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Hanglong: On the Verge of a Takeoff
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Ppll: A Bird’s-Eye View of Huanglong Gully
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The press, and even those who have been to
Huanglong (meaning: Yellow Dragon), often mis-
take the name “Huanglong” (meaning: “ Yellow
Dragon”) for the name of a temple or cave temple
for the probable reason that in traditional Chinese
culture, the Yellow Dragon is often associated with
celestial beings — seldom is it used as the name of
a place. Huanglongdong ( Yellow Dragon Cave) in
Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, for example, is a
sanctuary of the Huanglong ( Yellow Emperor and
Lao Zi) Sect of Taoism, and the Yellow Dragon
Cave in Zhangjiajie, Hunan Province, is a natural
limestone cave. The “ Huanglong” in question is
often mistaken for “Huanglongdong”, perhaps be-
cause the place is home to three Yellow Dragon
temples and a Yellow Dragon Cave that happens to
be China’s largest travertine cave. Or perhaps be-
cause it was opened to tourists at about the same
time as the three — syllable Jiuzhaigou, people tend
to call it Huang — long — dong. But in actual fact
the name of the place consists of only two sylla-

bles: Huanglong.
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The Miracle of Calcareus

There are two theories about the origin of the
name of Huanglong. One is that the place is named
after the Huanglong Temple. Legend has it that in
remote antiquity, the Yellow Dragon settled here as
s recluse after helping King Yu hamessing the riv-
ers, and eventually achieved immortality. Another
theory attributes the name to the main scenic sight
of the place, a huge deposit of yellow travertine
that is formed by the evaporation of water from the
summit of a mountain and that meanders its way
down the slope like a colourful golden dragon gyrat-
ing its way across snowy mountains and through
dense forests. Both theories are relevant to the
dragon that is a symbol of the Chinese nation.

Huanglong, which is under the jurisdiction of
Songpan County in Sichuan Province s Ngawa
Qiang Autonomous Prefecture, is situated on the
easternmost tip of the Qinghai — Tibet Plateau.
Chengdu, capital of Sichuan Province, is 300 kilo-
metres to the south. The Jiuzhaigou Scenic Zone,
belonging to another county, sits next to Huan-
glong, which is also in close proximity to where Si-
chuan, Gansu and Shanxi cross their boundaries.
The Huanglong Scenic Resort covers 700 square ki-
lometres (not including a 640 ~ square — kilometre
peripheral nature reserve) at an elevation of 1,800
10 5,588 metres, and Huanglong Gully, the cen-
trepiece of the scenic resort, is 3,100 - 3,500 ki-
lometres above sea level. The climate and the veg-
etation are distributed vertically, and the entire
place is typical of the highland Temperate Zone,
where winter is long, spring and autumn are
linked, and summer is unheard of, and where sun-
shine is plentiful. The average annual temperature
is 5 ~ 12 degrees Celsius; the striking difference in
annual and daily temperatures has prompted the
saying that the local people is in the habit of "put-
ting on cotton — padded clothes in the morning and
wearing short — sleeves during the noontime, and
sitting by a stove to eat water ~ melons.
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Just like a dragon composed of a snake’ s
body, a fish's scales and a deer’ s antlers, the
Huanglong Scenic Resort comprises the Huanglong
(Yellow Dragon) Gully, the Xuebaoding ( Snowy
Precious Caldron ), Danyun ( Crimson Cloud )
Gorge, and the ancient city of Songpan.

Huanglong is a fascinating place. The Tibet-
ans regard it as a holy land, and make it a point to
hold a grand summons ceremony during the 15th
through the 25th of the sixth lunar month and cum-
ambulate the mountains in tribute to the Buddha.

Sparkling water runs gurgling down high snow
mountains to form the headwaters of the Minjiang,
a river that flows through the vast and fertile
Chengdu Plain and nurtures the “Land of Abun-
dance” - Sichuan. The tumbling Minjiang River
has fascinated so many ancient Chinese men of con-
sequences that they mistook it for the orthodox
source of the Yangtze River. Huanglong is also
where the Peijiang River rises and begins flowing
east.

On her way to Lhasa more than a thousand
years ago, Princess Wencheng of the Tang dynasty
had stopped over at Huanglong, and left a pair of
deep footprints in a stone as she looked over her
shoulder and cast a longing glance in the direction
of her homeland .

In 1935, the Red Army on the world — famous
Long March passed by Huanglong. Mao Zedong was
so impressed by Huanglong’ s mountains that he
composed the line: “Mingshan’ s thousand li of
snow joyously crossed/ The three Armies march on,
each face glowing.” The Long March ushered the
Chinese history into a new period of historical de-
velopment .

The fame of Huanglong stems to a large extent
from its unique travertine and limestone landform.

At the foot of the snow — clad Xuebaoding
Mountain lies a gully 400 or so metres deep that
was brought into being by ancient glaciers. In times
immemorial, large quantities of calcium carbonate

was dissolved by meltwater and seeped through
earth” s surface to form a huge travertine deposit 3.
6 kilometres long and 30 - 170 metres wide. The
deposit is studded with 3,400 or so pools and many
caves, and streaked by many waterfalls and a 2.5
— kilometre — long stream. Meltwater flowing all
over the travertine deposit tumbles down one cliff
head after another, threads through forests, feeds
ponds, overflows dykes, rolls across shallow places
until it empties into the Peijiang River. The ponds,
lying one atop the other, assume a hundred and one
different colours and form what looks like a terraced
field. The waterfalls emit a pleasant sound as they
cascade like coloured clouds. The calcium - con-
taining shoals are crystal clear to the extent of being
transparent. The streams flow this way and that
along courses that look like numerous golden drag-
ons swimming in dense woods and between snowy
peaks and a blue sky that is filled with blue
clouds. The entire scenery is evocative of the
dwelling place of the Queen Mother of the Western
Paradise. Hence the nickname of the place: Jasper
Lake of the Mundane World.

