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Editor's chirps
A litle water goes a long way in the African bush and the result of our early rain was a
breathtakingly beautiful, green October, full of fresh smells and colourful flowers. Even
the dawn chorus seemed to be sung with greater gusto. The returning migrants are pouring
into the province, but the jovial song of the African Paradise Flycatcher, is the one most of
us long for. They are such stunning and cheerful birds, and if your are lucky to have them
visiting, or even better, nesting in your garden, it feels like you're in paradise!
Life is also slowly returning back to normal and the club had three outings to three very
different habitats in recent months: the parched grasslands of Chebeng, the western Limpopo River valley and the lush forests of Woodbush and surrounds.. You can also gorge
yourself in the plethora of fascinating notes and observations in the Bird Briefs section
of this edition. Also a special word of welcome and a big thank you to our ever-growing
list of contributors: Lynette Els for her trip report of an outing to "Larkville", Duncan
McKenzie's fascinating note of a breeding range extension of Southern Carmine Bee-eaters to the Limpopo River valley, Bruce Goetsch's experience with a meowing Fork-tailed
Drongo, Liz and Carl's "feel-good" account of their efforts to save a Spotted Eagle-Owl,
and John Mendelsohn's very interesting hypothesis about the role that hormones of prey
may play to stimulate breeding in kites
and owls. Then finally, we
always roll our eyes at the constant name changes of
birds we have to face, but
spare a thought
for the cultures which
don't even have
specific names for
birds. Johan
Meyer explains the
challenges
- and importance
- of giving
names to birds in
the various
African languages.
Enjoy the
reading!
Raelene and Daniel
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Spike-heeled Lark © Jody De Bruyn

HOUTRIVIERDAM en
E
				die Chebeng grasvlaktes
Lynette Els
5
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k, Mark en Julia Friskin,
Nelene en Minkie Prins
loo, Marie Botha en die
leiers van die uitstappie, Richter
Van Tonder en Jody De Bruyn, het
6 uur op 15 Augustus 2020 by die
Polokwane Golf Klub se hek bymekaar gekom om ons uitstappie na
die Chebeng graslande en Houtri
vierdam af te skop. Ek was veral
The Lark 32
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Bo Witbaardsterretjie © Jody De Bruyn.
Links Geelpensbossanger © Jody De
Bruyn.

baie opgewonde om weer na
twee en ‘n half jaar saam met
my ou bekende vriende die
oggend deur te bring.
Ons eerste stop was
by die Houtrivierdam se
damwal en teen daai tyd
het Richter en Jody al 30
spesies aangeteken. Ons het
op die wal gaan stap en die
Geelpensbossanger
(Yellow-bellied
Eremomela),
Kaapse Kapokvoёl (Cape
Penduline Tit), Gebande
Sanger (Barred Wren-War-
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bler), Bosruiter (Wood Sandpiper), Gewone Ruiter (Common
Sandpiper), Rooibeksysies (Common Waxbill), Kleinstreepswael
(Lesser Striped Swallow), Rooi
assies (Orange-breasted Wax-

Bo Glansibisse © Jody De Bruyn.
Onder Die voëls het grotendeels mooi
saamgewerk en ons meer as genoeg
geleenthede gegee om mooi fotos te kon
neem © Jody De Bruyn.
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bill), Oranjekeelkalkoentjie (Cape
Longclaw), Afrikaanse Oewerswael (Brown-throated Martin)
en ‘n Bruinkeelbossanger (Burntnecked Eremomela) gesien.
Van daar is ons na die oorkant van die dam waar ons onder
andere die Witbaardsterretjie
(Whiskered Tern), Glansibisse
(Glossy Ibis), Kleinrietreier (Little
Bittern), Swartreier (Black Heron),
Kaapse Rietsanger (Lesser Swamp
Warbler), Kaapse Vleisanger (Lit-
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tle Rush Warbler), Kleinrietsanger
(African Reed Warbler), Gewone
Melba (Green-winged Pytilia) en
Kwartelvinkies (Quailfinch) gesien
het.
Op pad terug het ons by ‘n
paar grondpaaie afgedraai en toe
die spesiale spesies soos die Rooi
tinktinkie (Tinkling Cisticola)
wat ons goedgesind was en baie

Chebeng, oftewel 'Larkville', het
weereens nie teleurgestel nie. Regs
Kortkloulewerik, Middel Pienk
beklewerik en onder Grysrugle
werik © Mark Friskin.

Onder Gewone Melba © Mark Friskin.
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Regs en onder Ons was nogal ge
lukkig om 'n Rooivalk nes met twee
kuikens by een van die kragpale te
kon sien © Mark Friskin.

geleenthede gegee om mooi fotos te
kon neem, Kortkloulewerik (Shortclawed Lark) wat ons bederf het
met sy bekende vertoning, groot
getalle Grysruglewerikke (Greybacked Sparrow-Lark), Vlaktele
werik (Spike-heeled Lark), Gevlek
te Klopkloppie (Cloud Cisticola),
Witpenskorhaan (White-bellied
Bustard), Edelvalk (Lanner Falcon)
en Grootrooivalk (Greater Kestrel)
en sy nes met kuikens gesien het.
Richter en Jody het natuurlik
weer nie teleurgestel nie en gedul
dig seker gemaak dat die wat lifers,
of soos Leoni ‘lifers’ in Afrikaans

as ‘aftikkertjies’ gedoop het, wou
hê dit wel gekry het. Marie was die
mees tevrede ‘birder’ van die dag
met ‘n skitterende vier aftikkertjies!
Ons het so half een die middag ons dag afgesluit, baie tevrede
met 108 verskillende spesies op die
lysie op ‘n heerlike warm, windstil
vroeë-lente dag.
Outeur e-pos: lynette.els123@gmail.com

Twee tawwe voëltjies om rondom
Polokwane te kan sien is Rooitink
tinkie (Regs) en Gevlekte Klopkop
pie (Onder) © Jody De Bruyn.
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The search for Pel's Fishing Owl
and other Limpopo River specials

Willem Van der Merwe

S

aturday the 12th of September 2020 saw an intrepid group of birders
again headed to the Limpopo
River in search of the legendary
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Pel's Fishing Owl! These birds
hunt along the river, and there's
an island where they've been seen
several times on previous outings
to the area. We were hoping we

might catch a glimpse of one!
Pel's Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli is
one of only six owl species in the
world specialized to catch fish,
three in Asia and three in Africa.
It is one of the most sought-after
species in South Africa, only fishing and breeding along the Limpopo River and some of our other large rivers in warm, low-lying

Above White-crowned Lapwing
© Jody De Bruyn.

country. They only fish at night,
but might be caught roosting in
a tree by day. This spot is as close
to the town of Polokwane as they
are known to occur! I was travelling with Nelene and Minkie
Prinsloo and Loren Bronkhorst.
The Lark 32
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We were up very early Saturday morning, meeting outside
town well before daybreak. A twohour drive took us to the Limpopo River, close to the spot where
the Mogalakwena River flows into
it. The region is quite arid, with
sparse grass, mopane trees and
commiphoras (corkwoods), but on
the bank of the river grow large,
impressive and ancient trees such
as Apple Leafs, Nyala Trees, Weeping Boer-Beans, Sycamore fig trees
and Ana Trees. Our camp site,
where we parked and also had our
braai in the afternoon, was in the
shade of a huge, spreading Nyala
Tree. Numerous large mammals
also live there, and we even saw
elephant tracks, but we missed the
ellies themselves on the day. The
water in the river was low, and we
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Above Our group at the gate to
no-man's land on the Limpopo
River.

could get to the owl island without
wetting our feet.
We strolled underneath the
shady riverine forest canopy, peering upward, keeping our eyes
peeled for a rufous-brown shape
amidst the leaves. There were many
interesting sights other than owls,
though! Specials of the place included the Tropical Boubou, with
its liquid-clear call similar to that of
the well-known Southern Boubou,
but with a lighter, 'cleaner'-looking,
creamy-pink breast and belly. This
was also a place to find Meyer's
Parrot, which we heard screeching
a lot, but failed to see well. Another special is Meves' Starling, with

its long tail and deep, purplish
gloss, bold and active in small parties hopping about the underbush.
An interesting sighting in large
fig trees was the Ashy Flycatcher.
More well-known riverine woodland birds included African Green
Pigeons, chattering Green Wood
Hoopoes, Orange and Grey-headed Bushshrikes, Black-backed
Puffbacks, Yellow-bellied Green-

Above Retz's Helmetshrike is an ev
er-popular species © Jody De Bruyn.
Top Giant Kingfisher © Jody De Bruyn.

buls, Terrestrial Brownbuls and
Grey-backed Camaropteras.
We were lucky to encounter
four woodpecker species: Golden-tailed, Cardinal, Bennett's and
Bearded! Kingfishers also numThe Lark 32
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savannah birds
such as Natal
Spurfowl, Namaqua and Eme r a l d - sp otte d
Wood
Dove,
Arrow-marked
Babbler, Southern Black Tit,
Black-crowned
Tchagra, Chinspot
Batis,
Black-faced
and Blue Waxbill and Yellowfronted Canary.
The
species

bered four: Brown-hooded, Malachite, Pied and Giant. Another
sighting of close relatives were of
White-crested as well as Retz's Helmetshrikes. This is the first time
I've seen the two of them in the
same place.
Up in the sky we glimpsed
raptors. We were pleased to see
a Bateleur! Other raptors included African Fish and African
Hawk-Eagle and Cape Vulture,
which was not surprising as we
were not that far away from the
Blouberg. Also in the sky but less
raptorial – though not less pleasing
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we most frequently saw beside
the road was the Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill! A few Southern Red-billed Hornbills were also
about. More unusual and exciting
species included the Grey Penduline Tit, Yellow-bellied Eremomela, White-browed Robin-Chat,
Yellow-throated Bush Sparrow and
Grey Tit-Flycatcher. Flowering
trees such as the Boer-Beans atTwo of the Limpopo River valley
specials - the noisy, constantly
chattering Meve's Starling (Oppo
site) and Tropical Boubou (Be
low) © Jody De Bruyn.

