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The Lark is the newsletter of Birdlife 
Polokwane and is published bimonth-
ly. It publishes reports of club activities, 
trip reports, photographic contributions 
and any natural history notes of birds or 
events involving birds. Contributions are 
accepted in English or Afrikaans and are 
accepted at the discretion of the editors. 
Non-members are also welcome to con-
tribute, especially if it is of relevance to 
birds or birding in the Limpopo Prov-
ince. When submitting images, please 
submit high resolution images without 
any borders, frames or signatures.

The editors reserve the right to edit ar-
ticles as necessary. All images are copy-
right protected and the property of the 
author/s of the article unless otherwise 
stated. Please send all your contributions 
to the editors at thelarknews@gmail.com. 

The opinions expressed by contributors in 
this newsletter are not necessarily those 
of the editors, the Birdlife Polo kwane 
committee or Birdlife South Africa.

DEADLINE FOR THE NEXT ISSUE: 

15 February 2021

Cover  African Finfoot 
© Jody De Bruyn

This newsletter is best read 
in a ‘two page view’ format. 

CONTENT
The Lark 33 January/February 2021

Editorial  4

Bird Briefs 79
African Finfoot observations • 
Finding Brown-backed Honeybird 
• Greater Honeyguide feeding 
on termites • First atlas record 
of Eurasian Curlew Numenius ar-
quata in the Limpopo Province,  
South Africa 

Regulars
Birds in Art   63
Kalahari Scrub Robin 

Reflections		 	 69
The Great Kruger Coucal 
Conundrum  

Interesting Sightings 93
Upcoming	events 98

Featured
The	early	bird(er)	 catches	
the nightjar  5

Minkie Prinsloo reports back on 
a club outing to the Witvinger 
region.

BBD 2020    11
All the teams, all the results. 

Wat kyk Jy   19
Jody de Bruyn reports back on 
their BBD 2020 adventure. 

Club 300   27
Derek and Daniel Engelbrecht 
joined the exclusive club of BBD 
teams that had seen more than 
300 birds in 24 hours. They tell 
us about their day. 

The	Pellet	Problem	 38
The slaughter continues. Derek 
Engelbrecht tells of yet another 
shooting of a raptor incident.

My Spring Fling  39
Daniel Engelbrecht shares some 
of the highlights of his 2020 
Spring Fling Youth Birding Chal-
lenge.

Bee inspired  51
Attracting bees to your garden 
is sure to boost your garden bird 
tally. Cornie Odendaal gives us 
some ideas.

Bird	feeders	201	-	honeyguides	
55

You have seed-eaters, fruit-eat-
ers, and a few predators visit-
ing your feeders, but attracting 
honeyguides is an extremely re-
warding challenge, says Derek 
Engelbrecht.

5

19

3939

5511



3      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        4 

P.O. Box 699
Fauna Park0787
Tel: 015 263 6473
www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane

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

For a lark ...

© Hugh Chittenden

Editor's chirps

Male and female African Crakes are indistinguishable based on plumage, but can be told apart by 
the way they walk © Hugh Chittenden.

And that was 2020... What a year! Let's not harp on the one topic that dominated our lives 
this year, but rather reminisce on the other significant happenings in our lives. The ones 
that helped make the lockdown much more bearable and reminded us of the other many 
joys in life. Many of us added several new additions to our garden lists and improved our 
provincial and life lists. There were first birds for the Polokwane 100K and even a new 
addition to the Limpopo Bird list - a Eurasian Curlew. After a hiatus of a few years, even 
the diminutive Lesser Jacana decided to spend the summer in our province. The BBD 2020 
was another memorable day, and most teams improved on their previous best scores. It was 
undoubtedly a good year for birds and birders in the Limpopo Province and let's hope 2021 
is an even better year. 
Sadly, several of our club members lost friends and family in 2020, and our thoughts are 
with all of you. On the 22nd November 2020, we heard the devastating news that one of 
our club members, Leoni Janse van Vuuren 
and her son Leonard, tragically lost their 
lives. Leoni began birding in December 2013, 
and her life list was on 496 species.  To cele-
brate her love for birds, we compiled a collage 
of Leoni 's favourite photos that you can see 
on pages 61 and 62. Judging by the pictures, 
she had some memorable sightings. Leoni will 
be sorely missed at our monthly meetings and 
club outings. To Johan and the family, we 
share in your sadness and trust you will find 
comfort in your loving memories.
We  wish  all our readers a great birding year in 
2021.  Enjoy it and send us your contributions! 
Raelene and Daniel

Leoni Janse van VuurenLeoni celebrating seeing Crowned Eagle, 
#486 on her life list.
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Text Minkie Prinsloo
Photos Daniel Engelbrecht

I’ve been asked the question 
more than once; 'Are you a 
normal birder or one of the 

crazy ones that gets up before the 

birds?' When looking at the group of 
people who went on our club outing 
on the 17th October 2020 I can con-
fidently answer; 'We’re all mad here'.

Above Rufous-cheeked Nightjar 
© Derek Engelbrecht.

. . .  catch e s t h e nightjar. . .  catch e s t h e nightjar

Th e earl y bird(er) . . .Th e earl y bird(er) . . .  

A small group of seven 'cra-
zy' club members, left Polokwane 
at 03:30 on Saturday morning. 
Our destination, Witvinger Na-
ture Reserve and the surrounding 
areas. The reason we were up be-
fore the birds was to try and find 
some nightjars. Our main targets 
for the day were Freckled Night-
jar, Striped Pipit, Bushveld Pipit, 
Grey Penduline Tit, Grey Tit-Fly-

catcher, Flappet Lark and Ver-
reaux’s Eagle.

We started out at the 
north-eastern edge of Witvinger 
where we were lucky enough to find 
all three of our target nightjar spe-
cies: Fiery-necked, Rufous-cheeked 



7      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        8 

cola, Willow Warbler and Striped 
Pipit. We had good views of display-
ing Flappet Lark, Striped Kingfish-
er, Yellow-throated Bush Sparrow, 
Streaky-headed Seedeater, African 
Grey Hornbill, Neddicky, Shelley’s 
Francolin, Pearl-breasted Swallow, 
Klaas’s Cuckoo and the first Barn 
Swallow of the season within the 
Polokwane 100K area. A Common 
Buttonquail called its haunting call 
from the grass, but sadly we just 
couldn’t get a view of it.

We started to move along to-
wards the Percy Fyfe Nature Reserve 
and the species count kept rising. 
We listed many raptors including 
Black-winged Kite, African Cuck-

oo-Hawk, Verreaux’s Eagle, African 
Hawk-Eagle, African Fish Eagle, Liz-
ard Buzzard, Jackal Buzzard, Gabar 
Goshawk and Spotted Eagle-Owl. 
Some of the other species found 
were Red-billed Oxpecker, more Yel-
low-throated Bush Sparrows, Black-
crowned Tchagra, Cape Longclaw, 
Yellow-bellied Greenbul, Desert Cis-
ticola, Mocking Cliff Chat, Jameson’s 
Firefinch, Grey Tit-Flycatcher and 
Southern Boubou.

Above Several Flappet Larks applauded the 
dawn chorus © Daniel Engelbrecht.

Top Barney's back! We saw the first Barn 
Swallow of the summer in the Polokwane 
100K on our outing. The Lesser Striped 
Swallow formed part of the welcoming party 

© Daniel Engelbrecht

and Freckled. The dawn chorus 
included Red-chested Cuckoo, 
White-browed Scrub Robin, Crest-
ed Francolin, Long-billed Crombec, 
Rufous-naped Lark, Flappet Lark, 
Barred Wren-Warbler, Lazy Cisti-

Above African Cuckoo-Hawk was 
the highlight of the day for most of us 

© Daniel Engelbrecht.
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It is not only the birding that 
makes for a memorable trip. Our 
birding was interrupted as we tried 
to navigate a bad patch of road. We 
all ended up having a good gym ses-
sion carrying rocks to fill the ditch 
and continue on our way.

We had a very productive 
morning with our tally for the Wit-
vinger area at 122 species. On our 
way home, we added a couple of 
other species such as Short-clawed 
Lark, White-browed Sparrow-Weav-
er, Yellow-billed Kite and Marabou 

Stork along the road. Heading into 
town, we also stopped at the Sterk-
loop Wetland where we added a lone 
Maccoa Duck, some Red-knobbed 
Coot and a few Little Grebes to end 
the morning at 136 species.

