China 3

Buffet breakfast at the hotel this morning was sumptuous.  Being Sunday, the buffet opened a ½ hour later than usual (7am) and we had noodle soup.  Noodles are hand made and the broth had wonderful seasonings in it.  

This hotel is also the only one where the staff change the floor mats on the elevators daily.  How can we tell?  Each floor mat has the day of the week in Chinese and English.  Today’s floor mat read “Sunday.”  Also, the internet here is wired and free.  That’s a real plus.  It may not be the fastest internet on the planet, but it’s reliable and free.
We’re checking out of the hotel, but storing our luggage here because we catch the train this evening to go to Jiayuguan.  This is an overnight train with “soft bed” sleeping accommodations. 
 Chinese apparently do not believe in either napkins or toilet paper.  Don’t know what they do for the latter but we bought some TP to carry with us.  Reminds me of when Americans first started traveling to Europe and we were told to bring our own TP.  China is just like that – at least where we’re going. In some respects, this part of China is more primitive than some third world countries we’ve visited!
Today, our last in Lanzhou, we saw the water wheel in the park.  It’s an enormous wheel connected to a grindstone where people can buy corn and have it ground into meal. The park is also a beautiful place where folks come to exercise, get together to play musical instruments and where brides and grooms come to be photographed together.  We saw at least a half dozen couples in full regalia being photographed outside in the beautiful sunshine and scenery.  Jessica, our guide, said that there’s one company that does everything.  The brides and grooms are photographed about 4 months in advance of the wedding.   The company provides a gown (white rather than the traditional red) does the hair, make-up, etc. and takes the pictures for a set fee.  I’m sure it’s not cheap, but the results are priceless.
After the water wheel we went to see the sheepskin rafts that ferry people up the river.  The “balloons” are sheep skins, yes, real sheep skins.  We didn’t see anyone on the raft, but saw the rafts waiting to be used.  We took a stroll – it was actually very pleasant out today – and then headed for the top of a mountain to see the White Pagoda and walk around to enjoy the breeze and the view.  At the top of the mountain is a cabled glide where you can be strapped in and then sail down towards another point several hundred feet away.  Two people at a time do this.  The top of this mountain is also a popular place to come on Sunday, bring food and family and spend some time.  People drive or walk up to the top and then back down again.  Driving is another challenge.   It’s barely a two-lane twisty road.  In fact it’s so treacherous that the government has given people who lived there free apartments to move out and not be subject to the frequent landslides.
Time for lunch at Lanzhou’s most famous noodle restaurant.  The line to eat downstairs is out the door and it’s a long wait, but we walked up the stairs to the top floor and got seated immediately.  Our guide ordered for us.  Two small bowls of noodle soup each.  The soup comes with condiments of sorts – meat and veggies.  The idea is to mix everything together – or not if you prefer.  There is a hot chili sauce on the table as well as vinegar to go in the soup as well.  Folks in this part of China love their hot chilies.  In all, this is close to the Vietnamese “Pho” that is popular in the DC area except that the meat the waiter brought to our the table was cooked (in Pho, it’s put in raw and cooks in the broth), and thicker sliced.  Pho meat is very thinly sliced.  The idea behind having two small bowls is that one has very thin noodles and the other has thicker noodles, so we get to try  both.  Both noodles were hand made and delicious.  The broth is very tasty with cilantro, scallions and other yummy seasonings in it.  We enjoyed the soup very much, but would have liked it better on a cooler day. 
Time to go to the museum to see ceramics, a dinosaur skeleton – brontosaurus or brachiosaurus, the chart didn’t use those words – found in Lanzhou and other exhibits in this small, but well laid out museum.  

After the museum we have time before dinner, picking up our luggage and getting to the train station in time to catch our first overnight train – another adventure, I’m sure.   So, we headed for an open air market where the vendors – lots of them – sell “antiques”, and junk of all varieties.  Entering an undercover barn-like structure via a wooden plank reveals the serious collectors.  We quickly left that venue and wandered through the junk dealers quickly again.  By this time, I’m convinced that we have to get toilet paper because this country really doesn’t know that TP belongs in the bathroom.  At the museum – a very new and modern one – the only western style toilet – where you actually can sit down – was being used as a storehouse for the maintenance ladies rags.  The TP dispenser contained someone’s socks and all the hooks on the doors were filled with rags and bags of tea or other food.  Interesting environment because this was the handicapped toilet.  Either no handicapped person ever entered here or it was all a joke.  

By now, I’m getting a fairly clear picture of the days to come and am convinced that a package of TP will go a long way to solving what I anticipate to be an inconvenience at best.  The rain is coming down as Jeff and Jessica go off looking for a grocery store or mart of some sort to buy TP.  I did take my umbrella before our stroll through the junk market. 

We now head back to the hotel where our bags have been safely stored all day.  Here we will sit – and use the 21st century state-of-the-art facilities, complete with TP – until we get picked up for dinner.

For dinner, our guide took us to a restaurant that specializes in hot pots.  A hot pot meal is one where you have a pot of boiling broth on the table and to it you add meat and vegetables eating both until you’ve had all you want.  Then you use the broth where the meat and veggies were cooked to cook noodles, add additional spices and lo and behold, you have soup.  In Korea, this is called shabu shabu and we liked that dish very much, so we were not entirely unfamiliar with this concept.  Food was good but entirely too much for two people to consume at one sitting.

We had time to kill after dinner.  We were going to walk around the night market, which is close to the hotel where we stayed, but it rained hard for a couple of hours and the night market didn’t open.  We sat in the car with the windows open to get the fresh, cool, breeze and then went to the railway station.  This is an experience all by itself.  The guide hired a porter to take our luggage to our rail car (about $5 USD).  We would never have made it on our own as there were three flights of stairs up and three down to get to the platform to catch the train. 

The Orient Express, this was NOT!  See tomorrow’s entry for more!

We’ve seen a lot in Lanzhou, had a wonderful guide and driver and are about to embark on part two or so of our trip along the silk road. 
