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Note to the Reader
I have lived overseas for 8 years of my life. Having had the good fortune to live in France and
Germany, and having spent time in 18 other countries, I believe that I am somewhat more
experienced in assessing and fitting into foreign cultures than many Americans. Additionally,
I was married for 8 years to a Chinese woman, whose parents had been educated in mainland
China.
In preparation for this trip, I invested approximately 40 hours in studying Mandarin so that I
could speak and understand simple phrases, and spent a month studying the people,
economics, and society. More importantly, I was fortunate to have some experienced friends
along with me on the trip.
The net-net of these qualifications and preparation? I am told that I was effective in my
business meetings and in dealing with the Chinese. Moreover, I had a great time (with the
possible exception of the last 24 hours!).
I’ve also been told that, for the person without equivalent experience, there is a danger in
reading this journal. Some of you may assume that you’ll pick up things at the same pace and
ability. While it’s possible that you will react even quicker and more capably than I, you may
wish to assume a longer “learning-curve”.
Happy Reading!
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Day 1 (August 15, 2003)

Beijing
I'm getting ready to hit the sack at the Jianguo Hotel. It's nice, and you can almost believe
you're in an American hotel. The first thing that happened is that I entered the room and
none of the lights would work. Called Chris Miller's wife (ZhouLi, pronounced "Jo-Lee"), and
she told me that I had to put the room key-card in a slot by the door. KA-ZAM! the lights
come on.
This morning started off fine... picked up the shirts from the cleaner at 6:30, made it to the
airport in plenty of time for the plane. After a 2-hour trip to Chicago, went to the "Red
Carpet" club, where International travelers are allowed to lounge, get coffee, etc. Got a call
from Chris saying that he and ZhouLi were in the club at gate B4. It didn't sink in until 10
minutes before my next flight was supposed to leave that I was in the club at gate C16.... Had
to run all the way from gate C16 to B16... a LONG way.... just as the flight was boarding.
And Melissa, I had thought that I wouldn't be able to work out!
The flight itself was boring... lasted 13 hours.... got a couple of cat-naps for an hour or two at a
whack. We process thru customs, and Chris heads off the US embassy to take care of some
business before the place closes. ZhouLi and her mother head off toward the hotel in one car,
and I'm in another car with a gentleman who doesn't speak English. We immediately proceed
to lose ZhouLi, wander around the airport for 10 minutes, then head to the hotel. I'm
thinking, "I hope he knows where we're supposed to go!"
No problem. Except for the Chinese drivers, who make the drivers in Boston look like tame
woosies. These guys may be polite, but they drive VERY aggressively.
Got checked in, then went with the crew down to the Silk Market, which has the flavor of a
Turkish bazaar. ZhouLi's Mom, Monica, was up to the challenge. The vendors were
grabbing my arm, pulling me into their booths, shouting "Buy this! How much you pay?"
Monica would put a scowl on her face and pull me away from them, then lean close to my ear
and say "Do you want that?" If I indicated an interest, she would then turn around and ask in
Chinese, "How much do you want?" No matter what the answer, she would angrily shake her
head, make a counter-offer (generally about half what the vendor was asking), and then pull
me away again. After 3 or 4 such encounters, she would turn to me and say "It's good price.
You want it?"
Got Mom and Melissa some very nice silk pajamas and silk blouses. Since the Chinese are so
much smaller than we are, Chris told me to get Large and Medium rather than Medium and
Small sizes. Let's hope they fit... they're gorgeous. If they don't, maybe you guys can give
them to someone else for a Christmas gift.
Matt, I haven't seen anything for you yet. Saw some cargo pants that I thought you'd like.
However, what I'll probably do is get you a Northern Face ski jacket A $150 coat in the US
goes for $20 here.
Went out to dinner with the crowd. Ate WAY too much... Dishes included pickled jellyfish,
cow stomach, Peking duck, and about 8 other dishes. One of the dishes has a spice that I've
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never tasted before.... it sort of paralyzes the taste buds, but in a pleasant way. I'm going to
see if I can bring some of it back.
Got back to the room, ironed my shirt for tomorrow (going to see companies in Beijing and
Tianjin), powered up the laptop, and started writing. Still have some homework to do for
tomorrow, but am planning on getting to bed fairly soon. I've been up for 29 hours now, and
am getting a little blurry-eyed.
Love you all a lot. Saw that there was a major power failure in the States today, and hope that
you're all OK.
Give a hug to Shadow for me!
Love,
Dad
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Day 2 (August 16, 2003)

