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Friday 2 January 2004
The school was still closed for the two day News Year Day holiday. The
national holiday is only one day, but the headmaster of our school
thought that the students deserved two days (as a result classes were
held on the weekend before and after New Years Day). At the school
there were no classes scheduled for the morning.

At lunchtime we went to our second wedding in China. Cathy (another
one) was having her wedding banquet and we were kindly asked to
attend. As we have previously described, the weddings in China are
very different to those in Australia and the issuing of the marriage
certificate is like the issuing of a passport (where an application is
made, medical tests are carried out and the marriage has to be
approved by the local officials). Cathy had received her marriage
certificate a month or two before the banquet (the certificate is applied
for early so that it is issued well and truly prior to the celebrations) and
as soon as they receive the certificate they are technically married. The
married couple will live separately until after the wedding banquet which
is used to announce them as husband and wife.

The wedding banquet started at about 11.30am and the brides parent’s
were very excited when we arrived. They insisted on escorting us to a
table and parading us in front of the cameraman hired to capture the
day’s festivities. We were soon after joined by some of the other
teachers from the school.

A traditional Chinese banquet was served. The lunch comprised 12-15
dishes and the food was again delicious (we will definitely miss the food
when we return home). During lunch, two local and well-known singers
were hired for entertainment. The songs they sang were good, but the
music was far too loud. We were sitting in the middle of the room (with
the speakers at the back of the room), and at times we had to cover our
ears. This meant that there was no conversation during the meal.

Towards the end of the meal, friends of the groom’s father took the
mickey out of him. It is a custom in our area of China that the groom’s
father is made fun of at the wedding. As the groom will hopefully be
providing a grandchild for the new family, the groom’s father is
considered a backup if the groom can not perform (for obvious reason
the groom’s father can perform and is fertile). As a result, friends of the
groom’s father clothe him in flamboyant clothes, added make up to
make him more attractive and give him a symbolic key to the brides

room. Everyone was in hysterics, but the groom’s father was the least
amused. The end of the performance included a walk around the room
where the groom’s father was lead by the bride.

The groom’s mother was also given a pair or Mao style sunglasses
where one lens was taken out. This was to symbolise that she would
turn one blind eye to her husband’s jaunts.

A good time was had by all and we returned to school just before the
students returned in the afternoon (3.00pm the students had to be back
in their classroom from the short holiday).

In the afternoon, Peter gave two of his classes their exams, whilst
Georgia continued to mark the exams from her classes earlier in the
week.

Saturday 3 January 2004 and Sunday 4 January 2004
As there was a two-day holiday during the week, there were normal
classes this weekend. On Saturday, Thursday’s classes and on Sunday,
Friday’s classes were scheduled. This gave us the opportunity to
examine those classes that had missed out in the past week.

In our spare time we frantically marked the exam papers.

Monday 5 January 2004
As we had finished examining all the students, we had no classes. Peter
had finished marking some of the exams and quickly visited some of the
classes to return their marked exams.

Tuesday 6 January 2004
In the morning, Peter’s students did not have any classes as they had
free time to study for the end of term examinations that started in the
afternoon. During this time Peter returned the remainder of his marked
exams to his classes. Georgia was lucky as the Chinese English
teachers offered to return the marked exams to her students.

The students in the exams this time around did not do as well as that for
the mid-term exam. We had made the exam papers significantly harder
and as a result the averages were about 10% less. For grade 1 the
average mark was 58%, the highest was 90% and lowest was 16%. For
grade 2 the average mark was 56%, highest was 89.5% and the lowest
was 8%. In total we had marked about 1500 papers in the past week.

For dinner we were invited out to another house warming party at a
local restaurant. The party was for Emily’s new apartment. Georgia had
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a headache and did not feel like going, so Peter went alone. The dinner
was good and the food again was delicious. Because Georgia was not
there, the other teachers were concerned for her welfare and after
dinner sent SMSs to make sure that she was alright.

Wednesday 7 January 2004
For lunch we were invited to Jane's house warming party. The lunch
was held in a restaurant that we had been to a few times in the past. It
was located adjacent to a roundabout that has a large concrete
mermaid in the middle. The food was again delicious and we stuck to
the Chinese white grape wine to prevent being involved in a gan bei
drinking competition.

After lunch we did some shopping in the city and returned home in the
late afternoon.

Thursday 8 January 2004 to Sunday 11 January 2004
As we had no classes, we spent most of the time wandering around the
city, taking walks for exercise and generally taking it easy.

Monday 12 January 2004
As this was the last week of teaching for this term, the headmaster had
arranged an end of term dinner for the teachers. The dinner was held in
the school dining room and local dishes were served. The food was
good and a great time was had by all.

One of the teachers must have realised that our tolerance of bai jiu was
wearing thin and had kindly organised a few bottles of beer for us. We
were pleased as we were not really enjoying the bai jiu gan beis of late.

Tuesday 13 January 2004 to Friday 16 January 2004
We started making preparations for our return to Australia. We decided
that many of these things we accumulated over the year would not fit
into our luggage, so we put aside some of the gifts we had received
from the school hoping to get to the post office so that it could be
posted.

As the Chinese New Year/Spring Festival was next week, we had been
asked out for dinner and lunch both teachers and students. To prevent
confusion and doubling up, we thought that it would be prudent to
prepare a schedule for the spring festival. We prepared a blank
schedule that could be filled in as invitations for lunch or dinner were
received. We also knew that one of the Deans (the one responsible for

English and Humanities) had also been talking to others about our stay
in Yangzhong over the spring festival. We filled in the parties that we
knew of and then went to see the Dean. On arrival, the Dean wanted a
copy of the schedule so that she could add her arrangements as well.
The schedule we prepared was for the period 20 January 2004 to 27
January 2004 inclusive and contained spaces for both lunch and dinner.
We thought that we would only be busy for some of the time, well we
were wrong. When we got the completed schedule back from the Dean,
every lunch and dinner was fully booked. We are not sure if the Dean
thought that she had to fill in the schedule and subsequently arranged
for it to be filled, or that there were a large number of engagements that
had been arranged. Anyway, we will be very busy over the spring
festival.

