 China 8 

Before we begin our day at another ruin, a word about the food here in China. It’s quite good and what we’ve eaten mostly has been in the Szechwan style – which means lots of red peppers.  Meals consist of several dishes, as they do at Chinese restaurants back home, and everyone shares the dishes.  We usually get “spoons” – they are the same kind used in Chinese restaurants at home to eat soup – to scoop out portions.  Most of what we have been eating is vegetables and rice or noodles.  When meat is served, as it is at every meal, the quantities are sparse.  A lamb kabob, for example, usually has three small pieces of lamb and one piece of lamb fat.  If that amounts to an ounce of edible lamb that’s a lot.  Chicken is cut up so that you get bone and chicken in one bite.  There is very little chicken on the pieces or in the pieces in a sauce.  The food is generally seasoned with many spices, but cumin and red pepper seem to be the two outstanding flavors.  Noodles are all hand made and come in very long segments which are cut by pressing chopsticks together to break the noodle at any desired place.  
We haven’t starved, nor are we likely to.  The Uigur food is also delicious – a cross between Turkish or mideastern and Chinese.  There aren’t forks as a general rule so you have to know how to wield your chopsticks or you might go hungry.  Last night our guide asked when we learned to use chopsticks since we are apparently doing very well.

Today we headed to Urumqi to see one of the best museums in this part of China. It’s supposed to be about 15 degrees (F) cooler there.  I’ll take it.  It’s unbelievably hot in the desert.

Our first stop after a decent breakfast today - we got there way before they shut down the breakfast buffet – was the ruins at Jiaohe.  We said goodbye to the Tuha Petroleum Hotel, or as Jeff named it, the “too hot” petroleum hotel, and traveled about 15 minutes to the ruins.  We went through local neighborhoods where people sleep on the roof this time of year.  You see bed frames with quilts and pillows rolled up on the beds.  I guess it’s cooler that way, but far less private when you sleep out in the open. 

Jiaohe was originally a Han garrison and bounded by steep ravines.  We could see the ruins of the houses of the rich and powerful, the plain folk and several other landmarks as this site is rather well preserved.  We walked up a very steep entryway and to the end of a platform which overlooks the entire site.  At that point, I found a chair and sat down to rest after walking about 350 meters.  I was soon surrounded by a Chinese tour group from outside of Beijing who wanted to take a picture with me – heaven knows why, but I’m guessing it’s because I’m a westerner.  We ended up chatting – through our guide who acted as interpreter – and they took lots of pictures.  Some of them are of Jeff and the guys shaking hands and me shaking hands with the women.  I should say, the Chinese tour group took all the pictures, but alas, we did not take a single one.  Move over Hillary Rodham Clinton!  One-on-one diplomacy may be the answer yet!
On our way to Urumqi, we stopped to tour the underground aqueduct system used in many parts of Xinjiang, which was originally designed by the Persians hundreds of years ago.  It carries water from the melting snows of the high mountains down to the lower regions.

We finally arrived at Urumqi, one of the largest cities in the Xinjiang province, with a population of about 2 million. While 45% of the population of Xinjiang is Uigur and 40% is Han Chinese, 75% of Urumqi is Han Chinese and only 12% is Uigur.  
It’s about a three hour ride from Turpan to Urumqi and it rained for a part of our journey.  The reasons for going to Urumqi are two-fold.  First to see the Xinjiang Regional Museum, one of the best in all China.  This museum houses mummies unearthed in various provinces representing various time periods in history.  The second is to journey to Heavenly Lake, reputedly one of the most beautiful spots on earth. 
Today, we ate lunch at a hotel – not our own – in Urumqi and had another great meal.  Jeff keeps taking pictures of our food, but we’re not going to keep posting these photos unless we have something spectacular.  After lunch we went to the museum.  It’s a new building – built in 2005 – and is two stories high.  Not only does it contain exhibits – ethnographic as well as educational – but it has about 1/2 dozen shops to purchase jade, textiles, books and antiques.  The museum is selling off (“de-acquisitioning”) some of the artifacts and relics that it once displayed.  Never heard of that, but we did take advantage of the sale to purchase a small antique snuff bottle with a silver dragon motif surrounding it. 