Beijing
Wow! What an INTERESTING DAY!
Well, to start off, my sleep schedule was totally screwed up. Woke at 4:00 and couldn't get
back to sleep. Had a mild / serious panic attack; put the plug to my laptop in the wall and got
sparks. Figured that my charger was dead, and realized that I had only 31 minutes of
computer life remaining for another 9 days of the trip. NOT GOOD. Turned out that the plug
causes sparks but doesn't seem to fry the charger... nevertheless, every time I put the plug in
the wall my heart stops.
Went to breakfast this morning with the gang, including Tim Guo and his driver. Tim is the
West Point grad (class of '98)who is living in Tianjin (pronounced "Tee-yan-jen") Had what
Japo would call "shou-bough", what is called "Bao-Zi" (pronounced “Bough-Ts-eye”) in
Beijing, and is a steaming dough ball filled with seasoned meat. Had a lot of them. Ate WAY
too much.
By the way, so far I've had 5 different kinds of tea, none of which taste like the tea we have
back home. Most of them seem to be made from fragrant flower petals and herbs.
Refreshing. But no caffeine kick like we get with a good cup of Dunkin’ Donuts' coffee.
Went to our first meeting of the day in Beijing. Met for two hours with a company that is
owned (51%) by the Chinese government. They look like a good candidate for acquisition.
The Senior Manager for Magnetics and I hit it off. He spoke some English, and Tim
translated to fill in the blanks. It's really interesting being in a culture where everybody
around you is talking with sounds and tones that make absolutely no sense. Anyway, part of
the conversation was a thinly-veiled checkup on your's-truly to see if I qualified as the kind of
partner HE wanted. I explained that I had managed many different kinds of manufacturing
operations, and described some of my other challenging projects. He solemnly looked at me
and said, "You very respectable." I countered with what is appropriate behavior in China,
saying "I know a little, but I've been very fortunate to surround myself with good people."
When we parted, he warmly shook my hand.
The Chinese are an interesting conjunction of skepticism, determination, caution, and strong
drive to earn money / fame / fortune. (This sentence will require an in-depth email at some
point.)
Anyway, finished the meeting and went to lunch. About 2 minutes after I entered the small
restaurant, I "hit the wall". My stomach was upset, but more importantly, I just wanted to
take a nap. Taking a nap in the middle of the 2nd day after a 13-hour airplane flight is the
absolutely worst thing you can do if you want to recover from jet lag. In that this is very
much a group setting (what with Chris, ZhouLi, Tim, his driver, ZhouLi's mom and her
husband), and since MEALS are the number one communication event of each day, I couldn't
even go outside for some fresh air. That would have been seen as stand-offish, and in China
such behavior is considered anti-social, a non-trivial offense. Toughed it out, ate sparingly,
and finished the meal.
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We then drove 2 hours south to Tianjin for a meeting with the District Director of business
development. In a city of 18 million, this is a VERY high position within the government. The
people were surprisingly direct, and we felt very comfortable with their commitment to a
Joint Venture project. Chris said he's never seen government officials of this caliber. He says
that most of the time they're slow decision-makers, and generally take a "My Way or the
Highway" approach.... because they have enough power to do so.
Anyway, we completed the meeting. Our meetings last about 2 hours and are intense in that
we attempt to portray ourselves as easy-going guys who want to earn money for ourselves and
our government partners ... while getting them to answer questions that may reflect badly on
themselves or their organization. Our job is to accurately identify the pluses and minuses of
each acquisition candidate. The difficult part of the interaction is that it is VERY easy to cause
someone to lose "face", or self-respect. To do so is an even more serious offense than the antisocial behavior of wanting to be by yourself.... And can absolutely kill a deal. One misstep
could keep us from doing ANYTHING in Tianjin. And, of course, we can't afford to close the
door on any opportunity at this point.
Now for the very interesting part.... Went to dinner with the Chinese team of 6 people.
During the dinner, where we were subjected to more arm-twisting on why we should choose
Tianjin, a drunk wanders in and sits at our table. Mind you, we were in a private room at the
time. The Chinese team begins to look like deer caught in the headlights. They don't ask the
guy to leave. They politely interact with him as he's talking very bad English to me and Chris.
Eventually he leaves, but he's a "happy" drunk and I just write off the behavior to his
drunkenness, and the Chinese team's behavior to their desire not to shame the drunk in front
of Americans, coupled with embarrassment of having us see this guy just as they're trying to
convince us that Tianjin is the best place in the world to start a business. ("Our people are
hard workers, top qualified people who are serious engineers, dedicated manufacturers,
etc....")
The drunk comes in not once but twice more. Each time the Director (who is probably the
3rd ranking official in a town 2 times the size of New York City), is getting more and more
upset. His body posture tells me from his stiffness that he is extremely angry, but he does
nothing.
Chris told me later that the drunk was probably someone VERY WELL CONNECTED, i.e.,
VERY POWERFUL, and that Chris had only seen something like this once before, when he
saw Deng Zhou Peng(former Premier of China)’s daughter in a similar situation. What we
had seen was the raw evidence of pure power, power that had the ability to totally emasculate
our host, a man of no small power himself.
The take-away? "Toto, we're not in Kansas anymore!" In the US, we don't take guff or bad
behavior from anyone. If Bill Clinton were to wander drunk into our party, we'd call the cops.
In China, there are people who can get away with virtually any crime they wish to commit.
You attempt to call the cops and you disappear …. To a jail, a work-farm, or you just cease to
exist.
As I said, an interesting and eye-opening day.
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Day 3 (August 17, 2003)

