China Experience, 10th – 30th August 2009
On Monday 10th August, we met with 25 other excited people at Heathrow Airport, proudly wearing our international guiding neckerchiefs and group t-shirts. After months of build-up, the day had finally arrived when we were to depart on our 3-week long experience to China as part of Girlguiding South-West.
The fun started before we’d even boarded the plane, as the check-in staff refused to allow our extra luggage, the donations for the orphanage in Shanghai, onboard. After much discussion, the best they could recommend was for us to each fill our bags to the maximum weight of 23kg. So began a frantic reorganisation of luggage in the check-in area. It brought us together as a group whilst we used our best problem-solving skills to get as many of the donations onboard as possible. 
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      Trying to cram as much into our suitcases as possible.
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Following an eleven hour flight, we touched down in Shanghai where we were met by our tour guide, Aaron, from Wendy Wu Tours. During the following three days, we found ourselves fully immersed in the culture of this bustling economic city.  Whilst on a visit to the riverside ‘Bund’ area, we were surrounded by towering buildings, while an evening cruise around this area to see the night-time illuminations allowed us to appreciate why Shanghai is often referred to as a ‘cosmopolitan city’. Unfortunately, due to swine-flu, we were unable spend time working with the children in the Shanghai orphanage, as had been planned. However, they agreed to let us drop off the clothes, toys, stationery and craft materials which we had collected, as well as having the opportunity to have a brief look around the grounds. As we now had more time available, we were given the chance to ride on the magnetic levitation train which runs from the centre of Shanghai out to the airport. The journey is seven minutes each way as opposed to a journey of over an hour by road. Reaching the maximum speed of 431km/h, around 255mph, was definitely a highlight, particularly when we passed a train the opposite direction – blink and you’d have missed it! 
Although Shanghai is a very urban city, it does have many beautiful parks and gardens. We spent an afternoon visiting the Yuyuan gardens which were built hundreds of years ago in a traditional Chinese style. Surprisingly, the rocks which formed the mini-mountains are held together by sticky rice! Just outside the gardens was the bridge of nine turns. The Chinese believe that evil spirits are unable to turn corners, so this zig-zag bridge was designed to protect the people within the garden. In the surrounding area was a lively street market, where we found ourselves being observed with great fascination. In mainland China they don’t have Guides or Scouts, so our neckerchiefs and group t-shirts caused great puzzlement. Our highly limited Mandarin Chinese, mixed with their broken English, was certainly put to the test explaining who we were and what we were doing!

About an hour’s drive from Shanghai is the Zhujiajiao water village. Built on the banks of a river, this ancient settlement is said to resemble Shanghai a few decades ago. We enjoyed a boat trip along the river, where we were surprised to see women washing their clothes in the water. The sights, sounds and smells of the village were breath-taking, although many of us were beginning to struggle in the nearly 40 degree heat. Lunch that day was said to be ‘ma-ma, hoo-hoo’ which means ‘so-so’ or, translated literally, ‘horse-horse, tiger-tiger.’ However it was, yet again, an almighty feast of rice, meat, fish and vegetable dishes. Our chopstick skills were certainly beginning to improve, although some of us were quicker to admit defeat and reach for the supplied knife and fork! 
Next stop was Beijing. Here we visited Tiananmen Square, the Forbidden City, the Temple of Heaven and the Summer Palace. The history and symbolism of these spectacular buildings was awe-inspiring and we were very grateful to have Aaron there to shower us with interesting facts and anecdotes. We were really beginning to appreciate the enormous changes which this dynamic country has undergone, as well as starting to scrape the surface of this incredible culture. A visit to the Bird’s Nest Olympic Stadium highlighted how China is also making its mark in the 21st century. We were lucky to gain an insight into modern day life when we visited the Temple of Heaven and witnessed local people dancing, singing, playing games and practising tai-chi together in the surrounding gardens. Some of us even felt inspired to join in the dancing! 
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A particular treat was an afternoon spent at the Chinese Acrobatic Show. It is impossible to describe many of the acts but it is suffice to say that we all sat with our eyes glued to the stage and our jaws dropping as we attempted to work out just how they were managing to perform such unbelievable stunts. How do you get eleven people to ride around the stage on one bicycle?! 
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Our final stop in Beijing was, of course, the Great Wall of China. Arriving early to avoid the crowds, we still managed to attract lots of attention as three of the Young Leaders made their promise at the foot of this colossal structure. Then began the ascent. Up and up we climbed, struggling at times due to the steepness of the steps. Those of us who made it to the top of this section counted 1715 steps, before battling their way back down through the now dense crowds. 
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That night we caught an over-night train to Xi’an. Our cabins, consisting of two narrow bunks, were complete with tea-making facilities and were good quality. It’s a shame the same couldn’t be said for the toilets! Lots of us crossed our legs until the early hours of the morning when we arrived into Xi’an. This is not only Aaron’s home town, but also the home of the famous terracotta warriors. Painstakingly hand-made over 2000 years ago, these 9000 warriors, chariots and horses were created to guard the tomb of the first emperor of the Qin dynasty. Discovered by farmers in the 1970s, the excavations continue to this day as Chinese archaeologists attempt to complete the world’s greatest jigsaw puzzle. The warriors are being pieced back together using only the original parts, so many of them currently stand incomplete. Despite this, the scale of the army can’t fail to amaze and you could stand for hours studying the faces of the warriors, as each one is unique and thought to be based on one of the 700 000 craftsmen. 
A visit to the local Muslim Street allowed us to get a taste of the minority culture. This being said, Chinese life still shone through as the streets were filled with many bicycles transporting all manner of goods from baskets of fruit and vegetables, to families of four people. At the side of the street were many makeshift stalls selling various foods and crafts. Meeting opposite the police station, we were surprised to see golf-cart style police cars pull up alongside us. Not made for a high-speed chase!
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Another night train brought us into Chengdu, home of the pandas. The vast quantities of various types of bamboo that are indigenous to this region make it perfect for these charming creatures. After visiting three busy cities, we were struck by the relatively relaxed feel of Chengdu, where people gather in parks to play mah-jong or have their ears cleaned! On visiting the panda reserve, we were fortunate enough to see two month-old panda cubs in an incubator. Understandably, the people of Chengdu are proud of the pandas and this was demonstrated by the carefully designed enclosures at the reserve. We spent time watching the teenage pandas playing and the adults dozing in the heat. The red pandas were also full of character and we enjoyed watching them being fed by the keepers. 
Whilst in Chengdu we were treated to another fantastic show, displaying traditional Chinese costumes, music, songs and dances. A highlight was the mask changing, an ancient art originating from Sichuan opera. The performers wave their arms and twist their heads, and their painted masks change again and again in the blink of an eye.  
After a lengthy coach journey, we embarked upon our cruise down a section of the Yangtze River. We enjoyed living the high-life as we experienced a captain’s welcome, educational lectures, and unwound on our private balconies. After such a hectic start to the trip, we embraced the opportunity to relax a little whilst enjoying the stunning scenery and also welcomed a little more free-time in which to get to know each other better. 
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While the three gorges were truly stunning, a particularly memorable experience of the cruise has to be the cabaret evening. Having being asked to perform a piece to entertain the other passengers, we decided, in true Guiding style, to sing some campfire songs. We settled on a two-part rendition of Campfire’s Burning, followed by ‘My ship sailed from China’ – complete with all the actions! It was well received by the audience,   back               Singing ‘Campfire’s Burning’     

