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Welcome to our final edition of THE LARK for 2017. It has certainly been another fantastic birding year and we
have so enjoyed all the interesting articles and stories contributed by our members and other nature
enthusiasts. This edition is sure to motivate you to get out there and discover new birds and places – and to do
your own mad dash lifer bash!
We wish you all a happy festive season and remember to “keep ‘em peeled”.
Happy birding,
Daniel and Raelene.
The opinions expressed by contributors in this newsletter are not necessarily those of the editors or the
committee of Birdlife Polokwane.

Cover page: Brubru, Mabula Game Reserve (May 2015) © Michael Bosman
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NEWS

Birdlife Polokwane outing to Pierre Homan’s farm
Jody De Bruyn
Our trip started at 5 am on Saturday the 2nd of September, as seven of us departed
from Polokwane. Our main target for the day was the Thick-billed Cuckoo. After winding our
way through Magoebaskloof and passing through Tzaneen in the early hours of the morning,
we reached our destination about 20 km east of Tzaneen.
We started our bird list for the day, and picked up species like Blue Waxbill, African
Green Pigeon, Red-eyed Dove,
Cape Grassbird, Southern
Boubou,
Black-crowned
Tchagra, White-browed Scrub
Robin, Yellow Bishop, Blackheaded Oriole, and not
forgetting the ever-nagging call
of a Rattling Cisticola also made
it onto our list.
A cup of coffee and a
bite to eat was enjoyed by
everyone after our early
morning start, while constantly
adding birds like Emeraldspotted Wood Dove, Yellowbellied Greenbul, Scarlet- The cuckoo trackers.
chested Sunbird, Ashy and Pale Flycatcher and Spectacled Weaver to our list. In the distance,
we heard the thin calls of a Klaas’s Cuckoo. Gorgeous Bushshrikes were heard calling up the
hillside, and Striped Kingfishers
were calling down the valley to the
east.

Ashy Flycatcher.

3

We did a short walk through
a wooded patch, and got so see a
large group of White-crested
Helmetshrikes passing through.
Jameson’s and African Firefinches
were foraging in the grassy fringes
of the path. We were lucky to find
two Grey Penduline Tits sitting out
in the open for everyone to see. A
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Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird was spotted in a tree, and the resident Lizard Buzzard flew
overhead to see what we were up to. Our list grew steadily with the likes of Thick-billed
Weaver, Common Scimitarbill, Yellow-breasted Apalis and a distant calling African Fish Eagle.
From a hilltop lookout we
expectantly watched
out for any signs of
the
Thick-billed
Cuckoo.
After a
while, I made my
way back to the
vehicle to have
another cup of
coffee. Mark and I
were discussing the
inhabitant of a large
spider’s nest we
Bulls eye! The target of day, Thick-billed Cuckoo, showed beautifully.
found
on
the
ground, maybe a Baboon Spider, but it seemed to be empty now. I heard some commotion,
as Richter announced the arrival of the Thick-billed Cuckoo, and now we all could hear its loud
call. We rushed in the direction of its call, and lo and behold, had a beautiful sighting of this
bird flying by with its broad, leaf - shaped wings. A Lifer for six of the seven participants.
After
everyone
enjoyed watching and
photographing the bird,
we made our way down
the hill to see what else
could be added to our
bird list. We managed to
add
Purple-crested
Turaco,
Kurrichane
Thrush, Yellow-throated
Longclaw, Village Weaver
and a Brown-backed
Honeybird that silently
Yellow-throated Longclaw.
flew into a tree next to us.
We ended this very successful morning on 62 species. We would like to thank Pierre Homan
for allowing the club to visit his farm, as well as Richter Van Tonder who organized and led
the outing.
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Spring Ring 2017
Derek Engelbrecht
The club’s annual ‘Spring Ring’ took place on Saturday 9th September 2017. Fellow bird
ringer, Billy Attard, and I arrived at the Aloe Ridge Dam in the Polokwane Nature Reserve at 4
am and immediately set off to get our nets up and open before dawn. We managed it with a
few minutes to spare and decided to treat ourselves to a cup of coffee while waiting for the
morning traffic (i.e. the feathered kind) to pick up. Trainee ringers, Leoni Kellerman, joined us
soon afterwards and Abigail Ramudzuli and Therminah Mashau a little later.
We had barely taken our first sips,
when we had our first catch of the day – a
female Brown-hooded Kingfisher. She
happened to be a retrap - the only one for the
day - ringed on the 7th March 2015 at the same
spot. This was soon followed by a suite of nice
critters such as Burnt-necked Eremomela,
Chinspot Batis, Marico Flycatcher, Crimsonbreasted Shrike, Barred Wren-warbler, Browncrowned Tchagra and Chestnut-vented
Warbler (Tit-babbler). While removing some
of these birds from the nets, we were treated
to a small flock of African Green Pigeons
The diminutive Burnt-necked Eremomela.

arriving for a drink at the waterhole. These
stunning birds are uncommon in the
Polokwane area and it is always a delight to see
them in our neck of the woods.
The day was turning out to be another
scorcher with temperatures approaching the
low 30°C’s and we started noticing more and
more birds arriving at the waterhole.
September is pretty much the height of the dry
season in our area and with little or no surface
water available in the veld, most of the birds
(and mammals) have to visit the few available
waterholes to quench their thirst. Soon we not
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African Green Pigeon was the ‘Guest of Honour’ at Spring
Ring 2017.
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Billy Attard checking the nets with some inquisitive zebras looking on.

