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Praise for The Shanghai Free Taxi


“Frank Langfitt achieved what generations of visitors to China only dreamed of doing: He devised an ingenious way to burrow into everyday life, and he came back with stories that are humane, candid, fast-paced, and compulsively readable. The Shanghai Free Taxi gives you the marrow of today’s China in all its kindnesses and cruelties and wonders and absurdities.”


—EVAN OSNOS, author of Age of Ambition: Chasing Fortune, Truth, and Faith in the New China and National Book Award Winner


“Driving in China is hard. Getting average Chinese people to open up about their feelings and opinions is even harder. In The Shanghai Free Taxi Frank Langfitt does both at the same time, driving a cab in the flagship city of a country in transition. Challenging to report but easy to read, this book reveals China’s true transition: a profound search for identity in the world at large.”


—PETER HESSLER, New York Times bestselling author of Country Driving, Oracles Bones and River Town


“Frank Langfitt’s stint as a taxi driver collecting tales of modern China has created a rollicking, delightful read. Enchanting.”


—MEI FONG, author of One Child


“The Shanghai Free Taxi is a delightful, poignant, and revealing book. In his role as impromptu, volunteer chauffeur in Shanghai, Frank Langfitt got to see inside the lives of Chinese families of all backgrounds and social classes, and from many parts of the country. The result is a vivid look at the contradictory dreams, achievements, heartbreaks, and possibilities of modern China.”


—JAMES FALLOWS, author of Our Towns and China Airborne


“A cleverly conceived, well-executed book by an engaging and empathetic storyteller. Langfitt offers up an appealing mix of humorous and poignant tales featuring individuals from different backgrounds who share just one common trait: all are struggling to find their places in and make sense of an era when their city, their country, and the world at large have been undergoing complex and often confounding transformations.”


—JEFFREY WASSERSTROM, coauthor of China in the 21st Century: What Everyone Needs to Know


“By creating a free taxi and offering free rides, veteran NPR reporter Frank Langfitt takes us on a journey across China and into the soul of today’s Chinese civilization. We learn how a wide cross section of Chinese people live and think as the author provides an up-close view of their fears and aspirations and the forces that shape their lives in ways good and bad. I have lived in China for thirty years, and this book gave me new insights and brought me to places I have never been. Truly unique and compelling.”


—JAMES L. MCGREGOR, chairman of APCO Worldwide’s greater China region and author of No Ancient Wisdom, No Followers and One Billion Customers


“The Shanghai Free Taxi presents a unique, kaleidoscopic view of Chinese society. Characters in this book open up, talking freely and truthfully in a way unimaginable elsewhere under the oppressive regime. It is a must read for anyone trying to gain rare and insightful glimpses into that complicated country.”


—QIU XIAOLONG, author of Shanghai Redemption and nine other Inspector Chen novels


“Frank Langfitt writes with the streetwise eye of a cabbie and the analytical mind of a foreign correspondent. This is today’s China as it gossips, gripes and moans; strives, struggles and overcomes.”


—PAUL FRENCH, author of City of Devils and Midnight in Peking
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Cast of Characters
(in order of appearance)


Chapter 1


Yang: Frank’s news assistant, a young man who helps him scheme up the Shanghai Free Taxi and accompanies him on road trips


Chen: a Shanghai pajama salesman who runs an underground church and moves his family to America to give his daughter a less stressful education


Chapters 2 and 3


Rocky: a farm boy turned Shanghai lawyer from Hubei province, whom Frank drives home for Chinese New Year


Charles: another passenger on the Chinese New Year road trip who works as a salesman in a Shanghai shipping-parts factory and later becomes a news assistant for a European newspaper


Guo: Rocky’s mother, who overcame political persecution during the Cultural Revolution


Ray: Rocky’s older brother and a fellow Shanghai lawyer who studied in America


Chapter 4


Beer: a slippery salesman who tries to sell Frank a used car to serve as his free taxi


Amanda: a former finance worker who has lost her family fortune in a pyramid scheme


Fifi: a former schoolteacher and psychologist who is married to a Frenchman who lives in Paris


Chapter 5


Johanna: a human rights lawyer who engages a Shanghai cabbie in a democracy debate


Max: a hairstylist from the countryside, who gives back by cutting the hair of elderly shut-ins for free


Chapter 6


Crystal: a Chinese American NPR listener, who enlists Frank’s and Yang’s help to search for her little sister, who has gone missing in the mountains of southwestern China


Winnie: Crystal’s little sister, a former prostitute who tries to reinvent herself as an independent businesswoman and then vanishes


Chapter 7


Sarah: a young woman from the provinces, whom Frank helps move and who is trying to find her place amid the bright lights of Shanghai


Ashley: an investment banker and daughter of Communist Party officials, who moves to America in search of political freedom months before the election of Donald Trump


Chapter 10


Gong: the wife of pajama salesman Chen, who sets up a home for the family in greater Los Angeles


Jiali: Gong and Chen’s teenage daughter, who was born in China


Yingying: the couple’s younger daughter, who was born in America
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CHAPTER 1


Beginnings


Chen


[image: image]


