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You may think that sometimes I get too distracted, busy or just plain lazy to update my blog. You're wrong. These long periods between updates are actually intentional - how else could I be so wonderfully longwinded? 

I'm just kidding. (Unless you like spending hours at a time at the computer while you hang onto my every word. In that case, I'm not kidding. I do it all for you. Now send me a letter.)

Speaking of which, I've heard rumors that postage is quite cheap in Taiwan. Dangit. Now I have no excuse for not mailing everything I have to mail (birthday presents and postcards and letters and maybe if I start on Christmas presents now, they can be mailed by the time I get back...) 

So this weekend was the first official long-term-ish rotary trip with all of the other exchange students. We went on a Tea Farm Tour in Nantou County: The only land-locked county in Taiwan. This fact was heavily stressed. I don't know why. I just thought I'd share. Well, anyway, these were the highlights of the weekend.

I. The Bus Ride

Wasn't as exciting as bus rides probably should be. We watched Madagascar (no good - like you needed me to tell you) and part of Superman Returns (I didn't watch it) and Freaky Friday (Despite the normal human aversion to Lindsay Lohan, our bus was seemingly enraptured- and I have to admit that I, too, watched it. Sometimes, though, I tried to pretend I wasn't paying attention by reading The World According to Garp.)

The other bus watched Pirates of the Caribbean 2. The irony was not lost on my traveling companions, who were quite amused by Pirated Pirates. 

I also read and stole a copy of Newsweek. By stole, I mean that I borrowed and couldn't bear to part with this relic of my hemisphere (although it was the international version). I know the owner will not mind. It will have a good home here.

At night, the lights on the bus made me feel like I was on a psychedelic shuttle. 





II. The Paper-Making Factory

Made me feel like I was in kindergarten again. We made fans: 

(This one is actually us imprinting the design on paper)








Ari and I made our fans at different times in different groups, and out of forty or so different designs to choose from, we both chose the same one. We also chose the same color for the outline, though I finished pretty quickly, so I ended up adding yellow to mine. 

We also saw, as you may have guessed, paper being made. We all ooh-ed and ahh-ed and took pictures of the workers who do this every single day and probably resent us for finding it all so fascinating. 





II. The Puppy 

On the way to Nantou, we stopped at Sun Moon Lake to cross a bridge. They gave us an absurd amount of time to cross this bridge. It couldn't possibly have taken longer than a minute or so. But there are certain distractions when there are 50 people who have been cooped up in buses for that long. Someone must always trip and fall in the water (And this is why I don't go near lakes. Being clumsy is sort of a hobby of mine), and of course, you have to watch out for anything crawling out from under the bridge - trolls, carnivorous lake creatures, puppies...





It was all by itself and at the time, more fleas than actual dog, but still adorably cute. Ariel (pictured above) somehow convinced the Rotarians to let her bring it with us for the remainder of the trip. I don't know what she planned on doing with it, but it turns out her homestay family in Nantou adopted it. Which is very, very lucky. It was quite a spoiled dog for the weekend. 

III. The Grapes of Wrath

My host family owned a vineyard, and at one point, everyone came over and got to "experience Taiwanese farm life" by picking grapes. However, you can never be too careful with nature on a tropical island...




We lost a lot of good men that day.

It was a pretty nice place, though, despite the violent plants. I think if I owned any sort of farm, I'd like it to be a vineyard. 





IV. The Truth Behind the Matter

Halfway into the trip, we all discovered the real reason they brought us halfway across the island: to take pictures. I think we took two or three group pictures a day. Multiply that number by the insane amount of cameras they'd have to get the picture with each time (because even in the digital age, apparently it's still too difficult to email eachother pictures). And if one picture is worth a thousand words, well, then you have...

well, actually you just have a lot of pictures. And you know what? Group pictures never look that great close up anyway. It's just one of life's impossibilities to get 50 students to stand still and look good all at the same time. This picture came the closese to defying those impossibilities. 





V. The Tea

...Wasn't very interesting. I mean really - they're tea farms. Did they really expect our eyes to light up with enthrallment? Most of the time, I watched Julien do a magic trick, which I eventually figured out all on my own (by eventually, I mean after watching it twenty or thirty times...I had no choice, though. Things like that have a tendency to haunt me until I know how they're done)

However, in the spirit of education and cultural enlightenment, and because I probably know more about tea production in Taiwan than you ever will, I'll share something I learned. Tea can be classified in two ways: type (small-leaved or big-leaved) or processing (non-fermentation, partial fermentation, complete fermentation or fragrance). Now go, oh wise ones, and spread this knowledge around the world.

VI. The Bridge

There are some places that will be forever intriguing to their visitors. Magpie Bridge (though, to me, it will always just be "The Bridge" with a capital B) is one of those places. 

By night it's distant lights on the mountain; by day it's every acrophobe's nightmare, extending for an impossibly long 205 meters, suspended over a rather unpleasant looking canyon. 

Of course, the more fearless people couldn't resist making everyone else squeal by shaking the bridge. No one died (though I think Ayana got one of her heels stuck in the wood and tripped) and I think we cured more than a few cases of Vertigo by the end. 

Bridges are interesting and high places are humbling. As Sophie (Belgium) put it, it's kind of strange to realize where your life has taken you. How many of us ever thought that someday we'd be on a tiny little island sitting virtually in midair?

I failed to get any justifying pictures, unfortunately. I don't know if there ever could be any.

