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Big Snow Mountain to the Balang Shan 
 

An Alpine Garden Society Tour 

 

A Greentours Itinerary 

 

 

Days 1 & 2  

To Tengchong 

 

Day 3  

Tenchong 
 

Around Tengchong we’ll be visiting one of the favoured haunts of that most 

determined of plant hunters, George Forrest, where he collected many species of 

rhododendrons notably Rhododendron glischrum with huge trusses of pink flowers 

and pale pink Rhododendron yunnanense. There is an impressive range of Cobra 

Lilies including Arisaemas wilsonii and Arisaema concinnum. The woods also hold 

many Primulas with the delicate red-pink umbels of Primula heucherifolia, and the 

white-centred pink blooms of Primula moupinense and Primula sonchifolia, 

amongst the prizes. We’ll hope to see the lovely yellow purple-tessellated bells of 

Fritillaria davidii. 

 

Days 4 & 5 

Gaoligongshan and to Dali  
 

We’ll gain see a rich diversity of Rhododendrons, notably Rhododendron 

sinogrande beset with pale cream flowers and extraordinary huge paddle-

shaped leaves.  Other highlights are likely to include Primula prolifera and Primula 

wilsonii. This is a good area for Cobra Lilies with species such as Arisaema 

speciosum and Arisaema handelii present. We should come across Paris species 

too as well as Roscoea wardii and the distinctive Curcuma aromatica. The 

Gaoligongshan is fantastically lush – the woodlands are home to many orchids 

including Pleione bulbocodoides, Pleione yunnanensis and Pleione aurita, 

 

Day 6  

Cangshan 
 

Stunning scarlet Rhododendron neriiflorum, big leaved Rhododendron lacteum, 

and showy white Rhododendron pachypodium are just some of the 

Rhododendrons we’ll see on the Cang Shan. There will also be a range of Primula 

species and Arisaemas and maybe also Paris daliense. Stands of Paeonia veitchii 

are impressive and we’ll see the unusual Sinododophyllum hexandrum and in 

mossy woodlands of great beauty we’ll encounter Asarums. 
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Day 7  

To Shangri-la 
 

We approach Shangri-al (also known as Zhongdian) from Lijiang climbing up onto 

the plateau through forested valleys. Benthamia capitata will be in flower, and 

we’ll see a wide range of petiolares primulas, arisaemas, roscoeas and calanthe. 

 

Days 8 & 9 

Zhongdian Plateau with Napa Hai and Tianchi Lake 
 

Zhongdian sits on a broad plateau surrounded by hills and mountains. At Napa 

Hai rocky roadsides are home to tall clumps of Incarvillea zhongdianensis, the 

brilliant orange-red Androsace bulleyana, and on more gravely slopes the very 

handsome Meconopsis prattii, perhaps the finest blue poppy we’ll see. Pine 

woods are full of yellow Daphne calcicola, both white and pink Rhododendron 

decorum, and stands of Cypripedium flavum whilst mixed forests hold deep blue 

Iris bulleyana and the strange brown orchid Oreorchis erythrochrysea. Climbing a 

little higher Rosy Pipits perform their display flights above slopes peppered with 

yellow Rhododendron wardii. Among these shrubberies hide colonies of 

sumptuous maroon-pouched Cypripedium tibeticum mixed with its charming 

cousin Cypripedium guttatum.  
 

To the south east lies Tianchi Lake set at over thirteen thousand feet and fringed 

by fir forest and marshy flushes choked with brimstone yellow Primula sikkimensis. 

Buff-barred Warblers trill loudly from the shrubberies and among the dwarf 

rhododendrons are stands of Iris cuniculiformis. Although much of the area has 

been logged this has created the ideal conditions for the borage Cynoglossum 

ambile with billowing masses of blue flowers and lower down in remnants of birch 

wood are white Morina alba and a variety of Primulas. 