IN THE SUMMER of 1982, between my graduation from high school and the beginning of college, I began driving a taxi in and around Philadelphia. I started at a suburban company called Narberth Cab, which had a dispatch office in a basement grotto beneath an Italian restaurant. Because I was the newest and youngest driver, the dispatchers often stuck me with the worst cab in the fleet, a 1970s Dodge Dart. When I pulled up to apartment buildings, the tailpipe spewed clouds of gray exhaust that sent crowds scurrying. We called it “the crop duster.” Once the passengers stepped inside, though, the taxi became like a cozy corner bar. For a few miles or a long ride, customers talked about whatever was on their minds and what they really cared about: work, children, marriage, and their futures. For an aspiring journalist like me, it was ideal on-the-job training. My passengers often shared personal thoughts and feelings without fear of judgement and, occasionally, I saw them at their most vulnerable. I drove an elderly woman to a liquor store every few days to buy a bottle of vodka and hauled a middle-aged man home from a bar one afternoon and helped him up the stairs. One summer night, the dispatcher sent me to a house out on the Main Line. A young woman stood waiting in the doorway with two suitcases, but she wasn’t heading to the airport. As I drove her to the home of a friend, she explained how her boyfriend had been so kind in the beginning.


“I got sucked into this,” she said, gesturing as we passed the spacious stone houses with white columns and freshly cut lawns. The relationship had soured and she was determined to escape. As I pulled up to her friend’s home, she wiped away her tears and thanked me for listening.


Nearly three decades later, I prepared to head to Shanghai for my new job as one of National Public Radio’s correspondents covering China. It was a challenging assignment. Because of the authoritarian political system and circumspect culture, it wasn’t always easy to get Chinese people to speak openly. I flew into Shanghai one summer day in 2011 and boarded the city’s magnetic levitation train, one of the world’s fastest with a top speed of 267 miles per hour. Gliding above magnetic rails, Maglev, as it’s called, rocketed toward town at nearly 190 miles an hour, leaving the apartment blocks, cranes, canals, and farm fields outside little more than a blur. When we passed another train heading in the opposite direction, our carriage shook as if it had been struck by an earthquake. This was the impression the Communist Party wanted to leave with visitors: China was changing so fast, it felt like the tectonic plates were shifting beneath your feet. Maglev covered eighteen miles in less than eight minutes, but that was long enough to begin to see weaknesses beneath the impressive facade. Maglev, which had cost $1.2 billion, was already seven years old and a white elephant. The seats were worn and most sat empty because the $6 ticket was too expensive, and the train’s route was inconvenient. Maglev dropped passengers nearly ten miles away from the city center. China had become the world’s number two economy in record time, but only a small percentage of people had become genuinely wealthy. The quick train trip provided a revealing snapshot of China at that moment: a striking veneer with cracks just beneath the surface. The perception back in the West was different. Most Americans still thought China was on a tear—“our overlords” is how comedian Jon Stewart referred to the country’s leaders on the Daily Show. The reality, though, was more worrisome and complicated. China’s staggering economic growth rates had slowed to a still-enviable level above 6 percent, but the country’s boom was over. Government corruption had metastasized. The Chinese now routinely referred to the last ten years as a “lost decade,” because the government had done so little to address major problems such as air pollution and China’s business model, which even party leaders acknowledged had run its course.


This was my second tour of China. I’d worked as a newspaper correspondent in Beijing from 1997 to 2002. Upon my return to the country, I also noticed many encouraging changes in my years away. Though not yet rich, many Chinese were much more prosperous and sophisticated, and online speech was flourishing. I was surprised to find the party allowed a whirlwind of criticism, often targeting the government, to swirl around massive digital platforms such as Sina Weibo, a microblog service considered the Twitter of China. In my first months in Shanghai, it became clear the Communist Party was losing the faith of its people and losing its way. After more than three decades of economic reform, rising living standards, and opening to the world, the globe’s most populous country was at a crossroads and something had to give. How would the party respond to the tremendous changes and rising expectations of its own people? Would it adapt and become more open or revert to its authoritarian instincts? In 2011, it was anyone’s guess.


Shanghai, China’s showcase city, seemed a good place to begin to search for answers. A mix of East and West, it was one of the world’s largest cities, with twenty-four million people ranging from rice farmers to billionaires, and covered an area the size of the US state of Delaware. It was also a study in contrasts: urban and rural, glittering and gritty, rich and poor, idiosyncratic, grandiose, outwardly confident but inwardly insecure. I wanted to know what ordinary Chinese were thinking at this crucial moment and what mattered to them, but finding out would require a new strategy. Despite the relative freedom on the Internet, many Chinese were still cautious about speaking their minds and would become even more so in the years to come. To try to understand Shanghai from the ground up, I settled on what had worked so many years earlier in my hometown of Philadelphia: a taxicab. The idea seemed ludicrous, but logical. In a cab, no one else can hear what you say. What better way to encourage people who are naturally shy with reporters to speak candidly? I tried to replicate my experience in Philadelphia and went to local taxi companies asking for jobs. The bosses shook their heads and laughed. They told me that, unlike in America, foreigners weren’t allowed to drive cabs in China. So, in a city where people were constantly reinventing themselves and hatching new schemes, I came up with a novel business model: free cab rides in exchange for conversation.


Roof lamps are banned on private cars in Shanghai, so my news assistant, Yang, had white magnetic signs made. One set of signs read [image: image], or literally “Free Loving Heart Taxi,” which sounds better in Mandarin than it does in English. Another pair said, [image: image], [image: image] or “Make Shanghai Friends, Chat about Shanghai Life.” The biggest sign, draped over the hood, read: [image: image], or “I [image: image] Shanghai.”


