China 7 

We arrived in Turpan about 50 minutes late this morning and were met at the railway station by our new guide, Zulpiya (pronounced Sylvia) and driver who helped us unload our bags from the train and into the van – yeah van.  No more struggling with where to put suitcases. 

We went to our hotel – it was around 8:30 a.m. and the Tuha Petroleum Hotel had a room ready for us.  We unpacked and then came down for breakfast just as the breakfast was shutting down, so breakfast was a bust.  We skipped showers for now and met our guide and driver and headed out into the desert to visit the Astana tombs to see mummies and tomb drawings from the third through 8th century.  We walked about the tomb site in 100 degree heat and then traveled to see the ruins of Gaochang which served as a garrison town during the Han dynasty. 
Getting to the ruins was even more fun because we chose to go by donkey cart for 20Y (Yuan), about $3.35 per person.  Two big “firsts” this trip for me – speedboat and donkey cart.  Both fun.  But, trouping around ruins in more than 100 degree heat is definitely NOT fun.  After the tour of the ruins, we rode back to our car via donkey cart.  

Lunch followed the ruins.  Our guide took us to one of her favorite restaurants and reputedly the best Uigur restaurant in town.  She is Uigur (a Chinese minority group of the Moslem religion) so she ought to know.  The cuisine, she said, was typical.  It was great.  Lamb kabobs, pilaf (rice), a noodle dish, lamb dumpling, and flatbread, which she bought from a street vendor, not at the restaurant.  It was wonderful and Jeff photographed each dish before we devoured it.  The restaurant didn’t serve alcohol, but we did try a low-alcoholic honey beer, kvass, which tasted closer to soda pop, but was quite good.  Nonetheless, we opted for lots of good tea which we were told came from Dubai. 
Lunch is over and it’s two o’clock.  It’s too hot and too late to do anything outside.  In fact, schools close here in the middle of the day for four hours because of the heat.  So, like the natives, we rested.  We spent time in our rooms working on e-mail and other projects, like keeping our web site current, and showering off the germs we picked up off of the donkey cart!
Tonight, we were supposed to have dinner and then go to a folk show featuring Uigur folk dancers and singers. The show people called our tour guide and said that since we were the only ones signed up, they canceled the performance.  Instead, we just had dinner in a Moslem restaurant.  We had a chicken dish, lamb kabobs (again), rice, veggies and a tofu dish.  The food was okay, but not as good as the lunch we had.  That’s because this dinner was contracted for by the tour company.  The guide had no leeway about where she could take us. 

That sometimes happens.  The tour company will contract with certain restaurants and the guide takes tour groups there for dinners at a special price.  That happened to us on our trip to Spain, Portugal and Morocco (SPM).  Instead of sampling local cuisine we ate mostly at the hotels where we were staying.  Convenient and I’m sure more economical for the tour company, but not nearly as interesting for those of us on the tour.  But, with the SPM tour, a group of approximately 40 is a bit much for any restaurant to handle.

The Uigur folk night has been postponed until tomorrow when we’re in Urumqi (ur-rum-chee), our next stop.

Some observations so far about this part of China.  We’ve been to China before and did the “ultra” touristy route – Beijing, Xian, and Shanghai – plus a couple more places in and around the big three.  I don’t recall being aware of a toilet paper shortage at that time, but I do remember that western toilets only appeared behind handicapped signs.  I don’t recall there being a napkin shortage either.  But in this part of China, rest rooms, even in the nicest places, lack toilet paper, soap, and anything that will dry your hands.  Maybe it’s this part of China, but one wonders what natives do.  Our current guide carries napkins in her purse which she puts out on the table at every meal.

Driving or walking is another dangerous “sport.”  I say that because drivers seem to point and then press the gas without regard for anyone else around them.  Even when pedestrians have green lights AND are in the crosswalk AND have the right of way, it all seems to depend upon who gets into the intersection first or who may be able to inflict the most harm.  So, the pedestrian will lose every time and the car doesn’t yield – it just goes wherever it wants.  Horns mean many things.  Usually, the blaring horn means, “I’m trying to pass you buddy because you’re taking up the whole road and going slowly,”  or it may mean, “watch out, I’m behind you, don’t pull out or do anything stupid.”  

There are accidents – we’ve seen more than a couple – where cars and trucks or other moving objects have collided.  Fortunately, we’ve not seen any accidents involving a pedestrian or heaven forbid, a child. Drivers are not particularly conscious or caring and for the most part, neither they nor their passengers wear seat belts.   Ah, so much here to reform.  Sanitation, cigarette smoking, traffic safety.  
The Chinese smoke like crazy.  They eat with one hand and puff on a cigarette with another.  Philip Morris must love China.  I don’t.  It stinks everywhere. The Chinese have wonderful food of all varieties, yet with so much cigarette smoke, how can their little taste buds be active?

More to come.
