
Xi’an, Shanxi, China (2-9 December 2013) 

We traveled to Xi’an to present our scientific writing class at Jiantong University. We expected 

to be quite busy with the course, and with 35 participants, we were indeed busy. But it was well worth 

the effort as the students and their professors really seemed to get a good deal out of it.  Surprisingly, 

the half of the group that actually did all the exercises (that’s a typical percentage everywhere) were at a 

quite reasonable level – very similar to that in our recent course at Sydney Uni. Of course, the spoken 

English all around was a different story. We are convinced that we do need to learn some basic Chinese 

if we are going to continue doing these courses in China, which appears likely. 

Ray was also busy in the afternoon with lab visits, a company visit and giving a few professional 

seminars. There were a couple of days when Edie escaped for an afternoon rest prior to an evening 

spent grading exercises, and he came back too tired to talk or even turn on the computer. 

Xi’an - a bit of background 

This was our third visit in Xi’an – the first was in 1992, and second in 2000. Known as Chang'an in 

ancient times, it is more than 3,000 years old. For 1,000 years, the city was the capital for 13 dynasties, 

and a total of 73 emperors ruled here. Xi'an served as the capital city for the Zhou, Qin, Han, and Tang 

dynasties. It was also the eastern terminus of the Silk Road, lending it a cosmopolitan air. There is a 

traditional Muslim quarter in the city that developed through the connection to the world outside of 

China via the trading activities on the Silk Road. There are many historical ruins, museums and cultural 

relics here to be found here, including the famed Terracotta Warriors.  

Xi'an became a cultural and political center of China in the 11th century BCE with the founding 

of the Zhou Dynasty. The capital of Zhou was established in the twin settlements of Fengjing and 

Haojing, together known as Fenghao, located southwest of contemporary Xi'an. Following the Warring 

States period, China was unified under the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BCE) for the first time, with the capital 

located at Xianyang, just northwest of modern Xi'an. The first emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang ordered 

the construction of the Terracotta Army and his mausoleum just to the east of Xi'an almost immediately 

after his ascension to the throne. 

In 202 BCE, the founding emperor Liu Bang of the Han Dynasty established his capital in 

Chang'an County; his first palace, Changle Palace (perpetual happiness) was built across the river from 

the ruin of the Qin capital. The original Xi'an city wall was started in 194 BCE and took 4 years to finish. 
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Upon completion, the wall measured 25.7 km in length and 12–16 m in thickness at the base and 

enclosed an area of 36 square km. In the year 190, amidst uprisings and rebellions just prior to the Three 

Kingdoms Period, a powerful warlord named Dong Zhuo moved the court from Luoyang to Chang'an in a 

bid to avoid a coalition of other powerful warlords against him. 

Following several hundred years of unrest, the Sui Dynasty united China again in 582. The 

emperor of Sui ordered a new capital to be built southeast of the Han capital, called Daxing (great 

prosperity). It consisted of three sections: the Imperial City, the palace section, and the civilian section, 

with a total area of 84 km2 (32 sq mi) within the city walls. At the time, it was the largest city in the 

world. The city was renamed Chang'an and reached its greatest glory in the Tang Dynasty.  

The Tang Dynasty fell in 904 and the city was largely destroyed. Residents were forced to move 

to the new capital city in Luoyang. Only a small area in the city continued to be occupied thereafter. 

During the Ming Dynasty, a new wall was constructed in 1370 and remains intact to this day. The wall 

measures 11.9 km in circumference, 12 m in height, and 15–18 min thickness at the base; a moat was 

also built outside the walls. The new wall and moat would protect a much smaller city of 12 square km. 

During World War II, Xi'an became a destination for many refugees from other provinces of 

China, especially neighboring Henan Province. Because Xi'an was far inland, the invading Japanese army 

only managed a few aerial assaults on the city. As a result, Xi'an suffered minimal destruction. After 

1949, the national government tried to balance the development in different regions of China, and 

relocated a number of factories and universities from other cities to Xi'an. Modern Xi'an Jiaotong 

University, the university we visited, was relocated from its original campus in Shanghai. 

