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  Notes on Chinese




  Chinese words These are written in the pinyin system, which magically turns Chinese characters into the Latin alphabet. However, not all pinyin letters are

  pronounced as they are in English or other alphabet-based languages, so I have sometimes included English pronunciation in brackets.




  People’s names I have great difficulty remembering names. For Chinese names, I try to link the general sound with characters that I know. The problem is that every

  sound in Chinese has four tones that totally change the meaning. I am a fairly successful cheat, but things can become muddled. For example, Li (Lee) is a very, very common name, and there are many

  characters pronounced Li in common use, including one that means ‘plum’. So in my mind, Mr Li might become Mr Plum or, more affectionately, Big Plum or Little Plum.




  Conversations Since most of my conversations with Chinese people have happened in Chinese, I have recalled conversations as close to how they occurred as possible. While

  this might not scan as well as a polished version, it much better reflects China people how use China language talk words.




  







  Prologue: Spirit of the Game




  Before I started studying Chinese in 1986, I had already discovered South America, and it was in that fanatical continent that I became truly inspired by the power of football.

  On leaving for Brasil on a six-month teen adventure, I was given a piece of advice that I have followed ever since. Noting recent news about military juntas, kidnapping and armed robberies, a

  respected friend of my father told me, ‘It’s dangerous out there; you’d better pack a . . . football.’




  He got a nervous laugh from my mother, but he was serious, and I took him literally. The several footballs I ended up carrying on that trip helped me turn suspicions into smiles from northern

  Brasil to southern Chile. Despite some very occasional encounters, I had always been an ‘enterprising’ Sunday league left winger, so playing football in various places had always

  generated more friendships than fights. It only took that trip to South America in a World Cup year to prove to me beyond all reasonable doubt that football could save the world.




  It started in Rio, where I was told in the most carnival fashion that Brasil was spelled with an s. One day, still recovering from sunburn, I turned up in my shorts on Copacabana beach

  with my football and, on strict advice, nothing else. Within minutes, I was captain of the ‘International Tourists XI’ that went on to beat the ‘Beach Pickpockets XI’ in a

  closely fought match on the sand. Football passion was everywhere. Emboldened, I decided to set off on my own adventures up the Brasilian coast and promptly lost everything I owned.




  On the very first day of my journey, a little way up the coast from Rio in Buzios, I emerged from the coach to find my rucksack, cash and all, had not travelled with me. That same day, I

  borrowed some money and returned to my family friends in Rio to start the process of cancelling my passport, credit card and all the other things that come with losing your possessions. I thought

  about forgetting my trip and returning to England. Then, two days later, came an unexpected call. It was the Rio Long Distance Bus Office. They had found a rucksack with a football in it. In the

  top pocket, alongside some cash and traveller’s cheques, the duty officer also found a small address book. He had searched through it until coming to a number he recognized as being in Rio.

  He called that number and was finally referred by friends to my number.




  When I went along to the station, it was all there, my cash and passport included. Intensely proud of their service, the whole office greeted me, and I was so grateful I gave them all the cash

  and the football. My rich friends in Rio said they had never heard of such a thing as money being returned. It was something of a miracle they said, so I decided to stay.




  The very next day I got another life-changing call. It was a family friend called Barrie Gill, one of the pioneers of sports sponsorship and a respected figure in world motorsport. He was coming

  to Rio for the Brasilian Grand Prix and needed a driver. Unbeknown to me, Birmingham was bidding to host the 1992 Olympics, and had decided to hold a motor race in the city centre as a promotional

  event. Naturally, Barrie thought it would be a good idea if the local council visited Brasil to learn about hosting a Grand Prix. The VIPs, led by Sir Reginald Eyre MP and Denis Howell MP, needed

  ferrying around, and I was to drive them.




  There can be fewer contrasts in world sport as big as that between a kick around on the beach with people from a favela, or shanty town, and F1, the greatest sports circus in the world.

  Instead of the public beach, I found myself visiting the opulent Sheraton Hotel, which has its own private beach and sits just opposite the mountainside tin homes to which I had been invited after

  playing football.




  For me, the only visual attractions of a Formula 1 jamboree in Brasil were the unfeasible numbers of beautiful young women wearing what I would have to describe as ‘T-shorts’. At the

  1986 race, several hundred promotion girls were lining the route to the circuit, with giggling groups clustered outside the sugar cane filling stations. They wore Marlboro red and white and really

  wanted me to try some of their free cigarettes. With exclusive rights inside the circuit, the next groups of lovely young women were clad minimally in JPS black. Their cigarettes were free as well,

  but they really really wanted me to try them and were not shy of stroking various parts of my body to arouse my interest.




  But then, as fast as it had come, it was over. I would see Barrie Gill again in China, but the Formula 1 circus disappeared, along with its tons of equipment, to the other side of the world.

  Which just left me in Brasil with the girls and the football.




  As a bonus for not killing the Birmingham delegation, I was presented with a small sugar-fuelled white Fiat rental for another month to explore Brasil. I bought a couple more

  footballs and set back off up the coast. So confident in the power of my football did I become that, when I stupidly ran my car off the road back in Buzios, I set off happily armed with my football

  and a pocket phrase book in search of help. After a couple of worryingly thirsty hours, I came across a small shack selling drinks and about thirty Brasilian workers, resting in the shade. I handed

  the ball to the man who had stood up first and started explaining that my car was broken. My carrho is qebrada!




  Before long, the leader of the group – he called himself Benevenuto – understood my predicament and called up a truck. The whole gang jumped on board. Sitting in the cockpit with him

  and the driver, we set off in the direction of my car with all the men singing in the back. A massive cheer went up as we came to the top of a slope and could see my small white box car stranded on

  the side of the road with two wheels in a big crevice. Everyone disembarked, and I was instructed to sit in the car. Then, surrounding it, the leader shouted for them to lift, and suddenly I was up

  and moving sideways.




  Back on the road, Benevenuto joined me in the car, and we headed back to the shack with even more singing on the truck behind us. Back at the base, I took out the fifty dollars or so I had in

  cruzeiros and invited everyone to cold drinks and snacks. It was a party. Then Benevenuto asked if he could have a go driving the car. Despite all his hospitality, I was convinced this was the

  moment when I would lose everything again, this time including a car. Anyway, there was nothing I could do and I was wrong. We set off around town just so he could drive past all his friends’

  houses in a small Fiat and we finally ended up at his own shack in the countryside. Behind it was a small patch of marijuana, and we shared a relaxed evening until I headed back to my hotel.




