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Editor's chirps
Most birders are also naturalists by heart. We spend a great deal of time in the outdoors chasing after birds or simply enjoy watching them. With our keen observation
skills, we also invariably see other interesting things that are not of the feathered
kind; butterflies, snakes, frogs, scorpions, a pretty flower, an unusual rock formation. And how nice would it be to add a name to that lizard, or the particular rock
formation, or that stunning flower? Our club boasts several amateur and professional experts in a range of fields, so why don't we exploit their collective experience
and go 'Beyond Birding' as Marianne phrased it in her trip report on page 25 of this
issue. Our first outing for the year included birders, herpers, and wild flowerchildren
(the botanical kind), and by all accounts, everybody loved the more complete experience. Willie and Ruan (see article on page 4) also went on their own expedition and
their account makes for fascinating reading. As you can see from their note, there
are still many discoveries that can be made out there and they had some amazing
finds.
Finally, congratulations to the 2020 Birdlife Polokwane management committee
which was elected during the annual AGM in February.
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Herping,
birding, and
		crittering

The enchanted pool

In search of the mythical Forest Cobras of Venda
Text

R

Willie Van der Merwe and
Photographs Ruan Stander

uan Stander and I were
on an amazing adventure from the 13th to the
th
16 of December 2019. Though
members of the bird club, both of

us have interests ranging a bit wider, and I hope you will not hold it
against us trying to broaden your
horizons somewhat in this article.
Personally, I am an all-round lovThe Lark 28
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er of nature, as is Ruan, while being a real enthusiast of reptiles and
amphibians. Ruan’s friend Vhutali
Dangale also came along. Though
not as into wildlife as we are, he
enjoys getting out into the wilds.
We were off to Venda! We were in
search of a very special snake - a
Forest Cobra.
The Forest Cobra, Naja
melanoleuca (or Naja subfulva, de-

pending on taxonomic revisions),
as you might deduce from its common name, lives in forests, or at
least very well-wooded habitats. It
has been known to occur only in
a very small part of South Africa,
namely the far north-eastern corner of Kwazulu-Natal. However,
there have been two records from
Pafuri in the Kruger National Park
from some years ago, and a single
record from Venda. The Venda record is the one that piqued Ruan’s
interest. It is a good distance further inland from Pafuri, representing a large extension of the known
range of the snake. The specimen
collected in Venda was found dead
and decapitated in a road; the record was made but the specimen
subsequently got lost. At the time
it was not even clear if the snake
ever actually lived in the region it
was found in; it might have been
a ‘hitch-hiker’ who traveled on a
car or truck coming from Kwazulu-Natal or Mozambique (where
it also occurs) and dropped in the
road; it might have been killed by a
human or a bird of prey.
Ruan had to do some sleuthing
to find the place where the record
was made, the Mphaphuli Nature
Reserve. He found it on Google Maps. Finding the real-world

Left Forest Fever trees Anthocleista grandif lora
lined the banks of the river.
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equivalent was not so easy. Ruan,
Vhutali, and I set off early Friday
afternoon and soon arrived in Venda, but there were no road signs
indicating the reserve; we asked locals and finally got to a settlement
perched on a hillside close to where
the map showed the place to be. We
found a young woman who seemed
to know what was going on. Her
Tshivenda name is Ompfaritsaho, English name Rejoice, and she
turned out to be the sister of the local chief. Vhutali speaks Tshivenda
and interpreted for us, which facilitated communication enormously!
We obtained permission to camp
on the land, close to a big reservoir,
and on the first day Ompfaritsaho

Above The 'explorers' in their host's village
in Venda.

took us up on a trail into the hills
above the settlement.
The hospitality of the people
was amazing. We were welcomed
by the community; our ‘hanging
out place’ was a big mango tree
with a platform built up around its
trunk; we put our big water container there, we ate there, and relaxed there. An elderly lady even
brought us some plastic chairs to
sit on. She also brought us some
termites - the plump flying ones!
The rainy weather had brought
out these insects in huge numbers.
The Lark 28
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Vhutali and I passed, but Ruan ate
some. He finds them tasty! The lady
later brought him some roasted
ones. On the last day, Ompfaritsaho gave us a bunch of mangos from
the very tree we sat under. They use
very long branches to knock them
off the tree.
After setting up our tents and
having had dinner, we went for
night-time exploring in the hills
above the settlement. That was
fascinating in its own right. Ruan
is expert at seeing the glint of a

Above and right We were rewarded
with good views of Four-toed Elephant
Shrew and Thick-tailed Bushbabies on
our night walk.
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tiny eye at a great distance and,
often enough, physically capturing its owner. Our nightly excursions yielded frogs, lizards, insects,
arachnids, a few birds cuddled up
next to each other for the night,
and wonderful mammals, specifically Four-toed Elephant Shrews
(or Sengis), a tree-climbing mouse,
and Thick-tailed Bushbabies.
On our second day, Ompfaritsaho took us to the Mphaphuli
Nature Reserve. It seemed popular
with locals; just outside the reserve

women did their washing in the
river that flowed from it; within the
reserve though, no such washing
was allowed, but many people came
to collect water. The pristine nature
of the reserve is vital for ensuring
that the water remains unpolluted,
and I generally have high hopes
that therefore they will respect the
reserve’s integrity.
The reserve is quite large and
we explored but a small part of it.
Ompfaritsaho took us along a trail
following the river. The habitat was
very promising: tall riverine forest
with enormous trees, a rich understory of herbs and shrubs, and thick
leaf litter with lots of rocks and fallen stumps lying about - excellent
refuges for snakes and other critters. I didn’t actually think we had a

Above A melanistic Cregoi's Legless
Skink was one of the highlights of our
night walk.

hope in heck of finding Forest Cobras. Imagine trying to find a specific snake in a huge forest - a snake
that, even if it is there at all (and it
might very well not have been), is
expert at hiding itself. Cobras are
some of South Africa’s most dangerous snakes, and humans tend to
kill them on sight - survival of the
fittest means that any snakes who
still live would tend to be good at
keeping out of sight. So, I was basically just enjoying the nice environment, the scenery, all the plants
and birds and the little easy-to-see
The Lark 28

8

critters like the butterflies and other insects. Sure, I’d keep my eyes
open for cobras and other snakes,
just in case.
For birdwatching, it was a fine
site; there were forest, woodland
and typical lowveld birds. Purple-crested Turacos and Sombre
Greenbuls called incessantly. There
were camaropteras, Bar-throated
Apalises, Narina Trogons, sunbirds
of various species, Ashy Flycatchers, and best of all for me, a Black
Sparrowhawk that flew over a river and then into the trees, giving
me a good view. Ruan appreciated
a good sighting of a Broad-billed
Roller, sitting at the top of a tall

tree; a lifer for him. On this trip
though, the birds were a secondary
concern.
Ompfaritsaho was rather dismayed to discover that we were
crazy and more than half of the
time off the trail lifting rocks and
stumps and searching for snakes
which she sensibly considered best
avoiding.
Well, what do you know, on
our very first day in the reserve,
as we were venturing a bit off the
path to inspect some rotten stumps,
Ruan suddenly shouted and lunged.
It was a snake, a huge one - over a
meter and a half in length! A Forest
Cobra indeed! Ruan didn’t have his
snake hook with him, but he actually grabbed the thing in his hands!
The cobra did not take kindly to this
manoeuvre and turned to look back
at him, spreading its hood. Ruan
wisely let go, and the snake equally
wisely set about escaping with consummate haste. Ruan shouted at us
to watch where the snake went as
he charged after it. I followed it (by
eye!) into a dense clump of grass
but then lost sight of it; and so did
Ruan. The snake had escaped! It was
on the one hand incredible that we
actually found a cobra in the first
place, but on the other, Ruan was
very disappointed on having lost
it. Properly recording it demanded

Left Narina Trogon.
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that we have some physical proof …
but there was no time for a photo.
But we found the snake at
least! We were the first people to
knowingly encounter a living Forest Cobra in Venda! We knew now
that the dead specimen found on
the road wasn’t a fluke; there must
certainly be a population of them in
this particular forest.
We saw many other things that
day; the evening we returned to
Base Camp, and after dinner again
went for our nightly critter hunt
(without actually killing anything,
to be sure).

