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The area of headwaters of the Three Great Rivers covers Yushu and Golog Tibetan autonomous prefectures in
Qinghai Province and its neighbouring areas. The “ Three Great Rivers” refer to the Yellow River, Yangtze and
Lancang River. The area is an important water source of China and of Asia. At an average altitude of 3500 metres, and
in some places at the elevation of 40000 metres, it is part of the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau, known as the Roof of the
World. Bayan Har, the eastern branch of Kunlun Mountains, Kukushiri Mountains, Anemaqen Mountains and Tangula
Mountains extend across the natural reserve at headwaters of the three rivers. The special geographic conditions have
begotten rugged and imposing landscapes.

This mysterious and sacred area is inhabited by Tibetan people who speak Khampa and Amdo dialects. They keep
their ancient religious tradition and splendid customs. In some aspects, they possess even more primitive Tibetan culture
than the Tibetan in the Tibetan Autonomous Region. Because of this, the region has become a pure land aspired for by
Chinese and foreign adventurers. It is also a source of inspiration for artists and writers.

Since I set foot on that region by chance, it has been like a powerful magnet for my heart. Unable to resist its
attraction, I have visited it five times.

In a few years, especially after 2009, I visited the headwaters of the three rivers and its neighbouring areas several
times. Needless to say, there I experienced hardships. On a few occasions I had a narrow brush with danger. It is just
the difficulty and sufferings I had that have left on me ineffaceable memories. In face of the great beauty of the
landscape, I was intoxicated, totally forgetting hunger and tiredness. The simple and kind-hearted local Tibetan people

of a few words won my respect and understanding. People there wear costumes different from ours and speak their own




languages and have different beliefs, but they are our brothers, members of the great family of the Chinese nation. Living
in a harsh environment, the fearless people guard their home and the pure land of their spirit, and a water source of the
Chinese nation. They are silently making contribution to China, and even to the human culture. Their unique and
mysterious custom and culture are not only a brilliant pearl in Chinese culture, but a gem in the human civilisation. Their
culture is a witness to cultural diversity. Once you set foot on this area, you feel you are making pilgrimage to a holy site
and your mind is purged of earthly thoughts.

During my visit to the headwaters of the three rivers, I sustained altitude disease and heart trouble and shot ten
thousand pictures. Some of the pictures show landscapes in that region and others show the local Tibetan people’s lives.
What I have seen there is just a tip of an iceberg, and due to lack of necessary apparatus and my physical condition, I
failed to visit some landmarks. At the same time, I must admit that my observation of the area is superficial and
incomplete, in comparison to the rich and profound Tibetan culture and local customs. Despite this, I put my pictures into
an album and decided to have it published. By such an album I mean to express my heartfelt thanks to my friends and
companions who have given me encouragement and support. The book is also a memento of my travels. Above all, I like
to share my joy and what I learned during my travels with everyone.

In 1940s, Zhuang Xueben, a young man then, entered the Tibetan people’s region carrying a camera with himself.
He took a great number of pictures of the Tibetan people’s lives. But in the ensuing decades, due to political reasons,
those photos were neglected. Their value has not been discovered until recently. Zhuang Xueben is honoured as a
“Pioneer of Documentary Photographing in China” . His photographs are regarded as works with unique artistic and
anthropological values and as reliable visual investigation reports on Chinese ethnic groups.

Following the master’s footprints, I broke into that mysterious region. I didn’t aim high. I just wanted to add some
new pictures to Zhuang Xueben’s magnum opus produced 70 years ago. My pictures may carry incomplete information,
but at least they are believable. They show present Tibetan people’s lives and their culture and customs and everything
about them, seen with my eyes and caught with the lens of my camera. I hope my photographs will help readers know

more about the land and people living on it, and inspire their interests in the pure land.

12 Sept.2010
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From Madoi to Yushu

The headwaters of the Three Great Rivers were once a distant
place that I could only see in my dreams. Speaking of the place, I
would visualize Tibetan antelopes, the soul of the prairie, the sacred
and clean snow-capped mountains, expansesof flowers, and myster-
iou, primitive white clouds floating in the azure sky.

In summer 2005, [ finally fulfilled my long-cherished wish. 1
had an interesting and unforgettable travel to the headwaters of the
Great Rivers.

