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     Wednesday, September 21, 2011 – Tianjin

===== Back to Work ====

It's exactly three months since I sent out my last mass 
email. On the other hand, it was such a long composition 

that those who plucked up the courage to actually wade through 
through it might still be struggling to keep from foundering in the 
bloated paragraphs. And by the way, if anybody actually did read the 
whole thing, I'd love to hear some reactions. My colleague Jeanne, 
braver than most, printed it out and read it during breaks of tutorial 
sessions last June. Her comments were valuable feedback. Thanks, 
Jeanne. 

I've been getting some emails lately wondering if I'm still okay and in 
fact wondering what continent I'm on. It's nice to be missed. Thanks!!  
Maybe it's time I just wrote a chatty letter like normal people do. Well, I
returned to Tianjin on September 5, and I've been resettling and 
starting classes, and now I'm right in the middle of the second week. 

=====Tianjin Situation Normal ====
I went to bed one recent evening after reading the weather forecast - 
rain for the next five days. The next morning I got up and, before 
donning my new REI raincoat, cast a glance at the weather forecast. 
Sunny and warmer for the next five days. That's Tianjin weather. 
Actually, this year is considerably cooler than last year at this time. The 
weather has been pleasant at worst and marvelous so far this week. 

I guess the
only thing as
predictable as
the
unpredictable
weather here
is the
continued
piling up of
cars upon cars
upon cars.
Today, the
sidewalk/plaza  in front of my office building, Building #25, was 
completely smothered by a shoal of beached sedans, leaving but a 
single snaking path wide enough for any of those cars to make its way 
back onto the road. And wandering along that path, like a rat in a maze,
slipped one lonely sedan, its gawking, shell-shocked driver wrestling 
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with the temptation to just abandon her vehicle, clogging the area 
forever. However, I can't say what actually happened, since I left before 
any such decision had been taken. Actually, I didn't want to know. 

Bicyclists on campus never seem to wrestle with such moral niceties as 
blocking access. There actually is a garage under building 25. I didn't 
see any cars snaking down there, though. Perhaps the explanation lies 
in the swarm of bicycles that alighted at the mouth of the driveway to 
the garage, their owners having rushed off to lunch at the cafeteria next
door. A lone man stood there on the driveway, trying to maintain an 
open path through the resting bikes, but he finally gave up in disgust 
and slithered back down under the building.  At that point I snapped the
picture that you can see below. 

Yes, nothing is so predictable here as people simply ignoring the needs 
of others. 

===== Rob's Trip ====
My friend Rob, who studies Chinese literature at the University next 
door, had the opportunity to visit Taiwan with nine of his Chinese 
classmates, along with about a thousand other Chinese students from 
various cities in the mainland. They stayed there for a month while 
nominally attending classes in Taipei, but actually haunting bookstores 
for works that the mainland has censored, tasting imported foods and 
liquors unavailable on the mainland, and in general hanging out and 
exploring every inch of the place that they could. Rob wrote a blog of 
his experiences, which is highly recommended reading for those 
interested in how mainland Chinese react to visiting Taiwan. I can send 
you the link if you're interested. 
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One highlight, if you can call it that: On the last day of the trip, one of 
the Taiwanese professors got a call from the mainland, asking her to 
explain to the students that Taiwan really isn't as nice as it seems, but 
that the millions of Taipei citizens were all putting on their best behavior
as a show for the students. For some reason, the Taiwanese professor 
refused to do that. 

When Rob and his classmates returned to Tianjin, they headed over to 
their favorite snack source - a marketplace on campus, one of many 
rather ramshackle, tin-roofed structures scattered across the city in 
various locations.

This particular 
marketplace was a 
good one - a 
"classic," if you will, 
well known even far 
from the university 
campus. However, 
during the month 
that they had spent 
in Taiwan, the 
marketplace had 
been demolished. In
its place now lay a 
dirt field, empty but 
for copious piles of 
litter, all of it 
surrounded by a 

metal wall. In the small spaces outside this wall cowered several of the 
former market merchants, gathered together under temporary 
umbrellas like frightened cockroaches fleeing the light.  And all this, of 
course, with no notice from city planning authorities whatsoever. That's 
life here. Those in power owe you no explanations or notices. No 
badges. 

===== The Coming Holiday ==== 
The first of October is coming - the major patriotic holiday of the year. 
We'll all get several days off work, including the weekend. However, 
even though it's less than two weeks away, nobody has announced 
exactly which days, other than October 1, National Day itself, will be 
included in the holidays. So I don't know which of my classes I may 
have to make up on the weekend, and which can simply be canceled 
completely. My neighbor Lonnie, who teaches computer science, had to 
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submit his syllabus and schedule months in advance. Yet, he's still 
waiting for somebody to announce this holiday so he can figure out how
to reschedule his labs for that week.

Of course, the topper in the field of non-communications came when I 
read about a plan to build another new airport between here and 
Beijing, serving both major population centers. It will be open in four 
years, and will dwarf any other airport on earth, with its eight or nine 
runways, depending upon whom you talk to. Here's the link: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/sep/08/beijing-aviation-
hub-mega-airport?CMP=twt_gu

What's funny about this article, is that, although officials did announce 
the existence of the gigantic project, details are so hard to come by that
the reporter took to interviewing local farmers and migrant workers to 
try and figure out exactly where it would be located. 

To be fair, China is not the only country in East Asia which is reticent to 
divulge details of major building projects. I recently found out that 
Russia is planning to build a tunnel to connect Asia with North America 
under the Bering Strait. They've finished building the drill, and have 
even gone so far as to lay railroad track out to the gateway city on the 
Asian side. When reporters asked government officials in DC to 
comment on the project and tell how the Americans were planning on 
handling the Alaska end of it, they said, "Tunnel?" 

It's not that people here are trying to be inconsiderate, though. It's 
more like "What exactly is this "consideration" thing of which you
speak?." Well, sometimes I do feel that those in power, such as those 
setting national holidays, really do go out of their way to express their 
disdain for the rest of us. 

===== My Summer in America ====
I spent the summer almost entirely in California. So how did my 
summer go? Eh, okay. 

One good part, though, was on July 8, when I attended my father's 
surprise 90th birthday party in Sun City, Arizona. It was a momentous 
celebration. Family members came from all over the West, including 
Abbe, Rick, Steve, the older Leonards, and Terri and the girls. A great 
time was had by all. 
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When I 
returned 
to Castro 
Valley, I 
was 
treated to 
typical 
Bay Area 
weather - 
each day 
pleasantly 
about the 
same as 
every 
other day, 

for months on end. Its weather differs from Tianjin's as much as you 
can imagine.  It's so pleasant it tht almost makes one cry in 
appreciation.  The picture shows a typical day (they're all alike) on 
Norris Canyon Road near San Ramon. 

But I somehow strained the muscles and tendons in my neck, sometime
after my father's birthday party, so I spent most of the summer sitting 
around being a big grouch with a pain in the neck. Yes, I could muster 
up some even-tempered Dr. Jekyll for a couple hours at a time, but 
other than that, the summer was mostly Mr. Hyde.  I'm particularly 
sorry I was playing Mr. Hyde for so much of the time when my mother 
came down to visit. She shouldn't have to put up with such things. 

And perhaps it's that foul mood that got me so discouraged about the 
regress in my own country, starting with how slavishly so many 
Americans, particularly those in the establishment, worship not only 
wealth, but wealthy people themselves.  I mean, Chinese culture is 
well-known for esteeming wealth and money at every turn - the famous
Gung Hey Fat Choy, after all, does not actually mean "Happy New Year,"
but something more like "Felicitations to your coming wealth" But even 
at its most wealth obsessed, China never seems to take the final step of
worshiping the wealthy themselves, like we do. 

Anyway, it was discouraging hearing about friends working shortened 
hours, putting off medical care for fear of losing their job, searching for 
months for permanent work and not finding it, etc. etc., while hedge 
fund managers, crooked bankers, and CEO's of international 
conglomerates are making out like bandits.  And *my* friends actually 
*are* all professionals, what used to be called "middle class." I can't 
imagine how the poor are getting by. I even found out that at the 
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University of California, cutbacks have been so severe that they can no 
longer  offer every required course every year, so it's common for 
students to need five or six years to graduate - not because they're 
professional students like we were in my day, but because it takes that 
long to get all your required courses into your schedule. And of course, 
these days, they're building up student debt  with each added year, as 
well.  And don't get me started on the defunding of public schools. 

So yeah, I was a big
grouch all summer and I
didn't do much,
otherwise. Although I did
somehow manage to dig
out a huge root in the
front yard that was lifting
the sidewalk (the root
remains appear in the
picture at right), and I
clipped enough shrubs
and bushes from the
back yard to fill the
organics recycling bin every week, and I even filled my neighbor's bin a 
couple times as well. 

And I did see some old friends - Jerry, the Smiths, Carlbob, Eileen and 
Mark, Harriett and Tim and family, Isabel and Aires and family, 
Dawnette, and many of my neighbors on Nando Court.  Actually, lots of 
kids live on the court, now, the first time that so many kids have lived 
here since I was a kid.  And, just like we did back then, the neighbors 
have starting holding block parties in the summer months. Because of 
that, I've gotten to know more of them during the last three years than 
I had when I was living there full time. 

And my neighbor Lonnie from Tianjin also dropped by, with his wife and 
young daughter.  I even saw Cindy Chin, an old friend from my very 
first trip to China, and her family.  And I was able to repay my friend 
Yong Dai, who gave my father and me a ride from the Beijing Airport to 
Tianjin in June, by taking him and his family out to Mexican food at Don
Jose's in Castro Village. 

I visited old friends in Berkeley - Arlene, JoAnne, Tim, Fumi, and the 
rest of the Friday-night walkers, Josh and Jill and their family, Kurt and 
Weihong and their son, and when I visited my Sunday school at First 
Pres, Berkeley, I ended up leading the lessons for a couple weeks. 

I also visited Schafer Park School (my final alma mater)  on several 
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occasions, including its teachers, such as Linda, George, Susie, Nhung, 
and the rest.  I even saw a couple of my former third-grade students, 
who had grown pretty tall in the meantime. 

I brought my little video camera back from China and filmed every nook
and cranny of Schafer Park School, because everyone is moving out of 
there over the Thanksgiving holiday into the new facilities that have 
been built on the old playground. After that, the old buildings will suffer 
the same fate as that marketplace in Tianjin, except much more slowly 
and deliberately, and with years of notice ahead of time.  I really wish I 
could have been among the first teachers to inaugurate the new Schafer
Park, but I guess one can't do everything. 

This picture
shows the
extensive
lawn that I
planted from
seed
between two
wings at
Schafer Park
School, in
soil heavily
polluted by,
among other
things, the
wax-infested
waste water
from the classroom floor cleaner. It was under-watered as usual in the 
summer, but I had chosen a special strain of grass that's almost 
impossible to kill by drought.  It will come back as soon as water hits it. 
At least, it will until the whole thing is bulldozed under. 

When I look over what I've written here, it seems I've done  a lot, but 
really, there was so much more to accomplish - particularly in work 
around the house, and I also never got to Portland this trip. 

===== The Next Steps ====
When I got back to Tianjin, I found that many of the foreign teachers 
that I had known here had moved away. Such migrations are common, 
unfortunately. Anastasia went to England to be with her boyfriend, Dave
and Terry both went down south to Guangzhou to teach there. Steve 
headed up to Beijing, as did Martin. The Larsons returned to Utah, 
Natalie moved back to Arkansas, Lee to Jersey, and Pete had already 
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gone to Oregon last Spring. Amazing turnover  - more left than stayed. 
So it's once again a matter of figuring out who the new people are and 
what they're about.  Thank goodness, Lonnie, Jeanne and Inga are still 
here! 

And there is some encouraging news on the "ignorant bicyclists" front. 
The picture you see shows where I park my bike when I go to class. I 
prefer to park it next to the building, but often, that location is hard to 
reach, because a swarm of bikes always alights in a spread-out clump 
right next to the path, blocking penetration into the wide spaces just 
beyond, which include the spot I like. 

Well, when I 
rode there this 
week, I saw 
that, not only 
had they posted
a red-uniformed
guard there 
(actually, they 
had done that 
before, but it 
hadn't worked), 
they also placed
traffic cones in 
the bike spaces 

next to the path, which seemed to have quickened the guard into 
almost zealousness.  No blockage!! Now the only problem is that 
everybody else also wants to park where I do, next to the building. But 
I'm still happy. I no longer have to toss bikes around just to reach an 
empty parking space. 

Yeah, small victories. 

Wow, I just checked - 2500 words. I had meant to just write a couple 
hundred. Well, one of these days I'll send a short chatty note like 
normal people do. In the meantime, I'd love to receive your short, 
chatty note, so feel free to send it here!! 

- Secure Net.
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Sunday, October 9, 2011 - Tianjin

===== A Thick Atmosphere ====
We just completed the long National Holiday, and 
everybody goes back towork tomorrow. Actually, the 

holiday itself ended a few days ago on Wednesday night, but in order to
fill out a work-free week, many institutions (such as the one I work for) 
swapped the weekend days (today and yesterday) for Thursday and 
Friday.  So masses of people traveled long distances to visit family - 
many of them to get married,since it's one of the few times of the year 
that a wedding-ful of distantly-located people can all get off work at the 
same time to assemble together.

And so, lots of people went back to their normal jobs yesterday and will 
still be working today, as well as working the regular work week starting
tomorrow.

And maybe that
explains (in part)
what's going on in
the atmosphere.
Beginning
yesterday morning
it's been the most
polluted air ever.
It's so thick that it
darkens the sky,
like a heavy
overcast. The
heaped masses of
cars that are piled
just outside my
window appear veiled, and objects further 

distant lurk almost hidden.  Just a simple two-block stroll tothe market 
yesterday started me coughing.  I'd say it would be a goodday to stay 
indoors, but doors (particularly mine, in the photo at right) cannot ward
off the throat-scratching invasion. And don't you just love the smell of 
hydrocarbons in the morning?

Yeah, it's the continuing saga of my front door's march out into the 
stairway. Two weeks ago, while I was out, somebody dropped by and 
smeared more plaster into the gap between the frame and the 
wall.However, since the door continues its forward thrust, much of this 
new filling has already dropped away, so again, air flows freely in 
andout around the frame.
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A relieving rain is forecast for tomorrow. Pray that it's a heavy one.

===== Rob's Birthday Party ====
I did go out last night, to the Korean section of town, where my 
erstwhile colleague and compatriot Rob was celebrating his birthday, 
one of two birthday celebrations for me this week, the other being my 
mother's.

And I met several of Rob's Chinese classmates, some of whom had 
accompanied him to Taiwan this summer and others who hadn't. Once 
again, I was confronted with the differences between Chinese 
communities here and Chinese communities elsewhere in the world, as 
well as the standard pat answer that the reasons things are so different 
here is that there are simply too many people. Yes, so many people that
whatever works for the rest of the world cannot be attempted here.

I was so tempted to the respond to the young man who'd made that 
assertion with, "Oh, so you're in favor in splitting up China into many 
smaller countries?" But I resisted the temptation.

In the people who actually took that trip to Taiwan, though, I perceived 
again that nostalgia for the traditions of the old days, which no longer 
take place as much here: the festivals, the writing styles, the religious 
institutions, and the days when people were actually considerate of their
neighbors, including strangers. The people who hadn't joined in this trip
seemed to take a slightly different view, which I suppose demonstrates 
the point that you can never really understand a distant land unless you
actually go there yourself (and even then . . )

Concerning the state of traditions here, the
picture that seems to emerge is that, after
the stampede of the cultural revolution, the
old ways began to reassert themselves in
the eighties, with the tendernessof new
shoots re-emerging from remnant roots,
having been preservedunderground, away
from the thundering herds. 

Unfortunately, just as those shoots began to
bear leaves and become self-sustaining, all
of this new growth was violently crushed by
the mad rush to capitalism that began in
the eighties and continues to this day. One
wonders if any subterranean remnants have
survived this time.
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Another little tidbit I learned - a lot of older people in Taiwan wax 
nostalgic for the days when Japan ruled the island. Not many mainland 
Chinese hold any affection for Japan, so I found this a bit surprising.  
Along with everything else I've heard, it makes me want to visit there, 
so I can see, too, what the situation really is like.

