China 9 

Today we’re scheduled to visit Heavenly Lake and then catch our first of two internal flights.  We wanted to be in Kashgar tomorrow, Sunday, for the big bazaar, which is supposed to be an incredible experience, and another reason we’re here on the silk road.  The pull of the mummies at the Urumqi museum and the Kashgar bazaar were the origins of this trip.

We got up early – our body clocks didn’t know it was okay to get an extra hour or two of sleep – had a sumptuous breakfast (huge buffet) and then repacked.  We stuffed one large suitcase with dirty clothes and things we wouldn’t need for the next 5 days.  We’ll check that suitcase with the hotel and re-claim it next Thursday evening before heading home next Friday.  Do I still remember how to use a knife and fork?  I think so, but my chopstick skills have become A+.

We’re checking two suitcases on the flight to Kashgar. One of them is our 27” suitcase – rather large.  Getting that ‘baby” down to 44 pounds was no easy feat.  I kept removing items and the suitcase kept getting heavier.  Can’t be.  Finally, the scale showed 44 lbs. on the nose.  Hope the airline agrees with us.  We’ll also be carrying on two smaller bags.  And with all that, we still have to find a place in Kashgar, where we’ll be for 3 days in a row, to have some laundry done other than through the hotel where they most certainly charge per item.

The Chinese dress much the same as we do.  Certainly the younger Chinese wear jeans, t-shirts with all sorts of slogans on them, (in English usually) etc.  It’s hard to distinguish an American teenager of Asian descent from those here in China.  In Urumqi, where certain sections have a large Uigur population, the dress is definitely different. Some women wear long dresses and scarves over their heads.  Some men wear caftans and skull caps.  Throughout, we’ve been treated respectfully and well.  People are eager to greet tourists and westerners are somewhat of a rarity, so we’re stared at a lot.  I’m getting used to it and long ago stopped thinking it was because of my “good looks!”

Today, we only had one thing on the agenda – a visit to Heavenly Lake, and it was indeed magnificent.  But before we left, we walked down to the supermarket a couple of blocks away to explore and buy a cold bottle of Coke Zero.  What an experience.  In nearly every other country that we’ve been in, groceries have some English on them or someone speaks enough English to be able to help you.  Here, it was like flying blind.  No one spoke even the slightest bit of English, but they smiled a lot.  Not being able to read anything is rather distressing.  We could only guess by the picture or the brand name what was in the package, and sometimes even that wasn’t clear.  Is that a peach or an apricot? What kind of nut is that?  Quite an experience, I must admit. 

We left our hotel for another hotel where we had an early lunch.  We have an 8:30 pm flight to Kashgar tonight and have to be at the airport by 6:30 pm to be able to check in, go through security, etc.  So we were having an early lunch and an even earlier dinner.  The lunch was very good but too much food, as usual.  

Heavenly Lake is 2 hours from Urumqi through countryside where Yurts are set up as tourist attractions and for the locals as a weekend retreat.  Kazakhs have set up these Yurts, round tent-like structures with domes on the top as distinguishable from tepees (see photos).  Some Yurts are decorated on the outside. Traditionally, nomadic yurt roofs are made of felt, but these are made of some canvas material.  We stopped at one on the way back from Heavenly Lake and took some photos so you can see what the Yurt looks like. Kazakhs and other minority tribes actually live in these homes all year round.  They tend their animals, cook outside on grills, etc. 

On the way to Heavenly Lake, we encountered a flock of sheep being herded down the road.  Sheep, cars, herders on horses, and others all shared this narrow stretch of road.

We arrived at a point before the lake where we had to stop and the guide and driver were validated by the authorities.  No money exchanged hands, but apparently the authorities are very particular about who gains entry to the lake.  We parked at the bottom parking lot and made our first big decision.  Do we take a shuttle bus up to the second point or the ski lift?  The ski lift is a t-bar where you have to jump on and jump off.  We opted for the shuttle bus which took about 15 minutes up a narrow two-lane switchback.  I am pleased to report that the weather couldn’t have been more perfect.  Not a cloud in the sky, sunny and quite cool.  The mountains had a fresh coat of snow that was beginning to melt and there was rushing water in the streams everywhere.  The shuttle bus stops about a 20-minute walk from the top, but there’s a little tram that can take you up as well.  Most people were opting for the tram for 20 yuan ($3 USD).  When you get to the top, you totally understand why it’s called Heavenly Lake – as you will see from Jeff’s pictures.  The lake is crystal clear and blue surrounded by beautiful trees with the snow-capped mountains in the background.  It’s like a sight you expect to see only in Heaven. We spent about ½ hour enjoying the view and walking around the grounds and then took the tram back to the shuttle and back to the parking lot.   

After a visit to a yurt “village”, we headed to an early dinner which the guide arranged for us – very early dinner – at a nearby restaurant.  It was just okay and we really didn’t need an extra meal.  Portions are so generous that two meals a day are enough.  

Then, if was off to the airport. This is a brand new airport terminal here in Urumqi, for China Southern Airlines and its partners.  (China Southern is part of the Delta Skyteam alliance, and there are a bunch of Chinese airlines we never heard of that also use this terminal.) It’s only 6 months old and miracle of miracles – it’s a non-smoking airport.  The only thing it’s lacking are western toilets.  Amazing to build a new airport and not fashion it for non-Chinese.  Ah well.  Maybe the international side of the terminal will have more western toilets. There is also no place at the airport where you can get a soda.  All they have are water coolers with bottled water and places that sell coffee, tea, and fruit juice. 

We have no status on China Southern, the airline that will take us to Kashgar, as they are affiliated with Delta, an airline we never travel.  So we are truly traveling cattle car on this one.

This plane is a huge 757 (or maybe stretch) with about 60 or more rows of seats for perhaps 350 passengers.  And, the plane is full with the exception of a seat here and there.  Mercifully, the flight is short – less than two hours – and we still get fed.  We had some sort of boiled peanut concoction, a roll with nothing to put on it or in it, a long green thing that looked like a zucchini wrapped in plastic and a bag of pretzels.  How appetizing is that?  
But the kicker was that the plane hit turbulence almost from the get-go and bounced around almost the entire trip.  We never fell precipitously, but we got tossed about pretty well.  No oxygen masks and no screaming, but not a pleasant ride especially since we were over mountains.  As you can see, we survived since I’m writing this and you’re reading it.  

We’re now in our hotel, the Taxinan Barony.  It’s another one of those “best” hotels in town that needs some work.  The air conditioning works – at least for now – but there’s barely adequate light in the room.  Our guide for Kashgar is a gentlemen this time.  His name is Zaynullah, a Uigur who speaks with a very heavy accent that reminds me of a Russian one. We’re in for a couple of interesting days.
