il

CHAPTER THREE

Running

IN THE MORNINGS I often ran to the summit of Raise the Flag
Mountain. As I ran, I studied the propaganda signs along the route,
although at the beginning there wasn’t much about them that was rec-

ognizable. There were three signs on the road out to the mountain,
and to me they looked like this:

Vo A G Wl e

L E o Bt R

HAAMAF Culure 34 A F A
AL %) People Mouth 3¢k , jrat x4t
’%;:’?\ Is 5L Country ﬁ\ﬁﬂ'—\
I finished my runs back in the center of campus, not far from the

teaching building, where a stone wall served as a backdrop for an
Inscription of three-foot-high characters:

%k*”ﬁr People, ‘)’éf’ii'%{? People, ARSHF People, %if People
~ That was how Chinese appeared in my first few months. I arrived
in Fuling able to recognize about forty characters, all of them simple:

people, middle, country, above, below, long, man, woman. There
) . . . .
hadn't been time for more; the Peace Corps had given us an intensive
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ing in Chengdu, bur the

course during our two months of train
en Mandarin to function. We

emphasis was on learning enough spok
and until 1 got 1o Fuling

had to study written Chinese on ouf owWn,
simply hadn't had enough tme.

[ came to Sichuan because
1e exper
These were very G647 goals, but
) o] che writ
vious. ] hoped the wnting
1

| wanted 10 reach, but | also h
other motivations: 1 thought ience would make me a better
writer. and 1 wanted to Jearn Chinese.
the way to achieve them was much less ob
would take care of itselfi—I would keep my €€ op -
and eventually, when [ felt I was ready; 1 would start © write. Bus

i ‘ pever undertaken
Chinese was a different mattet altogether and I had neve -

something like that before.
That was one reason I had decided
Peace Corps, because I knew they would Ty

Their Chengdu training COurse had been excellent

small and the teachers experlenced, and it had been &25] .,O
as my own aii2in

progress. In Fuling, though, language study W . :
Peace Corps would pay for tutors, but I had to find them myself, 2nd

had to decide which cextbooks I would use and how I would structure
my studies. It was a daunting cask—essentially; I had to figure out how

to learn Chinese.
For the first few weeks, Dean Fu s
help Adam and me- He was as lost as We¢ were—he had never knovwn 2

foreigner who was trying

secretly he felt the project Was

Chinese—everybody in Fuling knew that. Our students found it hilar-
ious that we even tried. They would ask me to speak 2 lirdle Chinese.
or write a character or two, and then they would laugh at my cffors.
At first this didn’t bother me, but quickly it became annoying, Ther
thought I was dabbling in the language when in fact 1 was serious: |
knew that studying Chinese was one of the most important things |
co.uld do. in Fuling, So much depended on knowing the languaze—:f“‘~‘
lf)rll::élec.ishlps, my ability to function in the city, my undersmr;dinvg of the

1
TITHh Th=

o0 come © China with the
to teach m¢ the languzge.
the classes werz

——

[

earched for tutors who could

1

10 learn the language, and 1 suspected tha:
hopeless. Waiguoren couldnt leamn

¥

I .
also wanted to learn Chinese out of stubbornness, because =2

waigno eren’ b
a loi trc’nd}.fc?u weren't expected to do that. Such low expectations had
g tradition; even as late as the early 1800s it had been illegal for2

——
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Chinese to teach the language to foreigners, and a number of Chinese
were imprisoned and even executed for tutoring young Englishmen.
This bit of history fascinated me: how many languages had been sacred
and forbidden to outsiders? Certainly, those laws had been changed
more than a century ago, but China was still ambivalent about open-
ing to the outside world and language was still at the heart of this issue.
In good conscience I could not live there for rwo years and not learn to
speak Chinese. To me, this was as important as fulfilling my obliga-
tions as a teacher.

But this need wasn't nearly as obvious to everybody else. Dean Fu
took a long time finding tutors, and perhaps he was hoping that we'd
forget about it. We didn't need Chinese to teach, after all, and we
already knew enough to buy groceries and eat at local restaurants. That
should be adequate, people figured. In some respects, we were seen as
English-teaching machines, or perhaps farm animals—expensive and
skittish draft horses that taught literature and culture. We were given
cadres’ apartments, and we had our own Changhong-brand color tele-
visions with remote. Our bedrooms were air-conditioned. Each of us
had a good kitchen and two beautiful balconies. Our students were
obedient and respectful. It didn’t matter that, even as we were given all
of these things, the leaders also gave quiet instructions to our col-
leagues and students that they should avoid associating with us outside
of class. Waiguoren were risky, especially with regard to politics, and in
any case we didn't need close friends in the college. We could teach
during the day and return to our comfortable cages at night, and, if we
needed friendship, we always had each other. They even gave us tele-
phones so we could call Peace Corps volunteers who lived in other
parts of Sichuan.