Above This African Wood Owl was also
encountered on our night walk.

The next day Ompfaritsaho
wisely declined guiding us again,
but a man called Victor wanted to
guide us to a nice spot. Again we
entered the forest, Ruan hoping
almost against hope that we could
again find the cobra. We tried
re-locating its rotten log ‘home’
but initially couldn’t. We eventually
managed to find the place, but the
snake wasn’t there. Walking around
the rest of the forest, however, we
The Lark 28
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found a second one! It was much
smaller, perhaps half the size of the
first snake, but it was as fast, and
managed to escape without Ruan
even getting a grip on it. Again a
disappointment … but yet another snake! Two Forest Cobras in as
many days! It really was a good
sign. Incredible good fortune for
us, but again the disappointment of
still having no concrete proof. We
actually did find something con-

lining the river, bird calls resounding among them. Victor took us to
a beautiful, deep and tranquil pool
at the head of the river. The pool
apparently never dries out, not
even in the driest years, and there
are tales of it being haunted or enchanted - depending on who tells
the tale. Recently, a man drowned
in it and his body was only found
after four days of searching the
pool!

Above Acridocarpus natalitius.

crete … a snake skin that’d been
shed. It was intact from head to tail,
and Ruan inspected it, thinking it
was likely from a water snake.
Our final day dawned. Would
The rest of the walk was lovewe
be
able to repeat our successly, with magnificent Waterberry,
Matumi, and Forest Fever trees es of the previous days and again
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find a cobra? Ruan had high hopes,
but honestly, we’d been so lucky it
seemed to verge on arrogance to
think that we would again have
such fortune.
But before we got to the reserve, we checked out a little cultural celebration. The day, Monday
the 16th, was the Day of Reconciliation. There was a group including
both men and boys who blew on
‘horns’ made of various materials,
including hollow feather dusters
with the ends cut off. They were
accompanied by drums, including
some huge ones that surely must
have a lot of history behind them.

Above We were treated to a display of
traditional dance and song.

A few men and women played on
the drums while the big group of
men and boys played on their instruments and danced. It was a
very moving experience! The group
gave a few different performances
in a few different places that day.
After that, we had a few hours
left to explore the reserve one last
time. We went in and again checked
out the stump where we found the
first snake; again it was out on business. We ventured on to where we
The Lark 28
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found the smaller one; no sign of it.
Oh well. We walked on, just enjoying the surroundings. I actually saw
some very intriguing plants, and
learnt to identify a few new species.
The understory was very diverse
and because of the canopy not being very dense, there were even Crinum-lilies flowering in the dappled
shade.
As the time approached for us
to turn back, we walked past a huge
and beautiful fallen stump, full of
nooks and crannies and hollows. I
jokingly said to Ruan that I thought
it would be an ideal little apartment
complex for cobras. Ruan agreed;
he’d noticed it on the previous days
also, but saw no snakes. He walked
past it, scanning the way ahead, and
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I also inspected it as I walked past
myself … And there it was!
It was almost close enough to
reach with my hand. ‘Ruan,’ I sort
of shouted-whispered, ‘there it is!’
It was lounging out of a hollow in
the stump, with its head and about
a foot of its body exposed. Ruan
did a double-take as he saw it; I’m
sure for a while he couldn’t believe
it. The snake was just lying there in
total tranquility. Its eye facing us
had a glazed-over look. It was about
to shed its skin! The outer surface
of the eye also gets shed along with
the rest of the skin; underneath will
be a perfectly fine, transparent, new
eye-covering. Likely because of the
glazed eye, the snake was probably
not able to see us very well. This

Left Mission accomplished:
the first photographic evidence of a Forest Cobra in
Venda.

time round Ruan was able to take
the photos he wanted – and needed
as proof! The snake was quite placid as he snapped it from this angle
and that. Finally, it seemed to notice
us, flattened its neck slightly, without actually spreading its hood, and
flicked its tongue fitfully.
Well, it was more than we
could ask for. Ruan at last wanted
to at least try and catch it, but as he
got close, it withdrew deep into its
log-hollow and we were unable to
pursue it any further. To be honest,
I was relieved at that; from the time
Ruan had grabbed that first cobra
in his hands I was worried that he
might get bitten!
So, it was pretty much the perfect ending to our Venda adventure.

We got our evidence of Forest Cobras occurring in the reserve, we
had a great cultural experience,
got some great birds, and we all got
home safely.
In an interesting postscript,
Ruan actually looked closely at his
photos of the snake skin we had
found … and concluded that it, too,
was actually from a Forest Cobra!
We had left it in the forest … if we
had taken it along, it would actually
have been good concrete evidence
to have. As it is, Ruan has submitted
his photo to the herpetological archives, so we have now contributed
very meaningful scientific knowledge about the distribution of this
rare snake in South Africa.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
The Lark 28
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Cool Birding
Cool Birding

A Visit to the Antarctic Sea Ice
Part 2: The sea ice

Derek Engelbrecht
This is the final note of a two part series of my recent visit to the Antarctic sea
ice. Part 1 (The Lark 27) dealt with birds
seen in the open sea.

A

s I was saying before I
ran out of space in the
previous issue of The
Lark, we arrived, to great excitement and cheers, at the Antarctic
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sea ice on the morning of the 22nd
October 2019. It was like entering
another world and the door closed
behind us. It was white, very white!
Despite the starkly simplistic environment, the scenery was breathtakingly beautiful and I couldn't
get enough of the views - sunrises,
sunsets, and icebergs. It was quite

Above A lonely Emperor Penguin surveys its Empire of Ice.

unlike any place on the planet and
I don't think any combination of
eloquent words can quite do justice
to its beauty - so I'm not going to
try any further. It was also bitterly
cold, and I was simply amazed at
the resilience of the animals eeking
out a living in such a harsh environment.

But I was here to see some of
the Antarctic specials - birds and
mammals. My targets were the
Antarctic obligate sea ice birds and
mammals, and the shopping list included some high end goodies such
as Emperor and Adélie Penguins,
Leopard and Ross Seal, Blue Whale,
and Orca, to name but a few.
The door that shut behind us
also closed out several open sea bird
species. The avifauna was now dominated by the four obligate sea ice
species: Emperor Penguin, Adélie
Penguin, Snow Petrel and Antarctic
Petrel, with ice-tolerant, open-water
species such as Blue and Cape Petrel, and occasionally Southern Fulmar only seen at the larger polynya
(stretches of open water).
Of the petrels frequenting
the sea ice, all but the Snow Petrel
was largely restricted to the larger polynya. The Antarctic Petrel is
quite a stunning bird with its 'vanilla-and-chocolate sauce' coloured
plumage. Although largely restricted to polynya, they often accompanied the vessel into solid pack ice
for hours on end, feeding on invertebrates exposed in the wake of the
ship.
I've seen Cape Petrel on several pelagic trips off Cape Town,
so I was quite thrilled to see them
in their 'home environment'. I
couldn't help but think that their
sojourn north to Cape waters
during the austral winter, must be
like a real summer holiday comThe Lark 28
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Cape Petrel (Above) and Antarctic Petrel (Top)
were mostly confined to the larger polynya.

pared to the conditions they experience down there.
Snow Petrel. I've said it before
but will say it again: What a bird. It's
affectionately known as 'The Angel
of the Antarctic', and with good to mind - but it just doesn't evoke
reason. There are many pure white that same sense of awe and emotion
birds around - Cattle Egret springs that a Snow Petrel does. I think there
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is something to be said for
the 'package' a bird offers,
which separates just a
mere white bird from one
that assumes an angelic
status like a Snow Petrel.
The Snow Petrel looks
so perfectly in place in
its environment that the
entire package makes for
a bewitchingly beautiful
bird.
Then there were the
Adélie Penguins. They must rate as
one of the most characterful bird
species. They are so comical in just

Above A pair of adorable Adélie Penguins.
Top Snow Petrel - the Angel of Antarctica.

