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a journey of one thousand steps
begins with a single step

“Can we still eat pizza with our hands?” - Elise Widmer

Thursday, March 3, 2016 - Minnesota, USA
1:45am - Traveling to the Airport
I slowly eased my bright green Ford Fiesta into the alleyway next to my
house. My headlights illuminated the remnants of a mostly melted snowfall,
now a few days old. The air is crisp and cold, 22 degrees Fahrenheit. This is
typical March weather for Minnesota.
As I pull out onto the street, I half expect my low tire pressure light to flicker
on. It has a tendency to do that when I leave on a big trip. Thankfully it stays
dark.
The roads are empty at this time of night, I mentally run through my checklist. Did I pack everything I needed? Passport and money are the two must
haves. Pretty much everything else is at least partially expendable. Did I do
everything I said I was going to before I left? Not that it matters at this point,
there isn’t anything I can do... except maybe tell someone it’s not finished.
Driving to school takes about five minutes. The stoplights along the route
are green, all three of them, which would usually be a small miracle. I pull
into the parking lot, looking for a space that is close to where I need to go,
but also out of the way.
The lot is empty, but parking in the wrong place will make security ornery.
Plus, it could snow in the next 12 days and I don’t want to make maintenance plow around my car. You never know what weather March will throw at
you until April.
I park my car and turn off the engine. It is quiet. Still. Peaceful. A good time
to be asleep. I take a deep breath and say a quick travel prayer. Time to go.
My suitcase and camera backpack are in the back seat. I sling the backpack
over my shoulder and start walking toward the main building where we are
to meet. The brand new wheels of my carry-on rattle against the uneven
pavement. It’s the maiden voyage for this TLS Expandable Carry-On from
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eBags. I cringe at the sound. The poor wheels—but what are my other options? Carry it across campus? Not a chance.
Old Main is the oldest building on campus. It used to be the campus, back
when the school opened in 1927. A lot has changed in the last 89 years. The
building is currently home for the main offices, the cafeteria, and the women’s dorms. Students have 24/7 access but they still need to fob the door to
get in.
I sigh, remembering that my fob and my office key are in a combination safe
on the other side of campus. It seemed like a good idea at the time, leaving
them for my coworkers so they have access to my office while I’m gone. I
shouldn’t have given them the fob though. Now I’m locked out.
The entryway is void of people, but faint voices can be heard from the room
right next door. Do I knock? Do I wait? The meeting time was 2:00am. Worst
case scenario, I just have to spend a few minutes in the cold before someone comes by to let me in.
Nope. Worst case scenario is that I die of hypothermia mere minutes before
leaving on the second coolest trip of my life. Okay, maybe third coolest trip.
Either way, freezing to death hours before leaving for China is about as bad
of a story as I can imagine. Not that I’d be around to tell it.
I shiver a little. My lightweight travel jacket is not made for frigid temperatures. It would have been nice to have a thicker one, but anything heavier
would be a hindrance later when everything warmed up. I turn around to
survey the night and see if anyone else is coming. I glance back through the
glass doors, afraid that I’ll miss someone as they walk past.
The night is partially cloudy, a few stars and a planet shine from open patches of sky.
It’s a couple minutes before someone shows up in the hallway. Crystal comes
around the corner to grab something from her blue and purple Jansport
backpack. It’s propped up against a square pillar just inside the entrance. I
wave and pull on the door handle. This is the universal sign for “Help! I’m
locked out of the building and I am likely to die of hypothermia if someone
doesn’t come to my rescue. Can you please let me in?”
Crystal is an English major. This last summer she worked on campus with the
Chinese Summer program, when 23 Chinese students came to Bethany for a
month. At the end of their time, the students told her she should visit China.
It was one of those situations where she’d politely agree, but she never
thought she actually would. When Dr. Wosmek started talking about the trip
in a different class, she decided to go to the informational meeting and the
rest, as they say, is history.
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She opens the door and greets me with a smile. I pull my bags over to the
nearest chair and take a seat. Students slowly gather over the next several
minutes. A few run back up to their rooms as they double or triple check
their bags.
Elise approaches me with her iPhone and asks if I can take a photo for her.
“Hey, can you take a photo of us?” Elise is a short young music major with
straight hair. She’s quick to smile and even quicker to pose for a photo.

photo courtesy Elise Widmer

I grab her phone and swap the camera around to take a selfie while she
sheds her jacket and joins Megan M and Olivia. The girls pose on their luggage. It’s the first photo for their trip.
I’m impressed with how dolled up many of the young women look. We’re
about to embark on a 12 hour flight, but their hair is curled and they are
dressed nicely. It’s comfortable clothing and it’s not sloppy.
The two student drivers show up along with Dr. Jen Wosmek and her family.
Twenty-one travelers are departing on this adventure. We’re taking two 15
passenger vans to the airport, one of which is pulling the trailer of luggage.
We stand in a crowd by the doors, going over the last minute checklist.
Everyone is pretty excited, a little burst of adrenaline makes us forget how
tired we are. Going on two hours of sleep, I’d prefer to remember.
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As we load up the van, I find myself in the front passenger seat. Tim is our
driver on the way up.
“This is the party van!” he says, trying to drum up enthusiasm.
I talk with Tim for a little bit. He’s going to Africa for several weeks over summer vacation. The conversation in the vehicle dies down as people put in
headphones or drift off to sleep. One of the students offers to be in charge
of music as we board, but she puts on her headphones and the “party van”
is not much of a party. The roads are clear, but it’s windy. Half way to the
airport it begins to snow a little. The small flakes are only visible in the headlights.
Today is the eighth Thursday of the semester. It’s an odd statistic, but it’s
also Apathetic Thursday, so ‘whatever man.’ We are half way through the
semester and next week is spring break. Our class meets twice a week for
an hour, or did. It was both too much and not enough all at the same time.
Several of the students have not traveled before and only Dr. Wosmek and
her husband (the group leaders) have been to China.
The class periods serve two main purposes, the first is to teach and familiarize the students with the Chinese Culture. The secondary function of the
class is to prepare everyone for this trip.

January 11, 2016. It’s the first day of class, the students are
mostly unknown to me, only one Media Arts student in the
bunch. The group is fairly diverse, academically. This class
is cross listed under sociology and psychology, but only a
few people are psychology majors. One of the benefits of
having a small campus is the ability to intermingle our different disciplines.
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A Ziploc bag of chopsticks is passed around the room.
There are a lot of nice chopstick sets in it. Some are dark
wood, others light. A few have ornamental carvings in
them, others are colored. Each student takes some time
looking through the bag before making his or her selection.
They are like wizards choosing their wands.
The professor, Dr. Jen Wosmek, goes over the syllabus,
which is printed on such a bright orange paper it can double as deer hunting apparel. The class objectives are centered around learning about Chinese Culture, comparing
Chinese Culture to our American Culture, and using this
new-found knowledge to grow in understanding of ourselves and the world around us. These are lofty goals, but
I think it would be difficult to travel abroad and not fulfill
these just a little bit, even if by accident.
Dr. Wosmek explains that the chopsticks are meant to be
used at all meals. We should be proficient with them after
a few weeks, because we will be using them in China. Eat
with them all semester and you could win the Chopstick
Challenge.
A hand in the front row goes up. It belongs to a short brunette, with brown glasses and a small stud in her nose.
Elise Widmer.
“Can we still eat pizza with our hands?”
The class laughs, but this is an important question for college students. The answer of course is yes.
We unload at Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport (MSP) shortly
before 4:00am. We file inside and await further instructions, right inside the
entryway. Dr. Wosmek comes around and collects our passports. Passports
are important to keep safe, but we’ve had to hand them over three or four
times so far for various applications. Every time mine leaves my hands I think
“please don’t lose this.”
She takes the stack of passports to one of the United workers who is going
to help us get checked-in. He has white hair and the methodical gait of
someone who has been around long enough to never be in a hurry. Brad
Womek accompanies the two of them over to a self check-in station.
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The rest of us stand around chatting in the entryway while we wait. It takes a
while for the check-in process to fail. They scan all our passports and the machine decides to only print one of the boarding passes. Colleen is the lucky
student who gets to board.
Colleen is the chief Hufflepuff in our group. She wears oval, invisible rim
glasses and her long golden brown hair in a single braid. She loves to tell
stories and it’s no wonder—most of her tales are full of such interesting situations the back-story doubles the length of the narrative.
The helpful United worker takes our passports over to the main check-in
counter to repeat the scanning process.
US airports are notorious for constant reminders to report suspicious activity.
This check-in failure seems pretty suspicious to me, but I’m not entirely sure
if that is the sort of activity they are worried about. As a traveler it is something I am very worried about, but what do I know?
We finally receive the rest of the printed passes around 4:15am. The security line stretches halfway down the terminal, so we walk to the other line at
the far end where it is a little bit shorter.
It takes a half an hour for us to snake our
way through the queue.
In the airport proper, we start walking
towards Concourse E, Gate 9. I stop at the
first Caribou Coffee we pass and order a
small turtle mocha. It’s my travel fuel, my
spirit coffee.
Our flight (UA3383) is from MSP to EWR,
which is Newark, New Jersey. The flight
boards at 5:25am, with departure scheduled for 5:50am. That leaves us with a
half hour to kill, which is just about right.
A little time to use the bathroom or buy
breakfast, but not too long to wait.

We spent a full class period talking about toilets. (February
4th, 2016, if you must know.) It’s the sort of topic which
What’s up with Toad?
Toad is a little Amiibo I bought as a travel buddy. I wanted a little figure to take photos of at the various iconic locations we were traveling
to. I looked at a lot of different options, but something about Toad’s
happy smile and friendly wave made me think he was the right one.
He might also chime in with a little trivia from time to time.
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is silly, terrifying, yet also necessary. The Chinese toilet is
often referred to as a squatty-potty, because it’s basically a
porcelain hole in the floor which you squat over to do your
business. This is mostly a problem for the women in the
group, which is the majority of us. There’s two men besides
me. (Not including Brad Wosmek and his two sons.)
Dr. Wosmek tells the class horrors of Chinese bathrooms.
They reek of used toilet paper piled in a wastebasket. The
stall doors aren’t always low enough and sometimes people can see underneath them; the squatting occupants unaware of the show they are putting on. The hotels we are
staying at will all have western toilets. Western style toilets
are becoming more prevalent in China, but we need to be
ready for the times when they are not present.
“This is a 400 level class and all we talked about today was
toilets,” Dr. Wosmek says, laughing and shaking her head.
Our entire group of 21 travelers is seated at the back of the plane. I’m in
seat 23B. It is an aisle seat, the Wosmek family is in the row behind me and
Megan T has the window seat to my left.
Megan T is one of the two Megans on the trip. She is a Media Arts first semester senior this year and is already starting to plan her capstone project.
She’s dressed in dark greys and blacks. A grey stocking cap with black angel
wings embroidered on the brim covers her short black hair. The only color
she wears comes from the bright pink shoelaces on her Nike tennis shoes.
She is one of the three in our group to bring along a DSLR for photos.
Just before takeoff, a flight attendant comes to the back of the plane and
informs us that not many people upgraded for this flight and to balance out
the load they need to move us forward. This is welcomed news, so the Wosmek family, Megan T, and I, all move up to the front two rows of Economy
Plus. I’ve never been in the very front before, this is kind of nice.
The short flight to New Jersey is uneventful. (The best kind of flight.) We
were moved to the front of the plane, but our bags were still in the back, so
we wait for everyone to get off before walking back to get our carry-on and
then exiting the plane.
Once we’re all gathered outside by the gate, we take an escalator up to the
main concourse. It’s a beautiful day outside and the sun shines in through
the large glass windows that make up the walls of the airport. We need to
get to Gate C123.
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The airport is wide open, lots of windows, lots
of light. You can see New York City off in the
distance. We gather by the gate and some
of us watch the luggage while others head
off in search of food or bathrooms. The bar
or restaurant... barstaurant? in the middle of
this concourse has a wavy false roof a dozen
or so feet in the air made up of a honeycomb
pattern. The bar is lined with bottle caps of
green and brown. There are iPads at each
chair and small signs telling you to use their
iPads for free. I don’t trust them. (The iPads or
the signs.)
Visually, this airport is bright and pleasant.
Audibly, it’s a war-zone. The PA system is a
continual buzz of announcements and safety
warnings. A door alarm goes off and continues to buzz for a good five or ten
minutes before it either gives up or is thankfully turned off. It goes off again
a few minutes later. A brown house finch chirps in loud competition with the
announcements until it too gives up and looks for other places to sing.
Elise is writing in her brand new journal. Each student is required to journal
for the trip. The journal is still in it’s plastic wrapper, a convenient protective
case.
“Oh, that looks really nice!” Olivia comments, sitting next to Elise, also writing in her journal.
“Thank you! I had my eye on it for a while...” she explains. She finally had
a number of gift cards and a good reason to buy it. They joke that maybe
she’ll be able to fill it. I kind of hope she does. Honestly, there’s no reason
she shouldn’t be able too, but I’m not sure how much writing the students
will end up doing.
Olivia switches from a black felt tipped sharpie to a red ball point pen as
she continues to journal. The last couple pages showcase a variety of inks,
red, black, and blue being most prevalent. The change up is partly because
some pens aren’t working well and partly to indicate different journal content.
Olivia plans to double major in theater and communication. She comes from
a large family, the seventh of ten kids. She’s been to Europe and 29 of the
50 States, but none of her siblings have been to Asia. She wanted to be the
first, but that wasn’t her only reason for going.

“My final reason, and definitely the silliest, I love the movie ‘Mulan.’ My family and I can probably quote the entire
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thing. I feel like I am going to have to take a lot of pictures
and crank out all of our one-liners and inside jokes on this
trip...”
Kaitlyn talks loudly from a neighboring row of chairs about her pre-packaged
sandwich she purchased for ten dollars. Anna munches on the contents of
a purple bag of Angie’s sweet and salty kettle corn while taking a series of
selfies with Alexis.

Our next flight (UA89) leaves at 11:50am. Boarding is easy, but the flight
is quite full. All of us need to have our carry-on bags gate checked as we
board. This was something we were hoping to avoid.
I’m in seat 39F, which is thankfully an aisle seat.
We’re 7079 miles from Beijing, according to the computer screen in the back
of my seat. They estimate we’ll arrive around 2:34pm, local time.
The seating chart for this flight is: (for posterity)
The hours blend together, the flight attendants serve drinks, then a meal,
then more drinks, then ice cream, then more drinks. Sarah’s movie screen

crashed right at the climax to the Avengers film she was watching. We watch
the Linux screen as it reboots.
To my left, Megan T watches Hotel Transylvania. I can understand a number
of the jokes even without the sound and her review saves me from having to
actually watch the film.
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One of the flight attendants is very energetic. She tells us she is from Atlanta.
“In Atlanta you ask ‘Do you want a coke?’ and if the answer is yes, then you
ask ‘What kind of coke? Sprite or Coke?’”
I watch the end of The Martian over Olivia’s shoulder. She is a row ahead of
me across the aisle. *SPOILER ALERT* Matt Damon is about to jump free
of his space craft. Olivia tenses up, pulling her hands to her mouth. I smile.
This is the third or fourth time she’s had to watch this section of the film,
she keeps nodding off and needing to rewind. This time she seems to be
engrossed by the action.
When I stand up for a while, I can hardly see Bailey in the seat in front of
me. She’s curled up under a blanket in the fetal position. It doesn’t look like
anyone is in her seat. Bailey is a cool character, at least that’s the aura she
gives off. She wears small semi-rimless square glasses when she’s not sporting aviators. At a glance, she always looks confident and ready to rock. I was
surprised when I later found out how worried she was about the trip.
She is able to sleep a little, but not much. It’s too loud and it’s not dark
enough for her to get good rest. I know the feeling. I just wish I could curl
up in a ball the way she can.

In class, the other big topic is what to pack and what to
wear. We spend two or three separate class periods on the
subject. As foreigners and Americans, we’re going to be under a lot of scrutiny. Dr. Wosmek says she’d like us to dress
as nice as we feel comfortable. This comment sparked the
majority of the discussion as the young women try to plan
out the most stylish, yet efficient, outfits for the trip.
“We’re spending so much time on this,” says Dr. Wosmek,
laughing.
“We’re all girls,” exclaims Elise.
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Friday, March 4, 2016 - Beijing, China
2:30pm - Landing in Beijing
As the plane descends people start opening the window shades. All we can
see is white, well, maybe slightly off white. The clouds out the window are
slightly brown. The familiar feeling of falling slowly washes over me.
Suddenly, land is visible outside the window. We’re about 50 feet off the ground
and closing quickly. The landing is smooth,
but the deceleration feels unbalanced, as if
the plane is braking harder on the left than
on the right. I imagine for a second the
plane beginning to skid sideways, wheels
breaking off, but everything is fine.
As the plane depressurizes, we get our first
smell of Beijing. The smell is not overpowering but it is difficult to describe. It says
“something is wrong here.” The scent isn’t
really ‘like something’ as much as it’s just
not clean air.
“What have we gotten ourselves into?” is the question at the front of my
mind.
Visually, it looks like it should be a cold, rainy day. The type of foggy morning which turns into a day of drizzle and mist. But the ground is dry. The air
is a little humid, the temperature is in the mid 60s.
I lead the students up an escalator to a second floor, following the signs
towards immigration. Entering the terminal is like entering a massive cavern.
It curves off to my right and left nearly as far as I can see. High above us the
ceiling is covered in what appears to be wooden slats, with enough space
between them to allow lights and skylights to illuminate the facility.
A balcony railing of glass and steel is on our right. Below us I can make out
the sounds of a fountain amid the ambient noise of people chatting.
The wait at immigration isn’t long. Olivia left her passport in her carry-on
luggage which was gate-checked at EWR. She doesn’t have access to it now.
Fortunately, Dr. Wosmek has photo copies of all our passports and visas, but
it might take some time to explain this to the officials.
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The rest of us gather on the other side of immigration and find the train that
takes us to baggage claim.
“WHOA!! The Beijing International Capital Airport is
one of the largest airports in the world. Terminal 3 was
added to PEK in preparation for the 2008 Olympic
games, adding over ten million square feet to the
airport. Did you know Terminal 3’s luggage system
can handle 19,200 pieces of luggage an hour? That’s
a lot of luggage!
This is one of the busiest airports in Asia. Over 90
million passengers came through in 2015, but it
doesn’t look too busy today. Don’t get lost!”
There’s a waiting area for a short train which takes travelers between the
terminals and baggage claim. The walls protecting the tracks are yellow and
colorful. Above the sliding doors LED signs display information about the
arrival of the next train.
We have to ride the train for 2 km (roughly 1.2 miles) to get to baggage
claim. This train, also known as a people mover, reaches speeds of 55 kph
(34 mph) for the short trip. The ride is crowded—our first real introduction to
China’s population density.
I’m absolutely parched as we
make our way toward baggage
carousel number 40. The carousels are long and steel. We
congregate near the middle and
pull off our bags as they come
around. There’s a wide walkway
between the different carousels
and we gather in between, ‘circling the wagons.’ Some students
sit on the polished floor while
others stand, exhausted, waiting
for our next move.
There’s a handful of shops here
and a few students head over to
the nearest store to see if they
have anything to drink. I tell them
to buy me something, if they can.
The shop they visit only sells vodka, so they don’t buy anything.
We’re all travel weary, but we
take this opportunity to journal
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and take photos while we wait for Dr.
Wosmek and Olivia to catch up. There’s
a digital display about five feet tall and
twenty feet long displaying images of
BMW cars atop our baggage carousel.
Large pillars support the tall ceilings
above us. A few pillars are painted to
look like there are holes in them, providing a view into an ocean that is magically
just beyond reach. The paintings include
large fish and underwater scenes.
It takes over half an hour for Olivia and
Dr. Wosmek to make their way to where
we are waiting.
We do a head count and roommate
check. Everyone is here, so we move
through customs. The man behind the
glass scans over my papers with little enthusiasm. We ride a long escalator down
to ground level because we’re apparently
a few floors up at this point.
We get to the ground floor where we meet Bill Feng. Bill Feng is the Director of ChinaConnect at The Beijing Center for Chinese Studies. TBC is hosting us for our time in Beijing. His two associates are Meg Ma and Wendy
Zhang who will be helping us later.
Bill wears a bright orange parka which looks like it might be down filled.
His head is shaved and he always seems to be smiling. I originally met him
about eight years ago when he brought a class of 18 students to a summer
program at Bethany. We haven’t really been in touch since then, but he still
remembers me.
Bill has a bus waiting for us right outside. Before heading outside we distribute the breathing masks we brought along. The smog is bad and we’re
going to need them.
Okay! Air quality is measured using an Air Quality Index,
or AQI. The lower the AQI, the better quality the air. For
mainland China, 0-50 is good quality, anything over 100
is unhealthy, and over 300 the pollution is considered
hazardous. The scale goes up to 500, but you need to
wear a mask anytime its over 150. The AQI is today is
420! Yikes!
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Stepping outside is a surreal experience.
“Seeing everyone in masks, it felt like we were stepping off the plane into an
apocalyptic sci-fi movie,” Olivia later comments.
The brown fog only lets you see a couple hundred feet in all directions.
Nearly everyone in the group is pulling out cameras and cell phones to take
photographs. We climb aboard the bus for the ride to the hotel. It’s about
a half-hour drive. Our first views of Beijing are very similar to home, in that
everything is brown and dead for the winter.
Driving or riding in Beijing is another completely new experience. The
amount of honking, people texting while driving, and cars quickly stopping
is not something we are prepared for. Cars always seem to be changing
lanes and no one uses turn signals. This is not a very relaxing way to be
introduced to a new culture.
Even the toll booths have decorative roofs in the
Chinese style. We pass by some interesting road
signs, no trumpet playing? We see a few familiar
stores. They have Ikea here. Overall the ride to
the hotel is uneventful. Bill welcomes us and provides us with some bottled water.
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6:00pm - Hotel Arrival and Welcome Banquet
The hotel entrance has a giant revolving door with a smaller swinging door
on each side. The door trim is gold, which makes it feel classy. The floor
inside is marble, or at least looks like it. Two big marble pillars decorate the
lobby, though I suspect they are more for decoration then they are for support. The lighting inside is very yellow and my camera doesn’t know how to
handle it. There’s a large fake flowering tree covered in pink blossoms. Five
plastic looking poinsettia plants surround the base. Christmas lights and red
ribbons decorate the branches, but the lights are turned off.
The receptionist desk has a large map of the world behind it, with blue LED
panels showing the current time in major cities around the globe. Beijing is
marked with an orange LED start that flashes in various patterns.
We are relieved of our passports while Dr. Wosmek and Bill work to get us
checked in. They are returned to us within a few minutes along with key
cards for our rooms.
Our rooms are on the fourth floor, my room is 410. There’s a single elevator providing transportation. The first elevator on the left is for the bars
and restaurants which are also part of this building. A makeshift wall on the
fourth floor separates the exits of the two side by side elevators.
We have a half hour to freshen up and relax before we need to meet back
down in the lobby. The hotel is nothing special. The beds feel like they were
made by putting a couple layers of
cardboard over a box spring. To keep
the lights on, you need to put your
key card in a slot by the door. I don’t
know if hotels are doing this back in
the states, but it seems like a clever
way to save electricity and keep you
photo courtesy Brooke Olson
from misplacing your keycard.
The hotel room is dimly lit and smells smoky. It reminds me just slightly of
wood smoke, not cigarettes. I can smell incense too, just faintly.
Down in the lobby we meet Jim Caime, the Executive Director of The Beijing Center for Chinese Studies. Caime is leaving for Australia early tomorrow morning, but he wanted to stop by to say hello before he left. We talk
with him for a few minutes before we head to our welcome banquet.
The Peking House restaurant is in the same building as the hotel. We walk
down a short hallway and take an elevator up a couple floors. At the top we
find ourselves in a dim feeling room, with slate floors and stone walls. Large
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red lanterns hang from the ceiling, illuminating the space. The room is large
enough for two dozen round tables, each can seat at least a few patrons.

http://www.huiqiaohotel.com/bpl.html

They lead us into a side room. The space is partially divided, able to be used
as two separate dinning rooms when needed. It has two large round tables,
able to fit a dozen people at each, even if it is a little tight. The tablecloths
are yellow and a giant glass Lazy Susan dominates the middle of each table.
A liter bottle of Sprite and small tissue dispenser sit on the half inch thick
glass. In front of each chair is a square white plate with a small bowl and
porcelain spoon. Black chopsticks rest on chopstick holders. A clear tall stem
glass completes the place setting.
Almost immediately the wait staff starts bringing out food. Glazed chicken,
small wings, bok choy, and tofu dishes start off our meal. Each dish is set on
the Lazy Susan and hungry travelers slowly spin it around until the desired
dish is within reach. Serving chopsticks are provided with each dish and we
all are a little bit more competent with them now that food is on the line.
Dishes of food come and empty plates are taken away. Tea and more Sprite
are passed around the table.

