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NORTH EAST CHINA- THE BEIDAIHE
MIGRATION AND THE TIBETAN PLATEAU

We spent 26 days in China- that is a long time to be
eating Chinese food every day- though we did manage
one pizza ( well sort of) and one steak.
This was our first visit to China and we found it to be a
very different sort of place- and in many respects a very
impressive one. It is amazing what a decade of
economic growth at 8% or 9% will do for your
economy. China is very much a first world economymany times more so than South Africa with really
impressive motorways, high speed railways, modern airports and Beijing looks very much a first
world capital city with that incredible “birds’ nest” Olympic stadium.
Chinese cities are not pretty as all Chinese seem to live in 30 story apartment blocks and there are
literally thousands of them for as far as the eye can see, but they are all going green. I could not
believe how every street in Beijing was lined with trees and every motorway off ramp had been
turned into a mini garden and the centre reservations were filled with roses – for kilometre after
kilometre. There are nurseries in the rural areas which stretch for hectares all growing trees which
are then sold to the government for planting on
hillside after hillside- small scale is something the
Chinese do not understand.
We spend the first two days in Beijing playing
tourist- doing Tiananmen Square, the Forbidden
City and the next day the Ming Tombs and the
Great Wall. An interesting look into China’s history.
Then we were off to Beidaihe 300 kilometres away
on the east coast timing our arrival when the
migration is at its peak in the second week of May.
Well it was supposed to be at its peak- it was in fact quite light- the only significant flocks we saw
were of Japanese White-eyes coming through in their hundreds. Most birds we saw were in two and
threes but we did see something new every day- One day the Oriental Cuckoos were not there- the
next day we saw five different birds. After birding around Beidahe for three days- including a trip up
into the hills for Ibisbill and Long-billed Plover we moved on to Happy Island for another 3 night stop.
Happy Island was once a great migration stopover point and birders had to sleep in a long dormitory
shed. Today it a Buddhist resort with excellent accommodation, lots of wooden boardwalks and
Christmas lights in many of the trees- and of course
less birds.
We were unfortunate in that our scheduled guidedue to fly in from Hongkong had visa problems and
never made it and our last minute replacement,
while speaking good English simply did not cut it as
a bird guide.. We were lucky to find some Dutch
birders on the same circuit as us who had a brilliant

guide and we tagged along with them for most of
our Beidaihe and Happy Island stay.
Beidaihe is one of China’s main seaside resorts
300 kilometres to the east of Beijing. Another
impressive town with a European feel to it- big
wide streets and many hotels- many of which
seem to close for the off season giving something
of a ghost town impression. We birded here in
several of the hotel gardens , in a large wetland
area and along the sea front.. The birds in China
were skittish – particularly the waders and wildfowl – it was practically impossible to get close
enough for a reasonable photograph yet strangely some birds like the Red-billed Blue Magpie which
I had found impossible to photograph in India was easier here.
We spent a day up in the hills which gave us good views of Ibisbill and Long-billed Plover and the
first of many Buntings- Little, Godlewski’s and Meadow
The wetlands gave us Swan Goose, Falcated Duck,
Vinous-throated Parrotbill and Chinese Penduline
Tit while the gardens produced Rubythroats,
Thrushes, Starlings and even an Oriental Scops Owl.
The sea front was good for many waders including
great views from a bridge of Long-toed Stints- and
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and along a river estuary
great views of Little Curlew which I originally
dismissed as just another Whimbrel until I saw a
Whimbrel and realised I had been looking at
something very different just a couple of minutes
ago. Luckily they were still out on the grassland and I managed a few shots. There were plenty of
Brown Shrikes, Leaf Warblers, and Buntings passing through and we had Chestnut flanked White-eye
each morning in the hotel grounds.
Then we were off to Happy Island – not an Island as such –more a peninsula with 2 kilometres of
beach and beyond all the development there were open fields where the Thushes and Buntings
foraged and woodland areas where we found
Rufous-tailed Robin, Oriental Cuckoo, Whitethroated Rock Thrush , Yellow billed Grosbeaks,
Japanese Sparrowhawk, and several flycatchersMugimaki, Asian Brown, Grey-streaked and Yellow
vented. The shoreline gave us Japanese Quail,
Saunders, Relict and Black-tailed Gulls and Bartailed Godwits looking stunning in full breeding
plumage. We even managed to crack a Chinese
Egret- an out of range bird.

