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  ‘A unique insight into the fast-moving business world of China.’


  — Dr Sean Xiang, President & CEO, Bloombase Group




  ‘I have been teaching in China since 1993, and a book about China would have to be pretty darn good to get my attention. This is that book! It has information that only a real veteran can impart. Businesspeople planning a China project will ignore this book at their peril.’


  — Farrokh Langdana, PhD; Director, Rutgers Executive MBA Program




  ‘This is not only one of the most readable books about business in China, but also offers the most practical and insightful advice to all executives involved in China marketing.’


  — Harry H. Shi, Chief Representative of China, Emerson Radio Corp.




  ‘Jack Leblanc’s lively tales will resonate with all those who have come from other parts of the world to live and work in China. We are fortunate to witness the unprecedented transformation of the PRC from a socialist to capitalist society, and more so, to deal with the changes in its people’s mindsets. One needs to keep a light heart to survive the daily challenges of doing business in China. Those who have not been to the Middle Kingdom will find the book entertaining and will be amazed by the willpower required of the author to master the business skills necessary in modern China.’


  — Martin Lin, Managing Director & Chief Representative of Rockwell Collins, China




  ‘Business Republic of China is a truly remarkable exposé of doing business in China, told through compelling war stories! Since 1989, Jack Leblanc has witnessed first-hand China’s breathtaking economic development. He offers insights into how the Chinese do business through anecdotes rich with humour. His provocative and practical lessons about the complex dynamics of negotiating with the Chinese, and understanding the Chinese psyche, culture, and business mores, entertain and stimulate. This book is a ‘must read’ for any foreigner who wishes to achieve business success in China.’


  — Dr. Huiping Li, Anisfield School of Business, Ramapo College of New Jersey
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  Foreword
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CHAPTER 1



  Barbarian roots





  On his appointment to the position of Canton Commissioner in 1839, Lin Zexu declared that he would eradicate the opium trade: ‘The barbarians all in all are a nuisance and it were better they returned to where they came from.’ Unfortunately he never succeeded in getting rid of this particular variety of pest.




  Rain or shine, the barbarians have continued coming to China, in search of adventure.




  Within days of my arrival in the Middle Kingdom I got my first taste of some Sinofied Cartesian rules of thumb:




  ‘The shortest path from A to B is almost never straight.’




  ‘While travelling from A to B, most often B will not be stationary.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter how slow you go so long as you eventually reach B.’




  Brussels, Monday June 5th, 1989, 8:37AM




  ‘The tanks are rolling over Tiananmen! The tanks are rolling over Tiananmen! The tanks are rolling over Tiananmen!’ Zhang’s voice grew louder with each repetition.




  Standing in the doorway, I stared at him, still half-groggy from a long night renting out cars at the airport.




  Zhang had a chili-red face and wild psychopathic gaze. He seemed like an apparition from a scary dream, and for a fraction of a second I seriously thought of slamming the door clean shut.




  What was wrong with the guy? Zhang normally had a quiet, soft and sensible personality and would never raise his voice. But here he was completely out of himself.




  ‘What do you mean, “tanks rolling over Tiananmen”?’




  Zhang pushed me back into my apartment. ‘It was on Voice of America! Let’s watch the news!’




  More asleep than awake, I sheepishly shuffled behind him, wondering what all the fuss was about. Setting some water to boil for a cup of jasmine tea, he plunked onto the sofa and switched the TV on.




  There it was, smack in our face: The major news channels – CNN, BBC World – were chewing it over twenty-four hours a day. Every snippet of video analysed, scrutinised, and evaluated over and over again. The other TV channels wasted no time in following suit, and primetime was full of discussion of events on the other side of the world.




  I remembered the Chinese students had been having a ‘sit-in’ on Tiananmen, but to me it seemed they were having the time of their lives. China was opening up, after all, and many thought it was perfectly normal for the Chinese authorities to allow all of this to happen. It was part of the ritual of growing up, to go against the establishment.




  So what? Every twenty-something held idealistic beliefs, and protesting was just a way to provide relief while having a bit of fun. From the reports on TV over the past weeks it all looked cool and innocent. It even had a touch of Woodstock but with Chinese characteristics, on a big square, in the middle of a city. There was perestroika in the USSR, so there should be space for more of the same in China. How naïve these thoughts were, in retrospect.




  Zhang and I were zapped for a couple of hours, not really accepting as genuine the words and images beamed into the living room. We couldn’t take all the alarming reports coming from the journalists at face value. During the breaks Zhang tried on several occasions to call family members, but it seemed as if the rest of the world had already taken over the telephone trunk lines heading for the Middle Kingdom. That day he would not hear their hopeful, reassuring voices, or get fresh news from an independent source.




