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A Tropical  Birding CUSTOM tour 

CHINA: SICHUAN & THE TIBETAN PLATEAU OF QINGHAI 
17th – 3rd March 2015 

The soft, pastel colors of this male White-browed Tit-Warbler were a very popular feature of this tour 
 

Tour Leader:  Sam Woods 
Report and all photos by Sam Woods/Tropical Birding 
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INTRODUCTION 

In many ways this was not a typical tour of these areas; the tour formed two parts, (like the main section of the 
Sichuan/Qinghai combo tour that we have run in recent years, although was run with different participants on 
each of these legs). Thus, the itinerary followed our main Sichuan and Qinghai itinerary, but did not cover the 
Southern Shans Extension, and did not include any birding in Sichuan’s capital, Chengdu. On the Qinghai leg in 
particular, it was especially focused on targeting a specific list of birds requested by the experienced world birder 
on board the tour. To this end, we were very successful, finding almost all of the species on the elite list of birds 
requested, most notably the Pink-tailed Bunting or Prezevalski ’s  Rosefinch, (photo below), leaving this birder 
with just two more world bird families to complete his family quest. The Sichuan section ran largely as the usual, 
main section, of the tour had done previously, although did not include the Southern Shans extension, and 
therefore many birds normally associated with a longer, three-week tour of the province were not seen on this 
itinerary. The main focus on the Sichuan section was trying to find as many as we could from that most hallowed 
of groups, the pheasants. This goal was achieved, with a heady list of TEN species seen from this group during our 
time in this culturally and culinary rich region of China. 

If you wish to see a trip list, which reflects more closely the full list of birds possible, please see one of our older 
reports from 2012 or 2013; which can be found here: 

http://www.tropicalbirding.com/2012/07/30/trip-report-china-may-jun-2012-by-tropical-birding/  

http://www.tropicalbirding.com/2013/06/21/trip-report-sichuan-the-tibetan-plateau-qinghai-may-june-2013-by 
tropical-birding/ 
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ITINERARY 

Sichuan Leg: 

22 nd May  Arrival  in Chengdu/night Chengdu  

23 rd May  Chengdu to Gong Gang Ling/night Jiuzhaigou 

24 th –  25 th May Jiuzhaigou/nights Jiuzhaigou 

26 th May  J iuzhaigou to Maerkang (the Tibetan Plateau)/night Maerkang 

27 th May  Mengbishan/night Maerkang 

28 th May  Mengbishan to Rilong/night Rilong 

29 th May  Rilong & Balang Shan to Wolong/night Wolong  

30 th –  31 st May Balang Shan & Wolong/nights Wolong 

1 st June  Wolong to Chengdu/night Chengdu 

Qinghai Leg: 

2 nd June  Chengdu to Xining;  to the Rubber Mountains/night Heimahe 

3 rd June  The Rubber Mountains & Chaka/night Chaka 

4 th June  Chaka area/night Chaka 

5 th June  Chaka to Xining & Beishan/night Xining 

6 th June  Departure from Xining 

TOUR SUMMARY 

DAY ONE (of birding) 23rd May:  CHENGDU to GONG GANG LING  

After meeting up the evening before, and enjoying our first of many exquisite Sichuan dishes; we started out in 
the morning with a long drive north from the provincial capital Chengdu (a little known city to some, in spite of 
some sixteen million inhabitants!) Our destination was the town of Jiuzhaigou, a bustling Tibetan town, perched 
on the edge of a park of the same name. However, that site would have to wait for the next day; on this day we 
were to visit a site en-route, a high pass called Gong Gang Ling. The drive there was substantial, and we did not 
begin birding until after lunch, stopping a short ways before the pass, at a spot, which has proved fortuitous for 
birds like Sichuan Tit  and Plain Laughingthrush (both Chinese endemics) in the past. Our initial searches 
yielded little, and then suddenly the laughingthrush appeared, and not long after a pair of boisterous Sichuan 
Tits  appeared right on cue. We also found a Godlewski’s  Bunting in the area too for good measure. Moving on 
to the main site, and pass, we hit a purple patch of note. On bumping into some birders on arrival at the pass, they 
alerted us to a singing male Siberian Rubythroat that they had just seen, and also a White-browed Tit-
Warbler  sharing the same scrubby hillside. We set off in hot pursuit and quickly found the rubythroat sitting out 
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and showing off its gaudy scarlet throat patch. The tit-warbler though was elusive, and in spite of some quiet 
mutterings could not be found. However, while searching for it we startled a group of four Blue-eared 
Pheasants, which slowly worked their way up the hill, giving us cracking looks in the process. Day one with this 
pheasant already in the bag, was more than we could have hoped for. This brought our pheasant total to 2 
species for the afternoon, as we’d also picked up a pair of gorgeous Ring-necked Pheasants a little earlier, 
during our first stop. After we had reached the bottom of the hill again and gained our breath, we took a short 
side trail, where things got really balmy as we walked straight into a troop of half a dozen Sichuan Jays, often 
one of the hardest specialties to find.  We watched them for a while and then went off in search of mixed flocks. 
Soon enough we found a flock, which held Gray-crested and Rufous-vented Tits, (latter, photo below), 
although it took some time to pick out our main hoped for flock member, a beautiful male Crested Tit-
Warbler. Flushed with our early success, we headed down into the town of Jiuzhaigou and checked into our 
newly renovated and upgraded hotel, where, once again, top-drawer food was served over dinner. 
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DAYS TWO & THREE (24th – 25th May):  J IUZHAIGOU 

