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A TALE OF TWO CITIES 
 
Sarah Tucker took a trip to China, to visit megacities Beijing and 
Shanghai, take the fastest train in the world, marvel at the world’s biggest 
Buddha and take in (in her opinion) the world’s most fascinating and 
richest culture. 
 
  
Do this trip justice.  That’s what I wrote at the top of my notes when 
structuring the log of my journey to these cities.  I arrived with a mass of 
preconceptions about the country and the cities gleaned from journalist 
colleagues and TV accounts of pea soup pollution, appalling traffic and 
omnipresent thought police on every corner.   And that the cities have 
been destroyed by industrialisation, the old quarters raised to the ground.     
They are wrong.    True, in the urban powerhouse that is Shanghai, there 
were mornings when the tofu coloured sky sunk so low it covered any 
sign of horizon but it quickly dissipated by ten but then their industrial 
revolution is bigger and faster than ours and revolution (as Danny 
Boyle’s image of our own fine child exploiting industrial revolution 
proved) any revolution especially industrial comes at a cost.  
 
Beijing was crystal blue clear throughout the day while I was there.  As 
for traffic, the Chinese have cleverly invented a system whereby you are 
banned from driving on certain days if you have a specific number on 
your car registration.  They pick two each day as they discovered number 
four is considered unlucky in China and the number nine is considered 
lucky, so on days four was banned the traffic hardly changed, on nine 
days, the streets were almost empty.  
 
As for the thought police and army, I felt safe without being monitored. 
Admittedly safer in Beijing than in Shanghai.   There are over 8000 
CCTV cameras in Beijing but most are there to monitor those who break 
the registration code while driving.   There’s a £100 fine if they drive 
when they’re number isn’t up, and they are fined £100 every time a 
different camera catches them).  
 
So where to begin?   The language. One in four on the planet are Chinese.  
I should not have mocked those SW and Surrey parents who assiduously 
and I admit I thought pretentiously dragged their kids to Mandarin classes 
at the age of two.  China is a fascinating country with an incredible and 
(in my opinion) the world’s most impressive culture that takes those who 
visit on a phenomenal journey. Being able to understand what locals are 
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saying and the beautiful intricate hieroglyphics on the walls, menus, 
street signs must only add another dimension to a place that makes 
American culture and history look like a shallow brat of a country. China 
does depth like America does superficiality.  
 
I had eight days in China, which is too short, but long enough to skim the 
cherry on the icing of the two cities of Beijing and Shanghai.   The best 
way to take chunks out of China is to think in terms of regions.   Spend 
two weeks in these cities, doing as I did, taking the hide speed 480 kmph 
train in between (five hours covering 665 miles).   
 
Return and take another two weeks in the Sichuan Province, with it’s 
bamboo forest Ming Dynasty villages, mountain scenery and Tibetan 
grasslands.    And return again to the Guangxi region to cycle past rice 
terraces, hike the surreal karst peaks, or take river trips through the jungle 
like landscapes.  
 
I stayed at the China World Summit Wing - which sounds like a 
conference hall, but is an extremely contemporary edgy hotel.  It’s 
boutique on a grand scale with eclectic art on the walls you will want to 
buy (if you have the taste and the money) which have been chosen by the 
owner.    Hot in the summer with over 40 degree heat (thanks in part to 
the dry Gobi desert winds), the heat is dry.  
 
Next - the numbers.   1.34 million billion live in China today, 20 million 
of whom live in Beijing, a population that thirty five years ago was only 
four million.   Hundreds of thousands of trees were planted twenty years 
ago to combat the strong dry winds from the Gobi and they have worked 
not only in acting as a wind break but sucking in all the crud from the 
industrialisation which Shanghai needs to do.  
 
Considering the population size the traffic should be horrific but cars, 
lorries, rickshaws, trishaws, bikes, motorbikes and scooters navigate 
lanes, bike lanes as wide as the average street in the UK and although 
some of the driving appears haphazard, it’s nowhere near as bonkers as 
you would witness on the streets of Delhi or Rome.  
 
Once you have got your head around the language and the numbers you 
can enjoy the tour of the UNESCO Heritage Sites and iconic must sees.   
First stop for any visitor should be Tian’an Men Square.    On May 16th 
2007, ironically 6 years to the day I was there, a student confronted a 
tank.    Today tourists, mainly Chinese, visit from all over China with 
their children, having photos taken with foreigners (us).   There were two 



	   3	  

hour queues to see the tomb of Chairman Mao, and slightly shorter ones 
(20 minutes) to get into the Forbidden City.  Back in the fifteenth century, 
if you had tried to enter the city without permission you would have been 
given a thousand lashes in public and your family would have been 
slaughtered.  Now you pay roughly £8 in the summer and £4 in the winter 
for entrance.   There are nearly nine thousand rooms in the palace where 
twenty four Emperors in succession reigned China from 1420 to 1924 
before their first cultural revolution.    Home to over 8000 people 
including 300 eunuchs, as well as maids and over 3700 concubines all 
within 170 acres.    Learning about the history of the emperors, hinted at 
in films such as The Last Emperor, Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon, 
barely scrapes the surface. The history of this country, of the Emperors, 
PE (pre-emperors), of the revolution, of the living watch it as it happens 
history that is emerging all around you is enthralling.   Walk up the 
hillside in Jinghan Park near by for some of the most encompassing 
views of the city.    
 
