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Much of China’s natural beauty and cultural 
heritage is found in Zhejiang. A journey around 
this province in Southern China reveals not only 

a history that’s been well glorified, but also 
packing in plenty of modern appeal

More Than 
Meets The Eye

Z
hejiang is inarguably 
the most scenic 
province in China. For 
centuries the Middle 
Kingdom’s emperors 

and poets documented their 
travels to the region south of the 
Yangtze River, inspired by the 
abundant natural landscapes and 
diverse local lifestyles. Today, the 

area is more prosperous than ever 
– tranquil lakes are fringed with 
high street shops, traditional tea 
houses sit in modern malls, and 
millennia-old towns buzz with 
nightlife. On a journey around 
Zhejiang’s cities and towns you’ll 
experience a complex, discordant, 
but ultimately fascinating mix of 
past and present.

CHINA

Catch the sunrise 
at Xitang with a 

peaceful early 
morning stroll 
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NiNgbo’s sereNe 
Waves
Known as a major seaport city with 
a booming export industry, 
Ningbo’s history as a trade city 
dates back over 2,000 years. I wasn’t 
surprised, then, to learn that it is 
also home to Tian Yi Ge, the oldest 
surviving private library in China. 
Founded in 1561 during the Ming 
Dynasty, the pavilion houses rare 
antique woodblock printed and 
handwritten books. During the Qing 
Dynasty, Emperor Qianlong ordered 
for Tian Yi Ge’s building plan and 
book cases to be used as prototype 
to build several imperial libraries 
around China, including Wenyuan 
Chamber in the Forbidden City. 
Today, the grounds and gardens are 
beautifully preserved.

Devout Buddhists often travel 
through Ningbo to visit Mount 
Putuo, a popular Buddhist 
pilgrimage site that boasts the 
largest bronze statue of Guanyin in 
the world. In addition to the 
numerous temples and nunneries 
with panoramic sea views, the 
restaurants on Mount Putuo are 
known for serving excellent 
vegetarian cuisine. Sitting on an 
island off the coast in the East 
China Sea, Mount Putuo is reached 
via bus and ferry from Ningbo.  

For a feel of modern Ningbo, it’s 
imperative to visit Tianyi Square. 
Sprawling over two million square 

1. Climb the 332 
steps to the Bronze 
Buddha statue at 
Xuedousi

2. Each day, 
thousands of 
devotees flock to the 
Guanyin Statue at 
Mount Putuo

3. Lotus pool outside 
Puji Temple

4. Freshly baked 
thousand-layer biscuit, 
a Xikou specialty

5. Wuling Gate is the 
entrance to the old 
town at Xikou, where 
Chiang Kai-shek’s 
family home is located

WHERE TO EAT 
Gang Ya Gou
Established in 1926, this restaurant 
is famous for its tangyuan (sweet 
glutinous rice dumplings), as well as 
other Ningbo specialties like 
stewed duck in soy sauce, beef with 
glutinous rice, and almond tea. 

metres, the opulently designed area 
includes 22 European-style 
buildings housing boutiques and 
restaurants, lavish pools, a 
40-metre-high musical fountain, and 
even a Gothic church. The square 
may be the namesake of an ancient 
Chinese pavilion, but it’s a symbol 
of Western influence and the city’s 
prosperity today.

ZeN iN the 
MouNtaiNs
Roughly 30 minutes away from 
metropolitan Ningbo is 
Xuedoushan, which translates to 
“Snow Hole Mountain” in English. 

Not that there’s any snow on this 
800-metre peak – Xuedoushan is so 
named for the milky white spring 
which flows from a hole in the 
middle of the mountain. It’s also 
where one of the most famous Zen 
Buddhist temples, Xuedousi, is 
located. Constructed during the Tang 
Dynasty, it offers spectacular views 
for miles around, especially if you 
climb up the 332 steps to where the 
giant bronze Buddha statue sits.

Sitting at the foot of the 
mountains along a stream is Xikou, 
the hometown of Chinese political 
and military leader Chiang Kai-Shek. 
Strolling along the single main road 
of the old town took me to the 
Chiang family home, which revealed 
fragments of the famed 
generalissimo’s personal life, in 
particular his filial piety towards his 
mother. Chiang Kai-Shek even built 
an oddly narrow staircase to the 
second level of the house so that the 
spirit of his late mother could climb 
it easily! 