===== Wedding Tradition ====
Actually, there is some cultural revival is taking place here, at least 
among those who can afford it.

I was not particularly surprised to hear loud noises coming from the 
street a few mornings ago.  But I was surprised to discover that it was 
a traditional wedding party, with about eighty people, marching along in
traditional costumes, some of them clanging gongs, some of them 
beating drums, and some of them hefting an elaborate red litter-box (in
the photo above), which contained the bride, whom they were ritually 
transporting from her parents' home to her new husband's home.  

The last time I'd heard of 
anything like this was 
when I read Young Fu 
of the Upper Yangtze 
with my sixth graders 
back at Schafer Park 
School in Hayward. I 
grabbed my camera, but 
trees mostly blocked the 
view from my window 
(shown at left), so I 
couldn't include the whole
party in one shot; just 
the litter. However, my 

colleague Jeanne lives three stories above me. She heard 
thecommotion, too, retrieved her camera, and got the shot above!

So there is hope for some traditions after all!

===== My Apartment Is Bugged ====
And this week I saw a bug in my apartment - a "true bug." This is 
remarkable for a couple reasons. When I first visited in Tianjin 13years 
ago, I found almost no insects at all, except for the cicadas,which spend
most of their lives buried deep under the soil. 
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I figured this
absence resulted
from the rain of
insecticide that
been drenching
every corner of
the city. I still
remember a
worker spraying a
potted plant in the
lobby of the building where we had stayed 
that summer. The shower of poison not only

covered the plant, but a wide circle on the floor, as well. The worker, of 
course, wore no special protection whatsoever as he wandered from 
plant to plant, splashing chemicals almost at random.

The smell back then had been penetrating. But in the intervening years,
insecticide use must have decreased, because invertebrates everywhere
have gradually crawled out into the light of day, such as it is. And until 
this weekend, I had not smelled anything quite so pungent again.

So this was my first "true bug" sighting ever in China. And I had found 
it on the sleeve of my own shirt!!  I've been unable to identify it exactly 
- I think it might be some sort of milkweed bug, though. 

I took pictures, of course, and I present them here in honor of my 
friend Isabel, who, year after year, came camping with us to Point Reyes
and was unable to identify a similar-appearing bug found there. Bugs 
are hard to identify. The curators of the million-bug British Museum 
collection searched and found bugs in all of their homes' backyards, but 
despite the abundance of preserved specimens in the museum, they still
haven't been able to identify all of them.

===== Exeunt ====
Rob's birthday party took place on the eighth floor of a new apartment 
building- quite comfortable digs, actually, but not his.  

The law mandates that an elevator be built into in any building higher 
than than six stories, so we were saved from a long climb up the stairs, 
a climb in semidarkness, since you have to switch on the light for each 
floor as you pass by, and those lights never seem to stay on as long as 
you'd really like them to.

In fact, later that evening, as I exited the party, and the apartment's 
front door closed behind me, it took a bit of groping to locate and 
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operate the stairway light again, so I wouldn't have to wait for the 
elevator in the dark. And I did wait. And waited. And waited some more.
And I kept groping at the light switch over and over to turn it back on. 

What was wrong with the elevator? It had worked perfectly fine coming 
in. And now, according to the numbers above the call button, it was 
vainly attempting to rise from the sixth floor, just two stories down.

Losing patience, I descended in semidarkness to the sixth floor. And 
there I discovered the elevator, immobile, with two chatting women 
inside - one of them leaning against the open door to prop it open.  
Apparently, they figured it was a handy place to chat, since the light 
wouldn't be switching off all the time like it would in the stairwell. Yes, 
another example of not being able to see things from another person's 
point of view. They seemed genuinely surprised to see me, especially 
when I indicated my wish to ride it to the ground floor.

And so, as they smiled, vacated the elevator and invited me to enter it, 
I again sighed the sigh that one sighs here every day. And it seems to 
me that, really, something is broken here, and that it's not simply a 
matter of different cultural traditions, unless, of course, one considers 
brokenness to be part of a culture.

- Secure Net.
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Saturday, November 5, 2011 - Tianjin

===== The Phat Pass ====
Space in my passport for visas was maxed out. I didn't 
think it had been, but when I got my most recent visa, 

they actually hung it inside the passport booklet by a paper clip over an 
older, expired visa. Actually, there were a couple more blank pages. 
However, I had stuck some adhesive luggage check tags from my last 
flight in there, and had forgotten to remove them.  When the visa 
people here saw them, they apparently didn't want to take any 
responsibility by messing with them, so they resorted to the paper clip. 

In any case, though, I needed more pages, so I trekked to the US 
Embassy in Beijing this week to get some pages added. The result 
would be a passport that's truly fat, (or, rather, Phat) twice as heavy as 
before. It's not likely I'd ever fill up all those pages. And the charge?  
Just $82.  It used to be much cheaper, but the same forces that have 
kept taxes down for the past thirty years have forced fees to rise, so 
there you are.

So there I was, once again, in fabulous Beijing. I'd exited the subway 
out into the open air that morning, and immediately realized that 
Beijing must have a different set of polluting industrial developments 
than Tianjin, because the air smelled noticeably unfamiliar. Not good. 
Just unfamiliar. 

And it made me reflect on
some of the annoyances of
living here, which must be
acknowledged, even though
in general I enjoy the place
very much. I guess the air
quality is going to take a few
years off my life, but my
apartment is comfortable,
well appointed (even with the
ambling front door), warm in
the winter, and if I want a
meal, and I'm too lazy to fix
my own, a one-block walk to
the market will get me fed for much less than a dollar, and the market 
vendors are always friendly and encouraging in my struggles with their 
language. 

And more than that, I feel that I'm doing work worth doing. The 
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students are just as much a challenge as my students back home were, 
albeit in very different ways. No spitballs so far, for example.

And even though the local people are often hard to figure out, I do 
witness some heart-warming episodes from time to time. On the Beijing
subway that morning, I noticed that, as usual, most of the sitting 
people were young, while the middle-aged and the old stood packed 
together in the middle of the car. But then, a very short man with a very
weak stride came pulling himself along on crutches, threading his way 
between clumps of middle-agers, and one seated young man 
immediately jumped to his feet, giving up his place, his scarce and 
precious seat. It was good to see.

But the air quality of Eastern China is pretty awful. There's no two ways 
about it. 

===== The Phat Apple ====
My morning embassy visit left the entire afternoon free, so I had 
planned to visit one of Beijing's two Apple Stores.  There are actually 
only four official Apple Stores in China, though you see more Apple 
stores everywhere in all the major cities. I wanted the genuine article, 
however, because the charger for my MacBook had died, and its gray-
market replacement had failed soon after. Apple is notorious for its low-
quality laptop chargers, and it doesn't help that new branded ones cost 
$80. However, in China I can use the local currency, of which I presently
have a surplus, so armed with a map and the street address, as well as 
directions printed from Google maps, I set out walking. 

The street, 
Sanlitun Lu, was 
famous, both in 
and out of China, 
as a foreigner's 
cultural center.  I'd
long hoped to 
experience it. In 
fact, it was one of 
the first Chinese 
street names I had
ever learned.  It 
was featured in the
very first Chinese 
textbook I ever 
owned, A Practical 
Chinese Reader, 
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authored by a person (or persons) unknown about thirty years ago. Its 
lighthearted dialogues taught me such vocabulary staples as The Four 
Modernizations (四个现代化) and introduced me to such stout role 
models as Comrade Lei Feng. In one dialogue, the blond foreigner hero,
named Gubo (what country could he have been from?)  wants to take 
the bus for Sanlitun Lu, but takes the bus for Sanlituan Lu by mistake! 
Hilarity and wackiness ensue. Not only that, he gets a seat on the bus. 
A seat!!  Yeah, a totally realistic picture of buses in Beijing.

Thankfully, textbooks produced nowadays are much, much better. 

Anyway, I soon reached one end of the fabled lane. And then it hit me. I
had assumed that a map, a street number, and directions would suffice.
But I was in China. None of the buildings were going to display any 
street numbers. Well, luckily the street was only about ten long blocks. 
I walked the entire length, including South Sanlitun Lu, and found 
exactly one building displaying a street number - 5, and no storefront 
for Apple. 

Finally I did what I
should have done in the
first place - chuck the
street number and just
go on instinct --- reach
out with my feelings, and
feel The Force of Feng
and Shui. And, of course,
it worked. I sussed out
the location - behind
some huge but stylish
outlet stores in a grand
shopping metropolis.  

The charger that I
wanted was in stock, and it only cost $100.  Now, why was it 25% more
expensive than its already gouging  California price, despite the fact 
that it's actually manufactured here?  I figure it's the same reason that 
cars are so expensive  - a tax on luxury items. 

After all, that sleek, modern, and well-appointed subway system only 
cost about 25 cents to ride twenty miles from one side of the city to the 
other.  That subsidy has to come from somewhere. 

===== The Information Gap ====
But, yes, the active spreading of helpful information (like street 
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numbers) is not a natural part of life here. And I had gotten another 
lesson on that point that same morning in Tianjin. I had decided to take
the high-speed train to Beijing, a mere 35 minutes from one city to the 
other. The cost is about $8.50.  And where else can you travel a 
hundred miles in a half hour on a clean, and always-punctual modern 
machine for that price? Well, it's probably subsidized, too - maybe 
because people here recognize that lowering the barrier to travel for 
businessmen and workers helps everybody's economy.  

As sometimes happens, I was a bit late getting out the door that 
morning.   But I was lucky in my choice of cab drivers - it was a middle-
aged woman whose Chinese was standard enough that we could 
actually exchange a few words. And, unusual for a middle-aged woman,
she channeled the spirit of NASCAR. We passed scores of competitors 
along the way, as she shifted from one lane to another, but never 
obviously broke the rules of the road. She was magnificent. 

When she found out that I taught English, she told me about her son 
who studies it so diligently.  And then she asked me if I'd gotten my 
train ticket already? No, I hadn't. In fact, I wasn't looking forward to 
that part of the journey. Starting last June, you have to submit your 
identity card to ride the fast trains. But only Chinese citizens have such 
cards, which means I can no longer use the automatic machines in the 
departure area to purchase my ticket. I have to take the slow line with 
my passport. 

And the ticket office and trains are located in different buildings, so they
never sell you a seat on the first train out, because what if you got 
delayed between buildings? 

Well, instead of dropping me off at the usual spot, a huge taxi stand 
located underground, she offered to take me for a ride to the opposite 
side of the buildings.  It added another three or four minutes of distance
to the cab fare, but she seemed so sure that it would save me time, I 
agreed to try it.  Upon arrival, she pointed to a door.  "In there!" she 
explained. Actually she said a lot more than that, but even with her 
clear Chinese, my comprehension was somewhat limited. 

The entrance on that side was to the building with the trains. Yet just 
inside the door was a wall of ticket windows. The average line length 
was 1 person.   I bought my ticket, turned around, and found a stairway
to the departure gates right next to me.  I walked up, realized the train 
was about to leave, walked down another flight of stairs and got on.  
Wow, if I'd known about that entrance before, I would have gone there 
every time, and I've been riding that train for three years now!  And if I 
hadn't met that driver, who knows how many years longer, if ever, it 
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would have taken me to discover it !! 

===== The Writing Game ====
Recently my organization's newsletter asked me to  send them a piece 
about China. They had heard that I had written something about 
Chinese individualism. Well, what they had heard about was the email 
that I had sent to everybody last June. It was 4000 words long.  They 
wanted a maximum of 600. Still, I had recently been encouraged in my 
writing by my former student and unofficial nephew Gary Jin, so I 
started to work.

And I immediately discovered why it is that my emails are always so 
long. It's practically impossible to say anything meaningful about this 
place in a brief message, particularly if you want to include any 
examples to illustrate your points. I kept narrowing the scope of my 
essay and narrowing some more until I finally got it down to 900 words,
including a couple paragraphs lifted from my October email message. 
But after all that narrowing, I found that I had focused exclusively on 
the utter cluelessness that many, many Tianjin citizens exhibit.  Here is 
an excerpt:

===== The Excerpt ====
Access through our neighborhood comes from a road that used to have 
two lanes when I arrived here three years ago. Nowadays, it's been 
squeezed into one lane by an almost-solid mass of parked cars that 
lines both curbs. And now they've already filled the sidewalks and open 
plazas, not to mention the bike rack in front of my home.  What? You've
never seen a car parked in a bike rack?

Yesterday, two young men on bikes rode down that lane and suddenly 
stopped right smack in the middle of the road!  As I watched their 
earnest conversation from my living room window, I wondered how long
it would be until somebody ran them over.  But then, they dismounted 
their bikes, locked them, and strode off, leaving the bikes defenseless, 
huddled together in the middle of the road like lost, and very thin 
sheep.  

They were lucky. The oncoming car beeped at the bikes rather than 
simply grinding them under its tires. The young men, more surprised 
than embarrassed, raced back, slid their bikes out from the middle of 
the street and into one of the scarce curbside parking spots, and then 
strode off again.   

I again sighed the sigh that one sighs here constantly.  It was another 
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typical day in Tianjin, a city full of personable, pleasant, intelligent 
people, many of whom don't seem to realize that the other 8 million 
exist.

But isn't this supposed to be a group-oriented society? And to be a 
group member, don't you have to develop some awareness of others, 
and what those others might do?

Here, most don't even know the others in their own group.  Yet they do 
everything in groups. I mean, all the students in a particular 
department (who share a gender) live together in three-story brick 
dormitories. They are all scheduled as a group into classes, and you can
spot them roaming the campus in great herds during passing times.

And yet, at the end of 
my first semester here, 
many students lavished 
praise on me, not 
because of my insights 
into language learning, 
not because of my skill 
in teaching, but because 
I had allowed them to 
talk to each other during
class time about topics 
that they actually cared 
about, albeit using the 
foreign English tongue 
that none of them were 

totally comfortable with.  Finally they had gotten to know some of their 
classmates, they said !!! Honestly, sometimes I think the only reason 
that they know their three roommates is because they keep bumping 
into them whenever they move about their tiny room.

And yet, paradoxically, these clueless students do depend on the group 
for even basic functions. Recently, in the fifth week of classes, one 
student showed up just before 9 A.M. so he could explain his absence 
the previous week. His advisor had taken him 500 miles away on a field 
trip.  I got out my attendance sheet. "What's your name?" I asked. We 
searched the list in vain.  The student was aghast, particularly when he 
noticed that class had already begun, and none of his classmates were 
there!  I began humming the Twilight Zone theme, but he didn't get it.

Well, long story short - He was enrolled in the 10 A.M. section, not the 8
A.M. section to which he'd arrived in the middle. What's so remarkable 
about all this is not simply that he never bothered to learn his own 
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schedule, and instead had depended on his classmates' guidance. It's 
that not a single class at this university starts at 9. They all start at 
either 8 or 10.

===== The Upshot ====
Well, the above excerpt alone is almost 600 words. And when I finished 
the whole piece, I looked at it and thought - if that's all you ever read of
my writing, it makes me sound like one of those grumpy old 
curmudgeons who only speaks when he wants to goad the neighbor 
kids off his lawn. And its unbalanced and out-of-context view doesn't 
cast China in a fine light, either.

And yet, it's all so typical!! It's everyday life. It's the annoyance that 
sticks in your mind, the one that you never quite get used to, no matter
how long you live here.

I mean, I really do have to admire the equanimity of the local people 
sometimes. Two days ago, I was walking home from classes with my 
colleague Inga. There's a gate in the road where the campus proper 
ends and the residential section begins. It's almost always closed, of 
course.  But the gates on the sidewalks beside the road remain open, 
which means that for about thirty yards, pedestrians have to share the 
space with bicycles, baby buggies, the occasional small delivery vehicle,
etc.  Every so often, cars try to make it through, too, but the guards 
face them down.  It's a bit crowded, but if you stay "on your toes," then
everybody can pass through unscathed.

That day, as we passed through this transitional zone, we were following
a group of three amiable young men, probably students, who were lost 
in an animated conversation. Suddenly from behind, came the frantic 
electric beeping of some frantic guy on a motor scooter. He soared onto 
the sidewalk with the speed of a gazelle and the grace of a hippo.  Inga 
and I hopped to the side as he muscled his way around us. The three 
young men in front of us filled the entire width of the sidewalk, 
however. There was no way around, so he simply blasted right through 
them.  Even though he edged around the corner and sped off like a bat 
out of hell, I still felt like chasing him down and pounding him into the 
ground.  I just can't get used to that nonsense.

