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It’s funny how life turns out when you are travelling. I had set off from Timor planning to reach China by sea, cross that country by train to Mongolia and then come home. But a chance encounter with a Welshman on the Trans-Siberian Express en route to Ulaan Bator had made me decide once again to take the long way home. I had ended up in Tianjin, a great port washed by the Bohai Sea on China’s north-east coast. It sits on the banks of the Hai River, 120 kilometres from Beijing. I now planned to sail down the coast of China to Shanghai, ride riverboats as far south as I could on the Yangtze, go to Guangzhou where I had heard it was possible to get a visa for an overland crossing into Vietnam, make my way over the mountains to the border and, with luck, be allowed to enter Vietnam’s far north.

The train journey from Beijing had taken me only two hours. I got off at the station with a minimum of fuss and a fellow-traveller, a Chinese man, helped me with my bags.  

My guide book labelled Tianjin ‘the most expensive town in China’. It was said to be a hopeless place to find a reasonably priced hotel room that was not off-limits to foreigners. Near the railway station exit I came across a table run by an official-looking woman whom I deduced, from the pictures she displayed, was selling hotel rooms. I reckoned that in these circumstances some bargaining might be in order. I asked how much. The woman wrote a figure on a piece of paper. I said, ‘Too much. I only want a single room.’ I wrote 200. She used a nearby public phone – there was no office, only the table – and returning said, ‘Okay,’ and indicated that I should go with a man she now had in tow. He turned out to be the driver of one of the little yellow vans that served as taxis. By now it was ten o’clock at night and I went willingly.

He took me to a smart hotel, where three giggling girls presided over the reception desk. They intimated that I could have a room and wrote a price: 488 yuan. I recoiled in mock horror. ‘No, no,’ I said, ‘I can’t afford that,’ and began to bargain with them. We finally settled on 188 yuan.

That accomplished, it seemed to take all three young ladies forever to fill out the myriad forms that were necessary to get me admitted. And then they could not scrape up enough money to give me twelve yuan change. ‘Come back tomorrow’, was all they said. It’s no good travelling in China without cash. You need lots of the gorgeous stuff – no one will trust you inside their establishment unless you pay up front, preferably in small denominations.

The accommodation I was finally let loose in was far above the standard to which I had become accustomed in China. And everything worked – airconditioner, lights, hot water! The toilet flushed. But there were the usual faults. The hand-basin was loose, and the shower was impossible to use; the water wouldn’t mix and was either burning hot or stone cold. The young female room attendant showed me how to work everything in my room and a bell boy, the first I’d encountered on my travels, delivered and stowed my bags.

The hotel dining-room was crowded at breakfast, perhaps because the meal was included in the price of the room. The food was not riveting, but I had got up at the crack of dawn to indulge in it, so I was determined to persevere. Rice and pea gruel, which tasted like warm water that had had rice washed in it, was followed by a cold hard-boiled egg, some of the pickled cabbage I had come to like, and dumplings. Tianjin is famous for its steamed dumplings – they are even exported to Japan – and these were delicious. There were also some strange-looking fried patties that were definitely an acquired taste –meat spread with peanut butter, sprinkled with sesame seeds and dipped in batter.

Outside the hotel, the bell boy, who was most concerned about where and how I was going, helped me get a taxi to CITS, supposedly the place to go if you need to buy tickets, or get help with your travel arrangements. CITS was located in a marvellous great building with China International Travel Service blazoned across its front. The foyer of the building was desolate except for the usual guard who sat behind a glass screen like a museum exhibit. In China I found that everyone who was exposed to the public was, wherever possible, behind barricades. Through the peephole in his glass case the guard indicated that I should state my business.

I said, ‘CITS.’

He pointed upstairs, but when I took a step in that direction he said, ‘No no!’ He dialled a number and then handed me the phone through the aperture.

A woman asked, ‘Who do you want to see?’

‘No one in particular,’ I said, ‘I just want some help.’

‘What do you want?’

‘I want a ticket on a boat to Qingdoa.’

No boat went anywhere from Tianjin, she said, except for the international ferries that sailed to Korea and Japan. After this outrageous lie, Madam CITS was utterly unhelpful. She refused to admit me to the office, saying that she was not seeing anybody that day. Thinking, Funny behaviour for a firm that was in the business of helping and advising foreign visitors, I left. But the guard waved me next door to China Airlines where a beautiful young woman listened to my story and wrote down the address of the coastal boat ticket office for me.

At the shipping office the ticket-seller and I, with the aid of the phrasebook and a lot of effort, worked out where I wanted to go and how much it would cost. I went off to change some money and arrived back just before midday to discover that all the ticket windows were covered with wooden shutters. I banged on one behind which I could hear voices and was told that the office did not re-open until half past one. I sat down on the hard wooden bench to wait. An old man shuffled up and, smiling broadly at me, practised his only two words of English – both ‘H’ words, ‘Hello and Whore’.