Beijing / Shenzhen
It’s 11:00 pm, and I’m getting ready to hit the sack. We arrived in Shenzhen at 8:00 PM after
our 3.5 hour flight from Beijing. That’s equivalent to flying from New York to Miami. The
weather here is definitely tropical, and so muggy you can cut the air with a knife. The
temperature is in the 80’s (still), and I just can’t WAIT to wear a suit tomorrow to the
business meeting. Bet I’ll sweat thru the suit in no time. The good news is that the hotel is
very nice (actually a Holiday Inn), and is their equivalent to a 4 or 5 star hotel.
Today I started the day in Beijing with a breakfast of Bao-Zi (Chinese meat pastries), and
some Wanton soup. The Bao-Zi were served in two forms: steamed and boiled. The boiled
ones have a slick texture to them, and greatly resemble dumplings. You eat them with soy
sauce, and add some hot pepper sauce that’s made of red-pepper flakes and oil. Had some go
down the wrong way and thought I was gonna die. Ate a bunch of the Bao-Zi anyway.
Next, I took the subway to Tiananmen Square, which is so vast you can’t see the other side
from the street. Then I toured the Forbidden City, where the Ming and Qing (pronounced
“Ching”) dynasties ruled from 1421 to 1911. Since I was by myself with no translator
assistance, I felt somewhat naked. But the subway has both English and Chinese signs, and
the announcements are also given in English… even if the pronunciation is foreign enough
that you have to concentrate to understand it. Nevertheless, I managed to take the wrong
train, recognized what I’d done at the first stop, took the return train back to my starting
point, and proceeded to Tiananmen. No sweat.
I’d been told that there were audio devices which could help me conduct a self-paced tour, so
I entered the Forbidden City. I wasn’t initially very impressed, ‘cause it didn’t look all that big.
Also, I couldn’t find the audio rental shop, so I approached one of the Chinese soldiers and
said, in Mandarin, “Excuse me. Do you speak English?” He put a disgusted scowl on his face
and shooed me away. Turns out that I had wandered into a small barracks area where I
wasn’t supposed to be. … another Stupid American tourist trick.
Got a bottle of Panderi Sweat (which was flavored water), and bought a ticket to tour the large
building on the East of the city.
(A quick note on fluids. Between airplane flights and the dry wind blowing out of the Gobi
desert, you need to drink lots of fluids. According to Chris, if you don’t you can do some
serious damage to your health.)
Toured the building. Wasn’t much impressed. That is, I wasn’t much impressed until I
realized that I was in a VERY small portion of the city. Started walking West, and got picked
up by a street vendor. Now, I’m pretty good at waving off the people hawking pirated CD’s
and DVD’s (copyright protection is officially supported, though in practice it doesn’t exist),
but she was nice, sweet, and I though at first she was just attempting to strike up a
conversation to practice her English. That lasted about 3 seconds, but I was determined to be
gracious because she wasn’t belligerently aggressive like the other vendors. Turns out that
her place of business was right next to the ticket counter, so I walked in. The long and short
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of it is that I bought a Chinese calligraphy for 150 Renminbi --- also called RMB or Yuan --(about $18) that was listed as selling for 300 RMB. As I told Chris later, I knew that I could
have gotten it cheaper, but I felt like I was allowed one dumb tourist purchase per trip.
Had to put down a 500 RMB deposit for the audio device and then, to my surprise, got to
listen to Roger Moore tell me all about the city. The city is absolutely awesome. The
grandeur, artwork, and history are phenomenal. The size is about 700,000 square meters,
and it takes 20 minutes at a brisk walk to go from one end of the city to the other.

As I walked back to take the subway, I found that I had missed most of the city by staying
strictly to the guided tour. While I spent 1.5 hours there, I could easily have spent 3 hours and
still not have seen it all.
I thought that I would have no trouble getting back to the hotel, but took the wrong stop on
the subway. After 30 minutes of walking and asking directions 3 times (me showing people
my hotel key card and following the vague direction of pointed instructions), I got back in
time to check out and write notes to my business prospects in the US. Stamps cost $0.68 a
piece, so it wasn’t expensive. They should get to their destinations in about 2 weeks.
We drove to the airport, got our tickets, and took the flight to Shenzhen. Most of the time was
spent reading and talking to Chris… Got in a small catnap. Walked out of the airport into a
cooling blast furnace.
That’s pretty much all the news for the day. Unpacked, ironed shirts and suits, and will now
hit the sack.
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Day 4: August 18, 2003

Shenzhen
Well, ladies and gent, today was somewhat crazy… in a lot of different ways.
First, I learned that:
•

You can drive the wrong way on one-way streets.

•

People get killed riding bicycles (saw a Toyota van whose tires were sitting on a
bicycle; since nobody was at the scene, Chris said that this was a ‘death scene’. In
such situations, the police round up everyone and haul them off to jail.)

•

You can drive cars on sidewalks.

•

You can drive cars on pedestrian pathways underneath roads.

•

It’s a wonder that anyone who travels roadways in China is still alive.

We went to our first company, and as predicted, I had sweated thru my suit by the time we
got to the conference room. Immediately took off my suit coat. By the time we toured the two
factory locations, had rolled up my sleeves as well. Man, is it hot here! However, the
company looks like a strong candidate from the perspective of size and quality. Whether we’ll
be able to come up with a suitable legal agreement is an issue that I won’t go into, because it
would take me an hour to define the problem and solution constraints.
Oh, by the time we finished with the first company (most of our meetings last 2 to 2.5 hours),
our car and driver had disappeared and we couldn’t get in touch with him. Turned out that
we had the wrong cell phone number.
Took a 30 minute break, and met downstairs to go to the second company. Had to call the
owner to come pick us up. Turns out the guy is 29, started working at the age of 14 because
his mother died and he had no father. He had worked for 7 years, then went out on his own.
Now he has 100 people working for him and claims to sell $3.5M per year in electronics
components. I think he was a hustler. I’m guessing, but he probably sells only about $500k
per year. He doesn’t understand proper manufacturing or Quality Control processes.
Nevertheless, we all liked him. He was like a puppy, eager to learn, ambitious, and hard
working. A true entrepreneur. As Chris said, “I’d like to give him $100,000 along with some
mentoring and see what he could do.” We may find a way to send some business his way, but
he’s not a viable candidate at this time.
Had a quick 20-minute lunch, then went to see our third company. We knew we were in
trouble when:
1. The sign on the gate, the sign on the door, the business cards, and the company name
on the shirt of the Product Manager didn’t match up with the company we thought we
were seeing.
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2. We found out that the company was wholly-owned by a Taiwanese company we
didn’t know about.
3. Found out that the French had started to do a Joint Venture (JV) deal with these guys
and had pulled out… for financial reasons.
4. Discovered that the General Manager was working for the Taiwanese parent
company… and had AT LEAST 4 other companies on the side that were owned 100%
by him.
5. Their major client had threatened to pull production from their shop because of poor
quality (on the order of 3,000 parts per million [PPM]… we’re looking for a company
with failure on the order of 25 – 50 PPM).
6. They weren’t ISO 9000 certified (relates to Quality)
7. They didn’t have a Quality group… though they had signs and a room that inferred
they had a Quality Management process.
8. The General Manager was interested in doing a deal on the side, setting up a JV that
the parent company wouldn’t know about.
At this point, our heads hurt. Let me see, we COULD say the following to our own customer:
“Yeah, take on this guy as a partner. He doesn’t know how to build parts you can rely upon,
he’ll use you to develop skills in his own people so he can compete with you, and then he’ll
probably steal your customers and send them to one of his other companies.” Hmmmm…… I
don’t THINK so!
Anyway, am back from dinner with the team. Going to pack for tomorrow’s trip to Guanzhou
(pronounced “Gwan-zho”). En-route we’ll be checking out two companies. And probably
sweating thru my other suit.

