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B R I D G E

There’s a new bridge over the Red River (Song
Hong) that connects the frontier towns of Lao Cai
and Hekou. On a drizzly July morning in 2001 I
walked over this bridge and in the process walked
from Viet Nam into China. I was scheduled to take
the overnight train from Hekou up to Kunming,
the capital of China’s Yunnan province. Heavy rain
in southern China had washed away portions of
the railway so rather than an overnight train I
spent 10 hours in a Chinese minibus with a tour
guide who kept  calling me ‘Sir.’ The road to
Kunming follows roughly the same route as the
railway through green mountainous banana 
country. We stopped for lunch in Ping Bien at a
family restaurant – which is to say the whole family helped out making lunch. I watched the
youngest daughter, about 12 slice the soft heart of a banana flower and it was clear it was an event
that surprised her father the chef. I suspect she was showing off for the foreigner. The tour guide
had helped me order my lunch and I ended up faced with 2 litres of soup with beef and noodles.
‘Is everything OK, Sir?’

T H E PEO P L E

One of the things everyone knows about China is there’s a lot of people there; 1.26 billion to be
exact. This is sixty-three times larger than Australia’s population of 20 million. Even this doesn’t
quite help comprehend the magnitude. To put it another way, if you counted one person per 
second it would take you about thirty-three weeks to count 20 million people. At the same rate it
would take you 40 years to count everyone in China.

D R I V E

I think you can tell a lot about people from the way they drive. On my first day in China I sat for
10 hours in a minibus and became intimately acquainted with Chinese driving, and I believe by
extension some aspects of their national character.

At times I think Chinese drivers might be some of the most skilful in the world. At other times I
think that Chinese roads play host to the world’s largest mechanised lunatic festival. Choose any 10
meters of bitumen in China and you’re likely to be presented with a concise history of transport.
On the road from Hekou to Kunming I saw the following sights: animals (loose, herded, saddled or
harnessed); people (pedestrians, spectators and one butt naked Peking Man); bicycles (as personal
transport, carrying passengers or transporting cargo); farm machinery (need I say more?), busses
(some of them even talking); motorcycles (taxi tricycles and one Easy Rider chopper); trucks
(mostly blue, loading, unloading, broken down or crashed) and cars (everything from old Russian
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bombs through to shiny Mercedes and Audi sports sedans). To manoeuvre a minibus through this
line up of wacky racers takes courage, skill and a disregard for personal safety.
The following list helped me arrive at a point of suspended disbelief about what I was seeing.
Drivers in China seem to have received the following briefing:

K U N M I N G

The Spring City is a big pleasant coun-

try metropolis with orderly traffic and

just under 4 million people. It was mid 

summer when I was there and the 

maximum temperature was generally in

the mid-20s. Kunming is characterised

by wide boulevards and large traffic

roundabouts filled with flowers and

interesting sculptures. The orderly 

traffic is a monument to traffic 

engineering. To break centuries old

habits of everyone using whatever part

of the road they like, Kunming traffic

engineers have built five rows of fences

on most of the major roads around the

city centre. There are fences along both footpaths and two rows of fences in the road making a

bicycle lane and a car lane in both directions. And finally there is a fence down the middle to keep

cars on the right side of the road. I walked around town for a day in the warm sun and saw the old

sandstone Yunnan University, the lake with its kite fliers and a real live Chinese fire drill near a

downtown department store. My companions in Kunming were Matt and Anthony, two guys from

Australia who I’d met in Ha Noi a week before. On the first night in Kunming we grabbed my
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1. Assume you are the only one on the road until notified otherwise (usually by horn);

2. Don’t look back when someone blows their horn;

3. Take the racing line on all corners (yes, oncoming traffic will be doing the same);

4. There is an imaginary third lane in the centre of the roadway – this is the over taking lane;

5. You are expected to overtake;

6. Not to overtake reflects poorly on you as a driver;

7. Overtake early and overtake often;

8. When two overtaking vehicles approach each other an imaginary fourth lane will

appear, also in the middle of the road;

9. Waiting for a gap in the traffic before overtaking is not an efficient use of your time,

just pull out;

10. Pedestrian crossings simply concentrate pedestrians. You are under no obligation to

stop for them; and finally

11. Traffic signals must be obeyed at all times (see below)

Green = Go        Yellow = Hurry         Red = A bit like Green

Chinese fire drill in downtown Kunming 



phrasebook and headed out to find some food. We were encouraged off the street by a friendly

restaurant manager. It was heavy going with my Mandarin pronunciation being what it is.

Eventually I managed to order some dishes and waited for the results to arrive. By the time the

dishes arrived we had attracted a small crowd at a polite distance waiting to watch us eat. The

crowd included the manager, four waitresses, two kitchen hands and an English-speaking woman

from a shop down the street. We started eating self-consciously and I looked up and saw two more

faces looking through the little round windows in the kitchen doors; it was the chefs.

