China 5 

Today is the long drive from Jiayuguan to Dunhuang.  Our two large suitcases are traveling via a motor coach with Chinese tourists to meet up with us at the hotel where we are both staying.  This is, like all the other hotels on our itinerary, billed as the nicest hotel in town.  Again, everything is relative.  This is, however, a nice hotel.  Yesterday’s hotel was nice as well, but the breakfast buffet was only barely adequate.

So, our suitcases left before we did.  Our guide and driver delivered them to the motor coach driver (there’s a fraternity of guides and drivers who all know each other and help each other out when needed).

After one last look and a few photos of the mountains we could see from our hotel room window, we left to began our 5 hour journey to Dunhuang via toll roads, two lane highways and unpaved roads.  It’s an interesting experience.  The main highway is the longest in China – 5000 kilometers long – and is not totally finished.  There is absolutely nothing to see along the way but there are rest stops which look nothing like any other country’s rest stops.  What a missed marketing opportunity!
We stopped for gas about an hour and a half  before arriving in Dunhuang.  Our driver’s car runs on compressed natural gas(CNG)  – non polluting.  All the taxicabs in the country have been converted to CNG.  But that means the gas stations selling CNG are only found in towns and cities large enough to have taxicabs.  So we had to get off the highway and go into a town for this fuel.  In order to tank up, all riders have to first exit the car and then the attendant lifts the hood.  The gas nozzle, a long thin looking device, is inserted into a device under the hood.  
Along the highway we passed by a convoy of trucks carrying what appeared to be windmill blades and at the toll gate we stopped along side a truck carrying camels.  

We arrived in Dunhuang and had lunch at the local restaurant where all the tour buses stop. The restaurant was packed and everyone sat at tables with lazy susans while the staff  brought out numerous dishes of food.  The style here is hot and spicy (Szechwan) and our guide told them we didn’t like it too spicy. So, we got some different dishes. They were awful!  First bad food we’ve had in this country. A fishy-tasting squid dish followed by zucchini with pork, where the pork really tasted “porky” and a chicken dish that was also tasteless.  I guess the kitchen interpreted not too hot and spicy as no seasonings at all because it really was bland.  And, anything that was “seasoned” was swimming in hot, red things. There are certainly other spices in the Szechwan cuisine.  We had wonderful dishes for lunch and dinner last night in Jiayuguan.  The exception for this afternoon, however, was the fresh made noodles, and they had a little bite to them.

After a little rest and checking the computer – got to get rid of the spam and other junk crowding our e-mail – we got picked up and taken to the Gobi desert for a trip to the sand dunes (called the Singing Sands).  We caught a little tram – after declining to ride the camel to the top of one dune – which let us off about 150 meters from the Crescent Moon Lake.  A few feet into the sand was about all I could manage before feeling like I wouldn’t last on my two feet for very long.  Jeff, however, must be part camel.  He made it to the lake and even waited until the sun came back out from behind the clouds to get the great pictures he’s posted from today.  The dunes are quite a site along with the trams and camels and everything else going on there.  Many people wear orange boots which come to about mid-thigh to prevent you from getting sand in your shoes.  Jeff and I didn’t have these boots and neither of us had a sand problem.  

From the dunes we journeyed to the night market where there are a number of restaurants serving locally cooked food.  Since our guide lives in Dunhuang, she knew exactly where to eat and we had a great dinner of lamb skewers, BBQ eggplant, garlic, potato and mushrooms.  Another item that is quite good is the local beer.  It’s a lot better than most beers back home.
After we ate, we walked around the night market looking at what everyone was selling.  Here there is both merchandise – everyone has the same stuff with nothing unique or even interesting – and food, which is very interesting.  But in China, if you can’t peel it or cook it, you don’t dare it.  We don’t even use tap water to brush our teeth.   And, the tea is delicious.
So that was our adventurous day.  Tomorrow we head for the Mogao caves to see the best wall paintings in China, see the museum and then catch the night train for our last overnight train trip.  We end up the following morning in Turpan, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

As always more to come.
