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Preface

Before I knew it, the friendship between Mr. Long and 
myself had lasted over two decades. When we first met, we 
were both young and shared an ambition to do something 
substantial for our country. I remember his aspirations: 
“Even if I must tramp over every mountain, I will find every 
wild population of the Yunnan golden monkey. I will strive 
to devote my entire life to studying and protecting this 
endangered indigenous Chinese species!” Looking back at this 
proclamation, I must say he has proven to be, in all aspects, 
a man of his word. He has devoted his efforts and strength to 
the conservation of the Yunnan golden monkey, all the while 
happy to receive little or no credit for his work. Over all these 
years, he pursued neither fame nor fortune, but stuck fast to his 
everlasting aspiration that the Yunnan golden monkey – to him, 
not only the most beautiful animal in the world, but also the 
one whose face most resembles that of a human – survive until 
eternity and become known and loved by all.

The Yunnan golden monkey is a representative animal in 
Yunnan — a paradise of wildlife. The Kunming Institute of 
Zoology (KIZ) incorporates the image of this cute primate into 
its logo. For years, this institute has been a leading advocate for 
the protection of these monkeys. 

The Yunnan golden monkey was first discovered at the 
end of the 19th century by a French scientist. Following the 
initial sighting, there were no updated reports on the species 
for nearly 70 years. It was not until early 1960s that Professor 
Peng Hongshou, a veteran expert from KIZ, re-discovered and 
proved the existence of this rare animal. From the end of the 
1970s through the present day, KIZ has attached great emphasis 
on the scientific study and protection of the Yunnan golden 
monkey. We have devoted many resources, both material and 
human, to this undertaking, and Mr. Long Yongcheng is one 
of the many scientists working with KIZ, dedicated to the 
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study and conservation of these creatures. He worked with us 
for fifteen years, contributing ten prime years of his academic 
career to the study of the Yunnan golden monkey. 

A few years ago, he became employed by The Nature 
Conservancy, where he continues his commitment to 
conservation efforts. Working with TNC, the most prestigious 
international organization dedicated to biological diversity, 
he has garnered a wide range of international support to save 
the Yunnan golden monkey. At present, Yongcheng is in 
collaboration with numerous scientific research departments, 
all studying the biological conservation of the entire habitat 
of Yunnan golden monkeys. At the same time, he has been 
working to strengthen conservation management at local levels. 
Mr. Long’s work embodies the spiritual pursuits of an ordinary 
Chinese scientist, and is in line with the basic requirements for 
scientific research and conservation management of China’s 
wild animals.

This book serves as a record of Mr. Long’s twenty years 
of devotion, as well as a narrative about his relationship with 
the Yunnan golden monkey. I sincerely hope that readers 
will follow Mr. Long’s footsteps into the snowy paradise 
of the Yunnan-Tibetan Plateau, and along the way begin 
to appreciate the Yunnan golden monkey for what a truly 
beautiful and majestic animal it is. As human beings, we all 
have a responsibility to Mother Nature, a responsibility that 
impels us to ensure these monkeys have a safe place to live and 
to multiply for all time.

Zhang Yaping
Academician of Chinese Academy of Sciences 
Kunming Institute of Zoology
July 2008
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The Author’s Note

I had never thought about writing anything for the public. 
It was neither because I am self-contained nor that I disdained 
to take on writing. The reason is that it was too hard for me 
to write anything of this sort. Ever since I was a boy I found 
myself disinclined to learning Chinese language and literature, 
and I did not accomplish anything in the field of Chinese 
studies, even after I grew up. I still vividly remember my 
scores during the first National Entrance Examination after the 
Cultural Revolution in 1978. Among the five tested subjects, 
I failed one: Chinese. Thanks to the high marks I received in 
other subjects, however, I obtained an average score close to 
90. So I was enrolled into the Biology Department of Sun Yet-
san University in Guangzhou as a Zoology major

Now, however, I have changed my mind. 
I feel extremely obligated to write and publish this book. As 

hard as it is for me to bring myself to actually sit in a chair and 
write, I am determined to carry on, because I want to present 
to the world a rare, relatively unknown creature – the Yunnan 
golden monkey. I sincerely hope that by the end of this book, 
readers will have a thorough understanding of this wonderful 
animal, one which is often unfairly ignored in China.  

