
Suzhou 22-24 September 2016 

Thursday, September 22 

Another day, another garden. This time, the Lion Grove Garden, named for the large and 
labyrinthine grotto at its center of taihu rocks which are said to resemble lions. The grotto, 
where it is entirely possible to get lost, is very popular with families and the garden was by far 
the most crowded of those we visited this week. This garden was built in the 1300s as part of 
a Buddhist monastery by a Zen Buddhist monk in memory of his teacher. The lion shaped rocks 
are said to be a reference to the symbolic lion in the Lion’s Roar Sutra and to the peak in 
Hangzhou where the teacher achieved nirvana. As is typical, the garden passed through a 
number of hands over the centuries, first to other monks, later to civil servants, and in the 
20th century was taken over (or “donated to”) to Communist party. A replica of the garden is 
located in the Summer Palace Garden near Beijing.   

  



We continued on to the Suzhou Museum, just around the corner.  The current museum was 
opened in 2006, and was one of the last projects of the Chinese-American architect, I.M. Pei. 
The building and grounds are quite attractive, the collections of pottery, painting and 
calligraphy interesting, but not of the variety and quality of the Shanghai Museum. It was a 
relief to wander in the air conditioning for an hour after the hot, steamy and crowded garden.  

Some of our group were smart enough to taxi back to the hotel for a rest after lunch. Edie 
was not, and continued with the group about 30 km southeast of the city center of Suzhou, 
over an hour drive, to another town famous for its canals, Zhouzhuang. The town dates back 
to the “Spring and Autumn Period” (770 BCE-476 BCE) and is surrounded and divided by 
lakes and rivers. Many stone bridges cross the rivers The Ming Dynasty Twin Bridges, one of 
which is pictured below, are the most famous and are considered the symbol of 
Zhouzhuang.  

 



 

 

 

We visited the Zhang House, a huge complex of 70 rooms extending over 1800 meters, built 
in the Ming Dynasty. The Ruojing River flows the grounds, and in addition to a tranquil 
courtyard and pond, there are docking facilities on the river in a semi open-internal 
courtyard. 

Leaving town, we got a glimpse from a distance of the elaborate houses of the newly rich, 
new China, this area being a rather posh suburb today. 

 



Friday 23 September – Ray joins the ladies 

After a marathon committee meeting Thursday night, Ray felt justified in playing 
hooky and joining the accompanying person’s tour. We drove about an hour to the Southwest, 
to the shore of Lake Tai. Our first stop was the former home of a famous martial artist, who 
made a living instructing students in the early 20th century. The structure of the “Pattern 
Carved Mansion” very much resembled those which we saw in the Tong Li Water village, but 
was actually built in 1922 and benefitted from modern construction techniques and 
conveniences. The formal reception room looked very traditional but the second story 
bedrooms were more extensive and elaborate than usual. The bedroom arrangements were 
interesting in that the eldest son’s bedroom was adjacent to his parents. But the museum 
directorate wrote out the owner’s concubines out of history – their bedrooms were not 
shown.  

 

 



The house had really charming interior gardens, where you could imagine the owner 
and his family enjoying tranquility and a beautiful roof top lookout.  

 

The dining room was interesting in that the diners sat at a few small tables, rather 
than one large table. A fully equipped kitchen was on display – something that we hadn’t seen 
in the older houses.  

 

Part of the house serviced as a municipal museum, which memorialized sons of the 
town who excelled in the imperial examinations during the Qin and Ming dynasties, and then 
had outstanding administrative careers and scholarly accomplishments. 



Our second stop was a garden and park on the shore of Lake Tai. The garden, again 
one constructed in the early 20th century, was charming. The lake shore was inundated with a 
troop of 8 year old “young pioneers”, all wearing a uniform shirt and red kerchief. The kids 
were cute, curious about us, and did their best to engage us in conversation, and sing a few 
songs in English. 

 

 

We re-boarded our bus and headed back to conference center for lunch and to say 
goodbye to our friends and colleagues. In the afternoon we grabbed a cab to one of the 
premier sites in Suzhou – the Humble Administrator’s Garden. The guy might have been 
humble, but he was surely loaded! The garden was spread over several acres, lying on either 



side of a stream. Artificial hills, often made of pock-marked stone dredged from Lake Tai, were 
artfully scattered about the garden on either side of the stream. Some were topped with a 
pavilion or a bench for tranquil sitting. Others formed a climbing maze which must have been 
designed to delight the administrator’s grandchildren.  

 

 

Unusually, amongst the Suzhou gardens we saw at this season, the Humble 
Administrators Garden had a fair number of flowering plants.  



 

 

 

 



 

 

The Shanghai based representative of our publisher, World Scientific, picked us up 
from the garden at 5 PM, and took us for dinner to discuss promoting our text book 
Communicating Science in China. She took us to an area not far from either the conference 
center or her home, which formerly was a farming village, through which several rivers or 
streams flowed. Now it has been urbanized, but in a way to capitalize on the aesthetic 
contribution of the river. A “food street” backed on the river, and Rebecca chose a restaurant 
having a balcony overlooking the river. After dinner we strolled along the esplanade lining the 
shores of the river in a circuitous path crossing the river at two bridges. The bridges and many 
of the businesses were gaily lit with neon lamps, and barges with neon illuminated cartoon 
like characters and animals were located near one of the bridges. 

 



 

 

 

 

 


