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Porto, Portugal — April 8, 2010
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Easter at Seville
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t the height of the age of maritime exploration and discovery, Portugal
Arult:d the sea. As Chinese (myself included), we tend to emphasize

Cheng He, the sea admiral of the Ming Dynasty, who preceded the
Europeans with much larger ships and fleet sizes. New theory, in particular the
one put forth in the popular book 1421, tried to put Cheng’s achievements with
farther reaches to the Americas (ahead of Columbus), though this conjecture is
still highly contested and debated upon.

But the context of the travels of the Europeans and the Chinese, in reversing
directions from their respective home ports, varied greatly. Likewise their
influence and impact to the rest of the world as a result of their endeavors were
different in scale. For the Europeans, trade and conquest of new colonies were
the paramount reasons for their royal patronage or government sponsored
seafaring activities. Geographic discoveries, scientific knowledge and spread
of religious beliefs probably were secondary, nonetheless important motivation.
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« BHTARY 28 ST
M 28 street car of Lishoa

For these reasons, the European’s impacts in foreign lands were immense and
long lasting,

For the Chinese on the other hand, their great vovages faded into obscurity
following the fall of the Ming dynasty. Only historians find interest in such
records, or in more contemporary times for Chinese keen on displaying their
nationalistic achievements. We of course cannot totally write off impacts hke
propagation of culture and some impetus to trade during and after Cheng He's
seven visits to the southern oceans and east coast of Africa. But obviously the
Portuguese, and later on their European counterparts like the Spanish, Dutch
and English, left far more influence with further reach, and for duration of
centuries until the present day.

Within such context and in admiration of their secondary interests, the spirit
which drove them to faraway places for reasons beyond trade and colonization,
I visited Portugal along its sea board from south to north. My first stop was

Faro as I crossed from Spain into Portugal, after spending Semana Santa (Holy
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Week of Easter) at Seville of Spain. The religious fervor and parades were
perhaps the best overture for my understanding of the history and heritage of
how religion permeates throughout the Iberian Peninsula, which includes Spain
and Portugal.

Faro, a seacoast town with a medieval walled center, has the ancient
cathedral of Se rising on a hill overlooking the harbor with a small regatta of
vachts and boats. Once a fishing village, the town today has a laissez-fair style
to its pace as people stroll the causeway and leisurely drink their coffee at the
few cafes along the waterfront. Above more churches by the waterfront are
huge bird’s nests of the white stork. Our timing must be right as 1 could see
several storks perching in their nests hatching. Large storks would occasionally
fly by with twigs in their beaks, bringing them to reinforce the nests. It was
Sunday and people flocked to church for Mass. One older lady leaned on a
column outside to collect alms. From her complexion and costume, she may
be from northern Africa, perhaps Morocco or other nearby vicinities.

Mot far from Faro is Lisboa, capital of Portugal. 1 had a long stroll inside the
fortress overlooking the entire approach to the harbor. Today residential homes
were built all the way along the hillside up to the base of the fortified walls,
with old canons jutting their gun turrets right over red-tiled roofs of houses
below. A few cats from these homes found their private access through cracks
and indents of the walls and took the fortress as their own backyard.

Number 28 street cars. usually in vellow color, are famous as its path
negotiates some of the narrowest roads and alleys and at times cruised in high
speed up and down steep hills on both sides of city center. [ took it for a nde
as I saw dare-devil youngster hanging on to the side steps, getting a thrill both
in ride and avoid paying for the ticket. I changed to another number and went
along the waterfront of the city to visit the rather famous Maritime museum.

The museum has a wonderful collection of pictures, models, relics of the
country’s maritime past. Pirates of the high sea are perhaps as old as the
maritime trade. A special exhibit about contemporary pirates was on display.
It included a captured make-shift speedboat, from the Somalia Sea Pirates
who has been pestering important sea lanes of the Arabian Sea — Indian Ocean
coast. A complementary, or complimentary, video illustrates a show-down at

sea between Navies of the world and these heavily armed guerrilla-like pirates.
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A few centuries ago during the epoch of the Portuguese seafaring activities,
many missionaries went off to China, in particular to Macau. In 1660, during
the early Qing Dynasty, letters written by Jesuits in China took five years
to reach Rome. Earlier during the Ming Dynasty in 1573, of twelve Jesuits
who set sail from Lisboa for the mission in China only one arrived in Macau,
Another century later in 1684, it was reckoned that in the 100 years since
Father Ricci who left Lisbon and arrived in China, of 600 priests who set out
for the mission, only 100 reached Macau. The rest were perished in one way
or another.

