
        
            
                
            
        

    CHAPTER ONE

The Land, the People and the Language

China covers a large geographical area so it is a country with many different landscapes. There are high mountains and plateaus in the south-west, dry sandy deserts in the north and northwest, large areas of grasslands and forests in the northeast and forests, and huge river deltas and fertile lowlands near the coast in the east and the south. Its size and the big differences in the height of the land mean that the climate from north to south and east to west changes a lot, too.

In the north, summers are very hot and dry but winters are very cold and temperatures can go as low as -41C in some places. Strong winds in winter and spring blow large clouds of sand from the deserts towards the northeast coast. In cities like the capital Beijing, the sand clouds are often so thick that it is difficult for people to see. In central China, summers are long, hot and humid and winters are short, wet and cold. The high plateaus in the southwest have very cold winters but little rain but the lowlands in the southeast are wet and warm all of the year.

 

Geography

The Tibetan Plateau in the south-west is over 4,000 metres above the sea and is often called the 'roof of the world.' There are high mountains all around it. The highest mountain in the world, Mount Everest (8,850 metres), is in the Himalayas on the China-Nepal border.

It is too cold and dry to grow anything on the plateau so the local people keep animals like yaks and sheep. Yaks are very important for the Tibetan people. They use their hair to make clothes and tents and their skin to make boots and boats. They eat yak meat and drink yak milk. Tibetans are nomads - people who travel from place to place, and live in tents. In the lower valleys of the plateau, farmers can grow crops and vegetables.

The Taklamakan Desert in the north-west of China is the largest sandy desert in the world. There is almost no water and very little plant and animal life, so people do not live there. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, tigers could still be found in the desert. There are still some wild camels but they are disappearing fast. Another desert in the north, the Gobi Desert, is famous in history because the old trade routes known as the Silk Road cross the southern part of it.

In north-central China, the Loess Plateau is home to more than fifty million people. It is called the Loess Plateau because of the yellow soil (loess) which is found all over the plateau. It was once a rich and fertile place, covered in forests and grasslands, but over thousands of years, the land became dry because of bad farming methods. Today, however, thanks to a large development project, farmers are again growing enough food to feed themselves and their families.

The two great rivers of China, the Yangtze (6,418 kilometres) and the Yellow River (5,464 kilometres) start on the Tibetan Plateau in the west and flow down to the East China Sea.

Several times in the history of China, the Yangtze was a dividing line between the north and the south. People have lived on the land along it for thousands of years and much of the country's food comes from the river valley. As well as being politically and economically important, the Yangtze has great cultural meaning too. It flows through one of Chinas most beautiful natural landscapes - the Three Gorges in Chongqing Municipality and Hubei province. For centuries, its deep valleys and high mountains have inspired Chinese poets and artists.

The Yellow River gets its name and colour from the yellow soil it picks up as it flows through the Loess Plateau. The Chinese people call it 'the Mother River' because its basin was the birthplace of ancient Chinese culture. It is also called 'the river of sorrow' because millions of people have died in the terrible floods that happen when there is too much loess in it. The worst flood was in 1931 when more than one million people died.

The third longest river in China is the Pearl River (2,400 kilometers). Its delta on the South China Sea is a very densely populated area - around forty-six million people live there.

It is often called the workshop of China because of all the factories that are there. It is the fastest-growing and richest area in the country.

 

Government

China, or the People's Republic of China (PRC), became a communist country in 1949. With over eighty million members, the Chinese Communist Party is the largest political party in the world.

The country is divided into twenty- two provinces, four municipalities or cities with their own government, five Autonomous Regions and two Special Administrative Regions.

The Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong was given to Britain by China in 1842 after a war. On 1st July 1997, Britain gave it back and it became part of the PRC. After that, large numbers of people from other parts of the PRC went there to look for work. They found jobs in factories and Hong Kong developed into an important financial centre. There are about 260 islands in Hong Kong. The largest is Lantau Island. The second largest is Hong Kong Island.

Macau was governed by Portugal for 442 years until 20th December 1999. It was the first place in East Asia where Europeans made their homes.

 

The people of China

There are fifty-six different ethnic groups in China. Most of them have their own beliefs and customs, and sometimes their own language. Many still wear traditional clothes, some of which are very beautiful. Tourists from China as well as from other countries like to visit the areas where ethnic groups live to see these traditional clothes and the way the people there live.

The largest ethnic group is the Han. About ninety-two percent of the population of China are Han. They are also the largest ethnic group in the world - about twenty percent (1.3 billion) of all the people in the world are Han. In the English-speaking world, they are often known as simply 'Chinese'. The name Han comes from the Han dynasty (206 BC to AD 220), the longest-ruling dynasty in Chinese history.

The largest ethnic minority group is the Zhuang (over sixteen million people) who live mainly in the Guanxi Zhuang Autonomous Region in the south. The Zhuang language belongs to the Chinese-Tibetan language family but they use Roman letters and not Chinese characters for their writing system. In China the Zhuang are known for their love of singing and their beautiful silk brocade.

The Uyghur (about eight million people) is another large ethnic minority group. They live in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in the north-west of the country. Their language is like Turkish and most of them are Muslim (of Islamic religion). They, too, love music and play many different kinds of instruments. They are famous for the muqam, a show with traditional folk songs, dances and poetry that everybody in the village joins in with during local festivals.

The Manchus are from the Manchurian region of North East Asia. They have their own language but out of the nearly ten million ethnic Manchus in China today, fewer than one hundred, maybe only twenty people, speak it. The last emperor of China - Pu Yi (1906-1967) of the Qing dynasty - was Manchu.

Most of the Hui people (nearly ten million) live in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region in north-west China. Like the Uyghur, they are Muslim.

The large areas of grassland of the northern Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia are home to the Mongols (about seven million people). They are mainly farmers now but in the past, they were nomadic. They followed their camels, cows, horses and sheep across the grasslands on horseback and lived in yurts, Mongolian tents. Yurts are made of strong cotton cloth and felt. Felt is a material made from wool or the fur of animals. Inside the yurt, it is warm and comfortable. There is a stove for cooking in the centre and a place at the back of the yurt for older people and guests to sit in.

The Miao (about nine million people) are one of the largest ethnic minorities in south-west China. They live mainly in the hilly regions of Guizhou, Yunnan, Hunan and Sichuan provinces and the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. Their language belongs to the Chinese-Tibetan family of languages and there are many different varieties. However, it is disappearing fast because the Miao are using Mandarin Chinese instead.

 

The Chinese language

Chinese written words look very different to those of other languages. They are based on simple drawings for important words and ideas, such as 'man, 'horse' or 'water'. The earliest drawings, or characters, are very old and were first seen in 1400 BC. Over the years, more lines were added to make new words and most Chinese characters are made up of different meanings and sounds. Chinese dictionaries may contain more than forty thousand of these characters and each character usually has several meanings. This makes Chinese very difficult to learn and before the 1950s around eighty percent of Chinese people could not read or write. Since then, the number has fallen to less than ten percent thanks to education, the introduction of easier forms of Chinese characters and pinyin, a way of writing Chinese in Roman script. There are about 6,500 easier characters. However, you only need to know about 3,000 of them to read a newspaper in China.

There are many different forms of spoken Chinese. The most common ones are Mandarin, Cantonese and Wu. Chinese is a tonal language, which means the pitch (the high or low quality of a sound) can change the meaning. For example, the word for soup' and 'sugar' is the same - tang. But if you say it with a high tone, it means 'soup' and with a rising tone, it means 'sugar'.

 

CHAPTER TWO

The Dynasties

Dynasties in China were periods during which an Emperor and his family ruled the country. There were more than thirty dynasties in Chinese history, from the first Xia dynasty (about 2205-1766 BC) to the last dynasty, the Qing (AD 1644-1911).

 

The Qin dynasty (221-206 BC)

This was the first dynasty to rule all of China. The first emperor, Qin Shihuang, ruled for nine years and did many good things. He reorganized the government, built roads, canals and palaces and made Chinese writing easier.

