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Between 1991 and 2015, about twenty-five years or so, we left for Asia for almost twelve months. Each of us had a backpack, fifteen thousand Swiss francs and dreams of elsewhere. We had never left Europe before and we had no idea about what we were going to discover along the way. Where did this desire for elsewhere come from? The one, who has the answer, is a genius. As far as I am concerned, with no hesitation, my desire is to live as an observer, to try to understand rather than to act, to rather exist than to have and not to get entangled in the frigid course of life. From time to time, I have a feeling that I am looking at the world as if I was an alien who had just landed and who had started to carefully take notes on humans’ behaviours without trying to influence them, just like a biologist who studies plants and is amazed by their functionalities, or like a journalist who tries to stay impartial. This way of being on the edge seemingly led me to become a consultant, which further led me to become a journalist and exiled me in Eastern Europe to liberate myself from the burden of taking action. 

Twenty-five years have passed and yet, when we look at the travel notes written in a heavy notebook and at the few hundred photos that were carefully selected, all the memories come back to us. Is a memory faithful? Certainly not. What really sticks with you are the perfumes rather than the images; the perfumes that are embedded in us. There are other things that stay with you such as the greatness of the landscapes, empty stretches as far as the eye can see and mountains which are winging their way towards the sky. In the end we are left with encounters; sometimes at the bend of the path with no words spoken, other times during the course of an evening philosophising, remodelling the world with other fellow travellers. Given the small amount of time that it was possible to devote, these types of relationships have often been very intense. We then quickly jump to more serious subjects because we know that we will probably not see each other again, or maybe we will, one day, if we switch to another path.  

This way of meeting people while travelling, of focusing on the essentials, undoubtedly reveals the differences between a traveller and a tourist. The traveller is on his way. He is sensitive to the urgency of the journey, to the elapsed time. The tourist wants to slow down the time to enjoy his vacation. He does not have the urgency to travel, but the urgency to rest. He does not have the need of encounters for he has just happily left his world and he prefers to be alone with the natives, as long as they do not ruin the vacation experience. I agree with the colourful shows, costumes and the rhythms. But politics, concerns, severe weather, poverty are not to be displayed. A few times, we have inadvertently approached tourists as travellers and we have clearly disturbed them just looking at their blank stares, at their incomprehension. 

A traveller never visits tourist monuments just to see them. He uses those monuments to find his way, like a sailor gazing at the sky to follow the path of the stars. What matters to him is the journey, the work that the journey implies. In fact, this journey quickly turns into a job, with tools, schedules and tasks that we enjoy more or less, it depends. 

A journey is also a unique chance to transform the sense of time. What other types of activities offer you the possibility to spend more than fifteen hours in a bus, on some uncomfortable seats with poor seatmates who have already adapted to the narrowness of the seats and stiffness of the benches? This situation makes our travelling brain to accomplish the power of speeding up time. One hour on the road is perceived as fifteen minute and this is how the journey goes. This is an easy formula. Do not think about the time that passes, instead, go inside of your head and live on nothing, do nothing, think of nothing, eat nothing, just drink the minimum amount of liquids to escape the drudgery of going to the toilet, stay still and just be.

How long does it take for a tourist to become a traveller? This is a detailed and personal answer. You will need at least one month to forget about going back, to find a different rhythm and to learn the ropes.  At the end of the first experience, the traveller can then quickly return to his status and he can block the tourist. 

Between April 7th 1991 and April 21st 1992 and according to the statistics of that time, we will spend 659 hours by bus, 453 hours by train, 268 hours by boat and 4 hours by plane, which means 57 days and nights by means of transport. We will visit more than 60 cities in China and more than 60 cities between Pakistan, India, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. We will change locations almost every three days. We had not foreseen the bad weather and yet we have spent our first three months under threatening and grey skies and mostly under the rain. 

It is obvious that this journey took place before the incredible development of the internet which makes organizing a journey way more easier, before the proliferation of mobile phones which put the entire world within reach, before the invention of digital photography which reduces to zero the opportunity cost of taking a picture and it also allows sharing and instant appreciation, before Facebook.com, Twitter.com and Instagram.com, before Google.com and its millions of indexed pages, before the spread of low cost airlines that reduce the distances, before Booking.com and its online hotel rooms reservations. Before all of that and I am glad. 

