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In the last issue („Herb Travels: Southern Sichuan
and Northern Yunnan June 2013“, RCHM Journal
Autumn 2013) Nina Zhao-Seiler described the first
part of a herb trip that she led last summer in
Sichuan and Yunnan--west from Chengdu, then
towards Hanyuan on the Dadu river and onto the
Yunnan plateau. Here she continues the story. Ed.

Prelude in March 2014

In the midst of this new spring, with all its
blossoming and sprouting around me, with the
birds delighting my early mornings, I feel so lucky!
But „lucky“, that precisely is all I am, being able to
enjoy life in peace. Following the news it feels like
the cold war had never ended, it had just been
covered up with a thin silk cloth, to sit there and be
less obvious, for us not to forget its shape and to
be ready any time for extended use. I hope so
much that our coming generations, wherever they
grow up, by being able to communicate  across
barriers of language and culture will move beyond
chauvinism as a basic social concept!

Right now, as I start to plan for the next herb trip
to China in 2015, our news agencies are sprinkling
us with a confusing and irritating mix of
information...

So, I will try not to lose my breath and will turn
back to my subject, which is to continue the tale of
my last herb trip, started in the previous issue of
the Journal. Here at least I can give full coverage,
having chosen and attended every step of the
whole trip, after deciding on the route with my two
good friends Professor Zhang and Dr. Chen, in a
completely transparent decision process, as I
mentioned in the first half of the story. Being paid
exclusively and reasonably by my motivated and
motivating participants, my urge to blow up any

one experience into a
scary and sensational
story is kept low. So no
hidden agendas here,
except of course the
ones that life itself
hides for all of us along
our path, even –or
specially- in China.

Getting back from Dali

When I broke off the first half of my story in the
last issue, we were just walking down from the
wooded slopes behind the old town of Dali in
northern Yunnan, which had once been the capital
of a powerful local kingdom established almost
1100 years ago. Our heads were full of the exciting
encounter with the two herb gatherers digging for
Chonglou (the plant we had just learned was
becoming increasingly rare in the wilds due to
overdigging and the more or less successful
cultivation of which we had seen in Sichuan), and
the wonderful fruit-carrying Kunming Shanhai
Tang/Tripterygium hypoglaucum, which most of us
had seen for the first time ever--the   impressions
of the previous days where temporarily dimmed.

Back in our beautiful, cool five storey hotel built
with wooden structures around a covered courtyard
in which to sit and calmly drink frehly brewed tea at
any time, though with an occasional buzz in the air
from the high voltage distributor nextdoor, I
recalled our trip out of the lush green valleys of
southern Sichuan, „old home“—this is a translation
of the Chinese—of the Yi people, up onto the dry
and arid Yunnan plateau, with its deep canyons and
occasional sights of mysterious forests and
beautiful waterfalls. At the sight of one of those, a
particularily impressive one, we had decided to stop
for pictures.
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We find a deer farm

As usual at scenic parking places, there was a food
seller and, as usual, some of us went to check out
the local speciality. I think it was spicy cold mung
bean or sweet potato jelly, a very tasty treat. But
what else! That foodseller was also selling tonic
liquor with blood and horn of Meihua Lu/Cervus
nippon, the deer whose antlers are used to produce
antler slices and jelly for TCM: Lurong, Lujiao. And
what is more, he himself was the owner of the deer
farm, and producer of the Lurong for that liquor as
well as for medical use--his farm was right across
the street!

He had agreed on giving us a little tour, and so,
very excited and maybe a little worried about what
was awaiting us, we had followed him the short
way up the slope and into his deer farm. There they
were, on their arid pasture, or under their wooden
shelter, looking at us a bit like we where looking at
them, interested, bewildered. Except that they are
much more beautiful than us, in general. The
deerkeeper had patiently answered all our
questions. He had come here from Sichuan seven
years ago to start this farm for a living. His oldest
deer are now seven years old, the ones he started
with. Once a year he cuts the antlers to make Lu
rong, Lujiao and Lujiaoshuang. We were able to see
where the older animals antlers had been cut and
were growing back. In the wild they are rare by
now and a protected species.

Here they looked healthy and calm to me, so it was
a special and touching encounter.

Another animal that lives in this area, the Chinese
Pangolin, has not bred well in captivity, Dr Chen
told us, so the medicinal that is made  from its
paws, Chuan Shan Jia—it is quite cruel to picture
the process—is now still mostly from illegal hunting
and production because it is a protected species as
well.

A feast of medicinal herbs

Before going back onto the freeway, we stopped
along the road, just to see if by chance something
interesting would be growing nearby. And we found
quite a bit of something! Chuan Xuduan/Dipsacus;
the officinal Tufuling; Yunnan Ge (to make Gegen);
Dunye Shuyu, a kind of dioscorea (dioscorea
zingiberensis) used as a single phytotherapeutic
medicine for angina pectoris; one of the Nan
Wuweizi species; a kind of Nan
Shashen/Adenophora; wild Ophiopogons; Bai
Mutong/Akebia trifoliata; Daji/Cirsium japonicum
and of course much more that we couldn’t
recognize. I hope I will at least be able to recognize
the ones I got to know  this time, when I come
back to look for them again.

