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Preface
As children of the Great Depression, Barbara in a small town in Pennsylvania and George in a small town in Massachusetts, we dreamed of worlds larger and more diverse than our rural landscapes that spread under high skies to far horizons. We were readers. Books filled our imaginings and enriched our lives. In the colored plates of our Sunday School Bibles, an awesome Red Sea parted for hordes on foot and horseback who were escaping from Egyptian bondage; a puny David, armed with a sling, slew the giant Goliath as he wielded his sword and spear; the Wise Men came from afar to kneel at the feet of Mary, who held the Baby Jesus. That was on Sunday. On weekdays, “When We Were Very Young,” they were “changing the guard at Buckingham Palace,” and “Christopher Robin went down with Alice” and we learned something of the glories of Great Britain. Oz was not so very old then, and we learned of imaginary lands even before we saw the Judy Garland movie. Older, we read further abroad. There were Alice in Wonderland, Hans Brinker, Heidi, Robinson Crusoe, and Swiss Family Robinson.
Then came Treasure Island, Around the World in Eighty Days, Kipling’s “The Man Who Would Be King,” Talbot Mundy’s King of the Khyber Rifles, Harold Lamb’s Tamerlane and Genghis Khan, each of these a highlight among many other books, as the world began to enlarge indeed. World War II broke out and took us to lands we had heard about, but never understood in the vivid detail of radio voices and movie screens.
We traveled as soon as we had the means, taking young and then older children to Scotland, England, Ireland, Wales, continental Europe, Australia, and China.
When we saw a chance to go around the world, we took it, in two stages.
In the summer of 2005, we discovered that Cunard had scheduled a voyage around the world on the Queen Elizabeth II, one segment of which would begin in Hong Kong and end in London. We had enjoyed several cruises on that ship before: from London to the Canary Islands and on to Fort Lauderdale, around the Mediterranean with stops in Egypt, Turkey, Greece, Italy, and Spain, and from South Africa along the Atlantic coast to London. Why not try the Orient?
The QE2 trip seemed especially appealing because we were at that time considering an invitation to lecture at Peking University in Beijing, a city we had last visited in the Autumn of 1989, a few months after the troubles in Tiananmen Square. Despite the tensions of the time, we had thoroughly enjoyed that trip and were eager to get back to see how China had fared in the interval. E-mails to China resulted in a schedule there that would bring us to Hong Kong at the right time to board the ship. With calls to Cunard we drew up a plan that gave us flights from Detroit to China at the beginning, and from London home at the end. Through Cunard’s White Star program, we were also able arrange for our shipboard luggage to be shipped separately to Hong Kong and await us in the cabin when we checked in.
Two years later, we managed the other half of our world cruise in much the same way. We booked segments that began in New York and ended in Sydney. Again we managed to combine the voyage with an additional overseas stay, this time in Australia, where we visited friends and lectured in universities in New South Wales, flew to Queensland, and returned to Sydney to catch the flight home that Cunard had booked for us. That cruise was a voyage of mixed joy and regret for everyone on board, for we all understood that we were sailing on the last World Cruise for the QE2.
A Changing China: Beijing and Zhengzhou
You realize how slippery concepts like time, nationality, currency, and security can be when you arise before dawn in Detroit to join hundreds of others in the Department of Homeland Security luggage examination, personal pat down, checking of documents, removal of shoes and belts, and confiscation of containers of liquids and tooth pastes judged potentially dangerous, and then fly to Chicago and Hong Kong, losing a day when you cross the International Date Line.
Not long after we got off the ground in Detroit, we landed in Chicago to change planes and found our travel delayed for two hours for maintenance of the new plane—not much of a confidence builder at the start of a long flight. When we finally left the ground, we flew northwest over the Arctic and then south over Siberia, across China to the west of Beijing and into Hong Kong. The United Business Class from Chicago onward that the QE2 booking agents had arranged for us proved to be a very pleasant experience, with seats we could stretch out in, good food, and attentive service.
The new Hong Kong International Airport is a splendid facility, but it stands about an hour from the city. For that reason, we stayed at the Regal Airport Hotel, a five-minute walk, indoors and air conditioned, from the time we passed through customs. We had only a few hours free before we would join a Cathay Pacific flight to Beijing in the morning. This was in February of 2006. First impressions of twenty-first century Hong Kong were that it had become even more international than it had been seventeen years earlier, when we last visited. We expected a real shock of modernization in Beijing.
In 1989 we had arrived in China just a few months after the Tiananmen Square Massacre. We were living at that time in Newcastle, New South Wales, teaching American literature and studying Australian literature under Fulbright auspices at the University of Newcastle. Our plan had been to spend a semester break lecturing in Beijing, following through on commitments we had made before leaving the United States. Suddenly, the world looked different. The U.S. State Department withdrew its support for Fulbright visits to China, a move that didn’t directly affect us in Australia because we intended to go with finances promised by our home institution, Eastern Michigan University. A quick call home verified that E.M.U. would not deny the money, although it was clear the school was no longer wholly enthusiastic about the trip. Australian colleagues, including a professor who had returned only recently from China, encouraged the trip on the grounds that in crisis situations it is necessary for individuals to maintain their international connections. We decided to go.
But it wasn’t easy. Several trips to Sydney to obtain a visa from the Chinese consulate ended with the assurance that we would be issued a visa, but not in Australia. We would need to travel to Hong Kong to get it. The plan sounded like an enormous risk, but there may be something in the Australian air that encourages risk-taking. In September, we flew to Hong Kong with the two daughters that were in Australia with us at the time, applied at the CITS (China International Travel Services) office, were issued visas, travel permits, and a voucher for a room at the “Rice One” a very fine hotel in Guangzhou. We weren’t offered another choice, and when the documents were handed to us, we breathed a silent sigh of relief to discover that the “Rice One” was actually the White Swan Hotel, which we knew from our travel reading would indeed have fine accommodations.
The train from Hong Kong to Guangzhou placed us immediately in an ancient world where we passed miles of rice paddies and coolies in conical straw hats tending fields where they were assisted in the heavier work by water buffaloes. That world was quickly transformed into twentieth-century splendor in the luxury of the White Swan Hotel. With its indoor waterfall, its gigantic jade decorations, fine restaurants, luxurious accommodations, and fine view over the Pearl River, it entirely lived up to expectations. The staff treated us with ostentatious hospitality. They called a taxi to take us to the zoo and the Friendship Store, gave us cards in English and Chinese that would help us get back, and told us how much to pay for the taxi—not penny more, they said. The driver, who spoke only Chinese, objected, but we stood our ground.
A day or two later, we arrived in Beijing after a bumpy flight from Guangzhou on an antique Aeroflot airplane so limited in space that George could not stand upright in the center aisle, but had to adjust to a humpback posture when he worked his knees to the side for brief escape from his tiny seat. The terminal at that time was miles from the city and the lobby was unequipped to assist passengers who had no Chinese, carried a not very helpful Mandarin phrase-book, and had two teen-aged girls in tow. Outside the terminal, where we had hoped that someone from the university would be meeting us, no friendly faces appeared carrying signs with our names on them. It was coming on toward nightfall. Sensing our confusion, a man with a mini-car that appeared to be a free-lance cab and not a regular taxi hurried up to us and, between his broken English and our phrase-book, assessed the probabilities and offered to take us to the university. But which university was he taking us to? Had the identity of Peking University been lost in translation and confused with some other university? For awhile we were not even sure that the driver was taking us in the right direction. Nevertheless, we made it to the university, paid a reasonable fare, and were welcomed into the room in the Guest House that had been prepared for us.
In the old Beijing that has in many respects departed into the past, the university stood within a closed compound, locked at night. Mostly we walked about, lectured, slept, and ate within the walls, generally with the accompaniment of students or faculty. Loudspeakers stood on poles, delivering from time to time messages in Chinese that we could not understand. There were very few students on the campus, and no classes because after the events at Tiananmen Square the students had been sent into the countryside for reeducation, learning how to get along without their university luxuries and work in the fields like peasants. When we left the university grounds to visit some of the sights of the city, we were generally escorted by a young man who had been assigned to be our guide, and we traveled usually by bus. Bicycles were everywhere, crowds of them, traffic jams of them, and there only a few cars to transport the elite of the elite members of the party. And there were armored vehicles, of course, carrying Red Army soldiers who had been assigned to patrol the area around the site of the recent unpleasantness
Even so, when it came time for our lecture, about seventy young men and women mysteriously appeared in the lecture hall, listened intently, showed a very good grasp of the material, and asked intelligent questions.
One night, when we had taken a taxi to a German restaurant for a non-Chinese meal, we returned after the curfew and experienced great difficulty convincing the armed guards at the gate that we belonged there and that they should relax their standards and let us in. We could only wonder what their alternative action might have been.
We still remember Zhang, a student guide for our visit in 1989. At one point, his job was to take us to lunch at a very fancy restaurant. When we were finished he confided his great thanks for having been given the task. “You know,” he said, “the meal I have just finished, had I paid for it myself, would have cost me a month’s salary.” He was sharing a room with three other students, small enough so that each of them faced into a corner in order to find room to study. Once, walking between us, he turned to George to ask, “Do you own a car?”
“Yes,” was the reply.
He turned to Barbara. “Do you have a car?”
Again the answer was “yes.”
Suzanne and Alison were walking ahead of us.
“Do Suzanne and Alison have cars?”
“Yes,” was the answer.
“You know,” he said, “if I finish my Ph.D. and am lucky enough to get a position teaching at this university,” I will never have more than a bicycle.
Seventeen years later, as we approached Beijing by air in the winter of 2006, we saw that the city had spread much further in all directions than we remembered. Dense smog, mostly absent before, now hung in the sky above. When we landed and deplaned we found that nothing about the Beijing International Airport looked as it did at our last visit. Workmen were constructing a huge new terminal in preparation for the 2008 Summer Olympics. When we joined the visa lines marked “Foreigner,” we found them filled with children who looked Chinese, but may have arrived on school trips from Taiwan, a visit not at all likely when we were there before.
After clearing customs, we found Professor Dan Shen, an old friend, waiting to meet us with a driver she had “borrowed” from her husband, a distinguished professor at Beijing’s Tsinghua University. It was lunchtime, so we stopped for a sumptuous meal of beef, fish, and two kinds of tofu, before we continued on to Peking University. There we found the Guest House in the same place and not much changed since our previous visit. Our mutual friends Betty and Jim Phelan, from Ohio State University, had used the same suite during their visit a year or two earlier. Dan had ensured that fresh fruit, flowers, and plenty of bottled and boiled water were provided each day. She also presented us with Chinese cash for spending money, since at the time of our visit credit cards were still not much used in Beijing, a situation that was already rapidly changing in anticipation of the coming Olympics.
We began the next day with a visit to the Summer Palace, last seen in a warm September, but now in a far different state during a Beijing winter. People were skating on the frozen lake and the marble boat intended for summertime gatherings was encased in ice.
On the side of the adjoining hill, one of the main sections of the Palace was being renovated for the Olympics, but the toilets at the bottom of the hill were still the hole-in-the-floor type—albeit now improved by the addition of an automatic flushing mechanism. We lunched at a nearby Thai restaurant. On the way the taxi driver, much to Dan’s amusement, voiced her admiration of Barbara’s “pale” skin.
It was a big event on our second night to find comforters in a little-used cupboard in our suite so that we would not be as cold as we had been during our first night. The heat was on, but it didn’t seem to penetrate very far away from the radiators under the window.
In the afternoon, we visited the site of an extensive palace that had been leveled by an army of French troops in 1860. Only the maze remained whole, the place where the emperor had watched in the night from an elevated platform as his handmaids tried to find their way through with the light of hand-held lanterns. The first woman to reach the center pavilion won a prize.
The restaurant we visited for dinner repeated the imperial theme. Housed in a Ch’ing Dynasty complex, it was composed of smaller buildings arranged around a central courtyard with a fish pond and decorative bridges. Entering through the gate, we were first greeted by men in long robes and conical hats, then by a procession of women dressed as concubines. Robed in brightly colored and embroidered costumes, they wore wooden clogs with 5 inch lifts in the middle of each foot. Their hair was elaborately dressed and each wore a large peony blossom over her forehead. They carried lanterns and bowed to the patrons, shouting good luck greetings. Inside the dining room the tables were set in Imperial yellow with embroidered covers for the chopsticks and for the yellow tea cups and plates. Custom required that when a diner sat down, a yellow cover was placed on the back of the chair. Large napkins were placed under the yellow plates in such a manner as to drop off the side of the table to cover the laps of the diners.
The service was equally regal, with large portions of many dishes. Every time one of us took a sip of chrysanthemum tea from our cup, it was instantly refilled. After dinner, one of the ladies took a lantern and showed us around the pond before walking us to the street. It was quite a shock to emerge into the noisy, traffic clogged streets after a sojourn into a serene and luxurious past.
On the next day we made a point of taking breakfast in the campus restaurant that stood not far from our Guest House. Dan had been astonished to hear that on the previous day we had breakfasted in our rooms, because she had paid for our breakfasts at university cost, an arrangement we had not understood, but now we felt that we needed to go. We had hesitated because in our earlier visit we had found the breakfasts not at all to our tastes. Now they were far better, but for us the meal consisted of too much cooked meat and vegetables, served buffet style. We selected small sausages that resembled British bangers, hard-boiled eggs still in their shells, and a kind of thin, fried bread, but avoided the scrambled eggs and the various soups and dishes not easily identified by westerners. Back in our room, we supplemented with the packets of instant Quaker Oatmeal that we had packed with our luggage, and now prepared with some of the hot water from thermoses placed in the room each morning for making tea, and added the orange and banana that also greeted us each morning.
At 8:30 a.m., right on schedule, Dan’s Ph.D. student, Belinda, from Sichuan Province, called our room by phone (visitors to the guest house were not allowed past the front desk without making a call that confirms that they are expected). When we went down, we found her not in the drab downstairs hall, but in a more sumptuous registration area that had been added since we last stayed in the complex, and where on the previous day we had met her and two other students who would also serve as our guides. We were to be in Belinda’s care during the morning and lunchtime.
Just past the M.A., Belinda was beginning Ph.D. study, with an interest in “classic” western novels as transformed into films. She was having difficulty getting some of the films that interested her. When we offered to help by sending DVDs, if we could get them, it turned out that there would be problems of electronic compatibility and, even if those could be solved, very likely there would remain problems of getting them through the censors. Films she would find most interesting might very well be restricted as to entry. We learned later that she had solved most of those problems, in part because her work was concerned with film adaptations of classical literary works, not other more problematic topics. The subject of what might be read or seen or even talked about in China comes up with a fair frequency, but not as often as it might because of a polite hesitance on the part of natives and visitors alike to walk much on that swampy ground.
She took us first to the Forbidden City. This time we entered at the West Gate, and saw some areas different from the ones we had seen in 1989, when we entered from Tiananmen Square. With the Forbidden City now under reconstruction in preparation for the 2008 Olympics, we saw only one yellow throne room, whereas in the past we had seen a dozen. Mostly we took a few pictures, discussed her dissertation, and learned that Sichuan is the home of pandas. Like our other student guides, Belinda had been selected because she was among the best of the English Literature students at the university, which meant that they were among the best in China and had come from some of the far corners of the country to study at Peking University. They were very bright and serious about their work, but they also seemed to enjoy the chance to show off the city they had come to call home. Sometimes this gave them the chance to explore places within it where they had not been on their own.
On this second visit, a place that at least one of our student guides had not seen was Silk Street, a massive market where private entrepreneurs set up separate stalls to sell clothing, perfumes, and electronics. In 1989, our shopping had been limited mostly to “Friendship Stores,” government-sponsored establishments designed to serve foreign visitors, who were allowed little or no Chinese money and were restricted to a kind of scrip provided for their use in these places. Now anyone could shop for goods and souvenirs at the much larger Silk Street. In the new, freer economy, however, the street-facing shops seemed aimed at foreigners in town for a day or two, and for them the trade appeared to be mostly in flashy knock-offs of brand-named western goods.
Our guides took us rapidly past the first couple of floors, however. Above them there were many small stalls with varied prices, where we were besieged with cries of “Lady, you want . . . pashmina, children’s clothes, ties, shirts, jackets,” or “Sir, you need a tie? Shirt? Scarf? I make a good price.” The effect was somewhat like the booths in London’s Covent Garden, but on a much larger scale, with no sidewalk mimes or buskers, and stalls that multiplied in all directions for several stories above the street level.
Our middle daughter, Suzanne, had specifically requested an embroidered robe like the one from our earlier visit that we had hanging on our dining room wall at home. Belinda took great pleasure in carrying on the haggling and got a very nice one for 600 Yuan, which was more than we had paid for ours, but still very reasonable. In a shop that specialized in quickly tailored clothes, Barbara selected a green fabric embroidered with dragons, and was measured for a jacket that would afterward be tailored and delivered to our Guest House for a final fitting.
That evening, Dan took us to a “hot pot” restaurant, where diners cooked their food in a charcoal-fired pot in the middle of the table. We had beef, fish and shrimp balls, tofu, and assorted vegetables. By this time we were getting proficient enough with chopsticks to fish bits out of boiling water. At the end of the day, in what soon became a ritual, we took a brisk walk around the lake in the middle of campus. Students were sliding on the ice in folding chairs and on cafeteria trays, and the smog had cleared and left a sky speckled with high, clear stars.
Afterward, on Channel 9, the English language TV channel, we watched a program on folk music that turned out to be propaganda aimed at supporting a properly communal spirit, “folk” primarily in the sense of “the people” in a country not ready to give up communist or “communal” thinking. There was an incredibly huge stage and audience in a very large city (Shanghai, perhaps, but there are many very large cities in China). Chinese women sang of the glories of harvesting tea together. There is such joy in the good fellowship, such joy in the work accomplished. Then a troop of visiting Russian soldiers sang similar songs of joy in solidarity, along with the Vienna Boys’ Choir, also chanting about happiness found in group endeavor. There were also contemporary songs by apparently popular young entertainers, also on the same theme, with much dancing and acrobatics in the background. All of the songs were credited to composers and arrangers, so there didn’t appear to be much that was “folk” as that word is generally understood in England and the United States.
The news report that followed of the national People’s Congress about to convene in Beijing (Dan was a member) stressed educational reforms, with focus on assistance to poorer regions that suffer in comparison to wealthier urban places.
“You cannot be a hero unless you go to the Great Wall.” This, Delia tells us is an old Chinese saying. Because this would be our second trip, we wondered if going there twice makes you twice a hero.
Delia was an older student, returned to school after marriage and a divorce. Because she was from Shanghai, big cities were not such a new experience for her as they were for some other students. She picked us up with a driver and took us to the Great Wall at Badaling, where we found easily ten times the number of restaurants and souvenir shops that we had seen in 1989. A Starbucks Café was among them. Before, we had parked on the nearer side. This time, we passed through an archway under the wall and parked on the far side. We climbed about as far as we had before, but in the other direction and reached a high point with good views of the wall snaking up and down over a barren and forbidding landscape for miles and miles into the west until it grew small and disappeared over the far horizon. We took a few pictures in both directions and returned to the parking lot. The climb didn’t seem any more difficult than before, but then we had climbed in the pouring rain, clad in plastic slickers. This time it was bitterly cold. George was offered a chance to buy a Red Army fur cap, complete with red star and earflaps, but declined.
From the Great Wall, we went to Chang Ling, a palatial structure built outside Beijing by the 15th century Emperor Yong Le, who had earlier been responsible for moving the Chinese capitol to Beijing and then began a burial place to house his remains and those of succeeding emperors of the Ming Dynasty. Covering some 6,000 square feet, the structure is supported by 32 wooden pillars, each about forty feet high and each constructed from a single trunk of a nanmu tree. Report has it that it took five years to transport the wood from Hubei and Henan and other distant Chinese provinces where it grew.
Within Chang Ling, most of the displays are items of porcelain, gold, and jade unearthed from the tombs. The approach to the tombs in this area is one of the most memorable parts of the visit: a wide avenue of stone sculptures of guardian warriors and heroes, followed by an avenue of fantastic animals, both real and imaginary.
We returned to Beijing for lunch in the reception area of the Guest House complex, then spent the Sunday afternoon in our room, waiting a call from Belinda, who set up a fitting of Barbara’s blouse for 7:30 p.m., making dinner time difficult. Dan was to arrive at 5:45. The fitter arrived, did his business quickly and efficiently, and said the blouse would be ready for her at the shop on Tuesday.
Fruitlessly seeking Internet access, cashing Travelers checks, and sending postcards took up most of the next day. In the meantime, Dan’s secretary was working for us on travel arrangements within China—a complex and frustrating chore, given the constraints of our schedule and the continuing difficulties of travel within China. At noon she thought she had figured out how we could get from Zhengzhou to Guilin and from there to Hong Kong, but by 5:00 p.m. the plans had fallen apart. We decided that we would have to forego Guilin, but even having made that decision we discovered that just getting from Zhengzhou to Hong Kong was looking more and more difficult. In the morning, the first order of business would be to finalize our travel plans.
