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Danba County S sccluded v1llages remain steeped in trad1 ia |
offering a gllmpsﬁ into the historic past of a region once ruled
by women and still shrouded in mystery
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IGH ON THE hillsides above the raging
Dadu River, villages cling to precipitous slopes
in much the same way as the inhabitants have
clung to their traditional lifestyle in the 21st
century. This is Danba County, in the Sino-
Tibetan marches — once part of the Kham region of Tibet.

“What makes Danba unique is the combination of its
deep culture, history, geographical environment and the
heritage of its ethnic groups,” says Zhang Tao, secretary
of Danba County’s tourism department.

Danba town, which also goes by the name of Zhanggu,
is little more than Unity Street and a pedestrianised
shopping area. As with much of rural Sichuan, the real
attraction for visitors lies away from the dusty town,
in the surrounding villages and countryside. Jiaju was
named “Best Village in China” by the Chinese National
Geographic in 2005, but this accolade has done little to
spoil it. High in the hills above Danba, the village features
traditional Tibetan houses surrounded by terraced fields.

A subgroup of Tibetans, the people of the area are
known as jiarong in Chinese, and gyalrong or rgyalrong
in Tibetan. Gyalrong houses differ from the more usual
Tibetan style in being terraced, turreted and up to four
storeys high. Internal ladders link the structures’ floors,
with the bottom level often used to house livestock. In the
autumn, the flat roofs of Jiaju turn into a sea of yellow,
as maize is laid to dry in the warm air.

Compared to other parts of Sichuan, life is good in
these villages. Danba lies at an altitude of only about
1,800 metres and, despite the steep slopes, the soil is
fertile. “Before the tourists came, they didn’t have beds
but they never starved - like in many rural areas; cash
poor, crop rich,” says Kimberley Te Winkle, an American
woman who spoke to many villagers while researching
her PhD on conserving cultural heritage.

Thanks to the boon of tourism, life for the villagers is
much better these days. A portion of the RMB30 admis-
sion fee to Jiaju is divided equally among the households,
explains Te Winkle. While some villagers have opened
their houses for home stays, the village is devoid of the
hawking so often seen at tourist sites around China.

Central to Gyalrong culture is Mount Molto, also known
as Mount Moerduo - one of four sacred mountains, ac-
cording to Tibetan culture. Danba lies in the shadow of
its 5,000-metre peak. Walking around the mountain as
an act of pilgrimage is an important annual tradition.

Interestingly, Danba lies in an area remembered for
being known at one time in history as the Women’s King-
dom, ruled by the Sumpa - Supi in Chinese - a Qiang
tribe. Today, it’s known as Beauty Valley, renowned for
the looks of its women. This claim to fame is celebrated in
annual beauty contests that feature singing and dancing.
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Danba lies at an altitude of
about 1,800 metres and,
despite its steep slopes, the
soil is rich and fertile (right)
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Up in the mountains,
seclusion has preserved
much of the local culture and
style in Danba's mountain
villages (below left and right)
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Dragonair flies twice

a day to Chengdu,
where buses run daily
to Danba from Chengdu
Chadianzi Bus Station
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Photos. Mountain village, local art and woman in traditional dress (previous page): Getty Images. Woman in the window: Keren Su - China Span
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Danba's towers are thought

to have been part of a vast
network that once spread
across western Sichuan
and south-eastern Tibet
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What really makes Danba special, though, are the
stone towers standing tall on the mountainsides. Some
of the most accessible are in Suopo, a bucolic village
located a couple of kilometres down river of the town.

Houses in Suopo are similar to the ones in Jiaju but
surrounded by apple orchards or groves of pomegranates.
Here, the village centre is at a much lower altitude and
terraced fields slope down towards the river.