  As the testimonies of reporters flowed out, Zhang couldn’t stop reading the slogans the students had written on their banners. He explained the politics, the leaders, their history and the factions within the Communist Party. He almost simplified it to ‘An Idiot’s Guide to the Tiananmen Sit In’. I tried hard to take it all in, but much of it was not really comprehensible to me. While doing his best to enlighten me, Zhang jumped feverishly from channel to channel to catch the newest images. My friend sometimes stopped for several minutes on some international network where the anchor was speaking Italian, Spanish or German that neither of us could understand, but he didn’t care any longer what language was coming over the waves. He simply soaked up every pixel displayed on the screen, and as time ticked by he became completely absorbed in his own world.




  What was going through his mind, what was he thinking? He was suddenly so reserved. Even in these moments of horror he wouldn’t show his inner feelings. From time to time he spoke in a detached manner about what he was witnessing, as if the pictures had had a sedating effect on him. But deep inside I knew his neurons were going berserk, and his thoughts were with his family, his friends, his country.




  I tried on several occasions to kick-start a discussion of what we had seen, but it didn’t go smoothly. Zhang was completely disconnected from his surroundings. Between sips of jasmine tea and an exchange of words I strove to grasp what it meant for China, and for his fellow students here in Europe. But I truly felt like an outsider, as if a shadowy Great Wall of China was separating our minds. We quietly sat there for a couple more hours, watching the same reports over and over again.




  While staring at the TV, it also slowly dawned upon me that my dream of working in China was little by little turning into a ‘no go’.




  Two weeks earlier I had received the go ahead to teach Quantum Physics in a university in Xi’an and was actively preparing for my departure at the end of July. It was all I’d aspired to do since beginning my university studies six years earlier. I just wanted to go to China, work there, live in another culture, make friends, absorb their way of life and discover that part of the world. A couple of years earlier I’d been bitten by the China bug and slowly turned into a China freak, studying some Chinese, reading everything about the PRC that passed through my hands, attending receptions at the Chinese Embassy, even attending Chinese New Year celebrations in godforsaken parts of Antwerp to soak up the culture. . . . I was so looking forward to the big unknown, and now it was all ending abruptly as I sat on the sofa watching the news.




  Sure enough, a couple of days later a call came. It was from the organisation that had hired me for the teaching job: ‘Sir, due to recent events we’re temporarily calling a halt to all our Chinese projects. But we still have open positions in Thailand or Brazil. Would you be interested in working in any of those countries?’




  ‘Does this mean China is completely off limits?’ That was the only question I could stutter through the phone.




  ‘Most probably we’ll suspend our China programme for a year, or longer if necessary.’




  I just stared, blank and disappointed in everything. Why was nothing going my way?




  Zhang, in the meantime, joined up with the rest of the Chinese students residing in Belgium and protested on a daily basis in the streets of the capital. I attended a couple of times, but things got even more confusing when scuffles broke out with Taiwanese students also present during those marches. That Taiwanese students were denouncing the events in China was unacceptable to the Mainland students. I truly felt as though this was n’t my fight. I certainly couldn’t get to the bottom of their arguments, and anyway the discussions were mostly conducted in high-velocity Chinese . . . far beyond what my limited textbook knowledge could handle.




  Roughly a year earlier I had graduated with an engineering degree in Nuclear Physics and could easily have walked into a secure nine-to-five job, buy a house with a cat and garden and live a nightmare. This mould was definitely not made for me. The motto ‘Born to be wild, forced to work’ seemed to be tattooed on every cell in my body. Adventure, discovering the unknown, challenging myself, and learning what was happening beyond the realm of my present world: these were my driving forces. Years earlier I had already set my thoughts on working in China.




  Why? Probably because China had just reemerged on the scene, it was the world’s biggest unknown, mysterious and misunderstood. My dream certainly wasn’t to protest on the wet cobbled streets of Brussels.




  My first attempt to control my destiny was not very encouraging either. After graduation, I ended up with a temp job washing and renting out cars at the airport. . . . But at least it gave me the freedom to continue hunting down my simple dream.




  In the meantime all my friends picked up plush jobs and got company cars. ‘You’re a madman, you’re squandering potential career opportunities. What the heck do you care about China? There’s nothing there,’ one would say. Another would snicker at the thought alone. ‘China? A communist country! Are you indifferent to what just happened there?’




  No argument was strong enough; the inexorable urge to go to China never left me.




  ‘What to do now?’ were the words that kept banging in my head. The China virus had contaminated me, and was slowly but surely eating into my sanity.




  ‘In which direction can I steer my life now that working in China is all but out of the question?’ I became rudderless for a while. I was lost but too stubborn to admit defeat.




  How was it possible that events so far from my homely surroundings could affect me? Was I really cursed to continue wasting my time renting out cars at the airport?