You have to note attention to detail in each iconic building.   The small 
stuff as well as the large.   Take a closer look at each intricate wood 
calved dragon staring auspiciously at you from the rooftops, each stone 
lion looming loud and proud and large at the main entrance, each hand 
painted vase evoke an imperialism that has survived revolution, 
evolution, constitution and tourism.  Try to avoid the public holidays – 
they change every year so check them out on the internet before you go to 
the main tourist attractions – and you will be able to enter into the main 
rooms without queues as I did.   Each has a history.  The quarter where 
the Empress Dowager lived, the last Empress who controlled the Manchu 
Qing Dynasty for 47 years is intriguing for the enigmatic photos on 
display of the Dowager, the young Emperor Puyi and his English tutor, 
Reginald Johnston who was in fact, Scottish.  The Dowager or Dragon 
Lady as she was affectionately called, started off as a concubine and 
having (allegedly) killed off several concubine who were expecting the 
Emperor’s son, successfully gave birth to his heir and managed to outlive 
three emperors having (allegedly) killed them as well.  
 
The gardens in the nearby Temple of Heaven which dates from 1406 and 
is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, are filled with magnolia, jasmine and 
mimosa and old men playing mah-jong and singing folk songs while old 
women crochet mini pagodas and pandas.   Few foreign tourists visit the 
gardens, sticking instead to the temples and palace, so there are mainly 
Chinese which makes it seem all the more authentic and idyllic.    
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Visiting Beijing means visiting the Great Wall.   Choose the Mutianyu 
entrance, which is a little further away to drive from the city centre but 
you will avoid the crowds.  A cable car took me to the top, a five minute 
walk and I was on the wall. I walked for half an hour each way realising 
it’s not only the longest and largest wall in the world, snaking over 
hillsides over13,171 miles long - but is a living tomb, the millions of 
slaves and prisoners who built it who died in it’s construction having 
been buried within the wall itself.   A sobering thought as you take each 
step and hear about how the wall successfully halted the progress of the 
Mongols and Manchurians who were fierce fighters.    You can cable car 
down or take the toboggan, which is fun and safe. If you want to buy 
Chinese souvenirs in Beijing, buy at the stall sellers here.  Bargain for a 
tenth of the price for chopsticks and four headed ornaments and Jade 
dragons.  There are markets in central Beijing such as the Pearl Market 
but the street theatre here is more entertaining.  And you can practice 
your hellos and thank yous (Tao Chi and Min Nao). 
 
From the old to the young, you will find the youth of Beijing in 798 
District. The 798 or Caochangdi Art Zone, regarded as the spiritual 
promised land for Chinese contemporary art.   In reality it’s what Covent 
Garden would like to be and isn’t.  The art scene here has evolved it 
hasn’t been manufactured. The art galleries and street art are beautiful, 
relevant, punchy and many verge on the controversial which in any other 
country would be considered essential but in a major city in China I felt 
added a tension and edge to a place so close to government but perhaps 
that’s why they allow it – because they know where they are and can 
keep an eye on them.    The area was formerly made up of a mass of  
factories – all given numbers (hence 798) that have been reclaimed by the 
artistic community. I met Zhao Bandi, one of the most prolific and 
commercial of the artists in residence, who recently took on Pixar when 
they released the Kung Fu Panda claiming the panda as a Chinese icon 
that shouldn’t be pixar-lated.  There was an out of court settlement and 
he’s recently produced a documentary all about the panda on his work 
gathering together tens of thousands of childrens’ drawings of pandas 
from all over China. Monies raised from the sale of the paintings has paid 
for an orphanage.  
 
Despite the growth in high rises and emergence of areas like 798, old 
Beijing still exists, although for how long.  The Hutongs is a series of 
narrow lanes and communities with houses where three generations of 
families live around a courtyard, the toilet facilities being outside and 
communal. Designed by a Feng Shui master to maximise the health and 
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well being of the home owners, taking a tour on a trishaw, our guide 
called Frank took us round the markets and some of the homes.  
Surrounded by high rises, it is a dusty haven of peace.   Old and young 
practiced tai chi in the squares, and in the covered market selling all 
range of variations on pak choi, blackened a hundred year old eggs 
(actually only a couple of years old) smelt of ammonia but tasted fine 
(ish).  Jurian fruit and smelly tofu which Frank eloquently identified as 
smelling of ‘bottoms’. We visited one of the homes to be greeted by a 
fluffy dog in the courtyard. I wasn’t sure if this was a pet or food but I 
stroked it anyway. 
  
In the Yonghe Lama Temple, you are allowed to marvel at but not 
photograph the world’s largest wooden Buddha. At over 26 metres tall it 
disappears up into the darkness of the temple, guarded by monks who 
carefully keep an eye out for any Iphone wielding tourist who tries to take 
a surreptitious shot.   
 