This is one of the most famous parks in Sichuan, and certainly among Chinese tourists, in all of China, courtesy of 
the scenic wooded valley that is dotted with colorful lakes and spectacular waterfalls. We, of course, were coming 
here for an additional attraction, the birds too. Our time in the park was restricted to park buses, which comes 
with its own struggles, but this is the only way to travel around the park. During our two days within the park we 
visited a number of visitor sites, like Primeval Forest, and Reed and Sparkling Lakes, to name a few, as well as some 
less visited spots in between these. Highlights of our time in this famous park included the endemic Yellow-
bell ied Tit ,  Brown-breasted Bulbul,  Chestnut-flanked White-eye,  Ferruginous Flycatcher,  
Daurian Redstart,  and Eurasian Crag-Martin hanging around the grand entrance to the park; while 
combing mixed feeding flocks yielded 7 species of tit, including Pere David’s  Tit , as well as Sooty Tit , two 
further Chinese endemics. A couple of different mixed species flocks also held Chinese Nuthatch too, while 
another had Bar-tailed Treecreeper, and several Goldcrest  were found within these also. We familiarized 
ourselves with birds that were to become regular companions on the tour like playful parties of Long-tailed 
Minivets,  Chestnut Thrush,  Plumbeous and White-capped Redstarts  (that seem to pepper so many 
rivers in Sichuan); and Gray-backed Shrike, the latter of which was present almost constantly throughout 
Sichuan. El l iot’s  Laughingthrushes were tame in the park; presumably as they follow the crowds of people to 
clear up what food they trail behind then, and were to become a daily feature of our time in Sichuan. Jiuzhaigou 
also gave us our first installment of the confusing leaf-warblers, for which Sichuan is a haven for; we picked up 
Claudia’s,  Leaf,  Large-bil led Leaf,  Sichuan Leaf,  Chinese Leaf,  Hume’s,  Greenish,  Buff-barred 
and Yellow-streaked Warblers while there, in addition to Bianchi’s  Warbler, and Yellowish-bell ied 
and Spotted Bush-Warblers. Checking out a reed-fringed lake in the lower region of the park came up trumps 
with a super confiding Spectacled Parrotbil l , which crept to literally within inches of us. We managed to hear 
Jiuzhaigou’s star breeding bird, the ultra elusive Rufous-headed Robin several times only, but we got the feeling 
they had not yet established territories, and perhaps had arrived particularly late this year; a sentiment echoed by 
at least one other bird group who had visited at this time.  Another from that beautiful group of Oriental robins, 
the Indian Blue Robin, was much more obliging though, giving us prolonged, close looks.  Other highlights 
included White-bell ied Redstart, the blue-and-red Slaty-backed Flycatcher, the beady-eyed Maroon-
backed Accentors, and Gray-headed Bullf inch. 

DAY FOUR (26th May):  GONG GANG LING to MAERKANG (ACROSS THE TIBETAN PLATEAU) 

After a pre-dawn start, we headed back up to Gong Gang Ling, where our birding had essentially begun a few days 
earlier. We were keen to try and track down Snowy-cheeked Laughingthrush, although in spite of loud calls from 
the bird only Sam achieved brief glimpses. Despite this less than auspicious start, the day turned into one of the 
most popular of the Sichuan section, as we started out within the spruce forests of Gong Gang Ling, and then 
spent much of the day skirting the edge of the Tibetan Plateau, before rolling into the Tibetan city of Maerkang in 
the evening. One of the first birds we saw after arrival at Gong Gang Ling, was another Blue Eared-Pheasant, 
which slinked away from us along the trail. After an initially quiet phase, with the laughingthrush playing with us, 
and a Severtsov’s  Grouse sneaking away from us, with only Sam clapping eyes on it, we had an improvement 
in our fortunes when we found our only Hodgson’s  Treecreeper of the trip, and then Frank spotted a 
gorgeous male Three-banded Rosefinch, which had been calling close by. This was quickly followed by 
another Chinese specialty, the considerably less striking Chinese Fulvetta, and another, decidedly more 
abundant, rosefinch, Chinese White-browed. After this time within the tall spruces, we headed back up to the 
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low scrub of the pass, ate breakfast with hot coffee, and tried once more for the White-browed Tit-Warbler we had 
missed there a few days before. Once again, we were greeted by a male Siberian Rubythroat singing from the 
top of the low bushes, but again could not locate the tit-warbler, and so decided to try elsewhere later on our 
journey. We did get another new bird while searching though, with a male Hodgson’s  Redstart , in an area that 
also held some White-throated Redstarts  too. With time pressing we decided to depart for Maerkang, 
knowing we had a long, and bird-filled, journey across the Tibetan Plateau to our next destination. Before we 
came over the cusp, and on to the plateau, though we needed to check some scrubby hillsides again for two birds 
with white brows, White-browed Tit-Warbler and White-browed Tit, both of which can occupy the same hillsides at 
times.  Several attempts failed, with us only finding a Dusky Warbler for our troubles, before we hot the jackpot, 
stumbling on to a foraging pair of White-browed Tits, which were then upstaged only minutes later, by an 
absurdly confiding White-browed Tit-Warbler, (photo below). With these two key species found, we were 
ready to get up on to the Tibetan Plateau. I warned Skip that from the moment we reach the plateau onwards we 
were in Black-necked Crane territory, and within only minutes of our arrival in this vast, open landscape, he 
declared that he had a pair in his sights! By the end of the day we had racked up 17 of these stately birds, with the 
undoubted highlight coming when a flock of nearly a dozen birds were found, which were bugling to one another 
and dancing excitedly, causing more than a little excitement at our end too (photo page 8)! 
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While watching our first cranes, a huge lark came into view, and was our only Tibetan Lark of the day; later we also 
enjoyed the aerial displays of Oriental  Skylarks too. As we passed rivers and wetlands, we began to see small 
groups and pairs of Ruddy Shelducks, (photo page 13), and spotted some Common Redshanks calling from 
the edges of the Tibetan bogs. We also acquainted ourselves with Siberian Stonechats, which were quite 
conspicuous up there, as were the abundant Black Redstarts  peppering the wires and posts up on the plateau. 
Small, though regular, flocks of Twite also featured. With all the birds of the morning, morning quickly turned to 
afternoon, and our lunch became delayed as we were distracted by one bird after another; a White-cheeked 
Starling posed on a roadside wire, and just as we were giving up hope of finding a luminous yellow male Citrine 
Wagtail , Jonni spotted one, which was our cue to head straight to lunch, and stop spotting birds from the car, for 
fear we would never reach our restaurant! While lunch was being prepared in a small Tibetan town, we chanced 
upon a Great Spotted Woodpecker in a local garden, watched White-backed Thrushes hopping around 
the cultivated fields, and watched in disbelief when a shock Oriental  Pratincole passed overhead. Our journey 
after our late lunch was less eventful save for a few Common (Himalayan) Buzzards and an Azure-winged 
Magpie (now considered a separate species to Iberian Magpie, which is found in Western Europe. After a long, 
but thrilling day, we arrived in Maerkang, and our extravagantly adorned hotel lobby, with the vivid colors of 
Tibet sprawled across the lobby ceiling. 
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DAY FIVE (27th May):  MENGBISHAN 

