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This portrayal of China—the Giant of the East—refers neither to the China of Marco Polo's journey to Beijing nor to the China of our own day, when the world watches in astonishment the rise of a nation that, in just a few decades, has become one of the planet's great economic, technological, and scientific powers.

The following pages bring together personal impressions of China during the years 1977–1983, gathered throughout several journeys I made to that country as a computer specialist. At that time, Romania and China maintained close cooperation in the field of computing technology, as well as in many other areas.

I was discovering a civilization thousands of years old, one that had bestowed upon humanity such essential inventions as paper, printing, and the compass, along with countless other achievements that helped shape the course of history. It was also in China that gunpowder was invented, a discovery whose consequences would eventually reverberate throughout the world.

Beyond monuments, inventions, and statistics, what interested me most was the human being. I sought to understand the character of the Chinese people, their discipline, their ability to endure the hardships of a life that was often modest, and the strength with which they had built, generation after generation, an impressive civilization. Despite the many trials they have faced throughout their history, they are the creators of some of humanity's most astonishing architectural and cultural achievements.

This is the China I saw then, during a period of profound transformation, before the world began speaking of the Chinese economic miracle. These are direct impressions gathered on the spot, in an era that now seems distant, yet one that played a decisive role in shaping modern China.

The Author
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After bidding farewell to our loved ones and completing the customs formalities, we boarded the flight to Beijing. It was my first journey by airplane, and I could hardly wait to find myself aboard, gazing down upon the world from above. I was heading to China to provide technical assistance in the field of computing for Romanian computer systems that had been sold there.

Together with a colleague, I stepped onto the aircraft stairs with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. Once inside, we chose what seemed the most strategic seats—by the windows—hoping to see as much as possible of every detail of the journey. A few minutes later, when darkness had already settled outside, the signal for takeoff was given.

The aircraft began to move slowly, almost like a bus, taxiing around the runways toward the far end of the departure strip. The engines grew more assertive, and the plane started down the runway, first with what might be called “small steps,” then faster and faster, until suddenly we felt ourselves lifted upward as though on a cushion of air. Every detail on the ground began racing backward at tremendous speed.

The aircraft, which at first had seemed little more than a bus, now became an eagle of the skies, an eagle to whose wings we entrusted our fate for the duration of this journey.

From several hundred meters above the earth, the lights of Bucharest's neighborhoods began to parade beneath us. But the spectacle ended quickly. The aircraft entered a layer of clouds, and nothing could be seen below. Nothing below, nothing above. Absolute darkness.

After another quarter of an hour, a change occurred: the clouds remained beneath the aircraft. We began to see the constellations overhead. Below us stretched a vast black disc reaching all the way to the edge of the earth.

Thus we traveled until well beyond Istanbul. And just when we had lost hope of seeing anything more, when most of the passengers had begun to doze off, I glanced once again through the window and noticed that both earth and sky had started to offer us extraordinary spectacles.

Above us, a clear yet velvety black sky, dark and immense, filled with thousands of stars of every size and countless constellations, seemed to compete in beauty with the lights adorning the endless villages scattered across the lands of Turkey and then Syria, spread over hundreds of kilometers.

I looked at my watch. It was nine o'clock—ten o'clock local time in Asia Minor.

It crossed my mind that, in those very regions of Anatolia, nearly two thousand years earlier, even the Roman cohorts marching eastward would have been posting their night watches at that very hour. Then I thought of how, for centuries upon centuries, countless armies had traveled for weeks, perhaps months, across those mountainous lands beneath the skies and constellations of those desolate regions.

And we crossed all those territories in merely a few minutes.

I was shaken from these reflections by the appearance of a gigantic diadem of lights, truly majestic, when our aircraft, its wings deliberately banked, made a wide circle around the splendid city glowing in the night: Tehran.

What a spectacle! What beauty!

Had the people of old witnessed such a display of lights, they would surely have woven tales surpassing even those of One Thousand and One Nights.

Beyond Tehran, the villages grew sparse. Vast wildernesses began to appear. The haze thickened until, for a long time, we could see nothing at all. Then, unexpectedly, after our aircraft descended beneath the clouds, we began to behold the grandeur of another immense city: Karachi, on the shores of the sea.

At first, this city had served as a base for the British aircraft of those who had ruled Pakistan and India for so long. Now Karachi had become a powerful commercial center.

Only moments later, our landing in Karachi was announced.

The spectacle was no less enchanting. Somehow, this Pakistani city, built under British rule, despite its thousands of commercial streets and millions of humble dwellings, appeared remarkably orderly, with endless rows of straight, parallel streets illuminated by magical night lights.

There was something magnificent about it.

A few minutes later, we landed at Karachi Airport.

*
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We, the passengers, having enjoyed air conditioning throughout the flight, could scarcely believe what awaited us when we stepped outside the aircraft.

In the middle of the night, a wave of suffocating heat struck our faces. We could hardly breathe. Buses carried us to the airport's enormous halls. We were to remain there for three hours while the aircraft was refueled.

What surprised us were the soldiers stationed at the airport—uniformed, serious men. But they were dark-skinned, very dark indeed.

Well, that is how things are in this country neighboring India.

And as though that stifling midnight heat were not enough, the air was saturated with an oppressive humidity that soaked one's shirt through in the blink of an eye. There was nothing for it; one had to learn to live even in temperatures of forty degrees Celsius beneath such relentless moisture.

To all this was added yet another scourge: mosquitoes.

No further comment was necessary.

I was trying to get something out of that free visit to Karachi. Countless shops lined the airport terminal. We had no money to spend wandering through them; all we wanted was to feast our eyes. We placed only vain hopes in the night-shift salesmen of those stores crammed with gold jewelry, ornaments, and all manner of handicrafts. We would stop, look, and then move on.

Some of the more experienced shopkeepers already knew that Romanians had no money to spend in their stores, so they scarcely bothered to open an eye as we passed by.

Eventually, we too grew tired of paying our pointless homage before the showcases glittering with gold. In truth, Karachi was a crossroads where travelers of every nation and faith met. Some were Muslims, others Hindus, others Buddhists. Still others were Christians.

You could see every kind of person there—rich and poor, young and old alike.

Many wore long white shirts. White, however, is perhaps too generous a description. After so much travel, humidity, and hardship, those garments were anything but white, though neither could they truly be called black.

Let everyone keep to his own faith and his own manner of dress.
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Yet almost all of them seemed to bow before the same sovereign—the king of gold, embodied in those opulent shops of Karachi.
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The moment finally came when we were released from that ordeal of heat and humidity. We boarded our Tarom aircraft once again. It was a small plane, yet a sturdy one. Compared with some of the giant airliners parked on the airport tarmac—enormous machines, seemingly three stories high, carrying three hundred passengers at a time to glittering destinations such as Frankfurt, Zurich, or London—our aircraft appeared modest indeed.

A few moments later, our plane took off. Our surprise came when daylight arrived far earlier than we expected—three hours earlier, in fact. Such is the effect of crossing time zones. It had still been dark when we boarded, but as our aircraft climbed into the sky, day broke all at once. An immense sun, pure gold in color, rose above the horizon and swiftly ascended into the heavens, scattering its energy into every corner of those landscapes still drowsy from the night.

Inevitably, our thoughts drifted toward the gigantic
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