
Wild China 
 

Part 4 - Jiuzhaigou National Park 
 

We left Tangiahe for our final wilderness destination, the Jiuzhaigou National Park, very early 
the next morning.  We had to get our bus out of the Reserve before the Reserve's day crew 
showed up.  Fortunately, Sunny was in charge of the coffee. 
 

Jiuzhaigou National Park one of the most scenic 
national parks in China...and one of the highest.  
To get there, we had to drive on switch-back-
infested roads through rugged Minshan 
mountains, cresting at the 12,000-foot 
Rhododendron Pass, before dropping into the 
Jiuzhai Valley on the edge of the Tibetan 
Plateau.   
 
The mountainous winding roads took us through 
a beautiful countryside, a region which  is 
thoroughly Tibetan in culture.  In the town of 

Pingwu, where we had lunch, sits a faux monastery called the Bao'en Temple.  It looks and feels 
like a true Buddhist monastery, but it was actually built as the residence of local high ranking 
official in the 15th Century in the style of the Emperor's Forbidden City in Beijing.  Copying the 
Emperor's residence was a big "no-no" in those days, for which death was the prescribed 
punishment.  To avoid that fate, the local official designated it a monastery, and it's carried that 
designation to this day. 
 
We meandered into the local market in Pingwu.  While not as large as the one in Jianhyou, it 
was just as fascinating, but more rural in flavor.   There were several older women with large 
baskets on their backs that wandered through 
the market, but whether they were selling or 
buying was unclear.  The streets were also 
lined with farm vendors and the locals were 
purchasing fruits and vegetables from them.  
Like elsewhere, folks were very friendly, waving 
from their tables, and one such group even 
raised their glasses in a toast. 
 
The second stop near the top of the mountain 
pass was at a set of roadside shops with an 
accessible toilet (although not Western).  Three 
Tibetan ladies in beautiful local dress were staffing some tables filled with locally made 
handicrafts and swarmed our little group, anxious to show off their wares.  Hand signs gave the 
(very cheap) prices, and they never lost their smiles...even as it began to rain. 
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We stopped near the crest of the pass to view the countryside and winding road.  A couple of 
our colleagues were near the edge of the drop off and said they felt some subtle shaking.  After 
the fact, we discovered this was the time of the devastating earthquake in Nepal. 
 
As we descended into the Jiuzhai Valley, our bus unexpectedly pulled off the road.  Brad told us 

that the driver had a warning light had indicated 
a failure of the air pressure suspension.  We 
spent about an hour and one-half, building a rock 
ramp for the bus to back up on, so that the driver 
could investigate the problem.  After spending 
some time under the bus (we were afraid the 
rocks would give way and he'd be crushed), the 
driver declared the problem one of comfort, not 
of safety, and we spent the rest of the drive 
bouncing in our seats every time we hit one of 
the very prevalent potholes.  

 
Nearing the park, we veered off on a back road to a local beekeeper's farm house.  The farmer 
was very proud of his place and welcomed us enthusiastically.  It was not a "purchase stop," 
rather a simple visit to a beekeeper, who welcomed us to see his farm.  We got some 
fascinating insights into the primitive conditions in which farmers live and into the happiness 
that he and his family exuded.  
 
Our hotel, the Sheraton Jiuzhaigou  Resort, sits just outside the Park's boundaries.  It's adjacent 
to  a small shopping area, the main street of which is lined with local restaurants and eateries, 
and small stores with crafts and food stuffs.  
 
The park contains numerous lakes and beautiful waterfalls, 
most of which we visited during our three-day stay.  The park 
also contains nine ancient Tibetan villages, still occupied by the 
families that settled there.  Prayer flags and elegant Tibetan 
architecture punctuate these villages.  It's very popular with 
the Chinese and many of the stops and sights within it can 
become quite crowded.   
 