We spent a full day on this mountain not far from Maerkang town, where spruces line the road, which leads up to 
a pass at the top end, a pass, which we were to cross the following day as we made our way to the Wolong area. 
The day started out well, with a “grazing” Eurasian Hoopoe bringing our car to halt on the way up to the 
mountains, and then our field breakfast being disturbed by our first impressive Giant Laughingthrush, and 
then disrupted again by a gaudy yellow-and-black male Collared Grosbeak, (photo next page), as well as our 
first White Eared-Pheasants prowling a distant slope, (this species was seen much better later that day). 
However, post-breakfast the pace slowed to crawl, and we were made to work hard for our birds for the rest of the 
day. Thankfully, though, in spite of some windy moments, we were largely untroubled by rain, which can be a real 
threat at this time of year in Sichuan’s mountains. Moving towards the pass, we watched our first Lammergeier  
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of the tour pass high overhead, and a “squadron” of White-throated Needletails  also shot overhead, 
highlighting their aerial abilities as the world’s fastest flying bird. Small parties of Asian House-Martins were 
seen well, and repeatedly, and both Chinese White-browed Rosefinch and White-throated Redstarts  
both put in multiple appearances through the day. Few feeding flocks were found, but Rufous-vented Tits  
featured in the small ones that we found, along with a handful of White-winged Grosbeaks. The afternoon 
featured some good birds, with a long, long look at a Black Woodpecker over lunch; then Chinese Babax 
finally appearing at a previous stakeout, some close ups of a calling male Pink-rumped Rosefinch, and 
prolonged close-ups of our first Rufous-breasted Accentor. Then, just before leaving, we finally got a Blood 
Pheasant, which scurried out on to an open slope for us, which was our cue to wrap it up for the day! 

 

DAY SIX (28th May):  MENGBISHAN to RILONG 

We had a final morning on Mengbishan, before we departed for the Wolong area, and the enormous promise of 
Balang Shan. Mengbishan was, again, rather quiet, but still yielded a handful of new birds, accompanied by some 
cool repeats too; including White-winged Grosbeak, Giant Laughingthrush, Dark-sided Flycatcher, 
and Oriental  Honey-Buzzard.  However, two other species were the true avian highlights for the morning; 
early on we lucked into a Blanford’s  Rosefinch, perhaps the rarest of the rosefinches in the region, and then 
later called in a Verreaux’s  Partridge, which we studied in the ‘scope as it called from a dead stump. 
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We then headed over the pass and through some rocky, steep valleys to the village of Rilong for the night. Some 
birding in that area in the afternoon did not bring the hoped-for Wallcreeper, but did bring us a confiding party of 
boisterous Black-browed Tits, (photo below). 

 

DAY SEVEN (29th May):  RILONG & BALANG SHAN 

After a pleasant night in a small guesthouse in Rilong, we headed out on another Wallcreeper quest during the 
morning, taking breakfast in the field as we searched. Breakfast was interrupted by a Long-tailed Rosefinch 
perched on a wire, but the Wallcreeper needed to wait until a longer, post-breakfast search, when Skip found 
one creeping up a rockface overhead. All too soon though it dropped off the face, and landed much closer, and 
fed on a rocky slope just meters away from us for some time. Further birding in the Rilong area revealed few extra 
birds aside from our first Chinese Beautiful  Rosefinch, before we decided to move onwards, and upwards 
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towards the mighty Balang Shan pass, at a breathless 4500m/14,800ft. When visiting Balang Shan, you must 
always be prepared for inclement weather; being a high mountain, it has weather all of its own, and one day can 
possess all four seasons. And so it was this day, as we headed steadily higher, up a windy road with huge hairpin 
bends, rain began to fall, and our first scheduled stop, to try for the stunning White-tailed (Himalayan) 
Rubythroat had to be postponed, while we waited out the rain. As soon as it eased though we were up and at 
‘em, as it were, and soon afterwards the scratchy song of the rubythroat reached our ears. We scanned the tops of 
the low alpine scrub, and soon after found a male singing its heart out, in full glorious view (photo below). By the 
end of our time there we had at least two different birds in our sights; Rosy Pipit  and Rufous-breasted 
Accentors were also seen there too. 

 

Next stop was to be up around the pass itself, where the highest-living birds dwell. Again weather toyed with us 
on and off there; and so we birded in bouts between the rainfall, and low cloud that would render everything 
invisible. In between these foggy spells though we found a pair of Tibetan Snowcocks that betrayed their 
presence with their loud, far carrying calls. We spent some time observing them in the ‘scope, with a deep blue 
male Grandala in the same area vying for our attention too. Up at the pass we eventually found several Snow 
Pigeons, feeding inconspicuously among the rocks, and watched several large flocks of mountain-finches, which 
held both Plain Mountain-Finch as well as Black-headed Mountain-Finches too.  After some some simple, 
but hot food, in the field, and with the weather seeming to be settled, we opted to drop down towards Bei Mu Ping 
area, and bird for some different birds instead, which proved spectacular. We pulled over on the side of the road, 
and tried briefly for Golden Bush-Robin, only for a pair to turn up within just minutes! This gaudy pair of birds 
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was then quickly followed by a low feeding flock of Tibetan Siskins, and a beautiful male Himalayan 
Bluetail , perched in a tall spruce. We then dropped further down the road and stepped on to a small forest trail; 
just moments later, we were watching a fantastic Firethroat, (photo below), and if that was not enough, we then 
stumbled into a male Temminck’s  Tragopan further along the same trail, which also gave good looks! 

