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The Lark is the newsletter of Birdlife 
Polokwane and is published bimonth-
ly. It publishes reports of club activi-
ties, trip reports, photographic contri-
butions and any natural history notes 
of birds or events involving birds. 
Contributions are accepted in English 
or Afrikaans and are accepted at the 
discretion of the editors. Non-mem-
bers are also welcome to contribute, 
especially if it is of relevance to birds 
or birding in the Limpopo Province. 
When submitting images, please sub-
mit high resolution images without 
any borders or frames.

The editors reserve the right to edit 
articles as necessary. All images are 
copyright protected and the proper-
ty of the author/s of the article un-
less otherwise stated. Please send all 
your contributions to the editors at 
thelarknews@gmail.com. 

The opinions expressed by contribu-
tors in this newsletter are not neces-
sarily those of the editors, the Birdlife 
Polokwane committee or Birdlife 
South Africa.
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Editor's chirps
With summer waning, we say farewell to the migrants leaving our shores, wishing 
them a safe journey and hope to see them back in a couple of months time. It was an 
epic summer with some real specials seen in and around town - and slightly further 
afield, like the Golden Pipit in the northern Kruger National Park which a couple 
of members got to lay their eyes upon. The ‘influx’ of Ayres’s Hawk-Eagles in town, 
however, is still leading the headlines with at least five indviduals (based on differ-
ences in their plumages) seen over the last couple of weeks. Keep’em peeled for these 
secretive birds - it would be interesting to see if they stick around in winter. 
Although winter birding can be somewhat challenging, it can also be very reward-
ing. Local migrants from down south and several species undergoing altitudinal 
migrations mean you can get some really way-out sightings. One special little bird 
to look out for is Fairy Flycatcher - a rare winter visitor from further south.  
Last but not least - keep those  articles to'The Lark' rolling in!

Raelene and Daniel

P.O. Box 699
Fauna Park
0787
Tel: 015 263 6473
www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane

President Joe Grosel • ChairPerson Jody De Bruyn • dePuty ChairPerson Mark 
Friskin • seCretary Marcia Van Tonder • treasurers Nick Baglow and Julia 
Friskin • Website and it Coordinator Jody De Bruyn  • Pro and venue Coordina-
tor Lisa Grosel • events Co-ordinator Richter Van Tonder • researCh and mon-
itoring  Derek Engelbrecht • neWsletter editors  Raelene Engelbrecht and 
Daniel Engelbrecht • additional members Anneliese Pretorius, Conrad Van 
Tonder, Willem Van der Merwe, Les Reynolds, Johan Van Vuuren
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Siende dat ek relatief nuut 
in Limpopo is, gryp ek 
elke geleentheid aan om 

die omgewing, veral ten aansien van 
voëlkykareas, te verken. Op 2 Maart, 
om 6h45, het vyf van ons ontmoet 
by die Polokwane Wildreservaat 
vir die uitstappie na Ibis Varkboer-
dery. Ons (myself, Leonie en Lisa), 
was gelukkig om beide Richter Van 
Tonder en Jody De Bruyn se erva-
ring vir die oggend te hê. 

Die Ibis Varkboerdery is ‘n 
paar kilometer uit op die Percy 
Fyfe pad en is deel van die Mock-
ford-groep van plase. Die dag het 
bewolk begin maar vinnig in ‘n 
aangename dag uitgedraai. Ons 
is gasvry ontvang deur die eien-
aars, Richard en Shirley Skinner, 
en begelei na die lapa wat tussen 
verskillende damme geleë is. Daar-
vandaan het ons die grasvelde en 
areas om damme te voet verken. 

Ibis Varkboerdery 
klubuitstappie

Annette Van der Merwe
Kaapse Aasvoël © Jody De Bruyn
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Dit was uiters vrugtevol met on-
geveer 100 spesies aangeteken vir 
die oggend. Ons het onder an-
dere die volgende gesien: ‘n paar 
Oranjekeelkalkoen tjies (Cape 
Longclaw), Marico Sui kerbekkie 
(Marico Sunbird), Witrugeende 
(White-backed Duck), Kleinsing-
valk (Gabar Goshawk), Rooibors-
swaels (Red-breasted Swallow), 
Geelbekwitreier (Intermediate 
Egret), Witvlerkflappe (White-
winged Wi dow), Rooibekkweleas 
(Red-billed Quelea), Rooivinke 
(Southern Red Bishop), Kleindob-

bertjies (Little Grebe), Hamerkoppe 
(Hamerkop), Rooibekeende (Red-
billed Teal), Geelbekeende (Yel-
low-billed Duck), Rietduiker (Reed 
Cormorant) in broeidrag, Klein-
waterhoender (Lesser Moorhen), 
verskeie tintinkies en klopkloppies, 
Rooineklewerikke (Rufous-naped 
Lark), ‘n Swartborsslangarend 
(Black-chested Snake Eagle),  Rooi-
assies (Orange-breasted Waxbill), 
Glansibis (Glossy Ibis), en Skoor-

Bo ‘n Oranjekeelkalkoentjie © Jody De 
Bruyn
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Bo en heel bo Een vir die rekordboeke! 
Díe Roofarend, ‘n rariteit in die Polokwane 
area, was ongetwyfeld die hoogtepunt van 

die uitstappie © Jody De Bruyn. 
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steenveër (African Sacred Ibis).
Na ‘n mid-oggend piekniek 

in die lapa het ons die ‘Aasvoël 
Restaurant’ en omgewing aange-
durf. Varke wat oornag gevrek het 
word daar uitgesit, en om ons te 
akkomodeer, het die personeel ‘n 
paar karkasse bietjie vroeër as ge-
woonlik na die restaurant gebring. 
Witrug- (White-backed Vulture) 
en Kransaasvoëls (Cape Vulture), 
asook Maraboes (Marabou Stork), 

was volop, met ‘n enkele Klein-
swartooievaar (Abdim’s Stork) en 
Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced Vul-
ture). Die hoogtepunt was defini-
tief die Roofarend (Tawny Eagle) 
neffens die boom vol aasvoëls, wat 
beslis besonders is vir die Polo-
kwane area.

Op ‘n persoonlike noot was 
daar twee pluspunte. Eerstens, 

Bo Witrugaasvoëls by die Ibis Varkboer
dery Aasvoël Restaurant © Richter Van 

Tonder.  
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het ek, na meer as ‘n jaar van lui-
heid, weer aktief met Birdlasser 
op ‘n voëluitstappie deelgeneem. 
Tweedens, het Richter en Jody, op-
pad terug vir my ‘n ‘lifer’ gaan soek 
én gewys by ‘n tot-oorlopens-toe-
vol Sterkloopdammetjie. ‘n Koe-

Bo Die klublede wat die uitstappie na die 
Ibis Varkboerdery meegemaak het. Van 
links na regs: Lisa Grosel, Annette Van der 
Merwe, Richter Van Tonder, Jody De Bruyn 
en Leoni Kellerman © Richter Van Tonder.

koekvink (Cuckoo Finch) in vlug 
was nommer 675 op my lewenslys 
- dankie julle! 
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Situated in the northern 
region of the Kruger 
National Park, Bateleur 

Bush Camp was our birding des-
tination from the 13th to the 17th 
of February 2019. I had never vis-

ited the camp before and couldn’t 
wait to tick it off my ‘Kruger Camp 
List’ (yes, I’m a lister). This birding 
weekend was organised by the West 
Rand Honorary Rangers. I had to 
give a presentation to the guests on 

Birding 
     @ 

Bateleur
Daniel Engelbrecht

White-headed Vulture 
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‘Birding in the Limpopo Province’ 
and then my dad and I were bird 
guides for the honorary rangers for 
the rest of the weekend.  

We arrived at Phalaborwa 
Gate on the 17th February with at 

least 3 hours of driving through 
the park ahead of us. Problem! The 
camp gates close at 18:30 and here 
we were at 15:45 wanting to get 
into the park - go figure. Luckily, 
we were granted special permis-
sion and strict instructions not to 
do any game viewing, but to drive 
straight to Bateleur. We were in, it 
was a start to our trip, and it was 
time to start finding birds. The 
clock struck exactly 18:30 when we 
passed through the gates at Bate-
leur Bush Camp (phew!). 

For our first morning, we 
were off to Shingwedzi Rest Camp, 
but we first took a detour to a wa-
terhole which I had never visited 
before - Rooibosrand Dam. Our 
efforts were rewarded when we 
picked up two great birds; Dusky 
Lark and Collared Pratincole. The 
persistent rainy weather meant 
that the dam was filling up rapid-
ly. What birds could this weather 
bring? We would have to wait and 
see. 

Our morning drive to Shing-
wedzi Camp took us along the 
banks of the Shingwedzi River, and 
our list started growing with Eura-
sian Golden Oriole, Little Sparrow-

White-headed Vulture 
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hawk and Southern Ground Horn-
bill amongst our first additions to 
the list. 

At Shingwedzi Rest Camp we 
picked up a pair of African Open-

bills, Broad-billed Roller and sev-
eral Yellow-billed Storks, Little -, 
Intermediate -, and Great Egrets, 
as well as Hamerkop catching small 
fish at the spillway below the camp. 
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The morning outing had taken our 
total trip score to 110 species, but 
as we arrived back at camp in Bate-
leur there was big news - a pod of 
pelicans had just been spotted at 
Rooibosrand Dam. Back in the car 
and back to the dam to see them. 
As we arrived at the dam, we were 
greeted by the sight of over 40 Great 
White Pelicans. What a sighting 
for the Limpopo Province! Exactly 
why the birds arrived at the dam is 
anyone’s guess, but the heavy rains 

could have caused the birds to 
move more inland from the coastal 
plains of Mozambique. 

Our second morning saw us 
heading south towards Mopani 

Above A flock of more than 40 Great White 
Pelicans at Rooibosrand Dam.

Opposite, top Dusky Lark is a perennial 
favourite in the summer months and we en

countered them regularly. 

Opposite, bottom Several Southern 
Ground Hornbill groups were seen on the 
weekend. The bird on the left is dealing 

with an Armoured Ground Cricket!
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Rest Camp. The rain hadn’t stopped 
in over 10 hours now, but we were 
still chasing birds to up our total 
a bit. Our plan was to drive along 
the Capricorn Loop to look for Ru-
fous-winged Cisticola before stop-
ping over at Mopani for breakfast. 
The rain resulted in the formation 
of hundreds of small, temporary 
waterbodies providing us with 
sightings of Greater Painted-snipe, 

Black and Saddle-billed Stork and 
numerous small waders.

The Capricorn Loop was 
soaked but we pushed on. At one 
point we stopped and opened our 
windows only centimetres (to pre-
vent our car from becoming a mov-
ing submarine) to listen to what 
was around. The birdlife was in-
sane! There were Harlequin Quails 
calling from every tuft of grass, 
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Wattled Starlings flocking in their 
thousands in the trees, and an ex-
altation of Monotonous Larks dis-
playing above. However, nothing 
could compare to our next sight-
ing…

As we approached our first 
Rufous-winged Cisticola stake-
out, my dad suddenly slammed on 
breaks and with great excitement 
exclaimed that he had just seen a 
very bright yellow bird taking off 
from the side of the road. A nerv-
ous couple of seconds searching 
...and then we saw it! Two metres 
from the road, perched in the rain 

on a small twig was a Golden Pipit! 
This East African species only rare-
ly moves as far south as South Af-
rica. To say we were thrilled would 
have been a serious understate-
ment. It was only the 21st record 
for the country, but it came with-
in the width of a filoplume to be-
coming South Africa’s first roadkill 

Opposite The relentless rain resulted in 
temporary pools all over the the region  
and an influx of nomads such as this pair 

of Greater Paintedsnipes. 

