
Mark Wiggin reports:

On 27th July 2008, Sally and I drove
down to Heathrow, to check in for our
China Airways flight to Beijing.  There
we checked in using the new, speedy
ticketless electronic system — this of
course involved a 45-minute wait while
three different ladies who didn‘t know the
system tried to work out what they were
supposed to do‡ Marcus Rose, our
Tour Manager from Ancient World
Tours, moonlighting from his main job as
a freelance photographer, kept an eye on
the process to make sure we got through
OK.

Mooching through the Duty-Free, we
went to a perfumery, where I came across
the Hermès stand.  As editor of Hermes,
the newsletter of the Shropshire
Astronomical Society, I felt duty-bound
to buy Terre d‘Hermès.  Given the
amount of ground we were about to
cover, it seemed doubly appropriate.

We then met Ian Morison of Jodrell
Bank, who was our official astronomical
expert for the trip, and our fellow
travellers Bernard & Margaret Creedon,
David & Linda Storey and Julie
Davenport.  Ancient World Tours had
organised another Eclipse Tour, which
was longer and visited more sites of
interest in China.  Most people had opted
for the longer tour, but we all found that
having a small group meant it was much
easier to get to know each other.

The distance from Heathrow to
Beijing is 8,161 kilometres, and the flight
takes ten hours.  And because we were
flying West to East, and Beijing is seven
hours ahead of the UK, we left at 20.40
on Sunday evening and arrived at Beijing
at 12.57 in the afternoon on Monday.
It was interesting to see that we had to
pass through a machine which measured
our temperature — anyone with a fever
would not be allowed into the country.
Predictably, the sky was grey with smog,
despite the efforts of the government to
reduce pollution by shutting down
factories and restricting the use of
vehicles.  

Meeting us there was our tour guide
from China International Travel
Assistance, Lang-Yen, whose •English‘
name was Susan — it seems that many
Chinese who have regular dealings with
foreigners adopt an English name to

make life easier.  Chinese names have the
family name first, followed by the given
name.

 Susan told us that Terminal 3 at
Beijing Airport was the largest in the
world, and was built in the shape of a
dragon, while the car park was in the
shape of a turtle.  During a 30-minute
coach ride to the Central Business
District and Traders Hotel, Susan
explained that Beijing had existed for
3,000 years, and had been the capital for
the last 800 years.  En route, she taught
us a few Chinese words: ni-how — hello;
xia-xia (pronounced she-she) — thank
you; and ding ding how — brilliant!

After freshening up at the hotel, we
went on a rickshaw ride to the Hutongs.
These are the original local neighbour-
hoods of the city, and comprise narrow
alleys — hutongs — formed by lines of
siheyuan, or quadrangles, the traditional
courtyard homes of ordinary people.
Hutong itself is a corruption of the
Mongolian word hottog, meaning •water
well‘.  Many of the hutongs have been
demolished to make way for modern roads
and skyscrapers, but a small number of
the hutongs have been given protected
area status in order to preserve them.

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

Tuesday 29 th  July

The next morning, Susan took us to
Tiananmen Square, where she cleared up
the mystery of why Peking is now known
as Beijing.  The first Chinese to have
contact with the West were Cantonese
traders, in whose language the city was
called Peking.  As the majority of the
population speak Mandarin, it was sen-
sible to make Beijing the official name.

Tiananmen means •heavenly gate of
peace‘, and is the main entrance to the
Forbidden City in the centre of Beijing.
At the North end of the Square is the
Tiananmen Tower, built in 1417 during
the Ming dynasty.  Until 1911, only
members of the Imperial family could
enter the tower.  At the South side, is
Mao Zedong Memorial Hall, where the
body of Chairman Mao lies in a crystal
coffin.  It‘s clear that Chairman Mao is
still highly revered here, judging by the
number of images of him that were there.

