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Prologue
In 1989, I was the Project Manager for a project to design and commission the first automated oil pipeline control and SCADA system for a pipeline in China from Dongying to Huangdao in the Shandong Province.
The project was challenging, but I managed my part of the execution to completion.
I did spend some time in Beijing, but most of my time in China was was in the town of Weifang in the Shandong Province.
This story is about a trip that I took from Weifang to Shanghai by train.  I normally flew back to Canada from Beijing, but this time I wanted to do something different and fly out of Shanghai to Vancouver.

Episode 1
Weifang City, Shandong Province, China.  January 20, 1989
The arrangements for the trip had been ongoing for several days.  Our business hosts in China knew that we had to leave on January 20 in order to make it to Shanghai in enough time to catch our booked flight home to Canada.  It was now our departure day, 11:30 in the morning, and we were saying our goodbyes to the managers of our host company. 
We’d paid our 750 yuan for the two of us in FEC (foreign exchange currency) to a Mr. Guo and were assured that everything was in hand.  Guo was a travel organiser for our host company and we were assured that he did this sort of task all the time.  It was his job; however, we had not yet seen our tickets.
“No problem”, Guo said in his acceptable but limited English, “I have everything in order and you will have your tickets in time.”  When asked about the time that we should be at the train station, once again the response was, “No problem.  I will get you there on time."  Yah, but at what time, Guo.  
I knew that our train left at 2:15 pm.  That meant we had to get from the office back to the hotel, pack, checkout, have our lunch and get to the train station by 1:45 at the latest.
I thought that we should have enough time as all the roads between the office, hotel and station could be covered in about half an hour.  We were driven back to the hotel in the local company manager’s car to get ready, with a promise from the driver that a van with Mr. Guo would be waiting for us at the front of the hotel at 1:30.  That’s when things started to go wrong.
With our time getting tight, I went to the hotel front counter to check out.  The young woman clerk, dressed in a clean, starched white blouse and dark blue skirt, answered my request in her stilted, but understandable english.  “Very sorry.  Do not cash Canadian dollar travellers cheques.  Must go bank.”  I stared at her, dumbfounded for a moment, then was able to speak.  “But this is Sunday.  Isn’t the bank closed?”  The clerk look back at me, equally dumbfounded then turned to the teller at the next counter.  The Teller quickly said something, then the clerk turned to me and said, “Very sorry, bank closes at twelve today.”  I looked at her trying to portray a confused person who didn’t have a clue what to do next.  That seemed to come to me naturally.  Now what, I wondered.  I ran outside and summoned the person from the local company that was accompanying us and asked him to find out how in the heck we were going to pay our hotel bill and get on our way.  After about five minutes of loud talking and much arm waving between the company man, the clerk, and the teller, they finally confessed that they had the money, but the real problem was that the hotel cashier didn't have the latest currency exchange rate for Canadian dollars.  I frantically searched in my things and found a receipt for currency exchange that I had used a couple of weeks before at the hotel.  I finally managed to convince the clerk who then had to then convince the cashier that it couldn't be too far wrong.  After much discussion with others the clerk finally relented and agreed to exchange my Canadian travellers cheques.  She got 3000 yuan in 50 yuan notes from the teller and gave them to me as I handed her the signed travellers cheques.  I took the cash over to the hotel registrar, paid for my room, and then the registrar walked the cash directly back to the teller.  Surely, I thought, there must be a better process.  I had that thought many times in China, but I came to learn that they were probably doing it in the best possible way, given all their bureaucratic interferences.
The time that we were supposed to leave the hotel came and went, but no van appeared.  About 1:45 it arrived with Guo behaving like there was all the time in the world.   Questioning one of the host company managers accompanying us to the train station, I learned that Guo and company had been delayed with a flat tire.
 

Episode 2
Travelling with me was our company’s system controls specialist, Allan.  He had been in China, working on various pump station automation equipment for the past two months.  He was good at his job and had earned the respect of our client, but now his work was finished and he was on his way home to Canada with me.
Our cushion of time was running out.  Without being asked, we threw our bags into the van and jumped into the back seat.  That gave our hosts a message and quickly we were underway through a melee of people playing bicycle-death roulette with us as we weaved around them on the road that cold winter morning.  We were surprised, but thankful, when we only took five minutes to get to the station.
