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For even the most seasoned of global travellers, Mongolia rates highly as one of the world’s most 

compelling destinations. This vast landlocked country, the ancestral home to the great Chinggis Khan 

and his ancient empire, has remained largely unspoilt with minimal infrastructure and huge tracts of 

virgin landscape, enjoying abundant birds and wildlife. But even in Mongolia change is happening, and 

this became apparent to us as we undertook our third visit to the country in ten years. China and 

Russia are working with Mongolians to exploit the rich and significant mineral assets across the 

country, bringing new found wealth and a more modern lifestyle to some of the population, with the 

capital Ulan Bator at the centre of this transformation.  Here, as the old traditions slowly give way, 

new highways are filled with cars and new high rise apartments are replacing the centuries old 

traditional gers or yurts. The change process is bringing its own problems, particularly in the capital 

where a sadly inadequate road network sees constant traffic jams which together with huge coal fired 

power stations combine to create some of the most polluted air in the world.   

But Mongolia is huge and thankfully the traveller is soon away from the capital and our tour traversed 

some of the country’s remote landscapes, encountering as we went, high mountains and alpine 

meadows of the Altai Mountains, rivers, streams, tranquil lakes and rolling grasslands of the steppe, 

the majestic stony and sandy deserts of the Gobi region, and the coniferous woodlands marking the 

southern edge of the great Siberian taiga forest. Here beauty still reigns over the countryside and 

within these wonderful and evocative settings our aim was to observe the resident and migrant bird 

life, as well as witness as much of the other terrific wildlife on offer as we could. Our Birding Abroad 

group comprised the following members: Brian Chambers and Mick Clay from Yorkshire, Alan Hayden, 

Roger Howell, Leo Pyke, Shaun Robson, Marie Smith and Dave Taylor from Dorset and Brad Robson 

and Matthew Tickner from Northern Ireland.  Lance and Nick were the Birding Abroad tour leaders, 

ably supported by a knowledgeable and helpful ground crew from Ulan Bator who accompanied us 

throughout the tour.   

 



Friday 24 August – The group assembled at London’s Heathrow Airport for the morning flight to 

Moscow, where we had a couple of hours in transit before taking our overnight connecting flight to 

Mongolia’s capital Ulan Bator. The journey proved remarkably smooth and was completed on time.  

Saturday 25 August - We arrived early morning at Ulan Bator’s Chinggis Khan Airport to the sight of 

heavy rain and leaden grey skies. This was rather unexpected, since our two previous tours at this time 

of year have been blessed with sun and blue skies. Early summer rains had been more persistent than 

usual, even intensifying through August to create swollen rivers in the north and watering the Gobi 

Desert in the south. Everywhere the ground was covered in greenery and wild flowers, this once in 

twenty five years occurrence providing a veritable blaze of colour. We were met by our ground crew 

comprising both a bird guide and a driver, and after boarding our roomy tour bus we made our way 

to the Tuul River ‘onion fields' on the outskirts of the capital. Here despite the rain, our introductory 

birding session yielded many notable species including a couple of Temminck’s Stints, a Pintail Snipe, 

25 Mongolian Gulls, groups of Black-eared Kites and our first comparisons of Amur Falcon and Hobby. 

The drizzle had grounded a good selection of passerine migrants with single figure counts of Brown 

Shrikes, Yellow-browed, Dusky, Two-barred and Arctic Warblers and upwards of 25 Taiga Flycatchers, 

three Asian Brown Flycatchers and 15 Common Rosefinch.  

 

A flock of c200 White-cheeked Starling was our highest ever on a trip to Mongolia. Other notable birds 

included double figure counts for both Eastern Yellow and Baikal Wagtails, together with a few Citrine 

Wagtails.  Red-billed Choughs showed well and we became accustomed to their presence, a common 

sight in most places in Mongolia. Accolade for ‘bird of the day’ surely fell to four stunning Azure Tits 

Juvenile Brown Shrike retaining quite a lot of scaling on mantle 



which with patience showed at close range. Small parties of White-crowned Penduline-tits also zipped 

about the area calling incessantly and were eventually seen nicely.  

We then drove on westward away from Ulan Bator on a tarmac highway for three hours before 

arriving at the Hustai National Park in the late afternoon. During the last part of our journey, the rain 

finally stopped and the steppe grasslands opened out revealing our first Upland Buzzards sitting and 

hunting from roadside posts. We also enjoyed our first groups of Demoiselle Cranes, made up of family 

parties and totalling 200 birds by the end of the drive.  

