BEIJING

Visas:
you will need visas for your trip.  (Sorry if this is stating the obvious.)  You can stand in line at the Chinese Embassy in DC to get them or you can use a service, which is less hassle but, obviously, more money.  We use G3 Visas and Passports (www.g3visas.com), which has the forms and the requirements for the visas.  You just FedEx the completed forms and the passports to them, and they FedEx back to you your passports with visas.  It’s a beautiful system.

Hotels:  our 2 favorite hotels are the Peninsula and the St. Regis.  The Peninsula is very centrally located (near Tienanmen Square) and opulent (the type of hotel that has dozens of designer stores within the lobby and basement).  In recent years, its clientele has shifted somewhat from Westerners to wealthy Chinese.  Consequently, the staff’s English language skills has deteriorated somewhat.  It is still a friendly and very competent staff, with helpful concierge service.  It also has a decent sized swimming pool.

The St. Regis is located near the former U.S. Embassy, giving it a less urban, more tranquil feel.  It caters to Westerners, so the staff has good English, and service is friendly and helpful.  It also has a large swimming pool and a bowling alley.

The extroverts in our family (Jim and Marcus) prefer the Peninsula while the introverts (May and Jade) prefer the St. Regis.

Note:  we are ordinarily huge fans of the Shangri-la hotels (an Asian-based upscale hotel chain), but we do not recommend it for Beijing.  The staff’s English is not always competent.  The location is near the Summer Palace to the west of the city and is inconvenient for most tourist spots (other than the Summer Palace itself).  Given Beijing traffic, this is not an insignificant inconvenience.

Transportation:  hiring a car and driver/guide is the best way to get around Beijing.  Taxis are plentiful, but very few drivers speak English.  Always carry around the hotel’s business card, so that if you get caught needing to take a taxi, the cab driver will know where you are staying.  Also, know how to say the Chinese name of the hotel, as many cab drivers have limited literacy skills.

Must-see sites:


Great Wall:
the most common drop off point is Ba Da Ling, and if you are planning to take the trolley (“lazy car” in Chinese), then you should go there.  We are planning to try a lesser known point further out of town in hopes that the crowds are smaller.  It will take about 45-60 minutes to drive there, so having a car and driver is preferable for this trip.


Forbidden City:
this is walking distance from the Peninsula and about a 20 minute drive from the St. Regis (all time estimates are dependent on Beijing traffic, which is horrendous).  When you walk into the Forbidden City, the first section is devoted entirely to hucksters and street vendors.  Avoid all invitations to see artwork, as you will be pressured to buy highly mediocre paintings.  The actual entrance to the Forbidden City requires tickets, so you will know you are there when confronted with ticket booths.  There are pavilions to walk through with various Chinese antiques, and there are also exhibits in the side pavilions.  To do the Forbidden City properly will take you 3-4 hours, although you can obviously spend much less time if you want.


Tienanmen Square:
there’s not a lot to see unless you want to see Mao’s Mausoleum (see below), but it’s worth walking through just for its historical significance and to see the teeming masses of people.  It is right across the street from the Forbidden City.


Summer Palace:
this was the summer retreat of the Empress Dowager (Ci Xi) that she paid for using funds intended to modernize the Chinese military.  (Snarky comment left unsaid.)  It is my favorite place in Beijing.  It is about a 30-45 minute drive from the St. Regis and about a 20 minute drive from the Peninsula.  There is something roughly translated as the “Long Corridor,” which is a lengthy roofed walking path, done in the traditional Chinese style, and all hand-painted.  It is beautiful and definitely worth walking through.  There are also lots of walking paths to admire the scenery and the lake.  There is a marble boat, which is a tribute to the workmanship of the craftsmen and the frivolous nature of Ci Xi.  This will take you 4-5 hours to do thoroughly.


Temple of Heaven:
this is a culturally significant site given the ritual sacrifices Chinese emperors performed here.  There is a fun echo wall where you can hear someone speak from another part of the wall.  It’s not a particularly compelling site, but if you’re going to come to Beijing, this is a must see.


National Museum:  the museum has been recently renovated (it opened in 2011) and has 5,000 square feet of exhibit space, making it the largest museum in the world (this is a source of much national pride).  The museum is now divided into the Hall of Rejuvenation and the antiquities section.  The Hall of Rejuvenation tracks the history of China from Neolithic to modern times.  The more modern you get, the more propaganda you read, but it is definitely worth going through for the experience.  There is good English commentary for most of the exhibits.

The antiquities section boasts a very impressive selection of Neolithic pots, bronzes, paintings, jades, and ceramics.  While I am skeptical of the authenticity of many of the items that were discovered earlier (there have been persistent rumors of the items being sold by the People’s Liberation Army or vanishing into private collections of senior government officials of the time), many items were discovered later and are probably genuine.  The exhibits are impressive, and there is English commentary.  


