Chinese New Year 2006
Did you stay here in China during Chinese New Year? We did, and it was our first experience with the local festivities. We wanted to know: how do the Chinese celebrate the largest festival of the year? 
We decided to go to Guangzhou, where we used to live, and see some old friends. On January 28th, New Year’s Eve, we visited the midnight flower market near Er Sha Dao. Thousand or more people were there with us. They were stocking up on flowers and other auspicious symbols. Each flower has a meaning, as for example “big family together” or “money for the next year”. Believe me, it is amazing to be with such many people and counting backwards at midnight shouting out “Xin Nian KuaiLe!” together. It felt like we were all sharing in on the happiness. Everywhere we went we were greeted with “Xin Nian KuaiLe!”. We repeated that sentence to many others that night and the following days. 
On the first day of my year (January 29th), the year of the dog, we met a former colleague. He is Chinese and we know his parents too. He had married in December and we brought along a present for the couple. The family was waiting for us and served us eggs with sugar to offer their welcome – an old tradition in the parents’ hometown. Our former colleague showed us their wedding video as his wife and the parents made dumplings. This is the typical Chinese New Year specialty and we enjoyed it greatly. We ate way too much according to our stomachs but definitely not enough according to our hosts. 
That night, a big firework display was arranged by the White Swan Hotel. We had to travel quite a distance to the location and had to hurry up to arrive in time for the fireworks. When we arrived we cannot find our friends because of too many people. 
We can’t say how many people must have already been waiting there, but we estimated more than 10.000 people. We found a place near Sha Men Island. It was an amazing feeling to watch the fireworks with so many people. We never will forget the sight of the happy people, shouting Happy New Year or Xin Nian KuiLe or Gong Xi Fa Cai. The firework display was quite impressive...and extremely loud. Dust and black paper shreds fell down from the sky, but still nothing could lessen the enjoyment of that night. 
It took us quite a while to return to Er Sha Dao, because no public transportation was available. So we had to walk, but even that was nearly impossible. The next day (January 30th) we watched the “Lion Dance” for good luck and successful business. The shops book the performers and the dancers are remunerated with red envelope containing money. Above the restaurant or shop entrance, the staff hangs up some vegetables and fruits for the lion. The lion then has to “earn” the food by trying to reach it and eat it off the rope. 
So already in the morning, by the lion food above the doors, you could make out where he would be dancing in the evening. 
For us, this meant the conclusion of the Chinese New Year celebrations, and we were happy we had had the chance to attend the traditional ceremonies.
Upon our return to Dongguan however, we realized we had been wrong in this conclusion. The Chinese celebrate with their own, personal fireworks every evening of the full week. At night, we went to the river to watch. Many families were there to celebrate within their own little cirlce. We enjoyed watching Chinese New Year on a “small scale”. 
The following days we kept watching from our apartment windows, and we began to wonder when it would all finally come to an end. How long would they actually celebrate the New Year? Linda, our real estate agent turned good friend, gave us an answer: Sunday, February 5th would be a festival named “Small Chinese New Year”. For that reason there would be a big concert on the plaza next to the “Culture Center of Dongguan”. We decided to join this concert and take some pictures. On the way there, we stopped by our favorite “Kosmo” Café for a cup of Coffee Latte, where we met Ziv, the managing director of “HERE” (Dongguan’s English Magazine) and Jenny. We offered to take some pictures for the magazine and went to the concert. It was already very crowded, but the Chinese were very friendly to us and showed us to a spot directly behind the paid admissions area. We were happy for that spot as it would be easier to follow the performance from there. After the first two pictures Fred took, a Chinese came over to us and handed us official entry passes, as those for press reporters. So we had the chance to get an exclusive first-row spot without paying a single yuan. From there, we could really make good photographs and we were fully accepted in the row with official members of the press. 
We truly enjoyed the show. It opened with two long dragons and an expressive lion dance. They had acrobatics, singers, folk dances and a ballet dance with little girls and many others. On the end was firework again and the two long dragon finish the performance. This displayed the official end of the Chinese New Year – the holidays were over and it was now time return to work. Several days after Chinese New Year however, we could still feel the exciting atmosphere in the shops and restaurants. It took another three days and by February, 9th all shops were reopened and life returned to its daily routine. 
