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SILK ROAD: A 14 -DAY STUDY TRIP 
Friends of the Museums (Singapore)  

September 16 Ð 29, 2010 
Tour Leader: Patricia Bjaaland Welch 

 
 

16 June 2010  itinerary, still open to possible changes Note: underlining  indicates a Podcast briefing  

Day 1: Singapore to XiÕan via Guangzhou  
September 16 (Thursday)  
 Meet at Changi Airport, the China Southern Airlines check -in, T2 at 6:20 AM  to check your bag in, and 
pick up your boarding pass. Depart 7:55 AM on CZ 352 to Guangzhou, arriving at 11:40 to connect with CZ 3201 at 
13:50 for Xi’an, arriving at 16:10.  
 In Xi’an, a local guide will meet us at the airport to help us transfer to our hotel (where we’ll spend the night). 
Group dinner in a good local restaurant and a visit to the Night Market for those interested. 

 
 
Day 2: X iÕan, and transit to Dunhuang   
September 17 (Friday)  

After a hearty breakfast (because we’ll only get a snack on our mid-day flight), we have just enough time to 
visit one site before we need to get to the airport by Noon for our flight to Dunhuang. We’ll decide as a group which it 
will be: (a) the famous Forest of Steles (Beilin) . Established in 1090 during the Northern Song Dynasty, the Stele 
Forest in Xian is known for its collection of more than 1,000 inscribed stone monuments engraved during the Han to 
Qing Dynasties, recording both China’s history and calligraphic styles before the invention of paper. It also houses 
some of the most beautiful and historic stone sculptures and engravings (many familiar to you from art books on 
Chinese history). Its location is beside the ancient city wall’s gates, the starting point of the Silk Road heading west.  

Or (b) the beautiful Little Wild Goose Pagoda  and the XiÕan Museum, or (c) the XiÕan Provincial Museum , 
one of the largest in China with original Tang tomb murals and a good selection of Silk Road artefacts. 
 

Our flight to 
Dunhuang is CZ 6896,  
departing at 13:25 and 
arriving in Dunhuang at 
15:45, where we’ll be met by 
our excellent local guide, 
Mohammed Sawat (cell 
phone 0086 13579890035). 
Mohammed has guided both 
Siam Society and FOM 
Tours and speaks both 
Uighur and Chinese (as well 
as other Central Asian 
languages.)  

Our hotel is the 
beautiful and much-loved 
Dunhuang Silk Road Hotel 
where we’ll enjoy 
breathtaking views of sand 
dunes from the hotel’s roof 
lounge. Typical Chinese 
dinner in the hotel. (Bonus: 
shop arcades in the hotel 
lobby) 

 
Map of the eastern stretch of the Northern Silk Road 

 
Day 3: Dunhuang  
September 18 (Saturday)  

Today’s highlights include a visit to the famous Mogao Caves  and the Great Wall at Yumenguan . 
The Dunh uang  (or Mogao—“Mogao” means “high desert” in Chinese) Caves (a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site), cut into the steep cliffs at the edge of the desert. They contain thousands of Buddhist murals and statuary and 
constitute one of the world’s greatest repositories of religious art. Although there were once 1,000 caves, today only 
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492 exist, with only a handful open to visitors. Soon they will all be closed to visitors who will visit “replica caves” 
instead. We have pre-arranged to see some special caves which are not open to most visitors.  

Yumenguan Pass , located on a hillock 90 kms NW of Dunhuang city, used to be one of the two critical 
defensive passes protecting Dunhuang from invasion from the west about two thousand years ago. It was also the 
pass marking the western end of the Great Wall, for many, the boundary of civilization. (An exile in 1769, the scholar Ji 
Yun, wrote his wife: that the territory beyond this pass was “another world.”) At that time, anyone in China wishing to 
take the northern route of the Silk Road west (or east into China) passed this way. Stein identified the site in the early 
20th Century and was photographed here; he also discovered the wooden slips in 1907 that correctly identified the 
remains as Yumenguan. (If you are familiar with ancient Chinese poetry, you may recall a poem written by the 
renowned Tang Dynasty poet, Wang Zhihuan, describing Yumenguan’s unique scenery and atmosphere.) 

Yumenguan Pass was constructed with rammed earth with two gates respectively in its west and north 
directions. The wall is 10 meters high and its top is 3 meters wide and bottom 5 meters. In modern times, there are two 
gates in each of the western and northern sides of the pass built of yellow clay. Owing to severe erosion, several parts 
of the walls have collapsed, forming huge holes. On the northern side, there is a road leading west towards the ancient 
village of Hechang (15km away), which used to be the granary for the pass garrison. 

