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How to use this Rough Guides Snapshot


This Rough Guides Snapshot is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit. An essential tool for pre-trip planning, it also makes a great travel companion when you’re on the road.

Introduction to The Yangzi Basin is a good place to start, with an overview of the region’s big attractions and a list of highlights. From the table of contents, you can click straight to the main sections of the guide, with each town and region including practicalities such as accommodation and getting around as well as the main sights. You’ll find practical information on the country as a whole, including details on flights and entry requirements, in China Basics. Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the links that sit with an arrow icon.

All of the main towns have a comprehensive map, which can also be viewed in the dedicated map section, accessible from the table of contents. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions. 

Throughout the guide, we’ve flagged up our favourite places – a perfectly sited hotel, an atmospheric café, a special restaurant – with [image: Author pick]. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away.






        
Introduction to The Yangzi basin



Highlights

                    >



Having raced out of Sichuan through the

                narrow Three Gorges, the Yangzi (here known as the Chang

                    Jiang) widens, slows down and loops through its flat, low-lying middle

                reaches, swelled by lesser streams and rivers that drain off the highlands

                surrounding the four provinces of the Yangzi basin: Anhui,

                    Hubei, Hunan and Jiangxi. As

                well as watering one of China’s key rice- and tea-growing areas, this stretch

                of the Yangzi has long supported trade and transport; back in the thirteenth

                century, Marco Polo was awed by the “innumerable cities and towns along its

                banks, and the amount of shipping it carries, and the bulk of merchandise that

                merchants transport by it”. Rural fringes away from the river –

                including much of Anhui and Jiangxi provinces – remain some of the least

                developed regions in central China, a situation the mighty Three Gorges

                    Dam on the border between Hubei and Chongqing, whose hydroelectric

                output powers a local industrial economy to rival that of the east coast, is going

                some way to address.

The river basin itself is best characterized by the flat

                expanses of China’s two largest freshwater lakes: Dongting,

                which pretty well marks the border between Hunan and Hubei, and

                    Poyang, in northern Jiangxi, famed for porcelain produced at

                nearby Jingdezhen. Riverside towns such as Wuhu in

                Anhui also hold interest as working ports, where it’s possible to see

                traditional river industries – fish farming, grain, rice and bamboo

                transportation – exist alongside newer ventures in manufacturing. Strangely

                enough, while all four regional capitals are located near water, only

                    Wuhan, in Hubei, is actually on the Yangzi, a privileged

                position that has turned the city into central China’s liveliest urban

                conglomeration. By contrast, Anhui’s Hefei and

                Jiangxi’s Nanchang seem somewhat dishevelled. Long settlement of the capitals

                has, however, left a good deal of history in its wake, from well-preserved

                Han-dynasty tombs to whole villages of Ming-dynasty houses, and almost everywhere

                you’ll stumble over sites from the epic of The Three Kingdoms, making

                the tale essential background reading. Many cities also remain studded with hefty

                European buildings, a hangover from their being forcibly opened up to foreign

                traders as Treaty Ports in the 1860s, following the Second Opium

                War. Perhaps partly due to these unwanted intrusions, the Yangzi basin can further

                claim to be the cradle of modern China: Mao Zedong was born in

                Hunan; Changsha, Wuhan and Nanchang are all closely associated with Communist Party

                history; and the mountainous border between Hunan and Jiangxi was both a Red refuge

                during right-wing purges in the late 1920s and the starting point for the subsequent

                Long March to Shaanxi.

Away from the river, wild mountain landscapes make for

                excellent hiking, the prime spot being Huang Shan in southern

                Anhui, followed by Hubei’s remote Shennongjia Forest Reserve,

                and Wulingyan Scenic Reserve (known locally as Zhangjiajie) in

                Hunan’s far west. Pilgrims also have a selection of Buddhist and Taoist holy

                mountains to scale – Hubei’s Wudang Shan is outstanding

                – and less dedicated souls can find pleasant views at the mountain resort town

                of Lu Shan in Jiangxi. As an alternative to the better-known Huang

                Shan, Anhui’s Jiuhua Shan has many advantages: it’s

                lower (the highest peak is a little over 1300m), the walking is considerably easier

                and there’s plenty of interest beyond the scenery.

In theory,

                    getting around isn’t a problem. Rail

                lines from all over China cross the region, and buses and swifter,

                pricier minibuses link cities to the remotest of corners. Ferries,

                once the principal mode of transport, have been superseded, with passenger services

                now limited to the stretch between Wuhan and Chongqing. Autumn is probably the most

                pleasant time of year, though even winters are generally mild, but near-constant

                rains and consequential lowland flooding plague the summer months. In 1998,

                    floods claimed four thousand lives, wiped out entire villages,

                isolated cities and destroyed millions of hectares of crops, and a similar disaster

                was only narrowly averted in 2002. In 2010, torrential rains upstream saw the

                    Three Gorges Dam – trumpeted as the solution to the

                region’s water management problems – put to its stiffest test since

                completion, amid swift backpedalling from its supporters: while the dam held, both

                land and people felt the destructive effects of the flooding. During building it was

                claimed the dam could deal with everything but a “once in 10,000 year

                flood”, by 2007 that had been reduced to “once every 1000 years”

                and in 2008 to “once in every 100 years”. By 2010, Chinese lawmakers

                were saying the dam’s flood prevention abilities were “limited”

                and “should not be overestimated”.