The Lark 28
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Above A bird watching Adélie Penguin. Such character!
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Above This picture says it all.

about everything they do, whether it
is roosting, walking, running, or just
loafing, that they had us in stitches
on many occasions. The movie Happy Feet so accurately captured the
character of Adélie Penguins that I
watched the DVD when I got back
home to relive their antics. Gorgeous little creatures!
I was watching a pair of Adélie Penguins resting in the snow in
-22°C and thought it a little bizarre
that getting into the water (which
was around -1.8° C) was a feasible
option if it gets a bit too icy for them.
I also wondered why their feathers
don't freeze when they get out of the
water. It turns out sea ice penguins

have special contour feathers with
tiny nano-sized pores and grooves
which facilitates the instant run-off
of any water as soon as a penguin
exits the water. Furthermore, they
also have an extremely super-hydrophobic oily secretion on their
feathers which furthers acts as an
ultra-water-repellent. This causes
water droplets on the feathers to
bead up so much that it's difficult
for heat to flow out of the droplet,
and the water will roll off before it
has time to freeze. These super-hydrophobic surfaces are currently
The Lark 28
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Above and right These images show
the extreme hydrophobicity of the oily
secretion of an Emperor Penguin and
Adélie Penguin, Note the large water
beads on the Emperor Penguin's back
above.

the focus of research to investigate environmentally
friendly alternatives to the
de-icing of aeroplane wings.
Isn't it ironic that we turn to
a flightless bird to solve an
aeronautical problem?
Top of my wish list for the
cruise was to see an Emperor Penguin. I thought I had an outside
chance of seeing one, but world seabird expert Peter Harrison's words
during one of his talks I attended
kept echoing in my head. Accord-
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ing to Peter, the Emperor Penguin
must rate as one of the most difficult
birds to find if you don't have access
to a breeding colony. I wasn't going
anywhere near a breeding colony, so
it was going to be a difficult assignment.

As I woke one morning and
opened the curtains of my cabin,
I couldn't believe my eyes. There,
some 150 m from the ship, stood a
lonely Emperor Penguin. Fortunately, we were stationary for the day, so
I rushed to get dressed to go outside for photos, but when I finally
got outside, it had left. I spent some
time outside hoping to get another
view - and a photo - but to no avail.
I thought that was it. A view from
a cabin window through sleepy eyes
of one of the most iconic birds on
the planet. It was a tick, but I wanted more.
A couple of hours later, I was
called to assist with the identification of two penguins next to the
poop deck. I couldn't believe my eyes
when I saw two immature Emperor

Above Looking up from the bottom of the world.
Two Emperor Penguins on the Antarctic sea ice.

Penguins a mere 30 m from the ship.
They were quite relaxed; preening,
calling, tobogganing, eating ice, and
doing just what penguins do. It was
a very special moment for me and
I just stood there for hours, watching them and soaking up the scene
in front of me. A dream come true!
Fortunately, we saw several more
Emperor Penguins, including a few
adults. And may I just add, Emperor
is a very apt name for this species:
they just ooze regality.
These Antarctic special birds
aside, I also wanted to up my mammal list a bit, and Antarctica offers
The Lark 28
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some spectacular mammals. We had
cracking views of the sausage-like
Ross's Seal, lots of Crab-eater Seals
with pups, Antarctic Fur Seal, Minke and Humpback Whales and my
top three; Blue Whale, Orca, and
Leopard Seal. To say a Blue Whale
is enormous, is an understatement.
We were particularly fortunate to
get extreme close-up views of a

Leopard Seal with a pup.
I saw my participation in the
cruise and the opportunity to visit
the Antarctic sea ice as possibly a
once-off event, and so spent as much
time as possible out on deck. I had
a great time with many memorable
moments which exceeded even my
wildest expectations of the cruise.
I'm also glad I went when I did. This
rcas

A pod of O

Blue Whale
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February saw Antarctica top 20°C
for the first time since records began. It's almost like Antarctica lost
a bit of its innocence. It was always
tucked away at the bottom of the
world and seemed a long way away
from the rest of the planet's problems. Not anymore. The ice is melting at an unprecedented rate in some
areas, and the landscape is likely to

change dramatically in our lifetimes.
How will the most characterful bird
in the world, the regal Emperor, the
world's largest animal (by far), the
apex predators like Leopard Seals
and Orcas, the sausage-like Ross's
Seal, and the Angel of the Antarctic
respond to all of this?
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Leopard Seal
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Beyond

in the Wolkberg
Marianne McKenzie

W

e were following the
weather forecasts
with mixed feelings
- with very little recent rain in the

25
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area and plummeting dam levels
we desperately needed the predicted precipitation - just not on
this particular morning! Saturday

birding

g

Above The hills and dales of the Wolkberg.

18 January 2020 dawned clear and
calm and a decision was made to go
ahead with our much anticipated
visit to the Wolkberg. And what a
day it was!
Derek’s notice of a club outing
to the Wolkberg Tufa waterfall and
surrounds, with a shopping list that

included Tree Pipit, Buff-streaked
Chat, Gurney’s Sugarbird and Flappet Lark, sounded most tempting,
especially when he added that we
would also be doing some herping
The Lark 28
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and wildflower watching. So it was
a size-able group of just over twenty
who gathered in the early morning
light in the foothills of the alluring
Wolkberg.
While our convoy was making its way to the newly-erected
access control boom and signing
in, a good variety of birds was noted, including Black-chested Prinia,
Burnt-necked Eremomela, Longbilled Crombec, White-browed
Scrub Robin, Rattling Cisticola,
Sabota Lark; and Jacobin, Diederik, and Red-chested Cuckoos. We
began the ascent up into the mountains and soon found our first special birds of the day: an obliging
pair of Mocking Cliff Chats displaying their characteristic tail-lifting habit and rich melodious call.
Their Familiar relative also made an
appearance and a female Mountain
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Reedbuck quietly contemplated us
from the hillside above, secure in
her grassy camouflage.
A little further up the road
we stopped opposite a massive dry
tufa waterfall and surveyed the
dramatic scenery of sheer quartzite ridges and deep wooded valleys,
marveling at the process by which
the tufa is formed. Streams draining the bordering dolomitic rock
are rich in dissolved calcium and
as the water flows over the face of
the waterfall, with a background
film of bacteria, algae and mosses,
calcium carbonate is precipitated
and forms a porous sedimentary
deposit, increasing in size over the
millennia.

Below The impressive tufa waterfall is a popular
stop for a quick break © Derek Engelbrecht.

The tea break at the tufa formation proved profitable as
Willem came upon a splendit
Cyphostemma oleraceum specimen (left) and Sean found
this equisitely marked Van Son's
Gecko (below) © Derek Engelbrecht .

A sharp pair
of eyes spotted a
lovely trio of Klipspringers at the
base of the ancient
tufa
formation;
looking skyward we
admired the aerial
agility of African
Black,
Common
and White-rumped
Swifts, Rock and
Common House
Martins, and Lesser
Striped Swallows.
A soaring pair of overhead Jackal
Buzzards reminded us why they are
so named. Our botanical guru Willem headed up the slope to search
for interesting plants and was delighted to find a fine specimen of
Cyphostemma oleraceum, a large

succulent member of the grape
family, near-endemic to the Limpopo Province. Herpetological enthusiast Sean unearthed an exquisitely marked Van Son’s Gecko, while
various other birds were seen and
heard, including Red-winged Starling, Black Cuckoo, Yellow-fronted
The Lark 28
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Tinkerbird, and Cardinal Woodpecker.
We continued onward and
upward and in an area of open
grassland with rocky outcrops and
scattered Protea trees we came
across our next special birds of the
day - a pair of Buff-streaked Chats.
The male perched prominently on
the boulders, displaying his striking black, white and buff plumage,
while the understated female was
more discrete. The uplifting calls of
Wailing Cisticolas could be heard
around us and dazzling Amethyst,
Malachite, and Greater Double-collared Sunbirds were seen darting
amongst the flowering Protea trees.
A recently re-renamed Nicholson’s
Pipit was spotted further along the
road, followed by Cape Grassbird
and Gurney’s Sugarbird.
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Above An obliging pair of Buff-streaked Chats
kept the photographers occupied for a while ©
Daniel Engelbrecht.

