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Trip report compiled by tour leaders: Glen Valentine & David Hoddinott  

 
Top 10 Birds for  the Yunnan & Sichuan trip as voted by tour participants:  
 

1. Golden Pheasant 

2. Przevalskiôs Finch (Pinktail) 

3. Grandala 

4. Black-necked Crane 

5. Red-tailed Laughingthrush  

6. Crested Tit-Warbler 

7. Blue Eared Pheasant 

8. Tawny Fish Owl 

9. Snow Partridge 

10. Solitary Snipe 
 

 
Other species that received several votes and fell just short of the top 10: Verreauxôs Monal-

Partridge, White Eared Pheasant, Tibetan Partridge, Chinese Monal, Siberian Rubythroat & Three-toed 

Parrotbill. 

 

Top 5 mammals for the Yunnan & Sichuan trip as voted by tour participants:  

 
1. Golden Takin 

2. Tibetan Fox  

3. Grey Wolf 

4. Chinese Goral 

5. Blue Sheep (Bharal) 

 

 
 

Balangshan Mountain Scenery by Dennis Braddy 
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Tour Summary: 
 

China has firmly placed itself on the birding map as one 

of Asiaôs top destinations - and rightly so! Very few 

countries boast a bird list of over 1000 species and 

China is sitting on over 1300 and counting. Within this 

vast and bird-rich country, the provinces of Yunnan and 

Sichuan are unrivalled in terms of species numbers and 

the quality of birds that they harbour. We were 

fortunate to enjoy a month in these wonderful birding 

regions and the list of specialties and highly sought-

after species seen during our time there was truly 

spectacular. Of the numerous birding highlights and 

406 species recorded, the following were just some of 

the most memorable and desirable species seen: 

Tibetan and Snow Partridges; Tibetan Snowcock; 

Verreauxôs Monal-Partridge; the spectacular 

Temminckôs Tragopan; Chinese Monal; White Eared, 

Blue Eared, Blood, Golden and Lady Amherstôs 

Pheasants; dancing Black-necked Cranes; the rarely 

seen Solitary Snipe; sky-pointing Eurasian Bittern; the 

magnificent Tawny Fish Owl; Darjeeling and Black 

Woodpeckers; Swinhoeôs Minivet; Chinese Grey 

Shrike; White-browed and Pere Davidôs Tits; Crested 

and White-browed Tit-Warblers; Black-streaked 

Scimitar Babbler; Rusty-capped, Yellow-throated, 

Spectacled, Chinese and Golden-breasted Fulvettas; 

Chinese Babax; Giant, Spotted, Red-winged, Red-tailed and Snowy-cheeked Laughingthrushes; 

Beautiful Sibia; the rare and endemic Rufous-tailed Babbler (Moupinia); an incredible 7 species of 

parrotbill; Giant, Yunnan, Przevalskiôs and Chinese Nuthatches; the recently described Sichuan 

Treecreeper; the nomadic and almost impossibly brilliant Grandala; the localized and elusive Black-

breasted Thrush; Maroon-backed Accentor; the monotypic Przevalskiôs Finch and Slaty Bunting, as well 

as several snowfinches and an amazing selection of rosefinches and warblers. Not to mention some 

awesome mammals too such as: Grey Wolf; Golden Takin; Blue Sheep; Chinese Goral; Tibetan Fox, 

and a range of squirrels and pikas. Phew, what a list of megas! One can easily see why China and 

especially Sichuan ranks right up there with some of the most famous and bird-rich regions of the world!  

 

Our epic adventure around central and southern China began in early May, perfectly timed around the 

onset of spring. On a warm and clear morning we boarded our flight from Chengdu down to Kunming, 

Yunnanôs capital city, to begin our Yunnan pre-tour extension. Upon arrival we met up with our local 

guide, Mr. Zhang, who would accompany us around this seldom visited part of China for the next week. 

