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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 

mailto:chinabird@tom.com
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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.  

 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 

Chinese people  

 

All the people we met were just great. We were often a curiosity; indeed we were such a 

rare sight we spent a whole week without seeing a single foreigner. Nobody was 

threatening, unfriendly or unhappy at seeing us. Mostly we provided something of a 

distraction; or else were treated as honoured guests. We understood that officials rarely 

cause the kind of problems for Westerners that they might for the locals. We did not have 

a single issue with anyone. Wonderful people. Enough said. Pity they canôt stop spitting 

everywhere, particularly on the floors of restaurants and the like. 

 

 



 

We had no hint of any personal security problem. You can develop your own theory for 

this. 

 

 

Hotels  

 

Hotels are the only accommodation option for most tourists, including us. I may be quite 

wrong but I think that every hotel we stayed in was built by, and is owned by, the 

Chinese Government (I since discovered this is not the case). In itself this would not 

normally be a problem. The Chinese know how to build a really lovely hotel, or at least a 

really lovely hotel foyer, resplendent with chandeliers and beautiful and smiling front 

desk staff by the dozen. The foyers always gave hope that the rooms would be similarly 

furnished. Now they may have been when they were built, but for many, that is now a 

faded memory.  

 

The only real problem with Chinese hotels is that the day after they open, the 

maintenance stops. I think only one hotel had everything working ï hot water (always a 

lucky dip), toilet flush, at least a couple of lights, an electric blanket or some form of 

heating, and the availability of a room key. Many had multiple failures. In some the 

things that worked were in the minority. They werenôt too bad, I guess. We survived.  

 

 
 

 

Public Toilets  

 

You should never go to a public toilet in rural China. Really, there is no need. Your 

education should never extend that far. 



 

Weather  

 

We could not possibly have had better weather. Although it sometimes rained and or 

snowed at night, this never interrupted our plans. In fact it probably helped us to see more 

wildlife, especially in alpine areas. 

 

When we arrived in Chengdu in mid-April the daytime temperatures were 13̄ and by the 

time we left in mid-May it was 30̄. In between we were comfortable at most sites with a 

light jumper or long-sleeved shirt and at no time did we find it too hot or cold for 

comfort. 

 

 

Beer and Wine  

 

The beer was acceptable without being exciting. Its normal form of arrival was via a 

green bottle of 528ml. It cost between 3 yuan and 10 yuan, which after applying the 

currency conversion, means it cost somewhere between nothing at all and not much more 

than that. I suppose the average price approached $A1. Beer was widely available, even 

where it had to be carried up mountains by porters, unlike the not so easily found product 

of the same name in Malaysia. 

 

Wine was sampled on a number of occasions. Some was abominable (perhaps made from 

the by-products of snowmen?) whilst the one that was labelled ñGreat Wallò was a quite 

drinkable red, but hardly as bold as the reds at home. I was to discover, to my downfall, 

that after a couple of beers, two bottles of red was somewhat too much to drink before 

attempting some spotlighting on a precipitous and slippery trail ï see diary entry for May 

8. 

 

 



 

 

Roads and traffic  

 

As a half-baked ñtraffic engineerò I found much that amused on Chinese roads. Aside 

from the very good motorways around Chengdu, no road had a shoulder. Ubiquitous 

open box drains functioned in much the same way that the unusual leaves of pitcher 

plants do, in that any vehicle that fell into them would not leave. At least not in an 

original condition anyway. As no road had a shoulder, when we asked our driver to stop 

he did so by doing just that ï stopping ï in the traffic lane. Everyone did this. Driving 

was reminiscent of the giant slalom, weaving around stopped vehicles from one side of 

the road to the other. Only when two vehicles stopped next to one another was there any 

real problem, and this happened many times. Drivers in opposing lanes would simply 

stop in the middle of the road and have a chat. 

 

My biggest gripe about our visit to Sichuan was the incessant blowing of horns by at least 

90% of drivers. Even when, as a pedestrian, you have established eye contact with a 

driver, removed yourself from the road reserve entirely (or hidden as best you can), given 

explicit hand signals that you acknowledge the driverôs right to kill you should you 

wander back onto the road, and then beg him (always him) not to touch the horn, you will 

get an extended blast on approach and then a lesser blast to let you know that he has 

passed. This happens every few seconds on some roads. 

