People to People Tour

Jane and Norm Wagy

San Francisco - China - Hong Kong - Honolulu - San Francisco

June 1 - 20, 1986

Prologue

We prepared for China for 9 months. We did not prepare for Jane’s pre-adventure.

Because I had a travel voucher on Continental Airlines, I booked passage to San Francisco via Denver, arrival at 1:45 PM. We booked Jane on a United nonstop, arrival 12:00 Noon.

As we drove to Dulles, Jane suggested she would get the luggage and wait for me at the airport in San Francisco. I suggested she take the courtesy bus to our hotel and wait there in comfort. In what were to become famous last words, she said: “I don’t mind waiting in airports”.

We parted at Dulles at 8:30 AM and agreed  to meet at the hotel.

When I arrived in San Francisco about 2:00 PM, I called the hotel and was informed that Jane had called to say she was bumped from her flight and would arrive at 10:00 PM.

Back at Dulles, when she went to the gate more than an hour before flight time, she was told her flight was oversold by 35 seats and she would have to standby. The plane left without her.

For her inconvenience, she was given a round-trip voucher to any United city (except in Hawaii or Alaska) good for one year. Then, she was booked on another flight to San Francisco via Chicago. That flight was later cancelled.

Next she was booked on an early evening flight and upgraded to first class for this second inconvenience, plus she was given a first class voucher for her trip home.

Mechanical problems delayed that flight. It returned to the gate from the end of the runway when the Captain decided he would not take the plane off the ground.

Ultimately, a substitute DC 10 was placed into service and the flight left Dulles at 11:45 PM. It arrived on the west coast at 1:30 AM (4:30 EDT).

Jane, the lady who “doesn’t mind waiting in airports” was a captive at Dulles for 15 hours and 15 minutes.

She minds now.

Monday, June 2, 1986

We were 14 broadcasters, 7 spouses and 1 tour guide.

We met first for a luncheon and briefing at the Clarion Hotel.

Joe Viery, our handsome, 32 year old bachelor guide from San Diego, explained that he would handle all the tickets, luggage and local arrangements. He outlined what we might expect and warned that the initial flight would be tough.

He did not exaggerate.

CAAC is the Civil Aviation Administration of China. For flight #986, San Francisco/Shanghai/Beijing, it provided a Boeing 747 SP (Special Purpose), a stubby version of the classic 747 meant for long hauls.

Our first sighting of the plane was not reassuring. It appeared dingy, shopworn and badly in need of paint, One of our group took solace in the fact the the plane was being serviced by a Pan Am crew until I reminded him that Pan Am had recently been cited for poor maintenance procedures.

Inside, the plane was dingy, shopworn and threadbare. We did not recognize this as an omen.

Though we had seat assignments, there were enough empty seats for us to spread out. We were seated with Bill and Helen Roberts, old friends of ours from Washington. Bill and I grabbed off three bulkhead seats, which left Helen and Jane with four middle seats directly in front of the movie screen.

In spite of its appearance, the plane flew to Shanghai without a mechanical hitch.

The crew wore ugly, ill-fitting uniforms. Communication with them was difficult. Pointing fingers was the most effective.

Public address announcements in English were barely audible. Not once did we hear from the Captain or anyone else on the flight deck.

As best we could count, there were 35 Americans on the flight. One, a graduate of Miami of Ohio, somehow discovered Jane, a former student at that university.

We were struck that most of the Chinese passengers were men in western suits and ties. They wore them throughout the flight. They looked most uncomfortable as they slept.

Most of us did sleep for several hours. Jane could not. She sat transfixed through four movies: two dripping with Chinese propaganda and two vintage American films. Bill and I avoided the movies. Our seats were forward of the screen.

CAAC food ranges from terrible to barely edible. We were airborne at 4:35 PM (PDT). Our first meal was served at 5:30 PM. Passengers on the left side of the place got a beef dish, vegetable and wine. We who were on the right got chicken, vegetable and no wine. An unpleasant smell accompanied the food and lingered in the plane. We decided it was from the sesame oil they use.

At 10:30 PM, a very dry sandwich was served.

At 3:00 AM, the stirring of the crew indicated another meal was coming. I expected breakfast. Instead, passengers on the left got chicken, those on the right got beef (and still no wine). The smell should have told us the meals were going to be the same.

Traveling west across the Pacific extends daylight. For hours, only heavy cloud cover was visible. I was reminded of the line: “there’s miles and miles of miles down there”.

The sun began to set about 3:30 AM (PDT) as we approached Japan. It was somehow reassuring to be over land again.

Approaching Shanghai, the third largest city in the world, we were in clear skies. We found it curious that the city lights seemed so dim. Beijing was the same.

We landed at 5:15 AM (PDT), Tuesday, June 3rd, but in Shanghai, it was 9:15 PM. During our 12 hours, 40 minutes in the air, we passed through 12 time zones and crossed the International Date Line.

After one hour to refuel, we left Shanghai for Beijing and arrived at 12:10 AM, Wednesday, June 4. That was 8:10 AM, Tuesday, June 3 in San Francisco; 11:10 AM in Washington. We had lost a day.

(As I review this in 2008, 22 years later, I still don’t understand how all that worked).

