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Tuesday, July 3, 2012 - California

===== Quick Updates ====
Yes, the weather continues to be fabulous. Highs 
around 70 (around 20 C) every day. Cool breezes. 
Blue skies.  Even the fire danger is low.  I'm enjoying
it while I can, before global warming shifts all the 
wind patterns.

More important than the
weather, though for those
who know them (or even
those who don't)-- My
friends Steve and Cathy
Wedgwood, nominally of
New Zealand and
immediately of Tianjin,
have, after almost 14
years of effort, finally
succeeded in legally
adopting their oldest son and daughter this week. Steve says it feels 
strange, because everyday life still seems the same. In the meantime 
we all found out that bureaucracy is an international headache, not 
limited to any one country.  Thank goodness that headache has now 
been cured.

===== Eye Update
====

My eye is once again
improving. Hopefully it will
keep trending that way.
Thanks again for all your
thoughts and prayers.

I actually ran across a photo
that illustrates what I've been
dealing with the last couple months. It's the "nightmare" scene from 
last year's Muppet movie. It even has all the curves in the right places, 
and the right color tint. The only difference is that in reality my view 
was considerably more blurry.  
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Of course, my other eye has been 
fine all along, but the combination 
of the two still looked pretty much 
like this picture.  And because eyes
move, the curves also seemed to 
be moving all the time.

In fact, the curving is not only up 
and down, but back and forth. So, 
for example, I had a picture of a 
flock of birds on my computer last 
weekend, and if I looked at it with 
both eyes, it was in 3D. Some 

birds were clearly closer to me that others even though I had bought 
that monitor specifically to be flat. Something similar happened with 
telephone poles in another picture. I have to admit, the whole 
experience is really pretty interesting. It would feel even more 
interesting, though, if it wasn't happening to me personally.

Since the eye operation I've been doing
absolutely nothing.  I guess between
dealing with distorted vision every waking
minute, the long flight from China, the jet
lag, the operation, and my decision to give
up coffee (I'd been told that caffeine
worsens the incessant ringing in my ears)
I was pretty exhausted. In the last two
weeks I've gotten dressed only every two
or three days. I sleep three or four hours
at night, and then make up the difference
with a couple naps during the day, at least
one of which is interrupted by a salesman
on the telephone or a political poll. It's felt
a bit like solitary confinement, but maybe
that total peacefulness (except for the
phone) was what I needed.

And in the last few days, I've gotten out for an hour or two at a time, 
walking part-way around Lake Chabot a couple times, and trimming 
bushes in the back yard, and I've slept most of the night a couple times 
now, too.

The new lens did correct the weird colors. And today, for the first time 
since January, I walked around Castro Village and could read the license
plates on cars with my affected eye.  So I'm hopeful for the first time in 

(4)



a long time. Castro Village, by the way, is the one place around here 
that feels as crowded as China, at least it does in the parking lot.

Anyway, my next eye checkup is on July 17. Then I'll go from there.

===== Movie Review ====
Having 
mentioned the 
Muppets, I have 
to say that last 
year's Muppet 
movie is pure 
genius. And I'd 
have the same 
opinion even if I
didn't know that
two of the 
puppeteers are 
sons of my 
longtime friend 

and Castro Valley High classmate Eileen.

You know, usually, critics put Citizen Kane at the top of any list of great 
movies.  Here's the list from rotten tomatoes - it's Citizen Kane again 
(at least at the time of this writing)!  The only reason it's not literally at 
the top is that a greater number of critics review more modern films. If 
you check the numbers behind the list, you'll see that it is, actually, on 
top.

Anyway, critics and adults
may swoon over Citizen
Kane, but most ten-year-
olds do not. My point?
Movies aim for an
audience. There's no such
thing, really, as absolute
intrinsic cinematic value.

The Muppet movie is aimed
towards kids below the age
of cynicism and
sophistication (or above it)
watching it with their
parents or grandparents.
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And for a movie aimed at such an audience, it is every bit as much 
genius as Citizen Kane.

The sentiment is pure, the music is catchy, the laughs are nonstop, and 
the in-jokes and nostalgia for the older part of the audience are clever 
beyond words. I mean, look at the picture from the movie. Anybody 
recognize student desks like that? And you're right - that certainly is a 
classic woody Morris Minor wagon.  Boy do I remember driving a sedan 
which was otherwise just like it.

And it's refreshing when the two human stars look like real people -- 
handsome without 6-pack abs and swelling pects -- beautiful without 
anorexia or a teasing manner.  And yes, I can say that, despite how 
they're dressed in that picture.

===== July the Fourth ====
Well, as can be imagined I have not planned anything for the holiday 
tomorrow. If someone on this list, someone in the Hayward-Castro 
Valley area, is getting a group together, let me know. Email is best, 
since I've mostly given up answering the phone.

I could stand an opportunity to drop in. I can even bring my Muppet 
Movie DVD, in case you haven't seen it!
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    Wednesday, August 1, 2012, Portland, Oregon

    I've been in Portland for almost two weeks, 
and will return to California on Saturday.  I'd 
been feeling under the weather, and everywhere 
I looked was like looking through a fishbowl in a 
fun house mirror, so my sister drove down to pick
me up and whisk me up here to visit her and my 
brother in law, and my mother. I'll be taking 

Southwest Airlines back. Southwest is one of the very few US airlines 
left that checks two large bags for no extra charge. 

Ever since I arrived in Portland it's been warm and sunny, I guess the 
typical Portland weather.  At any rate, it's done me a world of good - I'm
feeling pretty normal and my eye is improving again. In fact, yesterday,
for the first time in six months, my vision cleared to the point that I 
could almost judge distances again. I walked around trying to poke at 
every logical target. It's not quite so good today, but the trend is still 
there.

===== Travel Pictures ====
The pictures have been coming out distorted. Gmail and thus Value.net 
mail are just not as friendly as they were last year. That's progress I 
guess. Anyway, hopefully these won't look too bad.  I've been bouncing 
them from one email account to the other to try to get the proportions 
right.
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Here's a picture taken as I was just leaving the Bay Area. It's a summer
landscape sure to provoke nostalgia in those long absent from 
California.

The trip up was great. We first caught sight of Mt. Shasta around 
Corning. You can see it in the picture, 162 kilometers (101 miles) from 
our position.

It's getting hard to take a picture of Castle Crags -- it's surrounded by 
too many trees that keep growing.
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And here's a picture of the IKEA store in Portland, sitting under Mt. St. 
Helens and a Southwest Airlines jet. Like most IKEA stores (including 
the one in Tianjin) it's located close to an airport.

Since I've been in Portland, I've visited with some Tianjin University 
veterans - Pete Paradiso and Pat & Ernie Suggs. The Suggs actually live 
just East of Portland in Washington along the Columbia River. 

This picture was taken a few miles from their place at Camas, and 
depicts the fishing experience on the Columbia River.
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Finally, a shot of Oceanside Beach that I took on a tour given by my 
sister and brother in law. The Pacific on the left, and a little of Netarts 
Bay on the right.

===== Chinese Culture Lesson ====
I've been helping some folks at Tianjin University clean up their English 
for articles to be published in the school newsletter. I'll copy one of the 
short ones here. What do you notice?

TU, TKU Talk Innovation

    On June 11, 2012, Tianjin University's Vice Party Secretary Li Yidan met 
with a delegation from Tamkang University (TKU) led by its vice president, Po-
yuan Kao.

    Founded in 1950, Tamkang University was the first private college in 
Taiwan, China. It now includes four campuses -- the Tamsui Campus, the 
Taipei Campus, the Lanyang Campus and the Cyber Campus. It consists of 
nine colleges with a student body of 28,000 and more than 2200 faculty 
members and staff.

    Also attending this meeting were representatives from Tianjin University's 
School of International Education, the Office of Undergraduate Affairs, the 
campus library, the Logistics Department, the Information and Network 
Center, and the Office of Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan affairs.

    Vice Party Secretary Li discussed Tianjin University's history and teaching 
character, as well as recent program developments and student achievement. 
He stated that TU is devoted to the future of its students, and has developed a
variety of campus activities to develop and support their capabilities, in line 
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with the general strategies of Chinese higher education.

    Vice President Kao expressed the hope that this visit would further 
strengthen the bonds of cooperation between the two universities in order to 
mutually develop higher education across the Taiwan Strait.

    Both sides then exchanged views about undergraduate admission policies, 
student consulting, study abroad, library lending, university information 
systems, and student dining hall services.

That's all for now!

I will be returning to Tianjin on August 24. I'm feeling pretty normal, so 
I do hope to see many of you in California soon.

    -Secure Net
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   Monday, September 24, 2012 - Tianjin

Simpering saccharine sonnets swept the sonic 
surroundings, seeping through souls, soaking through 
hearts and slamming stakes through minds.  The 
campus p.a. system sprang back to life, sopping the 
atmosphere with sugary sleaze.

This p.a. system blared every lunchtime and at the end of every day, 
usually with something resembling music, but also with announcements 
of coming events or advice about something.

I had spotted work crews clustered around the speaker-bearing poles, 
hoping against hope that they’d dismantle those scattered sound 
blotches that spoiled the path home every noontime and slopped over 
streetcorners every suppertime.

