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L
iu Shaodeng remembers the day 

the great earthquake struck. 

He was out riding his bicycle in 

the new part of town and was 

thrown from the saddle when 

the tremors began. Around him, almost 

the entire new city of Lijiang crumbled to 

the ground, levelled by one of the worst 

earthquakes the town had ever experienced. 

Liu pedalled back to his small shop in 

the old part of the city, expecting to fi nd 

everything gone. He was amazed to fi nd 

many of the old Naxi buildings still standing. 

The mega-quake of 1996 measured 7.0 on 

the Richter scale, killing over 300, injuring 

15,000 and collapsing much of the city. Yet 

the old, wood-and-brick Naxi buildings (logs 

overlaid with heavy slate roofs) suffered far 

less damage. Once reconstruction began, 

it didn’t take the rebuilding committees 

long to approach the Naxi for advice. Today, 

Lijiang is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and 

the old city still stands strong. However, a 

new threat to the old town recently emerged 

in the form of commercialisation and mass 

tourism. Still, the Naxi continue to build their 

old houses and persist in their age-old ways, 

which makes for an unforgettable learning 

experience for those who venture to this 

south-western corner of China.

The Naxi women are easy to spot. Many 

of them continue to dress in traditional 

attire: pleated aprons, long-sleeved gowns, 

sheepskin capes and blue hats. Traditionally, 

The Naxi, the indigenous people of historic 
Lijiang city, have weathered everything 

from a major earthquake to a rapid infl ux 
of tourists, but their traditions are 
still the bedrock of China’s Yunnan 

province, says Dave Stamboulis
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theirs is a matriarchal society: women make 

most of the decisions, inherit all property 

and play the dominant role in commercial 

and community life. The Naxi are said to 

have come from Tibet, and much of their 

music, religion, language and writing 

descends from the Dongba Tibetan Bon 

shamans. The mystique surrounding their 

past, along with their mesmerising dongjing 

Taoist ritual music and dance, and their 

intricate, carved wooden buildings and 

elaborate waterways and bridges have lured 

thousands of Chinese tourists here. It’s 

easy to see why visitors fall in love with the 

place. Perched at an altitude of over 1,500m, 

Lijiang sits at the base of the dramatic Jade 

Dragon Snow Mountains.
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Shaken not stirred: 
(clockwise) Guan 

Yinsha landscape; 
lanterns at night in 

Lijiang; Naxi men 

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
 D

A
V

E
 S

T
A

M
B

O
U

L
IS

09LKH TTales

Sh 2066-078 Feature 4 Lijiang_Asia.indd   67066-078 Feature 4 Lijiang_Asia.indd   67 19/12/2013   09:1319/12/2013   09:13



t iger ta les  jan-feb

L IJIANG

68

In the old town’s Market Square, visitors 

are treated to the spectacle of Naxi women 

dancing, sometimes backed by entire 

orchestras of octogenarians. The square, 

known as Si Fang Jie, has been the centre 

of commerce since Lijiang was a major 

stop on the trade routes of horse caravans. 

Even today, costumed horsemen work to 

persuade tourists to go for a gallop. There 

are several restaurants and bars on the 

square where visitors can keep a close 

eye on the proceedings. But for more 

spectacular views of the old town’s black 

slate roofs and meandering canals, head up 

to Lion Hill, home to a fi ve-storey wooden 

pagoda surrounded by cypress trees. On 

the way there, call in at the Mu Residence 

(Guangyi St, tel: +86 (0)888 512 2572), a 

mansion once used by Lijiang’s ruling Naxi 

Looking north: 
Naxi culture is 
heavily infl uenced 
by Tibet

L IJIANG

THE NAXI ARE A

MATRIARCHAL 

SOCIETY; WOMEN MAKE 

DECISIONS, INHERIT 

PROPERTY AND PLAY 

THE DOMINANT ROLE IN 

COMMUNITY LIFE 

She’s the boss: 
(clockwise) 
Naxi society is 
matriarchal; a 
Naxi vendor; local 
transport
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To market: 
(clockwise from 
right) rice fi elds 
in Guan Yinsha; 
elderly Naxi woman; 
traditional Naxi 
snacks; a Naxi 
woman and her 
daughter

chiefs. Now a museum and Lijiang’s most 

visited site, it looks a lot like a miniature 

version of Beijing’s Forbidden City.

