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31 August 2017 Jiayuguan, Gansu, PRC 11:11 PM 

What a day it’s been, and our trip has only just begun! Bright and early in the morning, Professor 

Xu and Hao Laoshi took us students to the airport and we flew to Gansu province. First we 

stopped in Lanzhou, and then we flew here to Jiayuguan. I think the greatest fuss of the day was 

from the other students, who were appalled by the fact that Air China didn’t let us use our 

phones during either flight, even in airplane mode. Luckily I brought a book to keep me occupied 

for a bit, so now I know to entertain myself the old-fashioned way when flying domestically in 

China.  

Other than that, the plane rides were nicer than I’d expected (they gave us so much food that I 

couldn’t believe my eyes!), and I even had a friendly chat with one of the men sitting next to me. 

Coincidentally, he was also from Hunan province (like Grandpa Huang and Grandpa Tang) and 

was very excited that we both had our roots there. We talked for quite a while, and the 

conversation reminded me that I should try to visit my Hunan relatives while I’m in China, so I’ll 

have to talk to Mom and Dad about getting in touch with them sometime this semester. 
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After we arrived in Jiayuguan, we checked into our hotel and got to meet our tour guide and bus 

driver for this trip. Both seemed pleasant, and my hotel room is pretty fantastic since it’s meant 

for two people but I get it all to myself! I’ve noticed that the air is very dry here, though, and I 

regret not bringing more moisturizer because now I’m probably going to run out at the rate with 

which I’m using it. There is a humidifier in the room, but it looks rather old so I’m not sure how 

effective it’ll actually be. 

For dinner, the professors took us around the local area to try various places. The cuisine of this 

region appears to be more meat-based, so we ended up eating a whole lot of lamb kabobs, which 

were simply wonderful. There were spicy and non-spicy kabobs, and both were equally mouth-

watering. We also had beer and noodles to go with that, and when it was time for dessert, we 

found a place serving the most delicious 

frozen yogurt I’ve ever tasted. Hao Laoshi 

ordered the rose and red bean, mango, and 

green tea flavors for us to share, and I think 

it quite literally blew our minds! We also 

played Chinese checkers while waiting for 

the yogurt to come out, and the game got 

rather intense (I don’t deny my guilt) but it 

was all good fun in the end. 

Tomorrow, we’re spending the morning exploring Jiayuguan’s famous areas, and then we will 

move onto Dunhuang, only a few hours away by bus. I can’t wait! 

 

1 September 2017 Dunhuang, Gansu, PRC 11:26 PM 

We started off the day exploring Jiayuguan, and it was absolutely stunning. The city originally 

flourished here because a part of the Great Wall ran through it, so we mostly visited around 

there. The architecture was very well-preserved and we took a bunch of great photos there, but 

even better was the view surrounding it. At one end, the rolling hills of the desert were simply 

spectacular, and at another, the gorgeous orchards truly dazzled our eyes. Far off in the distance, 

we could also see the snow-capped peaks of various mountains. The place was just too pretty! 
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But we also learned a lot about the defensive structure 

of the architecture, its history, and even wild stories of 

past defenders. The intricacy of the fortification 

definitely would have made me lost had I been on my 

own, but luckily I was able to follow the professors and 

other students around. There were so many people 

milling about, all equally engrossed with getting good 

pictures within the formidable structure. The street 

vendors there sold some cool trinkets, too, and I ended up buying these little clay figurines who 

sprout water from a certain place (I won’t say where) when one pours water on them. I’m 

planning on giving them as a gift to Dad, and I’m sure he’ll appreciate the humor and be quite 

amused. 

Then we had lunch and were on our way by bus to Dunhuang. I tried to sleep on the bus, but the 

scenery throughout the ride was so enchanting that I just looked out the window the whole time. 

By the time we arrived, it was dinner time so we checked into another hotel and had a meal 

there. Among some tasty dishes, the restaurant served us donkey meat, but I only watched the 

others eat it because for me, a donkey is pretty much a less-glorified pony, so I wasn’t able to 

reconcile my affection for the creatures with a curiosity to sample its meat. 

Now I’ve got to get to bed, and try to get some sleep before Captain Zadalis’s class (I’m 

seriously questioning my decision to take this class right now instead of doubling up next year), 

because tomorrow’s going to be an early morning and we’ve been promised loads of fun 

throughout the entire day! 

 

2 September 2017 Dunhuang, Gansu, PRC 10:36 PM 

I’ve been feeling exhausted from the moment I got out of bed, mostly due to staying up for 

ROTC class, but I had a great time nevertheless. We started off by going into the actual desert 

and riding camels! It was so much fun, even though the camels were all roped together and led 

by a guide so that we didn’t have much freedom. They’re such gentle beasts, and now that I’ve 

actually ridden one, I’m crazy about all camel-related things! I named mine Billy, and he was 
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pretty well-behaved except towards the end, when we were returning. Katie was on the camel in 

front of me and her backpack had a big 

teddy bear keychain on it, which very 

much interested Billy, who kept rushing 

forward to sniff at it, freaking Katie and 

her camel out. But at least Bill wasn’t as 

bad as Bobby, Hao Laoshi’s camel, whom 

I could almost swear was trying to fool 

around on purpose, slipping and sliding off 

the path. 

