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froad (noun)i way, usually open to the public for the passage of vehicles, persons and
ani mals, except in Mongol i ao

Chinggis Khan is buried somewhere in Mongolia. Nobody knows where he is buried,
although some may think they do. Gtheng is certain, nobody will ever forget what he



looks like as his image is easily spotted, most commonly on the labels of vodka bottles
and beer cans.

Mongolia is one of those places that everyone has heard about even if some are unclear
on whether ifs a real country or part of China. Not too many people live there (in fact
no-one at all) and less than three million people survive there. Surviving means emerging
unfrozen at the end of winter. During winter the rivers and livestock are frozen solid,

your supply of beer is in the fire and once a week half the people count to ten whilst the
others count to eleven to make sure they still have control over their extremities.

Outline of Trip

Four Australians and two Americans from Arizona were deterntmedatter around

Mongolia for four weeks to experience the culture, ponder the monotonous landscapes,
but more importantly to track down a few birds, mammals and examples of the more
sedentary varieties of the vegetation. If you thought all vegetatisrs@gentary, think

again, as it often it passed us at high speed, sometimes in the company of tents and their
contents.

We wanted to find some of the birds and mammals for which this part of the world is

notedi cranes, waterfowl, wolves, gazelles, ibgxboas and all those little furry things

that Richard Gere made famous. Having said
seek out any particular bird or mammal. We took our chances wherever we went. So

when you look at the lists at the end obtheport you may see some gaps that might have

easily been filled by going to a known site to see one thing or another.

eat gerbil (Richa\rd“\_aere at!




We engaged the services of Selena Travel, the Ulaanbataab@8d8)l travel agent, to
organize all our arrangements in Mongolia. ¥keurced a driver and guide and

suggested an itinerary for us that would take in the range of wildlife habitats the country
has to offer. Selena were very helpful over a period of six months of planning and gave
us information to the best of their ab#is. The tourist season in Mongolia is short and
permanent guides / drivers are ranghat to do with them during wintei?s o don 6t
expect a driver with a name tag and a silly uniform or a guide that smiles all the time and
keeps trying to interfere wityour youngest daughter.

Our guide, Lkhagvasuren, was a biologist from the National University. He was an expert
on small mammals and loved his critters in quite a different way to Mr Gere. Like many
scientists he displayed a remarkable lack of excitemehe field. He came complete

with 20 live mammal traps, so he was an instant success with those of us that take an
interest in small furry thingsé.

Our driver for the first few days was Doina, a charming guy who looked like a very good
reason for th building of the Great Wall of China. If Chinggis had an army of Doinas,
they would have reached Vienna, Lisbon, the Canary Islands and Greenland, and the
American Indians would have been unknown to the modern world. Thinking about it,
Australia might nohave had so much rock art as well.



Driver #2, Bhartra, was a miracle of patience, good cheer without the need for alcohol,

and a deft hand at chasing tents through the desert. His vehicle, a Russian UAZ 4WD (or
AGul 1l 0), was an u muldroofinely dieanbnterestingdoeatons. t hat w
Bhartra was never concerned too much, he just got about fixing the problems with a

minimum of fuss and as far as we ever knew, with no swearing!

Our expectations for the trip were generally not exceedeaugththose of us from

Australia were happy with the experieng¢hat follows are some general observations, a

diary, and a bird and mammal list. Mongolia is a good place to see some rare or unusual

ani mals but you have t o ngwoumnayhaue readtorheaddon 6t b e
about the fArespect for naturedo ethic of the

(Dave and | spent six days in Beijing on the wayy diary reflects this)

Sites visited

Below is our itinerary. It was changed quite a bit from what was first agréb®eliena

because the original itinerary was al most in
up taking 16 hours (not including meal, fuel or minor rest stops), all spread over two and

a half days. Most of our ploéatn nheadp piiesnt.o pT hainsd we
disappointing as we spent almost every day on the road from about eight in the morning

until about four or so in the afternoon. Some days were much longer. Apparently this is

what most tourists in Mongolia experience (or expect to éxpez?), but it is a bit
frustrating when you want to explore the cou
kneecaps.

| have kept the wording of the itinerary as close as possible to the original. My words are
in italics.
Part 1. Ulaanbaatar and Eastern Mongolia. Mountain and hills

Day 1. Arrival in Ulaanbaatar. City tour including Natural History Museum. Stay at Kuhkree ger
camp on Bogd Uul.

Day 2 Drive out of the town for 2 hours to Gun Galuut Nature Reserve. Enjoy the wilderness.
Ger camp overnight

Day 3-4. Free days at the Nature Reserve. Bird Watching, hiking, wild mountain sheep and other
wild mammals viewing. Ger Camp overnights

Day 5. In the evening drive back to Ulaanbaatar. Hotel overnight.

