Notes prepared by Gene Gill  
CHINA

ENTRY AND CUSTOMS:  China continues to change dramatically.  These introductory notes may be obsolete.  Check for current information.  A Visa is required. You may bring into the country 2 btl. liquor, 200 cigarettes, 24 rls film (which is not enforced), and no "harmful" literature. You will be required to make out a "baggage declaration" which includes all the money you are bringing into the country. Keep this form. It will be collected upon departure.

CURRENCY: The YUAN (¥)...100 FEN to the YUAN. Bills are 1,2,5,10 YUAN. Coins are 1,2,4. Chinese money is called RENMINBI (RMB). All currency has western numerals. Regular YUAN is "supposed" to be used in local shops.  In 1990, FOREIGN EXCHANGE CERTIFICATES (FEC) were the special bank notes that tourists were required to use.  

LANGUAGE: Mandarin Chinese in the north and Cantonese in the South.

TEMPERATURE: Spring and Autumn are best times to visit. September is PEAK SEASON.

SHOPPING HOURS: Generally 9-6:30     BANK HOURS: 9:30-12,2-5...24 hrs. in hotels.

THINGS TO BUY: Baskets, pottery, arts and crafts, jade, scrolls, porcelains, silk items, cloisonné. Most purchases used to be made with FEC, often in the official "Friendship Stores" at fixed prices. When shopping at small stores or with Street Vendors, you must bargain...settling on 1/2 the asking price. If in doubt, try to bargain. Prices will be very cheap.  

FOOD: Mandarin in the north and Cantonese in the south. Mandarin will not be as good but there will always be one or two dishes you'll like. Serving consists of placing many dishes on a lazy susan in the center of your table. You serve yourself from these dishes. TRY TO PREVENT YOUR TABLEMATES FROM GOING INTO THE DISHES WITH THEIR CHOPSTICKS.  This spreads a cold around a tour group within days.  Ask for serving spoons.  All tours will include some Western-style dinners, and all breakfasts will be Western-style buffet. 

DRINK: Tea, local beer (good, but mild), and a poor orange drink. Tourists learn to drink the beer with lunch and dinner. Coffee is served at breakfast. "DYNASTY" wine is nice and is a recommended as is "GREAT WALL".  Other Chinese wines are terrible.  TAP WATER IS NOT SAFE! Drink only the boiled water from the carafe in your hotel room. In major hotels, ice is made from boiled water and may be requested from housekeeping or from room service. Bottled water is available. Drink bottled water during the day.  

TIPPING: Tipping was not practiced openly until recently. Now it is accepted and expected, but in much smaller amounts than in the rest of the world. Check for current standards.

TAXIS:  Arrange for taxis at your hotel. They will write in Chinese, your destination and whether the taxi is to wait for you, which is not expensive. Taxis may have no meters but drivers are generally honest. Carry small notes because the driver will "not have change". Tip him!

CHINA...continued

CHINA AIR (CAAC): All air travel between cities will be on this airline. They do not have enough aircraft and are too proud to admit it. The planes may be vintage Russian propjets with round windows or modern American-built. YOU MUST ACCEPT IN ADVANCE THAT THERE MAY BE DELAYS AT THE AIRPORT. Smile and make the best of it.

TRAINS: Some of your travels may be by train. Trains are vintage models with lace curtains on the windows and lace dollies on the seats. During the journey, attendants will serve you tea at no charge or sell beer and soft drinks. They will also come through the cars selling Chinese silk scarves, etc. at very good prices. Some trains will be comfortable and some will not...but all of them will have "soft bottoms" as opposed to wooden seats.

CHINA INTERNATIONAL SERVICE (CITS): All arrangements within China are handled by CITS whether in a group or individual travel. This organization is basically inflexible. If they schedule your group for something, that’s it.  THEY DO NOT LISTEN AND CONTINUE TO DO IT THEIR WAY". Make the best of it and don't upset yourself by resisting.

HOTELS: Construction continues on new hotels in all tourist cities. These hotels range from very good to truly outstanding.  

THE PEOPLE ARE CHINA! They alone, are worth your visit, and are among the most friendly of any country in the world. They sincerely like Americans. If they stare at you, simply nod, smile and say "hello" and you'll get a smile in return. Many are learning English and like nothing better than a chance to practice on you.  And it’s a plus, if you have blue eyes.

THE BICYCLES: Motorized traffic will not be too heavy in most Chinese cities but the bicycles make up for it. You'll be amazed at the number of bicycles, and the ringing bells.  

TOUR GUIDES: If you’re on a tour, at your first city in China, you'll pick up a National Tour Director who will stay with you during your entire visit in China. In each city, you'll also pick up a local Tour Guide and a local Bus Driver. With the exception of the driver, their command of English, including slang, will be very good. 

