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Winter edition 
“For my part, I travel not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel’s 

sake. The great affair is to move” – Robert Louis Stevenson. 

Melvin, Editor 

Avid traveller and history/knowledge buff 

Suan, Editor-in-Chief 

Expert Procurer of fine things and Finance Director at home 

Did Robert have itchy feet? Because he says he need to be on 

the move. Travel for the sake of traveling, does that jive talkin 

with you? 

Remember to drop us a line at: melsuan0810@gmail.com.   

About this Edition 

There is something about Russia. The media portrays it to be a 

large and forbidding country, full of intrigue and scheme against 

the western world. Is it true? Read on to decide for yourselves. 

The cold. Not sure why we liked it over the heat, but probably 

because we bake in it every day here in the little red dot... thus 

in this issue we show you how we cooled off in Harbin. 

So, we are back again!   

How’s life? 
Did you know that this shall be the last issue of our 

quarterly newsletter? Since 2016 we've moved to an online 

platform in WordPress (Travelingmatters.net). Not exactly 

blogging for money... but the move is only natural. 

This should be fun! Meeting friends from lands 
afar and linking up to share experience! 

As we reflect back the 10 years of writing this newsletter, 

we would like to thank you for reading. Look out for 

updates at our blog. We look forward to continue keeping 

in touch there! 

Onsen culture 
In our travels to Japan, we have introduced the various hot 

springs or Onsen. In Japan, Onsens follow a strict code 

governing cleanliness and hygiene plus spring water quality. 

Thus, this article attempts to shed some light on what you 

as a non-native user need to take account of.  

  

Don't go to the wrong bath! 

First, most baths in Japan are segregated. This also mean 

that it is where you bath naked and not with any form of 

swim wear. Thus, those less incline or shy to do so will do 

better to look for mixed bath (limited). 

No footwear is allowed into the bath itself, this you 

normally place your slipper (if you are staying in the Onsen) 

in a shelving. Public baths usually have a locker. 
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You leave your footwear in outside the bath 

Once you get inside the bath, you will find either lockers 

(public baths) or baskets in which you can store your 

belongings while you bath. 

You are not allowed to bring anything else except a small 

towel into the bath, thus all your accessories will need to be 

removed. It's better not be bring anything valuable to a bath.  

Once you are ready, it's time to hit the bath! But not before 

washing up first. As a hygiene requirement, bath users must 

shower before dipping into the bath pools.  

 

Lockers or baskets hold your personal belongings 

You will find shampoo and body soap liquid available in 

dispensers lining the bath area. In some Onsen, they even 

provide 油马  (a horse oil product from Hokkaido). Once you 

have washed well, you are ready to commence the bath 

experience. 

In most Onsen, there would be more than one pool. Some 

feature outdoor pools, sometimes with nice views of the sea 

or mountains. 

Some are totally outdoor, which means even the above 

mentioned facilities are outdoor! The winter experience 

would be something to remember! 

 

Bathing facilities are at all Onsens 

No two hot spring are suppose to be the same unless the 

water is from the same source - ie it is shared (Such as in 

Yumoto in Nagano). Each hot spring is analyzed for the 

mineral content of the water for one of 19 chemical 

elements.  

The therapeutic properties of each bath is thus different. 

You can see this in the water, which range from crystal clear 

to murky brown or milky white. 

 

Usually there are more than 1 bath pool 

The water temperature is typically lower than 50°C, but take 

caution before jumping straight in. Also, be careful not to 

stay in too long - its often the case when you are soaking 

during winter! 

You can always come out of the bath after soaking in for 

about 4-5 minutes and cooling off for about 5 minutes 

before heading to the next bath pool. 

 

Personal grooming area also available 

An onsen experience comes to a close when you finish with 
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D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?  

Every year the annual snow and ice festival takes place 

from around Christmas (no coincidence) till well into the 

end of winter around February.  

T H E  S C A L E  O F  T H E  I C E  

F E S T I V A L  A T  H A R B I N  

You have to know that this very northern part of China 

receives huge dumps of snow every year during winter. 

This copious amount is the raw material that facilitates the 

construction of really large snow buildings. 

But have you wondered how these shapes came to be? 

Where would there be such large moulds of snow available 

to be sculpted into shapes as diverse as large historical 

buildings or statues?  