This definitely was an outing to 
remember, thank you to all the crazy 
people involved!
Author e-mail: wildlifestudio1@gmail.com

Above An obliging Rufous-naped 
Lark © Daniel Engelbrecht.
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20202020
All the Birdlife Polokwane teams, all the 

results

Seven Birdlife Polo-
kwane teams participat-
ed in BBD 2020 which 

was held on 28th November 2020. 
Most teams opted for the ever-re-
liable Polokwane Plateau-Wood-
bush-Lowveld route. The Vriende 
van Blouberg focused their efforts 
in the Blouberg Nature Reserve, 
and by all accounts got some real 
goodies there on the day. Three 
Birdlife Polokwane teams (Zonke 
iNyoni, Wat Kyk Jy, and The E-bird-
ers) were in the Top 10 overall. All 
three surpassed that magical 300 
species mark. In fact, no fewer than 
seven teams surpassed the 300 spe-

cies mark this year, setting a new 
BBD record for 300+ teams. Six of 
the country's top 20 teams includ-
ed the Polokwane Plateau-Wood-
bush-Lowveld region, once again 
showcasing our area as a birding 
hotspot.  A special pat on the back 
for the Red-billed Rocket-tails for 
passing the 250 marks for the first 
time and the E-birders for joining 
Club 300. A huge congratulations 
to The Raven Dikkops, the 2020 
overall winners, for setting a new 
BBD record with a mammoth total 
of 335 species! 

A summary of the Birdlife 
Polokwane teams' results follow. 

The Red Billed Rocket Tails
Members: Mark, Julia, and James Friskin, and Willem Van der Merwe.
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Lowveld 
Highlights: Five owl species (African Wood, Southern White-faced, 
Pearl-spotted, Marsh, and Spotted Eagle-Owl), the first time we heard 
a Square-tailed Nightjar, 
Woodland Kingfisher in 
the Polokwane Bird Sanc-
tuary, Southern Carmine 
Bee-eater, Cut-throat 
Finch and Lanner Falcon. 
Dips: African Paradise 
Flycatcher, Spectacled 
Weaver, Grey-headed 
and Orange-breasted 
Bushshrike, African Em-
erald Cuckoo and only 
one woodpecker record-
ed.

257
 spe

cies
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The Bushshrikes
Members: Minkie en Nelene Prinsloo.
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Lowveld 
Highlights: African Skimmer, Purple Roller, Great Egret, Holub's 
Golden Weaver. 
Dips: Groundscraper Thrush, Green-winged Pytilia, Jackal Buzzard, 
Great Sparrow, Yellow-billed Kite.

202 sp
ecie

s

Vriende Van Blouberg
Spanlede: San3 De Wet, Susan Dippenaar, Leonie Kellerman.
Area: Blouberg Natuurreservaat
Hoogtepunte: Gryskopvisvanger, Bronsvlerkdrawwertjie, 
Kuifkoptarentaal, Tropiese Waterfiskaal, Baardwipstert, Gompou.
Uitgemis: Baardmannetjie, Koningblousysie, vuurvinkies, Witrugaas-
voël.

138 spesies

Pale Chanting Goshawk © Nelene Prinsloo Rufous-naped Lark © Nelene Prinsloo

Black Saw-wing © Nelene PrinslooBlack Saw-wing © Nelene Prinsloo
Holub's Golden Weaver © Nelene Prinsloo

Bronsvlerkdrawwertjie © Leonie Kellerman
Bronsvlerkdrawwertjie © Leonie Kellerman

Baardwipstert © San3 de Wet
Donkerlewerik © Leonie Kellerman
Donkerlewerik © Leonie Kellerman Gryskopvisvanger © Leonie Kellerman

Gryskopvisvanger © Leonie Kellerman

Meitjie © San3 de WetMeitjie © San3 de Wet
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The Dikkops
Members: Stan Madden (92) Bruce Goetsch (80) Rob Crosbie (68) 
Zamps Zamparini (67), Charles Hardy (76).
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Letsitele 
Highlights: African Skimmer, Southern Bald Ibis, Cape Parrots. 
Dips: No thick-knees, only dikkops, the other 319 possible species in 
the area we covered.

Zonke iNyoni
Members: Joe Grosel, Selwyn Rautenbach, Martin Benadie and Allan 
Weideman
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Letsitele 
Highlights: Recording 22 forest species in 15 minutes in a very 
small patch of forest just after a thunder shower had passed through 
the area.  Species highlights: Allen’s Gallinule, Ovambo Sparrowhawk, 
Cape Shoveler, Lesser Spotted Eagle, Black Heron, Greater Paint-
ed-snipe, Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle, African Skimmer  and European Honey 
Buzzard. 
Dips: Giant Kingfisher, Brown and Black-chested Snake Eagles, 
Southern White-faced Owl, Purple Heron, Ashy Flycatcher, Marsh 
Sand piper and Secretarybird.

231
 spe

cies

329 specie
s

Southern Bald Ibis © Joe Grosel
Greater Painted-snipe © Joe Grosel



17      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        18 

Wat Kyk Jy
Members: Jody De Bruyn, Rich-
ter and Marcia Van Tonder
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Let-
sitele 
Highlights: Brimstone Canary, 
Lesser Spotted Eagle, Lemon 
Dove, Pink-billed Lark, Secreta-
rybird, Verreaux's Eagle, Pere-
grine Falcon. 
Dips: Not having our regu-
lar team member, Rowan Van 
Tonder, with us this year, African 
Black Swift, African Snipe, Alpine 
Swift, Buff-spotted Flufftail, Gor-
geous Bushshrike, Yellow-billed 
Kite, Greater Double-collared 
Sunbird, Green Wood Hoopoe, 
Lazy Cisticola.

313 s
pecie

s

305 spe
ciesThe E-birders

Members: Daniel and Derek Engelbrecht
Area: Polokwane-Woodbush-Letsitele 
Highlights: A family of Secretarybirds, African Barred Owlet, 
Southern Bald Ibis, Cape Parrot. 
Dips: Violet-eared Waxbill, White-necked Raven, Mocking Cliff Chat, 
Pearl-spotted Owlet

Dawn in the Polokwane Game Reserve © Marcia van Tonder

Brimstone Canary © Daniel Engelbrecht Buff-streaked Chat © Derek Engelbrecht

Hooded Vulture © Daniel Engelbrecht

Temminck's Courser © Daniel Engelbrecht
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After weeks of plan-
ning and site reccies, 
we found ourselves 

back at the dawn chorus kop-
je in the Polokwane Nature Re-
serve. It was cloudy and the birds 

were slow to respond to the hid-
den sunrise. Our team was down 
to only three members this year 
as Rowan could not join us for 
BBD 2020. On the previous few 
weekends before BBD, we visited 

all the potential spots that could 
make part of our planned route. 

The bulk of our species would 
come from the Polokwane Nature 
Reserve and surrounding areas.  
Our next target area would take 

us north to the Polokwane Bird 
Sanctuary and a visit to a few of 
the cattle farms and an abattoir. We 
would then shoot out to the east, 
past the University of Limpopo, 
through to Haenertsburg, Magoe-
baskloof, Tzaneen and then end on 
the eastern part of our 50 km radi-
us in the Lowveld.  To score a large 
total on BBD, we had to cover all 
the habitats in our 50 km radius.

After the dawn chorus, we did 
some rapid site hopping around 
the reserve. Visiting all the micro-
habitats in the nature reserve was 
crucial. Some of the unexpected 
finds were a pair of Brimstone Ca-
naries and a Southern Black Tit, 
which were uncommon for the 
reserve. We had a few frustrat-
ing early hours in the reserve, as 
we dipped on a few species that 
we pinned down on our previous 
reccies. But as luck would have 
it, we added an unexpected Less-
er Spotted Eagle to our list which 
gave us some hope for the day.

In 2018, we passed the mag-
ical 300 species mark for the first 
time when we scored 305. In 2019 
we followed it up with 309. As we 
left the reserve, we were close to 
20 species behind compared to the 
previous year. We had some serious 
catching up to do if we were going 
to pass the 300 mark again.  In the 

Wat Kyk JyWat Kyk Jy
Birding Big Day 2020 Trip Report

Text and photos Jody De Bruyn

Main spread Dawn breaking in the 
Polokwane Game Reserve 
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next few hours we managed to add 
good numbers to our list at all the 
areas we visited. Some notable spe-
cies were:  African Black Duck, 
African Harrier-Hawk, Peregrine 
Falcon, Orange-breasted Wax-
bill, Cape Vulture, White-backed 
Vulture, Marabou Stork, Abdim’s 
Stork, White Stork, Cape Shovel-
er, Knob-billed Duck, Giant King-

fisher and a Greater Painted-snipe. 
We were starting to catch up.

The next 90 minutes saw us 
pass by some agricultural fields, 
visit two more wetlands and the 
Mankweng Sewage Treatment 
Plant before passing by ZCC. We 

managed to add 23 species with 
highlights being: Yellow Canary, 
Quailfinch, Pink-billed Lark, Sec-
retarybird, Black-chested Snake 
Eagle, Great Egret, Intermediate 
Egret, Black Heron, Pied Avocet, 
Lanner Falcon, and a Southern 
Bald Ibis. Leading up to ZCC, we 
got a Greater Kestrel, Booted Ea-
gle; and a quick stop next to the 
road to make sure we get a White-

Above Lesser Spotted Eagle was an 
unexpected surprise. 