The site was originally known as “Small Square City” but legend had it that a jade was set on the gate of 
"Small Square City" for the sake of ensuring the security of passing trade caravans, so the city was thereafter known 
as "Yumenguan Pass" (“Jade Gate”).  

In the late afternoon, you have an option of a short camel ride (riders pay their own camel fees), or going into 
town to visit the Dunhuang Museum and explore the town a little (we’ll break into two groups). 

Listen to the podcast entitled Dunhuang 1907, perhaps while enjoying a “sundowner” on the roof of the 
Dunhuang Silk Road Hotel, where we’ll stay another evening.  

 
Day 4: Dunhuang and Urumqi  
September 19 (Sunday)  

After breakfast, we fly to Urumchi (flight times to be confirmed), a large “metropolitan” city and Xinjiang’s 
industrialized capital, in order to visit the newly renovated Xinjiang regional museum . While at the airport, you ight 
want to listen to athe podcast on the Uighur Empire. Because the northern route of the "Silk Road" passed through 
Urumqi, it became a heavily-guarded fort in the Han Dynasty, and remained so for centuries. Today, this large city has 
few historical sites to offer except for the above museum that houses an impressive collection of exhibits with artifacts 
and relics from more than twelve minority groups unearthed along the Silk Road, including the famous 3000-year-old 
Tarim Basin mummies.  

If we have time, we’ll also visit an 18th Century Daoist Temple and/or the very colourful local bazaar  which 
also carries goods from the nearby “stans” and the Soviet Union.  

Overnight in Urumqi at the Chinese-managed Urumqi Hoi Tak Hotel. Dinner outside the hotel in a local 
restaurant. 
 

 
XuanzangÕs path across the Northern Silk Road 

 
Days 5-6: Turpan/Tur fan  
September 20 (Monday) & September 21 (Tuesday)  

Up early to beat the morning rush hour as we leave Urumqi and head for Turpan .  
We’ll stop enroute at the Karez Water System  site. This irrigation system of wells connected by underground 

channels is considered to be one of the three great ancient projects in China. The famous fruit and vineyards of these 
hot, dry desert communities owe their existence to the karez, ancient underground irrigation channels fed by wells that 
tap into the snowmelt from surrounding mountains,  still maintained and functioning today. A small museum provides 
insight into their history and construction, and takes us below ground for a first-hand view. Wine vendors have set up 
small shops on the site to sell their local (sweet “dessert”) wines made from local grapes. Listen to your podcast on vini 
& viti-culture of the region. 

Turpan is a desert oasis, and one of the 109 ancient cities of the Silk Road. Today's activities include visiting 
the two ancient abandoned cities of Gaochang (30 km SE of Turpan) and Jiaohe/Yarkhoto (10km W of Turpan) Tuyoq 
Village and Tuyugou Canyon. 

The Gaochang (高昌 ) Ruins : The city's name means 'the King City'. Once an important point on the Silk 
Road first settled during the first century B.C. It was the citadel of a remnant of the Northern Liang state until 460, 
when it was overrun by the Ruanruan (蠕 蠕) tribesmen from the steppes. (Most of the population of the Gansu 
Corridor was later transported in 439 to Pingcheng, the Tuoba Wei capital during the Northern Wei Dynasty, but the 
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Turfan area retained its independence.) From 460 to 498 there were a series of kings based in Gaochang and the seat 
of government was located at what is now the ruined citadel of Jiaohe  (交河, Yarkhoto ). Le Coq excavated a 
Nestorian temple here from 1904-5, situted northeast of the city walls. He also found some Manichaean paintings in 
the city walls themselves. (Unfortunately, you’ll have to see these in your mind as all have been removed to the 
Museum fŸr Indische Kunst in Berlin.) The ancient city of Gaochang forms a rough cross-shape of an irregular square, 
divided into three parts: the exterior city, interior city and the palace city, with a total area of approx. two million square 
meters. Donkey carts will carry us through the ancient ruins, some identifiable, others disappearing into the sand. A 
few are partly restored and the outlines of the outer, inner and palace cities are clear. This desolate, ancient city 
evokes an overwhelming sense of history. The realm also included the sites of Astana  (Chinese Asitana 阿斯塔那 ) 
and Karakhoja .  