YOUR HEALTH: Many tourists visiting China do get sick. The most common illness is the "China Cough" which is an upper respiratory infection caused by the air pollution, especially in Beijing. With this cough, you may not feel bad or then, again, you may feel terrible.   It lingers after you return home.  Check with your doctor for his recommendations prior to your visit. 

MISCELLANEOUS:   Public toilets may be shocking …consisting of a hole in the floor, surrounded by a raised porcelain ring with two foot rests on the side. These toilets are often filthy and the smell will reach you before you locate the "happy room" as the Chinese call it.   Tourists learn to cope with them or to wait.

FOR FREE MAPS AND INFORMATION: China National Tourist Office, 333 W. Broadway, Suite 201, Glendale, Ca. 91204. (818) 545-7505.

XIAN   (Pronounced SHEE-AHN)

Known in former times as CHANG'AN, this city served as the capital of ancient and medieval China for 1000 years. Though it may be old, it is not, in this writer's opinion, very interesting, and could easily be eliminated on a China tour except for one thing...THOSE INCREDIBLE TERRA COTTA FIGURES. They, alone, just may be reason enough to visit China in the first place. Because Xian is old, it has the usual city wall surrounding it, but the wall is more or less intact. The city is also very dirty, even by Chinese standards, and the downtown section is surprisingly modern. Since the discovery of those terra cotta figures, Xian has begun to enjoy its new success and has become very commercial to the point of being the "rip off" capital of China.

THE BELL TOWER: This is often used as the symbol for the city and was built in 1384. It is 117 feet high and occupies over 10,000 square feet. On the north side of the balcony, there is an iron bell weighing 2 1/2 tons. Next to the Bell Tower is THE DRUM TOWER, which is of similar construction. It was built under the Ming in 13/5.

NEOLITHIC SITE AT BAN PO VILLAGE: This Neolithic site, which was an early matriarchal society was discovered in 1953. Excavation was completed in 1953 and a museum was built over "the digs", here you will see some of the foundations of early houses, pieces of pottery, and tools. It takes a lot of imagination to actually picture it. Basically, it looks like a huge section of grass-less earth with some holes in it. As an added touch, the Chinese erected a huge granite statue of a woman with bare breasts who stands at the front of the museum.  A modern touch that seems very out of character. Recommendation: Unless you really understand archeology, you'll find it more interesting to stand outside in the courtyard/gardens and deal with the vendors. (The excavated village dates from B.C. 6080).

BIG WILD GOOSE PAGODA: This pagoda, built of brick, was originally 5 stories high, but cracked a short time after it was constructed. During restoration, two more stories were added. Today, it is 225 feet high, with 4 arched doors leading to the interior. Wooden staircases allow access to the various levels, and there are nice views of the town from the terraces. In the courtyard is THE TEMPLE OF GOOD WILL, completed in A.D.652. The first temple here houses 3 statues of Buddha. The next temple houses a gilt bronze Buddha and is much more impressive. The reason for the name "Big Wild Goose" is unknown.

LITTLE WILD GOOSE PAGODA: This pagoda was built in A.D.707 to house the writings of Buddha. Originally, it was 15 stories high, but was severely damaged in a series of earthquakes. During one of those quakes, the top two stories fell off and were not replaced during restoration. 

TERRA COTTA FACTORY:  Here one can see how the copies of the life-size figures are made...supposedly like the originals.

XIAN...continued

CLOISONNE FACTORY: This might be another factory you'll visit. If you don't know how Cloisonné pieces are made, you'll find it very interesting. You'll be able to look over the shoulders of the young ladies at they begin with a brass pot...glue on raised brass designs...fill the raised designs with enamel paint... and finally fire the piece. NATURALLY, there will be a shop here where you can buy the finished pieces. Because Xian is a "rip-off", the prices will be higher than you can buy them elsewhere.

HOT SPRINGS OF HUA QING PALACE: This is a lovely garden outside the city, which was constructed by the Emperor Xuan Zong. It's a favorite spot for the Chinese...and is typical of many gardens with water, pavilions, walks, etc. It has another claim to fame. Here is where General Chiang Kaishek was held prisoner in an unsuccessful attempt to get him to form a united front with Mao Zedong during World War II. The general managed to escape in such a hurry that he left his false teeth on the stand beside his bed.  The Hua Qing Hot Springs has served as a resort for Emperors for over 3000 years.

FRIENDSHIP STORE ACROSS THE HIGHWAY FROM HUA QING HOT SPRINGS: After visiting the Hot Springs, you might be given an opportunity to visit this "Friendship Store" for shopping. It is my un-substantiated belief that this is not really an AUTHORIZED Friendship Store, and that the merchandise is not top quality. Among the items you'll see everyone scrambling to buy are copies of the famous "terra cotta figures" that your tour is destined to see later in the day. These copies are NOT as good as the ones in the museum at the actual spot. The finish even comes off on your hands. But your local guide will be in no hurry for you to leave here. There are also vendors on the highway selling similar items...VERY CHEAPLY. You will be told that THEY are inferior. 