A C R O S S  T H E B R I D G E N O O D L E S

Kunming’s signature dish is called across-the-bridge-noodles, a personal steamboat. The dish is

served as a boiling bowl of soup with thinly sliced raw meat, vegetables and noodles on the side.

The dish has a romantic story that explains its name. Once upon a time, a scholar, while preparing

for examinations moved into a hut on quiet island in the middle of a lake. His wife brought him

food everyday (because she loved him). One day she was running late and did not have time to add

the ingredients to the boiling soup. After hurrying across the bridge she was surprised to find that a

layer of goose fat had kept the soup hot enough to cook the raw ingredients upon arrival at the hut.

C O M PA N Y

Across the bridge noodles was on the menu for our first meal with the tour group for the Yunnan

leg of the trip. Tour Leader Leah was a tiny and fearless woman from Dali. Her new English word

for the trip was ‘dodgy,’ and her new English phrase was, ‘don’t teach the grandmother to suck the

egg.’ Our local guide around Kunming was Sophie, a karaoke aficionado with a delicate turn of

phrase. When she was explaining how Chinese brothels are set up to look like hairdressing salons

she said, ‘you might not be able to find the scissors.’ Mara and Roy were newlywed Californians.

Roy grew up in San Fransisco Chinatown and Mara is a teacher from Sacremento. For a newlywed

Roy was getting away with murder. Once when he was taking a photograph of Mara he said, ‘hang

on baby I’ve gotta switch to wide angle.’ Pam and Steve were a hardy and good humoured English

couple. Steve had an impressive digital camera about the size of a house brick. They were adventure

travellers from way back and had come to China via the Himalaya. Sydneysiders Chris and Glenda

had won their trip in a competition. They were a new couple and were about to embark on their

longest unbroken length of time together. They seemed to be in their own world most of the time,

and I worried that they might be in different worlds from each other as well. John and Mary were

also a new couple but could have fooled us that they’d been together for thirty years. John works at

the School of Veterinarian Science at my alma mater the University of Queensland. And Mary is a

librarian from Brisbane who knew of my mother (good lord!). And my noodles found their way

across the bridge and straight out my backside. It was a sign of things to come.
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D A L I

The comfortable overnight train from Kunming
pulls into Xiaguan (Dali City) about 15km south of
Dali Old Town. After a 20 minute bus ride through
a bit of purgatory we arrived in the heavenly old
town of Dali. Dali lies between the misty Cang
Shan (Jade Green Mountains) and Erhai Hu 
(Ear-shaped Lake). The town still has short sections
of its old city wall along either side of its north and
south gates. From the South Gate you can scan
from the east over the lake, north down the 
pedestrian-only main street of Fuxing Lu and west
to the pagodas in the foothills of the imposing Jade
Green Mountains.

About halfway up the Jade Green Mountains and
just under the cloud level is the Zhonghe Si (the
Peace and Justice Temple), a confusion of Buddhist
and Taoist traditions and temporary home to an
order of fundraising monks. There are a few ways
to get up to the temple: you can go by chairlift, hike
or ride a horse. I’d never ridden a horse before and
so made my way up on the back of a compact and
temperamental mountain pony. The track up to the
temple is pretty steep and we had local guides who
walked alongside supervising two horses each. My
guide wore plastic shower slippers and had a
Marlboro in the corner of his mouth all the way up
the mountain.

My sweaty little pony made it to the top after plen-
ty of persuasion. In the temple we were given some
incense sticks and encouraged to offer a prayer at
the altar. After prayer we were directed to write our
prayers in some holy-looking books and it was
made clear that our prayers had a better chance of
being answered if we made a donation. It turned
out that the monks were from out of town and had
rented the temple for a couple of weeks to raise
funds for their cause. Fortunately for those guys my
prayer has since been answered.

We had lunch at Leah’s family house on the outskirts of Dali Old Town. It is actually a little village
of it’s own and we saw four local men playing mah jong in the temple. Leah’s mum put on the kind
of spread where 10 westerners could eat like pigs for an hour and not make a significant impression
on the food. There was so much food that we had to come back at dinnertime to finish it off. Of
course when we arrived she’d cooked more food and the dinnertime story ended the same way.
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Looking down Fuxing Lu from Dali’s South Gate 

Me and the Dali Marlboro Man 

Mah Jong in the temple in Dali 



R A I N

Early next morning and under a low overcast we cycled out for a day on Lake Erhai Hu. On the way
out of town we happened upon the Dali Sunday farmer’s market. One of the more interesting
products that caught my eye was a traditional raincoat like a long thatched backpack. It is worn
with a conical hat to channel the rain off and down your back. It looks like you’re wearing a section 

of thatched roof. We’d only cycled a couple of kilometres out of town when the rain came down.
We sheltered under the eaves of a family house waiting for the rain to ease. It didn’t and so Leah
went in and arranged for the family to open their garage and let us sit inside. The lady of the house
brought some tea and we all broke out our lunch and sat in the garage on little stools eating our
sandwiches and cakes and sipping the warm tea.
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Raincoat stall at the Dali Farmer’s Market