– we glimpsed an Alpine Swift, as always
not staying around
to be admired, but
swiftly (excuse the
pun) making its way
to somewhere more
important.
Other
birds seen in flight
were African Palm
and Little Swifts,
Lesser Striped and
Wire-tailed
Swallows.
The dry woodland hosted typical
The Lark 32
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tracted White-bellied, Marico, and
pretty little Collared Sunbirds. Also
eating nectar was the Black-headed Oriole. Weavers included the
Southern Masked and Spectacled,
and specials of the low country, the
Red-headed and Red-billed Buffalo Weaver.
The river itself creates numerous habitats and attracts
many species. Two specials of
the river, running around
on the exposed rocks and
sand in the bed and on
the banks, were the Water Thick-knee with its
mournful cries and the
White-crowned Lapwing with its long,
yellow wattles. The
smaller and more
widespread
Three-banded Plover was
also in evidence, as was
the
Wood
S a n d p i p e r.
Storks
seen
i n cluded Black,
Y e l low-Billed, Saddle-billed
and Marabou;
herons included Striated,
Grey and Goliath. More familiar
birds
included Hadada Ibis, Hamerkop,
African Darter, White-breasted
Cormorant, African Sacred Ibis,
African Spoonbill and Egyptian
Goose. The familiar Pied Wagtail
was to be seen close to the river, as
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were White-fronted Bee-eaters. We
also saw Little Bee-eaters, always a
charming treat.
But what about the owls?
Well,
we
looked
and
looked …
but we saw
n o
owls! And yet
…
we came very
close to seeing them 'in
the feather'. Indeed
this is what
we found –
feathers! Here
you can see a
fine, soft feather,
the typical rufous
colour of Pel's Fishing
Owl, that I picked up.
Sad to say, this is the closest
we got to it on the day! But
that leaves something to look
forward to in future outings.
Actually one of the best sightings happened on our way back! I
think we were about thirty minutes
into our journey back to Polokwane when Minkie spotted a big
figure strolling through the grass at
the side of the road. It was a Kori
Bustard! We got a good look at it,
but sadly it appeared to be wary
and walked away deeper into the
bush.
In case you're interested in plants,
as I am, you might like this photo of
a rare succulent, a Ghaap or Hoodia.
These plants are actually associated
with the dry Karoo and the semi-des-

Above Yellow-billed Stork © Jody
De Bruyn..
Right The local subspecies of the
Ghaap or Hoodia can be found
at Club Ranch © Willem Van der
Merwe.
Opposite A feather of Pel's Fish
ing Owl - unfortunately we dipped
on the owner.

erts of Namibia, but in the very hot
and dry north-western corner of our
province, this subspecies, Hoodia cur
rorii subsp. lugardii, is to be found. Its
flowers are pollinated by flies.
That was our outing – not totally
successful, but hardly disappointing!
All in all we encountered 117 bird
species on the day.

Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
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Wandering down

Woodbush
Text and photographs

A

Jody De Bruyn

total of 10 club members joined the outing
to Woodbush and the
surrounding areas on 26 September
2020. The convoy of four vehicles
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stopped at the top of Forest Drive in
Woodbush just before 7 am to have
a quick cuppa. The plan was to descend Forest Drive, while doing routine stops along the route and exit

Above African Olive Pigeon
was feeding in the forest can
opy.
Right Olive Woodpecker
went about its business, un
perturbed by 10 peering bird
ers.
Opposite Orange Ground
Thrush showed well and was a
lifer for many.

The Lark 32
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Left The elusive African Em
erald Cuckoo was surprising
ly obliging.
Below Brown Scrub Robin
was another lifer for many on
the outing.
Opposite
Half-collared
Kingfisher showed well on the
Politsi River below Magoe
baskloof Dam.

again onto the R71 road at the Debengeni Waterfall entrance. We had
a flyby of a small flock of Cape Parrot’s, unfortunately this would be the
only encounter for the day.
Back in our vehicles, we started the descent. After a few turns we
made our next stop. We picked up on
the calls of Grey Cuckooshrike, Yellow-streaked Greenbul, Bar-throated
Apalis and Knysna Turaco. A group
of Purple-crested Turaco’s kept us
entertained as they were foraging in
the treeline above the road. We had
good views of Square-tailed Drongo
and Southern Double-collared Sunbird. Calls of Barratt’s Warbler were
heard all around but getting to see
this secretive little bird was far more
difficult than anyone could imagine.
We stopped a few more times
en route and really got to hear and
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Blue-mantled Crested Flycatcher,
Dusky Flycatcher, Sombre Greenbul
and a Narina Trogon.
A few of us got lucky getting
views of a Barratt’s Warbler as it decided to cross the road between two
groups of birders. A few more got
some fleeting glimpses of this skulker
a bit further down the road. Everyone had good views of Olive Woodpecker, and at some point, a group of
Green Twinspots were heard on the
roadside. Chorister Robin-Chats
were calling every
so often.
We picked
up on the calls
of an Orange
Ground Thrush
and, a few min-

utes later, everyone was enjoying
excellent views of this lovely looking
bird. We were also fortunate enough
to get excellent views of Brown
Scrub Robin. Both these birds were
lifers for many of the members who
joined the outing. We continued our
descent and joined the R71 at the
bottom of Forest Drive.
Our last stop was below Magoebaskloof Dam, and we were looking
for two target species here: African
Finfoot and Half-collared Kingfisher. We managed to get good views of
the Half-collared Kingfisher, again a
lifer for a few. Thank you to everyone who managed to join the outing. Hoping to see you all on the
next outing.
Author e-mail: jmdebruyn@gmail.com

see some of the real Woodbush Forest specials. Most of us got good
views of an African Emerald Cuckoo
as we found one calling just above
the road in the canopy. Other species
that we picked up were: Black-fronted Bushshike, Olive Bushshrike,
The Lark 32
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Birds in Art
Lesser Flamingo
Text and Artwork Willem

H

ere is a portrait of
the amazing face of
the Lesser Flamingo
Phoeniconaias minor. In Africa,
this species often occurs alongside the Greater Flamingo Phoe
nicopterus roseus (or ruber). It
can easily be told from that species, being much smaller, as well
as darker, with a deep-red, blacktipped bill. It reaches an overall length of 105 cm and weighs
around 2.7 kg. It only occurs in
sub-Saharan Africa, Madagascar, and a small region of India
and Pakistan. It is restricted to
large, shallow lakes and coastal
lagoons. In fact, it targets some

25

The Lark 32

Van der Merwe

lakes the waters of which are so
alkaline, burning and corrosive,
that no other birds can tolerate
it. Being the only bird species
that can feed in such a hostile
environment, they enjoy freedom from competition. In some
of the lakes in the East African
Rift Valley, they can occur in
their millions, looking like a
pink border around the lake if
viewed from a high-flying plane.
The Lesser Flamingo avoids
competition with the Greater
Flamingo by targeting a different
source of food. The Greater Flamingo eats mainly small aquatic
critters such as shrimps and oth-

Lesser Flamingo
© Willem Van der Merwe
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er crustaceans, tiny snails and
other molluscs, worms and insect larvae that occur in the water and also in the mud. To get
at these, it often completely submerges its head in the water, often down to the muddy lake bottom. The Lesser Flamingo feeds
instead on tiny diatoms and
blue-green algae, such as Spirulina (the same which is sometimes
sold as a wonder health-food to
humans). It needs still water to
feed in; if there’s wind disturbing the lake surface, the Lesser
Flamingos will stand along the
shoreline waiting for it to quiet down. It therefore frequently
feeds at night when winds have
died down.
The Lesser Flamingo’s bill
only allows tiny particles to enter as it feeds. The outer lamellae
(bristle-like structures) only allow entry to particles of less than
a millimetre in diameter to enter the bill, while the inner ones
have gaps of only a twentieth to
a hundredth of a millimetre. It
feeds mostly at the water surface,
with its bill 3-6 cm into the water. It sweeps its head from side
to side as it slowly walks forward.
Using its tongue, it pumps water
in and out of its bill at a rate of
twenty times per second. The inner lamellae keep the small algae
particles behind, which it then
swallows, expelling the water
through the tiny gaps between
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the lamellae. In spite of the algae
being blue-green, they also contain the pigments that give the
Lesser Flamingo (as with other flamingos) its pink colours.
While able to feed in caustic waters, Lesser Flamingos still need
fresher water for drinking and
bathing. They find this at the
river inflows to the lakes, or even
at volcanic hot springs.
This is the most numerous
flamingo with total numbers
estimated between 2.2 and 3.2
million birds! It is also the most
gregarious of all the flamingos in
the world. The birds often join
together in mass displays, similar
to that of the Greater Flamingo.
On the edges of the flocks, birds
will raise and lower their wings,
like a salute. In the middle, the
birds march in the same direction while tuning their heads
from side to side, or bend their
necks backward and turn their
heads and pretend as if they're
preening themselves. Their voice
is described as a honk similar to
that of the Greater Flamingo.
Lesser Flamingo breed rather unpredictably. In the hot tropics where they occur, they’re not
much concerned with the temperature, but rather with the water levels of their foraging lakes.
They’ll breed whenever conditions are just right. In southern
Africa, this tends to be the dry
season, actually, when waters are

receding, the aquatic algae gets
concentrated and lots of mud is
exposed. They use this to make
their tall nest mounds, on top of
which each female flamingo lays
a single egg. As with the Greater
Flamingo, they feed the chick at
first on a liquid secretion containing some of their own blood
as well as fats and sugars. At the
age of four days, the flamingo
chicks leave their nests and join
together into huge ‘crèches’. A
few adults will stay to oversee
the lot of them and lead them
to fresh drinking water. They
fledge at the age of 70-75 days.
The lakes the Lesser Flamingos feed at, are often so alkaline that their waters can’t be
used for drinking or irrigation.
This makes the flamingos fairly
secure, since people mostly leave
the lakes and the birds alone.
Their largest population occurs
on Lake Natron, a soda lake, in
northern Tanzania. But this lake
is targeted by a company that
wants to extract soda ash; this
might disturb the flamingos at

their feeding and breeding site.
They only breed at a few other sites, and some of these sites
may not be suitable for breeding
every year. In southern Africa,
they mainly breed at Etosha Pan
in Namibia, Sua Pan in Botswana, and at Kamfers Dam outside Kimberley, in South Africa.
At the latter site, they’re now
threatened by pollution and encroaching urban development.
But there they're also the subject
of quite an intensive monitoring
project and the captive-rearing
of abandoned chicks. Overall,
Lesser Flamingoes are always at
the mercy of the climate, mainly
adequate rainfall, and increasing aridification in Africa might
cause the drying up of some of
their foraging lakes. Despite the
fact that these birds still number
many millions, the very precise
requirements they have render
them vulnerable, and they need
meticulous monitoring and conservation measures.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
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Reflections
Reflections
Birding in SANParks Limpopo parks

Grassland Owls in the
Kruger National Park

W

Chris Patton

hen Peter Steyn wrote
his beautiful book, “A
Delight of Owls”, he
could easily have been writing about
owls and ‘owling’ in the Kruger National Park, because 11 of South Africa’s 12
owl species are found in the Park… The
Pel’s Fishing Owl is of course part of the
Park’s Big 6 Birds and is often regarded as the Holy Grail of Kruger Birding,
but they are relatively reliable to find
along the Levuvhu and Olifants Rivers,
and found too in lower densities along
most of the Park’s other major rivers.
Verreaux’s and Spotted Eagle-Owls are
widespread and regularly seen on night
drives through the Park, while African
Wood Owl are relatively easy to at least
hear calling along the Levuvhu River
and parts of the Sabie River. Western
Barn Owls are widespread, particularly in the rest camps, while the more
diminutive African Scops Owl and
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Pearl-spotted Owlets' calls make them
ubiquitous members of the nocturnal
choir performing throughout most of
the Park. Even the Southern Whitefaced Owl and African Barred Owlet
are widespread, though perhaps not as
common as their respective cousins the
Scops and the ‘Pearlie’…
But when it comes to seeing the
Park’s two grassland owls, judging from
records of the South African Bird Atlas Project 2, within the boundaries of
the Park, African Grass Owl and Marsh
Owl are two species that in my and the
opinion of others, are vastly under-recorded.
Many readers will know that it
would be more apt if the names of these
two grassland owls were reversed, with
the Marsh Owl being better described
as a grass owl, with African Grass Owl
having a preference for more moist
marshy grassland conditions.

