back eleven years ago, the only people you'd see holding hands
on the street were children or pairs of young women. Now young couples in 
public hold hands, as well as other assorted body parts, the same way as in 
any college town in California. And guys also wear more familiar-looking 
clothing. I remember eleven years ago guys seemed to always wear the 
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same plain slacks in the summer, and the same light collared shirts, which 
they sometimes unfashionably rolled up from their waists to expose their 
midriffs for heat relief. Well, the hot weather has not rolled around yet, but I 
have a feeling that such behavior may not be as common as it once was. 
Certainly the clothing is not so uniform.

An interesting question, of course, is how much, if any, of these visible 
changes reflects deeper cultural changes. It's most likely just a veneer at this
point, though who knows what the future might bring. This is a country that 
changes with astonishing speed, after all.

When I left The Spot this week, I was a little surprised to see a young man 
sprawled out on the corner sidewalk kowtowing over and over. His body was 
bent beyond kneeling, knees spread wide apart, eyes cast down towards his 
belt, his head rhythmically nodding so deeply that his chin almost beat on his 
chest. 

A small, skinny, blue hexagonal box sat on the sidewalk in front of his waving
black mane. It looked like a smaller version of those old-fashioned hat boxes 
I used to see in my grandmother's attic.  But was this box the object of his 
veneration? Or was he focused on something further across the sidewalk, or 
for that matter across the street or across the world? Hard to say.

Meanwhile, just like in big cities everywhere, passersby totally ignored him, 
as they walked, biked, or motored by. Well, such behavior is a bit 
inexplicable. Though I bet I could match it nod for nod with someone in 
Berkeley.

=====  Inexplicable Behaviors from Westerners ====

The behavior of Westerners here can also be pretty inexplicable. 

Back in The Spot, when those young Westerners finished planning out the 
English program with the Chinese woman, the younger man brought up the 
subject of Pig Latin and asked her if Chinese used Pig Latin, too. That 
woman had excellent English, but she merely stared back dumbfounded. 
Now, the little I know about the Chinese language makes me think that the 
whole concept of Pig Latin makes little sense, so I wasn't surprised when she
finally said, "What's that?"

But instead of just answering her question, the younger man just said, "Oh, 
it's a kind of language we sometimes use in America." The older man 
laughed and chimed in with something similar. The young woman took the 
conversation off onto the track of how common it really is in America, and 
then they argued for a while about who really used it. No one ever answered 
the Chinese woman's question. She continued to wait patiently and politely, 
though.

Well, that's a little thing, I suppose, but the really odd things I notice about 
Westerners don't generally make it to any sort of mass mailing, if only for the 
fact that I do have to live with some of the odd people that I might otherwise 
write about. The longer I live here, the more life seems like a Federico Fellini 
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movie. Has it always been this way, and I've always just been too 
overworked and distracted to notice before?

=====  Birds and Dogs ====

Meanwhile, bird sanity. At least I think it's sane. By the Sheraton Hotel last 
Sunday I saw a pair of what I can only think were juvenile barn swallows, 
even though it seems early in the year for that. It was great to see swallows. 
My hope is that a couple of them can swing by my place here before the 
main force of mosquitoes emerges.

Dog sanity, too. I saw this one on campus, near one of the classroom 
buildings. It was another of those off-white-off-cream-colored Pekingese, 
riding in a bike basket in front of his master's handlebars, and bark-, I mean, 
yapping the whole way. That's one way to save money on a bicycle bell. The 
dog was wearing one of those leashes that wrapped itself around his chest, 
so he could be led without choking. It also meant he could be lifted out of the 
basket by the leash. Pretty sweet.

This dog was loads better off, by the way, than a similar, but longer-nosed, 
little yapper I saw last fall at the earthquake monument, also riding in a bike 
basket, and growling and snapping even more annoyingly than this week's 
peke. His owner was a thin, ancient guy, riding at the slow and deliberate 
speed so typical of those attaining great age here. He brought his dog-toting 
bike to a halt in front of the monument. The guy looked so kindly I expected 
him to lovingly lift the dog out with a hug. Instead, he just grabbed the dog’s 
elbow and, using the dog's forearm as a handle, unceremoniously pulled him
from the basket and plopped him on the sidewalk. One good thing, though, 
the dog clammed up during the lift. On the other hand, as soon as he hit the 
pavement he ran over to growl and snap at me.

-Secure Net
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Week 33

Friday, April 24, 2009. The end of the thirty-third week.

Yeah, YouTube's still blocked. Well, what of it?

=====  Weather and Swallows====

Tuesday was a beautiful, beautiful
spring day. Spring returned! And for
those nay-sayers out there who
complain that Tianjin is not as beautiful
as their home town, I'm telling you that
you didn't see it on Tuesday. Blue skies,
crystal-clear air, glorious sunlight. Warm
but not too humid. 

Even in our humble neighborhood, high
rise apartments, windows reinforced by
the usual barring, cluttered front yards and half-castaway hulks of old 
bicycles, it was beautiful. I rode through the neighborhood on my bike, trees 
flocked with hesitant emerging emeralds of greening leaves. Blotches of 
dappled sunlight washed onto the path in front of me.

And remember last week, I saw those swallows and wished they would pay 
my neighborhood a visit? As I cruised down the alley on my bike, two 
swallows circled around my head, sliding through the air, veering and turning 
as they happily scooped up flying insects. They seemed so happy I half-
expected them to burst into song like some animated characters from an old 
Disney movie. Too bad I had forgotten my mp3 player. A few Disney songs 
would have made it perfect.

So don't tell me that Tianjin's not a beautiful town.

Of course, it's overcast, cool and raining today. The rain started yesterday 
and should continue tonight. But what of that? So it's like a late Bay Area 
winter, It's still all good.

=====  Notes on language learning ====

The other day I was doing a different kind of riding – standing in an elevator –
when a Chinese fellow-rider asked what floor I was going to. I told him, which
led to a short conversation, most of which he understood perfectly, but I sort 
of just played along with, understanding only in part. Actually it reminded me 
of the time I rode in a bus from Glasgow to Arrochar in Scotland, 
"conversing" with a Scotsman, a Glaswegian, who sat next to me. He 
understood it all, and I understood nothing – just played along for a half hour.

Anyway, the Chinese elevator rider seemed very happy to be talking with me.
The doors opened for his floor, and as he left, he fired back the obligatory 
compliment on my excellent Chinese, which I also barely understood. 
Chinese are so incredibly polite / shockingly amazed when any American 
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speaks Chinese, I think you could stub your toe, and if you screamed your 
pain in something resembling a Mandarin tone, they would compliment you 
on your excellent language skills.

Probably like most language learners, I've longed for the time when the new 
language around me stops sounding like a muffled cloud, and starts 
coalescing into clearly-defined words and phrases, like when I hear English.

=====  Movie Spelling Bees ====

But that's where I was wrong. I discovered the actual state of affairs while 
listening to an American movie called "Spellbound" this week.

This "Spellbound" isn't the older Alfred Hitchcock mystery, but a documentary
about kids competing in the 1999 National Spelling Bee in Washington D.C. 
The movie follows the lives of eight spellers from several different parts of the
country, from every sort of background. It illustrates genuine American lives 
to Chinese students, who might otherwise think that America is all just like 
episodes of "Friends," which most of them have watched on DVDs, available 
at sidewalks everywhere.

Spellbound also depicts American life through a context that they deeply 
understand – ruthless academic competition. But the DVD that I bought in 
America has subtitles only in French, useless to my students in China. But 
subtitles are necessary, because the movie's language, of which there's a lot,
is the unrehearsed, genuine speech of real English speakers, not actors who 
are trained to slow down and project clearly. I lent the DVD to a student, and 
when she returned it later, she expressed frustration at understanding so 
little. She tried to copy it so she could keep listening even after returning it, 
but the copy protection defeated her. She never did realize that the problem 
actually was "copy-protection" since since DVDs here never have it.

But it got me thinking about that movie Spellbound again, wishing it had 
English subtitles so I could show it to students here. I had read somewhere 
that it was close-captioned in English. Close-captioning, though, is a different
format from subtitles.  The classroom computers I use to show DVDs can't 
access close captions. But the close captions could really be useful if I could 
somehow convert them to normal subtitles.

I "somehow" was able to copy the DVD onto my computer. 

Now, had I done so in that in the spirit of Chinese movie-copiers, who copy 
everything so out of hand, that they must have only a vague awareness that 
real living people actually produce them? Or was that in the spirit of American
teachers, who copy everything out of hand because they're acutely aware 
that the school's teeny budget and inefficient bureaucracy (and their own low 
pay) conspire to prevent their obtaining it any other way?

Hard to say which, really...

I actually was able to access the captioning, finally, but the program I used 
didn't read it very accurately. Spelling errors abounded – not really 
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appropriate in a movie about spelling bees. Also, the captions were all upper 
case (which I hate). So if I used the captions, I'd spend so much time fixing 
them I might as well just write it all out myself.

So I copied the French subtitles instead (the process is less error-prone), 
which I then used as a timing guide for transcribing the actual English from 
the movie. And that's when I made my discovery.

This movie, which I'd seen several times and had always believed I 
understood clearly, proved to me that I don't even hear my own native 
American English with 100% accuracy.  It wasn't just a matter of straining to 
understand difficult-to-hear phrases – I expected that to be hard. It was 
finding out that phrases I thought I'd heard clearly actually contained different
words! It's an instructive lesson for a language learner – you don't even hear 
your native language right.  At least, I don't. 

I'll probably never try writing my own subtitles again, though. I spent the 
entire day from early to late, with very few breaks, just for one two-hour 
movie. On the other hand, Spellbound might be harder than average to 
transcribe, since it's a very language- intensive movie. Maybe if I'd tried 
transcribing Wall-E or Triplets of Belleville, it wouldn't have seemed so bad. 

=====  Polling the Students’ English Usage ====

Speaking of
language
classes, my
new sections
of PhD
students
started this
week, halfway
through the
normal
semester. I'm
not really
happy about
starting over
with another
120 students, just as I was barely getting to know the others. But I guess our 
department only had half the normal number of native English speakers this 
year, so we're doing two half-semester sessions. I do think, though, that the 
students would have been better off if they hadn't been short-changed on the
class time. There are some very competent English speakers among the 
Chinese teachers here, including some who have perfected their English 
abroad.  

I took a poll this week among my four sections of students, asking them what
the chances were that they would actually use English in the future. The 
results appear in the chart above. As you can see, a lot more of them plan on
reading or even writing English than plan on speaking it.
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=====  Our New Classroom – a Study Hall ====

I'm pleased with the new classroom, though.
It's located on the fourth floor of an older
building with incredibly high ceilings. That
makes for more stairs to climb, but it's worth
the extra effort. A huge tree looms right
outside the window, and on a beautiful spring
day it sprouts singing birds. Again, almost like
Disney. It reminds me of an old twitter-full tree
that used to grow outside the classroom
window of my Hayward colleague Kay Frye

You can see the same window, if not the tree, in the picture below. I snapped 
it last week to help me draw a seating chart on my computer. You'll probably 
notice all the books on the desks. That room had been empty for quite a 
while. Well, I say "empty." Empty of classes, that's all. 

And "nature
abhors a
vacuum." So
roaming bands of
rogue studiers
inevitably invade
and colonize such
spaces and set
up housekeeping.
Anything is better
than trying to
study in their
dorms, with six to
a small room, and
hardly any
lounges. This
classroom had
been stuffed with
homeyness, with water supplies and even house plants. Extension cords and
power strips for stereos and computers snaked under the desks. What a pad!
I kind-of feel bad having to root out such community, regardless of how 
anonymous they might be to me.

Actually, I had assumed that someone would have told them that a class was
moving in. Bad assumption. Or maybe they just didn't get the memo. Class 
started for me at 8 am. I suggested to some early-arriving students that we 
move all the books off the desks and stack them to the side. The students 
reacted reflexively, not willing to touch any of it. They all said, no, they'd just 
leave it in place and work around it. It was like there was some sort of "code 
of studenthood" that they didn't want to break. So the books (mostly) 
remained in place right through the end of the day at 5:30 pm. We left a note 
asking the squatters to claim and remove their things before Friday.
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Today arrived, and
some of the books
were gone, but most
were still there. The
note we wrote was
gone. I'll write
another note on the
board today. I
actually spotted a
couple of those rogue
students today and
asked them to move
their stuff. Don't know
if they will though.
Maybe I'll give it a
couple more sessions
before booting the
books. I don't like breaking the "code of studenthood."

=====  Bibles ====

You can't really see it in the photo, but one of those books piled on the front 
desk is actually a Bible. How far China has come since Cultural Revolution 
days! That's not just any Bible, but the bilingual English-Chinese version sold
openly in the bookstore of the state-sponsored church on Shanxi Road. It's 
the "Revised Standard Version," like the one I had as a kid. I actually have 
one of these bilingual versions myself, back in California, not that I can read 
the Chinese half.

And for me, Bibles are for reading, not 
simply venerating on the bookshelf. I'd 
been looking for people to read the 
Bible with for a while, and then one day,
a young man at our International 
Fellowship stood up and said that he 
and his friend were looking, too. It 
turned out they were both students of 
Chinese language (elementary level) at 
the neighboring Nankai University. So 
we've started meeting together on 
Monday nights. 

This sort of activity, by the way, meeting
together for religious reasons, is 
something we as foreigners can do 
easily. Like other minorities, foreigners 
have privileges not accorded to the 
general population. The common 

person here can attend the state-sponsored church with no problem, but 
meeting together like we do, in a dorm room, is not allowed. I've been told 
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that it is sometimes tolerated, though, the same way holes in fences and 
DVD pirates on sidewalks are tolerated.

=====  Nankai University Foreigners Dorm ====

Well, getting back to language learning, those two foreigners are Americans. 
They're spending this year in the Nankai foreigners dorm, which looks like a 
hotel, complete with a front desk and the normal accouterments found in a 
hotel foyer. I’m so glad that we at Tianjin University don’t have to live in such 
a place! 

The Chinese people who come to visit are supposed to check in with the 
people at the front desk, but those who are obviously foreigners don't have to
bother. The students live two to a room, though the rooms are a bit smaller 
than what I was used to in my student days. Still, it's comfortable enough, 
and it's big enough to actually study in there.

=====  Using Foreign Languages ==== 

It turned out that one of the young men had spent his early childhood in 
Germany, so he spoke German quite well. It was great, for once, to actually 
hold a conversation in a foreign language again. I felt a little bad for the odd 
man out, but not bad enough to switch back to English. It was nice that I 
wasn't the odd man myself, for a change.

Well, it also turned out that another man wanted to join our study. This was a 
man from Columbia who had been living in Tianjin for a couple months to 
study Chinese. He finds himself in a difficult situation, though. The beginning 
Chinese courses are all taught in English, a language he doesn't know! Truly,
Spanish in Tianjin is no more useful than French subtitles in a movie. The 
guy is so frustrated he's thinking of returning home to South America. He 
feels he has to learn two languages at once, neither of which is particularly 
easy. 

As luck has it, though, the
other young man living in the
Nankai dorm speaks pretty
good Spanish. He's not 
Hispanic himself, but he had
lots of Mexican friends where
he grew up, who tutored him
informally whenever he
needed to practice for his high
school Spanish classes. As for
me, I still can't speak Spanish
as well as German, but I know
it well enough to follow the
conversation. I mean, la
conversación. With three out of four people speaking Spanish, even broken 
and injured Spanish, the Colombian was ecstatic. At last! Spanish for a 
conversation about things that really mattered to him. 
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I felt a little bad for the odd man out, but not bad enough to switch back to 
English. It was nice for twice that I wasn't the odd man myself, for a change.

Well, actually we did do some translating – we broke into a sort-of English-
Spanish bilingual conversation, full of mixed translations and mistranslations 
and occasionally a  salvo of German or Chinese tossed in. And isn't that 
what's called "speaking in tongues?"

-Secure Net
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Week 34

Friday, May 1, 2009. The end of the thirty- fourth week.

Yeah, YouTube's still blocked.<sigh>. My prediction, that the 
blocking will last at least through June, is still in force. 

=====  Internet Weather, Dogs, Birds ====

I actually discovered that some video sites are still reachable. I mentioned 
before about google video, but also some sites located within China still 
work. Unfortunately their jazz offerings are rather limited. I also discovered 
that the majority of video sites, not just YouTube, are blocked. Ah, well.

This week the swine flu hit all the normal news outlets here and abroad. The 
outbreak began in Mexico, and has not yet reached China. It actually made 
me feel completely at home to hear local politicians impotently claiming credit
for keeping the homeland safe! Human nature transcends culture and 
geography.

Oh, and I finally spotted a Beagle this week!  Not only that, it was just outside
my door, just a couple dozen meters below the spot where I'm typing now! I 
even spotted a medium-sized collie!

The bird of the week seems to be a Himalayan Swiftlet. Tianjin would be the 
extreme edge of its range, but I can't make it out to be anything else. It's a 
rather drab brownish little bird with substantial scythe-like wings that cleave 
the air as it flies. They nest in caves and ledges, and indeed, the two I saw 
were flying under a maze of freeway overpasses near here called Balitai. 
These birds are close relatives of the swiftlets whose nests can be harvested
for bird's-nest soup.  They look like they could fly all day, which I hope they 
will, since they clear the air of mosquitoes. 

But with spring came some strong 
breezes, which produced the banging
sound at night that I wrote about last 
fall. This time, Lonnie and I tracked 
down the source – some cheap roof 
coverings that had fallen apart. We 
nailed them down, and they  never 
kept me awake at night again.

=====  Another Dinner Invitation
====

Last Friday night, some of my former 
students took me to dinner at one of the student cafeterias. That's one of the 
great things about China. As a teacher, you can almost expect to get taken to
dinner occasionally, and the people taking you always know more interesting 
and tasty dishes to eat than you do. 
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There were about ten of us altogether. The student cafeteria is mostly a 
pretty plain place, the decor mostly fabricated from stainless steel. But there 
was a different section upstairs, with big round banquet tables and 
waitresses and everything!

The students had belonged to the classes I'd just finished. I'd only had them 
for two months, and I'd forgotten how little they knew me after such a short 
time.  They were amazed, for example, that I could use chopsticks. 

This year I've been experimenting with different ways of holding chopsticks. 
This exploration was inspired by my Berkeley friend Craig Oakley, a man of 
great literary abilities which are in no way impeded by the unorthodox 
manner in which he holds a pen. So I figure, if he can hold a pen like a 
Chinese writing brush, I can hold Chinese chopsticks like tongs. Or 
something. Anyway, my students deluged me with suggestions for how to 
hold them better, not that they themselves were holding theirs in any 
consistent manner, either. 