only had our hands full removing birds from the nets, but Billy also had to gently direct the
procession of Blue Wildebeest, Zebra, Impala, Warthog, Sable and Tsessebe away from his
mist nets towards the open area of the waterhole where they could drink. We caught beauties
such as Blue, Black-faced and Violet-eared Waxbills, Green-winged Pytilias, Golden-breasted
Bunting and Scaly-feathered Finches, while good numbers of White-browed Sparrowweavers, Southern
Masked
Weavers,
Southern
Greyheaded
Sparrows,
and Laughing, Cape
Turtle and Red-eyed
Doves, helped to
boost our tally for the
day. An opportunistic
immature
Gabar
Goshawk’s attempt at
an easy catch in the
mist nets turned out Young and old(er) getting a closer look at a Gabar Goshawk.
to be our ‘Catch of the Day’. After Billy ringed it, we had a quick ‘ooh and aah’ session for
those present to have a closer look at this remarkable little accipiter.
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The rising temperatures meant
more and more birds arriving at the
waterhole and as we were only two
qualified bird ringers, we made the call at
9:30 am to close some of the nets at the
waterhole to allow us time to process the
birds we had already caught. This was the
pattern for the remainder of the day opening and closing the nets at the
waterhole - as and when we could handle
more or fewer birds. We called it a day at
around 3 pm.
We caught 94 birds representing
22 species on the day. Blue Waxbills
Therminah Mashau honing her skills at ringing birds.
dominated the catch numerically with 32
individuals ringed. We also caught good numbers of Green-winged Pytilia (10) and Scalyfeathered Finches (6). Our ‘Catch of the Day’ was the Gabar Goshawk but the skulking Barred
Wren-warbler and a few diminutive Burnt-necked Eremomelas deserve an honourable
mention.
On behalf of Birdlife Polokwane, we wish to express our gratitude to the management
of the Polokwane Nature Reserve, in particular Mr. Maxwell Ledwaba and Ms. Jane Mabaso,
for allowing us early access to the reserve and for clearing the ringing station for us.

Barred Wren-warbler - a perennial favourite on ring days.
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Chinspot Batis - one of the beauties caught on the day.
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A collage of some of the birds ringed during Spring Ring 2017. From left to right, top to bottom: Green-winged Pytilia;
Golden-breasted Bunting; Crimson-breasted Shrike; Blue Waxbill; Violet-eared Waxbill; Gabar Goshawk (immature).

Eshowe naweek uitstappie: 8-10 September 2017
San3 De Wet
Wat ‘n heerlike naweek – diep in die bosveld langs die Limpoporivier in die
teenwoordigheid van die beste gasheer en gasvrou waarvoor enigiemand kan hoop.
Vrydagmiddag het dié wat bevoorreg was om vroeg te ry, al heerlik gekuier, gebraai
en nesgeskrop terwyl die laatslapers so stuk-stuk daar aangekom het, met Richter en Rowan
laaste in die ry net voor middernag.
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Vroeg Saterdagoggend is ons almal op en na ‘n vinnige koppie koffie, dadelik te voet
af met die pad om die Swartberglysters (Boulder Chat) te soek. Gelukkig is Jody, Richter en
Rowan daar en met hulle vernuf neem dit minder as 15 minute voor ons hulle sien. Almal in
die groep sien hulle meer as een keer mooi en kry kans om hulle goed te identifiseer, en kry
ook selfs ‘n foto in. Natuurlik is almal in die sewende hemel oor die besonderse skaars
voëltjies, wat eintlik nie in Suid Afrika voorkom nie. Ek en Jody is toe eers agter die voëltjies
aan om te kyk of ons nie beter fotos kan kry nie. Dis op en af en oor klippe, bosse en deur
take, maar opgee is nie ‘n opsie nie. Jody is ‘n ‘pro’ en nie lank nie of hy kry sy foto - weereens
‘n besonderse foto.

Boulder Chat - a regional rarity in South Africa and a real first class special.

