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  PREFACE

  

  THE FIRST STEP


  Iam walking from Shanghai to Tibet.


  It is a great line, and it is true. My journey is not continuous; I walk when I have the time, usually once a month and always starting from the last place I stopped and always heading west. With every step, I cover an unbroken trail that began at the Bund in the heart of Shanghai, to (as I write this in January of 2010) the Sichuan basin north of Chongqing.


  I have walked, with many twists and turns, well over two thousand kilometres since I began this venture in 2004, having passed through two municipalities (Shanghai and Chongqing), five provinces (Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Hubei and Sichuan) and countless towns and villages.


  People often ask me how I came up with the concept of a walk across China, and my thanks go to Edwin Dingle for being my inspiration. In the late spring of 2004, I was sitting in a Japanese restaurant in Shanghai and reading Dingle’s book Across China on Foot, which tells the tale of the Englishman’s 1909 trek. But Dingle didn’t really cross China on foot; instead, he took boats up the Yangtze River from Shanghai to Chungking (now spelled Chongqing) and then, over a period of nine months, walked southwest through Sichuan and Yunnan provinces to the Burmese border. The twenty-eight-year-old Dingle could neither speak nor read Chinese, so while the book is highly readable and fascinating in its descriptions of magnificent scenery, hotel squalor and the activities of foreign missionaries, it lacks a certain local depth.


  As I feasted as usual on salmon sashimi and cucumber sticks, I thought to myself: I can do better than that, and over another flask of hot sake I mapped out the plan. I would walk due west from Shanghai towards Lhasa, staying as close as possible to the 31st parallel – Shanghai is at thirty-one degrees north, which is the same latitude as Marrakesh, Morocco. The Yangtze Gorges are at thirty degrees north, while Lhasa is at twenty-nine degrees, making the journey pretty much a straight line due west for four thousand kilometres. The expedition would have to be non-contiguous, because I lead a busy life, but the rule would be to always start from the last place I stopped, so that I would literally walk every step of the way.


  The decision was made: I would walk to Tibet. I pushed my empty plates aside, turned on my laptop and opened up Microsoft Encarta (this was in the days before Google Earth). Looking at the vast map of China, my first question as I looked west of Shanghai was whether I should go north or south of Tai Hu, the almost perfectly circular lake about fifty kilometres from the city. North would take me through Suzhou, Changzhou, Wuxi and Nanjing, tracking close to the lower reaches of the Yangtze River. This route wanders through towns and cities that are well-known, well-travelled and well-integrated into the global economy, thanks to their export industries. Travelling to the south of the lake would take me through Pingwang, Huzhou, Changxing and Guangde: towns and cities I had never even heard of and knew nothing about. It was an easy choice; I would take the southern route.


  I started the walk the very next afternoon: April 4, 2004. It was a bright and shiny late spring day. As I walked those first few kilometres, I wondered many times if I could really do it and whether the goal of walking across China was, pardon the pun, really a step too far.


  But I persevered and, after a few months, I became proud of the distance I had put between myself and China’s largest city. For a long time I didn’t tell anyone of my plan because I was worried that I would fail. Then, somewhere in the rice paddies of Zhejiang Province, I decided the dream could become a reality and I became for many people, including myself, the man who is walking across China.


  As I walk, I am constantly reminded of the many reasons I decided to do this.


  I bill myself as a China expert, and while I have set foot in every province and region of China at one time or another over the thirty years I have lived in and around this country, there are vast areas that I have never seen. The walk gives me some credibility to speak to the ‘Real China’, in a way that is at least closer to the truth than the view from central Beijing or downtown Shanghai.


  I have always been interested in how China and the West interact, in all ways. Just about everything I have done seems to have been an exploration of how these two cultures fit together and for me, it is an unending investigation. The walk yields an interesting perspective on China/Outside dynamics because for just about everyone I meet out there, I am the first non-Chinese person they have ever seen, let alone spoken to. The fact that, unlike Mr. Dingle, I can also read and speak Chinese means that I can talk to people and I can read the signs and slogans and graffiti that I come across. I see things in a way that many non-Chinese would not, and perhaps in a way that many Chinese would miss because I have an outsider’s perspective.


  When I first came to Mainland China in 1978, this was a very closed country. Foreigners were not allowed to travel beyond a radius of about twenty kilometres from the centre of Beijing without official approval from the Foreign Ministry. Every road out of Beijing had a sign posted and a checkpoint that required foreigners to stop and turn back if they lacked a pass to proceed. My walk is a way to test today’s limits, of proving how much China has changed and how much it has opened up to the world. It is, hopefully, a celebration of tolerance.


  I have a problem with my leg. I limp, and have done so since I underwent an operation at the age of eleven to cut out a section of bone in my right hip joint that had been affected by tuberculosis. This, and later operations, resulted in my right leg being shorter than the left, leaving me with a lop-sided gait and an increasing stiffness of my spine. The walk is partly a message to heaven, declining to accept the affliction’s constraints.


  I suppose I am also a part of the tradition of English eccentricity, which is particularly strong in Englishmen resident in foreign parts, and often includes the habit of taking long walks. There is no point fighting this kind of thing.


  There were other inspirations as well, including an 18th-century Chinese traveller named Xu Xiake, who wandered central China describing its sights in, amongst other tomes, The Travel Diaries of Xu Xiake. Then there was the great Isabella Bird, the intrepid British traveller of the late 19th century who wrote wonderful travelogues of Asia and elsewhere and passed along what became a key part of my route.


  The only advantage of age is perspective, and at 57, I now have some of that. My first career was as a journalist for newspapers and news wire services, and while I am a journalist no more, I still look at the world as a reporter. People on the road ask me what I am doing and I say ‘cai feng’, which means to ‘grab the wind’, a metaphor for travel and experiencing the world. The phrase is also similar in sound to ‘cai fang’, which means to ‘do reporting’. The trip is a bit of both concepts.