Actually, I've been subjected to such amazement from groups of Chinese 
people more than once. I have to say, though, at least their astonishment is 
justified by inexperience with people from outside China. Ten years ago, 
when I attended the wedding of my friend Cindy Chin in Oakland, the 
Californian wedding guests there were floored that any non-Asian could 
handle them. You'd think they'd know better than that.

Actually, I've been using chopsticks since I was in college, and not just me, 
but most of my college friends, too. Maybe I'm not as practiced as some are 
over here, but it's never exactly been something new that I needed to learn in
China, at least.

Anyway, at this banquet, we performed the standard protocol– everyone 
around the table introduced themselves to me, followed by toasts each time. 
They drank Tsingtao beer. I had orange juice, which was a bit unusual for 
them, but I figure they'll cut me some slack as a foreigner.

The introductions were actually quite interesting. Out of the ten of them, only 
three were simply students. The rest were part-timers or even full-timers who
actually held jobs in other schools, towns, or provinces, and were getting 
their PhDs as a means to further their careers. 

They, of course, were the hosts, which meant that they must assume 
responsibility for the proceedings. And that meant that they must keep my 
plate full of food. 

Which is interesting. 

As a guest, I really should take whatever they offer, even if I'm full to bursting.
If you tell them you're full, it almost doesn't matter, particularly at a semi-
formal meal like that one – you get the food anyway. I would turn to talk with 
the person on one side of me, and by the time I turned back, the person on 
the other side of me had completely filled my bowls with food again.

[200]



To me, this reflects two characteristics of the responsible host. Firstly, of 
course, is generosity. I think back to college and our "Jewish Mother" friend 
Julie, who endlessly proffered food with the somewhat unexpected words 
"mangia, mangia!" Who knew that Jewish mothers could be Italian? And yet, 
I think the Chinese host bests even her generosity and her drive to pump 
people full of comestibles.

Secondly, though, is the Chinese concept of responsibility. That is, in a semi-
formal meal like that one, the host takes it upon himself to place food on the 
guest's plate, or at least to offer it with the clear expectation that the guest 
has no real option to refuse it. Therefore, there's no compelling need to ask 
the guest if they actually want the food. That's why my bowl stayed full, even 
when I hadn't ladled anything into it myself. Of course, the host often does 
ask. This idea of the responsible person planning out their actions without 
taking any input from the persons affected plays itself out in many ways here.

=====  Newton’s Apple ====

For example, in front of the Tianjin University administration building, there is 
a small apple tree, circled by an elegant iron fence for protection. It came 
from Woolsthorpe Farm in Lincolnshire, England (north of London, before 
you get to Yorkshire). I'm sure everyone remembers that this was the farm 
where Isaac Newton was born, and where, as an adult, he lived a couple 
years to avoid the bubonic plague that was ravaging London. It was there 
that a falling apple inspired him with the idea that the same gravity which 
brought the apple down on his head also held the moon in the sky. The rest 
was history. And Tianjin's apple tree was one result.

The university was able to get this symbol of scientific progress through 
connections. Somebody here knew a professor in England who knew the 
farm's current manager, so it was all arranged. This month, the tree will have 
completed its first year in Asia, so it's time to celebrate. Some students have 
taken it upon themselves to invite the professor and the manager from 
England. You can bet that those two English persons will be treated like 
royalty while they're here.

The students are also hoping to get them up on stage for some interviews in 
front of the student body. A couple students came and talked to me about 
that this week. We discussed possible titles for the talk, but finally we arrived 
at the real difficulty. They couldn't figure out what sort of questions they could
ask their two guests, since, even though they have an apple tree in common,
they might not have much else. I found this situation to be interesting for a 
couple reasons. Firstly, of course, there's the idea that the two guests should 
both answer the same questions.  Secondly, though, is that they're agonizing 
over how to interview these two people without simply emailing them and 
asking them what they'd be comfortable talking about. Again, the host plans 
without input from the guest.

Now, one might argue that these are simply neophytes who are learning how 
to set up programs, and that their stumblings have no wider cultural 
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implications. Maybe so, but it certainly does fit with a lot of other things I've 
noticed.

=====  Securing the Bikes ====

Take the bike situation, for example. Five of us have relatively valuable bikes 
that would be subject to prompt removal by the bike vultures were they to 
remain outside at night. We've complained about this situation to the people 
in charge many times, and have even offered the suggestion that we could 
park them in the always-vacant first floor apartment where the housekeeper 
keeps her cleaning supplies. As it is, five bikes is pushing the limit of the 
space that’s available just inside the front door.

Well, the empty apartment turned out to not be an option. On the other hand, 
those in charge did want to provide some solution, to do something about the
problem. 

So a few weeks ago, we were surprised by people drilling holes in the wall all
day one weekday. Pipes and wires lay everywhere. By the end of the second
day it had all been put in place. A long pipe snaked its way down the facade 
of the building and then bridged the building to the roof of an open shelter 
where people normally park bikes. Indeed, lots of bikes of questionable 
condition already filled the space beneath. In fact, the tiny "knee breaker" 
bike that I was riding before I got my good bike had been locked out there for
three months onto a pole that supports the roof. Like its companions, its 
appearance repels all but the most dedicated bike vultures.

The end of the pipe curled around under the roof of the shelter. A video 
camera sprouted from the end of it – not just any video camera, but an infra-
red-sensitive camera, sure to capture any active vultures, no matter the 
lighting conditions or time of day.

Now, had they asked us, we would have told them that this camera in no way
would deter the bike vultures. Even if they noticed the camera, and even if it 
caught them full on the face, I can't imagine that many policemen around 
here would have enough time on their hands to locate that one person 
among the millions who live here.

Some of the residents here are a bit cynical about the camera, that it was just
a make-work project for somebody's relatives, or that it was just an excuse to
also put a second camera inside the front door where we park the better 
bikes. This camera would also capture everyone entering or leaving, since 
we never wrote down any list of guests like we were supposed to. 

Well, there was already a camera on the inside of the door. On the other 
hand, it wasn't infrared, and it didn't really work, anyway. 

But still, I don't think anyone need be that cynical about motives. It's simplest 
to think that they really did want to help us. This also fits with something that 
happened last fall.
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=====  New Dishes ====

We residents had been grumbling again about this or that. And then, one 
day, the housekeeper showed up at everyone's door with a brand-new set of 
dishes. They're actually very nice dishes. They're not something most of us 
really needed, and I wouldn't have accepted them except that the 
housekeeper insisted.  

And really, it's just like attending a formal dinner.  If you can't eat what you're 
given, there's no shame in leaving it there on your plate, unfinished. So these
new dishes, as nice as they are, have been left "on my plate," sitting in their 
original box on my back porch (the yangtai). I do know that at least one other 
person here is using theirs. Again, though, if we had been asked whether we 
wanted / needed new dishes, we probably would have suggested spending 
the money on something else. But we were not asked. Still, it was very nice 
of them to provide. 

And I can't help but think that in an old and stable society, where things don't 
change much over the centuries, such a system would be quite effective. 
Everyone would grow up knowing not only what people's needs are, so if 
they give without asking, the gifts are always appropriate.

This whole idea also has loads of implications for people in authority, 
concerning matters more serious than stolen bikes and fancy dishes. But I'm 
not sure this is the place to write about that. I'm thinking though, that a reader
could determine these implications for themselves.

=====  Labour Day ====

In any case, Happy Labor Day! Yes, it's May First. It's almost over for me, but
due to the time difference, it hasn't even started for the folks in America. It's 
still strange to think about that.

There were lots of celebrations, including fireworks at night (though no 
firecrackers!) and the fountains in the middle of campus, normally turned off 
to save water, were bubbling and spouting happily all day. I spent most of the
day sipping a latte, studying Chinese, and checking email, at The Spot, the 
great Western Cafe near here. After six months, they're not turning a profit, 
though, despite the fact that so many people already love the place. I think 
they should raise their prices. They're way cheaper than anybody else, and 
the atmosphere is way nicer than most coffee houses. Yes, this is a plug. If 
you're in Tianjin, go there. You won't regret it. They're on a little street that 
breaks to the north off of Diantai Dao. I'll write more about them next week. 

I just have enough space left this week to point out something a bit ironic. 
Labour Day here, and in many other countries around the world, is 
celebrated on May first. It commemorates an American event from 1886, a 
labor strike in Chicago and the violent suppression of unions working to 
establish an eight-hour work day. Yet America itself doesn’t celebrate Labor 
Day on that date. Instead, the United States and Canada celebrate it in 
September, a date which has nothing to do with the original event. 
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As always, the full story can be found on Wikipedia: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Workers'_Day

The photo above, which I snapped earlier today, shows one of the coolest 
(literally) fountains at Tian Da, turned on in order to celebrate Labour Day. It 
also shows the water tower looming in the background where presumably all 
that water is coming from, as well as some additional fountains in the 
background to the left.

Anyway, that space is normally a wide plaza for everyday activities like Tai 
Chi or skateboarding. The fountain simply emerges from holes in the paving. 
This also means that big kids and little kids alike aren't shy about running 
through it, like a maze, seeing how far they can go without getting wet. Today
those people may not have been as successful as usual, since it also rained 
this afternoon. But it's still cool.

-Secure Net
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Week 35+

Monday, May 11, 2009. The beginning of the thirty-sixth
week.

=====  The Bike Vultures ====

Happy Belated Mother's Day!

I'm a little down this week. I've been sick with a cold. Can't complain too 
much, though, because it's my first cold all year. And thanks to Natalie and 
her NyQuil, I slept well last night, so I expect to be okay again tomorrow. 

On the other hand, the bike
vultures took my bike from The
Spot. It had been locked but I
forgot to also lock it to a
stationary object and out of
sight. I should have known
better, but I just got lazy. I don't
expect the bike situation to be
okay any time soon. Well, at
least I have a picture of it.  And
the memories. <sigh>

And, yeah, YouTube's still
blocked.<grr>. YouTube is really
the teacher's friend, though. If this had happened back last fall, it would have 
severely impacted my English classes.

And yes, the swine flu is still dominating the news. During last week's English
classes, we discussed what we'd done the previous weekend, the holiday 
weekend. I shouldn't have been surprised when one student said he just 
stayed home all weekend and was careful not to eat any pork so he wouldn't 
get the swine flu. 

=====  Dinner at Steve’s ====

I did one special thing that weekend – I had dinner at Steve's on Saturday 
night. Steve is my friend in the saxophone business, who manufactures the 
only modern saxophones pitched in C. And yes, this is a plug. Those C saxes
play great. I'll be bringing one home this summer, in case anybody wants to 
try it.

And Steve's wife is an excellent cook, despite being seriously pregnant. It 
was really pleasant to be surrounded by the homeyness of meat and 
potatoes, kids and in-laws (Steve's) and also a young African woman from 
Beijing who had trekked down to Tianjin to purchase a new alto saxophone 
from him. We spent some time explaining to her how to get a tone out of it.

But it does make one appreciate the foreign community here, a resource not 
as readily available in smaller cities or in the hinterland, especially because 
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even good Chinese friends tend to disappear around holidays. (Andy was a 
faithful exception to that at Spring Festival). 

I'm convinced this is not a Tianjin phenomenon or just me. On that same 
holiday weekend, one of my American friends went to a wedding in a small 
town many hours away from here by train. It was nice that they invited him, 
and in fact the two newly-weds had first met each other in his English class 
there several years ago. There were lots more people he knew, of course, 
such as other classmates of the newly-weds, etc. On the other hand, despite 
so many people he knew, when the wedding was over, and everybody 
disappeared quickly (as expected – Chinese people don't believe in long 
goodbyes at the end of a gathering), none of the other friends invited him to 
join them afterwards. Luckily he'd brought a good book.

=====  The English-speaking Community ====

So I figured this would be a good time to write more about the English-
speaking foreign community here. Indeed, that community has grown and 
developed a lot since I was first here in 1998. 

Back then, some "western" food institutions had already taken root, such as 
Subway, KFC and McDonald's, Coke, etc. That list has expanded now to 
include a couple pizza chains from America, several imported food stores 
and delis, Starbucks (of course) and TGIF's, as well as lots and lots of 
different coffee shops, here in the land of tea. Indeed, there's so much 
Western Food here that one could actually live here and eat no Chinese food
at all if one wanted to, though it would be a lot more expensive in some 
cases. It's not quite 99 Ranch in reverse, but give it a few more years.

As far as Western-style gathering places, those were rather limited in 1998. I 
remember little outside of Alibaba's, a bar I wrote about on April 19. Now 
there's another Western-type bar south of Nankai University – Hank's Sports 
Bar. It's pretty much like a sports bar at home. T-shirts from every team in the
world hang from the ceiling. The mirror behind the bar is framed in baseball 
caps. The bar serves a variety of drinks, but I think beer is probably the most 
favored. High bar stools cluster around equally-tall circular tables, scattered 
around the main room. On the wall hangs a plasma TV set up with a Satellite
connection. 

Several of us went there after church on the holiday weekend. The TV 
showed a live broadcast of a hockey game from San Jose!  It was Lonnie's 
favorite team, the San Jose Sharks. It was great to be cheering them on from
halfway around the world.
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The day was 
warm and sunny, 
so the staff rolled 
out picnic tables to
the sidewalk in 
front, three in 
total. Our group of
eight took up two 
tables. The other 
table was 
occupied with 
about five tattooed
Westerners who 
seemed 
somewhat 
different than the 
people you'd find 

at church. 

And that's another thing that's changed a lot since 1998. Back then, 
Westerners were considerably rarer than today and it seemed that most of 
them were either businessmen or workers sent by various Christian 
organizations, neither of whom would normally be sporting such an elaborate
display of artwork on their skins. I mean, they seemed nice enough people. 
One of them had the world's longest camera lens on his single-lens reflex. 
Another had a cool little puppy. But still, it means that the variety of 
Westerners found here has definitely expanded. 

Anyway, the hamburgers were
pretty good. Fries were so-so.. All
in all, it was nice, particularly
eating out there in the open air.
However, the only Chinese
people there were the workers.
Maybe the people around here
just aren't Sharks fans?

=====  Back at the Spot ====

In contrast, The Spot (which I
described on April 19) is always
full of both Chinese and foreign
guests, and there's every sort of table, every sort of chair, all somehow 
assembled in an attractive manner. There are even some low tables where 
you can sit Japanese style. 

And, by the way, many of the pictures hanging from the wall are for sale. 
They also sell their own home-roasted brand of coffee. Does that make it a 
"micro-roastery?" They also sell various sorts of hand-made jewelry, held in a
display case by a pole in the middle of the room.
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If it sounds like they're a bit desperate to make money, well, they are. 
Tomorrow, Tuesday, is the day the rent is due – six month's worth at a time. 
The Spot is a bit behind on its financial goals.

This shortfall is a result of their first few months of tenancy, in which they 
made hardly any money. Well, they moved in exactly a year ago, but they 
spent a month or so redecorating, and then they spent another month 
figuring out prices and procedures, so they finally opened only in August, 
having used three months of rent without a customer. That's a lot of money to
make up. 

If they make it this week, and make their payment tomorrow, they'll probably 
be okay, but I think they should raise their prices. They'd still be some of the 
cheapest lattes in town. They make a pretty mean milkshake, too. They also 
sell sandwiches and combo dinners. Yes, they'll sell just about anything 
edible or drinkable. 

I'd like to see them make it. There's nothing else quite like The Spot in 
Tianjin, where both Westerners and Chinese are comfortable. 

Last Saturday, and again on Thursday, The Spot hosted an "open mike" 
night. It was a perfect opportunity for Rob and I to finally play in public, so we
worked up a couple jazz tunes – John Lewis's "Django" and Keith Jarrett's 
"Lucky Southern." I played flute, and pretended I was Hubert Laws while Rob
channeled Django Reinhardt on the guitar. It was great fun. Other acts 
included the Spot's manager, who read fellow Virginian Patrick Henry's 
famous "Liberty or Death" speech. He also grabbed a guitar and played an 
old praise song. Then there were a couple Chinese guys singing recent 
Chino-pop songs karaoke style.

Some other friends of the manager then played some old folk songs and rock
and roll, also on guitar and flute. They played Hotel California, which I used 
to really like before I heard it sixty bazillion times in China, and was 
constantly reminded of it every time I told a Chinese acquaintance that I 
came from there.  

One of the most interesting acts, even though I didn't really understand it, 
was a middle-aged Chinese woman who appeared to be a teacher. She 
recited the same short poem over and over, but each time using the speaking
style of a different province in China. Rob roared with laughter when she got 
to the Shandong peninsula, where he'd lived for a couple years.  According 
to him, she was spot on. Hopefully someday I, too, will be able to understand
such humor.
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This week's
photo, by the
way, was taken
a week ago at
the Spot’s first
open mic
session. The
manager and
five of his
friends sing
Hotel California,
a tune well-
known in China.
In fact, every
time I told
somebody I was
from California,
I’d get a
rendition of that song sung back at me.

I'm also going to go ahead and send a less warm and fuzzy shot – a picture 
of a toilet in the restroom area. There are two toilets at The Spot – a Western
style and a Chinese (or should I say French?) style. This is the Chinese style.
Notice how clean it looks. Back in 1998, one would never see such a clean 
looking toilet in a public place. It's another example of the general 
improvement in hygiene over here. 

Anyway, this is another plug. Support The Spot! It's a great and unique place 
that deserves to survive, even though my bike did disappear from out front of
it on that open mike night when I played jazz with Rob. If you're going to be 
in town, send me Email and I'll send you back directions for finding it. It's a lot
easier to find than Alibaba and a lot more multicultural than Hank's Sports 
Bar.

=====  Shopping on Binjiang Road ====

To prepare for my Spot debut, I bought a new music stand.  I found it at a 
huge department store located at the corner of Binjiang Road and Heping 
Road. I had shopped for stands there before, and even bought a Melodica 
there once. The stand is a portable one, and only cost 38 RMB. (about $6). It
may not be sturdy enough to stand up to Superman, but for six bucks you 
really can't beat it. 

Unfortunately, I'm finding that another of the big changes in Tianjin is the 
difficulty of finding convenient bike parking near Binjiang Road.  One day I 
thought I found a great spot, and was immediately confronted by an angry-
looking guy, pointing to a sign I hadn't noticed, which (I think) stated that only 
reserved bicycle parking was allowed on that particular stretch of sidewalk. 
How much did he want for parking there? 1 RMB. Now, that's far and away 
the most expensive bike parking I had ever heard of, so I left, eventually 
finding another spot for free further down the road to the south.
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This time I figured I'd try the eastern 
approach to the corner. Now, Binjiang Road 
is actually the border between the old British 
and Japanese concessions, and the 
department store building is a very old 
building that actually stands on the Japanese
side of the street, though it's built in a British 
style. 

