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‘Stumbling Along in the Footsteps 

of Grandad’ 
 

 

Hanzhong Teachers’ College 

Tuesday, 21st August, 2001  

 

Dearest Mum, Dorothy and Raymond, 

 

I have given this letter a title as it seems apt for 

the funny, bizarre, astonishing, frustrating 

journey I had, following in the footsteps of 

Grandad. 

 

Grandad: 

 

Grandad was Arthur Moore. He was born on the 

6th April 1878 at Wolverhampton, England and 

died at the age of 70 on the 21st April 1948 at 

Toronto, Canada. He was the 6th child of James 

and Helen Moore (In the 1881 census James 

Moore is described as a ‘coachman domestic’).  

 

Arthur left home at the age of 23 and joined the 

Shanghai Municipal Police Force. As the result 

  Arthur Moore Esther Moore 
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of a chance meeting with a CIM missionary in 

Shanghai, Arthur was converted to the 

evangelical persuasion and trained as a 

missionary. He joined the China Inland Mission 

in 1906.  

 

 

Meanwhile, far 

away in the North 

Western province 

of Chinese 

Turkestan (now 

Xinjiang), a 

misanthropic Scot, George Hunter, represented 

the CIM.   Hunter lived in Urumqi where he had 

built himself a mudbrick house. He was a moody, 

difficult man who had not fitted in to Mission 

station life and so had asked to be allowed to 

work on his own in the most isolated part of 

China. It is said that as a young man he had 

suffered a broken heart from a failed love affair 

in Scotland.  

 

The CIM leadership was looking for a male 

companion for George Hunter. The candidate 

had to be a man of strong character, able to live 

in isolation and put up with George Hunter. 

Arthur Moore was selected.  

 

The plan fell through when Grandad married 

Esther Andrew. Arthur and Esther Moore were 

then posted to Lanzhou, Gansu province to work 

under the leadership of Esther’s father and 

mother, George and Jessie Andrew.  

 

Arthur Moore was obviously disappointed at not 

being able to go to the far-flung, exotic Silk 

George 

Hunter 
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Road, north western corner of old China. He was 

a missionary adventurer in the mould of David 

Livingstone.  His chance came in 1914. Percy 

Mather was selected to be George Hunter’s 

companion, and Arthur Moore was asked to 

escort him to Urumqi. They set out on Tuesday, 

March 3rd 1914. 

 

My plan was to retrace Grandad’s 1914 epic 

‘long march’ from Lanzhou to Urumqi. 

According to the record, he left Lanzhou on 

Tuesday, March 3rd, 1914 and walked back in 

through the West gate of Lanzhou on August 

20th, 1914. 

 

The party consisted of Grandad, Percy Mather, 

Meng - a Chinese evangelist, two donkey carts 

and two carters. They arrived in Urumqi on May 

30th after 88 days travelling. They rested for a 

little over 3 weeks and then set off on the return 

journey on Monday, June 22nd. The return trip 

took 60 days. They walked, in total, 2714 miles 

or 4520 kilometres.  In relating this distance to 

the Australian map, it means that they walked 

from Melbourne to Kalgoorlie and back again, a 

prodigious feat from anyone’s point of view.                                                                  
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Tuesday, March 3rd, 1914 

The party sets out. 

Percy Mather stands with Grandad 

(holding hands with Percy Junior) 

on the right. (Photo by Arthur Moore) 

Lanzhou to Urumqi 
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My long-term traveling companion, Joe (Zhou 

Jian Guo), listened to 

my grand plan and 

then told me that he 

would like to go with 

me. He said that it 

would work out very 

well for him because 

his wife’s family live 

in Xining (Qinghai 

province) and that he 

intended to spend the 

summer holidays 

with them. If I came 

with him to Xining 

we could then detach 

ourselves from the 

family and head off 

on the ‘long march’. 

 

I jumped at the 

suggestion as I had 

already planned to go to Xining, which was a key 

place in the family history. Granny and Grandad 

lived in Xining during the years 1909, 1910, 1911 

and 1912, which meant that Dad (Percy) and 

Auntie Jess spent their very early childhood 

there. 

 

I read the Lonely Planet guidebook thoroughly 

and discovered I could take the journey by bus, 

stage by stage. I decided to follow Grandad’s 

staging posts as closely as possible. He and his 

party walked from Lanzhou to Wuwei 

(Liangzhou) and then onto Zhangye (Ganzhou) 

and then to Jin Chuan (Suzhou). After that they 

Joe (Zhou Jian Guo) 

    Joe is the Dean of 

International 

Relations at the 

Shaanxi University of 

Technology (formerly 

Hanzhong Teachers’ 

College), in Hanzhong 

city. I met him in 1998 

when I  returned to 

Hanzhong to teach 

English at the college. 

He was my travelling 

companion on several 

occasions.  
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stopped at Anxi where Grandad had dinner with 

the infamous (according to Beijing) Sir Aurel 

Stein, (See page 62ff) and after that crossed the 

Gansu border into Xinjiang (Chinese Turkestan) 

and the ‘Black’ Gobi desert.  

 

His next major stop was Hami (where George 

Hunter was waiting for him). The last two stages 

were Turpan (the second lowest place on earth) 

and then Urumqi (Tihwa). As I was going to be 

in Xining, I decided that I would bus from there 

to Wuwei, a journey across country that bypassed 

Lanzhou. I know from Grandad’s diaries that he 

had walked this route at one time.  

 

Then from Wuwei I would stay true to the 1914 

journey until Anxi when I would detour to the 

famous Mogao Caves at Dunhuang. Grandad did 

not do this, but it was the Buddhist art treasures 

from the Mogao caves that Sir Aurel was busily 

parcelling up on behalf of the British Museum. In 

fact, 1914 was the key year that Sir Aurel took 

some stunning sutras from these caves and 

whisked them away to London. He was probably 

arranging this amazing heist when he had dinner 

with Grandad!  

 

From Dunhuang there is a road that bypasses 

Anxi and meets the main highway at a place 

called Liuyuan and from then on, it’s the old road 

to Hami.  In making these travel arrangements I 

had no idea of the distance that I was embarking 

on.  

 

*  *  *  *  * 
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Tuesday, July 24th   Hanzhong to Xining                                  

 

At 6.00am I got on the train at Hanzhong and 

headed east for Ankang before turning sharp 

north and cutting through the Qinling for Xian. 

This was a novel route for me as I’m used to 

heading west and then north through the Qinling 

to Bao Ji and then east to Xian. The Ankang route 

is shorter by two or three hours. It was also a day 

train which is unusual as most of the trains seem 

to want to travel by night. The Chinese regard it 

as a waste of time to travel by day.  

 

The valley of the Han river all the way down to 

Ankang is lush and green. I pass through all the 

old familiar places, Chenggu, Yangxian, 

Xixiang, places dripping with CIM history. The 

day is starting and as we pass by the small 

villages, I see the early buses setting off and 

women on scooters sitting straight-backed as 

they putter down the road to buy the day’s 

vegetables.  

 

The conductress is terribly concerned about my 

welfare and suggests I have a compartment to 

myself where the fan is not so noisy. I’m 

travelling hard-class, so the compartments are all 

open to each other. In a typical hard class 

carriage, there are 11 open compartments with 6 

beds in each, 66 people all together. This train is 

half empty though, so I lounge about in my own 

compartment staring out the window. China is a 

railway culture now, a far cry from the 

donkey/mule cart culture of 100 years ago. Long 

trains come sighing past loaded down with coal. 

All the main railway stations have a secondary 

school attached for the workers’ children.  
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I look out at water buffaloes grazing on the river 

flats and being tended by idle boys, and ponds 

full of giant water lilies studded with white 

flowers. And then we turn through Ankang and 

up into the mountains. The mountains are slate 

here which is used to roof the farmhouses. I can 

see the big rectangles of slate overlapping each 

other on the roofs of the mud brick cottages.  

 

Fields of sunflowers nod by and then we stop at 

some dreadful Belsen in the middle of the 

mountains where a factory spews smoke from 

every pore and a sulphurous stench fills the air. 

The town is the utterly banal Han Chinese factory 

town that has become so familiar now with its 

rows of dormitory blocks and its city centre with 

a cluster of white tiled office buildings.  

 

The air cools down and a mist drifts over the 

mountain into the valley. And then suddenly we 

leave the Qinling behind and are out onto the 

drought-stricken Xian plain. We stop at Chang 

An Zhan which is a graveyard for old diesel 

engines. At 3.00 o’clock we’re high on a concrete 

bridge over a flood plain thickly sown with corn 

and millet. There’s a loess hill at the back with 

dark cave mouths. They remind me of a 

delightful student I taught for two years whom I 

named Harry. Harry Qin told me that his family 

owned a cave and that in south China the people 

poke fun at the troglodytes of Shaanxi and ask 

them ‘Were you born in a cave?’ I discover later 

that the standing joke about Gansu natives is that 

they are universally addicted to eating potatoes, 

so they are the yangyu tou’s of China – the potato 

heads, slow vegetative thinkers.  
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There are orchards everywhere now with little 

sleeping platforms erected at the side of each one. 

And then we rattle into Xian and I am met by 

Joe’s sister and brother-in-law who take me out 

to their factory dorm. 

 

Tang and Xiao Zhou have been laid off from their 

work in a ball-bearing factory and now spend a 

lot of the day idling about waiting for some news 

that a foreign venture has all of a sudden pumped 

a heap of money into their ailing state-owned 

enterprise, and that everything’s back to normal 

again and pay packets will be distributed each 

month. I’m painfully aware that they have little 

money, but they flatly refuse help of any kind.  

 

It’s 5 o’clock in the afternoon and I’m staying 

with them until midnight when we will go back 

to the railway station and get on the Xining 

sleeper which will go via Lanzhou.  Joe and his 

wife and son will be on that train having come all 

the way from Beijing. Tang has bought a ticket 

for me on the same train so that I will be with Joe 

from Xian to Xining. I know Tang has gone out 

of his way to get a ticket on this train and I want 

to give him more than the cost of the ticket to 

remunerate him for the cost of travel from his 

home in NW Xian to the railway station and back 

again but Tang won’t hear of it. He only accepts 

the exact cost of the ticket and no more. Xiao 

Zhou feeds me with a delicious xi-fan (rice 

porridge) laced with small green meng beans and 

pickled cabbage and stir-fried bitter melon. They 

tell me the bitter melon is good for me – ‘It thins 

your blood’ they say. Food is medicine in China.  
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At 2.00am I’m lying on my bed in the hard class 

sleeper train heading for Xining. I sleep like a log 

and wake up at 8 o’clock when the train stops at 

Tian Shui (Heavenly Water). This is Joe’s 

ancestral home, but it is also the site of CIM 

labours going back to the early 20th century. 

We’re well up into Gansu province now. I look 

out on to a line of flat cars each one loaded with 

a four ton truck towing a piece of light artillery. 

Young PLA soldiers lounge about smoking and 

laughing and preening themselves. It makes me 

realize that we’re moving up into strategically 

important country now, the North West.   

 

Joe’s wife is Xiao Yu. She’s slight and shy and 

awkward in company. She appears with a small 

bamboo cage with a tiny striped squirrel in it and 

presents it to Zhou Yu, their ten-year-old son. For 

a time, everyone gapes at this beautiful little 

creature and tries to feed it bits of cucumber. It’s 

a ‘song shu’ a pine tree squirrel.  

 

Outside the landscape is bare, a little like Yunnan 

but far worse. It’s heavily eroded, bone dry, 

scored and scarred classic loess country but all up 

the middle of the valleys are corn and grapes 

forming a thin, green line which stops suddenly 

at a stark, bare mountain. Up the sides of the 

mountains are ancient footpaths meandering 

along ridges up to the top of the mountain and 

then over the other side.  

 

The village architecture is different here. All over 

China there are small differences in peasant 

architecture. Here the mud houses have no 

central ridge but are a single inclined plane. 
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Bamboo greenhouses are everywhere in the 

fields, bamboo slats bent over and covered with 

plastic. The covers are off now in the mid-

summer and they’re growing garlic, potatoes and 

leeks. The small villages we pass by look 

wonderful with their dominant colour being a 

kind of flat earth and then unruly heaps of golden 

hay adding warmth. Trees grow thickly through 

the villages, poplars and silver birches. The 

whole effect is very intimate and warm and 

homely.  

 

But there’s a drought here and has been for some 

time and the government is seeding the clouds, to 

little effect though. This part of China is 

desiccated and worn down, struggling to make 

ends meet. Great ravines and clefts and erosion 

gullies score their way across the landscape. I 

realize what a blessed valley Hanzhong is, a true 

‘fish and rice’ place as the Chinese expression 

goes. There are water culverts along the side of 

the road and great obelisks of dry loess sticking 

up unexpectedly in the middle of fields.  

 

A food trolley goes down the narrow aisle of the 

train and I catch a glimpse of pickled chicken’s 

feet. We’ve stopped outside a brickworks with a 

sentry box high up on a hill above it. It’s a prison 

where the prisoners are employed in the brick 

factory.  This train is packed, every bed is 

occupied, and the people are now eating lunch. 

One woman tucks into a huge bunch of purple 

grapes followed by a cucumber.  

 

At 3.00pm we roll into West Lanzhou station and 

I mark the moment. This is Dad’s birthplace. I 

gaze out on an utterly uninspired landscape of 
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post-Cultural Revolution Chinese cityscape. 

There’s a steep mountain range that ascends 

suddenly across the valley and the air is heavy 

with midafternoon pollution. Lanzhou is 

regularly listed in ‘China Daily’ as having the 

highest pollution readings in China, often up near 

500. 50 is acceptable. The reason is that Lanzhou 

is situated in the narrow valley of the Yellow 

River and the smog won’t lift, it’s trapped in the 

deep valley. I’m told that the civic authorities 

have a plan to blow the peak off a mountain in 

order to let the airflow through.  

 

We move on in a westerly direction heading for 

Xining. We pass a strikingly beautiful mosque 

and then I see the Yellow River for the first time, 

the fabled and tragic Yellow River. It’s a great 

swirling light tan coloured, turbid river with 

some little wooded isles in the middle. The hills 

on the other side of the river are sedimentary and 

the cross sections are clearly visible. We pass a 

fresh-looking garden of corn offset by a patch of 

red chrysanthemums. We are following the line 

of the Yellow river now as it moves westwards to 

its source in Qinghai province. On the tops of the 

surrounding hills electricity pylons are 

silhouetted against the sky. It’s like moving along 

the Nile valley, the same intensive cultivation on 

either side of the river for a couple of kilometres 

and then the shocking suddenness of the desert.  