  Further up the Trans-Amazonian highway, the atmosphere changed, and, when I pulled in at a remote service station one night, a group of what looked like vagabonds with machetes descended on me.

  Protected by my sheer naivety, I wasn’t scared at all and knew exactly what to do. I simply smiled and walked around to the boot. Reaching inside, I pulled out a trusty size 5. Presenting it

  to the crowd on my left, I shouted, ‘Brasil! Pelé!’ and to those on the right I shouted, ‘Eng-er-land! Bobby Charlton!’ There was silence, but interest as they looked

  at each other.




  Still confident, I threw the ball in the air and, as it came down, I jumped up, closed my eyes as usual and headed it over the heads of the ‘Brasil’ team, before shouting one of my

  few Portuguese words – ‘Gooooooooooooolllllllll!’ – and chasing after it. Within seconds, the machetes were piled to one side, and trucks were carefully moved to provide

  floodlights so we could have a barefoot replay of that famous game in the car park. Several bottles of cachaca later, I was waved off by my new friends minus the football, which seemed like

  the opposite of a price to pay. Back out on the road, I understood what it felt like to be a Rio taxi driver during Carnival, so I turned up the music and weaved on down the road.




  The ‘England/Bobby Charlton’ routine worked everywhere, except in Argentina. But even there, football was about to help solve the problem in front of my eyes. When I passed through

  as fast as possible on my way to Chile, the country was still smarting from the Falklands War. If there were any other British tourists, they weren’t wearing Union Jack T-shirts. When I

  applied for a visa in São Paulo, the consulate official seemed strangely unfriendly, but the guard at the border crossing just laughed in my face. ‘Welcome to Argentina,’ he

  said, ‘loco – you crazy,’ and pointed in the direction of his country. When I emerged from the building, the first thing I saw was a huge sign that read ‘Las Malvinas

  Son Argentinas’.




  It seemed best to keep my head down, but the whole continent was more gripped by Mexican World Cup fever than that war, and it was frustrating not to take part in the build-up. As it was, my

  ChileBus schedule did not allow stops, and it was with considerable relief that I reached the Chilean border in the middle of the Andes.




  On my arrival in UK-friendly Chile, I was arrested. OK, that’s exaggerating a bit. I was briefly detained for carrying a bag of oranges, in flagrant violation of the law on fruit imports.

  Apparently, the frigid Andes are nature’s barrier to flies and other fruit pests and diseases. Good work. The discovery of a football in my luggage again elicited broad smiles, and the guards

  were delighted to tell me that England had lost 1-0 to Portugal in their opening game of the World Cup.




  While I was in Chile, two things shook me. First, there was a small earthquake. Second, there was a series of anti-Pinochet marches in Santiago, each organized by, and consisting of, different

  groups from the community. One day, I happened across a march organized by the mothers of disappeared children and I ran with them down the street as police with tear gas and water cannon followed.

  It was the first time I had witnessed such distressing scenes, and it left me feeling numb.




  Too soon, it was time for me to face Argentina again. This time, World Cup fever was pandemic, and there was no choice but to ask how England was doing, to see if Lineker was living up to his

  potential. But, with English the only language I could use, every time I even mentioned the World Cup, ‘You English?’ would come back at me in angry and threatening overtones. If truth

  be told, while praying for an England win, I was simply not prepared to get beaten up or even court controversy because of it, so I went undercover. Was that wrong? It was anything to avoid death

  at the hands of blue and white pampas cowboys.




  Finally, I settled on Australia. Not only did they speak a simple form of English, they were not in the competition so, if the conversation developed, I could justify at least asking about

  England, even empathize with the sweet sensation Argentina might feel at seeing them lose in the World Cup. As it was, Maradona’s Argentina team was among the favourites, and England seemed

  lucky to have found their stride. This meant both teams made it through to the quarter-finals, the stage on which Maradona treated the world to the infamous Hand of God and then the best individual

  goal of all time as he skipped past the entire English nation.




  Argentina went on to lift the trophy, but beating England in that way wiped away some of the bitterness left from the Falklands War on the street. Overnight the attitude in the country changed

  perceptibly. As many Argentinians saw it, in the great game of life, the score was now 1-1. I warmly accepted that result without Mrs Thatcher’s permission, and we all moved on with our

  lives. Back in Brasil, the girls were still lovely, and I nearly decided to stay on the beach for ever.




  When I did finally return to the UK in the summer of 1986, I looked like Socrates. I carried my football like a bible, but also a universal translator, a character reference, a community credit

  coupon, a valued gift and a get out of jail free card all rolled into one. Surely a football is man’s best friend.




  It was with this naive, but unshakable, faith in the power of the people’s game to bring the world’s already lovely people together that, after a year of intensive Chinese language

  study at Leeds University, I passed my compulsory AIDS test and headed off in completely the opposite direction: to spend a full year exploring the totally unknown quantity that was the

  People’s Republic of China.




  







  Part One
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  Learning to Forget the Rules




  Even in the 1980s, China was still a largely grey place in which virtually all urban populations were employed in state-owned work units. Under the Communist system, the work

  unit was responsible for all aspects of life, from food to the blue or green uniform code to the allocation of Flying Pigeon bicycles to marriage and imposition of the single-child law.




  The Beijing Foreign Languages Institute, known as Beiwai (bay why), was such a work unit, with its own school, hospital and security force, all happily guided in the right political direction

  through the Communist cadre system. As its name suggests, the college specialized in foreign languages, and many of its graduates disappeared into the fast-growing Ministry of Foreign Affairs after

  graduation. I have since met many of them at Chinese embassies around the world. However, as a result of China’s opening to the outside world, Beiwai’s responsibilities had been

  extended to include teaching primary-school Chinese to foreign university students.




  Although much had been done to improve conditions for the soft foreign guests, when I arrived with the Chinese Studies group from Leeds University in September 1987, our first impression was

  that we had been sent to prison. We had swapped what now seemed like luxury student bedsits for tiny concrete cells with iron beds, wooden bookshelves and rickety tables and chairs. Even the

  full-grant socialists were horrified. There was no hot water in the building, and so our personal supplies had to be carried in red flasks that could be filled only from a small boiler room across

  the yard. The separate shower block was only open a couple of hours a day for group sessions.