THE TOMB OF QIN SHI HUANG DI: After leaving the Friendship Store, you'll pass the tomb.  Hopefully you’ll be able to stop.  It's only a few miles from the Hot Springs. This emperor began to build his tomb at the beginning of his reign (B.C.211-209), and thousands labored to complete it before his death. After completion, it was covered over with earth and planted with grass to make the tomb resemble a hill. Records indicate that all who worked on the tomb were buried alive so that they could not reveal the secrets of the design.  If you only drive by the tomb, you'll be able to see a surrounding wall with an open gate...and the mound that is the actual tomb. It has not been opened.  It is believed that the tomb was looted shortly after the emperor's death.

The next stop is the real reason you came to XIAN...

XIAN...continued

FUNERAL VAULTS OF QIN SHI HUANG DI (TERRA COTTA FIGURES): This is one of the greatest archeological finds in the world, and was discovered accidentally in 1974 when an UNKNOWN farmer was digging in the area. What he found was a life size head, made of clay, of an early warrior. Shortly afterwards, his discovery became known to the world and the first "digs" began. What has been uncovered SO FAR are over 6,000 life-size figures, lined-up, in battle order, rank by rank, along with horses and carts. The figures represent individuals of the Imperial Guard and each has a different expression and costume. NO TWO ARE ALIKE! Originally, they were planned as part of the Emperor's Tomb and were housed in a wooden structure with a wooden roof. At some unknown time, the building caught fire, and the burning roof fell on the figures, burning them black in the process, as well as all the swords and chariots which were made of wood. Before the fire, all the figures were painted in natural colors. Now they are black and/or reddish from being buried in the red clay soil. Shortly after serious excavation got underway, a structure was built over the area, and the world began to beat a path to Xian, to see these figures made of clay.

When you enter the courtyard, you'll be facing the curved structure over the "digs". To your left will be a special museum, which you'll probably see first. To your right will be another small museum which houses 9 of the original figures and 1 horse, along with photos of the early excavations.  That museum on your left is a must. Housed here are two bronze pieces, which were discovered near the terra cotta figures. They are about 1/4 life size and represent 2 chariots, each pulled by 4 horses, and THEY ARE EXQUISITE! The first chariot is driven by a "guardian" who clears the path for the second chariot, which contains the "soul" of the emperor. Both chariots are beautifully displayed in this new museum. Do notice the photographs on the wall, which show the process necessary to re-assemble these bronze treasures. After this museum, if you can wait, I strongly recommend that you go to the museum on your right and see some of the original life-size figures up close. Study the details so you'll be better prepared when you encounter the vast army.

Now, go to the main building where the digging still continues. Upon entering this great hall, walk to the edge of the "balcony" and BEHOLD THE GREAT ARMY OF TERRA COTTA WARRIORS. That first glance will leave you totally speechless.  You will look down on the warriors, because they have been buried due to soil build-up and that earlier fire.  Now you can walk all around the outer edges of the excavations...and across one section in the middle.  Here, in the middle, you'll be able to see some figures and horses that are still partially buried...and where archeologists continue their work. ONE CANNOT COMPREHEND THE TOTAL SCENE. And, as if this weren't enough, archeologists have now discovered two more nearby areas where they expect to find as many, if not more, of the same type of soldiers.

And that unknown farmer who made this fantastic discovery? Under Communism, everything belongs to the people. Therefore his name was "unimportant" and was never recorded. He received no individual reward, but the entire city of Xian was given the right to sell their products freely.

GUILIN    (Pronounced GWAY-LIH)

The Chinese consider Guilin to be the major scenic spot in their country. The reason will become abundantly clear when you take your scheduled cruise on the Li River. The city was founded in B.C. 214 and in time, became the provincial capital under the Ming (1368-1644}. Today, the city is undergoing massive construction. It appears that over half of it is being torn down or being dug up. Perhaps, by the time of your visit, you'll see the results.

FUBOSHAN: This is the dominant hill on the banks of the Li River, in the heart of Guilin. It was named after a Han general who passed through on a military campaign. On the hill, there used to be a temple dedicated to him, but all that remains now is a huge bell, and a large cooking pot. In the hill, is a famous cave, which contains Buddha carvings. At another place, you can see the THOUSAND BUDDHA CLIFF with about 300 carvings of Buddha. There are steps up to the top...not a strenuous climb...for outstanding views of the city. Along the way are rest stops and a pavilion about 1/2 way to the top. At the base of the hill are a park and a parking area for buses. There are excellent views of the river from here. Incidentally, in that parking area, one will find the usual vendors and also, something unusual for China...Beggars, who all seem to have some deformity. Tourists are told to ignore, because begging is to be discouraged in China.