To the east, in the heart of the old British 
concession is a circular park. That's where I 
went to find bike parking, and that's where I 
was jarred by another clear demonstration of 
how much things have changed in the past 
ten years. 

Cement paths cross the park's lawn areas 
into a central cement plaza. In those paths gather men of all ages, sizes and 
shapes, lounging around like bachelor seals that recently shed their winter 
coats. They all play card games and chess, both of which, in China, are 
spectator sports. Now, that's the normal part. As soon as the cold weather 
fades away in spring, paths everywhere fill with chess and card players. 

But beyond those paths, sitting quietly alone, or in pairs, or sometimes in 
small groups, were book readers and picnickers. And they were sitting on 
sweaters and blankets strewn on the lawn! Now, that was new to me. At 
least, it was new for me to see so many people enjoying the company of a 
good lawn like that. It looked for all the world like students studying on the 
lawn of any American college. 

At any rate, the lawn was surrounded by a fence which made a perfect place 
to lock my bike. Indeed, I was not the first person to think of doing so. And 
yeah, if only I had been so careful to lock my bike to a fence later that 
evening, I'd still have it with me now. 

=====  Weather, Dog and Bird ====

Well, that's all for now. The weather is starting to become more humid, but it's
still not particularly hot. Okay, compared to my home in the East Bay, it's 
actually already almost as hot as it ever gets there, but still, nothing 
compared to what it will be like here two months from now. 

My dog of the week is another beagle! This time, a puppy. We couldn't resist 
stopping to pet it on the warm evening that we walked back from the coolest 
vegetarian restaurant in town. That restaurant is considerably more 
expensive than the Spot, but it also merits a plug!  Write me and I'll tell you 
how to get there. Some of the best veggie food I've ever tasted. 

My bird of the week is again the azure-winged magpie. I just realized this 
week that the way they move, especially the way they cock their tail, as well 
as the way they're shaped, makes them seem like flying versions of 
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roadrunners.  (and yes I know that Roadrunners CAN fly, but still...) And, like 
the Warner Brothers version of the roadrunner, they're sort-of purple, to boot.

-Secure Net
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Week 36

Saturday, May 16, 2009. The end of the thirty-sixth week.

===== Quarantines ====

I think I have proof that the Chinese love children more than 
any other group of people do. Today, for at least two hours, some kid was 
blowing a traffic whistle constantly in the midst of our high-density housing, 
within earshot of several hundred families. And yet, the kid still lives. Mind 
you, now that it's evening and the whistle is gone, I can't be sure about that, 
but even surviving the two hours says a lot.

I didn't do anything about the whistle because I've been forcing myself to stay
inside all day, and I think my isolation is working – I'm getting over my week-
long cold, finally. The cold was not debilitating, so I was able to limp through 
the week okay, but I really wanted to stop limping and get over it – hence the 
self-imposed isolation. It's just as well. With my sniffing nose, probably 
somebody would panic and think that I had swine flu or something.

Meanwhile, in the spirit of banning all of YouTube for the sake of a handful of 
videos (yeah, it's still unavailable), China is now simply banning Mexicans, or
at least all flights from Mexico, for who knows how long. This is because of 
the H1N1 Swine flu pandemic which is currently raging there.

Actually, though, given the state of health care here, perhaps it’s reasonable 
to quarantine as many such travelers as possible.  

The ban does not extend to flights from the USA, but there is at least one 
local government in Central China that intends to quarantine all travelers 
from North America entirely for seven days if they step foot in the city limits. 
This, of course, is a great example of the autonomy that local governments 
have in China, something Americans are often surprised to learn. Americans 
simply assume that authority always flows top-down directly from the capital, 
but that's not always the case, not by any means. On the other hand, there is
sometimes a "bandwagon effect" where actions by local authorities in one 
part of the country may inspire "copycat" actions in other areas. So we'll have
to see what sorts of restrictions on North Americans may yet develop.

===== Weather and Birds ====

Meanwhile, the weather has been very pleasant. As usual, temperatures 
swing up and down according to the wind direction, and Tianjin is one of the 
few places I've ever been where it can actually start cooling down in early 
afternoons around 3 p.m., with the sun still high in a clear sky. At any rate, I 
think I can officially say that if you want to come visit Tianjin, the best months 
are April-May in the Spring as well as October, maybe November, in the fall. 
Plan your holidays accordingly.  Rain remains surprisingly scarce.  I never 
realized before just how dry this place is for most of the year, since it does 
rain quite a bit in the summer, which is the only Tianjin season I'd 
experienced previously.
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The Bird of the Week – Okay, it's a dragonfly. One might object that a 
dragonfly isn't even a vertebrate, let alone a bird, but that's okay. What really 
matters is that they eat mosquitoes. Any creature shouldering the same 
responsibilities as bats and swallows rates a similar honorific. Last week I 
spied my first dragonfly of the season, and I know he/she is still out there 
pushing back against the inevitable summertime bloodsucking onslaught. 
Actually, I've only seen three mosquitoes so far this season – the vanguard! 

And by the way, The Spot met its May 12th rent payment. It’s going to 
survive!  With a combination of savings and borrowed money, they paid 85% 
of the bill. The crisis is past, though careful attention to budget must still 
continue. It turns out that, according to law, they can't be evicted if they have 
made a good-faith effort to pay at least part of their rent, so they're okay for 
now. 

===== Office Hours ====

I wanted to leave Thursday nights open for "open mike" nights at the Spot, so
I changed my office hours from Thursday nights to Tuesdays at noon. 

Why noon? A colleague of mine always holds his office hours then, figuring 
that classes are never scheduled for the lunch break, so anyone who wanted
to could come to his office. And lunchtime effectively runs from about 11:30 to
2:00, long enough for both lunch and a nap.

But my colleague works with undergraduates. My office hour attendance has 
fallen sharply after the change. Graduates may not have lunchtime classes, 
but they often have to work on projects with their advisers. Or maybe it's just 
that the PhD candidates I have now, being older, simply appreciate the value 
of a good noontime nap. Or maybe they have a kid at home to feed.

So I think that next year I'll not schedule noontime hours again.

But when fewer people show up you sometimes get more interesting 
conversations. This week, on Tuesday, only two people stopped by. One was
Mr. Guo, the very pleasant and amiable librarian from the eighth floor. He's a 
gentle man in his fifties wearing glasses thick as coke bottles who's happy for
the chance to just listen to people speaking English, which also helps his 
skills for dealing with English-language books in his library.

The other was a young PhD student who used to attend my class which 
ended last month. She still stops by to maintain her English. Her major 
subject is Education management, that is, the management of teachers 
within schools and within school districts. I somehow avoided discussing my 
own district in Hayward, but I'm definitely interested in how teachers can 
actually support each other in carrying out their jobs, so we had a great 
conversation.

===== Japanese Lesson Study ====

My main comment to her was that she should look into what the Japanese 
have done with "lesson study" as a focus for teacher team work. It certainly 
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revolutionized Japanese schools in the last fifty years. And, by the way, it 
does take forty or fifty years of stable organization to change a whole system 
of schools. There's no quick fix. 

Anyway, I found some interesting articles about it online, mostly blocked in 
China, of course, but you can probably read them. Of course, one can start 
with the Wikipedia article. It’s available at this link: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesson_study

nterestingly, one paper mentioneds some math reforms championed in the 
USA by Ma Liping, a Chinese woman. This got me curious, so I found this 
article about her:

http://rationalmathed.blogspot.com/2007/06/what-does-liping-ma-really-
say.html

Yeah, that article's blocked in China, too, but I was still able to read it by 
using some of the usual workarounds.  I guess it's interesting to me because 
the kind of education that Ma describes in China doesn't really match what 
I've heard about here. It makes me want to visit some schools to see how 
things are actually done. 

I'm also looking forward to some more interesting discussions about it with 
my student next Tuesday.

===== Elementary School Teachers and Language ====

But, speaking of schools and teaching, I've thought lately that if people here 
really want to train college students well in English, they ought to look into 
hiring more elementary school teachers from English-speaking countries. 

Why hire elementary school teachers over teachers of adults? I think part of 
it is that elementary school teachers are used to dealing with the bizarre and 
unexpected in the classroom, which is often what you seem to get when 
you're teaching people who belong to a different culture from you.

I still remember many many years ago, I had really gotten annoyed at one 
child in California who sat and played with his pencil while I was trying to 
teach something. I went over there, and before I could yell at him (thankfully, 
before I could yell at him), he looked up, smiled, and showed me all the notes
that he had been taking. He wasn't simply playing with the pencil at all. 

I remembered this because recently I got similarly annoyed at some students
here who were playing with a cell phone. When I went over there, I 
discovered that their cell phone had a Chinese-English dictionary in it, and 
they were looking up my words in order to understand me better. 

I remember one class a few months ago. They kept talking constantly, 
including while I was talking, and even while their classmates were talking 
and giving answers, etc. etc. Finally I stopped and asked the class why they 
were talking so much. It turns out that many of the class members 
understood almost no English (which begs the question of why they were in 
that class in the first place, but whatever), so others were constantly 
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translating for them. I met with some students afterwards and we came to a 
mutual understanding of what each of us would do differently, and it worked 
out marvelously. Again, it was the suspension of judgment that I'd been 
forced to learn in elementary school that served me well. 

Another thing elementary school teachers are taught is to wait a long time if 
you want students to give the answer to a question. Kids just take longer to 
put their thoughts together. The situation is similar with second language 
learners, when they're not completely fluent. Chinese classroom culture, 
where nobody speaks out loud unless goaded, lengthens the silences further.
But they're still necessary, I feel. It's amazing what you can get from students
sometimes if you're willing to wait. 

And working in Elementary school makes one less surprised when students 
can't follow what seem like simple directions to you. For example, the first 
thing I do at the start of a semester is have them fill out little cards with 
names, numbers, etc. Often they miss items, write them out of order, write 
them on the wrong side of the card, or write something totally random. I 
figure, though, that usually they don't fill out cards like this, so it's just as new 
for them as when I ask my little kids back home to do it. It's a safe 
assumption that they don't usually fill out such cards, since it's almost 
impossible to buy little 3 by 5 cards here in the first place.

Similarly, just like kids wait to see what the teacher does rather than what the
teacher says, students here also play that strategy. Take, for example, the 
new room where I started teaching four weeks ago. At the time, I wrote about
how it had been turned into a study hall over the previous years, with 
personal effects lining the desks and chairs. For two weeks, I had a student 
write requests on the blackboard each day that the study-hall students 
should take their books and stationery off the desks. 

Finally I had had enough. During one class, I had put down my notebook 
near one of those piles of books, and when my student moved the pile out of 
her way, she inadvertently moved my notebook with it. I didn't find it again 
until after class. That was the book where I kept my entire teaching life! So 
when the next class began later that week, I moved everything off the desks. 
And each class since, I've done the same, and finally they're getting the idea 
– less and less needs to be cleaned away each time.

And I think it's not that adult students are childlike, but that adults and 
children alike behave certain ways when they find themselves in novel 
situations. For children, that's most of the time. Indeed, to look at it the other 
way, I think kids are often far more rational and thoughtful than many people 
give them credit for. 
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===== Bikes and Traffic ====

Now, one particularly annoying aspect of students here is their 
thoughtlessness when parking their bikes. Bikes here outnumber even the 
legions I knew in my own college days at Davis, so with that many parked 
together, you can't block the access points. Yet it seems some students 
always do. 

It's annoying, but it is somewhat understandable. Many students simply are 
new to such incredible bike congestion. They come from out of town, many 
from small villages. It just doesn't occur to them, even though it's obvious to 
most of us, that they should look around to make sure that they leave space 
for others to pass by. 

I mean, it's just like how some of them cross the street as pedestrians, taking
no heed of any other traffic in the road. Don't they know they could cause an 
accident? I actually think some of them may not. I think this because, as one 
example, one of Lonnie's in-laws, a man from the countryside, on his first trip
to Tianjin, exited a bus into a line of traffic without bothering to look, and was 
promptly run down and killed. It's really true that the things that seem so 
obvious to those of us raised in urban areas, are not always so obvious to 
those who are not. 

And Lonnie tells some absolutely hair-raising stories about actually driving 
with his countryside in-laws through a city like Tianjin.

A final reason why elementary school teachers make good language 
teachers here is that we're drilled with so many techniques for promoting 
language and language use. More and more I fall back on the same ESL 
techniques we practice at home. They work just as well with adults. "Give 
one Get one," "Think-Pair-Share" If I have time I may even work on the 
infamous "Read-a-louds" that we practiced all last year at Schafer Park 
School. (I already do something similar to that, which is also similar to the 
infamous "notetaking" exercises that I inflicted on generations of Hayward 
students)

I'll tell you one difference, though. At this point, in this one year, I've had 
somewhere between 350 and 400 different students. This is almost equal to 
the entire number of different students that I had in twenty years in Hayward. 
No wonder I can't remember anybody's name.

And by the way, my cold's just about gone. My day of quarantine seems to 
have worked.

-Secure Net
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Week 37

Saturday, May 23, 2009. The end of the thirty-seventh week.

Wow! thirty-seven weeks so far. At over 2000 words a week, 
I've now written more than 85,000 words since September. 

That's more words than either of the first two Harry Potter novels. There's 
something sobering about that much production.

And for those who have asked, I'm completely cured of the cold that I had a 
week or so ago.

===== Dragonflies and the Weather ====

Speaking of dragonflies (which I
wrote about last week) this spot
in Beiyang Plaza is where I saw
my first dragonfly nymph in China
several summers ago. Actually it
was only its exoskeleton, left in
place when it crawled up from the
water seen here and burst out as
an adult. It seemed magical
because all of that water is
drained away every fall, and then
the dry channels are refilled with
fresh water when temperatures
warm again in the spring. So what was in that fresh water that a dragonfly 
nymph could eat? Yet it must have found something.

Monday was the first really hot day of the season. The temperatures climbed 
into the nineties. I constantly announced to all and sundry that where I live in 
California, that's about as hot as it ever gets.  And it felt like California, too. 
The air was still pretty dry, so the heat was not really uncomfortable. And it's 
cooled off since then. Yesterday, Friday, was absolutely beautiful.

Sometimes I wonder how my life might have turned out differently had I 
realized years ago that I had always visited Tianjin during the most 
unbearable weather of the whole year. Perhaps I would have come here for 
the long term sooner had I known that. 

Actually, I'd had hoped to come visit somebody here in the winter a few years
ago to experience some off-summer weather, but for whatever reason they 
asked me not to come visit, so I got discouraged from even trying again. So 
now I wonder how things might have turned out differently.

Temperatures during the oppressive summer heat aren't much higher than 
they were on Monday, but the seasonal rains bring an almost 100% humidity.
And to think that I used to look forward to those rains and their temporary 
cooling, when all along, they were the root of the problem.
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===== Returning to California ====

I'll be gone before the depths of summer this year, though. My hope is to 
return to California a couple weeks before the end of June. I have a LOT of 
things to get done by then, and an even greater number of things to get done
during the summer in California. I've asked the Foreign Affairs Office to buy 
me a plane ticket home (which is customary), but they haven't yet gotten 
back to me on it, yet, so I don't have a firm date.

In the meantime, for the first time literally in years, I slept for a total of eight 
hours on each of two separate nights within one week.  And that amount of 
sleep in one night has been a very rare occurrence for longer than I care to 
think.

On those two mornings I awoke actually rested. Looking back on things, I 
think I must have been on the edge of a nervous breakdown for quite a while 
before I came to China. What a difference! I still would like to sleep even 
longer, but I'm hardly complaining.  

===== The Refurbished Rose Garden ====

Department of Flying Pigs: Last January I wrote about a rose garden some 
distance from here called "South Park Get-Along Garden." It's a lovely place 
in the old English concession. 

A concession is land that the conquering foreigners got when they won the 
Opium wars well over a century ago.  In addition to securing the right to sell 
opium to Chinese people, they were conceded a few square miles in ports 
like Tianjin to be a little patch of their home country, self-ruling, with their own
police force, like Hong Kong used to be. These countries included England, 
Germany, Russia, Belgium, Japan, Italy, etc. The only current example of 
such a concession I can think of would be the "green zone" in Baghdad.

Anyway, the 
English concession
had streets laid out 
in the English 
manner, with old 
houses built in the 
English style, so it's
no wonder that 
there's a European-
style Rose Garden 
there. It's the place 
where I spotted 
that sax guy 
proclaiming Jingle 
Bells and Kenny G.
amidst the January 
snowfall. It’s where 

I saw those little dogs in overcoats and dyed fur.
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I had been looking forward to seeing the park in bloom again, without snow, 
but I was taken aback to discover, in March of this year, that the city had 
enclosed the park in a tall corrugated metal fence, painted blue. They had 
turned the whole thing into a construction zone! This was bad news, since 
construction zones can sometimes last for months.

Imagine my delight, then, when I recently rode by there in a taxi (my bike 
having been stolen two weeks ago) and discovered that the corrugated metal
had been removed, the flowers were blooming, and the park was filled with 
people playing games, wandering around to enjoy the fragrance, or sunning 
themselves (actually, shading themselves under parasols – people here 
seem to have something against getting a tan).

It was more than just that, though – I was shocked to discover that the high, 
formal wrought-iron fence that formerly surrounded the park had also been 
removed, replaced by a short white fence – more like a border than a fence, 
really. It had a wavy shape, like lace edging on an old-fashioned dress. About
a foot high, it was something you could easily step over. 

Now, in a culture that seems to
value walls and
compartmentalization above all
else, this lowering of the fences
really was exceptional. Without
that formal high fence, the park
seems to reach out to passersby
and draw them in. 

Take a look at the pictures of the
same park back in week 17.

And the paths through the park
have been re-laid with beautiful
stone. There are new lawns. The
fountain has been renovated. The
columns that looked like Greek ruins now resemble neoclassical restorations.
The Chinese pavilion has also been refurbished. It really was beautifully 
done. 

I'm also wondering 
if this new park 
transformation may
be part of a 
tremendous 
expansion of public
spending on 
infrastructure, 
meant to cushion 
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the effects of the current economic crisis (which my students talk about all 
the time).