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

As the 2008 Olympics were due to
begin in a few days‘ time, it was perhaps
not altogether surprising that there was a
huge •One World, One Dream‘ floral
display dedicated to the Games.  What
was perhaps more surprising was the
intense commercialisation.  It seemed that
virtually everywhere you went in China,
Tiananmen Square included, it was almost
impossible to go more than a few steps
without someone trying to sell you some
Olympic memorabilia or other.  

The bright clothing people were
wearing dispelled another preconception,
that everyone would be in drab colours.
It was as though Hong Kong had taken
over China, rather than the other way
round!  Even the Military and Police
personnel — who were ever-present but
not intrusive — seemed to have uniforms
designed by Jean-Paul Gaultier or some
other famous fashion designer.

Total  Eclipse  Tour  to  China



Naturally, we asked Susan about the
military response to the Tiananmen
Square protests of 1989 which had
resulted in the deaths of hundreds of
civilians.  But although she had been able
to give us information about events that
took place hundreds of years ago, her
diplomatic response to this was ”I was
only five years old at the time, so I don‘t
know much about it•.  We didn‘t press
the point, as it was clear she was
uncomfortable talking about anything
controversial.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Tiananmen_Square_protests_of_1989

Moving on from Tiananmen Square,
we entered the Forbidden City, the
Imperial Palace.  This was built from
1406 to 1420 and took 230,000 skilled
artisans and 1 million workers to
complete.  In 1987, it was declared a
World Heritage Site.  It was originally
designed to have 9,999 bays of rooms (9
is the largest single odd number and is
considered to be lucky in China).  Today
it has 980 surviving buildings and 8,707
bays of rooms.

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

As well as the main palaces, Susan
showed us the self-contained courtyards
where the Emperors‘ concubines and
children lived.  By the Qing dynasty,
there were as many as 20,000 living
there.  Some of these became extremely
rich, so there waes intense competition
for girls to become a concubine of the
Emperor.  The downside is that on the
death of the emperor, it was expected
(until about the 15th Century) that they
be buried alive to keep him company in
the afterlife.

A consequence of the presence of the
concubines was that all the administrators
had to be eunuchs so that there could be
no doubt over the bloodline of the heir.
These eunuchs carried the mummified
remains of their testicles around with
them, so that they could be reunited in
the afterlife.  Many of these eunuch
administrators (around 2,000 in the 19th

Century) became very wealthy and
powerful as a result of their position at
the centre of the Empire.

http://www.usrf.org/news/010308-
hiddenpower.html

After the Forbidden City, we visited
the Yuan Long Silk Shop, where we were
shown how silk was harvested from the
cocoons of the silkworms.  Fed on a diet
of Mulberry leaves, the silkworms spin
the cocoon to protect them while they
pupate.  The cocoon is then collected and
dropped into boiling water, and the
thread is unwound.  

Often, the cocoons of two silkworms
will become entangled so that there are
two silkworms in one cocoon.  This makes
it impossible to unwind the silk into a
thread, but it is not wasted.  In this case,
the silk is stretched out in order to
provide the fibre for silk duvets or similar.  

After being shown how this was done
by the staff, some of us had a go — we
were not entirely successful!  But I don‘t
think we did too badly for a first attempt.
There is an enormous array of beautiful
silk products for sale on three floors, and
while we were all tempted, it was Julie
who came away with a silk duvet to take
home.

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

We then travelled 70km north-east to
lunch at Xin Shuang Quan restaurant at
Mu Tian Yu, near the Great Wall of
China.  It‘s somewhat difficult to say
exactly how long the Great Wall is,
because so many dynasties built, re-built
or extended it.  The usual length quoted
is over 6,000 km for the final
construction which took place in the
Ming dynasty.  Other estimates put it at
just 2,400 km.  Just to put this into
perspective, the distance from London to
Beijing is 8,161 km.  More than a million
people died in its construction.  