 

 
 

The Chinese have probably not had much experience as drivers. They seem to have little 

mechanical sympathy. Many wonôt make any contribution to the gene pool. 

 

Traffic volumes werenôt too bad, even in Chengdu, by global standards.  

 



With a few notable exceptions the condition of the road surface was pretty good. This 

was remarkable given that it must surely be the most difficult of areas to build roads. The 

mountains are always falling down and the weather and the number of over-loaded heavy 

vehicles must make maintenance a nightmare. Luckily the Chinese have no labour 

shortage. From the remotest rural road to the most heavily trafficked freeway, there were 

always people sweeping roads. I was often given to wonder where China would be if all 

these people had productive employment. 

 

 

Scenery  

 

Without a doubt the scenery in the mountainous parts of Sichuan is first class. The 

mountains are impossibly steep. Running your eye up the sides of valleys may lead to 

you falling over backwards, and yet even these almost sheer walls support vegetation of 

some kind. And for hundreds of kilometres valleys like this are stacked in every 

direction. 

 

It was a delight to visit areas still supporting wildlife that had been fought over for 

millennia. Along with critters, these areas contained a wealth of historic, architectural and 

cultural treasures. All the more remarkable for a province that supports umpteen times the 

population of Australia.  

 

By sheer coincidence some of Chinaôs most scenic sites formed part of our itinerary. 

These included Emei Shan (Shan = mountain), the Leshan Buddha, Wolong National 

Park and Jiuzhaigou World Heritage Region. In the mix were the plains at the eastern 

edge of the Tibetan Plateau and Mt Qin Cheng and its remarkable temples and ancient 

forests, some of which had been planted before the ñdiscoveryò of the Americas.   

 



 
 

 

Plastic Bags and Dead Things  

 

Sichuan Province, and probably all of China, will soon be a continuous mat of 

interwoven plastic bags. Every plastic bag and plastic sheet ends up downstream. It will 

not be pretty. The only things that compete with plastic bags for space in the rivers are 

dead animals. Whilst this is more environmentally friendly, it is not a good look. Some of 

the dead animals may have been placed in the rivers inside plastic bags but I canôt prove 

this. 

 

 

Air ð or the local substitute thereof  

 

Most of us have long forgotten the times when you could reasonably expect to drink 

water straight from a tap when on holidays, like you can in Australia. We just buy bottled 

water. In Chengdu it would not be unreasonable to bring your own air for the purposes of 

breathing normally. 

 

Some travel literature suggests that Chengdu is a somewhat foggy place. It might well be, 

but the fog has to find a place to land amongst all the more interesting fug. This almost 

solid wall of grey-red-green crud hangs in a menacing manner all around Chengdu and 

anywhere in at least a hundred kilometres in every direction (including up) from it. It 

resembles an aerial version of Thai green curry. Many folk have never seen the sun, 

especially if aged under sixty or so. Quite seriously, we met tourists at Emei Shan that 

started pointing with their cameras and whoopinô and hollerinô and creating such a din 



that we thought they had spotted some rare form of crested mountain gnargler. No such 

luck ï they had merely spotted the sun peeking through a hole in the ñcloudsò and were 

busy photographing it! I am dead serious here. And even here the halo they had seen in 

the clouds and interpreted as a message from god was merely the sunlight refracting from 

a blend of airborne metal. 

 

Thankfully the higher you go the least worse it gets. Forget about living in Chengdu, not 

even for a bet.   

 

 



Diary  

 

Day 0 ï Friday 14
th

 April 2006  

 

Brain-calming music and a few quiet drinks preceded our trip to the airport for our 2220 

Malaysian Airlines 777-200 flight to Kuala Lumpur. We left on time and arrived early. 

Although the flight was full, mercifully there were no babies to kill so I managed a little 

sleep in the plane. 

 

It is never a good idea to fall asleep at KLIA. It is not that you wonôt hear the 

announcement that there has been a gate change, because there will be no announcement. 

Every ten minutes we took turns to check the prettily coloured departures television. 

When we found the inevitably changed departure gate we went there and despite the total 

lack of anything resembling information we just kept asking anyone nearby until the 

boarding scrum formed. 