George’s Faulkner lecture, “Second Sight, Mental Telepathy, and Precognition in Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying,” was scheduled for the afternoon. After lunch with Dan, we went to the lecture hall, where we were greeted by an audience of 40 or more students and professors, some of them from other universities. Surprisingly, a show of hands indicated that only three or four of them had read the book (perhaps more had read The Sound and the Fury), but, prepared for that possibility, George began with handouts of key passages. Although Faulkner can be difficult, the outline of the book is simple enough: in rural Mississippi a woman dies and is transported by her family through flood and fire to her final resting place. All that was needed, he thought, was a little elucidation of how the narrative complications suggested in the title of the paper help to lift ordinary events into an extraordinary narrative. At the end of the presentation, although many in the audience were clearly bewildered, they clapped enthusiastically, and several came to the front of the room for further discussion.
It would have been better to have assumed less. A synopsis of the book and clarification of key terms would have helped. The questions suggested that in China human senses are conceptualized quite differently from the traditional five (sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, all of them tied to primary sense organs) that westerners assume to constitute the limits of their ordinary experience in the world. We speak of a mysterious sixth sense, or of extrasensory perception, but doubt their existence, while the Chinese we talked to seemed to conceptualize a world in which the senses are much less limited. Confused by the division as thus outlined, they wanted more information concerning a western source that might clarify such things, and George suggested the work of J. B. Rhine as a good place to start on the Internet.
We walked with Dan to the local Thai restaurant that we had visited when we first arrived, and noticed this time the nearby alley where barbers gathered to give outdoor haircuts. They ran their shearers from car batteries stored in boxes on tricycles built for the purpose, with alligator clips to fasten wires between the tricycle-powered generator, the battery, and the shears.
On Tuesday, we went to the Silk Street store to pick up the blouse. While Barbara waited in that shop, George went to another and found a green tie, pretty well matching the color of the blouse. Both were intended for the St. Patrick’s Day Ball scheduled on shipboard. Our student escort, Gabriel, did the bargaining, driving down an initial asking price of 160 to 50 RMB (about $7.00). As we left, we asked Gabriel, a student from a faraway and poor province, if he had been to that store before. “No,” he replied, his eyes lighting up, “but I’m coming back.”
Our next stop was the main Beijing office of CITS to pick up airline tickets for Zhengzhou, Guangzhou, and Hong Kong, all as arranged by Dan’s secretary.
This CITS office was the only one that could take VISA in payment. Still there was a long wait for the tickets to be approved, and then we had to go upstairs to pay. In a small, narrow cashier’s office George completed the transaction through a slot in a heavy (bullet-proof?) window, while two teenagers in army uniforms sat on a bench behind him, their arms cradling automatic rifles while their knees very nearly brushed his calves. It didn’t seem a place for strenuous argument or hasty, unexpected movements. All this time, Wang Xiansheng, our driver, was waiting downstairs in the black Honda Civic he had parked on the sidewalk outside the door and we wondered if his license plate was coded, or his car tagged, in a way that allowed a form of parking that seemed far from ordinary.
We had lunch with Gabriel and our driver at a popular chain restaurant. Again the food was good, but far too much for us. Gabriel and the driver took home four boxes each of the leftovers. It remains unclear to us whether students scheme to order too much (we think not, because Dan orders too much, also), or find it impossible to resist the importuning of the waitresses. It is also possible that the meals are more simply an example of traditional Chinese hospitality, a practice that now sometimes seems over the top as consumer waste has become a growing feature of the new economy.
In the afternoon we visited Beijing’s Lama Temple. Among other wonders, it boasts the tallest Buddha in the world, carved from one tree and standing twenty or thirty meters high. Because it was a special feast day, the temple was filled with devotees kneeling before the statues and offering up incense, lighted in the open air and unlit in the various sanctuaries. People had also left fruit and bottles of water, for the Buddhas. Each sanctuary building had one or two prayer wheels outside. We were amazed to see the large numbers of worshippers, and the morning crowd had certainly been bigger because the formal ceremonies had taken place then.
Back at the university we tried the e-mail in the reception area. From a screen in Chinese and English, we selected English and got as far as the Eastern Michigan University home page, but from there, when the Email screen came up, the message was in Chinese, the first of a number of times on the trip that we had the same problem, which we never learned how to solve. We’re pretty sure that the essence of the Chinese was “This screen is denied to you.”
Dan’s secretary met us early the next morning and escorted us to Dan’s office to try to e-mail from there, but the outcome was the same; English as far as EMU, but email brought up a page of Chinese. Neither she nor a man she found to help could solve the problem. The man said it must be an EMU problem with IP (International Protocol). We wondered if foreigners are somehow barred from connecting with their Email while in China, but at the time that seemed unlikely. Jim Phelan had apparently been able to connect with Ohio State University while in Beijing, but it began to look like we would have to wait until Hong Kong.
We had a second lecture scheduled for 2:30 p.m., with George lecturing on the American literary canon (that group of writers and works generally accepted as central to the study of American Literature from earliest days to the present) and Barbara following with a discussion of minorities, especially Chinese writers, as they belong to or have been excluded from the canon. This went better than the Faulkner because the material was easier to follow. Professor Liu presided. She had been Dan’s old professor and was now an older woman, near retirement. Because her education had been interrupted by the Cultural Revolution, she had been a “late bloomer” as she expressed it. She had earned her M.A. degree at SUNY Albany in her forties, if we remember correctly, and her Ph.D. at the University of Chicago when she was sixty, about the time she learned to drive. After the lecture, we visited the Museum of Peking University History, devoted to the hundred-year plus history of Beida, as Peking University is familiarly called. Dan’s father’s name appeared on a list of students who had translated for American soldiers who had been volunteers during what the Chinese call the War against Japanese Aggression. In the display concerning China’s most distinguished professors, Dan’s picture stood out. She smiled at the camera as she held before her a copy of Narrative, the journal of the Society for the Study of Narrative Literature, of which we are Associate Editors.
That evening we were taken to the same luxury restaurant where we first dined shortly after our arrival in Beijing. This would be our farewell dinner for this visit. There were eight of us at a round table in a private room: Dan, Professor Liu, the Dean of the college (a Shakespeare scholar), a Whitman man, a Faulkner man, and another man whose specialty remained unclear. All were urbane, pleasant people, knowledgeable and enthusiastic about American Literature. Nevertheless, we were told in an aside by one of them that we shouldn’t take too seriously the Chinese-American writer Ha Jin, whom we had mentioned with approval in our talk. “We don’t like him,” we were told.
When it was time to leave Beijing, Dan took us to the airport in the morning and insisted on seeing us through the check-in process all the way to the security gate before she left us to register as a delegate to the People’s Congress, opening that day. We got a glimpse of the massive work being done on the airport when we drove under a bridge where a plane taxied above the road to a new section of runways.
We had a smooth flight south to Zhengzhou, a city of seven million people, where we were met at the airport by two bright, attractive and solicitous students, Adele (Yifan Zhang) and Tracy (Jing Chen). Chinese students of English choose first names from an approved list to make it easier for them to escort foreigners. Adele and Tracy took us to the Huang He (Yellow River) Hotel, a four-star establishment not far from the old campus of Zhengzhou University. Professor Yingjian Guo met us at the door and settled us into a suite that he thought would provide Internet availability. With its king-sized bed and other amenities, it proved quite a contrast to the Beida Guest House, but when we tried the Internet connection after Guo had left, it wouldn’t work.
After arrival and lunch, we toured the Henan Museum, a giant new pyramid with several levels within surrounding a high interior court. There are many display rooms, and many artifacts from ancient tombs. One particularly interesting diorama shows Chinese figures from thousands of years ago in clothing, round hut, and other circumstances that resemble American Indians of discovery times as depicted in museums in the United States. Other Henan Museum exhibits include ancient pottery with shapes and decorations that reminded us of Native American pots. Placed in this context, the Chinese universal greeting “hao” (as in “Ni hao” / “hen hao,”—“You good?” / “Very Good”) reminded us of the “how” widely attributed to Indians (but we have active imaginations). Other Henan exhibits include artifacts with serpentine designs reminiscent of the intertwining animals at Sutton Hoo and other European sites.
Zhengzhou is a wonderland of colored lights, neon reds and blues, yellows, whites, bright in the daytime, spectacular at night, that outline the buildings, run across their fronts, rise in white washes up the exteriors. Lights outline bridges, amusement parks, a Ferris wheel and roller coaster. Names blaze in red letters in Chinese and English. Traffic signals count down the seconds until the next change (the first time we had seen this). All is modern, and exotic by American standards. Conspicuous consumption seemed to have arrived.
Automobile traffic was not quite as bad as in Beijing, but bad enough. There was the same cutting in and out, bicycles and pedestrians dashing crosswise across the full flow, crosswalks ignored by cars. On our first night we noticed this particularly because we were out late, banqueting with Professor Guo and three students in a private room in a fancy restaurant that specialized in provincial food (which seemed not very distinguished to us, but we were becoming jaded).
For our lectures we were transported by cab past the old campus of Zhengzhou University to the new campus that was rising on the outskirts of the city. It is an astonishing complex of mostly rectangular design, modernistic, functional, with a lot of red brick, wide avenues, and long vistas. Our hosts seemed to think that the red brick mimics western universities, but since so many of the famous American and European universities are of stone, are often gothic in design, and are much more modest in size than the buildings we saw on this campus, to our eyes it hardly suggested a university at all. In its utilitarian blockishness it seemed more like a giant governmental, perhaps Soviet, collective. With 60,000 students and faculty, it is more or less three times the size of Beida. We delivered our lectures to 100 or more students instead of the 50 or 60 we spoke to at Beida. Barbara’s lectures, given on a Saturday, attracted about 75, many of whom had to make a special trip to the classroom, for Saturday was not a normal class day.
Yingjian Guo moderated. Our escorts for the day were five: Adele and Tracy, and Heather (Hua Xie) and Elysse (Caxia Liu), both married, and Junling Fu, an instructor. Professor Guo had thoughtfully scheduled our lectures in close succession in order to free time for us to do some sightseeing.
George’s Faulkner lecture came first, an hour and a half scheduled and all of it taken. This time he tried to make the subject, with its Faulknerian difficulties and its focus on the paranormal, more understandable than it had been at Peking, but with only limited success. We informed the audience that the other lectures would be easier, and most of them came back that afternoon and for the two sessions scheduled for the next day. After lunch, the subject was again the canon of American Literature, with George speaking. That evening we took supper alone in the hotel, gratefully so because we could choose what we wanted from the buffet, with no external pressures to try exotic concoctions that didn’t look particularly appetizing and were previously unknown to us.
Saturday was Barbara’s turn to give two lectures. She started with “New Americans,” a general discussion of the many immigrant writers who began to change American Literature in small ways toward the end of the 19th century and the flood of arrivals since World War II that are giving American writing a much more global focus than it had historically enjoyed. In the afternoon, she handed out copies of Kate Chopin’s “Story of an Hour,” and spoke of its gemlike exposure of cultural assumptions concerning women and marriage, an approach and presentation much appreciated by the students, because for the first time they had every word of the text we discussed directly on the desks in front of them.
Between lectures, we lunched with Professor Guo and two graduate students and then visited his English Language Institute and library, very impressive, if a bit Spartan in décor and with shelves not nearly as full as they some day might be. Nearby, the two rooms of his office were luxurious by comparison. In this splendor of newness that surrounded us, we discovered again that restrooms were of the hole in the floor variety (although men sometimes have separate urinals). Back at our hotel, we were grateful again for our real flush toilet, with the luxury of our adjoining two rooms with two television consoles (both, unfortunately, limited to programs in the Chinese language).
Professor Benzi Zhang, our host for our upcoming lectures at the Chinese University of Hong Kong remained mysteriously out of reach of our e-mail for some days. We received frantic messages from him, but found it impossible to get through on the Internet to ease him of his palpable fear that we were lost in China or confused about the agreed-upon itinerary. Finally, with the help of one of the students, on this day we managed to get a message through on an e-mail account that as we understood it, had access to a semi-secret site outside the borders of China that existed for the sole purpose of collecting and forwarding e-mail messages to other parts of the world.
Two years later, when we had returned home and the 2008 Olympics began, we were amused to discover that hordes of journalists were frustrated in the same ways we had been with unanticipated and repeated problems of “this site is denied to you” kind. By 2009, when we were completing the manuscript for this book, The New York Times reported that the battle for internet control had escalated in many countries around the world. China, in particular, was by that time reported to employ over 40,000 people who were assigned the task of flooding the Internet with government-approved messages and helping to block the messages of more liberal groups of a newly powerful force, the Fulan Gong.
Adele and Tracy (with driver) took us to Kaifeng, a city of four million people about an hour’s drive from Zhengzhou’s seven or eight million. We left by way of the new city of Zhengzhou, a massive building effort arising on the outskirts of the old city. The buildings are monumental, modernistic towers, thirty stories or more in height. Many seem designed for apartment living; others are more likely corporate headquarters for multinational companies, still others seem to be more luxury hotels to supplement the huge five-star hotels already present. It doesn’t look as though much manufacturing is intended. A gigantic exhibition center was underway.
Much of the new city is situated around a lake that will provide open space and a view. Our student guides believed that the old city will remain, with the new city not a replacement but an extension, with the existing business centers of the old city moving out toward it. It’s an astonishing project, linked by new superhighways, at a guess financed in part by American dollars that are part of the Bush deficit. Our infrastructure falls apart while China builds. The road from there to Kaifeng took us over a new, lightly-used, superhighway, where our driver easily managed at least seventy miles an hour.
In Kaifeng we slowed down to drive through neighborhoods more like the old China than anything we had seen previously on this trip. Just off the highway as we neared the city there were small, depressed-looking auto repair and tire repair places. Elsewhere there were small shops, unpretentious housing, a higher ratio of bicycles to cars than was found in Zhengzhou, three-wheeled delivery bicycles, and, in the tourist areas, quite a large number of three-wheeled bicycle taxis.
Our principal destination, Qingming Shanghe Youan, was a theme park representation of the famous Song Dynasty (960-1127) scroll painting Qing Ming Shang He Tu (Bian River at Qing Ming Festival). The grounds replicate lakes, bridges, houses, shops, public buildings, statues, and dramatic vistas found along the river much as they appear on the painting, and arranged within the park in a generally circular pattern that transforms the linear painting and brings it, scroll-like, back to the place where it began.
In the two or three hours we spent there, we began as observers of an outdoor drama of swordplay and bullying that ended in a mock death, saw a performing monkey, and watched a polo match played by women on horseback (the claim was that the tradition dated back a thousand years and was originally designed to entertain the Emperor). We wandered into a cockfighting arena, but soon thought better of it by suddenly remembering the threat of Avian Flu, and mystified others in the audience by suddenly getting up and leaving before the birds arrived. Elsewhere, there were folk plays, and a demonstration of an ancient wedding. An entertainment of bells, stringed instruments, flutes, and dancing girls, was, like the polo playing, presented as a show once shown only to the Emperor.
In the reproduction of the Imperial Palace, we saw Song Dynasty dancing and a shadow puppet play of the Monkey King. At its conclusion, we were invited backstage, where Barbara, Adele, and Tracy were allowed to manipulate the puppets, constructed, we were told, of donkey skin and sticks. George took photographs.
Outside the site there was an extensive display of kites, where we bought miniatures, six or eight of them to be flown on the same string, that would be easily packed to take home to our grandchildren. Then, for lunch we went to Diyilou Baozi Guan (Number One Dumpling Restaurant), a famous, large, and crowded place that drew its customers from miles around to eat the food that we, too, found excellent. Meanwhile, Adele and Tracy had somehow found time to purchase embroidery and a fan that they later surprised us with by presenting them to us as going-away presents.
Before leaving the area, we also visited the famous Buddhist temple Du Xiangguo Si, built in 555 A.D. Destroyed by a flood in the 17th century, it was rebuilt in the 18th century. Within it we saw innumerable Buddhas. There was also a four-sided Avalokiteshvara, a male god who became the Bodhisattva Guanyin, Goddess of Mercy, or, as one source expresses it, "great mercy, great pity; salvation from misery, salvation from woe,” a being “self-existent” with a thousand arms and thousand eyes.”
The statue weighs 2.2 tons and was said to have been cut out of the trunk of a thousand-year old ginko. At 23 feet high, it took 58 years to complete. We were allowed to photograph this and other statues with special permission granted at the entrance of the temple to foreigners. In the Buddhist Temple in Beijing, where signs were prominent, brief, and forbidding (“No Depicting”)we hadn’t thought to ask
Back in Zhengzhou, we dined again at the hotel buffet, and picked up bananas to carry back to our room to ease the early start planned for the morning. Leaving at 7:30, we were to drive two hours to Luoyang, 93 miles away. That evening, we said our sad farewells to Adele and Tracy, whom we had become genuinely fond of and didn’t expect to see again. Others would accompany us in the morning.
Heather and Elysse took us to the west of Zhengzhou to Luoyang and the Longmen Grottoes. Luoyang, we discovered, was Professor Guo’s family home, but he didn’t tell us that until after we’d been there. Nearby, Longmen Shiko (Dragon Gate Grottoes), located on the Yi River is one of three large man-made grottoes in China. Limestone cliffs stretching for about a kilometer are filled with 2,000 caves and niches and nearly 100,000 statues of Buddha and related images that range in height from two centimeters to over fifty feet (17 meters). First carved during the Wei Dynasty in 493 A.D., when Luoyang became the imperial capitol, the carving continued for 400 years, with the height of creativity occurring during the Tang Dynasty, 618-907, A.D. The caves and figures are tributes financed by the Imperial family and also privately by leading aristocrats and merchants of the time. Most of the area is open to visitors, with stone steps and guard rails arranged to protect the caves (except for one shallow grotto near the beginning where we took the opportunity to enter and stand beside the Buddha for pictures). Among the many caves, the 10,000 Buddha Cave, as it was called, has actually 15,000 Buddhas. It was commissioned by two women, with the central Buddha said to be modeled after one of them. Another cave is the 7th century Ancestor Worshipping Temple. Here the largest Buddha, again modeled after a female benefactress, is 56 feet tall. Some of the statues in the area were vandalized during the Cultural Revolution, but the biggest ones are largely intact, and the whole site has been designated a World Cultural Heritage landmark.
After a pause for lunch in Luoyang at a restaurant specializing in soup, we went on to Dengfeng, home of the Shaolin Monastery, a world-famous school of martial arts that stands in a dramatic natural setting, surrounded by mountains.
The Buddhist temple here is larger and more impressive in many ways than the one in Beijing. Almost all of it was destroyed in 1928 by the warlord Shi Yousan. With fires said to have burned for forty days, ninety percent of the buildings and their contents were destroyed as part of the wide-spread chaos that accompanied the war between the Kuomintang and Communists that is central to Malroux’s Man’s Fate. Most of what we saw had been later rebuilt. To enter, we were required to kneel to Buddha, take an incense stick, enter and kneel again. We didn’t take as many pictures as we might have if we hadn’t taken so many at Beijing’s Lama Temple and temple at Du Xiangguo Si in Kaifeng.
Near the Temple is the Forest of Pagodas, a burial ground for more than 200 head monks, with “stupas,” or pagoda-like shrines, built to commemorate their lives. For the most recent monk interred there when we visited the stupa was decorated with a railroad train, airplane, and a computer carved into the sides to indicate the milieu of the time he had served the monastery.
In the complex’s Dharma Hall, we witnessed an incredible demonstration of martial arts, where the monks broke steel rods over their heads, threw needles through panes of glass to puncture balloons, and contorted their bodies in unbelievable ways. The students seemed to range in age from about ten to twenty, and they each had specialized skills ranging from imitating animals to fighting with whips, chains, quarter staves, and swords.
In the evening Professor Guo took us to the Big Pear, yet another excellent restaurant, for a banquet that included Heather and Elysse, and also Adele and Tracy, whom we thought we had seen for the last time on the evening before. At the Big Pear, the sweets for dessert were shaped like pears and appeared to be stuffed with pumpkin.
Back in the hotel we improvised gifts with books we had brought with us, and managed to have one for Guo and each of his students: Jeannette Hall’s The Glass Castle, a Kent Harouf, an Anita Shreve, and two copies of As I Lay Dying. As in Beijing, we had been treated with a distinction we were not sure we deserved, and had never been allowed to spend money. Everyone talked about “the next time you come to China.”
Hong Kong and Its New Chinese University
We spent most of the next day enmeshed in the details of flying, first from Zhengzhou to Guangzhou, then from Guangzhou to Hong Kong. It was just as well that Adele and Tracy saw us off at the airport, because without speaking English, the ticket agent made it quite clear that we were not going to be allowed to pass through. After some discussion in Chinese, we learned that we were over the baggage weight allowance and would have to pay extra. Adele and Tracy worked wonders for us in a situation complicated by the fact that the system made it impossible to pay the overweight charge at the check-in point where we were standing. George was given a form to take in person to a separate overweight office, where the clerk had no change for the bills he managed to proffer. The solution was that a person from the overweight office had to take the cash to yet another office and return with the change. This involved more paperwork and more carbon copies (every transaction in China seems to involve an inordinate amount of paperwork). Then he had to take the receipt back to the check-in counter before we could get our boarding passes and move on.
The transaction seemed particularly mystifying to us because we had traveled from Hong Kong to Beijing with the same bags and with no questions asked. Then, later in the same day we had no weight problems in Guangzhou, where we landed and then switched to another plane for Hong Kong. Was the system wholly arbitrary? That seemed unlikely, and in hindsight it occurred to us that the difference was probably in the rules governing internal flights (Zhengzhou to Guangzhou) as opposed to flights between China and Hong Kong, which were classed as international. After the confusion over the baggage allowance, it seemed only a minor additional complication when in Zhengzhou and Guangzhou the security guards were mystified by our electric toothbrush and both times required Barbara to demonstrate its use.
