
In  the  Footsteps  of  Father  David

Cedric  Basset

A  rmand  David  (1826-1900),  famouslyknown  as  "Father  David,"  is  well
known  by  those  passionate  about  plants.

Indeed,  many  plants  carry  his  name,  such  as
Davidia  and  Acer  davidii.  Though  best  known
for  his  plant  discoveries,  one  cannot  mention
this  great  figure  without  also  mentioning  the
famous  giant  panda  that  he  discovered  in  .1869
near  Baoxing  (previously  Moupin)  in  the  Sich-
uan  province  of  China.

During  our  expedition  to  Sichuan  in  May,
2007,  we  followed  the  same  paths  that  Father
Armand  David  took  during  the  second  half  of

the  nineteenth  century.  These  regions  —  with
their  extraordinarily  rich  flora  and  fauna  —  are
fortunately  still  preserved,  no  doubt  in  part
because  they  remain  very  difficult  to  access.

A  Few  Notes  from  Father  David

Upon  arriving  in  Moupin,  Armand  David  wrote:
“The  land  of  steep  mountains  is,  despite  the
loggers  and  farmers,  abundantly  forested  with
fir  trees  and  cedars  up  to  3,000  m...  The  lanceo-
late  pine  and  the  narrow-leaved  pine,  as  well  as
the  alder  of  Setchuan,  thrive  up  to  2,000  m.  The
rhododendrons  are  particularly  abundant.  ”  It

This flowering Rhododendron was part of the extreme botanical richness we admired in the narrow valley of Pujigou, located south
of the nature reserve of Fengtong.
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should  be  noted  that  there  are  no  cedars
(  Cedrus  )  in  this  region,-  Father  David
probably  uses  this  term  to  designate
other  conifers  with  a  similar  horizon-
tally  spreading  form.  The  lanceolate
pine  is  certainly  his  designation  for
Cunninghamia  lanceolata.

At  that  time,  Moupin  (now  known
as  Baoxing)  was  still  part  of  Tibet.  And
Armand  David  wrote:  “Long  closed  to
the  Chinese,  the  principality  now  toler-
ates  their  growing  number.”  That  was
a  different  era,  indeed.

On  March  23,  1869,  having  just  dis-
covered  the  giant  panda  [Ailuropoda
melanoleuca)  he  writes:  “The  young
bear  is  entirely  white,  except  for  his  four
limbs,  his  ears,  and  the  area  around  his
eyes  which  are  a  deep  black.  Thus,  we
have  here  a  new  species  of  Ursidae  that
is  very  remarkable  not  only  because  of
its  color  but  also  because  of  the  hairi-
ness  under  its  paws.  ”

Later,  he  writes  concerning  his  bota-
nizing:  “The  large  rhododendrons  are
flowering,  and  I  can  already  distin-
guish  at  least  seven  distinct  species.  I
also  found,  in  the  middle  of  a  wet  for-
est,  a  magnificent  magnolia  with  large
purplish  flowers  and  with  no  leaves
yet.  ”  This  may  he  Magnolia  liliiflora,
naturally  present  in  this  region.

Cunninghamia lanceolata is a large conifer in the cypress family (Cupres-
saceae) that can reach 50 meters (164 feet) in height. It is present in the
landscape of the Chinese provinces explored by Father Armand David.

Baoxing,  Town  of  the  Panda
Nowadays,  the  little  town  of  Baoxing
pays  homage  to  Father  David  with  a
statue  of  him  and  with  another  that
celebrates  his  discovery  of  the  panda.
The  balustrades  along  the  river  are  engraved
with  representations  of  the  numerous  species
of  plants  and  animals  that  he  discovered  during
his  sojourn  in  the  region.

According  to  numerous  local  officials,
Armand  David's  discovery  over  130  years  ago
confers  on  Baoxing  the  status  of  "cradle  of  the
giant  panda."  And  yet,  Baoxing  remains  infre-
quently  visited  by  tourists.  Westerners  are  rare,
since  the  town  is  located  on  a  road  little  used
by  tourists.  The  roads  that  connect  Chengdu  to
Tibet  through  Kangding  and  Litang,  or  through

Wolong,  pass  to  the  south  and  north  of  Baoxing,
respectively,  while  the  north-south  road  that
connects  Rilong  to  Ya'an  through  Baoxing  is
poorly  travelled.

