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Return to River Town

In 1996, Peace Corps volunteer Peter Hessler arrived in Fuling, a quiet town on the
Yangtze, to teach English. He went back recently to find the landscape and his former
students transformed.

There is excellent cell phone coverage at the bottom of the Yangtze River, although Huang
Dejian is one of the few people who know this. He’s the director of the new White Crane
Ridge Underwater Museum and today his phone rings constantly at a depth of 130 feet. The
museum is the strangest sight in the city of Fuling—uvisitors enter via a 100-meter-long
escalator encased in a steel tube, like a massive straw dipped into the muddy Yangtze.

The last time | saw Huang, all this was dry land, the $34 million museum didn’t exist, and the
Three Gorges Dam* was still under construction 280 miles downstream. Fuling sits at the
junction of the Yangtze and the Wu Rivers, and in the mid-1990s it felt sleepy and isolated.
There was no main road or railroad, and the Yangtze ferries took seven hours to reach
Chongqing, the nearest large city. Foreigners were unheard of—if | ate lunch in the town
center, | often attracted a crowd of 30 spectators. The city had one escalator, one nightclub,
and no traffic lights. | didn’t know anybody with a car.

In those days, | worked at Fuling Teacher’s College. Nearly all of my students came from
rural homes with little tradition of education; many had illiterate parents. My students
taught me many things, including what it meant to come from the countryside, where the
vast majority of Chinese lived at the beginning of the reform era. They also taught me about
the complexities of poverty in China. My students had little money, but they were
optimistic, and they had opportunities; it was impossible to think of such people as poor.

During my visit, about 15 students return to Fuling for an impromptu reunion. They give
updates on the classmates who, like so many Chinese of their generation, have migrated far
from home. My old students are interested in analyzing their society. One, who gave himself
the English name of Mo Money says, “Life is competitive. | think this is a special stage for
China. In the past we criticized capitalist America. But now we are in a similar situation.”

My last meeting on this visit is with fishermen, Huang Zongming and his brother Zongguo. |
was here when they moved out of their homes in June 2003, when the first stage of the dam
was completed. The brothers tell me there’s still good fishing upstream and Zongming has
still never traveled on a train. | discover that they are the only people | know who remain
virtually the same, despite the changes all around them.

*The Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River stretches for nearly 1.6 miles and is the

largest concrete structure on Earth. It’s five times as wide as the Hoover Dam in the
United States and is the world’s biggest power station.
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