 

Small flocks of Mongolian Larks showed their strong white wing patterning very clearly, whilst a couple 

of Saker Falcons dashed across the grasslands, a species we were to see virtually daily. We checked-in 

to our ger camp accommodation and familiarised ourselves with the camp layout, its workings and 

facilities, before venturing out on an excursion into the wide expanses of the park. Our hope was that 

we would spot a group of Takhi or Przewalski’s Horse, the last remaining species of wild horse in the 

world. Careful scanning of the hillsides was eventually rewarded with views of 18 of these attractive 

animals, in mixed age groups and including a couple of foals, all of which looked healthy with 

handsome coats and manes.  Two small groups of Wapiti, a subspecies of the North American Elk, 

were also observed. Alongside the track a single telegraph wire and a line of poles provided perches 

for Amur Falcons, with males, females and juveniles providing nice views.  Small mammals of the 

rodent variety are very common across Mongolia’s steppe and desert, and we counted some 50 

Mongolian Marmots during our first day, as well as two Long-tailed Ground Squirrels, whilst a 

Elegant Demoiselle Cranes showed brilliantly at Hustai 



Mongolian Gerbil was seen at dusk. We had enjoyed a terrific first day with some nice birds and wildlife 

and all too soon it was time to return to camp, the rain now a distant memory. That evening we 

sampled the first of many three course meals, helped along with a Golden Gobi beer or two, before 

retiring to our gers complete with their comfortable divan beds. Even though we were in remotest 

Mongolia, the creature comforts on offer at the eco-tourist ger camps are very reasonable and more 

than adequate for touring birders.   

 

Sunday 26 August – Today we enjoyed a full day in the Hustai National Park, exploring one of the main 

valleys which contained a variety of habitats. As morning sunshine warmed the skies, raptors took to 

the air over the steppe grassland - eight Black Vulture, three Lammergeier, 15 Steppe Eagle, five 

Golden Eagle, 40 Common Kestrel, 20 Amur Falcon, two Eurasian Hobby and a Saker Falcon had all 

been seen by early afternoon! A pleasant walk to a tract of remnant birch forest yielded a few migrant 

birds, notably a male Daurian Redstart, five Taiga Flycatchers and an Olive-backed Pipit. The grass and 

rock hillsides held six Meadow Buntings, whilst two Camberwell Beauties provided a touch of glamour. 

Views over the landscape were tremendous – the sheer remoteness being something few people from 

the UK ever encounter. For the ardent ‘vis-migers’ in the group, the sight of 15 Grey Heron moving 

very high to the south brought instant gratification, and for mammal lovers our guide skilfully located 

a distant group of c100 grazing Mongolian Gazelle, surprisingly well hidden where the dappled sunlight 

hit the hillsides.  Returning to our vehicle, we had a memorable encounter with a Central Asian Viper 

on the track.  Whilst watching this highly venomous snake (from several metres away) we looked on 

in amazement as it slid under our vehicle, reared up and pulled itself up into the undercarriage! 

Attempts were made to force it back to the ground, but in the end we had to set off hoping it would 

drop back down - and not find a passage to the inside of the vehicle!  We never saw it again, thankfully!  

Four Pied Wheatears were sometimes perched alongside a few of their Northern Wheatear cousins 

offering a direct and educational comparison. As we drove back to camp we passed stretches of more 



sandy terrain prompting a double figure count of Isabelline Wheatears, these adding to the Oenanthe 

experience.  

 

After lunch we explored a side valley where in warm blue sky conditions, two Richard’s Pipits and 

several Mongolian Larks showed well. The hillsides were full of Wapiti, with more than 200 counted 

during the day. Further views of about 30 Przewalski’s Horses were enjoyed, as well as our first Tolai 

Hare of the trip. Near to camp a small gulley complete with a mere trickle of a stream proved popular 

with the group, holding Temminck’s Stint, Pintail Snipe, an Arctic Warbler and three Citrine Wagtails.  

Dinner was another grand affair and as darkness fell, several of the group set off with the driver to try 

to see a few more mammals.  Great spotting from our guide produced a Steppe Polecat which we 

watched via torchlight as it scuttled away before disappearing down a hole. A Striped Dwarf Hamster 

was also noted, making the torch-lit sortie well worth the effort.   