Right next to the Chiang family 
home is another icon of Xikou: the 
shop of Wang Maolong, the most 
famous maker of Xikou’s 
thousand-layer biscuits. Unlike many 
other traditional snacks that are now 
mass-produced, these crisp and 
delicious little squares flavoured 
with sea sedge or soybean powder 
are still handmade and can’t be 
found anywhere outside of the town. 1

2 3 4 5



CHINA

42 escape!  escape! 43

CHINA

siMple Days, 
sleepless Nights
Travelling up to the northern tip of 
Zhejiang, I arrived at the ancient 
water town of Xitang in Jiaxing city. 
As I took in my first impressions, it 
felt like I had travelled back in time. 
Although the buildings in Xitang are 
of Ming and Qing Dynasty origin, the 
history of the town itself dates back 
over 2,000 years.

The best way to start the day here 
is with a humble breakfast of fresh 
doujiang youtiao – soy milk and 
fried dough sticks – while sitting by 
the river. Jiaxing is known as the 
hometown of silk, so as you weave 
through the narrow streets you’ll 
find numerous shops selling wool 
and silk scarves, as well as 
handcrafted tea ware and colourful 
sticky traditional sweets. Xitang is 
made up of eight sections, and one 
could spend the whole day exploring 
the maze of bridges, narrow alleys, 
and tiled-roof corridors.

As the sun sets, take a boat ride 
along the river and you’ll realise 
that Xitang is not the sleepy little 
hideaway it appears to be. One part 
of the town has been dedicated to 
nightlife and entertainment, with 
neon signs adding to the glow of 
red lanterns while thumping club 
beats carry over the water. If pub 
crawling is not your thing, you can 
relive historical times with supper 
or even a night’s stay in one of the 
many inns that open till late. 

With an entrance fee required to 
visit the town, Xitang today 
obviously caters to tourists, but 
most of the shops there are owned 
by actual residents and the town’s 
architecture remains well-preserved. 
If you visit the West Garden, a 
conserved home in Xitang, you’ll be 
astonished by what hides behind 
the long and narrow facade. 
Originally owned by a rich Ming 
Dynasty family, this estate houses a 
Suzhou-style garden with waterfalls 
and pavilions, and even has an 
overhead bridge that connects two 
mansions across a public alley.

opposite Passing 
through three 
courtyards to reach 
the main hall of the 
West Garden 
mansion

1. Boatman along 
the river

2. A shop owner 
making youtiao

3. Despite it being 
a tourist town, the 
traditional way of 
life goes on for 
residents

WHERE TO STAY 
Xitang Yanyu Jiangnan Hotel
Built to blend in with its historic 
surroundings, the hotel’s grounds 
and interiors are a tasteful blend of 
austere Chinese style and modern 
comfort. The riverfront rooms 
afford a splendid view of Xitang as 
you lounge by the window, while 
free in-room Internet access lets 
you stay in touch with the present 
world (www.yyjnhotel.com/en).
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selling tanghulu (candied haw), 
wizened old men in teahouses show 
off their finest grades of Hangzhou’s 
famous longjing cha (Dragonwell 
tea), and touristy shops peddle the 
usual hodgepodge of gilded mirrors, 
embroidered pillows, and paper 
umbrellas. There’s also a street food 
area where you’ll find tasty bamboo 
steamed rice, fried soft-shell crab, 
and braised meats at a steal. 

Hangzhou’s most famous 
attraction is, of course, the West 
Lake. During the Qing Dynasty, the 
emperor Kangxi named ten scenic 
spots around this UNESCO World 
Heritage Site, some of which are 
seasonal, and you’re likely to spot 
four or five bridal photoshoots here 
on any given day. Autumn here is 
especially captivating, when the 
foliage turns gold and the scent of 
osmanthus blossoms fills the air. 
For the ultimate sensory 
indulgence, visit Lou Wai Lou, 
which sits on one of the lake’s most 

iMpressioNs of 
haNgZhou
I end my journey around Zhejiang at 
its capital city, Hangzhou. Regarded 
as one of the most beautiful cities 
in China, Hangzhou flourished 
during the Tang Dynasty when it 
was governed by famous poets Bai 
Juyi and Su Dongpo, and was 
subsequently the capital of the 
Southern Song Dynasty. What few 
people know is that during Qing 
rule, Hangzhou was a stronghold of 
Islam, with the 700-year-old 
Phoenix Mosque being one of the 
oldest in China.

