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Editor's chirps
How the world has changed since our previous issue of The Lark. The worries and uncertainty about the Covid-19 pandemic can be all consuming, which is why we rushed to get
the May/June issue out earlier than usual. This will give you time to read through the mega
issue we compiled for you to enjoy during SAs lockdown. We are sure you'll enjoy the trip
reports and interesting articles we received from our readers, We also want to take this
opportunity to welcome a few new contributors to The Lark: Warwick and Michèle Tarboton's observations from their veranda just goes to show that even your garden can yield a
treasure trove of information new to science, Greg' Davies' note (all the way from the USA)
about the mythical Coombs' Chanting Goshawk should get all of us out there looking for
it when this is all over, and Beryl Wilson's note on a Cape Vulture patagial tag found at a
very unusual mass giraffe death near Kimberley is as interesting for the distances vulture
travel, as it is for the unusual event that caused the death of the giraffe.
We hope you enjoy this issue as much as we enjoyed putting it together, and we look forward to receiving your contributions for the next issue of The Lark. Given that we are all
under lockdown and don't have any excuses for being too busy, why not write something
about that interesting observation you made - doesn't matter how many years ago!
Raelene and Daniel
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Birding

Thornybush
Golf Estate

Blue-cheeked Bee-eater

Marcia Van Tonder
Photographs Jody De Bruyn
Text

A

group of excited birders came together just
after 5 am at the Polokwane Golf Club entrance and we
started making our way to Mokopane. We arrived at our destination for the day, Thornybush Golf
Estate on the outskirts of Moko-

pane, just after 6 am. We received
a warm welcome from our friendly
host, Madelein Potgieter, offering
us some coffee and tea to ease the
excitement.
As we enjoyed our cup of coffee on the terrace, we could see and
hear birds everywhere. Birds we
The Lark 29
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Above A Lilac-breasted Roller kept the cameras clicking..
Below Our party birding along one of the
many walkways on the estate.
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listed from the terrace included Lilac-breasted Roller
(Gewone Troupant),
Fork-tailed Drongo
(Mikstertbyevanger),
Red-faced
Mousebird (Rooi
wangmuisvoël),
Spectacled Weaver
(Brilwewer),
Cape Wagtail (Gewone
Kwikkie),
White-browed
Sp ar row-We aver
(Koringvoël), Swainson’s Spurfowl
(Bosveldfisant), Red-eyed Dove
(Grootringduif), and Helmeted
Guineafowl (Gewone Tarentaal).

Then we took
off on one of the
walkways on the
estate.
Luckily
there were a few
clouds around and
the
temperature
was just perfect for
birding. We could
hear the Crimson-breasted Shrike
(Rooiborslaksman)
calling nearby and
recorded a few additional
species,
including European Bee-eater (Europese Byevreter),
and Grey Go-awaybird (Kwêvoël). Just
as we crossed over
one part of the golf
course, we heard
an African Goshawk (Afrikaanse
Sperwer)
calling
and luckily found it
perched in a nearby
tree - clear for everyone to see. This
was a nice sighting as you don’t often see them perched like that.
Our little birders also enjoyed
the outing very much as they were
running around all over, loving the
open space! As we walked away
from the African Goshawk, we
ticked a Sombre Greenbul (Gewone Willie), and then we came
across a small bird sitting on the

Above African Goshawk.

grass in front of us, and it wasn’t
really scared of this group of
birders approaching it. It was a
fledgling Tawny-flanked Prinia
(Bruinsylangstertjie) which was
The Lark 29
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clearly not able to fly yet as it tried
to escape into a nearby tree without
any luck. So, we left it alone as the
parents were scolding us from the
tree next to it.
As we walked further into the
estate, we arrived at a small dam
with some nice water birds making their appearance: Red-billed
Teal (Rooibekeend), Little Grebe
(Kleindobbertjie), Striated Heron
(Groenruggreier), and Pied Kingfisher (Bontvisvanger). We spent
quite some time alongside the water as we took in the beautiful surroundings and some quality bird
sightings.
After listing about 80 bird
species we made our way back to
the terrace to enjoy a lovely and
well-deserved breakfast. With
tummies full and reminiscing
about nature’s beauty, some of us
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Above These young birders look chuffed with
their haul of lifers.
Below The diminutive Yellow-fronted Tinker
is always a delight.

made our way to the nearby Nyl
River. As this area is usually closed
off to the public, we arranged in
advance with Carl to give us access to the river front. Carl told us
that they are busy making the area
more birder friendly as they have

Above Yellow-billed Storks were seen along
the river.
Below The view along the river walk.
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put up a nice bird hide overlooking
the river and will eventually provide access to the birding public.
Upon our arrival at the river, we
were pleasantly surprised to see a
gathering of Yellow-billed Storks
(Nimmersat) perched in a dry tree
close by which gave us a great photo opportunity. We took the walkway towards the hide and logged
a great couple of birds along the
way : White-breasted Cormorant
(Witborsduiker), Reed Cormorant
(Rietduiker), Southern Red Bishop
(Rooivink), White-winged Widowbird (Witvlerkflap), and African
Fish Eagle (Visarend).
As we arrived at the hide, we
were stunned by the beautiful views
from the bottom of the hide. We

9

The Lark 29

couldn’t get enough of the diversity
of bird and plant life along the river. As we climbed up the stairs to
the top of the hide, we were again
in awe of the beauty surrounding
us. The views from the hide were
spectacular and we spent close to
two hours there. The White-winged
Terns (Witvlerksterretjies) passed
by like they were waiting just for us
to arrive. We managed to add close
on 20 species on the river section,
bringing our total for the morning
to 125 species. We then ambled
slowly back, sharing thoughts and
looking back on a very successful
and satisfying trip. We will definitely arrange this trip again!
Author e-mail: labmarcia@gmail.com

Above White-breasted Cormorant
Left Little Bittern.
Opposite White-winged Tern

The Lark 29

10

Toucans,
Tanagers
		Tapaculo

Birding in north-eastern Argen
Daniel Engelbrecht
11
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stretched as far as the eye could
see on both sides of the road. We
had been driving for close on 14
hours from the central Argentine
province of Santa Fe. The habitat
had gradually changed from farmland, to Chaco, and eventually to
the subtropical forests of Misiones
Province where we were now, only
a few short kilometres from our final destination. We arrived at our
overnight accommodation just as
the sun plunged into the Parana
River, separating Argentina from
neighbouring Paraguay. Tomorrow
would be my first day exploring the
forests for some of the most range
restricted bird species in Argentina
and, to say the least, I was pretty
damn excited.
I woke before my alarm at 5:30
the next morning, grabbed the binoculars, my camera and my field
guide, ‘Birds of Argentina and Uruguay’ and met up with my guide for
the day, Gabriel Moresco. Gabriel is a local bird guide and since I
had only been birding in central
Argentina, I knew practically nothing of the species that occur in this
northern part of the country. You
see, Argentina really is a massive
country; it covers over 2.78 million square kilometres, making it
Iguazú Falls the eighth largest country in the
world! When you throw in a varies we approached the ty of habitats from deserts to snowborder town of Puer- capped mountain peaks (some
to Iguazú, the lush reaching close to 7000 m above sea
and seemingly impenetrable forest level), and even tropical rainforest,

s&
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Left A view of the forests at
Iguazú Fall s,

you have the ideal ingredients for
a large diversity of birds. As of the
most recent estimate, the country
has a list of just over 1000 species.
Thankfully for me, the province of
Misiones (the second smallest in
Argentina after Tucuman) which
is where I was about to start birding as the taxi stopped at our first
spot, is home to more than half of
Argentina’s bird species.
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As soon as we
(myself and my brother, Enzo Oprandi, who
was my Argentine host)
started walking into the
forests with Gabriel, he
began rattling off the
names of the species
he was hearing. It was,
however, some time
before we saw our first
species in the form of
a pair of White-necked
Puffbirds perched high
in one of the towering
trees. For those interested in what exactly a
puffbird is, they form
part of the near-passerine family Bucconidae
and occur from Argentina through to Mexico.
Our list began to climb
steadily with sightings
of Rufous-winged Antwren, the
diminutive Eared Pygmy Tyrant,
and the rather strikingly-coloured
Red-crowned Ant Tanager. Something I was rapidly noticing was that
my stereotypical idea of birding in
South American rainforests, which
involved seeing hundreds of species
flying and perching on every available branch and rapidly responding
to playback, was far from accurate.

The birds were reluctant to call and
we really had to grind to find our
target species. Nevertheless, we
carried on walking through the humid, mosquito-infested trails and
added a White-shouldered Fire-eye
hopping through the undergrowth,
the stunning Red-rumped Cacique
with its very weaver-like nest, and
the smallest woodpecker I have
ever seen, Ochre-collared Piculet
which weighs in at only ten grams.
The track pushed on through
the rainforest and Gabriel was
calling out the names of the birds
we were seeing, ‘Turquoise-fronted Amazon flying overhead’,
‘Mouse-colored Tapaculo on the
branch above the bright green leaf ’,
‘Boat-billed Flycatchers in the canopy, quick! Look!’. The birding
was spectacular and what we
lacked in species, we made up
for with elusive and seldom seen
species. Gabriel explained that
the area through which we were
walking was all second-generation tree growth. Until 2004, the
deforestation rate in Argentina
was more than double the average for Latin America and fivetimes the global average. This
equated to an annual loss of 18
700 hectares meaning that the
vast majority of forests in Mi-

siones Province were completely
destroyed. Since 2010, however, the
country has miraculously managed
to reduce deforestation by over
70%, meaning that many areas are
experiencing regrowth in certain
newly proclaimed protected areas. It was through this new growth
that we were now walking and it
was great to see that despite the
large-scale deforestation, the birds
were back and the tourism industry is now thriving in the northern
province of Misiones as a result of
their approach to conserving what
they have left. Anyway, back to the
birds.
Somewhere between a striking Squirrel Cuckoo, the stunning Chestnut-bellied Euphonia,

R ight Boat-billed Flycatcher.
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and the strange Magpie Tanager,
came the undisputed highlight of
our morning birding. Hopping
around and foraging from branch
to branch in the canopy we spotted
a single Chestnut-eared Aracari. It
was one of the species that I desperately wanted to see and so in
finding this toucan, I became even
more motivated to discover what
else hid in these forests.
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We called it a day at lunchtime
and I arranged to meet Gabriel later for a night birding expedition
which, apart from a few of the really
weird, large-eyed Common Potoos,
a South American nightjar species
known as the Pauraque, and one
lone Tropical Screech Owl, didn’t
really deliver anything to write
home (or rather to The Lark) about.
The exhaustion of walking through

hot, humid forests for 17 hours of
the day was getting through to me,
but I needed the birds, and so, day
3 began at 5:47 am.
We would be dividing this day
into two parts. Part one was from 6
am to around 11 am and this would
once again be dedicated to birding a different section of the forest
in the world-famous Iguazú Falls
National Park. Part two involved
visiting the largest waterfall system
in the world, Cataratas del Iguazú
or Iguazú Falls. The birding section was spectacular. Once again it
was slow, but I could not get over