On Thursday we also thought that we would try to change our savings
into a foreign currency. We had previously been to the main branch of
the Bank of China in Yangzhong and knew that it was possible. Before
we went to the bank, we asked the school to reimburse the Brisbane –
Beijing – Brisbane airfares (it is a part of the contract that the school
reimburses the costs associated with getting to and from the school) so
that this could also be converted into a foreign currency.

The school gave us a cheque that had to be cashed at one bank (we
had arranged Cathy/Miss Ding to go with us as a Chinese citizen with
an ID card could only cash the cheque) and then take the money and
savings to the Bank of China. The first part of the exercise was relatively
straightforward and the schools cheque was cashed, we then took a taxi
to the Bank of China for the second step, currency conversion. On
arrival at the bank, we found out (differently to our visit to the bank over
a month ago), that the Bank of China in Yangzhong could only issue
hard currency. This did not suit us as we wanted to take traveller's
cheques back to Australia as it is a safer option for carrying currency.
We were told that the same bank in Zhenjiang could do the traveller's
cheques. We asked the bank clerk to ring Zhenjiang branch to make
sure that they did have traveller's cheques that could be issued. A
telephone call was made and we were told that they had a lot of
traveller's cheques in stock. As Zhenjiang was about 40 minutes away
by car, we decided that it would be best to catch a taxi. Cathy and her
husband negotiated a taxi fare to and from Zhenjiang (200RMB
AU$36.00 return). We set off, found the bank in Zhenjiang and the
exchange ended up being relatively easy. To for the currency change,
we had to take a copy of the employment contract with the school, our
Foreign Expert certificates, Foreigner Residency Permits and our
passports. If the taxable income threshold had been reached (for
incomes over 4000RMB per month), a statutory declaration is also
required so that the bank knows that all applicable taxes have been
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paid. After the visit to the bank, we
returned to Yangzhong.

Saturday 17 January 2004
As this would be our last free
weekend in Yangzhong, we
decided that it would be a good
chance to visit Nigel and Daphne
(Nanjing) again. We also had a
number of items that we had
accumulated over the year that we
could not take back to Australia,
namely our DVD and VCD
collection. We had quickly
separated DVDs and VCDs that
we thought were suitable for the
school library, and thought Daphne
and Nigel may be interested in
those which had inappropriate
content for the students (swearing,
adult themes and excessive violence).

We had also been given two boxes of apples the week before and
decided to take one of the boxes for Daphne and Nigel to enjoy. We had
kept one box for ourselves, but it would not have been possible for us to
consume two boxes before we depart for home.

We caught the mid-morning bus to Nanjing. As there was confusion last
time where the bus would be arriving in Nanjing, we told Daphne and
Nigel to pick us up at the bus stop that we arrived at last time. On arrival
in Nanjing, we went to a different bus stop, one about a 5 minute walk
from their apartment. Fortunately we were early and had not caused any
inconvenience. We think that since it is the start of the Chinese New
Year/spring festival, the bus may have been routed to another bus
station to reduce the load on the busier bus stations. We walked to the
apartment where Daphne met us.

Soon after Nigel had arrived home from work and we had lunch,
pumpkin soup and freshly made bread.

In the afternoon, we all decided that we would like to go for a walk
around the Confucius Temple (Fuzi Maio). Daphne had heard that the
locals had hung many red lanterns in the shopping mall precinct. The
company driver met as at about 3.00pm and then drove us to the
temple. We wandered around the
streets for a couple of hours until
the lantern lights were switched
on. As we were starting to get
cold, we decided that it was time to
retreat to the warmth of the
apartment.

For dinner, Daphne cooked a
lovely Sichuan pork dish and some
vegetable dishes. One vegetable
that Daphne experimented with
was lily bulbs. We had had them at
the school so we basically knew
how to prepare them for cooking
and thus helped Daphne prepare
the dinner.

We chatted for hours after dinner
and went to bed late.

Sunday 18 January 2004
We both slept like logs and before
we knew it, it was 8.00am in the
morning. For breakfast we had
some steam buns which we had
brought from Yangzhong. We
were given about 20 meat and
vegetable filled steam buns on the
Thursday by Cathy (Miss Ding),
and knew that if we left them until
we returned home from Nanjing
they would be spoiled. As a result
we took them to Nanjing with us
so that we could share them with
Daphne and Nigel.

The buns were delicious and after
breakfast we decided to go and
buy our return bus tickets. As

Nigel had a report to write, and Daphne wanted to send some emails to
family and friends, they decided to stay in the apartment. We arranged
to meet them for lunch at a restaurant in the middle of the city.

We headed off and took a taxi to the bus station. When we arrived there
was a sea of black heads. Being the Chinese New Year, most Chinese
try to return to their families for the celebrations. Most Chinese either
travel by train or bus as the fare are substantially cheaper than flying.
Also during the spring festival, a surcharge is placed on tickets. The
surcharge for the bus tickets was about 30%.

When we entered the bus station, the queues behind the ticket counters
were about 50 people deep. Surprisingly they were all in neat, straight
lines and were different to the general rabble that is commonly found in
China (when people are queuing). There were also some army officers
stationed at the bus station to ensure that the crowd was orderly. We
immediately thought that we would be waiting for more than an hour for
our tickets.

Soon after entering the station, one of the army officers came up to us
and asked for our piece of paper that had written in Chinese “Can we
please purchase two tickets to Yangzhong on a bus which leaves at
about 10.00am on 2004/1/19”. He asked us for money and then said to
follow him to the front of the queue. We hustled past hundreds of

waiting Chinese and went to the
front of the queue, where the
army officer disappeared into the
ticket office. Soon after he
returned with our tickets. We were
very grateful that we did not have
to queue and profusely thanked
the officer. He replied with a large
grin on his face and we are
certain that he was pleased to
help us (and that we appreciated
his assistance). Being a foreigner
in China has many advantages,
and this is just another one.

If the army officer had not helped
us, we are sure that we would
have been late for our lunch
engagement with Nigel and
Daphne. In the end we arrived at
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the restaurant early and decided that we would have enough time to
look at the shops in nearby streets. The restaurant was in a main
shopping area of Nanjing and numerous large department stores could
be found lining the streets. We entered a few, but did not really enjoy
the experience, as it is no different to shopping in a large department
store in any big city in Australia. We wandered around aimlessly until it
was time to meet the others. We walked back to the restaurant and
soon after Nigel and Daphne arrived.