The Astana tombs , 40 km southeast of Turfan, contain over 400 tombs, only 2-3 of which are open to 
visitors today although many are still actively being excavated. The cemetery contains the dead of Gaochang, both 
Han Chinese and other ethnic groups, and we know it was in use from the 3-8C. The tombs have been a rich source of 
information of the area and the age, containing such funeral wares as textiles and ceramics. (A large modern statue of 
two entwined serpent-like beings – Fuxi (伏羲) & Nuwa (女 媧), the mythic ancestors of all Chinese people, who 
appear on several of the silk funeral banners excavated from these tombs – and 12 anthropomorphic statues of the 12 
Chinese zodiac animals, popular figures of the era, have been erected at the site’s entrance.) More burial grounds at 
Turfan lie in gobi N and NE of Astana and NW of the Karakhoja ruins. The excavated graves there fall into two periods: 
3-5C [Jin through Northern Liang] and early 6-mid-7C.) 

By the 7th century the kingdom held sway over 21 other towns, and the widespread local practice of 
Buddhism led to the establishment of many monasteries and temples. In 640 the Tang Dynasty brought an end to 
independent Gaochang and reasserted Chinese central control of the area. It was finally abandoned in the 15th C. 

We’ll visit Jiaohe  (交河 , Yarkhoto,  which means “Cliff Town”), 8 km west of Turfan, and the capital of the 
Jushi people before it was moved to Gaochang, at sunset to experience its fascinating ruins. This once-famous 
settlement along the Silk Road, which dates mostly to the Tang Dynasty, and at one time had a population of 5,000 
people, is said to have been destroyed by Genghis Khan. Amongst its remains is a large Buddhist stupa. There is also 
the ruins of a large main temple contained a few worn headless stucco figures reminiscent of some of the Gandharan 
sculpture found in Taxila’s Jaulian monastery (see the Buddhism along the Silk Road handout).  

Overnight at the Turpan Petroleum Hotel in Turpan both nights. 
 
Day 7: Turpan to Kuch a via Korla  
September 22 (Wednesday)  

Travel by bus from Turpan heading for Kucha, enjoying the beautiful desert terrain. There are several “types” 
of desert and you will experience both the sand type, as well as the gobi, or gravel, type. This is known in Chinese as 
gēbì (戈璧 ) and is the source of the name: “Gobi Desert”.  

Tuyoq Village  and Tuyugou Canyon : The Tuyugou Great Canyon is 47 kilometers from Turpan city in the 
west and 13 kilometers from Gaochang. Among the canyons is the famous Flame Mountain; the Tuyugou Great 
Canyon is the canyon with the longest culture and the most mighty and majestic natural landscapes. 

Tuyoq is a traditional village of vineyards, orchards, narrow streets and irrigation channels tumbling between 
ancient mudbrick houses and shady trees against the backdrop of the bare, red Flaming Mountains. An easy and 
pretty walk takes us to a group of very ancient caves carved into the mountainside. We will stop and enjoy the 
surroundings, and if possible, climb the steep stairways to view some of the caves (parts of their frescoes are still 
visible, with both Buddhist and Nestorian connections). 

Lunch will be bread, cheese, fruit and other picnic items, spread out in the desert as there are few places to 
stop enroute. Not to worry: we always carry several cases of water on the bus. We’ll overnight in Korla at the Korla 
Petroleum Hotel and enjoy a tasty Uighur dinner of roast kebobs, rice and yoghurt.  

 
 

Day 8: Kucha/Kuqa (in Chinese: Qiuci 龜茲 ) 
September 23 (Thursday)  
 Today we travel along the northern rim of the Taklamakan again to arrive in Kucha, stopping enroute to take 
in the sites, explore the desert and visit the Subashi  ancient temple ruins and the 112 rock-cut temples and shrines of 
the Kumtara Caves . Although only 28 km northwest of Kucha, they are rarely visited by foreigners or anyone other 
than archaeologists and keen art historians. Located along the Muzart River, they date from the 4-5C CE but most 
probably date from the 8-10C of the Tang Dynasty. Most stylistically belong to the second Indo-Persian style period 
but there is also a third style not found at Kizil. Many of these Buddhist caves are very Chinese in influence and the 
jewellery and costumes are similar to those found at the Turfan oasis. Scholars find it remarkable that Kumtura and 
Kizil, situated in such close proximity to one another, have developed such disparate styles of art but these centuries 
were at times very politically turbulent so they could have been cut off from one another. They were unfortunately 
targeted in early Islamic anti-Buddhist activities which resulted in the destruction of several of them. However, they are 
considered by many to be even more interesting than the famous caves of Kizil. Last year’s FOM group didn’t have the 
means to stop at them, but this year, as a special treat because they need special arrangements, we are!  
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Xuanzang visited Subashi  
during his two-month delay 
enroute; he called the site 
Zhaohuli . These ruins are 
approximately 20 km north of 
Kucha and are divided in two by 
the Kucha River. Otani visited 
the site in 1903 and found a 
burial casket but little else 
although this beautiful casket 
can be seen today in the Tokyo 
National Museum (it has a 
complete orchestra of Kuchean 
musicians, dancers and Persian 
kings as its decoration). 
According to Xuanzang, Kucha’s 
music was “the best in the 
world”. Four years later, Pelliot 
identified the site in 1907 and 
also found relatively few remains 
aside from some coins, some 
graffiti in Brahmi and Chinese, 
and 15 funerary urns (most of 
which can be seen today in the 
Musee Guimet in Paris).  