At a quarter to one I was joined by the first English-speaking traveller I had encountered in a long time, a Chinese named Liang. He was a friendly young man who was on holiday from his job as an electronics engineer with a French nuclear firm in Guangzhou. He decided to wait with me, and I asked him if he would help me buy my ticket. Liang was going to Dalian, and he convinced me that I should too, saying that it would be easier to get a ship to Shanghai from there than from Qingdoa.

Having eventually acquired the boat ticket, I got into a taxi intending to go to the antique market, but the driver told me that I would be wasting my money because the market closed after lunch. All the taxi drivers I encountered in this town were honest. This one took me on a much shorter trip to a local tourist attraction, the Ancient Culture Street, an area where old buildings have been restored or reproduced to recreate a traditional old town. It is centred around the Temple of the Queen of Heaven, the goddess of the sea, which dates back to 1326 AD. The buildings were impressive but the shops all sold similar souvenirs and copies of antiques that I found tedious after a while. The few genuine old pieces were either very expensive or not very good. I did buy a silk kite however, another product for which Tianjin is famous.

At the end of the Ancient Culture Street, I came to the River Hai and started walking along its bank in the direction of the city centre. It was an agreeable ramble. The river wound through the town and passed under many bridges, one of which was shaped and curved to follow the large decorative dragons that ran along each of its sides. The path by the riverside meandered under shady spreading trees and every now and then I passed small cafés that served coffee and drinks at tables and chairs in the open air. 

The feeling that I was walking along the River Seine in Paris was reinforced by the ornate wrought-iron railings that edged the riverbank and which I read had been brought from France. People fished from the railings using hand lines or rods and itinerant bicycle repair, accessories and spare parts salesmen set up business beside the path. You could lean on the balustrade and watch the river while your bike was mended. Or you could perch on a tiny, three-legged stool and get your hair cut by the nomadic barber who wandered along looking for trade. Other vendors produced an instant shop by stringing a rope between two trees and hanging some goods, such as scarves, on it. One woman pedalled by on a bike that had an emporium of plastic wares and clothing dangling from its sides. At one spot I came upon a large piece of plastic sheeting that had been strung between two trees. A crowd of men behind it seemed to be gambling. It looked like a floating crap game.

The riverside railings were also used to suspend big circular fishing nets. They were attached to poles that extended outwards from a central post like the arms of an umbrella, and were hauled up and down by a winch. I watched many nets brought up but didn’t see any fish in them. This caused me no grief. The river was marred by flotsam, and the town’s sewerage emptied into it. I would not have wanted to eat anything that came out of it.

Strolling along under the lovely trees watching local life going by was great, but every now and then I came to a bridge, and I had to negotiate the terrifying traffic on the road that crossed it. There were lots of cars, a few carts drawn by horses or donkeys and millions of bicycles. I had learned by now that I would never get across a street if I did not just step out bravely into the bicycle brigade. I had watched how the Chinese navigated their way. The locals simply walked among the bicycles like a bunch of chooks. So, taking a deep breath I would march into the melee and rely on them to miss. They were pretty good at it too. Bikes peeled off me all around.

In Tianjin’s city centre, I marvelled at a veritable architectural museum of turn-of-the-century buildings – remnants of the Europeans who had occupied segments of the town in its trading heyday. Tianjin was developed as a port and grain storage point in the fourteenth-century Yuan Dynasty following the establishment of Beijing as the Mongol capital. In 1858, the British and French invaded Tianjin, established trading posts and opened it to other countries, and the Japanese, Germans, Austro-Hungarians, Belgians and Italians also moved in. Now Tianjin has a population of five-and-a-half million people and, with two universities and numerous institutes and colleges, it is an important education centre.

The next morning I arrived at the shipping office intending to board the bus to Tanggu, fifty kilometres away, which is Tianjin’s port. My friend Liang was waiting for me at the office. He persuaded me to share a taxi, saying that the bus would be overcrowded, which it was. The taxi was much more comfortable. Liang sat in the front seat with the female driver, while I reclined in the back of the van, lounging on a chintz-covered seat with my feet up like Cleopatra swanning down the Nile.

The road we travelled to Tanggu was a tangle of bikes. They were everywhere and I was constantly surprised at how the taxi managed to miss them. We drove over many of the canals and waterways that crisscross Tianjin and on their landscaped edges, as well as in the frequent leafy parks, I saw people doing tai chi and grandparents minding children; one elderly man was teaching a small boy to ride a tricycle along a canal path.

Once outside the city, however, we were in a dreary industrial landscape that was only relieved by an occasional, unintentionally humorous sign. I saw one that proclaimed a building to be ‘The Long Smooth Perfect Article Factory’. I am still wondering what exactly they made. They certainly weren’t giving away any such information before you got in the door, but any time I want a long smooth perfect article, I shall know where to go.

The only other interesting sight on the highway was a mule train; a team of ten heavily loaded mules plodded along amid the zooming traffic.

Tanggu seemed to consist mainly of low sailors’ dives. There were whole streets of them, presumably catering to the droves of Chinese tourists who land here by ship from Macau and Hong Kong. I remembered my friends, the seamen of the Good Ship Pandora, with whom I had once hitched a ride across the Indian Ocean and who had promised to show me a low sailors’ dive in Bombay. This had never eventuated, and I am still waiting for this elevating experience to enrich my life.

