Total Eclipse odur to China

Mark Wiggin reports

On 27t July2008, Sallyand! drove
downto Heathrowto checkin for our
ChinaAirwaysflight to Beijing. There
we checkedn using the new, speedy
ticketlesselectronicsystem— this of
courseinvolveda 45-minutewait while
threediffereniadiesvhodidn‘tknowthe
systentriedto workout whattheywere
supposedo doi Marcus Rose our
Tour Manager from Ancient World
Tours moonlightingromhismainjobas
afreelancghotographekeptaneyeon
the proces$o makesurewe got through
OK.

Moochingthroughthe Duty-Freewe
wentto aperfumerywherd cameacross
the Hermésstand. As editorof Hermes
the newsletter of the Shropshire
Astronomicabociety,| felt duty-bound
to buy Terre d'Hermés. Given the
amountof ground we were about to
cover, it seemed doubly appropriate.

We then metlan Morison of Jodrell

Bank,who wasour officialastronomica |

expert for the trip, and our fellow
traveller8ernard& MargaretCreedon,
David & Linda Storey and Julie
Davenport AncientWorld Tours had
organisedanotherEclipseTour, which
was longer and visited more sites of
interesin China.Mostpeopléhadopted
for thelongertour, but we all foundthat
havinga smallgroupmeanit wasmuch
easier to get to know each other.

The distance from Heathrow to
Beijingis 8,16 1kilometresandtheflight
takesten hours. And becaus&ve were
flying Westto EastandBeijingis seven
hoursaheadf the UK, weleft at 20.40
on Sundagveningandarrivedat Beijing
at 12.57 in the afternoonon Monday.
It wasinterestingto seethat we hadto

passhrougha machinevhichmeasured demolishet makevayfor modermoads

our temperature—anyonewith a fever
wouldnot be allowednto the country.
Predictablythe skywasgreywith smog,
despitehe effortsof the governmento
reduce pollution by shutting down
factories and restricting the use of
vehicles.

Meetingus therewasour tour guide
from China International Travel
Assistancel.ang-Yen whose<English’
namewasSusan—it seemghat many
Chinesevho haveregulardealingsvith
foreignersadopt an English nameto

th July

The next morning,Susartook us to
TiananmeBquarewheresheclearedip
the mysteryof whyPekindgs nowknown
as Beijing. The first Chineseo have
contactwith the Westwere Cantonese
tradersjn whosdanguagéehe city was
calledPeking. As the majorityof the
populatiorspeakMandarin,it wassen
sible to make Beijing the official name.

makdife easier.Chineseamesavethe Tuesday 29
familynamefirst, followedby the given

name.

Tiananmemmeanssheavenlgate of
peace‘andis the mainentranceo the
ForbidderCity in the centreof Beijing.
At the North end of the Squarss the
Tiananmeower,built in 1417 during
the Ming dynasty. Until 1911, only
membersf the Imperial family could
enterthe tower. At the Southside,is
Mao ZedongMemorialHall, wherethe
bodyof ChairmamMao liesin a crystal
coffin. It's clearthat ChairmamMao is
still highly reverechere,judgingby the
numbenfimagesf himthatwerethere.

Susantold us that Terminal3 at
Beijing Airport wasthe largestin the
world, andwasbuilt in the shapeof a
dragon,while the car park wasin the
shapeof a turtle. During a 30-minute
coach ride to the Central Business
District and Traders Hotel, Susan
explainedthat Beijing had existedfor
3,000yearsandhadbeenthe capitafor
thelast800 years. Enroute,shetaught
us a few Chinesavordsni-how—hello;
xia-xia (pronouncedshe-she)—thank
you; and ding ding how —brllllantI

http://www.travelchinaguide.com/
attraction/beijing/tianan.htm

After fresheningup at the hotel,we
wenton arickshawideto the Hutongs.
Theseare the originallocalneighbour
hoodsof the city, and comprisenarrow
alleys—hutongs—formedby lines of
siheyuanor quadrangleshe traditional
courtyard homes of ordinary people.
Hutong itself is a corruption of the
Mongolianword hottog meaningwater
well’. Many of the hutongshavebeen

As the 2008 Olympicswere due to
beginin afewdaystime,it wasperhaps
notaltogethesurprisinghattherewasa
huge «One World, One Dream‘floral
displaydedicatedo the Games. What
was perhapsmore surprisingwas the
intensecommercialisatio.seemethat
virtuallyeverywhergou wentin China,
TiananmeB8quaréncludedit wasalmost
impossibléo go morethana few steps
withoutsomeontrying to sellyousome
Olympic memorabilia or other.

