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Without the delightful work on -the present
small volume my summer vacation would be much
busier and much less interesting.

I dare to share with you these articles be-
cause I like them. Splendid or simple, emotional
or cool-headed, they are all off my own humble
shelves,

No sociology, no politics, no education, lan-
guage, psychology or other daily topics. I choose
to leave them for another volume.

But even these passages form a lovely little
view,

Houses, trees, stone, earth and roads; a
village, a town; food and clothes. When you
travel you'll meet these. There are also darker,
bleaker pictures, to be sure. Since we have no
way of avoiding this side of reality, we'd better
learn to face up to it. Fortunately we have some
wise souls to help us out. In this volume I intro-
duce you to such men as Diogenes, H. D. Thor-
eaus Rachel Carson, Roger Swain, and Lewis
Thomas. Before the dismal remnants of a land-
scape, you will think of them. You will feel you

need them.



For the sake of formal variety I've included
two stories, one involving the life of some ordina-
ry citizens, the other the death of a celebrity. 1
happen to have them at hand, and they are such
superb sort of writing.

I've also included the short Lewis Thomas
essays on words and on punctuation. I suppose
you have an interest in language, especially when
it's talked about by someone other than the school
pedants.

The disproportioned lengthy introduction is
part of a writing textbook 1 am editing, 1 let it
work part time here because it represents some of
my biases regarding writing. At a time when we
have correctness everywhere, biases may have

some rare value.

Simon [.ee
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INTRODUCTION

'~ Good writing and bad writing o

A contrastive study of National Geographic and China Pic-

torigal writings

10 be nobody-but-yourself—in a world which Is doing

its best , night and day, to make You everybody else— means
to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight
and never stop fighting .

€. e.cummings

I Selection One with Comments
Lissence of Provence, /y Bi/l Br yson
from National Geographic, September 1995

1,

It happened early on a Sunday morning while [ was
walking in the wooded Lubéron hills of southern
France. From somewhere nearby there rose a strange,
powerful, indeterminate noise, like a thundering wa-
terfall or the roar of a furnace—the kind of noise you
might expect to hear if a dam had broken and it was all
coming your way.

(The author goes on to describe a cold and feckless

wind he experienced on his day of visiting the place. )

- And then, after several hours of noisy gust and tumult,

the mistral abruptly moved on, like a passing train,
and left me and the surrounding countryside tousled but

at peace. Sunshine poured onto the hills, the sky

o ] »



turned a luminous blue, and the air, so wild and unruly
a moment before, became still and balmy. It was the
kind of instant transformation that astonishes the senses

and makes you glad to be alive. It was perfect Provence.

Comments:
Paragraphs 1 and 2 are the first paragraphs of the 17-page
article,

(1) In the very first sentence of the article we are
presented these things: the person who is visiting, the
time of day, the place with its location and topography
the sense of the place (wooded hills), and an imposing
sense of suspension: something serious is going to hap-
pen. As readers we are already sharing the author’s ex-
perience, and are likely to read on to see what's hap-
pening.

(2) The words “strange” and “indeterminate” a-
rouse our curiosity.

(3) In some places the wind is referred to as “gust”
and “mistral”. This variation of words does not merely
avoid repetition. These words are more specific than the
general word “wind”.

(4) Note the life attitude reflected in paragraph 2.
Good writers, like scientists and philosophers, endure
hardships, benefit from adversities, and enjoy whatever
is left for them to enjoy. See how this harsh part of
weather enhances the author's happiness with the fine
day.

(5) This beginner employs the technique of “un-
derstating a good thing”, 8k # % in Chinese. A begin-
ner using this technique has three advantages: first, it

sounds, and is very likely is, true to life. because no

s D a



person or place is perfect; second, it is more convincing
for its even-handed treatment of reality, and third, it
stands as part of a contrast which enhances the effect of
the better sides that follow.

The following paragraph is toward the end of the

article.

3. We were standing on the terrace of a handsome, old—
and resolutely south-facing—stone house in the Vau-
cluse when this information was imparted to me. It was
late afternoon on one of those cool but sunny days that
lie on the cusp between winter and spring. The sky was
streaked with vivid pinks from the last wisps of sunset,
and dusk was settling over the earth. Lights were be-
ginning to come on in the scattered farmhouses silhou-
etted against the landscape before us, and an earthy
smell of woodsmoke hung on the still air. The world.,
or at least this timeless piece of it, seemed a good and

gentle place.

