Cities 2

A:

My home city must be one of the smallest capitals in the world. It was built on a small island so there is no room for it to grow. There is just one road across the mangrove swamps connecting the city with the rest of the country. A much bigger town has developed on the mainland about 7 kilometres away.

There are no tall office buildings or blocks of flats in my city. The tallest building is an arch built to commemorate a military coup in 1995. The best views of the city can be got from the top of the arch. From here you can see the mosque, the hospital and the docks where we export peanuts and import things like fabric, rice and cars.

In the last ten years the sea has posed a big problem and we have had to get advice from the Dutch to prevent erosion. Large blocks of concrete have been put all along the ocean side of the island to protect the coastline.

There are not many jobs at the moment and prices are going up really quickly but just about everyone has a mobile phone. There are a lot more cars and we now know about traffic jams but in the whole country we still only have one set of traffic lights.

Me and my friends like to hang out brewing attaya, a strong sweet tea. We all support British football teams and we can talk about football for hours and hours. Now and then we go to the movies.

Most of the foreigners around here are tourists who stay in the hotels about 15 kilometres away. They come here for the sea, sun and what we call the ‘Smiling Coast’. One of my friends has a taxi and takes tourists round the country. Another runs an internet café.

Life isn’t always easy but I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.

B:
I live in a city that 13 years ago was one of the biggest disaster areas in the world.  Back then, finding a building which was not peppered with bullet holes would have been as rare as winning the lottery. Today I am happy to say the city has been rebuilt and much of its pre-war glory has returned. Once again, we can call it, “the Paris of the Middle East”! 

The city is one of the oldest in the world and since the beginning of its existence it has been a melting pot for different religions, cultures and races.  With only a population of four million people there are 17 different religions living together and sharing the same land.  The fact that the city is situated on the shores of the Mediterranean, and is close to Africa, Asia, and Europe has a lot to do with it.  

It is pretty expensive to live here, and there is a large gap between rich and poor. Although food is quite cheap electricity and phone bills are amongst the highest in the world.  This city was also ranked in the top three in the world for the number of cars (and mobile phones!) per person so it’s no surprise that there is a lot of traffic on the streets. Air pollution may be improving with the ban on diesel engines, but it’s still quite bad.  

This city is well known for its nightlife and restaurants and caters for all age groups. The younger crowd hang out in bars and clubs while the older people tend to prefer lounges and restaurants. My city is now a big destination for tourists as it has mountain ranges and beaches all within twenty minutes of each other.  During the winter people come to ski on the snow-covered mountains and during the summer they can enjoy our beaches.  

The crime rate is relatively low, but the political situation can be tense because of troubles elsewhere in the region. None of us wants a return to those war-torn years. 

C:

“When a man is tired of this city he is tired of life; because there is here all that life can afford”.  That’s how Samuel Johnson felt over 200 years ago. These days, just as many people feel as tired of this city as those who are animated and enthused by it. People have a love/hate relationship with this city and often both emotions are felt in the same breath. 

If you can afford it the city can give you any lifestyle you want - leafy greens, cloistered avenues, urban fever, polyglot dining, world-class sport and unrivalled arts. With attractions like the Tate Modern, Notting Hill Carnival and theatre of every kind it is a city of stunning diversity. Today, it’s the most cosmopolitan city in the world - over 300 languages are spoken here and a quarter of the city’s residents were born outside the country.

There is always something to do or something to see but the downside is that you need a lot of money to enjoy the city. Trying to find a place to rent or buy in the city is almost impossible unless you’re earning a fortune and the hectic lifestyle can lead to a quick burn-out. 

The transport system leaves a lot to be desired and traffic jams and pollution are a part of living here. It has the world’s oldest tube system but it’s now bursting at the seams. Newly introduced congestion charges have helped to reduce the traffic but you’re often better off walking than getting in a car.  

Many people come here to lose themselves and tragically some end up getting lost. Alongside the wealth and hedonism there is poverty and homelessness. Although measures have been taken to tackle crime, the American import of crack-related crime and the guns that come with it has made some parts of the city scary and dangerous. 

People come to live here for many reasons, not least because it is still Europe’s main financial centre – the city generates more money in a year than the whole of Switzerland. Many come here like Dick Whittington to seek their fortune and expect the streets to be paved with gold but all too often find that their dreams are shattered as they seek to carve out a living.

D:
The city mirrors how fast the whole country is developing to achieve the government’s goal to become fully developed by 2020.  The skyline is impressive, dominated by the Petronas twin towers, the world’s tallest building. Next door is the huge, spacious Suria shopping mall with shops selling the latest Hugo Boss, Armani and Calvin Klein as well as the more local, more affordable outlets. The mall also has its own multiplex cinema, and on the edge of the city we have a world class Formula One circuit. 