photos courtesy Megan Tonn

A chef brings in a small cart with the Peking Duck so he can slice it right next
to our table. The sharp knife cuts the tender dark meat into thin slices. The
crispy skin partially separates from the meat, resembling an edible fruit peel.
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Bill had told us that they will slaughter the duck right in front of us, to see if
we’ll fall for the joke. The meat is served on a white tray, oval shaped, with a
duck head turning back as if to inspect its freshly cooked self.
“Hay-oh! Peking Duck is one of the most famous dishes in all
of China. The ducks are specially raised for this dish. When
the ducklings are 45 days old, they are force fed four
times a day for 20 days to increase their weight. A typical
Peking Duck will weigh between 11 and 15 pounds. That’s
a heavy duck! A normal mallard duck only weighs
between 2 and 4 pounds.”
A very thin flour tortilla, or steamed pancake, is provided for the Peking
Duck and carrots, cucumbers, or cantaloupe to go with it. The meat is savory. There are various dipping sauces and chopped spring onions. I make
little ‘duck tacos’ trying the various ingredients. The Lazy Susan spins and we
scramble to grab what we want before it passes by.
Bill tells us that chopsticks are used to help with food distribution. If they
used spoons, the food would not always make it a full rotation around the
table. Everyone would take a lot. But with chopsticks, everyone takes a little
at a time and the food lasts a few rotations.
Eyes shift back and forth, checking to see if the coast is clear, before setting
the Lazy Susan back in motion. Reaching out, using a single finger or two to
spin it. It’s heavy, but it spins well. Rice is brought out towards the end. It’s a
filler food, in case you didn’t get enough of everything else.
Bill tells us more about China as we eat. He likes to tell jokes and always
seems to be in a good humor. He doesn’t usually eat supper, so he watches us for most of the meal and chats. When the Peking Duck comes out
he makes sure we all get as much as we want and then he helps himself to
some of it. We learn from Bill that the National Congress is in session right
now, which means street traffic is sometimes rerouted and the VPNs are
turned off. The shops selling illegal DVDs close down for the week, because
they are not approved of by the Congress, but they’ll all reopen in a day or
two.
This explains why my VPN wasn’t connecting at the airport. In preparation
for my trip I made sure I had a VPN subscription. I wanted to ensure I had
access to email, social networks, and text messages while away. IT Services
had asked if I could do some testing while in China, some colleagues had
some problems with email on a business trip recently. Also, I was curious to
see how well the VPNs worked. I knew I might be coming back to China in
the future and I wanted to do some testing for myself.
The meal ends with miso soup and watermelon slices. The soup is light,
flavored with the fat and bones of the duck, rather than seaweed like most
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of the miso soups I am familiar with. The watermelon is a great way to round
out the meal.
We leave the restaurant by a couple flights of switchback stairs right across
from our eating space. Outside we all put our masks back on for our evening
walk. We’re headed to WuMart, which is the Chinese knockoff of Walmart,
though the two stores are very different from each other. The walk should
take about 20 minutes.
The sidewalk is a little treacherous. It is brick and cobblestone, many of
which are uneven or chipped away. Every ramp on the sidewalk has 16-inchtall metal poles sticking up to prevent drivers from taking their cars where
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they don’t belong. I’m afraid I’m going to nail my shin or toes on one, but
thankfully I don’t.
It’s a little on the chilly side; the temperature is in the 40s or 50s here. This is
slightly warmer than back home but not by much.
We walk north along Huixin E. Street for a few blocks. Small restaurants and
shops fill the first floor of the buildings on our left. Only eight to ten feet
across and about as deep, they don’t seat many people. To our right, mopeds and bikes line the curb, some chained to trees or poles but many are
just left free standing.
We turn left at Anyoun Road where the footpath is not as well lit. It’s all
apartments and parking lots. No shops here. The sidewalk is narrow with
trees planted along the road. We basically need to walk single file to get
around the planted trees. After a block or so we see a big restaurant kitty-corner from us and we’re told that is where we will eat our farewell banquet on Monday night.
At Huixin W. Street we turn right and walk a couple blocks to WuMart.
There’s a walking bridge over the wide multi-lane road. The bridge supports

are covered in a substance that looks like snow, but I’m pretty sure it’s a thick
layer of grime left behind by the smog.
WuMart feels like the strange love child between Walmart and Ikea, who
lives in a trailer park disguised as a shopping mall. The door is a heavy curtain to keep the cold air out. Ducking through, there’s a narrow walkway to
the left which leads to an escalator down to the ground level.
Pallets and displays of goods welcome customers at the entrance, much like
any big box store. Everything is, of course, in Chinese. Browsing through the
aisles it’s difficult to know if the contents of packages are candy or medicine.
The aisles are narrow and shelves are tall. I walk past a couple aisles of what
looks like candy to get to the fresh fish. There are dead fish lying out on a
table in rows. Behind them are water tanks with lobsters and a few live fish. I
see squid just sitting on a table filling the air with a pungent smell.
I have a bad idea. But how bad is it? I decide I need to find out. It takes a
minute to hunt down some Bethany students.
“Hey... if I bought a squid,”I ask, “would you take it around and hold it for
pictures?”
Crystal and Brooke readily agree to this. Brooke has the blondest hair of
anyone in our group. Her long straight locks fall most the way down her
back. She’s a tall exercise science major, with a small sparkling stud in her
upper lip and a nose stud opposite.
I didn’t really expect them to agree. I was actually kind of hoping someone
would tell me this is a disgusting idea, because it is. I head off in search of
people with better judgment.

left two photos courtesy Travis Mord, right photo courtesy Elise Widmer
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Dr. Wosmek and her family are looking at the bottled water. I approach and
tell them my horrible idea.
“If I bought a squid, would there be a good way to transport him around for
photos?” The way I find myself wording the question tells me I’ve practically conceded to actually buying the squid. Now I’m just looking for a good
reason not to.
“What about a water bottle?” they suggest.
Hmmm... water bottle... no one is telling me this is a terrible idea. Either it
isn’t a terrible idea, or everyone is super loopy from jet lag. Best to go with
option A.
I walk through the fresh meat section of the store while I consider my options. There are chicken parts and other meats just lying in beds of ice. The
place does not feel sanitary at all. I head over to the moving walkway that
goes to the second floor. It’s like an escalator but
flat. More like the walkways at airports, but this
one goes up at an angle. I guess you can take
carts up, so it makes sense.
Upstairs I find M&Ms and a few other candies that
look familiar. I also find glass jars. I really should
have been looking for something that wasn’t so
big and heavy, but this jar was ¥30 and would
offer the best view of Mr. Squid, if I could get him
to float just right.
I am not sure he will float. The still mostly responsible portion of my brain tells me that this is not
going to work, but I am pretty well committed at
this point.
I head back downstairs and have a worker help me bag a squid (¥5.49), then
head to the checkout area. It takes me a while to figure out where that is, it’s
up on the second floor. The cashier does not speak English and I have never
used Chinese currency before. For some unknown reason I am very nervous
about this transaction. I shouldn’t really be worried, but I am.
A bank note: (on currency)
The Renminbi is the official currency of China. It’s sometimes called the
Chinese Yuan. It’s typically abbreviated as RMB, though the ¥ symbol
is also used. For this travel journal, I will use ¥ to indicate the Chinese
Renminbi. When we visited China the exchange rate was $1 = ¥6.1.
This meant that ¥1 was a little more than $0.15 and that the ¥100 bills
we were carrying were only worth about $16 USD.
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I pay for the goods and the cashier asks
me if I want a bag because it costs extra.
I don’t know what she is asking and she
ends up not giving me a bag, but that’s
okay. I have room in my pockets for most
of the small things I purchase.
Mr. Squid is in a bag and I put the bag
in my jar. I’m not even out of the store
and I’m second guessing the heavy glass
object. I have to walk all the way back
with this?
We walk back to the hotel in two groups,
one leaves a little later than the first, but
I’m with group number one. Back at the
hotel, I try to see if Mr. Squid can float in
my jar. He doesn’t seem to be very good at that anymore and he’s already
starting to smell. I put him in the jar with a little bit of water and put the jar
in the mini fridge.
The group ends the day with a nightly meeting in Dr. Wosmek’s room—412.
We discuss the interesting things we did or saw today, have a short devotion, and sing a hymn. It’s 11:00pm when we all head back to our rooms to
finally get some sleep.
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Saturday, March 5, 2016
8:30am - The Beijing Center for Chinese Studies
Dawn brings blue sunny skies to Beijing. An overnight wind has blown most
of the polluted air away. I don’t know where it went or what poor soul has to
deal with it now, but it’s wonderful to see the blue sky. I am thankful that we
don’t need masks today. The tights straps around my head give me a headache, but I bring it along in my pocket just in case.
The lobby of our hotel has ornate white chairs with purple cushions in a little
sitting area. They look extremely regal. We gather there to wait for all the
members of our group. A few students take the opportunity to journal about
yesterday’s activities.
Bill Feng shows up in his bright orange winter jacket. It makes for a distinctive landmark when looking for the group. He’s impressed with our punctuality.

We walk out of the hotel and head north for a block and a half. The sky has
a slight haze but is mostly blue. The weather is cool, the temperature around
45 degrees F, and there’s an intermittent breeze.

We cross the street at Huizhong Avenue and walk along the footpath.
There’s a grassy park to our right, though everything is still brown at this
time of year. There are bushes spelling out the letters UIBE in the park. The
University of International Business and Economics is located here. TBC
operates from a building on their multi-block campus. We walk past a large
building of apartments to Huide East Road and turn south.
Pavement here is all stone and brick. Some sections are chipped away and
treacherous to walk on, other sections are smooth and well kept. There are
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several wide open grassy areas here, we walk alongside them. Many of the
trees have been trimmed recently, as evidenced by the clean cut circles
where branches use to be. The taller trees have metal poles helping support
them. We’re at the campus entrance now. The parking lot is all brick and
there are no lines. Cars are just parked wherever there is space. I see a blue
Ford Fiesta. Yay! The Ford logo and the Fiesta wordmark are in English, but
there’s also some Chinese markings too.
The entry space of the UIBE building is stone and marble. It’s dimly lit, but
it’s also Saturday, so I get the sense everything is closed for the weekend.
We are led to the elevators. I opt to take the stairs, along with a group of
other students. It’s four flights up, but it’s good to get a little exercise. The
elevator group beats us to the top.
At the top floor, we walk down the hall to Room
430. It’s a classroom and four of the small tables have been pulled together to create a little
buffet. A collection of clear plastic tubs on the
tables hold our food. The first contains a salad:
lettuce, cucumbers, and some cherry tomatoes.
The next is fruit, which is mainly watermelon with
a few strawberries. The third tub is a little smaller
than the others and holds scrambled eggs. This is
what passes for a western style breakfast here. It’s
catered by the Too Familiar Restaurant.
A basket of croissants sits at the end of the table
next to the yellowed plastic silverware. The croissants are a dark brown and taste like an onion
bagel. They are a light, flaky, and absolutely delicious. Most of the group goes back for seconds or
thirds of the croissants. Megan M and Elise even
pack a couple extra into their purses for later.
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Megan M is the other Megan on this trip. She’s a freshman this year planning
to major in biology before going to med school. She’s usually quick with a
smile or laugh, and like most of her classmates, ready for adventure.
Orange juice, coffee, and tea complete the buffet. We work our way through
the line single file and sit at the desks to eat off paper plates. The desks are
not very deep, but they are wide enough for two people to sit comfortably.
The tops are a mahogany laminate atop black metal frames. They have a
shelf space underneath to store books. Blue office chairs with mesh backs
provide seating at the desks. A half dozen extra chairs are clumped in the
back corner of the room. This classroom seating is much more comfortable
than the desks we have at Bethany.
I’m starving and I go back for seconds and thirds. We all must be hungry
because we’re quiet as we eat and we finish with breakfast a little bit ahead
of schedule.
Across the hall is the classroom where we’ll have our program introduction.
It is very red. The floor is a wood laminate that is almost orange. The walls
are almost the same color red found at Bethany in Honsey Hall. Large tan
curtains cover the windows at the back of the room. Bright sunshine pokes
around the gaps creating small halos of light.
Two projectors hang from the ceiling, displaying the same power point on
both sides of the room. The same blue office chairs are found at each desk,
but the desks are white trapezoids, each meant for a single person. Both
sides of the room have two desks side by side, separated from a group of
four in the middle by a small walkway. With five rows, the space will seat
around 40 students.
Bill Feng gives us a short introduction to Beijing and TBC before handing it
over to Dr. Eugene Geinzer. Geinzer is a fun and jovial fellow. He’s 72 now
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but is full of youthful enthusiasm. His background is in architecture. He got
his masters degree at the Illinois Institute of Technology, and then he spent
16 years as an associate professor at Loyola University in Chicago before
coming to TBC in 2006.
He has a full head of white hair, a white mustache, and wears rimless glasses.
A blue pen and an iPhone inhabit the breast pocket of his white and grey
button down shirt. Geinzer has a soft voice that is easy to listen to and pauses often as he speaks. He explains aspects of Chinese culture as he works his
way through a PowerPoint mostly made up of photos.
Geinzer tells us that older people are more important in Chinese culture. He
recalls one occasion when his colleague wouldn’t let him carry his own briefcase across campus. It is not respectful to let an older person carry a bag.
“And you think ‘this is strange,’” he says, gesturing with both hands as he
addresses the group.
Similarly, a guy will often carry his girlfriend’s purse or her shopping bags.
The girls in the group smile and laugh at this, silently wishing that guys did
this back in the States.
“I would say ‘face up,’ ‘confront it,’ or ‘deal with it.’ These are typical Western turns of phrase,” Geinzer says. “But if you’re in a culture where that is
not a good thing, or that is not even polite, or in fact its wrong, then you
have to think of something different.
For example, you will understand, as you get to know Asians, if a person
says ‘yes—yes I’ll go with you’, that probably means, ‘maybe I’ll go with
you.’ And if they say, ‘I think I’m going to go,’ or ‘maybe I’ll go,’ that means
‘I’m not going to go.’”
“When is saying ‘no’ okay?” asks Quincey.
“It’s not okay,” Geinzer responds. “You just say ‘maybe,’ or if you say ‘would
you like to come to dinner?’ I reply ‘oh, that’s a wonderful idea,’ but I don’t
ever give you an answer, and that means no.”
This concept is known as the “soft no” and I realize I actually do this all the
time.
In the classroom it’s not uncommon for teachers to ask students why they
don’t know the answer to questions. A teacher might even reach out to the
parents if their child gets questions wrong or show up late to class. It’s an
indication of the level of individual attention that we don’t really have in
America.
Geinzer talks for about an hour and a quarter, at which time we go on our
tour of the TBC facilities.
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Back by the elevator we go through closed double doors. A terracotta
soldier stands guard at the entrance. The words “The Beijing Center for
Chinese Studies” are on the wall to the statue’s left. Travis poses for a selfie.
The hallway is dark, the walls look like brick but are likely tile. Down the hall
to our right is the library.
The doorway to the library has a red raised threshold that is around seven
inches tall. The purpose of threshold, traditionally, is to keep out evil spirits.
Ghosts are supposedly unable to jump and can’t make it over the barrier.
Today the thresholds are a reminder of
past culture and more ornamental than
anything, though some still believe it is
bad luck to step on it.
The library is beautiful. The glossy wood
floor is covered by a plush oriental
rug which dominates the center of the
room. Red, teal, and aqua designs surround the beige and tan center.
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A single desk sits in the middle of the
rug; a tangle of wires connects the HP
computer tower on the floor to a small
Dell monitor atop the desk. The southern wall is grey tile like the hallway and
a fake ornamental roof sticks down from
the ceiling. A folding door leads to a
small room of maps, scrolls, and special
books. The doors are usually closed to
help climate control. A small four-inch
threshold separates the two rooms.
To the left of the Library entrance is a moon gate leading to the main shelves
of the library. Everyone pauses to take photos of the picturesque space.
There’s two small sitting spaces in
the corners of the library near the
windows. Brown wicker chairs with
comfortable looking white cushions
sit besides potted plants. The brown
and green colors blend nicely with the
white ceiling which is raised in sections. A few plants hang from the ceiling. White window shades are rolled
down partially. A tall white air conditioner/heater unit stands awkwardly in
the corner by the windows. The cheap
looking plastic unit is completely out
of place in this elegant room.
Back out of the library we go to the other end of the hallway which is where
the TBC offices and conference room is located.
The conference room is well lit by the windows along the wall. There’s a
large glass table which seats about ten people in big swiveling chairs. The
walls are lined with maps hanging in large ornate frames. A small sitting
space is near the doorway, atop an
ornamental rug. Tan and browns make
up the majority of the color, but there
are highlights of teal interspersed in
the design. A heating unit is attached
to the wall above a picture. It’s visually
out of place with a large wad of cables running down the wall and into a
hole in the counter.
Outside the conference room is a
space with a few cubicles. The actuphoto courtesy Megan Tonn

al offices are off to the side and the Director’s office is just down the hall.
There’s a large stone fountain in the corner. It’s not running, but it has a little
water in it.
The Director’s office features a large collection of artifacts. The back wall is
filled with small statues and figures. They spent a long time on this collection. It’s tough to say what is an original and what is a copy. We’re told there
are a few artifacts here which are authentic and extremely expensive but we
aren’t told which ones. There is a desk similar to the one in the library at the
center of this room. An opium couch with blue cushions sits along the wall
by the entrance. The rug is decorated with navy dragons and faded pastel
designs, imagine Wes Andersen in charge of Easter decorations.
Outside the Director’s office is some sort of old
cart with artifacts and furs. It looks like it belongs in a museum, but somehow it doesn’t feel
out of place. As we head back toward the main
hallway we pass by a gong and several students
take photos with the mallet, hitting or pretending to hit the gong.
Back in the dimly lit hallway we take a stop to
use the bathrooms. The men’s bathroom is in
rough condition. I’m honestly reminded of the
Fallout game that my cousin has recently been
playing. The women take this opportunity to
learn about squatty-potties and apparently do
some sort of demonstration. The seven of us
men stand in the hallway by the terracotta warrior and make small talk.
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There’s an old joke, ‘why do women always go to the bathroom in pairs?
Because there’s a ping-pong table in there.’ We joke that there must be a
tournament going on today. It’s topical because Chinese and ping-pong...
okay, I’m done here.

12:15pm - Lunch in Chaoyang District, Beijing, China
Outside we pause for a minute to get a group photo in front of the big college sign. It’s a big silver hand and rainbow thing… all in Chinese.
We walk to a restaurant for lunch,
retracing most of our steps from the
hotel. There are no short buildings
in Beijing, most are at least 4 stories
tall. It’s very different to see ductwork
lining the outside of the buildings. It
makes the space feel more industrial
than it really is.
At Huixin East we cross the road and
keep going straight. There’s a cart
selling oranges on the corner. Half the
group crosses immediately while the
rest needs to wait for the light to turn again. Bill says he jokes with student
groups when crossing the street, “I’ll meet you on the other side!” It’s a double entendre, he’ll either meet them on the other side of the road, or on the
other side of life if they get hit by a car and killed.
This is funnier than it should be, considering how the people of Beijing tend
to drive.
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The place we go to eat is called Tianhesheng. It’s on the second floor. Immediately inside the entrance is a dark green stairway. Bright sunlight comes
in through the windows along the wall. We’re ushered into a small private
room with two round tables. Today the table clothes are pink, but glass Lazy
Susans adorn the center. The rooms walls are yellow and above the tables
are circular chandeliers, which are more substance than light.
Waitstaff is bringing out food before we’ve finished sitting down. The dishes
contain cauliflower, chicken, bok choy, eggs, tofu, and noodles. There’s a
tomato stew, a dish of sautéed peppers, and green beans. Nothing is baked
here, it’s all cooked in oil or sauces.
Conversation at our table is full of laughs. As the meal winds down we begin
to talk about the restaurants we would establish if we ever could. Travis
would create a restaurant where the chef would come and meet you, ask
you a few questions, and then create you a special unique dish, just for you.
Someone raises the question of tipping and we joke about how the chefs
could get revenge the next time you come, if you tip poorly.
“Do you have any (digestive) requirements... besides being stingy?”
Sarah comments on one of the foods we ate, but uses the color to describe
the dish. This prompts an idea for another restaurant, one based only off
color.
“Welcome. As you can see on our menu, we have red, green, and brown.
Today’s special is mostly green. For drinks we have clear liquid and colored
liquid. Some hot, some cold. Some of the drinks are bubbly, others are quite
flat. Can we interest you in anything white today?”
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2:00pm - Temple of Heaven
We meet our tour guide at 2:00pm in the hotel lobby. His name is Tony and
he’s wearing a big tan winter coat. He directs us outside to a waiting bus and
we climb aboard. The coach bus is comfortable. The blue seats have white
coverings over the head rests. Baby blue curtains line the windows and can
be pulled aside for better viewing or to provide shade.
Tony wears oval glasses and a brown knit sweater
with grey sweatpants. He stands at the front of the
bus with a silver microphone. The PA system is a little too loud and the microphone provides the echo
of a large stadium. It’s difficult to hear some of what
he is saying because of the full second of overlapping echoes as he talks.
“When I was born, my parents, they name me
‘smart.’ Yeah. Okay. But when I was seven years old,
my teachers discovered that I was not,” Tony tells
us. “So they changed my name to ‘sunshine.’ Yeah.
Okay. And then many years later, I change it back
to ‘smart.’”
It takes about 45 minutes to drive to the Temple of Heaven. Tony gives us
information about Beijing and Chinese culture. When Chinese people buy
land, they are actually only buying the land usage rights for 70 years. Many
of the skyscrapers in Beijing are relatively new buildings and none of them
are built to last. For this reason many buildings in China look and feel a lot
older than they actually are.
Occasionally we pass by telephone booths. They look like orange helmets
sitting back to back on the side of the road. It’s unclear if they still are used
or even work, but the dilapidated units are small statues to a forgotten era.
We exit the bus and grab a bottle
of water that is provided. Tony dons
his thick winter jacket. He has a small
headset attached to a square flat
speaker hanging at his side. He’s also
wearing a black cap with the Grand
American Travel lettermark embroidered in yellow left of center.
He walks us over to a giant green
map, he’s holding a telescoping rod
with an orange flag that reads TBC on
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it. He gives us a short history of the place before we enter. The complex was
built in the early 1400s, by the Yongle Emperor. It’s a popular hangout place
today, where many gather to play games, cards, talk, or even sing.
There is symbolism in the colors and shapes used in the buildings. Squares
represent Earth and circles, heaven. The blue roof tiles are also symbolic of
heaven, green ones represent Earth. We enter by the East Gate and gather
near one of the “lucky” trees to get photos.

A group of locals is in a circle playing some version of hacky sack or
keepy-uppy. Travis and Justin join them for a few minutes. The locals are as
excited to play with foreigners as Travis and Justin are to play with the locals.
The hacky sacks are a little different than what I’m use to seeing. They have
feathers, which makes it look more like a badminton birdie.

The Long Corridor is to our right and a short set of steps leading up to it.
There’s singing or chanting coming from one of the nearby buildings and a
large crowd gathered in front. Some of the buildings we pass are the “Pavilion for Butchering Animals” and a “Divine Kitchen.” It’s unclear if they still
practice any of the rituals here or not.
This is a spot I could spend hours just watching people and taking photos.
It’s sensory overload as I try to take it all in. We walk slowly, making our
way through the bustling crowd. There’s heavy foot traffic going in both
directions. I want to stop and take photos, but I don’t know how socially
acceptable this is. Several guards patrol the walkway, long olive green coats
distinguish them from the civilians. One of them stares ominously into my
camera lens as he passes by.
Another challenge is finding the right shot with all the movement around
me. I don’t want to get to close to my subjects, I want candid shots, but
people are always walking in front of my lens. I also don’t want to get separated from my group members. I make the best of what I have to work with,
pausing as long as I dare to snap quick photos of the locals enjoying the
social time with each other.
Chinese people crowd the edge of the corridor, some sit on the wide railing
while others stand. Men are playing Xiangqi (Chinese chess), a large board
sits between them, thick round pieces with green and red markings scattered across it. People stand around watching the games, laughing, chatting
or joking with one another.

I pass several small groups playing cards. Whatever game they are playing
they pull cards from their hand and slap them down with fervor. A few children join in the card games.
There’s a small group of singers, circled near a stairway. They hold white
copied sheets of paper, folded in half. I don’t recognize the song, but I
would have been surprised if I did.
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The walkway is protected from the wind and the sun is warm. Even so, most
people are wearing thick winter coats. Many have scarves, but only a few
have hats.
Architecturally, the corridor is as ornate as it is filthy. Red poles support the
roof along the south, a cement wall lines the northern side. Wooden beams
are spaced at regular intervals and are painted with teal and blue designs.
The pattern is the same along each beam. Large patches
of brown grime cover the tops, sides, and even bottom of
the beams. The roof is a green ceramic tile where it’s not
chipped away or covered in smog residue. Dragons are
carved into the circular ends of the tiles. Larger dragons
decorate the peaks and corners.
WHOA! Dragons are the symbol of the
emperor, only the emperor is allowed to use
them. You may notice dragons are carved
into the circular ends of the tiles. Larger
dragons decorate the peaks and corners.
Dragons are prevalent throughout the
Temple of Heaven and many other
palaces in China.
We walk up another set of stairs and through a gate to get
into the courtyard surrounding the Hall of Prayer for Good
Harvests.
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We are given a little bit of time to explore and take photos. This is what
I’ve been waiting for. A photo opportunity. The group splits up and I start
looking for the perfect picture. One of my favorite photos is a castle in
Japan that I took a couple years back. I imagine getting a similar shot of
this temple. Both locals and tourists mill about, taking photos, and admiring
the ancient architecture. A Chinese couple is getting their photo taken in
traditional looking garb. There is no real hope of getting a photo without
any people in it.
The stone pavement is well worn here. The courtyard is almost square, again
representative of the Earth. The green tile roof along the courtyard wall is
another reminder of the green world. In the middle of the courtyard is the
circular temple. Its roof is blue to represent heaven. The roof is tiered into
three stories, but the inside is just a big open space. Pillars support the roof
and beams crisscross the space, each painted in red, gold, blue, and teal. It’s
quite ornate, but also a very busy design.
The sunlight is harsh and the sky is more hazy brown than it is blue. The images look stale to me. As pretty as the stonework and temple carvings are,
my photos just feel uninspired.
I move in closer to the circular temple and pull Toad out of my pocket. The
pillars and railings are perfect spots for him to stand. I take a bunch of photos from a few different angles. I feel better about these pictures. A shallow
depth of field leaves Toad in focus, with a beautifully blurred temple behind
him. I like these photos, though I do wish I could recognize the temple in
the background.
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From this raised vantage point Beijing
stretches out in all directions, fading
off into a hazy horizon. It makes me
wonder what this place looks like in
the summer. Is it greener? Does it feel
more alive?
I pretty much ignore the smaller
rectangular buildings in the courtyard.
They are, or were, used for storing
tablets or artifacts used in worship. It
would be easy to spend hours here. Given more time to walk around, I know
I could find better photos ops, but we only have 20 minutes and they fly by
quickly.
Tony leads us past large cast iron altars where animal parts would be burned
for sacrifices. They stand cold and empty, rusting in the afternoon sun. The
gate to the south has three exists, much like the gate we entered through.
Why three gates? Didn’t you pay any attention to the tour
guide!? The middle gate is closed off because it is reserved
for the god of heaven. Imperial members used the gate on
the left, but officials needed to use the gate on the right. Of
course, this doesn’t matter today. The people of China don’t
believe this anymore, but they keep the middle gate closed
off for historical reasons.
A curved section of stone, a couple inches higher than the stone walkway,
extends from the middle gate leading away from the courtyard. The curved
path is one that only the god of heaven could walk on. The contour has the
added benefit of shedding rain from the god’s walkway. There’s no rules
about walking on it now. Few if any Chinese still worship the god of heaven,
but there’s still something satisfying about walking on the curved path. As if
to say, “your god means nothing to me. I am his equal.”
We walk down the stone path
towards the Chengzhen Gate.
The grey pathway reminds me of
the entrance at Mount Rushmore.
Ahead is another archway, painted red. Passing through, I see a
tour group taking a photo. I pop
in behind them as they take the
picture. It’s a spur of the moment
photobombing.
Members of our group are being
approached by locals wanting to
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take photos with us. Getting your picture with a foreigner is a big deal here,
especially if the foreigner has blonde hair.
The Temple of Heaven park has many trees. Many of them are brown and
leafless for the winter, but not all. Chinese junipers line the main walkway
and are planted around the different courtyards. Some of them are over
500 years old. Most of the trees are marked with small green or red tags to
indicate their age.
We walk around the wall to the Imperial Vault of Heaven. We’re in a large
paved walkway. The grey bricks are designed with holes in the middle of
them. I assume this helps rain water soak into the ground and keep the juniper trees alive.
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“WHOA! The Nine–Dragon Juniper! This is a Chinese juniper, or
Juniperus chinensis, that’s over 500
years old! Straight, robust, and
grotesque in shape, the trunk is
covered all over with spiral grooves
which twist up vertically as if nine
coiling dragons were wreathing up
into the sky, hence the name of
‘the Nine–Dragon Juniper’... oh,
sorry, I was just reading this
sign out loud.”
There’s a second ticketing booth to reach
the Imperial Vault of Heaven. This is where
many of the scrolls for worship were kept.
The woodwork in the side buildings is
incredible. Ornate carvings look a little like veneer, but have an intricate
depth. They have weathered the ages well, if they have not been refinished.
It’s difficult to tell how much has been restored and how much is original.

