DISCOVERING

here is no greater symbol of China

than its Great Wall. It snakes

physically across the north as a

visceral reminder of this ancient

power, along penetrating
presence reaching across Asia. It exemplifies
China’s flair for grand projects and for its
people, as numerous and their customs as
established, as the stones. A barrier that still
embodies suspicions of protectionism, motifs
of control and the trope of inscrutability.

Its name 'The Great Wall'is, however, a bit
of a misnomer; the name suggests it is one
long structure. In reality, it comprises sections
of varying styles and designs, with numerous
branches, of trenches and natural barriers.
Parts built centuries ago have tumbled to ruin,
others have been rebuilt, maintained and
enhanced, so that no two sections are the
same. Thinking of The Great Wall as a single
entity ignores its complex reality, like its use as
ametaphor, it's a sweeping generalisation.

Badaling

Probably you've been to Badaling. It's the
most popular tourist site for seeing and
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walking on the wall. Part of its popularity is its
closeness to Beijing and ease of transport, it's
also where Mao Zedong famously remarked
You're not a real man if you haven't climbed
the Great Wall. Badaling was the first section of
the wall to be restored and it looks new. It's
wide and solid, surrounded by large car parks
and souvenir stalls. During the national
holidays it's rammed with families clambering
to get a selfie on its ramparts. Despite all this,
it’s still impressive; the scale of reconstruction
itself a huge achievement. It stretches away
into the distance and it’s easy to imagine you
could walk east to the sea or west to the edge
of the empire. Despite the huge numbers of
people present at Badaling, a half hour walk in
either direction and you are likely to be almost
alone to enjoy 4kms of rugged countryside
before the walk ends.

Mutianyu

Mutianyu is another popular site for the
wall. It's more out of the way, but can be
reached by bus from downtown Beijing. Many
people start, or end their hikes at this point and
the area is dotted with farmhouses converted

into hotels. Although nowhere near as popular
as Badaling it still has the trappings of tourism,
but on a smaller scale. Although there is a
Subway and a Burger King there are many
Chinese restaurants serving reasonable (if
slightly pricy) food, some with pleasant
outdoor seating areas where you can watch
people. You can reach the wall by walking
through the woods or take a shuttle bus then
achair lift up to the top.

For the purist traveller, the installation of a
modern chairlift may feel like a desecration of a
UNESCO heritage site and that using it
encourages more unsympathetic
development. But to be fair, the walk up to the
wallis not particularly interesting, and unless
you'e very keen on hiking, the time and
energy is better spent enjoying the wall, rather
than the approach. The chairlift is surprisingly
pleasant, swaying over the canopy of trees,
silent except for the constant chirp of the
cicadas

This section of the wall has been restored
too, but more sympathetically than at
Badaling. It is the section most likely depicted
in pictures and on leaflets. The watch towers
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and steep pathways against the background
bands of inky mountain peaks make great
photographs. This is how | always imagined
the wall to look.

Walking east from Mutianyu the wall
rises in a series of quick and very steep stairs
before ending at one of the watchtowers.
From the windows you can see how the
unrestored wall would look, but sadly can't
continue. East the hike is longer, it's possible to
walk to Jiankou.

If you hike to Mutianyu from the East or
return the same way you can get a toboggan
ride down. Again, hardly in keeping with the
character or setting of the wall, but really
good fun.

Jiankou

Jiankou is the section titled The wild
wall: A segment of wall in the Beijing area that
has gone relatively undisturbed since it was
built. This is partly due to its remote location,
away from the city sprawl and main roads.
Getting there is more difficult and requires a
car or a couple of bus changes and a local taxi,
then some moderate hiking. But it is the most
dramatic and original section remaining. It's
higher, steeper and more winding than the
other sections and at 20kms long is the area
for the serious hiker. Despite its remoteness, it
is popular with hikers and therefore not
immune from drink and food vendors. Unlike

Jiankou Great Wall

Badaling and Mutianyu, the sellers here are
more likely to be old women from a nearby
village, who somehow manage to haul bottles
of drinks up what is quite a difficult, but
enjoyable climb through a steaming jungle,
culminating with a makeshift ladder to the top.

The most popular hike is South to
Mutianyu, which takes about 4 hours. There are
steep rises and descents, trees and bushes to
get around and loose stones underfoot. The
North route to Huanghuacheng is the most
dangerous length of the Wall. Sky Ladder, The
Eagles Flies Facing Upward and Beijing Knot
give some clues as to the incredible features
on the way. Some parts are so decrepit and
steep that it can only be completed on hands
and knees, painstaingly picking a route across
the loose rubble. If you complete this hike you
will be among the few. | turned back at the first
steep section. In consolation, there is a trout
farm nearby where you can catch a fish and
have it bar-b-queued or prepared for eating
raw with wasabi - delicious.

The seasons change. The summer green
turns to autumn hues, the bleak greys of
winter then the cherry blossoms of spring.
Each offers another view, just as these three
sections of the wall offer very different
experiences. And this is just one small area of
its entire length. To truly know The Great Wall is,
perhaps like knowing China, impossible in one
lifetime.

THE WATCH TOWERS AND STEEP
PATHWAYS AGAINST THE
BACKGROUND BANDS OF INKY
MOUNTAIN PEAKS MAKE GREAT
PHOTOGRAPHS. THIS IS HOW |
ALWAYS IMAGINED THE WALLTO
LOOK.
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