Part 2. Southern Mongolia. Plain steppes, desert and sand

Day 6. Drive to the south to the Gobi steppes. Enjoy the nature beauty and wilderness.
Ger camp overnight at Rashaant camp.

Day 7. Drive to Bayanzag-the Flaming Cliffs in the arid Gobi Desert. Tent



Day 8. Explore around for dinosaur fossils and hiking in Saxaul Forests. Drive to Yoliin Am-
Vulture's Gorge at the Gobi Gurvan Saikhan National Park. Ger camp outside the park.

Day 9. At Gobi Gurvan Saikhan National Park. Ger camp in sight of the park if you have a good
telescope.

Day 10. Drive to Khongor Sand dunes, the largest sand dunes in Mongolia which extends

200 km long and 20 km in width and upto 200 m high. Enjoy the views of gazelle herds along the
way, Return to Bayanzag i tent.

Day 11. Look for lake that disappeared some years back. Camp in beautiful mountains north of
Bayanzag. Chase tent.

Day 12. Drive to Ongi Monastery Ruins by the River Ongi-the only river in the Gobi Steppes.
Enjoy the wilderness. Ger Camp
Part 3. Central Mongolia. Woody mountains and rivers

Day 13. Drive to a nature reserve at the end of the earth. Marvel at the temperature extremes in
summer. Get violently ill eating the lamb.

Day 14. Drive to the Orkhon Waterfalls, a very beautiful site in the Central Mongolia. Hiking
around.

Day 15. Drive to Taikhar Stone, an interesting granite rock at the River Tamir via Kharakhorum-
the ancient capital of Mongolia to visit Erdene Zuu, the first Buddhist center in Mongolia.

Lunch at a ger camp nearby. Drive to Taikhar Stone. Ger Camp

Day 16. Drive to Khorgo-Terkh National Park. Climbing up the volcanic mount Khorgo. Tenting at
the lake Terkh.

Day 17.Drive part way toward Lake Khovsgul. Tent at fabulous site alongside forests and
creek

Part 4. Northern Mongolia. High mountain, forest, rivers and wetland
Day 18. Drive to Moron. Marvel at certain things. Tent.

Day 19. Get at the Lake Khuvsgul -the dark pearl of Asia in the Khuvsgul National Park. Transfer
to a ger camp.

Enjoy the beaity of the nature. Ger camp

Day 20. At the lake in the rain. Optional horse riding, hiking and visit to Tsaatan or the
Reindeer People-a small clan of Mongolia. Start leaving Khovsgul on account of the roads.Tent
Day 21 Drive to Selenge River. Tent

Day 22. Drive to Uran Togoo-an interesting volcanic mount. Enjoy the wilderness. Tent north of
here.

Day 23. Drive to Khustai National Park, where the Takhi-the only specie of wild horse existing
graze. St ay at Moilt camp ficabinso



Day 24-26. Free days at the National Park. Bird watching, hiking and relaxing. Day 24 at Moilt
camp, days 25 and 26 in ger camp.

Day 27.After breakfast drive to Ulaanbaatar. Shopping, sightseeing, in the evening enjoy the
performance of Mongolia's best folklore ensemble. Hotel

Day 28. Departure

RUSSIA

Gobi Desert
o -~

journey as shown on map is very approximate only

Some observations

Mongolian Peopl e

Never stand still in a crowded place in Mongolia unless you have full body armour. Even

the grannies will push you over. Come to think of it, it was the grannies that were more

likely to do so. It seemed the Mongolians learnt something from Chinggig asserting
dominion over the next guyobés personal space,

Actually the Mongolians are probably the most caring people on earth. They have to be.
They are fairly evenly, if thinly, scattered about their remarkable cobntrthey all

seemed to know where everything should be. So when strangers turned up, even if not
remotely near one of their gers, you can always expect a horse. Now | never knew exactly
what was said between the locals and our driver or guide, but | ékpextchange

probably went like thi$



ADo your tourists want to buy, rent, eat or
or mar mot s?o

ANah, something about | ooking at wildlife an
AWhat about ger bi |l ssdroundthkge#i nk) , wedbve got |
AOnly i f its one they havendét seeno

APity, car going okay?0o0

ifnYeah, horse?o0

iltdés okay, smoke?o0

nSur eo

0y ‘.““‘J" o B e,
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Doina, our first driver, and one of the reasons for the height of Great Wall
a gentleman actually

There is a very strong fihelp your neighbour o
its lights at an oncoming vehicleiits compul sory to stop and ask
lend a hand if at all possible. This kind of spontaneous assistance is a distant memory

where | come from. And in Mongolia there is all the time in the world to do it. At one

point in the middle of the GolDesert a motorcyclist flagged us down and asked for

some fuel. Fair enough, we gave a litre or so. Not that it would have helped all that much,

the motorcycle was lacking a front wheel! He had a dog for company. That was his third

problem. You have to piure thisi no bastard anywhere, a thumping big desert and a

onewheeled fueless motorcycle + rider and dog and no road.