Once inside the airport, Joe and our Chinese guides whisked us through Customs and on to a bus headed for the State Guest House.

Our room was spacious with high ceilings. The bath was modern. A refrigerator in the room was stocked with mineral water, beer and an orange drink. As we waited impatiently for our bags, we split a Peking beer which, to us non-beer drinkers, tasted very good.

As soon as the bags were delivered, we closed the door and fell into bed, exhausted.

It had been 28 hours since we got out of bed in San Francisco.

Wednesday, June 4, 1986

The State Guest House is a series of buildings on lovely, manicured grounds which are fenced in with guarded gates. There is a canal, several ponds  and pagodas. It is not a typical hotel.

The four American Presidents who have visited China in recent years stayed in one of these units.

Our building had about 50 guest rooms and two common dining rooms.

The first breakfast (eggs and bacon with some Chinese flourishes) was served at a large round table from a large lazy susan. Every Chinese meal was presented in the same fashion.

After breakfast and before venturing into the city, we visited the Post Office and Bank on the grounds. First, we changed dollars into yuan ($200.00 bought 600 yuan), then we bought post cards and stamps. That was our first purchase with Chinese money. Before long, it flowed like Monopoly money.

Let me explain at this point: this will not be a chronological account of each day of the trip nor will I labor over descriptions of all the attractions we visited. I shall attempt to provide some explanation, some narration and some impressions.

Beijing -  translation: northern capital.

Peking became Beijing January 1, 1979.

The Chinese language has no alphabet. Words are written as characters. (As many as 3000 characters may be used in one day’s newspaper). It is not easy to translate the characters into an alphabet. To achieve a worldwide translation standard and with the endorsement of the United Nations, the Chinese adopted a phonetic system called Pinyin. By translating Pinyin to English, we approximate the Chinese pronunciation, hence: Peking/Beijing.

We were told there is one notable exception: Peking duck will remain Peking duck even when it is served in Beijing.

Beijing is a city of 9 million people. It is the capital of the People’s Republic of China, the home of the Chinese Communist Party and the national assembly.

It is a city of bicycles. Its major streets have special lanes for bikes. Bikes are counted by the million. Most of them are old. Many have rear platforms on which are hauled grain, bricks, paper products, dirt, coal, furniture, food products and chickens and geese. Cars, trucks, taxis and buses use the center lanes. Outside lanes are reserved for bikes. They meet at intersections. It is not a pretty sight. On secondary and residential streets, where there is no lane division, it can get ugly.

Beijing is building. High rise construction is everywhere. We met an American who visited the city in 1979. He is amazed at the change.

An early impression in Beijing is repeated throughout  the country: much of China seems to be in some state of construction or deconstruction. Buildings are literally falling down beside buildings that are being built.

Beijing streets tend to be barren. Where there is grass, it is generally untended. Where there are trees, they are generally small, recently planted.

We heard some stories about birds being killed off during the Revolution and, without birds, the insects destroyed the foliage. We can’t confirm that, but we saw very few birds.

Another first impression: the number of people. They come in crowds, in throngs, in hordes. One billion people! It is overwhelming.

Someone read there are only 1000 privately registered cars in all of the People’s Republic. That explains the extraordinary number of bicycles. It also explains why  public transportation in China works. It is rare to see a bus or a trolley that is not crowded and the buses and trolleys are old, dirty and hot.

Beijing’s June climate reminded us of  Washington: hot and humid.

Another curiosity: westerners who live in Beijing. We saw one western woman riding alone on her bike through a residential area many blocks from the center city. We assumed she lived not far from where we saw her, but we wondered why and in what conditions does she live?

Most housing appears to be small units in high rises or small hovels at ground level. If there are suburban neighborhoods of watered lawns and picket fences, we didn’t see them.

We saw a classless society existing. It is true: those with the better education get better jobs, but we saw no signs of wealth.

Tourist attractions abound in Beijing.

We stopped at the zoo to see the pandas and moved on. By San Diego or Washington standards, the Beijing zoo fails.

TiananMin Square is huge. It covers 100 acres in the center of the city. Its northern boundary is the Avenue of Perpetual Peace on which is TiananMin Gate, the wall to the forbidden city. The western boundary is the Great Hall of the People, home of the National Assembly (and the recent Pavarotti concerts). In the middle is the Monument to the Peoples’ Heroes and behind that is the Mao Zedong Memorial Hall. In the first room, there is an enormous sculpture of the Chairman seated in a stuffed chair. It is a solemn room, dramatically lit. I was reminded of the Lincoln Memorial.

In the second room, Mao’s body is on display in a crystal coffin. It gave me an eerie feeling to look at a man who has been dead for ten years.

The Square is the site of national observations. When Mao died, a million people gathered there.

It is made of 1’x1’ concrete squares, 1000 from east to west, 500 from north to south. It is designed for one person per square; people in perfect regimentation. The small sections are numbered at intervals. I couldn’t resist making a picture of section 360,090 with section 355,090 visible five rows ahead.

The Forbidden City was forbidden to laymen for centuries. Behind its walls and in its palaces lived the Emperors surrounded by their consuls, consorts and concubines. Its opulence is matched by the Summer Palace which is outside the city in a beautiful park and lake area where Emperors and the Dowager Empress went to escape the heat.