Directly south is another square courtyard with a circular raised section in the
middle. This is the Circular Mound Altar. The outer square wall represents
earth while the circular mound in the middle, symbolizes heaven. Each tier is
nine steps higher than the one before it.
The top platform has a raised circular mound in the middle. It’s rounded
stone roughly two feet across. This is the holy place. Standing on this boulder amplifies the voice of the speaker. This phenomenon is the result of an
echo created by the super smooth stones surrounding the center. Scientists
have measured the echo, which occurs almost instantly upon speaking, thus
creating amplification.
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A crowd of visitors surround the mound, each
one taking their turn to stand on the stone and
have their photo taken.
“I’m speaking very loudly!” Justin proclaims, taking his turn on the stone. This gets some laughs
from the group.

photo courtesy Megan Tonn

I pull Toad out of my pocket and take photos of my little figure with the
blurred roofs of the Imperial Vault in the background.
There are two other students with DSLR cameras on the trip: Megan T and
Olivia. They are watching me take photos of Toad and seem a little envious.
Which reminds me...
I nearly forgot about Lambie. Lambie is a small, male, stuffed lamb who was
traveling around Southern California. A week before the trip, my good friend
Aaron Evans put Lambie in a mailing envelope and sent him to me. Lambie
had recently been to Disneyland and now his friends wanted him to see
China.
I pull out Lambie out of my and hand him to Megan T. I explain to her and
Olivia who Lambie is, why he’s here, and that I need to make sure I get
photos of Lambie around China. They are welcome to hold on to him and
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use him for photos if they would like to. Megan T is thrilled at the idea and
immediately sets to work photographing her new subject.
From the Circular Mound Altar it’s a short walk to the Zhaojeng gate at the
south entrance. Shops and street vendors meet us as we exit. A Chinese
man tries to sell me a Russian ear hat, better known as a Ushanka. It has a
single red star in the center of the top brim. I tell him I have a hat and I don’t
need another one. He pulls my hat off my head and puts on this new one.
It’s warm. I’m actually tempted to buy it, he says it costs ¥30, which is about
$5 USD.
In retrospect, I should have made
the purchase. It would have made
for a good souvenir. I guess I need
to go back.
When he fails to sell to me, he tries
a few other members of our group
before giving up.

photo courtesy Olivia LIppert
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5:00pm - Shopping at Sanlitun
Back on the bus, it’s about half an hour to our next destination. It’s a shopping center known as Sanlitun. We’re told that this is a market where there
are no set prices and we should expect to haggle for the best price.
We walk in the main entrance and look around. This place looks fancy. High
end fancy. We don’t put prices on things because you can’t afford them
fancy. This is not what we were expecting.
I follow Elise, Morgan, Megan T, and Olivia into the building and we go up
the escalator. It’s quite obvious this is not the place that was described to
us. Wendy meets us on the second floor and she explains that this place has
changed. It’s been recently renovated and this is not what they expected
either.
Wendy takes us back down to the main floor and across the narrow street
to the Taikoo Li shopping center right next door. It’s a similar shopping
complex to what you’d expect to see in the States. Namely, a collection of
interesting looking buildings with different stores and restaurants on various
floors. Our large group stops at Starbucks but it’s a long line and many of
the girls want to get to the part where they buy stuff, so we leave.
The majority of them file into the clothing store which is right next door. I
find myself still outside with Colleen, Quincey, and Megan T. We walk north,
looking at the shops and sights. The night is getting cool. A white Apple
logo illuminates the pathway. A giant LED screen on the side of a building
illuminates the piazza with advertisements.
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The shopping center is split up into two sites, connected by a narrow street.
It’s lined with smaller shops and filled with pedestrians making their way
from one end to the other. The north section is not nearly as busy as the
south site.
One of the stores in the north section has a life sized white elephant statue
and we are drawn inside to take photos. We actually go to each floor to look
at the interesting statues they have and high end clothing. We take the stairs
down to the basement level and come out at a little brick plaza near another
Starbucks. It’s past sunset now. It’s getting dark and a little chilly. We order
drinks and some snacks at Starbucks, then go sit outside to eat. It’s a little
too cold to be eating outside now, but we find a yellow metal bench to sit
on while we eat anyway.
We chat about TV shows and I give my mini lecture on why it’s better to
have things end before their time. Shows that get canceled early will often
be remembered fondly vs shows that go on long past when they should.
Personally, I’d rather a show be canceled than be ruined by unnecessary
seasons.
We’re a story or two below ground level, even though it’s open sky above
us. There’s a wide stairway ahead of us. A colorful wire statue can be seen
from where we sit. It’s the obvious next stopping point for our exploration.
As we finish eating, we throw our trash in a receptacle and walk up the stairs.
We take some photos by the artwork. Megan T gets in close for some artistic
shots.
An illuminated sign lists the stores and restaurants for this center. We just ate
a little, but supper is on our own tonight and we’ll need something more.
I’m looking for... ...there it is. Ramen.
Ramen is a Japanese dish, but apparently nerds with nothing better to do
argue that it might actually be of Chinese origin. Either way, it’s a dish native
to this part of the world.
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The venue is a Japanese Ramen chain called Wu Di Jia and it’s on South
Level 3. We’re on North Level 1. We wander back slowly, enjoying some of
the sights and sounds. We take a staircase to Level 3, but it’s not very clear
where we are. We stroll down the walkway while I get my bearings. By the
time we see the next map we know where we need to go.
There’s an H&M near the restaurant. Quincey, Megan, and Colleen go into
the store, while I take some photos with Toad in the light of the shopping
center. After a few minutes Quincey comes back out and we chat about
cameras, photography, and the trip so far.
Our two companions join us after what
seems like forever. We walk next door to
the restaurant and get in line. It’s about
a 30-minute wait to get our table. I
spend the time journaling. We sit on the
floor in the hall by the glass entrance.
A yellow glow illuminates the wood
interior from large collection of paper
lanterns hanging from the ceiling.
A host stands by the door near an electronic pad he uses to let people know
when they can go in. When it’s our turn we are lead to the far wall to a small
table for four. The space is packed with people. In the middle of the room
is a large table made from a four inch slab of tree cut lengthwise. It’s two
or three feet across, getting wider toward the one end. Backless chairs line
either side and are occupied by a rotating cast of diners.
We order food: two bowls of ramen and
a rice dish. The rice comes after a short
wait. Colleen tells us a few stories, each
one requires a secondary or tertiary
backstory to help make everything cohesive. We literally have conversation about
the word literally. Our food doesn’t show
up. Quincey orders some green tea ice
cream while we wait. It’s 9:00pm and we
are due to meet the bus at 9:30pm to go
back to the hotel.
photo courtesy Megan Tonn

“Are you guys good to go?” She asks.
“Um, we haven’t gotten our food yet.” To be fair, we have been sitting and
joking for nearly an hour, it’s easy to forget what we’ve all done today.
Our waitress comes to check on us and we show her our receipt and tell her
we haven’t gotten our ramen yet. She rushes to the bar where cooks are
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serving up bowls to be passed on to the patrons. Within five minutes we
have two steaming bowls of ramen on the table.
The ramen is very hot and I burn the roof of my mouth in my eagerness to
eat. Megan T, Colleen, and I rush to eat, wolfing down the steaming noodles
and pork in about ten minutes. Colleen takes our receipt up to the register
to pay. Our total meal is ¥139, not including
the ice cream. We pay and head down to
the meeting point.
Fortunately, the meeting point is just down
the stairs and across the road from where
we ate. We’re the first people to show up,
despite our manic rush thinking we might
be late. Elise and Olivia show up and tell us
about their pizza. Everyone else wanders
over in the next few minutes and we get on
the bus to head back to the hotel.
Our nightly meeting ends at 11:00pm and
despite being exhausted, I need to do
something about Mr. Squid. Megan T comes
by and we take a few photos by the elevator. It’s the only place that isn’t a hotel room
and isn’t carpeted. Crystal and Brooke come
after that and I take a few more photos. The
lighting is bad, the squid smells bad, and it’s
really a bizarre experience.
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Sunday, March 6, 2016
6:20am - Church and Shopping
I wake up at 6:19am. This is bad. My alarm was set for 5:35am and the
group is scheduled to meet in the lobby at 6:30am.
My heart sinks as I rush to make sure I have everything for the day. Why
didn’t my alarm go off? I brush my teeth while I message Dr. Wosmek via
WeChat.

I’m a minute late as I walk out of the elevator into the lobby. I hope I have
everything.
We walk north to the end of the next block. There’s a corner restaurant
called Yonghe King, which specializes in Chinese breakfast items. Bill and
Wendy order a variety of food for us to sample. Brooke, Travis, and Justin
join me at my small table for four.
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Travis is one of the few Psychology majors on the trip. After working with
the class of Chinese students on campus last summer, he decided this was
a trip he needed to take. His motto for college is “no regrets” and he knew
if he didn’t go to China now, he’d likely wish he had. The long flight to
Beijing was one of his first few plane rides and he’s currently attempting to
photograph everything he eats on this trip. (Something that I find to be very
useful. Thanks Travis!)

photos of food courtesy Travis Mord

Justin takes a drink of soy milk

Justin has been dreaming about going to China
since his youth when a teacher introduced him to
calligraphy. This is a dream come true and he’s
soaking in his surroundings everywhere we go.
They serve a porridge-like soup, white and thick.
It looks like it could be oatmeal but it has small
chunks of pork in it. There are little white buns
with meat and vegetables inside. There’s clumps
of rice, shaped like a giant pill (larger than a golf
ball), with pulled pork in the middle. But best of all,
are what we called burritos. They are not burritos.
It was some sort of tortilla, possibly made of egg,
wrapped around fried dough. It’s sweet and light.
To drink we are all given soy milk. I’ve never had
soy milk in the US, but I’m told it’s not the same.
This ‘milk’ is a thick, warm, and creamy substance.
It isn’t sweet, but it’s also not sour. They’ve added a
little bit of sweetener, which is all at the bottom of
the glass. Bill tells us that soy milk drinks are used
as a good source of protein to start the day.
Wendy leads us from the restaurant back toward the hotel where we take a
couple minutes for a bathroom break. I use the opportunity to rush back to
my room and make sure I haven’t forgotten anything important.
Outside the sun is rising, promising another nice day. It’s always a little hazy
here, but its nothing compared to day one. We walk south to the corner
and then west for a couple blocks to reach the Huixinxijie Nankou Subway
Station, Line 5.
The station is well kept and clean. It feels very modern and untainted by the
grime above. There are glass walls lining the tracks, preventing people from
getting too close or falling
off the platform. Sliding
doors mark the locations
to enter and exit the train
cars. Exit in the middle,
wait to enter by the sides.
The wall system seems safe
for a place as crowded as
Beijing, though there have
been one or two fatalities
where people have become
trapped in the gap between
the train doors and the platform doors.
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We ride for seven stops, getting off at Dengshikou Station. Exit A, leads
us above ground to Dongdan North street. We immediately turn left onto
Baishu Hutong street. We follow this small road for four non-uniform blocks.
The asphalt street is just wide enough for a row of parked cars and a single
lane of traffic. We walk past new vehicles, there are no old cars in China.
Many of the Chinese were not driving ten years ago. Power lines with a dozen cables decorate wooden and metal poles above our heads. A dilapidated
wall of grey bricks separates us from an equally dilapidated looking apartment complex on our left. They are three or four stories tall and some of the
windows have cages around them.

Power lines tangle with trees and trees tangle with buildings. The sheet metal covering the frame of a building is cut around a tree branch, which sticks
through the corner of the complex.
Wangfujing Cathedral, better known as St. Joseph’s is a Chinese Patriotic
Church. It’s a state run church, which means all the content is signed off on
by a party member. We enter through a door near the back. The first of the
group is instructed to go around the metal detector and the rest of us are all
told to go through. It beeps loudly as each of us pass.
The inside of the cathedral looks very traditional. Tall pillars support an
arched ceiling, painted white. The pillars and the accents on the ceiling look
like they are painted in a marble-esque pattern. LCD TVs hang about ten
feet up on every other pillar, providing the liturgy and texts in bright green
Chinese characters.
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The service is in Mandarin, but it follows a similar structure to churches back
home. Three members of our group are Catholic, (Anna, Justin, and Olivia)
and they all go up for Communion when the time comes. Sounds of construction can be heard throughout the service from nearby building projects.
Even on Sunday morning, work continues.
When the service is done we exit through a side door and regroup outside.
It’s cloudy now. Crystal, Dr. Wosmek, and Bill Feng have rejoined our group.
They took a slight detour after breakfast taking Crystal to a hospital for what
was thankfully a non-threatening issue. (Pink eye.)
Tian’anman Square is the next thing on our schedule, but it’s closed, currently, due to the National Congress being in session, which leaves us with some
unexpected free time. We walk south along Wangfujing Street. The road is
wide and the footpath to either side of the road is even wider. The buildings
are set far back from the street, filled with shops. The building facades are
classy, some gold, others ornate, all of them big. It’s quite impressive.
Wangfujing literally means “Prince’s Mansion Well” and this street is one of
the most famous shopping streets of Beijing, though I don’t think any of us
know it at the time.
A local has been following us from the church, which wouldn’t necessarily be
odd if he didn’t keep eyeing some of the young women in the group. After a
block and a half, we step into a McDonald’s to lose our tail. The McDonald’s
is on the second story, so it’s up a flight of stairs. It’s early enough that they
still have their breakfast menu out, but they also have a little side station just
for the McCafe. I order a mocha while we stand around and talk.
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McDonald’s in other countries always seem classier than the ones we have
at home. As if they are made for a modern era, with better seating, better
ambiance, and better design. McDonald’s was founded in the 1940s and elements of this live on in the design of their booths and eating spaces across
the US. Every McDonald’s we see in China has a touchscreen kiosk you can
use to order if you don’t want to wait in line.
After about ten minutes we figure it’s safe to
head back out, so we go down to the street
to continue our walk. The blocks are long
and uneven, but on the next one we stop
at the Wuyutai Tea House. It’s a small shop
that offers a variety of teas. Near the back
is a round pot, with goldfish swimming in it.
A thick piece of Plexiglas is set a few inches
down into the pot, presumably so it can be
used as a table. It also keeps patrons from
touching the fish. A small hole in the center
photo courtesy Bailey Kopischke
can be used to feed the fish, or perhaps
remove the barrier entirely. Low stools sit around the pot and Job and Bill sit
and chat while the rest of the group shops for tea.
Job is the older of the two Wosmek boys. He wears glasses and keeps his
blonde hair short enough to spike upward in the front. I think he’s enjoying
the opportunity to hang out with college students almost as much as he’s
enjoying the Chinese culture... which is to say he’s enjoying it quite a bit.
From the tea shop, we continue south for
another block and a half until we reach the
Wangfujing Station. Line 1. Tian’anmen is
still closed for tourists, so the group leaders
decide on what we will do next. They decide
to take us to the Silk Market to do a little
shopping and get lunch, before we head to
the Forbidden City.
Three stops along Line 1 takes us to Yong’anli
Station. This is Silk Street, also known as Silk
Market.
WHOA!! The original silk marketplace was demolished and rebuilt in 2012 as a seven story shopping complex that houses
over 1,700 retail shops! Some of my close cousins work there
selling items. Most of the stores do not have fixed prices for
their goods and many of the shops sell counterfeit brands
at relatively low prices. Get ready to bargain!
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We’re asked to meet back at this subway entrance at 12:30pm. That gives us
about 90 minutes to explore and shop. We need to take care of lunch on our
own.
Entering one of the basement levels from the subway stop, the first shop we
encounter is in the stairwell. Goods line the walls and edges of the stairs. I
wander up the first flight to look at some notebooks on the landing. We’ve
been given rudimentary instructions on the bargaining process. Advice from
Bill is to start at about 10% of their original asking price. It’s a difficult thing
to do, when you’re not prepared for it.
The notebooks are leather bound with unbleached pages. I think they look pretty cool, but
they are priced at ¥300. (~$46 USD) I’m thinking
¥100 would be the most I want to spend, but it
feels odd to ask for less. I tell the lady I will give
her ¥80.
“Oh, that is too low!” she responds. She tells me
that it is real leather, (possibly), and the paper is
all handcrafted (doubtful).
She wants over ¥200. I consider walking away, I
like the idea of getting a notebook, but I can always come back. This is my
first experience haggling over price and I know I’m going to overpay. “Final
price? Final price?” She asks. I end up paying ¥260. Later Bill tells me it’s
probably worth ¥20. I smile and shrug, I’m here for the experience.
There are a lot of clothing stores on this first level and I work my way up, one
level at a time. The shop workers are tenacious, as you walk past they ask
you what you are looking for, what they can help with, anything to get you
in the door. Electronic shops with phones, phone cases, binoculars, headphones, and watches. The off brand Apple watches look interesting. They
even copy some of the user interface with circles. Their asking price is ¥900,
which is about $140 USD. I don’t want to spend that much on a knock off.
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Other shops are filled with chopsticks, tea sets, sake sets, rice bowls. The
designs look amazing and I really want to buy something, but I’m not prepared to spend much money and I don’t want to lug these things around for
the rest of the day.
Books, bowls, vases, trinkets, statues, Buddhas, dragons, fans. The starting
prices are all in the ¥300-500 range. You could probably get it down to under ¥100 if you know what you’re doing. I wander through the shops, telling
the workers “no need.” I can’t remember the Chinese phrase we were
taught, so I revert to English.
I continue to work my way up to the 5th floor. It’s closed off beyond that
point. This top floor is a food court, I meet up with Justin and we find a
place to eat. Even here the workers are calling you over, offering samples,
trying to entice you to choose their place of business.
We find a place serving dishes of noodles and beef. After we order, the
woman points to a nearby table and we sit for a minute before she calls us
over to grab our trays. We don’t pay for the meal yet, which is odd because
everyone else seems to be paying ahead of eating. As we eat we are joined
by a few other classmates. At the end of our meal, we find out the price is
¥78. Just under $12 USD.
The noodles are hot and delicious, but the sauce is very salty. I finish the
majority of the plate, thankful for the bottle of water I brought along.
I leave Justin and the others to wander back towards our meeting point. A
few floors down is a shop selling silk. I did want to buy some type of cloth,
so I step inside. I don’t have a lot of money on me at
this point and they want a couple hundred for the scarf.
I can’t afford that and ask the sales lady if they have
anything smaller. I end up getting a square of silk for
¥99.
The ladies selling silk always assume this is being
purchased for a wife or girlfriend. They always are a
little surprised when I respond with “no.” I’m planning
to frame this and hang it on my wall, but I guess they
don’t really need to know that.
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“We call this the Chinese shuffle...” - Olivia Lippert

12:30pm - The Forbidden City
From the Yong’anli Station we travel to the Tian’anmen East Station and take
Exit B to the surface. There is a line to enter the Forbidden City that stretches for blocks. Apparently security is ramped up this afternoon and all the
locals are having their bags dumped out and looked through. The line is four
or five people wide and stretches back 500 feet from the entrance.
It’s typically about a ten to 15 minute wait to get into the Forbidden City, but
we stand in line for over an hour. We fill the time with idle chatting about the
morning shopping and life back home.
When we finally reach the front, we slip past the security lines, since we are
foreigners they don’t need to look through our bags. We meet Tony on the
other side of the entrance.
The clouds seem to be clearing out
and the sun is shining brighter through
the somewhat hazy sky.
We take a stop for everyone to use
the restroom, or “happy room” as
Tony calls it. While we wait for everyone to re-gather, I take some portrait
photos of our group with the entrance
to Forbidden City in the background.
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Across West Chang’an Ave, we can see Tian’anmen Square. It’s a wide stone
space between governmental buildings. I am not familiar with the iconic
events at Tian’anmen Square, but now is not a good time to be asking about
it.
Tony is not able to use his amplification device here, due to the National
Congress restrictions, so we all gather around to hear him talk. He tells us
about the buildings around Tian’anmen and the architectural influences of
the Russians who helped build some of the buildings.
As we listen, a Chinese man approaches
the group and takes a selfie with Quincey. This action opens the floodgates of
people wanting their photo taken with
Americans.
Quincey’s long blonde hair and friendly
smile makes her an ideal candidate for
photos with the locals, many of whom
may have never seen an American before. Quincey is a sophomore planning
to go into either nursing or psychology.
Going on this trip was a chance for her to grow her confidence. As much as
she enjoys where she is now, she wanted a chance to experience the world
outside of her normal life and use that to learn, as well as to refresh her appreciation for everything she has now.
The entrance of the Forbidden City is a popular place for photos and many
people are there taking pictures. We pose for a group shot and a random
Chinese guy in a blue coat joins the back row of our group.
We walk through the main entryway, Olivia starts getting excited—trying to
figure out where the events of Disney’s Mulan film took place... or at least
where it was based on.
“You don’t meet a girl like that every dynasty.” The iconic quote from the
film is repeated by several students with varying accents.
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It’s a large pathway leading from the Monumental Entrance to the Duanman
Gate (Upright Gate). Tony starts to tell us some history, but the group gets
sidetracked taking photos and completely derailed when a small boy comes
up to get his photo taken with Thomas, the younger of the two Wosmek
boys. Tony gives up and let’s us have a few minutes.
Lambie and Toad get some nice
photo time, the whole group
joins in, taking photos of Lambie
being held aloft by Megan M.
It’s a minute or two before the
group finds the wooden benches
around the trees and sits down.
We aren’t allowed to sit for long,
though. There’s a lot for us to see
yet.
We pass through the Duanman
Gate and then the Wumen Gate
(Meridian Gate) which is on the
other side of the palace moat.
The light grey stone that makes
up the quadrangle is chipped and
weathered. It makes the world
look washed out and faded. The
walls surrounding us are all painted red, but it’s a dusty orange
red color. It’s not vibrant, it feels
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Simplified map of the Forbidden City. Not suitable for mission critical situations, such as search and rescue.

washed out. There’s a small canal winding through
this courtyard and a series of bridges to cross.
Across the bridges are two tarnished lion statues on
either side of the Gate of Supreme Harmony. Tony
gathers us around to tell us a little about how each
gate was used and who was allowed through which
one. The lion statues have gender. The ones with a
ball under their paw are male and the ones with cub
underfoot are female.
This is another fun place for photos. He gives us a
few minutes for pictures.
I take a few photos with Toad and meander around
looking for some good photo angles. Elise, Megan
M, and Olivia ask me if I can take a photo of them jumping. It’s difficult to
get the lion in the background the way they want, but some of the shots
look neat.

The rest of the group has moved on at this point and it takes us a couple
minutes to find and catch up to them. When we find them they are getting
more historical context by the rightmost gate.
On the other side of the gate, we stop in the Tiren Pavilion, on the right side
of the center pathway. There are a few pathways which are in pristine condition, but a lot of the stones are chipped and worn away. Tony tells us that
these are original stones. This is impressive, considering it was constructed
in the 1400s. We’re told there are 16 layers of stone under our feet, to prevent people tunneling under the palace.
Tony talks about the underground bomb shelter underneath the city. He
references being part of a project to create it. The shelter was constructed
in the 1970s as a precaution against a potential nuclear war with the Soviet
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Union. The large underground space was reported to be able to hold six
million people, the population of Beijing at the time. Beijing has nearly doubled in size since then and the shelter is now mostly inaccessible.
Large iron pots are spaced around the courtyard, each probably able to hold
500 gallons of water. Storing water was their intended purpose at one point
in history.
The painted designs on the building architecture is remarkably similar to the other
landmarks we have seen around Beijing.
Red buildings with gold trim; blue, gold,
and teal patterns decorating the cross
beams and yellow ornamental roofing.
Everything here seems much cleaner than
at the Temple of Heaven. There’s less
indications of smog and pollution on the
buildings, though they are not all in pristine shape.
Hey! Chinese imperial roof decorations, sometimes called roof
charms, decorate the corners of nearly every roof. The ceramic figures are small, like me! Usually under a foot tall. They
certainly are smaller than the ones from ‘Mulan,’ where
Khan was able to pose as one on the palace building.
The day is getting late and the group has become spread out. What most of
us don’t realize is that the gate up ahead closes around 4:30pm and if you
aren’t through it, you have to go back out the way we came in.
Tony stands by the gate and hurries us through. He tells the guards he is
holding the door open for our group. A few girls stop for photos and Brad
rushes back to call them forward. We make it through with at least a minute
or two to spare. We’re in an alleyway, with low roofs to either side. Tony
takes us to a side path, apparently the concubines would live somewhere
here.
We’re told the story of Zhu Youxiao, better known as the Tianqi Emperor.
At age 15, he took the throne following the death of his father. He was not
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interested in politics and was apparently illiterate. He wanted to make
furniture and was said to be a decent
craftsman. This did not help him any
and he died six years after he succeeded his father.
Back out in the main hallway, we walk
to the Imperial Garden. We don’t
have much time to work our way
through this fantastical place. Strange rock formations create towers that are
almost artwork. Trees and small pavilions fill the space, making it feel crowded. There are more people here than inside the rest of the palace.
We exit through the Northern Shenqu Gate (Spritiual Valour Gate.)