In terms of looks alone, the Yunnan golden monkey should 
be considered one of the world’s most beautiful animals. 
They have “human-like” faces rather than hairy faces with 
protruding mouths that monkeys typically have. Their face is 
a fair pink, with skin that many of us would wish to have. The 
most attractive feature on their face is the plump, glamorously 
pink lips. Every time I stand in the middle of a primary forest, 
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surrounded by hundreds of these beautiful primates, I murmur 
to myself: “These monkeys look just like us! Aren’t they just 
gorgeous?”

Sadly, there are only a few who have had the opportunity 
to see these pink-lipped men in person. Consequently, most 
people in the world still cannot imagine what kind of animal 
the Yunnan golden monkey could be.

It is simply because most people know nothing about the 
monkeys, and because even scientists have limited knowledge 
of them, that these pink-lipped men are on the brink of 
extinction. The total population of these monkeys is less than 
2000.

However, the urgency of the situation has not yet been 
perceived. As a scientific researcher who has studied the 
Yunnan golden monkey for years, I now find myself obliged 
to reveal the impending emergency to the world. I want to 
publicize everything I have come to know about these animals, 
so that the world will get to know them and hopefully feel the 
urge to protect them. Only by combining our efforts can the 
dire circumstances of the Yunnan golden monkey be adequately 
addressed.

Ever since the beginning of the time, humans have always 
regarded themselves as rulers of the earth, and other species 
as existing only to serve their needs. With this deep-rooted 
concept in our history, human beings have never stopped 
exploiting nature. Mankind’s role in controlling and changing 
nature drastically increased during the period following 
the industrial revolution. Moreover, with our fast-growing 
population, the earth’s natural resources have been exploited at 
a speed that the planet cannot sustain.

As our reliance on unsustainable means of acquiring 
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resources increased, many modern species were forced into 
critical circumstances. Several scientists estimate that the 
extinction rate of the earth’s current species is more than 1,000 
times their natural extinction rate! Many species were not yet 
named before they died out, and those genes, species, and 
ecological systems are disappearing at an unprecedented rate. 
The globe is now in such a dire situation that we human beings 
have begun to feel the threat to our own survival.

Fortunately, more and more people are beginning to realize 
the facts: God not only created humans as his beloved children. 
The Yunnan golden monkey and all other life forms are his 
masterpieces as well. What is our legacy if not to ensure that 
our children inherit an earth as diverse in flora and fauna as 
it was when we were born? By protecting this diversity, we 
are working to protect ourselves. Humankind must know that 
biological diversity is essential to a harmonious relationship 
with the planet, and humans are merely one species in the 
world. We should never see ourselves as being above other 
animals, much less the Earth. While we humans cannot live 
without the planet, the planet will have no trouble existing 
without the presence of human beings!

Long Yongcheng
 July 2008
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At the Very Beginning

In 1987, I went on a business trip to southwest Yunnan Province 

by myself. On the course of this single trip, I purchased fifteen Yunnan 

golden monkey skeletons. I then realized that this relatively unknown, 

uniquely Chinese national treasure was quickly decreasing in number. 

Thus, driven by my strong responsibility, I decided to walk into the 

depths of the primary forests in search of this creature, a creature 

having a face like a human.

Chapter 1

At the Very Beginning
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I. The Yunnan Golden Monkey — The 
Animal that most Resembles Humans

He has one of the most human-like, expressive faces… 
Don’t you think that this creature, amongst all animals 
in the world, resemble humans the most?

For years, mankind has spent untold time and energy in 
search of intelligent forms of life in every corner of the 

globe, even extending to aliens in outer space. These efforts, as 
I see them, are attempts at finding the life form most similar to 
ourselves.

If that is the case, then I’d say the Yunnan golden monkey, 
this rare, native Chinese species, is the creature we have been 
searching for. There is no other animal so similar to us. 

Before we go further, it is necessary to clarify what I mean 
by “similar.” I mean they have a face that most resembles that 
of a human. I do not claim that they are the closest to humans 
on an evolutional level. For instance, when we say that dolphins 
are similar to fish, we simply mean that their appearances 
are similar; dolphins have nothing to do with fish in terms of 
systematic evolution.

For regular monkeys or any other non-human primates, a 
distinctive feature is the protruding mouth. The Yunnan golden 
monkey, on the other hand, possesses a flat, hairless, pink face, 
and shares no trace of the regular monkey. In my opinion their 
face is simply the most beautiful of all animals, a beauty which 
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is in large part owed to their glamorous, pink lips, the likes of 
which sought after by female humans. 

