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MEANDERINGS

“Meander” in the Oxford English Dictionary reads “To wander at random, winding sinuously,” and this is what I do in this book. It covers journeys my wife Sarah and I made in 1985 and onwards. Despite the mild protests of our children, we flew away leaving Adam to return to his computer science course at university in Montreal, Judith to run a bakery at Moose Creek near Dawson City, Lucy to pound the byways of Alberta training for cross-country ski racing, two cats Maude and Victor to watch our house, and a locum tenens to care for my medical practice.

INTRODUCTION

CHINA

TIBET

INDIA

In 1989 Sarah and I were on the road again three years after our overland journey through China, Tibet, Nepal and India.  Same style of budget travel, same two grip bags that make into packsacks, same flex and electrical sockets (bought in Lhasa) so we can run a light from the lamp on the wall to hang between our beds. Even with our experience of travelling together, at the start of our projected journey through Southern Africa my last night at home was disturbed by anxious dreams.

ANTARCTICA

PATAGONIA

The Trans-Siberian Railway was my paternal grandfather's means of returning home to Britain from China where he was a Presbyterian missionary. He sent my father back to boarding school on it. So for many years I have yearned to do the journey as a sort of family pilgrimage.
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“Meander” in the Oxford English Dictionary reads “To wander at random, winding sinuously,” and this is what I do in this book. It covers journeys my wife Sarah and I made in 1985 and onwards. Despite the mild protests of our children, we flew away leaving Adam to return to his computer science course at university in Montreal, Judith to run a bakery at Moose Creek near Dawson City, Lucy to pound the byways of Alberta training for cross-country ski racing, two cats Maude and Victor to watch our house, and a locum tenens to care for my medical practice.

 


INTRODUCTION

 

Sarah and I announced that we were going to take pre-retirement leave for a long overland journey abroad at our silver wedding anniversary party held in a Chinese restaurant at McRae, a truck stop on the Alaska Highway ten kilometres south of our home in Whitehorse, Yukon. We first met after a friend's wedding in the Blue Boar transport café on the Great North Road outside London, England, so McRae seemed a suitable place to celebrate twenty-five years of mutual happiness. 

We drove out to discuss the menu - chopsticks optional - with George, the Cantonese proprietor, barman, and cook. We talked of Swatow, my father's birthplace on the coast of the South China Sea between Hong Kong and Shanghai, where my grandfather spent thirty years at the turn of the century as a Presbyterian missionary fighting the opium trade, while Sarah's great-grand-uncle was financing that evil trade by working for the Hong Kong Shanghai Bank. So the idea of a journey to China was born.

 


CHINA

 

HONG KONG

Hong Kong throbbed with life and vigour, best observed from the Star Ferries that ply the narrow passage between mainland Kowloon and Hong Kong Island. The boats, a stubby funnel amidships, green-painted First Class upper deck, and white Ordinary Class lower deck, bore mellifluous names: Celestial Star, Twinkling Star, Meridian Star, Shooting Star. For a dime a time we repeated the ten-minute turnabout watching armadas of boats weaving intertwining courses to and fro between a jungle of tall office blocks on either shore. 

A white ocean liner with a red and blue funnel lay at anchor awaiting a berth at the terminal pier; jetfoil hydroplanes commuting to Portuguese Macao threw up spray to gain their step; a hovercraft zoomed ahead of a meandering fishing junk at whose masthead lookout lay two small boys.

On the Hong Kong side three grey naval corvettes were moored precisely in tandem; a tanker, its bulbous bow-nose submerged, headed for the oil terminal. Squat tugs chugged beside sleek red pilot-cutters, police patrol boats, and customs launches. Ubiquitous sampans, necklaced with car tyre fenders, thumbed their noses at bigger ships. Among all this water traffic, jet planes approached the airport that juts out into the harbour on a spit of land reclaimed, either by water or through a corridor, between high-rise apartment blocks.

Being the height of storm season (with class #3 typhoon warnings), the Peak of Hong Kong Island was shrouded in vapour-laden cloud and mist that intermittently condensed for a few drenching minutes of warm, torrential rain. A squall ruffled the harbour water, and passed-by leaving flotsam bobbing in an oily slick. 

For old times sake Sarah and I visited Chunking Mansions, a downtown hippy hangout of cheap, sleazy hostel rooms and apartments where we spent Christmas in 1962 after our year working in Nepal. Then, at four o'clock sharp, we went to the Peninsula Hotel for afternoon tea, served from a silver teapot, along with cucumber sandwiches in an aura of arcane Imperial elegance. 