Love to everyone!
Dad
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Day 5: August 19, 2003

Donguang
This morning I started off the day with an American breakfast in the lounge on the 26th floor
of our hotel. It’s somewhat strange to have US food (omelet, bacon, coffee) when you know
that lunch and dinner will be a type of Chinese food not served in America. Especially when
your last meal included such foods as sliced pig’s ear, which is not bad --- but the cartilage is a
little chewy.
We drove an hour and a half to what appeared to be a small town, with buildings not much
more advanced than a 3rd-world country’s… Tucked away was a manufacturing site of the 1st
class. The owner and his partner have what is, to our eyes, the best manufacturing setup
we’ve seen so far. Their quality control measures aren’t up to snuff, but he compensates for
his weakness in process by double-testing each unit. He has also expended much more effort
to make the environment a good place for his workers. Based on what we’ve seen to date, the
term “sweat-shop” can be ubiquitously applied to a Chinese manufacturing operation. There
is rarely anything more than fans (some not moving very fast) to push around the heavy,
damp air of a subtropical region.
At least the air in his facilities was cool, the ceilings high, and the rooms well-lit. He has built
dormitories to house the 1200 workers, and the rooms all have air-conditioning (which is
turned on at night). Across China, most dormitories are lucky to have fans. Also, here
everything was spotless. We were guided thru his dining area, and observed the meal being
prepared for the workers. The food looked quite good enough to eat. The stairways were
marble.
In other words, something doesn’t make sense. This isn’t the Chinese way, where profit is
made on the backs of the workers. Most of the work is fine-hand-coordination
manufacturing, requiring good eyesight. Uniformly, the kids in these plants are between 14
and 25. You don’t see old workers in these factories. Nevertheless, overlooking the fact that
the workers fell into the age bracket we’ve seen elsewhere, this place looked like a Taj Mahal
compared to the others we’ve seen. The owner told us that last week one of his girls quit.
When he asked her why, she said “I have to leave. This place is so wonderful that if I don’t
leave now I’ll never go back home.”
Which brings me to the fundamental relationship between the Chinese worker and their
families. Most of the workers come from small villages where the annual family income is on
the order of $200 per year. The average worker makes between 500 and 600 Yuan per
month, but works overtime to make 700-800 Yuan. This is about $95 per month. Since
room and board are paid by the owner, almost all the money is sent back home. The kid
works 5 to 10 years, develops weak eyesight and carpal-tunnel syndrome, then returns home
having done his or her service for their family. It’s not an environment we can change, other
than to bring a higher quality of living through capitalism to the country. And that approach
is working. Average salaries are rising, and the quality of life is vastly superior to that of even
10 years ago.
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Back to the site visit: This was a high-quality, superior working environment, with a
competent management that takes care of its people. They will serve us well if we bring
Standex customers for site visits. They’re a keeper for the next phase of our evaluation.
There’s probably a story to be uncovered with respect to why he treats his workers so much
better than the normal Chinese owner, but we can look into that on our next visit…. And
verify that we weren’t being snookered for some reason unfathomable to the Western mind.
On to the next company….
Passing banana trees, water buffaloes and rice paddies, we drove 2 hours to our next
appointment. This company was ill-prepared, and the meeting quickly became one of “why
are we wasting our time with these guys?” The two owners had decided to be in Hong Kong,
so we met with the QC manager and the Sales manager, who didn’t have a clue. That is, they
didn’t have a clue until we started communicating that we were serious about producing
$200 million in China over the next two years. THEN we started to see panic phone calls
being made. They had an atrocious Quality Control operation. They only evaluate their
performance on a 6-month basis. Their manufacturing production failures are on the order
of 2,000 parts per million. Yuck. As we got in the car to drive to Guandong, the Sales guy was
begging ZhouLi, “Please! Call my manager!”
That ain’t gonna happen.
Drove another 2 hours through villages that were “rustic”. Chris said that some of the homes
had probably been lived in by the same families for 10 generations. It’s sobering to see such
abject poverty within an hour of a major city, replete with glass and steel architectural
marvels. But that is China today.
We are staying at what is billed as being a 4-star hotel. Their “high-speed” internet has an
internal cable system like the one I had installed at home --- 10 megabits per second
bandwidth --- but apparently has only a 56 kbps modem connected to the outside world.
That’s like having a racecar with bricks for wheels. It don’t go fast. I asked for an iron to
prepare my shirt for tomorrow. I wish you could see what they brought. It’s an iron, all right,
but has a tube connected to the top that is, in turn, connected to a large water jug hanging
from an iron frame. Oh, and by the way, the plug on the iron doesn’t match any of the plugs
in the room, and they have no adapters. When I asked for a smaller iron (i.e., “modern”),
found out that apparently I have the ONLY iron in the hotel.
On the happy side, we went to a local restaurant for dinner. When I say “local”, I mean a
restaurant where the locals go. It was in an alley, containing small shops and what looked like
garages with corrugated steel doors. These rooms serve as shared living quarters for local
workers. Some of the shops were relatively modern. There was a karaoke bar, with loud --and not high-quality ---- singing in evidence. The food, however, was excellent. We were
served in a private room upstairs, on a rickety floor. There was an air conditioner, which
competed against a hole in the wall where a window might some day be installed. But the
food was fantastic.
No pigs ear.
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China can make your head hurt. The people are, for the most part, incredibly friendly. The
people dress nicely, are very handsome, and appreciate our being here. The gap between the
“haves” and “have-nots” is very wide, but closing. Their business dealings are Byzantine, and
we have to be very careful to understand what we’re seeing and not inappropriately overlay
our American values on their society.
But I see great potential here, both for ourselves and the Chinese. We are much alike in many
ways. Our areas of difference can be diminished in time, but in a country with such a rich
history, it is hard to determine what time scale to use. The breakneck pace of societal change
is probably as surprising to the Chinese as it is to outside observers.
I suspect that the China of 2020 will barely resemble the China of today, but that the peasant
culture dating back 5,000 years will still remain a fundamental component of the country,
and how it deals with the rest of the world.
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Day 6: August 20, 2003

