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The air here has a matte gold colour, a reflection of the rugged, desert landscape. Far on the horizon, the peaks of
the Tianshan Mountains shimmer, while in the foreground, China’s Turpan Basin is dotted with chunches, the
Uyghur name for the small, square buildings where grapes are dried.

Despite the harsh climate, the Turpan soil is fertile and vineyards flourish throughout the area. More than a dozen
different types of grapes are grown here, and the water the grapes need to grow is brought to their vines by an
ancient irrigation system called the karez, or ‘well’, in the Uyghur language.
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Although not as widely known as the Great Wall, the karez is one of China’s most recognized ancient engineering
feats. Constructed by the Uyghur people who long ago settled this remote part of northwest China, the system
once carried water throughout all of what is now the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.
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Powered only by gravity, the irrigation method carries glacial groundwater to the Turpan Basin from the eastern
base of the Tianshan Mountains. To avoid evaporation in the burning summer sun, the water streams through a
maze of underground tunnels that connect more than one thousand wells across the area. Each individual tunnel
stretches anywhere from three to 30km.
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At its peak in 1784, the karez spanned 5,272km, with 1,237km running through the basin. The water flowed directly
to the farms and vineyards, while residents drew cool, crisp drinking water from one of 172,367 wells.

A similar system — called the ganat — had been built a century earlier in Persia. It is believed that traders from what
are now Irag, Iran and Kurdistan brought their engineering knowledge to the western part of China, before
continuing east along the Silk Road.

After the development of the karez, the Turpan Basin became an oasis along the ancient trade route. With access
to the karez, communities in the Turpan Basin flourished.
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When | arrived at the Turpan train station, | hired a local guide, Ahmat. Like other members of Turpan’s Uyghur
population, Ahmat is proud of his Chinese and Turkish heritage, which is reflected in the region’s historical sites,
like the 3rd-Century Thousand Buddha Caves in Bozkrik and Tuyoq, an ancient Muslim pilgrimage site located just
outside the village of Turpan.
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