Die res van die groep kyk voëltjies al met die pad langs en die lysie groei vinnig.
Anneliese neem die mooiste foto van ‘n suikerbekkie, terwyl die Withelmlaksmanne (Whitecrested Helmetshrike) en Gewone Spekvreters (Familiar Chat) vir Thomas, Saartjie, Conrad en
Gershwin vermaak. Ons sien onder andere ‘n Rooioogtiptol (African Red-eyed Bulbul),
Papegaaiduiwe (African Green Pigeon), Bruinkoppapegaaie (Brown-headed Parrot) en
Skerpbekheuningvoël (Brown-backed Honeybird) en ons is almal verstom oor die hoeveelheid
verskillende spesies wat ons in so kort rukkie sien. Baie tevrede is ons terug kampplek toe
om gou die piekniekmandjies te pak.
Rassie, Kabous, Marcia en Thomas laai ons op en ons ry die plaas plat opsoek na voëls.
Die weer is heerlik en die son skyn ‘n hond-uit-‘n-bos uit. Ons sien onder andere
Swaelstertbyvreters (Swallow-tailed Bee-eater), hoor die Boskorhaan (Red-crested Korhaan)
en soek na die Driebanddrawwertjies (Three-banded Courser) maar ongelukkig sonder
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sukses. By die rivier hou ons piekniek en kort-kort vlieg ‘n roofvoël oor, onder andere ‘n
Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced Vulture), Kaalwangvalk (African Harrier-hawk), Visarend (African
Fish Eagle) en Witrugaasvoël (White-backed Vulture). Die kindertjies geniet die uitstappie
baie en tussen die ma’s - Wendy en Marcia - en Ouma Adri, word hulle almal te heerlik bederf
met lekker eetgoed.
Terug by die kamp, doen elkeen sy eie ding. Party gaan ry die vlot, ander soos Natasha
en Saartjie sit net en kuier terwyl die ander ‘n uiltjie gaan knip het. Laatmiddag is dit toe die
oumense se beurt vir vlotry en Rassie vat ons op ‘n ‘sunset cruise’ terwyl ons die watervoëls
en sonsondergang geniet. Dit was ongelooflik lekker en spesiaal. Ons sien ‘n Witborsduiker
(White-breasted Cormorant) en Gewone Nagreier (Black-crowned Night Heron) wat, tot ons
verbasing, albei later as ‘buite hul gebied’ gemerk word deur SABAP2.
Die aand braai ons heerlik en luister na die naggeluide van die Afrikaanse Naguiltjie
(Fiery-necked Nightjar) en Skopsuiltjie (African Scops Owl). Sondagoggend vroeg-vroeg is
party terug huistoe en die ander eet eers weer ‘n heerlike ontbyt en loop daarna die kampplek
plat. Kabous wys vir ons hoe vlieg sy hommeltuig bo van die dek af en maak ‘n Reuse-ooruil
(Verreaux’s Eagle-owl) wakker wat ons duidelik kon hoor roep. Die laaste paar bittereinders
probeer eers nog vir oulaas ‘n paar mooi fotos neem van ‘n Witkoluiltjie (Pearl-spotted
Owlet), Witkeeljanfrederik (White-throated Robin-chat) en Swartkopwielewaal (Blackheaded Oriole).

Prentjiemooi is Eshowe.

Ons sluit ‘n heerlike naweek af met die lysie wat raak-raak aan 130 verskillende
spesies. Baie dankie Rassie en Adri vir ‘n onvergeetlike naweek.
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Karoo and then some – another mad dash lifer bash
Rowan Van Tonder (text) and Jody De Bruyn (photos)
And we are off…again! This time to the Nama-Karoo and some areas to the south.
From the 5th to the 9th of October 2017, we (that’s Jody De Bruyn and Richter and Rowan Van
Tonder) targeted a combined total of 25 lifers. This trip was already planned and researched
a year in advance. The ‘wish list’ comprised of 25 target species, including the likes of Blackheaded Canary, Tractrac Chat, Karoo Eremomela, Agulhas Long-billed Lark, Sclater’s Lark,
Protea Seedeater, Knysna Woodpecker and four warblers (Knysna, Cinnamon-breasted,
Victorin’s and Namaqua Warbler).
Day 1 (Thursday – 5 October 2017)
We were packed, ready and out of the blocks on Thursday morning at 0:45 from
Pretoria. Our first stop and target species was Pygmy Falcon at Mokala National Park. This
park is situated about 80 km south of Kimberley. We arrived with high expectations at the
entrance gate at 7:30 and were greeted by a very friendly and inquisitive park official. We got
some tips from Cameron Meyer on two possible spots and opted for the one which fell in
pentad 2905_2415. This pentad
was the only pentad to have the
Pygmy Falcon recorded in it
during 2017. The GPS point took
us to the Haak-en-Steek Camp.
Just before we reached the
camp there were two large
Sociable Weaver nests built into
Camel Thorn trees. As we
stopped we spotted a female
Pygmy Falcon right next to the
road. It was not long and the Pygmy Falcon at Mokala National Park.
male also did a fly-by. One down,
24 to go.
From Mokala National Park we headed south towards our end destination and base
camp for the duration of our lifer bash at the Karoo National Park. On our way there, we
unexpectedly connected with a Namaqua Warbler whilst waiting at a ‘stop-and-go’ across the
Orange River at Hopetown. Whoop whoop! Another one down.
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We arrived in Beaufort
West around 15:00. Just before we
entered town, Richter spotted a
large bird strolling through the
veld next to the N1. We quickly
made a U-turn, with trailer and all,
to confirm what was seen Ludwig’s Bustard! It went into
‘camouflage mode’ when we
stopped about 50m away from it!
What a great sighting and after a
short while it stood up and then
flew further into the veld. Soon we
were on our way again.

A Ludwig's Bustard strutting through the veld near Beaufort West.

One of many Karoo Chats in the Karoo National Park.

park. The Beaufort
West region, we quickly
learnt, is renowned for
all four of the Southern
African chat species.
Not to be outdone,
Fairy Flycatcher is also
well established in the
park. Shortly after
seeing our first Karoo
Chat, we got our first of
many
Pale-winged
Starlings right next to
the road.
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As we arrived at the entrance
gate of the Karoo National Park, Jody
shouted “Dusky Sunbird”! A beautiful
male, not bothered by vehicles
stopping and going right next to it,
was feeding on the nectar of dwarf
Aloes in the garden. On our way to
the main rest camp we were
overwhelmed by the number of chats
in the park and most of all our next
lifer…Karoo Chat. It is found almost
everywhere in the lower parts of the

Fairy Flycatcher.
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We arrived at our
campsite and quickly got
everything set up before heading
out for a late afternoon drive.
Quite some distance on the
Lammertjiesleegte Route, we
first heard and then saw our first
Karoo Long-billed Lark. Although
we were only focused on one lifer
for the day, our first day ended
with six lifers in the bag!
Karoo Long-billed Lark.

