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Advanced Praise for


Notes from a


Beijing Coffeeshop


“The personal stories from survivors of the Cultural Revolution will stop you in your tracks but so will the sheer determination of today’s generation - Lanna, fighting for her female voice to be heard, or Sing, surely China’s only hi-tech raspberry grower.


Notes from a Beijing Coffeeshop is like Dim Sum - bite-sized pieces of China that whet your appetite and leave you wanting more.” Hilary East, Avenue53 Consulting Ltd


“There are many books that try to help Westerners to understand China, but few which tell the story of the dreams and aspirations, and the realities of life, from a Chinese perspective.


A fascinating and well researched insight into life in China today.”


Nigel Ruddock, Chairman, Grant Thornton Singapore


“I have been involved with Notes from a Beijing Coffeeshop since the beginning. Jonathan was keen to do another book on China as a follow up the widely acclaimed Thoughts of Chairmen Now and over numerous cups of coffee when he was in London, he would talk to me about what he wanted this book to be about.


In his own inimitable way, Jonathan has explored China in ways few people have. He has met fascinating people from all walks of life and each of them has a captivating story. Jonathan wanted to tell these stories to a wider western audience so that we would gain an insight into a culture that can seem impenetrable but which we need to understand better.”


Notes from a Beijing Coffeeshop gets under the skin of China by using powerful human truths to bring to life the facts and figures we read about daily. I read the entire book in one night and found it completely absorbing. I subsequently re-read the stories I found most interesting and you will too.


Anyone interested in China must read it and even those who know the country well will learn something new.”


Paul Gordon, Managing Director Autotorq and
International Business Consultant


“This book is absorbing. The human stories give an insight into China and Chinese society that is unique and it is essential reading for anyone interested in this amazing country.”


Jonathan Lord, MP


“This absorbing book is an essential read, offering insight into a world that fascinates and baffles. Over cups of coffee, Geldart gently probes representatives of modern China, encouraging them to open up and share. It is the combination of big dreams and ordinary detail that startles and charms – if you ever do business in Beijing, don’t schedule an important meeting on the 4th.”


Kate Manasian, Manasian and Co


“I have been in business for many years and retirement beckons. China has grown massively during that time and like many of my contemporaries I have observed it from the corner of my eye and concluded that it is ‘too difficult” or “too complex’ to understand. Leave that to others.


This book changes all that. It is gentle, thoughtful and very readable. Because it is written from the heart I can believe it and engage with it. It makes me want to learn more about China and its people. And perhaps it might give me the confidence to go there soon.


If you want to really start to understand China, read this book! And then prepare to drink a lot of coffee and have the experience of a lifetime.”


Richard Morrice, Director - Independent Drinks


“Notes from a Beijing Coffeeshop offers a fascinating account of China, told through seemingly casual interviews with Chinese citizens. Jonathan gets to the heart of a wide range of topics with his interview partners from China’s middle class. Every interview offers particular insights into China today while in particular the longer interviews impress through their account of China’s economic and social development. Notes provides insights into how Chinese people think and what makes their businesses so successful.”


Hinrich Voss, Lecturer in International Business at Leeds University Business School & Director Business Confucius Institute at the University of Leeds


“This book provides a fascinating insight into a wide cross section of people from retired government officials to emerging entrepreneurs. The stories from the front line of business will provide entrepreneurs from the UK and elsewhere with an informative backdrop should they be interested in trying to set up or do business in China.”


Hamish Stevenson, founder & CEO of Fast Track, and associate fellow, Green Templeton College, Oxford University


‘China, to most of us, remains a puzzle. However, by recording his many relaxed, open and remarkably frank conversations with a fascinating cross-section of ‘Beijingers’ - all of whom have lived through dramatic changes in their society - Jonathan Geldart has both illustrated how different to the West life is in China, but also how much the people’s fears, hopes and aspirations are the same. These conversations, over endless cups of coffee, in a subtle, charming, very effective way, open a window onto their lives. If you want to understand much more about life in modern, urban China - read this book.’