 

DAYS EIGHT-TEN (30th May – 1st June):  WOLONG area 

Two more days were spent in the Wolong area, covering areas both high on Balang Shan and lower down, before 
we returned back to the Sichuan capital, Chengdu, on day ten to close out this section of the tour. As we had seen 
the majority of the higher elevation species, we spent most of our time lower down, although a short foray 
upslope did see Skip walk into a very confiding Red-fronted Rosefinch on a scree-strewn slope, and have 
several encounters with a few blue-and-orange male Blue-fronted Redstarts too. The same area gave us 
extraordinary looks at a low flying Lammergeier too. Our attempts at tracking down the stunning Golden 
Pheasant were met with mixed success; two out of three of us got to see it only. The lower reaches where the 
pheasant can be found also produced several good looks at another Chinese specialty, the junco-like Slaty 
Bunting, as well as further showings from the endemic Yellow-bell ied Tit , and a handful of Speckled 



Tropical Birding Trip Report  CHINA: Sichuan & Qinghai May-June 2015 

 

www.tropicalbirding.com           +1-409-515-0514                 info@tropicalbirding.com          Page  
 

13 

Woodpigeons too. Around the village of Wolong, several vocal Collared Finchbil ls  let us know their 
whereabouts, as they perched on roadside wires. Up near Bei Mu Ping, we enjoyed watching a breeding 
Wallcreeper doing exactly what its name suggests; and also managed to see a Koklass Pheasant, which burst 
out of the brush in front of the group. Our best looks yet of Blood Pheasant also came in that area, as they 
wandered out into the open under cover of mist, but in full view of us all the same! The most unexpected find 
though was a pair of Crimson-browed Finch feeding at close range, a rare sighting indeed. The drive up to Bei 
Mu Ping created some stuff too, with a roadside Pygmy Cupwing bringing both a great bird and new bird 
family to the group. Other highlights included several pale, migrant Ashy Drongos, both White-collared and 
Stripe-throated Yuhinas, and a great look at a Barred Laughingthrush through some trail walking, with a 
Dark-breasted Rosefinch also seen along the same trail on a different day. The usual assortment of warblers 
were around, and some new ones like Brownish-flanked, Aberrant,  and Chestnut-crowned Bush-
Warblers  all featured for the first time. At the end of it all we bumped our way back to Chengdu, driving along a 
road, which is clearly still suffering from the effects of the devastating 2008 earthquake in the area. Whilst Skip 
and Jonni, along for this leg of the trip only, had been to Sichuan before, they got to see some spectacular sites 
(e.g. the magical Balang Shan), and some spectacular birds they had not yet seen (e.g. Temminck’s Tragopan, 
Firethroat and more!) Whilst they prepared for some cultural downtime in Chengdu in the coming days, I got 
ready to meet the next two people on the tour, with whom I would head north into the sparsely-populated 
province of Qinghai… 
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DAY ELEVEN (2nd June):  CHENGDU to XINING & THE RUBBER MOUNTAINS 

The next leg of the tour saw us meet with two other people for the Qinghai section, where the goal was to find the 
experienced world birder some key target species. With just a few bird families now missing from his world list, 
the first item on the agenda was tracking down a monotypic (i.e. single species) bird family, the Przevalski’s 
Rosefinch (Pink-tailed Bunting). For this we needed to head up into the Rubber Mountains near the immense 
Qinghai Lake. Thus, we took an early flight together from Chengdu into the capital of Qinghai province, Xining, 
and immediately hit the road towards the gigantic Kokonor (or Qinghai Lake), and the Rubber Mountains. The 
journey would take us some distance, but the great roads in Qinghai let us make good progress. All too soon we’d 
left the sprawling metropolis of Xining behind and were surrounded by the open grasslands a bogs of the Tibetan 
Plateau. While the earlier leg of the tour in Sichuan had passed along the plateau for one day at least, the nature 
of it here is quite different, and offered many species not possible on our earlier trip there. While Common 
Redshanks calling from fenceposts were familiar from there, the impressive shapes of black-hooded Pallas’s  
Gulls  passing overhead were new for the trip. In the grasslands comical groups of Ground Tits  (formerly Hume’s 
Groundpecker) bounded along, and Isabell ine Wheatears  were one of the dominant songbirds of the day. 
After taking in a wonderful lunch, of markedly different flavors and spices to that experienced earlier in Sichuan, 
we approached the huge lake itself. However, with no waterbird targets on the shopping list we bypassed the 
lake and visited a nearby farmstead, to search for our first snowfinch of the trip.  At first appearance the farm 
fields appeared empty of snowfinches, before, suddenly a single bearded bird landed right in front of us; our 
target species, Pere David’s  Snowfinch! Just a couple of meters away another desired bird, the Rufous-
necked Snowfinch also fed in the open, bringing two rapid fire lifers for the birder on the trip. 
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While this is springtime in Qinghai, usually characterized by beautiful days with high blue skies and clear weather; 
spring always carries an element of the unpredictable; and that day we got some of that with bone-chilling 
temperatures and regular bouts of chilly rain. As we pulled into an area in the Rubber Mountains, famous as a 
stakeout for the much-wanted Przevalski’s Rosefinch, we experienced this seemingly unseasonal weather, and the 
birds seem to have got wind of this too, and were staying low; we did not either see nor hear a peep out of the 
rosefinch in an extensive search of the site. Our efforts were rewarded with two more target birds though, in the 
form of a brace of accentors; Robin and Brown Accentors, which also seemed uncharacteristically difficult, 
perhaps due to the chilly temperatures at the time. Eventually, we resigned ourselves to return the next day in 
search of the “main” target bird, and returned to Heimahe for the night. 