I wanted to get some fruit and cookies for the trip.  I had eaten on the railway diners in China before and the thought of having every meal in the dining car did not bode well with me.  We managed to stock up at a street vendor’s cart in front of the station as the time approached 2:00.
Guo then appeared out of nowhere to confirm that we were ready to go.  Now, I thought, we will finally get our tickets.  He dug into his pocket and produced the illusive documents as well as some extra change and our passports.  Evidently, the tickets were cheaper than we were originally told.  I thanked him and suggested we make our way to the platform.  "No problem!  Just wait here." I turned to the senior engineer, Mr. Zheng who was hosting us and asked, "Does Mr. Guo actually know when the train leaves?"  Zheng responded, "Mr. Guo is responsible for this arrangement and I must leave the organisation up to him.  He is very good at his job.”
There it was again.  The 'system' working its way into our arrangements.  The 'system' meant that it was embarrassing to ask someone about what they were actually up to, as they were expected to do their job properly, regardless of the fact that it appeared as though something was wrong.  Time was ticking on and I recalled what was translated for me from the sign on the wall in the hotel.  'Quingdao to Shanghai train leaves at 2:15 from Weifang Station'.  The time had come for me to take things into my own hands, embarrassing or not.  I asked a young engineer who was accompanying us and who spoke English, to ask Guo about the time of the train departure.    This time I watched Guo carefully as he answered.  I couldn't understand a word he said, but his eyes and body language told the whole story....he didn't have a clue.  That was it!  I told Al to grab his bags and run with me for the platform.
As we entered the station I looked for our train number on the platform sign.  I saw it, but I couldn’t see a crowd in front of the ticket-taker at the entry to the platform.  My heart sank.  No crowd meant that there was something wrong.  In China, without fail, at any major city railway station, every train has a large crowd trying to get on every departing train.
We hurried through the crowd in the huge waiting area of the station and made for the entrance to the platforms.  When I showed my ticket to the ticket taker she started yelling all sorts of things at us.  I wasn't sure what she was saying, but judging from her arm swinging and the tone of her voice things were not as they should be.  Nevertheless, she punched our tickets, pointed to a platform, and off we ran with Mr. Zheng and Mr. Guo in pursuit.  I could see the train that we had to get on, but it was over two tracks and we had to get there via a subway.  Down we went, coats and bags streaming behind us.  As we came out the other side we were greeted by the chief conductor, identified by a red band around his arm.  He also was waving and shouting at us.  He pointed to a door in one of the cars and we climbed aboard just in time to hear the whistle of the station master blow.  I turned around, shook hands with Zheng to wish him well just as the train started to pull away.  I saw Guo standing in the background and I was tempted to yell out to him, 'No problem!’.  But knowing that I would probably have to depend on him again for arrangements during another trip, I decided to keep that bit of sarcasm to myself.
 

Episode 3￼[image: 2-15_to_Shangai_map3.jpg]
There we were, Al and I, on the 2:15 to Shanghai via Jinan, and Nanjing on the Chinese railway.  I looked at my watch to see that it was 2:15.  On time!  What a pleasant situation compared to travel on VIA trains in Canada.  Remember, this was 1989 and VIA on the prairies in Canada wasn’t known for keeping a tight schedule.
The conductor, a woman of about thirty and dressed in a uniform that she kept tidy and clean, came by and exchanged our paper tickets with aluminium tags which had our room and berth number on it.  You kept this tag with you at all times.  At the end of the trip you turned it in to the conductor who then gave you back your paper ticket.  You then showed your paper ticket as you left the station.  I thought these procedures were probably to catch freeloaders trying to travel for nothing.
Ours was the first class sleeping car.  It was the best quality offered on the railway and was a clean, well kept coach that provided comfortable travel, smooth and quiet, for our twenty hour journey.  Each of us paid about ¥250 renminbi or yuan to travel in comfort.  We had to use Foreign Exchange Current (FEC) which, regardless of terminology, converted to $65 Canadian.  (This has been simplified since 1989.)  Each room or compartment had 4 berths, 2 upper and 2 lower, a sliding, lockable door, a small desk, and a constant supply of thermoses filled with hot water for tea.  Each berth was fitted with a good mattress, two pillows, a feather-filled comforter, and a towel for washing up.  It was most civilised, except for the fact that there were no curtains for the berths.  This meant either discreetly changing attire when going to bed at night or not changing clothes at all.  Everyone in our coach chose the latter.