Next day we took a bus to Aberdeen, a fishing harbour on the south of the island where hundreds of moored junks made a forest of masts glowering against a westward sky. A lady buccaneer with flashing gold teeth solicited us to ride round the harbour in her sampan; she cranked the motor and skippered her craft with nautical panache between heavy junk traffic from her seat high astern under an awning.

“You wanna know how many kids I got?” she asked, “Four. My man look after ama and the kids. You wanna know where I live? Up there 18 floor.” 

She pointed to an apartment block towering above. In the lines of houseboats through which she led us, men repaired nets, grannies sewed, chickens were cooped just above the water, and everywhere night soil stank. To titillate the palates of curious tourists, floating restaurants displayed tanks of iridescent azure and stripy-yellow, live tropical fish.

After touring the harbour we took a double-decker bus along the island Corniche. The driver ground through his gears, and we swayed round corners between oncoming buses, and overhanging trees that smacked wet leaves through the upper windows where we sat. The road zigzagged up the mountain and descended a winding switchback to sandy beaches of Repulse Bay and Stanley. On North Point waterfront, shacks with rusty corrugated iron roofs lay in the shadow of multi-storey apartments clad in bamboo scaffolding, lashed together with split bamboo thongs and wrapped in green safety netting.

Back on the Kowloon side we fought our way past touts selling high-tech wizardry in rows of tiny shops. We felt comfortable among the galaxy of Chinese neon signs that made an arcade over the street where stood the Wan Fat Slimming Clinic, the Freezin’ Hot Bottle Store, and a medicine shop selling powdered rhinoceros horn, deer antler, and snake penis capsules. A restaurant opposite our hotel served us barbecued cuttlefish while we discussed with eager anticipation our entry into China next day. 	

Sarah had her hair cut short to be more manageable while on the journey ahead. Our plan was to make an easterly-moving circle from Guangzhou, north towards Chengdu and Chongqing, where we hoped to catch a boat down the Yangtse River to Shanghai. 

 

 

GUANGZHOU

At Hong Hum railway station Sarah and I passed through a gate bearing the sign, ‘Trains for China.’ We were on the threshold of fulfilling a long-lasting dream because for so long China had been off the map for visitors, a closed land of inscrutable people engaged in violent political change that they wished to keep hidden from the world.

When we were last in Hong Kong in 1962 we had acquired a visa to travel through the Middle Kingdom to join the Trans-Siberian Railway, but we deferred because Sarah's pregnancy caused her aversion to rice, and nausea at the sound of hawking and spitting, both inescapable facts of China's daily routine.

We each carried a small grip-bag that quickly converted to a packsack by pulling shoulder straps out of a zippered pocket. We also had a shoulder bag purse for our money, passports, and traveller’s cheques. Some students approached us and told us not to wear the bag slung against our hips but to hold it close in front of us because of pickpockets. 

Our train rolled through the New Territories and across a river that is the border with China proper, heading for Guangzhou, formerly Canton. As we stared out of the window, still amazed at our luck in being there, China looked like I imagined China should from childhood picture books and tales told me by my grandfather. Family shrines dotted the flat, fertile countryside where a peasant wearing a conical bamboo hat and trousers rolled up to his knees stooped to plant rice shoots in a flooded paddy. Nearby an old man, supporting himself on a long stick, dug a channel in the mud around each shoot using his toe. A small boy, switch hanging in his hand, slept astride the haunches of a grazing water buffalo. 

We reached Guangzhou, the largest industrial trading city in south-west China, situated on the Pearl River where hundreds of boats ply its silty-yellow waters. Catching a bus downtown, we were suddenly aware how difficult it was to communicate in a country where we spoke little of the language and could read nothing.

On Shamian Island, along tree-lined boulevards where French and British merchants once ran thriving businesses - especially in opium - we took a room in the youth hostel, once an elegant mansion, now shabby and rundown, yet retaining the flavour of a bygone era. Ironically just across the road on a prime riverside site we visited the massive, multi-storied modern White Swan Hotel, from whose roof garden we got a panoramic view of the city.

We rented heavy old-fashioned, gearless, sit-up model bikes, trade named Hero, from a stand opposite the hostel and set off towards Quingping market across the canal that separates Shamian Island from the city. We pedalled shakily down a bicycle lane, separated by a median from vehicular traffic, surrounded by legion other cyclists moving as in a cavalry charge. I kept an eye on Sarah's newly bought white cotton sunhat that folded pocket-size by twisting its wire brim stiffener into a figure-8.

