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~ Preface

I have had the honour of being a foreign expert in western culture at
Xiamen University for four years now. Since I teach in English, my
students must express themselves in that language in class and papers.
Over the years I have observed the challenge that presents to them, and
how they strive to overcome obstacles in the way of communication. Most
are persistent and are rewarded by high marks. Those who do not persist,
who give up and claim to be lazy, slip back into the faceless mass. And
that saddens me. 1 know how hard it is to learn another language and
express yourself in it. That difficulty will always be there, but if you
imagine that it is like an athletic contest, then you know the more you try
the stronger you will be. So I was very happy to be asked to participate in
this project as foreign editor. The essays were evidence that many stu-
dents here in Xiamen University strive hard to communicate about dif-
ferent things, getting inspiration from relationships, nature and experi-
ences (happy or sad). The ability to express varies, as you will see, but
the intent is clear, and that is what makes for a good composition in the
final analysis, no matter what the problems of grammar or logic may be.

The two areas of biggest confusion for Chinese EFL students are:
verb tenses, and articles. Verb tenses are not present in the same way in
Chinese, and even students who learn to express themselves well often
reach for the present tense, forgetting this confuses the foreigner. Take
special care with this in your writing: it is a learnable skill, and makes
logical sense if you pay attention. As for articles, that is harder. When

do you use or not use “the”? The idea that something can be specific in
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one sentence and not in another is part of the philosophy of language,
and teachers have to be very careful in their own use so as not to confuse
students. Reading widely is the only recommendation 1 can make here for
overcoming both of these obstacles — after the basic grammar rules are
learned, of course! Reading different authors, novels, science books,
philosophy books — that is how the language penetrates.

And this is my main point. Learning a language should be done for
opening a door into how a people think and communicate. That in turn
teaches you how to use the same words to communicate your own feelings
and thoughts in a creative manner. There is no short cut. It takes years.
Sometimes it takes your whole life. But it is very worthwhile, since
creative writing is the best known way to let others into your world, and
let you into their world, across all time and space. So all compositions
become a way to open that door, to make that communication work.
Language learning is not about the rules; it’s about the reality of which it

speaks.

Marion Wyse
(Professor of Cross-Cultural Issues)
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Winter

Nature is always in brutal and precise or-
der. It is winter, the last season of a year, that
eventually falls softly on this small southem is-
land, when spring days ebbed then summer also
took its French leave, and then the merciless
autumn made off with all my memories and so-
licitude. Having written down this title, I found
that winter was dropped from the point of my
pen to the desk, on whose corner lay several
frost-beaten oranges, glimmering in the dusk
and hush, which I bought yesterday from a
market on campus.

I could say, there are even rarer images
that would denote winter here, compared to
Fuzhou, though they are both southern cities in
the same province. The sky above, for the most
part, is so azure and clear, quite opposite to
those words typically used to describe the winter

sky, such as overcast, gloomy. And there is

the palm tree which, as the tree peculiar to the
2
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tropics, could never create an atmosphere of

winter, with its rustling leaves reminding me of

summer’ s hilarity and hustling.
However, I still love winter here, neither

s0 harsh nor so delicate. During the long sea-
son, the most pleasant hours are the quiet af-
ternoon, when I always hang a thick carpet
round my bed as a screen, and lie down,
thoroughly enjoying its protection from the cold
as well as the stinging light. While lingering
between dream and reality, light and shadow, I
feel my mind being gradually fertilized. I would
listen carefully to the sound outside, muffled by
the screen, sometimes a throng passing below
my balcony with noisy gaiety, and sometimes
perhaps a sparrow flitting from one spray of a
longan tree and then alighting on another.
There are in fact a number of longan trees
along the lane below, tall enough to reach my
balcony. I don’t know why I single out one of

them, and cherish affectionate feelings towards

it, Perhaps it is because it comes into my view
every time I look out, and long staring at each
other leads to some fondness. It grows new
leaves in spring, and remains neither too green
nor withered all the year round, a display of
steadiness. As for its character, it could be

compared to a reserved person, especially in
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winter. It listens quietly to Nature, hidden
deep in the dusk mist; even when it is itself in
pain from some damage to its bark. As the
dearest friend in the world has departed me and
the first love has not made its approach yet, it
is he who converses with me in silence, keeping
company with me in every lonely moment.

The other day when I was with the tree, I
noticed that some top branches had turned
brownish yellow, in conirast with other verdant
ones, seeming to have sustained a great disas-
ter. Immediately my mind was cast back to a
winter evening a year ago. That evening I was
sitting indoors reading, and when I looked out
for a change of mind, 1 found something
sparkling in the tree. It was a small flame
skipping cheerfully among the green foliage,
making a buzz while licking it up. I shuddered
at the great pains he was suffering and the vi-
tality of the warm fire, and for a long time I
stood motionless, staring at this scene, possibly
caused by a careless smoker upstairs. After a
while, water was poured down from above and
quenched the fire. Yet it has left him with a
conspicuous scar ever since, with the dead
branches still hanging down in the air. The
color has deepened into dun. I know, on the

branches are recorded my ups and downs, joys
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and sorrows in the past year as well as one
year’s frost, rain and sunshine.

This drowsy season would cenfine me in
the stuffy room and make me too idle to move
any more. To dispel the easily coming sleep, 1
sometimes would go out for a walk, taking a
road rarely trodden by others. The turf in front
of the Jiannan buildings shows the bearings of
winter, 1 find, like a great blanket sewed with
stripes of green, yellow. The grasses have
survived the ruthless trampling of the students
in the training camp not long ago. They are now
pressed close to the earth and seem to have
lapsed into sound sleep, waiting to be woken up
again in the warm breeze of next spring. And in
the dun soil beneath my feet is accumulated
next year’s hope.

The sun shines, bright and clear on the
sleeping lawn and Jiannan Auditorium; the
winter wind, whistling aloft, produces ceaseless
echoes through the square. All around is in
slumber, except me, sober, standing there
alone.

Winter is really a dreamy season. The
winter’ s dream, no matter awake or asleep, in
the dreary room or in the open air, realistic or
romantic, sweet or bitter, is always so simple,

fertile and promising, having the solicitude of
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