 

DAY TWELVE (3rd June):  THE RUBBER MOUNTAINS to CHAKA 

After the positively unspring like weather of the day before, we were relieved to see a bright dawn, with little 
threat of rain evident, and we hoped this may be just what we needed to find our main target bird. We pulled up 
on the side of the road and made a short walk uphill into the same stunted scrub we had checked the day before. 
Within just minutes of our arrival there, and on playing the call of the bird, a bright pink bird flew in from the 
hilltop and landed right in front of us: Przevalski ’s  Rosefinch (photo page 14) ! 
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With our main mission accomplished we headed up to the Rubber Mountains Pass, making a short stop for a 
Tibetan Snowfinch (another bird on the shopping list!) foraging among some roadside boulders. As we began 
descending the other side of the pass, heading for the drier flatlands of Chaka, a familiar song stopped us on our 
tracks, and led us to another requested lifebird: Pine Bunting, (photo page 15). Arriving at Chaka Flats, we 
discovered a line of newly built temples adding to the already extraordinary landscape of the area. We set off out 
onto the flats behind the temples and readied ourselves for a long search for the area’s “celebrity species”, 
Mongolian Ground-Jay. Howard had other ideas though, and within ten minutes or so he announced he had 
one! This day could not have been in more stark contrast to the hard work we needed to put in the day before. We 
watched it for a while bounding around on the ground, before it took off, revealing its striking wing pattern, 
before it disappeared over the horizon and was lost from sight.  We continued on, this time on the hunt for 
another snowfinch (four had been on the target list, and this was to the fourth of the species in the area that were 
of particular interest to the group). Finally, after more work than we’d expected we tracked down a single 
Blanford’s  Snowfinch feeding within this desert-like scape. With time to spare we went off in search of 
Mongolian Lark; while we were not in the best place for this, we had time on our hands before lunch and so tried 
some spots where I’d seen it before (which yielded nothing except a mass of Isabell ine Wheatears  and 
Twites), and also traveled further afield, which led us to run into a small group of Daurian Partridge, another 
of the target birds for this short trip. 

We took a leisurely lunch in Chaka, after finding our well-hidden hotel, and then for the afternoon headed out to a 
rocky valley north of town. Here we were hoping for partridges or better still an Ala Shan Redstart, which can 
sometimes be found there. On the way into the valley, we worked our way around a small Tibetan farm, avoiding 
their boisterous dogs as we did so, and seeing Oriental  Skylarks displaying at the trail head, ad Godlewski’s 
Buntings perched on the nearby rocks. 
We scoured the Juniper-peppered 
hillsides, for the juniper-loving 
redstart, but only found Black and 
White-throated Redstarts  for our 
efforts. We did better on the partridge 
front though, and found another of our 
target species, in the form of some 
showy Przevalski ’s  Partridges, 
which scrambled across the rocks in 
front of us. After a long walk and much 
effort, we retreated back to our hotel in 
Chaka in the late afternoon, knowing 
well that we had a long walk at a better 
site for the Ala Shan Redstart, to come 
the next day… 
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DAY THIRTEEN (4th June):  WEST of  CHAKA 

For our final full day in the Chaka area, we had assigned a whole day to go after another major wanted bird, the 
rare and local Ala Shan Redstart, but this time at another location. Knowing there was a fair drive involved and a 
fair walk involved, we expected this to take up the majority of the day. The dirt track into the farm from where we 
planned to start hiking, also held an element of the unknown; if heavy rains have occurred recently it can turn into 
an impenetrable muddy mire, necessitating an even longer walk to reach the bird, and so we set out early with all 
of this in mind. We were lucky though, the weather was idyllic with a vast blue sky above us, and the track was 
hard dirt, and so allowed us to drive right up to where we needed to walk from. The walk from there was steep, 
with the juniper-studded slopes above us offering the promise of the redstart for which this habitat is so 
important. On reaching the juniper covered slopes we tried several times in known spots for the redstart, but only 
found the odd Black Redstart. Little else was evident, although with a broad swathe of juniper trees laying ahead 
of us, and ever upwards, we had plenty of habitat to work with. We worked our way along the ridge, and after a 
short time Howard declared “behind you!”, at which point I tured to see a blue-capped male Ala Shan Redstart 
(photo page before), perched on the apex of a juniper staring right back at us. Everything worked so much 
smoother than we had expected out of the day; the drive in had been uneventful, with the road being in driveable 
condition, the walk up was not as bad as feared for the group, and we even managed to find an easy way down, 
making the hike nowhere near as draining as we’d imagined, and left us with tome on our hands. During the latter 
part of the morning we birded an area of the flats west of town, finding several electric yellow male Citrine 
Wagtails  and a small party of Hume’s Larks, as well as several groups of Ruddy Shelducks. In the afternoon, 
we returned to the valley north of Chaka, where we got a sighting of a female Wallcreeper creeping up a 
rockface, enjoyed further Przevalski ’s  Partridges, Pine and Godlewski’s  Buntings, but could not find the 
Tibetan Partridge for which we had returned for. We did however, find a large herd of Blue Sheep grazing up 
there. 

DAY FOURTEEN (5th June):  CHAKA FLATS, QINGHAI LAKE & BEI  SHAN 

With precious little time to find some of the remaining targets we rose early and covered some ground, as we 
searched for species dotted about a wide geographic area, but that were accessible by way of Qinghai’s excellent 
road network. We started out back on Chaka Flats, where after some time on foot, the calls of Pallas’s  
Sandgrouse reached our ears, and we locked on to a pair of these birds passing overhead. We also got another 
Blanford’s  Snowfinch in the area too. Moving back east, we headed to a site near Qinghai Lake (also known as 
Koko Nor). Fields close to the lake can be loaded with larks, and this is just what we needed. We were after one of 
the largest and most colorful of them all. A large lark in flight with prominent white wing patches was soon picked 
up and soon after a pair of them were lured into the field in front of us: Mongolian Lark; just what we were 
looking for. On the way out of the area, we stopped to enjoy various birds around the lake, like some close up 
Bar-headed Geese, (photo next page), and Red-crested,  Ferruginous,  and Common Pochards, among 
others. Knowing we had some spare time, before we headed back to Xining, we also stopped to take photos of the 
Mongolian and Tibetan style settlements that dot the area, and to shop for Tibetan prayer flags and other Tibetan 
souvenirs too. Once we had got back into the city of Xining, we made our way up to Bei Shan, a hill that looks 
down on the city. Here we were after just one bird, the well-named Pale Rosefinch. Aside from a flock of 
Oriental  Greenfinches, things were quiet for a while before we stumbled on to a single rosefinch perched on 
top of a water tank. This was signal to bring the birding to a close and head into the city for one final, excellent, 
Chinese meal, and night… 
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It had been an interesting few weeks; with two distinct legs, in Sichuan and Qinghai, that really formed two 
different custom tours, with two very different goals. The goal of seeing pheasants on the Sichuan leg was 
achieved with aplomb, with some fantastic examples from that family featuring, like the iridescent Chinese 
Monal, the cryptic Tibetan Snowcock, and ghostly White Eared-Pheasant both seen well within the 
dramatic surrounds of Balang Shan, while the group of Blue Eared-Pheasants that featured on our first 
afternoon were both unexpected, exciting, and an unquestionable highlight. Moving into Qinghai the goals were 
well defined; find as many on the shopping list as possible, which we set about doing with relish. We found most 
of the desired species, and in particular got great looks at the most wanted of them, like the bright pink 
Przevalski ’s  Rosefinch on a hillside in the Rubber Mountains, several striking Mongolian Ground-Jays 
prowling the flats at Chaka, and the wonderful male Ala Shan Redstart  that graced a remote, juniper-studded 
hillside west of there. These were just some of the many highlights of a cracking two weeks in China, where food 
and culture, as well as birds made the headlines! 
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BIRD LIST 