REED FLUTE CAVE: This cave is located about 5 miles northwest of Guilin.  The visit takes about 30 minutes. Reed Flute Cave has been known for over a thousand years and the name comes from the reeds growing around the mouth of the cave. Inside, the stalactites and stalagmites are attractively lit with colored lights, and your guide will "help" you see all kinds of real and mythical creatures in the formations. The largest grotto inside is called THE CRYSTAL PALACE...with a small lake with formations on the side that look exactly like the skyline of New York City. After visiting the cave, your group will walk up to a lookout point for views over the city. Expect to find vendors all along your walk.

ELEPHANT HILL: This famous formation is visible from many parts of Guilin. It will be pointed out to you frequently as "Elephant Trunk Hill"...and by the 3rd or 4th time you see it, maybe you'll understand that it does look somewhat like an elephant whose trunk dips into the Li River.

LI RIVER CRUISE: This cruise will be one of your finest excursions in China. The trip usually commences about 8 or 9 AM, and it is necessary to take your tour bus to the beginning of the cruise...taking about 1 hour. Upon arrival at the "loading area" you'll understand how popular this cruise is. The dock area will be packed with boats, but it's well organized and your guide will direct you to the right boat, where you can take a seat at tables, or wander around and watch as the boats begin to depart. Sometimes the water is so low, that the larger ships must be towed, but that doesn't detract from the cruise. Once your boat departs you'll see limestone mountains and many strange formations, which rise, out of the green plains. It all conveys a sense of mystery …

GUILIN...continued

as all these strange formations were once underwater. Throughout your journey you will be surrounded by scenery of indescribable beauty. There's no other place on earth that looks like the formations along the banks of the Li River. However, don't get so absorbed with the beauty of the formations that you neglect to see the activity on the river and along its banks. You'll see numerous small bamboo-pole boats...farmers harvesting the "seaweed" from the floor of the river...children playing and swimming, with some coming dangerously close to the boat...water buffalo on the shore and in the water, grazing from the floor of the river...and the fishermen who use trained cormorants who dive into the water, trap fish in their beaks, and bring them back to the fisherman's boat. To prevent the birds from eating the fish, they have a string tied around their neck.

The cruise will end downstream at the colorful market town of YANGDI. Upon departing, you'll find a swarm of vendors and the bargaining is frantic. Your bus will be waiting nearby, and the drive back to Guilin takes about two hours.

NOTE: The cruise will include a lunch on board. On all the ships, the kitchen is in the back of the boat...open to the river. Watch them prepare the food, and you'll see that all dishes are washed in the river, and that river water is used in the preparation of your food. It is recommended that you not eat the food, but DO NOT EMBARRASS THE CHINESE by letting them serve your table unless you plan to eat.  Tell them, in advance, some reason why you do not wish to have food. Many people plan ahead for this cruise and bring snacks or food from the hotel. Of course, the beer and orange drink served will be okay.

BACK IN GUILIN: Because one comes to Guilin mainly for the cruise, you'll probably find the pacing here more relaxed than in other cities in China.  If you're lucky enough to have a hotel with a river view, you'll enjoy resting in front on the window and watching life on the river...and some of the most beautiful sunsets in the world.

NANJING   (Pronounced NUN-JING...formerly called NANKING)
Nanjing means "Southern Capital" and is the capital of Jiangsu Province. Located on the banks of the Yangzi River, it is an attractive city with wide, tree-lined boulevards. The city has been inhabited since about 4000 B.C. In 1912 Nanjing became capital of the Republic, but 3 months later the capital was moved to Beijing.

CHANG JIANG BRIDGE: This bridge over the Yangzi River is the pride and joy of the Chinese. It was in the "talking" stages during China's friendly years with Russia. But when that friendship faded, the Russians pulled out and said the "bridge was impossible to build." But the Chinese did build it entirely without help, and it's a superb feat of engineering. It's 22,100 feet long, is double-decked with vehicles on the upper and trains on the lower. Nine huge bases, imbedded into the rock beneath the river support the spans of the bridge. From the terrace of one tower there are fine views of the river. PLEASE TAKE NOTE: It can take from 2 to 3 hours to get to this bridge, depending on the traffic...and 2 to 3 hours to get back. That's at least half of one day. Unless you're really into engineering, you will not be impressed. If you can get out of the trip without insulting your Chinese guide, DO SO. You can spend that extra time for personal activities or walking around town. YOU WILL NOT MISS SEEING THE BRIDGE.