  While walking across China sounds like a formidable concept, in a way, it is simply a series of strolls through the countryside. Or sometimes hikes – I walk up to fifteen or even twenty kilometres a day, depending on how many people I stop to talk to along the way. I do not camp out overnight. I sleep in little local inns, or in a hotel in the nearest town. I am not roughing it.


  People ask if it is lonely on the walk, for I almost always walk alone, and the answer is: No! I come across people in every type of landscape. I say “Ni hao” to all, resulting in dozens of conversations each day I am out there, even when the weather is bad. I choose to walk alone because it creates the opportunity for conversations, and it is these conversations that are the point of the whole enterprise. I hand out my name card to everyone I meet and encourage them to contact me. I get telephone calls from farmers and tea traders in the middle of nowhere asking where I am and how I am doing.


  I have learned to read satellite images, use maps, Global Positioning System (GPS) units and a compass. I have learned more about how to talk to strangers, and to make people feel comfortable talking to me. I have learned how to read directions from the sun and moon, and something of the cycle of plant life and how farmers think. I see and learn something new every time I go out there.


  On the walk so far, I have already talked to thousands of people, taken tens of thousands of photographs and seen places that are hidden in their ordinariness or remoteness from most Chinese people, let alone people from other parts of the world. I have had the opportunity to experience the spontaneous hospitality of ordinary Chinese people, see the rapid changes that are taking place in this country at the most basic of levels, and talk to kids and old people, farmers and traders, madmen and nuns, about everything under the Chinese sun. I have planted rice, de-corned corn cobs, winnowed wheat and paid my respects along the way to Buddha and a number of other deities – nothing wrong with hedging your bets.


  The walk continues, and while my original plan was to do the book when I finished it, I now have no idea when it will end. For me, this is not a race. I saunter on and stop whenever I feel like it to talk to a farmer or an old woman or a kid about whatever comes to mind. With China continuing to change at such a fast rate, I was concerned that the value of some of the observations would be diminished if I left it too long. This is only the first part of the story.


  So to paraphrase a Chinese saying, a story of ten thousand sentences begins with one word. And that word, may Buddha have mercy on my soul, is “I”.
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  CHAPTER 1

  

  INTO THE MOUNTAINS


  I was nearly two years into the walk before I reached the mountains.


  The road from Shanghai on the Pacific seaboard of China, at zero metres above sea level and sometimes less, through to the Tibet plateau in the heart of Asia involves two major ‘steps’. The first is from the central China plain, where the average height above sea level is twenty-five metres or so, up to the Sichuan plateau with an altitude of around four-hundred-and-fifty metres. This is the range of mountains through which the Yangtze River has cut the Gorges, now dominated by a massive dam and reservoir. The second step, just west of Chengdu city, pushes the altitude up to more than four thousand metres. The paths up both steps are within one degree of latitude of Shanghai.


  As I started out of Shanghai, I was out of shape and five kilometres a day was something to be proud of. Then my father died, I thought my right knee was collapsing, and I basically abandoned the walk on the shores of Lake Tai for nearly a year. But the urge to continue the project eventually resurfaced, and I picked it up again, and walked on through the rich rice lands of Zhejiang Province. I crossed into Anhui Province, making my way through many little towns until, on New Year’s Day of 2006, I crossed the Yangtze River at Tongling, a filthy industrial city. I struggled on through the bleak Anhui winter, but when I hit springtime at the edge of the Dabie Mountains, the walk changed from a trudge to a romp. I haven’t looked back since.


  The countryside just to the east of the mountains is at roughly the same height above sea level as had been the previous five hundred kilometres from Shanghai – about forty metres. Then, suddenly, it changed.


  On the satellite photographs, there is a clear straight line running NNE to SSW for a couple of hundred kilometres. To the right of the line are fields and flat land; to the left are mountains and forest. Highway 209, which is a paved but quiet country lane, crosses this line into the mountains.


  The road up from the plain rises steeply to two hundred and fifty metres above sea level, making this leg of the journey a bit of a struggle, but I finally crossed a ridge, entering the world of mountain valleys, which, after so many hundreds of kilometres of flat paddies, was a startling and welcome change.


  The Dabie Mountains region has the reputation of being one of the most remote and backward parts of China. The region is also a significant part of the Chinese Communist Party’s mythology as its desperate rebels passed through the area in the late 1920s and early 1930s to escape the guns of the Nationalists. The rebels survived.


  The air in the mountain valleys is clean and fresh in a way that is unknown on the plains to the east. I could hear the melodious sound of running water, a novelty for me, and within this there was a deeper silence, thanks to the muffling effect of the mountains and the thick forest cover.


  I paused near two houses nestled below the road and sat down on a low wall. Before long, three women came over to find out who this stranger was. The woman was surnamed Zhu, she was in her late sixties, and she had two sons and an extended family of more than a dozen people all living in the same house with wonderful views of the deep valley in front and the steep mountain behind. She invited me into her clean kitchen, which had an old-fashioned wood-burning stove on which she made me a cup of tea with tea leaves plucked from a bush just outside the door. In the corner was a covered plastic tub of water fed by a pipe from a deep well. I dipped a small bowl into the tub and took a refreshing gulp. It tasted ... how to describe it? Soft?


  “This is better than any mineral water in the city,” her son proudly told me. “No chemicals. It’s the best water for making tea.”


  A little further along the road there was a small group of women and children playing in a yard in front of some simple houses. I said hello, and they all crowded round. One of the girls was wearing a T-shirt decorated with faded, unreadable English.


  “What does that say?” I asked the girl, but she looked back at me and shook her head, while one of the women laughed and said: “It says she’s an idiot.”


  “Well, I can read English,” I announced, “and I can tell you it says the opposite, that she is smart and has a bright future.”


  The girl looked from the woman to me, and wondered what was going on.