Some of the more insightful students sensed that this did not
make a full life. In his journal, Soddy wrote me a short note, politely
addressed in the third person:

Pete and Adam come to our college to teach our English without
pay. We are thankful for this behavior. But we are worried about Pete
and Adam’s lives. For example: Pete and Adam know little Chinese, so
they can’t watch Chinese TV programmes. I think your lives are diffi-

cult. T want to know how you spend your spare time.

y
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It was a good question. My teaching and preparation time rarely
took much more than thirty hours a week. I ran in the mornings, and
sometimes I went for walks in the hills. Adam and [ played basketball
and threw the Frisbee. I wrote on my computer. I planned other diver-
sions for the future—subjects I wanted to cover in class, possible travel
destinations. Mostly, though, I knew that there was plenty of exploring
to be done in the city, but at the beginning this was the hardest place
of all to open up.

Downtown Fuling looked good from my balcony. Often I'd gaze
across the Wu River at the maze of streets and stairways, listening to
the distant hum of daily life, and I'd think about the mysteries that
were hidden in the river town. I wanted to investigate all of it—I
wanted to go down to the docks and watch the boats; I wanted to talk
with the stick-stick soldiers; I wanted to explore the network of tangled
staircases that ran through the old part of town. I longed to figure out
how the city worked and what the people thought, especially since no
foreigner had done this before. It wasnt like living in Beijing or
Shanghai, where there were plenty of waiguoren who had discovered
what the city had to offer. As far as foreigners were concerned, Fuling
was our city—or it would be once we figured it out.

But once I got there it didn’t look so good. Partly this was because
of the dirt and noise; the main city of Fuling was an unbelievably loud
and polluted place. There wasn't as much heavy industry as in other
parts of China, but there were a few good-sized factories that spewed
smoke and dust into the air. The power plant on the banks of the Wu
River burned coal, as did all of the countless small restaurants that
lined the city’s streets, and automobile emissions were poorly regu-
lated. In winter the air was particularly dirty, but even in summer it
was bad. If I went to town and blew my nose, the tissue was streaked
with black grease. This made me think about how the air was affecting
my lungs, and for a while I wondered what could be done about this.
Finally I decided to stop looking at tissues after I blew my nose.

Noise was even more impressive. Most of it came from car horns,
and it is difficult to explain how constant this sound was. I can start by
saying: Drivers in Fuling honked a lot. There werent a great number of

cars, but there were enough, and they were always passing each other
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in 2 mad rush to get to wherever they were going, Most of them were
cabs, and virtually every cabby in Fuling had rewired his horn so it was
triggered by a contact point at the tip of the gearshift. They did this for
convenience; because of the hills, drivers shifted gears frequently, and
with their hand on the stick it was possible to touch the contact point
ever so slightly and the horn would sound. They honked at other cars,
and they honked at pedestrians. They honked whenever they passed
somebody, or whenever they were being passed themselves. They
honked when nobody was passing but somebody might be considering
it, or when the road was empty and there was nobody to pass but the
thought of passing or being passed had just passed through the driver’s
mind. Just like that, an unthinking reflex: the driver honked. They did
it so often that they didn’t even feel the contact point beneath their fin-
gers, and the other drivers and pedestrians were so familiar with the
sound that they essentially didn’t hear it Nobody reacted to horns any-
more; they served no purpose. A honk in Fuling was like the tree
falling in the forest—for all intents and purposes it was silent.

But at the beginning Adam and I heard it. For the first few weeks
we often complained about the honking and the noise, the same way
we complained about blowing our noses and seeing the tissue turn
black. But the simple truth was that you could do nothing about either
the noise or the pollution, which meant that they could either become
very important and very annoying, or they could become not impor-
tant at all. For sanity’s sake we took the second option, like the locals,
and soon we learned to talk about other things.

I realized this in early November, when a college friend of mine
named Scott Kramer came to visit. For five years he had lived in
Manhattan, and yet the noise in Fuling absolutely stunned him; he
heard every horn, every shout, every blurted announcement from
every loudspeaker. When he left, we took a cab from the college to the
docks, and Kramer, who worked on Wall Street and had a mathemati-
<l turn of mind, counted the honks as our driver sped through the
city. It was a fifreen-minute ride and the driver touched his contact
point 566 times. It came to thirty-seven honks per minute.

If Kramer hadn’t been counting, I wouldnt have noticed, and I
realized that I had stopped hearing the horns long ago, just like every-

4
p
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body else in town. In fact, Kramer was the only person in the whole
city who heard them, which explained why he was 50 overwhelmed.
The entire city had been honking at him for 2 week. -

For me it wasn’t the same, and after 2 month or so the ‘dlsc?m—
forts of Fuling weren't important enough to deter me fmm é’—l‘“‘"—g 1nto
town. Despite the noise and the pollution, it w25 "“]]_ # ;2_3cm-at1ng
place, and I still wanted to explore its corners and lezmn 'm j,f;cr-c[';, But
the language was an enormous problem, 2nd in the beginning it made
the city frustrating and even frightening. _ )