Above One of the wetlands we visited 
in the Greater Mankweng region.

Below Verreaux's Eagle seen at ZCC 
Moria was a BBD first for our team. 

necked Raven, saw us pick up a 
pair of Verreaux’s Eagles soaring 
overhead. This was a first for us 
on BBD. Miraculously we were 
back in the hunt to score 300.
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Our next few stops took us 
through the Haenertsburg and 
Magoebaskloof areas. Frustra-
tion started to creep in again as it 
was a constant hit and miss. Some 
of the species we missed out on 
were: Red-capped Robin-Chat, 
Wailing Cisticola, Lazy Cistico-
la, Cape Parrot and Blue-mantled 
Crested Flycatcher. When it comes 
to chasing a big score, you inad-
vertently need to sacrifice a few 
individual species, to ensure you 
keep up with your planned sched-
ule, otherwise, you can miss out 
on many more species if you do 
not complete your entire route.

We moved through Tzaneen, 
making a few stops, and started 
to add good numbers of species 
again. We then moved down to the 
Lowveld areas, where we managed 
to find our target species in quick 
succession. Some of the specials in-
cluded: Magpie Mannikin, Dusky 
Indigobird, Bearded Scrub Robin, 
Lizard Buzzard, White-crested Hel-
metshrike, Ashy Flycatcher, Broad-

Opposite African Skimmer at one of 
the dams in the Lowveld. 

Below Late afternoon in the Lowveld 
is a special time. 
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billed Roller, Lilac-breasted Roller, 
and Yellow-throated Longclaw. At 
17:18 we logged a Striped Kingfish-
er, and that would be our number 
300!! We had done it once again, 
but how many more could we add?

Our next few stops saw us vis-
it a few Lowveld dams and some 
good broadleaf woodland areas. 
We managed to tick 10 more species 
that included:  African Skimmer, 
Water Thick-knee, Black Sparrow-
hawk, Red-headed Weaver, Green-
capped Eremomela, Purple Her-
on and a Square-tailed Nightjar.

We made our way back to 
Polokwane and only managed 
to add three more species to the 
list, missing out on Buff-spot-

ted Flufftail and Freckled Night-
jar. We ended with 313 species, 
which was our best score to date. 

The day lived up to the ul-
timate roller coaster ride that it 
is, with ups and downs, unex-
pected twists, and a thrilling end.

One can only reminisce on the 
potential of the famous Polokwane 
route that so many other teams and 
ourselves have done over many 
years, the misses and the what ifs …

Thanks to the team for a great 
day!!
Author e-mail: jmdebruyn@gmail.com

Above Team Wat Kyk Jy 2020: Rich-
ter and Marcia Van Tonder and Jody 

De Bruyn.  
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CClub lub 330000

Derek and Daniel Engelbrecht

Joining the Birding Big Day  

Above Team E-birders' route on 
BBD 2020. 

We all love a good 
challenge, and 
birding has plen-

ty to offer: Big Years, provincial 
lists, various pentad challeng-
es, Spring Fling Challenges and 
the city challenges such as the 
Polokwane 100K challenge, to 
name a few. However, one day a 
year is singled out for one of the 
big challenges: to see how many 
birds you can record in 24 hours. 
To birders, this is The Le Mans 
of birding challenges - and that 
is the Birding Big Day. 

Since its inception in the 
mid-1980s, the goalposts have 
steadily shifted. In the early 
years, a total of fewer than 200 
species would have been suffi-
cient to get you in the Top 10. 
Nowadays, you need to crack the 
300 species mark to be anywhere 
near the front runners. Daniel 
and I have participated in BBD 
ever since he was a pre-schooler, 
but in the early days he was man-
down by mid-morning, and we 
then had to call it a day. Every 
year saw us extending our bird-
ing window, and as he gained 
experience, our totals showed 
a steady increase.  In 2018, for 
the first time, we were able to 
continue into the evening, and 
we got tantalizingly close to the 
300 species mark, ending with 
293 species despite horrendous 
weather conditions. We couldn't 
participate in 2019 as Daniel was 
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in Argentina, and I was still finding 
my feet after six weeks at sea.

Our BBD sabbatical in 2019 
allowed us to start on a clean slate 
in 2020 and take stock of our op-
tions. Daniel's BBD motto is 'you 
have to go small to get big totals'. 
So, while planning our route, he 
made sure we would target almost 
all the microhabitats along our 
route, as that would give us our best 
shot at a big overall total. Although 
we mooted the idea in conversa-
tion before, Daniel took the cour-
age to suggest we move our cen-
tre point in 2020 to include more 
of the Lowveld. This would come 
at a price as one of our 'hotspots', 
the Polokwane Game Reserve and 
other areas around Polokwane we 
are so familiar with, would fall 
outside our 'new' route. Howev-
er, we figured we could still get a 
reasonable number of the Acacia 
species in the Greater Mankweng 
region and waste less time in the 
traffic in Polokwane city. We were 
hopeful that we could make up our 
numbers by spending more time 
in the Lowveld. A quick recce to 
the Greater Mankweng-Platkop-
pies area two days before BBD put 
our minds at ease as we identified 
some rewarding spots. Daniel also 
insisted we drive to Bewaarkloof 
to connect with some high altitude 
species. I'll be the first to admit, I 
thought it was a crazy idea and was 
concerned we would waste a lot of 
time with relatively low returns. In 

fact, even on our way to Bewaar-
kloof, I tried to convince Daniel 
that it was perhaps not such a good 
idea, but he didn't want to budge, 
and I relented. All in all, we took 
some big gambles on the day!

So, our day started by head-
ing for the farmlands east of Polo-
kwane where we quickly, and with 
surprising ease, got the majority 
of our target nocturnal species: 
owls included Southern White-
faced, Western Barn, Marsh, and 
Spotted Eagle-Owl, Fiery-necked 
and Rufous-cheeked Nightjars, 
Spotted Thick-knee and, since it 
was a moonlit night, Sabota Lark, 
Crested Francolin, some Helmeted 
Guineafowl, a Common Button-
quail and even a booming Com-
mon Ostrich, all calling at around 
3 am!

Our dawn chorus was a bit of 
a letdown, and we didn't get nearly 
as many species as we were hoping 
for. We started doubting whether 
we had made the right decision. 
We headed for the University of 
Limpopo's experimental farm and 
the wetlands at Madea-Sebayeng 
where we picked up some birds 
that can be tricky to find on the 
Polokwane Plateau. Some of these 
included Yellow and Brimstone Ca-
nary, Southern Bald Ibis, Hottentot 
Teal, Pied Avocet, African Rail, Af-
rican Snipe and, to our surprise, a 
Black Heron. We also did well with 
our reed warblers and waders here 
- off to Platkoppies and Dikgale.

In retrospect, this was proba-
bly one of two spots that made our 
day. Here, in a relatively short time, 
we picked up three korhaan species 
(White-bellied, Northern Black and 
Red-crested), six lark species (Sab-
ota, Rufous-naped, Monotonous, 
Short-clawed, Red-capped and 
Chestnut-backed Sparrow-Lark), 
Cape Crow, Temminck's Courser, 
African and Plain-backed Pipits, 
Hamerkop, Yellow-bellied Eremo-
mela, Barred Wren-Warbler, and a 
family of Secretarybirds. Our spir-
its were up again, but for how long? 
Driving to the heights of the Be-
waarkloof range, I wondered if our 
gamble was going to pay off?

The drive to Bewaarkloof 
turned out to be excellent. We 

added Cape Weaver, Gorgeous 
Bushshrike and the many raptors, 
swifts and swallows above us en-
sured that our scorecard kept tick-
ing over. Sadly, we dipped on two 
givens on any other day: White-
necked Raven at Moria and Alpine 
Swifts at Bewaarkloof. Up towards 
the Rheebok vlei region, we tried 
for Mocking Cliff Chat at its regu-
lar haunt but dipped, and the same 
for Striped Pipit. However, at our 
stake-out for the highland spe-
cies we ticked Buff-streaked Chat, 
Gurney's Sugarbird, Red-throated 

Above Black Heron was an unexpected 
surprise at the Madea-Sebayeng wetlands 

© Daniel Engelbrecht
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Wryneck, Malachite Sunbird, Wail-
ing and Lazy Cisticolas, Jackal Buz-
zard, Nicholson's Pipit and a lone 
Cape Vulture within minutes. Our 
spirits were up - again - but we had 
to get down and head for Haenerts-
burg and the forests. On our way 

there we found African Pygmy 
Kingfisher, Orange-breasted and 
Olive Bushshrikes, Green Wood 
Hoopoe and an unplanned stopped 
rewarded us with Striped Pipit call-
ing from a boulder-strewn ravine 
in the Randfontein area.