and skyscrapergut a smallnumberof
the hutongshavebeengiven protected
areastatusin orderto preservethem

The bright clothing people were
wearingdispelleénothepreconception,
that everyonavouldbe in drabcolours.
It wasasthoughHong Kong hadtaken
over China,ratherthan the other way
round! Eventhe Military and Police
personnel—who were ever-preseniut
not intrusive—seemetb haveuniforms
designedy Jean-PauBGaultieror some
other famous fashion designer.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hutong



Naturally,we askedSusaraboutthe

A consequencef the presencef the WethentravelledOkmnorth-easto

military responseto the Tiananmen concubinewasthatalltheadministratorslunchat Xin ShuangQuanrestauranat

Square protests of 1989 which had
resultedin the deathsof hundredsof
civilians.But althougtshehadbeerable
to give usinformatiorabouteventshat
took placehundredsf yearsago, her
diplomatiaesponsdo this was”l was
onlyfive yearsold at thetime,sol don't
know muchaboutite. We didn‘tpress
the point, as it was clear she was
uncomfortabletalking about anything
controversial.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Tiananmen_Square_protests _of 198

Moving on from Tiananmersquare,

hadto be eunuchsothattherecouldbe Mu Tian Yu, nearthe Great Wall of
no doubtoverthe bloodlineof the heir. China. It's somewhatlifficult to say
Theseeunuchscarriedthe mummified exactly how long the Great Wall is,
remainsof their testiclesaroundwith becauseomanydynastiebuilt, re-built
them, so that they couldbe reunitedin or extended. Theusualengthquoted
the afterlife. Many of theseeunuch is over 6,000 km for the final
administrator@round2,000in the 19"  constructionwhich took placein the
Century) becamevery wealthy and Ming dynasty.Otherestimateput it at
powerfulasa resultof their positionat just 2,400 km. Justto put this into
the centre of the Empire. perspectiveahe distancérom Londorto
Beijingis 8,161km. Morethanamillion

http://www.usrf.org/news/010308- R :
people died in its construction.

hiddenpower.htmi

After the ForbidderCity, we visited
the YuanLongSilk Shopwherewewere

The Great Wall, as well as safe
guardingthe Silk Road,alsofacilitated

transport and the exchange of
information — arguably the original
information superhighway. However,
someinformationsuchas how silk was
produced,remaineda closely-guarded
secret for hundreds of years.

we entered the ForbiddenCity, the shownhow silk washarvestedrom the
Imperial Palace. This was built from cocoongf the silkworms.Fedon a diet
1406 to 1420 andtook 230,000skilled of Mulberryleavesthe silkwormsspin
artisans and 1 million workers to the cocoonto protectthem while they
complete. In 1987, it wasdeclareda pupate.Thecocoonsthencollecteénd
World HeritageSite. It wasoriginally droppedinto boiling water, and the

designetb haved,999baysof roomgq9

is the largestsingleodd numberandis

consideretb be luckyin China). Today
it has980 survivingbuildingsand8,707

bays of rooms.

& -8R ok aeT e e

= B RS R - .

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Forbidden_City

As well as the main palacesSusan

showedus the self-containedourtyards

where the Emperors‘concubinesand
childrenlived. By the Qing dynasty,
there were as many as 20,000 living

rich, so there waesintensecompetition
for girls to becomea concubineof the
Emperor. The downsideés that on the
deathof the emperor|t wasexpected
(until aboutthe 15h Century)that they
be buriedaliveto keephim companyn
the afterlife.

thread is unwound.

http://www.chinahighlights.com/

Often, the cocoon®f two silkworms greatwall/fact/great-wall-length.htm

will becomeentangledo that thereare http://geography.about.com/od/
two silkworm@ onecocoon.Thismakes specificplacesofinterest/a/

it impossibleo unwindthe silk into a greatwall.htm

threadbutit is notwasted.In thiscase,
the silk is stretchedout in order to
provide the fibre for silk duvets or sim

Incidentallyit's a completenyththat
the GreatWallof Chinais the onlyman-
madsstructurevisiblefromSpacer even