The taxonomy of the bird list follows: Clements, James F., White, Anthony W., and Fitzpatrick, John W. The Clements 
Checklist of Birds of the World. Cornell, 2007.  
This list is up to date with the major changes published by Cornell up until 2013. 

All of the species mentioned here were seen by at least one of the group, unless otherwise indicated. 

Birds seen by the guide only are marked GO, while species that were only heard are marked H. 

  DUCKS, GEESE. AND WATERFOWL: ANATIDAE 
  Greylag Goose Anser anser 
  Bar-headed Goose Anser indicus 
  Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea 
  Gadwall Anas strepera 
  Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 
  Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina 
  Common Pochard Aythya ferina 
  Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca 
  Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula 
  Common Merganser (Goosander) Mergus merganser 
      
  PHEASANTS, GROUSE, AND ALLIES: PHASIANIDAE 
  Przevalski's Partridge Alectoris magna 

H Snow Partridge Lerwa lerwa 
  Verreaux's Partridge Tetraophasis obscurus 
  Tibetan Snowcock Tetraogallus tibetanus 

H Himalayan Snowcock Tetraogallus himalayensis 
  Daurian Partridge Perdix dauurica 
  Blood Pheasant Ithaginis cruentus 
  Temminck's Tragopan Tragopan temminckii 
  Koklass Pheasant Pucrasia macrolopha 
  Chinese Monal   Lophophorus lhuysii 
  White Eared-Pheasant   Crossoptilon crossoptilon 
  Blue Eared-Pheasant Crossoptilon auritum 
  Ring-necked (Common) Pheasant Phasianus colchicus 
  Golden Pheasant Chrysolophus pictus 

GO Severtzov's Grouse Bonasa sewerzowi 
      
  GREBES: PODICIPEDIDAE                                 
  Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus 
  Eared Grebe Podiceps nigricollis 
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  CORMORANTS & SHAGS: PHALACROCORACIDAE 
  Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 
      
  HERONS, EGRETS AND BITTERNS: ARDEIDAE                                   
  Great Egret Ardea alba 
  Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis 
  Chinese Pond-Heron Ardeola bacchus 
  Black-crowned Night-Heron Nycticorax nycticorax 
      
  HAWKS, EAGLES, AND KITES: ACCIPITRIDAE 
  Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus 
  Oriental Honey-buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus 
  Himalayan Griffon Gyps himalayensis 
  Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos 
  Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 
  Northern Goshawk Accipiter gentilis 
  Black Kite Milvus migrans 
  Common (Himalayan) Buzzard Buteo buteo burmanicus 
  Upland Buzzard Buteo hemilasius 
      
  RAILS, GALLINULES, AND COOTS: RALLIDAE 
  Eurasian Coot Fulica atra 
      
  CRANES: GRUIDAE 
  Black-necked Crane   Grus nigricollis 
      
  STILTS AND AVOCETS: RECURVIROSTRIDAE  
  Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus 
      
  SANDPIPERS AND ALLIES: SCOLOPACIDAE 
  Common Redshank Tringa totanus 
      
  PRATINCOLES & COURSERS: GLAREOLIDAE 
  Oriental Pratincole Glareola maldivarum 
      
  GULLS, TERNS, AND SKIMMERS: LARIDAE 

  Brown-headed Gull 
Chroicocephalus 
brunnicephalus 

  Pallas's (Great Black-headed) Gull Ichthyaetus ichthyaetus 
  Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybrida 
  Common Tern Sterna hirundo 
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  SANDGROUSE: PTEROCLIDAE 
  Pallas's Sandgrouse Syrrhaptes paradoxus 
      
  PIGEONS AND DOVES: COLUMBIDAE 
  Rock Pigeon Columba livia 
  Hill Pigeon Columba rupestris 
  Snow Pigeon Columba leuconota 
  Speckled Wood-Pigeon Columba hodgsonii 
  Oriental Turtle-Dove Streptopelia orientalis 
  Spotted Dove Streptopelia chinensis 
      
  CUCKOOS: CUCULIDAE 

H Large Hawk-Cuckoo Hierococcyx sparverioides 
  Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus 

H Himalayan Cuckoo Cuculus saturatus 
  Lesser Cuckoo Cuculus poliocephalus 
      
  NIGHTJARS AND ALLIES: CAPRIMULGIDAE 

H Gray Nightjar Caprimulgus jotaka 
      
  SWIFTS: APODIDAE 
  White-throated Needletail Hirundapus caudacutus 
  Common Swift Apus apus 
  Pacific Swift Apus pacificus 
  Salim Ali's Swift Apus salimali 
  House Swift Apus nipalensis 
      
  KINGFISHERS: ALCEDINIDAE 
  Black-capped Kingfisher Halcyon pileata 
      
  HOOPOES: UPUPIDAE 
  Eurasian Hoopoe Upupa epops 
      
  WOODPECKERS: PICIDAE  
  Crimson-breasted Woodpecker Dendrocopos cathpharius 
  Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major 
  Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius 

