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TAMOTSU NAKAMURA

The Holy Mountain
A Climbing Paradise in Yunnan?

The east face of Balagezong (5545m). None of the peaks in this  
region have yet been climbed. (All images Tamotsu Nakamura)

In January 2004 a letter arrived from William M Bueler living in Colorado. 
It contained a brief  note about his reconnaissance of  Balagezong in Octo-

ber 2003 with maps and pictures and his book Roof  of  the Rockies: A History 
of  Colorado Mountaineering. Our contact had begun through the American 
Alpine Journal and Japanese Alpine News. I knew of  this soaring peak having 
seen it in the far distance in 1993. But to the best of  my knowledge, he was 
the first to reconnoitre Balagezong for climbing. 

The following month, however, he told me a tumour had been found 
and it was difficult for him to write, being paralyzed on one side. In April 
2004 a letter arrived from his wife Lois with news of  his death, thanking 
me for the pictures and information I had recently sent him. ‘Thank you for 
your correspondence with Bill,’ she wrote. ‘His travels to the Sino-Tibetan  
borderlands were the great adventures of  his last ten years and he enjoyed 
those adventures to the full. He felt that you were a kindred spirit.’

After that, Balagezong stayed in my mind as somewhere to explore  
one day, although before I knew it a decade had passed. In the meantime, 
Damien Gildea, the well-known Antarctic expert, visited, and also Dr Liu 
Yong, from Sichuan University. In May 2016, I had my chance.

Mountain scenic places are a hive of  industry in Yunnan and Sichuan. 
Tourism development is progressing at a tremendous speed. New roads 
with bridges and tunnels are under construction through mountains and 
valleys wherever you go in the frontier regions. Driving distances are  
becoming shorter and roads faster. Traditional industry such as agriculture 
is being replaced with tourism. Tourists are rushing here from every corner 
of  China. The Dagu Glacier Scenic Park has a ropeway to a 4,800m lookout 
point. It is only one day drive north from Chengdu and is busiest for the 
‘autumn leaves’ season.

You can now get to Deqen, an early field of  exploration, famous for  
Meili mountains, in three and a half  hours from Zhongdian, itself  rebrand-
ed as Shangri-La in 2001 to boost tourism. It previously took a full day. 
My lack of  urgency in getting to Balagezong means that it has changed 
dramatically since Bueler visited. There are four and five-star hotels at  
Shuishuang (2320m), the base for sightseeing. When Bueler visited 13  
years ago it took eight days for Bueler to trek on foot to Balagezong for  

A wide-angle view of the south face of Shangbala Stupa (c5000m) and to the 
right, or east, another rock peak of a similar height.
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reconnaissance. Now it takes less than two hours to drive from Shangri- 
La airport. Balagezong is an important project for Shangri-La County, 
which has already invested $118m.

Among the region’s main attraction is the holy mountain of  Balagezong 
(5545m), called Gezongsongben in Tibetan, the physical embodiment of  
three beautiful princesses from legend. These peaks, a ‘natural stupa’, Shang-
bala Stupa (c5000m) and other prominent rock peaks (4700m-5000m),  
alluring alpine meadows and mysterious high mountain lakes are impres-
sive and attractive. All peaks remain unclimbed.

Located at the meeting point of  Sichuan, Yunnan and Tibet, Balagezong 
is famous for its Shangri-La Grand Canyon with a 2.5km hanging path to 
bring walkers through it. They have the option of  rafting back down. Bala 
(3200m) is a ‘typical’ Tibetan hamlet, recently enlarged. Some 300 years ago 
a Khampa family looking for paradise, an ideal homeland with no warfare 
and misery, finally settled here after overcoming hardships. Tibetan-style 
wooden houses have been built in layers up the mountainside.

The paradox of  this opening up of  the region is that controls and regula-
tions are being tightened. As tourism development progresses, controls over 
Tibetans have become tighter and tighter. When you travel through eastern 
Tibet, Qinghai, Sichuan and Yunnan, you often come across a board reading 
‘New Village’ on the roadside. Tibetans and other minorities formerly living 
in remote areas are being forced to move to these houses newly built near  
a main road, so that the local government may more easily control them. Old 
villages and trails are abandoned; remote regions are thus less populated.

My Tibetan guide, Gerong, who lives in Deqen, complained he could 
no longer visit foreign countries. Even though he became a member of  the 
Communist Party, the county government doesn’t allow him to renew his 
passport since he visited Dharamsala last year. Awang, a Tibetan guide from 
Lhasa, is also not allowed to have a new passport after he returned from  
Nepal and India two years ago. The Xi Jinpin administration is strength-
ening the control and observation of  Tibetans. In Sichuan, for example, 
Tibetans in Danba County, one day’s drive north-west from Chengdu, are 
required to have a permit from the local government to go to Lhasa, while 
Han Chinese may travel freely.

Restrictions on foreigners entering eastern Tibet are being strengthened 
and more tightly enforced. Two or three years ago, foreigners could enter  
eastern Tibet by road from Yunnan and Sichuan. Now it’s impossible. 
Foreigners cannot travel from Deqen in Yunnan to Yanjing in the Tibetan 
Autonomous Region (TAR) crossing the provincial border by road. They 
cannot cross the upper Yangtze, the provincial border on the Tibet-Sichuan 
Highway from Batang in Sichuan to the old salt and tea-trading town of  
Markam. Foreigners aren’t allowed in Chamdo Prefecture. Tsawarong, along 
the upper Salween north-west of  Meili mountains, is the same. Damyon is 
inaccessible. A friend who is secretary of  the TAR’s sports administration  
centre says that the procedure for foreigners to enter restricted areas is  
becoming more complicated and time-wasting.

Our journey was in May. The team, as usual, was myself, aged 81, and 
83-year-old Tsuyoshi Nagai. We flew from Chengdu to Shangri-La airport  
in Yunnan. We planned two stages to our trip: Balagezong and the  
Sichuan-Dagu Glacier Scenic Park, to look at a little-known 5,500m massif  
in the area. Bad weather hampered us in the second part.

We started early on 16 May, the rainy season having already started, but 
trusting to the luck of  Tom ‘Blue Skies’ Nakamura. My agent and old friend 
Lu Weidong, from Kunming, and our Tibetan guide Gerong from Deqen 
welcomed us. A new highway took us to the junction of  the Jinsha Jiang,  

Unnamed rock peaks between 4700m and 5000m in the Balagezong region.

The view from the tourist village of Bala.



T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 778

or upper Yangtse, and its tributary, Gang Qu, through tunnels and across 
bridges that cut hours off  the old road. We arrived at the Suishuang  
Grand Hotel at 11am, having left Chengdu at 7.30am. The next few days, 
the weather was poor: we visited Bala, the ‘Tibetan-style’ village, drove 
to Deqen over the Baimang Shan pass (4280m) and on 18 May went to 
the Shangri-La Grand Canyon. Happily, on 19 May, we had some clear  
weather and were able to photograph the peaks. We chartered a shuttle bus 
and rushed to the pass below Shangbala Stupa via Bala village where the 
east face of  Balagezong towered above the valley. Climbing a path from 
Bala village to the pass, beautiful rock peaks of  4,700-5,000m appeared in 
succession. Though these peaks were only a part of  Balagezong massif, 
they were magnificent and fascinating. We were deeply touched.

•  See also Area Notes in this edition of  the Alpine Journal for Tom Naka-
mura’s images of  unclimbed peaks along the Yarlung Tsangpo.

Above: Chinese investment has 
rapidly transformed what was once 
a wild region into a tourist honeypot. 
The so-called Shangri-La Canyon.