Though my feelings about Shanghai were a bit more complicated, there was much I came to love about China’s second city and its people. Shanghai was a visually astonishing mix of modern buildings that evoked Las Vegas and Tokyo and colonial architecture reminiscent of London and France. Brimming with energy and drive, it operated on a scale that dwarfed Manhattan. Within blocks of where my family and I would settle stood two skyscrapers taller than the Empire State Building and a third, Shanghai Tower, that would exceed two thousand feet when finished. I’d never lived in a more dynamic city, with so much ambition and potential. As I pursued my taxi experiment, I worried nobody would actually accept a ride, so I began cautiously and rented a Toyota Camry. I spent days getting up the nerve to go out driving, while the signs sat rolled up in a duffle under my desk. One rainy Sunday night in June 2014, I headed out on the town, still worried that people might laugh when they saw my car. But like so much that was to follow, the reactions to the cab were as surprising as they were illuminating. After fifteen minutes, I picked up a Chinese man in front of the Peace Cinema across from People’s Park in the heart of the city and promptly got lost. My passenger had spent the past two decades in Tokyo and was visiting Shanghai as a tourist, so he was even more disoriented than I was. He gave me the address of his hotel, which I struggled to find using my GPS. After a series of wrong turns, I finally dropped him off within walking distance of where he was staying. I felt embarrassed by my incompetence, but my poor service didn’t faze my passenger; he was just happy to chat with a foreigner and get a lift home. I found when you offer something for free, people don’t expect too much. When pedestrians saw my free taxi, they didn’t laugh or scowl but smiled, nodded knowingly, and gave me a thumbs-up. They liked the idea that someone was helping strangers and asking for no more in return than a chance to talk and learn. Bargain hunters by nature, Shanghainese also recognized a good deal when they saw one. As for the state security agents who kept an eye on me because I was a foreign reporter, they knew about the free taxi but never bothered me. I later heard that one of the agents liked the radio stories the free taxi generated.


Not everyone immediately grasped what I was doing. After filling up the tank one morning, I spotted an elderly couple standing in the rain and offered them a ride. They hopped in and sat silently in the back. Usually my passengers were intensely curious and interviewed me in a wonderful reversal of the usual journalistic process.


“Where are you from?” they’d ask. “Why are you doing this? Is this your full-time job?”


I always explained I was a reporter.


“Oh, do you need an assistant?” some would respond.


And nearly every passenger asked this: “Is your wife Chinese?”


The elderly couple, though, said almost nothing and directed me to a nearby hospital, where they planned to pick up medicine. I pulled up to the crowded hospital gate about ten minutes later. The lady fumbled with her change purse, pulled out a 10 yuan note—about $1.60—and prepared to hand it to me. I explained that I couldn’t accept her money.


“I’m not a black [illegal] cab,” I said in Mandarin. “I’m a free loving heart taxi.”


The couple, who had apparently not read the signs on my car, beamed with surprise at their good fortune and headed into the hospital.


On the way to the office one morning, I drove to the city’s Fuxing Road Ferry stop to search for customers. The ferry is one of the best deals in town: a cheap ticket with a spectacular view. For about 30 cents, you can ride across the Huangpu river gazing at futuristic glass-and-steel towers on one side and, on the other, the Bund, the city’s British colonial waterfront with neo-Gothic, beaux arts, and art deco buildings dating to the early twentieth century. The ferry pulled into the dock with a shudder and scores of electric scooters poured out, roaring up the metal ramp and scattering into the streets. A migrant laborer who worked on a nearby construction site strolled over to admire my signs.


“I’ve lived in Shanghai for six years,” said the man, who wore a yellow hard hat. “I’ve never seen a car like this, ever.”


Ferry workers in blue uniforms crowded around, taking photos with their phones. Behind them, on the back of a grimy Vespa-style scooter, sat a man with a buzz cut who wore shorts and a clean, white T-shirt. When he asked where I was from, I told him the United States.


“Oh,” he said, “my wife and two daughters live outside Los Angeles.”


Eyeing the signs on my car, Chen asked another question: “Are you a Christian?”


I said I was and attended an international church on the other side of the river.


“I’m a Christian, too,” Chen said.


Chen was thirty-seven years old with graying temples, alert eyes, and an air of self-possession that set him apart from the millions of people who raced around Shanghai each day chasing the next opportunity. He hadn’t seen his family in months and was looking forward to joining them in America, which is known in Chinese as Meiguo, “the beautiful country.”


“My wife just got a green card!” said Chen, who added that he had a young daughter who’d been born in the United States. He told me he had sent his family to America because the academic pressure in Chinese public schools was crushing his elder daughter. She had worked until ten or eleven every night on homework, and the strain had damaged her eyesight. Teachers also hit the girl, slapping her face so hard it sometimes made her dizzy. Like millions of migrants, Chen had come to Shanghai from a nearby province for higher wages and a better life. He worked as a pajama salesman at a clothing market where my wife, Julie, often had dresses made. Chen had his own apartment here but was trying to leave Shanghai and buy a house in Los Angeles. People had left China for centuries for better opportunities overseas, but over the past several decades the country had been the world’s greatest economic success story. Whether you were a hustler from the provinces or a Harvard MBA, Shanghai was a magnet for talent and ambition. Chen, though, didn’t like what the system was doing to his daughter and he didn’t like the Communist Party. He wanted something more civilized, more sustainable, and he wanted out.


