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It’s A Small World! 

“History likes to repeat itself”; “History is a mirror”  

This summer I was persuaded by my husband to give up our planned trip to China to visit Europe 

instead.  To be honest, I had had mixed feelings about visiting Europe before we went.  Deep inside, I was 

not comfortable about traveling there, the languages and cultures seemed too far out of my comfort zone -- I 

prefer to vacation in North America and Asia.  Guess this uneasy feeling might be one of the reasons many 

people here still havenôt selected China as their next travel destination. 

Another hesitation about traveling to Europe concerned those renowned museums on the agenda of 

must-dos.  I was not sure how I would handle museums, such as the British Museum in London that holds 

many invaluable treasures from China.  I remember the vivid graphics in my history books showing the stout 

soldiers from Western countries invading Beijing, then the Capital of Qing Dynasty, in the mid 19
th 

century.  

Mercilessly, they set fire to the Old Summer Palace after they looted everything from the priceless 

collections of ancient art and relics to anything else of valuable.  The only things left on the site today are the 

broken marble debris from which you still can imagine its splendid past.  I found it unbearable to imagine the  

precious Chinese artworks on display where they didnôt 

belong.  My father used to explain this as ñ

òð which literally translates as ñthe Weak Meat is 

Menaced by the Strongò or the ñLaw of the Jungleò.  I 

remembered how intensely I loathed the ñweak meatò 

situation and how proud I was to know that China was 

no longer the ñmeatò.   

However, another side of me was eager to see those treasures with my own eyes.  One of these 

ancient books on my dying-to-see list was ñ Sh²li§obŊncׅoò, and its oldest existing version is 

currently stored in the British Museum.  As the very first ñfood cureò book in the world, it lists the medicinal 

functions of more than 250 common foods.  It was first published during the Tang Dynasty (618 - 907) and 

the author of this book was Meng Xian( 621 - 713), one of the greatest doctors of traditional Chinese 

medicine in the Chinese history, and we should note that he lived to be 93 years old when the average life 

span was much less than 50! (Iôll do a cultural letter about food cures later.)   

To prepare for the trip, I did as much research as I could sandwich in a few short months.  Traveling 

with children, our family has never fit  in with any tour groups.  Too independent, we like the freedom of 

controlling our own time and being our own boss.   As the tour guide for the family, I read history books 

about Great Britain, France, and Belgium since these were our destinations.  I also got my hands on many 

European travel books, such as Eyewitness, Frommer’s and Lonely Planet.  The books that drew my attention 

were in the series of Rick Stevesô Europe Through the Back Door.  

I like Rickôs books because we share the same travel philosophy: he encourages his readers to travel 

as ñtemporary localsò; and I usually tell people to think like Chinese and eat like one of them in China.  Also 

his books are packed with low-cost, low-to-the ground tips, which are especially appealing when there is 

such a weak market for US dollars.  I wish Rick have had a series about backdoor travel in China.  Rick 
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preaches that traveling abroad is not mere cultural experience, it is also spiritual.  That was a brand new 

concept for me.  

As I was learning ñSurvival Frenchò, I came across a phrase that caught me by surprise:  ñje ne veux 

pas d’un organe interne” meaning ñI donôt want internal organò -- guess what, I had selected this same 

phrase when I taught ñSurvival Chineseò!  I thought China, maybe Asian countries in general, were the only 

places for Americans to worry about accidentally eating internal organs in a restaurant -- I never knew 

internal organs were on French menu, too.  But Chinese people take up one-fifth of the world population, 

once upon a time, they had to eat every part of the animal for survival.  What is their excuse?  Escargot is just 

the appetizer, French people are not that ñforeignò after all. 

It turned out our visit to Europe was one of the best trips we have ever had, so fabulous, so eye-

opening!  Packed with rich cultural experiences and history, Europe has so much to offer to travelers.  I have 

enjoyed myself so much, I want to go back again and again!   

Funny, that is usually what people say when they come back from China. 

The trip was a very humbling experience for me.  Facing the churches and cathedrals like St. Paul 

and Westminster Abbey (London), Notre-Dame and Sacre-Cîur (Paris), and St. Michael (Brussels) -- the 

true masterpieces of their time and still today, I felt so small.  All I could do was to lift up my hands and sing 

Hallelujah to worship the creator of Heaven and Earth.  And thank God for the great architects such as Sir 

Christopher Wren who designed St. Paulôs, who deserved our praises for the awesomeness the magnificent 

cathedrals inspired.   

I admit China is not the only country with history.  The richly decorated Palaces and Castles in 

Europe speak loud and clear about that.  While the ancient four-thousand-mile Great Wall rose up solemnly 

at the Northern China about 200 B.C, the mysterious Stonehenge had already stood for more than three 

millennia.  When the Emperors, the Sons of Dragons, ruled from the Palace with 999 rooms known as the 

Forbidden City, the French Kings, such as Sun King Louise XIV, dwelled in the grand Louvre and Versailles; 

and the Queen of England still occupies Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle.   