(6) The author has been engaged in conversation
with a local farmer. The houses stand *resolutely” so
because there is few exceptions or variations. Remember
the mistral? It comes from the north. The farmer says.

* «Almost without exception when you see a northfacing
house here, it will be owned by an étranger who bought
it in good weather.”

(7) The words “handsome”,“old” and “stone hou-
ses” remind me of the early 1950s houses at Laiyang Ag-
ricultural Institute. 1 was there three weeks ago. and
was fascinated by the fine workmanship in the local red
stone. Three years ago in September 1997 1 studied in

drawings some century old Qingdao houses. Words like

e B o



these have magic power in conjuring up your past expe-
rience. They can produce echo in those who have seen
these things and love them. |

(8) The sentences following the words “the sky”
paint a picture in the reader’s mind. Note the plural
“pinks”. It's a long time since 1 last saw a sky like this.
I remember it was at least three years ago, and I had
strong impulse of painting the sight. Note the word
“scattered”. Not crowded, nor isolated, just set apart
from each other comfortably. The picture is more than
¥k H . BB EIM, or is different from that. Here
it's brighter, more colorful, and we have the smell.

(9) Contemplate the word “timeless”, and learn to
appreciate the love for natural and man-made beauty.
Think of those ugly buildings we have everywhere, and
the heartless changes we make in the hills.

(10) “Good” and “gentle” are commonest words.
But here, after all the stories having been told, they are
so informed with life, and we remember our impression
from the beginner: we were expecting anything but gen-
tleness.

(11) The following paragraph, Paragraph 4, is not
part of the‘article. It is the caption to the article’s head
picture. Usually we read briefer English captions than
Chinese ones which is one sign of the Chinese tendency
toward pretentious words. But | don’t resent this one.

You'll see why.

4. Like a painting stirred to life by summer wind, Proven-
ce is where the simplest of landxamkmppi% dancing
in a field outside Roussillon—can turn suddenly sub-
lime. No wonder artists are drawn to this corner of

southern France, and why everyone from Roman em-

o 4



perors to movie stars has wanted to claim a piece of it.
But as much as it gives up to those just passing through,
Provence reserves its sweetest self for those who call it
home.

II Selection Two with Comments

El Salvador Learns to Live with Peace, by Mike Ed-
wards

from National Geographic, September 1995

1. Land. “My whole family farmed, but we didn’t own
land,” Simdén Amaya said. “We rented a little piece to
grow our corn. But to get any money, we had to mi-
grate to pick coffee or cotton.”

2. In E1 Salvador the inequity of landownership was one
of the main causes of the civil war that flared in 1980
and lasted a dozen years. A yawning economic fault al-
lotted great estates to a handful of landlords while tens

of thousands of campesino families had not a clod.

Comments

These are the beginning paragraphs of the article.

(1) About ten years ago, | read a story about EIl
Salvador. According to the author of that article, it was
a place of terror. Visitors saw deaths every day, in the
hills, in the woods, in roadside ditches, or just on the
road, whole or dismembered. They were the remains of
those the authorities and the police were not happy
with. Hence the National Geographic title. A good writ-
er tries to narrow down the topic and deals only with
what he judges as the most important aspect of it.

(2) The first paragraph is the beginner of the arti-
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cle. It begins with a very short sentence. Having only
four letters in it, the sentence is informed with almost
everything. The place with the tons of soil and degrees
Fahrenheit, vegetation and inhabitants, and the heart of
problem.

(3) Quotations do not only add authenticity. They

- create a sense of immediacy. And. with skillful, re-

served use of foreign words or terms that have exotic
sounds, like “Simon Amaya”, they present a scoop of
local flavor.

(4) A foreign term does more than bringing about
local flavor. At times the writer needs a more precise
word to better grasp the nature of the subject. For in-
stance. we have different kinds of farmers: farm work-
ers. farm laborors, peasants. commune members, land
owners, land lords, poor and lower-middle peasants,
serfs. tenants, share croppers, and son. We can imagine
that in E1 Salvador there are farmers whose relationship
with land. their working conditions and work style are
special and typical of the place. Hence campesino.

(5) See what we have in these short paragraphs.
Then imagine what will result if the order of the two

paragraphs is inverted.

III Selection Three with Comments
A Winter Tour of Mount Tai
from China Today , February 1997

1.

Mt. Tai, located near the city of Tai'an in central
Shandong Province, covers an area of 125 square kilo-
meters. There are many historical sites and innumera-

ble towering peaks here, the highest being 1 545 meters

s o