David McDonnell, Pro-Chancellor, University of Liverpool
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To Clare.
We make a great team... thank you
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Foreword


I met Jonathan through a mutual business associate who felt our shared fascination with China could lead to an interesting discussion over lunch. In fact, it led to a book, The Thoughts of Chairmen Now, a unique look at business in China, which we co-authored and first published in late 2013 and reprinted in 2015.


Jonathan and I share a passion for China. Its fast-growing and vibrant economy has created some of the greatest and most valuable brands on the planet, of which many people in the rest of the world have never heard. In addition, its long history and fascinating culture have absorbed and captivated us both. However, it is the daily interaction with ordinary people that is the most compelling aspect of living and working there. This book of ‘Notes’ is the product of many hours of meetings and I hate to think how much coffee! It tells some of the stories of those ordinary people. You will find a full range of experiences and emotions, lessons and insights enshrined not only in the words of the people but also in the personal notes and commentary from Jonathan.


I have been particularly impressed by how Jonathan has obtained access to these people and how they have opened up to him and shared their stories. The Chinese are often thought to be “closed” and difficult to read. These Notes are anything but.


Through a series of, sometimes impromptu, interviews Jonathan has let the voice of ordinary Chinese people be heard. I recognize many of the stories as I too have heard them told across China during my many years in the country, but I never recorded them. I am glad that Jonathan has. They deserve to be told and the insights they uncover to be explored.
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Frontispiece


Having spent more than five years in Beijing, at first as a ‘fly in’ and ‘fly out’ visitor, and more recently, feeling much more like a resident, I have developed a survival strategy as a ‘laowai’, ‘waiguo ren’’ or foreigner in this fast moving, heavily polluted capital:


Coffee


I started with Starbucks and moved through McDonalds (once was enough) to Costa and even Subway (once). Now I have settled in one place to indulge my two vices: working on the internet when the office system throws me out (frequently); and coffee.


I was never really a big coffee drinker and, of course, tea is the thing in China, but I just can’t help myself. Also the place in which I have now landed, and my favourite, where most of my meetings and conversations seem to take place, is an eclectic mix of Chinese tea house and Western coffee shop. It provides as much breakfast as you can eat for ¥50 (£5.50) (most of it actually edible) and very passable coffee, pretty much on tap for ¥20 (£2.20) a mug. I have settled here in my, now well-established, seat next to the window. It is under the air con (essential in a Beijing summer) and just over the main heater pipe (just as essential in the bitter Beijing winter). Here, over the past year, I have met a wide variety of people, of all ages, not only from around China but around the world. The block above houses a series of apartments, variously let to lowertier diplomatic staff from places as varied as Korea and Japan as well as the Ukraine, Kazakhstan and a couple of Central African countries whose names and locations their staff still have not admitted to.


It is here my notes have been made, initially for personal use and then as the basis of my last book, The Thoughts of Chairmen Now, 2013. However, many of the stories of ordinary Chinese people, business leaders, and opinion formers, who I have enticed in to speak to me, have not been told before. It remains a total mystery to me why these people agreed to tell me their stories, and even more so that they were happy for me to write them down. Some have asked to remain anonymous, but most were happy to be quoted and even photographed.


These are not the deranged ramblings of a disordered mind, though some of the stories are quite amazing. They are all true and real. The people are real, the stories are real and the places are real. The result is a perspective on China I believe is a little different. The notes are a compilation of a series of my personal insights into Chinese life, Chinese business and Chinese culture through the eyes and mouths of the Chinese people who live and work here. It is also their perspectives on the Western world. There is nothing particularly new in the stories of these people, but it is the first time their stories have been told. The comments and reflections which accompany their words are my own, drawn from a good deal of additional listening and personal experiences in China, and specifically, Beijing. I have listened hard and reflected at length both on what was said to me, and the window into ordinary Chinese life that the words opened. If I have misinterpreted any comments or missed important things, then I apologize unreservedly.


These Notes are not only reflections on the words of those to whom I spoke, but also my personal commentary on modern China as it appears to me every day I am here.




