
Cao Bang and Dalat, Vietnam      April 10-May 1, 2018 

Thang Hen Lake located in Quoc Toan commune, Tra Linh district 

In early April of this year, I had the opportunity to travel to two distinctly different areas of Vietnam to 

study the flora in each.  Our first stop was a very remote province in northern Vietnam called Cao Bang.  

I had seen photos and read quite a bit about this area in recent years, so I was thrilled when my good 

friend and host, Dr. Du Van Nguyen from the Vietnam Academy of Science and Technology, suggested 

that we spend about 10 days scouting a few different locations there.  Because Cao Bang is so rugged 

and remote, many new herbaceous and woody species have been found there in recent years which 

made it all the more appealing.  The only drawback was the outbreak of Cerebral Malaria in the area, 

which I prepared for by taking an anti-Malarial drug daily.  However, once I explained the outbreak had 

occurred in the area, I did not have much luck finding anyone to travel with me.   

The drive from Hanoi to Cao Bang was a long one.  Fortunately, there is a decent highway in place now 

for part of the way, but once you are on the dusty and narrow mountain roads the going becomes much 

slower.  In addition to the bumpy drive into the mountains, I soon found out that my seat mate in the 

back of the SUV was very prone to becoming car sick.  I assumed it was because he looked about 18 and 

he proceeded to take a hŀƭŦ ŘƻȊŜƴ ǎƘƻǘǎ ƻŦ άǿƛƴŜέ ŀǘ ƭǳƴŎƘΧōǳǘ ƘŜ unconvincingly said no, it was the 

curvy roads.  The closer we got to Cao Bang, the more scenic and full of life the jagged limestone hills 



became.  We arrived in the city just before dinner time, so all we had time to do was take a quick walk 

around town to get our bearings, have dinner and go to bed.  My jet lag was in full swing and the long, 

rough ride up from Hanoi (and trying to avoid getting puked on) had only made it worse.   

 

            
Upper and lower leaf surface of Acer tonkinense 

L ŀǿƻƪŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜŀŦŜƴƛƴƎ ǎƻǳƴŘΣ ōǳǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ  

Finally I was able to focus my eyes enough to see it was storming like mad outside of our hotel , and the 

corrugated metal ǊƻƻŦ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ²²LLL ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

morning that a very severe hail storm had come through and decimated all of the crops that had just 

been planted a few weeks before.  A storm like that at the perfectly wrong time can be devastating to 

small communities or villages, but what choice did they have but to get out in the fields as soon as 

possible to salvage what they could and begin to replant.   

   
Unknown species of Begonia (left) and Impatients morsei (very rare and a recent new record for VN) 

The next morning we awoke early and set out for Thang Hen Lake in Quoc Toan commune, Tra Linh 

district.  Apparently, locals flock to this area when the monsoon is severe enough to fill the lake, which 

slowly drains out once the rains have stopped.  Due to less rainfall in the areas in the past few years, 



much of the lake has dried up leaving only a grassy meadow surrounded by beautiful limestone hills.  As 

usual in this part of the world, the surrounding hills were covered in amazing plants.   

                      

  
Amorphophallus tonkinensis in foliage and flower 

As we hiked around the dry lake bed and into heart of the limestone hills, the plant diversity became 

even greater and even more interesting.  We were fortunate enough to see not only the huge solitary 

leaf of Amorphophallus tonkinensis in all its glory, but we also found a few just coming into bloom.  As 

shown in the photos, this plant prefers rich soil pockets and sharp drainage so it is found appearing to 

grow straight out of the limestone.  We were also finding Mahonia, Aspidistra, Begonias a handful of 

terrestrial Orchids and, as we had hoped, Pseudotsuga aff. sinensis growing in its usual spot relegated to  

the nearly inaccessible tops of a few of the limestone smokestacks that surrounded us.   Sadly, but not 