He also built a wall along the northern border of the new empire to keep out his enemies. This was the first part of the Great Wall of China. In 215 BC, work began on the Emperor's tomb - the place where his body would go when he died. It was the size of a city and was the biggest tomb ever built in China. It contained everything the Emperor might need for his life after he died, including an army of terracotta (clay) soldiers that were the size of real people. They were found in 1974 and so far, archeologists have saved two thousands of them, but they think that there may be over eight thousand, as well as clay horses and chariots.

 

The Han dynasty (206 BC - AD 220)

This four-hundred-year period was a time of order and prosperity in China and is sometimes called Chinas first 'golden age'. There was great technological and scientific progress. Paper and printing methods, water clocks for telling the time and many scientific instruments were all invented during the Han dynasty. The Empire got bigger and trade with the West became easier thanks to the Silk Road. In the first century AD, Buddhism was brought to China from India by traders along the Silk Road.

Poetry, literature and philosophy increased with the invention of paper. The first history of China, Shiji (Historical Records), written by Sima Qian (145-86 BC), became the model for later books on Chinese history. It contains descriptions of emperors, dynasties and important people from 2600 BC, the time of the legendary emperor Huangdi, called the Yellow Emperor, to 93 BC.

Confucianism, a system of ideas based on the teachings of the philosopher Confucius (551-479 BC), became Chinas official political philosophy under Emperor Wudi, who ruled from 141 to 87 BC. He opened an imperial university where people who wanted to work for the government had to remember the 431,286 words of the ancient Confucian texts. In 124 BC, he introduced examinations for people who worked for the government. This was good for the country because it meant that only the best people got the jobs. Before that, the emperors had given all the important positions to their favourite people even if they were not the best. Strong leaders like Wudi made China in the Han dynasty one of the most powerful countries in the world for hundreds of years.

 

The Period of Disunity (220 - 589)

The Han dynasty ended in AD 220 and three-and-a-half centuries of war and fighting followed. It was the longest period of disunity (when China was not one united country) in Chinese history.

In 317 non-Han, people from Mongolia and Manchuria conquered the north of the country and became the new rulers. They were known as the Northern Dynasties. They were happy to accept the Chinese way of life: they wore Chinese clothes, used Chinese writing and many of them married Chinese people. They also changed their religion and became Buddhists. Their rulers learnt Chinese and changed their name to a Chinese name - Yuan.

Because of all the fighting in the north, many Han Chinese escaped to the south, where Chinese emperors continued to rule. They were known as the Southern Dynasties.

Then in 577, the northern rulers conquered the southern states and China was once again united as one country. Four years later, a soldier called Yang Jian started the Sui dynasty.

During this period of war and disunity, Buddhism and Daoism, an ancient philosophy that is also a religion, became very popular. Perhaps people were looking for an escape from the fighting or perhaps they were attracted by the promise of life after death that both religions offered. Religion brought people together again after many years of fighting and being ruled by many different rulers.

 

The Sui dynasty (589-618) and the Tang dynasty (618-907)

Yang Jian, known as Wendi, ruled for 23 years and was a good, strong emperor. He is most famous for building a long canal system that linked the Yellow River and the Yangtzi. It is still the longest canal in the world (1,800 kilometres long).

After Wendi's death, his son Yangdi ruled for thirteen years. He was a bad ruler, however, and the people rebelled. In the end, Yangdi was killed by a government official, Li Yuan, who became the first Emperor of the Tang dynasty.

One of the greatest emperors in Chinese history was the second Tang Emperor, Taizong, who ruled from 626 to 649. China had a period of peace and prosperity under his rule that continued for more than a century after his death.

During the thousands of years of imperial Chinese history, there was only one female Emperor (Empress) - Wu Zetian, who ruled from 690 to 705. She was Taizong's favourite wife and a very intelligent and beautiful woman. He made her his secretary and always asked for her advice before he made important decisions.

Wu was only twenty-seven years old when Taizong died. The new Emperor, Gaozong, liked Wu and he married her. He was a weak man, however, and he became ill, so Wu ruled the country for him. After he died, she became Empress.

Empress Wu was a good ruler. She was a Buddhist and Buddhist culture grew under her rule. She built many temples, which became important centres for teaching Buddhism and for creating Buddhist art.

 

The Northern Song (960-1126) and Southern Song (1127-1279) dynasties.

The Song dynasty was another golden age in Chinese history. China was probably the richest country in the world and technologically and culturally ahead of the West. Inventions like movable type printing meant that many more books could be printed and, so, were cheaper to buy. As a result, the number of educated people increased.

During the Song dynasty, paper money was used for the first time and factories employing thousands of people were built to make it. Towns and cities became much bigger. Trade with other countries also increased. The invention of the compass made it easier for people to cross the seas and travel to Southeast Asia and begin new trade there.

 

The Yuan dynasty (1279-1368)

In 1279, the Mongol leader Kublai Khan became Emperor of the Yuan dynasty, the first non-Han dynasty to rule all of China. However, the Mongol rulers were not popular with the Chinese people because they gave the best jobs in the government to their people. In the 1350s, there were rebellions and Yuan rule began to fail. Then, in 1368, Zhu Yuanzhang, a Buddhist monk, defeated the Mongols and became the first Emperor of the Ming dynasty.

 

The Ming dynasty (1368-1644)

The third Ming Emperor, the Yongle Emperor, who ruled from 1402 to 1424, made Beijing the capital city and built a large palace for himself and his family there. It was called the Forbidden City and it was also the centre of government. The Yongle Emperor was interested in the world outside China so he built some very big ships and sent his friend Zheng He to explore countries across the seas.

The thirteenth Emperor, Wanli, made the Great Wall stronger and longer. Emperors after Wanli also continued to add to the Wall. The building work cost so much money that there was very little money left to spend when the seventeenth and last Emperor, the Chongzhen Emperor (1611-1644), started to rule. The country had other problems at that time too. The Manchus were attacking the northern border and the people in the countryside were rebelling because the harvests had been bad and they did not have enough to eat. In the end, the Manchus broke through the Great Wall and conquered Beijing. The Chongzhen Emperor killed himself and the Manchus made a five-year- old boy the first Emperor of the Qing dynasty. The boy's name was Shunzhi.

 

The Qing dynasty (1644-1911)

The Manchus did not know how to govern a country as big as China so they decided to continue using Chinese methods of government. Offices in the capital had both a Chinese and a Manchu boss and government officials still had to do the traditional examinations that were based on knowing the ideas of Confucius.

Although the Manchu emperors did not make many changes to the way the country was governed, they kept their own culture. They continued to speak Manchu, for example and, to show their power over the Han, they made all men wear their hair in a pigtail style called the Manchu queue'.

At first, there was prosperity in China under Qing rule but it slowly started to become weaker during the second half of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century. This was because of problems inside and outside the country. During the eighteenth century, several European countries became very interested in trading with China. The United Kingdom was interested in buying silk and tea, for example. After the first Anglo-Chinese War (1839-1842), China had to agree to open several Chinese ports to foreign trade and to give Hong Kong to Britain. After another war (1856), Britain, France and Russia won a lot more control over China and the Han Chinese began to think that the Qing were not governing well. A change was needed. In 1900, there was a rebellion. The rebels were defeated, however, by an international army of 2,100 American, British, Russian, French, Italian, German, Austro-Hungarian and Japanese soldiers. The end of the Qing dynasty finally came in 1911. After more than four thousand years of being ruled by emperors, China became a republic.

 

CHAPTER THREE

Chinese Art

Chinese art has a history of more than five thousand years. The most developed art forms are porcelain (objects made of a special white clay), calligraphy (artistic writing) and paintings done in ink of landscapes, birds and flowers. The earliest Chinese art objects were found in tombs and include ceramics (objects made of clay) like the terracotta army of the Qin dynasty.