There  are  several  explanations  for  this  lack
of  tourist  traffic.  The  road  linking  Rilong  to
Ya'an  is  not  always  in  a  good  state.  It  is  long
and  winding,  and  the  lack  of  bus  service  forces
one  to  use  a  taxi.  There  are  few  possible  stops
along  the  road.  Our  stop  in  the  small  town  of
Yanjingping  was  an  adventure:  no  real  hotel,
only  one  very  dirty  house,  and  one  building
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An  Extraordinary  Discoverer  of  Life

A  rmand  David  was  born  September  7,  1826,  in  thevillage  of  Espelette  in  southwestern  France.  On
November  4,  1848,  he  joined  the  Lazarist  order  in

Paris  where  he  studied  for  several  years.  He  then  traveled
to  Italy  to  study  medicine,  zoology,  and  botany.  On  July  5,
1862,  he  arrived  in  Peking  where  he  lived  for  the  follow-
ing  twelve  years.  During  those  years,  he  carried  out  three
expeditions  to  western  China.  After  falling  sick  during  the
third  expedition,  he  returned  to  France  in  1874.  During
his  life  in  China,  he  visited  Inner  Mongolia,  Shanghai,  the
Sichuan  provinces,  and  Hubei  and  Jiangxi,  combining  his
missionary  work  with  his  scientific  research.  From  March
1,  1869,  until  1872,  he  worked  in  Moupin  (now  known  as
Baoxing)  in  Sichuan.  During  his  travels  in  China,  Armand
David  collected  13,000  specimens  including  189  new
plant  and  animal  species,  among  these  the  handkerchief
(or  dove)  tree  (  Davidia  involuciata  ),  the  butterfly  bush
(  Buddleja  davidii  ),  Lilium  davidii,  Populus  davidiana,  as
well  as  thirteen  species  of  rhododendrons,  three  magno-
lias,  four  firs,  and  four  oaks.

where  we  found  a  room  with  no  bathroom
facilities.  In  the  only  restaurant  in  town,  we
involuntarily  attracted  a  crowd  and  became,
for  the  duration  of  our  dinner,  the  main  attrac-
tion.  Baoxing,  on  the  contrary,  turned  out  to  be
a  quiet  small  town,  ideal  for  an  enjoyable  stop.
There  we  stayed  in  a  comfortable  hotel  where
the  rooms  were  very  clean.

Tlie  Forgotten  Valley  and  Pujigou
Baoxing  is  located  to  the  south  of  the  nature
reserve  of  Fengtong.  This  reserve  covers  40,000
hectares  (98,842  acres),  with  13  percent  of  the
area  serving  as  habitat  for  the  panda.  The  town
proudly  advertises  the  region  and  its  natural
marvels  —  virgin  forests,  waterfalls,  forests  of
Osmanthus,  panoramas  —  but  public  trans-
portation,  as  often  in  China,  is  non-existent.
One  must  hire  a  vehicle  and  driver  (fairly  eas-
ily  done  at  the  train  station)  and  communi-
cate  to  the  driver  that  he  must  wait  all  day  or
return  to  a  meeting  point  after  several  days.
Otherwise,  in  the  small  villages,  one  would

not  he  sure  of  finding  a  vehicle  available  for
returning  to  town.

We  decided  to  enter  the  nature  reserve  by
an  alternative  route,  by  taking  the  road  that
leaves  from  the  northwest  of  Baoxing  and  winds
to  its  final  destination,  the  village  of  Pujigou.
The  road,  paved  at  its  start,  rapidly  gave  way
to  a  narrow  dirt  path  where  we  had  perilous
crossings  with  the  trucks  from  a  nearby  quarry.
To  our  surprise,  after  two  and  a  half  hours  of
driving,  our  driver  stopped  before  a  dilapidated
wooden  bridge  and  told  us  that  we  had  to  con-
tinue  on  foot.

He  told  us  that  Pujigou  was  located  about  an
hour's  walk  further.  We  took  five  hours,  since
we  walked  very  slowly  at  first,  our  botanical
passion  ignited  as  we  marveled  at  discovering
an  interesting  plant  with  each  step.  The  flora
in  this  infrequently  traveled  area  offers  a  rare
diversity,  the  very  acidic  soil  being  favorable
to  the  growth  of  many  plants  of  the  Ericaceae
and  the  climate  allowing  amazing  sub-tropical
species  to  flourish.