Today, Xi’an is one of the fastest growing urban centers in China. Its population is approaching 

9 million, compared to some 7.4 million in 2000.  The university hotel and conference center where we 

stayed, in the southeast of the city, was new, and in fact, the whole area was a village outside of city 

limits. As is typical, developers took over whole villages, providing each family with a new apartment 

and the city incorporated the area into its domain. Huge clusters of multi-storied apartment building 

inexorably cover the landscape.   
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A thank-you banquet 

Our hosts, including the vice-dean, entertained us as a luncheon banquet in a lovely new 

restaurant, not far from the university. See below – great food and convivial company. 

 
 

Banquet 
 

And some sightseeing – Daming Palace Complex  

We thought we’d seen the city and environs rather thoroughly in our previous visits, but with 

the help of our hosts, we did manage to fit in a bit of sightseeing, at sites that opened since our last visit 

in 2000.    

After our first class on Tuesday, our host insisted that we take advantage of a sunny day to see 

the Daming Palace complex, the seat of the Tang Dynasty from 618-907. Off we went with a department 

secretary, taking local buses as it was too difficult to find a taxi. (The taxi drivers seem to prefer full day 

hires or trips to the airport, and you rarely see a free taxi).  

Daming is about 3 times the size of the Forbidden City, which, when built in the early 1400’s 

(Ming Dynasty) was purportedly modeled on the Daming Palace. The Tang edifice covers an area of 1.2 

sq. mi and took us half an hour to walk its length – one way. A museum houses many finds from the 

excavations, which took place after a huge shanty town which had occupied the area was cleared. The 

park and museum were opened in 2010.  It featured super-large scale and magnificent buildings – today 

one gets an impression of the scale from the remaining courtyards and the models in the museum. 



 

 
 

Daming Palace complex. Skeleton construct 
indicates scale of the buildings during Tang 
dynasty.  

At the north-end of the Daming Palace 
Complex.  

 
 

At the north-end of the Daming Palace 
Complex.  

Prof. Liu, our host, and his son, at Qutoing 
Lake. 

Dumpling Cooking Class 

We were rewarded on Friday afternoon, at the conclusion of our professional duties, with a 

demonstration and interactive learning session on making Chinese dumplings. This took place in one of 

EE laboratories and several of the faculty secretaries organized and led it. It was quite an experience – 

making dumplings is as much a social/family experience as it is a culinary one, and was great fun!   



  
Dumpling making.  Chopping the stuffing.  

 

  

Dumpling making Rolling and sealing the dumpling.  

Qutoing Lake 

On Saturday, we went to Qutoing Lake, with our host and his son. An extensive park has been 

developed around the lake, in the heart of a new high-rise neighborhood. A corner of the park is 

devoted to “love stories”. This area was the home of an ancient love story, that of Wang Baochuan, an 

imperial officer’s daughter, and her chosen husband,  Xue Pingguie. Baochuan was the prime minister’s 

daughter, who chose as her husband a poor man, Pingguie. Pingguie became a local hero by taming a 

wild horse who was terrorizing the local farmers. He was sent as a general to fight a distant war, and his 

commander arranged his capture by the enemy. All this time poor Baochuan was estranged by her 

family, lived in a cave (in this park), and subsisted on wild herbs. Finally Pingguie escapes and returns to 

Baochuan after they remained loyal to each other during 18 years of separation, and live happily ever 

after. Hence they became a symbol of true love. 

 



  

At the love park.  Wall statues depicting various love stories –  
both Chinese and western. 

 

 
 

At the love park. 
 

 



 
 

Alternative to internet dating.  Actors portraying the story of Baochuan and 
Pingguie. 

 

  

At the love park.  Swans at the love park –  symbols of fidelity.  