It's a funny thing about the concessions, though. A hundred years ago, or 
even fifty years ago, such symbols of foreign domination were not looked 
upon with much favor (to say the least). Now that the country has more 
confidence in its own identity, the rehabilitation of these concessions parallels
the changes in the Rose Garden's fence itself. That is, they're no longer 
fenced away like unsightly marks, but opened to view like souvenir baubles. 

The houses in the English section, for example, are getting rehabilitated to 
their former grandeur. The most significant of these even have marble 
plaques attached to their fences, detailing their most important features. Life-
like bronze statues of English pedestrians pop up here and there. There's 
even a life-size bronze of a horse-drawn carriage complete with the horse. 
Echoing that statue, actual horse-drawn carriages ply the streets, offering 
uniquely historical rides through the neighborhood (I haven't tried them 
myself, though I think they'd be great for a prom night).

One important element has not changed. The street now called Hebei Street 
was called Victoria Avenue in concession days. That name won’t return.

All this leads me to the best bit of Chinglish I've seen in a while.

Chinglish is a term usually
reserved for Chinese words
translated too literally into English
for their own good. It isn't as
common as it used to be, but it
hasn't vanished completely. This
Chinglish sign directs tourists to
the former English concession
with the Rose Garden, called the
Wu Da Dao (five big streets) area.
They perhaps meant to say
“foreigner touring area,” but came
up with "Wudadao Outlandish
Tourist Area" instead.  

Actually it’s hard to tell what the provenance of that Chinglish phrase is, since
the Chinese says something like “Wudadao charming tour area.” And maybe 
it's not a mistake but just a sign maker who views tourists as outlandish as I 
do. 

=====  Internet Throttling ====

And yeah, YouTube is still out. Still out. And the throttling is spreading. Now 
it’s hit Google images, another major source of material to illustrate my 
English lessons. Some sort of image throttling has always been present, but 
now there’s fewer image results than ever. 
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As always, you can't prove that it's officially throttled, that it's not just some 
sort of network problem, but the timing makes official throttling highly likely, 
since a big anniversary is coming up. It just took me twenty minutes to get a 
few pictures of Chubby Checker for my presentation on Rock and Roll. It 
would have been faster to get them the old-fashioned, pre-Google way – just 
find web pages with his name and hope they have pictures. 

And by the way, I credit/blame Chubby Checker with the demise of classic 
Rock and Roll when he demolished the jitterbug. 

===== The Old Guy and the Hut ====

The old guy by the lake on campus – he seems like a relic from some other 
world. He lives in a small hut built out of scraps, at the edge of the lake 
closest to our apartments. (see the photo below).  Is he some sort of guard? 
But he wears no uniform, and he certainly doesn’t live there all year. During 
the winter the hut was tightly closed up and abandoned.

He’s planted a beautiful
flower bed, after leaving
it fallow for months. Are
there other living things
that he takes care of?
Does he live there all
summer, or does he just
show up from time to
time. Does he pay rent
for this space?
Somehow I doubt it. 

Neighbors will stop by to
have a conversation
with him. Apparently his
hobby is to study
Japanese, which is surprising in a culture that’s taught to hate all things 
Japanese. 

But it’s like he’s always been there, even back when the campus was barely 
sketched out. But now the campus has developed fully around him. Well, in 
any case, his presence exudes a steady safeness in this otherwise chaotic 
world.

===== The Bike Situation ====

Concerning my missing bike, I've hesitated to buy a new one so close to the 
time I'll leave for the summer. I mean, not only would I have to buy it, I'd also 
have to paint it and scratch it up to make it less attractive. Otherwise, it'd 
probably disappear even before June. What a hassle.  And all the walking 
seems to be putting me in better physical shape than all the bike riding did 
before. 
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But still, it's now a hassle if I want to travel any distance. And all the while, 
every time I climbed the stairs, there was XC's old bike still sitting where 
Lonnie had installed it on the fifth floor landing a month ago, finally out of the 
way of those of us parking our bikes on the first floor. XC is the guy that they 
had installed in ERRC’s traditional room 503 just long enough that I couldn't 
move in there myself. That was last summer. Nobody's seen him since 
October. And yet his bike remains...........

So I emailed Yvette, the ever-helpful foreign affairs person, who's sort-of in 
charge of those things. She told me that XC was never returning and that he 
left the bike to whomever wanted it. Well, it's a pretty small bike, but I figured,
for a few weeks, I could ride a small bike, at least around campus. 

Last Saturday, my Chinese tutor graciously agreed to accompany me to see 
the bike repairman on the corner, in case there were any complicated 
questions about why I wanted him to remove the lock.

Less than a minute's work with an ordinary hacksaw removed the lock. We 
filled the tires with air and installed a really long post to hold up the seat for 
my long legs. So then I had a bike.  I bought another lock like the one we'd 
just sawed off. Then I rode the bike home, to fetch a spare bike basket. I 
noticed that the pedals weren't real tight, but didn't think much of it. 

When I returned with the bike basket to the repairman, I realized that the axle
for the pedals was completely loose. How had XC even ridden this thing? 
The repairman installed the basket and tightened the pedals – first tightening 
the joints on the frame with a large wrench, and then using a hammer and 
screwdriver to tighten the screws connecting the pedals to the joints. 

The sheet
metal covering
the chain was
almost as thin
as foil. It was
tempting to just
rip it off (and it
would have
been easy to
do so).
However, I
reshaped it into
place, and
again
wondered just
how XC could
have ridden
such a flimsy
contraption. Okay, he's not as tall as me, but still... Well, maybe he only 
needed it for a few weeks, too. 
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I celebrated my new bike by biking over to the local DVD store to buy a 
boxed and possibly legal copy of Stevie Wonder's new DVD, "Live at Last." 
And by the way, if you're even a half-way fan of Stevie Wonder, you'll love 
that DVD. One of the featured singers is his own daughter, for whom he 
wrote the song "Isn't She Lovely" at the time that she was born. 

So the next morning, Sunday, I decided to ride it to church. That's a twenty-
minute journey on my bike that had gotten stolen. So I planned at least a 
half-hour on this bike. I had gotten about five blocks out when suddenly the 
pedals no longer engaged! I somehow stopped and saw that the chain lay 
broken on the ground. I threw it into the basket, walked the bike back home, 
and for some reason, took the trouble to lock it to the bike rack. It's been taxi 
rides and walking ever since. 

This seems to be yet another example of what one of my friends calls the 
"culture of just good enough." That bike, even when sold, had been just good
enough for somebody to sell it for a minimal amount of service. People who 
buy such bikes, if they can keep them, usually replace each part gradually 
until, after a lot of hassle and a lot of new parts (but happy repairmen) they 
have a serviceable machine. And yet, that's the sort of bike that many people
will advise you to get, because at least it won't be stolen. (though it still might
be if you leave it unlocked). 

No wonder there are so many bike repairmen installed on sidewalks 
throughout the city. And no wonder there's a culture of "just good enough" 
around here. What's the point of getting something worthwhile when it will 
probably just disappear, anyway? 

So maybe I'll go get another bike before I leave for the summer. Or maybe I 
won't. I really can't say at this point.

-Secure Net
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Week 38

Saturday, May 30, 2009. The end of the thirty-eighth week.

===== Weather and Birds ====

The weather turned warm, really warm. The humidity began 
rising. I actually turned on the AC for brief periods. But then it got cooler 
again, and the last couple days have been really lovely. Again, it makes me 
think of how things might have been different had I realized ten years ago 
that only season with truly hateful weather here is the one that I had always 
experienced previously.

Actually, I had come into some extra cash lately, so I had hiked down to my 
local "Giant Bike" store, but I found that none of their bikes was actually giant
enough to fit me. They told me to come back later. 

And never in my life have I had so much free time, even though I'm keeping 
a full schedule as a teacher. Life looks a bit different when there's time to 
devote to accessories rather than just the bare necessities. As my colleagues
in Hayward are entering final burn-out mode, I feel like, in comparison, I've 
been on vacation all year, despite my full-time job status here. I finally have 
time to work on other skills that I've long wanted to improve, such as writing. 

And speaking of...........

Bird of the week. No, bird of the whole
season: This week I spotted a Hoopoe
on a lawn at Nankai University as I
walked home from church. Yes, there
are some advantages to walking and not
biking.

Hoopoes are about the coolest birds
ever. They resemble a brownish-colored
woodpecker, but they feed on lawn
insects. They have a spectacular crest
that they can fan out, and a unique flying
rhythm, their starkly patterned black and white wings slowly fluttering like 
some sort of giant butterfly. Their wings are broad and rounded, so while they
don't fly particularly fast, they are masters of the air. They're still no 
hummingbird, but they're a lot bigger than hummingbirds – about the size of 
a dove. When hawks attack, they don't hide like most birds do, but take to 
the air, totally secure in their greater maneuverability. They are also known 
for the rancid smells with which they impregnate the wood wherein they nest,
a stink strong enough to discourage curious predators. 

Anyway, when I was in elementary school, I actually put together a plastic 
model kit of a hoopoe, and always wished I could see a real one in the wild. 
How wonderful that I now live in a place where I actually can. 

If you're curious, there are some good hoopoe pictures here:

[224]



http://birdsofbritain.co.uk/bird-guide/hoopoe.asp

http://photo.net/photodb/photo?photo_id=4968271

The sound of its call is here:

http://www.soortenbank.nl/soorten.php?
soortengroep=vogels&id=258&tab=multimedia

I forgot the bird of the week last week, so I'll
throw in a bonus bird this week – the crowd
of grey starlings that accompanied the
hoopoe that I saw. These birds are as
nondescript as their name implies, but more
photos of them can be found here:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White-
cheeked_Starling

===== Internet Throttling ====

Meanwhile, YouTube's still out, and I’m
revising my estimate of its return to after next October. Next October first is 
the sixtieth anniversary of the People's Republic. I found out recently that 
business visas to China have been severely restricted through that date in 
order to avoid possible problems during the celebrations. If they care so 
much that they're willing to disrupt business, I don't think access to Internet 
videos will rate very high on their list of priorities.

And anniversaries do matter a lot here. A few weeks ago, when I exited the 
front entrance to Tianjin University, I was surprised to discover the bridge 
festooned with thick yellow ribbons.  Those same yellow ribbons adorned 
fence posts down whole distance of Weijin Road next to our two universities. 
What was the occasion? The first anniversary of last year's earthquake in 
Szechuan. So if a one-year anniversary can be that big a deal, one can only 
imagine the significance of a sixty-year anniversary.

===== Dragon Boat Day ====

Thursday was "Dragon Boat Day," a traditional holiday originating in the 
Yangtze River era, ostensibly to celebrate the life and cruel death of Qu 
Yuan, a poet and statesman of Chu, the southernmost country in the original 
set that unified into China 2200 years ago, Mr. Qu lived fifty years before that
unification, which resulted in his country's permanent loss of a separate and 
unique identity. He knew it was going to happen, but nobody listened to poor 
old Mr. Qu. Besides the dragon boat races, the holiday's also celebrated by 
eating a special kind of rice dumpling called a “zongzi,” which contains sweet
fruit and is steamed in bamboo or reed leaves. 

Yesterday, Friday, was not a holiday, but they canceled classes anyway to 
make a longer weekend. Actually, they didn't cancel them so much as move 
them to Sunday, a fact which I was never notified about until it was too late. 
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Typical. Some of my students also informed me they already had classes on 
Sundays, so they couldn't attend mine.

===== A Music Trade Show in Beijing ====

However, a classless Friday turned out to be a grand opportunity. Thursday 
night my buddy Steve, the guy who makes saxophones pitched in C, called 
and asked if I'd like to go with him to a music trade show in Beijing – like a 
Chinese NAMM show. Actually, it's called the "18th China International 
Exhibition on Pro Audio, Light, Music and Technology."

The next morning, at 9am, I arrived at Steve's door, having recently 
discovered that a bus runs from my neighborhood precisely to the front Gate 
of Steve's housing complex. Such discoveries are another advantage of 
going bikeless these last few weeks, I guess. 

Steve had hired a Chinese cab driver acquaintance of his to drive us all the 
way to Beijing, then wait for us the whole afternoon, and finally drive us back.
For the curious, the bill, including tolls on toll roads, added up to about $100 
U.S. The show took place at the "China International Exhibition Center," 
located not far from the Beijing International Fellowship and the Sanlitun 
Embassy Area. 

We paid the fee and entered. Then we registered to get our conference tags. 
I registered as a member of Steve's company, Aquilasax. So now I have a 
tag that lists my official home country as New Zealand! It probably won't get 
me very far at the Wellington airport, though.

Stupid me. I put it on and only later discovered that the back was facing out. 
No wonder so many people asked me where I was from all afternoon. 

The International Exhibition sits on 
a huge square piece of land, 350 
yards on a side. The buildings are 
gigantic, and leave little room for 
walkways. The building style is 
modern utilitarian, with huge of 
windows at the front, and 
expansive curved surfaces above 
the doors to hang banners. That’s 
Steve in the photo, standing in 
front of it.

We entered the first building that 
we saw and were immediately awashed in two entire floors of stage 
materials, microphones, speakers, amplifiers, connectors, laser lights, and 
sound.. sound.. sound... loud .. loud … loud ...People kept thrusting 
brochures and business cards at us, though we tried to explain we were 
looking for the musical instruments.

Finally we asked one of the exhibitors where they were. "Oh," she said, 
"you'll have to look outside." 
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Okay, we exited the building, checked the map posted outside, and 
discovered that there were nine more buildings. Orange and blue carpets 
marked the paths from one building to the next, so it was easy to navigate, 
even though the scale of everything was so huge that it made walking seem 
really slow. 

Each building had billboard-sized lists of the exhibitors within, but after 
checking the lists for two or three such buildings, none of the exhibitors 
sounded like musical instrument companies. We did notice, however, that the
numbers of the booths always began with the number of the building. And 
they were always exactly four digits long.

In particular, Steve was looking for a local Tianjin distributor whom he'd 
talked to earlier and wanted to at least say hi to. He knew the booth number 
was 508, so we headed for building five. Building five, again, was crammed 
with stage materials, microphones, speakers, amplifiers, connectors, laser 
lights, and sound.. sound.. sound... And besides, even though the booth 
numbers all started with a 5, they were four-digit numbers, just like in the 
other buildings. The booth we wanted had a three-digit number.

"This is nuts," we thought. By
then we'd wasted over a half
hour just walking around
frustrated. But Building 5 had an
information desk with a computer
hookup. We inquired, but the
girls behind the counter seemed
very confused. Finally they
searched the name of the Tianjin
distributor and found it! 

"Oh," she said, "It's outside." Not
just outside building five, but
outside all the buildings. Outside
the whole neighborhood. Two miles away. "There's a free bus," she said. And
then she showed us where it was. 

Twenty minutes later, we found ourselves 
at the National Agricultural Exhibition 
Center, a slightly smaller venue (but only 
slightly). The massive buildings, built in an 
older style, had tall columns holding up the 
overhanging roofs, capped by pagoda-like 
structures in pure Chinatown style. The tile 
roofs even had those lucky little pottery 
animals gracing the ridge at the each 
corner. The expansive plaza just inside the 

entrance contained two massive Communist-era sculptures in stone. One 
was a group of people clustered triumphantly around a wildly flailing ancient-
style drummer. The other was a different group of people, slightly more 
subdued, clustered around the cymbal player. This was a lucky sign.
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This time we checked out the lists before entering the building. The names 
definitely sounded like musical instrument companies, and one could hear 
fainter, less pounding, but more musical sounds emanating from the interior. 
This was another good sign. But we stood in front of building one. Where 
was building five? We found the map, checked it, and headed out. 

Unfortunately, nobody had marked the routes with colorful carpet pasted to 
the pavement, like at the other place. The good news is that we discovered 
that the Agricultural Exhibition Center is part of a beautiful and even larger 
park-like assemblage of buildings, expansive lawns, traditional walkways with
fancy wooden borders, and even a small pavilion, all connected by pathways,
and even a lake out the back. Talk about taking the "scenic route."

After a little backtracking, we 
finally found ourselves in Building 
5. The first booths we saw were a
keyboard company, and a 
saxophone company from 
Henan!! Some of their horns were
actually made in Taiwan! Taiwan?
I thought it would be only 
mainland stuff. But then I 
remembered it was an 
"International" Exhibition. They 
invited me to try their 
saxophones. I didn't need a 

second invitation. 

So they got a lot of pictures of
me and Steve, the two obvious
Westerners in the building. I
have a feeling I might be part of
a brochure one of these days. If
you happen to notice the Selter
brand from Henan, be sure to
take a look. We repeated our
experience with another sax
dealer, and checked out two
case manufacturers, as Steve
is looking to get a harder case
for his products, but still we
couldn't find the Tianjin
distributor we were looking for. 

Actually, most of the exhibitors in Building five weren't wind instrument 
manufacturers at all, but violin makers. One exhibitor made electric violins, 
which, since they didn't need a body to amplify the sound, consisted entirely 
of fret boards plus a thin metal strip in the shape of a violin, so the player 
would have something to hold onto. They even had an electric bass made 
like that. Cool. 
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Funny thing, though. All the booth numbers in building five at this center also 
had four-digit numbers, just like the other place. Where could booth 508 be?

Somewhat at a loss, we wandered next door to "building three," which was 
full of traditional Chinese instrument makers. The most common instrument 
was a two-string sort of violin called the erhu. Literally thousands of them 
hung in that building, maybe the world's largest concentration of erhus ever. 
As we listened, potential dealers and their musician associates tried out 
many of them with a good sawing. Also we saw lutes, the ancient zithers 
called Guzheng and a really odd square-shaped harp.

The main interest for me was a traditional Chinese flute, which uses a 
membrane of paper over an extra hole to produce a full-bodied buzzing tone 
totally unlike what you'd otherwise expect from a flute. Many highly skilled 
players tried them out that day, filling the hall with lovely chirps and melodies.
But still, we hadn't found our booth. 

So another trip outside to another map. And lo and behold. There was a 
building ten. Perhaps the three-digit numbers could be found there. I mean, 
otherwise they'd have to have five-digit numbers, wouldn't they? And building
ten looked larger than any of the other buildings. 

Well, we finally struck pay dirt. The building was full of nothing but three-digit-
numbered booths. 

That building is where I wished we could have started. As it was, we only had
about an hour left before we had to meet our cab home. 

That building had a little of everything – traditional instruments, Western 
instruments, Kindergarten rhythm instruments, Melodicas, harmonicas – 
everything. And saxophones hung from walls and stood on tables 
everywhere, from bass to sopranino, and everything in between. Well, not 
quite everything. Steve was not exhibiting his saxes, but some of the 
companies that he has contracts with were present. Steve not only had a 
great reunion with all of them, and a rare chance to talk with them face-to-
face, but he got some actual business done!

