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4.10 Dialogue: on the bus to Mianyang

Dao Mianyang le ma? [JKW 2004]

Meéi Taidé (Theo Meyering), a foreign student traveling by bus from Chéngdii to
Mianyang [about 111 kms. to the northeast], is attempting to read the local paper, the
man sitting next to him, who has been watching him for a while, breaks into
conversation.

Ou-y Kandeddng ma? Can you read [it]?

Meéi:  Néng kandong yididnr. I can read a bit.

Ou-y: Hanzi hén dud ya! Chinese has a lohhht of characters!

Meéi:  Shi, tai duo le! Yes, too many!

Ou-y: W0 xing Ouyang — zhé shi wode My name’s Ouyang — here’s my
mingpian. card.

Méi: A, Ouydng xiansheng...Ouydng Oh, Mr. Ouyang...Manager Ouyang,
Jjingli, nin hdo! Hén gaoxing how do you do! Nice to meet you.
renshi nin.

Ou-y: Zhé shi wo airen, Xido Méifang. This is my wife, Xiao Meifang.
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Mei:
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Méi:

Ou-y

Nin hao. Wode mingzi shi Theo
Meyering, Méi Taidé: Taiguo de
Tai, Déguo de Dé. Duibuqi, xianzai
wo yijing méiyou mingpian le.

M¢éi Taidé, Méi xiansheng, ni hdo.

Ni Zhongwén jiang+de zhén bang!

Nali, nali, jiang+de mamahiihii.

W6 hdai zai xué ne, wo zai Sichuan
Daxué xuéxi.

Qingwen ni shi cong nd ge guojia lai de?
Wo shi Hélan rén; wo sheng zai Hélan.
Késhi xianzai wo shi Méiguo Mixigéen

Daxué de xuésheng.

O, Mixigen Daxué, hén youming.
Ni shi jinianji de xuésheng?

W6 shi sinianji de.

Ni shi Zhongwén xi de ma?

Bu, wo shi Jingji xi de, wo xué
Zhongguo jingji...Ouydng xiansheng,

nin zai Changchiin gongzuo a?

Dui, wo zai Changchtin gongzuo,
bluguod wo shi Shényang rén.

Dou zai Dongbéi, dui ba?

Dui, Changchiin zai Jilin shéng,
Shényang zai Lidoning. Shényang
1i Béijing bu yudn.

Shenyang hen da, shi bu shi?

Shi, you chabudud wubdiwan rén ...
Ni chiguo zhongfan le ma?

Chi le, zai Chéngdii chi le.
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Hello. My name’s Theo Meyering,
Mei Taide: the tai of Taiguo, the de
of Deguo. I'm sorry, I'm already out
of business cards.

Mei Taide, Mr. Mei, how do you do?
You speak Chinese reeeally well!

Nice of you to say so [but] I speak
poorly. I'm still studying [it] — 'm
studying at Sichuan University.

May I ask what country you’re from?
I’'m from Holland; I was born in
Holland. But at present, I'm a
student at Michigan University.

Oh, Michigan University, it’s
famous. What year are you?

I’'m a senior.

Are you in the Chinese department?
No, I'm in economics, I'm studying
Chinese economics. [So] you work

in Changchun, Mr. Ouyang.

Yes, I work in Changchun, but I’'m
from Shenyang.

Both in the Northeast, right?
That’s right, Changchun is in

Jilin province, Shenyang is in Liao-
ning. Shenyang isn’t far from B;j.

Shenyang’s big, isn’t it?

It is, it has about 5 million inhabit-
ants...Have you had lunch?