Dongguan
Started off by seeing a company that treated us very suspiciously – if not shabbily. They had
apparently been rude to ZhouLi on the phone, but we went to see them anyway because they
fit the profile of the companies we’re looking for. The manager showed up after we waited for
10 minutes, walked us up to a small conference room that was less-than-impressive, then
basically wouldn’t answer any questions. Bye-bye.
Went to the second company, where we met with one of the owners. Like all the other
Chinese companies, there are multiple levels of abstraction and obfuscation. However, I’m
starting to get reasonably good at reading the Chinese body posture. This guy seemed honest,
and cautiously eager to do business with us. Chris tells me, however, that I haven’t gone
against the pros yet. Apparently the Hong Kongese are VERY slippery, and can lie with the
best of them. We’ve got a meeting tomorrow with some HK’s, and I’ll let you know how it
goes.
The third company was a shock to the system. You’ve all heard the term “sweatshop”. We’ll,
although I’d certainly sweated in most of the other factories, this was what would easily
qualify for War Crime tribunals. The temperature was around 95, and the humidity was near
100% (it rained shortly after we arrived). The factory was located next to an extremely
polluted river, and there was garbage, in various stages of decay, cast in random patterns
against the walls. The workers were unusually young, averaging around 16 or 17. Some
appeared to be around 14 years old. They looked listless as they monotonously performed
their manual labor.
The Chinese guy who met us was a dunce. First of all, he shouldn’t have let us see the squalor.
Next, he didn’t put us in a comfortable room… Forget about air conditioning, there wasn’t
even a fan. Chris, ZhouLi, and I were sweating bullets, which didn’t endear us to the
manager. After seeing that we were giving him the bare minimum of polite attention, his
brain suddenly awoke and he moved us to another facility. In walking out of the building, I
noted that the workers were so hot they’d even taken off their sandals. At the next location,
we toured his manufacturing operations, and all of us developed a mild horror at observing
the workers and their situation. This company was so cheap it didn’t provide containers for
the workers, who had to use their own food bowls to hold the parts being worked on.

[Note red
food bowl]
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We certainly don’t want to recommend that our customer utilize this company for
ANYTHING…. The bad press could cause any public company’s stock to drop like a paralyzed
falcon.
Went back to our “Four Star” hotel, then went out to dinner. As usual, it was excellent! Oh,
and there was no pig’s ear…. Saw something unusual though. Our driver, who is DongBei (or
from the far northeast of China), saw me beginning to drink the tea. He waved his hand and
stopped me, then proceeded to have me take some hot tea, pour it in the small soup bowl, and
rotate the teacup in the hot tea. He also had me wash my chopsticks in tea as well. Chris
explained that this was done in rural areas to cleanse the eating utensils. That makes a lot of
sense, when the water used to wash the dishes probably contains bacteria or hostile intestinal
flora.
I’m beginning to think that we tend to take clean water and living conditions far too much for
granted in the United States.
Upon returning to the hotel, Chris took me to a club in the hotel. It was what is called a
“Karaoke Bar”. This was a much-more-upscale version of the one we passed in the alley last
night. We were met at the door by a line of hostesses who bowed to us. Then we walked into
the bar. There were about 50 girls, all dressed to the hilt in fancy dresses that looked like they
were going to a formal ball or prom dance. They were uniformly young, about 18 – 22. Most
looked at us like beef-on-the-hoof, but some ignored us. The girls are there for reasons
ranging from “just want to have a good time” to prostitution.
Chris told me that a common tale of woe is that of the young girl from the country who comes
to the city to make some money in the factories, goes out to a bar for a drink, gets hooked up
with a Hong Kong guy who takes her for a fancy dinner, buys her an expensive gift (a Sony
walkman or small TV)…. The relationship becomes sexual, and before he dumps her she
learns the lesson that she can make more money via prostitution than by working in a
sweatshop. The story isn’t all that different from what we see in the United States, and is one
of gradual seduction and entrapment in a lifestyle.
The Chinese flavor of the story is more heart-breaking. The people in rural areas often send
their daughters …. and wives … to work as prostitutes. They don’t work locally, so there is no
loss of face, but even with common knowledge of the situation it is not seen as lacking honor.
In effect, it is an acknowledgement that the family will not survive unless this is done. When
the husband can only make $40 a month working in a coal mine, and the death rate from
accidents is extremely high, families will sometimes resort to selling their children in order to
make ends meet.
This is China. The tremendous growth, pending prosperity, and strength of the people is
counter-balanced by the poverty and growing pains of a country emerging from 3rd world
status. And it is changing before our eyes.
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Day 7: August 21, 2003

