Birding Beijing

A Birder’s Guide To The Great Wall

Introduction

Birders are well known the world over for shunning even the most impressive tourist
attractions in favour of a few hours birding, especially if there are a few local specialities
to be seen. However, unlike in many capital cities, Beijing offers the chance to record
some special birds whilst simultaneously experiencing one of the most impressive tourist

attractions in the world — The Great Wall (Chinese: &3, pingyin: changcheng).

One of the most frequent queries I receive here at Birding Beijing is whether it’s possible
to combine a day’s birding with a visit to the Wall. So I thought it high time I produced
this “Birder’s Guide To The Great Wall.”

The first thing to say is that, whichever part you visit, the Great Wall is majestic and it’s
entirely possible to forget about birding when walking along the ramparts enjoying the
stunning views and trying to imagine the incredible effort that went in to building this
monumental construction that stretches from China’s east coast in Liaoning, Hebei and
Tianjin through Beijing, Inner Mongolia, Shanxi and Shaanxi to Ningxia and Gansu
Provinces in the west. The first sections were completed around 200BC; if you are
interested in the history of the Great Wall, there is a good piece here.

Overview

There are several sections of the Great Wall within easy reach of Beijing city. The
advantages of these sites are that the travel time is relatively short and getting there is
relatively easy. The disadvantages are that they are mostly restored sections, meaning
they are not the most authentic, and they are busy. And busy in China means BUSY
(87,500 visitors were recorded at Badaling on one day at Chinese New Year in 2014 — see
here for some astonishing photos of what the crowds can be like at peak times such as
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Chinese New Year or National Day). For those of you who simply want to say you’ve
seen or visited the Great Wall and want to prioritise birding, these are the sites for you.

For those of you who prefer a more authentic experience and like to have space to turn
around, one of the more remote sections might be a better choice. The advantages of
these sites are that they are usually, at least partially, in original condition (i.e. unrestored)
and attract fewer visitors. The disadvantages are that they are harder to get to, usually
requiring multiple public buses or hiring a private car and driver (remember it’s not
possible to rent a self-drive car in China without a Chinese Driving License) and the
travel time will likely be much longer.

Whichever option you choose, I can (almost) guarantee that you will not be disappointed
with The Great Wall. It’s gobsmacking,.

Now I can hear you saying “ok, ok... that’s enough about the Wall, but what about the
birds?!” Well, as you might expect, the diversity of birds at the Great Wall is relatively
low. However, it is possible to see some of Beijing’s specialities such as Beijing Babbler,
Plain Laughingthrush, Red-billed Blue Magpie, Chinese Nuthatch, Willow Tit, Silver-
throated Tit and Meadow Bunting. And, in winter, there is a chance of something
special such as Siberian Accentor or Pallas’s Rosefinch. The species possible at each site
are essentially the same, so there is no major benefit in visiting one site over another in
terms of the species you are likely to see. However, that said, the busier sections with
greater human disturbance are likely to produce fewer species.

Of course, the potential species will also depend on season and weather, and numbers of
the migrant birds will vary from year to year.

Yellow-rumped Flycatcher is a relatively common breeder in the mountains around
Beijing.
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Below is a recommendation for those birders with only one free day and who want to
combine birding with a visit to the Great Wall. After that is a guide to each individual
section of the Great Wall that details accessibility via public transport and by private car,
travel time, entrance fees, comments on authenticity and the number of visitors and,
finally, a list of potential birds.

The Great Wall looks impressive in any season but especially so in winter with a dusting
of snow.

Recommendation:

Before providing detailed options, I wanted to give my recommendation for the most
common scenario - a birder with only one free day who wants to combine birding with
visiting the Great Wall.

For this scenario, provided the date is between late March and late November, I
recommend a visit to Yeyahu Nature Reserve combined with the Badaling section of the
Great Wall. Yeyahu is a an impressive wetland site and a national nature reserve with
breeding species including Eastern Marsh Harrier, Amur Falcon, Chinese Penduline Tit,
Yellow Bittern, Oriental Reed Warbler and, sometimes, Schrenck’s Bittern among others.
A downloadable PDF guide, detailing the possible bird species and logistics of getting
there and back, is available here. The drive to Yeyahu takes the visitor along the G6
Badaling Expressway, passing the most popular section of the Great Wall — Badaling. A
day-trip to Yeyahu can easily be combined with a stop at Badaling, usually on the return
journey, if using a private car. A longer stop can also add a visit to the nearby Badaling
Forest Park where more mountain species should be possible (e.g. Yellow-rumped and
Green-backed Flycatchers, Asian Stubtail, Yellow-throated Bunting and, possibly,
Chinese Tawny Owl). This combines great birding, particularly in spring and autumn,
with a walk along the most famous Wall in the world. Although Badaling is not the most
rewarding option for experiencing the Great Wall, one could argue that experiencing the
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crowds at Badaling, especially at a weekend, adds to the “China experience”. Note that
Yeyahu Nature Reserve is closed from late November to late March so, if visiting outside
this window, one of the options below will be more appropriate.