Opposite A Chestnut-eared Aracari was
one of the highlights of my trip.
Below Magpie Tanager - a rather strange
bird.
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the species I was seeing,
Guira and Black-goggled
Tanagers were numerous, Plush-crested Jays
with their bright blue
faces foraged in the understory, and the minute
Versicolored
Emerald
(a tiny hummingbird)
weighing only 3 grams
darted through the canopy. Some of the notable highlights whilst the
mosquitoes sucked every
last bit of blood from
any exposed area of my

Left Common Potoo is common in
the forests and a well-trained eye
can spot them during the day.
Below Pauraque - a South American nightjar - seen on our forest
night walk.
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skin (yes, wearing shorts
in the forest could
never have ended
well) were sightings of both
White-bearded and Blue
Manakin,
two
species which
I only ever
dreamed of
seeing
and
Green-billed
Toucan which,
by some luck, I
managed to see and
photograph whilst it sat
silently in the undergrowth.
It was after this amazing
morning of birding that we walked
across the park to the touristic Iguazú Falls. Let’s just say it’s
impossible not to be completely
blown away by the falls. The word
‘Iguazú’ translates to ‘big water’
and this simply explains exactly
what it is - it is massive! The falls
consist of 275 different waterfalls,
all of which plunge into the lower
Iguazú River. To give you a rough
idea, it spans a total distance of 2.7
kilometres and falls around 80 meters, making it the largest water-

fall system in the world.
The wildlife here was
also rather spectacular, South
American Coati were numerous and
regularly
harassed
anyone who
dared
to
open their
food within
a twenty kilometre radius of
a coati, as were
Black
Capuchin
Monkeys which were
quite common on the trails

Ellipse Plush-crested Jay.
Right The sought-after Blue
Manakin.
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through the jungle to the various
lookout points.
The trails were loaded with
tourists, yet I managed to get four
lifers at the falls; both Turkey and
Black Vulture, Plumbeous Kite, and
the well know Great Dusky Swift
which, astoundingly, constructs its
nest behind the waterfalls at Iguazú
and is regularly seen flying into the
spray of the falls to reach its nest.
Needless to say, after walking just
over 22 kilometres, I was relieved
to get a good night’s rest back at

our accommodation, not before
getting another lifer in the form of
a Rufous-capped Motmot from the
veranda of the cabin.
The sun rose on my last day
in Misiones Province and in a few
hours I would have to leave this
tropical paradise, and so there was
only one thing left to do – wake up
at 5:49 am and bird as hard as possible. I decided to spend this morning birding around the town of
Puerto Iguazú and it certainly didn’t
disappoint. I scraped out a final ten

Left Black Vulture.
Below An Olivaceous Woodcreeper. It possesses sharpened tail feathers which they
use as a prop when climbing trunks.
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Left Plumbeous Kite.
Below The Smoothbilled Ani is a member of
the cuckoo family but it
is a communal breeder,
not a brood-parasite.

lifers, most of which were stunning birds such as a Saffron-billed
Sparrow which was quite a regular in the town’s lush gardens. In
one patch of small forest, I scored
a beautiful Spot-backed Antshrike
and a group of several of the coucal-like Smooth-billed Ani.
It was with a much larger life
list, full camera and GoPro memory card, and exhausted legs that I
packed my bags and left Misiones
to return to Santa Fe. The trip was
nothing short of spectacular and as

always with birding it wasn’t just
the birds that made it special. I saw
some of the most incredible views
on this planet but most of all, I met
and spent time with people who I
will never forget. A mega thank you
has to go to my Argentine-family
(Silvina, Damian, and Enzo) for
taking me to this wonderful part of
the world and showing me so much
of what the astonishing country of
Argentina has to offer!
Author e-mail: danielengelbrecht101@gmail.com
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A great day birding at

Nylsvley
Minkie Prinsloo
Photographs Jody De Bruyn
Text
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I

believe any day spent
birding is a good day, but
what turns a good day
into a great day? Is it just one or
two things coming together or is
there more to it? Do you follow a
specific plan, or do you just wing
it as you go along? Well here’s how
we did it.
Step 1: Location, location, location
For our bird club outing on
the 14th of March we went to the
Nylsvley Nature Reserve. This
gem is situated about 130 km
from Polokwane, close to Mookgophong. This is a Ramsar site,
and is also a Birdlife South Africa
Important Bird and Biodiversity
Area, having a potential bird list of

close to 400 species, including 102
waterbird species.
Step 2: Birding party
In order to have success in
the day to come, one must join up
with some fellow birders. At 5:30
on Saturday morning our birding
party gathered at the golf club before heading to our birding destination of the day. Our 8-person
team consisted of Richter, Jody,
Mark, Julia, Willie, Rienk (all the
way from the Netherlands), Nelene, and myself.

Below

Black-winged Pratincole
were plentiful.
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Above Amur Falcon..
Left An African Crake made a
brief appearance, getting all of us
super excited!

Step 3: a Lifer before breakfast
Any good day must start with
a cup of coffee and a bite to eat.
After booking in at reception we
headed to Vogelfontein where we
would start. Here we parked, made
our coffee and geared up, but not
before an African Crake caught our
eye down the road. We were still
busy taking photos of it when the
first Black-winged Pratincole was
spotted, a lifer for half the group.
First there was one flying over, then
a second, and a third and before
long you could look in any direc-
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tion and see them flying around.
We estimated that we saw more
than a 100 of them in total.
Step 4: Explore
It is no good if you go birding
and only stay in one spot. We started at Vogelfontein, the area was dry
and for a change no gumboots were
needed. We walked to the first bit of
water where we found more Pratincoles, African Spoonbill, African
Wattled Lapwing, African Snipe,
and Quailfinch to name a few. We
headed to the Crake hide, pratin-

Above No trip to Nylsvley would
be complete without having seen
Spur-winged Goose.

coles, Amur Falcons and European Bee-eaters accompanying us.
From within the hide we scanned
the reeds and found several Squacco Heron, African Jacana, Spurwinged Goose, and Red-billed Teal,
amongst others. Heading back to
our vehicles we managed to find
Marsh Warbler. We were hoping to
find more warblers and crakes, but
The Lark 29

24

due to the exceptionally dry circumstances, we missed out.
We headed back round to
the main gate and on to the Jacana Hide. The reeds are dense and
you don’t have a great view, but
we nevertheless managed to find
Black Crake, Striated Heron, Little
Bittern, African Reed Warbler, Orange-breasted Waxbill, Burchell’s
Starling, Marabou Stork, and African Fish Eagle here.
Step 5: Something unexpected
No birding trip is complete
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without something funny or weird
happening. We were all sitting
in the Jacana Hide, minding our
own business, when a wasp decided Mark’s leg looked extremely
threatening and decided to attack!
The hide emptied quickly and half
the group headed towards the
cars while the other half lingered
around the hide not quite ready
to head back yet. It was like nature
knew we wanted to spend some
more time in the hide as it suddenly started pouring down, so half of
us spent another 20 minutes in the

White-faced Whistling Duck

hide while the other half were hud- tling Duck, Red-breasted Swallow,
dled up in one of the cars.
Great Egret, Purple Roller, Cardinal
Woodpecker, Rufous-naped Lark,
Zitting Cisticola, Burnt-necked
Step 6: Final count
For any birding trip you have Eremomela, Black Cuckoo-shrike,
a list of possible species to expect Southern White-crowned Shrike,
and a list of specials you would like and Burchell’s Coucal.
I’m no expert, but I think we
to find. We found the Black-winged
Pratincoles, which were one of the checked all the boxes on this outmain targets for the day. All in all ing to make it qualify as a great day.
we recorded just over 110 species, Thank you to all who joined and
with some noteworthy species in- Richter for organizing the trip.
cluding a big group of Red-billed Author e-mail: wildlifestudio1@gmail.com
Oxpecker, Common Ostrich, African Sacred Ibis, White-faced WhisThe Lark 29
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BIG RING 2020
7 March 2020

Chinspot Batis

Derek Engelbrecht

W

hat a difference
a year makes.
Unusually good
amounts of rainfall in the Polok-
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wane region in early 2019, resulted in a new record for our Birdlife
Polokwane late-summer bird
ringing demonstration: 33 spe-

cies and 215 individuals! By comparison, this wet season was a bit
of a mixed bag, but in essence it is
substantially drier this year compared to the same time last year.
In particular, the numbers of migratory birds in the Polokwane
region are worryingly low this
year. Breaking, or even getting
near, our 2019 record was always
going to be tough. Regardless, Big
Ring 2020 was going to be a very
special day, but more about that
later.
As usual we entered the reserve around 4:00 and immediately proceeded to prepare the
ringing station and get the mist
nets up and open by dawn. Shortly after dawn, we got our first
bird of the day, a Brown-hooded

Above We opened our account for the day
with this Brown-hooded Kingfisher.
Top This year's ringing day was very well attended, A big thank you to everyone who supported the event.
The Lark 29
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Kingfisher. This was followed by
a couple of migrants; three Redbacked Shrikes and a Willow
Warbler. Surprisingly, this was it
for migrants on the day.
Following the 'morning rush
hour' which included the likes of
Marico Flycatchers, Red-faced
Mousebirds, a Grey Go-awaybird, and some weavers, it was
time for a well-deserved cuppa
and a bite to eat. Throughout the
day, there was a steady flow of
birds to the ringing station, and
given that we were four registered
ringers and two trainees, it was
quite easy to manage the process and avoid a 'traffic jam'. As
always, Billy's nets near the waterhole proved popular with the
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myriad of seed-eaters coming for
a drink. About mid-morning, it
became clear we were not in it for
the numbers on the day, but what
we lacked in numbers and species
diversity, we made up for in some
unusual catches - at least within
the context of the Polokwane region or our Big Ring history.
Some of the unusual catches
on the day included a Cape Weaver (uncommon in the Polokwane
Game Reserve and a first for a
Big Ring event), a juvenile Sabota Lark, a male Cut-throat Finch
(common in the suburbs but generally uncommon in the reserve
and a first for a Big Ring event),
a Grey Go-away-bird (they often
escape from the mist nets before

Sabota Lark

Red-faced Mousebird

Pytilia
The Lark 29 Green-winged

Scaly-feathered Weaver

you get to them), and a juvenile
Long-tailed Paradise Whydah (a
real brain-teaser).
At the end of the day, we
had ringed a total of 91 birds representing 26 species. Southern
Masked Weavers dominated the
catch with 25 individuals ringed,
followed by Lesser Masked Weaver (12), and Green-winged Pytilia
and Laughing Doves sharing the
spoils for third place with nine individuals each. There were three
retraps, the details following:
Ring-necked Dove (Cape Turtle
Dove) 5A08223
First ringed as an adult on 201810-06 at the Aloe Ridge Dam
(Polokwane Game Reserve) by
Marianne McKenzie.

Cut-throat Finch

Black-chested Prinia

Distance between initial ringing site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 518 days (1yr,
5m, 1d).
Green-winged Pytilia AB37691
First ringed as an adult male on
2018-10-06 at the Aloe Ridge
Dam (Polokwane Game Reserve)
by Billy Attard.
Distance between initial ringing site and retrap site: 0 km.
Days elapsed: 518 days (1yr,
5m, 1d).
Green-winged Pytilia A104050
First ringed as an adult male on
2017-09-09 at the Aloe Ridge
Dam (Polokwane Game Reserve)
by Billy Attard.
Distance between initial ringing site and retrap site: 0 km.