Parking lot at the Dali Farmer’s Market with those terrific farm trucks



D O N , J UA N A N D J A C K

That night after dinner most of the crew gathered at Café de Jack, a hip little café and bar with a
good atmosphere and bad sewage disposal. A sign in the toilet says, ‘no poo, this is serious, 50 yuan
fine.’ It was a special occasion. That night Beijing would find out it was the host city for the 2008
Summer Olympics. The voting process of the International Olympic Committee had prime time
TV coverage in China. There was a Beijing-based panel of experts taking the nervous nation
through the proceedings. In addition an enormous crowd was assembled somewhere in Beijing for
a celebratory gala concert. After being pipped by ‘Sydeny’ for the 2000 Olympics, Beijing it seemed
wasn’t taking any chances this time; I spotted Don King in the front row at the gala. And if Don
can’t pick a winner nobody can. When Juan made the announcement Café de Jack exploded, literal-
ly; fireworks filled the street with smoke and Jack shouted the bar. Leah was looking quite patriotic
(was that a tear in her eye?) For the remainder of the tour the Chinese I met were all extremely
proud of Beijing’s selection as an Olympic city. I got the sense that China just wants to be accepted
by the world and hosting an Olympics is symbolic of this acceptance.

L I J I A N G

Within sight of the 5,500 meter Jade Dragon Snow Mountain is the fantastic old town of Lijiang
with its Naxi architecture, uneven cobblestone streets and clear water alpine canals. It is a popular
spot for Chinese tourists and the predominance of old architecture is partly to do with tourism, but
mostly because many of the modern buildings fell over during an earthquake in 1996. Around
lunchtime we settled into the San He Hotel in Lijiang old town. We went out for lunch and I had
delicious local dumplings in black salty soup with thick pan-fried Naxi bread. I spent the afternoon
wandering and getting lost in the intricate narrow streets of Lijiang.

Which brings me to the question of, ‘what do you do in a remote old town on the edge of the
Tibetan highlands on a Saturday evening?’ Well when I was there, we walked around town until we
saw a satellite dish and got some beers and watched the Wallabies beat the British & Irish Lions 
29-23 at Stadium Australia. And if there are a couple of Englishmen in the bar, even better (sorry
Steve!).

C H I N E S E  -  E N G L I S H

I began my collection of Chinese-English in Hong Kong a couple of years ago. This time on the
way up to China I stopped over in Hong Kong and added a few more to my collection. The sign for
Eminence Academic Consultant boasted, ‘native oral English’, but sadly he seemed to lack any ability
with the written. At Reflections Salon it seems that what you see is what you get. Doctor Sweetie
conjured up all sorts of possibilities. Ocean Laundry and Dry Cleaning Service had me wondering
why you wouldn’t just wear your clothes in the surf. The Yu Kee Food Company could have chosen
a better name. And the High Cheer Tutorial Centre appeared to have a particular outcome in mind
for its students. But nothing prepared me for the delightful Chinese-English in Lijiang. And please
know that my enjoyment of Chinese-English is done with the understanding that maybe 
somewhere in the world is a language where a jeff burns is a hairy backside. Lijiang’s Yu Yuan Bread
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Room was quaintly decipherable as a bakery (and Bread Room I dare say would be hip enough to
hold its own in New York City). Over the road was the intriguing Cake World of the Sweet Wheat
Smell Park. A restaurant called Short of One Taste seemed to admit up front that they hadn’t quite
got the recipe right. I suspect the No.2 Market on South Outskirt was so named to save them 
printing a map. Similarly the name of the Long Pan restaurant seemed to double as the dress code.
I guessed that the Minority Nationality Scene Amorous Feelings Choice store sold traditional love
song music. I couldn’t begin to tell you what went on at the Crop Hospital or the Again Turn
Around Sound Picture shop. The Fu Kang Greatness Drug Store was screaming for an ad campaign
with the slogan, ‘I feel Fu Kang great after that herbal medicine.’ And God only knows what was on
offer in the Sexual Health Tool Shop. I also bought a bottle of rice wine that assured me, ‘ this great 
delicacy can keep permanently after you drunk it.’