 

The Andrews and the Moores walked this way to 

Xining 90 years ago. It was a seven day walk 

then. It was somewhere in this area that George 

and Jessie Andrew had an accident on September 

28th, 1909. He wrote: 
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“Heavy rain had badly damaged the road 

making travel by cart dangerous. At one place 

our cart rolled into a gully, first on one side then 

upside down then over on the other side. My head 

was doubled up under me and I got bruised a 

little, but my wife was seriously hurt on her side 

by a box. It was agony for her to continue riding 

in the cart on such a rough road but there was no 

help for it. She is still in great pain and we cannot 

find out what the trouble is.” 

I stare at the mute landscape and wonder where 

the accident happened.  

 

The hay is built into little stooks here, hundreds 

of them like children’s playhouses neatly lined 

up in the fields. And then we pull into Xining 

station.  

 

* * * * * 
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Wednesday, July 25th Xining    

 

Xiao Yu’s Family (Joe’s wife): 

                       

A short while later I am introduced to the entire 

Yu family and we sit down to dinner. Yu Zhu 

Ting is the family patriarch. He’s 76 and presides 

over his wider family with loving possessiveness. 

He is a former civil engineer who worked on the 

roads in the Qinghai province but is actually a 

native of Shandong province to the far east and 

his ancestral home is Weifang (Weishien). He’s 

a grizzled old veteran with white hair and a 

seamed face. His wife is Ding Su Mei. He has 

seven children and all but one are there that night. 

They are all married and have the mandatory one 

child.   

 

Yu Jing Xian is the oldest and is given great 

respect as ‘Da Ge’.  Then comes Yu Xiu Rong, a 

daughter, who is married to a character called 

Guo, informally Xiao Guo. I am to stay with 

them for the next six nights. The third member of 

the family is Yu Xiu Er, a daughter, and then 

comes the fourth member, the inimitable Yu De 

Xian, a lean and dodgy man with a twinkle in his 

eye who has no permanent work. He is married 

to a Hui woman of Moslem background. Joe tells 

me that she has abandoned her Moslem culture 

and now eats pork and has adopted Han Chinese 

ways. This has alienated her from her family. 

Then comes Joe’s wife, Yu Xiu Juan at number 

five. Number six is Yu Xiu Ying and number 

seven, Yu Xiu Hua.  

 

Later Xiao Guo drives me to his home which is 

in the middle of old Xining city. I pant my way 
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up six flights of steps feeling vaguely lightheaded 

and realize that we’re over 7000 feet above sea 

level, about the height of Mount Koskiusko. It’s 

cool in Xining and remains that way for the entire 

time that I’m there even though it’s mid-summer. 

Xining is a city of 1.5 million and my first 

impressions are of a place all dressed up in its 

civic pride trying hard not to be the isolated 

outpost of the Empire. In fact, it is an isolated 

outpost, an ancient garrison town, for west of it 

is the great Qinghai plateau.  

 

Xiao Guo works for a farm produce company 

who buy from the farmers and then store the 

grains and oil in warehouses and retail from 

there. From the window of the 6th floor I am 

looking down on the warehouses. Xiao Guo has 

also recently learnt to drive and has a company 

van. He is a minor ‘Lao Ban’ (Boss) and is proud 

of his position. He has the mandatory mobile 

phone clipped to his belt and carries a small black 

leather handbag. These are the visible symbols of 

his success. The ‘politics of appearance’ is a 

serious matter in China and has not yet been 

undermined by any counter cultures.  His wife, 

Yu Xiu Rong or Xiao Yu is a gem. She is an early 

primary teacher who starts the little children off 

on reading and writing. She is very dignified, 

self-possessed and competent.  

 

Their home is a model of Western living. In fact, 

I can see nothing in their apartment that is 

Chinese apart from a poster of a Taiwanese pop 

star on the wall in the daughter’s bedroom. The 

apartment has two bedrooms, a dining room, a 

sitting room, an enclosed balcony, a kitchen and 

a bathroom. There are no pictures on the walls. 
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There is a decided preoccupation with ornate 

light fittings. The bathroom is a fake. It has a 

super red bath, Western style toilet and 

washbasin. The bath has a flexible shower head 

coiled around the hot and cold taps. But there is 

no hot water. The toilet does not flush and 

requires numerous buckets of cold water to make 

it flush. Xiao Yu gives me a large thermos of hot 

water to wash with. The shower has never 

worked. I’m sorry to say that the bathroom is like 

so much in China, a proud display of Western 

bourgeois living without the infrastructure to 

make it work.  

 

There are fresh flowers throughout the flat and 

some beautiful hothouse plants in the sitting 

room. One plant has a fancy trunk consisting of 

three trunks carefully guided into a plait 

formation. There is no evidence of a life of the 

mind in the flat, no calligraphy, no books. But 

I’ve discovered what Xiao Guo loves, he loves 

plants. Each morning he fusses with his plants, 

watering them and tidying them up. Their 

daughter is Guo Hui, 17 years old and about to 

embark on the last year of secondary school, the 

dreaded ‘gao kao’ year, the year of the university 

entrance exam. Guo Hui is bespectacled and 

serious, a little like her mother.  

 

In the morning I am presented with two bowls of 

delicious mutton soup with fresh coriander and 

spring onions cut on the angle alongside of some 

really big steamed buns and a plate of pickled 

cabbage, sharp and piquant. I tear off lumps of 

bread and float it in the soup. Then I set off with 

Joe and Xiao Yu for the Church. 

*  *  *  *  * 
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The Xining Church 

  

We walk into the centre of the old city along 

West Street and find that the Church is in a side 

street just stone’s throw from West Street. I am 

told later that the present Church is on the site of 

the original Church, so Granny and Grandad 

lived right here. The headquarters of the Buddhist 

Church is just a little further along West Street 

and the ornate front gateway of the provincial 

government formerly the ‘Yamen’.  The Church 

buildings rear up about six floors and have 

nothing to distinguish them particularly as the 

home of the Christian Church.  

 

We go around the back through a scruffy vacant 

allotment and enter through a back door. We 

meet Pastor Tong Ping An. He’s 37 years old and 

comes from Luoyang in Henan province. He tells 

me he’s been converted for 16 years and studied 

at the Beijing Yan Jing (Bible School). He was 

appointed to the Xining Church in 1993. He says 

that in Xining city there are 10,400 Christians 

and in Qinghai province, 40,000. There are 20 

meeting places in the province but only one 

Church. He says that 60% of the members are 

over 60 years old but there are a growing number 

of young people coming in, many of whom are 

educated to College level. I ask about minority 

group people coming to the Church and he says 

that the members are overwhelmingly Han 

Chinese but there is a sprinkling of Hui, Tu, Sala 

and Zang (Tibetan) people. As an afterthought he 

proudly tells me that there is one Mongolian 

gentleman in attendance.  
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Predictably he knows nothing of the history of 

the Church except that he thinks it opened in 

about 1899. He doesn’t recognize any of our 

family names. Then he tells me about David 

White. He says that since 1989 every two years 

the Church has received a visit from David 

White, son of a missionary who worked in the 

Xining area. Is this Frank White? David White is 

an ordained minister from the USA and well into 

his 70’s but has developed a passion for the 

Xining Church. I’m shown photos of David 

White at various Church gatherings. I realize how 

deep these connections are for we missionary’s 

children. We never really get over our early 

childhood experiences and our love for the 

simple peasant people who were attracted to the 

Church is very deep and genuine. I see in David 

White a curious mirror image of myself.  

 

But Tong Mu Si (Pastor) has saved the best for 

the last. He tells me that he runs a Bible school in 

the Church and that he has a bold plan for the 

evangelization of Qinghai province. As he talks, 

he leads me up yet another six flights of stairs to 

the top floor. He shows me into a classroom full 

of people of all ages all studying the Bible. Their 

teacher is Wang Ai Qing, a very alert woman 

who has been taught by Pastor Tong. Then he 

takes me into another room which is a library of 

theological texts and other Christian literature. 

It’s clear to me that this is Tong’s great delight, 

this is what he’s really interested in. These people 

will all receive a certificate and then go out as 

itinerant evangelists. Tong’s eyes sparkle with 

anticipation at his great plan.   
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We go down one flight of stairs to the 5th floor 

which is women’s dormitories. All the students 

live on the premises for the duration of their 

training. The men live down on the ground floor. 

I go away feeling how important the leader of the 

Church is. Tong has a vision and has conveyed it 

to his Church and the spirit of the Church is 

strong and positive. I think of Hanzhong and how 

it has fallen into the trap of erecting buildings and 

regarding that activity as an end in itself requiring 

no further explanation, the ‘Manhattan’ complex. 

Hanzhong Teachers’ College is doing the same 

whilst ignoring the quality of teaching and 

learning.  

 

We walk down to West Street and along past the 

old ‘Yamen’ and three very old trees growing in 

the middle of the footpath. They are sacred trees 

hundreds of years old. Grandad must have 

walked past these trees many times.  

 

Xining is very trendy, it’s a full-on ‘try hard’ let’s 

be Western kind of place. Laughing gaggles of 

boys saunter past with their ‘sunnies’ on and their 

baseball caps back to front. Many young Han 

people are self-consciously engaged in trying to 

be ‘with it’, up with the latest, They swallow the 

Hollywood scene hook, line and sinker. It stirs 

me up a little bit and I feel peevish at these young 

people who’ve cast aside their own ancient 

culture for the mind-numbing superficialities of 

our pop culture. I want to deliver a speech in the 

street, a Jeremiah-like speech of doom and 

gloom, and warn them that there is no intrinsic 

meaning or satisfaction to be found in false 

glamour or conspicuous consumerism. Oh, but 

they want it and they’re rushing headlong down 
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that path. We go into a bookshop and there I find 

Chinese translations of James Joyce, Ulysses 

(unreadable in English), Gone With the Wind, 

the Theology of Martin Luther and Boccaccio’s 

Decameron. They snuggle up next to each other, 

the most unlikely quartet of Western European 

literature I have ever seen yoked together.  

 

Back out on the footpath we buy a jin of fresh 

pine nuts still in their polished mahogany shells 

and nibble and spit our way down the street. A 

group of handsome young Tibetans (Zang ren) 

goes past with a high stepping kind of exuberance 

surrounding them. The men have open, fresh 

faces and Roman noses but the one woman with 

them jumps out like a luminous flower, an 

astonishing beauty.  

 

We go down a laneway to an old mansion that 

once belonged to the warlord Ma Pu Feng. The 

mansion is really a huge courtyard house and in 

the centre of the courtyard is a marble clad hall 

with wide verandahs. It’s strong direct 

architecture, - Norman as opposed to Middle 

English Gothic. Mildred Cable and Francesca 

French write about Ma Pu Feng in their classic 

book, The Gobi Desert, published in 1942.  In 

1930 a young Hui Chinese by the name of Ma 

Chung Ying emerged as a bloodthirsty fighter. 

He adopted the title of General and at the age of 

22 years he built an army around him and went 

out on the rampage. The Muslim leaders of old 

Chinese Turkestan courted him in an attempt to 

win him over to their cause. He became a tool of 

the Moslem revolt. His cousin, Ma Pu Feng was 

a general in the Guomintang national army and 

was sent up country to pacify his relative and 
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offer him a paid generalship in the National army 

and salaries for his troops. They met at Zhangye 

(Ganzhou) and had their conversation in a 

bathhouse. They failed to agree and stormed out 

of the bathhouse in a rage and went their separate 

ways. After that the situation degenerated in 

Xinjiang province and Ma Chung Yin became a 

will-o-wisp sort of figure descending on these 

fragile oasis communities and devastating them. 

 

That night we had a banquet and brother Yu De 

Xian was invited. He turned out to be one of the 

most delightful characters you could wish to 

meet, an archetypal ‘rogue’ who wouldn’t hurt a 

fly. He had no permanent work but seemed to 

exist by his inspired knowledge of the way things 

work a man who understood the ‘guanxi’ 

networks. He also had a great sense of humour. 

We ended up as bosom buddies. I nicknamed him 

‘Hui Dan’ or ‘Bad Egg’ and he obviously 

relished this significant title bestowed on him by 

a foreigner. He nicknamed me ‘Yang Gui-zi’ or 

‘Foreign Devil’. I accepted his title too with 

benign equanimity. The next morning we set off 

for Ta Er Si, the fabled Kumbum monastery. 

  

*  *  *  *  * 
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Kumbum Monastery 

 

 

 

 



 

 
27 

 

I seem to remember that when I was at Kuling, 

Mr. Hazelton showed a colour movie of the 

Kumbum monastery to the school. This is about 

1948 or 49. Much later I discover that George 

Andrew and Arthur Moore both visited Kumbum 

(Ta Er Si) at different times. From the family 

records it seems that George Andrew went there 

during 1903 and Arthur Moore in 1910. Grandad 

wrote graphically about it, clearly delighted by 

the willingness of the people to listen to the 

Gospel.  

 

We set off in the cool of the morning and were 

soon moving out through the scruffy outskirts of 

Xining in a southerly direction.  It’s all down-at-

heel here where the bulk of the people live in 

conditions only marginally above the poverty 

line, and I realize afresh how the city centre is a 

carefully arranged ‘front’, an ‘appearance’ to 

impress the uncritical.  

 

It’s the same story all over China in this country 

that is a marked example of uneven development. 

The soaring skyscrapers of Shanghai now delude 

the businessman into thinking that the whole of 

China must be like this. Beijing will dress itself 

up for the 2008 Olympics and people will come 

and go and miss the 900 million rural population 

many of whom are unemployed and sit hour after 

hour in the street, chain-smoking and waiting for 

something to happen and sleep on wire beds in 

the corners of dingy shops. And yet they retain 

their dignity…a woman, immaculately dressed 

and in high heels sways past with an armful of 

orange tiger lilies.  

 

The valley along which we are moving is, as 
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ever, so beautiful. Long lines of graceful poplars 

criss-cross the landscape like the cypress pine 

windbreaks of South Gippsland. The fields are 

vibrating slightly with energy, the corn is ready 

to be harvested and feathery millet waves in the 

gentle breeze. The millet is the basis of the 

common alcoholic drink of the people, a clear, 

vodka-like, spirit. The green ends suddenly to 

meet the scorched and barren mountains. It’s a 

visual experience that I’m getting used to. We 

pass a big reservoir with hundreds of picnickers 

wandering around in large groups.  

 

And then we come into a small valley entirely 

filled with the living quarters and temples of the 

Kumbum Lamasery (Ta Er Si) of the Tibetan 

Buddhist Yellow Hat sect. They stretch up the 

hillside in terraces of gold and brown and green 

and orange ochre. I see a shaven headed monk 

standing on a high wall silhouetted against the 

skyline.  The car park is packed with tourist buses 

and taxis and there’s a general melee of people 

moving about in groups led by guides holding 

flags. A group of young monks drive by in a Jeep 

Cherokee. The Japanese are thick on the ground 

with their long-nosed cameras and tripods and 

‘fisherman’ jackets with multiple pockets for all 

purposes.  