While the West Lake is the first 
thing that comes to mind when 
thinking of Hangzhou, an 
oft-overlooked natural attraction 
worth exploring is the Xixi National 
Wetland Park. Apart from the 
diverse flora and fauna, parts of the 
park used to belong to various 
villages and have mostly been 
conserved to showcase the ancient 
agricultural practices of its 
inhabitants. Shops in the park still 
sell freshly roasted green tea and 
seasonal native produce, such as 
mulberries and persimmons. 

Even with the abundance of 
malls and department stores in 
modern Hangzhou, shoppers still 
flock to the historic Hefang Street to 
experience its eclectic mix of old 
and new and kitsch. Here, 
paper-cutters and caricaturists 
display their work next to stalls 

opposite On the 
banks of West Lake

1. Hefang Street was 
the city’s commercial 
centre during the 
Southern Song 
Dynasty

2. Fresh longjing tea 
leaves being roasted 
and sold on the spot 

3. A boat cruise is the 
best way to explore 
the Xixi National 
Wetlands Park

scenic spots, and enjoy signature 
Hangzhou dishes like West Lake fish 
in vinegar and longjing prawns.

As I take a post-dinner stroll 
along the West Lake, the city lights 
and din of traffic fades away, leaving 
me under the full moon with my 
takeaway cup of hot longjing tea. 
No, the modern world hasn’t 
diminished Zhejiang’s ancient 
beauty at all. If anything, it makes 
everything more multifaceted, 
making touring Zhejiang a 
thoroughly enriching trip indeed. 

 
WHERE TO STAY 
Zhejiang Narada Grand Hotel
With a prime location within 
walking distance of the West Lake 
and Hangzhou’s shopping belt, this 
grand 391-room hotel is part of the 
Zhejiang World Trade International 
Exhibition Center and offers all the 
comforts of a five-star property 
(www.wtcgh.com). 
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gettiNg there 

To Hangzhou, Jetstar Asia 
has four flights a week 
from Singapore and 
AirAsia X flies daily from 
Kuala Lumpur. Singapore 
Airlines and China Eastern 
Airlines fly to Shanghai 
Pudong Airport, where 
you can get to Hangzhou 
via direct bus or 
high-speed train.

CurreNCy 

10 RMB = S$2.05/RM5.33

tiMe ZoNe 

GMT +8 hrs

laNguage 

Mandarin Chinese is the 
default language, but 
simple English is 
understood in cities and 
tourist areas.

CliMate 

Zhejiang is prone to hot, 
humid summers with plenty 
of rain. Fall (October-
December) is the best time 
to visit, with pleasantly cool 
and dry weather.

Home of THe ImmorTAls

gettiNg arouND
It’s best to hire a vehicle 
with driver to get around 
Zhejiang. In Hangzhou and 
Ningbo, public bicycles 
are available for rent and 
will allow you to enjoy the 
sights at your own pace. 
Cars can also be rented at 
Hertz counters in different 
parts of Hangzhou such as 
the airport.

 “In China, people usually greet each other 
with ‘chi fan le mei’, which means ‘have you 

eaten yet?’ as food is seen as integral to one’s 
wellbeing. The phrase is also considered more 

polite than ‘ni hao ma’ (‘how are you?’)”.

CalliNg CoDe
China’s country code is 
+86, while the area 
codes for Hangzhou, 
Jiaxing, and Ningbo are 
571, 573, and 574 
respectively.

visa
Singaporeans can travel 
visa-free in China for 15 
days; Malaysians will 
need to apply for a 
tourist visa. Visit  
www.visaforchina.org for 
more information.

If you’re an adventure seeker, Xianju County in Taizhou is filled with ethereal 
landscapes that are worth the 4-hour drive from Hangzhou. Scenic trails abound 
in this ecological zone and you can spend days hiking the mist-shrouded cliffs of 
Shenxianju, river rafting in the clear and purportedly drinkable waters of Yong’an 
Brook, or simply relaxing at Danzhu Leisure Valley. Xianju is also an agricultural 
region and visitors can participate in various harvest festivals during spring and 
autumn months (www.zjxianju.com).
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