Lunch was in a restaurant called Dong Ni. The restaurant is different to
most, as you do not have a menu to order the food. Instead ordering is
done in two separate rooms where examples of the dishes are on
display. We chose 6 dishes and some flat bread and had a wonderful
lunch. There was however confusion over the beer we had ordered to
accompany lunch. We had ordered two bottles Tsingtao (Qingdao) beer
and the waitress firstly delivered opened Budweiser beer. This was
promptly taken away and two bottles of premium Qingdao beer then
arrived. Again these beers were the wrong ones (indicated by the waiter
who took the order for lunch) and again taken away. Finally we received
two bottles of the correct beer.

In the afternoon, we went our own way, as Nigel still was to finish his
report. We decided that we would go to the Ming Tombs. We waited
patiently for about 40 minutes until we were able to flag down an
unoccupied taxi (being the week before the Chinese New Year, the taxis
are very busy driving locals to the shops and home again ± just like and
as busy as pre-Christmas shopping in the west).

We arrived at Ming tombs at about 3.00pm. We purchased our entry
tickets (15RMB) and then spent the next 1½ having a good look around.
The Ming Tombs in Nanjing date back to the 1380s. When we were at
the tombs, it snowed lightly and as we were not wearing glasses, the
small flakes of snow would strike our eyes and the sensation was very
much like sand hitting your skin. Fortunately it did not snow heavily and
did not spoil our visit to the tomb.

At about 4.30pm, we returned to the apartment where we had a pre-
dinner drink. As Nigel and Daphne were having a work Chinese New
Year Dinner that night, we decided that we would try out a local BBQ
restaurant located about a 5 minute walk away. We arrived and
promptly ordered some meat for cooking on the BBQ. We ordered
chicken, pork and beef. A small BBQ grill arrived and we started to
cook, to the fascination of other restaurant patrons and the staff. The
first lot of chicken wings we cooked we accidentally burnt. One the staff

saw that we had burnt one of the wings and insisted that the
restaurant's staff cook for us so that no more food was overcooked. As
a result we had 2-3 of the waiters/waitresses cooking our dinner on the
Chinese BBQ.

The dinner was close to 100% meat. The only vegetable we had were
some lettuce leaves that we used to wrap some sauced beef strips. Our
bodies knew that we had consumed only meat as our stomachs growled
for most of the night.

After dinner we returned to the apartment, where we waited for Nigel
and Daphne to return. When they returned, we stayed up late again
having a good old chat about anything that came to mind.

Monday 19 January 2004
As Nigel had to go to work in the morning we said goodbye and wished
him all the best for the next 3 years in China. We had breakfast and had
a lazy morning in the apartment chatting to Daphne. At about 10.30am
we farewelled Daphne and departed for the long distance bus station in
the northern sector of the city. On arrival there were again 1000s of
other travellers. We waited patiently for our bus to be called only to find
out that the bus had been cancelled and our booking had been moved
to a later bus. We think that due to the large number of travellers, the
bus schedule was amended to better cope with the travelling public.

The bus ended up leaving at about 12.20pm instead of the original
11.40am. The bus trip back to Yangzhong was 2 hours and we arrived
back to school at about 3.00pm.

In the afternoon we took a lot of the gifts we had received throughout
the year to the post office so that we could post them home. It was an
interesting experience as every item was open and inspected. Some of
the things we wanted to post back (namely Chinese folk music CDs and
clothes which were not new) could not be posted.

We also received our tickets to Beijing from the school. In past weeks
we had asked to catch the train so that we could see some of the
countryside between Yangzhong and Beijing, but when the school went
to the train station over the weekend, they found out that the trains were
very busy (almost full) and the only tickets they could get us were for
hardsleepers. We have travelled in hardsleepers in the past, but due to
the amount of luggage we would have with us wanted to travel in a soft
sleeper carriage. The soft sleepers have more room for luggage and
have greater privacy. As a result, the idea of catching a train to Beijing
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was scrapped and a flight was booked instead.

In the evening we went to the restaurant at the school hotel and took it
easy, as we knew that the next 8 days would be exhausting.

Tuesday 20 January 2004 – Our Chinese New Year Celebrations
start.
In the early morning Georgia went to the local supermarket (Su Guo) to
purchase breakfast items for the New Years holidays. The supermarket
was packed full of people, very much reminiscent of the last minute
Christmas shopping in Brisbane. The wait for the checkout was over 15
minutes and there were people everywhere in the shops and on the
street.

Our official Chinese New Year celebrations started today. We had been
asked by Paul to visit his apartment for lunch and dinner. Paul lives
about 5 minutes ride from the city and we arrived at his house at about
11.00am.

For lunch we had a large range of deliciously cooked local dishes. Paul
was also very proud to be able to serve us a bottle of Australian red
wine (Highcliffe) which had been given to him a few years earlier by the
headmaster of the school. Having the red wine protected us from the
gan bei completions that usually result at meals.

In the afternoon, we helped Paul make dumplings. Dumplings are a
traditional food which is eaten for dinner on the Chinese New Years
Eve. We made in the order of 100 dumplings and for the rest of the
afternoon we sat and talked. Paul is a lovely man in his 40s, his English
is good and he always tries his hardest to understand everything we say
including the idioms and slang words we use.

At about 5.00pm, we had dinner which included a number of cold dishes
(cold meats and vegetables) accompanied by the dumplings made
earlier in the day. The food was delicious and we had a few cans of light
Qingdao (Tsingtao) beer. We had a great time with Paul and
appreciated his efforts to tell us all about the Chinese New Year. At
about 7.30pm, we returned home and went to bed early.

Wednesday 21 January 2004 (Chinese New Year Eve)
The weather had turned noticeably cooler today. The minimum morning
temperature was about ±6oC, and there was a moderate northerly
(Siberian) wind blowing. It was freezing and we wore most of our winter
clothes to try and keep warm.

Today's activities were to be held at Mr Zhong's (John's) house, the
headmaster of the new Experimental Middle School. John met us at the
school gate just before 10.00am and we set off by bike for his house.
His house was in the middle of the city about 2-3 minutes walk from the
Commercial Department Store. The ride was freezing. The wind, along
with the very low temperature made riding a bicycle unbearable. Our
fingers, nose and ears went numb almost instantly and within minutes
were tingling. The ride was only about 15 minutes (10 minutes at usual
speed but we rode slowly as it was cold) and by the time we arrived, we
were cold.

