China 12

Today, Tuesday, we journeyed from Kashgar to Yarkand, a small town in the Kashgar prefecture.  The journey took four hours, not three, because there is only one road which connects the two towns and it’s just like the road we took to get to the train station from Dunhuang – bumpy as can be.  The government is building a new road, but that hardly did us any good today.  We were flying around in the back seat while the car hit one bump after another.  After the first hour and a half, we stopped in a small town, Yengisar, to visit a knife factory.  The Uighurs are very proud of their craftsmanship and making knives – all kinds -  and decorating the hilts of the knives is a specialty.  So we stopped, we looked, we bought.

Back on the bumpy road for another two painful – literally – hours to Yarkand.  Along the way, we passed motorcycles and loads of donkey carts.  This is farmland and quite rural. The houses, or what look like houses – mud brick shacks more or less – seem to have electricity, but I doubt that they have indoor plumbing.  It was wash day and we saw clothes hanging in front of the houses on clothes line.  The donkey is the workhorse here, pulling the carts which take the produce or animals to market, or carrying crops from the field or just acting as the transport since the animal pulls the cart with whatever the cart contains.  Here, people ride in the carts alongside the animals and the produce.  

As we neared Yarkand, there were more motorcycles and bicycles buzzing about, but still a fair number of donkey carts or carts that are pulled by motorcycles of sorts or other small conveyances.  

We checked into our hotel – the best one in Yarkand (I’d hate to see the worst) – Shache Hotel – one in the chain we’re staying in across the silk road.  To our surprise, every hotel we’ve stayed in, until now, provided wash cloths along with bath and hand towels.  This one doesn’t, but we always bring wash cloths with us for these moments. The room is shabbier than most, but this is a small farm town and not Lanzhou or even Urumqi.  We’re only here overnight, and as long as we have Internet access – free to boot – we can “rough it.”
We had lunch at the Chinese restaurant next door to the hotel and it was very good food, but, as usual, the guide ordered way too much.  We had a fish that had been lightly fried and was delicious, a scrambled egg and tomato dish that seems to be a favorite of this area and also very good, garlic eggplant, which is our favorite, and a green vegetable which neither of us touched.  The meal came with big bowls of rice.  Needless to say, we nibbled at three of four dishes, but really didn’t put a dent in the meal.  We keep asking the guide not to order such huge quantities of food.  Two dishes is sufficient. 
After lunch our guide took us to old town Yarkand to walk around the market.  We were fascinated as we watched the Uighurs make Naan, a local bread which is baked by pasting it onto the side of a round oven, and saw others ply their crafts making tools, furniture, and other objects.  We took loads of pictures.  The Uighurs, on the other hand, all thought we were the main attraction in the market, being the only westerners, and several little old men followed us around.  The children – all beautiful – stared intently until I waved at them and then they and their parents all burst into smiles.  Great icebreakers, children.  Wish we could have taken photos of the locals looking at us!  Their expressions were priceless as they looked us up and down intently. We just smiled and followed our guide. 
The market was bustling because Ramadan is due to end on Friday and Saturday is a festival celebrating Ramadan’s end.  So, people come to the market to buy food and gifts in celebration of Ramadan’s end.  “It’s like Christmas,” our guide explained to us. He said we should stay to see the festival, but we’re going home.  I’m sure that this would have been an interesting event to observe, but I’m ready to get back to my “first world” life!
Next stop was the town square flanked on one side by the Golden Mosque and a cemetery containing the remains of the first Sayyid King and all his descendants.  We also visited the tomb of Amanisahan, who was a poetess who chronicled “Muqam,” a kind of Islamic music that is distributed in nations and regions of Middle Asia, South Asia, West Asia and North Africa. and who tragically died before 35 years old in childbirth.  

And that was all there was in Yarkand. A harrowing trip to the town and about an hour and a half’s worth of sites.  Tomorrow we journey to Kotan, our last stop along the Silk Road, as we wind up our trip.  Kotan is larger than Yarkand, but the roads connecting the two – again a four hour trip – are no better.  So, we’re in for another morning of “road massage” as we travel.
Dinner tonight consisted of selections from the restaurant across the street.  The food wasn’t nearly as exciting as crossing the street because the bigger vehicles intimidate everyone, especially pedestrians.  But, we made it or we’d not be writing this now.  Dinner was chicken, lamb and noodles.  Less food.  The meat here isn’t free from fat or gristle.  So pieces of lamb, for instance have meat, gristle and fat, which means you get some meat, but pound for pound less to eat.  The chickens are cut up without regard for where the meat is and most pieces have bone, skin and meat.  Not a great eating experience when you’re picking inedible portions of food out of your bowl.  The noodles were great and the sauce for the chicken dish was a good accompaniment.  The better Uighur restaurants were all closed for decoration in anticipation of celebrations for the end of Ramadan.  Do we know how to pick our travel schedule or what?

Tomorrow breakfast starts at 9 a.m. and our guide wants to be on the road at 9:30 a.m. giving new meaning to “eat and run.”  We head for Kotan ( also called Hotan and Hetian) where we spend tomorrow seeing some of the sights.  We stay there overnight and do a little more exploring on Thursday before we fly from Kotan to Urumqi.  We’re in Urumqi on Thursday night and on Friday we fly from Urumqi to Beijing to the good old USA.  