Liang and I lunched in a wharf-side café that had poor food at inflated prices. Our ship, the Tiansin, carried 500 passengers, but it was not overcrowded. The toilets, however, were the communal trough and trench variety, but without running water, and so they came complete with piles of other people’s doings.

As the Tiansin pulled out of port, I made for the bow of the ship where I could see a sole occupant. On closer  inspection I heard loud retchings and heavings, which explained his solitude. I left him to it.

I had only been able to buy a second-class ticket on the Tiansin, and I found myself in a four-bunk cabin with three young men for company. What a good conversation opener that would make. ‘I spent the night between Tianjin and Dalian with three young men!’ The cabin was large and functional, but it had no privacy. The door even contained an eye-level, uncurtained window through which anyone who had a mind to could peer in at you from the passageway. It reminded me of the windows in the doors of prison cells that are used for checking on the inmates.

That evening Liang and I ate together in the ship’s huge cafeteria. We had a cheap meal of chicken that was a minefield of small bones which my dinner companion spat directly onto the tablecloth. A big brown bottle of beer cost me three yuan – twenty-four cents – but came without anything in the line of a drinking vessel. At intervals during dinner I clutched this huge bottle by the neck and swigged out of it, imagining how such niceties would go down in polite society.

Later I wandered around the deck. The sea was like dark-green glass and the ship made hardly any movement as it slid over it. In the cabin I lay on my upper bunk and watched the ocean through the port-hole. My room-mates had all fallen on their beds the minute they had come aboard ship and slept until dinner time, after which they had prepared for bed and slept again, snoring, until morning. Except for two of them, who had woken at about ten in the evening and begun smoking and talking. Then one had started to sing softly. It must have been a lullaby, because I went to sleep.

At eleven the next morning, the Tiansin slid slowly past a long breakwater and tied up at the wharf of Dalian. We had been a good while coming into this massive and busy harbour. Crowded with ships, its docks lined by imposing  warehouses, it reminded me of Bombay. Overshadowing the warehouses were huge cranes that worked away, picking things up and putting them down frantically like giant, stick-insect robots gone mad. And over everything hung a heavy grey pall of pollution.

I went ashore, disappointed that I had not seen Liang this morning. I feared his desertion might have been brought on by my questions. I had noticed that he did not ask me anything personal. Was this because he was too polite? Perhaps he had thought I was a spy. Perhaps he was the spy! He had told me that his job as an electronics engineer at the French company’s nuclear station in South China involved the disposal of toxic waste materials. I had been shocked at his reply to my question, ‘What do you do with it?’ In a matter of fact manner, he simply said, ‘We put it in the sea.’

I had also asked him how he felt about the new path that China was taking. He said that he did not like to see the old culture destroyed, but he liked some things. ‘Like discos?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ he answered, smiling. ‘You mean you want to keep some of the old ways, but the freedom is good.’ I said, and he agreed. Maybe it had been the word ‘freedom’ that had scared him off. It is a new concept in China. Or it could have been that he was deterred by the thought of a re-encounter with the clunky luggage that he had had to help me carry on board.

A hike along the wharf brought me to the place where buses waited to ferry passengers to the terminal exit. I stood back, confounded, while two buses were stampeded until they were full and left. Eventually the sheer number of Chinese behind me propelled me onto a bus. I rode standing in a solid press of bodies and hanging on to the back of a seat for grim death.

Disgorged into the street, I found myself in front of a great flight of steps which I thought led to the shipping  terminal offices where I might buy a ticket to Shanghai. I struggled up this monumental obstacle course to discover that it wasn’t so. I lumped my bags further down the road. It was lined by offices that could possibly have been travel agents, so I stepped into one to enquire. An obliging man went to find someone who spoke English and shortly charming Miss Fong materialised. She made a phonecall for me and informed me that the boat would leave the next day. Miss Fong directed me to the ticket office, a cavernous affair a few doors down. Here I waited patiently while a woman meticulously stamped and sorted thirty thousand tickets under the enthralled gaze of the cluster of people who pressed about her. Although it was obvious that nothing was happening up front, the woman behind me wouldn’t stand quietly and kept pushing me closer and closer until she eventually wormed her way up alongside me in the starting gates. But I got shunted up to the desk before she managed to pass me.

The ticket lady made it known to me that Miss Fong had been wrong – there were no tickets to Shanghai. All the people behind me joined in the effort of deciphering the phrasebook. ‘No ticket to Shanghai,’ they chorused.

I returned to Miss Fong and said that perhaps the ticket seller had not understood me. She very kindly dropped what she was doing, locked her desk and went to see for herself. Fifteen minutes later she returned and said, ‘Sorry, no tickets today. You try tomorrow.’

She dialled a number and let me speak to a man who explained that it was not possible to buy a ticket in advance.

You had to get to the ticket office when it opened at eight o’clock in the morning and fight for a ticket for that day.

My guidebook claimed that there was a baggage storage office in the vicinity, but it proved elusive. I suspect that it was secreted in the International Terminal Building, but a large policeman barred the entrance and sent me packing.  I wasn’t allowed in there without a ticket to prove I was going somewhere.