 

 
 

Day 1 ï Saturday 15
th

 April 2006 

 

Our early morning flight was mainly filled by Chinese, many of whom had managed to 

drink their duty free allocation before they boarded. 

 

After an on-time arrival at Chengdu the immigration official asked me 20 questions on 

why I was visiting China for a second time. Although it puzzled me at first it soon 

became clear that I shouldnôt be too flippant with my answers ï this guy was serious. 

 

Our guide, Zu, met us as we emerged from customs. As soon as we identified ourselves 

he was off across the car park like a startled weasel. It appeared as though he might have 

just escaped from an institution somewhere. He had a vast mop of dark curly hair and 

looked as though he had tried to kiss a heated branding iron judging by the bits missing 

from his lips. It turns out that he had just spent six months or thereabouts in Tibet. The 

hair thing was also cured. 



 

Our driver, Mr Lee (we never discovered his other name) cheerfully dumped our gear 

into the back of his prized Pajero and, whilst his driving was put on probation, off we 

went to the Lhasa Grand Hotel. Upon arrival I thought that many of the hotel staff looked 

as though they had seen substantial military training but this observation may have been 

in error (it probably wasnôt).  

 

En route to the Chengdu Giant Panda Breeding Centre we saw an old lady lose in a 

competition to see which was harder, her or a car. Never mind, we received an 

introduction to Sichuanese birds, giant pandas (GPs) and road safety all within a few 

minutes of one another. It is not possible to overstate the amount of screen time GPs get 

on Chinese television. There would be enough material for them to have their own 

dedicated channel and then some. Except that after about ten minutes they are about as 

interesting as koalas arenôt, their runner-up in the cute animal stakes. As far as interesting 

animals go, give me an orangutan or Michael Jackson. The GPs either sat about or ate 

bamboo. Pity Mr? Jackson didnôt do more of that. 

 

Wild birds at the GP place were everywhere. I had imagined that any city birds in China 

would have gone bye-byes years ago but there were quite a few charming examples 

found more easily at the CGPBC (I love this) than elsewhere. My favourites were vinous-

throated parrotbill, white-browed laughingthrush, streak-breasted scimitar-babbler, grey-

capped greenfinch and black-throated tit; the latter being one of the smaller Chinese tits 

we would see on this holiday. 15 birds to start our list. 

 

 
 

We stocked up on water and comestibles for our trip at an awesome supermarket, and 

then ate at a wonderful Sichuan restaurant before an appointment to meet Min, the 



manager of the travel agency we were engaging. She appeared to be a charming lady. I 

must have looked like shit given the events of the day but we chatted about Chinese 

tourism and the importance of the birdwatching ñindustryò. Bed. 

 

Day 2 ï Sunday 16
th

 April 2006 

 

Du Fuôs Thatched Cottage presented another opportunity to see some lowland birds 

whilst at the same time allowing an introduction to Chinese exercise techniques. This 

large park, dedicated to some long-dead but revered poet, seemed to cater for all people 

at all times. I expected a dusty lane and an old hut but the reality was a cross between 

Sydneyôs Centennial Park and the Pitt Street Mall. There were some good birds though, 

more remarkable on account of the number of people scattered among them and the 

interesting type of air that they breathed. Best were red-winged laughingthrush, a 

seriously lost rustic bunting, yellowish-bellied bush-warbler and even a nervous white-

breasted waterhen. 

 

Onto the freeway and off to see the 8
th
 Century Leshan Buddha, the worldôs largest, and 

impressive by any measure, even if the measure is the number of tourists swarming all 

over it. We viewed this monster by boat. 

 

 
 

A short distance to the west of the Leshan Buddha is Emei City, and not much further 

west of this is the hotel and tourism precinct at the foot of Emei Shan. Emei Shan is one 

of the four most important Buddhist mountains in China. We stayed at the impressive-ish 



Emei Shan Hotel, a sprawling 4-star establishment that appeared to have no geographic 

start or finish point. Dave and I went for a wander at the foot of the mountain, seeing a 

few birds and red-bellied squirrels but thinking (in error) that there were a lot of tourists 

about.  

