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Returning to departure gate 21, we boarded Aeroflot #571 (www.aeroflot.ru/eng), in a familiar, 
as well as uncomfortably packed, Boeing 737 for our non-stop, overnight flight to Beijing. I was 
amazed to hear English used as the primary language over the intercom as the Captain and flight crew 
went through the mandatory pre-flight instructions of what to do in case of emergencies, seat cushions 
that double as flotation devices (The last map of our flight path I saw revealed no body of water 
sufficiently large enough to serve as a runway, should that be required!), and the ever-so-predictable 
faux drop of a plastic mouth-and-nose cover should the cabin ever loose air, demonstrated by the 
capable attendants. 

This information was also available on plasticized cards in the seatback pockets in multiple 
languages, including pictograms. I was intrigued by the Chinese instructions and fancied myself a 
translator as I attempted to match the characters to the actions in the pictures. I doubt my employment 
at the U.N. as a translator will occur anytime soon. 

During the long flight, meals with rice, egg rolls, and soy sauce were served at intervals 
simulating the time zone and food of our destination, Beijing. Another clue to the shift in cultures: I 
found the smudge marks of many feet on the rim of the toilet, a sure sign of squat slots forthcoming. 

I smiled to myself, remembering the first time, 1974, when I had encountered these low tech 
toilets in Mombasa, Kenya;― no more than a hole in the floor! At that moment, three decades later, I 
knew taking my children to the far-East was best for expanding their world. 

We rested some on this long flight, though Enrique endured the couple beside him. They spoke 
non-stop Mandarin, or some other dialect, starting immediately at lift-off, and ending equally abruptly 
with touch-down at the Beijing Capital International Airport, mid-morning of 30JUN2005.

Despite our exhaustion, we were just as excited as when we had arrived in Dublin three-and-a-
half weeks before. Deboarding, I  felt we were sure of ourselves, as  international airports the world 
over have a universal model: passengers are funneled out of the plane into one or two distinct lines of 
native or non-native, both having to show passports to document their entry. It is a fairly simple, swift 
process, the only slowdown coming when our passports pictures are compared to the holder,  the 
appropriate stamp is embossed onto one of  the dwindling blank pages available, filling out the entry-
exit inspection and quarantine declaration. This document was a relief to complete, as it is written in 
both Chinese and English. Actually, this was rather fast process; compared to the creeping that began a 
half-hour ago, when the two distinct lines are segregated between native and non-native customers.

This is another universally common feature throughout the world: waiting in lines. Whether at a 
grocery store, post office, inspection, registration, or anything requiring some sort of “official” 
permission, a queue is mandatory. It seems to me that the act of obtaining a required stamp or scrap of 
that all-too-important bureaucratic paper, always in the fond hope of  a quick “I'll work on this instead 
of lunch...!” that inevitably becomes “I would've been back, Boss, but there was only one cashier, and a 
trainee at that...,” is something we humans can do with unparalleled efficiency. Even more cryptic, we 
pay to follow these rules, often unfathomable except to the person(s) who encoded them. Still, 
deboarding a plane is generally faster than trying to board one!

Finally walking into long halls of the airport, we followed the crowd to the baggage claim area 
(Carry-ons are great!), passing them to doors that will take us to country of China. I noted that posted 
signs were written in Chinese and English, which, though convenient for us, reinforced that our first 
language was truly a lingua franca. We had ample Russian currency, but no Chinese money. We 
corrected that situation with an automatic money changer, feeding in 500 Rubles and receiving 141 
Yuan (often abbreviated “Y”; or the stem can be crossed: “¥”; frequently, that symbol is turned upside 
down), which is also known as  RenMinBi (RMB), or the “people's currency”. In anticipation of 
another possible long spell before resting, we availed ourselves of the bathrooms.  

“Here,” I said with a smirk, as I gave them several napkins from the airplane, “you may find 
these useful.”

