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Notes on “Free Day” Experience – Observing a Beijing Hutong 

Kathleen Rader  (originally written July 27, 1999; revised April 2000) 

 
Since I had a bad cold and slept during our free day in Chengdu, I am writing about the hutong I observed 

from my hotel room window in Beijing a few weeks earlier.  I had sprained my ankle, so I spent my Beijing 

free day observing this neighborhood.  I was also able to observe this neighborhood numerous times each 

day for the week that I stayed at the Prime Hotel.  I could not see out my hotel window at night because the 

hotel had lights that shined on the side of the building, so all of my observations were during daylight 

hours. 

 

Location.  My room faced south and overlooked a square block of an old hutong.  (In the distance I could 

see the Forbidden City).  On the north side of the hutong was a small roadway that separated the Prime 

Hotel, where I was staying, from the hutong.  On the west was a row of stores and restaurants that faced out 

on a very busy street, on the south was another small road that separated the hutong from a multistory 

apartment complex, off to the east was a red brick factory building with a large chimney.  The factory did 

not appear to be in use.  Beyond the factory were several rows of multistory apartment buildings. 

 

Access.  On the north side, the side I could see the best, there were several small businesses, homes, a 

public toilet facility and an opening to an alley way that went back about 1/3 of the way into the center of 

the hutong complex.  There was another alleyway to the east, next to the factory.  I assume there were 

others from the east, south and west, but I could not see them because of all of the big trees that were 

growing out of the courtyards in the neighborhood. 

 

Rooftops.  Most of the dwellings were one story with several two-story buildings scattered about.  Electric 

lines came into most homes.  Several had TV antennas; one even had a satellite dish.  Most homes on the 

north (the area I could clearly observe) had 55-gallon drums on their roofs.  These drums were often 

painted black for a solar heated water source.  There were various types and styles of roofing materials 

including tile, stiff corrugated plastics, tarpaper, and plastic tarps.  Some homes were in much better repair 

than others.  People seemed to store wood boards and other things on their roof. 

 

Most homes had plants, which included herbs, vegetables and flowers.  At least three families had cats that 

could be seen wondering around the roofs in the morning. One cat had kittens that were big enough to 

chase and play with each other so that I could see them.  Pigeons were a common sight over some homes, 

and may have been kept by the residents. 

 

Vehicles.  Most families on the north side (where I observed) had bicycles that they parked in the alleyway 

that led back into the compound. A few had motorcycles that were parked in this same alleyway.  One man 

had a pedicab with a stripped plastic roof cover that he also parked in the alleyway.  All of these vehicles 

were parked on the right side (as you entered), leaving the left side free for pedestrian traffic.  At least one 

resident had a red car cab.  He parked it on the small street between the hutong and the hotel.  Every 

morning, the cab owner could be seen with a red plastic bucket and a rag, washing his cab before he went 

off to work for the day. 

 

North Side of Hutong’s Homes and Stores.  On the west corner was a fruit and vegetable stand, adjacent 

to a door (usually closed) that led to a courtyard and the dwelling of one family.  There were several other 

dwellings that led straight out to the north side street; usually their doors were kept closed.  There was a 

small restaurant and a couple of shops that sold cold pop, ice cream and other snacks. Toward the east end 

was the public toilet facility, with both a men’s and women’s entrance.  On the east side was a jewelry 

import and export business, it appeared to be more wholesale than retail.  There were a couple of buildings 

that appeared to be businesses that had gone out of business. 

 

Children. One little boy would spend the day pushing his old fashion baby buggy up and down the small 

street.  A store a few doors down to the left of the alleyway opening had an older woman (and her canary) 

who interacted with the boy, much like a grandmother, she kept her eye on him.  The small restaurant to the 

right of the alleyway entrance was also a favorite hangout for this boy.  A younger woman, from this 

restaurant, also spent a lot of time watching this boy and interacting with him.  She appeared to be his 

mother and ran the restaurant.  Later, some of our group said they saw the boy and thought he might have 

Down Syndrome, which would explain some of his behavior. 
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Except for some teenage boys who rode bikes up and down the small street and interacted with the baby 

carriage boy, most children could be seen in the morning heading off with their backpacks. In the afternoon 

and evening they would gather to play.  There were several late primary school-aged girls and at least one 

boy who lived in houses that came off the alleyway I could observe.  They used the steps and grassy area of 

the hotel as their private playground, playing follow the leader, leapfrog and other children’s games.  I had 

figured out which homes several of the children lived in, all seemed to be only children. 

 

Public Toilet.  To the east of the alleyway entrance was a public toilet facility.  It had white front walls 

with two doors (men and women).  The front part of its roof was bright blue.  It had a gable style skylight 

on the roof.  Most of the people who visited this building came from the hutong.  In the early morning, I 

saw one man walk out of the alleyway carrying a ceramic pot with a lid and going into the public facility.  I 

assume he was carrying a chamber pot and went into the toilet to empty the family’s night soil.  I did not go 

into this facility, so I do not know for sure if it was free or not, but there was no sign posted outside 

indicating that there was a fee for using it. 