Deer farm in a village near canyon and
waterfall, Yunnan, near Sichuan border

Stopping along the roadside, Sichuan-
Yunnan border

Tufuling Smilax glabrae near roadside,
Sichuan-Yunnan border
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After a quiet afternoon for a temple visit, a taste of
tea or purchase of a marble stone from the local
mountains, we took off towards famous Lijiang at
the foot of Yulong/Jade Dragon mountain, and
along the upper reaches of Jinshajiang/Gold Sand
River. As the road to our original destination, a high
altitude botanical garden, turned out too small for
our vehicle and no jeeps were for rent here, our
local contact recommended us to drive up the
larger road to Jade Dragon Temple, behind which
the woods are rich in wild herbs. We were skeptical
at first but didn’t regret this alternative at all when
we were hiking up the small paths in these woods
full of mysteries. For us these came as a whole rock
full of Gusuibu/Drynaria; a wild Onosma/Zicao
species, Yunnan Huangqin/Scutellaria yunnanensis;
Shiwei/Pyrrosia; and one of the officinal
Sangjisheng:Taxillus sutchuenensis, growing on
pine trees, blooming!

Also there were plants that had already become
familiar to us, like Yunnan Gegen, Tiannanxing,
Fupenzi, Baihe lilies and so on.

We happily came out of the forest, only to get stuck
in traffic for a couple of hours on our way to the
center of Lijiang, where our hotel was--what a
contrast!  But yes, the old town was still beautiful
and impressive, specially in the early morning of
the following day, when all the shops and bars were
closed and the streets still quiet.

Down to Kunming

The next leg of our trip took us all the way down to
Kunming. The cool dark car, driven by an old friend
of our travel agents, waiting at the freeway exit to
escort us across Kunming, felt more reassuring to
our driver than his GPS. Luckily we had been able
to find someone to do this job for us! We still spent
a full two hours from entering the city until we
reached our hotel, and that was without getting
lost.  (remember for future planning: to avoid!)

Kunming University has a large and very interesting
botanical garden where we could have spent a lot
more time exploring and learning about medicinal
plants. Kunming TCM University, now in its new
premises outside of Kunming right next to one of
the largest TCM medicinal companies of China,
Yunnan Baiyao, does not have a botanical garden
yet, but a very well kept herb specimen and

Gusuibu on a rock near Jade Dragon
mountain

Shiwei/Pyrrosia near Jade Dragon
mountain

Taxillus sutchuenensis near Jade Dragon
mountain

Hiking near Jade Dragon mountain
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photographic exhibition with a large section of
medicinal herbs unique to certain areas of Yunnan.
In addition, Kunming TCM University had just
opened a new institute with the interesting subject
of researching the development  of TCM in the
western world!  It is headed by a Chinese
anthropologist who has spent many years in
Europe, mainly in France. One of his graduate
students was delighted to meet us, as we were
perfect examples of his study-subjects. He showed
us around  their start-up exhibition project about
the growth and spread of TCM in the western world.
What an interesting encounter.

On our way back into town we gave two TCM (?)
students a ride. They were in the middle of a major
decision-making process: whether or not to quit
their masters degree studies and to accept the offer
of a businessman to come to some low tax island
state in the southern Pacific,  where he promised
that they would be able to make a lot of money as
TCM doctors. We started discussing the differences
for TCM doctors in China and Europe and felt like
this ride back to the hotel was the shortest of all in
Kunming (it really was too, but it felt more like 10
minutes than the whole hour that in fact it
occupied).

After spending quite a while on a northern Yunnan
„freeway“ which winds across mountain passes and
steep valleys, lacking  urgent repair much of the
way, we enjoyed a relaxing bath at a local
hotspring, even though the air was quite hot
already.  By now we were close to the upper
reaches of Changjiang/Yangtse River, slightly south
of Yibin. The baths are huge and we were almost
the only guests, so we spread out, jumping from
one pool into the next, forgetting about herbs for
the moment.

The Gardenia Mountain

But soon we packed up and continued, further
delayed by a minor mechanical problem on our bus,
though resolved within an hour by a skilful young
mechanic for an embarassingly small amount of
money. We came across lonely plains with rounded
rooves of mosques  shining in the evening sun and
girls in colourful headscarfs selling fruit along the
road, until we finally reached moist and warm Yibin
where people walk without haste. We were much
later than expected, but some of us at least were
determined to find the promised Gardenia Mountain
outside of town. We did find it in the very end with
the help of distant friends and passers-by, and
managed to take some photos of the remaining
beautiful blossoms before dark fell on us. We even
had a young man whose family runs a teahouse on
the mountain give us an introduction to the
project, to the cultivation and harvesting of
gardeina.  We had missed full bloom by a couple
weeks, but since the timing depends a lot on the

weather of the year I feel lucky for what we were
able to see. After all, if it was that easy to find
beautiful hidden places, they wouldn’t be hidden
would they?