The speakers
themselves
seemed tinny
and tiny, and
the
connections to
sound sources
tenuous. They
spatted and
spewed out
static, or
sometimes
just swallowed
their own
sounds into a vacuous hum. A leftover from an unsophisticated era 
when grateful citizens soaked in the dictates of those seeking to lead. 
Hadn’t such days slipped away with the dinosaurs?

Well, apparently not. The crews weren’t dismantling. They were 
upgrading. The cheerful platitudes spewed by announcers, and the 
shallow songfests, had finally achieved high fidelity.  No, we would 
never be free of them, “not never, not nohow.”

===== The state of the city ====
A couple weeks ago life was bright, and blue skies heralded the slide 
into fall, into autumn. Yes, things were looking up. My lungs breathed 
clear.  Miles of skyscrapers, sprung up like gargantuan mushrooms, 
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punctuated the view. This was the Tianjin that I occasionally glimpsed 
behind the smoke and gases which generally poisoned the atmosphere. 
And even the traffic was flowing! Had people begun to drive with more 
consideration? Were they finally following the rules of the road?  
Certainly policemen strode about everywhere.

And then I found out that “Summer Davos,” the World Economic Forum 
2012, was about to break forth in Tianjin. Yes, Davos -- that semi-
publicized gathering of world leaders, business tycoons, and the 
criminals that run the banking system, hobnobbing together, dividing up
the world for themselves and leaving the rest with drabs.

Vehicular traffic had been throttled to grant them quick access and 
egress. No doubt nearby factories had been persuaded to cut back 
production temporarily to clear the air.

And when the forum concluded, the atmosphere began clogging again. 
Traffic swelled back into a parking lot. And ever since, visibility through 
the off-white haze has stabilized at a half mile or less. And I’ve 
developed a low-grade persistent cough.

Ah, well, it was nice while it lasted.

===== The State of the Eye ====
When I was young, I used to think that all you needed for 3D vision was
two eyes. Just two eyes, and you’re set to go. Well, turns out it’s a 
minimum.  How can one describe what it’s like to see in distorted 3D 
that can’t be trusted for descending stairs?  And how strange it is to 
stare at a printed picture and have it spring into three dimensions.

And yet, sight still improves. I’ve played ping pong twice since 
returning. The first time proved barely workable. The bouncing balls did 
not follow straight lines or parabolic arcs.  But somehow enough 
memory remained to inform my hand how to return the ball.

Last week we played again. And this time, though distorted, the balls 
traveled more-or-less like they should, and my hand could even catch 
them in mid-air.

The long interval between games proved advantageous, as it laid bare 
the real progress that had been made. The gap had been occasioned by 
the closing of the campus stadium (where the ping pong tables are 
rented) several times.  Normally (if there be such a thing) it’s open for 
ping pong and badminton in the evenings, but lately it’s been rented out
to events and businesses.  As my ping pong partner opined, the 
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stadium seemed not so much built for the students, but for generating 
income. But for whom?

===== Cultural developments ====
A year ago 7-11 stores did not exist in Tianjin, and then the first one 
opened, and now they have carpeted the city. That was fast! One even 
moved into the space recently vacated by our local Bank of China. 
Students cram it at all times. And why?

Well, the prices are decent. But more than that, I think, it’s spotlessly 
clean and well lighted. And the attentive staff actively seeks out ways to
help the customer -- every customer. And when the lines at the register 
get too long, workers from other locations in the store even abandon 
their regular posts to process moreg transactions.

It’s really remarkable.  The musty old convenience store down the block
may not survive the onslaught.

As for me, they sell various forms of cold and spicy noodle salads that 
delight this palate. Almost every day I pedal over there to obtain one. 
And the best thing is, they’re probably a lot healthier for me than the 
bread and cheese that I might otherwise be tempted to eat.  I wonder if
7-11’s in the states could be persuaded to include these in their 
offerings?

(14)



===== The long view ====
And the sidewalk DVD dealer that
used to haunt the broad walkway in
front of the Bank of China recently
reappeared after an absence of
three years, just like a moth to the
porch light, now that the 7-11 has
it well-lit. It’s like stepping back in
time, except for the blu-ray disks
and the cars piled up all over the
sidewalks. 

And I considered again the
advantages and delights of long-term commitments to a community, 
where one can observe the ebb and flow, and see what is changed and 
what remains.  Here, for example, are two pictures taken from the 
same spot, showing the Beiyang Monument, which celebrates the 
hundredth anniversary of the university. The left side photo is from 
1999, and the right side is from this year. Can you make out the 
development?

So I was pedaling to 7-11 for my cold noodle salad when I heard a loud 
“hello” to port, just behind my ear. I sometimes ignore these 
challenges, which some folks direct mindlessly at any foreigner that 
they happen to spot. But this time, I glanced back. It was the bike 
repairman who used to occupy the western gate to Tianjin University, 
near the old guest house, back in the day. I hadn’t seen him in years 
(he had moved his business elsewhere), but we recognized each other 
immediately.

So we talked about the people we had known in Tianjin, the Ramseys 
and the Moore, and others, and after a few minutes it came to me. After
all these years, I was having my first normal conversation in Chinese. 
And isn’t it magical for someone to emerge from the obscurity of the 
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past just to grant me that opportunity?  Yeah - long term commitments 
are the bomb.

===== The
Stadium ====

Yeah, the bomb -
speaking of which,
Tianjin is the home of
the oldest stadium in
China, designed about
ninety years ago with
the help of favored city
son Eric Liddell, the
man who refused to run on a Sunday for the 1924 Olympics in Paris.

Liddell’s old house used to be marked as a historical landmark, his life 
celebrated with a large dark-stone plaque. Well, the plaque disappeared 
three years ago, replaced with a dedication to the interesting 
architectural style of the building.

And over the summer, the whole stadium disappeared, too.  Here’s a 
picture of the land where it once stood, taken during the heady Davos 
days of clear skies. It really takes the breath away to see such utter 
wiping of the slate over the space of a month or two. Now I know how 
Rob felt when his food market was flattened.

You’ll also note that most of the buildings in the background of this view
are under construction, and I can’t help but wonder what will grow up in
the newly-vacated space.  For us Liddell fans, it’s a sad day. But who 
knows? Perhaps a new stadium will rise like a phoenix. We’ll see.

===== English Classes ====
The long term has served me well in teaching, too. It took me years to 
learn some simple lessons about the students, mainly because of their 
reticence to interact in any way with a teacher during class time.  But 
by last spring I had finally cracked it. I had finally figured it out.

And this semester has begun swimmingly.  Well, except for the many 
students who missed their first day of class because they had been 
recruited as free English-speaking labor for the Davos forum. But what’s
more important, anyhoo?

I have meanwhile been working very long hours, much longer than I 
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had expected, as I totally reorganized everything that I have been 
teaching, laying a firm foundation for further instruction throughout the 
remaining academic year.

But, at long last, the students are learning the lessons that I had always
been teaching them, and it’s gratifying. I would describe it in more 
detail, but it would require mounds of detail, and I want to get this 
letter out. Besides, I'll eventually write it all out in its own diary, a 
"Teaching Journal."

It’s been a 
long time 
since my 
previous 
letter. I guess 
I got 
discouraged 
with the 
changes that 
Google had 
made that 
make it 
harder to 
include 

pictures.  I’m still working on getting a different system, but I have yet 
to crack that one so far.

I hope that this fall proves as full of opportunities for you as it has for 
me.

 I’ll leave you with one last picture (above) – it's the student store by 
the North Gate on Campus, as recently seen under dusky skies. It’s not 
too big, but it somehow seems to stock every item that anybody would 
ever want, with friendly service and good prices.  It even sells snacks 
from the front windows, and Chinese fast food (Da Bing Ji Dan) from 
the side windows, and a row of shiny new bikes stands off to the right 
by the curb. I'm amazed that the bike vultures have not spirited those 
new bikes away.

And I’ve known this store for almost fifteen years now.  It’s where I 
bought the little “Beijing” brand suitcase that I took to Portland last 
July.  Yeah, long term is the way to go.

-Secure Net
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        Sunday, November 18, 2012 -- Tianjin

It's been a long time since I've written anything from 
China.  So rather than tediously burden this letter with 
philosophical thoughts on the meaning of life and 
culture, I'll stick to just a few personal details this time. 
It's not that there hasn't been a lot happening, but the 
communications delay has resulted from a combination 

of two factors.

First, was so discouraging that Google changed its format and made it 
so difficult (impossible, really) to embed photos in the manner that I 
had done previously.  I really think that for these emails, embedded 
photos are the way to go.

To ameliorate that situation, I'm trying a picture - hosting service called 
Image Shack [Ed: Within a year or so, Image Shack had gone out of 
business, and all the pictures stored on it were lost]. By the way, many 
web-based email programs automatically block images, so if you don't 
see pictures, look for a pop-up that offers to display them.

The second step was the difficulty in finding a simple web authoring 
program (html authoring program).  It's easy to find complicated ones, 
but simple ones are rare. I finally discovered one as part of the 
Seamonkey Suite (the link is http://www.seamonkey-project.org/). 