“Thank goodness our kids can't see us now,” she said, “they'd be mortified.” 

I noticed we were going away from our intended route. So we followed a man ahead who had half a pig's carcass slung across his carrier rack. He just hung a U-turn into the oncoming traffic. We saw only one minor accident, to a man who came to grief in the middle of a busy crossroads carrying a dozen chickens strung by their feet from his handlebars, and some geese in baskets slung over his shoulder. Cars just honked loudly and drove around him as he tried to pick himself and his load off the road without assistance.

We left our bikes in the market parking lot where a woman gave us a bamboo identity tag. Entering a covered alleyway we passed stalls displaying open-topped sacks of dried foodstuffs - vegetables and fruit, peppers, scrofulous fungi and mushrooms, snakes, and seahorses. In tanks of water swam eels, snakes, octopi, tortoises, and salamanders. A dozen frogs, impaled on kebab skewers, were kept moist under a dripping hose. Parrots and starlings perched in woven bamboo cages. Scrawny monkeys and cats were certainly not for sale as pets, bearing out a local saying that ‘Cantonese eat anything with four legs except the tables and chairs.’ Housewives bartered market produce with country farmers, and sharp businessmen made deals with each other tallying their figures on an abacus with one person checking against a digital pocket calculator.

Emboldened with our biking skills, we set off for the ferry terminal to buy advance tickets to Wouzhou on its way to Guilin. We carried instructions written in Chinese on the card stiffener of a paper tissue package by a friendly man from whom we asked directions. This done with a minimum of fuss, we cycled on to the zoo in the oppressive midday heat when any sensible animal would be having a siesta. And a giant panda was just so, lying on his back chewing sugar cane. 

We retired to the shade and cool of the zoo restaurant and ate lunch along with ordinary Chinese families having a good outing dressed in outdated western fashions. The only baggy battle-green or blue uniforms and flat caps with red stars were those worn by foreigners, also known colloquially as ‘round eyes’, or ‘long noses’. 

We ordered by pointing to a fish dish that the family at the next table were eating, and had our most memorable meal in China - fish diced in a diamond pattern and served in a glazed vegetable sauce. To dispose of the bones people just turned round and spat them out on the concrete floor so, when the family eventually left the table, it looked like the aftermath of an earthquake. Worse still was the detritus from a nearby table where roast duck was being served off a spit laid on a chopping block and riven with a cleaver. A sweeper then came and swept up the ring of bones and bone chips ready for the next customers.

In this area of Guangdong Province, that is perhaps the most prosperous of the country, the shops were full of consumer goods, especially the Friendship Stores where only Foreign Exchange Currency (FEC) could be used, as opposed to renminbi (RMB), the people's money. We saw little poverty and no begging. The Chinese we met, mostly southerners with a reputedly warm manner, were polite, orderly, charming, and very noisy both in conversation and coughing and spitting.

We rode back to Shamian Island in the cool of the afternoon in a moving tide of rush hour cyclists. Within sight of the hostel we got in a wrong stream of traffic heading across the Pearl River Bridge but we were now so confident we just hung a U-turn and slid off down a slip road. 

Next morning the Wouzhou ferry, with us aboard, steamed into the fairway of the Pearl River. The relaxed and unnautical-looking skipper shouted orders to various members of his family crew, who in turn barked at the passengers telling them not to sit on the gunwales of the foredeck lest they fall overboard into the filthy oily-yellow water. A couple of hundred Chinese passengers spread themselves out on their own bamboo mats laid out on two-tier bunks that extended the length of the upper deck. Men squatted playing cards or mah-jong, interjected with high-pitched exclamations, while women attended to their children. 

All the foreigners were herded together forward in small 4-berth cabins. Independent travel was so new in China that the authorities were still uncertain how to handle foreigners except in group package tours. Sarah and I sat on the foredeck talking with our fellow travellers: an Australian couple hoping to take the Trans-Siberian Railway to Europe, two Swiss brothers on their junior national cross-country ski team, and a pair of lovers from Munich studying Chinese in Taiwan. Sarah and I felt the generation gap as they sat writing postcards home to their parents while we were doing the same to our children, but they seemed to appreciate ‘oldies’ prepared to travel backpacker class. 

