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[image: ]hina—a land of ancient philosophies, breathtaking landscapes, and rapid modernization—has long fascinated travelers, scholars, and dreamers alike. For me, an Indian

expatriate stepping into this vast and layered civilization, the journey was not just geographical—it was deeply personal. This memoir is a reflection of that journey: a tapestry woven from moments of awe, discomfort, discovery, and transformation.




Upon my arrival, I was immediately struck by the contrasts that define China. In cities like Shenzhen, towering skyscrapers gleamed beside centuries-old temples. Bullet trains zipped past rice paddies, and neon-lit shopping districts coexisted with quiet alleyways where elders played mahjong under red lanterns. It was a place where the past and future danced in tandem, and I stood somewhere in between—trying to make sense of it all.




As an Indian navigating this cultural terrain, I encountered both warmth and bewilderment. The language barrier was formidable, yet the kindness of strangers often transcended words. A smile from a shopkeeper, a gesture of help from a colleague, or a shared meal with neighbors became bridges across the divide. These small acts of connection reminded me that humanity often speaks in gestures more than grammar.
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Living in China required a profound cultural adjustment. The collectivist ethos—where community, harmony, and familial duty take precedence—stood in contrast to the individualistic values I had grown up with. I learned to listen more, to observe social hierarchies, and to understand the subtle codes of respect that shaped daily interactions. The reverence for elders, the importance of saving face, and the quiet discipline of public life taught me humility and patience.




Food became one of my most intimate gateways into Chinese culture. From the fiery heat of Sichuan peppercorns to the delicate artistry of Cantonese dim sum, every meal was a lesson in regional identity and culinary philosophy. I found unexpected parallels with Indian cuisine: the bold use of spices, the centrality of rice, and the communal joy of eating together. These similarities offered comfort, while the differences sparked curiosity and delight.




Mandarin, with its tonal complexity and poetic structure, was both a challenge and a revelation. I stumbled through phrases, relied on gestures, and often found myself lost in translation. Yet each attempt to speak was met with encouragement, and slowly, I began to understand not just the words, but the rhythm of Chinese thought. Language became a mirror—reflecting my own limitations, but also my willingness to grow.




China’s urban environments were unlike anything I had known. Cities like Shanghai and Guangzhou felt like living organisms—vast, efficient, and constantly evolving. The subway systems were marvels of design, and public spaces buzzed with energy. Yet amidst the scale and speed, I often felt small, anonymous, and overwhelmed. It was in these moments that I learned to find stillness within motion, and to appreciate the quiet corners of a bustling world.




Festivals offered windows into the soul of Chinese tradition. The Spring Festival, with its fireworks, red envelopes, and family reunions, revealed the depth of ancestral ties. The Mid-Autumn Festival, with
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mooncakes and lanterns, spoke of longing and togetherness. Participating in these celebrations allowed me to witness the emotional heartbeat of a culture that values ritual, memory, and connection.




Friendships in China unfolded slowly, like tea steeping in silence. Initial reserve gave way to warmth, and I discovered that sincerity and consistency were the keys to trust. Sharing meals, attending weddings, and joining weekend hikes became avenues for deeper bonds. These relationships, built over time, became my anchors in a foreign land.




Professionally, China was a crucible of growth. Navigating workplace hierarchies, understanding business etiquette, and collaborating across cultural lines demanded adaptability and emotional intelligence. I faced challenges—miscommunications, cultural misunderstandings, and moments of doubt—but each taught me resilience. Working alongside talented individuals from diverse backgrounds enriched my perspective and expanded my sense of possibility.




Living in China also prompted introspection about my own identity. I began to see India through a different lens—appreciating its warmth, chaos, and spiritual depth while recognizing its contrasts with Chinese pragmatism and discipline. This duality deepened my understanding of both cultures and helped me forge a more nuanced sense of self.




Ultimately, this journey was not just about China—it was about transformation. It was about learning to belong in unfamiliar spaces, to listen without judgment, and to grow through discomfort. It was about discovering that identity is not fixed, but fluid—shaped by the places we live, the people we meet, and the stories we choose to tell.




This memoir is my tribute to China—not as an outsider looking in, but as someone who lived, learned, and loved within its embrace.
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Prologue
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[image: ]y time in China has been nothing short of a remarkable odyssey—a journey of discovery, growth, and profound understanding. What began as a professional relocation

soon unfolded into a deeply personal transformation. The lessons I learned, the relationships I forged, and the moments of quiet revelation have left an indelible mark on my life.




As I reflect on those years, I am filled with gratitude—for the opportunity to immerse myself in a culture so rich, so layered, and so vibrantly alive. China did not simply host me; it challenged me, embraced me, and ultimately reshaped the way I see the world. This memoir is my tribute to that experience—a testament to the beauty of cross-cultural exchange and the quiet power of embracing difference in an increasingly interconnected world.




In Yellow River, we embark on an intimate journey through the heart of China. This is not a travelogue, nor a political commentary—it is a lived narrative, drawn from the pulse of everyday life. From the bustling avenues of Beijing to the mist-shrouded peaks of Zhangjiajie, each chapter reveals a thread in the tapestry of culture, history, and personal evolution that defined my time in this ancient land.




Through vivid storytelling, I recount encounters with locals that challenged my assumptions and expanded my empathy. I share meals that awakened my senses, festivals that stirred my soul, and landscapes
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that left me breathless. These moments—some quiet, some chaotic— became mirrors through which I saw not only China, but myself, more clearly.




Navigating the complexities of a society steeped in tradition yet racing toward modernity was no easy feat. I stumbled through language barriers, wrestled with cultural codes, and learned to listen in ways I never had before. Yet in those very challenges, I found connection. I discovered that understanding does not always begin with fluency—it begins with humility.




