Kuga to Turpan

COAL, COTTON AND CONSTRUCTION IN YINGJIANG PROVINCE, CHINA

"This story is dedicated to Andre Riopel and all the intrepid SSM bicyclers who ride all year long in the wind, the rain and the snow."

When I was a very young person growing up in the western part of Toronto, we lived by the main railway tracks.  The steam locomotives carried tenders which held the coal for heating the boilers.  The tenders were loaded to overflowing as the trains departed for other places in Ontario, and since we were poor, we would hike the tracks picking up coal which had fallen from the trains to heat our modest abode.

Years later, in the late 40s, in another house, I recall flat bed trucks loaded with coal bags being backed into the driveway.  The blackened coal man hoisted each bag to his back to spill the coal into a slide which reached the coal bin beside the furnace.  The coal was then shoveled as required to fire the furnace to heat the house.  

I can’t remember seeing residential coal in Canada for decades. 

I’m in China now, bicycling the 11,000 km Silk Route across Asia.  I see many smaller piles of coal along the way. What I am not prepared for is the six kilometre coal pile along both sides of our route between Kuga and Korla (in Xinjiang Province in the People’s Republic of China).  The pile is really made up of many vendors located alongside each other, stockpiling coal for regional heating needs for the upcoming winter.  There is everything from small stone-sized coal to massive chunks being unloaded along the road, and the fact that coal supplies 70 percent of the energy needs for China begins to hit home.  On top of it all, most of the coal is high-sulphur content,which makes it much worse for its influence on global warming.

Even more cotton trucks can be seen than coal trucks.  In fact, there are tractor-pulled wagons, farmers’ carts and giant and medium-sized trucks all taking cotton to the regional centers and co-ops.  And many there are…in fact…in a one kilometre stretch I saw about six centers.  

Much of the cotton, although probably not a large amount proportionate to the harvest, ends up along the sides of the road, spilling off from under the towering loads covered with tarps, or squeezing its way through the mesh or wood batten sides of the transport vehicles. The magnitude of cotton transport makes me think that this has to be one of the primary cotton growing areas in the world. Notwithstanding, I have seen cotton as a primary agricultural product all the way from Turkmenistan.

In the same region as I see the coal and the cotton, in the giant Taklamakan Desert (one of the largest sandy deserts in the world) to the south, one finds about 30 percent of China’s oil reserves.  Huge new gas and oil refineries are being built, a petro-chemical industry park is being established and the city of Korla is quickly developing into a modern day wonder from the economic effects of the petrol industry.

Way out here in the western most part of China’s Xinjiang province, roads and toll ways are being built to superb standards or are recently opened, cell towers are frequent and new city and town infrastructure is being installed everywhere you look. Kilometre after kilometre along the road, nothing goes to waste.  People hike the highways gathering the errant cotton into bags, others pick up loose coal and many ride single stroke, three- wheeled motor carts collecting discarded containers, especially plastic bottles.

China so far is as big or as little as you can think!  Only now, the railway tracks of my youth are now the shoulders of China’s superbly built highways.

Sault Ste. Marie businessman, JJ Hilsinger, started his 11,000 kilometre, 108-day cycling trek along Asia’s ancient Silk Route on August 5.  He is now past the 6500 kilometre mark. He is riding to bring attention to global warming and is asking fellow Saultites to visit www.youbetican.com to find out how they can save C02 emissions by making small changes in their own lives to reduce their carbon footprint. He hopes to see Sault Ste. Marie save 11,000 tonnes - one tonne for every kilometre he pedals. That is the equivalent of taking 2200 cars off the road for a year. 