Allan was assigned to the first class compartment next to me and he had his own group of three other travel companions.
At one end of the coach was a bathroom with a sit down toilet seat and at the other end was a Chinese type toilet of the 'two-feeter-no-seater' variety.  My choice was the Chinese type.  Being a seasoned traveller, I had brought toilet paper with me, but not enough to clean the sit-down toilet seat every time I wanted to use it.  I was thankful that our room was near the middle of the coach so that odours from either toilet had dissipated before they reached us.
Near one end of the coach was the conductor's compartment and beside it a wash up room with three stainless steel sinks and plenty of cold water.  The only hot water available on the trip was what was in the tea thermoses.  If you wanted to have a proper wash, you took a thermos of hot water to the wash up room with you.
Nevertheless, our first class day coach was pleasant.  Comfortable seats, tea served on a regular basis and, most importantly, a chance to run into someone who could speak a little english and was interested in talking to me.
These coaches stood head and shoulders in quality above the other options for travel on the train.  The other sleeping accommodation was the second class sleeper.  Those coaches had compartments without doors and six berths to each compartment.  The berths didn’t have  mattresses, but did come with a pillow and a blanket.  I had travelled in these a few times, but found that the noise of six people in one small compartment was too much for me and I wasn’t able to sleep at night.
Day coaches cost much less than sleepers.  Again, there were first class and second class day coaches.  The second class variety were a challenge to anyone from North America.  They had uncushioned wooden seats, six people across.  Some people didn’t have luggage and carried their clothes in large bags made of what looked like a bed sheet with the four corners tied.  The amount of spitting and smoking was hard to take and going to the bathroom was a challenge to your stomach, no matter how strong you thought it might be.
In my compartment on this trip, I was surprised to find one of my companions to be a Mr. Frank Peterson*, a marketing manager from Baltimore, Maryland.  He was travelling to Jining, between Jinan and Nanjing, to visit a factory from which he was considering buying products.  This was his first visit to China.  After a few minutes of introduction and chat, he opened up one of his brief cases to exhibit a collection of small bottles of Coca-Cola and Skor chocolate bars.  It looked like he had brought with him enough 'staples' to carry him for his four day trip into the interior of the Shandong Province.
He offered me a Coke to quench my thirst.  “Thanks, Frank, but I’ll pass.  If you’re going to be here for a while you’re going to treasure every one of those treats.  You’ll be thankful for it all.  I’m headed home, so I can wait for a day.”
Frank seemed surprised when he said, “Geez, I didn’t realise it was like that over here.  That’s good of you to let me know.  I’ll keep them to myself from here on.  I could be here for two or three weeks.”
I had been advised by others who had come to China before me to “eat Chinese food when in China.”  I practiced that approach and did like the local food.  Most of the meals were tasty, even though I might not have known what was in them. 
Outside, the filth and disorganisation of the trackside industrial wasteland of Weifang gradually gave way to countryside scenes.  The twelve coach train, pulled by one Chinese‑made diesel‑electric engine, accelerated up to about sixty kilometres per hour until the rail yards of the city were cleared, then it accelerated further to its cruising speed of 100-120 kilometres per hour.  The trains in China can travel continuously at these speeds because the tracks are well maintained.  This fast pace of passenger trains there puts our old VIA Rail system to shame.
The countryside in the northern part of the Shandong province is depressing to look at.  The trackside is littered with various industries, some operational, but many derelict.  Where the industry gives way to fields there are large stretches of land that are, at some time during the year, worked for their bounty of food.  However, when we were travelling, in the middle of winter and just before Spring Festival at the beginning of February, the fields were cold and barren.
Water was scarce here, in the Shandong Province, back in 1989.  In Weifang City the residents accepted the water shortage.  What water they had came from underground wells that were insufficient for the population and were becoming polluted.  Several years previously, the city of Quingdao, on the east coast, put up the money to construct an open canal to carry water from the Huang Ho (Yellow River) to its own water treatment facility.  Ever since then the city of Weifang had been trying to tap into this canal.  When I was there no arrangement had yet been made that was satisfactory to the canal owners, so Weifang citizens continued to receive water for only an hour at night and for a short time during meals so they can cook and wash up.  For the farmers in the countryside, there are only the low producing ground wells fed by the natural precipitation.  With that, they manage to live and water their crops.  It is no wonder that, 80 kilometres to the west, near Dongying, there were no farms to be seen as the alkali from the ground leaches out on the sides of dugouts that hold what surface run off water comes from rainfall.