This suite is the successor to the original Mozilla suite which eventually
split into pieces, one of which is the web browser Firefox.  I was 
pleasantly surprised that Mozilla not only still existed as a suite (albeit 
with a different name), but that it is fully updated to the newest 
standards, and it really runs quite quickly.  And, of course, it still retains
its authoring capability.

The third factor is that I've been plagued by stomach infections and 
colds since I've come here. I have not missed any class (though I really 
had to drag myself in on occasion). I've been working pretty long hours,
too, since I'm making further revisions to my previous program.  Still, a
week ago I was feeling healthier than I had in months, maybe in years, 
and here I am with the dregs of a week-long cold today. Sheesh. Twenty
years ago I had a sicko year like this, and basically recovered from it 
and entered into years of prime health. Hopefully the same result will 
occur this time.
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===== Classroom Activity at Tianjin University 
====

Meanwhile, I can truthfully say that the revisions developed for my class
have been worth making. What I'm doing in English instruction is 
probably different than any other university-level "spoken English" class
in China (though perhaps not in America).  In fact, most university 
teachers here would not teach it this way simply because it would 
appear too trivial or simplistic to them. However, it is neither. I like to 
feel that it's effective, given the time constraints of the class schedule.  
I feel quite blessed to have been given the insight into the students 
(finally!) and the background to capitalize on it.

Had I more time with the students, I would, of course, run the class 
even more differently than I do now.  But though my time constraints 
are significant, I'm also blessed with a department that allows me to 
teach as I see fit. Many teachers in my position in China are plagued by 
well-meaning (and sometimes not-so-well-meaning) departments who 
mandate meaningless and/or useless curricula, or place them in 
situations where it's simply impossible to teach anything.  My 
department has never done that.

The picture above is a stitched-together panorama (which accounts for 
missing body parts) that shows some of my students (who shall remain 
unnamed) participating in a structured classroom activity. It shows the 
facilities I have to work with, including the new netbook (sitting on the 
grey computer console) that I bought on my quick trip to Portland last 
month.
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===== My Quick Trip to Portland Last Month ====
Yes, I really feel like a 
jet setter now. Thanks 
to the generosity of my
house-sitter Tim 
Goodman, I was easily 
able to book a trip from
China to Portland for 
my mother's 90th 
birthday party. At one 
week, it would be my 
quickest trans-oceanic 
jaunt ever.  But it was 
important for me to 
attend. I had already 
attended my father's 
90th birthday, so I was 

especially motivated to complete the set.

And my mother had planned well, having been born during the week 
that everybody in China has off to celebrate National Day! So I didn't 
have to miss any classes.

The photo shows our party at Salty's on the Columbia River. They even 
had an outstanding jazz combo, whose music drifted down from the bar 
upstairs. But even though we'd brought our own birthday cake, we had 
to pay a fee for them to serve it. This would never happen in China.

Even though I was pretty jet-lagged and a bit grouchy, I was extremely 
grateful for being there, and somehow I ended up accomplishing more 
simple errands in one week than I had in California in a month. The 
netbook purchased from Costco was the icing on the cake.

It was also great fun to drive my Honda Civic once again, and have it 
waiting for me in Portland, which leads me to one positive bit of news 
concerning my health.

===== The Foot and the Busted Walkway====
Over the last decade or so, I had developed a pinched nerve in my left 
foot.  I even went so far as to try a cortisone shot to relieve the 
pressure. The doctor was not very optimistic. "Well, you've got an old 
foot," he said.
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Anyway, it's been getting worse and worse, to the point that any walk 
over a mile has simply been impossible. In fact, it would start hurting 
after just standing for a couple hours in class, unless I removed my 
shoes. (it's strange that going barefoot always alleviated the pain.) I 
suspected that the manual shift on the Honda had exacerbated the 
problem, which was part of my motivation to ship it to my sister in 
Portland in the first place.

Anyway, the
object in the
picture is an
electric jack
hammer. It
weighs about
fifty pounds,
and I used it
last summer to
break up a
cement
walkway next to
our house in
Castro Valley.

I had never used such a device before.
I was pleasantly surprised that I could
not only wield such a heavy tool, but
that I could actually have handled even
more weight. 50 pounds was only the beginning. When you break 
through the cement, it often falls in towards itself, trapping the hammer
tip, and necessitating lifting the hammer and two heavy cement blocks 
all at once.

Anyway, I worked
on it for about
three hours, and in
the process I
discovered two
large salamanders,
jamming
themselves against
the house, which
shows how much
moisture was being trapped there. And at the end of that time, I 
realized that my foot still felt perfectly fine, even though I was wearing 
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shoes.

And I realized at that point that the pain in my foot was exacerbated by 
a lazy ankle.  In order to lift and control such a heavy weight, though, 
the ankle bones had to be aligned correctly. And once they were 
aligned, the foot pain disappeared. Again, when driving the Honda, it 
was the laziness of my ankle over the clutch that made me feel pain 
during driving.

So now, whenever I feel the pain start, I look for a handy heavy object, 
such as a nearby building or bus, and try to lift it. My ankle lines up, 
and I'm good to go. And keeping the ankle straight while driving the 
manual shift Honda in Portland also blocked the pain.

===== The Swedish Table Tennis Star ====
Back in Tianjin, China . . . . 

The man in the picture is the top ping pong 
player in China. He plays for Tianjin, one of the 
top ping pong teams in China. In fact, one of the
Tianjin team members has the best win-loss 
record in the country - he's only lost one set all 
season. According to my journalist friend who 
invited me to the match, he's beaten every top 
player in the league, included the top-rated 
"super players."

"So, he must be rated 'super,' as well!" I 
exclaimed.

"Well, no."

"Why isn't he top rated if he's beaten every top-
rated player?"

"Well, it's complicated."

"It's
complicated" is
an answer that
one hears in
many contexts
around here.
And no, it isn't
because he's
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new to the pros. He may not look it, but he's actually 29 years old.

The match began with the introduction of the players. Each team was 
led out by an elegantly semi-attired cheerleader (seen in the middle in 
the photo above at right).

Actually I didn't understand at first that two separate teams were 
present, since they each wore almost the same colored jackets. Well, it 
turned out that the jackets, as well as the table, and everything else, 
had been donated by the 361 Degrees sportswear company. I guess 
they wanted their wares and their colors fully displayed.  Actually, 
though, the uniforms themselves - Red for the Tianjin team and deep 
blue for the visitors -- had also been donated by 361. Their Wikipedia 
page is here.

And various officials from the 
361 company, as well as other 
league officials, and some other
miscellaneous sponsors, also 
showed up. They sat in the 
seats of honor, which, 
surprisingly were not located on
the "50 yard line," but instead 
at quite a distance from one 
end of the tables (so they 
would have a hard time viewing
the game), and spaced far 
enough apart so that they could

not easily converse. Well, maybe they were plugged into the live 
television feed.

You can see them in this picture. Actually, I
don't think they stayed for the whole match,
anyway - at least they didn't stay in those seats
the whole time. One can hardly blame them.

The match took place in a high school
gymnasium, and the school furnished more
than just the space - they also furnished a
plethora of students, all dressed up in the blue-
and-white gym version of their school uniforms.
Their presence ensured that the gym was full of
audience for the television cameras.  Even
though the tickets bore a ticket price of 100
RMB, they were actually free of charge. But with
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such great players, and such a key sport like pingpong, I was surprised 
that more people weren't attending.

Judging by the students' interest in their smart phones, they didn't 
seem too taken with the game, even though the school had thoughtfully
provided them with colorful plastic "hands" which they could shake to 
make applause, rather than wear down their own palms. Some sections 
of students also had written cards to hold up.

One set of cards
said (as near as 
I could make 
out). "The study
of p. e. 
encourages kids 
to struggle in 
spirit, pushing 
them to the 
national level, 
demonstrating 
how schools 
build for the 
future." 
However, I 
would not bet 

money on my translation.

Well, that's a lot of writing, and still nothing about the games 
themselves! I haven't even mentioned how all the cheerleaders got 
together between sets for a rousing rendition of "Gangnam Style," a hit 
single by the Korean group PSY. (Gangnam is a section of Seoul).
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It's sort of a rap song. It's number one on the charts of thirty countries.
(which makes me feel quite out of it for not knowing it). Parodies 
abound, including one from Beijing entitled "Laowai style" (Laowai is an 
informal Chinese word meaning "foreigner.") It's posted at the following 
link:https://youtu.be/7Dp5X5WOf2Q

The original Korean version can probably be found all over Youtube, but 
I can't provide any of those links at this time.

Well, the officials at their seats didn't seem too interested in "Gangnam 
Style," but then, officials in such positions rarely betray any but polite 
and lukewarm interest in whatever's happening around them.

And did I 
mention the 
mascots? I 
never did find 
out if they're 
supposed to 
be some sort 
of animal or 
what, but 
here they are 
mugging for 
the crowd 
during a pre-

match warmup. When the set finally began, they discretely vacated the 
playing area.