Rich Chinese were already scooping up green cards and foreign passports so they could provide their children cleaner air and a more engaging education while sheltering their fortunes from an authoritarian regime that could detain people and seize assets at will. If China was going to take over the world, as so many in America seemed to believe, why were so many Chinese hedging their bets? Even a pajama salesman had an exit strategy. Getting to know Chen helped me begin to appreciate some of the complexities of China at this moment and some of the challenges its people faced. Decades of breakneck growth had transformed hundreds of millions of lives, but it had also taken a toll and, for some, the path forward was getting harder. In Shanghai and other top cities, real estate prices grew 13 percent annually just from 2003 to 2013. Clouds of pollution became so dense at times, my family and I could barely make out the balcony of the apartment next door. Now that many Chinese people had at least some wealth, they wanted more, not just materially but spiritually and psychologically. Many longed for a more humane society, one that instilled a pride that went beyond towering skyscrapers and lightning-fast trains. For people such as Chen, that meant moving to the United States, which offered a level of freedom that leaders in Beijing thought was dangerous.


I set out to drive my free taxi to learn what ordinary people wanted, how they saw themselves, their country, and the wider world. Over the next few years, I drove scores of passengers, everyone from factory workers and farmers to retirees, bankers, lawyers, and even a psychologist. Many returned the kindness, inviting me into their homes and lives and sharing their hopes and fears. What began on the streets of Shanghai turned into an odyssey that led me to villages in central China, into the mountains along the Lao border, and beyond, to Paris, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Kalamazoo. Over the years, I got to know an increasingly sophisticated generation of Chinese as they pursued their dreams and tried to make their homeland a better place. I drove Rocky, a poor farm boy turned Shanghai lawyer, back home to his village for his wedding, serving as his chauffeur for the festivities. I shuttled a hairstylist named Max to appointments where he gave free haircuts to elderly shut-ins in hopes of making China a kinder place. I even made it to Los Angeles to visit Chen as he struggled to build a new life for his immigrant family in Donald Trump’s America. In my experiment, I did not adhere to strict rules. On long journeys with multiple passengers in the countryside, I didn’t drive my Shanghai Free Taxi, but rented larger vans and an SUV, accompanied by my assistant, Yang, who recorded conversations as I drove. Meeting my passengers outside of China, I spent hours chatting and strolling with them through the streets of Western cities. In case the Chinese government wants to punish them for anything they’ve said in the following pages, I’ve used their English names, Chinese surnames, and, in one case, a pseudonym, Ashley, to protect their identities.


When I first got to know these people, they offered hope to a country that was mired in corruption and stuck in an authoritarian system that seemed like it couldn’t last. In the ensuing years, though, the political landscape in China and the West changed dramatically in ways few had anticipated. Xi Jinping became China’s president and championed a vision he called the Chinese Dream. But was it a dream for individual Chinese or the dream of the Communist Party? Later, Xi (pronounced “she”) declared that China had entered a New Era, a new period in modern Chinese history when the country would assert itself as a global power. The New Era would also mark the end of China’s nearly four decades of economic reform and slowly increasing freedoms. As Xi took China in a more sharply authoritarian direction, American voters would stun the world and elect a leader who had little regard for democratic norms or a free press. The United States had once been a beacon of freedom for so many Chinese, including the hundreds of thousands who demonstrated for democracy in Tiananmen Square in 1989. The election of Donald Trump left some liberal Chinese to question what system, if any, to believe in.


Given its size, complexity, and speed of change, China is extraordinarily difficult to capture. What follows is not a scholarly thesis on the future of the world’s other superpower, but simply the story of the people I met through the Shanghai Free Taxi as they grappled with personal challenges and tried to navigate this uncertain and pivotal moment in the history of modern China and the Western world.




CHAPTER 2


Chinese New Year Road Trip


Rocky and Charles


[image: image]


IN THE WINTER of 1998, while working as a correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, I traveled with a Chinese couple during the world’s largest annual mass migration, when hundreds of millions of workers leave the cities and return home to the countryside for Chinese New Year. I met the couple, Chen and Li, in Beijing’s cavernous West Railway Station. Along with two thousand other passengers, this construction worker, housemaid, and I pushed and shoved our way onto an aging train and spent more than a dozen hours rocking down the tracks south toward Hefei, the capital of Anhui province. The trip was grueling. Men battled for space on the overhead racks, jamming luggage in so tight that a suitcase crashed down on a passenger’s forehead, leaving a bloody gash. By evening, the train’s metal squat toilets were clogged and the air was thick with cigarette smoke. Passengers tossed the shells of sunflower seeds, orange rinds, beer bottle caps, and even cooked rice into the aisle as though they were composting. Bleary-eyed and rumpled, we left the train in Hefei and took two buses to get to Chen’s farming village.


When we arrived, five hours later, Chen walked across his family’s muddy yard toward Honghong, their three-year-old daughter whom they hadn’t seen in eleven months. The little girl dashed off, scattering chickens and roosters. Honghong didn’t recognize her father. I learned a lot on that trip about the hardship that Chinese migrant workers endure, but after a couple of nights shivering inside an unheated farmhouse in subzero temperatures, I couldn’t take the cold anymore. I thanked my hosts, flew back to Beijing, filed my story, and thought I’d never take that brutal annual journey to the countryside ever again.


I was mistaken.