Speaking from an evolutionary standpoint, there are two 
explanations for the “flat face” of an animal: one is that the 
developed brain needs more room which in turn causes the 
forehead to appear more extrusive; the other is the degradation 
of its rhynchodaenm caused by the indirectness of getting 
food orally. That is to say, the flatter its face is, the larger (and 
possibly more complex) its brain must be, and the less it uses 
its mouth to take food directly. The human face is the most 
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typical example of this evolutionary process.
Lips are a common trait among mammals, present in 

all aside for a few primitive species such as the duckbilled 
platypus found in Australia. To be precise, in the animal world, 
only mammals have lips: a hint from Mother Nature that they 
are for sucking milk rather than kissing. Therefore, the pair of 
pink lips is the most distinctive feature shared by humans and 
Yunnan golden monkeys, only the latter’s lips are prettier and 
more voluptuous.

It has been 110 years since the Yunnan golden monkey was 
named and registered by Milne Edwards, a French zoologist 
who issued a relatively complete report on the animal in 1898. 
The name he gave the species, Rhinopithecus Bieti, was based 
on the binomial system of nomenclature invented by Carl Van 
Linne, one of the greatest scientists in the 18th century. The 
system is a composition of the genus and specific epithet.

Rhinopithecus is the scientific name for the Yunnan golden 
monkey. The name breaks into two parts: rhino, referring to 
nose, and pithecus, referring to monkey. Put together, it simply 
means that this is a type of monkey with a special nose. The 
nose is a distinctive feature for all golden monkeys: the total 
absence of a bridge in the nose gives it an upturned appearance, 
lending golden monkeys another name — the snub-nosed 
monkey. The Yunnan golden monkey is also known as the 
Black and White Snub-nosed Monkey, as it has black hair on 
its back, crown, and limbs, but white hair on its belly. Bieti is 
the specific epithet. It came from the surname of Monseigneur 
Biet, a French missionary who organized substantial collections 
of Yunnan golden monkey specimens. The epithet serves to 
commemorate his contribution to the discovery of this species. 
On an interesting note, when Biet first encountered a Yunnan 
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golden monkey specimen he noted: “Locals call them black and 
white monkeys.”

In the past, when people collected golden monkey 
specimens, they only collected the skull and the skin. As 
a result, researchers at that time could not see a complete 
specimen of the animal as we researchers do today. They could 
only give a rough estimate, based on its skull and skin, as to 
what the animal might look like, and the descriptions, naturally, 
failed to do justice to the animal’s unique beauty. The result of 
the aforementioned was that many people did not fully grasp 
what a special and wonderful animal they were dealing with, 
and consequently had no affection for the animal. I myself was 
no exception at that point.

The first time I heard the name of Yunnan golden monkey 
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was in 1982.
After I graduated from Sun Yet-san University with a 

degree in Zoology, I was assigned to work with the Kunming 
Institute of Zoology at the Chinese Academy of Sciences. At 
the same time, an alumnus who majored in Botany named Ji 
Xiangsheng was assigned to the Kunming Botanical Institute. 
I come from Hunan, and it was the first time for me to go to 
Kunming. As a stranger in a new city, I felt quite lonely at 
times. My fellow alumnus Ji Xiangsheng was, on the contrary, 
born in Kunming, and he was quite familiar with everything 
about the city. So I turned to him as soon as I arrived in 
Kunming even before I reported to work. I liked to chat with 
him and learn all I could about the city and the province.

One day shortly after arriving in Kunming he told me 
that Yunnan, known as a paradise for wildlife, is home 
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to elephants, peacocks, and Yunnan golden monkeys. As 
elephants and peacocks are arguably the most famous animals 
in Xishuangbanna, I had heard a good deal about them. 
Every time people talked about Yunnan they would mention 
Xishuangbanna and its elephants and peacocks. When I was 
young, my parents often told me tales about the elephants, 
and I would fall asleep with pictures of untouched, pristine 
tracts of nature flowing through my head. However, when the 
name ‘Yunnan golden monkey’ first entered my ear, like many 
people, I could not conjure up any kind of image. I thought it 
was only an ordinary monkey, and that’s all. At the time I had 
no way of knowing that my life would be forever linked with 
them…
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II. Grow Attached to Yunnan Golden 
Monkeys

It was a chance decision for me to study Yunnan 
golden monkeys. But my life has since become tightly 
attached to the animal.