After beingshowrhowthiswasdone the Moon, but somehovithe idea has
by the staff, someof us hada go —we entered the popular consciousness:
werenot entirelysuccessfulBut | don't
thinkwedidtoo badlyfor afirst attempt.
Thereis an enormousirrayof beautiful
silk productdor saleon threefloors,and
while we wereall tempted,t wasJulie

http://www.universetoday.com/2008/
05/11/can-you-see-the-great-wall-of-
china-from-space/

WearrivecattheMu TianYu section,

whocameawaywith a silk duvetto take Whichis connectedith JuyongguaRass
home.

in theWestandGubeikoGatewato the
East. We hada cable-caride up to the
wall itself —exceptfor Bernard,who's
super-fit and managedo run up the
stepsto get to where the cable-car

The Great Wall itself follows the
contoursof the mountainst traverses,
whichexplainsvhy the Wallis solong.
At this section,it is interspersecdat
irregular intervals by twenty-two

watchtowers.

http://www.texeresilk.com/cms-
silk_making_how_to_make_silk.html

dropped us off, without breaking a sweat.



Thevariouscontoursof the Wallare
suchthat in manyplacesyou haveto
climb somevery steepsteps. Bernard,
Marcusandl climbedhesestepsashigh
as we could go beforethe way was
blockedy rubble;Bernardjuite quickly,
Marcusandl ratherlessso! Theywere
so steepthat it wasfortunateit wasa
beautifullydry andhot sunnyday;hadit
been raining, the steps would have
becomampossiblydangerous. Getting
downthe sideof the mountairfromthe
Wallinvolveda vastnumbef stepsno
two of which were the same.

By the time we reachedhe basewe
werehot, bothereéndwillingto payjust

aboutany price for a bottle of water— &
with the exceptionof Marcusand lan 5
who both displayed excellent price
negotiation skills.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mutianyu

After, that it was backto Traders
Hotelfor aquickshowerandanevening
meal at the Fu Xiang Lo Restaurant.

Wednesday 30 th July

Wednesdaynorning was an early
start. Meetingin the lobbyof the hotel
at 06.00hrs, our coachdriver Charlie
droveus to the airport. Check-inhere
was very straightforward, and at
08.27hrs, we took off for Urumgi
(pronouncedirumchee)the capital of
Xinjian Uyghur AutonomousRegion.
Now, everyoneknowsthat Chinais a

hugecountry. But it's not until youget One of these sBeautyf Loulanvas
onto an internalflight, that you realise estimatedto be 4,000 years old.
just how big it is. From Beijing to AnothersCharchaWan‘was3,000years
Urumgiis around2,000km. Toputthat old. Bothlookedasthoughtheyhadonly
into context,it's abouta quarterof the recently passedaway, and were still

waybackto Londonor aboutthe same wearingtheir originalclothing. Unlike
distancasShrewsburp Ancona in Italy Ancientegyptiarmummiegheyhadnot

beenpreparedor mummificatiom any
way; the desert alone was able to

preserve them.

ArrivingatUrumgqiat 11.58hrsit was
clearthat this wasa very differentplace
fromBeijing. Notablymostof the signs
weredual-languag€hineseand Arabic.
Also,the peopldookedifferent. 91.5%
of the populatiorof Chinaasawholeare
Han Chinese,with the rest being
comprisedf a further55 ethnicgroups.
Xinjian‘smajorityindigenougpopulation &
is Uyghur,thoughit containst7 ethnic =&
groupsin total. Accordingo the tour -
guide who met us, Rixat (pronounced  The burial sites where these were
*Richartandpicturedbelowcentre) the foundin the Gobi Desertwould have
Uyghuroriginatedrom Turkeycenturies been coveredand uncoveredby the
ago, travellingalongthe Silk Roadand shifting sands many times over the
finallysettlingin Xinjiangwhichisin the millennia. They were indicatedby a
North-westof China,borderingTibet, numberof polesstickingup from the
Qinghai, GansuMongolia,Kazakhstan ground—aroundpoleindicatingafemale
Kirghizstan, Uzbekistan, Tadzhikistan body, and a paddle-shaped one a male.
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India.

The moststriking thing aboutthese
mummiesvastheir features. Theyhad
obviously European features, not
Chineseandoneof them,YingpanMan,
was two metresin height! Unsur
prisingly,this hasbeenseizedupon by
certain Uyghur militant separatistas
proof that their region shouldbe a
countryin its own right, rather than

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Nationalities_of China
http://www.travelchinaguide.com/
cityguides/xinjiang/

Urumgimeansbeautifubasture‘and
accordindo Rixat,is knownfor swhite,
blackandred‘—cotton,oil andtomatoes'.