This journey took place in a different space-time, on a different planet, an old-managed planet. Tell me, nowadays, who would think to make a collect phone call, to spin a reel by hand to generate the necessary electricity to get a conversation going, to carry a travel guide on paper, to send film rolls back to Switzerland to be developed, hoping that the package arrives, and to patiently wait twelve months to look at the pictures that are projected on a screen placed against the wall? Who would dare to imagine China at the beginning of its development, without cars or public housing in cities, without pollution, with no high-speed trains, with no highways, without mobile phones, with no need of accessing our society of consumption? Who would dare to imagine China with farmers proud of their fields and culture, with protected minorities who live in their micro-cosmos because of the tardiness of the transports, with great untouched areas which were only valued because of their dusty immensity?

This journey took place in some pivotal moments, in terms of politics, at or near the fall of the Berlin Wall, at the end of communism, and in a period of timid opening and regrouping of the world. The end of history has been predicted. A period of time in which capitalism, the ultimate state of democracy and economic growth, the final state of politics were to be seen as evidence by the entire world and were to be adopted with enthusiasm.  Unfortunately, we are far away from this Today, so far that thousands of Asians are working as slaves to produce the goods we consume in hope of reaching the status of a bourgeois capitalist.
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April 7, 1991

Departure at three-thirty from Bern. Arrival at 5 o’clock at Basel, then sleeper for Berlin with Christina’s parents. It was a hot night in which we were tossed by the rocking of the train, a rocking that will accompany us for many days, up to China to be precise.  This route will be interrupted by three stages, Berlin, Warsaw and Moscow followed by the real journey that we have dreamed of for so long, the Trans-Siberian to Harbin. We were actually on our way to our long planned “expedition”. 

First, there was a six-month acclimatization period in a rented villa in Yverdon. It was a stormy period indeed, but one that ends well, as we’ve entered this long journey together. Stormy for fundamental reasons such as the preparation of picnics, the need to make all the weekly purchases on Saturday morning, bedtimes, the sensitivities of each other and both at the same time, some outbursts and false starts followed by the conclusion of these peace treaties which are the essence of life.

But back to the journey, to the snoring that still runs through my head and it is not the end of it. It is for snoring of this beautiful quality that, we often had to kick hotel walls and exchange wicked looks with our neighbours the day after many sleepless nights.
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Berlin
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April 8, 1991

It’s six forty in Berlin, the second day, the day after the first night. We are moving into the Schweizerhof hotel. Is this a typical address for backpackers at the end of 20th century? It takes whatever it takes. The acclimatization is hard enough. Not the acclimatization to the trip, but the much more painful one in which you return to the family and you submit to the existing patriarchal regime. It’s been a while.

The visit to Berlin will consist of going to the zoo, then to an Italian restaurant which we have eventually reached after a detour of forty-five minutes. Exhausted. This first day ended.

April 9, 1991

Up early, we begin to visit the real Berlin, East Berlin which had visible marks from their recent past. Actually: “The celebrations of the fortieth anniversary of the GDR in Berlin in October 1989 sounded the death knell for the communist regime. On the evening of November 9, during a press conference broadcasted live by television, Günter Schabowski, member of the SED central committee, announced to everyone's surprise the immediate lifting of all travel restrictions and the opening of the borders. As soon as the decision aired on television, thousands of people started massing towards the border crossing along the Berlin Wall. At around 11 p.m., the first border post that opened its barriers was that of Bornholmer Straße. The others quickly followed in the general rejoicing and many families from Berlin took advantage of this new freedom to visit West Berlin. On November 13, the question of the reunification of Germany is openly posed. On December 22, the Brandenburg Gate, a symbolic place of the city's division, was finally reopened in front of an enthusiastic crowd, in the presence of the mayor of West Berlin Walter Momper, his counterpart from the east, Erhard Krack, the federal chancellor Helmut Kohl and the Chairman of the Board of the GDR Hans Modrow. On Mars 18 1990, new elections were held for the renewal of the Volkskammer. The victory of the conservatives of the Allianz für Deutschland ("Alliance for Germany"), made up of the East German CDU, the German Social Union (DSU) and the Democratic Renewal (DA), decide in favour of a rapid reunification using Article 23 of the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany.

Thereafter, the two municipalities collaborated closely to channel the efforts of enthusiastic citizens by a forthcoming reunification and they held their first joint meeting on June 12th 1990 at Rotes Rathaus (formal Central Town Hall).  The reunification of Germany is decided by applying the federal laws to the former GDR and the same process had to be applied to East Berlin regarding West Berlin. On October 3rd 1990, alongside with Germany, Berlin regained its unity and became the sole capital of the country. The Berlin Constitution voted by the West Berlin Senate 40 years earlier on September 1st, 1950 that was to be applied to the entire state of Berlin, entered into force on the same day as it entered in Germany  at the same moment when the first municipal election was also organized.[i] “.