Below LBJ? Think again. The Golden Pipit 
is a magnificent bird.
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Golden Pipit! To add to this great 
record, it was incredibly tame and 
photogenic, and the rain cleared 
just long enough to allow for some 
great photo opportunities. It came 
so close to the car at one stage that 
I couldn’t even get a photo of it with 
the 400 mm lens, and the cellphone 
became the camera of choice! What 
a thrill it was to see this bird. High 
fives in the car were followed by 
celebrations of an avian kind: first, 
a Black-bellied Bustard appeared 
from nowhere in the road ahead of 
us, calling its distinctive cork pop-
ping call, followed by the applause 

of Flappet Larks clapping in the 
skies above us. These unforgettable 
sightings took our list to over 140 
species. 

The rest of the Capricorn 
Loop offered us Rufous-winged 
Cisticola, Common Cuckoo as well 
as Lesser Spotted and Martial Ea-
gles. We sat down for breakfast on a 
birding high and probably repeated 
our sightings for the morning more 
times than I would like to count. 
As we returned to Bateleur Camp, 
we picked up African Cuckoo, Af-
rican Hawk-Eagle and Stierling’s 
Wren-Warbler shooting our al-
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ready impressive score 
to over 160 species. 

Saturday saw 
us birding mostly 
around Bateleur (once 
again in the relentless 
rain) but some of the 
highlights included 
Double-banded Sand-
grouse, Mosque Swal-
low, and a group of 
three Bennett’s Wood-
peckers. Just in case 
you didn’t know, most 
woodpecker species 
are solitary, usually 
only found alone or in 
pairs but our friend, 
the Bennett’s, is a so-
cial species living in 
small family groups – 
don’t say you never learn anything 
from me! We were also very for-
tunate to see the very rare hepatic 
morph of the Common Cuckoo – a 
morph lifer for me (did I mention 
I’m a lister?).

It was time to do a night-
drive, so on Saturday night we left 
Bateleur on the trucks to see if we 
could bolster our list with some 
night birds – and yes, in the rain. 

Sure enough, we found Square-
tailed and Fiery-necked Nightjar, a 
pair of Verreaux’s Eagle-Owl, Spot-
ted Eagle-Owl and a lone Bronze-
winged Courser. Things quickly 

Above The rare hepatic morph of a 
Common Cuckoo seen near Bateleur Bush 

Camp. 

Opposite Pop the cork! A Blackbellied 
Bustard joined the celebrations when we 

saw the Golden Pipit. 
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went downhill from here onwards 
and became quite unpleasant as 
the heavens opened even wider, 
turning the dirt roads into rivers of 
slosh. Nevertheless, the drive had 
taken our score to a rather satisfy-
ing 190 species. Our last morning 
was a rather strange experience, a 
large glowing ball was visible in the 
sky, changing everything from a 
grey-blue to a more vivid colour of 
green. Damn it was good to see the 

sun again!
We soon found White-head-

ed Vulture, Common Swift, Lan-
ner Falcon and Lesser Grey Shrike, 
pushing our total to 195 species 
by the time we exited Phalaborwa 
Gate. Despite the rain, it was an 
excellent weekend’s birding and I 
would repeat it again anytime.

Below A Southern Greyheaded Sparrow 
hoping the Bennett’s Woodpecker will ex

cavate a cavity.
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Charge the camer-
as, prepare the food, 
and set the alarm 

clocks, tomorrow is an early start 

for ‘site-hopping’ in the Lowveld. 
There is great anticipation amongst 
the 14 birders as they individual-
ly prepare for a day of birding at 

Chasing Lowveld specials
Mark and Julia Friskin

the cameras!
Charge 

Half-collared Kingfisher
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sites in the Lowveld to see some of 
the local specials on offer. We met 
at McDonald’s at 5 am, and from 
there we set out in convoy under 
the guidance of Derek Engelbrecht. 
The first stop was below the Ma-
goebaskloof Dam wall, in the hope 
that the elusive African Finfoot 
might grace us with its presence.

Light rain was falling, just 
enough to make the windscreen 
wipers slowly tick over. The road 
to Paledi Shopping Mall was busy 
- even at that time - and it seems 
as if every bad driver in Limpopo 
was on the road. Approaching the 
Wolkberg Mountains, the rain in-
tensified and there was a feeling that 

this would jeopardise our chances 
of some good birding. Arriving at 
the dam wall we were treated to a 
pair of Mountain Wagtails feed-
ing along the river bank, a pair of 
Wire-tailed Swallows gliding past, 
and Hadada Ibises exploding from 
the trees. It was announced that it 
was Willie van der Merwe's birth-
day and everyone congratulated 
him as he enjoyed the moment. 
And then it starter to rain harder 
… and harder. Cameras and bin-
oculars were covered up, and we 
decided to have another go at spot-
ting the elusive African Finfoot on 
our return later in the day. 

Back into the vehicles to move 
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onto another site at the low-level 
bridge a little further downstream, 
but alas no sight of the African Fin-
foot or the beautiful Half-collared 
Kingfisher. But by now it was buck-
eting down. We decided to head for 
a spot outside Tzaneen, reassured 
that we would return to Magoebas-
kloof Dam wall later in the day. 

By the time we turned off 
onto the Ledzee road outside Tza-
neen, the rain had stopped, and 
the birding started in earnest. And 
what a treat we had - there were 
birds everywhere! Amur Falcons 
on the power line, a Southern 
Grey-headed Sparrow was brave 

enough to land right next to a very 
wet-looking Lizard Buzzard. It 
was a stop-start affair as we head-
ed towards the low-level bridge on 
the Letaba River but we recorded, 
amongst others, White-winged and 
Red-collared Widowbirds, Sombre 
Greenbuls, Scarlet-chested Sun-
birds, Spotted and Southern Black 
Flycatchers, Croaking Cisticola, 
and White-browed Robin-Chat to 

Above A Village Weaver with quite a bite 
for its nestlings (Letaba Estates).

Opposite A pair of Woodland King fishers 
welcomed us on the Ledzee Road. 
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name a few. A rather dishevelled 
Purple-crested Turaco made an 
appearance, as it pushed its way 
through the dense, wet foliage, 
all its grace and poise forgotten. 
Another stop and Green-backed 
Cameropteras, Southern Boubou, 
Cardinal and Bearded Woodpeck-
er, Southern Masked, Spectacled, 
and Thick-billed Weavers came to 
greet us. 

Stopping next to the Lion 
Park, we all climbed up a slippery 
embankment for a sighting of 
White and Marabou Storks. There 
were also two White-backed Vul-
ture hopping around. Not far away, 

a Burchell's Coucal was calling, 
crisp and clear. Some pigs added 
their high-pitched squeels to the 
cacophony of bird song. Somehow 
the convoy got split up when we 
crossed the low-level bridge over 
the Letaba River, but excitement 
broke out as news filtered down 
that a Half-collared Kingfisher was 
spotted a short distance upstream 
from the bridge. The back-mark-
ers all rushed down the river bank 
for a glimpse of this magnificent 
creature. Even some hippos made 

Above Purplecrested Turaco.



The Lark 23       22 

a brief appearance. It turned out 
there were two kingfishers, and a 
short while later one treated us to 
some close-up views as it perched 
on a rock in the river. Cameras 
clicked madly as everyone wanted 
to capture this beautiful bird.

After drinking in our fill, we 
headed back to the vehicles. Two 
fishermen were curious and en-
quired as to what we were doing 
with such hi-tech equipment down 
the slippery river bank? I smiled to 
myself, as on very difficult birding 
days, I have voiced this question out 
loud! The Half-collared Kingfisher 
was a lifer for Willie, an excellent 
birthday gift, as years of searching 

for this gem came to an end. 
Our next stop was at Pierre 

Homan’s farm to search for the 
Thick-billed Cuckoo, Retz's Hel-
metshrike and the White-breasted 
Cuckooshrike. Watched by busy 
hornets, we had a quick bite to eat 
at a deserted cottage, all the while 
trying for any of these three elusive 
species. Despite the intermittent 
rain and our best efforts, none of 
them showed on the day. Howev-
er, Black-crowned Tchagra, Gold-
en-breasted Bunting, Black-headed 
Oriole, Black Cuckooshrike and 

Below The Lowveld Spotters Club.
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Southern Black Tit were spotted. In 
the cars and off to Letaba Estates in 
search of water birds at the dams.

Great Egret, Purple, Grey 
and Striated Herons, White-faced 
Whistling Duck, African Jacana, 
Black Crake, White-breasted and 

Reed Cormorants were recorded 
at Piesang Dam. We also upped 
our tally of kingfishers for the day, 
adding Pied, Brown-hooded, Mal-
achite and African Pygmy, to the 

Above Great Egret preening, f launting its 
beautiful plumage.
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Woodland, Half-collared and Gi-
ant Kingfishers which we had seen 
earlier. The grey skies above made 
identifying raptors a challenge, but 
we were delighted to have seen a 
European Honey Buzzard at Leta-
ba Estates. A couple of people were 
lucky - but also got soaked standing 

in the rain! - to see a real rarity for 
the Lowveld,  a male Cuckoo Finch.

From Letaba Estates we head-
ed towards Taganashoek where 
we picked up Pale Flycatcher and 

Below Several Pale Flycatchers were seen 
at Taganashoek.
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Green-capped Eremomela before 
heading back home, but with two 
more stops in mind. We stopped 
at The Wheelbarrow hoping to see 
Red-backed Mannikins as some 
of the party dipped on a sighting 
at the low-level bridge on the Let-
aba River earlier in the day. We 
had good views of a few juvenile 
Magpie Mannikins, however the 
Red-backed Mannikins were no-
where to be seen. We stocked up 

on some snacks at the farmstall 
and headed back to the Magoebas-
kloof Dam wall for the African Fin-
foot. We were delighted to see two 
Half-collared Kingfishers, the one 
being very relaxed and the cameras 
working overtime again. The final 
stop below the dam wall rewarded 
us with a displaying Broad-billed 
Roller, but no sign of the finfoot. 
There’s always another time, but 
what an exceptional day we all had!

Above There was great excitement when a 
pair of Greencapped Eremomelas showed 

at Taganashoek.
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Birdlife Polokwane
B I G  R I N G  2 0 1 9

23 March 2019

Derek Engelbrecht

Birdlife Polokwane’s an-
nual late-summer bird 
ringing demonstration 

took place on the 23d March 2019 
and will go down as one of the 
best ever. We not only shattered 
our previous record for number of 
birds ringed in a day, but we also 
bettered our previous species rich-

ness record for all species (ringed 
and retrapped birds). But more 
about that later.

We once again used our regu-
lar ringing station at the Aloe Ridge 

Above This Common Whitethroat was 
one of the highlights of the day. 
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Dam in the Polokwane Game Re-
serve. We arrived at 3:30 in the 
morning to allow sufficient time to 
have the nets up and open at dawn. 
We made it just in time, and all of 
us headed towards the ringing sta-
tion for a well-deserved cup of cof-
fee. But not … A large, mixed flock 
of weavers and queleas were caught 
in two of the mist nets near the 
water and most of the ringers and 
trainees went to assist Billy Attard 
to bag them. A few of us decided to 
go and check the other ‘bush nets’ - 
with any thoughts of coffee shelved 
for the moment. Once all the nets 
were cleared, we all gathered again 
and savoured the now long overdue 

cuppa. Low and behold, another 
flock of mainly queleas ended up 
in one of the nets again! Quentin 
Hagens and Billy went to clear this 
batch from the net while trainees 
Daniel Engelbrecht and Marianne 
McKenzie, and I started processing 
some of the morning’s catch as we 
risked running out of bags. At 7:15, 
just over an hour after sunrise, 
we decided to close the three nets 
near the water as a constant stream 
of weavers and queleas coming to 
drink meant we would be so busy 

Above Large numbers of weavers and que
leas necessitated closing some of the nets 

just over an hour after sunrise.
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removing birds from these nets, 
that we wouldn’t have the time to 
process the bagged birds.  