Becausef its positionin centralAsia,it beingan autonomouggion‘underthe

hasa desertclimateand haslong cold  ¢qntrolof the Han Chinese Indeedfwo
wintersand equallylong but extremely daysafterwereturnedo the UK, sixteen

hotsummersEconomically,producea |ocq|policewerekilledin the Xinjiang
lot of consumergoods, and many egion, with the EastTurkistanlslamic
Russianscome over the border to  pjovementbelievedto be responsible.

purchasethem. Rixat said that the  of coursepneman‘serroristis another's
Olympicswereactuallycausinga lot of - freedom fighters

problemdgor the tourismindustryin his , . .
area,as mostoverseasisitorsthis year Nttp:/findarticles.com/p/articles/
werechoosindo stayin Beijingfor the mi_m1511/is_n4_v15/ai_14935058
Olympicsratherthanvisit otherpartsof http://www.khaleejtimes.com/
China. DisplayArticle.asp?xfile=data/

He took us to visit the Urumgi todaysfeatures/2005/April/

museumyherewe sawseveranummies t_odaysfeatures_ApriIS?.xml&section
which had been discoveredsince the =todaysfeatures

1980'sin burialgroundsin the shifting http://dodona.proboards35.com/
sandof the GobiDesert,preservedby index.cgi?board=physanth&action=
the arid conditions. print&thread=7325



http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/

2008-08/06/content_6909880.htm

It wasthen time
to goto themuseun
shop.Bothlanandl
fell in love with a
largepieceof ambe
which containe:
insectsand vegeta
tion preservedfrom
the age of the
dinosaursHowever
we were not so
enamouredby the
asking price —the
equivalenbof £280.
Eventuallythe lady
camedownto £150, andlanandl were
seriouslconsidering time-sharen it.
But just as| told the her that my wife
wouldkill meif |1 boughtthe piece Sally
arrivedat the counterandtold mel was

We hadleft Urumgiat 08.50, finally
arrivingat the Jon Yao Hotel, Hami at
19.40, stopping briefly for lunch at
13.20. The view®sf the desolatandat
times snow-coveredmountains were
magnificentput the attractionof hour
after hour of magrficent desolation
tended to pall after a while.

Photo above by Marcus Rose

The surroundingsecamegradually
greener as we progressedwith the
landscapeften resemblinghe upland
moors of Scotland. We then drove
through a mountain grasslandplain,
2,000metresn height,grazedy sheep

and goats, passing Yurts along the way.

Hami is renownedfor its melons,
whicharesoldthroughoutChina. There
arereputedlyover180 varietieof Hami
melonwhicharesupposediye Kingof
Melons'. Aswe nearedhe town, there

quiteright! Butabouffive minutedater, were numerousstalls on the roadside

shetold me | couldhaveit if | really
wantedt. | wentbackandhaggledhe
assistant down to £110 and | was hag

selling the refreshing fruit.

After our eveningmeal lan talkedus
through what we could expect the
followingday,andthenwe wentoutside
for an observingessionwhichincluded
Jupiterandthe Joviamrmoonsaswell as
the constellationsfollowing which we
wentto bed, as we still hada 400km
roundtrip in storeto the eclipsesite
closeto the Mongolianborderthe next
day.

After the museum,we visited the Friday 1 st August
bazaarbefore returning to our hotel.

Accordingto Marcus,who had visited ~ We left Hamiat 08.25, headingfor
Urumqil5 yearsor soago,the city had Yiwu, alsoknownasAratirik(the Place
beentransformeaut of all recognition, Of the Turks). We drovethroughdeep
with its bright modernbuildings,while mountain gorges, winding our way
the bazaarhad changedfrom being throughthesteepmountairgorgesither
outsideon a dustytrackto beingtotally side. Theroadswere,if anything.even
enclosed.Therewasalmosinothinghe more bumpy than the day before.
recognised from his previous visit. At intervalsalongthe way,policeguards
Thursday 31 st July werestationedmanyof whomgaveus a

salute as we went past.
Todaywasthe sLongMarch‘for our
intrepidbandof travellersaswe hada
600kmtrek aheadf usin a minibusin
orderto get to Hami, the nearestarge
town to the observingsite. Thankfully,
theminibusalthougtclearlydesignetbr
short trips aroundthe city ratherthan
cross-country journeys, was air-
conditioned.