  Our introduction to the student canteen or shitang (sh tang) (widely known among foreign students as the shit-ang) revealed that Chinese students didn’t have sandwiches, all

  day fry-ups and cheap curries. Instead, they queued (way too early) for breakfast, lunch and dinner, receiving for their trouble selections of intestine and strangely mixed chunks of gristle, bony

  fish, rice gruel and pickled vegetables slopped from massive pots by angry small people in white hats. At least the hats were usually whiter than the soggy rice which came with everything and often

  included nice crunchy bits of pebble from the roads on which it had been dried. In winter, the cabbages suddenly appeared. They were everywhere, including the kitchens, and they did not leave for

  months.




  We didn’t know much about China when we arrived, but I did know from students who had already had their exchange year that, under the Communist work unit system, sports

  grounds were shared communal areas used for all types of physical exercise and for large political gatherings. On inspection, the games that had their own areas in our university were table tennis,

  volleyball and basketball. Hook up a net and it seemed badminton could be played anywhere there was space. The rows of outdoor table tennis tables were very popular. They were made of concrete and

  had bricks for nets, so they lasted considerably longer than the balls. Just listening to the sound of thousands of ‘clicks’ as the balls pinged back and forth, you could understand why

  the Chinese were the best in the world. It was a sporting import that had become the people’s culture.




  Since all sports activities were also controlled by the work unit, specialist sports facilities like a grass football pitch or all-weather tennis court could only happen to the detriment of the

  general population, and that was not allowed, unless one of the leaders fancied a game of tennis. As it turned out, the leaders at our academic institution quite liked tennis and went on to build a

  new court for themselves, just opposite our dormitory.




  My first quick tour of the campus did reveal a single unevenly baked mud area that was disguised as a football pitch by putting goalposts at each end. It looked like what it was, a poorly

  maintained parade ground. Four young men were playing a kick-around at one end, but on other bits there were people practising sword play, and it was littered with pebbles, rocks and glass.




  Back at our prison block, we were introduced to our Chinese roommates. Hand-picked for the strength of their political beliefs and (as far as their handlers knew) accordingly

  steeled to resist the lure of the western decadence to which they were about to be exposed, China’s model students arrived in our little cells with very different stories to tell. My

  roommate, Mike, came from a province in central China and had won his place in Beijing through national exams that involved millions of students. His family did not have many special connections or

  much money, so his achievement was a source of immense pride in his community back home.




  Over the year, we both learned a lot about our respective countries, mostly stark realizations of how similar we all are as individuals and how different we are as citizens of our various

  nations. If there was one main personal difference, it was that, while I saw a tertiary education as something of a right, Mike saw it as a huge honour for which he was grateful every single day.

  On the first day we met, Mike told me that what I viewed as a prison was, for him, a luxury hotel. In the Chinese student dormitories, there were six people sleeping in triple bunks in a room the

  same size as ours. The foreign students’ shitang was considered the best in the school.




  As I settled in and got to know the rules, all considerably loosened for the foreign students, it became clear that I had not come to a prison or to a university – I had been sent to a

  Chinese Communist boarding school. The freedom to study and play we had enjoyed in Europe was replaced with set lesson schedules every morning, six times a week, and our freedom to move was

  restricted by guards at the gates and guardians in the lobbies of each dormitory block. The gates closed earlier than an English pub, and only repeated banging on doors could raise someone to

  unlock the student buildings at night.




  Locking people into the building didn’t seem very sensible but, after a while, we discovered so many ways to get in and out after hours that we didn’t worry about that too much. As I

  slowly became used to the conditions and small frustrations, such as having to book phone calls home between three and eight hours before connection, the rooms slowly seemed to become less

  claustrophobic. Some of my new tongxue (tong sway), or classmates, liked eating a lot and quickly introduced me to local restaurants to avoid the shitang, including one inside the

  campus. They offered a much better variety of tasty Chinese dishes, including steamed dumplings, known as jiaozi (jow ze) and baozi (bao ze), and lots of cheap beer. Silly-priced

  beer.




  Of course, the Leeds students from the UK were not the only bunch of ‘foreigners’ at the school, and most of our outside knowledge was gleaned from those who had already spent a year

  or more in Beijing. The real China hands, some of them born in China, were yet to deign us as valid company. At that time, China was the melting pot of the world, and its universities were like a

  hippy United Nations. With its staunch Communist ideology, China was rebuilding friendships with most of the Soviet bloc, bringing Russians, Bulgarians, Poles, Yugoslavs, Mongolians and Cubans into

  town to study under government-sponsored programmes.




  But China was also in a period of ‘opening up and reform’, instituted by paramount leader Deng Xiaoping, and had very quickly become friends with everybody else, including much of

  Africa and the western ‘democracies’. And so it happened that in a small number of brick blocks scattered across western Beijing and other cities, the flowering youth of the Democratic

  People’s Republic of Korea, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and the People’s Republic of China came face-to-face with the bizarre cultural selection of young Americans,

  Italians, Germans, Australians, Spanish, French, Japanese, Brasilian and British who had (by and large) chosen their own educational path to China.




  The small garden between the foreign student blocks became party central, with power and music supplied out of the rooms of the English and American ringleaders and large quantities of beer

  handed out by Russians in bottles they opened with their teeth. As the Cold War rushed towards its end outside, it didn’t take us long to realize that the Iron Curtain shouldn’t have

  been drawn at all. The fact that we had all chosen Chinese, supposedly the hardest language of them all, as our common tongue rather than English just meant that group debates could be joined by

  everyone, even the French.




  This same tongue-in-cheek multicultural spirit of friendship applied to the football team that naturally forms when enough people who play all live together in one place. In

  line with the stereotypical Chinese description of westerners as da bizi (da bee ze), or big noses, my first season in China was spent playing for Big Nose FC, in a team whose starting

  line-up presented formidable opposition and included noses of all shapes and sizes.




  In goal was Tim, a giant American martial arts student, who had never played soccer but who could pluck the ball out of the air with a single hand, roll over and launch the ball to the half-way

  line like a killing spear in a single deadly movement. He had also learned a technique from his Master that he believed enabled him to leap like a salmon and that he adapted for corners.




  He was protected by a back four from the western Soviet Union, as wide as they were deep. They formed a brick wall of Communist satellite states trained for total denial of unauthorized entry by

  enemy personnel. For this back four, pre-match small talk inevitably turned to war, and I learned that, to be a real man, you had to be able to ‘assemble, disassemble and reassemble a

  Kalashnikov rifle’. Their philosophy about the Soviet Union was summed up by their favourite joke, told in the same deadpan way after every game and at every party. ‘Rowan,’ they

  would say, ‘have you heard about the latest Russian micro-computer? It is the largest of its kind in the world.’