A taxi driver with a little English accosted me. I explained that I wanted a hotel that wasn’t too dear and we set off on the big search for this rare animal. Dalian was reputed to run a close second to Tianjin in the Most Expensive race. At the first hotel the driver and I discussed the price I would pay and he went in to negotiate for me – to no avail. Three hotels and a similar amount of rejections later, he finally established me in the Fortune Hotel at a cost of 220 yuan a night.

The Fortune Hotel was another of those places where I was not allowed the responsibility of a key. The room attendant came attached at the waist to a thousand keys that jangled on a lump of fencing wire fixed to a railway sleeper. She rattled up and down the wire through a cacophony of keys until she found the one that matched my door. And each time I went in or out the door I had to find her to lock or unlock it for me.

A sign over the front entrance of the hotel claimed that it had a restaurant. When I asked the desk staff to direct me to it, I was marched to the front door and handed to the doorman, a severe-looking fellow who turned out to be most amiable. Taking me in his custody, he trundled me down the street, across the road and into a place that served Chinese fast food. The doorman dragged me all around the room pointing out the food on the tables and the pictures of it on the walls, before giving me into the keeping of a young man at the counter.

I ate some luscious steamed dumplings that were filled with a kind of green spinach and shrimps. I had been determined not to touch anything out of these polluted waters, but it was delicious. Seafood was the gastronomic specialty of Dalian, and it was hard to avoid it. Local tourists flock here to eat it, seemingly unconcerned by the foul state of  the ocean it comes from. A dish of tasty sauce that contained at least six cloves of garlic accompanied each serve –with any luck it would kill any lurking bacteria. My attendant/keeper brought me a special serviette and a spoon, rather than chopsticks, and looked after me very well – all for the cost of a dollar. When I prepared to leave, he took me, literally, by the hand, and led back me to the hotel. And not just to the door, but right into the foyer. I must look mentally defective, I thought.

Later, in my girlish innocence – or stupidity – I again tried CITS. I thought they would help me to get a ticket to Shanghai. I never learn! The phone was answered by someone who spoke no English and hung up on me. Totally disillusioned with CITS, I gave it away.

We had crossed the Bohai Sea to reach Dalian, which is situated on the tip of the Liaoning Peninsular of Manchuria in China’s north east. Dalian is an important port with a buoyant economy and a busy industrial centre. Occupied by the Japanese in the late nineteenth century, it became a Russian concession, known as Luda, in 1898. Dalian was a valuable asset to the Russians and they planned to make it their great warm-water port. But, after the Russo-Japanese war in 1905, it was taken from them again by the Japanese. The Soviet Union re-claimed Dalian after the second world war and kept it for ten years – until Chinese liberation.

There is a feeling of prosperity in Dalian’s wide cobblestone streets, but although it has long been a summer resort for Chinese, few western faces are seen here. Russian smugglers are said to be the usual foreign visitors. I had not seen a westerner for ages. Not that I wanted to; most of them were an embarrassment. I didn’t realise how ugly we could be until I passed one on the street in Dalian, and, looking at him through unfamiliar eyes saw him as the Chinese must have done. No wonder they stare. I did too. With his peaky, rat face, extremely pale and blotchy skin, tatty mouse brown  hair and grotty clothes, he looked very strange indeed. 

Dalian’s buildings are an eclectic medley of architectural styles; Chinese, Japanese, old Russian and new Soviet mingled with fabulous, massive old colonial buildings. In the main square there is even a copy of a Bavarian castle. The old Russian and Japanese-built bourgeois suburbs survive today as seedy semi-detached villas with brick walls, bungalows with picket fences and big churches that are used as schools and municipal buildings.

Dalian was a pleasant surprise. Like Tianjin it was more westernised than other Chinese cities I had visited. It was also cleaner, the traffic was not as horrendous and there were fewer bikes. And the people I had come across had been friendly. Some of them were natty dressers too. Although people looked at me, no one screamed, ‘Loala’ – foreigner – or ‘Gweilo’ – foreign devil – in my face. And I actually found my way downtown and back from the hotel on foot – alone and unaided!

I wandered into a bank to ask if they changed money. The teller said, ‘Upstairs’. ‘Upstairs’ denied this, but it had been worth the climb. The white marble staircase had an onyx hand-rail that imitated malachite and from the mezzanine floor I had a good view of this very beautiful building. A young employee left her desk and took me to a plate glass window to point out the street I should go down to find another bank.

In the next bank, another stunning building that had walls covered with glittering mosaics and a jade fountain in the centre of the black marble floor, I changed some money with an amiable young man who came out from behind his counter to practise his English with me. A tall, distinguished-looking Chinese nearby asked the teller what nationality I was. ‘Ah,’ he exclaimed with delight, ‘Otraylia! Where have you come from in Otraylia?’ ‘Darwin.’ I replied, thinking that he would never have heard of it, or anywhere  else except Sydney, for that matter. But to my complete surprise he said, ‘I have just come from Geralton. And Bunbury. I am captain of ship. We take minerals.’