 

What was a religious novelty for George Andrew 

and Arthur Moore has now degenerated into a 

tourist resort, a museum. The monks are aware of 

it and play up to it. I imagine Grandad standing 

at the edge of the road preaching the 

Gospel…ninety years ago. I walk for an hour 

with Joe and Xiao Yu peering into dark temples 

at various deities and then come to a big 
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courtyard filling up with people. The famous 

Devil Dance will be staged here shortly. It’s 

called the Dharma Dance. We find ourselves a 

place in the crowd and wait.  

 

All of a sudden there’s a great jostling in the 

crowd as a group of young Japanese shoulder 

their way through. Their appearance is decidedly 

outré and arouses the scorn of the Chinese. One 

man has dreadlocks and a heavy beard and wire 

framed glasses with pale-blue glass. Another has 

worked at an imitation punk-hairstyle. I sense 

that Joe is building up an old-fashioned rage. He 

says loudly ‘I hate Japanese’ and there’s a strong 

mutter of agreement and people look around and 

smile at Joe. I take Joe by the arm and say, ‘Now 

listen Joe, you may hate the Japanese but now is 

not the time to express it. We are here to look at 

the dance not to be sidetracked by a group of self-

conscious, trendy Japanese.’ ‘OK, Frank, I will 

listen to what you say’ he says. I realize afresh 

how deeply the Chinese loath the Japanese, but 

the Japanese are a developed nation now and can 

afford to swagger about. I’m sitting next to an 

elderly Chinese couple with their granddaughter. 

They are as poor as church mice but smile at me 

and ask where I’m from. I tell them that I think 

their little granddaughter is very beautiful and 

they beam with pleasure and offer me a piece of 

dry bun. The Japanese Rastafarian/Punk group sit 

down next to us. I hold Joe’s arm tightly.  

 

High up on the roof of a building three horn 

players appear and play a long, single, sonorous 

note and then six young boys in skull masks and 

costumes dance out in two lines followed by the 

Master of Ceremonies. He wears a mask with 
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horns and glaring eyes and is elevated to about 

6’6” on block heels. The dance is without charm 

or complexity, just a swaying movement. 

Various groups of totemic animals join the dance, 

antlered stags, bulls and then the grand climax is 

when the Devil  emerges, a Grand Guignol figure 

dripping with coloured silk scarves and a massive 

mask with Devil’s horns and a pig’s snout and a 

line of small skulls adorning the top like a 

coronet. It’s the Lord Beelzebub himself.  A 

number of hysterical women break from the 

crowd and run forward to touch him. The Master 

of Ceremonies sways his way across to receive 

money offerings being thrust at him from all parts 

of the crowd. A line of Yellow Hatted monks 

emerges with long brass trumpets and play the 

single note. One monk’s hat slides off and falls 

to the ground. The Master of Ceremonies 

courteously replaces it on his head.  

 

And then I see sitting on the far side at the edge 

of the crowd a family masked in giant human-

faces. The masks present as big, bland innocent 

faces staring in wonderment at this strange drama 

from the world of the Spirits. Their huge masks 

with wide staring eyes turn slowly from side to 

side as if bemused by what they see. There’s a 

‘father’ mask, a ‘mother’ and ‘children’ masks. I 

catch a glimpse of a hunch-backed old German 

woman with long grey hair slipping in and out of 

the crowd looking for different vantage points. A 

snooty Beijing woman on top of a packing case 

imperiously demands that the crowd part so she 

can take a photo. 
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We leave the crowd and go to the Great Sutra 

Hall where all the monks are now gathering for 

prayer. They leave their leather boots outside the 

door in an untidy huddle. Many of them are just 

boy-novices, frisky as puppy dogs. The older 

monks chide them and discipline them. They sit 

cross-legged on wide benches and then a central 

group of older monks begins the ‘plain chant’ and 

soon everybody joins in. Joe has the view that 

many of the boys don’t want to be monks but 

have been promised to the lamasery at birth in 

exchange for spiritual favours. The Great Sutra 

Hall is decidedly atmospheric, and I can imagine 

George Andrew and Arthur Moore walking in 

here a hundred years ago and being struck by the 

deep religious gloom filling this cavernous 

pillared hall. We also go and see the butter 

carvings, but I am less impressed by them.  
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I’m happy to leave and walk down the hill past 

numerous small shops all selling the same tawdry 

trinkets. Today was going to be the day that they 

spread out the image of Buddha on the hillside, 

but the early morning rain stopped that. I’m left 

with the overwhelming feeling that this vast 

construct of institutional religion is hollow at the 

core and that they are play-acting now and, boy-

o-boy, does the money roll in, mostly Japanese 

money. I’m told that the Japanese gave a huge 

sum of money last year for the gold cupolas and 

stupas to be regilded.  

 

The majority of tourists that visit China are 

Japanese and this is the source of deep 

ambivalence amongst the Chinese who in 

general, like Joe, will announce their hatred of 

the Japanese and the their collective failure to 

apologize to the Chinese for the atrocities of the 

2nd World War. The Japanese visitors come to see 

the roots of their own culture and are drawn to 

ancient examples of calligraphy and Buddhist 

temples from where they can find the fount of 

their own Zen Buddhism. I saw very few people 

actually doing the full prostration on the ground 

which was talked about by both George Andrew 

and Arthur Moore. 

 

When we got back to Xining, I went to the local 

internet café to check out my email. Usually I 

don’t pay much attention to background music 

but this time I did because it was “Jesus Loves 

Me’ in Chinese. It seems that ‘Jesus Loves Me’ 

has made it into the hit-parade of China. It was a 

very jumpy, repetitive version sung by a husky 

male voice.   
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That night Xiao Guo announces that he wants to 

drive me out to the Qinghai Lake (Koko Nor) the 

next morning. It’s a long way from Xining and I 

argue with Xiao Guo that it’s too far, but he is 

insistent. 

                             

*  *  *  *  * 
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Qinghai Lake 

 

 

                             

Is described as the biggest lake in China. It’s 

saltwater. Koko Nor is the old Tibetan name and 

it’s also known as the Blue Lake. I have a feeling 

that George Findlay Andrew went out there by 

horseback in the 1910’s. It certainly comes 

through in Mum’s account of his itinerations out 

of Xining. Somewhere up in these great open 

spaces he lost a toe through frostbite and learnt to 

ride a horse as skillfully as the local Tibetans.  

 

Xiao Guo insists we set off at the crack of dawn. 

It’s about 300 kms to the lake. It’s Sunday, July 

29th and it’s a beautiful morning with a slight 

wash of mist across the barren hills, gently 

romanticizing them. I picture Grandad setting off 

in the early morning on one of his long walks. We 

pass a long prison wall that seems to run for 

miles. I know from reading the Lonely Planet 

guidebook that China’s political prisoners are 

dispatched to Qinghai because it’s as far away as 

possible from the centres of Chinese civilization.  

I ask whether there are any political prisoners in 

this gaol. There is a lot of deft dodging about at 
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this question and finally I’m told by Joe and the 

others that there are no more political prisoners 

in China. Where are the 1989 dissidents, I 

wonder? But I don’t bother to ask because it 

makes me angry and I don’t want to spoil the day.  

 

I watch the peasants walking by with their hoe 

over their shoulders, their one capital item, that 

and their bodily strength. We move into a 

landscape of mountainous rocky screes and shale 

landslides. Barley is growing high up on the 

slopes. Here and there are small forests of hand 

planted trees.   

 

There’s an itinerant community that lives along 

the edges of the roads, a gypsy like group who 

make little tent shelters out of the striped canvas 

that is used to hold down loads on the backs of 

trucks. They’re the Qinghai sundowners. Big 

black Mitsubishi 4WD’s with tinted windows, 

the favoured car of the ruling class, sweep by.  

 

All of a sudden, we’re in a great wide upland, a 

glacial valley rising to smoothly sculpted hills. 

We’re up on the Qinghai plateau. Squares of gold 

patchwork work their way up the valley, fields of 

late flowering rapeseed. We’re going through a 

pass at over 11,000 feet above sea level. I’m 

really breathing hard now. It’s as high as I’ve 

ever been in my life, I think. It’s a big, blue, 

Aussie day and the air is clean and shining in the 

morning sun. My heart lifts and soars and sings. 

It’s absolutely stunning. We’re in the middle of a 

great grassland dotted with small purple flowers. 

A group of Tibetan women and children at the 

side of the road wave a basin of mushrooms at us. 

We stop and negotiate with them. We are a tiny 
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group of figures dwarfed by the giant landforms 

all around us. The mushrooms are small knobbly 

ones covered with fresh earth and picked wild 

that morning out on the grasslands. We get a 

washbasin full for 5 Yuan or $1.25 (AUS).  

 

Away in the distance are some big Neanderthal 

mountains going way up into the sky and lightly 

dusted with snow. We come into the town of Dao 

Tang He (Backward Flowing River) and my 

heart sinks at this miserable example of a Han 

industrial city way out on the Qinghai plateau. 

The Zangren (Tibetans) are everywhere.  

 

Beyond the town we get our first glimpse of the 

Qinghai Lake like a mirage on the horizon. The 

ubiquitous blue trucks are coming up the road 

towards us surrounded by coronas of exhaust 

fumes. And then we’re at the lake. The lake is 

breathtakingly beautiful. It is quite blue and the 

golden rapeseed fields run right up to the edge. 

The total effect is magical. I see George Findlay 

Andrew galloping a horse along the edge of the 

lake circa 1912.  

 

On the northern side of the lake well back, is a 

line of bare green hills extending deep into some 

hinterland and not a thing to be seen on them, no 

sheep, no horses. And then I see my first Yak, a 

‘mao niu’, a woolly cow. It’s smaller than I 

expected and rather pretty. We walk out on a 

stone jetty and watch a crowd of young Muslim 

Uighur men going for a jaunt on a pleasure boat. 

We walk along the shingled edge of the lake and 

Tibetan children ride up on horses and invite us 

to take a ride. Three monks pose with a yak 

heavily festooned with embroidered leather and 
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silk. One sits on its back whilst the others take 

photos. The yak has been washed and combed 

recently and looks cuddly. Its coat is white. 

 

We go out on the lake and I can’t get over the 

intense blue colour. On the south side I can see 

big sand dunes ranging away into the far 

distance. On days like this I feel very close to the 

sublime. On the way back I look at the mammoth 

mountains rearing up, snowcapped, all around. 

Their tops are wreathed in clouds. I think of 

Shelley’s beautiful little poem ‘Love’s 

Philosophy’ and the lines: 

 

….Nothing in the world is single 

All things by a law divine 

In one another’s being mingle –  

Why not I with thine? 

 

See the mountains kiss high heaven 

And the waves clasp one another; 

No sister-flower would be forgiven 

If it disdain’d it’s brother…… 

 

We stop to buy honey from a man at the side of 

the road. He’s got his honey boxes lined up by a 

field of rapeseed and he lives in a little tent. A 

hundred metres away the big blue lake runs off to 

the horizon. He’s a Sichuan gypsy. He sells us 

two litres of fine golden honey for 3 Yuan. (75 

cents AUS). Along the side of the road purple and 

gold daisies bow and curtsey.  

 

That night we eat at the parents’ home and all the 

‘rellies’ are there. We arrive to a game of Mah-

Jong and if ever I’ve seen an obsessional, anti-

social game this is it. The Chinese sometimes sit 
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up all night playing it. It involves building 

patterns from blocks, a more complex game of 

dominoes. It’s a gambling game and small sums 

of money exchange hands after each round. I sit 

in the corner feeling like an intruder. It’s the first 

lapse of courtesy on the part of these lovely 

people.  

 

We eat some rare and tasty fish from the Qinghai 

Lake which have been bought on the black-

market by the inimitable ‘Whei Dan’. He advises 

me not to buy bus tickets early but just show up 

and get on the bus and negotiate a price on the 

spot. He says only ‘mugs’ forward book in China. 

The same applies to trains, just turn up with your 

bags and your family and dive through a window 

and take up residence and then haggle with the 

conductress when she appears. She’ll do a deal 

with you because the money will go into her 

pocket. I thank ‘Whei Dan’ for his advice but 

decide not to take it. Fundamentally, I haven’t got 

the courage to live like that.  

 

It doesn’t seem to be possible to be a social 

drinker in China, you’re either in it up to the 

neck, part of the male bonding scene or you beg 

out altogether. Joe is one of the latter who has 

begged out altogether on the grounds of stomach 

problems. The bon-vivants carry the day getting 

noisier and noisier whilst the non-drinkers shrink 

more and more into the background becoming 

mute in the midst of the rising clamour of 

drunken voices. It’s not unlike the pub-culture in 

Australia.  The women work in the kitchen, but I 

can tell that Xiao Yu will have something to say 

to her husband later. She looks displeased. Xiao 

Guo’s face is a bright cherry red and he and Whei 
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Dan play endless games of finger gambling to see 

who gets the next drink. Finger gambling is like 

our game of ‘stone, paper, scissors’.  

 

There’s a crisis in the extended family at the 

moment. The beautiful Ye-Zi, the sixth daughter 

in the family is married to an ineffectual chap 

called Lou. Lou is unemployed and has invested 

all his money on the stock market. Every day he 

goes to the stock market and watches the value of 

his shares dropping. Old father is particularly 

critical and is pressuring him to get a job. Lou 

becomes more antagonistic and stubborn as 

pressure increases.   

 

The next morning Joe and I leave for Wuwei. 

This involves a ten hour bus ride across country 

over a mountain range but first we’ll go down the 

valley of the Yellow river in the direction of 

Lanzhou and then cut to the north west and hit 

the main highway from Lanzhou to Urumqi. 

Then I’ll be on the road that Grandad took in 

1914 when he went on his long march.  

 

*  *  *  *  * 
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Wuwei (Liangzhou) 

                                                     

I’m really looking forward to this as Wuwei is 

where Auntie Dorothy was born on May 13th, 

1922. It’s also the first major stopping place on 

Grandad’s ‘long march’ from Lanzhou to 

Urumqi. Here Grandad and Percy Mather and 

Meng, the evangelist, stopped and preached the 

Gospel. I had no idea what Wuwei would be like. 

Yu Da Ge (Big Brother) feels apologetic that he’s 

been to busy to play any part in my life in the few 

days in Xining so he shows up for breakfast and 

drives me in the company VW Santana to the bus 

station. Whilst waiting there ‘Whei Dan’ comes 

in with a plastic bag stuffed full of the forbidden 

fish from Qinghai Lake. I’m told he went a long 

way to get it. I’m overwhelmed by the gesture of 

friendship and pump him by the hand and thank 

him again and again.  

 

Soon we’re moving down the valley of the 

Yellow river and mud brick green houses are all 

along the side of the road.  Two Mongolian 

sisters come to the front of the bus because one 

of them feels bus sick. They have thick black hair 

drawn into a single plait and heavy gold earrings. 