At this stage our route began
to descend into a wide gentle valley.
Red-throated Wryneck, Cape Canary, and African Dusky Flycatcher were seen, as well as gorgeous
golden flowering Gloriosa (Littonia) modesta, cousin of the superb
Flame Lily. The road leveled into
an area of lightly wooded savanna
with short grass and friendly cattle,
and we alighted from the vehicles.
Yellow-breasted Apalis and Southern Black Tits were calling and a
Black Cuckooshrike trilled. Our
major target of the day was soon
spotted - Tree Pipit! With many

Above The glorious Gloriosa modesta © Willem
Van der Merwe.
Below A big twitch - club members looking at and
photographing the rare Tree Pipit © Derek Engelbrecht.

keen birding eyes in the group we
managed to follow this Palaearctic
migrant, which is seldom seen in
southern Africa, and everyone had great views, a few
even managed to get great
photos! In the same immediate area we also had excellent sightings of Striped and
Bushveld Pipits, allowing for a
clear comparison
of their distinctive
features and characteristics.
It was a most productive area with many other
birds seen and heard, including
Red-billed Oxpecker, Bearded Woodpecker, African
Paradise Flycatcher, Red-backed
Shrike, Lesser Honeyguide, Common Buzzard, Wahlberg’s Eagle,
White-necked Raven, and a pair of
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Spotted Eagle-Owls. While overturning rocks and stones in search
of other creatures, a svelte Snakeeyed Skink was found, as well as
a delightful family of Drakensberg Creeper Scorpions, with a big
brown mom and tiny white babies.
Our final target bird eluded us however, we will have to return another
time to find the Flappet Lark.
We pondered why this particular valley is one of the few reliable sites in the country to see Tree
Pipit - perhaps they know it lies in
the heart of an important centre of
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endemism, and they are a special
thread in its rich tapestry of life. We
could have spent many more happy
hours in this picturesque valley, but
grey clouds were blowing in and
Derek still had another destination
in store.
The Iron Crown was blanketed with thick mist by the time we
arrived at the highest peak in Limpopo. We couldn’t see much of the
view, but in the muted light the
montane grassland was a wildflower wonderland! The mountain top
was carpeted with yellow everlast-

ing Helichrysums, clumps of purple
Syncolostemon, splashes of bright
pink Watsonias, delicate mauve
Wahlenbergias, dwarf shrubs of
Oteophora cupheoides with a profusion of dainty white flowers, here
and there a pineapple-shaped Eucomis autumnalis, green and white
pyjama-striped Colchicum (Androcymbium) striatum, and hidden amongst the rocks, a few shy
Brachystelma coddii with beautiful
velvety cream and maroon flowers.
Willem was in his element, and so
was Sean when he appeared out of

Above The star of the show on the day - the rare
Tree Pipit © Jody De Bruyn.

the mist, triumphant with a terrific Berg Adder trophy. He placed it
carefully on a rock, where it obligingly lay motionless, giving everyone a chance to inspect it from
close quarters and photograph every angle, cognizant of its complex
cyto-neurotoxic venom.
A few folk summited the 2126
m peak - walking the last 1 km or so
The Lark 28
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Iron Crown was a wildf lower spectacular. Clock-

along an overgrown jeep track. In wise from top left: Brachystelma coddii, Euthe mist somewhere below, a couple comis autumnalis, Watsonia transvaalensis, and
Colchicum striatum © Willem Van der Merwe.
of birders heard the distinctive calls
of a covey of Red-winged Francolin! On our descent we had a close
encounter with a startled Drakensberg Prinia, while Wing-snapping After turning over quite a few more
Cisticolas were calling overhead. stones, a rugged Northern Crag
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Lizard was found and captured on
camera. Another Gurney’s Sugarbird was seen going about its business of feeding on Protea nectar.
All too soon it was time to
slowly head for home. A few more
treats were still in store… Lucky
Les and Leonie saw and snapped
a Red-winged Francolin next to
the road; and all the cars traveling
up to Haenertsburg came across a
bright-eyed, bushy-tailed pair of
Side-striped Jackals in the road.
The rain set in that night,
bringing much-needed relief to a
wide area. At the same time, many
incredible photos and messages of
appreciation were shared amongst
the group - images and memories

Above Sean's Berg Adder find caused a great deal
of excitement and allowed for some great photographic opportunities © Daniel Engelbrecht.

of an unforgettable day in the magnificent mountains with the company of fellow nature enthusiasts.
A combined total of over one hundred bird species was seen, as well
as some remarkable reptiles and
fabulous flora. Thank you to each
and every one for an exceptional
outing, with special thanks to Derek Engelbrecht for making the arrangements and organizing perfect
weather.
Author e-mail: marianne@mckenzie.co.za
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WATCHING @ St
Jody De Bruyn
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S

Greater Sand Plover

Lucia

ituated on the northern
KwaZulu-Natal coast, St.
Lucia and surrounding
areas have plenty of great birding
on offer. While on holiday with the
family during December, I managed to do some wader watching
at the estuary. I don’t often get a
chance to spend time at the coast,
and in the Limpopo, we seldom
get to see coastal waders around
our water bodies. Armed with my
camera and binoculars I made my
way along the 2.4 km stretch of the
enclosed estuary. The walk was difficult enough with the loose sand,
and the windy coastal conditions
didn’t help at all. For some reason,
which I’m still trying to figure out,
I did this walk on three occasions.
The very first wader I managed to spot was a commonly found
beach wader along the coast - a
lovely White-fronted Plover, moving between the dunes trying to get
away from the harsh wind. I then
managed to spot a group of waders
which included Wood Sandpiper,
Ruff, Common Sandpiper, Little
Stint, Kittlitz’s Plover, Three-banded Plover, and Common Greenshank.
The estuary also hosts
numerous tern species and
Grey-headed Gulls which roost at
a few spots on the estuary. I managed to find Swift Terns, Common Terns, and Little Terns. The
small size of the Little Terns was
very noticeable when compared
The Lark 28
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to the Grey-headed
Gulls at the roost.
I found Water Thick-knee and
Common Whimbrel
at numerous spots
along the walk. It was
towards the southern end of the estuary where the wader
numbers picked up
as many of them were
feeding on the mudflats. Several Curlew
Sandpipers made their appearance with a few Grey Plovers and
Marsh Sandpipers moving between them.
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Above A little Tern is dwarfed by two Grey-headed Gulls.
Top A delightful White-fronted Plover is being
sandblasted.

A single Terek Sandpiper
caught my eye; its upturned bill
and bright orange legs making it
easy to spot. It was exciting, as I
haven’t seen one for quite a few
years. Another wader caught my
eye - it looked rather bland in its
non-breeding plumage. It had quite
a large bulky bill, and greenish legs.
It was wading a long distance away
and after a few distant photos and
back of camera reviews I managed
to ID the bird as a Greater Sand
Plover.
I made my way towards the
water’s edge where several waders
were feeding. I sat down and waited. Several birds took off as I ap-

proached, but after a few minutes
many of them returned to continue
their feeding. One of the birds that
flew in was the Greater Sand Plover. It meandered along the edge
of the water to within a couple of
meters from me, and I managed to
get some excellent close-up photos
of the plover and many of the other waders that passed by me in the
next hour or so.
After a successful photo
shoot, I made my way over to a

Below One of the highlights was this Terek Sandpiper.
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Above A very confiding Common
Ringed Plover allowed for some great
photographic opportunities.
Left This Kittlitz's Plover tested my
ID skills - and resolve!

slightly muddier section,
which made getting close
a bit trickier. I carefully moved over to a spot
where I could crouch
down a bit. A Common
Ringed Plover was feeding at this muddy area,
and after a while it felt
comfortable with me be-
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ing there and started wading near
me. Again, this allowed for some
great photographic opportunities. As I moved off, I managed
to find a few more Greater Sand
Plovers. An interesting looking
Kittlitz’s Plover came past, and I
really had my mind occupied to
get the identification correct.
Back at the tern roost area,
there were several exposed islands which at times had numerous waders foraging and resting
on them. With my binoculars I

scanned them, took some photos
and reviewed some of the photos
on the back of my camera to confirm their ID’s.
One specific wader stood
out from the rest. I was unsure
about the ID, but I had an idea
of what it could be. After sending the photos to some experts,
the wader was confirmed to be a