For

                    details on getting to China and travelling across the country, as well as

                    information on entry requirements, health and culture and etiquette turn to the

                        China

                            Basics section.
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Highlights


Yixian An amazing collection of antique

                                    Ming villages, used atmospherically in Zhang Yimou’s film

                                        Raise the Red Lantern. 



Huang Shan Arguably

                                    China’s most scenic mountain, wreathed in narrow stone

                                    staircases, contorted trees and cloud-swept peaks.

                                



Hubei Provincial Museum,

                                                Wuhan On show here are

                                    2000-year-old relics from the tombs of aristocrats, including a

                                    lacquered coffin and an orchestra of 64 giant bronze bells.

                                    



Shennongjia Forest

                                                Reserve Wild and remote

                                    mountain refuge of the endangered golden monkey and (allegedly)

                                    the enigmatic ye ren, China’s Bigfoot.

                                    



Wudang

                                    Shan Temple-covered mountains at the

                                    heart of Taoist martial-art mythology; it’s said this is

                                    where tai ji originated. 



Jingdezhen China’s porcelain

                                    capital for the last six centuries, with a fine ceramic history

                                    museum and busy street markets.

                    








< Back to Introduction to The Yangzi

                        basin


Sanguo: The Three Kingdoms


The empire, long

                                        divided, must unite; long united, must divide. Thus it has

                                        ever been.

So, rather cynically, begins one of

                                China’s best-known stories, the fourteenth-century historical

                                novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms (三国, sān

                                    guó). Covering 120 chapters and a cast of thousands,

                                the story touches heavily on the Yangzi basin, which, as a buffer

                                zone between the Three Kingdoms, formed the backdrop for many major

                                battles and key events. Some surviving sites are covered in this

                                chapter and elsewhere in the guide.

The Romance of the Three

                                    Kingdoms is essentially fictionalized, though well founded

                                in historical fact. Opening in 168 AD, the tale recounts the decline

                                of the Han empire, how China was split into three states by

                                competing warlords, and the subsequent (short-lived) reunification

                                of the country in 280 AD under a new dynasty. The main action begins

                                in 189 AD. At this point, the two protagonists were the villainous

                                    Cao Cao and the virtuous Liu

                                    Bei, whose watery character was compensated for by the

                                strength of his spirited sworn brothers Zhang Fei

                                and Guan Yu – the latter eventually becoming

                                enshrined in the Chinese pantheon as the red-faced god of war and

                                healing. Having put down the Yellow Turban taoist secret society

                                uprising in 184 AD in the name of the emperor, both Cao and Liu felt

                                their position threatened by the other; Cao was regent to the

                                emperor Xian, but Liu had a remote blood tie to the

                                throne. Though both claimed to support the emperor’s wishes,

                                Cao and Liu began fighting against each other, with Cao being

                                defeated in Hubei at the Battle of the Red Cliffs

                                (208 AD) after Liu engaged the aid of the wily adviser Zhuge

                                    Liang, who boosted Liu’s heavily outnumbered

                                forces by enlisting the help of a third warlord, Sun

                                    Quan.

Consolidating their positions, each of the three formed a

                                private kingdom: Cao Cao retreated north to the Yellow River basin

                                where he established the state of Wei around the

                                ailing imperial court; Sun Quan set up Wu farther

                                south along the lower Yangzi; while Liu Bei built a power base in

                                the riverlands of Sichuan, the state of Shu. The alliance between

                                Shu and Wu fell apart when Sun Quan asked Guan Yu to betray Liu.

                                Guan refused and was assassinated by Sun in 220 AD. At this point

                                Cao Cao died, and his ambitious son, Cao Pi, forced

                                the emperor to abdicate and announced himself head of a new dynasty.

                                Fearing retaliation from the state of Shu after Guan Yu’s

                                murder, Sun Quan decided to support Cao Pi’s claims, while

                                over in Shu, Liu Bei also declared his right to rule.

