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Chapter Zero

Apparently people don’t read introductions these days. You should read this one. 

This book had simple beginnings. I went to teach in China with my friends Brian Avesta and his wife Jennifer, who had been in Wuhan, central China, for a year, and told me that there was a job going at their university. Having just finished postgraduate studies, but having never taught before (but the uni didn’t seem to care), I said yeah OK, it’s just a year, so I went for it. This “just a year” turned into eight and a half. Oblivious to this eventuality, I arrived in China on Saturday, August twenty-sixth, 2006, and began writing emails for my family and friends back in Australia. These emails started small, but became behemoths once I started seeing more of this incredibly different and often gorgeous country. My family and friends, encouragingly, told me that my scribblings were entertaining. So I just kept writing.

Eight and a half years later, when I put all the writings together for the first time, it totalled 327,000 words – the average novel is 80,000 – so I had a wee bit of editing to do. That took an extra few years, but, well, the culmination of over thirteen years of writing and editing is now in your hands. I think this book will prove valuable if you come to China with teaching, working, travelling, or trading in mind (and I’m sure it’ll give you a few laughs). Let me tell you the reasons for this, because they may be why you choose this book instead of the one sitting next to it on the shelf (believe me, you don’t want that one).

One – I knew absolutely nothing about China before going there, so, while reading this book, you’ll discover the country with me, as I did, as I confronted culture shock, dealt with daily life, learned the language, recognised local customs, explored different cities, ingested the culture (old and new), and devoured my way across a new culinary landscape. Something to instantly note is that most of what you know about China is probably completely wrong. Everything I thought was.

Two – I’m a pretty average Aussie, which means I have DNA from all over Europe, I came from a blue-collar family, and had a decent, if unfocussed, education. Also, I’m a great lover of Australian slang and the dry Australian sense of humour, and they’re spattered throughout these pages – so this book is an average Australian’s reaction to street-level life in China. 

Three – I didn’t go straight to Beijing or Shanghai. In fact, in terms of a foreigner-friendly city, I arguably began my life in China at the opposite end of the spectrum – Wuhan, in Hubei province. This means that I have a more rounded perspective in terms of accurately describing life here...everyone who just went to Beijing for the Olympics in 2008 saw nothing of the “real” China. Me, on the other hand, have seen everything from Hilton-style hotels to communal toilets which are just holes in the ground behind a wall; everything from international cities like Shanghai and Hangzhou, to tiny rural towns with a single dirt street and locals who welcome you as warmly as any family member. I also tried as much of the local food wherever I travelled (many foreigners here just run to McDonalds), so this book is useful for more adventurous readers.

And the last reason, a major reason, is what might be called footnotes, which are all within brackets that look like this “[ ]”, and are in italics. Therefore, whenever you see a comment that [looks like this], this is a footnote. This is my more experienced reaction to what I wrote earlier. More specifically, I began writing these writings from 2006, and I started trying to seriously edit them around 2010 or 11. When I reread the originals, I saw that I got a lot of things wrong, so these retrospective footnotes have become a real bonus, because you get both my initial reaction and time-given retrospect; they’re often wildly different.

Divisions between sections alternately look like this –| 鸡 | and | 鸭 |. These are the characters for chicken (ji) and duck (ya) respectively. Considering the name of this book, I thought this was a nicely appropriate addition to the layout of the book.

In these pages, you’ll find China, and also my own story. My plan was to be here for just one year, which reminds me of the quote in the book The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, “I went for a week, got stuck for fifteen years”. This happens to many people here, and for a myriad of reasons. China altered my destiny, and, in return, I helped change the destinies, even in small ways, of dozens of my students, which is a wonderful feeling. I hope this book changes the destiny of some people out there. Maybe even yours.
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Chapter One...August to September 2006 – in which culture shock turns Guangzhou into a confused soup of memories
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Gudday! 

I’ve got a list of things to mention...I’ll go through them systematically. We left Melbourne at seven-thirty am, stopped at Sydney, then straight to Guangzhou. The in-flight movies were a peculiar combination of western and Chinese (eg one martial arts, then one of the Transporter movies – just blam blam blam aahhhh blam, that kind of stuff). The food was also a strange conglomerate of cultures, for instance, sugar-filled bread, which Brian told me to get used to. I remember him ominously describing the weather we were about to enter – “remember Raiders of the Lost Ark, when everyone’s face melts? That’ll be us as soon as the doors open”. It was pretty accurate – our sweat instantly and joyously leaped from our pores in seemingly liberated bucketfuls. It didn’t help that I was wearing a leather jacket because I’d just left Melbourne’s winter, but it still came as a shock. And, as I noticed over the next couple of months, the air feels different here.

We checked into a YHA around dusk, where I saw a bustling foreign landscape from the somethingth floor. With an unshakable feeling of what the hell have I gotten myself into, I fell into a dazed sleep...

Next morning, I looked out my window, and tried to make a mental list of anything familiar. Yes, there were cars. Yes, there were people. Most cars had four wheels, and most people had four limbs. However, on first impressions, the similarities pretty well ended there.

For instance...across the road was a building covered in scaffolding made of bamboo...there were ancient-looking three-wheeled bikes piled storeys high with stuff I couldn’t figure out what was...buildings everywhere were covered in alien hieroglyphics...there seemed to be not much in the way of road rules other than the vague notion that one side was meant to go one way and the other was meant to go the other...and people, on vehicles or otherwise, seemed to be waltzing around each other like there was nothing peculiar about the fact that they were disobeying every road rule I’d been raised with in Australia. I also noticed, even from this distance, that the place looked hot and dusty. 