Wendy passes the group off to Meg, who will be with us for the evening.
Wendy heads home to sleep. Our days are so long and busy our poor hosts
can’t even keep up with us.
The schedule says we’re going on a rickshaw tour and local family visit, but
that gets scrapped because we’re well behind schedule at this point. We
walk along the moat and protective wall for about 800 feet until turning onto
Jingshan E. St. It’s another 200 feet to the bus stop.
We’re waiting for the bus to take us to Houhair Bar Street. We don’t know if
there will be room on the public bus for all of us to fit so we might need to
split up. We’re waiting for bus 58 or 111. (I don’t remember which.)
“Be careful not to ‘dop’ your card twice,” Dr. Wosmek tells the group, trying
to explain it’s easy to accidentally scan your transit card twice on the bus
reader.
“Dop? Did she just say dop?”
“She definitely just said dop.”
“But you all know what I mean,” she laughs. We’re all pretty tired.
The bus shows up and we clamor on board. We pack ourselves in, this is the
tightest crowd yet. We can basically stand up in the aisle without needing to
hold onto anything for support.
“We call this the Chinese shuffle,” says Olivia, as we all keep shuffling into a
tighter group.
“Thomas check!” The call comes from near the front of the bus. We don’t
want to lose the youngest Wosmek boy in Beijing.
“He’s right here!” The Thomas Check is now officially ‘a thing.’ It also might
be the title to a new mistaken identity action film.
Fortunately, the bus ride is not very long. Maybe eight to ten minutes tops.
We are deposited by Qianhai Lake, an area known as Shichahai and colloquially called Bar Street. A boardwalk follows the edge of the lake, land side
is a long string of bars, restaurants, and a few different shops. Street vendors
line open areas. Each one selling a different trinket.
The sun hasn’t set yet and Meg leads
us along the pathway to a small bridge.
This is our meeting point, we will meet
back here at 8:30pm, which gives us
three hours to explore. The students
are instructed to find dinner on their
own and try to visit two or three separate places to get a feel for the local

culture. This is a tall order, but perfectly feasible. As the different groups
break off, I follow Bailey, Morgan, and Kaitlyn to find food.
I haven’t spent much time with these three yet and I’m doing my best to get
to know everyone on this trip. They are self-described as “indecisive and a
little picky.” Morgan is the quiet one and seems to be the most responsible
of the three. She’s tall with dark hair and she plays on the college softball
team. Kaitlyn by contrast is short and very talkative. She’s quick to laugh, but
the laughter sometimes sounds a little nervous. I get the sense that as much
as she is enjoying this trip, it’s very outside her comfort zone.
Most of the restaurant food seem a little pricey (¥100), but these girls are
not too eager to try the food on a stick from the street vendors.
On the initial walk to the bridge we
passed by a place called Home Pizza. It takes us a while to get back to
it. We check out the various restaurants we pass as we go, but none of
them are enticing enough for us to
enter. Personally, I think Wang Pang
Zi Donkey Burger sounded like a
quality establishment, but I might
have been the only one.
We pass by the Wosmek family who
is sitting at a window booth at one of the eateries. We wave.
Someone mentions a bathroom, “you know we just passed one right back
there,” I offer. We turn back and make a pit stop. I’m quite thirsty so as I
wait, I step over to a little booth selling some sort of drink. It looks like a tea,
the guy tells me it’s ¥10. I hand over a bill and he gives me a tall thin plastic
cup filled with a warm liquid. The heat of the drink makes the walls of the
cup soft and flimsy. The drink is fruity and sweet, though not by American
standards. It tastes absolutely wonderful.
We pass by the Wosmeks again, going the same direction as before and wave. They wave and then give
us the confused “didn’t we just see you go past?”
look.
Home Pizza is empty, save for two employees. It’s also
hot and smells like wood smoke. A large pizza oven
sits in the corner, hot coals glowing on one side of it.
We’re given a table by the window. Our chairs screech
and squeal as the feet slide across the dark tile floor. It
is a horrible sound.
photo courtesy Bailey Kopischke
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The waitress pulls over some shorter chairs for Morgan and I to put our bags
on, so they don’t have to be on the floor. She takes our drink order while we
look over the menu. Kaitlyn orders a piña colada to share with Bailey.
For entrées Kaitlyn gets ‘Spaghetti with Shrimp Sauce and Grape Tomato.’
Bailey orders a ‘size 10’ Mexico pizza, Morgan gets a Hawaii pizza, and I get
the Thai beef pizza. It’s ~ ¥89-98 for each pizza.
The pizzas turn out to be spicier than anticipated. I certainly don’t mind, I
am losing my voice again tonight and the spicy heat helps fight my congestion and sore throat. We finish off the pizzas and talk as the day fads into
night outside the window. Neon lights illuminate the walkway both near us
and across the lake.
We walk slowly back towards the meeting point. Street vendors shine green
laser pointers at us and try to sell us little light up spinning copters which
can be shot into the air via rubber band and spiral back to the ground. A
booth is selling cotton candy.
“I kind of want some, but I don’t want to ask what it costs,” says Morgan.
I take that as a cue to walk up and
ask.
“How much?”
“Ten.”
“It’s ten!” I say loudly, turning back
towards my classmates. I walk
back towards them and Morgan
decides to buy some. It’s perfectly
round and larger than a basketball.
Kaitlyn, Morgan, and Bailey pose with cotton candy ball.
It’s about half an hour until
meeting time and unlikely we will be visiting any other venues. We meet
Meg as we get closer to the small bridge. She offers to show us around a
little and crossing the bridge we find a bunch of shops along a cobblestone
street.
We stop at a small store selling postcards. It’s partially below ground, the
short stairs leads to a narrow room lined with postcards on one side and
notebooks on the other. Each has a unique design or photo. The prices are
good here, but I’m not planning to buy anything.
Back outside I see a sign for Magical Ocarina. That would be fun to have. I
wonder what makes them magical, perhaps they have special powers. It’s
getting cold now and the wind is chilly. I’m tempted to buy one of the hand
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warmers sitting outside one of the stores, but I’m not sure I would really use
it after tonight for fear of being made fun of.
A few minutes to meeting time we walk back to the bridge. I’m finally cold
enough to dig out my Metroid hat from my bag and put on gloves. Besides
being cold, I’m also very tired. It’s been a long day.
The students gather, sharing stories about the bars they visited and the people they encountered. Meg leads us down Yandai Byway and we take a left
at Di’anmen Outer St. to get to Shichahai Station, Line 8.
We take the subway to Beitucheng Station and transfer to Line 10. It’s a couple stops to get to Huixinxijie Nankou Station, the station where we began
our journey this morning. We take Exit C, which is on the other side of the
road from Exit B, our entrance from earlier. We walk along Beitucheng E Rd
for a few blocks to get to our hotel. The intersection we need to cross to get
back is the size of a small city block. The main road is a divided highway and
there’s smaller one way streets branching off to the sides. The cross road is a
divided highway on one side of the intersection but not the other.
We wait for the light to turn and take the crosswalk to get safely across the
road.
I’ve lost my voice again and I am fighting sleep at our nightly meeting and
devotion. It’s my turn to say prayer and somehow I manage even with most
of my voice gone.
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“You cannot be a hero unless you climb the Wall.” – Bill Feng

Monday, March 7, 2016
6:30am - The Great Wall
This morning I’m feeling better. I wake at 6:30am, which gives me an hour
and a half to leisurely get ready. This is a beautiful change of pace from
yesterday morning.
We are 14 hours ahead of home while in China. The conversion is easy,
subtract two hours and flip the am/pm. 6:30am is 4:30pm back in Minnesota. This means that from 6:30am to about noon, I can message people back
home and know they are likely awake. Then it’s usually radio silence until
10:00pm, which would be 8:00am Minnesota time. Despite the time difference, we still have a good six to eight hours of overlap to communicate with
home.
I’ve been very pressed for journaling time on this trip, so I make sure I give
myself a little bit before heading down to the lobby. We’ve done so much
I’m afraid I’ll forget if I don’t leave myself notes. Bill Feng has ordered breakfast for us from Yonghe King again, but it’s take out and waiting in the hotel
lobby for us.
Most the students arrive early enough to eat before getting on the bus. We
gather on the floor or share the ornate purple couches as we eat. Most people get the “burritos” and a few get the “pork rice pills.” I’m still not 100%
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sold on the soy milk, but I’m liking it more. I really want to know how well it
would work as a coffee creamer.
We board the bus with Tony and Wendy. Bill stands outside in his orange
coat and waves good bye to us. We thought he was coming along, but he
has other things to attend to today.
The sound system in the bus is working better now and Tony regales us with
stories on our 90 minute ride to the Great Wall. He tells us about prices
for apartments and condos in Beijing. It’s difficult to fully understand his
math. He’s talking about square feet, then square meters, and presumably
he’s talking in Chinese renminbi, but then it sounds like American dollars. It
sounds very impressive... but he’s not careful with his units.
As of March, 2016, a 990 sq ft, two bedroom, one bath condo in Beijing
is selling for ¥9,000,000, which is the equivalent of $1.4 million USD. For
comparison, a similarly sized house in Los Angeles, California will sell
for $675,000 USD. A luxury condo of similar size in Manhattan will cost
$859,000 USD.
In China, a man is expected to buy a place to live when he gets married.
It’s up to the man’s parents, usually, to help with this purchase. The women
don’t have to worry about this, but they do need to try to find a man of similar social class, which can be difficult.
Tony has a daughter in high school, so he doesn’t have to worry about
buying a condo, but he is worried about college. In order to go to college,
students need to pass a Higher Education Exam, which is a two day test that
can last around nine hours. The test covers Chinese literature, mathematics,
and English. To prepare Chinese students will often enroll in weekend school
to give them a competitive advantage.
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In addition to doing well on the test,
the students are required to be in
good physical and mental health. The
outcome of the test will determine
which schools the student is allowed
to apply to.
As we leave Beijing proper we return
to the dead winter brown of the surrounding countryside. It’s sunny and
the sun is warm coming through the
bus windows. There is no snow here, but we do pass a cliff face which is covered in ice. Spring water flowing from the top of the hill has frozen, covering
the majority of the north facing side.
We’re at the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall. Our tour guide tells us this
is a 30 mile section of the wall which has been restored and kept in good
condition. (The section tourists are allowed on is closer to 3.5 miles.)
Getting off the bus is cold. It’s windy here and despite the sunshine, the
weather is not pleasant. I begin to worry I didn’t dress warmly enough. Tony
is telling us we will be riding a gondola up to the wall. I’m not okay with this,
so I get Wendy’s attention.
“I’ve been told there’s an option to climb the stairs up the Great Wall. That’s
still an option, right?”

I’m not the only one who wants to walk, which is good. About ten of us want
to take the steps. They say it’s a 40-minute walk to the top, I’m not sure I
believe that, but I’m also not going to be very leisurely about it.
We gather for a group photo near the entrance of the park. The guard there
is not happy about this and tells Wendy there’s no photos. She responds,
telling him she’s just going to take one. She snaps several pictures and we
disperse as he moves to call in some help. The walkway is lined with small
shops, some of them open already, despite the apparent lack of visitors.
Some of the stores sell hats, gloves, and scarves. Those of us without ask for
a few minutes to buy some warm items. I’m pretty well set with my gloves
and hat.
Thomas buys an awesome panda hat, which has long trailing side pockets
that reach down far enough for you to put your hands into. I think it is pretty
87

sweet and I’m a connoisseur of hats. We walk past
the shops to a small station where we load up on
buses. The buses are smaller, just enough room
for us and a few others. We meet a family from the
States who are visiting while the father is in Shanghai on business. They were also at the Forbidden
City yesterday, but they were only in line for ten
minutes.
The bus ride transfers us up the hill from the main
entrance to the starting point for the trail and
chairlift up. The stone road and shops reminds me
very much of the hill country and Rokan I stayed at
in Japan.
We have about an hour and forty minutes until we need to be back here.

That gives us time to get up to the Wall and explore around before coming
back. Nearly all of us will take the toboggan ride down.
Splitting into our two groups, I follow the students heading to the footpath
and stairs.
I go into “stair climbing mode.” Which means I find the fastest pace I can
maintain without needing to stop. I’m breathing hard, but apparently hiding
it well. I pass Megan M and Elise.
“And there goes Phil, not even breathing hard,” they comment as I pass.
Olivia is at the head of the pack and she keeps up with me, as we slowly out
pace those behind us. The trail splits; one path goes to Watchtower 8 and
one goes to Watchtower 6. We take the one to Watchtower 8.
As we reach the top Olivia slows down to take photos, but I don’t want to
stop. The Wall is right there. The path winds back and forth a few times before finally leading up to an entrance.
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I’m the first of the walking group up. I place my hand against the wall. I’m
touching the Great Wall of China. Huh. The stone is cold to the touch; the
sun is shining on the other side of the wall. The stone is rectangular, several inches taller than my hand
is long. The foundational rocks
are all straight and level, creating
the footing for the wall. The top
layers of brick follow the contour
of the land, sloping up at an angle
toward the hill peak.
Watchtower 8 has a stairway that
leads to the roof, offering an unobstructed 360 degree view. (I regret
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not taking some panoramic photos with
my iPod.) It’s warm, sunny, and beautiful
at the top. I pocketed my hat and gloves
on the stair climb up, here it’s warm
enough that I can pull my fleece jacket
off too.
As the rest of the walking group joins me
at the top, I offer to take some more portraits of everyone. The lighting is horribly
harsh, but the view is fantastic. I spend
some time getting some nice portrait
shots of everyone who wants them.
The highest point is just off in the distance. Wendy makes it to the top and
tells us that we should meet back by
the toboggan station at 11:40am. I start
walking towards the peak with a group
of others. I hang with Olivia, Megan M,
and Elise, the rest go on ahead without
us. The three young women keep stopping for photos and I realize I’m not
going to have enough time if I continue to stop too. I leave them behind
and forge onward. I’m in a hurry but I do take time to stop for photos at a
few points, some with Toad, some of the local scenery.
The other watchtowers I pass don’t have stairs to get on top, it seems that
number eight was the only one that did. The steps on the wall are uneven
and far from being uniform. Some are short and shallow. One set of stairs
has steps closer to 16 inches tall. Many of the stone bricks are chipped,
cracked, or broken. It’s hazardous, just walking. Steps fade into slopes, going
down at steep angles.

photos courtesy Megan Tonn
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A few old canons are scattered along the wall, each half sticking up out of a
cement block. Some of the mussels are clogged with cement, it makes me
wonder if we could still fire them.
My legs are shaking as I reach the top. I take a few moments to enjoy the
view. I take a couple photos and pull out my binoculars to look around. I fish
my water bottle and a cliff bar out of my pack for a quick snack. My poor
muscles are aching and the respite is welcome.
Just off to my right is the location where the four person gondolas (basically
cable cars) arrive at the wall. I check the time and start my trek down. Bailey

and Thomas meet me, going the other way. Thomas wants to go farther than
I did. I tell them I made it up just past the tower. They set off, determined to
reach top and beyond.
A short while later I see Elise is coming up the steps toward Watchtower 13.
She also was hoping to get to the top. I regretfully inform her there’s one
more segment of wall to reach Watchtower 14. I turn around and walk with
her, much to the dismay of my legs. At the top we look around and I take
some time to look out on the side opposite I looked at last time. Elise tells
me about a guy she ran into on her way up. He recognized her from the
Forbidden City yesterday and she remembered seeing him too. They took
a selfie together, but now she’s wishing she could get the photo from him.
Maybe she’ll see him on the walk back.
We turn back and work our way down carefully. We run into Justin who
also turns to follow us back down. Elise does meet the guy, wearing a blue
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coat. She gives him her throw
away email address so he can
send her the photo they took
together.
Next we meet Dr. Wosmek
and Brad. They are sitting
on the wall and talking. A
little further down, Megan M
and Olivia are journaling and
drawing in their notebooks. The wind has picked up a little, or at least it’s a
little more noticeable now and I start to get chilly. Thomas and Bailey catch
up with us while we rest on the steps.
It’s close to meeting time, so we all continue walking towards the toboggan
location. We take a few last photos at the top and I
do a short video interview with some students.
For our ride down we get in line at the toboggan
platform. The toboggans are short black carts, with
little wheels on the bottom along with plastic runners which slide along the metal half-pipe. There’s
a seat and a space for your feet, with a brake pole
that stands up between your legs. Push forward
to release the brake and speed up, pull back to
apply the brake. They ask for you to keep 30 feet
between you and the cart in front of you. You need
to keep your speed in check so you don’t crash or
fly off the track.
They usher me to the front of our group so I can
take photos of everyone as they reach the bottom.
The ride is really fun. I can’t go too fast because the
couple in front of me keeps coming to a complete
stop and I’m forced to slow down. There are workers sitting along the track at checkpoints yelling at
us to not stop and not go too fast.
The winding track switchbacks down the mountain
with wide turns, keeping
everyone from going too
fast.
It’s roughly a five minute
ride down, but it doesn’t

feel like it. At the bottom I snap photos of group members as they come
around the final corner.
We gather and sit on the steps for a few minutes while we wait for the last
members of our group to show up. Quincey and Wendy came down on the
ski lift. We hop on the shuttle bus and soon find ourselves back at the main
entrance. A few more shops have opened up and we slow so those who
want to buy something can. I’m starving and work my way back to the bus,
not wanting to spend money and just wanting food. The ladies at the store
shout to us to buy t-shirts. “One dollar! One dollar!” They don’t specify if
that is a USD or Chinese Reminbi.

12:00pm - Little Yard Restaurant, Huairou District, Beijing
Our next stop is Sanduhe, a small village near the
wall, located in the Huairou District. As we exit the
bus, the place feels deserted. We walk down an
abandoned street, the brick wall to our right looks
like most of the mortar between the bricks has
fallen away. Nothing stirs.
The only indications of life are some red banners,
taped to an old tarnished fence. They are partially
torn down, but must be relatively recent. Probably
from the Chinese New Year, just a few weeks back.
Turning down a side street, a motorcycle and a
bike are parked near a pole. The motorcycle, like
others we’ve seen, has large glove-like coverings
semi-permanently attached to the handlebars. A
small grey van is parked next to the short stairway leading up to a small patio. The walls of the
alleyway are painted grey. Two solar water heaters
sit atop the corrugated steel roof. Chinese words
adorn the two concrete posts surrounding the
entryway. A large red ribbon, another remnant of
the new year, hangs over the entryway. Another
one runs down the faded green door.

Great Wall location and size approximated

Entering through the door, I push what appears to be a large army green
sleeping bag to the side. It’s hanging in the doorway, a second barrier to the
cold outdoors. Inside the walls are white and the floor is polished concrete.
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At the far end is a small and
compact kitchen area, as visible
by the opening in the wall. Most
of the serving and eating is
done on this side of the barrier.
A bench lines the south wall,
under the windows. The wall opposite has another doorway with
a similar blanket covering the
opening. This doorway leads to a little courtyard. A small path runs through
the brown grass in the middle, leading up to a porch along the left side,
with doorways to two small bedrooms. The rooms are small guest rooms,
with tiny half-baths along the back. A small wall separates the sleeping area
from the bathroom, but there’s no door. To the delight of many in the group,
the bathrooms offered western style toilets. The sleeping area is just large
enough for a mattress and not much else.

This is Little Yard, a small bed and breakfast styled after a traditional Chinese
house. It was founded in 2012 and, according to their website, required half
a year of renovations to restore the siheyuan (traditional Chinese courtyard)
they currently occupy today. (http://www.hylittleyard.com/)
The raised porch along the right side of the courtyard is home to storage.
Unused tables, chairs, and bikes, fill the space. It’s interesting to see relatively modern inventions in such an ancient setting. There are stairs leading
up to a second floor patio that overhangs the storage space. A strand of
evergreen garland lines the white steps that have no railing.
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The curving path through the courtyard is made of stone and mortar. An old
tire sits by a small trampoline. Near the far side is a fire pit and some lawn
chairs.
We’re here to learn to make dumplings and eat our lunch. The Chinese
lady teaching us has long black hair
separated into two ponytails which
cover her ears and come down in
front on either side. She’s wearing
a black sweater and teal apron. She
separates out a chunk of dough as
students gather around the long
table. Half sit on a bench that lines
the wall side, the other half stands
opposite them.
Our host demonstrates the correct way to knead the dough and slice it into
small chunks. The important part is to hide the fold underneath. Once the
dough is kneaded properly, it is rolled out using a small dowel and very specific hand motions. One hand rolls the dowel back and forth at a consistent
pace, the other hand is used to spin the dough as the dowel rolls on and off
it. This makes for a very thin and very even circle.
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Filling the dough and pinching the edges together finishes the dumplings
and readies them for cooking.
They have already prepared dumplings for us, along with many other dishes,
including some “western style” food. The western style ends up meaning
mashed potatoes with some corn and carrots added. It’s good and one of
the few times we have potatoes on the trip.
Dishes include tofu, fish, cabbage, and a dish with slices of pumpkin. Of
course, they also serve rice and dumplings, lots of dumplings.
I take my plate of food outside, while it is a little chilly, it’s wonderful in the
sun and it’s not windy in the courtyard. Most of the students eat inside, but
a few others join me outside. We don’t talk much, we mainly eat. It’s a late
lunch, nearly 2:00pm now. Inside they must be laughing and joking more,
because we’re done eating before them, even though they got their food
first.
It’s so nice outside, I can’t resist going back out to soak up some sun and
write some notes in my journal. When I’m called back in, most the group has
already left and is heading back to the bus.
We leave the village, taking a few minutes to take photos of the landscape
surrounding the bus while we wait for everyone to gather. A car drives past
on the dirt road, a sign that the village is not completely deserted. There’s a
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reservoir of water near where the bus is parked,
it flows under a small concrete walkway and the
water height drops a few inches between the
two. The water is mostly frozen-over and a dog
is running out on the ice.
WHOA!! This water is actually part of
the Huaisha River, which runs from the
mountains up near Huairuou Xiangshuihu Natural Scenic
Area to the Hauirou Reservoir; a distance of 12 miles as the
crow flies and closer to 20 miles as the river runs. The Hauirou Reservoir is home to the Huairou Solar Observing Station,
which is one of China’s main astronomical observatories.
It’s been observing the skies since 1984, but we still haven’t found any of the Power Stars that Bowser stole.
Tony takes the microphone to tell us more stories about Beijing. I’m having
trouble keeping my eyes open after our long hike this morning. If I close
my eyes I know I’m going to fall asleep. I fight it for a little bit and just as
I’m ready to give up, Tony tells us we can take a little time to rest before we
reach our next destination.
Riding through Beijing still makes some of
our group uneasy. The traffic is stop and go
in a lot of places and occasionally a sudden
stop or a honking horn can be jarring. The
bus makes a quick stop to let Tony off. This is
goodbye. He’s been our guide for three days,
but tomorrow we head to a different city. We
clap for him as a thank you when he exits the
bus.
The powerlines in Beijing are very intriguing
to me. They are absolute disasters, in terms
of organization. I assume that if anything
stops working, they just run a new line and
leave the old one in place.
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5:00pm - 798 Art District
The 798 Art District is one of the classic tales that comes out of Beijing.
I remember hearing the story from no less than three different people in
three separate instances. While the level of detail varied, the main points are
consistent.
There were a number of old factories in this part of the city and in the 1990s,
some artists discovered that the rent was cheap here and they could use the
space for galleries and creating art.
Word got out that this was a good place for artists and it started to become
popular. Artists opened some galleries and the crowd that came to see the
galleries made it a great venue for high-end shops, design companies, cafes, and fancy restaurants. Over the next decade the district gained a reputation for being a place where artwork was not censored by the government
and artist freedom was lauded.
It’s windy as we are dropped off at the
side of Jiuxianqiao Road. We’re a half
block from the sign that marks Road
No. 798. A large green sign with red
lettering marks the entrance. The wind
whips at our backs and cuts through
our clothing. We gather in front of a
building to discuss how long we have
to explore here and where “here”
we should be exploring. The group
attempts to huddle behind Travis as a
wind shield.
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top two photos courtesy Megan Tonn

Today is Monday and many places are
closed. We walk past some interesting artwork. A large chrome pig with
wings spins lazily on a top a pole in
the wind. A pudgy chrome baby sits
atop a ten-foot-tall chrome mushroom
cloud. A giant bronze bull is being
held from behind by a large fat naked
man. The beast appears to be fairly
compliant to whatever is being done
to him.
A collection of pieces looks like melted crayons strung together to create shapes, but it’s likely painted metal.
Shapes include people and horses. On the next block, three red dinosaurs
stand in stacked red cages.
The group takes a side street, thankfully there is less wind here, but it’s still
cold. We disperse, several taking advantage of the nearby bathroom and
others to check out some of the little shops.
I’m losing my voice at this point and can hardly squeak out a greeting to the
shop owners. One of the stores sells ocarinas. I’d love to buy an ocarina, but
I am not sure what I’m willing to spend. I
decide to just window shop.

steam train on the next block.