When one consults the old Kruger Bird Field Guides (remember we
had those before the development of
smart phone Apps) the status of these
two grassland owls in the Park makes
interesting reading… Of the Marsh
Owl in Kruger’s bird bible of the 1980s
and 1990s, Kenneth Newman’s Birds
of the Kruger National Park it reads:
“Uncommon and localised, but resident. Usually breeds during the period March-May in Kruger”. It then
goes on to read “Occurs regularly in
the Hlamalala flats east of Punda Maria and may prove to be more widespread than is presently known.” The
Newman’s guide aged and fell out of
print, and was replaced in the 2000s

Above Unlike its name suggests, Marsh
Owl is more frequently encountered in
rank grass © Derek Engelbrecht.

by the Roberts Bird Guide – Kruger
National Park and Adjacent Lowveld
by Hugh Chittenden and my former
colleague and Park large mammal
ecologist, Dr Ian Whyte, who served
almost four decades living, working
and birding in the Park. His Roberts guide described the Marsh Owl
status as “Locally common resident
with fragmented range. Numbers in
KNP fluctuate with rainfall and grass
cover, most common on the eastern
basaltic grasslands in wet summers.”
The Lark 32
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Despite the convictions of the
Park bird books that Marsh Owl is
localised, uncommon to common in
suitable habitat in wet years, and that
it is regular in the Hlamalala Flats
east of Punda Maria, and most common on the eastern basaltic grasslands I received a full out of range
query for a February 2018 record I
submitted of Marsh Owl to SABAP2.
This record was in the very same area
east of Punda Maria on the main
H1-8 tar road south east of Klopperfontein Dam, somewhere between
the S59 and S61 turn-offs. Regular
attendees of the annual West Rand
Honorary Rangers/SASOL Punda
Extreme Birding Weekends would
find such a query bizarre as we regu-
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Above Marsh Owl on the H1-8 near
Klopperfontein turn-off in January 2011
© Chris Patton.

.

larly found them in this area for over
a decade, when I was still guiding on
one of these vehicles.
The time on a Saturday morning the participating 10-seater vehicles would pass through the area in
question would be around 03h00.
From 2003 to 2009 when only single
weekends were run, Marsh Owl was
only recorded in 2003 and 2007, but
from 2010 to 2018 when two Punda
Extreme weekends were held every
late January and early February (and
indeed still are and should continue
to be), Marsh Owls were recorded

by between one and all four of the
participating vehicles’ occupants on
both weekends in 2011, 2012 and
2018, recorded on one of the two
weekends in 2010, 2013 and 2015,
and unrecorded in 2014, 2016 and
2017. Failure to record the species
in some years does not mean they
categorically were not around, as
the trucks are on a deadline to get to
Pafuri before dawn and hence do not
linger in the area and it is dark, but
it would be an interesting exercise to
see if the years of non-reporting were
possibly drier years when the veld
conditions were not as favourable.
Obviously as nocturnal species,
owls are generally harder to see, and
the Park Night Drives that do allow
visitors access to areas outside of rest
camps, will not as a rule travel to areas of suitable habitat. For instance,
Punda Maria is the only camp in the
Park close enough to potentially take
guests to the suitable habitat in the
Klopperfontein area, but the Camp’s
night drive guides usually focus on
the Mahonie Loop and seldom travel
to the area around Klopperfontein,
where atlasers might be able to record this species.
When I dig a little deeper and
consult the reporting rate during
SABAP2 for Marsh Owls inside the
Kruger National Park, I find that
north of the Olifants River they are
recorded from only 4 pentads: from
the Klopperfontein pentad as incidental records (that would include
my 2018 now accepted record); a

little further south in the pentads
where Sirheni Bushveld Camp and
Babalala Picnic Site are located –
both these pentads feature areas of
good grassy plains, that can become
saturated in wet years and match the
distribution and habitat description
from both field guides; and lastly
from the Punda Maria pentad itself,
where despite being well wooded in
parts, this pentad does still have sections of suitable grassland.
South of the Olifants River the
records and affected pentads are
more numerous, and this will be a
combination of areas of suitable habitat, but also the far greater number
of guests that visit the south of the
Park, and a higher level of road infrastructure into suitable areas closer to rest camps, so that night drives
can travel into the suitable habitat on
their circuits. The grasslands around
Satara, east of Orpen, north of Lower Sabie and around Pretoriuskop
are the predictable locations where
Marsh Owls have been recorded in
the southern half of the Park.
Despite working for SANParks,
apart from the Punda Extreme weekends, I would not often have the occasion to be outside of rest camps at
night roaming the Park looking for
birds. I am confident Marsh Owls
do occur in suitable habitat throughout the Park, but just go unatlassed
primarily because atlasers are not
active in such suitable often remote
areas at night. For my two decades
working in Kruger between 1998 and
The Lark 32
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Above Distribution of Marsh Owl (left) and African Grass Owl (right) in the Kruger National Park.
Data courtesy of SABAP2 (http://sabap2.birdmap.africa/; data accessed on 4 October 2020).

2018 apart from the regular Punda
Extreme sightings, I had two other
sightings of Marsh Owl in the Limpopo portion of the Park:
1. From the grasslands around Talamati Bushveld Camp on a night
drive in April 2005, and
2. Between Phalaborwa and Letaba on the H9 near Rhidonda Pan
in February 2008 – on this occasion I was driving to Letaba from
Head Office in Pretoria with a colleague and we had an after hours’
late permit.
If we turn our attention to the
other grassland owl in Kruger, the
African Grass Owl, the SABAP2
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records are even more thin on the
ground and this species has only been
reported from two pentads, both near
Pretoriuskop – one to the south-west
of the Camp where the Outer Circle
Loop and the Fayi Loop go through
some suitable grassland, and the other to the north-east of camp where
there is plenty of ideal habitat in the
vicinity of Shitlhave Dam.
The Newman’s guide described
them as “Rare, but probably resident
in grassy localities. Has been reported from many scattered points in
both summer and winter…”, while
the Roberts guide describes their
status as “Uncommon resident oc-

curring throughout the Park, but
may be more
common than
expected especially in the eastern grasslands…
Probably reasonably
common
in wetter years
when grass is
abundant, but almost absent during droughts”.
In the two
decades I was
regularly in Kruger for work I
encountered African Grass Owl
just three times.
Once on a night
drive from Pretoriuskop in the
mid-2000s; once
when I found a
pair that looked
like they had a nest, in rank grass on
the roadside on the tar access road
into Punda Maria Camp – this record was during day-time and drizzling conditions, and the veld had
plenty of long grass and was completely saturated; and the third occasion was in the very same general
area that all the Marsh Owl sightings
get made on Punda Extreme Birding
Weekends, i.e. near Klopperfontein.
On this occasion there were Marsh
Owls nearby suggesting a certain

Above The sought-after African Grass Owl
© Warwick Tarboton.

degree of potential competition between the two.
So my parting message to the
readers is… the grassland owls are
out there in the Park, just difficult to
see given the restrictions of an average trip, but it’s part of their appeal to
try and find them…
Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org
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Common Myna problem in
the Kruger National Park

T

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

E-mail: duncan@digitalearth.co.za

T

he Southern Carmine
Bee-eater is a breeding resident in Botswana (Barnes 2005), with all known
breeding localities found in the
far north in the Okavango, Chobe,
Kwando and Savuti River systems
(Barnes 2005, Fry et al. 1992).
Egg-laying dates vary from September to October in Botswana (Barnes
2005) and unusually in November
(Fry et al. 1988). The nestling period is estimated to be between 29 and
31 days with most young fledged by
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early December before the onset of
the rain season (Barnes 2005).
On the 5th December 2019 the
author was walking with a group of
12 birding students in the Motloutse
River bed in the Mashatu Game Reserve in far eastern Botswana, about
13 km west of the Pont Drift border
post. Our group stopped at a known
breeding colony of White-fronted
Bee-eater to observe the birds nestBelow Locality of Mashatu Game Reserve
within Botswana (© Google Earth maps).

Eggs

2 days old

Pamprodactyl foot

Above Locality of the Southern Carmine
ing. This large colony is situated in
Bee-eater colony (© Google Earth maps).
the c. 5 m high bank at the confluence of the Motloutse and Limpopo
Rivers on the border of Botswana
and South Africa. Our attention was
On our return we sat in the
quickly drawn to the vocalisations riverbed adjacent to the colony for
4 days about
old 30 minutes, at a distance of
of Southern Carmine Bee-eaters
overhead. These birds are annual approximately 60 m so as not to
non-breeding visitors to Mashatu disturb the birds. A flock of c. 25
(pers. obs.) and their presence was adult Southern Carmine Bee-eaters
not questioned. However, some of was observed perched in a large Apthe birds appeared to be carrying ple-leaf tree on the top of the river
food and, once followed, were found bank; about 30 m away from the
to be flying up to the White-front- nest holes we suspected were active.
ed Bee-eater colony and landing in Within a few minutes of waiting,
some overhanging bushes (opposite adult birds arrived at the nest bank
below). The birds then appeared to carrying prey (mostly cicadas, see
fly up to the nest holes in the banks, opposite above) and were observed
but no feeding was observed due to carrying food to the mouth of the
the distance between our group and holes. The adult birds then flew off
the colony. We suspected breeding after depositing food into the caviand decided to return to the colony, ties, strongly suggesting breeding.
this time on the 9th December.
The bank also contained many ac-
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8 days old

Above
Adult
Southern Carmine
18
days
old

Bee-eater carrying a cicada to its
nest.

Right Adult Southern Carmine
Bee-eater delivering food to the
nest hole.

tive
White-fronted
Bee-eater nests and it
was initially not obvious whether they
were feeding their
own chicks or that
of the White-fronted 24 days
Bee-eater,
unold
til a pale-plumaged
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13 days old

near-fledgling Southern Carmine
Bee-eater was seen peering out of
a hole - confirming that the adults
were indeed feeding their own
chicks. At least four active nests
were seen during our short stay,
although more may have been
present. Near-fledglings were seen
peering out of at least three of these
nests.
On our final visit to the colony on the 12th December, access
to the bank from the riverbed was
denied as the river had started flowing strongly. A number of adults
were observed around the bank but
we were unable to determine if the
chicks had fledged yet.