March is a good time for tar-
geting some of the migratory pas-
serines such as various warblers, 
Spotted Flycatcher, Red-backed 
and Lesser Grey Shrikes, and we 
were hoping to 
get hands-on with 
some of these. We 
opened the day’s 
account with a re-
trap Spotted Fly-
catcher, followed 
soon after by a 
Common White-
throat, so our spir-
its were high as we 
thought we got our 
timing right with 
regard to passage 
migrants. However, 
much to our disap-
pointment, we only 
caught one other 
Spotted Flycatcher, 
a couple of Red-
backed Shrikes 
and, strangely, no 
more warblers  for 
the rest of the day.

Back to our record-setting 
day. We ringed a total of 215 birds 
on the day! Red-billed Queleas 
(96) topped the charts, followed 

Below One of three Magpie Shrikes 
caught on the day. Daniel can vouch for 

their incredible bite force!
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by Southern Masked Weaver (51), 
and rather surprisingly, Marico 
Flycatcher came up third with 10 
individuals ringed. In total, we pro-
cessed 33 species, (ringed and re-
traps), beating our previous record 
of 31 species set in 2018 (albeit in 
spring). A summary of the ringing 
records are presented below.

There were seven retrap re-
cords represented by seven species. 
One of particular interest was a 
Palaearctic migrant, a Spotted Fly-
catcher, which was ringed at the 
same site more than 5 years ago. 
Details of all the retraps follow:
Black-chested Prinia X67793

First ringed as an adult male on 
2017-09-09 at the Aloe Ridge 
Dam (Polokwane Game Re-
serve) by Derek Engelbrecht. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 561 days (1yr, 6m, 
15d).

Blue Waxbill L96354
First ringed as a possible male 
on 2017-09-19 at the Aloe Ridge 
Dam (Polokwane Game Re-
serve) by Quentin Hagens. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.

Days elapsed: 551 days (1yr, 6m, 
5d).

Brown-hooded Kingfisher 4A79846
First ringed as an adult female 
on 2015-03-07 at the Aloe Ridge 
Dam (Polokwane Game Re-
serve) by Derek Engelbrecht. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 1478 days (4yr, 
0m, 17d).

Green-winged Pytilia A104053
First ringed as an adult male on 
2017-09-09 at the Aloe Ridge 
Dam (Polokwane Game Re-
serve) by Billy Attard. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 561 days (1yr, 6m, 
15d). 

Southern Masked Weaver BH18574
First ringed as an adult female 
on 2017-03-04 at the Aloe Ridge 
Dam (Polokwane Game Re-
serve) by Quentin Hagens. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 749 days (2yr, 0m, 
19d). 

Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill 
6H09655

First ringed as a nestling at a nest 
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box in the Polokwane Game Re-
serve on 2016-12-27 by Derek 
Engelbrecht. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 3.05 km.
Days elapsed: 817 days (2yr, 2m, 
25d). 

Spotted Flycatcher AR30291
First ringed as an adult on 2014-
03-01 at the Aloe Ridge Dam 
(Polokwane Game Reserve) by 
Derek Engelbrecht. 
Distance between initial ringing 
site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 1849 days (5yr, 
0m, 23d).

This supports the notion that the 
species exhibits strong site fideli-
ty in its non-breeding range.

Catch of the day? There were 
several contenders: for most of 
the day, a Common Whitethroat 
was heading the honours list, but 
Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill 
and two Cardinal Woodpeckers 
were worthy contenders. In the 
end, we were unanimous in our 
decision to award the Catch of the 
Day badge to a male Coqui Fran-
colin caught in a flap trap late in the 
afternoon. 

CATCH OF THE DAY
Coqui Francolin
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Top to bottom, left to right Greenwinged Pytilia,  Marico Flycatcher, Southern 
Yellowbilled Hornbill, Cardinal Woodpecker, Kalahari Scrub Robin, Crimsonbreast
ed Shrike, Spotted Flycatcher, Redbacked Shrike, Burntnecked Eremomela, Chinspot 

Batis, Sabota Lark, Lesser Honeyguide.
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22 Total length (m) 264

Species Number Species Number Species Number
Barbet, Crested 1 Shrike, Red-backed 3 Flycatcher, Spotted 1
Batis, Chinspot 1 Sparrow, Southern Grey-headed 1 Prinia, Black-chested 1
Crombec, Long-billed 2 Tchagra, Brown-crowned 1 Pytilia, Green-winged 1
Dove, Laughing 6 Tit, Ashy 1 Kingfisher, Brown-hooded 1
Dove, Namaqua 1 Waxbill, Blue 8 Weaver, Southern Masked 1
Dove, Red-eyed 1 Weaver, Lesser Masked 1 Waxbill, Blue 1
Dove, Ring-necked 2 Weaver, Southern Masked 51 Hornbill, Southern Yellow-billed 1
Eremomela, Burnt-necked 1 Weaver, Village 1
Finch, Red-headed 1 Whitethroat, Common 1
Flycatcher, Marico 10 Whydah, Shaft-tailed 1
Flycatcher, Spotted 1 Woodpecker, Cardinal 2
Francolin, Coqui 1
Honeyguide, Lesser 1
Hornbill, Southern Yellow-billed 2
Lark, Sabota 1
Pytilia, Green-winged 9
Quelea, Red-billed 96
Scrub Robin, Kalahari 2
Shrike, Crimson-breasted 2
Shrike, Magpie 3

Number of species ringed 31 Number of species retrapped 7
Number of birds ringed 215 Number of birds retrapped 7
Total number of species processed (ringed + retrapped) 33
Total number of birds processed (ringed + retrapped) 222

Other traps used Flap traps
Birds ringed Birds retrapped

Weather conditions Fine, overcast with gentle to moderate breeze.
Total number of nets erected
Nets open 05:15 - 17:15
Height of bottom shellf 1 m

Other registered ringers Billy Attard (#1402), Quentin Hagens (#1241);
Marianne McKenzie (trainee), Daniel Engelbrecht (Trainee)

Habitat types targeted Acacia thornveld

Name of outing leader Derek Engelbrecht (#1245)

RINGING REPORT SUMMARY 23 March 2019
Ringing site Polokwane Game Reserve
GPS 23°56'30.97"S; 29°27'45.70"E; 1300 masl

We wish to thank the 
management of the Polokwane 
Game Reserve, in particular Mr 
Edward Hutamo and Ms Jane 
Mabaso for their assistance 
with the arrangements and 
support of the event. We also 
wish to thank Sean-Christo-
pher Slattery for his assistance 
on the day.
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Lajuma
 Lowland specials in the highlands

The Lajuma Research 
Centre, nestled on 
the southern slopes 

of the western Soutpansberg, Lim-

Derek Engelbrecht

popo Province, is probably better 
known for its groundbreaking re-
search projects on primates (Chac-
ma Baboon, Vervet Monkey, and 
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Samango Monkey) and predators 
(Leopard, African Civet and gen-
ets). However, few people realize 
it is also a birding gem. With an 

Main spread Lajuma Peak, the highest 
peak in the Soutpansberg Mountains, 

stands sentinel over a peat wetland. Mo
ments after this photo was taken, we were 

thrilled to se a Leopard chasing a Bush
buck along the edge of this wetland. 

altitudinal range of around 800 m 
from the lowest point at the turn-
off from the tar road, to the peak 
of Lajuma Mountain (1717 masl - 
the highest peak in the Soutpans-
berg Mountain Range), the habitat 
diversity means you get unlikely 
combinations on a bird list. For 
example, you can find Gurney’s 
Sugarbird, Cape Grassbird, Wail-
ing Cisticola, Eastern Nicator, and 
Crested Guineafowl all within a 
couple of 100 metres of each other.

As part of a research pro-
ject on the behavioural ecology of 
Crested Guineafowl, I visited Laju-
ma from 27-30 April 2019. There 
are a few habituated flocks at La-
juma which makes studying these 
elusive birds a lot easier, but believe 
me it is no easy feat to follow these 
understorey dwellers through the 
tangled forest scrub. In order to 
study various behavioural aspects, 
we have to catch and fit individu-
als  with a unique combination of 
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colour rings for later identifica-
tion. Problem! Habituated doesn’t 
equate to tame.

So, that saw me, sons Dan-
iel and Graeme, and two Dutch 
students, Niels Zwartjes and Lara 
Braun, developing various strat-
egies to catch these naturally ex-

tremely wary birds. With only 14 
records in the SAFRING database 
over 69 years, it gives you an idea 
of just how difficult it is to catch 
these wacky birds. Niels and Lara 
are already familiar with their 
movements which helped a lot in 
finding them every day, but actual-



The Lark 23       36 

ly catching them proved a lot more 
challenging. Try ‘herding’ a flock 
in dense tangles of understorey to-
wards a 24 m long net in a forest 
track and you may start to appreci-
ate the challenge.

In the end we succeeded in 
catching two birds and Daniel 
ringed the 15th Crested Guineafowl 

Above Lara Braun (top) and Niels 
Zwartjes (below) ‘herding’ their f locks 

towards the nets. 

Opposite Crazy bird!

in southern Africa, followed by #16 
later the same morning.   

While waiting, Daniel and I 
took the opportunity to do some 
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ringing and birding at Lajuma. 
Some of the ringing highlights in-
cluded several Bearded Scrub Rob-
in, White-throated Robin-Chat, 
Red-capped Robin-Chat, White-
starred Robin, an immature Black 

Above Some of the birds ringed at Laju
ma. Clockwise from top left: Whitestarred 

Robin, Striped Pipit, Black Cuckooshrike 
(juvenile), and Bearded Scrub Robin. 
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Cuckooshrike, Terrestrial Brown-
bul, Yellow-bellied Greenbul, and 
two Striped Pipits.

Birding was also good with 
Eastern Nicators and Cape Ea-
gle-Owl the undisputed highlights. 
Eastern Nicators, usually regard-
ed as a species of lowland forests 
and thickets, seemed strangely out 
of place at just under 1300 masl! 
The Soutpansberg receives oro-
graphic rain but the orientation of 
the mountain range creates a rain-
shadow effect on a north-south as 
well as east-west orientation. This 
means the further west one trav-
els along the Soutpansberg Moun-
tain Range, the higher one has to 
go to benefit from the orographic 
rain and fog, the latter which can 
amount to a significant amount 
of precipitation. These moist-lad-
en, high altitude, southern slopes 
create suitable moist thickets and 
forests for the lowland specialists 
such as Eastern Nicators, Crested 

Gui neafowl, Bearded Scrub Robin 
and a couple of the other lowland 
species.

The Cape Eagle-Owl, heard 
calling from the cliffs behind Wil-
derness Camp, was also very spe-
cial and an apt reward for all the 
late nights and early mornings to 
establish the presence of this secre-
tive species at Lajuma. This was the 
most westerly record of the species 
in the Soutpansberg Mountains 
to date and only the third locality 
where the species is known to oc-
cur in the entire Limpopo Prov-
ince!

Other noteworthy birds re-
corded include Crowned Eagles 
displaying over the valley below 
Wilderness Camp, Scaly-throated 
Honeyguide, Black and Grey Cuck-
ooshrikes foraging together in the 
same tree, African Hawk-Eagle, 
Striped Pipit, White-starred Robin, 
African Wood Owl and Freckled 
Nightjar.
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Ons uitstappie op die 
13e  April 2019 na die 
al hoe meer bekende 

Houtrivierdam was bygewoon 
deur Mark, Julia and James Friskin, 
Willie Van der Merwe, Johan Van 
der Westhuizen, en Leonie Keller-
man. Soos altyd het ons vroeg 
weggespring en was al 6:20 in die 

Houtrivierdam pentad. Die dam 
is ongeveer 30 km wes van Polo-
kwane en ons het dit stadig geneem 
oppad in na die damwal. Dié wat al 
meer as eenkeer daar was sal weet 
dat jy vining spesies soos Kalaha-
riwipstert (Kalahari Scrub Robin), 
Baardmannetjies (Scaly-feathered 
Finch) en Maricovlieëvangers 

Houtrivierdam 
klubuitstappie

Richter Van Tonder
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(Marico Flycatcher) optel. 
Ek het gedink om die keer 

die uitstappie by die damwal te 
begin. By die afdraai na die wal 
toe het Johan ‘n valkie op ‘n krag-
draad gewaar, en met nader ins-
peksie is dit toe ‘n wyfie  Weste-
like Rooipootvalkie (Red-footed 
Falcon)! En toe ons wou verder ry 
kry ons die eerste groepie Kaapse 
Kapokvoëls (Cape Penduline Tit). 
Nogal nie ‘n slegte begin nie. Dit 

was nogal besonder bewolk en 
koel, maar gelukkig geen wind nie. 