Below The highlight of the photo shoot - a Lesser
Sand Plover.
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Lesser Sand Plover. I was thrilled
to finally mark this wader in my
book, as I have been searching
for it for quite some time.
In total I managed to see 19
wader species along the estuary,
not to mention all the other bird

species that I managed to list. It
was very productive, and I would
recommend anyone who is in the
area to go out and do some wader watching.
Author e-mail: jmdebruyn@gmail.com

Above It’s not often that you can get to take a
single photo of 10 waders consisting of 8 different
species. This last Photo listed from left-to-right –
Common Whimbrel, Lesser Sand Plover, Grey Plover, Common Ringed Plover, Common Sandpiper,
Common Ringed Plover (2), Grey Plover (2), Wood
Sandpiper, Ruff, White-fronted Plover.
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Curlew Sandpiper

Common Whimbrel

Grey Plover
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Birds in Art
Green Wood Hoopoe
Text and Artwork Willem

T

he Green Wood Hoopoe, Phoeniculus purpureus, is part of a small
group of birds that only occur in
sub-Saharan Africa. The wood
hoopoes, and their close relatives
the scimitarbills, are few in number
and not very diverse. There are four
currently recognized wood hoopoe species that live in savannahs,
woodland and dry, scrubby regions, and two species (each with a
few subspecies or forms) that occur
in moist rainforests. There are only
three scimitarbill species, and they
all live in savannah, woodland and
scrub. All of these birds are small to
medium-sized (23-46 cm in overall
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Van der Merwe

length) with proportionally long
tails, glossy, black plumage, prominent white markings on the wings
and/or tails, and long, decurved
bills. They are close relatives of the
hoopoes. They are a bit more distantly related to kingfishers, rollers,
bee-eaters and hornbills.
Cackling collectives
Green Wood Hoopoes nearly
always occur in flocks, mostly related birds - a pair of parents and
their offspring from several seasons. The birds are highly attuned
to one another. A flock can be heard
from a distance by its shrill, maniacal cackling. If one bird starts, the

Green Wood Hoopoe
© Willem Van der Merwe

others soon join in. The Afrikaans
name for this bird is called a ‘Kakelaar’, which can be translated
to ‘Cackler’, or ‘Chatterer’. Various
African languages also name them
for this, likening their calls to the
shrieks of hysterical women. It’s a
pleasant sound to me, actually; if
ever I hear it in the bush, I excitedly try to track down the flock of
wood hoopoes. They’re amusing to
see and watch.
The calling is just one part of
a variety of social behaviours of
these birds. The flocks move as a

unit, methodically working over
one tree, and then flying together
to the next. They eat mainly insects, which they find on the twigs
and bark of the tree, or which they
extract from crevices with their
long, fine bills. They are dexterous
and scramble up and down trunks
and branches, being able to cling to
the bark almost like a woodpecker
or nuthatch. Birds in a flock preen
each other; they perform rally displays as they call, waving their tails
up and down; they also perform
‘flag waving’, grasping a piece of
The Lark 28
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bark, lichen, twig or berry in their
beaks and waving it up and down.
They do this especially when they
meet with a different flock at a territory boundary; the noise in such
an encounter can be cacophonous.
It seems that group size is related to the availability of roosting
sites. Green Wood Hoopoes roost
in tree cavities, the entire group
squashing themselves together into
a single hole. Where many suitable
cavities exist, groups are smaller,
and when there is a shortage of
suitable cavities, the groups become bigger because more of them
have to share.
Wood hoopoes work together
to raise their offspring. The ‘parents’, the oldest pair, are dominant,
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Above The rally display of calling Green Wood
Hoopoes © Daniel Engelbrecht.

and the rest sub-ordinate in rank
according to age. If one of the original parents should die, a bird next
in rank will take his/her place. This
means, technically, incest most of
the time, though there seems to
be little harm happening from this
in-breeding. Once formed, pairs
are faithful to each other. When the
female gets ready to breed, the male
will keep close to her, guarding her
from the attentions of the other
male flock members. He courts her
with weaving motions of his body
and side-to-side flicking of his tail.
He preens her and scratches her
back with his foot, then they mate,

for a minute or more, which is long
for a bird.
Noisome Nests
Green Wood Hoopoes nest in
tree cavities, such as ones made by
woodpeckers or barbets, or small,
natural tree holes. They don’t excavate these themselves, their long
bills being relatively weak. Only the
female goes into the nest. She lays
her eggs and then stays on them, as
seen in hornbills, except she’s not
actually ‘imprisoned’. Her mate
and her older children then bring
her food. She lays two to five eggs.
These are attractively bluish-coloured on first laying, but rapidly
become stained. Green Wood Hoopoes are notorious for the foulness
and stench of their nests. They
don’t remove their own or their
chick’s droppings. It may even be
that the noisomeness of these nests
are a defensive measure against
potential predators; how the birds
themselves tolerate it,
we don’t know.
Newly
hatched
wood hoopoe chicks are

blind and only sparsely covered in
a whitish down. They have prominent white gapes, so that their
open mouths look like white circles
to make them easier to see in the
darkness of the nests when they
beg for food. The mother will take
food from her mate or the helpers
and then pass it to her chicks; later,
the helpers themselves will feed the
chicks directly if they can. Wood
hoopoe males are larger than females and have longer bills; this
means that they catch somewhat
different kinds of insects, making a
greater variety of food items available to their chicks.
At the age of a week, the chicks
look like little hedgehogs. Their
first feathers grow clasped inside
spiky quill sheaths. These remain
for two more weeks, and then the
actual feathers emerge. The chicks
will defend themselves if they feel
threatened, trying to intimidate a

Right The striking bluish eggs of
a Green Wood Hoopoe © Derek
Engelbrecht.
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predator by hissing and swaying
their bodies, by pecking at it, and
(if the stench of the nest wasn’t bad
enough) by squirting poop at it, or
by releasing an awful-smelling fluid from their preen glands.
I leave you with a picture
showing the ancient origins of
wood hoopoes. This is little Messelirrisor halcyrostris, close to the
origin of hoopoes and wood hoopoes, and also that of their other
relatives the hornbills, bee-eaters,
rollers and kingfishers. It lived in

Germany about 47 million years
ago, and its fossils were excellently
preserved in the Messel Pit. It was
a tiny bird, only about 10 cm in
total length. Its fossils show prominent bars on its tail. Other, more
fully evolved wood hoopoes were
found in Europe about 20 million
years later, another example of how
many bird groups with restricted
distributions today used to be more
widespread in the past.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

Messelirrisor halcyrostris © Willem Van der Merwe
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The baobab's
stories....

© Riana Odendaal

Oh to think of the stories we can hear around the campfire
If the baobab could speak and tell us the stories of his lifetime
Times of fires, drought... and floods, being nearly swept away.
Centuries of various people passing by, some on foot, or horse,
and later years by car
Stories of weary travelers finding rest in its shade
Watching sunsets and rises, the full moon's glow over the earth.
Elephant herds coming and going and growing,
and the Mamba that lived in its trunk for years.
Stories of how much the world around him has stayed the same
and how much has changed.
Oh to think what we will hear if the Baobab can speak ...
Riana Odendaal
E-mail: rianawildflower@gmail.com
The Lark 28
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King Penguins colony, Marion Island © Wiam Haddad

SOS

Save Our Seabirds
Marion Island appeal

Marion Island is a South African territory in the south Atlantic, home
to several threatened seabird species, including nearly half of the world’s
Wandering Albatrosses. Unfortunately, these birds are threatened by an
unlikely but voracious predator: the house mouse. Mice were inadvertently
introduced during the 1900s, and have since wreaked havoc on the delicate island ecosystem. Until recently, the mice have only been predating
on seabird chicks, but in 2017 the first predation on an adult Northern Giant Petrel was observed.
BirdLife South Africa is supporting the Department of Environmental Affairs to launch an island restoration project, which will rid the island
of mice and aims to restore this once pristine breeding location. The bait
required to cover the island alone will cost upwards of R30 million. To help
raise the necessary funds, please would you consider sponsoring one or
more hectares of land on Marion Island.
At R1000 (US$90), you can aid us in ensuring that this monumental
project will be successful.
Mouse Free Marion is currently planned for the winter of 2021, using
methods employed in other successful eradications. To support this work,
please visit https://mousefreemarion.org/
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Common Myna problem in
the Kruger National Park