With dark clouds gathering 
above the forests and Haenertsburg 
grasslands, we made a quick detour 
into the village of Haenertsburg to 
get Cape Robin-Chat. In the grass-
lands adjacent to the village we re-
corded Red-collared Widow, Afri-
can Yellow Warbler, Drakensberg 
Prinia, Cape Grassbird, Great Reed 
Warbler, Thick-billed Weaver, and 
Greater Double-collared Sunbird, 

Some of our Mankweng-Platkoppies 
gems. Clockwise from top left Mo-
notonous Lark, Secretarybird, Tem-
minck's Courser, Brimstone Canary, © 

Daniel Engelbrecht

Above We found this male Buff-
streaked Chat at our highest 
point on the day - 1 750 masl © 

Derek Engelbrecht. 

to name but a few. Heading towards 
the forest at Woodbush, we made 
a quick stop at one of the small 
farm dams, hoping to get African 
Black Duck and Woolly-necked 
Stork. We got neither, but we had 
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excellent African Ol-
ive Pigeon views and a 
sizeable flock of Cape 
Parrots - an unexpect-
ed bonus.

It was now start-
ing to rain quite heav-
ily. Still, we decided 
to head to Woodbush 
anyway as getting a 
good score on the day 
relies on getting at least 
some of the forest spe-
cies. It wasn't going to 
be easy, but is forest 
birding ever easy? We 
decided to give our-
selves a bit of 'injury' 
time in the forests to 
get at least some forest 
species. An hour later 
and drenched to the 
bone, we had managed to drag 15 
species from the dense tangles of 

Above Daniel trying to make the 
most of our birding in a very wet 

Woodbush Forest.

the forests and onto our list - but 
my word, that was tough going. 
Some of the forest species includ-
ed the sought-after Black-front-
ed Bushshrike, Yellow-throated 
Woodland Warbler, Chorister Rob-
in-Chat, Knysna Turaco, Narina 
Trogon, Scaly-throated Honeyguide 
and Orange Ground Thrush. We 
left the forest and headed to the 
Lowveld, 227 species in the bag. 
We were almost 30 down where we 
were at the same stage in 2018. We 
overstayed our allotted time in the 
forest, which meant we would have 
to compromise somewhere else, but 
where? It looked as if it was all start-
ing to go pear-shaped - again!

Once we had descended be-
low the mist and out of the rain, 
we picked up a few more species in 
and around Tzaneen: Long-crested 
Eagle, Lizard Buzzard, Black Saw-
wing, our first of many Woodland 

Kingfishers and Purple-crested 
Turacos, Magpie Mannikin and 
Broad-billed Roller. A quick stop 
at Pierre Homan's farm gave us 
Croaking Cisticola, Yellow-throat-
ed Longclaw and Striped Kingfish-
er. A detour to one of the low wa-
ter bridges over the Letaba River 
proved to be an inspired call as we 
flushed a female African Finfoot 
from right under our feet. We also 
added quite a few seed-eaters we 
had dipped on earlier in the day 
along this drive.

Our next stop was Letaba Es-
tates, best known for top quality 
waterbirds. Still, if you know where 
to look, it boasts an impressive di-
versity of broad-leaved woodland 

Above You'd be forgiven for think-
ing we had our BBD in the Chobe 
with no fewer than eight African 
Skimmers recorded at Letaba Estates 

© Derek Engelbrecht



35      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        36 

birds too. We had a surge in num-
bers and in the 45 minutes we gave 
ourselves we added, amongst oth-
ers, African Skimmer, Black Spar-
rowhawk, African Cuckoo-Hawk, 
Grey-rumped Swallow, Bearded 
Scrub Robin, African Black Duck 
(glad to have got this one after hav-
ing dipped on it in the mountains) 
and Green-capped Eremomela. We 
left the area on 276 species and, 
although we gained some ground 
with excellent sightings with rela-
tive ease in the Lowveld, we were 
still about 20 down from where 
we were at the same stage in 2018. 
Needless to say, doubt crept in as we 
wondered if we would even reach 
our previous best total of 293, let 
alone our target of 300. We would 
have to play our trump card.

We arrived at Edward Vorster's 
farm half an hour after schedule, 

at around 16:30. We were lucky 
to find Brown-backed Honeybird 
at its usual haunt, and a flock of 
African Green Pigeons fluttering 
noisily in a fruiting fig tree. At one 
of the farm dams, we ticked Yel-
low-billed Stork and Spur-winged 
Goose. As we entered the Mopane 
veld, we had a feeling our gam-
ble was going to pay dividends: 
Yellow-throated Bush Sparrow, 
Red-billed Oxpecker, Red-headed 
Weaver, Dark Chanting Goshawk, 
all four local woodpecker species 
(Golden-tailed, Cardinal, Beard-
ed and Bennett's), White-crested 
and Retz's Helmetshrikes, White-
backed and Hooded Vultures, a 
juvenile Martial Eagle, Grey Pen-
duline Tit and Grey-headed King-

Above We found good numbers of 
Hooded Vulture at Mahela farm 

© Daniel Engelbrecht

Left One of the highlights of the day 
was this Grey-headed Kingfisher  

© Daniel Engelbrecht.

Below Dark Chanting Goshawk at 
Mahela farm. 
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#30
0!

fisher, amongst others, suddenly 
saw us at 299. I wish I could have 
said our 300th bird was a stonker, 
but it was a Southern Yellow-billed 
Hornbill! We did it! We joined the 
exclusive BBD Club 300. 

After a short celebration, we 
were on the hunt for some more 
nocturnal birds and managed to 
add African Barred Owlet and Af-
rican Scops Owl. When we left the 
farm, a Levaillant's Cuckoo called, 
it's finishing phrase being reminis-
cent of a 21 gun salute - I thought 
one we deserved!

On our way back to our ac-
commodation near Haenertsburg, 

we added Square-tailed Nightjar 
and our last and 305th species of 
the day - African Wood Owl. It was 
now about 21:30, and with our host 
getting anxious to go to bed, we de-
cided to call it a day. We finally did 
it, no doubt, thanks to the youth's 
presumptuousness to bird outside 
the box! 
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Above We secretely wished it would be 
a really special bird, but this Southern 
Yellow-billed Hornbill - our 300th spe-
cies on BBD 2020 - was as special as it 

gets © Daniel Engelbrecht

The Pellet Problem
Derek Engelbrecht

Yet another tradgedy! 
In The Lark 24 (July/
August 2019) I report-

ed on the shooting of a young Af-
rican Harrier-Hawk in my neigh-
bourhood. The bird was shot with 
a pellet gun and sadly succumbed 
to its injuries. Roll on 18 months, 
and the story repeats itself - anoth-
er pellet gun incident, but this time 
the victim being a European Honey 
Buzzard! The bird was shot on 26 
November 2020 and, sadly, the out-
come was the same. The bird was 
shot in Dalmada, so residents there, 

please keep your eyes and ears open 
and let's educate the public. I cannot 
understand why someone has to test 
their shooting skills on an innocent 
living being. Why not use a target 
such as a tin or a paper/cardboard 
target? I'm beginning to feel we 
should follow CrowKZN's exam-
ple and use crowdfunding to pros-
ecute offenders. Thanks to Whelmi 
Chalmers of Whelmi Chalmers 
Rehabilitation Centre and the vets 
at Pietersburg Veterinary Clinic for 
your efforts to try and save this bird.
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

Above The European Honey Buzzard - another 
victim of senseless shooting of living beings. 

© Whelmi Chalmers

Right A shoutout must go to CrowKZN for 
their efforts to put a stop to the Pellet Problem.
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Text and photos Daniel Engelbrecht

As we drove along 
through the dry bush 
of the Lowveld, two 

birds flew across the path, correct 
size, perfect colour - could it really 
be the species we were searching 
for?

Nineteen days prior, I was 
cycling down to my local dam to 
kick off my Spring Fling Challenge 
with some resident suburban sus-
pects. The challenge was simple 
- 46 other birders and myself, all 
under the age of 25, had three 
months, from the 1st September to 
the 30th November to see as many 

species as possible within South 
Africa's borders. This challenge 
was the brainchild of The Birding 
Life (https://www.thebirdinglife.
com/). For me, the challenge pre-
sented a bit of a headache: I had to 
couple this birding challenge with 
a virtually nonstop exam sched-
ule. My matric prelims started in 
September, and the finals ended, 
well, five days before the end of 
the Spring Fling Challenge! How 
exactly I was going to do this re-
mained somewhat of a mystery,  
but what was certain was that I 
was going to give it a decent shot.