On 24 July we set out in a car from Xining and rode across
fields covered with yellow rapeseed flowers and green grassland,
over several mountains veiled by white clouds, and by the noon,
arrived at Doima County, at an altitude of 4,000 meters above sea
level. Soon after we passed by the county town, we saw a bridge
ahead of us, with a sign by it reading, “ The First Bridge Over the
Yellow River”. In Doima we could say that we had reached the
source of the Yellow River. Yet we uttered a cry in surprise when we
saw the bridge. We stopped our car and ran down the bridge. There
we saw a stream, about three metres wide. That was the great Mother
River of our nation, the same river that runs wild in China’s heartland.
It quietly flowed under the blue sky and white clouds. The stream

was so calm, so gentle. Some children were playing. Some children

held a string with a hook at its end and a stone in their hands. They
began angling without using a fishing pole. As we approached them,
we found that they had caught many fish, and some of the fish were
rather large. Our mother river, like a loving mother with an open
chest, gave us what it had.

Having passed the First Bridge Over the Yellow River, we
saw numberless ponds on the extensive grassland ahead of us. Those
ponds were like bright eyes gazing at the sky. They were also like stars
twinkling at us. I had a sudden brainwave. I was by the Stars’Sea
recorded in many ancient documents, a place where ancient people
sought the headwaters of the Yellow River. Ancient people believed
that the place was where the stars slept over the day. I had read about
the place many a time in ancient poems. Then, I physically arrived at
the place with the Stars’ Sea in sight. I was intoxicated by the
dream-like scene. I wonder if I was in a dream or a fairyland.

The section of road near Yushu was being repaired. We
arrived at the seat of Yushu Prefecture at a late hour. Our friends
there had waited for us half a night. Upon our arrival, they dragged us
to a dinning hall and treated us to a dinner. They were Khampa men,
generous and humorous. They made us drink a lot and told us a great

deal about their place. From their talks we learned more about the




place. Yushu is at an average altitude of 4,000 metres above sea level
and there are 2,000 high peaks. Yushu is the well-known home of
mountains and rivers and dancers. Yushu is also home to the
mysterious Khampa culture, part of the Tibetan culture. The so-called
Khampa people are Tibetans living in Qamdo of Tibet, Yushu of
Qinghai and other Khampa-dialect speaking areas. They are of high
stature, courageous and romantic, and love wandering, hence the
name the Gypsy on the plateau. Khampa men like to weave their hair
into a knot and tied it with red or black silk threads on top of their
head. The knot is called “hero’s knot” . The courageous and intrepid
Khampa men are well-known in areas dwelt by Tibetans and loved
by women.

We talked in high spirits at the table. One of my friends began
to sing a song written by himself, “On the grassland you hear
colourful songs. From the milk you taste sweet songs. Out of the long
sleeves you hear passionate songs. From the bosom of our heart you
hear cheerful songs”.

I got up early the next morning. After washing up, I followed
the team of cars of the Prefecture Committee to watch the annual
horse race.

We drove twenty or thirty kilometres along a torrential river
until we saw colourful streamers ahead of us and heard songs. As we
approached the site, gaily dressed Tibetan people holding hada
scarves, danced and sang to greet guests from distant places. We
were immersed in a sea of gaiety. On the grass were Tibetan people
in festive costumes. In the distance were tents in various colours.
Farther still white smoke rose on mountain peaks. The smoke rose
from bonfires made by local people with pine branches that emitted
sweet. In the azure sky were clouds in the shape of broad petals of
flowers. From time to time hawks flew up, drawing beautiful curves
in the air with their wings. The platform was decorated in red. Being
there you couldn 't help but being moved by the traditional Tibetan
culture and the festive atmosphere.

As I saw people swarming in, I guessed that people from
surrounding areas must have all come. Some people had come with
seniors and children. Some had propped up their tents around the
racing field. Women were dressed in festive costumes. I had been
told that Tibetan people 's fortune was all worn by women. Then I

was convinced of that. Every woman wore a brilliant brocaded

Tibetan robe, with the collar, cuffs and the lower hem ornamented
with luxury fur. They wore various gems all over them. Even knives
they wore were decorated with gold, silver and gems. I was told that
a Tibetan woman s attire might cost a million yuan. That was
presumably true. Tibetan people are nomadic people and they have
no fixed places to store their wealth. So the safest way to keep their
wealth was to convert it with various jewelleries for their beloved
women. A beautifully dressed wife is a man’s pride. Furthermore, the
Tibetan people have a fine tradition of respecting women and loving
daughters. When a daughter is married off, her parents would give
her a substantial dowry. A dowry is an inheritance and so over
generations it may grow into an enormous fortune.