Above Adult White-fronted Bee-eater delivering
food to an adjacent nesting hole.

According to all published
literature found, this is the first
confirmed breeding record of this
species outside of the Zambezi
River drainage system and the
first within the Limpopo River
drainage system. In Botswana it
breeds in the Okavango, Linyanti
and Chobe drainage systems so
this record is the first breeding
record in Botswana away from
these river systems (Chris Brewster, pers. comm). Additional colonies may be present along the
Motloutse or Limpopo Rivers,
The Lark 32
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and it is highly likely that birds
may also be breeding in the banks
on the South African side of the
border.
Acknowledgements
Adrian Kohli,
EcoTraining’s Head Instructor at
their Mashatu Camp in Botswana, is
thanked for his logistical assistance;
Chris Brewster of BirdLife Botswana
is also thanked for his comments and
inputs.
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Weaver commensalism - Lesser Masked and Red-billed
Buffalo Weaver
Derek Engelbrecht

W

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

eaver nests are keystone resources in
the environment,
used by many other animals for
shelter or nesting, either during or
after the original owners no longer
use the nest (Oschadleus 2017).
Secondary users of weaver nests include more than 30 bird species and
a host of other animals including
mice, frogs and invertebrates such
as wasps and locusts (Oschadleus
2017).
I came upon this interesting
example of weaver commensalism at
Vivo in the Limpopo Province. Using the large communal nest of Red-

billed Buffalo Weavers as a parasol,
a small colony of Lesser Masked
Weavers constructed their nests below the 'canopy' of the larger structure of their cousins. With temperatures at Vivo regularly reaching the
mid 40°C during summer, the shade
provided by the Red-billed Buffalo
Weaver nest during the heat of the
day, must provide some welcome
relief from the searing heat for the
occupants.
Reference
Oschadleus HD. 2017. Birds and animals using weavers nests. Biodiversity Observations
8.28: 1-17.

Above One of the juvenile Southern Carmine
Bee-eaters peering out of its nest hole,
awaiting the arrival of food.
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Bird names in the African languages of southern Africa
Johan Meyer

E-mail: meyer.ij@googlemail.com

B

irds have always had
common names in the
different languages of
the word. Long before Carolus
Linnaeus invented the binomial
system to give animals scientific names, humans used common
names to describe the birds they
came in contact with. As time went
by and our knowledge of birds increased these names became more
species specific. The more a group
of birds were culturally or economically important the more specific
the names were.
These names evolved naturally. However, within a language
there was great regional variation
in bird names. With increased
communication and globalisation
there became a need to standardise
bird names. This was recently done
at international level for languages
such as English, French and Spanish. Locally, the Afrikaans Bird
Name Group standardised the regional list of Afrikaans bird names.
If you open any southern Africa bird guide, you will find at
least the scientific name and either
the English or Afrikaans name of
each bird. Each name is unique for
each species. These names mainly
consist of two parts, a group name
and a descriptive part that is spe-
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cies specific. As an example of this,
in the group of storks, you have
different species each with its own
name: White Stork, Black Stork,
Yellow-billed Stork and so on.
However, most speakers of African languages use a generic name
to refer to various bird species. The
first list of bird names up to species
level for an African language was
done by Hermann Kolberg who
published a list of unique names
for a number of species in Herero
in 1986. This list only contained
certain families of non-passerines.
Charles Mlingwa published a list
of Swahili bird names for the birds
of Tanzania in 1997. This extensive
list still contained two names for
certain species. The next list was
made by David Ambrose and David Maphisa, first for the birds of
the Roma Campus of the University of Lesotho, followed by a list for
the whole of Lesotho in Southern
Sotho. This list has recently been
updated. Adrian Koopman, Noleen
Turner and Roger Porter published
a book on Zulu names for all the
birds of KwaZulu-Natal in 2020.
No list of species-specific names
exists for bird names in any of the
KhoeSan languages.
For the other languages, general names for a lot of bird groups

exist. But almost no species-specific names exist. Various linguists
have recorded these general names,
but that was for language studies
and not to standardise the names.
They also did not know a lot about
birds and sometimes names were
erroneously assigned to a specific
bird. Sometimes just a description
of a bird is given and not even a
name. Another problem is that
most young speakers of the African
languages do not know the names
of birds in their own language. This
could lead to names being lost as
time goes by.

After I did a literature research
on bird names in the African languages, I found that one or more of
the following cases may occur. Using Northern Sotho (Sepedi) as an
example, they are:
1. One name is used for many
species, e.g. “lepidibidi” is used
for all ducks and “ntšhu” is used
for all larger birds of prey.
2. A single bird species has many
names, e.g. the Western Cattle
Egret Bubulcus ibis: Modišane,
Modišadikgômo, Ledišadikgômo, Kgogonokane, Kgogobadimo

Western Cattle Egret © Derek Engelbrecht
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storm petrels. This is true for
almost all seabirds as Northern
Sotho is not spoken at the coast.
Normally in the African languages, larger birds and birds that
are culturally important, have species-specific names. The Ostrich
has a name in all the African languages of southern Africa. Doves
and pigeons also have a lot of species-specific names, sometimes
even more than one per species.
On the other hand, the larks have
few species-specific names as they
are small and the different species
look very alike.

3. As standard Northern Sotho is
a collection of different dialects,
variations in spelling of names
occurs or the names are in different noun classes.
a. Spelling variation, e.g. the
Southern Ground Hornbill
Bucorvus leadbeateri: legotutu
vs. lehututu
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It can clearly be seen that a
lot of research still must be done
on bird names in the African languages, including the KhoeSan
languages. The rich birdlife of
Southern Africa can only be appreciated and conserved if there
exists a unique name for each bird
of the region in the various African languages.

Below There is no species-specific name
for this Black-bellied Storm Petrel in Se
pedi, and not even a word to describe the
storm petrel group © Derek Engelbrecht.

Above Legotutu or lehututu are onomatopoeic
names mimicking the deep, booming call of Southern
Ground Hornbill © Derek Engelbrecht.

b. Different noun classes, e.g.
falcon: sepekwa (class 7) vs.
pekwa (class 9)
4. A certain species or group of
birds have no known name. e.g.
The Lark 32
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Black-headed Heron - a predator of note!
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

W

hilst recently photographing a Black-headed Heron predating on a Namaqua Dove in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, I was reminded what an impressive and successful predator this terrestrial bird really is.

Above This heron had learnt that by waiting patiently and motionlessly at the small pond, sooner or later,
thirsty birds would succumb to temptation and venture too close to the heron and its lightning speed strike, to
become its next meal!
Opposite A female Namaqua Dove, driven by thirst at a water drinking point in the Kgalagadi, ventures too
close to the Black-headed Heron, gets caught and swallowed.
Below A successful Red-headed Finch capture.
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Above It was interesting to note that Ring-necked Doves didn't come near the pond while the heron was there,
but the Namaqua Sandgrouse were unafraid of the heron, and even drank one meter away! It seems probable
that the cut-off swallowing size is somewhere between Ring-necked Dove (~155 g) and Namaqua Sandgrouse
(~180–200 g).

Above This large Rhombic Night Adder Causus rhombeatus was also caught adjacent to Lake St Lucia © Stuart
McKernan.

Above The following images show that these herons are capable of handling large rodents the size of African
Marsh Rat Dasymys incomtus. Here a juvenile Black-headed Heron is consuming a Marsh Rat © Adam Riley.

Above Feeding on a wide range of prey species, Black-headed Herons also take lizards and snakes. A male Yel
low-throated Plated Lizard Gerrhosaurus flavigularis was caught on the western shores of Late St Lucia.
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Remarkable resightings of African Skimmers in the
Limpopo Province
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

A

frican Skimmer returned to breed in
South Africa in 2016
following a hiatus that lasted 73
years! Although the 2016 breeding attempt at Albasini Dam failed,
there had been several successful
breeding attempts at various localities, mainly in the Limpopo Province since 2017. I've been fortunate
to work closely with a small population of this iconic species in the
Lowveld near Tzaneen since 2017.
The research focuses on various
aspects of their biology, including
behaviour and breeding, as well as
documenting their arrival and de-

parture phenology with the help of
Johan Botma.
Since 2017, 13 chicks fledged
successfully at this site, and all 13
were fitted with SAFRING rings prior to fledging, hoping (against hope)
that one day we'll somehow get feedback (a resighting or recovery) of
the bird.
In August 2020, I received
word of a pair of African Skimmers
at a private farm east of Letsitele. The
farmer kindly allowed me access to
Below The African Skimmer pair near Letsitele. The
bird on the left is ringed and is possibly one of the birds
ringed at a site near Tzaneen between 2017 and 2019.

the farm and I spent an hour or so
observing them there. It was evident
from their behaviour that they were
going to breed at this site. I photographed the pair from a distance
and when I downloaded the images,
I noticed one of the birds (the male)
was ringed. Unfortunately the birds
were too far away and the image
quality is insufficient to read a ring
number, so we are left to speculate.
Apart from a chick ringed on 4
October 2018 at Middle Letaba Dam
in the Limpopo Province, all the African Skimmer chicks were ringed at
the Tzaneen site. Furthermore, no
adults were ringed in the first three
seasons, i.e. from 2017–2019, and
the adults ringed at this site in 2020
were all fitted with a combination of
colour rings on the left leg. Thus, if
the Letsitele male was indeed one
of the chicks I ringed between 2017
and 2019, it is either the one from
Middle Letaba Dam or, more likely,
one of the chicks ringed at Tzaneen.
It is therefore possible that it returned to its natal region to breed as
the two sites are only approximately
20 km apart. Incidentally, the Letsitele pair did lay a clutch of three
eggs in September 2020, but the nest
was trampled by hippos about two
days before they were due to start
hatching.

