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A network of bridges with a divider
foundation shaped like a fish mouth
split the river into two, and after eight
years of continuous work, a 66-feet
wide channel was created, effectively
splitting the mountain into two and
bringing the life-force of humans and
crops to the region.

For a UNESCO World Heritage Site,
Dujiangyan is incredibly accessible.
With sprawling walkways, food stalls,
information centres and various tem-
ples and ancient structures to explore,

it's easy to spend hour upon hour here.

Bowls of steamed dumplings, spicy
hot sausages, and cups of aroma-filled
green tea goes a long way in warming
your soul after doing a full round of
the ancient irrigation system—which
tends to frequently get wet from the
incredible spray thrown up, not to
mention the naturally wet weather of
the region.

Communication, despite the Great
Firewall of China, is fairly easy if you
plan ahead and install WeChat, an app
the Chinese use for everything from
messaging to map-searching to trans-
lating. Otherwise, install a VPN, al-
though there’s no guarantee it'll work.

UNESCO might have recognised the
importance of Dujiangyan for keeping
Chengdu alive and thriving, but their
recognition of the city as the “City of
Gastronomy” is perhaps more relevant
to people wanting to try out China.
With an incredible array of culinary
experiences on offer, Chengdu is truly
deserving of the title. Mostly spurred
on by the Sichuan pepper and the love
for red meat and noodles, it's probably
the most accessible part of Sichuanese
culture.

Jinli Street confirms this. As [ walk
in, I'm distinctly aware of the sheer
variety on offer. Lined by two rows of
any century-old structures—everything
from original tea-houses to repur-
posed bath-houses and residences—it’s
easy to separate from the crowd and
immerse yourself in the experience of
eating out in an ancient street. Wher-
ever you turn, you're guaranteed the
authentic Sichuanese cuisine, every-
thing from Dan Dan Noodles (fer-
mented vegetables, sweet bean sauce,
bok choy and seasoned meat on top of
hand-rolled noodles), juicy and plump
wontons in chili oil, cured chicken slic-
es dunked in chili oil, shredded lamb
and peppers, fish broths, scallops,

“The Dance of Changing
Faces”: Known as Bian
Lian, it’s an important
part of Chinese Sichuan
Opera. The performer’s
painted faces change
over and again during
the dance. “Face
changing” toys can be
found throughout the
region.

mind-bending beef noodle soups—if
you love eating, you'll want to keep
coming back. Sichuanese hotpot is
world famous and a staple diet, so
finding a good hotpot place to indulge
yourself to a meal of kings is as easy as
actually eating it. A word of warning
though—the word “spicy” means a very
different thing in Chengdu. It doesn’t
stand for light, at the very least—you’ll
have tears streaming down your face
and your upper lip will be numb and
quivering for at least a couple of hours
after you're done.
The food has to share the limelight
with Chengdu’s (and Sichuan'’s) biggest
hero, however. It's said the giant panda
didn’t get much recognition globally
before one was shipped off to Los Ange-
les in the 1920s and displayed at the
z0o. An icon of global conservation
(thanks to the WWF logo) and en-
vironmental activism, Sichuan is
the natural home of the panda.
Recent years have seen a huge
effort in keeping these picky
bamboo eaters alive, and the
Giant Panda Breeding Re-
search Centre just outside of
Chengdu is a must-visit to
see these majestically inept
creatures in action. Housed
in giant enclosures with
plenty of bamboo scattered
about for continuous consump-
tion (pandas really do eat all
day), the place sees more Chinese
tourists than foreign ones. Chinese
pride in their national symbol means
you'll have to fight for every square
inch of space on the thin walkway built
across their habitats—which explains
why I don’t have a single picture of
the pandas. It's okay though—seeing a
panda stumble out of a tree and waddle
across to a platform to fall asleep in
the middle of chewing bamboo is a
life changing experience, photos or no.
As is seeing a panda baby slumped on
another inside an incubator, tiny paws
occasionally stirring in deep sleep.
[t's difficult to ignore China's
treatment of the Uyghur, their incred-
ibly pervasive surveillance and social
engineering, their suppression of dissent
in Hong Kong and Tibet, as well as their
militaristic aggression in dominating
the regions around their borders. In
light of their political atrocities, Cheng-
du’s motto of “A city you never want to
leave” seems eerily like a threat. After
having experienced it, there might be a
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modicum of truth in it.