The impressive tower hide at Yeyahu National Wetland Park, one of Beijing best
birding sites.

Detailed Options

For those visiting birders looking for options to visit the Great Wall and do some birding,
the options below are the most convenient. However, please note this list is not
exhaustive and there are many additional places to access the Great Wall, some of which
are completely wild with no infrastructure and no facilities. Unless one is fully prepared
and an experienced hiker, ideally with some Chinese, I would caution against attempting
to visit these sites and instead stick to one of the options below. Whichever option you
decide, you’re sure to have an unforgettable day.

1. Badaling (Chinese:/\7& I ; pinyin: Badaling)

Accessibility

Badaling is the section of the Great Wall most easily accessible from central Beijing. It’s
around 70km from the city but almost entirely along the G6 Badaling Expressway,
making the journey straightforward and fast, traffic permitting.

By Public Bus:
Take public bus number 877 from Deshengmen (north 2™ ring road), about 10 minutes'

walking from Jishuitan subway station (Exit B2) of subway line 2. It is a non-stop bus,
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taking about an hour, traffic permitting, and costing CNY 12 per person. The drop-off
site is close to the cable car station and about 10 minutes walk to the entrance. Please
note that the last departure from Deshengmen is at 12:30.

Bus Operating Time:
From Deshemngmen: Apr. 1 to Nov. 15: 06:00-12:30; Nov. 16 to Mar. 31: 06:30-12:30
From Badaling: Apr. 1 to Nov. 15: 10:30-17:00; Nov. 16 to Mar. 31: 11:00-16:30

By Train:
Trains (number S2) depart from Huangtudian Railway Station, which is near the Huoying

Station along subway line 8 and subway line 13. A single journey takes about 1.5
hours and the fare is CNY 6. One should get off at Badaling Railway Station; the
entrance to the scenic area is a 15 to 20 minutes' walk. Just follow the passenger flow or
direction boards and one will get there easily. There are free shuttle buses between S2
train station and cable car station.

By private car:
Take the G6 Badaling Expressway from Beijing city and follow signs. Journey time:

around 1 hour without heavy traffic. Parking is available for a small fee.

Admission Fee: CNY 45 (Apr. 1 to Oct.31); CNY 40 (Nov.l to Mar.31)
Cable Car: CNY 40 (single  way); CNY 060 (round  trip)
Opening Hours: 06:40 to 18:30

Authenticity
Badaling is a relatively complete section of the Wall but recently renovated, so not
completely authentic. Nevertheless, it’s impressive.

Crowds
Due to its accessibility, Badaling is probably the busiest section of the Great Wall and
numbers of visitors, especially at weekends and during holidays, can be astonishing.

Birds

A number of resident and breeding birds should be possible simply by walking along the
Wall, listening and scanning the vegetation either side. In addition, at the foot of the
Wall, where the buses drop and pick up passengers, it’s possible to walk uphill to a
vegetated gully that can sometimes produce more birds. A visit to the nearby Badaling
Forest Park, with a series of quiet forested trails, will likely add more species to your total.

Resident: Common Pheasant, Koklass Pheasant (scarce), Golden Eagle (scarce),
Common Kestrel, Chinese Tawny Owl (scarce), Plain Laughingthrush, Beijing Babbler,
Vinous-throated Parrotbill, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Grey-capped Pygmy
Woodpecker, Grey-headed Woodpecker, Hill Pigeon, Eurasian Jay, Large-billed Crow,
Red-billed Blue Magpie, Common Magpie, Japanese Tit, Marsh Tit, Willow Tit, Silver-
throated Tit, Oriental Greenfinch, Meadow Bunting, Godlewski’s Bunting

Summer: Chinese Sparrowhawk (scarce), Grey-faced Buzzard (scarce), Daurian Redstart,
Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, Green-backed Flycatcher (small chance at the Wall), Eastern
Crowned Warbler, Claudia’s Leaf Warbler, Yellow-streaked Warbler, Chinese Thrush,
Grey-sided Thrush (scarce), Yellow-bellied Tit, Russet Sparrow

Winter: Eastern Buzzard, Northern Goshawk, Naumann’s Thrush, Red-throated Thrush,
Dusky Thrush, Brambling, Alpine Accentor, Pallas’s Rosefinch (small chance)
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NB: During migration season, many more species will be possible, including flyover

migrants.