This memoir explores contrasts: the kinetic energy of urban life and the meditative calm of rural villages; the formality of business etiquette and the spontaneity of street conversations; the ancient philosophies etched into temple walls and the digital pulse of a nation on the move. It is a journey through paradoxes, and through them, a deeper truth emerges.




Yellow River is not just a reflection of my experiences—it is an invitation. An invitation to see China through my eyes, to walk its streets, taste its flavors, and feel its rhythms. It is a call to embrace the unknown, to find beauty in the unfamiliar, and to recognize the extraordinary within the ordinary.




Whether you are an armchair traveler, a curious soul, or someone preparing for your own cross-cultural adventure, this book is for you. It is a celebration of curiosity, resilience, and the universal quest for belonging. And above all, it is a love letter to the journey itself.



[image: ][image: ]




[image: ]





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Going to China
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[image: ]n the fateful night at the turn of the millennium, I boarded a flight from Bangalore to Hong Kong. It was 11:45 PM on December 31, 1999—just minutes before the world would

cross into a new century. As the plane ascended, I found myself airborne at midnight, suspended between two years, two countries, and two versions of myself. I called it my Millennium Airborne—a symbolic leap into freedom and transformation.




By morning, I landed at Hong Kong International Airport, weary but alert. From there, I took the train to Shenzhen, crossing the Luohu border and clearing Chinese immigration. I had officially arrived in China—a country I barely understood, whose language I couldn’t speak, and whose culture I was about to immerse myself in. I checked into the Shangri-La Hotel, but rest was elusive. My body was exhausted, yet my spirit was restless. From my window, I gazed out at a sea of humanity—crowded streets, honking cars, neon signs, and faces moving  in  every  direction.  China  looked  overwhelming,
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overpopulated, and alive. It felt as though the country itself was waiting to both welcome and challenge me.




Just days earlier, I had returned to Bangalore from Singapore—a city of clean lines, quiet order, and polished efficiency. The contrast was jarring. Bangalore, then in the throes of a construction boom driven by the IT revolution, felt chaotic and disjointed. Dust hung in the air. Roads were torn open. The city was expanding, but without rhythm. I struggled to adjust. The noise, the unpredictability, the lack of structure—it all weighed heavily on me. A sense of despair crept in. I felt disoriented, even mildly depressed. The transition from Singapore’s serenity to Bangalore’s frenzy was more than physical—it was emotional. I began questioning my place, my direction, and my ability to thrive in such an environment.




That discomfort may have been the catalyst. Somewhere in that emotional fog, the idea of China emerged—not as an escape, but as a challenge. A new frontier. A place where I could reinvent myself, explore a different rhythm of life, and perhaps find clarity. I’m glad I listened to that instinct. It was a game changer.




China was unfamiliar in every way. I couldn’t speak Mandarin. I didn’t understand the customs. I had no roadmap. Yet I embraced the challenge with quiet determination. Each day posed new obstacles— language barriers, cultural misunderstandings, logistical puzzles. But I met them with passion and a will to succeed. What surprised me most was the warmth. Despite the communication gaps, people were kind, accommodating, and curious. I felt safe throughout my travels. I was alone, yes—but never lonely. That solitude gave me space to make decisions, to reflect, and to live on my own terms. It was liberating.




Living and traveling through China became a deeply personal experience. I met people from all walks of life, tasted flavors I’d never imagined, and stood in awe of landscapes that felt like paintings come to life. I found joy in immersion—in learning, adapting, and discovering. And slowly, the anxieties I had carried began to dissolve.
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Those years in China were among the best of my life. They taught me resilience, openness, and the beauty of stepping into the unknown. I truly felt free.
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​Settling
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[image: ]fter my first day of introductions, I returned to the hotel where I’d been staying since my arrival in China. My permanent accommodation was still being arranged, so I spent another

night in that temporary cocoon—halfway between arrival and belonging.




The next morning, one of the assistants accompanied me to my new residence. It was a brand-new building, towering thirty-two floors into the sky. The apartment they showed me was on the thirty-fourth floor— small, compact, but well-equipped. A modest balcony overlooked the Walmart in Shenzhen, and the view stretched across a sea of rooftops and neon signs. I had never lived in anything so small before, but it had everything I needed: air conditioning, a washing machine, a refrigerator, and a sense of possibility. I stood there, absorbing the unfamiliarity, knowing I would have to figure things out—what to buy, how to arrange my life, how to make this space feel like home.




Despite its size, I was content. The location was ideal—just a ten- minute walk to my office. I had landed in the heart of Shenzhen, and the city pulsed around me with energy and ambition.
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At work, I was welcomed warmly. I was shown to my cabin, and a secretary was assigned to assist me—an English-speaking woman who carried herself with quiet efficiency. She was smart, capable, and reserved. We began working together, but I soon sensed something beneath her composed exterior. A quiet sadness lingered in her eyes.




One day, I asked if something was troubling her. At first, she brushed it off. But eventually, she opened up. She had left her hometown in Hunan just three months after giving birth to her child. The company had insisted she relocate to Shenzhen, and she had no choice but to leave her baby behind. Her pain was palpable, and I couldn’t ignore it.




I spoke to my colleagues, hoping to find a solution. They explained that she was related to the company’s director, and that her presence in Shenzhen had been strongly encouraged. I decided to approach the director myself. I told him plainly that I couldn’t work with peace of mind knowing she was separated from her infant at such a critical stage. I requested that she be allowed to return home, even if only for a few years, until her child was older.




To my relief, the director agreed. She was granted leave to return to Hunan. In those days, remote work wasn’t an option—there was no internet, no digital bridge to span the distance. I managed without a secretary for a few days, and soon after, a new English-speaking assistant was assigned to me. The problem was solved, but the memory of her quiet suffering stayed with me.
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