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            SONGTSAM’S SHANGRILA TO LHASA EXPLORATORY ROAD TRIP SCENIC HIGHWAY G318; THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED IN THE HIDDEN KINGDOM OF EASTERN TIBET by WILLIAM D BOEHM PART 3 MARKHAM TO RANWU LAKE AND THE LAIGU GLACIER, KANGRI GARPO MOUNTAIN RANGE Our caravan left early the next morning for a long day drive through amazing sections of the Hengduan Mountain Range, crossing two high passes and entering a deep river canyon. We will be following the highway along sections that were once an important trade route of the Tea-Horse trail that was used for over a millennium since the Song Dynasty 960–1279.  Today would be a long 430 km (258 mile) drive across two high passes, descend into the NuJiang Canyon, the deep canyon of the Nu also known as the Salween River flowing from the Tibetan plateau, then ascend into Ranwu Lake high in the central Hengduan Mountain Range. I had explored last year the Gaoligong Mountain Range and Nature Reserve west of the upper Nu River to the north, and discovered a remote watershed to be rich and diverse in flora and fauna. Left the drier Mekong River valley and ascended into a Juniper and ceanothus (nitrogen fixing shrubs with leathery leaves known as buckbrush or California lilacs in the Pacific Northwest) forest at Ju Ba la pass 3911 m (12,828 ft), then climbed through open meadowed juniper forest Dong Da Shan pass at 5130 m (16,826 ft), the highest pass through the Dongda Mountains we would cross today and on our trip. It was marked with countless prayer flags and two large stupas, reminders to Tibetan travellers of 
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SONGTSAM’S SHANGRILA TO LHASA EXPLORATORY ROAD TRIP SCENIC HIGHWAY G318; THE ROAD LESS TRAVELED IN THE HIDDEN KINGDOM OF EASTERN TIBET by WILLIAM D BOEHM PART 3 MARKHAM TO RANWU LAKE AND THE LAIGU GLACIER, KANGRI GARPO MOUNTAIN RANGE Our caravan left early the next morning for a long day drive through amazing sections of the Hengduan Mountain Range, crossing two high passes and entering a deep river canyon. We will be following the highway along sections that were once an important trade route of the Tea-Horse trail that was used for over a millennium since the Song Dynasty 960–1279. Today would be a long 430 km (258 mile) drive across two high passes, descend into the NuJiang Canyon, the deep canyon of the Nu also known as the Salween River flowing from the Tibetan plateau, then ascend into Ranwu Lake high in the central Hengduan Mountain Range. I had explored last year the Gaoligong Mountain Range and Nature Reserve west of the upper Nu River to the north, and discovered a remote watershed to be rich and diverse in flora and fauna.
 Left the drier Mekong River valley and ascended into a Juniper and ceanothus (nitrogen fixing shrubs with leathery leaves known as buckbrush or California lilacs in the Pacific Northwest) forest at Ju Ba la pass 3911 m (12,828 ft), then climbed through open meadowed juniper forest Dong Da Shan pass at 5130 m (16,826 ft), the highest pass through the Dongda Mountains we would cross today and on our trip. It was marked with countless prayer flags and two large stupas, reminders to Tibetan travellers of
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Yu Qu River flowing from the NW as the highway ascends to the Bangda Prairie; Below near Bangda prairie
 Remote Tibetan Village of Tiandu, Village and the Yu Qu River
 Buddhist prayers being flung into the winds for travellers’ safety. We descended the cold and windy pass into a scenic valley of steep peaks, one with sharp shale vertical faces and jagged shale summits that reminded me of mt Kidd in the Kananaskis and Medicine Lake in Jasper National Park in Canada. The highway took us through more gentle valleys and we followed the Yu Qu River northwest until we again
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descended through a stunning mountain range of red and white limestone peaks that rose steeply above the river. We emerged onto a vast Bangda grassland prairie. The Bangda alpine grasslands are fertile in the long valley, and in the past this is where muleteers on the Tea Horse route would stop and pasture their tired horses from the long trip in southern Yunnan. Some transferred their tea and salt loads to the slower moving yaks. Today the grasslands have mostly been cultivated with barley fields. Today the grasslands have mostly been cultivated with barley fields. We stopped at a remote Tibetan village called Tiandu Town at 3660 m (12,000 ft) in ZongGong County, part of Chamdu prefecture and north of Nyinchi on the eastern edge of Tibet. The town consisted of the older Tibetan style homes constructed with mud bricks and walls. Barley straw was drying on wood racks, children in tattered clothes playing in the streets, and homes spattered with drying yak dung, fuel for the Tibetan stoves for cooking and heating though winter. Further up the valley we stopped at the town of Bangdazhen for lunch.