Leaving Kunming we were soon heading south along the motorway to the conifer-dominated hill forest 

of Zixishan Nature Reserve. After our first of many delicious Chinese lunches in a nearby town we began 

winding our way up to our guest house, situated right in this scenic reserve, and our base for the next 

night. Almost immediately after checking in we were distracted by a pair of Black-headed Greenfinch 

that were hanging around the edge of the accommodation. Our first of many Black-headed Sibia was also 

noted here and after an exciting start we made our way to an area of tall pine trees where we quickly 

managed to find both Giant Nuthatch and the incredibly localized Yunnan Nuthatch, as well as a Great 

Spotted Woodpecker, Brown-breasted Bulbuls, the more widespread Chestnut-vented Nuthatch and 

Dancing Black-necked Cranes on the Tibetan 

Plateau by Glen Valentine 
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Russet Sparrow. In the late afternoon we ventured to the top of the mountain for further exploration of 

the area, which yielded a fine Godlewskiôs Bunting and a very brief Chinese Thrush. Unfortunately our 

late afternoon attempt at trying to find the rare and elusive Mrs. Humeôs Pheasant at the edge of the roads 

proved fruitless, and we returned to the guest house for a tasty dinner and well-deserved sleep. 

 

Our full morning around the reserve proved most 

productive, and enjoyable, and after an initial 

early drive in search of pheasants we soon opted 

for some general birding with a wonderful mixed 

flock, producing: a pair of Long-tailed Minivet; 

Green-backed Tit; both Black-throated and 

Black-browed Bushtits, and better views of 

Black-headed Sibia. A little further up a side track 

we encountered the scarce, unobtrusive and 

range-restricted Rusty-capped Fulvetta, as well as 

a flock of Yunnan Fulvetta, a few Blue-winged 

Minla and a Grey-crowned Warbler in full song. 

After a great start, and in good spirits, we drove a 

little further down the road, managing to scope a 

singing male Blythôs Shrike-Babbler. Our next 

scheduled stop at the reserve entrance also produced some great birds and gave us: Grey-headed Canary-

flycatcher; a highly responsive Rufous-capped Babbler; a female Vivid Niltava; more Rusty-capped 

Fulvetta, and the best of all a splendid, and unbelievably showy, male White-tailed Robin. Other 

noteworthy species encountered during our morningôs outing included: Eurasian Jay; Long-tailed Shrike; 

Mountain and Black Bulbuls; Ashy-throated Warbler; more Giant Nuthatches and Black-headed 

Greenfinches; a wonderful Chinese Thrush sitting at the top of a tall pine tree singing its heart out; a 

Brown-breasted Flycatcher; a gorgeous male Chinese Blue Flycatcher; the common but superb Verditer 

Flycatcher, and several Mrs. Gouldôs Sunbirds.  

 

After an excellent morning we departed Zixishan and made our way further west towards the interesting 

town of Dali - situated at the base of the impressive Cangshan Mountains. This was our destination for 

the late afternoon and as we began the drive up the mountain we came across our first of several Cookôs 

Swifts on the extension. Also with them were 

Asian House Martin and House Swift. We 

continued up, scanning the road edges very 

carefully for our main quarry - the spectacular 

Lady Amherstôs Pheasant. A stop for some 

passerines flitting about in the road yielded: a 

gorgeous, but shy, male Rufous-bellied Niltava; 

as well as Yellow-throated Bunting, and White-

browed Fulvetta. A short stop and leg stretch at 

the top before our journey back down gave us a 

rather hyper-active pair of Streak-breasted 

Scimitar Babblers that finally showed very well 

in the dwindling evening light. Also on show here 

were a few White-collared Yuhina, another eye-

catching species that proved to be rather common 

and showy later in the trip. Elliottôs 

Laughingthrush, an abundant bird in Sichuan, 

Godlewskiôs Bunting at Zixishan by Glen Valentine 

The range-restricted & generally rare Giant Nuthatch 

at Zixishan by Tom Heatley 
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called a few times and showed ever so briefly 

for a lucky few. The light was now fading rather 

quickly and it was fast becoming the perfect 

time for pheasants, so we scrapped the general 

birding and concentrated on Lady Amherst. 

Before long a female Lady Amherst was seen 

bolting across the road in front of our bus - 

Exciting stuff! A little further on a pair of these 

unbelievable pheasants were spotted at the road 

edge, but they only showed for a few seconds 

before walking off into the dense montane 

forest undergrowth. Finally, to end off an 

amazing afternoon with these beauties, another 

male was sighted walking right down the 

middle of the road and then rounding a corner 

before disappearing - Wow, what a bird! To end 

off a superb day we ground to a halt due to a 

pair of Black-streaked Scimitar Babblers that crossed the road and then clambered up into the pine trees, 

calling incessantly as they moved - Awesome! We arrived at our very comfortable, and well-appointed, 

hotel in old Dali rather late, but with an amazing suite of great birds under the belt and after checking in, 

we made our way into town for a delicious and festive dinner.  