Violet-eared Waxbill

Go-away-bird
Grey
The Lark
29
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Days elapsed: 911 days (2yr,
5m, 28d).
Catch of the Day? It can only
go to one of the ultimate LBJs,
the juvenile Long-tailed Paradise
Whydah, caught late in the day
and ringed by Marianne McKenzie. Not only was this the first
ringing record of a Long-tailed
Paradise Whydah during a Big
Ring event in the game reserve,
you also seldom see the juvenile of
the species, but above all it was a
real brain-teaser to ID and caused
quite a bit of debate. A summary
of all birds ringed or retrapped is
given below.
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I mentioned above that, regardless of how many birds and
species we ringed, it was going
to be a special day. Five years to
the day after Marianne McKenzie placed a ring on a bird for the
first time - and got hooked by
this fascinating pastime - she was
ready to be assessed for registration as an A-permit ringer. She
passed her 'test' with flying colours. Congratulations Marianne!
We are looking forward to our
next ringing session with you as a
fully fledged A-permit ringer.
On behalf of Birdlife Polokwane and all the ringers, we wish

to express our gratitude to the
management of the Polokwane
Game Reserve, in particular Ms
Jane Mabaso and Mr Edward Mutamo, for their ongoing support
of our ringing events and assisting with the preparation of the
ringing station as well as other
logistical issues.
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Right A special word of congratulations
to Marianne McKenzie who qualified as an
A-permit ringer.

CATCH OF THE DAY

Long-tailed Paradise Whydah (juvenile)
The Lark 29
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Rehabilitate
Ring
Release
Derek Engelbrecht
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T

here is something
about a wildlife rehabilitation centre that
evokes rather strong emotions in
me. Real accidents aside, there is
the anger and disappointment you
feel when you hear the unspeakable cruelty some of those animals
have experienced at the hands of
humans. And then there is the care,
love and dedication shown by some
to right the wrongs of others and to
hopefully rehabilitate the animal
successfully and give it a second
chance in life.

To a wildlife rehabilitator, the
ultimate goal (and satisfaction) is
to successfully rehabilitate an animal and see it released back into
the wild. Unfortunately, the ex-

Opposite A Little Sparrowhawk that had
some of its wing feathers plucked by someone has recovered and was released after it
was ringed.
Below A Gabar Goshawk was one of
several birds of prey that were ringed. ©
Billy Attard
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tent of some injuries
means that some are not
so lucky, and they will
spend their lives in captivity. Here they will be
ambassadors for their
kind, and help to educate and raise awareness
of the plight of wildlife.

Left A Spotted Eagle-Owl being
ringed.
Below Isaac Madiba of the
Whelmi Chalmers Rehabilitation Centre lends Billy Attard
an helping hand with ringing a
Black-headed Heron.
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On 19 February 2020, Billy Attard and I were invited by
Whelmi Chalmers from the Whelmi Chalmers Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre in Broadlands Estate,
Polokwane, to ring some successfully rehabilitated birds before their
release. The ensemble included
some Western Cattle Egret fledglings (people chopped down their
nesting tree and left them to die),
two Black-headed Herons, two
Pied Crows, a Spotted Eagle-Owl, a

Gabar Goshawk, and a Little Sparrowhawk.
On behalf of Birdlife Polokwane, we want to express our gratitude to Whelmi and her team
for the sterling work they do at
the centre. Well done everyone!
We should all have Whelmi's details (see below) on our phones in
case we come across an injured or
abused animal.
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com
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Birds in Art
African Pygmy Goose
Text and Artwork Willem

I

n this issue I portray for you
a sweet couple. These are African Pygmy Geese, Nettapus
auritus. They're called geese for their
short, stubby, goose-like bills. However, they're not actually geese, but close
relatives of the dabbling ducks, in particular the beautiful Mandarin Duck
of Asia and the Wood Duck of North
America. Two other pygmy goose
species are found in Southeast Asia
and Australia. They are the smallest
members of the duck and goose family, measuring 30-33 cm in total length,
and weighing about 280 grams. In my
painting, the male is on the right. The
female has slightly drabber head coloration, but is still very pretty; both
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Van der Merwe

having metallic-green backs and
bright orange-rufous bellies. Seen
well, they can't be mistaken for anything else. These little ducks occur
over all of sub-Saharan Africa where
there are suitable expanses of water.
I depict my little geese here
swimming amidst Water Lilies, Nymphaea species. These lilies are common floating plants in still waters here
in Africa. The pretty little geese complement the beautiful, delicate flowers. They actually feed on the flowers,
pods and seeds of water lilies., but also
like any other kind of aquatic vegetation. Pygmy geese are mostly vegetarians, feeding both on plants that drift
on the surface, as well as diving for

African Pygmy Goose
© Willem Van der Merwe

submerged vegetation. They will eat
small fish and aquatic invertebrates as
well.
Small, quiet and unobtrusive,
they hide themselves very well between the water plants. When they
suspect danger, they will dive, and
come up beneath a lily pad, not fully
emerging until they're sure it's safe.
They're seen in pairs or small groups
most of the time. But in some places
they occasionally occur in massive
numbers, such as at the Okavango
Swamps of Botswana. These congregations form when the water in other places have dried up, or when the
ducks moult their wing feathers and

are temporarily flightless, seeking
safety in numbers.
When they have all their feathers, pygmy geese are strong fliers.
They have proportionally long tails,
that help them manoeuvre in flight.
They are also among the ducks that
are able to perch, sometimes sitting
on tree twigs and branches overhanging the water. They very rarely walk
on dry land, though. They even breed
in trees, again like the Mandarin and
Wood Ducks.
When breeding, they use natural holes, or take over holes made
by woodpeckers or barbets, but may
also use holes in cliffs, riverbanks or
The Lark 29
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termite hills instead, and have even
been recorded using the huge stick
nests of Hamerkops. The breeding
season is in the spring and summer,
the time of rains. The male courts the
female by bobbing his head, showing
off his striking colours, and pursuing
her in flight. Both sexes search for a
nesting site. When inspecting promising tree holes, they are able to cling
to the trunk like woodpeckers! Once
having found a good cavity, the female
lays six to twelve eggs in it. The tiny
ducklings are open-eyed and covered
in down when they hatch. The female
exits the nest and calls to them; they
then leave the nest and follow her to
the nearest water. They are very agile
and able to climb down from high
up in a tree. In the related Wood and
Mandarin Ducks, the ducklings often
jump down to the ground from high
up, as can be seen in videos you can
easily find on YouTube. They suffer
no harm on landing even after falling
from a great height. I haven't seen anything similar for our pygmy geese;
most of our trees are not very tall, and
rather gnarly, so that climbing down
would be fairly easy for these nimble
ducklings. Once on water, they stay
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with their mother and rapidly learn to
find food for themselves. They fledge
at the age of about two months.
African Pygmy Geese are rare
birds in South Africa. They used to
be much more widespread, but have
suffered from the draining of wetlands, from the clearing of riverine
forest, and most of all from humans
introducing a fish, the Red-breasted
Bream, into many bodies of water.
These fish feed on the same water
plants the ducks like, totally denuding
the aquatic vegetation in many areas. Consequently, pygmy geese have
vanished from many regions, especially the southernmost parts of South
Africa. Nowadays many of them are
only here in the dry season, moving
to more tropical climes to breed in
the wet season. One place in South
Africa where they are common is the
Pongolo River floodplain. Their main
stronghold in southern Africa is the
Okavango Swamps, where they are
indeed one of the most common species. These charming ducks are very
dependent on us humans properly
protecting and managing these wild
wetlands.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

Ou liedjies en ou boeke
Cornie Odendaal

Dalk onthou julle ook liedjies
en gediggies van kleintyd:
Kokkewiet sing ‘n liedjie van
die vroeë môredou …
Piet Kokkewiet, jou vrou is
siek …
Daar is nog ‘n paar ander
liedjies oor Kokkewiete ook, maar
wat is ‘n Kokkewiet?
Hier sit ‘n 1948 ‘Roberts’ op
ons boekrak. Dit het 35 sjillings
gekos en het ‘n ‘In Memoriam’
vir Dr. Austin Roberts in. Ons
blaai nou die dag daardeur, na ons
dekades se stof afgevee het - want
dit bly maar ‘n staatmaker wat inligting aanbetref - en toe sien ons
Waterfiskaal en Rooibors Laksman
se ou volksname was Kokkewiet
en Rooibors-kokkewiet. Nou het
die Waterfiskaal, wat vroeg in die
oggend een van sy repertoire liedjies reg buite ons slaapkamer sing,
sommer ‘n ekstra bietjie nostalgie
gekry, want hy sing inderdaad van
die vroeë môredou.
Daar is ‘n ander liedjie, wat
beduie van die Berghaan wat ‘n
veer laat val het van die hoogste
krans by Wupperthal. Díe dorpie,
Wupperthal, is in die Cederberg.
Geen tekort aan kranse daar nie.
Die krans is nie die probleem nie.
Die vraag kom by die Berghaan,
wat nie daar voorkom nie.

Maar, wag ‘n bietjie. Dalk is
dit weer ‘n kwessie van ‘n streeksnaam of ‘n ou naam, en die liedjie
se voël, wat amper ‘n eeu gelede ‘n
veer geskenk het vir Wupperthal se
voëlklub om te identifiseer, is toe
nie wat ons dink dit is nie. Haal
die ou Roberts uit. Ek haal daaruit
aan: ‘… being distributed from
the Cape Province northwards to
the southern borders of the Sahara Desert.’ Dus kon hulle wel in
die Cederberg voorgekom het. In
ons nuwe voëlgidse kom hulle in
ons buurlande voor en net ‘n smal
strokie aan die rand van ons Limpopo Provinsie - nêrens in die res
van die land, waar hulle vroeër
voorgekom het nie. En toe? Dalk
wil iemand ‘n doktersgraad verdien
deur die vraag te antwoord.
O wee, ek het dit nog my lewe
lank verkeerd - hierdie liedjie van
Boerneef se woorde is toe eintlik,
‘Die Berg-gans het ‘n veer laat val
…’ Wel, wat is ‘n Berg-gans? Danksy die ou Roberts kon ons vinnig
die antwoord kry, naamlik dat dit
‘n Kolgans is, en dat hulle wel soms
hulle neste op kranse bou.
Blykbaar moet mens nie sondermeer van ou boeke ontslae raak
nie.
Outeur e-pos: cornie@callidendron.co.za
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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
The 'Lost Lark', Melodious
Lark, returns again - and
again
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