Dominating the view are a triumvirate of towers amid
the main collection of houses, along with numerous oth-
ers that stretch out into the distance. These towers often
reach 40 to 50 metres in height and until recently very
little was known about them. This changed largely due to
the efforts of French explorer Frederique Darragon, who
came across the towers in 1996. “They were a mystery with
hardly anything written about them,” says Darragon,
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WHERE TO STAY/EAT @R HN

Dongnvguo Hotel
Xihegiaonanlu
+86 836 352 1555

Tibetan-style hotel on the
edge of town with large,

well-equipped rooms.

Meirengu Hotel
43 Guangming Road
+86 836 352 2999
Central location over-
looking the river.

Zhuoma Zhijia
+86 136 7836 8499
Tibetan homestay in
Suopo village.

Bananjia

+86 135 5169 8761
Tibetan homestay in
Jiaju village.
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Backpackers Hotel icpok-feficd +86 136 7836 8499

35 South Sanchahe Road +86 836 352 1555 LT 35 3 I IR A

+86 836 352 1806 A 7N L 8 I € i

Besides being backpacker- B 4 - MER

central, the hotel can +86 135 5169 8761
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Qionglai Mingchi +86 836 352 2999 LEEREFIRE

24 South Sanchahe Road RETARRIE O - AR 9 ] - =R 355%

+86 135 4189 2218 +86 836 352 1806

Sichuan restaurant HRZNEEERE

serving local speci-
alities. Large por-
tions and a basic
English menu.

Jiarong Tibetan women
from Gyarong Beauty
Valley
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who dedicated herself to deciphering the mystery of the
structures. After more than a decade of research, culmi-
nating in the book, The Secret Towers of the Himalayas,
and a documentary of the same name for the Discovery
Channel, Darragon believes she finally has some answers.

The Danba structures are part of a network of towers
that once numbered in the thousands and spread across
a large area of western Sichuan and south-eastern Tibet
- in particular the Kham region. She believes there are
four different regional styles of tower; those in Danba and
the Gyalrong region are usually square based, although
star-shaped bases with between five and 13 corners also
exist. The entrance is well above the ground, and large
numbers of the towers are, or were, attached to houses.

Carbon dating by Darragon puts Danba’s oldest exist-
ing tower at about 900 years of age, with most probably
built in the 14th and 15th centuries. However, in many
areas, few of these ancient constructions remain. Dar-
ragon speculates that this is due to the effects of a few
bad earthquakes, “the sticky yellow clay” used in their
construction and their deliberate destruction for building
materials, with evidence of towers in many other areas
having been dynamited. In the Danba region, however,
they stand relatively intact.

The towers were likely to have been built as status sym-
bols, as well as for reasons of storage and defence, and
often on peaks as strategic structures. Since 2006, the
Danba towers have been listed by Sichuan Province as
cultural relics and, along with the Tibetan houses in Jiaju,
Suopo and Zhonglu, were included on UNESCO World
Heritage tentative lists in 2008.

To date, Danba remains largely untouched by mass tour-
ism, though visitors are not uncommon. “The key is to
develop the region in a sustainable way and without letting
tourists ruin the native culture or beauty,” says Darragon.
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Standing as tall as 50
metres, village towers are
believed to have been built
as status symbols, and for
defence or storage
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DRAGONAIR HOLIDAYS 3 DAYS/2 NIGHTS CHENGDU YEAR ROUND PACKAGES FROM HK$3,230

BREMRM SH2MMER R Fixil ERH 3,230 T

CHOICE OF HOTELS:

¢ Holiday Inn Chengdu Oriental Plaza
¢ Sofitel Wanda Chengdu

e Shangri-La Hotel Chengdu

PACKAGE INCLUDES:

® Round-trip Economy Class flight
between Hong Kong and Chengdu

® Two consecutive nights’

DEPARTURE PERIOD:
Now until 31 March, 2013

Book online now at www.cxholidays.com
Cathay Holidays Limited and Asia Miles™

terms and conditions apply.
Licence No.: 352024
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® 1,000 Asia Miles o FHiERIENREARIE
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