On arriving, we were given some presents by Mr Zhong's family (a
Chinese fish knot and some red lanterns) and also were served hot
Chinese date soup. The whole dates had been cooked in water, sugar
and Chinese medicine and since they were hot, they really hit the spot
making us warm again. Following the date soup (which is traditionally
served to friends who come to visit during the New Year celebrations), a
Chinese dragon visited the house to ward off any evil or bad spirits. The
dragon dance was carried out by some of the migrant workers in the city
and they used the occasion to get gifts from the houses they visited.
The gifts were money, cigarettes, fruit or alcohol. The dance was
interesting and was conducted in the front courtyard of the house and in
the first room.

Following the departure of the dragon, the family prepared special
dishes, set a table and offered the food to their ancestors. The food was
placed on the table and each family member kneeled and said a few
words in memory of their loved one who had passed away and as a
result could not be with them. The ceremony lasted for about 10
minutes and soon after we had lunch consisting of some local dishes.

We find that the food at the local's houses is far better than that served
at any restaurant. At most restaurants the food is made to suit the
varied tastes of the locals, and as such is not as interesting/flavoursome
as home cooked foods. The food at people's houses is very different
and is made to their own tastes. This means some of the food may be
spicier, different herbs or ingredients are used or preparation or cooking
is different. Also the food tastes far fresher and the colours more
vibrant.

After lunch, John and his family lit paper money. The paper money (not
real money) is burnt and is supposed to go to the family's ancestors in
their afterlife. The ceremony was moving and very interesting. We felt
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privileged that we were able to view the ceremonies.

In the afternoon, we visited a neighbour's house, who incidentally was
one of Georgia's students. We were served tea and many treats were
served for us to consume (peanuts, pistachios, sunflower seeds, potato
chips, sweets etc). We spent about an hour talking to the student and
her parents. At about 2.00pm we returned to John's house where we
made dumplings. The student also accompanies us to John's house to
make dumplings then left shortly afterwards. We made dumplings from
both northern and southern China (the northern ones look like half
moons and the southern ones like knots or bows). During the New Year,
only dumplings of round wrappers are made. The dumplings are
traditionally made on New Years Eve by all the family members. The
round wrappers symbolise the joining of the family during the festivities.

Also in the afternoon, Georgia and John's wife went to the Commercial
Department Store to buy some pocket sized hot-water bottles (Jonh's
family were worried that we were not warm). At the store, Georgia met
the student who lived next door and an argument developed about
whom was going to pay for the bottles. In the end to Georgia's
embarrassment, the student's mother insisted that she purchased the
bottles.

We watched some television and then had dinner. The dinner
comprised hot and cold dishes, and the dumplings we had made in the
afternoon. At about 6.30pm, the student returned with some fireworks.
Even though fireworks are prohibited in the centre of the city, John, the
student's family and the students proceeded to light them and enjoy the
display. All around us, and in the distance we could see and hear 100s
of fireworks going off almost at the same time. At about 7.30pm, we
returned to the school by car just in time for the start of the China
Central Television 1 (CCTV1) special New Years Eve broadcast.

The CCTV1 show is watched by most of the locals and there was a
notable reduction in the firework activity when the program started. The
show had dancing, singing and stand up comedy performances. At
about 11.00pm, we were exhausted and went to sleep, only to be
awaken at midnight by the sound of fireworks. Neither of us has been to
a war zone, but we are sure that the noise and activity at midnight would
have been just like one. From our bedroom, we looked out and as far as
we could see, at every point of the horizon there were fireworks. The
booms echoed in the still night and they continued for about 30 minutes.
We were amazed at the spectacle and were pleased that we had
witnessed it first hand.

At about 12.30am, we fell back to sleep.

Thursday 22 January 2004 (Chinese New Year)
Virginia had arranged to meet us at 9.00am at the Commercial
Department Store in the centre of the city. As we had left our bicycles at
John's house (his family were worried about us riding back to school in
the sub-zero temperatures), the Commercial Department Store was a
convenient place to meet.

On Chinese New Years Day, the locals stay at home enjoying the day
off from work. It is a day that the immediate family stays together and
neighbours are visited. As we were celebrating the New Year, a
different day was planned. The day was like a pub come house crawl.
We first started at Lilys' house, had a cup of tea and some Chinese
dates, then to Emily's new house for some more tea, onwards to
Connie's house and then a history teacher's house, then a
headmaster's house, Tom's house, Jane's house and then back to the
history teacher's house for lunch. At each house we were either served
tea or Chinese dates. Each house we went to the group got larger and
larger. Just before lunch, most of the others departed and returned to
their own house for lunch.

For lunch the teacher had specially bought us some Great Wall white
grape wine which we consumed, along with a large number of local
dishes. The food again was delicious and we ate too much. The lunch
lasted for about 2 hours and a great time was had by all.

After lunch we went to one of Virginia's close friends house for
afternoon tea. Virginia's friend was excited that we were able to stay 30
or so minutes to have tea and something to eat. She also gave us a
large bottle of bai jiu (Chinese white wine) and some famous tea. We
were humbled by her generosity and thanked her, her son and niece for
their hospitality. We left their house at about 4.30pm and rode to
Virginia's house for dinner.

On arrival at Virginia's house we were presented with a bottle of Moutai
Bai Jiu (one of the famous brands in China). It was a bottle of Moutai
that she had kept for over 10 years (supposedly, Chinese white wine
improves with age). We sat and talked to her son for more than an hour
and had a great dinner. Tom also joined us for dinner.

After dinner we returned to school by bicycle. It was very cold and the
temperature would have been around ±2oC.

Friday 23 January 2004
Traditionally on the second day after the New Year, the families of the
mother (wife's side of the family) are visited. We were surprised that this
was not confined to just one or two families, but everyone we spoke to
do the same today. This means that the quiet streets of the past few
days were busy with families travelling to their mother's family.

Virginia had again asked us to join her and visit her mother who lives
about 10 kilometres south of the city. We left at about 10.00am and
arrived about 20 minutes later. Soon after arriving, other members of
Virginia's family arrived. Her brothers made a quick visit to say hello and
then left for their mother-in-laws houses. Virginia's sisters also arrived in
the morning and stayed for lunch. A joke was made by Virginia's family
that we were actually part of their family as Peter's Chinese name (Gao
Shan) was the same as Virginia's family name.