 

After a couple of critically necessary ales after our dinner of chilli with chilli, Jack made 

his entrance. (I have to laugh ï whilst I was playing ñWho wants to be a millionaireò in 

the plane coming home they had a question that asked where the Jack Daniels distillery 

was located. Iôm still waiting for my million pounds).    

  

Day 3 ï Monday 17
th

 April 2006 

 

At some stage during the night the phone rang. I figured it was one of the local working 

women hoping to have her hairy cheque-book signed, so I ignored it. A short time later 

there was an annoying but persistent bashing on the door. Resplendent in my best undies 

and an ugly and unkempt look on may face, I hesitantly opened the door to be confronted 

by a large man in a nice uniform that included a hat and a big torch, and a young lady 

who struggled to keep her composure. We all said ñsorryò a number of times. They 

wouldnôt go away, so as I hadnôt been arrested I invited the gentleman inside. He then 

closed our window and left. Must have been something to do with ghosts ï the Chinese 

hate them. 

 

We said goodbye to the ghost-infested Emei Shan Hotel and fled to the Emei Shan bus 

station, the domicile of hundreds of buses whose mission in life it is to get tourists up a 

very large hill and back. A bus leaves for the mountain every couple of minutes. The 

50km trip to the top of it (the ñGolden Summitò) consists of a log-jam of buses. We 

watched as the vegetation changed as we ascended. The types of trees with newly minted 

leaves at the bottom of the mountain had progressively less foliage as we climbed until 

most deciduous trees had no foliage at all by the time we reached the top. 

 

We arrived at the bus terminal at about 1000 and walked up to Jieyin Dian to catch the 

cable car to the summit, ticking off a few birds along the way. It was a glorious sunny 

and windless spring day but the summit resembled a war zone. There is not too much 

level ground on the Golden Summit. What bits of it that arenôt covered by hotels and 

other buildings this year, will be by next year. Some hundreds of labourers, aided by 

thousands of tons of construction material, were carting, hammering, sawing, yelling and 

grunting in a seemingly random attempt at some world record or other for making noise. 

There were few birds. 

 

After Dave had a brief but sexually confusing encounter with a large scrum of frustrated 

monks, we hopped onto a monorail to the semi-detached peak of the Ten Thousand Faces 

of Buddha (or something like that) that lies just out of noise range of the Golden Summit. 

This relatively unpopulated peak was quiet except for the constant blaring of Buddhist 

chanting from a loudspeaker that might have been the cause for the earlier behaviour of 

the monks. We had better luck with the birds here with streaked barwing, Sichuan 

treecreeper, dark-breasted rosefinch and poor views of Chinese bamboo-partridge, 

amongst others. 

 

Our return to the Golden Summit coincided with an increase in the noise so we gave up 

and drank beer instead. 



 

  
 

 
 

One of the most remarkable achievements of the hotel builders on the Golden Summit is 

how they have managed to build so many of them on a narrow ridge and yet none of them 

have a view from any of the rooms. We later discovered that this is because all the hotelsô 

sewage and rubbish is located downhill, and not too far downhill at that. 

 



We wondered whether we would freeze to death in the least inspiring hotel we had seen. 

 

 
 

Day 4 ï Tuesday 18
th

 April 2006 

 

As the hotel provided no towels or hot water we packed up cold and dirty.  

 

A visit to one of the myriad rubbish tips was productive in seeing a number of birds. We 

added quite a few to our list but there was nothing remarkable. We then descended the 

570m to the bottom cable car station by foot. Golden bush-robin was the best bird seen. 

We had hoped to see Tibetan stump-tailed macaques (also known as Pere-Davidôs 

macaque or Chinese stump-tailed macaque) on the stairs leading down to the bus station 

but had no luck.  

 

We marvelled at the views, but the highlight was watching the religious experience 

enjoyed by some middle-aged Chinese tourists who had managed to see the sun for the 

first time. They misinterpreted what they thought was a halo for the photo-chemical 

effect of the sunshine straining through a soup of suspended heavy metals that was 

actively trying to escape the valley. They were enraptured nevertheless. Never even think 

about a posting in Chengdu. 

 

We caught up with the monkeys just below the bus station. They were impressive and 

rather passive beasts but most of the locals kept their distance. 