 

Episode 4
Every once in a while a forest of red brick chimneys appears along the side of the track.  Each chimney appears to grow out of a mound of earth placed there to support the chimney.  One of the people in our compartment explains that they were brick kilns used for firing bricks made from local clay.  They were located by the railway so the bricks could be shipped to cities where they were used in building construction.  None of the kilns are emitting smoke, so I assume they are all shut down.  My source of information in the compartment says that bricks were made somewhere else now, but he doesn’t know where or why.
It seems to me that this farmland of Shandong Province is kind of a visible hopelessness.  It is full of uninteresting, tired landscapes with tired, seemingly bored people, and little water to support life.  I am reminded of the hopelessness felt by the early settlers in the southwest corner of Saskatchewan, where abandoned farmhouses dot the landscape.
The landscape became more urban as we approached Jinan.  Two storey, old row housing amongst newer apartment buildings, factory chimneys sprouting up everywhere, and the typical big city filth and dilapidation alongside the railway was visible in every direction.  When the sun finally submitted to a blanket of cold darkness outside, we turned to the hospitable comfort of the train coach with the hope of meeting more of the people that we were travelling with.
In addition to the American marketing manager in my compartment there were Mr. Wang and 
Mr. Zheng.  They were both accompanying Frank on the trip to Jining to tour the factory.  They could both speak English to some degree, so we were able to carry on a conversation.  They spoke English with different accents.  The older man, Mr. Zheng, had learned his English at university in the 1960’s.  During that time there were no 'western' teachers, so his English was learned from other Chinese.  On the other hand, Mr. Wang had recently graduated university in 1987 and his teacher had been a woman from England.  Mr. Wang's speech was much clearer and he had trained his tongue to accommodate the differences between spoken Mandarin and spoken English.  Both were very nice people and they made an extra effort to point out the things that we could have seen along the way, if it had been during daylight hours.
All unique features in China are referred to by the locals as "very famous”.  Mr. Zheng noted that there was a "very famous mountain called Thousand-Buddha Mountain“ that we will pass just south of Jinan.  Thousands go to it every year to climb to the top.  He also told us that, further south, near Jining, where they were going, was the town where Confucius, or 'Confusion', as he said, was born.  He told Frank that they were definitely going to take a side trip to see the village, and Confucius' birth place.  I didn't detect any enthusiasm in Frank's response.
We arrived in Jinan on time and the train pulled to a long, slow stop at the station.
Jinan is the capital city of Shandong Province.  It is yet another big industrial city of China and has all the common features of such places: pollution, streets packed with people and bicycles, but it also has many factories, businesses, free markets, a large railway station, and a university.
A group of young and boisterous university students from Holland got on the train and I was able to learn a bit about the city from them.  It was strange to hear a European language in the middle of China.  They not only spoke in their native tongue, but also English and some acceptable Mandarin.  They had been studying Mandarin in the university at Jinan and were able to carry on a bit of a conversation with the locals.  That ability allowed them to socialise and learn about the culture in a way that I could only imagine.
In order to get a better sense of the place while we waited, I stepped out of our compartment into the corridor, pulled down the window, stuck my head out, and looked up and down the tracks between our train and the station platform on the other side.  On the far side of the island platform were vendors walking with their carts alongside the coaches of another stopped train, selling food.  A short while later our train was moved alongside a platform and we were treated to their goods.  They had fresh oranges, delicious Chinese pears, fragrant Chinese bananas (smaller than ours but very tasty), breads, cookies and other edibles that I could not identify.  With such service it was clear that the dining car was not the only option for a meal.  As I stood with my head out the window, I heard a familiar sound in the distance.