Against Zhuge Liang’s advice, Liu

                                marched against Wu to avenge Guan Yu’s death, but his troops

                                mutinied, killing Zhang Fei. Humiliated, Liu withdrew to Baidicheng

                                in the Yangzi Gorges and died. With him out of the way, Cao Pi

                                attacked Sun Quan, who was forced to renew his uncomfortable

                                alliance with Shu – now governed by Zhuge Liang – to

                                keep the invaders out of his kingdom. By 229 AD, however, things

                                were stable enough for Sun Quan to declare himself as a rival

                                emperor, leaving Zhuge to die five years later fighting the armies

                                of Wei. Wei was unable to pursue the advantage, as a coup against

                                Cao Pi started a period of civil war in the north, ending around 249

                                AD when the Sima clan emerged victorious. Sun Quan

                                died soon afterwards, while Shu abandoned all claim to the empire.

                                Wei’s Sima clan founded a new dynasty, the

                                    Jin, in 265 AD, finally overpowering Wu and

                                uniting China in 280 AD.






Anhui


Hefei >
Northern Anhui >
The Yangzi:

                    Ma’anshan and Xuancheng >
Jiuhua

                    Shan >
Tunxi, Shexian and Yixian

                    >
Huang Shan >


Despite a government vision of

                        Anhui (安徽, ānhuī) as a wealthy corridor between

                    coast and interior, the region continues to live up to its reputation as eastern

                    China’s poorest province. It has a long history, however, and not all of

                    it bad. Million-year-old remains of the proto-human Homo erectus have

                    been found here, while Shang-era copper mines in southern Anhui fuelled

                    China’s Bronze Age. The province later became known for its artistic

                    refinements, from decorative Han tombs through to Song-dynasty porcelain and

                    Ming architecture.

Any success,

                    however, has been in the face of Anhui’s unfriendly geography. Arid and

                    eroded, the north China plains extend into its upper third as far as the

                        Huai River, and while the south is warmer and wetter, the

                    fertile wooded hills soon climb to rugged mountains, where little can grow.

                    Historically, though, the flood-prone Yangzi itself has ensured

                    Anhui’s poverty by regularly inundating the province’s low-lying

                    centre, which would otherwise produce a significant amount of crops. Until

                    recently, a lack of bridges across the river also created a very physical

                    division, separating the province’s mountainous south from its more

                    settled regions. Despite improvements in infrastructure since the 1990s,

                    including the expansion of highways and railways, Anhui seems to remain, rather

                    unfairly, as economically retarded as ever.

For the visitor, this isn’t all bad news.

                    Neither Hefei – the provincial capital – nor the

                    north has much beyond history; yet there are compensations for Anhui’s

                    lack of development south of the Yangzi. Here, superlative mountain landscapes

                    at Huang Shan and the collection of Buddhist temples at

                        Jiuhua Shan have been pulling in sightseers for centuries,

                    and there’s a strong cultural tradition stamped on the area, with a

                    substantial amount of antique rural architecture surviving intact around

                        Tunxi. A riverside reserve near Xuancheng protects the

                        Chinese alligator, one of the world’s most endangered

                    animals, though another local species, the Yangzi river

                    dolphin, is now classified extinct.

Flooding aside (and there’s a near guarantee

                    of this affecting bus travel during the summer months), the main problem with

                    finding your way around Anhui is that many towns have a range of aliases, and

                    can be differently labelled on maps and timetables. Rail lines

                    connect Hefei to Nanjing through Wuhu – Anhui’s

                    major port – with other lines running west towards Changsha, north to

                    Xi’an and Beijing, and south from Tunxi to Jiangxi.

Hefei


Arrival and information >
Accommodation >
The City >
Eating, drinking and entertainment >
Directory >


Nestled in the heart

                    of the province but generally overlooked in the rush to cross the Yangzi and

                    reach Huang Shan, Anhui’s capital, HEFEI (合肥,

                        héféi) gets few chance visitors. Only developed as a

                    modest industrial base after 1949, Hefei’s sole points of interest are a

                    couple of historical sites and an unusually thorough

                        museum. The street layout retains its concentric ring-roads

                    of yore, which can make navigation confusing, but aside from that, with its

                    concrete highrises and KFCs, there’s little to differentiate

                    Hefei from countless other modern Chinese cities. Nevertheless, it’s a

                    comfortable enough place to stay, can be a handy transport hub and the locals

                    will be happy, if perhaps surprised, to see you.
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Arrival and information

Luogang airport is about 11km from

                    the city, and reachable by taxi (¥40). The airlines office

                    (daily 8am–10pm; 0551/2886626), whose entrance doubles as a

                    florist’s, is on Huizhou Dadao. The train station is 3km

                    northeast of the centre at the end of Shengli Lu – bus #119 runs down

                    Shengli Lu and into town along Changjiang Lu – with lines servicing

                    Bozhou, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu, Xiamen and Beijing. There’s a train

                    ticket booth, attached to a travel agency selling air tickets, a little north

                    from Changjiang Lu (长江路, chángjiānglù)

                    – the main street – along the west side of Fuyang Lu.