Overnight in Kucha at the Kucha International Hotel. 
 
 
Day 9: Kucha  
September 24 (Friday)  

The Kizil Caves  (also romanized Kyzyl or Qizil Caves; Uyghur: Qizil Ming Öy; Simplified Chinese 克孜□千佛
洞) are part of the trail of major cave chapels that include Maijishan and Yungang.They consist of 236 Buddhist rock-
cut caves located 75 kilometers northwest of Kucha on the northern bank of the Muzat River in Baicheng County. This 
area was a commercial hub of the Silk Road; the Kuchean kingdom of Guici  was an important trade center in the 4th 
Century. The caves are said to be the earliest major Buddhist cave complex in China, with development occurring 
between the 3rd and 8th centuries. Although the site has been damaged, defaced and looted, at least 1000 square 
meters of wall paintings—mostly Jataka stories—remain. The murals of Kizil are primarily Theravadan in motif; if 
Mahayana teachings were present at the time, it was still the Theravadan themes that prevailed in its choice of 
decorations. 

From the Former Han dynasty (125 BCE to 23 CE) at least until the early Tang dynasty (618-907 CE), Aksu  
was known as Gumo 姑墨 [or Kumo], and was an important oasis town on the Northern Silk Road. In Buddhist 
Sanskrit, it was the centre of the ancient kingdom known as Bharuka (or Baluka), one of the kingdoms of the Western 
Regions. The ancient capital town of Nan ("Southern Town") was likely well south of the present town of Aksu. During 
the Former Han dynasty, Gumo was described as a "kingdom" (guo) containing 3,500 households and 24,500 
individuals, including 4,500 people able to bear arms.  

The Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang visited this "kingdom" in 629 when it was known as Baluka. He recorded that 
there were tens of Sarvastivadin Buddhist monasteries in the kingdom and over 1000 monks. One of the most 
interesting things he noted was the 30-meter tall statues of standing Buddhas found on both sides of the road outside 
the western gate of the capital of Kucha (possibly influenced in style by the large standing Buddhas of Bamiyan). 
Today, sadly, nothing remains, and it is simply an overnight stopover on our journey as it was for pilgrims long ago. It 
was at this point that a branch of the Northern Silk Road veered northwest across the Tianshan Mountains through the 
Bedel Pass to Lake Issyk-kul and onto Samarkand. This was the route Xuanzang took in 630, passing along the 6,995 
metre peak of Khan-Tengri (“Prince of Spirits”). He lost one-third of his men and many of his pack animals, not due to 
the steep cliffs but because they either starved or froze to death.  

If we took this route (which we unfortunately can’t) into Kyrgyzstan, we would see the stone balbals  or tomb 
markers that we saw in the museum in Urumqi.  

We drive to Aksu along the very wild and beautiful northern border of the Taklamakan Desert, guided by the 
river bed followed by the early Silk Road caravans (running with wild water in the spring/summer, dry in the late 
autumn/winter). Watch carefully on today’s drive and you may see the remains of beacon towers built during the Han 
Dynasty that follow the skyline of this ancient road. 

Aksu (the name means “White Water”) is located on the northern rim of the Tarim Basin at the southern foot 
of Mt. Tianshan in western Xinjiang between Kucha and Kashgar. The area is famous in China for its fruit.  

Overnight in Aksu at the Aksu Hongfu Hotel. 
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Day 10: Aksu to Kashgar [Kashi]  
September 25 (Saturday)  

Today, enjoy our podcasts on Aurel Stein (“Sourcing Specimens”) and the Uighurs while enjoying the scenery 
and watching for beacon towers. We’ll stop for stretching and pebble-collecting, photography, etc. as needed along 
this barren stretch. 