I listened carefully and it came again—a loud steam engine whistle.  I craned my neck out as far as possible to avoid the noise inside the coach.  Again the whistle came, but louder this time.  Then, the station master's whistle blew.  Oh, no.  I don't want to leave just yet.  I want to see the source of that whistle.  It turned out that the station master was only blowing a warning and immediately after, around the end of our train on a long, banking corner puffed a Mikado steam engine.  At first I thought it was just another short length of cars being switched by an old steamer, but as it came closer I could see by the rocking motion of the engine that it was moving a great deal faster than yard switching speed.  As it closed on me I felt a tingle of excitement.  That sound of a charging, fully steaming locomotive pulling at its top speed, was a sound I had not heard for more than thirty-five years.  The steam engine roared past my window with the sound of steam rushing from the cylinders, the clatter of pistons, and the pounding of driving wheels on the rails, that caused our coach to shudder.  Seconds later all that was left was the steam dissipating in the air above the station and coal ash covering my face.
I reflected on the difference in the sound between that engine and the ones that I had heard in England many years before.  It was different.  The sound of that Mikado took me back even further, to my childhood in Canada, to that of the Canadian Pacific Mikados.  I cannot describe the difference when compared to British steam engines, but it was there, notwithstanding.  As I reflected on what had just happened, memories popped into my head.  Memories of a six year old standing with Dad by the tracks, waving to the train engineers in the cab of a steam engine leaving Regina.  It might have been heading west to Calgary and then through the mountains to the west coast.  That memory was consoling for this prairie boy, feeling isolated in this strange land in Asia.
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Episode 5
The station master's whistle blew again, signalling the departure of our train.  The diesel-electric engine roared to life as it pulled us out of the Jinan station.  The train made the turn south, away from the mainline to Beijing, and accelerated to full speed on the mainline to Shanghai.
As with the Beijing mainline, the tracks here were doubled and in many cases a third line was added for passing.  This is the way all the mainlines are in this part of China.  Most of the track is continuous rail, which means it is quiet and smooth with none of the 'clickety-clack' that I used to hear when I rode a train through the prairies in Canada.  Continuous rail is common on Canadian mainlines now.
China is dependent on the railway for both freight and passenger service.  The passenger service is so important that all passenger trains get the right of way and the freights must wait on the passing tracks—just the opposite of what happens on the prairies in Canada.
Just before six, the head waiter from the dining car, a woman of about thirty, who was dressed in a red railway uniform, came through the coach announcing dinner and selling tickets for the meal.  Our understanding was that there were two meals available: one, diced chicken, the other, deep fried shrimp.  We gave her our choices.
I noticed that many of the locals had brought their own food and goodies and spread out their food for supper in the compartments of the sleeping car.  I thought this could mean one of two things.  Either the dining car was too expensive, or, the food served there was too awful to consider eating.
We decided to wait for the rush to the dining car to subside, which it didn’t, but at about 7:15 we heard the last call for supper.  We walked the access corridor through five cars, squeezing past numerous gatherings of people, most in animated conversation.  We found a vacant table in the dining car and sat down.
The food was plain, a bit greasy, and salty.  I learned during my many visits to China that one eats what one gets—there isn’t anything else.  I tucked into the meal, but had a large Quingdao beer as well and that helped it go down.
After finishing we sat back and watched what was going on around us.  We noticed that the two choices we were given by the head waiter in our car were not the only ones available.  The choices she had provided were the specials of the day and by ordering them we were assured of quick service.  If we had come to the dining car earlier we could have ordered from a menu that had a selection of dishes and then waited until the meal was cooked.  We saw some tasty looking dishes that came to those that ordered this way.  Once again, our inability to speak the language left us short of what could have been a more enjoyable meal.
Also available were 'box lunches' that are prevalent in China and Japan.  These are premade with rice, meat and vegetables all in a small box with a lid on it.  In the train these boxes were of styrofoam, but traditionally they are made of woven bamboo.
By the time we finished our meal and had a chat about our experiences of the day, we felt tired and headed back to our compartments.  We were surprised to find our compartments locked, but within seconds our conductor appeared and unlocked them for us.  There was one conductor for every first class car.  Unknown to us, she had kept an eye on us when we left and was quick to lock up our compartments.  It was part of her job and it added a sense of security to two strangers travelling in this foreign land.
Shortly after we finished our meal together, Mr. Graves, Mr. Wang, and Mr. Zheng got off the train near Jining.  They told us they were meeting a driver who was to drive them the final 25 km into the city.  This left me with the compartment all to myself so I settled down to do some reading before going to bed.
After a few minutes Al appeared at my door.  “Jack, I’m having a conversation with an older Chinese man in our compartment.  He is an engineer and we are finding lots in common to talk about.  Do you want to join us?”