      Part 1:   The prelimsPart 1:   The prelims
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The first day of any birding 
challenge is somewhat overwhelm-
ing. Everything you see is a new 
addition to the list, yet it felt for me 
as if my progress was unnaturally 
slow. Spring Day's weather condi-
tions were simply dreadful with an 
icy wind howling across the small 
dam in Welgelegen. I chose to start 
my challenge here because the low 
water levels at the dam had exposed 
a large area of mudflats - ideal for 
waders. Needless to say, the winds 
had scared off any sensible wader. 
However, I managed to add my first 
species: Cape White-eye and 57 
other birds including decent sight-
ings of Thick-billed Weaver, Glossy 
Ibis and Cut-throat Finch. A quick 
check online revealed my position 
on the leader board. After day one 
I was 6th out of 46 birders, number 
one was held by Decklan Jordaan 

on over 120 species. It became clear 
that if I wanted to feature in this 
challenge, I would need to up my 
game.

Day 2 dawned, and a gap in ex-
ams allowed me to visit the Polok-
wane Game Reserve for my first 
exposure to Acacia veld species. 
The weather conditions were still 
pretty awful, but my list accelerat-
ed upwards with additions of Great 
Sparrow, Ashy Tit, Crimson-breast-
ed Shrike and dozens of the other 
usual residents. I also managed to 
pull a Pearl-breasted Swallow out 
of the hat; a species that would be-
come ever more challenging to find 

in the northern parts of the coun-
try as it is chiefly a winter visitor 
around Polokwane. The resident 
Short-clawed Larks presented no 
challenge to find, and a bonus Bush-
veld Pipit took me up to 99 species! 
Could I break 100 on day 2? Yes, I 
could, Fiscal Flycatcher came in as 
my 100th species. I finished off day 2 
still in 6th place but with a far better 
score than the previous day. 

For much of the next week, 
the exams brought along a drought 
with a lack of new additions to the 
list, however, two Curlew Sandpi-
pers decided to visit the local dam. 
It turned out to be 
a valuable sighting 
as I did not manage 
to find the species 
again throughout 
the challenge's re-
maining duration.  
My score some-
what stagnated at 
135 species, but my 
position fell rapidly. 
By 10th September 
I was down to 9th 
place with the lead-
ers already break-
ing 200 species. 
Were my hopes of 
competing in this 
challenge unrealis-
tic? It certainly felt 
that way.

My prelim ex-
aminations would 
finish on 18th Sep-

tember. After that, I knew I was free 
to bird as much as I felt I needed to - 
at least until the matric finals start-
ed on 21st October. For now, it was 
about damage limitation, and so I 
spent the next eight days making 
short day trips around Polokwane to 
track down elusive specials such as 
Burchell’s Sandgrouse, Pale Chant-
ing Goshawk, Temminck’s Courser 
and Short-toed Rock-Thrush. By 
the morning of the 18th, I was on 

Above The first biggy for My Spring 
Fling Challenge (at least in regional 
terms) - a pair of Curlew Sandpipers 
at the Tom Naude Dam in Eduan Park.

Below An immature Pale Chanting 
Goshawk on the Bylsteel road. 
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163 species and back in 6th 
place. The ‘full send’ could 
now commence!

As soon as I finished 
writing my English exam, I 
packed the bins and camera, 
and we were off to Hout River 
Dam. The area around Hout 
River would be of utmost val-
ue to my challenge. It consists 
of rolling grasslands and fallow 
fields, allowing some typ-
ical Highveld specials to 
occupy the area. I knew 
that there were several spe-
cies here that I would not 
be able to get elsewhere in 
the province. A quick stop 
in the rather unspectac-
ular Chebeng grasslands 
saw me tick almost all of 
my target species: Tinkling 
and Cloud Cisticolas called 
from a small rise, Grey-
backed Sparrow-Larks were 
numerous, Spike-heeled 
Larks were foraging next to 
the road, a pair of White-bel-
lied Bustards ran across the 
road, and a Cape Crow sur-
veyed its rather desolate terri-
tory. One of the main targets 
of this outing was to hopeful-
ly track down Collared Prat-
incole, a rare species on the 
Polokwane Plateau, which 
had recently been seen at 
Hout River Dam. As we ar-
rived at the dam, I added 
Purple Heron, Malachite 

Kingfisher, Brown-throated 
Martin and even managed to 
see both African and Great-
er Painted-snipe! The search 
was on, and for the first half 
an hour, we had no luck. Then, 
out of the corner of my eye, I 
spotted a bird flying low at over 
300 m away ... long wings, white 
underparts, there was no doubt. 
It was the Collared Pra tincole we 

came here for. To get better 
photos of this rarity for the 
area, I walked alongside the 
reedbeds and flushed Lit-
tle Bittern, Marsh Owl and 
found a displaying Long-
tailed Widowbird. I left Hout 
River with over 30 additions 
to the list. A quick stop at a 
quarry with literally a puddle 
of muddy water delivered a 
Black Stork on the way home. 
I finished 18th September on 
198 species and second place 
overall. My luck had turned for 
once, and I was confident that 
by the next evening, I could be 
first on the leader board.

Not bad for a post-exam afternoon 
drive on the Polokwane Plateau - 
ticking off all the Highveld specials 
and adding a few unexpected specials 
too. From top to bottom, left to 
right White-bellied Bustard, Greater 
Painted-snipe, Cloud Cisticola, Spike-
heeled Lark, Collared Pratincole and 

Black Stork. 
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The northern escarpment is, 
in my opinion, one of South Afri-
ca’s premier birding sites. You can 
cover habitats ranging from high 
altitude grassland to Afromontane 
forest and even mixed woodland in 
a single day, bringing with it a vast 
variety of avian diversity. We set off 
at 2 am from Polokwane on day 19 
of the challenge to track down as 
many species as possible along this 

legendary route. First stop would 
be Woodbush Forest Reserve. With 
this early start, I added Spotted Ea-
gle-Owl, my 200th species, on the 
way there and shortly afterwards Af-
rican Wood Owl as they called in the 
dark forests. We had approximately 

Above #220 - Cape Parrots in 
Woodbush 

45 minutes be-
fore sunrise, 
and the forests 
were eerily quiet. 
Suddenly, as if 
someone turned 
on a switch, 
the dawn cho-
rus started with 
Chorister Rob-
in-Chat, Knysna 
Turaco, Olive 
Bushshrike and 
Olive Thrush 
bursting into 
song. I walked 

down the legendary Woodbush For-
est Drive and strained my neck to 
track down birds in the towering 
trees of the canopy. A Yellow-throat-
ed Woodland Warbler foraged in 
the vines' tangles, the stunning Af-
rican Emerald Cuckoo called from 
a horizontal branch, and a Narina 
Trogon darted through a gap in the 
forest. My list was now at 219 spe-

Below How's Magpie Mannikin 
for a garden bird? Several feeders in 
Tzaneen suburbs are visited by this 
sought-after species which can be 

difficult to track down. 
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Left A Half-collared Kingfisher on the 
Letaba River, seemingly showing off the 

fish it had just caught. 

cies, and just as I was about to get 
into the car, I heard the distinctive 
screeching call of Cape Parrots. Sure 
enough, four individuals basked in 
the morning sun atop an old Euca-
lyptus tree. Number 220 was mine, 
and with that, I was officially in the 
first place. 

We left the majestic forests be-
hind and headed down the Magoe-
baskloof Pass into the Lowveld. A 
roadside stop beside the Magoebas-
kloof Dam delivered an additional 
17 species, including Purple-crested 
Turaco, a pair of Mountain Wagtail, 
and several more familiar Lowveld 
species such as Red-faced Cisticola 
and Yellow-bellied Greenbul. Sys-
tematically I worked through the tar-

We pushed further east and 
crossed the Letaba River at the Let-
sitele junction. A noticeable habitat 
change occurs as you pass over the 
Letaba River bridge in this area; the 
habitat becomes drier and Mopani 
trees become ever more common. 
We entered Mahela, a private game 
reserve north of Letsitele, right at 
the hottest part of the day. To say 
the least, I didn't have much hope 
that I was going to track down any-
thing that I wouldn’t see easily at a 
later stage of the game - I couldn’t  
have been more wrong. The birds 
started rolling in with sightings of 
African Openbill, Hooded Vul-
ture, both Retz’s and White-crested 
Helmetshrike, Dark-chanting Gos-

get list and ticked off some notable 
species, including over thirty Magpie 
Mannikins in Tzaneen, a pair of Afri-
can Cuckoo-Hawks along the Letaba 
River and nine African Skimmers at 
their breeding site. It was becoming 
difficult to keep track of the birds as 
my list rocketed passed the 250 mark 
with a sighting of African Black 
Duck. I was building a large gap to 
my rivals, but birding challenges are 
unpredictable. When the birds are 
cooperating like they were on this 
day; you need to make the most of it.

hawk and Stierling’s Wren-Warbler. 
These were all reasonably challeng-
ing birds, yet they were so easily 
seen here at Mahela. As we drove 
on through the reserve, the habitat 
was beginning to look like prime 
real-estate for White-breasted 
Cuckooshrike. One thing about this 
cuckooshrike is that it is highly es-
teemed for its elusiveness. Just being 
in suitable habitat is by no means a 
guarantee that the birds would be 
there. Then we noticed two birds 
flying over the road ahead, correct 

Above Five years after their return as 
breeding residents to South Africa, I 
still cannot pass an opportunity to snap 

away at these graceful f lyers. 
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size, perfect grey colour but not 
enough for a positive ID. We swung 
open the car door and scurried off 
into the bush in the approximate 
direction of the birds. After what 
felt like an eternity of scanning 
the Marula and Knob-thorn trees, 
a bird caught our eye. As I trained 
the lens viewfinder, it was clear that 
I now had White-breasted Cuck-
ooshrike on my list.