T

he Common Myna is listed as one of the world's 100
worst invasive species, and is therefore no surprise
that it eventually would have reached the Kruger National Park. The last few years have seen an increasing number
of reports of Common Myna in the Kruger National Park, mainly
from some of the picnic sites and rest camps, but Marianne McKenzie's record of mynas at the Dokweni waterhole (The
Lark 24: 37-38) shows this problem may not be
confined to camps and picnic
sites.
Common
Mynas
compete
aggressively with other
birds, particularly cavity nesters such as
woodpeckers, barbets
and
starlings,
and tend
to replace these
indigenous species when
m y n a
populations become
well-established.
The
management
of
the Kruger National
P a r k
is aware of this problem and
request
that all
Common Myna records in the Kruger National Park should be
submitted to the KNP Alien Biota section with the following details: date, locality, GPS point, and number of birds.
Alien Biota Section
Private Bag X402
Skukuza
1350
Tel: (013) 735 4114
Fax: (013) 735 4051
E-mail: ezekiel.khoza@sanparks.org
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Bird Briefs
Unusual fence mortality –
Greater Painted-snipe
Dawie De Swardt

E-mail: dawie@nasmus.co.za

T

here are a few pentads
around Bloemfontein
which I monitor on a
monthly basis, and the Leeuberg
pentad (2910_2610) next to the N1
to the south of Bloemfontein is one
of them (see De Swardt 2019). The
pentad includes the Rooidam area
where there is a heronry which includes Cattle Egrets, Black-headed
Herons and Black-crowned Night
Herons. There is also a marsh with
adjacent grassland where African
Snipes are regularly observed and a
nearby earth dam plays host to several waterbird species, including
Greater and Lesser Flamingos. Recent good rains resulted in flooding
of the grassland next to the marsh
which, in turn, attracted good
numbers of African Snipes, Glossy
Ibises and various duck species.
While atlassing at this site on
the 2nd January 2020, I noticed a
bird entangled on the top strand of
a fence. As Ernst Retief of Birdlife
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South Africa is collecting data on
avian fence mortalities, I stopped
to investigate and obtain pictures
of the dead bird. As African Snipes
are common here, I assumed the
specimen to be an African Snipe,
but closer inspection showed it to
be a female Greater Painted-snipe!
I took some pictures and collected
the specimen to be prepared as a
skeletal specimen for the Ornithology collection of the National Museum in Bloemfontein.
Greater Painted-snipes are
uncommon in the Free State and
there are only a few scattered records of the species around Bloemfontein and in the Soetdoring
Nature Reserve north of the city.
Being a retiring species, they may
often go undetected and it is possi-

Opposite top and bottom The female Greater
Painted-snipe caught on the fence.
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ble that they may be more common
than the SABAP2 shows. Nevertheless, this record represents the first
known fence associated mortality
of the Greater Painted-snipe (Ernst
Retief, pers comm.). Hockey and
Tree (2005) list power line collisions during nocturnal flights as a
cause of mortality, and it is possible
that this individual was killed when
it collided with the fence during a
night or early morning flight.

References
De Swardt DH 2019. Atlassing the Leeuberg pentads south of Bloemfontein.
Sabap2 Reports (www.sabap2.birdmap.
africa/docs/stories_sabap2_6_dawie_
deswardt.pdf).
Hockey, PAR and Tree AJ 2005. Greater
Painted Snipe Rostratula benghalensis. In:
Roberts Birds of Southern Africa, 7th ed.
Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ, Ryan PG (eds),
pp. 380-382. The Trustees of the John
Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape Town.

Red-billed Hornbill with an
unusually long bill
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

B

ill deformities, also
known as Avian Keratin Disorder (AKD),
are relatively rare events, but have
been described from many different species and most continents. It
typically affects less than 0.5% of
the birds in a population, but can
be as high as 17% in some populations
(https://www.usgs.gov/
centers/asc/science/possible-causes-beak-deformities?qt-science_
center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects). Most birds with mild
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forms of AKD seem to cope quite
well, but they do experience difficulty foraging and preening which
may jeopardize their survival in the
long-term.
The available evidence suggests birds appear to develop beak
deformities as adults, which rules
out a congenital disorder. Although
its rarity makes it difficult to determine which factor/s are ultimately
responsible for AKD, contaminants, nutritional deficiencies, disease, parasites, blunt trauma, and
genetic abnormalities have been
mooted as possible causes of AKD.
However, the most promising lead
to date points to a viral infection

(Poecivirus) as the likely cause.
I recently received a photo of
a Red-billed Hornbill with a greatly elongated bill from Elize Brandt.
This bird was one in a group of five
birds and the only one with this
deformity. The photo was taken
on the Zaagkuildrift road near Pienaarsrivier in July 2019.
It is important to note such
deformities as any increase in their
prevalence may serve as an ear-

ly warning that all is not well in a
population, and I encourage our
readers to submit such records to a
suitable outlet such as The Lark.

Below The Red-billed Hornbill with the greatly
elongated bill, particularly the mandible, Pienaarsrivier © Hendriena Yssel.
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Martial Eagle with an Impala caught by a predator.
Johan Janse Van Vuuren

E-mail: johan.jansevanvuuren@tcrescent.co.za

W

hilst
looking
through my old
folders I came
across these photos taken in January 2016 while staying at Letaba
Camp in the Kruger National Park.
On one evening we traveled
from the camp to the bridge over
the Letaba River for sundowners
and saw a young impala alone in
the river bed. We found it strange
but concluded that the mother
had either abandoned it or she was
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The next morning, just before
our return home, we again traveled in the same direction for the
last time and we then came across
this scene. The Martial Eagle had
caught the young impala which we
believe was the loner from the previous evening. It seems from markings on the sand that the martial
already started feasting on the kill.
With the impala in one claw, she
dragged it towards the river bank,
possibly to conceal it from poten-

Below The Martial Eagle dragging a young Impala across the sand.

tial scavengers. It was incredible to
see the power of the bird with one
claw holding the impala and the
other dragging the carcass across
the sand.
At one stage a Bateleur and
Tawny Eagle started circling above
the Martial Eagle, causing the
Martial Eagle to shield its prey by

spreading its wings over it, a behaviour known as mantling. While
mantling, the slightly edgy eagle
constantly looked up to see where
the other eagles were.
Unfortunately, our time ran
out and we had to leave the sighting.

Above The Martial Eagle mantling over its prey to
shield it from a circling Bateleur and Tawny Eagle.
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Ten fascinating facts about
larks
Joe Grosel

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

a further 10 near-endemics. Seven
species are threatened of which the
range restricted Rudd’s and Botha’s
Larks are classified as endangered.

2

Larks differ from other pas1
serines by having rounded (not
Of the approximately 98 spe- flattened) posterior surfaces on
cies of larks in the world, some 78 the tarsi which are covered in
are found in Africa. They are con- scutes (rounded scales) as opcentrated in two main areas in par- posed to a single plate in other
ticular: the south-west (South Af- passerines. Larks also differ from
rica, Botswana, and Namibia) and other passerines by lacking a bony
the north-east (Ethiopia, Kenya central column in the syrinx. The
and Somalia). These two regions of lark syrinx also has fewer pairs of
Africa support approximately 75% muscles than that of other oscine
of the world’s lark species. South- songbirds. Despite this supposed
ern Africa is home to close on a ‘disability’ larks sing well and many
third of the world’s lark species. The species are accomplished mim31 species fall into 11 genera and ics such as the Melodious Lark
comprise 16 regional endemics and of southern Africa and the Red-

Rudd's Lark
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Melodious Lark

winged Lark of east Africa. Both
have been recorded mimicking the
calls of at least 20 other bird species
during a 15-minute song.