Day 2 (Friday – 6 October 2017)
Friday started with a drive to the Rooivalle Lookout point where you are allowed to
exit your vehicle and explore the area on foot. It is a stunning route, with big-sky country
views. Halfway up the pass we stopped for Layard’s Warbler (Tit-babbler) at a spot described
in Callan Cohen’s Southern African Birdfinder and, wha-la, there it was! Two Layard’s
Warblers calling and flitting through the bushes.
At Rooivalle we also tried to locate Cinnamon-breasted Warbler, as this is apparently
a reliable stake-out for this species, but without luck. We had to get going to meet up with
the local bird expert, Stefan Theron, at 8:00 who would help us locate some of the more
tricky-to-find species around Beaufort West. We headed southeast on the R61 and it was
notable how the vegetation changed compared to the veld in the Karoo National Park. It
wasn’t long before Stefan’s well-trained eyes spotted the impossible-to-see, Karoo Korhaan.
We soon realized that we had entered their domain, as we found quite a few after that. A
little later we stopped at a water trough where we found, would you believe it, Sclater’s Lark.
Whoohoo! Stunners! We then proceeded on a track circling the farm where we spotted a

Karoo Korhaan (left) and a little whopper, Sclater's Lark (right) seen southeast of Beaufort West.
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Tractrac Chat. Jody quickly followed it to get photographic evidence. Three lifers in a span of
20 minutes - amazing!
After this, we headed about 50 km down the Rietbron Road, where Stefan knew of
some possible spots for Karoo Eremomela, Grey Tit, Black-headed Canary and Burchell’s
Courser. All along the route we stopped for Karoo Eremomela, but to no avail. At an
abandoned farm house with plenty of
Acacias, we nailed Grey Tit. It is quite a
predictable species according to Stefan,
for one only need to look in the vicinity of
human structures with some thorn trees
to find Grey Tits. We got to the last spot
for Black-headed Canary and Burchell’s
Courser, but by then it was the middle of
the day and few species co-operated. We
did find plenty of Namaqua Sandgrouse
Namaqua Sandgrouse.
though.
Stefan then decided to show us a reliable spot that is apparently also used by ‘another’
tour operator for the Cinnamon-breasted Warbler. We headed for Molteno Pass, which skirts
the northeastern boundary of the Karoo National Park. We searched two sections at the start
of the pass for this elusive critter, but to no avail. Once again, this could be due to the area
being very dry at the moment. We decided to return to these spots later in the day, hopeful
for better results. Stefan then left us and we spent a lazy afternoon session at the Bulkraal
Picnic Site in the Karoo National Park. At this picnic site, we were hoping for Black-headed
Canary. Apparently, they regularly drink here, sometimes even out of the pool. Unfortunately,
no Black-headed Canaries were around but we were royally entertained by plenty of species
using the place as an oasis. Species such as Common Waxbill, Namaqua Warbler, Southern
Tchagra, Cape buntings, Karoo Scrub Robin, White-throated Canary, and plenty more. We also
saw Riverine Rabbit and Cape Grey Mongoose feeding outside the fence.
After 17:00 we headed back to
Molteno Pass to have another go at
locating the Cinnamon-breasted
Warbler. Instead, we found Booted
and Verreaux’s Eagle, Pale-winged
Starlings, Fairy Flycatcher and Layard’s
Warbler, to name but a few. Still no
warbler though, and we called it a day.
There will be other opportunities to
see this elusive species.
Booted Eagle on Molteno Pass.
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Day 3 (Saturday – 7 October 2017)
Day 3 saw us leaving the park at 5:00, gunning it for George, Mossel Bay and the
Swartberg Pass. We arrived at Wilderness National Park (Ebb-and-Flow Rest Camp) at 8:20
with two lifers in mind, Knysna Warbler and Knysna Woodpecker. Albert McLean was very
helpful in giving us directions, where he saw this woodpecker excavating a nest site.
Unfortunately, the woodpecker was a no show. At the Ebb-and-Flow South Gate we heard
our first Knysna Warbler calling from the thickets on the river bank, but this bugger was
unwilling to show itself and was impossible to spot. We decided to skip this one and headed
for another site Richter knew of near Victoria Bay. Within minutes of stopping at the parking
lot we heard one in the thickets immediately adjacent to the parking lot. This bird was very
vocal and was unperturbed by the presence of people. I literally had to press my face against
the bush to see it. Knysna Warbler singing its lungs out 30 cm from my face. Amazing! Jody,
unfortunately, could not get a shot of it. Well, I don’t think anyone could have due to the way
this little guy moved and stayed in the middle of the bush.
We immediately set off
for our next target species
around Mossel Bay. Thanks to
Michael De Nysschen’s very
accurate GPS points, we got to
the spot near Nautilus Bay at
12:45 and, as we got out of the
vehicle, we heard Agulhas Longbilled Lark. Yet another lifer!
They were everywhere and were
kept company by Large-billed
and Red-capped Larks. We then Agulhas Long-billed Lark.
also heard Southern Black
Korhaan (a lifer for Richter). He had to work very hard just to get a glimpse of this beauty!
Two in one go…we were on a roll.
Only two more stops (two more
lifers) for the day and it was only
13:00.