On our prior visit to China, in what now had begun to seem like an ancient time, we had flown out of a one-room Guangzhou terminal, where dirty floors were given a semblance of shine by being swiped with a mop dipped in a bucket of none-too-clean wax, and young women were employed to fish used plastic cutlery out of garbage cans for re-use. This time we found a handsome new terminal, several new runways, and waiting areas that were clean, spacious, and dotted with newsstands and duty-free shops. The difference between Henan Province and the area nearer to Hong Kong was striking. In Guangzhou we found real flush toilets, moving walkways in the airport, Western snacks for sale in concession booths, and ticket agents who spoke good English.
Still it was a very long walk from the local terminal to the international one. Because nobody had given us paperwork on the plane from Zhengzhou or suggested that we might need it in the terminal, we were stopped three times to fill out exit forms, entry forms, and then customs forms. Other passengers boarding at Guangzhou seemed to be all Chinese. The flight to Hong Kong took less than an hour, the airline staff was obviously chosen for their attractiveness, and the Airbus plane was a far cry from the used Russian Aeroflot we encountered years ago. Still, at this time of year travelers from the West were few.
Making hotel reservations at the Hong Kong airport before we entered the city, we found our choices limited because it was mid-March, the end of winter, spring coming on, and one of the heights of Chinese travel time. Fortunately, an enormously helpful woman at the booking office in the terminal was able to find a Kowloon hotel and then was kind enough to rush us to a separate office where we could buy a ticket on a shuttle bus that was just leaving. The bus’s first stop turned out to be at the Hong Kong Disneyland (we hadn’t known that such a thing existed), where we dropped a number of people and picked up others, and then continued into the city. The Ramada Hotel, Kowloon, on Chatham Road South, boasted a fine location and a good price ($110-$120 U.S. per night) in an area where newer and fancier hotels start at $150 or so and go quickly toward $300 or $400. Going out for dinner, we chose an Italian restaurant where we ordered melon wrapped in prosciutto and a cheese pizza, a welcome change at that time from our recent everyday diet of Chinese food heavy with vegetables and designed for a lactose intolerant people. Meals within the hotel were buffet style, about $11.00 each, and excellent for the price.
Still seeking e-mail connections, on the next morning we walked along Nathan Road in the direction of the legendary Peninsula Hotel and on the way discovered a small cyber-point shop, hidden within the interior darkness of a market with a number of corridors and separate booths (some still shuttered at that hour of the morning) where we could use Hewlett Packard computers for 20 Hong Kong dollars ($2.50 U.S.) an hour. We e-mailed Professor Zhang to arrange for our transportation to his university and confirm details of our upcoming talks, and then sent a long letter to the list of friends we had been trying to keep in touch with. When our session ended, we made a note of the location so that we could return later and continue with the many more things we wanted to say.
We decided to walk around the city, observe the changes in places we had visited in the past, skip lunch, and in the afternoon take the famous English Tea at the Peninsula Hotel, near the pier. After all the green tea of China, to taste black tea with milk and sugar was a treat all by itself and then there were the cucumber sandwiches, scones with clotted cream and strawberry jam, petit fours and chocolate truffles, all served at linen-covered tables in a spacious lobby. Not cheap, of course, $30-$40 each, but worth it. The many Rolls-Royces parked on the drive confirmed the continuing prosperity of the hotel long after the British had left. Looking at and into a good many shops before and after, we concluded that Hong Kong was no longer the bargain hunter’s paradise we remembered. Later we bought some silks, but found them much more expensive than in Beijing. Electronics also seemed to be no bargain, and the faux Rolex watches being hawked on the sidewalks had dramatically risen in price.
The next morning we went back to the cyber-point place, spent another hour sending news to our trip list, and afterward found a pearl shop on Nathan Road where Barbara bought two strings for herself and one for each of our daughters for a total of about 300 Hong Kong dollars. The Chinese salesclerk, Kay Chan, was a pleasant woman with an American passport, which she insisted on showing to us. It turned out that we had once been near neighbors. She had lived in Ypsilanti while her daughter studied at University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. Some of her children had continued to live in the States, but others had returned to live and work in Hong Kong. “It’s too cold winter in Michigan,” she said.
Professor Zhang arrived late to pick us up at our hotel, partly because of confusion as to the front and rear of the building. He took us by taxi to the Chinese University of Hong Kong, which it turned out is really Chinese, with its buildings, posters, and directional signs in Chinese characters, sometimes with English below. To a newcomer with little Chinese who might be expecting the easy and frequently English signage of central Hong Kong, the Chinese University is an immediately confusing place. It is not to be confused with the University of Hong Kong, an older institution on Hong Kong Island that began about 1910 with the amalgamation of several still older colleges and has now grown to an institution with perhaps 20,000 students.
The Chinese University of Hong Kong, about half the size of the older school, is composed of four colleges brought together in the late 1960s to form a university. Located in the mountainous New Territories, north of the city, it lies about 45 minutes to an hour from Kowloon, about a twenty dollar (U.S.) taxi ride (there are also buses and a train, which we didn't try). The result is that a stranger feels pretty isolated there. It is a beautiful spot, however, located on Tolo Harbor, with mountains all around and a campus that has so many levels that you are always walking (usually strenuously) up or down on steep paths or steeper stairs.
One of the secrets to negotiating the campus is to go to a linking building (identified by a tall yellow tower), where, if you are on the upper level, you can enter on the seventh floor, cross to the other side of the building, take an elevator to the ground floor, over a hundred feet down the side of the mountain, and from there access an altogether different part of the campus. Reverse if you are coming from the lower level. Each of the colleges retains its own student center and faculty commons, and as a result the meeting and restaurant options are many. There is the complication, however, that it is necessary to know on what level of the campus you will find the facility you are seeking, and how far and in what direction you will need to walk after you get to the proper level. Before we settled in, Benzi took us to lunch at a faculty and staff club where we were able to continue our re-introduction to the foods of the western hemisphere by ordering soup and a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich, but most of the other choices were Chinese. Later, the same restaurant seemed always to be too far or on the wrong level to make a ready choice when we were hungry.
At Daisy Li Hall, where we were given a visitor’s suite on the seventh floor, we found that the concierge possessed only very rudimentary English, but it turned out to be enough for our purposes. Daisy Li was mostly a student dormitory until you got to the seventh floor, which was given over to a few seminar rooms and one or two other visitors’ suites. But the seventh floor was at top of the highest building on a mountainous campus, and commanded spectacular views in all directions. Our flat was both spacious and minimalist. Luxuriant by some standards, it had two of the hardest beds in creation, foam mattresses on wooden slats, a problem for Barbara, not so much for George. The rooms encompassed a bed-sitting area, television set, sofa, dining table and chairs, kitchen with refrigerator, microwave, electric hot water kettle for tea, hot water heaters for kitchen and bath taps. The bath heater didn’t work while we were there and we didn’t try to get it fixed, but in other ways the bathroom was well-equipped and generously-sized. We assumed that the student rooms in Daisy Li were far more cramped.
We present these details to make the point that as Visiting Professors we had landed among the wealthy classes in Hong Kong. A story published in the Hong Kong Post during our stay confirmed that assessment: In Hong Kong, we read, only the very wealthy could afford living space of 250 square feet each or 1,000 for a family of four. Most people lived in flats that would house only the very poor in many other cities; it is not so much that people don’t have money, but that space is very limited. From our tower windows and from the ground when we walked about the central city, we observed that most people lived in towers of forty or fifty stories. If there were individual houses, they must have been in the far suburbs.
The views from our seventh floor windows out over the campus, where all the spring trees were in bloom, were spectacular. We could see the Guangzhou-Kowloon railroad and the ferries and small boats going by on Tolo Bay, and the many residential towers on the other side of the bay, where Professor Zhang lived. It was very misty. The fog rolled in much as it does on San Francisco Bay.
We began the next day by blowing a fuse when we attempted to use too much electricity. Our mistake appeared to be trying to heat water in two places at the same time. Luckily, we found a service panel in the wall with thirty or more fused switches, discovered the one that had gone off, and switched it on again. We read the English Morning Post in the Daisy Li Reading Room, finding much more world news in it than we had managed to find in China.
George lectured to fewer than ten students and three faculty members on Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying. The presentation was shortened from the ones he had given in China, but went over well because the students had some acquaintance with the author. One had tried The Sound and the Fury, another had great praise for “A Rose for Emily,” and a third said he had bought As I Lay Dying a few days earlier and couldn’t put it down, staying up until 4:00 a.m. to finish it. He found it much easier, he said, than Joyce’s Ulysses, which others in the class had tried as well and mostly found impossible. Later we visited the United College Library on the campus and discovered that among its American Studies holdings is an extensive Faulkner collection that includes bound typescripts of The Hamlet and translations of As I Lay Dying in several languages. Dr. Glenn Shive, the Director of the Hong Kong America Center, was also in attendance at the lecture and was especially interested because his center and the English Department were soon to host a Fulbright Southern Writers Seminar in Hong Kong. After the class, we spent a good amount of time with one of the students (whose particular interest was not Faulkner or Southern writers, but Emily Dickinson) talking with her individually about her dissertation.
Professor Zhang was working on a book on Asian diaspora poetry and we read the manuscript over the weekend, gave him advice, and discussed the subject with him. At that point he had two publishers showing interest, and he thought that perhaps we could suggest a few improvements before he sent it on.
The university has four separate colleges, each with its own library and dining and sports facilities, much like Oxford. We were staying in the New Asia College and lecturing in the United College, with our stay hosted by a couple of colleges and a Fulbright unit, separately funded, that brings faculty and students from abroad and sends Chinese students to the United States. In addition to pressing us to return for a longer stay, Dr. Shive strongly suggested that it is not terribly difficult to get an invitation if the right person takes the right steps. One of the women students we met had a B.A. from Yale and was working on an M.A. at the Chinese University, but had decided that to get a job in the U.S. she would need an American Ph.D. and so planned to return for that degree.
In the evening, we decided to climb yet another hill to look for a college cafeteria, but traversing the steep incline, before we got to the even steeper stairs, Barbara fell and bloodied her nose. We turned around, found food elsewhere, and hoped that the abrasions would heal before the following Tuesday when she would get her identification picture taken in order to board the QE2.
That night we watched television and discovered that in Hong Kong there is much more broadcasting in English than can be found on mainland China. There was even some pretty good international news, including some that originated from ABC, a great change from the news on the mainland with its emphasis on the Chinese perspective in the world end encouraging proper thought as the party defined it. That night we also watched long interview with Ang Lee, the director of Brokeback Mountain, broadcast in Chinese with English subtitles. His winning the Oscar for that film was obviously important news in Hong Kong, and the Annie Proulx book Close Range, the source of the story, was available everywhere there.
General note: Both here and on the mainland, numerous people were wearing white face masks, either to combat pollutants in the air or to prevent the spread of disease. TV announcements in Hong Kong tell you that if you feel sick you should put on a mask and call the doctor. In Daisy Li Hall, you can buy a mask for a dollar at the concierge’s desk. All the buttons on elevators and similar places commonly touched bear the notice “Button Disinfected” and are overlaid with soft plastic to prevent the accumulation of dirt and germs in crevices.
Our big excursion that week-end was a trip down the hill to buy groceries. Because most of the restaurants on campus were closed on the weekend, the little grocery store in the student center turned out to be a lifesaver. With our minimal Chinese language skills, we were reluctant to take a taxi off campus. In 1989, Hong Kong was an English-speaking city, but in the years since then the English grip had weakened enough to give us pause when we contemplated negotiations with cab drivers. We had been so cosseted by our hosts in mainland China that we never had to deal with non-English speaking drivers. Now, left to our own devices for the weekend, we found a situation so different from the continual presence of our guides on the mainland that we were not certain what to make of it. Were we experiencing freedom or abandonment?
In some ways “The sun never sets on the Union Jack”—still. And for us that seemed a bloody good thing. Over the weekend, with supplies from the small university grocery store, we ate most meals in our flat. Lunch included Jacob’s Cream Crackers, McVitie’s Digestives, and Cadbury chocolate with almonds. These staples were also among the few non-Asian foods available in most Chinese shops that we visited near hotels or airports. Bananas, oranges, and watermelon were ever-present and on the Hong Kong campus we were also able to purchase Danone Yogurt, Kellogg’s Corn Flakes, Kit Kats, and Lipton Tea, and so made it through the weekend. One night we feasted on micro-waved pizza and spaghetti Bolognese, the result of yet another trip to the campus store.
On Sunday morning we walked far enough around the campus to ensure that we could find our way to the English Department, Benzi’s office, and the seminar room, not an easy matter without a guide. Back in our apartment, George continued with Bernard Cornwell’s The Archer’s Tale, brought from Michigan for travel reading. Barbara got well into Jung Chang’s Wild Swans, an excellent family history purchased in Hong Kong, but apparently not available on the mainland because it was considered too critical of China. After lunch, we walked back to the campus grocery store for milk and fruit, with minimal problems from closed buildings and stairways and some nervousness about the code we would need to punch in to get us back into Daisy Li. The Sunday paper told us that there was a Man International Literary Conference going on at Hong Kong University. Nobody on our campus had mentioned it, although it featured visits by Seamus Heaney and other literary giants.
In the afternoon, we visited the Art Museum, with wonderful Qing Dynasty pottery, mostly from the 18th century, and many mostly 20th century landscape scrolls. There was also a visiting show of 18th century ceramic pieces, some with celadon glaze. A striking turquoise-covered vase was among the best we had ever seen. In the museum shop we bought some animal cards for our grandchildren and a good zippered travel bag to use later when going off the ship on short jaunts ashore.
On this weekend the University was celebrating a Photo Day. As we walked around campus we witnessed many students who were scheduled to graduate in May entertaining their proud families, donning their academic regalia, and holding bouquets of flowers, stuffed animals, and balloons while they posed for pictures against backdrops of buildings, evergreens, and flowering trees.
On Monday, we divided our lecture on the American Literary Canon as we had in Beijing, with George doing a brief summary on canonicity and Barbara following with a talk on immigrant (especially Chinese) literature. Again we spoke to a group of about six students and three or four faculty members. The student who was writing a Ph.D. on Emily Dickinson continued to display her intense interest. Afterward, she joined us for lunch and walked us back to Daisy Li Hall, insisting that we walk first to the top of the hill to experience the pavilion with the water feature overlooking Tolo Bay. Near a towering conifer, in what is called a “horizon pool,” the water is kept at the level of a flat granite surround at the edge of a cliff, so that it stands at a great height as a shimmering mirror, with its edges fading into the far horizon of the bay and delimited only by the mountains in the background.
We took several pictures of her and us in that setting. Meanwhile, she expressed special interest in our view of the idea that a woman could be taken seriously as a literary scholar. Judging from the number of female graduate students we had met in our visit to three Chinese universities, it certainly seemed that in China they could be, although men constituted the majority of the senior faculty that we met at those universities. We were not clear as to whether her ambitions, like those of many of her peers, included study and teaching in the United States.
We got back to the Guest House to find that the elevator was out of commission. As we strategized about how to get four heavy bags down eight flights of stairs, our young Dickinson scholar interrupted us to insist that the management was obligated to get our bags down for us. She talked to the elevator repairman, who agreed to help and took us up to the seventh floor, where we packed our bags. Going down was a little more problematic. We had to go to the basement and back a couple of times before we managed to stop at the ground floor, not perfectly aligned but close enough to get the bags off.
After a brief discussion with Professor Zhang about his Asian-North American diaspora poets manuscript, we got a cab to the Marco Polo Hotel on Canton Road, where we checked into a lovely big room with a king sized bed. The hotel was luxurious, and, comparatively speaking, not terribly expensive. It constituted such a step up from the Ramada Kowloon that we would advise anyone coming to Hong Kong to consider one of the top hotels and not worry too much about the difference in price.
The dinner in Gripps American Bar & Restaurant on the sixth floor was fine enough, but for us the highlight of the experience was the brightly lit orange smokestack of the Queen Elizabeth II, positioned so close outside the restaurant that it looked almost as though we could open the window and walk out onto the Sun Deck. It is a very beautiful ship, and we had experienced before the feeling that the sight of that smokestack was like returning home after a visit to exotic places. In this setting it was a striking visual reminder that we had only begun our around the world adventure, which we would continue, for most of the rest of the way, by sea.
As a brief coda to our Chinese and Hong Kong experiences, we add here that “xie-xie” (“thank you”) was the most useful phrase we learned. So, xie-xie to Shu Lao-shi, our worthy and eminent Chinese teacher in Ann Arbor, who had taught us much more than we were able to use. Surrounded from beginning to end with Chinese professors and graduate students, all of them more or less proficient in English and determined to smooth our way in every situation, we found it nearly impossible to practice other Chinese phrases. They bought tickets, ordered food, stood at our elbows, gave directions to drivers, and managed not to laugh too much at our fumbling with chopsticks (which became less fumbling near the end). They took us to tourist spots we would not otherwise have seen, including some that required long drives into the countryside. We were never allowed to pay for anything, so we left China as rich (or as poor) as when we arrived.
The morning of our departure was filled with last minute shopping in Hong Kong. Among other things we found a red silk jacket embroidered in the One-Hundred-Children motif for Barbara and a Citizen’s Eco-Drive watch for George. Back in the hotel, we finished our leftover fruit and granola bars with room-brewed tea before calling for a luggage pick-up to go to the ship. We followed as the bellboy carted our bags out the door and along the wharf, straight to the luggage check-in. There we filled out health cards and entry cards for Thailand, turned in our ship tickets, registered our credit card with the Purser, posed for our ship photo identity pictures, and walked up the gangway to the “marvelous QE2.”
Southeast Asia and Malaysia
The ship really was a marvel. The last of the great ocean liners, she was built for speedy transportation between widespread ports of call, and in an earlier life had regularly plied the Atlantic between Southampton and New York until that traffic largely gave way to still faster air travel. She was endowed with powerful engines, large staterooms with ample closet space, and flawless service. Although she lacked the rock-climbing walls, wave pools, and balconies of later ships that were built solely for cruising, the stability and creature comforts of the QE2 more than compensated for those losses for travelers like us who appreciate being coddled and well-fed and carried swiftly through the waves to stop at ports that were more than a few kilometers apart.
Champagne, fresh strawberries, and orchids were waiting in our stateroom on the One Deck. All the bags that the bellboy had brought from the hotel had been carried aboard and left at our door by the crew, and we unpacked them in time for afternoon tea in the Queens Room. For a brief time we remained a bit concerned about luggage containing our formal clothes that we had last seen in Ann Arbor and left behind with a neighbor to be picked up by DHL and delivered to the ship in Hong Kong, but by 5:00 p.m. that, too, had arrived. For dinner that night in the Queens Grill, we chose a main course of lobster risotto with white truffle oil from a daily menu of five pages that typically included four Fitness Spa Suggestions, a selection of wines To Accompany Your Meal, four Appetizers, three Soups, two Salads, six Entrees, (and, if the main choices did not suit, an additional A la Carte menu with five Cold Appetizers, two Hot Appetizers, two Soups, two Salads, two Fish and Shellfish choices, and six choices of Grills & Roasts). Dessert choices included half a dozen dishes with names like Macadamia Nut Parfait with Pineapple Chutney, Steamed Marmalade Pudding with Vanilla Sauce, Sugar-Free Pear Passion Fruit and Lychees Crumble, choices of Sorbet, Ice Cream, and Frozen Yoghurt, a cart of Assorted International Cheese with baguettes and crackers, half a dozen choices of Coffee and Tea, and Chocolate Pralines or Petits Fours. Fifteen or twenty Wines—Digestifs—Cordials were listed by the glass on the menu, with the Sommelier happy to suggest choices by the bottle. Cigar Aficionados were offered a Selection of Cuban and Dominican Republic Cigars in the Crystal Bar and Chart Room.
After dinner the entertainment in the Grand Lounge was all Chinese: a qin (or guqin, a zither-like stringed instrument) player, drummers, dragon dancers, and a troop of fan dancers in filmy costumes simulating a rainbow. Our grandchildren would have loved the dragon. Held up on poles by 8 or 10 young men, it raced around the stage and into the audience chasing a ball of fire.
During the course of the evening we met an American man who had lived most of fifty years in the Far East, the last part of it in Japan with a Japanese wife. He had run a Ford and Mercury dealership, and was quite familiar with recent developments in China. We talked of our impressions of the fantastic amount of building going on everywhere. People who have seen this progress commonly said that it is possible that China would be far ahead of us in a very few years. They are building entire new cities. Among these in 2006 was a new one springing up on the border between China and Hong Kong that aimed to be the main entry point in a few years. The roads were marvels that threatened to leave our superhighways in the dust (unfortunately, many people think the concrete is not likely to last very long and the roads will be potholed in a few years). We didn't get to Shanghai, but the ship had stopped there just prior to arriving at Hong Kong and everyone who had gone ashore there seemed to agree that the city is a marvel.