3

lour of the substrate of the region
in which they occur. This colour
matching divides the larks of
the Kalahari region into reddish
specimens in the red sand dunes
and grey birds in the predominantly grey limestone regions.
This is also the case with Sabota
Larks occurring on red clay soils
and grey gravelly soil within the
Limpopo Province that match
the respective substrate colours.

In terms of wing feathers,
larks have 10 primaries of which
the outermost (the tenth) is
greatly reduced. They also have
three enlarged tertials which
cover the primaries when the
wing is folded. In the display
flight of some southern African
5
Mirafra species, the wings are
As a family, larks have the
beaten together rapidly (up to 25 most variable bills of any of the
beats per second) to produce a African passerines. Even within
highly audible rattle.
species, bill proportions can differ extraordinarily; in the Raso
Lark they diverge so significant4
Larks have both generalized ly that the males and females can
and specialized cryptic plumage practically forage as different
that often varies to match the co- species. In southern Africa, SabThe Lark 28
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Above and right
Substrate colour-matching in Sabota Larks from
the Limpopo Province,
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ota Larks in the more sub-tropical north-eastern regions have
relatively slender bills compared
to those occurring in the drier
western parts of the sub-continent.

Above Bill size variation in Sabota Larks
from southern Africa. The slender-billed
forms (left) occupy the sub-tropical eastern
parts of South Africa (left) and the thickbilled forms (right) are found in the arid
western parts of south Africa (right).

6

As ground nesting birds, lark
eggs and nestlings are highly vulnerable to predation and therefore
have a breeding strategy that focuses on getting chicks to fledge as
soon as possible. Larks therefore
have a very short nesting period,
with chicks of some species hatching after an incubation period of
just 8-10 days. Chicks grow as rapidly as it is physiologically possible
and can fledge at the age of only
seven days. As such, lark fledglings
run before they are able to fly.

7

Many lark species have successfully conquered some of the

most hostile environments on
the planet and in fact, are often
the only birds capable of surviving there. The Greater Hoopoe
Lark can exist in an environment
that receives virtually no rain and
reaches temperatures of more than
50°C in summer and the Dune
Lark of the Namib Desert has been
observed foraging across the desert
sand with a surface temperature
in excess of 60°C. Conversely, the
Horned Lark survives the Arctic
tundra where temperatures plummet below -18°C and Hume’s Lark
can breed at altitudes close to 5000
masl in the Himalayas.
The Lark 28
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8

This high degree of adaptability has lead to interesting variances
in distribution among larks. The
songbird species with the largest
and smallest natural geographical ranges in the world are both
larks – the Horned Lark occupies
a broad distribution band in the
northern hemisphere that stretches
from Alaska in the west all the way
across the globe to Russia in the
east, while the Raso Lark is restricted to the 7km2 Raso Island which
forms part of the Cape Verde island
chain lying off the west coast of Africa.

exploit anthropogenic habitats has
ensured larks a prominent place in
literature and music. The Skylark
in particular has probably been
eulogized more than any other
bird by many famous song writers,
authors and poets including the
likes of Robert Burns, John Milton and Alexander Pope. William
Shakespeare mentions this lark no
less than 18 times in his works.

10

In 2018, scientists discovered
a well-preserved, frozen bird in
the permafrost in the Belaya Gora
area of north-eastern Siberia. They
managed to recover DNA from the
specimen and, following genetic
analysis in a laboratory in Sweden,
9
Many species have elaborate it turned out the bird was a female
courtship or territorial aerial dis- Horned Lark. The specimen was
play flights. This fact, combined estimated to be approximately 46
with the ability of some species to 000 years old!

63

The Lark 28

Dune Lark

African Cuckoo-Hawks
hunting frogs
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

A

frican Cuckoo-Hawk
occurs in a variety of
fairly dense woodlands, forests, plantations, and gardens. It is generally unobtrusive
and easily overlooked, and prefers
to avoid detection by sitting motionless. So when you get an opportunity to see it in action, make the
most of it.
On the 31st October 2018,
I was atlassing at Letaba Estates
when I noticed a pair of African
Cuckoo-Hawks in a large tree.

From their behaviour it was evident that they were actively hunting something, but I couldn't immediately tell what it was. After
managing to take a picture from a
clear angle, I was able to identify
their prey as Painted Reed Frogs
Hyperolius marmoratus. The frogs
roost in the canopies of trees over
or near water during the day, only
to descend at night to call from
vegetation in the water. The cuckoo-hawk's diet typically includes a
variety of invertebrates, as well as
reptiles such as chameleons, small
mammals and birds, crabs, and

Below An African Cuckoo-Hawk sitting motionless and scanning the vegetation for prey.

The Lark 28

64

even fish (Clark and Davies 2018).
There is only one other record of
an African Cuckoo-Hawk that had
caught a large, unidentified frog in
the Vumba, Zimbabwe (Saunders
2000).
I watched the one bird for just
over half an hour from 11:40 am

Above A bird bursting through the canopy.
Right Although quite effective hunters, they are
rather clumsy and hunting is accompanied by a
lot of hanging upside down and slow f lapping of
wings for balance,
Top right Hunting in the canopy.
Bottom right A bird hanging upside down while
hunting.
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to 12:12 pm, during which time it
caught and consumed six Painted
Reed Frogs. The bird would sit motionless on a branch while scanning
the leaves and branches. It would
then burst forward and catch the
prey, rather clumsily, sometimes
even hanging upside down while

The Lark 28
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grasping the prey in its bill. After
eating their prey, the bird would
either remain on the spot or fly to
another perch, and then repeat the
process again.
This represents only the second record of cuckoo-hawks preying on frogs. Given that several
frog species roost in trees during

the day, it is possible that frogs may
be an under-reported part of the
diet of African Cuckoo-Hawks.
References
Clark WS, Davies R 2018. African Raptors.
Helm, London.
Saunders CR 2000. African Cuckoo Hawk
taking frog. Honeyguide 46: 24.

Above An African Cuckoo-Hawk with one of six
Painted Reed Frogs it caught and consumed,
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Polymorphism in African
Wood Owl

Eagle-Owl have very uncommon
rufous forms, and the only other
species that can boast a fairly high
Hugh Chittenden
degree of plumage variation is that
E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za
of ‘woodies’, the affectionate term
for African Wood Owls.
It is interesting that none of
ess than 4% of all bird the popular bird publications or
species worldwide show field guides in southern Africa
colour polymorphism. have ever illustrated rufous or grey
Its occurrence is high in the fami- plumaged African Wood Owls. It’s
ly groups such cuckoos and accip- time to rectify this failure in oriters.
nithological literature in the subGlobally, polymorphism is continent!
also regarded as being high in the
owl family but its prevalence is not
that strong in this region. Both Below A pair of African Wood Owls photoAfrican Scops Owl and Spotted graphed adjacent to the Kwando River, north-east

L

Namibia.
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The four birds above would
represent the most common African Wood Owl colour form in
the region. However, within this
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group of seemingly standard
colour forms, where most show
predominantly brown plumaged heads like the birds below,

others differ, with
more pronounced
greyish heads like
the birds above.
The
incidence of rufous
colour
morphs
(examples
are
shown to the right
here) is far greater
in Zimbabwe, Botswana and Zambia, and less common as one heads
down south, especially in KwaZulu-Natal and the
Eastern and Western Cape Provinces.
The Lark 28
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No matter what the colour,
this medium sized, highly variably
forest or riparian thicket owl, is always a favourite amongst birders.
Something about the call of this
bird that so many people associate
with relaxation, the bush, or camp-

ing holidays!
The call is described as follows:
Female: It's time
Male (deeper tone): Yes it is
Female: Wow, yes, let's go camping
again!