Introduction


I have found that, despite all the reading and preparation many people do before arriving in China, be it for a holiday or for business, nothing really prepares them for the layers of subtlety and complexity that is everyday life here. I have learned more by living, working, eating, drinking, oh and singing, here with Chinese colleagues and friends, than any book or tourist trail guide could ever have taught me. The more I listen, the more I learn and the more I learn, the more I appreciate that I know so little about this sometimes strange and contradictory country.


This book is an effort to allow what I believe to be the real China, behind the rhetoric of the media and the stereotypes of prejudice, to emerge through the words of ordinary citizens. True, they are almost all living and working in Beijing, but they are predominantly not ‘Beijingers’ ‘Beijing ren’ or ‘Beijing people’ in Chinese. Beijing is the political heart of China. It is also a magnet for everyone across the country who see its streets as the place to make money and seek their fortune. While Shanghai is often perceived as the international centre, and there are many cities and places across China which are very different, the capital has a quality all its own. It is a melting pot of Chinese from all provinces and ethnicities. It is Chinese. Foreigners are very much in the smallest of minorities, and as such, unlike so many of the capitals of the world, Beijing is a more accurate cultural barometer of the country than you may find in the likes of Washington DC, London, Paris or Berlin.


There are insights here on all aspects of Chinese life should you choose to pause and reflect on them. There are stories of marriage, of gender inequality, of business strategy and gay rights. It is a deliberate mixture of every aspect of China.


The reader should also be aware of a few other aspects of Beijing life, which may help in their understanding and appreciation of some of the stories. These are my personal observations and will probably not be found in any guidebook. Throughout these notes there are repeated references to a number of key aspects of Chinese and Beijing life. To help the reader understand these better I have provided some additional explanations here:


The ‘Hukou’ [image: Image]) is referred to often. This is the certificate of residence that every Chinese person possesses. It divides those from the cities from those in the rural areas. It denotes where he or she lives; their ‘home town’. The Hukou is probably the single most important document possessed by any Chinese person.


It used to be that having no Hukou meant you received no food coupons and in the Cultural Revolution, that meant you starved. Today those with a rural Hukou are treated differently from those with one from a city, specifically the larger ones, such as Beijing or Shanghai, who are afforded additional privileges in terms of job opportunities, pensions, medical support and education. The information stored on your identity card is based on your Hukou.


People complain about the pollution in Beijing. It is not good in many cities but Beijing is the capital and bears the brunt of the criticism and noise. I can attest that it is terrible and everyone complains about it. Most days, it exceeds all World Health Organisation guidelines for air worth breathing. About 95% of the population don’t bother to wear protective face masks and those that are for sale seem to be more decorative than effective. The masks that are recommended to keep out the worst of the airborne micro-soot which can clog your lungs are expensive and usually out of stock (if they ever were in stock in the first place). Everyone complains, but we all just suffer and those who can afford to do so buy air filters for their house. Those who can’t, just accept it. You can tell the good days as you can see the mountains that ring Beijing to the west and north. You can tell the bad days as you can’t see the buildings over the road!


The subway is amazing: fast, efficient, on time and air-conditioned, but the crush of humanity is overwhelming during rush hours, which last from around 07.30 to 09.00 and 18.00 to 19.30. The rest of the time it is just bad, then it shuts. The authorities are building more and more lines, there are 18 currently. At the end of 2014, there were almost 300 stations and more are scheduled. More than 10 million people use the subway each day, and it feels like it. It is incredibly cheap with a base cost of ¥3 (£0.33) and only ¥10 (£1.10) for the longest of journeys. Once you learn to navigate the labyrinth of intersecting lines and connecting access tunnels it gets you to most places, most of the time. Link that to the buses, which are even cheaper and go to more inaccessible locations, and you are transported round the city with a surprising degree of ease. The longer distance buses will take you out to the suburbs an hour away for ¥20 (£2.20) and even further if you can bear the commute. Many do.


