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Yurt got to
be joking

Skiing in remote areas of China is a
hit-and-miss affair with unexpected pleasures,
writes Peter Nowak.

Destination Yabuli

W GETTING THERE

Most international travellers will have to fly to Harbin through
Beijing or Hong Kong. China Southern Airlines has several flights
daily from both locations to Harbin.

W HOWTO DO IT
If you're not fluent in Chinese, there are only two options - and
doing it yourself is not one of them. Most hotels in Harbin sell
packages to Yabuli that include transport, food, equipment rental
and an afternoon of skiing for about $40. However, such tours limit
participants to beginners’ hills. For more advanced skiing, the only
option is to book through a tour company that caters to foreigners,
such as Wild China (www.wildchina.com). It offers a four-day, all-
inclusive tour, excluding air fare, for $US780 ($991).

With either option, it's a good idea to have a written guarantee
spelling out what you're getting. For more information, see
www.skiyabuli.com

Yabuli International Ski Resort
sounded promising. It was the site of
the 1996 Asian Winter Games, and
it’s where the Chinese national ski
team practises. With 400 hectares of
skiing, Norwegian-built lifts, 13
trails, a vertical drop of more than
700 metres, and its own website —
with photos - the resort lived up to
its name.

Our bus makes the trip to the
resort, 200 kilometres south-east of
Harbin, in about three hours -
enough time to suffer through a
Chinese-dubbed version of A
Terminator 3 played at ear- N
shattering volume over the bus’s

“Yes,” she replied. “Are you ready
to ski?”

An old man in a woollen toque
and sweater stood smiling at us from
the door of a nearby yurt. Given that
he was the only other soul around
for miles, I pegged him as the
equipment rental guy — unless the
shepherd down the road had some
Rossignols stashed somewhere.

There was nobody else skiing, the
lift wasn’t running and the hill was a
short, gentle slope at best, the kind
that even beginners would tire of
quickly. “You’ve got to be kidding,” I
mumbled to myself. Feeling
seriously duped, I told Jessie that I

says John-William over tea

in the Yabuli apres-ski lodge.
“Sometimes that’s good, sometimes
that’s bad.”

I met the Dutchman while waiting
for the tour bus that brought us to
Yabuli, in far north-eastern China.
Having lived in the country for
several years, he knows what he’s
talking about. And since I've spent
the past few weeks attempting to ski
in China, I know exactly what he’s
talking about.

A few weeks before meeting John-
William, I was in a four-wheel drive

( n China, nothing ever
Igoes the way you planned,”

W BEING THERE

While in Harbin, don't miss the city’s jaw-dropping Ice and Snow
Festival. Every winter from January to March, the city becomes a
winter wonderland with enormous, intricately carved sculptures.
This year's life-sized renditions include a Confucian temple, the
Louvre and St Peter’s Basilica.
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the beginners’ slope. John-William
translates for me, and my heart
sinks — because nobody on the bus
has ever skied before, we’re going to
stick to the bunny hill. I ask if we
can go to the pro slopes - looming
large in the background - or if I can
at least be dropped off there, and
the reply is a curt: “No.”

We get our rental equipment and I

The whole affair had begun months
earlier when I read a brief blurb about
skiing in Xinjiang in an English-
language Chinese travel magazine.
I've been skiing since I could walk and
am hooked on the sport, wherever it
can be found. So, after weeks
scouring the internet, guidebooks and
magazines, turning up only the
occasional tidbit of information, I

us a nasty glare as we passed.

“Kazakh farmer,” said Jessie, my
Chinese guide, as we crept
cautiously into a tiny village,
deserted except for a few donkeys
idling outside a cluster of yurt tents.
“They’re not very nice.”

What an interesting place for a ski
hill, I thought.

I'd come a long way to Nanshan
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International Ski Resort, about 70 finally found several resorts in the China takes to the Still, it was a gamble worth frozen Harbin, half-way between take off for the long and wide China to fund the constant
kilometres south-west of Urumgi. Tian Shan mountains, in north- snow ... boarders, taking and a fantastic experience if North Korea and Russia, in a hotel beginners’ hill. The ski lift is running of lifts. (On making some
Nanshan, I had been told, was one western China. Little else about these  top and above, it worked. lobby filled with Chinese people. excruciatingly slow, yet near the top investigative phone calls a few days
of the best places to ski in Xinjiang, places was forthcoming, and certainly  strut their stuff at On arrival, Mark quoted me a After my experience in Xinjiang, I I can see a working chairlift servicing  later, I was blatantly lied to and told

the Nanshan resort
near Urumgi.
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the lifts were open.)