 

Day 10  

To Daxue Shan 
 

To the northeast of Zhongdian lies a complex of mountains and high passes that 

form the start of the vast Tibetan plateau. We’ll pass through stark granite uplands 

that extend as far as the eye can see, before we cross the Da Xue Shan and its 

spectacular jagged peaks and vast high screes. 
 

We cross an undulating landscape through areas of forest full of lush Primula 

hongshangensis. Rocky stream sides harbour Corydalis hamata as Grey-crested 

Tits forage in shrubberies and Nutcrackers watch our every move as we drive up 

successive passes to nearly fifteen thousand feet. Patches of stunning Primula 

dryadifolia and stands of Meconopsis integrifolia and little cushions of Androsace 

delavayi, colour the alpine turf. The dramatic ridges and crags conceal 

picturesque lakes and we descend again into thick forest to our rustic guesthouse 

past deep purple-blue Iris bulleyana. We will travel through rocky gorges past 

idyllic picture postcard Tibetan villages of neat painted houses and immaculate 

fields eventually climbing again to find brilliant carpets of yellow Trollius 

yunnanensis and pink Primula pulchella. Prayer flags mark the summits of each 
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pass and below us is a wonderful landscape reminiscent of Central Asia with 

broad green plateaux and rolling hills and village streets lined with poplars.  
 

The jagged spires of Da Xue Shan effectively divide Yunnan and Sichuan and as 

we approach the pass at fourteen thousand feet we’ll find carpets of Androsace 

rigida. From the pass we can explore the nearer crags and screes, home to the 

creamy bells of Fritillaria cirrhosa, Corydalis pachycentra and beautiful yellow 

louseworts, looking out for Red-faced Rosefinches feeding in the turf as we go. 

The views from the ridge are some of the finest we’ll see anywhere. 

 

Day 11  

To Litang via Haizi Shan 
 

Ruddy Shelduck breed alongside Citrine Wagtail and Horned Lark in the lake-

studded granite uplands of the Haizi Shan. The turf is spattered golden-yellow with 

mats of Androsace bisulca and here and there are stands of creamy Primula 

chionantha. Lower down is the pretty dwarf Iris ruthenica and almost black-

flowered Thermopsis barbata.  
 

There are granite boulders everywhere, many of them very large and a few 

perched precariously atop others. Rivers that would look at home in the Scottish 

Highlands wend their way through the undulating terrain and in places there are 

many small lakes. Soon we’ll find the lovely Cremanthodium reniforme scattered 

over sandy depressions.  We’ll walk amongst white mounds of Arenaria and pink 

drumsticks of Androsace spinulifera before descending into Litang. Hardly the 

right word really, for Litang is at 4000m above sea level, the highest town in 

Sichuan! 

 

Day 12  

The Tsosum Range 
 

This morning we’ll cross great wide open Tibetan Plateau landscapes stretching 

into the distance. Yaks are everywhere, the valley and the slopes dotted with 

black. We’ll see many nomad camps, with tents both new and traditional, and 

we also see the old-style houses, the yards walled with turf, topped with drying 

yak dung. A river snaked its way through the wide valley, and we’ll see rare Black-

necked Cranes and the enigmatic Ibisbill along it. In the distance we’ll catch 

glimpses of great snowcapped 5500+m giants.  We’ll pass magical shows of 

Incarvillea mairei. Everywhere one looks there are sheets of colour, blue from a 

Cynoglossum, yellow from buttercups, mauve from asters and throughout, a 

sheen of white from a Polygonum. We’ll stop to admire lots of Primula stenocalyx, 

mats of Pedicularis tricolor, pink and gold Pedicularis dichotoma, and the elegant 

Platanthera wolongensis whose deeply trilobed lip is only bettered by its two neat 

rounded green white veined leaves. 
 

We’ll reach a 4600m pass where the road crosses the Tsosum Range. Here is a 

most spectacular scene with two blue-green glacial lakes surrounded by jagged 

mountains. Amongst a host of fantastic plants here are Cypripedium guttatum 

and the wonderful 'clubs' of Soroseris hookeriana. Fritillaria cirrhosa and Fritillaria 
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unibracteata bloom in amongst the rhododendrons.  At least ten species of 

Pedicularis include a pink, a yellow and a two-tone pink and purple species, all 

three of these of the long-tubed sort. 