We found people in the remotest places in the pokiest corners of the Gobi Desert, and
elsewhere, hospitable to the point of embs=snaent and charming in their own way if

you didnét get in the way (see above). Somew
many of the women are very beautiful and not just in the exotic way an Eskimo or a fur

seal could be said to be beautiful, buting bi g | eague of beauti ful
what the men | ooked |ike except that Chinggi

| dondt expect much ever gets stolen from to
tourists) so the country is a very safe one in whichtotravel.&Ept |  woul dndt t r
of the genetic throwbacks in UB, especially in market areas.



Accommodation

We stayed in gers, a hotel in UB, and in tents either supplied by Selena Travel or bought

with us. The gers wer e gaoreespbpularbutside s a wonder
Mongolia. They had comfortable beds, could be well ventilated by rolling up the sides a

little if it was hot, and five minutes later when it was freezing you could quickly turn the

bloody things into an oven by lighting a very smatfin the fireplace. Three bits of

guality cowshit could be used to heat the ger for about a month. Only problem being that

you couldnét cool the thing down afterwards.

The ger camp staff, if they could be located, were friendly and obliging.

Our tents were fine except when you tried to use them in an upright position. See
iWeat her 0.

When in UB we stayed in the Anujin Hotel (3 star | think), which was great. It had all the

things you might expect plus the most incredible showers in the world. The oblgipr

was in understanding all their functions so
shower. There is probably a TAFE course you

The range of toilets covered the full spectrum. If you are considering takirig sma

children to some of the Al ong dropo sites, vy
lash some of their body parts to the door just to be on the safe side. Some of the floor

architects have overestimated how far apart feet need to be placed, saldreasiby

plummet through the hole with hilarious results.




Roads / transport

Before | left Australia | bought a map of Mongolia. Why it showed a road network on the
map and not just a line that shows you where Russia and China are and blobs where the
airports were | will never know. Clearly the authors of thi€albed map had never been
anywhere near the place. A random collection of scribbles drawn by a spider on LSD
would have been just as accurate. That the map showed main highways that tedugges
were sealed is commendable except for two small points:

they were not sealed, and

they were nowhere near where the map showed them to be.

Our driver used five methods of navigation:

two completely different maps,

a compass,

repeatedly asking directisr{there are no signs),

guesswork, and

accepting that any goat track we were on probably led to somewhere.

When the dirt track gets a few holes in it, you start a new one next to it. When it gets a bit

used, you start another, ad infinitum. It was notawrali to find up to twenty roughly

parallel roads all leading in the same direction. They merged and diverged with
monotonous regularity. Passing another vehic
dayi there are so many options for how this might ti@eved. Plus there is a law in

Mongolia that says that you must overtake any vehicle in sight in the most expeditious

manneli hang on to your seat.




Since arriving home | have been driving very slowly, not because | am a timid driver, but

| keep expedang the kind of bone jarring surprises that are randomly spaced throughout

the Mongolian road finetworko. These include
and the occasional farm animal with a lower than average 1Q. Yes, it is a country with no

fences and it lacks a few other things besides. What is really funny is the occasional

kilometer marker post about half a kilometer perpendicular to the part of the countryside

that is currently being used as a road.

The most common vehicle isthe Russimiilt UAZ or A Gull 6 4WD just |
big 4WDs are popular. Everything else is confined to the larger towns or is broken on the
side of the fAroado.

Weather

We arrived in migsummer. This coincides with the period when Mongolia gets most of
itsrainbut that isndét very much. So when we went
but one. I't generally didndét rain continuous
your shoulder. It could be quite hot one minute and then a northerly wind change woul

send the temperature plummeting in a fashion | have never experienced. Bring all your

clothes.

Il f you want to experience every kind of weat
want to travel to Melbourne, then Mongolia could be for you.

Traweltipirdondét even think of going to Mongolia i
130 Celsius in the warmer parts.

is this a rainbow or what?




Insects

We were prepared to get eaten by mosquitoes.
especially if you travel to far eash parts. This was the first trip | have ever undertaken

when | didnot get bitten by a tick so that h
occasional fly but nothing to stress about.

sandgrouse but these apparedtlp n 6t bi te and there is some dc
insects. Sure, there were grasshoppers, and

numbers but they seemed to spend most of their time eating each other rather than

worrying about us.