The ferry chugged slowly against the current, the captain having handed the helm of the vessel to his children to skipper it through tricky sandbars of the wide, murky river. Against a red ball of the setting sun was silhouetted a woman, abetted by a snappy little dog, using a long thin stick to herd a large gaggle of dozens of geese. A farmer returning home with a wooden plough slung over his shoulder prodded a pair of water buffalo urging them past the geese. Large sampans drifted downstream with firelight sparkling from the aft cooking cabin that housed the family crew. The nearly full moon loomed out of the darkness from behind some hills ahead. 

 

 

YANGSHUO

Sarah and I disembarked at Wouzhou and climbed a ramp from the dock, wondering how we would reach Yangshuo, our destination eight hours distant. We were now accustomed to this daily uncertainty, one of the challenges and pleasures of our chosen form of travel. At the top steps the theme tune from Star Wars blasted from a radio of a parked bus from which a man shouted, “Yangshuo, Yangshuo” at every passing passenger. 	Once underway the driver pressed his foot hard on the accelerator pedal, and his thumb on the compressed air horn, and drove a slalom course between ambling buffaloes and coolies staggering under heavy loads balanced at the end of shoulder poles. When another vehicle approached both drivers kept two wheels near the crown of the cambered road with offside wheels on the edge of the ditch.

At first the road traversed flat, fertile farmland dotted with small villages. Then it climbed among limestone karst pinnacles, remnants of a geological fault that aeons past thrust up into the sea that retreated leaving a weird landscape which has become the hallmark of Chinese landscape painters. Pointed fingers sometimes filled the horizon, at others it was a bulbous thumb or a knuckled fist. 

As we approached Yangshuo local thunderstorms reverberated, and heavy mist and rain shrouded the peaks casting dark shadows punctuated by shafts of sunlight. Weary and bum-sore after eight bone-shaking hours, we rode into Yangshou, a sleepy little town on the banks of the Li River, 80km south of Guilin in the heart of Guanxi province.

Tucked away in a back alley we found the Xi Ling hostel, surrounded by a moat where ducks gobbled watercress. We took an airy room opening directly onto a large courtyard shaded with orange trees. Xi Ling hill towered over us, its greenery-clad vertical grey limestone walls rising out of the town itself as did half a dozen other similar limestone pinnacles, their distinctive shapes giving their names - Green Lotus Peak, Fairy Peach Hill, Bronze Mirror Peak, Lady Peak, Dragon-back, Lion, White Crane, and so on. 
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Yangshuo pinnacles

 

The hostel was also a Chinese holiday commune and had a central dining room offering ‘noodle soup with three delicious flavours’ for lunch. The courtyard water pump where Sarah and I washed our clothes was a focus for hostel guests to congregate and play mah-jong and Chinese chequers in the shade of orange trees. We met grandmothers guarding children for young working wives of truck drivers away delivering machinery to country farms.

We spent ten unhurried days in Yangshuo, a typical small Chinese market town. Friends from the Wouzhou ferry migrated to the relaxed atmosphere of Xi Ling and created a cheerful community of guilos conducive to gleaning information about the road ahead. Each of the young travellers had stories to tell that would have turned their parents’ hair grey; each had advice to give - where to stay cheaply in Beijing, how to get a rail ticket for Kunming, what was the unofficial exchange rate in Shanghai. Most of them were on tight budgets, but we were living sumptuously on about $15 a day for the two of us.

At noon each day tourist ferryboats arrived downriver from Guilin after traversing the gorges of the Li River. In the heat of day Sarah and I, along with many town children, went down to swim in the river from the stone esplanade just upstream from a waterfall that cascaded over a large rock on the riverbank. From there we had a ringside view of the riverboats, sometimes as many as forty of them, that turned in mid-river and disgorged their cargoes of Chinese tourists, and a smattering of guilos, at the wharf below us. Then the boats chugged past us against a strong current, heading back to Guilin unladen.

For two hours Yangshuo shed its sleepy aura and the town was abustle with stall owners peddling, in free enterprise fervour, knick-knacks and trinkets to camera-clicking tourists. The Osmanthus Café sold Coca-Cola by the caseload, and the Friendship Store did brisk business in tacky handicrafts. Tourists were herded into waiting buses to return to air-con luxury of their hotels in the neighbouring industrial city of Guilin. Yangshuo sighed and settled back into the ambiance of a small Mediterranean, or Californian, seaside resort.