THE GATES OF NANJING: Many of the gates of the city wall surrounding Nanjing still survive, along with sections of the wall. The last wall was built during the 14th century, and the bricks were made with great precision and engraved with the name of the master brick maker. Stop at one section of the remaining city wall...interesting and a good place to view Nanjing.

XUAN WU LAKE: This large park is in the north of the city with five islets connected by causeways. The lake is filled with lotus blossoms and in summer converted to swimming areas...as well as a place to go boating on amusing foot-pedaled boats, which look like ducks, pandas, etc.

NANJING ZOO: This is a small zoo located near the Xuan Wu Lake. If you get the chance, do visit it just to see the giant panda, in case you don't get to see pandas anywhere else. The zoo is poorly kept, and the animals are dirty.

JIANGSU MUSEUM: The museum is located in a fairly modern building, but is poorly maintained. The displays go back to 5000 B.C…pottery, bronzes, scroll paintings and a famous and exquisite "burial suit" made of jade tiles, and held together by silver wires.  This museum has now been updated.

DRUM TOWER and BELL TOWER: This tower was built during the Ming Dynasty. If you are able to visit it, there are good views of the city.

OLD CHINA TOWN: You would swear that you were in Chinatown of San Francisco. It's not old, at all, and seems designed for tourists.

NANJING...continued

THE SACRED WAY: This is the royal pathway, which was traditional in the Ming Dynasty. After crossing a small bridge you come to the avenue of giant stone animals on either side of the road. They are in pairs, alternately standing and lying...elephants, camels, dragon-like creatures, etc. and finally figures of the military. Then you pass through a gate and follow the path until it turns into the traditional access route toward the tomb of the emperor.

THE MING TOMB: This is the tomb of the emperor who founded the Ming Dynasty who died in 1398. He's buried inside beside the empress who died 16 years before him. To reach the tomb, one must first travel down THE SACRED WAY, pass through a gate and enter the first courtyard. Then there is a second courtyard with the remains of a hall. On the terrace of this hall is a pavilion leading to the third and final courtyard. Cross a bridge spanning a canal and follow the path to a large stone building. The building contains a wide door, which leads upward to a terrace. Here stands the mound of the emperor. The tomb remains unexcavated. Most of what one sees here is in ruins.  

MAUSOLEUM OF SUN YATSEN: Located on the slopes of the Purple and Gold Mts., this spot was selected by Dr. Sun Yatsen before his death. This mausoleum is the main tourist attraction of Nanjing. To reach the mausoleum, one must be in pretty good physical condition, because there are numerous steps and steep inclines. One enters through a gateway with three arches. Inside is an avenue of trees leading to the three-arched main gate. This gate leads to a pavilion with a blue glazed roof, which houses a huge granite stele. From here one climbs eight sections of stairs (392 steps) leading to the mausoleum. Inside, in the first chamber is a marble statue of Sun Yatsen sitting down. Around the walls engraved in gold letters are quotations from "the founder of modern China." Behind the statue, one enters the second chamber...a circular domed hall, which overlooks the recumbent marble figure of the first President on his tomb. As you walk around the circular room, a speaker softly echoes with the spoken words of Sun Yatsen. YOU CANNOT TAKE ANY BAGS OR PURSES INTO THE MAUSOLEUM. If you have a guide he or she will stay outside and guard the items for you. On the way down from the mausoleum, notice the fine views of the surrounding hills from the various terraces. (You were probably too tired on the way up to notice).

SUMMER PALACE OF MADAM CHANG-KICHEK: This might be a curious part of your tour of China. There's no discussion about Madam... one simply enters the building and is served a cold drink, and casually told it's possible to visit her bedroom, sitting room, and bath upstairs. The lack of maintenance here is shameful. All rooms are filthy and everything is coated with layers of dust.

SUZHOU   (Pronounced SOO-JOE)

Located in the south of Jiangsu Province, Suzhou is about 50 miles west of Shanghai. There is a Chinese proverb that says: "In heaven there is paradise; on earth there is Suzhou and Hangzhou." There is great rivalry between the two cities. Suzhou is one of the oldest towns in the Yangtze basin...founded in the 5th century B.C. It has been relatively undisturbed by industrial development, leaving large areas just as they were centuries ago. The city is a perfect place to explore on foot, but if you're on a tour, this may not be possible. The town is threaded by canals and the roadways are linked by old humpbacked bridges. All of these canals eventually join the famous local waterway known as the Grand Canal. You may have a cruise on the Grand Canal at Suzhou.  

LIU GARDEN (LINGERING GARDENS/CLASSICAL GARDENS): These gardens cover about 10 acres, and were originally laid out during the Ming Dynasty. They were carefully restored in 1954. Here you will find a series of small lakes linked by bridges and numerous buildings or pavilions. The most interesting is called the HALL OF THE MANDARIN DUCKS. Other buildings have picture windows, which open on or frame beautiful views of the landscape. The artificial rock formations are delightful. There is a section planted with fruit trees, and a portion devoted to the cultivation of bonzai trees...which originated in China, and not in Japan. Next door to the garden is the XI YUAN SI (West Garden Temple).  