Hefei’s main bus station, on

                    Mingguang Lu, handles traffic from all over Anhui and adjacent provincial

                    capitals, though there are just as many services from the chaotic clutch of

                        minibus depots nearby on Shengli Lu – leaving,

                    you’ll have to hunt around stations for the right

                    vehicle.

< Back to Hefei

Accommodation

Hefei

                    has a range of unremarkable places to stay. Some of the budget

                    hotels near the bus stations have cheap dorm beds.

7 Days Inn

                            (7天连锁酒店, qī tiānliánsuŏjiŭdiàn) 299

                        Changjiang Zhong Lu 0551/2248177. Right in the centre of town, this

                        characterless but scrupulously clean chain hotel is undeniably great value.

                        ¥140–199



Anhui Hotel (安徽饭店,

                                ānhūifàndiàn) 88 Meishan Lu

                        0551/221888888, anhuihtl@mail.hf.ah.cn. Smart

                        business hotel marred by its faded exterior. Staff speak English and rooms

                        are of a decent standard. ¥300–449



Donghai Fandian

                            (东海饭店, dōnghǎi fàndiàn) 139 Mingguang

                        Lu 0551/4693004. The best-value budget accommodation in town, with

                        small, comfortable doubles and larger twin rooms.

                        ¥81–139



Hilton (希尔顿酒店,

                                xīěrdùnjiǔdiàn) 198 Shengli Lu

                        0551/2808888, hefei@hilton.com. A huge, opulent lobby, quality

                        rooms and all the other services you would expect at a Hilton.

                        ¥600–799



Holiday Inn (古井假日酒店, gǔjǐng

                                jiàrì jiǔdiàn) 1104 Changjiang

                        Lu 0551/2206666, www.holiday-inn.com/hefeichina, hihfe@mail.hf.ah.cn. The usual range of facilities,

                        along with a surprisingly good and inexpensive 24hr noodle bar.

                        There’s also a coffeeshop alongside the fifth-floor reception.

                        ¥600–799



[image: Author pick]Motel 168 (莫泰连锁旅店, mòtàiliánsuŏ

                                lǚdiàn) Shengli Lu

                        0551/5186777. Another of China’s growing phalanx of budget chain

                        hotels is just a quick hop from either station. Smart, good-value, clean

                        rooms. ¥200–299



Xinya Dajiudian

                            (新亚大酒店, xīnyà dàjiŭdiàn) Near

                        the bus stations on Shengli Lu 0551/2203088, www.xinyahotel.cn. The once-upmarket lobby is

                        reflected in the worn furnishings upstairs, but rooms are large, everything

                        works and the staff are happy to have you.

                    ¥200–299



< Back to Hefei

The City

Ringed by

                    parkland and canals – the remains of Ming-dynasty moats – downtown

                    Hefei resembles a suburban high street more than a provincial capital. The few

                    sights worth mentioning aren’t too far off that main strip.

The Provincial Museum

The Provincial Museum on Mengcheng Lu (省博物馆, shěng

                        bówùguăn; Tues–Sun 9am–5pm; free) provides

                    sound evidence of Anhui’s contributions to Chinese culture. A walk-through

                    plaster cave of plastic dinosaurs follows on from a cast of the Homo

                        erectus cranium from Taodian in the south of the province, proudly

                    displayed in an oversized glass case. Comparatively recent history emerges in a

                    few Stone Age items and an exceptional Shang bronze urn decorated with tiger and

                    dragon motifs. Also interesting are the carved blocks taken from Han-dynasty

                    mausoleums – Chinese-speakers might be able to decipher the comments about

                    the Cao family (of The Three Kingdoms fame) incised into the bricks of

                    their Bozhou tomb by construction labourers. Elsewhere, there’s an exhibit

                    of the “Four Scholastic Treasures” for which the province is famed:

                    high-quality ink sticks, heavy carved inkstones, weasel-hair writing brushes and

                    multicoloured papers.

Mingjiao Si and Li

                Hongzhang Ju

Across town, the busy,

                    pedestrian eastern half of Huaihe Lu seems an unlikely location for

                        Mingjiao Si (明教寺, míngjiào

                    sì; daily 7am–6pm; ¥10), a restored sixteenth-century

                    temple whose fortress-like walls front unpretentious halls and a peach garden.

                    The temple occupies a Three Kingdoms site where the northern leader Cao

                        Cao drilled his crossbowers during the winter of 216–17 AD. A

                    glassed-in well in the temple’s main courtyard reputedly dates from this

                    time; it definitely looks ancient, a worn stone ring set close to the ground,

                    deeply scored over the centuries by ropes being dragged over the rim. Just west,

                        Li Hongzhang Ju (李鸿章居, lĭhóngzhāng jū;

                    daily 8.30am–6pm; ¥20) is a similarly anachronistic Qing-era mansion,

                    whose surrounding grey brick wall hides a series of tastefully decorated

                    courtyards and halls embellished with opulently carved wooden

                furniture.