I met up with Brian and Jennifer in the quasi-café in the foyer, and felt marginally more human after an overpriced, but really good Irish coffee. As Brian started going over the day’s tentative plans, I droned out, slowly crawling into the sludgy rapids that would form the majority of my memories of the two days in this city. How can I put this...reaching into the quagmire of memories that coagulated in my brain... Guangzhou was pretty well like the deep end I thought it’d be. It was hot...there were a million billion people, carts, bicycles, scooters, pedestrians, and all the technology was old. Bikes, cars, buildings, construction machinery. All the bicycles – including the ones that they stack meters high with stuff – all seem at least thirty years old. The taxis remind me of run-down Sigmas. All of them; they’re all the same models. People pulling wooden carts, and people carrying stuff via poles slung on their shoulders are also common sights.

Within an hour or two, Guangzhou became a nebulous ocean of culture shock smacking me in the face over and over again, with a perpetual mantra of what am I doing here, what am I doing here, what am I doing here galloping through my head. It was just a flood of alien input; nothing really prepared me for being thrown into an environment where I could suddenly read, speak and understand nothing, nothing at all, especially while a billion people scurried around me, carrying on with their lives, doing things I’d yet to even begin to guess at, and I couldn’t understand or talk to any of them. Sure, there were words like “bank” and shop names here and there in English, but ninety-nine percent of everything written was unreadable to me.

As for what we actually did...I’ll scrape together enough memories to paint some kind of picture...please excuse the lack of causality and/or details...after meandering enjoyably aimlessly around a park for a few hours, we had a beer at a café overlooking the Pearl River, where I spoke my first Chinese – mai dan – meaning gimme the bill [this was a turning point in my life in China, indeed my life in general. Saying a word in an alien language – a noise that meant nothing to me – and having the locals suddenly understand, is an instantly paradigm-changing experience].

After that, we had lunch and dinner at various places, with Brian and Jennifer adlibbing OK, with me looking perplexed and wide-eyed, just nodding vacuously whenever people looked in my direction. At the first lunch, I just sat bewildered, my confusion mounting exponentially with every utterance sputtering from any mouth anywhere near me – I just nodded with my eyes plastered with what must have looked like a portrait of perplexity.

Then we walked around the narrower streets. The primary memories I have from these places are the smells – it was a whole new universe. Walking along, I was accosted by smell after smell after smell...some good, some bad...some wonderful, some hideous. For example, walking past a shop of herbs of some sort, a cloud of exotic zest floated through my senses...barely ten steps later, an open garbage decimated my olfactory joy...a few steps after that, the aroma of wok-fried food leaped out as I passed a small, bustling restaurant with neither door nor façade, and a cocktail of sweet chemicals buzzed into my brain...just steps later, my nose again fell victim to an open garbage or one of the similarly open, omnipresent public toilets...to quote from The Simpsons, my nose was continually going woohoo! D’oh! Woohoo! D’oh! Woohoo! D’oh!... my nose didn’t know whether to zealously jump in this new universe or run for cover – there were just too many conflicting messages.

| 鸡 |

Following a couple of days in Guangzhou that more resembled floating around zombie-like than any kind of conscious living, we got to Wuhan airport around half past sevenish at night, and we met up with my new bosses (I remember feeling subtle, surreal disconcertion here, suddenly realising that I’d gone from Melbourne winter’s short days to long summer days on another part of the planet).

This meeting was another unforgettable moment...as Brian recognised the bosses approaching, I whispered...”uumm, how do you say ‘hello’ again?” “nihao” “what?” “nihao” “cheers” [I’d made it clear to the university that I spoke no Chinese, but, as time would tell me later, this is very common. However, looking back, I can’t believe that I went to a country in which I didn’t even know how to say hello]. We were greeted by a Chinese woman named Lily, who was a metre and a thirdish tall, wore thick-rimmed glasses, sported a hairstyle so innocuous that, weeks later, I could only remember as being black, possessed a strangely edgy disposition which I would only discover later was simply part of her personality, and, most importantly, was now apparently responsible for all my legal doings in China. Following my second mundane attempt at bilingualism, we drove out to the campus, which introduced me to Wuhan’s seeming road rules, some of which are – don’t give way to anyone, push in, even between things ten times your size. Lanes mean nothing, which may be why no one indicates while changing them. Drivers swerve around anything, including people at zebra crossings. Pedestrian lights, even when green, are often ignored. People here seem to have developed some kind of symbiotic relationship with the traffic – they are not afraid of the cars, the cars are not afraid of the people, and the cars are not afraid of each other – this driver swerved into the incoming traffic occasionally to overtake, nonchalantly hammering it at around eighty k’s an hour.  I don’t think I’m in Kansas anymore, Toto.

At the uni, I discovered I’d been mispronouncing its name (Zhongnan University of Economics and Law) because of the new Chinese phonetic rules – “Zhongnan” is pronounced “Choongnan”. Whatever that means.

[Haha, the naivety...the “zh” sound in “Zhongnan” simply isn’t in English. Chinese has the “j” sound, the “ch” sound, but also “zh” and “z”, depending on what you’re doing with your mouth and tongue. I was only able to pronounce “zh” after listening to them for months. Basically, “zh” sounds like somewhere between “j” and “ch”, but it’s actually neither (confused? Good. That’s an excellent way to start). Chinese words like “Wuhan” and “Shanghai” are written in what’s called pinyin (remember, I’m writing this book for people who know nothing about China or Chinese), which is, simply, the sounds of Chinese words written with English letters. For instance, Chinese for Shanghai is “上海”, so Shanghai’s English name is just the way it’s pronounced, ie it sounds like “Shanghai” (its Chinese pronunciation is different to what you think, though). IMPORTANT – real pinyin has strokes above the letters to tell how to pronounce the tones, kind of analogous to the line above the “é” in café, and cliché. This book doesn’t have these strokes for a couple of reasons – firstly, because if they were used, this book would take another lifetime to proofread. Secondly, this book isn’t meant to be a pronunciation guide, more of an entertaining introduction to life here – if pronunciation is what you’re here for, just have a Chinese dictionary or app by your side while reading. Easy. And, lastly, I figured (rightly or wrongly) that the tones would confuse more than help – indeed, a whole pinyin sentence, with tone strokes, looks intimidating to a newcomer. So I thought, to make things easier for both author and reader, I’d leave them all out]. 