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Yela Pass 4658m (15,367 ft) where we descended the famous Tian Lu (Nu Jiang) 72 switchback turns down the steep mountain valley
 Birds:top Tibetan eagle, white eared pheasant, snow bunting, Bottom: blood pheasant, grandala, white-winged grosbeak, jade grasslands
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partridge, white-eared pheasant, ring necked trush, jade Grasslands;Below, pika, marmot, Tibetan sand fox
 Tibetan gazelle, Bharal sheep, Jade grasslands; Below white lipped deer, right, must keer
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Nu Jiang (River) Canyon
 Nu River Canyon We left the Bangda Prairie ascending the highway to the west along another mountain ridge with bare grass side slopes until we reached Yela Pass 4658m (15,367 ft) where it began to snow. Under heavy clouds at the summit we descended the famous Tian Lu (Nu Jiang) 72 switchback turns down the steep mountain valley and the dry steep precipitous canyon until we to the Nu Jiang. The peaks were vertical uplifts of sedimentary silt, sandstone and shales, dramatic rock formations. At the bottom of the switchbacks, the highway followed alongside the boiling Nu River which had carved a steep canyon, and the road seemed to hang on the edge of the cliff. Nujiang Grand Canyon is one of the most beautiful canyons in China, a spectacular, 315 km (189 miles) long marvel of nature, with banks that reach as high as 3,000 m (9,840 feet). Nujiang is one of the most important rivers in China, and flowing into Myanmar it is known as the Salween river. The highway gently climbed for 50 km (30 mi) towards Angela pass 4475 m (14,678 ft) and we drove in the dark through a snow storm, reminding me of past night skiing trips to Stevens pass in my home. Once across the pass we drove out of the snow storm and descended to Rawu, turned off G318 and drove the 39 km (23 mi) up the once glaciated valley to Songtsam Leigu (Tibetan for glacier) lodge. Arrived at 20:45 under a partially cloudy sky that revealed some stars. Late dinner but spent an hour in the cold outside attempting to get decent star shots with the Laigu glacier descending from the Kangri Garpo Range in the distance partly revealed.
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Laigu Glacier at night from Songtsam Laigu Lodge Ranwu Lake is the largest lake in eastern TAR and is the main source of the Parlung Zangbo River, an important tributary to the Yarlung Tsangpo also known as the Brahmaputra. Because of its glacial turquoise color, it is considered a sapphire on the roof of the world. The largest of the three connected lakes is 26 km (15.6 mi) long, with mountains to the south rising to more than 6,000 m (19,680 ft) above sea level. Ranwu Lake is surrounded by Mt. Gangrigabu to the southwest, the Azhagongla Glacier south and Bosula Peak to the northeast, with the famous Laigu glacier, one of the largest icefields in the Kangri Garpo Mountain Range that extends into the lake from the north. The size of the watershed area is 1798 square km (694 sq. mi), and since it is a high-altitude lake, freezes over from late November until late March with a thickness of the ice that can reach 2 meters (6.5 feet). Ngan Tso or Ranwu Lake was created Right: Laigu Glacier night sky Scott Jiang
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Ranwu lake from Songtsam helictopter looking south towards lhagu village
 Upper Ranwu Lake, a series of three lakes between Ranwu and the Songtsam Lodge Laigu Glacier (below)
 through a massive debris landslide over a century past, and has been designated a National Forest Park that encompasses a subalpine evergreen conifer forest and alpine vegetation zones that includes 505 species of plants, 42 species of mammals, 90 species of birds and 5 species of amphibians. Mammals
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under state key protection live in the Ranwu Lake National Forest Park include bahral sheep, snow leopard, white-lipped deer, golden eagle, and the white-tailed eagle haliaeetus albicilla. During our stay we had only seen Himalayan vulture, Himalayan partridge and fox. Lhguu Glacier and outwash plain
 Ranwu Lake
 Bar-Headed geese Lake Rawu, Himalayan vulture
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Lhagu glacier
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Lhagu (Laigu) Glacier
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VILLAGE life in Laigu and monastery at Ranwu lake