For the second resighting,
which is nothing short of remarkable, I am going to start by taking
you back a few months in time.
In the previous issue of The Lark I
wrote about an overwintering pair
of African Skimmers at Tzaneen
(Engelbrecht and Botma 2020). This
pair started breeding unusually early with the clutch initiated between
the 3d and 5th July 2020 - three weeks
earlier than in previous years. The
chicks started hatching on 25 July
2020, and although all four chicks
hatched, the youngest died two days
after hatching. As part of my study
of the growth and development of
chicks, each chick was fitted with a
colour ring on the left leg when they
were between 5 and 7 days old. This
was done to assist with individual

Right Two African Skimmer chicks.
The chick at the back is African Skim
mer 4H73209 when it was 8 days old.
Its sibling in the front was 6 days old.
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Three chicks, 4H73209 in front on the right (11 days old)

First chick hatched
Clutch complete
First egg laid

Last visual of all three chicks, flying with five adults,
4H73209 is 59 days old

Youngest chick died
Three chicks

Resighting of 4H73209 (68 days old),
the rings clearly visible on its legs
Chicks fledged, 4H73209 on the right (27 days old)
Four chicks

Two chicks, 4H73209
on the left (1 day old)
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identification to allow correct ageing
of the chicks. A few growth parameters were recorded every 2–4 days
until they fledged between 22 and 25
August 2020 when they were about
four weeks old.
After fledging, I continued my
observations of post-fledging parental
care and behaviour of the fledglings.
The three fledglings were last photographed at the Tzaneen site on 19
September 2020, but were absent on
the subsequent visit on 29 September
2020. All the adults were still present
at the site though.
On 3 October 2020, Daniel and
I were birding with guide Samson

Mulaudzi in the Soutpansberg region.
We decided to go to Pfimbida Dam at
Tshivhazwaulu southwest of Thohoyandou to add Allen's Gallinule to our
list. As we got to the water's edge, we
we amazed to be treated by a flyby of an
immature African Skimmer! My heart
skipped a couple of beats as I realized
the possible significance of this sighting. Could this be one of the Tzaneen
fledglings? Could we fit another piece
into the African Skimmer movement
and dispersal puzzle? I shouted to
Daniel to try and get a belly-shot photo as it is often possible to see if a bird is
ringed. He fired away and said "Yep, it's
ringed!" I cannot express how thrilled

I was to see this bird. Our luck continued as it landed close-by and I was
able to leopard crawl through the grass
to get a picture of it on the ground. It
was African Skimmer 4H73209 (white
colour ring on its left leg) and one of
three immature birds from Tzaneen.
Now how's that! Here I was looking
at an African Skimmer I knew since it
was an egg! In the two weeks since I
last photographed it on 19 September
2020, it had dispersed ~87 km north
from its natal area. Interestingly, this
bird was on its own, no adults or any
of its siblings were with it. A timeline
of this individual's life so far is shown
on the preceding spread.

Although this study of African
Skimmers in the Limpopo Province
continues to yield fascinating results
and improving our knowledge of this
iconic African bird, I cannot help
but think that we are just skimming
(excuse the pun) the surface on this
fascinating species' biology. In the
meantime, let's keep looking and taking pictures and, who knows - maybe
we will meet 4H73209 or its siblings
somewhere in Africa again?
References
Engelbrecht D, Botma J. 2020. African
Skimmers overwinter in the Limpopo Province. The Lark 31: 57–58.

Right African Skimmer 4H73209
(now 68 days old) photographed at
Pfimbida Dam on 3 October 2020,
approximately 87 km north of its natal
site © Daniel Engelbrecht.

57

The Lark 32

The Lark 32

58

Botha's Lark resightings
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

B

otha's Lark is listed as
Endangered according
to the latest red data assessment for the species (Peacock
2015). Although there are detailed
descriptions of this species habitat preference (Allan et al. 1983;
Earlé and Grobler 1987; Maphisa
et al. 2009), comparatively little is
known about other aspects of its
ecology, such as mate and site fidelity (Allan et al. 1983; Maphisa
et al. 2009).
Habitat destruction and
veld management practices that

are incompatible with this species ecological requirements are
the major threats to Botha's Lark
(Peacock 2015). The fragmentation of populations resulting from
these threats was one of the major
concerns raised by Barnes (2000).
However, practically nothing is
known about the species movements but according to Dean
(2005) it is sedentary or locally
nomadic in response to veld conditions.
On the 9th December 2017,
Per Alström and I were doing field

work at Daggakraal, Mpumalanga. We managed to catch and ring
three Botha's Lark, two of which
were marked with colour rings
to aid in individual identification
during field observations.
In September 2020, while
browsing through the Botha's Lark
species account on Bird of the
World (https://birdsoftheworld.
org/), I saw a photo of one of the
birds ringed on the 9th December
2017. The bird in the photo was
marked (left leg: olive over pur-
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Above The first record of a Botha's Lark re
sighting, a female photographed three days
short of two years after she was ringed, and
a mere 2.3 km from the original ringing site
© Simon Tonge.
Opposite One of the three Botha's Lark
ringed on 9 December 2017 at Daggakraal
© Derek Engelbrecht.

ple). A quick look in my database
revealed it was a female Botha's
Lark with ring number AR79236.
I then had the slight challenge of
tracing the photographer, Simon
The Lark 32
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Tonge, to get more detail about
this incredible record. Fortunately
it wasn't too difficult and Simon
kindly shared the details of the
sighting with me. The bird was
photographed 2.3 km from where
I ringed it and the number of days
elapsed between the initial ringing
and the resighting on 6 December
2019 was 728 days (1 y, 11 m, 28
d). According to Simon, the female was in the company of an unringed companion and they were
feeding in short grass on a small
vlei.
But that's not all. I continued
my browsing and, low and behold,
I found pictures of the other two
birds we ringed at Daggakraal
on the 9th December 2017 while
browsing through The Flacks Pho-
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Above The male Botha's Lark AR79235
resighted on the 6th January 2018 in Dagga
kraal. The orange colour ring is just visible
on the bird's left leg © Richard Flack.

tography Library (https://www.
theflacks.co.za/birds/)! The two
birds were ringed as a pair; the
male was marked (AR79235; left
leg: orange over purple) and his
mate (AR79234) was ringed with
the standard SAFRING ring but
no colour rings. I contacted Richard Flack who kindly provided
some background information for
me. Both birds were photographed
on the 6th January 2018 at Daggakraal in the same general area
where I had ringed it, 28 days after
its initial ringing. The birds were
photographed by Richard near

their nest which contained a single egg. We know their nest failed
on 13 December 2017, so this pair
must have initiated a replacement
breeding attempt in late December
or early January. Incredible!
If that didn't impress you
much, then the following surely will! My internet search traced
yet another photo of a ringed
Botha's Lark! However, this lark
didn't have colour rings and although it is possible that it is the
non-marked bird (i.e. AR79234)
we ringed, it is also possible that
one or both of the marked birds
may have lost their colour rings.
Since the three Botha's Larks I
ringed are also the only three records of Botha's Lark in the SAF
RING database, I am convinced

Above A Botha's Lark, probably AR79234
resighted just over two years and about 2.3
km from where it was initially ringed. ©
Timothy Gotsick.

it was one of the birds I ringed at
Daggakraal on the 9th December
2017, and in all likelihood Botha's
Lark AR79234. Nevertheless, the
bird was photographed by Timothy Gotsick on 15 January 2020, at
the same vlei where Simon Tonge
photographed AR79236. The days
elapsed was 768 days or 2 y, 1 m,
7 d and the distance between the
initial ringing site and the resighting was approximately 2.3 km.
Now how's that?
So, what have we learned
from these remarkable records?
Botha's Lark appears to exhibit a
The Lark 32
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good deal of site fidelity over years,
with all three ringed birds resighted within 2.5 km from where they
were initially ringed. The resighting of the same pair attending a
nest just under a month since a
previous nest failure, show that
Botha's Larks display mate fidelity, at least within the same season.
The wetland in Daggakraal seems
to be very important for the local
population of Botha's Lark and it
is important that all efforts should
be made to maintain its integrity.
It is quite astonishing to have
had so many resightings of these
Botha's Larks. Could it be that
there are so few of them around?
Or is it that most birders and tour
groups tend to stick to the regular
'stakeouts'? Regardless, given the
species perilous conservation status, it is heartening to know that
the many birders visiting those
grasslands may also potentially
add considerable value to improving our understanding of Botha's
Lark's movements. It is only by
understanding why they are where
they are, and when, that we'll really
be able to effectively conserve this
special little bird. Photographing
and reporting ringed birds on an
appropriate forum has the potential to be a powerful conservation
tool. Keep clicking away birders!!
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Wegraakbosch Spotted Eagle-Owl rescue
Liz Louw and Carl Gebhard

E-mail: lizettalouw@mail.com

W

Sunday, 30 August 2020
ith our Wolkberg
day hike called off
- low clouds, grim
weather and our local hiking pal’s
fledgling romance all conspired together - we set off to Wegraakbosch
to admire Executive Gardener Michele’s permaculture set-up instead.
Sylvie was closing up the
cheesery so with no time to spare
we flew into the garden shooting
questions her way wherever she
appeared: What are these flowers?
How do you fertilise your beds?
Such variety... Michele’s kept pre-

cise records for years, she tells us.
We were studying their nifty broadbean trellis when Sylvie called from
the next field…”Would you like to
come gather some goose eggs?” Yes.
yes of course. Walking and chatting
away something caught Carl’s eye
along the fence line.
“At first I thought it was just a
flappy packet, but the shape - odd,
swooping and clean-edged - suggested not. And the way it moved.
Below The Spotted Eagle-Owl, still stuck
on the fence, is taking comfort in some good
hands while the rescuers are trying to dis
entangle the bird.
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With ease I managed to free
her wing from the fence, she
barely stirred. The wound looked
painful but not too severe: a cut
exposing wing bones about an
inch long. Her leg though was
in a tight knot of feathers spun
around the metal barb and our
wire cutters would simply not
play along, so Carl dashed off
to the shed to find a heavy-duty
pair.
For a few moments in eternity Sylvie and I took turns cradling
her in our hands where she hung.
Mrs Owl relaxed, it felt like trust,
now and then locking our eyes
with those riveting three-lidded
golden peepers.
‘What's that? Is that...is that a bird?’
I saw the squat head turn our way.
‘It’s an owl.’ ”
“One wing was tucked up
to its body, the other splayed out,
looking hurt. And one leg was badly tangled on a barb, from this it
hung, bat-like. The bird looked exhausted. And on the ground below
lay a fat field mouse. I'm guessing
the owl was so focused on supper
it got caught in the fence. It had
also wretched out a half-digested mouse, or, half a half-digested
mouse to be precise.”
The glorious apple blossoms
above with the tragic figure splayed
out below struck me with Wabi-Sabi - the traditional Japanese con-
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Carl returned with Nipper hot
on his heels. They sharply cut her from
the fence and then Nipper set about
working through the horrid knot of
wire and feathers. Close inspection
revealed her thrashing had plucked
at the thigh’s feathers and peeled back
some skin, it looked sore, but smelt
fresh.
We laid her in a box (its latest
catch included as a cheerful takeaway)
and carried her back to the farmstead.
Meanwhile Sylvie furiously typed
away on her phone to find a local wildlife sanctuary. Now we could only wait
Below Despite being badly injured, the owl
still appeared strong enough to make a re
covery.