I finished the day on 294 spe-
cies with additions of a Bat Hawk 
roosting in a gum-tree, Green-
capped Eremomela outside Tza-
neen and a Brimstone Canary in the 
village of Mankweng. It was one of 
those unforgettable days out in the 
field during which we managed to 
scrape together 205 species. My po-
sition in the challenge, I hear you 
ask? First place with a gap of over 

trips planned for much of the next 
two months in search of some real 
specials of the Limpopo Province. It 
soon became evident that if I wanted 
to stay on top, I would need every 
species I could find. 

Read more about Part 2 of my 
Spring Fling adventures in the next 
issue of The Lark.
Author e-mail: danielengelbrecht101@gmail.com

Left White-breasted  Cuckooshrike foraging 
unperturbed - need I say more?

Below Bat Hawk was the proverbial cherry on 
top of the cake after a memorable day's birding.  

70 species to my 
nearest rival, Jordan 
Ralph. Forgive me 
for saying, but I felt 
somewhat untouch-
able. However, bird-
ing challenges don’t 
work that way and I 
was in for a big sur-
prise. This was only 
the beginning. I had 
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Obviously, gardeners 
would like their gar-
dens to be pretty - ac-

cording to their own taste, that is. 
But a garden could be award-win-
ningly beautiful, immaculate, lush 
and green, AND ecologically dead - 
as sterile as our currently over-san-
itized COVID-19 hands. Another 
garden might not be to the liking 
of any garden competition judge, 
but abuzz with birds, butterflies, 

and bees - alive indeed. While the 
focus of articles in this publication 
is usually on birds, we’ll zoom in on 
bees this time - which would attract 
birds, such as bee-eaters, as well.

How do you attract bees to 
your garden?  It might be simpler 
than attracting a variety of birds.  
For birds, the ideal is to develop 
appropriate habitats. For bees (as 
well as butterflies), you only need 
to apply two main factors: steer 

BEE INSPIREDBEE INSPIRED

Cornie Odendaal
© Derek Engelbrecht

clear of poisons (as far as possible) 
and choose the right plants, taking 
your local climate and availability 
of water into consideration. Such 
a garden does not have to be wild-
and-woolly - it can even be formal 
and symmetrical. As long as the 
above-mentioned principles are 
applied, your garden would not 
only be lovely, but also colourful, 
fragrant and alive, with the added 
blessings of daily ballet and sym-
phony orchestra performances.  

Now, for the right plants to at-
tract bees.  Here goes, with a short-
list, which would happily attract 
butterflies and birds as well.  

Enjoy the life in your garden!

Would you like to attract birds 
to your garden or learn how to gar-
den with less water? At Callidendron 
Indigenous Nursery, knowledgeable 
advice is part of the package. There 
you will find about 300 species of 
indigenous plants as well as a wide 
variety of herbs. Visit us at Plot 27 
Upper Myngenoegen.  
Gideon  0845153958, Cornie  
0835011039.  info@callidendron.co.
za,   www.callidendron.co.za

Wild Pear © Cornie Odendaal
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Puzzlebush © Cornie Odendaal

Forest Elder © Cornie Odendaal
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Bird feeders 201
Attract ing  Honeyguides

Derek Engelbrecht

So, you passed Bird Feed-
ers 101. You now have a 
bird-friendly garden with 

the right plants, a few strategically 
placed feeders attracting a variety 

of seed-, fruit- and insect-eaters, 
nectarivores, and perhaps some 'by-
catch' like small birds of prey visiting 
from time to catch an unsuspecting 
bird. If you answered yes to all (or 

at least some) of the above, you are 
ready for the next, very satisfying 
level of attracting birds to your gar-
den. Attracting honeyguides to your 
garden. Yes, honeyguides! It's easier 
than you think, so let me share with 
you how I went about it.

First, I'm a massive fan of hon-
eyguides. So, when I read Hugh 
Chittenden's note on their wax-eat-
ing habits in The Lark 29, I decid-
ed there and then that I was go-
ing to try and attract them to our 
garden. That would be easier said 
than done, but allow me to explain.  
Polokwane is by no means a hon-
eyguide stronghold. There are only 
three species to be found around 
Polokwane: Greater and Lesser 
Honeyguide and Brown-backed 
Honeybird. It would be short of a 
miracle to attract a Brown-backed 

Honeybird to a feeder as they don't 
feed on beeswax per se. This leaves 
me with the Greater and Lesser 
Honeyguide as realistic options. 
However, with SABAP2 reporting 
rates in my home pentad of 0.4% for 
Greater and a slightly better 8.4% 
for Lesser Honeyguides, I was going 
to have my work cut out for me.

My first port of call was to es-
tablish if there are honeyguides in 
our garden. The Covid lockdowns 
provided me with an ideal oppor-
tunity to determine just that with 
some time spent on the veranda. 
I'm also lucky to have bees in two of 

Left Step 1 was to determine if hon-
eyguides were visiting the bee hives in 
our garden, and a trail camera con-
firmed the presence of both Greater 

and Lesser Honeyguides.

Lesser Honeyguide
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the seven nest boxes in my garden 
and, may I just add, they've been 
there for several years now, and we 
haven't had any issues with them. 
We just let them bee ... 😉 I also 
placed a trail camera at one of the 
nest boxes occupied by bees to see 
if any honeyguides visited it. I left 
the camera up for a week and was 
surprised to see Lesser Honeyguide 
visited the hive almost daily. I then 
extended the trail camera trapping 
by another week to see what else I 
could get. Low and behold, I caught 

a Greater Honeyguide on camera 
too - only a single record in three 
weeks and only the second record 
for the pentad since records started 
in 2007!

Having established that we 
had both Greater and Lesser Hon-
eyguides visiting our garden, the 

Above and top The Cape White-eyes 
and Speckled Mousebirds were real 
pests as they would raid the fresh comb 
honey before the honeyguides would 

have a chance to get a share. 

next logical step was to create a hon-
eyguide feeder. I first experimented 
with some fresh comb honey (you 
can buy it at Vleislapa or Goseame 
Wholesalers in Polokwane). In no 
time I recorded both species feeding 
on it. Much to my dismay as I want-
ed to attract honeyguides, the Cape 
White-eyes and Speckled Mouse-
birds also relished the fresh comb 
honey and often finished it before 
the honeyguides had time to get to 
it.  I then managed to source some 
pure beeswax from one of the local 
beekeepers. The pure wax is bought 
in 1 kg slabs, which I cut into small-

er blocks and placed on the feeder. 
The beekeeper also kindly gave me 
some old comb for use. You could 
say my honeyguides have a three-
course menu: pure wax, comb hon-
ey and old comb.

Above and top The feeder is now 
well-established with a constant stream 
of honeyguides visiting it throughout 
the day, sometimes as many as four 
birds at a time.  The top image shows 
two Lessers and an adult female Great-
er Honeyguide, and the bottom image 
shows a Lesser and a juvenile Greater 
Honeyguide that was raised by a pair 

of African Hoopoes.  
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This 'honeyguide hotel' has 
become a popular spot and, as 
the feeder is placed right outside 
our bedroom window, it is a joy 
watching the constant stream of 
honeyguides - and their inter-
actions - throughout the day. At 
times, I've recorded as many as 
four honeyguides feeding simulta-
neously with others perched near-
by awaiting their turn! There is a 
constant bickering, 'hissing' and 
even physical attack, making for 
great entertainment.