Gathered together a few minutes later, I had managed to enrage a janitor, not just for implying 



that toilet paper would not be available, but also because I failed to give him an appropriate tip. My 
insensitivity was compounded by assuming that only squat slots would be available, yet Western-style 
toilets dominated these bathrooms. 

Going to a help desk, we found a woman, fluent in English, who strongly suggested that we 
take a limousine to Beijing. 

“This is your first time here? Then take our car, it will deliver you to exactly where you want!” 
Despite her courtesy, we knew we could find less expensive transport outside, and requested that she 
help us with it. Realizing that she was dealing with experienced travelers who were not overwhelmed 
or intimidated by this immense, luxurious airport, she told us that bus #12 would be our quickest trip 
into downtown Beijing (www.ebeijing.gov.cn). Thanking her, at long last, we went through the doors 
into the magnificent People's Republic of China.
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Almost. We were still in the airport, which may or may not count as they are universally 
similar. Cars were rushing in to stop and pick up people waiting with their luggage, while others hailed 
cabs or walked across to a parking garage. Most people, though, including us, moved toward several 
buses that were clogging a parking area adjacent to the road. After paying ¥16 ($1.94USD) for all three 
tickets, we found number 12, and went aboard this rapidly filling, swanky coach. Shortly, the bus 
pulled out onto the Capitol Airport Expressway, going toward the Capital, Beijing 
(www.beijingpage.com). Again, I saw roadsigns in both Chinese and English. 

We couldn't get enough of seeing this country, knowing that we were in the land of the world's 
single greatest population. We didn't see too many people, but an attractive green rolling landscape of 
vegetation pocked by new construction which seemed quite manual-labor intensive, much like what 



I've seen in less-developed countries—bricks drying in the Sun, long, deep trenches being hand-dug, 
and people carrying large bundles upon their backs. At the same time, we were in a first-class 
motorcoach on a divided roadway that easily equaled, and sometimes exceeding, interstates back home. 

Indeed, as we neared Beijing, the amount of traffic was also remarkably similar, with lots of 
motor vehicles belching black exhaust. Air pollution is undoubtedly another similarity. Passing one of 
the few gas stations we'd seen, Enrique made a quick calculation and stated, “They're paying about one 
twenty-five per gallon here.” Katarena chimed in with “That is so cheap!” 

“China is an up-and-coming nation,” I told them, “and they have nearly a fifth of the world's 
population living here. They are like anybody else on the face of the Earth, they want things better for 
themselves, too. That means progress, which may include a car. Think of all the places we've been so 
far―only the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Venice didn't have motor vehicles all over.”

“But Dad,” Katarena pointed out, “those places are TINY compared to China!”. 
“You read my mind again.” I replied. “In fact, China is the third largest country in the world 

geographically, with Russia at number one and Canada number two.”
As our bus slowly moved through the heavy traffic Southwest into the city on this superb 

roadway, the green lushness was replaced with a cityscape of rampant growth. Gone were the scenes of 
pastoral construction from earlier, and now heavy machinery, cranes, along with properly uniformed 
hordes of workers scrambled around worksites. Our bus began to lurch, as if the driver was just 
learning how to drive with a clutch, while we crossed the fourth and third ring roads of Dongsihuan and 
Dongsanhuan, merging into the broad avenue of Dongzhimenwai Xie Jie. 

It was absolutely chaotic: cars darting while trucks and buses lumbered in generally the same 
direction on the road, a sidewalk separating a smaller lane which appeared to be reserved for bicycles, 
pedicabs, taxis, plus a few other vehicles wishing to avoid the often snail-pace on the adjacent motor 
route. It made Rome look almost peaceful! At Dongzhimenwai Street, our bus entered upon  another 
the second ring road for a few miles before leaving it to move along a slightly less chaotic Chang'an 
Jie. It was actually orderly, and it soon became apparent that this was the street.