Na ons koffie geniet het het 
ons stadig onder die damwal be-
weeg. Hier het ons onder andere 
Vleitintinkie (Levaillant’s Cis-

Bo Die ‘Waterfiskale’ wat die klubuitstap
pie na Houtrivierdam meegemaak het.

Oorkant Vleiuil  een van die 
hoogtepunte van die dag.
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ticola), Jamesonse Vuurvinkie 
(Jameson’s Firefinch), Gewone 
Melba (Green-winged Pytilia) en 
Maricosuikerbekkie (Marico Sun-
bird) gesien. Willie het vir ons ‘n 
orgidieë uitgewys en ons het toe 
omgedraai en bo-op die wal gaan 
stap. 

Oppad soontoe jaag ons toe 
‘n Vlei-uil (Marsh Owl) op! Dit het 
baie mooi draaie gemaak en ons kon 
fotos neem. Op die wal af het ons 
spesies soos Knobbeleend (Knob-
billed Duck), Kleinbyvreter (Lit-
tle Bee-eater), Geelpensbossanger 
(Yellow-bellied Eremomela) en Ge-

wone Ruiter (Common Sandpiper) 
gesien. Daarna het ons toe terug-
beweeg na die inloop toe en op-
pad soontoe mooi fotos gekry van 
‘n mannetjie Pylstertrooibekkie( 
Shaft-tailed Whydah).

By die inloop kon ons duide-
lik sien dat die dam voller as nor-
maalweg was en daar was min 
geskikte habitat  vir waadvoëls. 
Wat ons wel opgetel het was ‘n 
Reusereier (Goliath Heron), ‘n 
spesie wat glad nie algemeen in 

Bo Díe wyfie Westelike Rooipootvalk het 
die dag op ‘n baie goeie noot laat begin. 
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(Brown-throated Martin), Europe-
se Swael (Barn Swallow) en Groot-
streepswael (Greater Striped Swal-
low) gekry.

Van hier af het ons toe die 
grasvelde gaan aanpak en was ons 
gelukkig om twee volwasse Edel-
valke (Lanner Falcon) te sien jag 
maak op ‘n groep Rooibekkweleas 
(Red-billed Quelea). Hulle het laag 

die Polokwane omgewing is nie. 
Hier het ons ook Swartreier (Black 
Heron), Rooireier (Purple Heron) 
en Bloureier (Grey Heron) kon 
opteken. Ander spesies hier was 
Rooiassies (Orange-breasted Wax-
bills) en Gewone Kwartelvinkies 
(Quail Finch), maar die wat weet 
sal besef fotos van die goedjies 
is nie so  maklik om te kry nie. 
Swaeltjies was ook volop en ons 
het Pêrelborsswael (Pearl-breasted 
Swallow), Afrikaanse Oewerswael 

Bo ‘n Mannetjie Pylstertrooibekkie in al sy 
glorie!
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oor die grasse ingekom teen ‘n hoë 
spoed en in die bos in gevlieg waar 
die kweleas gesit het. Maar geen 
sukses nie. Wow!

In ‘Larkville’ het ons vinnig 
Rooikoplewerik (Red-capped Lark) 
en Pienkbeklewerik (Pink-billed 
Lark) gekry. Na ons oor beweeg het 
Chebeng se kant toe, het ons Vlakte 
Lewerik (Spike-heeled Lark), Grys-
ruglewerik (Grey-backed Spar-
row-Lark) en ‘n Vaalkoester (Buffy 
Pipit) gekry. Ons kon ook die G e-

Oorkant, bo ‘n Ietwat norserige 
Edelvalk.

Oorkant, onder Vaalkoester by 
Chebeng.

Onder Mark verken die graslande by 
Chebeng.

vlekte Klopkloppie (Cloud Cistico-
la) kry. Dit was ‘n lekker koel dag 
en heel aangenaam om in die veld 
te wees. Die totale lys vir die dag 
was net onder 120 spesies.
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An interesting

Two Days in Kruger
Mark Friskin
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James and I headed out for 
a morning bush walk with 
trails guides John and 

Frans. John has many years of ex-
perience and has guided hundreds 
of walks from Letaba Rest Camp in 
the Kruger National Park. 

While still in the vehicle we 
spotted a pair of Verreaux’s Ea-
gle-Owls. One was sitting in the dry 
riverbed and the other in a large fig 
tree on the banks of the river. This 
is a very successful breeding pair 
which roosts along this river. We 

learnt that the adults specialize in 
catching the bats that live and roost 
under the bridge and they don’t 
move too far away from this ‘take-
away’ spot. 

Once we started out on foot, 
we walked around several pans on 
the mud flats and saw an African 

Above Cape Starling, a common bird in 
Letaba Rest Camp.

Opposite A Verreaux’s EagleOwl showed 
beautifully in the dry riverbed of the Let

aba River.  
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Paradise Flycatcher. In the Lowveld, 
African Paradise Flycatchers do 
not migrate and can bee seen in 
the area all year round. The pair 
in our garden in Polokwane have 
left already, but they’ll be back in 
spring. We also saw several Gabar 
Goshawks, Common Greenshanks, 
Three-banded Plovers, Knob-billed 
Ducks, Green-winged Pytilias, and 
the Long-tailed Paradise Whydahs.
The Long-tailed Paradise Whydah 
is a brood parasite which targets 
the Geen-winged Pytilias. They 
lay their eggs in their hosts’ nests 
and many a Long-tailed Paradise 
Whydah’s chicks have been raised 
in this way. Our walk was over in 
three hours and back at Letaba Rest 
Camp we did some birding around 
the camp where we listed over 100 
species.

 Some really interesting spe-
cies seen included African Green 
Pigeons, Woodland Kingfish-
ers, Little Sparrowhawk, African 
Scops Owl, Goliath Heron, Or-
ange-breasted Bushshrike, and Wa-
ter Thick-knee, to name but a few. 
It was a good day for photography 
and Letaba Camp is really reward-
ing in that way. 

The next day our birding got 
really interesting. We left camp 
early and saw the usual Bateleurs, 
White-backed and Cape Vultures, 
but coming around the bend just 
before the Olifants River bridge, 
we saw the most beautiful White-
headed Vulture! It was busy eating 
something in the middle of the tar 
road. I literally had 40 seconds to 
photograph and capture this scene. 
Once I had photographed four 
shots, it flew off with its prey deep 
into the bush. After consultation 
the road kill was confirmed to be a 
Scrub Hare and this got me reading 
about the White-headed Vulture. 
Although generally regarded as a 
scavenger, this raptor also captures 
and kills small mammals. Accord-
ing to the authoritative handbook, 
Roberts birds of southern Africa, 
their prey include porcupines, Bat-
eared Foxes, African Wild Cat, ge-
nets, hyraxes, hares and monkeys.

As scavengers and pirates, 
they are quite dominant at carcass-
es - only Lappet-faced Vultures 
don’t stand back for them. Nev-
ertheless, they do not like to en-
ter into melees, instead grabbing 
dropped scraps and small parts of 
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the carcass and fly off with it to eat 
in peace. 

There is much more inter-
esting reading when you Google 
them. Their populations have been 
declining and are listed as critically 
endangered! They stand between 

Above A Whiteheaded Vulture feeding on 
a Scrub Hare  possibly a road kill. 

72 and 85 cm tall, and have a wing 
span of between 207 and 230 cm. 

After this amazing scene,  
about 400 metres on, we came 
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across what we thought was a new 
raptor for our list. However, after 
consultation we confirmed that it 
was in fact an unusual morph of a 
Wahlberg’s Eagle. I have seen the 
very pale morph up close before 
and I am familiar with the darker 
form before, but I haven’t seen this 
white-capped form before. It was 
quite relaxed and stayed perched in 
the tree for the photo shot. 

Birding is so rewarding and as 
you take it slow looking for birds 
and seeing amazing sights like we 
did, the lions and other Big 5 also 
appear. What a relaxing break away 
with some interesting birding to 
boot.

Above A ‘whitecapped’ Wahlberg’s 
Eagle.
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Birds in Art
Egyptian Plover

 Text and Artwork Willem Van der Merwe
E-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

Here is the Egyptian 
Plover, or Crocodile 
Bird Pluvianus ae

gyptius. The scientific name means 
‘Egyptian Plover’. Talk about inap-
propriate names!  This bird is first of 
all not a plover; secondly it doesn’t 
occur in Egypt; thirdly its associa-
tion with crocodiles is at least part-
ly mythical. What it is, though, is a 
bird that is not particularly closely 
related to anything else, and that 
only occurs in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Because of its uniqueness, it is pres-

ently classified in its very own fam-
ily, the Pluvianidae. The species, 
and the entire family, is unique to 
Africa. 

Let me speak a bit about bird 
classification. What, exactly, is 
meant by a ‘family’ of birds?  It can 
of course mean a literal family: the 
parent birds and their offspring. 
But when used as a term of classifi-
cation of large groups, it takes on a 
different but pretty rigorous mean-
ing. In classification, the first ‘unit’ 
is that of a species. Even species can 
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Egyptian Plover
© Willem Van der Merwe

be hard to define, though in most 
cases its meaning is clear: a group 
of organisms that are outwardly 
and genetically similar, and under 
natural circumstances can, and do, 
interbreed with each other. Lions 
constitute a species, as do giraffes, 

as do tigers. The next level is genus. 
Typically, a genus includes more 
than one species. Lions and tigers, 
though different species, both be-
long to a genus, Panthera, which 
includes all the largest of the cats, 
and which share some anatomical 
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and behavioural features such as 
the ability to roar. These large cats 
can sometimes interbreed, but it 
happens very rarely or not at all in 
nature. By distribution and by be-
haviour the different species of a 
genus distinguish themselves from 
each other. 

The next big unit ‘above’ ge-
nus, is finally what we’re interested 
in - the family. A family is a group 
of related genera (the plural of ge-
nus) and all the species they con-
tain. So, the lion, tiger, leopard and 
jaguar are all, together with the 
species in a number of other gen-
era, in a single and well-defined 
family, the cat family - Felidae. That 
is quite an intuitive family; most of 
us can easily tell if a wild predator is 
a member of the cat family or not. 
Other clear-cut families are the dog 
family (which also contains fox-
es and wolves) and the bear fami-
ly (which also includes the Giant 
Panda, but not the Red Panda). Not 
all mammalian families are equally 
clear-cut. In the raccoon family, for 
instance, we find a variety of crit-
ters that not many people would 
immediately associate with each 
other: raccoons, coatis, kinkajous, 

olingos, cacomistles. Though out-
wardly dissimilar, anatomically 
and genetically it is clear that they 
are all related enough to constitute 
a family. Several mammalian fami-
lies are like that.

As with mammals, so with 
birds and other living things. In 
birds, some ‘easy-to-grasp’ families 
include the penguins, the doves and 
pigeons, the falcons, the cranes, and 
the ducks and geese. Some groups 
that we might consider a single 
family turn out genetically to be di-
vided into two or more groups, so 
we have two owl families and three 
kingfisher families. Most families 
were first named and classified in 
Europe. But most bird diversity ex-
ists in the tropics. When moving on 
to the classification of tropical birds, 
European naturalists have been 
baffled and confused. The diversi-
ty is very high, and contains both 
birds that have rapidly become very 
different from their close relatives, 
and birds that have become very 
similar to others that are not close-
ly related, known as evolutionary 
convergence. Some bird families of 
the tropics are incredibly big and 
varied, like the cotinga and tanager 
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families of South America, and the 
tropical African and Asian bulbuls 
and babblers. We are still trying 
to sort them all out; as we investi-
gate them genetically, we are get-
ting many big surprises, realising 
that some of the things do not fit 
where they outwardly would seem 
to belong. What we have right now, 
is a small number of utterly huge 
families, containing hundreds of 
birds each, together with a moder-
ate number of medium-sized bird 
families, while out of this lot have 
fallen a number of birds that seem 
so isolated from anything else, that 
we have to classify them, perhaps 
with one or two close relatives, in 
their own families. They simply 
are not closely enough related to 
anything else. On their own, they 
represent huge ‘chunks’ of genetic 
diversity.

