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Several residents play traditional instruments in Kashgar, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, on September 22, 2020

VNHNIX

A family spends time together in Bachu County, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, on July 21, 2020
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People dance to music in front of a mosque during Eid al-
Adha celebrations in Kashgar, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous
Region, on August 11,2019

At Hotan Night Market in Xinjiang, a vendor makes use of
her time to learn at intervals

VaYNIHO

Muslims gather in Id Kah Mosque in Kashgar, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, for Friday prayers
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Newly afforested land

14.77
min mu

(ol

Wetland

60 min mu

Xinjiang's Environmental Protection

protected and restored

(2015-20)

Desertified land treated Increase in forest coverage
o,
47% >02%

28.38 min mu
2015 2020
Farmland returned to forestry 221
492 nature reserves
min
mu

()

Migratory birds have arrived at
Ulungur Lake, known as “the
sea in the Gobi,” in Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region,

1 mu = 0.067 hectare on March 28, 2020. The area,
now a national wetland park,

(Compiled by Beijing Review; designed by Pamela Tobey) has been a sanctuary for many

water bird species
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Patrol officers check on
tracks of wild animals in
the forest in Jimsar County,
Changji Hui Autonomous
Prefecture, Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region, on
January 22, 2021. The
forest station of the Jimsar
Public Security Bureau

has joined hands with the
Jimsar forest administration
and protection station to
step up their patrol and
supervisory efforts since
the beginning of this winter.
This move aims to deter
criminal behaviors such as
unauthorized entry into the
forest and hunting of wild
animals, which are prone

to happen during winter
time, and to conserve living
resources and biodiversity
there
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Herdsmen take their sheep to graze at the
summer pasture on the Barlik Mountain in
Yumin County, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous
Region, on June 22, 2018
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Aerial photo taken on December 29, 2020 shows the winter scenery of Koktokay scenic area in Fuyun County,
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region
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Xinjlang Active In
Cultural

Prm——

onia Bressler, a French writer and ex-
Sper’c on China, said that the Chinese

delegation frankly addressed many
groundless suspicions in Western public
opinion. She believes that scholars from the
two countries should strengthen exchanges
and more French scholars should go to
Xinjiang to find out the truth.

Bressler attended a symposium in Paris
held by a Chinese cultural exchange delega-
tion from northwest China’s Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region and French scholars
in 2019. They exchanged views with the
French Council of the Muslim Faith (FCMF)
and French scholars, and held a discussion
with local overseas Chinese to explain the
development status of Xinjiang.

The delegation also visited the Grand
Mosque of Paris and briefed the FCMF
members and scholars on China’s policy on
freedom of religious belief and the develop-
ment of vocational education and training
centers in Xinjiang. The delegation suggested
that the purpose of the centers is to make
the students understand the nature and
serious harm done by terrorism and religious
extremism.

Dalil Boubakeur, honorary president of
FCMF, said that coercing people to partici-
pate in violent and terrorist activities in the
name of religion is heinous, and that separat-
ist and extremist forces are not tolerated in
any country.

Xing Guangcheng, head of the delega-
tion and director of the Institute of Chinese
Borderland Studies at the Chinese Academy

-xchanges

Foreigners dance with local Uygur people at a restaurant in Kashgar, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region

of Social Sciences, said that they came to
France to tell the truth about Xinjiang and
make their voice heard to all walks of life in
France.

Xinjiang has been an important gateway
for China’s civilization to open to the West,
and has played a significant role in cultural
communication and mutual learning be-
tween East and West, said a white paper,
titled “Cultural Protection and Development
in Xinjiang,” released by the State Council
Information Office in 2018.

Supported by the Central Government,
Xinjiang has created a framework of cultural
exchanges with other countries in all sectors
and at all levels.

Richard Ludwick, president of University
of St. Thomas, said he believed openness is
the signal sent out by the delegation. The
university is willing to build a bridge so that
students from Xinjiang and America will have
more chances to visit each other, he said
when a delegation from Xinjiang paid a visit
to Houston, Texas of the United States in
October 2017.