  I continued at a slow pace: the mountains and valleys were easily the most beautiful country I had passed through since the start of my walk, and I wanted to make sure I experienced every view and took every photo, aiming for the perfect digital photographic equivalent of a classical Chinese painting with mountains, water, trees, and, somewhere in an insignificant corner, a humble human overawed by the wonders of Nature.


  There was a steady sprinkle of human habitation wherever I walked; after all, this is China with a population of well over a billion, and people and their homes are never far away. Down on the plains of Anhui, there were almost no thatched farmhouses left, but the traditional tiled-roof design still dominated in these nearby mountains. Scattered amongst the vestiges of olden times were more modern buildings in the standard early 21st-century design, which is two stories with a flat roof.


  As I walked along, a man on a motorcycle passed me, then stopped and came back. He was Xu Hongsheng (Red Life Xu), a chemistry teacher at the Chashui High School from the nearby town of the same name. We talked for a while, and he invited me to visit the school the next day and speak to the students. I accepted gladly and asked what time I should arrive.


  “Six o’clock.” I groaned at the thought of getting up so early but agreed, and off he rode.


  I passed a temple with a dog that growled angrily and wouldn’t let me inside. Shortly after I heard a waterfall, which must have been massive from the roar of the water, but wasn’t visible from the road. All the while, I gloried in the relative lack of litter along the roads, which was a big change from the plains where the edges are generally lined with rubbish.


  The next day saw a gloomy, grey start in the depths of the mountains, but by 6am, there were hundreds of teenagers from farms and villages covering a wide area around Chashui standing before the main school building. Headmaster Chen, Teacher Xu and I watched three children raise the Chinese flag as the national anthem blared over the PA through sickening layers of karaoke-style reverb.


  The students were wide-eyed at the sight of this non-Chinese person standing before them, the first they had ever seen in the flesh. One girl shyly approached the front and mumbled her way through an essay about the importance of the Beijing 2008 Olympics, scribbled on a sheet from an exercise book. The reverb was horrible; no one was listening.


  I asked Teacher Xu if we could turn the reverb down. He went inside, and suddenly it was possible to vaguely understand what the girl was saying. I was up next with Teacher Xu introducing me to the gathering as a foreign friend walking to Tibet. He handed me the microphone, saying: “Tell them that learning Mandarin is important.”


  Okay.


  So I introduced myself, the red flag of Communist China fluttering above me. “The Dabie Mountains are no longer isolated,” I told the group, “You are now linked into the rest of China, and China is now linked into the rest of the world. Languages are the tools we use to bind the world together.”


  Warming to the topic, I continued: “You and I can communicate because I speak and understand Mandarin, and so do you. With Mandarin, you can communicate with anyone in China. And beyond its boundaries is the whole world. English is the language that works outside China. First, make sure your Mandarin is good and then learn English.”


  I spoke for fifteen minutes. It was quite a responsibility, representing the world in front of hundreds of people, many of whom had never stepped beyond the mountain valleys. I told them about the many positive changes I had seen in China over the decades; about how optimistic I am about the future of China; and about the constructive role China can play in the world. “The world needs China,” I said, “And China needs the world.”


  The students dispersed to the classrooms, and I asked the headmaster if I could visit a class. He had no problem with it, so we went upstairs to the senior class.


  “Good morning,” I said in English as I stepped in front of the blackboard.


  “Good morning!” the teenagers roared back, beaming with delight.


  “Shall I speak in English or Chinese?” They decided on Chinese.


  One student asked why I was walking across China, so I told him I have a problem with my leg and wanted to send a message to the heavens. Another asked what I thought of China: “It is a place that is changing rapidly and opening up and full of promise and potential.” Another wondered what I thought of Chinese education and did I like the Dabie Mountains. Yet another asked me to tell the class the most amazing thing that had ever happened to me. My brain raced for a couple of seconds before coming up with: “There was a day in 1980 when I was a reporter and I was in the Great Hall of the People and I stood right next to Deng Xiaoping.” I paused. “He was short.”


  I asked if the school had computers they could use, and the answer was that yes, there were a couple, but access was strictly controlled: ‘Going online’ is apparently not good. I decided to be subversive. I pulled out my laptop computer and said: “This computer is linked into the Internet right now, and I want to show you my homepage.” I clicked on earnshaw.com, and the site came up really quickly, thanks to the wonders of wireless technology. The students were amazed.


  I wrote the address for the site on the board and said: “On this site, you will find a link to send me an email. I want you all to send me emails, okay?” They declared as one that they would.


  Back on the road, I walked along a steep gorge lined with waterfalls, then passed through a break in the ridge called Dragon’s Pass. Once through, I found myself in a wide valley dotted with farms and fields, mostly planted with rice or rapeseed, a fast-growing plant with bright yellow flowers used to make canola oil. This was the Chashui High School’s catchment area.


  Passing by a small house with lines of gravestones at the front, I was invited in for a cup of tea by an old and balding gentleman named Zhang Zuhua, who turned out to be the engraver of the stones. I asked the sixty-five-year-old how much for a gravestone, and he told me about one hundred RMB in total, stone plus engraving. “It is a very seasonal business,” he explained. “Things are busiest after the Qingming Festival.” This traditional rite is celebrated on the one-hundred-and-fourth day after the winter solstice, which had just passed. Mr. Zhang said he made a few thousand RMB a year, which he said was more than enough to live on in his village. “I have five children, but I live alone and take no money from them,” he added in a satisfied manner.


  I left Mr. Zhang and continued walking, but about fifteen minutes later, I realized I had left my mobile phone in the engraver’s house. “Not to worry,” I thought and kept walking, knowing it would be safe with him. Sure enough, a short while later I was walking through a bamboo forest when a motorcycle roared up with Mr. Zhang on the back seat behind a young boy. “I found you!” he exclaimed. “You forgot your phone!”


  Every turn in the road offered views of terraced fields, old Anhui-style farmhouses, streams tumbling through rocks, and a rich mixture of vegetation: pine trees amongst bamboo groves, streams tumbling through rocks; fields painted with purple flowers; and seas of rippling wheat, corn, rapeseed and vegetables. No rice yet, but the paddies were ever-present, many of them with ranks of ducks methodically hoovering their way through the mush with fast staccato slurps.