Lunch was served and again was delicious. We had consumed a lot
food over the past few days, and it felt very much like everyday was a
Christmas Day where copious amounts of food is prepared and eaten.
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After lunch we walked to the west bank of the island (west branch of the
Yangtze River) to meet the car which would take us back to Yangzhong
City. Virginia's family has a tradition that they set fire to grass beside the
Yangtze River. We were a bit concerned that with the moderate wind
the fire may get out of control and move into adjacent farmland.
Virginia's husband was like a little child running around lighting grass
wherever he went. We stood back at some distance and felt bewildered
by their actions. Fortunately the grass fires were confined to one small
area and was extinguished by the time we left.

We returned to the school at about 3.30pm, and waited to be picked up
for our dinner engagement. At 4.00pm, Sherry (one of Georgia's
students) and her father arrived in a brand new Audi A4 to take us to
her grandmother's house for dinner. On the way to her grandmother's
house, her father stopped at the local Taoist Temple as he thought
there was a service on and wanted to pray before dinner. When we
arrived at the temple, it was unoccupied and as a result we stopped only
briefly and then continued onto grandmother's house for dinner. We felt
a little uncomfortable during
dinner as Sherry's uncle
continued to offer us food and
wine. The food was simple and
there were some unusual
dishes, which did not surprise us
as her family enjoyed some of
the more ‘exotic' flavours. There
was pig lung and liver soup,
turtle and 100 year old eggs.
The other dishes comprised of
crab, beef, fish, pork, prawns
and vegetables and were tasty.

After dinner, Sherry's mother
gave us a Chinese New Year
gift. The gift was a special
commemorative coin collection,
a book that contained specially
minted coins for endangered and
famous Chinese animals. We
were appreciative of the gift and it is something that we will treasure
forever.

Today was also very cold again. The maximum temperature was about
1oC and the minimum was ±7oC. All the rivers/canals and pools of water
used for fish farming were covered in ice. Fortunately the sun was out
all day which made it feel warmer than it actually was.

After dinner we returned to the school, watched a movie and slept like
logs.

Saturday 24 January 2004
For lunch we were invited to Emily's new apartment which is located in
downtown Yangzhong. We arrived at about 11.00am and soon after
started the meal. Emily's new apartment is on the 5th floor and is huge,
comprises two storeys and has an area of about 250m2 (makes most of
those in Brisbane look very modest). It has five queen bed sized
bedrooms, two bathrooms, games room, kitchen, living room, dining
room and a small outdoor area. To save room a set of spiral stairs have
been used to gain access to the second floor of her apartment. In the
apartment lives Emily, her husband and son and her parent-in-laws.

Emily has always said that she is poor cook, but her efforts for lunched
proved that this was not the case. The lunch was delicious and included
a number of local hot and cold dishes.

After lunch some of the other English teachers arrived for a friendly
game of mahjong. We sat watching them play until it was time (3.15pm)
to leave for our dinner engagement.

We rode our bicycles about 5 minutes to the north precinct of the city.
There we met Michelle, one of our students. Michelle has become a
good friend over the year and kindly asked us to her house for dinner.
She has always said that her parents are in the lower wage bracket, and
that she can not afford many of the luxuries that other students at the
school can have. Even so, she has been very kind to us and often
showered us with gifts or food, and tonight was no exception.

On arrival, Michelle presented us with a small book she had crafted
herself. The book contained small photographs of herself, contact
details and personal messages. The gift was very thoughtful and

something that we will cherish.
Michelle's mother often specially
cooked us cakes for our breakfast,
and before dinner, she taught us
how to make the cakes so that
when we return to Australia we can
continue to enjoy them. At about
4.30pm, Michelle's cousins and aunt
and uncle arrived (the same uncle
and aunt we will have lunch with
tomorrow) for dinner.

Michelle's aunt who works as a
radio announcer, presented us with
a distinctively Chinese calendar as
a gift for the Chinese New Year.
After much talking were had dinner.
At the start of the dinner there was a
surprise for Georgia, a birthday
cake. Michelle had remembered
that it was Georgia's birthday on the

28 January and had arranged a beautifully decorated cake to have
before dinner. The cake had dozens of candles on the top, which
Georgia blew out.

Dinner was delicious and we had a few dishes that we had never had
before. One dish, which Michelle's mother showed Georgia how to cook
was an egg dumpling. The easiest way to explain what it was like is that
it was an omelette about 50mm in diameter which had been filled with
meat and folded in half. They were delicious and we were pleased that
we have learnt how to make them.

We all had a great time and it was a very special night for us as we
were able to fully appreciate and enjoy family dinner without some of the
issues of Chinese face (Michelle's family were very natural in their
approach and were not out to try and impress us which is often the case
when we eat out). It is probably one of the best meals we have had in
China and felt moved by the experience. We are sure than Michelle will
stay in contact with us when we return to Australia as we had to fill in
specially prepared papers with our personal details (which included
blood type, birthday, email etc).

After dinner we stayed a while longer and talked with Michelle. At about
8.30pm, we rode back to school. By the time we arrived at school we
were cold as the temperature was about ±6oC and there was a strong
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northerly wind blowing. We
watched a movie and were asleep
by about 11.00am.

Sunday 25 January 2004
Michelle invited us to her Aunt's
house for lunch. We met Michelle
at her parent's shop and rode for
about 10 minutes to her Aunt's
house. We had met Michelle's
Aunt a few times in the past (when
we visited the television and radio
station early last year and again
last night).

Some of Michelle's Aunt's family
was there for the lunch, her
bother-in-law, daughter and
parents and Michelle's parents.
Soon after arriving, lunch was
served. A large number of tasty local dishes were served and was
accompanied by a bottle of French Merlot. We had a great time over
lunch and afterwards were treated to a traditional tea ceremony.

Many photographs were taken of us with Michelle, her parents and the
rest of her extended family. After lunch we took a short bike ride (10
minutes) to the Yangzhong radio station to record our voices. Michelle
asked us if she could record our voices onto a tape so that she could
remember what we sounded like. We said a few well wishes and the
recording was over.

