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Our journey is along a small stretch of Zhongshan
Avenue, from Liuduqiao to Wuhan Art Museum.
Our first stop is the time-honored brand Dehualou
(德华楼), a restaurant founded in 1924 by renowned
Tianjin chefs.
Decorated in traditional Chinese style, it sells
Beijing-Tianjin flavored mantou (steamed bread),
dumplings, and rice cakes. Mei Lanfang, the world
famous Peking Opera master, was once one of its
famous patrons. Due to its fame, many Hankou locals
host weddings, dinners and other big
events here.

"Fast or slow, you cannot walk out of Hankou in a day;
East or West, you'll never have too much fun at the People's
Paradise." The old catchphrase of Wuhan locals sets Hankou
as the best place to hang out in Wuhan. What brought about
such an ostentatious saying? A day's walk along Zhongshan
Avenue may uncover the reason.

Treat yourself
at Zhongshan Avenue
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Belly full, our next stop is at the century-old Laowancheng
(老万成) sour plum soup store on the other side of the road. The
quaintness of the small store belies its significance. At its start in
1910, Laowancheng sold alcohol and tobacco. Its owners thought that
Beijing's sour plum soup would sell well in Wuhan's scorching
summer heat. They tinkered with the recipe to appeal to local taste,
and to their surprise, the new product took off. It sold so well that
they recast the business, and Laowancheng became a household
name for sour plum soup. At its height, probably in the 1970s to
1980s, long queues in front of the store signaled the start of the
morning commute. Now though, we can get a taste of that unique
recipe without the wait. Just RMB 5 will quench our thirst in a
beautiful throwback cup.

Further along, we find a little entrance to Yongkang Alley (永康
里), a gateway to a long gone era. Quiet and peaceful, as its
name indicates, the bustle of modern times never seemed to have
found this nook of the city. Set up in 1914, it once covered 150,000
square meters and was the national center for literature and art,
where Lao She, Guo Moruo, Zhu Ziqing, Shen Congwen, Cai
Yuanpei and other prominent historical and
cultural figures once resided.
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Strolling along the avenue
we see the long-expected
People's Paradise (民众乐园) that
debuted in 1919. It was one of
China's three major entertainment
centers in the era before 1949.
A hundred years ago, in
addition to shopping, dining and
playing games — much like as
in modern shopping malls —
one could also watch operas
and acrobatics, and read books
here. The fervor for tickets to Mei
Lanfang's and Zhou Xinfang's
performances rivals that of any
modern-day pop stars' concerts.
Wuhan's first IMAX theater also
opened here.
Generations of locals have
created memories at this place.
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Just a few meters down from Yongkang Alley, stands the red-brick
Hankou Water Tower (汉口水塔). When built in 1909, this iconic building
was the city's tallest landmark. It initially provided tap water to urban
residents and later served as a reservoir for fighting fires, all the while
functioning as a watchtower.
You need not climb the rungs on the tower to see the snacks sold
at nearby Qianjin No.5 Road. The queues in front of almost every stall
let you know you've arrived.
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Last stop is the Wuhan Art
Museum. With just a swipe of your ID
card or passport, you can immerse
yourself in art here for the rest of the
day.
While much slower than a Didi or a
Mobike, strolling along the street took
us to many more places and eras than
we might have been otherwise.
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