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Somewhere Between
Here and There

Mr. Peter Bird Martin
Executive Director
Institute of Current World Affairs
4 West Wheelock Street
Hanover, NH 03755 USA

Dear Peter:

Ultimately, people provide the most authentic windows through which to
view a society different from one’s own. I have increasingly appreciated the
extraordinary opportunity an ICWA fellowship offers to become acquainted
with those people — young and old, poor and rich, weak and powerful —
usually one individual at a time; and through those relationships to learn.

Beyond most ICWA Newsletters — the fruit of that discovery — and the
handful of people I have come to know well, there are also the serendipitous
(and sometimes not so serendipitous) encounters experienced somewhere be-
tween here and there that fill the fellowship with delight, dismay, increased
understanding and memories that will last a lifetime. But most odds-and-ends
meetings never make print.

To highlight a few of these more unusual encounters and as a way to tease
out some of the more subtle textures of life in China, this report recalls a few
of those unexpected yet unforgettable meetings.

Perfected in the Dark

Canary yellow is the color of Spring in Guizhou Province. Terraced moun-
tain fields glow with waist-deep rapeseed blossoms, announcing its return.

During our first Spring in Guizhou, my family traveled with a China Cen-
tral Television (CCTV) film crew to a remote (seven hours by four-wheel-drive
jeep) and very poor Miao ethnic-minority village. The occasion was Fish
Killing Festival [sha yu jie], one of the largest community events of the
year.

During the one-day celebration, all 3,000 villagers gather at the river: men
spear fish, stunned by ingested herbal poison placed upstream in the river,
that float helplessly toward them; women, dressed in delicate embroidery and
colorful batik, prepare picnic munchies and hope for charcoaled fish; kids leap
from rock to rock and skip stones; and unmarried boys and girls peer at each
other shyly through the crowds that gather along the riverbank.

After receiving the village welcome of singing, dancing, firecrackers and
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the requisite sip of their homemade rice wine, we gath-
ered in the village courtyard to rest. As we sat and the
locals milled around us, I noticed a young man, dressed
in a navy-blue “Mao jacket,” as he was led through the
activity by an elderly man. The young man was obvi-
ously blind. Led by one hand, the young man covered
his face with the other; he looked as though his eyes were
in pain, as if he had just been let out into the light after a
long time in the dark.

His guide released him. Now on his own, the young
man stooped to the pavement, reaching to feel the ground
as if it would tell him where he was. He squatted and
buried his head in his hands. Villagers flowed around
him, not paying any attention.

My wife, Guowei, walked over, leaned down and
spoke quietly into his ear. The young man did not re-
spond. Perhaps he did not understand Mandarin.
Perhaps he was deaf. We wanted to encourage him in
some way but felt helpless.

A few minutes later something happened that I will
never forget. Completely on his own, the young man
stood up — erect as an opera tenor — and began to sing.
And did he sing! He had the voice of an angel. Quite
suddenly, he became a man of confidence, exercising a
God-given gift perfected in the dark. The CCTV camera
wheeled around toward him; the crowd encircled him.
They were now his audience, and so would be the rest of
the country when the program aired on nationwide
television.

At the end of each song everyone applauded. The
young blind man, beaming with joy, continued to sing.

Caught in a Vegetable Patch

Long trips away from my family are never easy.
In order to enter the deeper realities of Guizhou
Province, however, they are sometimes necessary.
Needless to say, by the end of such a trip I am al-
ways eager to burst through the door of our home and
hug my family.

At the conclusion of one two-week trip, I attempted to
complete a six-hour bus ride, another two-hour bus ride,
a two-hour minivan ride and a five-hour train ride — all
public transportation on rural mountain roads — in one
day. Had the connections worked and had there been no
breakdowns, I could have made it. Alas, I missed the last
train to Duyun by 45 minutes and had to spend the night
en route.

The bus experienced its second breakdown just three
hours into the first leg of the trip.