The roadswereincrediblybumpy,to At onepoint,wewentpastanancient
the extent that we were sometimeswatchtowefor the Silk Road. We hada
literallybumpedout of our seats. The brief stop to stretch our legs by a
stateof theroadss downto thehuge50°  sparklingstreamat the roadsidewith
C.rangein temperaturbetweenVinter cattleontheothersideof aricketybridge
and Summer. gazing at us inquisitively.

The authoritieshad imposedstrict
limits on the numberf peopleallowed
to goto the officialviewingsite,andonly
thosewith permitswereallowedo go.
AncientWorldTourshadensuredve had
all the necessargocumentation.This
was comforting when there was a
passporandbaggageheckat 11.40hrs
at QuansharhetweerkKowukandYiwu.
A very smart young Military Police
Officer who spoke excellent English
came aboard our minibus to check
everythingwas in order. This took
twenty minutesjust for the nine of us,
plusRixartandMr Wong,thedriver. At
this pointwewereevenmorethankfulto
be part of a small group!

Everythingvasin ordersowecarried
onto Yiwu, wherewe hada shortbreak,
before carrying on along extremely
ruggedterrain to the Weizi Gorge, a
high, stone-coveredmountain plain
between two mountain ridges, with
snow-cappegeakdo our westreaching
3,700metres.Wearrivedat 14.00hrdn
blistering temperatures approaching
39°C. This gaveisplentyof timeto set
up ourequipmenieforethe mainevent.
This alsoallowedVir Wongto parkthe
minibuswithin easywalkingdistanceof
the portaloos — a very important
considerationt

We wereby no meansthe first to
arrive,andalreadyhe gritty, sanddesert
site sparselypopulatedby vegetation
strugglingto survivein the intenseheat



wasbeingsurveyedy the visitors,who
wereall keento securehe bestviewing
position. Howevertherewasmorethan
enoughroomfor all, asthe authorities
hadlaid out a grid of roadscoveringa
largeareasowewereableto find agood
spoton a ridgewhichwouldallowus to
seethe eclipseshadowacingtowardss.
lanhadpersuadetthe staffatthe JonYao
hotelto lend him a white sheetso he
couldspreadt on the groundanduseit
to checkfor shadovbands—an unusual
pieceof astronomicaquipment. Our
choiceof spotwasvindicatedvhenwe
spottedthe NASA teamwho wouldbe
doing a live webcastof the eclipse
camped nearby.

Photo above by Marcus Rose

While we werewaiting,we took the
opportunityto walkthe 100 metreor so
to the Astroparkwhich had beenbuilt
specialljor the event. Weweregreeted
by the somewhdbizarresite of a bright
greenarearopedoff with Policetape,
whichon closelinspectioriurnedout to
be an astroparkcoveredn astroturf—
appropriatd, suppose.Uponthis wasa
sundiala mock-upof an observatorya
mini-stonehengenda plinthfromwhich
all of the manydignitariesindguestgor
*BigPotatoesisRixatcalledhem)would
view the event, watchedby live TV
cameras.Needles$o say,entryto this
hallowegroundwashy speciainvitation
only, thoughonly the flimsytapewasin
our way.

Therewasalsoa motleycollectiorof
bright orangeold-styleVW Beetlesand
campervanwhich had beendriven to
Chinaall the wayfrom Hollandby forty
self-styled ~adventurers'.

http://www.amsterdambeijing.com/w2
(use Google language tools to transla

And unsurprisinglythere was the
usual collection of stalls selling
memorabiliaincluding the inevitable
Eclipseéee-shirt—andmoreusefullycold
bottledwater. Therewasalsoa stand
from ChinaMobile, who seemintent on
turningthe entirecountryinto onelarge
advertising hoarding for themselves.

Returningto the observingsite, we
had an anxiouswait for the eclipseto
begin. We hadbeenpromiseda 70%
chanceof goodvisibility, but wouldthe
visibility be there when it really
matteredDespitahe heattherewerea
lot of good-sizedloudsn the skywhich
mightwellconspirgéo prevenburseeing
theevent. Someof theinhabitantsf the
village nearbyhad joined us, including
severasmalichildrento join usfor this
special event.