GO Gray-headed Woodpecker Picus canus 
      
  FALCONS AND CARACARAS: FALCONIDAE 
  Eurasian Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 
  Eurasian Hobby Falco subbuteo 
  Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus 
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  CUCKOOSHRIKES: CAMPEPHAGIDAE  
  Long-tailed Minivet Pericrocotus ethologus 
      
  SHRIKES: LANIIDAE 
  Gray-backed Shrike Lanius tephronotus 
      
  DRONGOS: DICRURIDAE 
  Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus 
  Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus 
      
  CROWS, JAYS, AND MAGPIES: CORVIDAE 
  Sichuan Jay  Perisoreus internigrans 
  Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius 
  Azure-winged Magpie Cyanopica cyanus 
  Red-billed Blue Magpie Urocissa erythrorhyncha 
  Eurasian Magpie Pica pica 
  Mongolian Ground-Jay Podoces hendersoni 
  Eurasian Nutcracker Nucifraga caryocatactes 
  Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
  Yellow-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus 
  Daurian Jackdaw Corvus dauuricus 
  Rook Corvus frugilegus 
  Carrion Crow Corvus corone 
  Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos 
  Common Raven Corvus corax 
      
  LARKS: ALAUDIDAE 
  Tibetan Lark Melanocorypha maxima 
  Mongolian Lark Melanocorypha mongolica 
  Hume's Lark Calandrella acutirostris 
  Lesser Short-toed Lark Calandrella rufescens 
  Oriental Skylark Alauda gulgula 
  Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris 
      
  SWALLOWS: HIRUNDINIDAE 
  Pale Sand Martin Riparia diluta 
  Eurasian Crag-Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris 
  Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 

GO Red-rumped Swallow Cecropis daurica 
  Asian House-Martin Delichon dasypus 
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  FAIRY FLYCATCHERS: STENOSTIRIDAE 
  Gray-headed Canary-Flycatcher Culicicapa ceylonensis 
      
  TITS, CHICKADEES & TITMICE: PARIDAE 
  Sichuan Tit Poecile weigoldicus 
  White-browed Tit Poecile superciliosus 
  Pere David's (Rusty-breasted) Tit Poecile davidi 
  Coal Tit Periparus ater 
  Rufous-vented Tit Periparus rubidiventris 
  Yellow-bellied Tit Pardaliparus venustulus 
  Gray-crested Tit Lophophanes dichrous 
  Japanese Tit Parus minor/tibetanus 
  Green-backed Tit Parus monticolus 
  Ground Tit (Hume's Groundpecker) Pseudopodoces humilis 
      
  LONG-TAILED TITS: AEGITHALIDAE 
  White-browed Tit-Warbler Leptopoecile sophiae 
  Crested Tit-Warbler Leptopoecile elegans 
  Black-throated Tit Aegithalos concinnus 
  Black-browed Tit Aegithalos iouschistos 
  Sooty Tit Aegithalos fuliginosus 
      
  NUTHATCHES: SITTIDAE 
  Snowy-browed (Chinese) Nuthatch Sitta villosa 
      
  WALLCREEPER: TICHODROMIDAE 
  Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria 
      
  CREEPERS: CERTHIIDAE 
  Hodgson's Treecreeper Certhia hodgsoni 
  Bar-tailed Treecreeper Certhia himalayana 
      
  WRENS: TROGLODYTIDAE 

  Eurasian Wren 
Troglodytes troglodytes 
szetschuanus 

      
  DIPPERS: CINCLIDAE 
  White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus 
      
  BULBULS: PYCNONOTIDAE 
  Collared Finchbill Spizixos semitorques 
  Brown-breasted Bulbul Pycnonotus xanthorrhous 
  Light-vented (Chinese) Bulbul Pycnonotus sinensis 
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  KINGLETS: REGULIDAE 
  Goldcrest Regulus regulus 
      
  CUPWINGS: PNOEPYGIDAE 
  Pygmy Cupwing (Wren-Babbler) Pnoepyga pusilla 
      
  BUSH-WARBLERS AND ALLIES: CETTIIDAE 
  Chestnut-crowned Bush-Warbler Cettia major 
  Brownish-flanked Bush-Warbler Horornis fortipes 
  Yellowish-bellied Bush-Warbler Horornis acanthizoides 
  Aberrant Bush-Warbler Horornis flavolivaceus 
      
  LEAF WARBLERS: PHYLLOSCOPIDAE 
  Buff-throated Warbler Phylloscopus subaffinis 
  Alpine Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus occisinensis 
  Yellow-streaked Warbler Phylloscopus armandii 
  Buff-barred Warbler Phylloscopus pulcher 
  Sichuan Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus forresti 
  Chinese Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus yunnanensis 
  Hume's Warbler Phylloscopus humei 
  Greenish Warbler Phylloscopus trochiloides  
  Large-billed Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus magnirostris 
  Claudia's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus claudiae 
  Martens's Warbler Seicercus omeiensis 
  Bianchi's Warbler Seicercus valentini 
      
  GRASSBIRDS AND ALLIES: LOCUSTELLIDAE 
  Spotted Bush-Warbler Locustella thoracica 
      
  PARROTBILLS, WRENTIT & ALLIES: PARADOXORNITHIDAE 

H Spectacled Fulvetta Fulvetta ruficapilla 
  Chinese Fulvetta Fulvetta striaticollis 

GO White-browed Fulvetta Fulvetta vinipectus 
  Spectacled Parrotbill Sinosuthora conspicillata 
      
  WHITE-EYES, YUHINAS & ALLIES: ZOSTEROPIDAE 
  Stripe-throated Yuhina Yuhina gularis 
  White-collared Yuhina Yuhina diademata 
  Chestnut-flanked White-eye Zosterops erythropleurus 
  Japanese White-eye Zosterops japonicus 
      
  TREE-BABBLERS, SCIMITAR-BABBLERS & ALIES: TIMALIIDAE 

H  Streak-breasted Scimitar-Babbler Pomatorhinus ruficollis 
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  Black-streaked Scimitar-Babbler Megapomatorhinus gravivox 
      