Baohe Park

Down at the southeastern side of town, Baohe

                        Park (包河公园, bāohé gōngyuán) is a nice strip

                    of lakeside willows and arched bridges off Wuhu Lu, where the Bao Gong

                        Ci (包公祠, bāogōng cí; Lord Bao Memorial Hall; daily

                    8am–6pm; ¥50) identifies Hefei as the birthplace of Bao, the famous

                    Song-dynasty administrator and, later, governor of Kaifeng. Lord Bao’s

                    ability to uncover the truth in complex court cases, and his proverbially

                    unbiased rulings, are the subject of endless tales – he also often appears

                    as a judge in paintings of Chinese hell. Along with gilded statues, some

                    waxworks bring a couple of well-known stories to life: look for Lord Bao’s

                    dark face, improbably “winged” hat and the three axes – shaped

                    as a dragon, tiger and dog – he had made for summary executions; the

                    implement used was chosen according to the status of the

                    condemned.

< Back to Hefei

Eating, drinking and entertainment

Off the Huaihe Lu pedestrian street, a warren of

                    alleys holds stalls and canteens where you can

                    fill up on stir-fries, noodle soups and river food. There’s an excellent

                    hotpot to be had at Happy Grassland (欢乐牧场火锅,

                        huānlèmùchănghuŏguō), in a cavernous basement next

                    door to Mingjiao Si, where friendly staff will help you pick your way through

                    the menu, and more DIY fare on the southwest side of town at Handou Korean

                        Barbecue (韩都烤肉餐厅, hándoū kǎoyā cāntīng), if you fancy

                    cooking your own steak at the table. Round the corner from the Donghai

                        Fandian, the Dongmen Kaoya Dian (东门烤鸭店, dōngmén

                        kǎoyā diàn) is a fantastic, hugely popular example of a dying

                    breed of basic Chinese canteen – no frills, but the open kitchen turns out

                    lots of tasty dishes for just a few yuan each. Romans Pizza Housh

                    (罗麦斯意大利比萨屋,

                        luómàisīyìdàlìbǐsàwū), on

                    Changjiang Lu, is better at cooking than spelling; nearby are the usual plethora

                    of Western fast-food outlets and, for a steak meal, Hao Yuan Lai (好缘来,

                        haŏyuán laí; ¥35 and up).

Morgan, on Shouchun Lu, is a fair

                    approximation of a Western bar, while there are a couple of

                    more upmarket watering holes toward the train station in the Hilton.

                    Further evening entertainment can be had browsing the night

                        markets that spring up in the streets north of Huaihe Lu, as well

                    as around the junction of Shengli Lu and Mingguang Lu, and opposite the train

                    station.

< Back to Hefei

Directory

Banks and exchange The Bank of

                        China (Mon–Fri 8.30am–5.30pm) is on Changjiang

                    Lu.



Bookstores The Xinhua Bookstore

                        on Changjiang Lu has some books in English – including translated

                        Chinese novels – on the second floor.



Hospital There’s one with English-speaking doctors at the

                        junction of Tongchang Lu and Changjiang Lu.



Internet Upstairs at the post

                office.



Mail The post office (daily

                        8am–6pm) is on Changjiang Lu.



PSB On Shouchun Lu, a few blocks north of Changjiang

                        Lu.



Travel agents A tourist

                        information office/travel agency sits on the corner of Changjiang Lu and

                        Huizhou Dadao.



< Back to Hefei

Northern Anhui

Bozhou >

Cynics say that northern Anhui’s high points are its roads, which

                    run on flood-proof embankments a few metres above pancake-flat paddy fields.

                    Certainly, about the only geographic features are rivers such

                    as the Huai He, setting for the rather drab industrial centre

                    of Bangbu (蚌埠, bàngbù). The

                        battle of Huai Hai took place nearby in 1948, when a

                    million Guomindang and PLA combatants fought a decisive encounter in which the

                    guerrilla-trained Communists overran Chiang Kai-shek’s less flexible

                    forces. A demoralized GMD surrendered in Beijing in January the next year, and

                    though war resumed when the two sides couldn’t agree on terms, it was

                    largely a mopping-up operation by the Communists against pockets of GMD

                    control.

All this is mainly

                    background for what you’ll see along the way, but anyone interested in

                    traditional Chinese medicine will find attractions at Bozhou,

                    which is worth a day’s scrutiny on the long haul into or out of the

                    province. There are minibuses throughout the day from

                    Hefei’s Shengli Lu depots.