Attending a forum held by University of
St. Thomas, then Chinese Consul General in
Houston Li Qiangmin said China will continue
following the path of peaceful development,
pursuing a mutually beneficial and open
strategy, and further enhancing cooperation
and collaboration with major countries.

Charles Foster, former chairman and
a board member of the Asia Society Texas
Center, recalled his visit to Xinjiang during
the discussion. He said that the participants
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Freedom of Religious
Belief in Xinjiang

Xinjiang now has

24,800 venues

for religious activities, including
mosques, churches, lamaseries and
temples

29,300
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(Source: Freedom of Religious Belief in
Xinjiang: designed by Pamela Tobey)

learned more about China’s ethnic policies
as well as the development of Xinjiang.
Xinjiang has participated in international
cultural exchanges and cooperation in various
forms. Xinjiang International Ethnic Dance
Festival, Chinese and Foreign Culture Week of
China-Eurasia Expo, and Publishing Expo have
become branded cultural exchange projects
of considerable international influence.
Xinjiang presents different ethnic cul-
tures to foreign countries, the white paper
said, adding that since the late 20th century,
quality exhibitions of Xinjiang cultural relics,
such as the “Exhibition of Ancient Silk Road
Cultural Relics of Xinjiang” and “Secrets of
the Silk Road—Exhibition of Xinjiang Cultural
Relics,” have been held in Japan, the United
States, Germany, the Republic of Korea, and
some other countries. Cl
Xinhua News Agency and Global Times)
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Renovation Work Gives
Mosqgues Modern Touch

By Cui Jia and Mao Weihua

ike many devout Muslims in Xinjiang,
members of Metkurban Metsedi’s fam-

ily have worshipped at a mosque near
their home for generations.

Praying at the |d Kah Mosque in Yutian
County, Hotan Prefecture, is an essential part
of the 49-year-old’s life, so he was puzzled
when he heard reports that the building had
been demolished.

“My grandfather and father both prayed
at the mosque, and | grew up living near to it.
It is in good condition, and, after renovation
work, it is definitely still in use,” he said.

“I have no idea why some people would
say it has been demolished. If they really care
about us, why not pay us a visit in person to
see the truth for themselves?”

After the mosque, which has a history of
more than 800 years, was listed as a key na-
tional cultural relics site in May 2013, efforts
were made to renovate it, he added.

Safety improved at reli-
gious venues in Xinjiang

There are some 24,400 mosques in
Xinjiang, one for every 530 Muslims on aver-
age, a higher proportion than in some Islamic
countries, Liu Xiaoming, China’s ambassador
to the United Kingdom, said.

Many mosques in the region were built
in the 1980s and 1990s or even earlier, but
some of these mud-and-brick structures or
small buildings were not well maintained or
repaired.

They became unsafe for religious activi-
ties, especially in harsh weather conditions,
and posed a serious threat in the event of an
earthquake. The mosques were also inad-
equately designed, making worship difficult,
the Xinjiang Islamic Association said in a
report in November 2020 on the freedom of
religion in the region.

It added that the regional government
renovated dilapidated mosques and “made ad-
justments” to those in a dangerous condition.

The report said the mosques have been
improved and modernized to accommaodate
Muslims’ needs. They have been equipped with
running water, electricity, natural gas, radio and
other communications facilities. Roads lead-
ing to mosques have been upgraded to make
access easier, and medical and public services
have been extended to the venues.

Repairs carried out

llijan Anayt, spokesman for the re-
gional government, said earlier that the
Jiami Mosque, mentioned in a U.S. State
Department report, reopened in March 2019
after major renovations were completed.

In September 2018, the gatehouse and
gate tower at the mosque, which was built
in 1540, were found to pose severe safety
hazards. To protect worshippers and ensure
religious activities were conducted smoothly,
both structures were repaired in February
2019, the spokesman said.