The story began in the latter half of 1987 when I 
was transferred from the Insects Research Office to 

the Primates Research Office. But my field of research was 
undecided, and I did not really know what I was about to do. 
I was only following orders because back then everybody 
followed orders from the superiors, and personal freewill was 
discouraged.

One afternoon, I got a letter from Yu Runqing, Director 
of Science Committee of Deqin County. Before I opened the 
envelope, I thought to myself aloud: why is Old Yu writing to 
me?

Yu was a friend I got to know in work two years earlier 
when I was doing research on the cultivation of Chinese 
caterpillar fungus (cordyceps sinensis ) in Deqin. He is a 
local Tibetan official, kindhearted and honest, and whenever 
I needed any help, he would try his best to offer a hand. I had 
previously asked him to help collect a few Yunnan golden 
monkey skeletons for anatomy study of KIZ. “He has done his 
job for me?” I wondered. 

My guess was right. Old Yu told me that he had bought 
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twelve complete skeletons of Yunnan golden monkeys in the 
market of Deqin. As the bones were still fresh, maggots were 
growing and the smell was bad. He wanted me to collect the 
skeletons as soon as possible!

The minute I learned the news, I reported it to my boss 
Professor Peng Yanzhang, the director of Primates Research 
Office at that time.

Old Peng was a senior researcher majoring in the anatomy 
of primates. Being distraught over the lack of Yunnan golden 
monkey specimens, he was overjoyed at the news and said to 
me instantaneously, “Long, hurry over there and bring back 
those monkey specimens, the sooner the better!”

Deqin, meaning “Elysium of Peace” in Tibetan, is the 
northernmost county of Diqing Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, 
Yunnan Province. It neighbors with Mangkang, Zuogong and 
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Chayu Counties of Tibet to the north and west, Weixi and 
Zhongdian Counties of Yunnan to the south, and Batang and 
Derong Counties of Sichuan to the east. Shengping, the county 
seat, is located in a high valley alongside the Lancang River 
(the headwaters of the Mekong) at an elevation of 3,350 meters 
– the highest county of Yunnan Province. Although Deqin is 
only 892 kilometers away from Kunming, it took me four days 
to reach by coach.

On the afternoon of the fourth day after leaving Kunming, 
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my coach passed Wuludi Village, some ten kilometers away 
from Deqin. The vehicle made a sharp turn, and all of a sudden 
I saw Deqin in the distance. The city was sitting in a big valley 
surrounded on three sides by high but bare mountains, and the 
fourth side was a valley that zigzagged to the Lancang River. 
This is the first impression every traveler to Deqin has: the 
town’s precarious location gives rise to a sense of insecurity: 
would the hills slide down in a rain? 

However, I had no time to fear then, because I was 
preoccupied by the important task that lay ahead — to take the 
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Yunnan golden monkey skeletons back to Kunming as soon as 
possible.

When I finally arrived in Deqin, it was already half past five 
in late afternoon. As soon as I got off the coach, I dashed to Old 
Yu’s home, and the first words that I blurted out were: “Go take 
me to see the skeletons.” Actually, I had been worried that Old 
Yu might have mistaken common monkey skeletons for those 
of Yunnan golden monkeys, because Yunnan golden monkeys 
were extremely rare. Even researchers like us who spent a long 
time out in the wilderness had only seen the monkeys once or 
twice by chance. Was I being naïve in believing that Old Yu 
had been able to purchase 12 skeletons of this elusive animal so 
easily?

Old Yu took me to his office where he kept the skeletons 
right away. The minute I saw the distinctive feature — the 
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almost flat nose bridge, I breathed a huge sigh of relief.
I did not go back to the hostel in town until we together 

finished the processing of the twelve frames.
As I lay in bed that night it occurred to me that since 

monkey bones were commonly used in Chinese medicine, it 
was highly probable that the local medicine company might 
have some golden monkey skeletons in stock. I had come all 
the way here and stood to lose nothing by asking, so I decided 
to pay the local medicine company a visit the following day. 

Early the next morning, I walked to the warehouse of the 
local medicine company three kilometers from the town. The 
isolated warehouse was staffed by two keepers, and they were 
very cooperative. As soon as I told them what I came here for, 
they moved out all the animal bones in the entire warehouse. 
As I had hoped, I found three complete sets of Yunnan golden 
monkey skeletons.

After returning to the hostel, I went to the carpenter shop 
in town and made a wooden case to hold the fifteen monkey 
skeletons. I was very pleased with the outcome of the trip, as I 
would not be returning to Kunming empty-handed. However, 
on the coach back to Kunming, in spite of the material success 
of the trip, I could not feel happy. 