We briefly returned to school and then went to Lily's house for dinner.
Again dinner was delicious and comprised many cold dishes, turtle and
dumplings. We avoided the turtle but managed to eat more than we
should with all the other dishes. After dinner we returned to school and
started to pack and finally got to bed at about 11.30pm.

Monday 26 January 2004
We had been invited to Cathy's (Miss Ding) apartment for lunch and
dinner. We arrived at about 10.30am and chatted for an hour until lunch
was served. Lunch was delicious and at lunch there was Cathy's
husband, daughter, father-in-law and mother-in-law.

In the afternoon, Cathy and Georgia thought that they would try to go to
the bank to exchange the rest of our money (principally the pay for
January 2004 that we received earlier in the day) into a foreign
currency. We knew that the bank could change to currency (instead of
traveller's cheques). Unfortunately the bank clerk that usually processes
foreign currency transactions was on holidays and would not be
returning until the 29 January 2004. The only option for changing
currency was to wait until we were in Beijing.

While Georgia was going to the bank with Cathy, Peter decided to take
Cathy's husband shopping to buy some fireworks. As it was Georgia's
birthday on 28 January, Peter thought a firework display would be a
terrific present as it is unlikely she will have a similar experience in the
future. Peter doubled on Cathy's husband's motorbike and the ride to
the firework shop took about 2 minutes. Peter selected a wide range of
fireworks ranging from roman candles, rockets, screaming rockets,
bangers and strips of crackers. In all there were a few hundred fireworks
and the total cost was 400RMB (about $60.00). Peter also bought 27
bangers to symbolize Georgia's 27th birthday. As there were many
fireworks, Cathy's husband arranged a taxi to carry the load back to
their apartment.

In the late afternoon, we returned
to Cathy's house for dinner.
Dinner comprised of some of the
leftovers from lunch and some
dumplings. Dinner was also
delicious. Just as we finished
eating dinner, we received a
surprise telephone call from an
Australian who had been following
our Chinese adventure. He said
that he had just arrived in
Yangzhong by bus with his
mother. We were both surprised,
as we had not expected him to
visit us.

Anyway, we arranged a taxi to
take him to the school gate where
we met him (Cathy's apartment is

across the road from the school gate). As they had not had any lunch
and had yet not had dinner, we escorted them to Cathy's house for a
bite to eat (Cathy had asked us to invite them to her apartment for
dinner, if they had not eaten). Cathy and her mother-in-law quickly
whipped up some Chinese dishes for them and Chris and Jean
witnessed the generosity that we often received in Yangzhong.

After dinner we had the fireworks. There were bangs and flashes of
bright light for over 30 minutes and the fireworks were set off. By the
time we had finished, the road outside Cathy's apartment was covered
with debris. The cardboard boxes that contained the fireworks were left
on the roadside, and by the next morning were gone as someone had
collected them for recycling.

When we returned to Cathy's apartment, we tried to arrange
accommodation for Chris and Jean at the school hotel, but being the
spring festival, all the school support staff had returned home to their
families and could not be contacted. As a result, we arranged for them
to stay in a hotel near the Yangzhong bus station. After they checked in
to the hotel, we took them on a quick guided walking tour of the city.

At about 10.30pm, we returned to the school for a good night's sleep.



Page 9 of 12

Our China Journal Number 14 January 2004

7\ SLFDO�VWUHHWVFDSH�LQ�%HLMLQJ 6WUHHW�IURQWDJH��%HLMLQJ

Tuesday 27 January 2004
This was to be our last full day in Yangzhong. For lunch we were invited
to Jane's parents house. Jane's parent's house was located in the
countryside near the bridge to mainland. We were collected by car from
the school gate at about 10.00am and proceeded to the house. On
arrival we were asked to sit in the sun near the front door of the house.
We were served a range of nuts and given Chinese green tea to drink.

At about 11.00am, lunch was served. Joining us for lunch were Jane
and her daughter, parents, cousins, and some other relations. In all
there were about 10 around the table. A number of local pork,
vegetable, poultry and fish dishes served. Lunch was accompanied with
bai jui and white grape wine.

After lunch we watched some kite flying and then left at about 1.00pm
for the Yangtze River bridge. Jane had expressed interest in walking
across the bridge and asked us if we would be interested in the walk.
We accepted the offer and started to walk. The bridge that crosses the
western branch of the Yangtze River is about 1.5 kilometres long. The
walk over the bridge took about 20 minutes, and from the other side we

caught a 3 wheeled motorcycle (motorbike pedicab) back to the island
where the car was waiting.

We jumped back into the car and headed off to Xinba, to see a school
that Jane had taught at prior to transferring to Jiangsu Yangzhong
Senior Middle School. The school was huge and was comparable in
size to a school in Australia. From the school, we drove south of the city
to pick up Jane's husband who had been playing cards with some
friends. On arrival, we discovered that the card players had also been
consuming large quantities of bai jiu and were quite tipsy. We had a
quick green tea and then left. The trip back to the school involved
driving along a section of the bund wall road that we had not previously
been along. We stopped shortly to get some pineapple on sticks and
then continued back to Yangzhong City.

That night the school had organised a dinner in the school dining room.
The headmaster of the school had specially asked the chefs and staff
from the teachers' dining room to return to school during their holidays
to cook us a farewell dinner. Only a select number of teachers were
invited to the dinner, along with the headmasters, administration staff
and some of the school's deans.

Dinner was delicious and the school chefs had excelled themselves.
Towards the end of the meal, most of those who attended the dinner

started to get emotional. Some of the teachers who we had become
very close to through the year started to cry. This progressed to some of
the other staff and one of the headmasters. As everything started to
become solemn, we also shed a few tears and everyone started to hug
each other (something that the Chinese never seem to do). At the
dinner we discovered that it would be far more difficult for us to leave
China than it was to leave Australia in February 2003. It was a very sad
night for us, as well as those we left behind in China.

After dinner, we retreated to our rooms in preparation for our departure
early the next morning.

Wednesday 28 January 2004 (Georgia’s Birthday)
We had a reasonably early start, as the car taking us to the airport
would be arriving at about 8.00am. The first person to come to our room
at the school was Michelle, the student that we had become close to
over the year. Michelle had also brought us some baby clothes that one
of her Aunt's gave as a farewell present (a subtle hint for us to have a
family soon). Slowly a few teachers arrived and by about 7.30am, there
were over a dozen people including teachers, headmasters and

students. Emily also gave us a farewell gift, a special edition stamp
collection commemorating the completion on the bridge to the mainland
in the early 1990s.