  To my right in central midfield was Pavel the Pole, once a contender for the national basketball team and a natural ball player. With the outside positions filled by a hard-running Kiwi and an

  Englishman, Robert, the whole team was geared to getting the ball to the front two, Ulli, our traditional German centre-forward, and, out wide on the right, a North Korean called Kim. Kim came on a

  temporary transfer from the North Korean group of students, whose own team I dubbed Hermit FC. Temporary, because the North Koreans were not officially allowed to take part in the foreigners’

  football activities as we had an imperialist American goalkeeper and occasionally invited Japanese subs.




  With the team more practised in playing on a Chinese baked-mud pitch and learning to deal with the deep grit-filled flesh wounds to the hands, elbows and knees that were part of the game, all we

  needed was suitable opposition. It was during my search for a team to play that I found out that not only were there no amateur football clubs in our area, there were none in the whole city. In

  fact, various Chinese friends expressed complete bewilderment when I explained and asked if anyone wanted to join one.




  Mike was not a sports fan, but he thought it had no chance of success since running anything was not allowed without specific permission from the authorities. He thought they would be as likely

  to agree to let me to start a football club as establish my own political party. According to the rules, all meetings involving groups of ten or more people had to be submitted for approval so, in

  theory, even a five-a-side match with a referee was banned from happening spontaneously. A full eleven-a-side game with five on the bench, game officials and possibly a few spectators was out of

  the question.




  In short, the rules dictated that you couldn’t play organized games unless you were in a team inside the elite sports system or part of a work unit team. What the hell was going on? In

  direct opposition to FIFA regulations regarding government interference in sport (more on that later), the Chinese government had effectively managed to include the most basic unit of football

  – the game of – in its technical ban on social group meetings. It was outrageous – a situation not common in Britain since the Middle Ages. As I would come to learn fast,

  absolutely everything comes from the top down in China, and that usually spells death for any movement that attempts to build from the grassroots up, just ask the falungong, which started

  out as a registered sports organization.




  On Mike’s advice, I went to the Foreign Students Office, or the waiban (why ban), universally feared as the international Gestapo arm of the foreign student command and control

  apparatus. As I entered the office, the man said no officially without looking up and then enquired privately what it was that I wanted. ‘We want kick football,’ I said.




  ‘How many persons?’ he asked suspiciously, but also hinting there might be an outside chance. ‘A few foreign friends,’ I continued vaguely. ‘Exercise body,

  play-play, kick-kick, organize small competition.’ Bad move.




  ‘Organize competition,’ he repeated, raising his eyebrows, ‘organize what competition?’ Obviously, organizing a competition wasn’t a good idea, so I tried to

  back-track. ‘Sorry, not have competition, have small play-play, Chinese speak not good.’




  He didn’t fall for it and, jumping up and pointing his finger as if he had just extracted a confession after days of torture, thundered back, ‘Organize competition! Organize

  competition! Foreign students not allowed organize every activity, first must have waiban agree!’ Having won his own argument, he settled down at his desk again and lit a cigarette.

  Mike was right.




  ‘Teacher,’ I said, deciding to abandon sophisticated argument and play the foreigner’s trump card when faced with petty officialdom, ‘if we still want play football, we

  possibly give our embassy write letter, good (or) not good?’ Of course we could write letters to our embassies, and he knew he didn’t want to be the reason for causing an international

  incident. ‘Football exercise body,’ I continued, giving him a reason to agree, ‘help many countries’ people each other know.’




  Since getting things done in China is often comprised of a wonderful series of mini-barters, people tend to get over the disappointment of losing an argument very quickly (hence the relative

  absence of road rage amidst today’s intolerable traffic conditions), but one always tries to extract some face during the retreat.




  ‘You not allowed organize competition,’ he said, ‘only play-play. Not allowed with Chinese students play, I tell you, little lad, not with Chinese students play!’




  So, by agreeing to play only with other foreigners and never ‘organize competition’, I gained some sort of unwritten approval for our nefarious activities. I also learned that, in

  China’s bizarre reverse apartheid, the domestic majority had voluntarily decided to give the foreign minority elite status. What a strange but intriguing place.




  Living in the multicultural foreign student world of the late 1980s, surrounded by warm and welcoming Beijingers who were always ready with a smile, it was hard for me to

  imagine that China had only recently emerged from the Cultural Revolution and that society was still rebuilding social bridges burned by relatives and friends who had betrayed each other in a

  desperate effort to survive. Having always enjoyed a healthy disregard for authority without serious consequence, I found it equally hard to comprehend how anyone could convince me to join in a

  paranoid frenzy of destruction of all that had value. And yet, that was the experience of the students who had walked my campus a generation earlier.




  The Cultural Revolution is not a subject for me, but the absurdity of its objectives and the haunting reality of its impact were brought home every day as I watched an intriguing, but nameless,

  worker who shuffled uncomfortably around our campus. According to Chinese student legend, he had been a scholar at the university back in the 1960s. Indeed, he was regarded as one of the cleverest

  students in China. A fine artist, calligrapher and even a strong middle-distance runner, he was widely tipped to achieve great things in the career that would be chosen for him at graduation.




  When Mao released the forces of the Cultural Revolution, first the dean and the senior faculty were sent to the countryside to be re-educated, and the administration of the university was turned

  over to people described as ‘illiterate peasants’. In order to show their revolutionary zeal and love for Chairman Mao, the new administration decreed that all students must stick a

  portrait of the Great Helmsman on their desks in the classroom. Like everyone else, our student did not want to draw attention to himself and went along with the order.




  However, as the weeks passed, his intellectual anger at the ridiculous policies introduced by the idiot farmers grew, so he started thinking of ways to challenge their assertions, ways to make

  everybody see the contradictions of Mao’s personality cult. One day, so the legend goes, he raised his hand in class and told the peasant teacher that he was grappling with a problem and

  needed guidance.




  ‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘because we all love Mao Chairman, we all place his picture on our desks.’ Told by his superiors to beware of intellectual trickery, the teacher

  paused for a moment and then nodded his agreement. ‘Because already pass several weeks,’ the student continued, ‘picture already scratched. Teacher, scratched picture is (or) not

  is disrespectful to Mao Chairman?’




  After thinking for a while, the teacher replied. ‘Of course, disrespectful! Definitely must change pictures!’




  ‘Teacher,’ he went on, ‘if I try try Mao Chairman picture take off, destroy picture. Destroyed picture is (or) not is disrespectful to Mao Chairman?’




  Again, the farmer-teacher thought about it. ‘Of course, disrespectful! Definitely not allowed destroy pictures!’




