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Prelude
. o

Mr. Chen Qiang asked me to translate his book, from
Chinese to English, and I gladly obliged.

As Chen’s description is vivid and humorous, while
translating, I sometirhes smiled and sometimes had a good
laugh. However, for me, the most distinctive feature, in the
book, is the many colorful people from many different walks of
life: parents who home school their children; a mayor who does
not get paid; a Chinese expert who has published a couple of
books about the country, after living there for more than 10
years; an old man who distributes wheelchairs, free of charge,
to people in different countries; a student who lies in a bath tub
while listening to the lecture. . .

After having been in the States for nearly 20 years, I still
find these people refreshing, though, somehow, they remind me
of some of my Americans friends.

Take my neighbor Betty as an example.

76-year-old Betty has two daughters, both living out of
state. After her husband passed away a few years ago, Betty
stays, with an old dog, in a big house all by herself. Betty is
always neatly dressed, and her house is always spotlessly clean.
In the winter, she shovels the snow, and in the summer, she
mows the grass, never asking help from anybody else.

When we are out of town, we ask Betty to take care of the

lawn, water the house plants and check the mail for us. When



we are back from our trip, the plants are always well and alive,
and the letters and papers are always assorted into different
bags, sitting on the kitchen counter top, waiting for us.

I wonder if, for some Chinese, the term “American” is
synonymous with celebrities like Madonna, Michael Jackson or
Michael Jordan, while, as a matter of fact, a lot of Americans
are like my neighbor, Betty. They are John who works hard for
the bills, Mary who spends a lot of time taking care of her
children and Peter who eats out a lot less because of the high-rise
energy price.

These conscientious Americans are the Americans deserved
to be known. These conscientious Americans are the Americans
delineated in Chen’s book.

With his pen, Chen introduces to Chinese readers the
Americans with the quality of integrity, honesty, diligence or
sincerity; with a sieve, he sifted through the sand and carefully
got to the gold.

The book is a window, through which readers can make a
comparison between themselves and those from a different
country.

As the saying goes, “advice from others helps one overcome
one’s shortcoming,” this, I believe, is what the book is mainly

about.

Shumei Roan

in Missouri
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Honesty Starts at Customs

January 11, 2006 was a special day for my wife, my daughter
and me. The three of us flew from Beijing to America, after a
short stop in Tokyo, on Northwest Airlines. When we were
passing customs in Minneapolis, a northern city in the country,
American customs officers gave us a lesson on “honesty.”

As in any other country, passengers have to fill out customs
declaration before entering America, and the items to be declared
include food — fruit, meat, vegetables and so on — products
made of certain kinds of animals, cash that’s more than 10,000
dollars, and others. I declared the 12,000 dollars I brought with
me. but the customs officer didn’t ask to sec the money. After
putting the information on file, he let us pass without checking
any of our five big luggages.

A Chinese student who had entered the country many times
took the same plane with us. To save time, he chose the “green
path” which didn’t require customs declaration. Unfortunately,
he was picked out and every one of his luggages was opened and
checked — with two bags of “spicy chicken wings” found. The
customs officer not only took away his favorite home town food
but asked him to pay 100 dollars. The American told him that he
was fined because he didn’t make the declaration honestly, and
that though bringing the food was understandable (people might
not know the rule before leaving their mother land) not declaring

it was not acceptable. If the student had declared the spicy
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chicken wings, the worst case scenario would be him turning in
the wings without paying any money. Naturally, the student felt
bad — for both the money and his credit score in the country.

In America, credit is important. With good credit, things
become easy in many ways. I didn’t have any credit when I first
arrived in the country, and I even had difficulty buying cell
phones. Here, people pay their cell phone bills at the end of each
month, and anyone with good credit can get a free cell phone
after joining a one-year plan. However, without any or with bad
credit, one would have to pay a deposit of 200 dollars.

How do business units know about a person’s credit? Take cell
phones. Businesses would ask customers to provide them with their
social security and driver’s license numbers. After checking these
numbers online, they could find out how a customer scores —
whether taxes and mortgages have been paid or traffic rules have
been violated. When I first arrived in the country, my credit score
was zero. With the pledge of a Chinese friend who had lived in
the country many years and had good credit, I was finally able to
buy a cell phone without paying any deposit.

Honesty is vividly embodied in business practices in America.
In shopping centers, such as Wal-Mart, any items can be returned
within three months of purchasing time without providing any
explanation. After buying a cooking pot, my wife felt that it was
too heavy and returned it; I wasn’t happy with the fishing pole I
bought and returned it; we found the beef discolored after three
days in our fridge and had our refund without being asked any
questions by the cashier. What’s more, I found the three big pots

of house plant, after being at our home for a while, attracted a lot