J A D E D R A G O N S NO W M O U N TA I N

On a bright sunny day of about 28 degrees we rented some mountain bikes in Lijiang for the 
15-kilometre ride north to the monastery at Yufeng Si (Jade Peak Temple). The monastery was 
established in 1756 and rests in the foothills of the glacial Jade Dragon Snow Mountain. The way
out is via a theodolitic road with about one-degree of climb all the way. On mountain bikes that
had never heard of bearings or grease and legs bred at sea level it was hard going. I was in continual
pain from lack of oxygen. The road was right down the middle of a featureless wide alpine valley
with no reference points to give perspective to our progress or our climb. It wasn’t until I looked
back towards Lijiang through the thin air that it was apparent how far we’d rode and how high we’d
climbed.

T H E  FA M O U S  D R  H O

‘Hello, I’m Doctor Ho,’ said a little man wearing a white
lab coat and navy watch cap.

Any concerns about not finding the famous Dr Ho were
allayed as he stands in the front courtyard of his house
in Baisha Village holding a silver thermos of herbal tea
and introduces himself in Oxford-English to every
passer-by. He is flanked by a couple of large boards cov-
ered in press clippings, letters and other documents that
testify to his fame. Dr Ho is a herbal medicine doctor
and dispenses his brew to anyone willing to sit and lis-
ten to him. His tea (more of a herbal infusion than a
tea) has reputed health giving effects which the doctor
has documentation to back up.

Dr Ho’s fame began when travel writer Bruce Chatwin

wrote about him in The Times. The article heralded the

beginning of a steady stream of visitors over the years,
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including John Clease, who is quoted as saying, ‘interesting bloke, crap tea.’ I asked the doctor

about Chatwin, one of my favourite writers. He showed me a copy of the article that started it all,

along with a letter from Chatwin’s wife following his death. (Just outside Merced in California is the

most photographed barn in the world - s o everyone stops and takes a photograph.) ‘Can I take your

picture Dr Ho?’ I asked. ‘So wonderful,’ he replied as he adopted a dignified pose with his thermos.

Here was a man who understood marketing. I found him to be a charming and entertaining old

codger who was probably a bit of an oddity even to his neighbours. Our tour leader Leah’s only

comment was, ‘I think he’s a little bit dodgy.’

S U N R O O M  C A F E

That night the rest of the crew went off to see the Naxi Orchestra, one of the cultural highlights of

Lijiang. I was boycotting the orchestra for two reasons: first although I like the tunes, Naxi musical

instruments come from the ‘slipping fanbelt’ end of the music spectrum; and second I had heard

that the bilingual conductor was rude to the foreigners in the audience when he spoke Mandarin.

So I thought, ‘screw that guy.’

It had been a long day in the saddle and I had tired legs and a little sunburn. After a hot shower I

snookered myself away in the Sunroom Café with a window seat looking down one of Lijiang’s

lovely cobbled streets, smelling the evening cooking aromas and watching the world go by. The

Sunroom Café is a charming little place with bare timber floors with yellow posts and roof beams.

The people were friendly and the bookshelf seemed to have every travel guide ever written about

China. I had a long bottle of ice cold Tsing Tao beer and a couple of pan-fried Naxi bread toasted

sandwiches with local cheese and fresh tomato. The cheese in Lijiang made me fart like a racehorse.

And just when I thought it couldn’t get any better the owner played the Sting album I’d been 

listening to before I left Australia. Fantastic.

T I G E R  L E A P I N G  G  O R G E

About 40 kilometres north of Lijiang is the town of Qiaotou, departure point for Tiger Leaping

Gorge. The Yangzi River, known to the Chinese as Chang Jiang, and to the Qiaotou locals as the

Jinsha River flows though the 16-kilometre gorge. The gorge is inhabited only on the less steep

northern side. The southern side backs onto the same mountain range that includes Jade Dragon

Snow Mountain. Tiger Leaping Gorge is one of the deepest in the world; it is a staggering 3.9 

kilometres from the brown river to the top of the sheer grey mountain range. The mountaintops

were covered in cloud most of the time. About a third of the way into the gorge from Qiaotou the

road passes through a narrow tunnel. A lookout with a bus parking lot and souvenir shop marks

the limit of tourist progress into the gorge at this stage. The lookout was mobbed by a couple of

dozen tour busses the day we were there. Chinese domestic tourists seem content to travel in a big

bus, hop out and have their picture taken in front of the view and then go home. Foreigners hiking

along with backpacks get looked at as though they can’t afford bus fare.
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C H A T E A U D E W O O D Y

We hiked 6 kilometres along the low road of Tiger Leaping Gorge to our overnight at Chateau de
Woody in Walnut Grove. Our guide was a local guy who wore plastic shower slippers and carried a
half-full bottle of water. Every now and then a loud thunder would echo along the gorge. The 
hiking was quite relaxed and we arrived at Walnut Grove in the early afternoon. Chateau de Woody
overlooks the little village perched between the low road and the Yangzi. Local farming seems to be
livestock, mostly goats. Each of the dozen stone farmhouses appeared quite self sufficient with their
apple and walnut trees, corn patches, chickens and pigs. The local horses wore clunking bells.