The Ming Tombs may have a fascinating history, but it was a wasted visit. I expected Tutankhamen, It was nothing.

The Great Wall, an hour bus ride from Beijing, is a wonder. Built around 200 B.C. it stretches 4000 miles over every type of terrain. 300,000 men worked ten years to complete it. But the impact of all that was diminished for me by the tawdry souvenir and commercial area that jumps out on arrival and by the thousands of tourists scrambling all over it.

Ironically, the ancient Great Wall was more modern and better maintained than anything we saw in all of China. I’m glad we saw it. I would not go back. My pictures will suffice.

Visitors are encouraged to shop at the Friendship Stores. They are found in major cities. They exist for tourists, not locals. They contain toiletries, clothes, kites, bikes, jewelry, food , beverages and “valuable works of art”.  Local guides recommend you  buy collectibles there, but you are warned against craftsmen who turn out 200 year old antiques in 5 days; 500 year old precious items are made in 10 days.

There is absolutely no marketing or sales lure in a Friendship Store. There are many clerks, some hostile to westerners. There is an abacus on every counter. Money is kept in haphazard fashion in drawers. I saw one cash register in 3 Friendship Stores.

We bought a few items, but were not enthusiastic about the surroundings.

We attended a joint performance by the China Opera and Ballet Theatre and the Central Ballet. We ended our visit to Beijing with a Peking duck banquet.

We left the Guest House for the airport at 6:45 AM. It was a chance to see another Beijing. This is the hour of exercise. On most corners, in all park areas, alone or in small groups, people shimmy, jiggle, twist, bend and strike graceful poses. They are oblivious to western gawkers.

That early hour provided fewer distractions. There was time to notice how many men waiting for a bus or trolley squat rather than stand at the curb. There was an opportunity to see the squalid living conditions, a chance to look into narrow streets and watch people rearrange the dirt with crude brooms.

The city has a disheveled look. Piles of used bricks, sewer tiles and concrete forms are seen all over the city. Some crumbling buildings rest where they dropped, seemingly ignored.

To understand what the Chinese contributed to civilization centuries ago is to wonder why they are so backward and primitive today.

Saturday, June 7, 1986    Xian

Our charter flight did not have a number. We were assigned a military plane, #50052, a worn British Trident, and off we went promptly at 9:00 AM. So promptly did we take off that a woman in another group got caught in the lavatory.

At 10:30 AM, we landed in Xian, which in Pinyin is pronounced Shee-ahn.

This was the ancient capital of 11 dynasties. Civilization there dates back to 6000 B.C.

Mr. Tang, our local guide, met us at the airport and took us straight to the Xian Metal Technology Factory  --  the cloisonné factory. We watched in fascination as women worked brilliant colors into delicate patterns. With appetites sufficiently whetted, we were directed to the factory “showroom”. The funny money really flowed here.

Jane had a smothering experience with street vendors. As we left a downtown restaurant after a tasty lunch, we had to weave through a horde of people intent on selling us their wares as we headed to our bus. Jane expressed an interest in some handmade jackets. In an instant, she was the center of a swarm of screaming, yelling, waving maniacs trying to get her attention and her money. By the time I bolted to the bus, picked up my camera and got back, she had managed to wiggle out into the open. It taught us to be more discreet with street vendors.

The Xian Guest House, our hotel, opened in March, 1982. Two of our guide books described it as “modern with pleasant rooms”. It is a 14 story, rundown, threadbare facility with room, baths and beds that are anything but pleasant. We figured the place must have been occupied nonstop since about 1952. It is inconceivable a place could be so rundown in just 4 years.

Another guide book description of a different hotel raised our eyebrows: “a slightly newer (but deteriorating) hotel is the Bell Tower”. We’re sorry we missed that place.

To use a recording analogy: if the western world deteriorates at 33-1/3 RPM, China deteriorates at 78 RPMs.

During the construction of a factory in 1953, the ancient village of Ban Po was unearthed. This place was inhabited in 6000 B.C. Also near Xian is a lush oasis called the Hua Qing Hot Springs. Though its history is 4000 years old, it is known in modern days as the spot where Chiang Kai Shek was arrested as he tried to escape Communist China in 1936.

The tomb of China’s first emperor, Qin (pronounced “Chin” from which came “China”) is near the Hot Springs and one mile from that burial site, the Terra Cotta Warriors and Horses were discovered in 1974. Grouped in battle order, rank by rank, they were placed there to guard the tomb.

To describe these sites and the history would be to write a book. I have pictures to remind us.

The best entertainment was the performance of the Tang Dynasty Music and Dance Troupe. These are the ribbon dancers, so beautiful to watch. They wear gorgeous costumes and with their long strips of material, trace graceful patterns in the air.

Our most memorable meal was in Xian at “the best restaurant in town”, Mr. Tang promised: Quing Ya Zhi - the Clear and Elegant Restaurant. Clear I’m not so sure of;

elegant it was not.

We hiked up to the third floor past natives who interrupted their dining to stare at the intruding foreign devils (us). As the first of our party passed the kitchen, he called back: “You shouldn’t look!”. We did, but we stayed anyway. We didn’t know where else to go.