  By lunchtime, I was walking into the town of Chashui, which was little more than a long main street with houses and little shops ranged along the dusty Highway 209. The fields lay directly behind the buildings, and sometimes between them.


  In the centre of town, Teacher Xu’s wife ran a small knick-knack shop with a photo studio in the back, where she wielded a pretty impressive Nikon film camera with a 35-105mm lens. She was taking some photos of local babies sitting in front of pictures of Hawaiian beaches, their legs splayed out.


  Teacher Xu rode up on his motorcycle, and I told him how beautiful I found the countryside. Grasping the notion, he told me: “You should invest here.”


  “Interesting you should say that,” I commented. “I was just thinking this morning, as I was walking along, that a small six-star boutique hotel in the middle of Dabieshan would be a good idea. Then the rich people of Shanghai could come and experience Anhui village life in luxury.”


  I invited him and Headmaster Chen to dinner that evening. We would meet at 5.30pm, and it would be my treat, to thank them for allowing me to visit the school. “See you then,” he said, and roared off back to the school.


  The road out of Chashui took me up a gentle valley towards mountain peaks to the west. On the road’s right, terraced fields in decreasing arcs traversed the valley, with each arc covered by a complex series of wooden trellises. Two farmers were digging away at the earth under one of the trellises and I shouted hello. One of them shouted and waved back: “Where are you from?” I said: “England,” and added, “Pleased to meet you,” before continuing up the road.


  The valley ended, the forest began, and I passed a woman with a massive basket of brushwood that she had collected and was in the process of heaving onto her back. I took some photos of her as she managed this feat, and she laughed with glee. As I worked the camera, I became aware of a man sitting astride a stationary motorcycle up the hill a ways, waiting and watching. I walked up to him and he greeted me with: “Hi, I wanted to talk to you. I saw you down below. I was working in the field.” Presumably he was one of the two men working under the trellises, but he had cleaned himself up. He asked what I was doing, and I offered him my mantra that I was walking to Tibet.


  “It’s so cool to do something like that,” he said enviously. “Well, thank you,” I replied, “You are very lucky to live in such a beautiful place with such lovely air.”


  The young man said he wanted to show me some medicinal melon seeds and other produce that he grew, expressing the hope that we could perhaps do some business together, and help sell his wares. I said I doubted it, but he was a smart and polite guy and he was reaching out, so I invited him to join the little dinner I was organizing with the school people. He said his name was Xu, Xu Bing (Soldier Xu), and that he was a graduate of the Chashui High School, but that he was not sure it was a good idea for him to come to my soiree. To this, I responded: “Don’t worry about it. I am the host and you are welcome to join us.” We agreed to meet in Chashui at around 6pm.


  As I continued on, the walk was becoming more like a climb. I passed through a valley with an extremely impressive terraced field that appeared to be more a work of art, and the sun was at a wonderful angle, highlighting the terraces. I stopped to take photos, and a man and a woman appeared over a balcony behind me.


  “When were these terraces built?” I asked, thinking perhaps the Song dynasty, eight hundred years ago.


  “I don’t know, they were here when I was born,” the man responded. “Maybe in Chairman Mao’s time?”


  Taking this to mean “a long time ago”, I went further up the hill. Magnificent views stretched out down to the left over terraced fields and the valley below, and, near a traditional farmhouse stretched along the road, a pretty young woman with a small child came towards me, with an old man following. He was wearing the kind of blue Mao jacket that was essentially the only attire for males thirty years ago, but is now nowhere to be seen in the cities.


  “Come in and have some water,” the woman said.


  I readily agreed and was given a small bench seat near the door overlooking the valley. This would be where their family had sat for decades; a southern aspect, with a good view of the road in either direction.


  The old man settled in next to me and I gave him my card, although I wasn’t sure whether he could read. Illiteracy is prevalent in the mountains, particularly among the older generation. On this leg of the journey, I asked many people to write their names for me; while most below the age of thirty have had some degree of education, I sometimes find people even in their thirties and forties who cannot write their own name. But this old man could read, and he glanced at me when he saw my Chinese surname.


  “Yan,” he said in surprise.


  “Yes,” I said (my Chinese name is Yan Gewen). “And your name?”


  He stood up and went inside for a moment, then emerged holding a small red passbook, an old people’s benefits certificate. There was his surname, Xu, and his given name, Yan, the same character as my Chinese surname. It is a rare character, the name of a famous politician from the Warring Kingdoms period of Chinese history more than two thousand years ago, named Yanzi or Yan Ying, who is known for having been short of stature and smart of brain.


  My Chinese surname was chosen for me by a teacher in Hong Kong the first day I started to learn Cantonese in 1973, while my full Chinese name was decided upon some years later by the kung fu novelist Louis Cha. I patted Xu Yan on the shoulder and said: “We are the Yan brothers.” He smiled happily at the small coincidence.


  Xu Yan was born in 1927 in this very house, and had lived here all his life. “So you were here when the Communists came?” He nodded. “Liberation,” I said, to test his reaction. It is a word I usually strictly avoid due to its reference to the 1949 Communist victory. He shook his head, stating bleakly, “It was not a liberation.”


  Mr. Xu showed me round the house, which had a long dark corridor, mud brick walls, rooms with tiny windows, and rafters high above in the darkness strung with stored produce. Suspended from the roof over the main corridor was an entire room: the grain store. The kitchen was medieval in design, but everything was spotlessly clean and orderly. “How is the house in winter and summer?” I asked. “Cool in summer and cold in winter,” Mr. Xu said, “But we wear lots of clothes to keep warm.” To prove his point, he showed me that even on a spring day, he was wearing at least five layers including two sweaters.


  We discussed the harvest. “Last year was good, but I don’t know about this year,” he said with the cautious pragmatism of the peasant.