To get an idea of how many 
honeyguides visit the feeder, I 
started a ringing programme. 
Within the first hour of the first 
session, I had caught three Less-
ers and a Greater Honeyguide, 

and the numbers keep grow-
ing with every ringing session. 
What's more, there are still indi-
viduals that are not yet ringed. 
There are now three Greater Hon-
eyguides feeding at the feeder; 
an adult male and female and a 
recently fledged juvenile raised 
by a pair of African Hoopoes.  
This just shows that even though 
you may not be aware of hon-
eyguides in your hood, they are 
probably there, and it would be 
relatively easy to attract them to a 
feeder. Given the catastrophic de-
cline of bees globally, species such 
as honeyguides that are so closely 
associated with bees may also be 
facing an uncertain future, and can 
perhaps do with a bit of help. So, if 

you are keen to start a honeyguide 
feeder, here are some words of ad-
vice on how to go about it:

• be patient, it may take a while 
(as in weeks!) before you'll have 
regular visits by honeyguides,  
• 'let bees be'; resist the urge to 
phone pest control at first sight of 
bees, avoid the use of pesticides, 
and plant bee-friendly plants, 
• although I use three sources of 
wax (pure beeswax, comb honey 
and old comb), the honeyguides 
show a definite preference for 
pure beeswax, followed by comb 
honey and lastly old comb. 
• it is a good idea to 'anchor' 
your old comb as honeyguides, 
especially Greater Honeyguide, 

Honeyguides are pugnacious at a source of 
wax and threat postures and physical at-

tacks are the order of the day.

will fly off with relatively large 
pieces and eat it elsewhere, rob-
bing you of the joy of watching 
them at your feeder.  

I would highly recommend 
starting a honeyguide feeder. With 
honeyguides being brood parasites 
and specialist feeders on wax, they 
must rate amongst Mother Na-
ture's most fascinating birds, but 
simply watching them scraping 
away at a chunk of wax, savouring 
a piece of old comb, or watching 
their constant bickering, bring a 
new and exciting element to watch-
ing birds in your garden. Go for it! 
Please feel free to contact me if 
you have any questions.
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com
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Leoni Janse van Vuuren
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Birds in Art
Kalahari Scrub Robin

 Text and Artwork Willem Van der Merwe

This is a Kalahari 
Scrub Robin Cer-
cotrichas paena. It 

is also known as a Sandy Scrub 
Robin. In Afrikaans it is known 
as a Kalahari Wipstert or 'Kala-
hari Tail-Cocker' for its habit of 
cocking its tail as you see here. 
The 'Kalahari' part refers to the 
Kalahari Desert, a huge arid re-
gion in the west-centre of south-
ern Africa, which is the core of 
the distribution of this bird. The 
Kalahari is not a true desert, 
since much of it receives more 
than 250 mm of rain per year. 
But it is a region of very deep 
sand, with the result that all rain 

that falls, almost immediately 
sinks deep into the ground so 
that there's practically no sur-
face water available over most 
of its extent. The 'desert' does 
host deep-rooted grasses and 
trees that can avail themselves of 
the underground water, and in 
some places, especially in good 
rain years, the vegetation can be 
surprisingly lush. The Kalaha-
ri Scrub Robin does not occur 
only in the Kalahari, but extends 
marginally beyond its borders 
into dry woodland, scrubland 
and savannah. It is restricted to 
southern Africa, its northern 
limits being south-western An- Kalahari Scrub Robin
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gola, which is an extension of the 
drylands of western Namibia.

This species used to be known 
just as a 'Kalahari Robin'. Like many 
other South African birds, it got the 
name 'robin' for its resemblance to 
the Eurasian Robin Erithacus ru-
becula. The resemblance is not very 
close in its case; it is closer in some of 
its relatives. Many birds around the 
world have been called robins, irre-
spective of their actual relationship 
to Eurasian robins; some are actual-
ly thrushes, while others belong to 
quite distantly related groups. They 
simply got called robins because they 
reminded the European explorers 
of the robins they knew back home. 
In the Kalahari Scrub Robin's case, 
there is indeed a fairly close genetic 
relationship between the two. The 
Eurasian robin as well as the scrub 
robin have until recently both been 
classified in the thrush family, along 
with a great many other birds, many 
of them bearing the name 'chat' (for 
their typical short contact calls). But 
the study of bird relationships is in 
flux, and birds are getting re-classi-
fied all over the place. So now, the 
Eurasian Robin and the Kalaha-
ri Scrub Robin, along with a great 
many other species including most 
chats, have been moved out of the 
thrush family and into the flycatcher 
family. Who knows? With additional 
genetic studies they may be moved 
yet again.

But irrespective of where the 
scrub robins end up being classified, 

they are a well-distinguished group. 
They occur in Africa south of the 
Sahara Desert, in a variety of habi-
tats from arid semi-desert to dense, 
moist mountain forest. A single spe-
cies reaches southern Europe and 
south-western Asia. Notwithstand-
ing the differences in habitat, the 
ten or so recognized species all have 
a similar build. They are not much 
larger than a sparrow, but appear 
more impressive due to having long 
legs, a long tail and a bold deport-
ment. Most species have the habit of 
cocking their tails, this one especially 
so. Several have bright reddish-or-
ange rump feathers, often extending 
onto the upper tail as in this species. 
While many scrub robins look very 
much alike, their calls differ signifi-
cantly and is often the best way of 
distinguishing them. In the Kalahari 
Scrub Robin's case, it is easier to iden-
tify than most because of its overall 
sandy colour and its unmarked white 
belly. It is similar only to the closely 
related Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin, 
also known as the Rufous Bush Chat 
(again note the confusion in names), 
which occurs north of the equator 
and therefore is never confused with 
it 'in the field'. However, birds have 
wings and will fly and a few years ago, 
a Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin caused a 
stir amongst local twitchers when an 
individual showed up in the Western 
Cape. So, keep a close eye on the Ka-
lahari Scrub Robins.

This is quite a common species 
around my home town of Polok-

wane, living in more open areas while 
its close relative the White-browed 
Scrub Robin prefers more dense-
ly-treed places, although the two may 
overlap. Its melodious whistle-call is 
a characteristic sound of the bush. 
Apart from these typical whistles, it 
also mimics the calls of other birds. 
Its fine-pointed bill shows that it is 
mainly an insect-eater. It hunts them 
by hopping on the ground and peck-
ing them up. It frequently raises and 
then slowly lowers its tail, sometimes 
fanning it to show off its rufous, black 
and white pattern. Sometimes it also 
flicks its wings as it cocks its tail. The 
tail is also raised by male birds in ter-
ritorial disputes.

These birds breed during 
the rainy season, when plants are 
in full leaf and flower and lots of 
insects arise to pollinate and eat 

them. Apparently birds that nest 
later in the season tend to produce 
larger clutches. They are monoga-
mous, the male staying faithful to 
his female. The male and female 
both defend their territory, first 
by aggressive singing and tail-fan-
ning, and if that doesn't work, by 
chasing and pecking the intruders. 
The female builds the somewhat 
untidy cup nest in a low thorny 
tree or bush, or sometimes in a 
tuft of grass. The nest is made of 
grass, lined with fine material such 
as rootlets or animal hair. Building 
the nest takes about five days, but 
sometimes the female waits anoth-

Below A Kalahari Scrub Robin nestling 
busy hatching. Nestlings all hatch within 

hours of each other © Derek Engelbrecht.
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er day or few before laying. She lays 
mostly two or three eggs, usually in 
the morning and at the rate of one 
a day. She incubates them herself, 
which takes about twelve or thir-

teen days, while 
the male stands 
guard. When the 
eggs hatch, she 
will remove the 
eggshells and drop 
them a distance 
from the nest so 
that they don't at-
tract the attention 
of any predators. 
The chicks hatch 
blind, naked and 
helpless, and usu-
ally all on the same 
day, even though 
the eggs may have 
been laid a day 
apart. This is be-
cause the female 
only start with full 
incubation after 
the clutch is com-
plete. The male 
now joins the fe-
male in feeding 
the chicks, and 
removing their 
droppings, which 
come out in handy 
gelatinous sacks. 

The female also broods them for 
a few days after hatching. If some-
thing happens to the female, the 
male is sometimes able to rear the 
chicks alone. They're fed exclu-
sively on invertebrates. They grow 
rapidly, and typically fledge in 
twelve days. The parents still feed 
them for some time after they've 

Above One of the parents removing the ge-
latinous faecal sac - a handy disposable nap-

py  © Derek Engelbrecht.

fledged, in some cases for more 
than 30 days.

Derek's study showed that 
Kalahari Scrub Robins may breed 
several times in a single season. 
The maximum recorded number 
of breeding attempts by a single 
pair in a season was eight, but 
the maximum number of times 
a couple bred successfully was 
three. Any one breeding attempt 
is quite likely to end in failure, 
leading to no successfully fledged 
chicks, so by trying more than 
once a pair increases their chanc-
es of producing at least one chick 
that makes it to adulthood. Kala-
hari Scrub Robins seem to sup-
port the idea not to put all your 
eggs in one basket: their smallish 
clutch sizes may spread the risk 

over a larger number of attempts, 
rather than producing a single 
large clutch and all is lost in the 
highly likely situation of a pre-
dation event. Losses are high, as 
many predators target both eggs 
and chicks. Nevertheless, Kalaha-
ri Scrub Robins' breeding strate-
gy must work well, since they are 
widespread and abundant, and in 
no danger of extinction. 