As is common practice, when the bus stopped some of
the men slipped into a roadside field to urinate while the

women sat on the bus and looked the other way.

Initially, I did not follow. But on second thought, I
wasn’t sure how much longer it would be until our next
stop and it is embarrassing to ask a long-distance bus
driver to stop for just one person. So about one minute
after the men headed for the field, I jumped out of the
bus and walked toward the half-dozen guys who stood
fanned out alongside the road.

My timing was not good. Just after I began my busi-
ness a man started shouting from a porch set back about
30 meters from the road. He then stormed down the hill
toward us.

The other guys, finishing, zipped up and trotted back
to the shelter of the bus.

Me? I was left stranded in what must have been the
old man’s vegetable patch. Normally, I would have fig-
ured a way to get myself together and seek refuge with
the others.

Today was different. I was so exasperated by the de-
lay and the realization that I would most likely not make
it home the same day I decided to just take my time. I
didn’t even look up. All I heard was this man, hopping-
mad and hollering as he rushed towards me, cursing in a
dialect I could not understand. Actually, I could under-
stand about every sixth word: waiguoren [foreigner].

While he yelped from just a few feet away, I casually
finished up, straightened my pants and turned toward
the bus, pretending not even to notice the angry man.

He blocked my path and continued to snap.

“Old man, yelling is not good for your health. Why
don’t you return to your porch?” I calmly replied.

Intensified barking: “Waiguoren ... *^$%#$^% ...
waiguoren ... ^%$#^#!!”

“Speak to the people. Take your case to the masses,” I
said without expression, sarcastically using outdated
revolutionary language and pointing to the busload of
fellow travelers.

Fortunately, my comrades came to my defense.
Though the old man remained upset, he slowly ran out
of steam and retreated to his porch.

As our bus finally continued on its way, I reminded
myself, timing is everything.

Sacred Heart

Our nighttime arrival in the riverside town of Maotai
began the low point of my 150-mile hike along the Long
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1 The town of Maotai is famous for its distillery, cherished by the late Premier Zhou Enlai who, when he and the Red Army
passed through the riverside town in 1935, had used the fiery spirits as ointment on his sore muscles. For a full account of my
hike along the Long March trail, see “A Walk into the Past” (DBW-10).

2 The restaurant owner told me that more than 100 years before, Jesuit missionaries from France shared the news of Jesus
Christ with them and helped the community build a cathedral.

March trail.1  At dusk a fierce electrical storm had caught
us with no place to hide. The wind and rain mocked our
weatherproof gear, leaving us sopping wet. We straggled
into Maotai hours after dark. Hunger, emotional exhaus-
tion and the physical misery of having hiked 65 miles in
just over two days caught up with us.

We proceeded according to our original plan: after a
half-day break in Maotai we transferred north by bus to
pick up the trail where the Red Army had circled back
into Guizhou Province (at Maotai the Communists
crossed the Chishui River and fled into Sichuan Province).

Although it was nice to be off our feet, the four-hour
bus ride did not provide much relief. The vehicle we rode
on was a long-distance sleeper bus equipped with double-
decker beds in place of chairs. These buses transport
people from the country’s interior to the coast and can
frequently be seen crawling through Guizhou’s moun-
tain roads. I nursed a tender-to-the-touch ankle and my
hiking companion spent a good portion of the trip vom-
iting out his window.

Between drifting in and out of sleep and praying for
strength and encouragement, I wondered what in the
world I had gotten myself into. The fact that we still had
over 80 miles to walk afforded no encouragement.

By the time we arrived at our destination, a small town-
ship where the Long March picks back up heading east,
we were both dejected. We got off the bus and hobbled
to a street-side restaurant we had been told rented rooms.
We dropped our packs in our quarters — I was too ex-
hausted to think much of the pigsty that was directly be-
low our room — and came back out front where noodles
were being prepared. I slumped on a bench, pulled the
lid of my baseball cap down over my forehead, leaned
my head back against the wall and shut my eyes.