Above A close-up view of the injury suffered
by the Spotted Eagle-Owl.

cept of finding beauty in transience
and the acceptance of the cycle of
life and death.
But Mrs Owl (because I say
so) would have none of my silent
reverie. By the time Sylvie had
returned with leather gloves and
wire clippers, Mrs Owl had shown
enough pluck to fuel our hope
she’ll fly again. Her exhaustion did
however favour her rescue. Not
once did she peck at us as we gently probed the tangles of feathers
checking for injuries.
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We also ring them before
they get released to keep track of
the birds that went through our
rehab. It goes onto a database at
SAFRING. So, if anything happens
to the specific owl in the future, or
someone takes a photo where the
ring number can be seen, we’ll get
notified of where they are and also

and hope that the Florence Nightingale of Birds would hear our call and
take Mrs Owl into her warm care.
That was Sunday. Monday came
with time for the City Rats to head
home but we just couldn’t bear leaving
before checking up on our feathered
friend. At Wegraakbosch the Thompsons filled us in on Owlsie’s medical
evacuation to the Tzaneen Wildlife
Rehabilitation Centre. We cozied to
the oven sipping coffee waiting for
the follow-up call and at last it came:
The rehab centre confirmed that Mrs
Owl, indeed a Spotted Eagle-Owl (a
whole side debate) was already on the
up and up; a portrait followed of the
fierce-looking bird full of wild confidence.
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people will know that it was a rehabbed owl.
The other owl had a bad tear
on the wing, but luckily no fractures. I usually pair them up male
and female as it makes their release
easier.”
All’s well that ends well.

Above The Spotted Eagle-Owl recovering at
the Tzaneen Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre.

Update: 24 September
Azelle from Tzaneen Wildlife
has introduced him to one of the
other owls - one that also got stuck
in a fence. “He is doing very well,”
she says.
Fair enough: Mr Owl, then.
Azelle continues: “They will
probably be released in February.
In their case, they will be released
at one of our hacking stations via
soft release. There they will be kept
in a flight enclosure that is eventually opened, but we still put food
out for them until they don’t come
back.

Above The two barbed Spotted Eagle-Owls,
will be released in February 2021. What a
feel-good story.

BirdLife

Polokwane

says

Well done to everyone
involved!

👏
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A virtual surprise - a frog-eating Egyptian Goose
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

I

am a huge fan of the
WildEarth safaris - a live
streaming broadcaster of
wildlife from different localities in
Africa, e.g. the Kalahari, Lowveld
and Maasai Mara. It's not only
very relaxing to go on a virtual
game drive while having a cuppa
or two, it is also very informative
and more often than not you witness something never seen before.
One such event happened during
the morning drive on 30 August
2020, when safari guide Michael
Anderson and his cameraman
were watching a pair of Egyptian
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Goose feeding in the shallows of a
waterhole in the Pridelands Conservancy in the Greater Kruger
National Park.
Michael was sharing some
interesting facts about Egyptian
Goose with the viewers and was
saying (correctly) that their diet
is almost exclusively plant-based,
e.g. seeds, grasses, sedges, grain,
shoots, leaves, aquatic plants and
young crops. Although inverteBelow A screenshot of the Egyp
tian Goose (the one on the left) with
the frog visible in its bill.

brates have been recorded in their
diet, these are probably ingested
accidentally while foraging. However, they have been seen feeding
on termite alates after rains. Michael was still on the topic of their
diet when one of the geese caught
a silvery object and was shaking
it vigorously. The object turned
out to be a frog - most probably
an African Clawed Frog. It spent
quite a bit of time shaking it and
then rinsing it by dipping it in
the water and shaking it again.
We were waiting in anticipation
to see if the goose would do the
unthinkable when, to everyone's
surprise, the goose swallowed
the frog. It was clear that Michael had never seen or heard of
this behaviour before, and I was
simply gobsmacked. I decided
to do a literature search to see if
frogs have been recorded in the
diet of Egyptian Goose. I couldn't
find any reference to an Egyptian
Goose eating frogs, or any vertebrate for that matter. We had just

witnessed a novel behaviour and
something new to science on that
game drive!
I'll be honest to admit that I
would have noted the geese that
morning but then continued on
the drive, looking for something
more unusual than two geese
standing in the shallows of a waterhole. Ironically, it is highly unlikely that you would have seen
something more unusual than a
frog-eating goose! This is what
makes the drives so interesting to
me. You slow down and kind of
see things with new eyes as Wild
Earth has a global audience and
many of the viewers have never seen an Egyptian Goose. The
guides go to great lengths to tell
their audience about the wildlife
and it is often during these moments of watching the mundane
that one sees the extraordinary.
And herein lies the beauty of nature: nothing is cast in stone and
you can always expect the unexpected!
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Is it in the hormones?
Black-winged Kite - a successful breeder and abundant species
John Mendelsohn

T

E-mail: john@raison.com.na

he Black-winged Kite
(formally Black-shouldered Kite) is one of the
most common raptors in southern
Africa and part of their success is
due to their ability to breed more
than once, and at any time of the
year. Perhaps the only other raptors in southern Africa to manage
this are Marsh and Western Barn
Owls. The kites feed almost entirely on rodents, as do the two owls.

Also, key to this success
is their opportunism in moving widely to track rodent prey
populations, and their apparent
ability to anticipate when prey
will be available in abundance to
feed their chicks 2 to 4 months
after they start breeding. During
a study in 1977 and 1978 the
proportion of kites starting to
breed, and the availability of rodent prey each month was mon-

itored. The proportion of young
rodents in the population was
also recorded, this being a measure of when the rodents were
breeding, which - they too - can
do any time of the year.
Kites need to catch 1 or 2
mice each per day to sustain
themselves out of the breeding
season, whereas during the peak
delivery period in the latter half
of the nestling and post-nest-

Above A Single-striped Mouse feeds
on grass shoots © Hugh Chittenden.

ling period, adults would need
to catch about 5 to 8 mice per
day! 'Knowing' when they could
hunt so many mice would be of
Below Breeding Black-winged Kite males
have to catch 200–300 g of prey per day to pro
vision their fully grown nestlings (and breeding
mate) © Hugh Chittenden.

Black-winged Kite © Hugh Chittenden
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Striped

Mouse

(Above),

their most abundant prey, average
just over 40 g, whereas Single-striped
Mouse (Left) are less common and
weigh on average about 60 g
© Hugh Chittenden.

obvious value for breeding to be
successful.
While the kites started to
breed before prey was abundant,
the big question to be answered
was: how can kites anticipate future increases in rodent numbers
that might happen at any time of
the year? What could stimulate
breeding?
Conventional reproductive
stimuli such as day length, food
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supply, temperature and circannual rhythms would not work.
A more plausible hypothesis
was that the kites' reproductive
activity might be triggered by
levels of reproductive hormones
in their prey. Thus, if the kites
were ingesting large amounts of
testosterone or oestrogen-like
hormones that would signal
that there were (a) lots of mice
around and (b) lots of them

would themselves be breeding
- an efficient cue that an abundance of mice could be available
to feed kite chicks 2 to 4 months
hence!
Support for this being a
credible idea actually comes
from other work on rodents
that are stimulated to breed by
the amounts of plant oestrogens
they get in their food. And fleas
begin to breed when their rabbit
hosts have high levels of reproductive hormones, which signal
the future presence of baby rabbits on which the baby fleas can
disperse.
To our knowledge, this idea
and the efficient mechanism it
implies for kites and other raptors (certainly the two owls) has
not been tested. Imagine a food
chain tempered by reproductive

Above Two juvenile Black-winged
Kites of different ages, showing the change in
plumage with age © Hugh Chittenden.

hormones: from those in grass,
to rodents to raptors and doubtless parasites of the rodents. Who
else might benefit from monitoring hormone levels?
These are some questions
for an eager young biologist to
get his or her teeth into.

Acknowledgements Peter Taylor is
thanked for assisting with rodent identification.

Reference
Mendelsohn JM. 1984. The timing of
breeding in Blackshouldered Kites in
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Malawi, Lilongwe.
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Another Fork-tailed Drongo mimicking a cat

Common Buzzard predating an African Broadbill nest

E-mail: bruce@goetsch.co.za

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Bruce Goetsch

T

he article by Derek
Engelbrecht in the September/October 2020
issue of the Lark about a Forktailed Drongo pretending to be
a cat brought to mind a similar
experience that took place in my
garden in Mokopane during the
mid-1990’s. I have feeding tables
for seed-eaters, others for frugivores and omnivores, and also nine
bird baths in my average sized urban garden, as well as many plants
and trees to attract avian visitors.
Given all this effort I take great
exception to visits by local cats
looking for a snack of my visitors.
If heard or seen they are speedily expelled with much noise and
any missile that comes to hand.
The same goes for any trespassing
Gupta bird (Common Myna). My
dislike of these goes back to when
a mob of them tried (unsuccessfully) to intimidate a Crested Barbet,
which had chicks in a nesting log,
into leaving her nest. Her heavy
bill poking from the hole in the
log was enough to stop the Guptas
from approaching too close - but
they tried for many minutes with
much screeching and fluttering to
frighten her off.
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But to return to my story.
About mid-morning that day I
heard a cat meowing close by. I was
busy inside the house, but immediately sprinted for the nearest outside door. On exiting I took a quick
look around, but no cat in sight, so
I proceeded in the direction from
where I thought the sound had
come. As I turned a corner of the
house I nearly collided with my
daughter, who had also heard the
cat meowing and had rushed out
on the other side to investigate,
but no cat on her side either. Then
the meow came again from directly above us. Looking up, I at once
noticed a Fork-tailed Drongo sitting on top of the TV aerial (one
of those old time aerials made up
of a number of U-shaped antenna),
but no cat. Then it meowed again
and we both saw it was the drongo doing a perfect mimic of a cat.
It looked down at us and meowed
another two or three times before
flying off. That was the day we
found out that Fork-tailed Drongos are master mimics.

Derek Engelbrecht

M

ost of us think of
Common Buzzards
as birds of open areas in our part of the world. However, they are just as common in
forest habitats and plantations
where they prey mostly on small
mammals and insects, but they are
also known to take birds when other prey is scarce.
As part of a research project
on the breeding success of birds
in Roodewal Forest Reserve in the
Soutpansberg, sponsored by the
Ben De Boer Trust, a trail camera
was deployed on the 5th January
2019 at a nest of an African Broadbill. The broadbills have a notoriously poor nesting success, averag-

ing around 22% at Roodewal with
a variety of predators recorded predating their well-concealed nests,
including snakes, baboons, African Goshawk and both Great and
Lesser Galagos. I must admit that
a Common Buzzard would have
been low on my list of suspects as
a nest predator at Roodewal Forest
Reserve, but on 6 February 2019
the trail camera caught one in the
act of predating a nest with three
12-day old nestlings.
Acknowledgements Thanks to Samson
Mulaudzi for assistance with the fieldwork.
Below The Common Buzzard predating an
African Broadbill nest at Roodewal Forest Reserve..