M

elodious Larks have
been referred to as
the Walter Mittys of
the lark family (Vernon 1990). This
is because of their unobtrusive nature throughout much of year and
their somewhat Houdini-like appearance and disappearance from
areas within - and sometimes well
beyond - their known range. However, in the breeding season their
extended song flights and excellent mimicry leave no doubt as to
their identity. In an earlier issue
of The Lark (Engelbrecht 2018), I
provided a summary of records of
the mysterious population on the
Polokwane Plateau, which seemed
to centre on the grasslands to the
west of Polokwane. Sightings of
Melodious Larks on the Polokwane
Plateau are sporadic, averaging
fewer than one record per year over
the last few years.
Whilst atlasing in the Polokwane Game Reserve on 21 Febru-

ary 2020, I caught a glimpse of a
smallish lark with striking white
outer tail feathers exploding from
the edge of the track I was driving
on. Not to be outdone, I exploded
from the car, hoping to get a better look at the bird. Before long
I flushed it again, and this time I
managed to fire away a few camera
shots, before it vanished between
some grass tussocks. Just by looking at its flight style and the white
outer tail feathers, I already knew
that this was a big sighting, so the
back of the camera view was really just to see if the photos were any
good. I managed to find the bird
again, and the whole procedure repeated itself, again. After the third
flush, it sat tight and I was unable
to find it again.
This record represents a new
addition to the Polokwane Game
Reserve's bird list. Perhaps I should
rephrase the sentence to read:
'Technically this represents a new
The Lark 29
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record for the Polokwane Game
Reserve'. Why would I say technically? You see, the first ever record
of Melodious Larks on the Polokwane Plateau dates to 1906 when
Captain Claude HB Grant, an ornithologist at the British Museum of
Natural History, collected five Melodious Larks in the Witkop area
where the stone quarry and silicon
smelter is situated today. Although
the Polokwane Game Reserve was
only proclaimed much later, one
could argue that (technically) Melodious Larks have been recorded in what is now the Polokwane
Game Reserve (see details of Captain Grant's account in Engelbrecht
2018).
As if this sighting was not
enough, Anton Schultz, Daniel
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Above The latest addition to the bird list of the
Polokwane Game Reserve - Melodious Lark seen
on 21 February 2020.

Engelbrecht, and I were birding
near Setotolwane late in the afternoon on the 4th March 2020. Our
attention was drawn to a small lark
standing next to a small clump of
bushes. Again, we weren't 100%
sure but suspected it might be a
Melodious Lark, which was confirmed when it took off and landed
a couple of metres away. We flushed
it once more before the Earth swallowed this one too. Jody De Bruyn
and Richter Van Tonder then went
looking for Melodious Lark at this
site on the 7th March and managed
to locate an individual - and some

cracking photos. Considering how
sporadic sightings of Melodious
Larks on the Polokwane Plateau
are, three sightings in a matter of
two weeks may just constitute an
irruption of Melodious Larks!
The widely dispersed and sporadic nature of Melodious Lark
sightings suggest two possible scenarios. Either habitat change or
a range of other factors caused a
decline in numbers of this isolated population, and we are seeing
the last individuals of a historically
(possibly) much larger population.
This is evident in similar declines
of other grassland species on the
Polokwane Plateau over time, e.g.
Southern Bald Ibis, Spike-heeled
Lark, and White-bellied Bustard.
The second scenario, and I
hope this is the case, suggests we
are perhaps looking in the wrong
place for Melodious Larks. Despite

regular visits by several of us to the
Chebeng grasslands, we seldom
hear or see Melodious Larks in
song flight. Also, compared to their
preferred habitat further south,
the areas where we see Melodious
Larks are fairly marginal. Could the
birds we see be dispersing individuals? Is the population stronghold
somewhere else on the plateau? My
eyes are drawn to the grasslands
south of Kuschke.
References
Engelbrecht D 2018. Return of the lost
lark - Polokwane’s Melodious Larks. The
Lark 17: 31-35. (http://www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za/includes/downloads/newsletters/2018_0506_the_lark_issue_17_may_
june_2018.pdf).
Vernon CJ 1990. Melodious Lark. In:
The Complete Book of Southern African
Birds, (eds) PJ Ginn, WG McIlleron and
PLeS Milstein, pp. 414. Struik, Cape Town.

Right Melodious Lark seen at
Setotolwane on 7 March 2020 ©
Jody De Bruyn.
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Breeding and other behaviour
of Woodland Kingfisher

Above The colour-ringed pair which
was the focus for much of the duration
of this study © Warwick Tarboton.

Warwick and Michèle Tarboton
E-mail: wtarbotn@iafrica.com

three years subsequent to this they
used an artificial structure that
simulated the original nest, a horizontal tube made from 200 mm
PVC pipe closed at both ends with
an entrance at one end. This too
n the first six years the was placed under the eaves of the
birds bred in a hollow house. Using a torch, the horizonwooden log attached hori- tal entrance enabled one to quickly
zontally under the eaves of the and with minimal disturbance inhouse, with an outward-facing, spect the inside of the nest to check
50 mm wide entrance hole. In the its contents. The birds became acThe accompanying notes have been
compiled from nine years of observations
of a colour-ringed pair of Woodland Kingfishers that have bred in our garden outside
Modimolle since December 2011.

I
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customed to our presence and this
was facilitated by providing them
with meal worms from time to
time. They were not ringed in the
first year (the summer of 2010/11)
but the sex of each was identified
by their behaviour and they were
individually recognisable from
small differences in their facial
masks. In year 2, the male, identified by his tameness, returned but
a new female (this assumed due to
her shyness) joined him. The two
were colour-ringed in this year and
this marked pair returned annually to breed in the garden, the male
(green) for the next six years before
failing to return from migration,
and the female (red) for the next
seven years; in the two most recent
years male-green was replaced by a
new mate (male-blue).

Above The horizontal nest box design
facilitated easy and a quick inspection
of the nest contents with minimal disturbance.
Top The artificial, PVC pipe nest box
used by the birds in recent years.
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In year 2 (2011/12) both were
fitted with geolocators and when
they returned from their winter
quarters nine months later, these
were removed and the data were
downloaded from the trackers.
The female was tracked to Central
African Republic and the male to
South Sudan (Tarboton and Tarboton 2014). Both spent seven
months away from their breeding
area, each going to a different destination north of the equator about
500 km apart and each coming
back south, then and in subsequent
years, to the same nest site and
same partner.
Their arrival back from the
tropics varied from year to year
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e.g. male-green arrived in different
years on 16, 19, and 27 November
and 4 December, while female-red
arrived 13, 17, 18, 22, and 26 November in different years. Their
departure from the breeding area
was equally variable, male-green
being last seen in the nesting area
on 19, 28 March, and 14 April, and
female-red on 5, 10, and 23 March.

In the first days after their arrival and
preceding egg-laying, both sexes wingflashed (Below), called frequently (Opposite top), performed courtship feeding (Opposite bottom), and engaged in numerous
vocal disputes with neighbouring birds, but
this subsided once egg-laying began.

e
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In all but two cases, eggs were
laid and incubation commenced
within the first eight days of December; it occurred once on 18 December when female-red arrived
back alone and had to court and
mate with a new male (male-blue),
and once on 27 December - we
were away during early December
this year and we may have missed
an early clutch failure and this was
a relaying. They successfully raised
young in all nine years and in two
years laid a second clutch in early
February and raised young from
one of these. In nine years they
laid two 2-egg (c/2)clutches, seven
3-egg (c/3) clutches, and two 4-egg
(c/4) clutches and they fledged 22
young. It was not possible to establish how many of these reached
independence as the young often
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Above Two nestlings in their nest box.
Below The male with three fledglings.

moved away from the nesting area;
certainly, some fell prey to Black
Sparrowhawk and African Goshawk.
The nests of about 17 other
pairs of Woodland Kingfisher in
the area were intermittently monitored during the nine years: clutch
size in 30 instances (this includes
the above sample) was five c/2, 22
c/3 and three c/4. In 31/36 cases
at least one chick fledged from a
clutch laid. In the 90-hectare retirement complex where we live,
we established that our pair was
one of nine pairs breeding here in
the 2010-2011 summer, i.e. about
10 ha/pair, probably an artificially high density given the garden
environment with mowed lawns
and a surplus of nest sites. The two
closest simultaneously active nests

Above An anting Woodland Kingfisher.

in that year were 90 m apart. Of 30
nest sites used by these kingfishers in the wider area over the same
time period, six were in old woodpecker (Golden-tailed Woodpecker?) holes, 10 were in sisal (or log)
stems put up in gardens for barbets, 10 were in the same PVC pipe
nests as used by our pair (described
above), three were in cavities under
the roofs of houses and one (which
collapsed) was in a Lesser Striped
Swallow nest from which the tunnel had been removed.
In the days preceding egg-laying the pair frequently call and
display to each other and the male
regularly feeds her with prey items
he's caught. In two observed inThe Lark 29
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stances copulation lasted no more
than a few seconds. Clutches are
laid one egg per day, and in a few
observed instances this happened
early in the morning. Incubation
commences with the laying of the
third egg. In the 2010-2011 summer we recorded incubation behaviour via a remote camera over
several days for a total of 85 hours
and simultaneously recorded ambient temperatures. On average, the
eggs were attended by one or other
parent for 83% of the day, this being higher on cool/rainy days and
lower on hot days. During the day
the male and female shared the incubation evenly (respectively 51%
and 49%) while at night the female
sat on the eggs. Incubation shifts
were very variable; the male averaging 45 min/shift (range 19-71
min) and the female averaging 57
min (range 10-118 min). Changeovers took place when the relieving

partner arrived and announced his
or her presence by calling, this usually prompting the incubating bird
to leave the nest.
The incubation period was
determined in eight instances: 18
days (n=5) and 19 days (n=3). On
hatching the egg-shells are taken
out and dropped away from the
nest. The fledging period was determined in nine instances: it averaged
24 days and was mostly between
22-24 days, but in two cases was 26
and 28 days. Prey items brought to
feed the nestlings included adult
moths (Pallid Emperor), Lepidoptera larvae, stick insects, mantids,
grasshoppers, frogs (Bushveld Rain
Frog, Red Toad, Natal Sand Frog,
Common River Frog, and Painted Reed Frog), geckos, skinks and
two snakes (Dwarf Sand Snake and
Spotted Bush Snake). The adults
used a large bird bath in the garden
to splash-bath, sometimes doing

Left Splash-bathing is performed regularly during the
day.
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A great variety of prey items were brought to the
chicks, including mantids (Above) and a Spotted Bush Snake (Left).

this several times a day.
Woodland Kingfishers are unusually vocal birds. They usually respond vocally whenever they hear
another bird calling within their
hearing range, they routinely greet
one another by calling when the
pair come together, and they call
loudly and shrilly whenever potential danger is perceived close to the
nest. The characteristic ‘ki, tirrrrr’
call of this species is uttered by both
sexes but, in the case of females,
the second part of the call is more
subdued and trails off sooner than
in the male. Males involved in a territorial conflict increase the volume
and extend the length of the ‘tirrrr'
part of the call, their bodies sometimes quivering from the exertion.