The uni seems like a cosy campus, the teacher’s buildings being two five-storey buildings facing each other, across from a little park with a few trees, all of which, curiously, have white paint covering their bases [this is inexplicably everywhere].

| 鸭 |

I’m still not teaching yet (it starts in a couple of weeks, ie mid-September), so over the past couple of weeks, I’ve been exploring a lot, usually with Brian and Jennifer’s help. Wuhan is not one city, but three – Wuchang, Hankou and Hanyang, which collectively became Wuhan in 1950. Conurbation is when cities next to each other expand so much that they merge, and go under one name – an Australian example is the Gold Coast. Therefore, I actually live in Wuchang. Across the river is Hankou, the business/port/trade city, so I’ve been told; I’ve only been there twice so far. Across the river to the south is Hanyang, and I don’t know what’s there yet.

Pirated CDs and DVDs are everywhere. I knew this stuff was big in many parts of the world, but actually seeing the sheer scale of the industry is eye-opening after coming straight from such a copyright-conscious country as Australia. I’ve bought a couple of ‘em and man, they’re a mixed bag. There’s multiple language subtitles to choose from, with English just in there somewhere. I picked up a U2 DVD, and there were subtitles of a silent, ongoing commentary in German, and I couldn’t turn it off. A gonzo journalist would have a field day.

I’d heard that they spit here, but what I didn’t know is that they really hock their guts up while doing so. Thusly, there’s a cacophony of really loud hocking noises wherever you go (it’s actually spelt hawking, but I will henceforth spell it hocking, because, believe me, it’s far more onomatopoeic) [in many Chinese cities, for instance Nanjing, the following places are almost always spit-free – restaurants, buses, trains, hospitals, taxis, and any kind of shop; but, in Wuhan, and in fact most of that province, absolutely nowhere is safe. Consequently, that sound is everywhere. If you’re walking around the streets here, you’ll hear it at least three to five times a minute. My students tell me “it’s just the old people”, but a short walk down the street quickly proves them wrong. It’s not good, it’s not bad, it just is].

| 鸡 |

You don’t drink the water here, you get it bottled, which you can get almost anywhere for one or two kuai [“kuai” is slang for “yuan”, the official name of Chinese money, analogous to calling dollars “bucks”, and pounds “quid”. The locals here always say kuai – in all my years here, I heard the word yuan twice, and I think they only used that word because I was a foreigner (ie they didn’t think I’d know kuai). Every other time, it was kuai. Therefore, throughout this book, I will be using kuai instead of yuan. Also, the Chinese version of cents is officially jiao, but everyone says mao]. Street vendors are everywhere – little kiosks which are, usually, anywhere that they can stick a fridge, a counter and a person in. I remember the first time I went to a ramshackle, slaphappy vendor consisting of a fridge or two, a glass counter full of cigarettes on the top shelf and piles of assorted anything and everything on the bottom shelf, with piles of even more assorted anything and everything (fruit, hardware stuff, assorted plastic anything) surrounding it...I made a dusty beeline for the drinks fridge in thirty-something-degree heat, and found the drinks piled haphazardly in a glass-topped ice cream fridge with a huge ginger cat sprawled on top of it. Both the shopkeeper and the cat exuded so much personality that now I’m a regular.

Something you have to get over quickly is shop owners/sales assistants staring at your every move. Because I’m a foreigner, they stand over me and/or stare at me and everything I look at, and especially touch [this is a Wuhan thing, or, more specifically, any place that has few foreigners. Wuhan, during my time there, had, for most intents and purposes, no foreigners, so they still get stared at there 24/7]. In clothes or CD shops, they stand close to me and stare, occasionally plugging something to me. In larger shops (eg shopping mall kinda things), they have a small army of attendants in every section, so there’s always at least one of them right next to me in every aisle, or, sometimes, if I’m really lucky, three or four, all of whom come up and try to sell me something in Chinese.

Brian and Jennifer took me to what’s apparently one of the only foreign restaurants in Wuhan, on Wulou lu (lu is their word for road, and it’s so common that I’ll be using it throughout this book un-italicised). It’s a little Italian place called Gianos, run by a Wuhan native woman who’d spent time in America. It’s definitely homely; small, candle-lit, and with Italian-themed décor. From here, I saw something that I’ll never forget – looking over Wulou lu, I noticed, more than anything, the buses on this eight-lane highway, the main artery of Wuchang. Watching this road, I was just utterly bewildered by the sheer number of buses...it’s literally a never-ending metallic vein, bus after bus after bus, like a dusty, legless, thick line of ants. Very eye-opening.

A quirk here is that the girls walk around holding hands (in Australia, this means they’re lesbians). It’s really strange when you first see it [Chinese people are much more tactile than Australians...even the boys often have arms around each other. Chinese society is far more group-oriented than western society, and, after seeing it for years, I can say that things like dormitory living and compulsory military training at their first year of university creates a sense of togetherness that the west lacks. There’s a lot to respect and learn from this, I think].

Better go...I hope this chapter has given you an idea of where I am.

Lots of love

Ash
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Chapter Two – third to thirteenth September 2006...in which I find drops of Chinese culture in an ocean of industrialisation
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Hi everyone! 

After the last chapter, some of you said that I was being ethnocentric, which is when you view another culture through the eyes of your own.  It’s a kind of racism, basically. I’ll reply like this...