On our own – Jiatong campus, park, stele museum, and city wall 

Sunday, our hosts finally agreed to let us manage on our own! We were more than ready to 

explore without being the “honored visitors”. We walked about 6 km through the university grounds 

and a local park where we saw various ad hoc dance and music performances. We visited the Beilin 

Museum (Forest of Steles), a collection of over 2000 stone tablets and epitaphs. This museum is actually 

an ancient repository for important tablets, amongst them, a full set of the Chinese classics. One of the 

most remarkable stones is the famous Nestorian Stele, dating back to the 7th century. It depicts the 

coming of Nestorian Christianity to China.  

 



  
View of modern construction in Xian.  On the Jiatong University Campus.  

  

Sculptures on the Jiatong University campus 
memorializing ancient Chinese inventions: 
printing 

…… .and paper.  

 

  

Impromptu dancing in the park 



  

Making a rubbing from an ancient stele.  At the Beilin Stele Museam.  

Finally, we walked at the base, and then on top of the City Wall of Xi'an, the world's largest city 

wall. You can rent bikes to circle the restored city wall and many young couples were out riding bikes 

built for two. We felt we hadn’t time but it is definitely on our “to do” list for the next trip.  

  
Moat surrounding Xi ’an city wall.  Xi ’an city wall –  view from a tower.  

 



  

Walking on the wall.  The top is broad enough 
for 4 lanes of traffic!  

View from the wall of apartment buildings.  

  
Kite flying, from the park opposite the X i ’an City wall.  

 

Guangdong – Hong Kong – and HOME 

Early Monday morning, 9 Dec., one of the students escorted us to the Xi’an airport to our flight 

to Guangzhou (Canton) in Guangdong Province. We arrived sufficiently early to catch an earlier flight, 

and then took a shuttle bus to our hotel in Shunde, about 1.5 hr from the airport. All went relatively 

smoothly, until I opened my (Ray’s) backpack, which was with me at all times, and discovered that my 

laptop computer (bought in July) was replaced by a flat cardboard box, containing a ceramic wall tile! So 

the next few hours were spent in cancelling credit cards and checking bank accounts (there was a file 

with passwords and pin numbers on the computer), changing various passwords, and filing a police 

report. Our Chinese partner, Mr. Lee accompanied me to the local police station, a few minutes walk 



from the hotel, and helped with translation. The atmosphere and procedure there was much the same 

as in Herzliya! Fortunately, all of Ray’s working files were backed up on a USB memory stick. 

During this visit, we were a bit more adventurous with eating, and visited a few of the 

restaurants in a street having several which were frequented by the locals, and were rewarded by some 

great meals (at low cost). One, interestingly, featured lamb dishes, which are not very common in this 

part of China. 

On Tuesday, Lee and Ray had a meeting at one of the microwave oven manufacturers. And on 

Wednesday, Lee drove us to the river port at Humen, where we caught the ferry to the Hong Kong 

airport. We were able to check our luggage straight through to Israel at the ferry terminal in China. After 

killing a few hours in the airport, we boarded our long El Al flight to Israel, and were grateful at last to 

arrive home, and find all in order.  

Unfortunately, we could only stay a few days. It was sufficient to see Yael and Oren’s new 

apartment, Ben and Inbal’s new house, our new grand-daughter Eliana, born to Ben and Inbal during our 

long absence, and her ”big sister” Abigail, entertain all the kids (except Lilly and Nir who are in Chicago) 

for Erev Shabbat dinner, where Yoni and Lian announced their intention to be a permanent unit, to see 

all of our wonderful friends at Israeli dancing, and to go out to dinner with Mark and Roxanne 

Horenstein, visiting from Boston in connection with a joint project which Ray and Mark are completing. 

But sadly, after too short a home stay, we left for the U.S., to arrange a memorial service for Edie’s 

father Don, who passed away during our travels. We are posting this now from Bristol CT, in between 

closing up his apartment. Lily and Nir came to Bristol for the memorial service, and will be here for Edie’s 

birthday. We look forward to returning home next week (Ray on 8 Jan, Edie a few days later). 

 