In 2015, seventeen years later, I decided to travel with migrants back to Hubei province in central China to see how the annual holiday trek had evolved. How difficult would it be to travel back to China’s heartland now? What were the people and the conditions like? I’d spent the previous six months picking up passengers in my free taxi on my commute to and from work. It seemed a good time for a road trip. So much had changed in China since the first time I’d traveled to the countryside for the new year. Instead of packing into a crowded train, I would rent a seven-seat Buick van and take the interstate—China’s equivalent of I-70—which had only been completed just a few years earlier. Had I retraced the old route by rail from Beijing to Hefei, the trip would have taken just under five hours by bullet train. Not only had China’s infrastructure modernized, so had its people. My fellow travelers this time weren’t poor peasants living on the margins of society, but the next, upwardly mobile, generation: a lawyer, his fiancée, and a salesman for a Shanghai shipping-parts factory, all college educated.


We found them after Yang, my assistant, posted an advertisement to NPR’s forty thousand followers on Weibo. In the spirit of the free taxi, we offered a ride home for Chinese New Year and selected two men from among the respondents, Charles and Rocky, who didn’t know each other but were fortuitously from the same part of Hubei. Both were heading home to prepare for their weddings. Like many educated young Chinese, the men had chosen English names. Rocky took his from the fictional, million-to-one-shot boxer from my hometown, Philadelphia. Both were eager for a free ride that would save them time and money. During a preliminary conversation at my office, Rocky encouraged me to choose him, promising that his older brother, Ray, would make a great interview because his story epitomized President Xi’s Chinese Dream. (China introduced its one-child population policy in 1979, but Ray was born before that and lived in the countryside, where couples were permitted to have two children.)


After Xi became head of the Communist Party in 2012, he went to an exhibit at the National Museum of China on Tiananmen Square called “The Road to Rejuvenation,” which traced China’s trajectory from the dark days of defeat in the Opium War (1839–1842) to the age of prosperity under party rule. Here President Xi began to lay out his vision for the Chinese Dream, a play on the American Dream that appealed at least in part to personal aspiration. But Xi also inextricably tied the Chinese Dream to the continued political dominance of the Communist Party and a restoration of China to a central place on the world stage.


“We must continue to strive to achieve the Chinese Dream and the nation’s great revival,” Xi told the National People’s Congress, China’s rubber-stamp parliament.


I didn’t want to spend Chinese New Year listening to someone bore me with Communist Party talking points, but I always learned something new on every journey, so I decided to give Rocky a ride. I picked up Rocky and his fiancée, Piao, early one morning outside the walls of my apartment compound. Physically, Rocky seemed almost a different species from the migrant workers I’d accompanied home in the 1990s. In one of the fashion quirks of that era, Chinese migrant men, who were often unshaven, wore wrinkled suit coats with the label still stitched to the sleeve. Impoverished and unsophisticated, they dwelled at the bottom of the urban socioeconomic ladder and mistakenly thought that leaving a label on a sleeve conferred at least some meager status. Rocky, on the other hand, wore rimless glasses, a stylish, black, collarless jacket, a gray and white sweater, and pressed jeans. He would’ve easily blended in on the streets of any American city. I wondered how different these city dwellers would be from the family members they were returning to see in the countryside.


We entered the People’s Road Tunnel and dipped under the Huangpu river. We met my other passenger, Charles, in front of the Jing’an Temple, a Buddhist shrine made of Burmese teak with gold-colored spires that sat along Nanjing West Road, the city’s traditional shopping street. Charles, who wore a gray tweed jacket with a collar and epaulets, insisted on putting his roll bag in the back of the van himself. From there, I drove up onto the Yan’an elevated highway and headed west through the city’s glass-and-steel canyons.


At first, the conversation was awkward. Yang sat in the front seat and pointed a shotgun microphone, which resembles a long pistol, toward the passengers in the back. Most people are wary of microphones, but Chinese are especially so because they’re afraid they’ll say something critical that will somehow get back to the authorities. At this point—it was early 2015—that kind of thing almost never actually happened, but I understood the concern. To warm up my passengers, I asked them to recall earlier journeys to the countryside over Chinese New Year, the biggest holiday on the country’s calendar. Charles, who sold ship heating-system parts from a Shanghai factory, said in the old days the trains were so crowded, some people rode inside the putrid, cramped bathrooms.


“You feel people are living with absolutely no dignity,” Charles said. “If you want to get in the toilet and use it, you have to ask someone in there to get out. You beg them, because most of the time, they’re sleeping.”


Now that China has better roads and car rental companies, Charles said more people were doing what we were: carpooling. I had more than five hundred miles of driving ahead and beyond getting my passengers to open up, my goal was simple: don’t crash the van. Driving in China is unpredictable, and many drivers in the countryside pay even less attention to traffic rules than city drivers. As I continued west, BMWs and Mercedeses blew past us doing one hundred on the right shoulder. I was accustomed to creative driving in the provinces. One afternoon, when I was driving down a highway in the central Chinese city of Wuhan, I saw a car on my side of the road heading straight toward me. Simultaneously horrified and amused, I eased my car to the shoulder and let him pass. He was probably a first-time driver who had missed his exit and thought it was easier to do a U-turn and dodge oncoming traffic than keep heading in the wrong direction.


About two hours into our trip, we came to a tollbooth. The toll taker, a young woman, swiveled in her chair at an exact ninety-degree angle and reached out her hand like a robot to take my four bucks. Her smile was plastered on and the effect was creepy. I tried to smile back but couldn’t hide my discomfort.


“This is a work requirement,” said Charles. He figured the toll taker was under instructions to smile to improve public service, which is often wretched.


“If you go to government agencies and you see an official, they give you a stinky face,” Charles said. “This fake smile is a lot better.”