At Kurfürstendam, we have run into luxury prostitutes and expert cheating players who had a game made up of three boxes and a ball and you had to find it “ And bam I moved the box, and bam you’ve lost your money “. This game was an international one because we had often seen it but, luckily, we have never left so much as a pickle. This game was short. An undercover cop stormed in and started to chase these wonderful people to the next street where they would start another game that was just as illegal.

Tired, we were back at around six-thirty. After a shower we have departed to a Kurdish restaurant where we’ve dined alone, happy that we were together to calm the excitement that invaded us. Sometime soon, the grand departure.

April 10, 1991

We have visited the Charlottenburg Palace, then the Dahlem Museum in its green surroundings, a generous museum filled with objects from Asia, so many ancient objects that we have not seen in our entire journey. For the ancient culture, visiting the museums in Europe is a good and inexpensive substitute for travelling. The colonialism did so good, that all the great objects were moved towards us. Thanks to these lootings our museums are kept opened and other museums are languishing, even if these object had much more sense being there.

We go back to the hotel and sit in front of the news, another familiar habit that we will have to abandon. Chinese TV news has indeed limited news content.
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Potsdam

April 11, 1991

We are leaving for Potsdan in the former Germany East. Along the road we saw a limited number of ruins after the separation of the country, dams, columns, streetlights and empty spaces. It will take a long time to fill that void. 

At Potsdam, the houses were still very poorly maintained. Beautiful houses, pedestrian streets, gardens, a whole new future to be rebuilt. A few Russians in uniform were still aimlessly walking around, former colonizers of a country that rejected them. Our first material concern, our Minox camera was already failing us.

April 12, 1991

Lunch with the family, then we depart to the convention centre, the Reichstag which is an impressive building on which you can find the inscription “Dem deutschen Volk”. Behind, traces of fresh tar, some parts of the invisible wall and, further away, on the right side of the Brandenburg Gate, an impressive no man’s land, the building site of the future reunified Germany, Berlin, the eternal capital. Huge sums to erase the scar of the past forever. Across the Spree, a piece of wall covered in graffiti. There is nothing left today.

The initiation was not made by the re-conquest of the West on the East, but by the surge of the East on the West. Nothing left from these forty years of difference. Of course, over time, the nostalgia will settle in. It is not so easy to integrate into the kingdom of capitalism. Twenty years later, East Germany is still struggling to catch up with West Germany and their attitudes remain very different. However, currently, the money is flowing and the good Germans from the West seize anything that is expensive and could be sold in the East. A real plundering of resources, businesses that could have been modernized suddenly find themselves sold by pieces, jobs that could have been saved are now disappearing in the name of the new work ethic. A pattern that repeats itself across Eastern Europe. We pass through checkpoint Charlie, “ (meaning “ Checkpoint C “, “ Charlie “ denoting the letter C in the NATO phonetic alphabet), one of the border crossings from Berlin which, during the Cold War, made it possible to cross the wall which divided the German capital between the western and eastern sectors. It is located on Friedrichstraße, at the border between the districts of Mitte (in the Soviet sector) and Kreuzberg (in the American sector)[ii]”. Only one house remains witness to the severe formalities of going to customs during the period of separation. 

Then we have seen the Kreuzberg, an alternative and leftist suburb and the Hasenheide park where one can climb a hill of 69 meters high which represented a pile of waste from the Second World War. 

Back at the hotel, dinner then we go to the train station, where we depart for the long journey, to Warsaw after an emotional farewell.
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Warsaw
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April 13, 1991

Warsaw, the first real phase of our journey. Everything starts with a little nightmare. Actually, we were playing the game of currency exchange. Then it involves finding a hotel at the right price. Nothing is easy for these travelling trainees. The first hotel was too expensive, the second one too cheap, then, in the companionship of a Swiss Thurgovian student at St. Gallen, we’ve visited a hostel with an atmosphere so unpleasant that we have ended up at our “too expensive” hotel. So much time spent, so much energy spent, so much distance walked just to save a few pennies. However, this will be our plot during the coming months.

On our way back we have visited the old town and the marketplaces, an old town completely rebuilt after the Secord World War on the old model in the Chinese fashion style that we will soon discover. Actually, for the Chinese, old stones have no value. After some cataclysmic events it is enough to identically rebuild. 