Victorin's Warbler seen well on Robinson Pass.

15

Next stop would be Robinson
Pass next to Ruitersbos Nature
Reserve. Again, very good directions
were given by Michael De Nysschen.
At this spot in the pass we
connected with at least three
Victorin’s Warblers. One was sitting
The Lark 14, November/December 2017

in a bush right next to the road where we had great views of it. After a ‘victory’ cup of coffee
(for it was misty and cold) we continued to our last target species of the day in the Swartberg
Pass.
The pass was closed but we
stopped at the start of the pass and
were immediately struck by the
sheer number of protea bushes and
trees blanketing the slopes of the
mountain. This should also give you
an indication of what we came here
for. We got out and started to walk
the first kilometer of the pass looking
for Protea Seed-eater, which can be
a difficult species to find. The first
Protea Seed-eater – the bird of the trip.
canary-type bird we detected was in
the form of Cape Siskin, a very nice bird to see as well. As we admired them gleaning on protea
bushes, we heard the unmistakable call of a Protea Seed-eater. Before long, I located it and
waved Jody and Richter over. It was a single Protea Seed-eater and the only one we found in
the entire area. Phew! We all felt very relieved and content in finding this chap. Arguably the
bird of the trip. With a day’s job well done we headed back to base camp.

Photographing the much sought-after Protea Seed-eater on the Swartberg Pass.
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Day 4 (Sunday – 8 October 2017)
Sunday’s aim was to get four target
species, all in the vicinity of Matjiesfontein
and Laingsburg. We headed for pentads 30
km north of Matjiesfontein on the road to
Sutherland. We got there around 7:30 and
quickly heard and spotted Karoo Lark. Nice!
It was not long before we found our first
Black-headed Canary drinking from some
leaking irrigation pipes. Checked!
Black-headed Canary was another special.

We then went after Cape
Clapper Lark, but the wind
started to pick up and hearing
anything got difficult. Richter
first heard its call and we all ran
in his direction. As we got close
to Richter, a stunning Cape
Clapper Lark flew up and
performed its amazing display
flight as well. High fives all
round. At this stage it was 9:20
Cape Clapper Lark displayed beautifully within metres of us.
and with one more species to go,
we hit the road back to Laingsburg.
From Laingsburg back to base camp, we stopped at various spots to look for Karoo
Eremomela, but had no luck in finding it. We then discussed our final options and worked out
our new route and last chance to
get this species. We would have
to travel 60 km north of our base
camp and push hard to give
ourselves enough daylight to get
there and still find it. After a
short search we found our target
- Karoo Eremomelas - and eight
of them! With time to spare, we
decided to give it one last shot at
finding the Cinnamon-breasted
Warbler on Molteno Pass. This
Karoo Eremomela - finally.
time we covered the whole pass
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from top to bottom, stopping every 100 m to scan. I can say with certainty, that the Cinnamonbreasted Warbler was not at Molteno Pass while we were there. We’ll get it next time.
We all dined at the restaurant in the Karoo National Park that evening, feeling very
satisfied and reminiscing over the past couple of days. By the way, I can highly recommend
trying some Karoo Oysters (Skilpadjies) and the Poacher’s Pie at the restaurant. It is divine.
We also bumped into Thinus Van Staden in the camp site - small world - and quickly caught
up on his 3-week bash. Great stuff.
After 5 days and 3 800 km, we got 17 (Jody), 18 (Richter), and 18 (Rowan) lifers
respectively out of the combined possible 25 species targeted. This was the most lifers for me
in one go in a long time. I can definitely recommend any of the national parks we visited. We
always got great service and the staff were very friendly and helpful. We are all in agreement
that this is a unique and beautiful region of the country and needs plenty more birders to visit
and do some proper atlassing, especially in the Nama-Karoo. A lot of gems are out there
waiting to be discovered.
A list of all species seen and heard over the five days can be obtained from the author:
rowan.vantonder@gmail.com.

A tough assignment with sweet rewards
Derek Engelbrecht
From 16-19 October I hosted Mr. Dawie De Swardt, Head of the Department of
Ornithology at the National Museum in Bloemfontein. Dawie has been studying Gurney’s
Sugarbirds for 30 years and wanted to collect some data from the isolated northern
populations of the species in South Africa. Our target locality was the population on Iron
Crown mountain – the highest point in the Limpopo Province. Problem. Access to this
population requires a 4x4 vehicle, finding your way on a network of forestry tracks, and a lot
of time if you decide to go the nearly 50 km detour by vehicle. To cut a long story short driving to the site was not an option. Solution - walk the 2 km to the site. This is easier said
than done as each of us had to carry all our bird ringing gear (e.g. nets, poles, stakes, anchor
ropes etc.) weighing around 45 kg up a vertical ascent of around 350 m.
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Dawie De Swardt on his way to the Gurney's Sugarbird site on Iron Crown.

We got to the site, exhausted and with not much energy left for putting up mist nets,
but a male Gurney’s Sugarbird briefly perching near us provided us with the necessary
motivation to get going again. The wind picked up to gale force levels by Limpopo standards,
but having got this far we were not going to go back down empty handed. Around midday,
Dawie shouted excitedly that we got a male Gurney’s Sugarbird! Mission accomplished. As
Dawie has ringed just under 900 Gurney’s Sugarbirds before, he kindly offered the bird to me
so that I could ring my first Gurney’s.