 



 
 

We bussed down to the Wannian Monastery car park to have lunch before catching the 

cable car service to the monastery. The very modern and impressive cable car took us to 

the rather beautifully sited and (re)constructed monastery. We found accommodation 

here ï probably the best place we stayed during the entire holiday (thanks Zu!). A rather 

energetic lady escorted us to our room. She delighted in our thorough lack of 

understanding of the continuous instructions that poured from her mouth in what was 

probably flawless Mandarin ï weôll never know.  

 

The ñPipeline Trailò leads from the back left hand corner of the monastery and follows a 

gravity fed water supply pipe. It started life as an aqueduct, and a significant engineering 

feat in its own right. Whilst various generations of pipes have replaced the original canal, 

the route travels through some great wildlife habitat and does so for several kilometers. 

The forest is mixed evergreen / deciduous broadleaf and soon had us staring at Chinese 

bamboo-partridges right at our feet, as well as black-chinned yuhina, brownish-flanked 

bush-warbler and hill blue flycatcher.  

 

Our stay in the monastery meant eating a vegetarian dinner. This was heralded by the 

enthusiastic banging of gongs. The food was delicious, inexpensive and interesting in that 

the cook had managed to use vegetables, sauces and fungi to replicate the flavours of 

various meats. 

 

An awesome day. 

 



 
 

 
 

Day 5 ï Wednesday 19
th

 April 2006 

 

We ate at 0600 and after chasing a couple of tawny owls out of the monastery grounds 

we were back on the pipeline trail. We followed it to its source, seeing a pair of Lady 



Amherstôs pheasants (poorly), more bamboo-partridges, Tibetan stump-tailed macaques, 

bay woodpecker, grey-headed parrotbills and lots of other local delights. 

 

 
 

 
 

We left the monastery in the late morning and dropped down to Emei City where Dave 

managed to get his hair cut with yet more newly found gay friends. I gave one of my 

stuffed koala toys to the plainest of the gaggle of women attracted by the white monkeys 

at the hairdressers. She managed a misty-eyed ñthank youò after substantial language 

coaching by her friends. We also changed some money at a bank. 

 

The road to our next site ï Wawu Shan - was long and tortuous. At times we were stuck 

in traffic or held up by mudslides. Where Emei Shan was tourist hell, Wawu Shan was 



deserted. Along with the usual hordes of staff, we made up the rest of the population. 

There was not a single vehicle other than ours. 

 

Dinner consisted of a few scraps of chicken that had to be mined from a mound of chilli.  

 

Day 6 ï Thursday 20
th

 April 2006 

 

We caught the cable car to the top of Wawu Shan but not before seeing giant 

laughingthrush on the stairs leading to the cable car station. The cable car was very slow 

and somewhat less lavish than others we had been on. The top of the mountain is oddly 

fairly level. The vegetation is a sea of bamboo interspersed with a very old and dying 

pine forest. Needs a few low level fires methinks. It had rained during the night making 

the stone trail glassy and a tad treacherous. We thought we might see Temminckôs 

tragopan, but we found no sign of them, and the couple of locals we asked confessed they 

hadnôt seen them either. With parrotbills we had more luck, with the delightful fulvous 

being very common, in addition to brown, three-toed and grey-hooded.  

 

We returned by cable car, grabbed a couple of longnecks and some peanuts and walked 

down the main road in search of whatever. More stump-tailed macaques, bird waves that 

included grey-headed and golden parrotbills, and just as we were planning to return a 

male Lady Amherstôs pheasant hopped off the road as we rounded a corner. Happy!!!! 

 

Mr Lee and Zu then arrived to drive us back up the hill for a spicy dinner (what else!) and 

the odd beer. 

 

 
 

 

 



Day 7 ï Friday 21
st
 April 2006 

 

The Day of the Dog / The Night of the Salamander 

 

A long snaking trail of rubbish dumped over the side of the road a few hundred metres 

from the car park attracted many critters. A large rufous-coloured rat failed to be 

identified more precisely but hordes of Pere-Davidôs rock squirrels and a lone but 

welcome Siberian weasel got the day off to a flying start.  

 

We spent the best part of the day driving and walking on various parts of the mountain 

(but not including the summit), dodging fog and succeeding in not seeing too much. 