Our young acquaintance is participant in the
gardenia cultivation project, so he has a lot of
information to share. The project has been initiated
by the local community and is part of a policy for
sustainable development and natural resource
protection of the city of Yibin. At the same time it is
a park for the public (or the part of the public that
find their way up here) to enjoy and admire the
blooming gardenias, and it is also available for a
local collective to collect the flowers for perfume,
and to harvest the fruit for Chinese medicine.

Unfortunately, as we were able to see and as the
young man confirmed, by now even here in this far
away and pristine environment herbicides are used
instead of weeding by hand. Of course, not ON the
gardenias and the teabushes growing alongside,
only UNDER and BETWEEN them. It was just the
same as we had heard in the herb valley in
Sichuan: wages (and the cost of living) have gone
up, so that herbicides are now the better deal. Only
when looking at short term costs, I tried to
emphazise. But, in farming here, no one can look
further than the short term, conditions change too
quickly. Which may help or not.

Leaving Yibin on the big river behind us, we were
heading back north through Sichuan once again,
passing Xinmenzhen, the lands of Curcuma
longa/Jianghuang. It is the largest Curcuma
production area worldwide, apparently, exporting a
large part of its yield to south and southeast Asia
for curries and use as dye. Only a small part is
processed as medicine.

In what seemed a very short time compared to the
length of our recent drives, we found ourselves on
the outskirts of Chengdu around lunchtime. For
some strange reason that I have now forgotten, I
had agreed to have lunch at our driver‘s favorite

Gardenia flower near Yibin, southern
Sichuan
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place in Chengdu, probably because he convinced
me that it was perfectly located right next to a silk
textiles outlet which people were interested in, and
which we were planning to visit in the afternoon on
the way to visit a herb company. Anyway, we
ended up in a tourist diner (something I had until
then carefully and successfully avoided) specialized
in serving Chengdu specialities to travel groups
fast. Fast is what it was. For once we had finished
our meal before our driver, who had been eating at
another table with the owner of the establishment.

Visit to a „Raw Drug“ Company

But we had had enough good meals to make up for
this one, and the excitement about being able to
visit one of the largest  TCM „raw drug“ (zhongyao
yinpian meaning „slices ready for
decoction“) companies, made us forget about it.
„Raw drugs“ is actually a very ill chosen term, since
what we are talking about when we use the term,
are in fact for the most part herbs processed
further than just simple drying, using a vast array
of methods, though the general term for all these
different processing methods, paozhi  has
become quite well known in the west by now.

So there we were, having gone through the several
hygiene procedures, wearing white caps, cloaks and
shoe-covers, having washed our hands thoroughly
and shut down our cameras, on our tour through
the company facilities. We watched graduate
students of pharmacology and pharmaceutics doing
their internships in the high tech company
laboratories, a few workers roasting herbs in
honey, soaking others in vinegar and cooking yet
others in wine in huge tubs and ovens and many,
many workers sorting and picking herbs in several
rounds before packing them in portion (!) bags of
3,5,10 or 20 grams with their name, their batch
number and their best-before date for hospital
pharmacies. Of course part of the products are also
sold in bulk. All of the working facilities and also the
people that we saw working there, were very clean
and well kept.

As one of the the managers who gave us the tour
took us across the premises, we bombarded her
with questions that seemed to shoot up incessantly
from our excited minds, while at the same time we
were filled with the fragrances of the all the herbs
that were being processed. She dealt with us with
professional patience. In the end we were quite
impressed with the high level of technical expertise
with which the different traditional paozhi processes
were being performed on a large scale; as well as
with the high level of sophistication that modern
pharmaceutical and pharmacognostical science and
technology used to evaluate the identity, quality
and cleanliness of the herbs. Customers decide how
much they want to know about their herbs, and the
company has basic quality requirements, below
which herbs are not acquired and sold. Testing for

these requirements is done at least two times for
every batch of herbs, once on entry into the
factory, and once after processing. In addition to
that, customers can request further specific testing
if they want to know more about their herbs.

For many of the herbs this company has its own
fields, specially for the herbs that often don’t meet
their quality requirements when bought on the
market or even in the growing area itself. The
manager wouldn’t let herself be tickled into
disclosing any names, numbers or percentages of
„difficult“ herbs or how often they actually refuse a
batch due to quality problems. Concerning the issue
of organic farming she said they are busy enough
to guarantee GMP standards in processing and to
find the quality of herbs they need, but there is no
room yet to go further, since this would mean
watching over the implementation of even more
rules as in the case of organic farming.

Grateful for the opportunity to visit a company of
this size, with this level of  dedication, and for the
time some of the managers took to show us around
and answer our questions, we returned to Chengdu
for a delicious vegetarian dinner.

There is always the next herb trip

Our last day was spent trying to do everything
people had ever mentioned wanting to do in
Chengdu during this trip. We visited the hospital of
the TCM University, the big herb market on the
outskirts, the artists quarter, the antique market, a
tea house to sit and talk about all that we had
seen, a large bookshop. Dinner cooked with
medicinal herbs. We had to skip a few things here
as we had had to all along but....
There is always the next herb trip.
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