Our bus passed between Tian'anmen Square and Tian'anmen Gate, with its huge portrait of 
Chairman Mao, dividing the road between “East” and “West.” His straightforward gaze appeared to be 
on a certain future he alone had seen, his nose apparently providing the line of demarcation between the 
two worlds. I paused to think how complex he must have been, one eye on the East, the other on the 
West, and managing to combine the two with a steely resolve.



 Our bus finally stopped at the telecommunications center, where we disembarked in a light 
rain. We jogged to a McDonald's restaurant next door, and, thinking of lunch, entered through the door. 
Almost.

Getting inside was a challenge. People were seemed to be stalled on the stairway, and, once we 
had made it to the second floor, humanity was tucked virtually everywhere. We pushed, as politely as 
possible, to what appeared to be an empty table far back on the streetside, and plopped our bags 
underneath. While Katarena and Enrique returned to the swollen crowd in front of the cashiers to order 
food, I thought I might be able to round-up a few chairs to go with our vacant table. I should not have 
been surprised to see the chairs appear, along with occupants, who apparently made excellent use of 
them--not only did it make the table useless for us, but also made it easier for  them to sit and wait for 
their food. I didn't squabble about the table; they had the chairs, and were in possession. Shifting our 
bags to a vertical stack, they then leisurely enjoyed their long awaited meal. 

They knew to whom the bags belonged, and I think it was a repeat of our Swift(less) Ferryboat 
from Dublin to Holyhead: “Sorry, mate, but satchels don't mean the same as bodies.” It was  obvious to 
me that they knew the only other two well-traveled gringos belonged to me, who had just started to 
wait to order food. They knew they had ample time to finish their own meal before relinquishing the 
table back to us. They knew, all right, and as soon as my children arrived with lunch, they vacated, 
giving us the table and both chairs. I still stood, half-sitting on the window sill as rain  slowly moved 

 An imaginary vertical line bisecting his face divides the street into East and West. 



down the glass.
We ate our small sandwiches and, as soon as we rose with our packs, another pair descended 

upon our table with the same eagerness as we had a half hour before. We slowly pushed our way 
through the crowd and down the stairs, out into the light rain. There, we analyzed our my transcribed 
hostel information, comparing it to our Lonely Planet China guide, and not making much sense out of 
either. I figured the LP may be too much out of date, but a woman approached us and, in fluent 
English, explained that we had come in on an “express” bus that didn't stop anywhere close to where 
we wanted to go.

“However,” she explained, “this map (in LP China) is accurate. You need to go back along 
Chang'an Jie to the subway, then go to Dongsishitiao stop. From there you can take another bus to the 
Great Dragon Hotel, and find your hostel. I can take you, no problem.”

There was a problem. I did not want to pay for this specialized escort service, particularly after I 
had read in the LP book about students who attached themselves to foreigners for a variety of reasons, 
then expect reimbursement. 

“No, thank you, you've given us all the direction we need.” I replied, and we were off, walking 
across the busy street filled with buses, cars, trucks, and bicycles. Lots of bicycles, but not as many as I 
had presumed, and certainly less than in Amsterdam. All the same, it was still a full street.

We easily entered a bus, paid our fare, and were backtracking, going East on Chang'an Jie, 
albeit much more slowly this time as the bus made constant stops, discharging and picking up 
passengers. Obviously not an express. The buildings were not much different from most large cities, 
until we passed Tian'anmen Gate and Square. These renowned features looked almost out of place, the 
gate looking as if a skyscraper was laying sideways with Chairman Mao's picture over the entrance on 
the North side, and the square on the South side is a huge open area centered around his memorial hall. 

As the bus continued its stop-and-go, the cityscape resumed until we came to an obvious train 
station. We couldn't see any trains, but a huge throng of people scurrying about a large square in front 
of a squat two-story structure with taxis and bicycles in front showed it was an important transit 
terminal of some kind. At this point, we got off the bus and went into Jian Guo Men Station to board a 
subway train on the line to our hostel.