  ‘But, teacher, if I place new picture on old picture, (it) covers Mao Chairman’s face. Teacher, covering Mao Chairman’s face is (or) not is disrespectful to Mao

  Chairman?’




  ‘Of course, disrespectful! Definitely not cover Mao Chairman’s face!’




  ‘Teacher’, he then concluded, ‘leave not respectful, take off not respectful and put on not respectful. How best respect Mao Chairman, not disrespect him?’




  What a hero. To me, it was a piece of brilliant, simple and damning logic and, naturally, the teacher was totally stumped for an answer. Worried that he was going to be in trouble whatever

  happened, he is said to have run straight to the office of the Party secretary. Explaining the student’s questions, he awaited the answer and his instructions.




  ‘Very interesting,’ the Party secretary replied. ‘You see see, intellectuals able use every method make you confused. Student asks what do? I tell you, we what do! This student

  today expel (from) school, go countryside, go learn how really respect Mao Chairman!’




  According to the stories, the student’s flippancy earned him several years in the countryside before he was finally rehabilitated and could return to the school. Broken intellectually and

  physically by the ordeal, he was given the same low-level jobs that I was now watching him perform each day. Thinking about his quiet rebellion, I realized that he was but one from a generation of

  ambitious youths who had had their minds and then their lives snatched away. How could people think about organizing a football team when you couldn’t even talk to your friends?




  The younger generation could not personally remember those times, but the residues of that paranoia still more than lingered, along with deep government suspicion of foreigners

  and the Chinese who mixed with them. There were restrictions on several aspects of normal life and keeping quiet about forming a football team was just one small example.




  With every leap in my understanding of where I was and who I was living with came the realization that I was, first of all, the alien I was labelled. I was living in a world where the local

  authorities had an incredible ability to turn a blind eye to just about anything, but only as long as it occurred in alien languages or among alien communities. Given that I shared a room with a

  Chinese student, most of these restrictions seemed ridiculous.




  Most bizarre of all was that Chinese and foreigners were not allowed to dance together. This became apparent when, out cycling one evening, our group came past a lively little building with a

  massive ‘WELCOME’ sign in English and several young men and women milling around. We deduced that, as the sign was in English, we would be ‘welcome’, but our entrance was

  blocked by the uniformed guards on the grounds we were foreigners and this was a Chinese-only establishment. ‘Why use English write “welcome”?’ I asked.




  ‘Don’t know. Go away,’ they replied in unison, crossing their arms.




  None of the school freedoms afforded to foreigners was extended to Chinese students, and, like the ban on communal dancing, there were still several even more fundamental direct barriers to

  interaction that didn’t make sense. To me, if something didn’t make sense at school, it deserved challenging.




  Perhaps not surprisingly, when China started its cautious opening up to the West, one of the first things that worried the government was how to deal with foreign money. Not sure how to handle

  exchanges of the national renminbi currency, the leaders decided it might be safer to create a new currency especially for foreigners to use. Known as Foreign Exchange Certificates, or FEC,

  the notes were printed with English on them in case anyone got confused. FEC was the only type of money that could be legally changed back into hard currencies. It was like having two types of

  pound: one for locals to use and another one for aliens.




  Foreigners, along with unfortunate compatriots from the ‘yet to return to the motherland’ territories of Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan, were meant to use FEC for everything.

  Foreign-invested ventures like the Shangrila Hotel only accepted FEC from people like us, though bizarrely they welcomed normal renminbi from local Chinese people. The currency you used was

  decided by your passport. Since nobody else in the whole of China used FEC, each time I shopped at a local store or ate in a local restaurant, the change I received was inevitably in local

  renminbi and could never be changed back. And so it was that China started building its foreign exchange reserves. In 2006, they reached a trillion US dollars.




  FEC represented the only way locals could get their hands on dollars, so a well-organized black market emerged to help foreigners who didn’t like getting ripped off and Chinese who wanted

  hard currency. These ‘change-a-money’ markets appeared all over China. For each FEC you could get nearly two renminbi. Very simply, the process was as follows. Take a US$100 bill

  and change it in a bank or a hotel into 1,000 FEC. Then, take a short bike ride to the nearest clothes market and swap the FEC with a nice man for RMB 2,000. After a while, most foreign residents

  bypassed the FEC altogether, changing dollars directly into renminbi in the same little stalls.




  Having established the FEC, the leadership became aware that there were some problems. Apart from western foreigners with ‘loads of money’, there were also some Communist foreigners

  without very much money and lots of foreigners who had been invited to contribute to China’s modernization drive that China had to pay. Since Chinese organizations had no FEC and were not

  allowed dollars, they couldn’t pay their new foreign employees. Foreigners were not allowed to use local renminbi in foreign-invested enterprises and they didn’t know what to do.

  Indeed, the special ‘Friendship Stores’, which stocked strange things only foreigners wanted, like milk and cheese, only admitted foreigners, which, in itself, was a contradiction in

  terms and very unfriendly.




  In such a situation, it might have been an idea to consider scrapping the FEC altogether and letting everybody use the same money, but the Chinese government decided to take another route. It

  created a special card, the youdaizheng (yo die jung), known as the White Card, which allowed selected foreigners to totally ignore the nationality-based FEC regulations and openly spend

  renminbi everywhere they went. Before I had fully understood the implications of all this, each of the students in the Leeds group was given a White Card, which was yellow, with his or her

  name and photo on it.




  While Mrs Thatcher was doing her best, the UK still had a student grant system in 1986 and we were manoeuvred into the category of ‘government-sponsored’ exchange students along with

  the Soviets. Since it is more expensive to live in the UK than in China, the student exchange agreements between Leeds and Beiwai included a provision for the Chinese side to pay a monthly

  renminbi stipend to each British student in China.




  The yellow-coloured White Card gave each of us the official power to abuse the special foreigners monetary system, and we all made best possible use of that freedom, changing our pounds directly

  into renminbi on the black market and spending it in the expensive ‘foreigners’ places that normally would only accept the dreaded FEC.




  Armed with White Cards, the highlight of the student week was Sunday brunch at the Shangrila Hotel, a massive western buffet that cost 33 FEC (about three quid). With the help of the black

  market and the White Card, that price dropped to RMB 33 (about one quid fifty). If you didn’t eat at all on Saturdays and woke up in time, you could spend from 6 a.m. to after midday in there

  for that price. When we started inviting lots of other friends to breakfast and whipped out White Cards to pay for everybody, the Shangrila started getting angry about the loss of FEC business.

  Finally, it instituted a policy of each waiter asking ‘One cheque or separate cheques’ before the order, a policy that remained well after the abolition of the FEC.