 

Our next morning had us driving back up Cangshan for further views of Lady Amherstôs Pheasant, and 

a slim chance of the elusive Mrs. Humeôs variety. We scored again with another female Lady Amherst 

that was admired at length on the roadside, with many males heard calling from the surrounding forest 

undergrowth during the morning. After a picnic breakfast at the top, and some pleasant interruptions in 

the form of: a gorgeous male Collared Grosbeak; singing Aberrant and Russet Bush Warblers; more 

Black-headed Greenfinches, and several, rather flighty, Mrs. Gouldôs Sunbirds, we took a short walk 

along the track that skirts the upper slope of the mountain and found some more great birds. These 

included: a few singing Bianchiôs Warblers; wonderful, close and prolonged views of the scarce and 

endemic Rufous-tailed Babbler; several Japanese White-eyes; Common Rosefinches, and a Rufous-

breasted Accentor. Lower down the mountain we scored with: more Rusty-capped and Yunnan Fulvettas; 

as well as a singing male Slaty-backed Flycatcher, and a single Spectacled Fulvetta that showed well, 

but briefly, in the forest understory. We departed 

Cangshan in the late morning and enjoyed 

another tasty lunch in town before embarking on 

the long drive south and slightly west towards the 

Gaoligongshan Mountains near the Burmese 

border in south-western Yunnan. This prolific 

birding area would be our base for the nest three 

nights and our time here gave us so many 

amazing birds! The afternoonôs drive was rather 

uneventful except for an unplanned stop in the 

lowlands near our guest house where we were 

delighted to find several typical lowland Asian 

species like: Green and Blue-tailed Bee-eaters; 

Red-whiskered and Sooty-headed Bulbuls; Pale 

Martin; Striated Prinia; Oriental White-eye, and 

nesting Scaly-breasted Munia.  
The scarce, unique & endemic Rufous-tailed Babbler 

(Moupina) by Glen Valentine 

The rare and beautiful Black-breasted Thrush at 

Gaoligongshan by David Hoddinott 
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Early the next morning we were out and up into the forest that cloaks the foothills of the Gaoligong 

mountain range. Birding the secondary forest at the edge of the reserve proved extremely productive and 

here we soon got to grips with an array of the areaôs fantastic birds. Impressive Black Eagle and Crested 

Goshawk flew overhead, while Pin-tailed and Wedge-tailed Green Pigeons occupied the canopy.  

 An extremely ñsquare-tailedò Fork-tailed 

Drongo-Cuckoo uttered a few notes and was 

easily located perched up in some bare branches, 

while Common Cuckoos were also heard 

throughout the area and seen on a few occasions. 

The gaudy and vociferous Blue-throated Barbet 

was also enjoyed, as were: Grey-capped Pygmy 

Woodpecker; Black-winged Cuckooshrike; the 

spectacular Scarlet Minivet; Black-headed Sibia; 

Whiskered Yuhina; Ferruginous Flycatcher, and a 

few zippy Streaked Spiderhunters. By mid-

morning we reached the primary forest a little 

higher up and here we added: Golden-throated 

Barbet; a flock of Rusty-fronted Barwing; a rather 

brief Greater Yellownape and Lesser Racket-

tailed Drongo; a fabulous pair of Short-billed 

Minivet; White-bellied Erpornis; White-throated 

Fantail; Yellow-cheeked Tit, and the vivid blue Large Niltava. After lunch, and a short break back at the 

guest house, we returned to the forest-edge and were delighted to encounter a good number of great, new 

birds with highlights including: Crested Finchbill; Striated and Flavescent Bulbuls; a rather 

uncooperative Pale-footed Bush Warbler; the boldly-patterned Davisonôs Leaf Warbler; several 

attractive and unusually showy and confiding Scarlet-faced Liocichla and Hill Prinia; the gorgeous 

Silver-eared Mesia; the subtly-plumaged Dark-sided Flycatcher; Chestnut-bellied Rock Thrush; a 

surprise flock of Scarlet Finch, and the absolute cherry on top, a fabulous pair of Red-tailed 

Laughingthrush that showed incredibly well and even posed for photographic opportunities - 

Stupendous! To then round off another great dayôs birding we encountered a handsome adult Speckled 

Wood Pigeon perched up in the tall canopy at the forest edge that afforded us good scope views. 