They look like Red Indian squaws. The bus 

manager who sells tickets and keeps order on the 

bus gives up his seat to the sister who is ill. She’s 

as pale as a ghost and hangs her head out the 

window. Soon we’re deep in a river valley and 

way below us is a brawling, dirty stream that 

debouches out of a barren mountain. We pull into 

a nondescript village to change a tire that has a 

puncture. All the men get off and line up at the 

side of the road at intervals of about 5 metres and 

relieve themselves. I decide not to join them. I 
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haven’t assimilated that well yet. I check out my 

fellow passengers. There’s a general sense of 

apathy and hopelessness. One young man with 

his red baseball cap on back to front, downs a 

bottle of warm beer and looks around with an 

expression of primal boredom.  

 

There’s a family threshing wheat across the road. 

They’re tossing up stalks of wheat and the wind 

catches the chaff and blows it away. Everything 

is bone dry. I can’t help wondering when the next 

revolution will come. I can’t see how 1.3 billion 

people, of whom a considerable proportion are 

unemployed and looking around for something to 

do, cannot become restive. Their current leader, 

Jiang Zemin, is a bland figure, a businessman 

from Shanghai who dresses in a suit (tailored in 

Italy) and a silk tie. He completely fails to project 

the charisma of Mao Zedong who, for all his 

immense failings, the Chinese will continue to 

love because of his essential Chineseness. He 

was a peasant. He never wore a tie. He was 

steeped in the culture and history of China, wrote 

poetry, belched loudly and ate fat pork with la-zi. 

He never showed the slightest enthusiasm for 

Americana and fought the Korean war against 

American imperialism and came out of it with his 

dignity intact. The Chinese adore him.  

 

We pass through a coal-mining town, a place of 

poverty-stricken mud houses and a few utterly 

dejected dormitory blocks. We cross the border 

into Gansu province and the loess hills multiply 

all around. We’re nosing our way up into the 

Hexi corridor. The missionaries used to call this 

the Gansu Panhandle. The province of Gansu 

looks like a frying pan with its handle projecting 
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north west towards Xinjiang and Urumqi.  The 

panhandle or corridor is a geographical 

phenomenon. It’s a long fertile strip between a 

hefty mountain range, the Qilian Shan, that has 

permanent snow and glaciers, and the Gobi 

Desert to the north. It is the ancient pathway 

through to the north west. The Great Wall runs 

right up the Hexi corridor and finishes toward the 

end of it at Jiayuguan.  I look around at the 

endless barren earth hills and see them as 

intricate wood carvings where the sculptor has 

taken a round chisel and worked fine furrows into 

the mahogany coloured slopes.  

 

We stop for lunch at a place called Wu Shen Yi 

and I chat to a couple of bearded Muslims in Haji 

caps who want to know who I am and where do I 

come from? I tell them that my grandfather 

walked up this road nearly 90 years ago and that 

I’m following in his footsteps. They register no 

surprise at all. We come into Tian Dru which is 

in the centre of a Tibetan autonomous zone. The 

Tibetan women are wearing bowler hats along 

with their other colourful clothes.  

 

We pass by a range of saw-toothed mountains 

and we’ve climbed high over a pass at An Yuan 

and begin freewheeling down the other side 

towards the Wuwei plain. (When I got back to 

Hanzhong I checked Grandad’s meticulously 

drawn maps of his ‘long march’ and see that he 

too noticed the saw-toothed mountains and 

described them as ‘high jagged peaks’ and named 

them the Ma Ja Shan. He notes the pass An Yuan 

at 9,570 feet and then the descent to Wuwei at 

5000 feet.) The driver puts the bus into neutral 

and literally freewheels down the hills for miles. 
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It’s probably one of the reasons buses have 

frequent accidents in China. They think they’re 

saving petrol.  

 

And then we come to a great barren, gibber plain 

and are flagged down by a man, the bus stops and 

lets him on. Then we pick up a second man 200 

metres further up the road. Then a third man a 

few hundred metres further on. I’m beginning to 

wonder what’s going on. We drive on. One of the 

men is sitting on the engine cowling next to the 

driver. He’s a brash, aggressive man with a 

mobile phone and all the trappings of being a 

‘xiao lao ban,’ a little boss.   

 

Then one of the three men who is sitting towards 

the rear of the bus addresses the whole bus in a 

loud voice. He invites anyone to join him in a 

guessing game and win some money. He shows 

three playing cards and says that one of them is 

the ‘Jack’ card. He showed the cards all round 

and then put them face down and put a 100 Yuan 

note on top of one of the cards. He invites anyone 

to put another 100 Yuan note on top of his and if 

the card underneath is the ‘Jack’ card then the 

person who has put down the money would win 

the 200 Yuan. At this stage no one on the bus has 

jumped to the conclusion that these three men are 

in league. One of the other men takes up the 

challenge and put his 100 Yuan on top of the 

other. It is the ‘Jack’ card and he wins 200 Yuan. 

There are many expressions of wonder and 

amazement.  

 

A young PLA officer falls for the scam and joins 

in the next round. He puts his 100 Yuan down 

and loses it. Then they put a mobile phone down 
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and invite the officer to put his mobile down and 

have the chance of winning two mobiles. He 

loses his mobile. I’m sitting at the front of the bus 

and the next thing I know is that a lot of angry 

shouting and scuffling breaks out.  Then the two 

con men, with the PLA officer between them, 

come lurching and pushing down the aisle to the 

front of the bus. A full-scale brawl erupts, and 

punches are thrown and the men fall all over the 

passengers, women scream and mayhem reigns. 

All this is about a metre away from me and I 

expect to be flattened by a flying body at any 

moment. I weigh up whether or not to jump into 

the middle of it and separate the antagonists.  

 

Sanity prevailed. I notice that the bus driver and 

manager are notably silent and not interfering. 

The bus stops by the side of the road and the 

manager opens the door. The next minute the 

whole struggling, heaving mass falls out the door 

and the brawl reaches a crescendo with some 

spectacular martial arts drop kicks being 

exchanged and a lot of foul cussing. Then the 

men retreat to the rear of the bus and the shouting 

continues for a while and then we see our PLA 

officer running along a track next to a cornfield. 

The driver turns on the engine and drives slowly 

up the road and the officer gets on again. As we 

drove on towards Wuwei the officer told Joe and 

the rest of the bus that he’d got his mobile back 

and all his money. He knew a thing or two about 

martial arts (Kung Fu) and his used his skills to 

great effect. The old manager said that this group 

was well known and boarded buses regularly. He 

and the driver would not interfere because in the 

past interference had led to reprisals. The gang 

would smash all the windows in the bus. I asked 



 

 
45 

 

why they didn’t report it to the Police, and they 

said that the Police wanted nothing to do with it 

as the gang were utterly ruthless and would bash 

up a policeman if necessary. Joe said they are the 

tip of the iceberg, the unemployed of China.  

 

At last we rolled into Wuwei after ten hours on 

the road. The bus ride cost us 40 Yuan and I 

certainly got my money’s worth of high drama.  

 

*  *  *  *  * 
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Wuwei (Church and Travel) 

                              

We book in at the Tian Ma hotel at 118 Y per 

night for a two-bed room. Wuwei is a city of 1 

million people. We discover a great market 

where there are many noodle stalls. The noodles 

are made in front of us and are thick and juicy. In 

the morning we phone the Religious Affairs 

Bureau and ask where the Wuwei Church is? We 

have to do this as nobody seems to know where 

the Church is and there is no phone number 

listed. They ask us to come and see them on the 

7th floor of one of China’s insufferably dreary 

government buildings.  

 

We walk into an office where there are two tired 

clerks, with cigarettes hanging out their mouths, 

reading newspapers. They are wary at first and 

then after a bit of prompting they produce a 

history of religion in Wuwei with two pages 

devoted to the Protestant Church. There is no 

mention of any of our family but some reference 

to activities in 1920/21 which Grandad might 

have been involved in. I sit up and pay attention 

when I hear Joe read the name Kong Bao Lou. 

That’s Paul Contento’s Chinese name. He was in 

Wuwei in the late 1920’s.  

 

One of the clerks pointed out the Church through 

the window and we set off for it. We found a 

familiar, white tiled, Byzantine looking building 

in a side street with glistening chrome doors. We 

hammered on the doors but no response. The 

place was as dead as a dodo. We walked to the 

corner store and stirred up a lot of excitement 

until a man emerged out of the interior of a 

scruffy building and said he would go and check 
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the Church out. He appeared a few minutes later 

and said he’d woken up the caretaker. We walked 

back and found a very sleepy, somewhat vacuous 

individual who claimed to know nothing. He 

didn’t know where the pastor was. He didn’t 

know any history. The helpful man down at the 

corner knew a lot more and gave us Pastor Li’s 

address and the fact that he was only a part-time 

pastor and worked in an architect’s office during 

the week. It seemed that Church was a Sundays-

only event.  

 

We got a taxi and eventually found the architect’s 

office which was a ‘five-star’ dreary building 

with a severely desiccated front garden. Again, 

we met a tired, chain-smoking assortment of 

jaded human beings who told us Pastor Li was 

away at a meeting of the Communist Party. They 

were appointing a new Mayor. There were no 

contact numbers. No, there was no way we could 

get in touch with Pastor Li. Forget it.  All this was 

in marked contrast to the Xining Church and the 

energy surrounding the lovely Pastor Tong Ping 

An.  

 

One thing that was made very clear to us by the 

local bus station was that any further travel by 

bus in Gansu by me would require special 

insurance. I would have to go to the People’s 

Insurance Company of China branch office and 

get this insurance. We went to the insurance 

office and had a very trying time with Mr. Zhou 

Li Min. After sitting and waiting for Mr. Zhou 

for about half an hour he paced in without 

looking in my direction and sat down at his desk 

and began addressing his assistant on the subject 

of foreign travel insurance. I was feeling very 
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fragile at that moment as I did not see the point 

of this travel insurance having not experienced it 

anywhere else in China. Also, Lonely Planet had 

written a short essay on the subject warning the 

traveller that basically it was a racket but an 

unavoidable racket. Their advice was pay up and 

don’t argue.  

 

Mr. Zhou’s calculated indifference to us enraged 

me. I was, after all, his customer. All of a sudden, 

I lost my cool completely and spoke to Mr. Zhou 

in very blunt Chinese. I said, “Mr. Zhou, I am 

sitting here, not over there. You have not even 

deigned to glance at me and yet I am here to do 

business with you. We have waited some time to 

meet you and yet you have not bothered to even 

introduce yourself….” at this point my Chinese 

lost its balance and fell into a morass of linguistic 

confusion. Joe came to the rescue and explained 

my anger. Mr. Zhou looked very pale and said 

that he was merely explaining to his assistant 

what to do. He then went on to say that he knew 

nothing about this bus insurance. I reacted with 

astonishment and asked him to put what he had 

just said in writing and sign it and I would take it 

to the bus station manager and, furthermore, it 

was my intention to write to the China Daily 

newspaper and point out this scam in Gansu 

province and that I would like to quote him. May 

I? At this he paled more than ever and began to 

wave his hands and remonstrate that he knew 

nothing but could sell me insurance if that’s what 

I was after. I told him that I was not after it at all 

but had been informed it was compulsory and 

was an arrangement between the People’s 

Insurance Company and the united bus services 

of Gansu. I asked him if he was denying that as I 
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would like to quote him. There was a lot of 

obfuscation after that. I then asked him if he 

would phone the bus company and tell them that 

he knew nothing. I left with a 10 Yuan certificate 

of insurance that had a validity of ten days and a 

very shaken Mr. Zhou. I promised him I’d send 

him a copy of the newspaper report.  
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On the road to Zhangye, August 2nd 

 

I’m up at the front of the bus again in the best 

position I can get to see the countryside unfolding 

ahead. I’m trying to see it the way Grandad saw 

it. The sun’s up and it’s getting hot and all around 

the corn is as high as an elephant’s eye and away 

across the plain I can see the great rusty red 

mountains, chiselled and adzed with the seaming 

and scoring of erosion. And then we move on 

from the cultivated fields into more gibber plains, 

a null-arbour. We pass through the Sha Cheng 

area where hay bailers move up and down the 

road and trucks pass by loaded down with golden 

hay.  

 

The road’s being built here and there’s still a lot 

of workers with picks and shovels amongst the 

odd steam roller and bulldozer. Then we’re on 

the finished product, a brilliant stretch of road, 

four lanes and right up to international standards. 

We lift our speed to 90 k’s per hour. We pass a 

straggle of young PLA soldiers with packs on 

their backs going on a bivouac.  

 

The Great Wall is close here. It’s nothing like the 

elegant wall that snakes its way through the 

mountains near Beijing. Here it’s just a mud wall, 

adobe. It has no battlements. It’s broken in places 

to let the shepherds through with their flocks. It’s 

worn down now with the weathering of the ages. 

We come to Chang Cheng Kou (Opening in the 

Great Wall) village and here the wall crosses the 

road and there’s a fort. The wall is bigger here 

and well preserved. We’re in Shan Dian county. 
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(A close scrutiny of Grandad’s 1914 map No 2 

shows that he meticulously noted down every 

village he passed through. I do the same and find 

that many of the small villages Grandad noted 

are gone now but the main ones are still there, 

and the names are the same. On the Wuwei to 

Zhangye (Ganzhou) run Grandad noted down 19 

small villages enroute. I note down 9 villages. 

Allowing for the fact that I may have missed some 

it is still true that many villages from 1914 have 

vanished into the Gobi dust.) 

 

The driver puts on a tape of an immensely 

popular Chinese pop star with a voice like Johnny 

Ray’s. Johnny Ray was a short-lived 

phenomenon in the early 50’s when I first arrived 

in Australia. His big hit was ‘Cry’. Johnny Ray 

literally wept his way through this mournful 

ballad. I listen as the Chinese star sings: ‘Wou ai 

ni wou de jia’ (I love you my home.) The song is 

attenuated and pathetic. The singer sings: ‘Wou 

aaaaaaaaaaiiiiiii ni wou de jiiiiiiiaaaaaaaa….’ 

The bus falls into a state of reverent silence.  

 

I gaze out the window at the great open spaces 

running off to the horizon and imagine a horde of 

Mongolian horsemen whipping their ponies 

across these arid flatlands towards the mud wall. 

The Great Wall not only marked a political 

boundary but a geographical one as well. It’s 

amazing how beyond the wall it’s desert country 

but inside the wall are fields of corn and barley.  