The Great Wall, as well as safe-
guarding the Silk Road, also facilitated
transport and the exchange of
information — arguably the original
information superhighway.  However,
some information, such as how silk was
produced, remained a closely-guarded
secret for hundreds of years.

http://www.chinahighlights.com/
greatwall/fact/great-wall-length.htm

http://geography.about.com/od/
specificplacesofinterest/a/
greatwall.htm

Incidentally, it‘s a complete myth that
the Great Wall of China is the only man-
made structure visible from Space or even
the Moon, but somehow the idea has
entered the popular consciousness:

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

We arrived at the Mu Tian Yu section,
which is connected with Juyongguan Pass
in the West and Gubeikou Gateway to the
East.  We had a cable-car ride up to the
wall itself — except for Bernard, who‘s
super-fit and managed to run up the
steps to get to where the cable-car
dropped us off, without breaking a sweat.  

The Great Wall itself follows the
contours of the mountains it traverses,
which explains why the Wall is so long.
At this section, it is interspersed at
irregular intervals by twenty-two
watchtowers.



The various contours of the Wall are
such that in many places you have to
climb some very steep steps.  Bernard,
Marcus and I climbed these steps as high
as we could go before the way was
blocked by rubble; Bernard quite quickly,
Marcus and I rather less so!  They were
so steep that it was fortunate it was a
beautifully dry and hot sunny day; had it
been raining, the steps would have
become impossibly dangerous.  Getting
down the side of the mountain from the
Wall involved a vast number of steps, no
two of which were the same.  

By the time we reached the base, we
were hot, bothered and willing to pay just
about any price for a bottle of water —
with the exception of Marcus and Ian
who both displayed excellent price
negotiation skills.

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

After, that it was back to Traders
Hotel for a quick shower, and an evening
meal at the Fu Xiang Lo Restaurant.

Wednesday 30 th  July

Wednesday morning was an early
start.  Meeting in the lobby of the hotel
at 06.00hrs, our coach driver Charlie
drove us to the airport.  Check-in here
was very straightforward, and at
08.27hrs, we took off for Urumqi
(pronounced urumchee), the capital of
Xinjian Uyghur Autonomous Region.
Now, everyone •knows‘ that China is a

huge country.  But it‘s not until you get
onto an internal flight, that you realise
just how big it is.  From Beijing to
Urumqi is around 2,000 km.  To put that
into context, it‘s about a quarter of the
way back to London, or about the same
distance as Shrewsbury to Ancona in Italy!

Arriving at Urumqi at 11.58hrs, it was
clear that this was a very different place
from Beijing.  Notably, most of the signs
were dual-language Chinese and Arabic.
Also, the people looked different.  91.5%
of the population of China as a whole are
Han Chinese, with the rest being
comprised of a further 55 ethnic groups.
Xinjian‘s majority indigenous population
is Uyghur, though it contains 47 ethnic
groups in total.  According to the tour
guide who met us, Rixat (pronounced
•Richart‘, and pictured below centre), the
Uyghur originated from Turkey centuries
ago, travelling along the Silk Road and
finally settling in Xinjiang, which is in the
North-west of China, bordering Tibet,
Qinghai, Gansu, Mongolia, Kazakhstan,
Kirghizstan, Uzbekistan, Tadzhikistan,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India.

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

Urumqi means •beautiful pasture‘, and
according to Rixat, is known for •white,
black and red‘ — cotton, oil and tomatoes‘.
Because of its position in central Asia, it
has a desert climate and has long cold
winters and equally long but extremely
hot summers.  Economically, it produces a
lot of consumer goods, and many
Russians come over the border to
purchase them.  Rixat said that the
Olympics were actually causing a lot of
problems for the tourism industry in his
area, as most overseas visitors this year
were choosing to stay in Beijing for the
Olympics, rather than visit other parts of
China.

He took us to visit the Urumqi
museum, where we saw several mummies
which had been discovered since the
1980‘s in burial grounds in the shifting
sands of the Gobi Desert, preserved by
the arid conditions.  