with many of the Americans commenting on how it brought memories of their own Scouting experiences. 
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Our final stop in mainland China was Guilin. This tranquil city is built along the edge of the beautiful River Li. Once again, we boarded a boat to travel along the river, where the breathtaking limestone karsts line the banks. It is said that many of these formations resemble things such as dolphins and men on horseback. Unfortunately, no amount of imagination seemed help us to see this, although we were able to appreciate the true beauty of this amazing landscape. It was a hive of activity, with many herds of water buffalo partly submerged in the river, and numerous local fishermen, aboard bamboo rafts, mooring up alongside our boat to attempt to sell us their wares. 
Following this excursion, we had the opportunity to practise our bartering skills in the local market, with many of us finding a bargain to take home. On our way back to the hotel, we visited a typical countryside village. One of the villagers invited us in and proudly showed us her house. We were shocked by the level of poverty in which many rural Chinese people live. She had only the most basic furniture and facilities and, despite the fact that temperatures plummet below freezing in winter, the unheated, draughty house was made solely of stone. The contrast between city and rural life was striking. It was evident just how hardworking and industrious this lady was and it certainly gave us all something to think about.
Guilin is famous for its cormorant fishing, which was observed later that night. The fishermen put metal bands around the cormorants’ necks, meaning they are unable to swallow the larger fish they catch. Subsequently, the fishermen retrieve the fish from the birds’ beaks and reward them with smaller fish. Although this tradition is now used relatively infrequently, the locals are still keen to demonstrate it for the tourists. 
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Leaving Guilin also meant saying goodbye to Aaron. He had by now become one of the group and we couldn’t have asked for more from him. After an emotional farewell at the airport, we boarded the flight to Hong Kong.

Hong Kong was, in contrast, very western. The traffic seemed incredibly orderly and there was a notable absence of bikes. Here, the years of British rule have certainly left their mark. Street signs were in English as well as Cantonese and western food was in abundance; by now a welcome reprieve from the copious amount of rice! Our hotel was the BP International, named after Lord Baden-Powell himself. Having enjoyed the sites of the city, including a sampan ride around Aberdeen Harbour, a panoramic view of the high-rise skyline and a visit to the famous Stanley Market, we were delighted to visit Ocean Park. This huge theme park boasts many large rollercoasters as well as wild-life enclosures and the world’s longest escalator. 
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However, despite all this excitement, a highlight had to be meeting some of the Hong Kong Girl Guides. Cultural barriers were rapidly removed as we sang songs, taught each other dances and learnt a little about one anothers’ lives. The Guides were fascinated by the size of our houses, which in contrast to their small apartments, must have looked like mansions. We were struck by their dated uniforms, which included trefoil embossed, knee-high socks and smart, blue dresses. Having treated us to a traditional local snack, they regaled us with stories of their camping in the mountains. The Guiding spirit shone through and we were delighted to discover that, despite the many miles that separate us, our friends around the world shared similar experiences of songs and activities. It reinforced to us what a phenomenal movement Guiding is and how proud we feel to be part of it. A visit to the Guiding shop allowed us to purchase gifts to share with our friends at home. Kathy, their leader, teaches in a local school and the following day she gave us a tour, which was particularly interesting for the teachers in our group.

Our final evening was spent aboard the Jumbo floating restaurant in the harbour. We enjoyed savouring the delights of one final Chinese meal together, although some of us were slightly perturbed when a chicken’s head appeared in pride of place on one of the dishes! This served to remind us that, although Hong Kong seemed British in many respects, it still possesses much of the Chinese culture.

After the 13 hour flight home, we were all very sad to say our goodbyes. Greeted by family and friends, we didn’t know where to begin telling them about this amazing adventure. Sitting here, two months on, we still find it hard to believe how much we did and just how lucky we are. This report has only summarised some of the highlights of this trip and can not begin to capture the enormity of what we saw and learnt in such a short space of time. What an amazing start to our centenary year!  
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