Now back to the mummies.  These are not like Egyptian mummies.  (See photos) They are not prepared for mummification nor are the mummies rulers or other highly placed people.  These are ordinary people who were buried in the desert and dried out naturally.  Whole families were sometimes buried together in one chamber.  The coffins, if there are any, are very simple.  Poles of wood mark the graves and no one was buried with treasure.  The recovered mummies are from three distinct time periods and what has archeologists intrigued is that while the earliest mummies were found in China, their features are distinctly Caucasian (“Indo-European”).  

The museum had four mummies on display including the most famous, the Loulan beauty, a woman from around 1800 BC, the Bronze Age. Through carbon dating and other methods, scientists have been able to tell a lot about her, including her blood type – which was “O” by the way. 

A couple other mummies are now traveling throughout the United States.  They first came to the Bowers Gallery in Santa Ana California, near Anaheim, and are next going to be in Houston, TX.  Early next year, they will be in Philadelphia at the University of Pennsylvania museum. I would strongly recommend making a special trip to see them. They are beautiful and nothing like Egyptian mummies.  

We were fortunate enough to have two guides to take us through the museum.  The first gave us an entire course on the mummies and was also in charge of the sale of some of the museum’s antiquities.  Her knowledge of the mummies, how they were found, how they might have lived, etc. made the exhibit come alive for us.  But no photography was permitted.
The second guide took us through the two exhibits on the ground floor.  One showed all the Xinjiang province minority peoples and their costumes and customs.  The second was an extensive exhibition of artifacts and relics by period and dynasty, starting with Neolithic and ending with the Qing Dynasty.  Again, no photography allowed.
After the museum, and rather exhausted, we check into our hotel, the South Airlines Pearl International Hotel.  We’ll be returning here next Thursday evening for our flight home on Friday, so we’re probably going to check a bag or two with the hotel and pick it up on the way back.  We have a flight out of here tomorrow to Kashgar and for internal flights in China, we can’t check a bag weighing more than 44 pounds.  But, flying home on United, with our 1K status, our bags can weigh up to 70 heavy lbs. So, we’re lightening up for now. Tomorrow’s flight is the first of two internal flights this trip.  The second takes us back to Urumqi from Kotan – the city we visit between Urumqi and Kashgar.  Get it?
We just changed hotel rooms.  The first one the hotel gave us had the filthiest carpet I’ve ever seen anywhere in any hotel I’ve ever stayed at.  In addition, the top layer of paint in the bathroom ceiling was falling down.  There were virtually no lights in the bathroom and the air conditioning barely kicked out any cool air.  I think the room should have been condemned before we got it.  The hotel manager agreed when he came up to haul our bags to another, much nicer room, where everything worked and we had adequate light in all the rooms.
But, prior to changing rooms, we went to dinner at our guide’s favorite Uigur restaurant (she’s Uigur and she lives in Urumqi) to have dinner and see Uigur folk dancing.  The dinner was great – as always – and the folk dancing entertaining.  By now, I’m craving a Coke Zero or a Diet Coke.  There are lots of bottles of sweetened tea and other drinks here loaded with sugar, but the term “lite” or “diet” is foreign even for a city the size of Urumqi.  Fortunately, supermarkets, which seem to be all over the area, carry limited diet drinks.   And, I would love a drink to be very, very cold.  
But, cold is another foreign concept to the Chinese here along the silk road.  Everything is served warm, hot, or at room temperature.  And, you can’t ask for “ice” since that’s water and you daren’t drink the water.  Today our guide bought us local grapes from a street vendor.  We tasted one or two, but were afraid to really indulge, although they are quite delicious because we can’t really wash them.  What a catch 22!

Tomorrow we get to sleep late and don’t have to leave the hotel until nearly check-out time.  What a treat.