Woody seems to be the entrepreneur of Walnut Grove. We didn’t see him until the next day. His 
w i f e met us on the road in and showed us to the three-storey accommodation block. From
Woody’s restaurant over the road the lookout is a great place to stare at the opposing sheer cliffs of
the gorge. The only vegetation on the opposite side is narrow stands of bamboo. The brown Yangzi
flows quickly past Walnut Grove in a series of rapids. We sat out on the lookout at the stone tables
and had some beers. The power was off in Walnut Grove so the beers were a bit warm. The garden
at Woody’s contained walnuts, apples, chilli and marijuana. The restaurant menu offered some-
thing called ganja butter. It is possible that Woody’s entrepreneurism extended beyond the 
hospitality industry. Although, it must be said that I saw marijuana growing wild throughout
Yunnan province.

With no power at Walnut Grove the gorge gets dark quite early. I had a wash in a very basic shower
block with a fire sprinkler nozzle. I turned in after a terrific dinner of shredded potato with ginger
and spring onion, chicken with peanuts and pork with chilli. I fell asleep to the smell of candle wax
and the sounds of the giant cicadas. And a small tribe of children played happily until well into the
mild night.
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H I G H  R OA D

The next day I had an omelette and a banana 
pancake for breakfast and Roy and I went for a
walk to the next bend in the low road. There was a
boom gate and checkpoint about 100 metres from
Woody’s. Beyond this was a quarry in the side of
the mountain and a group of about 10 workers
were shifting rocks by hand. A large timber 
A-frame and a gasoline-powered winch were set
up to drag out the larger boulders. The engine was
the same powerplant that I’d seen throughout
Northern Viet Nam and rural China. The same
engine could be configured into a farm truck or a
plough, depending on the application. A little 
further along, the road curved around a spur and
allowed us to hear the roar of the Yangzi as the
gorge narrowed. From the spur we could also look
back towards Walnut Grove in the morning sun.

When we returned to Walnut Grove I was a little
concerned to see that our guide had traded in his
plastic shower slippers for a pair of canvas sneakers
and this time was carrying a full bottle of water.
It seemed we were in for a climb. We backtracked
a couple of kilometres along the low road where
we saw the cause of the thunder from the day
before. Three men, also in plastic shower slippers
were quarrying some rock using dynamite just off
the low road. Their technique wouldn’t look out of
place in a Roadrunner cartoon.

Eventually we began the steep climb to the high road. Every now and then the track was marked
with red arrows painted on the rocks. Occasionally the arrows were accompanied by the word
‘halfway’. After the fourth ‘halfway’ sign I twigged that is was not actually halfway, but the name of
the guesthouse at Bendiwan village. After a few hours we connected with the high road and walked
west to Halfway Lodge.

H A L F W A Y

Bendiwan village is substantially higher up the mountain than Walnut Grove. Halfway Lodge is the
extended home of a traditional medicine pharmacist and his family. In the centre of the compound 
is a concrete courtyard. Along the wall of the family house are rows of drying corn and chilli.
The pharmacist has at least four kids and I drew a chalk road on the concrete for the toy cars that
belonged to his youngest son. The two eldest girls spent a lot of the day working, collecting 
vegetables and eggs and boiling water for the showers.
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On top of the shower and toilet block was a concrete balcony overlooking the gorge and it was a

great spot to sit and soak up the gorgeous views (sorry). The family kitchen at Halfway Lodge was

an amazing room. The walls were blackened by years of woodsmoke and the pharmacist’s wife 

produced amazing meals with very basic equipment. As an example, it was here that I had the finest

apple pie I’ve ever eaten. It was made with fresh apples and honey and it was absolutely superb.

Just up the mountain from Halfway Lodge, the Bendiwan schoolhouse is a two-storey building with

long verandahs and a staircase at each end. The basketball-sized schoolyard is terraced into the

mountainside and surrounded by a 6-foot stone wall. I suspect that when the basketball goes over

the fence it takes a while to stop rolling.

On the balcony that night I spoke to a young American couple who looked like fresh college 

graduates. They had lived in China for a few months. I asked them what he thought of the place.

The boy said, ‘oh yeah, you know it’s like, I mean just so, amazing, you know?’ His girlfriend

affirmed this, ‘oh yeah that’s like just so true, you know?’ I asked them what they were doing in

China and nearly fell over when they said they were there to teach English.

Late in the afternoon, Roy was teaching some of the others a liberal interpretation of Mah Jong

known as the Hui-method. Later some of the players would be harsh and call it cheating but I 

suspect that was mostly sour grapes. Roy amassed a big pile of yuan and the game continued until

the power went out about 10pm. The power outage was probably a good thing, as we had an early

hike out of the gorge the next morning.
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Z H O N G D I A N

Still in Yunnan and up in the thin air at 3200m, Zhongdian is a frontier town 200 kilometres north

west of Lijiang. Zhongdian is settled on a wide green plain against cobalt blue mountains that

stretch to the roof of the world. At present the road into Zhongdian is an hour of detours around

the construction of a modern wide highway.

