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Executive summary  

 

Go. 

 

 
 

 

The Plan  

 

Dion Hobcroft, a good friend and natural historian par excellence recommended Sichuan 

Province in China as a top class birding destination. Dion suggested we contact Ms Yia 

Min, the manager of the Chengdu-based travel agency Sichuan China Youth Travel 



Service. So my long-suffering travel companion and legendary chick magnet Dave Sheils 

and I quickly organised a 26 day foray that took us to some of the best wildlife habitat 

that China has to offer. Happily these sites coincide with mind-bending scenery. The 

mind-bending aspect is due to a problem caused by stretching your neck far enough to 

see the top of much of it, as the mountains are so steep. And best of all, most of the 

itinerary took us into the minority ethnic regions of the Qiang and Tibetan folk, with all 

the associated culture and architecture. Yes, okay, the architecture that the ñCultural 

Revolutionò failed to destroy, which happens to be quite a lot as it turns out. 

  

Some have written or said that a ñtourò in this region is the most physically demanding of 

birding tours. Well, maybe, but a lot of birds could be seen without extreme effort. The 

extra effort proved rewarding. 

 

We deliberately spent more time in the region than the up-market birding tour groups 

generally spend, because:  

1. we could afford to (our per day cost being around a quarter of that of the 

expensive alternatives), 

2. the travel days could be diluted with more field time, 

3. we are not all that good at identifying birds by call or sight, and 

4. we wanted to spend some time meeting people, drinking alcohol and exploring 

non-wildlife places. 

 

I came away with the firm view that 26 days was perfect for our itinerary (see below), 

although our timing was just a little too early for many migratory birds ï something we 

suspected before we left. However, this period also has much less rain than a journey that 

might start a month later. Fortunately we did not lose one minute of birding time due to 

rain. The trade-off between seeing fewer summer migrants and having perfect weather 

was a valuable one. One other advantage was that there were a number of winter birds 

still present. This boosted our waterfowl list as well as adding small passerines like the 

bluethroat. 

 



 
Itinerary  (as executed ï a couple of minor changes were made after we started) 

 

This itinerary took in the low fertile ñRed Plainò area around Chengdu, the foothills (not 

that there are too many foothills as such given the vertical nature of the mountains in 

these parts), broadleaf and coniferous montane forests, the high mountains above the tree 

line, and the almost flat river valleys on the eastern edge of the Tibetan Plateau around 

Hongyuan.  

 

In Malaysia we visited Taman Negara National Park, a vast area of lowland tropical 

evergreen forest, in addition to the cooler montane forest at Fraserôs Hill ï lying at 

around 1300m asl.  

 

General comments on sites visited are included in the Diary section (below). 

 

Day zip (14 April): Depart Sydney at 2220 on Malaysia Airlines MH142  

 

Overnight in plane 

 

Day 1 (15 April):  

¶ Arrive Kuala Lumpur 0640 

¶ Depart Kuala Lumpur 0920 on Malaysia Airlines flight MH 350 

¶ Arrive at Chengdu at 1350  

¶ Visit Cheng Du Panda Breeding Centre. 

 

Overnight Lhasa Grand Hotel. 

 

Day 2 (16 April):  

¶ Early morning excursion to Du Fu's Thatched Cottage 

¶ Transfer to Emei Shan via Leshan Buddha   



 

Overnight at Emeishan Hotel at the foot of Emei Shan. 

 

Day 3 (17 April):  

¶ Transfer by Green Bus to Jieyin Dian. Ascend to Golden Summit. 

 

Overnight at Golden Summit Hotel (I think it was actually some other place).  

 

Day 4 (18 April):  

¶ Descend to Jieyin Dian ñby legò, playing with the Tibetan stump-tailed 

macaques along the way 

¶ Continue by Green Bus to Wannian Monastery car park and catch cable car to 

the monastery  

 

Overnight in Wannian Monastery. 

 

Day 5 (19 April):  

¶ Descend to Emei Shan City and transfer to Wawu Shan  

 

Overnight at Gongtong Hotel 

  

Day 6 (20 April):  

¶ Birding in Wawu Shan.  

 

Overnight at Gongtong Hotel 

 

Day 7 (21 April):  

¶ Birding in Wawu Shan.  