After paying 9¥ ($1.09USD) for the three of us, we showed our tickets to the attendant at a 
gated entrance to the station below. Following the crowd was easy enough, and once on the platform, 
the trains regularly pulled in for a minute, then out, with great predictability. We would not have a long 
wait. The subway system was a simple two-line setup, as shown in LP, a blue circle line (#2) that 
looped around along the second ring road,  and an East-West Line red line (#1) parallel to Chang'an Jie. 
A third line far away is under construction, but this station (Jian Guo Men), close to the ancient 
observatory, served as a transfer point between the two operating lines. Even more pleasing was that 
we could easily understand our route—the large route map on the wall was plotted by stations whose 
names were written in both Chinese and English. It was quite easy to find the Northbound train that 
would take us three stations before disembarking.  

Though it was crowded, an old woman moved through the car, selling tourist maps. For some 
reason, she knew to approach me first out of all the other passengers. I admit, I  felt better giving her 
some money and receiving an item that is normally free at upper-end hotels. Better to have me picking 
my own pocket than her!

Keeping our eye on the route map over the doors, the train seemed to move along at an 
extremely fast clip for what seemed too long. By the time we stopped at the third station, Dongzhimen 
Qiao (We easily recognized the station sign on the wall, written in English, too.), and pushed out onto 
the platform. It was an easy walk up and out into the air, where we remembered the motorway junction 
that our express bus had been on when it came into Beijing. The midday chaos of the streets was 
phenomenal, only increasing from what I'd observed an hour before.

 With our new tourist map in hand, we began walking toward the Great Dragon Hotel. We 



walked for a long time, and finally had to ask another woman, who showed us that  we were too far 
North, and directed us to walk South. I didn't figure it was such a distance, but we came to another 
major thoroughfare, Giongrentiyuchang Bei Road (Worker's Stadium Road), and turned East. We 
passed the Worker's Stadium, an Outback Steakhouse, several other assorted business and apartments, 
the Pacific Center Shopping Complex, and, finally, the next building was the Great Dragon Hotel, as 
evidenced by the large marquee just below the roofline. On the map, it is also known as the Zhaolong 
Hotel, (http://en.beijing2008.com/58/16/article212031658.shtml) constructed in 1985 with financing by 
wealthy Hong Kong businessman Pao Yue-Kong. (asiaweek.com: OCTOBER 29, 1999 VOL.25 NO. 43) 
              “Wealthy” is an inadequate English term describing Sir Yue-Kong Pao. He was born in 1918 
in Ningbo (close to Shanghai), where his father was a cobbler who owned a shoe repair shop. It was 
there that a youthful Mr. Pao learned  how to trade first-hand, and knew to leave town when the 
Communists under Chairman Mao took over China in 1949. He  fled to Hong Kong, where he began 
life anew with a solitary rustbucket tanker, and was able to navigate his company's course to 
unbelievable success. 
          To give an idea of  “success,” his fleet dwarfed that of Greek shipping magnate Aristotle Onasis 
seven-fold. He was an individual who has had significant impact on world as we know it, having 
influential access to both the West (he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 1978) and the East (former 
Chinese President Deng Xiaoping was a buddy) who endowed libraries, schools, hospitals, and 
numerous other philanthropic projects around the world. He never forgot his roots, generously funding 
the great Ningbo University into an internationally esteemed school.
           I'd like to say I had the pleasure of meeting this worldly man in the late 1970s when my second 
ship, USS ENGLAND, inported Hong Kong for a week. Undoubtedly, though, I had met another 
businessman who was preoccupied with the restoration of this fabulous city to China. I told him that he 
probably has the best of both worlds because of his fluency in both Cantonese, Mandarin, and English. 
Despite his dire quandary, Hong Kong has not only flourished since reverting, and it has given China 
additional stature on its “middle path” to bringing a staggering population into the future. Obviously, I 
likely did not meet Sir YK, as he preferred to be called by his friends, and I have no end of admiration 
for this towering figure. 
           We entered this exclusive hotel, and found that it was not to be our temporary residence while in 
Beijing. We were quickly re-directed back out and around the side, along the third ring road, to a much 
smaller, drab, gray-colored, four-story building lacking the exquisite features and wait-staff of the 
grand hotel a few meters away. This was the Zhaolong International Youth Hostel 
(outdoor@etang.com), our home in Beijing. We entered  it through double-doors and found a 
welcoming front desk in a large room. While waiting in a short line of other fellow travelers—all 
appeared to be explorers similar to us, with their backpacks and less than go-to-church clothing. When 
I reached the receptionist, Piton Hu, I  produced my reservation number, and created what seems to 
have become a traditional  reign of confusion whenever I show up. 
           Since I had requested family quarters, we were eventually slotted into a six-bunk room (40 ¥ 
pp/night, $4.84USD), #315,  separated from the hostel by a door. Apparently, we were in the hotel 
workers dorms, and this four-story building was for everybody who could not or would not pay the 
high fees (which actually weren't) of a five-star hotel, like next door.  No matter; through good fortune, 
a developed traveling instinct, and sheer tenacity, we were finally able to shed our packs onto their own 
racks and sack out for desperately needed sleep.
           Except for me. We had been able to get to Beijing, but we did not yet have a way out. It was my 
plan that we would board the Trans-Mongolian in Beijing to the capital of Mongolia, Ulaan Baatar. 
Once there, we would stay two nights in a yurt, then continue onto Lake Baikal, where we would take a 
hydrofoil uplake to Severobaikalsk, then board the Trans-Siberian to Moscow. Back in the capital of 
the great nation of Russia, we would enjoying a mid-day performance of the Moscow State Circus, then 
board the night-train onto St. Petersburg. After a  few days visit, we would exit Russia to Finland 