But the three young men? Their conversation continued uninterrupted - 
not a beat was skipped. They paid the guy no more mind than if he'd 
been a house fly.  At a very basic level, they understood, much more 
than I was ready to, that the scooter driver was actually not an arrogant
and uncaring jerk. He was simply a clueless jerk. Had someone 
succeeded in chasing him down and "explaining" to him the error of his 
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ways, he'd be just as surprised as if someone had told him he had a 
daisy growing in his hair.  

So it was up to me to chill out. When I mention the motorcycle maniacs 
to Chinese friends, none of whom, by the way, are so clueless as the 
people I just described, the response is invariably the same. "What are 
you going to do? You're not going to change anything.  Why on earth 
are you so upset about this?"

They're right, of course, but still, I sometimes think to myself, "Oh, 
Confucius, is this cluelessness really what you meant to advocate, over 
two millennia ago, when you codified the customs and rituals for the 
people?"  Or is the situation today merely a modern anomaly - like the 
air - an air so thick with chemicals that your nose alone can tell you 
what city you're in, an air so thick with soot that when the moon 
emerges red just over the horizon, it sometimes maintains that red for 
its entire journey across the sky.  I mean, that lousy air is pervasive, 
but does that make it a part of Chinese culture? 

I can easily introduce to you dozens of my students who not only would 
answer an emphatic "no," but would also tell you that one of their main 
goals in study is to find ways to mitigate this environmental mess.  
Similarly, I'm thinking that this daily cluelessness is not a part of 
Chinese or even of Tianjin culture, even though it's pervasive, wherever
you go.

This morning as I write this, cooling rains have finally descended upon 
us, heralding the cold winter to come, but also cleansing the air and 
rendering it more breathable. It's my hope that this population 
continues to heal, to become more like the Chinese friends I just 
mentioned, the lady cab driver, the young man on the subway, and the 
students who want to make their environment clean and healthy again. 

Oh, and in case you're wondering, I finally did write something under 
600 words for that newsletter - and here it is, tacked onto the end of 
this message: Yeah, it pushes today's grand total over the 3600 word 
mark, but what can you do? Why get upset about it?

 -Secure Net

===== A Complex Country ==== 

I've been asked to write a short article or statement about China.  This 
is my fifth attempt to write something meaningful that's limited to 600 
words. I failed many times. China is a big country, and it's also a big 
subject. My first attempt clocked in at four thousand words, and it 
described just one simple aspect of Mainland life - Chinese 
individualism. And suprisingly,in that collective society, Chinese 
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individualism is a real thing. But it's too complex for a brief explanation.

Meanwhile, lots of people in America still think that China is Communist,
and not the bastian of totalitarian capitalism that it has become today.  
They hear this  "news" and wonder, "How can you say that? How did 
that happen? The answer to this is also a long story, and glib references
to Deng Xiao Ping don't really tell you much.

And speaking of culture,
my ethnic studies
teacher back in college
taught me that a
culture's primary
expression is its
language. I believe it,
which is why I want to 
understand Chinese.  

One fairly unique (and
therefore difficult)
aspect of Mandarin is its
well-known system of
four tones (actually
five), which are four
changes in musical pitch, like little melodies, incorporated into most 
words. The result is four different words where otherwise there would 
be only one.

Now, as a musician, I could hear those tones since Day 1. But 
surprisingly, my success in musician's terms did not translate into 
success in a speaker's or a language listener's terms. How can that be? 
Well, I could explain it, but maybe not in 600 words. Suffice it to say, 
then, that the part of your brain that hears musical melodies is not the 
same as the part that hears language melodies. Sort of.

But what is a Chinese word, anyway? Linguist John DeFrancis spent his 
entire life teaching Chinese and even published the first alphabetical 
Chinese dictionary. But as a non-native speaker, he never felt confident 
enough to define what a Chinese word is. And neither can I, especially if
I want it under 600 words.

Meanwhile, Mainland culture, both physical and spiritual, changes so 
rapidly that  what you thought you knew last year may no longer even 
be relevant this year - particularly in the cities. When my students talk 
about a  "generation gap," don't assume they're talking about a child's 
gap with their parents. They may just as easily mean their older peers 
born just a few years previous to them.
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It's just like everything else that's meaningful about China - not simple 
to explain, and completely dependent upon how you look at it. Welcome
to China. It's probably not what you think. It's probably not what you 
remember.

(25)



Saturday, November 15, 2011 - Tianjin

It's raining, thank goodness, falling in gentle waves. 
Outside of the summer monsoons, we don't get much 
precipitation here, so close to the Gobi desert, especially 
in winter, which has not quite arrived. I threw open the 

windows this morning and donned my down jacket, to flush out the bad 
air from yesterday. It's still not too chilly, actually. 43 degrees outside. 
This is the mildest start to winter since I arrived here three years ago.

I love the rain, for how it cleanses the air, cools the atmosphere, and 
pillows the soundtrack of life. And all three areas that my weather page 
watches - Castro Valley, Tianjin, and Portland -- have rain in the 
forecast today. 

As I drink in the freshly-
scrubbed atmosphere,  I
think sometimes that I
know how soot-soaked
nineteenth-century
Londoners must have felt.
Except that nineteenth
century Londoners could
at least live in blissful
ignorance of pollution's
ravages to their bodies.
Yesterday, I ducked into
the subway and took
lunch underground at an
associated Japanese
venue, and I thought to myself, how nice it is to flee indoors, into the 
fresh air. I took the picture at right just yesterday. You can see my bike 
locked to the water pipe by my front door.  That's the only way that I'll 
leave it outside. It's the middle of the day, so many of the cars are 
gone. 

London, of course, has clean skies these days. So do Castro Valley and 
Portland, though I remember when the air in Castro Valley was just as 
dirty as the air in Tianjin today. When my Chinese friends despair about 
the pollution, I like to mention this, to give them some hope. They are 
all convinced that today's awful pollution is simply a consequence of the
developmental stage their economy is experiencing. Since Europe and 
America went through a time of polluted air to get to where they are 
today, so must China, they think. 

Correlation is not causation, of course. They could have built the 
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factories here much cleaner to begin with, using the technologies that 
keep our air clean in the West. But if they had done that, those at the 
top would have had slightly less cash to buy a Mercedes or a Hummer. 
Can't have that.

And of course, I think of these things, too, when I read about the 
constant pressure back home in America to roll back EPA regulations. 
Those on top, wherever they are, seem to think exactly the same way. I
really pray that Castro Valley never again experiences the air I 
remember as a boy.  I no longer take that situation for granted, as I 
once did. 

===== Construction ====
As always, I'm thinking of construction.  Everyone here does, because 
they're faced with it every single day. Even as so many things are falling
apart back home, the pace of construction and reconstruction just 
accelerates by the hour over here.  The other day, we were wondering 
how they were going to maintain all these new roads that they're laying
down all over everywhere. One of my friends joked that they didn't 
need to maintain them. In a few years, they'd simply tear them all out 
and construct them all over again.  Indeed, one sees reconstruction 
everywhere. One day, there's a building. The next day, there's rubble. A
year later, there's a new building. In fact there's even a word for a lot 
piled with rubble that used to be the building that sat on it. I can't 
remember the word, though.

And, though there are some truly glaring exceptions, a year seems 
about all anybody wants to take to construct new buildings.  The new 
School of Architecture building on An Shan Xi Dao, for example, went 
from dirt to move-in in about a year.  It's only five stories, but it's pretty
long. Looks cool, too.

So it got me thinking --
during my first year of 
residency, three years 
ago,  I snapped a 
panoramic photo from 
the banks of the Hai 
He, the main river in 
town. I took it from the
band which adjoins 
Ancient Culture Street, 
the main tourist mecca 
in town (photo at left). 
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Back in 1998, during my first trip to Tianjin , Ancient Culture Street was
exactly that. A single old dilapidated street, two blocks long, with a 
small square about halfway down.  By the time I took the panorama, 
three years ago, it had already expanded into an entire mercenary 
neighborhood with restaurants on a second floor and a park with a tank 
at one end.

But Ancient Culture Street was not the subject of my panorama three 
years ago. Instead, it was a field of high-rise apartment buildings that 
grew from just beyond the opposite bank. Actually, they reminded me 
ever so much of tropical termite mounds. And since they were still just 
shells, the windows riddling their surfaces resembled ever so much the 
cooling vents that one finds in those termite towers.  And the rusty 
hues of the setting sun imparted to them the earthy tone of Isopteran 
construction. 

I was so happy with the photo that I uploaded it to Google Earth, and 
for several months, whenever I used Google Earth to view Tianjin, I 
would pridefully peruse that picture.  Until one day, my pride was 
wounded.  The photo had been taken down from Google Earth. 
Ungrateful bums!

There was another explanation though. Perhaps they removed it 
because one of their users had flagged it as inappropriate.  And perhaps
it was inappropriate because the scene no longer looked like what I had 
depicted. 

So this week, I rode my bike down there to snap another shot. I present
them both for comparison. Here's the shot from three years ago. 

And here's the shot from this week, taken from the exact same spot: 
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A few remarks about this new shot: 

Almost every building that fronts the river was built in
the last three years. 

And they built even more apartment high-rises during
that time.  From the outside, they all look finished,
though it's difficult to say whether they're actually
fully occupied. China as its own real-estate
shenanigans. 

The cigar-shaped building in the background (also
shown at right) is the Tianjin World Financial Center,
which, at 76 stories and 1100 feet, is the tallest
building in Tianjin (for the moment). I don't know how long ago it 
opened, but three years ago, it was only a foundation. 

The river bank location makes the changes easy to see, but the rest of 
the city is changing just as fast, even though the camera might not be 
able to get so much in one shot. 

There had been a brisk wind blowing the whole day before I took this 
week's picture, which accounts for the clarity of the atmosphere. 
Actually, I had first attempted to get this shot last week, so I might as 
well include that attempt as well. 

Yeah, part of that haze is just haze, but it certainly didn't smell like just 
haze. 
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So here's hoping that Tianjin's air can quickly become as clean as 
California's and that California's air never reverts to the dirtiness seen 
here.

===== Closing ====
Two more construction tidbits: 

Firstly --  The
jokes are over.
My front door is
no longer
marching out into
the stairwell,
because they
fixed it!!  They
stopped it dead
in its tracks.  I
guess the failure
of two bouts of
plastering-over
was enough to

convince them that sweeping the problem
under the floor tiles was not going to work.
I'm going to miss the running gag (so to
speak).  But even more do I like the door tethered in place!! 

And secondly, some 
construction in California is now 
almost complete. The project 
was approved and funded just 
before the financial crisis hit in 
2007. 

Over the next few days (and 
knowing how these things go - 
over the next couple months) 
Schafer Park School is vacating 
its old facilities, and occupying 
new ones, built on the former 

"upper grade" playground, shown in the photo at left. 

This is a monumental moment for a certain neighborhood of Hayward. 
How I wish I could have been a part of that move.   

Of course, chances are, when I return to California on December 30, 
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there will still be
parts of that
task still
remaining that I
can at least help
out with. The
photo at right
shows my
pseudo-nephew
John doing just
that in one of
the brand-
spanking new
classrooms.

It's also a sad
moment for me,
though, as the
class room I "lived in" for twenty-five years will be plowed under in the 
spring. I hope it will enrich the soil for a finer crop of students than 
ever. Still, it will be strange to return to the site and find a soccer field 
where my old classroom used to be. 

–Secure Net

(31)



Sunday, December 25, 2011 - Tianjin

The atmosphere ( the real, physical atmosphere) had a 
certain robust, campfire-like smell this morning.  It's a 
nice change from the usual simple petrochemicals and 
coal soot. 

It has not snowed here, not even once, this year. Every other year, it's 
snowed by now. The temperatures get down to 20 F at night, just like 
they ought to, but the atmosphere is so dry that they rise to almost 40 
during the daytime. Everything is drying out. Even my laundry dries out
quickly, out on the cold balcony. It almost makes me want to wash 
clothes more often. Almost. 

===== Merry Christmas with Steve!! ====
Yesterday, my friend Steve, the saxophone king, hosted his annual 
Christmas dinner for friends at the "Sisters" restaurant on Hongqi Lu 
(Red-flag Road). The place really had been founded by sisters. Twelve 
years ago, they sat by the side of the road, selling meals off the back of
a cart, like so many others still do today. They amassed their tiny 
fortune and invested it into a little hole in the wall.  They continued to 
prosper, and now, two or three moves later, their restaurant takes up 
two floors fronting one of the city's main avenues.  Steve held forth 
over a mixed crowd in a private room on the second floor - about 12 
adults and 10 children, mostly sitting around two of those big round 
tables that are so common over here. All those kids kept it lively. And I 
never before realized how perfectly those tables are suited for a lively 
game of duck, duck, goose. 

The picture at left, taken at
the restaurant, shows the 
traditional Chinese 
juxtaposition of Saxophone
Santa and the Kitchen God 
so unique to this culture. 

Steve brought another 
instrument for me  to try - 
a flute this time. All in all, 
it wasn't bad. Hitting notes 
above the highest E was a 
bit dicey, but the rest of 
the range spoke easily and 
projected well. The tuning 
seemed a bit off in a couple
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places, but it could just be that the head joint was out of adjustment.  
They're manufactured right here in Tianjin by someone willing to take 
returns and supply parts.  Not bad for about $80 apiece. I mean, where 
I come from, people pay a lot more than that just to have their flute 
adjusted. At these prices, when the flute needs an overhaul, you could 
just chuck it and get a new one. 

 ===== Merry Christmas, Graduate School!! 
====

On Friday, our school also hosted a Christmas/New Years dinner. 

I had long been looking forward to this. The Chinese English teachers in
our department are nice folks, and interesting to talk to.  But we hadn't 
had a staff meeting since last spring, so I hadn't seen them for months.

And last year, I missed the dinner (which was a luncheon) because the 
clever messenger had texted "Lunch 4 teachers" or something like that, 
and the tiny screen on my cheap phone only showed "lunch 4." 

I thought she'd meant that lunch would take place at 4 o'clock (which I 
couldn't make). And then, as I left for my 2 o'clock classes that day, I 
spotted all the other foreign teachers coming home at once, and 
realized they had been to the "lunch 4 teachers" that I could have 
attended after all! 

So this year, even though the other foreign teachers seemed busy with 
visiting family, or extra work assignments, or attending other dinners, I 
was greatly looking forward to seeing all the Chinese teachers again. 

However, it turned out not to be an informal departmental lunch, like 
last year, but the Sino-get-together that all foreigners dread. The venue
was the university's guest hotel located just outside campus.

The room was huge, with a ceiling, floor and walls so hard-surfaced that
you could play racquetball on them.  About 60-70 people, most of whom
I had never seen in my life, clustered around nine large, round tables.  
Nobody was playing duck, duck, goose. The din of conversation, 
amplified by the shiny surfaces of the room, battered the ears. 
Disoriented, I barely managed to stagger in, but was recognized by the 
small subset of teachers from my department who had ventured to 
attend.  They steered me to a chair at their table in the back of the 
room 

And then.  The entertainment began. 
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First up was one of my colleagues, an amateur (but skilled) performer 
of Chinese Opera.  That part I liked.  And yes, I'm serious.  They appear
in the picture above.  My colleague sang baritone, and another man 
sang soprano (yes, soprano), while two other musicians accompanied 
them on erhu and another stringed instrument that I couldn't see. The 
erhu player was especially good. And believe me, after hearing amateur
erhu playing in public parks all over town for four years, I can tell the 
difference. 

Chinese Opera is not my first choice in music, but at least it has soul.  
And it's light-years ahead of Kenny G. and the saccharine Christmas 
carols that saturate the atmosphere everywhere else around here.  The 
audience dropped their conversations and attended closely. 

After that came game time. The first game was a sort of charades, with 
three contestants standing together in front of a screen that displayed 
the answer. 