Reference
Engelbrecht D. 2020. A yowling Forktailed Drongo. The Lark 31: 40–41.
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Risky but rewarding: a bee-eating Black-headed Oriole
Daniel Engelbrecht

E-mail: daniel.engelbrecht101@gmail.com

K

nock knock. Who's
there? A Black-headed Oriole. This kind
of scene played out during a visit
to the Limpopo River valley on 27
June 2020 near the Platjan Border
Post.
At about 10:30, I was photographing honeyguides visiting an
active beehive when a Black-headed Oriole arrived on the scene. The
oriole perched alongside the active
beehive and then proceeded to fly
and hover over the entrance to the
hive in an attempt to agitate the
bees. Thereafter, the bird would
again perch alongside the hive and,
using its bill, tap at the entrance to
the hive. In an attempt to defend
their hive, the bees would start to
swarm out of the hive and the oriole would systematically pick off
one bee at a time, crush the stinging apparatus and swallow the bee.
Although Black-headed Oriole is known to feed on bees, these
are usually captured while forag-

ing at nectar-producing flowers
- which also attract bees (Walther
and Jones 2008). This behaviour of
visiting an active beehive and deliberately tapping at the entrance
to the hive to agitate bees to start
swarming seems to be a novel and risky strategy - not previously
recorded for this species.
Reference
Walther BA, Jones PJ. 2008.Family Oriolidae (Orioles). In: del Hoyo J, Elliott
A, Christie DA (eds), Handbook of
the Birds of the World, vol. 13. Pen
duline-tits to shrikes. Barcelona: Lynx
Edicions. pp 692–731.

Opposite top The Black-headed
Oriole tapping at the entrance to the active
beehive.
Opposite middle After successful
ly agitating the bees, they start swarming
around the oriole.
Opposite bottom With amazing
reaction times, the oriole picked the bees off
either as they left the entrance to the hive or
sometimes even in flight.
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South African Flufftails
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

E

ver wondered why
flufftails are called
'flufftails'? It's somewhat
of an odd name for a family group,
because not all flufftails have wispy,
decomposed, fluffy tail feathers!
Admittedly though, as a family
group, they do have much softer
tail feathers than most non-passerines. Of the four species that
occur in South Africa, Red-chested
Flufftail definitely wins first prize
for having the most fluffy tail! The
closest thing to an 'air-brush' that I
know of, and would be at home on
any woman's bedroom dresser!
Interestingly, females have a
greater degree of tail 'decomposition' than males, especially in
Buff-spotted and Striped Flufftails,
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even though they occupy completely different habitats. And of course,
their tails look less fluffy when wet.
I consider myself very privileged to have photographed all four
flufftail species that occur in South
Africa. Well, not quite, but almost
four!
There are eleven flufftail species in two genera, Mentocrex (two
species of wood rails in Madagascar) and Sarothrura (nine species
of 'true' flufftails). Seven of the
nine Sarothrura flufftails are found
in Africa, with the remaining two
species restricted to Madagascar.
Below The tails of three species of
flufftails.

Five flufftail species are found in
southern Africa, and four in South
Africa.
Red-chested Flufftail
This species occupies the dampest
habitat in the region. If you walk
into the edge of a shallow reed bed,
where you are standing in mud or
in shallow water, try lying down on
the mud with your eyes a few centre meters above the water or mud
(below, left), and take a ground
level look at what's in front of you.
Whether you're at 6000 ft above sea

Above Differences in the 'fluffiness'
of the tails between the sexes.
Below A male Red-chested Flufftail
(right) in its preferred habitat (left).

level, or at 6 ft above sea level, this
is the chosen habitat of Red-chested
Flufftail. This is where they spend
their lives, skipping over shallow
water or soft mud, from one patch
of vegetation to the next. Red-chested is one of the most widespread
flufftail species on the continent.
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Above A male Red-chested Flufftail in search
of invertebrates in shallow water. This shy bird ven

Striped Flufftail
tured half a meter out into the open, a rare occurrence!
This is a species of moist, dense
grassland, often along grassy hillBelow A male Striped Flufftail cautiously
side seeps, or adjacent small grasscrossing a small open patch of moist upland grassland.
land streamlets. The chosen habitat of Striped Flufftail.
The Striped Flufftail photos the right shows the damp grass
below were taken in the Drak- territory occupied by this pair of
ensberg, 2000 masl. The photo on flufftails.
Striped Flufftail

Above Like most flufftails, frustratingly shy, always
alert, and ever on the ready to scamper off in a flash!
Top Broad, dense undertail coverts that merge with the
tail, giving it the appearance of having a thickset, fluffy tail.
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Above

Typical Striped Flufftail habitat at
2000 masl.

Left and below A male Striped Flufftail in
a more relaxed mode, stretches his wings. This is the
most difficult species to see in the region if one excludes
the critically endangered White-winged Flufftail.
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Buff-spotted Flufftail
The regions finest ventriloquist!
The 'easiest' flufftail to see in the region, although none of these secretive birds are anywhere near 'easy'
to see! What strikes me most about
this shy species of forests or thickets is its voice throwing capability.
It is a remarkable ventriloquist, second to none in the region. Nearly
40 years ago, I remember hearing a
Buff-spotted Flufftail calling at the
bottom of a well-wooded ravine. I
quietly made my way down there
and crawled the final few metres
till I was sure that I was only metres from this elusive, haunting
bird. Somehow the bird seemed
to be moving to the left. Search
as hard as I could, I couldn't see

a hint of any movement, nor hear
the rustle of a leaf on the ground!
This continued over a period of
about 5 to 10 minutes, and all the
while, I continued to shift my angle on the ground until I'd turned
a full 360 degrees. How could the
bird, which seemed only 4 or 5 meters away, have circled me without
me even getting a glimpse of the
'ghost'! Finally, and in sheer frustration, I made my way out that
valley thicket, wondering where
I'd gone wrong.

Below A male Buff-spotted Flufftail
drinking at a pond in the garden of Frank
and Lorna Rautenbach at Mtunzini.
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Years later, I read of someone
who'd been making a sound recording of this species, using a parabolic
dish. Because the operator couldn't
locate the direction (origin) of the
call, as indicated to him by the volume needle on his recording device, he swung the parabolic dish
over, to face it in the opposite direction, and as he did so, the volume
needle climbed, indicating that the
source of the call was directly above
his head!!!! That's when the penny
dropped! I'd been deceived by this

16 cm bird with its uncanny ventriloquistic capabilities. It was on
a branch above me, turning slowly,
and projecting its call in a different
direction as it moved around on the
branch! Indeed, the finest ventriloquist in the country.
I was also privileged to be invited to photograph a Buff-spotted Flufftail nest in Melmoth by
a friend, Don Leitch. These birds
were breeding in the leaf litter below a low bush at the lower end of
his garden.

Below A male Buff-spot

The female rises off the white eggs in

ted Flufftail brooding one chick, and

the nest to turn them with her bill (left), the

standing next to the other.

male incubating (Below), and, the female
incubating (rottom).

Left and below The male
Buff-spotted Flufftail brooding two
chicks, and one of the chicks wading
through shallow water. Buff-spotted
Flufftails bathe and drink regularly.

85

The Lark 32

The Lark 32

86

By now, you'll no doubt be
wanting to know how it is that
I claim to have photographed
the fourth flufftail species within South Africa, White-winged
Flufftail. Technically true, but actually, not really!!! Like a limited
number of lucky South Africans,
only at a distance!
The photo below shows my
good friend and colleague, Greg
Davies, pointing to a White-
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winged Flufftail in full flight over
one of the sedge meadows at Middlepunt where he and Adrian Craig
were doing official flufftail work in
2013. The bird was photographed
from 50 m away with a short lens,
so yes, I have managed to photograph a White-winged Flufftail!!
You can just see the white secondaries as it flies away on the right!
This is the habitat of this critically endangered breeding bird,

lightly flooded, knee to waist high For more information on White-winged
Flufftail conservation, visit the Birdlife
sedge beds of the highveld.
Acknowledgments I thank the following
who helped in various ways to facilitate
the enjoyable pastime of flufftail photography. In alphabetical order, Derek Coley,
Greg Davies, Don Leitch, Alwyn Schultz
and Lorna Rautenbach. Also, thanks to
David Allan, Durban Natural Science Museum, for photos of Museum study skins.

South Africa Terrestrial Bird Conservation Programme's web page.
https://www.birdlife.org.za/what-we-do/
landscape-conservation/what-we-do/wetlands-grasslands/white-winged-flufftail/

The Lark 32

88

Eggs, plumage development and behaviour of
Monotonous Lark nestlings
Derek Engelbrecht

D

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

espite being common
within its range, the
Monotonous Lark's
highly nomadic nature, cryptic
plumage and the fact that it is only
conspicuous for a few weeks during
their breeding season, may explain
why so little is known about so
many aspects of its natural history.
Here I present some information
about its eggs, its apparent egg discrimination abilities and the plumage development and behaviour of
nestlings.
Data was collected at several irruptions between 2003 and
2019: Polokwane Game Reserve in
2003/2004, 2006/07 and 2009/2010,
Tshipise in 2006/2007, De Loskop in 2008/2009, 2012/2013
and 2018/2019 and Bylsteel in
2017/2018 and 2018/2019.
Nests were located by a combination of observing parental behavior and systematic searching.
Plumage development of individually marked nestlings were recorded every 1–2 days within the first
90 minutes after sunrise.
Monotonous Lark eggs have a
white to buff base, variously spotted with shades of brown, grey
and black. The degree of spotting
ranged from spots concentrated at
the obtuse end and a few markings
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scattered over the rest of the egg, to
a uniformly and liberally spotted
egg.
Monotonous Larks apparently have the ability to discriminate
their own eggs from those belonging to another conspecific and to remove such eggs. On one occasion, I
placed a dud egg from another nest
in the nest of a female after she had
laid one egg. The next day the introduced egg was not present but
the female had laid a second egg
of her own. The ability of larks to
detect and remove eggs that are not
their own has been reported for the
Skylark (Donald 2004) which may
explain why the Alaudidae are relatively free from parasitism by brood
parasites (Davies 2000).
A brief summary of the main
developmental events of Monotonous Lark nestlings are presented
in Table 1. Day 0 is regarded as the
day of hatching. There was considerable variation in the number (2–
3), position, shape, and size of the
tongue spots, but the general configuration was two disto-laterally
situated tongue spots and a spot
at the anterior tip of the tongue, as
well as a spot at the tip of the upper and lower mandibles. The eyes
started to open on day 2 and were
fully open on day 3.

Table 1. Plumage development of Monotonous Lark nestlings
Age

Description

0

Newly hatched nestlings were flesh-coloured and were covered in pale,
straw-coloured natal down on all feather tracts except the ventral tract. The
culmen was horn-coloured with a black tip, the gape flange was pale yellow
and the inside of the mouth was bright yellow with 2-3 tongue spots. Primary
and secondary neosoptiles and those of the tail visible.

2

Quills of the primaries, secondaries and their coverts and the back start to
erupt through the skin.

3

Quills of all tracts have erupted through the skin, still in pin.