We had been promised the feature of the evening would be Mongolian Hot Pot, a forerunner of fondue. Course after course was placed before us. Carp and cucumbers, squid and bean sprouts, tomatoes and baby plums and who knows what all. We dug in with gusto. As I remember the most repeated request from our party was “more beer”.

At one point, Mr. Tang came to the table to encourage us to try the “camel’s foot, very good”. We asked him to return to his table and leave us to our innocence.

The Hot Pot did appear. It’s a circular, copper vat filled with water. In the center is a chimney-like affair packed with hot charcoal which causes the water to boil. Into the water we popped the beef, lamb, vegetables and other unknowns. Once cooked, each item was dipped in one of several sauces and eaten.

The process was a boon to conviviality. We got a bit loud, drank the place out of beer and left happy. On the bus ride back to our hotel came the best line of the whole trip:

“I don’t know what we had for dinner, but they’re stringing tennis rackets in the kitchen”.

Mr. Tang was our best guide in China. He was funny and friendly and volunteered Chinese lessons as we rode from place to place. This is how it went:


Mr. Tang

  TPOTB* 



“ni hao”

“Nee how”

(How are you? or Good Morning)


“Zaijian”

“dzy-jen”

(Goodbye)


“Xie Xie”

“Shiay-shiay”

(Thank you)


“Hen hao”

“Hern how”

(Very good)


“Ganbei”

“Gan bay”

(Cheers!)

(* The People on the Bus)

He was a delight. We were marginal students.

Next came the highlight of the trip for the two of us. After dinner one evening, Jane and I took a stroll away from the hotel. As we passed a row of shops, young people inside hailed us. We assumed they wanted us to come inside and buy. Chinese merchants are not bashful. Nor do they disdain the foreign devil enough to reject his money.

We smiled, waved and kept on walking. On our way back, they were ready. They ran out and stopped us. They didn’t try to sell us anything. They wanted to talk, to practice their English. (English is taught to every middle school student. It is a requirement for every university student). It was a wonderful experience.

A university student peppered me with questions about universities in the United States. “Who can go? What does it cost? How do you get a job after graduation?” When they learned we from Washington, they wanted to know about our government, our Congress.

Jane, meanwhile, was being worn out by a young woman with questions about children and grandchildren. She also looked at my hair and wanted to know my age.

(Of the thousands of Chinese we saw, fewer than a dozen had gray hair). She also wanted to know: “How much does he make?” When a young man tried to interrupt, she dressed him down with something like: “Shut your mouth. Go find your own American”.

When it started to sprinkle, Jane suggested we return to the hotel. “No, no,” said my new young friend. “Go under trees”.  We did. It was a treat.

Finally, as I made my last trip down the elevator of the Xian Guest House, I shared a car with one man, obviously an American. We exchanged greetings and asked: “Where are you from?”. He said: “Ohio”. I asked: :”Where in Ohio?”. He replied: ”North Canton”. When I told him I graduated from Mount Union College in Alliance, Ohio, maybe 30 miles from his home, we both smiled, shook our heads and moved on.

Monday, June 9, 1986    Nanjing

The sign at the Xian airport read: “Wish you take a good trip”.

We did. The plane, #50057, was a sister of the Trident we flew in. It was just as threadbare. Several seats did not lock in the upright position. The man beside me sat down a bit hard and found himself almost in the lap of his friend seated behind him.

The flight was uneventful. Departed: 10:10 AM; arrived: 11:35 AM.

Nanjing was formerly Nanking. Translation: Southern Capital. Nanjing and Beijing have alternated as the center of China over the centuries.

Nanjing is a city of 3 million people and 45 million trees; facts furnished by our guide, Miss Chou, as we left the airport. We also had a trainee guide, a university student named Miss Lu who preferred to be called Nellie.

We were taken to the Jinling Hotel. Its 37 floors loom above the city. It was built and is operated by an American/Swiss consortium. It is modern and as clean and well maintained as any place we saw in China.

The pride of Nanjing is the Chang Jiang Bridge which spans the Yangzi (once Yangste) River, It is four miles long, double decked with four vehicle lanes on  top, two rail lanes below. The Russians were asked to build the bridge. When they gave up saying it couldn’t be done, the Chinese took over and built it.

With some anxiety, I took seven rolls of film to the Friendship Store near the hotel. The next day they were processed and ready and they were fine.

Aside from the bridge, the main tourist attraction is the Mausoleum of Sun Yat Sen. There are 392 steps leading up to it, according to the guide. We climbed to the top.

There were two entertainment options in Nanjing. The Beijing Opera appeared in the sleaziest theater we’ve ever seen. The surroundings and the screeching caterwauling did us in after about an hour.

The Jinling Jazz Band appears nightly in the revolving Sky Lounge atop the hotel. Five young people play a piano, bass, drums, trumpet and saxophone. They opened the first set with “I’m Always Chasing Rainbows”. That I finally recognized it was a testimony to my knowledge and appreciation of American popular music. 

