China 13

Today we made the long drive from Yarkand to Khotan on what is fondly called a road, but is really a disaster.  The trip is five hours long because the road is so bad.   It’s bumpy – sort of feels like riding a bucking bronco or the mechanical bull in the bar.  There are intermittent patches of real, smooth highway and intermittent places where the road disappears altogether and becomes, for a time, a dirt road with no paving whatsoever. Then there are the sheep that run out into the road with the herder following close behind to gather them all in.  Occasionally, there is the idiot who does something stupid to scare us all, like the motorcycle driver who made a left turn in front of our van from the far right lane.  Our driver slammed on the brakes, narrowly missing the motorcyclist with the death wish. 

The government is building a new highway, but it’s not done yet.  However, that didn’t stop us from riding on a very small  portion of it – unpaved of course – about an hour and a half out of Khotan.  Closer to Khotan the road winds through a town and is totally chewed up.  It is so bad that cars have to slow down and virtually come to a stop or fall in holes.  Here, there is also new road construction that has raised so much dust the trees have turned brown from the coating of dust on the leaves.  We got a nice, long “road massage” today.  No fun indeed. 
I decided to rename this trip, “Fern and Jeff’s Big Adventure:  In search of Western Toilets and the Meaning of Life”.  While I’m not Mel Brooks or Monty Python, this has been an adventure, for sure. 

Today, after a very good lunch at a Uighur restaurant that serves Chinese food, we headed to a factory that produces ikat textiles (here called “atlas”).  Jeff wanted to see how these folks wrap the threads in preparation for resist dying.  We got to the factory and, possibly because it is Ramadan, no one was working on that aspect of the ikat production. We did see a woman boiling cocoons and unreeling the silk thread from them.  Ikats here are made with silk threads and closely resemble the Uzbek ikats, except that these use twill weave rather than plain weave and so the back of the textile is dull-looking.  The most notable thing about this factory is that no one seemed interested in helping us in the least and could have cared less that they actually had an intelligent and interested person to converse with through an interpreter (our guide). Don’t know how successful the business is, but if this is any example of how they conduct business…. In spite of all that, Jeff bought a green silk ikat tie.  He can wear it on St. Patrick’s Day.
Khotan has a market, just like Kashgar.  Well, not exactly like Kashgar, but similar.  We went there next.  What a madhouse. Everyone was out and about and the market was so crowded we could barely move.  Still, Jeff was able to take pictures.  The people are so interesting looking – weathered and wizened. We walked around the market, gathering stares, just like at the market in Kashgar.  We took pictures of the people, stopped to take a photo of a baby and daddy posed, too.  The rest of the family watch and they all got a kick out of the photo when we showed them.  We saw lots of children at the markets and unlike the children in some European countries, they don’t beg.  They are curious and friendly, but not beggars.

Mothers carry babies in their arms here.  Someone should introduce these women to a hands-free baby carrier.  Also, there is no such thing as diapers. Little boys run around without any bottoms at all and babies frequently have their bottoms sticking out of their clothes.  I asked the guide what happens when Mom or Dad holds the baby and it goes to the bathroom – as babies are want to do.  Didn’t get a reply. At least he knew what a diaper was.  

Following our walk around the Khotan market, we went to a Jade carving outlet and sales room located just a flight above where our driver parked the van.  Jade is the main product here and prior to the market, we stopped at the White Jade River to watch people try to find Jade stones.  At one end of the river lines of people were waiting to exchange their new-found Jade stones for cash. We took pictures, but didn’t try our luck. 
It was now after 7 p.m.  The late lunch (3 pm) was enough for us and we decided to skip dinner. We have to re-pack to meet the weight requirements set by the airline that will fly us from here to Urumqi.  So, we could use some free time.  Tomorrow we will do only a couple of things here in Khotan before we leave for the airport around 2:30 p.m.

Our trip is coming to an end.  It’s both gone fast and not fast enough.  The silk road is really two Chinas.  One more modern – Lanzhou, Dunhuang and Urumqi – and the other distinctly third world – Kashgar, Yarkand and Khotan.  We learned a great deal about the Uighurs, the predominant minority ethnic group in Kashgar, Yarkand and Khotan.  Our guides in both Urumqi and through Kashgar, Yarkand and Khotan were both Uighur, younger and more modern.  Some of the younger Uighurs are shedding a few of their long held traditions, like arranged marriages, and women working outside the home.  But, the older ones we saw in the communities we visited still live like they did a hundred or more years ago except they have electricity, running water, and satellite television. The younger ones also have cell phones and are dependent on the Internet like their counterparts everywhere in the world.  The communities we saw are definitely more third world than modern.  
We’ll write one more entry for tomorrow and post pictures. 
