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Kaiping

Who will watch over the crumbling towers?
Lookouts built to protect families from bandits in the late 19th and early 20th centuries are facing ruin

KAIPING. Surrounded by lush
bamboo groves and water-logged
rice paddies in a quiet corner of
China’s booming Pearl River
Delta in Guangdong province,
stand hundreds of dark, eerie
watchtowers.

Largely unknown outside of
China, the Kaiping watchtowers
were inscribed as a Unesco world
heritage site in 2007, but despite
the increased attention and visitor
numbers that cachet has brought,
conservation efforts have been
patchy and many of the towers re-
main in a very poor state.

Bristling with battlements and
turrets, the towers were built by
families, clans and villagers for
protection in the late 19th and ear-
ly 20th centuries when much of
the country was controlled by
warlords and banditry was rife.

Only a select few of the 1,833
remaining towers—or diaolou, as
they are known locally—have
been opened to tourists. The re-
mainder are used as barns and stor-
age sheds or stand empty and for-
lorn despite their protected status. 

“The diaolou aren’t as well
taken care of as they should be,”
says Lynne DiStefano, an adjunct
professor of architecture at the
University of Hong Kong, who
advised Unesco on Kaiping’s
world heritage bid. DiStefano
says the original owners emigrat-
ed overseas long ago and of the
villagers left behind, many now
work in nearby cities and have no
desire to take on the upkeep of the
dilapidated buildings. Built when
successful Chinese men took
concubines and had huge extend-
ed families, the towers are out of
step with today’s living require-
ments, she adds.
Architectural mishmash
The earliest diaolou were simple
communal lookouts such as the
seven-storey Tianlulou in
Majianglong village. Each
evening, villagers would take
cover in the tower’s 29 rooms to
avoid kidnap gangs and bandits.
Most of the later structures were
built by Kaiping’s émigrés, who
saw them as a refuge for the fam-
ily they left behind and as a way
to flaunt their new-found wealth. 

Built with materials imported
at great expense, these fortified
residences combine a dizzying
mishmash of European and
Chinese architectural features.
Professional architects were sel-
dom engaged and a local contrac-
tor would be left to interpret half-
remembered styles encountered
in buildings located anywhere
from Hong Kong to Vancouver.
The process gave rise to a unique
form of vernacular architecture, a
kind of Chinoiserie in reverse.

Stucco work and frescos show
aspects of Western life such as
trains, aircraft and skyscrapers as
well as bats, lions and phoenixes,
Chinese symbols of good for-
tune. Kaiping’s tallest diaolou,
the nine-storey Ruishilou in
Jinjiang village, was built by a
Hong Kong money-lender at a
cost of HK$30,000 (hundreds of
thousands of pounds at today’s
prices) and took three years to
build. It features turrets, arches
and columns said to echo an
Italian castle, with an octagonal
folly at the top. Nearly as elabo-
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rate, a neighbouring diaolou built
by a US returnee in 1919 was in-
spired by an Indian palace. 

Today, the concrete structures,
marred by rust stains from iron
doors and shutters, have fared
poorly in the sub-tropical humid-
ity. Many were abandoned after
the Communist victory in 1949
when those with overseas ties
fled. Even in the well-preserved
towers, guides advise you not to
lean on the balustrades and the
black-and-white photographs
and belongings of families long
gone give a ghost-town feel. 
Tourism pressures
The watchtowers also bear wit-
ness to a boom in domestic
Chinese tourism. Visitors to
Kaiping increased from 81,200 in
2004 to 100,000 in 2009, and lo-
cal officials have said they would

like to attract up to two million
visitors each year and generate
revenues of Rmb50m ($8m).

Zili village, which has the
largest collection of diaolou, at-
tracts dozens of tour buses at
weekends. Their passengers are
ushered around the towers by
guides sporting red flags and mi-
crophones. Some of the village’s
remaining inhabitants sit on small
stools and look on bemused as
city dwellers chase skinny chick-
ens, snap endless photos, sample
“peasant family food” and buy
rustic souvenirs. 