before the expiration of multiple-entry visas. It was contingent upon train tickets out, and, despite my 
exhaustion, I could not sleep. I had parental responsibilities!           
        I had just seen where to go, and how to get there. I  locked the door on my sleeping offspring, 
went downstairs, and out into a bright mid-day. I backtracked our steps on the crowded sidewalk 
alongside the broad  Giongrentiyuchang Bei Road, passing the Worker's Stadium again, but this time I 
didn't veer off, and ultimately reached Dongsishitiao Qiao. Even though I was enervated, I could tell a 
tremendous discrepancy between the perceived distance on the tourist map and the actual distance, and 
knew it was the scale. No matter; I had a specific task to complete. 

Regardless of how far I had to go, I had a job to do. I entered the subway station, purchased my 
ticket, and descended to the platform, where I boarded a train going South to Jianguo Men Station. 
Once there, I quickly made my way up and out to face the Beijing Railway Station. 
            This massive boxlike building is a recent construction, dating from the first 5-year plan, 1953-7, 
of the Chinese Communist Party under it's leader, Chairman Mao. I clambered over a squat, iron fence 
and walked into a ticketing area in the Westernmost part, finding it filled with people in a dizzying 
array of lines, each designated for terminus in cities far away, whether Hong Kong, Shanghai, Ningbo, 
Tianjin, etc. I stood in a few of the queues, unable to decipher exactly how to buy, much less speak my 
need for, tickets to Ulaan Baatar and beyond. 