The museum will take you the better part of the day and even a couple of days to do thoroughly.
Other points of interest

798:
this is the equivalent of Soho.  Located in a former military manufacturing district, it has become the place for contemporary Chinese art and artists.  There is a lot of junk here, but there is also a lot of well done art.  It is a huge complex, with numerous galleries, shops and little restaurants.  It will take you the bulk of a day to walk through, especially if you are a fan of contemporary art.  For lunch, try the AT Cafeteria and order their handmade pasta, which is smashing.
Old Summer Palace (Yuan Ming Yuan):
I’ve included the Chinese name because while the guidebooks all refer to it as the Old Summer Palace, no one in Beijing will know what you’re talking about unless you call it by its Chinese name.  This was a European-styled park/garden that was destroyed during the Opium War, and all that is left is ruins.  It is interesting because since it was done in the European style, it was done in stone (as opposed to wood, in the Chinese style), and the ruins are quite pretty and fun to see.  It is very near the Summer Palace, so if you have the time and inclination to go, you should do it as part of the Summer Palace excursion.

Beijing Zoo:
the draw here is, of course, the pandas.  There are a lot of other animals as well, and our kids always have a fun time visiting.

Mao’s Mausoleum:
if it is worth it to you to stand in a lengthy line to look at what is most likely a wax impression of Mao, by all means do so.  You can’t bring any bags into the mausoleum so there’s a locker service across the street available (for 10 yuan).  You have to show them the cell phones and cameras that are in your bag, which are fine to store, but you have to take your wallet because they won’t guarantee that the money will be secure.  Very logical.  Anyway, then you stand in this long line (even now!) that moves quite quickly.  You have the option to buy flowers, which you can lay at the memorial that you see before you reach his body.  You can’t stop to look at his body, but you can slowly walk past.  

Great Hall of the People:  The Great Hall of the People is very interesting.  Again, you had to check your bag but take your wallet (no charge, this time), and they write your name down and hand you a locker tag.  There are various pavilions highlighting the art of different provinces.  We saw the Hunan and Guangdong province pavilions.  They have a Taiwan pavilion as well, but it was closed, so we couldn’t peek inside.

Ming Tombs:
the Chinese excavated the tombs of various Ming emperors and their empresses.  The exhibitions are somewhat lacking in information, but if you’re looking for something to do to complete the day as part of your Great Wall excursion, this is near the Wall and historically significant (to the Chinese, at least).

Beihai Park:
it’s probably the most famous park in Beijing with its most famous landmark being a mosaic of dragons.  It is fun to walk through and people watch.

Lama Temple (Yonghe Gong):
this is a working Tibetan Buddhist temple and is great fun to walk through.  There is a traditional Chinese bell that the kids can ring (for a small fee, of course), and there are exhibits about Buddhism and practicing Buddhists worshipping at the temple.  
Military Museum:
this is one of our favorite museums in Beijing.  It tracks the military history of China.  For the kids, there are tanks and missiles and fun weapons of destruction from ancient to modern times to look at (and, occasionally, climb on).  For the adults, there are interesting historical exhibits on weaponry and military campaigns and some screamingly funny texts as you approach the Communist revolution (my favorite being how Sun Yat-sen’s revolution was only a partial success because it was a bourgeois revolution and not a workers’ revolution).

Blue Zoo:
this is actually an aquarium whose highlight is the walkway under/through the aquarium itself.  It’s not huge, but the kids really enjoy it.  It should take you 1-2 hours.
Science Museum:
this is a very elaborate science museum for children, with a lot of hands-on activities and many floors of things to do and see.  Correspondingly, there are also a lot of children running through, especially in the summer, but the issue is more of volume than behavior.
Capital museum:
this museum covers the history of Beijing (which has actually only been the capital of China for about 700 years).  There are lots of interesting exhibits about the history of the city.

Minority Ethnic Park (Mingzouyuan):  this park is located near the Bird’s Nest, and it covers the 56 ethnic minorities in China (including Tibet, so I suppose you could say 55 ethnic minorities and 1 annexed country, but I digress).  We spent the bulk of 2 days in the park and still have not finished going through it.  Each ethnic minority has an architectural complex and an exhibit (and a shop) describing its culture.  There are shows with dancing and singing from the various cultures and a water festival where the audience can participate in what is really a glorified water fight.  It is a fascinating park to walk through, and we had a great time exploring.

Sackler Museum at Beijing University:  we only mention this because some of the guidebooks mention this as a good museum to go see.  Do not believe them.  There is one floor of exhibits on the study of archaeology of artifacts, most of it in Chinese only.  There are better ways to spend your time in Beijing.
Restaurants:
these are some of our favorite restaurants, mostly for the quality of the food but also for the cleanliness of the restaurant as well.