“Not right now, thanks Al, I’m going to read a bit and then go to bed.”
A half an hour later Al again stuck his head into my compartment, “Jack,you really should join us.  That old fellow has had an interesting career as a locomotive engineer.  With your interest in trains you’ll enjoy talking to him.”
Now he had my complete attention.  "A locomotive engineer!" I replied, "I can't believe it.  Does he drive locomotives or design them?”
"He is a designer," Al replied, "but I don't really know what he does.  Why don't you come in and meet him?”  I was off my bed, shoes on, and half way out the door almost before Al finished his sentence.
So began an interesting evening of talk for this railway enthusiast, with history that I would never have been able to hear about, first hand, anywhere else in the world in 1989.  Here was another professional engineer who was the real thing—a steam locomotive designer.
Mr. Shi (pronounced 'shir') had been designing locomotives since 1955.  In China this meant that he had been both a steam locomotive and diesel locomotive designer. Steam locomotives were still being used, and, to my knowledge were still being manufactured in China.  I could not believe my luck.  I have always been curious about steam locomotive design.  I’ve absorbed everything I could from writers such as Tuplin, Ransome-Wallis and others, but here I was, face to face, with professional engineer who had designed steam locomotives.  An engineer who could talk about engine efficiency, cutoff, superheat, tractive effort and such other things that make an engineer’s ears perk up and listen.  Mr. Shi’s English was excellent.  It didn’t take long for me to realise that Mr. Shi was a senior engineer and well respected.  He had done a lot of international travel to evaluate and select engines and railway cars for many years.  Only someone respected and trusted￼[image: Caption: Al, Mr. Shi, and me] would be permitted to do that in the period  he told us about, which was mainly in the 60’s through to 1989.
“I've worked at the Dong Fang Hong locomotive factory for many years," said Mr. Shi.  "There we produce the Dong Fang Hong Shi (East Wind 4) diesel locomotive with 4000 HP and the Dong Fang Hong San (East Wind 3, or DFH-3) locomotive with 2700 HP.  We used to make steam locomotives, but we just service them now.  The only remaining steam locomotive factory is in Datong in the Shanxi Province, but I don't know if they are still producing them.  We are planning to stop the production of steam locomotives soon and just use what we have.  Many of the steam locomotives from the southern provinces are being moved to the north where the coal fields are, so there is ample fuel supply nearby.”
Mr. Shi went on to describe what he worked on.  "My responsibility right now is to try to make the diesel locomotives from our factory as efficient as possible.  With so many locomotives in use in China, even a half percent in efficiency goes a long way to conserving fuel.  I used to work on making the steam engines more efficient, but that is a very difficult task.  We never got our efficiencies much above 7.5%.  I did evaluate a design from the United States that approached 10%, but when we looked at it, it seemed to require too much maintenance to consider."
"Have you ever seen any of the Canadian Pacific designs?" I asked.
"No, what were they like?"
"Well, I don't remember their details; however, there were some very significant locomotive designs that were developed for the mountainous regions of Canada.  They were large and powerful, and had many special design features for working in very cold weather.  One that was very successful was a 2-10-4 locomotive called a 'Selkirk'."
"We never hear much of what goes on in Canada in terms of railway expertise,” he noted.
I thought this was in line with what I hear about Canada wherever I travel.  We don't seem to blow our horn enough compared to other countries and much of our expertise is overlooked.  I wondered if this was a reflection on our Canadian culture or an indication of our poor ability to present ourselves outside our own country.  This is something that I’ve never understood.  Do we not realise how exceptional some of our people and products are?  Do people of other countries not pay attention to our capabilities?
"I notice that there are a lot of diesel and electric locomotives in China that come from the United States and France."
"Yes," Mr. Shi continued, "during different periods in China we found ourselves short of locomotives and had to purchase them from other countries.  In 1960 we bought 50 electric locomotives from France and in 1970 we bought another 50 diesel electrics also from France.  We also bought some locomotives from Romania, but our most recent purchase from abroad was from the United States.  In 1986-87 we purchased 420, General Electric 4000 HP units."
"I've seen those around,” I explained.  We call them U-40s.  They’re common in the United States, but not in Canada.  You seem to run them much faster than the Americans do."
