China 4 

Last night was our first of two overnights on the train.  The soft sleeper car consists of four bunks (two on each side).  Each bunk consists of a 6 inch “mattress” of sorts covered with a sheet that almost covers the mattress.  Each bunk also gets a pillow (soba, buckwheat or buckshot, I’m not sure) and a quilt.  The luggage shares the car with you.  In our case, our 5 pieces of luggage took up a lot of room – on the floor and in the bins at the same level as the upper berths, as well as underneath my bunk.  Jeff took a picture so you could see how efficient (or cramped) this was.  Since we only had reserved the two bottom bunks, there were two still available and so we could conceivably have a pajama party with two total strangers.  The only exception is that no one wears pajamas.

Climbing up to the top bunk is an art and requires a young, agile person.  Fortunately, neither or us had to, but one of us will on the next trip.  We were told that sometimes Americans, in particular, purchase all four bunks so they don’t have to share the compartment.  We were very lucky.  We had only one other person in the room with us, a young Chinese architect or apprentice who was eager to practice his English.

The porter who took all our bags, also stowed them for the night.  We scoped out where the toilets were and the sinks (they are separate) and then closed the door, turned off the light, and attempted to go to sleep.  We did sleep off and on all night long arriving at our destination around 6:30 a.m. the next day. At  6 a.m. the conductor threw open the doors to our little compartment and woke us all, as we had only ½ hour to go before pulling into the station. We had to get all the bags off the train ourselves, but were helped by other passengers as we carried everything down two flights of stairs and out a ramp onto the street where our next guide met us.  We took two taxis (our bags wouldn’t fit into one) to the Jia Yuguan Hotel where we’ll be staying the night.  Our guide negotiated long and hard to get us a room and checked in by 8 a.m.  Desperately seeking a shower. 

By now, we’re getting used to being the only westerners in town, at the restaurant, walking around tourist attractions, etc.  We do get a lot of people staring at us, but we just smile and wave.  A favorite question directed at me is “How old are you?”  I’ve been asked that twice now.  Don’t know whether it’s supposed to mean I look young or act old. Oh well.
Had breakfast at the hotel.  It’s another buffet, but only adequate.  Even though this is the best hotel in town, “best” is a relative term when there is little to no competition. 

We had time to rest, shower and recuperate from the train ride and accompanying work getting our luggage situated.  Since we’re only here one night, it’s not worth it to really unpack, so we’ve learned to live out of the suitcases as efficiently as possible.

Our first stop is the Wei-Jin tombs.  There are reputed to be many tombs underground in this area at the edge of the Gobi Desert, but only this one is open to the public. It has decorated bricks as part of the structure.  Some of these bricks were in the museum in Lanzhou, and Jeff photographed some, but most are here.  Some of the tombs have no decoration, but this one is quite spectacular.  The tomb is about 30 feet underground or 55 stairs as the crow climbs and tries to catch his breath.  But no photography is allowed in the tomb, so we’ve posted pictures found on the Internet and photos of pictures displayed at the museum.
After the tombs we have lunch at the favorite restaurant of our guide.  The food is more in the Szechwan style, a little spicy or a lot depending on how generous the chef is with the red pepper.  The food is excellent and we went to that same restaurant for dinner as well.  Specialties which were not spicy, but excellently seasoned, included two different kinds of eggplant, beef, pork, noodle soup and bok choy.  The portions are incredibly generous and we were never able to finish everything. 

Before dinner and after lunch we pay a visit to the Jiayuguan pass complex which houses a fort, the rebuilt section of the great wall and a museum.  It’s a very large complex and took us over an hour to walk around it.  Fortunately, there’s a little tram to take you to the top and then shuttle you from the fort of the museum and back to the parking area. It was just a so-so attraction.  Mainly, there are vendors around the fort that will take your photo in front of the main building, in costumes from centuries ago, or on top of a camel, which you can ride.  I passed. 

While our luggage all fit into the train compartment and into the trunk of the car that took us around in Lanzhou, it does not all fit well into this car we’ll be riding in tomorrow to go from Jiayuguan to Dunhuang.  Our guide has arranged with a friend of hers, who is a tour bus driver, to ferry our luggage along with that of his group of tourists to the hotel in Dunhuang where all of us will be staying.  So, we’ll say “goodbye” to our two big bags at 7:30 a.m. tomorrow and reunite with them in the afternoon – hopefully.  We hope this problem won’t occur again, but we did send off an e-mail to our travel agent which arranged this trip to bring up the issue as we have a couple more three plus hour car drives to get from place to place.

Jiayuguan is a recently-built city of some 225,000 people, and has become one of the wealthiest towns in the Gansu province.  Because there is lots of industry, there is nearly full employment and the people enjoy a better life than most.  Many have private cars, a rarity in smaller towns.  And the cost of living is low.  On the other hand, our guide explained, Dunhuang caters to tourists and therefore, prices are higher.  
Haven’t seen much in the way of unique souvenirs to bring back except for painted and carved gourds, a specialty of Lanzhou.  Some gourds can be very elaborate with raised motifs and cost many tens of dollars.  We chose a couple of less expensive ones to bring back, but in all, aren’t really helping the economy yet. 
Unlike other places we’ve been, including third world countries, almost no one here speaks English.  And as for our Chinese language abilities…


As we were walking through the museum in Lanzhou, I commented about how the English explanations often are incorrect in terms of grammar, syntax, etc.  Then guide said they were written in “Chinglish”, a combination of Chinese and English.  I said the mistakes could be easily corrected via e-mail.  We’ll see. 

Tomorrow, another adventure.