The quiz-master stood in 
front, firing clues at them, 
until somebody apparently 
got it right. I say 
apparently.  The 
supercharged microphones 
blared a volume and 
distortion level that rivaled 
any grunge group. Only 
30% of the attendees paid 
any attention whatsoever.  
In fact,  the boisterous 
conversation which had 
erupted around the room 

had completely finished off any chance of following the contest. I was 
beginning to get a headache.   After a half an hour of this ( I know, I 
know, I'm a wimp), I finally asked when dinner would be served. They 
said in a half hour. 
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I escaped to my apartment to answer emails and work on lesson plans. 
As I exited the restaurant, I was greeted by a scene of total traffic 
gridlock (shown above at left).  I guess maybe I wasn't the only one 
fleeing the games? 

When I arrived back at the hotel, they were just winding up the 
charades. But they gave no sign of dinner preparations. Instead, they 
tried to transition into another activity, which involved reconfiguring the 
microphones.  And that meant several stabbing volleys of high-pitched 
blasting feedback.  I will say, it was entertaining to watch every person 
in the room simultaneously jump seventeen inches into the air at each 
blast. Perhaps those jumps were the game, the next activity!  I don't 
know. Could've been. 

At about that time, our lead teacher stood up and said, "I've got to fix 
dinner for my daughter, so buh-bye."  And I thought, if she can pop out 
through such a paper-thin excuse, then so could I. The other teachers 
invited me to take her chair so I could view the antics and wackiness 
more clearly. I knew I had to take action. Somehow, I made myself 
heard over the chaos, apologizing for having to return home to finish 
washing my lesson plans for Monday. 

And that was the last I saw of them all. I took the long route through 
the food market, picking up a da bing ji dan with two ji dans, and I 
spent the rest of the evening at home, uh, washing my lesson plans. 

===== Closing ==== 
Well, I have two more
days of classes left, and
then I'm winging my way
home directly from Tianjin
airport on Friday.  On that
same day, one of my
former fifth graders is
getting married, and no,
she isn't a child bride, and
yes, it does make me feel
even older.  Still, want to
attend, if I'm even able to
stand by that point.  We'll
see.  And in the coming
month, I hope to see
many of the people who may be reading this message! 

Hasta siempre, -Secure Net
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Friday, December 30, 2011

  Castro Valley!

This is just a short note to announce my safe arrival at my house in 
Castro Valley at about 11:30 am today.

I finished up my last class for 
the semester at Tianjin 
University yesterday with a 
cultural presentation about 
football. We used a football 
donated to the class by my 
Castro Valley neighbor Anthony.
As you can see in the picture, 
the students were very 
enthusiastic about the game.

I left for the airport (Tianjin 
Airport) this morning. The 

driver asked if I wanted the route with the shorter distance (but longer 
driving time) or the fast, but roundabout, route down Black Cow City 
Road. I chose the latter, but I question if if it’s really faster any more. 
There was heavy traffic the whole way, and stop-and-go for a most of it.
And this was around 10:00 am!  It took 50 minutes and set me back 80
kuai.  Actually, I think there is no fast way through Tianjin anymore, or 
even around it.

At the airport, I was comforted to see
one of the omnipresent Saxophone
Santas in the "duty free shopping"
area.   What would Christmas in
China be without a Saxophone Santa?

From Tianjin we stopped at Incheon
airport in Korea.  This is one of the
world’s great airports, but every place
has its downside. In Incheon’s case,
the downside was having to go
through security again as you get off
one plane and prepare to board
another. There was only one guy
operating the machine. It took 20 of
the 40 minutes that I had between
my flight from Tianjin and my
connecting flight to San Francisco.  
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And it could have been worse. Right after I got in line, a whole tour 
group with well over a hundred people got in line behind me.  If I had 
had to stand behind them, I’d still be in Korea right now.

Anyway, the flight to SFO was uneventful.  Korean Airline’s 
entertainments centers were really impressive - movies, tv shows, 
computer games, etc.  You can’t really get bored.

I was surprised to see it 
drizzling in the Bay Area 
when I arrived.  The Bay 
area was blanketed in those 
low-lying, layered clouds so 
typical here.  You can see 
the cloud enveloping a hill in
the picture at left.

Actually, this was the first 
rain in over a month, so the 
hills had still not developed 
their normal green winter 
color.  And it was cold! It 
was (wait for it) down to 14 

degrees C. (which is about 58° F).

I hopped on BART, and took in the usual East Bay highlights - the Pick 
Your Part auto wrecking yard, and what used to be the Oakland 
Colosseum, which, in this era of naming rights for sale to the highest 
bidder, has a new name every time I BART past it. Now it’s named O.co.
But how do you pronounce that?

Anyway, my friends Ric and Carolyn picked me up at the Castro Valley 
BART station, and now I’m home and comfortable.  I hope all your 
journeys are as swift and uneventful as mine was.

Happy New Year!
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Saturday, February 4, 2012

I write regularly from China, so I 
figured I should write  at least one full-
sized journal entry from California, 
particularly to my friends who are still 
in China.  I mean, as time goes by, I'm 
increasingly aware of how my progress 
in both locations is made possible by a 
whole host of friends and relatives. 
They all deserve to know what's going 
on with me. 

To start off with, here are some snapshots of my wonderful students at 
Tianjin University, going about their business learning English.

===== Seeing Doctors ====
Actually, this last month has
been rather eventful. For one
thing, I've visited about ten
different doctors at Kaiser for
various complaints. And on my
payment plan, I give them
$15 for everything - $15 to
check in with the regular
doctor. $15 to see the
specialist. $15 to see the sub-
specialist.  $15 for the
prescription. $15 for the surgeon.   Basically, every time I see a Kaiser 
clerk in front of a computer I hand them $15. 

All told, these clerks have scooped up at least a 
couple hundred dollars from me since New 
Year's. I joked to one of my friends that I should
have had such health concerns ten years ago 
instead, back before they had started chargine 
these insufferable co-pays. In fact, I once went 
fifteen years or so with no physician contacts at 
all -- not even a nurse, not even at school, once 

the nurses there were all let go or made part time. What wasted 
opportunities!

However, my friend then informed me that
his payment at Kaiser was a hundred
dollars per visit.  Another friend told me
that he simply pays up front for everything
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at Kaiser up to a total of $8000 per family member, which he easily 
maxed out on at least one family member a couple years ago.

After that, I stopped complaining so much. Indeed, I am so thankful 
that I had the job I had, and a contract (union negotiated, by the way) 
with my school district where, after working at least ten years, I got 
Kaiser health care until age 70 as part of my retirement, with only 
modest co-pays.  And the retirement was something I was forced to pay
into, all along the way, managed by people with ordinary salaries, a 
non-profit entity - not like what you see on Wall Street or with many 
IRA's.

As someone with no head for money whatsoever, I can categorically 
state that, if not for that requirement (union negotiated, by the way), I 
would probably be looking forward to years of poverty in my old age.  
As it is, I'm in pretty decent financial shape. And by the time I'm 70, 
I'm hoping they'll have reformed the system so I can still have easy 
access to health care, since it looks like I might need it more than I 
used to. Meanwhile, I'm saving my money just in case.

===== The Main Health Problem ====
So what was the main problem?  Well, as I 
type this, the view from my right eye looks 
something like this picture of two ducks. 
Most of the view is blurry because a bubble
of gas that floatd inside my eyeball gets in 
the way. It floats to the top of the eyeball, 
which means it floats to the bottom of my 
field of vision. The plan is for it to shrink to 
nothing, and when that happens, I can 
again board a plane or visit the mountains. 
Otherwise, the change in pressure could 
blind me. So I'm putting off my return to 
China - probably to February 24th.

Indeed, I'm lucky to have been born into the modern world. Otherwise, 
at this stage in the game, I'd already be blind in that eye. The bubble, 
of course, is actually just part of a treatment for the real problem - a 
detached retina.

In early January, after I had been home a few days, I got a torn blood 
vessel in my eye. It actually started to heal, but enough blood kept 
spilling that it seeped behind the retina and lifted it off the back of the 
eye.  The surgery I had over a week ago vacuumed up all the excess 
blood, and reattached the retina with a laser.  I was awake for the 
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whole thing, and I have to say it was quite a light show. Still, if it's not 
really necessary, I don't recommend it - even for the most die-hard fans
of 1960's psychedelia.

But the icing on the cake? The surgeon, Dr. Lam, was Chinese. I mean, 
how cool is that? I gave her a picture of Tianjin University as a souvenir.

Actually most of the Kaiser people have been great. The sole exception 
was one specialist whom I saw earlier on. After examining my eye, he 
pontificated about how I had caught a disease - old age.  He then 
launched into a preview of the wonders of cataracts.  How droll.  It was 
not helpful to solving my problems, though. Luckily his specialty was 
the front of the eyeball, so he passed me on back to Dr. Lam. I'll have 
to remember not to seek him out in the future if I ever need cataract 
surgery.

Meanwhile, my good friends Ric and Carolyn ferried me to and from the 
hospital and put me to port at their home for a week. Again, it just goes
to show how necessary the efforts of so many friends are to keeping me
going.

===== Surreality ====
I had lunch a month ago with an old student of mine in Tianjin. She's 
spent the last year-and-a-half in Louisiana at LSU studying landscape 
architecture. 

I mentioned to her how, when I'm in China, California seems like a 
dream, like something I might read about in a newspaper. My life is full 
in China, complete.  And when I'm in California, it's China that doesn't 
seem real. And California is the complete world. And her mouth dropped
open. "That's exactly what I think," she gasped. "I'm back here for two 
weeks, and it feels like I've never left. Everything's the same."
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And so whenever I've read
California news online from
China, it's been like reading
some history book or
something - interesting, but
vague, and not directly
relevant. Even when I
precisely know the places
involved, like the ongoing
"occupy" protests at the port
of Oakland, and the Oakland City Hall,  featuring battles between police 
and demonstrators on streets I know well, and Oakland's mayor 
catching it from all sides, it's no more real than that mural on the side 
of Amoeba Records in Berkeley, showing the free speech movement of 
the sixties, so very long ago.  And when I think of my former life as an 
elementary school teacher? Wow. Where was that? When was that?

And so, it was quite a shift in 
reality to arrive in California 
and immediately have the 
privilege of attending the 
wedding of one of my former 
elementary school students. 
Now she was all grown up 
into a beautiful woman! 
Though to tell you the truth, 
in some ways she'll always be
that punk little fifth grader to 
me. Does it make me feel 
old? No, it's just another one 
of those distant worlds. 

And where did the wedding take place? On none other than the grand 
staircase of the aforementioned Oakland City Hall.  As I arrived, in fact, 
an angry protesting woman was literally running rings around the 
building, hurling insults towards the mayor all the while. I slipped in a 
side entrance. Funny, though. No metal detectors. Nothing like that.

  And that angry woman was hardly alone. Later, as I stood on the 
staircase, a glance through the glass front doors revealed a parade of 
angry people passing by and waving signs. And then, who was that 
coming down the stairway but the mayor herself, instantly recognizable 
from all those pictures of her that I'd seen online. It turned out that the 
groom's family is long-time friends with her, so she had agreed to 
perform the ceremony herself. Honestly. If George Washington had 
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showed up with Lafayette and Alexander Hamilton in tow, it couldn't 
have seemed more like stepping into a book.  I kept thinking that the 
mayor must have been only too happy to take a break from the ongoing
conflicts and lose herself for the moment in this happy ceremony.

===== The Fading Scene ====
Speaking of my former 
elementary school, my home 
away from home for twenty-five
years, it always seemed an 
island of peace and good 
fortune amidst a swamp of 
contention. Every time I 
entered, I half-expected Beaver 
Cleaver to step out and greet 
me.  Well, that good fortune has
continued in my absence.  Just 
prior to the ongoing world-wide 
financial meltdown, plans were 

approved and fully funded for a brand-new facility - twice as big as the 
old one, but with the same size footprint, because it's two stories. That 
facility opened in January.

Before my eye started playing tricks on me, I visited my colleague 
Harriett in her brand-spanking new classroom. After all those years of 
her and her sons (students of mine at the time) helping me organize my
classroom, I could finally return the favor, and join one of those sons 
(now an undergraduate at Berkeley) to help organize her room.

And what a room it is - full of high-
tech toys, all cobbled together
through a computer that's attached
to her desk. You can project an
image of an open book on the
screen, and then, draw or label
anything you want right onto the
projected image, and then save the
whole shebang onto the computer
for future reference.  And that
camera can just as easily be used
to film student presentations as
pictures and books. It's so cool. Not only that, but the room is air 
conditioned, and quieted by industrial strength carpeting.

The whole complex circles a central patio, with a life-sized chessboard 
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(perfect for lining up kids in any direction) and a small amphitheater 
built right in. And the teacher's lunchroom features a penthouse 
veranda. On warm sunny days (of which there are plenty in California) 
you can picnic out there, and gaze out over a sea of shingles.

Seeing all that makes me want to sign up to teach here again. What a 
lot of great toys!!  At least I was able to be present for the move, and to
help out a little. 

Yes, I sat at a table in Harriett's classroom that day, affixing labels to a 
hundred books, and I relived one of the little challenges of teaching - 
organizing gobs of materials. Yes, the first label took a couple minutes 
to attach, but as time passed, I kept discovering little time-saving 
shortcuts, until, by the time I reached the last one, I'd cut the time 
down to a few seconds per label. 

Elementary school teachers have to manufacture such efficiencies 
almost every single day.  I guess you could say, it's kind of like a sport. 
I can see it now - "300 meter stapler sprint," or "Homework quick-sort 
marathon." Actually, I don't have to "see" it. I only need to remember 
it.

As for the old buildings, they're slated to be plowed under, and topped 
by a soccer field and other playground amenities. And in that, I'm a bit 
wistful.  I'll truly never be able to go to that "home" again. It will always
remain distant -- interesting, but vague, and no longer directly relevant,
or even accessible.  What was once a full and complete life will 
transform into a book, a history.

So I'll finish this note with a 
picture of some of my former 
students, from April 2005. I 
think their obvious devotion to 
study compares favorably with 
my present students. And in 
fact, even though they don't 
look it, they are now almost as 
old as my present students, the 
youngest of them slated to 
graduate high school this June.

And there they stand, just outside my classroom, at a location that soon
will no longer exist.  

-Paul
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    Friday, March 2, 2012 - Tianjin

In my previous letter from Tianjin, I wrote: "The 
atmosphere had a certain robust, campfire-like smell this 
morning.  It's a nice change from the usual simple 
petrochemicals and coal soot."

Now that I'm back, I can smell that the atmosphere has returned to the 
usual simple petrochemicals and coal soot. Indeed, it had remained that
way for most of my absence. My colleague Inga, who stayed here the 
whole time, told me so. 

She also told me that, at one point, she bought one of those surgical 
masks that so many people wear outdoors. She didn't wear it much for 
two reasons, though. First, she felt silly wearing a surgical mask in 
public, so second, she wore it only when it was so cold that she had to 
cover her face with a scarf, which hid the mask underneath.  And then, 
after about five hours of use, hiking around various parts of the city, the
mask was so full of soot that she didn't want to wrap it over her face 
any more.

A few unpolluted winter days did occur, however. Another colleague, 
Jeanne, told me about that. You see, the biggest holiday of the year, 
Spring Festival (which actually occurs in the winter), is about a week 
long. And everything shuts down for Spring Festival. Even the food 
stalls in the little market near my home close down. And those guys 
work seven days a week, all day, all year.

Most importantly, the factories shut down,
too. Jeanne had always thought that the
steady increase in pollution since the 2008
Olympics had resulted from the mammoth
increase in automobiles since that time. I
had always thought that the winter
pollution came from the coal-fired plants
that ramp up to supply warm heat to all the
buildings. Well, that plus the mind-boggling
mass of fireworks that go off for days on
end. But it turns out we were both wrong.

The first blue skies since the autumn wind
storms appeared on the first day of the
holiday. The skies stayed blue throughout
the holiday, despite people driving, and
despite the full explosive brunt of fireworks.
And then, as factories gradually came back online a week later, the blue
gradually retreated behind the brown haze, where it has lurked ever 
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since.

Here's a picture that I took from my classroom window on Tuesday. It 
shows the neighboring campus of Nankai University and makes the 
point more eloquently than I can with words. 