On a wall outside is some graffiti that makes
me think of my sister. There are no familiar
faces at this point and I decide the next
people I recognize will be the group I follow.
This happens to be Megan T. We silently
wander down the block, stopping in a small
gallery or two. A few places seem to be
open, but it’s tough to know what is a store
and what is just there. We keep walking
east, there’s a big chicken statue and an old
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Further down the street I pass a “no trumpet playing”
sign and a large LCD screen showing part of a windows
vista login screen.
We’re not sure if this is still the right place, many of these
buildings look like they might be functioning factories
now, but most are still dilapidated structures and statues
are scattered around.
There’s a robot that looks familiar. I’m reminded of Chappie, a mediocre movie few people have heard of. There’s
two large rusted circular buildings here. A stairway winds
to a second story platform between them. A robot made
of gears and car parts points to a doorway to the left. A large yellow ducky
sits off to the right, a large hole bashed in on the side.
Beyond that there isn’t much to see here so we turn around. Down a side
street we wander through an open gallery. The space is very sterile feeling,
but the artwork is interesting. It’s not outlandish, I wouldn’t call it amazing
and I don’t find it inspiring, it’s just... art… I guess.
We walk around the block, going up a street, then go over and come back
down to the entrance. We’re the first two people to meet Bill, standing at
the corner in his orange coat.
A minute later Brad walks up, sees us there, and goes back to get the group
of students who has gathered just down the block. Within minutes we’re
back on the bus and headed to the hotel.

6:45pm - Closing Banguet
This is our last night in Beijing. As is custom they are having a farewell banquet for us. Some of the group dresses up for this event. Nice dresses and
even a few ties decorate my classmates.
We walk to “The Gate,” a restaurant we passed on our way to WuMart the
other day. It sits, impressively lit, kitty corner from where we stand.
Crossing the busy street, we go up the steps to the building. We are quickly
ushered inside to two tables. The room is dimly lit. The tables are uncovered; the wood grain shows through the black stain. The outside edge is
worn from use.
The dinnerware is white and blue china. The chopsticks are plastic, ornamented with metal. A small packet with wooden ends is provided by each
plate. These contain chopstick ends which need to be screwed in place.
A fake tree adorns the room, the trunk is too large to put your arms around.
The branches spread out across the ceiling. The ceiling looks corrugated, a
series of parallel wavy “things” extend downward. The lights are scattered
between them.
Serving staff brings out a leafy green with a brown dressing over it. A white
dish with short white sticks of some vegetable, is covered with a red sauce.
It almost looks like someone bleached some carrots and covered them in a
cherry pie filling. (They didn’t.)
As we begin to eat, performers take to the stage in front of us for a culture
show.
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The stage is maybe 20 feet across and 12 deep. An old red carpet adorns
the floor. A short railing runs along all but a center walkway. A large eightfoot-tall LCD panel displays images, along with small elements of a user
interface at the top. The application name, the image file name, and the
minimize window icons are all visible along the top.
Decorations are mostly red and gold, with some blue. Square tiles decorate
the ceiling over the back half of the stage. To either side of the screen is a
carved panel, of leaves and flowers. I think a dragon is in the mix too. The
side walls are tile and concrete.
A pink light washes over the stage as a lady comes out to perform Peking
Opera.
If you are not familiar with Peking Opera... It involves a lot of high pitched
wailing. I honestly don’t know how else to describe it without sounding disrespectful. You should look up some clips on YouTube.
The lady performs a song and dance. It’s impressive, as she holds her face
as still as a mask throughout much of the song. Even with the vocalizations,
her facial expression doesn’t change. It’s not singing in a way we are used to
thinking about singing.
The next performer does a dance which involves quickly flipping through
masks. The mask changes are split second fast. It is very cool. There’s more
singing and a magic act. The magician does some neat card tricks and slight
of hand, all to the beat of music. He comes down off the stage and engages with a table next to us. They do some tricks, it might involve money. I’m
facing the wrong way to see most of it.
There’s another lady who sings and plays a drum. The final act is the MC for
the night, who sings a song where he mimics a woman singing. He switches
to normal voice and it sounds like a duet. The performance is fantastic. The
song is Bloodstained Spirit or Bloodstained Glory, depending on who you
ask.
It’s a Chinese patriotic song written in 1987. It was originally used to commemorate the soldiers who died during the Sino-Vietnamese War, but in the
1990s it regained popularity following the Tian’anmen Square protests. The
soaring melody and crashing symbols build to a peak which almost sounds
like it could be a national anthem.
The lyrics of the song encourage the listener, should the singer leave (for
war) and not return, don’t grieve--be patriotic.
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Perhaps I’ll bid farewell and never to return, can you
comprehend? Do you understand?
Perhaps I will fall and never to rise again. Will you be
forever waiting?
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the flag of our Republic has our
blood-stained glory.
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the flag of our Republic has our
blood-stained glory.
Perhaps my eyes will shut and never open again, will you
understand my silent emotions?
Perhaps I will sleep forever, never able to wake up. Will
you believe that I have been transformed into
mountains?
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the soil of our Republic contains
the love we have given.
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the soil of our Republic contains
the love we have given.
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the flag of our Republic has our
blood-stained glory.
If it’s to be so, grieve not, the flag of our Republic has our
blood-stained glory. Blood-stained Glory.
translated lyrics from Wikipedia

109

The banquet ends shortly after the last song. We stop on the front steps for
a few minutes while we wait for Meg. It’s cold. Bill gives me the go-ahead to
lead the way back to the hotel.
We walk along the north side of the street this time. I walk quickly at the
front of the pack, I’m eager to get back.
There’s a 711 just down the block from our hotel. We all head inside to get
food and snacks for our train ride tomorrow.

“Need anything?” - Elise W
“Like a nice slap in the face?!” - Megan M

Tuesday, March 8, 2016
4:15am - Beijing to Guangzhou
My iPod starts chirping and buzzing at 4:15am. WeChat messages flood my
screen. Why didn’t my alarm go off?
Ooh. I am an idiot. The reason my alarm hasn’t been going off the last few
days is that I set the default alarm sound to “none.” *facepalm*
I pack the last of my items into my bag and am ready to go... except for Mr.
Squid.
I know they are checking over rooms as we leave, I don’t feel right leaving
Mr. Squid in his jar in the fridge... It would be a great story to tell, but it’s not
the right thing to do. I put the jar with the squid in it in the trash can and
leave the room.
Loading the bus goes smoothly. We do a head count
and roommate check. The bus takes us past TBC,
where our breakfast was prepared and bagged so we
could eat it on the go.
Jian Bing are crepes, folded around eggs, green onion,
and a piece of fried dough. It’s a traditional Chinese
food. It looks a little like a large omelet which has been
folded over a couple times and placed in a plastic bag.
It’s very good.
We’re given soy milk in cups. The cups are all in little
travel baggies, which might be one of my favorite
things about China.
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The bus takes us to Beijing West Station.
Going through security is fairly simple, it
takes our whole group less than ten minutes to run our bags through the scanners
and we are on our way.
Our waiting area is immediately to our
left. The station is not busy at this time of day, but trains are already getting
ready to leave at this early hour.
We have about a half hour to
look around. I leave my suitcases
under the watchful eyes of other
group members and walk down
the large main section of the
building. A number of shops are
open, but many are still closed
yet. There’s a Starbucks which is
dark and gated off.
It is 6:15am and Starbucks is
closed? I want to make an inappropriate joke about being in a
third world country, but I also don’t want to be culturally insensitive.
There isn’t much to see out here, besides the compass
on the floor. It’s not anything special, but I’m interested in the Chinese symbols for directions.
Back in in the waiting room I pull out my journal for a
bit. Elise sits down next to me.
“I have to show you this,” she says. “I just need to
show someone.”
It’s a Pokémon manga she found, which she plans to
give to her brother. She’s not a big Pokémon fan, but
her brother is. It’s a great gift idea.
Around 7:00am, we can start loading the train. We
head through the gate, then downstairs. We’re in car
eight. I’m in seat D3. This is second class, but it’s comfortable and spacious. Seriously, trains make airplanes
feel like a breadbox.
Trains are one of the best ways to travel. The bullet
trains are fantastic because the ride is smooth as butter.
photo courtesy Elise Widmer
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Our train can reach speeds of 308 kph, which is 191 mph. I manage to capture a picture of our speed at 305 kph, but you’ll have to take my word we
got to 308 kph.

The train was as uneventful as you can hope for. As the landscape brightens up around us, we pass into hill country. It’s cloudy, foggy, and raining,
throughout most of the trip. We pass green fields and cities with tall skyscrapers still under construction.
It’s a ten-hour trip. I spend a lot of time reading and a little time writing.
I have lunch with Bill and Dr. Wosmek in the lunch car. Most the students
sleep and journal as we travel.
We get off at Guangzhou Nan, where we have a little bit of time before we
transfer to a different train to get to Tangjiawan.
It’s early evening and this station is bustling with people. We find an open
area to put our bags and sit. Most the group heads off in search of supper.
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There’s a couple McDonald’s and KFC joints here, as well as other Chinese
franchises.
It is hot and humid here, so we shed unnecessary layers of clothing. Black
coats are replaced with pink t-shirts. Our group quickly becomes a little
more colorful.

The complex is a large open space, with lots of light, though the daylight
is fading now. A sign across the way says MelZhe Cake. I go there and get
some little cakes, then I go to McDonald’s.
Best I can tell is they have three or four menu items. As I stand near the
counter, several people step around me to order. I guess I’m not really in line
unless I am up against the counter.
I step right up to the counter to order and get a sandwich with a pork patty.
Letter E. It comes with two little chicken drumsticks, which I don’t want. I get
a Taro Pie, which comes in a purple wrapper. I head back over to the luggage and sit on the floor to eat. I’m not terribly hungry and I share my taro
pie and cakes with my fellow travelers.
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The cakes I get are Durian, a flavor we will learn more about in Hong Kong
when we’re introduced to the Durian candy.

6:00pm - Guangzhou to Zhuhai
For the final leg of our train trip, we’re in first class. The seats are a lot more
spacious and we have plenty of room around us for our luggage. This train
doesn’t go as fast as the last one and the tracks are not quite the same quality, the train sways back and forth as we travel, a little side to side motion
which really solidifies how smooth the first bullet train was.
Right outside the cabin door is a
small child and his guardian. (I think
it’s his grandma. His mom might be
there too, but I can’t see her from
where I am.)
I don’t know how the interaction
starts, but we wave at the boy and
he waves back. Travis is sitting in
the first row and he puts his sunglasses on the boy. The boy takes
them off immediately and hands
them back. Our group laughs.
Justin takes a US quarter out of his
pocket, walks up, and gives it to
the child. His guardian tells him to
wave and demonstrates the action.
Somehow the boy is given small
hand-drawn map, not actual size
packaged cookies and he brings
them into our car, one at a time,
and hands them to members of our group.
“My mom told me I’m not suppose to bring a man home,” says Megan M.
“But he’s a boy, so that should be okay.”
“It’s not a kidnapping, it’s a surprise adoption,” says Crystal.
“I may or may not have kidnapped a small child in China,” replies Colleen.
“It doesn’t matter. I can’t return him, so he’s mine now.”
“They have billions of children in China, they aren’t going to miss just one.”
This interaction lasts for most of the ride. Several times the child waves
goodbye to us and then is back a few minutes later. There’s a few other
children in the walkway with parents and a couple of them come back too. A
lot of photos are taken.
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7:00pm - Arriving in Zhuhai
Arriving at Tangjiawan is a small reunion for Travis, Crystal, and Alexis. We
exit the train and walk across the dark platform. There isn’t much for lighting
up here, in the open air space. It’s still warm, but not as hot as it was a few
hours ago. Bill is now in a bright orange t-shirt, having shed his winter jacket
a while ago.
We take an escalator down to the ground level and see a group of United
International College students on the other side of the turnstile. We walk
though, letting the staff punch our tickets.
Travis rushes to the group as soon as he can, a big celebration of hugging,
hand shaking, and hellos ensue. Photos and selfies. It’s adorable.
The group leads us outside to the chartered bus. We load up our luggage
on the bottom and find seats. The bus has a door halfway back, so loading
is fast.
Bill Feng says goodbye. This is where he leaves us in the capable hands of
Jasmine and the UIC group.
It is a short ride to our hotel. In the dark, it looks like Texas or maybe LA,
with palm trees lit up by street
lights. The parking lot is half
under construction. The stones or
tile is cracked and missing. Navigating luggage around the pot
holes isn’t difficult, but it’s something to watch out for.
We wait in the hotel lobby while
they check us in. I find a couch
and enjoy a good sit. I’m content
to wait my turn. Even after they
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give me my room key, I sit and wait while everyone else uses the elevators.
We’re on floors six, seven, and eight this time.
The hallway outside my room has low ceilings. There’s barely enough space
for the trim work around the door. The ceilings in the rooms are higher. A
large king size bed is almost wider than it is long takes up the majority of my
room. The wall into the bathroom is frosted glass, a large shower takes up
the bathroom space along that wall.
I have a short moment to enjoy the room before I’m getting WeChat messages to come to room 605 ASAP! We hold a short meeting where we get
packets of paperwork, sing the doxology, and say a prayer of thanks for safe
travel.

8:00pm - Hotpot with UIC Students
Students from UIC want to take us out for hotpot, so we meet in front of the
hotel and walk a few blocks to a little restaurant.
Several of the places we eat in China feel like they are just old abandoned
buildings someone found and decided to use as a restaurant. Especially in
the south, several of our meals are in very ‘informal’ settings.
We’re in a room with white walls with a couple fluorescent light fixtures
overhead. The window behind me is completely open—no screen, no glass.
There are two tables covered with a yellow linoleum of sorts, which is cracking and peeling near the center of the table, where a large burner is inset.
We’re all given white dinnerware
which is still in plastic wrap. We’re
shown how to use the chopsticks to pop the shrink wrap and
unwrap the dishes. They pass
around a pot of tea, which we
are to use to clean the plates.
Pour the tea into the cup, then
from the cup into the bowl, then
into the smaller bowl, wash your
spoon, then wash the plate. After
cleaning the ceramics, pour the
tea into a large bowl in the middle of the table. That’s also where
you dump the plastic wrap. It’s
one giant mess, but this is protocol.
The waitstaff brings out a large
pot of liquid. It’s probably already
hot, but they turn the burner on in
the middle of the table and soon
the water is frothing and boiling.
The outsides of the pot are black
and scorched. The inside, looks
like it might be ceramic.
They serve tea and coconut milk. There’s a bottle of apple vinegar, but it’s
gone before it makes the full round. They bring out some bowls with different sauces, one is hot, one is peanut buttery. Different meats and vegetables
are brought out and dumped in the hot pot.
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We laugh and joke while we wait for the food to cook. Most of it will float to
the top when it is cooked enough to eat.
I get the sense that many of the students are tired from travel but still excited. The energy is almost nervous and we’re starting to get really loud.
All of the food is good and even though I’m not super hungry, I try a bunch
of different items. Even the things I don’t like are still good. Nothing is ‘inedible.’
Colleen spills my chopsticks on my lap. We joke that someone needs to cut
her off, but none of us are intoxicated. We laugh and joke throughout the
meal. I really feel part of the group, which is good. It’s what I’ve been hoping
for, in a way. Earlier in the trip Elise made a comment that she kept forgetting I was an “adult.” We’re all adults, really, but I understood what she
meant. I’m still young enough to be relatable and the students trust me. I’m
glad they are comfortable being themselves when I’m around.
The meal is starting to wind down, Elise looks left to Megan T and myself
with a slightly concerned expression.
“Do you need anything?” She asks.
“Like a nice slap in the face?!” Megan M adds enthusiastically.
Did I mention this group can be a lot of fun?
We exit the small restaurant and start walking back. Some of the group is
waiting for something, but the Megans, Olivia, and I just keep walking. We
know where to go.
Megan M plucks my hat off my head for the walk back to “try it on.” She
claims to have a friend who has one and she also would like one. But she
doesn’t have one yet. I get permission from Olivia to use some lines from
her quote book for possible chapter titles. (Thank you Olivia! [And people
who were quoted!])
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Wednesday, March 9, 2016
7:15am - UIC Tour
The morning view from my seventh floor window is foggy and dreary, but
I’m feeling good and excited for the day.
Breakfast starts at 7:30am, I’m joined by Crystal, Brooke, and Olivia on my
elevator ride to the ground floor. Everyone seems to be well rested and
awake today. A slow day of travel and a good night’s sleep were very welcome after our whirlwind tour in Beijing.
Breakfast is a buffet of traditional Chinese food. Noodles with eggs, dumplings, Jing Being, and coffee! The chairs all have a yellow cloth covering
them. I’m the first person through the line and I take a table near the back.
Time for another exciting game of “who will sit by Philip?”
Megan M sits across from me and Elise sits next to her. Olivia joins us at my
left. We enjoy the breakfast because the food here is amazing. The three
young women go back for seconds but I only go back for more coffee.
Just before 8:00am we head out to the lobby, right as the bus shows up. We
march out and board as quickly as we can.
There’s some interesting trees along the
road here, I can’t identify them but the
leaves have between three and five large
lobes. The roadways are wide and open,
everything is more spread out that in was
in Beijing.
It’s misting when we get to the campus
and we all step inside the main office. We
meet a few people there and they bring
out some umbrellas for us to borrow. We
begin our tour by heading out the main
door and walking to our right. There’s a small supermarket here, near all the
dorms. Dr. Wosmek stops to buy umbrellas for all the students who don’t
have one. It’s raining a little harder now.
Did you see? The dorms are all like 12 stories tall! That’s
because UIC hosts nearly 5,000 students. While many
are from China and Hong Kong, students from all
over the globe are part of their program. Nearly 75%
of the students are female. *wink*
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They lead us to the cafeteria, which is like a food court. It’s too early for anything to be open, but we get to see what it’s like. A few students are studying at tables. As we exit the cafeteria, Dr. Wosmek brings umbrellas.
“Just go with it...” she says, explaining that
selection was a little limited. There’s blue umbrellas with frilly edges and pink umbrellas. I
get a pink one. Honestly, I don’t care what it
looks like if it keeps the rain off.
Despite the dreary weather, the campus is
beautiful. Paths are brick or cobblestone, but
smooth. Elise finds a large neat looking shell
along the path.
The middle of the campus is a large stone area which could double as an
amphitheater. It’s made up of many levels of stone steps. Five long buildings
protrude out of the center, A-E, where all the classes are held.
We split into two groups, since we are too large to join a single class. My
group goes to E106 to take a psychology class. A student, possibly a teaching assistant, is taking attendance as we enter. Presumably they are going
to be giving student presentations today, but they also didn’t know we were
coming to visit.
Dr. Ghee Ho is the professor. He’s Chinese and wears navy blue pants, black
New Balance shoes, and a navy blue polo shirt. He greets us, the foreign
visitors, and changes plans for the class a little bit.
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He’s reviewing averages, mean, median, and mode. Graphs that have
skewedness or normal curves. Bimodal is a word that is used.
“Where is the mean?” he asks the class. No one volunteers an answer, but
Thomas raises his hand.
“In the middle,” Thomas says.
“There’s one guy in this class who knows something,” the professor says.
Bimodal curves are graphs that have two different modes. Or, more simply, a
graph that has two high points, rather than a bell curve.
“How many humps does a camel have?” Professor asks. The students are
slow to respond. “Are any of you from Mongolia?”
Again, no one volunteers an answer. A guy speaks up and says something
I don’t understand. There’s a little laughter because he was pointing out
which student is from Mongolia.
Dr. Ghee Ho addresses this young lady, “How many humps does a camel
have? You have camels in Mongolia right? That’s probably how you rode to
UIC, right?” This gets a laugh from the class.
This classroom is about 30 feet square, give or take. There is a door at the
front and back of the classroom on the left hand wall. Both are painted a dull
baby blue. The floor tiles are large and grey.
A white board and smart board line the front wall. A Hitachi projector is
mounted to the ceiling, currently turned off. The entryways are pushed into
the room a couple feet. The desks are shallow, large enough for two people
to sit side by side. They are topped with a blonde laminate. The chairs are a
blue rubberized plastic with a small cut out atop the back. Like three exclamation points all sharing the same period.
Thirty-eight students attend the class and 12 of us. The room probably holds
50 people at maximum capacity. Two-thirds of the right wall is taken up by
windows with forest green trim. Shades are pulled down slightly on each
window.
The campus is 15 years old, but it feels like it was built in the 70s or 80s. The
space looks aged and in disrepair. It’s not decrepit, it just looks like an old
school building that is well used. Part of this, I’m sure is the climate. Tropical
weather, extreme heat, and moisture year round can be an issue for buildings. The other part is that buildings just aren’t built to last in China. They
build things quickly and don’t use quality materials.
When class is done we work our way over to building C on one of the upper
floors where we’ll chat with Aaron Faugstad for a little while. He tells us a
little about his experiences here on campus and what life is like in China.
127

Aaron is a recent graduate from Bethany and has been in China for almost a
year now. He plans to spend another year or two at UIC.
The next item on our agenda is a lecture on Chinese language which will
take us to lunch time. The lecture is taught by Ms. Jenny Cui.
Our group is the first to arrive. This classroom is narrower than the last. Instead of having six desks across, this only fits three.
Jenny plays the Welcome to Beijing video while we wait for the rest of our
group. This video was used for the 2008 Olympics. It’s a catchy song. When
that one is done, the other group still hasn’t arrived so she plays 12 Zodiacs a music video by Wang Leehom, featuring Jackie Chan. It’s even more
catchy than the first video.
When the others do show up we start with a PowerPoint on the Chinese language. After going over a few of the basics and the history of the concept,
she puts in a DVD for us to watch part of. The film features a Chinese man
who looks like he could play the emperor of China in Disney’s Mulan movie.
He’s teaching two small children some Chinese characters. The video shows
live action shots of a cow, then a cartoon cow gets overlaid on the screen
and morphs into the Chinese character for cow. It’s cheesy.
After the video she teaches us some phrases and has us practice saying
them. We learn the number system and how to say the month and year.
We break for lunch a little after noon. The main office has a small buffet line
where we get a sandwich and some fruit. The sandwich options are tuna,
beef, or ham. I try the tuna. It’s prepared on a
flat bread with tuna, a single slice of iceberg
lettuce, and a slice of tomato. The fruit platter,
by contrast, is amazing. Kiwi, cantaloupe,
strawberries, watermelon, and dragon fruit fill
a couple aluminum trays. I grab a couple of
the long toothpicks and make fruit kabobs. It’s
a lot more efficient than using them to grab
fruit by the piece, which is what everyone else
is doing. A can of coke finishes off my meal.
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We eat in the small courtyard, some of the class
went back to the classroom to eat. There’s only
four round tables out here with large parasols
over them. I sit by Brooke, Crystal, and Dr, Wosmek.
After lunch we have a short break before our
next class. The three camera holders, Megan T,
Olivia, and myself, head out on a photo tour of
the campus.
We walk up the hill past the dorms. There’s a lot of neat areas for photos.
Artwork covers the concrete retaining wall up to a height of eight feet.
Above that the hill climbs steeply. There’s a small fountain and we see a light
bulb hanging by two bare wires.

It’s time to work our way back towards the classroom. The afternoon is
scheduled for two back-to-back classes. Dr. Tiezhu Dong is going to talk
about Chinese History and then Family and Marriage.
He’s using the classroom microphone, which is way too loud and echoes like
it’s a stadium when he talks. When he puts the mic down his voice carries
just fine in the small room. It nearly blows me away every time he picks the
mic back up.
The computer used for this classroom keeps popping up a small message
in the corner of the screen, “Warning: your computer may be a victim of
software counterfeiting.”
“Oh, scary,” says Dr. Dong as he closes the alert.
Chinese history is very long and so he gives us the abbreviated version,
which contains many short stories and myths.
For the most part, it’s easy to follow along with his lecture, but he’s not
always clear. His English is excellent, the issue is he’s using sentence fragments and sometimes referring to things that aren’t well explained.
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“Got it?” He asks. “You know?” He uses the phrase “you know?” many
times, though I’m not sure we do actually know. He’s implying things about
their culture that I’m not picking up on. But like he said at the beginning of
his talk:
“Jasmine, she told me to give a PowerPoint on Chinese history, but in one
hour, I think that’s kind of mission impossible.”
Dr. Tiezhu Dong wears slip on shoes,
green pants and a long sleeve red
shirt with thin horizontal blue stripes.
A digital watch adorns his right wrist
and his glasses have thin black rims.
He’s 39 years old.
“If she has the opportunity to meet
boys, then everything is not under
control, right?” Now he’s talking
about family and marriage. In 1911
the government started to promote
gender equality, meaning women
were able to go to school in China.

United International College: A Brief Introduction
United International College is a joint venture between Beijing Normal
University (Is that not the best name for a school?) and Hong Kong
Baptist University. It’s special because it’s the first large educational
cooperative between Mainland China and Hong Kong. The school was
founded in 2005 almost as an experiment. It’s been billed as China’s
first Liberal Arts school. The classes and textbooks are all in English
with professors from all over the world.
In 2006 UIC developed a partner program with the Minnesota Private College Council. This lead to a four week summer class in video
production offered by Bethany Lutheran College in 2009. I was able
to help with this program. When it repeated in subsequent years I was
again able to help as a teaching assistant for the summer class.
If I understand everything correctly, BNU is planning to use the current
UIC campus for expanded operations and is currently building a new
campus for UIC a few miles from the current site. Over the next couple
years operations will move completely to the new location.
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4:30pm - Welcome Banquet and Kara OK
Dr. Wosmek is giving a guest lecture somewhere else on campus. She mentions it would be cool to see the new campus that UIC is moving to.
Her comments spark some activity and following our class, there’s a bus
waiting to take us to the new campus. Only about half the group is nearby
and boards the bus. It’s a “the bus is here and we leave now” situation, Dr.
Wosmek and Brad almost don’t make it on. The bus stops in the middle of
the road to let them catch up and board.
The new campus is still being built, but it’s at least partly occupied already.
Dorm buildings look like fancy apartment
complexes. Each building is many stories tall
and feels like something you might see in
Culver City, CA. Grey and brown make up the
majority of the color palette, but each building has highlights in either red, blue, or green.

