TRIP TO CHINA 2010
By Audrey J. Lambert

Mike and I chose Terra Incognita Ecotours led by Gerard “Ged” Caddick to show us parts of China as our 2010 trip designation.

We left home on April 26 and arrived in Xi An and had dinner with Ged and then a good nights sleep.  The next day we went to see the famed Terra-Cotta Warriors and Horse museum with visits to Pit 1, Pit 2 and Pit 3 to see the Terra-Cotta warriors in the actual places they were discovered in 1974 by local farmers drilling a water well.  Pit 1 was the most interesting as many of the warriors and horses were pieced together and lined up in formation like an army ready to march to war.  The Terracotta Army is a form of funerary art buried with the First Emperor of Qin (Qin Shi Huang, "shi huang" means the first emperor) in 210-209 BC. (He declared himself the first emperor of China in 221 B.C.) Their purpose was to help rule another empire with Qin Shi Huang in the afterlife. Consequently, they are also sometimes referred to as "Qin's Armies."

That evening we were treated to a dumpling banquet at a restaurant looking out on the old city walls.

On Wednesday the 28th of April we drove to the Fopling National Nature Reserve, this reserve is located on the south side of the Qinling Mountains that has the highest density of wild Giant Pandas ever recorded.  We had to hike in 5 miles to reach the reserve.  Our luggage was taken to the reserve by horses.  It was a nice hike through the forest with the winding river next to the trail and several gazebo resting areas.  Some of the trees were in bloom and the sounds of birds were everywhere.
We spent almost a week at the reserve.  Everyday we hiked to in search of the wild giant pandas.  Ged had arranged for trackers to locate the pandas and radio us when they had found one.  We would hang out in the forest and when a panda was sighted it was quite the rush to get to where they were.  The group wasted no time in rushing down the trails, over river rock beds, and up steep hillsides to reach the area where the panda was sighted.  The altitude was high so we were all huffing and puffing to keep our breath and watching our steps so we would not trip.

The first day a panda was sighted by a tracker and we moved quickly to the area.  I thought I was gonna die!  But I made it with the others up a steep hill and got there just in time to catch a glimpse of a panda heading up a hill adjacent to our group.  It seemed a lot of work for that short glimpse.  We then headed back to the reserve station to our quarters for dinner and a good nights rest.  The food was prepared each day by a woman who worked for the reserve station.  Dinner was usually some vegetable dishes with rice or noodles and a big doughy roll.  Ged had beer and wine brought in by horseback for our group.  We took our lunch with us on panda searching trips…mostly cookies, hard boiled eggs and some fruit.  Ged gave out the prized Snickers bars.  

The next day we were blessed with a great panda experience despite the grueling hike.  Today the tracker found a big male panda that was taking a nap.  We waited quietly for a while until the panda woke up and moved so we could get a good look at him.  The panda was quite funny as he was sleeping on his back enjoying his sunny spot not giving a care as he took a dump; we watched as it rolled down the hill in front of us.  When the panda woke he marked a tree that was next to him and then preceded to find fresh bamboo shoots in the forest and ripped them out of the ground and had a feast.  The panda kept eating as long as he could find the bamboo shoots acting like we where not even there.  Mike, Ged and the rest of our group crept quietly towards the panda as he ate.  He moved a few times and then suddenly he slid down the hill on his behind and landed right in front of Mike, Ged and two others in our group and on all fours, he made a steady pose to let them know that they were too close and better back off and then continued on his way.  I was not that close and watched as the guys ran to get away from the panda.  He calmed down and climbed back up the hill and continued to eat.  We watched the panda for a while and then it was time to leave him alone and hike back to the reserve.  On the way back we saw the panda again on the other side of the hill and enjoyed another couple of minutes with him.