We have visited what the city had to offer to tourists, the opera, the theatre, and the monument of the Unknown Soldier, a dozen of churches, the press centre, an important institution for the countries of the East. For dinner, in gestural Polish, we’ve managed to order some slices of ham. Oh yes, the picnics.

April 14, 1991

It’s Sunday so we go to rest in a park in the company of Varsovians in their Sunday best, gloomy Varsovians, with darkened eyes engulfed in a lot of moral principles and rules of behaviour. The urge to snap out of it so that they can rebuild their country. Twenty years later the goal would be achieved and Poland would become one of the locomotives of the reunified Europe.  But there are still few signs of such a sunny future. We must of course think about the measure of the history, we are in April 1991. The end of communism dates from June 1989, the election of the first president of the new era was in 1990. Only in 2004 Poland managed to join the European Union.

Near the Palace of Culture and Science we have visited a flea market full of second-had goods. The sellers spread their products on the ground. Remnants from the Soviet era, medals, caps, Russian dolls.

As we have mentioned before, in Poland, where people spoke neither English nor German, it is difficult to make yourself understood. First experience that we will repeat from here to Hong Kong.

April 15, 1991

Visit to the Vilanov Castle, a castle to which you must first find the entrance, something “easy” given the friendliness of the inhabitants encountered. A beautiful French-style park, a charming castle, even much more charming than that of Charlottenburg from Berlin. Then we visit the Lazienkovski Park which has a kind of Roman theatre overlooking a pond and also an interesting botanical garden with a magnificent peacock. 

“ The present-day 76-hectare Łazienki Gardens are formed by three gardens developed in various years and differing in style: the 18th century Royal Garden, the 19th century Romantic Garden and the 20th century Modernist Garden. There are accompanied by a number of 18th and 19th century palace buildings and garden pavilions as well as outdoor 18th, 19th and 20th century sculptures. A 21st Century Garden, currently on drawing boards, is to be ready in the near future.

The Romantic Garden adjoining the Belvedere Palace and composed of many interesting elements and a rich assortment of plants, is an excellent example of nineteenth-century European garden design. Dominated by the Belvedere camp and located at the top of the escarpment, the garden recalls the English landscape style. It incorporates elements of the beautiful and picturesque styles.

In 1817, the domain was sold to the Russian Tsar Alexander I and it became the private residence of the Grand Duke Constantine, the Tsar’s brother. The conversion of the Belvedere Palace, carried out in the years 1819–1822 by the architect Jakub Kubicki, completely changed the style of the palace’s architecture. A small garden with a viewing terrace was built in the immediate vicinity of the residence. In accordance with late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century fashion, in the centre of this pond an island overgrown with many trees was established which, unfortunately, has not survived.

The main visual axis from the Belvedere Palace looks out onto an artificial river situated beyond the pond, which flows into the South Pond close to the Palace on the Isle. It is intersected by the Chinese Avenue and a bridge from where there is a view looking out towards the Belvedere Palace featuring an informal arrangement of trees, bushes and lawns.[iii]”.

We have ended the day with a superb Schnitzel. We don’t deny ourselves anything just to keep our spirits up. Learning about Eastern Europe is not easy and I am not talking here only about the comprehension difficulties linked to the languages. The way of life, the culture, the politeness, the values are very different from those back at home. For example, I’ve learned years later that the Russians do not smile very often. At home, the ones who smile are the simple people with little intelligence. The Varsovians may well have the same disease caught by contagion from their older eastern brother. In stores, shopping seems like an obstacle race. You have to choose the desired item and run to the other side of the store at the cash register with a note on a piece of paper to pay for the item and return with the receipt to take possession of it. In this process, each employee has his very specific responsibility. I graciously make fun of this but, in 1999 when we have arrived in Vienna after spending two years in London, we were not surprised that the store was still built on the same old model but you had to beg the salespeople so that you can take possession of the desired item.

April 16, 1991

Hearty lunch (I won’t repeat it every day), then shopping for the picnic for dinner and departure to the market and the citadel transformed into barracks. Finally, on our way back, we have visited a 4 stories department store, a kind of local Gum. People were lining up because there were not enough baskets available for shopping. Probably a limited number of items too. In this case, it is better to queue outside dreaming of what you will be able to buy instead of quickly being faced with unavailability.

Along the streets there are many kiosks and elderly women selling season flowers, daffodils. Daffodils and ice cream seemed to be the main attraction for the Varsovians. As we have noticed after a few days, the majority of the locals gave us the impression that they were rough, boorish, grumpy and con artists. You can count the exceptions on the fingers of one hand. 