 

Trash and Garbage.  There were five wicker baskets located on the sidewalk by the hotel, straight across 

the street from the alleyway entrance.  This is where families from this side of the hutong dumped both 

trash and garbage.  People would come out of the alleyway, depositing small bags of trash into the baskets 

as they left to go to work or run errands.  At meal time, women could be seen carry cooking pots to the 

trash baskets and pouring water and left over food stuffs from meal preparation into the baskets.   

 

I noticed on several occasions that when men brought glass bottles to the trash baskets, they would 

purposely throw them in with enough force that they shattered.  At first I was puzzled by this behavior.  

During the afternoon, a person on a bike stopped by the baskets.  His/her bike was piled high with more 

“stuff” than it seemed possible for the bike to carry.  He/she was a recycler and went through the contents 

of all of the baskets, pulling out things of interests.  Items removed (and stored in specific locations on the 

bike) included certain types of plastic, glass, aluminum, white paper, and anything else that seemed 

interesting.  One of the families has thrown out hot water thermoses (I assume because they were broken).  

It took the recycler a while to decide if they were worth taking or not, but he/she ended up finding 

something  (from the trash baskets) to tie them to the bike and took them too.  When the recycler was 

finished he/she rode off leaving a big mess behind, he/she did not bother putting anything back into the 

trash baskets.  I now understood why the residents broke the glass, it was to keep the recyclers out of their 

trash, or at least give them a difficult time. 

 

Unfortunately, I never got to see the trash baskets being emptied by the trash collector so I do not know if 

they used a bike truck or a real truck.  I do know that they were emptied sometime during the night or early 

morning, probably every day. 

 

Cooking and Heating.  I had read that in the recent past, most homes in this style of neighborhood used 

charcoal/coal for both heating and cooking needs.  The government has been trying to clean up the air, and 

has encouraged homes to use propane gas instead of charcoal/coal.  I saw propane tanks being taken in and 

out of the compound.  I never saw any smoke, which one would expect if families were burning 

charcoal/coal.  I did not notice any evidence of charcoal/coal, or coal ash coming into or out of the 

compound.  I believe all families in this hutong are now using propane to cook with.  I do not know if they 

still use charcoal/coal to heat their homes in the winter or if they use propane for that too. 

 

Trees.  Some of the courtyards had very large trees growing out of the center of them.  These beautiful 

trees provided the homes with shade  (and blocked my view from much of the hutong).  They appeared to 

all be deciduous trees and included elm, locust, weeping willow and some that I could not identify. 

 

Human Activity.  This was a very active neighborhood.  People came and went about their business.  Cars, 

vans, motorcycles, bikes, bike-trucks and pedestrians all used the small street between the hotel and the 

hutong.  People kept the alleyway and areas around their homes and shops swept clean.  Men and women 

could be seen coming home in the afternoon with fresh produce.  Women friends would come by the shop 

ran by the older women and would stay for some time to chat.  In the afternoon, several neighbors from the 

alleyway entrance by the old factory would gather on lawn chairs in the shade at the end of the street to sit 

and visit.  I got the impression that the residents of this hutong had a strong sense of community.  They had 

worked out efficient lifestyle interactions between the neighbors and enjoyed each other’s company. 
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Front by front store and home description.  (From right to left, west to east). 

1) A fruit and vegetable stand on the corner. 

2) A red door that goes back into a family courtyard and dwelling (same people as those that ran the 

fruit and vegetable stand). 

3) A small restaurant with double red doors and windows on either side; a yellow, white and red-

stripped awning and a red sign with Chinese characters. 

4) Bamboo covered doorway (a home?).  It has a small green and white sign with Chinese characters. 

5) Lots of plants and a grapevine (?) over the double glass and red door.  It has a green plastic roof 

and white sign with red characters.  I think this was a home. 

6) Gray door with red door in the middle.  This is the entrance to a courtyard complex. 

7) Double red, boarded up door, I never saw these being used. 

8) Former store (?) with a green plastic roof and door, but there is a cement and metal shed in front of 

the door. 

9) Alleyway entrance to the center of the hutong.  People park their vehicles along the right side. 

10) Gray front with double glass door and window and small green plastic awning.  It also has three 

steps, but does not appear to be used currently. 

11) Three cement steps and a red door, leads to a corridor for residents. 

12) Dark green wall with a curtained window on the door and a larger window.  This is the door to a 

residence. 

13) Cement steps to a shop (?); the door has a white sign with red characters. 

14) Cement box with a plastic roof and an ice cream advertisement on the side. 

15) Store with a double red door and white plastic roof.  The older woman who runs this store hangs 

her canary outside.  There is an advertisement for Tide in the window. 

16) Public toilet facility with white walls, a blue roof and two entrances. 

17) Gated small shop or office, it did not appear to be in use. 

18) Large building housing a jewelry import business, Beijing Jewelry. 

19) The corner with another alleyway leading back into the hutong compound.  This is the end where 

residents of all ages would bring their chairs to sit and visit with each other in the afternoon and 

evening. 

 