Overnight snow graced the Park for our first full day there.   An 
early morning departure for the Park Entrance got us ahead of 
the crowds, and we headed up the western spur to Long Lake, 
where we were greeted by strikingly beautiful and rugged 
snow-capped mountains against deep blue skies.  The peeling 
bark of the Chinese red birch glowed with the morning light as 
we descended to Five Color Pool, a small lake with complex 
blue-green hues.   It's mountainous terrain, so while the Park is 
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well equipped with well-maintained boardwalks that lead through the forest and along the 
lakes, they are hilly and have numerous long sets of stairs. They were treacherously icy as the 
morning sun began to melt the snow.  
 
 
We spent the day walking along the trails  enjoying the vast forest and the shimmering lakes 
including a walk from Rhinoceros Lake to Tiger Lake to Shuzheng Falls. Lunch was in a Tibetan 

home in the very colorful Tibetan village of 
Shuzheng, one of the nine Tibetan villages in the 
Park.   It's not a Park that bustles with wildlife, 
although it is known to be a habitat for the 
elusive Giant Panda, Chinese Takin and Golden 
Monkey, none of which we spotted.  It is a 
birding region, and a couple of our fellow 
travelers were intent on counting several species 
off their list and set out on their own excursions 
in search of them.   

 
After lunch and a stroll through the Tibetan 

Prayer Flags and Prayer Wheels of Shuzheng, we continued our 
lake walk:  Sparkle, Reed and Bonsai.  By the end of the day, we 
had walked about eight and one-half miles, much more than 
we had intended.  We were quite tired, and Susanna's knees 
had suffered a bruising by the stairs.  We decided to have 
dinner at the hotel, with another of our group who decided not 
to walk with the group another mile to a local Tibetan 
restaurant that Philip and Brad had chosen.  It was a wise 
choice, especially since Brad provided Susanna with some 
Chinese herbal medicinal patches for her aching knee, which 
worked amazingly well.  It was also an occasion to stray from 
the Chinese/Tibet offerings to an American-style dinner with 
Tsing Tao beer. 
 

With another 
early morning 
start, we set off for the east Fork of the Park, 
Rize Valley.  This day was primarily dedicated to 
photographing the numerous and very beautiful 
waterfalls of Jiuzhaigou, although the lakes 
continued to be on our walking itinerary.  We 
headed to the end of the road and the Virgin or 
Primeval Forest, stopping at Mirror Lake for a 
photo.  From the Primeval Forest we walked by 
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Panda lake to the Arrow Bamboo Falls, one of the 
widest in the Park, and on to Arrow Bamboo Lake, 
where we settled in for a picnic lunch. 
 
Post lunch, we walked to Pearls Shoal Falls and on 
to Noorilang Falls, before boarding our bus back to 
the Sheraton, with a brief stop at the eye-level falls 
at Sparkle Lake.  
 
With another exhausting day under our belt, 
Susanna and I (along with two others from our 
group) decided to try a Chinese Foot Massage 
before dinner.  The four of us were seated in massage chairs when the four masseuses holding 
wooden tubs of hot water walked in together and started their work in unison.  It was an 
interesting experience which included not only our feet but also the calves of our legs.  None of 
them spoke English, and with no Mandarin knowledge on our end, answering questions from 
them was a challenge.  I only got two foot massage extras before I wised up and said "no," to all 
subsequent questions. 
 
The following morning we set off for Juizahai airport, a site at 11,300 feet elevation, for our 
flight back to Chengdu and our last full day in Sichuan Province.  Along the way we had brief 
stops at a real Tibetan monastery (not a faux one like in Pingwu) and for a few photographs of 
the mountains and local hybrid yaks.  
 
In Chengdu that afternoon, we all went to an ancient street which is now a pedestrian area of 
shops and restaurants.  Susanna and I were in search of a small carved panda to add to our bear 
collection.  But as part of that search, we enjoyed the small shops, street vendors and local 
residents strolling among them.   
 
It was our last night in Chengdu.  We would leave the following morning for Xi'an and Beijing.  
But as a final farewell, we joined our fellow travelers and guides a superb banquet at the 
Veranda Bridge Restaurant on the beautiful Anshun Bridge.  Our thoughts and conversation 
were of Sichuan, giant pandas, and spectacular national Reserves and Parks.  It was truly wild 
China. 
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