Our transport network is very modern too. Although we have traffic congestion during rush hour, the city’s light rail transit, train network, buses and taxis make the city very easy to travel to, from and within. It is even possible to take a high speed train from the brand new international airport to the city centre and back again in the space of 25 minutes!

The city has always been a multicultural place because of its history. The population are made up of a mixture of Malays (who are the majority), Chinese and Indians. People live peacefully with one another, and our crime rate is very low. Laws and punishments for drug abuse are very strict so compared to most places drug problems are rare.  

Nightspots are just like any other developed city. The most popular stretch is the Jalan P. Ramlee. Here, the nightclubs play house, trance, R&B or acid jazz and we get guest appearances by many world class DJs like Paul Oakenfold, Sasha and LTJ Bukem. For something a bit more laid back people head down to an area known as Bangsar with bars and pubs of all sorts, from Finnegans, an Irish pub, to the more classy ones like ‘The Social’ frequented by the who's who of the city’s celebrity scene. 

When you are hungry or looking for a place to chill out with pals after a long night, the city’s food stalls are a perfect place. We are spoilt when it comes to food. All over the city there are food stalls open all night, selling local delicacies like roti canai (like a southern Indian pizza) which goes really well with Nasi Lemak, a fish curry with coconut rice, fried anchovies, sambal (chilli paste), boiled egg and peanuts. 

E:

The thing that is most likely to strike newcomers is the city’s mixture of architecture. Different eras blend together - communist tower blocks stand next to 21stcentury skyscrapers of which New Yorkers would be jealous. But many stand empty as the economic depression put many companies out of business, and the country’s laws discouraged foreigners from investing here.  In the industrial area of Wola in the west, the huge factories making heavy machinery, automobiles, and consumer electronics are almost all gone too. Some have been turned into service facilities, like banks, or rare entertainment spots (underground clubs and bikers bars). Most people are now employed in the service sector, like in the huge hypermarkets and shopping malls that have appeared all over the city, especially on the outskirts.  

 

The most attractive part of the city is Starówka, the old city, now a UN-protected heritage site. The rebuilding work here is outstanding, as they used pre-war photos and 18th century paintings to restore it to its original splendour.   

Many people live in tower blocks around the city centre, which are much like inner city areas elsewhere. These places, like Ursynów and Grochów, are rundown and dirty. Some are the battleground of youth gangs known as “Blockers”. Others are covered with racist graffiti. Meanwhile, richer inhabitants live in small, one family houses, or secure neighbourhoods surrounded by walls in districts like Mokotów, but this is only the privileged few. 

  

Public transport reflects the lack of money put into the city. I have no car and suffer almost everyday in buses, trams and the tube!  Roads are frequently full of holes and during heavy rain, our inefficient drainage system can cause floods in the streets. When you go in a bus or a car during a storm it’s like being in a motorboat!  But the buses and trams go almost everywhere within the city, so you can get where you want easily.  There are plenty of cheap taxis too.  

F:

This city has seen quite a few changes recently, thanks to the many tourists on package holidays from the UK. The movie, “Buena Vista Social Club” with its celebration of the great jazz era probably helped. The beaches of Varadero and Guardalavaca and the nightclubs in the old part of the city are teeming with tourists. The best of these is the Tropicana. Here, in an open air theatre the best dancers on the island entertain to the sound of some of the most rhythmic music on earth. But most of our visitors see few of the people that were brought up here, apart from taxi drivers and tour guides, or the people that crowd onto jam-packed, elongated buses called ‘Guaguas’, weaving round giant pot holes through Revolution Square.   

As well as the Guaguas, you may see an old Buick cruising round. This city is famous for its old American cars. Many of the houses are old too. I live on a block of terraced houses, which like all the other houses on the street has two bedrooms, a sitting room, a kitchen-cum-dining room and a bathroom. The street has a series of pipes that flows into barrels for our water supply. Some people on my street still have their old Russian TV sets, washing machines and fridges from the days when we used to get a lot of help from the Soviet Union. In many ways, the city is in a time warp since the American embargo began over forty years ago, and we can no longer rely on help from Russia. ‘Roto’ (broken) is a word you hear a lot here, and we have become a city of repairers and improvisers. Nothing is thrown away that could be recycled, like tin cans, polythene bags and beer bottles. 

Food is difficult to come by too. Most of it is rationed and many of the shops’ shelves just gather dust. A special treat would be a pig, but if we have one, we keep it indoors. If we left it outside, thieves are likely to help themselves to a few pork chops. Nevertheless, although you would be foolish to flash your wallet or wear expensive jewellery, crime is generally pretty low here. Perhaps it’s because there are more police on the street these days. Car owners can suffer though – you could wake up in the morning to find you have no tyres or wing mirrors!

The End