At about 7.45am, we descended the stairs to our school apartment for
the final time. At about 8.00am, the car that the school had arranged to
take us to the airport had arrived. The car in fact was a small minibus
what could hold our luggage and a few other teachers. Tom, Cathy
(Miss Ding) and Emily accompanied us to the airport and were keen to
see us off. Leaving the school we a hollow feeling in our hearts and
knew that someday we would return to visit our friends in Yangzhong.

The trip to the airport took about 90 minutes and we arrived just after
9.30am. The teachers that accompanied us to the airport gave us a
hand to check in and also stayed with us to chat until it was time to
leave the airport's foyer and go through the security check in
preparation for boarding. Tears welled in our eyes as well as the
teachers when we departed. We all tried to keep brave faces, as we did
not want to upset the teachers because they were visibly distressed.
Soon after we saw Tom, Cathy and Emily for the last time.

We boarded the plane on time but ended up taking off about 45 minutes
late as we sat in the tarmac waiting for approval from the control tower.
The flight to Beijing took 80 minutes and we were served a light lunch
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during the flight. We arrived in Beijing at about 2.00pm and took a taxi to
the hotel. Since the hotel we were staying in was small and was in the
middle of the Hutongs in central Beijing, the taxi driver had trouble
finding it. After a bit of a run around, we finally arrived at about 3.00pm.

For dinner, the CEO of the agency that found us our teaching position in
China invited us out for dinner. We
had a tasty meal in the hotel's
restaurant and soon after returned
to our room where we crashed for
the night. The past 8-9 days had
been very tiring and we had also
been on an emotional roller
coaster and it had taken its toll.
We were exhausted.

Thursday 29 January 2004
We slept in to about 8.00am. We
had a light breakfast and set off to
see some of the attractions in
Beijing. We first went to the
People's Hall, which is located
east of Tiananmen Square. The
People's Hall is comparable to a
parliament house and is where the
National People's Congress meet.
We wandered around the hallways
for about an hour and then thought
that we would try to enter the
Mausoleum of Chairman Mao. We
arrived at the queue point at about
11.10am and knew that we would
just have time to enter before the
mausoleum closed at 11.30am.
When queuing, a lady who said
that she worked at the mausoleum
approached us and indicated that
we could not take our bags or
cameras into the building. She
shuffled us quickly off to the
cloakroom so that our
bags/cameras could be deposited.
As time was running out,
everything was happening quickly
and before we knew it, she had
asked us for 40RMB each, which
Peter handed over without
thinking. Peter was duped. We later found out that the lady was a
private guide and the 40RMB each was so that she could escort us
through the mausoleum (which incidentally was free to enter). Well the
40RMB was an expensive cloak room charge in retrospect.

After the mausoleum, the private guide said that she would take us to
the national museum that was located west of Tiananmen Square.
Again we were mislead as she showed us into a student's art exhibition
at the museum rather than the museum proper. We were not interested
in buying the student's art so the visit was short. That was the end of the
“guided” tour and we had just blown 80RMB (Au$12.00). We had been
in China almost 12 months and had been careful so that we did not get
ripped off. We let our guards down once and were sucked in. Anyway,
we learnt our lesson.

It was approaching lunchtime, and we decided that we would go to the
cultural food court in downtown Beijing for lunch. We had a noodle bowl

each and a beer. When the bill arrived, we realised that the small
restaurant had charged us ‘lao wai' (western) prices. We immediately
complained (using our limited Chinese) that the restaurant was
deliberately over charging us. We knew that the noodle bowls were
8RMB each and that a beer would have been around 5-10RMB. This
means that the bill should have been a maximum of 26RMB. Instead the

bill came to 40RMB. We pointed
to the noodle bowls and said that
they were only 8RMB. The
waitress said that they were not
and were 16RMB. We then
pointed to a noodle bowl on an
another table where we saw the
patron pay 8RMB. One of the
other patrons (a very kind
Chinese lady) on the table also
confirmed that this was the case.
The waitress then left and came
back saying that they had made a
mistake and that the bill was now
25RMB (Au$3.80). That was more
like it and we paid the bill and left.

After lunch we walked around the
main pedestrian mall in downtown
Beijing and did some shopping.
Peter managed to find a Tang
Dynasty style shirt that fitted, so
he bought it (300RMB or
Au$45.00).

At about 3.00pm, we met Paul
and Mary. Paul and Mary were
fellow Queenslanders and had
heard us on the radio and thought
that teaching in China also was
something that they wanted to do.
They managed to find a teaching
position in Wendeng, Shandong
Province. On meeting, we
immediately talked about the
experience that we had had. Like
us, they were thoroughly enjoying
their experience and were looking
forward to the remainder of their
year in China (there were 6
months into their year contract).

We talked and talked and talked.

At about 4.00pm, we decided that instead of standing in the middle of
the pedestrian mall talking, we would spend the rest of the afternoon
and evening together. So we set off for a local market shopping
centre/markets to do some more shopping.

We caught 2 buses and finally arrived at the centre at about 4.30pm.
The shopping centre was like the one in Yangzhong as it contained
100s of small market stalls. The major difference was these stalls
catered for the tastes of tourists, whereas the ones on Yangzhong
catered for the locals. In one stall we saw a beautiful Chinese red
embroided sheet and doona cover set.  The stall wanted 798RMB
(Au$120) but Peter was determined to get it for less than half price. He
haggled with the assistant and came to a stalemate. Peter would not go
higher than 360RMB and the assistant would not go lower than
450RMB. Peter indicted that that was his top price and walked away.
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On walking away, we saw the assistant confer with another stall
assistant. We then knew that they were discussing whether to sell us
the set, but the assistant did not follow us.

We continued to walk around the market and decided that we would go
back to the stall using another tact. Peter got Georgia to only remove
350RMB from her wallet and asked Paul and Mary to throw in 10RMB.
We then returned to the stall and flashed the 360RMB at the assistant.
She again said it was not enough and wanted 450RMB. Peter said that
this was all the money that we had but she said to ask Paul and Mary
for more money. Peter said no and as the assistant was being stubborn,
handed the 10RMB back to Paul and Mary and said thank you. The
assistant then thought that we were out of money and sold us the set for
360RMB (Au$55.00). The set was still expensive, but we really wanted
to get a red Chinese style sheeting before we departed.