We walk around campus for a couple minutes, they show us the on campus
mini supermarket, testament to there not being much for them to show us
here at the moment.
We stop by UIC to pick up the other students and are taken to a Restaurant
called “Dashipu Fishing Village.” There’s an open air courtyard. To the left,
is what looks like the kitchens, a little ways back is a room full of fish tanks,
many fish swim around. Gangly trees drip water from their leaves.
Straight back is a private dining room. It’s a large space, with three tables.
Like many of our other meals, this one revolves around a Lazy Susan. (Literally.)
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We seat ourselves among the UIC staff and students who join us. The meal
contains many dishes we are familiar with, along with some new ones. The
duck is prepared in a Cantonese style. There’s shrimp and more seafood
here.
The wait staff brings the food out. I sit between Dr. Wosmek and the UIC
Director, Dr. Katharina Yu.
At the end of our meal, there’s a short speech, and we take a group photo.
Then it’s back out to the bus.
We drive to a place just down the street from our Hotel. It’s called K-Box and
it’s where we are going to do some Kara OK! (Or Karaoke.)
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Karaoke Set-list at K-Box
(* signifies the song was skipped either in part or in full.)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.

Don’t Stop Believing
I Love Rock & Roll
Wanna Be
Call Me Maybe
Fergilicious
Rolling in the Deep
Smack That
Animal
Classic
Cheerleader*
Creep*
Complicated
Creep*
Damaged*
Dynamite
Clouds*
Domino*
Firework
Payphone
Replay
Rude
?*
?*
Lips are Moving
Last Friday Night
Love Me Harder*
?*
My Name Is*
Sugar
Can’t Believe It
Cowboy Take Me Away
Country Girl
Viva La Vida
We Are Young
We Can’t Stop
Waiting for Superman
Whip My Hair*

38. What’s My Name*
39. Candy Shop
40. 1, 2, Step
41. 22
42. Stickwitu*
43. See You Again
44. Don’tcha
45. Seniorita*
46. Stoney*
47. Stronger
48. Low
49. Leavin’*
50. Lighters
51. Love Me*
52. Love Shack*
53. Applause
54. Amnesia*
55. Picture
56. Single Ladies
57. The Climb
58. Talk Dirty
59. Tik Tok
60. Smack That*
61. Marry Me
62. Picture
63. The Final Countdown (Meow
Meow)
64. My Boo*
65. The Edge of Glory*
66. Take Me To Church*
67. That’s Not My Name
68. Timber
69. Shut Up and Drive
70. Close Your Eyes
71. Party in the USA
72. Headstrong
73. Beachin’

(This list is included for entertainment purposes only without guarantee of
accuracy and should not be viewed as an endorsement of any particular
song or musical genre.)
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We hop off the bus and walk inside.
Neon lights greet us and we are
ushered around the corner into an
elevator. We ride to the third floor
and exit. Loud music pounds through
the walls down the hallway. The space
is dark, save for the color changing
lights everywhere. I follow the group
down the hallway and we are shown
into a decent sized room to the left.
There’s a low couch along the sides and back of the room. A short throw
projector attached to the ceiling points down at a screen opposite the sitting space. There’s coffee tables in front of the couch, each somehow bolted
to the floor.
I’ve been given money to pay for this, so I
follow our host back out into the hallway,
to the reception desk by the elevator. They
tell me it will cost ¥1500. I pull out the
stack of ¥100 bills Brad gave me earlier
and pay for the time. This gives us until
midnight. It’s currently just after 7:00pm.
When I get back to the room, the group
is already singing Don’t Stop Believing by
Journey an established group favorite, all
the way back in the States when the topic
of music first came up.
The room is dim. Color changing lights
illuminate the ceiling, the walls, around the screen, and basically everywhere
with a dull glow. A few students are at the console, which is right up by the
screen, but low toward the ground. They are hunting for the next song,
which turns out to be I Love Rock and Roll.
It’s a strange setup, if you need to see the
words, you’re facing away from the audience.
A few of the students decide to just sing
from the couches. The videos that play on
the screen are music videos, probably ripped
straight from YouTube with words overlaid.
Wanna Be by the Spice Girls, Call me Maybe
by Carley Rae Jepsen. The wait staff enters
during these songs with some plates of
hors-d’oeuvres. There’s a fancy plate of fruit
that looks more like a sculpture than some134

thing edible. There’s a shallow tray of
unsalted sunflower seeds. I am not
hungry and don’t try any of the food
options.
Along with the food, they bring in
two blue crates of beer cans. Carlsberg Chill, the green cans state with gold
lettering. “Appointed to the Royal Danish Court.” I’m suspicious about the
Danish Court standards now because the branding says cheap college apartment more than it says royalty.
Nine songs in, our group starts running into songs we don’t know, or
songs we don’t want to listen to. So
we start skipping some of them. A
bunch of songs have been added to
the queue now by Anna, Bailey, and
Sarah. The Wosmek family comes in
and joins us for a couple songs. We’re
all sitting on the couches watching
the videos and singing along at this
point. Few are taking the stage by
themselves.
Payphone by Maroon 5. Suddenly there
are two fairly explicit songs right back
to back. The Wosmek’s head out at
this point even though both songs are
quickly skipped.
At some point one of the UIC students
cranks the volume, which basically
makes the microphones useless, since
you can’t hear anything over the sound
of the music.
Our set list is 73 songs at the end of the night, though we skipped 24 of
them and one song played twice. So, that gives 48 total songs. By 10:30pm
we are all sung out. Half the group has left already. We turn on the lights
and check for any personal belongings left behind. The room is clean... well,
the room is a mess, but it’s clean of our gear.
Outside it’s raining. We’re a block away from the hotel, and I pull out my
umbrella and start walking fast. Some of the group lingers a little, I don’t
know if they were getting out umbrellas or they wanted to wait until the rain
let up? Either way, I outpace them on the way back to the hotel, stepping
around large puddles in the road.
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“Behind every successful man there should be many ladies.”
- Tour Guide quoting an old proverb

Thursday, March 10, 2016
7:30am - Visiting the Sun Yat-sen Museum
The next morning breakfast is very much the same. Megan M has her stuff
on the same seat as yesterday morning, so I sit across from her again. It’s the
little consistencies which sometimes help us through our days.
We’re joined by Olivia and Megan T. Breakfast is good and the food is a
main topic of conversation until someone mentions Megan and Quincey got
lost on the way back from K-Box last night.
The two of them were walking in the rain and having a really engaging conversation and after a little while they realized they must have walked past the
hotel, by quite a ways. They started walking back, but they had gone quite
far... They stopped at a hotel to get directions and the directions seemed
all screwy. Eventually, they found their way back to our hotel. They returned
safe and sound, save for Megan M’s iPod touch, which got drenched and no
longer seems to be working.
We have a new tour guide today,
Mr. Huang. Like Tony, he seems to
have led a fairly interesting life to
get where he is now. He uses the
word “yeah” a lot. Sometimes it’s a
question, sometimes it’s a statement.
It’s meaning ranges from “yes, this is
correct,” to “you get this?”
It’s wet and rainy, so it’s good we all
have umbrellas.

photo courtesy Megan Tonn

The bus is taking us north to the Museum of the Former Residence of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen. We arrive a little ahead of
schedule, so it isn’t open yet. Our guide leads us down Sun Yat-sen Memorial Middle School Rd. This is a cool street, the trees to either side create a
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green canopy over the entire road.
There’s a track and field over the
fence to our left.
I’m having trouble taking photos
and holding my umbrella. Elise offers to hold the umbrella. Now this
is progress!
“This isn’t fair,” complains Megan T. photo courtesy Megan Tonn
“I’m holding an umbrella, trying to
take photos, and I’m using manual focus. Where’s my umbrella holder?”
“I’m paying Elise ¥100 reminbi to hold my umbrella for the day,” I respond,
even though I’m not. Elise’s eyes light up. She’d probably take me up on
that offer... well, maybe.
At the gate to the school, we need to turn around. Partly because they won’t
let us through, but also because it’s about time that they open the doors to
the museum.
Admittance is free, but like several other Asian tourist locations they give
you a small plastic token which you need to give to the attendant 20 feet
away to get through the turnstile.
Our guide leads us to the Sun Yat-sen’s residence. It’s a building done in a
European style (the guide pronounces it Ur-Ohp-ian, with the emphasis on
O.) At least, the front facade is European, the internal structure and layout is
very much Chinese.
The house is made up of a number of short one story buildings, connected
via outdoor walkways, small courtyards, and gardens. The walls and buildings are all made from grey bricks.
We walk through the buildings taking photos and trying to stay out of the
rain. Sun Yat-sen lived from 1866 until 1925 and was a big revolutionary in
China.
It’s fascinating to me how much emphasis is put toward someone I have
never heard of. In the 58 years Sun Yat-sen lived he held several important
positions in China and had several houses across China, most of which are
preserved as museums now. He was exiled for a time and apparently is well
known in other countries too.
Personally it’s difficult for me to take a step back and process this info. I look
at the artifacts, but I’m in no mental state to be learning about this dude
right now.
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“I never go to clinic for Chinese medicine. It’s nonsense to me.”
- Tour guide in Zhuhai

10:30am - Qi’ao Island
The windows on the bus are all fogged up. (This is actually the mostly unknown 10th verse to The Wheels on the Bus song.) We’re heading toward
Qi’ao Island now. Mr. Huang tells us that there is a street in this village made
of granite. He pronounces the word: granick.
Baishi Street is paved with granite slabs for more than a kilometer. Opium
smugglers, caught in a conflict following the ban of opium trading in 1821,
were forced to pay for the granite street after losing the small battle.
At the west end of the street is a
large statue. Elise, Olivia, and Megan T rush over to take some photos by it. Heading east, the guide
shows us a temple. It’s interesting,
but I’m not sure it’s really a good
place for tourists. A couple students
are told not to take photos. The
small space next door also looks like
it’s used for worship. Large spirals
of incense look like bee hives hang
from the ceiling slowly burning.

photo courtesy Megan Tonn

Further down the street is the former resident of a prominent and possibly
founding member of the communist party. It feels very much like walking
through Abraham Lincoln’s house in Springfield Illinois, or Jefferson’s house
in Virginia.
Electric lines are stapled to the sides of buildings as they run down the small
narrow streets. Walls are chipped apart to make room for pvc pipes. This
place was built before wiring was invented. As we leave, we walk past some
mailboxes. It’s similar to a post office or what an apartment building might
have, but it’s outdoors. It hangs open, exposing all of the little mail trays to
the elements.
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We climb back on the bus and it takes us a little further where we encounter
a barricade across the road. From here we walk. Our guide keeps talking
about “mangroves” and I’m not sure what he means by this. He says we are
going to tour those before we eat, but my mind is solely centered on food
right now.
OHAI! Mangroves are small trees that grow in salt water!
Haven’t you heard this? They have a complex root system which allows them to survive in these harsh conditions. The sign you just walked past says the trees are
Heritiera Littoralis also known as the looking-glass
mangrove. It has leaves which are green on top and
silvery underneath. The tree produces nuts which
look like eggs with uneven rings along the vertical
axis. Qi’ao Mangrove Wetland Ecological Park is
the largest artificially restored mangrove in China. It stretches for 700 hectactes (or 2.7 square
miles) on the west side of the Qi’ao island.
The roadway is paved here and it runs between two bodies of water. To
my left is a bank which is covered in oyster shells. The water is murky and
brown. These are fishing ponds. It’s cold and windy. Really windy. “Ruin your
umbrella” windy. We fight against the wind as we walk. It’s half a mile to the
end of the road here. The path widens out as it terminates. A low building
with a blue roof is just across a short bridge. The bridge doubles as a dam,
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holding back a portion of the
water, while excess flows over
the top of the rusted holding
door.
This appears to be some sort
of restaurant. An open air establishment, which is discouraging because it’s so cold out.
Looking down, the floor is
plywood, patched with thin
sheets of aluminum in spots.
I get the sense that this building is raised above the water. We gather inside
the little shop space. There are shelves along the wall with candies and
goods to buy. A drink cooler is opposite near the entryway. There is a checkout counter and another lower counter filled with large jugs of alcohol. The
jars are grotesque, in a fashion, like something you might see in a mad scientists’ lab. One jar has a black chicken floating in it. Another has a couple
dead snakes. One has bees.

The group buys shots, most of them anyway. It’s a means of trying something new and crazy, but also warming up a little.
Half of us are led out, down the dock, to a little pavilion out on the lake.
Outside the main shop is an outdoor dinning area with a large number of
tables. A short stairs leads down to a level that is a couple feet lower. To the
left are a series of fish tanks, many of them contain a couple of fish, floating
happily. To the right is a large blue-walled pit which has a couple dozen
small turtles in it. They are all bunched up in a corner, presumably where it is
a little warmer.
The walls of the pavilion are made up of windows, a few of them broken or
open. There’s four large tables and a Chinese lady comes out to put thin
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plastic table cloths over them. It’s cold out here, even if it is mostly protected from the wind. She passes out shrink wrapped dish-ware, much like what
we had our first night in Zhuhai.
A few minutes later, we’re all told to come back into the main room. There
isn’t as much space there, but it’s a little warmer and that’s where we plan to
eat.
We gather around three tables, one of which is quite small. This meal is
similar to many of our other meals, except here there are no Lazy Susans. It’s
incredible how much we’ve come to rely on those in only a few days time.
The meals here all revolve around many different dishes. Passing the plates
as we eat is a good reminder to never take anything for granted.
This meal feels different from our other meals. It feels more rustic and a little
more authentic, though it’s difficult to say why. Part of it might be venue.
The shrimp they start us off with is crispy and fantastic. As the meal continues, they bring out a chicken. It’s all there, head, feet, everything. It’s been
de-feathered and cooked, but it’s the whole bird. The waitress sets a small
pile of the clear disposable gloves that servers use at fast food joints near
the bird.
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It’s sitting directly next to me, so I guess I’m on bird duty. I put on a pair of
gloves and start pulling apart the bird. This is probably the craziest food
experience the trip has thrown at me. I pull off the legs and pass them out to
people. The meat is hot. It’s not quite hot enough to burn my hands through
the gloves, but it’s close. Travis and Morgan try the chickens feet, but they
only nibble a little.
I pull apart some of the breast meat and start passing it out to various
members of our hungry group. Megan T gets the first large chunk, since fish
doesn’t agree with her. When everyone gets a little, I do what I can to free
the rest of the meat and then take some for myself. The meat is juicy and
delicious.
Other dishes include clams and oysters. One plate contains an entire fish
which Dr. Wosmek helps divvy up. This meal has a lot of very delicious dishes. This meal is later regarded as one of the best ones of the trip.
Eating has warmed us up and since the weather is still gloomy we opt to not
walk through the mangroves. Instead we make the long trek back to our bus.

photo courtesy Megan Tonn

12:30pm - Gu Yuan Art Gallery
America was founded relatively recently. It really has been a modern country
from the beginning. The streets are laid out in grids, mostly, and electricity
and plumbing have been around for most of the time we’ve been sovereign.
It’s really striking how much of China feels like it was established before the
“modern” era. We walk past shacks on our way back to the bus. One has
large straps going over the roof. It looks like it’s either keeping the roof from
blowing away, or maybe just holding the entire building together. Does the
place have electricity? Does it have occupants? How do people out here get
mail? Do they even need to get mail?
In America we have so many little conveniences. Most of them are good, but
I can’t help but wonder how many of them are necessary. Do some of them
just make our lives more complicated? The “need” to have cable, internet,
running water, electricity, mail service, manicured lawns, houses that don’t
leak, requires a lot of work just to maintain that infrastructure. All these
things are awesome and I’m certainly not advocating we get rid of any of
them, but being on this little island and seeing this little village really puts
this all into perspective for me. We are very blessed in the United States and
we take a lot of it for granted.
We take a short stop by the hotel on the way to our next destination. Only
those who need a warmer jacket hop off to run to their rooms.
The Gu Yuan Museum of Art was built in 2006. It features a three story
gallery with an exhibit on each floor. The main floor featured a number of
paintings, some water colors, and many woodblock prints. There’s a few
displays containing a handful of artifacts, presumably some of the tools used
to make the artwork.
The second floor features a collection of calligraphic scrolls painted by
various women. On the top floor black and white photographs from the
50s and 60s by a famous photographer decorate the walls. There’s a tiered
gallery that runs alongside a large stairway. It has several levels and contains
a number of zoetropes. Zoetropes are old animation machines where still
frames are placed inside a cylinder. As the cylinder spins you look through
slits in the side and the image appears to be moving. The displays suggest
using the provided utensils to create soundscapes for each of the small
animations.
After working my way through the floors I find a small sitting area to work on
my journal for a little before it’s time to leave.
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3:45pm - Statue of Fisher Girl
It’s not raining anymore, but it still looks like it might. The bus takes us to
the coast where we can see the Statue of Fisher Girl. This is the symbol of
Zhuhai. This statue is 28 feet tall and stands in the Xianglu Bay.
The bus parks in a small parking lot across the street and we follow our tour
guide down the footpath to a crosswalk. At the crosswalk, the four lane road
has no stoplight and its in the middle of a bend. It’s not a great place to
cross, but we all make it safely when there’s a gap in the traffic.
A stone platform and walkway stretches out into the bay. It’s maybe ten
feet above the water’s surface and connects to the large rocks protruding
from the water. These platforms are great for viewing the statue and taking
pictures. The Fisher’s Daughter is standing with her hands over her head and
hips off to one side.
Across the bay is a skyline of tall buildings and hills. The grey overcast sky
is reflected in the murky brown water. We’re told part of that murk is from
pollution and part is from the dirt in the bay.
Once we’ve taken enough pictures we filter back toward the bus. There’s a
small set of shops, open air style, with one wall seeming to be absent. Lots
of little souvenirs lines the shelves. Necklaces. Purses. Shells. Statues of
owls, chickens, and other animals made out
of shells. We take a few minutes to browse
before getting back on the bus.
Megan T finds a collection of Tortoro figures.
Each one is a necklace or key-chain. They
have small black nylon strands going through
them, tied on one side. She carefully selects
the best one and purchases it. Now she has
her own little travel figure.
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7:00pm - Gongbei Underground Market
Six miles down the coast is the Zhuhai Port Plaza. This is home to the
underground market, a large underground complex with over a thousand
shops and only a few stores have fixed prices. We’re lead down the stairs
and along a hallway with seemingly endless shops to either side. Our guide
shows us the place we need to meet at in 90 minutes. Then we are free to
explore.
Everyone goes in different directions. I wander around, there’s clothing shops, bag shops,
scarf shops, shoe shops, and watch shops.
Some shops seem to sell nothing but iPhone
cases. Some of the smaller electronic stores
have secret doorways that look like shelves.
On the other side of the fake shelf is a small
room with piles of CDs and DVDs, most of
which are recent films on bluray and nearly all
of which are illegal copies.
This is also the border to Macau. Our guide tells us not to cross the border.
We should still be able to get back, since we have ten year visas, but it’s still
probably best if we don’t.
One store has little figures on key chains. They look hand made. On display
are every character from the game Plants vs Zombies. There’s a version of
Toad who is not very well proportioned.
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A vendor is selling candied fruit and I’ve seen a
couple places selling this style of candied kiwi. I
decide to buy some and end up with a pound of
it for ¥50. It’s more than I wanted and more than I
wanted to spend, but I’m on vacation... I guess.
There’s a model of a city, complete with LED lights
and it looks fascinating. I approach the model and
a sales guy turns to me and asks me if I want to
buy an apartment. Oh. Um. No, no I do not.
I walk around for another lap and find Bailey and
Sarah. I start to follow them and we pass a store
where Megan M is watching Olivia bargain down
a scarf. I stop to watch a master at her craft.
“60”
“No. 80.”
“Ehh... No. No. What about this one.”
“80.”
“No, too much. 60.”
“80.”
“70.”
She pays 70 for the scarf she wanted. It’s the last of her reminbi.
I follow Olivia and Megan M as they search for a fruit market. Megan T and
Colleen cross our path and join the hunt. They say it’s below us, but when
we take an escalator down it’s nothing but a street and line of people waiting for taxis. We walk couple hundred feet and take a different escalator up.
There’s a bakery full of people, but we wander through anyway. We exit that
and find ourselves by a frozen yogurt shop.
LET MORE PEOPLE FALL IN LOVE WITH YOGURT the sign reads in English.
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A small green sign is taped to the wall near the
entrance. “We’re looking for you!” I’m assuming it
means they are hiring, but it’s still a little creepy.
Megan M gets some frozen yogurt and we walk the
few dozen feet to where we’ll meet the rest of our
group. “It’s getting cold,” she says, as we stand waiting.
Colleen finds great humor in this and teases her a
little: “It’s cold, she says, as she shoves frozen dairy
products in her face.”
Elise and Quincey show up and the group excited swaps stories about bargaining triumphs and show off their purchases.

8:30pm - Mengfeiyang Hotpot Restaurant
We walk up to ground level and then we need to go for a block to get on
our bus. It’s starting to get cold out. I tell some of the group a slightly exaggerated story about almost buying an apartment, which changes into a pitch
for them to give me money if I actually did buy an apartment here.
The bus takes us to Mengfeiyang, a
hotpot restaurant chain that is both
swanky and kind of run down. At
first blush it’s a nice looking establishment. Everything feels clean
and high brow. Until you realize
that the fancy chandelier is hanging
down from a bunch of unpainted
ductwork and the ceiling is practically unfinished. Come to think of it,
this is a great way to describe a lot
of China. A pretty facade around an
unfinished or decaying something.
We’re seated at rectangular tables
in groups of eight, but it’s four people to each hotpot. I’m at a long table
with two hotpot dishes. The large pots are divided into three sections. On
section has clear white liquid, I guess that’s plain. Another one is darker and
slightly reddish, they tell us that is spicy. The third is red orange and is like a
tomato soup.
Patrons go up to the main buffet and can choose what items they want to
cook, bring it back, and cook it in the hotpot. It’s quite a different experience
than we’ve had up to this point. There’s lots of tofu and fish-based products,
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as well as a number of vegetable
options. This is one of the few
time I remember seeing broccoli
while in China.
There’s meatballs made of fish
meat. I’m still not sold on this
idea. There’s short little sausages
that look like hotdogs but do not
taste like hotdogs. There’s these
white and yellow drops, they look like Hershey kisses, but they are larger,
golf-ball size. I want to believe they might be white chocolate and lemon or
some silly Easter candy. I know it isn’t because when I dump it in the boiling
water it doesn’t melt. It’s actually fish meat, and there’s a yellow goo in the
middle. It’s like a fish-kiss...
It’s Elise, Justin, Me, Megan T, Colleen,
Thomas, Megan M, and Olivia at our table. As we get our first round of food, the
entire serving and cooking staff enters
the aisle and starts doing a half hearted
choreographed dance to a couple songs.
First is Gentleman by PSY and the second
is Little Apple by the Chopstick Brothers.
Dinner is fun and full of laughs. I’m a fair
bit more vocal this meal, though I’m not
sure why. We talk about tooth brushes
and hand sanitizers that smell like men’s
cologne.
Before the meal Dr. Wosmek came
around with hand sanitizer to share with
us. One of the students comments that it
smells like men’s cologne.
“It smells like me!” I exclaim. I don’t
exactly know why I feel compelled to say this, I’m not even sure if it’s true,
it just seemed like the right response to the situation. True or not, it’s now
official. The hand sanitizer smells like me... or vice-versa.
It takes us a while to realize that the freezers right by our table, the ones
with the large pictures of meat coving them, contain thinly sliced meat for us
to cook in our hotpots. Once we realize that our meal gets a lot better. The
buffet has a number of western style foods like pizza and french fries too.
I tell the group about Arrested Development and Futurama. At least a few
parts. We talk a little bit about utopia and how humans could run out of jobs
to do. Part way through the meal Elise exchanges comments with a couple
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on the other side of the partial wall. The Chinese woman tells Elise she looks
beautiful and they exchange WeChat names. Apparently the lady also says
Justin looks cute or something like that and he blushes.
They have some ice cream flavors which are strange to us. Olivia tells me I
have to try it. The yellow flavor we can’t identify we later discover is durian. I
think it tastes a little like coconut but I’m overruled.
Leaving this place we need to walk a few blocks to where the bus will pick us
up. There’s a lot of neon lights here.
Throughout the day I am lost as soon as I get on the bus. I have no concept
of how close each location is or even which direction we are headed. This is
all going to require a lot of research when I get home.
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10:00pm - Dragon Union Hotel
As we gather for our nightly meeting, Dr. Wosmek asks if she can request
a body type for the book I’m writing. She’d like to be described as demur,
organized, etc... I tell her I’ll take notes and see what I can do.
Dr. Jen Wosmek is a super model. Or could be if she hadn’t devoted her life
selflessly to teaching and bettering mankind. She received her B.A. in Psychology from Temple University in 1996, before going on to get a Masters
in Human Development from the University of Kansas in 2001. Her Ph.D. is
in Developmental and Child Psychology, also from the University of Kansas.
She’s been teaching at Bethany since 2005.
Energetic and brimming with ideas, Dr. Wosmek clearly wants to help each
student grow to reach their potential.
Brad and Thomas are playing with Thomas’ new laser pointer. It’s green and
has a lot of little options to split the light and make it look like a dance party
It’s crazy bright and the room glows green as they play.
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Friday, March 11, 2016
8:30am - Morning at UIC
It’s another cloudy cool morning. I sit in my usual spot for breakfast, and
Megan M sits across from me. Elise and Megan T round out the table.
There’s no jam or jelly packets for Megan Morehouse’s fritter, which basically
ruins the entire trip. Might as well not have even come to China. Probably
shouldn’t have even bothered going to college. Yeah, it’s that bad.
I’m a little dazed and confused and make a comment to that effect.
“It’s that a Led Zeppelin song? Dazed and Confused?” Elise asks.
I’m not familiar with their work, but I like when people make these types of
connections, so 10 points to Gryffindor.
I assume Elise is a Gryffindor. We go around the table and talk about which
house everyone is in. Megan M is probably a Ravenclaw, and Megan T is
likely a Gryffindor.
After breakfast we load a small 22 person bus this morning to take to UIC.
They take us to the main entrance, which is different from where we were
dropped off before. We go into building B while we wait for someone to
take us to the correct classroom. Everyone finds a place on the floor and
starts to journal. We journal for about ten minutes while we wait.

Room E303 is where our calligraphy class takes place. It’s a small walk across
campus and it turns out we are on our own to get there.
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Chinese characters are known as “Han Characters,” Dr. Lee Hockming tells
us. He wears square glasses and a grey and black coat. He goes over his
PowerPoint, sitting at his desk and using the computer mouse to point
things out. We play some matching games to match old characters with their
newer counterparts, the language has evolved over thousands of years. He
uses the microphone, but since he’s soft spoken the volume is just right.
Occasionally he’s difficult to understand through his thick accent.
We’re 15 minutes late to the class. He usually has two hours for this lecture,
today they gave him 90 minutes.