 

Porcelain

Although porcelain was probably invented in the second century AD, it was during the Sui dynasty (581-618) that really beautiful porcelain objects started to be made. In the fifteenth century, traders who travelled the Silk Road began taking porcelain to Europe to sell, where it became extremely popular. By the sixteenth century, the Europeans could not get enough of it and porcelain became so expensive that people called it 'white gold'. The Portuguese began trading with the Ming dynasty in 1517 and the Dutch followed in 1598. This trade continued until the middle of the seventeenth century when civil wars caused the end of the Ming dynasty in 1644. Soon after that, in 1708, the Germans discovered the recipe for making porcelain, which the Chinese had kept secret for nearly one thousand years.

Most Chinese porcelain was, and still is, made in the city of Jingdezhen in southern China. For many centuries, this city was able to make all the porcelain Asia, Europe and America wanted. For this reason, it is known as 'the capital of porcelain'.

 

Calligraphy

The Chinese written language began to develop more than three thousand years ago. There are five basic types of writing, including one type that is used only for writing notes.

The English word calligraphy means 'beautiful writing'. The Chinese name for calligraphy is Shufa, which means 'the way of writing'. But calligraphy is more than a way of writing - it is an art form like painting. The two arts, in fact, developed at the same time and both used brushes and ink. Until the Song period, however, calligraphy was thought of as a more important form of art than painting, and calligraphy written on silk was hung on walls like paintings.

The calligrapher uses brushes, paper, inksticks and an inkstone - a stone on which he makes the ink with water. These are known as 'The Four Treasures of the Study'.

For serious calligraphers, the inkstone is as important as the kind of ink they use. In ancient China famous artists and calligraphers often gave beautiful decorated inkstones to people as presents. These old inkstones are very valuable today.

In ancient times, both writing and painting were done on silk. But after the invention of paper in the first century AD, calligraphy artists changed to this newer and cheaper material.

Many people believe that Xuan paper, produced in Jing County, Anhui Province, is the best paper for Chinese calligraphy. It is soft and easy to write and paint on. It is often called 'rice paper', but it doesn't really contain any rice!

Today people learn calligraphy at school and calligraphy clubs are popular in all regions of China. A lot of practice is needed to become a good calligrapher because it is more difficult to write with a brush than with a pen. Students start with the eight main strokes (lines made with a pen or brush) that form Chinese characters. The strokes must be written in the correct order.

At the beginning of the 1990s in Beijing, many people started practicing calligraphy in public places like streets and" parks using very large brushes. They used water as their ink and the ground as their paper. Soon there were water calligraphy artists in most of Chinas larger cities. Their artwork does not last long, only until the water dries, but it is a good way for them to use their calligraphic skills and show other people their art.

 

Painting

From the Han to the Tang Dynasties (206 BC-AD 960) the main subjects of Chinese paintings were people at the royal court (the royal palace and everyone who lived and worked there) and animals, especially horses. Horse riding was popular and even the court ladies rode. Some of these ancient paintings, done on pottery, silk and walls, can still be seen in tombs.

In the late Tang period, artists started to paint landscapes. Two styles developed: the gold and blue-green landscapes, which had many details, and a one-colour style, which only gave an idea of forms. A landscape was a good subject for a painting, artists thought, because the countryside was beautiful and quiet, and life there was simple. When people looked at a painting of the countryside, it was like being there and made them feel happy.

During the Song period (960-1279), the Emperor opened a royal painting academy - a school for professional painters. Many of them worked for the Emperor and were told what to paint. Large landscapes with lots of colours and details, and pictures of birds with flowers were especially popular with the Southern Song Emperors. In the late Song period, the first 'literati' paintings started to appear. The literati were government officials or rich men with a lot of free time. Their paintings were very different from those of the professional painters because they did not paint for money but as a hobby. This meant that they could paint what they wanted to and what they thought was beautiful. They used ink, like the calligraphers, and very few colours, sometimes only one. Their favourite subjects were details of landscapes - bamboo, trees, flowers and rocks.

During and after the Yuan period (1279-1368), most educated people thought that the literati paintings were the best, and they started to buy lots of them. They preferred them to the royal academy paintings because the Yuan literati painted not what they saw but what was in their hearts and minds.

Shen Zhou (1427-1509), one of the most famous Ming literati, was a member of a group called the Wu School. For Wu painters, painting was a way to think about something carefully and not a job. For Shen Zhou, a painting was not an object to sell but part of the painter himself.

During the Qing period (1644-1911), two schools of painting developed - one group of painters based its work on the masters of the Yuan period and the other group, known as the individualists, did a freer form of painting.

 

Art today

Today, Chinese artists use painting, film, video, photography and performance to create their art. Song Dong (born 1966, Beijing) is one of them. In 1995, he began one artwork for which he wrote a daily diary on a flat piece of stone using water. As the water dried, the letters disappeared. Another of his works, called Eating the City, is made of food. More recently, he created an artwork called Waste Not, which was a collection of over ten thousand things from the home of his mother, who kept everything that could possibly be reused.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

Martial Arts

The martial arts are systems and traditions of fighting. According to a legend, Huangdi, the Yellow Emperor, introduced the earliest fighting systems to China nearly four thousand years ago. He was a famous general who, before becoming China's leader, wrote books about medicine, the stars and martial arts. He developed jiao di, a form of fighting which his soldiers used against their enemies in wars. However, the first time martial arts are written about is in a book from the fifth century BC. Since then, hundreds of different fighting styles have developed, each with its own techniques. Many styles copy the way animals move and others are inspired by Chinese philosophies, religions and legends. There are many groups, or schools, of styles. For example, internal styles use and improve mental skills; external styles make the body stronger. Northern styles use kicking movements and Southern styles use short, powerful movements with the arms and the whole body.

 

Shaolin Temple and Shaolin kung fu

Shaolin Temple on Shaoshi Mountain in Henan province, northern China, is famous for its Buddhist fighting monks and their fighting style, usually known as Shaolin kung fu.

During the Period of Disunity, the emperors of the Northern Wei dynasty (386-534/535) made Buddhism the official state religion. They built hundreds of monasteries (buildings where monks live) and temples, including some in caves. Buddhist monks from India were often invited to come and teach in the temples. One of them, whose name was Batuo, arrived in China around the middle of the fifth century and the Emperor built Shaolin Temple especially for him.

In a traditional legend, an Indian Buddhist monk called Bodhidharma visited Shaolin around the middle of the sixth century. He gave the monks lessons in meditation but he found that they kept falling asleep. In fact, they were very thin, weak and unhealthy because they had to study so much. So, to make them stronger both physically and mentally, Bodhidharma decided to use some exercises in his daily lessons. After many years of exercises, the monks were so strong and good at fighting that they were able to protect themselves from the criminals who often came to rob the temple.

When the Northern Wei dynasty ended, the new rulers thought that the temples had become too rich and powerful so they destroyed many of them, and possibly Shaolin too. Later, during the Sui and Tang dynasties, Buddhism became popular again and the temples were rebuilt.

There is a description written on a large stone from the year 728 of two times when the Shaolin fighting monks used their skills outside the temple. The first was in about 610 when they fought some criminals who were attacking the monastery, and the second was when thirteen monks from the temple helped the Tang army to win a battle against the Sui army in 621. To thank them, Emperor Taizong, who admired their amazing fighting skills, gave them some land for the monastery. He also allowed them to continue to be fighting monks and to eat meat (Buddhists do not usually eat meat).

During the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), monasteries developed into something like universities and the number of fighting monks at Shaolin increased to more than one thousand. The Ming Emperors gave money to the temples and often asked the monks for help to fight rebellions. It was a golden age for Shaolin Temple.

However, in 1644 the Manchus won a battle against the Ming and there was a new dynasty called Qing (1644-1911). The Qing burnt down the Shaolin temples because Ming rebels went there to hide, so the monks had to escape. Some people say they went south and started the Southern Shaolin Monastery in Fujian Province.