 

Our next full day at Gaoligong saw us heading 

up into the primary forest at dawn to maximize 

our chances of some rarer species in this 

beautiful habitat. The birding was, however, 

fairly quiet for the most part despite such 

stunning habitat, but we still managed to pick 

up a number of great birds. Several skulkers 

revealed their presence with their distinctive 

calls and included Grey-bellied Tesia and 

Pygmy Wren-Babbler, both of which ended up 

showing remarkably well. A few Yellow-

throated Fulvetta also whizzed around us in the 

dense undergrowth and we also managed to 

track down: several Beautiful Sibia; a pair of 

brightly-coloured Chestnut-crowned 

Warblers; Bar-throated and Red-tailed Minla; 
The handsome Rusty-fronted Barwing at Gaoligongshan 

by Dennis Braddy 

The usually shy and rarely seen Red-tailed 

Laughingthrush at Gaoligongshan by David 

Hoddinott  
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a surprise flock of the rare and elusive Grey-headed Parrotbill;  a pair of Snowy-browed Flycatcher, and 

a ridiculously confiding Blythôs Shrike-babbler that hung around at touching distance for several 

minutes. The secondary forest yielded much of the same species as the previous day, as well as: more 

Red-tailed Laughingthrushes; a male Little Pied Flycatcher; a very handsome male Black-breasted 

Thrush, and in the late afternoon, a larger flock of Speckled Wood Pigeon.  

 

Mammals seen in the Gaoligong area 

included Pallasôs Squirrel and the very 

impressive Black Giant Squirrel. It 

was, however, time to move on to our 

next destination - the town of Lijiang - 

situated at the base of the Jade Dragon 

Snow Mountains in north-western 

Yunnan, and our final locality of the 

Yunnan Extension. The drive was a 

long one and took us most of the day, 

but we did make a few unexpected 

birding stops with one such stop in the 

early morning producing a fine 

selection of new birds that included: 

the striking black-and-chestnut 

Crested Bunting (the reason for 

stopping in the first place); a male Rosy Minivet; Grey-breasted Prinia, and White-throated Kingfisher. 

Several Richardôs Pipits, an Indian Roller and small numbers of Crested Myna were also encountered 

along the drive before reaching Lijiang in the late afternoon. After quickly checking into our comfortable 

hotel, we paid a short visit to some scrubby habitat at the edge of a nearby wetland. This area was teeming 

with birds and we were delighted to find: a few Black-faced Buntings; an Eastern Yellow Wagtail; several 

immaculate breeding plumage Citrine Wagtails; a few Little Ringed Plovers; Common Snipe; Wood 

Sandpiper; Rosy Pipit, and a surprise group of four Grey-headed Lapwing. 

 

Our full day in the Lijiang area had us driving up early into the foothills of the Jade Dragon Snow 

Mountains in search of a few rare species, 

several of which we managed to find during our 

morning excursion. Weôd hoped for more male 

Lady Amherstôs Pheasants, but unfortunately 

didnôt find any and after a picnic breakfast and a 

couple of transient Eyebrowed Thrushes we 

began birding along the road back towards town. 

A few small mixed flocks popped up here and 

there and these harboured: Black-browed and 

Black-throated Bushtits; a pair of Streak-

breasted Scimitar Babblers; Japanese White-eye, 

and a singleton of the extremely localized and 

recently split Black-bibbed Tit, but unfortunately 

the rare, localized and declining White-speckled 

Laughingthrush evaded us. In some drier, 

secondary scrub lower down we enjoyed good 

views of a flock of Chinese Babax - that turned 

out to be a lovely bonus. Our afternoon 

This particular Blythôs Shrike-Babbler photographed 

by Dennis Braddy was especially showy at 

Gaoligongshan  

The striking White -collared Yuhina by Glen Valentine 
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exploration of a nearby wetland turned up a few species of waterfowl with the best being Eurasian 

Wigeon and Ferruginous Duck; while Oriental Reed, Dusky Warblers, Taiga Flycatcher, migrating 

Blythôs Pipit and our first of many Alpine Leaf Warblers flitted about the surrounding reeds, bushes and 

fields. 