Guangdong / Guangzhou
This morning we got up and had a pseudo-American breakfast. I have to admit that I’ve
fallen off the Atkins Diet bandwagon. I tried the French Toast. It’s bizarre to see something
that looks imminently familiar --- but isn’t. Turns out that the French toast had been cooked
in sesame oil, and the “syrup” was made from cane sugar. The conjunction of flavors made
this an unpalatable event. I went back to the buffet and got some Chinese sausage and
noodles. My mouth and stomach were much happier.
The lesson, for those seeking insight, is that China has many aspects which LOOK Western,
but aren’t. And your experience here will be much more enjoyable if you eat from the native
menu rather than trying to coerce the chef to create foods that match your appetite at home.
That doesn’t mean that the chef can’t, or doesn’t want to learn how to cook for you. It just
means that you can’t rely on appearances.
Our travel to this morning’s company was a repeat of all trips so far. We travel through a
bewildering set of roads, most of which have signs only on the main thoroughfares. Once we
leave the highways, we begin a “drunkard’s walk” through the town or village, sort of knowing
where we’re going, but never certain until we pull up at the main gate of the factory. We now
have a running joke that goes something like this:
Jon: ZhouLi, how long until we get there?
ZhouLi: We’re close.
Chris: ZhouLi, how close are we?
ZhouLi: Real close!
And this conversation takes place after ZhouLi has received a faxed map, and talked multiple
times with the company. We’ve found that, unless we luck out and blunder into the factory’s
gate, our best bet is to find a prominent landmark and have someone from our potential
partner come get us. Finding your way around China can be very frustrating, but it can also
be pretty funny if you can keep your sense of humor. For example, when the driver called the
company, and told him where we were, she gave him these directions: “Go down!” The driver
responded, “Go down WHERE?” “Just go down!” she replied.
And I won’t even talk about the humor involved in having two successive people point out
directions, one heading East, the other heading Southwest. Needless to say, being on time for
meetings can be a challenge.
The General Manager for this particular company was obviously not prepared for us. Even
though ZhouLi had called him to confirm the meeting last night, the place looked trashy.
ZhouLi said that the guy wasn’t the brightest bulb in the factory, and had forgotten that he
had talked with her --- not once, but twice.
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In answering our questions, it was also apparent that he didn’t have a clear understanding of
his operation. We think he may, in fact, be a sort of absentee manager, and that he didn’t
introduce us to the real manager because he didn’t want to lose face. The only thing
memorable about the factory tour was that he attempted to clean things up while we were
there, and in doing so, screwed things up even more. As we walked up the stairs, someone
was using some sort of soap to wash off the oil covering the stone surface. The combination of
oil and soap made it extremely slippery. Both ZhouLi and I almost fell on our butts, and the
water was pooled so deeply that it splashed on our legs up to mid-calf. It wasn’t until we got
back to his meeting room that we noticed a burning sensation on our legs. Nothing serious,
but our first action upon returning to the hotel was to wash our legs, change socks / stockings,
and wipe out our shoes.
We had lunch and checked out. Checking out of a hotel in China is a prolonged event. In the
United States any charges from the wet bar are merely added to your bill. Here, they send
someone up to your room to perform an inventory.
The highlight of our day was yet to take place. We got in the van to go see a manufacturing
company run by a Hong Kong company. This company has already caused problems through
misrepresenting themselves and their capabilities, but our contract requires us to evaluate
them anyway. En route, I was again struck by the tremendous amount of construction in
China. You literally cannot travel 1000 meters without seeing buildings or roads under
construction. It is like the WPA effort from the Great Depression.
(OK, kids… for those of you who don’t know about the WPA, time to crank up a Google search
and learn about it…)
After once again performing our drunkard’s walk, we got picked up by the company’s sales
folks and proceeded to one of the more fascinating smoke-and-mirror events I’ve ever seen.
First, the setup. Other factories are relatively compact, because land is so valuable. Here,
there were palatial grounds, with fountains. Next, we were asked to take off our shoes and
don sandals.
[Message: we’re very particular, we have high standards, we operate in a “clean
environment.”]
Then, the meeting. The company president stressed how difficult it is to do business in China,
how you just can’t trust the mainland Chinese (ZhouLi kept an admirable control on her
temper… she had just been degradingly insulted!), and that this company knew how to make
money. She even went to far as to say “You can’t do business here! You will fail without us!”
It turns out that the company had gone from $3.2M in business two years ago to $1.6M last
year. Hmmm…. They must really know how to make money if they lose 50% of their business
in one year….
Also, after excellent, probing questions from Chris, we discover that they have changed their
business model in the last two months, and no longer want to manufacture. And they hadn’t
yet communicated this new strategy to our customer… it was just casually mentioned in the
middle of the presentation.
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Next, we go on what Chris called the “Cecil B. Demille” tour of the factory. A lot of things just
didn’t add up. Oh, they have an excellent understanding of QC / QA processes. But while
they claimed to have 600 employees (they had reduced their workforce by 400), we only saw
about 250. None of their workers appeared to be working hard. In fact, they looked
mechanical as they went about their efforts. The owner explained that a lot of work was being
done at night, so she put on some displays to show us some of the processes. When I took a
look at their shipping storage area, they only had about 500 parts for shipment of a day’s (?)
production. That’s not much.
We believe that everything was scripted to a gnat’s eyelash. I think that the plant is a
showplace for local government officials, and probably not very efficient. ZhouLi said that she
heard one of the “supervisors” overlooking a QC operation say in a soto voice “Maybe you
ought to put the next part in the reject bin.” Of course this was said in Chinese so the dumb
westerners couldn’t understand. Chris said that he saw one worker studiously read a list of 8
barcodes for 3 minutes while we stood near her station. This means that all the extensive
training they purport to conduct is probably nothing more than wishful thinking.
The coup-de-grace was their profession of comradeship, and a stated desire to work together
in the future. As ZhouLi said afterwards, the owner has no scruples when it comes to getting
business. The good news is that the company has already created serious ill-will by
demanding payment for services not rendered. Nevertheless, we will need to be on our toes.
We checked into our first 5-star hotel. The Internet was high-speed… much better than last
night. The rooms are of very high quality, and we’re paying 550 RMB per night, or about $67.
An equivalent room in New York would be $250 a night.
We went out to dinner, but after wandering into a couple of Cantonese restaurants
(Guangzhou used to called Canton), we changed our minds. When you walk into one of these
restaurants you see tanks of live animals that you select for your dinner. We were offered:
•

Fish

•

Water snakes (looked like swimming garter snakes)

•

Turtles

•

Sea slugs

•

Live eel (2 kinds!)