We rented bicycles from two old ladies with golden teeth who sold lemonade at a bike stand on the moat causeway in front of our hostel. One still-dark morning we cycled out to Moon Hill to see the sunrise. A waning moon illumined the winding road with silvery light making the karst limestone forest stand out in ghostly silhouette. Trucks flashed their headlights at early-bird farmers and then turned them off and thundered past in inky darkness punctuated by firelight flickering from roadside houses. 

Parking our bikes we climbed rock-hewn steps for an hour through jungle undergrowth. We reached the thirty-metre span of a natural arch just as the red fireball sun rose from behind a serrated horizon of limestone fingers like the scaly backbone of a Chinese dragon. A river wound down a valley through a chequerboard of rice paddies, some flooded ready for planting, others an emerald green of tender shoots. Smoke rose from early morning kitchen fires in scattered villages, and life stirred in the fields. Farmers walked along dykes between paddies, and a man fished from a pontoon raft in the river. 

Sarah and I sat quietly absorbed in the wonder of the place, enjoying ‘That silence which is the fellowship of the hills.’ Family seemed so far away, and all the intrusive busyness that absorbed us at home had faded, allowing us to revel in each other's company as we travel well together.

The sun was well up when the first drink-seller arrived at the foot of the arch, his bamboo shoulder pole laden at each end with buckets holding iced bottles to tempt sweaty midday tourists. Descending the hill we pedalled back towards Yangshuo on a road now pulsating with traffic. On the way we stopped at the massive mushroom-shaped Thousand-year-old Banyan Tree that stood beside the river amid some limestone outcrops.

The hub of Yangshuo was the main street where young backpacking travellers frequented the many cafés. At the Green Lotus Wine House waitresses wearing miniskirts and white knee-high stockings served young Chinese men in flared bell-bottom trousers and shoes with heel-lifts and clacking metal plates. ‘Rock-around-the-Clock’ serenaded guilo breakfasts of muesli and yogurt. A wall map of the world featured Whitehorse, Yukon, also written in Chinese characters. Down the street the Happy Café offered fried bean sprouts served with fresh mango juice. It was hard to remember that we were in the heart of the most populous communist empire on earth.

At Suzanna's Café we met a young English couple, Phil and Karen, who had just come from Tibet - somewhere we dreamed of visiting, but sure we were not able to.

“Travelling independent of tour groups has just recently become possible.” Phil told us.

“Are you sure we wouldn't need a special permit?” we asked.

“No. March right in,” he replied confidently, “Nobody will stop you.” He drew a sketch map to show us where to stay in Lhasa.

Lhasa! Tibet! Sarah and I hardly dared speak those magic words in case the bubble burst and the dream vanish. When we worked in Kathmandu, Nepal, in 1962 we made many Tibetan friends among the refugee patients camped around the hospital. I have a library of books on Tibet, and have stepped into the country at several places along its Himalayan border. Despite Phil's confidence, the night was sleepless from excitement and wondering at the chance of visiting Lhasa.

Thereupon we decided to scrap our original plan to take a ferry through the Yangtse River Gorges, and to head off into Tibet. The southern route west from Kunming was closed because of bridges washed out in summer storms. So we decided to approach from the north by a train that followed The Silk Route to Golmud in China's gulag region on the edge of the Takla Makan and Gobi Deserts. Then we would take a bus or truck south across the Tibetan plateau towards Lhasa. 

Next day several friends teamed together to explore the gorges of the Li River by renting a narrow, flat-bottomed sampan onto which we loaded our bicycles, and chugged upstream under command of an all-female crew. An overcast and stormy sky broke open with a fierce downpour that passed, leaving wisps of cloud insinuated between pinnacles that rose steeply from the river. When the sun came out, steam rose from damp bamboo foliage bordering Paint Brush Hill and Cock-fighting Hill.

We disembarked with our bikes halfway back to Yangshuo. Beside country roads farmers used long wooden scoops suspended on two ropes from a tripod to irrigate the narrow rice paddies that they ploughed with buffaloes. All over China we saw small tractors driven by a forward-mounted, one-stroke engine being used for hauling loads and ploughing larger fields; regular four-wheel tractors were rare. Every hamlet had electricity, and light bulbs burned in simple bamboo shacks standing alone in fields.

Sarah and I visited the Yangshuo Hospital to watch acupuncture performed by a technician, a nervous and fidgety young man who passed his time waiting for patients by practicing on himself. He cleaned a thin silver acupuncture needle with an alcohol swab, and inserted it into the front of his left wrist, advancing it gently until his fingers began to twitch. Turning his hand over he felt the skin for the point of the emerging needle. His patient, an old coolie, arrived along with his family as observers. 