We headed to the international hotel to call the family and to buy some foreign language newspapers for the journey. On the way we’ve visited the Jewish district. We were surprised to not see any traces of the ghetto. What is up with this silence? From our research, we now know that the ghetto was completely destroyed by the Germans at the end of the war and that a monument was built to commemorate it, although this rather discreet monument has escaped us. The construction of a museum on the history of the Jews in Poland will begin in 2007. The arguable explanation is that of the strength of the Catholic Church.

April 17, 1991

Visit to the National Museum where all of the annotations were in Polish. However, we have seen an interesting documentary about the uprising of Warsaw in 1944 and the destruction of the city caused by Hitler and his troops in only two months. The documentary ended with positive pictures of the city rebuilt by the Polish while ignoring the entire communist period, a big blank page.

Two and a half hours, departure for Moscow by train. We had to negotiate for a second sleeper for ten shillings due to a so-called reservation mistake. There we’ve met a charming Polish woman who was studying economics in Moscow who talked to us about her country’s problems. Please note that charming is a rare compliment. The poor woman must have suffered to hear our capitalist complaints about these restaurant waiters who were in a large number but had nothing to do, about the widespread lack of productivity, about this gloomy mood that fits so well under the sky of spring. She must have not understood us, studying the rules of the planned economy in Russia, a country still far away from capitalism at that time.
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Moscow


[image: image]




April 18, 1991

We have arrived at the Russian-Polish border, shock! The first contact with a different country. The agent of Intertourist from the official Russian travel agency office checks our travelling documents and reservations and teletexts to Moscow that we have arrived as scheduled. Travelling freely, booking train tickets, plane tickets or taking the bus were out of the question. All these activities were coordinated by our expensive guide who we will meet soon.

Once in Moscow, fifty meters of freedom and another Intertourist agent pops up with an Intertourist sign. “Please follow me.” At the train station, people were lined up to wait for a hypothetical ticket. We found ourselves locked in an office where we were not allowed to open the door while our host was going to pick up our driver. Departure for the hotel, ten minutes of waiting to receive the keys and an appointment set up at seven o’clock. We were going to meet our guide.

The group trip begins. Having in mind the price of the ticket, we have naively imagined that the guide would speak French. We were joined by other tourists, a total on eleven people (five Danes, three French, one American, a Jew who was a compulsive liar and lost if I am to read the notes of that time). Of course, we have all paid for an individual trip. We have a generous dinner together and then we have three hours of freedom, enough time to visit the St. Basil’s Cathedral and buy tickets for the Bolshoi (Tchaikovsky’s The Nutcracker) from the black market (4$ instead of 30$ per person). An amazing spectacle. Back at the hotel, we buy a phone card of 20 roubles for 13$ (1$ = 27 roubles, you do the math). After forty-five minutes of trying, we have managed to talk to our parents for two minutes.

We gently get used to the extra greasy Russian food and to the fact that the waiters had the tendency to bring everything at the same time and we usually had to wait for a long time, especially when we were in a rush. The ice cream melts, the meat gets cold. Nevertheless, the food is quite acceptable compared to what we have seen in other stores.

It was rainy but, in the company of our guide, we visit the Gum, the Red Square and Kremlin before entering a tourist shop from which we came out empty-handed. 

Another free afternoon. We visit the circus where we have paid the Russian price. Suddenly, we buy tickets for the whole troop except for our Danish friends who were furious because they had bought their tickets at a higher price the night before. The show is magnificent, three arenas at a dizzying pace. Later that night we learn that our guide is escorting us to Beijing. Clearly, the abusive internment does not stop. Our French colleagues who had bet the opposite, lost their imported chocolate because of their country and decided to boost their morals. Too bad for them. Then we leave for the station. The tickets are distributed and the journey begins. The Trans-Siberian, a childhood dream. A week’s journey, more than 9,200 kilometres of railroad, 990 stations, a means of transport desired by the Tsar to allow him to reach the borders of his empire from Moscow.

“At the end of 19th century, the Russian imperial government aimed to develop the economy of Siberia, support the Russian Pacific Fleet and increase Russia’s political and military commercial influence in China.

The first section of the Trans-Siberian railway had already been completed in 1888, from Samara to Ufa. But it was on March 17, 1891 when the extension from Ufa to Vladivostok was decreed by the ukase Emperor Alexander III. Subsequently, significant aid from French loans and from the international company of sleeping cars played a leading role in financing the project. The work on the section starting in Vladivostok was inaugurated in May 1891 by Tsarevich Nicolas. The Tamara, Ufa, Zlatoust, Chelyabinsk sections were inaugurated on October 26, 1891.