Mosques registered in Xinjiang are pro-
tected by law. Democratic management
committees are responsible for the internal
affairs of mosques and for religious activi-
ties. Local governments are required to help
mosques improve infrastructure and provide
better services to followers to ensure that
freedom of religious beliefs is fully protected,
the spokesman added.

Leaking roof

In Tuohula Township, Wensu County,
Aksu Prefecture, Ablikim Sadiq said he had
felt unsafe every time he prayed in the old
mosque in the area several years ago.

“There were leaks in the roof and large
splits in the wooden pillars supporting the
prayer hall. We often feared that the hall
would collapse, especially during bad weath-
er,” he said.

After carrying out a safety assessment,
the local government decided in 2015 to
build a new mosque near the old venue.

Ahat Rahman, imam of the township’s
mosque for 27 years, said: “The new venue
can withstand earthquakes and has a bigger
prayer hall. The villagers can now concen-
trate fully during religious activities.”

Following urbanization work in Xinjiang
in recent years, some worshippers moved
to new homes. At their request, the local
authorities built new mosques or expanded
existing ones to meet demand, according to
Bekri Yaqub, director of Yanghang Mosque
Democratic Management Committee in
Urumgqi, the regional capital.

“I've recently seen the blueprint for a
new mosque in the city’s Saybag District.
Muslims there are going to have yet another
beautiful and spacious mosque,” he said.

Memet Jume, imam of Id Kah Mosque in

Kashgar, said: “A few mosques in the region
had to be torn down, but only because they
were in extremely poor condition and could
not be renovated. New ones were built for
people’s safety. There hasn't been one case
of a mosque being completely demolished.”

Minimal disruption

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, little
disruption has been caused to religious
activities in mosques throughout Xinjiang, es-
pecially during the holy month of Ramadan,
which fell in April and May 2020.

Musa Asan, the Reste Mosque imam,
said, “Mosques in Xinjiang reopened immedi-
ately after the regional outbreak was brought
under control.”

Guidelines for religious venues have
been put in place during the pandemic, he
added.

“We have carefully disinfected and
ventilated the mosque. With the aim of
protecting our community, we also require
people to wear face masks and keep a safe
distance during prayers. We have ensured
local communities and residents that they
can continue practicing their religion safely
during the pandemic.”

Religious activities also went ahead as
usual during Ramadan at Yanghang Mosque
in Urumagi.

The venue, built in 1897, is popular
among Muslims from all ethnic groups, in-
cluding Uygur and Hui. Muslims from other
countries also visit the mosque for prayers,
according to Bekri Yaqub, the Yanghang
Mosque Democratic Management
Committee director.

“Medical workers were at the site during
Ramadan to offer health checks to people
who were fasting. The pandemic had little
impact on religious activities in Xinjiang dur-
ing the holy month,” he said.

No cases of infection have been report-
ed at locations in the region where religious
activities take place, according to the Xinjiang
Islamic Association.

It said a series of groundless claims have
been made, such as restrictions being placed
on freedom of religious belief, ethnic groups
denied the right to such belief, mosques be-
ing compulsorily demolished and religious
figures persecuted. Cl

(China Daily)
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Soclal Development Praised

By Chen Yingqun and Mao Weihua

injiang Uygur autonomous region has

X;nade unprecedented achievements in

conomic and social development and

has achieved a decisive victory in poverty al-
leviation, a senior official said.

Erkin Tuniyaz, vice-chairman of Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region, said that under
the strong leadership of the Communist
Party of China Central Committee, with vig-
orous support from provinces, regions and
cities and the arduous efforts of the 25 mil-
lion people of all ethnic groups in the region,
Xinjiang’s economic development and its
people’s living standards have continued to
improve, while ethnic unity is further con-
solidated with various religions coexisting in
harmony and stability.

From 2015 to 2020, Xinjiang’s regional
gross domestic product grew from 930.69
billion yuan to 1.38 trillion yuan ($144.05 bil-
lion to $213.6 billion), an annual increase of
6.1 percent.

