China 6

Today we visited the Magao Caves outside the city of Dunhuang. The caves are the billed as “the biggest, best-preserved, and most significant site of Buddhist statuary and frescos in all of China.  It is the best curated, too.”   Of the 492 caves, many have statues or frescos.  A normal tour visits only 10, but it is possible to pay extra to see one or two more.  A number of caves were living quarters for the monks, who from approximately 386 -1086 a.d. painted and carved in these caves. 
They are spectacular and, in fact, National Geographic in June 2010 featured them on the cover of the magazine.  So, you can read all about the caves and what was found in them and when.  Some of the frescos are as fresh and vivid in color as if painted yesterday and some are faded or have been removed from the cave walls.  
The museum, across the street from the caves, has faithfully reproduced 7 caves – all but one open to the public – that you can view in the museum and photograph.  No photography is allowed in the actual caves, but outside is fine.  
Jeff and I were late – the guide didn’t emphasize clearly enough that we had a specific appointment time – but it wasn’t too late.  The group touring the caves with us was debating which additional caves to see and how to pay for the extra tours since no one bothered to bring Chinese cash.  It finally all got settled.  Tours of the caves in English are infrequent, as almost all the tourists are Chinese.  So you have to book ahead and stick to your time because several groups – as large as 25 people per group – go in and out of these beautifully decorated caves. 

With three levels, there was a fair bit of climbing to get to the caves.  This, however, was a site worth seeing, especially the 45 foot buddha smiling down on you and the equally long sleeping buddha, in another cave.  

It’s hot here and uncomfortable, temperature wise,  in the sun.  We toured the museum after the caves and then went back to Dunhuang to tour a silk factory – and look at the silk rugs that it produces (not buying any, of course,) and then the Dunhuang smuseum.  The Dunhuang museum was very small and very disappointing.  
We went back to the hotel to retrieve our luggage and wait for a larger car – one that could hold our 5 bags – (we have to learn to travel lighter!) to take us to the train station where we’ll spend out second and last overnight in a sleeper car on a Chinese train.  The ride from the hotel takes about 2 hours to the Liyuan railway station and we’ll be picked up at Turpan, our end point, by our next guide.

The trip to the railway station was an adventure all by itself.  The is two hours of paved, but incredibly bumpy road, or as our guide termed it, “road massage.”  All I can say is if this were an equivalent airplane ride, the oxygen masks would have been deployed and the passengers screaming and praying out loud.  We hit more than a few bumps that literally threw us into the air, not to mention wondering if we were indeed going to make it to the station in time to catch the train. 
We finally arrived at the station and the three of us – guide, Jeff and me – schlepped our bags to the spot where our car was scheduled to stop.  The train originated in Xian and ends beyond Turpan, but the train company only allots four sleeping bunks for passengers boarding at this station.  We had bunks one and two - one on the bottom (for me) and one on top (which Jeff took).
The crowd waiting to board the train consists of all classes of tickets.  There are hard seats, soft seats, standing room only, hard sleepers and soft sleepers. I commented that there was everything in line except for farm animals when a man walked next to us carrying a bird in a box – a live bird!  It was a white dove.  And, yes, you guessed it, he was one of the four in our compartment!  The other gentlemen, who also didn’t speak English, climbed up to the top bunk and went to sleep, never to be heard from again.  Our car, #10, contained two compartments with eight Australians belonging to the same tour group, so it was a pretty noisy and congenial train when we got on, but soon settled down.  For whatever reason, the air conditioning, which had been on from Xian to Dunhuang, was turned off and when I asked the porter (actually motioned as these folks don’t speak English) she promptly went over to the window and opened it!  That was to be our “air conditioning” for the night.  Not too bad but not great.  If the bathrooms – toilet and sink room – weren’t so disgusting – and I mean disgusting – the train would actually be a cool way to travel around China.  The guides we’ve spoken to said China is very interested in attracting additional tourists.  Well, providing better sanitation is certainly one large positive step.
We found it much easier to settle in and sleep this time around than the last time we took the overnight sleeper.  But, this was our last chance to do so and so off to sleep we went.