...Well, it’s kind of abstract. It’s kind of easy to be ethnocentric, because there’s just so much of the west already here, as strange as that sounds. I’ll put it this way. If everything here was totally alien, totally unrecognisable, it would elicit (I imagine) certain kinds of emotional responses, but here, in this contemporary Chinese city, you can recognise the McDonalds, the KFCs, Coke, clothing brands, perfumes, and shopping centres, even though it’s all in Chinese. All the footprints of the westernisation juggernaut – its all here. But what the Chinese have done to it elicits different kinds of reactions. Here, I see a collage of both known yet alien, familiar yet warped...for instance, checkout areas in grocery stores, but with no queues; instead, everyone just piles into a formless bunch and tries to squeeze past everyone else [this is a Wuhan thing...in my two and a half years there, I saw not a single queue. Other places in China have them. I’ll discuss where this comes from later]. Another example is a building I saw somewhere, which I guess the local people think looks “cool” because it’s modern and covered in neon lights, but it’s the kind of thing that the word “garish” was invented for. Another example is fly-covered street food vendors in the middle of western-style shopping malls. And the local people’s reaction to this western invasion is just as befuddling...some of them are lapping it like there’s no tomorrow, while just as many, mainly the older generation, are alienated and perplexed by it. It really seems, from an outsider’s point of view, that there are two civilisations here, trying to live together, but they bash at loggerheads on an almost minute-by-minute basis.

However, this chapter, I’ll tell of the good stuff that I’ve found. OK, let’s get back to basics...I now live on Wuluo lu. This is an eight-lane highway of perpetual insanity, one so constantly derailed that it’s somehow brought chaos to a state of equilibrium. It’s the main road through most of Wuchang, and leads to the number one bridge over the Yangtze River (multiple bridges cross it). Something I hadn’t known until Brian showed me was that there are parks ‘n’ stuff smattered all down this road – here, you can be walking right next to a park or lake, and there’s a chance you won’t know it, because, until you’re accustomed to the chaos, you’re too busy looking left right left right left right, as your cerebral cortex deals with the millions of lumps of metal, plastic and rubber hurling themselves at you. 

One day, me and Brian wandered east, taking in all the local shades of bizarre...there’s just too much weirdness to describe in any clear sense. We got to East Lake [this is one of the main tourist attractions of Wuhan, but it’s hardly unique. If you see it from 35,000 feet, that’s close enough]. Here he introduced me to an English language newspaper. Its front page today announced “Economy is powered by leading firms”. Hardly a revolutionary revelation, but, hey, it’s in English, so I’ll read it [this is called China Daily. To introduce it briefly but accurately, it’s inoffensive propaganda that has nothing to do with the real China].

Another great thing he showed me is the street food. Some markets are such full-blown places in terms of huge bustling crowds eating stuff that you don’t recognise, and the smells and soundtrack of frying, and people continually yelling things you can’t understand, that they’re addictive in an exotically alien sense. If you’re feeling adventurous, you can treat them like tapas...grab some fried rice here, a dumpling there, some tofu here, a what-the-hell-is-that there – basically, if people are eating them and living, give it a go [I only got food poisoning about once or twice a year. Considering that I saw the locals vomiting on the streets around dinner time at least twice a week back in Wuhan, I think I did very well].

My introduction to this food was wonderfully strange. We went to “Shouyi Garden Snack Street”, maybe twenty minute’s walk from the university, around three in the afternoon, when the street was mostly empty. This street is three blocks or so long, with plastic four-seater benches all down its centre. Around this time of day – and this time of summer – the stall owners are slumped over something, catching some z’s, usually with food in various states of preparation in front of them, for instance, paper bowls full of noodles or rice that they just have to mix with stuff and throw in a wok, or huge, round grill-plates full of yesterhour’s fried dumplings. I had a few small notes, so Brian’s instructions were simple...point at something, give ‘em five kuai, and you’ll probably get change. And so I did...although I didn’t know it at the time, the first street food I got was doupi (豆皮) – literally “bean skin” – which is one of the quintessential street foods of Wuhan. This is like an oily pancake made of rice, with a thin, crispy layer of egg or something on top. I pointed, I gave, I looked perplexed...the shop owner, some middle-aged woman who was having a good ol’ chuckle, made noises which were about as comprehensible to me as those of a happily stoned chicken, and, about a minute later, I had two slices of this stuff on a thin plastic tray in one hand, and two kuai coins and some disposable chopsticks in the other. Success!!! How that transaction happened eluded me, but somehow I had emerged triumphant. For me, there was no turning back – over the next few months, I familiarised myself, through trial and error, with things I could get with little or no spoken language. 

[I became a huge regular at this street (anything between three and five nights a week, lunch and/or dinner). It was brilliant – simple, close, pretty damn tasty and insanely cheap. But, most importantly, it taught me basic food-related written Chinese every time I visited. I occasionally spent an hour or two just sitting in this incredibly vibrant place and looking at the Chinese characters all around me – noticing the common ones, jotting them down, and asking my students about them later. For me personally, learning the language is one of the most stunningly enjoyable aspects of living here – after all, if you want to learn the written language, living in China means you’re in a twenty-four hour, three-dimensional revision lesson. This snack street was one of my first teachers, although I didn’t realise this until years later. I’ll always remember it fondly for this].

| 鸭 |

There’re construction sites everywhere, and they constantly change – places that were half-kilometre-long trenches weeks ago are now roads (eg out the back of my university, there was a trench there for weeks, but now there’s a zillion cars every day pretending to drive on it). It’ll be interesting to see this city in maybe five years – it might still be peppered with construction sites, but at least they’ll be in different spots. Also adding vibrancy is the street “markets”, which are just people with stuff laid out on the pavement, selling off-the-back-of-a-truck stuff, often clothes. These markets change all the time, in terms of where they are and what they’re selling. For example, there was some old woman selling what seemed like old bric-a-brac (including communist propaganda from the 60s) on one corner one day, and an old guy was selling books there the next. Maybe outside the big western-style shopping malls, people have to get permission (that would explain why there’s less of them there), but, in any other part of the city, they just seem to just pick a corner and sit on it. My experiences with these people, thus far, have been totally vicarious – not being able to read, hear or speak anything of the language, thus far, has turned me into nothing but a spectator, as if I’ve just stepped into a film and started walking around.

