Ni hao, Wilsonites, friends, family, and acquaintances!  This is an online journal that I am keeping during my two month internship at Liaocheng University in China. The purpose of my internship is to educate LU students on conversational English, vocabulary, and American culture.

It may sound strange, but I have always wanted to experience what they call culture-shock; and a real challenge to be on my own in a foreign country. So I chose China, because not only does it have a very different culture from America but, also because I thought it would be very interesting to be in country that is going through some major transformations in of its self.  It truly is an exciting time for China.  

During my short stay here, I hope to learn as much as I can about the Chinese culture and language.  So, please read and enjoy my journal entries, and feel free to contact me with any questions at bcusworth@warren-wilson.edu  

There is so much to tell and I can’t possibly share everything that I am experiencing so bare with me while I try to paint you a decent picture…

May 24th and 25th 2007. 

Washington D.C to L.A. California- 5 hours and 1 ½ layover

L.A. to Tokyo- 13 hours and 1 hour layover

Tokyo to Beijing- 3 hours and 2 hour layover for train (it was an 11pm train)

Train ride from Beijing to Liaocheng- 5 hours.

After 30 hours of sitting, waiting, watching, listening, sleeping, eating, reading, praying that whatever it was that I just ate wouldn’t make me sick, praying that the plane wouldn’t blow an engine, praying that the big guy sitting next to me would stop farting in his sleep, after all of that, I was ready to move!  I was so excited to arrive in Beijing! My first time in China! I didn’t feel the least bit tired. 

Customs was a breeze. I quickly made my way to the exit to find a long railed walkway where hundreds of Chinese people were holding up signs with people’s names.  It reminded me of the red carpet.  I walked very slowly so that I could find my name. This made me even more of a spectacle than I already was, being that I was one of maybe three westerners that I had seen so far.  I couldn’t find my name.  I started to get scared that my ride wasn’t there.  I hadn’t corresponded with the person coming pick me up in over a week.  Maybe something happened.  

I made a phone call and was relived to find out that Mr. Li was in fact here  to pick me up.  It took us a while to find each other because he didn’t seem to understand me very well.  I was so happy to see Mr. Li when he finally found me! Finally I had someone to talk to and to share the experience with!  Unfortunately conversation sputtered out because he didn’t seem to understand English very well.  Later I found out that he understands English very well, but I was speaking too fast for him.  

We took a taxi to the train station.  

The highways in Beijing are very busy.  Our taxi weaved in and out of traffic; sometimes driving right on top of the line.  No one seemed to follow any kind of traffic laws.  Horns honked constantly.  On two occasions I saw some very old and dirty Chinese workers sleeping on the back of flatbed trucks.  

When we arrived at the train station it really hit me how different I look from everyone else in China.  So many people stared.

The train was cramped and congested.  It finally hit me how tired I was and I was relieved to find that Mr. Li had paid for a bunk bed for me.  I went to bed as soon as the train departed.  I awoke about every hour in a panic.  Having no concept of time, I worried that we had slept through our stop.  I didn’t understand how we would know when to get off if we were both sleeping.  

At 4:20am a women came in and woke us up.  We arrived in Liaocheng City at 4:30am.

When we exited the train, we were greeted by taxi drivers who practically fought over us.

Just a 10 minute ride and I finally made it to the place I would call home for the next two months.   

Summary of the weekend:

On Saturday I met Mrs. Song, Mr. Li, and Ms. Gao for lunch.  They took me to a restaurant right outside campus.  They ordered so many dishes that the table was completely filled.  I wasn’t hungry to start with so, I just tried to appease them by eating a bit of everything.  

The style of eating is different from the U.S. because you do not get your own plate.  With chopsticks you just grab any piece of food you like and eat it.  Everyone has a small plate in front of them, but you don’t really use it unless it’s something that you have to pick apart to eat.

Much of the food was wasted.  I don’t understand why they ordered so much food.

After lunch I made a phone call to my mom and wrote a few emails.  Then Ms. Song dropped Ms. Gao and I off at the grocery store.  