I have — in Chengdu.
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Ou-y

Meéi: Bu yiding. Keshi zai Zhongguo,
wo dangran chi Zhongguo fan.
Ou-y Zhonggud fan ni chideguan ma?
Chinese food?
Meéi: Dangran chideguan, zai Hélan,
zai Meiguo, wo yé changchang chi
Zhonggud fan. ...Dao Mianyang le ma?
Ou-y Hai méi dao ne. Zhé shi Déyang.
Women zai zheér xiache.
Dagai yi didn ban dao Mianyang. at about 1:30.
Meéi:  Oh, nimen zai Déydng xiaché?
Ou-:  Dui, wo you ge ji&jie zhu zai Déyang.
Deyang.
Meéi:  Nimen de xingli duo bu duo?
Ou-:  Bu dud — zhi ydu yi jian. Hio, women
xiaché le. Zaijian! Good bye.
Méi:  Hdo, zaijian, zaijian!
Notes
kandeddng  ‘can understand [by reading] (look-able+to-understand)’. Kandeddng is an
example of what is sometimes known as the ‘potential construction’ (cf.
§7.1), which involves an action (kan) and result (dong) and an intervening
+de (able to) or bu (unable to). Thus kanbuddng ‘cannot understand [by
reading]’. Other examples: chideguan, appearing later in this dialogue, ‘be
in the habit of eating (eat-get-accustomed)’; and earlier, in the rhyme at
the end of Unit 2, shuaibuddo ‘won’t fall down (slip-not-fall)’. The
response to Ouyang’s question might have been kandedong ‘I do’ but Méi
is more modest, and wishes to use yididnr ‘a little’. Kandedong or
kanbudong do not permit gradations — either you do, or you don’t; so the
response with yididnr has to be néng kandong yididnr ‘can understand a
bit’.
néng ‘able to; can’ [not usually for learned abilities]

Nimen zhongfan dou chi
sanmingzhi, shi bu shi?

Julian K. Wheatley, MIT

You eat sandwiches for lunch,
right?

Not necessarily. But in China, I eat
Chinese food of course.

Are you accustomed to eating

Of course I am, I often eat Chinese
food in Holland and in the US.
Have we reached Mianyang?

Not yet. This is Deyang. We get
off here. [You] get to Mianyang
Oh, you get off at Deyang?

Yes, I have an older sister living in

Do you have a lot of bags?

No, just one. Okay, we’re getting off.

Okay, goodbye.
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Ouyang An example of one of the 40 or so disyllabic surnames. T3 xing Ouyéng.
M¢éi Taidé re-addresses him with jingli after reading his business card.

Xiao Mé&ifang Notice the Méi Taidé refrains from addressing Ouyéang’s wife with title or
name. Neither taitai nor xidojie is appropriate, and using her name might
seem too familiar. So he just says ni hao.

airén ‘spouse; wife; husband’. This is typical usage.

zhén bang bang is a noun, meaning ‘club’ or ‘cudgel’; but in colloquial speech, it has
come to function as a SV with the meaning ‘good; strong’; cf. English
‘smashing’. The expression is more common in certain regions than
others, and probably certain age groups than others.

chideguan ‘in the habit of eating (eat-get-accustomed)’

jian M-word for ‘luggage’ (and, paradoxically, for ‘clothes’ and ‘business
affairs’ as well).

4.11 Food (1)
In China, meals are central to social life. But for the student of Chinese, who may have to
eat most meals out, learning how to read the menu and order meals takes a long time.
Eating at Chinese restaurants overseas may give the impression that there is a set of basic
dishes at the heart of every Chinese regional cuisine. But within China, menus start to
seem infinitely variable. And what is more, you will find that rather than consulting the
menu, Chinese customers are just as likely to base their orders on a conversation with the
waiter about what is seasonal or fresh, or what the restaurant’s specialties are. So we will
have to build up competence about Chinese food incrementally. We will begin with
elementary categories.

The basic distinction in food is between fan and cai. Both words have core and
extended meanings, as follows:

fan  cooked rice > staples
cai vegetables > dishes; courses

Fan in its extended meaning includes cooked rice, wheat, millet and other grains that — at
least in less affluent times — formed the main caloric intake. Cai in its extended meaning
would normally have been vegetables, with some dry or fresh fish, and very occasionally,
a small amount of pork. Now, of course, cai includes the vast repertoire of dishes that can
be served alongside the staples. Any ambiguity between core and extended meanings can
be eliminated through compounding:

baifan; mifan cooked rice [as opposed to other staples]
qingcai vegetables [as opposed to other dishes]
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Notes

Julian K. Wheatley, MIT

Rice is the staple of southern China where it is eaten cooked (mifan), or ground
into flour for noodles (mifén) and dumpling wraps. In the north, wheat is the staple and
forms the basis of wheat noodles (mian ~ miantido) and wheat dumpling-wraps. At
breakfast and lunch, Chinese often eat a rice gruel or ‘congee’ (xifan ‘watery rice’ or
zhou), to which can be added various kinds of vegetables, meats and sauces, as well as
broken up yodutido ‘fried dough sticks’.