One of these, •Beauty of Loulan‘ was
estimated to be 4,000 years old.
Another, •Charchan Man‘ was 3,000 years
old.  Both looked as though they had only
recently passed away, and were still
wearing their original clothing.  Unlike
Ancient Egyptian mummies, they had not
been prepared for mummification in any
way; the desert alone was able to
preserve them.  

The burial sites where these were
found in the Gobi Desert would have
been covered and uncovered by the
shifting sands many times over the
millennia.  They were indicated by a
number of poles sticking up from the
ground — a round pole indicating a female
body, and a paddle-shaped one a male.

The most striking thing about these
mummies was their features.  They had
obviously European features, not
Chinese; and one of them, Yingpan Man,
was two metres in height!  Unsur-
prisingly, this has been seized upon by
certain Uyghur militant separatists as
proof that their region should be a
country in its own right, rather than
being an •autonomous region‘ under the
control of the Han Chinese.  Indeed, two
days after we returned to the UK, sixteen
local police were killed in the Xinjiang
region, with the East Turkistan Islamic
Movement believed to be responsible.
Of course, one man‘s terrorist is another‘s
freedom fighter‡

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/
mi_m1511/is_n4_v15/ai_14935058

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/
DisplayArticle.asp?xfile=data/
todaysfeatures/2005/April/
todaysfeatures_April37.xml&section
=todaysfeatures

http://dodona.proboards35.com/
index.cgi?board=physanth&action=
print&thread=7325



http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/
2008-08/06/content_6909880.htm

It was then time
to go to the museum
shop.  Both Ian and I
fell in love with a
large piece of amber
which contained
insects and vegeta-
tion preserved from
the age of the
dinosaurs.  However,
we were not so
enamoured by the
asking price — the
equivalent of £280.
Eventually, the lady
came down to £150, and Ian and I were
seriously considering a time-share on it.
But just as I told the her that my wife
would kill me if I bought the piece, Sally
arrived at the counter and told me I was
quite right!  But about five minutes later,
she told me I could have it if I really
wanted it.  I went back and haggled the
assistant down to £110 and I was happy!  

After the museum, we visited the
bazaar before returning to our hotel.
According to Marcus, who had visited
Urumqi 15 years or so ago, the city had
been transformed out of all recognition,
with its bright modern buildings, while
the bazaar had changed from being
outside on a dusty track to being totally
enclosed.  There was almost nothing he
recognised from his previous visit.

Thursday 31 st  July

Today was the •Long March‘ for our
intrepid band of travellers, as we had a
600km trek ahead of us in a minibus in
order to get to Hami, the nearest large
town to the observing site.  Thankfully,
the minibus, although clearly designed for
short trips around the city rather than
cross-country journeys, was air-
conditioned.  

The roads were incredibly bumpy, to
the extent that we were sometimes
literally bumped out of our seats.  The
state of the roads is down to the huge 50°
C. range in temperature between Winter
and Summer.  

We had left Urumqi at 08.50, finally
arriving at the Jon Yao Hotel, Hami at
19.40, stopping briefly for lunch at
13.20.  The views of the desolate and at
times snow-covered mountains were
magnificent, but the attraction of hour
after hour of magnificent desolation
tended to pall after a while.

Hami is renowned for its melons,
which are sold throughout China.  There
are reputedly over 180 varieties of Hami
melon, which are supposedly the •King of
Melons‘.  As we neared the town, there
were numerous stalls on the roadside
selling the refreshing fruit.

After our evening meal, Ian talked us
through what we could expect the
following day, and then we went outside
for an observing session, which included
Jupiter and the Jovian moons as well as
the constellations, following which we
went to bed, as we still had a 400km
round trip in store to the eclipse site
close to the Mongolian border the next
day.

Friday 1 st  August

We left Hami at 08.25, heading for
Yiwu, also known as Aratürük (the Place
of the Turks).  We drove through deep
mountain gorges, winding our way
through the steep mountain gorges either
side.  The roads were, if anything, even
more bumpy than the day before.
At intervals along the way, police guards
were stationed, many of whom gave us a
salute as we went past.  