Monday 27 August – After a filling breakfast we set off again, making a slight change to the schedule 

as we drove westwards for an hour and a half to stop at the Lun marshes, rather than the more distant 

Bayannur Lake. Water meadows alongside the river held 150 Pacific Golden Plover, all adults, whilst a 

nice female Eastern Marsh Harrier and two Hen Harriers patrolled the area. Some oxbow lakes in the 

river held interesting wildfowl with a few Whooper Swans, a Swan Goose, Common Goldeneye, Ruddy 

Shelduck, Red-Crested Pochard, six Garganey, a female Baikal Teal and five Chinese Spot-billed Duck. 

A few Upland Buzzards and Steppe Eagles were in attendance over the pastures, both species we were 

to see on a daily basis. Waders were relatively thin on the ground though, with just a handful of Green 

and Wood Sandpipers and a Greenshank. On our way back to Hustai for lunch, we noted several 

A male Pied Wheatear 



Richard’s and Blyth’s Pipits, some perching on wires as well as groups of Mongolian, Lesser Short-toed 

and Steppe Horned Larks (brandti) and a pair of Siberian Stonechats. By mid-afternoon it was time to 

journey back to Ulan Bator where we checked into our hotel, later enjoying a nice evening meal.  

  

Tuesday 28 August – We had to be at Ulan Bator Airport early for our 06:50 flight to Dalanzadgad, 

gateway to the ‘green’ Gobi.  The one and a quarter hour flight was very comfortable and provided 

great views over the vast and virtually uninhabited expanse of the Mongolian landscape. Upon our 

arrival we explored an irrigated horticultural area only a couple of kilometres from the airport which 

had many bushes and provided excellent cover for a selection of migrants. An Oriental Turtle-dove 

was new for the trip, along with six Isabelline Shrikes, three Yellow-browed Warblers, two Two-barred 

Warblers, two Asian Brown Flycatchers and about 30 of each of Taiga Flycatcher, Dusky Warbler and 

Common Rosefinch.   

Lunch was taken at a ger camp in the vast gravel plain west of Dalanzadgad where we had seen 

Oriental Plovers on a previous visit. Sadly we were unlucky this time, but a short walk around the camp 

yielded two roosting Long-eared Owls, an Asian Brown Flycatcher, a family party of Isabelline Shrike 

whilst Dusky Warblers and Common Rosefinches could be classified as common. The first Pallas’s 

Bunting, a juvenile, was seen, providing a chance to familiarise ourselves with its subtle markings. We 

knew we only had a slim chance of seeing Oriental Plover but this had been made all the more difficult 

as the recent rains had induced much higher grass growth making it extremely difficult to pick out any 

lingering birds. We had some compensation in the form of close views of three stunning Pallas’s 

Sandgrouse feeding trackside. Such an iconic species and great views were enjoyed by all.  

Mongolian Lark – strongly patterned at rest and in flight 



About five kilometres before reaching our ger camp for the night, we stopped at another irrigated 

agricultural area which had proven very productive for migrants on a previous visit. We were not to 

be disappointed with two Arctic Warblers, 30 Dusky Warblers, seven more Two-barred Warblers,  

Thick-billed Warbler, Lesser Whitethroat, Eastern (phoenicuroides) Black Redstart, 30 Olive-backed 

Pipits and 50 more Common Rosefinch.  

 

However it was the sighting of a ‘crowned’ phylloscopus warbler which absorbed most of our 

attention. In brief, it was a smaller and neater bird than nearby Arctic Warblers, with head markings 

bearing a similarity to Eastern-crowned Warbler, but there was no sign of any lemon yellow wash to 

the under-tail coverts and the wing bars were of similar structure and prominence to a Two-barred 

Warbler. Detailed notes were taken of the bird, together with some photographs which indicate a 

Claudia’s Leaf-warbler, a new species for Mongolia no less!  

To round off our session here a superb male Siberian Rubythroat showed well for the group, our first 

of the trip and always a favourite.     

As late afternoon wore on, we checked into the Gobi Tour Ger Camp before venturing to the nearby 

‘Flaming Cliffs’ of Bayanzag, the site of the discovery of fossilised dinosaur eggs by American 

palaeontologist Roy Chapman Andrews in 1920.  The views across the desert here are quite splendid 

especially as the sun begins to set and a few souvenir photos were taken.  