In the 18th century the Englishman Bishop Berkeley wrote his “Verses on the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in America,” a poem that begins with the line "Westward the course of Empire takes its way.” At that time, he was thinking of the history of the Ancient World, Greece, Rome, and then Great Britain, and was looking toward a New World across the Atlantic Ocean. It seems time now to think the same line of poetry may point across the Pacific toward the Far East.
Because the ship was not leaving Hong Kong until the afternoon, in the morning of our second day on board we walked up to the Nathan Road cyber-point to send more e-mails. Our route back ran mostly past European and American designer clothing stores, but on Peking Road we managed to find a Chinese department store with fine embroideries at good prices, where we purchased wall hangings of goldfish and birds for our grandchildren. Back on board we watched Walk the Line, the Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon film of the relationship between Johnny Cash and June Carter. Although Cash and Carter’s voices were not used, the songs remained enjoyable, and the film was better than the evening entertainment that followed, which consisted of a Las Vegas strip act, all spangles and glitzy dress, featuring the music of The Temptations.
As the ship left port, we gathered with other passengers on the decks for the traditional Sail-Away party, toasting one another with beer, cocktails, and champagne, taking photographs, and admiring the magical neon-lit skyline as darkness descended on the city. We would spend the next three days at sea, traversing 1,538 nautical miles before we reached Thailand.
Along the way, we met our table-mates, Margarete and Larry Mertens, from south of Cape Canaveral. “Perkins and Mertens,” said the assistant maitre d’, “it’s easy for the staff.” Margarete was a German immigrant and Larry a Ph.D. in oceanography, who had done work for NASA and the Defense Department. They were widely traveled and helpful with their familiarity of some of the places we visited before we got to them.
As part of our settling in, we considered the many upcoming shore excursions that were offered, chose some immediately, and waited to consider others in more detail that we would learn in the ship’s library and from information given in lectures and delivered to our stateroom. In the Theater, we attended a lecture on Thailand that proved not very helpful, and a fascinating one by Nigel West about a famous double agent, called Garbo by the British, who convinced the Germans that the planned D-Day Invasion was a feint and that the real campaign would come two weeks later and further north, with the result that they did not muster their full force against the Allied landing. There was also a showing of the very fine March of the Penguins, which we had missed in Ann Arbor.
Somewhere in the South China Sea, midway to Thailand, we enjoyed our first two formal dress evenings of the trip: “Tuxedo (alternatively a dark suit) for men, evening gown or other formal attire for women.” First was the Captain’s Reception, where we stood in line to meet Captain Nick Bates and afterward shared hors d’oeuvres and champagne with him, the chief officers, and other guests. The next was the St. Patrick’s Day Ball, where Barbara got to wear her Beijing Silk Street green jacket with dragon embroidery, and George his green tie. Another lady also wore a green jacket with dragon embroidery, but her dragons were gold. We were a long way from Tipperary.
At Laem Chabang, Thailand, we received a major disappointment when it was announced that the tour we had booked to Bangkok had been cancelled because of protest demonstrations against the Prime minister. “In Bangkok,” we were informed, “protests can begin civilly enough, but then someone starts shooting.” A few passengers chose to ignore the warnings and go there by taxi, but we chose an alternate excursion that took us to Nong Nooch Tropical Garden, near Pattaya, where we found extensive orchid gardens and sculptures, including an elephant made from red clay flower pots. There Barbara made friends with two orangutans dressed in colorful tee shirts and short pants, one of which sat on her lap while the other put an arm around her and kissed her on the cheek. Naturally, George took pictures. There was a cultural show with Thai dancing, kickboxing, martial arts, and a mock battle between armored elephants ridden by costumed kings. This was on stage, indoors, a prelude to an outdoor show where elephants bowled, threw darts at balloons, played soccer and basketball, and painted pictures (amazingly well).
Between acts they approached the front rows of spectators to reach for small bunches of bananas, which they ate whole. The finale featured members of the audience who volunteered to lie down on mats while the elephants, from smallest to largest, walked over their bodies and spanked them with their trunks. Thai superstition suggests that if you are having bad luck and you let an elephant walk over you, your luck will change (at least if you survive the process). Whatever the reason, plenty of people were eager to volunteer, and some of the elephants teased them by pretending that they were going to step on them, waving a front foot in the air before stepping over.
On our second trip on the same day, we went south to an elaborately carved wooden Buddhist and Hindu pagoda, the Sanctuary of Truth. Three hundred and forty-four feet tall, it is a 20th century construction begun by a Chinese-Thai businessman in 1981 to promote religious understanding and peace. Filled with Buddhist, Hindu and mythical figures carved from redwood, mahogany, ironwood, and teak, it sits on a peninsula extending into the ocean. Continually under repair and elaboration, it goes forward as a rococo extravaganza of arches, sculptures, nooks and crannies, with workmen and women and sometimes children carving away at future adornments in a nearby shed.
Nearby was the theme park of the Three Kingdoms, constructed by another Chinese-Thai businessman in 1991 and dedicated to world peace. This is a more typical Asian garden with largely Buddhist statuary and ceramics. One of the buildings houses a statue of the park’s founder, accompanied by an engraved letter to his heirs asking them to be guided by peaceful sentiments, honor all sides, be careful with the business, stay away from politics and creditors, keep up the shrines, run their business on a cash basis, incur no debts, and so on. This is all very good advice, except that one of the problems with businessmen taking no sides is that they advance the schemes of the world's evildoers just as much as they do of better humans.
A shrine in the same area is dedicated to the Bodhisattva who had been originally a man of great compassion who evolved into a woman over the course of centuries. She was the same many-armed, many-eyed figure we met earlier in China in the Buddhist temple Du Xiangguo Si in Kaifeng.
On both trips we were accompanied by couples recently met on the QE2: our table mates Larry and Margarete and Deborah and Jerry Smith, a couple from Ann Arbor.
On ship, we had another frustrating day of trying to get our laptop to log into stateside e-mail. We decided to wait in hope for the same kind of success with a cyber-point in Singapore that we had experienced in Hong Kong. This was the third formal evening in the week since we boarded ship. The evening’s entertainment consisted of Harry, a pianist who melded classical and popular selections with requests from the audience into very interesting medleys.
George was reading Douglas Galbraith’s novel A Winter in China (2005), a compelling and frightening account of the December 1937 Japanese march into China and the rape of Nanking. Published in London by Secker & Warburg, it was being sold in Hong Kong, where we picked it up. The novel is a reminder of the dangers that forgetfulness brings to an uninformed public. In the autumn of 2009 it appeared not yet to have been published in a regular edition in the United States, and it is almost certainly not available in mainland China, where the official line is that life is wonderful in the present, and the past, unless it can be celebrated, is quickly forgotten.
Nanking can no longer be found on the map (the current transliteration is Nanjing), but it was the historical capitol, inland from Shanghai, on the Yangtze River. Over 300,000 Chinese were killed in the Japanese attack. Remarkably, perhaps 250,000 were saved in a safety zone set up by a German industrialist, John Rabe (our Frommer guide book compared him to Oskar Schindler). Rabe, of Siemens Company, is an important figure in the novel. The book reminded us of the destruction of the Shaolin Temple in China in 1928. Although there was a brief note at the site on the warfare of the time, the students who were our guides seemed not to know what it was about. Later, in Hong Kong, we had asked a student interested in comparative literature, especially 19th and 20th century English and French, if she knew anything of André Malroux or Man’s Fate, his novel about the period, but the title rang no bells in her memory.
In Singapore, we began by going into a hotel for e-mail access because the ship had thus far proved impossible. We could get to Eastern Michigan University, but not to our e-mail (we got the same “this site denied to you” that puzzled us in mainland China). The Grand Hyatt, where we were dropped off by the shuttle bus from the ship, had an excellent business center, where we experienced no problems.
That afternoon we went to the Singapore Botanic Gardens, where the orchids bloomed spectacularly in dozens of colors and forms, but in other ways the gardens were not particularly impressive.
We took high tea at Raffles Hotel, the famous 19th century colonial hotel named after the founder of the city. It is an impressive white building with several interior courtyards. The tea was ample, but hardly elegant. They had so many guests that they were serving buffet style, though waiters did bring the drinks to the table. By comparison, tea in the Queens Room of the QE2 is leisurely and stylish. After the tea we found the Raffles gift shop, loaded with interesting souvenirs, but lacked time to explore them as fully as we would have liked. We settled on a sachet from a collection made as a fundraiser by homebound, disabled women. The cause seemed good, we wanted to help, and thought it might make a nice gift for someone at home.
In contrast to much of the rest of the Far East, Singapore is so disciplined that neither the driver nor the tour guide would accept a tip.
Penang, an island off the west Malaysian coast in the Straits of Malacca, came next. Once famed for its pirates, it remains a hodgepodge of cultures: Malay, Chinese, Thai, and Indian. Here we saw several different Buddhist temples, some with Chinese influence, some Thai, some Burmese. Two of them, situated across the street from one another, presented on one side the Burmese Buddhist face and on the other the Thai. Visiting the temples presented a curious dilemma: we were warned that although we had to remove our shoes to enter, we did not dare to leave them outside because of shoe thieves. Contrary to what might be expected after that warning, in these temples the Buddhas wore much more benign faces than the grimacing faces often seen in China. Reclining Buddhas seemed also more numerous in Panang than in other places, and one of them, 100 feet long, was reputed to be the fourth or seventh largest in the world, depending on who is counting. From the low ground of the opposing Buddhist temples, we climbed to Kek Lok Si, on top of Penang Hill, the largest Chinese Buddhist temple, we were told, in Southeast Asia. You approach it by climbing hundreds of stairs along a pathway lined with souvenir shops, and then must make your way down again, resisting the many offers to buy.
Returning, we stopped briefly at a botanic garden where the chief attraction appeared to be the monkeys in the trees, then drove through a heavy rain to visit a butterfly farm that featured large and colorful butterflies and moths, as well as giant stag beetles. Most of the exhibits, unfortunately, were unsheltered except for a few palm trees that interrupted the dripping but did not stop it. A little later, the tour guide insisted on making the customary shopping stop at make-shift stalls featuring shoddy merchandise along a busy road; it was a repeat of the pushy merchants who had accosted us while we were climbing the steps to the Kek Lok Si Temple. After that, we were scheduled have North Indian food at “a leading hotel or restaurant” but we arrived too late to get inside the building, and so ate in the front parking lot, where far from distinguished food was served cold in buffet style. The promised entertainment was one man juggling and dancing at the same time as the night fell, leaving the act in a shroud of darkness. Because we were late in leaving, we had to get back to the ship by tender. Christine, our ship’s guide, tried to put the best face on the experience, but most of us decided that particular onshore tour company was just not equipped to handle large numbers of people.
Our tour of Phuket (pronounced pooket) was run by a more experienced company, and went very smoothly. It involved an hour and a half bus ride to the far north of the peninsula to Phang Nga Bay. On the way we visited yet another Buddhist Temple, this one in a natural cave. There were many monkeys and dogs running loose on the grounds. Our Thai buffet lunch at the Phang Nga Resort was excellent, eaten on the veranda overlooking the water. The food was good, the drinks readily available, and there was a nice onshore breeze. We shared a table with an Indian-American couple from New Haven, Connecticut.
From there we boarded a curious, shallow-draft boat, with a motor attached to the end of a long drive shaft that looked somewhat like the tail of a dragonfly as it skimmed us along the water.
Our tour around the bay passed karst formations reminiscent of the famous ones we had hoped to revisit in Guilin, China (in 1989 we had viewed them only from the airport), but had missed entirely this time because of the exigencies of scheduling. Starkly jagged limestone cliffs, they are known in the West primarily as the subjects of many Chinese landscape paintings. In Phang Nga Bay, the formations arise from the water as islands, with their bases undercut over the centuries from the washing of the waves, and with many low-hanging caves that a boat can navigate into, or entirely through if the water has undercut the limestone all the way to the other side. Of this kind, a major one is now familiarly referred to as James Bond Island because it was featured in the film The Man with the Golden Gun. Here, we actually did run our boat through, ducking under the low-hanging stalactites.
On the way back we visited a Muslim fishing village, a man-made island perched on stilts above the water. Nearby, a towering karst hill gives promise of some higher ground, but the fishermen and their families have chosen to inhabit for generations the island site they have made for themselves. Fishing boats, and increasingly, boatloads of tourists, tie up at the poles of wooden docks, from which it is possible to wander through a maze of plank streets, all supported by poles, past houses, grocery, and souvenir stores, friendly children, and slightly aloof adults, and sometimes, on the way back, make a wrong turn, retrace your footsteps, and find the place where you began. From the fishing village it was a relatively short boat trip to the restaurant where our bus awaited.
That evening, Tom Mintier, a passenger and lecturer on the ship, who had formerly been a reporter for CNN, gave an interesting talk, with a video interview, about Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar (Burma), who had won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. She was under house arrest again, as she had been for most of the previous four or five years, and for many earlier years from the 1980s onward. One of her crimes was the result of her party winning a vast majority of the votes in a national election that would have made her Prime Minister, but the military intervened and jailed her. Another was her continually speaking out against the ruling regime and in favor of human freedoms and democracy. Mintier’s interview had been filmed in 1995, when she was briefly free. As we write this in 2009, she is again under house arrest.
India
We spent two at sea days reading and attempting to deal with the Internet. On the second day we met in the Golden Lion pub to prepare for our trip to India. The tour was to consist of about 90 people, led by two ship staff members, Toni and Chris. Because many of the people in the group had also been on the ship’s overland trip in China during some of the time of our China lectures, we expected that they, like us, would be making comparisons between the two countries.
After docking in Colombo, Sri Lanka, we boarded a bus to the airport, and, after we cleared the airport formalities, found that we had some time for shopping. We briefly considered a nine inch wooden statue of the elephant-headed Ganesh, Hindu Lord of Success, for about $60 U.S., but turned it down as too crudely carved. It tempted us because we had promised statues of Ganesh to our daughters, but hoped we could do better, and bought a small bag of salted cashews instead.
Our flight from Colombo to Delhi took 3 ½ hours and then, as we’d been forewarned by newspaper reports, we had to “queue up” for another 20 minutes before receiving clearance to land. After landing, we met Indian guides, who worked for Micato, a company we had toured with on an earlier trip to South Africa. These were a colorful group: one of the men sported jodhpurs, pointed-toe shoes, a fedora, and a handlebar mustache. We christened him “Juan Valdez” for his resemblance to the character in ads for Colombian coffee. The tourists who rode on his bus (there were four buses) later claimed his knowledge was formidable and said that though he appeared taciturn at first, he was a non-stop talker on the bus. The guide for our bus was a Mr. Singh. Although he described himself as a member of an old “warrior class” family, he wore a western haircut and clothing and was identified in a crowd by a jaunty straw hat, not a turban. He was a farmer, he said, with scattered holdings, not solely in his native city of Jaipur, where the ruling family is also named Singh. His knowledge of Indian history seemed very impressive, and we expected to learn much.
After an efficient entry process in India, we left the airport to head for the Taj Mahal Hotel in New Delhi (not, it now needs to be said, the Taj Mahal Palace & Tower hotel in Mumbai, the site of a 2008 terrorist attack). Here we were met with garlands of flower petals and fingers placing a red dot on every forehead. Everyone used the traditional “Namaste” greeting, with palms together, thumbs pointed to chests, and heads bowed. Although it was very late, we enjoyed a midnight buffet of excellent Indian food featuring some of our favorite dishes: raita, curried paneer, dal, and naan. After our indifferent supper on the plane, this was especially welcome. Our room looked out over a beautiful aqua swimming pool and the traffic circle in front of the hotel and came furnished with bottled water (a necessity in India), wine, fresh fruit, postcards of Mughal art, and personally imprinted stationery on the desk, along with paper clips, tape, pencil sharpener and a scented candle. Impressed, we were disappointed to be limited to an overnight stay.
In the morning, we were up early and on our way to Agra in our big red bus, number 2 (items of identification we would need to remember in the heavy tourist traffic of some of the places we would visit). On the open road, the bus stood out well enough in the welter of cars, trucks, bicycles, and ox-carts, cows, dogs, goats, monkeys, and camels, many of the animals roaming free. In India, the cows, especially, graze undisturbed wherever they like. Mr. Singh informed us that when food is prepared in a Hindu household, the first portion is for the cow, the second for the dogs. Humans come in third place. Along the roadside, there was cow dung dried and stacked near every home. In some locales, structures in the yards, built of cow dung and decorated with incised designs, were designed to hold and keep dry the household supply of cow patties intended for cooking. In other places, patties for various uses were stacked singly in neat piles four feet high.
Another ubiquitous sight was the many round brick kilns, each adorned with a tall smokestack, and, everywhere on the grounds around them, stacks of fired brick curing in the sun.
Always the trucks that we overtook and wanted to pass bore in large letters on their tailgates the legend “BLOW HORN” or “HORN PLEASE.” This, of course, was a necessity born of the crowded conditions, and drivers did blow their horns, constantly. As Mr. Singh noted, the horns and the brakes are an Indian driver’s indispensable tools.
The drive to Agra took four or five hours. We started early, after an excellent breakfast of fresh fruit, croissants, tea and jam, and the driver constantly honked to pass other vehicles, but the traffic of trucks and overcrowded buses was heavy and the road only one lane in each direction. In addition, the countless motorbikes and bicycles frequently bore not one rider, but two, with a sari-clad woman riding sidesaddle behind the driver as they wove in and out of the heaviest traffic.
For those unfamiliar with the map of India, it may be helpful to say that our Indian tour had been designed to explore an area called the “Golden Triangle,” with its northern pinnacle in Delhi, its southeast point in Agra, and its third point to the west of Agra in Jaipur. Nepal lies to the east of this triangle, Pakistan to the west, and China to the northeast, all of them very much closer than Sri Lanka, where we had begun our flight to Delhi.
We stopped midway for a comfort stop at a restaurant, where all twenty of us filed in, used the restrooms, and left. Apparently this is common practice in India, where toilets acceptable to westerners are few and far between. The restaurant survives because other tour coaches stop for lunch, but we were going on. There was an impressive concrete Ganesh in a niche on the restaurant’s outside wall. We took a picture. Musicians stood in the parking lot outside, playing to welcome travelers, encouraging photos, and expecting pay for posing.
We arrived at the Mughal Sheraton in time for lunch. It is a fine hotel, quite near the Red Fort and the Taj Mahal. If we had not spent the night before in a great hotel, we would have been more impressed. Our room was large, with green stone floors and a queen-sized bed. There were fewer amenities than in the Delhi hotel, but it did have a resident astrologer and a pleasant shop where we bought two saris and a silk tie. The shop featured many ties with elephants in various poses, but given the U.S. association with the G.O.P. we passed those up. From a platform at the back of the hotel, we could see the Taj, perhaps two or three miles away.
In the afternoon, we visited the Red Fort. Built by the Emperor Akbar in the period 1565-1573, it stands in the center of the city and is a much more imposing structure than we expected. Red sandstone walls are surrounded by a moat, one that in the good old days, we were told, contained crocodiles. Attackers assailing the fort, should they escape the crocodiles and pass over the moat on a drawbridge, still had to get through a narrow gate, where they might be met by warriors riding armored elephants and wielding swords. Meanwhile boiling oil rained from slits in the walls and archers fired from the battlements. If they were fortunate to make it past this point, they found themselves trapped in an inner courtyard, with more high walls, where they would continue to be fired upon as they maneuvered to get past yet another gate. Beyond that second gate, they found an upward slanting ramp extending for a couple of hundred feet and dominated by still more high battlements.
Akbar’s grandson, Shah Jahan, built the Taj Mahal about a mile downstream from the fort, and then spent the end of his life imprisoned in the fort, a captive of his son Aurangzeb, who had taken over the throne. That same son had killed his brothers and imprisoned one of his sisters along with his father. The interior courtyards now are adorned with gardens and fountains that are architecturally quite interesting, with carved marble screens and columns aligned in both diagonal and straight lines (these improvements apparently added as part of a secondary palace by Shah Jahan, who added humanizing touches to a red standstone structure originally built primarily for defense).
You can see the Taj Mahal on the other side of the River Mahuna from the fort and it is said that during his imprisonment Shah Jahan spent most of his time gazing at the beautiful tomb he had spent 22 years of his reign building in tribute to his favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal, who died giving birth to their fourteenth child.
Back at the hotel we took a brief break before heading to the Taj for a sunset view. In this instance, the tour bus was allowed to take us only within a kilometer or two of the site. For a nearer approach, all visitors are required to transfer to electric buses that do not emit gasoline fumes. We had already experienced a similar concern in Delhi, where many buses were emblazoned with CNG (for Compressed Natural Gas) to demonstrate their elimination of gasoline power in support of India’s efforts toward cleaner air.
Crowded as sunset approached, the Taj was still splendid. Seen in pictures hundreds of times before, it nevertheless remains almost beyond imagination in its beauty. After his wife died, Shah Jahan had 2,000 men working on it for 22 years. She remains interred within it, many feet below the elevated floor because of the religious necessity of being buried within the earth.
At the gates, men and women enter in two separate lines where each person is patted down by the guards to prevent vandalism with sharp objects. On the level of the Taj itself, which stands on a platform above its general surroundings, many visitors remove shoes and go barefoot. Our group was issued green cloth or plastic overshoes that protect or perhaps even smooth and polish. Employees continually sweep the surrounding area to remove dirt and grit that might scratch. The outer gate and a mosque on one side and a guest house on the other are made from the same red sandstone as the Red Fort, so the wholly white marble structure really stands out. All the decorations are made with inlaid semi-precious stones, and they are so closely cut and fitted that they cannot be pried loose, though the strict control of sharp objects shows how much they fear people trying.