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Laigu (Lhagu) Glacial valley
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Songydsam Lodge Lhagu by Songtsam staff
 Lhagu Glacier and peaks KANGRI GARPO ranwu Gongyada 6423m left Ze 6127 m right
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ttom aerial view of Laigu glacier, the largest in the KANGRI GARPO ranwu Gongyada 6423m left Ze 6127 m right above
 Abiv and below: Kangri Karpo Range and the hightest peak Ruoni 6882m and the Ata glacier Below bottom left of photo
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Lhagu Glacier and peaks by Tatsumo Nakamura, Japanese Mountaineer and Explorer who has mapped this remote area of Kangri Garpo
 Mountain Ranger over the past several decades
 Photos by, Rt Lophin 6805m E face climbed by Kobe University Rt Lhagu Glacier and Peaks Tomatus Nakamura
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Tatsumo Nakamura abovet Lhagu glacier KG Hamokongga 6260m E face: Below Lhagu Glacier T Inoue, Japanese mountain explorer
 Luqendo II 6390m E face, Kangri Garpo pk 5480 m Kangri Garpo, Tim Inoue
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Kangri Garpo from 5,050m on Ata Glacier left KG 27 5,850m T Inoue
 Route from Songtsam Zhuka west of Markham to Ranwu and Songtsam laigu lower left We had traveled west of the extensive Hengduan Mountains, and now were immersed into the spectaclar Kangri Garpo Range that at its western edge encompasses Lhagu and Ata Glaciers, the lowest-altitude Tibetan glacier (Ata Glacier South, 2,440m) and Tibet’s largest glacier by surface area (Lhagu Glacier, 30 kilometers (8.5 mi) long by 2 to 5 kilometers (1.2-3 mi) wide. The remote Kangri Garpo Mounain Range extends 280 kilometers (174 miles) from northwest to southeast between Tsangpo River Great Bend, the eastern end of Himalaya, and Baxoila Ling, the western end of the Hengduan Mountains. The range is encircled by three tributaries of the Tsangpo-Brahmaputra River. The northern
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side is deeply eroded where the Parlung Tsangpo, a tributary of the main Tsangpo, forms a narrow and precipitous gorge. The Kangri Garpo at the southernmost rim of the Qinghai- Tibet Plateau receives a humid southwest seasonal wind direct from the Indian Ocean, resulting in considerable precipitation during the monsoon season and heavy snowfall in winter and spring. North of the watershed the topography is complicated. The eastern end is a high plateau, while to the west the valley of Parlung Tsangpo becomes a deep forested gorge. In the south the valleys are extremely eroded. For at least three months a year villages are isolated from the outside world because of heavy snow. All the 6,000-meter peaks in Kangri Garpo remain unclimbed. From Rawu lake we would next follow the westerly flow of the Parlung Tsangpo along highway G318 wedged deep between the Kangri Garpo mountain Range to the south to Bomi, and to the north in the shadow of the remote, longer range of the unexplored Nyainqentanglha Range, a huge range: 750 kilometers (470 mi) long, extending west-east. The westernmost end is a massif of four 7,000-meter (23,000 ft) peaks south of the Tibetan lake, Nam Tso, while the easternmost end where we were going to travel extends from Rawu, west to the Great Bend of the Tsangpo River and Namche Barwha, the eastern extremity of the Himalaya Mountain Range. East Nyenchen Tanglha marks the water divide between the Yarlung Tsangpo to the south and the Nak Chu river (which becomes the Nujiang and Salween in its lower reach) to the north. The rugged and heavily glaciated range counts more than 240 peaks over 6,000 metres (20,000 ft). Over this tremendous distance there are two primary natural divisions; they split east versus west near the town of Lhari. We were to cross west of Bomi one of the main drainage rivers, the Yi ang Tsangpo River that flows into the Parlung Tsangpo, that in turns flows into the Yarlung Tsangpo, the Brahmaputra River in India. We would also explore Lake Basong to the west of Nyinchi, near the mid section of the Nyainqentanglha Range and known as the Swiss Alps of Tibet.
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_divide
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_divide
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salween_River
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