There was nothing to appreciate in this rendition. Each musician played at his own pace; presumably they were reading the same arrangement, though it wasn’t obvious. I can’t recall such a bad performance since school buddies Phil Barto and Phil Smith put together a group in junior high some 40 years ago. We jumped up and left the Sky Lounge before they nailed us with an 8 yuan cover charge.
Wednesday, June 11, 1986  --  Shanghai

When we arrived at the Nanjing train station, we were led to the “Soft Cushion Passenger Waiting Room”. Our coach did have soft cushions.

The train ride was 4 hours spent in comfortably shabby surroundings. We rode with the windows wide open until we passed a construction site ablaze with dust. We put the windows down, but it was too late. We ate dirt the rest of the way.

When Joe (U.S. guide) huddled with Mr. Wang (Shanghai guide), we could tell something was amiss. We did not get booked into the Peace Hotel or any other that Joe knew about. Mr. Wang announced we were booked into a very nice, Chinese-style hotel. The doubters began to doubt.

Shanghai is the world’s third largest city: 13 million. We were told it has 17 million sycamore trees (the significance of which we have long since forgotten).

Nanjing Street is its Fifth Avenue. It has 24 rush hours a day. So crowded is it that bicycles are banned in the main streets during the day. There are so many bicycles that a permit is required to buy one. It may take a year to get the permit and 160/250 yuan to buy the bike. That is more than the average monthly wage.

The Bund is Shanghai’s waterfront and its center of international trade. As we got off the bus there, several members of our party were engulfed by curious Chinese who wanted to talk to these overgrown foreign devils. It was all very friendly.

After shopping at the Shanghai Arts and Crafts and Exhibition Center, an improvement over the Friendship stores, we were taken to the New Garden Hotel.

The doubters doubts were fulfilled. It was awful. The rooms were dirty, the bathrooms terrible. the beds had a thin mattress on top of a wooden slat and there were mosquitos.

Joe was put to the test. He negotiated feverishly with Mr. Wang.

It was an unhappy night. One man in our party reacted to a mosquito bite and woke up with a badly swollen face.

With faint optimism, Joe told us to pack our bags and leave them in our rooms on the chance that we could transfer to another hotel.

As we visited the Shanghai radio station that morning, we got the good news: we were being moved to the Shanghai Mansions, a respectable place. One carton of American cigarettes to the right man at the International Travel Service was all it took. By afternoon, we were moved, never to return to the New Garden.

We cruised the Huang Pu river on a cold, rainy afternoon. The ships, the boats, the junks and sampans could not be counted. It was our good fortune to be booked in the first class cabin on the tour boat which had a large covered deck adjacent so we could alternate inside and out as we wished.

Our entertainment that evening was at The Acrobats. We expected to see the troupe that visits the Kennedy Center: those leaping, flying tumblers who amaze with their physical prowess. Instead we saw the balancing of odd and heavy objects with physical dexterity. It was an enjoyable two hours.

Visits to the jade and carpet factories answered any questions about why those objects can cost so much money. The work is highly skilled, intricate and painstaking.

We watched a man who had worked on the same piece of jade for over a year. A small carpet can require six months of weaving. We were intrigued to watch weavers duplicating pictures that they propped up behind their looms.

We spent the afternoon visiting the Shanghai television station as part of our People to People Counterpart meetings. I’ll sum those up later, but an experience in Shanghai bears repeating here.

Our translators worried about being stumped with technical terms when we met with broadcasters. At the Shanghai radio station, one of us was asking a question while another of us was kneeling down in front to take a picture. Mr. Wang was distracted.

As the question ended, he said: “Excuse me. My mind was absent”. Jane is adopting that as her own. 

Saturday, June 14, 1986   ---   Hong Kong

Ed Bliss worked for CBS News. He wrote for Murrow and later for Cronkite. He was a professor at the American University in Washington, one of Bill’s (our son) favorite professors. He is retired and is writing a book. He is 74. He was born in China to American medical missionaries. He came to the United States at age 9 and had not returned to China in 65 years. We accompanied him back.

CAAC #515 left Shanghai at 10:15 AM and arrived in Hong Kong at 12:20 PM. It was the in-between that interested Ed. By his calculations, our flight would pass within fifty miles of his village. Joe, the guide, made certain Ed was seated at a right side window and, after consulting with the flight crew, told us we should be in the area of the village seventy minutes into the flight.

Minutes out of Shanghai we were in thick cloud cover. Ed alternately consulted his watch and the window. It was nip and tuck. Minutes before we entered the area, the skies cleared. Ed spotted the river that ran through his village and he saw several villages along its banks. He couldn’t distinguish his village exactly, but it was close enough. He felt something special. We did , too. Ed’s thrills became our thrills. He added a dimension to a trip that was overflowing in sensations.

(A 2008 observation: Every time Ed Bliss appeared at a Radio/Television News Directors’ Convention, his seminar on writing was “standing room only”. I never missed one, It was the highlight of the convention for me.  He was a wonderful teacher; a kind and gentle man. He died in 2002. This memory has inspired me to take down his last book “Now the News” and reread it.)

And now, Hong Kong.

It exceeded our expectations. I don’t know what we expected, but it was more than we were prepared for: we loved it!

Landing at the airport gives the sensation of wiggling in between two mountains. (They are not really that close).

