Salutations from Chengdu,

I am, so far, enjoying the classes this term more than I did last term. Having seniors over freshman makes a lot of difference. This is not to say I don’t have a few students whom I would like to bop on the head but this term far less. And this term I don’t have a “Mr. Smartass” (Ask mom) Next week I plan to start singing in the classes I thought I would start off with some Elvis, or Cat King as he is known here in China. I might, depending how they are, try two-part harmony. I did this with the chorus of your are my sunshine and it sounded really nifty.
 
National week is over and now is time to get back to normal, or as normal as things can be around here.  Most people get October 1-7 off so this is a definitely one of the high traveling seasons. Grant and Carolyn came out to visit during this time but before I talk about the trip I would like to share some ponderings I have had, also to share that I have a new, well used self-propelled vehicle, also known as a bike. I got it cheap, needed a new seat and new brakes but other than that is good as used.  

Recently I have noticed some interesting things on t-shirts. People wearing English and not knowing what exactly it means. It has become fashionable to wear clothing with English phrases. Here are some of the phases I and my fellow teachers have seen recently. “D cup fetish”(a girl was wearing this one)  “Just Do Me” (the student thought it was the Nike slogan) “try us on for sighs”. There have been others, which are a bit more colorful. We wonder, sometimes, if the wearer of the clothing knew what the shirt meant, if they would continue to wear the shirt.

Now on to the trip, there are three times during the year when it seems that everyone, and their cousin is traveling, the first week of October is one of them. Grant and Carolyn arrived in Chengdu the evening of the first came back to Chateau Graessle and pretty much that was it. We spend only one day in Chengdu. Both Grant and Carolyn wanted to ride a train here. I decided to ride the train to Xian, and I could only get tickets for the evening of the 2nd.  So we had breakfast, scrambled eggs and a sojourn into the market across the way.  We went to WuhoCi (Woho temple) a place I like very much, very relaxing even with the hordes of people. There were people giving “health massages” for 30 RMB (a little less than $4 US) and I paid one guy to give Carolyn one. It was 30 RMB well spent as far as I, and Carolyn, were concerened.  The taxi driver who took us there was a great driver.  He told a lot answered questions, I think he was the kind of driver was very happy to show off his hometown the foreigners. He didn’t speak English but at least he did not have a horrendous Sichuan accent. Well the next stop was the peoples park. To go on the infamous “train ride.”  This ride is still as hockey as ever but I like it. This was the first time, however, I actually saw the video games turned on and people using them. After that we went to the bank and lunch at a great dumplings place. I had been there before yummm. A lot of food for less than $2 US per person, not including beer.  We got a ride to the train station and awaited our departure to Xian.

All in all the train ride was better than I expected. We had nice bunkmates, and nearby was a nice couple that wanted to practice their English. So between the three of us the got a bit, and we got a bit of Chinese history lesson. We also lucked out and got great attendants, so at no point in the journey were the bathrooms unbearable or the floors really nasty. The two slight problems, first I lost a shoe. How could you lose a shoe you ask, well very easily I say. In hard sleeper there are 6 bunks per compartment area, and we got 2 middle and one top. I had one of the middle ones, and I had my shoes by my head. The next thing I knew a shoe and fallen down and out the window. The Chinese, in our area were looking at us to see our reaction. (Grant and myself) We just laughed about it, so they did too. Getting upset would not bring the shoe back. Carolyn loaned me her shoes until I could buy a pair of my own in Xian. The second is the Grant and Carolyn had mad the reservations but forgot the sheet with the hotel phone number. The couple tried to help us. We knew, that there were two hotels in Xian by the name of “the garden hotel.” They used their cell phone to call information, 114, and got the number for one of them and that particular one did was not expecting foreign guests. The other did not have a number, so I call mom and got the number to the hotel. Yes I had to call San Diego to get a Chinese phone number. Well as it turns out the translation of the hotel name is not exactly correct. The English name should be The Tang Gardens hotel, and yes they were expecting us so off we went.  That afternoon we went got shoes, and went to the great mosque as well as a groovy dumplings restaurant. The mosque is definitely a tourist destination, the road leading to it is filled with shops, and I did do some shopping. Did some great bargaining, for Grant as well as Carolyn and myself. The mosque was nice. After this we were all pretty hungry so off to the restaurant, which our concierge recommended. We arrived, after asking a nice policeman for directions, and it was definitely a tourist destination, both foreign and western. A tour group would leave another would enter.  There was quite a few people waiting, I got a card with a number, 6, on it.  The hostess finally asked us, if a larger table came available would we mind sharing the table, why not was our attitude. Well a larger table came up and off we went, we started anyway, the person with number 7 looked at us and decided he did not want to sit with us. But another family agreed. They were from Taiwan and they were on holiday. The dad decided that he should order for us so we said…why not. What we got was the dumplings sampler the best way to put it. First some cold dishes then I don’t know how many types, some veggies only, some veggies and chicken or shrimp or pork, and a few sweet. Followed buy soup with lucky dumplings and bowl of boiled dumplings. It was good and the family was nice. The son looked about 16, but he was adamant, he was 24. Now I never thought I would fine a place where the air quality was worse than Chengdu, but Xian was very bad. Unlike Chengdu, however, this is just a seasonal thing. We just happen to arrive the time of year where the farmers are burning the corn stalks. So in the morning the air was fine, but in the evening who boy. Because of this both Grant and I got colds.  Grant signed up for a one-day tour for the next day. 
Our tour guide was named Sally, she was a great guide she had a lot of great information and her English was superb. In our group we had several Australians, a British couple, an Indian, and a Cuban couple, a couple from Beijing and a girl from South Africa. The South African, and Australians, like myself were teachers in China on Holiday. We got on the bus, they picked us up last we drove about 200 meters if that and were at our first stop, the Big Wild Goose Pagoda, or Pagoader as Sally said. We did not have time to climb to the top of the pagoda but it was very nice. If you are interested, I would be most happy to tell you the story of the pagoda, just send me an email (missgraessle@yahoo.com) then we went to the Bampo Museum this is an excavation site of an ancient village. The next stop was a place where they make the terra cotta warriors for souvenirs. This is not the large factory but a small one so we could be shown how they are made.  Followed by lunch. The food was good but defiantly geared towards the western palette. After lunch we went to a hot spring. This hosting (can’t remember the name) is known for two things one is that one of the Emperors would bring his favorite concubine to spend the winters there, the other is the “Xian Incident.” In a nutshell the communist leaders captured Chang Kai Check and forced him to work together with them to fight the Japanese. Finally the Terra Cotta Warriors.
The site is impressive. In one pit, the have uncovered 2000 warriors, by guestimating they figure there are 4000 left to be unearthed. There are 3 pits all together, very impressive.  If you are unfamiliar with how the site was found a farmer was digging a well and while doing so found a part of one of the warriors, the rest is history. That farmer now works at the museum and will autograph a book, if you buy it, about the warriors. I did not buy a book but took a look and it seems he is doing well. The other farmers were either given jobs at the site or given a different piece of land to farm, we went back to the hotel and had dinner. The dinner theater, the food was ok. A Chinese/French combo, not something to eat more than once though. The program was various dances and songs from the Tang Dynasty, I suppose. The best was a group of percussionists performing a piece called the quarrelling ducks. The best of the evening, by far.
 