  ‘Maybe you should try Taiwan or Hong Kong?’ proposed a whisper in my head.




  But that would mean starting all over again. At that time there was no Google that would, at the flick of a finger, give you a whole list of organisations to contact by e-mail. No, it was the old typewriter that had to be pulled out of the cabinet to do all the work. The daily tasks were set on replay, like an old record player with a needle stuck somewhere in the middle of a melancholy song. Rummage through the professional magazines in libraries to find contact addresses, type letters between my two shifts, mail them around to companies or organisations that might assist fresh graduates in starting a career abroad. And then an excruciating wait for answers. The rush to the mailbox became a daily ritual.




  It took weeks to get replies, which most always started with: ‘We’ve read your letter with great interest....’ and ended with ‘... but unfortunately there’s presently no vacancy for someone with your background. Please allow us to keep your profile in our data base and blah blah blah....’




  Every letter, before I opened it, drove my mood to the highest of peaks, and then brought it crashing down with the opening sentence. And so it went for several months. I spent hour after hour looking for opportunities that were closely or even remotely related to China. It even got so bad that the staff in the libraries already knew me by name. Sometimes my steadfast determination would be jolted by a mischievous thought that flashed through my brain: ‘It’s so hard to find a job in the Far East. Is this really worth all the hassle? How long would I search? How many more rental cars would I race from point A to B? How many more grumpy customers? How many more pranks could we pull over the airport loudspeakers, before the information desk discovered that the person I was paging – ‘Mr Aihait Maisdu Pitjab’ – was only imaginary, and that they were declaring over the PA: ‘Attention! Attention! Mister I hate my stupid job. Please come to the information desk!’




  Seeing the flow of businessmen coming and going from behind my rental desk I often thought that taking a real job in my familiar surroundings might be the easiest way out of my purgatory. But this nasty temptation quickly dissolved, as if some inner compass refused to lose track of that ‘simple’ dream: to work in China.




  Sometime in September, out of the blue, a telephone call came: ‘Sir, would you still be interested in working with our organisation in China? The previous position in Xi’an is already filled, so we’re not sure yet to which university you’ll be posted. But we have a job opening for you with the Chinese Ministry of Education. It’s quite urgent, as classes will start beginning of next month. Could you please give us a reply in the next couple of days?’




  I gave a firm yes on the spot.




  On a cold morning in October, together with eight other pilgrims, I stood in the departure hall of Brussels Airport – not to rent out cars, but to make a great leap forward in my life. Everyone was excited about our bold journey into the unknown. Like any airport, this huge chemical reactor, which boiled up a roller coaster of emotional peaks and valleys at both the Arrivals and Departure levels, didn’t disappoint either. Behind me a lot of people were left in tears, but I couldn’t help but think that my China obsession would work out. I told everybody, ‘This will be a great opportunity to open a new gateway for all of us to reunite in unfamiliar territory.’




  The trip, with a couple of changeovers, crisscrossed through a string of cities: Brussels, Amsterdam, Rome, Bangkok, Singapore, Shanghai and at long last Beijing. At the time China was still considered a backwater, and no airline worth the name would fly on a regular basis directly from any Western-European airport into Beijing Capital Airport. Unless you were flying with Pakistan Airlines or the East German Interflug, the voyage into the Middle Kingdom would snake the intrepid traveller around the globe.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be landing at Beijing Capital Airport in around thirty minutes, at 6:20PM local time,’ the pilot’s voice crackled over the loudspeakers.




  I had left my familiar environment roughly forty-eight hours previously. Looking outside, everything was pitch black, there was no way to perceive how high the plane was flying or where the airport was located. There was nothing that remotely looked like a city. None of the highway lights and cars we’d seen at the other airport approaches, no lit buildings in the distance. Zilch, only obscurity as far as the eye could see, with sometimes a faint flickering light in the distance, nothing more.




  Then out of nowhere the runway lights appeared twenty metres beneath the plane. The pilot gave the usual welcome, and commented sarcastically that control tower had just informed him that ‘There’s no weather in Beijing today.’




  Still looking into the pitch black, trying to detect some kind of life out there, all of a sudden I saw, in the plane’s light beam, a Chinese man on a bicycle, pedalling like mad, trying to overtake the plane. Maybe this guy on the bike was the Follow Me to escort the plane to its designated disembarking gate?




  Watching this scene unfold in front of my eyes, it instantly hit me: I was entering another world. Meanwhile, the plane was taxiing to a portal which led to a place where actions and events weren’t processed in the way Westerners were imprinted with from birth.




  At long last my feet were firmly on Chinese soil. The place I had endlessly fantasised about, and discussed with Zhang and friends for nights on end. Walking out of the airport even the air smelled different, it had something exotic, something unique. Even now, whenever this delicate mixture of scents reaches me, I experience an instant flashback to my first day in Beijing. Unforgettable. Forever grafted in the back of my brain.