Mandarin Chinese has 2 reputation 25 2 dlfﬁc‘{lt language—some
experts say it takes four times as long to learn 25 Spafllsh or Fre\r;;h—and
its characters and tones are parricularly challenging 10 2 (:/Stcfne_r
because they are completely different from rhc-v:ay our tl;nguagea are
structured. In Sichuan, things are further complicated 1?}’ e provincial
dialect, which is distinct enough that 2 Chinese outsxc.ielz has trouble
understanding the locals in a place like Fuling. .’]Ehe vananons'between
Mandarin and Sichuanese are significant: in 2ddition to0 s?me differences
in vocabulary, Sichuanese slurs the Mandarin reflexive sounds—sh
becomes s, zh becomes z—and certain consonants are reversed, so &.m
the average person in Sichuan confuses zand /, and / and.f-‘ A word like
“Hunan” becomes “Fulan.” The Sichuanese tonal range is also shorrer,
and most significant, two of the four Mandarin tones are reversed in
Sichuan. If Mandarin is your starting point, it seems that the entire lan-
guage has been flattened and rurned upside down.

In addition, Sichuan is an enormous province where lack of
development, particularly with regard to road and rail links, has
resulted in vast regional differences. The Chengdu dialect is distincr
from that of Chongging, which is also different from that of Leshan,
and so on. The town of Fengdu is less than thirty miles downstream
from Fuling, and yet occasionally the residents of these places have dif-
ficulty understanding each other. At a Fuling restaurant, if you want
the dish known as hundun in Mandarin—translated in English s
“vsfonton”—you have to ask for chaoshou, bur if you go another thirty
miles to Fengdu you'll have to call it baomian. Or, more accurately;
baomin, because the folks in Fengdu slur the 727 sounds.

The result is a hell of a mess

| ' that T hadn’t expected. 1 came 1©
China hoping to learn Chinese, b

ut quickly I realized there was 10
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such thing. “Chinese” was whatever it took to communicate with the
person you happened to be talking with, and this changed dramatically
depending on background and education level. Educated people usu-
allv could speak Mandarin, especially if they were from the younger
g-:nsmtion——the walls of our classrooms had enormous signs t};at com-
manded: “Use Mandarin!” Bur the vast majority of Fuling’s population
was uneducated and functioned only in the dialect. It made going to
rown_a frustrating experience, because even the simplest conversations
were difficult, and it also made my goal of learning Chinese seem
impossible: I couldn’t imagine learning both Mandarin and Sichuanese
in two vears. In fact, all T needed to do was improve my Mandarin,
which would naturally enable me to handle the dialect, but in the early
months I didnt know that. It seemed that I was in hopelessly over my
head, and every trip into town was a reminder of thar failure.

And Fuling was a frightening place because the people had seen so
few ousiders. If T ate at a restaurant or bought something from a store, 2
crowd would quickly gather, often as many as thirty people spilling out
into the street. Most of the attention was innocent curiosity, but it made
the embarrassment of my bad Chinese all the worse—I'd try to commu-
nicate with the owner, and people would laugh and talk among them-
selves, and in my nervousness I would speak even worse Mandarin.
When I walked down the street, people constantly turned and shouted at
me. Often they screamed waignoren or laowai, both of which simply
meant “foreigner.” Again, these phrases often weren' intentionally insult-
ing, but intentons mattered less and less with every day that these words
were screamed at me. Another favorite was “hello,” a meaningless, mock-
ing version of the word that was strung out into a long “hah-loooo!” This
word was so closely associated with foreigners that sometimes the people
used it instead of waiguoren—they'd say, “Look, here come two hellos!”
And often in Fuling they shouted other less innocent terms—yangguizi,
or “foreign devil”; da bizi, “big nose”—although it wasn’t until later that
['understood whar these phrases meant.

The stresses piled up every time I went into town: the confusion
and embarrassment of the language, the shouts and stares, the mock-
ing calls. It was even worse for Adam, who was tall and blond; at least I
had the advantage of being dark-haired and only slightly bigger than
the locals. For a while we adopted the strategy of going into town
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together, thinking that between the two of us we could more casily
handle the pressure. This was 2 mistake, though, because adding
another waiguoren only creased the attention, and after a month of
that we started making our trips solo. Finally, as the fall semester wore
on, we did everything possible to avoid going to town. When I did go,
I wore headphones. That was the only way I could handle it; T listened
to the loudest and most offensive rap music 1 had—Dr. Dre, Snoop
Doggy Dogg the Beastie Boys———and it was just enough t0 drown out
the shouts as 1 walked down the street. [t made for surreal trips down-
cown, listening to Snoop rap obscenities while I dodged the crowds,
but it kept me sane.
And so Soddy’s question remained: How do you spend your spare
time? When I finished teaching I would sit at my desk, which looked

out across the Wu River to the city, and would write:

\\- Ww! N \\,’1

e ¥y gETEFIA

While I wrote, I pronounced the word over and over, as carefully

as I drew it:
“Nye xue X1e Xue Xue Xte xue xue xue xue Xue x1e XUe XUe XUe XUe

xue xue xue xue.”
[ would write the same character about 2 hundred times total, and

then I would think of ways in which it was used: xuexs xuesheng, xuexiao.
[ would write it on a flash card and puritona stack that grew steadily on
my desk—between five and ten a day; usually. 1 listened to language tapes
and reviewed the text that we had used during Peace Corps training. |

ash cards. By early October, when Dean Fu finally

flipped through the fl
found two Chinese tutors, I had learned 150 characters. The signs on the

way to Raise the Flag Mountain were still uninelligible, but the one in
the center of campus had changed slightly:

Teaching ? People, %ﬁ’ﬁ" People,

ﬂ&é]"ﬁ People, Environment ’ﬁ People

OhUR tuToRs were Kong Ming and Liao Mei, and we came 10 know
them as Teacher Kong and Teacher Liao. They taught in the Chinest

il
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ment, and neither of
dcpartmcm, :’ | crr of ther spoke any English. Tt
guoren before. [Yea.. o “nglish, The .
kﬂ()\v’/n a waty e, I)(..U) Fu had I)(_'(;n inab] )’Fhadd never
4ble 1o find turors

.« English, and ar 1., .
ho spoke English, at last e told him wasn’y
/ant‘cd to get started and we kney 1 L. Nt important, We
V

had good Mandarin.

Teacher Kong w:.ls 2 short man whg wore glagse
Mggniﬁccm Sm'm'd c:ga'rcttcs. He was thirry'tszsc,s and smelled of
aught ancient Chinese literaryre., By Chinese Smnda}r’zf}i ‘old, ar‘Id he
e, which meant that by American granq. s he vras o ¢ ‘i’-'a.s slightly
miled casily. He was from the countryside of i:en :ight y t!nn. He
famous for its ghosts—legend said that spirits went %Oul’:ev.'hlch was

ngdu after
death. -

Teacher Liao was a very thin woman with long black hair and a
mscrvc(.i manner. Shc‘was twenty-seven years old, and she taught mod-
ern Chinese. She Smllffd less th:%n Teacher Kong. Our students, who
also had some courses in the Chinese department, considered Teacher
Liao to bf? one O'f their bet.tcr instructors. She was from the central
Sichuan city of.Zlgong, \flhlch was famous for its salt. Every city and
small town in Sichuan claimed to be famous for something. Fuling was
famous for the hot pickled mustard tuber that was cured along the
banks of the rivers.

That was essentially everything we knew about Teachers Kong
and Liao for months. We also knew abour their Mandarin, which was
very clear except for a slight Sichuanese tendency to confuse the 7 and
/sounds. Other than that we knew nothing. To us they were like
Chinese-teaching machines, or perhaps farm animals—a sort of inex-
pensive and bored draft horse that corrected bad tones. And to them
we were very stupid waiguoren from a country whose crude tongue had
no tones at all.

My first tutorial with Teacher Liao was scheduled for two hours, but
[asted less than sixty minutes. I went home with my head reeling—had
2 human being ever compressed more wrongness into a single hour?
Everything was wrong—tones, grammar, vocabulary, initial sounds. She
would ask me 4 question and I would try to process the language to
pond, but before I could speak she was answering it herself. She sp oke
Clc:arly, of course, and it was also true that during that hour not a word of

EngJiSh had been spoken. That was what I wanted, after all—a Chinese
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tutor. But I couldn’t imagine doing that for seven hoursa week and main-
taining my sanity, and I looked at the pathetic stack of flash cards on my
desk and thought: This is hopeless.

For a solid month it looked that way. I was t00 self-absorbed to even
imagine what it was like from the other side, but later 1 realized that it was
even worse for my teachers. They weren under threat of execution for
teaching the sacred tones to a waiguoren—that 1aw, at least, had been
changed since Qing Dynasty days. But theirs wasn't an enviable job. First

of all, we underpaid them. This wasn't intentional; Adam and [ had been

1 i i At
given wrong information about the standard rate for tutor cach.ers
ite to set us straight, which

Kong and Liao, of course, were far t00 pol :

meant that for the entire first year they worked for t’vVO-thlde of what
they deserved. Even worse, though, they were underpaid for’ SEven weekly
hours of boredom and frustration. The lessons in the book were ;{mple—
taking a train, going to a restaurant—and yet 1 bO.tChe,d evc:lyt Uzlg, and
they had no idea how to steer M€ in the right directio™ knowl Z youf
teach somebody to speak Chinese? How do you take Youtfh oW ; geo

ancient poetry and use it t0 help a waiguoren master something as basicas

the third tone?

We were all lost, and that failure seemed t0 be the extent of our
relationship. Other Peace Corps volunteers had tutors ,}v:o S}E)Oke
English, so at least they could chat tog.ether after class. They heard
about their tutors families; they ate dinner t(.)gether; they became
friends. My tutors didn’t seem like real people—1t Was months before |
learned that Teacher Liao was married and that Teacher Kong had a
son. Here the language problem was compound.ed by the fact that at
the beginning they were somewhat cagey and distant; thcy.had never
known a waiguoren before, and they weren't at all certain how to
approach us.