As for saxophones, there was 
every finish and configuration 
you could possibly imagine, 
including tip-bell sopranos and 
even a straight alto, which was 
demonstrated by the 
manufacturer's rep. And they 
even had some very famous 
and expensive brands, 
including the Keilworth Shadow
from Germany, the Paul 

Mauriat from Taiwan, and the Selmer from Paris. They even had an exhibit of
Patricola clarinets.  
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This photo shows me 
checking the action on a 
Mauriat alto. The Mauriat 
booth had a professional 
demonstrating the saxes 
named Alvaro Cardenas, 
from Colombia. We had a 
great conversation. I got 
one of his cards, and he 
got one of Steve's 
brochures. Since we 
returned I found a site of 
his where you can listen to
his music. It's really pretty 

good. Smooth jazz, but nice.

[Ed: The site is no longer active, but there’s a video clip on YouTube here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BFFBjQ-yxs]

We even found the Tianjin distributor that had been driving our search all 
along. As luck would have it, the particular representative that Steve had 
hoped to talk with wasn't present that day. Go figure.

It really was hard to tear ourselves away and return, via shuttle bus, to the 
first site in order to meet our taxi at even close to the agreed-upon time. 

===== Dog of the Week ====

The trip back was full of conversation about saxophones and music, and we 
wound up the day with dinner at Steve's, with his wife and kids. After dinner, 
the neighbor stopped by, and I even got my Dog of the Week – it's another 
miniature schnauzer, but this time with a long undocked tail, and with 
untrained ears that flopped up vertically, rather than folded over like I'm used 
to seeing. Interesting. I always wondered what those dogs would look like 
with their ears au natural.

So thanks, Mr. Qu, and Tianjin University, for arranging this day off for me. 
It's hard to imagine a more fun time. 

-Secure Net
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Week 39

Saturday, June 6, 2009. The end of the thirty-ninth week.

===== Weather ====

The weather's still warm and warming, but not bad at all with 
the air still dry. Cool breezes usually crop up in the afternoons. On Thursday 
that meant a sudden sandstorm from out of nowhere, that disappeared just 
as quickly. But I've had no desire to use AC this week. Again, I'm amazed at 
how much nicer the weather is compared to what I'd feared for so many 
years.

YouTube's still out, of course. In other news, I saw the hoopoe again. It flew 
right over my head last Sunday. And yes, my head's still unsoiled. It’s another
good reason to wear a hat, though.

===== Returning to Retire ====

But my time in Tianjin for this season is drawing to a close. I'll be back at my 
home in Castro Valley on June 17.  I have a mountain of tasks waiting for me
to accomplish there, beginning with getting a new roof for the house. Luckily, 
my neighbor has been doing all the scouting – we're going to buy together to 
get a cheaper rate.

My mother tells me it will take me two days just to go through the mail that's 
piled up in the last nine months (and she and my friends the Smiths have 
already thrown away all the obviously junk mail). That's daunting.

It's hard to know exactly how I feel about this return to California. In some 
ways I don't want to leave China, but in others I can't wait to get back, as I 
feel the pressure of so many tasks awaiting me.

I have an appointment with the retirement counselor for July 1. He's the guy 
my colleague really liked when she went through the retirement process a 
year ago. It's hard to schedule an appointment from China, since you have to
leave a message and get a call back. Luckily my friend Carolyn came 
through (yet again!) and arranged the time for me. 

===== Writing Quantity ====

I realized that I've written even more words than I thought I had this year. If I 
also add the essay I wrote about Ezra-Nehemiah and the chapter for the 
book we're publishing (which I'll send a draft of next week), then my total 
writing this season comes to 108,500 words so far. And that's all second or 
third drafts, not simply writing down stuff without rethinking it. 

I was feeling happy about that achievement when I realized that my laptop 
still contains a copy of the Chinese history that I wrote for my elementary 
school classes. That's the one I worked on from 1988 to 1992, the one that I 
emailed a piece of for Christmas this year. I stitched all the chapters together 
and counted the words (well, WordPerfect counted the words). It was 
185,000. That's about as long as Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, the 

[231]



fourth Potter book. No wonder it took me so long to work through it, with the 
multiple drafts and all.  On the other hand, it makes me think I could have 
done more writing this season than I did, since I accomplished all that history
writing while teaching school sixty hours a week. And no wonder none of the 
classes that I taught ever finished reading the whole thing!!

Anyway – bird of the week – a 
Ladybird! When I went to Steve's a 
week ago for the trip to Beijing, it 
landed on my glasses. But take a 
look. Instead of being red with black 
spots, it's black with red spots. Is this 
because I'm now on the opposite side 
of the earth? Maybe so, since Steve, 
a New Zealander, didn't seem 
surprised or shocked at all to see it.

===== More from the Beijing Trip
====

"Sense of entitlement" department

Speaking of last week's trip to the 
Music Trade Show in Beijing,, here are a couple miscellaneous additions. 

One is the building
that you see in the
picture, which I
snapped from the
back window of our
cab. It's the new
building for CCTV,
the main
(government-owned)
television station.
When I look at that
building, and
consider the dictums
of organic
architecture,
particularly that "form
should follow function," I have to ask myself: What possible function do you 
address by constructing a building shaped like a pair of pants? I think this 
building falls into the category of "buildings you construct just to show that 
you can."

Next, take a look at the building behind it and to the left, shaped like some 
sort of termite nest.  It's a 44 story structure, also owned by the CCTV. It was 
supposed to open this month as a hotel as well as a television studio. As we 
drove by on Friday, Steve noticed that it had been fried to a crisp. A bit of 
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googling brought me to a web page that described how that building had 
been torched by fireworks during the Spring Festival last February.

But lest you think that this tragedy is a reason for banning fireworks, you 
have to know that these were not ordinary fireworks like the kind you'd buy 
on street corners, but the powerful kind used by city governments. CCTV had
not only neglected to get a permit to use them, but they ignored three 
separate cease and desist warnings from the police.  Instead, they shot it all 
off, and trained their cameras on the display, which turned out to be quite a 
bit more spectacular than they bargained for. 

The CCTV official who had masterminded the fiasco was last seen entering a
police detention center with full escort, presumably to begin a long, well-
deserved break from normal life. Thank goodness the building had not been 
open and full of people at the time of the fire. Still, one brave firefighter lost 
his life in the conflagration.

Anyway, you can find additional information about the "pants" and the fried 
"termite nest" here:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CCTV_Headquarters

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beijing_Television_Cultural_Center_fire

===== Korean Language Master ====

"Why even bother trying" department. 

Last Sunday, as usual, I went to lunch with the Spanish-speaking contingent 
after church. This time, Nathan also brought along his neighbor, a young 
Korean woman. She was so charming and petite, you'd think she might 
actually fit onto your palm like Tinkerbell. Her Spanish wasn't good, but her 
English was more than serviceable, and her Chinese seemed totally fluent. 
Well, it had better be. She was a senior undergraduate at Nankai University 
majoring in Chinese literature. I asked her how long she had studied Chinese
before coming here. (A year and a half) And how long had she been here at 
Nankai? (Less than a year).  Somehow it just doesn't seem fair that 
somebody, especially somebody so tiny, can learn a language to such 
fluency in a little over two years. She even wrote Chinese fluently (and in 
case you were wondering, Koreans normally doesn't use Chinese characters
anymore)

When I complained about my poor relative language abilities to my students 
later that day, they reasonably pointed out that she'd probably already read a 
lot of the Chinese literature that she's studying now, but in Korean 
translation. That may be true, but still....they didn't hear her speak or see her 
write.
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===== Bathroom Configuration ====

"Not everybody has the same idea" 
department.

Okay, one last bathroom-related item. 
This photo is a portrait of my 
bathroom. That's the washing machine
in the lower right-hand corner, by the 
sink. The radiator (functional only in 
winter) is on the left, as is a set of 
cabinets that I inherited from former 
ERRC teachers. Also on the right is a 
purple waste basket. You may not 
want to know what that's intended for.

The shower is on the end. But where 
is the drain for the shower?  It's 
actually behind the toilet, next to the 
green-colored toilet brush. Do you see 
it? Actually, there are two such drains 
in the floor. The other is located next to
the bottom of the washing machine. A 

hose leading from the washing machine is plugged into that one. 

So that means when you take a shower, the water flows steadily out into the 
middle of the bathroom floor, which is tilted just enough that it runs (mostly) 
towards that hole, instead of out the door or along the other side of the room.
It also means that every time you take a shower, about half the bathroom 
floor is all wet.  And when you exit the room, you sometimes track water into 
the apartment.

When I was at the Metro Mart last year, I bought a squeegee and a long 
broom handle. You can see it in the picture behind the toilet. So now I can 
sort of push the water into the hole, at least most of it. Then, if it's warm in 
the apartment, the rest will evaporate in an hour or two. My neighbor Lonnie 
has a similar system with a mop. I actually think his system is better. I'll get a 
mop next year.

But why would anybody design a bathroom that way?

My first theory, as the temperatures dropped last winter, was that it lets warm
water leak out of the shower area and warm the floor. That theory didn't last 
very long.

My second theory was that the drain is meant for a spare washing machine. 
But there's no place to really put such a machine, so that theory didn't last 
long either.

My third theory was that the drain serves the whole bathroom, so whatever 
you spill and wherever you spill it, it will still drain off the floor. But every 
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attempt to imagine what sort of thing might get spilt brought up such awful 
images, that I didn't want to entertain any of that theory, either.

One of my neighbors suggested my current working theory – that the 
designers simply hadn't thought of making it any other way. This neighbor 
also claimed that bathrooms throughout China are designed the same way (I 
have no idea, myself), so maybe it's just a cultural thing that nobody 
questions.

That theory doesn't totally jibe with the fact that showers at the guest house, 
where I spent so many summers, have drains in the showers (actually, 
bathtubs). But maybe that's just to accommodate foreign guests. Anyway, I'd 
appreciate insight about this problem from anybody who thinks they have it.

===== The Dog and The Spot ====

cringe-inducing suspense department

The dog of the week is an off-white Pekingese. And yeah, there are 
approximately 40 million of them in Tianjin, so what makes this one so 
special?  Well, it had apparently lost its owner. Its wanderings brought it, 
panting, to Weijin Lu, the main street by campus. Rob and Darryl and I 
spotted it after Rob and I played a duet for "open-mic" night at The Spot 
Thursday night.  

The duet was a lot of fun, by the way. We also talked to the Spot manager 
about us getting him some different tunes to play over the public address 
system in the shop. I never ever imagined that I'd be driven crazy by 
constant repetitions of Mercy Mercy Mercy, one of my favorite tunes from the 
very first jazz album I ever bought entitled "Cannonball Adderley, Live at the 
Club."  Guess my imagination wasn't big enough. 

Anyway, I told him I could handle the jazz selections, and I'd avoid the 
temptation to include music by The Art Ensemble of Chicago. He had no 
response to that. He merely stared at me like I was Sun Ra or something. 

Rob could handle the more contemporary pop/rock stuff, and he would avoid 
the temptation to add in Rage Against the Machine. The manager laughed at 
that idea. And it was then that I knew he'd be open to our selections.

Anyway, that Pekingese that we saw afterward just wandered across Weijin 
Lu, looking totally confused and panting loudly. Well, he appeared to be 
panting loudly. Actually the traffic noise covered up any sound the Pekingese 
might have been making. 

We held our breath as we waited for the inevitable – death by taxi. Some 
cars were swerving to avoid it, but we all knew that cars wouldn't swerve 
arouond him forever. Finally a taxi came charging straight for the poor dog, 
who continued to twirl about with wild eyes,  perhaps searching for his 
missing master. The taxi drew near – and struck. It seemed to lurch forward 
like a viper as the driver, too late, slammed on the brakes. 
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At first the dog completely disappeared, but then we saw it again! It was so 
short that the careening cab had simply rolled over it. It emerged from under 
the chassis, still panting, and still kind of circling, directionless. It finally made
it across the street, but we didn't see it after that. We didn't want to see it 
after that. The light turned green and we were on our way.

I do hope he finds his master, though.

===== Our Department’s Chinese Teacher’s Schedule ====

"It's all perspective" department

I'd been wondering why I never encountered my Chinese teaching 
counterparts any more in the departmental office in building 25. It’s located 
next to the smaller office for us foreign teachers. I really enjoyed the 
collaborations that we had concerning last year's speech contest. About 
fifteen teachers showed up for those sessions. Not only did I see them then, 
but I also saw them occasionally passing by in the hall outside our own 
office.  This semester . . . . . nobody. 

But then, one of those teachers asked me for some help with an English 
translation that she’d been working on. We met at The Spot (where else?) to 
review it. And then she divulged how she had found herself with so much 
time to work on a translation. Swearing me to secrecy, she told how she had 
no classes to teach this semester. She had taught all of her required classes 
last fall, so there was nothing left for her to do.

Well, that’s nice work if you can get it. I never did tell any of the other 
Chinese teachers about this revelation. However, as the semester had worn 
on, the other Chinese teachers told me how they had had nothing to teach 
this semester, either. 

Well, it turns out that all, or at least most, of the Chinese teachers didn’t 
teach at all this semester. Apparently it is not unusual, [ Editor: though it 
never happened again while I was teaching in Tianjin]. If our sort of English 
class isn't needed for a semester, then we're not scheduled, even though the 
teachers are still paid. Presumably, the same sort of scheduling would hold 
for other departments on campus as well.  So, actually, Rob and I were 
basically the only ones working in our entire department this semester. At 
least, if what I was told is accurate. 

I'm not sure exactly how I feel about this situation. For one thing, the amount 
of work is so minimal compared to what I did at home in elementary school 
that I was still able to moonlight at two other jobs at the same time.  Not only 
that, I held weekly office hours and teamed up with Rob for weekly movie 
presentations at night, which the Chinese teachers never do, and still it was 
no strain at all. It certainly left me with enough time to develop my writing 
skills a little bit, and also rehearse and play music at church, and visit with 
friends!

So from that point of view, I have no complaints. For me, the work is life. 
Without working, particularly since it's work that I find rewarding, life here 
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would be pretty meaningless. I wonder, then, what all those Chinese 
teachers are doing with their months of free time, and I wonder what 
meaning they are finding in their lives. 

But Rob and I were not able to teach the full semester that we should. You’d 
think that a couple Chinese teachers could have helped out in that. 

Recently a tent was erected near our market place. I've seen such tents 
before.  It means that pretty soon, some young men, probably from the 
countryside, will jam themselves in there to catch a few hours of sleep every 
night, while they spend all their waking hours on a construction job, perhaps 
the market itself, seven days a week. 

So, it's interesting. 

-Secure Net
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Week 40

Friday, June 12, 2009. The end of the fortieth week.

Actually, as I send this out, it's still Thursday in Portland, 
which is my sister's birthday. Happy Birthday, Abbe! Here in 

Tianjin, there's actually a beautiful sunrise, with fluffy clouds and a brilliant 
red horizon, at least as much as you can see of it over the tall buildings.

There’s only one time zone for all of China, and no "daylight shifting time," 
like in most of the USA. This means that sunrise today was around 4:30 am, 
even though I'm at the same latitude as Mendocino in California, or Baltimore
back east.  How nice to have some daylight in the morning for such a long 
part of the year.

The photo at 
left shows my 
Macintosh 
iBook and video
projector 
projecting a 
presentation 
about the 
Beatles on the 
wall of my 
classroom. 
Every teacher 
coming to 
China that can 
afford it should 
bring such a 
setup. It makes 
everything that 

much easier and that much more effective.

Below is yet another picture of The Spot. You know, I've spent a lot of time 
there. I was sipping an iced latte alfresco, and surfing the web using the 
iBook, which appears in the lower right-hand corner. It was about 2:30 
o'clock on Wednesday afternoon. Yeah, the life of Reilly is rough.

You can also see what at first appears like a motor-scooter. It is, sort of. It's 
an electric bike. I wrote about them below, and this the clearest picture I've 
ever taken of one. Take a good look at it, and shudder. What I wrote below 
(and copied from below) is this:

===== Bikes ====

What do you do if bus riding's beneath you, bike riding's too much effort, and 
taxi riding? Well the taxis get stuck in the same commuter mess as the other 
cars, don't they? To sidestep the jams, yet still edge out the competition, you 
need an electric bike. 
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Electric bikes did 
exist ten years ago.
Usually they were 
little more than 
ordinary bikes 
augmented by a 
tiny motor. But in 
recent years, 
motors and bodies 
alike have 
expanded right 
along with the 
beast's own 
popularity.  Many of
this new electric 
generation are 
tricked-out street 

cruisers, with fattened curves, spring suspensions and shiny paint jobs. But 
while they may look like little Harleys, they're missing the Hog's famous 
booming roar. Some might think that a good thing. 

Pity, however, the ordinary cyclist pedaling down a bike lane in Tianjin. Those
Chinese stealth cruisers materialize from behind in absolute silence, passing 
at up to twice the speed of other bikes, sometimes to the left, sometimes to 
the right. Drifting from side to side within the lanes, they often avoid collisions
by mere centimeters. It's the new definition of unnerving.

They do have horns, ineffective beepers with a tone so stylishly synthesized 
that you can never tell exactly where it's coming from. Unfortunately, many of
them also have brakes that scream like something out of a Stephen King 
movie. And when that banshee suddenly shrieks from where you thought 
was empty space, it can startle you right off the road. Actually, someone told 
me recently that they've outlawed electric bikes in Beijing. I don't know if 
that's true or not, but that's what I'd do if I were Beijing's mayor. Or Tianjin's 
mayor, for that matter.

===== The Changing Weather – Monsoons ====

Well, today marks the end of forty weeks. There seems to be something 
almost Biblical about that. Certainly the floods hit this week. On Monday, 
after 8 months of dryness, the gates of heaven opened, complete with 
thunder and lightning bolts. Monday's rain wasn't the sole precipitation for 
eight months, though it's amazing how dry the climate is up here. But it had a
different quality and volume.  It was the debut of summer's sordid weather. 
The streets on campus all flooded, just the way I remember it from summers 
past. Finally, my foresight in bringing waterproof shoes paid off.

I had classes all day Monday. The weather was actually cool, but so humid 
that we opened all the windows and set the ceiling fans in motion, lest we 
sweat ourselves into dehydration. Again, all that misery was despite cool 
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temperatures. It was merely summer’s debut, and not the complete heated 
dance.

Yes, this year's monsoon season had begun.