 

Alas, our time in Yunnan had come to an end and 

it was time to fly back to Chengdu and begin our 

exciting birding adventure around Sichuan. 

After our arrival in Chengdu we met with our 

delightful local guides - Parus and Bella - who 

would accompany us around Sichuan for the 

next nineteen days. We soon struck out for the 

nearby Chengdu Botanical Gardens, where we 

enjoyed a rewarding afternoonôs birding and 

relaxing stroll around the bird-rich and well 

maintained gardens. One of the first birds we 

found was a Vinous-throated Parrotbill that put 

on a good performance - we ended up seeing 

many of these tiny parrotbills during the course 

of the afternoon. Also in abundance were 

Chinese Blackbird and White-browed 

Laughingthrush and we also managed to obtain 

good views of: Speckled Piculet; Chinese Grosbeak; Japanese Tit; Collared Finchbill; Light-vented 

Bulbul, and Grey-capped Greenfinch. A real surprise came at the end of the day when a male Amur 

Paradise Flycatcher appeared briefly on a few occasions before flitting off deeper into the surrounding 

thickets and woodland. After a great afternoonôs birding we returned to our very comfortable hotel in 

town for another sumptuous dinner, cold beer and a good nightôs rest. 

 

Our Sichuan birding tour began in earnest with a drive down south towards Mt. Emei and the forest 

reserve of Longcanggou - which lies on the other side of the same mountains as the famous birding site 

of Wawushan, which is, unfortunately, currently closed to tourists. We arrived at our rather quaint guest 

house near the edge of Longcanggou Forest 

Reserve in time for lunch and spent the 

remainder of the afternoon birding along a road 

through some lovely, mature forest at the edge 

of the park entrance. Black-naped Oriole was 

found at the edge of our accommodation and 

specialties seen this afternoon included: Ashy-

throated Parrotbill; the gorgeous Red-billed 

Leiothrix; Bay Woodpecker; Large-billed, 

Claudiaôs, Klossôs and Sichuan Leaf Warblers; 

Martensôs and Chestnut-crowned Warblers; 

Rufous-capped Babbler; a stunning male 

Chinese Blue Flycatcher; Brown Dipper, and 

the ubiquitous, and attractive, Plumbeous Water 

Redstart. A Red-winged Laughingthrush called 

tantalizingly close, but refused to reveal itself - 

sightings of this mega would have to wait until 

tomorrow. 

Chinese Grosbeak in the Chengdu Botanical Gardens by 

Glen Valentine 

White-browed Laughingthrush in the Chengdu 

Botanical Gardens by Dennis Braddy 
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Our next two full days in the lush, moss-draped, broad-leaved and coniferous forests of Longcanggou 

produced some of the tripôs best birds and we were delighted with our encounters - especially considering 

the foul weather that had rolled in on our second day in the area.  

 Our early mornings in the higher-lying 

forest, dominated by bamboo and conifers, 

turned up highlights such as: Great, Brown and 

Three-toed Parrotbills; several extremely vocal 

Himalayan Cuckoos; the fast-flying White-

throated Needletail; Himalayan Swiftlet; 

Crimson-breasted and Darjeeling 

Woodpeckers; Long-tailed Minivet; Yellow-

browed, Coal and Pere Davidôs Tits; Brown-

flanked, Yellow-bellied, Aberrant and Brown 

Bush Warblers; Buff-throated and Bianchiôs 

Warblers; Elliottôs and Red-winged 

Laughingthrushes; superb Golden-breasted and 

Grey-hooded Fulvettas; White-collared Yuhina; 

Eurasian Wren; a very brief and shy Emei Shan 

Liocichla; nesting Hodgsonôs Treecreeper; 

singing White-bellied Redstart and White-

browed Bush Robin; the exquisite Mrs. Gouldôs Sunbird, and Vinaceous Rosefinch. The primary and 

secondary forest lower down the mountain gave us: a female Lady Amherstôs Pheasant feeding in the 

road; as well as the impressive Red-billed Blue Magpie; Sichuan Bush Warbler; Alstromôs Warbler; 

Brown Bullfinch; Red-billed Starling; Yellow-throated Bunting, and more Ashy-throated Parrotbills. 