A stunning male Eastern Black Redstart  



 

Wednesday 29 August - This morning we started the day with another visit to the nearby agricultural 

plot giving us more time with the many migrants and another go at the ‘mystery’ warbler. Two Oriental 

Turtle-doves showed well as did seven Pallas’s Buntings and six Steppe Grey Shrikes (pallidirostris). 

Good views were had of a Thick-billed Warbler and the ‘crowned’ warbler was again present allowing 

further notes to be taken and the photograph below.  

 



After breakfast back at the camp, we set off across the Gobi heading further south for a journey of six 

hours or so towards Khongor Els. The desert was much greener than in previous years and a blanket 

of wild flowers, mainly of the ‘onion’ family, produced a hue of lovely pinks and whites covering the 

ground. Though extremely pretty, the greenery was probably responsible for species such as larks 

being more dispersed and not gathering in their usual concentrated flocks. A short walk into a sparsely 

vegetated wadi produced a Long-eared Hedgehog and a flighty Yellow-breasted Bunting, our only 

encounter with this species during the trip. Our best count for Isabelline Wheatears came on this leg 

of the journey with 16 being noted. Groups of semi-domesticated Bactrian Camels, their presence so 

typifying the landscapes we were crossing were noted throughout the day, totalling some 100 

individuals. Another stop was made to scan for Goitered Gazelle and we eventually saw six of these 

lovely creatures. A short walk here yielded a fine male Desert Wheatear and many Toad-headed 

Agamas in the desert sand. Best of all though were three Mongolian (Henderson’s) Ground-jays, a key 

target species for the trip which scuttled rather secretly across shallow gullies, often crouching low to 

hide motionless and sometimes perching on low bushes to give nice views for the group. 

 

As we crossed the West Beauty Mountains, we paused for an hour, noting eight Pied Wheatears and 

six Siberian Ibex, but no Mongolian Finch could be located at what is usually a reliable site.  Here too 

were a few small parties of Blyth’s Pipits numbering 12 birds in total, our best day count for this 

species. A Haley’s Pit Viper was a nice sight for snake lovers. Descending from the mountains we could 

see the splendid sand dunes of Khongor Els ahead of us, golden in the late afternoon sun, with ripples 

of shadows on the wind-carved ridges creating a magical effect - quite a sight.  Khongor Els is also 

known as the “singing dunes” from the peculiar sounds made as the winds swirl around its ridges. A 

Mongolian (Henderson’s) Ground-jay – one of only 

four species of Ground-jay in the world 



couple of parties of Pallas’s Sandgrouse flew over as we admired the view, adding to the desert 

spectacle and atmosphere.    

 

We checked-in to the Gobi Erdene ger camp, perhaps the most modern we had seen and after a nice 

evening meal a few of the group embarked on a short foray out to try to see more mammal species. 

These efforts were rewarded with sightings of a single Siberian (Five-toed) Jerboa and three Northern 

Three-toed Jerboa.  The trip mammal list was gradually creeping upwards.   

Thursday 30 August – Today we had a full day exploring the Khongor Els area, starting after breakfast 

at the base of the impressive dunes themselves where there is a mix of habitat including both Saxaul 

forest and a stream – a magnet for migrants.  The iris beds proved the best location for Pallas’s 

Grasshopper-warblers with 21 sightings being noted. Most were quick flight views, but eventually and 

with patience, a couple were noted sitting out. The stream and adjacent boggy ground proved popular 

with wagtails with 11 Eastern Yellow and 20 Citrine noted, whilst metres away on slightly drier ground 

good comparisons were had of several Richard’s and Blyth’s Pipits. Snipe were regularly flushed with 

the majority (35) being Pintail and just seven Common. Best of all were three Long-toed Stints, 

pleasing for the group as waders had not been as plentiful on this year’s tour.  A Eurasian Wryneck 

and fly-by White-winged Tern were also noted during the morning’s walk and five Hill Pigeons 

favoured the area near the parking lot where they mingled with a group of Feral Pigeons.  

Unfortunately no Saxaul Sparrows could be found, our local guide commenting that the population 

had disappeared since his last visit, hopefully only temporarily, due to weather factors in the previous 

Pallas’s Sandgrouse – an iconic and irruptive resident of central Asian deserts  



year which had in some way affected this often nomadic species.  Great Gerbils favoured the Saxaul 

scrub with at least 10 being seen.    