 

We come to another tollgate and pay our dues for 

the new stretch of highway we’ve just travelled 

on. We’re in the outskirts of Zhangye now and 

there are grapes growing and sunflowers and 
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millet. Little do we know what Zhangye has in 

store for us.  
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Zhangye (Ganzhou) 

 

                   The bus ride from Wuwei to Zhangye 

has cost us each 36 Y, about $9 (AUS). We pull 

into the West Gate bus station. I suggest to Joe 

that we stay a night here and buy our tickets now 

for the bus tomorrow morning to take us to 

Jiayuguan. Joe goes to the ticket window and is 

told that the bus to Jiayuguan will cost 45 Y for 

him but 90 Y for me. Joe reports back to me with 

this information. We return to the ticket window 

and ask why double the price for foreigners? ‘It’s 

our policy’ the woman says. ‘May we see the 

manager, please’ I say. We are introduced to 

another official looking woman who tells us that 

she is the assistant manager and that the manager 

is out to lunch. ‘Why do you charge double for 

foreigners?’ we ask. ‘Because foreign lives are 

more valuable than Chinese lives’ she says. This 

provokes an outburst of anger from Joe, ‘What 

do you mean?’ he asks. She repeats herself. We 

decide to take the matter further.  

 

We find ourselves a bedroom in the Ganzhou 

Hotel and discuss what we’ll do. We decide to 

have some lunch and then go and find the 

Church. After that we’ll go and look for 

somebody official in the local government and 

lodge our complaint. Interestingly, Joe feels 

more deeply about it than I do. He feels the insult 

to the Chinese people keenly. I feel it’s a stupid 

answer that is demeaning to both of us. We 

wander down the street and find a really good 

restaurant where I have a bowl of soup crammed 

with delicious wontons and a leg of savoury 

chicken. Then we take a three-wheeler motor 

bike taxi to the Zhangye Protestant Church.  
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(In the March, 1906 edition of China’s Millions 

there is a long article made up of extracts from 

George Hunter’s diary about his preaching 

journey up through the Hexi corridor to Anxi 

during the Spring and Summer of 1905. He has 

been dispatched there by his superintendent, 

George Andrew. He writes about Zhangye 

(Ganzhou) in the following terms: ‘The city of 

Ganzhou Fu is a large centre having a 

population of about 30,000. Marco Polo stayed 

in this city with his father and uncle for one whole 

year during the latter part of the 13th century…. 

the present Ganzhou Fu was built about 1000 

years ago. Owing to the fact that the site of the 

modern city is a marsh, the falling-in of houses is 

a frequent occurrence. The Ganzhou of Marco 

Polo’s day was built on a sandy waste some 15 li 

east of the present city…. I first visited this city 

seven years ago in April, 1898.”) 

 

The Zhangye Church is in a run-down, seedy part 

of town and it looks run-down too in keeping 

with its surroundings. The door is wide open, and 

we call out ‘You ren ma?’ – Is there anybody in? 

A broadly smiling man with silvery hair comes 

out of an inner room and greet us with great 

warmth pulling us in to his tiny bed-sit and 

offering us a bowl of noodles. He is Li Fu Lai, 

the gatekeeper. After finding out who we are and 

where we come from and whether or not Joe is a 

Christian he tells us that the church has no pastor 

at the present time but is under the protem 

leadership of Sister Zhou Jie En. He calls her on 

the phone and shortly she arrives.  

 

Again, I preface my comments on Sister Zhou by 
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saying how intensely moved I have been in 

various churches of China to meet living saints, 

people of enormous personal grace, - Sister Zhou 

is such a person. Zhou Jie En is 72 years old and 

racked with chronic bronchitis. She would talk 

for a few minutes and then fall into an almost 

uncontrollable coughing. After introductions and 

some explanation of our family background and 

connections with the Christian church in Gansu 

province I asked Sister Zhou had she heard of a 

Dr Gao? Grandad has much to say about Dr Gao 

who apparently was the chief motivator of the 

Church in Zhangye, staying there for many years 

during the 1920’s and 30’s and consistently 

applying himself to the building of the church. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Sister Zhou, ‘Dr Gao is well 

known and greatly respected in the whole county 

of Zhangye. We date our church from 1925 and 

regard Dr Gao as our founder.’ She then went on 

to tell us that Dr Gao ran a hospital in the city.  

 

During the civil war after the 2nd World War a 

company of Red Army soldiers came through 

Zhangye. They had been badly wounded in battle 

and Dr Gao took them in to his hospital and 

tended to their wounds. Subsequently the 

Guomindang (Nationalist Army) came through 

and shot him as a traitor.  Later the Chinese 

Communist Party elevated him to heroic status.  

 

The present situation with the church is that their 

long-standing pastor, Wang Ze Sheng, died in 

1996. He had been tortured during the Cultural 

revolution. He was followed by Pastor Shi Fu 

Ming who died last year of a blood clot in the 

brain. Since then they have not been able to find 

a leader and the Religious Affairs Bureau has 
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restricted them to finding a leader within the 

county. There is no one to lead the church in the 

county. There are 2000 Christians in the Zhangye 

county of whom 500 are in the city and attend the 

church. It’s possible the church will lose its 

present position to a major road that will be put 

through in a short while. Sister Zhou is the only 

person able to lead the church at present and 

she’s sick. She said that the RAB is not pleased 

with them and is exceedingly unhelpful. I left the 

church feeling how precarious it all is.  

 

Zhangye seems to be holding on by a 

fingernail…a good gust of wind would blow the 

whole thing away and yet I know I underestimate 

Sister Zhou who will fight for that little church 

until she goes down herself. And I reckon they’ll 

have to carry Li Fu Lai out of the church the day 

they put the road through, if they ever do.  

 

We left the church and took a taxi to the offices 

of the city government where we found an 

ombudsman in residence. We told Mr. Liu the 

bizarre story of the West Gate bus station and its 

little scam to extract double the money from 

foreign travellers. When we stated the reason 

they gave us – ‘that foreign lives are more 

valuable than Chinese lives’, Mr. Liu visibly 

paled and asked us to repeat the story. His office 

staff all sat on the edges of their chairs following 

every word. ‘Yes’ said Joe, ‘they said that foreign 

lives are more valuable than Chinese lives! This 

is an insult to the Chinese people.’ ‘It’s also an 

insult to the intelligence of foreign travellers who 

come here in a spirit of good will to share with 

the Chinese on an equal level,’ I said.  
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Liu immediately got on the phone and for the 

next half hour he repeated the story again and 

again to a variety of listeners. Then he asked us 

to take him to the bus station and point out the 

offending clerks. So off we went and filed back 

into the bus station to the consternation of a bevy 

of clerks behind the ticket windows. The two 

women who had spoken to us came out with a 

short, thickset man with a ‘ba-zi hu’ (A 

moustache. The character ‘ba’ meaning 8, looks 

like a drooping moustache) who announced 

himself as the manager. He welcomed me in 

English and invited us all back into his office.  

 

Mr. Liu declined the invitation and urged Joe and 

me to leave immediately. We got back into the 

taxi and went to the county offices where we 

were introduced to the number 1 major- domo, 

Mr. Gao. Mr. Gao is the local Minister for 

Transport. Gao was efficient and personable. He 

asked us to tell our story and so we went through 

it again. His face became very grave at the insult 

to the Chinese. He could also see that it was 

actually a very dumb remark. He then apologized 

for the trouble we had encountered and said that 

he would like us to travel to Jiayuguan tomorrow 

morning free of charge. Secondly, he would like 

to invite us to a banquet that evening where the 

manager of the bus station and his two assistants 

would be present, and the manager would 

formally apologize to us.  

 

We accepted both the offers and within minutes 

we found ourselves whisked off in a government 

Mitsubishi to the local restaurant. A very 

sheepish bus station manager appeared a few 

minutes later with his two assistants. As soon as 
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I saw him, I knew that he was the problem. This 

man is a hustler, I thought to myself. He’s 

making a bit on the side for himself and he’s been 

sprung and he’s going to work hard now to get 

himself off the hook. His name was also Liu. He 

was put next to me, which was very embarrassing 

for a few minutes until I asked him what was the 

real reason he charged double for foreigners. He 

told me that it was all a big misunderstanding. 

The double charge was to dissuade foreigners 

from travelling by bus. The Gansu roads were 

poor (which I denied) and the bus drivers were 

inexperienced, and he really was quite concerned 

about foreigners being injured or killed in bus 

accidents. Please understand that he really had 

had our best interests at heart all the time.  

 

I then produced my insurance papers from 

Wuwei and asked him what was the value of this 

insurance? He said he knew nothing about this 

insurance. He’d never seen anything like my 

insurance papers before. They were a complete 

novelty for him. I told him that if he didn’t want 

foreigners to travel by bus, he should be direct 

with them and tell them so and advise train travel. 

However, there was a credibility gap a mile wide 

hovering between me and Mr. Liu and we both 

tacitly agreed to leave it there. The next morning, 

we were out at the bus station early and were 

given a fond farewell by the assistant manager. 

Mr. Liu did not appear.  

 

Zhangye has a population of 1.3 million. The Nan 

Shan range rears up behind the city with its 

permanent snow. Zhangye also has a fine looking 

Teachers’ College. I must say that I was 

impressed with the access to government 
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processes that we had in Zhangye and the quick 

action that was launched on our behalf. This was 

entirely due to the tireless efforts of the 

ombudsman, Mr. Liu.  
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Jiu Chuan (Suzhou) and Jiayuguan 

 

 

The distance between Zhangye and Jiu Chuan is 

about 260 kilometres. In 1905 George Hunter 

identified and wrote down the names of eleven 

villages or towns between these two cities. In 

1914 Grandad’s map shows that at a large town 

called Kao Tai Shan (probably known as Lin Ze 

today) the road branches off into two different 

routes, a northern and a southern, both leading to 

Jiu Chuan.  Both Grandad and George Hunter 

walked the northern route and Grandad identified 

and named 14 villages/towns. I identify and name 

21 villages/towns on the same route. Obviously 

there has been a lot of development between 

these two cities in the last fifty years as the Han 

Chinese have been encouraged to leave their poor 

lives in parts of Eastern China and make the 

desert flower. They must have been given 

considerable inducements to get them here.  

 

I can only connect five of my place names with 

Grandad’s and George Hunter’s. Some places 

have been chosen for development and others 

have been buried under the shifting sands. As we 

drive out of Zhangye there is evidence of the 

desertification of the area. The big dunes have 

moved and are now sown down with a scrappy 

shrub that looks very like the Mallee scrub of 

NW Victoria. We pass through Xia Jin Ze (Sand 

Well) and Xiao He (Small River) both identified 

by Grandad and George Hunter. I reflect on the 

odd fact that when Arthur Moore walked through 

here he did not know that in the future his eldest 

son would marry an Australian and that one of 

his grandchildren from Australia would 
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scrutinize this country closely 90 years later and 

see so much that is reminiscent of Australia all 

around. For Arthur Moore, the lad from the 

Wirrall, this landscape was astonishingly novel.  

 

We pass through an area with thick copses of 

fruit trees growing jujubes, I think. Joe calls them 

dates but they are not date palms, but very 

orthodox looking trees and the fruit is a very 

bright pinky-orange. It’s dried and appears in the 

markets with a wrinkled skin. It’s put into soup.   

 

I see a camel tied up to a tree. It’s the first camel 

I’ve seen. There used to be camels in Hanzhong 

in the 1940’s but now they have been pushed 

back into far NW China and replaced by the blue 

truck. Everywhere there are the blue trucks 

belching their foul smoke into the clear air. They 

seem to be highly dispensable. If a blue truck 

runs off the road and turns upside down, leave it 

there. We pass a truckload of sheep that has hit 

the curb and slewed off the road and rolled onto 

its side. There are dead sheep everywhere. The 

driver and his mate are viewing the disaster from 

a squatting position at the side of the road 

through a cloud of cigarette smoke.  

 

We’re way out in the desert now, it’s a gravel and 

sand desert with the road running as straight as a 

die to the far horizon. A long line of telephone 

posts loops its way across country at an angle to 

the road. We could well be in the Nullarbor. We 

pass through oasis after oasis. They are bright 

green ink spots on the surface of the desert. The 

bus bounces along the road, which has warped 

with the extremes of temperature. We pass 

another bus with a load of sheep on the roof rack 
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held together in an elastic net.  

 

On the outskirts of old Suzhou, we see somebody 

selling Hami melons with bright yellow skins. 

Hami is a long way further on towards the north 

west. We cross a wide river flat with a substantial 

brawling river flowing down the centre then 

we’re in the main street of Suzhou (Jiu Chuan). 

A formation of young men comes marching 

down the side of the road. We are told that they 

are prisoners off on a work detail somewhere. 

Mildred Cable speaks of this far corner of China 

being a place of exile, it seems it still is. They are 

strapping young men, strongly built and 

swinging jauntily along. We pass through 

Suzhou and continue on to Jiayuguan. 
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Jiayuguan 

 

 

There was no city of Jiayuguan in 1914, only the 

ancient Ming dynasty fortress guarding the end 

of the Great Wall. Now there is a city which has 

been entirely built in the last 20 years. It’s about 

10 k’s further on from Suzhou and looms up in 

the desert like some surreal, oriental Las Vegas. 

We roll into the main street. It’s a broad 

thoroughfare with bicycle paths on either side 

separated from the main road by garden beds. At 

the central crossroads of the city is an enormous 

abstract glistening chrome and steel sculpture 

that makes a statement of power.  

 

The city has been built from the profits of an iron 

and steel industry. When Grandad walked here in 

1914, he walked across a vast field of iron ore. 

There are four massive smelters in the area now 

all pumping out pollution into the air. There are 

also two mountainous pyramids of iron ore on the 

plain. This is a German joint venture and the 

quality of the steel is world class. There is a 

notice at the beginning of the main street saying 

‘Jiayuguan – Top Tourist City’, the sign is 

erected by the China National Tourist 

Administration. We book in at the Yingbin Hotel 

and then go around to the market and find a man 

selling roast lamb. We sit down and enjoy a meal 

of flat bread and roast lamb.  

 

The people stare and just to make conversation I 

ask Joe about the ethics of staring in China. I 

have often told Joe that there are days I simply 

can’t take it and am happy to stay indoors all day 

just so as not to be stared at. It’s difficult for Joe 
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to appreciate what I’m saying as staring is a way 

of life in China. He tells me there is an expression 

‘hui to lu’ which refers to a scale of staring, if 

your ‘hui to lu’ rating is very high then you may 

consider yourself highly desirable, glamorous, 

chic and up-to-the-moment. If you don’t cause 

heads to turn in the street, then you may as well 

consider yourself a failure.  

 

Later in the hotel I have a hard stare at the room 

we are living in and realize how much the Han 

culture depends upon appearances. The outside 

and foyer of the Yingbin is all very shiny and 

spacious with pot plants and discreet attendants 

but when you get into your room you see things 

as they really are. The carpet is grubby and spotty 

with cigarette burns, the damp from the bathroom 

has come though and stained one wall and great 

swaths of wallpaper hang loose. Romantic dance 

music blares out from a PA system assaulting the 

public ear. The favourite is ‘Somewhere over the 

Rainbow, I’ll find you…’. The noise of car horns 

never lets up and the sounds of building are 

everywhere. Power tools shatter the calm. I look 

out the window and a busload of Han Chinese 

unloads in the courtyard down below. They jostle 

and push and clutch their mobiles, the men shout 

and the women shriek.  