‘Fabulous,’ I said, ‘You don’t take passengers too, do you?’ He laughed and said no. ‘What a shame,’ I replied, ‘I am looking for a ship to Shanghai.’

Later I found the Friendship Store, but I was disappointed. The same goods were far cheaper in Hong Kong. It was on the staircase of this shop that I made a firm resolve never to touch another hand-rail in China. I saw a man blow his nose with his fingers, flick the proceeds onto the stairs and then wipe his hand on the rail.

I went across the street to visit the International Seamans’ Club. It was splendid. It even had its own post office with an international computer-controlled pay phone. A much better arrangement than in the government telephone office in Beijing where I had been hit for an enormous amount of money: no one had let me know how long I had been speaking.

Returning to my hotel, I discovered that at about five o’clock in the evening the veggie market in the street outside blossomed into a night market that extended into many of the surrounding streets. I love night markets. They are always vibrant; and ordinary everyday things take on a festive air when they are displayed under rows of lights strung like fairy lanterns against the canvas backs of tiny stalls. I spent a couple of hours rummaging happily through the wares.
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I awoke in Dalian to the sound of rain on the window-ledge. It was the first good steady rain I had seen in a long time. I was on the footpath outside the hotel by half past seven in the morning – some sort of miracle for me. The streets were almost deserted except for the cleaners who, covered by long, black waterproof capes and with black hoods over their heads, looked like glistening ants wielding stick brooms and pushing wooden carts about.

I was the second person to front the rails at the Shanghai boat ticket window, but before long I was surrounded, and, if I had not seized the counter like a drowning woman clutching a spar of driftwood, I would shortly have been on the tail end of a long queue. Instead of lining up in the sheep-dip like rails that were supposed to promote an orderly line, the crowd struggled five deep along the edge of the counter, ready to create pandemonium the minute the ticket seller arrived.

Although I was the second person served, I was told that there were no first-class tickets left. There’s something funny here, I thought. If tickets are issued each day and I am the first to ask for one, where are today’s tickets? Obviously someone was rorting the system. ‘Come back tomorrow,’ the official said. But that was what she had said yesterday. I refused to budge. To get rid of me the ticket seller offered me a second-class ticket for the ship leaving that afternoon. I took it.

Back in the hotel I packed, ruefully surveying my sodden jeans. I had washed them thinking that I’d be leaving tomorrow. The sound of building work reverberated all around. The hotel was being renovated. Despite its three star status, my room was a masterpiece of bungling. All the bathroom fittings were chipped, the towel rails clung precariously to the walls, the taps could only be turned off with great difficulty, and the drain hole in the sink had no covering grate – I lost the soap the first time I used it. The electrical plugs looked extraordinarily dangerous. They drooped, with exposed wires, not quite fastened to the walls, from uneven holes. The window was cracked and didn’t quite shut, or open, and the usual, almost obligatory, stains adorned the carpet.

Walking the length of the domestic ship terminal, I felt it might go on forever. As big as six large railway stations, it looked suspiciously Russian-built.

Halfway along the terminal I came upon a jolly old man in a white coat. Beaming, he held out a wooden tray covered with an assortment of sea-sickness pills for my inspection. A marvellous touch for those with suggestive minds. Stallholders sold the usual edibles; boring looking buns, red-clad sausages, bottles of beer and wine, lurid lolly water and millions of cigarettes. One extensive stall that sold mostly unwrapped comestibles was positioned smack against a large public toilet.

Installed in the waiting area indicated for my ship, I found it was cold, damp and draughty in this big open place. And being so near the water made it worse. The rain of the morning had stopped, but after a while – as soon as there was a distinct possibility that I might have to drag my bags through it to reach the ship – it started again. Although I had arrived at the terminal the requested two hours before take-off time, a crowd was already in situ when I got there. This one was eating, spitting, yelling and carrying on. Opposite me an old man in a Mao cap and suit dozed, his gnarled, leathered hands folded in his lap. But his wife, an ancient crone weather-beaten to the colour of a ripe walnut, stared at me in amazement. The bloke next to me unblinkingly watched everything I did. Unashamedly turning sideways in his chair so as not to miss anything, his eyes followed every move I made. Plastic spittoons had been placed enticingly here and there, but most people ignored them and spat on the floor. An attentive father held his infant over one, however, so that it could pee into it through its strategically split pants.

After a time, several uniformed women walked among the seats examining tickets. I was sent to wait with a small bunch of passengers who, seated directly in front of the turnstile that led onto the wharf, were secluded from the common herd. I supposed that this was to enable us to get a head start in the marathon race onto the ship. The excluded mob stood up and, growling their discontent, glowered at us from over the other gate. But, despite the handicapper’s favouritism, as soon as we were out of the starting gates the mob caught up with, and passed me.

The moment I stepped outside the waiting area the rain came down harder. I sloshed through deep puddles along the wharf until I came to three flights of steps. I cursed. At the bottom of the steps buses waited to convey the passengers to the ship and once more the crowd fought frantically to get in.