As he lay prone on the couch the technician inserted five acupuncture needles along the course of his sciatic nerve, the cause of pain down his leg from a lifetime of carrying heavy burdens. His leg twitched and he grunted. Then, using tongs, the technician passed a flaming alcohol-soaked cotton ball into the neck of a glass cupping-jar. Oxygen inside burned with a pop creating a vacuum in the jar that he promptly slapped onto the patient's skin over the protruding acupuncture needle. A red mound of flesh slowly rose into the cup that he removed after five minutes, massaged the old man's leg, and sent him on his way. Impressed by the technician's very professional demonstration, we walked back to our hostel; just ahead of us limped the now smiling old coolie with red cup-marks on his leg.

On our last evening in Yangshuo we took a boat to watch cormorant fishermen on the Li River. Each fisherman stood on a raft made of five long bamboo poles lashed together, both ends slightly warped upwards. Ten cormorants, with strings tied round their necks, perched beside a kerosene lantern. The fisherman punted slowly, pushed the birds off the raft with his pole, and ducked them. On surfacing they were unable to swallow the fish in their mouths because of the string necklace. The fisherman hooked the birds out of the water by a leg string, made them disgorge the fish into a basket behind him, and threw them back into the water to get back to work. 

We were sad to leave Yangshuo for Guilin by a bus that stopped a hundred metres down the road. The driver climbed under the engine and, after a few minutes tinkering with a spanner, returned and wiggled the steering wheel that only had half a turn of play in it. But he roared off into the countryside, seeming more concerned with oil on his clean white shirt. At the top of each rise he shifted gear into neutral and coasted downhill until nearly halted, when he engaged the clutch and the bus lurched into life again. 

The road was being repaired by gangs of labourers using hand-barrows, shovels and crowbars, supported by one ancient front-end-loader and a steamroller. Our driver nearly drove into the ditch a cyclist with a bed frame slung across his back, and another carrying six rattan chairs that looked from behind like a peacock's ruffled tail feathers.

Clouds lay round the limestone pinnacles surrounding Guilin. Train tickets were hard to come by so we decided to fly the short leg to Chengdu, despite horror stories we had heard about China Airlines. On a recent flight the pilot had put the plane on auto and left the cockpit to check out the cabin stewards when his door slammed shut so he had to use the emergency fire-axe to regain his seat at the controls.
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Limestone pinnacles surrounding Guilin

 

CHENGDU

Now Sarah and I were heading north-east towards Golmud on the border of China with Tibet, still with our hearts in our mouths at the possibility of entering that magical land.

After the peaceful village atmosphere of Yangshuo we felt quite lost in the centre of Chengdu, the bustling, populous capital city of Sichuan Province. Cyclists flowed across the Nanhe Bridge by the thousand in front of the vast, featureless Jinjiang Hotel, Chengdu's finest, built in the Russian style of the fifties. 

“What a dull, drab monster,” said Sarah, “let's find somewhere more to our own style.”

We wandered off in search of the Binjiang hostel along a leafy boulevard beside the river through a park where old men chatted, children rode pedal dodgem cars, and lovers held hands. The foyer of the hostel thronged with Chinese, but not a single guilo. A notice over the reception desk explained the reason: ‘Due to certain conditions service to foreigners is suspended.’

It was too late to tramp the streets in search of a bed so, undeterred by either the notice or the unfriendly mien of girls behind the desk, we brazenly asked for a double room, and were given a key without more fuss than detailing our passports. Outside each room stood a spittoon, like the brass pot in the fireplace beside my grandfather's study chair in London. The place rang with splashing of water and background rumble of hawking by half-clothed people wearing sandals that clacked up and down the corridors. This cacophony reminded us of our first visit to Hong Kong, twenty-three years before, when Sarah was pregnant and morning-sick, and had to hide under bedcovers to drown the orchestra of throat-clearing.

The few remains of the ancient walled city of Chengdu had been replaced by ugly Sino-Soviet utilitarian architecture - faceless square buildings, stodgy as suet pudding. At the head of Renmin Boulevard on a high pedestal stood a huge statue of Chairman Mao in avuncular pose wearing a high-collared military greatcoat, right hand raised in greeting, left behind his back, warty marble boss on his chin. 

A cavalcade of cyclists pedalling in orderly bicycle lanes along the main thoroughfares paid scant attention to the progenitor of their revolution. A white-uniformed policeman wearing white gloves directed traffic from an umbrella-shaded, candy-striped podium while an off-duty colleague was helping a man repair his bicycle.