One thing that teachers are semi-officially “expected” to do is what they call “English corner”, where a pack of students hang out outside the teacher’s building every Thursday night, and just talk to you [the basic idea is that the students flock at a certain place and the foreigners are “expected” to come out and just talk to them (which means that some do and some don’t). For the students, it’s a chance to practice English with a native. I’ll tell you my seasoned opinions of “English corners” later...they are part of life here as a foreigner, but only for a while. All English corners eventually fail for the same reasons, but they’re great fun for a while. Personally, I went to English corner at Zhongnan every week for about seven months, and I loved it – hey, a ton of gorgeous girls desperate to talk to me? It was great. So why did I stop going? All will become clear...].

In the mornings, people in parks do tai chi, solo or in groups – for instance, outside my windows anywhere between six and seven-thirty.  Walking around at night, I bump into packs of maybe twenty or thirty people, usually women, dancing in unison to a simple drum or some music blaring from a tinny speaker...I have no idea what they’re up to, but packs of people stand around and watch. Every so often (usually along the river), groups of people grab some instruments (eg a couple of drums), a mike and an amp, and appear to do karaoke. It all sounds like Frank Sinatra territory to me [before coming to Wuhan, I’d heard that this place had a thriving punk scene...just to make this absolutely clear, this is WRONG. Their idea of punk is, quite literally, Green Day and Blink 182 covers].

These kind of outdoor activities are popular near the Yangtze, next to the ferry terminal, which I’ve taken a liking to catching, especially at night, because then you can’t see the oily water, even though your lungs can feel the fumes from the engine if you stand next to it chug chug chugging away. Catching the ferry by day, then by night, shows how incredibly different Wuhan looks – familiar streets and buildings by day are suddenly engulfed in a landscape of dancing neon – the grey lustre of buildings transforms into a kinetic kaleidoscope of zipping, flashing and scrolling colours...rivers of an unreadable language cascade over building faces like sixty-storey waterfalls...seeing the same buildings the next day, it’s as if the previous night’s lightshow was an army of little glowing animals, all of whom snooze the day away in some unseen corner...kind of an industrial dustbowl by day, Blade Runner by night. It’s a highly recommended, surreal metamorphosis to witness, which only costs a couple of kuai. 

| 鸡 |

My first teaching day – wow, what an experience! Knowing well that I’d never taught before, I’d gotten myself comfortable with the room in the weeks prior, and planned the class to the nth. After it, I got a few questions thrown at me, like my impressions of China. It went pretty well, as far as I could tell. I have four classes of about forty students each, so about a hundred and sixty students per semester, it seems.

[Wow...thinking back to my first class...it’s almost an abstract idea, since I’ve been doing it for so long now. I guess I’ll just add two things, from thirteen year’s retrospect. Firstly, it really helped that I was acting back in Australia – as long as you’re comfortable in front of people, half your problems are taken care of. And secondly, importantly, if you’re thinking of teaching here, you need to speak clearly!!!! Most of these students have learned English from Hollywood – it’s very important to realise that it takes time for them to get used to your accent, no matter where you’re from. Years in China have given me many things, but a rather ironic one is that it’s made my English speaking clearer. If you go into your first class slurring your words and using tons of slang, you’ll be pretty unpopular, simply because they don’t understand you. The same applies for big words in general...keep your vocabulary simple, until you get a feel for THEIR level of English. Believe me, this is extremely good advice, and not just for classes].

I’ll tell yaz more about the classes when I have a better idea what I’m doing. I've been getting the first week’s homework emailed to me. Most of it’s totally readable, but they get tense wrong a lot...I mean, a LOT. The problem is, I’m not too sure how much they actually care; the emphasis seems more about getting ideas across rather than grammar. But since this subject is academic writing, I’m sort of torn between being a pedantic ogre, or being looser, because they’re just so many mistakes. I think it will be more of the latter, but I still have a responsibility to teach the subject. I think this whole semester will be “winged”...I don’t think I'll have a solid impression for at least a month. 

[Important lessons about teaching in China number one – plagiarism is everywhere. Unless you’re teaching writing to students that want to hone their writing skills for a specific reason, then there’s a VERY good chance that you’re reading someone else’s words when they hand in an assignment. This isn’t everywhere – I’ve had entire universities full of excellent students – but it’s rampant in places like Wuhan. The simple reality is that here in Wuhan they don’t need English. Once they graduate, there’s a very good chance they’ll get a job in this city/province, and never speak English again. Therefore, understandably, why would they learn to write, let alone academically, in this language? Because of this, I now know that about ninety-five percent of the essays I read in Wuhan were from the internet]. 

| 鸭 |

There’s an old (probably Chinese) story where a young fish goes up to an old, wise fish and asks, “where is the ocean? I keep on hearing about this place, but I never see it”. The old fish, of course, replies that it’s everywhere. I sometimes feel like this little fish when I’m looking for Chinese culture – I just can’t seem to find it; then, sometimes, I realise that it’s all around me. I think this is a good way to introduce my visit to Hubei provincial museum. Every couple of weeks, something happens that not just reminds me of that little fish story, but also makes me bloody happy that I’m here – this place was by far the most impressive thing I’ve seen in China so far, and it certainly made me see the ocean. 