 

Overnight at Gongtong Hotel 

 

Day 8 (22 April):  

¶ Transfer to Wolong  

 

Overnight at Panda Inn 

 

Day 9 (23 April):  

¶ Walk up to Wuyipeng Research Station  

 

Overnight at Wuyipeng Research Station 

 

Day 10 (24 April)  

¶ Birding in Wuyipeng in the morning  

¶ Return to Wolong  

 

Overnight at Panda Inn 

 

Day 11 (25 April):  

¶ Go to Balang Shan Pass 



 

Overnight at Panda Inn 

 

Day 12 (26 April):  

¶ Excursion in the Valley of Death  

 

Overnight at Panda Inn 

 

Day 13 (27 April):  

¶ Back to Balang Shan Pass 

¶ More valley trekking  

 

Overnight at Panda Inn 

 

Day 14 (28 April):  

¶ Transfer via Balang Shan to Siguniang Shan (Rilong town) 

 

Overnight at Xinhong Hotel 

 

Day 15 (29 April):  

¶ Visit Tibetan side of Balang Shan Pass 

¶ Go for a long plod up a very pretty valley, avoiding monks along the way 

 

Overnight at Xinhong Hotel. 

 

Day 16 (30 April):  

¶ Transfer to Maerkang  

 

Overnight at Maerkang Hotel.  

 

Day 17 (1 May):  

¶ Full day excursion to Mengbi Shan.  

 

Overnight at Maerkang Hotel. 

 

Day 18 (2 May):  

¶ Transfer to Hongyuan  

 

Overnight at Hongyuan Hotel.  

 

Day 19 (3 May): 

¶ Day at Hongyuan  

 

Overnight at Hongyuan Hotel. 

 

Day 20 (4 May):  

¶ Transfer via Chuanzhusi to Jiuzhaigou  

 

Overnight at Youyue Grand Hotel outside Jiuzhaigou entrance. 



 

Day 21 (5 May):  

¶ Excursion inside Jiuzhaigou park.  

 

Overnight at Youyue Grand Hotel outside Jiuzhaigou entrance. 

 

Day 22 (6 May):  

¶ Excursion inside Jiuzhaigou park.  

 

Overnight at Youyue Grand Hotel outside Jiuzhaigou entrance. 

 

Day 23 (7 May):  

¶ Morning excursion behind road menderôs hut outside Jiuzhaigou entrance 

¶ Drive to Guanxian for Mt Qin Cheng or ñGreen Cityò Mountain. 

 

Overnight Minjiang Hotel outside of Green City Mountain. 

 

Day 24 (8 May):  

¶ Birding on Green City Mountain 

 

Overnight Minjiang Hotel outside of Green City Mountain. 

 

Day 25 (9 May):  

¶ Morning birding outside Green City Mountain 

¶ Drive to Chengdu to get new air tickets seeing the folk at Malaysia Airlines 

cancelled our flight 

¶ Buy a large amount of DVDs that cost 85 cents each ï just how do they do it for 

the priceééé.? 

 

Overnight at Lhasa Grand Hotel  

 

Day 26 (10 May):  

¶ Drive to Chengdu airport to leave Chengdu for Kunming at 1030 on some China 

Airways thing 

¶ Catch the 1420 Malaysia Airlines flight to Kuala Lumpur 

¶ Transfer to Hotel Malaya  

 

Overnight at Hotel Malaya 

 

Day 27 (11 May):  

¶ Catch taxi to Crowne Plaza Hotel to arrive by 0845 

¶ Depart KL for Taman Negara at 0900 

 

Overnight at Taman Negara Resort 

 

Day 28 (12 May): 

¶ At Taman Negara 

 

Overnight at Taman Negara Resort 



 

Day 29 (13 May): 

¶ At Taman Negara 

 

Overnight at Taman Negara Resort 

 

Day 30 (14 May):  

¶ At Taman Negara 

 

Overnight at Taman Negara Resort 

                          

Day 31 (15 May):  

 

¶ Catch the 0900 boat to Tembeling Jatty 

¶ Catch taxi to Fraserôs Hill 

 

Overnight (regrettably) at Puncak Inn   



 
 

 

 

 



Day 32 (16 May): 

 

¶ At Fraserôs Hill 

 

Overnight at Puncak Inn   

 

Day 33 (17 May): 

 

¶ Catch various buses to KL 

¶ Buy even more high-quality DVDs at prices that amazeé.. 