It is a pattern seen in other
Unesco sites in China, where
world heritage status is increas-
ingly being used as an economic
vehicle to develop poorer rural
regions, according to Chris Ryan,
a professor of tourism at the
University of Waikato in New
Zealand, who has studied
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Kashgar old town, Xinjiang
Located in
China’s far
west and
inhabited by
Uighurs, a
Muslim Turkic-

speaking group, Kashgar is a
thriving economic and cultural
centre on the northern route of
the Silk Road. One of the best
preserved traditional islamic
settlements in central Asia,
only a fraction of the old city
remains intact as Chinese
authorities demolish the old
earth and straw structures and

Kaiping and the villages of Xidi
and Hongcun in Anhui province,
another Unesco site. “The idea
behind having this status is that
there are conservation, preserva-
tion and restoration issues, where
in China it seems to be primarily
geared toward promoting tourism
and its economic benefit.”

Unesco understands that the
prestige of world heritage in-
scription triggers an increase in
visitors and does not expect sites
to remain static, but Jing Feng,
the Paris-based head of the Asia
and Pacific section at Unesco’s
World Heritage Centre, acknowl-
edges the pressures of mass
tourism in China are particularly
acute.“People are getting richer
and they have the right to appre-
ciate heritage sites but we need to
find a balance,” he says.

In Kaiping, for now, only Zili
seems over-commercialised and
the other villages still offer visi-
tors a glimpse into a way of life
that has barely changed for cen-
turies. However, the arrival of
tourists and how their money is
spent will be key to the future
preservation of the diaolou.

The site is managed by a
tourism company that must give
half of the income from ticket
sales to the Kaiping municipal
government, which then allo-
cates money to the local bureau
for cultural relics for mainte-
nance and conservation work. A
further 10% to 15% of the ticket
sales goes to the villagers.

So far, it appears much of the
money has been spent on infras-
tructure and landscaping in the
four villages featured in tourist
brochures and it is not clear what
will happen to the hundreds of
diaolou in the villages not ear-
marked for tourist development.
One idea is to encourage busi-
nesses and overseas Chinese de-
scendants of the original owners
to “adopt” a diaolou and become
responsible for its conservation. 

It is possible that the advent of
mass tourism in Kaiping’s diaolou
villages may reverse the process
of migration and attract others
willing to put their own resources
into reviving the watchtowers.

Lynne DiStefano says it may
prove tough to preserve all but a
handful of the once grand edifices.
“There is an argument that as long
as you preserve a number that con-
vey the site’s important message,
then you may have to accept the
fact that you will lose some.” !
Katie Hunt

Chinese heritage at risk
resettle families, ostensibly to
protect them from earthquakes.
Plans to turn the city into a
special economic zone will
probably put further pressure
on the historic landscape.

Lijiang, Yunnan 
Designated as a world heritage
site in 1997, Lijiang is an
ancient town set in mountains

in China’s
southwest. It
receives more
than five million
visitors a year
and conserva-

tion experts have been shocked
by the rate of tourist develop-
ment. Unesco sent a monitoring
mission to the town in 2008
and the local authorities
pledged to improve visitor
management and close down
the discos and bars. However, a
doubling of the admission fee
to reduce visitor numbers has
had little impact.

Qiang watchtowers, 
western Sichuan
Sichuan, in western China, is
home to hundreds of stone
watchtowers built by the

region’s ethnic
Tibetan and Qiang
minorities, dating
back to the 13th
century. The site
was added to
China’s tentative
list for inscription

as a Unesco world heritage site
in early 2008, but the region
was damaged by the earth-
quake later that year and
restoration has been slow.

Xumishan Grottoes, Ningxia 
Ancient Buddhist cave temples
hewn out of red sandstone

cliffs dating from the fifth
century, the grottoes face
threats from wind and sand
erosion, unstable rock beds
and earthquakes. Only a tenth
of the 130 grottoes are said to
be in good condition, with some
damaged by black soot and
vandalism. Unlike China’s
Buddhist sites at Dunhuang,
Gansu and Yungang in Shanxi

that have world
heritage status,
these grottoes
have been
relatively over-
looked. ! K.H.

Kaiping’s Unesco-inscribed watchtowers have seen a boom in
domestic tourism, but there are fears that soaring visitor numbers
will affect their preservation
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