China 11

Today was billed as, “a full day excursion to beautiful Karakul Lake along the Karakorum Highway, a spectacular road winding across some of the most dramatic terrain in the world.”  What hokum! What false advertising!  What a waste of an entire day.

The morning was still pretty hazy with sand in the air and no sign that things would get better as the day wore on.  Our guide, however, persisted in doing this full day trip to Karakul Lake because from there you can see what the natives call “Ice Mountain.”  But, the lake, he admitted has been polluted and ruined by the sheer number of tourists who visit, so already we knew it would be no Heavenly Lake which we saw and loved a day or so ago.  Also, I don’t think he had a “plan B” – what to do in case of inclement weather.
On our way to the lake, we stopped at a little market – there are several all over Kashgar at any given moment – and the guide bought Naan, a fresh-baked flat Uigur bread which is wonderful and unlike anything I’ve ever tasted.  Even though it’s called Naan, as is the Indian bread, this is nothing like it.  The Uigur Naan is​ way better.  He also bought bananas, which were wonderful, and the combination of the two turned out to be better than our lunch!! 

To call this road “spectacular” is also another misnomer as well as false advertising.  Scary is more like it.  It is a windy, twisty two-lane, at best semi-road that has some washed out parts, some parts destroyed by landslides, and some pretty terrifying switchbacks.  In addition it’s a very long trip (4 hours from Kashgar) to get to the lake situated at the top.  In addition to the poor road, we also had the misfortune of having absolutely lousy weather, so we couldn’t see anything anyway, but did have some interesting experiences along the way.  Today, the terrain looked like something you’d see on another planet in a scifi movie.
It seems almost as if the Chinese were building the road as we were traveling on it.  Picture a cartoon where slabs of highway are put down just as the cartoon car approaches and this gives you an idea of what this road resembles.  We were stopped at a point where the road had washed out and there was only one lane.  The police wouldn’t let us or the car behind us through the “temporary road” to get back on the highway.   Don’t know what they told our driver or the driver of the car behind us, but a rather animated discussion ensued.  About 5-10 minutes later a motorcade of several official cars with special government license plates passed through and we were kept waiting until all the official cars were safely on their way to the lake.  Guess that’s what the wait was all about.
About an hour or so from the lake, an after the first delay, we came to a checkpoint where the guide and driver and Jeff and I got out (we had to do this again on the return trip) to present passports so that the police could check them as well as the car we were traveling in.  Apparently we’re close enough to the borders with Pakistan and Kyrgyzstan that the Chinese are afraid of illegal immigrants.  

Then there are the stopped or stalled trucks that take up one lane of this two-lane highway.  An added thrill are the parts of the road that have been washed away forcing you to suddenly swerve into the other lane.  The switchbacks are fun because they are truly blind curves.  One time, a big yellow truck came barreling around the curve just as we got there in our car.  Thank heavens we didn’t meet.  Fact is, everyone wants to hug the center as the outsides are often more than a little worn away and there is barely enough room for two vehicles.  Next, there was the jackknifed tractor trailer which fortunately only blocked one lane rather than the entire road.  Big boulders line certain parts of the road and look as if they are precariously perched.  There are certainly a number of them in the stream below and they had to come from somewhere.
Ah, yes.  Four hours of sheer terror to get to the lake and view a body of water with nothing around it to make it even half pretty.  At the lake there was a restaurant that served very mediocre Chinese food, a washroom, lots of Kyrgyz vendors laying in wait for all the tourists – this lake is on every itinerary for all tour groups – and lots of animals including camels, donkeys, horses and others.  We walked around a bit and Jeff bought a felt pad, with a Kyrgyz design (see photo) popular in this part of the world. 

Access to the only western style washroom was gained when one of the workers kicked the door in because no one could find the key to unlock it.  It was the only room marked clearly with a handicapped sign!  This indeed proves there’s more than one way to skin that cat!

So, after our barely adequate (taste wise – there’s always plenty of food) lunch and visit, we ventured back to Kashgar.  It was great timing since a group of tour buses unloading 400 Chinese tourists had just arrived.  (Almost the entire tourist industry in this part of China depends on Chinese tourists.)
It was a quicker trip back and I was praying that all of the road we took coming up would still be there because it was now raining and there was a spot where water was gushing onto the road likely eroding it even further. 

So, if any of you are planning to go to Kashgar and your guide or tour company tries to sell you on Karakul Lake, tell them you want to find a better way to spend a day or move on to another territory in the province.

Coming back into the “city” we encountered the immediate aftermath of an accident. We continually wonder why there aren’t more accidents here since people drive, walk and in general just don’t pay attention to cars or each other.  We saw that a motorcycle had apparently careened into the front of an automobile.  The car was injured – no sign of the driver – and the motorcycle driver was bloodied and on the side of the road.  Lying there motionless – we couldn’t determine if dead or alive – was another poor soul, perhaps a passenger on the motorcycle or a pedestrian.  No one wears helmets or seat belts here either.
Tonight we had dinner at another Uigur restaurant as chosen by our guide.  The food was wonderful and we’re really enjoying Uigur food.  The best is the fresh, natural yogurt that each restaurant makes and serves.  Tonight we had pumpkin dumplings, rice pilaf, lamb kabobs, noodles and a noodle soup.  The main ingredient in Uigur food is lamb.  So, if you’re not fond of lamb, or don’t eat it, this food is probably not for you.
Everyone here has cell phones and the coverage is pretty impressive.  Even along that incredible road, the guide and driver could constantly send and receive phone calls.  And, like in the USA, cell phones have different ring tones.  Our guide’s phone plays “Simple Gifts,” a Shaker tune popularized by Aaron Copeland in one of his suites.  When I told the guide that’s what his tune was, he said, “No, it’s Chinese.  The Chinese made it.”  I told him that the Chinese may have made it available, but it was an American Folk tune.  If you’re a Star Trek fan this incident is reminiscent of Chekhov who used to give the Russians credit for every invention because of his heritage. 
Tomorrow we leave Kashgar to travel to Yarkand for a day where we’re driving three hours, sightseeing by car, and walking around the sights in and around Yarkand.  Don’t anticipate a strenuous day, but an interesting one. 