The Yunnan golden monkey is a world-class endangered 
species only found in China. As early as in the 1970’s, when 
the nation established the National Protected Animals List for 
the first time, Yunnan golden monkeys were classified as Class 
I National Protected Animals. It had been more than ten years 
since the gesture, and yet, I had been able to collect fifteen 
skeletons with incredible ease. Should it have been that easy? I 
believed that the twelve frames Old Yu collected for me were 
trophies of group poaching. If my belief were true, then think 
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about how often the local villagers must have gone poaching! 
Only one hunt would put dozens to death, and how many would 
be shot and injured? The poor little things can’t treat their 
wounds like we do, so even if they escaped from the poachers, 
the wounded individuals would have a low chance of survival. 
Some would be handicapped for life, while others would die 
of infection. If this scale of attack were to regularly occur 
against one group, the group would soon die out. Now that 
the Yunnan golden monkey was a National Protected Animal, 
why were they still being slaughtered? And who sould take the 
responsibility of protecting these monkeys? Apparently, the 
protection work was erratic and inconsistent, if it was being 
implemented at all.

One of the major measures adopted in wildlife protection 
in China has been the publication of a list of protected animals. 
However, it is unclear how effective this measure has been. 
I personally believe that it has been quite ineffective, if not 
“zero effect,” as the main effect it has achieved is an increased 
awareness among poachers that there are rare (and therefore 
valuable) animals living in the vicinity.

In order for wildlife protection to work, I think people like 
me, who are doing professional research into wild animals, have 
the responsibility to take action, because the administrative 
authority and legislature body of the nation will not and cannot 
find out the precise distribution range and protection area of 
each endangered species. We scientific researchers bear the 
responsibility to provide this critical information. If we do 
our work without enough care, we can’t expect the national 
authorities to enact effective protective measures. Therefore, 
it is strongly in our interest to help the country find out the 
distribution range, population, and other useful information on 
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these endangered species. Only when we have carried out our 
work to this extent can the national authorities enact pertinent 
and effective protection measures.

Therefore, the minute I got back to Kunming, I submitted 
a proposal to my boss for further research on the geographical 
distribution and  population of the Yunnan golden monkey. It 
was approved immediately.

However, this work proved to be much more difficult than 
I had imagined, as I hadn’t realized just how time- and cost-
consuming my endeavor was going to be. Luckily, my work 
was sponsored by Yunnan Applied Fundamental Sciences 
Foundation and The Nature Conservancy. Moreover, my 
research work was included as a Class III sub-project of the 
Key Scientific Research Projects approved by the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences as a part of the nation’s 8th Five-Year 
Plan. 

It was ten years later that I finally accomplished my project 
and I was able to locate the geographical positions of all 18 
groups of Yunnan golden monkeys and estimate each group’s 
population. At the time of the project’s completion, few species 
in China had been studied as closely as the Yunnan golden 
monkey. Even in the whole world, zoological research of such 
depth is rare.

Throughout my research work, I made a number of 
unforgettable friends who deserve my acknowledgement and 
gratitude. They are: Zhongtai Cili, Angweng Cicheng, and 
Dong Defu, all of whom work at Baima Snow Mountain Nature 
Reserve. As a matter of fact, we worked together on countless 
field trips and investigations. During the field work, we were 
comrades, companions, and close friends. It was the research 
work on Yunnan golden monkeys that linked us together, and 
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our cooperation greatly helped our work. Arduous as it was, we 
completed the project with our tireless efforts.

From the moment I first saw those Yunnan golden monkeys, 
the only wish for the rest of my life was that they would all be 
able to live unmolested in their natural habitat. However, this 
wish can never be realized, as three out of the original eighteen 
groups I found are now gone forever from the earth. Now I 
hope, from the bottom of my heart, that this tragedy will never 
happen again, and that people will develop interest in and 
compassion for Yunnan golden monkeys.

The fact is, Yunnan golden monkeys should have been 
cared for earlier. Take a close look at those faces, and you will 
find that the Yunnan golden monkey truly is the animal whose 
face most resembles human face. For this one reason, shouldn’t 
we, as human beings, spare more love and care for them? In 
China, Yunnan is renowned as the “Paradise of Wild Animals,” 
with the Yunnan golden monkey being the figurehead of the 
province. It deserves our care and protection. 
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