Calling between the pair often extends from the ‘ki-tirrrr’ call into
other refrains, e.g. to a fast ‘kyukyu-kyu-kyu ...’ or a trilling ‘tirrr-irrreeee-tirrreeeee’. Both sexes also
use a sharp, repeated ‘chew-chewchew.....’ that appears to function as
a summons to establish the whereabouts of the mate. The alarm call
is a shrill, harsh ‘chachachacha ....’
Lastly, especially during courtship
when the sexes are in close proximity they utter soft, whispering ‘hhh,
hhh, hhh ...’, notes that are only audible from a few metres away.
References
Tarboton W and Tarboton M (2014) Travel log. Migration of the Woodland Kingfisher. African Birdlife 2(4):54-61.
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Tagged vulture resightings

Daniel and Derek Engelbrecht

Tag A256: African Whitebacked Vulture

E-mail: danielengelbrecht101@gmail,com

O

n a visit to the Hoedspruit
Endangered Species Centre
(HESC) in the Lowveld on 16 February 2020, several tagged vultures
were seen at the HESC Vulture
Restaurant. Details of the tagged
individuals follow:
Tag A283: African Whitebacked Vulture

The bird was tagged as an
adult by Andre Botha on 12th
February 2016 at the Selati Game
Reserve's vulture restaurant. The
straight line distance between the
tagging locality and the resighting
was ~65 km and the days elapsed
were 1465 days (4y, 0m, 4d).
Tag A316: African Whitebacked Vulture

The bird was tagged as a
sub-adult by Andre Botha on
2nd October 2018 at the Lornay
Airstrip in the Timbavati Private
Nature Reserve. The straight line
distance between the tagging locality and the resighting was 21.2
km and the days elapsed were 502
days (1y, 4m, 14d).
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The bird was tagged and Tag A325: African Whitereleased as a sub-adult by Lindy backed Vulture
Thompson on 21st January 2020
at the Moholoholo Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre. The bird had
been poisoned and successfully
rehabilitated. The straight line
distance between the tagging locality and the resighting was 15
km and the days elapsed were 26
days.
Tag A317: African Whitebacked Vulture

The bird was tagged and released by Lindy Thompson on 23
November 2019 at the Moholoholo Rehabilitation Centre. The bird
had been poisoned and successfully rehabilitated. The straight
line distance between the tagging
locality and the resighting was 15
km and the days elapsed were 85
days.
Tag A326: African Whitebacked Vulture

The bird was tagged and released by Lindy Thompson on 21st
January 2020 at the Moholoholo
Rehabilitation Centre. The bird
had been poisoned and successfully rehabilitated. The straight
line distance between the tagging
locality and the resighting was 15
km and the days elapsed were 26
days.
The Lark 29
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The bird was tagged and released by Lindy Thompson on 23
November 2019 at the Moholoholo Rehabilitation Centre. The bird
had been poisoned and successfully rehabilitated. The straight
line distance between the tagging
locality and the resighting was 15
km and the days elapsed were 85
days.
Tag A345 African Whitebacked Vulture
The bird was tagged and released by Lindy Thompson on 21st
January 2020 at the Moholoholo
Rehabilitation Centre. The bird
had been poisoned and successfully rehabilitated. The straight
line distance between the tagging
locality and the resighting was 15
km and the days elapsed were 26
days.
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I wish to express my gratitude to
Andre Botha (Programme Manager:
Vultures for Africa, Endangered Wildlife Trust) and Lindy Thompson (Project
Co-ordinator: Vulture Conservation and
Research, Endangered Wildlife Trust)
for providing me with the details of the
tagged vultures.
Below A vulture feeding frenzy at the HESC
Vulture Restaurant. Cape, White-backed, Lappet-faced, and Hooded Vulture were all present.

Honeyguides and their
unique, wax-eating diet
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

H

oneyguides are essentially African, or Old
World species that
are experiencing a knock-on effect
from the catastrophic global decline in bee populations. Decline
in these highly important pollinating insects in first world countries
is primarily due to indiscriminate
and overuse of insecticides, but in
Africa, soaring populations, and
the demand for honey from rural
hives has led to the rapid decline in
bee numbers. The wax-eating diet
of honeyguides is unique among
the world's birds, and beeswax
forms the major part of the diet

of all the 11 Indicator honeyguide
species.
The habit of guiding humans
to bee-hives by Greater Honeyguides is well documented. So too is
their ability to digest beeswax with
the help of a special enzyme they
possess. But what is little known or
documented, is their acute sense of
smell, and this is the subject of this
short note.
The extraordinary sense of
smell possessed by honeyguides is
seldom alluded to by ornithologists,
so few birders realize how keen and
sensitive their sense of smell really
is! If you live in an area where there
are honeyguides, you only have to
fix a piece of dry honeycomb to a
branch in your garden to witness

Below A Greater Honeyguide male feeding on
beeswax.
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this for yourself. Honeyguides do
monitor and follow the activities
of bees, but even when there are no
bees associated with the dry beeswax, are soon able to detect the
comb (which to humans, isn't at all
strong smelling). Cerophagy (wax
eating), is unique to honeyguides.
Within hours, or certainly within a
day or two, you are likely to have
one or more of these bird species
feeding on the dry comb.
Their thick skin, especially
around the eyes, does offer them
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Above An adult Greater (left), Scaly-throated (centre) and juvenile Lesser Honeyguide
(right), all feeding on dry beeswax.
Below An adult Greater Honeyguide (left),
showing thick protective eye-lids. Lesser
Honeyguide (right) feeding on dry beeswax,
with thick skin surrounding the eyes.

some protection against bee stings,
but they are not immune, and do
sometimes succumb to attacks by
bee swarms that result in a high
number of stings.

Another small and obscure, have raised, protruding nostrils,
but interesting point. Why do all except Greater Honeyguide? I have
Indicator honeyguides in Africa no answer to this.

Above
Greater Honeyguide, juvenile
(left), female (centre), male (right) with slit
(flattened) nostrils.
Top Scaly-throated Honeyguide (left),
Lesser Honeyguide (right) - both showing
typical rounded, raised nostrils.
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Africa's honeyguides are (dark) comb, but they feed on both
threatened by rampant deforesta- and also feed on the calorie-rich
tion and over exploitation of hives. larvae.
If you know a friendly beekeeper
whose prepared to give (sell) you a
piece of dry honeycomb to tie in a
tree, spare a thought for our honHoneyguides will quickly become regular
eyguides, especially if you live in a
visitors to your garden feeder if you provide
wooded urban area. By choice they
some comb. Below Lesser Honeyguide,
prefer new (pale) beeswax, to old
bottom Scaly-throated Honeguide.
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Eggs in the diet of Secretarybird nestlings
Dawie De Swardt

E-mail: dawie@nasmus.co.za

S

ecretarybirds usually nest
on top of Vachellia (Acacia) spp, Ziziphus mucronata, Olea spp., and other medium-sized trees in grassland areas
(Dean and Simmons 2005). After
an incubation period of about 40
days, the nestlings may remain in
the nest up to 3 months while both
parents deliver food to the nest.
This includes mostly lizards, snakes,
grasshoppers and other food items.
Dean and Simmons (2005) list bird
eggs as food items for this species,
but do not indicate which bird spe-

cies eggs are brought to their nests
and whether the nestlings actually
consume the eggs. Editor (1968)
mentions a clutch of francolin eggs
brought to a nest and which was
regurgitated whole onto the nest
platform. Milstein (in Brooke and
Hodgson 1971) also reported the
presence of unidentified egg shells
in Secretarybird pellets, saw Secretarybirds taking eggs of Helmeted
Guineafowl on several occasions,
and witnessed predation of a clutch
of four eggs of Orange River Francolin at Allemanskraal in the Free
State. Kemp (1995) analysed pellets
at Secretarybird nests, and iden-

Below Northern Black Korhaan egg in Secretarybird nest. This nestling is ca. 7 weeks old
(note the patagial tag no MN01) .
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tified egg shells of francolins, a
plover, thick-knee, and guineafowl.
However, it is uncertain if the pellets were produced by the adults or
nestlings.
Since 1989 I have monitored the nesting attempts of more
than 20 Secretarybird nests in the
Bloemfontein area. These nests
were monitored and nestlings later
ringed when they were 6-7 weeks
old. Since 2009, nestlings were also
fitted with patagial tags to study
their movements, and at a sample
of nests the nestlings were fitted
with satellite transmitters as part of
a BLSA project (De Swardt and Van
der Westhuizen 2010).
While monitoring nests, I noted the presence of other bird species
eggs in nests which were possibly
brought as food to the nestlings. In
October 2000 I found a Secretarybird nest containing two nestlings
near Hagesdam (De Swardt 2002).
While monitoring the nest on 7
November 2000 when the nestlings
were about a week old, an egg of an
unidentified francolin species (Orange River Francolin and Swainson’s Spurfowl are known to occur
in the vicinity of the nest) was noted in the nest. It is possible that it
was brought to the nest as a possible food item for the nestlings. This
represented my first record of eggs
brought to a Secretarybird’s nest.
In February 2010, I visited
a nest on the farm Klein Rusplaas
near Bloemfontein in order to ring
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and fit patagial tags on the nestlings (De Swardt and Van der Westhuizen 2010). When the nestlings
were removed from the nest for processing, a Northern Black Korhaan
egg was observed in the nest. One
of the adults must have swallowed
the egg and regurgitated it upon
its return to the nest. When one of
the nestlings was being processed,
a whole egg was felt in the crop of
the nestling – this confirms that the
nestlings do feed on the regurgitated eggs brought to the nest by the
adults. The third observed record
is of a nest at a different nest site at
the same locality (Klein Rusplaas)
in late 2019. While visiting the nest
on 20 December 2020 to confirm if
the two eggs had hatched, only one
approximately 2-weeks old nestling was present in the nest. Later,
while going through some photos
taken of the nest and chick (the nest
was too high to have a good view
of the nest contents), an egg (possibly a francolin egg) was noticed
in the nest. When the nest was revisited on 8 January 2020, another
two eggs (once again probably of a
francolin) were present in the nest.
While ringing the chick in February
2020, I was able to feel an egg in the
nestling’s crop, again confirming
that the nestlings do swallow the
eggs.
It seems while Secretarybirds
forage and come across nests of
ground nesting species (such as korhaans, francolins and spurfowl),

they swallow the eggs whole, only
to regurgitate the eggs once they
are back at the nest. As far as can
be ascertained, the presence of eggs
in the crops of nestlings as reported
here is the first direct evidence that
Secretarybird nestlings consume
eggs as part of their diet.
References
Brooke RK, Hodgson CJ 1971. Winter food
of the Secretarybird as revealed by pellets.
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91:121-125.
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Below left Eggs (possibly Orange River Francolin or Swainson's Spurfowl) in Secretarybird
nest on 20 December 2020.
Below right The same nest and nestling (now
at 5 weeks old) on 8 January 2020. This time
two francolin eggs were present in the nest.
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An unusually dark Pale
Chanting Goshawk

the range of the mythical Coombs'
Chanting Goshawk, a presumed hybrid between Pale and Dark ChantDerek and Daniel Engelbrecht
ing Goshawk, I told Daniel to fire
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com
away some shots (with the camera
of course).
This hybrid is illustrated in
Chittenden et al. (2016, page 149),
hile birding along but I thought I'd check with ornithe Bylsteel road on thologist and co-author of the afore27 November 2019, mentioned book, Greg Davies. Greg
we came across a pair of chanting
goshawks. The one bird was the
'classic' Pale Chanting Goshawk
phenotype of our area, but the other
Below The pair of chanting goshawks. The dark
bird was quite a bit darker. Knowbird is perched on the left and the 'classic' Pale
ing that we find ourselves within
Chanting Goshawk is on the right.

