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Shapotou

The Shapotou (literally “Desert Hillhead” )scenic area is
located 16 km west of Zhongwei city , Ningxia Hui Au-
tonomous Region,sitting at the southeastern edge of the
Tengger Desert. Chinese National Geographic named it as one
of the “Top Five Most Beautiful Deserts in China”, and World
Magazine listed it as one of “Top 50 Chinese Places to Visit
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for Foreigners”. Deserts and rivers are often incompati-
ble forces, buthere they have been skillfully brought to-
gether by nature’s extraordinary workmanship. Of-
ten described as being a giant picture scroll, Shapo-
tou’s gorgeous natural landscapes sit in perfect juxta-
position of each other. Scenes such as the vast Teng-
ger Desert, the magnificent Yellow River, and the
Fragrant Hills lying in the south come together and of-
fer their own desert symphony-the murmuring of the
Yellow River, the mysterious resonant sounds of
tourists sandboarding, the jingle of camel bells and
the whistling of trains passing through on the Baotou-—
Lanzhou railway. The interdependence of sand and
water form a unique S-shaped geographical feature
throughout Shapotou’s desert, making its landscape
poetically resemble the Yin and Yang symbol of Taiqi
which represents a diagram of the universe. The
American National Geographic listed it as one of the
wonders of the world, undoubtedly bringing further
global attention to the mysterious Shapotou scenic

area.
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Site Introduction

The Shapotou scenic area has a unique set of natural
scenery as well as a rich cultural landscape which is divided
into southern and northern regions. The southern region offers
a diverse set of tourist attractions including China’s largest
natural sandboarding field with a natural 800-meters sand
slide, a cable car that passes over the Yellow River, an an-
cient waterwheel, and a chance to ride in the Yellow River’s
oldest form of river transportation-sheepskin rafts.

The southern region has at least two not-to-be-missed
attractions. The first is the area hosting the sandboarding field
and the Yellow River Cableway. The sandboarding field is a
series of sand dunes perfectly-shaped for tourists to slide down
from up to 100-meters high. Because of the unique geographi-
cal structure of the dunes, sliding on the sand in hot summer
produces an unearthly sound resembling a resonating bell or
large drum. Muffled and deep, the sound has come to be
known as the “Golden Sand Bell”.

The length of the Yellow River Cableway is approxi-
mately 800 meters, and is the river’s first such cableway.
Facing the Yellow River with its back to the desert, the cable
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car ride takes 5 to 6 minutes to transit across the
river and gives tourists a great opportunity to
enjoy a unique view of the majestic panorama
surrounding them.

The second unforgettable attraction is crossing
the Yellow River by sheepskin raft. With a history of
more than two thousand years, the sheepskin raft was
invented by ancient people in the region in order to
traverse water barriers and turn water ways into a
main form of transportation. The upper reaches of

the Yellow River are turbulent, with many hidden

reefs which can easily puncture a traditional boat.
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This made the sheepskin rafts extra-buoyancy and shallow

submergence especially fit for transportation here, and led to
it being the main means of transportation in the middle
reaches of the Yellow River region. Typical sheepskin rafts
are made from 12 completely intact and neatly arranged
sheepskins. The way of making the water-device is very
unique. First, the sheep are butchered, then starting from the
buttocks the animal’s hide is entirely skinned off. All the

sheepskin are fermented and cleaned, leaving no wool behind.
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Oil and salt are then brushed across the skin in order
to increase its flexibility, help preservation and also
block the pores to prevent leakage. Finally, raft
workers blow up the sheepskins like balloons and tie
them up to the raft’s wooden planks.

Shapotou’s northern region is a part of the vast
Tengger Desert, and as a tourist area features desert
excursions, sandsurfing, and camel rides. In addition
to the breathtaking desert vistas, the sand here is
made of soft yellowish particles, making it very com-
fortable to walk on barefoot. This sand environment
is also known for being an ideal place to treat arthri-
tis, rheumatism and various cold conditions, while
also supplementing some of the body’s microele-
ments, and helping relax muscles and stimulate
blood circulation and reduce fatigue.

Here tourists can take off-road dune buggies to
race through the vast expanse of desert, climbing up
and over the sand ridges, and swooping down to the
bottom of the dunes. It’s very exciting but remains
thoroughly safe.

Another form of desert transportation tourists can
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try is camel riding. Seen as a must-try activity, leisurely
riding along on the camel’s back gives riders a great opportu-
nity to relax and enjoy the endless golden sand landscapes glis-

tening around them.
Experience Culture

Shapotou’s charm and beauty comes from its romantic
landscapes of magnificent sand dunes and the tenderness of
the Yellow River’s smooth current, but also from the classic

stories based in the region. In 736 AD, the famous Tang

Dynasty poet named Wang Wei was on his way to the town of
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Hexi to visit soldiers who had won a battle. When he
went by Shapotou, he was amazed by the glorious
views of how the desert and Yellow River magically
combined. Struck with a poetic urge, it is here that he
wrote the well-known poem “Ode to the Frontier”.
The most-cited verse goes “In the boundless desert
lonely smokes rises, over the endless river the sun
sinks round”. This became an idealized description of
the ethereal nature of Shapotou’s scenery and later on
it inspired many literature and poetry lovers to create

their own works expressing similar sentiments.
Ecological Value

In recent years, the Shapotou National Nature
Reserve in Zhongwei County has attracted the interest
of several scientific communities following the in-
stitution’s ongoing studies of changes happening to
the Shapotou landscape and its ecological environ-
ment. The rapid development of the tourism industry
here has also attracted the attention of certain aca-
demic circles, as it has allowed them to do in-depth

research on desert tourism and tourist behavior. That
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