On opposite corners of the first large intersection down Renmin Boulevard two gigantic billboards eulogizing the one-child-family showed a proud couple presenting their baby girl, chubby hands extended in greeting, to an adoring older man - a grandparent or a politician. The caption, written in English below the Chinese, read: ‘Family Planning - a basic national policy in China.’ From a nearby stall several elderly ladies wearing Red Cross armbands were giving free contraceptives, birth control pills, and pamphlets about abortion on demand.

The billboard picture of a girl was an unexpected gesture to womanhood in a country where Number One Son is universally admired, envied, and spoiled. Whenever we showed our family photos, pictures of our son caused pleasure and admiration, while those of our girls provoked titters of condolence.

One young woman told us, “My sister has a girl, but she wants to try for a boy even though she will have to pay a fine of 1,000 yuan (($300) every time she has another try. That is many months’ wages and she may also lose educational privileges, free health care, and maternity leave. She cannot afford this, but she so badly wants a boy.”

Sarah noticed how little boys were cherished and spoiled in public, while unwanted girls were neglected. Female infanticide was still practiced, especially in the country, yet a clause in the Marriage Law stated: ‘Drowning and other acts of murdering babies are prohibited.’
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One Child Family advertisement

 

“What will all those boys do when there are not enough girls to marry?” said the woman, “Then there will be lots of tears.”

Below the birth control posters a crush of people, including some children, hovered round a dozen glass-fronted display cases showing a photomontage of recent murders committed in the city. In big characters beside a mugshot of the criminal was a description of his deed; then followed photos of the body at the crime scene, the instrument (often a meat cleaver commonly used in markets), and a pile of money retrieved from the murderers. Finally was the judge handing down sentence in the courtroom, and the prisoner being marched away. In the bottom right-hand corner appeared a red tick when the matter had been, terminally, concluded. The China Daily frequently reported thieves confessing their crimes ‘in return for lighter sentences’, and television prominently featured misdeeds to discourage criminals and to cause loss of face to their families.

Outside our café, while having supper next day, a fleeing thief tripped and a band of his pursuers beat and booted him all the way down the street, not even a policeman interfering with this type of summary justice. Criminals with placards round their necks describing their crimes were paraded through the streets in trucks and jeered by onlookers on their way to public execution in the local stadium.

Hardly surprising, we felt quite safe in China where even tipping was considered an unacceptable form of bribery. One day when cycling, a man overtook me to return a one yuan note I had just dropped.

Off Renmin Boulevard we entered the remnants of the old city, an enchanted world of narrow streets lined with trees and earthenware flowerpots. People sat before their shops and houses enjoying their leisure and exchanging friendly greetings with us. 

A restaurant menu advertised:

Crisp sparrow

Frozen broth of white fungus

Small egg pie with flowers

Horn-shaped crisp cake

Creamed frog-ling

Stewed reproductive organs of ox

White fungus ice cream & tricolour jelly.

After supper a couple of rats darted out of the kitchen and scurried under the next table to feast on the ring of bones the previous occupants had spat in a circle on the floor.

Early next morning in pouring rain, Sarah and I cycled to the Advance Rail Booking Office along with a stream of plastic-caped and hooded others pedalling to work in eerie silence broken only by the swishing of two million wheels parting the puddles, and the occasional roar of a smoke-belching bus. We arrived in the booking hall soaked and steaming, and took our places in a snake-like queue of travellers hoping to get tickets. But more people wanted to travel across this vast country than could be accommodated on the transport wheels available. 

Prudent hopefuls had bivouacked in the porch overnight and were first to a numbered ticket window, clutching money ready. We stood well back in lines, crammed shoulder to shoulder. A friendly Chinese architect, of whom we enquired if we were in the correct line for Xian, drew us into the queue beside him. We asked him to write our destination, and ‘second class soft sleeper’, in Chinese on a piece of card to present to the booking clerk.

After an hour, when in touching distance of the wicket, I leaned over and grabbed the bars to discourage men on the flanks from elbowing their way into the front line. A man in front of me got his ticket that he clutched high in triumph. I thrust our instruction card at the clerk along with the money - apparently ten times the correct fare - and emerged jubilant with our tickets. 

So far on our journey most Chinese we met were courteous and patient, except in a crowd. In line-ups at bus stops free-for-all, push-and-shove became the rule, and an uncomfortable current of violence simmered and fermented below a demure surface. We found Chinese faces hard to read as they retained a masque-like countenance that showed little emotion.