In 2020, urban residents’ per capita
disposable income reached 34,838 yuan, in-
creasing by 5.8 percent annually over the past
five years, while its rural residents’ per capita
disposable income was 14,056 yuan, up 8.5
percent annually over the past five years.

A decisive victory has been achieved in
poverty alleviation. By 2020, a total of 3.06
million people living under the poverty line
were lifted out of poverty. A total of 3,666
villages and 35 impoverished counties shook
off poverty in the region, Tuniyaz said in the
keynote speech at a videoconference with
the theme of “Xinjiang is a Wonderful Land.”

“The people of all ethnic groups in
Xinjiang fully enjoy the right of life and de-
velopment, and their traditional cultures,
languages and folk customs are well pro-
tected and inherited,” he said.

More than 80 people attended the event
via video link, including representatives
of 50 countries and senior human rights
officials and experts of United Nations agen-
cies. It was jointly hosted by Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region and the Permanent
Mission of China to the UN Office at Geneva.

Tuniyaz also pledged that the govern-
ment will spare no effort to develop Xinjiang
into a region that is united, harmonious,
prosperous and culturally advanced, with
healthy ecosystems and people living and
working in contentment, and a region featur-
ing socialism with Chinese characteristics in
the new era.

Chen Xu, Chinese ambassador to the UN
in Geneva, called Xinjiang a wonderful area
and a shining pearl of northwest China, known
for its magnificent landscapes and hospitality.

Chen said Xinjiang enjoys stability and
people there live and work in peace and hap-

piness. Together with the rest of the country,
people of all ethnic groups in Xinjiang are
proudly embarking on a new journey to build
China into a modern socialist country. Gl
(China Daily)
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Visitors select hats

in the ancient city

of Kashgar, Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous
Region, on September
11,2020
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A view of the Urumgi Diwopu
International Airport
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Xinjiang Achieves Worthwhile
Results in Fighting Against

Terrorism and

religious extremism for some time,

which pose a serious threat to the
lives of the people in the region, Xinjiang has
established vocational education and train-
ing centers in accordance with the law to
prevent the breeding and spread of terrorism
and religious extremism, effectively curbing
the frequent terrorist incidents and protect-
ing the rights to life, health and development
of the people of all ethnic groups, said the
white paper titled Vocational Education and
Training in Xinjiang.

In an attempt to split China, separatist
and religious extremist forces advocated re-
ligious extremism and carried out a series of
terrorist activities. For years, religious extrem-
ism continued to make inroads into Xinjiang,
resulting in incidents of terrorism.

From 1990 to the end of 2016, separat-
ists, religious extremists and terrorists plotted
and carried out several thousand acts of
terrorism such as bombings, assassina-
tions, poisoning, arson, assaults, and riots in
Xinjiang. Many innocent people were killed
and several hundred police officers died in
the line of duty. The property losses incurred
were enormous.

Influenced and controlled by religious
extremism, many people’s minds have been
poisoned to the extent of losing reason and
the ability to think sensibly about their lives
and the law. Without necessary intervention
measures, it will not be possible for them to
cast off the shackles of religious extremism,
get back to normal life, and improve their
prospects for a better future.

In accordance with the law, Xinjiang has
established vocational education and train-
ing centers to offer systematic education
and training in response to a set of urgent
needs: to curb frequent terrorist incidents, to
eradicate the breeding ground for religious
extremism, to help trainees acquire better
education and vocational skills, find employ-
ment, and increase their incomes, and most
of all, to safeguard social stability and long-
term peace in the region.

| I aving been plagued by terrorism and

—xtremism
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Students learn how to arrange flowers at a vocational education and training center in Hotan,

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region

Education and training in Xinjiang is prac-
ticed in line with the spirit and requirements
of the rule of law in China, as well as the basic
principles clearly defined in relevant interna-
tional conventions and initiatives.