Taxis are the other heavily subsidised transportation in Beijing. For less than ¥30 (£3.40) you can cross the city and for ¥100 (£11) make it out to the airport from the centre, including the road toll of ¥10 (£1.10). They are everywhere but have no obligation to stop and pick you up if they don’t want to. Foreigners are studiously avoided by many as no driver I have had pick me up has ever spoken English and they don’t want the hassle. You soon learn to stand waving a piece of paper in your hand as they assume it is an address. Drivers are usually visibly relieved and thankful if you get in speaking even basic Chinese.


Traffic in Beijing is a nightmare. The main routes are clogged and fume-ridden from early morning to late at night. Of course many cities around the globe are the same, but you would have thought that, with arterial expressways, of which there are many, having three lanes each way and a bus lane as well, this would be enough to whisk you round the city with consummate ease. You’d be wrong. The traffic crawls and snarls its way through the wide streets and narrow ones at the same frustrating snail’s pace. Three lanes often are made into four by impatient drivers. Indicators are seemingly decorative and driving quality appalling, which makes the whole experience more an application of sixth sense and blind faith over rules and standards. Accidents are rare, but insurance rarer still. If there is an accident, everything stops where it is, in the fast lane sometimes, while it is all sorted out, with or without police involvement.


For businesses, most people will only schedule two meetings a day in Beijing, one in the morning and one in the late afternoon. The traffic is the main reason for the scheduling. Arriving on time is difficult and lateness often accepted, if accompanied with a rolling of the eyes and a “the traffic was terrible” comment. If a meeting is scheduled for 11.00 or later, you will probably go to lunch together; if later in the afternoon, then dinner is quite likely. If dinner is for business purposes, then drink yoghurt! It lines the stomach and offers some small protection against the Baijiu ([image: Image]) or strongly distilled spirit you will almost certainly be served.


Lunch in China is at noon and the entire country stops to eat. Watching millions of people being served at the same time is a sight worth seeing. There are food stalls and restaurants of every size, type and taste everywhere. Be aware that eating food is about relationship building, not usually discussing business. In the evening, dinner will start at 18.00 or perhaps 19.00 and you’ll be done by 21.30. If red wine and Baijiu-toasting has been involved, then you really will be ‘done’ by 21.30. There can often be an invitation to karaoke after food and you should be prepared to be singing “Hey Jude” at the top of your voice with a bunch of spirited, often spirit-fuelled, colleagues until the early hours. I find I have learned to develop recurring heartburn and to retire early.


Relationships (guanxi [image: Image]) are critical in China. They drive every aspect of business and social interaction. They are built over considerable time and with effort. Don’t expect to do anything, particularly business, if you have not expended time on building the personal relationships first. It may seem like you are wasting time. You are not. Long-lasting relationships will open doors you never knew existed. Most business deals I have seen fail have done so on the back of Westerners trying to short-cut the relationship-building. Also, relationships are passed from one person to another. So if you are introduced by one person to another, they are showing you a lot of ‘face’ (see below) and, as such, you should treat the new ‘friend’ with the same respect as your mutual contact. Relationships build up a web of connections which will serve you well in getting on in China, from helping you find a good place to eat, to doing a deal. Do not underestimate their power or importance.


The notion of ‘face’ ([image: Image] mian zi) in China is often referred to and a reference here is important. The idea of ‘face’ is disarmingly simple. It is about showing the right level of respect to others. No one likes to be embarrassed, especially in front of friends or colleagues and this is no less the case in China than anywhere else in the world. However, it is a bit easier to make a mistake in China due to the complexity of the culture and layers of meaning attached to so many things. In addition, people can take offence at things that Westerners shrug off as either unimportant or irrelevant. It is possible to step on a cultural or social ‘landmine’ without even knowing it has gone off, until you are refused another meeting or find people politely but permanently ‘unavailable’. The simple rule is be polite to everyone. It costs nothing and pays dividends. Also pay attention as much to what is not said as to what is. Reading between the lines is an art form in China and it is easy to make mistakes here too, on both sides. Be as precise and explicit about what you mean as possible, to avoid ambiguity. There is an assumption by most Chinese people, who might not have experienced a Western culture before, that you will be meaning something additional to your words when you speak. If you feel there may be something being left unsaid, it probably is. Asking outright for clarification will be taken as a loss of ‘face’ so be sure to have someone around to ‘interpret’ for you as well as ‘translate’.