Overnight in Kashgar at the Baroney Tarim Petroleum Hotel (don’t let the name put you off; oil executives 
everywhere know how to take care of themselves and China’s petroleum hotels are amongst the best in western 
China—this is a nice modern hotel in a quiet area not far from the old town, with good  breakfasts). We’ll stay here two 
nights so for those who need to have laundry done, this is your chance. 
 

 

 
 

Days 11-12: Kashgar  
September 26 (Sunday)  and September 27 (Monday)  
 
 We arrive in Kashgar on Kashgar’s famous Market Day  when each Sunday a hundred thousand people 
converge, primarily to buy and sell vegetables and livestock. The livestock area is the most intresting although there 
are also a few stalls selling local (and cheap Nepalese) trinkets, farming equipment, ropes, etc. Unfortunately, the 
stallls of old that used to sell silk and carpets are all virtually gone. 

The history of Kashgar is dominated by its strategic position, first as a critical junction on the Silk Road, and 
more recently as the meeting point of east and west. Today’s activities include a visit to famous market, then a 
selection of visits dependent on group interests that include the Abahk Khoja Tomb , the Great  Mosque , and a walk 
through the colorful Old Town  including a “handicraft” street selling traditional local instruments, some carved toys and 
simple household utensils. We’ll also visit the two most iconic sites of the “Great Game” – the former residence of the 
Younghusbands (Chinibagh) and the former Russian Embassy, and some local craft shops.  

Historic sites today and/or tomorrow may include Sanxiandong , the beautiful Mori Tim Stupa , and Honoi 
(or Hanoi) , three of the oldest Buddhist sites in this area, although unfortunately not much remains today. Honoi was 
the site of a Tang Dynasty walled city and may well have been the original site of the ancient Kashgar city-state known 
as Shu-le. Honoi was abandoned around the 11C and you can still see signs of fire damage.  

A few Buddhist stupas remain near the village of Hanoi (or Hanoyi or Khan-ui), about 30 km east of Kashgar. 
The Topa Tim Stupa is probably the oldest and was explored by Stein in 1900. It’s dated to the 1C CE which would 
make it the same age as the grat Dharmajika stupa at Taxila. Mori Tim (or Mauri Tim), just north of Hanoi, is one of the 
region’s most important stupas.  
 Sanxiandong (“Three Immortals Caves”), 20 km northwest of Kasgar, and cut into the southern cliff beside 
the Qiakmakh River, are believed to be the oldest Buddhist caves in China. They are too remote for us to get to the 
caves proper but we’ll get as close as we can to view them. They are protected, and in a poor stte. Only one has had 
traces of wall paintings left.  

The Abakh Khoja Tomb  is a tiled mausoleum holding the tomb of Abakh Khoja, a revered Sufi preacher and 
political leader of the 17th century. There are 58 other tombs remaining of the original 72, including that of the 
‘Fragrant Concubine , a descendant of Abakh Khoja, who was so loved by the Emperor Qianlong that he even built 
her a special Uyghur style house in the Forbidden City. When she died, her body was brought back to Kashgar by her 
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sister-in-law, according to Uyghur custom. For those who want another crack at riding a camel, have a quick “sit” on 
LaLa, a popular 4-legged visitor at the Abakh Khoja Tomb.  

Dinner in a beautiful Kashgar Uighur restaurant to celebrate our last evening on the Silk Road. Overnight at 
the Kashgar Barony Tarim Petroleum Hotel. 
 

 
Day 13: We begin our trip home: Kashgar to Urumqi Airport to Guangzhou Airport  
September 28 (Tuesday)  

We fly on CZ 6804 departing at 11:20 AM from Kashgar to Urumqi (arriving 13:00), to connect with CZ 6885 
departing 15:00 for Guangzhou (arriving 19:50), where we’ll be met by a local guide who’ll help us to our hotel for the 
evening and a final group dinner.  

 
 

Day 14: Guangzhou  Ð Singapore  
September 29 (Wednesday)  

After an early breakfast, we will load our bags onto a bus for the last time to return to Guangzhou Airport. 
Our flight, CZ 353 to Singapore, departs at 8:40 AM, and lands in Singapore at 12:25 PM, giving us a Sunday 

afternoon to relax, unpack and share our adventure stories before we return to our Monday morning routines the next 
day. 


