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China is a country with many mountains. Indeed seventy percent of its total territory
is mountainous, among which twenty-six percent consists of plateaus. lts terrain slopes
downward from west to east. The most famous plateau is the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau at an
average height of over 4,000 metres above sea level. It has many high mountains, wide
valleys, vast lakes and boundless grasslands. The arc-shaped Himalayas, which border
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau on the southwest, comprise the most magnificent mountain
range in the wortd. Mount Qomolangma at the border between China and Nepal at 8,848
metres above sea level is the world's highest peak. To the north of the Qinghai-Tibet
Plateau are the Kunlun and Qilian mountains and to the south is the Hengduan Mountain
Range. Below these ranges, the height of the terrain drops, forming the second level of
China's slanting table territory — the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau, the Loess Plateau and the
inner Mongolia Plateau. Mountain ranges run along these plateaus from west to east,
forming the major demarcation lines for the geographical regions as well as the outline of
the entire topographical map of the mainiand of China.

The magnificent and beautiful plateaus of China lie at different latitudes and heights
and display varying geographic features and environments. They are home to alpine
conifer forests, alpine bushes, and a wide range of grasses and various plants, The dif-
ferent plant communities form many beautiful scenes unique to the plateau, with alpine
flowering plants dominating the vast canvas of Nature’s aesthetic montage. Whether end-
less mountain wilderness, outspreading grassland, or desolate glacial edgeland, whenev-
er the season arrives, an infinite array of alpine flowers burst into bloom, transforming the
plateau into a ravishing floral universe. Thus there are those who say: the variety of flow-
ers you see on the plateau in one day outstrips what you see in city parks in a lifetime.

Among the many alpine flowering plants, the most famous are Rhododendron, Prim-
ula and Gentian.

Rhododendron, known the “King of Woody Plants”, originated in the Mesozoic era of
the Cretaceous period. The Hengduan Mountains in Yunnan and the eastern part of the
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau are its birthplace and comprise its largest area of distribution. There
are over 900 different kinds of Rhododendron on the globe, more than 650 kinds of which
grow in China. Due to complex ecological conditions, different types of Rhododendron
vary greatly in shape and form. The small ones, such as Rhododendron forrestii, are less
than ten centimetres high, creeping over cliff faces. Most Rhododendron are frutex and lit-
tle arbor, such as R. charitopes and R. calostrotum. Growing in large patches below the
snow line on high mountains, they are just knee high, but have strong trunks, branches
and roots and are very wind- and cold-resistant. Other Rhododendrons by contrast, are
giant trees. In the large forest of R. protistum var. giganteum in Gaoligong Mountain in
Tengchong County, Yunnan Province, there is a giant tree, 25 metres high and 500 years
old, which is known as “the King of Rhododendron in the World”.

Rhododendron produces flowers of red, pink, yellow or white, though some, such
as A. sterwartinum, have six or seven colours. As they grow in masses covering large
areas on mountains, when they come into bioom, the mountains become a riot of colour,
a vast sea of flowers stretching out over several dozen square kilometres. The sight
draws countless tourists. Many foreign friends, even those of advanced age, climb Cang-




shan Mountain in Dali, Yunnan Province, to enjoy the sea of flowers. Facing the azaleas

on the mountains, they exclaim: “Ah, so this is paradise!”

Primula is a perennial herb. About 500 different kinds have been identified, with 300
of them growing in China, the largest distribution of primula in the world. This album in-
cludes 19 representatives from the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and the high mountains of north-
west Yunnan and west Sichuan. Primula grows in alpine meadows, on river banks, in
marshlands or in crevices and precipices between 2,500 and 4,500 metres above sea
level. 1t ranges from 5 to B0 centimetres in height, has rosettles of basal leaves which
may hug the ground, and produces brilliantly colourful tubular or bell-shaped flowers.
Primula blooms from early spring to the middie of autumn. Most primula grow in patches,
and when they are in bloom, the world is a blare of colour. P. atrodentata, which grows
at 3,100-4,700 metres above sea level, has flowers with pink petals. The hollow centre
of its flower is a white circle surrounding a smaller circle of dark purple. The whole corotla
is extremely beautiful. P. vialii, growing only in northwest Yunnan and west Sichuan, has
flowers with a thick, long upwardly tapering inflorescence. In the bud stage, these conical
spikes are firey red; when the inflorescence blooms gradually upward, the colour turns
pink, and by the time the whole spike is in full bloom, the entire inflorescence becomes
white and the individual florets begin to fall off, revealing, finally, a red rachis. In the pro-
cess the flower changes colour several times. With extremely colourful flowers, primula
has aroused great interest in botanists and horticulturists, who have introduced some
species from the high mountains into gardens. Some species have been planted in pots
and entered people’'s homes.

Gentian is an annual or perennial herb. About 500 kinds of gentians are found in the
world, more than 230 of which grow in China. Most of them grow in high mountain areas at
2,000-5,000 metres above sea level, although a few grow in low lands. Gentian has op-
posite leaves and axiilary or terminal bell-shaped flowers. Most of its flowers are blue,
purple and white, but some are pink and light green. Blue Gentian flowers are the most
beautiful. G. szechenyii, for an example, is endemic to China. lts bell-like corolla, 4.5-
7 centimetres long and light blue in colour, is very beautiful. Growing in large patches with
a diameter of 60 centimetres, it has flowers on top of the stem like blue balls. Its thick
roots strike into the earth as deep as 70 centimetres. But some other kinds of gentian are
very small. Their stems are just match-stick thick and only two centimetres high, while the
flowers are three times bigger than their stems. In the very cold alpine meadows and
rocky places, some kinds of gentian grow in mats, their flowers clustering together. When
you look at them from one side, you can only see their flowers.

The above-mentioned alpine plants are just a few examples. In fact there are at least
5,000 different types of ornamental plants in China, with over 1,000 growing in highlands
at 3,000 metres above sea level. Included in this album are 152 different ornamental
plants from 32 families. Among them 74 are endemic to China, and many are classified as
second level state-protected plants. Ali of the plants have their own special features.
Take Compositae for example. The eight Saussurea ptants of Compositae introduced in
this book do not look iike the chrysanthemums we usually see. Some of them are shaped
like lotus while others are like rabbits. Because they all grow on rocky snow-capped



