Bottles and bottles and bottles


It was 2002 and Gary and I had been dating for four years, when his mother suggested that the two of us join her on a trip to China to visit friends and relatives. I leapt at the opportunity and just over a month later, Gary, Susana and I settled in for an immeasurably long flight from Chicago to Hong Kong, where we would be spending the first half of our trip. With its European style and cosmopolitan ways, Hong Kong was impressive, but not terribly different from a big city in the U.S.. There were street signs in English and posters in the subway stations reminding us to dispose of our litter properly, recycle aluminum cans and say “No” to drugs. We toured the shopping districts, spent time with Gary’s uncle and an old college friend of Susana’s, ate Peking duck and dim sum, and went to high tea at the Peninsula Hotel. 



Things became a lot more “Chinese” midway through our trip when we made a four-day jaunt to Guangzhao, a city of 3.2 million in southern China, to visit Susana’s mother. After successfully garnering a visa to visit the mainland, thanks to Susana’s tenacity and her ability to speak Chinese, we boarded the train for a short ride to the other side of the world. I stared out the window as we rolled along the tracks and watched the relative order and cleanliness of Hong Kong transform into a dirty, jumbled patchwork of villages, farm fields and factories. Garbage piled several feet high lined the railroad tracks and roads and every square inch of land was occupied in some productive manner. Arriving at the train station in Guangzhao, I found no signs in English and not a white person in sight, a condition that remained uncharged until we returned to Hong Kong. 


In China, we relied on Gary’s mother and uncle as our tour guides, since neither Gary nor I speak Chinese, and ventured out cautiously on our own, always with a business card from our hotel in hand. One evening, Susana arranged for Gary and I to join an evening boat ride along the Pearl River in the center of town. At the appointed hour, we stood in a bustling crowd near the dock and waited for the announcement of “bot-ling-bot,” Boat 808. When the vessel arrived, we clambered aboard what appeared to be a ferry or freight boat by day, cruise ship by night. A few dozen round, white, unanchored plastic tables were arranged on the upper and lower levels, accompanied by folding metal chairs. We grabbed a table with another couple and sat back to enjoy the ride. 

Before long, a woman came along with bottles of water and packets of saltines, our snack for the evening, and we all munched away happily, pantomiming to one another about the sights we were passing. About ten minutes later, I heard a “whop,” accompanied by a small splash as something fell overboard from above and into the river. A moment later, there was another whop, and then another, until the whops fell like rain all around the boat. One by one, the other passengers on the boat had finished their waters and without a second thought, flung the plastic bottles overboard into the river. Gary and I sat gripping our bottles in shock, never having witnessed such a massive display of littering before, while our tablemates smiled and threw their bottles into the Pearl before asking us to take their picture. Anyone who thinks that Americans lack an environmental ethic, I thought, has never traveled to China. 

As an environmental educator, I think often about that boat ride on the Pearl River. How can we expect people to care about their rivers and forests, I wonder, when they’ve known nothing but a dense urban metropolis all their lives? Why shouldn’t someone throw their bottle overboard in a land where garbage lines the roads and rivers ooze with oil and dirt? Education, I’ve decided, is so much more than conveying facts and listing solutions. It is of equal, if not greater, importance to make the connection between our own health and the health of our natural resources, to take time to experience and enjoy the outdoors, and to seek out those pockets of natural beauty, even in the middle of a city in China. 

Read on next week as I share an inspiring project from Chengdu, China, which is proof that no cause is a lost cause. 
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