 

Day 13  

passes on way to Kangding 
 

Before leaving Litang we’ll visit one of the region’s most important monasteries 

which dominates the town, and we’ll learn little about the history of Buddhism in 

the region. We’ll follow a road along a high ridge, between 4000m and 4500m, 

for a whole day, stopping frequently. Tibetan Snowfinches, Hume's Ground Jays, 

Shorelarks and Twite inhabit high tundra where we’ll see lovely blue Corydalis 

pachycentra by streams as well as Androsace limprichtii, delicate Primula blinii, 

and the parasitic Boschniakia himalaica. There are massed displays of Primula 

sikkimensis and pink Primula hoii.  

 

Day 14  

Zhedou Shan 
 

On the main road pass over the Zhedou Shan the flowers are astonishing. With the 

vast pink cushions of Androsace rigida are yellow Astragalus yunnanense, reddish 

Hedysarums and purple Astragalus. Pinky-violet Primula dryadifolia is common 

amongst a wonderful white and deep purple Pedicularis. Shining blue Corydalis 

pseudoadoxa is joined by yellow Corydalis lineariloba and there were mats of red 

Sibbaldia purpurea and another Androsace, this time the white zambalensis. 

Below the pass we’ll hope to find the first blooms of the extraordinary  'black 

primula' Primula euprepes, only recently rediscovered. A flower that literally is 

black – one can maybe discern a touch of purple in there but.... lower down we’ll 

encounter many species of Rhododendron, notably orbicularis and oreodoxa. 

 

Day 15 

To Fengtongzhai 
 

The lush subtropical lower valleys are full of misty fern gardens that contain many 

wonderful new flowers, however time for stops will be limited! We’ll pass 

Dendrobiums and beautiful purplish Hydrangeas. Fabulous Chinese Peacock 

Swallowtails fly along the roadsides. Arisarums and Epimedium davidii grow 

amongst the mossy rocks alongside Pleiones. Huge Cardiocrinum giganteum line 

river banks and we’ll encounter an impressive range of Cobra Lilies including 

Arisaemas ciliatum and Arisaema consanguineum 

 

Day 16 

To Rilong via the black Meconopsis pass 
 

Today we’ll head up through beautiful forests where abundant Primula palmata 

graces the mossy forest floor alongside the even more beautiful capitate blue-

purple Primula deflexa. Disporum and Maianthemum atropurpureum are also 

abundant. As we near the pass we’ll see a lovely yellow, blue and red 
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combination of poppyworts, for here are Meconopsis integrifolia and Meconopsis 

punicea. 
 

Uphill we’ll reach the Jiajing Shan Pass which is not so high by local standards but 

has a most wonderful poppy inhabiting its slopes. Right by the road we’ll start to 

see Meconopsis balangensis var atrata, a poppywort so close to black, with 

maybe just a hint of dark wine-purple. A rocky promontory holds some gorgeous 

plants of Paraquilegia microphylla, these surrounded by a halo of Primula blini 

(‘florida’) whose pink blooms are occasionally replaced by bright red ones! 

Primula amethystina forms drifts next to Rhododendron primulaeflora and 

Rhododendron phaeochrysum. Amid the rhododendron are bright blue Corydalis 

pachycentra yellow Corydalis linarioides, fabulous Corydalis panda and much 

smaller Corydalis barbisepala, both brilliant blues, complete the corydalis festival. 

There is also a stunning pink Corydalis on the screes!  