W
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was the curator of the bird collection at the Ditsong Museum of Natural History in Tshwane where the
only known specimen (TM 14782)
in existence is housed. I sent Greg
some images and his reply follows:
I don’t see any unusual markings or patterning on the wings or
tail nor any size difference between
the two birds, so it may just be a
dark Pale Chanter after all.
But because the phenotype
produced by hybrids is unlikely to
be the same from one hybrid to another, this doesn’t necessarily rule
out the chance. Further, there is
the possibility that this bird might
have a Dark Chanter grandparent

and thus the metabates genes have
become “diluted”. Any[way] keep
your eyes open for “odd” chanting
goshawks – you are in the right
part of the country to spot something interesting!
Be sure to read Greg's more
detailed note on the Coombs'
saga in this issue. So no luck yet,
but we'll heed Greg's advice - keep
them eyes open!
References
Chittenden H, Davies G, Weiersbye I
2016. Roberts Bird Guide, 2nd ed. The
Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird Book
Fund, Cape Town.

Below and left Close-up images of the dark
morph Pale Chanting Goshawk seen on the Bylsteel road north of Polokwane on 27 November
2019.
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Keep an eye on those chanting goshawks!
Greg Davies

E-mail: seicercus@gmail.com

A

round 90 years ago,
Austin Roberts, ornithologist at the then
Transvaal Museum, received a
skin of a chanting goshawk that
had been collected near the Soutpansberg in what is today Limpopo
Province. It had been shot by a Mr
Cecil Coombs ‘in the flats to the
north of mountains’ about 16 km
west of the Sand River (Waterpoort
area). Nothing unusual about that
– shooting raptors was commonplace in that era, some ended up
being sent to the nearest natural
history museum and the veld in
Limpopo had lots of chanting goshawks. So, all would have seemed
in order when the box arrived in
Pretoria.
But when Roberts examined
the skin more closely, he received a
considerable shock because it didn’t
match any of the chanting goshawk
specimens in the museum’s collection! Both the Pale Chanting Melierax canorus and Dark Chanting
M. metabates goshawks had been
described in the 19th century and
were well-known from southern
Africa, occupying largely mutually exclusive ranges. Pale Chanting
Goshawk (PCG) was known from
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the drier western regions of the
country, from the western Cape
north to Angola and the western
Limpopo River basin. Dark Chanting Goshawk (DCG) was found
in the moister, tropical north and
north-east. The only other species
was the Eastern Chanting Goshawk
Melierax poliopterus (ECG) found
from Tanzania north to Somalia. It
seemed improbable that there was
an overlooked species of chanting
goshawk. So what could this skin
represent?
Roberts noted that it had a
white rump with faint grey barring
towards the base and secondaries
that were mostly grey with white
speckling on the inner web and a
thick white tip. He felt these two
characters brought the skin close to
the East African species. In a move
that is surprising in retrospect, he
elected to describe the Soutpansberg specimen as a new subspecies
of the East African species, calling
it Melierax poliopterus coombsi in
honour of the collector. The implication of Roberts’ taxonomic
decision was that there were three
species of chanting goshawk occupying the northern part of South
Africa: PCG, DCG, and ECG!
If you consult an original of
Roberts’s Birds of South Africa
published in 1940, you will see that
he stood by his earlier classification
and there is the peculiar situation
that three chanting goshawks are
represented in his famous book.

Above, left to right PCG; coombsi type

Roberts even coined both Engspecimen; DCG. Note similarity between
coombsi and DCG here.
lish and Afrikaans names for the
bird calling it 'Coombs’s Chanting
Goshawk' or 'Coombsse-groot-witvalk'. He also mentioned a further
Norman Lighton prepared
specimen that he said was from
Zimbabwe but I have not discov- a good colour illustration of the
ered any further details of that skin. coombsi bird and it appears on
The Lark 29
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plate 9 (IX) of the 1940 edition.
One of the most distinctive characters of the East African species
is that it has a bright yellow cere
and base to the bill, unlike the
red coloration of these areas in
the DCG and PCG. Unfortunately, the colours of the cere and bill
seem never to have been noted
for the Soutpansberg bird. Lighton gave his illustration a yellow
cere and light orange bill base.
There were two noteworthy
characters that differed from any
of the three described species.
Firstly, it had a mainly black outer
tail with a white band on the end
and white subterminal blotching
(unlike the evenly barred tails of
PCG and DCG). Secondly, it had

Above Rump coloration and markings: left =
PCG; centre = coombsi type specimen; right =
DCG (Note similarity between coombsi and
PCG here).
Opposite, top Markings on secondary feathers: left = PCG; right = coombsi type specimen.
Opposite, bottom Markings on secondary
feathers: left = DCG; right = coombsi type
specimen.

a very dark, almost blackish head
that gave it an almost hooded appearance. These two features are
nicely illustrated in the Lighton
painting (although the white subterminal blotching is not shown).
But was Roberts’s decision
correct? In the subsequent decThe Lark 29
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ades since, no further similar
specimens have come to light and
no third species of chanting goshawk is known from our region.
The few ornithologists who investigated his claims in the 1950s
concluded the coombsi bird was
merely an aberrant specimen of
PCG. Taxonomically, it was thus
treated as a synonym of that species, e.g. by Clancey in his important 1980 taxonomic check list
for the region’s avifauna.
The characters of the rump
and the secondaries used by Rob-
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Above Tail feathers:: left = PCG; right =
coombsi. The tail pattern of DCG is similar to
PCG, therefore coombsi has a weird tail pattern. A strange genetic effect of hybridization?

erts, in my opinion, also come
close not just to the East African species but also to the PCG.
In wing and tail length, it also
overlaps with PCG. On the other
hand, the plumage has an overall dark grey colour with intense
black barring which resemble
DCG more than PCG. In examin-

ing the Soutpansberg specimen, I
felt that there was a chance it represented a hybrid between PCG
and DCG.
The highly-experienced raptor ringer, Malcolm Wilson,
trapped a chanting goshawk in
the Waterberg area of the Limpopo Province. The bird was very
dark in plumage with secondaries that appeared intermediate
between DCG and PCG and with
a mostly white rump. Wilson
thought it probably represented a
hybrid between the two species.
Consequently, we illustrated the coombsi bird on p. 149 in
the second edition of the Roberts
Bird Guide (Chittenden et al.
2016) and described it as a hybrid
form between the two species.
Our decision was more a hypothesis than a proven fact. Much
more observation and study is
required to see if the two chanting goshawks are indeed hybridizing, even if only occasionally.
DNA research on southern African birds continues to throw up
cases of hybridization between
otherwise distinct species. For
example, Red-fronted Pogoniulus pusillus and Yellow-fronted
Tinkerbirds P. chrysoconus have
reportedly extensive genetic introgression (Nwankwo et al.
2019). In plain language, there
has been a lot of DNA swopped
between these two different tinkerbird species. How can there be

a fair degree of genetic exchange
and yet they remain distinct entities? That is a fascinating evolutionary question and possibly an
article for another time.
It is interesting that the current results for SABAP2 do reflect
widespread overlap between PCG
and DCG at the pentad scale in
northern Limpopo Province, especially along the Limpopo River Valley and its tributaries. The
potential for interaction between
the two species is obviously there,
even though they typically prefer different habitats. One would
love to know more about if and
how they are interacting where
they encounter each other.
Birders in the Limpopo
Province are well-positioned to
help throw light on the situation
and whether these odd coombsi
birds are not more common than
we think. Die boodskap is duidelik: hou daai singvalke dop!
References
Chittenden H, Davies G, Weiersbye I
2016. Roberts Bird Guide, 2 nd ed. The
Trustees of the John Voelcker Bird
Book Fund, Cape Town.
Nwankwo EC, Mortega KG, Karageorgos A, Ogolowa BO, Papagregoriou
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hybridization in Pogoniulus tinkerbirds (Piciformes: Lybiidae) despite
millions of years of divergence. Biological Journal of the Linnean Society
127: 125-142.
The Lark 29

72

A giraffe lightning strike
tragedy reveals the travels of a
Cape Vulture from Blouberg

Above The scene at the tragic lightning strike
which killed an entire herd of Giraffe.

Beryl Wilson

E-mail: berylwa@gmail.com

I

n August of 2019, an entire
and demographically diverse family herd of Giraffe
were found dead on Dronfield Private Nature Reserve near Kimberley
in the central interior of South Africa.
After investigation, it was determined
that they were victims of a lightning
strike. A magnitude of this disaster
has also never been documented previously. The discovery of this tragic
scene provided an invaluable opportunity to undertake an archaeological
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study of a unique incident in a naturalistic setting that is poorly recorded
in scientific literature, but which can
occur all too frequently in the right
conditions.
In January, a team of archaeologists from National Museum, Bloemfontein and the zoology section from
McGregor Museum, Kimberley began the laborious task of documenting
and collecting all the bones, some of
which were widely scattered from the
original location. During the period
that carcasses were still edible, many
scavenger species had had access to
available meat and bones, and despite
the myth that lightning carcasses are

not utilised as a food source, the 10
or so carcasses (ranging from a large
bull, several adult females, a number
of subadult and a foetus) were highly
rummaged. Evidence of Brown Hyaena, Black-backed Jackal, Common
Warthog, Cape Porcupine, and vultures of various species were present
in various forms at the main site.
During the grid search for outlying bones, a single yellow patagial (C371) was found in the vicinity
immediately adjacent to the main
feeding area. Since all patagial tags
have a unique alphanumeric number, it was easily traced back to the
Blouberg Cape Vulture Colony in
Limpopo where it was ringed (SAFRING # G35462) on 18 January
2018. The recovery of the tag proves
a journey of some 765 km SW from
the original fledging location. Whilst
the tag was recovered, there was no
indication that the bird had died as

no bones were recovered and the tag
showed clear signs of having been
snipped off. This is commonplace
behaviour and has been evidenced
at carcasses and bathing points during scuffles between individuals and
allogrooming activities. Young birds,
such as this 2-year old who have not
yet began breeding activities, are free
to roam widely and the journey south
to the Kimberley area is likely to have
been only one of its many stopover
points. The recovery was pure chance
but provides scientists and vulture
monitoring programmes with valuable information about the behaviour,
ranges and movement patterns for
this endangered species.

