Cities 5

A:

This ancient city is changing very fast. It’s currently one big ‘let’s get ready for the Olympics’ building site - old blocks of Stalinist-style flats and traditional courtyards are being pulled down and replaced by dazzling, new high-rise apartment blocks and shopping malls, much like Hong Kong. Apparently, there are more cranes per square kilometre here than anywhere else in the world! Of course, pockets of the old city still exist in the lanes behind the Forbidden City. Other parts have escaped the developers so far. 

This city used to be famous as a sea of bicycles – five or six lanes deep at rush hour. Now cars are taking over and this is adding to already choking levels of pollution. Blue sky days here are something to be excited about. 

Ten years ago, clothing was still pretty drab – blues and greys – and it was amazing to have a phone in your home. Now young people are armed with WAP phones and dress like MTV VJs just like anywhere else. Football is big here too. Recently, I saw David Beckham play at the Workers Stadium, his first in the Real Madrid strip. Talk about hysteria!

B:

People in this city are quite friendly compared to people elsewhere, but within the country we are seen as a bit cold and old-fashioned, and the cost of living is much higher too. Although it is still quite a traditional city, it has changed quite a lot. Everyone has a mobile phone these days, and more people from overseas have come to live here. Recently this city has become well known for the ‘purchase’ of a well-known English football player by the city’s top football team. Recently, he was voted one of the most famous people in the country! 

For me, the nightlife here is one of the best! During the summer, people of all ages gather around bars and go out to clubs. Walking along the streets at night you get invaded by promotions for free drinks. At this time of year it gets really hot as the city is located right in the centre of the country. This also means that the winters are pretty cold. 

As in the rest of the country, people eat quite a bit later than most places, and as we love eating we spend much more time sitting at the table and enjoying our food and wine. It is very popular to eat ‘tapas’, a set of small, traditional dishes. 

Getting around the city is easy as the public transport system has improved enormously in the last decade. Metro trains run regularly and there are lots of modern buses. But when it is very warm it’s terrible travelling by bus. Crime rates are not excessively higher than other cities in Europe, although some people might disagree with me. In fact, I think it’s a great city to live in!

C:

I may live in a South American city, but it has as much in common with European cities than others on this continent. Most people live in apartment blocks with open balconies much like Madrid, Paris or Rome, and the city’s 9th de Julio street is the world’s widest avenue. 

For this country, the city is huge – about a third of the country’s population lives in its metropolitan area. It is a lively place to live, especially at night time. Most people go out to eat around 11 pm then hit the bars around 1 am. And nightclubs don’t even open until 3 am! There is a big dance scene here, and tango is currently making a comeback as young people pick up this traditional form of dance that was born here. 

Football is another big passion. Maradona, possibly the best player ever, was born in Boca, one of the poorer districts on the southern outskirts of the city. Maradona used to play for the football club, Boca Juniors and he is almost treated like a god here. Another area of the city is home to River Plate, another successful football club that is known as ‘the millionaire’s club’ as the players earn so much money. 

Two years ago, the city was in turmoil. The country’s debt was out of control after the government had borrowed more and more from lenders overseas, and the economy had been poorly managed for years. As a desperate measure, the currency was devalued by two-thirds of its value. People reacted angrily as their savings and properties were suddenly worth so little. Over that Christmas/New Year period, the streets were filled with ordinary people protesting. When some of the protests turned into riots the authorities hit back with tear gas and showers of rubber bullets. It was chaos, and for the first time serious crimes, including murder, became commonplace. 

Thankfully, the tension of those times has died down, and it feels like a peaceful, safe city again. With the devalued peso, most people can no longer afford to travel or buy things from abroad but they are getting on with their lives. With our new President, there is a feeling of optimism for the future. Nevertheless, you can still see bullet holes in buildings, and many of our monuments are daubed with graffiti written by angry protesters. 

D:

At six in the morning you don’t need an alarm clock to wake up - you won’t sleep through the steady stream of motorbikes and their horns - six million of them! Meanwhile, bicycles are disappearing from the scene and cars are taking over as kings of the road. 

Traffic is not the only thing that has changed a lot. Since the USA lifted its trade embargo on the country ten years ago, neon signs advertising companies like Pepsi and Nike are everywhere. Many people now work in factories making clothes and shoes for these global companies. 

The war with America may be history now, but it is not forgotten. People crippled and scarred by napalm beg in the streets while others sell fake GI lighters to tourists. 

At 7 am, people of all backgrounds are on the streets, enjoying delicious one-dollar beef noodle soup or French baguettes and coffee on low plastic chairs. They shout one-syllable words in their mobiles or watch girls walking to school in their elegant white long dresses with a high split over wide trousers. How can they keep their dresses so white with all the fumes polluting the air? 

In the evening during the dry season, people gather on the pavement to have their rice dinners, to play checkers, to sell hammocks to tourists or to beg with their cone hats. When it rains, it pours, especially from May to November and then people rush home as fast as they can.

E:

My city, the largest on the continent, is a great place for night owls 

and those interested in culture, especially historians. It has many 

different sections, with an old medieval part which includes a large castle, 

a nineteenth century CBD, former colonial areas and modern satellite towns. 

There are lots of restaurants, clubs and discos. You can go horse riding, 

play tennis at the many tourist hotels or go to a concert at the Opera 

House. In the last few years many international fast food outlets have 

appeared, which will deliver to your home. Supermarkets are also quite a new way of shopping here and just recently a hypermarket opened on the outskirts of the city. There are far more consumer goods available now than there were a few years ago, but only some people can afford them – the gap between rich and poor here is big. 

This city is home to a good many foreigners who find the local people are very friendly and welcoming. It is quite safe to be out on your own. The crime rate is low but the traffic can be pretty scary – you need courage and agility to cross roads here! The new metro and bridges over the river are supposed to have reduced the traffic jams but air pollution is still a major problem. It is also a very noisy place to live, as this city never sleeps!
The End