At one point, we went past an ancient
watchtower for the Silk Road.  We had a
brief stop to stretch our legs by a
sparkling stream at the roadside, with
cattle on the other side of a rickety bridge
gazing at us inquisitively.

The surroundings became gradually
greener as we progressed, with the
landscape often resembling the upland
moors of Scotland.  We then drove
through a mountain grassland plain,
2,000 metres in height, grazed by sheep
and goats, passing Yurts along the way.

The authorities had imposed strict
limits on the numbers of people allowed
to go to the official viewing site, and only
those with permits were allowed to go.
Ancient World Tours had ensured we had
all the necessary documentation.  This
was comforting when there was a
passport and baggage check at 11.40hrs
at Quanshan, between Kowuk and Yiwu.
A very smart young Military Police
Officer who spoke excellent  English
came aboard our minibus to check
everything was in order.  This took
twenty minutes just for the nine of us,
plus Rixart and Mr Wong, the driver.  At
this point we were even more thankful to
be part of a small group!

Everything was in order, so we carried
on to Yiwu, where we had a short break,
before carrying on along extremely
rugged terrain to the Weizi Gorge, a
high, stone-covered mountain plain
between two mountain ridges, with
snow-capped peaks to our west reaching
3,700 metres.  We arrived at 14.00hrs in
blistering temperatures approaching
39°C.  This gave us plenty of time to set
up our equipment before the main event.
This also allowed Mr Wong to park the
minibus within easy walking distance of
the portaloos — a very important
consideration‡  

We were by no means the first to
arrive, and already the gritty, sand desert
site sparsely populated by vegetation
struggling to survive in the intense heat

Photo above by Marcus Rose



was being surveyed by the visitors, who
were all keen to secure the best viewing
position.  However, there was more than
enough room for all, as the authorities
had laid out a grid of roads covering a
large area, so we were able to find a good
spot on a ridge which would allow us to
see the eclipse shadow racing towards us.
Ian had persuaded the staff at the Jon Yao
hotel to lend him a white sheet so he
could spread it on the ground and use it
to check for shadow bands — an unusual
piece of astronomical equipment.  Our
choice of spot was vindicated when we
spotted the NASA team who would be
doing a live webcast of the eclipse
camped nearby.  

While we were waiting, we took the
opportunity to walk the 100 metres or so
to the Astropark which had been built
specially for the event.  We were greeted
by the somewhat bizarre site of a bright
green area roped off with Police tape,
which on closer inspection turned out to
be an astropark covered in astroturf —
appropriate, I suppose.  Upon this was a
sundial, a mock-up of an observatory, a
mini-stonehenge and a plinth from which
all of the many dignitaries and guests (or
•Big Potatoes‘ as Rixat called them) would
view the event, watched by live TV
cameras.  Needless to say, entry to this
hallowed ground was by special invitation
only, though only the flimsy tape was in
our way.

There was also a motley collection of
bright orange old-style VW Beetles and
campervans which had been driven to
China all the way from Holland by forty
self-styled •adventurers‘.

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

And unsurprisingly, there was the
usual collection of stalls selling
memorabilia including the inevitable
Eclipse tee-shirt — and more usefully, cold
bottled water.  There was also a stand
from China Mobile, who seem intent on
turning the entire country into one large
advertising hoarding for themselves.

Returning to the observing site, we
had an anxious wait for the eclipse to
begin.  We had been promised a 70%
chance of good visibility, but would the
visibility be there when it really
mattered?  Despite the heat, there were a
lot of good-sized clouds in the sky which
might well conspire to prevent our seeing
the event.  Some of the inhabitants of the
village nearby had joined us, including
several small children, to join us for this
special event.