Bozhou

BOZHOU (亳州,

                        bózhōu) lies in Anhui’s northwestern corner, around

                    five hours from Hefei, the journey taking in scenes of river barges loading up

                    with coal, red-brick villages, and a level horizon pierced by kiln chimneys. The

                    city’s fame rests on it being the largest marketplace in the world for

                    traditional Chinese medicine; as the birthplace of Hua

                        Mulan, heroine of Chinese legend and Disney animation; and as the

                    ancestral home of The Three Kingdoms’ Cao Cao,

                    traditionally portrayed as a self-serving villain whose maxim was “Better

                    to wrong the world than have it wrong me”.

Orientation and arrival

Bozhou’s centre is a 2km-wide grid just south of the slow-flowing

                        Wo He River, the main roads being the east–west

                    Renmin Lu and the north–south Qiaoling Lu that intersect on the eastern

                    side of town. The train station is about 3km southeast –

                    best reached by taxi – and has a few services down to Hefei each day. An

                    alternative rail option is to catch a bus south to Fuyang (around 90min), which

                    is on the Beijing–Jiujiang and Hefei–Zhengzhou lines. The two

                    adjacent bus stations on Qiaoling Lu mostly serve Hefei, Fuyang

                    or local destinations, with a few long-distance buses to adjoining

                    provinces.

The Bank of

                        China is also on the crossroads, with the main post

                        office 500m west on Renmin Zhong Lu.

The City

About 3km

                    southeast of the centre, the eastern end of Zhan Qian Lu (the train station

                    approach road) sets up on weekdays as a medicinal market,

                    attracting around 60,000 traders daily from all over China and Southeast Asia.

                    The main Chinese Medicinal Products Marketplace (中药材交易中心,

                        zhōngyàocái jiāoyìzhōngxīn) is a huge building

                    on the south side of the road, packed to the rafters with bales of dried plants,

                    fungi – including the bizarre caterpillar fungus, or cordyceps

                    – and animals (or bits of them). The market and its strangely reassuring

                    smell alone justify the trip, but you need to arrive early – perhaps

                    coming to town the night before – as the indoor market closes at

                    10am.

The rest of Bozhou is for

                    history buffs. On the south side of Renmin Zhong Lu, Dixia Yunbing

                        Dao (地下运兵道, dìxià yùnbīngdào;

                    ¥20) is a 100m-long tunnel Cao Cao had installed so his troops could take an

                    invading army by surprise. North from here, Renmin Bei Jie is the heart of

                    Bozhou’s Muslim quarter, full of noodle-, bread- and

                    mutton kebab-vendors, and containing a couple of small mosques.

Bozhou’s architectural masterpiece is

                        Huaxi Lou (花戏楼, huāxì lóu; ¥20),

                    a seventeenth-century guild-temple theatre at the river end of Nanjing Gang.

                    Sporting skilfully carved brick and wood embellishments, the theatre is named

                    after the Han-dynasty doctor Hua Tuo, the first person credited

                    with using anaesthetics during surgery, and who was bumped off by Cao Cao after

                    refusing to become the warlord’s personal physician. The friezes

                    surrounding the stage show several well-known The Three Kingdoms set

                    pieces, while the theatre’s rear hall contains a collection of Neolithic

                    stone axes and Eastern Han artefacts unearthed nearby.

Accommodation and eating

The intersection of Renmin Lu and Qiaoling Lu, about 500m south of the

                    bus stations, marks a heap of accommodation options. The

                    three-star Gujing Dajiudian (古井大酒店, gŭjĭng

                        dàjiŭdiàn; 0558/5521298; ¥140–199) has some

                    pretensions to comfort with the usual cloned Chinese-hotel rooms replete with

                    bad carpets and loose fittings.

Hotpot and noodle stalls abound in the alleys off the crossroads, and the

                        Gujing Dajiudian’s restaurant offers tasty,

                    if pricey, standard Chinese fare.

< Back to Northern

                        Anhui

The Yangzi: Ma’anshan and

                    Xuancheng


Ma’anshan >
Xuancheng >


The Yangzi (长江, chángjiāng) flows

                    silt-grey and broad for 350km across Anhui’s lower third, forming a very

                    visible geographic boundary – the fact that as recently as 1995 the only

                    way to cross the river was by ferry is an indication of the province’s

                    chronic underdevelopment. It’s now bridged in the east at Wuhu (芜湖,

                        wúhú) and roughly halfway along at Tongling (铜岭,

                        tónglĭng) where a reserve was at the forefront of

                    unsuccessful efforts to save the baiji, or Yangzi river

                        dolphin (白鲫河, báijì hé). Though the

                    animals – 2.5m-long white river dolphins with a long thin snout and a

                    stubby dorsal fin – were common as recently as the 1970s, a 2007 survey of

                    the river failed to find a single one, the species’ demise linked to

                    industrial pollution, river traffic and net fishing. The dolphins may linger on

                    only in Tongling’s Baiji beer, which has their Latin

                    name, Lipotes vexillifer, stamped on the bottle cap.