 

The next morning, we hire a taxi driver to take us 

to the fortress, - Jiayuguan Chenglou. This is the 

place that caught the attention of a number of 

itinerant missionaries from George Hunter in 

1905 to Grandad in 1914 and Mildred Cable and 

Francesca French in the 1920’s. George Hunter 

is typically laconic and speaks only of pasting up 

a proclamation on the gates of the fortress 
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entitled ‘The Plan of Redemption’. Grandad is 

impressed by the Gate of Sighs. Mildred Cable 

says ‘Every traveller toward the north west 

passed through this gate, and it opened out on to 

that great and always mysterious waste called the 

Desert of Gobi.’ Grandad notes the stone pile on 

to which every traveller is invited to throw 

another stone to invite luck.  

 

Our taxi driver is a Mongolian with a double-

barreled family name – Hu Yan. We pay him 90 

Yuan for the day, and he takes us to a place called 

Xuanbi Chang Cheng which is a piece of 

reconstructed Great Wall running up a steep 

slope of the Hei Shan (the Black Mountains).  

 

On the way we pass through what looks like an 

Israeli kibbutzim. It’s a village of single level, 

mud brick, courtyard houses with flourishing 

flower and vegetable gardens in front lining the 

edge of the street, a profusion of dahlias, zinnias, 

hollyhocks and foxgloves and corn and 

sunflowers nodding in the breeze. These are 

Manchu settlers transplanted from NE China to 

make the desert bloom.  

 

The great Gobi Desert circles all around. Once 

out of the village we could be in an area that has 

been hit by a nuclear bomb, a moonscape, not a 

living plant to be seen. We climb up a steep side 

of the Black Mountains and get a view of the 

huge pyramids of iron ore in the distance. It’s like 

Port Pirie or Whyalla in South Australia. And 

now I see the Black Gobi stretching away to the 

horizon. It’s a giant gravel quarry. Mildred Cable 

quotes from a geography textbook:  
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‘The word Gobi is not the proper name of a 

geographical area, but a common expression 

used by Mongols to designate a definite order of 

geographical features. These are wide, shallow 

basins of which the smooth rocky bottom is filled 

with sand, pebbles or, more often, with 

gravel….’.  

 

Down at the bottom of the hill I buy a couple of 

Gobi stones from an old man with a table full of 

colourful stones. One is a black stone with yellow 

striations on it and what looks like a small map 

of Australia outlined in black on the top. I point 

this out to the old man who gives me a gap-

toothed grin. The other is a deep red ochre with 

dark sinews.  

 

Our driver takes us on to the fort. The crowds are 

here, mostly Asian tourists but a good sprinkling 

of European and American faces. We walk a long 

way through flower gardens before we get to the 

fort. I look carefully at the main gate and check 

it closely against an old photograph of the Gate 

of Sighs. The ticket clerk comes over and looks 

over my shoulder. He thinks it is the same and 

begs for a copy of the photo. The story gets 

around fast, - this man’s grandfather was here in 

1914 and took some photos! But others don’t 

think it’s the same gate. Someone in authority 

says the Gate of Sighs has gone and I’m inclined 

to believe him.  

 

This Ming dynasty fort has been done up and I’m 

sure it’s nothing like what Grandad saw. You can 

play little games here if you wish, you can be a 

Mongol archer and pretend that you’re one of 

Genghis Khan’s hordes and shoot arrows at 
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figures dressed in Ming dynasty armour. We pace 

around the walls of this fortress and bump into 

wealthy Shanghainese and Hongkong 

businessmen. It’s all gone. It’s just a showpiece 

now. We do see at one point the Great Wall 

snaking its way across the desert and finishing 

hard up against the wall of the fortress. It’s all 

tidied up now. A three-star hotel is being finished 

off just outside the fortress amongst the flower 

gardens. We leave feeling disappointed, the spirit 

of the place has fled with the renovators and the 

China National Tourist Administration. This is 

the new face of China, the post-Cultural 

revolution China.  

 

The driver takes us on to the last fragment of the 

Great Wall which stretches beyond Jiayuguan. 

We follow it across the desert, a long, lonely rib 

of earth running across the landscape. It stops 

suddenly and dramatically at the Bei Da river. 

The river is in a deep chasm. The Great Wall 

comes to the very edge of the chasm.  

 

I chat-up a group of Sichuanese tax collectors 

who are having a few days off. It’s a dan-hui 

(work unit) picnic. At twilight we go to the 

market and sit down on a plastic chair at a plastic 

table with a warm brick wall behind us and eat 

marinated chickens’ legs and soft spring onion 

bread, sip a light ale and watch the passing 

parade. I decide to do a bit of staring and increase 

the staring register of some of the passers-by.  

 

The sky is pure Aussie blue with high cirrus 

clouds. As it darkens the little naked light globes 

go on over the stalls. I see that the electric wiring 

system is a chaotic doodling between the posts. 
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Two men finger gamble at the next table. A Hui 

couple prepare skewers of lamb for the barbecue. 

The full moon comes up like ‘a ghostly galleon 

tossed upon…the clouds’. In my mind’s eye I see 

a tiny caravan of two donkey carts and two men 

in pith helmets and puttees, a pig-tailed Chinese 

man in a loose gown and two carters urging their 

donkeys along…somewhere out in the 

mysterious Gobi.  

 

I dream that night that Peter Reith started a 

school and invited me to be the Headmaster. He 

wanted the school logo to be an ice-cream in a 

cone. I remonstrate with him and suggest that a 

stone or rock might be more fitting. I suggest our 

school song should be ‘Rock of Ages cleft for 

me.’ 
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Anxi, Dunhuang, Aurel Stein, August 5  

 

We get up early and go down to the bus station. 

We’ve got 40 minutes to wait so we have 

breakfast in a small café opposite. I eat some xi-

fan and a couple of bao-zi and go out on the street 

again. We walk in the direction of the bus station 

when I step on a manhole cover which flips up 

and my left leg disappears into the bowels of the 

earth.  With the help of Joe and a friendly lady I 

am pulled out of the hole and am able, to my 

surprise, to continue walking to the bus station. 

I’m furious and I’m thinking to myself that this 

trip is becoming more than I bargained for. I am 

beginning to appreciate the sheer distance of it 

and what it must have meant to Grandad. He was 

36 years old at the time and probably very fit. He 

writes of an accident that he had where he 

scraped his shin and ankle and his leg swelled up 

and appeared to be poisoned. I get on the bus and 

after a while the tendon in my right knee began 

hurt very badly. I couldn’t bend my knee. So I sat 

there with my leg stretched out and wondering 

how long it would take to heal up. I began to 

think the worst. I know that at Dunhuang there is 

an airport with planes flying to Xian. Maybe I’d 

have to scrap the trip at that point and go home. 

But I don’t want to do that, I really want to see it 

out and complete the journey that Grandad took.  

 

All of a sudden an Aussie voice calls out to me 

from across the aisle ‘Hi, are you Australian?’ I 

look around and see a Chinese girl talking pure 

Australian to me. I say, ‘Yes, I’m Australian, 

where are you from? She says ‘I’m from 

Melbourne’. I say, ‘So am I, which part of 

Melbourne are you from?’ She says, ‘I live in 
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Mont Albert, which part are you from?’ ‘I live in 

Kew’ I say. ‘Oh’, she says ‘I went to MLC’. ‘Oh’, 

I say ‘I used to be the Headmaster of Preshil.’ 

‘Oh, that’s a great school’ she said. She told me 

that her name is Melissa Wang and that she is 

born and bred an Australian of a father and 

mother who fled mainland China in 1949 and 

settled in Taiwan. Her father was 16 years old at 

the time and later the whole family migrated to 

Australia where he was educated and graduated 

from Melbourne University as a doctor.  She is 

presently studying Chinese at Melbourne 

University. The Chinese on the bus were all 

doing some hard staring at that point raising 

Melissa’s ‘hui to lu’ to a high reading. They 

couldn’t believe what they were seeing, a 

Chinese face with Western manners and speech. 

She’s travelling with a group of young Japanese.  

 

The snowcapped mountains are very clear this 

morning rearing up behind the front line of bare, 

scalloped hills. To the north are the Black 

Mountains (Bei Da Shan) which are just heavily 

scored black rock. We pass a small settlement 

surrounding an oil rig and then an electric power 

station where there are about 60 wind generators, 

great propellers whirling in the desert. We’re in 

the Gobi Desert (proper) now and this bus is 

slow. It’s picking up people on the way who drag 

sacks of produce inside. It’s a heavy, low-geared 

bus and it vibrates, making my nose tickle.  

 

At about 3.00pm we roll into Anxi. This is where 

Grandad met Sir Aurel Stein and dined with him 

in his tent on carrot soup, fried potatoes, meat 

balls, custard pudding, stewed apricots and 

currant buns washed down with soda water.  
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Anxi has been bypassed 

now in the forward 

movement of history. It 

was once the stopping 

place before leaving 

Gansu for Xinjiang 

(Chinese Turkestan). 

Now the bus only waits 

here for five minutes 

and then presses on to 

Dunhuang. In 1914 Sir 

Mark Aurel Stein was in 

Anxi which was his 

base camp for exploring 

the Mogao Caves. Aurel 

Stein is credited with 

being the first foreigner 

to recognize the 

significance of the 

Buddhist art treasures in 

the Mogao Caves. The 

Chinese regard him now 

as a common grave 

robber but a fairer 

estimate of him would 

be that he rescued some 

priceless religious 

artefacts from a future 

of neglect by dispatching them to the British 

Museum.  No doubt the Chinese will get them 

back in due course. 

 SirAurel Stein 

 

Sir Aurel Stein was a 

Hungarian – British 

archaeologist who 

discovered the Cave of 

the Thousand Buddhas 

near Dunhuang in the 

northern tip of Gansu 

province.  
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We pull into Dunhuang at about 5 o’clock and I 

feel as if we have left Han China and entered 

some other exotic place with a whiff of the 

Middle East about it. I get out of the bus and find 

that I cannot stand on my right leg. I stumble 

along the road in the footsteps of grandfather. 

We get a twin room for 80 Yuan in the Friendship 

Hotel.  I go to bed early and take some pain relief 

tablets, which I had slipped into my bag before 

leaving without really thinking why. They do the 

trick; I sleep heavily and painlessly and dream.  

 

Next morning, we take a bus to the Mogao Caves. 

Melissa and her Japanese friends are also on 

board. The Mogao Caves are artificial and have 

been dug out of the soft soil of a long cliff face. 

They date back to about the 8th century AD when 

Buddhism was at its height during the Tang 

dynasty. The caves are painted in vivid designs 

of great beauty and we were shown the small 

room which Aurel Stein found stacked up with 

decorated sutras (illuminated manuscripts).  

 

In the shop I saw a book in Chinese about Aurel 

Stein with a picture of him standing outside his 

Dunhuang Caves 
Wall painting in 

a cave 
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tent, circa 1914. It’s just as you might imagine, a 

ridge pole tent with camp bed and folding desk 

and a man with a moustache and pith helmet and 

puttees. I wonder if Aurel Stein told Grandad 

what he had found and where it was, or whether 

at that stage he hadn’t found anything yet? I 

didn’t take any pain killers during the day and my 

knee was very painful. I had the oddest feeling of 

sharing in Grandad’s pain from 90 years before.  
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Hami - Tuesday, 7th August 

 

The Hami bus is the worst bus we have been on 

for the whole trip. It’s a rotten old bus that is 

falling to pieces, the seats are scruffy, some of the 

backs are broken and we’re looking forward to 9 

hours travel in temperatures that will be well over 

40 degrees by 12 o’clock. I stretch my leg out and 

say to myself - pull yourself together, this is it, 

remember it took Grandad three months to do 

what you’re doing in 10 days – as I sit waiting for 

the bus to go I see the sleeper bus from Zhangye 

pull in and a lot of very tired people get off. 

There’s a group of about seven men standing 

around the steps as the people get off. They 

appear to be aimless, unmotivated gawkers. For 

some reason or other today I am feeling less 

tolerant about the Han Chinese habit of standing 

around and gawking.  

 

We drive out of Dunhuang past miles of peanut 

fields and then into the Black Gobi. It’s a contrast 

to the red heart of Australia. I think of a bus trip 

I took in 1984 to Alice Springs and Uluru with 40 

adolescents all bent on having a good time. 

Somewhere in the great red flatness out of 

Coober Pedy we stopped and walked around a bit 

and then saw growing out of the sand the 

astonishing hedonism of the Sturt’s Pea flower. 

The Gobi Desert is not as beautiful but inspires 

dread and awe.  

 

My eyes are constantly drawn to the changing 

mountain-scapes that are sometimes bare tan 

earth and other times black polished rock and 

now red rock. We cross the border at Xing Xing 

Jia into Xinjiang Autonomous Region, formerly 
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known as Chinese Turkestan.  A group of Han 

Chinese cyclists go by with red flags fluttering. 

We pass through a number of Uighur villages 

with mosques and then endless black gravel  

 

426 kilometres goes by and we drive into Hami. 

There is no one to be seen on the streets, it’s too 

hot. We book in at a hotel and I go across to the 

hotel restaurant for a meal. It’s a dark, cavernous 

restaurant with only two other people in it apart 

from myself. They are Uighur and for the first 

time I hear the strange clipped speech of Turkish 

origin. Interestingly, they do not stare at me; as 

one Uighur said to me in Dunhuang – ‘Wou shi 

weiguoren!’ ‘I’m also an outsider’. These men 

are heavily built with broad, handsome Mongol 

faces. There are five Uighur waitresses standing 

at intervals around the restaurant. They are dark 

browed beauties. I enjoy a large bowl of thick 

noodles with lamb and vegetables.  

 

It’s here in Hami that George Hunter met 

Grandad, Percy Mather and Meng. He’d walked 

from Urumqi to welcome them. A walk of about 

600 kilometres. Back in the hotel room Joe and I 

eat a delicious Hami melon, rosy and sweet. 

Hami is an amazing place, broad, clean streets 

and all the appearance of wealth and the 

movement of money. The oil and mineral 

industries are transforming these desert cities. A 

new era has dawned.  
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Wed Aug 8 The road to Tulufan (Turpan)  

 

As we get on the bus Joe mutters in my ear that I 

should avoid if possible sitting next to a Uighur 

as they have very bad body odour. I dig Joe in the 

ribs and put it to him that he has just made a racist 

comment. I think of what Chinese have said to 

me at times about how Westerners all reek of 

dairy foods, and my own private thoughts about 

the prevailing stench of China.  

 

Just out of Hami the bus stops to take on board a 

group of middle-aged Christian women. They’re 

all chattering happily and interspersing their 

chatter with ‘Gan Xie Dru’s’ – Praise the Lord! 