  The road from the airport to the city was a dark, narrow stretch of fissured concrete slabs. At both sides, white-painted trees glimmered up in the headlights of the bus before receding back into the night. For long patches the bus would get stuck behind a cart pulled by a donkey. Invariably this was a clear-cut signal for the driver to sound the horn as if his life depended on it, while the farmer on his cart remained transfixed by his daily business, indifferent to the commotion taking place behind him, as if two civilisations, centuries apart, happened to have crossed each other’s paths for a brief moment. Only when the road temporarily widened could the bus pull away into the inky darkness. Barely at speed again . . . and now the driver had to handle yet another crisis situation. A time warp brought a flock of sheep across the road, into earshot of a klaxon blast. The animals momentarily surrounded the bus for an inspection before we could move again into the present day. Entering the Third Ring Road scarcely any car shared the road with us. Dark gloomy buildings stared down on the unlit streets, contrasted against the black sky. Some traffic lights in the distance brought welcome colour to a scene of shadowy contoured concrete structures on the roadside. No one walked on the streets, as if a curfew had been declared after sunset. ‘How strange. Where is everybody? A country with a billion people and not a living soul in sight,’ I thought to myself.




  The stately Friendship Hotel, located at the then-outskirts of the city, had definitely been designed by an architect with Stalinist tendencies. The place looked as if each structure had come from one and the same blueprint, copy-pasted one after the other into a rigid maze of low-rise buildings. In this place lived long-term foreign residents who were teaching language or working for the Chinese foreign press, ‘Friends of China’, and businessmen.




  Driving through the hotel’s gates a large red banner hanging above the entrance greeted our bus and exclaimed in white letters, CHINA WARMLY WELCOMES THE EUROPEAN FOREIGN TEACHERS. Apparently a committee of officials from the Ministry of Education had patiently waited several hours for our arrival and on seeing our bus enter the premises they thronged the bus door. In the initial chaos heavy handshakes and bright smiles were exchanged. ‘Welcome you to China! You must be very tired from such a long journey. Warm greetings to our China friends!’




  Next to me an embassy employee confided in a soft voice, ‘Don’t you worry. This is the inevitable Chinese welcome toast to show their consideration for the honoured guests coming in from far-away places.’




  Not really expecting this kind of attention we grimaced nervously, doubting if this circus was really intended for our group. It felt totally over the top. ‘What the hell is happening? This can’t be right. Probably there’s confusion with another more important group. Definitely a mistake.’ Another of my co-travellers was nervously shaking hands, and he also seemed ill at ease. Sneaking up on him from behind I whispered to him half-seriously, ‘The only thing missing is a big band playing along. Very soon you’ll be expected to make a speech, so prepare yourself.’ To which he replied, throwing me a wink, ‘Really? Freedom of speech in China? Wow, that’ll be my one-way ticket out of here. I’ll have to keep that trump card close to my chest and use it wisely.’




  Over the years this style of hospitality repeated itself on many more occasions.




  Although it was eight in the evening, late night for Beijing people at that time, the whole crowd of officials gracefully invited the honoured guests to a banquet dinner.




  ‘The kitchen normally closes at seven, but has remained open especially for you, so the cooks may be tired and we sincerely apologise if the dishes are not that tasty,’ one of the hosts declared in a very heartfelt voice. The food was nothing like what was normally defined as Chinese cuisine in certain parts of Europe. Indonesian Chinese, who had escaped President Suharto’s brutal communist witch-hunt in the sixties, ran most of the Chinese restaurants in Holland and Belgium. The menu invariably consisted of Indonesian delicacies like bamigoring, nasigoreng, lumpia and krupuk with a Chinese twist. For all these years the innocent patrons had wrongly assumed they were being served authentic Chinese dishes at ‘The Golden Dragon’ restaurant around the corner. Little did we know: till the food at the Friendship Hotel came rolling in.




  Only then did I come to understand Zhang’s predictable and invariable rants about the food quality in the so-called Chinese restaurants in Europe. I had always thought that he was being vain when he claimed that ‘at home’ the dishes were heavenly. That night my taste buds confirmed his position once and for all.




  The customary treatment for honoured guests arriving from distant horizons was also lavished on us. We ticked off the obligatory list of stopovers every tourist hoped to see in Beijing, starting with the Great Wall and ending at the Forbidden City. Having entered from the northern gate of the palace, the walk went through the whole length of what once was home to Chinese emperors, and finally exited through the southern gate.