I head back down to the
beginners’ hill, dejected. For the
next few hours, I ski the hell out of
that slope. In doing so, I discover a
new kind of pleasure: most of the
people are skiing for the first time
and having a great time.

I've often been around beginners
before, and I've seen them having
fun, but this was different. China is
new to skiing, and these aren’t just
people learning their first ski legs — I
was watching a nation take its baby
steps in the sport I love. That’s not
something you can find on slopes in
North America or Europe.

This fact resonates later in the
lodge, with John-William’s words. In
China, nothing ever does go as
planned, but sometimes that’s good.

the snowboarding half-pipe. Young
boarders are doing their thing there,
sweeping down through the pipe and
catching air on either side. They’re
easily as good as snowboarders
anywhere else in the world.

Skiing over to the top of the pipe,
which has a better view of the
mountain, I notice there isn’t a soul
on the hills. None of the lifts is
working. China’s top ski resort, it
seems, is closed.

I wonder if it’s because it’s a
weekday, or perhaps the
temperature — a bone-numbing
minus-30 degrees - has forced the
closure. Maybe it’s the conditions;
the arctic wind is doing a fair job of
stripping the slopes bare of snow,
leaving only ice. Maybe there aren’t
enough skilled skiers in this part of

decide to take matters into my own
hands and avoid the organised tour,
so I head for the train station.

The woman at the counter scoffs
at my request for a ticket to Yabuli,
then yells at me in Chinese. After
some mutually unintelligible banter,
a pair of police officers and several
young men gather to help me get my
ticket. The only thing I succeed in is
getting my mobile phone pilfered.

Finally, with the help of the hotel’s
assistant manager, I give in and
book onto a tour to Yabuli. Luckily,
two other foreigners enter the hotel:
John-William and his companion,
Esther. The Dutch couple are also
here to ski, John-William speaks the
language and, yes, I can tag along
with them. The tour guides herd us
onto a bus and we’re off.

price for his services: 750 yuan a
day for transportation to and from
the resort, food, guide and
“machines” (his word for equipment
rental). I bargained him down to
700 yuan, but that still translated
into about $110 - for that kind of
money I could expect to ski at
world-class resorts in British
Columbia or Switzerland.

The price was extravagant so I
agreed only to one day in order to
check out the resort, and then try to
make my own way.

Of course, having seen what
passed for an “international” ski
resort in Xinjiang, I had to cut my
losses and look for proper skiing
elsewhere.

Which is why, weeks later, I'm on
the other side of the country in

nobody had written about them.

I got in touch with a fellow named
Mark Zhong, president of Jade Road
Travel Service in Urumgi, who
offered to take care of all my skiing
needs when I arrived. But we had
communication problems — my
Mandarin was basic at best and his
English was only slightly more
serviceable.

I asked if the resorts near Urumgqi
had proper lifts and if I could expect
to find lots of people skiing and
having a good time. He gave me
quick assurances on both counts,
which made me nervous - I'd
travelled around China before and
had been living in the country for
several months, so I was all too
familiar with the Chinese custom of
telling you what you want to hear.

China’s most remote province. The
billboards on the highway to the
resort — depicting skiers equipped
with sleek, modern equipment and
in the latest clothing schussing down
a pristine slope - seemed to back
that up.

With Kazakhstan only about 500
kilometres north-west, and Kyrgyzstan
- a country whose name I still have
trouble pronouncing — about 600
kilometres west, this would surely be
the most exotic place I'd ever ski.

The 4WD lurched upward into the
village and, just ahead past the
yurts, a rusty, unused T-bar lift came
into view. The jeep stopped; Jessie
and the driver hopped out. “OK,
we’re here,” she said excitedly.

“This is Nanshan International Ski
Resort?” I asked.
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LUXURY SPECIAL 3NTS
Palace Hotel/ fr. $1646
Incl. Rin. Air Bfst. Airport Tsfr
5 Nts fr. $1830. All Twn Shr.
Tokyo Fun - Keio Plaza
5 Nts Fr $1646 Tax Not Incl.
incl. Rtn air & Tsfrs

EXPEDITION VOYAGES IN LUXURY

Pay LESS for

EXCESS
BAGGAGE
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EXCESS BAGGAGE
Phone for a leaflet
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WALES

Walking Paradise!
Mystic landscape
ancient woodland

Celtic Britain!
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ANT RCTICA & THE HIGH ARCTIC

www.footstepsholiday.com.au
03 9882 4809
footsteps@bigpond.com

GREAT BARRIER REEF ANTARCTIC CONTINENT TASMAN SEA & TASMANIA KIMBERLEY & EAST TIMOR
SPRING & AUTUMN 2005 JANUARY & FEBRUARY 2006 SUMMER 2005/06 MAY THRU SEPTEMBER 2005

Join us for the voyage of a lifetime! Explore the pristine

Join Orion to explore remote and pristine
parts of the Great Barrier Reef.