However, it’s the drum tower which together with the bell tower would 
chime and bang the workers in and out of the surrounding fields to and 
from work.   Now there are performances you can watch if you do as I 
did and climb the sixty nine steps to the top.  
 
The best way to get to Shanghai from Beijing is to go by train.   The 
fastest train in the world travels at 430 kpm an hour, powered by 
electronic levitation.   Five hours, 655 miles and we arrived in Shanghai 
on time.  
 
Shanghai, the fifth megacity in the world with a population of 25 million 
– somehow in China the numbers are important -  is described as the next 
Hong Kong and the place has a completely different energy to Beijing.  
It’s less Chinese, more cosmopolitan as though the western influence has 
infiltrated into the veins of the place.  The traffic is worse than Beijing 
but the tour I took bypassed the congestion.  
 
I toured Shanghai in a vintage 1930′s-style sidecar zooming down narrow 
alleyways where high walls hid homes and swung around cars driving on 
tree-lined streets where locals were shopping, or sitting curbside chatting 
with friends.  We weaved through the narrow streets of the French 
concession where the last vestiges of old Shanghai remain with market 
sellers selling everything from live frogs and toads to little fluffy dogs, 
like the one I had stroked in the courtyard in the Houtongs a few days 
before.    
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I was on a Shanghai Insiders (formerly Shanghai Sideways) vintage 
sidecar motorbike tour of the city. This company, which was started by 
expats in 2008 and today has about 30 vintage motorbikes driven by 
professional drivers who speak English (and several other languages). 
Although the motorbikes are vintage, I’m assured they are inspected 
regularly by qualified mechanics. 
 
Before starting the tour, our guide outlined the projected route on the map 
and asked us if there were any particular places we wanted to visit. We 
set up a tour of historic areas and interesting sights.  
 
During our two-hour excursion, we stopped at historic places, where our 
guide offered informative and interesting commentaries about the city's 
history and the cultural revolution. We visited an art gallery and a 
restaurant, both housed in architecturally rich older buildings.    During 
another stop, we went out on a rooftop balcony of a restored home that 
had been turned into a boutique hotel, for a spectacular 360-degree view 
of the city.  We visited an old abattoir that’s been turned into a modern 
day meat market as the young meet and date there at the trendy 
restaurants, bars and shops resembling the concrete clean lines of the 
Barbican.  We drove past the art deco buildings and Bund promenade 
over the bridges, looking at the bullet holes in building walls in the oldest 
restaurant in town that were made possibly by insurgents in one of the 
many battles Shanghai has survived over the years.     
  
In the Huangpu District, amongst a reproduction olde Chinese village 
selling jade dragons, lions, feng shui charms, fans, roosters and anything 
that you feel will bring you luck as well as remind you of your trip to 
China and Shanghai in particular we found the Yu Gardens or Gardens of 
Contentment dating from 1559. Originally owned by an extremely 
wealthy family, it’s snake like paths lead you from one building to the 
next, one garden to another, giving you a sense of peace and contentment 
in each, which was how it was designed. Leave the garden and you’re in 
the heart of the tourist district again. Feng Shui works.  
 
Five minutes walk from the gardens we ate at the Din Tai Fung. The 
entrance looks as though you’re entering a multi story car park but the 
food is again special.  Try the vegetable steamed dumplings.      
 
And the food.  I would never consider eating Chinese at home, but 
Chinese food is best sampled in China, just as Indian is in India.  I 
recently interviewed Kimberley Snyder who has written the book The 
Beauty Detox Solution.  She is nutritionalist to many Hollywood stars 
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including Gwyneth Paltrow and Drew Barrymore.  She told me the best 
food in the world – as in the balance of taste and health and healthy way 
of living - is Chinese.  I admit until I had eaten in China I took her 
comment with the proverbial pinch of MSG.   I found it difficult to 
believe having visited the ones in the UK but Chinese in China is sublime 
fare.  Less ritual than the Japanese, less fragrant than the Thais, I could 
see why Kimberley chose Chinese as being the best.   True, they eat 
everything.   Fish lung soup, sea urchin, and sea cucumber are all 
mainstream fodder all of which are supposed to make you beautiful or 
healthy or brilliant for the skin although the sea cucumber looked like a 
garden slug I had removed from my garden the previous week. I refused 
to eat dog.  The lasting effects of the sea cucumber will doubtless be short 
lived compared to the lasting impression of this journey. 
 
FACT BOX 
 
 
A double room at China World Summit Wing starts from 2,530 RMB 
(approx £268) per room per night. Price includes tax and service. (B&B 
basis).  
 
A double room at Kerry Hotel, Beijing starts from 2,185 RMB (approx 
£231) per room per night. Price includes tax and service. (B&B basis).  
 
A double room at Kerry Hotel Shanghai starts from 2,218 RMB (approx 
225) per room per night. Price includes tax and service. (B&B basis).  
 
To book, visit www.shangri-la.com or call 0800 028 3337  
 
For pictures of each hotel, please visit our online image library, where 
you can download high res images directly:  
 
http://www.shangri-la.com/corporate/press-room/photo-library/  
	  