In 1904, the work was not quite finished: a part of the railway was missing around Lake Baikal, which caused enormous logistical issues during the Russo-Japanese War between 1904 and 1905. The track was to light; therefore, it was replaced by a heavier track, in order to increase the speed. As far as Lake Baikal, the traction was carried out by Mallet, a type of articulated locomotive with four coupled axles and a carrying axle at the front for the passenger trains and with six coupled axles for freight trains.  Beyond that there were compound locomotives with two outer cylinders and five axles, four of which were coupled. Before the construction of the railway which bypasses Lake Baikal on its southern coast (completed in 1904), the lake was crossed by ferry and, in winter, the help of an icebreaker was required.

The Trans-Siberian then crosses Manchuria via the Eastern China railway. The operation of the railway became problematic in 1907 due to the loss of this territory by the Russian Empire. Therefore, the government decided to build a road that goes further north through the Russian territory (via the city of Khabarovsk).

The construction of this masterpiece was completed in 1916 with the opening of the Amur Bridge in Khabarovsk. It now passes the entire Russian territory and connects the East with the West of the country. The starting point in Moscow is at Kazan station and Yaroslavl station. [iv] “

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berlin-Est (translated from French to English)

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Checkpoint_Charlie (translated from French to English).

Http://www.lazienki-krolewskie.pl/fr/ogrody (translated from French to English)

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transsib%C3%A9rien (translated from French to English).
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Siberia
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April 19, 1991

––––––––
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2015 and unfortunately all the technological developments, the end of the communism in Russia, the more or less marked openings of the borders, the people coming together, neither Via Michelin, nor Google Maps could show me the right track or the train that connects Moscow in Harbin. I had to look on a less accurate map. Yet, the Trans-Siberian is one of the most famous train in the world. Undoubtedly, for similar reasons, the weather of the region is neglected every time the international weather is presented on the Western televisions. This part of the world is treated like the Sahara Desert. We will therefore be satisfied with the official schedule. Anyway, 7,500 km of track before we arrive to Harbin in China, rather than continuing to Vladivostok.

Let’s take advantage of this long train journey to introduce to you our brothers-in-arms:


	Two French people, in their fifties, restaurant owners and crazy travelling lovers who sell their restaurant to each of their departure. Charming and full of life. He is going to Japan to give French cooking lessons.

	Two Danish people, a father and his daughter, he is a fifty-year-old economist and she is a kindergarten teacher waiting to start her studies.



Life on board is marked by meals that were served at Moscow time (even though we were already at Moscow +3). For lunch, scrambled eggs, ham, bread, tea, butter, cheese, so luxurious. For lunch and dinner, soup, main course and dessert. We ate too much. The landscape changed at least one time a day. At first, countryside as far as the eye can see with villages that had only a main asphalt road. As it is spring, the landscapes are muddy, and the sky is mostly covered in clouds. And sometimes it snows. 

This morning, the sunny steppe with herds of cattle and sheep. 


We are getting close to China. The Baikal Lake is still frozen. The rivers that carry blocks of ice were impressive as well. Spring is arguably not the best season to travel on the Trans-Siberian railway. It often rains a lot; the sky is grey and the colours are earthy. But we must start the journey and the means of locomotion that we use will not allow us to jump from a continent to another in the light of climate change. 



––––––––
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From this train journey, we also remember the comfort of our luxurious compartment and its two benches that could be transformed into beds for the night, the specific smell of the heating and the dryness of the Siberian air. Outside, even if the temperature was under twenty degrees, a good sweater was enough to withstand the cold. We also nostalgically remember those days spent chatting to our French friends, especially about the discussions related to the future. But time has passed too quickly, and we are soon arriving in China. 
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China, from Harbin to Hong-Kong
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Harbin
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April 25, 1991

Our group trip is almost finished, a journey that no one wanted, but in the end, it was enjoyed by all of us. The crossing of the Chinese border is very impressive. An endless plain, Manchuria, two hours to change all the wheels of the train because the width of the tracks is different in China, a Chinese restaurant car instead of a Russian one and voila. 

The customs officers did not bother us. They have searched some compartments but somehow skipped ours. An old Chinese man asked us to put his bag in our compartment to cross the border. We refused.

We have arrived in China where we could hear catchy music from the speakers. We have exchanged our money. Our Russian seriousness was changed by the triumphant arrival and the Chinese customs officer standing to attention at the entrance of the train in the station.