The United Nations Plan of Action
to Prevent Violent Extremism notes that
poverty, unemployment, the absence of
alternative employment opportunities, and
low levels of education, are the background
causes of violent extremism, along with
the distortion and exploitation by violent
extremist groups of religious beliefs, ethnic
differences and political ideologies.

These centers are education and train-
ing institutions in nature. To meet the needs
of fighting terrorism and extremism, these
centers deliver a curriculum that includes
standard spoken and written Chinese, un-
derstanding of the law, vocational skills, and
deradicalization.

The education and training centers respect
the trainees’ rights to use their own ethnic
spoken and written languages when offering
standard Chinese courses. There is no intention
to deprive or limit the trainees’ right to use and
develop their own ethnic languages.

Based on local demand and employment
opportunities, the courses at the centers
include garment making, food processing,
assembly of electronic products, typeset-
ting and printing, hairdressing and beauty
services, e-commerce, auto maintenance
and repair, interior design and decoration,
livestock breeding, pomiculture, and the
performing arts such as music and dance, to
name a few.

The education and training centers com-
bine course learning with practical training
to improve the trainees’ operational skills.
The practical training is conducted in classes
rather than through employment in factories
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Villagers learn to make handicrafts at Kurti Village, Altay Prefecture, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, on January 30, 2021

or enterprises, or obligatory labor.

Education and training at the centers
never interferes in the trainees’ freedom of
religious belief and the centers have never
made any attempts to have the trainees
change their religious beliefs.

Education and training is not a measure
to limit or circumscribe the freedom of the
person. Rather it is an important measure to
help trainees to break free from ideas of terror-
ism and religious extremism. It is an attempt to
help the trainees to emancipate their minds,
improve themselves and their future prospects.

As education and training has played
its role, most trainees have reached the re-
quired standards and graduated.

No terrorist incidents have occurred in
Xinjiang for nearly three years since the edu-
cation and training started. Public order and
security have returned to society.

Booming tourism is another proof of the

enhanced stability in Xinjiang. From January
to June 2019, nearly 76 million tourists vis-
ited Xinjiang, up 46 percent year on year.

The international community has made
positive comments on Xinjiang’s efforts.

Since the end of December 2018, nearly
1,000 people including foreign diplomatic
envoys to China, UN officials, Geneva-based
senior diplomats of various countries, as well
as more than 40 groups (or delegations) from
political parties, civil society organizations,
news media, and religious organizations of
various countries have visited Xinjiang.

Through field trips, many of them have
realized the truth and understood the ur-
gency, necessity, legitimacy and rationality of
carrying out education and training.

The white paper cited multiple reports
published by foreign journalists who have
conducted interviews in the education and
training centers.

The journalists have published stories
that reflect the true role of the centers and
express their understanding, approval and
support for the education and training pro-
grams in Xinjiang.

Xinjiang's vocational education and train-
ing programs have contributed experience
to international actions against terrorism and
extremism, including fighting extremism in
accordance with local conditions, putting pre-
vention first while taking firm action on terrorism
and extremism, promoting the rule of law, re-
specting and protecting human rights, and the
government taking on the responsibility.

A number of countries, organizations
and individuals apply double standards in
their approach to terrorism and extremism,
which will in effect shield and incite terrorism
and extremism. Such acts go against interna-
tional morality and human conscience. Cl

Xinhua News Agency)
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ricks of

Western Media in Xinjiang

Reports

Trick No.1: Using dark and gloomy filters
to build a horrible and oppressive atmo-
sphere

Example: Secret Video Offers Rare Look
Inside Chinese Labor Program posted by The
New York Times

Facts: The video painted a bleak picture
of how Uygurs live and work at a sanitation
station in Kuitun City, in northern Xinjiang.
Even though the station is open to the me-
dia, The New York Times still decided to do
its filming “secretly.” Hushed dubbing, grave
background music, and a dark and yellow
filter were all used to make audiences feel
as though some huge conspiracy is being
revealed.