How to get from Badaling Great Wall to Badaling Forest Park:
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Beijing Babbler is a common resident in the hills around Beijing. Listen for its distinctive
calls.
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2. Mutianyu (Chinese: %= HI#¥; pinyin: Mutidnyu)

Accessibility

Mutianyu is a similar distance from central Beijing, also restored, significantly less
crowded, and has greener and more scenic surroundings. Historically, most tour groups
did not go here, so this is generally a better option than Badaling. The journeyis not all
along the Expressway, so usually takes a little longer than to Badaling. Mutianyu has a
cable car to get onto and off the wall (though walking via stairs is advisable for birders).
If you are feeling adventurous, there is a toboggan ride down.

By public bus:
From Dongzhimen Bus Station (northeast 2™ ring road and subway line 2), you should

take bus line 916 Express or 916 to Huairou North Avenue (Huairou Beidajie) Station.
The 916 Express is recommended and it costs CNY 12 and takes 60-70 minutes. Then,
transfer to bus line h23, h24, h35, or h36 to Mutianyu Roundabout. Afterwards, walk
about 450 meters to the ticket office of the scenic area.

By private car:
Take the Jingcheng Expressway (G45) to the northeast of Beijing. Take exit 13 onto

Beitai Road towards Kuangou. After 3.0km take the left turn to Miaocheng Road and
then right onto Qiaoping Road towards Shengquan Mountain. Follow signs to Mutianyu
Great Wall.

Alternative:

The Schoolhouse (a restaurant and lodging company in Mutianyu) also offers a
schoolbus that goes to and from the Kempinski Hotel in Liangmagqiao area of Beijing to
their restaurant that is a 10-minute walk from the Wall on Saturdays and Sundays. It
departs Beijing at 09:00 and the Schoolhouse at 16:30. The cost is CNY 110 for a one-
way trip or CNY 132 for a same day round trip. Reservations must be made online
at The Schoolhouse website. If you are worried about taking a public bus but don't
want to pay for a tour, this can be a good reliable option.

Admission Fee: CNY 45, CNY 25 for students only with ID containing a photo. In
addition, the cable car to the wall costs more than the wall entrance: CNY 65 for adults
(one way), or CNY 80 for a round trip (CNY 45 for children). The total price is CNY
158 for admission, shuttle bus to the ski lift both ways, ski lift and toboggan ride.

Cable Car: CNY 40 (single trip), CNY 80 (round trip); children between 1.2 and 1.4m
height CNY 40; children under 1.2m height FREE

Opening Hours: April to October: 8:00 to 17:00; November to March: 8:30 to 16:30

Authenticity
The Mutianyu section of the Great Wall is also restored but is in more beautiful
surroundings with vast, albeit not original, forests.

Crowds

Although not as busy as Badaling, Mutianyu still attracts large numbers of visitors,
especially at weekends and during holidays. However, by walking just a few hundred
metres from the main thoroughfares, it’s usually possible to get away from the largest
crowds. The walk up and down is far less popular than the cable car, and the birding can
be good, so taking this route is advisable for birders.
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Birds

As with Badaling, a number of resident and breeding birds should be possible simply by
walking along the Wall, listening and scanning the vegetation either side. The walk up
and down, instead of the cable car, is recommended and can produce some good birds.
For example, during my most recent visit in early June 20106, it was relatively
straightforward to see Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, Russet Sparrow and Daurian Redstart
and we were lucky with a pair of displaying Chinese Sparrowhawks.