 

After our time at Longcanggou we embarked on the long drive to Wolong - having to drive an extra five 

hours due to three of the five possible routes up into the Balangshan Mountains being impassable. The 

drive was, however, extremely interesting and scenic and we ended up over-nighting near Luding - with 

the only notable bird seen along the way being a nesting Hill Pigeon on a cliff-face. After an early 

departure the next morning we made the small town of Rilong for a late breakfast before climbing up 

towards the towering, 4500m (14700ft) high Balangshan Pass. A flock of Salim Aliôs Swift just before 

town was a lovely surprise and 

birding stops along the drive up the 

pass were extremely productive 

with every stop producing at least 

one top-quality new bird. The 

brilliant little White-browed Tit-

Warbler hopped around in the 

dense, scrubby thickets along with: 

Pink-rumped, Himalayan 

Beautiful, Chinese White-browed 

and Streaked Rosefinches; Alpine 

Leaf Warbler and Sichuan Tit; 

Snow Pigeons fed in small groups 

in open, muddy areas with Brandtôs 

and Plain Mountain Finches. 

Several stunning male White-tailed 

Rubythroat were admired as they 

The rare and endemic Three-toed Parrotbill at Longcanggou by 

Dennis Braddy 

The exquisite & fast-moving Golden-breasted Fulvetta 

at Longcanggou by Glen Valentine 
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sang from the tops of exposed bushes along with Rufous-breasted Accentor and Rosy Pipit.  

 On the mammal front we encountered 

several very endearing Himalayan Marmots 

scurrying over the grassy slopes. As we 

descended the pass on the Wolong side we 

encountered a very handsome Snow Partridge 

standing on a bank right at the edge of the road. 

We ground to a halt and jumped out, and quite 

amazingly the bird did not budge. Crippling 

views of this highly sought-after species ensued 

and eventually after several minutes of point-

blank views it decided to make its way a little 

further up the grassy slope - Tremendous! A litt le 

further on we arrived at our road-side lunch stop 

where some of us were greeted by a male 

Temminckôs Tragopan that jumped out from the 

forest onto the road and made a dash across and 

up the slope on the other side, showing its 

immensely bright colours for a few seconds to a lucky few. Himalayan Vultures soared overhead, while 

a short birding stop in a narrow valley a little lower down produced another huge surprise for this area in 

the form of a female Swinhoeôs Minivet that was watched feeding low down amongst some small bushes 

and even on the ground, along with fair numbers of: Slaty-backed and Rufous-gorgeted Flycatchers; 

Blue-fronted Redstart; Himalayan Bluetail, and Chestnut Thrush.  

 

Our next full day up into the Balangshan Mountains was superb! The morning started out overcast and 

very cold but the weather soon improved. A massive system had moved in during the night and brought 

about three feet of snow, but after scope views of Chinese Monal, Kesslerôs Thrush and White Eared 

Pheasant our spirits lifted. After a field breakfast in the light snow we continued down the road and 

admired the beauty of a soaring Golden Eagle, as well as several Bearded Vultures. The general birding 

here was, however, very slow due to the dense layer of fresh snow that blanketed the ground, bushes and 

trees, so we decided to drop down to the edge of the snow-line. This proved to be the perfect decision, 

because just before we were about to pull over and continue birding we suddenly found ourselves 

surrounded by a massive flock of 

male and female Grandala! These 

brilliant birds had obviously been 

forced lower down due to the 

inclement weather and we were 

absolutely blown away by the sheer 

number of these beauties, as well as 

how tame they were. We spent a 

good deal of time savouring the 

views of these indescribably 

beautiful, and bright, blue birds and 

even after walking away from them 

we were followed down the road 

by a flock of around a dozen birds 

for the next hour - Absolutely 

amazing! Other great birds seen 

after the Grandala explosion 
The habitat of Snow Partridge & Tibetan Snowcock: Balangshan Pass 

Scenery by Glen Valentine 

The immaculate White-browed Tit-Warbler on 

Balangshan Pass by Glen Valentine 