The views of some audiences may be
temporarily distorted but facts cannot be
buried forever. The New York Times claimed
the sanitation station is part of a forced labor
resettlement program, run by the Chinese
Government to enhance control of Muslim
minorities, mostly Uygurs, by moving them
from southern Xinjiang to work there. The
fact is that these workers chose to work in
Kuitun because of the better work condi-
tions and more stable salary. The workers
live in dormitories with television, 24-hour
hot water, and freedom to return home.
Reporters with China Daily visited factories
across Xinjiang and interviewed more than
50 workers and employers to find out
whether there was a problem of forced
labor. The reporters discovered that the
workers had chosen their jobs indepen-
dently and freely, and that many bought
apartments and cars with money earned
from their hard work

Trick No.2: Distortion of facts and con-
fusion of concepts: all buildings with
wire and walls are “detention camps”

Example: Mapping Xinjiang’s ‘re-
education’ camps, a report full of lies made
by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute
(ASPI)

Facts: Xinjiang has never had any “re-
education camps.” This report claimed
that there were 380 “detention camps” in
Xinjiang to imprison Uygurs, but its data,
analysis and conclusion are all wrong, and
it seemed to include all buildings with walls
and wire as “detention camps.”

When tracing some coordinates of

> VLT

the ASPI research, what people see are not
detention camps, but other buildings and
facilities. One of them is Hotan Detention
Center. Like all institutions imprisoning
criminals around the world, Hotan Detention
Center has nothing to do with the ethnic
groups but rather functions to put people
violating the law behind bars. Using the term
“detention camp” makes people think about
places full of screaming children who were
abused and beaten there. Another facility on
this report’s “blacklist of detention camps” is
Maralbeshi No. 3 Primary School.

Trick No.3: Demonizing Mandarin teach-
ing in kindergartens

Example: Xinjiang: China, where are my
children? published on BBC

Facts: Yucheng Kindergarten in Hotan
was described by the BBC as “this kinder-
garten for the children of the detainees.”
Reporters discovered their parents not only
living and working nearby, but also picking
them up and dropping them off to the kin-
dergarten every day.

Moreover, the BBC says “only Chinese
should be spoken.” But children there are
never forced to speak Mandarin. China Daily
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Screenshot of videos by The New York Times (above) and

China Daily. The two videos both were shot at the cafeteria

of the same sanitation station in Kuitun City
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reporters saw kids speak both Mandarin
and Uygur. The children switch between
Mandarin and Uygur freely, the same way
children do all over China in regions where
Mandarin is seldom spoken at home.
Learning more than one language provides
children with more development opportuni-
ties for the future.

Trick No.4: Hyping up claims of Uygurs
being “persecuted” without checking the
facts

Example: BBC Newsnight once reported
that Zumrat Dawut (Zamira Dawut) was
“forced to go through sterilization” in a voca-
tional education and training center. Articles
were published including She survived a
Chinese internment camp and made it
Virginia. Will the US let her stay? and Women
in Xinjiang shine a light on a campaign of
abuse and control by Beijing.

Facts: Zamira Dawut has never studied
in any vocational education and training cen-
ter. Her elder brother Abduhelil Dawut has
previously clarified that.

She claimed that after “her release” from
a center, she was forced undergo steriliza-
tion and her uterus was removed because

she had already had three children. In fact,
in March 2013, when Zamira Dawut gave
birth to her third child in Urumgi Maternal
and Child Care Service Center, she signed a
childbirth consent form voluntarily to have
a cesarean section and tubal ligation, and
then the center conducted the operation.
She was never subjected to sterilization, let
alone uterus removal.

She claimed that her aging father was
repeatedly detained and investigated by
Xinjiang authorities, and died not long after
from an unknown cause. In fact, her father
had been living with his children until he
died from heart disease on October 12,
2019. He had never been investigated or
placed in detention. Her brothers Abduhelil
Dawut and Elkin Dawut have both substanti-
ated these facts.

