China Study Abroad Program

2013
Travel Advice
Rather than give you a summer-camp-style list of things to bring, this is more like a set of things to think about while planning and packing.

1) GETTING TO CHENGDU VIA BEIJING AND XIAN

We will fly to Beijing, train to Xian and fly to Chengdu. Efficient, manageable luggage is important as you need to be able to move everything yourself, with or without luggage carts. 

Chengdu sells most everything you might want (usually cheaply) with the possible exception of specialized cosmetics, prescription medicines, and certain womens’ hygiene products (tampons seem to be less common in China)- so take less and plan on buying things there.

General Advice on Luggage

One suitcase is better than two for ease of getting around.

A medium-sized suitcase, perhaps one that expands, is better than a large one.

A light, small backpack for carry-on and day trips is a good idea.

Getting on and off of the train is the real test of your packing skill and discipline. Everything goes in the compartment with us!

Baggage Weight

On internal flights, Chinese airlines have a strict limit on checked-baggage weight- 20 kilos, which is about 44 pounds. Weigh your bag before you leave so you don’t have a surprise at the Xian airport en route to Chengdu and have to pay a fine. Carry-on luggage is not weighed and not counted in your weight limit.

Carry on and Checked Baggage

US airlines require passengers to have their carry-on toiletries in a see-through ziplock bag, and in small sizes only. If you intend to bring toothpaste, deodorant, etc. on the plane, get small travel-size items and put them in a ziplock. Larger sizes should be in your checked luggage. Contact solution, medication and other necessities should be in small quantities and in their original packaging for inspection.

2) DEPARTING CHINA VIA SHANGHAI

You may well have acquired lots of souvenirs over the semester. You still have only one checked bag weighing not over 20 kilograms on the flight from Chengdu to Shanghai! If you have lots more stuff by this time, consider sending a box home via sea mail (slow but less expensive) or by air freight. The on-campus post office can help with both of these, or you can use Federal Express which has an office in Chengdu.

OR consider just paying the fine for an extra bag. This can be something like $100 US (!), but perhaps well worth it. You can purchase both cheap and expensive luggage in Chengdu for the flight home.

3) SEMESTER LIVING AND TRAVELING

Valuables

Consider how you will carry and keep safe your valuables- wallets, passports, credit cards, etc. Travel stores or sections of stores have useful pouches, money belts, etc. China is a much safer country than the US, but petty thievery and pickpocketing do exist. Your dorm rooms are pretty safe; we’ve never had an incident of theft from a PLU student’s room in the dormitory.

Consider how will you carry and protect your camera. A camera bag is nice if it has room to function as a purse/day bag as well. Or you can put a small camera case inside your day bag or backpack. The thing to avoid is having too many bags dangling about you, because it is too easy to forget to pick one of them up when getting out of a taxi. 

Bring memory cards for your camera. You can usually buy them there, but they are the same price as here, and you may not find exactly the one you need. 

Laptops are useful and you are welcome to bring one. It is not required. Journal entries and assignments can be hand-written. I recommend bringing a USB (flash) drive, as copy stores are used to them and can print out things for you if you write something on your laptop or in an internet café that you want to print. 

Clothes

Weather in Chengdu in summer is HOT and STICKY. It will be hot and humid when we arrive in late August. It will remain hot through September and begin to cool off through October and November. By the time you leave in December it will be colder- probably 40 degrees F or so. 

I recommend buying winter clothes in Chengdu or Lhasa as you need them; they can be purchased very cheaply, and then you can abandon them (give them to friends!) before leaving, thus saving yourself luggage both coming and going. It is also fun to buy Chinese clothes as souvenirs, so the less you take with you, the more room you have for new purchases coming home.

Take clothes made of fabric that dries quickly and doesn’t require ironing. Chengdu weather, whether hot or cold, can be humid and thick cotton material such as jeans or corduroy can take a long time to dry. Try to take as few clothes as possible. Assume you will wash your under-clothes in your rooms on a regular basis, thus making unnecessary huge numbers of them. 4 pairs of these ought to do you just fine. The dormitory building has clotheslines and the rooms have heaters, which makes drying clothes pretty easy. You might consider a small roll-up travel clothesline, or just use the shower rod in the bathroom. There are laundry facilities on campus which are very cheap for getting other clothes washed if you choose. They may not do underwear. 