As we pulled away, the toll taker broke character, smiled naturally, and blushed.


“She’s shy,” said Rocky, pointing out that she seemed surprised to see a foreigner out here beyond the big cities.


As we continued west, we left China’s crowded, wealthy coast and entered the country’s sprawling interior. Rows of cookie-cutter apartment blocks gave way to fields of sorghum and rice. We passed trucks with giant cages filled with pigs and dodged farm families as they putt-putted down the highway in three-wheeled, flatbed scooters. When we hit Anhui, the poor province where I’d spent Chinese New Year in the 1990s, the plains rose, forming an accordion-like landscape of small mountains. We passed through a series of tunnels and, except for the Chinese characters on the green highway signs, it looked like stretches of the Pennsylvania Turnpike. Rocky cued up a song on his iPhone he thought I’d recognize.


Almost heaven, West Virginia


Blue Ridge Mountains, Shenandoah River


Driving through the mountains of central China listening to John Denver’s “Take Me Home, Country Roads” seemed oddly appropriate as Charles and Rocky headed home to their rural roots for the holidays. It’s a song of longing for a rural world that—in the case of China—had fallen behind the country’s big cities and was beginning to disappear. John Denver first entered China’s consciousness in 1979 when he played at the Kennedy Center for Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping. Deng was visiting Washington, DC, to lay the groundwork for establishing diplomatic relations with the United States. As China slowly opened to the world, Denver and other unthreatening pop acts such as Wham! performed here. Most young Chinese had little access to English-language textbooks, so they learned by listening to “Country Roads,” the Carpenters’ “Yesterday Once More,” and George Michael’s “Careless Whisper.”


We were now about four hundred miles into the trip. Traffic was thinning out and the road was still as good as anything you’d find in the United States—such a change from my first years in the country. Zipping down the highway at eighty, I raved about the road improvements. Charles responded with a story about how his home village got its first paved road a few years ago. Citizens contributed anywhere from $160 to about $300 each to build it. But—as was often the case in China—the construction process was opaque and the road was already beginning to crumble in places. Charles blamed the usual suspect for faulty construction: skimming.


“My uncle was a village chief nearby,” said Charles. “My mother said that my uncle siphoned off some money from an engineering project. When I heard about it, I wasn’t very happy.”


Later, away from the other passengers, Charles told me how he too had benefited from the corruption that was woven into the Chinese system. He’d been a lazy student and, when preparing for high school, had scored poorly on the entrance exam. His family found some relatives’ friends with connections at the county’s best high school and paid a bribe of more than $3,000 to get him admitted. It was a huge amount of money at the time, more than a third of the price Charles’s family had paid for their apartment.


“It’s a big burden for the family,” Charles told me later. “I feel very guilty.”


Unchallenged rule allowed the Communist Party to make quick, disruptive changes, such as taking land from farmers to build factories, that boosted economic growth. But with no external check on the power of the party—which controls the police and the courts—corruption became a natural, accepted part of life here.


Up until now, Rocky had been a relaxed presence in our rolling conversation, but the story about Charles’s uncle got him thinking. Like Charles, Rocky also grew up in a poor farming village where he said many people just accepted corruption as a way of life. After decades of poverty and isolation, they were happy for any scraps the government tossed their way.


“Chinese farmers are the simplest farmers in the world with very, very low demands,” said Rocky, uncharacteristic contempt creeping into his voice. “When the government does just a little bit for them, they feel it’s a huge blessing. They thank the government and the Communist Party. Actually, it’s nonsense.”


When conversations focus on these sorts of systemic problems, many Chinese either throw up their hands and say mei banfa—“there’s nothing you can do about it”—or they talk about the need for checks and balances, perhaps even some kind of representative government, which the party knows is a direct threat. Sensing the conversation might drift into politics, Charles intervened.


“This interview has become too sensitive. Change the topic,” he said. “It’s common in China,” Charles continued, switching to English: “Self-censorship.”


This aborted exchange lasted just a couple of minutes, a tiny fraction of the several days we would spend together on this trip, but it was profound and a sign of things to come. The Communist Party knows that if people can’t talk about politics, they can’t begin to work through how they might change the system. Every curtailed conversation, every hesitation, is one more tiny victory for authoritarianism and the political status quo. What none of us in the van knew at the time was how much the Communist Party would drive self-censorship and fear in the years ahead.


As the sun set over the mountains, we closed in on their hometowns, and the local pride of these urban transplants began to swell. Charles said his county was known for professors; Rocky said his was known for journalists. Charles had heard of one, Yang Jisheng, a former reporter at the Chinese government’s New China News Service. Yang wrote a book called Tombstone: The Great Chinese Famine, 1958–1962, about the catastrophic, man-made famine during Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward. Trying to transform China’s economy, the party shifted labor away from food production and toward backyard blast furnaces, while pushing flawed agricultural policies that actually reduced harvests. When local officials exaggerated crop yields to please higher-ups, the government seized more and more grain from farmers, leaving people to starve. Based on an exhaustive study of local archives, Yang estimated more than thirty-six million people died from famine and famine-related illness in China at the time. Naturally, the Communist Party banned the book. Yang explained the party’s thinking in an essay in the New York Times, which is also blocked by the government but for broader reasons.


“A full exposure of the Great Famine could undermine the legitimacy of a ruling party that clings to the political legacy of Mao,” Yang wrote, “even though that legacy, a totalitarian Communist system, was the root cause of the famine.”