Although the temples were gradually rebuilt, the best days were over. Shaolin was destroyed again in 1928 in a fire that lasted for more than forty days. As well as the buildings, valuable books and records on martial arts were lost.

In the 1970s and 1980s, when kung fu films became popular, the Chinese government rebuilt many of the old buildings at Shaolin Temple. Today, students, both Chinese and foreign, study traditional kung fu techniques, Buddhism, Chinese traditional medicine, calligraphy and the Chinese language there. It is also popular with tourists.

 

Wuxia literature and cinema

The word wuxia means 'martial arts hero' and today refers to a particular kind of Chinese literature and cinema that is popular in all Chinese speaking areas. It became better known internationally when films like Ang Lees Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) and Zhang Yimous Hero (2002) and House of Flying Daggers (2004) appeared. The comedy film Kung Fu Panda (2008) is an American example of this type of cinema. Although it was not made in China, it was well received by Chinese cinemagoers, who thought it showed a good understanding of their culture.

The wuxia novel began in the early twentieth century - the films, TV series and video games came much later. The stories are adventure stories that often take place in the ancient past. They have some things in common with Japanese and medieval European stories of knights, but there are some important differences between them. European knights were always from a high class in society but wuxia heroes can be from a high or a low class. The Japanese samurai (Japanese knights) and European knights worked for a master but the typical wuxia hero does not. He is more like the western character Robin Hood, a fighter who wants to help people and do good, but also a person who does not always respect the law.

Although a few wuxia stories take place in modern times or even in the future, most take place in the Jianghu (meaning 'rivers and lakes') of imperial ancient China. Jianghu does not refer to a real place - it is like another world inside the real world. It is a world where martial artists and monks, beautiful princesses, thieves and artists live. It is a place where the law and order system does not work well and the only way that people can keep themselves safe is by showing how strong they are. The hero helps them to do this.

Perhaps the most famous writer of wuxia fiction in China today is Louis Cha. He is better known to his Chinese fans by his pen name Jin Yong (the name he uses for writing).

Many of his stories have been made into films for the cinema and television. In his very popular novels, the martial artists who live in the Jianghu are called the wulin. They have a chosen leader called the Wulin Mengzhu who is responsible for making sure that there is law and order in Jianghu.

 

Martial arts today

In China the word used for all the martial arts that people in the West call 'kung fu' is wushu. Wu means military - to do with fighting - and shu means skill, so wushu means the skill of fighting. Since 1990, the word wushu has been used for a style of martial art that is now an international sport. It is not yet an Olympic sport like taekwondo and judo, but many people, including the martial arts actor Jackie Chan, think that it should be.

 

CHAPTER FIVE

Traditional Chinese Medicine

Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) began nearly five thousand years ago in the time of three legendary emperors who lived between 2800 BC and 2600 BC - Fu Xi, Shennong and Huangdi, the Yellow Emperor. Legend says that they taught people all the skills they needed to know to live on earth. The most ancient of them, Fu Xi, taught people how to catch fish, make silk and write. Shennong is called the 'Father of Agriculture' because he taught people to farm. He also taught them about herbal medicine (medicine made from plants) and acupuncture (treating diseases by putting special needles - long, thin pieces of metal - into parts of the body). Huangdi, the Yellow Emperor, is perhaps the most well known of the three. Legend says that his conversations with Qi Bo, a doctor who worked at the Emperor's court, were the basis of China's first medical book, The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine. It was probably written in the second century BC, but even today, students of Chinese medicine still read it.

In about 100 BC, during the Han dynasty, China was an important centre for medical studies and the home of some of the world's best doctors. Students studied with them and learnt from them before taking their exams to become doctors themselves. During this period another important medical book was written, Shennong's Classic of Herbal Medicine. This book has a list of 365 Chinese medicines, 252 from plants, sixty-seven from animals and forty-six from minerals. More medicines were added in later years: in AD 659, there were 850 on the list.

There were many developments in the scientific study of medicines between the third and the tenth centuries. Chinese doctors learnt a lot from doctors in the Middle East and countries like India and Japan, and many important books were written about the causes of diseases and how to treat them. The work of alchemists (people who tried to turn metals into gold, especially during the Middle Ages) was also very important to the development of medicines. Alchemists were the first people to do experiments with different chemicals and minerals and prepare medicines with them. In China, many of the Emperors were more interested in living forever than in gold. So, Chinese alchemists tried to create a magic liquid (called the elixir of life) that could make it possible to live forever. Ge Hong (283-343), a famous alchemist and doctor at that time, spent all his life looking for the right ingredients. In the end he decided that traditional medicines made from plants could make people healthy and help them live longer, but only medicines made with chemicals and minerals could make people live forever.

In 1330, a court doctor called Hu Sihui wrote a book called Important Principles of Food and Drink. In it he suggested that people often become ill because they do not eat correctly. He said they should not eat too much and should eat a balanced diet - the right amount of different types of food. He also included some regional recipes in the book that later became Chinese national dishes.

Li Shizhen (1518-1593), a herbalist and acupuncturist, wrote a book that contained details of more than 1,800 medicines and detailed descriptions of over one thousand plants. It is still an important reference book for herbalists today.

Western medicine was first brought to China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by Christian missionaries but the Chinese continued to prefer their traditional medicines. By the nineteenth century there were many Europeans in China and several modern hospitals. Western medical books were translated into Chinese and doctors started to become more interested in the new types of medicine in the West. Some of them even went to study at western universities. When they returned to China they taught others what they had learnt, so more and more people were introduced to western medicine.

After the end of the Qing dynasty in 1911, traditional Chinese medicine was seen as old-fashioned and some people wanted to stop the practice of it completely. Today, however, it is popular once again and is used side by side with western medicine in many of Chinas hospitals.

 

Herbal medicine

The Chinese have known for thousands of years that plants are good for treating diseases. Today many people in the West, too, prefer herbal products to medical drugs, especially to treat less serious problems. They can be bought from health food stores and some pharmacies and, of course, from websites on the Internet. When Chinese people want herbal medicine, they go to see a herbal doctor. He listens to their voice, looks at their eyes, smells their body and feels their pulse in order to understand the problem. Then he gives them a list of ingredients for a medicine (sometimes as many as thirty!). They take the list to a special shop and the person in the shop puts together the correct amounts of the ingredients. The medicines are then used to make teas, soups or creams.

 

Acupuncture

Acupuncture is one of the oldest medical techniques in China and is often used to treat pain. According to Daoist philosophy, good health depends on the free movement of qi along the meridians (invisible lines or channels in the body). When qi cannot move, or is moving too slowly, the result is illness or pain. By putting thin metal needles into certain points along the meridians, the acupuncturist can start the qi moving again.

Many famous Hollywood film stars have had acupuncture treatment for many illnesses and problems, including stress.

 

Qigong

Qigong is any form of martial art that includes breathing techniques, movement and meditation. T'ai chi is a type of qigong. Doing qigong is said to increase and balance qi and is especially useful for people who have problems of stress. In China, millions of people, especially older people, do t'ai chi together early in the morning in the parks. They do it not only to keep fit but also to increase their energy levels so they can stay active all day.

World T'ai Chi and Qigong Day is celebrated on the last Saturday of April each year. Tens of thousands of people in over seventy countries take part in organized events.

 

CHAPTER SIX

Eating and Drinking in China

Eating together as a family is an important part of daily life for Chinese people. Families like to sit down together for a meal at least twice a day. In China, the food can be more or less the same for every meal, not like in the UK, for example, where people have different food at different times of the day - cereals and milk in the morning for breakfast, a sandwich for lunch, meat and vegetables in the evening for dinner. Chinese breakfasts are usually cooked and hot but the food people eat depends on which part of the country they live in: rice is more common in the south and noodles (long pasta) or bread in the north. For lunch, there are always several vegetable and meat or fish dishes. These dishes are eaten with a bowl of rice or noodles. The Chinese do not usually drink cold drinks with meals but they have a light soup or tea. There are many different kinds of dessert, but desserts are not eaten with every meal and are usually not very sweet. Cakes and sweet things are eaten at special events or with small meals at teahouses.

