Greetings,

This to be a joint letter written by then both of us…[Me, Molly whose comments will be in the brackets] and me, her aged, but adventurous mother.  I arrived at her door on Thursday, April 25th after a thirty-hour journey from our door.  I arrived at the San Diego airport to be told I could check my baggage all the way through to Chengdu and was quite happy as I was carrying a large suitcase of stuff for Molly and friends as well as a bag for me.  When I got to SFO the very polite but very up tight person behind the counter informed me that I could only carry on one bag so either my backpack or the shopping bag with the tortilla chips (Costco’s best) for nachos and rice Crispy treats would have to be checked.  That was a no brainer…the back pack minus a few things like a bottle of Irish whiskey, my pills, make up, toothbrush and book went into the other bag. And off I went. Upon arrival here I felt like my fingers were going to fall off from the bag. 

      My original impression of Chengdu was that it reminded me of Taiwan about thirty years ago with some things not quite so modern.[Unlike my first impression which was not as kind.]  Now after two weeks here my original impression remains the same. They are frantically trying to catch up and there is tremendous building going on here and a lot of tearing down of the old.  I have decided that all Chinese talk at one decibel…louder than very loud. [This is not true, there are three decibels, if you include one of the ones used by my students and they are: very very soft, loud and louder.] 

      The day after I arrived I basically took it easy except to talk to Molly’s classes and answer questions, no problem there. [There was one student whom I call Mr. SmartAss, who insisted on asking questions about Japan. One of them being, are there many pretty girls in Japan?]  They are not graded there and so go only if they feel like it and so her classes were small and very easy.  If all were to attend they would still be relatively small by U S standards for University classes…like about 26 freshmen in each one. [The only class I have more in is my writing class, which is fourth year students. If all were to attend I have 36 students. Usually I have around 30.]

        On Saturday Charles, who has a new vehicle, offered to take us out so off we went to Dufu’s cottage.  It was nice and sort of temple like.  The weather was overcast.  The next day Charles took us for a ride to the Woolong Nature preserve where we saw no animals other than domesticated but did see plenty of beautiful scenery and a number of minority people, we think of the Yi and Jiang groups.  We had a lot of fun taking pictures.  Molly would break the ice with her digital and then show them the pictures.  They did not mind being photographed afterwards. [It was a nice way to spend my birthday. Clean air, good friends and beautiful scenery, not exactly a birthday banquet but one cannot have everything.]     Our only problem was finding a place to go potty.  Now this is China where there are no spots without people where one can toddle off into the woods and come out feeling much better.  We did find one reasonably clean squatter that hung out over a hillside.  It was only a little smelly. [The person who had built this public lavatory was very proud of his handy work. Before there had been no place for people to relieve themselves, so to speak, they would be in pain. So out of the kindness of his heart and a bit of the entrepreneurial spirit he built this public toilet. It cost 5 fen to use, which translates to less than one US cent.]   One of my friends has commented on Molly’s apparent obsession with toilet facilities and food.  Well, when the cleanest squatter is worse than any public toilet in the U S, of course, that does become an obsession.  Remember folks, what goes in must come out in one form or another and we do want to protect our olfactory and visual senses as much as possible and still remain somewhat healthy. [Yes, all foreigners tend to have a toilet fixation here in China. I, personally, refuse to use a public toilet unless I am in dire emergency. Imagine going to a public bathroom at your lovely local beach. Imagine this toilet on a major holiday; say July 4rth at the end of the day. This is one of the public toilets in China; I should say one of the better ones. The ones in the restaurants are usually good so I will duck in one of those if possible] Toilet paper is often not furnished so I have taken to carrying tissue in my backpack so I will not be caught up short again.  I, also, usually have tissue in my pockets and so have attempted to recycle it in the washer more than once……just like home.  [A clean tissue is a good tissue I always say.]