This is the case with the Egyp-
tian Plover. Its closest relatives are 
other birds in the shorebird or wad-
er order, the Charadriiformes (‘or-
ders’ being the next step up from 
families). Plovers, sandplovers, 
sandpipers, coursers, and pratin-
coles are all similar birds, and relat-
ed, but not closely related enough 

to share a family. For some time, the 
Egyptian Plover was lumped with 
the coursers and pratincoles in the 
Glareolidae, but differed from the 
coursers in its short legs, and from 
the pratincoles in its shorter wings 
and less of a fast-flying lifestyle. Fi-
nally, scientists decided to award 
it its own family, so it’s no longer a 
matter of trying to shove it into a 
box into which it won’t fit. It is now 
one of a small number of bird spe-
cies worldwide that constitute their 
own families; in Africa we have a 
few such families containing just 
one or two members, such as the 
Ostriches (two species), the Secre-
tarybird, the Hamerkop, and the 
Shoebill. The Egyptian Plover joins 
their ranks now. It is a matter of 
pride for Africa to have its number 
of endemic families extended by 
one more.
Crocodentists?

Folk tales have attached them-
selves to these little birds: that they 
help crocodiles with some free den-
tistry!  The story goes that croco-
diles basking on the sandbanks of 
tropical rivers will lie motionless 
with their mouths open; the plov-
ers will then come flying and jump 
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in and peck bits of meat from be-
tween the crocodiles’ teeth. The big 
crocs will placidly allow this, even 
when just snapping their jaws shut 
would reward them with a small 
meaty (and feathery) morsel, be-
cause this cleaning service keeps 
their teeth healthy. This story was 
written up in the times of the old 
Romans by the writer Herodotus; it 
has been repeated since then. Many 
people somehow concluded that 
the bird in Herodotus’ tale - which 
was given the name ‘trochilus’ - 
was this species. It was illustrated 
as such in a bird sticker book (you 
collected the stickers by buying soft 
drinks and then stuck them in the 
right places in the book) which 
my parents got me as a kid. The il-
lustration shows a bird inside the 
open mouth of a crocodile; if you 
go on Google right now, you’ll find 
more such pictures of plovers in 
crocodile mouths. The problem is, 
they’re all photoshopped!  As far as 
I can tell, never has it been reliably 
witnessed that these plovers, or any 
other birds for that matter, actually 
peck food from crocodiles’ teeth. 
Indeed, we’re not even sure that the 
bird ‘trochilus’ refers to them rather 

than to another species, or wheth-
er it might be an entirely made-up 
bird. In the old days, the naturalists 
were not as meticulous in proper-
ly observing and truthfully saying 
what they saw as modern scientists 
are, or at least should be. Sadly, so 
much for a cool story.

But rather than mourn what 
these birds are not, let’s appreciate 
what they are. Firstly, they’re very 
pretty, with very neatly delineated 
plumage colours: black, white, grey 
and buffy-orange. Apart from the 
colouring you can see in my paint-
ing, they also have bold black and 
white bars on their wings, visible 
when they fly. They live on sandy 
riverbanks, pecking up inverte-
brates and other morsels they find 
on the ground. They live in pairs or 
small groups. They can run rapid-
ly over the warm sand, their short 
legs a blur. They fly well, and when 
one of a pair lands close to its mate, 
they will engage in a short display 
with the wings open and raised to 
show off the neat pattern.

An especially unusual aspect 
of the breeding behaviour of this 
bird is that they don’t incubate their 
eggs. They lay them out on or in the 
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sand of the riverbank. If you’ve ever 
been in the tropics on the banks of 
a big river, you’ll know that it can 
get extremely hot; try to walk bare-
foot and the sand will burn your 
feet! So, these birds, rather than 
sitting on their eggs to keep them 
warm, will have some work to do 
to keep them cool!  They wet their 
belly feathers in the water of the 
river, and then sit on the eggs with 
their wet bellies so the moisture can 
cool the eggs. They also guard them 
against predators such as mon-
gooses and monitor lizards. When 
a predator approaches, the parents 
will quickly smooth the sand over 
the eggs and slink off. 

When chicks hatch, the par-
ents use similar tricks to keep them 
comfortable. The wet belly feathers 
now not only cool the chick down, 
but give it a drink too. In this they’re 
similar to the sandgrouse, a quite 
distantly related group of birds, that 
routinely give their chicks drinks 
from wet, spongy breast and belly 
feathers. The sand-burying trick 
is also used; the parents quickly 
throwing sand over the chicks to 
conceal them from approaching 

predators!  The chicks are not com-
pletely helpless; they hatch with 
their eyes open and can soon run 
and get their own food. They ac-
company their parents for a while, 
even to adulthood, forming a small 
family group, but may leave to form 
their own units as soon as they can 
find mates.

Today these plovers occur 
mostly in a broad band of land 
south of the Sahara Desert, from 
The Gambia in the west to Ethio-
pia in the east. They occur patchi-
ly south of the equator, in Gabon, 
Congo, the DRC, and Angola, but 
sadly not in South Africa. In all 
these regions they are associat-
ed with sandbars on the banks of 
large, slow-flowing rivers. They can 
be tame and approachable around 
human settlements. They migrate 
around in response to rainfall, 
which may cause rivers to rise and 
fall, and thus expose or flood the 
sandbanks they live on. Although 
they used to occur in Egypt, they 
no longer do but can be found on 
the banks of the Nile as far north 
as central Sudan. The species is not 
endangered at present.
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Bird Briefs

An eye-popping 
phenomenon

Hugh Chittenden and 
Greg Davies

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

It’s interesting that a 
handful of species in the 
region exhibit contrast-

ing eye colour differences, and 
that this phenomenon is often 

linked to recognised subspecies. 
One of the more notable exam-
ples is the distinctive crimson eye 
of the two northern Black-backed 
Puffback subspecies of southern 
Africa, hamatus and okavangen
sis. Their eye colour is in com-
plete contrast to southern nom-
inate cubla that has conspicuous 
orange, or yellow-orange eyes, 
and this also applies to females. 
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The geographic divide between 
hamatus and cubla is roughly just 
south of the Tugela River in Kwa-
Zulu-Natal.

Perhaps the best known ex-
ample of eye colour difference 
within species is the northern 
Hadada Ibis subspecies brevi
rostris that has a whitish-colour-
ed eye. If you are used to seeing 
southern African Hadadas, you’ll 
take a step backwards in disbe-
lief. Its eye is just so obvious and 
conspicuous. This race only just 
enters our region, occupying the 
waterways and adjacent areas of 
the Caprivi and northern Botswa-
na.

Interestingly, the meaning of 
the specific name of the north-
ern subspecies brevirostris is 
‘short-billed’. Named in error by 

Reichenow as its bill is decidedly 
longer (and heavier) than that of 
subspecies hagedash!! Perhaps he, 
at the time (1907), was compar-
ing it to a different ibis species? 

African Green Pigeon shows 
an impressive plumage colour 
range within the region. Of the 
seven subspecies in the region, 
all have pale, whitish eyes, except 
one, subspecies damarensis of the 
Okavango and Upper Zambezi 
Rivers. This taxon has the most 
superb cobalt-blue eyes, a feature 

Above Eye colour differences between northern  
(left) and southern (right) subspecies of the 

Hadeda Ibis.

Opposite  Northern subspecies of the Black
backed Puffback have crimsoncoloured eyes, 

whereas the nominate southern race has 
yellowishorange eyes. Both sexes show these eye 

colour differences: males above, females below.
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that is very evident in the field. 
Some of the African Green Pi-
geon subspecies in central Africa 
also have bluish-coloured eyes. 

Less evident in-field is the 
paler eye colour of the Black-col-
lared Barbet subspecies bocagei 
that occupies the northern re-
gions of Namibia and Botswana.

There are also regional eye 
colour differences in species such 
as Cape Batis, but this may pos-
sibly be linked to specific regions 
and not subspecies differentia-

tion. Also, the southern African 
Speckled Mousebird has a dark-
ish eye, whereas some of the cen-
tral and east African birds have 
whitish eyes. Although the two 
Rufous-bellied Tit subspecies do 
exhibit eye colour differences, the 
subspecies pallidiventris in Zim-
babwe shows darkish eyes. Yet the 
same subspecies in Malawi tends 
to show brighter eyes, not dis-
similar to the bright eyes of sub-
species diligens that occupies the 
Caprivi region. A less convincing 
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example!   
In very simple terms, pop-

ulations that occupy brighter, 
drier habitats tend to have paler 
plumages than those that evolved 
in higher rainfall areas, e.g. more 
densely wooded or forested habi-
tats. So, in order to appear more 
camouflaged, they tend to have 
darker pigmented feathering. The 
African Green Pigeon illustra-
tions opposite are good examples. 
The three paler, yellower subspe-
cies occupy the drier, less wood-
ed and ‘brighter’ habitats within 
southern Africa. Conversely, the 
four darker plumaged subspecies 
occupy more shaded, well foli-
aged, and forested eastern and 
southern regions.

Eye colour differences with-
in species, however, is more dif-
ficult to explain. The above pho-

tographic examples don’t seem to 
follow any particular pattern when 
it comes to eye colour. You could 
say that in the two species, Hada-
da Ibis and Black-collared Barbet, 
the subspecies with paler eyes oc-
cupy the brighter, more northern 
habitats. Conversely, the puffback 
and pigeon subspecies that occu-
py the hotter, brighter regions of 
southern Africa have darker eye 
colours! Finally, it’s worth adding 
that most bird species in the re-
gion don’t exhibit subspecific eye 
colour differences, the above being 
the most noteworthy exceptions.

Opposite All but one southern African subspe
cies of the African Green Pigeon has pale eyes, 
the exception being the subspecies damarensis 

of the Okavango and Upper Zambezi Rivers. 

Above Blackcollared Barbet subspecies bocagei 
of northern Namibia and Botswana have much 
paler eyes compared to the southern subspecies.
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Eye colour changes in Cape 
Starlings during ringing

Derek Engelbrecht
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Occasionally, some 
species exhibit 
changes in the col-

our of their eyes wile being ringed. 
I first noticed this  in  Red-billed 
Oxpeckers where the iris change 
from the usual bright red to a 
considerably paler orange-yel-
lowish colour, first reported by 
Raijmakers and Ellmer (2009). I 
observed the opposite phenome-

non in Cape Starlings - the usu-
ally yellowish-orange (below left) 
iris changed to a deeper orange 
colour (below right) within min-
utes of being handled. Raij makers 
and Ellmer (2009) found the same 
pattern (from a paler to a deeper 
colour) in Black-bellied Starlings. 
The reason for this phenomenon 
isn’t known but it could be stress 
related.

References
Raijmakers JMH and Ellmer A 2009. Eye 
colour change in Red-billed Oxpeckers . 
Afring News online 38:19-21.

Cape Starling
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Crowned Hornbill dietary 
records

Roger Hogg
Roger.Hogg@za.steinweg.com

Two Crowned Hornbills 
Tockus albotermina
tus have kept us thor-

oughly entertained this summer. 
Our home is situated on the fringe 
of the Palmiet Nature Reserve in 
Westville, Durban, and has served 
as a wonderful playground for the 
pair. We placed two nest boxes in 
our garden, which we hoped would 

provide a suitable home for the two 
love birds. Although they showed 
interest in the nest boxes, they have 
opted not to set up residence in our 
garden this season. Instead, they 
kept their options open and used 
this summer as an opportunity to 
see what the area around the nest 
boxes has to offer. 

