My first trip to China

10 True China Stories
by Mark Dixon

1
I arrive at five-star hotel in Shanghai, hoping for a five-star experience.
Suffering from exhaustion and jet-lag, I hand over my suit to be drycleaned by the hotel's ‘back by midnight’ service. I collapse into bed
with just enough life left to ask the hotel to hang the suit on the
outside of the door so I won't be woken up. Sleep. At last...
A couple of hours later, and a few minutes before midnight, I am being
woken by the phone ringing loudly beside my ear. I already have a
hunch about what's coming next: "We're just informing you that we've
hung your suit outside your door."
Welcome to China!

2
The next day, returning to the hotel, I walk into the lift, still jet-lagged.
To remind myself which floor is mine, I look at the key, number 8-1221,
and press the button to the 8th floor.
The lift door opens. I think the picture in the corridor has changed
colour slightly, but perhaps it's just the light. The door of my suite is
open and the cleaners are already at work, but they have removed all
my clothes and suitcases. They even have the audacity to ask me what
I'm doing in my room. Communication is difficult. Finally, they look
at my key and explain I should be on the 12th floor. The ‘8’ is the
building number.
I then tidy up my real suite for a meeting with some local executives.
They arrive a few minutes late, profuse with apologies. They had made
the same stop on the 8th floor, and had stood patiently outside ringing
the bell.

3
I walk into a lift in a Shanghai office tower. I see Chinese characters
on the carpet under my feet and discover also a convenient translation
in English saying ‘Wednesday’.
My first reaction: "Kind of them to make a translation."
Second reaction: "Strange name for a building."
Third reaction: "I get it. It's Wednesday today."
Fourth reaction: "Someone has to change the carpet every morning."

4
In a restaurant, I look at the menu and choose ice cream.
"No ice cream, Sir!"
I'm happy to let the matter rest there.
Waitress adds "It's already Autumn, you know."
I’m beginning to understand that it’s going to take me a while to
understand China.
Chinese colleague later patriotically notes that it was in fact a Japanese
restaurant.

5
I have been warned that the way I treat someone's business card is a
critical measure of respect.
"Respect the card like it is the person himself and never play with it
during the meeting," I am told by a cultural advisor.
Eager not to cause offence, I raise myself slightly from my chair, give
and receive cards with both hands, look into the eyes of the guests as
one does when clinking glasses, study titles and addresses with
interest, and finally place them on the table beside me in a position of
honour. I never touch the metaphorical person during the meeting
itself. I feel it's all a bit over the top, almost superstitious – but I want
to fit in.
Many meetings later, I’m following the same rules and they are now
completely natural to me.
In fact, I’ve become a business card
etiquette expert. I’m sitting opposite a tough local businessman.
In the middle of the meeting, I find my metaphorical self is suddenly
being picked up off the table and held in the air. I decide to ignore
this. After all, I'm not Chinese - I’ve no reason to react according to
another culture's superstitions or sensitivities.
Then, I find myself being waved around in the air with horrific
centrifugal force with the turn of every wrist. Now, I'm starting to get a
bit hot under the collar. Then, a huge thumb is bending my ear back
and an equally large finger is flicking it forward. I am in pain. I’m
certainly never going to do business with him. I have to accept that
something is changing inside me – five thousand years of cultural finetuning, dynasty after dynasty, has been transferred to me in a matter of
five days.
It's not over yet. The next day, after another guest has left a lunch
meeting, I find myself lying on the table underneath a half-eaten piece
of bread and drenched from his glass’ water droplets. Rage consumes
me, and I realise I am already Chinese at heart.

6
First day in Beijing. Returning to my hotel room, I retrieve a message:
"This is housekeeping. We wish to notify you that in the laundry
collected this morning your socks were not a true pair. Please call us
on extension 611."

7
Hungry. No time to lose. I order a hamburger. Fast food on its way.
Ten minutes later: waitress returns to clarify if I want cheese.
Ten minutes later: waitress returns to clarify if I want bacon.
Ten minutes later: waiter arrives to clarify if it should come with string
potatoes or french fries.
Five minutes later: waiter returns to ask how it should be cooked.
I wish I had been smart enough to reply “Fast!".
I realise, in Beijing, hamburgers are delicacies.

8
Another meal, another city. I look at the main courses and order
chicken breasts. A picky eater like me doesn’t like surprises, especially
in a country where even non-picky eaters can become picky after
landing. I’m hungry and I like the use of the plural.
A plate arrives containing two tiny batter-covered morsels, each not
much larger than the size of a thumb. Nothing else on the plate.
"I ordered chicken."
"It is chicken."
"Perhaps – but I ordered the main course."
"It is the main course."
"I'm pleased I didn't order the appetiser."
This is what nouvelle cuisine has done to traditional Asian generosity.

9
The founder of the company Bo Le had to stay in Hong Kong and she
asked her deputy to meet me instead.
The deputy starts the meeting by saying he's sorry his boss can't
attend.
I reply that I've heard a lot about Ms. Bo Le and look forward to
meeting her another time.
“That unfortunately won't be possible,” he explains with a grey face.
"Bo Le has died. Two thousand years ago."
The company was simply named after this wise man.
Now I’m going to be one of someone else's 10 true stories.

10
In Tiananmen Square, I see a group of Chinese people lining up to be
photographed in front of the giant poster of Mao.
I’m nervous about asking if I can join in, but my photo album is crying
out for this picture and luckily my cousin is in Beijing with his camera.
Snap!
Half an hour later, two Chinese people approach us, with similar
trepidation. They have never met foreigners and want to show a photo
of us together around their village. Snap!
Now I’m also going to be in someone else’s photo album.

©Mark Dixon, March 2018