When I was little I thought a monsoon was some sort of snake-eating weasel.
Maybe it spoke French? Actually, it's the wet waves of weather wafting 
northward from the south seas. When weather like that drifts into Arizona, it's
a relief. Here it's a curse. Well, to me it's a curse. Maybe not to ducks and 
farmers.

The monsoon withdrew partially on Tuesday, but I know it will be back in 
force. Tuesday and Wednesday were cooler and drier, though not as dry as 
last month. Thursday was fine and warm. Again, I marvel at how livable the 
weather is, compared to what I had to put up with year after year during 
those summers. I haven't even been tempted to turn on the AC all week.

But this week, the first invading mosquito of the season found its way into my
apartment and woke me up at 3 a.m. Thursday morning. It woke me up again
this morning. Does that count as weather, or merely a bellwether? And no, it 
doesn't count as any "bird of the week." Meanwhile, I'm going to hone my 
flyswatter skills.

In a few minutes, I'll be leaving for my Friday classes – This is the final day of
classes! All I do then is figure out grades and turn them in, and then I'm done
for the semester! And then....

===== Getting Ready to Return to America ====

I'm getting ready to return to America in a few days. And YouTube will no 
longer be blocked! (not where I'll be at, anyway!)  I plan on stocking up with 
more music videos from YouTube all summer. Well, I'll do that if I have the 
time. Actually, I have a mountain of commitments and chores already. I'm 
actually worried about whether I can finish them all before returning here in 
September.

I might send out one more note like this after I return to California, or I may 
not, depending. Maybe I should also describe what it's like to return home 
after so long abroad.  Also, some things I've wished to write about this year 
never got sent, in the interest of discretion and self-censorship. I figured it 
might not be helpful to disseminate some kinds of opinions from this location.
On the other hand, maybe they're not subjects of interest, anyway, so we'll 
see.

Speaking of interest, next year I will probably not write as much or as often 
as I did this year. My main failure this year was in not learning adequate 
Chinese. Next year I want to spend more time on that task. At the same time,
my weekly teaching schedule will be 25% longer (with more pay, though). So 
a less demanding English language writing schedule should free up some 
time for Chinese study.
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I also want to reconstitute my mailing list for next year. Probably, many who 
have received these missives actually don't want my musings cluttering their 
mailboxes, but they're too polite to mention the fact to me. So if you want to 
continue receiving these letters next year, albeit at a reduced rate, just email 
me this summer to opt in. A few people, such as my own family members, 
won't have that choice, of course. Those guys are stuck with me for the 
duration.
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Week 41

Thursday, June 18, 2009. The forty-first week. Castro Valley, California.

Okay, this is last note for this season. I am now in 
Castro Valley in California. I'll be returning to Tianjin 
next September. As I mentioned last week, I'll 
reconstitute my mailing list for next year. So if you want 
to clutter your inbox with my missives, be sure to let me
know over the summer. I'll only send to those who opt 
in (except for family members, who have no choice). 

And I won't be writing as much next year as I did last year, since I'll need the 
time to study Chinese.

I had not intended to write this week, but I figured that since I began this 
series of writings with a description of my trip to Tianjin, I should end it with a 
description of the trip back to California, particularly because a couple of my 
good friends in China already emailed to find out if I had safely arrived. 

I have.

===== Finishing Up in Tianjin ====

My last few days in Tianjin were rather eventful – certainly 
full, and lacking in free time. I visited old friends Miles and 
Sunny, though I wasn't able to visit old friends Louis and 
Thomas, or many other friends, for that matter. I also had 

lunch with four of my former students from the school of architecture. The 
school of architecture is located in a building next to the guest house where I 
spent so many summers since my first trip in 1998. And this was the first time
I actually went inside it!!!  They had an exhibition of the architecture of 
temporary worker's villages, and even an actual worker's shelter, built from 
bricks without mortar, that they had taken from a construction site in Beijing 
and reconstructed outside next to the building. I have to say, artists and 
architects are resourcefully exploring every sort of art, using great 
imagination. In this case, they're validating the idea that even crude shelters 
have some aesthetic worth.

There was nowhere near enough time this last week to do everything 
required of me. I submitted my grades to Jason, and also signed a contract 
for next fall. This whole decision thing has not been easy. No, not easy at all. 
For one thing, it's hard to imagine a life without teaching kids. I've considered
looking into elementary schools in Tianjin, but it's not the right time for that. 
Sunny and others have also given me leads for elementary schools. Maybe 
in the future. Who knows?

===== The Sun Failed to Give Its Light ====

I wrote last week about the summer rains in Tianjin. This week, a day's 
rainfall amount was boosted a notch higher on the scale. In fact, it was like 
nothing I had ever seen before – and not just the rain, but the conditions that 
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preceded the rain. The Bible famously describes the weather at the 
crucifixion of Jesus as darkness from noon until three o'clock. I had always 
considered this description hyperbole, symbolism, or perhaps a 
metaphysical, supernatural event. I never thought I would actually witness 
something like it.

And yet, on Tuesday, after I had returned home from a lunch-time visit to 
Sunny's company, I was sitting and typing at the computer, planning what 
sorts of things I should bring back with me in September. The day had been 
dreary and dark, just on the point of raining, but never quite attaining it. The 
clouds had thickened to the point that I actually had to turn on the light next 
to my computer. I continued typing and surfing. And gradually I became 
aware of loud yelling in the distance. I didn't look to see where it was coming 
from because, as I sat and typed, I faced away from the window, towards a 
wall on the opposite side of the room. I was too lazy to get up and go look. I 
just assumed the yelling was some sort of military drill for the college 
sophomores, all of whom have to undergo a couple weeks of basic training. 
My home is located just a block from the huge undergraduate dorm complex.

But in this case, it was chaotic yelling, not the sort of marching cadence or 
response to orders that you might expect from a military drill. I turned around 
to face the window, and my jaw dropped. Outdoors, it was black – as black 
as night. Yet it was 1:15 p.m. Not quite believing my eyes, I crossed the room
and opened the window. I also checked the clock and my watch several 
times to make sure I hadn't fainted or something and slept through the 
afternoon. 

I leaned out the window. It was all mysteriously normal. Well, normal if it had 
been 10 p.m. The lights on the large commercial buildings had all come on. 
The street lights near me had not lighted, however, so cars that passed by 
depended on their headlights, just as if there had been a power failure. In 
fact, there was no power failure. My computer and room lights shone 
unabated. 

And the yelling. It was the sound of hundreds of students opening their 
windows and yelling out into the serenity of an untimely night, a night that 
silently required their voices. As yet, no rain had fallen. For perhaps twenty 
minutes I, too, stood captured at the open window, open-mouthed, open 
eyed, and listening. 

Was this an eclipse? Just our luck if it was, with the clouds too thick to 
actually see the sun. For a moment, I returned to the computer to Google up 
an answer. It was no eclipse. There will be a spectacular eclipse in China 
next month, but no eclipse in June. 

Finally, the darkness gathered into drops. It fell sparsely at first, but quickly 
swelled into a torrent and a cascade. Light partially returned overhead, as the
impeding darkness coalesced and drifted down onto the sidewalks and 
swelled into the intervening streets. 
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And still, I stood rooted at the window, a prisoner and witness of this 
unadorned grandeur.

===== The Streets Fill with Water ====

Later that afternoon, I took a walk in the 
rain. I had to visit the bank to update the
records in my bank book, so I could 
figure out my earnings for the year in 
case of any tax liability. I needed my 
waterproof shoes, of course. Actually, I 
would have been better off with flip-flops
and short pants, two things I should 
consider bringing with me in September 
in case I encounter further downpours 
upon my return. 

Luckily, my bank is on the same side of 
the block as my apartment, so I didn't 
have to cross the street. Actually, most 
streets were easy to cross, but a few 
were impassable, the waters too deep 
to ford using normal shoes. I'm sending 
two photos this week, taken on this 
walk, showing the street to the north of 

me. One picture shows one of my favorite restaurants, which features 
Szechuan-style cooking. It's a favorite of students, too, due to its large 
portions and reasonable prices. It's my favorite because it's clean, the staff 
are helpful, cheerful and numerous, and it has some of the best gan bian dou
jiao (twice-fried green beans) in town, which has become my favorite 
Chinese dish. The glowing electric sign is normally not strong enough to 
overcome the afternoon sunshine, but in this view, you can see it reflecting 
off the waters in the street like some sort of tropical paradise. 

The other shot shows
the cars at the corner
of the same street,
plunging through the
waves, hoping that
the water doesn't
splash into their air
intakes or get sucked
up into a cylinder or
something. On this
day, all the cars
successfully managed
to pass through the
stream, though on
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other days, drowning hulks have piled up in various places to await the great 
draining.

In this case, it stopped raining by early evening. When I awoke the next 
morning, Wednesday morning, I looked out the window, and all traces of the 
rain had already disappeared. Later, when I got out the door and strolled over
to the street by the Szechuan restaurant, no trace of the stream remained. 
Taxis lined up there at the gate as usual, whereas on the previous day that 
would have been impossible.  I was glad that I was leaving that day, 
Wednesday, and not the previous day, when I would have had to lug the 
suitcases through the stream and out a couple more blocks to the main 
street. 

=====  Final Packing  ====

My neighbor Lonnie had agreed to stay home Wednesday morning, to 
provide advice and moral support as I figured out what to pack and what to 
leave. A lot of us will be leaving this summer for good. My ERRC colleagues 
Rob and Jeanne will be gone. Jeanne will return in February, though.  The 
Mormon neighbors Art, Colleen, Larry and Joyce, will all be returning to the 
USA. Svetlana, the intrepid Russian, will be gone one way or another. 
Adorina, the feisty Australian, also left, about an hour before I did. Except for 
Natalie and Lonnie, all the people in that building whom I normally might do 
something with, will be gone. I guess this is what Rob means when he talks 
about not getting too attached to people, since they'll soon be moving on. 
Indeed, the apartment I now occupy once housed Rob's close friend Dave, 
who got married a couple years ago, and recently (last week) became a 
father, just in time for Father's Day. He's been living elsewhere in Tianjin, so 
Rob doesn't completely miss him yet, but now Dave’s whole family will return 
to the USA this summer. 

At any rate, Lonnie volunteered to help me take my suitcases out to the line 
of cabs, about three blocks away. I shook hands with a driver whom I 
frequently ride with, but he wasn't first in line, so we piled the cases in 
another cab and I took off. 

===== The Tianjin Airport ====

Now, in previous years, in order to get to the Beijing airport, the cab would 
have taken me to a bus station or the train station. Had I gone to the bus 
station, I would have had to rearrange all those cases into the Beijing Airport 
bus somewhere, either underneath the passengers or among them, 
depending on the type of bus. The bus trip to Beijing Airport would have 
taken two and a half hours. 

Alternately, the cab could have taken me to the train station. The high-speed 
train would have taken me to the south Beijing station, which still isn't hooked
up to the subway system, so I'd take a Beijing city bus to the subway, and 
then I'm not even sure if the subway actually goes out to Beijing Airport or 
not. 
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But this year, I got smart. Finally. Actually, it was Lonnie's suggestion. I flew 
out from Tianjin instead of Beijing. I took the cab directly to the Tianjin airport,
about fifteen minutes longer than it would have taken me to get to the bus 
depot for the bus leaving for Beijing or to the train station. (the fare was just 
over 50 RMB – $7.50) I unloaded my suitcases and there I was.

Now, I don't want to put down the Beijing Airport. It's actually quite nice, and 
brand-spanking new, constructed for the 2008 Olympics, and its International
terminal is the world's largest. 

In contrast,
Tianjin's
airport, also
newly-
constructed
for the 2008
Olympics, is
small and
easily
manageable,
and just as
nice. Okay, it
doesn't have
Beijing
Airport's city
of duty-free
shops and
expensive
restaurants,
but I generally don't take airplanes in order to go shopping, and there was 
food (well, a snack) waiting for me on the plane. 

I checked in at the Korean Airlines desk. There was no line. The airline 
receptionist helpfully arranged to have my new saxophone (purchased from 
Steve) checked through "oversize baggage," since it was more likely to get 
careful handling that way. 

I passed through security. Again, there was no line, so no rush. The plane 
was relatively small, so no boarding by section. You simply get on when they 
open the gate. 

===== Incheon Airport ====

The flight proceeded to Incheon airport, near Seoul, in Korea –  about an 
hour and a half. We deplaned. To transfer, you have to go up one floor, and 
pass through a security checkpoint again. And again, there was no line at the
security checkpoint. 
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The Incheon airport is
a bit more civilized
than most. In addition
to the normal
assortment of shops
and newsstands, they
have a free Internet
cafe. Or, if you, like
me, have a laptop with
a wireless card, you
can simply use that
connection for free.  

They also have little
stations, called the
"Traditional Korean
Cultural Experience
Zone," promoting Korean cultural activities. The station near me was not 
staffed at the time I was there, but had it been, there would have been 
opportunities to construct little trinkets for free, suitable as gifts for young 
folks at home. 

It turned out that the same plane that I had taken from Tianjin was again 
used for the trip to San Francisco. Again, no boarding by section. Just get on 
the plane. About eleven hours and two meals later, I was in San Francisco. 
So easy! The time that I would have taken hauling myself and my stuff to 
Beijing was mainly replaced by a relaxing time sitting and surfing in Korea. 
Anyone coming to Tianjin from California should seriously consider the route 
I took. And if, for some reason, you don't want to take Korean Air through 
Incheon, you can also take Japan Airlines through Nagoya.  It's my hope 
that, nice as the Beijing Airport is, I never have to see it again, unless for 
some reason I'm actually traveling to Beijing.

================

And by the way, the plane from Tianjin to Incheon was only a quarter full, and
the plane from Incheon to San Francisco was maybe half full. This meant I 
had a double seat by the window for both legs (of the flight), making the trip 
even more comfortable. 

One reason for the low passenger numbers is the recent H1N1 (Swine Flu) 
virus. Despite the fact that it seems pretty mild, particularly compared to the 
normal flu, and despite the fact that it is already present in just about every 
Asian country, it's really got people scared.  I saw lots of people wearing 
surgical masks. You had to fill out a survey questionnaire to screen out sick 
people at Incheon airport, and probably you'd do the same at any Chinese 
airport. Indeed, during the last week, at least two people told me of trips from 
China to the USA that were canceled for fear of the flu. One of my former 
students will hopefully come on an architectural tour of California in July. But 
that tour, too, will be subject to cancellation unless the flu situation improves. 
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[Editor: This wonderfully convenient flight from Tianjin was spoiled the next 
year when Korean Air changed its schedule. So I returned to flying from 
Beijing. But later, I found out that the changed schedule opened up even 
more exciting possibilities]

===== Arrival in San Francisco ====

In contrast, I was asked to fill no such survey questionnaires to enter the 
United States. I don't know if non-citizens may have been asked for this, but I
kind of doubt it. Nobody I know here has the flu. I suppose that it can 
metamorphose into something more dangerous than it already is, but can't 
that also be said of the normal flu? At least one vaccine has already been 
developed and should be ready for distribution by September. I don't know, 
but on the one hand, I think this swine flu is a great rehearsal for the day 
when a truly dangerous disease becomes pandemic. On the other hand, I'm 
amazed at how much is being made over a relatively mild disease. 

Anyway, customs and immigration stations in San Francisco also involved 
little to no waiting. Once I had exited the system, I simply proceeded to the 
BART (metro) system, and paid $6.70 for a ticket to Castro Valley. There was
one easy transfer involved, and then I was back in my home town. The 
weather was typical Bay Area, a bit on the cool side. People were wearing 
light jackets and sweaters, or not. In the Bay Area, clothing is usually to suit 
one’s taste, and not a response to weather conditions. The air was crisp, 
clear, and deeply blue, particularly compared to a typical summer day in 
Tianjin.

My friends Ric and Carolyn gave me a lift from the BART station to my 
house. My mother had left food in the refrigerator from when she had been 
here a couple weeks ago, including milk, Loard's ice cream, organic orange 
juice, sour-dough muffins, Swedish cheese, and frozen pizzas. I also found 
all the great coffee I could want and then some. The yard looked good. The 
Smiths had me over for dinner, a home-made taco salad.

===== I plugged into the Internet ====

At home, I fired up my computer, and got online with no blocking of any site, 
and with speeds many times what I could get in China, even though I don't 
have the fastest speeds available here. 

And that reminds me. There are a couple YouTube videos about Tianjin that I
wanted to point out to everyone last spring, but couldn't easily locate 
because of the blocking. Now I can not only find the videos, but I can see 
them simply by clicking – no waiting for them to download first. So now I can 
finally finish your introduction to Tianjin traffic. 

The first video is here:

https://youtu.be/tflw0D61LaE

It shows neighborhood traffic through an area just outside Tianjin’s city 
center, sped up about sixty times. The minor intersection operates without 
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the benefit of traffic lights. It's worth viewing more than once, because then, 
in addition to the spectacular congestion, you'll also start to notice the 
various bikes going the wrong way all over the street, and various cars on the
upper street that simply stop and park in the road for periods of time. It's all 
quite amazing, particularly because no accident occurred in all that chaos.

The second video is here:

https://youtu.be/s-I3wDtLMCA

It shows an intersection named "Ba Li Tai" located on Weijin Road at one 
corner of the Nankai University campus.  It’s on the route that I have always 
taken to the Christian International Fellowship every Sunday. 

The Ba Li Tai intersection is actually a series of overpasses. From the 
camera's point of view on the ground, you can't see most of the traffic on the 
overpasses themselves, since they're located overhead. 

Instead, you can see a parallel system of street-level alleys used by traffic 
that's making turns not available from the overpasses. The amount of traffic 
you see in this video is very unusual – it's only that bad at the height of 
commute times. If you look somewhat in the background, you'll see some 
bicyclists going down one alley the wrong way towards the left. That's 
normal.  When I go to the Sunday morning Fellowship I go the same way, 
taking a left turn at the end of the overpass that is impossible to reach any 
other way.

Thirdly, there's this video that I just discovered:

This is a ten-minute introduction and orientation to Tianjin, told from the point 
of view of a foreigner associated with the Jian Hua foundation (based in 
Hong Kong) who is also attending the New Century language school, which 
is located near the Jian Hua office. This New Century language school is 
also where the International Christian Fellowship meets on Sundays. 

The video's here:

https://youtu.be/icnFPLDwnS8

It's about ten minutes long, and a bit too detailed if you're not actually going 
to Tianjin, but if you are, it makes an ideal introduction to the city. And if you 
are, see it now before you go, because YouTube is still blocked in China.