Our fleet of 10 Zodiacs land you ashore in 3
World Heritage sites, on coral cays, national
parks and the culturally rich Torres Strait
Islands. Snorkel over reefs rich in marine
life from our stern marina. It is in our nature
to explore. Is it yours?

Experience the stuff of legends as you
walk in the footsteps of explorers like
Shackleton, Scott and Mawson.

You’'ll land by Zodiac on pristine sub-
Antarctic islands including Macquarie and
Campbell to encounter fur seals and
penguin colonies. Explore abandoned
whaling stations, towering glaciers and do
something few travellers can: land on the
continent of Antarctica itself.

Discover World Heritage and Wilderness
areas of Tasmania and the Tasman Sea as
you land by Zodiac along this rugged
and magnificent coastline.

Encounter seal colonies on remote King
Island, explore the pristine Tasmanian
Southwest Wilderness, navigate the Franklin
Gordon or marvel at the beauty of Wineglass
Bay. Tasmania is renown for its amazing
diversity; experience it aboard Orion.

Explore the inaccessible aboard Orion’s
Kimberley and East Timor expeditions.

Experience a world of contrasts from remote
Arnhem Land to the old pearling port of
Broome, from the Tiwi Islands to East
Timor. You'll board Orion’s Zodiacs to
explore the many rugged gorges, inlets and
towering waterfalls unreachable by road.

icy wilderness and astounding wildlife of the polar
regions aboard our unrivalled expedition vessels.

FILM & INFO NIGHT:

'WALES ‘ CYMRU

Tues 5 April at 6.30pm

For info or to book, see your travel agent or contact us.

1300 854 445 enq@peregrineadventures.com

T

Peregrine
The Spirit of Adventure

The 30-second Guide
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h e — o g Qantas Holidays is pleased to offer a charter program flying non-stop from Sydney to Phuket with Australian Airlines.

: — Choose from 6 departures: 20 June 05, 27 June 05, 4 July 05, 11 July 05, 18 July 05 & 25 July 05
DEAL: $1099*- plus surcharges, fees and taxes of $149*
® Return non-stop economy air travel with Australian Airlines, Sydney to Phuket ¢ 8 nights accommodation at The Front Village, Phuket
e Full breakfast daily ® Return airport/hotel transfers
CONDITIONS: *Surcharges, fees and taxes are correct as at 8 Mar 2005, but may fluctuate. An additional 1% Credit Card Service
Fee will be applied to the dollar amount paid by credit or charge card. Prices are based on travel for 18 and 25 July 05~ departures.
Higher prices apply for 20 June 05, 27 June 05, 4 July 05, 11 July O5 departures. A minimum/maximum 8 night stay applies. Full
payment of airfare and taxes must be paid within 7 days of bookings along with $165 per person deposit. Full payment of land
component is due 30 days prior to departure or 25 July 05. If booking is within 30 days of departure, full payment will be required
immediately. 100% cancellation fees apply to the airfare component. All prices are subject to limited availability and travel wholly within
the travel season specified. Other conditions apply — please ask for details.
DETAILS: For more information contact your licensed or AFTA Travel Agent, visit qantas.com/holidays or call Qantas Holidays on 13 14 15.

A Qantas Holidays briefing

Aboard Orion your fellow travellers are just 52 other like-minded couples,
all enjoying 5-star service from 65 crew. Our cuisine is inspired
by ingredients from the regions we visit, the wine list perfectly
complementing each meal and the lifestyle onboard is casual &
relaxed. Come share in our explorations of paths less travelled.
* Fares are cruise only per person based on Category D Cabin

Call 9033 8777 » 1300 361 012

visit www.orioncruises.com.au or see your travel agent

WW\W.emirates.com/au

Lose yourself in an airport for two hours?
Or lose yourself in Europe for two hours?
The choice is yours.

Keep discovering.

Emirates flies non-stop to Dubai from Sydney, Perth and Melbourne.
From Dubai you can go straight on to 18 European destinations.

It’s the quickest way to more of Europe. So, no more European transit
headaches and no doubling back on yourself.

)
Emirates

Over 70 destinations worldwide

EMI191/A

For more details contact your local travel agent or Emirates on 1300 303 777. Discover frequent flyer benefits at www.skywards.com
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