Chinese teaching styles are also significantly different from west-
ern methods, which made my cutorials even more frustrating. In
China, a teacher is absolutely respected without question, and the
teacher-student relationship tends to be formal. The teacher teaches
and is right, and the student studies and is wrong. But this isnt our tra-
dition in America, as my own students noticed. 1 encouraged infor-
mality in our classes, and if a student was wrong | pointed out what

she had done right and praised her for making 2 good effort. To them

el
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chis praisc was meaningless. What was the point of that? If a student

was wrong, she needed to be corrected without any quibbling or soft-
ening—that was the Chinese way.

I couldn’t teach like that, and it was even harder to play the role
of student. Actually, this became worse after my Chinese classes started
o feel productive, which happened more quickly than I expected. The
characters in my book’s lessons had always been elusive, odd-shaped
scratches of black that drifted in and out of my head, calling up arbi-
rary allusions that were misleading. They were pictures rather than
words: I would look at -+ and think of K-mart, and the twenty-seventh
radical— F reminded me of the letter B, or perhaps an ax hanging on
awall. X looked like a man doing jumping jacks. %, was a marching
spider carrying a flag across the page. I stared so long at those odd fig-
ures that I dreamed about them—they swarmed in my head and 1 .
awoke vaguely disturbed and missing home. j

But at a certain point it was as if some of the scratchings stood up
straight and looked me in the eye, and the fanciful associations started
slipping away. Suddenly they became words; they had meaning. Of
course, it didn’t happen all at once, and it was work that did it—I was
studying madly in an effort to make the classes less miserable. But I
was so busy that I hardly had time to realize that progress was being
made.

One day after more than a month of classes, I read aloud a para-
graph from my book, recognizing all of the characters smoothly except
for one. I sat back and started to register the achievement: I was actu-
ally reading Chinese. The language was starting to make sense. But
before this sense of satisfaction was half formed, Teacher Liao said,
“Budui!”

It meant, literally, “Not correct.” You could also translate it as no,
wrong, nope, uh-uh. Flatly and clearly incorrect. There were many
Chinese words that I didn’t know, but I knew that one well.

A voice in my head whined: All of the rest of them were right;
isnt that worth something? But for Teacher Liao it didnt work like
that. If one character was wrong it was simply budui.

“What's this word?” I asked, pointing at the character I had
missed.

“Zhe—the zhe in zhejiang.”
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“Third tone?”

“F »
ourth tone. . o .
I breathed deeply and read the section again, and this time I did

. . ed to Teacher Liao and my eyes
it perfectly. That was a victory—1 turn

id ( imagi ing): How do you like me now?
said (or ar least I 1magmcd them sayl'ng e me

Burt Teacher Liaos eyes were gla'led with boredom ;:dpil:‘ S::l}i; l}{}iflﬁ
the next one.” They were, after all, simple paragraphs. Any olchi

could handle them. . and fai ‘e
he Chinese way. Success Was expccted dure: criti-
It was the Chi r you were budui; there

: d. You were right 0
czed aniiﬁ?pi};ﬁrrzf became bolder with the language I started
was no g :

s, and this was
experimenting with new words and new Structures, e gog,d
> : : n voch.
bulz it was alsct)) 4 risk. I would finish a ser1es of sente g vocabu

1 idn’ t me tO know, and 1 Would
lary that I knew Teacher Lia0 didn't expect M -
s:Zar :}:at I could see her flinch with unwilling admiration. And yer

ad been wrong,
she would say;, “Budui! » and correct the part thach There was a‘i
[ grew to hate budut: its sound mocked me. arsh.

ness to it; the buwas a rising tone and t}:LC dui dropped ;Zr(;l?tlgr, build-
ing like my confidence and then collapsing all at once: : it O.thered
me all the more because I knew that Teacher Liao was only t.elhng the
cruth: virtually everything I did with the language was budui. 1 was an

adult, and as an adult I should be able to accept criticism where it wag

needed. But that wasn the American way; 1 was aCCUStOmCd. 1o having
my ego soothed; I wanted to be praised for my effor.t. I didnt mind
criticism as long as it was candy-coated. I was caught in the same trap
that I had heard about from some of my Chinese-American friends,
who as children went to school and became accustomed to the
American system of gentle correction, only to return home and hear
their Chinese-minded parents say, simply, budui. That single B on the
report card matters much more than the string of A’s that surroundsit.
Keep working; you haven’t achieved anything yet.

And so I studied. I was frustrated but I was also stubborn; I was
determined to show Teacher Liao that I was dui. Virtually all of my
spare time went to studying Chinese, and the stack of flash cards on
my desk grew rapidly. By the first week in November I knew thres
hundred characters. T had no clear idea what I was shooting for—! hud

a vague goal of reading a newspaper, which would require berwee o

4
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and three thousand. But mostly I kney
than 1 had, and I needed it quickly.

In the mornings I ran to the summit
charging hard up the steps, my lungs burning high above the Yangtze.
The effort was satisfying—it was challenging but uncomplicated, and
a¢ the finish I could look down on the city and see where I had gone. It
was different from the work of learning Chinese, which had no clear
endpoint and gave me more frustration than satisfaction.