  A five-minute walk from there, the majestic Tiananmen was basking in the autumn sun. We took the pedestrian tunnel underneath Chang An Avenue towards the square and found hundreds of soldiers still camping in this dark alley, sitting on their bunk beds, smoking cigarettes, greasing their AK-47s, basically bored to death. A couple of long-noses strolling past their encampment was the only attraction of the day. Climbing back up into daylight, we found the place eerily quiet and empty, nobody on the grandiose Square of the Gate of Heavenly Peace but for armed soldiers who stood guard every ten metres. A lone public bus in the distance was the single sign of life.




  That very moment it struck me: ‘Hey, we’re standing at the very heart of the events Zhang and I watched on TV a couple of months ago.’ One of the guides carried a letter to the soldier guarding the entrance to the square, and they went into protracted discussions. He pointed in our direction, where we were keeping our distance, and finally cleared the last hurdle to walk around the square. From afar the great gate looked just like the eternal Tiananmen: Radiating the country’s self confidence, a testimony to its rich and glorious past, embodying all that the New China stood for. Close up, though, it became a painful trial to walk on that immense open place, where tank tracks had carved up the stones and the steps to the Monument of the People’s Heroes were broken to bits and pieces. In several places around the square, soot-permeated stones showed up like black circles against the grey concrete backdrop. Soldiers followed our every move a couple of footsteps behind. The guide next to me looked straight ahead and murmured through his teeth: ‘These are the remnants of the bonfires students made in the evenings.’ In my mind I could vividly see and hear the students gathered there, playing music, talking politics, discussing the hopes and dreams of a nation. Till the moment the iron tracks came waltzing in.




  All was quiet now, all was peaceful again at the political centre of the New China.




  Thinking back to the words of a Brit, an Old China Hand who said ‘China today is more certain of what it doesn’t want than of what it does want’, we all walked off the square, humbled by the experience.




  Our departure date from Beijing finally arrived, marking the end of the sightseeing journey. The group of people I had travelled with from Europe split up into their designated work units, scattered to the four corners of the country. Some were heading for Wuhan, Shanghai, and Xi’an, while I was told that Chongqing was my final destination. Nobody in our group had ever heard of that particular city before, myself included.




  ‘What city is this? Funny name. It doesn’t ring a bell. This place certainly can’t be that big. Maybe it’s located somewhere in the countryside?’ One of the guys in the group spoke hesitantly, not sure if that would be taken as a compliment.




  ‘You’re so lucky to be able to take the train. You’ll probably be based a short ride out of the capital’, another one congratulated me. ‘So you can come to the capital on the weekends.’




  However, Mr Li who accompanied me explained in broken English that ‘we travelling for three days and three nights.’ Still, in my mind there had to be some sort of misunderstanding, he had to mean three or four hours at most.




  Coming from a place where driving two hours in any direction would entail at least one international border crossing, the idea of sitting in a train for days on end sounded totally absurd. Once the train had travelled over eight hours however, I got the message. This didn’t look like a picnic into the countryside.




  The views through the window were an exotic amalgam of scenery. Everything looked different from the familiar European landscape: As the train puffed its way to Chongqing, flat plains slowly moved by, arid areas where nothing seemed to grow, mountainous regions, luscious terraced hills, tropical trees waving in the wind, kids along the track who screamed ‘Laowai! Laowai!’ ‘Barbarian, Barbarian!’ when they saw the honoured guest staring out of the window. News that a barbarian was sitting on the train must have spread like wildfire. Passengers from all over the soft-sleeper carriages came over for a chat, hesitantly at first, but quickly producing a torrent of questions. That first night I must have answered a hundred times ‘Where do you come from?’ ‘Do you like China?’ ‘Do you like Chinese food?’




  As the train carved its way through the uneven terrain the temperature got warmer and warmer with every stop. When leaving Beijing it was close to zero, but every twelve hours of travel along the rails seemed to add at least three degrees Celsius to the outside temperature. Three days later, as we entered Chongqing railway station at nightfall, the weather was a balmy twenty-two degrees Celsius.




  A small metal case full of science books and clothes, containing my only belongings that linked me with the outside world, was plunked at my feet. Mr Li, wanting to make sure I’d stay put, pointed to me – ‘You’ – and then to my luggage – ‘Here’ – making it clear that I should wait on the platform and not wander around. When he felt sure the message had gotten through and the barbarian wouldn’t escape, off he went to look for his contact.




  During the wait, some thirty people surrounded Mr Li’s honoured guest, gazing with extreme interest on this strange alien creature. Each and every one of them carried a bamboo pole in one hand and a rope in the other. They pointed at my case, trying to convey with gesticulations that they could lend a hand in carrying it away. In the meantime, it seemed that my presence was acting like a huge human magnet. The crowd swelled to a silent mob and hundreds were trying to get a peek at the alien, some touching my arms just to make sure the exhibit was for real. As the size of the crowd got out of control and the tumult surrounding me grew, the sea of people suddenly broke open. Mr Li, like a modern day Moses, got to his precious guest. At his side was Smile, of the university’s Foreign Affairs Office, thus nicknamed because of the everlasting smile on his face. He was the kind of guy who was trusted by his superiors to keep an eye on the barbarian, to make sure he didn’t stray too far from the beaten path of the curriculum. ‘Why are people so interested in touching me?’ I innocently asked.




