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China’s Great Wall of Lies

PUCKERING UP: Amy Arndale, of
Palmbury, Togher, trying to make friends
with Aisling Coleman, of Ashbrook Heights,
at a Family Fun day in Ballyphehane
Community Centre on Sunday

Picture: Richard MIlls

I F YOU were to ask me
why I got into this
journalism business
I probably wouldn’t

tell you because I don’t
know who you are.

But if you were to get
me well liquored up on
cheap booze I would soon
begin singing it out and
writing it down on little
notes to drop into
strangers’ pockets: “To
expose lies.”

Today’s mendacity in-
volves one particularly
persistent lie, a Great
Wall of Lies if you will.

Next Saturday the res-
ults of a worldwide poll
on the seven wonders of
the world takes place.
The Great Wall of China
leads the betting with re-
strictive odds of 1/33.

Yet would the public be

so quick to vote for what
is admittedly the largest
human-made structure
ever built in terms of
surface area and mass, if
they knew that it cannot
be seen from space? Or
that it might not exist at
all?

To the first and less
controversial point first.

As every schoolkid in
the world who hasn’t left
the earth’s atmosphere
will be able to tell you,
the Great Wall is the only
manmade object in the
world visible from space
with the naked eye. Some
people (the question-set-
ters in Trivial Pursuit
for example) will stretch
this lie further, saying it
can be seen from the
moon.

Now, while in all pos-

sible likelihood you can
see the moon from the
Great Wall of China, you
cannot see the Great Wall
from the moon.

Neil Armstrong stated
this about the view from
Apollo 11 while still in
Earth orbit: “I do not be-
lieve that, at least with my
eyes, there would be any
manmade object that I
could see. I have not yet
found somebody who has
told me they’ve seen the
Wall of China from Earth
orbit. I’ve asked various
people and the ones I’ve

talked to didn’t see it.”
NASA’s Alan Bean says:

“The only thing you can
see from the moon is a
beautiful sphere, mostly
white (clouds), some blue
(ocean), patches of yellow
(deserts), and every once
in a while some green ve-
getation. No man-made
object is visible on this
scale. In fact, when first
leaving earth’s orbit no
manmade object is vis-
ible at that point either.”

A US Senator, Jake
Garn, did claim to be
able to see the Great Wall

with the naked eye from
a space shuttle in the
early 1980s. This was dis-
puted by several other
astronauts with him.

Even Chinese astro-
naut Yang Liwei said he
could not see it from
s pace.

This should not be sur-
prising: The Great Wall
is a maximum 30 feet
wide in places and is usu-
ally the same colour as
the soil surrounding it.

On to the second point
then. I’ve never been to
China but I have seen
photos and video footage
of the Great Wall stretch-
ing off into the distance.
So I am not doubting that
there is something there.
But exactly how ‘great’ is
this wall?

China claims the wall

stretches to 4,000 miles. I
always assumed this
meant the structure you
see in the tourist pic-
tures covers this dis-
tance most of the way.
Not at all. The stone wall
with giant fortifications
that we know so well
only runs for a few miles
at a time, and most of
these sections (from the
Ming Wall) are situated
in the convenient tourist
area around Beijing.

Fortifications to keep
out Mongols were built
from a range of materials
— sometimes crude
sticks-and-stones — over
1,000 years by several dif-
ferent dynasties, so to
lump every defensive wall
on one border together as
a single structure is
fanciful. Also, no com-

prehensive survey of the
wall has ever been
carried out, so it is not
possible to say how much
of it survives — most of
it has crumbled because
of rampaging Mongols
and pilfering tourists.

The next favourites to
be named Wonder of the
Modern World are the
Taj Mahal in India and
the Roman Colosseum.
You have three more
days to vote at
w w w .ne w 7 w onde r s.com.
● If any Chinese people
believe that I am wrong
about the Great Wall, I
urge them to write to
their national tourist
board and insist I am
sent to China to either
confirm or deny my sus-
picions for the benefit of
the Echo reading public.