We had signed up for a tour for the next day but in the morning our colds had really started so we were sorry to tell Sally we were not going. So we had our own little tour of Xian. First we decided to try to find the “Graves of the Martyrs” we found ourselves at another park. We asked a taxi driver to take us, and basically said, why do you want to go there, and told us we should go another spot. The beginning of the Silk Road, which we did. A nice little spot and he waited for. We thought we had said we wanted to go to a park next but I guess he did not understand, so we went in the opposite direction to a park of some sort. I think it is a replica of how the Qin dynasty’s palace might have looked (ala Disney as Carolyn put it) we then went to the embroidery factory, saw girls making rugs. The other parts were closed due to the holiday. Everyone bought a little something. I decided to head back to the hotel, my feet hurt and head hurt and I was ready to stop for the day. Grant and Carolyn went for a walk exploring. I am not sure how much of a kickback the taxi driver got but I got a free ride back to the hotel.
 
Sunday we flew to Beijing. The taxi driver who drove us around the day before drove us to the airport; he said leaving at 6:30 would be soon enough. Well it was a close call. We checked in our luggage and went to the security line and heard, an announcement stating that the plane was getting ready to close so if you are a passenger get your buns on the airplane. Well ok she didn’t say that exactly but close enough. So finally, when in China do as the Chinese, using my elbows cut in line and got to the airplane without a moment to spare. Grant and I decided to try to visit Uncle Mao, but the place was closed for the afternoon, so we headed off to the friendship store, and back to the hotel. The hotel, Song He, is a 3 star hotel nice and great location. The first room was not acceptable. My nosed was very plugged at this point and even I could smell the smoke from the previous occupant.  That evening we went to dinner with our cousin, Jack, to Peking Duck…yummm. Thanks to Jack I was able to sleep at his place.  Grant and Carolyn had arranged for a tour guide, the cost was steep to add me so I was on my own. My mother charged me with, to find the cost of silk brocade. I was also interested in finding the cost of a few other items. The first stop was the shop where the fabric store was sold. I also got some samples to show Grant and Carolyn so they could talk some back to the states to have some jackets made for Carolyn. This shop was above the Friendship supermarket. In a little shop I found some bedside tables I really liked for only 1700 RMB (About $207) and I might buy them when I go back with mom, have them shipped home. For all interested the price of the fabric is 58 RMB per meter (about $7 per meter.) Then I went to another store just to browse. Boy did that reinforced the idea of walking away will lower the price. Several shops where I looked and asked for price, as soon as I walked away saying I wanted to continue to look, the price lowered. After this I was ready for a nap, so I went down to get a taxi. The first taxi driver said 80 RMB I said use the meter he replied if I use the meter it would be 90 (all in Chinese of course) so I took another taxi driver who used the meter. The final cost? 14 RMB. A slight difference between 80 and 14 don’t you think?  The next day I went back to the fabric shop and bought the fabric for Grant. The jackets will be fabu when they are done. Had lunch with Jack, so I could give his key back and then to the hotel. Grants tour company provided me with transportation to the airport, so I could fly back to Chengdu.  I would say there were about 20 people total (not including the crew) on the flight.  Got back to the hotel close to 11pm and went bed. I also got some Sudafed for my congestion, and some balm for my chapped lips. I was thinking, thank the lord and pas the Sudafed.

 All in all it was a good trip. As mom mentioned in her addition to my letter Grant was to bring a copy of my current website. Well he did, however it did not import into my program very well. The good side is I have all the photos from the current website. So I have decided to total redo the site, which should be done in the next couple of weeks. As soon as it is done I will send another note out. 

Love,
Molly

