
It’s not every day you can soak
up the calming vibe of monks
meditating at a Buddhist
temple in the morning and then

pose with a nuclear missile
(disarmed, thankfully) in the
afternoon.

You can in Beijing which, apart
from offering those eclectic
activities (more later), has to be the
cheapest capital city I’ve visited.

Feel like a beer? You can pick up
an entire carton for $8.

A meal of spicy Beijingese fare,
drinks included, for six comes in at
less than $15 a head.

A taxi journey that would cost
$40 in Perth would be around $6 in
The Jing but even that seems
expensive compared with the city’s
fantastic, and post-Olympic
Games-improved, subway system
which costs around two yuan (33
cents) to go pretty much anywhere.

But the real attraction of the
sprawling Chinese capital (pop. 
18 million) may well be that it still
seems, to this traveller at least,
“undiscovered”, despite receiving
an incredible 140 million domestic
visitors a year. The China of Hong
Kong is much more embedded in
our psyche, perhaps because of the
accent on shopping and it
obviously being a lot closer.

Which is a shame, because a
week’s exploring in Beijing is a
much richer experience than the
equivalent time spent in Honkers.
(And I do like to shop).

For starters, on the city’s
northern outskirts, at Badaling, is
the most accessible part of the
Great Wall of China.

And, even though parts have
been “retrofitted” for safety
reasons, it is still a mind-boggling
sight, snaking high up some
seriously pointy mountains. There
are myriad Great Wall tours to
choose from, costing from around
Y400 ($67) to Y700 ($117) but be
warned — it is incredibly steep in
parts and quite a challenge, even to
the moderately fit, on a warm day.

On the city’s western edge,
about 12km from downtown
Beijing and easily reached by
subway and a quick connecting bus
or taxi ride, is the stunning
Summer Palace, an oasis of calm in
the urban sprawl.

The palace, centred around
Kunming Lake, is all the more
interesting because it was built on

the proceeds of fraud, the Empress
Dowager Cixi siphoning off funds
meant for the Imperial Navy. (The
admirals would have been
particularly piqued at the whimsy of
a marble boat). 

This is a vast park, so be prepared
to spend a few hours, and a fair bit of
shoe leather, exploring.

Another day can be spent
wandering around the fascinating
Dashanzi 798 Art District, a massive
East German/Russian-built former
secret factory (rumoured once to
have its own militia) that’s now home
to scores of small galleries and
artists’ studios.

You can stroll at your leisure
around about 2sqkm of virtually
traffic-free streets, the old factory
workshops still with their Mao-era
communist slogans daubed on walls
and roofs but now housing a worker’s
collective of an entirely different
kind.

With pipes still mysteriously
venting steam, 798 is almost a living
entity in itself and a great example of
1960s Bauhaus-style architecture.

There are myriad little galleries
and studios, some selling
“Maomorabilia”, Cultural
Revolution photos, posters and
knick-knacks.

Some of it may even be authentic
but there is no “hard-sell” at all
within 798’s precinct, which is
dotted with funky little bars and
restaurants.

Dashanzi shows, too, that all it can
take is a little imagination to turn
something past its use-by date into a
worthwhile attraction (memo to
Perth movers and shakers: the old
East Perth Power Station would make
a fantastic art district).

Another stop on the subway line is
the Lama Temple, a Tibetan
Buddhist monastery. The striking
silence of meditating monks and the
aroma of incense make for a heady
mix, as does the sight of the 26m
high Maitreya Buddha, carved from
a single block of sandalwood. You
aren’t allowed to take photos inside
the temple buildings but it’s a
worthwhile stop.

Another must-see is the Temple of

Heaven, in the southern suburbs
(take Subway Line 5) and just a
(fake) sandshoe’s throw away from a
heaven of an altogether different 
kind — the multi-storey bargain
hunter’s paradise that is the Pearl
Market.

The “real” Temple, which has not
one nail in its intricate construction,
has stood for about 600 years, a mere
newcomer, of course, in the grand
scale of Chinese history.

The Pearl Market isn’t for the
faint-hearted and, aside from pearls,
has pretty much anything worth
flogging. Vendors here will go for the
jugular, so be prepared for strong
bargaining. As ever in these types of
markets, don’t enter into
negotiations if you aren’t prepared to
buy.

No visit to Beijing can pass
without a look at the super-vast
Tiananmen Square, which is
surrounded by numerous
mega-attractions in their own right
— the Mao Zedong Memorial
probably being the top of the hit
parade here.

But you may have to wait in a
l-o-o-o-o-o-ng queue to get a
glimpse of Mao.

Behind Tiananmen is another

mega-attraction, the sprawling
Forbidden Palace, but I skipped a
visit after being tipped off that the
China Military Museum (9 Fuxing
Lu, open 8am-5pm daily) was more
my cup of chai — and they were
right.

Here, the Chinese have seemingly
an example of every projectile,
arrow, bullet, shell and rocket (you
can pose outside the museum’s
massive Stalinist-era entrance next to
the Dong Feng II nuclear missile)
they’ve ever fired, or possibly
thought about lobbing at anyone, in
the past 2000 years.

An entire floor of the monolithic
museum (it covers a staggering
92,000sqm) is dedicated to China’s
role in the Korean War of Liberation
(their version of events doesn’t
exactly match the Western take on
the Korean War), in which China’s
forces rushed to defend North Korea
after “aggression” by UN
imperialists led by the US.

Still, we all know the first casualty
of war is truth and the museum’s
impressive displays of massive
dioramas, sculptures, swords,
rockets, jets, captured Allied tanks
and the like is well worth paying the
entrance fee of about $3.

Of course, there’s only so much
sightseeing a guy can take in before
the munchies — and the need for a
beer — kick in, and thankfully

Beijing is overflowing with great
options here.

The Houhai area is lined with
neon-encrusted bars, many on
rooftops overlooking Beihai Lake,
and a great array of restaurants,
many nestled in the old-style
hutong buildings that are fast
disappearing in China’s rush to
modernisation.

I found a sensational Malaysian
one, Cafe Sambal (43 Doufuchi
Hutong, Jiugulou Daijie). Dishes
were relatively expensive by
Beijing standards but positively
cheap by Perth ones ($12 a main).

There are plenty of Western-
style pubs (Frank’s Place,
www.franksplacebeijing.com, in
the Lido area was a favourite) and
those who like to club their way
through a cocktail list should head
to the Sanlitun area.

The more culinary adventurous
can also take a punt on fried bugs
and other, er, delicacies (scorpion
kebab, seahorse on a stick) at the
night market off Wangfujing
Street, the epicentre of trendy
shopping in Beijing.

Like comedy, timing is
everything in travel and unless you
want to test your lungs with the
challenging combination of
pollution, high humidity and
temperatures nudging past 40C,
avoid going to Beijing in August.

And with temperatures this
winter plunging to -18C, January
is also not advisable.

But spring and autumn are
perfect and, being as flat as a
pancake, Beijing is a great city to
stroll around.

Those who like to live a little on
the edge can even explore by
bicycle (you can pick up one of the
famous Pigeon brands for well
under $50). 

Beijing is a city of eclectic attractions, finds Norman Burns
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798 is almost a living
entity in itself and a
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1960s Bauhaus-style
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