There was a skill to running, and in some ways it was the only
skill I had in Fuling. Everybody else seemed to have found something
that he or she was good at: the owner of the dumpling restaurant made
dumplings, the shoeshine women shined shoes, the stick-stick soldiers
carried loads on their leathered shoulders. It was less clear what my
purpose was—I was a teacher, and that job was satisfying and clearly
defined, but it disappeared once I left campus. Most people in town
only saw my failures, the inevitable misunderstandings and botched
conversations.

And they always watched carefully. The attention was so intense
that in public I often became clumsily self-conscious, which was exac-
erbated by my suddenly becoming bigger than average. In America I
was considered small at five feet nine inches, but now for the first time :
in my life I stood out in crowds. I bumped my head on bus doorways; :
I squeezed awkwardly behind miniature restaurant tables. 1 was like
Alice in Wonderland, eating the currant-seed cakes and finding her
world turned upside down.

Mostly I longed to find something that I could do well. This was
part of why the simple routines of the city fascinated me: I could
watch a stick-stick soldier or a restaurant cook with incredible inten-
sity, simply because these people were good at what they did. There
Was a touch of voyeurism in my attention, at least in the sense that I
watched the people work with all of the voyeur’s impotent envy. There
Wwere many days when I would have liked nothing more than to have

had a simple skill that I could do over and over again, as long as I did
it well,

that I needed more knowledge

of Raise the Flag Mountain,

Running was repetitive in this way, and it was also an escape. If |
fan on the roads, cars honked at me, people laughed and shouted, and
Sometimes a young man would try to impress his friends by chasing
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ldn't gather asound, and none of the youny,

- o .
-&er me. But crowds cou
ollowed fi e and in a crowded country that sort

d for long. | ran alon

something. There was nobody in the dty who

-
. 1 r2n in the hills Lehind campus, following, the s1n1al)
wwound zround Raise the Flag Mountain,

roads and foorpaths that
o walls of the rice pad-

1d Daoist shrines, and 210p the narrow
ed 10 the mountzins sumimit.

that averdooked the rivers,
| watched them

fies. 2nd 1 followed the sione $ieps that ]
I liked running past the ancient stone tombs
g 1 liked sezing the peasants 2t work. On my runs
L ~ecr che rice crop, and thresh the yc]].owsd stalks, and | vaw them
i Jes, 1 first Jearned the

-
e the winter wheat and tend their
I ran, and | studied

watching the workers 25
of the mountzin by feeling it beneath my Jegs-

The peasznts found it strange that | ran in the hills, and they
ahways stared when 1 charged past, but they never shouted or Jaughed.
, they were the most polite people you could ever hope 1o
meez, 2nd in any case they had more importznt things to do with their

1.n scream 2t waiguoren. And perhaps they had an innate

hysical effort, even when they didn’t see the point.
The zir in the countryside was often bad, because the Yangue
winds blew the cirys pollution 2cross the Wu River, and I knew that

running did my health more harm than good. But it kept my mind
, were quiet and pcaceful and the activity felt

had. Thar old well-known feeling—the catch in
my chest, the strain in my l(:gs—-OOnnf:thd all the places where 1 had
lived, Missouri and Princeton and Oxford and Fuling. While 1 ran
through the hills, my thoughts swung fluidly berween these times and
places; 1 remembered running along the old Missouri-Kansas-Texas
railroad pathway, and recalled the rapeseed blooming gold on Boar’
Hill, and the old shaded bridge of Prettybrook. As the months slipped
past | realized that even hese Sichuan hills, with their strange tombs
and terraces, were starting to feel like home.

Bur still the signs on the way to Raise the Flag Mountain were
foreign, and even as they slowly became familiar they reminded me

how far [ still had to go:

vcgmb

sericulmral patterns by

)
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i

Build *ﬁ' ¥ Culture, New Give Birth 7l &y
Population Increase, {%_ % Society

Education Is a Powerful Country’s ,}\ iy

DURING THAT SEMESTER there was a volatility to the written lan-
guage; it constantly shifted in my eyes, and each day the shapes became
something other than what they had been before. Spoken Chinese was
also starting to settle in my ears, and soon I could make simple conver-
sation with the owners of the restaurants where I ate. The same slow
shift was also happening with regard to my tutors, who finally started
to change from tone machines into real people.

As this happened, I began to sense an edge to Teacher Liao that I
couldn’t quite figure. It wasn’t simply her tendency to say budus, she
seemed slightly uncomfortable around both Adam and me, and there
were moments when I almost thought she disliked us (which, given
that we didn’t pay her enough, would have been understandable).
Later, I would come to recognize other reasons for this discomfort, but
during that first semester I only sensed that there were complications

PR WS e

in our relationship.