While these days the old town is home to 

a seemingly endless array of jewellery and 

dried yak meat shops, along with the aptly 

named Bar Street, there are still plenty of 

atmospheric, canal-side lanes where visitors 

can escape the crowds. Lijiang boasts 

over 350 arched bridges, most of them 

cobblestoned, and there are many other 

picturesque sights. Cafés here sell dark 

roasted pu’er tea and artisans occupying 

small shops lit by red lanterns create burnt 

woodcarvings, which are sold as souvenirs. 

The Naxi have their own cuisine and vendors 

in alleyways sell fl atbreads, fried cheese, 

potato pancakes and mulberry spirits. For 

something a bit more upscale, try 88 Eat 

Restaurant (88 Wuyi St, tel: +86 (0)888 518 

3111, www.88eat.com), where local pea jelly 

salad, stuffed Naxi buns and spicy Dongba 

chicken are the specialities.

To keep a step ahead of the tour-bus 

crowds, stay in a traditional Naxi home. One 

reason for the prevalence of alleyways in 

the old town is that much of local life goes 

on behind the stone walls of large open 

courtyards. The Baisui Inn (25 Baisui Fang, 

Xingyi St, tel: +86 1368 876 6252) is a Naxi 

home that’s more than 300 years old. One of 

old Lijiang’s most charming accommodation 

options, it has a Zen garden-like pebbled 

courtyard and weathered wooden sleeping 

quarters. If you’re looking to stay in the 

thick of things, the Blossom Hill Inn 

(97 Wenzhi Ln, tel: +86 (0)888 516 9709, 

en.blossomhillinn.com) is a boutique hotel 

with a stone courtyard that’s located right 

next to the old cathedral.
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 THE NAXI HAVE THEIR 

OWN CUISINE AND 

VENDORS IN ALLEYWAYS 

SELL FLATBREADS, 

FRIED CHEESE, POTATO 

PANCAKES AND 

MULBERRY SPIRITS
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Peak experience: 
Jade Dragon Snow 

Mountain; 
(below) a quiet 

lane, home to some 
traditional Naxi 

houses and to vendors 
selling local food

JOURNEYING TO JADE 

DRAGON SNOW MOUNTAIN

While Lijiang is a great spot, there’s no 

reason not to get out and see a bit more of 

the region. The old Naxi towns of Shuhe and 

Baisha – the latter was the original capital – 

are just minutes away by bus or hired bicycle. 

Both towns feature cobblestoned streets, 

weathered slate roofs, teahouses and plenty 

of atmosphere – minus the crowds. While 

in Baisha, pay a visit to Dr Ho Shixiu (Jade 

Dragon Chinese Herbal Medicine Clinic, tel: 

+86 (0)888 514 2015), a 90-plus-year-old 

Chinese doctor who is famed for his herbal 

teas. At the clinic is a display of hundreds 

of photocopied testaments to his prowess 

from many of the patients – including TV 

presenter and Monty Python alumnus 

Michael Palin – who have visited him over the 

decades. Regardless of your feelings about 

Ho’s remedies, he speaks decent English, 

cracks off-the-wall jokes and has become 

something of a local celebrity. En route to 

Baisha, be sure to stop at the Black Dragon 

Pools, where the refl ection of the jagged 

Jade Dragon peaks in the waters of the 

ponds are a sight to behold.