The outside of the building and the gardens and pools are breathtaking in their beauty. Even though we had seen pictures of it many times, we were still amazed by the scale, the luminosity, the reflections, and the ordered plantings. The inside of the building is dim, and the two graves, that of the Begum in the middle, and the Shah to one side, are enclosed in a marble screen inlaid with floral designs. In comparison to the massive scale of the building, the tomb room is very small. Inside walls are decorated as lavishly as the outside, more so, our guide claimed, as the stones are cut much finer. Outside, many of the pieces of mosaic are a quarter of an inch or so in thickness and several inches long. Inside, many of these stones are still more thin and shorter. Inside and out, many colors of stone are set in the overall white marble in floral and leafy motifs, and these smaller stones need to be thick enough in depth so that they will stay in place forever, as they seem to be doing.
At that time of day, the site was crowded with tourists of all nationalities and swarms of very insistent peddlers. Mr. Singh had advised us not to respond to peddlers at all or we would be swamped, so as a result we did not purchase a guidebook to the monument, which we would like to have had. On the way back to the hotel, we visited a stonework shop where we passed up stone mosaic tabletops, but found and purchased a small but exquisite hand-carved statue of Ganesh.
On the next morning we arose at 5:00 a.m. and boarded the bus in the dark. When we arrived at the Taj the peddlers at the entrance were fewer and the lines for security shorter. At this hour the genius of the site’s orientation to the compass points, with the front face of the Taj pointing south toward the mid-day sun, became strikingly apparent. We began to watch and photograph in the false dawn of the morning. Then as the brightness grew in intensity and the sunlight crept over the horizon to wash down the eastern wall, it brought sparkling life to the jeweled stones embedded in the mosaics of the surface decorations. This time we didn’t go into the building, but walked and watched from the lower platform on the east side. Taking photos with no other people in sight, we were rewarded by the appearance of a band of about twenty monkeys that appeared mysteriously from the north side and made their way across the plaza and along the wall toward us, traveling more or less toward the rising sun.
We took the obligatory pictures of each other sitting on the “Princess Diana” bench, set on a marble platform midway between the Taj and the main entrance gate, where reflective pools lie on either side. Chelsea Clinton, Lillian Carter, many other celebrities, and thousands of tourists have been photographed there, with the Taj in the background. After that we found still other angles for photographs, catching the marble, the inlaid stonework, the pools and surrounding flowers and walls for an additional half an hour before it became time to leave. It’s no wonder that this building has been selected for the new “Seven Wonders of the World” list.
By 7:00 a.m. we were returning to the hotel for breakfast, and afterwards we boarded the bus again, bound west to Jaipur. The drive took about five hours and featured the usual near misses, constant horn blowing, and some driving over roads almost impossible to identify as such. One of our four buses sideswiped a motorcyclist and had a flat tire, but the rest arrived on time, safely in the Pink City of Jaipur.
India presents a face strikingly different not only from the western countries that send so many tourists there, but other destinations in the near and far east. Kipling, histories of the British Raj, biographies of Gandhi, and Bollywood movies touch only the surface. Indian friends who had encouraged us to go there had also warned us that we might not like what we found.
Large masses of people, preponderantly young but not necessarily healthy, crowd the cities. Life in the rural areas we drove through seemed to be lived right out on the roadside, but of course there are incredibly vast areas that we didn’t even get close to. Housing is often very minimal, and some road workers live in tents on the sites where they are employed. Although traffic was heavy, there seemed to be far fewer private cars than we had seen in China. Taxis tended to be three-wheeled cycles with two seats that would carry comfortably only small-bodied passengers, not wide-bodied Europeans or Americans. QE2 passengers sometimes used two per couple. Meanwhile, Indians were riding two or three on a single bicycle or motorbike. They shared the streets with trucks and buses sporting broken springs and multiple dents, conditions not surprising given the general driving style and the state of the roads.
In this north-central area of India, the Golden Triangle, cities are crowded, beggars are everywhere, and palaces of the wealthy stand in stark contrast to the rest. Camels, cows, elephants, goats, sheep, and dogs share the streets with cars, bicycles (far more in the Indian cities than we had observed in the cities of China), three-wheeled rickshaws, and motorcycles. We were especially surprised at the number of working elephants and camels. At the Amber Fort they provide rides for people, carrying them up the steep and narrow road to the top of the hill where the fort is situated. On the highways, they carry people and goods, again in many cases proceeding down the middle of the road, on major highways sometimes moving to the side, a convenience to traffic because the major state highway we traversed had only one lane going in each direction, with cars, trucks, and buses trying to find space to pass them without running into oncoming traffic. Again we found Trucks with notices on their tailgates, “USE HORN” or “PLEASE USE HORN,” to let them know that drivers behind are trying to pass. Meanwhile, lumbering along at a pace you would like to eclipse, the trucks are trying to pass an elephant, a camel, or people on the move. We passed one such group that our guide called “nomads” that might have been called gypsies in the West. Some were walking and a couple of them led loaded camels. Once, in the far distance off the road, we passed a caravan of thirty or more camels, laden with goods, trudging onward as though through a desert. In fact, there was not much sand on their route, but there was not much vegetation either. We were surrounded by an arid countryside, with many deep gullies that could collect large quantities of water and become lakes during the monsoon season, but the overall accumulation amounts to only an inch or two per year. The towns we passed seemed little more than collections of hovels.
Mr. Singh, our guide, was knowledgeable, entertaining, and always an apologist for India and its ways. A Hindu of deep conviction, he claimed that he was not religious, and that Hinduism is not a religion, but a philosophy, and therefore the mother of all religions. Christianity has transmuted the idea that we are all in touch with the oneness of God into the idea that Jesus stands for God on earth. So, too, for Muslims, who do the same for Mohammed. Our position as humans requires that we each fulfill our Karma on earth, to be born and reborn again into higher or lower forms of life as our deeds require.
Hinduism is a philosophy of love. The greatest society in India’s history (probably he would say in the world’s history) was the Mughal Empire that lasted for hundreds of years. India was then the richest, the most powerful, and best country. Rajahs and Maharajahs were incredibly wealthy and spread their wealth by such practices as weighing themselves or their sons in scales measured in gold or rubies and then spreading the money among their people, a practice that has lasted in influence until the present time. He himself believed in tithing, weighing his wheat crops or other products and distributing a tenth to his dependents and poor people of his area. As a Sikh, he came from a warrior caste that he defined as second in the hierarchy only to the priestly caste. Nevertheless, Untouchables, at the bottom of the caste system are of no less worth than the others. The work they perform is valuable work and they are simply fulfilling the destiny that the gods placed them on earth to fulfill. He said he knows his ancestors by name for fifteen or more generations into the past: that is, for 450 years or so. In that time, they have owned vast tracts of land. A farmer, he still maintains many acres in many places.
India’s current poverty is not to be blamed on the British, he said, although it is true that they siphoned much of the empire’s wealth away. But if the British had not done so, the Portuguese or Dutch or others would have done it anyway, perhaps under worse conditions. The British gave India many of its current laws and institutions, and, of course, the English language. In the end, the British had the grace to leave peacefully. India’s problems today have resulted from the short-sighted, greedy, and corrupt politicians who have ruled the country for the last half-century. Seen from the Hindu, philosophical, point of view, he said, India is doing very well. All Indians are content with their lives. All are fulfilling their Karma.
He likened these disquisitions to giving us a few tastes of the rich wine that is India, observing that we would need to return another time and stay longer in order to enjoy the full flavor. He also admitted that there will be problems down the road. India is a nation of young people. 52% of its population is under the age of 34, and the annual increase in the total is a number equal to the entire population of a country the size of Australia. These people need to be fed and housed.
There is no lack of work, however. Much of the road between Agra and Jaipur was being widened from two to four lanes. There was some evidence that the future would hold new gas stations and perhaps even rest rooms. Our guide was sure that we noticed that much of the construction was being accomplished by pick and hand shovel, with very little heavy machinery such as bulldozers and steam-shovels. When someone on the bus asked why it was that off to the side of the continuous construction/demolition that we passed for several hours on the new road, eucalyptus trees that sheltered the older roadside were being cut up by men, women, and children wielding hand hatchets, saws, and knives instead of chainsaws, the answer given was that chainsaws would put many people out of work and on the public dole. Our guide did not observe, as the questioner also appeared not to have observed, that the trees looked to have been already cut at top and bottom by chainsaws before the people that we saw cutting the roots and branches arrived. The initial heavy work had been done before these people came. It cast a slightly different light on his sunny optimism to observe that the people climbing on the branches with inadequate tools appeared to be scavengers who wanted the remnants for their family fires or to bundle and sell to others as firewood. It seemed extremely unlikely that they were being paid for their work.
So, too with the neat stacks of cow pies found almost everywhere by the road. Cows were plentiful. Some of these piles would be sold for fuel. Others would be placed on roofs to hold the battered iron sheets that served as the primary roofing in place during rainstorms. Some would be used as building blocks in houses or outbuildings, which seemed to serve as well for that purpose as mud walls and thatched roofs made of straw. By such means, the people remain happily and gainfully employed.
Not all poverty in India is to be celebrated, however. There are also the street beggars and the brightly costumed mothers holding babies to entice tourists to take photographs and pay them a dollar or two. Concerning the baby phenomenon, he warned us to be wary of jumping to easy conclusions. The babies might not be the women’s own, but children borrowed from neighbors or rented for the day. At the Red Fort, George had already taken a photo of a woman with a large bundle balanced on her head and a baby in her arms. She was happy with a dollar, and he happy to give it. At that time we had not yet seen the movie Slumdog Millionaire, with its depiction of nightmarish slums in Mumbai and the child who is blinded in order to make him a better beggar. If we had, we might have asked more questions.
Another phenomenon that Singh warned us against was the many children and adults who sell trinkets and postcards in public places, aggressively grabbing your arms and even thrusting their hands through bus windows. He warned us never to look at them. Don’t even say “No, I don’t want any,” because any contact is taken for encouragement. We sometimes ignored this warning, saying “No thanks” or waving such people away with a hand gesture, but his method was probably more effective. None of us asked him why such people should not be understood as fulfilling the karmic destiny that the gods had placed them on this earth to fulfill, and why, in that light, we should not reward them for doing it well. Later, as we rode a jeep slowly down a steep hill leaving the Amber Fort, a seller of trinkets jumped on the tailgate and thrust his wares at us. A rude tourist hit his hand, causing him to spill his wares on the truck floor and nearly fall off the tailgate.
About an hour into the trip to Jaipur we came to Fatapur Sikri, a ruined city built by Akbar the Great, who had also built the Red Fort in Agra. Sikri had been his major palace and the Red Fort a stronghold to protect his stores of wealth and to repel invaders advancing on his territory. Akbar had a vision of a unified India, and we were shown a room where he consulted with the Hindu, Muslim, Jain, and Sikh clergy, trying to institute a single religion composed of elements of all four faiths. Unfortunately that noble conception did not take hold in a manner that outlasted his reign.
Although they were once extensive, what we saw of the outer ruins at Sikri consisted mostly of fallen walls of red sandstone, but much of the interior fortifications and the palace remained. Within these, George allowed himself a distant photograph of a man on hands and knees cutting grass with a hand-held sickle, a sight that he then assumed spoke to the primitive upkeep of the place (later, when we passed the man again on our rounds, we observed that he was happily posing for close-up photographs, taking money from tourists in exchange for posing, and later still, when most of the tourists had returned to the bus, we noticed that he had left his post, in order, presumably, to await another busload). At one point within the central quadrangle, we were accosted by a man dressed in a quasi-military uniform and looking like a guardian of the complex. He sported a wonderfully red-hennaed handlebar mustache and matching hair, topped with a turban. For a small fee, he said, he would serve as our guide to show us the best places to take photographs, but when we told him we wanted to select our own places he followed and cadged us until George said we would gladly pay him to take his picture, but then we wanted to move on. We took the picture, he standing tall and proud. Offered a dollar, however, he insisted that rich people usually give him five or ten, so we gave him another single and walked away.
At Jaipur, we checked into the Rambagh Palace Hotel. For generations a home of Indian royalty, it became a palace in 1925 and a luxury hotel in 1927, but remained the home of the late Maharajah of Jaipur until he died in 1970 as a result of a polo accident in Britain. At the time of our visit, his stepmother, Maharani Gayatri Devi, still lived in the palace.
The welcome here was the most lavish we had yet experienced on our trip. Beautiful sari-clad young women marked our foreheads with red and hung garlands of fragrant jasmine flowers around our necks. We were ushered past an indoor fountain ringed with rose blossoms into a luxurious restaurant, overlooking the back gardens, where we were served a buffet lunch of both Indian and western food. Our suite contained a massive four-poster bed with saffron-colored silk bed hangings. The ceiling was easily twelve feet high; the floors were marble and polished mahogany and sported a large oriental rug. A carved teak screen separated the sleeping from the dressing areas, and the seating area included a large golden couch and two striped easy chairs, presided over by a painting of one of the early Maharajahs and several Mughal style prints. A massive armoire hid the television set and was flanked by potted palms reaching to the ceiling. The bath was lined in black marble with a deep English-style bathtub and a glass enclosed separate shower stall. Large arched mirrors faced each other over the sink and the tub. The adjoining dressing area had an oriental runner that matched the sitting room rug and floor to ceiling armoires, containing silk paisley robes for the use of guests. Flowers were everywhere: rosebuds in the bathroom, lilies in the sitting room, and rose petals floating in water on the coffee table and scattered over the towels in the bath. It was hard to remember that outside the palace walls there were open air public toilets, crippled beggars, and hungry children.
After a sumptuous lunch, we were driven to the Jewelry Emporium. We had been told that Jaipur is a city of jewelers. The cutting and polishing of stones is done by hand, labor is cheap, the government does not tax handmade products, and the Emporium was a wholesaler to such firms as Cartier, Van Cleef & Arpels, and Tiffany. The workmen design, cut gems, and craft gold settings on the premises. We witnessed the hand cutting and polishing work, as well as the design, sorting and setting of stones, and the gold work. All of the workers seemed to be young and friendly. Barbara had gone into the shop hoping to get a garnet pendant to match the red and white sari she had bought, but since ruby is her birthstone, she asked to see some ruby pendants. Of course, there were many to choose from, some of them of an extra fine color and brilliance, surrounded by diamonds, and weighing two or more carats. These ranged in price from $800 to over $3,000, but we were sure they would be sold in the States for three or four times as much.
The salesman, Mr. Naruba, trotted out ruby rings and bracelets, each more beautiful than the last. When he showed Barbara a bracelet with small matched rubies, she asked if he had similar necklaces with matching small stones, and of course, he did. We climbed the marble stairs to look at them. The one he really wanted her to buy—“It’s you”—was over $3,000, set in yellow gold with perhaps twenty matched rubies of about 3/4 carats each. She settled on a much less expensive one with thirteen smaller rubies and a larger teardrop pendant in white gold. Others on our bus went back to the hotel in rickshaws, but we stayed on the bus and tried not to see the beggars and peddlers outside.
The evening banquet and entertainment started with dancing girls on the back terrace, accompanied by a five-piece band sitting cross-legged. From there, we were driven around the building on flat carts, some pulled by white bullocks, others by camels. The path we followed was bordered with designs made from red, orange, and white flower petals. At the walled Oriental Garden, we were greeted by more dancing girls and band members who put new red dots on our foreheads and placed new flower garlands, this time made of gold and bronze marigolds, on our shoulders. We reclined against red satin bolsters and were served drinks and hors d’oeuvres while the dancing and music continued. Women danced with pots of fire balanced on their heads. One woman balanced various cups and plates while she stood barefoot on metal pots, and at one point stooped to pick up a flower from a pot on the ground while she stood on one leg and used her mouth to retrieve the flower. There were shows of handmade crafts, a puppet show with puppets for sale, rifles to fire at balloons in a game of chance, and a hand-operated wooden Ferris wheel with four brightly-colored box seats.
Dinner was served buffet style under a wide canopy, with much of the food prepared on site. Chapatis browned over open fires, dal simmered in a large kettle, and a pretzel-like pastry was squeezed from a pastry-bag into hot oil, cooked, and then soaked in sugar syrup. Wine flowed freely, beer stood waiting, there was water for those who wanted it, and tea or coffee with dessert. For a finale, fireworks arched and burst in the sky, showering sparks of blues, and reds, and yellows, and then we were off to bed in our sumptuous suite.
It seemed as though it would be easy to acquire a taste for living like a Maharani, but that thought was briefly interrupted when we re-entered our suite, heard a loud explosive sound, and found that our lights had failed. Fortunately, we had packed a flashlight, and made do with that until morning.
In the daylight of the next morning, we discovered that among the curiosities of our bathroom was a separate hose shower apparently designed to remove grime from sandaled feet, a feature we had not noticed before. A little later, while Barbara was looking out over the enclosed courtyard and its gardens, she kept hearing a noise she thought was the wings of a huge bird. Looking around we spotted a man on the roof of the opposite wing with a flag on a stick which he snapped every time a pigeon came near. “So that,” we thought, “is the section where the Maharani lives,” but our guide insisted that such roof guards are posted all around the compound, not just over the Maharani’s suite.
Feeling slightly queasy after the night’s feast, Barbara chose not to join the morning tour. George went with the bus to the Amber Fort, which stands north of Jaipur, overlooking the old city. The site was clearly chosen for the circle of its surrounding mountains, which we entered after passing through the streets of the new city and driving through a steep and narrow pass that leads down into the valley that houses what is left of the old Jaipur. Around that plain, the ridges of the mountains still bear the remains of crenellated defense walls that once defied attackers from all direction and are reminiscent in their structure to the Great Wall of China. This was a very small Great Wall, however, perhaps no more than five miles in circumference.
Leaving our bus in the valley, we ascended up a steep, winding road in a convoy of Jeeps to a small parking lot. The palace and its extensive grounds proved a gem of Muslim design, splendid in its intricate fretwork of screens and windows, the geometric formality of the circles and squares of its extensive grounds, its arches and its pillars, the intricacy of its myriad tiny mirrors—one hall is filled with thousands of them. The whole was mapped out much like the Alhambra and in some ways it was nearly as spectacular. Some of our group thought it even more impressive. Asked about the resemblance, Mr. Singh replied breezily that we were witnessing the widespread influence of Mughal design, which had carried from here to Spain. There may have been some general point he intended to make, but it faded in the presence of the fact that the building of the Alhambra preceded the building of the palace we were looking at by a couple of hundred years. Still, the point is that the Arab—Moorish—Muslim influence was very widespread.
On the way back to the hotel we passed thirty or more elephants, traveling singly or in groups that ranged from two or three to a half dozen or more. All were heading south to participate in a spring festival and a parade. Many of their faces were brightly painted; they were adorned with splendid caparisons, and were ridden or led by mahouts dressed in equal splendor. They moved down the center of the road, forcing buses and cars to drive around them, very much as though they were in an empty field. It was the middle of the day, the sun was hot, and a few of the elephants were resting docilely by the side of the road, while their mahouts sat cross-legged in the shade of their large bodies and refreshed themselves.
That afternoon we joined an excursion to the City Palace. George had already admired the exterior of that building when the bus to the Amber Fort stopped to allow photographs, and he had dodged through the heavy traffic to get a wider shot of the palace and adjoining buildings from the other side of the street. There, while he jockeyed for position on the crowded sidewalk, he had happened to look down to see a snake charmer, sitting cross-legged on the pavement and playing a flute for three good-sized cobras, whose heads extended over the edge of the basket. two of them not far from his left ankle. Naturally, he stepped backward a few steps, partly to get his legs beyond the range of fangs but also to get a good position to focus the camera.
The passengers were being called back to the bus. He took one hurried shot, stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and found that the charmer had risen indignantly to confront this stranger who had forgotten the common decencies. Snake heads were now more nearly at elbow height. He fumbled quickly for whatever bill he could find, placed it in the extended hand, didn’t wait to see if the amount seemed sufficient, and dodged his way across the street and back to the bus.
In the afternoon, with the bus parked in an inner compound, we went first to the City Palace Textile Museum, which was filled with the ceremonial clothes of the Maharajahs, many of them totally covered with gold and silver embroidery, heavily embedded with a variety of precious stones. Among them was the late Maharajah’s polo uniform. The royal museum’s private collection of miniatures, photographs, books and objects is in the same compound. Nearby, the Maharajah’s home was being decorated for the last day of the city-founding celebration, an important annual event, and the reason for the elephant parade. Leaving, we saw a snake charmer with two or three cobras swaying out of his basket, but we didn’t think it necessary to photograph this one.
Near the palace is an 18th century outdoor observatory, a monument to the time’s expanding scientific interest in celestial exploration, and still said to be the world’s largest stone observatory. It boasts two huge sundials, calculated with incredible accuracy for the location of Jaipur, but more interesting than these are the twelve gigantic concrete constructions, each pointing to the location of a different astrological sign, and each calibrated to work accurately at all times of the year. A half dozen other instruments serve other purposes, including tracking the planets. We took pictures of the structures for Pisces, Scorpio, Cancer, and Leo.