We took lunch at the camp followed by an early afternoon rest through the hottest part of the day, 

before once again venturing out into the field.  We located an area of undulating dry rocky ravines a 

few kilometres from the camp, potential habitat for the very scarce and highly localised Mongolian 

Ground-Jay. Diligently checking each ravine we eventually found two birds which gave excellent views. 

This highly specialised species is resident here, so has to tolerate both the extreme heat of summer 

and the numbingly cold winters encountered in the Gobi Desert. Our walk also produced nice views 

of five Asian Desert Warblers. Pleased with the day’s birding we returned to camp for our evening 

meal, which was again followed by a torch-lit sortie around the camp in search of yet more small 

mammals.   

 

Friday 31 August – Our epic journey continued as we said farewell to Khongor Els and drove east 

across the Gobi for several hours, stopping occasionally where the habitat looked promising. One such 

stop yielded a nice mix of wheatears including Northern, six Isabelline, a male Desert and five Pied, as 

well as no less than eight Mongolian Ground-jays. A flock of 40 Lesser Short-toed Larks was remarkably 

our highest of the trip (we would normally expect flocks ten times this size). Perhaps best of all was a 

group of five Asiatic Wild Asses, which were discovered grazing on a distant hillside. Now quite rare in 

Mongolia, this lovely little animal once roamed the steppes quite commonly but was extensively 

hunted resulting in a fall in its numbers during the last century. Several sightings of Goitered Gazelle 

totalled 14 individuals adding to the mammalian interest. Pulling over to check a seasonal lake that 

had been swelled significantly by the autumn rains, we found 25 Ruddy Shelduck, two Little Gulls and 

Asian Desert Warbler – very rare vagrant to western Europe 



both Demoiselle and Common Crane with eight Common Shelduck (our only ones of the trip), 48 

Eurasian Spoonbill and a handful of Wood Sandpipers. Further close views of a party of 15 Pallas’s 

Sandgrouse ensured we’d had good views of these special birds. We finally made it to the Gobi Oasis 

Ger Camp by early evening which was to be our base for the next two nights.   

Saturday 1 September – Today we explored the Yolyn Am valley, also known as “Valley of the 

Lammergeier”. For the bus to even reach the parking area was a test of our driver’s skills, as the track 

was virtually impassable in places due to erosion and recent flooding. Our driver’s name was ‘Shagga’, 

a veteran of over 20 years of driving around Mongolia. We knew him from our first trip to Mongolia 

ten years before and we trusted his skills and judgement implicitly. Twice we had to clamber out of 

the vehicle and watch as he weighed up the challenge ahead and then steered and revved the engine 

through a rough stretch of track, with the bus tilting to almost 45 degrees! Having made it to the 

parking area, we ventured out on foot to explore the main gorge and side valleys. Unfortunately heavy 

rain started not long after we set off and for a couple of hours we sheltered where we could, before 

breaks in the cloud suggested fairer weather was on its way. As the sun finally broke through, the first 

birds to show were a group of 40 Eurasian Crag Martins followed by raptors taking to the air, with 

superb views of up to four Lammergeiers, which were joined in the following few hours by a total of 

18 Himalayan Griffon Vultures, nine Black Vultures, four Golden Eagles and three Saker Falcons.  

 

Lammergeier at Yolyn Am 



The area is noted for several species of accentor, one of which, Mongolian (Koslov’s), is Mongolia’s 

only endemic bird. For most of the day the accentors proved quite shy, maybe as they had to dry out 

first, but eventually we collectively managed nice views of two Mongolian and ten Brown Accentors. 

A single male Chinese Beautiful Rosefinch was also seen. The spectacular valley provides valuable 

vegetation for migrant passerines, and our walk produced a good range of species including three 

Eurasian Wryneck, two Siberian Stonechats, single Brown Shrike and Asian Brown Flycatcher and 12 

Eastern Black Redstarts. Along the streams were a few Citrine, Eastern Yellow, Baikal and many Grey 

Wagtails. Late in the afternoon a small passage of Oriental Honey-buzzards occurred, with 35 birds 

gliding and flapping their way south, a truly fine spectacle.   

