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Into The Country

EXPAT ARCHETYPES PALE AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF CHINA’S COUNTRYSIDE

veryone living in China has met that

wide-eyed expat fresh out of college

and looking to find themselves. They

studied Mandarin in school, they're
tired of life back home and want to discover
the “real China.” Everyone has also met the
older expat, ashadow of what they once were
and drained of idealism. They complain
about everything, yet never leave. To many
outsiders, these are the stereotypes for for-
eigners living in China. And in Up te the
Mountains and Down to the Countryside,
author Quincy Carroll draws upon them to
provide two polarizing views of living and
teachingin rural Hunan,

The novel begins from Thomas Guil-
lard’s perspective, an immediately unlike-
able 60-year-old man from Minnesota. Told
in the third person, Carroll paints a vivid
pictureofagritty busstation, and Guillard's
growingimpatiencewith China. Cigarettes
and seed hullslitter the floorand men squat
on their heels staring at him, and a cashier
cannot understand him despite several
attemptsat variousinflections of the town’s
name, Ningyuan. Readers, especially
expats, will identify with the frustration
but will quickly lose sympathy for Guillard
as he reveals his brusque and unapprecia-
tive nature towards the one person who
offers to help,

After Guillard boards the bus with empty pockets and only two
weekslefton hisvisa, weareintroduced to Daniel, atattooed man with
hair dyed fiery-red. He enters the chapter on a motorcycle, “carryinga
brace of fow] at his hip and a rusty cleaver in the hand opposite, like
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some brutish old woodsman, returning
at dawn.” Soon after, he meets up with a
group of students who ask about his new
tattoo—asymbol of the town where they
live. He tells them he got it over the sum-
mer asareminderofaplace that'simpor-
tant to him. The kids scoff at the word
“important,” and Daniel defends the vil-
lage, praising its natural beauty. After
detailingan underwhelmingsummerin
the States, a clear theme begins to form.

Guillard and Daniel come to work at
the same school, along with a Canadian
couple who keep to themselves and fight
constantly. Readers gain insight into the
world ofteaching English and the bureau-
cracyinvolved, aswellasasense of whatit
meanstobea“good” teacher, and thecyn-
icism that can come from lackluster
resultsintheclassroom. Through conflict
within the school, and events that occur
withinthewallsofthe tiny town, tensions
arise between the central characters, and
also between thelocals.

Carroll's own experience teaching
English in southern Hunan makes this
work of fiction an honest and entertain-
ing narrative, with his understanding of
the culture and language widely appar-
ent. And if readers tune in to his some-
times exhaustively descriptive prose,

they will be rewarded withaclearwindowinto China's fascinatingand
beautiful countryside. % Jennifer Stevens

Up to the Mountains and Down: to the Countryside, Quincy Carroll, is avallable on
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STRANGER THINGS -
From the production power-
house that is Netflix comes this
revivalist horror thriller. When
Max Byers mysteriously disap-
pears froma sleepy Indiana
town, his mother, friends, and a
police chief must confront dark
forces in order to retum him
home. This is Grade A binge-
watching material, so be sure
to pack food and supplies.

SWISS ARMY MAN -
Genius cult classic, orinsult to
the industry? From directors
Dan Kwan and Daniel Schein-
ert, Swiss Army Man sees Hank
(Paul Dano) returned to the
land of the living by the dead—
the corpse Manny, played by
Daniel Radcliffe. This surreal
and flatulent (you'll have to see
it) story of friendship explores
what it really means to be alive.