I do hope, by the way, that I can continue to embed pictures like this. I 
use Google Docs to make it all possible, and Google is changing their 
Docs system, which will probably make such embedding much more 
difficult in the future. And isn't that the way of computer development, 
though? What used to be flexible and multipurpose becomes 
increasingly channeled into narrowly defined tasks. Witness the new 
version of Windows, "Windows 8," whose preview launched this week. 
That's going to surprise a lot of people.

===== The State of the Eye ====
Thanks to everyone for their thoughts and prayers concerning my eye. 
I'm really glad that I still have it. There was some misunderstanding 
occasioned by the picture that I had sent previously, showing the blurry 
ducks. The bubble in my eye, which caused the blur, was not the 
problem, but a part of the treatment. Since that time, that bubble has 
shrunk and disappeared, exactly as planned.

The actual problem was that the retina in that eye had become 
detached. The retina is the light sensitive layer within the eye, and 
normally sits inside the back of the eye like film in a camera (for those 
of you old enough to remember film in cameras).

At this point the eye's condition seems stable. Dr. Lam (henceforth to be
known as Princess Leia for her skill with a light saber) was successful in 
welding the retina back into place with her Remington laser six-shooter. 
She also opened up the eye and hoovered up most of the blood that had
been floating around in there.

The soreness is gradually dispersing, and the
superficial bruising around my eyelids from 
the surgery is abating, and now my right eye
can open as wide as my left eye again.  The 
part of the retina that completely detached 
lost its blood supply, so it died, which leaves 
a hole in my vision for that eye. In addition, 
retina parts that were bruised still show up 
as light patterns of lines when I blink. Flecks
of detritus, left over from vacuuming up the 
blood, had been scattered across my field of 
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vision like tiny scraps of coal, but they are gradually fading away.

I figured the easiest way to explain the changes in my eyesight would 
be a revision of the previous duck picture.  The black spot in the lower 
corner is the dead part of the retina.  It shimmers a bit around the 
edges from time to time, but otherwise has not changed since it first 
appeared from behind the shrinking bubble. The light lines are the 
bruises that mainly show up only when I blink. I don't know if those will
disappear eventually or not. There are actually more of them than I 
drew in the picture, but their appearance changes depending on how 
hard I blink.

In addition, the surgery must have changed the shape of my eye 
slightly, because it is definitely more nearsighted than before. Still, all in
all, better nearsighted than nonsighted.

===== My Flight to China ====
My flight to 
China on 
Korean 
Airlines went 
well. Here is a
snapshot I 
took out the 
window as we
flew up the 
San Francisco 
Peninsula. You
can see San 
Bruno 
Mountain on 
the right, the 
bay just 
above it, and 
San Francisco 

towards the top in the center.

I'd like to deliver a plug for Korean Airlines. I had postponed my return 
to China out of caution, in case further eye treatments might be 
necessary (they weren't). When I called to make the schedule change, 
there was no problem, and no extra fees, despite my economy-class 
restricted date ticket. I offered to send the medical excuse letter written
for me by The Princess, but they said it wasn't necessary - they simply 
believed me.
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And here's a 
bonus photo 
taken from the 
airplane – It's 
Point Reyes 
National 
Seashore, the 
site of so many 
wonderful 
memories over 
the years. 

The flight to 
Tianjin from 
San Francisco 
involves a plane
change in 
Korea. Going 

from China to California, the layover is really brief, and convenient. 
Coming back, though, the layover is about 18 hours.  However, 
whenever it's the "off season," Korean Air will put you up in a hotel, 
rather than let you wander around the airport all night. Not only that, 
they paid for both the dinner and the next morning's breakfast at the 
hotel's all-you-can-eat buffet.

It turned out to be the 
Harbor Park Hotel, a half-
hour's drive out from the 
airport. It was comfortable 
and clean. The harbor view
from their 15th-floor 
restaurant is not exactly as
picturesque as Sausalito, 
but cargo ships are 
enjoyable and interesting 
to watch, nonetheless. 
Below on the right, you'll 
see a panorama, taken 

from the restaurant, showing the side away from the harbor, which 
gives a better idea of what the neighborhood is like.
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And it's not just the San Francisco route that benefits from this airline 
generosity. The bus from the airport to our hotel was full, holding 
maybe forty people from all over the globe, including a half-dozen 
Australian businessmen.

And the best part - the flight from Korea to Tianjin is only about ninety 
minutes. And before going to the airport one can take a shower in the 
hotel room.  So it's the first time that I've ever arrived in Tianjin from a 
trans-Pacific flight without feeling dirty and greasy.  So kudos.

===== The dive into brownness ====
The picture of Korea shows a rather hazy skyline, not really unexpected 
in such a heavily industrialized neighborhood, I guess. But as we later 
took off and flew west to Tianjin, the haze began to coagulate ever 
more thickly.  And the closer we got to Tianjin, the more impenetrable it
became.  We flew fairly low right over the Binhai port area, and I could 
(barely) spot some buildings that my father and I had visited together 
last June. Now that I'm back, my nose is much more runny, and my 
throat is sometimes scratchy.  I guess that's just the price you pay for 
development. At least that's what the factory owners will tell you.

And of course, I am old enough to remember when the Bay Area in 
California was almost as polluted as Tianjin is now. I remember when 
the Cuyahoga River in Ohio caught fire. So now, when my nose clogs in 
Tianjin, it's like a cautionary message. Factory owners are the same the
world over. I would dearly hate to see my homeland return to levels of 
pollution like I see here now. And it's simply not realistic to take the 
sanguine attitude that it couldn't, that we are somehow different than 
China.

-Secure Net
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  Thursday, April 5, 2012 - Tianjin

===== Qing Ming ====   

I still

remember the first time
I saw the burning
paper, a tiny bonfire
dancing beside the path
that leads to our
market. It was
September, my very
first week of teaching
full-time in Tianjin.
Coming from tinder-dry
California, where flames are all but anathema, I was scandalized. It had
to be some odd celebration or rite, but my new foreign friends simply 
dismissed it with "Oh, it's just paper. Not to worry. Somebody died, 
maybe."

It turns out that the paper was a special form of pretend money burnt 
to provide the dead with spending power in the afterlife. It's not real 
money, because real money is no good in those other worlds.  On the 
other hand, the exchange rate is favorable, and for a few bucks, you 
can supply an ancestor with wealth beyond billionaires. 

And this week is "Qing 
Ming," a time when you 
don't even have to go to a 
bank for the fake money. 
Even street corner vendors 
are hawking it. You can see
some piled on a table in 
the picture at left, while the
dealer is carving a 
pineapple. I took the 
picture above at right just 
two nights ago.  Oh, the 

things that take place on sidewalks around here!

"Qing Ming" means "pure and bright."  It's the fifth of 24 "months" on 
the traditional solar (yes, solar) calendar. And, indeed, the weather this 
week in Tianjin has been bright, and as pure as general pollution levels 
will allow. It's been a fabulous week for walking, even through the early
evening hours. It's a time to show off your latest color-coordinated 
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surgical mask, almost like an Easter parade. Spring has sprung.

Qing Ming is a time to honor departed ancestors. The English, ignorant 
of the traditional calendar,  called it "Tomb-sweeping Day," because 
that's what many people do. And ideally, the celebration involves a 
return to the home town.  Trains, then, are booked solid.  Sidewalks are
punctuated with piles of ash from burning money (though lots of people
burn such money in a small container in the privacy of their home).

The actual holiday is just one day - April 4, and it's been officially 
celebrated here on the mainland for thousands of . . . well, hundreds 
of . . . well, . . . about four years. The tradition, though, is quite old, 
and nearby countries and overseas Chinese have celebrated it 
continuously for centuries.  It's nice, then, to see the motherland 
officially getting back on track.

And people here, just like people in America, like their holidays attached
to weekends, particularly when significant travel could be involved. They
seem to have reached the inverse solution as we have, however. At 
home, holidays get moved to Mondays, and only old people remember 
that Washington was actually born precisely on February 22, and Martin 
Luther King on January 15. (not to mention Memorial Day on May 30).

Here, on the other hand, the weekend gets moved to the holiday, and 
the method for doing so may vary by location.  The central government 
published the holiday schedule months ago, designating Wednesday as 
a day off. But which weekend should be moved to join it? Inquiring 
minds wanted to know.

In our case, the university leadership waited until the last possible 
moment (presumably to maximize the charming disruptions of life so 
prevalent here) and we found out a week or so in advance that Monday 
and Tuesday would be moved up to the previous weekend. Saturday 
and Sunday would be delayed to take their place, producing a three-day
weekend in the middle of the week. Since most of my classes are held 
on Mondays and Tuesdays, and since I was also signed on to judge our 
annual English contest last week, I ended up working exactly twice the 
normal teaching hours for a seven-day period.

Of course, even though I like to complain, teaching here is still easier 
than any three days in an American elementary school. The next holiday
will be Labour Day, on Tuesday, May 1. I have a better idea what the 
weekend is going to do, but I'm not willing to second-guess what the 
authorities will decide, what they probably won't tell us for another 
couple weeks.
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===== Eye Progress ====
My right eye continues to heal after the open-eye surgery in January. I 
traded in the mallards of the previous photo for a Castro Valley fox 
squirrel (in the photo below to simulate its progress. There are several 
improvements.  First off, most of the detritus, which had been hovering 
in my vision like soot particles, has gone. Either that, or my brain has 
gotten better at compensating for it. I occasionally still see a fleck or 
two, but it's infrequent.

Secondly,  my field of view has returned to a normal wider angle.  I was
pleasantly surprised in church on Sunday when I realized I could see 
the woman sitting next me out of the corner of that eye.

Thirdly, the
black smudgy
spot in the
lower left
corner has
lightened. It's
still pretty
opaque, but
it's not black.
It occasionally
shimmers, like
a flag in the
wind.
Sometimes it
seems to be
mostly gone,
though I can't be sure. Again, it could just be my brain compensating by
filling the picture with information from other sources.

Fourthly, the semicircle of wrinkles around the spot are gone. A few 
wrinkles still persist around the periphery of my vision, but they are 
generally only noticeable at night. Also, the shadowy blood vessels that 
had appeared whenever I blinked don't show up much anymore.

Fifthly, the distortion in my vision has decreased.  Up until recently, the 
view simply had a different size and shape than the other eye, which 
made the world appear a bit rubbery, kind of like when one gets a new 
glasses prescription and it distorts one's view at first.  I tried to 
simulate that in the picture, but it might not be clear. 

Sixthly, the ache in that eye has decreased to almost nothing. Actually, 
a couple weeks ago, it crescendoed for a bit, prompting me to reach for 
the ibuprofen on two occasions. But right after that was when the 

(51)



distortion began subsiding. On the other hand, my good eye aches 
sometimes now. My theory is that it's simple eyestrain from working so 
much harder than usual, with three different prescriptions of glasses, 
when normally, it had more support from the other eye and I never 
used glasses.

Seventhly, though it continues to be much more near-sighted than it 
was before, I've seen a slight decrease in nearsightedness in the last 
couple days.

All of these are welcome signs, and all of them completely beyond what 
I had expected.  I guess I've never had an injury that took more than a 
week or so to heal. So it never occurred to me that an injury might take
weeks or months to heal. But in fact, that seems to be the case this 
time.  I already have better vision than I ever thought I would have 
again. Hopefully it will continue to improve, but I'm already very happy.

===== Pollution solution ====
I've decided to take seriously the idea that my health problems over the
past year or so might be caused by the pollution here. After all, I spent 
two months of misery, including surgery and recovery in the clean air of
California, and still ended up feeling much stronger at the end of it than
I had in quite a while.

Actually, pollution levels in this part of China are usually off the chart. 
Which chart? Any chart, apparently.  The US embassy in nearby Beijing 
even installed their own measuring devices in order to at least keep 
track of how far off the official chart is.  Me, I've come up with a less 
expensive solution. I simply view the moon (when it can be seen) and 
judge pollution levels by its brownness.

So I bought a more robust air cleaner than I had before. I set it up the 
day before yesterday, and was thrilled the next morning when I exited 
my door. I immediately smelled the pollution levels that had faded from 
perception into habit over the previous month.  And yesterday was not 
a bad day, relatively speaking.  I mean, pollution levels seemed to be 
back on the chart. The moon that night was even white.

And once i stepped outside, I couldn't just come right back in. It was a 
gorgeous day to be out and about.  So I took a few snapshots to add to 
this letter.
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===== Sprung Spring ====
First up is the famous "road to nowhere," the paved boundary between 

my Tianjin
University 
(on the 
left) and 

neighboring Nankai University (on the right).  It's closed at both ends, 
but somebody opened a gate to the side, and a couple cars slipped 
through, both of them for the apparent purpose of practicing how to 
handle a car.

The car in the foreground, for example, inched back and forth through 
some pylons at tortoise speed. A trainer (to the right in the picture) 
directed it, almost as if she were training a horse and not a driver. After 
every few feet, they'd stop and analyze the particular wheel angle or 
curve in its path. I kept thinking that if this guy wanted to risk normal 
streets when his reflexes were so pokey and tentative, well, he'd better 
have his insurance paid up.

And by the way, these days, the road goes nowhere. But I have a 
feeling it will eventually go through, and provide entrance to, and a 
shortcut through these congestion-inducing institutions. People do plan 
long term here.  When the time is right, it will happen.

As for the black car in the distance, I haven't a clue what he was up to, 
as his glacial movements followed no obvious pattern. The brick-red set 
of buildings on the left, by the way, includes my classroom.

Second is my local water dealer. I generally buy three flasks at a time 
for convenience's sake, particularly because the delivery guy, not me, 
carries them up the stairs.  I'll bet he was ecstatic when I moved from 
the sixth floor to the second!!  This delivery guy is one of the most 
good-natured and effervescent people you'd ever care to meet. I only 
wish I could understand his thick accent.  It doesn't seem to matter to 
him, though. He chatters on as if I grasped every word.
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The picture at right
shows the water store.
It's within the pinkish
wall. There's not much
in there besides a desk
and a bed. Some
empty bluish flasks
stand before the door.
From the size of the
store, you might think
it was just a part-time
operation, but actually,
I see that friendly guy
riding that little electric
tricycle  delivering
water all over campus. 
Usually he waves when he sees me.

The line of small rooms that includes the water store appears to be a 
series of enclosed patios for the street-level apartments behind them.  
They, and others like them, house a wondrous variety of stores and 
services throughout this neighborhood - restaurants, grocery stores, 
copy shops, tailors, dentists (yes, dentists), hair dressers -- really, 
anything that can be squeezed into a small space. A few years ago, 
similar shops on the main road near here were all shut down, their 
doorways plastered closed, and the whole thing painted a kind of dark 
purple, presumably because they were too tacky to look at.

But this shop, like so many others, sits on a side-alley, out of sight from
the casual motorist, and so not worth "cleaning up." Indeed, it's been in
business at this location since before I came - so at least five years in 
all, which makes it about thirty-five years old in China-business years.

Third, speaking of streetside tackiness, a decade ago, sidewalk 
entrepreneurs used to flood every sidewalk and street corner. 
Nowadays, a comparative trickle remains, at least in this part of the 
city. One local exception to this is the neighborhood just north of here, a
neighborhood full of immigrant communities, such as Koreans, and 

Muslims from 
Ningxia.

The mini-
midway in this 
picture is set 
up in that part 
of town. It's 
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already many business-years old. It closes in the depths of winter, but 
now it's reopened, alongside throngs of street vendors of every stripe 
stretching the length of the road.

Together, they choke the sidewalk, and force pedestrians into the street,
which impedes the flow of vehicular traffic. 

A police station stands in the middle of it all, like a castle amongst the 
barbarians. Occasionally the neighborhood patrol emerges, and all the 
restaurants temporarily remove their sidewalk seating. But soon 
enough, the officers retreat again, and the sidewalk seats reappear. 
People remind me of such casual disrespect for the law whenever I 
suggest that this society is authoritarian. Perhaps, though, it's simply 
that the culmination of an authoritarian society  results in habitual 
flaunting of dictates whenever the authority's is back is turned.

Fourth is a stitched-together panorama of nearby Friendship Lake, 
located next to the foreign students' dorms and the old guest house 
where I stayed during my first summers in Tianjin. That off-white 
building in the center is the school of architecture. Behind it, gleaming 
white, is the student activities center. The white building to the right is 
the expanded guest house, now serving as foreign student housing. The
tall pink buildings on the left edge are the undergraduate dorms. The 
brick-red squat building near the right edge is, again, where my 
classroom is.  As for the tall buildings in the background with cranes on 
top of them, I have no idea. They weren't even there last year.