  Like the school rules, I approached the FEC and many of China’s other strange regulations as challenges and sought to exploit the weaknesses mainly on principle. As it was too expensive

  for the People’s Bank of China to manufacture special FEC coins as well as notes, both currencies shared the same coins. The smallest, one fen, is worth about 0.0007p. That was also

  sneaky foreign exchange business for China, but it did mean the coins were technically valid for use in the Shangrila even without a White Card. So, at the end of the year, all the students

  collected up their entire collections of fen, and a representative team went for a last buffet. When it was time to pay, a massive bag of fen was lifted onto the counter while further

  slices of cake were consumed.




  Our White Cards had a limit of just RMB 2,700, exactly equal to the ten months of monthly stipends we received from the university, but the last and possibly juiciest fault of the White Card was

  that it was printed on very poor-quality paper. Since the whole idea of two currencies and monopoly foreign money was a joke, I felt little guilt in ‘redefining’ my credit limit from

  time to time.




  Despite the many advantages of this system, like all other foreigners who fought daily in small ways to end these silly barriers, I was among those celebrating when the FEC was finally abolished

  . . . in 1995. My only regret is that there was no time to launch the anti-FEC T-shirt campaign I always dreamed of. It simply said in massive black letters, ‘FEC OFF’.
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  ‘The Ball Is Round, the Pitch Is Rectangular’




  Given the effective ban on groups of ten people or more and the suspicion about any type of spontaneous group activity, it was also much clearer why there was an unnatural

  absence of local opposition for our new football team. But, I still had a lot of questions. To start with, and possibly most important of all, the Big Nose XI needed to test its strength against

  another team or it would have no meaning at all, the name ‘football team’ reduced to a cheap and ironic joke from the girls’ end of the corridor.




  Not allowed to play football with the Chinese student body, my only option was to badger the small group of Chinese lads who also played on the college pitch once in a while. They were the

  offspring of families who lived on campus but were not enrolled at the university. The first and only match I could get together was against their rag-bag group which I often joined for a

  kick-around in the evenings, and I affectionately dubbed them Idle Sons FC for the occasion.




  Not surprisingly, since most of us foreigners came from countries where we had played organized football since an early age, we were the only ‘team’ that turned up, and there was not

  much of a game. In fact, the highlight was Idle Sons’ captain, Little Flat, who howled in protest at the rugged performance of our Soviet back four in open play; they took no prisoners even

  at 7-0.




  Little Flat himself was a good player and he sportingly promised a rematch once he could get a better team together. At least Big Nose FC had played a game. We were a team of strength, skill and

  speed, deadly on the counter-attack and impossible to beat from dead-ball situations in all recorded competitions.




  We then found out that the North Korean Hermit FC, having refused to play us, had agreed to have a game with Idle Sons. I sneaked along to take a look, and it was more or less the same as our

  game; Kim Il Sung’s men were superior technically and physically. In terms of self-reliance, there was no contest between them. In fact, Idle Sons collapsed into a bickering mess early in the

  second half, and the match was abandoned as poor Little Flat lost control of his less-talented teammates and they launched into each other.




  We always used to bump into the North Korean players around the campus and finally, after very diplomatic negotiations over cheap erguotou (er guo toe), the local firewater, German Ulli

  issued a formal challenge to the coach of Hermit FC, who was also their political cadre. As the only other undefeated team in the school, we appealed to their sense of honour and they rose to the

  challenge despite the political implications.




  They knew they would only get into trouble if they lost, so they trained like soldiers to make sure that didn’t happen. Turned out in crisp white uniforms, they thrashed us 3-0. It was a

  farce that included me missing an easy header that I can still see today with my eyes closed. Our back four might have been solid, but half of them couldn’t move. The other problem was that

  our kung fu goalie Tim had never played competitive football before. It was OK if you smacked it from range, but if you dummied it or got a flick, he went flying the wrong way because he was

  concentrating on the striker’s solar plexus, just as his Master had taught him.




  All three Hermit goals were conjured by a single North Korean wizard called Kim, and we knew we had been loaned the wrong one. As I walked off the pitch, Little Flat cheekily appeared from

  nowhere to offer his condolences. At dinner in the shitang later, the coach of Hermit FC led his team in forming a group smile. It was the smile reserved for superior political systems. Once

  that was done, then they smiled again as individuals and invited us for drinks. North Korean after-match drinks involved them knocking back unfeasible quantities of the purest spirit available and

  then strumming with awkward guitars and singing loud revolutionary songs. When they were too drunk to walk properly, they showed off their taikwando skills. Having identified various objects

  higher than their heads, each of them jumped, span round and fell over flat on his arse, missing the objects and eliciting laughter from everyone else.




  A couple of weeks later, Little Flat wandered over to our campus to say that he was now ready for another go, and we started preparing for action again. I didn’t know it

  then, but he wasn’t any more confident of beating us for size, speed or skill, so he had devised a fail-safe back-up plan.




  I knew it wouldn’t be a normal match when the smiling groundsman arrived carrying a watering can full of white paint that was spilling over the edges. With the can in one hand, he set off

  running at middle-distance pace across the centre of the pitch, pouring as he went. About two-thirds of the way across, he stopped to get his bearings, creating a large pool of paint. Swinging the

  can to his other hand, he was off again, now at sprinting pace.




  The final result was inevitable. None of the lines were parallel. One penalty area was a large square and the other a small trapezium. In some places, the line was thick and smudged, while in

  others, it hardly existed or was splattered in small blobs with occasional splashes. As he finished the final stretch at walking pace, he gave a cheerful wave and emptied the rest of the can where

  he stood. For the first time in my life, I realized that painting touchlines was not necessarily a scientific pursuit. It could also be art. After all, rules were abstract to start with and if the

  teams changed ends at half-time it would still be fair.




  He approached his job with such wild abandon that I came to admire him more and more each time I saw him perform. Instead of repeating the same old, same old, he created different spaces for you

  each time you played. He couldn’t remember foreigners’ names, so he brilliantly dubbed me Xihongshi (see hong sh), which means ‘Tomato’.




  Rather like a traditional Chinese landscape artist, his mission was to hint at the truth, but never to define it. Not surprisingly, his favourite job was marking out the tennis court, where all

  line calls are potential matters of life and death. Thanks to my understanding of his special sense of space, I had an unfair advantage when the 1987 Beijing Universities and Colleges Tennis

  Championships was later played at our campus. To his great pleasure, Tomato took the title.