WANG SHI YUAN (GARDEN OF THE MASTER OF THE NETS): Originally created in the 12th century, this is a small garden where large parts are occupied by various types of structures. The main entrance has a high stone step outside which indicates that the owner was a high official. Sections of his residence remain (one grand room, beautifully furnished with elaborately carved pieces where the men met, and another room equally furnished, where the women met). The garden itself is rather small and contains a number of walks alongside and through the buildings. Also featured are window openings framing the landscape, and mirrors, which extend the concept of space. Walls are used to divide the area into smaller sections and in doing so, create a feeling of spaciousness.

FACTORIES: Suzhou may be your designated city in which to visit factories. They are interesting and do not take much time. At the end of each factory tour, you will stop at a shop where the products can be purchased. Even though the Chinese obviously want you to purchase, they give you very little time to do so. Among the factories here: THE JADE FACTORY...where you'll see all aspects of jade carving...simply go into a room and look over the shoulders of the apprentices. THE EMBROIDERY FACTORY...where you'll be amazed at the delicate work done by ladies depicting an image on BOTH sides of a fine nylon backing.

It is so tricky that an image on one side can be totally different on the other side. THE SILK PRINTING FACTORY...where you'll see yards of silk rolled out on long tables with men silk-screening the patterns, section by section/color by color.

SUZHOU...continued

COLD MOUNTAIN TEMPLE: Located on the outskirts of town on a small canal. Many poets have been inspired by the scenery here. Enter through a door set into a saffron-colored wall and pass through a pavilion into a courtyard. Here you'll find a tall incense burner in front of a small temple housing a statue of Buddha and two Guardians. To the right is a bell tower. This temple was founded A.D. 503-557, but was rebuilt in the late Qing period.

TIGER HILL: This is supposedly the burial place of the King of Wu, who founded Suzhou in the 6th century B.C. On arrival, you cross a small bridge and pass through the gate into the grounds. A path leads to the top of the hill. As you walk up the hill you will see the STONE WHERE SWORDS ARE TRIED, which is a thick stone apparently cut into two parts. Farther up on your left, you'll see the PILLOW STONE, said to have been used as a pillow by an early monk. You'll also pass the TOMB OF THE GOOD WIFE, which was erected, by the town in honor of a noble lady who committed suicide following the death of her husband, rather than become a concubine. Later you'll come to a ravine, which descends into a deep pool, which is said to be the burial place of the King of Wu. Finally, the path leads to the TIGER HILL PAGODA, which was completed in A.D. 961. Objects and caskets were found in the inner wall of the pagoda... scrolls of Buddhist texts, pieces of pottery, coins, mirrors, and two tools used in building the pagoda. The pagoda has a distinct lean towards the southeast...is octagonal in shape...about 150 high...and one of the oldest in China. It is constructed entirely of brick and stone, which probably accounts for its long life. This pagoda is a national monument.

OTHER PAGODAS: The most conspicuous are the TWO PAGODA TEMPLE.  On the outskirts of town is the PAGODA OF THE TEMPLE OF GOOD OMEN LIGHT, which is a 7-story brick pagoda. The other pagoda is the PAGODA OF THE TEMPLE OF GRAFITUDE which is a 9-story pagoda thought to date from the 12th century.

WEST GARDEN TEMPLE (XI XUAN SI): This temple dates from the Ming Dynasty. The central pavilion houses statues of Buddha and the Guardians. Also see the HALL OF FIVE HUNDRED ADHERENTS where there are hundreds of statues of the faithful.

TEMPLE OF MYSTERY (XUAN MIAO GUAN): Originally founded in the 3rd century. Enter through a pavilion containing statues of 4 Guardians, pass through a courtyard with the HALL OF THE THREE QING. It's a large double-roofed building with upturned eaves at the corners.

HUMBLE ADMINISTRATOR'S GARDEN...from 16th century...many lakes.

GARDEN OF HARMONY: Artificial hills...caves...lakes...pavilions.

GARDEN OF THE FOREST OF LIONS:  Dates from 1350...4 lakes...hills/rocks/bridges. 

GARDEN OF THE PAVILLION OF WAVES: Pavilions...bridges...ponds.

WUXI    (Pronounced WOO-SHE)
Wuxi is an old city, founded 2000 years ago. It can be an interesting place to visit with its network of canals and cobbled streets. The major attraction is TAI LAKE and THE GRAND CANAL. The canal passes right through the center of Wuxi. If you have already visited Hangzhou and Suzhou, you might want to skip the gardens here.  In fact, while this city has charm, if your time in China is limited, this is the city to eliminate, because you can have the Grand Canal cruise in Suzhou.

