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The walled

city to share

In the middle of the sprawling city of Tianjin
which is stretched out over hundreds of
square kilometers and populated by millions
of people, this checkerboard like walled city
is so small as to be almost negligible, yet
who could truly afford to ignore it?

When people attempted to search
the origin of this city, the walled city was
described as the live and vivid interpretation
of how numerous rivers converged into
“heaven’s ferry”. When people indulged to
reminisce the glory of this city, the walled city
was positioned as the venue for recasting
the highlights of the convoy’s arrival in the
midst of bell's chiming at dawn and dusk.
When people venture to comb through the
layout of this city, the walled city was defined
as the most distinctive symbol where
nation’s capital was safeguarded and where
river and city were weaved. When people
felt compelled to pursue the character of

this city, the walled city was carried with
the utter proof that north and south were
mingled while east and west were merged.
The formidable Bell Tower rose up as the
anchor of this city, from where a cross road
strode itself out of the gates as the starting
point, strengthening the winding and twisted
sinew of this city. The tranquility cozing
from Confusion Temple and the bustling
bursting out of Guild Hall passed down the
essence of a spirit, modest and humble, yet
variant and tolerant. In the maze of green
leaf shaded alley, there is a resounding
and unique dialect echoing out the ordinary
people’s lifestyle, easy going while forgiving.
Those four main streets, north and south,
and east and west, where the old walls
were being substituted are firmly embracing
this area full of personality. The walled city
seems to become where our soul rests and
makes the city’s feeling tingling.
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By Chuan Qin
Translation by Xiaojie Li

The walled city might be aging, however it
never quits growing, ever evolving. Looking
back over its short six hundred years’history,
it is no longer a cold and hardened castle,
instead more like a river, slowly winding
down its pathway with age. At the beginning
when the walled city set its first footing and
laid down its first clay brick, this was still a
vast empty land, waiting for explorers from
all over the country. In its glorious prime,
people’s shuffling and hustling filled up the
walled city, while the boats were bustling
and swarming in the river on the outskirts,
all posing proudly to be a metropolitan city
with style. During the Self—=Strengthening
Movement, the city was chosen to be the
entrance, opening its door to the world.
When westerners arrived in waves, even
the most knowledgeable residents were
nervous yet curious. Unfortunately, good
times never last very long. Inevitably battle
fell down on it. Warships and gunpowder



from Eight—=Nation Alliances mercilessly
knocked down the gates that people wish to
close again, brutally destroying those walls
where their troops were ravaged. The walled
city was devastated with fire and smoke,
death and injury. In the era of concessions,
fame abandoned this deserted area into the
corner and trickled down southeast along
the Haihe River. The only thing that lingered
was those buses circulating the walled city
aimlessly with “ding—dang” to the wind. The
Pingjin Battle exposed it under the gun power
once more. After the PLA trbops reunited
at the Jingang Bridge, the walled city,
exhausted and battered, was teeming with
red flags and full of expectations for the future
of rejuvenation. Ten years’ culture revolution
tortured it and caught it unprepared, and
countless classics and treasures were
burned to the ground ignorantly. To rub salt
into the wound, the Tangshan earthquake
shook the already beaten down area into
complete ruins and debris, suffocating the
walled city to its almost last gasp of breath.
Not until the Bell Tower was resurrected,

did this walled city reemerge itself in front
of everyone’s horizon, gradually reclaiming
the glamour once belonging to it. With the
following grand scheme of the city rebuild,
the walled city was not only brought up with a
fresh new look, but also a new layout.

Over a span of six hundred years, against
the odds of heart-shaking turbulence and
alterations, in addition to the many ordeals
that wreaked havog, the walled city managed
to spring back with life every single time,
making us feel so very much relieved but we
could not help wondering what would be its
true color. If put together with mixed feelings
from a variety of people, it is becoming even
harder to put down an accurate description
on this walled city.

Buried in someone'’s feelings, the walled
city is an honorable logo, like Bell Tower,
Guild Hall, opera house, garden, temple,
church, state office and courtyard, all
demonstrating prosperity and glory of the city
and revealing its deep—rooted culture and
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whole—hearted openness. Someone thinks
the walled city is a nirvana in the modern
city, those once aged old houses, crowded
narrow alleys and persisted loud noises, is
more live, amiable and natural than those
neat and splashing new living district outside.
To someone’s eyes, the walled city is a living
museum, every building, every alley and
every tree is shouldering a rich and precious
history of six hundred years, which is worth
leaving people to take time to comprehend
and to pursue. Deep in the bottom of
someone’s heart, the walled city is the root
and soul of this city. There seems to be an
invisible character and spirit belonging to the
city, hovering above this walled and squared
area like a phantom, which could only be
appreciated by heart and filled up the slight
void of this city’s inner world.

By someone else’s experience, the walled
city is an awkward livibng situation they once
struggled to escape: tiny dwelling places
hard to make life comfortable, much needed
tap water not accessible anywhere, while




disgusting waste water has nowhere to
drain. In the peak of summer, heat wave
blended with downpour can only make this
hassle worse, while during the winter time
you have to stand up-to whipping dust in the
wind and burniné smoke from the stove.
Underneath someone else’s recollection,
the walled city is a miserable memory, over—
crowded courtyards have invaded their
personal privacy. There might existed some
mutual assistance and support between
families and neighbors, but there is also
plenty of misunderstandings and conflicts
that come out of nowhere, when behaving
like a perfect gentleman is too much to ask
for. To someone else’s vision, the walled
city is like a scar to this city, too ashamed to
expose its chaos and dark side. The safety
concern is lurking everywhere which makes
people agitated at all times and the fight for
property’s complex ownership is difficult to
resolve. On the other hand, all of this has
drawn other’s attentions and ideas, in which
they treat the walled city as a resource worth
exploring and calculating the hidden value of

the land with their astute business mind.

Still, many people are immune to any
feelings towards this walled city. No wonder,
more and more people have little interaction
with the walled city in their life and work since
they were child. In this vast metropolitan city,
it looks like a miniature lonely island, hard to
compete against attractions of those bustling
down town. To them, the walled city is merely
a symbol, a remote corner closely tied up
with folk customs and traditions.

Probably everyone has his own unique
picture of this walled city in their mind, and
maybe we have to acknowledge that all
those feelings are genuine. When mixed
together, this is actually the real walled city
living in people’s hearts. Maybe that is so,
it is full of life, never short of hardship or
wealth while still rich and colorful. Whether
honor or shame, accomplishment or regret;
whether prosperity or depression, happiness
or sorrow, the walled city is shouldering,
enduring and cherishing. Nevertheless,
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due to the exact same reason, the not so
glamorous side is always brimmed with an
irresistible charm.

Nc') matter how much change there is, no
matter how we evaluate, this walled city is
already becoming a collection of our senses
and feelings, as well as a precious treasure
to share among us, our ancestors and our
future generations. Looking back, we could
not help but ask ourselves, what is this
walled city built upon, what urges it to evolve
and what is holding it up? At the moment of
confusion and bewilderment that we could
not hand out a solid answer, maybe our best
approach is to get to know it conscientiously,
record it and nurture it. Thanks to its small
frame, undoubtedly we could at least leave
it enough space, on the grounds, and in our
hearts.
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