  As we chatted, a man rode up on a motorcycle and stopped outside the door. The bike had a big wicker basket on the back and he took off the cover, revealing dozens and dozens of tiny baby ducks.


  “How much?” I asked as everyone from the house gathered around.


  “Three RMB [$0.40] for a pair.”


  “Wow, that’s cheap,” I replied.


  “No, expensive!” Xu Yan’s family corrected me earnestly.


  “Right, expensive!” I said quickly. “Outrageous!” I added to the duck seller.


  I said goodbye to Xu Yan and his family and walked on accompanied by a man of around sixty who was a relative of Xu Yan’s. “There is a small waterfall up here, come and have a look,” he said.


  As we walked slowly up the hill, I looked round and I saw Xu Yan coming up after us. I went down to meet him, and we, the Yan brothers, walked to the waterfall together arm in arm. He was really happy. We took a photograph together, both of us beaming.
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  CHAPTER 2

  

  DRINKING GAMES


  The day’s walk was over and I returned to Chashui for dinner. I called Teacher Xu, who asked me to come to the school gates at 5.30pm. Arriving promptly, Teacher Xu led me inside to a conference room where I found a delegation of five men waiting for me, three of them in suits. Leading the delegation was Mr. Cheng Zhihua, secretary of the Qianshan County Communist Youth League, who looked about thirty-five years old. Accompanying him were his assistant, Mr. Huang, Teacher Xu and two vice-headmasters. Headmaster Chen, I was informed, was not available.


  Mr. Cheng formally welcomed me to the mountains by saying, “This region is poor.”


  “I think it is very beautiful,” I replied.


  “We welcome people from all over the world,” he responded, so I asked how many other foreigners had passed this way. “There was an African man from Cameroon a few years ago, but apart from that, you’re the first foreigner to visit the region.” I said it was my honour.


  “We are looking for investment – investors – and maybe you would be interested?” he asked.


  “I am just walking through,” I replied. “I am not here looking for investments. But I do think the mountains are beautiful and there should be big potential for tourism in the long term.”


  “We think so too,” he said. “There are several local hotel projects under construction, but not high class. There is no foreign investment in them.”


  I suggested they should be cautious about developing lower level hotel projects to avoid the kind of damage to the scenery and environment inflicted on other places such as the once-beautiful town of Guilin.


  “Mr. Yan referred to a six-star hotel idea?” prompted Teacher Xu.


  “I think such an idea would be great in theory, though in practice it would require a lot of patience and money and support from the local government. Outside investors are convinced about the future of China tourism, but the Dabie Mountains are very remote, and there would be a reluctance to invest.”


  “Thank you for your frankness,” Mr. Cheng said. “Now it is time for dinner.”


  “My treat,” I said. “Let us go to a local restaurant and have a simple meal.”


  “I have arranged dinner at the best restaurant in town, a banquet for two hundred and fifty RMB,” Teacher Xu announced.


  “Wow, two hundred and fifty RMB!” I said. “You have a Grand Hyatt here? I had dinner the other night for just forty RMB including beer.”


  “Only forty RMB? Impossible,” Teacher Xu said.


  “Our treat,” Mr. Cheng pushed.


  “No no,” I said.


  “Yes yes,” they said.


  It was the old Chinese banquet-hosting ploy of push and pull. I decided to cave in, even though it meant no dinner for Xu Bing. I sensed they had expected me to insist but I wasn’t interested in playing their game – there were more people than planned, and two hundred and fifty RMB for a meal in Chashui was outrageous.


  We drove off from the school and thirty seconds later we arrived at the local inn at which I had previously eaten for forty RMB and taken a room. We went upstairs and the toasting began. Everyone drank ‘baijiu’ (the Chinese spirit that’s from eighty to one hundred and twenty proof and is usually made from sorghum grain), except for one of the vice-headmasters who gained my respect by bucking convention and drinking beer out of the baijiu shot glasses.


  The drinking culture in China is fascinating. All the strengths and genius of Chinese culture are revealed within it, as well as a few of the shortcomings. But it’s the strengths that predominate.


  It is social manipulation on a scale and sophistication far beyond anything Western culture has developed. In the West everyone basically drinks alone. When a group of people gathers together to drink alcohol in Europe or the United States, they may clink glasses and say cheers once at the beginning, but after that each person drinks alone, sipping alcohol when they choose with no regard to what is happening around them. In China, no one drinks alone. Every time the glass is raised it is used to manipulate a relationship in some way. The aim is to toast each person around the table in turn, including a special look and a few words, which provides the chance for manipulation. Of course, as in the West, the aim is also to get drunk, but there’s an added layer of social interaction that comes from thousands of years of perfecting the drinking culture. The West has a lot to learn from China in the 21st century.


  My new friends were toasting each other like mad, and with each salutation a glass was drained. I chose to sip my drink, which drew disapproving glances. Teacher Xu was the worst, making a big point of wanting me to drain the glass each time. On principle I declined, telling him my drinking capacity was clearly no match for his. I can drink large quantities of baijiu when necessary – if it is an important dinner in an outlying province and it is necessary to gain the respect of my dinner companions – but I don’t enjoy it, because a baijiu hangover is about the worst I have ever experienced. Actually, the only good thing that can be said about baijiu is that every glass tastes better than the last.


  There was no way I wanted to become baijiu-drunk and have to sweat the stuff out the next day on the road.


  “Mr. Yan is a cautious drinker, like myself,” Mr. Cheng said, to head off Teacher Xu. He toasted me and we continued to sip the alcohol.


  Still strictly business, Mr. Cheng said investors would be able to enjoy special tax breaks for several years, and tasked his assistant Mr. Huang to visit me in Shanghai to give me materials on investment policy and opportunities in the region but as soon as he realised that I was not going to invest in any of his proposals, he stood up suddenly and said that while it had been an honour to meet me and all that, he had to leave to get back to the county seat about fifty kilometres from Chashui.