 

Overnight at Hotel Malaya 

 

Day 34 (18 May): 

¶ Transfer to KLIA for 0955 MH 141 to Sydney 

¶ Arrive Sydney at 1950 

 

 
  

 

Sichuan China Youth Travel Service  

 

We used the services of Sichuan China Youth Travel Service for all our transport, 

accommodation and guiding needs in China. Our contact was the very professional Ms 

Yia Min. Min quoted us a very reasonable rate. She was always keen to help us with 

answering questions and allowing changes to her suggested itinerary, both before we left, 

and during the trip. It should be noted that Minôs company arranges the ground content 

for many of the international birding companies that travel to Sichuan.  



 

Most importantly, Min arranged for a fabulous English-speaking guide - the more than 

competent Zu Hang, and the ever-cheerful and largely competent driver, Mr Lee. Our 

vehicle was a Mitsubishi Pajero 4WD. Minôs company is highly recommended. She can 

be contacted at chinabird@tom.com. I donôt believe trying to organise and pay for such a 

trip independently would return any significant savings. 

 

 

Our Guide  

 

Zu, our licensed guide, spoke conversational English without hesitation. He proved to be 

skilled, generous, affable and best of all he trusted us to wander off by ourselves, both in 

the parks and in towns and cities. Zu is not an expert birding guide and was not promoted 

as such. His job was to act as interpreter and be a Mr Fix-it when anything threatened to 

go pear-shaped.  

 

Zuôs major advantage over most guides is that he has broad wildlife field experience. He 

has acted as the local guide for Birdquest, Victor Emmanuel Nature Tours and others. So 

he knows the sites and the birds and mammals that are likely to be seen in each of them. 

He was more than happy to add his eyes and ears to the hunt and a number of good things 

were added to our list through his observations. 

 

Local officials and hotel staff were never a problem to Zu. He dealt with any matters 

efficiently and without ever being aggressive. He was also generous to the point that we 

had to continually ask him what he was paying for to make sure he didnôt pay for things 

for which we were responsible. Zu is very highly recommended as a guide ï he is happy 

to guide on general interest tours as well - and can be emailed at hzu77@yahoo.com.cn 

 

 
 

Our Driver  

 

Our vehicle had not been in any major prang by the look of it. That said, I am not at all 

confident it will stay that way. Mr Lee was extremely attentive to the driving task. He 
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didnôt take his eyes off the road for a second. So we failed to hit anything but the 

potential on some roads was ever-present with the greatest risk being a driver coming the 

other way undertaking the sort of suicidal overtaking manoeuvre of which Chinese 

drivers are overly fond. Accidents on Chinese roads are often very spectacular affairs. 

 

Mr Lee was obliging in terms of our start and finish times ï he has also had a lot of 

experience with birdwatchers. But I developed the impression that he would rather lie in 

bed in his undies and watch television. This feeling was aided by the fact that he spent a 

lot of his spare time lying in bed in his undies watching television. I guess it is a little 

more pleasant than waiting on roadsides in the hope that the likes of us would emerge 

from the forest somewhere. 

 

Despite my concerns, I would recommend Mr Lee as a driver because I think that he is a 

better driver than any others you are likely to get ï and he never stopped smiling! 

 

 
 

 

Wildlife (see also notes under ñKey Speciesò at the end of the report) 

 

We identified 261 different birds and 20 mammals in China and an additional 130 birds 

(not including those we had seen in China) and 21 mammals in Malaysia. We were very 

happy with this.  

 

Along with a number of trip reports we had copies of the Birds of China and the Birds of 

South East Asia. For mammals we relied on The Mammalian (sic) of China and the 

Mammals of Borneo. We had no fancy tapes and only a vague idea of what birds were 

calling. Experience elsewhere in Asia allowed us to identify bird families easily enough.  



 

Of the Birds, the highlights were most certainly the chooks ï pheasants and partridges ï 

13 species spotted (+1 in Malaysia) and the parrotbills ï 9 species seen. The chickens 

were the standout. We missed seeing Chinese monal and Severtzovôs grouse but found all 

the others that we were reasonably within range.  

 

It is hard to imagine more beautiful and cheeky little birds than the smaller of the 

parrotbills, particularly fulvous, golden and spectacled. Other easily seen and fine birds 

included grandala and some splendid tits. Tits always seemed to hang around with others 

of their ilk, generally in numbers divisible by two. Thatôs why they call them tits I 

suppose. 