I was finally shoved onto a bus. It trundled along in the now teeming rain and deposited me on the wharf in front of the ship. Before I made it up the gangplank and under shelter, I had to cross a wide open space where I was stopped three times by police who wanted to see my ticket, passport or anything else that I could provide for them to play with. 

‘American?’ I was asked.

‘No, Australian.’

‘OK.’

I think they were just curious, but in the pouring rain? I was drenched by the time I had been pushed and propelled up the gangplank.

On the ship from Tianjin to Dalian I had discovered that, although I had been told there were no first-class cabins, there were actually plenty of empty ones on the ship. So now, when I was joined in the cabin allotted to me by three young men who were pleasant and personable, but who were all smoking heavily, I decided to ask if I could upgrade.

I approached the ship’s officer, who had helped me carry my bags up the last few stairs. He was a real Creepy Drawers. I found his appearance and manner repulsive: Danny de Vito on a bad day – bulging eyes of evil aspect, heavy brows and thick lips. And he touched me. In China I had been pushed, shoved, and man-handled more in a short space of time than I had ever been before, but I had not been touched in an offensive manner. Creepy Drawers spoke slyly to me in Chinese, which sounded as though he was insinuating something. And when the young men joined me in the cabin, he came in and leered at me.

After I asked if I could change to a first-class cabin, Creepy went away and returned with a young woman who spoke some English. I wasn’t sure whether she understood what I wanted, but I watched her, Creepy and another uniformed officer have a long discussion. Then she said, very politely, ‘Please wait,’ and returned shortly with a colossal bundle of keys.

‘Come and look.’

After many attempts to open a glass-fronted door which none of the keys seemed to fit, she gave up, went to the other side of the ship and finally got the corresponding door open. Inside was what looked like a board room that  stretched all the way across the prow. It contained a convention of chairs, a television set and one huge 1960s wooden table. For a moment I thought I was about to be billeted in here, but, no, a door led off one side wall which, after much more struggling with keys (I deduced that these rooms were not used much) opened onto a large cabin suite. One corner was occupied by a capacious double bed which Creepy took some pains to point out to me. Every time he came in afterwards, and this was often, he eyed the bed, looking at it longingly. I wondered, a little apprehensively, if he had deliberately arranged this secluded site in order to separate me from the mob, like a dingo separates a sheep from the flock before it pounces.

For all that I was delighted with my new accommodation and gladly paid the extra fee.

From my cabin’s big portholes that looked down on the ship’s prow, I saw a few hardy souls brave the rain that continued to fall steadily and come out on deck as the ship left port. Not me. I was for comfort. Cosy in my special nest, I watched the ship sail through the two arms of the breakwater that encircled the harbour. Although it was only two in the afternoon, it was already so dark that the light beacons on the breakwaters were flashing. The face of the sea was heavily pitted by raindrops, but its grey surface was only disturbed by small, even risings. The sky was as grey as the sea and where they met it was so shrouded in mist that it was hard to see where one began and the other left off.

At first Creepy and the other attentive crew member kept popping in with towels, hot water for the thermos, and other luxuries. I thought they’d never stop looking after me. But finally the girl said, ‘Now you rest,’ and I was alone to survey my splendour, and to wonder whether at any moment I would discover that the cabin actually belonged to Creepy. The thought then struck me that he had the keys. 

One of the first things I noticed was the absence of a spittoon. Almost all the accommodation I had occupied so far had been adorned with one, usually an enamelled tin job that looked like an old-fashioned potty.

The Ningxia was Chinese-built and about the same 1950s vintage as the Hai Sing, the ship on which I had travelled from Hong Kong to Shanghai. But this vessel had been designed for local, not international, use and was very different. The Ningxia carried 800 passengers-some of whom travelled on her decks. Her exterior sported considerable rust and paint was conspicuously absent, but her interior boasted laminated wooden bulkheads and doors and the blond wooden furniture that was popular in the fifties and sixties in Australia. Overall there was a lack of finish to the fittings and all work seemed incomplete and grotty.

My cabin, however, was as big as you would get in a stateroom on the QE2. It had a good red carpet, the first unstained carpet I had seen in China, and several iron-framed portholes that did not seem to have been opened in years; the screw bolts on either side were rusted solid. The attractive edging around the portholes had been roughly tacked on, but this fault was hidden by red velvet curtains. The big double bed that was the object of Creepy’s affections was set cozily in an alcove between two wardrobes and dark red velvet curtains could be pulled across it to form a snug nook. Patterned tiles decorated the nook’s ceiling and a porthole at the foot of the bed meant that I could sit up first thing in the morning and look at the sea. Against the bulkhead rested two blankets that had been artfully folded into the shape of lotus flowers. There was even a reading light, but it didn’t work. Not that I really thought it would.

A dark-blue, vinyl couch was fixed to the bulkhead under a porthole on the other side of the cabin. Alongside it two comfy armchairs were separated by a laminex topped table  complete with a two foot high plastic bonsai tree in a stand that looked about as genuine as a green plastic Christmas tree. There was a wall-mounted electric fan that worked! But the desk light didn’t, neither did the radio attached to the wall – the knob had seized. Ditto the wall clock. Beside an ample desk a metal rack fixed to the bulkhead held the omnipresent thermos and cup.

