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Charmed by ~G={]~~~ 

Recently we (Nikki and Nicola, the Directors of Travel bay) took a trip to China. 
Neither one of us had spent more than a few days in China, and only in some of 
the lesser known and smaller cities. Prior to going we really didn't know what to 
expect - we'd heard stories of smoggy cities, bustling crowds, busy traffic...it is a 
country of nearly 1.4 billion people after all. But lo and behold we had the most 
pleasant surprise - we loved our time in China and can't wait to return. 

We started off in Beijing which we found to be a mixed bag. We visited the 
famous Tiananmen Square. To be correct, it's not actually a square at all but a 
huge rectangle. A lot of history has played out in this place and it was almost as 
if the air was thick with the past. There was also a feeling of control here - on 
entering the square there are checkpoints and security to get through and 
within the square there are more guards. 

Mao's mausoleum is in the centre of the "square" and this is a pilgrimage site 
for many Chinese - not so much for overseas visitors. There are certain times 
when the mausoleum is open and you can have your turn at walking past the 
entombed body of the former leader. It wasn't open when we were there but 
we were quite happy to keep walking as there was a lot of ground to cover. 

The Forbidden City is an Imperial 
Palace across the road from 
Tiananmen Square. This formidable 
palace was home to one emperor 
with his many wives, concubines, 
eunuchs and servants. Whilst 
grand in many ways (more walking) 
on hearing the history, we were 
not impressed by the greed, 
cruelty and opulence of 
just one person 

We had huge fun in a local supermarket in Beijing and here is where the holiday 
started to feel more joyful. We got to do the most ordinary of things - buy 
groceries in a country that was completely foreign to us. Once we stepped off 
the tourist path and bucket list tick boxing, we really got to feel that we are all 
human and essentially all the same only that we have different social etiquettes. 
When you meet another's eyes, you are not always met with a smile as is custom 
in our society- it's simply not their custom. 
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Waiting in queues to get your herbs weighed takes quite a bit 
of marking and claiming your space - if you don't you'll be 
pushed in front of as if no one has noticed you are there. If 
you do claim your space, it is respected. All of this was a 
great insight into the culture and it is these kinds of 
experiences that are part of what we love about travelling 
- connecting with people even when you can't understand a 
word the other says. The supermarket had an incredible 
array of veggies, herbs, tropical fruits and more - even 
tturtles, Japanese bowls and many other consumables that 
we had no idea what they were! 

Beijing is the gateway to the Great Wall and no trip to China 
would really be compete without a walk on the Great Wall 
(unless of course it's your second visit and you've already 
been!). Whilst the wall is very long, there are only various 
sections that you can visit. The most popular section is the 
Badaling section as this is close to Beijing. We opted for the 
Mutianyu (pronounced moo-tee-anh-you) section which is 
about an hour and a half drive from Beijing and slightly less 
crowded than the Badaling section. 

The wall is high up on a ridge line and to get to the Wall you 
take a cable car (you can walk if you're crazy enough - even 
the walk to the cable car was relatively steep, but thankfully 
short). This was a wonderful experience and we both 
enjoyed seeing what happens on a typical day at the wall
wedding photos, school trips, ads being filmed as well as all 
the usual family scuffles and joys, couples walking hand in 
hand and myriads of people taking selfies. This was another 
big bucket list tick, and one that was well worth it. 

Next stop was Xian (pronounced Shee-anh) - a lovely, open and 
fresh city. With only 9 million people, it's considered rather a small 
city in China. In the 1970's, not far from Xian, the Terracotta 
Warriors were unearthed. These deserve a book of their own, or at 
least an article, but suffice to say they are incredible. A whole army 
of life sized men buried with an emperor to protect him in the 
afterlife - quite a sight. 

The city wall in Xian is also impressive and gives you a taste of 
historical China. This wall is complete and forms a circle around the 
centre of Xian - the top of the wall is very wide and you can ride a 
bike, relax in a golf buggy or have a stroll. 

Another impressive part of the city is the Muslim Quarter - a lively 
area filled with food outlets, markets, little shops and colourful 
activity - we had a lot of fun there. 

Then it was time for Shanghai. We almost felt like we were in a 
different country compared to Beijing - it feels very modern and 
international. In fact, 20 years ago the government announced that 
the city was to become an international city. Many people laughed 
and thought it was a communist party joke. But, 20 years on, the 
East side of the river that was once farmland and factories is filled 
with high rises and modern buildings. The to-do thing in Shanghai 
at night is to head to The Bund (the riverfront) and enjoy the city 
lights. When we say city lights, what we really mean is a light show. 

They say Shanghai is 
a shopper's paradise 
- and if you visit the 
Yuyuan markets and 
Nanjing Rd, you'll 
know why. The Yu 
markets, as they are 
known for short, are 
in the old part of 
town and are quite 

an experience - get ready for crowds and to test your bargaining 
skills. Nanjing Rd is a 5km shopping street and in the evening has 
street musicians and brightly lit neon signs, another lively 
experience. 

Not far from Shanghai lies the city of Suzhou (pronounced 
Soo-joe). It's a 35 minute train ride and many people commute 
daily as the cost of living is not as high in Suzhou compared with 
Shanghai. Here you can find the water village of Tongli - China's 
version of Venice where you can relax in a gondola and enjoy lunch 
at one of the many cafes on the canals. The old town of Suzhou is 
well worth a visit too for the boutique shops and painting like 
scenery. 

With only 9 days in China we covered very little ground and saw a tiny 
snippet of such a grand and big country. There was much we loved about 
China and we had the absolute joy and luxury of travelling at our own pace 
on a private custom tour. It is a country filled with people which means it is 
very busy. Having our own private driver and English speaking tour guide 
and being picked up when we were ready made for a relaxing and fun time 
amongst all the busy-ness and hustle and bustle. It far exceeded our 
expectations - be it the care we received from our guides or the woman at 
the checkout in the supermarket; the hotels and the hotel breakfasts as 
well as the linen in our hotel rooms; the clocklike working of the trains and 
the infrastructure ... China is a wonderful place for a holiday and comes 
highly recommended from 2 recent China converts 

Nikki McKee and Nicola Lessing are Co-Directors of Travelbay.com, an 
on line travel company which provides great value & lovingly selected 
holiday deals & packages throughout the world. They both travel regularly 
and love meeting and connecting with people here and overseas. 
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