 

The biggest disappointment were the warblers. Not because we didnôt see any (or many) 

but because we did, eg. at all times. One hopes that at some time in the near future some 

brave but influential taxonomist will find it in his or her heart to lump all Phylloscopus 

warblers into a single bird and call it the ñTree Warblerò or something. I ceased to take 

much interest in them after I was reasonably confident I could identify each by GIS and 

call. Even so, I wouldnôt want to be facing the Birding Court on some of my sightings. I 

pretty much ignored from the outset any that I had seen elsewhere. The warbler section of 

the bird list is rather under-recorded after the first sighting.  

 

Sichuan doesnôt do raptors very well. 

 

Mammals were more in evidence than you would expect for a place like China. Whilst 

failing in the silk purse list of giant panda, red panda and golden monkey we were 

fortunate indeed with the diversity and sighting circumstances of those we did manage to 

find. There is certainly an all-singing and all-dancing mammal fauna in many of the sites 

we visited. Some of these were inspiring in that there appeared to be little if any hunting 

pressure, even close to villages or within yak-lands. Of course not all areas are so lucky ï 

nor are they in any other country. 

 

Best sightings were hog badger (twice), leopard cat (twice), alpine musk deer, Siberian 

weasel, alpine (or altai) weasel, blue sheep (many), Chinese goral and tufted deer (three 

times). Best of the dead ones were red panda (dead of natural causes) and serow (dead on 

account of being half-eaten by a leopard). Squirrels, pikas and other rodents swelled the 

list. We missed golden monkey at Wuyipeng by two days, red panda by three and giant 

panda by a couple of days into the future ï one was to be released into the wild the day 

after we left Wolong, else we could have upset some of the purists by watching it run 

away, or, more likely, sit on its arse and eat bamboo. 

 

The mobs of blue sheep (or bharal) at Balang Shan Pass were wonderful. Early one 

morning we were treated to the spectacle of seeing an almost continuous line of 

these mighty animals stretched along a high ridge for about a kilometre or so as they 

caught the first of the morning sunshine. 

 

Dave and I both agreed that many Chinese mammals are doing much better than 

their mates in places like Nepal, and certainly far better than any of their cousins in 

Mongolia. 

 



 
 

Reptiles ï one, a snake.  

 

Insects (annoying) ï none. 

 

Insects (not annoying) ï nothing startling. Most have eaten by the tree warblers. 

 

 

Food  and Women   

 

I was advised by usually reliable sources that Sichuan Province was best known for 

beautiful food and ñthe most beautiful women in Chinaò so I have grouped these two 

together. 

 

Food first. If you donôt like a little chilli in your food then donôt leave home. I love spicy 

food but after the first couple of weeks of almost nothing else but ñchilli thisò or ñchilli 

thatò, I was dreaming of steak with chips and vegies or a whole slowly roasted sheep or 

three. Sometimes our meal would comprise 70% chilli, 15% chicken (or some kind of 

bird anyway) and 15% other spices including the rather brutal and explosive ñnumb 

seedò. This seed can kill all known bacteria and rips two layers of skin off the inside of 

your mouth. Your gob is then rendered useless and feels like it used to after a trip to the 

dentist when you were a kid. Numb seeds are quite tasty really. I liked them. So do the 

Sichuanese. 

 



 
 

Breakfasts were the worst. At all meals except breakfast you would be offered 

complimentary tea. Coffee did not happen, but watery soup with rice in it did, much to 

our eventual horror. Never in the long history of China has anyone ever eaten a whole 

bowl of this stuff. Nobody knows where the millions of gallons of uneaten watery rice 

goes to, each and every day. Meanwhile our staff would slurp animal gut soup. Other 

breakfast bits were better, like the pork buns and the beer nuts. Beer nuts for brekkie but 

no tea or coffee ï go figure. 

 

Generally any menu item described as having meat in it had more fat and bones than 

actual meat. So ñdouble-cooked porkò was actually double-cooked pork fat, etc. The best 

meat we had was corned yak ï eaten with large amounts of ground dried chilli, naturally. 

 

Vegetables were in much better shape, as you might expect. The various mushrooms and 

eggplant dishes never disappointed. Fruits were also varied, abundant and of the highest 

quality.  

 

Food in Sichuan was very inexpensive anywhere we went. And at no time did any of it 

make us sick. 

 

The women of Sichuan are not fat, have rather pretty faces and they smile a lot. I am not 

sufficiently skilled or qualified to make any other commentéé.  

 



 
 

 
 