Above African Wood Owl.
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Interesting sightings

16 December 2019 - 15 February 2020
Share your interesting sightings 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; Regional rarity; National Rarity
Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

Non-passerines

African Fish Eagle - 26 January
2020. Broadlands Estate, Polokwane (Bossie Bosman).
African Pygmy Kingfisher - 21 December 2019. Lowlands Farm,
Randfontein road (Anette Van
Schalkwyk).
African Rail - 13 February 2020.
Flora Park Dam (Jody De Bruyn).
African Snipe - 2 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Derek Engelbrecht); 3 January 2020. The wetlands of the University of Limpopo Experimental Farm (Jody De

African Snipe © Jody De Bruyn
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Bruyn).
Black Kite - 2 January 2020. Hout
River Dam (Jody De Bruyn).
Booted Eagle - 21 December 2019.

perimental Farm wetlands (Jody De
Bruyn).
Great Spotted Cuckoo - 1 February
2020. Gravel road between Mogwadi and Vivo (Jody De Bruyn).

Black Kite © Jody De Bruyn

Bylsteel road (Derek Engelbrecht);
1 February 2020. Gravel road between Mogwadi and Vivo (Jody
De Bruyn).
Crested Francolin - 2 January 2020.
In a garden in Welgelegen (Charles
Hardy).
Curlew Sandpiper - 2 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Derek Engelbrecht).
European Honey Buzzard - 3 January 2020. Welgelegen (Derek Engelbrecht); 28 January 2020. Flora
Park Dam (Schalk and Annette Van
Schalkwyk).
Goliath Heron - 2 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Jody De Bruyn).
Great Egret - 3 January 2020. Makotopong wetland (Jody De Bruyn).
Greater Flamingo - 4 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Leonie Kellerman).
Greater Painted-snipe - 3 January
2020. University of Limpopo Ex-
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Great Spotted Cuckoo © Jody De Bruyn

Green Sandpiper - 2 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Jody De Bruyn); 4
January 2020. Polokwane Bird Sanctuary (Jody De Bruyn); 23 January
2019. Letaba Estates (Derek Engelbrecht).

Green Sandpiper © Derek Engelbrecht

Intermediate Egret - 3 January 2020.
Makotopong wetland (Jody De
Bruyn).
Lesser Flamingo - 4 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Leonie Kellerman).

Lesser Moorhen - 3 January 2020.
University of Limpopo Experimental Farm wetlands (Jody De Bruyn).

Lesser Moorhen © Jody De Bruyn

Lesser Spotted Eagle - 1 February
2020. Near Vivo (Jody De Bruyn);
2 February 2020. Polokwane Game
Reserve (San3 De Wet).
Long-crested Eagle - 3 January 2020.
Sand River bridge on the Soetdorings Road (Howard Jacobson).
Maccoa Duck - 2 January 2020. Sterkloop wetlands (Jody De Bruyn).
Red-footed Falcon - 2 January 2020.
Hout River Dam (Derek Engelbrecht).
Red-throated Wryneck - 18 January
2020 Rhebokvlei (Daniel Engelbrecht).

Red-throated Wryneck © Daniel Engelbrecht

Steppe Eagle - 21 December 2019.
Tawni Safaris, Bylsteel road (Derek
Engelbrecht).
White-bellied Bustard - 4 January
2020. Hout River Dam (Leonie
Kellerman).
Passerines
Capped Wheatear - 3 January 2020.
Makotopong wetland (Jody De
Bruyn).
Common Whitethroat - 4 January
2020. Eduan Park Paddadam (Jody
De Bruyn).
Lark-like Bunting - 5 January 2020.
Chebeng region (Jody De Bruyn).
Olive-tree Warbler - 16 December
2019. Polokwane Game Reserve
(Richter Van Tonder); 2 January
2020. Eduan Park Paddadam (Derek Engelbrecht).
Tree Pipit - 18 January 2020. Rhebokvlei road, Wolkberg (Birdlife
Polokwane Club Outing - see article
in this issue)
Western Yellow Wagtail - 2 January
2020. Hout River Dam (Derek Engelbrecht).

Western Yellow Wagtail © Derek Engelbrecht
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EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 03 March 2020
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 07 April 2020
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 05 May 2020
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
75

The Lark 28

Bird ringing demonstration
Where?
Date:
Contact:
Cell:

Aloe Ridge Dam, Polokwane Game Reserve
7 March 2020
Derek Engelbrecht
082 200 5277

Shopping list:
At least 100 individuals and 30 different species.

Klub uitstappie
Waar?
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:

Nylsvley Natuur Reservaat
14 Maart 2020
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Inkopielys: Afhangend van die hoeveelheid water, Gevlekte en Gestreepte
Riethane (Spotted and Striped Crakes), Swartvlerksprinkaanvoëël (Black-winged Pratincole), verskillende sangers (various
vo
warblers), Kleinwaterhoender (Lesser Moorhen).
The Lark 28
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Club outing
Where?
Date:
Contact:
Cell:

Hwiti Mountain
28 March 2020
Derek Engelbrecht
082 200 5277

© Les Reynolds

Shopping list: Gurney's Sugarbird, Malachite Sunbird, Nicholson's Pipit,
Verreaux's Eagle, Jackal Buzzard, Cape Rock Thrush, Sentinel Rock Thrush.

Klub uitstappie
Waar?
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:

Driekloof Lodge, Bandelierkop region
18-20 April 2020
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Inkopielys: Die eienaar het Birdlife Polokwane versoek om 'n voëllys op
te stel vir bemarkingsdoeleindes. Moontlike spesies sluit
in Kuifkoptarentaal (Crested Guineafowl), Bearded Scrub
Robin (Baardwipstert), Gryskapokvoël (Grey Penduline
Tit), Gestreepte Visvanger (Striped Kingfisher).
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Club outing
Where?
Date:
Contact:
Cell:

Witvinger region
9 May 2020
Derek Engelbrecht
082 200 5277

© Les Reynolds

Shopping list: Striped Pipit, Bushveld Pipit, Grey Penduline Tit, Grey
Tit-Flycatcher, Freckled Nightjar, Flappet Lark, Verreaux's
Eagle.

The Pan-African Ornithological Congress (PAOC15)
16-20 November 2020
Elephant Hills Conference Centre
Victoria Falls
Zimbabwe
https://www.paoc15.org/
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Limpopo Region

What makes birds tick!
A practical birding workshop

Letaba Camp, Kruger National Park
4th–7th June 2020
A unique birding experience hosted by birding expert and ecologist Joe Grosel and the SANParks Honorary
Rangers Limpopo Region.
This workshop aims to enhance the skills of birders through a series of fascinating lectures and expert inthe-field instruction. The key to becoming an accomplished birder is having a good knowledge of bird
biology and behaviour. Subjects that are covered therefore include bird vocalization, plumage, courtship,
breeding behaviour, bird migration, territoriality and bird survival strategies plus many essential practical
pointers. At least three field outings will form part of the program and practical sessions will deal with
where and how to look for birds, call recognition, interpreting bird behaviour and modern bird monitoring
and mapping techniques.
The event will take place in the Letaba Rest Camp in the Kruger National Park which, due to its locality
offers some of the best winter birding in the country. Activities for the weekend will include morning and
afternoon birding drives on open game viewing vehicles in the company of Joe Grosel and Park Rangers.
The cost of this exciting Birding Workshop is only *R2190 per person. The price includes lectures
and instruction, all birding activities and outings, teas and lunches as well as stationery and literature.
*Excludes park entrance, conservation fee & accommodation.
Participation is restricted to 16 people and all proceeds from the weekend will
be for the Honorary Rangers Environmental Fund
A selection of pre-booked accommodation is available.
For more information or a full itinerary please contact Charles Hardy.
email charlois1044@gmail.com or Cell 083 457 1721.
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Flock to the Wilderness (BirdLife South Africa’s AGM weekend) will be held in the Wilderness Hotel, Wilderness, Western
Cape, during the weekend of Friday 29 to Sunday 31 May 2020.
The AGM will take place at 10h00 on Saturday 30 May. We’re
also planning a special lunch at the hotel on 30 May (more
details to follow later). Additional birding activities are planned
for the weekend and these will be done in collaboration with
BirdLife Plettenberg Bay, Lakes Bird Club and the Nature’s Valley Trust. We look to seeing a large number of our members in
Wilderness. Details of Flock to the Wilderness will be posted
on this webpage as and when they become available.
For more info, see:
https://www.birdlife.org.za/support-us/events/flock-2020/
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Agulhas Long-billed Lark © Joe Grosel
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