We walked our feet off on Happy Island- for 10 solid
hours a day- It was hard work- the birds were not
easy and they all took some tracking down. So we
slept well particularly as it was a 20 minute walk back
from the restaurant in the evening.
We saw over 60 new birds on this leg of the trip – a
pleasing number given the limitations of our guide
and we were feeling ready for the altitude of the
Tibetan Plateau
Returning to Beidaihe we had another afternoon around the town before returning to Beijing and
flying the next morning to Xining for a 10 night stay on the Tibetan Plateau all above 3000 metres,
reaching 4500 on Erlashan Pass.
The city of Xining lying at 3000 metres in a valley deep in the barren Tibetan hills we were to explore
later in the trip. We met our guide Kevin and our Landcruiser at the airport and departed
immediately for the Beishan National Forest which lies to the North East about three hours drive
away .
Here we spent two days birding some very cold and
chilly valleys up in the hills. All the hilltops were
decorated with Buddhist prayer flags- all looking
incredibly tatty- mini rubbish dumps on the hilltops
and as usual where there is rubbish there are birds.
We fortunate to pick up a pair of Blue-eared
pheasants from one of these hill top look outswhere we had good but distant views. We were
quick to spot the endemic Elliot’s Laughing Thrush
and the first of many Redstarts- We saw Black, Daurian, Hodgson’s, White-throated, Blue-fronted,
Ala Shan, White-winged and on our last day stunning views of White-bellied.- 8 Redstarts in total; we
had great views of Siberian Rubythroat and Red-flanked Bluetail and six Snow finches- Small , Plainbacked, Tibetan, Rufous-necked,White-rumped and White-winged during the trip.
The snowfinches were not too difficult to photograph, and the Robins were far more confiding than
in India: we managed to get close to some of the Redstarts but not others, so despite the miserable
grey weather we had to endure for most of our stay on the plateau , on some days we managed
some semi decent shots.
At least we had a new competent guide, but he had
never birded the Plateau in May- and the truth be
told we were still a couple of weeks too early for
some of the altitudinal migrants and missed 3 or 4
birds as a result. One day was wiped out as a result of
a snow blizzard-we nearly got stuck in our
Landcruiser and the birding was so quiet on Erlashan

Pass we returned to Xining a day early to do some more
birding at lower altitudes.
Leaving Beishan we headed for Qinghai Lake- the third
largest fresh water lake in the world I was told ( not sure
that is true though)- a forbidding place with monotonous
high altitude grasslands leading down to a barren
shoreline with only Gulls, Great Cormorants and several
Bar-headed Geese for company. The grasslands held
Tibetan Lark, our first ever Groundpecker- a charming
little bird and the first of many Horned Lark- the most common bird on the plateau. We saw our first
Snowfinches here- White-rumped who co-habit with the Pika sharing their burrows and Plain-backed
– our one and only sighting of this bird.
Now the lake is a great Chinese tourist attraction- why I do not know- I would love to know what
they do there!! Maybe they become pilgrims because we saw plenty of those walking the several
hundred kilometre long circumference of the lake, sleeping rough with just their bedrolls and a small
rucksack on their backs. There is little accommodation along the lake so many camping sites have
grown up with highly coloured pitched tents awaiting
the summer influx. The latrine arrangements looked
pretty horrendous but the Chinese seem to live with
that.
We drove to a marshy area along the lake and got our
first views of some distant Black-necked Cranes. Luckily
a flock of ten or so birds flew past us a little later on.
The Citrine Wagtails looked great in full breeding
plumage as did the Common Redshank and Lesser
Sand Plovers. They just would not allow a close enough
approach for a really good shot. Nor would the single Pacific Golden Plover we found looking
splendid in his black ,white and gold. Brown-headed Gulls, Common Mergansers, (Goosanders) and
Great Crested and Black-necked Grebes sheltered in the small inlets. We even had a pair of Tibetan
foxes chasing each other and diving through fences as though they did not exist.
We overnighted at Hiemahe along the lake in another very respectable hotel- All the
accommodation had been excellent so far but we knew Erlashan Pass still awaited us.
From Heimahe we left the lake and headed inland for
the higher altitude grasslands and Rubber Mountain,
home to Przevalski’s Rosefinch- for me the most
important bird of the trip. We arrived late afternoon
and spent the last two hours of daylight searching an
amazingly steep slope for the bird which we could hear
calling above us. In fact it seemed to be calling all
around us but we finally admitted defeat and staggered

