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On the road to Shangri-La
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A magical journey into an enchanting land of Tibetan temples, dark blue skies, limitless
vistas, yaks, prayer rooms — and a breath-taking Holy Mountain

TEXT PETER SCHINDLER
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s someone who loves driving on
the open road, [ had often looked
longingly across the border

into China and wondered what delights
might be there. Hong Kong has been my
home for many vyears, and although it is
no longer the “Pearl of the Orient,” it is
still a vibrant city full of can-do people
who have preserved 40 percent of their

mountainous territory as lush, green
country parks. But Hong Kong and | are
completely incompatible on one point: it
has no open roads. So | kept looking across
the border, full of yearning,

Then, earlier this year, 1 finally
acquired a Mainland driving licence,
without which driving in the PRC is not

permitted. By a further stroke of good



fortune, l met up with some Shanghainese
friends and discovered that they, too,
loved driving. We agreed to set off on a
journey of over 3,000 km through Sichuan
and Yunnan, two provinces that share
a border with Tibet and embrace the
mountains that are the home of the fabled
Shangri-La.

I wish 1 had the space to tell you
about the entire magical journey, but let
me re-live just one of those nine days.

This was a day on which we planned
to spend the morning not driving, but
hiking: from Kangding, a city about 300
kilometres west of Chengdu (the capital
of Sichuan}, up to a pasture from which
we could enjoy a clear view of Sichuan’s
highest mountain, Gongga Shan. The
peak is in the Minya Konka Range, part
of the old Tibetan region of Kham, and
now part of Sichuan province. As I went
to sleep the night before [ envisioned my
first view of the magnificent, mystical
Tibetan highlands.

But I woke to the disappointment of a
dreary, grey skv. Should we still go hiking?
The innkeeper, a friendly chap who the
night before had served us a brandy that
tasted remarkably like schnapps, suggested
“If you want to see Gongga Shan, drive to
a look-out only eight kilometres away. |
show you the way.”

[t was 7am and close to [reezing when
all six of us piled into our hire car, a hapless
Mitsubishi SUV rental. For a while it
refused to come to life, but eventually
it stirred, then began to shake and rattle
as it ticked over. A few kilometres down
the road the innkeeper indicated a turn
that took us off the paved road and onto
a winding, gradually-rising dirt track with
deep potholes. For the first time [ started
wishing that our SUV not only looked like
an off-road vehicle, but actually behaved
like one: it lacked four-wheel drive, had
no crawler gear, and seemed to pant at the
mere sight of the mountains.

I proceeded at no more than a few
kilometres per hour, but my passengers
were bobbing up and down as the car
bumped over this rugged path — which [
noticed was becoming ominously narrower
and wetter. Then, just when [ felt 1 had
everything under control, | made the
mistake of thinking the track ahead was
merely wet when in fact it was a swamp.
Within seconds the rear wheels were

spinning and digging two snug holes. |

tried to rock my way out, but we only sank
deeper. Then the engine stalled with a
“Phew!” that seemed to say, “Not in my
wildest dreams am [ going anv further.”
With our car — thereafter known
as ‘Not in Your Dreams’ — sitting there
sulking, I gave in to a desperate need to
announce the incredibly obvious: “We're

He introduced himself
as Wang Dui. His face was
dark brown and youthful,
but rough; his long, thick
hair had probably never seen
a comb; and his eves were
unfathomable. Were we
trespassing? But after an
exchange of a few words it
seemed we were okay, and he
took complete command of the
situation. A shouted summons
brought a neighbour, who was
immediatel}-' sent to organise a
tractor. Then Wang Dui took
our shovel and within 30
minutes had built what looked
like a perfect piece of highway,
immaculately laid down using
local tiles. And he hadn't even
worked up a sweat, let alone
run out of breath! The tractor
arrived, a steel cable was attached to the
tow-hook of our bogged brute, and in just
a few seconds ‘Not in Your Dreams’ had
popped out of the marsh — and we all
shared a feeling of relief and gratitude to
Wang Dui.

We completed the journey to the
lookout on foot only to find the view was
obscured by heavy cloud, so Wang Dui

‘I gave in to a desperate need to announce
the incredibly obvious: 'We're stuck!” | took
some small comfort from the fact that all my

passengers agreed”

stuck!” 1 took some small comfort from
the fact that all my passengers agreed. But
then it became obvious we would need
some ingenuity because all we had to get
ourselves out was a shovel. | was the one
responsible for this mess, so [ decided go
to work while my companions lit cigarettes
and discussed the situation. After exactly
30 seconds’ shovelling I ran out of breath
and my muscles started to tire. | had
forgotten we were at 3,500 metres.