•

Water beetles (scurrying over the surface of the tank like cockroaches)

•

Frogs (big ole’ nasty wet slick critters)

•

Maggots (mulberry worm larvae)

As we collectively said “Yuck!” ZhouLi told me in an aside, “These Cantonese will eat
ANYTHING!”
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Dinner ended up being a buffet served in our hotel. I had escargot, beef, oysters, salmon,
several kinds of northern Chinese food (not wriggling!). It was “How Hun!” or “Very Good!”
I’m definitely going to go on a diet when I get back….

Now, for the cultural comment of the day.
When we were shopping for a place to eat, we wandered into several stores. I was surprised
by the number of baby outfits being offered. And I was even more surprised that the vendors
didn’t haggle over price. You must understand that EVERYTHING in China is negotiable:
taxes, service, and purchased whole goods.
Chris and ZhouLi figured it out. We noticed a number of American families with Chinese
babies. Apparently, Guangzhou is the location a westerner must go in order to adopt a
Chinese baby. When the new Mom and Dad are here to pick up their new son or daughter,
their central focus is the baby… The price of clothes is not even on their radar screen.
Therefore, no need to haggle. Mom and Dad are “price insensitive.”
I remarked that it was surprising that so many American families would fly all the way to
China to adopt a child when there were probably a million US babies who could be adopted.
Chris then reminded me that, in the US, a mother can put up her child for adoption, receive
$15,000 for doing so, then change her mind within 12 months to get her child back. Many
Americans are unwilling to undergo both the emotional and financial risk.
It’s a hell of a world when we create laws that get in the way of a child finding a loving home.
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Day 8: August 22, 2003

Guangzhou
Got up this morning, went downstairs for the breakfast buffet. Remember that bad French
Toast from a couple of days ago? Not in this joint! I fell so far off the Atkins diet I’ll bet I’ve
gained 5 pounds. Also had some Boa Zi (Chinese hot meat buns), Zung (sticky rice and meat
in a banana leaf), and an omelet. By the way, I’ve been waiting 30 years to taste Zung; it was
good, but not as good as the expectation.
Our first company visit was typical of the others: 1) fearful ride through hordes of cars, bicycle
riders, and pedestrians; 2) wandering around through various streets looking for something
that was remotely similar to terrain identified in the directions; 3) finally finding the
company. This one was good, and may be a keeper. They were a little cagey about their profit
margins. Also, they will be consolidating two plants and moving to a new facility during the
next year; that could cause production problems, so there’s some risk here.
Went to the second plant and it was head-hurt time again. We thought we were there to see
Jet Electronics, but they only wanted to talk about TDK, their parent company. They kept
telling us how good they were, how many certifications they had attained… but when we
asked when Jet got those certs, it turned out that Jet really hadn’t done anything. The
company had been created in 1993, but wasn’t profitable. They didn’t have any profit, had
only 100 people, and had WAY too much overhead in the form of unutilized, brand-new
buildings. It also ticked me off that despite a precarious financial situation, the owner drove
around in a fancy Mercedes. This was a company that was out-of-control. Bye-Bye.
Our visit to the third company of the day, the last of 15
companies to be visited in China, generated a feeling
similar to watching a train wreck take place in front of
your eyes. They had been a State-owned company until
2 years ago. Having been in business for 35 years, the
buildings only looked about 60 years old. Wires were
falling off the ceiling, the workers were well into middle
age (unlike other companies, where the median age is
about 18), and their biggest customer was starting to
significantly reduce order quantity. The owners
expressed concern that they urgently needed to re-tool.
They seemed to be nice guys, fighting the bankruptcy
wolf lurking at their door. When I asked whether or not I could take pictures of his
manufacturing line, the General Manager said “Only the first floor.” I found out why when I
saw the 2nd floor; the concrete was cracked, there was little automation, and the workforce
were dispirited.
It was kind of sad. We can’t help them, because our business requirements demand an ongoing, successful business partner. Their assets (land and buildings) might be worth
something, but it’ll take longer to get them up and running than the others being evaluated. I
suspect that they’re a wounded fish, and their distress signals will soon be detected by the
sharks swimming in the water.
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Returned to the hotel, had a good dinner, and returned to the room. ZhouLi and her mom
said that they were feeling a little bit under the weather, but I feel fine.
Today was an easy day. Tomorrow we take a plane back to Beijing, where I get picked up by
Chris’ former driver and head off to see the Great Wall. This is a good opportunity to do so:
we get back to Beijing before the big typhoon hits (it’s due to roll in tomorrow, and we don’t
want to get stuck in Guangzhou), and we’ve got a couple of hours before we reconvene to
work on the report.
I wish I had something insightful to relay with respect to China, but nothing memorable
happened today. Perhaps THAT is the memorable event. Perhaps I’m becoming acclimated
to the culture.
But I doubt it.
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Day 9, Day 10: August 22-24, 2003