Mao is a complex figure in China. People admire him for uniting the country after a chaotic era that included Japanese occupation and a civil war, but he stayed in power far too long. Had he stepped down much earlier, he wouldn’t have had the opportunity to devastate the country with the Great Leap Forward and later the Cultural Revolution. Though Mao caused most of his damage through flawed policies, he, Hitler, and Stalin are the three political leaders responsible for the most deaths in the twentieth century. Some Chinese know the real history behind the man-made famine of the Great Leap Forward, but Charles said many don’t seem interested. He switched to Mandarin to tell Rocky about the famine and the death toll.


“I haven’t read this book,” said Rocky, who asked no questions.


Around 7 p.m., I dropped Charles off at his family’s apartment. I’d been driving for nearly thirteen hours; my eyes were stinging and my shoulder muscles ached. Rocky pressed me to drive one more hour through the dark to his village, where his mother had prepared dinner and was adamant about hosting us. Ordinarily, I would have agreed, but I was worried about navigating a country road at night with no lights or guardrails. I also didn’t have the energy for the hospitality that might await. Chinese are extremely hospitable to foreign guests, which can sometimes take the form of pressuring them to eat dish after dish, smoke cigarettes, and drink baijiu, a white liquor often made with sorghum, wheat, or barley. As I listened to Rocky’s mom, Guo, imploring him over the phone to bring me to the village, I apologized and told Rocky I was too tired. Rocky gave his mother the bad news.


“Hey, Ma, Americans don’t like to stay in other people’s homes,” said Rocky, speaking in rapid-fire Mandarin that he hoped I wouldn’t understand.


After a much-needed night’s sleep, I drove Rocky and Piao the next morning to pick up their marriage license at a government office in the county seat. Piao, who wore a puffy beige overcoat and a red scarf, stood in line with Rocky as they handed over their forms to a clerk. Other brides-to-be wore red coats and carried red handbags, as red is an auspicious color in China for weddings and the coming new year.


“This marriage certificate costs just nine yuan”—about $1.50—“very cheap,” Rocky noted happily.


“Why so cheap?” I asked.


The price was a gesture of goodwill on behalf of the government, as well as a play on words, which is common in Mandarin. The character for “nine” in Mandarin is pronounced “joe,” which sounds just like another character that means “permanence.” The clerk handed the couple their license and we stepped out into the sunlight. There were no family members to witness the moment, so I pulled out my camera, took off the lens cap, and turned wedding photographer to capture the milestone. Before I snapped the photo, though, I noticed a woman standing in front of the entrance to the marriage office with her two-year-old son, who had a buzz cut and wore a green-and-white-checked jacket. As I tried to focus on the happy couple, the mother pulled down her son’s blue corduroys and held his penis as he sprayed the steps that led up to the office. If you think this might have shocked any of the couples here on their special day, you would be mistaken. I seemed to be the only person who even noticed. There aren’t many public bathrooms in rural China, so parents dress their children in split pants so they can relieve themselves in public, largely out of necessity. But this moment also spoke to the chasm that remained between much of China’s countryside and its increasingly cosmopolitan cities such as Shanghai. When I’d first returned to China in 2011, I was so struck by the bright lights and affluence that I thought the country would inevitably become more liberal and sophisticated. But a peeing kid outside a government marriage office was one tiny reminder of how much further the country had to go.


We headed off toward Rocky’s village, down a road that ran along the edge of a river that was filled with mounds of gravel. Heavy machinery had gouged out the waterway, turning it into a gravel pit to feed an endless expansion of new roads and apartment buildings. What I thought might be a nostalgic drive with Rocky back to the old homestead soon turned melancholy. In China, even more so than in much of the rest of the world, you can’t go home again.


“In the past, the ecosystem of the river was really great,” said Rocky glumly. “Finless porpoise from the Yangtze river would swim back up this river. Now, there are none. Some sections were dammed, so the fish can no longer swim out to the Yangtze. The entire ecosystem, including the riverbed and water plants, is gone.”


As we approached his village, I asked Rocky how he went from being a farm boy in central China to working as a lawyer hundreds of miles away in a megacity like Shanghai. The way people like Rocky have leaped up the socioeconomic ladder has been among the most exciting and encouraging aspects of the China boom. Piao offered her own explanation for Rocky’s success.


“The entire village thinks his family sits on good land,” she said. “It has good feng shui, so both sons can go to college and find good jobs.”


Feng shui, which literally means “wind and water” in Mandarin, is used to orient buildings and interiors so that they are in harmony with natural and invisible forces that many Chinese believe produce good fortune. It’s vaguely related to the type of thinking that leads to a marriage license costing 9 yuan. But like many Chinese today, Rocky didn’t buy it.


“Everyone’s fate, career, and job are the results of one’s struggle,” he said firmly. “They don’t fall from the sky. It has nothing to do with feng shui. If I didn’t take the bar and sat around at home, what use would good feng shui have been? Would a job have fallen from the sky?”


We pulled into the village, which was a series of two- and three-story farmhouses surrounded by parched fields. Some of the homes were gray and unpainted, while others had crosshatched exteriors in argyle patterns. As we stepped out of the van, a rooster crowed and Rocky’s father darted across the ridge above, lighting strings of firecrackers and rockets to welcome us. After introducing me to his father, Rocky led me up to the roof of his family’s two-storey house, which was pastel yellow and had red Chinese lanterns hanging from the balcony. He pointed to a camphor tree in the yard.