The Sheraton Hong Kong was parole after two weeks in China. As soon as our bags reached  our room, we sped to the Coffee Shop: “Hamburger! Cheeseburger! French fries!” The first bites were delectable. The last were superb. What a feast to palates so long deprived.

Hong Kong is not known for its cuisine. It is a bargain center. It is the place to shop.

Our local guide, Peter, gave us sound advice on the bus ride from the airport. He told us “do not buy cheap. If you buy cheap, you’ll get cheap”. Try to be reasonable. Expect bargains in clothes and jewelry. Do not expect a steal in electronics or cameras.

Peter took us to a couple of “reliable” merchants, no doubt his cousins. In the heat of the moment, I bought a suit and two shirts. Jane found the opal ring her mother requested we bring back. We had taken the plunge.

We were to discover merchants in our hotel shops who were softer on the hustle and less expensive than Peter’s friends. From a very friendly Jimmy Yu, Jane bought a gorgeous ultra suede suit and I got an ultra suede jacket and a pair of shoes. We could not duplicate the suit or jacket for twice the price at home. I also got a little goofy in a jewelry shop and bought a bracelet, watch and cuff links.

The major hotels in Hong Kong have large shopping complexes attached. We figured the merchants in the hotels must be reputable because, if they weren’t: 1) they couldn’t afford the rent and 2). the hotel would boot them out.

There are thousands of merchants who want American dollars. They work in large stores, small stores and stalls. It’s buyer beware!

Another bargain is film processing. I had nine more rolls processed in two hours for less than $4.00 a roll. I came home with one roll left in the camera. When it was processed here, I paid $9.28 for the prints.

Hong Kong’s skyline is a wonder. There is picture post card potential in almost every glance. Even the Aberdeen fishing village where a couple of generations of families and their pets live on boats is picturesque.

A local couple took the two of us in tow and were very hospitable. Mike Keats works for the United Press International. He is the Vice President for Asia. He is an Australian.

His wife, Sybil, is from South Africa. UPI, Washington, told them we were coming. When we reached the hotel, there was a message from Sybil.

They took us to dinner at the Regent Hotel and, the next day, Sybil took Jane shopping, Hong Kong style, while Mike and I went to the Foreign Correspondents Club for lunch.

His way with words is wonderful. On the phone, I suggested that Jane and Sybil should discuss their plans, he agreed: ”I’ll have her in a tick”. When I commented on the number of Mercedes in Hong Kong, he sneered: :”Mercedes are like dandruff here”. To my question about what to wear to visit the Correspondents’ Club, he floored us with: “jock strap and spurs, if you wish”.

The capper came when Jane and Sybil returned from shopping. They described Sybil bargaining with a merchant for Jane. She pointed out that Jane was a guest and it was being outrageous to ask such a price of a guest, especially on the Queen’s birthday. Mike agreed. He popped up with: “He’d never charge Betty Windsor a price like that”. The Keats treated us like old friends.

Our final Hong Kong experience goes into one of our long-standing categories: this may not be fun, but we’re “making memories”. Some of our group wanted to play golf, so Jane and seven men got up early and headed out to The Royal Hong Kong Country Club. We had to rent clubs, pay green’s fees, caddies and other assorted charges that added up to more than $100 each.

Off we went on foot, there being no motorized carts in Hong Kong. By the 9th hole, we were sagging in the 90-plus degree heat with humidity to match. We were tempted to stop, but given our investment, we pressed on. By the 13th hole, we had to quit. Some of us were in danger of collapse. As could be expected, the 13th green is as far from the club house as it can be. Walking across a golf course without playing is never fun. This 20-minute hike back about did us in.

We won’t play golf there again, but we will go back to Hong Kong whenever possible.
Tuesday, June 17, 1986   ---   Honolulu

Singapore Airlines is said to be one of the top five carriers in the world. We would not disagree.

Flight #2, Singapore/Hong Kong/Honolulu/San Francisco is made on a  Boeing 747 Big Top: a double bubble. Eighteen cabin attendants boarded the plane ahead of us. They were beautiful: dark of complexion, slight of build, clipped accents and dressed in long batik gowns. They relieved the ordeal of a nine hour flight.

We left Hong Kong about 7:30 PM on Tuesday, June 17th. We arrived in Honolulu about 11:45 AM Tuesday, June 17th. (Don’t ask). We got our day back.

We had been warned to declare all of our purchases and keep receipts. The U.S. allows $400 per person, duty free, and charges a ten percent duty for purchases over that amount.

A young woman ahead of us in the Customs line was getting a work over. We watched for a good twenty minutes. She had a cardboard box, taped and tied. The officer wanted to see inside. He unpacked some of her clothes. He carefully examined the sleeves and the collar of a blouse. She looked innocent enough to us (she was from Toledo we learned later), but the officer must have suspected something. His suspicion was unfounded. He finally cleared her.

When he got to us, he asked a few questions, checked my list, looked at my receipts, searched Jane’s purse and my camera bag. He informed us jade is exempt and reduced my duty estimate and sent us through. He must have been worn out checking the lady from Toledo.

We were back in the United States: free, clear and paid up.

Anticipating that we would be exhausted at the end of the trip, we booked three nights at The Royal Hawaiian Hotel to decompress. It was just what the doctor ordered.