It has been fascinating watch-
ing their hunting and feeding pat-

Below The pair of Crowned Hornbills inspect
ing a nest box. 
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terns, and the amazing variety of 
different food types they have en-
joyed. They are deadly hunters of 
both large and small prey, from 
bugs to golden moles, flying ants to 

beetles, all of which are normally 
‘played’ with before disappearing 
down the hatch, or left for play the 
next day.
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Above  and top One of their favourites foods 
are geckos, fresh or biltong. 

Opposite, top Even toads are fair game. 

Opposite, bottom A nestling, possibly a 
thrush, was also part of the menu. 
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Above A visit to the man cave. Is he showing 
interest in the Southern Yellowbilled Hornbill 

on the sticker?

Opposite, top They are amazingly skilled and 
so precise  at plucking objects out of the air. 
Here a termite alate was caught in midair.

Opposite, bottom This was the most oppor
tunistic and unusual catch made by the horn

bills; a golden mole that was caught burrowing 
just below the surface in the garden.
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Nightjar identification: 
Rufous-cheeked and 

Square-tailed Nightjar 
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

This is part 3 of a nightjar identifi-
cation series.

This series on nightjars 
is geared mainly at 
in-field night identi-

fication. In-hand identification is 
well-covered in Chittenden et al. 
(2016) and other field guides.   

Having dealt with Fiery-
necked identification in part 2 of 
this series (see The Lark 22), any 
other brownish, or rufous-blotched 
nightjars you encounter (out of 
Pennant-winged Nightjar distribu-
tion) that doesn’t have rich brown 

mottled cheeks/lores is likely to be 
either Rufous-cheeked or Square-
tailed Nightjar. The large, swift-fly-
ing European Nightjars have a 
mostly greyish plumage.

To be quite blunt, the two 
species dealt with here have ri-
diculous vernacular names - only 
there to confuse beginner birders 
even more!! - like most nightjars 
do. Assuming no birds are calling, 
the first species, Rufous-cheeked 
Nightjar, has rufous to the low-
er cheek and neck region, lacking 
rich rufous plumage to the ear-cov-

Below When perched, male and female 

Rufouscheeked Nightjars are usually almost 

inseparable. This bird was photographed in the 

Caprivi during September. 
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Above A Rufouscheeked Nightjar in 
worn plumage. This bird was photographed in 

the Zambezi valley in midDecember.

Below Unlike the Rufouscheeked Nightjar, 

Squaretailed Nightjars are sexually dimorphic, 

with males usually easily identifiable by the row 

of prominent whitetipped secondaries

erts and lores (as in Fiery-necked 
Nightjar). 

By the end of the year, and 
end of breeding season, nightjars, 
like most birds in the region are in 
worn, frayed and bleached plum-
age, as with the Rufous-cheeked  
Nightjar above that shows a very 
dull rufous neck patch. 

The name ‘Square-tailed’ 
Nightjar was probably coined by 
some bored taxonomist who’d nev-
er seen the species infield, so decid-

ed to take his frustrations out on 
the rest of us - forever!! 

To deviate slightly from in-
field identification, in-hand iden-
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Above In spite of subspecies plumage variation, 

the characteristic row of whitetipped secondar

ies and white outer tail feathers of Squaretailed 

Nightjar are good infield features, no matter 

where you come across them.

Left These inhand images of Squaretailed 

Nightjar wing spreads show differences in the 

white spots of a male 

and female.
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tification of the following three 
species is pretty simple if the posi-
tion of the white spot on the lead-
ing edge of the second outermost 
primary wing feather (P9) relative 
to the emargination (kink on the 
leading edge) on the feather is ex-
amined: 
• Fiery-necked Nightjar

White spot is positioned on the 
emargination of P9 (Below, top).

• Rufous-cheeked Nightjar
White spot positioned immedi-
ately above the emargination of 

P9 (Below, middle).
• Square-tailed Nightjar

White spot is positioned well 
above the emargination of P9 
(Below, bottom). 

Both Swamp and Freckled 
nightjars will be dealt with next. 
Both are easy to identify in-field.

References
Chittenden H, Davies G, Weiersbye I 
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John Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape 
Town.
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A bizarre injury result in a 
Sabloated Lark

Derek Engelbrecht
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

With their breed-
ing success aver-
aging only about 

33% over a 2-year study, Sabota 
Larks can sometimes do with a bit 
of luck. But Lady Luck isn’t always 
hiding behind the next grass tuft 
for these birds. 

At one of the nests I was mon-
itoring during a  study on the nest-
ing ecology of this species, I noticed 
one of the nestlings was developing 

a bit of a distended throat - noth-
ing too bad, but a swelling of the 
throat was noticeable. It looked like  
something was stuck in its throat, 
but I couldn’t see anything when it 
gaped. I don’t believe in interfering 
at all at nests I’m monitoring and 
left the nestling. 

My monitoring routine re-
quires nest visits every second day 
of the nestling period, and when I 
returned two days later, I was quite 
shocked at what I saw. The skin 
on the throat was distended like 
a balloon. However, the nestling 
seemed healthy, and when I com-
pared its mass with its siblings it 
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was on a par, so the bizarre injury 
had little ill effect on the nestling. 
I must admit I wasn’t sure how to 
handle the situation, but in the end 
decided to let Mother Nature make 
the call. Upon my return two days 
later, the nestling was now almost 
ready to fledge. To my surprise, the 
distended throat had subsided and 
all looked pretty normal again. 

What caused this? I suspect 
an injury occurred during feeding. 
Many invertebrates possess some 
very sharp, chitinous spines, hooks 
etc. If you ever had a close look at 
the legs of a grasshopper, you will 

know what I mean - and grasshop-
pers are one of the favoured prey 
items of Sabota Larks. To prevent 
an injury to their nestlings, parents 
will ‘prepare’ food by removing the 
hind legs and any other potentially 
dangerous bits prior to feeding it to 
their offspring. It’s possible that a 

Above A closesup view of the Sabota 
Lark nestling showing the distended throat at 

its peak.

Opposite A Sabota Lark nestling with a dis
tended throat, probably the result of an injury 

that occurred during feeding. 
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sharp bit of a prey item pierced the 
oesophagus, but did not penetrate 
all the way through the skin. Dur-
ing breathing, air escaped through 
the ‘punctured’ oesophagus and 
resulted in air filling the space be-
tween the oesophagus and the skin, 
causing the distention. With heal-
ing, the puncture sealed, prevent-
ing air from escaping through the 
hole in the oesophagous. 
I wondered if it wasn’t perhaps an 
inexperienced parent/s which did 
not appreciate the importance of 

preparing prey before feeding it to 
the nestlings. Their nest was also 
situated in an unusual place -  be-
tween some weeds in a fire break! 
Despite all the challenges these 
parents faced with this particular 
nesting attempt, all three chicks 
fledged successfully! With so much 
that can go wrong during nesting, 
they sometimes just need a bit of 
luck on their side, and this pair got 
just that. 

Below That’s how it should be done. This grass
hopper’s hind legs were removed, reducing the 

risk of injury to nestlings.  
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Wannabe oxpeckers - White-
necked Raven feeding on 

ticks and at an open wound
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

While atlassing at 
Hwiti Hill near 
Haener t sburg , 

Limpopo Province, my attention 
was drawn to the high pitched  
crrroook call of a pair of White-
necked Ravens at about 09:45 
on 4th April 2019. Both of them 
made a beeline for a cow in a herd 
of about 10 cattle grazing on the 
slopes of the hill.  They landed on 
the back of the cow, crrroooked a 
few more times and then appeared 
to begin feeding on ticks or some 
other ectoparasites on the cow. 

Corvids have been recorded feed-
ing on ticks on a variety of hosts, 
so although it could be regarded 
as uncommon behaviour, it is not 
unheard of (Dos Anjos and Bonan 
2019). Both birds seemed particu-
larly interested in the area below 
the base of the tail. The cow didn’t 
seem to mind the attention of the 
ravens, even lifting her tail to facili-
tate access to this difficult-to-reach 
area. The ravens were feeding for 
about 3-4 minutes before they flew 
off. Apart from lifting her tail, the 
cow didn’t flinch a muscle while 

Below, left The pair of Whitenecked Ravens 
foraging on the cow. 

Below, right The birds took turns to feed in 
the area below the tail. Note how the cow raised 

her tail to facilitate easy access to the ravens. 



75      The Lark 23

they were feeding, nor did she 
make any attempt to discourage the 
ravens from her back.

I was interested to see what 
the ravens were after and as soon 
as they had left, I went to investi-
gate. To my surprise, there was a 
deep gash below the tail, possibly 
caused by another cow’s horns, and 

that was clearly where the ravens’ 
interest was directed. Although ox-
peckers are known to feed at open 
wounds, taking small amounts of 
blood and fragments of tissue from 
their host, this behaviour has not 

Above The wound on the cow’s behind which 
the pair of Whitenecked Ravens attended to. 
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been reported in ravens (Craig and 
Bonan 2019; Dos Anjos and Bonan 
2019).  

It was clear to me that the 
ravens deliberately targeted this 
particular cow. They flew straight 
to this individual and showed no 
interest in any of the other cattle 
before, during or after this episode, 
despite the presence of ticks on 
these cows as well. Although they 
were observed pecking or combing 
other parts of the cow’s back and 
sides (there was also an old inju-
ry on the cow’s right side), their 
main focus was clearly directed at 
the region below the tail. The pair 
seemed to take turns attending 
to the injury, swopping positions 
about three times. The cow on the 
other hand, seemed to revel in the 
attention and actually lifted her tail 
to facilitate ‘cleaning’ of the wound. 
I somehow don’t believe the ravens 
caused the injury, but it seemed 
they either ‘cleaned’ the wound or 
were perhaps feeding on scabs. It 
would be interesting to know how 
the ravens got to know about the 
injury as it would ordinarily be 
concealed by the tail when it is in 
the default position. Did they fol-

low a trail of fresh blood when the 
injury occurred, or did they actu-
ally see dried blood on the cows 
legs and tail and used it as a cue to 
investigate further? Did the cow 
become ‘habituated’ to the ravens’ 
presence on its back and tending to 
the wound? Did the ravens provide 
some kind of relief to the cow? All 
three in the party seemed to know 
exactly what to do. Could this ob-
servation be an unusual case of 
symbiosis between the ravens and 
the cow, similar to that observed in 
oxpeckers and their hosts?  
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‘Caterpillar cataclysm’ 
at Tembele Estate                                                                                                            

Joe Grosel
E-mail: joe@tembele.co.za

Between the 22nd and 
29th March 2019, af-
ter a period of good 

rains, there was a mass ‘irruption’ 
of tens of thousands of caterpillars 
in my garden situated to the east of 

Polokwane. The bright yellow and 
turquoise caterpillars with black 
spots and about 5 cm long were tar-
geting Cape Ash Ekebergia capensis 
trees of which there are four medi-
um-sized specimens in the garden. 
The ground below the trees was cov-
ered in a carpet of black droppings 
while the sound of the caterpillars 
feeding was quite audible, even at 
a distance of 15 m away from the 

trees. Not more 
than five days af-
ter the caterpillars 
were first noticed, 
all four Cape Ash 
trees were com-
pletely defoliated. 
At this stage, the 
larvae decided to 
descend in a heav-
ing mass, moving 
down the trunks or 
by simply falling to 
the ground. Fully 
grown caterpillars 
then started at-
taching themselves 
by silk threads to 
virtually any sur-
face off the ground 
Within two days 



The Lark 23       78 

they transformed into pupae en-
closed in a lime green pupal case, 
while the immature larvae contin-
ued to roam about searching for 
more of their food plant. Needless 
to say, thousands of these imma-
tures died.

After consulting various ento-
mologists and lepidopterists as to 
the identity of the species, I finally 
got some joy through the ‘Cater-
pillar Rearing Group’, an auxiliary 
project of the Lepidopterists’ Soci-
ety of Africa (LEPSOC). The cater-
pillars were identified as the larvae 
of the Rhenea michii moth which 

Above  Some of the Cape Ash branches after 
the caterpillars had done their work! 