  “Stay with him for a while,” he said to Teacher Xu as he left.


  Teacher Xu, who I now noticed was pudgy and unfit at only twenty-nine years of age, continued to toast me, although he said at one point that he had drunk so much that if he drank much more he would explode. “That would be unfortunate,” I said, but he kept up the toast rate, and began pushing the investment line in a self-serving way. “Your plan of a six-star hotel is excellent, but you will need assistance here, and a lot of help from the local government.”


  “I am sure that is true,” I said. “But, remember, I am just walking through.”


  He said that being a teacher is very important and that while he’d had opportunities to develop his career outside the mountains, he had decided to work in the Chashui High School in order to help the local people.


  “We play an important role, developing the patriotism of the students. Connections with the outside world are important, although I don’t like Japanese people,” he said.


  This is a comment that always annoys me. “Why don’t you like Japanese people?” I asked.


  “Because of the way they treated China in the war.”


  “But it wasn’t the Japanese of today, it was their grandfathers,” I pointed out.


  “Nanjing massacre... Yasukuni shrine...”


  “This is all history and government policy,” I said. “The British fought the Opium Wars with China. Do you think I should apologize to you for that?”



  “Um, well, the Japanese government won’t admit the errors of the past.”


  “That is the government. What has that got to do with the ordinary people? You think I support every policy of the British government because I hold a British passport? Should I blame you personally for the Chinese government’s activities in Sudan?” I was warming to the theme. Bloody baijiu. “Your students deserve a balanced education. To condemn Japanese people in this way is to return to the mistakes of the Cultural Revolution. In those days, as you know, Teacher Xu, people were imprisoned and their lives ruined because they had a ‘family background problem’, meaning their grandfather had travelled abroad, or something equally irrelevant.”


  We eventually ended the impasse by agreeing that everyone in the world is equal.


  Xu insisted on opening yet another bottle of beer, even though it was clear I didn’t want it and he couldn’t handle it. We drank half and then he said: “You should now go upstairs to rest.” I insisted on going down to the door with him to see him off. “Really not necessary, you go and rest,” he ordered me. “I am waiting for someone,” I replied.


  “Who is it?”


  “Someone I met.”


  “I had better stay here and see him to make sure it is all right,” he said, playing the role of the nosy official.


  “Teacher Xu, I am grateful for your concern and good wishes, but I am an adult and I wish you a good night.” I presented him with my hand to shake.


  Xu Bing, damn him, chose that moment to arrive on his motorcycle and Teacher Xu went over and said a few words to him, then turned to me and said: “It’s all right, I know him.”


  Teacher Xu disappeared into the night, and I smiled at Xu Bing and apologized. He brushed it aside. “Let’s have a drink and a talk somewhere,” I suggested. It was only 8pm but all was dark on the main street. Things close down early in a small Chinese mountain town. “Let’s go upstairs.”


  The serving girl was unhappy because she wanted to leave. “One bottle of beer, two glasses, you go home, and I promise to turn out the light,” I said. She seemed content with this deal.


  Xu Bing and I talked for a couple of hours. He was a peasant boy, but the contrast between his simple open honesty and the selfishness of Teacher Xu was refreshing.


  He was twenty-two years old and, following graduation from Chashui High School at the age of seventeen, he went to Shenzhen to work in a factory for two years. Then three years before our meeting, his mother died unexpectedly and Xu Bing’s father had to undergo a heart operation. His younger sister was devastated, and he had to hurry back to look after everything. He nursed his father back to health, worked the fields and arranged for his sister to get a job in Shenzhen. His father, now better, was the man I saw working under the trellises in the fields that afternoon. “I have a girlfriend now,” Xu Bing told me, “I expect to marry her one day, but I don’t know when I will have enough money to manage it.”


  Xu Bing’s excuse for talking to me was the medicinal melon seed idea he had brought up when we first met, but what he really wanted to talk about was life and responsibility and his father and his puzzlement about things in general. He expressed amazement at what he knew or guessed of my life and I gave him a pep talk, telling him how lucky he was in so many ways and how the secret to success is persistence. It was a pleasure to talk to him, to get to know him. He made me ashamed with some of his statements: “If I have some money and I spend it to buy some clothes for myself, I don’t feel as good as when I am buying something for my father or my girlfriend,” he said.


  The next day, he would be back in the fields digging dirt, while I would be on the road and Teacher Xu would be in school. But in terms of being a human being, he was doing better than at least one of us.


  It was raining when I set out in the morning, which was a big contrast from the sunny skies of the day before. I ran across the road from the inn to a little shop selling shoes and bought a pair of plastic Wellington boots for seventeen RMB (about two US dollars).


  It was mostly light rain as I walked through the mist-coiled mountains that evoked classic Chinese scenes: layered ranks of mountain ranges, each one paler than the one in front, fading into a pearly glow.


  Every corner I turned showed me something new and beautiful in its own way: an overhang of brilliant red flowers, or an Anhui farmhouse with chickens outside and an old woman sitting silently in the doorway, watching. Or maybe a view out over terraced paddy fields, or a three-wheeler scooter truck, with a couple of pigs in the back, churning black smoke into the sweet wet atmosphere.


  I was pretty high up, about seven hundred metres above sea level according to my GPS unit, compared to three hundred metres for Chashui. At one point at about 11am, the rain turned into a storm and lightning flashed and the thunder clapped right above my head, then off to the left, then over to the right. As the rain cascaded down, I sloshed past a peasant house up on a rise, and a man called out: “Come up and have some water.” I accepted his invitation with great relief.


  His name was Feng Tianbei and he said he had seen me several days before on the road about thirty kilometres to the east. A rice farmer, he had two children aged twenty and eighteen, both studying in Beijing.


  “But having two children was against the law then, right?” I asked.


  “They didn’t enforce the policy too strictly up here in the mountains,” Mr. Feng said. “But nowadays people only want to have one. The girls won’t agree to have more.”