The players finally did get down
to playing. But there's not much
unusual to write about that,
except that I was impressed by
how they always tossed the ball
into the air as part of serving,
just like in non-table tennis.
Furthermore, servers practiced
a method of concealing their
paddles until the moment of
impact in a manner reminiscent
of how baseball pitchers hide
their grips until the moment of
release. 

The control they exerted over the ball was marvelous to behold, 
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particularly by this guy, plays almost every week without any.  The ball 
rarely flies much higher than the net, and in fact it hops over the net in 
such a manner that it really does look like a table-top version of the 
larger-scaled game.  Except, of course, that it hops over with incredible 
speed.

A set is best out of five games. A match is best out of five sets. During 
breaks between games, the players walked over to their team "dugout" 
to hear the coach's pronouncements on their performance and to get a 
bit of advice.  And at this point, the television crew dropped powerful 
microphones (seen in the photo above) over the two conversations so 
that every word would be broadcast live. And I kept wondering if the 
other team was watching this feed, and if so, might they pick up any 
information that could help them beat their opponants?

Well, there's one more newsworthy aspect to this match, which was the 
presence of Swedish table tennis champion Jörgen Persson, not as a 
guest, but as a member of the Tianjin team! His Wikipedia page can be 
found at this link: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jörgen_Persson

Indeed his presence had brought out a number of foreigners to the 
game that night, many of them Scandinavian. I sat next to a pair of 
foreign businessmen who, when it was discovered that they could speak
Chinese, were immediately mobbed by every sort of local journalist. 
And indeed, the pair seemed quite familiar with Persson and his career, 
wherein he had won the world championship at least once, and had 
performed respectably in each of the two most recent Olympics.  And all
that for an athlete who is now only 46 years old!

In this
photo,
he
plays
doubles
(he's
the

blonde). Actually, he'd been directed into playing mostly doubles, since 
he'd not won a single game of singles since joining the team. I guess 
they figured a stronger player could cover for him in a doubles match.

Well, if they figured that, they were disappointed that night. The 
doubles game lost. It made me wonder if perhaps Persson had been 
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hired for his drawing power and the experience he could offer to the 
younger players, as much as for his ping pong prowess, given his 
advanced age.

Still, the businessmen next to me grew nothing but more and more 
passionate during his appearance. They set up an impromptu cheering 
section leading half the room in "Persson, Persson, Jia You!" cheers, 
without even needing to move from their seats.  It made me wonder 
how the other players felt, when nobody cheered so personally for 
them. Was it, like, "What are we, chopped noodles?"

But you can imagine the excitement that possessed these businessmen 
when Persson appeared again for a set of singles, and not just any set 
of singles. It would be the final set of the match, and the score was tied
at 2 sets per team. Persson would determine the match winner!

It was amazing how the cheers for Persson that literally shook the gym 
suddenly fell silent the moment either player took up the ball to serve. 
Hey, man, no pressure.  Actually, the pressure in the impromptu 
cheering section grew almost unbearable, leading to even more 
extravagant volumes as the set proceeded.

Well, to make a long story short, he won. He actually won. I got to see 
the new Swedish team member win his first set as a member of the 
Tianjin Team.  It was cool. And the room exploded in pro-Western 
warmth. I even had a guy want to take a snapshot with me just in case 
I might turn out to be somebody significant.  People passing me offered 
thumbs up, and a whole line of men shook my hand.

On the way out, I passed by 
Persson and his small 
entourage, and I must say it 
was rather unique to hear 
Swedish spoken in Tianjin, 
particularly in such a public 
venue.

You know, I wonder if Persson 
knows that there's an IKEA in 
Tianjin now, in case he gets 
desperate for pickled herring 
while he's here.

And by the way, when a summary of the match was broadcast during 
the evening television news, I myself even made a brief appearance as 
an audience member.
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===== The Forecast ====
Well, that's about it for now. Ack! 3000 words. I hadn't intended to 
write over 1000.  And I never did get around to telling you about my 
new cell phone plan. I supply the phone (a smart phone purchased for 
$100 - cheaper models exist, of course) and a monthly charge of $3. 
It's minimal service, but sufficient for my needs.

The radiator heat came on about nine days early this year, so I've been 
snug, even though it's a bit chilly outside with night temperatures just 
below freezing on average.  Many have speculated that the heat came 
on early this year to keep everybody happy during a major government 
change that's going on this month. 

Of course, the exact day(s) it's taking place (let alone the venue) is not 
really known.  It seems to me that in most countries, such a major 
once-in-a-decade event would have a schedule, and everybody would 
tune in to watch it on television. Here, nobody knows the schedule, 
nobody even knows what day it started nor what day it will end, despite
the fact that the outcome is basically certain. [editor: In the end, Xi 
Jinping became the leader of China]

And the generosity with the heat seems to have been counterbalanced 
by a throttling of Internet access. None of my means to get around the 
Great Firewall now works. And my email system is not as reliable. I 
mention this in case of further throttling down the road.

As for the pictures in this message, it remains to be seen how well it 
works and how much downloading will be allowed in what's essentially a
free account. If it runs out, I may try something different.  Now that I 
have my own means of writing html, more possibilities are open.

-Secure Net
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Tuesday, January 1, 2013 - Tianjin

In warm weather, this street is lined with vendors. 

It seems that about 20
degrees Fahrenheit is the cutoff point,
the division between "enjoyable biking
experience" and "too much stinging on
the face." And my face has had to put
up with lots of stinging lately. On the
other hand, the semester has
concluded and I no longer have to
bike to class at 8 am three days a
week.

In fact, on my final class day, 
last Thursday morning, I biked 
through campus, wrapped so 
thoroughly that only my eyes 
remained exposed, but they still
watered from that sting, even 
when protected behind a pair of
glasses. My eyebrows stung, 
too,  it was 12 degrees 
Fahrenheit. But at least it wasn't
as cold as it had been on 
Monday.

Of course, Tianjin air is dry in the winter, which is kind of like the 
excuse you hear about Phoenix having a dry heat in the summer. In 
both cases it would be nicer to avoid the extremes to begin with.  Yes, 
Toto, we're not in Kansas San Francisco any more.

It has snowed twice already this season, which is two more times than 
it ever snowed last winter. The picture at above shows my apartment 
building during one of those snowfalls. The bike by the door is mine. 
The tracks in the snow are mine, or the bike's. They represent the first 
ever impressions into that frigid fluffiness.

The blue light above the door is my kitchen, full of warm drinks and a 
tasty meal.  I guess the only insincere part of this picture is the front 
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door lamp itself, since it's normally dark. It only lights up if you make 
some noise, perhaps by kicking the door. Still, though, the radiator heat
is flowing, heating not only the apartment but the entire building - it's 
snug no matter how low the temperatures drop.

===== Student Artistry
====

 Meanwhile, even in the relatively
obscure area of snowman design,
China is developing at a frenetic
pace.

In 2008, people always made simple
cone-shaped snowmen.  They
looked like giant white chocolate
kisses with beady eyes.  This year I
didn't see any shaped like that.
Instead, the two-blob design
predominated, the top blob serving
as a head, and the lower blob
everything else. The eyes were still
beady.

One small group of student artists took it a step further and sculpted a 
teddy bear. Can't wait to see what develops next year!

There's something festive 
about all this playful 
expression, and something 
equally festive about all the 
students lobbing snowballs at 
each other during the breaks 
between classes.

The picture below at right 
shows a few of these young 
"hooligans," imparting some 
life to the Beiyang 
monument, a structure which 
celebrates the fact that our 

university is the oldest western-style institute of higher learning in 
China, having been founded by missionaries in 1895.  The missionary 
part is not highlighted, but the university slogan -- seek truth from facts
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-- and the university theme song are.

You might be
wondering
about the
gathering of
students firing
snowballs on
Beiyang
Square. It
looks like
they've drawn
a grid in the
snow!  What's
up with that?
Is it an aid to
aiming their shots? Can they really bump snowballs off the cushions, 
like on a demented billiard table? 

Actually, the source of that grid lies not with the students, but with the 
Chinese mania for hard shiny surfaces on the floors and footpaths.

The square's 
surface is mostly
the sort of 
concrete that 
you'd expect, 
but it's inlaid 
with lines of 
shiny stone, 
perhaps to call 
attention to the 
celebratory 
purpose of the 
monument.  The 

air temperature for that snowfall had hovered just around freezing, 
which meant that the darker stone was slightly warmer than the lighter 
concrete, so the snow melted as it touched down, but only over the grid
of shiny stones.

Above at left is a snowless picture taken at the same location a couple 
weeks ago, which shows those same stone lines when they're totally 
exposed. They really are slick, and we were fortunate that the 
temperatures hadn't dipped low enough to conceal them under a carpet 
of snow, where they would lie in wait to literally trip up, or maybe slip 
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up, the unwary stroller. In fact, the first thing one should do upon 
moving into a Chinese university is to locate the slippery surfaces, 
because they are just as slick and invisible in a rainstorm. And the 
Chinese esthetic favors style over safety.