Most of the riverside towns don’t really

                    justify special trips, but Ma’anshan and

                        Xuancheng offer a modicum of interest for their poetic and

                    herpetological associations, respectively.

Ma’anshan

MA’ANSHAN (马鞍山, mǎ’ān shān) is

                    notable for cliffside scenery at Cuiluo Shan (翠螺山,

                        cuìlúo shān; ¥40), twenty minutes on bus #4 from

                    the bus or train station, and its vast expanse of parkland dotted with halls and

                    pavilions commemorating Tang-dynasty poet Li Bai (aka Tai Bai).

                    Inspired by the scenery, Li Bai wrote many of his works here; he drowned nearby

                    in 762 AD after drunkenly falling out of a boat while trying to touch the

                    moon’s reflection.

Ma’anshan’s bus and train

                        stations are on Hongqi Lu, which leads down to the town centre

                    (head left out of the bus station or right out of the train station).

                    There’s a Motel 168 (莫泰连锁旅店,

                        mòtàiliánsuŏ lǚdiàn; 0555/2753333;

                    ¥140–199) at 14 Hubei Lu, a fifteen-minute walk from the stations down

                    Hongqi Lu and then left along the edge of Yushan Lake. The Bank of

                        China and post office are both on Hubei

                Lu.
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Xuancheng

Two hours by bus to the southeast

                    of Wuhu, XUANCHENG (宣城, xuānchéng) is an untidy

                    but friendly place worth visiting for its Chinese alligator-breeding

                        centre (扬子鳄养殖场, yángzĭè yǎngzhíchǎng;

                    daily 8am–5pm; ¥30). Wild populations of these timid alligators are

                    few and confined to Anhui, with their habitat ever more encroached upon, but a

                    breeding programme has boosted their captive numbers here to ten thousand;

                    it’s a rare opportunity to see these animals up close. Tourist bus #5 from

                    the bus station runs to the centre.

Xuancheng is about 2km across, with the train station on

                    the eastern side and the main bus station to the southwest. For

                        accommodation, the Xuanzhou Binguan is on

                    Zhuangyuan Lu (宣州宾馆, xuānzhōu bīnguăn; 0563/3022957;

                    ¥140–199), near the bus station.
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Jiuhua Shan
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A place of worship for fifteen hundred years,

                        JIUHUA SHAN (九华山, jiǔhuá shān; also known

                    as Nine Glorious Mountains, a name bestowed by the Tang man of letters Li Bai on

                    seeing the major pinnacles rising up out of clouds) has been one of

                    China’s sacred Buddhist mountains ever since the Korean monk Jin

                        Qiaojue (believed to be the reincarnation of the Bodhisattva

                    Dizang, whose doctrines he preached) died here in a secluded cave in 794 AD.

                    Today, there are more than seventy temples – some founded back in the

                    ninth century – containing a broad collection of sculptures, religious

                    texts and early calligraphy, though there are also plenty of visitors (many of

                    them overseas Chinese and Koreans) and some outsized building projects

                    threatening to overwhelm Jiuhua Shan’s otherwise human scale. Even so, an

                    atmosphere of genuine devotion is clearly evident in the often austere halls,

                    with their wisps of incense smoke and distant chanting.
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Arrival and mountain access

Though it’s 60km south of the Yangzi and

                    remote from major transport centres, Jiuhua Shan is straightforward enough to

                    reach, with direct buses at least from Hefei, Tangkou, Taiping

                    (Huang Shan), Tongling and Guichi. Other traffic might drop you 25km to the

                    northeast at Qingyang (青阳, qīngyáng), from

                    where mountain minibuses (¥10) leave when full throughout

                    the day; in case you arrive late, there’s a cheap hotel attached to the

                    bus station here.

The twisting

                    Jiuhua Shan road passes villages scattered amidst the moist green of rice fields

                    and bamboo stands, white-walled houses built of bricks interlocked in a

                    “herringbone” pattern, with some inspiring views of bald, spiky

                    peaks above and valleys below. The road ends at picturesque Jiuhua Shan

                        village, where the mountain’s accommodation and the most

                    famous temples huddle around a couple of cobbled streets and squares, all hemmed

                    in by encircling hills. Upon arrival at the village gates you’ll have to

                    pay an entry fee (March–Nov ¥190; Dec–Feb

                    ¥140). From here the road runs up past a host of market stalls selling

                    postcards, trinkets, and waterproof maps and umbrellas for the frequently sodden

                    weather.

About 100m along, the road

                    divides around the village in a 2km circuit; a booth selling onward bus tickets

                    is just down on the right here, while the core of the village lies straight

                    ahead. Long-distance transport to Hefei, Nanjing, Tangkou, Taiping, Tunxi and

                    Shanghai congregates first thing in the morning near the booth, or you can pick

                    up minibuses to Qingyang and look for connections there.
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Accommodation and

                eating

You’ll be grabbed on arrival and

                    offered all manner of accommodation, most of it decent value.