As for myself, this is a mile marker because I just emptied my first G2 Pilot
0.38 Ultra Fine pen. The first one of 2016 and probably the only one I will
completely empty on this trip.
At 9:35am I duck out of the class, because I have an interview in another
building for an internship. My interview is in E510, which I have no trouble
finding. I am early, I’m suppose to be there at 10:00am, but it’s 9:45am and I
find myself standing near the hallway looking out at the scenery.
A tall guy comes up to me and introduces himself as Jeff. He wears blue
jeans and a blue sweater. He shows me into his office and turns on a heater.
It’s cool and I’ve only packed short no-show black socks. My cold ankles are
causing me to regret this these last few days.
He tells me that Zhuhai is far enough south that the government dictates
they can’t have heaters. A lot of places do, but it’s technically illegal. (The
best kind of illegal.) This last winter it was the coldest on record and got to
be 40 degrees Fahrenheit.
We chat about the weather for a few minutes. His office has an Apple desktop with an Apple monitor. After a few minutes the Director arrives and we
go to her office for the interview.
They ask a little about what I do at my current job, if I’ve traveled before,
what kind of cameras I have worked with. They are both friendly and I’m only
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a little bit nervous. We chat for maybe five to ten minutes. I ask a little about
their equipment and procedures. They have mostly Canon and Black Magic
cameras.
Jeff takes me on a tour of the CTV program facilities. They have a classroom
of about 30 iMac computers, all with 20-inch screens. There are three audio
editing suites along the back. He shows me their equipment room, it’s maybe eight to ten feet across, and 30 feet long. The shelves on the right have
equipment for their program, the ones on the left are for journalism. They
appear to have nice gear from the quick look I get.
Next he shows me the sound studio where they can mix 5.1 surround sound.
It’s a large room that could be used as a theater space. There’s a second
room behind it with a glass window for doing foley effects.
They have a sound stage which is a black box with 40 foot tall ceilings. The
space itself is maybe 30 feet by 50 feet, give or take. Flats on wheels line
the back walls. They have a control room which can view into this space from
a second floor window. Their control room consists of a flypack with a four
camera switcher and a few small monitors. They typically use it for a three
camera productions.
I ask about the living arrangements (it’s all provided for in a gated community for the first year) and on the way back he tells me about the student
projects everyone needs to work on. The job sounds like a solid teacher
assistant-ship.
It’s 10:30am when I make my way to building A, which is where the rest of
my group is now. I find Dr. Wosmek as I exit the elevator on the correct floor.
She’s still having some issues with phone and wi-fi as she sends updates
back home. I try to do what I can to help, but the internet is unreliable in
China.
I take off my shoes and join the room next door where everyone is learning
basic Taijiquan (Tai Chi.) It looks like they have just started. I join in for the
first few minutes and then decide I’d rather be taking photos. I spend the
rest of the time taking pictures and getting as many close up and action
shots as I can.
Controlled movement is the main lesson we learn, how to step properly,
transferring weight and balance in the same motion.
We take a group photo at the end... well, I take a group photo. :)
The class fills out a short survey on how they liked the course, and we put
our shoes back on so we can go to the bus.
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12:00pm - Jintai Temple and Hot Springs
Our farewell dinner is at Dazhaimen Restaurant.
We walk through the main eating area to a covered
walkway. It’s ornate and beautiful here, though the roof
of the path is corrugated steel. The room we enter is
stone and a little chilly. The ceiling is high. There are
three tables and each has a Lazy Susan in the middle.
I sit at a table with Brad, Morgan, Bailey, Sarah, Alexis,
Thomas, Anna, Job, and Megan T.
The food is delicious as usual. We have a lot of dishes
we have had at other meals. Anna talks with the Wosmek boys about the games they are playing on their
phones. The tap-to-jump game they have is brutally
difficult.
“Who’s camera is better, yours or Megan T’s?” Thomas
asks me.
“The best camera,” I respond, “Is the one you have with
you.”
The group chuckles a little. “Ooh, deep.”
“It really depends on what you think is ‘better,’” I tell
Thomas. “Mine is newer, but it’s more expensive. Her
camera is the version before mine, but Megan’s taking
more care as she takes her photos. My lens has a longer
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zoom, but I’m using a lot of automatic features since I’m still getting to know
the camera.”
After dinner we give our hosts a gift. On
the way out we take a ton of photos in
the picturesque location.
On the bus, Brad gives me a certificate
and a gift. The class was presented with
them while I was at my interview, but it
seems I got one as well.

It’s a 45-minute ride to the Jintai Temple. It’s up in the hills
and the stair climbs past many different statues. Presumably
the many attributes of the god. I take a bunch of photos,
especially with Toad.
The same colors we saw at the other temples are used
here. Many of the designs look the same too. The stone
carved pillars with dragons are incredible.
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There’s flags draped between buildings. The trees are filled with red ribbons,
probably remnants from the Chinese New Year.
In the main part of the temple monks are chanting and hitting a large wooden drum which kind of looks like a whale with it’s mouth open.
Around the other side of this building is a pond with koi and turtles. Statues
of dragons with turtle shells sit by bonsai trees in the middle of the pond.
We stay at the temple for close to an hour.
From the temple it’s a short drive to the Imperial Hot Spring Resort. It’s very
much a commercialized location: a hotel and conference center. But it has
hot springs.
The hot springs are located in a number of small pools. Several are just plain
hot water. One near the entrance is labeled for Athletes foot. I wouldn’t put
my feet in that water if you paid me, but a line of older men and women all
sat on the bench with their legs in the water.
There’s square pools off to the left, each one a foot or two deep with a large
bag of tea floating in the water. The water is dark in color, and the bag of
tea is larger than a softball. The signs above the pool make comments about
cold prevention or being good for health.
A large shallow pool in the middle is in the shape of China. One near the
back looks like it has a little stone slide in it.
The opposite side has a pool with wood chips, a pool with wine, and a pool
of coffee. The wine pool is a Sorghum wine while we are in there. Every few
hours it looks like they must drain the pool and add new flavorings. Maybe
they just add new flavors. The coffee pool is deep and dark. It’s round, and
smells good. You haven’t bathed until you’ve bathed in coffee.
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The sign reads: “A fresh coffee liqueur is poured lovingly into this pool every
couple hours.”
There’s a second floor with pools that smell like fruit or vegetables, one of
coconut milk, and there is a cold dead sea saltwater pool. I avoid that one.
We only have an hour or so, but as we reach the end, Dr. Wosmek gathers
the group in a small pool for a quick meeting. Quincey, Anna, Megan M,
Travis, Job, Justin, Olivia, and Elise are all there with us. We go around and
talk about any “freak out” moments we have had on the trip so far.
“Justin! You look like a golden crowned crane!” Elise bursts out. His black
hair is all puffed out along the back.
We say a quick prayer and sing the doxology. We sing quietly, with our eyes
closed, heads down, holding hands. At this point, if they kick us out, we’re
leaving anyway.
We walk past a large pond outside on our way to the bus. It has a fountain
in the middle and we get misted with a little water as we go. We joke that
this pond is Fish Flavored, and fish are gently poured into this pond every
couple hours.
Closer to the parking lot there is a fountain where a sphere of red polished
granite spins on top of a bed of water. I tell everyone listening that I want
it. Badly. I go on to tell them about the fountain in Hutchinson which looks
like a ball of water. Megan M tells me to build one cheaply and she’d buy
a copy. She and Elise might be interested in it if it was cheap. I tell them I
don’t usually do things that are cheap, my projects tend to be cool and awesome, but rarely cheap. I’ll have to do some more research on this, because
maybe I could just make one.
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6:00pm - On the Bus Back
We’re on the bus headed back to Zhuhai. On an elevated freeway the driver
misses his exit. He slams on the breaks, jarring us out of our conversations,
sleep, or journaling.
The driver waits for a minute and then backs the bus up. Yes, backs the bus
on the highway and takes the exit. China just doesn’t have the infrastructure
to take the next exit. Who knows where that might be. As if to give further
proof of this, a few miles later the driver stops at a toll booth. It’s several
lanes going each way. After passing through, the driver does a u-turn, passing through about four lanes and goes through the toll booth again going
the other direction. Do what you gotta do, man.
We’re driving past lots of little square ponds. Some have fountains or pumps
agitating the water, others are still. Big banks of dirt separate the pools from
each other. A couple here and there are dry and I get the sense that they
are between six and eight feet deep when filled. I assume they are farming
some sort of fish here, but I don’t know for certain.
It’s nice to feel warm. I don’t know that I’ve been warm for a few days. It’s a
pleasant, happy warm, not a sticky heat like when we first arrived.
The trip has been well balanced. We hit the ground running and had a whirlwind tour that our hosts couldn’t even keep up with. We slowed down when
we got to Zhuhai, but we still kept busy. Now, as we end our trip, we take a
day to fully relax and mellow out.
A red LED panel at the front of the bus rotates through the temperature in
Celsius, the time in 24 hour mode, and another number. At first I think it’s
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the bus number, but it looks like the date. The only issue is that it’s a day
fast.
Whatever road we are taking home is now unpaved. It’s a reddish dirt path
full of pot holes. The bus whirs with electric sounds every time we accelerate
or slow down. It reminds me of sci-fi movies from the 80s.
As we drive along, there are straps or logs holding down steel roofs. Small
huts with plastic yard furniture sitting outside. The chairs look like they’ve
been through a few years worth of weather. Piles of garbage. Stone walls.
Graffiti. It looks like something from District 9 or perhaps Fallout. But people
actually live here and probably have running water and electricity. It’s just
bizarre to me.
It’s been cloudy and rainy since we left Beijing. The dreary weather completes is another factor which makes everything seem dirty and broken.
Businesses put their telephone numbers on their signs. Large skyscrapers
with nothing but several story high numbers working their way down the
building. 3888888. 8858666. The numbers usually have a couple repeating
digits.
Aaron Faugstad told us Zhuhai bans motorcycles and mopeds because they
want to appeal to investors and motorcycles are seen as a sign of poverty.
The police come around once a month to confiscate the bikes, so as long as
that’s not the day you’re riding, you’re fine.
They have lights for u-turns and the green guy on the walk signs is animated.

7:00pm - Dinner and Evening Activities
The bus drops us off at a fancy hotel and we are led inside to eat. I’m told
later this is Snow Park Xueyuan.
White table cloths cover the two tables we take. Some of the dishes are new
to us, a long rectangle of meat and what looks like a gelatinous clear lard.
It’s cold to the touch.
The group is really comfortable together at this point. We laugh loudly and
have a great time eating. During the meal Quincey starts giving people new
names, based off what she thinks they look like. Olivia tries to guess Elise’s
middle name, it’s Grace. She doesn’t guess it, though. So to redeem herself
she tries Travis and then Justin.
It’s a silly game, because it’s just saying names until one is right. But it’s still
entertaining. I can’t help but feel I’ve seen a list that contains our full names
recently... oh, our passports we keep handing out have all that info on them.
Exiting the restaurant, there’s a lion statue on the floor. It’s probably eight
inches tall and 16 inches long. If it’s not red jade it’s some other sort of rock.
My guess is that it would weigh 50+ pounds. Megan M turns around as we
walk by it.
“Put that in your coat” she tells me.
“Okay.” I respond. Even if I thought I could lift it, I really doubt my conscience would let me steal it. It would be a sweet souvenir though.
Tonight we also have massages scheduled at the hotel. They take us, three
or four at a time, into a hotel room that has been converted to a massage
parlor. There’s four massage beds. The room is dark. The walls are covered
in a purple wallpaper. Karaoke music comes up through the floor from the
second floor lounge.
I’ve never had a massage before and I’m not entirely sure what to expect.
Over the next 45 minutes I learn that I’m really not use to having other people touch me and I’m a little ticklish. Unfortunately, I think the experience
tightened up all the muscles that I managed to relax at the hot springs.
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Saturday, March 12, 2016
7:30am - Traveling to Hong Kong
Breakfast is the usual time and place. Today my eating
friends are Megan T, Elise, and Colleen. I visually inspect the dining hall while I eat. It’s interesting to me,
all the exit signs or heaters in China, have little outlets
next to them. The outlets run in conduit along the
wall. It all feels after-the-fact.
We check out of the hotel, it’s less wet today, but still
cloudy. The bus ride takes us past the Fisher’s Daughter Statue and to the port where we can take a ferry
to Hong Kong. Along the drive we see a large white
clamshell looking building, which is the opera house
they are building here.
The port station has a Starbucks Coffee, and I follow a
handful of students to this magical wonderland. They
are having a buy two, get one free deal, so I split the
tab with Megan M and Quincey. I get a mocha and
Quincey orders a muffin. The server gets her a muffin
ready, but when the lady at the cash register takes our order, she gets another muffin ready. We end up with three drinks and two muffins for the price of
two drinks and one muffin. This is good, because Megan M kind of wanted a
muffin.
Back by the luggage I talk with Brad about the internship I interviewed for
on Friday. I was told that there might be a second intern position opening
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up here. I think I have a really
good chance of getting it, I just
don’t know if I should take it or
not.
We wait for most of the passengers to go through the ticketing
line before we get in the queue.
We say goodbye to our UIC
hosts and make our way through
customs.
After customs we wait for the rest of our group to catch up. I chat with the
Megans and Morgan about making vanilla (the hand sanitizer Sarah passes
around smells like vanilla.) We chat about decorating apartments, each of
them dreaming about what their future apartments might look like.

We put our luggage in holding rooms near the back of the ferry and move
forward looking for our seats. The seat numbers are on the back of the seat.
This throws me at first, but it make sense. You don’t
need to see the number when you’re sitting down.
There’s four groupings of three seats with aisles in between, so it’s 12 seats in a row and there are 15 rows.
I’m on the end near a window, Crystal is sitting next to
me, with Elise next to her. Megan M sits in the row in
front of me next to couple of strangers. The windows
are covered in water droplets and with the fog there
isn’t much to see.
I can see the bridge they are building and I can see
some boats as we go. The bridge between Hong Kong
and the mainland is going to be 35 kilometers long
when it’s done. It’s being built in sections and it’s odd to see a discontinuous
bridge.
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The boat rocks slightly, but the ride is smooth.
Smoother than flying, not smoother than the bullet
train. Forty inch televisions are mounted near the front
of the ferry. They display safety information, until the
ride is underway then we see someone selecting a
movie from a flash drive via the user interface and a
film about sea creatures plays.
We were told the ferry ride would be 70 minutes. Seventy and 17 sound very similar with a Chinese accent.
This led to some confusion, but after a half hour it’s clear that they were
saying 70 minutes.
I’m in seat 160. (In case you wanted to know. Who knows, maybe it’ll be the
million dollar question in a game show someday.)
This trip has been awesome. We’ve ridden in vans, airplanes, buses (both
public and private), subways, trains, ferry, and we’ve walked. We skipped the
rickshaw tour, but coming up we’ll be in taxis, cable cars, and a tram.

map for entertainment purposes only, water area not drawn to scale

Another bank note: (on currency)
The Hong Kong Dollar is the official currency of Hong Kong. It’s typically denoted with $ (dollar symbol) or as HK$. For this book I’ll use
HK$ to differentiate from prices in USD. At the time of our arrival in
Hong Kong the conversion was HK$1 = $0.13 USD. Or, $1 = HK$7.8.
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12:00pm - Entering Hong Kong
As we disembark, it takes a few minutes to fill out paperwork and get
through customs. They don’t stamp our passports, but they do give us little
“Visitor-Permitted to remain until 10 June 2016” slips. On the other side we
gather by a large reflective column while we figure out where to go next.
Down the hall, down an escalator and to the parking garage. There’s a line
of taxis. We all need to split up into groups to get to our hotel.
Megan M, Megan T, and Olivia, follow me (join my posse, apparently). The
taxis are red with silver tops. We put our luggage in the trunk and I climb in
front. I show the driver the address we need to get to. It’s printed on a white
sheet of paper I’ve been given.
He studies it for a while, seems a little unsure where to go, but then realizes
all the other taxis here are going to the same place. We follow the caravan
of taxis out of the parking structure and into the city. Ahead of us, the taxis
trunk is bungeed down because it won’t close all the way and Sarah’s polka
dot luggage is visible through the gap.
The red and silver taxis are everywhere, little green stickers on the bumper
proclaiming four seats or five seats.
They drive on the opposite side of the road here, but because there’s so
many one way streets, divided highways, and crisscrossing intersections, I
hardly even notice. The buildings are tall. All of them. Over seven million
people in the land mass of less than 500 square miles. That’s one-third the
size of Rhode Island with seven times their population. (I know, that doesn’t
help me visualize it either.)
The little orange fare meter starts at $20-something-Hong Kong dollars
as we begin the ride. By the time we get to the hotel, it just bumps up to
HK$50.6. (I’d been given HK$50 to cover this jaunt.) The driver hits a button
and adds HK$20 to the trip total. I dig in my pocket for a 20, and give him
HK$70. Not sure if it was our luggage, or the fact that we had a full car, that
caused this price bump.
We’re staying at a Holiday Inn Express for our two days and three nights
here. That means we can basically do anything, if the old commercials can
be believed. Though I’d argue that surviving a 12-hour plane flight and Beijing for several days offers just as much qualification as this hotel does.
This hotel is nice. I’m given a two bed room on the ninth floor, but switch
with Crystal and Brooke who got a one bed room on the seventh. It’s been
nice getting the larger beds.
179

1:00pm - Asian Lutheran Seminary
We meet down in the lobby and walk to the Asian Lutheran Seminary. The
big city is crowded and feels a little dirty. Much like any other big city. Smells
of oil and grease. Small shops line the street, roll down cages like those
in shopping malls providing a barrier for the shops that are closed. Stores
sell rebar, pipe fittings, metal gaskets, and screws. We move away from the
stores selling materials and find stores selling water faucets and shower
heads. This one sells toilet parts. A man is walking down the street carrying a
small printer. It’s not in a box, it just has a couple tear-away straps around it.
Packaging looks almost non-existent. (They probably don’t have room for it.)
Some of the buildings are architectural wonders. Others
are surrounded by a bamboo scaffold that reaches high
into the sky.
The Entrance to our building is nondescript. It’s a small
hallway. A guy sits at a desk towards the end of the hall.
There’s a white sheet of paper with the words “Bethany,
4th floor” written in blue marker, taped to the wall.
It’s close to 1:30pm now. We haven’t had lunch yet and I’m starting to drag a
little bit. We get a short introduction to the seminary and life in Hong Kong.
The seminary takes up most of the 4th floor as well as a couple other floors
of which we get a short tour.
After the tour some of us take the stairs down, but there’s two sets of switch
back stairs and neither seems to come out in the hallway we entered. We go
back up a couple flights and get into the elevator for the final decent. When
we get down everyone else is waiting for us, except Travis. He disappeared
in a stairwell.
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We debate going back to look for him, but then we see him on the small TV
screen displaying a dozen security camera angles. It looks like he’s getting
on the elevator.
There’s a subway station nearby and half the group needs to buy octopus
cards. Octopus cards are the subway/metro cards used here in Hong Kong.
It’s HK$50 deposit and we each have HK$100 to add for fares for the next
few days.

Map not entirely to scale. For entertainment purposes only. Does not include terrain details, including but not limited to:
elevation, water depth, and average yearly temperatures. Simplified map does not include train timetables and excludes
most subway stations. Assume upright text is an indication of a northern compass direction. Do not use map for yearly
migration plans. Small islands, rivers, and small bodies of water may not be indicated or marked. This map is provided
“AS IS” with no guarantee of accuracy. Not actual size. Not suitable for use in planing trade routes. No purchase necessary to win. Void where prohibited.

4:30pm - Victoia Peak
Back at the hotel, I head to room 814 where the Megans are planning a
route to take to Victoria Peak. Victoria Peak is the highest point in Hong
Kong and offers a great view of the city. I figure I’ll let them handle the logistics and just follow along for the ride.
It takes a half hour or so to come up with a plan. Both their roommates are
sleeping so its good they have time for a nap here.
Our group meets Quincey, Colleen, Sarah, and Bailey on our way down.
They join our fast growing troupe. The walk to the subway station takes us
past a McDonald’s. We stop for a quick bite, taking our food to go. I get a
meal, but I only want the burger and drink. The coke is small and disappears
quickly. I give my fries to Megan T. Again, the drink comes with a little baggie to hold the glass. It’s amazing. I want this at home.
We start at Yau Ma Tei Station and ride for three stops to Admiralty Station.
From there it’s just a short walk to the Tram terminal.

The line at the Tram is huge. It curves back and forth a few times and we
hesitate briefly, debate the wait time, and find our way to the end of the line.
The group is chatting excitedly about all
kinds of things as we wait. Something
Elise says causes me to turn around and
look at her and Olivia.
“She’s talking about guys,” Olivia says
trying to look innocent. “I’m listening
about guys.”
The line looked bad, but it only takes
about 45 minutes to get our tickets and
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maybe a half hour after that to get to the top. Our small group of nine is
clumped together at the front, as we wait for the next car.
There’s two deaf women from Australia in the line near us, they are signing
back and forth. Megan M knows sign language and is able to have a conversation with them.
I spend time talking to Megan T and also just try to listen to the conversations going on around me.
The tram ride is only about five minutes, but it’s a steep climb. The car is
pulled up the hill by a large rope or cable that runs between the tracks. Halfway up we pass the other car coming down. As we go up, we pass through
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the cloud line. The low clouds over the city
now surround us and our visibility is near zero.
We only bought tickets to ride up, not to get
into the 360-degree observation deck, which
was another HK$80 or so. It’s good we didn’t
because you can’t see anything up here. We
step out onto a balcony and can see maybe
30 feet out into the clouds. We can’t even see
the small buildings around us. We take photos
of the fog and pretending to be seeing amazing things.
This is a small shopping center with a number
of places to eat. The floor right below the
360-degree viewing area has a Bubba Gump
Shrimp Factory. Some of our group goes to
Burger King, others decide to shop at a few of the stores.
There’s one store with a number of music boxes. The wooden toys all have
moving scenes. A haunting melody plays, it’s beautiful, sad, and somehow
familiar. Megan T and I think the song is from Castle in the Sky.
A large wall calendar with slots for each day is present on the main floor.
It’s a future mailing service. If you buy a postcard and put it in the slot, they
will mail the postcard on the selected day in 2017. I help Elise navigate the
stamp buying kiosk to get the stamps she needs for international postcards.
It’s HK$3.70 per stamp.
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10:00pm - Back to the Hotel
Going down the hill we’re facing backwards, which is kind of fun. It’s not
really that scary because it’s slow. Just don’t think about the rope snapping
and hurling to your death.
As we walk back, Olivia gives me an interesting personality quiz.
Feel free to answer these questions for yourself, if you want to play along.
(DO IT! It’s fun.)
Q1: What is your favorite color? Give three reasons why.
Wow. Favorites? I don’t like favorites. It’s too difficult to decide. It’s either
blue or green, maybe teal, but I need to have a single color here... I go with
blue. It’s a calming color, but it can be energetic. There’s shades of electric
blue which are fun. It’s a pleasant color. These are the reasons I give her.
Q2: What’s your favorite animal? Give three reasons why.
Another difficult choice. I always remember liking eagles and red-tailed
hawks, but there’s so many animals to choose from. Wait. Jellyfish. I love
jellyfish. Why? That’s difficult. They are pretty, (I think so anyway) and fun to
watch. But maybe more importantly they are ‘alien,’ they are alien in that
you don’t see things like this everyday.
Q3: What’s your favorite type of water? Give three reasons why.
Type of water? Like... a waterfall? Actually, a waterfall is going to be my answer. Why? Because it’s beautiful, dangerous, and rare... but not too rare.
Okay, ready for the results?
The reasons why you like your favorite color are ways that you view yourself.
In my case, this quiz tells me I view myself as calming, but also energetic. I
think I have shades that can be fun and I am pleasant.
The answers to question two describe how you want others to view you. I
guess this means I want other people to think I’m pretty and fun to watch...
Maybe entertaining is the better adjective here. And alien. A little odd, a
little weird, something you don’t encounter every day. This seems strangely
appropriate for me.
The descriptions of water are how you view love. In my case I apparently see
love as beautiful, dangerous, and rare... but not too rare.
This was a cool quiz. It gives me a little pause for introspective reflection.
Olivia starts giving the same quiz to a couple others in the group.
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Sunday, March 13, 2016
8:00am - Church in Hong Kong
My hotel room was 14 degrees Celsius when I went to sleep, which is 57
degrees F. It’s cold. I turned the heater on to warm it up. By morning it’s 19
degrees Celsius, which is better, but still only 66 degrees F.
I’m the first person to arrive at floor five to eat breakfast. The kind gentleman asks me if it’s just me and I
tell him I’m with the big group of 21 so he leads me
to a VIP dining room. There’s a menu on a small stand
on each table. There are different sets you can order,
A-F. I order set A and am told he will bring it out to
me soon, while I wait I can get my drink from the other
room.
I grab some coffee and he brings out set A as some
other students show up. Set A has noodles, fruit, and
fried dough. It also has a bowl of something white.
It looks like porridge of some sort, but there are a
few small chunks of pork. It’s not sweet or savory.
It’s bland. I’m not sure what it is. The coffee is really
strong and very bitter.
Today is Sunday and after breakfast we meet in the lobby to walk to the
subway station. Our group is splitting up and heading to two small church
congregations here in Hong Kong.
We ride for a few stops and transfer to a different line. Our final destination
is Ling Ping Station. We arrive around 9:30am. Someone is going to meet us
here at 10:30am.
We stand and chat. We look down from the balcony exit at the city around
us. We’re on the outskirts right now.
A nice woman meets us and leads us to the
church. We walk along a pathway which is
half covered and half open on top. There’s a
second walkway under the raised one we are
on. It’s cloudy and threatens to rain a little.
A pink balloon is stuck in a tree. The buildings
around us reach up into the low clouds. We
pass a sign along the way which is probably
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my favorite Chinglish yet. “No Dogs Pooping”
Brad and I decide it’s like a museum sign. “As you
can see in this exhibit, there are no dogs pooping.”
The church meets in a space which is used for
studying and homework during the week. There’s
faded blue chairs and murphy tables along the
wall which fold up out of the way. A number of
three-bladed fans hang from the ceiling, and single uncovered fluorescent tubes light the room.