Speaking of highlighted and hidden information, I think I already 
mentioned the track stadium in the former English concession, one of 
(and perhaps the) oldest of such tracks in China, which was designed to
the specifications of Eric Liddell, Tianjin's first native son to win an 
Olympic gold medal.  As I wrote before, it suddenly vanished last 
summer. I found out that it's to be replaced by a parking lot, along with 
some small buildings that may include a museum. I wonder if Liddell 
will be mentioned, seeing as the sign about his life, posted outside his 
former home, located one block from the former stadium, vanished a 
couple years ago.

===== Happy New Year! ====
Today is a national holiday, but nobody celebrates much, because the 
real new year occurs in February. Most government workers (such as 
teachers) have the day off, as do most people who work for large 
companies. On the other hand, anybody who works in retail better show
up to work as usual. I just got back from a jaunt to 7-11 to get one of 
their packaged lunches. There was nothing in the store's appearance to 
suggest a holiday. The only indication was perhaps a small decrease in 
the number of cars plying the roads.

===== Health ====
 In general, I'm healthy, and my eye continues to heal. This happy state
did not come about for most of the fall. I had to drag myself to work for
several weeks, having partially recovered and then relapsed. But for the
last month, I've felt more fit than at any time last year.

And this month my eyes have finally recovered to the point that I can 
often judge accurately the distance to objects. Up until now, it was 
actually easier to judge distances using only my single good eye. Now 
that stereo vision is starting to kick in, descending stairs is not so 
nerve-wracking. And my ping pong game is starting to recover.
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===== Speaking of Ping Pong ====

I'm including a panorama shot (which accounts for the distortions in the
table shapes) of the room where I play ping pong on Fridays. It's 
located in the new gymnasium/stadium that opened over a year ago .  
It's rarely so full as in this view, but on that day, the large main room 
with the basketball courts was closed, which meant that recreational 
badminton was also suspended for the day. The overflow from 
badminton came to play ping pong.

Actually, that main room is frequently closed in favor of special events, 
while students and staff are placed well down the list of priorities for its 
use. Job fairs are often held there for groups of companies recruiting 
students, but just as often, businesses rent out the whole building to 
hold private gatherings. Even when the badminton facilities are open, 
students often can't get on a court, even if they try to reserve a day or 
two in advance, because somehow private businesses get in line ahead 
of them.  Apparently, nobody is missing an opportunity to make money 
from this facility.  I'm not sure exactly who the money makers are, 
though.

Last Friday, the stadium was open, but nobody was present at the desk 
to sell tickets. So we hoofed it upstairs to the ping pong room to see if 
anything was happening there. Well, a pair of students had located the 
lighting circuit-breakers behind a metal panel, and had illuminated one 
corner of the room. We took our place at the table next to theirs. The 
room was a bit cool, but eventually another student found the switch to 
turn the heat on.  For a group of people with a reputation for rarely 
taking the initiative, these students were pretty darn assertive!

Eventually, the ticket sellers showed up, and the room filled with people,
while unknown parties continued to switch on more lights. Despite the 
new crowd, we continued to enjoy our free game.  Yeah, we saved at 
least 50 cents that night!
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===== The Eye Tomography ====
Getting back to the eye, here are some photos taken last summer. 
Using a computer, it's possible to image a cross section of one's eye 
without having to actually take the eye out and slice it.  How cool is 
that? I have no idea how it works, though.

The slice in question shows the fovea, a structure in the retina which 
perceives the most detail. It's a cleft-like depression located right in the 
center of one's vision (at the middle of the picture of my normal eye). 

The bottom of the picture (in
the part furthest right) is the
wall of the eyeball, and the
top is the space in the center
of it). In the months following
last January's operation to
weld my other retina back into
place a year ago, a
transparent membrane grew
and spread out over it,
tugging it and wrinkling it
along the way.  In fact, the
resultant waviness in my
vision in that eye will likely never straighten itself out.

This clear membrane also
pulled on the fovea and
flattened it out, as seen in the
second picture at right, taken
before my surgery last June.
So one goal of  that operation
was to scrape the membrane
material from over the fovea,
which should allow it to
reform, at least partially.  In
fact, this reformation may be
why my distance judgments
have improved lately.  I also
got an artificial lens in that eye, since the first surgery had predictably 
induced an array of cataracts in the old one.  I have an eye appointment
in two weeks in Hayward, so I will find out more then.

(34)



===== Teaching ====
The classes went really well this semester. Of course, the students are 
always pure pleasure to work with, but this year there was more.

After the 2008-2009 year, when my attention had just been on figuring 
out the way things work (never did figure it out completely, though), I 
have focused on getting to know the students and their needs in 
learning English. It took me three more years to clarify those things, 
but it finally came together late last spring.

And thus, this year has been my most effective year by far.  It just goes
to show, though, the advantages of job stability.   In China it takes a 
little longer than at home because of the students always appear to be 
following along, even when they aren't, and they are positive about 
everything, rather than being truly open.

But actually, in any teaching situation, it always takes a long time to 
really understand the needs of the students, let alone acquire the 
multiplicity of small skills needed to meet those needs.  Sometimes I 
think that education in America would be improved dramatically simply 
by figuring out a way to keep so many new teachers from quitting 
(currently, about half of all new teachers in America have left teaching 
altogether by the five year mark).

Anyway, I'm keeping a "teaching journal" again, so if anybody wants to 
know the details of instruction and the reactions of the students, and 
get a jump start on those three years, it's available.

===== The Internet ====
After the events of last November, part of which included the promotion
of the guy responsible for national Internet management, it's more 
locked down than ever, particularly for those of us trying to tunnel 
through to the outside and access foreign devils like Google and Yahoo. 

The "powers that be" don't actually block these behemoths completely, 
but instead disrupt them and limit them in both subtle and not-so-
subtle ways.   The overall impression to the naive user is not that there 
is any blocking going on, but that these sites have faulty, unreliable 
service. Much the better, then, to convince local users to turn to the 
foreign websites' domestic equivalents, which must adhere even more 
closely to local oversight.

And when, on occasion, I can tunnel through directly to the outside, it's 
amazing how much faster everything goes, which causes me to 
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speculate that on othe domestic side, an automatic scanning system 
that processes everything as it passes by, which slows it all down. 
Actually, though, most of the time, it's slow because more and more 
pages include embedded links to Google, or Facebook, or some other 
such undesirables, and you always have to wait for that link to time out 
before the entire page can display (missing that particular element, of 
course)

If that isn't proof of the old axiom "Knowledge is Power," I don't know 
what is. Chat rooms and micro-blogging services are increasingly micro-
managed. The rationale given, of course, is that rumors must be 
stopped before people panic and get hurt.  And to be fair, that sort of 
thing does happen. The problem, though, is that when people don't 
believe official sources (and they don't), then rumors become the 
normal way of spreading information. If it doesn't spread through the 
web, it will spread in other ways.  I learned about that two years ago 
when news of my student's spectacular suicide had quickly spread all 
across town, despite all reference to it being quashed in all local media 
and bulletin boards.

Meanwhile, I would simply like to be able to find pictures for my English 
presentations and access my bank. It would be nice, too, if when I click 
on a link in a story, that they would simply post a notice that it's 
blocked rather than we all wait for the connection to time out. It would 
save me a lot of time.  <sigh>  Analogous limitations sometimes occur 
in America, too, but it's simply not the same. 

===== Cheaper in China? ====
My good friend Steve Wedgwood, the saxophone manufacturing maven,
after almost fifteen years in Tianjin, will move back to his native New 
Zealand.  The reasons for this move are not simple. One factor that 
made the move possible was that after raising two former orphans for 
14 years, the adoptions finally came through at the last minute last 
summer. And to be fair, the New Zealand government had proved to be 
every bit as intractable as anybody over here.  It's a long story. A really 
really long story.

But another factor in the decision was his purchase of twenty acres with
a large house in New Zealand for the equivalent of 120,000 American 
dollars.  Turns out it's cheaper to live in New Zealand than it is to live in 
Tianjin.  We all are used to thinking that everything in China must be 
cheap, but it really isn't true - particularly in the cities.  The cost of 
living is quite high, and many things, notably electronics, are actually 
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more expensive over here since they are taxed at higher rates than in 
America.

Anyway, I'm thinking that when I eventually go visit Steve in that Pacific
paradise, maybe I should leave some spare time for real estate 
shopping.  I mean, I always wanted to see New Zealand even before 
they filmed the Lord of the Rings there.

===== Imported Food ====
There are a number of small import groceries in Tianjin, and one of the 
pleasures of living here is sampling the wares of the Eastern 
Hemisphere instead of the normal Western fare, kind of like the Russian
Mars Bar that I bought here a few years ago.

In this regard, I was pleasantly surprised this week to find a liter of 
"Paul's Pure Milk" for sale at one of these shops.  I had to buy it. 
Although the milk is from Australia, it's actually a brand of Parmalat, an 
Italian company who also owns Mother's Cookies in America. In fact, a 
bit of online searching revealed the sensational news that one of 
Parmalot's owners recently stole a half billion dollars from the 
company's till for himself, which may or may not show something about 
the superior efficiency of private concerns.