 

Teahouses

The Chinese have a long history of tea drinking, and teahouses are very popular places for people to meet friends and relax. Tea is served in a special way and serving tea can be a way of showing respect, welcoming guests or saying sorry. Some people, especially older people, enjoy playing cards or mahjong (a Chinese board game) while they drink their tea. Very often, small snacks called dim sum are eaten with a cup of tea. This is very popular, especially in southern China.

Unfortunately, traditional teahouses are disappearing fast because many young people prefer the western-style cafés that are opening all over China.

 

Banquets

When Chinese people want to entertain guests, celebrate birthdays, do business and so on, they do not usually invite people to their house to eat. Instead, they have a banquet (a large meal in a restaurant). Most visitors to China are invited to one sooner or later.

Banquets are held in big restaurants. For special events, banquets take place in private rooms. The host and the guests sit at a round table and take food from dishes that are put in the middle of it or on a 'lazy Susan' (a big dish that turns around). It is not considered impolite to reach across someone or pass dishes and it is normal for the host to serve the guests, giving them the best pieces of meat and fish. Sometimes, cold cooked dishes are brought first - vegetables, meat, eggs and fish. Then the hot dishes arrive. These dishes can be traditional Chinese dishes with rice and noodles or western-style ones like steak. There is usually at least one soup and sometimes-different types of tea are drunk between the different parts of the meal. There are many, many dishes and always much more food than people can eat.

 

Balance and harmony

Eating healthy food is very important. According to Chinese cooking philosophy, a meal should be a good balance between the main food - usually rice or noodles (fan), and the side dishes - vegetables, fish or meat (cai). This is different from a western meal, which often has meat or fish as the main part of the meal. A typical Chinese meal has one fan dish, three or four cai dishes and a soup. The cai dishes are balanced so there is, if possible, one meat, one fish and one vegetable.

A healthy meal must also have the right balance of yin and yang. Yin foods have a lot of water in them and make the body cold; yang foods are energy foods and make the body warm. There are some examples in the table on the right.

As well as a good balance of yin and yang, a meal should also contain each of the five main food flavours according to the Chinese. These flavours are sweet, sour, bitter, spicy and salty.

Confucius said that food must be prepared and eaten with harmony, so a good Chinese cook tries to make sure that the colour, shape, smell and taste of a meal all go well together and look good on the table.

Chinese people like having meals together with their relatives and friends because sharing food brings people closer together. Restaurants in China are often very noisy but this shows that people are having a good time and that there is harmony around the table.

Chinese restaurants are also extremely popular in the West today, but the food they serve is sometimes very different from Chinese food in China.

 

The eight regional cuisines

The history of Chinese cuisine is centuries old. Throughout history, techniques and ingredients from the cuisines of other cultures were also adopted, as the empire got bigger.

Each region in China has its own food culture and the food is a mirror of the region's history, its people and its geography. There are only small differences between some of them but each one has its own flavours and style. Out of the twenty-two provinces, eight have a cuisine that is well known both in China and around the world.

The four most important cuisines are the ones of Shandong, Jiangsu, Guangdong and Sichuan.

Lu is the cuisine of the capital, Beijing. It has a history that goes back to the time of Confucius, who came from a city near Qufu, in Shandong Province.

Seafood (fish, etc.) is an important ingredient in this cuisine. The onion is another. Sweet and sour carp (a fish from the Yellow River) and meat cooked with onions are typical dishes. Because Shandong is in Northern China, people usually eat bread with their meals and not rice.

Su cuisine is light and fresh and includes lots of lake and river fish, seafood, duck and vegetables. The good climate means that farmers can grow many types of vegetables so there is always a lot of choice at the local markets. Su cuisine is famous for its beautiful appearance because Su cooks believe that all dishes should not only taste good but look good too.

Yue cuisine is also known as Cantonese cuisine and is perhaps the most well known Chinese cooking style outside China. That is because most of the Chinese people who opened restaurants in other countries were from Guangdong province.

Sichuan is famous for its very hot and spicy chuan cuisine. Sichuan cooks use a lot of garlic, ginger and chilli pepper in their dishes, most of which are made with meat. The chilli pepper is not a local vegetable - it was introduced into China from South America at the end of the seventeenth century but soon became very popular. A typical dish is Kung Pao chicken. It is made with chicken, peanuts, vegetables and chilli peppers.

 

Chopsticks

People began to use chopsticks in the Shang dynasty (1766-1122 BC) when small sticks were probably used for stirring food in pots during cooking. Later, people began cutting food into small pieces because it cooked more quickly. Small pieces of hot food could be eaten without knives and so people used the sticks to eat them. But perhaps Confucius also had something to do with p why the Chinese use chopsticks! Confucius believed in peace between people and he said that good people did not allow knives on their table.

Chopsticks are usually made of bamboo and used only once. This is very bad for the environment because many trees are cut down to make them, so some people have now started to use metal or plastic ones.

 

Tea

Chinese people have been drinking tea for more than five thousand years. At first they drank it as a medicine but now it is part of their daily lives. It is usually drunk without milk or sugar, although in the north-western, Muslim areas people add sugar, and the Tibetans drink their tea with butter!

Tea is grown in the warmer, wetter regions of China, especially in the provinces of Fujian, Yunnan, Anhui and Zhejiang. The most common types - green, black and oolong - all have different tastes because the flavour of tea depends on where it comes from.

The province of Zhejiang, for example, is famous all over the world for its Longjing tea, a green tea. The leaves are long and thin and the tea is a yellow-green colour. People like it for its fresh taste and sweet smell. The Qing emperor Kangxi (1654-1722) liked it so much he called it Imperial tea.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Festivals

There are many different festivals in China - almost as many as the different ethnic groups. There are the big national festivals like Chinese New Year, and also many regional ones. For example, the Uyghur people in Xinjiang, the capital of the Uyghur Autonomous Region, celebrate the Muslim festival of Ramadan; the Dai people in the south-western province of Yunnan celebrate Po Shui Jie, or Water Throwing Festival; and the Mongols have a seven-day festival in July or August with martial arts competitions and ball games. 

Traditional Chinese Festivals follow the lunar (moon) calendar. This means the dates of some festivals change each year. New Year, National Day and Labour Day are fixed to the western calendar. In Hong Kong, Christmas Day is also a public holiday.

 

Spring Festival (Chun Jie) - Chinese New Year

This is the most important Chinese festival and celebrates the end of winter and the beginning of spring. The exact day depends on the date of the new moon, but it is always between 21st January and 19th February. The festival lasts fifteen days and tens of millions of Chinese people travel to their home towns to be with their families. It is the largest yearly movement of people on earth, so many people start their journeys weeks before the holiday in order to find a seat on a train or a plane.

In the days before New Year, people clean their homes. Duilian - long pieces of red paper with short poems in beautiful calligraphy on them - are put on both sides of the door and everyone buys new clothes. On the evening before New Year 's Day, the family gets together in the evening for a big meal.

Jiaozi (dumplings), noodles, chicken and fish are all traditional New Year foods. After dinner, hongbao, red envelopes containing money, are given to children. At midnight, the bells ring and the celebrations start with fireworks.

For the next three or more days, families visit their friends and neighbours to wish them a Happy New Year. They take sweets, cakes and fruit like oranges.

A traditional lion dance, which is thought to bring good luck, is often performed at New Year. Two dancers - one for the lion's head and the other for the body - dance through the streets to loud music.4

 

Lantern Festival

New Year celebrations end with 'The Festival of Lanterns' on the fifteenth day after the new moon and the first night with a full moon in the Chinese lunar calendar. This is a much quieter event than New Year.