I got a taxi out there. It’s so surreal giving an address in a language you can’t read – language is such a fundamental necessity that you don’t truly realise it until it’s gone...the feeling of utter helplessness its loss creates is an often alarming experience. It took maybe half an hour’s screeching, honking and spitting to get there (the driver regularly hocked and hurled a twenty-pointer out the window while my white-knuckled fingers dug holes into the seat). 

The stuff here is from 200 BC. The sheer incomprehensible age of the stuff is just mind-bending. It has fossilized chariots. I guess they’re probably replicas, but even if so, there’s nothing like this in Oz. This emperor geezer apparently buried not only his chariots with him, but also his horses, so there’s three or four chariots lined up, with the horses lying down on either side (I know that for something to technically “fossilise”, it needs millions of years...don’t get pedantic...). The other major drawcard of this place is a huge set of ancient bells...standing about two metres tall, and about four metres (about eight bells, along with a few chimes) long, it’s a damn impressive sight. They also have a set of replicas in a theatre, and they play them four times a day...they sound utterly unique. 

But it was the metalwork that floored me. The age of these beautifully crafted pieces – roomfulls of them – was, again, mind-bending. It was primarily copper and bronze, things like cooking pots, wine carafes and bowls. Seeing how intensely intricate some of this stuff is, and I mean, painstakingly intricate, amazed me. The ancient Egyptians became famous for tombs and mummification, but the Chinese also seemed totally into tombs and burying half their kingdoms along with them [more info about the authenticity of these things – and indeed the majority of stuff in Chinese museums – lie throughout these pages, as I visit more museums, see many places, and hear many things]. 

So I finally saw some of their culture, and it was stunning. 

Until next time...

Love, Ash
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Chapter Three...fourteenth November 2006 to late December 2006...in which I start learning a language from scratch
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Gudday! Greetings from the land of the rising phlegm.

Some of my students took me to see some Chinese opera on Saturday night, specifically Beijing opera. They just rocked up, and said they had tickets to some opera out on the other campus. I said fine, when? Now. Now? Now. Oh. We got a public bus, things I’d been too scared to catch alone. For the next hour, we were tossed and hurled around the insides of a rusting shell, one whose suspension had given up many years prior, and whose windows were stuck fully open in order to let in dust, noise, high-thirty-degree heat and, very occasionally, a slight breeze which was about as effective at relieving perspiration as diarrhoea is at creating happiness at a dinner parties.

The show was, seemingly, a commercial for Chinese opera, since its popularity has been waning (all my students say it’s boring), so it seems that Beijing Opera took it upon themselves to travel around universities and give ‘em a free show, hoping to pump the students full of barely-restrained enthusiasm (they still restrained it, if you’re wondering).

I found myself in an overcrowded theatre, the only non-Chinese in the entire room, with huge iron fans belting it out from anywhere that they could stand or hang. The show was very, very different to western opera – for instance, they played entirely different instruments, and, thus, the whole shebang sounded incredibly different. Also, in contrast to western opera, in which you can see the orchestra pit (or at least a bit of them), here most of the orchestra was hidden in something that resembled one of the tiled mass urinals in the public toilets here. There were about six musicians on the side of the stage, but the rest were hidden in the depths of the urinal.

Chinese opera is colourful – staggeringly colourful. They have acrobatics, too, and massively choreographed fight scenes. Remember that show Monkey Magic? The story it’s based on – Journey to the West – is one of the major Chinese legends, and the first part of tonight was about the Monkey King. The choreography was damn impressive – Monkey even multiplied himself into a pack of fighting clones, just like he did in the show I grew up with. The students who brought me were stunned that I’d heard of the Monkey King, let alone knew all the characters. There you go – all those hours watching Monkey on TV came in handy.  

Two cultural differences – firstly, people talked all through it, as compared to the total silence during operas in Australia. And, secondly, straight after the show, the audience ran up to get their photo taken with any actor that stuck around. In the west, there’s no mingling between actors and audience in professional theatre, but I got dragged onstage, getting me photo taken with someone I’d been watching five minutes earlier (along with a zillion others). That was fun.

| 鸡 |

I’ve been trying to read the language, so that I can read things while I’m out. I’m having a lot of fun going around and recognising characters. I can read many, but my progress is being hindered by things that just don’t immediately seem to make sense. Here are some examples.  

The characters for “cow”, and “meat” together mean “beef”. Cool, logical...but things quickly go awry. For example, characters that apparently have no meaning whatsoever until they’re put with others (I’ve found a couple). Another problem is when the same character has different meanings in different places – for instance, the character for “noodles” and “face” is the same, but the characters around it dictate which one it is...this concept has equivalents in English, for instance, only context differentiates between the noun and verb versions of the word “prune”. 

I hear the weirdest things at the weirdest times from my apartment. The most common one is traditional music from tinny little radios so loud it’s distorting beyond recognition about six am with the tai chi crowd. Anywhere between four and seven am, there’s the usual sweet symphony of people spagging their guts up, but occasionally I’m also treated to some guy yelling his ass off. He just opens the window and screams, just a long, unending, trying to be monotone yell. And, just in case that wasn’t enough, huge metal bain-marie trolleys of chow get dragged under the window at six, and, shortly after, they go back, and, because they’re now empty, they’re five times louder. Who needs sleep?

The weather is getting colder. When it’s cold, the locals spit less, but, instead, they blow their nose onto the street – they just snort their snot on the ground. They also do this when it’s hot, but when it’s cold there’s more snot and less spit, and vice-versa when it’s hot. Dunno why.

I’m doing some extra teaching, something called GAC, like a global version of a School Certificate, I think. I’m teaching Word for beginners. It’s a fantastically small class – only eight. The difference between the girls and the guys is phenomenal – the girls are cluey and inquisitive; the blokes just want a piece of paper that says they can do something that they can’t.  

