SaturdayJuly 4", Day 1
- A Qllayzhou (Overnight Train)

The van picked us up at the student apartments
at 8pm and hustled us over to the train station
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that everything went smoothy). Once our

luggage was stowede sat on our bunks and
talked exditedly about the adventurahead.

Just before the lights went out, we popped
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celebrate our Independence Day. For most of
the students, this was the first™4of July that
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Sundayuly 8", Day 2
Lanzhowg Bingling Temple Linxiag Xiahe (Bus)

In Lanzhouwwve were met at the train station by
Mr. Mei, a good friend andan even better
driver. As we loaded thebags onto the bus
(and asthe students rushed to the brand new
KFC to use the bathroon) L
notice how much the city had changed since my
last visit over 3 years ago. My memory of
Lanzhou was a polluted, dusbwl of atown
whose fading reputation as an important
stopping point on the Silk Road was barely
keeping it alive. Other thamiLanzhouHand
Pulled Beef Noodle€, and the Yellow River
rushing through the center of the city never
thought of Lanzhouas having very much to
offerX 2 d# flecessary stop on the road to
somewhere else.But the Lanzhou that | knew
was nowhere to be seen (thankfully). The trash
covered streets had been replaced by freshly
paved avenues with clear traffic signals and
recycling/trash cans onevery other block.
There werenew buildings (including a twstory
KFC), and there was not a cloud of pollution in
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the sky. There we even new upscale condos
overlooking the Yellow River with snazzy English
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Mr. Mei informed me that these changes began
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transformation had taken place, but with no
comparism it wasalmost impossible tamagne.

After our breakfastof Lanzhou Hand Pulled Beef
Noodles we beqan the 3 hour drive ta ferr
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speed boat waited to shuttle us to the entrance
of Bingling Temple, a collection of Buddhist
gavé%% tlnFé %a Igaut 1700 yars. The caves
are very remoteand are only accessible by boat
during the summer and fall monthshen water
levels are highest. In addition to the caves,
there is a 100ft tall Buddha carved out of the
sand stonecliffs.

Like many journeys,egting to Birgling Temple
was half the fun.After visiting the caves, the
boat dropped us off on the other side of the
river where Mr. Mei was waiting with our bus
(he had taken the ferry across, bus and all).
From there we drove to Linxia for lunch arml t
visit the local mosque.
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| had originally planned to skip this part of the strong police presence in the town, so was
trip since we would be visiting a larger mosque  happy to see th locals going about their daily
in Xinjiang, but we were all tired and decided business as our bus pulled into the parking lot
Linxia was a good midway point to rest (this  behind the hostel.

proved to be a lucky decision, since Wad not
yet heard the news that violence had erupted in
the West).

That evening | took the group out to a nearby
restaurant for a traditional Tibetan meal of
tsampa, fresh yogurt w/ honey and roasted
barely, and a yak butr tea.

Monday July &, Day 3

After breakfast, we began our hike by following

the road through the monastery to the other

side of town where the majority of the Tibetans

f ABS ORSALMAGS 201t OflFAYa
Tibetans and Han Chinese, the towenstill very

After visiting the mosque, we hopped back on much divided). From there, we got off the main

the bus and continued our journey to Xiahe. ~'oad and started making our way up the
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Xiahe is where Zhao Yuan (my wife) and | had connected to the Pilgrim route to Lhasa. The

our first official date which consisted of a long ~ "oute was lined with small prayer sites, stacked

hike in the mountains. Xiahe is home to a large  Stoneés to show the way, and footleep
Tibetan population as well as to one of the indentions in the earth where hundreds of

largest operating monasteries in China  Pllgrims had kneeled and prayed.
(Labrang). Xiahe had been closed to foreign