The Lantern Festival has a very long history and there are many stories about how the festival began. Legend says that during the Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220) when Buddhism became more popular in China, one of the emperors gave an order to light lanterns in the imperial palace on the fifteenth day of the first lunar month to show respect for Buddha. Since then, lighting lanterns has become a tradition for Chinese people. At the time of the festival, red lanterns can be seen in the streets and in every house and shop. Exhibitions of lanterns of many different shapes and sizes in the parks attract many tourists as well as local people.

On the night of the festival, families get together to look at the full moon and eat small dumplings made of rice; yuanxiou in northern China, and tangyuan in southern China. The round dumplings in a bowl mean harmony and happiness.

 

Qingming Festival

This April festival is both sad and happy. It is a time when all Chinese people remember the dead. They go and clean the tombs of their relatives and leave food, flowers and other presents for them. But it is springtime and the weather is warmer so it is also a good time to make short trips to the countryside or to the parks to enjoy the fresh air, flowers and trees.

 

The Dragon Boat Festival (Duanwu Festival or Double Fifth)

This festival is on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, which means it can be in May or June. The main event of the festival is the boat races. The boats are from one to three metres long and there are sometimes as many as eighty people in the longer boats! They are brightly painted for the festival and have a dragonhead at the front and a dragon tail at the back. The races are always very exciting and many people go to watch them. Dragon boat racing is popular all over the world and many Boat Festivals.

 

The Mid-Autumn Festival (Zhong Qiu)

This festival is on the fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month, between September and October. It is an important holiday and people usually travel home to be with their family. On the night of the fifteenth, everyone goes outside to admire the full moon and eat mooncakes - the typical cakes of this festival.

A legend links the tradition of eating mooncakes during the Mid-Autumn Festival to the Yuan dynasty (1280-1368). It says the Han were not happy with their Mongol rulers, so a group of them planned a rebellion. They wanted other Han to join them but they had to do it in secret. Someone had the idea of hiding a message in the cakes and selling them to the Han. As a result, thousands of people arrived on the night of the rebellion. From then on, people started to eat mooncakes every Mid-Autumn Festival to remember it.

The Chinese have celebrated harvest-time during the autumn full moon for more than three thousand years, but the name mid-autumn' first appeared in a book written during the Western Zhou Dynasty (1046-771 BC). It described how the emperors and important officials at the court used to go outside to admire the full moon. They used to take a large table outside to the garden and put fruit and other food on it for Change, the moon goddess. However, it was only during the early Tang dynasty (618-907) that the day was officially celebrated as a traditional festival.

 

Water Throwing Festival

The Water Throwing Festival of the Dai ethnic minority in southern China takes place during their New Year celebrations. It lasts three days. On the last day, everybody puts on their best clothes and takes clean water to the Buddhist Temple. They wash the Buddha and then throw the water at each other for luck, happiness and health.

 

The Festival for Lovers (Double Seventh Festival)

This festival is sometimes called China's 'Valentine's Day'. It is on the seventh day of the seventh month of the lunar calendar. As with other traditional Chinese festivals, there is a legend to explain the festival.

In mid-summer, it is possible to see the Milky Way (a big group of stars) very clearly in the night sky. Two stars can be more easily seen than the others. The legend says that these are a poor cowherd (a boy who looks after cows) and a weaver maid (a girl who makes cloth for clothes).

They met on earth, fell in love and got married. They were so happy together that the cowherd forgot to look after his cows and the weaver maid forgot to make cloth. The girl's mother, a Queen in Heaven, saw this and it made her angry, so she ordered her daughter to return to Heaven. The cowherd tried to follow her but the Queen made the Milky Way so that they could not reach each other. The birds in the sky were sorry for them and, on the seventh day of the seventh month, they made a bridge across the Milky Way for the lovers. Since then, that day has been known as the Festival for Lovers or Double Seventh festival.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Entertainment

The Chinese have more than 115 days of holiday a year, including weekends and national holidays. During their free time, people like to eat out with their friends, go to clubs to dance, do sports and go shopping. There are also many kinds of entertainment, both traditional and modern, for them to enjoy.

 

Traditional music

Some of the ethnic minorities, especially the Uyghur, are famous for their music. They play many different types of instruments. These include the pipa, a type of guitar with four strings, which has been played for almost two thousand years in China. The erhu, a type of violin with two strings, is also very old. As well as performing their music in concert halls, musicians also play in some teahouses.

The traditional Chinese musical forms that are popular today started to develop during the Tang dynasty and music became an important part of Confucian education. Confucius was able to play musical instruments and we think that he also taught music.

 

Western classical music

As well as traditional Chinese music, people also enjoy western classical music. This kind of music was introduced into China at the end of the nineteenth century and now some of the best western classical musicians in the world are Chinese. The young Chinese pianist Lang Lang, for example, is famous around the world and his performances are popular with people of all ages.

 

Traditional theatre

Since the eighteenth century, Peking Opera (jingxi or jingju) has been the main form of Chinese theatre. Now it is famous all over the world and a visit to a performance is a must for visitors to Beijing.

Jingxi first became popular in the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). It is said that when Emperor Qianlong was visiting the south of the country, he admired the local operas of Anhui and Hubei provinces so much that he took the performers back to Beijing with him. After that the new form of opera developed.

Peking Opera is different from western opera because it includes acrobatics and martial arts as well as music, drama, literature and singing. There is no large orchestra but there is a group of six or seven musicians, who sit on the stage near the performers.

The stories of the operas are often popular legends or historical events. The characters in them can be divided into four groups: the sheng (male); and the dan (female); the jing (characters with painted faces); and the chou (comic characters). The sheng and the dan have natural faces, not painted ones. In the past, only men were allowed to be in the operas, but since 1912, both men and women can take part. However, a few men have become very famous for playing dan parts.

The clothes of the performers are important because they help people understand who is the hero, the bad man, the fighter and so on. The make-up and the colours of the painted faces of the jing also help: red, blue and black are for good people; white is for a bad person; purple is for a serious person; and green is for an angry person.

These days, the operas that have lots of martial arts and acrobatics are the most popular, especially with young people and visitors from other countries. In the romantic operas, the skill of the singers is more important and the acrobatics are used in the dances.

The Peking Opera has appeared in many Chinese films. One of the most well known in the West is Farewell My Concubine (1993), by the Chinese director Chen Kaige.

 

The circus

Another form of traditional entertainment is the circus. Although there are some acts with animals, most of them are acrobatic. In one of the most popular acrobatic acts, twenty or more people all stand on a bicycle. Other circus acts include men who eat fire and Shaolin monks who do kung fu kicks and jumps.

There are still many travelling circuses that go from town to town in the countryside, but the most famous circus in China is probably the Chinese State Circus. Like the Peking Opera, it is also very popular with tourists. The shows are based on acrobatic acts, which are introduced by the Monkey King. There are singers and dancers from the Peking Opera, a lion dance and sometimes acrobatics in the air. The Chinese State Circus was started by Phillip Gandey, an Englishman, in the 1990s. It is based in Beijing but spends much of the year travelling in other countries.

 

Shadow puppet plays

Shadow puppet plays are an ancient way of telling stories for entertainment and there are still puppet theatres all over China today.

The puppet characters are made of thick paper or leather and they are moved by a person behind a white screen so that the audience see the shadow of the puppet. As well as the person moving the puppets, there are also three musicians and a person who sings the story. There are many kinds of stories: historical ones, which last hours and hours, love stories and ghost stories, stories about wars and battles and comedies.

Puppet theatres and puppet shows are very popular with both children and adults. There is a regular National Puppet Show and Shadow Play Competition in the city of Xian and prizes are given to the best puppets and the best stories.

 

Board games

China is well known for its board games. Go, the oldest board game in the world, started in China more than 2,500 years ago, and people around the world still enjoy playing it today! Another Chinese game, Mahjong, was first played in the 1800s. Today the city of Chengdu is famous for this game - almost everyone there knows how to play it. They play it on the streets, in teahouses, in mahjong houses or at their homes. Chengdu people believe that playing mahjong is useful and good for their health.