Anyway, the milk was not bad, though not as good as the other milk 
that I bought that day. It was from Delamere Dairy, a relatively small 
Belgian company that exports mainly to the United Kingdom. And by 
the way, the cheese and butter from New Zealand are fantastic!  
Eastern hemisphere food rocks, and not only in China.

===== Language Stress ====
 As my knowledge of the workings of spoken English grows, I keep 
making discoveries that I'm surprised aren't more generally known. For 
example, I finally figured out why there is always a comma before the 
word "too," when that word occurs at the end of a sentence.  It's the 
stress pattern -- word stress, that is.

American and British English speech conform to a rhythm where 
stressed syllables occur at a relatively slow and regular tempo, while 
the unstressed ones have to fit in between, no matter how many or how
few there are. (actually it's a bit more complicated than that, but that's 
the basic idea). 
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Anyway, even if the last syllable before that 
"too" is already stressed, you still have to 
patiently wait for the next stress interval in 
the tempo, even if there are no syllables to 
speak in between them. Hence, the comma.

===== Artistic Talent again! ====
This message will end with a return to the 
talented young folks who study here. And I 
never needed to wait for snow teddy bears to
clue me into this. My own students show me 
up artistically all the time.

I also realized that I never send pictures of 
myself with these letters.  Well, as it happens, my students and former 
students have recently provided a way out, by producing pictures of me 
that make me look better than I actually appear!

The first of these pictures was drawn (at home,
and from memory) by one of my current
students. It appears above at left. This was a
couple months ago when I wasn't feeling so
well, and he even captured that exhausted
feeling in the drawing.

The next (at right) was drawn by the friend of a
former student, who now works in Beijing.  I
was amazed that my messy hair somehow
looks presentable. 

The two of them had 
come to visit me in 
Tianjin over the 
weekend. The former 
student is an 
outstanding artist, too, 
and has been doing 
freelance art ever since 
graduation a few years 
ago.  
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But this time, she turned to her iPhone 
camera as an artistic tool, which only goes to 
show that it's the photographer, and not any 
sophisticated equipment, that gets the great 
shots. Anyway, here I am with my piano, and
again with Willie Nelson's picture in a local 
restaurant.

The final picture was drawn by a student last 
spring whose final class project consisted of a
description of what it's like to be a student in 
my class. So now I know.  And I don't 
actually own a hat like the one he drew, but 
I've thought ever since that maybe I should 
get one.

===== Winter Plans ====
I'm planning on spending about a month in America this winter. I'll be 
winging in on the tenth of January and winging out on the eleventh of 
February.  I'm really hoping to see more people this time, since I'm 
finally feeling healthy again after a relatively difficult year. So give me a 
call!! (and leave me a message).
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Qing Ming April 4+, 2013 - Tianjin

I hope everyone is
enjoying their
QingMing (Tomb
Sweeping Day)
holiday.  I'm
staying home,

writing and playing the tourist The
Tower in the back of this photo is
the well-known Tianjin broadcast
tower.

It’s been four months since my
last mass mailing from Tianjin. No
wonder I’ve heard from so few
people lately! Why such
neglectfulness on my part? Partly
it’s the hassle of having to work
around so many technical
obstacles just to embed pictures.
"Thank you" again, GoogleDocs,
for changing your file formats.
My plan had been to write more
frequent (but shorter) messages, but it just hasn’t worked out that way.

Of course, after having lived here for 4½ years, now, new discoveries 
don’t occur as frequently as before. The one exception to this lies in the 
area of language instruction in China.  I really feel blessed with all the 
insights that I have gained over the last year and am very likely to 
discover next year.  They are all recorded in my "Teaching Journal."

In some ways, it’s surprising how long it’s taken for me to get this far in
understanding how language and language instruction work, but when I
look back, it took several years of teaching elementary school before I 
really knew what I was doing there, too.  In fact, most new teachers 
need several years before they really understand the game, as it were.  
I guess, like any game, there’s a lot more to it than simply knowing how
it’s played.

There is some big news, I suppose -- Tianjin is finally getting those 
traffic lights with timers, like the one in the photo above, taken on one 
of the very few clear days that we've had this year.   The timer, like the 
ones I saw two years ago in Xi An, not only counts down the green 
light, but also, for the convenience of Tianjin's street rod enthusiasts, it 
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counts down the red light as well.

===== Weather ====

The dry climate continues. Our most recent snow fell on March 20. 
There were several inches, but they only piled up on spots that didn’t 
contact the ground, which at that point was slightly warmer than 
freezing.  So it was a rather unique photo opportunity, well worth the 
two hours that I spent touring the campus and snapping shots. The shot
above demonstrates how even a pile of blown-over bikes looks 
interesting if you add some snow to it.

The Chinese word for weather also includes what we would call 
atmospheric conditions.  And conditions are just as bad as you may 
have heard.  In case you’d like to keep up on them, too, here’s a link to 
a real-time map of Asian particulate matter.

Tianjin, of course, located between Beijing and the sea, might be hard 
to see without zooming in.  When you compare our air to that of, say, 
the worst day in the worst part of Los Angeles, you’ll find that Tianjin air
is usually worse, and getting “worsener” every year .  And some days, 
it’s all you can do to see what’s at the end of the block.

It would appear that our part of China has the worst air in the country, 
with some local exceptions near coal mines.  I’m thinking that 40 years 
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from now, people will be paying a heavy price in cancer-shortened lives 
for all this careless economic development.  I am also reminded that, if 
not for the EPA, we in California would be paying the same.  The picture
below shows one of our university's central lakes, about one month ago,
as the last of the ice disappeared. It also demonstrates the level of 
pollution that we've frequently seen this year.

===== Driving into the future ====
 Of course, part of the reason for the bad air is the sheer volume of 
automobiles, almost all of them new or nearly new. When Beijing had 
the Olympics four years ago, they had 3 million cars to deal with. Now 
they have 5 million. The same sort of volume increase has taken place 
here in Tianjin. And part of what’s driving it is the new standard for 
middle class marriages.

Ten years ago, in order to get married, a young man had to have a 
bicycle and a television set.  These days, that young man’s younger 
cousin needs an apartment and a car, both of which are wildly 
expensive, especially if the car is an imported brand, because they tack 
on a steep import duty, in addition to the steep “luxury tax” that applies
to many goods sold here.  

This means, by the way, that if you were thinking of coming to China to 
find a good deal on electronics, think again, unless you’re going for 
cheaply-made local brands.  The standard brands are usually cheaper in
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America.

Anyway, back to the young man.  Obviously, he doesn’t have the money
to buy a car or an apartment.  Loans might be available for the 
apartment, but the down payment is still pretty hefty.  And nobody is 
going to take out a loan for a car.

So the young man is going to call upon his parents and older relatives 
to gather the necessary funds. All of which highlights the fact that 
marriage is not solely a personal affair, as it is viewed in the West. 
Instead, it is an alliance of families.  So in this sense, the young man 
has to negotiate with his intended, on the one hand, and with his 
parents on the other.  For that matter, so does the bride.  No wonder 
they tend to marry older in China. All those negotiations take time! 

In addition to all this, my Chinese friend who explained all this to me 
has an additional hurdle to overcome.  He is not very tall. The saying 
goes (according to him) that below a certain height (which he didn’t 
specify) it’s going to take an additional million RMB per centimeter 
going into a marriage to make up for that deficiency.  That seems a bit 
of a stretch to me, but he certainly seemed morose at the time that he 
explained it all to me.  

And a car is not simply an advantage for marriage.  A Chinese friend I 
know has a brother (yes, a real brother) who’s been married for several 
years.  I suppose he must have gotten in under the old plan with the 
bicycle, because he didn’t have a car.  

This brother is in the business of making and supplying bricks for 
constructing new buildings. He’s a bit low on the supply chain, and was 
hoping to move up in the world as a contractor, so he made all the 
arrangements for gathering employees and the money necessary to put 
down as a deposit with a general contractor (that part’s a long story).  
He went to the interview with the contractor, and was politely turned 
down.  

However, he knew some of the people in that office, so he contacted 
them later to find out why he’d lost out.  They told him that when he 
had first arrived, their boss had asked how he had gotten there that 
morning.  He had answered truthfully that he had simply walked over.  
That’s where he had lost the job.  So the next day, the brother went out
and bought a car, presumably with help from his father.

===== Indoor Weather ====
The panorama below shows the office which I share with at least two 
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other foreign guys. (not counting the people from the various English 
departments who use it unannounced to administer oral exams to their 
students.)  At the desk is one of my old computers from California 
which I brought over last year.

Besides the office hours that the three of us all hold, I use the space for
weekly "movie nights."  The cloth on the wall on the right comes down, 
and my projector (purchased at Costco a couple years ago) comes up. 
There's room for about 15 spectators, sitting on chairs that I bought 
myself at IKEA. Last week we viewed one of my absolute favorite 
movies - Lone Star. The students who attend are few, but they are real 
thinkers.  We actually had to spread the movie over two weeks because 
we ended up talking a total of about three hours.  Yes, there is that 
much to talk about in that movie. Highly recommended.

Next week, we'll be seeing The Wizard of Oz.  We might not talk as 
long, but with those guys, you never know.