At first glance Zhongdian’s major manufactures seem to be potholes and yak-tail feather dusters.

Architecturally the town centre is regulation modern Chinese; brick and concrete with white 

bathroom tiles up the kazoo. But the architecture outside the town centre is distinctly Tibetan,

with giant, white two storey barn-houses supported by enormous timber columns that will stand a

thousand years. Surrounding Zhongdian are bright green fields of barley. The green is broken only

by square fields of mustard with its yellow flower. And giant timber drying frames walk the 

landscape like dinosaur skeletons.

W H I T E T I L E  F E V E R

One construction technique I find noteworthy is the Chinese penchant for little white tiles on the 

outside of buildings. Many buildings are made of a standard brick wall plastered smooth with con-

crete and then tiled over with little white bathroom tiles. Entire hotels have these tiles on the out-

side of the buildings up 20 stories. The centre of most provincial cities use this technique almost

without deviation. And as anyone with white bathroom tiles knows they are a bastard to keep clean.

So you can imagine what a 20 storey hotel looks like without a regular once over with the Spray

'n‘ Wipe.
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7 0 0  M O N K S

Stacked on a hilltop just north-east of Zhongdian is Songzanlin Si, a bleached white 300 year-old
Tibetan monastery town. The monastery is home to some 700 monks and I was lucky enough to
see them emerging after prayer. They spilled out of two enormous wooden doors and filled the
courtyard with bright maroon robes and bare brown heads. Some wore a yellow mohawk head-
dress. The sun was extremely harsh on my skin. And yet when I stepped into the shade of the
monastery buildings it was quite cold. We walked through the enormous prayer hall inside the
monastery. The place was filled with dust as some monks swept the walkways between the long
prayer platforms. Their long curved straw brooms pushed along piles of dust that contained the
occasional empty yoghurt container.

Y A K B U T T E R  T E A

That night we went to a Tibetan teahouse. We were welcomed at the gate by singing Tibetan girls 

in traditional costume who presented us with white silk scarves and little brass cups of laboratory

strength barley whisky. It was a sign of things to come. We went upstairs in this enormous two-

storey timber building and sat at a long table that ran three sides of a large room. The timber

columns were so large that you could not put your arms around them. The food consisted of a 

barley pikelet, a rock hard sweet doughnut, roasted barley kernels and yak cheese. The yak butter

tea was such an acquired taste that I found myself reaching for the whisky to wash it down. With

regular refills of the tea, the evening progressed hand to mouth; it was a couple of hours of singing,

dancing and drinking games Tibetan-style. Tibetans appear to have taken to karaoke without any

problem. The dancing at high altitude took my breath away and the whisky had gone to my head.

Earlier that day we’d hiked out of Tiger Leaping Gorge so I slept pretty well that night.

13

Monks in the bright sunlight at Songzanlin Si



S H A N G R I L A A I R P O R T

Zhongdian is one of several Chinese towns making a claim to be the home of Kublai Khan’s stately 
pleasuredome, Shangri La.. Shangri La Airport is quite new and big enough for the Boeing 737s that
fly in and out a couple of times a day. There is also a regular air service to holy Lhasa. The modern 
airport and the roadworks coming into town suggest that Zhongdian is preparing itself for a tourist
boom.

As I went through the security check there was a sign indicating prohibited items including hand-
guns and knives, a fact I’d taken for granted. My documents were checked by a pretty security
guard. If you like people in uniform then China is the place for you. I considered briefly with what
it might take to get searched in this town. We flew from Zhongdian to Kunming just after 9am and
they played Christmas carols over the aircraft loud speakers. I thought this was a little bizarre for
July until We Three Kings of Orient Are came on and it all made sense.

X I A N

Once the ancient capital of a unified China, Xian is a big hot country town with six million people
and bad traffic in a dusty region in central China. Xian was one of the most easterly posts on the
Silk Road. It also has one of the most complete city walls in modern China; there are some 14 
kilometres of castellated wall with enormous gates at the four compass points. In the centre of the
city are the Bell Tower and the Drum Tower. Through a tunnel in the base of the Drum Tower is
the entrance to the Muslim Quarter, giving a reminder of Xian’s days as a trading post on the Silk
Road. Here there is an old mosque, men in skullcaps and the smell of roast lamb. On a hot evening,
the tour group that was now down to six, wandered through the tunnel and into another world. We
sat at a table on the bustling footpath and had some cold beers and got greasy cheeks eating roast
beef and lamb kebabs on skewers as long as truck engine dip sticks.
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T E R R A C O T T A

Xian’s present popularity is due to a piece of pottery found by a farmer while digging a well in
1974. And what amazing pottery it was! So far archaeologists have unearthed some 8,000 life sized
statues of Emperor Qin Shihuang Shi’s Army of Terracotta Warriors.