The bathroom was very rusty, the ceiling was water stained, the light didn’t work and the usual plumbing repairs were necessary, but it contained a submarine deep bath, which was clean! and mobs of wonderful hot water. The toilet seat was a clunky, wooden model that looked indestructible and a large wooden letterbox held the toilet paper. An intermittent soughing noise, like the sound of waves in the sea, came out of the loo, and the water in it sloshed rhythmically back and forth. This sound increased in proportion to the speed or motion of the ship and when you sat on the toilet you were treated to a cold updraft every now and then, which was mildly disconcerting.

My cabin’s position on the highest point of the ship’s prow made it utterly private, a novelty in China and a wonderful change. I was contentedly resting as bid when, at a quarter to five, two young ladies called to tell me it was supper-time. Because I was in the VIP room, I was treated like one for the entire voyage. I was made the number one pet of the crew and pandered to like royalty. It became quite embarrassing. The thought occurred to me that if Mao had travelled on this ship, he would have occupied this cabin; the bed I was sleeping in was the bed he would have slept in.

The two young ladies escorted me through the hungry-lookinghorde that was kept waiting outside the door of the empty dining room until I was seated. Then they fussed over me like the VIP that I had suddenly and mysteriously become, as they tried to discover what I would like to eat.  I said, ‘I will eat anything you bring,’ much to their amusement. Just then a waiter dumped a styrofoam food receptacle containing a heap of wet wooden clothes pegs on the table. ‘But I won’t eat that!’ I said. Gales of giggles.

What I did eat was great; some sort of chopped spiced meat. I had no idea what, and I hoped it wasn’t one of the local exotica. At least I knew it couldn’t be rat. I had just read how Dalian folk had recently completed a successful campaign to exterminate their rodents.

I sat on a small wooden stool at a rough wooden table to dine. Windows all around the large room opened onto the deck. The glass was missing from the one in front of my table, so I got a good stiff breeze in my face to accompany my meal. The wooden peg mystery was eventually solved. Your order was placed in a peg that had the number of your table written on it. And you did not get your nose inside a feed bag unless you had paid in full, up front. In one corner of the dining room, a man seated behind a wooden bench sold large bottles of warm beer. Qingdoa beer, the best in China, was seven yuan – about eighty cents. I don’t mind room temperature beer when the weather is as cold as it was up there, off the coast of Manchuria.

When I had finished eating, my two escorts took me back to my cabin and invited me to dance in the restaurant at seven. I put on my dancing shoes. The restaurant turned out to be the grotty dining room thinly disguised. The main lights had been dimmed, a ring of coloured lights surrounded a cleared central area and a karioke had been set up in one corner. (Where some absolutely dreadful singing went on.) Creepy was seated at the door flanked by two muscled henchman, who were punching back would-be boarders like the heroes in a swashbuckling pirate film. A ticket was obviously needed for admission. I did not have one, but this omission was overlooked. No drinks were served, but your ticket entitled you to a carton of soy milk.

A young couple sat down next to me and started a conversation. Creepy asked me to dance and as I was brought up never to refuse to dance with a gentleman unless he was dead drunk, I submitted. We did a sedate sort of fox trot around the floor. Then one of the girls asked me. It was a first for me to waltz with a woman. I am not too keen to repeat it either. There was no rock and roll on this coastal ship, as there had been on the Hai Sing, but there was a bit of disco. These frenetic Saturday-night revels ended early and abruptly. At twenty-five past eight the lights were thrown on and a general fast exodus erupted.

I went to bed with a book, luxuriating in the best bed I had encountered on these travels. Encased in my wooden surrounds, I felt cocooned and warm. During the night I was awakened by the sound of something slamming rhythmically. I felt the ship rolling and knew that we had left the shelter of the bay and entered the open sea.

By daylight the roll had increased, and I got out of bed to a steady lift and swell. The sun came up on a dark blue empty sea that had a few white-caps on it, but nothing else in sight. I had a wonderful bath in brown (I hope it was only rust from the pipes) water. Sitting in liquid up to my chin that tipped and dipped and sloshed with the movement of the ship, I had waves without even moving.

I was left to spend a peaceful morning alone until eleven o’clock when I was again collected and escorted to a meal. My new friends from last night joined me. He was a doctor of medicine, she was a biologist, and they were part of a group on their way to Shanghai for a conference. I think Cupid had struck. This pleased me, as they made a happy couple.

After lunch, the sun came out. It lay on my book as I wrote at the desk and patterned the carpet at my feet with the shape of the windows. All day we headed steadily south through a moderate swell. The weather became warmer  and the sky cleared to a bright blue. That evening I walked around the deck. It was still warm and now it was so calm that the breeze hardly ruffled my hair. The sea remained wide and empty. We had passed only an occasional freighter going the other way. As dusk closed the day, dark gunmetal storm clouds, tinged pink at their edges, gathered. A passing container ship showed a light on the blackening expanse of the ocean and the clouds became screens for furnaces of fire.

That evening I was escorted to the feeding station and helped to dine again, but fast! It was hard not to bolt your food when people stood three deep at your elbow waiting for your seat.