“What am I doing this for?” I silently protested. “I’m
too old for this. I’ve got a family I could be enjoying right
now instead of limping through these mountains.”

After a few minutes of wallowing in self-pity, I opened
my eyes. Guess who was staring at me? Jesus.

Pasted on the far wall of the restaurant, a life-size por-
trait of Jesus gazed right at me. On Jesus’ chest was the
symbol of the sacred heart [a bleeding heart encircled by
a crown of thorns].

Once again, I closed my eyes.2

“If only it was made of candy,” I said, but not aloud.

The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) was full of ex-
tremes incomprehensible even to those who experienced
this tragic period of recent history. Its excesses seared
almost every individual touched by the ten-year-long
nightmare.

Not long ago a local woman in her 30s recalled the
price she paid for something said to a friend when she
was a child. Both of them were just three years old at the
time, living in a tight-knit factory community. It was the
height of the Cultural Revolution.

Xiao Chen, like any child, loved candy. One day, as
she and her friend played, they happened across an eight-
inch-tall, white-plaster statue of Chairman Mao Zedong
— the family idol.

“If only it was made of candy,” Xiao Chen said as she
caressed the statue, licking her lips. “I’d start by nibbling
his head and then work my way all the way down, fin-
ishing him off at his feet.”

Xiao Chen’s friend’s grandmother overheard the
yummy comment. The next morning, da zi bao [literally:
large character posters] showed up pasted on the walls
outside the family home, denouncing them as counter-
revolutionary. How could a mere child speak this way
against the great helmsman? Surely, the family was to
blame.

From then on, village children were forbidden to play
with little Xiao Chen. She dared not go outside.

Years later, when she entered school, the principal
called her to his office to speak with her and remind Xiao
Chen of her problem.

Xiao Chen recalls that her personality changed: from
a playful, outgoing child to a withdrawn introvert.

I never asked Xiao Chen, but for some reason, I doubt
she likes candy.

Monster Hog

Memorable encounters are not always with people.

The first time I had to go to the bathroom during a
four-day visit with a village family in Guizhou’s moun-
tains, a friend led me outdoors to a ramshackle shed
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raised on stilts over an open pit. He unlatched a rickety
door that opened onto a five-by-seven-foot platform
made of sturdy but uneven sticks. “Don’t mind the pig,”
he said and pulled the door shut behind me.

The latrine did not bother me a bit; my problem
weighed about 300 pounds, was nearly as long as I am
tall and occupied about half the bathroom. Let’s just say
the sleeping giant wrecked my concentration.

The swine was not something out of the movie “Babe”;
this was a monster hog. Too fat and probably too lazy to
stand up, it lay stretched out, its head now blocking the
door. What to do? The door opened to the inside.

I jiggled the door against his snout. He growled in his
sleep, but didn’t budge. I shook the door a bit harder. He
grumbled in protest and shifted his head just long enough
for me to slip through the narrow opening.

When nature called the next day I found my friend
sleeping in his favorite position: snout against the inside
of door. But when you got to go, you got to go. I banged the
door against his snout and with a low roar, the behemoth al-
lowed the door to open wide enough for me to enter.

When I wrapped up business, I turned to leave. You
guessed it, Mr. Bacon had returned to his slumber.

I jiggled the door and said, “good piggy.” No luck.

So trying to exude confidence — they say animals can
smell when you’re scared — I jerked the door. With an
angry roar, the hog went for my ankle. I jerked the door
again and leapt out.

He didn’t draw blood, but I swear the hog tried to bite me.

After calming myself down I returned to the village
house, acting as if nothing had happened.

I’d like to believe the hog was anti-foreign; I think he
could sense that I was just plain scared of him.

From then on, I would slip into the nearby woods and re-
lieve myself in peace. But every time I walked back past the
shed, I’d jar the hog’s snout with the door — and grin.