mian ~ miantiao
mifén
zhou; x1fan
baozi
guotie

tang

rou

zhtirou
niarou

y1"1
xiarén<r>

noodles mianbao
rice-flour noodles doufu
rice porridge; congee youtido
steamed stuffed buns

pot stickers jidozi
soup jidan
meat ya<rou>
pork Jji<rou>
beef yangrou
fish haixian
shimp meat haishén

bread (wheat-bun)
toufu
fried dough sticks

dumplings
chicken eggs
duck
chicken
lamb
seafood
sea cucumber

a) In combinations, parts of these citation forms are often dropped. In most cases,
it is the second element: niurdou-mian[tiao] ‘beef noodles’. But in some cases, it is

the first: nitirou-chdo [mi]fén ‘beef fried rice-noodles’.

b) On a menu, unspecified rou usually means ‘pork’.
c) Many Chinese avoid eating beef because of Buddhist tradition, and because of
taboos about killing work animals.
d) Xia is ‘shrimp’, rén<r> is ‘kernal’, so xiarénr ‘shrimp meat’.

e) Sea cucumber is a euphemistic name for a kind of slug that lives on the bottom
of the sea; eaten fresh, or dried, it is considered a delicacy.

Ty

Qingzhen xianj1 'Muslim fresh chicken' at a street stall in Kunming. [JKW 1997]
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4.11.1 Short narratives
a) Zhongguoreén zui xihuan hé shénme?

You péngyou wen wo Zhongguo rén zui xthuan hé shénme. W6 shud chuantong de
Zhongguo rén xihuan heé ché huozhé baikaishui, késhi xianzai hén dud Zhonggué rén yé
xihuan h€ gishui, kéle, hé nitnai. Zhonggud nanrén y¢€ xihuan he pijiu. Qingdao pijit shi
zui yduming de Zhongguo6 pijit. Wo y¢ xihuan hé pijiti, késhi bu néng he tai dud, yi ping

jiu gou le! Zdaoshang, wo y& he kafei — hé yi béi wo jiu bu hui juéde 1¢ei!
b) Zui xihuan chi shénme?

Na, Zhongguo rén zui xihuan chi shénme? Zh¢ hén nan shud. Yinwei Zhongguo rén chi
de dongxi tai dud le. K&yi shud béifang rén bijiao xihuan chi mianshi, jiushi yong
xidomaifén zuo de shipin; ndnfang rén ne, tamen bijiao xihuan chi mifan. M¢itian
dangran chi gingcai, y¢ cht yidianr rou, xiang zhiirou, jirou, niarou. Ménggtirén y¢ tebié
xihuan chi ydngrou. Zhonggud rén y¢€ chang cht hdixian, xiang yu, xiarénr, haishén. Y¢&
xithuan chi baozi, jidozi; zhei 1¢1 dongxi kéyi shud shi Zhongguo chuantdng de kuaican.
Lingshi ne, ting dud de! YOu niurduganr, guazi<r>, huaméi.

Notes
you péngyou While English comfortably begins a sentence with an indefinite
phrase such as ‘a friend” or ‘someone’, Chinese makes use of the
existential you ‘there is/are...’: YOu rén weén wo ...; YOu rén shuo.

chuantong SV ‘traditional’.

baikaishui ‘clear boiled water’

mianshi ‘cooked wheaten food’; cf. shipin. In Mandarin shi is a combining
root that appears in compounds having to do with food, eg shipin,
lingshi, below. It is cognate with Cantonese sihk, the verb ‘to eat’.

jiushi [in this context] ‘ie’

xidomai ‘wheat’; cf. damai ‘barley’, yanmai ‘oats’, gidomai ‘buckwheat’

shipin ‘food; comestibles’

Ménggu Mongolia; cf. Néi Ménggt ‘Inner Mongolia’.

tebié SV ‘special’; ADV ‘especially’.

zhei l1ei ‘this type’, and particularly in the expression zhéi l€i dongxi ‘these
sorts ~ categories of things’; cf. zhei zhong ‘this kind’.

kuaican ‘fast-food’

lingshi ‘nibbles; snacks (zero; incidental-food)’

niarouganr  ‘beef jerky’; vi dair ‘a bag’

guazi<r> ‘water melon seeds’

huaméi ‘preserved plums’; yi bao ‘a packet’
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