Limestone caves are a dome a dozen in this
world, and so are underground travertine scenery.
Surface travertine formations like that of Huanglong
is a rarity for complex causes. Similar scenery is
also found in the Yellowstone National Park of the
United States, and the Heishuika Dragon Gully
next to Huanglong. However, the travertine forma-
tion of the Yellowstone is small in scale, and that
of Heishuika is underdeveloped . Huanglong’s trav-
ertine scenery is unmatched in that it is well devel-
oped, comes in a complete array of types, and is
monumental in size. In 1992, two UNESCO experts
made an inspection tour of the place and, captivat-
ed by what they had seen, lauded Huanglong as an
unparalleled travertine wonder in this world.

Huanglong’ s snowy peaks, deep ravines,
green woods and exotic folklore are as fascinating as
its travertine pools. Together they are known as the
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A Valley Cocooned in Rich Verdure

“five wonders” of Huanglong. Xuebaoding, the 5,
588 — metre — high main peak of the Mingshan
Mountain Range, is eternally enveloped in snow as
it soars into the sky like a silver pyramid. Sur-
rounded by glaciers and perpendicular peaks, the
peak is a modern glacier reserve in the easternmost
part of China. The glaciers, and the grasslands be-
low them, set each other off in a most picturesque
manner. The Xuebaoding Mountain is so precipi-
tous that it was not until August 6, 1986 that it was
first conquered by a Sino - Japanese Mountaineer-
ing Team. For pilgrims who arrive in a constant
stream, however, the mountain is simply an un-
touchable, awesome spectacle. Water flows along
the Huanglong Gully down the Peijiang River, and
the 15 — kilometre stretch from the Jade Bamboo
Shoot Peak to the Fan Cave is hemmed in between
sheer peaks and grotesque — looking crags and its
waterdrop is an impressive 1, 378 metres. The
mountain scenery of Zhangjiajie and the magnifi-
cence of the Three Gorges of the Yangtze River are
merged here almost imperceptibly. A series of sce-
nic spots, such as Stone Horse Pass, Rock of
Overhanging Water, and “Type — Face Tablet”,
turn this place into a long scroll of landscape paint-
ing. In autumn, the place is dyed crimson by red
leaves, and that is why it is also known as Crimson
Cloud Gully. The Mouni Gully, fifteen kilometres
from the Huanglong Gully, is where the Zhaga Wa-
terfall and Erdaohai are situated. The Zhaga Water-
fall, known as China’s largest travertine waterfall,
is a body of water 35 to 40 metres in width. As it
leaps and tumbles down a tremendous travertine
base, it thunders with unceasing din, breaks into
several sections during an impressive drop of 93.7
metres, and sends up geysers of water droplets that
sparkle under the sun. Hidden behind the middle
of the waterfall is the Water Curtain Cave, and at
the bottom of it lies the Yansai Lake. Erdaohai
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consists of such alpine lakes as Swan Lake, Hundr-
ed — Flower Sea and Rhinoceros Seas, as well as
the Zhuzhu and Feicui springs. Muni Gully is co-
cooned under dense woods, and lakes and springs
are tucked away in the shadows of towering trees.
The woods are home to a good variety of wildlife,
and teeming with giant pandas, snob — nosed gold-
en monkeys and gnus. .

Songpan is a historical city with a history of
more than two thousand years. The smoke of war of
the Tang and Song dynasties has long evaporated
into thin air, but Songpan’s Tang — dynasty city
wall and gate towers are still in perfect condition.
Tibetans, Qiangs, Huis and Hans have been living
congenially in this place since ancient times. The
resplendent sun has tempered the local people’ s
brownish skin colour and fiery and forthright per-
sonality. The boundless wilderness has fostered
their adoration for nature and their religious be-
liefs. Long queues of pilgrims spinning prayer
wheels in their hands, fluttering sutra streamers,
unending summons ceremonies, and mysterious La-
maist temples and ancient Islamic mosques, com-
bine to render a fascinating aura to the local cul-
ture .

The charming landscape of Huanglong has not
been lost on so many visitors. The director of the
Western National Park Administration of the United
States has this to say: In this place there are snow
mountains such as can be seen in Canada, the
primitive forests of Wyoming, the canyons of Colo-
rado, the colourful travertine lakes of the Yellow-
stone National Park. Very few places in this world
are in the possession of so many kinds of natural
scenery. Huanglong is a precious asset not only of
the Chinese people but also of the entire mankind .
In the past, however, little was known about
Huanglong. It was not until two decades ago that
the place was opened to the outside world. In
1982, Huanglong was designated as one of China’s
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Autumn Scene: Ripples in a Limpid Pond

first group of key scenic resorts. In 1990, Huan-
glong and Jiuzhaigou topped China’ s list of forty
best scenic zones. In 1992, Huanglong was one of
a group of Chinese scenic zones to appear on the
UNESCO list of world natural heritages together
with Jiuzhaigou and Wulingyuan. Many hotels and
restaurants have been established in Huanglong to
accommodate a constant stream of tourists from at
home and abroad. In 1998, a wide and smooth
highway was paved from Chengdu to Huanglong to
facilitate a travel programme that includes Huan-
glong and Jiuzhaigou. Construction of a modern
tourist airport has also come underway at the table-
land of the Chuanzhu Temple, so that in the begin-
ning of the next century Boeing aircraft will be able
to gain access to Huanglong. After so many years of
oblivion and seclusion, Huanglong today is poised
for a takeoff like a real dragon.
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