
Wild China 
 

Part 3 - Tangjiahe Nature Reserve 
 

Leaving the Chengdu Panda Base,  we boarded our charter bus for our next adventure: three 
nights in the Tangjiahe Nature Reserve.  It wasn't obvious at the beginning, but the bus had 
three digital camera on board:  one pointed at the driver, the other two at the front and rear 
sections of the bus.  Brad made the mistake of sitting down on the aisle to talk with one of our 
fellow photographers.  The bus driver almost immediately received an official text on his screen 
from the bus headquarters, telling him that sitting in the aisle was not permitted.  This is China. 
 
Tangjiahe Nature Reserve is a full day's drive north of Chengdu in the Minshan Mountain range, 
an extension of the Himalayas.  By forgoing a night in Ya'an, we were able to break the drive 
into two comfortable pieces with an bonus stopover in Jiangyou. I  had hoped that this new 
schedule meant the upcoming morning would not be so early.  Foolish me.  
 
Before going out to another fabulous Philip-arranged meal, we checked into our hotel in 
Jiangyou.  It was a business hotel that had Western facilities and was really quite comfortable, 
once we figured out how to turn on the air conditioning.  It was a Chinese version of a very 
basic Best Western, although some rooms came with opportunities to buy adult toys, much to 
the chagrin of Brad.  We have no evidence that any of our group took advantage of the 
opportunity.  
 
The next morning we began our final leg to Tangjiahe, but only after a visit to the local market, 

just blocks from the hotel. Like in Chengdu, but even more so, 
we were objects of curiosity and interest...the rare Westerner. 
The market was active and fascinating.  The locals were 
extremely friendly; We waved and they waved back.  They 
graciously posed for photos with their meat and fish, vegetables 
and baked goods...but raw meat and fish unrefrigerated in open 
markets always make me a bit nervous.  We could have spent 
more time interacting with the vendors, but the call  of Tangjiahe 
was strong... in Brad's and Philip's schedule. 
 
The drive from Jianhyou to the Tangjiahe Reserve  took us 
northeast of Chengdu into the Minshan Mountain range, an 
extension of the Himalayas.  The forested and mountainous area 
is dotted with tiny villages with Tibetan-influenced details and 
homes with decorated doors. It felt good to sit back and watch 
the fascinating landscape pass by. 
 

The population was peasant: farmers and shopkeepers, and old men and women were playing 
cards and mahjongg.   At one stop, I watched (and photographed) an old man smoking his pipe 
on the stoop outside shop.  The clock is slower and folks more relaxed here, compared to the 
frantic buzz of the cities like Chengdu.  At another stop, a family invited us into their home (and 
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to use their facilities).  Life is simple, without the modern conveniences that most of us think 
are essential.  Yet they are happy and content, and some of the friendliest folks on Earth.  
 
We paid short visit to the town Qing Xi and spent some time with students in the local primary 
school where they practiced their limited English phrases:  "Where are you from?" "How are 

you?" "How old are you?"  (The kids were 
shocked when we told them the truth to this 
one.)  Mostly it was pointing to phrases in their 
learning books and gesturing.   
 
The town also contains  an ancient (2000 year 
old) Gansu Muslim village, filled with shops, 
families and children, all of whom were 
incredibly gracious and friendly:  smiling, waving 
and posing for photos.  We had time to immerse 
ourselves in the atmosphere and enjoy the 
people.  Asking them if we could take their 

picture, or should I say gesturing to them,  was a 
hoot.  They smiled, nodded "yes," and posed, 
often grabbing their kids to show them off.  The  
young ones performed antics to attract our 
attention and take their pictures.  The older 
ones broke into broad grins when we showed 
them their images on the camera screen. 
 
We continued on for a late arrival at the 
Tangjiahe Hotel in the center of the Reserve.  
This Reserve is very remote and off the beaten 
path for most tourists, Chinese and otherwise, so 
we would encounter few other visitors.  The roads into and around the Reserve are single lane 
and cannot support any heavy traffic. Passing another vehicle approaching us would have been 
problematic, but we had a special arrangement that allowed our bus to deliver us to the hotel 
as long as we arrived late, after the main rush of employees left.  Although there were some 
confusion over a few of the rooms, we found ours  to be quite comfortable, if somewhat small 
and quirky. At least it had a Western toilet. The grounds were quite beautiful.  
 
On our first full day in Tangjiahe we hiked the paths and followed trails in search of the resident 
wildlife.  We had special permits that granted access to even more remote sections of the 
reserve that are normally off-limits to the public, and our hopes were high for spotting the pre-
historic-looking Takin,  a Moon Bear, and several of the goat- or antelope-like mammals that 
are known to roam the area.  The Reserve is also  known to be a habitat for Giant Panda, 
although Brad made it clear that the chances for seeing one in the wild is miniscule.   
 
Not long after beginning our search we spotted a Chinese Muntjac (a deer-like animal), not far 
off the road.  Frequent stops to view the expansive scenery, majestic waterfalls, and beautiful 
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flowers kept us inspired as did the endless supply of Snickers bars that Sunny always had ready 
for us. 
 
On the way back to the hotel for lunch, we sought out a troop of Tibetan Macaques, and they 

were a sight to be seen: recently born infants, adolescents and 
mature males and females all under the watchful eye of the 
alpha male...who was very aggressive. The adults clutched their 
babies and scurried across the river, jumping from rock to rock.  
Some of the slightly older ones struck out themselves only to be 
stranded with a jump too scary. They had to be rescued by a 
mature  Macaque.   
 
I couldn't help but note that there were many more Macaques 
than tourists at the hotel.  
 
In the afternoon, we set off to another area of the Reserve, to 
an area not open to the general public but to which our special 
permit granted us access.  Our goal was the Takin, symbol of 
the Reserve, but we kept our eyes open for the other critters 
unique the area.  We stopped along a gorge where high on the 
cliffs across the way we spotted two Chinese Gorals ( a goat-like 

critter), one adult and one adolescent.   
 
Further along the route we spotted one of the 
most beautiful birds I've ever seen:  the Golden 
Pheasant. Our search for the Takin was not as 
successful, although we trudged slowly and 
quietly for about two miles along a forest track in 
the late afternoon.  Well into dusk, Brad spotted 
a shape in the dark recesses of the hillside woods 
along our path that he said was a Takin.  It looked 
like a blob to us.  
 
On day 2 in Tangjiahe, we repeated our search 
for Takin and the other elusive mammals and 
birds, but added a search for panda scat in one of the more remotes area for which we had a 
permit.  This day's activities may sound bizarre, but the Reserve is quite beautiful and worth 
visiting for the scenery as well as for its resident wildlife.  This day's finds included a Chinese 
Hoopoe bird and a really good view of a Golden Pheasant, but no sign of panda scat.  We ended 
our day with a repeat of the previous day's pre-sunset walk along the forest track  searching for 
Takin.  It was also a bust. The general absence of Takin throughout the Reserve was mysterious 
to Brad and Philip, as it is one of the normal delights of visitors to this Reserve. 
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