VI.SItOI’S for.rr.10re than 9”months bgnae of of the studentssat down and refused to budge.
Tibetan uprisings and political unrest in the area By this time,others had already reached the

prior t? the Olympics. ,V\fe arrived ,in Xiahe only hestridge, so | yelled up for them to wait for
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slightly worried that there would still be a When | reachedhe student her face was still

It was during this first part of the climb thane



wet from crying. Shehadoncecried tears of joy
when we reached the top of the GreatalV
earlier in the semeste but this was different.
She was shaking and covering her eyes with her
hands. After a few minutes of sitting beside her
in silence, she divulged to me that sheas
petrified of heights. The Great & had not
bothered her because she could not see the
ground, but there were no trees on this
mountain. We sat together and talked for a
long time. | offered to take her down the

mountain, but she insisted on finishing the hike.
Finally | convinced her to stand up and look
around (until this moment she haddeen

climbing and starring at the ground). Again, we
stood in silence for what felt like a long time.
Suddenly,
climbing.

she turned around and started

Before longwe hadreached the summit and
were greeted by cheers and applause from the
other students. Prior to this tripthe student
had never been camping, hand never gone on a
hike, and had never iohbed a mountain. She
was scaed of heights and boats. Since coming
to China, she had done all of these things (most
of them more than once) and wascing her
fears.

At the award ceremony at the end of the
semester, this student will
certificate of bravery.

surely get a

After just over an hour, we arrived at the ruins
of an old monastery and hermitage that was
destroyed during the Cultural Reution. The
locals had since turned the ruins into a
memorial of sorts by building a prayer site on a
nearby peak. It was from the tops of these
mountains that PLA soldiers set up artillery and
opened fire on the monastery below. | first
went on this hike in 2000 with a local Tibetan
guide. He later showed me artillery shells that
he and his father had unearthed from the site.
The sad and violent history of this region is in
stark contrast to its natural beauty.

After exploring the ruins, we began ouestent
down the mountain to the Sky Burial site. This
is the site where Tibetans are taken when they
die. After a ceremony, the body is cut into
pieces and left for the vultures. After a few
days, the family and monks return to this site to
burn the renains.



When we reached the site, there were only
charred bones scattered among the piles of ash,
with pray flags leading away from the site up
the mountain to guide the souls to heaven (or
in this case, to reincarnation). | had prepared
the students fo what they might see at the site,
and also helped them to understand that the
sky burial was in keeping with the Buddhist
belief in the cycle of life. The students handled
the weight of the sky burial very well. They
were respectful and inquisitive. Weiscussed
the sky burial for the rest of the hike, and again
during dinner later that evening.

Tuesday July'7. Day 4
Xiaheg¢ Labrang Monastery

This morning we were up at the crack of dawn
to visit the Labrang Monastery. We followed
the locals clockwes as they made their rounds
through the various temples, around the stupas,
and past the hundreds of prayer wheels that
line the outer walls of the monastery.

The devout Buddhists make their laps around
the entire monastery 83 times every morning
and dternoon. While touring the monastery, a
group of old women befriended us and invited
us each to handful of freshly picked cranberries

¢ they said that it had been a long time since
they had seen foreigners in Xiahe.

After touring the monastery, the stuhts

decided to do a little shopping before we hit the
road again. Over dinner the night before, | had
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berries and tea leaves topped off with a chunk
of rock suga Most of the students bought a

bunch to take back to the US as gifts. Colin
really liked the tea and decided to buy 60 packs.
Walking back from the store, he looked like the
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We left Xiahe just before 11am so we could
make it back to Lanzhou in time to catch the
evening train. Instead of going by way of ferry,
we decided to take the high road which passed
along the mountain tops through remote,
predominately Muslim villages. Around each
turn was a scene more breathitang than the
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one before. The students and | spent the better
part of the next 4 hours staring out the window.
hOOFaA2yl ffe
pictures.

At this point the students have become masters
of train travel. The night Train tBunhuang
was smooth, quite and cool.