5

All tracts except the head in brush. Some secondaries, secondary coverts and
primaries in brush, but no primary coverts yet.

6

Capital tract start to go in brush in brush.

7

Primaries approximately 20% in brush although a few may still be in pin and
the primary coverts start to go in brush.

9

Continued growth of feather quills. Primaries approximately 50% in brush.

Variation in colouration of Mono
tonous Lark eggs. Top left is a uniformly
spotted egg, Top right is an egg with heavy
pigmentation at the obtuse end and at the
Bottom left is the "standard' egg of a Mo
notonous lark - moderate spotting but slight
ly more concentrated at the obtuse end.
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Above and top Variation in the
size and shape of tongue spots of Monoto
nous Lark nestlings..

91

The Lark 32

In the early stages of the nestling period, parents consume the
faecal sacs, but removal of faecal
sacs was not always consistent. At
several nests there was an accumulation of droppings at the cup lip,
particularly towards the end of the
nestling period. The nestlings always defecated by presenting their
cloaca to a parent present at the
nest, or at the nest rim when there
were no parents in attendance.
Parents attempted to disguise the
location of the nest by landing, or
alighting, 5–10 m from the nest,
and making their way circuitously
to, and from, the nest when bring-

ing food items to the nestlings or
leaving to forage.
Nestlings were fed exclusively on invertebrates, including
grasshoppers and locusts (Orthoptera), stick insects (Phasmatodea),
antlions (Neuroptera), termites
(Isoptera), moths and butterflies
(Lepidoptera), ants (Formicidae),
centipedes (Chilopoda) and spiders (Arachnida). Prey loading, i.e.
carrying more than one prey item,
and prey division, i.e. feeding different nestlings with parts of the
same prey item, were common.
When the nestlings were left
unattended, they were silent and
generally lay motionless during the

Above The straw-coloured
down of these newly hatched nest
lings offers excellent camouflage.

first 3–4 days after hatching. From
day 5 onwards, the nestlings were
noticeably more active and continuously jostled for a position near
the nest entrance. When a parent
arrived with food, the nestlings
scampered out of the nest and were
often fed outside the nest. The distance moved from the nest gradually increased until day 8–9 when
some of the nestlings did not return to the nest but remained hidden amongst the vegetation in the
The Lark 32
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distance from the nest and it is possible that some nestlings prefer to
remain outside the nest so as to intercept their parents when they arrive with food, and/or the nest gets
too crowded during the latter stages
of the nestling period. The fledglings call a high-pitched insect-like
tseep which enables the parents to
locate them in the vegetation.
Upon fledging, juveniles were
unable to fly but could jump short
distances; approximately 20–40 cm.
They spent the next 7–14 days hiding amongst grass tufts or in dense

Above A newly hatched nestling.

vicinity of the nest. This premature
fledging of some individuals resulted in the relatively short nestling
period of 8–11 days (9.25 ± 0.87, n
= 12).
Fledging in Monotonous Lark
appears to be initiated by sibling
competition. From about aged 6
days, nestlings were seen leaving
the nest when parents arrived with
food in order to be fed first. Initially the distance they scampered towards an approaching parent was
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scrub vegetation until they were
able to fly short distances.
References
Davies NB. 2000. Cuckoos, Cowbirds and other
Cheats. London, UK: T & AD Poyser.
Donald PF. 2004. The Skylark. London, UK: T
& AD Poyser.

Below From about day 5, the
nestlings would leave the confines
of the nest and scamper towards a
parent delivering food.

small and they would
then usually return
to the nest. As they
get more agile, the
distance increases
and nestlings won’t
always return to the
nest between feeding
bouts. Instead, they
settle next to a grass
tuft and wait for a
parent to return with
food before darting
towards the parent.
This leads to a gradual increase in the
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Ayres's Hawk-Eagle - 29 September Broad-billed Roller - 13 October
2020. A pair in aerial display flight 2020. Several seen just east of Tzaat the Magoebaskloof Dam (Daniel neen (Derek Engelbrecht).
Engelbrecht).

Interesting sightings

16 August - 15 October 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;
First for season. †Record not vetted. Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

Non-passerines

African Finfoot - 18 September
2020. A bird seen on the Politsi
River at the Rooikoppies bridge
(Mark Friskin); 10 October 2020.
A male seen on the Letaba River
outside Tzaneen (Tristan Spurway).
African Openbill - 3 October 2020.
Three birds seen foraging at the
inlet of the Tzaneen Dam under
the train bridge (Sean Christopher)†.
African Rail - 25 September 2020.
A bird seen at Hout River Dam
(Richter Van Tonder).
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African Rail © Richter Van Tonder

Ayres's Hawk-Eagle © Daniel Engelbrecht

Broad-billed Roller © Derek Engelbrecht

Black Cuckoo - 15 September 2020.
A bird seen in the suburb of Dorp
(Leonie Kellerman).
Black Stork - 18 September 2020. A
single bird at Pansondernaam, Moletzie region (Daniel Engelbrecht).

Collared Pratincole - 17 September
2020. Three birds at Hout River
Dam (Leonie Kellerman). 25 September 2020. Same birds still present at Hout River Dam (Richter Van
Tonder).

Black Stork © Daniel Engelbrecht

Collared Pratincole © Leonie Kellerman
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Crested Guineafowl - 8 October
2020. A single bird seen at De Loskop (Basie Breytenbach).
Curlew Sandpiper - 2 September
2020. Two birds still in partial breeding plumage at the Tom Naude Dam
(Daniel Engelbrecht); 13 October
2020. Two birds seen at Letaba Estates (Derek Engelbrecht).

Rufous-cheeked Nightjar - 9 October
2020. Several individuals heard opposite the Polokwane Game Reserve
(Mark and Julia Friskin).
Southern Bald Ibis - 10 October
2020. A nesting pair seen at the
Mankweng Sewerage Treatment
Plant (Mark and Julia Friskin).

Whiskered Tern © Johan Botma

Green Sandpiper © Derek Engelbrecht

Curlew Sandpiper © Daniel Engelbrecht

Diederik Cuckoo - 10 October 2020.
Seen at Tzaneen (Tristan Spurway).
European Bee-eater - 22 September
2020. Several seen at Doornbult
(Minkie Prinsloo).
Green Sandpiper - 10 October 2020.
A single bird seen in the Polokwane
Game Reserve (Julia and Mark
Friskin).
Half-collared Kingfisher - 19 September 2020. Letaba River low water
bridge, Ledzee (Daniel Engelbrecht); 26 September 2020. A bird
seen at the Rooikoppies Weir
(Birdlife Polokwane club outing).
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Klaas's Cuckoo - 19 September
2020. Lushof (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Little Stint - 19 September 2020.
Letaba Estates (Derek Engelbrecht).
Marsh Sandpiper - 1 September
2020. A single bird at the Tom
Naude Dam (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Martial Eagle - 3 October 2020. An
immature bird seen at Papkuil north
of Polokwane (Daniel Engelbrecht).

Martial Eagle © Daniel Engelbrecht

Southern Bald Ibis © Julia Friskin

Thick-billed Cuckoo - 6 October
2020. A single bird seen at Uitzoek
farm (Pierre Homan).
Verreaux's Eagle - 10 October 2020.
A bird seen near Moria (Mark and
Julia Friskin).
Wahlberg's Eagle - 23 August 2020.
An adult refurbishing its nest in the
Polokwane Game Reserve (Daniel
Engelbrecht); 3 October 2020. A
bird hunting in Welgelegen (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
Whiskered Tern - 6 October 2020.
Two birds seen at Letaba Estates (Johan Botma).
Yellow-billed Stork - 2 September
2020. Six birds roosting at the Tom

Naude Dam in Eduan Park (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
Passerines
African Paradise Flycatcher - 19
September 2020. Letaba River
low water bridge, Ledzee (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
Brimstone Canary - 19 September 2020. Mankweng Sewerage
Treatment Plant (Derek Engelbrecht).
Fawn-coloured Lark - 10 October
2020. A bird observed for about
10 minutes near Madea-Sebayeng (Tristan Spurway)†.
Orange-breasted Bushshrike - 15
September 2020. A male singing and foraging in the suburb of
Welgelegen (Derek Engelbrecht).
Violet-backed Starling - 13 October 2020. Several birds seen
in woodlands east of Tzaneen
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Willow Warbler - 28 September
2020. One seen at the University
of Limpopo (Derek Engelbrecht).
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EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane year-end function
Date: 25 November 2020
Time: 18:30
Venue: To be confirmed
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36

th

28 November 2020

More information
If anything is unclear or you need more information, please contact bbd@birdlife.org.za or visit https://www.birdlife.org.za/support-us/events/birding-big-day-2020/

B

HELP SAVE OUR SEABIRDS

irdLife South Africa is collaborating with the Department of
Environmental Affairs and the FitzPatrick Institute of African
Ornithology to rid the island of mice and restore it towards its
once-pristine beauty.
The bait required to cover the island alone will cost upwards of R30
million. To help raise the necessary funds, please would you consider
sponsoring one or more hectares of land on Marion Island.
At R1000 (US$90), you can aid us in ensuring that this monumental
project will be successful.
Once completed, Marion Island will be the largest island from which
mice have successfully been eradicated.
Be a part of history, and sponsor one (or more) hectares of this beautiful oceanic gem.
For more information about this very worthwhile project and how to
become a sponsor, please visit https://mousefreemarion.org/about/

Percent of target reached: 5.73%
Sponsored Hectares: 1741 ha
Sponsors: 657

Marion Island Sponsor Map
August 2020
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APPEAL FOR SUPPORT
Community Bird Guide Relief Fund
Flocking in 2021

Flock to the Wilderness will take place in Wilderness, Western Cape, from 27-30
May 2021. The Learn about Birds (LAB) conference, which we host in collaboration with the FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, will take place on
Thursday 27 and Friday 28 May. BirdLife South Africa’s AGM will take place at
10h00 on Saturday 29 May. The LAB and AGM will be held at the Wilderness
Hotel. In collaboration with BirdLife Plettenberg Bay, Lakes Bird Club and the
Nature’s Valley Trust, there will be a series of interesting bird outings during the
four days.
For further information about Flock to Wilderness, please contact Isabel at
FLOCK2021@birdlife.org.za. For more information about LAB, please email
LAB2021@birdlife.org.za.
Join the SANParks Honorary Rangers, Limpopo Region, together with leading birding expert and ecologist, Joe Grosel, in honing your raptor identification
skills. Joe’s legendary knowledge and practical approach will help you ID raptors of
all shapes, sizes and colours in no time,
while his personal anecdotes and birding
knowledge will keep you entertained and
informed.
The course will be hosted by the SANParks
Honorary Rangers in the Letaba Rest Camp
in the Kruger National Park ,which offers
some of the best raptor viewing on the continent. Proceeds will go towards conservation projects in our national parks.
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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.
The Lark 32
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Mountain Pipit © Jody De Bruyn
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