The Western media has never fact-
checked these alleged claims, nor even ever
tried to check them. Impartiality, objectivity
and all other values the media should uphold
can never be achieved if reporters only want
to report what they have concluded before,
rather than what they see on the ground. Gl
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Hiking Xinjiang

By Pamela Tobey

ing the national Golden Week holiday in

early October means taking excursions
around China or to foreign destinations.
And those trips usually involve seeing the
famous sites and monuments of whatever
place is chosen. For me and my husband, we
decided to head off the beaten path to see
a side of northwest China’s Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region that not many get to
see.

So instead of planning a trip to a famous
tourist destination, which would likely be
crowded during the holiday, we signed up
for a weeklong trip to Xinjiang, organized by
Beijing Hikers, an English-speaking group
of outdoors enthusiasts. Described as a trip
along the Silk Road from Korla to Kashgar, it

For many people in China, traveling dur-

was planned to take advantage of the region’s
beautiful scenery from central to southwest
Xinjiang. We were divided among a group of
all-terrain SUVs piloted by experienced drivers
who took us on a route skirting the northemn
fringes of the Taklamakan Desert over seven
days. We hiked once or twice each day in the
sparsely populated wilderness.

The ever-changing scenery was beauti-
ful, with the valleys and mountains of the
Tianshan Mountain Range clad in varying
shades from red and gold to gray and green,
and each place had different hues and land-
scapes. Our first hike after leaving Korla was
among arid, undulating landforms colored in
shades of white and gray sand that looked
like we could be hiking on the moon. With
plenty of water stashed in our small back-

Tourists hike in the Keziliya Grand Canyon in Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region
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packs, we wove around small conical shapes
and wound our way atop narrow ridges, our
views only of more white and gray hills and
valleys stretching into the distance, the soft
sand making us expend more energy with
each step.

The next day, after an overnight stay in
Kuga, we headed to the Subashi Buddhist
ruins which were built about 2,000 years
ago. They cover a large area and encompass
both sides of the Kuga River, although only
the east side allows visitors. Under royal
blue skies, the colors ranged from the dark
green foothills to the golden mud brick
ruins of the temples and buildings. After an
easy walk among the ancient city ruins, our
caravan headed out to the Keziliya Grand
Canyon, where we walked along a dry river-
bed flanked by tall red mountains framed
by bright azure blue skies. The towering red
mountains ranged from slanted peaks to
eroded yardang landforms that resembled a
fantastical ruined city and our hike included a
few forays into the lower reaches of the cliff-
sides. The third day of our tour was supposed
to end with a night of camping in the desert
not far from the canyon, but the area was
closed so we stayed at a hotel in Baicheng af-
ter having a camp-style cookout in the valley.

The fourth day included a visit to the Kizil
Buddhist Caves, which didn’t involve hiking
but instead quite a lot of climbing stairs to
see the intricately painted caves carved into
the cliffside around 1,800 years ago. It was
a rather strenuous trek to see six of the 236
open caves discovered along 2-km jagged
rocks. We ended our day with a short hike
across a mostly dry riverbed lined with tum-
bled rocks that snaked along the highway
to Aksu. We skirted the base of some small
rugged mountains colored with alternating
stripes of beige, gray and red, while the more
adventurous and experienced hikers climbed
to the tops of the steep slopes.

| missed out on our final hike after suc-
cumbing to a short illness that had me
napping in the back of one of the SUVs to
gain enough energy for the last two days
of the tour while my traveling companions
hiked the nearby mountains. Maybe it was
the surfeit of scenery that laid me low. The
drivers prepared another camp-style picnic
with their portable stoves, large woks and
charcoal grills before we bade farewell to the
wilderness and headed to Kashgar, where
our hiking was limited to walks around the
city to see markets, neighborhoods and his-
torical attractions.

Leaving Kashgar by plane allowed us to
look over some of the same area we had tra-
versed. Our flight from Urumagi to Beijing led
us over imposing black mountains topped
with snow, a magnificent goodbye as we left
Xinjiang, a land of inspiring beauty. Cl
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