      

How similar are the East and the West.  History has been recording around the rulers and/or dictators, 

the famous and infamous.  Numerous books and biographies were written about the Emperors of the Han and 

Tang Dynasties and leaders like Mao Zedong in China, while in Europe countless papers were about William 

the Conqueror, Henry VIII, Queen Victoria and Winston Churchill in United Kingdom, and Louis XIV and 

Napoleon Bonaparte in France.  However, no matter how great and powerful in life, how vast the territory 
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they conquered and reigned, in the end they all died as mortals.  Only the Chateaus and Monuments, like 

Versailles and Arc de Triomphe, remain for us to marvel at.  How could one person possess such ability 

and/or charisma to shape up whole generations?     

The history that struck me the most during this trip was the French Revolution, a time of change, 

also a time of chaos.  As a result, King Louis XVI and his queen Marie-Antoinette were sent to the guillotine 

together along with many royal and noble families.  Notre-Dame Cathedral, standing in the center of Paris, 

witnessed the rise and fall of the Kings and Queens.  In the days of the French Revolution, those ancient 

Biblical kings, the Kings of Judea, were mistaken for the hated French kings; and even their statues on the 

Notre Dame were beheaded ï a school teacher collected the heads and buried them in his backyard, they 

were not unearthed until 1977 on accident.   

    

A similar story happened to the last Emperor of Ming Dynasty (1368 - 1644).  When the angry 

peasants revolted and broke into the Forbidden City, the Ming Emperor Chongzhen forced his Empress and 

concubines to commit suicide to avoid personal assaults.  One of the Princesses, merely 16 years old, refused 

to die and was put to the sword by the Emperor.  The Emperor fled out of the back door of the Forbidden 

City into Jing Shan, the Imperial Garden then, a public park today, and there he hanged himself on a tree.  

The tree stood quietly as the witness of the end of Ming Dynasty for centuries, until the Cultural Revolution 

in 1966.  The Red Guards of the Revolution disliked any reminder of the Imperial past, so they uprooted the 

tree.  Today a similar shaped tree was transplanted to the spot to replace the original one.   

To me, there are many similarities between the Revolutions.  Standing in front of the Notre-Dame, I 

tried to picture the French Revolution, but all I could see was the Cultural Revolution (1966 - 1976), which I 

personally experienced as a little kid.  My parents were accused as American spies just because we had 

relatives in the US; overnight, my father lost his title and all the privileges as the Chief Engineer in his 

Ceramic Factory.  My mother-in-law was named an ñAmerican running dogò because she worshiped Jesus, 

ña foreign Godò.  What made it worse was that she refused to denounce her faith; she ended up spending the 

next five years as a school janitor cleaning bathrooms everyday instead of continuing her job as an English 

teacher.   

Historians say that the Cultural Revolution has ruined more than two generations of Chinese.  For 

my parents, they lost the best time in their lives ï their most productive adulthood; for us, our childhood was 

spent in doubt and fear of the uncertainty of tomorrow.  We had to spend the next 20 years to learn to trust 

againé. 

Jing Shan where Chongzhen hangedҬ Versaille where Louis XVI lived before guillotine Ҭ 
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ñForgive, but Never Forgetò is the message above every exit at the Holocaust sites we visited in 

Europe.  It is a powerful and moving message to me.  I promised my children that we would visit the Cultural 

Revolution Museum the next time we visit China --for my children to remember the history; for me to 

forgive and let go of the resentment.   

History is like a mirror, it reflects the past to us.  Neither politicians, nor historians, only common 

citizens, we study history because history can teach us, and learning from it will make us wiser.  

Experiencing other cultures different from our own only humbles us -- we are just as human as others.  

Hopefully our generation will avoid the same mistakes our forefathers made.  Unfortunately, history also 

likes to repeat itself.  Over six million Jews were killed during WWII; merely 20 years, millions of Chinese 

people died of unnecessary death during the Cultural Revolution, all because of one dictator.   

 My trip in Europe has broadened my mind and Iôve learned to see our world from a higher level.  

How fortunate I was to be in the British Museum.  The exotic collections from China were only part of the 

collection of the museum.  There were treasures and treasures from India, Egypt, Greece and other countries 

and continents.  It was one glorious show of the civilization of mankind in progression!  In the museum, the 

concept of nation became blurred and the border lines of countries simply faded away.  The truth is history 

did not start in Europe, will not end there either.  Instead of resenting the past, I learn to focus on making 

tomorrowôs world a better place.  I have decided to take my children to the Metropolitan Museum in New 

York, their Asian Art exhibit is the largest and most comprehensive collection in the West.  Why travel 

thousands of miles to the ancient Silk Road in China while there are collections of five millennia right at our 

backyard! 

 

It is true that travel can bring out the differences in different cultures.  What is normal here is not 

always so in Europe.  Water is not free, there is no free refill.  Hotels have no elevator, how about bringing 

your own luggage upstairs?  Beginning a conversation with ñBonjourò and ending with ñMerciò (with 

English in between) is kind of fun.  Who says beer and soda have to be served icy cold, how about at room 

temperature for a change.  Despite these ñminorò differences, travel brings people together.  We are human 

beings with the same image of our Creator -- we are the same in many ways. Once we accept who we are, 

then we are ready to accept others who are different from us.   

So, Rick is right, travel is a very spiritual thing! 