In this part of the world, a suburban
SUV stuck in the mud with one feisty
woman and five urban alpha males holding
a meeting, cigarettes glowing and mobile
phones ringing, tends to draw attention.
Sure enough, before we knew it, a Tibetan
farmer appeared, shaking his head.

invited us to his house for tea. I'd never
seen a Tibetan house up close. From the
distance it looked like a crude bunker: four
walls made of large, rectangular bricks
offset against one another, and tilted
slightly inward for added strength. The
roof was made of weathered slate, and set
into the walls were massive but delicately-
designed wooden window frames. The
yaks grazing nearby — black, sturdy, and
furry — and the weather-beaten faces of
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O page. “Turn after turn, hairpin after
hairpin, we steadily gained height ..." Above
“Mot in Your Dreams” outside Wang Dui’s
Tibetan house
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“The valley opene
expansive mu (lu
the evenii

Wang Dui's neighbours reinforced the
feeling of entering a very unfamiliar place,
and a sense of trespassing returned. But
Wang Dui simply smiled a big welcome as
he pushed open the gate of the compound
that surrounded his house. In an instant
two piglets came racing, almost flying,
towards us. They skidded around in a
thousand twirling circles, squealing the
It is here, on the ground
that Wang Dui's
We entered

whole time.
floor of the house,
livestock made their home.
the dark twilight inside the dwelling and
made our way over to a stocky wooden
ladder that led to the living space. From
the hole above came a feeling of warmth
mixed with a smell of mustiness. This was
unlike any home I'd ever entered. But as
I climbed the ladder I spotted two bright
beacons of happiness: the radiant faces
of two young girls, white teeth, gleaming
denim jackets and flashing pink t-shirts.
My unease turned to awe.

Wang Dui invited me to walk around
freely. The house was dark, devoid of
decoration and furnishings, illuminated
only by faint cones of light filtering
through small windows, and seemed
poor and barren. Then I pushed open a
creaking door and entered Wang Dui's
prayer room. How could I have thought
this was a poor man’s house? In this
room the family’s wealth — paintings,
sculptures, jewellery, all in turquoise, gold,
blue and purple — was spread out before
a resplendent figure of Buddha, towering
above all and everyone else.

After standing there for some time
in deep thought, I rejoined Wang Dui
and my friends, who were now sitting
in front of a wood-burning stove in the
kitchen. Yak butter tea was served. I took
a sip — and quickly had to remind myself
that it was good for lending ol the cold.
[ was reassured to see that my fellow
travellers were drinking it with the same
circumspect air ol guests not wanting to
offend their host.

The day was getting brighter and so
we said farewell, returned to the SUV, and

re-negotiated our path down to the paved
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road. Then we dropped off the innkeeper
and pressed on toward the Tagong
grasslands. Turn after turn, hairpin after
hairpin, we steadily gained height, and
before long had left the tree line behind
us. The countryside became more rugged,
and as we drove in the general direction of
Lhasa the limitless vistas that came into
view were taking my breath away. By the
time we reached the intersection with the
road to Tagong and its grasslands, the last
cloud had disappeared, the sky above was
dark blue and the sun was etching razor-
sharp shadows into the land.

We should really have headed directly
to Yajiang, the nearest town, but enticed
by the sun’s golden rays we drove boldly
on. After only a few turns, the valley
opened up, and before us lay expansive
meadows glowing vellow in the evening
light, with heavy vaks moving slowly as
they grazed. The road was tree-lined for
long sections and meandered like a gentle
stream. Lulled by its flowing motion, I felt
almost like I was driving on water.

When we reached Tagong, the
sun was flirting with the horizon so
But

“Let’s

we were anxious to turn around.
Ron,

just drive through town and around the

my climbing friend, said:

next corner. | climbed the Yala Holy

Mountain two years ago. The tallest
peak is over 6,000 metres. We should
be able to see it from here.”

We grudgingly agreed to another few
minutes’ drive — and were glad we did.
As we soon rounded a corner, before
us stood the Yala Holy Mountain in all
its glory, glowing in the pure light of the
setting sun, its snow-capped peaks looking

Ahead of

us was a big Tibetan monastery with white

like the eolden crown of a king,
o (=)

walls and a golden tower. We walked up a
nearby hill to get a better view, then fell into
silence as we all took in the overwhelming

magnificence of that moment.

Peter Schindler is the author of On the Road,
a lavish book about the joys of driving. He is
also developing driving tours into China. For
more information, go to his website www
ontheroadeditions.com
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