Opposite A close up of the Rhenea michii 
moth larvae showing their vivid colours and 

markings.  

belongs to the family Notodonti-
dae. Not much is known about the 
species except that their preferred 
larval food plant is the Cape Ash, 
and that they are prone to period-
ic population explosions that cause 
defoliation of their larval food 
plants.  This happens when the nat-
ural balance is disturbed in some 
way, causing a drop in the para-
sitoid numbers (their main natu-
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Above, left Masses of caterpillars moving 
down the trunk of one of the Cape Ashes after 

defoliating the tree. 

Above, right After denuding the Cape Ash 
trees, the search was on for more food. These 

caterpillars showed an interest in the irrigation 
pipes.

ral controlling agents). The wide-
spread use of pesticides affects the 
parasitoids more significantly than 
it does the Lepidoptera themselves. 
Mass outbreaks are also caused by 
extended periods of hot, dry con-
ditions followed by high rainfall as 
was the case in the Polokwane re-
gion prior to the ‘irruption’. Appar-
ently parasitoids are more sensitive 
to droughts than the Lepidoptera 
and they take longer to recover, re-
sulting in a population explosion of 



The Lark 23       80 

Above Adult Rhenea michii moth © Bradley 
Suncana

Middle  Hundreds of moth pupae attached to 
the branches of Cape Ash trees

Top Rhenea michii moth pupa/chrysalis.

caterpillars.
With thousands of caterpil-

lars having taken over my garden, 
it quickly became a very popular 
fast food outlet for all the cuckoos 
of the region. I recoded six species: 
Levaillant’s, Jacobin, Red-chested, 
Diderick, Black and Klaas’s Cuck-
oo feasting on the caterpillars. A 
pair of Levaillant’s Cuckoo were 
still hanging about the garden long 
after the other cuckoos had left the 
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Some of the species which enjoyed the caterpil
lar glut. Levaillant’s Cuckoo (Top), a juvenile 

Redchested Cuckoo (Middle) and a Woodland 
Kingfisher (Bottom).   
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Left A Green Wood Hoopoe feeding 
on a moth chrysalis.

Inset A closeup view of the Green 
Wood Hoopoe with a moth chrysalis.
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area and were even seen picking up 
dead caterpillars from the ground.  
Other bird species that joined the 
‘worm fest’ (observed feeding on 
the caterpillars) were Green Wood 
Hoopoe, Black-headed Oriole, 
Woodland Kingfisher, Southern 
Fiscal and Black-backed Puffback. 
The Green Wood Hoopoe also fed 
on the pupae in spite of their hard 
chrysalis-like exterior. Surprising-
ly, the resident pairs of Kurrichane 
Thrush, Groundscraper Thrush 
and Cape Robin-Chat were nev-
er seen feeding on the caterpillars 
despite being surrounded by this 
potential food source for several 
days. Were these caterpillars with 

their bright ‘aposematic’ colours 
unappealing or unpalatable to 
these birds, or was it just a case of 
overdoing the ‘worm binge’ when 
the party started. All in all, quite an 
exciting event for all in the Tembe-
le garden, except for the Cape Ash 
trees of course, but they will no 
doubt make a great comeback!

Acknowledgements - My thanks goes to 
Hermann Staude from LEPSOC and the 
Caterpillar Rearing Group for his valu-
able assistance in identifying the species 
and for providing interesting information 
regarding mass outbreaks of Lepidoptera 
species in South Africa. 
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Another burrow-dwelling 
lark - Rufous-naped Lark

Derek Engelbrecht, Lara Affolter 
and Bibi Linden

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

In the previous issue of 
The Lark, DE wrote about 
a record of Spike-heeled 

Larks that used the burrows of 
Meerkats in the central Free State 
(Engelbrecht 2019). Burrow-dwell-
ing behaviour has been recorded 
in at least five lark species with all 
records, bar the one mentioned 
by Engelbrecht (2019), from hy-
per-arid desert environments ex-
periencing temperatures in excess 
of 45°C (Maclean 1974; Williams 
et al. 1999; Walde et al. 2009; Ryan 
2019). 

The general notion is that 
burrow-dwelling behaviour by 
larks is primarily directed at ther-
moregulation and reducing water 
loss during the heat of the day. Ac-
cording to Ryan (2019), larks also 
use burrows to escape a potential 
threat. Both hypotheses have their 
merits. For example, Williams at 
al. (1999) found that larks utiliz-
ing burrows during the heat of the 

day may reduce their water loss 
by as much as 81%, an important 
water-saving strategy in deserts 
where water is scarce or absent. 
Descending into the depths of a 
burrow may have survival value 
if threatened by a predator on the 
surface, but it may also be a dead-
end (no pun intended) if the bur-
row is occupied by another poten-
tial predator. In short, it is risky to 
go down a burrow in a hurry if you 
don’t know whether it is occupied 
or not. The record of Spike-heeled 
Larks using burrows in the central 
Free State reported by Engelbrecht 
(2019) bucks the trend as those in-
dividuals were not found in a hy-
per-arid desert, nor did they occu-
py a particularly hot environment. 
Could there perhaps be another 
reason why larks would frequent 
burrows?

As part of a research project 
investigating the use of Aardvark 
burrows by vertebrate species, LA 
placed trail cameras at the entranc-
es to several burrows at the Lajuma 
Research Centre in the Soutpans-
berg Mountains. The trail cameras  
were placed in a clearing in light-
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ly wooded grassland at an altitude 
of 1440 masl. The average annual 
rainfall at Lajuma is ~700 mm and 
the average daytime summer tem-
perature is  a balmy ~ 21°C.

Although several bird spe-
cies were recorded at the bur-
rows, two species captured our 
interest: a Cape Robin-Chat and 
a Rufous-naped Lark. The Ru-
fous-naped Lark was recorded on 
four separate occasions at three 
different burrows. Judging by the 

spacing between the three bur-
rows (~50-60 m), it is likely to be 
footage of the same individual or 
perhaps members of a resident 
pair. The observations span several 
weeks (19 March - 14 April 2019), 
suggesting repeated visits. Visits to 
burrows were also recorded at dif-
ferent times of the day, e.g. 07:35, 
13:31, 15:17 and 16: 29. It is evident 
from the video footage that the 
birds were foraging in the burrows, 
and not using it as thermal refugia 

Above A Cape RobinChat foraging at the 
mouth of an Aardvark burrow. The bird pro

ceeded to enter the chamber.

Opposite Trail camera images of Rufousnaped 
Lark foraging at and in three different Aardvark 

burrows.   
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or to escape a threat. Both species 
not only foraged at the mouth of 
the burrow, but they also entered 
the burrow chamber, disappearing 
from view, presumably to continue 
foraging. The burrows were not oc-
cupied at the time, at least not by 
any of the larger mammals at La-
juma, e.g. genets, porcupine, Aard-
vark, Warthog, Honey Badger etc. 

It is well-known that burrow 
excavators such as Aardvark and 
Porcupine fullfil an important eco-
logical role in soil turnover and 
nutrient recycling. Their diggings 
bring nutrients etc. from deep-
er soil layers to the surface, hence 
modulating resource availability 
to a variety of other taxa (Bragg et 
al. 2005; Whittington-Jones et al. 
2011). The nutrient-rich soils, rel-
atively stable micro-climate, and 
cover (i.t.o. shelter and relative 
darkness) provided by a burrow 
would be an attractive micro-site 
for a variety of invertebrate taxa. 
Burrows, and the associated exca-
vated soil piles, may therefore offer 
rich pickings for insectivorous and 
granivorous birds. 

To conclude, this footage 
shows another use of burrows by 

larks, i.e. for foraging. These ob-
servations suggest that the use of 
burrows by larks may not always 
relate directly to thermoregula-
tion and/or the individual’s water 
economy. It is possible that the rel-
atively stable micro-climate offered 
by burrows in hyper-arid deserts 
experiencing excessively high tem-
peratures may provide a novel for-
aging niche for resident larks. As 
a corollary of the stable micro-cli-
mate offered by burrows, the lark 
also gains thermoregulatory and 
water economy benefits. The ob-
servations presented here are the 
first records of Rufous-naped Lark 
utilizing burrows, and also shows 
that burrow-dwelling behaviour 
may be independent of high tem-
peratures or hyper-aridity. 

Acknowledgements - The authors wish to 
express their gratitude to the management 
of Lajuma Research Centre for the use of 
their trail cameras and facilities as well as  
their support of this study.
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Ayres’s Hawk-Eagles over 
Polokwane

Joe Grosel
E-mail: joe@tembele.co.za

The handsome Ayres’s 
Hawk-Eagle Hieraae
tus ayresii is a small, 

compact eagle that frequents ma-
ture woodland habitats across 
sub-Saharan Africa. Despite its 
wide-ranging distribution. it is no-
where common and, due to its re-
tiring nature, is seldom observed by 
birdwatchers measured against the 
other eagle species found in south-
ern Africa. Outside their breed-
ing season, Ayres’s Hawk-Eagles 
have the habit of perching within 
the shady canopy of large trees for 
hours on end, only venturing out to 
hunt. 

Well-known raptor authority 
Peter Steyn describes this species 
as being the ‘swiftest of all southern 
African eagles’. It is a highly efficient 
hunter and is capable of stooping 
from a great height like a falcon, or 
dashing through the woodland like 
an accipiter. Pigeons and doves are 
the preferred prey although other 
birds ranging from White-faced 

Whistling Ducks to Southern Black 
Flycatchers have also been record-
ed as prey items. 

The breeding season for 
Ayres's Hawk-Eagle runs from 
April-July in Zimbabwe and Zam-
bia (Steyn 1982). Surprisingly only 
a single egg is laid. There are no 
confirmed breeding records for 
South Africa.

Although a fair amount of 
work has gone into plumage and 
moult description, particularly in 
Zimbabwe by Hartley and Mundy 
(2003), it is still not fully under-
stood or documented.  That is be-
cause this species comes in a vari-
ety of plumage forms or morphs 
in both the adult and the juvenile 
stages and between the sexes. In 
captive birds in Zimbabwe, plum-
age features changed up to the age 
of six years! Even within the fairly 
distinctive morphs there is a fair 
amount of individual variation. 
There are, however, some features 
which are consistent through all 
the adult morphs: dark-brown to 
charcoal-coloured upperparts with 
pale-edged feathers giving a scal-
loped appearance. Bright yellow 
to orange eyes with a pale-yellow 



The Lark 23       90 

cere and feet. The facial patterns 
and underparts are variable as de-
scribed for the three main adult 
plumage morphs below:

Dark morph with an all-black 
head, cheeks and neck and dark, 
bold teardrop-shaped blotching 
from the neck and throat down 
onto the belly and on the leggings.

Intermediate (typical) 
morph with a dark mask extend-
ing onto the cheek, a white fore-
head and an unstreaked throat. 
Broad teardrop-shaped blotches 
on the sides and lower breast and 
flanks extending onto the leggings. 

Pale morph with dark cap, 
generally pale or streaked ear cov-
erts and cheeks, a white supercil-
ium and a white frons. Variable 
amount of streaking on the under-
parts but far less than in the pre-
vious morph. Less streaking down 
the centre of the breast, mainly on 
the sides of the breast, the flanks 
and upper thighs. 

There is also a very rare all-
dark melanistic form of which only 
one has been recorded in southern 
Africa (collected in Swaziland way 
back in 1906). 

In flight, adults have bold 

barring in the remiges (primaries 
and secondaries) and do not show 
pale panels or windows in the pri-
maries as with the related African 
Hawk-Eagle.  The fairly broad tail is 
well barred with a distinctly broad-
er sub-terminal tail bar. The un-
derwing coverts are pale with dark 
streaking. There are white shoulder 
patches where the wing meets the 
body showing up as ‘landing lights’ 

Below One of the juvenile Ayres’s HawkEagles 
regularly seen at the Polokwane Bird Sanctuary 

© Jody De Bruyn. 
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in flight and can therefore be con-
fused with Booted Eagles.