 

See how the blocks are stacked up? 

Now you know the secret! As you might have observed, 

rectangular blocks of ice are carved out elsewhere and 

transported to Sun island (where the festival is held).  

Once stacked up like the above picture, they are left to 'set' 

for a week. The weight compresses and compacts the snow 

solid. Next it is an army of folks starting to work on the 

snow mountain, chiseling away almost with no supervision 

into the final form. It's incredible! 

 

 

soaking in the pools. Most people just rinse their bodies without 

using shampoo or soap to absorb the minerals of the spring 

water. 

People with heart diseases or high blood pressure should be 

careful when visiting Onsen. Also, if you have cuts, sores or 

open wounds, it is not recommended to bath as well.  

� 

Landmarks of Red Square 
Like any other country in the world, Russia boasts of a capital - 

Moscow. And just like any other nation state, there are symbols 

of power such as monuments etc. 

In Russia, this mighty symbol is the red square. Surrounding the 

square today is an impressive array of historical buildings. These 

had stood the test of time, invasions and destruction. But did 

you know that this square started out rather humbly? 

Depending on who you read, you might be told that it all started 

as a slum. A slum that according to some gathered outside the 

original Kremlin walls more than 500 years ago. 

 

Walls of the Kremlin 

You need to know that back in those day, there was but just a 

principality called Rus, precursor or some would say - 

embryonic Russia. 

And surely as most people including us made the mistake - that 

Red square had to do with the communist revolution or indeed 

the Soviet state. Its name came about over time due to a part of 

it being called red. Today the red bricks of the Kremlin and that 

of the Russian state historical museum fuels credence to this 

name. Indeed the length of one part of the square is indeed the 

Kremlin wall, where dignitaries will observe parades and 

celebrations.  
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day in.  

 

Russian state museum of history 

You cannot miss out Russia's most expensive shopping mall. 

GUM stands for Gosudarstvennyi Universáĺnyj Magazín - 

translated it means "state universal store". During Soviet 

times, there were no privately run department stores. So the 

state ran such stores all over the country. 

Now the GUM in Moscow was originally a trade center. It 

was designed by an Italian and had ~1200 stores by the time 

of the communist revolution in 1917. Re-opened in 1953, it 

was said to be the only store in Russia that never ran out of 

consumer goods.  

 

World renown GUM store 

If you shop here, be prepared to spend big bucks. Most of 

the shops here are big name branded boutiques. But that is 

not to say you cannot afford much here. Come savor the ice 

cream, which our guide had said is one of the best in the city. 

We bought a bottle of Russian champagne to taste and you 

can also sample caviar from the sales associates. 

Most tourists come here just to browse the beautifully 

transformed walking aisles and you can see painted benches 

(by local school children) on the 2nd floor. 

 

The proud guard 

While you cannot enter the Kremlin from Red square, you 

certainly can enjoy the vast expanse of it and imagine the 

goose stepping troops marching along. Of the many 

impressive buildings here is a small inconspicuous chapel at 

the northern corner.  

Called the Kazan cathedral, it was first Built in the 1620s, it is 

a site where the country commemorates its liberation from 

the Poles and Lithuanians. Today, it is quite hard to believe 

that these countries had dominated and invaded Russia 

centuries before. How things have turned around! 

 

Kazan Chapel, one of many of this name 

Next to this chapel/cathedral is a museum that was built in 

the 1870s to promote Russian culture self awareness of the 

people. It was originally a Principal medicine store. Today it 

houses and exhibits several royal collections of antiques. It 

also has a library of manuscripts, some dating well back to 

the 9th century. 

While we did not visit this museum, it seems to be a gem 

that is under-rated. Said to house millions of objects, it is said 

to exhibit relics from prehistoric times till the present day 

much. In this respect, it offers a completely different view of 

Russia as opposed to the Hermitage which focused on the 

arts. Perhaps someday this would be a museum to spend a 
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Beautiful benches in GUM 

Of course we have left the best out - Saint Basil's cathedral. 

For that we save for a separate story, as it does no justice to 

simply say a few paragraphs on it. Red square offers contrast. 

From the imposing Kremlin, to the humble Kazan and 

history museum, one can spend quite many hours here just 

on these sights alone.. 