Emperor Qin was the first ruler of a unified China around 200 BC. At the time it was custom to
bury people with small statues to ward off evil spirits and to generally help out in the afterlife.
Emperor Qin seems to have taken this custom one step further. The Army of Terracotta Warriors
was thousands of life sized statues, armed with real weapons and arrayed in battle order to the east
of his tomb. Emperor Qin’s tomb is a man made mountain that stands about 1.5 kilometres from
the main dig site. His real army of the day numbered 100,000 and he strikes me as the kind of guy
who would have insisted on an ‘exact replica’. Which could mean that there are many more 
thousands of the statues undiscovered in the area around the tomb. And I’ll bet there isn’t an 
archaeology student in the world that wouldn’t pay his or her own airfare to come and work on the
dig. There are four types of figures: archers, footsoldiers, officers and generals. And each warrior
has a unique face.

Unfortunately about 80% of the statues were vandalised and their weapons stolen in the years 
following Qin’s death (he was after all a book burner and not terribly well liked). Archaeologist’s
main task is reassembly of the broken pieces, although I saw no evidence of recent activity when I
visited. China understandably has refused foreign assistance and I suspect the venture has run short
of money. The site is still well maintained and extremely impressive. The main pit is about 200
meters long and 60 metres wide and covered by an enormous hangar roof.

The farmer who found the Terracotta Warriors is himself on display in the gift shop. No more 
digging wells for this guy. He sits behind a counter all day signing autographs and smoking cigars.
He looks quite bored with the whole thing. Behind him on the wall is a large framed photograph of
the farmer shaking hands with Bill Clinton, a fellow cigar aficionado.

R E D B O O K

In the Muslim Quarter of Xian I bought a
copy of Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse
Tung, otherwise known as the ‘little red
book’. It is a vinyl covered pocket book 
printed on cheap paper. In the front are a
series of colour photographs hand-touched
by the propaganda department. In various
images Mao’s hair, clothes, hands and indeed
his whole body seem to have been cut,
pasted, enhanced, minimised or removed. In
what I call the ‘disappearing Gorbachev
birthmark’ phenomenon, we see a number of
peculiar episodes in the life of Mao.
The little red book was compiled in the early
1960’s by Mao’s old chum and People’s Liberation Army chief Lin Biao (Lin would later pass
around the hat for an assassination attempt on Mao and get no takers). And like many a religious
text before it, the little red book was used by disciples to justify a range of atrocities during the
Cultural Revolution. So if you’re wondering where great phrases like, ‘Imperialists and All
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Reactionaries Are Paper Tigers’ come from
then look no further than the little red book.
Many Chinese won’t hear a bad word about
Mao despite the obvious part he played in
dragging the nation through a range of social
experiments including the Cultural
Revolution. Today Mao is a popular kitsch
figure and appears on a variety of souvenirs
including clocks and watches where he waves
to the crowd sixty times a minute. I can’t
imagine buying a Hitler watch in Germany. I
like to play a game called ‘Ask Mao’, where I
think of a question and open the little red
book to get his answer.

How should I treat women, Mao?
"In order to build a great socialist society, it is of the utmost importance to arouse the 
broad masses of women [to join in productive activity]." 

What should I do on my wedding night, Mao?
"We should rid our ranks of all impotent thinking." 

What’s going to happen to China after you go, Mao?
"There is a serious tendency towards capitalism among the well-to-do peasants." 

B E I J I N G

For three months of the year Beijing is shrouded in a summer
mist. I’m sure there’s some pollution in there as well but 
apparently it is an annual meteorological phenomenon. It made it
impossible to see further than about three kilometres when I was
there. Beijing is a modern city by any standards. It has a fine 
airport, a subway and an appropriate number of museums for a
capital. But it looked like it was covered in fog the whole time.

I visited the famous Beijing sites of the Temple of Heaven, The
Old Summer Palace, The Forbidden City (The Palace Museum),
Tiananmen (Gate of Heavenly Peace) and Tiananmen Square.
Most people would know these if shown a photograph. Beijing’s
sites are laid out with plenty of elbowroom as you might expect
for a nation of 1.26 billion people. Tiananmen Square can 
apparently hold a million people and I can’t say it wouldn’t.
If you know where to look you can still see skid marks from the
tank. The day I was there the Three Tenors were playing over the
loud speakers. Overlooking Tiananmen Square is Tiananmen, The
Gate of Heavenly Peace where the People’s Republic of China was
proclaimed in 1949. Remember that the Chinese use the world ‘gate’ the way the English use the
word ‘castle’. This 15th Century gate bears a giant portrait of Mao and it is through this gate that
you get to the Forbidden City. The Forbidden City as the name suggests used to be hard to get into
and contains more than 30 separate palaces within its walls.
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WA L L