"Our freight trains tend to be smaller than yours and our tracks are good, so we can run them fast even with only one engine pulling the train,” he said.
I could vouch for that.  I had witnessed many single engine freights whistling along at speeds that most of us in Canada would consider to be suitable only for express passenger trains running between Toronto and Montreal.
We talked into the night.  Before retiring I promised to send Mr. Shi a book on Canadian Railways and locomotives.  He promised to give me a tour of his company's locomotive production facilities in Quingdao the next time I was in that area.  I told him that I would be sure to take him up on his offer.  Unfortunately, I never did.  I made three more trips to China after 1989, but was never back in Quingdao.
 
Esoterica￼[image: Caption: The Last Steam Engine in Beijing - 1987]
In 1987 I was sitting outside my hotel in the centre of Beijing when I heard a steam train whistle.  The next day, I asked my translator if he would find out if I could visit the railway yard where that whistle was coming from.  He was able to organise the visit, so I went there with several of the Chinese engineers I was working with.  The railway men in the yard said this was a Jie Fang engine, but I think it looks like the Dong Fang Hong Shi (East Wind 4, or DFH-4) that Mr. Shi told me about in 1989.  Regardless, what was unique about my visit was that this was the last operating steam engine within the Beijing city limits and this was the last week it was operational.  We were there at a unique moment, but the Chinese engineers didn’t show any interest.  After much discussion with some of them I think I learned why.  Unlike me, none of them had owned and played with model trains when they are kids nor had they ever dreamed about being the driver of a steam engine.
I sent this picture to Mr. Shi along with a book of our railways.  He wrote a nice letter back and included some pictures of the last steam locomotive that was built in his Quingdao factory.
 

Episode 6
I awoke the next morning after a restless sleep.  Throughout the night people had been coming and going in and out of my compartment as we stopped at various cities along the line.  We were now north of Nanjing in the Jiangsu Province.  The skies were still grey, but it wasn’t raining or snowing.
The countryside seems more organised here.  There are groves of trees, rolling hills, fields set out with hedgerows.  Water is lying in holding ponds and pools alongside the tracks.  Clearly this is a more fertile part of the country.  The trees are defoliated by the winter weather, but it is obvious that this countryside is green in the summer when the leaves on the trees and hedgerows are out.
My senses turn from what is outside to what is inside as the first smell of cigarette smoke fills the air.  Almost all Chinese men smoke and the aroma in the coach in the morning leaves a lot to be desired for this non-smoker.  After the smell comes the sounds of the wheezing, hacking, and spitting as the smokers focus on getting their first nicotine shot of the day.  The thought of sitting in the dining car trying to eat a greasy breakfast and inhaling the tar from the smoke hanging in the air is too much to consider.  I’ve decided to forget about breakfast and stay in my compartment to watch the changing countryside flow by.  This is one example of why I always lose weight when I work in China.
The country’s pleasant here.  A river flows underneath a railway bridge that we pass over, shanty towns give way to a small factory beside the tracks, and then we are out in the country again.  Instead of the grey-brown houses of the north, many houses are covered with white stucco and red slate roofs.  The break from the dreariness of the north makes these homes somehow look more inhabitable.
Irrigation canals and storage ponds can be seen everywhere now.  Some of the canals are large enough to support narrow, long barges hauling goods and families around the country.  Mr. Shi tells me that this is a much more prosperous region for country folk than that of Shandong in the north.
At every town we pass, piles of coal can be seen alongside the track.  It is not just for the steam engine use—we see people loading up their carts with it.
“Here, they can only use that coal for cooking," Mr. Shi says.  "Coal can be used for both cooking and heating in the northern provinces where they need the heat and coal is plentiful."  This seems logical, but if it is as cold outside as it looks, I would stand pretty close to the cook stove.
As we get closer to Shanghai, the number of factories starts increasing.  I see 2-10-2 and 2-8-0 steam locomotives running freight on tracks in and out of the factories.  I think it’s incongruous to see these large, mainline steam engines puffing along at slow speeds, switching insignificant freight cars around the yard.  Their intended job is working at full steam on the mainline, their driving wheels pounding out the miles and their firemen wet with sweat as they keep the fire up in the boiler.  It’s clear that steam is on its way out in this part of China and these engines are reduced to only doing yard switching.  We witnessed these same scenes in Canada in the fifties when steam there was on its last legs.