“When I was little, my grandma planted a little sapling here,” Rocky said. “When I grew up, it grew up, too. Because its trunk has split into two branches, they represent us, the two brothers.”


We looked out over the brown hillsides, some of which had been stripped of timber.


“Many trees here have been felled,” said Rocky. “This tree will always be kept. We hope this tree will still be standing here, hundreds of years from now, even if we would not live here in the future.”


Rocky’s village could not be more different from Shanghai. There are no honking horns, crowds, or flashing LED lights, just the sound of the wind and the clucking of chickens amid one of the country’s scarcest commodities: fresh air. The village is a throwback to an earlier era before China’s economy exploded. Rocky loves the countryside, but both he and his village have changed forever, and there’s no going back.


“Our parents had long-term plans to get us a good education so we could walk away from this impoverished land,” Rocky said. “I like the quietness of the countryside—the chicks, ducks, fish, and birds—but if you ask me to come back now, after a short while, I would feel really uncomfortable.”


Rocky’s mom, Guo, who had pressed relentlessly for me to visit the night before, approached, and I braced myself for what I feared might be overbearing hospitality. Instead, she turned out to be a warm, refreshingly unself-conscious woman with copper-tinted hair and—I would later learn—an indomitable spirit.


“My and my husband’s tombs are all completed,” she said cheerily by way of introduction. “Wanna take a look?”


Seeing a tomb is not the first thing that comes to mind when I meet someone, but Guo, fifty-nine, was so enthusiastic about her final resting place, I couldn’t resist. She led me down a dirt path to a small clearing where three sets of tombs were tucked into a hillside overlooking a valley. Two of the tombs, which contain the remains of her and her husband’s parents, had elaborately carved facades with images of fish, which is a homophone for the Chinese word that means abundance, and cranes, which symbolize longevity. Guo and her husband’s tomb still needed work; it was just a rough wall of gray bricks. By tradition, Rocky and Ray should have built the burial chamber.


“If you don’t prepare this when you are growing old, people would say your sons aren’t showing enough filial piety,” Guo said. But Guo, who had succeeded in life by ignoring what others thought, pointed out that her boys were too busy with their law practices in Shanghai, so she hired workers to build the tomb for her.


“How can they have time to come back for this stuff?” said Guo, who embodied some of the best traits of many successful Chinese: flexibility and pragmatism.


Guo and her husband are subsistence farmers, growing rice, carrots, cabbage, and turnips in a small garden near the edge of a pond. After Deng Xiaoping began to turn away from a command economy and push China forward with market incentives in the 1980s, Guo opened a series of businesses to raise money for her boys’ education. She ran a fruit stand in a nearby town and a small shop that sold special funeral clothes for the dead, a Chinese tradition. Guo borrowed money from relatives and used her savings to put the boys through college.


“Let me tell you, there are almost no other kids like ours in this village,” she told me proudly.


When her son Ray had a daughter, Guo moved to Shanghai to help care for her, as many Chinese grandparents do. At first, she was lonely and miserable because she couldn’t communicate. As a child, Guo had never learned Mandarin, the national language that binds the country together, because she was forced to leave school after the second grade. With so little formal education, she could only speak her village dialect, which is incomprehensible outside of Hubei province.


“When I first got to Shanghai, I cried often,” Guo told me. “Back then, my granddaughter was still little. I had no one to talk to. Every day when the door was shut, it was like sitting in a prison.”


But Chinese of Guo’s era are accustomed to chi ku, which literally means “eat bitter,” or bear hardships and adapt to whatever challenges life throws their way. Ray’s wife and her mother taught Guo Mandarin, including how to read and write the characters, and Guo eventually settled into life in the big city. As I stood admiring the family tombs, Guo’s phone rang. She answered in the village dialect with a few words of Mandarin and then hung up. All I could understand was, “There’s a journalist interviewing me.”


“They’re all coming to see you!” announced Guo, who told me I was the first foreigner ever to set foot in the village. I trudged back down the path through fallen leaves to the house, while Rocky’s various aunties made their way up the ridge in their winter coats and high-heeled boots. I shook each one by the hand while they used their free hand to cover their mouths, laughing nervously at the gray-haired white man towering over them. I was surprised that in 2015 there were still villages in China, probably many, where most residents had never encountered a foreigner. These villagers, just five hundred miles from Shanghai, were a decade or more behind the country’s coastal urbanites in terms of outlook, experience, and thinking. The aunties cued up a boom box and prepared to show us a dress rehearsal of the show they planned to perform at Rocky’s wedding in a couple of days. They’d been working on their dance moves for months. Guo changed into a purple velvet jacket and raspberry-colored leopard-print blouse—a sort of fashion mash-up popular in rural China. Before the music began, the boom box played a few snippets of completely out-of-context English.


“Chicken or fish? Fish comes with rice,” said a British-accented voice.


“What looks good to you?”


“I had chicken last night.”


It turned out someone had recycled an English-language conversation cassette and taped over it with dance music. A thumping beat then roared out of the speakers and the aunties, who’d formed a line in the courtyard, snapped to attention. Guo and her relatives began swinging their arms from side to side, pivoting on the balls of their feet, and raising their hands over their heads as if performing pirouettes. To the untrained Western eye, it looked a lot like country line dancing. In fact, it was a popular form of exercise that retired women engage in in public spaces across the country, including outside my Shanghai apartment complex. Guo said it was also a big improvement over the aunties’ earlier pastime, playing mah-jongg, which involves gambling and can often end with arguments.
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