 

Altai Snowcock are regularly seen at Yolyn Am, mainly in the spring of course when they display, but 

occasionally too at other times of year when a bird ventures to the rim of the high peaks. So in the 

late afternoon with a warm sun still shining onto the high ridges, we diligently lined up our scopes and 

patiently watched for any signs of the birds. What followed was quite astonishing for one member of 

the team, as Roger let out the cry of “large cat ... moving between the boulders...” or words to that 

effect! We quickly got our bearings but unfortunately the animal did not show again, despite two 

successive aerial bombardments by a Saker Falcon giving away its location. Roger’s description could 

only mean one thing, as our Mongolian guide concurred, a Snow Leopard no less!  We continued to 

watch the area closely but to no avail.  On a previous trip to Yolyn Am we had seen a Snow Leopard 

footprint in the trackside dust. This time we had gone one better and seen this special and much 

sought after mammal, albeit by only one member of the group. Roger was stunned, his expression 

saying it all. He obviously hoped we might all see the Snow Leopard but sometimes it just happens 

Mongolian (Koslov’s) Accentor – the only endemic bird of the region   



that way and nevertheless we were all delighted for him. The excitement continued when our guide 

told us that he had done some exploratory work himself that afternoon and duly produced a 

photograph of a Pallas’s Cat. His sighting of this diminutive animal had been too far away from the 

group, so unfortunately he couldn’t alert us. What a sight that would have been!  

Sunday 2 September – This morning we had to be up early to return to Dalanzadgad airport for our 

flight back to Ulan Bator. Upon our arrival we set off towards Jalman Meadows, an eco ger camp set 

up by our ground agents in the Khan Khenti Strictly Protected Area. On the drive east where the 

roadside meadows opened out, we noted some mixed flocks of ‘corvids’ right beside the road which 

included 30 each of Daurian Jackdaw and Eastern Rook. Leaving the main highway to head across the 

steppe, we passed a flock of about 25 Kestrels hawking insects which contained at least one male 

Lesser Kestrel. The grassland here was excellent for Long-tailed Ground Squirrel with ten being 

counted.    

We stopped at an area of mixed forest high on a col, a known site for Black-billed Capercaillie, and had 

a walk for one and a half hours. This produced a Hazel Grouse, four Northern Nutcrackers, five Willow 

Tits, three Eurasian Nuthatch, 17 Hawfinch and five Pine Buntings, whilst Japanese Buzzard and 

Northern Goshawk were seen overhead. Our first taste of the southern reaches of the great Siberian 

taiga forest was producing some nice birds.  

 

Pallas’s Leaf-warbler – a few were still 

singing in the wooded hillsides   



Monday and Tuesday 3 & 4 September – Jalman Meadows is undoubtedly a very beautiful location, 

and from our camp, elevated on the grassy hillside, we could see far and wide across the rich mix of 

habitat surrounding the area. The group enjoyed the freedom and serenity of the landscape, which is 

best explored on foot. For the next two days, the more adventurous and energetic managed long hikes 

along the ridges and through the forest, whilst others sauntered along the valley bottom with short 

sorties into the woods. Both strategies worked well. The forest bird tally included five Hazel Grouse 

and three female Black-billed Capercaillie, the latter comprising a single on 3rd and two on 4th. Grouse 

species were further swelled by up to 28 Black Grouse in fields near to our camp. Raptors overhead 

included nice views of Black Vultures, Golden Eagles and Steppe Eagles, whilst woodpeckers were 

represented by daily totals of five Grey-headed, three Black, one Three-toed and four Lesser Spotted 

Woodpeckers. Smaller woodland passerines included Marsh, Willow and Coal Tits. The river and 

streamside willows gradually gave up their treasures too and when combined with the woodland 

counts we amassed peak day counts of 60 Yellow-browed Warbler, 20 Pallas’s Warblers and 30 Dusky 

Warblers along with a single Radde’s Warbler, two Two-barred Warblers and five Arctic Warblers. Late 

afternoon sunshine in the valley bottom seemed to induce Red-throated Thrushes to perch out, and 

on both days we watched up to four of these fine birds as they sat out on top of pines. Those that had 

taken the high paths through the forests also found several of this shy species, giving us a cracking 

combined day count of 19 on the 4th.  

 

Roger captured this beautiful Red-throated Thrush at Jalman Meadows 



The wooded slopes were the best place for Red-flanked Bluetails and Olive-backed Pipits with 16 and 

c70 respectively being counted, whilst the valley bottoms yielded a couple of Siberian Rubythroats, 

up to 18 Daurian Redstarts, a maximum of five Long-tailed Rosefinches and our first few Little and 

Black-faced Buntings of the trip.   