                    For more upmarket facilities try Julong Dajiudian, to the right of the

                    village gates behind an illuminated fountain (聚笼大酒店, jùlóng

                        dàjiŭdiàn; 0566/2831368; ¥600–799), though

                    check rooms for dampness first. On the other side of the street, Zhiyuan

                        Si (执园寺, zhíyuán sì; ¥30) has

                    extremely bare beds that may be available to tourists – though

                    they’re designed for itinerant monks. Up the main street on the left, look

                    for steps and an English sign above a car park for Taihua Shanzhuang

                    (太华山庄, tàihuá shānzhuāng; 0566/2831340, jhswwx@163.com; ¥200–299), a hospitable guesthouse

                    with constant hot water and a very helpful travel service, although they

                    don’t speak English. For cheaper lodgings head up the hill past the bus

                    ticket booth, where there are several smaller hotels with simple, shabby rooms

                    (¥81–199). Numerous places to eat offer everything

                    from cheap buns to expensive game dishes.
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On Jiuhua

                Shan

Just inside the village gates,

                        Zhiyuan Si (执园寺, zhíyuán sì;

                    free) is an imposing Qing monastery built with smooth, vertical walls, upcurving

                    eaves and a yellow-tiled roof nestled up against a cliff. Despite a sizeable

                    exterior, the numerous little halls are cramped and stuffed with sculptures,

                    including a fanged, bearded and hooknosed thunder god bursting out of its

                    protective glass cabinet just inside the gate. Head for the main hall, in which

                    a magnificently gilded Buddhist trinity sits solemnly on separate lotus flowers,

                    blue hair dulled by incense smoke, and ringed by arhats. This makes

                    quite a setting for the annual temple fair, held in

                    Dizang’s honour on the last day of the seventh lunar month, when the hall

                    is packed with worshippers, monks and tourists. Make sure you look behind the

                    altar, where Guanyin statuettes ascend right to the lofty wooden roof

                    beams.

If you follow the main road

                    around through the village, the next temple of note is the new and garish

                        Dabei Lou (大悲楼, dàbēi lóu; ¥6),

                    which sports some hefty carved stonework; more or less opposite,

                        Huacheng Si (化城寺, huàchéng

                    sì; ¥8) is the mountain’s oldest surviving temple, which

                    may date as far back as to the Tang, though it has been comprehensively

                    restored. The stone entrance is set at the back of a large cobbled square whose

                    centrepiece is a deep pond inhabited by some giant goldfish. Inside,

                    Huacheng’s low-ceilinged, broad main hall doubles as a museum, with

                    paintings depicting the life of Jin Qiaojue from his sea crossing to China

                    (accompanied only by a faithful hound) to his death at the age of 90, and the

                    discovery of his miraculously preserved corpse three years later.

To the peaks

The

                    mountain’s official “entrance” is marked by a huge ornamental

                    gateway and temple about 500m past Dabei Lou on the main road, though

                    well-concealed, smaller flagstoned paths ascend from behind Zhiyuan Si and at

                    the corners of the main road in the village. There’s also a

                        funicular railway (缆车站, lǎnchē zhàn;

                    one-way; March–Nov ¥55, Dec–Feb ¥40) from the main street

                    near Longquan Fandian to the ridge above. Using these access points, you can do

                    a good, easy circuit walk on the ridges just above the village in about an hour,

                    or extend this to a full day’s hike up around Jiuhua’s higher peaks

                    – though again, you can save time by using park buses and the cable car.

                    To get on the circuit, walk past Dabei Lou to where the road bends sharply

                    right. Steps ascend from here to a temple complex whose entrance-hall atrium

                    contains some gruesomely entertaining, life-size sculptures of Buddhist hell.

                    These are so graphic that it’s hard not to feel that the artists enjoyed

                    their task of depicting sinners being skewered, pummelled, strangled, boiled and

                    bisected by demons, the virtuous looking down, doubtless exceedingly thankful

                    for their salvation. Beyond the temple, a few minutes’ walk brings you to

                    a meeting of several paths at Yingke Song (迎客松,

                        yíngkè sōng; Welcoming Guest Pine). Bear left and

                    it’s a couple of kilometres past several pavilions and minor temples to

                        Baisui Gong (百岁宫, bǎisuì gōng; ¥8), a

                    plain, atmospheric monastery whose interior is far from weatherproof, with

                    clouds drifting in and out of the main hall. A rear room contains the mummy of

                    the Ming priest Wu Xia, best known for compiling the Huayan sutras in

                    gold dust mixed with his own blood; his tiny body is displayed seated in prayer,

                    grotesquely covered in a thick, smooth skin of gold leaf. Steps descend to

                    Zhiyuan Si, or you can take the funicular railway down to the main

                    street.
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