The Chinese can be incredibly direct, which can be seen as ‘rude’, in the eyes of many Westerners. I have often had someone look me in the eye, and without a shred of irony, ask why my hair is grey and why I don’t dye it black, like every other senior leader in China. I just smile and apologize for being English! People will comment on your hair, clothes, taste in food, use of cosmetics, or accent, without a blink of the eye. Sometimes it is to tell you that you look good, but not always. My advice here is to roll with the punches. It is not meant badly and to respond negatively will be to tread on the broken glass of ‘face’.


Finally, from a business – and indeed a social – perspective gifts are important in China. At the root of this is the notion of ‘face’ and respect but it is also simply that we all appreciate people being thoughtful. Gifting has had a bad name in China in recent years as extravagant gifts were connected to the corruption and ‘graft’ the current leadership is fighting to destroy. However, the giving and receiving of small, inexpensive, but thoughtful gifts is really appreciated and reciprocated. Not to do so could well be taken badly, unless you know each other well and agree that gifts are unnecessary for each visit. But don’t forget gifts at the major festivals or it will go down very poorly! My habit now is to take sweets from my home town in the north of England. Most Chinese people have a very sweet tooth and the personal connection is understood and always elicits smiles. You may well end up with a lot of tea in return, but it makes great ‘regifting’ presents for those at home and everyone understands that there is only so much tea you can drink.


The Chinese have been trying, for more than 2,000 years, since the Qin Dynasty, to organize their enormous country into some form of hierarchy. The government today divides the People’s Republic of China into five administrative divisions, roughly based on geography and population: province, prefecture, county, township and village. Separately, and with some overlap, an unofficial system organizes cities into Tiers. This is based, in part, on size, but mostly on economic development. Despite its shortcomings, the Tier system is a useful classification device. The municipalities of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen are widely referenced as being ‘Tier 1’ cities. There are 32 ‘Tier 2’ cities and provincial capitals (roughly), 238 prefecture cities at ‘Tier 3’ and 383 county cities at ‘Tier 4’. A remaining group of around 1,643 towns are said to be ‘Tier 5’. I am indebted to research by Millward Bown, a WPP research company, for this definition.


Of course, I could go on. And on. But suffice to say that you can browse many books and the internet to learn more about Chinese history and culture. I advise that you do. Even a broad understanding of the long and complex history of China will be very much appreciated. At the end of the day, however, no one expects you to be Chinese.
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in Beijing





The wind is cutting through the brightly coloured long coats, Parkas and quilted jackets that be-speckle the streets of Beijing. The temperature has dropped 10 degrees in the past two days and winter is here. The trees are being stripped of their leaves, which swirl everywhere, into coats and crannies and are trailed into public buildings, offices and homes alike. Ice flecks the pavements, some of it from the rather disgusting personal habit, of loudly clearing the throat followed by random spitting, that even known government displeasure seems to have failed to stamp out. You also have to watch out for restaurant spillages as you navigate the huddled pavements. But one blessing comes with the biting cold. It blows away the heavy layer of soot and carbon-filled haze that otherwise smothers the city like an unwelcome duvet on a hot summer night.





Hungry
for
brands



I am accosted as I sit down after a long day of meetings and conference calls. I had hoped to retire to my coffee haven to regroup. The three women are in their mid-20s and keen to practise their English. Already married, one with a little girl at home with her own mother, they all work and are all clinging to their designer handbags as if they were babies.


The conversation starts with the usual Chinese quiz. “Who are you?” “What do you do?” “Where is your hometown?” “Why are you in China?” “How old are your children?” On both sides, the pleasantries then move from the mundane to a more interesting topic altogether: money.