Photo above by Marcus Rose

At 18.09.17 first contacbeganyith
thetiniestof nibbledittenfromthe disc
of the Sun. As time wenton, it was
possibléo seethatmoreandmoreof the
Sun‘ssurfacewasbeing eatenawayby
the Moon, as we viewedthrough the
safety of special eclipse glasses,or
throughtelescopemndcameragrotected
by Baadefilm. Formostof the eclipse,
there seemedo be no visible effect,
thoughin the minuteseforeotality,the
light took on an eerie,almostmagical
quality—it wasasthoughthe Sunwere
trying to conveyto usthatit wasbeing
stifled and would soon be extinguishe

As totality approachedye fearedwe
mighthavecomeallthiswayfor nothing.
Threeminutesbefore a largecloudhad
virtuallyobscurethe Sun—surelythere
wasno chanceat wouldmovein time?
But just thirty secondd®eforehandhe
cloudedgedustfarenoughawaythatour
viewwasasclearasit possiblicouldbe.
And then at 19.07.457% totality!

This wasmy first total eclipse,and
althoughyou can read in astronomy
booksaboutBailey'8eadsthe Diamond
Ring andthe Coronawhichis normally
drownedout by the Sun‘sbrightness,
nothingcanpossiblyrepareyoufor the
eventitself. After waitingfor nearlyan
hour totalityitselfseemetb arrivein an
instant. Therewerevirtuallyno Bailey's
Beadsisible,asthe edgeof the Moon
presentedhis time was very smooth,
with few irregularitiesthrough which
light could sneak at the start of totality.

3 Photos above by Sébastien Muller



But the Diamond Rings were
beautiful, both at the beginningand
especiallyat the end. And inbetween,
wasthe utter blacknesarherethe Moon
waspreciselybetweernus andthe Sun.
The chromospherewas beautifully
symmetricalyith a pinkishtinge, the
coronaas pearlywhite as a Hollywood
actor'steeth. The eclipserevealeda
conjunctiof MercuryVenusMarsand

Jupiter, which was captured by Marct Wasa hugehold-up,wherea truck had

Photo above by Marcus Rose

Andthenit wasover! Justl minute
and58 secondkater,the Moon‘sshadow
racedawayto the distantmountains. It
waghemostmarvellousightl havesver
seen,and | can quite understandhow
somegeopldecoméotallyobsessaslith
seeingthem. We stayeduntil around
20.30hrs giving a lift to Yiwu to three
young people from Taiwanwho had
become separatedfrom their group,
beforecontinuingon our wayalongthe
bumpytrackto Hami. The convoywas
given a Policeescortbecausé¢he road
was so dark, narrow and dangerous,
thoughthis didn‘tstopsomedriversfrom
fruitlesslyjockeyingfor position. We
finallyarrivedbackat Hamiat midnight,
tired but elated.

http://www.exploratorium.edu/eclipse/
2008/index.html

http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/SEmono/
TSE2008/TSE2008.html

Saturday 2 "d August

Anotherearlystart. Afteranalfresco
breakfasintheterracgwe‘dactuallygot
up beforethe staffhadbegunputting it
out), we set off at 07.25hrsfor Dun
Huangabout50kmdistant. Therdsan
enormousimountof work beingcarried
out on constructingnew main roads
traversindhis partof Chinajput mostof
themare not openyet, andformedno
partof our journey. Theroadon which
wetravellecdhowwerejustaspotholedis
thosewe hadalreadynduredandevery
so often, we hadto leavethe tarmac
altogetheras work being carried out
forcedusto takea shortdetouron earth
tracks.

The grottoesare alsohometo the
fourth largest Buddhiststatue in the
world. Despitethe ravageof weather
and time, and also at times deliberate
defacementf depiction®f facesmany
of the paintings remain intact.

The Mogao Grottoesare the best
example of this area of Buddhist
devotion,althoughit is interestingto
discovethat sincethe 2001 destruction
of the Buddhasf Bamyarby the Taliban
in Afghanistarfifty cavesvererevealed,
twelveof whichcontainedvall paintings
similarto thoseat Mogao. Thecommon
themeis the Silk Road,which was a
threadrunning through many parts of
our trip.

Shortlyafterwardsat 08.05hrsthere

brokerdown completelpplockingts side
of the road. The traffic comingin the
oppositedirectionjust kept on coming,
with no-one willing to stop to allow
opposindrafficthrough. Mind you,lan
did get out of the minibusaftera while,
and bravelyperformedraffic duty —I

decided wason holidayand couldget
quite enoughof that sort of thing at
home thankyou. We eventuallgtarted
moving again at 08.50.