At 18.09.17, first contact began, with
the tiniest of nibbles bitten from the disc
of the Sun.  As time went on, it was
possible to see that more and more of the
Sun‘s surface was being eaten away by
the Moon, as we viewed through the
safety of special eclipse glasses, or
through telescopes and cameras protected
by Baader film.  For most of the eclipse,
there seemed to be no visible effect,
though in the minutes before totality, the
light took on an eerie, almost magical
quality — it was as though the Sun were
trying to convey to us that it was being
stifled and would soon be extinguished.

As totality approached, we feared we
might have come all this way for nothing.
Three minutes before, a large cloud had
virtually obscured the Sun — surely there
was no chance it would move in time?
But just thirty seconds beforehand, the
cloud edged just far enough away that our
view was as clear as it possibly could be.
And then at 19.07.45‡ totality!  

This was my first total eclipse, and
although you can read in astronomy
books about Bailey‘s Beads, the Diamond
Ring and the Corona which is normally
drowned out by the Sun‘s brightness,
nothing can possibly prepare you for the
event itself.  After waiting for nearly an
hour, totality itself seemed to arrive in an
instant.  There were virtually no Bailey‘s
Beads visible, as the edge of the Moon
presented this time was very smooth,
with few irregularities through which
light could sneak at the start of totality.  

Photo above by Marcus Rose

Photo above by Marcus Rose

3 Photos above by Sébastien Muller



But the Diamond Rings were
beautiful, both at the beginning and
especially at the end.  And inbetween,
was the utter blackness where the Moon
was precisely between us and the Sun.
The chromosphere was beautifully
symmetrical, with a pinkish tinge, the
corona as pearly white as a Hollywood
actor‘s teeth.  The eclipse revealed a
conjunction of Mercury, Venus, Mars and
Jupiter, which was captured by Marcus.

And then it was over!  Just 1 minute
and 58 seconds later, the Moon‘s shadow
raced away to the distant mountains.  It
was the most marvellous sight I have ever
seen, and I can quite understand how
some people become totally obsessed with
seeing them.  We stayed until around
20.30hrs, giving a lift to Yiwu to three
young people from Taiwan who had
become separated from their group,
before continuing on our way along the
bumpy track to Hami. The convoy was
given a Police escort because the road
was so dark, narrow and dangerous,
though this didn‘t stop some drivers from
fruitlessly jockeying for position.  We
finally arrived back at Hami at midnight,
tired but elated.

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

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

Saturday 2 nd August

Another early start.  After an alfresco
breakfast on the terrace (we‘d actually got
up before the staff had begun putting it
out), we set off at 07.25hrs for Dun
Huang, about 550km distant.  There is an
enormous amount of work being carried
out on constructing new main roads
traversing this part of China, but most of
them are not open yet, and formed no
part of our journey.  The roads on which
we travelled now were just as potholed as
those we had already endured, and every
so often, we had to leave the tarmac
altogether as work being carried out
forced us to take a short detour on earth
tracks.

Shortly afterwards, at 08.05hrs, there
was a huge hold-up, where a truck had
broken down, completely blocking its side
of the road.  The traffic coming in the
opposite direction just kept on coming,
with no-one willing to stop to allow
opposing traffic through.  Mind you, Ian
did get out of the minibus after a while,
and bravely performed traffic duty — I
decided I was on holiday and could get
quite enough of that sort of thing at
home, thank you.  We eventually started
moving again at 08.50.

At 11.00, we had a brief stop at Xin
Xing Xia for a comfort stop.  By now, we
had become used to fairly primitive toilet
facilities in much of rural China.
However, the •toilet‘ here comprised an
elevated concrete building, inside which
were three rectangular holes.  Below this,
and effectively in the open air, were piles
of, err, material.  Unsurprisingly, several
of us took the more favoured option of
•nipping behind a building while no-one‘s
looking‘.

We resumed along a road which was
perfectly straight (though only in the
horizontal plane!) on the outskirts of the
Gobi Desert until we arrived at the Dun
Huang International Hotel.  This was
sheer heaven, and if anything, was even
more sumptuous than the Traders Hotel
in Beijing.  Dun Huang means •Blazing
Sun‘, and it certainly lived up to its name,
as the temperature was around 40°C.