Resident: Common Pheasant, Koklass Pheasant (scarce), Golden Eagle (scarce),
Common Kestrel, Chinese Tawny Owl (scarce), Plain Laughingthrush, Beijing Babbler,
Vinous-throated ~ Parrotbill, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Grey-capped Pygmy
Woodpecker, Grey-headed Woodpecker, Hill Pigeon, Eurasian Jay, Large-billed Crow,
Red-billed Blue Magpie, Common Magpie, Japanese Tit, Marsh Tit, Willow Tit, Silver-
throated Tit, Oriental Greenfinch, Meadow Bunting, Godlewski’s Bunting

Summer: Chinese Sparrowhawk (scarce), Grey-faced Buzzard (scarce), Daurian Redstart,
Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, Green-backed Flycatcher (small chance at the Wall), Eastern
Crowned Warbler, Claudia’s Leaf Warbler, Yellow-streaked Warbler, Chinese Thrush,
Grey-sided Thrush (scarce), Yellow-bellied Tit, Russet Sparrow

Winter: Eastern Buzzard, Northern Goshawk, Naumann’s Thrush, Red-throated Thrush,
Dusky Thrush, Brambling, Alpine Accentor, Pallas’s Rosefinch (small chance)

NB: During migration season, many more species will be possible, including flyover
migrants.

Pallas’s Rosefinch is a scarce winter visitor to the hills around Beijing and is a possibility
during any winter trip to the Great Wall.
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3. Jinshanling (Chinese: 4z 11104 pingyin: Jinshanling)

Accessibility:

The Jinshanling section of the Great Wall is located in the mountainous area in Luanping
County, 125 km northeast of Beijing. This section of the wall is connected with
the Simatai section to the east and some distance to the west is the Mutianyu section.
Although it is further out, meaning fewer visitors, the journey is almost entirely along
expressway, the G45 Jingcheng Expressway, meaning the journey time is usually 2-2.5
hours each way, depending on traffic.

By public bus:

Take subway line 13 (Exit D) or subway line 15 (Exit C) to Wangjing West Station.
From here it’s possible to take a tourist bus to Jinshanling. The bus departs at 8:00 and
returns at 15:00. The bus fare is CNY 32. The trip takes about 2 to 2.5 hours each way.

Please note that the direct tourist bus only operates during peak travel season (April 1 to
November 15) and departs when there are at least 20 passengers. Otherwise, you need to
take an alternative route (see below).

Take a tourist coach from Wangjing West Subway Station to Luanping, and get off at
Jinshanling Service Area. Duration is about 100 minutes and ticket price is CNY 32 per
person. Then, take a free shuttle bus to either gate of the scenic area. You can also hike
from the Service Area to the scenic area; the distance is about 2 kilometers.

Schedule Onward Trip Return Trip
Coach 7:00 to 16:30 every 40 mins  6:30 to 16:00 every 40 mins
Free Shuttle Bus 10:00, 11:00, 13:00, 15:30 10:30, 11:30, 13:30, 15:00

By private car:
Take Jingcheng Expressway from Beijing (towards Chengde) for around 120km and take
the exit signposted Jinshanling Great Wall.

Admission Fee: CNY 65 March 16th to November 15", CNY 55 November 16th to
March 15%.

Cable Car: CNY 40 for single trip

Opening Hours: 0800 to 1700

Authenticity

Jinshanling, although also restored in places, is more authentic and attracts fewer visitors
given its distance from Beijing. It connects with the spectacular Simatai section and a
hike from one to the other is simply awe-inspiring. At the time of writing, however, the
Simatai section is under renovation and it’s forbidden to hike from Jinshanling to Simatai.
Even without that option, Jinshanling is still very impressive and my personal favourite
section.

Crowds

Being further out than Badaling and Mutianyu, Jinshanling attracts fewer visitors and 1
have been there on a weekday with the Wall almost to myself. That’s unusual but it gives
a sense of how much less visited this section is compared with Badaling or Mutianyu.

Birds
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As with Badaling and Mutianyu, a number of resident and breeding birds should be
possible simply by walking along the Wall, listening and scanning the vegetation either
side. The calls of Beijing Babbler and Plain Laughingthrush will almost certainly attract
your attention at various points along the Wall and doing some homework to learn the
calls of these two talented vocalists will help to distinguish them in the field.