Playing games has always been a popular way of passing the time with older people but now many younger people find it a good way to relax after spending the day on the computer. In Beijing there are more than two hundred board game cafés - small places with comfortable chairs and lines of tables where groups of friends can choose a game from the hundreds on the shelves to play.

 

Flying kites

This is another traditional activity enjoyed by people, young and old, especially during the Qingming Festival in April, when it is windy. The parks, gardens and city squares are crowded with people flying kites of all colours and shapes. Sometimes they put little coloured lanterns on the tails of their kites and fly them in the evening when it is dark. Then the lanterns look like stars in the night sky. In the past, people cut the string to let the kite fly freely. This custom is believed to bring good luck and keep away diseases.

 

Modern music

In the bigger cities there are many clubs where young people can listen to live music. There are also several big music festivals every year for music fans. For example, the Midi Modern Music Festival in Beijing takes place during the May holiday. This is a big music concert that attracts hundreds of musicians, who perform every kind of modern music from rock and metal to punk and jazz.

 

Karaoke

An extremely popular form of entertainment is KTV - China's name for karaoke. People go to a special place, usually a club, where they can sing and have fun with friends. Young people like celebrating birthdays at a KTV club, and businessmen go there to relax after work. The songs are in both English and Chinese.

KTV clubs usually have a big room where visitors can share the karaoke machine with other guests. During big holidays, these rooms are crowded and everyone celebrates together. If people are having a special party, they can also pay for a private room. Karaoke is so popular that some clubs are open twenty-four hours a day.

 

Cinema

The number of people who go to the cinema has grown a lot recently in China. Today, there are almost as many as in the USA, which is the country that has the highest number at the moment. By 2020, there will be more than in the USA! Because of this, China is building thousands of new cinemas.

At the moment, not many foreign films are shown in China but the number is growing because they are so popular. In 2011, for example, in the list of the top ten films that made the most money in China only four were Chinese. The others were American. Although there are fewer of them, foreign films usually make much more money than Chinese ones. However, in December 2012 the comedy Lost in Thailand made Chinese film history by becoming the first Chinese film to make over one billion yuan.

Since the 1980s, some Chinese film directors have become well known outside China because their films have won prizes at international film festivals. Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige are probably the most famous. Their prize-winning films include:

Red Sorghum by Zhang Yimou (winner Berlin Film Festival 1988)

Farewell my Concubine by Chen Kaige (winner Cannes Film Festival 1993)

Together by Chen Kaige (best director San Sebastian Film Festival 2002)

Going to the cinema in China can be an expensive experience as tickets cost quite a lot. It can also be a noisy experience! People like to eat and talk while they are watching a film, and they do not usually switch off their mobile phones. Europeans and Americans find this distracting80 but the Chinese do not seem to mind at all!

 

CHAPTER NINE

China in the Twentieth Century

Chinese people have not always been able to enjoy doing the activities they can do now, like watching Hollywood films or travelling. The twentieth century was a very difficult time for China - it was a period of great change and life was not easy for many people. But by the end of the century, China had become a modern nation with a growing economy.

The century began under the rule of the Manchu Qing dynasty. China was weak because the Manchus had not governed the country well for many years. They were very unpopular with the Han, who wanted them to leave the country. In 1911, there was a revolution and China became a republic governed by the Chinese Nationalist Party. After a short civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists, the Communists took control in 1949 and the People's Republic of China was founded.

Four men played a large part in the important changes in China in the twentieth century - Sun Yat-sen, Chiang Kai-shek, Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping.

 

Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925) - The Father of the Country

Sun Yat-sen's father was a peasant farmer. Sun was born in China but he moved to Hawaii as a child to live with his older brother. Sun's brother paid for Sun to have a good education. Sun went to an English-speaking school in Honolulu, Hawaii, and later studied medicine in Hong Kong.

But Sun did not become a doctor. While he was studying, he became a revolutionary. He helped organize several revolutions against the Manchus but all of them failed. Finally, in 1911, the Manchu dynasty was defeated. Sun was in America when this happened, but when he heard, he quickly returned to China. There he became President of a united China.

Sun Yat-sen wanted China to be a modern nation and use western methods in industry and farming. He believed that China had to become a Republic because it needed to be as strong as the West.

But there was another revolution in 1913. An army officer called Yuan Shikai took control and Sun had to escape to Japan.

He returned home in 1917 after Yuan died and in the following years, he re-organized the Nationalist party and made it stronger. The Communists, who had formed a political party in 1921, joined them because both parties wanted the same thing - a united China.

The Nationalists needed an army, so Sun started a military academy in Guangzhou where soldiers could learn to be officers. He made his friend Chiang Kai-shek the director of the academy.

When Sun died in 1925, China was still not united. In later years, the Nationalists and the Communists became enemies and there was a civil war for many years, which ended in 1949.

 

Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975)

Chiang Kai-shek was born in Zhejiang, in eastern China. At the age of eighteen, he went to a military college in Japan. He returned to China in 1911 for the rebellion against the Qing Dynasty. Later, he joined the Nationalist party because he admired Sun Yat-sen. After Suns death in 1925, Chiang became the leader of the party. At first, the Nationalists and the Communists worked together to unite China, but in 1927 the two parties separated and were at war with each other.

In the same year, Chiang married Soong Mei-ling. She was the youngest of three daughters of Charles Soong, the son of poor peasants who had gone to live in Boston, USA. He later returned to Shanghai and became an important and rich businessman. Mei-ling's older sister, Soong Ching-ling, had been married to Sun Yat-sen.

Chiang s power increased and in less than a year, the Nationalists controlled the rich provinces of southern, central and eastern China, where many people lived. The Nationalists killed many Communists at this time and many others had to escape to the countryside in the southeast. In 1934, Chiang planned to attack them in their hiding place in Jiangxi Province, but the Communists escaped. Thousands of them, including Mao Zedong and Deng to move south. By 1937, Japan controlled a lot of northern China. Chiang now needed the help of the Communists to help him fight the Japanese. In 1945, when the Second World War ended, Japan was defeated and the Japanese left China. However, in the following year, the civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists started again. It finally ended three years later, in 1949, when the Communist soldiers defeated Chiang's army. Chiang and the Nationalists had to escape to Taiwan.

On 1st October in Beijing, Mao Zedong founded the People's Republic of China.

 

Mao Zedong

Mao was born on 26th December 1893 into a peasant family in Shaoshan, in Hunan Province, central China. After studying to be a teacher, he travelled to Beijing where he worked in the University Library. In 1921, he helped to found the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which defeated the Nationalists in 1949.

China was a very weak country after years of bad government and war. Mao and other Communist leaders believed that they could create a new, stronger Chinese society, without social classes, by changing the traditional ways of governing the country. Their dream was a powerful and united China.

Mao wanted to have complete control of the country so there was only one political party - the Communist party. He did not allow any other parties. Between 1949 and the 1970s, the rest of the world knew very little about what was happening in China because there was very little international communication.

At first, the Soviet Union (USSR) helped the Chinese Communists but in the 1950s, the relationship between the two countries was not very good. Mao decided that China must learn to look after itself and not depend on help from outside.

To do that, China needed to become more modern. It needed to grow more of its own food and make more products in factories. So in 1957 Mao put into action a five-year plan to make China a stronger country. Families were put together to live in large groups called communes, sharing all the work from cooking to looking after the children. Many people were sent to work in small factories to produce steel. Farmers were told to change their ways of farming.

After three years, it was clear that the plan was not working. There were several reasons for this. One was that too many people were working in factories and not enough on the land. Another reason was that the new farming methods did not work and less food was produced. There were also bad floods and bad harvests during those three years. The result was that many thousands of people died because there wasn't enough to eat. So the country had to go back to more traditional ways of producing food.