After that, we explored the small oasis with a crescent moon lake on the edge of the Gobi Desert, 

which was near an area called the Mingsha Mountain. We didn’t climb the mountain, but took 

some photos with the crescent moon lake in the background. Then we had lunch and moved onto 

the Mogao Caves. The caves contained a few hundred grottoes with various statues and murals 

dating back through several ancient Chinese dynasties, and they were pretty neat to look at even 

for me, with all my usual indifference to art. What 

amazed me most was how well-preserved much of the 

stone and paint was, even though our guide told us 

many later dynasties maintained the works of previous 

dynasties.  

We learned about the Buddha and his disciples, why 

so many Chinese rulers dedicated these works of art to 

them, and simply marveled at these artistic miracles. 

Looking more closely within the grottoes, it was easy 

to see then why these grottoes had remained relatively 

intact after so many long centuries full of potential 

threats and disasters – the awe they must have brought 

to people in the past like they were bringing to us in the present day probably had something to 

do with it. Some of the statues were the size of small buildings, and the murals were so 
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painstakingly intricate that I really couldn’t take my eyes off! And the attention to detail given to 

every piece was extraordinarily precise. 

Now the others are watching a spectacular performance by a rather famous director, and I wish I 

could be with them, but all the walking and lack of sleep has truly knackered me out. I feel like 

even if I had gone, I’d have fallen asleep anyway despite what everyone says about it (our tour 

guide Mr. Zhao guaranteed that we’d cry!). So now I’m just going to rest as much as a can, 

recharge, and be ready to take on tomorrow! 

 

3 September 2017 Dunhuang, Gansu, PRC 10:52 PM 

Today was a little less exciting compared with the last 

two days, but a good experience nonetheless. We spent 

the morning at the Yadan Demon Castle, which was 

really just a long stretch of desert with tons of towering 

rock formations. The others weren’t much interested by 

them, but I thought they were pretty neat. My favorite 

was a certain rock formation in the shape of a peacock 

– it was like China’s own version of the Great Sphinx! 

Maybe if we could’ve gone up close to the rocks (they 

were sectioned off at a distance to keep us tourists from 

ruining them) it would’ve been more fun. But at least 

we still got a few good pictures! 

In the afternoon, we drove to Yumenguan, which used to be a Chinese border checkpoint in 

ancient times. I didn’t know they used passports even way back then, but apparently they did! 

The museum there was full of interesting artifacts, and Mr. Zhao spent a while talking to us 

about Yumenguan’s strategic importance to ancient China. Apparently, along with Jiayuguan 

and Dunhuang, the three areas form a triangle, each with its own water source nearby, so that 

was helpful for waging war as well as defending the western borders.  
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The scenery outside wasn’t much to look at, but there was some grassland and even small ponds 

there that were a nice change from a day full of sand and rocks. I think we might have seen some 

horses pasturing, too, but a fence prevented us from getting near enough to see for sure. I wish 

there weren’t so many fences in all the places we visit; I always feel caged in and frustrated that I 

can’t take a closer look at all these exciting things! 

Later, Mr. Zhao took Hao Laoshi and me to buy silk scarves with designs specific to the 

Dunhuang area. One of his friends owned a store specializing in them, and he knew for a fact 

that she wouldn’t try to rip us off with obscene prices. I selected a deep red one as a gift for 

Mom. It has several Buddhas, clouds, and birds sewn into it, and I think there’s also a bit of gold 

thread embroidered onto the edges as well. I just know she’ll love it! 

This evening was the most fun. After dinner, we went strolling around the night markets and I 

bought a stuffed camel (named Billy Jr. of course) and some camel keychains to give to friends 

back home. The others also bought a few things like bracelets and postcards, and everything was 

altogether very pleasant. I was dead set on finding a pastry stall I’d seen earlier before dinner and 

eating those delicious, sugar-filled Muslim fried pastries, and while it took quite a while, we 

finally found it and I had no regrets once I sank my teeth into the crispy, warm confection.  

We also ate some homemade ice cream at another stall (tonight I’ve quite probably gained a few 

pounds) and sat outside, chatting while sampling the cool, fresh treat. I honestly could just stay 

vacationing in this place forever. The fresh night air combined with the exotic smells, the bright 

lights, and the humming of voices reminded me of the streets of Taipei at night, and it was like 

being a child again, when I could just take everything in and not worry about anything else. 

Too bad it had to end so soon! Tomorrow morning we fly back to Beijing, and as tired as I am 

from each day’s packed schedule, I really will be sorry to leave. This trip has really provided me 

invaluable experience on a lesser-known area of China! 

 