Once we had a tutorial the day after I had played in the faculty bas-
ketball tournament, and she asked what I had thought of the game. In
fact, it had gone very badly—Adam and I were starting to realize that
there was a great deal of resentment over our participation, because the
English department team was now suddenly very good. To the other par-
ticipants, the games were taking on a patriotic significance; it was a mat-
ter of China vs. America, an issue of saving face for the Motherland, and
the games grew steadily rougher and rougher. The referees also took sides;
they allowed our opponents to foul us while constantly whistling us for
phantom violations. In the game before our tutorial, I had been whistled
more than fifteen times for double-dribble—by the end of the game I
only had to touch the ball and the whistle would blow. Adam and I were
considering pulling out of the tournament, which we eventually did. It

seemed the best solution for everybody involved.
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I knew that Teacher Liao had been at the game, and I assumed
that she felt the same way 1 did. My students had been embarrassed by
the poor sportsmanship, and they told me that the referee had a horri-
ble reputation on campus. He was notorious for getting into fights—
once he even threatened an administrator with a knife. His wife had
recently divorced him; the rumor was that he had beaten her. And yet
the college was unable to fire him, because of the job securit?' that was
promised to all state workers under the craditional Communist system.

[ answered Teacher Liao’s question honestly, telling her that I
hadn’t found the game much fun.

“That referee,” I said, “is a huai da
bad egg. |

“Buduil” said Teacher Liao. “It wasn't

e 8 @ »
wrong,. And you should not criticize the referee.

To me this seemed insult upon injury: I wante'd to tell f.xer;3 The;e
are no tones in basketball and you have no JunSdlCthn over it. But she

had more to say.
“You were dribbling wrong,
izing you. You were doing this—" An

had carried the ball. o
“Budui!”1 said. “That’s not what [ was doing. I was dribbling the

same way | always do in America. That referee just doesnt like

“waiguoren. And he doesn’t understand basketball.”
“ Budui! Here you cant dribble the same way that you do in

America, because they have different rules in the NBA. That’s the
problem—you're accustomed to playing the American way.”

She said it in hopes of ending the argument tactfully, because she
saw that I was annoyed. But I had already heard too many explanations
about “the Chinese way,” and I did not want to be lectured about
Basketball with Chinese Characteristics.

“Basketball is an American sport,” I said. “We made the rules and
I understand them. That referee just doesn like waiguoren.” After I
spoke, I realized how stupid my words sounded, and I might as well
have continued: And we Americans can study a language for only four
months and already convey our arrogance. But I didn't have the vocab-
ulary for that, and in any case it was clear that both of us wanted t©

».” It was a common insult:

his problem——you were

 she said. “That’s why he kept penal-
d she gestured, showing me that I

o e
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ralk about something else. We reviewed a lesson abour going to the air-
ort and nobody mentioned basketball again.

Classes were simpler with Teacher Kong, who alternated weeks
with Teacher Liao. He was slightly less inclined to say budui, partly
because he had a lazy streak, burt also because the struggles of thz;t
cemester were slowly teaching us to recognize each other as people.
Eventually he would become my first real Chinese friend—the firsc
friend who saw me strictly in Chinese. And even in those earlv
months, before we developed a true friendship, I could see his interest
growing. He sometimes asked me about America, within the limits of
my vocabulary, and I sensed there were many questions he would ask
once he had the chance. Certainly I had a few of my own that were
waiting for the language to catch up with my thoughts.

We had classes in my dining room, where the morning light was
warm after the sun rose above the shoulder of Raise the Flag
Mountain. We drank tea while we studied—jasmine flower tea, the
tiny dried petals unfolding like blooming lilies on the surface of the
hot water. Before he drank, Teacher Kong blew softly over the cup, so
the loose leaves and flowers floated to the far side, and this was some-
thing else I learned in those classes. If he sipped a leaf by mistake, he
turned and spat lightly on the floor. I learned that, too—I liked living
in a cadre’s apartment and still being able to spit on the floor.

One sunny afternoon in December, I was preparing for class
when I heard loud music blaring from the plaza below. There wasn't
anything unusual about that—the campus loudspeakers were always
vomiting noise. But today I looked down from my balcony and saw a
crowd assembling in front of the auditorium, and I knew that some
sort of important event was about to take place.

My balcony looked straight down to the plaza and I could see
everything clearly. A banner had been unfurled and stretched above the
steps. I couldn’t make out most of the characters, but a few were recog-
nizable; “Safety,” “Environment,” “Peace.” A row of chairs materialized
below the banner. The crowd grew larger. Tables were set in front of
the chairs. A blue cloth was laid upon the tables; teacups were put on
the cloth, Microphones appeared.

I had seen this sort of arrangement before—it was a nesting area
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for cadres. Soon six of them marched up the steps and took their places
at the table. 1 strained to see who they were, but I couldn’t recognize
their faces, and all 1 saw was chat some were in uniform. But many
uniforms and that never told you anything.