Below Map showing the ringing site at Blouberg (green) and Dronfield Private Nature Reserve near Kimberley (white) where the tag was
picked up.
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Monotonous Lark

Don't judge a song by its
title - call variation in
Monotonous Lark

in the area for many years. Interestingly though, after all the years of
tracking this elusive species, I have
only once seen an irruption at the
Derek Engelbrecht
same site in consecutive years. The
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com
2017/18 irruption on the Bylsteel
road north of Polokwane was followed by another irruption in exactly the same area in the 2018/19
he Monotonous Lark breeding season.
When they are not calling,
gets its name from its
they
are exceedingly inconspicuvirtually non-stop, repetitive song which is only per- ous and will only flush when nearly
formed for a couple of weeks dur- stepped upon. Once flushed, they’ll
ing an irruption. It is an irruptive fly a short distance before suddennomad and may suddenly appear ly dropping vertically back to the
after above average rainfall in an ground and usually disappear in
area, breed, and then seemingly a most frustrating manner ... and
disappear just as mysteriously as it once flushed, twice shy. They selarrived, sometimes not to be seen dom allow a second opportunity

T
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to flush them, preferring to scurry
through the grass like a rodent.
Its inconspicuous nature
when not breeding sparked theories that the species may be an
intra-African migrant, but these
were kind of refuted as the species
has never been recorded outside
its known breeding range. We now
know that the species is present
year-round, but its secretive, quaillike habits simply means flushing it
requires a considerable amount of
good fortune, hence its low ‘outof-season’ reporting rate in the SABAP2 database. They are often seen
in the company of other irruptive
savannah nomads such as Wattled
Starling, Harlequin Quail, Cinnamon-breasted Bunting, Common
Buttonquail, and - you guessed it Red-billed Queleas. So, if you come
upon an irruption of one or more of
these species, keep your ears open.
On to its call for now. Monotonous Lark’s distinctive call leaves
one with no doubt as to the origin
of its name. The call is typically described as a multi-syllabled ‘for syrup is sweet’, ‘tell it to him’, ‘willow
way wit’, ‘Ban-gla-desh’, ‘I drive a
purple jeep’, ‘aquavit’, or ‘chloritwe’.
Not particularly imaginative phrases may I just add. The purpose of
this note is to show that, far from
these couple of relatively simple
phrases, there exists much hidden
variation in calls of males at different irruptions, and a few different
contact and alarm calls to add a

pinch of variety. I will try and explain a bit more about this fascinating bird through a couple of questions and answers.
Why is their call so monotonous in a
family of birds so renowned for their
exquisite song?
To answer this, we have to take
a step or two back, and ask: what
are your options to impress a mate
if there are no plumage or size differences between the sexes or your
rivals? Let’s look at our options.
i) Song: You could impress a
female with your vocal prowess and, for many larks, size
does seem to matter – even if
it is the size of your vocal repertoire. Some larks take this to
the extreme by incorporating
the sounds of other species (and
even environmental sounds like
the beep of a truck in reverse!)
into their song. You could argue these ones would be on the
‘brainy’ side of the lark family.
And then there is the ‘brawny’
side, led by Monotonous Lark.
It's like males agreed on a truce
not to try and impress with the
size of their vocal repertoire. Instead, my observations suggest
the first male to arrive at a suitable breeding site decides on a
‘catch phrase’ for that irruption,
and all other males copy that exact phrase, monotonously, 24/7,
for 2–3 weeks (see sonogram
on page 77). If you cannot keep
The Lark 29
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1

2

up, you’re out and off. ‘Weaker’ males vacate the breeding
grounds in search of other opportunities. So, in essence, the
Monotonous Lark takes a ‘last
man standing’ approach to impress potential mates. If you
think about it, the ephemeral nature of suitable breeding habitat
doesn’t allow for extended periods of territory establishment,
lengthy song flights, or protracted mate selection strategies. This
leaves you with a few options to
sort ‘the men from the boys’, and
for Monotonous Lark, monotony is the consequence of selecting for stamina.
ii) Display flights: Some species
perform extended song flights
which serve the dual purpose of
impressing potential mates and
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Above Two Monotonous Lark males counter
singing. There is virtually no difference in the
structure of the calls of these two individuals
(De Loskop, 2012/13).

rivals with your vocal repertoire,
but also serve as a visual display.
In larks the visual display takes
various forms such as a different wing flapping rate, erratic
jinks in flight, or death-defying
near-vertical dives from a great
height, only to open the wings
at the last split-second and land
safely. Other species have rather simple, but no less impressive
rise-and-stoop display flights,
e.g. species in the long-billed
lark complex. As for Monotonous Lark, the display flight is
usually quite short (although it’s

repeated many times a day) and
evidently not their ace. I always
get the impression their display
flights have more to do with
scouting what’s around, than a
strategy to impress others.
How monotonous is Monotonous
Lark?
I’ll leave you this observation and
let you decide: one male was recorded calling just under 1090
times over a 1-hour period, only
having a brief, 4-minute respite
during which he found the time
to chase a rival male, foraged a bit,
and tried to court a female (Engelbrecht and Grosel 2011). Males
call throughout the day and night
during their annual Mardi Gras.

Above A Monotonous Lark male performing
the distinctive flap-and-glide display flight of
the species.

A silent male won’t be noticed, so
if your rivals take a break, it’s your
opportunity to be heard and attract
attention. With Monotonous Lark
it boils down to 'if you snooze you
lose’.
Is their call the same throughout
their range?
No, every irruption has a unique
‘signature’ (see the sonogram collage below). Some irruptions cover
vast areas and the call is the same
throughout (see sonograms E-J
below). For example, the 2018/19
irruption north of Polokwane was
The Lark 29
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A. Polokwane - 2007/08

B. Polokwane - 2009/10

C. De Loskop - 2012/13

D. Bylsteel (central) - 2017/18

E. De Loskop - 2018/19

F. Bylsteel (central) - 2018/19

G. Bylsteel (north) - 2018/19

H. Soetdorings (central) - 2018/19

I. Soetdorings (north) - 2018/19

J. Tweefontein - 2018/19
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K. Blouberg - 2018/19

L. Vivo - 2018/19

M. Tshipise - 2007/08

N. Sirheni (Kruger National Park)- 2009/10

O. Mopani (Kruger National Park) - 2011/12

P. Letaba (Kruger National Park) - 2016/17

Q. Letaba (Kruger National Park) - 2008/09

R. Olifants (Kruger National Park) - 2009/10

S. Satara (Kruger National Park) - 2009/10

T. Phalaborwa (Kruger National Park) - 2019/20
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an epic irruption, spanning from
around De Loskop in the north to
the Tweefontein smallholdings east
of Polokwane – a straight line distance of around 40 km! Sonograms
K and L were recorded of birds just
shy of 20 km apart, but were part
of the same irruption. Obviously there are pockets within such a
large area that are not suitable for
occupation, but the similarity of
calls suggest at least some degree of
connectivity across the irruption.
Using Chen and Maher’s
(2006) descriptive hierarchy of bird
sounds, Monotonous Lark calls are
comprised of between 6 and 10 syllables, each containing one or more
elements. These elements and syllables can be arranged in an infinite
number of sequences and different
frequencies as can be seen in the
collage of sonograms above.

Letaba rest camps in the Kruger
National Park. Unseasonal good –
and late – rains in April of the same
year resulted in an irruption further south (between Olifants and
Satara rest camp). This constituted
a new irruption, and despite the
proximity of the April irruption to
the Olifants-Letaba one (~20 km),
the ‘signature’ was unique (sonograms R and S). It is likely that at
least some of the birds at the Olifants-Satara irruption were part of
the earlier irruption between Olifants and Letaba rest camps.

Don’t they get tired?
Oh yes, they do. Within a week,
the incessant singing starts taking
its toll and some males’ voices start
giving in. This is usually expressed
as a male either skipping or slipping a note, or losing its rhythm
and adding an additional note.
Do birds irrupting in the same re- Once the voice starts giving in, it is
game over if you don’t have a mate
gion have the same call?
No, I have never come across the yet. Having said that, the voices of
same ‘signature’ at different irrup- males with nesting mates also start
tions in the same general area in giving in towards the end of an irsubsequent years. For example, all ruption.
the irruptions I’ve studied around
Polokwane since the early 2000s Do Monotonous Larks have other
had a unique signature (see sono- calls?
gram collage A to J). Furthermore, Yes, like most larks they have alarm
the successive irruptions on the and contact calls. A strange call,
Bylsteel road in the 2017/18 and seemingly only called by females,
2018/19 seasons also had different is a high-pitched, shrill ‘sheek’ call.
‘signatures’ (sonograms D and F). This is sometimes called from the
In January 2010, there was nest or on the ground while foragan irruption between Olifants and ing, but quite often in flight while
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a

b

being pursued by a male. An incubating/brooding female also frequently calls a contact call from the
nest. Fledglings produce a barely
audible, high-pitched ‘tseep’ call
and a harsh call when threatened.
When I started studying Monotonous Lark, I thought they perform heterospecific vocal mimicry.
However, I am now of the opinion
that it is simply a contact call which
sounds similar to e.g. a Southern
Fiscal and White-browed Sparrow-Weaver. This particular contact call is repeated monotonously
(how else?) and is not presented
in the normal manner in which
heterospecific mimicry is, i.e. a sequence of snippets of the calls of
several species.
To conclude, don’t simply
judge a bird by its coverts – or lyrics. This seemingly mundane little
bird with its incessant, repetitious
call, shows surprising variation

c

d

Above Within a week of arrival at an irruption, signs of syringeal fatigue sets in. a) The
normal call or signature; b) an additional, highpitched note (blue) slips in at the end of the call;
c) some syllables are missed or very soft (pink
dotted area), a syllable slips pitch (yellow), and
another high-pitched note (green) slips in; d)
'wrong' elements and syllables (within dashed
ellipse) are included in the irruption's signature.

in many aspects of its life history
strategies, including its renowned
call.
References
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The Black-eared
Sparrow-Lark and
spider connection
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

T

his note describes the
fascinating nest camouflage differences adopted by Black-eared and Grey-back
Sparrow-Larks. Both often breed in
the same locality, sometimes only 20
m apart, but only Black-eared Sparrow-Lark is dependent on the presence of a spider! All photos were taken in the Karoo National Park during
March 2020.
Below Firstly, let us look at the photos that show
these differences. The two nests depicted below are
typical of Black-eared Sparrow-Larks, in that the
twigs used to construct the rim and outer edge of the
nest are covered with sand-encrusted spider webs.
Details of these breeding strategies have been well
documented by Gordon Maclean (1970) and Penn
Lloyd (1999).
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Below A Black-eared Sparrow-Lark nest with
two nestlings. The twig nest is almost completely covered with sand that matches the nest surrounding soil cover.

Above Male Black-eared (left)
and Grey-backed Sparrow-Lark
(right).

Left Black-eared Sparrow-Larks
camouflage the rim and outer
twigs of their nests with sand, and
because they can't carry this sand/
soil in their bills, they use a unique
method to get the sand/soil into
position. This male Black-eared
Sparrow-Lark is carrying a beak
full of sand-encrusted spider web,
used to camouflage the outer rim
of the nest (lower right side of the
photograph).
Left Another two examples, showing
the use of sand-encrusted cobweb on
the rim and outer walls of the nest.
Once the nestlings hatch, little or
no spider webbing is added, and the
sand slowly becomes trampled till the
outer nest twigs are smoothly covered
with sand. There appears to be little
benefit to the use of sand-encrusted
webbing besides that of camouflage,
and a number of other lark species
that breed in arid regions also use
sand-encrusted webbing. They include Spike-heeled Lark and Stark's
Lark (Maclean 1970).