We’re warmly greeted by everyone there. Ben comes to introduce himself
and he tells us he will be providing translation for us this morning. He hands
out little headsets for us to share. They are small radios and the static is
rough, but we can hear him when he talks into his microphone.
Students come to talk to our group. They ask us how we like Hong Kong.
They ask why we believe in Jesus. It’s an odd question for many of us. Why?
Most of us were raised in religious households, we all attend a religious
college. It’s always been a part of our lives. Patrick comes and introduces
himself. He’s the preacher. Wearing black pants and a blue and white pinstripe shirt under a grey and pink argyle sweater. His tie is navy with brown
branches terminating in pink flowers.
Before the service the congregation practices the songs they will sing this
week. It’s a mini hymn sing. The lady directing the singing introduces us in
English and then tells us the hand signals for what verse we’re on or when
they do the repeats or refrains. I don’t really catch any of them. They give
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us English programs to follow along with and they tell us we can sing the
English words if we want to sing along.
The service starts around 11:03am. Church is interesting. It’s all in Cantonese
so we’re relying on translation for everything. Our translator does an okay
job telling us what is happening, but he doesn’t translate everything.
The preacher gives the sermon, but a different man does most of the liturgy
and a woman reads the lessons. It feels a little like some of the catholic services I’ve been to in that regard. I’m very use to “one-man-shows” at home.
There’s a blessing where everyone stands up and walks around shaking
hands and saying “God bless you.” Following this they gather in a circle
around the wall of the church, hold hands, and say the Lords prayer. This is a
powerful experience.
There are 30 or 40 people are in attendance here, our group adding another
ten.
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1:00pm - Ngong Ping
Following the service, some of the college students lead us to a nearby
restaurant. It’s a few blocks away. The room is crowded. It’s large, T shaped,
and is full of people. We fill three tables and the locals order some of their
favorite dishes to share with us. The food is really good.
I sit between Walter and his sister Ruth. It’s nearly 1:00pm when we get
there.
I get a message at a quarter to two, telling me that Megan T and Olivia are
leaving their group. I’m going to meet them and we’re going to... somewhere. Something about a cable car. I wait for about ten minutes before
leaving. They are at the end of the subway line and I figure if I wait a little, I
can probably arrive around the same time they do.
I say goodbye to our hosts and excuse myself.
The walk to the Long Ping Station is rainy, but I’m mostly in covered walking
spaces. I take a short cut through some shops and am soon back where I
need to be. The train arrives a couple minutes after I do, and I board. It’s
fairly empty. As the train starts moving Megan T and Olivia walk up from a
nearby car.
“What are the odds?” Megan T asks. Their smiles and excitement tell me
they didn’t expect this.
“Pretty good, apparently,” I respond. “I
was actually kind of hoping I’d run into
you both. I tried to time it out.”
We ride from Long Ping Station to Nam
Cheong, where we transfer to the orange
line going to Tung Chung.
As we approach the last stop, we chat a
little bit about finding the cable car. I’m
confident that it won’t be a problem.
They’ll have signs.
One of the other passengers pulls his
white earbuds out and asks us where we
are going. I’d guess he was in his mid to
late twenties, maybe early thirties. He
spoke with an accent I couldn’t place. He
offers to help us to the cable car place.
He has short black hair. His family lives in
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Manchester, but are originally Chinese. They have land here and they need
to visit it on a regular basis if they want to keep it.
We get on the elevator after we get off the train. I’d rather take the stairs,
but this man offered to help us so we’re following him.
We have to walk through the rain to get to the Ngong Ping entrance. It’s not
a long walk. Our newfound friend helps get us to the stairs and then goes
his own way.
There are signs saying that with the fog, the view from the cable cars will not
be optimal. The fog doesn’t stop them from charging us full price though.
We decide they need a fog rate, but the people we buy tickets from don’t
seem like they have that kind of decision making power.
Round trip cable car tickets are HK$185, which is about $24.74 USD. The
cars ride for 5.7 km, a little over 3.5 miles. One-way trip takes 25 minutes.

The ride is surreal. As we climb higher, the fog gets denser. We can’t see the
ground; all we can see through the rain covered windows of our car is the
cable holding us up. It stretches out into nothingness on either side. Olivia
finds music on her phone for the ride.
It’s raining when we get to the top. Olivia is the
only one who thought to bring an umbrella. The
shop at the top has umbrellas but I really don’t
want to buy anything if I don’t have too.
We walk through the small village of shops.
There are cows roaming around the wet streets.
Olivia touches one. There’s another just a bit further down the path. He’s eating a garbage bag,
which is now ripped apart and spewing trash in a
small circle. No one seems to care, though.
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Wet dogs lie on the concrete looking dead, or at very least unhappy.
There’s a big Buddha up here, but with the fog and rain, we can’t really see
anything. Following the path takes us to the Monastery. It reminds me very
much of the Jintai Temple. The colors and ornamentation are incredible.
Buddha isn’t here, so the three of us retrace our steps and try again. This
time the path starts leading away from civilization. It’s a road large enough
to drive on, but everything is getting more rural. A couple is going the other
way, Olivia asks if this is the path to the Buddha. It’s not.
Turning back, we find the stairway to the big Buddha. We walked right past
it twice without really seeing it. That’s how foggy it is.
Steps!
I love steps and there are a lot of them. Olivia
and Megan T try to count as they go up, but
they quickly lose track when the steps between
platforms are inconsistent. The total number of
steps is 268. Thanks internet!
The big Buddha is only about 30 feet tall, but
even from here we can just barely make him
out.
We take some photos and then head down the
steps. It’s getting dark and it still is raining. We
decide to head back. We share a ride with a
handful of other people we don’t know. On the
way down Olivia wants to know how many cars
are probably on the lift at one time. So... we
have to math.
We know the length of the cable car run, and
the time it takes us to travel. We time out that
we pass another car every 14 seconds or so.
We have kilometers and minutes. We need to
convert to km/s. Olivia works it out on a sheet
of paper, doing the necessary long division. We get an answer of approximately 216 cablecars. No idea if this is right or not, but if we estimate cars
are 50 meters apart then the answer sounds reasonable.
It’s raining when we get back to the bottom.
There’s a Starbucks and we stop for coffee and a snack. They don’t let you
take food or drink past the turnstiles in the subway, so we have to walk
around a bit to finish our beverages.
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Tung Chung station terminates at a shopping center. There are all kinds of
stores here. A sign says something about floor ten. Didn’t think this was that
tall.
Olivia decides she wants to get lost. (Point of clarification: Megan T and I
never told her to “get lost” and though we encouraged her to, it was not
because we disliked her company or wanted her gone.) This is probably the
best place to be lost. The shopping center has free wi-fi for 30 minutes. English signs are prevalent and many people speak English. She can take the
subway to some random location and work her way back to the hotel.
I make sure she has a plan and a backup plan if anything goes wrong. The
last thing I want is to be responsible for losing a group member.
Megan T and I watch her wander
off into the crowd. Finished with my
drink, we walk back to the station entrance. We pass Olivia who has found
a spot on the ground to do a little
research on her phone before leaving.
“I’m waiting for you to decide,” Megan T says, as we stare at a subway
map.
Well, that’s easy. Lets get moving. I’ll
decide on a good stop later. Without
a word, I forge ahead.
I’m focused on the subway map on the train. I get a little turned around regarding which line we are on and we get off at Tsing Yi station. This is a little
station on a small island. We decide to explore.
The shoreline here is a stone
walkway. The rain is sporadic so
we find a place to stand that is
more sheltered and take photos
while we wait for it to let up a
little.
We work our way around the
edge of the island, taking more
photos with our action figures.
Megan T has a little Tortoro figure now. It’s getting darker, but
it also seems to be clearing up
a little. It’s a little after 7:00pm.
If we leave soon, we can get to
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Victoria Harbour for the light show
at 8:10pm.
Megan and I talk about her senior
capstone as we walk. As a Media
Art major she’ll need to do some
sort of larger project this coming
year, and she’s in the thinking,
dreaming, deciding stages of that
right now.
We ride from Tsing Ti to Lai King to Tsim Sha Tsui station.
Coming above ground we are not sure which way to go so we start wandering around, find a stairs, and try to get to higher ground. It doesn’t really
help.
We’re walking along Salsbury Road. The harbor is just a little ways away, and
we work our way toward it.
A group of British sounding men and women are waiting to cross the street
as we approach. The tour guide is yelling at them to not cross yet as she
hurries toward them.
“When it turns green, can we cross then?” A grey haired woman asks.
“Yes you can,” I say, smiling at her. She is, after all, an adult.
“Oh, we’d get chewed out pretty good if we did,” the man next to her says,
laughing.

Their tour guide catches up and says they can cross.
“Should we wait until it’s green?”
“Oh, yes. When it turns green, we cross.”
These people are great.
The Former Kowloon-Canton Railway Clock Tower is standing near the pier
and Megan T is excited, she was hoping to find it.
The public pier has an upper and lower deck. We decide to go down, which
is good because it starts raining again.
I pull the tripod out of my backpack and clamp it to the railing. I pull off my
hat and put my hat over my camera to protect it from the elements as much
as I can. A few minutes after we arrive, music starts up and a light show
begins. It’s mildly impressive. It’s not amazing, it’s a bunch of buildings which
are lit up, but now the lights are flashing. Occasionally green laser light will
shine off the top of some of them, but the fog is getting worse again.
As the light show finishes, I have a plan. We go down the street to the McDonald’s and get food, because it’s 8:30pm and I’m hungry. Then we explore
around here a little, take some photos, and head back to the hotel.
The McDonald’s is on a basement floor, so we go down the steps to get in. I
like the layout, you order at one counter and the food is available for pickup
at another counter. So much more efficient.
We get some food and sit inside to eat. It’s nice to sit down for a little bit.
I’m hungrier than I thought I was because I eat quickly and quietly.
Wandering around a little more, Megan T gets a bunch of photos. I’m too
lazy to take my camera out of my bag again, so I have her take some for me,
giving her specific instructions so I know what I’m going to have to work with
later.
I’m getting tired and we decide to head back to the hotel.
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9:00pm - Night Market in Hong Kong
A few blocks from the hotel, we run into Megan M, Elise, Quincey, and Colleen. They are heading to the night market. Sounds fun, we join the party.
Quincey needs money so we find a bank, Elise, the Megans, and I stand
outside talking. I’m mostly listening at this point, the conversation is already
turning to what needs to happen when we get home. I’m not ready for that
yet.
Colleen and Quincey come out of the bank and walk right past us. Apparently we blend in really well, because they are a block away headed back to
the hotel before we catch up. They couldn’t get money and just went back
to towards the hotel. Colleen leads us to the night market and then heads to
the hotel.
This is the type of market I’ve been expecting all along.
Each stall is ten to 12 feet wide and 15 to 20 feet deep. They must be 15
feet tall. Tarps cover each stall, hung around pipes which make up the frame
of the makeshift building.
Shops sell thumb drives, laser pointers, jewelry, fans, electronics, plug adapters, cables, boxes, journals, clothing, scarves, watches, silk, bumper stickers,
and magnets. This goes on for four blocks.
Elise buys some jewelry, we walk slowly, stepping into the different stalls to
look at things. We leapfrog each other down the narrow path in the middle
of the street.
Megan M stops in front of a bunch of magnets. “Toilet, one place, one
dream.” “You have body of hero, but brains of potato.” The strange sayings
are written in English with Chinese underneath.
“How much?” Megan asks, as she laughs at some of the phrases.
“25.”
That’s more than she wants to spend and she starts walking away.
“20... 10.” The lady sees a potential sale and Megan will buy one for HK$10,
that is about $1.28 USD.
We walk all the way to the end of the line of tent shops, crossing a number
of streets as we go. Then we turn and start to head back. Megan T is ready
to go to the hotel, so I walk with her the few blocks back.
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In the hotel lobby we find the Wosmek family with Anna and Bailey. Everyone is on their phone as they sit in the four chairs which make up the waiting
space. We chat for a few minutes. Breakfast is at 6:30am tomorrow morning
and the nightly meeting tonight is going to be at 11:30pm. That’s a little
late.
I start to head toward the elevator and around the corner comes Tina Albin.
Tina is another Bethany grad who has been working at UIC for several years
now. We just saw her in Zhuhai the other night. This is totally unplanned and
unexpected. She apparently was visiting Hong Kong to see her boyfriend
and this hotel had a really good rate. We chat for a few minutes. I’m eager
to get to my room now, but I also want to be polite.
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11:30pm - Last Nightly Meeting
“The most important thing you need in your hand tomorrow morning at the
airport?”
“Breakfast card!”
“...No. Your passport.”
Everyone is loud and giggly back in the hotel. It’s the last night of the trip.
We have a lot of pent up excitement and energy. Our nightly meeting is late,
which doesn’t bode well for those of us who want to get to bed soon.
“Are we suppose to be journaling?” Alexis asks.
“Yes.” I respond curtly.
“Then why is everyone talking?”
“That is the best question I’ve heard in 15 minutes.”
Justin, sitting between us, chuckles.
Each night we would spend a little bit of time answering an introspective
question posed by Dr. Wosmek. Tonight her question is a fill-in-the-blank.
“When I look back on this journey, I am ________.”
“I’m less interested in Chinese food,” says Sarah when it’s her turn. “I’m
swearing off tea.”
Alexis says she’s never going to eat rice again.
“It is an amazing experience I’m going to remember forever,” says Travis.
“It’s really cool to fully wrap your brain around what a culture is truly like; to
see my influence in the world and the world’s influence on me.”
“As I look around, everyone is smiling and laughing,” says Anna. “You’re sitting by different people than you came over with. We made a lot of friends
and we are more like family now.”
202

“I am less satisfied,” says Elise. “I mean that in a good way, not a bad way.
The life I had back in Mankato and Oklahoma would be great: if I just got my
degree from Bethany, got a good job, settled down, and had a family, that
would be an awesome life. But being here and seeing how much more there
is in God’s creation that I haven’t explored or don’t know anything about, I
feel like I can’t be satisfied with the life that I had planned out for myself. I
want to see everything God put on this earth. I am less satisfied with what I
thought my life would be like and I want to do more now.”
“I’m more fascinated with the world in general,” says Megan M. “I have
traveled places and I’ve been to Mexico and all these tourist destinations
where you go to have fun. But you don’t really get to see the culture because you’re in a little bubble. All these tourist destinations are for your
pleasure and you only experience what you want. So being thrown into a
raw culture has really been so much different than what I have experienced
in other places, it makes me more fascinated with what is on this world and
what God has put here for us.”
“I’m more confident,” says Brad. “I knew we’d make it through this trip, but
I assumed we’d have a few bumps and bruises and some of you would hate
me by the end.“ The group laughs as he pauses. Someone jokingly tells him
to not be sure they don’t. This gets another laugh.
“You could at least spare my feelings,“ Brad replies. ”But in all seriousness.
This has been a great group and exceeded my expectations.”
Each night we’ve been reading from A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 by
W. Phillip Keller. As the title implies, the author goes through the verses
of Psalm 23 and supplies insight and anecdotes from his experience as a
shepherd. It’s a neat book. For some reason, Holiday Inn gave us all little toy
sheep for our stay. They have little wooden legs and a bow with the Holiday
Inn logo and location on it. It was unexpected yet very fitting.

Monday, March 13, 2016
6:30am - The Return Trip
Breakfast is set for 6:30am. It’s early, but it’s exciting to know we’re headed
home. It feels like we just got here, yet we’ve done so much over the last
week.
It’s sunny out, the first sun we’ve seen since Beijing. We check out of the
hotel and load up the bus. This bus feels backwards because the door is on
the left instead of the right.
It’s a coach bus and the seats are all a dull grey color. A paper sign hangs
in front which reads “Eating and vomiting in coach may incur a charge of
HK$500 for disinfecting and cleaning up.” I really want to know if you’re
allowed to eat if you don’t vomit, but not sure it’s important enough to ask.
There’s a huge shipyard to our left as we head out. Brad told me Hong Kong
deals with more containers for shipping than the whole US west coast combined.

We grab the luggage from the bottom of the bus and head into the airport.
I find myself leading the group. United Airlines is... check signage. Aisle G.
We’re at A, so we walk down to the correct spot. I stop to see if Dr. Wosmek
wants to ask about group check-ins. She asks, but we all need to check in
separately. We get in line and check in. All of us check our luggage, some of
us even have two bags. Security and immigration go quickly. Not everyone
has their little slip from entering Hong Kong so they need to fill new ones
out.
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We wait for everyone after immigration.
I stand and chat with the Megans, Morgan, and everyone else as they come through. Megan M wants
a hat like mine. I tell her to get a blue one. She likes
the color blue.
When we are gathered again, we head down the
escalators to the train. It’s two flights down. The
train has a couple different stops; we get off at the
third one. We take two escalators up to the main
concourse again. Gate 60 is where we are flying out
of this morning.
We have about 50 minutes to wait until boarding time. I walk to the end of
the concourse and turn around. One of the large signs is on a black screen
with white text asking to please reboot.
The carpet is grey and brown
with grey, black, red, and blue
triangles scattered about. The
chairs are large with dusty-red
colored padding and black
arm rests. The window sections are about five feet tall
and probably eight feet long.
The walls are tall, five windows
high in the middle, made up
of arches. The ceiling is all
squares, but divided along
the diagonals into triangles.
It’s the same pattern in the
carpets and tiles.
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It’s quiet here. There’s no annoying music, no loud PA announcements.
Elise was not feeling well on Sunday but is feeling better today. She’s in
black stretch pants, with a light purple-grey t-shirt and a baby-teal coat.
The group is dressed comfortably for travel. Everyone’s a little more road
wearied than they were a week and a half ago. Megan M sits down next to
Elise and they share some thin Chinese Oreos while chatting.
Megan M is wearing glasses today. Her brown purse is practically empty,
save for her journal. It matches her brown boots. Her gold and black scarf
hangs loosely over her burgundy sweater.
The two girls burst out laughing at something and when I look up they speculate that they will be the crazy ones in my book.
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Megan T sits a little further over. She’s wearing the grey stocking hat with
Supernatural embroidered in black along the brim. It’s got to be warm, but
she always has it on. Her colorful Jansport backpack adding a large splash of
color to her otherwise muted clothing.
Dr. Wosmek comes over to tell us about the crazy awesome candles they are
selling here. They are $100 USD, but they smell like China. (I want to ask her
if that means they smell like smog, but I’m not sure that’s appropriate.) She
raves for a couple minutes, then leaves. When she comes back, she’s still
excited about them.
“Guys. It costs $2 to smell the candles.” The group pauses and turns to look
at her. “I’m joking,” she laughs.
Pretty sure most of us would have believed her. The scents of Hong Kong,
Beijing—of China—apparently do not come cheap.
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9:45am - From Hong Kong to Home
I’m in boarding group five, which is where I always seem to be. This time I’m
on the left side, in seat 43C. I’m sitting by Megan T and Sarah is on her left.
It’s the same seating arrangement as the flight over, just shifted slightly.
It’s a 15.5 hour flight back. I watch Avatar, I read my Kindle book. (Bands of
Mourning by Brandon Sanderson)
Megan T reads my Japan travel journal, Both Sides of the Pacific, on her
phone between naps.
Ahead of me, Anna is playing “Merged” on her giant iPhone screen and
listening to music on her iPod classic.
I try to play some games on the entertainment system. Bowling is actually
decent. Invaders is super laggy and practically unplayable. Centipede is
okay, but not great. Sodoku is alright, but it has the worst imaginable interface. Bookworm Deluxe is, and I quote, “vocaburiffic.” Yes, it is that bad.
Back to reading.
The pilot has said a couple times over the radio that if there is anything the
flight crew can do to make our flight more pleasant, to let them know. If they
could take a slight detour to MSP, my flight would be fantastic. We’re over
Canada right now, and just north of Minnesota by a couple hundred miles.
But we’re headed to Newark.
I try to watch Living Daylights, but the old Bond movies are so slow and I’m
so bored with flying, I can’t finish it. I let it play in the background while they
bring out more food.
The Earth is big. Real big. We’re traveling at 550
miles per hour, and it still takes over 15 hours to get
from one place to another place.
They serve breakfast at around 1:00pm. It doesn’t
really smell good, but I’m starving. I get the eggs
and sausage. It’s actually more like a deep dish pizza
made of egg, tomato, and spinach. There’s some
pathetic looking zucchini and carrots in the dish too.
The meal includes a cookie with jelly filling. The
cookie wrapper says “Mini Winter Mellon Pastry
(Mini Wife Cake).”
Getting off the plane we need to go through immigration and then get our bags from baggage claim.
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The security we go through is TSA pre-check style, so we don’t have to take
stuff out of our bags. The workers seem pretty annoyed and snippy.
We walk down to gate C133. Getting here has used up a good three hours
of our layover, so we only need to wait for two until we load.
I get a burger and something to drink from the small food court while I wait.
Anna and Bailey give me a card with a present. It’s a thank you card for letting them use my wi-fi on the trip. They included a small canon camera flash
drive. It’s adorable. It’s perfect size for Toad to hold.

“Where are you guys sitting?” Megan M walks up to Megan T and I as we
stand waiting for news about the loading time.
“I’m actually standing right now...” I answer, confused for a second. “Oh, on
the plane...”
“28A,” Megan T says, “right next to him.”
“Um... 28B, in the middle.” I finally find the right slip of paper.
“Oh, I’m in 27B! What this?” Megan M asks me, poking at my little neck
pillow. It’s memory foam so to store it, it gets rolled up in a little baggie. “Is
it a little sleeping bag?”
“Yes. It’s a tiny sleeping bag.” I tell her. “It’s my travel pillow.”
“Oh, I’m glad I asked. I didn’t want to go home and tell everyone stories
about you and your little sleeping bag.”
208

Our flight is delayed by an hour and ten minutes.
“A five hour layover,” I lament. “I should have just
walked back.”
The Megans just look at me.
“Yeah, you’d probably be home by now.”
“I mean, it would be a long walk.” I admit, now
having thought about it for a second.
“You’re saying seven hours wouldn’t be enough
for you?”
“I’m not saying I couldn’t do it, I’m just saying it
would be a long walk.”
Megan M tells Megan T and I about the cool
Dutch man with a neat accent they met. She refuses to imitate the accent. He and his travel companions are going to Minneapolis, New Orleans,
and then Texas. They are on holiday. He’s retired
so I guess he can do this sort of thing. Last year he went to Hong Kong.
Sometimes he pays for his guests to come along.
We all think this would be awesome to have a rich friend, but I’d rather be
the rich friend. Sadly, that’ll never happen, at least not at my current job.
“You need to work for the government,” Megan says.
“Or the airline,” I add. “But dealing with cranky, tired passengers all day and
spending all your time on airplanes has to be rough.”
One of the stewardesses on the flight to China was super happy and perky
the whole time. Apparently she did one semester at med school and decided she wanted to travel more. She dropped out and started working as a
flight attendant. She loves it.

The cost to use Direct TV on this flight is $5.99 for flights under 2 hours and
$7.99 for flights longer than two hours. That’s the price of a full month of
Netflix.
“You really know how to put things in perspective, Phil,” says Crystal.
When we finally take off, I’m in the middle seat. Between Megan T and
Morgan. I put my head forward to the seat in front of me and sleep fitfully
for the entire flight back. It passes in a heartbeat. I should have tried this on
the longer flight.

The last leg of our trip is a blur. Sleep deprived and starting to feel sick, I
have one thought, one goal, one mission: to get home and go to sleep.
MSP is mostly quiet. We get our bags and wait for the vans.
I try to sleep in the van on the way home and doze off for a few minutes.
Back at school we unload the luggage and part ways. It almost feels anti-climactic, like there should be more. Something more final, more definite.
Arriving at home I am filled with a sense of accomplishment, relief, and
contentment. It washes over me. Home. Stability. Consistency. It feels really
good. The slightly musty smell of my 60-year-old house greets me as I unlock the back door.
When I finally crawl into bed I realize that it is very quiet. This is the first time
I’ve heard silence in a couple weeks. It wasn’t even something I had noticed,
the constant noise, until it was gone. With this thought I fall asleep and my
trip to China finally feels complete.
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Epilogue
Returning home means the return of normal life, but we all have a new perspective to bring to our daily challenges and adventures.
All of the students put together digital stories; sideshows of photos with a
voice over describing a particular way in which their world view was changed
by this experience. I’m a little surprised by how anxious some of the students were going into the trip. I had no idea. They all did great.
Alexis does make rice again, (despite jokingly swearing it off while in Hong
Kong.) Sadly sets off the smoke detector when she attempts to make it at
home. Maybe she will give it up for good now.
Justin applies to study at UIC for the coming fall semester and is accepted
into the exchange program.
At the time of this writing, Megan M does not yet have a hat like mine, but
she assures me she will have one someday. Her iPod never fully recovered.
I was offered the position of Foreign Intern for the 2016-2017 school year in
the UIC production department. I have accepted the offer and will be headed to China in August of 2016 for 11 months.
Dr. Wosmek considers this trip a complete success and has already started
making plans for the next one in 2018.
Toad is a little worse for the wear, I’m afraid the black dye from my coat
pocket might be rubbing off on him. His fingers are black and it looks like
he has a five-o’clock shadow. He still travels with me and remains excited,
despite his discoloration.
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Special Thanks
This has been one of my most ambitious writing projects to date and it
would not have been possible without the help of many different people.
Thank you to Dr. Jen Wosmek for letting me go on the trip and sit in on the
class sessions.
Thank you to Bailey Kopischke, Olivia Lippert, Travis Mord, Brooke Olson,
Megan Tonn, Elise Widmer, and Brad Wosmek for allowing me to use their
photos when I didn’t have the ones I needed.
Thank you to Olivia Lippert for doing video recordings of tour guides, class
periods, and nightly meetings. My scribbled quotes were not always as accurate as I would have liked them. To hear people speak again was wonderful.
Thank you to Olivia Lippert, Megan Morehouse, and Megan Tonn for assisting in editing the text and offering feedback and suggestions on early
revisions.
Thank you to my fellow travelers for making the trip an enjoyable and memorable experience.
And finally, thank you God for making such an awesome world to explore.
Soli Deo Gloria!
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