  ‘Don’t worry, they were just curious why you didn’t shave your arms this morning. Probably because of the long train ride you didn’t have the opportunity to do so.’ Smile informed me of this earnestly, without any further afterthought.




  ‘The creature with the human features and animal heart that the old imperial scrolls referred to had just landed in their midst,’ I giggled to myself.




  Meanwhile Mr Li shook my hand as if to say ‘Honoured guest safely transferred to Chongqing University authorities. Mission successfully accomplished’, before disappearing into the crowd, never to be seen again.




  Over time Smile proved to be the one person a barbarian could always count on to provide solutions to the daily stream of Chinese problems. Nothing was bizarre enough that he wouldn’t ‘touch’ it.




  Chongqing University, with a campus consisting of a mix of traditional and new buildings, was surrounded by greenery and sat majestically on the outskirts of the city. The word city was a definite understatement. . . . With twenty million inhabitants at that time, Chongqing’s concrete structures sprawled wide and far over the hills and occupied the Yangtze and Jialing river banks. It was more of a Mega-mega-metropolis than a city. But it was also a damp place where the sun never seemed to be able to pry its way through the dense clouds. It’s said that all the dogs in Chongqing would start barking at the sudden, unfamiliar appearance of the sun.




  The head of the Foreign Language Department, Professor Chen, together with the vice-head, Professor Zhen, were the first university lecturers to meet me. It was kind of an informal get-together to give an orientation to the place and provide the newcomer with a class schedule. Trying to distinguish the professors’ names was hopeless, as in the local Sichuan dialect they sounded like ‘Mr Tzen and Mr Tzen’ to a barbarian’s untrained ears. However, their English accents were the marker by which they could be differentiated. Professor Chen had a strong American pronunciation, as if the Bronx was just around the corner, while Professor Zhen had such an impeccable British pronunciation one had to wonder where he’d left his bowler and umbrella. Because they’d honed their English to perfection, my initial assumption was that both professors had been sent especially to meet the honoured guest. ‘Certainly the university would want to avoid any miscommunication in the initial stage of my stay,’ I thought. Expecting I’d be brought to the Engineering Department to meet my future colleagues very soon, I asked ‘how many engineering students graduate every year from the university?’




  No response. My question was simply passed over while the introduction to the university continued unabated.




  ‘Probably they aren’t that familiar with that department and so let the question slip by,’ I thought to myself. ‘Soon I’ll know more and will be able to discuss in more detail the subjects I’m expected to teach.’




  But things diverged dramatically from the original roadmap.




  ‘You will start your classes in American Literature and British Culture on Monday next week’. After Professor Chen broke the news, there was an awkward moment of silence while I stared at them.




  Hadn’t they noticed my heavily-accented English? They must know that not all barbarians are native English speakers. Why would they expect me to teach literature or culture! For heaven’s sake. . . . A subject I hadn’t the faintest idea how to tackle, and had never studied in depth before. In middle school we’d had a brief course in literature, but to be honest it was something I’d always thought to be a waste of time. Perhaps this was how fate punishes those who look down upon the art of writing?




  I couldn’t assume this was a hoax as they were measuring me up very attentively, waiting for my initial reaction. As if I might suddenly and effortlessly start talking Shakespeare, while discoursing on all the historical convolutions that had led to present day English literature. It was definitely not going to be easy to get out of this one.




  How on earth was I to explain that somewhere down the line, a ‘mischievous’ bureaucrat in either Europe or Beijing had perhaps mislaid my résumé, resulting in my being here? I was imagining some poor American or British language expert who was now facing a similar situation somewhere else in China, being kindly requested to teach the Dynamics of Schrödinger’s Theory of Quantum Mechanics.




  ‘Are you sure this is what you expect me to teach?’ I was able to stammer out.




  Both ‘Tzens’ looked at each other and in that fraction of a second I believe they understood the error that had been committed. But, relentless in their mission to keep the barbarian on the hook, one of the Tzens went on: ‘Don’t you worry, our students are all very eager to study from foreigners. You’ll do all right!’




  ‘Right!’ There I was, in the middle of China, presented with a challenge I had neither the capabilities nor the materials to overcome.




  Both professors left me behind in a daze. I needed to come up with a solution quickly, or I’d have a class mutiny on my hands the moment I opened my mouth on Monday. All night long I spun in bed, reflecting on why I’d come and what I should do. Hundreds of ideas came tumbling through my mind. I checked pros and cons one after the other, and immediately dismissed the scariest of them all: that I might return home. In a moment of lunacy, I even believed that American Literature and British Culture wouldn’t be so hard to teach after all.