And What Do You Do for a Living?

Children are often the best ambassadors. They certainly
bring people together.

On the popular boat ride along picturesque Li River
in Guilin, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, my
family and I sat among other families and enjoyed the
unusual limestone-karst landscape. We oohed and aahed

as the guide announced over the loudspeaker the names
of the conically-shaped mountain peaks that seem to pop
out of otherwise level farmland — Paint Brush Hill, Cock-
Fighting Hills, Mural Hill.

As the cruise continued, my daughter Margaret be-
came friendly with a little girl her age, who sat with her par-
ents directly across from us. I struck up a conversation
with the girl’s father. They looked like a pleasant family.

“Where you from?” I asked.

“Guangzhou. We came to Guilin on a three-day tour-
package vacation.”

“And what do you do for a living?”

“I’m involved in trade between Guangzhou and Hong
Kong. I travel a good bit to Hong Kong.”

“What do you trade?”

“Mainly cars — ben zi che [Mercedes-Benz].”

“Those are very nice.”

“Yes, and expensive. Up until recently I could do ten
cars a year and earn about U.S.$10,000 a car. Business
has slowed down.”

I soon realized that this family man, the father of a
cute little girl and an attractive wife, was a smuggler. He
spoke of his illicit business as though it was a 9-to-5 of-
fice job.

At about the same time business had slowed down for
the young father, Beijing — led by Premier Zhu Rongji
— launched a crackdown that targeted goods moving in
and out of the country without customs clearance.

The high point of Zhu’s dragnet was December 1998,
when the Public Security Minister in charge of enforcing
border security, Li Jizhou, was arrested for engaging in
smuggling while acting in an official position to suppress
it. The highest-ranking security official to be arrested since
China’s revolution in 1949, Li had served as a deputy
chief of the State Council’s top anti-smuggling agency
and was vice minister for public security.

Li Jizhou’s arrest and a special forces initiative set up
in January 1999 are but a public expression of the sever-
ity of China’s smuggling problem.

Indeed, it is big business — to the tune of U.S.$30 bil-
lion a year.3

Sky-high duties and tariffs on certain goods — like

3 Associated Press, 8 January 1999.
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Mercedes-Benz cars — fuel the lucrative smuggling in-
dustry; customs officials face considerable temptation
from the big-money benefits of illegal entrepreneurship;
and countless ports and villages along China’s
lengthy coast have long relied on smuggling for their
livelihood.

Still, Zhu Rongji has pleaded with China’s customs
forces to act as an “iron wall” to safeguard China’s
economy. The problem is that many — even the guys
that have nice families and go to Guilin for the weekend
— place personal interests above the law and their
country.

Northwest Airlines, Flight No. 88: Beijing to Detroit

During my return trip to participate in the Institute of
Current World Affairs’ China Symposium last Decem-
ber, I encountered another kind of illegal trade. I had al-
ways heard about human smuggling, but had never
encountered it until I boarded Northwest Airlines, flight
no. 88, Beijing non-stop to Detroit.

The one-inch-long fingernail that extended from each
of the young man’s pinkies indicated that he did not do
manual labor. I shifted my legs and he squeezed past me
to take his window seat, leaving an empty space between
us.

The teenager nervously looked around. I assumed it
was his first flight. He did not speak English.

“Where you headed?”

“Detroit.”

“Is that your final destination?”

“I have an uncle in New York. I’ll call him after I ar-
rive in Detroit.”

We were among the first to board the plane.

After a few minutes a spunky elderly woman sat down
between us, wearing over-size sunglasses and a straw
sun hat. A retiree from Sarasota, Florida, she was part of
a tour group that had traveled to Beijing for a one-week
vacation — “U.S.$1,000, airfare, hotel, everything in-
cluded.”

Twenty other Floridian retirees settled into our sec-
tion of the plane.

“I’ve had a wonderful life,” she volunteered in an ef-
fusive, New York City accent.

