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The annual boat race held at Daming Lake, a water mass created by the convergence of hundreds of springs.

here is a face of Jinan that's dramatically different from the intense weave of high-rises,
multi-tiered flyovers and glitzy storefronts that meets the eye at first. The flip side to this
world of vehicles whizzing past and the hammering and scaffolding signifying continu-
ous construction activity is not difficult to locate. The moat that once ran round the old
city is still the focal area if you're looking for some of Jinan’s most iconic landscapes —
where the city’s elderly and the very young like to gather.

It’s a retreat for those who
want to renew their bonds with
nature, even as life speeds past
them in one of China’s fastest-
growing manufacturing and
technological hubs.

Our journey began at the
south gate of Baotu Spring
Park, where the most spec-
tacular cluster from among
Jinan's famed 72 springs might
be found.

The springs in Jinan are a
way of life here, especially for
seasoned Jinan natives who
come here early to chat or sing
with pals.

They may take in a Shan-
dong opera performance or
two even as they keep an eye on
their pint-sized grandchildren,
cavorting merrily in the park,
looking out for the lone seal in
one of the ponds while shoals
of goldfish swarm in the rest.

Nature has been generous
with its gifts to China, and the
amazing natural phenomenain
this land have become a refer-
ence point for China’s writers
and artists. Baotu Spring Park
is no exception.

For instance, a couplet writ-
ten by Yuan Dynasty poet and
calligrapher Zhao Mengfu
(1254-1322) — “Mount Hua
cannot be overcast by the clouds
and fog/ The waves and the bil-
lows reach the Daming Lake”

— appears at the Luoyuantang
Temple, a two-tiered pagoda-
roofed pavilion overlooking the
water mass created by the three
major springs in this park.

The springs, despite Jinan’s
low water levels, keep gushing
forth and sending out ripples
in concentric circles — the
temperature a constant at 18 C
all the year round — affirming
the perennial renewal of the
natural cycle.

Cangyuan Garden used to be
the study of Ming Dynasty poet
Li Panlong (1514-1570), and is
still referred to by his nickname.
It has since been turned into a
gallery exhibiting the works of
the master landscape painter
‘Wang Xuetao (1903-1982).

Calligrapher and painter
Guan Yousheng had carved the
words “Shuyu Spring” on the
low stone wall with handrails
girdling the spring waters in
the north, in 1956.

It was his homage to the
Song Dynasty poet Li Qing-
zhao (1084-1151) — who
would, so the story goes, use
the clear waters of the spring
as a mirror while combing her
lustrous tresses.

Easily the most feted among
the poets and artists memo-
rialized in Baotu Spring Park,
Li has an entire pavilion ded-
icated to her, plus a series of

Re5|dents in Jinan get water from the Black Tiger Spring.

tableaux comprising life-size
wax models depicting her illus-
trious life.

Born into a noble family, Li
was a child prodigy of sorts. Her
artistic sensibilities were perfect-
ly matched with that of the writer
and statesman Zhao Mingcheng.

Duty kept Zhao away from
home for long spells, inspiring
Li to write some of her finest
poems oflove and longing, even
as she watched her unkempt
hair grow ruddier still, reflected
in the spring waters.

It’s fun stepping into the
cheerful red and yellow cov-
ered boats from the north end
of Baotu Spring Park.

The journey to Daming
Lake, a water mass created by
the convergence of hundreds
of springs and sprawled out
over 460,000 sq km, starts with
adjusting the water level of the
moat through manipulating
the sluice gates.

As the boat goes down by
about 3 meters, the sharp drop
might be temporarily unset-
tling.

But soon enough the sight of
the lush greenery on either side
of the narrow canal, tiny water-
falls jumping into the stream
and images of men fishing and
children runningaround on the
banks more than makes up for
the initial jolt.

Legacy of Jinan's
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Jinan’s old-timers fondly
recall stories from their child-
hood, when one or the other
of the city’s 72-0odd springs was
central to their lives. For some,
they still are.

Like 70-year-old Sun Chao-
wen, who religiously collects
water every day from the Black
Tiger Spring near hishome. “My
mother would use spring water
to cook and I am still using the
same to make tea,” he says.