� 

Of snow and ice in Harbin 
Held annually, the festival of snow and ice is said to be in its 

34th year. However, the big tune up began just before the 

millennium when the city’s leaders sought a way to ring in 

the new year. 

Thus the scale of the festival began to grow. And today it 

encompasses a large ground on an island in the northern part 

of the city, right in the Songhua river.  

Both festivals are housed here, and it is still within easy 

reach, despite what some said on the internet about poor 

transport links. There will be plenty of taxi and private hire 

drivers out here waiting for you! 

With so much to see, Snow world sculptures was where we 

began first. 

 

Red leaves herald the winter 

Every year there is a competition and walking into the park, 

we were already greeted by a plethora of smaller sculptures 

made by local and foreign artists. The exhibit area is quite 

large and for RMB10pp you can buy a one-way ride in a little 

tram car from the entrance to the end. No stopping in 

between though! 

Aside from the snow sculptures there was a man-made lake 

whose surface has frozen over. People were skating and 

tubing on it even as the artisans are busy assembling bricks 

of ice to create archways, platforms etc. All these as a 

foreground to some of the largest snow sculptures you’ll ever 

see! We came early, ahead of the official opening and thus 

were privy to watching the ‘work-in-progress’ of the arduous 

task of carving out of snow blocks piled 5 storey high! 

 

How immense is this? 

Yeah, how immense indeed! Look at the size of the sculpture 

and Suan. She is dwarfed by this sculpture for sure. 

Since there is no naturally occurring large snow mounds here 

in the exhibition area, the artisans bring in huge blocks and 

stack them up for a few days, letting it compact. Then comes 

the hard work of carving the shapes by hand. 

Faces, animals, buildings (see St Basil in the background?). 

Different kinds of shapes emerge over the course of a few 

days as an army of artisans swarm over a snow mould. These 

artisans seem to know what to do!  

 

Oh no, Rudolf your job is at risk! 
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Well, it seems that the Chinese have decided that perhaps 

Santa need a change in sleigh assistants for this Christmas. 

Yep, Santa appears to be trying out a pair of dragons to bring 

him around the world to deliver presents. 

Who knows? We might be seeing a pair of prancing dragons 

in the sky on 25th December this year instead of reindeers! It 

seems in today’s world, even reindeer’s jobs could be at risk 

of being shipped off to China. Trump would have a field day 

on this! 

If snow sculptures are to be viewed by the day, then ice is to 

be enjoyed in the evening. Or specifically, when it gets dark. 

 

Ascending the castle 

First it is chaos to get in and out of the exhibition. There is 

the crowd and then there is the crowd control… 

Anyway, when you are finally let in you will be awestruck 

once again by the scale and size of the exhibits. We started 

by climbing up what appeared to be a castle, replete with 

turrets. This afforded us a wonderful view of almost the 

entirety of the exhibit area. It certainly helped us decided 

where to start walking first! 

One thing is to be cautious walking on and along the ice. 

Don’t want to break a fall on this large, hard ice cubes! 

 

It's an icy world 

The exhibit area has so many different sub-themes that it 

would be impossible to show them all on this little article. 

Some highlights: a large Buddha (must be 4 storey high), the 

iconic temple of heaven in the likeness of the real thing in 

Beijing. And sculptures that look like the temples (Wat) of 

Thailand. 

In fact, look out for this in our blog where you will not only 

see the pictures but also the videos we shot. Some things are 

just better as moving pictures! 2-hours is definitely not 

sufficient if you want to take your time to enjoy the exhibits 

slowly. While cafes are open, it has long queues, so you 

might want to bring your own thermal flask. 

 

It looks like the Great Wall! 

The best time to visit is really around dusk – 5pm or 

thereabouts as the sun sets (in winter this is normal). Just 

before the temperature begin to descend rapidly into the 

night, you would have mostly seen the exhibits without 

having to brave deep sub-zero cold. 

This is definitely a bucket list item to be checked off. Be sure 

to make it there, it is amazing to say the least! 

♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥ 

What’s next? 
Well, it's time to say goodbye... 

 

Hope you enjoyed this last issue. We're sad too but it's time 

to move onto the web completely. With love from both us 

us, XOXO! 


