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Introduction


Welcome to China!


Welcome to China, one of the most fascinating


countries in the world! In this book, you’ll learn about


a place that has enchanted people for thousands of years.


The scale of things can be jaw-dropping, the food mouth-


watering and the history mind-blowing.


How old is China?


It depends who you ask. The country’s official


name is the People’s Republic of China (the


PRC) and it was founded in 1949.


That’s not the whole picture


though. Many people trace the


country’s history back to 221 BCE,


when large parts of China were


brought under the control of a


single emperor for the first time.


Some even think we should start


further back, with the legendary


Xia dynasty, around 2000 BCE!


The Great Wall of China


Shanghai financial district


Provinces


China is organised into provinces, similar


to states or counties. There are 34 in total,


ranging from the mountainous Tibet to the


more urban Chongqing.
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China in the world


China is in East Asia.


To the west lies the Himalayan mountain range and borders


with India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and more.


To the north and north west are deserts and the steppe, an


immense grassland, and borders with Russia, Mongolia and


Kazakhstan.


To the south, it borders the jungles and tropical areas


of South East Asia, and countries like Vietnam, Laos


and Myanmar.


To the east is the Pacific


Ocean as well as nearby


countries like Japan,


North and South Korea


and the Philippines.


How big is China?


It’s hard to imagine the sheer size of any


country, let alone one as enormous as China.


Have a look at the picture above – you’ll see


Britain drawn to scale. It looks a lot smaller


than China doesn’t it?
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The natural features of China


China generally slopes downwards from west to east. This


means that from the Himalayas in the west, the land


gradually falls away as it gets closer to the Pacific Ocean.


The result is that most rivers flow from west to east. That


might sound simple, but the country encompasses an


incredible variety and complexity of natural features.


Animals


China is home to some of the world’s most


amazing animals – from the giant pandas in


the bamboo forests of the south to Siberian


tigers in the north.


A topographical map


of China, showing


vegetation and mountain


ranges


Tiger Leaping Gorge


If you like hiking, head to Tiger


Leaping Gorge in Yunnan province. At


its deepest, the river that runs along


the bottom of the gorge is nearly


2.5 miles below the mountain tops.


The views are stunning and the air is


fresh and bracing.


Tiger Leaping Gorge
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The people of China


But of course, one of the most important and interesting


aspects of China is the people who live there. In this book,


you’ll find out about where people live, what they eat, their


history and myths, their art and their culture. There are


more than 1.3 billion people living in China – that’s more


than the entire population of Europe. With so many people,


you can be sure there’s a lot to learn!


According to the Chinese government, there are


56 ethnic groups in China.


The vast majority of the


people identify as Han


Chinese, and we’ll see why


when we talk about the


country’s history. However,


it’s important to remember


that China is a deeply


diverse and varied place.


Masked dancers at


a festival in Tibet


Welcome to China!


In the rest of the book, you’re going to read


about all this in much greater detail, as well as


many more subjects. There’s Chinese history,


culture and art, the food, the myths and


legends, and you’ll learn about the modern


country too. Enjoy!


People shopping in


Hong Kong
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Nature


Mountains


In this first chapter, you’ll learn about the natural


environment. As you saw in the Introduction, China is


vast and full of variety. We’ll look at the mountains and


rivers, the hottest places and the coldest, and some of the


animals as well.


China has no shortage of amazing mountains.


While Yuanyang in Yunnan is covered in beautiful


rice paddies, the mesmerising stone column


formations of Zhangjiajie are so well known


they’re pictured on the country’s money. In the


heart of China is


Songshan, visited by


people for millennia and


the site of the Shaolin


Temple, birthplace of


kung fu. Artists and


craftspeople have left their


mark there over the years


in the Pagoda Forest.


Rice fields in


Yuanyang


Traditional ink


drawing of


the ‘Yellow


Mountain’


Huangshan, or Yellow Mountain, is one of the


most important and famous mountains in


the whole country. Its mist-shrouded peaks,


strange rock formations and pine trees are


the subject of countless paintings and poems.


Today, it’s one of the most popular tourist


sites and, because of connections with nearby


cities like Nanjing and Shanghai, it’s visited by


millions of tourists every year.
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Rivers


Just as the Ancient


Egyptian civilisation


developed along the


banks of the River


Nile, in ancient China


the Yellow River was


of huge significance.


The earliest


settlements in China


were built along its


banks. This immense


river has remained at


the heart of Chinese culture ever since. Stretching nearly


3500 miles from the Himalayas in the west to the Bohai


Sea in the east, the river irrigates the surrounding plains


and helps them provide food for millions of people.


Another important river, the Yangtze, is the site of the


Three Gorges Dam, the world’s largest hydroelectric


power station.


Li River,


Guangxi


province


Three Gorges Dam


River legends


Legends say that one of China’s earliest emperors,


Yu the Great, was responsible for saving the


kingdom from floods. Different versions of the story


exist, some involving mystical beings, enormous


monsters and magical animals, and in one he even


transforms into a bear to


dig through a mountain!


In reality, flooding


was a major challenge


for centuries. It took


generations of hard


work and ingenuity, but


gradually people learned


to control the waters.
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Deserts in the west


There are two great deserts in China – the Gobi in the north


and the Taklamakan in the west. Terrifyingly, historians


believe that Taklamakan might translate as ‘The Land You


Will Never Leave’, although no one is completely sure where


the name comes from. The lack of water and the range of


temperatures, from below –20 degrees


centigrade in the


winter to above


40 degrees in the


summer, as well


as the fact that it’s


roughly the size of


Germany, may


explain why some


travellers were


scared to cross it.



