===== My Homework, and signing off ====
On principle, I always do any homework that I ask the students to do. 
Recently I asked them to write about a "significant object," a subject 
that English  teachers have demanded from their students since before 
eternity.  I chose, as my object, a red wiffle ball that's been in our home
for fifty years. I thought I'd include the composition here, since some 
recipients of this email know the character involved, and might enjoy 
the memories as much as I do.
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So, except for that, I'm
signing off for now.  I hope
that I can hear from some
of you this week!  I do so
like email from home. Every
day I think about Schafer
Park School and wonder
how the reconstruction is
going. 

-Secure Net

===== The Red Wiffle
Ball ==== 

Thirty kilograms (65 pounds) of muscular energy bounded towards me 
with unstoppable fury. Her bushy snout contained teeth as sharp as 
daggers. If I didn’t know her, if I didn’t know she was my own dog, I’d 
be worried at her approach.

But I knew what she wanted.

In her mouth, she carried a red wiffle ball. She gripped it tightly by a 
rope that was tied to it. The other end of the rope trailed behind her. 
She veered at the last minute to run around me. She knew what would 
happen next. At least, she hoped it would happen.  I grabbed the rope 
as it flew by.

Instantly, the rope went taut. Her nose snapped around towards me, 
followed by her body, which flew into the air. I struggled to maintain my
hold on the rope against her airborne 30 kilograms, multiplied by the 
tremendous speed with which she had passed me. It was a wonder that 
her neck still held together.

Finally, she landed, four-square on her four paws. Her legs stiffened, 
and she jerked her body backwards, over and over, jerk, jerk, jerk, 
pulling ever more forcefully on the rope, which now began to slide and 
burn my hands.

“I’ve got you now!!” I yelled, to cover the pain.

And she growled.

“I’ve got you!” I stiffened my own legs, but wasn’t completely sure I 
could remain standing upright. I wrapped the end of the rope around 
my fist. It spread out the tugging force and relieved the pain, a little.

She growled again. She jerked the rope to the left, then to the right, 
then to the left. Her back-pedaling paws dug into the earth, pushing up 
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dirt in all directions.

I also started jerking the rope from one side to the other.  And then . . .
.  I rushed towards her.

The rope went limp. Surprised, she couldn’t run backwards, but she also
couldn’t turn to run forwards. For a moment, she didn’t know what to 
do. She tried to turn, but tipped over and rolled, growling all the while.  
I thought I had her beat, but the rope never came loose from the vise 
of her jaws.

I bent down and poked her, but she never let go. I tickled behind her 
ears, but she never let go. I even grabbed her tail, which she really 
didn’t like, but she never let go.

Finally, she gained her feet again, dug her claws into the earth and 
rushed off at full tilt. Just as before, she reached the end of her rope, 
and her head snapped around towards me, even as her body kept 
moving.

But this time . . . In my rush to grab her tail, the rope had unwrapped 
itself from my hand. The full force of her flying thirty kilograms flew 
down its length. It popped through my fist, burned my hand, and made 
me shout and curse.  It also made me lose the rope. And I fell over onto
the ground.

And then came her victory dance. She held the ball as high as she 
could, and waved it.  She danced and pranced around me, taunting me 
to just try and take it back.  No growls now, only little soft barks, like 
somebody trying to laugh with a mouth that’s too full.

Forty years later,
the memory lives
on, a memory
ingrained by
repetition - we 
performed the
same routine
every single day
when I returned
home from school.

That dog is long
gone. But the red
wiffle ball, scarred
with tooth
scratches and
faded by the sun, still sits on the shelf, waiting for her return. Whatever 
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happened to the rope is anybody’s guess.

And I suppose I should give that ball away, and let some other creature 
enjoy its toughness, but I can’t bear to part with it. 

And I suppose I should have brought it with me to China to show the 
people here, but I couldn’t risk losing it on the way. So here’s another 
picture:
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 Tuesday, May 1, 2012 -  Tianjin

I don't do much traveling here, but I took a couple short 
trips last month, so travel (and traffic) is my theme today.

I often complain about jaded authorities, clueless (but 
speeding) electric-stealth-bike riders, inveterate horn blowers, line 
cutters and a host of other antisocial types here. I guess they tend to 
stick out.

But there are plenty people who do the right thing, who could press an 
advantage but don't, and who do what they can to to mitigate the 
effects of those selfsame antisocials.

And we don't always realize it.

I thought of this recently on a taxi ride back home the other day. The 
driver eschewed the usual main streets. Instead he dove right through 
that infamous maze of by-ways that gives Tianjin its tangled reputation.
Had I been a neophyte, I would have been certain the guy was just 
trying to pad the meter.

But I knew exactly where we were, and knew exactly why he had 
chosen the roundabout route. Yes, I knew those streets well.

At that time of day, the main arteries were all clogged with the shiny 
status vehicles that give the rest of us all heartburn.  The indirect route 
was more bother for the driver, but it saved me both time and money. 
And actually, almost all the taxi drivers I've encountered here have 
been great.

===== Beijing ====
A couple weeks ago, I 
visited some former 
students in Beijing.  We 
strolled through one of 
the few authentic 
"hutong" areas that has 
survived the onslaught of 
modern urban 
development.  We 
lunched in a tiny Japanese
restaurant  -- great curry 
and tempura.  And we 
took in a famous 
Confucian temple near the

(59)



Forbidden City.  

This photo of the genial ancient philosopher shows his pedestal draped 
with red luck charms.  Each one represents a hopeful high school 
student trying to garner good luck on the all-important college 
placement exam. In true entrepreneurial fashion, the temple offers the 
official charms for sale, mere footsteps away.

We also viewed a special art exhibit from North Korea. There were lots 
of smiling workers harvesting bumper crops, kicking back in a local tea 
shops, or mobbing the "ever-popular" leadership. Actually my own 
favorite was a portrait of the "Bohemian Waxwing," a beautiful bird with
soft brown feathers.

===== The Subway ====
We'd taken the subway
from the Beijing South rail
station to get there. My
guides had apologized for
the crowded nature of the
subway, packed so tightly
that all you could do was
stare out the window into
the tunnel walls.  Of course,
what you saw wasn't always
darkness. Some tunnels are
lined with a stream of video
displays, whose flickering
glow animates targeted
advertizements like some sort of high-tech flip book.

Those subways are always packed because they are useful, fast, and 
cheap. A trip across the entire megalopolis costs the equivalent of thirty
cents.  And if your final destination isn't near a subway stop, you can 
travel the last leg on a city bus for the equivalent of a dime.  And the 
buses go literally everywhere, and there are thousands of them.  And 
so, for the equivalent of a half dollar or less, the system will take you 
from practically any point to any other point in this city of 20 million, 
basically any time except for the witching hours.  Now THAT's mass 
transportation.

It's so cheap because it's tax-subsidized. And it's tax-subsidized 
because the government wants to undercut  people's cravings for 
private vehicles before the gridlock finally paralyzes the entire city.  
Even now, you have to wait a year for a new car registration. This isn't 
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from bureaucratic inertia, but by design.  And if drivers from other 
provinces want to drive themselves in, they either wait for the proper 
day (by license plate number) or purchase a special permit at the 
border. And did I mention that those electric stealth-bikes are banned? 
The city fathers are truly transportation-enlightened.

Well, Tianjin so far has just one working subway line, though others are 
in the pipeline. And so, when a sports-reporter friend invited me to a 
golf tournament down by the coast, I figured the trip might cost more 
than fifty cents.

And by the way, one of my many blessings living here has been to know
such journalists.  She had actually planned to show me the "snow polo" 
games back in February, but when my eye acted up, and I postponed 
my return, I missed the entire week of those games!  It was just as 
well. As so often happens around here, at the last minute, somebody 
with say-so decided that the tournament should take place two weeks 
earlier. So I would have missed it, anyway.

Oh, and as for "snow polo," I still don't really understand it, but I've 
been assured that it does involve horses.  It's a pleasant diversion for 
the high rollers who live near the coast, in the luxury neighborhoods of 
"Binhai," the special economic zone.

The golf tournament would also take place in Binhai.

===== The Journey to the Golf Tournament ====
We arranged to meet in the afternoon at the home field for the Tianjin 
Lions baseball team, located about a kilometer from where I live. And 
for you Lions fans (and I know you are out there), baseball will indeed 
continue this year, though the season won't commence until July this 
time.  But do keep your ear to the ground, in case it starts early. After 
all, the Tianjin Lions are the best baseball team in China! (Ed: They won
the championship again in 2016)

One of the players, a friend of hers, came out to meet me.  He donated 
a pro-model baseball to my English class!  I've been using it this week.

Anyway, she showed up with a colleague, a young man named Ma who 
drove a car.  We proceeded to Tianjin Stadium, to catch the free shuttle 
bus to the golf tournament.

We sighted the bus in the empty parking lot by the stadium entrance, 
seemingly abandoned, like a great white whale, beached alone without 
an Ahab. A small sign in the windshield whispered, "Volvo China Open." 
So it was sponsored by Volvo?
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We questioned the guards at the gate. They told us to wait. At twenty 
past the hour, our Ahab would return.  Well, "twenty" passed and went. 
And at "thirty," one of the nondescript passers-by turned aside and 
unlocked the bus.

We all piled in and took off. Only we three were passengers.  "How late 
would the bus be running?" we asked.  All through the evening, was the
reply. Well, that's a lot of bus for so few passengers.  What could justify 
this lavish use of resources?

===== The Golf Tournament Site ====
Upon arrival, almost an hour later, I understood the justification.  We 
disembarked, not at the tournament entrance, but at the central square
of a vast luxury real estate development called "Binhai Lakes." The 
square was populated mainly with performers and music loud enough to
wake the Grateful Dead. A big blue sign proudly proclaimed, "Take it in! 
The Binhai Lake Golf Club's sports-recreational, coolly-enjoyable, 
refreshing countryside life!"  and "Binhai's foremost golfing villa homes 
development."  Pictures of monstrous detached houses, peeking in from
just outside the frame, graced the base of the sign.

Yes, they were looking to sell tract mansions.  No wonder they could 
risk paying for buses with only three passengers.  Unfortunately, 
potential clients in the square seemed scarce, and were easily 
outnumbered by the entertainers.

But they'd
pulled out
all the
stops -
acrobats,
clowns,
and even
frisbees.
As I
stepped
from the
bus, a
pleasingly
pregnant
woman
stood smiling between two entertainers costumed as "Pleasant Goat," 
and "Big Gray Wolf," the chief characters of a popular children's 
television cartoon. I was thinking, yeah, you're going to see a lot of 
those guys in the next few years. The photographer, presumably her 
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husband, wielded a high-tech contraption with a lens barrel hefty 
enough to hold off an entire platoon.

Well, pretty soon a smaller shuttle appeared, and quickly filled with 
golfing fans who had parked their private vehicles in a lot concealed 
behind garish advertizing screens. We hopped in, too. A short five-
minute jog and we arrived at the entrance to the tournament, as well as
at the villa sales office. 

We popped through the gate, and availed ourselves of a nearby line of 
porta-potties. It was the first traditional Chinese toilet I had ever seen 
fashioned entirely of stainless steel, spotlessly clean and odorless, with 
a movement sensor to trigger automatic flushing. Only those who have 
actually been to China can truly appreciate the wonder of such a device.

And out there by the
lakes, the wind had kicked
up, and the fog was rising.
But I was in good shape.
A lifetime of Bay Area
weather had compelled
me to throw a sweater in
my bag on my way out
the door. My companions
had not been so lucky.
They shivered their way
along, refusing all my
attempts to lend them the
sweater.

We were a little late to this tournament, which was estimated to end 
around 6:15, so we skipped the tents housing the children's playground,
the cafeteria, and the sumptuous display of late-model Volvos.  And in 
fact, my friend immediately reported in to the press pool, which left 
young Ma and myself to our own devices.

The course consisted of splashes of green amidst the brown of a not-
quite-spring.  It was designed by the Scottsdale, Arizona, firm of 
Schmidt-Curle. On their web site, they state that "Tianjin Binhai Lake 
showcases our ability to transform less-than-ideal sites into exceptional 
golf courses."  Yeah. Tianjin. You may love it, but not for its fabulous 
scenery or weather.  The course is located on an artificial peninsula 
dredged up from an artificial lake.  That somehow seems redundant, but
the result was pleasing.  They had finished it just a couple months ago.

(63)



===== Golf ====
That day I 
discovered 
a few 
things 
about 
world-class
golf. First, 
it's 
amazing 

how they can get grass to be so short, yet thick, on the greens. 

Second, it's glorious to walk on the soft and coddled ground, even if it's 
only the rough. I realized that I normally walk on nothing but hard 
pavement everywhere in Tianjin, even inside my own apartment! 

Third, pro-golfers walk fast -- really fast.  Even the fifty-something guy 
in the party that we were following practically sprinted his way down the
fairway. They must like the soft ground, too.

Fourth - when they tee off, it's not worth the effort to even try and 
follow the ball. It seems to merge with the Tianjin haze. For all I know, 
it dissolves in there, and the next shot uses a virtual replacement.  It's 
certainly true that they're always marking a ball's position, picking it up 
and putting it down again.

Fifth, some golfers love to throw grass in the air. And in Tianjin, where 
the wind shifts direction every few seconds, you get a spray of little 
leaves constantly emanating from each golfing party. 

Sixth, some golfers 
can be crabby and 
picky.  Each party 
was surrounded by 
escorts bearing 
signs that said to 
turn off any mobile 
phones and to be 
quiet.  But that fifty-
something guy 
yelled at me, just 
because I was not 
standing still 
enough. Sheesh.  
Young 

whippersnapper! When he wasn't looking, I squeezed off a shot (the 
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photo above) of him driving -- from the rough.

Seventh, some golfers really show good breeding. Even though they've 
got man-servants to carry their clubs, they replace their divots 
personally.

Well, young Ma and I followed the party for the last third of their 18 
holes.  The final hole featured a long fairway and a relatively easy 
putting green, surrounded by bleachers and a live TV feed. The 
bleachers stood almost empty in the cool humid breeze. And when that 
fifty-something guy crossed his last tee, sank his final putt, and stepped
off the course, he was immediately surrounded by young autograph-
seeking women.  He told them to wait until he had filed his score card. 
But, really? Who was that guy?

Well, turns out he's Scottish champion Colin Montgomerie. Twenty years
ago, for a brief time, he had been the number 2 ranked golfer in the 
world!  No wonder they wanted his name on their cap. And he was the 
guy who yelled at me!  I felt connected to greatness.

Well, Ma and I
rejoined our
reporter friend.
The tournament
had finished a
half hour before
schedule. The
cafeteria closed,
and the Volvos
were bagged
against the
dust. We took a
short gander,
and found another reporter, an older British fellow, with a video camera 
and more status than we had, interviewing South African Branden 
Grace, the young man who went on to win the tournament later that 
weekend.

My reporter friend snapped a few shots of him with her cell phone as 
they talked, and then told us that she would have to stay for the formal 
reception later that evening. She was still shivering, poor thing. I found 
out later she caught a cold and was stuck in bed for several days.

===== The Journey Home ====
So Ma and I headed out the gate, only to find a small crowd of golf fans
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impatiently stamping their feet. As a shuttle approached from a stop 
further down, they spread out over the road and flagged it down. We all
popped in, and soon arrived back at the villa square. But all the 
performers had gone home. The place was deserted except for the 
obligatory uniformed guard and four others, consisting of one 
Australian, one Brit, and two Chinese.  As we approached, the 
Australian announced "You missed the bus."

Well, I'd seen a bus pull out as we had arrived. "Guess I'll have to wait 
for the next one," I answered.

"No, you don't understand," he leaned forward in a half-whisper. "The 
last bus left an hour ago."

Ma was incensed. "Our driver told us the bus would run all evening!" he 
grumbled. We all shrugged our shoulders.

Well, the other four had ordered a car, and a few minutes later, it 
whisked them away. Its driver called a compatriot to come pick us up.  
And, indeed, I had brought loads of cash for such an eventuality.