There is no one Great Wall as such. ‘The Great Wall’ refers to many walls made of various materials,
at various times and in various states of repair. This makes it hard to say exactly how long it is. The
oldest sections of the wall were constructed along provincial frontiers in the 7th Century BC. About
2000 years ago Emperor Qin (of Terracotta Warriors fame) linked up a number of these provincial
rammed-earth walls to make a wall of more than 5,000 km (known as the 10,000 li Great Wall).
Later, during the Ming Dynasty (1368- 1644) these walls were
refaced with stone and brick, a project that ran for some 200
years and cost many lives. The wall we see today is the result
of the Ming Dynasty work, making the wall about 6,000 km.
In February 2001 China News reported that archaeologists
had discovered evidence of another 500 km section of the wall
in China’s far west at Lop Nor, where the Chinese do nuclear
testing. ‘How can you loose 500 km of anything?’ I ask. The
Great Wall is a serious engineering feat that reflects a great
civilisation. And contrary to urban legend The Great Wall
cannot be seen from the moon.

I visited a largely unrestored and less-touristy 19-kilometre 
section of the Great Wall at Simatai, 110 kilometres northeast
of Beijing. Known as the ‘wild wall’, this is a stone-faced wall
that is crumbling quite badly, and sections of the upper wall
are closed because of their poor condition. The Great Wall at
Simatai is said to be the most dangerous section of the Great
Wall. It is built along the ridgeline of some precarious 
mountains and is only four feet high in parts. I suggest that
the Great Wall was less a defensive wall than one of the
world’s first freeways, permitting speedy movement of troops
along the frontier.

I walked seven of the 135 watchtowers at the Simatai Wall.
The angle of the climb varied from steep to obscene. Some of
the stone steps were half a foot wide by two feet high and 
sections of the Simatai Wall approach 70 degrees. It was a hot
and humid day with Beijing’s summer mist obscuring the
view. The further I went the less tourists and hangers on there
were. I walked until a young security guard told me it was
unsafe to go further. I was soaking wet from the climb and I
thought to myself, ‘I walked the Great Wall at Simatai and all 
I got was this wet t-shirt.’

I went to China expecting the Great Wall to be a spiritual
experience. But it’s hard to be spiritual when the unregulated
Chinese tourism industry is in your face. There is a half-hour
walk from the carpark up the mountain to the wall. Within 50
meters of the car park three souvenir vendors attached 
themselves to our group. Undeterred by the climb, they car-
ried plastic bags with postcards, picture books, food and
water. If Mara and I hadn’t confronted them they would have 
shadowed us all the way up to and along the wall. We saw
other groups sweating up the wall with their attached vendors.
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Later as I struggled up to the third watchtower there was a refreshment stand with a refrigerator,
tables and chairs and a woman sitting under a café umbrella watching television. A very long power
cable disappeared over the wall and down the side of the mountain. I found it all a bit sad.

T I A N X I A

Leah told many jokes during the tour. Some of them even had punch lines. The one that I think
sums up modern China is about Clinton, Yeltsin and Jiang travelling along a road in three separate 
limousines. As the first car approaches a fork in the road the chauffer asks Clinton whether he
should go left or right. Clinton tells the driver right. The second car approaches the fork and that
chauffer asks Yeltsin the same question. Yeltsin says left. The third car approaches the fork and
when asked, Jiang tells the driver to go right but to keep the left indicator on.

I find the Chinese a fascinating people capable of remarkable extremes (compare the self
destructive Cultural Revolution with the capitalist free for all of Hong Kong). Everything about
modern China says, ‘let’s get on with it.’ And the world marvels at what will happen when China
gets its act together once again. Tianxia is the word the ancient Chinese used to describe their
empire. It means literally ‘all beneath the sky.’ Potentially, modern China’s sky is a global one and
this may be their century. But it will be so on their terms. Happily I left China with more questions
than when I arrived. Why don’t Chinese uniforms seem to come with matching shoes? Why doesn’t
China produce more road cycling champions? And why did the people who invented the crossbow 
and the mechanical compass overlook the fork? Surely chopsticks are the last things you would 
choose to eat tiny grains of rice with? But even here the Chinese confound us; they make it look easy.

The Chinese have great expectations for their future. But I sense that they will approach this future 
the way they drive. And so I worry about what will happen to the pharmacist and his family when
the dynamiters finally blast the tourist road through Tiger Leaping Gorge in the name of
development. I worry about what will happen when everyone in China wants to own a car. And
what if they decide that it is fashionable to drive to the Great Wall at Simatai and sit under that café 
umbrella and watch television?

jeffreypburns@hotmail.com
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