One of the things that Chinese people have never really had much of is money, at least until very recently. Although the Chinese invented the stuff a couple of thousand years ago the masses never really experienced what it was like to have enough to do any more than survive. More recently, that has all changed. There are more than 300 million Chinese people said to be ‘middle class’ and this number is rising as prosperity, and a very Chinese brand of capitalism, takes hold. These girls are examples of this new found “emerging” middle class. Brand hungry, and with some money, they shop whenever they can, spending thoughtfully and sometimes lavishly.


[image: Image]


Li has the classic Prada, Susan the latest Moschino and Lilly a last season Gucci.


“My husband thinks I’m mad,” says Susan, when I comment about the bags and how expensive they must have been. Global brands don’t drop their price in China, and in many instances, taxes and ‘value pricing’ ensures that the prices are appreciably higher than elsewhere in the world on these ‘must have’ items.


“I would never have been able to afford this unless I gave things up,” says Li.


“Like what?”


“Like food!”


The story unfolds as the girls share the deliberate hardships they have chosen to endure in order to buy these statement goods. The notion of ‘face’ is well known in China, it revolves around showing and receiving respect and acknowledgement for, and from, others. For these girls, living in a society driven by increasing consumerism and material wealth, ‘face’ can be gained significantly by the ownership of high-quality and expensive goods. Possession shows or, more importantly, implies status, position and wealth. All these attributes are seen as important in raising you to a new level of stature and status among those around you. However, nowhere have I experienced it in such an extraordinary manner as with these girls. I learn that they are by no means alone and that thousands literally go without food to save enough money to buy certain items that give them huge ‘face’ with their family, friends and peers.


“Having the latest bag or shoes is really important,” admits Lilly. “It shows how successful I have been, or how rich my husband is...” - though he isn’t ... and Lilly is a secretary in a typing pool.


“There is another benefit to not eating so much,” muses Li, “I can get into some lovely dresses too!”


As a Western man – or maybe just as a man – I struggle with the concept of giving up food for fashion, but cosmetics, accessories and luxury brands – especially foreign designer brands, are ‘in’ in a big way for the aspirant Chinese middle-class.


Lilly admits that, since she had her daughter a year ago, she has not been able to afford to buy anything new. But she has a baby, the other ‘must have’ fashion accessory for a young woman in China. Her mother looks after the child while she is at work, as most grandparents do in China. Lilly lives more than two hours’ commute outside Beijing to the east, where house prices are lower. She still allows herself a once-a-month shop with friends, and often they stay over at each others’ houses too so they can have a full “proper shopping day” in one or two of the major Beijing malls.


These young women are professional shoppers. Hours on the internet, swapping stories and experiences on Weibo and WeChat with friends and other like-minded value-seekers preceded the expedition to try on and review those revered goods. Buying white goods such as new refrigerators, air conditioners and the increasingly popular air filter to manage the Beijing pollution, is usually done during the national holidays (Golden Weeks) in October and Chinese New Year. Personal goods are bought as and when the girls have saved up enough, having gone without “less essential” things. But they’re still looking for a bargain - they will always ask for a discount or seek out items that have an additional gift to go with them. Couple this with the benefit of mall discount cards and offers and somehow, through very rose-tinted spectacles from my perspective, it all seems worth the trouble!


Retailing and brand sales in China have to manage a very different psychology to the West. Those businesses that don’t understand the psychology can get it very wrong indeed, but judging by the girls’ unwavering focus, international fashion is going to run and run in China. Even as the top end is declining with the anti-corruption focus clamping down on high-cost gifts, the emerging middle-class in China is still demanding high-class fashion and foreign brands and will go to extraordinary lengths to possess them.





Budget hotels
and
agility



David Sun had phoned me. It’s typical of him not to be hierarchical. A short email had secured a direct call with the busy CEO of budget hotel chain Home Inns in China. David presides over a business with more than 250,000 beds per night to sell across 2,500 plus hotels in more than 300 Chinese cities. How many Western CEOs would call the personal mobile of someone they had only met three times in two years on the strength of a six-line email?
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