The juveniles are generally 
grey-brown above with rufous on 
the crown and mantle. The wing 
coverts and scapulars are tipped 
with beige, giving a scalloped im-
pression. The eye colour ranges 
from cream to pale brown while 
the bare parts are pale yellow. The 
face normally shows a darker grey 
‘mask’ through the eye while the 
lores is slate grey. The neck and 
nape usually shows grey dappling. 
The underparts are as variable as in 

the adults.  The breast and shoul-
ders are usually light rufous with a 
paler lower breast, belly and white 
leggings. Some individuals have 
cream-coloured breasts with faint 

Plumage variation in juvenile Ayres’s HawkEa gles 
in the greater Polokwane region. 

Opposite, above A darkmorph juvenile in 
a garden in Welgelegen, Polokwane  see J1 in 

summary on page 95 © Derek Engelbrecht.
Opposite, below A pale morph juvenile pho

tographed in the Polokwane Bird Sanctuary  
see J3 in summary on page 95 © Jody De Bruyn.

Below An individual seen in a garden in 
Mokpone  see SA1 in summary on page 95 © 

Bess Pieterse.
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streaking while other are uniform-
ly rufous-brown all the way from 
the throat down onto the leggings. 
In flight, juveniles have pale (beige 
to light rufous) underwing coverts 
and as in the adults, heavily barred 
remiges and tail, and also show 
the white shoulder ‘landing lights’.  
Both adults and juvenile Ayres’s 
Hawk-Eagles have an occipital 
crest that that can be raised at will 
but which is typically not visible 
and thus not a reliable field identi-
fication feature.

The history of Ayres’s 
Hawk-Eagle in Polokwane goes 

back 22 years to 1997 when an 
adult was seen on several occasions 
hunting over the town’s main resi-
dential area. I discovered the bird’s 
favourite roosting site in Decem-
ber of that year in the municipal 
nursery on the corner of Hoog and 
Grobler Streets where it became 
very confiding and seemed obliv-
ious to the staff and their noisy 
implements below its tall, shady 

Below The ‘original’! The Ayres’s HawkEagle 
that returned to the same roost in (Pietersburg) 
Polokwane for at least four consecutive years in 

the late 1990s. 
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roosting tree. It was so relaxed and 
habituated that the famous rap-
torphile from the USA, William S 
(Bill) Clark, travelled all the way 
from Texas to photograph the bird 
for one of his numerous books on 
diurnal raptors. Since then there 
have been a few sporadic reports 
of Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle from the 
Polokwane area, but not much to 
get excited about.

Fast forward to the 2018/2019 
summer during which there’s been 
an abnormally high reporting rate 
for the species from the greater 
Polokwane region and principally 
from within the city itself. I received 
no less than 21 separate reports of 
Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle sightings from 
this area including six of my own 
(see summary below). As far as 
could be established through pho-
tographic evidence, there seemed 
to be at least two different adults 
and five juveniles/immatures. Most 
of the sightings came from the 
Polokwane Bird Sanctuary (adja-
cent to the water purification works 
and Sand River), but there were a 
few from within the suburban are-
as, the Geluk equestrian yards out-
side Polokwane, and two that came 

from just beyond the Polokwane 
Municipal area. 

So what are all these Ayres’s 
Hawk-Eagles suddenly doing here, 
or have they just been going unno-
ticed in the past? It is well known 
that these eagles are attracted to 
towns and cities and there are even 
a few records of them breeding 
in large African towns. Over the 
past few years, Pretoria has built 
up a reputation for being one of 
the most reliable places in South 

Above The wellstreaked, rufouschested juve
nile which frequented the Geluk area outside 
Polokwane  see J2 in summary table below. 
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Africa to see this species. I believe 
that despite the Ayres’s Hawk-Ea-
gle’s secretive roosting habits and 
their high soaring foraging behav-
iour, the committed community 
of resident birders in Polokwane 
would have ‘made contact’ with 
this species had there been sig-
nificant numbers around in the 
past few years.  So yes, there has 
undoubtedly been an influx, but 
from where? We can only surmise 
that other areas within the Lim-
popo Province and beyond, e.g. to 
the north and east of the province 
were not suitable this summer due 
to very dry conditions and delayed 
rains. Habitat loss could be another 
contributing factor, particularly in 
neighbouring Mozambique where 
the Gaza Province has lost much of 
its once vast gallery woodlands due 
to the trade in hardwood with the 
Far East and the rampant charcoal 
industry. 

Habitat requirements for both 
adult birds (outside the breeding 
season) as well as immature birds 
have been well documented, and 
comprise well-wooded habitats 
with tall, leafy trees in areas of 
‘moderate rainfall’ and which offer 
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an ample supply of doves and pi-
geons.

Polokwane received higher 
than average mid- to late-summer 
rainfall (December-March) hap-
pens to be situated in the middle 
of a large, shrub-dominated pla-
teau where there aren’t many tall 
woodland-like habitats. The estab-
lished city suburbs with their tall 
woodland-like canopy, along with 
the Sand River’s riparian greenbelt 
is ideal habitat for this species. The 
city also has healthy populations 
of Laughing, Red-eyed and feral 
Rock Doves, the eagle’s favourite 
prey.  Although this is mainly con-

jecture, it will be interesting to see 
what happens in the next few sea-
sons. Birdlife Polokwane members 
are therefore encouraged to look 
out for and if possible, photograph 
any Ayres’s Hawk-Eagles around 
Polokwane and beyond.

References
Hartley RR and Mundy PJ 2003.  Morpho-
metrics and status of Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle 
in Zimbabwe. Journal of Raptor Research 
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Left A palebreasted juvenile with 
heavy blotching on the flanks and 

strong streaking on the chest  see J4 
in the summary table above © Mark 

Friskin.
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Top A plain, palebreasted juvenile with faint, 
fine streaking streaking on the chest  see J3 in 

the summary table above © Jody De Bruyn.
Bottom The same bird viewed from the back. 

Note the ‘landing lights’ © Jody De Bruyn.
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Non-passerines
Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle - 14 April 
2019. A juvenile seen at the 
Polokwane Bird Sanctuary (Jody 
De Bruyn)*. 19 April 2019. Two 
immature birds seen at the Polok-
wane Bird Sanctuary (Jody De 
Bruyn).
Cape Eagle-Owl - 31 March 2019. 
A bird calling from cliffs at La-
juma (Derek and Daniel Engel-
brecht)*. 

I n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t i n g s
1 6  F e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9  -  1 5  A p r i l  2 0 1 9

Share your interesting sightings, interactions, behaviour etc. seen 
within a 100 km radius of Polokwane. Please submit your sightings 
to thelarknews@gmail.com and include the date, locality and a brief 
write-up of your sighting. Photos are welcome but will be used at the 
discretion of the editors. *= SABAP2 Out of Range record;  ** Re-
gional rarity; *** National Rarity

Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle © Mark Friskin
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Grey-headed Gull - 24 February 
2019. A single bird at the Polok-
wane Bird Sanctuary (Jody De 
Bruyn).
Maccoa Duck - 8 March 2019. A 
pair seen at a dam next to ZZ2 
on the Soetdorings Road (Leonie 
Kellerman).
Marsh Owl - 13 April 2019. A bird 
seen below the Hout River Dam 
wall (Birdlife Polokwane club 
outing).

Shikra - 28 February 2019. An in-
dividual seen in a garden in Dorp 
(Sean-Christopher Slattery).
Tawny Eagle - One, possibly two 
birds seen on a club outing to Ibis 
Piggery (Jody De bruyn and Rich-
ter Van Tonder)*; 21 March 2019. 
Two birds seen about 5 km west 
of Ibis Piggery (Jody De Bruyn)*.

Woolly-necked Stork - 8 March 
2019. A single bird seen at a small 
dam on Tweefontein (Leonie 
Kellerman).

Passerines
African Pied Wagtail - 24 February 
2019. A group of five birds seen 
at the Polokwane Bird Sanctuary 
(Jody De Bruyn).
Cape Rock Thrush - 4 April 2019. 
A pair and an immature bird seen 
on the southern slopes of Hwiti 
Peak (Derek Engelbrecht).

Marsh Owl © Johan Van der Westhuizen

Tawny Eagle © Jody De Bruyn

Cape Rock Thrush © Derek Engelbrecht
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Cuckoo Finch © Johan Van der Westhuizen

Common Whitethroat - 2 March 
2019. A bird seen in the Polok-
wane Game Reserve (Daniel 
Engelbrecht); 23 March 2019. A 
bird caught and ringed on the 
Birdlife Polokwane Ring Day 
(Daniel Engelbrecht).
Cuckoo Finch - 16 March 2019. A 
male seen at a wetland at Letaba 
Estates (Birdlife Polokwane club 
outing)*.

Grey Tit-Flycatcher - 14 April 
2019. A single individual seen 
and heard calling at the Sand 
River bridge on the Soetdorings 
Road (Jody De Bruyn)*.
Long-tailed Widowbird - 13 April 
2019. An adult male seen near 
Chebeng (Birdlife Polokwane 
club outing).

Thrush Nightingale - 21 Febru-
ary 2019. A bird caught in a mis-
net at the University of Limpopo 
(Derek Engelbrecht) *.

Tree Pipit - 23 February 2019. A 
bird foraging on the side of the 
road on the Rheebokvlei Road 
(Daniel Engelbrecht).

Thrush Nightingale © Derek Engelbrecht

Tree Pipit  © Daniel Engelbrecht
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EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date:  7 May 2019
Time:  18:30 
Venue:  Polokwane Golf Club

Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date:  4 June 2019
Time:  18:30 
Venue:  Polokwane Golf Club
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Klubuitstappie
Waar?  Woodbush Forest Drive
Datum:  11 Mei 2019
Leier:   Richter Van Tonder
Kontak::  082 213 8276

Inkopielys:  Woudpapegaai, (Cape Parrot), Swartoogboslaksman  
  (Black-fronted Bushshrike), Bruinwipstert (Brown Scrub  
  Robin), Oranjelyster (Orange Ground Thrush), Kaneeldui 
  fie (Lemon Dove), Witkoljanfrederik (White-starred  
  Robin), Geelkeelsanger (Yellow-throated Woodland War 
  bler), en Ruigtesanger (Barratt’s Warbler).   

Cape Parrot Counting Day 2019
Where? Magoebaskloof-Wolkberg
Date:   4th and 5th May 2019
Leader:  David Letsoalo
Contact:  083 568 4678

See flyer on page 105
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Club outing
Where? Blouberg Nature Reserve
Date:   8 June 2019
Leader:  Richter Van Tonder
Contact:  082 213 8276

Targets:  Cape, White-backed and Lappet-faced Vulture, Swal  
  low-tailed Bee-eater, Grey Penduline Tit, White-crested  
  and Retz’s Helmetshrikes, and Grey Tit-Flycatcher. And  
  there is always a chance of spotting Rüppell’s Vulture.

Klubuitstappie
Waar?  Oostelike Waterberg
Datum:  6 Julie 2019
Leier:   Richter Van Tonder
Kontak::  082 213 8276

Inkopielys:  Dwerggans (African Pygmy Goose), Witrugeend (White- 
  backed Duck), Swarteend (African Black Duck), Ben  
  nettspeg (Bennett’s Woodpecker), Grootriethaan (African  
  Rail), en Witpenskorhaan (White-bellied Korhaan).
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Join us in our annual evening and 

morning Cape Parrot count to help save 
one of South Africa’s most endangered 

birds 
  

Contact: Prof Colleen T. Downs 
School of Life Sciences,  
University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg 
Tel: 033-2605127/04 (w), 033-3860947 (h), 
0829202026 Email: downs@ukzn.ac.za 
 

 

Wanted 
Volunteers to 
help count the 
endangered 

Cape Parrot in 
the wild 
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page

Shorttailed Pipit © Jody De Bruyn