Our first Gurney's Sugarbird. The mist nets in the background give a good indication of the strength of the wind we had to
deal with.
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My excitement at ringing such
a special bird was soon dampened
when I got clawed with those
incredibly sharp claws through the
holding bag. Ouch! A valuable lesson
learnt when handling sugarbirds –
keep those claws away. It was a great
treat getting a closer look at Gurney’s:
the long bill, brush tongue, graduated
tail and that bizarre primary number 6
used to produce a ‘whirring’ sound
during displays all make for a
spectacular bird. It also gave me time
to observe their behaviour and I
managed to find a nest under
construction as well. I am just amazed
The bizarrely shaped 6th primary of Gurney's Sugarbird.
at the intimate relationship between
Gurney’s Sugarbird and the Proteas they rely on for so many aspects of their life history. Not
only do they use the Proteas for perching, establishing and maintaining territories, nectar and
as a site to build their nests in, they also use Protea seeds to line their nests and as such may
play a role in dispersing Protea seeds.

A Gurney's Sugarbird nest. Note the use of Protea seeds (brown) as lining for
the nest.
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We returned the next
day, hoping to get some more
birds, but once again the strong
winds blew away our chances of
a good catching success.
Nevertheless, we still managed
to get another male Gurney’s as
well as a seemingly lost Scalythroated Honeyguide between
the Proteas. The tough hike of
the previous day was now a
distant memory as we got some
real sweeties (sugar and honey)
for our efforts: two male
Gurney’s Sugarbirds and a Scalythroated Honeyguide.
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BIRD OF THE MONTH
Cape Penduline Tit

Despite being one of the
smallest birds on the African continent
at just over eight grams, the Cape
Penduline Tit remains a sought-after
sight for any birder coming to visit
southern Africa. Penduline Tits, as the
name suggests, are not members of the
tit family (Paridae) but belong to their
own family, the Remizidae. Being one of
only two species of Penduline Tit
occurring in southern Africa (the other
being the Grey Penduline Tit) this bird is
relatively easy to identify and is by far
the more widespread of the two
species. Its diagnostic features are the
yellow or olive-yellow breast, very small
size, speckled forehead and faintly
mottled throat. The sexes are
indistinguishable. Juveniles lack the
distinctive speckled forehead and have
less profound colouration on the breast
and throat.
Although the Cape Penduline Tit A pendulous Cape Penduline Tit.
favours slightly more arid bushveld than
the Grey Penduline Tit, their ranges may overlap in places and species separation can be
difficult at a distance. The key to look out for is the speckled forehead and black lores of the
Cape Penduline Tit. The Grey Penduline Tit is more cinnamon in colour unlike the yellowish
Cape Penduline Tit. As Penduline Tits are quite vocal, this is usually the first clue of their
presence and fortunately their calls are distinct enough to clinch the identification.
Eremomelas may cause some confusion, but they are generally larger with a much longer tail.
Arguably the most unique aspect of the Cape Penduline Tit is its nest. The nest is
approximately the size of a small rugby ball and is constructed using wool, animal hair, soft
fibres, spider silk or any other soft material found in their habitat. However, by far the most
fascinating part of its construction, is the fake entrance that the birds create. They create two
entrances to the nest: one is clearly exposed and cleverly leads to a dead end, the other is
much smaller and is ‘sealed’ upon entering and exiting the nest. Predators will inspect the
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false entrance which leads to a dead end, keeping the occupants inside safe from harm’s way.
Clutch sizes range from 4-5 white eggs and the incubation period lasts around 14 days. Both
sexes participate in incubation and provisioning the young. The nestlings fledge after 19 days.
Overall the Cape Penduline Tit is one tiny and fascinating bird, so take your binoculars and go
searching!

A Cape Penduline Tit nest showing the cul-de-sac entrance (left) and the real entrance opened (right).

Where and When?
The Cape Penduline Tit is resident throughout the year and is relatively common in
the more arid and semi-arid parts of the country. In the Limpopo Province, this bird is found
mostly in the western parts and is absent from the eastern lowveld. Lucky for us, the species
is common in and around Polokwane. I

Did you know?
In Russia and Poland, the nests of Eurasian Penduline Tits were placed inside people’s shoes to keep
their feet warm and also used as children’s slippers. In Kenya, the Masai used the nests of Grey
Penduline Tits as pouches or purses.
Source: Cocker M and Tipling D 2013. Birds and People. Jonathan Cape, London.
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REGULARS
Bird briefs

The wanderings of Cape Vulture C176
Derek Engelbrecht
On 12 December 2012, I ringed and fitted a patagial tag (C176) on a juvenile Cape
Vulture in the Blouberg Nature Reserve. A month later, on the 18th January 2013, the bird was
trapped on a trail camera at Dronfield Nature Reserve near Kimberley. On the 11th May 2016,
Kerry Wolter recorded C176 on the S100 in the Satara district of the Kruger National Park. Just
over a year later, on 9th June 2017, C176 was once again trapped on a trail camera at a vulture
restaurant in the Manketti Reserve near Lephalale.

Cape Vulture C176 photographed on a trail camera at a vulture restaurant in the Manketti Reserve near Lephalale in July
2017 © Machiel Prinsloo.