The top of a portable radiator heater is visible in the picture just left of 
center. I bought that, too. The office actually has two little portable 
space heaters, and we often need both to be running, since the 
building's central heat has never worked right, despite the building 
being only about 6 or 7 years old.  Complaints, as often is the case, 
have gone unheeded.  After the first winter, when a trio of students, 
dressed in thick coats, sat in a single chair for warmth, and one of them
still shivered uncontrollably, I got the first heater. The second heater 
came as a sort of "hand-me-down" from an acquaintance who was 
leaving the country.

Yes, construction quality is often not what one might hope. Recently, for
the only two elevators that reach my floor, a sign went up next to the 
elevator doors on all floors.  It basically says that when the doors open 
please check to be sure there's a car there before stepping in.

My friend Lonnie says that it's a reaction to an elevator accident that 
occurred somewhere else in the city.  It's comforting that it wasn't one 
of our elevators, but I've been thinking, if that were the case, why 
didn't they put signs on all the elevators in the building?  Hmmmm. . . .
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Anyway, just two weeks ago, we had our most recent snowfall. 
However, because the days are a bit warmer, the pavement warmed and
melted the snow fairly quickly. In one of the parking lots, which has a 
pavement formed of hollow bricks in order to also grow lawn, the snow 
only stuck over the dormant lawn, and not on the bricks themselves, as 
can be seen in the photo below.

Luckily, the
heating
system in
my
apartment
works great.
Probably
most of you
know that in
this part of
the world,
heat is
supplied
centrally to
large areas
of the city through flowing hot water. It fills the hot water pipes 
throughout a building and radiates from walls, floor, and ceiling, as well 
as from scattered radiators.  It's the snuggest warmth I've ever known, 
especially when the outdoor temperatures plunge far below freezing for 
weeks at a time.

After maintaining the apartment at 74 °F for the whole winter, this 
centralized radiator heat shut down over the weekend of March 15.  The
Ides of March.  In some ways, that helps the air quality outdoors, 
because all that hot water is heated in a coal-fired plant about four 
blocks away, which, like its many siblings across the city, spews smoke 
constantly for months. However, the temperature inside my apartment 
dropped to 61 °F when the plant ceased pumping, and it has been rising
very very slowly ever since, because the weather’s so cold.  In fact, the 
trees are about two weeks late putting out leaves compared to last year.

Worse, the walls and floor are no longer warm, as they had been when 
the hot water was running through them, so 61 felt a lot colder than 
that.  At this time, it’s up around 64 or 65, though.

Luckily I’ve got a space heater next to the computer.  The local people, 
of course, suck it up in the name of thriftiness, even though they 
probably have the same heaters that I have. But I’m just too much of a 
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wimp.

Meanwhile, the little air cleaner in the
living room continues to perform well,
turning itself on and off (or going into
high speed) depending upon what it
senses in the air.  While the radiator
heat was on, that fan buzzed constantly.
Now that the heat’s off, it rotates more
slowly and occasionally even settles into
standby state.  Thanks to the automatic
air cleaner, then, I really don’t need to
consult the real-time pollution map to
know what the local atmospheric
conditions are like.  Or I could just look
out the window.

===== The Eye ====
It’s been ten months now since the
second eye operation, and my vision is still improving slowly. Actually, I 
can’t say for sure if it’s the eye that’s improving, or whether it’s my 
brain rearranging itself to adjust to new inputs.

Certainly, for the past three months I’ve had deep headaches just in 
back of both eyes, like the kind you get when you’re extremely sleepy 
and tired.  Those aches are finally subsiding. And I am now beginning to
judge distance more accurately.  Going down stairs is no longer so 
dicey.  The vision is still not exactly like normal, but it’s heartening, for 
example, to be able to hit a ping pong ball that’s coming straight on.

In other “old guy” news, the ringing in my ears continues unabated, and
seemingly louder each year.  But at least, I don’t yet need a hearing aid,
like so many of my musician colleagues from the past.  Actually, when I 
compare my health with that of many others my age, I don't really have
much to complain about.

===== The Subway ====
For many years there had only been one subway line in Tianjin, which 
roughly stretched between “nobody there” and “nobody here either.” 
Well, all that has changed. Tianjin now has several lines, including a 
light rail to the coast.    Work started four years ago and now dozens of 
miles have been completed, with only one tunnel collapsing and 
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presently under repair.  

The lines all branch off from the main train station, including one to the 
Western train station, so anybody taking the express from Beijing or 
anyplace else can simply walk downstairs and get whisked away to any 
and all neighborhoods in the city. I include this information for the 
convenience of any family members who might plan to visit me here.

And at the Yingkou Dao station, one of the main transfer stations, one 
of the employees actually stands amidst all the boarding and 
disembarking passengers and salutes the train as it enters and leaves 
the station. It’s good to have a little style in the station like that.

Unfortunately, there is no subway station at the gate of our university 
nor at next-door Nankai University. Rumor has it (and rumor is as 
accurate as anything around here) that the president of Nankai 
University refused to have a subway stop at his school, most likely 
because that might encourage students to travel far and wide all over 
the city or down to the coast, and get themselves into trouble. Better to
stick with the slower buses.  Let the students study harder.

However, the new subways have been great for me. It’s true that the 
nearest stops are all about a mile away, but a quick bus ride or even a 
short taxi ride can get me there.  And if the air is not too bad, I can 
even walk.  It’s easy, after that, to get down to the local IKEA outlet, 
about a dozen miles down the track. In fact, the photo above at right 
shows the light rail station by the IKEA.  You'll note that they don't need
a yellow line to remind passengers not to step in front of the moving 
train. Instead, as is common in this part of the world, there's a clear 
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fence with gates that only open up when a similar-sized door opens up 
on the train parked behind it.  At the Yingkou Dao transfer station, in 
fact, the fence is a floor-to-ceiling wall.   No wonder the employee 
salutes it every time!

So in recent weeks I’ve taken two
trips to IKEA, loaded up on
Swedish rye crisp each time,
bought a new desk chair, a cute
kitchen timer for the classroom,
and also an extremely
comfortable mattress for the bed. 
I include this latter information
for the convenience of any family
members who might plan to visit
me here.  In the meantime, I’m
sleeping a lot better.

===== English Class ====
English Class is going well, 
but it's a continual process 
of discovering which basic 
English skills the students 
never acquired in their ten 
years of study.  Take, for 
example, the idea of a 
"syllable."  I had assumed 
that the concept was 
similar across languages, 
but I can see now that I 

was mistaken.

I was writing a PowerPoint slide the other day, and used the adjective 
“separate,” like “two separate things.”  And I also used the verb 
“separate,” like “to separate the two parts.”  And I realized that in the 
first case, I usually say it in two syllables - “sep (p)ret” In the second 
case I usually use three - “sep (p)e rayt” How interesting.  

So in class, after making sure the students knew what I meant by 
“syllable,” I very clearly intoned the word “sep (p)ret” several times 
slowly, even putting a distinct space between the sep and the ret.”  I 
asked them to hold up the number of fingers corresponding to the 
number of syllables that they heard me say – not by looking at the word
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written on the slide, but by listening to how I was saying it to them at 
that moment.

The most common answer was four.  Next most common was three. 
Their jaws literally dropped when I held up two fingers.

On the other hand, when I subsequently asked for the number of 
syllables they heard in “sep (p)e rayt,” they did mostly answer “three.”  
I guess they're a quick study.

The most astonishing aspect to this whole episode, though, is that I had
presented the exact same two examples the previous week, with 
exactly the same results.  How is it that they couldn’t at least remember
from one week to the next? Obviously, what they hear as a syllable is 
not the same as what I hear as a syllable.

Anyway, it gives me a lot to investigate and a lot to think about. It 
certainly does indicate, though, one reason that they have such a hard 
time understanding my speech, even when I limit myself to words that 
they should know.

===== The Flying Pigeon ====
Many of you know that on the day after I 
arrived in Tianjin in February, my bike was 
stolen.  Yes, it was the Giant “Khan” bike 
with the friendly face on the handlebars 
painted by my former colleague Anastasiia. 
Well, I had had it for 3 ½ years – an 
eternity for a bike in Tianjin.

I did not ride another bike for almost two 
months, not from overwrought feelings, but
because it’s not easy to find a bike big 
enough to fit me, and the Giant company 
has stopped producing the “Khan” model.

Of course, the upside of all the walking that I was forced to do is that 
I’ve lost over 12 pounds from my waist since I arrived.  The downside is
that I’ve been out in the pollution more than I would like.  Actually, 
though, my friend Jeanne and I sometimes walk the TianDa circuit, a 
distance of about 2.6 miles, on a semi-sort-of-regular basis, so I am 
continuing to get more exercise.

Well, a couple weeks ago, one of my students offered to scope out used 
bikes for me. Long story short – I purchased a fairly large-sized Flying 
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Pigeon from a sidewalk repair guy.  It cost about $24, including a new 
lock. The bike itself appears to be a decade or two old, and seems quite
solidly built – every bit as solid as the old Giant bike. It’s still not quite 
tall enough, though, so I’m still looking for another.  In any case, in this 
town, it's not a bad idea to have a spare bike handy.