The hotel is on Waikiki Beach. It is old, refurbished and wonderful. Our room was not made up so we had lunch overlooking the Pacific and the thousands of young bodies that separated us from the water.

When the room was ready, we were ready for a siesta. When we woke up, we decided a heavy dinner was not in order, so we walked over to the main drag (one block away) and sought out a simple restaurant for a simple meal.  We found one - called McDonalds. We filled up a bag, returned to our room, dialed up a movie and spent a restful night.

Seeing Hawaii was not our intention. Recuperation was. We did visit Pearl Harbor and the Arizona Monument, but exploring the islands must await another trip.

Friday, June 20, 1986  -- San Francisco

Early afternoon, we boarded Singapore flight #2 for the final leg to the mainland. When we walked into the lobby of the Clarion Hotel, my sister, Linda, and her husband, Gerry, from Cleveland, were there to greet us. This was not a surprise. We knew their trip to San Francisco coincided with our return, so we planned a reunion. Surprise or not, what a welcome sight they were.

Saturday, June 21, 1986  

Jane and I parted at the airport again, This time, she was going home (with all the laundry as she still reminds) and I was going to Denver, then up to Wyoming for the Storer management meeting.

There was no post adventure. Both of our flights were routine.

The trip of a lifetime was over.

Epilogue

Traveling to China is not for the faint of heart.

Getting there is an ordeal. Accommodations compare poorly with Hyatts, Marriotts and Holiday Inns.

Incovenience is the rule. Sitting on a bedroom floor, holding a small hand mirror, fighting a plug that would not stay in the socket is not Jane’s favorite way to curl her hair. After the same experience in three hotels, she decided to go natural.

Tap water must not be drunk. Boiled water is provided in the rooms in carafes. Ice cubes may not be available.

(When we returned to our room in the Guest House after our first excursion in Beijing, I left the room and walked down the hall for some forgotten reason and saw a maid filling carafes from a slop sink in a housekeeping closet).

The food is alien. It is spicy in the north; bland in the south. Peking duck can be wonderful. Fish can be tasty. Vegetables can be excellent. Exotice dishes range from fascinating to awful. China is not a meat and potato society.

Respiratory and stomach ailments are common among tourists. We carried prescription medicines. Luckily, we didn’t need them.  Some of our group did.

It is typical to pack too many clothes, carry not enough money and run short of film. Credit cards ease the money shortage and the 15 rolls of film I had were two rolls short of what I shot. I carried a suit all over China and never wore it. It seems suits are required only for banquets with heads of state.

I read something before we left that prepared me. I offer it as scripture: “If you expect it to be as good or better than home, stay home!”.

Chiina was our first experience with foreign travel. (“My God! You’ve dove into the deep end, didn’t you?” - Mike Keats)

We are anxious to go again. I want to go back to China in a few years. Jane has other priorities.

The smart money says we have not seen the last of that country.

Post Scripts

A People to People tour involves meeting counterparts in the host country. We visited radio and television stations in each Chinese city.

The contrast in our systems was made vivid during those meetings. Radio and television broadcasters are employees of the state. Their purpose is to entertain and educate, but primarily it is to disseminate government policy. “Propaganda” is the word they use. There is no evil or sinister connotation.

When asked if they might challenge a government policy, they were surprised by the question. Their attitude is that government policy is not to be challenged. Bright and learned people in Beijing have considered every argument and have come to a decision. Why should anyone challenge that decision?

While much of their equipment is state of the art (Japanese), the facilities are poor. The buildings are dark and dirty. Signs pleading “Please Don’t Spit” line the halls.

The number of employees is staggering: 450 at a radio station and 1100 at Shanghai TV. That is the reality of China: there are too many people. Jobs must be created to avoid unemployment.

-0-

As diverse as our cultures are, we share human traits. Here are some headlines we read in the China Daily News:

“Phew! It’s a Scorcher in N. China”

Shanghai Plans to Gag Noise Polluters”

Tea Said to Curb Threat of Cancer”

“Need to Conserve Water Held Urgent”

“Why Couples Split? Heavy Housework”

(in an ad) “Beijing Jeep Cherokee - The Best Buy In China”

“Baldness ‘Cure’ Attracts Interest”

-0-
People to People Counterpart Session



Friday, June 13, 1986

Shanghai Television Station

As the official secretary for this counterpart session, I asked our hosts for a list of Shanghai TV officials who met with us. The names are as follows:

[image: image1.wmf]
Translated, those  who met with us for two hours were:

Mr. Gong Xue-Ping, Director. Radio & Television Bureau

Mr. Shi Min, Vice Director

Mr. Yuan Hong-Jun, News Director

Mr. Tang Wei Da, Deputy News Director

Miss Chen Shuang Qin, Director, Foreign Affairs Department

Mr. Gong extended the welcome, described the Shanghai television operation and answered our questions.

Shanghai Television was established in 1958, the first local station in China. it broadcasts over three channels:

Channel 5   ---   relays central China programs

Channel 8   ---   local Shanghai programs

Channel 20   ---   general/educational programs

Channels 8 and 20 broadcast 23 hours a day. Four and one-half hours of daily programming are produced by Shanghai TV.