Across from me is a short, stocky Uighur couple 

from Tulufan. There are a weather-beaten pair of 

beauties; he’s holding a Hami melon and he’s got 

the haji cap on indicating that he’s made the 

pilgrimage to Mecca.  

 

At 9.15 we’re way out in the desert again under a 

wide blue sky. A big hulking range of mountains 

runs along the horizon. On one peak is a 

fingernail of snow. Sitting in front of me is a 

voluptuous Uighur woman with two little boys. 

She’s got a gold lame blouse on with hundreds of 

little sequins bouncing about. Her thick black 

hair is pulled up into a French roll and tied up 

with black lace. I make friends with one of her 

little boys whose name is ‘Sly’. We’re on a 

straight run now for about 20 kilometres on a 

long ribbon of tar. The Christian women (Han 

Chinese) are offloaded at an isolated oasis. 

They’re furious at being asked 8 Yuan for the 

ride when they expected to pay 6 Yuan.  
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The face of the old Uighur woman from Tulufan 

is etched as deeply as the mahogany hills we’re 

passing though. We’re back in a giant gravel pit 

and the dominant colours are gold and black. It’s 

bedrock country. It changes quite suddenly to 

long sweeping uplands with a rosy glow. We pass 

a group of camels at rest in the middle of this 

great rosy wasteland and then the black gravel 

mountains return, to change almost immediately 

to a deep magenta.  

 

There are shelters built underground with straw 

roofs overlaid with gravel. We pass a one-stop 

shop in the middle of nowhere and I think of 

Cocklebiddy in the Nullarbor in the summer of 

’69. Oil pumps way out on the flat bob up and 

down like great cranes. A little dust eddy works 

its way across the flat expanse. Another saw 

tooth range comes into view with orange and 

fawn colours.  

 

At this point my reverie is rudely interrupted by 

the Uighur mother and her two sons who want to 

get off at an arid little village. The temperature is 

over 40 degrees. All of a sudden, the Uighur 

woman goes troppo and leaps at the bus driver’s 

jugular with hands outreached. She lands on top 

of him in all her sequined glory and beats him 

about the head. One of her little boys tries to drag 

her back and keeps crying out, ‘Mummy! 

Mummy! Don’t!’ The bus driver (a Han Chinese) 

pushed her off and she drew back only to prime 

herself  up and then she delivered the best right 

hook I’ve seen for a long time and king hit the 

unfortunate driver right bang in the middle of his 

bi-zi (nose). I almost shouted for joy and 

applauded. The driver’s nose began to spout 
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blood down his shirt front. I have to say that he 

showed great restraint and did not hit her, which 

was to his great credit. The problem was that the 

woman was asked to pay a fare for her two boys 

and she flatly refused to do so. The driver then 

drove on and would not let her off and it was at 

this point that she went crazy. As the blood 

flowed the driver got out of the bus and phoned 

the police on his mobile. He kept the bus door 

locked. A few minutes later a carload of 

constables turned up and listened to the two sides 

of the story. It seems the woman knew when she 

got on the bus that she would have to pay a fare 

for her two boys. When it came to getting off the 

bus, though, she declared she had no money. The 

bus driver was in a quandary and told her that he 

would have to drive on to the terminal where she 

could resolve the matter with the bus proprietor. 

The terminal is at Tulufan (Turpan) and still a 

long way to go. The woman did not want to do 

this and let the bus driver know how she felt by 

assaulting him. The young cops were completely 

unable to make a decision and asked the driver 

what solution did he have for the problem? This 

only exacerbated the situation. Finally, they 

phoned the lieutenant. A few minutes later he 

drove up. By this time the temperature in the bus 

was about 50 degrees. There was no air 

conditioning. The lieutenant quickly sized up the 

situation and said that the woman and her sons 

should get off the bus and he would deal with the 

matter around at the local police station. It was 

important not to delay the other passengers in the 

heat of the day. Good decision, I thought. The bus 

driver was not pleased and asked the lieutenant 

what compensation would he get for a bloodied 

nose?  
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We still had some distance to go to Tulufan  but 

it’s presence was heralded by curious structures 

along the road that looked like mud brick huts 

with lattice work walls. They are drying huts to 

make sultanas and raisins. We are approaching 

the sultana capital of the world. We descend into 

the Turpan depression. It’s like going down to the 

Dead Sea. On either side of the road are massive 

sculpted rock mountains with caves in them. The 

road flattens out and ahead we can see the outline 

of the city of Tulufan. On arrival at the bus 

station we book into the bus station hotel which 

has an air-conditioned room. We pay well for it 

but it’s worth it.  

 

At 5.00pm Joe and I are sitting down in a Uighur 

market with a plate of barbecued lamb and flat 

bread in front of us. We eat with pleasure and 

wash it down with a late, sweet Tulufan Red. The 

Uighurs are a rough, boisterous lot and the 

market food stalls are jumping with life. Joe tells 

me he’s fearful of the Uighurs and doesn’t trust 

them. I’m not surprised. They’re the traditional 

threat to China. The forbears of these men 

probably drank fermented mare’s milk and rode 

with Attila the Hun.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
80 

 

Thursday, 9th August, A Day in Turpan 

 

Mimetti is a heavily built Uighur. He is a 

professional bus station hustler. He sits in the 

foyer of the hotel all day and when he spots a 

likely candidate for his services he leaps out and 

performs. His act has been well rehearsed. He 

spots me and Joe before we’ve got off the bus and 

is there at the foot of the steps to meet us. He 

takes my bag and asks me where I come from. 

Then he tells me that he speaks German and 

English. I offer him a ‘Guten Dag’ and he looks 

at me sadly as if to say that’s not fair, I didn’t ask 

for an examination. We agree to meet him at 

5.00pm to hear what he can do for us.  

 

I’m looking forward to seeing Tulufan. Apart 

from Grandad’s experience of it where he talks 

specifically of the ancient, half-buried city of 

Gaochang, this place has a reputation for being 

the hottest place in China. It’s living up to it now, 

it’s like a Melbourne heatwave day in February 

when the north winds come bearing the smell of 

bushfires. It’s well over 40 degrees and we’re 

about 500’ below sea level. Turpan is also 

famous for its ‘Karez’ underground irrigation 

system. We turn on the air conditioning in our 

room and relax for a few minutes.  

 

Mimetti has a good programme mapped out for 

us at 300 Y for the day. I suggest 200Y might be 

an appropriate figure. He feigns acute shock and 

says that any old taxi will take me for 200Y, but 

he has an airconditioned Citroen to take us 

around. I walk away and tell him I’m feeling very 

hungry and must go and eat. He shouts 270Y at 

me and I shake my head and say 200Y. He looks 



 

 
81 

 

very pained and says 250Y. I keep walking. He 

says 240 Y, I say 220 Y and as I am about to 

disappear down a hutong (laneway), he says 

‘Alright, alright, see you at 8 o’clock tomorrow 

morning.’ 

 

In the morning we drive off into the great, heated 

pit of the Turpan Depression and, as we approach 

the Fire Mountains, we pass an abandoned 

housing settlement. The driver laughs and says 

that it was designed to accommodate some of the 

displaced people from the soon-to-be-flooded 

Three Gorges dam project in Chongqing. They 

refused to come because they thought that 

Turpan was too hot. On the other side of the road 

is an oil refinery with a giant exhaust flame 

fluttering in the morning air. The sun is not high 

enough yet to strike the Fire Mountains so their 

colours are muted. This is the place that is 

described in the Chinese classic ‘Journey to the 

West’ when the monk Xuan Zang goes on a 

spiritual journey. The Fire Mountains were a 

place of great danger.  

 

We turn down a road that has an arrow pointing 

to the ancient city of Gaochang. We pass the 

wholesale sultana market and see heaps of red, 

green, brown, black and yellow sultanas and the 

merchants in their Haji caps. It’s ‘middle eastern’ 

rather than ‘far eastern’. The people know how to 

beat the heat here. The village is heavily grown 

with trees and the thick, mud-walled houses are 

buried in the copses and small groves.  

 

We come to Gaochang. This ancient city dates 

back to the early Han period when it was a 

staging post on the Silk Road. It became the 
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Uighur capital in the 9th century AD when they 

fled from Kirghis invaders. Grandad refers to it 

in his diary notes.  We pay our fees and walk in 

to an extensive area of worn down mud structures 

and a distant mud wall running around it all. 

Once the pony carts have tinkle-belled into the 

distance we’re left standing in an eerily silent 

place where the ghosts of the past seem to persist. 

The wind blows gently, and we stand under a big 

blue sky with a three quarter moon outlined 

sharply as if drawn with a fine pencil. We walk 

past old forts and climb mud banks and look into 

ancient courtyards. 

 

                                 

Our Han driver is a strongly built man with a 

knife slash on his muscular forearm. I imagine he 

can take care of himself in what is a kind of 

frontier town atmosphere of frequent brawls and 

hard drinking. We go to Grape valley, which is a 

narrow slash in the mountains with a stream 

rippling down the middle and trellis work built 

over the whole valley thickly grown over with 

grape vines. We walked around in a dim green 

world with bunches of muscatel grapes hanging 

The ruins of old Gaochang  
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in front of our faces. There are scores of sultana 

stalls amongst which are some dried mulberries. 

There are little restaurants hidden amongst the 

vines and places to recline on cushions and drink 

a cup of tea or eat a bunch of grapes.  

 

A thousand years ago the Uighur people thought 

of a good way to tap into the permanent snow on 

the surrounding mountains. They built reservoirs 

on the slopes to catch the streams and then from 

the reservoirs they dug tunnels across the plains 

to their homes and fields. The built the tunnels by 

sinking a pit every 50 metres or so and then 

connecting up the pits. The water ran along this 

tunnel by gravity and was thus saved from 

evaporation. In the middle of Turpan we 

inspected a ‘Karez’. I walked along a tunnel well 

lit by the openings every fifty metres and ran my 

hand through the cool water. I walked up a flight 

of mud steps and found myself in the middle of a 

Uighur village. The women came out of the 

courtyards with water jugs and went down into 

the ‘Karez’ and collected their water. Often, they 

stay down there in the cool and exchange village 

gossip. From up in the air the ‘Karez’, as it comes 

off the mountain, looks like a long line of 

molehills running across the plain. It’s a brilliant, 

ingenious method of bringing cool, clear water to 

their homes and vineyards. I have a feeling its 

origins are in Biblical times.  
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The Karez tunnels 

       Down inside the Karez the melted snow 

flows clear and cool 
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Urumqi   Friday, 10th August            

 

We take the local clap-trap bus to Urumqi which 

is a climb of 143 kilometres. We climb out of the 

heavy heat haze of the Turpan depression and 

soon a line of snowcapped mountains emerges 

which is the best I’ve seen in China. They rear up 

in all their gorgeous, pristine splendour. There’s 

nothing quite so wonderful as a cleanly etched 

snowcapped peak against a blue morning sky. 

The freeway that we’re on is busy. We pass a 

semi-trailer loaded with BJ jeeps from the  

Beijing Jeep Company. An entourage of black 

Mitsubishi 4WD’s burns past led by a police 

escort with all safety lights blinking. I feel like 

Christian on the last leg of his journey to the 

Celestial City. 

 

I’m disappointed in Urumqi. It’s just another 

dreary Han Chinese city with a high-rise city 

centre and miles of apartment blocks. It’s not 

what I expected at all. There are more Muslim 

veils in the street than I’ve seen before, but where 

is the fabled desert city of the Old Silk Road? We 

shop around amongst the hotels and eventually 

settle for the Hualian at 180 Yuan per night for a 

twin room.  

 

Joe graduated from the Shaanxi Normal 

University in 1985 and four of his classmates live 

in Urumqi. He hasn’t seen them since then. Hong 

Rong Xia comes around to meet us and is a most 

hospitable lady who acts as our guide. We go to 

the Church. I have George Hunter in my mind all 

the time and I’m trying to fit him into this modern 

Chinese city. The Church is housed in a very tall 

building of about 8 storeys built hard onto the 
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footpath in a quiet street. We arrive by taxi and 

find a long line of curious teenagers sitting in 

front of the building. We meet Pastor Chen Xiao 

Qin, a thin nervous man, 83 years old. He’s been 

the pastor since 1985. He’s a little hard of 

hearing. His father was a Christian and he was 

converted in 1935. He says there are 10,000 

Christians in Urumqi and 3000 come to the main 

Church. There are sixteen Churches in Urumqi. 

He says the present Church was built in 1946 as 

a result of the encouragement of the Governor of 

Xinjiang, Zhang Zhi Zhong, during the 

Guomindang period. Pastor Chen tells me flatly 

that there are no Uighur Christians. This I doubt.  

 

Then to my amazement he tells me that he 

remembers Hu Jing Jie in the early 1940’s when 

he was well into his eighties. I know from his 

description that Hu Jing Jie is George Hunter. I 

inwardly leap at this piece of information. Pastor 

Chen is beyond it now. He needs the help of 

young men and women. He expresses his anxiety 

to me about the Religious Affairs Bureau. Do 

they know I’m here? No, I say, I didn’t tell them. 

He tut tuts at this. On the way down many flights 

of stairs Pastor Chen shows us the Church in 

level 3 and tells us that on level I and 2 the people 

can follow the service on closed circuit TV. Ms. 

Hong tells me privately that she knows God in 

her heart but dare not become a Christian for fear 

of repercussions from the school that she works 

at. I don’t know what to make of the Urumqi 

Church. I only got a fleeting impression of a 

place in some kind of limbo. I have a feeling that 

Pastor Chen may be refusing to step down and 

that everyone is waiting now for an act of God.  
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We eat that night at Ms. Hong’s home and meet 

the other three classmates, Wang Ai Hong, Tan 

Jiang Er and A-Ti-Gan Barat. Ms. Wang’s family 

originally came from Henan province. Her 

family were poor peasants and were encouraged 

by the government to migrate to Xinjiang where 

they were promised better prospects. A-Ti-Gan 

Barat is a Uighur woman. Ms. Tan is a tall, shy 

Han Chinese. They all have the mandatory one 

son. I stay till 10 o’clock and then go back to the 

hotel leaving Joe to have a reunion with his 

friends. In the morning I wake up and there’s no 

sign of Joe. He comes in at 11.00 am having 

talked all night.  

 

I go downstairs and buy breakfast of flat peaches 

and spring onion pancakes. The flat peach is a 

local fruit and looks like a squashed peach. It’s 

flesh is beguilingly sweet. We all go to the 

Uighur market and then eat out at a Uighur 

restaurant. The first thing I see as we go in the 

door of the restaurant is a pan of stuffed cabbage 

poaching in a savoury sauce. I swear it’s a Greek 

delicacy from Swan Street, Richmond. We order 

a serving and when I sink my teeth into the first 

stuffed cabbage it explodes with savoury rice and 

garlic flavours. It’s an interesting fact that from 

Greece to Xinjiang, in a broad band across Asia, 

there’s a certain common 

cuisine of flat bread, roast 

lamb and, yes, stuffed 

cabbage.  