Din Tai Fung:  this is Jim’s favorite restaurant in Beijing.  There are 2-3 branches throughout the city, and it is well known.  It originated as a restaurant in Taiwan, and it specializes in Taiwanese “little eats.”  The xiaolongbao (little dumplings with various types of fillings) are superb.


Maison Boulud:  so it does seem a bit odd to fly all the way to Beijing and then go to Chef Daniel Boulud’s restaurant for dinner.  That being said, it is a worthwhile experience.  The restaurant is located in the pre-1949 U.S. embassy and can be a bit difficult to find.  The cuisine is nouvelle French, the waitstaff is surprisingly attentive (this is not a culture known for their customer service), and the food is fabulous!


Lei Garden Restaurant (address: 3/F Jin Bao Tower No. 89 Jinbao Street Dongcheng district):  this is known as the best Cantonese restaurant in Beijing, and I can well believe it.  The food is fabulous, and it includes dim sum dishes as well as other Cantonese specialties.  

Da Dong Roast Duck Restaurant:  it has some of the best Peking duck in the city, where, obviously, Peking duck is a specialty.  In general, traditional Peking duck has more fat than Americans are used to, so be forewarned.


Macao Hotpot (address: FuLi Guangchang):  each person has his/her own individual hotpot so you can order your own broth (spicy, vegetarian, etc.).  You can also mix your own individual dipping sauce to go with it.  And then you order various types of meat, vegetables and other items to cook in your hotpots.  This was one of our kids’ favorite restaurants (especially Marcus), and it is especially good if you have a group of people with disparate eating tastes.


Haidilao Hotpot:  there are several locations throughout Beijing, and the concept is similar to that described above in Macao Hotpot.  We found both restaurants to be comparable in dishes offered and cleanliness.

The Courtyard:  prior to the arrival of Maison Boulud, it was probably the nicest Western restaurant in Beijing.  With a fantastic view of the Forbidden City, it is nouvelle Western cuisine with an Asian riff.  The food is good, if not spectacular, and the view is lovely.


South Beauty:  there are several locations of this restaurant throughout Beijing, and they specialize in authentic Sichuan cuisine, known for its hot and spicy dishes.  A word of warning:  spicy for the Chinese (and especially a Sichuan restaurant) and spicy for American palates are two very different things, so pace yourself.  This is a more upscale restaurant than Yuxiang Kitchen below.

Yuxiang Kitchen (Yuxiangrenjia) (address:  APM mall near the Peninsula hotel):  excellent and authentic Sichuan cuisine.  This is more an “of the masses” restaurant than South Beauty, but the food is excellent.  The restaurant is just not quite as clean, but it is clean enough.
Travel Tips:


Audio guides:
rent audio guides whenever possible.  Some of the more well-traveled tourist sites will have decent English translations of the Chinese exhibits, but many will not.  At any rate, the audio guides give more in-depth information and, more importantly, keeps kids busy and entertained.


Hand sanitizer:
running water is not always available in public areas, nor are public restrooms that clean.  Hand sanitizer is a must.


Electricity:
most of your electronics will be able to cope with the 220 volts of Chinese outlets.  Check your power units, which will state whether they are compatible or not.  Our laptops and portable DVD players worked fine with 220 volts.  You will need to get an outlet converter since the Chinese outlets do not always work with American plugs, although that is changing now and most hotels can accommodate U.S. plugs.  Some hotels also have specially made 110 volt outlets for Americans (such as the Peninsula).


Cell phones:
your cell phones will work in China (at an astronomical price, but they will work).  You can also buy a burn phone that works in China for a very reasonable price.  We bought a simple Nokia phone with a SIM card good for 180 minutes or so for under US$40.  And, by the way, the Chinese word for SIM card is “SIM card.”

Food:
American stomachs do not always do well with Chinese cooking.  Hotel food is usually not a problem, but your risks increase with Chinese restaurants and, most greatly, with street vendor food.  Stick to bottled or canned drinks from American brands, like Coca-cola.  Local bottled water and iced tea is often straight out of the tap.  Do NOT drink the tap water!  Do NOT brush your teeth or gargle with tap water!  Make sure any ice is made from bottled water.  (The hotels’ ice supply is generally safe.)  


Drugs:

bring Imodium and/or Pepto-Bismol.  Tylenol and Benadryl are good, too.  If you can get a prescription for Tylenol-codeine, I highly recommend bringing that as well.


Lines:
the Chinese do not understand the concept of lines.  In areas that do not have switchbacks to compel lines, you will have to shove your way forward and hold your elbows out to prevent people from cutting in front of you.  Welcome to China!  (