The next day we went in search of the Golden Takin.  After a morning of hiking and waiting in a beautiful valley of tall grasses by the river we were told that the Takin were too far away to hike before dark so we went back to the station.  When we got settled in our rooms all of a sudden a hail storm blew in and covered the ground with large chunks of hail…I was glad we got back before the storm.
The next day the trackers radioed the group that they encountered another panda.  We rushed to the area.  This panda was on top of a ridge that required a straight up hill climb.  I was in the rear as usually but I did manage to pull myself, inch by inch grabbing at bamboo stalks to reach the ridge where the other were trying to get a peek and pictures of this panda.  The panda was not sticking around as much as the one the day before, but I did get a good look through my binos and then decided to slip and slide down the hill to the waiting porters.  Crystal one of the guides had found a small snake to show me.  After the rest came down we went back to the station.
The next day we went with the trackers to find the giant flying squirrels.  We hiked in the middle of a dry river bed and through the forest till we reached an area where the squirrels live.  The trackers had me wait by a tree and took Mike and the rest of the group to a tree up the river bed.  One of the trackers climbed a tree and saw two squirrels.  One of the squirrel took a leak on Mike’s group and they scattered.  Then one of the squirrels jumped and glided through the air, webbed arms stretched, and landed in the tree in front of me.  The squirrel immediately hid in a hole in the tree.  The trackers and group came to that tree and gently tap on the tree and the squirrel jumped off and glided to the next tree.  It was truly amazing to watch this animal glide from tree to tree without a single sound being heard.  We headed back to the reserve.  That night a big group of Chinese campers arrived at the reserve.  They had brought their pup tents, cooking equipment and snacks.  We hung out and talked to some of them and Ged made friends with a lady who wanted to practice her English on us.  Ged made arrangements for her and her son and girlfriend to meet us in Xi An for dinner later.
That night our group was invited to the small village by the reserve for a home cooked meal.  The family made us very welcomed and the ladies cooked many many local vegetable dishes and the host brought out many bottles of some kind of houch and we had many toasts to our successful panda sightings and wonderful time at the reserve.

The next day we gathered our belongings and hiked five miles back to our waiting vehicle.  We got back to the hotel where Ged had gotten us a wonderful room….we loved being back to civilization, hot showers and buffets of food.
The next day we met our Chinese friends at the restaurant that specializes in food cooking at your table in pots of boiling broth.  The pots were set on the big round table in front of each person.  Under the table cloth were hidden heating elements that gave heat to the pots.  As the broth started to boil….many many dishes of vegetables, chicken, beef and other chopped bowls of food were brought to the table.  A big lazy-susan was in the middle of the table and we all spun it around and grabbed the food and put it in our individual pots and cooked it and then put the cooked food in another bowl of sauce and ate it.  The conversation was flowing at our table in Chinese and English.  Our two Chinese ladies came and one brought her son and nephew.  The nephew took us by surprise as we asked him his name and he stood tall and said his name and welcomed us all to Xi An.  The Chinese laughed at me as I struggled with my chopsticks … finally resulting to using my soup spoon.  The ladies brought us gifts of tea and hand paper cutouts of pandas.  They brought Ged a special mouse necklace and a ceramic pig for his upcoming 50th birthday. 
The next day Ged and our Chinese guides took us to a Buddist temple complex behind our hotel and then we ventured down many streets in the Muslim Quarter of the old town of Xi An.  We entered a beautiful tea house and relaxed as a Chinese girl preformed a tea ceremony for our group.  After tea we went to see the large Bell Tower and Drum Tower complexes.  We enjoyed performances at the both the Bell and Drum Towers.  Then we did a little shopping at some of the stores in the Muslin Quarter.  I purchase a Mah-Jong set, two brass bells and two inside painted snuff bottles.  Mike brought a whistle, tea and a bunch of small kites.  I saw other interesting items for sale like cricket boxes and tea sets but didn’t purchase them.  The Muslim Quarter was very interesting, people selling eggs, fruits and vegetables, clothes and anything else you could imagine.  Many shops were cooking food and roasting nuts in open aired vats, selling fresh fish and meat.  The streets were lined with tables and people were eating and drinking and having a good time.  Not more than a few streets ahead we suddenly stepped into the fashion section and the modern buildings.  A few more steps and we were walking up the steps of the city walls that surround Xi An.  You can rent a bike or hire a small shuttle to take you for a tour of the city wall about 10 miles around.
We left Xi An the next day and flew to Beijing.  We were met by our guide and driver and was immediately driven to the Badaling section of the Great Wall.  There were lots of people at this section of the Wall.  We hiked one way and then went the opposite way along the Wall.  There were many steps and ramps to walk and some were very steep.  I guess the panda hiking got our legs in shape for walking the Great Wall as we did not have a very hard time.  

Our last day in Beijing was spent visiting Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City.  Talk about crowds…I never saw so many people.  But Ged, Mike, our guide Shannon and I worked out way from temple to temple, square to square through the Forbidden City and had a great time.  The tight squeeze occurred when we wanted to catch a glimpse of the royal throne.  I never had so many Chinese people all over my body as I fought my way to the viewing area of the royal throne.  Our tour bus was waiting for us right out side the gates and we headed straight to the airport and continued to make our journey home.  We found some nice shops in the airport to make last purchases of silk scarves, Tibetan jewelry and some Cuba rum and Scotch.
We were finally happy to arrived home after such a long flight.  The trip was truly amazing, we didn’t get sick or hurt had a great guide and wonderful weather….couldn’t ask for anything more!!!
Thanks to Terra Incognita Ecotours, Ged, local tour operators and trackers in China for such a wonderful experience.  Mike and I hope to take more trips with Terra Incognita Ecotours in the future.
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