One last night's sleep and our first impressions of China. Compared to Russia, the houses are more “medieval”, made of soil and straws and all the available spaces are cultivated. The pigs are running around, and the horses are pulling the ploughs. 

We have arrived at Harbin. Touching farewells on the platform. We all had tears in our eyes. Promises to meet again soon. Kept promises for our French friends with whom we have met several times in Switzerland and France. We almost never left the station. Actually, our guide had not returned our ticket and we needed them to leave the station. Everything worked out in the end. We took a cab to a hotel that was 500 meters away. It will not be the last time that we find ourselves falling for it. Room 804.

The first restaurant, the first adventure. We enter in a small room, and we are confronting the map in Chinese and the lack of someone who could translate it for us. Armed with our limited knowledge of the language of the country (we had taken lessons for six months before leaving, just to survive) and our guide, we’ve ended up ordering a plate of noodles. Moments later, following the noodle dish, we received a whole chicken. We thought we hadn't ordered it and we were very uncomfortable. No problem for our Chinese host who wrapped it up for us in a plastic bag. We start walking on the streets with our chicken under our arms and our stomachs full. No refrigerator, therefore, no way of storing this meat. After several discussions, we have decided to find a discreet garbage can to get rid of this awkward-to-carry gift. However, in China, it is difficult enough to find a garbage can, let alone a discrete one. 

In the end, we find a solution and get rid of the meal. We felt very uncomfortable throwing food in such a poor country. This feeling will disappear in a few months when, I confess to you, we have seen how some Chinese, especially the richest among them, order enormous quantities of food and hardly touch them, just to display their undoubtedly social status. 

Harbin is a city famous for its ice sculpture festival. Unfortunately, we have only seen the remains that were melting in the spring sun.

April 26, 1991

The first fight to buy a train ticket. And it will not be the last. You must slide your hand with the money through a small window at the ticket office in the company of ten other people, which means ten hands which seek to pass through this window of ten square centimetres, while everyone shouts in Chinese their desired destination. The answer is often “meio” which can be translated as not here, not the train, not the ticket, not this category...Then it is about asking specific questions to learn the reason of “meio” and taking the necessary steps to still manage to buy this ticket. Of course, there is the possibility to go to the ticket office for foreigners which accept only foreign currency and sell tickets at inflated prices, but the advantage is that the procedure takes less time and less energy. The difficulty of buying train tickets implies that soon we will be traveling mainly by bus, despite the relative discomfort of the journeys.

FEC (foreign exchange certificate) represent foreigners' money and are used to pay for hotels, tickets, etc. Obviously, the exchange rate is very unfavourable and the cry of the Chinese when they see that we want to pay in local money still resonates in our ears (“FEC, FEC”). This parallel currency was abolished in 1994. 
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Shenyang
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April 27, 1991

After a hectic night, we have breakfast consisting of rice soup and tea, then we leave for the train station. We end up finding our train and our luxury car, soft seats. The railway cars in China are of different categories depending on the number of passengers per compartment and the quality of the seats. We have made a distinction between our soft seats, generally comfortable, a sort of luxury armchair from the first class and the hard seat wagons which, as their name suggests, hard seats, a kind of board covered with two centimetres of foam, usually the second class. The same goes for the sleeper cars. First class, mole berths with very comfortable beds, four people per closed compartment and the second class, berths covered in planks, eight people and no closed compartment.

Two hockey players, who speak English, come up to us and we strike up a conversation with them. Eight hours of travelling, a landscape with brown earth, a countryside separated into plots of different sizes and ready for the new season, red brick villages often surrounded by walls, horses at work, occasionally alleys with trees. While we were gradually going down towards south, we could see the leaves and flowers of the trees, the weather was warming up, spring was close.

––––––––
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After our arrival in Shenyang at six-thirty we have searched for the bus that had to take us to the hotel that we have booked. In China, if you ask for directions, it is a big deal because people would rather send you in the wrong direction than admit that they have no idea what you are talking about. We eventually find a university teacher who speaks English and who called a cab for us. Our hotel is near the university and outside of the town. Single room at fifty yuans, with common toilet.

April 28, 1991

Another rough night because we refused to wear earplugs for security reasons. We spent the night watching the entrance because the doors could not be closed properly. I even asked myself what would have happened if we hadn’t placed a chair in front of the door to prevent any attempted invasion by our roommates. Nothing happened. China is a safe country. The risk of being ignored is far greater than the risk of being attacked. Result, a bad mood further accentuated by the rubber bread from breakfast. The Chinese bread is very specific. It often consists of flour mixed with water, some spices with a particular taste and cooked by steaming. 