  By early morning I hadn’t made a single step of progress in my deliberations. But further delays in identifying a solution could have serious consequences, or so I thought. While finding the way to the language department, my mind kept on scanning my options for a practical way out. Hopefully they would accept a compromise that would make both parties happy. My heart had sunk to the bottom of my shoes by the time I walked into the meeting room.




  ‘Profess or Tzen, I think you’re doing me too much honour by offering a position of such high responsibility. I believe there are much better-qualified teachers in your department, who just came back from overseas and know the latest British education techniques in teaching English as a second language. They must dearly want to exchange their knowledge of English Literature with the best and brightest of your students. I just arrived in China and don’t understand your culture or local teaching methods yet. It would not be fair towards your students if I could not communicate properly. I’m really afraid the students will complain to you, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want this to happen. I think students majoring in literature deserve to have a teacher who can also explain complex language concepts in Chinese.’




  By now the professor understood that discussing prose and analysing dead or living writers was not my strong suit, and he took his time in evaluating the situation. There was another long uneasy moment of silence. But this time I wasn’t prepared to break it because I knew the ball had slowly rolled into his court. The professor rigorously assessed me, his eyes piercing into my brain. Finally he cleared his throat and asked curiously, ‘What do you suggest we do?’




  ‘Wouldn’t it be better if I first take on students whose English level is not that high? I would be able to teach them the basics extremely well.’




  Again silence. I was staring at the tealeaves floating in my cup, not really daring to look him straight in the eyes.




  ‘We could consider this situation. What about first-year English major students?’ he responded.




  ‘Sounds like a plan, but don’t you think that students from the Engineering Department might also be interested? As I’m quite familiar with technical subjects, I could teach them Scientific English. They would be able to read and write scientific articles in English.’ Hearing this proposal his face cleared up; the idea definitely struck him as attractive. ‘I’ll consider this suggestion, come back tomorrow afternoon, three o’clock.’




  Ecstatic that my plan had worked, I spent the afternoon recovering from my sleepless night.




  The following day I was right on time to hear Professor Chen’s decision, only to be informed by the secretary that he would not be coming that afternoon. ‘Could I reach him by phone?’ I asked. ‘Professor Tzen no phone’ was the simple reply. It was Friday afternoon and still no decision. Now I was getting both nervous and uncomfortable with the fact that classes were only one weekend away and there was still no solution in sight for my awkward situation.




  Another sleepless night followed. I didn’t know if I had done wrong or right. Why wasn’t Professor Chen present for our meeting as promised? I knew that teaching literature would be equivalent to throwing myself into a lions’ den. I’d never come out of this alive and my ego might be bruised for the rest of my ‘teaching’ career. . . .




  That Saturday I tried to forget the whole situation by strolling through some of the more picturesque locations close to our university: Ciqikou, built on a hill, with a small Buddhist temple at the top surrounded by houses made of bamboo, straw and clay. The place, one hundred and fifty metres above street level, could only be reached by climbing a long series of steep steps carved in rock. The little village overlooked the Jialing River, where in late spring dragon boat races were held. Having stood there for centuries, the area hadn’t yet adapted to the present. It was impossible for cars to enter this secluded area from the other side of the hill, as streets and alleys were too small for even the tiniest of cars to pass through. Except for some of the black and white TVs that were humming Sichuan opera, time seemed to have stood still for the last two hundred years. Undisturbed kids were playing in the narrow passageways. Lining the streets were small shops repairing shoes, stores selling daily necessities, a butcher’s shop, small vegetable markets, and a couple of voluble ten-seat restaurants, while on the roadside farmers, patiently crouched for hours, sold their freshly harvested crop. In an open area two large stone wheels pulled by a donkey ground soybeans into tofu.




  One week ago I was still breathing the air of greyish Brussels and now it felt as if I had walked into an Indiana Jones movie set. The vibes this place gave off were incredible. There and then I decided that nothing in the world would make me go back to Europe, even if it meant teaching literature.




  As the evening settled in I couldn’t let go of the place, and decided to soak up the colourful atmosphere a bit longer by taking a meal in one of the many restaurants bustling with noisy customers. Looking around for something familiar, I pointed my finger at a bowl of Chinese dumplings, or jiaozi, my neighbours were gobbling down. The waitress acknowledged with a shy smile and five minutes later my steaming plate of jiaozi were mixed with a fiery but lovely chilli pepper sauce. This was exactly the right dish to top off a perfect day before returning to reality.




  When I entered the White House, as the building for long-term resident barbarians was mockingly known by university staff, Smile rushed to me. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you. Professor Tzen wants to meet you.’