The horse race began. After the county magistrate in the
ethnic costume announced the opening of the race in Tibetan
language, the most heart-stirring performance in the opening
ceremony was the Yushu dance. As teams of contestants entered the
race court, a fierce competition of dance started. All contestants,
men and women alike, to accompaniment of songs, danced to their
hearts "content with energy pent up over the last year. Especially,
the Khampa men with “hero 's knots” on their head and bright
ox-hide boots on their feet, danced, swirling in the air. On the
grassland their vigorous and graceful dance was echoed by the
clattering of their boots and drums. Everyone in presence was
infected by the Tibetan people’s enthusiasm.

After the opening ceremony was the horse race and
competition of equestrian skills. One Khampa man after another
galloped up like lightening. They rode while bending themselves to
pick up a line of hada scarves from the ground, or turned up and
down on horseback to perform different movements. Lasting
applause broke out from the spectators from time to time.

After watching the performance in the opening ceremony, I
walked on the grassland and took pictﬁres of the beautiful scenes and
Tibetan young men and women with my camera. The grassland was
immersed in a festive atmosphere. Everywhere you saw tents in
brilliant colours. It seemed that the whole county had come. Whole
families came to watch competitions and after that they ate meat and
drank wine in their tents. Young men and women seized the
opportunity to court their other halves. You may enter any of the tents

and the host would treat you to their best food. If you were a young



man, you may court the girl in the tent too. Over the horse race
Tibetan people have seven days off. They play to their heart’s content
in the free time.

After the horse race, we drove to Tongtian River, the
headwaters of the Yangtze. Stories of the river in the classical novel
Journey to the West made it fascinating. In fact, we had driven across
it the previous night when we were entering Yushu County. But it had
been dark and so we had been able to see nothing clearly. But the
gurgling of waves in silent night aroused our curiosity about the river.
As we saw it the next afternoon, we did see a clear river dashing
between steep cliffs. The river was not wide, but seemed deep. Whirls
spinning down the river held us in awe. By the river stood a monument
in the form of two hands holding a brilliant pearl. Against the azure
sky, the towering monument seems to be praying or declaring
something. 1 suppose it is manifesting people’ s determination to
safeguard the ecology at the headwaters of China’s three great rivers,
the water supply for the Chinese nation.

On the third day, we set out in the early morning for Nangqgen
County at the southernmost end of Yushu. Bordering on Qamdo
Prefecture of Tibet, it is a warm place, praised for the abundance of
oxygen in the air.

Before 1 set out for Nanggen I had heard of the beautiful
scenery there. In Nangqgen I did see stunning landscape. The place is
on a plateau at an altitude of 4000 metres above see level, but hills
there are not steep. They are also covered with vegetation. Against
the azure sky with white clouds, the enchanting place is a fairyland.

All the way we had been driving by a stream. As we asked the
local people, we were told that it was the headstream of Lancang
River. | used to think Lancang River is a torrential flow. But in
Nanggen I saw a narrow stream flowing calmly. The water in it was

not deeper than my knees. Its banks were studded with tiny yellow

flowers. At a turning of the stream was a tent, by which a group of
Tibetan children were playing. The narrow stream has nourished the
local people and at its lower reaches, it nourishes people of several
nations.

In Nanggen are many legends about the King Gesar. In
accompaniment of officials of the county government, we proceeded
southward, crossing mountains, and arrived at a towering peak. Local
officials told us that a small village at the foot of the mountain was
Gesar ’s birthplace. It was a small village with a few Tibetan-style
houses and a small Mani Stone Mound. The mountain, however, was
steep and majestic, like a screen standing behind the village. The
small village immediately associated mythology with reality, and the
past with present.

In Nanggen, we visited a dream-like place, an attractive hill
covered with verdant vegetation and pines. Red and white long
streamers with inscriptions on them hang on pine branches. A quiet
unnamed river half circled the hill. On a side of the hill was a statue
of Padmasambhava, founder of the Tibetan sect of Buddhism. The
statue was in brilliant colour and we didn’t know when it had been
erected there. The statue amiably looked at the small village, and
with his thumb raised, he was telling us that the hill was one of the
sacred hills in Tibet. We piously walked around the hill to pay our
homage to it. As we walked on the path trodden by countless
pilgrims, to our surprise, we didn’t gasp as inlanders do on a plateaus
at elevation of 4,000 metres. It seemed that the hill was really a
divine one. As we cast our eye onto the distance, we saw a beautiful
scene imbued in the air of harmony. Peaks in distance were veiled by
white clouds and mist, but no barking of dogs or crow of roosters
were heard from the village near us. We felt as if we had forgotten
the time and our whereabouts. i@
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