For non-bicycle
fans, by the way,
the Flying Pigeon
(Fei Ge), with
manufacturing
based in Tianjin,
is the world’s
most productive
bicycle company,
with more units
sold than any
other bike
company on
earth.  Of
course, they
were almost all
sold in China.  And in fact, the Flying Pigeon was the bike that got China
rolling again over the last couple decades.  So I feel like I’m riding a bit 
of history, as well as a practical vehicle. Who knows? Perhaps this very 
bike had, at one time, enabled a young man’s marriage!!

As far as being a bike, it’s a one-speed, with what to me is just the right
gearing ratio. It runs like a dream – has trued wheels, and the only 
weak part is the braking system. Instead of having cable-actuated 
brakes, like most modern bicycles, it has brakes operated by rods, 
which don’t apply as much pressure. However, as long as I leave a good
distance in front of me in case of emergencies, I’m okay!  A significant 
advantage to buying this model, by the way, is that it is out of fashion, 
which means it’s marginally less likely to be stolen.

===== California and Arizona ====
I almost forgot to mention that sometime after sending my previous 
letter, I traveled both to the Bay Area and to Phoenix.  I was out of 
China for about a month, yet I still did not get to visit nearly as many 
people as I would have liked. 

I hope that some of you have time to drop a line, anyway.  Hopefully I 

(50)



will see you this summer.

The photo here shows 
an exhibit in the 
museum of musical 
instruments located in 
Scottsdale, in the 
Phoenix area.  It is 
well worth a visit. The 
technology for 
listening to many of 
the these instruments 
is quite well thought 
out.

Thanks for keeping me
in your thoughts. Bye, 
for now.

Or, as they abbreviate it here in phone-message-speak: 88

-Paul
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Wednesday, May 1, 2013 - Tianjin

Today is Labour Day for half the earth, to observe labor 
actions that occurred in the United States in 1886. I 
wonder, though, if many people around here are familiar
with its American origin.

I'm giving up on Imageshack's embedded pictures for 
today.  Their site appears to be blocked. Perhaps it's just for the day, 
though. Internet blocking tends to be tighter whenever there's a holiday
or any other special event. So I'll just insert them into the message 
through Gmail without the text wrapping around it.  I'll also try to keep 
things briefer than usual.

And also by the way, my plan is to arrive in America on June 8, so I do 
hope to visit people at that time.

===== New Season ====
I guess we decided to skip Spring this
year. A couple weeks ago I was still
wrapping myself in a heavy coat and
long underwear. Today required neither
coat nor long john, and I bought my first
ice cream cone of the season.  Some folk
in the neighborhood continue wearing
light sweaters, so that when they step
back into their bulky buildings, where it’s
still a bit cool, they will be prepared.

Spring cropped up on a couple
afternoons last week. This week, it's
shifted position towards the morning
hours, and already the afternoons verge
on hot.  By Sunday, daytime highs
should approach 90 F.

===== New Tree ====

The university, perhaps unknowingly,
celebrated May Day the traditional way -- with a tree.  From in front of 
Building 15, they dug up a grown cedar, perhaps 8 or 9 meters tall, 
lifted it with a crane, and dropped it onto an immense flat-bed truck. 
From there, it inched slowly along the lane, workers trimming other 
large trees growing along both sidewalks to let it pass.
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It wound up in front of building 26, the new building where I hold 
classes. It appears in the picture below:

Building 26 (on the right) is actually an immense complex of blocky 
structures scattered over a large area. It sports a brick facade (which is 
not really brick) and vast stretches of pavement. During its 
construction, they left some established trees in place, hoping to 
preserve some life and gentleness in the otherwise stone-sterile 
environment.

Unfortunately, those old trees have all but choked from the pavement.  
One blew over in the spring winds this year, and the rest have never 
developed more than a sprinkling of leaves in the summer. They’re 
pathetic. I mean, can you spot the other two trees in the picture? And, 
no ,the forest in the background at Nankai University does not count. 
And the Tianjin TV tower looming in the distance doesn't count, either.

So this new tree joins the (mostly) green team in the hopes of reversing
the die-off trend, I guess. It had already survived the pavement in front
of building 15 for decades. Compared to that, the new location would 
feature a much-enlarged expanse of free soil. Still, one could sense an 
atmosphere of crossed fingers as it settled into its new home.

And like the final star in a Christmas trimming, they mounted a 
sprinkler right at the top to shower the branches throughout the day, to 
get it through the summer when its root system was still cut off and 
incomplete.
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I actually spent a couple hours after dinner last night in front of that 
tree, sitting with my friend Lonnie, his wife, and his three-year-old 
daughter, who proved to be a “chick magnet” of prodigious abilities.  
The weather was dry, warm, and glowing in the waning afternoon sun, 
just like those gorgeous March afternoons that I used to enjoy “back 
home” in Davis, California.  The smell of freshly-dug wet dirt, and the 
sound of irrigation completed the reminiscence. 

===== Cleaner Air
====

Best of all, the air was 
relatively clean. Today, 
it’s only listed as 
“unhealthy,” a marked 
improvement over the 
“hazardous” levels that 
prevailed throughout the
winter. In spring, winds 
from the west blow all 
that pollution away to 
the east, where I’m sure
that Korea, Japan, and 

California are all very happy to receive it.

The first of
these
winds
arrived
about a
week ago. I
had been
out
snapping
pictures of
our famous
crabapple
blossoms,
which had
recently
bloomed, this year a couple weeks later than usual, when the wind 
kicked in. I returned the next day to make the before / after 
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comparison, which is embedded in this message. I’m sure you’ll agree 
with me that, if only Tianjin had clean air, it truly would be a beautiful 
place.

===== The Bus Stop ====
One other change I’ve witnessed lately is our local bus stop sign.

Traditionally, bus stop signs are rather monstrous affairs, like the 
example below at left.  At every stop, an immense placard, mounted 
behind glass, proclaims not only which lines stop there, but for each 
line, it lists every other stop on its route, as well as highlighting the 
present stop, with accompanying arrows that indicate the direction the 
bus is heading. It even lists the hours of operation for each line and the 
fares.

When I compare that to typical bus 
stop signs that I’ve observed in 
America, where the stranger is lucky 
to even find the word “bus” on them, I
have to sigh in shame. No wonder 
people don’t ride buses in America. If 
you’re a stranger, you have no idea 
where to catch it, let alone figure out 
where it goes.

On the other hand, on a busy route 
(which is most of them), all that 
information doesn’t fit on one side of 
the display. But to read the other side,
you have to go around a whole line of 
placards to reach it.  This process can 
involve significant levels of stress, 
when you arrive at an unfamiliar stop,
and the bus is bearing down on you, 
and the listing is printed on the other 
side.

The picture shows all this, as well as a couple “sticky note” 
advertisements of the kind that plague any smooth surface where 
someone is likely to look. Yes, nobody in this country ever neglects any 
opportunity to make money. In America, we have gang tagging.  In 
China, you have business startups, both licensed and unlicensed, 
formal, and informal, struggling to control such spaces.  I think the 
Chinese side wins this comparison.
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If not for the metal bar that links the
placards together, it would be easy to check
both sides of the schedule when the bus
approaches. And indeed, at the very stop in
this picture, someone once removed a
segment of that bar, apparently with a blow
torch.

Unfortunately, someone else later welded a
new segment in place. Can’t have an
incomplete structure, now, can we?

Well, our local bus stop on An Shan Xi Dao
has been so overrun lately with car traffic,
bike traffic, foot traffic, a news stand, and
everything else, that the whole bus stop
structure disappeared a while ago.  I didn’t
really miss it, since I already know all the
lines that I'm likely to take, anyway.

However, recently, a replacement appeared. 
It’s a single pole, with a miniature version of the earlier placard 
mounted on top. It’s a little harder to read without glasses, but it’s easy
to walk around and read the opposite side.  I guess as long as it’s not 
raining, I prefer it. So - more progress!

===== The capitol of capitalism ====
Finally, though, and speaking of never passing up the opportunity to 
make money, I’ve been feeling a bit down after hearing the latest plans 
for the northern quarter of campus, presently mostly inhabited by 
graduate students in the oldest, most uncomfortable, yet most 
character-full dorms on campus. The overarching plan, of course, is to 
start moving students out to a new campus that’s scheduled to open at 
some vague future date. 

And those graduate students will be the first to go.

And when they go, those buildings will be torn down, and replaced by a 
business park, catering to international corporations. After all, this part 
of town is now prime real estate.  Why waste space on anything that’s 
not turning a profit? After all, that part of campus is already home to 
the newest indoor stadium, where students often can’t use the facilities 
because they’re rented out to large private concerns instead.
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Well, I
discussed
all of this
with
Lonnie
yesterday
as we sat
by the
tree,
soaking in
the rays of
an
incipient
summer.
He wasn’t
worried.
He listed
for me half
a dozen previous plans for the campus that all came to naught for one 
reason or another.  So I guess it all remains to be seen. 

In the meantime, I’m going to enjoy the warm weather and  buy 
another ice cream.  And I'll leave everybody with a yellow-brick photo 
to show that, yes, this really is a magical, wizarding place.
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