While going to the centre of the city by bus, we have suddenly discovered the reason for our mistakes yesterday. The authorities of the city have built a new train station, outside the urban perimeter in which the train dropped us off. This station was not in our plan. The train station from the centre of the city was closed. It was built by the Russians in 1899 and enlarged by the Japanese. It will nevertheless be opened and enlarged after our stay. We’ve visited a big park. Later, we discover a neighbourhood with an open-air market that was selling everything: oranges, squid, tofu, sweets, fish bursting in the sun in a splash of water, basically, this was the Chinese life. It is swarming everywhere. The Chinese live in tiny rooms. The alleys are very narrow.

A long day ends with a walk of at least fifteen kilometres and a problematic meal, for the simple reason that once again we have ordered too much without realizing it. 

April 29, 1991

We go to buy tickets for Dandong. Two students offered to help us. Seeing that we only had FEC, they took us to the foreign office. We stand in line. They are undoubtedly very shocked by the price charged for foreign tickets and mistakenly think that we will not be able to pay. In the end they bought us ticket at the local rate (22 renminbi), a quarter of the tourist price and we have reimbursed them in FEC. This is a nice saving, but our students were very annoyed to receive FEC because they had to spend them either in Friendship Stores, stores for foreigners or they had to trade them on the black market. Nothing is easy when the communication is mainly done through gestures.

We then visit the Imperial Palace with a ticket at the foreign price. Quite a scam. The palace was wonderful but very poorly maintained. It was built in 1625 and it was the home of the Manchu Emperors of the Qing Dynasty.

We also visit a large store which, unlike those in Russia, this one was stocked with goods. In the evening, tour of the campus and a short walk of three hours because we’ve got a little lost. 

The campus accommodates 10,000 students who did not seem very open to us, perhaps a little shy.

April 30, 1991

Rest day. No desire to visit, to walk or even to sleep, just nothing. We end up climbing the TV tower for the view. It was worth it. From above, we can observe how the new concrete buildings are gradually eating away the old districts. The end of the traditional China has begun. Hello progress and we are only in the early stages. In 2015, the city will be home to approximately the population of Switzerland, that is eight million inhabitants.  
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Dandong
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May 1, 1991

Departure to the train station, hard-seat wagon, three people per seat, 130 seats per wagon and sometimes up to 150 people. The service on the train is very well organized. Someone checks if the luggage is properly installed and that no bag is hanging from the clothes hooks. She also distributes hot water and collects a lot of garbage. In fact, the Chinese have a bad habit of throwing everything on the ground. The ground seems to be considered as an impure object on which one walks in shoes or sandals, but never barefoot and on which one does not sit down on it without first having placed a kind protection, a newspaper or a bag. Even the carpets from the hotel are covered in cigarette burns and are brushed with small straw brooms every day. We hardly saw any vacuum cleaners. Everything ends on the ground, even seed pods and peelings. 

Another person passes by with a cart full of sweets and seeds, hot meals and newspapers. A specific culture where the ground is assimilated to the garbage and the spitting with a national sport value. When it comes to the hot meals, one of the most appreciated seems to be a bowl of rice served in a sagex packing with a hen’s paw that still had nails and a few hairs on top, the ultimate delight. As the box opens, envious eyes surround us, as the revered object makes its appearance. We altruistically sacrifice this infamous delicacy.

Despite the heavy rain at the start of the journey, the scenery was breath taking. Hills and highlands with farming villages. After five hours of travelling, we arrive in Dandong. 

We find our hotel and then go in search of a restaurant indicated by the guide. The owner of the restaurant meets us on the way with our guide in hand and leads us to the location where we were treated like royalty (noodles and more noodles, the rice will be for the south. Here, you get noodles).

May 2, 1991

Public Holiday and a luxurious Western breakfast at the hotel. We then go in search of the Bank of China to exchange $ 100. The employees do not recognize our traveller's check and are giving us a hard time. With the help of the guide, we search for a shop that rents bikes. Unfortunately, after much effort, we learn that it no longer exists. We then set off on foot for the North Korean border along the river. Dandong is the largest Chinese border town opposite to North Korea. It serves as a transit for exports from this country to China and to the rest of the world.

Along the way we stop at a public garden that on this festive day, it was swarmed with Chinese families who spend their day in pedal boats and picnics. We return to the city centre and go visit a park on the side of the mountain. A few pagodas and the panorama of the city, a very polluted and not very magical city.
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