VII. The Snake Kiln

On the way to Nantou (or maybe on the way back - things like this are lost in my timeless memory) we stopped at a pottery museum (will the fun never end?) and looked at some, um, pottery. And we also looked at a giant kiln that was supposed to be in the shape of a snake where they made all the pottery. Exciting stuff.





Actually, it was kind of exciting to go inside. Kind of.

We did get to make tiles that will someday be placed on Magpie Bridge together, just like the last generation of exchange students. I failed to get a picture of their tiles, and I only got a picture of the one I made:





I really have no creativity when it comes to these things. I spent the entire class wondering what to draw, and thought of nothing better than a (probably inaccurate) Chicago skyline.

VIII. An Ocarina in the Shape of Taiwan

...Was my most interesting and exciting purchase. I also got a do-it-yourself paper dragon that I will never do myself and a bookmark and a couple gifts and some small magnetic birds and we got to make pencils: 





Yes, I really mean we made them. We drilled holes in the sticks, put lead in them, sharpened them with a knife, drilled a hole at the top and added some string (so we can put on a keychain? I don't know.)

IX. The House that Rotary Built

I have mentioned the 921 Earthquake briefly before, when I visited the museum. In 1999, Taiwan was hit with something like a 7.2 magnitude earthquake. 

Now, there are earthquakes all the time in Taiwan (though I haven't had the luck of experiencing one yet - though I think I may have slept through one a month or so ago), but none of them were as quite a big a deal as this one, because none of them caused quite as much destruction:
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And Nantou was at the center of it all, right on that wonderful little fault line. 

Needless to say, they were left lacking in, um, buildings. Lucky for them, Rotary-Taipei raised something close to $1 million (USD) to help with reconstruction. Thus, Mingjian Junior High School is now their pride and joy, for it is apparently one of the nicest schools in Taiwan. We visited. It looked kind of like my school here.

*Shrugs* They seemed awfully proud of it, anyway, and wanted to show off the campus and for us to take a lot of pictures. But you know, there just weren't many interesting shots. 

To be honest, it wasn't that beautiful of a school, but I guess that's why American education is going down the drain. They spend their money on silly things like air conditioning and janitors and paint and landscaping and dry-erase boards. Schools here, well, I'll just say those distractions aren't present and there's a lot of unnecessary stress and just leave it at that.

X. The Ride Home

I thought I had come on exchange to learn Chinese, but this weekend made me realize that the real reward in being here was being and meeting other exchange students. I mean, of course the language is important, but I really think that the quality of the year would be significantly reduced were it not for the other people learning and suffering and having fun right along with you. 

Thus, it was a silent ride home. These weekends are our escapes from any trouble or suffering or unhappiness or homesickness or monotony that we have become used to - or that we think we have become used to. But the truth is, even if your exchange is going as well as possible (and I think mine is), leaving the other exchange students will always be rather melancholy, because along with those 35 or so other students that you seemingly have nothing and everything in common with go the only 35 people on the island that understand exactly how you feel.
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amused
music: Signs of the Zodiac by Rasputina

They don't mix. 

Someone decided to let the our school's spider monkey (How cool. How many people can claim collective ownership of a spider monkey?) join our pottery class today. Cute, right? It is, until the wheel is spinning and and you're trying to form something that could hopefully, someday be considered a pot with hands so full of clay that they look like the mud-ridden claws of some sort of swamp creature and the stupid monkey won't get off your shoulder...

Okay, I'm lying. There is no monkey. You're so gullible. Would you believe me if I said that North Korea claims to have tested a nuclear weapon, too?

The rest was the truth. Today I spent an hour and a half at a pottery wheel, attempting to sculpt any sort of passable container. I went through three different blocks of clay and resulted with...nothing. At the last minute, any POTential (This is a joke. Laugh or recieve my wrath in the form of a screeching email. Think Howlers, but electronic. Ten Points and a pet alligator for knowing that allusion offhand) my revolving blob (A certain impressive sculptor would have insisted that a pot was in the heart of that blob, waiting to be brought to light, but I had that stuff in every shape under the sun BUT a pot) had was lost when it fell sideways and died with a splat. 

As for the primates, it's a completely different story in a completely different location:

Picture the four of us in the Hsinchu Zoo on a day that's too hot (but if you wait to do things when it's cold in Taiwan, you'll be forever waiting...)

There are tigers and oragutans and gigantic pink pelicans and chickens (yes, chickens) and some spoiled, friendly deer. 

And then there is a gibbon performing daring, acrobatic feats in his home. Naturally, there are people watching from all sides. There we are, mesmerized by this show-off in a monkey suit, when WHACK. The gibbon slams the glass. Clearly on purpose. Scared the daylights out of me. You expected to see him go soaring around on another rope around the corner, but instead he's in your face.

And off he went again.

We moved to a different side of the glass cage, slightly startled. No sooner were we on the next side then the gibbon slams into the glass right in front of us again. He was not doing this anywhere else. Greatly amused, we tried several different places, and eventually realized that this gibbon was aiming for Ari. Wherever she went, he would follow. Clearly, this poor gibbon was in love with Ari. However, despite his best attempts to profess his love, Ari left pretty frightened. 

And then we watched 28 Days Later, in which monkeys infected with the Rage virus are in the opening scene. How appropriate. 

(In other news, do I have any suggestions for easy Halloween costumes?) 