  His children’s studies were being financed by loans from the Industrial and Commercial Bank, which the children will be responsible for paying back once they graduate and start work. He invited me to sit on a special heated stool, which I found in all the peasant houses in this little corner of Anhui, and which I have never seen anywhere else. The circular, wooden stool has a semi-circular seat punctuated with two slit holes, while below is a metal brazier for coals – absolutely brilliant in its design.


  Mr. Feng’s wife was serving lunch, and I was invited to join them in their repast. I had some white rice, which Mr. Feng himself had grown, while they ate a full meal of meat and vegetables. “And how is your life?” I asked him. “We are poor,” he responded, but then Anhui farmers always say that. I pointed to the richness of his life – the beauty of the scenery, the fresh air, fresh food. “The scenery is not beautiful,” his wife said, adding: “This house is awful.” She was right – the house was pretty awful. There were holes in the walls and holes in the roof. It was nowhere near as nice as Xu Yan’s house.


  I asked about electricity, which had arrived in the region in about 1991 (the phone service was installed in 2001). They had a black-and-white television, but no refrigerator. “We grow our own food,” Mr. Feng said. “And if I had the money, I would build a new house,” which he said would cost him around seventy thousand RMB (US$8,000). My impression was that most of the ordinary farmers in this region of Anhui Province have an income of somewhere between one hundred and three hundred RMB a month, which seemed to be enough to live a basic life.


  The rain stopped and I walked on to the little town of Nishui. Xu Bing had said he would come out to see me on the road before Nishui, but he hadn’t showed up, which given the heavy rain was understandable.


  There is not much to say about Nishui. It is just another one-pig town, but it does have a little ‘supermarket’ which had its lights off to save electricity. I bought some batteries and chatted with the owner, asking him which products sell the best. “Milk powder for babies,” he said. “But mother’s milk is better, right?” I said with a smile. He didn’t respond. I directed the question again to a lady in her early thirties sitting by the door. She shook her head strongly in disagreement. The shadow of sore nipples hung in the air for a second, and I thought that with luck the milk powder on sale in Nishui was actually real, as opposed to the stuff that killed forty babies in Henan Province the year before.


  On the outskirts of town, I saw a faded slogan painted on the wall over a small shop that said: ‘No matter how tough it gets, don’t make it tough for the children’. Got to agree with that! The standard of rural slogans has changed dramatically, and for the better, since I first came into contact with them in the 1970s when the walls of villages used to be plastered with phrases like ‘Long live the Great, Glorious and Correct Communist Party’ and ‘Long live Mao Zedong Thought’. Now the predominant slogans are for birth control or promotional lines for motorcycles and mosquito coils (‘One Spot Red’ is the main mosquito coil brand in this part of Anhui, with the character for Spot written on a red spot. It looked cool on the brown mud-brick walls).


  I went up to the counter of the little shop, which measured about two metres by one metre, where a man with a big smile sat behind a counter stocked with fruit, nuts and seeds. Behind him were shelves loaded with alcohol, cigarettes, instant noodles, soft drinks and various simple and cheap household goods. His name was Mr. Jiang, and he was slightly drunk and chain-smoking, but gentle and courteous with the few customers who came up and bought things as we talked. He invited me to sit on a stool behind the counter and for a while I looked out at the world from his perspective.


  When Mr. Jiang was ten years old, his left foot caught an infection which then spread up his leg. His mother thought he would die, and she introduced him to smoking cigarettes to ease the pain. He didn’t die, but his leg was ruined. “I have been smoking ever since… it’s been twenty-six years,” he said as he looked out at the muddy street. He had a wooden crutch even more basic than Long John Silver’s, but told me walking was painful for him and that he didn’t go very far very often. “But I hobble two kilometres to my parents’ house twice a month.” His father was seventy years old and his mother was in her late sixties.


  “I have a problem with my leg too,” I said. Mr. Jiang pulled up his trouser leg and showed me the withered useless appendage, covered in purple blotches, with a handkerchief wrapped around the top of his painfully skinny thigh.


  “I still have pus coming out of it,” he said. “It hurts a lot.” Painkillers? “I have tried them, but they have no effect.” I showed him my right leg, which by comparison was in great shape.


  Chatting about his business, he said he did about six hundred RMB in revenue a month or twenty RMB a day, and turned a profit of about one hundred RMB. Jiang slept on a bed space behind the shelf next to a small black-and-white television that was his only source of entertainment. He said there was no hope of any improvement in his life, no hope of marriage or of children.


  I looked around for something to buy. “Which is better, the apples or the pears?” I asked.


  “It depends what you like. The pears are pretty juicy.”


  “I’ll have a pear,” I said. “How much?”


  “A gift to you,” he said.


  “I won’t take it if it is free,” I said.


  “I won’t give it to you if you pay.”


  We looked at each other and smiled. Of course, I let him win. He pulled out a penknife, peeled the pear and handed it to me. It was delicious.


  I bade farewell to Mr. Jiang and walked on through the afternoon. The rain had stopped, but the road ascended back into the mountains and everything was soon covered with a thick mist. By 5pm, it was time to end the walk because I could see nothing in the mist and there was no one to talk to.


  The next morning was dry, but cloudy. I started out from the last place I had stopped, enjoying the sounds and smells and sights and looking for a place to sit where I could write out my notes on the past couple of days. The birds were calling, the air was sweet after all the recent rain, and the mountain views down into valleys filled with terraced fields and toy farmhouses were spectacular. The bamboo and pine mix of vegetation that enraptured generations of classical Chinese poets and artists captured my heart as well. I sat down on a road marker in the midst of this nature wonderland and started to write.


  Along the road came a man who, when he saw me, mooed in the way I had learned many mutes do. He was dirty, his eyes were askew, his brain was damaged, but he recognized me as someone different, an outsider, and he was amazed and excited. It seemed there were quite a few mentally impaired people walking the mountain roads, as I was coming upon at least four or five per day. Following a couple of little incidents, I had learned to tell the difference between the dangerous and the harmless. This man was harmless, but he could say nothing, and there was nothing I could say to him in any language that he could understand. I smiled at him and tried to find a way to wordlessly express something positive. He mooed again, did a sort of a jig in excitement and then tore himself away from the engagement and walked on.