===== Dog and Birds ====

Oh, I almost forgot!!!!!

Dog of the week: A dark tan-colored cockapoo riding in a bike basket, his 
dark-golden locks drawn into a little pony tail on the top of his head. Even I 
thought he was cute.
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Bird of the week: Three birds. The first was a woodpecker I saw at Nankai 
University. I actually heard it pecking more than I saw  it – I only got a 
glimpse as it flew away. I believe it was a "great spotted woodpecker," but 
can't be certain.  Next year I'll bring binoculars. In general, Nankai has a 
greater variety of birds than Tianjin University.  I attribute this to Nankai's 
more conservative nature, which has so far resisted the urge to clear out, 
flatten, and pave over large swaths of otherwise natural areas and lawns. 

===== Paved-over Surfaces ====

Tianjin University, on the other hand, continues to do so, most recently in an 
established housing development called "Village Number 6," over by the 
mini-Wu Mart that I always go to. Both Rob and I spent many peaceful fall 
afternoons there, in a central park-like area, traversed by winding paths and 
scattered with patches of decorative rocks. A thinly populated forest of tall 
scraggly trees filled the area and made you feel like you were in woodland, 
not quite a forest, where sunlight could still penetrate and warm the 
environment. ERRC member Sharon Steinmuller joined us there once, too. 
Stone picnic tables attracted the neighborhood Chess masters and kibitzers, 
mainly retired old men. Dogs and kids wandered the paths and dropped 
things upon them. 

Well, a couple weeks
ago, most of the picnic
tables were cleared out,
the decorative rocks all
gathered into one
corner and planted into
a circular raised
flowerbed. Although the
workmen spared the
trees, at least for the
most part, they did pave
over all the paths and
dirt areas, so again
there's nothing but an
absolutely flat and plain
off-white brick surface,
which is probably a lot easier to keep clean then the old surface. A few chess
masters still hang out there. The kids and dogs tend to hang around the 
circular flowerbed, rather than wander without direction through the sterile 
plaza. Tian Da could learn from Nankai I think.

Anyway, my second bird was a spotted dove, a species I observed all over 
Hong Kong last February, but this time saw at one of the canals near the 
television tower. They migrate north, but don't live in Tianjin all year.

My third species was my beloved Anna's hummingbird, a bird found mainly in
California and the states bordering it, which I saw this morning in my front 
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yard, on this, my first full day back in America. I now feel I've truly returned 
home.

Well, this was my final post of the season. I hope everyone reading this has a
great summer. As for those who didn't bother to read this far, well.......

Oh, and again, if you want to read more about Tianjin next year, let me know 
this summer sometime.  Bye,

-Secure Net

[Ed; final word count for the year’s journal: approximately 97,000 words.]
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A few weeks ago, some of us at ERRC were inspired to write a book about 
current life in China. I was asked to write about the changes I've seen in 
Tianjin over the past ten years. What follows is what I wrote for that theme, 
about 6,000 words.  It mainly recycles observations that I made above in my 
email writings to family and friends.

A Decade of Change

One of my acquaintances here in Tianjin is a
Chinese professor of English. A man of great
determination and drive, he regularly travels out
to other countries and continents to study local
educational systems and attend conferences. 

I've often considered how times have changed
since the days of his youth during the great
Cultural Revolution, when China seemed as
isolated from the rest of the globe as the moon,
and almost nobody could travel either in or out
so freely as he does today. Indeed, when I
consider those days, and the two dramatic
American journeys of Richard Nixon and Neil
Armstrong, I'm never quite sure exactly which
distance was greater – the path to the moon or
the path to China. Changes during this most
recent decade may not be as dramatic as the changes associated with those 
two journeys. Nevertheless, they're significant.

When my acquaintance returned from his most recent out-of-country trip, I 
asked him how it went. "Terrible!" he shouted, his eyes wide, yet his mouth 
half smiling. What did he mean by terrible? "Well," he said, "that town is still 
back where we were ten years ago!" He was talking about Vladivostok, in 
Russia. And he showed me some pictures. He was right. The plain look of 
the buildings in his pictures did seem like something out of 1990's Tianjin, 
and not at all like what they're building in China today. 

Well, ten years is a long time in "China years."

I felt that his Tianjin pride might have affected his judgments, though. After 
all, Vladivostok is hardly the center of Russia, and if I leave the center of 
Tianjin and travel out, I'll also encounter towns and cities near here that 
haven't kept pace with the metropolitan area's manic progress. Tianjin, after 
all, benefited from the recent Olympics, because the Olympic soccer 
matches took place here in a new stadium built for the occasion.

But even without the Olympics factored in, ten years is still a long time in 
"China years."

===== The Borders between Universities ====

And what about Tianjin? It's the most important Chinese city that you’ve 
never heard of. One of China's largest population and manufacturing centers,
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it's eclipsed in the view of outsiders by Beijing, China's nearby capital, a 
mere seventy miles distant. Yet Tianjin has its own distinct culture, familiar to 
all Chinese. If Beijing is like London, maybe Tianjin is like Liverpool. I first 
arrived in Tianjin in 1998, during that era ten years ago that my acquaintance
alluded to. And back then, it really was quite different. And most changes, as 
my acquaintance indicated, reflect progress and development.

Take telephones, for example. When I first arrived in Tianjin in 1998, a 
decade ago, little "public phone" signs hung from shops and sheds all over 
town, so common that "public phone" was one of the first Chinese phrases I 
learned to read. But I never see it any more. Cheap cell phones make public 
land lines redundant. And with cheap phone cards and the Internet, you don't
even need land lines for International calls. Moreover, you get text 
messaging. 

In 1998, as now, I lived on the campus of Tianjin University. It was the first of 
many summer stints living on campus and teaching English. 

The apartment that I occupy now didn't exist back then, so even my present 
location is emblematic of the changes I want to describe. An exploding 
student population and frenetically constructed buildings now crowd the once
open and spacious campus. The dirt field where we taught the students 
sand-lot baseball in 1998 now contains a fully-developed sports complex with
a stadium, track and soccer fields, and basketball and tennis courts. Soon, 
construction will strain the limits of available land. When that happens, they 
will found another campus several miles south of town, where there's lots of 
room for further growth.

Tianjin University adjoins Nankai
University, the other prestigious
university in town, which is also
struggling against limited space for
expansion within the city. In fact, Nankai
already has a small satellite campus
outside of town near Tangu, Tianjin’s
port. The border between the two
universities is long and straight. Ten
years ago it was jammed with little huts,
dwelling places for many members of
the universities' staff. And it probably
also housed the workers who were
building up each campus. 

It was a dour assemblage of cinder block structures knit together by dirt 
paths. It also knit the two campuses together.  Roads and paths, some 
official and well-maintained, others more improvised, appeared and 
disappeared in that space over the years. This was a dynamic village that 
grew and developed.

Some of its roofs were tile, others simple corrugated tin held in place by 
heavy bricks. Trees grew throughout the neighborhood, though most rose no 
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higher than four or five meters. My colleagues and I often passed through 
there on our way from Tianjin University to Nankai University to play 
badminton.  Entrepreneurial residents sold anything and everything at 
pathside, from black-market CD's to barbecued ribs. Piles of trash lay here 
and there, so the summer heat stirred up potent odors to stalk the unwary 
traveler. 

Though its surface appeared primitive and dirty, it wasn't so bad inside the 
buildings. I remember visiting one family there and playing a game of "Tomb 
Raider with Lara Croft" on their computer, which sat alone on a table like a 
king on a throne, robed with a towel when not in use. The room was sparsely
furnished, but clean and neat, despite the thick dust and dirt outside. They 
offered me a soft drink which I sipped carefully to avoid spills.

This village also provided entertainments. Of great interest to us Westerners 
was the Alibaba, a sort of bar. Its interior decor of improvised murals 
variously scribbled over with graffiti resembled a patch of Berkeley set adrift. 
The Chinese staff all spoke English. And they served soft drinks as well as 
more interesting beverages. Actually, I didn't manage to discover this 
establishment until my second trip to Tianjin. For one thing, the door faced 
Nankai University, so it wasn't obvious from our side of the village. And 
secondly, most of the happenings there occurred late at night. And in those 
early days, the Tianjin Guest House demanded a curfew. The doors locked at
10:00 p.m., just when the Ali Baba was reaching full steam. Such curfews 
are, of course, now a thing of the past. Well, at least they are at Tianjin 
University.

Another nearby restaurant, though, enjoyed our patronage right from the 
beginning. I never learned its name, but we called it the Jiaozi Place in honor
of the fine jiaozi (among other things) that it served up. And it had two doors 
– one open towards Nankai University and the other towards Tianjin 
University. They were thickly padded to retain the cool air-conditioned 
atmosphere during the hot sultry summer weather. It was tremendously 
popular with students.

Today, that thriving, gritty
neighborhood village has
evaporated. The space left
behind has been paved over
with a broad asphalt road
bordered by walls on each
side. It's ramrod-straight, like
a dry moat between the
campuses. Where the jiaozi
restaurant used to be, a
single passage breaches the
walls, maintaining the path
of the original unofficial
connecting road set up over
ten years ago. On each side,
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an electronic gate, festooned with L.E.D. lights, scissors across to close the 
gap in the wall, leaving only two narrow pedestrian passageways.

Even more dramatically, a behemoth of a building towers over this 
connecting passage across the asphalt road, like a bridge binding the two 
campuses. It even seems to sit on four pylons at its corners. It's called the 
"Tianjin University – Nankai University Joint Research Mansion." 

And in the Chinese spirit of sturdy walls, inside the building itself, the Tianjin 
University side of the building is walled off against the Nankai University side.
From the outside, it looks like you should be able to walk from one side to the
other, but you really can’t, except for a small obscure passage.

Sometimes that 
building seems to 
me less of a bridge 
and more of a 
fortified keep, four 
walls stuffed with 
office workers and 
scientists, enclosing
a vast hollow space
within, where rain 
can soak into those 
who dare to cross 

unbidden. This castle defends itself against both universities. Indeed, it only 
exists because of a government mandate, the same government that also 
ordered the two universities to combine almost ten years ago, for the simple 
reason that "bigger is better." Neither university wished to do so, so they 
played a waiting game, employing time-honored delaying tactics, until that 
generation of officials finally retired, which solved the problem, except maybe
for that strange square building crouching in the middle. What to do with 
that?

===== Changes at Tianjin University ====

This combination of willful 
high authority and resilient 
under-authorities, coupled 
with a gradual cleanup and 
spacing out of public 
spaces, echoes itself all 
over the city, and maybe all 
over the country. The push 
for public space vastness 
echoes the clearing and 
expansion of Tiananmen 

Square itself in Beijing during the early years of the People's Republic. 
Perhaps it's the aesthetic hallmark of the present generation of leadership.
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And an official with the right connections can effect sudden change, indeed. 
You travel down a street you haven't visited in a couple months and realize 
it's now half again wider than it used to be. That row of shops that you liked 
suddenly disappears, the rooms turned into living spaces when their 
streetside doors are neatly walled up. Of course, many of those shops will 
continue to operate through the barred windows. 

Tianjin University itself
provides a fine example of
this space creation. There's
an imposing monument in
the center of campus,
erected to celebrate the
hundredth anniversary of
this, the oldest Western-style
university in China (founded
1895). It is like a little
pavilion planted amidst
several park-like acres of trees and lawn, with low-rising hills, winding paths, 
and occasional tables and benches. The dense foliage almost screened the 
rest of the campus from view, so when you sat within, you could almost 
imagine yourself amidst a secluded grove, a patch of nature from outside the 
city.

All that changed a few years ago. They extracted most of the trees and 
thinned the remaining groves so they no longer screened anything. They 
flattened the hills, and paved over most of the lawn with stone. Now the 
formerly-secluded monument, once shrouded in arboreal splendor, 
commands a vast and hard-paved public square, its grandness enhanced by 
unusual water fountains, little mini-canals and bridges, exhibition platforms 
and even a statue of a young European woman cozying up to a good book – 
no doubt an engineering text. Every weekend you can now enjoy a host of 
activities more in keeping with its urban location – roller bladers, theater 
groups, exhibitions by university departments, student clubs, or community 
organizations, and in the morning, the eternal complement of oldsters 
practicing various forms of tai chi.

Flattened and paved, it's easier to keep clean, and it's kept clean. In most 
respects, it's a big improvement, yet I sometimes still miss that little glade 
where we once held Easter Egg hunts with our summer school English 
classes. 

Elsewhere in the city, you find the same thing. The central train station was 
thoroughly  renovated for its new role as host to high-speed trains from 
Beijing, which have shortened that journey from two hours to under thirty 
minutes. They cleared out structures and left the station itself stranded 
amidst a plaza so expansive that crowds of travelers appear as drifting 
clouds of dust within it, unimpeded by any vehicular traffic whatsoever, even 
bicycles.  Instead, traffic flows in and out through elaborate underground 
channels.
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Other tourist areas share this new grandness. "Ancient Culture Street" is a 
pedestrian shopping street intended to showcase traditional arts and crafts, 
the sort of unique products that make tourists feel they've really been 
somewhere. The street is actually three blocks long, with a bend in the 
middle that accommodates a small plaza.

A decade ago, it was overlaid with clutter, perhaps appropriate to its origins 
within one of the historically older and poorer city neighborhoods. The 
curbsides were lined with sidewalk vendors hawking the same cheap trinkets
they sold throughout the city –  toys, games, CD's of questionable legality, 
etc. The beach umbrellas shading their tables further restricted foot traffic 
along the already narrow path. Clotheslines of colorful flags stretched across 
the space overhead, impeding views of the sky. The cheap electronic calls of 
plastic crickets, calling out from every third table, still stick in my ears ten 
years later.

Renovation has swept
through this street a least
a couple times since then.
Each time, the facades
received a face lift, and the
pavement was upgraded.
Now the path is smooth,
clean, and wide. It seems
wider still, since they also
stripped away that layer of
trinket dealers, exposing
the regular shops that sell the local specialties – musical instruments, clay 
figures by Zhang, paper kites by Wei, paintings, hand-made signature chops,
and local foods. They also installed grand painted wooden gates at each end
to frame the shopping experience.

The square at the mid-street bend, once thick with little flea-market booths, 
was emptied out in stages, until only portrait artists remained. Later, they 
erected a gate on the outer side, crowned by a small pavilion where singers 
perform samplings of Chinese Opera on weekends, all peddlers finally 
cleared away to accommodate crowds of standing gawkers.

They also added cross streets and a second-story layer of shops along 
parallel streets (complete with escalators) so now, far from being a simple 
tourist street, it's a "Compleat" tourist neighborhood.

===== Vendors and Merchants ==== 

Of course, this raises the question of the fate of all those sidewalk dealers, 
not just those from Ancient Culture Street, but those from the old university 
village, those displaced by street widening, and in fact, those evicted from 
nearly every sidewalk in town. 
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Indeed, ten years ago, 
practically every square 
meter of sidewalk was 
smothered in 
commercial activity of 
some sort, except 
maybe for one spot 
where somebody had 
set up a gigantic 
improvised double see-
saw. Instead of a single 
teetering board, two 

boards rocked over the same fulcrum point at roughly right angles, 
accommodating four riders. The contraption splayed across the sidewalk in a
manner that would have spelled "lawsuit" back home!  Sure looked like fun, 
though.

But usually, peddlers
swarmed the sidewalks too
thickly to accommodate wild
and crazy activities like
children careening through
the air. In fact, not far from
where I live now, an
expanding population of
sidewalk food vendors
overflowed onto the asphalt, neatly hopping the curbside itself, leaving a gap 
like a narrow alley tunneling through the middle, hidden from the view of 
passersby on the street. I remember once running that gauntlet, barbecue 
grills at one elbow, noodle pots at the other, and lots of open eyes and 
mouths turned in my direction wondering why a foreigner had even entered. 
Today, only the gap remains the same, the vendors long departed.

To be sure, street vendors still persist in reduced numbers, particularly 
bicycle repairmen, phone card dealers, DVD merchants, itinerant bakers and 
produce sellers. Many, like the glove and sash dealers that pass through in 
the fall, are migratory, briefly alighting to reap a harvest of cash before 
moving on.

But the great mass of vendors? Patches of the old unruly populations still 
maintain strongholds along the city's periphery. But mostly, they seem to 
have been brought indoors.

For example, not far from that once-overflowing sidewalk near my apartment 
you'll find a new covered marketplace, a blue sheet-metal structure with an 
easy-to-clean cement floor, three entrances and booths chock full of every 
sort of food dealer. My favorite fruit guy and baozi cook both occupy booths 
there. You can find noodles, jiaozi, malatang, various sorts of barbecues and 
bing, and even little grocery stores and a place that sells cheap bikes, 
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suitcases, and clothes.  Some of those people must be former street sellers. 
Such marketplaces have arisen in many neighborhoods around here.

Similarly, the
crowded
population once
stuffed between
the two
universities is
now sheltered in
high-rise
apartment
buildings, which
each university
erected on its
property for its
staff. These apartments don't come free, but staff can get one at subsidized 
rates. 

===== Taxis Then and Now ====

In fact, skyscraper apartments are fast becoming the hallmark of the modern 
Chinese city, as populations expand in response to movement from the 
countryside. Across Tianjin, entire neighborhoods of towering apartments 
have sprouted like leafless forests, all trunk and no canopy.

All this development brought with it an attendant expansion in vehicular 
traffic. In 1998, most people rode a bike, a bus or the omnipresent yellow 
taxi, a ragged little microvan nicknamed the "bread loaf."  It spouted carbon 
like a chimney and sported a tacked-together interior ever on the point of 
collapse. But a bit of improvisation could reconfigure that interior every which
way plus loose. 

That tiny cab could hold a half-dozen people plus a couple bikes and more. 
You wouldn't want to be trapped inside during an accident, but thick clouds of
bicycles back then crowded the streets so thoroughly that cars couldn't get 
up much speed, anyway.  All the same, the government outlawed those 
"bread loafs" several years ago, probably because they were unsafe and 
polluting. 

Today, taxis are solid-looking sedans, usually light blue in color. They're great
cars, and many are air conditioned. But they're not much to write about.

Bicycles, though noticeably fewer in number, still maintain sufficient density 
to slow down speeders, except of course, for private vehicles piloted by the 
nouveau riche, who seem to feel they actually do own the whole damn road, 
thank you very much. But actually, that explosive growth of private cars slows
traffic more effectively than any herd of bikes, especially during commute 
times. For example, a shuttle bus travels between Tianjin University and a 
sort-of partner school 25 miles southwest of here.  The trip down at 2:30 p.m.
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takes about forty minutes. But the return trip at 5:30 (commute time) takes at 
least an hour, and sometimes an hour and a quarter.

