
Wild China 
 

Part 1 - Chengdu 
 
Mentioning a trip to China typically conjures up mental images of the Great Wall, the Forbidden 
City, and the Terra Cotta Warriors in China's most frequently visited cities of Beijing and Xi'an, 
or the misty mountains of Guilin on a cruise on the Li River or  a visit to the site of the Three 
Gorges Dam on a cruise on the Yangtze River, both of which are in Southern China.  It also 
conjures thoughts of choking pollution in the cities and of muggy heat in the south during the 
tourist season. 
 
When Susanna and I saw an opportunity to visit a less travelled, wild area of Southwest China, 
on a photography tour offered Natural Habitat Adventures, an eco-tour company that partners 
with the World Wildlife Fund, we jumped at it.  The itinerary was to begin in Chengdu, the 
provincial capital of Sichuan Provence, promised visits to three panda bases (two near Chengdu 
and one near the town of Ya'an, south of Chengdu) followed by explorations of  two natural 
areas, the Tangjiahe Nature Reserve and the Jiuzhaigou National Park.  Both are situated in the 
Minshan Mountains, an extension of the Himalayas;  wildlife is purported to be abundant and 
the views of mountains, lakes and waterfalls are considered exceptionally beautiful.  It all 
sounded like the ideal excursion for our travel photography obsession. 
 
With exhaustion and adrenalin competing for our bodies' attention after traveling for more 
than 35 hours, we exited the baggage claim area in the Chengdu International Airport to find 
Philip, our genial and knowledgeable local guide, cheerily waving at us.  He loaded us and our 
luggage, along with another participant and his luggage, into his minivan and sped off to our 

lodging for the first few days, the elegant 
Shangri-La Hotel.  We had arrived a day early to 
give some time to acclimate to the 15-hour time 
difference before the tour began in earnest, so 
once we settled into our room, we went off to 
explore the surroundings on our own, hoping the 
exercise would shift our internal clock to local 
time. 
 
The hotel sits on the north bank of the Jin River, 
a very popular area for walking, dancing, eating, 
drinking, and just plain relaxing.  We strolled 

along a short section the south bank, then turned back towards the hotel on the north bank, all 
while enjoying the views and the people who were relaxing under the shade of the many trees 
that line the riverside walkway.  The only hazard was the traffic.  Cars do not stop for 
pedestrians, and motor scooters had the right of way on the sidewalks.  The scooters which 
were electric could silently sneak up behind you, so we had to always maintain a watchful eye. 
 

Shangri La Chengdu Hotel 



Next to the hotel was an "Entertainment District," which we explored.  It's an area chock full of 
night clubs and restaurants.  It was too early for the night clubs to open, but the restaurants 
were actively trying to recruit us.  There seemed to be an underlying theme in one area of 
restaurants:  German beer gardens.  
 
With no knowledge of Mandarin on our part, no English on the locals' part, and no real 
guidance on the regional cuisine, we wimped out and went back to the hotel for an early dinner 
of spicy noodle in the hotel lounge,  And spicy it was! 
 
 We arose leisurely and well-rested the next morning and set out to explore more of the city.  
Once again we strolled along the river, this time more than a mile or so past Sichuan University 
to the Bamboo Park.  It's a people's park, much of it open to 
the public.  A small section dedicated to a woman, Xue Tao, a 
poet in the Tang Dynasty, requires an entrance fee.  This part 
has elegant buildings, towers and gardens, and the main tower, 
River View Tower, is dedicated to her. 
 
The public part was filled with people doing Tai Chi, rowing 
boats on a small lake, and playing mahjongg.  Paths led across 
foot bridges to pavilions where the locals had picnics and 
danced.  Grandparents were watching the grandkids.  Vendors 
sold various snacks.  One such vendor made sugary sculptures 
on a stick, which was a favorite of the children   
 
In the evening, still amazingly well-rested, even after traipsing 
around the City all day, we gathered with our fellow travelers, 
our Natural Habitat guide, Brad, his ever attentive assistant, 
Sunny (whose name perfectly described her outgoing 
disposition), and Philip, for the first official event of the tour:  dinner.  This was going to be 
exciting, because we hadn't a clue what the food was going to be like...no scorpions on a stick, 
please. 
 
We, of course, knew about the spicy cuisine of Sichuan...Kung Pao Chicken, Szechuan Beef, and 
the like...but we had not expected the flavors, depths and variety of authentic Sichuan cooking.  
Then, again, we did not know at the time that Chengdu is considered one of the food capitals of 
the world.  The food scene of the night was to be repeated at every lunch and dinner for the 
rest of our tour, whether at a local, family owned restaurant  or in a modest private home.  
Philip ordered our dishes, which were served banquet style on the ever-present Chinese lazy 
susan, often 15 or more.  He announced that his goal was to never repeat the same dish.  In 
some cases, dishes might have the same name, but the preparations would be specific to the 
local tastes.  (Spoiler alert:  he succeeded!)  For the record, the local beer is very good and a 
great antidote for numb tongue, an outcome of crunching on the famous Sichuan peppercorns 
called "ma!" 
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After dinner we had the option to explore our 
surroundings, and it's hard to say they were less 
than spectacular.  The bridge across the Jin River 
(also called the Brocade River) in front of our 
hotel at night was lit up to emphasize its classical 
beauty.  It's the of the bridge mentioned by 
Marco Polo in the 13th Century.  The original was 
destroyed in the 1980s and rebuilt in 2003.  The 
night view, with all its reflections is quite a sight. 
 
 

Brilliant night lighting was not limited to Anshun 
Bridge.  On the south side of the river two blocks 
of bars lined the street, with the bridge bisecting 
the two blocks.  They had not been open on our 
first night as we had strolled this area early.  But 
this night, they were jam-packed with young 
folks, drinking, listening to music and generally 
enjoying life.  They do know how to party in 
Chengdu! 
 
We finally had to leave the hyperactivity to settle 
in to our hotel and prepare for a trip to panda land, our itinerary for tomorrow. 

 
 

NEXT: Part 2 - Chengdu Panda Bases 
 

Anshun Bridge, Chengdu 

Bar Scene, Chengdu 