Strolling down a street in China, visible evidence of being in a totalitarian state was scanty, and we could have been in any capitalist country. Small merchant stalls appeared to purvey unrestricted trade, parents or grandparents patiently paraded adored ‘single’ children, lovers strolled arm-in-arm or sat in the shadows holding hands, and elderly couples performed tai-chi with wooden staves on the park sidewalks.

 

 

XIAN

We boarded the train at Chengdu bound for Xian, thirty hours away. In the mausoleum-like waiting hall a couple of thousand people were sitting on benches or lolling on their baggage, shouting at each other, and spitting on the floor. The luggage of a sleeping man next to Sarah took up much of the bench so she gently moved it onto the floor. When he awoke he accused his neighbour and the two nearly came to fisticuffs; we sat mousey quiet. A bell announced the opening of platform gates, whereupon the entire concourse rose as one and headed towards the exits where an official with a megaphone shouted orders to keep in line, to which no one paid attention. Standing a head taller than most Chinese, I looked over a waving, bobbing sea of black hair.

Pushing and shoving escalated as we neared the gate, worsened by accompanying mountains of baggage. With only one small bag each, Sarah and I just flowed with the crowd until we were regurgitated onto the platform with feet trampled and ribs bruised. Beside each numbered carriage of the twenty-coach-long train stood a uniformed attendant checking ticket numbers against a list of booked passengers. We found our ‘soft sleeper’; further along the train people rushed for unreserved ‘hard seat’ compartments where they were crammed on top of each other with baggage loaded into overhead racks and strewn over the floor. 

A radio blared music, fans revolved intermittently, and lights were off till the train should start. Two Chinese men on the opposite bunk lit up pungent cigarettes. We opened the windows and coughed noisily - hints that passed unheeded. When the atmosphere became unbearable I intimated in sign language that cigarette smoke bothered my wife's lungs, so one man offered her a little bottle of herbal cough medicine. 

We had stocked up with coffee, tea, biscuits, and fruit to make a snack on the way. Each compartment was supplied with a large thermos of boiled water, which supplemented our own thermos that had two pandas painted on it. 

A new diesel locomotive pulled us out of Chengdu past shunting yards where stood many ancient steam engines still working - a railway buff's dream. Emerald green paddies of this rice bowl of China stretched away towards mountains that we entered as evening closed in.

Sarah kept handy a small bag with her immediate nightly needs. But we had omitted to bring a flashlight for finding the toilet and the number of our compartment on return, a serious omission because when the doors were closed, they all looked the same. The following morning an Australian girl, in the next compartment, told us, “I went to the john last night, and when I came back I opened the door quietly and climbed into bed. But, imagine it, I felt a body. I thought my boyfriend had decamped from the upper bunk so I just pushed him over.” She gurgled with laughter. “Then I thought I'd better check, so I opened the door a chink and saw a little old Chinese man cowering in the corner. I fled outside to check the numbers and found I was in the wrong compartment.”

The train rolled on through the night towards a junction where the line turns west along the Silk Road, or east to Xian. Approaching Xian next day, the train passed outside the castellated walls of the ancient city. 	

By habit, we lined up at a shack we believed to be the booking office in order to secure tickets for our onward journey, but after an hour we learned that not only were we in the wrong place, but we needed a sleeper ticket before a train ticket could be issued. 

The sleeper ticket office lay in the outer precincts at the end of an alley around the back of the left-luggage office where a dozen people were crowded round a small window. A student wrote ‘Xining soft sleeper’ on a piece of card for me to present to the clerk who ignored us for half an hour while she tallied her daily figures. In another building we spent an hour jostling at window #12, and eventually came away with two tickets on train #303 to Xining - correct date, time, and destination.

We decided to spoil ourselves after several nights on the backpacker circuit, and splashed out on a hotel with a bath. The ante-room to our vast bedroom had a chaise-longue; in a deep bath adjoining we soaked long and hot. Refreshed, we climbed the massive Bell Tower that once tolled at sunrise, and looked out from the city walls over a plain that for a thousand years was the heart of the Chinese Empire. The winding alleys of the Moslem quarter, where men in white skull caps sat cross-legged in stalls and veiled women glided between courtyards carrying pots on their hips, led us to the blue tiles of the Great Mosque, set amid the bustle of this now burgeoning industrial city.

To visit the Terracotta Army, Xian's forte
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