 

 

Stuffed cabbage rolls 
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Lanzhou, Tuesday, 14th August                                            

 

The next morning, we take the train to Lanzhou 

and 34 hours later we roll into Dad’s birthplace. 

About this trip I write in my diary: 

 

The usual hectic rush for the railway station, a 

kilometre’s walk humping bags and the total 

obscurity of finding your way on a Chinese 

railway station. The absence of official 

graciousness…we arrive at our carriage to find 

other people sitting on our bed and then the 

difficult process of assertion of ownership (This 

is my bed!) and the playing off for position and 

then the prolonged staring. Not to mention the 

delays in traffic, the mess in the streets, detours, 

roads dug up everywhere. And then the 

annoyance of a skinny, hyperactive man with 

‘Sherlock Holmes’ written on his T shirt who 

stares at me for some minutes and then feigns an 

interest in the landscape. There are times I hear 

Grandad’s voice, clipped, British, elusive and I 

see him setting out for the day.  

 

We pass through Turpan at 1.30pm and it’s 

stinking hot. At 8.45 pm we’re east of Hami and 

the Blue Danube waltz is playing on the PA 

system. I look out the window into the great 

barren Gobi and imagine Grandad walking in the 

velvety darkness. The stars are scalded across the 

sky like a random hurling of jewelry. Did 

Grandad and Meng navigate by the stars? We 

pass through Wuwei next morning at 10.55 and 

then the final run to Lanzhou. We pass the road 

to Xining and then we’re in new country. Way up 

behind the gentle hills are some chewed-up, 

misshapen monster mountains. At 4.00pm we 
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come into He Kou Nian. This is where we meet 

the main Xining road that leads into Lanzhou.  

 

At 5.30pm I’m sitting outside the Lanzhou 

station drinking green tea and gazing around at 

my father’s birthplace. Ma Zhi Gang, who is to 

be my guide for the next few days, meets us. Ma 

is an interesting man whom I met in Singapore. 

He’s a lecturer in a ‘Normal’ University which is 

the very odd name the Chinese give to Teachers’ 

Colleges. Ma is a blue blood Lanzhou man of 

many generations. He’s an acutely intelligent, 

short tempered man of serious demeanour. Joe 

leaves for Xining and his wife’s family and I’m 

left with Ma. He’s arranged a room for me at the 

Jin Cheng hotel and after putting down my bags 

we go out and eat traditional beef noodles and 

plan our time together. We take an after-dinner 

stroll in the city square along with the rest of 

Lanzhou. The city square is all glamour and glitz 

and fairy lights and fountains. Ma tells me 

Lanzhou is a 40 kilometres long ribbon 

development in the narrow valley of the Yellow 

River. I note that Grandad returned from his long 

walk on 20th August 1914, almost 87 years ago to 

the day.  

 

The next morning, we set off for the Church. The 

Lanzhou Church is impressive. It’s on the 

original site purchased by the CIM in the late 19th 

century. It’s a new Church with a Big Ben 

clocktower staring down on the passing 

multitudes. We go inside and find that it’s still 

being finished off. The inner walls are rough cast 

concrete and doors and door jambs haven’t been 

fitted yet but everybody is sitting up in place and 

doing their job and the Church seems to be 
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humming with activity. There’s a Daily Vacation 

Bible School meeting in a downstairs room.  

 

I am greeted warmly by Dorcas Kang (Kang Dou 

Jia) the Church administrator. She is another of 

those remarkable human beings of great 

administrative ability, powerful communicators 

who are right at the forefront of the growth of the 

Christian Church in China today. Ms. Kang is in 

her late forties, warm, engaging and highly 

intelligent, a touch of severity, a ‘headmistress’ 

perhaps. She rounded up an inner circle of 

Church leaders, the pastor David Huang (Huang 

Da Wei) was a gentle man, 78 years old and a 

graduate of the Shanghai Bible School. Ms. Kang 

gently steered him along and I guessed that 

Pastor David needs Ms. Kang’s common sense 

and foresight at this point in his life. Wu Shun 

was a 68-year-old Doctor of medicine with a 

slight knowledge of English which he displayed 

in a spontaneous rendition of Rock of Ages.  

 

And then I met the unforgettable Lora Zhou 

(Zhou En Ying) who was orphaned at birth and 

brought up by a missionary, Miss Edith Francis 

Jones of the Free Methodist Mission in Henan 

province. Lora Jones talked to me for some time 

in lilting American vowels. She had gone to 

College in Chicago and then returned to China to 

stay there for the rest of her life. During the 

Cultural revolution she was placed under house 

arrest and subjected to a re-education 

programme. Lora Zhou had the authorities 

bluffed, - a Chinese woman brought up by an 

American missionary. Lora Zhou is 87 years old. 

Then I met the Church architect, Liu Jiu Yao, 

another one of China’s key people in the growth 
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of the Christian Church. Pastor Li Jian Guo from 

Pingliang dropped in for a chat. His Church has 

1600 members. Pingliang is due east of Lanzhou 

near the Shaanxi border. Downstairs in the foyer 

the members of the DVBS were tucking into 

bowls of noodles.  

 

The Church leaders had no records of the past 

and asked me to give them what I knew. I kept 

thinking of Great Grandad and Great Granny 

Andrew and the 15 odd years they spent 

superintending the work in Gansu and the 

parallel work of Granny and Grandad Moore. 

Their labours have been well vindicated in this 

place. The OED gives the meaning of vindicate 

as ‘establish the existence, merits or justice of 

one’s courage’. Courage they had and its 

continued in the present-day Church on the old 

site in downtown Lanzhou.  

 

Just up the road are the offices and home of the 

Provincial Governor. It’s the same place that 

appears in some of Grandad’s photos of old 

Lanzhou. One of the old photos is of the 

provincial governor himself, Mr. Chang Kuang 

Chien. Great Grandad George Andrew made 

friends with this man and he subsequently gave a 

generous gift to the Boys’ School at the back of 

the Church.  

 

And now a word about Grandad’s old photos. In 

1910 Grandad took a number of panoramic shots 

of Lanzhou. In one of them he photographs the 

bridge of boats across the Yellow river and then 

in the next photo he shows the famous iron bridge 

in the process of construction. And then follows 

a brilliant sequence of shots of various temples, 
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mosques and pagodas, water wheels, pig-skin 

rafts, a line of people walking across the Yellow 

River on thick ice and other images of old 

Lanzhou.  

 

After visiting the Church Ma and I sat down and 

drank a cup of tea and stared at the passing 

crowds. Then, with photo album under arm, Ma 

took me down to the iron bridge, still a centre 

point and the pride of Lanzhou. I get myself in 

position at the precise place where Grandad had 

taken some of the photos of the bridge under 

construction and open up the album. As if on cue 

a crowd gathers and soon a great discussion 

breaks out, who is this man? Where did he get 

these photos from? So I turn and address the 

crowd and tell them that my ‘lao ye ye’ 

(grandfather) was a one time resident of their 

beautiful city about 90 years ago and that he 

photographed their city from many angles and 

that I was pleased to return and follow in my 

grandfather’s footsteps and see what he saw and 

appreciate it for myself. I also wanted the people 

of Lanzhou to see these photos as they are their 

history. There was a ripple of approval and much 

nodding and clearing of throats and expressions 

of admiration at my beautiful Chinese! I demur 

in a gesture of classic Confucian self-effacement.   

 

After that I towed this crowd of people down the 

river walk to the cable car where they watched as 

Ma and I rise high into the air over the Yellow 

River like departing angels. We glide across to 

the top of White Pagoda Hill (Beita Shan). I look 

down and see a tiny speedboat cutting an arc of 

foam up the tan waters. The whole of central 

Lanzhou spreads out in front of us. Up on the 
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mountain we walk 

through a beautiful 

wooded park with 

small teahouses on 

promontories and 

hidden in glades 

and then we get to 

the white pagoda. 

Grandad has a 

classic shot of this 

exquisite Tang 

dynasty pagoda and 

other shots looking 

down on the iron 

bridge. In 1910 

these hills were 

bare of trees. We sit 

down and open up 

the album and, 

again, a crowd 

forms from 

nowhere. I deliver 

the speech with 

some variations. 

One old man tells 

me very seriously 

that I’m carrying 

the history of his 

country in the 

album and he hopes 

that I’m aware of 

that and am taking 

due precautions to 

protect the album. I 

agree these old 

pictures are very 

important.  
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It’s at this point that Ma says that he thinks we 

should phone the Lanzhou Daily News and show 

them the pictures, perhaps they’ll publish some. 

We go back to the hotel and phone the newspaper 

and there’s an immediate response, a reporter and 

a photographer will meet us at 10.00 in the 

morning. Next morning we meet Peng Jie and his 

photographer Mr. Dou Ze Zhong. Within 

moments they are expressing their wonder at 

Grandad’s old photos of Lanzhou. They 

photograph the photos then Peng Jie asks me 

about them and how they came to be taken. This 

leads to an account of the four generations of our 

family in China. Peng is very impressed and asks 

all the key questions and writes it all out in his 

meticulous calligraphy. Peng and Dou invite us 

to dinner, and we have a jolly time with a number 

of key members of Lanzhou’s media.  

 

Peng recognizes the background building in one 

of the photos, which shows Granny with a group 

of Christian women. He insists that we go to the 

local hospital and have a look. I think his instinct 

is right and I have a feeling he’s taking me to 

what was the old Borden Memorial Hospital. He 

doesn’t know the history of the hospital nor does 

anybody else that I talk to. We get the hospital 

which is now one of the major hospitals of 

Lanzhou and walk in past the main buildings to a 

curious rabbit warren of old buildings around the 

back. I have the feeling that we’re in the old CIM 

living quarters, however, nobody can confirm 

this or otherwise.  

 

Peng’s story and some of the photos came out a 

few days later when I was back in Hanzhong. Ma 
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has sent them to me, and the story and pictures 

are headline news over two editions of the 

newspaper. Peng has written very well about 

Grandad, his work as a missionary and his 

enthusiasm as an amateur photographer. The fall-

out from this story is that the editor of the major 

provincial newspaper in Shaanxi province, the 

‘Sanqin Dushibao’ happened to be in Lanzhou at 

the time the newspaper came out and was rivetted 

by the old photos. A couple of days ago I got a 

very excited call from him asking did I have any 

old photos of Xian.  I said I didn’t but that didn’t 

deter him, he asked if he might visit me in 

Hanzhong and see what photos I had. I agreed 

and he has now been and gone. He has copied 

every photo that I have and interviewed me at 

length, including a lot of enquiry about Moon-

Bridge. The ‘Sanqin’ newspaper circulates 

throughout the province.  

  

I had one more adventure with Ma before flying 

out of Lanzhou to Xian. We went to the northern 

mountain which rises up very steeply behind 

Lanzhou and can be clearly seen in Grandad’s 

photos. To get to the cable car we had to taxi into 

a very poor area on the lower slopes and then 

walk some distance to the cable car station. The 

day was very hot, and we bought a drink and sat 

down for five minutes. An old woman at an 

adjoining stall asked me where I was from and I 

told her, Australia. To my surprise, she asked me 

were there many Christians in Australia. She then 

pulled out a Bible from under the counter and 

waved it at me and told me she was a Christian. I 

had some of the old photos with me and I told her 

that my Grandmother had been here 90 years 

before as a missionary and then I showed her the 
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lovely photo of Granny sitting in the middle of a 

group of Christian women. The woman studied 

the photo for some time and then said: ‘These 

women look very poor but no doubt their 

grandchildren are now very wealthy as a result of 

their Grandparent’s Christian commitment!’ Ma 

interpreted the remark to me and commented that 

he had never heard such an idea before and it 

made him wonder as to the motives of Christians.  

 

Ma is not a Christian. During the few days I had 

with him he gave me some of the clearest and 

most comprehensible descriptions of Chinese 

culture I have ever heard. In particular, he 

described the ‘collectivism’ of the Chinese 

culture in a way that I’ve never heard before and 

made it clear to me that for him it was a kind of 

prison. He talked of being ‘trapped’ within the 

family and the provincial structures by a close 

network of social expectations. I have struggled 

to understand this aspect of the Chinese culture. 

It’s very elusive because you can see 

counterparts in our culture, so you wonder in 

what way is life different here. I know there is 

something more to the Chinese family than there 

is in the West but what is it exactly? Ma 

described it in a way that reminded me of being 

a National Service trainee. I had a number and a 

rank and certain duties to perform and I was 

obliged to pay respect to higher ranks whether 

they were worthy of respect or not. If I tried to 

escape from this tight social framework, I would 

be court marshalled and publicly shamed and 

exiled. Ma is 28 years old and a fine example of 

a modern Chinese intellectual. He’s got a razor-

sharp mind; he knows that he is being held back 

from his full potential. He loathes the 
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fundamental dishonesty of Chinese academia, 

the sloganeering and the clichés and the never-

ending pressure of ‘guanxi’, social obligations. 

Somewhere inside him he’s deeply angry. He 

stayed with me for two nights at the hotel and I 

listened to him grinding his teeth in the dead of 

night.       

 

On the last morning I sat on a bus for two hours 

heading for the airport and reflected on my 

experience of Lanzhou. It is a lovely city, but the 

smog readings are the highest in China. The 

Christian Church is alive and strong and under 

first class leadership. The city is poor despite the 

appearance of wealth and glamour striven for in 

the city centre. The city has lost its old raison 

d’etre and now wonders where its future lies. The 

nerve centres of the North West are Xian and 

Urumqi. Lanzhou is now just a jump-off point for 

Urumqi, Kashgar and the burgeoning mineral, 

natural gas and oil wealth being uncovered in 

those places. Lanzhou is not visited for its own 

sake. 
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Home, Friday, 17th August 

 

I couldn’t face a long train trip home, so I flew 

from Lanzhou to Xian and looked out the 

window at the clouds, which looked like froth on 

top of a cappuccino. It was wonderful to relax 

and begin the descent into my experience to catch 

the meaning. As T.S. Eliot wrote:  

 

It seems, as one becomes older, 

That the past has another pattern, and ceases to 

be a mere sequence- 

Or even development: the latter a partial fallacy,  

Encouraged by superficial notions of evolution, 

Which becomes, in the popular mind, a means of 

disowning the past. 

The moments of happiness - not the sense of well-

being, 

Fruition, fulfilment, security or affection, 

Or even a very good dinner, but the sudden 

illumination – 

We had the experience but missed the meaning, 

And approach to the meaning restores the 

experience 

In a different form, beyond any meaning  

We can assign to happiness. 

                                         (From: Four Quartets) 

 

At Xian I took the overnight train to Hanzhong 

and arrived home at 6.00am. The night was just 

slipping away as I took a taxi home through the 

empty streets of old Hanzhong.  

 

                                               *  *  *  *  * 

 

 