“I grew up in Brazil and immigrated to the U.S. when
I was 20 years old. I spent a lifetime in New York City
theaters — legitimate theaters — as a showgirl. In the

1950s, my picture was even in Life magazine. Oh, I’ve
had it good.”

A Chinese teenager on his own, who didn’t speak En-
glish, a 70-year-old showgirl named Maju and a fellow
with the Institute of Current World Affairs ..., even be-
fore I knew the details of what would happen on the
flight, I couldn’t help but laugh to myself over this fasci-
nating threesome.

We buckled up for takeoff.

About one hour after we were in the air, the attendants
passed out customs forms.

I switched seats with Maju to help our non-English-
speaking companion fill out his card.

“Date of birth?”

“October 10, 1982.”

“Before you write it in, let me see your passport to
make sure it is the same as what is recorded officially.”

“What’s a passport?” he stared at me blankly.

“A passport? You know, what you used to go through
customs at the airport in Beijing.”

 “Customs?”

“Didn’t you go through long lines where they stamped
all kinds of things? Do you have any documents?”

He just looked at me, sincerely clueless.

“How did you get on the plane?”

“I just followed everybody else.”

“Do you have a ticket?”

He showed me a ticket stub. It had a Chinese name on
it different than his own.

“How did you purchase your ticket?”

“My parents paid a man in my hometown in Fujian
Province. Everything else was taken care of.”

The boy realized that something was wrong. He grew
quiet.

“I don’t think they will let you enter America if you
don’t have a passport,” I said.

After a long pause, he bleated out, “Uncle, can you
take me into America? Uncle, are they going to send me
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back to China?” He then buried his head on his tray table
and began to cry.

Maju, a grandmother herself, noticed the boy’s distress.

“Here, let me switch seats with you,” she said to me as
she began stroking the boy’s head.

“Everything’s going to be just fine young man, you’re
going to be o.k.,” Maju tried to soothe him with words
he could not understand. The boy remained a motion-
less pile on the tray table, arms over his head.

“The airplane has a Chinese auntie [the Chinese-speak-
ing flight attendant] that can help you,” I said. “The most
important thing is to be honest and direct with whatever
she asks you.”

Word quickly got around among the delegation of re-
tirees.

“He can come to my place in Sarasota. He didn’t look
like he’d never hurt nobody,” Maju told her friends in
raspy Brooklyn twang.

“Mother him a bit, Maju” siad a voice from the row
behind us. “He must be scared.”

“That’s so sad,” another said. “Why does he want to
leave China anyway? He looks like a nice boy.”

I slipped out of my seat and down the aisle to speak
with the head attendant.

“We’ve had three of them in the last two weeks,” the
stout, no-nonsense career flight attendant said. “They’ll
send him right back on the next plane.”

Ten hours later, Maju continued to stroke the young
man’s head, telling him he would be fine. At one point,
she forced him to eat. Minutes before landing, Maju even
took the boy’s picture.

The plane pulled up to the gate and the transla-
tor-attendant led the 16-year-old boy to a security
off ic ial ,  walkie-talkie  in hand,  and another
translator.

As we deboarded, the group of retirees and I took heart
in the fact that it is better the boy was discovered than
him winding up on the streets of Detroit, alone, with no
money and unable to speak English.

“He’s a doll, I would have kept him if I could,” were
Maju’s last words as we parted.

One week after the incident while in Washington, D.C.,
I spoke with a man from Fujian Province who runs a
Chinese fast-food restaurant in the northeast section of

Washington, D.C. I told him the situation and he did
not seem surprised. He informed me that the young
boy’s parents, probably rural residents, would have
had to pay about U.S.$40,000 for the services of get-
ting him smuggled on to a U.S.-bound flight. The
restaurant owner added that if the boy is under 18
years old the U.S. will not send him home; he would
be placed in a foster-care situation. I wonder if the
boy’s parents knew that when they said good-bye
to him.

