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Main image:  
Migrant fruit sellers  
in front of Chongqing’s 
Great Hall of the 
People

From top:  
Chongqing’s 
impressive skyline 
seen from Chongqing 
South Mountain at 
sunset

Images of Guan 
Yin, the Goddess of 
Mercy, adorn the 
walls of Fengdu 
Ghost City, a temple 
complex popular with 
Chinese tourists.

s you head southward 
from Chongqing’s 
Jiangbei Airport 
towards the 

confluence of the Yangtze and 
Jiangbei Rivers where the city’s 
core sits, your own experience 
belies the skyscrapers growing 
ever larger on the horizon. 
A fluorescent bougainvillea 
flourishes down the side of a 
mid-rise. A stranger jumps into 
your taxi unannounced. Your 48 
hours in Chongqing are going to 
be a study in contrasts, to say the 
least.

Galaxy oF Glass and steel
Glass and steel are all you see 
as you look out from your hotel 
room, the ground beneath the 
chaos and the air above it mere 
bookends holding it all in place. 
Excited to try and make sense of 

it all, you freshen up and make 
your way to Jiefangbei, where 
high-street boutiques and high-
end shopping malls surround the 
People’s Liberation Monument, 
erected in 1945 to celebrate 
communism.

10 minutes in a taxi and 
you’ve stepped into People’s 
Square, another study of China’s 
hybrid economic system. Your 

taste buds perk up as the bright 
skin of the oranges migrant fruit 
sellers are slinging catches your 
eye in front of the Great Hall 
of the People, the brainchild 
of former Communist Party of 
China leader Deng Xiaoping. You 
ignore your hunger, however, and 
traipse across the plaza toward 
the Three Gorges Museum, which 
commemorates the work of 

Wanderlust
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Chongqing is a paradox. It’s equal parts futuristic and provincial, with a skyline 
that looks like something out of Blade Runner but a mindset more befitting of 
1949 than 2049. Although it’s one of the largest cities in China  
(and the world), few outside the Middle Kingdom know it exists.
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48 Hours in Chongqing



engineering — 
and capitalism 
— that catapulted 
China’s formerly 
wild west into 
the present day. 
The greatest leap 
forward, if you 
will. 

Just then, 
the smell of 
Chongqing hot 
pot (“huo guo” in Chinese) enters 
your nasal passage, so you do 
an about-face — where is the 
aroma of lamb and beef singed 
in numbing Sichuan-pepper 
broth coming from? Hot pot has 
a way of making everything taste 
amazing, so don’t waste too 
much energy deciding where to 
eat it. Just go somewhere busy 
— a long line of locals means it 
must be good.

By the time your belly is full, 
the sun is on its way back down 
towards the horizon. As you wait 
to hail a cab (they’re all full), 
you notice for the first time that 
bicycles outnumber luxury cars 
in Chongqing, that there are 
more old people sat around trees 
laughing than millennials staring 
into screens. Finally, a taxi stops.

“Chong Qing Nan Shan,” you tell 
the driver, who makes a beeline 
for the city’s highest viewpoint, 
Chongqing South Mountain. You 
arrive at an observation deck 
hundreds of metres up in time 
to see the grey-blue sky fade to 
orange-purple and finally to black. 

tRain tRavel, tiMe tRavel
When morning comes, you’re 
speeding away from Chongqing 
North Railway Station at 300 
kilometres per hour, along the 
banks of the Yangtze to modern 
Fengdu and its maybe-ancient 
Ghost City. A collection of temples, 
shrines and other paraphernalia, 
it waxes paranormal and riffs 
off of Buddhism, Confucianism 
and Taoism as it snakes up Ming 
Mountain to the “King of Ghosts” 

statue that crowns its summit. 
Maybe ancient, maybe not — your 
visit to the Great Hall of the People 
yesterday reminded you of the 
Cultural Revolution, and how little 
survived it. 

On the other side of the 
spectrum, Ciqikou, which is where 
you tell the taxi to take you upon 
arriving back in Chongqing, is 
certainly not ancient. Cranes 
rise above its rebuilt pagoda, in 
hopes of recreating the Imperial 
architecture that long ago defined 
this former Jialing River trading 
port in the modern district of 
Shapingba. But image is everything 

in China, so you do 
your best to crop the 
modern accents out of 
your pictures as you slurp 
down spicy pork dumpling 
soup (“ma la chao shou” in Chinese) 
in the most crowded shop you can 
find.

It’s nearly nighttime again 
by the time you nap off your food 
coma, which reminds you that 
your 48 hours in Chongqing are 
nearly over. You say your goodbyes 
atop the 2,000-year- old cave 
at Hongyadong, or at least the 
lifestyle complex that’s now built 
into it, and all you can do is smile. 

Wanderlust

For like so many of 
your experiences in  

this city of contrasts, 
what you see — 11 stories 

of stone-roofed restaurants 
lit up in the night like golden 
glitter — is not really  what you get: 

  Visa requirements for 
entering the People’s 
Republic of China can be 
found at http://english.gov.
cn/services/visitchina

Practical matters

  You can enjoy your 48 hours 
in Chongqing year-round, but 
it’s best to avoid the blistering 
heat of summer (June – 
August) and China’s main 
national holidays: February is 
Chinese New Year and Golden 
Week falls on October. 

Clockwise  
from top left:  

A street scene in 
historical Ciqikou

Hongyadong, which 
has been inhabited 

for nearly 2,000 
years, seen at night

Chongqing Hot Pot, 
with tender lamb 
meat ready to be 

dipped into spicy 
Sichuan-pepper and 

savoury bone broth

The King of Ghosts 
crowns the summit of 

Fengdu Ghost City

inset:  
Spicy pork dumpling 

soup or knwon by 
the locals as ma la 

chao shou 

More people are waiting in line at 
Starbucks than for all  
the other retailers combined. 

THAI Smile operates daily 
flights to Chongqing. For more 
information please visit 
www.thaismileair.com 

  THAI Smile 
operates daily flights 
to Chongqing from 
its hub at Bangkok 
Suvarnabhumi Airport 
– visit thaismileair.com 
to see schedules and to 
book your flight. 
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