The Lark 29

84

Above Grey-backed Sparrow Lark nestlings only days
away from fledging.
Top Grey-backed Sparrow-Lark never uses sand as camouflage. They place pebbles strategically on the lower side
of the nest to help support the nest, and disguise the outer
twigs.
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Above A female Buckspoor Spider burrow © Norman
Larsen.
Right A Female Buckspoor spider © Norman Larsen.

Getting back to the intriguing
part of the story, the spider connection! Black-eared Sparrow-Larks
rely on the presence of Buckspoor
Spider Seothyra fasciata webbing
that is sand-encrusted. These spiders are burrow-dwelling species where females hide and hunt
from their burrows. There is also
an excellent Youtube video that
shows one of these spiders catching
prey: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=oOatJqU9aPs. The larks
rob the spiders of their cobweb
traps, carrying beakfulls back to
their nests!
One other point worth mentioning is that sparrow-larks have
one of the shortest nesting periods
of any bird in the world. The nesting cycle of both Grey-backed and
Black-eared Sparrow-Larks is approximately 18 days, compared to
the 21 days of Red-billed Quelea,
another African species that has

an extremely short nesting cycle
(Lloyd 2004).
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Ringing recovery of a
Black-chested Snake Eagle
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

O

n the 9th April
2020, Devilliers De
Kock found a dead
Black-chested Snake Eagle on his
farm fence near Mogwadi (Dendron). When he removed the bird,
he noticed it was ringed. Knowing
that Whelmi Chalmers has released
ringed, rehabilitated birds in that
area, he notified her about it. Whelmi
forwarded me the details of the ring
and asked if I would be able to trace
the ringing details of the bird.
A couple of emails and
WhatsApp messages later, I managed
to track down the 'vitals' of this ringing recovery.
The bird was ringed as an adult
bird by Malcolm Wilson on the 3d
March 2020 at the farm Regdaar, approximately 13 km east of Mogwadi.
As mentioned above, it was recovered
by Devilliers on the 9th April 2020 on
the farm Tommy. The straight line
distance between the ringing site and
the point of recovery was approximately 4 km, and the days elapsed a
mere 37 days.
The exact cause of death is not
known so we can only speculate
about what could have happened
here. The bird may have collided
with the fence, perhaps while stoop-
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ing to catch prey. Another possibility
is it may have caught something (e.g.
a snake) and perched on the fence
pole to eat it, but either the bird or
the clutched prey touched the electric fence and caused a short circuit,
electrocuting the bird. Devilliers also
told me there is an overhead electric
power line above the fence, so the
possibility of electrocution on the
overhead power line also cannot be
excluded.
This unfortunate event also
shows the value of bird ringing even a dead bird can yield valuable
information. Please don't hesitate to
contact me or SAFRING when you
hear about of or come across a dead
ringed bird.
Acknowledgements
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Wilson for supplying me with the ringing details.
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Interesting sightings

16 February- 15 April 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 - 9 April 2020.
Dorp/Flora Park suburbs, Polokwane (Sean Slattery).
Black Heron - 4 March 2020. Hout
River Dam (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Blue-cheeked Bee-eater - 22 February 2020. Thornybush Estate,
Mokopane (Jody De Bruyn).
Booted Eagle - 7 March 2020.
Polokwane Game Reserve (Jody
De Bruyn); 31 March 2020.
Tembele Country Estate (Joe
Grosel).
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Blue-cheeked Bee-eater © Jody De Bruyn

European Nightjar - 7 March 2020.
Near Aloe Ridge Dam. Polokwane
Game Reserve (Derek Engelbrecht).

Maccoa Duck - 4 March 2020. Pansondernaam near Vencor (Derek
Engelbrecht).
Martial Eagle - 31 March 2020.
Tembele Country Estate (Joe Grosel).
Peregrine Falcon - 13 April 2020.
Bendor suburb, Polokwane (Jody
De Bruyn).

Grey-headed Gull © Johan Botma

Grey-headed Gull - 21 February
2020. Letaba Estates (Johan Botma).
Peregrine Falcon and Pied Crow © Jody De Bruyn
Hooded Vulture - 7 March 2020.
Matlala road at Blood River bridge Rufous-breasted Sparrowhawk (Jody De Bruyn and Richter Van 15 March 2020. Ebenezer Dam
(Derek Engelbrecht)
Tonder).
Ovambo Sparrowhawk - 8 March
2020. Tweefontein smallholdings
(Jody De Bruyn).

Hooded Vulture © Jody De Bruyn

Long-crested Eagle - 12 April 2020.
Welgelegen suburb, Polokwane
(Daniel Engelbrecht).

Ovambo Sparrowhawk © Jody De Bruyn
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Verreaux's Eagle - 31 March 2020.
Tembele Country Estate (Joe Grosel).
Western Osprey - 11 March 2020.
Ebenezer Dam (Dawie De Swardt).

Cape Rock Thrush - 10 March 2020.
Bifrost (Dawie De Swardt).
Dusky Indigobird - 15 March 2020.
Ebenezer Dam (Derek Engelbrecht).
Long-tailed Widow - 4 March 2020.
Pansondernaam near Vencor
(Derek Engelbrecht).

Western Osprey © Derek Engelbrecht

White-backed Vulture - 19 February
2020. Broadlands Estate, Polokwane (Derek Engelbrecht); 14 April
2020. Bendor suburb, Polokwane
(Jody De Bruyn).
Passerines
Cape Crow - 4 March 2020. Near
Setotolwane
(Derek
Engelbrecht).

Long-tailed Widow © Daniel Engelbrecht

Melodious Lark - 21 February 2020.
Polokwane Game Reserve. See note
in this issue (Derek Engelbrecht);
5 March 2020. Near Setotolwane
(Daniel Engelbrecht).

Melodious Lark © Jody De Bruyn

Cape Crow © Daniel Engelbrecht
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White-necked Raven - 1 March
2020. West of Vencor grasslands
(Jody De Bruyn).

EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 05 May 2020 (to be confirmed)
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 02 June 2020 (to be confirmed)
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane monthly meeting
Date: 07 July 2020
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
The Lark 29
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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

All dates are tentative at present and
Klub uitstappie
Waar?
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:

Kurisa Moya en omgewing
06 June 2020
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Inkopielys:
Groenkolpensie (Green Twinspot), Swartoogboslaksman (Black-fronted Bushshrike), Kaneelduifie (Lemon
Dove), Kroonarend (Crowned Eagle), Dassievoël (Mocking Cliff Chat), Langtoonkliplyster (Sentinel Rock Thrush),
Swartsperwer (Black Sparrowhawk), Woudpapegaai
(Cape Parrot)

93

The Lark 29

Klub uitstappie
Waar?
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:

Mockford Vulture Restaurant
11 July 2020
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Inkopielys:
© Les Reynolds

Kransaasvoël (Cape Vulture), Witrugaasvoël (White-backed
Vulture), Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced vulture), Monnik
aasvoël (Hooded Vulture), Witaasvoël (Palm-nut Vulture),
Swartsperwer (Black Sparrowhawk), Teeleend (Cape Teal)

will be confirmed closer to the event
Klub uitstappie
Waar?
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:
Inkopielys:

Blouberg Natuurreservaat
8 August 2020
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Gryskapokvoël (Grey Penduline Tit), Waaierstertvlieëvanger (Grey Tit-Flycatcher), Blougrysvlieëvanger (Ashy Flycatcher), Swaelstertbyvreter (Swallow-tailed Bee-eater), Withelmlaksman (White-crested Helmetshrike),
Swarthelmlaksman (Retz's Helmetshrike), Driebanddrawwertjie (Three-banded Courser), verskeie aasvoël spesies
(various vulture species)
The Lark 29
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APPEAL FOR SUPPORT
Community Bird Guide Relief Fund
BirdLife South Africa has trained upwards of 200 community bird guides. Those
who are still actively guiding are currently being denied all guiding work by the national
lockdown. Local and international tourism is expected to slump for several months, even
after the lockdown is lifted. This is a devastating blow to our community bird guides who
rely on local and international ecotourism (i.e. non-essential travel) in order to support
themselves.
BirdLife South Africa is raising relief funding for guides who need to sustain themselves and their families through this challenging period. We are appealing to all our
supporters, especially those who have experienced the wonderful skills of our guides, to
contribute to the pooled funds. If you would like to reach out to a specific guide you are
welcome to do so privately. All funds received will go directly to the guides.
BirdLife South Africa is contributing R20,000 in seed funding to this initiative in
solidarity with our community bird guides.

How To Donate

Donations to the Community Bird Guide Relief Fund can be made to the general
BirdLife South Africa bank account using the reference format “BG_initials_surname”.
All donations are eligible for a Section 18A tax certificate (please email proof of payment
to bookkeeper@birdlife.org.za including your full name, postal address, and the date
and value of your donation).
BirdLife South Africa bank details:
Account Name: BirdLife South Africa
Bank: First National Bank, Randburg
Branch Code: 254005
Account Number: 62067506281
SWIFT: FIRNZAJJ

Visit http://www.birdlife.org.za/birdlife-guide-relief-fund/ for more details and the
application procedure.
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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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It is with immense regret that we write to inform you that the Board of BirdLife South Africa has had
to make the difficult decision to cancel Flock to the Wilderness 2020.
As you may have been made aware by recent announcements by BirdLife South Africa, our offices
are closed with immediate effect, and will announce in future when we will re-open based on the
development of circumstances that are being monitored daily by our dedicated COVID-19 Response
Team. This decision to close was made to help prevent BirdLife South Africa’s staff, members, volunteers, and indeed the public from contracting the virus (and to help limit the spread of the virus).
However, this decision is not limited to our workplace circumstances, but also our events and meetings.
As Flock to the Wilderness will be a gathering of more than a 100 people, we have to adhere to the
South African government’s directive and cancel the meeting. We consider it necessary to take action sooner rather than later and limit the impact of costs for our members and supporters.
Please take note of the following:
Refunds for bookings to The Wilderness Hotel will be paid according to The Wilderness Hotel Cancellation Policy as follows:
In the event of cancellation, the following rules shall apply (based on a 50% deposit):
0-14 days: 100% cancellation fee
15-30 days: 50% cancellation fee
31+ days: 10% cancellation fee
Please contact the Hotel directly to arrange your refund
If bookings were made at accommodations besides The Wilderness Hotel, contact with them should
be made directly to cancel and arrange the possible refund.
If any payments for the AGM lunch were erroneously made to BirdLife South Africa, this will be refunded. Please contact Julie Bayley for this.
The AGM itself will be rescheduled and most like happen in Johannesburg at Isdell House, and
platforms for joining remotely will be made available (Zoom for example). A date for this will be
communicated in due course.
We trust that you understand and support this decision. We will no doubt have to arrange a Flock
to the Wilderness to visit this beautiful area of the country when things have gone back to ‘normal’
again. We apologise for any inconvenience caused and we thank you for your understanding.
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The Pan-African Ornithological Congress (PAOC15)
16-20 November 2020
Elephant Hills Conference Centre
Victoria Falls
Zimbabwe
https://www.paoc15.org/

GOOD READING!
Download your copy at
https://www.birdlife.org.za/
what-we-do/regional-conservation-programme/media-andresources/#1553597058075e6e6840e-611c
The Lark 29
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Rufous-naped Lark © Daniel Engelbrecht
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