
Wild China 
 

Part 2 - Chengdu Panda Bases 
 
Two mornings after our initial arrival in Chengdu, we sleepily crawled out of bed early to be 
ready for a 7 am departure for our first encounter with the notoriously shy and gentle giant 
pandas.  It was a good night's sleep, in spite of the time difference issues, but our bodies 
weren't quite ready for the shock of rising at a time that doesn't normally exist on our watches.  
 
With telephoto lenses mounted on our DSLRs and fingers poised on the shutter releases, we 
drove 40 miles northwest to the Dujiangyan Panda Base, a center focusing on rescue, disease 

control, and rehabilitation of ill and injured wild 
pandas.  After some confusion on the part of the 
base personnel as to whether they had a base 
van for us, we drove in to our first sighting:  an 
adolescent perched high up in the branches of a 
tree, either sleeping or watching us...we couldn't 
tell, as their eyes are as black as the patches 
around them.  This was only the beginning. 
 
As the treed panda descended and vanished into 
its enclosure, a  pair of adolescent siblings, as if 

on cue, wandered out into the field of their enclosure and 
began their ritual playing and rolling around together.  Across 
the way, a Red Panda nibbled on plants (not bamboo?) 
spread out on a feeding platform, while two more scampered 
up a tree to find a place to sleep. We spent the morning 
rotating around the three groups of performers:  solo in tree, 
scampering red pandas, and the playing twins.  We could 
have watched these guys for hours, and we did. 
 
Just when we thought the show was over, we were driven 
behind the normal barriers to a special spot where we had 
the option to be get up close and friendly with a panda.  

Panda health 
concerns had 
closed down 
tourist access 
to close 
encounters, that is sitting with them for a photo 
opportunity.  But the health concerns were 
fading and Brad/Philip arranged such an 
opportunity.  Susanna cautiously considered the 
opportunity and cuddled up to an adolescence 

who was more interested in eating his bamboo 
shoot than in any visitor.  What an experience! 

Treed Panda - Dujaingyan Panda Base 
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Red Panda - Dujiangyan Panda Base 



 
After lunch in a local restaurant, we returned to Dujiangyan for more bear fun and games.  The 
original pandas (solo in tree, scampering red pandas, and the playing twins) continued their 
shows, but continually changing their antics.   
 
 
The problem with pandas is that they are so cute, regardless of size and age, and every moment 
watching them brings a new expression, new contortion, or new antic, each of which is a 
photographic opportunity.  I began counting our secure digital memory cards, wondering if 
their total capacity of 14,000 to16,000 images would be enough for the entire trip. 
 
Before returning to Chengdu, we drove to an isolated enclosure where an adult was putting on 
a engaging performance.  Although eating was a major part of his show, he enjoyed walking to 
the top of the hill in its enclosure, curling into a ball and rolling down the hill, then repeating 
the sequence over and over again.  What a clown he was, and he was a perfect ending to the 
day's visit. 
 
Day  3 (or day 4, depending on how you count.):  Another early morning departure to the 
Chengdu Research Base of Giant Panda Breeding northeast of Chengdu was on tap. This base is 
highly popular with the locals and tour groups, so Brad and Philip wanted to get us there before 
the pandemonium.  Maybe the 15 hours time difference wasn't so debilitating after all.  (Memo 
to self: get a watch that has hour before 9 am.)  Our target here was the young panda cubs 
(about 9 months old), who have their own nursery and play area.  Seeing them in their outdoor 
play area was our photographic goal.  So much for goals. 
 
After a brisk one-mile or so uphill hike along the paved paths of the base, we arrived at the 
panda nursery, only to find the cubs had not been let out into the outdoor play area.  We 
waited for quite some time before Brad and Philip were able to discern that they probably 

wouldn't be let out this day since the keepers were waiting for 
the veterinarians to show up for a routine blood draw...and 
they were late.  As a consolation, we spent a considerable 
amount of time photographing other residents of the base 
(great views, not to be missed), hoping to see the cubs. Still, our 
prime targets were not to appear.  Finally we moved inside to 
the nursery, where the panda cubs were kept...about nine...and 
were able to photograph them playing and cavorting with their 
toys and their playmates.   One clearly knew how to open the 
door, and kept trying to pull on the handle.  Two other 
attempted to escape through an open window, but their 
escapade was foiled by the keepers.  This base was much more 
frequented by locals and tour groups than the Dujiangyan 
Panda Base, so getting clear shots through the heads and arms 
of the other visitors, once the crowds appeared, was a 
challenge. 
 

Trying to Escape - Chengdu Panda Base 



I counted my empty memory cards again and estimated how many images still remained:  no 
way could this level of shooting be maintained for all 12 days of the trip. 
 
The usual out-the-door before you awake regimen took us back to the Chengdu Base on the 
next morning.  Thank god the hotel made great coffee at breakfast. 
 
Originally we had been scheduled to travel on the previous afternoon to Ya'an  so we could get 
an early morning start at the  Bifengxia Panda Base, where we could visit the "kindergarten" 
where yearlings play to the delight of the visitors.  Always on top of the ever changing 
opportunities, Brad ("You never know for sure in China.") and Philip orchestrated the itinerary 
change because the yearlings  had been 
moved "by the authorities" to another base 
somewhere.  I wondered if the cubs had 
become political prisoners for transgressing 
some obscure law. 
 
So we returned to the Chengdu Breeding 
Center.   After the ritual  one-mile run up the 
hill to the nursery, we were treated with the 
panda cubs romping and frolicking in their 
outdoor playpen.  I wasn't sure that with a day 
and a half of photographing adolescents and 
adults playing, eating and sleeping at the Dujiangyan and Chengdu Panda Bases under our belts 
(and on our memory cards), there would be much left to capture, or so I thought.  The cubs 
were unbelievable acrobats, full of mischief and energy, and total delights to watch and 
photograph in trees, on the ground and in their splash pool.  Whether playing together or 
acting out solo, they totally mesmerized me.  
 
As we boarded our bus for our next adventure, I obsessively counted our empty memory cards 
once more:  We had collected a total of 3,943 images of pandas and another 1,122 images of 
Chengdu...a total of 5,065 images taking up nearly 80 gigabytes of storage in a matter of three 
to four days.  I figured that if we don't visit any more panda bases, we'll make it through the 
remaining 7 days in Sichuan. 
 
 

NEXT: Part 3 - Tangjiahe Nature Reserve 
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