Aimand  David  25

We  arrived  at  an  old,  abandoned  building
in  the  middle  of  the  forest  where  two  men
and  one  woman  lived  without  electricity.  The
reception  was  icy  at  this  abandoned  and  empty
inn.  We  were  in  Puiigou.  It  is  not  really  a  vil-
lage,  but  rather  the  remains  of  what  must  have
previously  been  a  remote  mountain  refuge.
Deciding  to  flee  this  place,  we  turned  around
and  went  on  to  find  a  village  where  we  were
hosted  by  a  local  resident.

The  Fengtong  Reserve
In  all  of  our  previous  trips  to  China  we  had
never  found  such  a  wild  valley  as  at  the  Feng-
tong  Reserve.  Unlike  more  accessible  nature
reserves  such  as  Wolong,  here  at  Fengtong  there
was  no  road,  no  cars  or  buses,  only  a  small  path.
The  valley  is  narrow,  with  steep  slopes  covered
with  dense  vegetation  that  benefits  from  the
very  humid  air.  From  a  botanical  perspective,
it  is  a  real  treat.

Davidia involucrata (center) bloomed among the dense vegeta-
tion in this narrow valley in the Fengtong Reserve.

The orchid Calanthe tricarinata grows about 30 centime-
ters (about 12 inches) tall. It enjoys semi-shaded areas and
humid climate.

The superb striped bells of Enkianthus deflexus.

All  along  the  trail,  magnificent  handkerchief
trees  (the  famous  Davidia  involucrata,  dedi-
cated  to  Father  David)  in  full  bloom  hung  over
us.  The  edge  of  the  path  was  full  of  flowering
Disporum  bodinieri  (a  member  of  Convallari-
aceae)  and  a  somewhat  rare  Paris,  Paris  fargesii.
In  the  nooks  of  dead  tree  trunks  and  on  rocks,
beautiful  orchids  —  Calanthe  tricarinata  and
Pleione  limprichtii  —  bloomed  abundantly.
Above  our  heads  we  saw  two  beautiful  shrubs,
Dipelta  yunnanensis  of  the  honeysuckle  family
(Caprifoliaceae)  and  Enkianthus  deflexus  of  the
family  of  the  rhododendrons  (Ericaceae).  The
giant  dogwoods  (  Cornus  controversa  )  spread
their  tiered  silhouettes  above  the  shrubs.
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the  viburnum  of  China,  Vibur-
num  chingii.  We  met  more
frequently  another  little  shrub
with  lots  of  flowers:  Deutzia
glomeruliflora.

In  this  gorgeous  reserve,
another  seasonal  spectacle  was
provided  by  climbing  plants
of  the  Lardizabalaceae:  Hol-
boellia  and  Akebia.  Certain
stems,  several  meters  tall,  were
covered  with  flowers  exuding
a  sublime  scent.  A  few  plants
of  Akebia  trifoliata  revealed
flowers  that  were  almost  black.
A  little  higher,  Sinofranchetia
chinensis,  belonging  to  the
same  family,  was  reaching  even
farther  up  into  the  trees.

The  trail,  although  inacces-
sible  to  cars,  was  very  good  for
walking.  Certain  signs  showed
that  it  was  previously  acces-
sible  to  vehicles.  The  reserve
is  home  to  the  giant  pandas,
and  large  stands  of  bamboo  of
the  genus  Drepanostachyum
bordered  the  trail.  We  also  saw
a  beautiful,  large  Yushania  on
which  climbed  Codonopsis
tangshen  (in  Campanulaceae),
not  in  flower.

Remembering  Father  David
At  the  forest's  edge  and  along
paths  on  shady  rocks,  several

Cornus  controversa  displays  its  elegant  horizontal  branching  habit.  species  reminded  US  of  Father

Some  Rare  Finds

One  great  surprise  was  finding  dozens  of  plants
of  one  of  the  most  spectacular  hornbeams,
Carpinus  fangiana.  I  had  wanted  to  see  it  for  a
long  time  and  had  already  searched  for  it,  nota-
bly  at  Mount  Emei  (Einei  Shan).  This  tree  is
surprising  for  its  large  leaves  (longer  than  20
centimeters  (7.9  inches))  and  catkins  that  can
reach  50  centimeters  (19.7  inches)  long.

