China 10

We’re here in Kashgar, also called Kashi.

We learned there are two time clocks in this part of China.  There is the official time throughout the country, known as Beijing time.  Then there’s the unofficial Xinjiang time, which is two hours earlier than Beijing time.  So, as I write this, it’s four o’clock Beijing time, but 2 o’clock Xinjiang time.  It’s because the whole country of China is several time zones wide but is all on one official time zone.  Kashgar is very far west in China, a bit farther west than Almaty, Kazakhstan, and Xinjiang time is the same as the time in Almaty.
It can be very confusing and if you want to meet someone for dinner or for any other reason, you need to specify which time you’re operating on.  Tonight we’re meeting our guide for dinner at 7 p.m. Beijing time.

Kashgar is a very small, primitive town.  My observation is that people generally look weathered and “old”. Maybe it’s the style of dress, but people certainly look older than they are.  Riding down the streets, it’s hard to tell what’s ruins from the houses that people actually live in.  The favorite method of transportation appears to be the electric motorcycle.  In Kashgar, like the rest of China, everyone competes for the same street space – small or large – at the same time.  People jump into the street - even holding infants - as cars and motorcycles come within inches of them.  We’ve seen no accidents, so I guess the system works, but crossing the street is a dangerous business.  The motorcycles are inexpensive, says our guide, and a family will usually have two.  Today we saw a dad zipping through traffic with a baby seat of sorts on the floor of the cycle and his baby strapped in.  Another cyclist had his toddler behind him as he was wending his way through traffic.  It’s a real mad house – cars, buses, people, carts, some with donkeys, motorcycles and motorized carts.  A green light merely means that everyone can meet in the center. We may have lots of congestion back home, but at least there’s somewhat of a method to our madness and the police really do direct traffic.  No police to do so here and in Urumqi, the police gave up in the gridlock we drove through our last night there. 

It’s also Ramadan here.  So, at the livestock market, where one would normally see people barbequing lamb kabobs, there was no food being cooked or served since people are fasting.  Our guide told us that if you can’t fast for whatever reason during Ramadan, you can make up the days you miss at other times of the year when you have time to fast.  The important thing is to do your “month” of fasting because fasting during the month of  Ramadan is one of the five pillars of Islam. 

Breakfast was later than usual here.  Didn’t start ‘til 8:30 a.m. (6:30 a.m. Xinjiang time) and we were meeting our guide at 9:30.  First stop was old town Kashgar and a walk around town ending at the Idgah Mosque, originally built in 1442 a.d.  This is an important place of religious activity for the Uigur people who are Moslem.  This is a huge mosque which can hold over 20,000 people at the same time for services.  It is currently being renovated. 

About 80 percent of all the people in Kashgar are Moslem and when you walk down the street or look at the people around you, it’s almost as if you’ve been thrown back in time or are in a country other than China.  The Uigurs more closely resemble Indo-Europeans or Arabs than Chinese.  
After the Mosque, we visited the tomb of Apak Hoja, a great missionary in the 17th century, who helped bring Islam to Kashgar.  The tomb, built in 1640, is the place where Apak Hoja and his family are buried. 

Next we visited the livestock market where animals are taken to be sold.  There are sheep, horses, donkeys, and cows.  There are no pigs because Moslems don’t eat pork. People come to the livestock market not only to purchase or sell animals, but to visit with neighbors or talk to each other and catch up on the latest gossip.  It’s a wild and busy place, very similar to our experience in the Souk in the Ourika valley in Morocco.  One must always look down – to see where you’re stepping – as well as listen for shouts that announce something is  behind you.  In fact a motorcycle pulling a cart knocked over an elderly Uigur man as we were walking into the market.  We walked around for about 45 minutes. 
As we were going to the car, it appeared that a dust storm of some sort had covered the area.  The sun was gone and you couldn’t even see across the street.  The guide said that this happens frequently in April – the sand blows off of the Taklimakan desert – but a sandstorm like this has never happened in September.  I just said we didn’t bring the weather.
From the livestock market we went to a Chinese restaurant at the British consulate complex for lunch.  As usual, it was too much food and we couldn’t finish anything.  Our guide and driver, who are both Uigur, declined to eat lunch with us as our other guides had done, saying that they didn’t like Chinese food.  But tonight, we dine at a Uigur establishment.  

Our next stop was the second highlight of the day – the Kashgar market.  Well, it looks just like the bazaar in any other country where everything is bunched together according to classification – all the material goods in one place, the rugs next to each other, knives somewhere else, etc.   Still, it was colorful and fascinating and we spent some time walking around and helping the economy a little.  This was reminiscent of the grand market in Istanbul in size and the way things were arranged.  The vendors follow you around offering you items at lower and lower prices as you decline to buy at the first price.  Bargaining is fun in any country and in any language.  Even though most people don’t speak English, the vendors here know enough English to sell you their goods!
Tonight our guide took us to a Uigur restaurant for typical Uigur food.  We had a small lamb dumpling (hard crust not soft like a Chinese dumpling), lamb kabobs, natural yogurt, pilaf with lamb and a noodle dish which was very spicy.  The food was very good, but nothing we hadn’t tasted before in Urumqi or elsewhere.  We drank lots of locally grown green tea, as no alcohol is served at this restaurant. 

We returned to the hotel, the Tarim Petroleum Barony Hotel – a second name for this hotel.  As Jeff pointed out, as five star Chinese hotels go, this one is rather shabby.  And, since the towns we’re journeying to next are smaller than Kashgar, our hotels will likely go downhill from here until we return to the Southern Airline International Hotel in Urumqi where we will spend our last night in China before returning home.

Tomorrow we’re off around 10 a.m. to visit Karakul Lake at the foot of  the 25,000 foot Muztagh Ata.  This is another scenic site with lots of places along the way to take photos as well.  