The observatory was our last time with Mr. Singh, who had proven an informative and reliable guide. He was especially forthcoming in sharing his beliefs with us, and we left remembering especially the unswerving strength of his commitment to his understanding of Hindu philosophy, one last taste of which he delivered as we gathered in the shade of a tree at the entrance to the observatory.
It is important to be content with what you have. This life, well-lived, will earn your soul better placement in another life. It is up to you whether you return as a dog or an insect or a higher form of life. The soul is eternal, the body only a temporary house. With discipline and the right frame of mind it is entirely possible to do without worldly things. Fasting for long periods is easy, so easy that he knows or has heard of people who have simply stopped eating and have subsisted on only a little water for months or years. In one case he knew of a woman who lasted in this way for forty or fifty years before finally, quietly, giving up her soul.
After we checked out of the hotel, our drive to the airport was short and our check-in was much eased by our group status. QE2 or not, we still endured three separate security checks, apparently because of the proximity of Jaipur to Pakistan. The middle one of the three was the most thorough, with men and women checked in gender-separated lines, and the woman in charge of the female inspection wearing a khaki sari. The uneventful flight took only an hour and 35 minutes, about one-third of the time from Sri Lanka to Delhi, and no queue for landing. It took another hour by bus to get through Mumbai to the ship. The drive to the harbor took us through a dark and forbidding city nightscape where people slept (or lay dead, it seemed on one occasion, but it was hard to tell) by the side of the road. The big orange smokestack of the QE2 was a comforting sight as we approached. At slightly past midnight we arrived in our room. While we were touring on shore, the ship had sailed from Colombo and stopped at Cochin before docking in Mumbai.
Our lavish breakfast in the Queens Grill did little to encourage the spirit of asceticism that Mr. Singh had praised. Some passengers from the Indian tour, however, did not show up for breakfast. There had been extensive sanitary precautions in India. Nevertheless, the hand-wipes and antiseptic soaps and lotions dispensed frequently as we entered and left the bus, just as they had been at almost every turn of every day on shipboard during the entire trip, did not prevent all contamination. Almost everyone who spent time on shore in the Golden Triangle found themselves on their return suffering from some kind of gastro-intestinal sub-continent Maharaja’s revenge. In our case the discomfort was relatively mild, but a few others felt sick enough to visit the ship’s doctor, and some of those were then confined to their cabins for a few days. The most likely cause, we decided, was the belief of some of us that we could try the salad in a palatial Indian restaurant with no sinister effect, but we never knew for sure where we picked up our ailments.
Because Barbara had reported her intestinal problems on the health form she filled out on our return, the doctor called as soon as we got into the cabin. Considering her symptoms, he thought they were caused by Norwalk virus, and that may have been so, but she felt none of the nausea which seems to be typical of that disease. In any case, her problems didn’t last long, and didn’t seem serious enough to confine her to our cabin.
The bathrooms that we returned to on the ship provided little relief and indeed, taken by themselves, helped considerably to suppress the appetite and increase a general feeling of queasiness. As soon as we opened our stateroom door, we were greeted by a smell of sewage that was emanating from the brown seawater that was used to flush the toilets while the ship was in port. Since the water was pumped from the bay, this condition did not diminish measurably until we were well at sea, and then the outside hull of the ship had to be scrubbed clean, for we would not be allowed to enter Dubai trailing this particular evidence of our Indian stop. Still, we had enjoyed India, and hoped one day to return.
Arabia by Land and Sea
We brought so many soiled clothes back from India that Barbara decided that instead of making out a long laundry list and leaving them to the cabin steward to take to the ship’s laundry, she would bundle them herself and brave the launderette on Three Deck. As always, it was crowded, with passengers waiting for washers and dryers. She did manage to get both operations accomplished, but the jockeying for appliances was both funny and irritating. There were only three chairs in the room. A typical exchange occurred when the occupant of one chair got up to check on her wash and another woman grabbed the chair. When the first woman objected, “I’m sitting there,” the reply was “I don’t see you sitting there. I’m sitting there.” The most pugnacious combatants seemed to be elderly British women, and, in defense, Americans seemed to band together to protect each other’s interests. In a rare crossover, Barbara’s machines were protected by Pam, a friend from the Channel Island of Jersey, whom we’d met on the India tour. When one of the other British women was hanging around expectantly near the dryer Pam was emptying and tried to claim it, she said “No, this belongs to my friend.” So we managed to get our things dried pretty quickly. There’s nothing like a bus tour in the hot sun to strengthen relationships.
We were invited to Larry and Margarete’s Sun Deck stateroom to finish a complimentary bottle of champagne. Just before we went up we turned on CNN to find that Jill Carroll, a young Christian Science Monitor reporter, had been released from captivity in Iraq. There was news also that George W. Bush had fired Andrew Card, his chief of staff. Bush was supposedly known for his loyalty, and Card had been with him for years, but the poll ratings had sunk so low that Bush must have been desperate. Having done the deed, he promptly headed for Mexico.
The next day was April 1. On this day, we received news from the Captain that we were going to bypass Petra, one of the stops we had most looked forward to. Because of tension in Israel and Jordan over the Hamas victory in the Palestinian elections, it seemed too dangerous to enter the Gulf of Aqaba. This announcement was no April Fools Day joke. There was no denying that a big black and white ship with a huge orange smokestack would be an attractive target for a terrorist with a rocket grenade launcher. We had learned on past trips that Captains of the QE2 are extremely safety-conscious, and indeed without the confidence of the passengers, it would be hard to imagine that the cruises could long continue in an increasingly unsafe world.
On Sunday, we were up at 6:00 a.m. and standing on the bow to watch the ship’s approach to Dubai. The cruise vessel terminal there was shaped like a ship, and the dockside was lined by men in white robes, waving shepherd’s crooks, beating drums, and playing bagpipes. A red carpet was rolled out from the terminal, and before 9:00 the gangplank was lowered for people to go ashore. We were scheduled for a boat tour of the artificial palm-tree shaped islands and tea at the Burj Al Arab, Dubai’s self-proclaimed seven-star hotel. We were warned that the hotel expected “elegant” dress on the part of its guests and would tolerate no sandals or gym shoes. Later we observed that some of the guests of the hotel seemed not to have received the same memo, but our QE2 crowd was quite presentable.
We left at noon for the tour
Although our Dutch-born tour guide assured us that it rarely rains in Dubai at that time of year, it rained continuously during our boat tour, which nevertheless gave us a pretty good sense of the immediate layout and the plans for the future. The guide informed us that in her ten years as a resident, a small Dubai had mushroomed at an astonishing rate. The old city, hugging the sides of a creek that serves as its central waterway, had been extended by three palm-tree shaped islands, man-made, and filled with high-rise luxury homes and condos for the very rich, sold or leased on 100 hundred year leases. We would have needed an aerial view to get a full sense of the entire project, much of which had to be extrapolated from the portions the boat showed us.
The island that contains the Burj Al Arab Hotel seemed mostly complete and the others were well underway. After the boat ride we returned to our bus to resume our motor tour, and stopped on the way to the Burj to visit an island called the Palm Deira, where new homes and condos that were clearly aimed at millionaires were rapidly being built. As a part of this tour, we visited an elaborate sales facility where we were shown models of the future and subjected to a filmed sales pitch. It was rumored that David Beckham and Michael Jackson were among those who had already bought into the Dubai project, but it seemed unlikely that any in our crowd were in their financial class.
Apart from the new housing, much of the skyline in Dubai consisted of towering commercial towers. In our understanding, the main businesses seem to be banking and import/export. Goods arrive, are transferred to another carrier and shipped out again. We were told that there are no taxes and no duties. On the face of it, the port seemed to be in essence a facility for laundering of goods, and it looked to be immensely profitable. Unfortunately, most of the construction workers who were building this new Emerald City—the diggers and ditchers, the hammer and saw men, the crane operators, the iron and steel men, the cooks and waiters and waitresses who helped to feed the men on the ground and high on the rising towers—could not afford to live in Dubai. They were imported from India, Pakistan, and other places with rampant poverty to share cramped living quarters with perhaps three beds for as many as nine workers, and keep the work going for 24 hours a day on three eight-hour shifts. Assuming that to be true, the beds must never have been cold. The gigantic neighborhoods already rising boasted shopping centers and would doubtless in the future have smaller streets with individual shops, but it remained unclear where the workers in these shops would live. You needed to go a long way outside the city before you saw housing that looked affordable.
During our visit, we were told that if we placed a down payment on a condo, we could probably flip it and sell to another investor at a good profit even before the building was completed. We didn’t bite. Still, that pitch continued to be a selling point, and properties continued for a couple of years to turn over rapidly for ever-greater prices. Building continued apace, the population grew and changed to a point where 80 percent of the inhabitants were by 2008 expatriates from 200 different countries. Dubai remained Muslim, but life was easy enough so that Muslim immigrants from Egypt, Jordan, or Syria found freedoms and economic opportunities that did not exist for them at home. Few owned cars before they came, but now they owned and drove them along new highways, some as wide as 12 or 14 lanes (even so, in this place of great contradictions there are times when it takes two hours to inch one’s way in heavy traffic from Dubai’s outskirts to its center).
For a while, a rosy future looked certain. In July, 2008, two years after our visit, The New York Times published a story, “Boom Times Take Root in Dubai: As Bankers Rush In, An Enclave Makes Its Case as the Next Hong Kong,” reporting that Dubai’s economic growth recently had been about 11% a year. Housing prices rose 43% in the first quarter of 2008. In September 2008, Atlantis, a $1.5 billion resort hotel in Dubai opened to tourists willing to pay up to $25,000 a night. About the same time, as the stock market teetered on the brink of its subsequent dive around the world, the Four Seasons Hotel on East 57h Street in Manhattan was offering its most luxurious suite for $30,000 a night.
“The very rich are different from you and me,” said F. Scott Fitzgerald. “Yes,” replied Ernest Hemingway, “They have more money.”
By the end of that year, and into the next, however, the rosy outlook turned to gloom as the worldwide financial crisis continued its negative effects even in this rising wonderland. Toward the end of November, 2009, the money managers in Dubai suggested that they might have to suspend their debt repayments for six months, sending shivers around the world as global financial markets began to worry what would happen if Dubai were to default on its 59 billion dollar debt. Real estate prices had fallen by 40% and many of the unfinished high rises were left unfinished.
We saw in Dubai what was, not what might be in the future. At the pulsing center was the Burj Al Arab, the sail-shaped hotel widely depicted in travel brochures and news reports of Dubai’s explosion of wealth.
Its interior features a waterfall and fountains and a central atrium that rises 28 stories to give interior as well as exterior views to the rooms. After entering, we were ushered onto a grand escalator that carried us past a fountain in the middle and tropical fish in tanks along the side walls. Leaving the escalator on the mezzanine, we encountered an even more elaborate fountain, with a central spout that varied in height and at times reached nearly to the top of the atrium without splashing anyone standing or sitting at floor level around its extremely wide basin. Because no photography was allowed on this level, we got no photos of the elaborate decor, but satisfied our yearning for lasting images by picking up a brochure that illustrated the changing colors of the atrium as it rises to its full height of 984 feet (30 meters). We had no way of knowing at that time that within three years the QE2 (with its nearly mirror-perfect length of 963 feet) would be sold by Cunard, with plans to berth it somewhere in the neighborhood as a floating hotel, museum, and conference center. We imagined a view that now seems never to be, a vision of a gigantic carpenter’s square that would greet new visitors: the ship extending along ground level, the hotel rising vertically into the sky.
In the Coffee Shop, an area with banquettes and small tables, spotless linen, and porcelain tea services, we were served a very high-class English tea. The first course came on a three-tiered tray packed with a half-dozen kinds of sandwiches and a similar variety of small cakes. The second consisted of thick scones, two to three inches high, with clotted cream and a choice of strawberry or passion fruit jam. The third presented dainty cream puffs, tarts, and truffles. Attentive waiters assiduously kept the tea cups filled.
After we descended the escalator, Barbara chose to sit for a while enjoing the lobby while George wandered outside to get some of the pictures he had been unable to take earlier, when it was raining. Among the first things he noticed was the fleet of Rolls-Royces, with uniformed drivers, waiting to take patrons of the hotel to airport, ship, or other destinations, while others arrived to drop passengers off.
Many nearby hotels rose only to a height of two or three stories that was dwarfed by the towering Burj, but they spread their Moorish buildings and gardens over many acres. A prominent feature was often the wind towers that rose above them, capturing the breezes and creating an updraft in an ancient form of cooling and ventilation that is a nod to the Arab past, but perhaps not needed in a city lavishly cooled by electric air conditioning. Nearby beaches were of fine sand with palm trees, lounge chairs, and tented pavilions. Guards stood at attention, some cradling automatic rifles. All stood within gated communities, making crime unlikely, but it seemed best to be sure. Near the entrance to the Burj Al Arab, a water theme park added thatched roofs, water slides, and pools to a scene that seemed calculated to evoke a luxurious desert oasis. The whole of this theme park, it was rumored, had been taken over by Michael Jackson in his then recent flight from the U.S. A local paper, in English, claimed that for the third year in a row its readers had voted Michael Jackson “most weird American”. George Bush came in second, Dick Cheney third.
Not far from all this, an elevated structure enclosed a ski-slope that featured continuous snow and air-conditioned temperatures to match. Mosques were common, some of them very elaborate, but high on the list among the concessions granted to foreigners in this new world city is a considerable relaxation of Muslim laws. Wealthy Arab women, we learned, were flying to Dubai to shop for stylish western clothes that they could not purchase at home (items they formerly flew to London or Paris or Miami to purchase). Back on the planes that return them home to Saudi Arabia, Iran, or other Muslim countries, they form long lines to the bathrooms, it is said, to shed their western dress and don burkhas before they deplane. We didn’t try to shop much and didn’t expect to find any bargains.
Dubai is a shopping paradise for the very rich, perhaps, but we were not in that class.
While Barbara sat and snacked on Medjool dates in bowls set around the lobby, she met Larry and Margarete, who had just finished their elegant tea on the 27th floor. Larry, who had booked their tea independently on the Internet, had paid considerably less than we paid for the tea booked through the ship. We joined them to share a cab back to the ship, and saw something of the elegance of the mosques and the gated houses being built along the wide boulevard.
At the cruise terminal, we tried the free Internet service, with mixed results. Larry was able to access his Bell South account, but once again Eastern Michigan University was unavailable. We used Hotmail to e-mail our daughters, but we didn’t have other addresses on that account and couldn’t send to our usual list.
We sailed about noon. Although we hadn’t paid much attention when we arrived, we now became aware that because Dubai lies within the Persian Gulf, in order for us to exit and get to our next port, we had to cruise north, pass through the Strait of Hormuz, with Iran to our port side, and follow the coastline of the Arabian Sea to Salalah, Oman, not far from Yemen. These can be dangerous waters. We were relaxing with drinks in the Mertens’s cabin, when we heard Captain Bates make an announcement that we couldn’t understand in the cabin. On later inquiry, we found out that he had voiced a message of reassurance because some speedboats, which he identified as smugglers, had frightened people on deck who thought they might be pirates. Indeed pirates had recently tried to board at least one cruise ship off the coast of Somalia, and had actually fired shots at her, but the ship had used her greater speed to escape.
We may have been in another world, but nearly concurrent with the pirate news, we learned that Tom DeLay had announced that he would resign from Congress and not seek re-election. He was facing indictment amid continuing questions about the Jack Abramoff lobbying scandal.
Formal nights, common while at sea, became much more colorful with the addition of the group of passengers who embarked from Dubai. For the first time on this trip, we saw men in kilts and tartan trews, and the diners in the Queens Grill now included four or five lovely Japanese women who wore beautiful kimonos and obis, as well as gorgeous ball gowns. It seemed clear that for at least some of those who came long distances to Dubai for whatever reason (neither Scotland nor Japan is very close), the possibility of treating it as an embarkation point for a luxury cruise had been a tempting option.
In Oman, we discovered a country that was no Dubai, but one that had similar ambitions. At the time of our visit the modernization and expansion was barely underway, but was everywhere apparent. The huge new port had ample space, but not yet much business. At our tying up, we were welcomed by a band in white Arabian dress, with the usual colorful twisted bands around their headdresses, beating drums and waving shepherds’ crooks. Curiously, they were accompanied by a bagpiper. At a similar welcoming show in Dubai, the bagpiper had played “Scotland the Brave.” In Oman, we didn’t hear the piper because we watched from a ship’s window far above the dock, and although the drums and shepherd’s crooks remained when we went down the gangplank, the piper had left. Had they known at both places of our newly arrived Scottish passengers?
We found the people in Oman much darker in their skins than people in Dubai. It seemed clear that a good many of them, including our guide, Nasser, had some portion of African ethnicity in their ancestry.
Our first stop was THE FRANKINCENSE TREE. Our three tour buses pulled up, one after another, to a lone tree surrounded by miles of desert. It was not only lone and lonely, but also small, reaching its crooked branches no more than twenty of thirty feet toward the high and very wide sky. We got out, walked around it and took pictures, looking for views that would omit the buses, diminish the presence of other tourists, and highlight its splendid isolation. Urged by the guide, we took turns rubbing fingers in sap to smell the incense. And then we left. As we drove on through the desert, we entertained ourselves with the thought of the same show as it might have been played out for over two thousand years. First were the three wise men, we guessed, taken to a lone tree, and then traders during the millennia since, also taken to a lone tree, and each time they were told that frankincense was extremely costly because there was only one tree.
In truth, nobody told us that there was only one tree, but in all the miles we traveled in Oman after the frankincense tree, we never saw another that was so identified to us. In a bleak landscape, a few trees looked like they might have been, but nobody said they were and nobody suggested that we get close enough to place our fingers in the sap and smell the incense.
Frankincense, we learned, comes from a Boswellia tree that grows only in a small portion of northern Africa and southern Arabia. It exudes a gum that has a piney or spruce smell. When burned as incense (at Job’s tomb, for example, which we visited later), it presents itself as not worth very much, but it prompts thoughts of the lengths that people were once willing to travel in pursuit of better smells for their primitive homes and crowded, unsanitary streets. It was a highly valuable crop at the high point of its trade in the second century, and in the region around Salalah, it remains an important product. Many of the booths in the souk we later visited specialized in it.
Our next stop in the desert was less historic, but in some ways more indicative of the ambitions for the future of Oman. We parked near a huge, rocky outcrop and climbed a trail to a view of the beautifully azure Arabian Sea, bordered by sparkling white sands. Thatched shelters scattered on the beach, although empty at the time, suggested the possibility for use by people who could get there by cars or buses, and a new road and a new parking area suggested a promise of future tourist hotels.
So it was, also, elsewhere in Oman. There were many miles of white sand and blue water. Newly paved roads coasted along the edges of the beaches, while mostly dirt roads headed out athwart of them across the desert to disappear into the Dhoufar Mountains on the horizon. Although we were told that in the rainy season in July and August, the region is green, it looked as if it would always have a heavy admixture of rocks and sand. Landscaping crews were embellishing the beaches with newly planted palm groves that required watering from tank trucks. Oases of bougainvillaea and other flowers conveyed intimations of future beauty.
Back toward Salalah and up a small mountain lays Job’s Tomb. Housed in a small, clay building perhaps 15 x 20 feet in area, the grave is covered in woven Arab cloths inscribed in Arabic. Job appears in Muslim texts but whether or not they consider Mohammed as a direct descendant of him did not become clear to us. Many flowers were watered and kept in blossom around the shrine. As instructed, we removed shoes and the women donned head scarves before entering. Nothing was said about how this spot had been identified as the place of Job’s burial.
Salalah is a low city of a dark, sandy tan, with few buildings over two or three stories high. Islamic in architecture, it has a few quite splendid homes and a sheik’s palace where we were not admitted, but admired the gate, the high fence, and the private mosque, with its dome and minaret peeping over the wall, brilliant in blue and gold enamel. Rich green grass adorned both sides of the avenue leading to the gate.
The souk (market) consisted of two or three blocks of small stalls. Many of them contained tailor shops, where it seemed that you could choose a fabric and have a robe cut and stitched for you on the spot, but we don’t think any of our tourists took them up and the proprietors didn’t look as if they expected them to. There were also fabric shops, featuring scarves and headdresses, curio shops, sandal and leather shops, small restaurants, and not much else.
We walked around the area and then to the end of a road that took us to a wide and empty beach, where we walked across burning white sands and dipped hands in the warm water of the Arabian Sea. To our right a long, private area was bordered with signs warning strangers away. Because the buildings showed no signs of activity and bore no clues as to what they might be, we could not tell whether we were looking at a hotel or some kind of a private or governmental resort. To our left, the road nearest the beach was lined with a number of small structures that might have been beach houses, but they looked to be mostly empty.
The dry heat seemed hot enough to give you sunstroke if you remained in it too long. Back at the ship, we had to wait several minutes in the direct sun while waiting our turn to board, and Barbara really felt it. When we reached our cabin she had to sit a few minutes, sipping water until she felt better.
Modern Oman has had a troubled past under various rulers. At times the nation was essentially closed, while foreign interests jockeyed for the rights to its oil reserves. Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al-Said, who deposed his father in 1970, is credited with stabilizing the country and welcoming the world back. Educated in part at England’s Sandhurst and later a member of a British military regiment, Sultan Qaboos aspires to a reputation as a beneficent paternalistic figure in the country where he was born. He has promoted basic education, and undertaken reforms and building projects that seem designed to emulate Dubai in attracting the tourist trade.