The speeches began, echoing up to my balcony. A crowd gathered
auditorium steps—mostly students, but also peo-
side the gates, old peasants and women
quietly, and in their silence I could see
hes reverberated in the plaza and |

people in Fuling wore

at the bottom of the
ple from the neighborhood out
with their babies. They listened
that it was a serious event. The speec

couldn’t understand what they were saying.
Teacher Kong arrived for class and set his books on the dining-

room table. “It’s very loud,” he said, smiling, and agreed—too loud
to concentrate on Lesson Thirty-one and its mindless description of a
train ride to Guilin. We stepped out onto the balcony and watched the
crowd. There were hundreds of people listening to the speeches now,
and I could see groups of students hurrying down from the teaching
building.

“All of the students have been excused from class,
said, and I asked him what the event was. “They’re going to panjue two
people,” he said. “It’s a public panjue.”

[ hadn't studied the word, and he explained its meaning until I was
d. I went into the dining room to double-check

» Teacher Kong

nearly certain I understoo
with the dictionary—"panjue. bring 2 verdict; judgment.” They were

having a public sentencing in front of the auditorium.
“Are they students?” I asked.

“No. They're from East River.
[ asked what they had done, and he explained that there had beena

series of fights between East River people and students in the physical
education department. East River wasa rough part of town, a seedy river-
front section of small shops and dusty warehouses. After the Three
Gorges Dam was built, much of East River would disappear underwater,
and few people would probably miss it. The dirty streets were depressing
and the residents, most of whom were poor, saw the students as privileged
outsiders—spoiled kids who lived six or seven to a bare room, cleaned
their unheated classrooms, and woke up at six o’clock every morning for
mandatory exercises. Sichuanese town-and-gown tension was, like any-
thing else, a matter of relative conditions.

»

el
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RCCC“(])I lth'.S Amosity had tyrped ugly; some of the East River
men had used knives and sticks i the fights, and a couple of students

had been hurt. T heard about iy from my own students, who wrote in
their journals about a weckend night when two physical education
boys had been injured and their friends returned to the dormitory for

reinforcements. They were collecting weapons of their own when the
olice arrived.

“None of the injuries was oo serious,”
they want to show the students that
having a public panjue.”

The cadres finished their speeches
silence. Two men appeared, flanked |

and their hands were cuffed behind their backs. The police marched
them halfway down the steps of the auditorium, where they stood
between the cadres and the crowd. The two men’s heads were bowed. The
students had pressed to the front; at the back stood the peasants and the

mothers with their babies. Everybody was quiet. In the background, from
the Wu River, T heard the low grow! of riverboat horns.

One of the cadres read from a sheet of paper. His voice echoed

over the plaza, and in response the crowd shifted and murmured. The
two men kept their heads down.

“A few days,” Teacher Kong said. “Only a few days in jail. Not
very serious.”

And in that instant it was over: the cops took the handcuffed
men out the front gate, where a bus was waiting; the cadres disap-
peared; the tables were whisked away; the banner was taken down; the
students returned to class. The people in Fuling were extremely orga-
nized with public events and their rallies could materialize and disap-
pear in the space of an hour. Within fifteen minutes there was no sign
that anything had happened in the plaza.

Teacher Kong and I reviewed some vocabulary from the trial, and
then we moved on to Lesson Thirty-one. There was something strange
about returning so quickly to class after having watched the sentencing
from high above, as from a luxury box at a stadium, turning somebody’s
public humiliation into a vocabulary lesson. But many things were pub-
lic in Fuling and few locals would have found it unusual. I had Peace
Corps friends at another Sichuan teachers college who, the following

said Teacher Kong. “But
the college is safe, so today they’re

, the crowd waiting in expectant
y policemen. They wore cheap suits
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spring, had their classes canceled one afternoon for a pre-execution rally
in the schools sports stadium. Studlent attendance at the event was
mandatory, because the criminals were young drug, dealers and their
deaths would provide a valuable lesson for the spectators. The college
gathered in the stadium, where the police paraded the condemned pris-
oners in front of the students. Afierward the criminals were taken away to

the countryside and shot. Classes resumed as normal the nexe day,

NOT LONG AFTER the sentencing, [ came back from a run and real-

ized that the sign in the center of campus
intelligible. This was a moment [ had always looked forward to—from
the beginning; 1 had seen that string of characters as a bcncl'm?ark, and
I traced my progress in the way those words became meaningful. And

one day all of it finally made sense:

had become completely

Teaching Educates the People, Administration Educates the People,

Service Educates the People, Environment Educates the People

I stopped and took a long look. 1 read the sign again, waiting for
the sense of achievement. But nothing was there—it was simply propa-
ganda, the same sort of trite phrase that could be found in the stu-
dents textbooks or on billboards Al across the city. I would react the
same way when the other messages on the way to Raise the Flag

Mountain cameé into focus:

Construct a Spiritual Civilization, Replace the Old Concept of
Giving Birth
Controlling Population Growth Promotes Social Development
Education Is the Foundation upon Which a Powerful Nation Is Built

All of it was the same old cant. Every time one of the signs
became intelligible, I felt very little of the satisfaction that I had once
imagined. Instead I heard Teacher Liao’s voice in my head: Read the
next one. You haven't achieved anything yet. And so I kept writing the
_ characters over and over again at my desk, gazing out my window at

the city.

-
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