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Back from Beijing, a new

Impression.

By Dean Lewis dean-dean@qq.com

Being in Beijing this summer and only speaking
English and some Cantonese is amazingly useless.
There was news all over the Country of the city’s
sharp development for the 2008 Olympics, including
learning more English to welcome the international
guests. When it comes to English knowledge, it was
hard to believe. I started to think, is Shenzhen much
like Beijing? I haven’t noticed because I often get
around with Cantonese. It’s really amazing in
Shenzhen, even people from other provinces who
never really speak Cantonese, if faced with English or
Cantonese, will try their hand at Cantonese to
communicate with me. Also I'm rarely faced with
only speaking Putonghua; this must be something
foreigners in China are faced with daily.

I've heard other foreigners from the mainland say
how relieved they feel when entering Hong Kong.
Finally they could use English more and find things
they haven’t been able to. I find it hard to believe, I
often go into mainland cities to find things I don’t see
in Hong Kong, so I guess I don’t see the things
they’re missing out on because I never go without
them. After arriving back in Hong Kong, it wasn’t just
the English that was familiar to me. I got on the
phone, spoke English and Cantonese; joked about
how poor my Mandarin was in Beijing, but that I

spoke more Mandarin than I ever had before.

While I was happy to get back to speaking more
Cantonese and English in Hong Kong, I did
experience something in Beijing I had never
experienced before. The absolute necessity to speak
Putonghua! Words came back to me that I had
learned but never had the opportunity or necessity to

speak. English or Cantonese got me around so well in
Shenzhen and Hong Kong that Mandarin had been
put on the sidelines. I never understood other
foreigners who could live in China and not learn a
word of any Chinese dialect, how do they live?
Arriving back in Hong Kong I could appreciate
English speakers feeling the sense of release being
able to use some English. Sometimes the familiar
things are nice.

Before I left Australia I spent time in the areas where
there are many Chinese in Melbourne. Any Chinese
friends who lived in Melbourne would know the
suburb ‘Box Hill’. Places like there you can get away
without using English quite easily. Many foreigners
in Hong Kong spend their time around Central. The
Lan Kwai Fong bar district has bars where you won’t
be understood if you communicate in Chinese! I find
this hard to accept, Westerners cutting themselves
off in their own little communities throughout China.
However they move to what feels familiar to them.
My Australian Chinese friends talk about how they
deliberately avoid China town so they can be more
integrated with the Australian society. Others from
China live in Australia for 10 years and never really

improve their English.

I guess everyone has something they feel at home
with, and sometimes that thing is to do what we’ve
always known. Some of us feel more comfortable
with adjusting to something new and a little foreign.
Some of us make it half way and do a little of both.
Hong Kong seems to be a city which made it half way
with the two cultures; this in itself is a little
refreshing after coming back from Beijing.
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