The anly thing that had us a little confused was the mites. These were the size of cocker
spaniels and seemed to spend most of their waking hours trying to hitch a ride in your

tent or sleeping bag. | dondt know(lwhat t hey
did | ose some weight), Il didnodot feel anythin
Food

| was told that UB had half a freezer full of food. For everyone. In the country. This was

not the case. I n fact the capital had some o
restaurant selecth chosen by our ground agent was any guide. Just sit down and wait for

your Korean, Mexican, or Mongolian food and lots of it.

In the countryside we ate at the ger camps, with the food generally very good, or, at tent

camps, cooked by our guide and drigeith a little assistance sometimes), which was

mostly good after we established a few rules
Dead Sheep I ncidento. This is where we were
the cooking of poorly prepad dead sheep. Needless to say we ate no more sheep, dead

or otherwise, at least not bought at local markets anyway. Be warned that if you go to

Mongolia, understand that the locals have more different things living in their digestive

systems than you wilee living in their national parks. Be careful.

Beer

Beer comes in three forms, warm, mildly cool (marketed as cold) and cold. Only the first

two are found in Mongolia. Happily the local brews were quite drinkable. Chinggis (you
guessedit)isverydiik abl e and could occasionally be fo
Hite (both Korean) were cheap, ubiquitous and tasty. Tiger beer from Singapore was

freely available and reasonably good, and Heineken could be found at the ger camps but

it was hardly worthhie premium prices charged.



Mongolians make some interesting beverages aside from beer but when we learned how
much it makeshems i ck, we passed. We figured that
stuff it was very dangerous indeed.

preparation of the poisoned sheep

drinking Cass beer on the " Day of the lbex"

f



Wildlife  (see full list in table at end of report)

Birds

Everyone | had talked to, and everything | had read, prepared me for the fact that there
are not a huge number of different birds in Mongolia. Further, many are passage migrants
and we were not going to be araufor the migrations. There was said to be a bit of

guality about the birds that are seeable, whatever that means. Together we would have
seen over 200 birds. My list was 184. | could have seen that many in the local national
park at home if | had spentnaonth there, but would | have seen Siberian crane, white
naped crane and demoiselle crane on the first day in the field?

I think that if we had spent less time driving around up north and a little more time in

parts of the Gobi or further east of UB wewld have seen more birds but having said

that we did spent a lot of time searching for mammals. It must also be said, of course, that

we did not use a professional bird guide. In any country there are always lots of birds

laughing at you from the roadsgle because you dondédt know preci

The best places we found for birds on our itinerary were:

The lakes at Gun Galuut (in fact any lake was good, leading to my colleagues to
conclude that | had an unusual obsession with them, culminatihg search for a
mirage at one point).

The Gobi Desert especially Yolyn Am Gorge

Any vegetation along large rivers, even the Tuul at UB, and

Forests that are not exclusively comprised of larch.

-

bird ona wire




Larch forests probably have lots of birds in thiem 6 | vér knove. We found that the

edges of these forests could be good but deep within was very quiet and those birds found
here tended to be in the tops of the trees and lacked diversity. Naturally there would be
some fat chook things about if you spent theetsearching.

All said, Mongolia is a place to go birding after you have been to a number of really good
birding countries, or if you have a fascination with waterfowl. It is possible to see tens of
thousands of waterfowl on a single patch of wateo exaggeration here.

Mammals

We identified 35 different mammals. | f not f
would have seen far fewer. | was very happy with the mammals we saw. Mongolia has an
amazing mammal list. Sure it has its fair share of smaikfithat all look the same, but

it also has some of the diime greats in terms of large scary things like wolves and bears,

lots of bovids, lots of cats, and lots of mustelids.

The highlights were wolves, Mongolian gazelles, Arabian sand gazela@itailed

gazelle), Siberian ibex, hangay argali, Prze
smaller critters on offer were corsac fox, Mongolian marmot, Mongoliarided jerboa,

two different hedgehogs, some cute hamsters and the ubiquitoks susjround

squirrels.



Of cats and mustelids there were few. We pro

but weodol | never know for sure. The same can
away as well. Of mustelids there were surprisingly ndethinks that the locals have
done a number on them. See below ANational p

Some of the problems we had with seeing more mammals included:

Exhaustion from traveling all day,

Unkind weather for spotlighting,

Very late sungs,

Freezing temperatures that precluded trapping without the likelihood of killing
whatever was silly enough to walk into them, and

The locals had gotten to the mammals first.

Reptiles

For a country that is so cold in the winter we spotted guievaeptiles, including

several snakes and some really neat agamids and skinks. Most of these were in the Gobi

but some were in rocky mountains. Regrettably | forgot to write down their names from

our guidebds book! | n an yhead wilebe goindto doubt any s
Mongolia.