  In the autumn drizzle that was coming down over Chongqing, I dashed to the Foreign Language Department, but all doors were locked and the lights switched off. Nobody was there. By the time I’d come halfway back, the drizzle had turned into a downpour, and I was completely soaked when I arrived at the White House. In the meantime Smile had left for home and I had no idea where or how to get in touch with Professor Chen. Returning to my room up a flight of stairs, I found the professor and a twenty-something lady waiting in front of my room. When he saw me completely wet, his serious expression turned into an embarrassed smile.




  In his strong US accent he uttered, ‘Come on, let’s go to a restaurant and have some dinner.’ Having just eaten a heavy dose of jiaozi I was not really hungry, but couldn’t refuse as my career was at stake.




  ‘By the way, this is my daughter Lily, she’ll join us. You don’t mind, do you?’ Lily was timid, hiding every smile behind the palm of her hands.




  The three of us ended up in a huoguo – aka Chongqing Hotpot – restaurant, just outside the main university gate. Huoguo, the number one Chongqing food speciality, consisted of a boiling cocktail of oils, fiery peppers, chillies, vegetables and other spices. A wide range of uncooked vegetables, noodles and raw chopped meat were placed to one side, ready to be boiled fondue-style. The tricky part: to plunge a piece of food into the brew and try to hold on to it with your chopsticks till the slippery portion was thoroughly cooked. This type of cooking would definitely kill any germ that had found its way onto the raw food, and was an ideal way to consume anything that hadn’t seen a fridge for twenty-four hours. Unfortunately for the uninitiated, the spices also killed off the flora in the intestines ninja-quick, and it took me a couple of close calls to the bathroom before I’d returned to my normal self.




  But this was beside the point, as Professor Chen was about to break the news:




  ‘We’ve encountered quite some difficulties with the English courses in the Science and Engineering departments. Students seem not so engaged, and the subject doesn’t seem to prick their curiosity as much as we’d like. After deliberation with the concerned departments we believe the idea of your teaching Scientific English is worth pursuing. We suggest you make your notes available for the coming week.’




  On hearing those words, an immense weight was suddenly lifted from my shoulders.




  The relief was immeasurable. No more stress about literature. As if heaven and earth had returned to their rightful places. Suddenly the food tasted even better. Chongqing could finally become my new adopted home. It was the first real hurdle I’d overcome in China, and I was very happy it had come to a good end. Throughout the rest of the meal we had some small talk about the professor’s experiences in the States, and how life and culture there were so different from China. During the dinner Lily didn’t say a word. She was content just to listen, giving a faint smile while she enjoyed the food.




  While we dealt with the last bits and pieces on the plates, fishing slippery noodles out of the hotpot, Professor Chen asked me in a low voice: ‘Do you think Lily can study in your country? She’s a very bright student in Informatics and will graduate next year. We’d be very happy if you could give us any assistance, however small, in securing her the opportunity to study abroad!’ I didn’t see that one coming, and realised in a flash that one way or another I must have indebted myself pretty deeply by asking for a change in work schedule. Most probably Professor Chen had gone to great lengths to get the Engineering Department to cooperate, and the barbarian now owed him big. Refusing to help would probably sink this barbarian ever-deeper in a marsh of entanglements as the academic year wore on. ‘Sure! I’ll see what I can do,’ I declared with newfound confidence.




  Postscript




  

    	For one year I taught Scientific English, Applied Physics and Computer Science at Chongqing University. The following year I moved to Tsinghua University in Beijing, where I taught similar subjects and got a salary raise from 400 RMB to 600 RMB/month.




    	Professor Chen started a private school teaching English for scientists and engineers, initially based on the lecture notes I made.




    	Lily ultimately went to study in New Zealand, two years after our first encounter, and is now happily married with two children in Auckland.




    	Smile went twice to the States on a tourist visa. During his second trip he saw an opportunity to find work, and is now living his own dream.




    	My good friend Zhang got accustomed to a Bohemian lifestyle, acting as a guest university lecturer in the UK and the USA teaching Chinese politics and economics.


  




  
CHAPTER 2


  


  The great glass curtain


  walls of China





  Successful negotiations in China require great reserves of the most precious commodity of all: Time. The ability to squander it as if you had a lifetime to wait will earn you the goodwill of your Chinese partners.




  Extra credit points can be won by adapting to the sometimes-unusual wishes of your host. When patience, perseverance and flexibility have become part of your China assets, success may finally be yours.




  But sometimes – only sometimes – ignorance is bliss....




  Chongqing, Wednesday March 11th, 1990, 15:21




  Over the external loudspeakers near the White House a lady’s voice, speaking in heavy Sichuanese, crackled through the cold soggy air: ‘International phone call for Jieke. Hurry!’ (Since my arrival in China, my name, Jack, had been transformed into Jieke.)
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