But young Ma was inconsolable. An hour in a private car would not be 
cheap. He seemed to buckle as his inner Chinese sense of thriftiness 
began to gnaw away at him.  And he had brought little cash, so the 
thought of somebody else paying, when this was his home town, 
threatened to finish him off altogether. He began a ceaseless and 
labored pacing.  I began to fear for his sanity.

And just then, out of the mist, emerged a gigantic white blob. It drew to
a halt across the street, like a whale beaching itself from the sea. It was
the great white bus!! Or was it?  I squinted to locate the little sign in its 
window.  "What about that bus?" I said to Ma.

He was off like a shot. I 
saw the door open, and 
some feverish 
conversation ensued.  He
hopped back to me. 
"They're going into 
town," he exclaimed, 
"and they're glad to give 
us a ride!"

The bus was hauling 
some tournament 
employees - about 15 of 
them, riding in a bus 
clearly designed for 
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dozens.  They all clustered around the front door, but we hiked to the 
back, just to show our gratitude and willingness to keep out of 
everyone's way.

And what a bus it was -- clearly the most luxurious I had ever seen in 
China. If the bus to Beijing airport had been like this, people would buy 
tickets just for the ride. The slump in the airline industry would vanish. 
People would fly, just so they could ride the bus.

It made a few stops along the way. I saw the hotel where the golfers 
stayed, and a host of other extravagant new developments in the Binhai
area.  Finally we reached the outskirts of Tianjin city, and when the bus 
stopped, and almost everybody got out, we did, too.

But a shout from the bus driver halted us in mid stride. In that scolding 
tone of voice that only true Tianjin people have mastered, he chided us 
for not wanting to accept further help. He would be driving much closer 
to our destination. What was the matter with us, that we would not ride
further with him? We got back on. "Harrumph," he said.

True to his word, he dropped us off a lot closer, and right next to a line 
of about fifty local taxis literally stretching around the block-- all of 
them unoccupied, their little "vacant" lights lit in the windshields.  This 
was great!

But the first taxi we
asked refused to
take us. And then
the second, then
the third. What's
going on? We
weren't THAT 
strange. Finally, one
taxi driver pointed
out that they were
all in line for a gas
station, out of sight
around the corner.
Chinese thriftiness again, I guess.  And when taxis driving by refused to
pick us up, he yelled at us to stand down the street a few meters. We 
did, and got our cab.Maybe it had been forbidden to pick up passengers 
at the other spot.

Well, to make a long story short, Ma and I fought long and hard over 
the privilege of paying for that cab. He had the advantage of youth, but 
I had the advantage of weight and experience. I only hope his bruises 
cleared quickly. The taxi dropped us off by Ma's car, and then he drove 
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me the rest of the way back to campus.

So when I get cut off by honking SUV's, or ambushed by silent electric 
scooters, or stymied by clueless pedestrians holding forth in the middle 
of  traffic, I think about days like this, and realize that there really are a
lot of lovely people on the road, too.

- Secure Net
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 Saturday, May 5, 2012 -  Tianjin

===== Odds and Ends ====

I didn't have time to mention some odds and ends in my previous 
email. So I wrote each with a separate heading, for easy skip-over, if 
desired. In some ways I hate being so long-winded, but there's even 
more stuff constantly churning up my mind all the time that I'm here. 
So I'll be brief.  Maybe I should just start a blog or something.

Along those lines, I've been keeping a rather detailed diary of my 
classes and my teaching this year. At this point, it's 120,000 words and 
over 250 pages, completely illustrated and peppered with internal 
hyperlinks.  The photo of my classroom chalkboard (above) comes from
that diary.  It should be a useful resource for anybody teaching in 
China, particularly English. If anybody is interested in reading it, let me 
know. If nothing else, I plan on using next year to guide the design of 
next year's English course.

===== The Eye ====
My eye is still healing. However, I 
realized that the ducks and squirrel 
pictures of the past didn't really provide a
decent reference point for the view that 
I've been seeing lately. So this month, I 
used a picture of the side of the building 
where I teach -- it's mainly vertical and 
horizontal lines, to show the effect more 
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accurately. 

So if the picture on the left is what I see with my good eye, the picture 
below on the right is what I see with my right eye.

Most of the blurriness
comes from the
increased
nearsightedness I now
have, as well as a
smaller depth of field,
which, I figure, is
because the eye is
weaker now, so the iris
opens wider. I have no
new glasses prescription
to counteract the
increased
nearsightedness yet. I'm
still hoping that the eye
might get less nearsighted as it heals. Have to wait and see, though. 
Maybe it won't.

The graininess may be simply a new property of the retina, or maybe 
it's cataracts or something.  The waviness on the top and the left are 
apparently wrinkles in the retina. I'm hoping that they will flatten out 
with time.  The dark blotch on the lower left is what's been there the 
whole time.The waves at the top and the blotch on the right intensify in 
blotchiness if I enter a dark place. 

It's important to note that this is a decided improvement over what it 
was before. After all, at first, the right eye's view had been stretched 
out like a blown-up balloon, making everything seem bigger and wider 
in that eye, as well as distorted.  Now, the geometries of the two views 
more-or-less coincide.  So it really is an improvement. The earlier 
pictures may have seemed better, but at the time I made them, I didn't 
have the skill at Photoshop to more properly portray the reality. Also, 
the soreness is now basically gone.

I still find it difficult to go down stairs, though, because the edges of the
stairs look wave-shaped instead 
of straight.

===== IKEA ====
Yes, the Swedes have finally 
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landed in Tianjin. The new IKEA opened a couple months ago. 

IKEA prefers to locate its stores near airports, and Tianjin proved to be 
no exception.  It's located in the same general area as Binhai 
International Airport, all the way across town from my apartment. It's 
the Binhai Special Economic Zone. And it's part of a new shopping 
development. Everywhere you look, you see empty fields and 
construction equipment, and the occasional outlet mall. But come back 
next year, and it will probably be buildings everywhere.

My trip was motivated by the literal
disintegration of the base of the floor
lamp which I kept in the living room.
Seeing it leaning against the wall, our
building housekeeper offered to take it
off my hands. She even swept up all the
debris. Somewhere, she undoubtedly
made a few RMB selling it to somebody
else, who, even as we speak, is
probably trying to jerry-rig some
weights into the base preparatory to
further resale.

I used a combination of light rail and
city bus for my IKEA trip - about ninety
minutes each way for the equivalent of
about $1.25.  It's not the bargain of a
similar distance in Beijing, but it's not
bad.  The trip would have taken only
about an hour if not for the gridlock
through downtown.

Honestly, I remember one day about ten
years ago when I rode a bike through
Tianjin to see if I could keep up with a
bus. Between the traffic lights and the
passenger stops I was just able to manage it.  These days, I think that 
when it's "rush hours," I could keep up with the bus on foot, at least 
between here and the shopping streets.

Anyway, I ate a typical IKEA lunch -  Swedish meatballs, potatoes, and 
a salad, just like I always have at IKEA in Emeryville.  The picture 
shows the lunch advert, in case anybody wants to compare prices.

And the path out of the store, just like everywhere, features a short 
Swedish lesson about "Hey då." ("bye") painted on the wall. How 
homey!  I bought two lamps, and a host of trinkets for the kitchen, as 

(71)



well as some pickled herring to share with friends and some 
Knäckebröd, And that was about all that I could carry on foot.

===== More Traffic ====
I took the light rail back into the center of town. From there, I would 
have liked to have skipped the crowded bus trip home, but I couldn't 
get a taxi. The problem wasn't supply. Taxis clustered around the light 
rail station like bears at a salmon run. When I told them I was going to 
Tianjin University, the drivers just kept saying "Where?  Where"?  I 
guess the crowd of passengers had put them in a playful mood. But that
mood didn't help me get home.

The taxis even crowded 
out the buses from their 
own bus stop. Passengers 
exiting the light rail station
had to swim a gauntlet 
just to reach their bus, as 
can be seen in the picture 
at left. Yes, the bus that 
you see in the picture is 
not moving -- it's stopped 
right there in a lane of 
traffic. Cars wend their 
way around it without even
bothering to beep. It's just
another obstacle in the 

course. And not just that bus, but every bus stopped out there because 
of the those parked blue taxis.

And it brought to mind some recent thoughts I'd had on the different 
attitudes to law in America and here. Americans often speak about law 
with the same reverence normally accorded to scripture. Start a 
conversation about the constitution and you'll see what I mean. It's as if
the law has it's own permanent existence, distinct from the people who 
wrote it.  That's why a law can be "broken," as if it were a stick, or a 
toy, or a window.

Here, it seems like the law is simply a tool that you only really use if a 
problem or dispute arises. (in America we use lawsuits that way). You 
really are free to do whatever you want, as long as you avoid conflict. 
Now, if there is a problem, such as a bus getting rear-ended by the 
traffic behind it, then the law comes into play. But as long as 
everybody's careful, and nobody gets into quarrels (or worse), then 
there really is no need to worry about the law, especially if there's no 
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policeman in sight.

The lesson: find ways to avoid problems and conflict, and you are free. 
Indeed, even when the buses stopped in the flow of traffic, all the 
passengers boarded safely, and the buses incurred no delay.  So no 
problem!! And so the taxis need not move or be moved. I mean, who's 
to say that the bus driver didn't really want to stop out there in traffic, 
anyway?

Honestly, though.  No wonder the general Tianjin traffic is so bad.

And when I got on bus 842 (maybe I should say "the crowded bus 842,"
but in this town, that's redundant) I stepped into a veritable love fest of
seat-offering.

An older man tapped me on the shoulder, and insisted I take an empty 
seat that had just opened up. I insisted even more strongly that he take
it, which he finally did. Then the young man next to him got up and 
offered me that seat, so I took it. Then a grandmother came in carrying 
a baby. The young woman across from me got up and they took that 
seat.  Then the guy next to her got up, so the baby's mother took the 
seat. Then an older woman boarded the bus, so the baby's mother 
stood up again and insisted that the older woman take it.   At one point,
a seat in the middle of the bus stood empty for two blocks because the 
standing passengers seemed afraid to claim it in case somebody older 
or more burdened might be available.

I mention all this because back "in the old days" you didn't see this so 
much. I can't help but think that this is one further benefit of the 
relative stability that China has enjoyed for the last thirty years.  Things
just naturally get friendlier when people feel more at peace. Or maybe 
the government has been showing public service announcements about 
giving up your seat on the bus. 

===== Language Difficulties ====
Problems with language really do go beyond words, I think. I was 
actually willing to spring for the cost of a taxi ride home when I finished
riding the light rail, but I gave up after two tries. The first driver loudly 
asked what I wanted. He seemed surprised when I understood him, and
even more surprised when I answered him.

The conversation then continued something like this: Where are you 
going? Anshan West Road. Yes, Anshan West Road, but what place? The
corner with Yu Quan Road. Yes, Yu Quan Road, but what place? Tianjin 
University, near Anshan West Road. Yes, Anshan West Road, but what 
place?  I gave up. I still don't really know what he was getting at. 

(73)



Usually, I just board a taxi, and off we go, and then I explain where 
we're going.  And I never have any trouble with the drivers 
understanding.

The second guy to whom I said "Anshan West Road" told me I should 
stand over there on the other side of the street to get a taxi going the 
right direction.  I knew that wasn't right, so I moved to the bus stop.

While I was waiting for the bus, a genuinely helpful man kept asking 
where I was going. I said, Tianjin University on bus 842.  And then he 
kept asking, again and again. He said, yes, he knew I was going to the 
train station, but where was I going after that? (almost everyone else 
who waited at that spot was going to the train station) Honestly, even 
given my poor pronunciation, how could he get "Tianjin Train Station" 
(Tianjin Zhan) from "Tianjin University" (Tianjin Da Xue)? Finally I 
practically yelled " BUS  8 -- 4 --- 2. Tian---Jin ---- Uni---Versity. Then 
he finally understood that I wasn't going to the train station.  He was a 
nice guy, and genuinely trying to be helpful.

And yes, I know my Chinese is understandable, at least with simple 
things.  I know this because taxi drivers no longer compliment me on 
my excellent Chinese.  For example, when I first came here four years 
ago, a typical taxi conversation might be:

Driver: Where to?

Me:  Mayowozieruriewoe.

Driver: Huh?

Me: Maypmenqurujei

Driver: Okay!  Your Chinese is so excellent!! (the phrase used was 
usually "ting hao.")

Me:  Bu mwyerpopuus

Driver: Yeah, it's really great. Where are you from?

Nowadays, the conversation is more like this:

Driver: Where to?

Me: "Hou Tai." (That's down Fukang Road.)

Driver: Got it. "Hou Tai." (silence)

So I know I've improved.  My neighbor Lonnie theorizes that some 
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people see that you're a foreigner, and they know what foreigners do, 
so if you say anything different or unexpected, they think they must 
have heard you wrong.  He told me of an old acquaintance, a Caucasian
man raised in Taiwan, whose Chinese was impeccable -- comparable to 
any native speaker.  Sometimes he literally had to ask people to close 
their eyes before they could accept what they were hearing. "Pay no 
attention to this nose," he'd say.

Certainly at that light rail station, any taxi driver would have expected a
foreigner to want to go to the train station, since that's where the light 
rail line usually goes, but it stops short, at the station where I was, at 
certain times. And the great mass of foreigners usually breeze into 
Binhai on business, and then breeze back to Beijing just as quickly. I 
mean, foreigners don't usually stick around Tianjin unless there's a solid
economic reason.

Earlier, I had encountered a similar communication problem with the 
guy selling tickets for the light rail. I wanted to buy a "subway card," 
good for multiple journeys, as a gift. I already had such a card for 
myself, so I showed it to the guy and told him I wanted one just like it. 
This was not the sort of request he expected.  He just pointed to the 
gate - you use it in there, he said. Well, I knew that.  Where are you 
going?, he asked.  Mystified, I told him. He sold me a ticket. It was not 
what I wanted.

So when I got off the light rail near IKEA, I tried again. "We're out of 
them," was the reply there.  Ah, communication!! So in the end, on the 
way back, I tried a different ticket seller in the first station, who 
understood me, had cards in stock, and sold me one.  And I kept 
thinking, you know, if I was in California, I would just go out, find what 
I want, and buy it. Here, everything just seems so much more 
complicated.

===== The visitor ====
And speaking of being in a different world than normal people, I was 
recently very pleased to welcome into my classroom a fellow 
elementary school teacher from America.  In this case, it was the wife 
of a businessman, who had a solid business reason for visiting Tianjin. 
She was looking for something to do while her husband was attending 
to solid business duties, so, to make a very long story short, she found 
herself in my class.

This was absolutely wonderful, because nobody who's not a student 
ever visits my class. And even though she came from faraway 
Pittsburgh Pa, she was "my kind of people."  She sat and observed, and 
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then joined a small group of students during the "sharing time."  
Afterwards, we shared a meal. And everything she said about education
made sense to me, and everything I said about education made sense 
to her. With the notable exception of a few old teacher friends, I rarely 
have had that experience since leaving Schafer Park School. Not only 
that, she liked the lesson so much, she wanted to adapt it for her own 
classroom when she returned home. 

It was nice, for that moment, to finally feel like I wasn't occupying a 
different planet from everybody else, particularly when talking about 
education. This problem is most acute in China, of course, but it also 
crops up at home. For example, a month ago I found a story online in 
my local Hayward paper about a school in Oakland implementing 
Japanese-style "lesson study."

In "lesson study," classroom teachers become researchers inside their 
own classrooms. In Japan, an elaborate system exists to disperse the 
experimental results throughout the educational system.  Teacher "buy-
in" is high because they themselves decide what to research, and they 
harvest the results directly.  This system of "close to the ground" 
research is what transformed education in Japan after World War II.  

Americans do a lot of good research, too, but unfortunately it usually 
remains bottled up in ivory towers and so never seems to drive change 
or progress.  Lesson study (or something similar to it) is a system that I
have long wished could be implemented in the US. And when I 
described it to my visitor from Pennsylvania, she immediately saw the 
sense in it, too (naturally).