So what do you do if bus riding is beneath you, bike riding's too much effort, 
and taxi riding? Well the taxis get stuck in the same commuter mess as the 
other cars, don't they? To sidestep the jams, yet still edge out the 
competition, you need an electric bike. 

Electric bikes did exist ten years ago. Usually they were little more than 
ordinary bikes augmented with a tiny motor. But in recent years, motors and 
bodies alike have expanded right along with the beast's own popularity.  
Many of this new electric generation are tricked-out street cruisers, with 
fattened curves, spring suspensions and shiny paint jobs. But while they may
look like little Harleys, they're missing the Hog's famous booming roar. Some 
might think that a good thing. 

Pity, however, the ordinary cyclist pedaling down a bike lane in Tianjin. Those
Chinese stealth cruisers materialize from behind in absolute silence, passing 
at up to twice the speed of other bikes, sometimes to the left, sometimes to 
the right. Drifting from side to side within the lanes, they often avoid collisions
by mere centimeters. It's the new definition of unnerving.

They do have horns, ineffective beepers with a tone so stylishly synthesized 
that you can never tell exactly where it's coming from. Unfortunately, many of
them also have brakes that scream like something out of a Stephen King 
movie. And when that banshee suddenly shrieks from where you thought 
was empty space, it can startle you right off the road. Actually, someone told 
me recently that they've outlawed electric bikes in Beijing. I don't know if 
that's true or not, but that's what I'd do if I were Beijing's mayor. Or Tianjin's 
mayor, for that matter.

Electric bikes aside, though, the greater traffic volume has forced most 
drivers to behave with much more consideration than they did a decade ago. 
There's less wiggle worm for unexpected driver improvisations. So far fewer 
drive on the wrong side of the road or along sidewalks, far fewer beep their 
horns all time, and far more stop for red lights. China still leads the world in 
the rate of traffic fatalities, but you know things are changing when you see a 
tandem pair of drivers, paused by traffic, who are nice enough to wave mere 
pedestrians across the street in front of them.

===== Tianjin's Accommodation to Outsiders ====

Tianjin has a long history of accommodation to outsiders, particularly 
Westerners. This results from its longstanding function as a major port city, 
as well as its more recent status as a "special economic development zone." 

In the less recent past, this accommodation was not entirely voluntary, such 
as the "foreign concessions," which were like foreign colonies, granted after 
the Opium wars over a hundred years ago. Tianjin's concessions included 
grants to England, Belgium, Germany, Russia, Austria, Italy, France and 
Japan. Located along the Hai River, each had its own street plan, which 
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didn't necessarily mesh with any of the others, so even today, it's a mess to 
navigate. 

Memories of those intrusions are not particularly endearing, but now that 
homeland sovereignty has long been restored, they are viewed less as 
arenas of foreign intrusion, and more as unique and colorful additions to the 
city's international character. Over the past decade, they've been restored to 
their former grandeur and ethnic flavors. Actually, more than just restored, 
they've been enhanced. Piazzas in the old Italian concession, for example, 
now share some of that same expansiveness that characterizes their 
Chinese counterparts across the city. They're framed by building design 
straight from Tuscany.

The old English concession, so expansive that it contained about sixty 
different streets, today hosts tourists on horse-drawn carriages that ply those 
same streets. They admire the restored English buildings, and try to read the 
new stone plaques attached to the wrought-iron fences fronting the streets, 
which identify famous former occupants and explain the various architectural 
styles. At one point they pass a life-size bronze replica of an old English 
horse-drawn cab, usually containing additional tourists lounging within. Other
bronze statues include English children sprung from the pages of Dickens, 
coursing across street corners. 

One particular gem in this British landscape is Nanmu Garden, an exquisite 
rose garden with blooms arranged in beds by variety, and a European-style 
fountain with little human figures in the center, backed up by what looks like 
the ruins of a Greek temple. It also has a Chinese-style pavilion and walking 
paths full of happy retirees. Like all gems, it's protected. It's enclosed by a tall
and formal wrought-iron fence.

Then they closed the park for renovation, erecting blue-painted panels of 
corrugated metal all around. What a disappointment, and just as the spring 
weather was approaching stroll-perfect! 

But then, after just a few weeks, it reopened. And what a surprise! The 
enclosing wrought-iron fence was carted off, along with the blue metal 
panels!  The new fence is a little white curvy thing a foot high that looks more
like a lace border than a fence. You can step right over it!

So now, the park, with all its treasures, lays completely open, inviting the 
whole neighborhood and passing tourists in to enjoy its atmosphere! This is 
truly remarkable in a society that tends to isolate and wall off parts of itself, 
almost by second nature. 

Not only that, the workmen re-laid all the paths, and installed a new fountain, 
this time with a "china" vase in the center. They took out the "Greek ruins" 
and replaced them with a gleaming white neoclassical colonnade. The new 
streetlights are brighter, with three lamps apiece rather than one. New flower 
pots and abstract sculptures completed the picture. Even the Chinese 
pavilion was scrubbed and upgraded. I think that ten years ago people 
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wouldn't have even known how to make such happy changes, or even 
realize that it would be a good idea.

Not long after, they gave the same treatment to the huge “water park” as 
well.

===== Growth of the Westerner's Presence ====

The number of actual living foreigners in Tianjin has also multiplied in the last
ten years. It's still not like Hong Kong or even Beijing, but at least people 
here don't stare at you all the time the way they used to. They don't often 
accost you with "Hello's" of questionable friendliness. Outsiders have lost 
that rock star aura, though some remnant of their entertainment value does 
persist.

This new accommodation to Westerners does have its limits, though. Most 
people seem unable to conceive that "Westerner" doesn't actually mean 
"English speaker." If you do speak English, you're in luck. Large 
supermarkets (and some small ones) usually label their products bilingually. 
Traffic signs are mostly bilingual. But if you're my Spanish-speaking 
Colombian friend, it's not quite so easy. Maybe you came to China to 
experience the culture and learn the language, but in order to get there, 
you're going to have to learn English first, since all the beginning Chinese 
courses use English, as do all the bilingual tourist facilities. And since you 
look like a gringo, people expect you to understand the English they speak to
you. On the other hand, learning two languages at once can be a worthy 
challenge!

Western food is also easier to find these days. Large supermarkets generally
include an imported food section with products from America, Europe, Japan 
and Korea. Several small shops around town specialize in such imports and 
offer an even wider selection. And restaurants beyond the basic McDonald's 
and KFC also provide decent Western (and other ethnic) foods. And for 
"hanging out with the guys," there's even a sports bar with a satellite hookup 
to ESPN, and decent burgers. We're still crying out for a good Mexican 
restaurant, though.

In 1998, such readily available food imports were a dream waiting to happen.
Back then, after five weeks of pure Chinese food (which we loved, by the 
way), we treated ourselves to the weekend French buffet brunch at the 
Sheraton Hotel. (which currently costs about $40 US) and could hardly 
believe our taste buds. We were astonished to even find a little cart full of 
Baskin Robbins ice cream!

Since that time, Baskin Robbins actually opened their own shop on a main 
street in the university district,  but then had to close it in the face of stiff and 
cheaper competition from home-grown brands. Well, maybe they shouldn't 
have charged the same price here that they'd charge back home in America.

And speaking of prices, the price of living has risen tremendously in Tianjin 
over ten years, led by an increase in food prices. Ten years ago, when the 
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foreign exchange rate was 8 to the dollar, the price of dinner for two in 
America could get you dinner for twelve here. These days, with rising prices 
and an exchange rate of 6.7 to the dollar, the price for two in America will get 
you dinner for five here.  It's still cheap in terms of dollars, but not nearly 
what it was. 

Of course, if you go to an actual American chain, like Starbucks or TGI 
Friday's, you'll simply pay American prices, despite the example of Baskin 
Robbins. It's amazing, though, how many people here can do that now. The 
Chinese may complain that their country is not as rich and developed as 
Europe or Japan, but lots of well-off Chinese now drive expensive cars and 
live in American style tract houses beyond the aspirations of many in 
America. The auto row south of town deals in Hummers and BMW, Audis and
Lexus. In fact, the Hummer brand itself was recently sold to China, perhaps 
to facilitate production of more Hummer stretch limos, like the one recently 
spotted at a car wash south of the city center.

===== Banks ====

And, speaking of money, the banking system also works better for outsiders.

A decade ago, about a dozen of us walked over to the Bank of China, the 
most appropriate bank for changing dollars into the local currency. But even 
the Bank of China ran out of forms that day. We sat waiting while frantic bank
officers phoned their colleagues in other branches. Finally, one very serious-
looking manager announced to us that two taxis waited for us without. He 
came along with us, riding shotgun, directing the taxis to the main branch of 
Bank of China, where he ushered us inside. He waited while we all 
exchanged money. Then he hailed two more cabs and dropped us outside 
our rooms at the guest house. Refusing all offers to even share the cab fare, 
he sped back to the bank. Now that's service. 

These days, such extreme measures are no longer required. Not only are 
Banks of China fully equipped to deal with foreign exchange, their ATM 
machines provide direct access to bank accounts back home, anyway. So 
much for traveler's checks.

Not only that, the whole banking experience is more civil now. In the old 
days, only wimps stood in line. Successfully reaching a teller's window 
required strategy and quick reflexes, as well as an intuitive feel for which 
members of the crowd in front of you were likely to move and in which 
direction. This same sort of jockeying for access also applied to climbing on 
buses or buying tickets to popular amusements.

Nowadays, each bank customer simply takes a number. At busy times, a 
bank employee, demonstrating solidarity with customers, stands in the lobby 
happily assisting oldsters, country people, foreigners, and other clueless 
souls in locating forms and windows. And having grown accustomed to such 
organized waiting, even if the number system were eliminated, customers 
would probably still maintain order.
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And I've actually witnessed long lines with people standing as primly as any 
group of Englishmen, such as the line snaking through the lobby at the 
student activity center for a musical show. A hundred students stood waiting, 
with nary a line jumper in sight. Even buses are easier to get into than they 
used to be.

===== The Chinese Absorb some Western Culture ====

And what of the Alibaba, that old Western bar banished from Nankai 
University along with the rest of that little village? Well, they must have been 
on some official's bad side. They did acquire new premises down the street 
from Nankai University. But the location! It's off the main street, a hundred 
yards down an unnamed alley, housed in a big old dusty building crowned 
with a faded sign written with traditional characters that says "Yunxiao Shuan
Kao Dian," which means something like "Hot Pot and Barbecue Restaurant 
to the Skies." Nothing at all betrays the Alibaba's presence. When I 
wandered over there last year, local residences had to direct us to the 
entrance, and then encourage us to actually open the door. The atmosphere 
inside was so murky and bar-like that it spooked the Chinese friend I was 
with, so we left.  Well, I guess not everything in Tianjin is improving.

On the other hand, if you wander down a similar street across from Tianjin 
University, and down a well-marked cross street, you'll find a brand-new 
establishment, "The Spot." It's not a bar, but a Western coffee house. It's 
trendy, too. Yes, it's also like a patch of Berkeley set adrift, but this is a neat 
and better-lighted Berkeley, with a contemporary color scheme. Coffee prices
are significantly cheaper than those of Starbucks. Citizens of many foreign 
nations comfortably nurse their hot brew on the couches, at the tables, or 
outside on the patio. And Chinese friends often accompany them, or tutor 
them in Chinese. This is a place that never would have existed ten years 
ago, a place where East meets West. We're lucky to have it in Tianjin. And if 
you are lucky, you might catch me and my colleague Rob performing there 
on open mike nights. 

And while you're there, take another look at those Chinese people, 
particularly the young people. 

In 1998, their dress would have been fairly plain and their manner rather 
conservative. These days, Chinese young people wear exactly the same 
sorts of things as their counterparts in cities across the globe. Some young 
women wear the same sorts of bare midriff styles and faux underwear that 
I've seen back home, styles that would have seemed scandalous in China 
back in the day. But it's not only the short skirts and plunging necklines on 
the one hand, it's also the more conservative but trendy cargo pants and t-
shirts on the other. 

Young men also wear the same t-shirts and jeans found everywhere, in 
addition to a rather elaborate variety of hair styles. Ten years ago, men often 
cooled themselves in the summer by rolling their shirts up as far as their 
underarms, exposing most of their trunk. The custom still exists. I guess 
some things don't change quite so quickly as others.
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The biggest change in young Chinese, though, which is particularly 
noticeable when you live at a University, concerns romantic partners. In 
1998, the only adults holding hands in public were young women with their 
girlfriends or mothers. Young men and women seldom held hands in public. 
Now, some couples hold their whole bodies in public. Okay, not a lot of them 
do, but enough to make public romantic hand holding seem like no big deal 
anymore. And I often now see old couples holding hands, too.

===== Animals in Tianjin ====

And speaking of objects of affection, Tianjin's animal population has grown 
as steadily as the growth in foreigners, despite the persistent pollution. Ten 
years ago, pets were scarce. Caged birds were common, but I never saw a 
single dog that first year, and only two cats, both mascots at a "Western 
Style" restaurant. 

Dogs, of course, had been absent from Chinese cities since the 1950's. Back
then, authorities feared diseases like rabies and wanted to conserve scare 
food supplies for people, so they simply slaughtered them all, and maybe ate
them.  I spotted my first Chinese dog during my second trip here, and that 
was a German shepherd in the countryside. I discovered my first city dogs a 
couple years later. But now, the city's almost overrun with dogs on leashes. 
Most are purebred, small, and fluffy, like Pekingese and Pomeranians. 
However, just about every common breed is represented, including large 
dogs like golden retrievers, chows and German shepherds. I've even seen 
an Afghan hound bounce out of an apartment in my neighborhood.

I kind of feel sorry for dogs like that, since there aren't many places to 
properly run them. Even if there were, owners often keep their large dogs 
hidden indoors to avoid a large dog’s onerous licensing fees. I once saw a 
guy try to run his husky on leash from a motorcycle. It was a well-intentioned 
effort, but ultimately a fiasco, as he struggled to keep his balance on the 
moving bike against tugs from his compact and enthusiastic companion who 
moved in several different random directions. 

Actually, a lot of people here simply don't know what to do with a dog, having 
lived so long without them.  Many fear them, the same as they might a bear 
or wolf. Others just haul them around like poultry or fish. One kindly-looking 
old bike rider ported his cream-colored Pomeranian in the basket over his 
front wheel. Alighting at his destination in a public park, the man simply 
grabbed the dog by the elbow to lift him out of the basket. I'd never actually 
seen a living animal achieve that cartoon expression of lalling tongue and 
outcrossed eyes which froze itself on that Pomeranian's face as he waited for
his feet to hit the ground. Once free, the dog maintained his cross 
expression. He rushed over to me, a simple bystander, snapping and 
growling as if the park were his own home. 

That's another thing I've noticed among the dogs here – many are "poorly 
socialized." They growl and snap at everything, including other dogs that they
actually want to hang out with. It's like they don't really know how to behave 
like dogs. Well, after a few more years, I'm sure it will all sort itself out. On 
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the other hand, you never know. Whenever there's an outbreak of rabies, 
authorities still routinely slaughter all the dogs throughout the affected region,
vaccinated or not, wiping the slate clean of pets again.

===== Wild Tianjin Animals ====

Wild creatures are also increasing in numbers, particularly birds. In 1998, the
only birds I noticed in the area were nondescript little tree sparrows, flighty 
flakes of dingy brown that flitted here and there. When I asked somebody 
what had happened to the birds, he smiled and told me, "In China, people 
don't watch birds. They eat them." 

On the other hand, maybe pesticides, which were lavished on every patch of 
greenery, got the birds. I still remember watching a man come to the lobby of 
our residence wearing something like an oversized scuba tank full of poison. 
Each and every potted plant received a dousing from the shower head, as 
did a wide perimeter of the stone floor around it.  These days, such chemical 
soakings are more discreet, if not curtailed altogether. 

Certainly, the birds have now returned, beginning with a magpie I spotted 
soaring about a trash heap between the campuses many years ago. This 
year, I spotted all sorts of birds including two species of magpie, grey 
starlings, waterfowl, swifts, swallows, falcons, and several migrants too 
fleeting to identify, not to mention expanded populations of those little tree 
sparrows. I even spotted a hoopoe on campus last week. It's exciting to see 
them return, though the mosquitoes and cicadas may not share my 
enthusiasm.

===== Tianjin's Future Growth ====

As for future growth, there's going to be plenty. The place to view it is down 
by the riverside. The main river through town, once encrusted with primitive 
paths and overrun by litter, has been cleaned up, and festooned with 
monuments and bridges. There’s even a huge Ferris wheel, called the 
"Tianjin Eye," which surmounts one of the bridges in the northern 
neighborhoods. But that's just a foretaste of the future.

Near the river bank, in the former Italian concession, next to one of those 
newly renovated piazzas, sits the Tianjin Planning Museum, itself somewhat 
of a bold artistic statement, with a flat modern exterior punctuated by small 
flaked-out windows and huge rectangular panels of glass, curved along the 
top. Counterpart museums exist in most other large Chinese cities, but I've 
never seen anything quite like it in America. In America, city planning is so 
contentious you can't really predict which plans might actually come through 
twenty or forty years down the line. Here, planners are quite confident they're
not wasting money by filling a three-story building with detailed models and 
multimedia presentations of the future that will happen.

Most of the museum's first floor is taken up by a gigantic model of the future 
Tianjin, encircled by a walking path, and impregnated with lights. Buildings 
and structures that don't exist yet are modeled in white plastic, while existing 
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buildings are modeled in their actual colors. The map is mostly white, with 
entire white neighborhoods, including an additional white city center in the 
north near the Tianjin Eye, with office buildings taller than any which exist 
today.  The whole layout celebrates and amplifies the multiple waterways and
ponds that have long delineated Tianjin's character. It's really striking to 
contemplate, particularly when they start the light show.

And that's just the first floor.

===== To Sum Up ====

Well, Tianjin has changed a lot in ten years, and promises even greater 
changes in the future. I think Vladivostok is going to have a hard time 
keeping up. And all the changes I've described so far probably just scratch 
the surface of the whole story. As an outsider, I have limited access to the 
deeper underlying stories, known mainly to grandparents and utility workers. 
Had I a chance to talk to them, I'm sure this chapter would have been six 
times longer.

And yet, even with all that, the constants in this ancient culture probably still 
outweigh the changes. Thankfully, I can leave it to others to plumb the depths
of that ocean.
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