The station employs 1200 people in seven departments: News, Literature and Art, Social and Educational, Children’s, Sports, TV Series and Live Performances. The station also publishes two magazines: Shanghai TV is the equivalent of a local TV guide; The Art of TV Operas is the second publication.

Shanghai TV estimates its audience to be 40 million viewers each day. Its signal is strong enough to reach into several provinces. The News Department produces four newscasts per day: 9:30 AM, 3:30 PM. 7:00 PM and 10:00 PM. Each newscast is presented by a “reader”. There are no anchors, not star system. Each newscast is taped and completed 30 minutes before air time.

The Shanghai TV News Department employs 125 staff members. There are about 20 reporter/editors, 20 cameramen and the remainder seem to be technical and management staff. Communication on this point was a bit confusing.

It is clear there are no jurisdictional boundaries: cameramen are expected to report; reporters are expected to be able to shoot; and anyone capable can use the editing machines.

On big stories, they will send two or more crew members. On simple stories (a birth at the Zoo was cited), a cameraman will be sent and expected to bring back details.

National and international news sources include: New China News Agency, United

Press International and Viznews.

Mr. Gong described the mission of his station as follows:


1. To distribute “central government propaganda” to the people of Shanghai; to 

     inform about government policies and explain legal developments. 


   (Propaganda is not a pejorative term in China as it may be in the USA).


2. To educate. Television is considered an extension of the classroom and, in 

     some instances, more effective than the classroom, so it is considered an


     effective educational tool for all ages.


3. To provide recreation and entertainment. Chinese people with little income 

    consider television to  be a “little theater” in the home and virtually every 

    family has one television set.


   As in the United States, film and theater producers are wary of losing 


   business to television. As a result, no film may be shown on television until


   it has played 6 months in the movie houses and no performance of a theater 

   presentation may be telecast until the final night of the production.


4. To provide news of the latest factory products via commercials.


5. To provide service to the community.

Because all radio and television is state-owned and controlled, its management concepts are alien to Americans.

Mr. Gong described their news programs as a bridge between the government and the people. They report the progress of the government and relay the concerns, needs and criticism of the people so the government can improve.

When asked if his Shanghai station would editorialize against a government policy it disagreed with, Mr. Gong explained that policy is debated and discussed by important people in Beijing, including the National Assembly, and when a policy is finally adopted, it is correct and need not be questioned.

Shanghai television broadcast the first commercial in China. The station has developed a sales staff. Currently, 40 minutes of commercials are broadcast each day. The plan is to increase that to 50 minutes soon and 60 minutes by the end of the year.

The “Golden Hours” for commercial television are 7:00 PM to 10:00 PM. No commercials are carried in newscasts.

The rate card is: $3,000 per minute for foreign sponsors; 1,000 yuan per minute for local sponsors. (The yuan to US dollar exchange rate was 3.2 to 1 when we were in Shanghai). While the revenue is important, commercials are considered to be another educational form as cited above.

Mr. Gong visited the United States recently to study our television system. Though our philosophies are different and the United States is far more advanced in the industry, he discovered one similarity: complaints from American viewers that there are too many commercials. His Shanghai viewers voice the same complaint.

A tour of the Shanghai television facility showed it to be somewhat primitive by U.S. standards, but enormously advanced over what we saw in Beijing. The answer to that probably is that the State Ministry is about to move into a new, state-of-the-art facility in Beijing and what we saw was the old facility at its worst.

That evening, Mr. Gong, Mr. Shi, Mr. Yuan and Mr. Tang joined us for our final banquet in Shanghai, as did Mr. Li, Mr. Zhou and Miss Qui. Miss Qui, who appears to be mid-thirty in age, explained that she took a test to become a broadcast journalist in 1981.

4,000 took the test. She was one of 30 selected. Five years later, in January of this year, she became News Director of the People’s Broadcasting Station. She expects to spend the rest of her career there.
People to People   Factory Visits




Friday, June 13, 1986

The morning was spent visiting the Shanghai Jade Carving Factory and the Shanghai 

Carpet Factory.

The jade factory employs 900 people. Carvers must go to school to learn the basics of the art by studying drawings and paintings. Once employed at the factory, they are given a six months training period to learn to carve. They follow the training period by being assigned to simple carvings that are produced quickly, then they gradually work their way into more intricate works.

Master carvers may spend a year or more working on one piece of jade.

The jade is imported from Burma, Afghanistan, Brazil and Canada.

The Shanghai Carpet Factory has five workshops and 1100 employees. This interesting description is found in a brochure distributed at the factory:


“Before Liberation in 1949, carpets were made by individual households


 lacking in variety and pattern. After Liberation, with the care of the Party 


 and the government. the scattered craftsmen were organized into two 


 cooperative workshops in 1956, which later merged into a state-owned


 factory in 1958. The development of production called for the set up of


 the present factory in 1979.”

Five main designs dominate the carpets and tapestries: Beijing, Esthetic, Floral, Dunhuang and Plain-embossed.

We saw portraits, pandas and pagodas being woven. Typically, the weavers have an exact duplicate picture of the scene they are creating in wool propped up behind their looms.

It is not unusual for a small rug to require six months for completion.