These resightings go to show what valuable information can be retrieved from ringed or
marked birds. This individual foraged over a minimum surface area of 160 271 km2 - a surface
area 8 times the size of the Kruger National Park. It’s a small world if you are a vulture.
I wish to thank Machiel Prinsloo, Chief Ranger of Exxarro’s Ferroland, and Johan Van
Wyk, Reserve Manager at Blouberg Nature Reserve, for reporting some of these sightings.
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Localities where Cape Vulture C176 was recorded since it was first ringed at Blouberg Nature Reserve in December 2012.

A bumper year for African Skimmers breeding in South Africa
Derek Engelbrecht
In issue 13 of The Lark, I wrote a note on the influx of African Skimmers into the
Limpopo Province in 2017 with breeding records reported from multiple sites, e.g. the Kruger
National Park, Phalaborwa and Letaba Estates near Tzaneen. It is with great delight that I can
report that 2017 saw at least nine African Skimmers fledging in the Limpopo Province: the
Engelhardt Dam pair in the Kruger National Park fledged two young, three fledged at
Phalabowa Mining Company and at Letaba Estates all four chicks fledged successfully! What
great news and hopefully this is the start of the establishment of a viable breeding population
in South Africa, in particular the Limpopo Province.
On behalf of Birdlife Polokwane, I also wish to express our gratitude to the various
‘care takers’ who went out of their way to limit disturbance of the breeding birds and to
protect the birds’ nests and young: at Phalaborwa, Albertus Seegers of Stefanutti Stocks and
Pieter Jacobs of Foskor Phalaborwa, as well as Lieliebet Van der Westhuizen and Barry
Newport of Phalaborwa Bird Club and at Letaba Estates, Dalena Mostert of the Tzaneen Eco
Club and Johan Botma of Letaba Estates did a sterling job. Their efforts undoubtedly
contributed to the African Skimmers’ bumper breeding year in South Africa in 2017.
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References
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A downy African Skimmer chick nestling in a hippo’s footprint at Letaba Estates.

African Fish Eagle stands its ground against a Hippopotamus
Agustina Fitte
On the 13th June 2013, I was fortunate to observe the amazing scene of an African Fish
Eagle defending its kill, a Sharp-tooth Catfish, from a Hippopotamus. The scene played off
next to Orpen Dam in the Kruger National Park.
A) The African Fish Eagle caught the catfish but somehow got things wrong and dropped
it in the water. The hippo took pity on the catfish and tried to ‘protect’ it but the
African Fish Eagle wanted its catch back.
B) Although the hippo charged the eagle, it managed to haul its prey onto dry land where
it stood its ground while the hippo was edging closer and trying to chase the eagle off
its prey.
C) The hippo lunged forward, the eagle dropped its prey and wisely jumped out of the
way, landing a short distance away.
D) Still, the hippo wasn’t satisfied, and continued walking towards the eagle with the
eagle walking just out of harm’s way.
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E) The hippo kept walking towards the eagle, who then took to a low overhanging
branch, but still the hippo edged towards it.
The eagle evidently got annoyed with the hippo’s advances and decided to stand its
ground, spreading its wings to make it appear larger.
F) With the hippo successfully distracted some distance away from its prey, the eagle
made a short foray back and claimed its prize, but …
G) Lo and behold, the hippo returned with a calf in tow and continued its obsession with
chasing the eagle off.
H) This time the eagle grasped its prey and took off with it into the bush.
It is not immediately clear what the hippo’s obsession with the eagle was, but there are two
possible explanations: i) The calf following the larger hippo suggests this behavior may simply
have been an attempt to safeguard the calf from what the hippo perceived as a threat to the
calf, and ii) hippos are known to act altruistically at times, either seemingly helping injured
animals or protecting them from large predators (Erwee 1996; Klingel 2013). The hippo may
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have taken pity on the catfish and tried to protect it from the eagle. According to Kikuyu
legend, hippo promised the Creator he won’t eat fish, hence hippos scatter their dung to show
there are no fish bones.
References
Erwee H 1996. Tales from the bush. BBC Wildlife May: 98.
Klingel H 2013. Hippopotamus amphibius Common Hippopotamus. In: Kingdon J and Hoffmann M (eds).
Mammals of Africa, Vol VI: Pigs, Hippopotamuses, Chevrotain, Giraffes, Deer and Bovids. Bloomsbury Publishing,
London. pp 68-77
Email: u14110289@tuks.co.za

The King of the River eats goose for lunch
Rupert Harris
The African Fish Eagle is sometimes called
the King of Africa’s Rivers. As its name
suggests, its diet comprises mainly of fish,
but they are opportunists and will take a
variety of reptile, avian (mainly
waterfowl) and mammalian prey, as well
as the occasional amphibian and even
termite alates (Simmons 2005). On 7th
July 2017, I saw this African Fish Eagle
feasting on an Egyptian Goose at Nsemani
Dam, near Satara, in the Kruger National
Park. I was surprised to see that it would
prey on such a large bird. Some of us love
Peking Duck and others Duck a l'Orange,
but the King of the River seems to prefer
Ouette d’Égypte (Egyptian Goose).
Reference

The African Fish Eagle feasting on an Egyptian Goose.

Simmons RE 2005. African Fish Eagle. In: Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ and Ryan PG (eds). Roberts Birds of Southern
Africa, 7th Ed. The Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape Town. pp. 481-483.

