








September 30, 2006

Dear Parents and Friends of Carleton in Tianjin,

When our gigantic, two storied bus sailed through the gate of Nankai University after 12 hours of travel across the Mongolian steppe, Hebei plain, and the busy streets of Beijing and Tianjin, the students cheered with happiness and some nostalgia. They were happy, because they would soon start to learn the Chinese language, Chinese civilization, Tai Chi, Peking opera, and calligraphy with excellent teachers and masters. They were a little nostalgic because their hearts were still wandering over the hills, with sheep, and in yurts dotting the Mongolian grassland. 

Now we have been in Tianjin for two weeks. Our students miss the Mongolian life style while they are at Nankai University with 4 Chinese classes in the morning and Chinese civilization, Peking opera, calligraphy, Tai Chi, and martial arts in the afternoon. 

While we were in Beijing, the sky was unusually blue, air clean, and weather comfortable. In Beijing, we stayed at Tsinghua University for a few days. Accompanied by a team of Chinese students, we visited Tian’anmen Square, the Forbidden City, Summer Palace, and Beijing University. Our Alumnus, Cory Vietor, who is an established movie producer in Beijing, gave us a great talk. 

We left the city to the Great Wall at Jinshanling. We were the only visitors on the original and magnificent part of the Great Wall. With white clouds above and mountain peaks below, we performed Tai Chi on the Great Wall. We felt we had joined history and nature with the Huns outside the Great Wall and the Hans inside. 

We visited Chengde, one of the most beautiful and history loaded cities in China. We explored the Imperial Summer Lodge, the largest palace, garden, temple complex in the world. I gave a lecture in front of the entrance based on my published article, “The Worlds of Chengde Imperial Summer Lodge.”  Each student carried a notebook for the whole tour, writing down words, phases, and idioms they saw and heard. We stayed in the best hotel of the city located at the foot of a Taoist Hill. We climbed the hill, watched a traditional show on an outdoor stage, and entered a Taoist temple, where I gave a lecture on Taoism. We bowed to the stone carved picture of Lao Tzu because of his love of nature, understanding of human limitation, and trust of Now. 

You may remember we bowed to his rival, Confucius, in Beijing. We do not hesitate to make both of them our friends. Confucius and Lao Tzu are the theme of our cultural studies here in China. I want the students to work hard and succeed, but stop to smell the flowers on their way. In Chengde, we visited the Normal College of Nationalities and had wonderful contact with the students, and watched the freshmen’s required military training. 

Inner Mongolia is the peak of our tour study. We hired a huge two-story bus with excellent views. The bus climbed slowly to the steppe 1800 meters above sea level and entered a former royal hunting field with mountains, forests, and lakes. What we saw is like the scene in an ancient nomad folk poem from this area: 

The lofty sky is deeply blue. 

The vast wildness is not seen through. 

When the wind lowers grass in green, 

Sheep and cattle are easily seen. 

We had a bonfire party with dancing, singing and eating a roasted whole sheep.  You can imagine the pleasant atmosphere when the karaoke played a familiar Chinese song the students had learned at Carleton College. 


We rode horses and marched towards the General’s Lake, by which the Manchu army had a battle with the rebell Mongolians three hundred years ago. Confident and, elegant, our students rode like Mongolian chivalry. We each had a groom and soon many grooms trusted us and let us ride by ourselves.  

We climbed a wild mountain and had a magnificent view over the grassland. I asked a student who climbed to the peak what he saw. Quan shijie (the whole world) was his answer. Yes, our horizon is now farther, wider, and higher. We saw something between the sky and the earth. During an excursion, I stayed with a group of students who decided to fly a kite, and another group hiked away over hills. Some of us sat there,  lost in thought. (Remember the motto of our program? -- New knowledge, new experience, new thought.)  We discovered why the Mongolians, led by Genghis Khan, once conquered the world. A broad heart and a wide horizon would lead one far, very far. Civilization is not only prosperity; it should include nature, harmony, and calmness. 


Sleeping in the yurts was unforgettable. The round wall and the cone roof are typical for traditional nomadic life, yet surprisingly, our yurts had toilets and hot showers inside. The bonfire, the cold air, the dark sky studded with shinning stars plus the howls of wolves from far away became  perfect preparation for the coming heavy studies of language and culture in Tianjin and Shanghai. 


We returned to Chengde before Tianjin. We climbed the mountain with its incredible Sledge Hammer Rock, a vertical rock formation like a God’s thumb. My friend, Director Xiang of Government of Hebei Province, an enthusiastic supporter of this tour, gave a wonderful talk at the welcoming banquet and he climbed with us to the rock. In Chengde, we visited a primary school while the pupils were having a PE class. Several students had a race with the local kids, and won warm cheers. Our visit to a village was received by villagers dancing Yangge, a traditional country drum dance. We visited farmers at their home, and had lively conversation in Chinese with them. A team of photographers worked with us during the complete tour in Hebei and Inner Mongolia. Before we left for Tianjin, each of us received an album. Each of the 27 albums is different, focusing on the owner or protagonist of the specific album. 


Finally, we arrived at Nankai University and started our concentrated study. The students have four Chinese language classes in the morning in three sessions at different levels with 2 instructors for each. With the six enthusiastic and efficient language teachers, the students are all immersed in the gaiety of vivid language. The gaiety is earned by hard work including frequent quizzes, demanding lectures, daily homework, and repetitive drills. The students signed a language pledge, allowing themselves to speak Chinese only in most cases. 

In the afternoon, the students learn Tai Chi and martial arts with a national champion in this art. The students also learn calligraphy and Peking Opera. I teach a course entitled “Chinese Civilization” for two afternoons every week. In this class I teach Chinese history and culture and I associate the teaching with the sites we just visited from the Great Wall to the Forbidden City. One meeting was special when I lectured on cross cultural communication with verbal, nonverbal, and cultural language. Our students compared body language in China, USA, Nigeria, and India.  I am now reading their very impressive papers in English and Chinese about their experiences and reflections on Chinese civilization.


Our students told me they like their teachers, their new Chinese friends, their residence, the food, and environment here at Nankai. The dormitory is newly decorated with private bathrooms, telephones, and internet connection. Nankai University has a beautiful campus with lakes, trees, and modern and classical buildings. The Chinese food is often associated with special cultural experiences. We had Peking duck after touring Beijing’s Forbidden City, and Mongolian hotpot after exploring Tianjin’s former foreign concessions. We enjoyed Peking duck in Beijing. Their new friends have helped them get familiar with the campus, the city, and the local culture. Above all, their Chinese is getting better everyday. I am often surprised by their new phrases and idioms. The students are growing; the baby dragons are flying without wings (Chinese dragons do not have wings). 


The students will have a boat tour to celebrate the Chinese National Day and Moon Festival tomorrow. Tomorrow is Chinese National Day. Having studied so hard, they deserve a cheerful festival in a boat touring through the city, which they have already identified as their second home. 

Happy Mid Autumn Festival or Moon Festival. (Do not forget to stare at the moon on October 6, the moon festival. The moon will be most full and bright that night.) 

Qiguang Zhao

Director 

Carleton in Tianjin  

P.S. I’ve attached a few pictures from China. In addition, you may view a student’s blog at http://hahalikeno.livejournal.com. On the front page, click “read more” to see the photos and short videos. I thank Lindsey for letting me give you the address. 