      On Wednesday we left for Kangding (ele. 8500’).  I had (and still do) really wanted to go down the Yangtze river to see the Gorges before they are flooded, but, the scuttlebutt had it that the river was closed to traffic at that time.  Kangding is halfway to Tibet on one of the world’s most dangerous highways if you always believe what you read.  We took an express bus there…. 9 hours…on a luxury bus.  It really was very nice and quite luxurious compared to the others we went on while I was here.  We had some very exciting rides… I would say that at times it was equal to some of the more exciting rides at an amusement park. [Ladies and gentlemen please have your “E” ticket ready before boarding.]  The engine over heated and we had a flat tire along the way. [Not to mention the truck/mountain interface problem we had. We saw the truck once they got the road cleared and it appears as if the Mountain won this one.]  There were no barricades to prevent us from going over the edge and crashing down thousands of feet below and at times even though it is one way we passed loaded trucks with millimeters to spare. [Several times our driver tried to pass another bus, and it nearly scared the living doo doo out of me.] The place we stayed at which was highly recommended by the Lonely Planet was one of the worst places I have ever stayed in, plus, the dirty squatter was down the unlit stairs and down a hall. [In the morning, the French guy came face to face with a rat that was stuck in the toilet. This is one reason why we have a toilet fixation.]  We got out of there the next day and moved to a hotel (that was about the same price) that was clean and the down the hall squatter did not smell.  We got separated that day and I went on to see two temples.  At one I was invited in to a room off to the side and a little girl who was learning English went through the pictures in my guide book with me and brought me a piece of chocolate in her grubby little hands.  As I was leaving I was able to observe some sort of celebration for the dead.  A little living Buddha who appeared to be about seven occupied the seat of honor. It was most interesting.  The next day we (Martha and I) went up Paoma Shan on little ponies. [Because of the separation the day before, I had gone back to the hotel to wait for her. So while mom and Martha went to the mountain I went to the monastery.]  I decided that I would really rather ride down rather than try to negotiate the muddy switch back, fall upon my er…uhm and hurt my ego and my pride.  With the help of some ‘sort of English’ speakers I ascertained that I was too large for the poor little pony for the dangerous ride down.  The Chinese were having a difficult time, because they were too embarrassed to tell me that and they kept saying just a minute and are trying to make a deal.  In the end we walked down (and down, and down) some rather steep stairs and then a gully-like divide.  We ran into some very nice people who realized that I am not sure footed and have lousy balance and helped me down the gully like thing.  At the top there was a temple and Tibetan tents with the Tibetans who had costumes for people to try on and then get photographed.  The young Chinese seem to just love to get dressed up in costume and parade around and get their pictures taken. 

     Kangding was full of Tibetans and some other minority.  The Tibetans are a magnificent looking people and very tall.  The men wore boots similar to cowboy boots and a similar hat.  At first I made an obnoxious remark, about the boots and hats, that is, and then realized that they were for real and then had to rescind my remark.  They are a very good-looking people on the whole.  Friday we started trying to get tickets out of Kangding and they kept telling us that to come back in about two hours, and we did just that.  It turns out they were waiting for a bus to come from Leshan, which is where we wanted to go. After some intense questioning and a ‘committee’ meeting .   We decided to go to Ya’an and then go on.  Ya’an is on the way to Chengdu and it took us almost ten hours to get there.  We decided to save Ya’an for another day.  This bus was a step down from the first one and I got stuck next to a local who definitely had a strange odor about him and was quite upset that I complained when he smoked.  Of course he spoke no English and my translator, Mollly, could not understand his dialect, even when he spoke louder she could not understand him.   It was nice to sleep with an in house toilet that night.  [We spent a day doing laundry and resting. Monday we were off to Leshan. We were planning on spending a night there so we took an overnight bag. The trip took a little less than two hours. We switched busses and got dropped off at the entrance. Near the front was a Buddha at the top of 174 stairs. I was not enthusiastic about climbing the stairs but I did. Half way up I looked down and had visions of mom and me rolling down the stairs. Mom went looking and found a cave and walked around. Because of this we found the path to the big Buddha, 71 meters high. After taking pictures we got in the queue to walk down to the foot. The view was grand. The only bad part is the trash along the way, and the fact that we had to climb back up. The bus ride back was the pits, the bus looked like they had rescued it from the dump.  The little girls behind us shared their loquats with us and we gave them our wipe and dry things to clean up with.  All in all our adventures were great.] 


That’s about all for now from both of us.

With Love,

Molly and Sally

P.S. My vacation has been great, and Molly says she will send out an email when the website has been updated with the photos from our latest adventures.