down the slope to find a new Guesthouse/hotel in Chaka
which once again was more than presentable.
Out on a new slope at 6.30 the following morning it took
us half an hour to find a pair of Prezvalksi’s – and they
entertained us for 15 minutes giving us really great
views—Whew!! This was to be the best morning’s birding
for some time and we quickly picked up Rosy and Water
Pipits, Great Rosefinch, Brown and Robin Accentors,
Plain Mountain Finch and even a Chinese Bush Warbler. It
quickly became apparent that we were a couple of weeks too early for some of the altitudinal
migrants which spend the summer months up here. Birds which are generally common like
Mongolian Ground Jay , Mongolian Lark and Mongolian Finch were just not to be found. The next
day was largely wiped out by snow blizzards- having battled through snow three feet deep to reach
the head of the valley there was no let up in the weather and we had to fight our way out and just
avoided being snowed in. The next day was desperately cold and windy and we fought long and hard
to find a solitary Pallas’s Sandgrouse, a pair of Ala Shan Redstarts and even a Tibetan Bunting. If the
weather was like this at 4000 metres what would Er
Lashan Pass have in store at over 4500 metres??
We were told that the accommodation at Wenquan
on the other side of the pass would be the worst of
the trip – as long as they have a western toilet I said you will be sharing a knee trembler I was told. We
were supposed to spend 2 nights there- time for a
new plan I thought. After the Pass we were supposed
to overnight in a town called Gonghe on the way back
to Xining. Gonghe was just a hundred kilometres from
Er Lashan so why shouldn’t we spend a night there on
the way through and get up early to head for the Pass. Plan approved we spent the night in Gonghe
(in a 5* hotel nogal ) and headed out early for Erlashan on the new dual carriageway which now
carves it way through the hills of the Plateau. The weather once again was desperately cold with a
strong wind blowing . At the pass I spent half an hour climbing higher into the teeth of the gale
looking in vain for a Snowcock or Tibetan Sandgrouse. There were simply no birds around at all, so
numbed to the bone we returned to the Landcruiser and decided to cut short our time here . We
would return to Gonghe and spend an extra day birding around Xining at lower altitudes. This sort of
flexibility is one of the major advantages when you have
a customised tour just for you. It is actually cheaper than
travelling with the big companies and well worth doing if
you make the effort.
We left Gonghe the next morning on the old road which
followed the Yellow River and spent a relaxed day birding
our way back to Xining. Black-face Buntings, Rufoustailed Rock-thrushes, Pale Rosefinch, Lesser White-throat
, Grey Bushchat, Daurian Partridge and others made us

feel we were on a birding trip again and not a polar
expedition.
Back in Xining we had two and a half days left
before our flights back to Beijing- a fill in really
having cancelled the trip to Lhasa following the
earthquakes in Nepal and Tibet.
We had an excellent morning in the Yaozi Forest
Park- More Tits, Nuthatches, Redstarts and to
Stephanie’s delight!! plenty of Leaf Warblers. We
had great views of Siberian Rubythroat, Red-flanked Bluetail, -the endemic Gansu Leaf Warbler,
White-cheeked Nuthatch, Crested Tit Warbler, Goldcrests, Grey-headed Bullfinches, and on our last
day the stunning little White-bellied Redstart lifting our haul to eight Redstarts
So a difficult trip in some ways as the weather was not kind to us- but the accommodation was
excellent and our guides did everything possible for us to smooth our way through some strange
Chinese customs and make sure we had everything we needed. Not the greatest trip for Stephanietoo many leaf warblers but I enjoy Palearctic
birding and we managed to see some really
difficult birds both down at the coast and up on
the Plateau. It is a shame that you cannot quite
get the timing right for the peak week of the
migration and the return of the summer
breeders on the high plateau.
They say the Chinese eat everything on legs
except a table, and everything that flies except a
plane and for once my 400mm lens simply was
not long enough as many birds were just a
stretch too far away.
Still all in all we did well -I was hoping for about 135 birds and finished with just over 120. Bird of the
trip was undoubtedly Przevalski’s Rosefinch (some call it Pink-tailed Bunting- another monotypic bird
in its own family) but we had other special birds- Blue-eared Pheasant, Black-necked Crane, Little
Curlew, Long-billed Plover, Daurian Partridge, all the Snow Finches, many of the Rosefinches, 9
different Buntings, Relict and Saunders Gulls, and a pocket full of Redstarts and another highlight for
me – all the waders in full breeding plumage- The Lesser Sand Plovers and Citrine Wagtails were
simply stunning and my first Long-toed Stint was the cherry on top. It was not Stephanie’s best
birding trip- too many Leaf Warblers for that but for Northern Palearctic birding it was thoroughly
enjoyable