Chinese in general are not terribly fancy on a daily basis. Bring perhaps one set of fairly nice clothes (nice collared shirt and basic slacks for men and some equivalent for women. No need for a suit or jacket or tie. If you find you need those you can find one cheap at a local shop market. The following might be a good list for regular use:

Underwear, socks
6 pairs everything

Shirts


2-3 regular shirts, 2-3  T-shirts (you will acquire more!)
Pants


3 pairs in a range of fanciness

Shorts


2 pairs

Shoes
One pair of all-purpose walking shoes that can double as dress shoes, one pair sandals if you wear them. 

(Note- shoes can be bought in Chengdu, but sizes are sometimes limited- bring a good pair of athletic shoes if you wear them.)

Jacket


A light jacket if you like. You won’t need it until Lhasa in October 

at the earliest.

Warm Clothes

I recommend purchasing these in Lhasa your first night there.

You might experiment with compression sacks to get more clothes in a small bag- though be careful because this can cause you to go overweight!

Toiletries and Personal Items

Bring an alarm clock as we will have a few early morning starts during the study tour.  If you are addicted to coffee, you might want to bring some instant coffee for early mornings in which coffee may not be available. You can also begin to wean yourself from your caffeine habit before you leave, to lessen those coffee headaches which you may experience!  For those laundry sessions in the hotel room sink, consider bringing some dry flake laundry detergent in a plastic bag. You can buy many Chinese and international toiletry products in local stores there. When we first arrive in Chengdu, we will make a trip to the store to purchase towels and other “dorm supplies.”

Electrical Devices

China operates on 220 voltage electricity. If you want to plug your devices into the wall socket, you may need two things: an adapter kit (to fit the socket) and a transformer (to convert 220 volts to 110 volts). These can be purchased together at drug stores, usually for about 25 dollars, sometimes less, and are best bought here rather than in China.

Many computers and other devices with power transformers have variable voltage capability, so you might not need a transformer for your laptop or camera recharger. Check the device and the instruction book for details. You probably still need a socket adapter, as Chinese plugs are different from US plugs. Bring your own Ethernet cable from home for use in hotels and your dorm room. 


Money

Bank cards are the easiest way to get money in China and work well at all bank machines that display the Visa, Mastercard, Cirrus, etc. network logos. Local bank machines without these logos will not read your card.  Check with your bank to make sure your card is set up for international exchanges, and tell them that you will be traveling in China; sometimes banks shut off an account if they think a customer’s card has been stolen and is being used by a thief in China! Consider bringing an extra card just in case!
Travelers Checks are still accepted, though less and less commonly used, and not all bank branches are authorized to cash them. You will need to bring your passport to cash them. $100 denominations work well- you can cash one and not have to worry about it for a while. Basically these are becoming a thing of the past…
China is a cash economy, so unless you are at a tourist shop where they take credit cards, you will need cash to buy things. We will get in the habit of using bank machines or cashing traveler’s checks regularly to replenish our finances.

You will be tempted to shop, as China has lots of great things to buy! How much you spend on shopping is of course up to you. You can find many wonderful things for very cheap prices. You can also get lots of expensive things like silk, jade, pearls, artwork, and clothes.  Somewhere between $ $500 and $1000 for spending money is probably fine unless you are planning on some serious shopping or plan to eat at lots of Western food restaurants…

Communication

International phone cards can be purchased in China, though they are expensive. Use them for occasional important calls abroad to PLU or the insurance company, etc. Internet services are a lot cheaper, and your Chinese friends or other international students can advise you on them. Skype is used regularly in China. Facebook is blocked.
Consider getting a VPN (virtual personal network) before you leave the US. Many have found Astrill to be very good and report they can access all sites that they could back home!

Your dorm rooms will have internet connections so a laptop can save you time in not having to go to the internet cafe. US cell phones won’t work in China unless they are international phones or have the capacity to insert a Chinese SIM card. Most students elect to buy cell phones in Chengdu. These are relatively inexpensive and very handy as most of Chinese live by their mobile phones. You can very easily buy minutes at a variety of places- very convenient. 

Gifts

Consider bringing some small souvenirs of your hometown that you can give away to people you meet in China. These should not be expensive at all. Suggestions include cheap PLU logo items (pens, pencils, notebooks, etc.), packets of postcards or photo booklets from your hometown area, or other unique items that are “American” or typical of you and your life.

Bring along a packet of photos of you and your family, the house, the dog… Sharing these can be a great ice-breaker for a conversation and is always interesting for Chinese people.