In those days. sea route was dangerous and passengers would succumb to
constant seasickness, storms, shoals, pirates and a multitude of diseases. Life
in general was shorter, slower, and harder. But intellectuals like the Jesuits
were more concerned about leading a meaningful life than a comfortable
one. Though the price was high, there seemed to be no shortage of dedicated
souls who were ready to put their lives in the service of God, or in pursuit of
knowledge. The maritime museum provides evidence of such an inspired era,

Outside the museum and within short walk of the famous Cathedral and
Convent i1s the best known pastry shop for the Portuguese custard tart. The
long line in front was a testament that both locals and foreign tourists find this
an attraction to the palate. We bought six warm tarts just out of the oven.

Half way back toward town 15 the Fundacao Oriente, set up ten years ago as
a repository of Asian material following the Portuguese exit of Macau, after
five centuries of holding the city as a colony. Dr Francisco Peixoto showed
me their archive of material. Of particular interest to me 1s their collection of
old pictures of Macau, all stored in boxes underground in a hibrary vet to be
inventoried and organized. 1 suggested that CERS may like to collaborate in
sorting out these valuable images.

Another fine collection of the institute 1s a rare ensemble of old musical
records, all in discs, however not in the digital type. Many of them are in full
sets, of Cantonese Operas. Notable names from decades ago marked these
audio records now considered a relic. There were also sets of Peking Opera as
well, though not as numercus as the Cantonese ones. A few old reels of films

of these operas were also on the shelves. All these and others remain to be
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February 6 Harbin (45.7°N)

e are in Harbin, the northernmost provincial capital of China.

Today 1s the 15th day of the lunar New Year, Year of the Dragon,

and time of celebration by all Chinese. The sun is setting at 430pm
at this latitude while a full moon has already risen. Flying in, 1 could see that
all the rivers were frozen, though there was no snow on the ground.

By 5pm it is already dark outside and everywhere is the sound and flashes
of fireworks on display, shooting up to brighten the otherwise too-early mght
sky. Huge specimens of the now-famous ice sculptures of Harbin, an imposing
castle here and a line up of animals there, dominated several center lane cross-
sections on the boulevard from airport into town. They are lit up from the
mside with multiple color tones, giving the look of a erystal fairyland.

My team, six of us for now, until our filmmaker Xavier would join us in a

couple days, drove off from our hotel to a hot pot meal. No other food or a
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Might scene of Harbin
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lee fishermen of Amur River
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eilongjiang means Black Dragon River. It seems symbolic and
appropriate that we are here as the Year of the Dragon begins, at the
head of the river.

“Today the weather report said minus forty degrees, but we are used to it,”
said Liu when I asked how cold it was just as he returned home from collecting
his fish from the nets, laid under ice-holes of the Heilongjiang River. “In fact
the water is much warmer below the ice and once the fish are out of water, they
freeze to death,” quipped Liu. Today’s catch only brought in small minnows,
and one larger her mang catfish, perhaps one kilo in weight. On a good day he
may get one that weighs ten kilos or more.

His neighbor Li Langing who runs the Longjiang Yuan {Dragon River
Source) hostel and restaurant was luckier. He produced a three kilos carp,

frozen solid and sold it to us for Rmb300. With a saw, he cut it into two halves.
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Winter scene of Heilongjiang border
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One would be served as our lunch and the rest to be taken back to Polar Village
(formerly known as Mohe Village) for dinner,

We are at Luoguhe, a village with some sixty households at the head of the
Heilongjiang River, or Amur River as known to the Russian side across on the
other bank. Here i1s where the Ergun and Shilka rivers, southern and northern
branches respectively, have their confluence before becoming the Heilongjiang,
seventh longest river in the world. It i1s also the provincial border between
Inner Mongolia and Heilongjiang, together making what was once called
Manchuria.

Winter here 15 necessarily brutal and bitter, being adjacent to the huge
continental climate zone of Russia’s Siberia Far East. For visitors from the
tropical region further south, it may seem deceivingly romantic as the entire

land 15 dressed in white and frost. Reality checked in when we went on an

. SR
Officers chatting at border.
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