Also, on Wednesday nights, for fun, I introduce and show a music video before one of the other foreign teachers shows a western movie. Not many are liking what I’m showing... I’m telling them that I want to show my culture, and not necessarily things that they might like. The music here is basically pop, so when I showed them some AC/DC, they just said it was “loud”...I felt like I’d gone to ancient Egypt and shown Star Wars to Tutankhamen. 

| 鸭 |

I should mention “Chinglish”...the amount of spelling mistakes and weirdass translations everywhere is perplexing. For example, on a billboard outside a building going up, there was a message that announced “beautiful apartments, unsuitable for lease”. Hmm. On a packet of cashews – “truly you can not resist such palatable food”. On a bottle of wine – “Constantly drinking this wine is good for your health”. On a pack of fruit juice – “the package is lined with plastic, aluminium, cardboard and etc”...wow, I wanna get me some etcetera. On a CD of of the erhu, one of the quintessential Chinese musical instruments – “The most popular touching melody/Perfect heartthrob deduction/Creating a different verve of world”. Hmmmm, yeah OK. On a Beethoven cassette (spelling mistake included) – ”Special life, legendary tourism, music is not the unique proof of it. Fragnant words, tell the live master to you, combining the scene of it”. I would love to know what the translator was trying to say, because he/she failed spectacularly.

There’s also spelling mistakes everywhere, like on a huge billboard advertising new apartments, which says “new bvildings for sale”. There’s tons of it – near enough is good enough. The crowning glory I’ve seen so far is on a restaurant –   

“AGREEABLE SAIL OF BOAT IN HIGH THE MARKET OF UNPROCESSED JUICE ORIGINAL FLAVOR CHAMPAIGN TRUE SINCERL REAL SENTIMENTS CREATING THE PROFESSIN GETS THE WARSHIP”

......Huuuuhhhhh?

One thing I’ve noticed is that they have the reverse order of object-adjective. I think. For example, instead of saying “number one” or “floor one” they say “one number” and “one floor”. Another example is the name of the province (state) I live in – it translates as “lake north”, instead of “north lake”, as it would be in English. Also, in a takeaway in Hankou I went past on the weekend, had a promo on a savoury shallot cake, but on the billboard (in English), it was advertised as “cake shallot savoury”, which is, well, exactly the opposite. Their characters for date of birth are “come out”, “grow”, and “day”, which is, again, the opposite. But when you see, say, beef noodles in Chinese on a menu, that’s in the right order. Hmm.  

Like I’ve mentioned, one character usually means one thing, and another means another thing, and together they often mean something else. I’ll give you a couple of examples that I think are both really cool, and gives a bit of an insight into how they think and classify things.

The characters “dirt” and “bean” go together to make “potato”, so their word for “potato” literally translates as “dirt bean” (tu dou –土豆). “Corn” translates as “jade rice” (yu mi –玉米). “Bread” translates as “noodle bag” (mian bao – 面包), and “turkey” translates as “fire chicken” (huo ji – 火鸡). My personal favourite, so far, is “Badminton” – “feather ball” (yu mao qiu – 羽毛球). Cool.  

| 鸡 |

All the pirated CDs/DVDs are, of course, from illegal shops. These are usually small, dingy, makeshift, and have people trying to recommend anything western to you, until you’ve been there so often that they’ve figured out that their sale pitches don’t work. This time of year, there’s usually a fan or three blowing madly in all directions, anywhere among the piles of seemingly unordered DVDs, CDs, books and basically anything lying all around (most of which is covered in a layer of brown or grey dirt), with people staring at you, and often smoking while sorting through the piles of stuff. Now and then they spit onto the floor, then always rub it into the ground with their shoe, somehow thinking that this makes it magically disappear.

The weather lately has changed dramatically. It’s cold, but the sun’s been out – even the phenomenally foul and fetid flings of flying phlegm have bothered me less in this weather. On such a day recently, I saw a bewildering construction tool – it was just a motor (like an old boat motor) with a ball bearing around the size of a basketball, and a vertical chain that lifted it up about a metre and a half, and then drop it. That’s it. Again and again. Not thrust, just drop – and they were demolishing a road with it. It was the most deliriously, flamboyantly, extravagantly useless thing I’d ever seen within a continent of a construction site; honestly, trying to demolish a road with week-old carrot would only have been minimally less effective.

Most demolition is done by hand – they literally demolish entire buildings here using picks, shovels, wheelbarrows, sledgehammers, grinders and welding arcs. Sometimes I just stare at them as they bash out walls and windows with sledgehammers – massive chunks of building fall six or more storeys, and the other workers are at the bottom of the building casually watching and/or smoking as the dust cloud envelops them, or busy gutting the ground floor at the same time. Occupational hazards in construction over here are terrifying – since coming here, I’ve seen lots of people with various limbs missing [stories you may have heard about rackets of beggars in different countries, where they break or remove people’s limbs, or somehow else fuck them up, in order to get a lifetime’s begging profits out of them, are true. China, along with many other countries such as India (anyone who’s read Slumdog Millionaire should know what I mean), have these kinds of things happening, which is one of the reasons China is full of “real beggars” and “fake beggars”. Some people I’ve seen over here look truly horrible, no matter whether what happened to them was accidental or intended. The beggar situation over here can really screw with your morals].

| 鸭 |

Something I find really odd is the amount of Christmas stuff here! There’s Christmas ditties over the speakers in every restaurant and shopping place (mostly in English, sometimes not). One thing I do like is Jingle Bells in Chinese – in their language, and in their high-pitched accents, it sounds for all the world like “Jingle bells, jingle bells, sitting by the loo”. I like. 

Now some Chinese...here’s my address!!! 