27

The Lark 14, November/December 2017

Summer migrant arrivals: September-October 2017
Derek Engelbrecht and Joe Grosel
The following arrivals were reported to us.
Species

Migrant

Observer

Date

Locality

Violet-backed Starling

Intra-African

JG

2017-09-05

Nandoni Dam

Osprey

Palaearctic

White-rumped Swift

Intra-African

JG
DE
DE

2017-09-06
2017-10-18
2017-09-11

Nandoni (overwintering bird?)
Ebenezer Dam
UL Campus

Common Sandpiper

Palaearctic

DE

2017-09-11

Cypherkuil

Diederik Cuckoo

Intra-African

European Bee-eater

Palaearctic

African Cuckoo

Intra-African

JG
BG
JG
GO
JG

2017-09-12
2017-10-16
2017-09-13
2017-09-29
2017-09-17

Mapungubwe
Mokopane
Mapungubwe
UL Campus
Thornybush GR

Woodland Kingfisher

Intra-African

DE

2017-09-20

Letaba Estates

African Reed-warbler

Intra-African

DEj

2017-09-30

Welgelegen

Willow Warbler

Palaearctic

DEj

2017-09-30

Welgelegen

Broad-billed Roller

Intra-African

JG

2017-10-05

Mapungubwe

Curlew Sandpiper

Palaearctic

JA

2017-10-05

Engelhardt Dam, KNP

Barn Swallow

Palaearctic

JG

2017-10-07

Mapungubwe

African Paradise Flycatcher

Intra-African

LE; NO

2017-10-13

Flora Park; Eduan Park

Red-chested Cuckoo

Intra-African

JvV

2017-10-13

Gravelotte

Harlequin Quail

DE

2017-10-14

UL Campus

Willow Warbler

IntraAfrican/Nomad
Palaearctic

DEj

2017-10-15

Welgelegen

African Reed-warbler

Intra-African

DEj

2017-10-15

Welgelegen

Spotted Flycatcher

Palaearctic

DE

2017-10-17

Haenertsburg area

Black Cuckoo

Intra-African

DE

2017-10-26

UL Experimental Farm

Tree Pipit

Palaearctic

RVT

2017-10-28

Wolkberg

BG – Bruce Goetsch; DE – Derek Engelbrecht; DEj – Daniel Engelbrecht; GO – Gideon Odendaal; JA – John
Adamson; JG – Joe Grosel; JVV – Johan Van Vuuren; LE – Lynette Els; NO – Nico Oosthuizen.
*After careful consideration of, amongst others, historic records of the arrival times of Lesser Grey
Shrikes, it was decided to omit the Lesser Grey Shrike record of 17 August 2017 (The Lark 13) as this was
exceptionally early for this species. However, we flagged it for future reference.
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SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW
Derek Engelbrecht
This series features an old (40+ years) and a new (less than five years old) bird-related article.
Something old
While ringing at the Magoebaskloof Birds and Forest Festival from 19-22 October, we
caught and ringed quite a few Brown Scrub Robins. This made me think about the discovery
of the Woodbush population by Terry Oatley in the 1950s. The species was also the Bird of
the Month in the 100th issue of the Natal Bird Club News Sheet published in June 1963.

A Brown Scrub Robin from Magoebaskloof.
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Something new
So often we hear about melanistic birds, but what exactly is melanism? Polokwane is
arguably the capital of melanistic Gabar Goshawks and in issue 12 of The Lark, Daniel and I
wrote a short note about a melanistic Spotted Eagle-owl seen and photographed by Mrs.
Suzaan Van Staden just outside Polokwane. I came across this interesting article which will
help you to better understand this phenomenon, and its complexities. I hope you enjoy
reading it as much as I did.
Van Grouw H 2017. The dark side of birds: melanism—facts and fiction. Bulletin of the
British Ornithologists’ Club 137: 12-36.
Abstract
Melanism is generally defined as an increase of dark pigment in the plumage, resulting
in a blackish appearance. Furthermore, melanism is often associated with mutations of one
gene that encodes the melanocortin 1 receptor (MC1R), a protein involved in regulating
melanin pigmentation. However, there is often no increase of pigment and melanism does
not necessarily involve dark pigment alone. Also, many different mutations in many different
genes promote melanism, which may explain why it is the commonest colour morph in birds.
In the past, melanistic birds were sometimes mistakenly named as new species. Ironically, it
now appears that melanistic birds do indeed differ from their normal-coloured conspecifics
in more than just colour.
A free copy of this interesting article can be downloaded at: http://boconline.org/bulletins/downloads/boc1371-vanGrouw.pdf.

A melanistic Gabar Goshawk.
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IMPORTANT ENVIRONMENTAL DATES: November/December 2017
Month
21 November
05 December
11 December

Event
World Fisheries Day
World Soil Day
International Mountain Day

UPCOMING CLUB EVENTS
Month
02-05 November
03 November
09-12 November
22 November
25 November

Event
Spinetails and Pennant-wings birding excursion to the far northern
Kruger National Park
Night Drive in the Polokwane Game Reserve
Punda Mania Team Birding Event – Hosted by the West Rand
Honorary Rangers at Punda Maria Rest Camp, KNP
Birdlife Polokwane year-end social function and prize-giving for the
various club competitions – Polokwane MotoX Clubhouse (Silicon
Road).
Birding Big Day

Contact
LG
RVT
MO
LG

Lisa Grosel – LG (083 380 2322); Monika O’Leary – MO (084 304 3017); Richter van Tonder – RVT (082 213
8276).

This space could be
yours.

Contact

Lisa

Grosel for advertising
rates.

Advertisement from: African Wildlife 3(4) 1950.
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