I was, however, able to make a short acquaintance with a missionary, bound for Fuzhou, 
perfectly fluent in English because she was London-born and raised. It was delightful to speak with her, 
and she was familiar with the class system of seating on board trains in this previously-classless 
society. Being a missionary, she was willing to compromise a reasonable ride to 1) save money and 
2)meet a deadline. I left her in a disorganized queue to look for the “International Passenger Booking 
Office,” mentioned in the LP guidebook. I went into an even more diminished side hall with a small 
hand-marked sign bearing the same words in English, but found it shuttered. I recalled a  truism written 
on page 253 in LP:  “...Whether or not you get a ticket here is pot luck...”   
             I returned to the ticketing windows to see the missionary had moved back by several people. It 
appeared that the passengers in front of her were actually holding places for multiple family members, 
each of whom needed separate tickets and individual discussions with the agent about their particular 
hard seat.  Based upon the information in LP, the hard seat, or even soft seat, class,  made our horrible 
T-6  from Paris to Roma seem luxurious by comparison! I knew the Chinese train seats were 
unacceptable for either me or my children. I had to find a better solution, and, skirting this area, walked 
into the huge central structure of this station, the Grand Hall.
          Grand indeed, and very full, at that. People were everywhere, most of whom were sitting about, 
waiting. Arriving trains brought even more people into the hall, which should balance the numbers as a 
departing train should mean a loss of people. Improbably, the number of humans inside appeared to 
increase exponentially, which ever way! 
          Up high on one wall, a train ticker showed the arrival and departure of trains. I could see a large 
stairwell ascending to a less-populated second floor, and thought I might find something there. Once up 
into that decidedly more open space, I looked over the banister at the masses below, writhing and 
undulating more like a ripple in a pond, knowing that I had been a part of it a moment ago and will be 
again after obtaining the requisite tickets. I entered the large rooms on this floor, seeing that they were 
empty except for one, which was filled with people attempting to squeeze through another door. A 
marquee above it indicated that this was for train #19, which corresponded to the train ticker 
“Shanghai” (written in both Chinese and English) in the Grand Hall.  
          I went down a long hallway which had numerous, regularly spaced, locked doors, each marked 
with track numbers. Looking through a crack in the jamb of one of the doors, I could see trains lined up 
below, but few people on any of the platforms. 
          I knew that I was in the right place, I just needed to find the correct ticketing booth. Going 
toward the stairwell, I spotted an information desk with a woman patiently listening to a man explain 



his predicament. As he began shoving a sheaf of papers into her face, and hammering on the desk, she 
grew more disinterested in him, looking away, at me. Her attention increasingly strayed, correlated to 
the growing crescendo of his insistent voice. Returning her nonplussed look, I shrugged my shoulders 
and descended into the masses. While doing so, I spied a group of obvious travelers― all of them 
Caucasian―standing in a crowded waiting room. I made my way to them, and, seeing a Canadian flag 
patch sewn onto one of the backpacks, I introduced myself.
          “Traveling, eh? Where are you going, eh?”
          “Oh, we are off to Ulaan Baatar. eh. It's Mongolian Independence celebration these first two 
weeks of July you know, so we booked early, eh.” the man beside the backpack told me.
          “You make it sound like tickets are difficult to get. How'dja get your's, eh?” I asked.
           “We've been planning this for a year. You have to. And there aren't any rooms left in UB, so we 
are going to stay in a yurt away from town. Its not ideal, but we were lucky. Look, if your interested in 
going, you better buy tickets soon. See that door over there?” he said, pointing across this marginally 
less-packed lounge. “Go in there to ask about travel. The guy speaks English and is real helpful, eh!”
           My heart soared upon hearing his words. I forgot how tired I was when I profusely thanked him, 
with lots of “eh”, and literally skipped over to the aforementioned door. 
              Entering that small room, I found a man seated at a table with a neatly printed cardboard sign 
taped to it: “Mongolian Tickets Here.” I was elated! This is exactly what I had planned! My high spirits 
didn't last, though, when the agent saw me and said “None left. Sold out. It is possible to take a longer 
journey to Hohhot and enter the country on a mini-bus, for a still longer trip to UB. Yes, it is possible, 
but more difficult.”   
            Crestfallen, I asked about next week's train. 
           “Next week? This is for the next two months!” he replied. “Everybody travels in Summer, when 
the weather is best, and the numbers double for Independence Day festivities in Ulaan Bataar during 
July.”  
           I immediately became dispirited as my heart sank with this news, and trudged back through the 
lounge, the Grand Hall, and outside into the Sunny day. I was so absorbed in thought about how to 
overcome this obstacle when I realized that I was back in front of the Great Dragon Hotel. Had I gotten 
so used to the route to and from our hostel that, after only two jaunts on it, I could do it 
subconsciously? No matter, I went around the hotel to the Zhaolong Hostel, checked in, and joined my 
children in sleep, albeit I was most disturbed.