湖北省武汉市中南财经政法大学国际交流处

Since I’m writing this for people who know nothing about the language (which was me not long ago) the first two characters are Hubei (hu bei – my province/state). The first character (湖), which means lake, is made up of three smaller parts called radicals – from left to right, it features the radicals meaning water (the three strokes on the character’s left side), ancient (古) in its centre, and month (月) on its right, the last of which presumably relating to the tides (incidentally, this character for month (yue (月)), has the dual meaning of “month” and “moon”. Beautifully logical). Radicals are all through the language, so if you want to read it, you need to know them.

The next character is sheng, or province. The next two are Wuhan (wu han), followed by city (shi). Then Zhongnan (two characters meaning central and south). Dunno the next four yet. Then university (two characters – “big” and “learn”) [Chinese for primary school, high school and university, respectively, directly translate as “little learn”, “middle learn” and “big learn” (xiao xue, zhong xue and da xue (小学,中学, 大学))...I love it...]. That’s all I know. It’s a good example of something that I can read bits of, or sometimes most of. Note that my province (state) comes first, and the address gets narrowed down from there, which is the opposite of western addresses, which start with the house number, and go outwards. It’s not wrong, it’s just the opposite [similarly, in Australia, we say dates day-month-year, but in China they say year-month-day, which makes more sense than the American way of month-day-year].

More on the language as I find it...

| 鸡 |

On the twenty-first December, the foreign teachers were invited to a concert at a ridiculously overcrowded music conservatorium (therefore raising the already forty degreeish heat). 

It was a liquorice allsorts of a production, trying to cater to the Chinese as well as the westerners. The first number was fantastic – a fifty or so piece Chinese orchestra banging and plucking and clanging and blowing and singing for all it’s worth. It was brilliant – a totally alien feast for the eyes and ears. It was downhill from there, though – the rest was an eclectic mix of eastern and western music, opera, dance and ballet, which simply didn’t work. For example, there were a few opera solos – well, solo with a piano player to be exact. One was Mozart, another Chinese. There was that piece that Pavarotti is famous for, sung by a little Chinese dude, who got a huge applause for some reason I can’t fathom; there was a fantastic Tibetan dance group; there was another opera solo, this time Chinese; there was a painful rendition from the musical Cats (called Cat on the program); there was a mesmerising erhu solo; another opera solo; a Bizet piece, usually done with a sixty-piece orchestra, now by a jazz quartet...did I mention the opera solos? There were a lot of fat ladies singing, and it kept not being over. In all, everything eastern was excellent. Everything western – about half of the whole thing – they could have left out. I guess they want to make the westerners feel comfortable, but they didn’t seem to understand that some foreigners (like me) are in the east to see the east, and not watered down versions of the already watered down parts of the west.

Two nights ago, Zhongnan took us all out to another all-you-can-stuff-in-your-maw buffet thing in a huge, flashy hotel. A couple of heads of uni thanked us all again, through a translator, for getting our asses to Wuhan, and curiously showed their love by giving us a five-kilo bag of macaroni each. The night before, GAC shouted us to a large part of modern Chinese culture – karaoke, known here as KTV. I got suckered into singing a couple of songs, but not before a few whiskeys. The vast majority of the songs to choose from were terrifyingly hideous and/or soul-meltingly nauseating (think Dion, Westlife, Backstreet Boys), but I succumbed to sharing vox on “Country Road Take Me Home”. This was kinda fun, but most of these people were doing it sober!!!! In Australia, you get pissed as a nit before trying this stuff...

Until next time...

Ash
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Chapter Four...December 2006 to early February 2007...in which I unconsciously enter a type of symbiotic relationship as yet unknown to science with Wuhan
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Gudday everyone!!

Because the student’s Chinese names are hard to pronounce and remember for foreigners, they’ve given themselves English names [for foreigners new to the language, it’s hard. It gets much easier, depending on whether you give it a go or not]. Many are pedestrian like Jane, Jack, John, and Mary, but many sound like they were born on the sunny side of Byron Bay, like Ice, Rock, Sunny (a guy!), Summer, Rain, Green, Panda, Sky, Noire, Echo Lao, Grubby, Vagrant Lee, Snow, Crystal, Angel, Skylight and Freebird. Some have just kept their Chinese names...I never knew names could have so many letters from the end of the alphabet in it – “Zhang Zhen Xing”, “Wenjing Zhai”, and “Zhai Xiang Yu”, ie names riddled with Ws, Xs, Ys and Zs are common territory.

Some Chinglish...this is from the back of a pirated DVD of Mr. Bean, copied verbatim – 

“{Mr.Bean} sign is the BBC

television drama, comedy,

and drama as well as names

of the main characters.British

comedy featuring Ron

Atkinson Handouxiansheng.is

also one of the drama

scriptwriter.We can never

underestimate this “Dou” in

Britain, he claimed to be 18.5

million viewers, however,In other

areas is a well–known author, skelter

His humour was subdued, surprised and

full of common sense of the pleas

ures of life, overcome language

barriers,After Chaplin expected

to become the master of homor

.He created a British–style

gibberish.Most people will laugh

comedy tear, or a laugh needle

derogatory social events, “the

smiling {Mr.Bean} only laugh.No

politics, no social criticism, but some

people think that simply not funny.”

Wow...what was all that about.

I can read Chinese for “dog”, and I’ve been noticing it in the windows of a few restaurants now [gou (狗)...and, contrary to the myth of “accidentally” eating it, it’s not easy because it costs about a third more than other meat on the menu. If you’re going to eat any “mystery meat” by accident, it’ll probably be pigeons or rats, especially in the BBQ stalls on the streets. That meat can be anything. I read in 2012 that some of these BBQ stalls are barbecuing meat from poisoned rats that they found lying around, but, well, the papers are full of things like this – to quote one of my students, “we don’t read the newspaper, because if we did we wouldn’t eat anything”].
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