Although at one point Dave poked off the road into some forest and was ambushed by a 

male Lady Amherstôs at close range. 

 

ñWoof, woof, woofò etc. After lunch I wondered what sort of dickhead would bring a 

barking dog up the mountain. Sadly, for the dog, it didnôt bark for long, as it found itself 

placed on the dinner menu. We declined, but I was tempted. 

 

A few beers. Some cloudy fluid gained from a large and ominous-looking glass container 

that sat next to the pickled salamander jar followed these. Spicy eggplant and pork fat 

completed dinner. 

 

The restaurant manager greeted Zuôs unnecessary announcement that Dave and I were 

going spotlighting with stern refusal. But the rather intoxicated general manager 

gazumped her and directed that we should be careful. I wasnôt aware of what we should 

be careful of, at the time, but I am now. 

 

 
 

Within a few hundred metres of leaving the car park we had bagged leopard cat, freezing 

just a few metres away on the side of the road, a tawny owl lurking at the rubbish slope, 

and a masked palm civet. Mr Lee, Zu and The Salamander Man then appeared 

unexpectedly in the Pajero. There was much merriment as a number of grown men, all 



half-pissed, jumped about in the dark from slippery rock to slippery rock along a steep 

fast flowing creek and attempted to snatch the rather strong and slippery salamanders 

from their feeding pools. There was some success but I got the feeling that The 

Salamander Man was disappointed when we let them go again. Rumour had it that 

salamanders are ñgood for the stomachò. Yeah, like roast leg of lamb is good for the 

stomach. 

 

Jack. 

 

Day 8 ï Saturday 22
nd

 April 2006 

 

We left Wawu Shan for Wolong National Park. The drive took eight and a half hours, and 

was uninspiring but not without a little interest. Mr Leeôs driving was precise. This means 

he didnôt hit anything. This does not mean that luck didnôt play a part.  

 

A large dam project got us wondering what happened to all the people that lived in the 

valley that would soon be inundated.  

 

Thousands of workers were playing with rocks in the river leading to Wolong. What they 

were actually trying to achieve was unclear. It may have had something to do with 

building a new road but the method eluded me. 

 

A few hundred metres shy of our hotel, the Panda Inn, a large troupe of rhesus macaques 

was feeding next to the road on the ground.  

 

The only other notable event for the day was my falling base over apex on the 

treacherously slippery hotel dining room floor. Luckily I landed on my left elbow, which 

was already buggered anyway. 

 

 
 



Day 9 ï Sunday 23
rd

 April 2006 
 

The Plan ordered that we walk up to the Wuyipeng Giant Panda Research Camp, located 

further up into the mountains and away from any road. We were advised that the Chinese 

in charge of things at Wuyipeng had changed the rules, which was designed to extort 

more money from us. So if we still wished to go, we had to pay $US30 per person per 

day for a guide that we didnôt need (who spoke no English anyway) and a porter that we 

didnôt really need either. Aside from our own fees we volunteered to pay for the $US30 

for our guide as it was unclear if he had to pay for this out of his own pocket. As a result 

of this new set of bullshit fees, we cut short our stay at Wuyipeng from two nights to just 

one ï hardly enough really. 

 

After a short drive up the valley we hooked up with the delightful Mr Lee, a 65 year old 

porter, and the rather boring and useless Mr Jung (or whatever his name was). The walk 

up the mountain was interminable and rather tiring but we didnôt stop and reached the top 

in an hour and the camp half an hour after that. A male golden pheasant had graciously 

given us great views as we trudged up, as had a left-over bluethroat in the fields below. 

The accommodation at the camp was good and clean and the local researchers very 

friendly and helpful. The cook, a Mr Wong, was a charming man, a real barrel of laughs 

and very skilled in the kitchen. He also had an interesting dental history. He seemed fond 

of the contents of a large cloudy bottle with contents that tasted most unlike water. 

 

 
 

We had missed golden monkeys by two days and red panda by three. The closest we got 

to a giant panda was some desiccated panda shit. The scenery was grand and the potential 

for a fine list of critters was evident. 

 

Mr Lee, the porter, had not sprinted up the mountain for one very good reason (aside 

from his age) ï he had been carrying, inter alia, a box of beer. Fine chap indeed. 