I was woken at two the next morning by the decreasing of the ship’s roll and on looking out of the porthole I saw the lights of the Shanghai River in the distance. Shortly after three, we entered the channel of the river. Far away on each side fairy lights glowed that came closer together later as the river narrowed. It was very pretty, but I would rather have been asleep. At five there was a knock on the door. The young biologist had been brought by an officer to tell me to be ready to disembark at half past. We were to be escorted off first. My VIP status had now rubbed off on my two friends. More embarrassment! We three sat in the empty dining room watching the sun slowly turn the sky pink and light the buildings and ships that we slipped past.

At six o’clock we passed under the suspension bridge and edged up to the dock. My bags were carried off the ship by a steward and with the help of my friends I was bundled into a taxi.

I went to the Pujiang, the hotel I had stayed at on my previous visit to Shanghai. Here there was, as usual, no room at the inn. I left my bags in their care and went next door to the Shanghai Mansions for a very expensive, and meagre, breakfast. But I had the unmitigated pleasure of watching a  family of four Chinese struggle to use knives and forks to eat their bacon and eggs. These were the first eating irons I had seen in a long while. The family held a piece of cutlery in each fist and tried to pick up their food as though they were tongs – a messy and not very successful operation. Meanwhile behind me there was a familiar slurping noise, which I took for granted to be a Chinese enjoying his gruel, until I discovered it came from an underwater vacuum cleaner that was being used to clean out the fish tank.

Returning to the Pujiang to wait for a room, I sat in the foyer and chatted to an Australian couple who had two delightful kids in tow. After an hour they left seeking beds elsewhere, but I persisted in my vigil until after checkout time at twelve noon when I was told that there were no spaces in four-bed rooms. I was asked if I would take a single room instead. Would I what! The existence of this rare phenomenon had always been hotly denied in the Pujiang. I had been told that they never had any, not now, not ever. But the last time I had been here, only a few weeks ago, they’d had a restaurant serving breakfast. Now all knowledge of dining rooms and food was refuted, but the single room had appeared. I gave up on this puzzlement. Perhaps the restaurant had been converted into single rooms.

My room turned out to be located on a floor way up in the Gods that must have been the former servants’ quarters. The lift and grand staircase ended at the fifth floor below it and from there you ascended a set of dark, steep stairs to the attic. I imagined the ghosts of weary maid-servants trudging up these stairs late at night.

Most of the rooms on my floor were empty, but it was a good thing I did not have a lot of company. The polished wooden boards creaked and shook when anyone walked, or thundered, down the passage past my door. I turned on the television. The picture was heavily frosted, but Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev were dancing ‘Swan Lake’.  Later it produced Dan Daily and Ernest Borgnine sprouting high-pitched, choppy Mandarin in a 1950s Hollywood musical extravaganza. I eventually worked out how to get the desk lamp to stay on. It only functioned when the switch was placed alongside the cupboard and the table squeezed up against it.

One drawback to living in the attic was that the bathroom I had to use was three flights of stairs down on the third floor. I had to dash back up the main staircase with dripping hair, clutching my dressing gown and sponge bag to my chest as I passed respectably clad people going out for the day. The bathroom, in an annexe off the side of the building, was a dingy old square room covered all over in white tiles and with drainage holes in the floor that made it look like a gas chamber. The floor sloped away a good four inches as though the annexe was sliding down the outer wall. It felt as though I was still on the ship. Ancient pipes ran down the walls to two antique taps that spouted a solid jet of water which, without the refinement of a shower rose, pelted you from an overhead pipe. I got a drenching torrent of stone cold water and beat a hasty retreat. Ten minutes later it was still running cold, so I sought help. A housemaid said she would come and show me how to get hot water. I took off my clothes again, put them on the bench on one side of the bathroom and was standing there nude and freezing when she came in and said, ‘You wait.’ She removed her shoes, turned both the taps on full bore and latched the door open. I was on public view again. Then, to my amazement the maid calmly dropped her trousers, whipped off her shirt and joined me in the shower.

This day was the first clear day I had seen in Shanghai. It was Monday and the factories had been shut for the weekend. The line of spectacular nineteenth-century buildings along the Bund, Shanghai’s famous riverfront, stood out against a blue sky. I was glad I saw Shanghai in this light. It  was also fantastic to be warm enough to throw off my woollies, even though the locals were out buying their longjohns and the shops were full of winter fashions.

Feeling the need to pig out on something uncomplicated, I walked to Nanning Street to disgrace myself at McMaggot’s with two Big Macs and a Coke. I wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like this at home. Sometimes in China, though, it was a welcome relief to eat something so utterly, familiarly western.

At the river-boat office, just off the Bund, I managed to buy a ticket on the boat leaving that night for Wuhan. I would be able to change vessels there and go on to Chungking, which was almost as far as river passenger transport went. I walked back along the Bund, past the harbour and across Huangpu Creek, to the Pujiang. Styrofoam containers choked the creek and the edges of the river. On the bridge an old woman, who looked about the same age as her wares, sold hundred-year eggs from a wicker push cart.
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