For dinner we returned to a dumpling restaurant, had a great dinner and
afterwards headed to a coffee shop to talk further. At about 11.00pm,
we were all getting tired and decided to part our separate ways. We had
had a great time with Paul and Mary, and were pleased that we had
made the effort to meet them in Beijing.

Friday 30 January 2004
We slept in as the past 10 days of socialising and partying continues to
take its toll. We had breakfast and headed off to the bank of China by
taxi to change the extra money we had into traveller's cheques. The
experience of changing money in Zhenjiang a few weeks earlier was
straightforward compared to that we experienced in Beijing. We queued
up at a counter (number 45) which does foreign exchanges only to find
out that another counter (number 24) is responsible for traveller's
cheque issuing. We waited for about 5 minutes to be served and then
the paperwork shuffle started. We filled in forms for the purchase of the
cheques, had to go to a different counter (number 32) to pay for the
cheques and then returned to counter 24 to be told to wait for a few
minutes. A few minutes later we were told to go to counter 54 to pick up
the cheques. In total we were in the bank for over an hour.

After fighting the banking red tape, we walked to a subway station and
caught the metro back to Tiananmen Square. From Tiananmen Square
we walked to Beihai Park where we looked at the White Pagoda and
other buildings of interest. In the park, special areas on the lake had
been set up for ice skating. Hundreds of children and some adults were

using specially made chairs or bicycles to skate on the ice. Even though
the temperature during the day reached 3oC, the ice was well and truly
thick enough for skating.

We were starting to get tired of walking and being on our feet so we
slowly walked back to the hotel. We picked up some noodles to eat in
our room and decided that we would have a bit of a rest.

At 4.30pm, we were disturbed by a knock on the door. Geoffrey
Weymouth, the CEO of the agency, had visited us again asking if we
would like to go for a Beijing style hotpot for dinner. We met in the hotel
foyer at 5.15pm and then took a taxi to a famous Beijing hotpot
restaurant. The restaurant food was great and we treated the others for
dinner.

During dinner, Geoffrey asked if we would be interested in hiring a car
and driver for a day for (500RMB or Au$75.00) so that we could travel to
Longqing and see a ice sculpture exhibition. The exhibition at Longqing
is similar to that in Harbin, just on a smaller scale. After dinner we
returned to the hotel for a good night's sleep.

Saturday 31 January 2004 (Last day in China)
We woke up early and had a Chinese style breakfast in the hotel. Miss
Guo, a staff member from the agency accepted our invitation to be our
translator for the day, and the car and driver arrived at about 8.00am. At
8.00am the temperature outside was ±6oC and the driver was a bit
concerned that the roads may be covered in ice or the forecasted snow
would fall. Anyway, we took the punt and left for Longqing.

The drive took just under 2 hours and on route we passed the Great
Wall. We arrived at the ice sculpture exhibition and paid the 60RMB
entry charge (we also paid for Miss Guo and the driver to enter). The ice
sculpture exhibition was interesting and there were buildings and
statues made from almost clear ice. After the visit we drove to Yanqing
for lunch. We had a great lunch in a local restaurant. The dishes at the
restaurant were huge and we had to cancel a few towards the end as
we had eaten enough.

After lunch we drove to a small “ancient” town to see what it was like.
The town was old and the main street had been rebuilt in a yesteryear
style. We walked the length of the main street and afterwards returned
to Beijing.

For dinner we again went out to dinner with Geoffrey Weymouth, and
went to a local restaurant in the Hutongs. The food again was great and
a good time was had by all.
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Sunday 1 February 2004
Our flight to Narita Tokyo departed at 8.25am. We woke up at about
5.00am and did a final pack, had some breakfast and caught a taxi to
the airport. We checked in and on entering security check, one of the
security officers said that we could not take a bottle of alcohol on the
plane with us and it had to be checked in. Checking it in was impossible
so we relinquished the bottle. On entering the airport departure lounge
we discovered that the duty free/airport shops sold alcohol in glass
bottles. We had just apparently lost a bottle of Moutai for no reason. We
were a bit annoyed as the bottle of Moutai was given as a gift and could
not be placed in the checked in luggage as the bottle was 10 years old
and the cap seal leaked a little. Some lucky security officer now has a
bottle of Moutai worth about 600RMB (Au$90).

The flight to Tokyo left on time and we arrived at about 12.00pm. We
decided to wait in the airport for the connecting flight to Brisbane as we
were tired and could not be bother spending a few hours in downtown
Narita. We rested, talked to some fellow travellers and had a bite to eat.

Monday 2 February 2004

The flight from Narita to Brisbane left on time (9.35pm) and we arrive
about 30 minutes early at the airport (6.45am). At the airport we were
greeted by our parents who kindly conveyed our luggage and the two of
us back to our house in Brisbane.

We spent the rest of the day unpacking things that we packed before we
left. We also did washing and a shop. We were shocked at the price of
food at the local Woollies and could not help converting the money back
to yuan. The cost of most grocery items were 6-8 times that in China.
The reality of cost of living in Australia was finally nailed home.

Final Comment

During the first week, it didn't feel like we were back as we were still on
a honeymoon from our China experience. What surprised us the most
was that not much has changed in Australia, the street, house,
neighbours, parents, friends etc are very much the same. Also our year
away in China must have changed us we now realise how materialistic,
uptight and intolerant some Australians are when compared to the
Chinese. Also it was a shock to see so many larger Australians.

Do we have any regrets about leaving our comfortable and satisfying
lives in Australia early last year, NO. We enjoyed the experience
immensely and are pleased that we took the plunge and had our own
“seachange”. The only regret we do have is not thinking about doing it
earlier as there may have been the opportunity to do it for more than
just one year.

As they say, a ll good things must come to an
end. The year we were in China went very

quic kly, even though when we look bac k we
have see n, done and experienc ed so muc h.
We hope that you have enjoyed our journals,

and if you have any questions p lease fee l
free to e mail us.

Don’t forget to loo k at our website

www.freewebs.com/briggs_updates/

for more information on our experience and
pa st editions of our journal.