In 1966, Mao introduced the 'Cultural Revolution. He was afraid that old ways and old traditions were returning to China and that a middle class was developing. He told young people - schoolchildren and students - to go out and destroy the 'Four Olds' in the country: Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits and Old Ideas. These young people called themselves 'Red Guards'. People in the cities were sent to work on farms so that they could learn about life there. Schools and universities were closed and some teachers were put in prison. Traditional paintings and old books were destroyed, and some people in the Communist party lost their jobs.

In the 1970s, Mao started to build better relationships with the United States, Japan and Europe. In 1972, he invited the President of the USA, Richard Nixon, to visit China. It was the first time that Communist China had received a visit from an important western politician and it was a sign of change.

 

Deng Xiaoping

Deng took part in the Long March with Mao Zedong and was part of his government. But when Deng tried to introduce some economic reforms in 1976, he lost his job because Mao disagreed.

After Mao died, Deng got his job back. Although he never had the highest position in the CCP - General Secretary - Deng was the power behind the next party leaders. He was able to make the changes that were necessary for China to become a world economy.

One of Deng's first reforms was to end the communes and allow the peasants to work on their own pieces of land. Food production soon increased, and other reforms followed. People in the cities were allowed to start small businesses and everyone was allowed to buy things with their own money. From 1978, China's relationship with the rest of the world started to get better. Students travelled to other countries to study, businessmen did business outside China and learning English suddenly became very popular. Foreign students and tourists began to visit China in large numbers as well.

As part of his economic reform plan, Deng created four Special Economic Zones (SEZ) in 1979. These are areas where foreign companies can do business in China. The fishing village of Shenzhen on the border with Hong Kong was one of them. In 1984, thirty thousand people lived there. In 2011 there were more than ten million.

In 1980, Deng met the British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, to talk about Hong Kong. Three years later the United Kingdom agreed to give Hong Kong back to China in 1997. In 1987, Portugal agreed to give back Macau by 1999.

Deng did not live long enough to see the return of Hong Kong or Macau. He died in February 1997 at the age of ninety-two.

 

CHAPTER TEN

China: a Modem Country and a Global Power

The new Special Economic Zones created by Deng Xiaoping made it easy for foreign companies to make their products in Chinese factories. They could also build new factories there. The new factories meant that millions of Chinese people could find a job. At the same time, China was also making and exporting its own products like toys and clothes, which were much cheaper than the same things made in the West.

Foreign companies not only brought work, they also brought technology. Very quickly, China learnt how to produce high-tech products like televisions, mobile phones, computers, software and modern medicines. Now China is designing and developing these products too.

Deng's economic reforms continued through the 1980s and the 1990s and by 2000 China was on the way to becoming a global power.

 

The Beijing Olympics

The 2008 summer Olympics (8th-24th August) and Paralympics (6th-17th September) were very important for China. They told the world that China was once again a country of international importance - that China was now a global superpower.

The Games cost $40 billion and took seven years to prepare for. Nineteen new buildings were built especially for the Games. The largest and most important was the National Stadium, where the opening and closing ceremonies were held. The National Stadium cost about $423 million to build and can hold more than ninety thousand people. The other important new building was the National Aquatics Centre for the water events. It has five swimming pools, a restaurant and seats for seventeen thousand people.

The opening ceremony officially began at eight seconds past eight o'clock on 8th August 2008. That was because the number eight is a lucky number in China and means prosperity. Over fifteen thousand performers took part in the ceremony, which lasted four hours and was full of references to ancient Chinese art and culture.

10,942 athletes from 204 countries competed in twenty-eight sports and 302 events. There were many exciting moments and two men in particular made Olympic history. The American swimmer Michael Phelps won eight gold medals and Jamaica's Usain Bolt won the men's 100 metres with a new world record of 9.69 seconds. The Chinese team won the most gold medals of the Games (fifty-one). The gymnast Kai Zou won three of them.

The city of Beijing changed a lot with the Games. It became really modern and international. Old buildings were pulled down and many new roads and modern buildings were built. In 2001, there were 60 kilometres of metro lines, but in 2008 there were 200 kilometres! There are plans to make the lines even longer by 2015. A new terminal, T3, was built at the Beijing Capital International Airport to receive all the foreign visitors that wanted to come to see the events. Almost four kilometres long and seven floors high, it is the second largest passenger terminal building in the world.

Perhaps the most important result of the Olympics, however, was that many Chinese people felt proud of their country because China showed the best of itself.

 

The 2010 World Expo

Two years after the Olympic Games in Beijing, another big international event brought lots of people from all over the world to China. It was the 2010 World Expo in Shanghai. The name of the exhibition was Better City - Better Life and was a reference to Shanghai as the 'next great world city' in the twenty-first century.

The 2010 World Expo was the largest and most expensive World Expo ever held. Shanghai spent over $55 billion on preparations for it. New building projects included two new airport terminals, the world's longest metro system, new roads, parks and bridges.

Lang Lang, Jackie Chan and the Italian singer Andrea Bocelli were just some of the performers at the opening ceremony on 30th April 2010.

About seventy-three million people visited the exhibition during the six months that it was open. Most of them were Chinese but 4.25 million of them were foreign visitors.

Shanghai is the largest city in China. It has over twenty-three million people. During the last twenty years, new metal and glass buildings, museums, cultural centres, shopping centres, business and technology parks, universities, restaurants and sports centres have changed the appearance of the city. Pudong, on the Huangpu Rivers east bank, is Shanghai's newest business area. It has some of the world's tallest office buildings, including the 101-floor World Financial Centre, China's tallest building.

The most popular parts of the city with visitors and tourists, however, are the historical areas in the centre, especially the Bund. The Bund is a road with many beautiful old buildings - including hotels, banks, offices and clubs - from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

 

Chinese culture goes global

International events like the Beijing Olympics and the World Expo in Shanghai, and the rise of China as a global power have created a lot of interest in Chinese culture and, especially, the Chinese language. Some reports say that more than forty million foreigners around the world are learning Chinese now! Many people think it will soon be as important as English and that it is the language of the future.

More and more parents want their children to learn it. They think it will be a useful skill for their sons and daughters to have. China is the second largest economic power now, so many business people need it because their companies want to do business there.

In 2004, the first Confucius Institute opened in Seoul, South Korea. Now there are hundreds of them in cities all over the world. The aim of the Institutes is to help people learn the Chinese language and understand the country and its culture better.

Inside China, The Beijing Language and Culture University receives many young foreign students every year who want to study Chinese. As . part of their studies, they also visit famous tourist attractions like the Great Wall and the Peking Opera, and learn the ancient art of t'ai chi and how to cook Chinese food.

Interest in Chinese culture is not a new thing, however. The West has been interested in it since traders began taking first silk, and later, porcelain and tea, to the Roman Empire along the Silk Road. In the nineteenth century, Chinese people took their cuisine to the countries they went to live in, and today there is a lot of interest in martial arts, traditional Chinese medicine and the Chinese film industry.

 

China: the present and the future

China has developed very quickly since the end of the twentieth century. Its economy is doing well and people have jobs and more money to spend. In the past many people left the country to look for the 'American Dream' in the USA, but now they are moving back to China to follow the 'Chinese Dream'. The same is true for Chinese students who go abroad to finish their studies. Many used to stay in the country where they studied but they prefer to return home now because life is good there and they can find a good job.

However, China is still a country of big differences. Most of the money in China today, for example, belongs to people who are younger than forty- five and living in cities. In the countryside, many people are still very poor and life is hard for them.

So, what is the future for China? Some people think that it could become the next world superpower. It is a big country with a large population. It has a strong economy and a growing global culture. It has military power. It is also a leader in satellite technology and could soon become a leader in space technology. Other people think that superpowers belong to the past, and that in the future the world will be divided into three regional powers: the USA, Europe and the East.

We will have to wait and see, but one thing is certain - as a superpower or as a regional power, China will play an important part in the world's future.

 

 

- THE END -

Hope you have enjoyed the reading!

Come back to https://english-e-reader.net/ to find more fascinating and exciting stories!
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