Our only ‘Great Grey Shrikes’ of the trip were an adult and a juvenile, no doubt part of a family group 

which frequented an area not far from our camp. Traditional nomenclature has these birds as the race 

sibiricus, the most easterly of the Great Grey Shrike complex. This has changed recently and they are 

now considered as a subspecies of Northern Grey Shrike, a separate species with representatives in 

both North America and East Asia.   

The mammal list was still growing steadily as several Red Squirrels, two Mountain Hares, six Wild Boar, 

two Siberian Roe Deer and three Siberian Chipmunks were logged.  

 

Wednesday 5 September – This morning we had to leave Jalman Meadows to make the three hour 

journey to Gun Galuut, which lies south-east on the crystal clear Kherlen River.  As we approached the 

area we stopped off at Ikh Gun, a large lake where we had our picnic lunch and scanned the water and 

edges. New for the trip were 13 Whooper Swans, 120 Goldeneye, both Great Crested and Black-

necked Grebes, with Black-tailed Godwit, Ruddy Turnstone and four Mew Gulls also noted. Brandt’s 

Voles were common in this area.   

After checking-in to the Steppe Nomads camp, where some of the group favoured more modern 

cabins instead of gers, we took a drive along the river valley checking the expansive marsh and 

grasslands along the way. We soon had our first views of White-naped Cranes, with nine of these 

Siberian Chipmunk – one of over 30 species of mammals we encountered 



stunning birds sedately promenading in front of us.  A group of seven Black Storks flew along the river, 

and two Eastern Marsh-harriers and two Hen Harriers patrolled the marsh.  

 

A favourite spot where we tended to gravitate early morning and evening was a small line of willows 

at the camp boundary close to the river. The ‘hedge’ as we named it, was a magnet for migrants.  True 

to form, just a few minutes of watching produced three Little and one Black-faced Bunting as well as 

Oriental Turtle-dove, Brown Shrike and a handful of Yellow-browed and Dusky Warblers. As we 

watched the sun setting over the dramatic valley of Gun Galuut, large groups of Rock Sparrows flew 

into their roosts in buildings around our camp.   

Thursday and Friday 6 &7 September – We now had two full days to explore the whole area and so 

divided the days into birding sessions to focus on the various types of habitat available. The shallow 

wetlands of Lake Ayaga were visited twice and proved very productive. Small flocks of Swan Geese 

totalled 37 birds, these consorting with four Taiga Bean Geese. Mallard, Common Teal, Shoveler and 

Pintail were the most abundant dabbling ducks and were joined by Ruddy Shelduck (32), Garganey 

(12) and best of all up to six Baikal Teal, which were carefully ‘grilled’ through our ‘scopes to take in 

their subtle plumage features. The larger and deeper Ikh Gun held a few hundred Common Goldeneye 

and 90 Common Pochard with a handful of Great Crested, Slavonian and Black-necked Grebes. The 

edges yielded a few more waders including Little Ringed and a single Kentish Plover, a few Ruff, 70 or 

so Spotted Redshanks as well as single Temminck’s Stint, 15 Little Stints and just one Red-necked Stint, 

White-naped Cranes – stately and stunning on the marshes at Gun Galuut  



giving great close views for nice comparisons. Overall wader numbers were well down on our previous 

visits, but we did find a Grey-tailed Tattler, a species seen only very infrequently in Mongolia, straying 

from its usual more easterly Asian migratory route.  

 

One of our sessions saw us drive along the river some six kilometres from camp. From here we enjoyed 

a gently paced walk of a further four kilometres into the hills where we hoped for sightings of Argali 

Sheep. Our effort was duly rewarded with nice views of 12 of these lovely animals grazing on the arid 

hillside, at least two being older adult males complete with huge curly horns. Up to ten Daurian Pikas 

and large numbers of Brandt’s Voles were also noted. A quiet walk into the riverside willows produced 

no less than four Siberian Rubythroats, easily the best day count of the trip for this beautiful species 

– surely everyone’s dream find back home in the UK. All the gentle hiking had tired most of the group 

but those energetic enough to walk all the way back to camp were justly rewarded with great views 

of a Eurasian Eagle-owl as dusk fell. Raptors were a feature of the skies around Gun Galuut during our 

stay, with a few Black Vultures, two Lammergeiers, five Steppe Eagles, three Golden Eagles, 25 Black-

eared Kites, two Upland Buzzards, a single Japanese Buzzard and two Sakers being logged. Mongolian, 

Lesser Short-toed and Steppe Horned Larks showed well on the short grassland areas.  