I was so excited about lesson study that I immediately posted my 
thoughts about it on an American political blog that I sometimes visit. I 
figured that readers might say something like, "How interesting. So 
that's how Japanese schools produced the top scorers in math and 
science?" However, I mainly got attacked by college researchers, 
attracted like moths to my Ivory Tower metaphor, who thought I was 
disparaging their profession.  One writer ended his rant with "or maybe 
you're also referring to K-12 schools?" Also? Another proudly stated that
he helped high school teachers grade tests every year, and they were 
always hungry for pedagogical information. "I can give them 
information that they can get no other way," he announced. And of 
course, that's exactly the point I had tried to make – they couldn't get 
the information any other way. College researchers do good work. 
Unfortunately it doesn't matter, because the results rarely reach, let 
alone impact, the wider educational system.

So I was thrilled to have somebody in my classroom who not only 
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"spoke my language," but was also pleased with what she observed. 
And by the way, I still maintain that middle school training is a huge 
advantage for dealing with college students here. I could detail the 
reasons, if there's interest. but I'll keep this message short for now.

===== Outsight into students ====
One thing that has struck me ever more deeply recently is the extent to
which typical college students here do not interact meaningfully with 
their teachers during class time, unless they are trapped with no other 
way out. They will cheerfully interact at other times, such as before and 
after class, and during office hours or movie night, but they will not 
interact meaningfully in class. This generalization even extends to the 
company where I tutor, which has a lovely staff who enjoy talking to me
in English at almost any time, but not when we're seated around the 
conference table "for class."

One of my students here recently opined (outside of class) that in his 
experience, primary school kids interacted with the teacher in class all 
the time, but that somehow such active participation falls away during 
high school. I would love to visit some schools here to see more of what
he was talking about. And if I was in America, I would just call up a 
teacher friend, talk to their principal and/or office staff, and sit in that 
class. But here, it's never so simple.

My colleague from Pennsylvania, in fact, had connections with a local 
elementary school, and had arranged just such a visit, which had taken 
place the morning before she attended my class.

When she arrived at the school, she was feted with special songs and 
demonstrations which continued for most of her stay. From the school's 
point of view, visitors ought to be honored, and they should witness the 
special skills that the students have acquired. From her point of view, 
she did feel honored, and she was quite impressed with their special 
skills. But what she really wanted to know was what happened during 
normal instruction time. In the end, she was no nearer her goal than 
she had been before she went.

Sometimes I think a lot of things are like that here - they're made 
impenetrable through well-meaning openness in non-relevant domains.

Anyway, last week I got tired of always giving directions for an activity, 
just to see half the class scrambling to figure out what they should do. 
Avoiding that situation is the main reason that I write so many 
directions on the chalk board and in PowerPoint slides, but it never 
seems enough, no matter how simply I break it down, no matter how 
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slowly and loudly I talk, no matter how pointedly I gesticulate.  Lots of 
time seems wasted due to lack of clarity. I've always assumed that the 
main problem was the foreign language (English)

But last week I tried an old elementary school technique. I chose 
somebody at random (by drawing a card) and asked them what they 
thought I wanted them to do.  In most of my classes, it played out like 
this: the first person would simply give up and say "I don't know." I 
then thanked them for communicating clearly, and explained it all again.
I chose another name.  That person gave the correct response, and 
then everybody immediately got started without a lot of discussion. In 
other words, it worked.  The students didn't have a problem 
understanding my English. The had difficulties paying attention in the 
first place.

And by the
way, this is
part of what I
mean when I
say that
middle school
training can
have an
advantage
here. Why
did it take
me so long to
try this
technique?
Partly
because these students are not children.  So it just feels weird. But also
because, to all *appearances,* these students do pay attention and 
follow every pitch and rhythm of any talk. They even laugh at all the 
jokes. But despite this, most do not easily learn the few things (a dozen
or so) that I have asked them to. But that doesn't make sense, because
these guys are just as smart, and just as capable of hard work, as any 
students in the world.  And I'm not saying this just to be nice. It's the 
truth.

So I'm beginning to think that this lack of interaction in class may 
indicate a more general condition - that these kids are capable of 
learning a lot, as long as they are not asked to learn it during class 
time. Obviously, this would be a condition that they have learned, for 
some reason.  What might that reason be? And what, then, would be 
the purpose of attending class, if not to learn during that time?
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While pondering these questions, I'll insert a photo I took of my class 
this week. I wanted a photo of the baseball that a Tianjin Lions team 
member donated to our class. (Can you see it in the middle of the 
shot?) Eventually, I'll send this photo to him as a thank-you note. In 
this shot, everyone is jockeying for a final position.  I don't know how 
the photo may come across to the folks back home, but to me, it 
illustrates the wonderful spirit and sweet nature that indwells these 
students. I mean, given the chance, who wouldn't want to work with 
such lovely people?

===== The Spot 
====

I figure I know at least 
as many fans of the 
coffee shop known as 
"The Spot" as fans of the
Tianjin Lions. So I would 
be remiss if I failed to 
mention that The Spot 
closed a month or so 
ago.

However, they opened again
this afternoon, May 5, Cinco
de Mayo. I wrote them a half-
joking email saying that if it's
May 5, they should serve
tacos. I was very surprised to
hear back that they do indeed
intend to serve that very item
-- eventually. They have some
sorting out in the kitchen to
do first.

The new site is located in a
large building. They've got a
place on the second floor, which is quite a bit larger than their old site. 
It has new furniture and new kitchen equipment and new coffee-makers
as well.  The ceiling is really high, which leaves room for a partial 
second floor within the space, though the ceiling is pretty low up there. 
Lots of folks attended the opening day. All in all, it's pretty elegant, and 
I even saw Dagan, the sort-of proprietor there, for the first time in 
about two years.  That's him in the red shirt behind the counter in the 
top photo.
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===== Hamlet and Sherlock Holmes ====
I was recently criticized (mildly, and outside of class, of course) by a 
student for not liking more modern and "colorful" movies like Titanic for 
movie night.  And to my students, every ten years marks a major 
societal shift. The last time Titanic fever hit Tianjin, it was a radically 
different city, and students had significantly different expectations of 
life. So I can see their point. I did addmit that the rest of the world is 
not changing as quickly as China. But actually a couple recent films that
I've seen lately are truly outstanding. Whether they are modern or 
colorful, of course, may be a matter of opinion.

They are both BBC television productions.  I figured I'd share them here
for those who might be interested.

First up is the 2009 production of Hamlet, with David Tennant in the 
title role, and Star Trek Captain Patrick Stewart playing both the father 
and the uncle. The entire cast performed the play for several months in 
2008, and the practice shows.

The BBC page for the production is here:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00pk71s

In a sense, it's an update of the play, since the dress and the setting 
are modern. But the language is the same, and the modern trappings 
simply helped ensure that, for the first time, I think I actually glimpsed 
the impact that it must have had in the play's original performances, 
400 years ago, which made it a popular favorite, and not just something
you study in English class. The cast's acting is inspired, and it brings the
story to life like nothing I've ever seen with Shakespeare before. It's 
that good.

In fact, I used a clip of Tennant's "Coward" soliloquy to illustrate the 
concept of a soliloquy with my students, since I'm asking them all to 
perform one as part of their final English project.  However, they are not
required to contemplate the skulls of jesters.

"Sherlock," the BBC's recent version of Sherlock Holmes is even more of
an update than Hamlet. And the actor playing the title role has what I 
consider to be the most magnificently British name ever - Benedict 
Cumberbatch. It's worth watching the program just to read the credits.

The BBC pages for the production are here:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00t4pgh

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00m5wm7

The stories are all new, and two three-episode seasons have been 
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filmed so far. They set Sherlock in the modern world, where Watson 
publishes a blog which describes the reluctantly-famous detective's 
exploits. Though new, the stories are strongly based on the Conan-
Doyle originals, and reference them constantly, so there are lots of in-
jokes for fans. The characters seem very true to the originals, though I 
don't actually like the twist that they gave to the Irene Adler character, 
but it's still compelling television. The second series will be broadcast on
PBS this month.  It has quite a finish in the third episode.

-Secure Net
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Saturday, June 16, 2012 -- California!

===== Ack! ====
I had formerly been using Google Docs to compose 
my messages, which allowed me to include lots of 
in-line pictures in reduced forms, which can be 
clicked to bring up the full size shot. It was 

wonderful. Unfortunately, Google Docs recently "upgraded" itself, and 
the "improvements" now make it impossible to compose such pictures 
as I had before.  I'm using a rather convoluted workaround to include 
pictures at all. <sigh>  I guess nobody can leave well enough alone.

===== My flight ====
My school arranged a ride for me to Tianjin airport on Thursday. This 
was very kind of them. I've really been happy with the people working 
with us "foreigners" over the past year.  I even got my visa approved a 
week or so early, so I'm all set to continue teaching in Tianjin next year.

I'm really excited about that. After four years of teaching, I finally feel 
that I have a handle on where the students are coming from. I expect 
to rearrange my lessons and classroom  management significantly for 
next year. It should be ... as they say ... interesting. And by the way, 
four years is a couple years shorter than the time it took me to figure 
out elementary school classrooms.  It's nice to know I'm making some 
improvements more quickly.  It's also important to note that in most 
cases, it really does take a lot of years to get good at handling a 
particular kind of classroom.

And by the way, I have kept an
extensive journal of my classroom
experience this year. At this point, I'm at
version 0.96, which is a 290-page
document, about 135,000 words
(including appendices), fully illustrated,
with copious internal hyperlinks to aide
navigation. At present I'm going through
it and fixing the language and adding
bits and pieces that I'd left missing.
After that, I'll start revising my lessons for next year!  But in case 
anyone is wondering what teaching university students in China is like, 
I've got your answer in one long pdf file.

Anyway, my friend Carolyn picked me up at the San Francisco airport, 
which turned out to be especially fortunate, since a fire near the West 
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Oakland BART station had closed down the trans-bay tunnel and 
clogged all the bridges. It probably would have taken me hours to get 
home otherwise.  The picture shows a piece of the bougainvillea and 
nasturtiums crawling up the old kennel in my back yard.

===== The fabulous California weather ====
Those of you in China who have to suffer through my continual bragging
about our perfect Bay Area climate might be interested to know that, 
today, the thermometer in my back yard reached 103 degrees. That's 
40 degrees Celsius, for those keeping track metrically.  Of course, it's 
[ahem] a dry heat.  It's been a mini heat wave. However, it's only slated
to last a day or so, and then temps will drop back down to the more 
normal seventies and high sixties, where they were when I arrived two 
days ago.

===== The Eye ====

Besides Google's inconvenient upgrade, the main reason I've not written
for a while is that my eye condition seems to have been gradually 
worsening. In fact, I even stopped taking walks around the campus with
my friend Jeanne, because the view was just too weird and distorted. 
It's like looking through a shower door. If not for my good left eye, I 
don't know what I would have done.

A visit to my doctor yesterday confirmed the problem, and it's two-fold. 
Firstly, a significant cataract has grown in the lens, a predictable 
consequence of my eye surgery in January.  Secondly, my retina has 
reacted to that surgery with a mild inflammation, and a proliferation of 
cells, blanketing the retina and pulling it out of shape. That's also fairly 
predictable, and it's the main cause of the distorted vision.

Both of these conditions are treatable. We can swap out the lens for a 
new model, which should approximate the glasses prescription I had 
last year. And the cells can be (extremely carefully) scraped off, to allow
the retina to (almost) return to its normal shape over the next half a 
year or so.  So I'm up for another round of eye surgery. I'm on a 
waiting list for Tuesday, and if that doesn't pan out, it will go forward 
next week. I'll find out more about this schedule on Monday. I decidedly
do not enjoy any sort of surgery, but I am convinced of the need for this
one, and am looking forward to improved vision.

As for the shadow in the lower left corner of my vision, that's simply a 
scar. It will always be there, but it won't be too hard to ignore. Like 
Pinocchio, I'm knocking on wooden crossed fingers.
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===== Testimonial ====
I generally get some notes from students about their lessons from time 
to time. One of these appears below. It couldn't have been nicer had I 
dictated it myself. Such things really mean a lot to teachers, particularly
when the way they teach is somewhat different from the others around 
them. Anyway, I was lucky enough to receive this one, so I'll share it 
with you to end this email.  The picture here shows my last class section
on Thursday, celebrating the donation of a professional baseball (visible 
in the center of the picture) to the class by our local baseball team, the 
best baseball team in China, the Tianjin Lions!

Dear Paul,

        I'm a student from your
English class. Thank you very
much for your dedication and
expertise in teaching.

        No doubt that you are
one of the best teachers I have
ever met. Certainly you know
how to teach. A popular
Chinese saying goes like this:
give a man fish and he will eat
for a day, teach a man to fish and he will eat for the rest of his life. This 
saying is for you. The mind map, the jazz chant, the flowchart, the 
mime, and so on, all these things were fresh to me and impressive and 
useful. You have been trying very hard to make us aware of the nature 
of speaking and writing and to learn how to think and express. Through 
your classes, I not only know a lot more about English and your 
country, I also know myself much clearer, such as my strength and 
weakness. After all, thank you, thank you, and thank you! Besides, no 
teacher gave as much as homework as you and meanwhile as 
responsible as you during this period for me.

         I think it takes great courage to move to a totally different 
country and start a new life. China is different in many ways. I sincerely
hope that you'll enjoy your life in China.
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Thursday, June 21, 2012 -- California

Just a quick note to thank the many people who 
have written the last couple days about my surgery,
and an update on it. Thanks for your thoughts and 
prayers.  And thanks for writing. It makes a big 
difference to hear from you.

Basically, the surgery took about two hours on 
Tuesday of this week. There were no complications, and everything 
proceeded according to plan.

My friend Carolyn took me there and picked me up afterwards. She also
drove me to the follow-up appointment the next day.

The condition of the eye is not dramatically different from what it was 
before. The purpose of the surgery was  to halt the worsening vision I 
was experiencing, and to provide an avenue for a slow recovery. Such 
recovery (which probably won't be 100%) will take about half a year to 
play itself out.

Meantime, I'm pretty much exhausted, dozing off from time to time. 
Actually, I'm totally exhausted.  And my body seems to have made no 
adjustment whatsoever to Pacific Daylight Time. I'm still on Chinese 
time, so I'm sleeping in the morning and early afternoon, and then 
tossing and turning and unable to sleep at night. And then kind of 
dozing in and out the rest of the time. Perhaps now that the surgery is 
over, that will gradually change. I hope so.

So, meantime, I'm just staying at home. I don't really feel like doing 
anything else at this point. I have another follow-up appointment with 
the eye doctor a week from tomorrow (June 29).  After that, I'll see 
what I can plan going forward.

Thanks for all your thoughts and prayers. I think they're still needed at 
this point.

I'll send another update if there's any more changes. Meantime, I think 
I feel like going back to bed.

-Paul

(85)


	Eight Academic Years of
	Life in China
	Steve at the Beijing Music Show
	Year Four of Eight
	recorded by
	Paul MacFarlane
	=====Tianjin Situation Normal ====
	===== Rob's Trip ====
	===== The Coming Holiday ====
	===== My Summer in America ====
	===== The Next Steps ====
	===== A Thick Atmosphere ====
	===== Rob's Birthday Party ====
	===== Wedding Tradition ====
	===== My Apartment Is Bugged ====
	===== Exeunt ====
	===== The Phat Pass ====
	===== The Phat Apple ====
	===== The Information Gap ====
	===== The Writing Game ====
	===== The Excerpt ====
	===== The Upshot ====
	===== Construction ====
	===== Closing ====
	===== Merry Christmas with Steve!! ====
	===== Merry Christmas, Graduate School!! ====
	===== Closing ====
	===== Seeing Doctors ====
	===== The Main Health Problem ====
	===== Surreality ====
	===== The Fading Scene ====
	===== The State of the Eye ====
	===== My Flight to China ====
	===== The dive into brownness ====
	===== Eye Progress ====
	===== Pollution solution ====
	===== Sprung Spring ====
	===== My Homework, and signing off ====
	===== Beijing ====
	===== The Subway ====
	===== The Journey to the Golf Tournament ====
	===== The Golf Tournament Site ====
	===== Golf ====
	===== The Journey Home ====
	===== Odds and Ends ====
	===== The Eye ====
	===== IKEA ====
	===== More Traffic ====
	===== Language Difficulties ====
	===== The visitor ====
	===== Outsight into students ====
	===== The Spot ====
	===== Hamlet and Sherlock Holmes ====
	===== Ack! ====
	===== My flight ====
	===== The fabulous California weather ====
	===== Testimonial ====