  As a proper international football match had never been seen before, quite a crowd had assembled before we finally got underway. The wiggly touchlines succeeding in blurring the definition of

  ‘in’ and ‘out’ and, as nobody had kit either (the big noses played in skins) there was no clear way to know who was playing and who was watching.




  Confident, we started the game with a series of passing moves that showed our superiority, quickly making a number of openings that Ulli, the striker, missed, much as expected, since Idle Sons

  had demanded his glasses be removed. Although our passing was good, the chances started drying up as the Chinese team buckled down to chasing and started getting to loose balls first.




  As they upped the pressure further, I looked round to check Kim’s position and saw that he was closely marked by two players. Ulli was also marked by two and there were two spare men at

  the back as well. Counting the remaining players, I realized there were thirteen of them on the pitch. I stopped the game, and it took some time before Little Flat could find two players who would

  agree to go off. Back to even teams, we started again. About five minutes later, I did a quick number count and now there were fifteen. Again they were removed. As the game continued, I realized

  what they were doing. As we all followed the ball, behind our backs they were simply rolling on players from the crowd. Perhaps we should have let the extra players stay: perhaps they needed this

  kind of dispensation or they would just give up. But if we did change the rules, wouldn’t it defeat the whole purpose of the game?




  As I contemplated another hollow victory later, it struck me that on the football pitch there should be no place for face. Little Flat knew how to kick a football, but he didn’t understand

  how to play the game. He had placed too great an importance on ‘face’. While winning it he would have considered worthy of gleeful celebration, losing it was an entirely different

  matter that he believed must be avoided at all costs.




  Whereas Big Nose FC reacted to our embarrassing defeat to Hermit FC by challenging them again (and losing again), Idle Sons FC only knew how to give up. Given the circumstances, I could not

  blame him. I should have supported him as he tried to encourage his friends to get into the game, but I was young and saw only that he had tried to cheat to save face. And yet, this was not always

  so.




  The idea that the spirit of fair play and impartial refereeing in football provides good training in terms of promoting social harmony and justice was actually well understood

  in ancient China. As the Confucian scholar Liu Xin (ca. 50 BC to AD 23) noted (among his seven teachings), ‘football (strengthens) the fighting

  power of soldiers’. It wasn’t much different from the rest of the world, where countless generations of youth have been dispatched full of that essential ingredient for successful

  warring – team spirit.




  There were a lot of wars in ancient China, and passion for football was well documented. According to one such story, during the Warring States, a man from the state of Qi called Xiangchu was

  mad about playing the game. When he fell terribly ill, the famous doctor Canggong diagnosed a period of complete rest, instructing him to avoid all strenuous activity. But Xiangchu loved football

  so much that he couldn’t stop playing and dropped stone dead after a game.




  One of the great joys of living in China is being surrounded by a culture spanning five millennia, and hidden within this incredible legacy are several ancient football paintings and documents

  that still survive today. They reveal fascinating details about how football was used to overcome the human urge to cheat, even emerging as a popular sport in civil society. Amazingly for any era

  in history, it was a game played by both men and women of all ages. One story tells of a young girl who single-handedly defeated a team of soldiers, while prized pottery often featured images of

  children playing with their footballs.




  One particular form of football became popular during the Han Dynasty (206 BC to AD 220). While Jesus was struggling to find a twelfth man he

  could trust, the Han Emperors loved nothing more than to visit the local stadium to watch a game of cuju, or ‘kick ball’, complete with teams, rules and competitions. The Han

  didn’t mess around with bundles of old cloth, but created exquisite silk brocade spheres, the value of which is still recognized in the modern character for ball, qiu (chew) which

  includes the character for ‘king’.




  One of the earliest images of a football player is found on a monument at the bottom of the holy Song Shan (Song Mountain) in Henan province. The bottom of Song Shan is better known as the site

  of Shaolin Temple, one of the centres of Chinese martial arts. Inscribed nearly 2,000 years ago, it shows two spectators. They are watching an unnamed player in a long silk gown complete a move

  described by FIFA’s historian as ‘firing a rasping left-footed shot on the turn’. One-nil.




  In 2004, FIFA went further, allowing China to secure its historic claim over football with Sepp Blatter’s acknowledgement that China is the birthplace of the game and that cuju is

  the true origin of the sport. To be more specific, the Linzi district in the city of Zibo in Shandong province has been confirmed by football authorities as the place it all got started.




  The ancient Chinese mostly played six-a-side, which may well be the best format for the country to adopt if they ever decide to bring back the game. The number of players, and the requirement

  for fair play, was laid out by the Han writer Li You (ca. 55-135 AD), and in terms we can all understand. Next time you take part in a six-a-side competition, insist on

  playing according to the Rules of Li. They state (in the official FIFA translation):




  

    

      The ball is round, the pitch is rectangular,




      A symbolic image of (the universal elemental forces) yin and yang.




      Using the (twelve) moons (months) as a guide (for the number of players), they lay siege to one another.




      With six (members) each, (the teams) are balanced.




      A head (referee) is named and an assistant appointed.




      Their interpretations of the rules must be constant.




      Unprejudiced (they must be towards team members) near or far.




      There shall be no currying favour or high-handedness.




      With an honest heart and balanced thoughts,




      No one can find fault with wrong decisions.




      (If) football is regulated correctly like this,




      How much this must mean for daily life.


    


  




  An incredible seven centuries later, Chinese football was still going strong, but then branched off into two different directions. The first form continued the game’s traditions as a

  competitive team sport with defined rules, special arenas, standard goals, corner flags, bamboo goalposts and various other markings. Towards the end of the Tang Dynasty (618-906), this competitive

  form of the game got a huge boost in attendance when an enterprising man filled his silk ball with an inflated bladder. The extra bounce offered by his new balls required players to develop new

  techniques and tactics that the spectators loved even more. Unlike in the UK, when some members of football’s congregation left because they couldn’t keep their hands off the ball, in

  China, the second form of the game was created by splittists more interested in playing ‘keepy uppy’ with the silk embroidered size 2s. It was altogether much easier in their long robes

  and, of course, easier to sneak in a quick game when the Emperor wasn’t looking.




  Cuju was also popular during the Song Dynasty. In the famous story The Water Margin, the Emperor was won over by the cuju skills of a treacherous court official called Gao

  Qiu. The story tells that he was so good that he could make the ball stick to his body, which is still something that the best players can do. Two kinds of professional cuju troupes emerged

  to meet demand for what was a well-established brand of entertainment during the Song period. One type of footballer was attached to the royal court, while the other was a journeyman

  freelancer.