  I resumed my writing, but a few minutes later I had a couple of salt-of-the-earth farm labourers inspecting my camera and asking where I came from. A few more people appeared, including a father and his son. The mute came back. It was becoming a town hall meeting, so I stood up and we all walked off along the road, the people gradually peeling off into the fields. Finally, the only people left were myself and the mute.


  We passed a farmhouse with noisy chickens presumably in the process of laying the free-est of free-range eggs. Then the mute started mooing urgently and pointing to a path off the road. I shook my head to indicate I was staying on the road, and he headed off down the path by himself.


  I stood and thought about it for a minute. The road was winding and twisting but perhaps he was trying to tell me it was a shortcut down to the road at a lower level. I decided to trust him and left the main road to head down the little path.


  It was the right call. I found myself at the top of a peaceful valley, bordered by lush forest cover, every inch in between organized into neat paddy fields. They were ploughed and waiting, this being only mid-April. There was a babbling brook and a small path beside it leading downwards. The mute was now far below, but he turned and saw me in the distance and mooed, presumably acknowledging the fact that I was not as stupid as I had appeared when I at first rejected his guidance.


  A kilometre or so down the valley, I came back to the road, which led me across a bridge where I took photographs, including some of a boy riding on the back of his bike, his hands stretched out around the seat to the handlebars. A little further along, as I stood entranced by a perfect wooded and terraced hill amidst the paddy fields, a boy came up to me accompanied by a couple of his friends. They were all surnamed Chu, and all lived in a collection of houses about two hundred metres up the gentle slope, looking out across the fields towards my favourite hill. The people working in the fields were their parents and relatives.


  The boys said “Good morning.”


  “What else can you say in English?” I asked and they parroted the phrases “how do you do?” and “thank you”. The boy on the bike answered all questions with the word “yes”. One of the men in the fields shouted to the boys, asking who I was. “He’s English!” they shouted back. I turned and shouted as well. “Your sons are very smart! Congratulations!”


  One of the men laughed and shouted back: “Okay!”


  I said goodbye and walked on, but another ten minutes later they all came tearing after me again. They wanted me to take a photo with them and for us to exchange names. They invited me to one of their homes for a meal. I said I was honoured, but I would continue to walk (I could easily have had three or four meals a day for free from these hospitable people in one of China’s poorest regions).


  They had a quick discussion, then said: “Well, can we walk with you?” I said, “Sure!” and as we walked, we talked about all kinds of things. I asked them about their little village.


  “Everyone is surnamed Chu,” said Chu Jun (Army Chu), aged fourteen. “People have sons, and the sons marry and the families divide up, but we all stay together.”


  “What about the daughters?”


  “They usually get married and move away, but they sometimes come back and visit their parents.”


  “How many people altogether?”


  “About twenty to twenty-five families.”


  “You go to school?”


  “Yes. Junior high school. The school is terrible.”


  “What will you do when you graduate?”


  “Go to university!” said Chu Bingbing (Soldier Soldier Chu), aged fifteen.


  “And then?”


  “Find work outside.”


  “You won’t come back to live here?”


  “No,” he said.


  “Then who will work the fields?” I asked.


  “Our parents.”


  “Well, not forever. Right?”


  “Er, right.” He thought about it for a second. “Well, maybe we could hire people to work the fields.”


  “Or we could sell the fields,” added Chu Jun.


  What was interesting is that the only possibility not considered by the boys was working the land themselves. This was the shift in China’s population from the country to the cities in action, at its most basic level.


  Two other boys joined us from the fields: Chu Kui, aged fourteen but looking more like eight, and Liu Da, aged maybe six and who was too shy to talk to me but bounced around me the whole time listening to the conversation while playing Tetris on a small hand-held machine. “He’s introverted,” Chu Jun explained.


  They asked me lots of questions too. “Are there fields in England? What do English people do with the bodies of dead people? What religion are you?” I told the boys I had no religion.


  “But what religion do other people in England have?”


  “Many people in England are Christian,” I said. “How about you?”


  “I guess we are Buddhists,” said Chu Jun.


  “I like Buddhism,” I said. “It is peaceful.”


  Chu Jun pointed to diminutive Chu Kui. “His father is a Taoist priest.”


  “Taoism! I like that as well,” I said.



  I recited the first three words of the Taoist canon, the Daodejing: “Dao ke dao (the way that can be followed…)”


  Chu Jun completed the phrase. “Feichang dao (…is not the true way).”


  “Ming ke ming,” I continued (the name that can be named…).


  “Feichang ming (…is not the true name),” Chu Jun completed the couplet.


  “What’s the next line?” I said. “I can’t remember it.”


  “I can’t remember either,” he said, and we both smiled.


  We were walking down a hill, and on the slope ahead of us on the right, placed by the heavens with perfect timing, was a shrine. It was small and simple, with walls painted white and a peaked tiled roof. Over the door were four characters: ‘Whatever you ask for, there will be a response (you qiu bi ying)’.


  “There used to be a vicious dog guarding it, so you couldn’t go in, but the dog has gone,” Chu Jun said.


  We walked up the steep steps and went inside. There were two circular straw mats on the floor in front of a shelf on which were placed three statues of the Buddha in different incarnations, with an incense burner in front of them.


  “Do you want to pay your respects to Buddha?” Chu Jun asked me.


  I said yes. He pulled a couple of sticks of incense from a box by the burner, lit them, and handed one to me. We knelt down together. “Now make a request,” he said to me as Liu Da continued battling the Tetris blocks beside us. I made one and Chu Jun took my incense stick and placed both sticks into the incense ash in the burner. We went back outside into the sunlight, with the wide valley laid out below. I felt good.
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