PLUM GARDEN (MEI YUAN) and LI GARDEN: Each garden has its own charm, but neither is particularly memorable...especially after the gardens elsewhere.

XIHUI PARK: Here are the remains of Hui Shan Temple dating from A.D. 420.  The Hui Shan Spring was known as far back as the 9th century and is considered the second-best spring in China. The JI CHANG GARDEN is over 400 years old and is laid out in a manner similar to the gardens of the Summer Palace in Beijing.

BOAT TRIP ON LAKE TAI: Lake Tai is one of the largest lakes in China and is fed by four rivers. There are almost 100 islands on the lake. As your boat cuts through the water, you will encounter mists where water and sky appear to be the same. You will pass numerous islands, and will probably stop at YUANTOUZHU. This island is closest to shore and is connected to land by the BAOJIE BRIDGE. There are pleasant walks among gardens and pavilions on the island.

GRAND CANAL CRUISE: The Chinese compare this to a cruise on The Grand Canal of Venice. In many ways it is, but instead of faded palaces, you see the reality of China. The buildings do appear to be right on the water, and you can see inside many of them for a glimpse of the daily lives of the Chinese. You'll also see many types of boats maneuvering along the canal, some of which are floating homes. It is very interesting.

VISIT TO A COMMUNE: No trip to China is complete without a designated visit to a commune.  In Wuxi, you'll be greeted by the Mayor, and then taken to the home of a Manager...probably for lunch. Depending on the personality of your group and the personality of the Manager, this can be a sensational experience. After lunch, you'll probably visit a school where delightful children will perform for you...sometimes-in English, and sometimes forcing you into the act. After the school visit, you'll probably be shown silk worms and told how they're cared for.

HUI SHAN CLAY FIGURINE FACTORY: If you've never seen clay figures produced, you'll probably be fascinated. The figurines are not liked by everyone, but you will be amazed as you watch the young girls paint the delicate details.

HANGZHOU    (Pronounced: HONG-JOE)

This capital of Zhejiang Province lies close to the mouth of the Qian Fang River. Two Thousand years ago there was nothing here but a sand bar, which was built up by the silt carried downstream by the river. The inhabitants built a dike to reinforce the sandbar, and thus created what is today called XI HU, or WEST LAKE...the most famous lake in China. Marco Polo described the lake thusly:  “On one side it skirts the city...and...commands a distant view of all its grandeur and loveliness, its temples, palaces, and gardens with their towering trees, running down to the water's edge. On the lake itself is the endless procession of barges thronged with pleasure-seekers...their minds and thoughts intent upon nothing but bodily pleasures and the delights of society." Today, the city is still renowned for its scenic beauty, which some claim is unsurpassed in China...this writer among them.

WEST LAKE: West Lake retains its place as one of the best-known beauty spots in China, with landscaped gardens on its banks, tree-shaded walks, and in the hills nearby, temples, pagodas, and monasteries. Perhaps the most beautiful sight you will see in China is the sun rising over West Lake. Make an effort to rise early and you will not be disappointed. At sunrise, on the banks of West Lake, you will hear voices coming out of the mist: some singing, students reciting poetry or practicing English. All around will be people doing exercises... or "shadow-boxing" known as TAI JI QUAN. There will be groves of trees, which come into blossom at intervals throughout the year. Two causeways divide the lake. These causeways control the water and cut the lake into three sections: the outer section, which is the largest...the inner section to the west...and the rear lake to the north. There is a road along the Su Causeway, which crosses six bridges. Three islands stand within the lake, the largest being Lonely Hill (Gu Shan).

WEST LAKE CRUISE: Take a cruise on this lake.  Your destination is the island called THREE POOLS MIRRORING THE MOON. The cruise is extremely scenic...as Marco Polo said: "...commands a distant view of · ..temples...palaces...gardens...trees running down to the water's edge." In addition, the lake will be filled with all types of craft...from those carrying one passenger to those carrying two or more tour groups. Wildlife is abundant on the lake.

THREE POOLS MIRRORING THE MOON: As your ship approaches this island, you'll realize it has to be one of the most beautiful spots in China. It is sometimes called "the island with the lakes within the island." Here, there are many pavilions joined by pleasant walks, some of which are built out over the water, some which zigzag around walls with "picture windows" and over bridges crossing the water. Each section appears distinctly different with many varieties of trees, lotus plants growing in the lake (bloom in July and August) and the ever-present water lilies. Throughout your walk, look at the reflections in the water. After your walk around this island, the cruise boats generally continue to the opposite shore of West Lake, where your bus is waiting.