While the Jade Dragon mountains 

are accessible from Baisha via mule or 

cable car – the latter zips punters up to 

different elevations – the entry fees aren’t 

cheap (CNY170/S$35 for the cable car 

and CNY80/S$16 to enter the park). Not 

only that but the mountains are far more 

impressive when viewed from below. That 

said, the garish Impression Lijiang show 

that’s performed at 3,500m is well worth a 

look. The creation of celebrated fi lm director 

Zhang Yimou of Crouching Tiger, Hidden 

 WHILE IN BAISHA, PAY A 

VISIT TO DR HO SHIXIU, 

A 90-PLUS-YEAR-OLD 

CHINESE DOCTOR, FAMED 

FOR HIS HERBAL TEAS AND 

FOR TREATING CELEBS 

LIKE MICHAEL PALIN 
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Dragon fame, it features 500 local minority 

performers including members of the Naxi, 

Bai, and Yi people along with a hundred 

horses. For an entry fee of CNY190/S$40, 

audiences seated around the circular, open-

air stage are treated to depictions of many 

native traditions set to music, all performed 

against a spectacular mountain backdrop. 

To take in one of China’s top natural 

wonders and indulge your outdoor-

adventure fantasies, head over to Tiger 

Leaping Gorge, where 6,000m peaks soar 

L IJIANG

Famed Tiger Leaping 
Gorge; (below) girl 
performing on the 
streets of Lijiang

 THE IMPRESSION 

LIJIANG SHOW IS 

THE CREATION OF 

CELEBRATED CHINESE 

FILM DIRECTOR ZHANG 

YIMOU OF CROUCHING 

TIGER, HIDDEN 

DRAGON FAME 
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above a deep gorge whose waters are a 

tributary of the Upper Yangtze. Beyond its 

awe-inspiring beauty, the gorge is steeped in 

legend. It takes its name from a tiger that’s 

said to have eluded a hunter by jumping 

across the gorge at its narrowest point. Go 

for a one-day road trip through the gorge 

or opt for the two-day overnight high-trail 

tour, which offers impressive views. Five 

Finger Mountain Guesthouse (tel: +86 1398 

877 6286) is a genuine farmhouse inn set 

high above the gorge about halfway along 

the high trail. Tranquil Walnut Grove, at the 

end of the trail, is the site of Sean’s Spring 

Guesthouse (tel: +86 1575 845 6256, www.

tigerleapinggorge.com). A jack-of-all-trades 

despite a disability, the owner takes pride in 

running the gorge’s oldest lodging and can 

provide anything from guides to luggage 

forwarding. His lodge also boasts the only 

sauna in this part of China.

A deep gorge near 
the Jade Dragon 

mountains; 
(left) Naxi 

guesthouse 
mixing tradition 

with tourism

 TIGER LEAPING GORGE 

 TAKES ITS NAME FROM 

 A TIGER THAT IS SAID TO 

 HAVE ELUDED A HUNTER 

 BY JUMPING ACROSS 

 THE GORGE 
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Tigerair fl ies to Lijiang from 
Singapore. Book your fl ights at 
www.tigerair.com

People walking the 
Lijiang laneways;

(top) a street 
in Lijiang is 

home to a KFC

Peter Goullart, the Russian author who 

spent the 1940s living in Lijiang with the 

Naxi, wrote a book about them called 

Forgotten Kingdom. It’s widely believed to 

have been the inspiration for James Hilton’s 

better-known book Lost Horizons, about 

a mythical Shangri La. Goullart showered 

praise on the Naxi for their easy-going 

nature. While his paradise might not be what 

it once was, the Naxi seem to have taken the 

changes in stride. 

These days, Lijiang is home to KFCs and 

Pizza Huts (though they’re decorated in Naxi 

hieroglyphic script) and most young Naxi 

women favour modern clothing styles, just 

like their Han Chinese counterparts. The 

big quake may have fl attened the city, but 

it also introduced Lijiang to the world. And 

the tourists who’ve come here since have 

driven home to the Naxi just how important 

their culture is. Recently, private schools 

have sprung up with the aim of ensuring that 

Dongba dance and the Naxi language live on. 

At the same time, the Naxi women remain 

in charge, now serving as landlords for the 

enterprising Chinese who rent their shops. 

A middle-aged man from Beijing whom I 

met in town told me that Lijiang summoned 

memories of his idyllic childhood days. A 

place that can do that should be high on 

anyone’s travel wish list.   
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 THESE DAYS, LIJIANG IS 

HOME TO KFCS AND PIZZA 

HUTS (THOUGH THEY 

ARE DECORATED IN NAXI 

HEIROGLPYHIC SCRIPT) 
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