The head waitress from the dining car is coming down the corridor again with the meal tickets for breakfast.  This time I pass on her offer and settle into the bananas and oranges that we bought back in Weifang prior to our panic departure.
The dining car is toward the back of the train, but it is open to everyone.  This means that anyone who wants to eat in the dining car from the second class sleepers and day coaches must walk down our corridor.  That makes for a busy thoroughfare for about an hour.
Sitting in my compartment I can hear people come and go, but the sounds of talk and yelling (I get the impression that it is difficult to speak Mandarin quietly, but I may be wrong.) are interspersed with spitting sounds and one fingered cowboy style nose blowing.  Surely, I think, they are not doing that in the hallway on the carpet, but when I open my door and look out, that is exactly what is happening—men walking to and fro, coughing and spitting as they go.  I’m not sure whether they really need to do this or they are just getting in their shot at the "upper class" travelling in the better coaches.  Whatever the reason, it’s disgusting.  I retreat to my compartment and turn up my Walkman to full volume to cut out the sounds.   What is amazing to me is that no one complains or says anything to them.  It’s as though travelling first class is still new to the general populace.  Are they taunting us into an argument?  It is as though those travelling in first class need to be careful that they don’t make too big an issue for fear of starting a conflict.
The train is slowing now as we approach Shanghai.  Outside it looks like the approach to Beijing, Weifang, or Quingdao.  A big city with the normal trackside wasteland of factories and shanties.  The station at Shanghai is newer than the station at Jinan or Weifang, and well‑designed to handle a lot of people.  We pull in at 10:45 am, a few minutes ahead of schedule, wish Mr. Shi well and thank him for his excellent company as we step onto the platform.  We then turn our attention to getting our bags carried out.
On the platform are groups of 'redcaps' with carts ready to load our luggage.  We hail one of them and receive a tag for our baggage.  We then go down into a subway and out the other side to await our 'redcap'.  When he finally appears, our luggage is on the same cart, but with many more bags stacked on top.  As we make our way to the taxi stand I notice that the redcap is heading in a different direction than we need to go.  I then realise that the people who own the other bags are speaking Mandarin to the redcap and so are getting what they want before us, which is to go to the car parking lot to unload their bags.  This is a long way from the taxi queue where we want to be, but I have no option but to follow them all the way to their car to ensure that our bags don’t disappear.
Finally both we and our bags arrive at the taxi stand.  There are no taxis.  Several individuals appear and try to work out deals to take us to the airport.  Mr. Shi had warned us about these private operators who are not allowed to park in the taxi zone, but are offering service from the main street in the front.  We are only supposed to deal with the government sponsored taxis so we wait.  In time a taxi van pulls up to the curb.  We pile inside and leave the train station on our way to the airport and our flight home to Calgary via Vancouver on Canadian Airlines.
 
The train trip to Shanghai was over.  We enjoyed most of it, but what we enjoyed most of all was arriving exactly where we wanted to be at the proper time and with all of our bags.  The memories of that train trip will remain for a long time and I especially will not forget my conversation with the locomotive engineer from Quingdao.

Post Script
Our trip to Shanghai took place in 1989.  My last work in China was done in 1991.  Little did I realise at the time that China was on the cusp of an incredible and visible change.  Underway, but not yet visible, was a building boom, train system modernisation, technology growth, vehicle transportation improvement, as well as growth and modernisation of factories all over China.
As good as the train system was in 1989, it has been modernised and the decreased travel times between major cities has improved to the point where the services are world class.  The image below of the Shanghai railway station is unrecognisable from the station we arrived at in 1989.
￼[image: Caption: Shanghai Railway Station]
As you can see from the following picture, the trains are now much like the fast trains from Japan or France.  I’m sure riding in first class on these trains is pure pleasure.  I’m sure our trip would have been on one of this style of train.
￼[image: Caption: The present day ‘bullet’ trains in China]
Shanghai’s financial district growth has been an incredible feat of architecture design and  construction management.  The following link gives you a good idea of what they’ve accomplished.  In the video, an overlaid image shows what they have done since 1989.  The first glimpse of old Shanghai is what we saw when we arrived that day on the train.  The new Shanghai is now a showplace for China.  I am impressed with their engineering accomplishments in such a short time.
(Make sure your speakers are turned on.)
Financial District growth in Shanghai
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