When the name of a student of yours from almost half a century ago turns up on the entertainment roster of the QE2, you feel that some kind of milestone has been reached. That is exactly what happened after we left Oman. Joe Garry, who was 19 when he sat in Barbara’s freshman writing class at Baldwin-Wallace College in 1959, met her on the boat deck during our morning walk. Although we had noticed his name in that morning’s daily ship’s news, we had no idea what he would look like after all that time. That turned out not to matter, as the immediate greeting was “Joe!” and “Barbara!” George, who had been shooting hoops on the deck nearby, took in the scene immediately and came down to meet the one-time student.
Joe was traveling as part of the Frazier and Garry duo, performing shows of their own writing about famous composers and other historical figures. David Frazier impersonated the focal figure and sang the songs, while Joe narrated. They have often appeared on this and other Cunard liners, and on this occasion had just left the Queen Mary 2 and flown from Rio de Janeiro to embark on our ship in Dubai. They were booked for four performances before disembarking in Athens. Their shore careers are based in Cleveland, where they had been active in the drive to rehabilitate the grand old theaters of Playhouse Square, but they had also led their own theater tours of London and elsewhere. Joe was kind enough to say that his experience in Barbara’s class had changed the direction of his life.
That afternoon, we attended their performance in celebration of cabaret theater, and planned to join them after their upcoming musical tribute to Sir Winston Churchill to sit down for drinks and catch up on old times.
In three days at sea, beginning on April 6 when we left Salalah, we covered 1739 nautical miles. This was about 200 miles longer than any distance travelled between ports since we left Hong Kong, and nearly twice the distance of the longest journey we had still to make, between Lisbon and Southampton. We had plenty of time to consider how much space we had left on our camera, and whether in consideration of the coming Egyptian tours we needed to purchase another chip from the ship’s computer store. We found time now to browse through the displays of pictures by the ship’s photographer (pictures of meeting the Captain, of dancing in the ballroom, of standing arm in arm before a backdrop of the QE2 on a romantic moonlit night) and consider whether we wanted to buy any of them. There was time to sign up to buy the official ship’s video of the trip that was constantly in production as we continued our journey.
We fumed over political developments at home as reported every morning in the American edition of the ship’s paper and in the brief, sketchy BBC international reports on the ship’s television that sometimes lost its satellite connection.
We read travel books about Egypt in the ship’s library, and attended the power point lectures that always preceded a port and helped passengers decide which tour seemed most promising.
We read novels in lounge chairs on the deck, sunny or shady side, depending on the heat. We walked, always up and down stairs from our suite to the Queens Grill, never taking the elevator, and after breakfast half a dozen turns around the deck. George practiced basketball when he could find the court free (it was also used by tennis players, who were more numerous than the very few who occasionally looked to shoot a few baskets). We sat sunning ourselves by the deck pool, where there were always more sunbathers than swimmers. We watched films in the cabin or the theater.
We explored. We tried new things. Meals in the Queens Grill on the Boat Deck were a continuous delight, but it was not necessary to eat there. When we wanted a change or made plans that precluded a leisurely meal, we frequently chose the buffet at the Lido, two decks down on the Quarter Deck, always busy and always offering excellent choices that ranged from full meals to snacks and desserts. Dress at the Queens Grill ranged from formal (tuxes and gowns) to informal (jacket and tie for men, cocktail dress or pants suit for women). In the Lido, dress was always casual. But there were other possibilities for meals, as well. For breakfast, we sometimes chose a light meal of coffee and rolls at the Pavilion, with windows opening on the deck located down the hall from our suite. At the bar much higher, on the sun deck, we sometimes snacked on hot dogs and chips.
We talked to friends and considered future plans, on the ship and off.
We followed the ship’s position as given on our television screen, and posted at noon on a map near the library, with much discussion as to when we would reach this or that point and what we would see when we got there. And then, when the sea was not too choppy, we climbed the stairs at the end of the Promenade Deck to arrive at the bow and lean over the rail to scan the waters ahead as we ploughed through the ever-changing sea.
Our route to Egypt took us quickly beyond the coast of Oman and then along the southern coast of Yemen. We passed beyond the Arabian Sea and through the Gulf of Aden, and then turned to the northwest and into a narrow strait between Yemen and Djibuti that brought us into the Red Sea.
For about six hundred miles within the Gulf of Aden, Yemen was to our north and Somali to our south. In many circumstances those six hundred miles would not have aroused concerns on board, but now we remembered the talk of pirates between Dubai and Safaga. Our Captain had dismissed that talk, but we knew that pirates had recently been operating essentially without interference off the coast of Somalia. About a year before our trip, the cruise ship Seaborn Spirit had been attacked and fired upon by pirates in speed boats.
Joe and David had arrived only a little later to perform on that ship, and now told us that they were able to lean over the side and see bullet holes not yet fully repaired. Somalian piracy, begun after 1991 when the government collapsed and the country fell into chaos, had quickly become legendary. By 1995 the International Maritime Bureau had designated the pirates as one of the world’s greatest threats to commercial shipping, warning vessels to stay as far as possible from the coast. We assured ourselves that we were in no danger. Our ship would not pass close enough to the coast to attract the small ships of the pirates. In any case, we could certainly outrun any ships that might appear. Still, some of us scanned horizons and gazed forward from the bow with more than casual interest until we had left the Gulf of Aden and entered the Red Sea.
We encountered no problems in 2006, but by 2008 Somalian piracy brought in an estimated $120 million dollars in ransom. Fast, small, pirate ships continued to elude the warships of a dozen nations as both passenger and cargo ships began to shun the area’s troubled waters. By September, 2009 the risk had escalated still more, with Somalian piracy extending to the east coast of Oman, into the Red Sea, and as far as 1,000 nautical miles from shore. 32 vessels had been hijacked, with 533 crew members taken hostage.
Luxor, the Suez Canal, and Cairo
With the threat of piracy apparently behind us, were glad to enter the port of Safaga, an Egyptian city on the Red Sea. A center for luxury resorts that were being built along the shore, it is also an entry point to the Upper Nile. As usual, we had been given a choice of several tours that would be leaving from the ship at that point. The one we had requested, very early in our journey because of fears that it might fill up, was “Luxor, Karnak and the Valley of the Kings,” a 15 hour bus tour that would completely fill the day. We had briefly considered “Grand Overland: Luxor, Karnak, Valley of the Kings, Aswan, Abu Simbel and Cairo, a five-day tour that was planned to bring the people who selected it back to the ship in Cairo, but had turned it down because we did not want to miss the passage through the Suez Canal. We had also passed up an 8 hour “Safaga Beach Resort Tour” that offered beaches, pools, and water sports. The abundance of tempting tours from the QE2 was perhaps one of the reasons why so many passengers kept returning.
We arose at 4:45 a.m., breakfasted in the Lido, and after slight delays left at about 6:30. It was about a 3½ hour drive through a mountainous desert landscape to Luxor. With the same time needed for the drive back, that left about 8 hours for the sights, and even with the half hour spent moving from place to place and gathering people before buses could leave, it was still a magnificent day. The temperature ranged from the high 90s to the low 100s, but it was mostly a dry heat, not particularly oppressive. We were told that it never rains in Upper Egypt. The hills and mountains that we drove through seemed all broken apart as though from natural upheavals in some not too distant past. These are red mountains, with occasional patches of a white chalkiness that shines eerily beside the roadside in the dark of night. As elsewhere on our trip, with tourism becoming a larger and larger part of the economy, there was evidence of continual work on the road even as it carried the many buses that were on the way to Luxor from our ship and a number of others docked in the harbor at the same time. Our convoy from the QE2 consisted of nineteen buses, seventeen carrying passengers and two empty in order to supply supplementary transportation in case of breakdowns. In the sand and the heat, a breakdown would not have been much fun. Armed escort trucks rode fore and aft of our convoy. For others who may have wanted it, there was halfway stopping place with restaurants and gasoline, but our convoy stayed together and kept on going.
All the way to Luxor we were given prime right of way. At checkpoints for tolls or between districts we were waved on through, while trucks and other buses were waved to the side and drivers and passengers glumly watched us pass. Approaching the outskirts of the city of Luxor, we passed through (or perhaps it would be more accurate to say we created) a traffic jam that held up twenty or so other buses and even more trucks. Our special treatment prevailed within the metropolitan area at every crossroad and every stop sign, where we were waved through while armed guards held back the side-street traffic, which at this point consisted not only of motorized traffic, but also of donkeys pulling carts or ridden by men.
It felt strange to be so completely the object of curious stares, but there didn’t appear to be any resentment from the people who so docilely waited. Egypt’s economy depends heavily on tourism and we were a group of 600 people. Considering the tomb fees, the meals, the souvenir purchases, the day’s employment to huge numbers of Egyptians, and the cash laid out by Cunard for the royal treatment we received, we must have put many thousands of dollars into the country’s coffers.
The Egyptian woman who served as our guide laid out a nationalist view of the country much like the one we heard from Mr. Singh in India. Contrary to appearances, Egypt is a very wealthy nation. You can see that from the great monuments of the past. There is no such thing as poverty, because everyone is fully provided for. In the cities, families limit themselves to one or two children because of space limitations. When a child marries, the family adds another bit of space in the house, which of necessity must be upwards—later, in Cairo, we witnessed many concrete homes with steel rods extending from their flat roofs in readiness for the cement that will be poured and the rooms that will be added when it becomes necessary, or financially possible, to expand. In the countryside, children are a part of the family wealth because they work in the fields, help care for their elders, and perform other necessary duties. Children don’t need much room. Space in a corner is adequate. They don’t eat much. So in this way everyone is happy. It might be admitted, she said, that the country needs to produce more food, but the land along the Nile is rich and you will see green fields everywhere. There is much sugar cane and wheat, although admittedly some of the wheat has to come from the U.S. and Russia. Schools and health care are free, but if you have money you can pay for more and better. That is not a problem, but a good incentive to hard work.
We visited Karnak first. The site is much bigger than can easily be imagined until seen. The Great Temple of Amon-Ra, erected and expanded for a period of over a thousand years, was in use from the Middle Kingdom into Roman times, and in later years was appropriated by Christians and Muslims. The long avenue of ram-headed sphinxes that leads into the temple is especially impressive. Some are damaged, but others so complete in their detail that they might have been carved yesterday. Within the temple’s central hall, the 134 columns reach to a height of approximately seventy five feet and continue to dwarf most of the world’s other columned temples (the 46 columns at the Lincoln memorial stand forty-five to fifty feet high). The mammoth forty foot statue of Ramses II is twice the height of the seated Lincoln’s 19 feet, and remains one of the most memorable of Karnak’s many statues. Elsewhere within the complex are many other ruined structures, and there are places where portions of the original paint are still visible if you direct your eyes to the tops of pillars where, in sheltered nooks and crannies, the designs have best withstood the long-time ravages of sun and wind.
Originally there were several very tall obelisks carved from the granite at Aswan and floated down the Nile. At present there are only two left standing and part of one lying flat. We were told that because this is a temple to Amon-Ra, the sun god, when these obelisks were new the pyramidal tops were covered in a mix of silver and gold so that they reflected the strong sunlight and convinced the believers that the god actually resided there.
Between Karnak and our visit to the Valley of the Kings, we lunched at a restaurant on the top floor of the Sonesta St. George Hotel, with excellent views of Nile, and the continuing traffic of pleasure boats, tour boats, and feluccas.
The temperature by now was near 100 degrees Fahrenheit, and when we arrived in the desert aridity of the Valley of the Kings, we could really feel it. Our tickets entitled us to visit only three of the more than 60 tombs uncovered so far. When we got tired of waiting for the explanations of the guide, we went off to choose our own three, all Ramses: I, IV, and IX. Each was different, and the wall painting was incredible, with very bright colors preserved by the underground sites.
Although Ramses IV did not have a very memorable reign, his tomb was magnificent. The huge sarcophagus was so tall we couldn’t see the painting on the top. We could only tell it was carved by the outline of feet we could see at the bottom. Besides the central burial chamber, there were several smaller decorated niches that we assumed were for servants or wives or children. Visitors were not permitted to photograph inside the tombs and there were no explanatory plaques, so we had to guess about these details.
The tomb of Ramses IX has two rooms with a corridor between and is down a long flight of stairs. Larry tried to take a flashless photo of the sarcophagus room, but he said it turned out blurry.
The tomb of Ramses I was still deeper in the ground, down a long stair and then another steep incline. It was well worth the climb for its beautiful and well-preserved wall painting with brilliant colors and great detail. This was somewhat unexpected because the description outside suggested that the burial in the first room might have meant that the tomb had been prepared in a rush. We had been told that, typically, Pharaohs started work on their tombs when they took the throne, with the result that someone like Ramses II, who ruled for 67 years, had plenty of time for elaborate preparations, but once a Pharaoh died there were only the 70 days that mummification takes to complete work on the tomb. It may well be that the workmen on Ramses I’s tomb would have built other, even more elaborate rooms if they had time, but the one room they did complete was magnificently done.
Afterwards, we drove by the mortuary temple of Queen Hatshepsut, but we couldn’t get very close and the crowds of people and vehicles made photography nearly impossible. It was at the entrance to this temple that in November 1997, in a coordinated attack, a group of terrorists had fired upon lines of tourists who were forced to flee into the temple for shelter, while another group fired upon newly arriving tourist buses. Some sixty men women and children were killed. This was the reason why nine years later the security was everywhere so tight. At the time of the massacre, the armed killers had arrived at the site in taxis.
When we asked about the number of guns we had seen in Luxor and environs, many of them automatic rifles that were slung over shoulders or held in hands, ready to be fired, our guide said essentially “not to worry.” What we observed was simply a sign of the good order in Egypt, where there was no crime and everyone was law-abiding. Still we noticed many guard towers with armed men in them overlooking the streets, and, at ground level on the street corners, men standing with their rifles beside wheeled riot shields, steel protection in front with bullet-proof glass slits to see through, and wings of steel armor to protect their sides. Clearly these were intended to be pushed in phalanxes along the streets for crowd control in riotous or otherwise dangerous situations.
Back on the east bank of the Nile, we visited the Luxor Temple. It was begun by Ramses II, so it has his typical huge figures of himself at the entrance. Inside, however, the construction across centuries becomes very evident. There is a 13th century A.D. mosque that was built on top of the section that was, at that time, largely underground, with the result that the door of the mosque is about 15 feet above the more recently excavated ground. Since the building, the oldest mosque in Luxor, is still in use, they have built a new access door on the other side. Further in, are niches and wall paintings dating from the time when Christians used the site. In the inner sanctum, there is Greek writing and a graphic picture of the Pharaoh, with a huge penis exuding semen into a vessel held by Alexander the Great, who is also depicted in pharaonic dress to show his acceptance and incorporation of pharaoh worship into his program of pacification of Egypt.
The night ride back to the port, again by convoy and with an armed escort, was very tiring. The seats seemed more uncomfortable than they had in the morning and we didn’t dare to eat the food because it hadn’t been refrigerated, and we could not be sure that it had been cleaned properly. Having learned that where fresh food is concerned, it is better to be safe than sorry, we decided that we would settle for a 10:00 p.m. snack of cheese, biscuits, and tea on shipboard in the Lido.
As we slipped into near slumber along the way, we were distracted by white substances gleaming eerily along the roadside. Then we were jarred into sudden and full wakefulness when we came upon and passed an accident between a car and a small van. The van appeared to have been going the wrong way, but that was only a guess. The car was propped with its wheels over a berm and its lights still piercing the dark, but failing to shed much illumination on what had happened. We could see that the van was severely beat up. Two or three people stood around, looking disconsolate. No police or emergency vehicles had arrived, but we assumed that our bus drivers had reported the situation. Glumly we continued on, musing over the fact that it would take a good many blaring sirens and considerable maneuvering for help to get into and around our convey.
According to our printed itinerary, after our visit to Safaga and the Upper Nile and before we came to Alexandria, we had expected to stop at Aqaba. From there we intended to travel into Jordan at least as far as Petra. This visit, however, had been cancelled because of fear of terrorism. In the narrow Gulf of Aqaba, set between Israel and Jordan, a large white ship that at 963 feet exceeded the length of three football fields presented too tempting a target for the militants who were at that time reported to be active in the area.
It seemed like a good time for relaxation. In the evening Joe and David presented their “Dear Winnie” tribute to Winston Churchill even though, like us, they had been on the long, hot and exhausting trip to Luxor. Their emphasis was on Churchill’s women, especially his American mother. On the following day, during our transit of the Suez Canal, they presented a show on Richard Burton, the 19th century English explorer who frequently used his many languages and disguises to travel to Mecca, explore Somaliland, and seek the source of the Nile.
Security is the most important thing to note in transiting the Suez Canal. We were escorted fore and aft by small, motorized boats that seemed to serve both as pilot boats and armed protection on the water. A truck full of soldiers on the port side and a jeep with two or three men on the less populous starboard side, augmented at times by other jeeps and all-terrain vehicles carrying armed guards, kept pace with us. The west bank is fairly green almost all the way; the east almost nothing but sand for as far as the eye can see. Soldiers stood alone or in pairs on dune tops on both east and west banks. We passed guard posts all along the way, some of them permanent structures of concrete or bricks, and others no more substantial than tents set in the sands. Traffic was stopped as the QE2 went by. We could distinguish three different kinds of guards, mostly on the west bank: army, police, and tourism police.
There was little vehicle traffic on the east bank, where traces of Arab-Israeli wars in 1967 and 1973 still remained. A towering war memorial shaped like a bayonet rose up on the same side, midway from south to north. The area around the memorial had bleachers, parking lots, gardens, and soft drink stands that suggested there are rallies held there from time to time.
A few rusty remains of vehicles sat in the sands, possibly the remains still from the 1967 war. Larry said there were quite a few ruined tanks sitting there when he and Margarete went through the canal not very many years before. It remained unclear to us whether the protection we experienced in the canal was the result of temporarily heightened security or was the normal procedure for that time and place. We were awarded certificates for transiting the Suez Canal and, as we later thought, it may have been more dangerous than we realized at the time.
After we reached Port Said and continued along the Mediterranean coast to arrive in port in Alexandria, Captain Bates announced over the loudspeaker system, and repeated by letter to each cabin, that security forces had received intimations of some kind of attack on the QE2. All possible precautions would be taken, he said, and he advised passengers to decide for themselves whether to go ashore or stay on the ship.
Our decision to leave the ship was made partly in consideration of the Captain’s concerns, but the prospect of our planned day-long trip to Cairo also weighed heavily. In one of their frequent reward programs, Cunard had offered a free day trip for Grill passengers who had signed up for two or more portions of the cruise itinerary. Given the vague terms of the security threat it didn’t seem clear whether we would be safer on ship or off, but we decided to go ashore, as, it seemed, did everyone else who had made plans.
Leaving the ship at about 7:30 a.m., we traveled in another bus convoy through the modern and in many ways European-looking city of Alexandria. Then, for a long way we traveled through prosperous farmlands with numbers of gated estates and many tall cone-shaped structures with multiple holes that identified them as dovecots. The guard on the bus was dressed in plain clothes, but wore an automatic pistol on his right hip.
In two hours, we arrived at the three pyramids in Giza, and found the area noticeably less crowded than the last time we had been there.
Early on, walking about by ourselves, we encountered a charming young man with an interesting version of the ever-present photography scam. He began by giving each of us a white Arab headdress with a colorful twisted band. Then he told Barbara how beautiful she was. Could he please have his picture taken with her? He would be much honored. We obliged, he put his arm around her, George snapped the shutter, and we walked on. Then he began his pitch. Since he had been so free with his gift, we should give him a small gift for taking his picture. Two dollars would be very welcome. There was some chatter back and forth, but we both found him amusing and in the end we paid him too much.
George gave him a five dollar bill, and in exchange he returned two singles, keeping three. We continued our amusement, pointing out that the change was not right, but hardly caring. He changed the subject quickly by pulling out two quite wrinkled fives and asking if he could exchange them with us for a new bill.
“Please, mister, in Egypt we are a poor country. We hardly ever get to see nice new ten dollar bills.”
At this point, we drew the line, deciding that the chances of one or both of the fives being counterfeit were too high, and we continued on our way back to the bus. The whole encounter reminded George of a carnival man he had met in his youthful door-to-door adventures as a magazine salesman. The carnival man pointed out, what most people already knew, that the reason for the high ticket window on the wagons of such shows is so that the customer cannot see the money placed on the ledge, and in the confusion of the crowds, the rush to get in, and the passing of the tickets, he might accept too little change or none at all. This man didn’t need a high ledge, however. He could talk so fast and work such slight of hand with making change that he could fool you every time, even when you were warned and watched closely, and knew what he was doing. Nearby, the Sphinx was more fully excavated and better repaired in its substructure than it had been when we last saw it two years earlier. Further on, the pyramids retained their splendor. We took pictures, avoided the camel rides temptation (had done that before), looked at the goods in the tented souvenir booths, but did not buy.