He has quite a range of per-
sonal anecdotes about grow-
ing up in a terrain dotted with
springs, from plunging into
Black Tiger Spring as a kid
to eating watermelons with
friends on lazy summer after-
noons. “I think the springs are
the most precious memory of
my childhood”

Ditto Wang Fenghua, 59,

Sailing underneath an
arched bridge, we reach the
waters of the lake, almost with-
out warning.

The green waters turn a
colorless gray, lapping heav-
ily against the 16-seater boat,
which now feels really tiny. Far
away in the horizon, a bound-
ary of greenery cordons off the
slew of high-rises.

We pass by a neat little island
with trimmed hedges and rows
and rows of weeping willows.

It’s a part of the Daming
Lake Park — where no one
is allowed to go, except the
men who have been keeping
the garden and the pagoda-
roofed pavilion on it all spic-
and-span.

The boat drops us at the
north-east gate of the lake.
There are at least two noted
temples — the Ming Dynasty
(1368-1644) courtyard-style
Tiexuan Temple and the Taoist
Beiji Temple, originally built in
the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368)
— across the road.

And then there are the art
galleries, giant murals in Tian-
giao Square, posh hotels with
life-size sculptures lined up in
the garden, a small geological
museum and another one that
used to be the Kuomintang
headquarters around 1928,
when the Kuomintang soldiers

who cannot imagine what
Jinan might be like if it weren’t
for the springs.

Sheis especially excited by the
fact that the waters from these
springs comes with distinctive
tastes. “It’s not the same every-
where — the water is softer and
sweeter in a few of these”

She is also a little concerned
that as more people wake up to
the health-affirming properties
of the spring waters, the springs
are being exposed to greater
hazards.

“The springs in Jinan are the
most precious thing we have,
it is our obligation to protect
them,” she says.

Thelocal government hashad
a department dedicated to that
task since the 1970s. “The chal-
lenge]” says its director Lei Xue-
duan, “is to be able to protect the
springs from coming into harm
even as the city goes through
phases of construction and rapid

Senior citizens find recreation at Baotu Spring Park.
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Getting there: Jinan is connected by the Beijing-Shanghai high-speed train, and can be
reached from Beijing in a little over two hours. Baotu Spring Park is located to the south-
west of the city center, easily accessible by bus and taxi. Walk in through the south gate
and proceed to the north end to take the boat to Daming Lake.

Accommodation: The high-end options like Sofitel, Crowne Plaza and Zhonghao Grand
Hotel are located in the business and shopping districts. If you prefer to stay near the
waters at a lower price, go for Jinjiang Inn, Lishan Branch, (0531-8698-1999), just outside
the city moat, from where one could walk to the Black Tiger Spring and the city square, or
to Daming Lake. Room rates start from around 200 yuan ($31).

Travel tips: If you're looking to collect spring water for brewing your tea, try Black Tiger
Spring, less than 1 km from Baotu Spring. Pipes have been installed in designated spots

to draw water.

clashed with Japanese troops in
the battle for Jinan.

Those running the roadside
bookstores seem to be tipped,
somewhat, in favor of the
Kuomintang leader Chiang
Kai-shek, whose army-gear
clad figure appears on several
prominent displayed titles.

Springs

economic development”’

For instance, constructing a
subway network is going to be
areally tricky issue.

In 2003, a law prohibiting
industrial units from harness-
ing spring water was passed,
which has been more or less
complied with, says Lei.

Jinan has about 645 springs,
including the 72 that are best-
known.

“We're trying to get Jinan the
status of a world heritage site, as
itisanatural, intangible heritage,
promote the city’s culture and
lifestyle around springs,” Lei says.
“We will host a Jinan Springs
Culture Festival next year”

The optimism is palpable.
“Tourist interest in the springs
is steadily rising,” he reveals.
“Previously Qufu and Mount
Tai were the obvious tour-
ist destinations in Shandong,
but now people are coming to
Jinan just to see the springs.”

But we prefer to walk back
along the lake’s north and
north-western promenade
rather than pop into any of
these spots of tourist interest,
taking our queue from the peo-
ple, sitting around in lake-side
benches or strolling leisurely,
as they sip from their bottles

of iced tea, or decide to get
photographed in garish period
costumes borrowed from a
kiosk on a whim, giving in to
a breezy afternoon of care-free
indolence.

Contact the writers at
sundayed@chinadaily.com.cn.
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Jinan has about 645 springs, of which 72 are well known.