Several  species  of  viburnum  (among  these
Viburnum  brevitubum)  carried  their  long,
white  tubular  inflorescences  in  the  manner  of

David:
•  Epimedium  davidii,  a  small  epimedium  (Ber-

beridaceae) with beautiful four-pronged yellow
flowers.

•  Acer  davidii,  David's  maple  (Sapindaceae),
with  its  bark  finely  striped  with  white.

•  Corydalis  davidii  (Fumariaceae)  with  its  pretty
yellow flowers.  Much rarer  is  the impressive
Corydalis  anthriscifolia,  a  large  plant  with
long purple inflorescences of which we saw
only one specimen.
In  another  small,  narrow  valley,  we  observed

large  arisacmas  in  flower  with  enormous  leaves
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The superb Carpinus fangiana growing in the dense forests of
Pujigou.

Viburnum brevitubum growing in the cracks of rocks in the
Fengtong Reserve.

composed  of  three  leaflets.  This  was  Aiisaema
dilatatum,  a  little-known  species  distributed
from  western  Sichuan  to  Bhutan.

We  also  were  very  surprised  by  the  diversity
of  maple  species  in  this  valley.  We  admired  the
very  rare  Acer  sutchuenense,  a  small  tree  of  5  to
8  meters  (16.4  to  26.2  feet)  high  with  trifoliate,
denticulate  leaves.

The  Big  Surprise
The  exploration  of  this  fantastic  valley  ended
in  an  exciting  discovery  —  finding  plants  of  the
famous  and  rare  hellebore  of  Tibet  [Helleborus
thibetanus  ).  This  species  (in  Ranunculaceae)
lives  in  isolation,  as  the  next  closest  hellebore
species  grow  more  than  5,000  kilometers  (3,100
miles)  to  the  west.  This  hellebore  is  doubtless
the  most  delicate  of  its  type,  with  sepals  much

Holboellia sp., a perennial vine with strongly perfumed
flowers.

Yet another plant named in honor of Father David, the
lovely Epimedium davidii.

more  finely-textured  than  the  other  species.  Its
flowers  vary  from  pmkish-white  to  dark  pink,
often  with  darker  pink  veins.

Helleborus  thibetanus  was  described  by
Franchet  in  1885  from  specimens  collected  in
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1869  by  Armand  David  at  Baoxing  in  Sichuan.
The  same  year,  Beresowski  collected  specimens
in  the  province  of  Gansu  that  were  described
by  Maximowicz  in  1890  under  the  name  Hel-
leborus  chinensis,  a  name  now  synonymized
under  H.  thibetanus.

Tibetan  hellebore's  introduction  to  Europe
is  relatively  recent.  In  1991,  seeds  were  sent
from  China  by  Professor  Kao  Pao-chung  of
the  Chengdu  Institute  of  Botany.  They  had
been  collected  from  Sichuan,  near  Baoxing,  on
Dengchigow  mountain  at  an  elevation  of  2,300
meters  (7,500  feet).

Among  the  long  list  of  other  species  that
we  observed,  we  should  mention  Cotoneaster
moupinensis,  several  superb  dark  Cardamine
along  the  creeks,  several  Clematis,  several
Euonymus,  a  beautiful  Magnolia  that  was  not

The very strange-looking Arisaema dilatation.

The rare Helleborus thibetanus bears delicately veined
pink flowers.

flowering,  several  honeysuckles  (  Loniceia  ),  one
Sorbus  with  simple  leaves,  and  several  plums
[Prunus  spp.).

A  Good  Inspiration
Father  David  chose  well  in  coming  to  this
mountainous  region.  The  diversity  of  its  flora
and  fauna  is  fascinating  and  important.  Efforts
to  protect  the  panda  and  the  creation  of  reserves
have  allowed  the  preservation  of  very  species-
rich  valleys.  To  travel  in  this  area,  one  must
temporarily  do  without  some  comforts,  but  it
is  truly  worth  it,  especially  since  Baoxing  has
several  good  hotels.

This  region  is  representative  of  western
Sichuan  on  the  road  to  Tibet.  In  addition  to
Baoxing,  one  should  stop  in  Kangding,  Ganjia
Caoyuan,  Garze,  or  also  at  Mugue  Lake  to  dis-
cover  fabulous  landscapes  and  a  very  diverse
natural  world.
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