China 2
Today we went to the Bingling Temple Caves or grottos as the guide called them.  This was a 2-hour drive from Lanzhou on a two-lane highway where passing is the norm and horns are always blaring.  It looks like a third-world country lined with shack-like homes and businesses. Cars, trucks, motorcycles and people compete for street and off-road space.  Pedestrians cross streets every which way.  Cars pass on steep curves with little thought.  

Leaving Lanzhou, we saw a horrendous accident – pictures are part of our pictures for the day – where a truck plowed into a bus that was carrying people.  That’s because drivers just seem to point and drive with little regard for lanes, traffic, pedestrians, or anything else.  The wonder is that there aren’t more dead bodies and accidents.  So far, I’d say these folks are terrible drivers.

We drove to the ferry point where we’d catch our boat in the back seat of a VW Passat.  Not terribly comfortable as there wasn’t nearly enough room for our legs.  But, we survived the drive to and from the ferry terminal.  We didn’t take the ferry to get to the caves, but rather we hired a speedboat. (See photo of speedboat, driver and our guide.)  This one was covered and sat 9 people but there were just the three of us. I’ve never been in a speedboat, so this was an adventure.  Needed a small stool so I could board the boat from the front and then crawl into the boat to take a seat.  The boat sped off to the caves bouncing up and down on the waves and occasionally crossing the wake of another boat.  That was scary for the first few minutes of our ½ hour journey, until I realized that we weren’t going to need the life vests.  Then it was fun. We landed on the “dock” near the caves and the driver put the boat near some rocks so we could all climb out and onto the shore easily.  After a climb up a semi-steep “wall” of concrete and about 45 stairs, we were at last on the cave level.  The visit to the cave site was advertised as a 2-hour journey of flat ground and walking.  Well, that was only partially true.  It was a very long walk all the way around – to get back to the beginning – and there were several flights of stairs, up and down, in between.  Fortunately, there were a few places to sit and rest. 
The caves were really stunning.  We saw statues (no picture taking allowed for the most part, so the pictures of the murals inside will have to come from post cards scanned in to supplement Jeff’s telephoto lens) that were hundreds of years old, some dating back as far as 386 AD.  Mostly, these are buddhas.  The caves are on one side of the Liujiaxia Reservoir formed when they put a dam in the Yellow River. (See last picture which is the dam.)  There was a giant buddha being restored, and a sleeping buddha – lying down – in a separate section that was taken apart, moved and put back together to avoid the rising waters when the dam was built.  

The scenery traveling to and from the caves via speedboat was quite something including a herd of yaks grazing on the side of the reservoir. 

We spent about and hour and a half looking at the wall paintings and statues, walking around and then returned to the speedboat for what was a 15-minute trip back to the ferry landing and our 2 hour trip back to Lanzhou.  During our tour, we met the Tibetan lama who lives on the far end in the monastery.  He is the only one there to guard the monastery.  He consented to having his picture taken with Jeff.  He spoke a little English and tried very hard to converse with us.  We met another small tour group – three including another Tibetan monk – and the first question the Chinese gentlemen in the group asked me was, “How old are you?”  I replied that I was very old.  The guide explained that it was rare to see older people traveling on the silk road.  Now someone tells me! I guess I look older (you can see for yourself) now that I’ve let my hair go gray.  Oh well, gray is the new in color and mine is a gift from mother nature!
Dinner tonight was at a Chinese-Muslim restaurant where we had a lamb dish, a chicken and peanut dish and a flat noodle soup.  All were quite tasty, but nothing I’d go back for.

We are staying at the Gran Soluxe Hotel Gansu which is truly a five-star hotel.  In fact, it’s the only five-star hotel in Lanzhou, according to our guide.  The room is spacious, the service great, the breakfast buffet plentiful and the bathroom two steps above small – no tub but an enclosed shower.  
China is trying to promote tourism, so our guide tells us, but few people speak English outside of the big cities like Beijing and Shanghai, and western style toilets are rather rare outside of the hotels and the newer tourist attractions like museums, etc.  I told the guide that if China wants to attract tourists fixing the toilet situation should be a high priority so that Europeans, Australians, Americans and other westerners will want to come to the silk road.  Seems our adventure is only beginning.

The Chinese people seem friendly and helpful, but it’s hard to really determine since there’s a large language barrier.  Good thing we have a guide or we’d be totally lost.