It was twilight when we arose a short time later, and we went out for a bite to eat. In fact, we 
specifically went out for Beijing Duck We didn't have to go far, but we did have to cross under the 
third ring road, an extremely hazardous proposition, made even more so by the darkness. There must be 
a rule about vehicles on the road not turning on any kind of lights unless it is pitch black out! 

After our hazardous 200-meter walk, we entered the Jingxin Quanjude Roast Duck Restaurant, 
A2 Dongsanhuan Beilu, and we spent an hour enjoying a fine multi-course meal. This was the tastiest 
duck I've ever eaten―not that I've ever eaten much in the first place! Afterwards, and safely back 
across that trafficked road, now slightly better because headlights and taillights were visible, we 
strolled into the Pacific Center. Seeing an ATM, we resupplied our wallets with additional yuan, ready 
for tomorrow, and returned to our hostel bunks for a decent night's sleep. Except for me.
        The First of July found me frustrated and most unsettled, with an uncomfortable chill passing 
through my body as I comprehended the circumstances. My success at getting us plenty far away from 
home in the Northern Hemisphere was now seeming to be an awkward positive at best. Literally, we 
were in Beijing, on the other side of the World, latitude 40º 04′ North/longitude 116º 35′ East, in the 
Eastern Hemisphere,  at  61 meters/200 feet above sea level. (El Paso, in the Western Hemisphere, 
latitude 31º 80′ North/longitude 106º 38′West, at an elevation of 1097 meters/3598 meters.) While a 
chord between the two locations is not a diameter, it is nearly 11,000km/7,000miles. 
(www.factmonster.com) This knowledge caused me to feel alarm about  our desperate situation, 



something we great leaders never reveal, and I was, after all, a great leader. In my  mind, anyway!
              I woke Katarena and Enrique to see more of Beijing. Despite missing the early departure of 
the Great Wall Adventure Club mini-bus to the Wall, we made excellent use of  being in this ancient 
city. Walking along the Workers' Stadium Road, we took a pedestrian overpass over it. A part of the 
wide stairwell were not steps, but had a six inch plate welded over them on one side. I couldn't figure it 
out initially, but then saw that it was a low-tech answer for bicycles to get from one side of the busy 
road to the other. I didn't see any skateboards, but I also knew it was a magnificent, albeit dangerous, 
ramp. A skater wouldn't have to be overly proficient or intelligent to use it, but the danger was in 
descending at a high rate of speed into crowds of walkers or sitters. 
                Or into any of the numerous entrepreneurs on the sidewalk, who had rolled out mats of 
knick-knacks for interested passersby. A few beggars were likewise camped out on the sidewalk, some 
disabled and unable to move far. We walked  halfway down the block to a fruit kiosk, where we 
supplemented our breakfast, and bought a cluster of mini-bananas. Snacking on cherries, we 
backtracked to the bridge, giving our petite bananas to the various grateful beggars as I demonstrated 
that food is what they really want, not money—nor even the opportunity to vote. [I base this conclusion 
on the voting statistics in the USA, where registering and voting is routinely ignored by an eligible 
majority (Who undoubtedly also are the biggest complainers!), yet ample beggars can be found on 
many street corners as well.] We humans have similarities the world over! 