Wednesday July'® Day 5

We woke up this morning to see the desert
ALISSRAY3 o6e&S LI ai
ruins of ancient watch towers and portions of
the Great Wall that are so battered by wind and
time that to the untrained eye appear nothing

more than mounds of dirt and mud. There
were graves also, some with headstones and
some just mounds of earth.

No matter where you travel in China, you can
always see graves from the train. In the vast
flatness of thedesert | can see for miles in every
direction. There is not a town in sight, yet the
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but wonder who these people were, and why
they have been placed so far from civilization. |
posed this question to the stlents, which of
course spurs a barrage of Silk Rédrgpired
ghost stories.

After arriving in Dunhuang, | decided to give
everyone the day off. Two studentshad gotten
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good night sleep. Besides, | had justeived
word from HQ that the US embassy was
strongly advising Americans not to enter
Xinjiang. While the students rested, | tried to
come up with an alternative plan for the rest of
the trip. | retired to a nearby café where | met
some fellow travels tat were also faced with
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from Hong Kong proved to be extremely helpful.
They informed me of another café down the
street that rented bikes by the hour. They also
gave me the names of some lesser known sites
around Dunhuang that were worthy of
exploration, and that were accessible by bike.

That evening, the students and | went to the

night market for dinner. The market stretched

for blocks and offered everything from kabobs

and noodles to barbequed silk wormand
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play it safe¢ noodles, lamb kabobs, and some

grilled veggies. A man singing karaoke from a
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provided the perfect soundtrack to the evening.

Thursday July'®, Day 6

Dunhuang¢ Mogao Grottoesg Desert of the
Singing Sands

This morning the students and | rented bikes
(only 2rmb per hour!!!!) and peddled east to
the edge of town in search of the Bai Ma Ta
G2 KAGS | 2 NE ®hicht dcébliRg th
legend was erectedby the Buddhist translator
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year 384, Kumarajiva and his horse walked from
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Buddhist scrolls. They crossed perilous
mountains, deserts and streams. On their
return journey, the horse died soon after
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arriving safely back in Dunhuang. Believing he
owed the success of his journey to the white
horse, Kumarajiva erected an altar and

collected money to fund the building of this
pagoda. The horse was believed to have been
buried beneath the pagoda.

Buddhistinspired architecture. We dd an
excellent English speaking guide who turned out
to be a 2005 graduate from XISU. She had been
leading tours at Mogao for three years and was
extremely informative.

After visiting the grottoes, we returned to the
hotel to freshen up and rest a hitefore hitting

the desert. There was much anticipation about
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students had not been camping before. Around
7:30pm, the bus dropped us off at the foot of
the dunes and we hiked in until all evidence of
civilizationwas out of site. In a valley between
two towering dunes we pitched our tents.

The sand was still warm from the heat of the
day, but the cool, clean night breeze had
already started to blow. We finished setting up
camp just before sunset then climbecdhet

Our search for Bai Ma Ta lead us past many old  hjghest dune and stayed there chatting until

ruins, some of which were part of Sha Cheng
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Dunhuang now stands today. Many of the
ancient structures had been consumed by
5 dzy K dzI rifad Spéawl,dand were being used
as storage houses and barriers to divide crops.
One ancient structure had even been fashioned
into an outhouse. We passed fields and villages,
and finally found the Pagoda tucked away in a
quiet village surround by treesnd dirt walls.
There was a light breeze and the small rusty bell
on the top of the pagoda chimed. The
caretaker of the grounds informed us that the
OKAYSa ¢l a alAR (2 oS
and neigh.

After lunch, we boarded the bus and headed to
the Mogao Grottoes. For those of you who
have not been here, Mogao is composed of
nearly 1000 caves which include both simple
meditation niches as well as intricately carved
caves with ornate murals, sculptures and other
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Friday July 16, Day 7
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This morning we were up before the
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dune just in time to see the first waves of
morning light break over the horizon. The
students noted that our footprints from the
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