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The Unforgettable “City”

When I was in the primary school, the gates and city walls in Beijing were well preserved
and the memories of playing with my little playmates under the city walls and around the city
moats still remain vivid in my mind -+ 1 could not remember how many times I stretched my
neck to look up under the gates, the gigantic frame of which scared me a little at that time, as |
was still too young. When I talk about this now, I can still feel the cold draughts that went
through the gates.

Although I have spent over 10 years with the gates and city walls in Beijing, what left a
deep impression on me is the Xizhimen Gate, the Fuchengmen Gate and the Deshengmen Gate.
Because I was too young at that time and I didn’ t go very far, and I didn’ t expect that these
gates would disappear in such a short time.

Since the invasion of the Eight—Power Allied Forces in the year of Keng—tzu (1900) at the
end of the Qing Dynasty, this ancient city then went through quite different historical periods
such as the wars between warlords, the War of Resistance Against Japan , the War of Liberation
, the “Cultural Revolution” , the reconstruction of the old city, etc. During these hundred
years, many ancient buildings were severely destroyed, among which the tearing down of the
city walls and torii in Beijing no doubt grieved me most. During the Republic of China, most
parts of the royal walls were torn down. During the first several years after liberation of China,
all the torii were almost broken down. while the city walls in the inner city and outer city , at
the end of 1950s and the late 1960s, went through two phases of being demolished. In 1969, I
was still a pupil of primary school, but I witnessed how the city walls in Beijing were finally
torn down. This ancient wall of over 600 years old reached the end of its existence in the 1960s
and was demolished.

At the beginning of 1990s, the municipal government began to carry out policies of recon—
struction of dilapidated houses in the old urban areas, and then the old blocks, alleys and
courtyard houses that can best represent the traditional style and charm of the old city were torn
down from one to another. Instead, the skyscrapers appear. Looking back, when I was little, I
climbed to the top of our house to pluck the Chinese dates and looked around. The beautiful
view of the roofs covered with tiles stretched endlessly and sometimes I could still catch sight of

the Jingshan Mountain and the White Pagoda in Beihai Park. But now, with the gradual disap—
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pearance of the style of the ancient city, | am seized with regret and unease sometimes. Out of
my love for the alleys and courtyard houses in Beijing, I, found of painting when I was young,
come up with the idea to paint those alleys to be broken down and keep them as a memento.
Later on, when I find more and more ancient alleys were demolished with the speed being faster
and faster, I decide to take pictures of these alleys. Beyond my expectation, taking pictures still
cannot catch up with the pace of demolishing and what a pity that many alleys are not taken
picture of and disappear quickly---

Over the last one hundred years, this ancient city has suffered too many wounds with the
continuous disappearance of many ancient buildings symbolic of Beijing. If she is evaluated
with the criteria of an ancient city, clearly, she is not a complete “city” now. However, she is
still the hometown of people in Beijing, and the capital of China. People now should not forget
the original style and features of this ancient city and should remember the old stories that
gradually fade away, as it is her brilliancy of yesterday that has brought the dignity and pride of
today to us. As a native of Beijing, I feel responsible for seeking the precious memory of the city
which has disappeared and collecting it carefully and keeping it. And then I feel it my duty to
carry out in—depth research into it to know about all the aspects related to this memory.

After I take on this task, I really understand how difficult it is. It is not easy to know about
the stories that happen to the ancient buildings in Beijing in the recent one hundred years. My
initial objective is to research and record the time, place and process of these historical events
truly, precisely and in detail. I firmly believe that this book is of significance and does not fail
to deserve the attention of so many friends that care about and love Beijing only by achieving
this objective. Therefore, I dare not slack off a bit and take a short—cut in my writing. I would
prefer to put the material I am not certain of aside temporarily rather than use hearsay. The
words in my book are all from the most original and the most reliable historical documents. In
the process of writing, I have been to all the libraries and archives in Beijing to consult news—
papers, books, documents and archives extensively in the recent hundred years. In order to ob—
tain the first-hand information about the reconstruction of the old urban areas of Beijing, I have
witnessed the demolishing of the old urban areas in winter or in summer year by year in the re—
cent few years. With the disappearance of alleys, many pictures taken by me have become the
precious historical and cultural documents of Beijing. Although the composition of this book is
full of hardships, I still take great delight in it, as after all, with my own efforts I have done my
bit for the “city” I love deeply.

On March 25, 2005, in the 19th meeting of the 12th session of standing committee of Bei—
jing, the Regulations on the Protection of the Historic and Cultural City was put forward for final
review and approval. With this regulation taking effect, there are laws to abide by for the protec—

tion of the historic and cultural city, which will be a great joy for people who love this  “city” .

The Author 2011
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