HANGZHOU... continued

LING YIN TEMPLE: It is believed that this temple was established in the 4th century. It is set at the foot of the Northem Peak in a wooded area, with a stream running beside. Actually there are two temples here. The front temple houses a LAUGHING BUDDHA carved in camphor wood and covered in gold with a carved gilt-figure standing behind, guarding him. Both figures rest under a wooden canopy decorated in red and gold. Along the side walls are the traditional Celestial Guardians. One guardian plays the Pipa, another holds an umbrella and a phoenix bird...another holds a sword and a dragon. The central courtyard between the temples is very lively with candle lighting and incense burning, in which the faithful and visitors alike participate. The rear temple houses a 60-foot carved Buddha. Both temples are in traditional style and appear to have three floors since there are three roofs with upswept eaves. Do notice the details on the roof and on the eaves. Another interesting sight in the temple grounds is the four Buddhist pillars on either side of the main door. They have been identified as the originals and date from A.D. 969. Facing the temples above a small stream is the famous FEI LAI FENG or "Peak Which Flew here." The hill is actually a cliff where steps go up, down, around caves and rock carvings...altogether over 280 carvings, mostly of Buddha. This area is very popular with the Chinese and the steps will be crowded. DO TAKE A FEW MINUTES TO WALK UP TO AT LEAST ONE ROCK CARVING...and more if your schedule permits. These rock carvings are rare examples from the 13th and 14th centuries under the YUAN.

YELLOW DRAGON SPRING (HUANG LONG DONG): Located in what was once the Taoist Monastery, the spring comes from the mouth of the "Yellow Dragon" and trickles down into a series of pools below. Follow the paths and you'll find an atmosphere of peace. Around each curve, you'll find a pavilion where Chinese girls in native costumes perform opera, another where musicians play with ancient instruments, another where you may sit and enjoy the calm, and another where you may enjoy the rock formations. In the central courtyard, you'll find a corner where the young ladies prepare themselves with elaborate make-up, and some will pose in the courtyard for pictures. In the small garden behind the courtyard, there is a "concession" where you can have yourself made-up and costumed...all for the sake of a picture. Another reason to visit this small garden is to see the rare examples of "square bamboo." It only "looks" square when the light strikes it a certain way.

LIU HE PAGODA: You’ll find that the pagoda is prominently seen during your West Lake cruise. Known as the Pagoda of Six Harmonies, it was built in A.D. 970 during the Song Dynasty and has 13 roofs. A terrace has been built around the base and from here there are excellent views of the Qian Tang River.

BAO SHU PAGODA: This pagoda is a plain brick octagonal structure...solid, with no interior...dating from the l0th century. It stands on a ridge above the lake. The elevation is approximately 660 feet...many steps to climb for the view... but you'll see the pagoda during your West Lake cruise.

HANGZHOU... continued

DRAGON WELL: Try to persuade your guide to take you here.  Travel to the area and you pass the delightful old town known as the LONG JING VILLAGE, where you can glimpse the courtyards of old wooden houses. Farther up the hill located at the summit is the Spring. The old temples here have been converted to a restaurant and a teahouse.

TIGER SPRING: This area was supposedly established by a monk who was impressed by the beauty and tranquility of the surroundings.  The water has remarkable surface tension and one can easily float a great many Chinese nickel coins on it. Ask your guide to demonstrate the water's qualities. The old HU PAO TEMPLE here has now been converted to a tearoom.

HUAGANG PARK:  This is a pleasant well-laid out park with a number of pavilions and small ornamental lakes with attractive trees and gardens...as well as a pond for watching and feeding the goldfish.

SYCAMORE TREES: Do notice the special Sycamore trees, which appear to be severely pruned with the base wrapped tightly with coiled rope. They also appear to be braced with bamboo poles. Some of these trees are very old and their beauty is very important to the Chinese. Many of the ones you will see as described were up-rooted during a typhoon several years ago. The people came out and worked together to up-right the trees and wrap them so that they might survive.

BAMBOO GROVE AT YUN QI: This grove is known to the Chinese as "Abode of the Clouds." Here, you can wander through thick strands of bamboo and find a perfect place to relax. At the top of the path are some old buildings that were once part of a temple.

NINE CREEKS AND EIGHTEEN BROOKS: This is another peaceful haven where you'll find pleasant paths alongside the brooks. Perhaps, if your touring has been arduous, you can convince your guide to take you to a place like this...JUST SO YOU CAN SIT AND RELAX FOR 30 MINUTES.

VISIT TO A TEA PLANTATION: Your group may visit a Tea Plantation here. It's rather interesting to see that the plants are really only shrubs, and very small. After visiting the grounds, you'll be taken to a room for a sample of the tea, including explanations. Then you'll see a little of the process of making the tea before going to the gift shop where you may purchase tea.