  LAUGHINGTHRUSHES & ALLIES: LEIOTHRICHIDAE 

GO Sukatschev's Laughingthrush Ianthocincla sukatschewi 
H Spotted Laughingthrush Ianthocincla ocellata 
  Barred Laughingthrush Ianthocincla lunulata 
  Giant Laughingthrush Ianthocincla maxima 
  Pere David's (Plain) Laughingthrush Ianthocincla davidi 
  Chinese Babax Ianthocincla lanceolata 
  Elliot's Laughingthrush Trochalopteron elliotii 
      
  OLD WORLD FLYCATCHERS: MUSCICAPIDAE 
  Dark-sided Flycatcher Muscicapa sibirica 

GO Brown-breasted Flycatcher Muscicapa muttui 
  Ferruginous Flycatcher Muscicapa ferruginea 

H Rufous-bellied Niltava Niltava sundara 
H Rufous-headed Robin Luscinia ruficeps 
  Indian Blue Robin Larvivora brunnea 
  White-bellied Redstart Luscinia phaenicuroides 
  Blue Whistling-Thrush Myophonus caeruleus 
  Firethroat Calliope pectardens 
  Siberian Rubythroat Calliope calliope 
  White-tailed Rubythroat Calliope pectoralis 
  Grandala Grandala coelicolor 
  Himalayan Bluetail Tarsiger rufilatus 

H White-browed Bush-Robin Tarsiger indicus 
  Golden Bush-Robin Tarsiger chrysaeus 
  Rufous-gorgeted Flycatcher Ficedula strophiata 
  Slaty-backed Flycatcher Ficedula hodgsonii 
  Blue-fronted Redstart Phoenicurus frontalis 
  Plumbeous Redstart Phoenicurus fuliginosus 
  White-capped (Water) Redstart Phoenicurus leucocephalus 
  Ala Shan Redstart Phoenicurus alaschanicus 
  Hodgson's Redstart Phoenicurus hodgsoni 
  White-throated Redstart Phoenicurus schisticeps 
  Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros 
  Daurian Redstart Phoenicurus auroreus 
  Blue Rock-Thrush Monticola solitarius 
  Siberian Stonechat Saxicola maurus 
  Isabelline Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina 
      
  THRUSHES AND ALLIES: TURDIDAE 

H Long-tailed Thrush Zoothera dixoni 
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H Plain-backed Thrush Zoothera mollissima 
  Chestnut Thrush Turdus rubrocanus 
  White-backed  (Kessler's) Thrush Turdus kessleri 

H Chinese (Song) Thrush Turdus mupinensis 
      
  STARLINGS: STURNIDAE 
  Crested Myna Acridotheres cristatellus 
  White-cheeked Starling Sturnus cineraceus 
      
  ACCENTORS: PRUNELLIDAE 
  Alpine Accentor Prunella collaris 
  Robin Accentor Prunella rubeculoides 
  Rufous-breasted Accentor Prunella strophiata 
  Brown Accentor  Prunella fulvescens 
  Maroon-backed Accentor Prunella immaculata 
      
  WAGTAILS AND PIPITS: MOTACILLIDAE 
  Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citreola 
  Gray Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 
  White Wagtail Motacilla alba 
  Rosy Pipit Anthus roseatus 
  Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni 
      
  PRZEVALSKI'S ROSEFINCH: UROCYNCHRAMIDAE 
  Przevalski's Rosefinch Urocynchramus pylzowi 
      
  BUNTINGS & NEW WORLD SPARROWS: EMBERIZIDAE 
  Slaty Bunting Latoucheornis siemsseni 
  Godlewski's Bunting Emberiza godlewskii 
      
  FINCHES, EUPHONIAS & ALLIES: FRINGILLIDAE  
  Plain Mountain-Finch Leucosticte nemoricola 
  Black-headed Mountain-Finch Leucosticte brandti 
  Crimson-browed Finch Pinicola subhimachala 
  Gray-headed Bullfinch Pyrrhula erythaca 
  Blanford's Rosefinch Carpodacus rubescens 
  Dark-breasted Rosefinch Carpodacus nipalensis 
  Common Rosefinch Carpodacus erythrinus 
  Chinese Beautiful Rosefinch Carpodacus davidianus 
  Pink-rumped Rosefinch Carpodacus waltoni 
  Vinaceous Rosefinch Carpodacus vinaceus 
  Three-banded Rosefinch Carpodacus trifasciatus 
  Chinese White-browed Rosefinch Carpodacus dubius 
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  Red-fronted Rosefinch Carpodacus puniceus 
  Long-tailed Rosefinch Uragus sibiricus 
  Oriental (Gray-capped) Greenfinch Chloris sinica 
  Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra 
  Twite Carduelis flavirostris 
  Tibetan (Siskin) Serin Serinus thibetanus 
  Collared Grosbeak Mycerobas affinis 
  White-winged Grosbeak Mycerobas carnipes 
      
  OLD WORLD SPARROWS: PASSERIDAE 
  House Sparrow  Passer domesticus 
  Russet Sparrow Passer rutilans 
  Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus 
  Rock Petronia Petronia petronia 
  Tibetan Snowfinch Montifringilla henrici 
  White-rumped Snowfinch Montifringilla taczanowskii 
  Pere David's Snowfinch Montifringilla davidiana 
  Rufous-necked Snowfinch Montifringilla ruficollis 
  Blanford's Snowfinch Montifringilla blanfordi 

 

MAMMAL LIST 

The taxonomy of the bird list follows: Smith, Andrew T., and Xie, Yan. A Guide to the Mammals of China. Princeton 
University Press, 2008.  

  Himalayan Marmot Marmota himalayana 
  Siberian Chipmunk Tamias sibiricus 
  Plateau Pika Ochotona curzoniae 
  Glover's Pika Ochotona gloveri 
  Woolly Hare Lepus oiostolus 
  Red Deer Cervus elaphus 
  Tufted Deer Elaphodus cephalophus 
  Blue Sheep Pseudois nayaur 

 

 

 

 