The ‘hedge’ drew in more migrants through the two days, with peak counts there including  about 50 

Yellow-browed and 30 Dusky Warblers, three Pallas’s Warblers, two Siberian Rubythroats, five Taiga 

Flycatchers, two Pallas’s Grasshopper-warblers, three Brown Shrikes, 20 Olive-backed Pipits, 15 Pine 

Grey-tailed Tattler – scarce visitor to Mongolia from even further north and east 



Bunting, two Pallas’s Bunting, 38 Little Bunting and a single Black-faced Bunting.  It was a great place 

to just stand and watch the mix of migrant species as they fuelled up, and a good opportunity to study 

the plumage features and calls of so many Siberian birds.  

 

In addition to the fabulous birding and wildlife on offer, it is perhaps the sheer magnificence of the 

wide open vista complete with crystal clear river, glistening and winding away to the distant horizons 

which make Gun Galuut such a marvellous place to stay. Of course the ever present stately White-

naped Cranes do add a further touch of class to the surroundings! 

Saturday 8 September - Sadly this was our last full day in Mongolia so it was time to pack and make 

our move back towards Ulan Bator. The drive took us past the massive and glistening monument to 

Chinggis Khan, where we stopped to visit the displays of ancient Mongol life depicting different eras 

within the history of this great nation.  

Back in Ulan Bator, we had an hour’s birding in the park opposite our hotel, where a selection of 

Siberian migrants were watched with a slight sigh – would these be the last we would see this autumn?  

Perhaps the most surprising species here in the centre of the city was a covey of 11 Daurian Partridge, 

a species we had so far failed to see at other more usual sites on the tour. We ended the tour on a 

high attending an evening performance of the Tumen Ekh Ensemble. This was an hour long spectacular 

by Mongolia’s premier traditional performance group, featuring throat singers, dancers, musicians 

and even contortionists. All agreed it was amazing and well worth seeing.  Our trip was all but over 

Siberian Rubythroat - no words needed ! 



and we enjoyed a final evening meal together in the fine setting of a restaurant in the heart of the 

modern city. Brian had composed a whimsical rhyming poem to summarise the trip – last nights are 

always a good laugh! 

Sunday 9 September – Rising early we said farewell to our extremely helpful ground agent guides and 

boarded the flights to Moscow and onward to London Heathrow, arriving back in the UK in the 

afternoon.  

 

All agreed it had been an experience of a lifetime, with great birding and wildlife and some wonderful 

memories. The mammal list totalled some 34 species (including the Snow Leopard and the Pallas’s Cat 

seen by just single members of the group), whilst the bird list was just short of 200 - though it was 

quality over quantity of course that matters most in this amazing part of the world. Few countries 

have such a stark difference between the rural and urban population. Whilst nomadic Mongols live 

their simple but well adapted life style, their cousins in the capital are lurching headlong into the 

future. Ulan Bator is changing at a dizzying pace and many Mongolians have embraced wholeheartedly 

the global economy and western consumerism. The country is often held up as a model of an emerging 

democracy. Inward investment and exploitation of its riches means that Mongolia is changing and fast, 

but its sheer vastness means there will still be much interest for visiting naturalists for many years to 

come. Let’s hope the country can welcome both modern developments whilst at the same time guard 

its history and marvellous wildlife for future generations to come.  

Lance Degnan and Nick Whitehouse       lance@birdingabroad.com  nickwhitehouse@btinternet.com 
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Thanks to Brian Chambers, Alan Hayden, Roger Howell and Shaun Robson for permission to use their 

lovely photographs in this trip report and to everyone on the tour for providing the photographs for 

our website gallery. 

 

 

Argali at Gun Galuut 

Asian Brown Flycatcher   



 

The monumental Chinggis Khan statue, a major tourist attraction 

 

The Kherlen River winds its way through Gun Galuut with our camp in the foreground 



 

 

Steppe Eagle at Jalman Meadows 

Dusky Warbler 



 

 

Juvenile Pallas’s Bunting 

Oriental Turtle-dove 



 

 

 