At 11.00,we hada brief stopat Xin
Xing Xiafor acomfortstop. By now,we
hadbecomeaisedo fairly primitivetoilet
facilities in  much of rural China.
Howeverthe stoilet'here comprise@dn
elevatecconcretebuilding,insidewhich
werethreerectangulanoles. Belowthis,
andeffectivelyn the openair, werepiles
of, err, material. Unsurprisinglyseveral
of us took the morefavouredption of
*nippingbehinda buildingwhileno-one's
looking'.

We resumedlonga roadwhichwas
perfectly straight (though only in the
horizontaplane!)on the outskirtsof the
GobiDesertuntil we arrivedat the Dun
Huang InternationalHotel. This was
sheetheavenandif anythingwaseven
moresumptuoushanthe TraderdHotel
in Beijing. Dun Huangmean2Blazing
Sun‘andit certainlyivedupto its name,
as the temperature was around 40°C.

As it was15.00 by now, we didn‘t http://english.hanban.edu.cn/english/
delay,but went straightto the Mogao kuaixun/74860.htm
Grottoes,known as *Thousanduddha
Cave' which became World Heritage
Sitein 1987. It is forbidderto takeany
cameranto the cavesin casethe flash http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
causeslamageo the paintingsinside. Buddhas_of_Bamyan#Dynamiting_
Betweer866AD and1368AD,buddhist and_destruction.2C_March_2001
monks excavatedcavesfrom the soft
stone and painted frescoes of the But

http://www.ineedhotel.com/dunhuang/
tour/sight/sight.html



Fromtherewe wentto the Crescent  Later,Bernard@ MargaretandSally
Moon Lake by Mingsha Shan, the andl hadawandealongthe markestalls
Singing Sand Mountain. Fed by a nearbypeforegoingbackto the hotelto
spring, the lake appearsfragile and haveabeerwith David& Linda,andlan
beautifullyincongruousextto the sand and alsosomeotherswho hadbeenin
dunes, with its lush vegetationand China for the eclipse, including
impressiveavilions. It's a verypopular astronomeeil Bone whohadled one
tourist attraction, there were lots of of the other tours.
peoplescrabblingip the sanddunesin
orderto surfdownagaincametidesand
evena microlitebuzzingaroundwhich
wouldtake you for a spinif you were
brave enough.

http://wikitravel.org/en/Dunhuang

Sunday 3 " August

To DunHuangAirportwherewe had
to say goodbyeto Mr. Wong and to

Rixat. Mr. Wonghaddonean amazing

jobof drivingussuchhugedistancei a

vehicle which had proved surprisingly

worthyof the challenge.We werevery
grateful to him. Rixat had been a
wonderfullyknowedgeablefunny and
gently subvesive companiorand guide
duringourstayin Xinjiangprovince.We
were very sorry to say goodbye.

Check-irventsmoothlyandwe took
off at 11.48, landingin Beijing smog,
whichwasin starkcontrasto the bright
blueskywe hadleft in Dun Huang. On
arrivalwe weremetagainby Susarand
taken back to the Traders Hotel.

After a restand somefree time, we
werecollectecit 19.30andtakento the

mostfamousPekingDuck eating-house
in Beijing, the QuanjudeRestaurant.

Locateat the edgeof alakenot farfrom
the ForbidderCity, on whichweremany
small boats lit by red lanterns, the
restaurant dates back to 1864.

Then back to Dun Huang Inter
nationalHotel for a rest and evening
meal. Thedisheservederewerealittle Dttp://www.travelchinatour.com/
unusualfor alongwith the familiapork, Peijing-china/beijing-duck-peking-
chickenand beef, we alsohad Camel‘s duck.htm
Hoof, and Donkey.

Onceinside,there wasan acrobatic
floor show taking place as we were
usheretb ourtable. Andof coursavhen
we satdown therewasthe familiarglass
turntablein the centre,uponwhichthe
many dishes were placed, with the
inevitableknockingover of wineglasses
as the turntable was revolved. The
highlight of the meal was when two
Peking Ducks — with certificates—
arrivedat the tableto be carvedor us,
then eaten in small pancakes.

Monday 4 th August

It wastimeto fly home. It hadnot
beensomucha holidayasanadventure.
Wewill havesomanyfantastienemories
of the event,and we havemadesome
wonderfuhewfriends. Wouldwe do it
again? You bet!

Mark Wiggin