As it was 15.00 by now, we didn‘t
delay, but went straight to the Mogao
Grottoes, known as •Thousand Buddha
Cave‘, which became a World Heritage
Site in 1987.  It is forbidden to take any
camera into the caves, in case the flash
causes damage to the paintings inside.
Between 366AD and 1368AD, buddhist
monks excavated caves from the soft
stone and painted frescoes of the Buddha.  

The grottoes are also home to the
fourth largest Buddhist statue in the
world.  Despite the ravages of weather
and time, and also at times deliberate
defacement of depictions of faces, many
of the paintings remain intact.  

The Mogao Grottoes are the best
example of this area of Buddhist
devotion, although it is interesting to
discover that since the 2001 destruction
of the Buddhas of Bamyan by the Taliban
in Afghanistan, fifty caves were revealed,
twelve of which contained wall paintings
similar to those at Mogao.  The common
theme is the Silk Road, which was a
thread running through many parts of
our trip.

http://english.hanban.edu.cn/english/
kuaixun/74860.htm

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

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Buddhas_of_Bamyan#Dynamiting_
and_destruction.2C_March_2001

Photo above by Marcus Rose



From there we went to the Crescent
Moon Lake by Mingsha Shan, the
Singing Sand Mountain.  Fed by a
spring, the lake appears fragile and
beautifully incongruous next to the sand
dunes, with its lush vegetation and
impressive pavilions.  It‘s a very popular
tourist attraction, there were lots of
people scrabbling up the sand dunes in
order to surf down again, camel rides and
even a microlite buzzing around which
would take you for a spin if you were
brave enough.

http://wikitravel.org/en/Dunhuang

Then back to Dun Huang Inter-
national Hotel for a rest and evening
meal.  The dishes served here were a little
unusual, for along with the familiar pork,
chicken and beef, we also had Camel‘s
Hoof, and Donkey.  

Later, Bernard & Margaret, and Sally
and I had a wander along the market stalls
nearby, before going back to the hotel to
have a beer with David & Linda, and Ian
and also some others who had been in
China for the eclipse, including
astronomer Neil Bone who had led one
of the other tours.

Sunday 3 rd August

To Dun Huang Airport where we had
to say goodbye to Mr. Wong and to
Rixat.  Mr. Wong had done an amazing
job of driving us such huge distances in a
vehicle which had proved surprisingly
worthy of the challenge.  We were very
grateful to him.  Rixat had been a
wonderfully knowledgeable, funny and
gently subversive companion and guide
during our stay in Xinjiang province.  We
were very sorry to say goodbye. 

Check-in went smoothly, and we took
off at 11.48, landing in Beijing smog,
which was in stark contrast to the bright
blue sky we had left in Dun Huang.  On
arrival, we were met again by Susan and
taken back to the Traders Hotel.  

After a rest and some free time, we
were collected at 19.30 and taken to the
most famous Peking Duck eating-house
in Beijing, the Quanjude Restaurant.
Located at the edge of a lake not far from
the Forbidden City, on which were many
small boats lit by red lanterns, the
restaurant dates back to 1864.  

http://www.travelchinatour.com/
beijing-china/beijing-duck-peking-
duck.htm

Once inside, there was an acrobatic
floor show taking place as we were
ushered to our table.  And of course when
we sat down, there was the familiar glass
turntable in the centre, upon which the
many dishes were placed, with the
inevitable knocking over of wineglasses
as the turntable was revolved.  The
highlight of the meal was when two
Peking Ducks — with certificates —
arrived at the table to be carved for us,
then eaten in small pancakes.

Monday 4 th  August

It was time to fly home.  It had not
been so much a holiday, as an adventure.
We will have so many fantastic memories
of the event, and we have made some
wonderful new friends.  Would we do it
again?  You bet!

Mark Wiggin