For lunch we stopped at the Mena House Oberoi Hotel in Giza, with its view of the Great Pyramid rescued from its desert environment by the exquisite framing provided by the palm trees, flowers, and surrounding luxury of forty acres of manicured grounds. Until the 1880’s the hotel had been a royal lodge of Khedive Ismail, an Egyptian king who brought guests there for hunting trips in the desert and visits the pyramids. As a five-star hotel in the twentieth-century, it attracted many famous visitors, from kings and statesmen to generals and movie stars. In 1943 Churchill and Roosevelt met there with General and Madame Chiang Kai-shek to discuss coordination of the war in Southeast Asia with the invasion of Europe.
In 2004, we had stopped at the same hotel for tea in the garden, but at that time, in part because of the long lines for the crude restrooms, we found little time for tea or to enjoy the view. On this newer visit, the hotel lived up to its reputation for luxury. We were served excellent food in a dining room inside the hotel, surrounded by mirrors and chandeliers, with access to luxurious toilet facilities.
After lunch we visited the Egyptian Museum in Tahrir square in Cairo, with its gold and semi-precious stone mask of King Tut, its endless mummies and mummy cases, and rooms full of other ancient artifacts. We were told that Egyptologists are hoping for a new museum to be built near the Pyramids to replace the old, dusty one in the center of the city, but such a new facility will not happen soon. When we visited, they already had built a small display space in the basement to demonstrate how artifacts could be better displayed with dust-free cases, fewer items, better lighting, and temperature control.
Hemash, our tour guide, was a mine of information. We learned, for instance, that a viewer can tell whether the statue of a king was made when he was alive or dead. The fake beard of a living king is straight; that of a dead monarch curls out at the bottom. If the arms hang straight down, the king was alive when the statue was made. If the arms are crossed over the chest he was dead. If the left foot is in front of the right, he was alive; if the feet are together, he was dead. The statues of Akhenaton, the monotheistic king, are very realistic in the depiction of his long face, thick lips, and protruding belly, but in his case the signs for living and dead are confused: his arms are crossed, he has a straight beard, and his legs are depicted astride. Also we learned that all pharaohs are kings, but not all kings are pharaohs, a more exalted title that denotes god’s representative on earth.
A dinner cruise on the Nile followed. The Maxim, one of many such ships, was lavishly appointed with chandeliers, wall hangings, and excellent food and entertainment. A whirling dervish kept his twirling going for a good twenty minutes, with numerous variations in the routine as multi-colored skirts and sashes swirled about his body and over and around his head. Then came the belly dancers.
Hemish said that the art of belly dancing is so appreciated in Egypt that a premium dancer might charge 6,000 American dollars to entertain at a wedding. To our untutored eyes, the dancer we saw seemed to be premium, and she was accompanied by two others who appeared to be apprentices. All changed their costumes of flowing gossamer robes frequently and those of the star were spectacular in bright and spangled blue, gold and white. Accompanied by a heavily percussive band, she was especially adept at control of stomach and pectoral muscles. With exotic bumps and grinds, she sent taut ripples like waves on a shoreline up and down first one side of her body and then the other while her hips gyrated and her arms waved in accompanying undulations from side to side.
Two elderly fat men who had drunk too much volunteered to join her, made fools of themselves for a few minutes, and then quit in exhaustion. One was gauche enough to attempt to slip a dollar into her very low waistband, but she kept on smiling, easily avoided him, and continued her routine. Toward the end, she approached our table, bending to give Larry a stupendous and full-breasted photo opportunity while she beckoned to George to join her in the dance.
When he refused, she backed away with a look of shocked disbelief, and continued her dance with glances and fingers enticingly crooked in his direction, but fears of appearing completely foolish and uncoordinated continued to overcome the obvious temptation.
The next day, we left Alexandria in the morning and arranged afternoon tea with Joe and David. After graduating from Baldwin-Wallace, Joe had taught for thirty years at Cleveland State University and he had known David from the very early years. Many years ago they had started leading tour groups and doing cruise entertainment shows. After their time on the QE2, they were planning to lead a group tour of London theaters, and then return to Cleveland to lecture. For all of us this was a moving reunion, for George had also taught at Baldwin-Wallace when Joe was a student, and had admired some of the grand old theaters of Barbara’s youthful years in Cleveland, theaters that had fallen into disrepair by the 1960s, before a younger generation that included Joe and David began to work to resuscitate them. Among the cultural changes of the sixties had been the change of a grand old movie theater on West 25th Street into a venue for live country and western music, including a memorable visit by Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs. Changes come and the past is recycled. Coincidentally, on this trip Joe learned that one of the QE2 staff entertainers, the lead singer, was also a graduate of Baldwin-Wallace.
Among the rewards of meeting Joe and David again was our introduction to Beatrice Muller, the fabled lady who by 2006 had lived for seven years aboard the QE2. In her late eighties, she could not imagine a better life. Her husband had died while they were cruising on board, and after considering a Florida retirement home, she found that with about the same amount of money she could buy into the life she had come to love. During the Farewell World Cruise in 2008 she was still on board, and beginning to wonder what she would do when the ship was delivered to Dubai.
Remnants of the Ancient Worldin Turkey, Greece, and Italy
Kusadasi fronts on the Aegean Sea, across from the Greek Island of Samos. It was a substitute stop added to our itinerary to make up for the loss of Aqaba. For us, this was a second visit, our first being part of a QE2 Mediterranean Cruise in 2004. On that earlier trip our guide had informed us that yes, he was a Muslim, the many mosques we would see would testify to the general tenor of the country, but we should “Be assured, although we are Muslims, in Turkey we are not the crazy Muslims.”
In our earlier visit we had visited Ephesus. This time we chose to visit ruins in Miletus and Didyma. As before, as we drove upward from the coast, we noticed the many solar hot water tanks on the south-facing roofs. No high technology here, but simple exposure to a bright sun in many days of cloudless skies. Looking back over the bay, we observed the new vacation condos arising by water’s edge, and were told that Europeans were rapidly buying them up and they would make fine investments for Americans. Green for the hills, greenish silver for the feathery leaves of the olive trees, white and blue and gold for the mosques, azure blue for the sea, and white for the holiday flats—these were the dominant colors that surrounded us as we motored through a lovely landscape on a chilly day.
The earlier colors were soon augmented by the brilliant reds of abundant flowers that surrounded the ancient theater in Miletus. Built by Greeks and expanded by Romans, its three seating levels at one time held 15,000 spectators. The remains stretch now between 400 and 500 feet from side to side, with the raised theater extending about 100 feet wide in the middle. Nearby are the Baths of Faustina. Built in 2nd century A.D. with money donated by the wife of the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius, it stands in ruins now, but with its Roman arches and pool still intact. Not far from the baths is a small Christian church partially roofed in red tile, a reminder of the many religions and cultures that have crossed with one another in the area. Our drive over the mountains had taken us to an important port that had long since lost most of its ancient economic base when it silted up. The ruins of the theater and baths spoke to past glories at a time before a good deal of the facing marble was looted for other uses.
At nearby Didyma we visited the unfinished Temple of Apollo, which once was second only to Delphi among prominent Oracle sites. Alexander the Great was among those whose efforts forwarded the building, but the projected design was never completed. What remained was a platform with numerous gigantic columns, a few scattered blocks of sculpture, including a wonderful gorgon face, and a wide square that housed the well with its sacred effluvia that once inspired the oracle.
For lunch we stopped at a wayside tourist café, with indoor displays of Greek souvenirs, and a pair of goats outside scrounging politely for food around the edges of the parking lot. Featured at the table was charcoal-grilled fish with heads attached.
Generally, the change to a greater coolness in the air was marked. This was one of the few times since Hong Kong that we carried jackets instead of sunscreen. It was April and we were clearly headed north to Europe.
When we returned to the port area and became engaged in our perpetual seeking for internet access, we found and were ushered into the office of the owner of Harem Rugs, who gave us free use of his personal computer. His generosity stemmed in part from the fact that we were old customers and he wanted our good custom again. In 2004 we had purchased four rugs from him and had them shipped to the United States. At the time we had expected that they would arrive at an American port, be cleared by customs, and be sent to their various destinations by UPS, FedEx, or some other common carrier.
What actually happened was considerably more interesting. Not long after our return to Michigan, we received a telephone call from a man with the improbable name of Fonzi. He was carrying our carpets in a U-Haul rental truck and was in the process of delivering our orders, along with the orders of a good many other people, all across the United States. He would be in Birmingham, Michigan in a day or two and asked us to name a time convenient for his delivery to us in Ann Arbor. Probably he had already delivered the rug we had bought for Alison (in Maryland—memory balks now at the details of his journey), and wished to deliver ours and the one we had bought for our daughter, Suzanne, who also lives in Ann Arbor.
True to his commitment, he arrived at the designated time, brought the rug in, released it from the brown paper it had been shipped in, and spread it out in the place we had prepared. Then, true to his salesman’s nature, he charmed us into looking at yet another rug to replace the cheap rag rug we were using as a foot wiper when we came into the house through the garage. A Turkish rug, he said, would look so much better, and could stand harsh usage. “Turkish people use them on their dirt floors. They use them in the yard, outside the front door. They clean them with soap and water.” Okay. He was charming, the rug was cheap, and he told us also that this would be his last trip to “your great country.” When he finished his deliveries, he would return to Kusadasi to marry the girl of his dreams, who had been long and eagerly waiting for him. We were touched and amused. Remembering his own door-to-door sales career, George admired his skill. We bought the rug and then wished him well as he continued on a trip that would take him a couple of thousand miles to Santa Cruz, to deliver a rug to our daughter Laura, then through Texas and back to the East Coast, with many a stop along the way.
Now in Kusadasi once again, we asked about Fonzi. Alas, his plans had not worked out. The girl had not waited for him or had found him unappealing on his return. This was sad news. So sad, everyone agreed.
So sad.
So we sat down to apple tea, while our host commanded rug after rug to be brought out for our inspection. On this trip, we had no intention of buying, and told him so. Still, he said, we should look. Who in this world knew when we might return? True, we conceded. And of course one especially beautiful rug caught our eye. Perhaps we misheard, or maybe prices had risen enormously in two years, or maybe there was something mind-numbing in the apple tea. In any case, he seemed to put the price at thirty or forty thousand American dollars. The rug was silk and perhaps it was woven by the beautiful hands of a dozen virgins. We didn’t know. He told us its history, but the information passed over our heads. We told him we weren’t buying, and whatever he might have assumed, we were not in the market for a rug at a tenth of the price. We joked for a while, and then we told him we would make a deal with him.
If the rug merchant of Kusadasi would buy us a house in Ann Arbor with rooms big enough to accommodate rugs of the size and quality he had just shown us, we would buy some of them from him.
But this time he was the one who wasn’t taking the bait. We laughed, shook hands, and parted on good terms.
Returned to the time-frame of our original schedule, we arrived early the next morning at Piraeus, the port for Athens, where we selected a day trip to Delphi that left at 7:30 in the morning and returned about 5:30 in the evening. The drive, to the northwest of Athens, is about one hundred miles, or two and a half hours. Much of it winds through valleys and along lower edges of spectacular mountains, with the view skyward a continual wonder. Along the roadside, in tribute to the advancing spring, there were even more flowers blooming than in Turkey. Among them were poppies, wild geraniums, unidentified small yellow blooms on tall stems, and the flowering tree we call redbud, but in Greece is often called the Judas tree, because of a tradition that it was the tree from which Judas hanged himself. Its red blood-like blooming around Easter time serves as an annual reminder.
An hour before we reached it. Mt. Parnassus, it began to show its snow-capped peak in the distance. At 8,062 feet it stands in Greece second in height to Mt. Olympus, much farther north and 1,500 feet higher. A little later, we stopped briefly for refreshments at a restaurant and souvenir shop obviously chosen in part because from the parking lot we could also view Mt. Helicon, sacred to the nine muses. We wandered and looked, took photographs, but unfortunately we had no time for the detour it would take to visit Helicon.
By this time we were passing through an area with many dirt switchback roads carrying trucks up and down the neighboring mountains to mining or stone-cutting sites. Then, just before Delphi, we wound our way through an almost vertical city with many hotels, cafés, and tourist stops, and streets so narrow that it required great skill for our bus driver to navigate through without scraping the bus on corners and posts. Here we missed some great photos simply because it was hard to see each view coming, and when we caught a glimpse of something fine, it tended to be precisely as the bus was turning to unveil quite another scene, this time blocked by a sign on the street or the heads of others in our party sitting by the windows before or behind us.
Earlier on this drive, when we were still moderately close to Athens, we had passed the marble quarries that provided the prized Pentellic marble of the Acropolis, cut in blocks and carried or slid fifteen miles to the site. Other types of marble abound in Greece, where marble yards and showrooms are still numerous, though they compete with at least one place near Athens that features DuPont Corian for kitchens and baths.
The climb, the mountains, the quarries, and the scenery all came together at Delphi. The site is much larger than we had supposed, and the couple of hours we spent there were not enough to see it all. The crowds of tourists continually arriving are a part of the problem, but a new museum that beckons when you have left the parking lot and not yet arrived at the archeological site proves very helpful to crowd control, for it is a museum not to be missed. The exhibits are carefully selected, lit by natural light from skylights above, and spaced so that individual statues or architectural details can be observed from several vantage points. By comparison, the greater and more numerous treasures in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo seem dark and crowded.
Beside the path from museum to ruins, we stopped to photograph the curly and spiny leaves of the acanthus plants that continue to survive as living reminders of the inspiration they provided in ancient times to the designers of the capitals of Corinthian columns. Think “curled and spiny” as you look upwards.
Although Delphi was one of the major destinations of the ancient world, for many centuries afterward it fell into ruins and was essentially lost until serious excavation and restoration began in the twentieth century. Now the complex stretches in numerous partially restored buildings far up the mountain side, and below the road that brings visitors to it there stand the remains of the gymnasium and stadium where in ancient times the Pythian Games were held. Still further down, the mountain descends into a very deep valley, and then, on the other side of the valley the landscape rises steeply again, in a way that convinces you that the gods chose well when they designated this site as one of their most holy places.
Many of the higher buildings at Delphi remain mysterious, though one is a treasury, and another a stoa, a meeting place defined by columns. But the most important works relate to the legend of the Pythoness as high priestess or oracle. Unlike the single well identified in the ruins of the Temple of Apollo at Didyma in Turkey, in this much larger site it remains unclear which of several wells that spring from the mountain was the most powerful in its message. It seems most likely that the original orifice stood under the Temple of Apollo, now outlined by pillars standing on a flat courtyard.
The Pythoness was the only one allowed into the inner sanctum of the temple, from which she emerged in a trance, induced, it is now believed, by toxic gases that sprang from deep underground. She spoke her prophesies in the form of riddles that the high priests interpreted for the anxious listeners.
Among the many stories of riddled truths, is one that has the Emperor Nero travelling from Rome, only to return home in frustration and anger because he did not like what the high priests told him of the future. There is also a story that when Byron visited in the 19th century, he knew of the site’s reputation for prophecy and interpreted his sight of two eagles wheeling above him in the sky as a sign sent by the gods as testimony of their approval of his poetry.
The Pythian Games played on the lower athletic grounds were related to Apollo’s wrestling with the great snake, a story familiar to Barbara because her college sorority once made a parade float depicting the struggle as understood by the girl of Greek ancestry who designed it. None of the others in the sorority knew the story, but they learned.
Easter arrived when we had returned to the ship and were now at sea. The Captain presided over a non-denominational service in the ship’s theater. As usual at these weekly services, the priest and rabbi attended, and although the hymns were taken from an Anglican hymnal, this time, either by accident or design, the tunes were those familiar in American Protestant hymnals. We left the theater to find that the Easter Bunny had left an Easter Basket in each cabin.
The big event of the day’s sailing was our transit of the Strait of Messina, where only few kilometers stand between Sicily and the toe of Italy’s boot. To the west, snow-capped, we could see Mt. Etna, awaiting the kick that might send her into violent action, but on this day there were only wisps of smoke rising from the top. Within this strait Odysseus and his men struggled to avoid the sea monster Scylla and the whirlpool Charybdis.
A few miles further on, as evening approached, the Captain took the ship to the west, around the island of Stromboli, where the volcano remains more active. There was smoke and fire at the top and smoke rising from the ashy, treeless slope where lava flows down to the sea. And yet, small inhabited villages clung to both sides of this slope. Stromboli rises in isolation a few kilometers from even the nearest small island, and a good many more from the Italian mainland. The experience of strait and volcanoes was enough to remind us of the hymn “Eternal Father, Strong to Save,” that customarily ends the Sunday service on the QE 2.
Eternal Father, strong to save
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave
Who bid'st the mighty ocean deep
Its own appointed limits keep
Oh hear us when we cry to Thee
For those in peril on the sea.
The song is the official hymn of the U.S. Naval Academy and its prayer for protection seems intended primarily for sailors, but in these waters it is no great stretch to think also of passengers threatened by “rock and tempest, fire and foe.”
We had yet to pass Vesuvius, which we did that night while we slept.
Civitavecchia is the port for Rome.
Although most of the passengers on the ship selected the tour that took them to that city, we chose instead a trip to Tarquinia, the center of an Etruscan civilization that thrived in Tuscany and Umbria for centuries before the rise of the Romans. Theories of their origins are widely varied, but it seems that they came most likely from Asia Minor, probably western Turkey. In any case, in time the Etruscans ceased to exist as a separate people in Italy and were largely forgotten until after World War II when an R.A.F. pilot reported his sighting of numerous mounds that had been thought natural when viewed from the ground, but seemed worth investigating when seen from the air. They turned out to be burial mounds. About 200 had been excavated by 2006, but there remained hundreds more that were still untouched.
We entered all of the approximately fifteen mounds that were open to viewing in the area where we first stopped, and where padlocked doors kept a few more off limits. Somewhat bizarrely, concrete entrances with red-tiled roofs had been built on the sides of the mounds. Inside the doors, narrow stairs built variously of wood, metal, or concrete, led to the underground burial chambers, where it became necessary to press doorbell buttons to illuminate the vaults, which we viewed through heavy protective glass, but could not enter. Elaborate frescoes on the interior walls, and often on the ceilings showed jugglers, boxers, warfare, fish, fishermen, birds, hunters, and animals, with quite a few lions. The red paint was especially well-preserved and the excellent representations of everyday life included one frank portrayal of a man defecating. Although most of the vaults consisted of a single room only, in one of them a doorway directly in front of the viewer led to a second room, also heavily frescoed, but difficult to view. Our guide had told us that photographs were not allowed, but there were no signs forbidding picture-taking at the site, and the staff in the small visitors’ center seemed wholly indifferent. Using no flashbulbs, we managed to record some of the best of what we saw. Much, however, was blurred or distorted as a result of unfortunate shooting angles.
From the tombs, on the outskirts of Tarquinia, we drove into the city to visit the Etruscan Museum in the 15th century Palazzo Vitelleschi. No photography here. The rule was enforced by sharp-eyed female guards in the interior rooms, but not on the outside galleries and courtyards, where we took a few photos less interesting than some we might have taken inside. First floor exhibits featured a number of sarcophagi (we had seen none in the tombs). These were of stone, often with carved recumbent figures or other ornamentation, but we found them less interesting than the pottery and jewelry rooms on the second floor. There numerous pots, vases, and dishes competed for attention with their varied shapes, and fine red and black figurative designs, some of them consisting of graphic pornography. One case, with a small note attached about the viewing of its contents being unsuitable for children, featured men and women in various poses reminiscent of the Kama Sutra. A child would probably have noticed the poses well before the parents had seen the sign. Some of the kraters (jug-handled containers bowls for wine or water) rivaled or surpassed some of the best we have seen in major museums in Europe and the U.S. In other rooms, the gold jewelry and coinage were also very fine.
When we left the museum to walk around the town, we found many shops closed for Easter Monday. On the outer wall of a souvenir shop that was open, we found and purchased an especially attractive terracotta plate clearly modeled on some of the historic Etruscan designs.
That evening, the entertainment in the Grand Lounge consisted of Brett Sherwood, billed as a Master Magician—and he was. Most of his act was sleight of hand. With sleeves rolled up, he pulled coins out of the air and dropped them into a metal bucket where they made audible clinks. Then he turned the bucket upside down and showed its emptiness to the audience. He pulled fans of cards out of the air, dropped them in a box, and they, too, disappeared.
In his Silver Globe trick he floated a silver globe, draped with a scarf, in the air, and then pulled away the scarf while the ball continued to float.
Bird in a Cage. Three volunteers from the audience placed their hands on the sides and top and bottom of what appeared to be a wooden cage containing a bird roosting on a swing that was hanging from the top. In moments, with a sweep of the hand, both bird and cage disappeared, as the recruited helpers stood on stage holding nothing.
He pulled coins larger than silver dollars out of ears (including Barbara’s). Neither of us could see what had happened.
His final trick began with a deck of cards counted and verified as to suits and proper numbers and face cards, then shuffled and reshuffled by members of the audience and wrapped carefully with a rubber band. Sherwood then threw the deck to five members of the audience (again one of them was Barbara). Each was requested to peep into the deck without removing the rubber band and observe and remember a single card within it. After the deck was returned to him, he asked the five people to stand. Holding the deck and reading their minds, he would name five cards, asking each person to sit when he got their card right. He rattled off four, and four sat. Pretending to have difficulty with the fifth, he hesitated and looked puzzled. But of course when he named it he got it right.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14768 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!