  Large cities even set up a cuju organization known as the Qi Yun She, or Yuan She. This is widely considered the earliest professional cuju club, and its participants included

  amateur lovers of the game and ex-pros. To guarantee and protect the profession, amateur players were required to formally acknowledge one of the professionals as their teacher and had to pay for

  the privilege of becoming a member.




  Some time after that, the practice of football as a sport through which one could test one’s sense of honour and discipline disappeared in China and was replaced by Genghis Khan’s

  version of the Olympics, and it has never been seen since.
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  To Get Rich Is a Glorious Goal




  With an entire city of wide and carless streets to explore by Flying Pigeon bicycle and regular small games of football with the rest of my leagueless team, student life in the

  late 1980s in Beijing was full of learning experiences and a great laugh, especially as my level of spoken Chinese improved. It took me one year of quite intensive study in the UK and four or five

  months in China before I felt I had reached the top of the first big language mountain and could see the hills far away. If you study in China from the start, most people could probably get there

  in a year. It’s a great view – in both directions.




  As with many foreign students with a decent range of memorized characters locked away (we had drilled over 1,000 during the first year), my Chinese lessons spontaneously started taking place

  outside the classroom in completely unstructured and natural ways. For a start, most Chinese teachers liked to make sure the whole class proceeded at the speed of the slowest student.




  We spent what seemed like many weeks repeating the character ren, which means ‘person’, until every student could say it properly. Outside, my spoken Chinese improved

  immeasurably, as did my understanding about how people actually use their language to communicate in real situations. However, it is true there was a downside to self-prescribed lesson plans

  – I had already failed to achieve the year’s minimum 80 per cent attendance rate less than half-way through. This ruled me out of contention for ‘model student’ status.

  After that, there just seemed no point.




  Along with other academic miscreants approached by worried teachers who had never come across the concept of truancy (at least for non-political reasons), and certainly not as a rational

  educational choice, I was questioned compassionately about my abysmal record. Were there medical reasons, they wondered? It was while facing Teacher Jin’s simple question: ‘You why not

  attend class?’, that I first found myself adopting Middle Kingdom logic in a negotiation. It was an intellectual, linguistic and cultural breakthrough and for me unlocked one of the secrets

  to succeeding in China. The ability to jiang daoli (jeeang dao lee) or ‘speak (with) reason’.




  ‘Classroom out,’ I told her, ‘have ten hundred million Chinese-language teachers, but only have one student, he is me. Classroom in,’ I continued, ‘have one Chinese

  teacher, but have exceed twenty students. Have some students, how to say, study very slow. Impact my progress.’




  I finished with one of the small rhyming slogans that had also started popping into my head at about that time and I raised my fist to illustrate the point.




  

    

      

        

          Jiaoshi Wai, Xue de Kuai




          Jiaoshi Nei, Xue de Lei


        


      


    


  




  In English, it would be something like, ‘Outside the class, study is fast; inside the class, study’s a farce.’




  As long as I did my homework, there wasn’t much pressure in the end. Just as at school in England, my teachers realized I was politically a lost cause and re-education through hard labour

  was no longer an option for petty offences, especially for the rest of the world’s errors.




  Indeed, the lack of seriousness with which China approached foreigners’ study and many foreigners approached Chinese study methods was later confirmed when we peeked at our own graduation

  certificates as they were carried along the corridor before we took the final exams. Of course, there were honest and conscientious students with genuine academic ambition among our group who

  struggled on in classes with diminishing numbers of students around them. Ironically, by the end they were nearly getting the one-to-one tuition needed. To avoid embarrassment, both shall remain

  nameless here.




  Because having fun was included in the list of things Chinese students were not allowed to do, our entrepreneurial minds soon grasped the central tenets of Deng

  Xiaoping’s opening and reform policies. In short, we started trying to make some money doing things we liked. In this respect, China was a fantastic place to be, a placed where tried and

  tested business models were regarded as radical innovations.




  Of course, football clubs are not the only places that active young people like to spend time. Given that Chinese and foreigners couldn’t dance together in regular discos, it was clear

  lots of help was needed on that front. So I joined my mate Josh in starting to test the ban on mixed dancing by organizing ‘underground’ parties. Educated, like me, at a British public

  school, he had also adapted well to the system in China and was a willing collaborator in the ‘sixth-form rebellion’ at our university.




  We started by moving the party beyond the reach of the Foreign Students Office. It wasn’t hard because their legendary powers of search and detention of non-accredited intruders ended at

  the school gates. Like a dog on a firm leash, they could bark but they couldn’t bite us. As our local partners assured us, ‘They not care us, we not care them.’




  As most Chinese restaurants were closed by 8 p.m., we took over big dining halls and ran DIY events. They may have looked like country village discos, but they were revolutionary at the time.

  The parties were attended mainly by foreign students and long-term inmates of the giant Friendship Hotel, but they also attracted the more rebellious Chinese youth, including China’s emerging

  rockers. They were led by Old Brittle, China’s Bob Dylan, John Lennon and Bob Marley all rolled into one.




  Old Brittle was a keen footballer and one of the few calm members of the outrageous Rock Stars FC, among the most ‘passionate’ of the amateur teams that started to emerge in Beijing

  towards the end of the 1980s. Along with his crowd, there were a lot of then impoverished young artists (now enjoying record prices at art galleries near you) and growing numbers of angry urban

  punks.




  The punks’ anger reflected the challenging speed set for the transition from Communist to secular truth. China’s rapid opening revealed the world outside, releasing an incredible

  encyclopedia of combined human knowledge about every subject you can imagine, and hundreds that could not be conceived. Just think about music alone. For young Chinese musicians searching for

  inspiration to help articulate their conflicted emotions the entire experience of modern popular music was suddenly accessible from foreign student bookshelves. Where would you like to start your

  education? Elvis perhaps, or shall we go straight to the Sex Pistols?




  In this way, China’s ‘opening’ provoked a re-evaluation of everything that young people knew to be true but in no particular order, while ‘reform’ promised only a

  tantalizing glimpse of how they could shape their own futures. The revelations came thick and fast and included the realization that they had been tricked in many ways. It was too late for our

  Chinese roommates, but they too learned that engaging in sexual relations before the marrying age of twenty-two for men and twenty for women was not necessarily hazardous for health, though

  appropriate care should always be taken. Slowly, the educated young urban generation in the peaceful China of the late 1980s became bitter. Their anger was the natural growing pain that resulted

  from the radical departure from the path of centrally planned economics that their grandparents had chosen after the end of the terrible Cultural Revolution.
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