Every Ten Years

“How is the laid-off worker situation here?” I asked
the taxi driver as he drove me to the airport in Nanjing.
The 55-year-old, factory-worker-turned-driver told me
things were not good.

“At the end of every decade our country has prob-
lems,” he said with no emotion.

“What do you mean?”

“Look at our history, it’s very clear. Once we get
through the troubles of the end of a decade, things are
fine, then we slowly build back to a different set of prob-
lems at the end of the next decade. Look at the last six
decades:

“End of 1930s: Japanese invasion, then things im-
proved with the united front in the early 1940s.

“End of 1940s: civil war, then things picked up in the
early 1950s with revolution and liberation.

“End of 1950s: Great Leap Forward and famine, then
the economy revived a bit in 1962.

“End of 1960s: Cultural Revolution, then things calmed
in the early 1970s.

“End of  1970s:  pol i t ical  struggle with Hua
Guofeng, then Deng Xiaoping rose to power and the
reform era began.

“End of the 1980s: June 4, 1989, then Deng made his
trip south in 1992.”

The taxi driver’s eyes left the road long enough to
glance at me. “What year is it this year?” he asked rhe-
torically.

“1998.”

“Just wait and see; we’re preparing ourselves
mentally.”

Certainly, China’s history is not a fatalistic wheel. The
fact, however, that the laid-off worker and his buddies
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sit around discussing history this way fascinates me.

Matthew

The child was a pitiable mess when she found him.
Filthy-gray skin and clothes, bare feet, the little boy of
about seven had been living on the streets for who knows
how long. Add to that, he appeared to be mentally re-
tarded. Fear and cold — November nights in Duyun can
be frigid — created an almost crazed look in his eyes.

Yet he seemed happy to be found. The child yelped
with excitement, out of control, as the Chinese friend who
discovered him carried him through our door.

Jon, my two-year-old son, and Margaret, my three-
year-old daughter, just stared in silence.

What to do with a discarded, frightened and helpless
little boy?

My wife Guowei and her friend bathed him. Neigh-
bors donated a bag of used clothes.

Clean and dressed in a fresh outfit, the little guy was
famished. Guowei and her friend prepared rice and soup
for him. He ate out of a green plastic bowl, happily
screeching as he ate. We assumed he could not talk be-
cause he was retarded, yet he seemed to understand us.

We called him Ma tai [Matthew].

After he finished eating, I carried Matthew into our
guest room, laid him on the bed and covered him with a
blanket. But he was restless; he wouldn’t stay down.

It crossed my mind to let him keep a bowl of rice with
him in the room. It did the trick. He lay down, pulled the

blanket over his head and immediately fell sleep.

Because the room had a window that opened to the
hallway, I could occasionally peek in on him to make sure
he was resting. As long as he clutched the green plastic
bowl in one hand he could sleep.

The seven-year-old woke up several hours later, hun-
gry and screeching like a monkey. Again, he was out of
control. We brought him out to the kitchen and fed him.

Tummy now full, I took him back to his room and shut
the door. Night had come; it was dark. He was obviously
exhausted and now, bowl in hand, seemed calm and
ready to sleep.

Despairing over this child’s life and future, I was re-
minded of a formative experience the great champion of
the poor, Saint Francis of Assisi had long before ‘Saint’
was placed in front of his name. During his youth, Francis
felt tremendous repulsion toward lepers and other cast-
aways. One day, when passing a disfigured leper on the
road, he was touched to the heart by guilt over his nega-
tive feelings toward the leper and the realization that
Jesus loved all poor people, including lepers. Francis
turned around, found the leper and kissed him.

I tucked in little Matthew, ...and kissed him goodnight.

As I reflect on the encounters recalled above I realize
that these chance meetings reveal as much about myself
as they do about the society I have come to observe. En-
counters, after all, are a two-way street.

Sincerely,
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