Resident: Common Pheasant, Koklass Pheasant (scarce), Golden Eagle (scarce), Eurasian
Sparrowhawk, Common Kestrel, Chinese Tawny Owl (scarce), Plain Laughingthrush,
Beijing Babbler, Vinous-throated Parrotbill, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Grey-capped
Pygmy Woodpecker, Grey-headed Woodpecker, Hill Pigeon, Eurasian Jay, Large-billed
Crow, Red-billed Blue Magpie, Common Magpie, Japanese Tit, Marsh Tit, Willow Tit,
Silver-throated Tit, Oriental Greenfinch, Meadow Bunting, Godlewski’s Bunting
Summer: Chinese Sparrowhawk (scarce), Grey-faced Buzzard (scarce), Daurian Redstart,
Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, Green-backed Flycatcher (small chance at the Wall), Eastern
Crowned Warbler, Claudia’s Leaf Warbler, Yellow-streaked Warbler, Chinese Thrush,
Grey-sided Thrush (scarce), Yellow-bellied Tit, Russet Sparrow

Winter: Eastern Buzzard, Northern Goshawk, Naumann’s Thrush, Red-throated Thrush,
Dusky Thrush, Brambling, Alpine Accentor, Pallas’s Rosefinch (small chance)

NB: During migration season, many more species will be possible, including flyover
migrants.

The pretty Meadow Bunting is a resident in the hills around Beijing and is crnrnonly
encountered during visits to the Great Wall.

4. Other sites

In addition to the three main sites described above, there are many other, wilder, sections
that will almost certainly provide the birder with more chance of connecting with the
resident birds but will require private transport to get there and back. Two of the better
options are Gubeikou and Jiankou.
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4.1 Gubeikou

The Gubeikou section of the Great Wall has never been reconstructed. Hence, it is
somewhat dilapidated but retains its original beauty and offers a more authentic
experience. Even though they are crumbling, the wall and watchtowers are wonderful to
hike and, with very few people around, the opportunity to see wildlife will be increased.

Accessibility
Gubeikou is located in the northeast of Miyun County, about 120 kilometers northeast
of central Beijing.

By public bus:
Take bus 980 Express from Dongzhimen station to Miyun Bus Station; and then bus Mi

25 to Gubeikou. From there, you will need to hike up to the Great Wall

Bus schedule:

Onward Trip Return Trip  Fare
980 Express 6:00- 20:00  4:30-18:30  CNY 17
Mi 25 6:10-18:20 0:20- 17:30  CNY 8

By private car:
Take the Jingcheng Expressway. After around 115km take the exit to Gubeikou. Park in

the village and hike up to the Wall.

4.2  Jiankou

The Jiankou section of the Great Wall is one of the wildest. It is also the most
photographed section due to its precipitous peaks and attractive scenery. “Jiankou”
means “arrow nock”, because the shape of the mountain is like an arrow, with the
collapsed ridge opening as its arrow nock.

Accessibility

To reach Jiankou Great Wall you must go to Xizhazi Village or Wofo Mountain Villa.
Bus routes to the two destinations are initially the same; go to Dongzhimen Station
(subway lines 2 or line 13), and then take bus 936 at Dongzhimen Wai Station. Get off at
Yujiayuan Station, and then take one of the following:

To Xizhazi Village: transfer to bus H25 at Yujiayuan to Xizhazi Station.

To Wofo Mountain Villa: transfer to bus H36 at Yujiayuan to Xinying Station. Walk
north to the mountain villa.

Bus schedule and prices:

Bus Price Operating Time

No0.936 CNY 6 From Dongzhimen Wai: 6:40 — 17:10
From Yujiayuan: 4:35 — 17:00

No. H25 CNY 4 From Yujiayuan: 11:30, 16:30
From Xizhazi: 6:00, 13:15

No. H36 CNY 3 From Yujiayuan: 6:20, 11:30, 17:40

From Xinying: 7:05, 12:15, 18:30
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An alternative for hikers

Another option, especially for those who like to hike, is to take a trip with Beijing
Hikers. Although this means you will be with a group (usually 5-20 people), the hikes
take place at some spectacular and rarely visited sections of the Wall. The pace is relaxed,
meaning you have ample opportunity to stop and scan for birds, and the price is very
reasonable when one considers the transport and provision of refreshments (much
cheaper than hiring your own car and driver). Beijing Hikers usually offer several
alternative hikes on any given day and pick-ups are usually from the Liangmagiao area
(northeast 3rd ring road, easily accessed by metro line 10). Beijing Hikers is run by lovely
people and they have great guides. As well as being superb hikes, they're a lot of fun,
too. You can check out their website here.

Please note that this information is correct to the best of my knowledge at the time of
writing. However, things change, so if you are aware of any errors or omissions, please
contact Birding Beijing on birdingbeijing@gmail.com so that they can be corrected for
the benefit of others.

Thank you.

Terry Townshend
January 2017
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