 

Days 17 & 18 

Balang Shan 
 

The road up the incomparable Balang Shan climbs up through stands of 

Rhododendron balangense and on to wonderful alpine turf with big drifts of 

yellow Meconopsis integrifolia, lovely purple Omphalogramma vincaeflora, 

yellow Lloydia tibetica, pink Cardamine macrophylla, orange Saxifraga 

pseudohirculus and the electric blue of Corydalis curviflora. We’ll find the diversity 

of Corydalis rather bewildering here with at least four blue species, included the 

suitably named Corydalis panda (it could have been black and white of course!), 

and mauve and yellow species too, the latter including the robust ‘crested’ 

Corydalis pseudocristata. There are colonies of Primulas gemmifera, longipetala 

and sikkimensis and our first look at the extraordinary red poppywort Meconopsis 

punicea. The lower slopes of the Balang Shan are home to an array of orchids 

including pink Ponerorchis chusa, Musk Orchids, several Gymnadenia species and 

the minute green Androcorys oxysepalus, all of 2cm high! Much more impressive   

are the inflated purple pouches of fabulous Cypripedium tibeticum, as well as 

yellow Cypripedium flavum. Brown and Alpine Accentors are found among tall 

green veratrums and pink solomon’s-seals and Himalayan Griffon Vultures cruise 

the thermals overhead. At the pass itself are superb displays of the scree-dwelling 

sky-blue Corydalis melanocentra and massed displays of Primula amethystina 

and Primula dryadifolia amongst all sorts of Saxifrages, Androsaces and 

Ranunculus. Prickly-leaved Meconopsis rudis will be our fifth species of 

Meconopsis on the pass here all but overshadowed by the mesmerising shows of 

brilliant Corydalis pseudobarbisepala! Large Red-faced Rosefinches are 

pleasingly tame and we’ll see Brandt’s Mountain Finch and flocks of Yellow-billed 

Chough. Two spectacular primulas up here are Primula melanops and Primula 

woodwardia. 
 

Below the Balang Shan is world-famous Wolong. This huge Giant Panda reserve 

protects a vast swathe of stunning mountain habitat. We’ll soon be familiarising 

ourselves with the diverse woody flora with Hydrangeas, Deutzias, Philadelphus, 

elegant Acers, Wingnuts and all manner of Rosa species. Elliot’s Laughingthrushes 
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and gorgeous Mrs Gould’s Sunbirds flit about these shrubs as we focus on delicate 

blue Corydalis flexuosa and the orchids Calanthe tricarinata and Epipactis mairei. 

Our first long-tubed lousewort, pink Pedicularis macrosiphon, will be the first of 

many, while two taller cousins, yellow Pedicularis dunniana and stunning pink and 

white Pedicularis davidii, are overshadowed by the impressive Cardiocrinum 

giganteum. We’ll walk narrow valleys where Wallcreepers flit from wall to wall, 

whilst the lovely Red-billed Blue Magpie impresses with its long tail. Redstarts are 

everywhere, especially White-capped and Plumbeous Water Redstarts and we’ll 

also see the pretty Daurian Redstart. In forested glades we’ll find masses of rich 

purple Iris chrysographes, the flowers flecked with gold, as well as Streptopus, 

Smilacinas and the strange Veratrum nigrum. Rhododendrons in the mossy 

woodlands include lavender blue augustinii and pink balangense. 
 

During the afternoon of Day18 we’ll descend to Chengdu 

 

Day 19  

depart Chengdu 
 

Our international flights leave Chengdu in the morning. 

 

 

Call 01298 83563 or visit www.greentours.co.uk for the latest trip report from our 

previous tours to Yunnan and Sichuan. Please note that these tours were all at 

least three weeks later so only some of the species contained within them will be 

in flower. If you would like to ask about any other aspect of this holiday, please 

call 01298 83563 or email us at enquiries@greentours.co.uk.  

 

 

To Book a on this Holiday please fill in the booking form which you can download 

from www.greentours.co.uk (also found in the Greentours brochure) and post/fax 

to Greentours, Leigh Cottage, Gauledge Lane, Longnor, Buxton SK17 0PA, UK. 

Tel/Fax +44 (0)1298 83563. After booking your place you’ll receive a confirmation 

letter and a detailed information pack will be dispatched twelve weeks prior to 

departure. Flower, bird and mammal checklists are available. 
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