Everyone at the store stared at me.  I told Ms. Gao a few things that I needed, but ended up playing charades which of course drew more attention.  I could here people start to talk.  Who knows what they were saying maybe ‘what is that crazy foreigner doing with her hands’.  Soon I was surrounded by about 10 store employees who were all trying to help me find what I needed.   They were all showing me different products that I didn’t need.  Some spoke to me very slowly and convincingly, but of course I could not understand.  I just kept smiling and shaking my head no.  Poor Ms. Gao had to fight them off for me.  

After that fiasco we toured the produce section where I saw so many fruits and vegetables that I had never seen before.  With all the imported produce that the U.S. gets I guess I figured that there weren’t too many things I hadn’t seen. 

On Sunday Ms. Gao gave me a tour of campus.  She decided to take me to the ‘Ta’. This is a very traditional looking Chinese style structure that is like a tower or look-out.   This is where I met two very nice guys who are English majors.  They introduced themselves with there ‘American names’ Walker and Jessy.

So Walker and Jessy invited Ms. Gao and I to lunch.  We went to the street market out of side of the West gate of campus and they bought all types of food. Then we went back to my place to eat.  I found out that although Jessy and Walker are English majors, they are not as fluent as you would expect for four years of college.  Turns out the classes focus mostly on reading, listening, and speaking words and small phrases, but not conversational English.  Very interesting, and it explains a lot because the few students that I have met so far are so eager to practice speaking English to me. 

Mmm About the food… I think the food is good here, but it is definitely more salty here than in the U.S..  I am very thirsty all of the time and I think the students think this is very strange. 

Cold water is not very popular.  Almost all beverages that they drink are warm like tea.  The reasoning is something to do with trying to keep your body temperature stable.  In fact they consider soup a beverage.  Ms. Gao has already asked me on a couple of occasions if I wanted something to drink and when I say ‘yes’ she offers soup.  

May 29th 2007.  This morning I woke up at 3am and was not the least bit tired.  I watched Chinese infomercials until 4am and then finally forced myself to bed.  Jet-lag is no joke.  I have been tired during the days and wide awake at night.  Unfortunately my apartment is mosquito infested which hasn’t helped me fall asleep either.  If I pull the covers over my body, its too hot, if I don’t I get eaten. Arg.

So anyway…This is my 3rd day in China, but my first school day.  I took an ink painting class.  The style of painting requires you to paint quickly and precisely.  There is a certain way you hold the brush and a certain order in which to paint everything.  The teacher speaks no English and I speak no Chinese so it was funny trying to communicate with her.  We both speak the universal language of laughter though, and this we did a lot of.  Basically I just copied what she did, but of course my painting was much worse than hers so this is what we laughed so much about! 

For breakfast this morning I went off campus with Heidi.  You may remember Heidi as Ms. Gao.  Heidi has been my ‘life assistant’ since I got here.  She takes me shopping and takes me to all of my meals.  When we go to eat she wants me to “have a try” of every food.  I always tell her that I don’t want to eat that much, but she will still order me soo much food!

Ah, so her American name- All most all Chinese students that I have met so far want an ‘American name’ if they don’t all ready have one.  Some students have asked me to name them.  Although, most prefer that I write a list of names and let them pick.  So when Ms.Gao asked me to make a list of American names, I listed my friend’s names b/c those names came to mind quickest.  So if I don’t get creative soon all of my friends in China will have the same names as my friends in NC and MD.

Meals- for breakfast I tried fried bread with hot soy milk.  For lunch we ate at a Korean restaurant where I ate rice and vegetable curry and an egg soup.  For dinner I had a piece of flat bread, some millet, and vegetable filled bread.  

I can’t get over how greasy and fried everything is yet, everyone is so skinny!  The portions are huge too so that’s not it either.  I will find out their secret and report back asap don’t worry!   

Tonight I met international students from Japan, Korea, and Sweden! I think most of them are here to study Chinese whereas I am the only one here to teach.  I hope to get to know them well.  I have still not met Joe, a fellow Wilsonite.  Karen (Swedish international student) told me that he’d be back Monday or Tuesday.  