Beijing
This was an interesting 48 hours. Remember the ancient Chinese Curse? The one that goes,
“May you live in interesting times”? Well, it started out at 2:00 AM on Saturday morning,
when I realized that the sinus cold I’d been fighting was getting worse. So, mentally patting
myself on the back for being prescient and getting a prescription for Cipro (powerful antibiotic) before departing the US, I got up and started taking it. Wasn’t really concerned, just
thought that I’d rather start medicating myself before I got really sick. Nevertheless, I was
running a fever and didn’t sleep much.
Turns out that I was about 8 hours too late in starting the Cipro… But I didn’t know that THEN.
The trip back to Beijing was unmemorable, and I got picked up at the airport by Chris’ former
driver, Mr. Chen. We got in his car (without air conditioning), and started the drive toward
Mu Tianyu, which has a lengthy section of rebuilt “Great Wall”. The trip was supposed to take
3 hours, but it only took an hour and a half, despite being slowed for a major wreck and
stopping for directions 3 times. After the 3rd stop, Mr. Chen explained that he hadn’t been out
there recently, and that the roads had changed.
Got to Mu Tianyu, and started walking past the street vendors, who were extremely
aggressive. It’s interesting; as you first approach one of these guys or gals, they’re soooooo
friendly. “Hey mistah! You like this shirt? One dollar!”
[Note: there’s NOTHING available for one dollar. It’s just an attention
getter, sort of like saying, “Hi!”]
When you dispassionately wave them off, you change from being their best friend to being
scum from the center of the earth. They shout at you and tell you that you’re a bum. Just
good, clean fun. But after a while it gets a little tiresome.
Anyway, paid 70 Yuan ($8.50) to get into the park and ride a cable car to the top of the wall.
By the time I got to the top, I was sweatin’ bullets. Hadn’t realized that it was that hot. Saw a
vendor selling water to a Japanese woman. He asked her for 50 Yuan (about $6), and she
bargained him down to 10 Yuan. My turn. He tried the same thing, and I used the bargaining
technique taught to me by ZhouLi’s mom. After walking away from him twice, got the price
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down to 5 Yuan.
By the time I’d walked down to the car, where Mr. Chen was waiting, it had taken almost 2
hours and 3 more bottles of water. I’d stopped several times in the shady guard houses,
spread about every 400 meters. “Man, it’s Hot!” I thought to myself. Must be getting too
much sun…
Then, the trip back to Beijing, another 3 hours in a hot car. Lots of traffic, accidents, and
construction areas. And I started to feel a little queasy. By dinner time, I was starting to feel
miserable. Ran into Chris, and he said that he’d been violently ill the night before. He said
that he was starting to feel better, but went back to his room for a nap.
About that time something kicked me in the stomach, and I laid down myself. I skipped
dinner, and started praying to the ivory Buddha in my bathroom. For those of you unfamiliar
with that process, you do this best by getting on your knees, leaning over the toilet, and
explosively saying, “Boooodahhhhh”. I think you get the point.
About an hour later, the other end of my gastro-intestinal track decided to play tag-team.
Obviously, the Cipro just wasn’t cutting it. I began to get worried. I hadn’t felt this bad in 20
years. In retrospect, I had complicated a sinus infection with food poisoning and too much
sun (sun poisoning?). And I had to get on an airplane the next day and not look like I had
SARS. The Chinese visually look you over as you go through Customs, and if they think you’re
sick they immediately check you into a hospital. The SARS medical facilities can be thought
of in terms of “Roach Motels”; you check in, but you don’t check out.
I made it through the night, drinking lots of water and taking some decongestants that
ZhouLi had provided. The next day I was weak as a kitten, and couldn’t stand up for more
than 2 minutes. I was able, however, to force down 4 spoonfuls of oatmeal at breakfast.
Believe it or not, I think that little bit of food restarted my digestive system, because on the
flight home I started to think that I might actually live to see tomorrow.
In talking with Chris on the plane, we determined that all of us had gotten sick, so it must
have been something all of us had eaten. Given the timeframe, we had gotten sick at
Thursday night’s dinner in the only 5-star hotel on our trip. Pretty funny when you think
about it. We had eaten in all sorts of dives, munching big-time on the local food. Then we eat
western food in a modern restaurant and get the Guangzhou Two-Step.
In Chicago, I managed to pull a rookie mistake. My bag was checked directly to Boston, so I
didn’t go to the baggage carrousel to pick it up and take it through Customs. I also lost track
of Chris and ZhouLi, so called him via my cell phone to say goodbye. He said he hadn’t seen
me at Customs, and I smugly told him that my luggage was checked through to Boston; I’d go
through Customs there.
Pregnant pause…. “Jon, you still need to take your bag through Chicago customs, then put it
on the baggage carrier for United airlines.” Oops. To cut a long story short, when I arrive in
Boston, told the United folks about it and they sent my bag to me the next morning. No big
deal, but I won’t make that mistake again.
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Final Thoughts
China is fascinating, and well worth the 13 hour trip each way from Chicago. Even when you
add another 3 hours from Boston to Chicago, the country and people are exotic, intriguing,
and thought-provoking.
The dichotomies are everywhere.
•

Modern dress in the cities that rivals most modern American population centers,
but where you will also often see people wearing peasant thongs and coolie hats

•

American luxury cars, driving among bicycles without gears (didn’t see one fancy
racing bike!)

•

Extremely friendly people and incredibly rude street vendors

•

A society that appears to be as free as Mayberry RFD, and yet also a society where
unbridled political power of the communist government has near-absolute control
over peoples’ lives (see Day 2 notes)

•

Breathtaking scenery, yet some of the world’s most polluted waterways

•

Incredibly industrious workers in capitalist companies, but incredibly slothful
“workers” in state-owned facilities

•

A set of social mores that allow you to lie-to and cheat a stranger, but which bind a
family member to constraints of honor and respect when such behavior is totally
unjustified by Western standards

As I’ve said before, “China can make your head hurt.”
But, although we may not understand China, we ignore her at our peril. The Chinese dragon
has awoken from the errors of the 1960’s , and is poised to exert its influence in both the
world’s manufacturing marketplace and political affairs for the foreseeable future.
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