Acknowledgements I want to thank 
Leonie Kellerman for allowing me to 
use her photo as reference for creating 
this painting, and Derek Engelbrecht 
for providing much of the information 
regarding the breeding habits of this 
bird.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
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Once upon a time it was 
believed that Burchell’s 
and Black Coucals were 

the only two coucal species found in 
the Kruger National Park.  The old-
er field guides up to the 1980s and 
1990s will make no mention of the 
occurrence of Senegal Coucal any-
where in Kruger, and indeed any-
where in South Africa. Senegal was a 
species of Zimbabwe, Botswana and 
Northern Namibia… but in the ear-
ly 2000s it became known that they 
were actually quite well entrenched 
along and just south of the Limpopo 
River. I first became aware of these 
claims of Senegal Coucals in South 
Africa from the newly proclaimed 
Mapungubwe National Park. At the 
time having no previous experience 
with this species other than from a 
field guide, I was a little sceptical as 

to how easy it was to differentiate 
the two species, both visually and 
by their call. However, as I had var-
ious work projects in Mapungubwe 
from 2004 onwards I soon encoun-
tered the species and learnt that their 
call is only superficially similar to 
Burchell's Coucal and quite easy to 
distinguish, and if their rump is seen 
clearly in good light they can be sep-
arated on sight too.

I then learnt that they were 
starting to be recorded from North-
ern Kruger too, both in the Pafuri 
and Punda Maria areas. The 2008 
Roberts Bird Guide for Kruger Na-
tional Park and Adjacent Lowveld 
does acknowledge Senegal Coucal's 
existence in the Park, but stipulates 
“not included in the species ac-
counts”, explaining the species “only 
marginally extends into the northern 

 Reflections 

Birding in SANParks Limpopo parks

 Reflections 

The Great Kruger Coucal 
Conundrum

Chris Patton

extremities of the KNP between the 
Levuvhu and Limpopo River sys-
tems.” The author’s assumption was, 
I imagine, that it was a marginal spe-
cies unlikely to be encountered by 
the average birder to the Park.

I had project work in the Pun-
da Maria area regularly from about 
2007 and while I have not had many 
encounters with Senegal Coucal in 
the immediate vicinity of Punda Ma-
ria or the Pafuri Area, I and others 
have found the species to be quite 
common in the stretch of tar road 
between the waterhole on the H13-1 
all the way down the H1-7 to Boye-
la Windmill south of Babalala Pic-
nic Site.  This in a handful of years 

Above Burchell’s Coucal showing diag-
nostic barred rump © Chris Patton.

is already a considerable extended 
intrusion into the Park from the ex-
perience of Dr Whyte and described 
in the introduction on the Ecology of 
Birds in the Kruger National Park in 
his co-authored Roberts Field Guide.

We even found evidence one 
February of a nesting pair near the 
junction of the H1 and H13 in the 
extended vlei area that compliments 
these northern grasslands and runs 
down to Babalala Picnic Site and be-
yond.  This area and habitat seems to 
appeal to both Burchell’s and Senegal 
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Opposite Sequence of Senegal Coucal 
shots showing unbarred rump from H1-7 
© Punda Extreme Birding participant - 

January 2012. 

Below Senegal Coucal with nest ma-
terial in beak near H13/ H1 junction © 
Punda Extreme Birding participant – 

February 2012 .

Coucals, and both can be found of-
ten alongside each other…

I do wonder if Senegal Cou-
cal has always been present at the 
southern extremities of its range 
along the Limpopo River, and if it 
has always occurred in the Mapun-
gubwe area and indeed in north-
ern Kruger?  The number of peo-
ple birding in the Mapungubwe 
area is not nearly as many as those 
who have birded over the years in 
northern Kruger National Park.  

But why were they unrecorded in 
Kruger before the 21st Century, or 
the late 1990s at the earliest…?
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So like the questions I have 
posed about some other recent avian 
colonizers of the Park…

1. Were Senegal Coucal always in 
Kruger and just overlooked before 
the 21st Century? That would seem 
unlikely they were overlooked by 
many accomplished birders active 
in the Pafuri and Punda Maria ar-
eas through the years, so…
2. When did they colonize the far 
northern areas of the Park, and 
what triggered their colonization?
3. Is it a sustainable population?  
By the evidence of regular sight-

ings and their apparent expansion 
it would appear that they are… 
4. And if their population in the 
Park is a recent one, will they con-
tinue to expand further south?

Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org

Opposite Senegal Coucal at 
Boyela Windmill - January 2015 

© Chris Patton

Below Senegal Coucal adult and 
immature at Boyela Windmill 

January 2014 © Chris Patton
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Common Myna problem in 
the Kruger National Park

The 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 Na-

tional 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 McK-
enzie's record of mynas at the Dokwe- ni waterhole (The 
Lark 24: 37-38) shows this prob- lem may not be 
confined to camps and picnic sites. 

Common Mynas c o m p e t e 
aggressively with other birds, par-
ticularly cavity nest- ers such as 
woodpeckers, barbets and starlings, 
and tend to replace these 
i n d i g - enous species when 
m y n a populations become 
w e l l - e s t a b - lished. 

The man- agement of 
the Kruger National P a r k 
is aware of this problem and r e q u e s t that all 
Common Myna records in the Kruger National Park should be 
submitted to the KNP Alien Biota section with the following de-
tails: 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: llewellyn.foxcroft@sanparks.org
 navashni.govender@sanparks.org 
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Bird Briefs
African Finfoot observations 

Jody De Bruyn
E-mail: jmdebruyn@gmail.com

On Saturday the 10th Oc-
tober I made a quick 
visit to Magoebas-

kloof Dam in the hope of spotting  
African Finfoot that sometimes 
do get seen in the area. I slowly 

approached the stream below the 
dam wall with the intention of not 
disturbing anything that might be 
in or near the water. I was amazed 
to find an adult male African Fin-
foot foraging in a pool along the 

Left The adult male African Finfoot forag-
ing in one of the pools along the Politsi River.

Eggs 2 days old Pamprodactyl foot

stream. I rushed back to my car 
to get my camera gear, but when I 
arrived back it had disappeared. I 
waited with the hope that the bird 
would come back to this area again 
on its foraging route.

I took position below the 
pool, out of sight of the unsus-
pecting bird and waited. At 11:20, 
about 25 minutes later, the male 
re-appeared, keeping to the left 
near the reeds. It was moving slow-
ly and meticulously through the 
reeds while I was trying my level 
best to capture some photographs 
of this wonderful sighting. The bird 

continued moving towards me, 
moving into the reed bed, and then 
out again. I was happily snapping 
away. The bird reached the end of 
the reed bed, and slowly made its 
way back up the stream and disap-
peared out of sight. I reviewed the 
photo's I took, and noticed that in 
all the photos, the bird's nictitating 
membrane was covering part of the 
eye. Usually when photographing 
birds, I like to get a clear shot, with 
the bird’s eye open.

I waited close to 30 minutes 
before the bird made its appearance 
once again at around 11:50. This 
time it came down the stream on the 
right side, and then slowly made its 
way over to the reed bed on the left 
again. Same story as before, slowly 
moving in and out of the reed bed, 
swimming towards me. Although 
I tried my best not to make any 
sudden movements, the bird must 
have been aware of my presence, 
but cautiously kept on foraging. I 
kept on photographing, and I think 
the sound of the moving water in 
the stream dampened the sound of 
my camera’s shutter as I fired away. 
The bird reached the end of the 
reed bed, and slowly turned around 
and this time crossed the stream to 
the right-hand side. It moved into 
an open area that was shaded with 
some overhanging vegetation. It 
kept on foraging away from me - up 
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8 days old 13 days old 

18 days old 

24 days old 

the right side, and then made a de-
termined bee line over to the reeds 
on the left, and then disappeared up 
the stream again.

Back home I started review-
ing the photo's I took, and arguably 
with most of them, the bird's nicti-
tating membrane was clearly visible 

Above and opposite Various images showing the 
nictitating membrane partially covering the eye.

and, in many cases, covering part of 
the eye. Many photos I took were 
in rapid succession, and I could 
also see that the membrane was 
not closing and opening, but rather 
held in a fixed position over part of 
the eye. The nictitating membrane 
(also referred to as the third eye-
lid), is mostly a translucent eyelid 
which can be drawn across the eye 
for various functional reasons. This 
is not unique to birds but can also 

be found in many other animal spe-
cies: like sharks, cats, seals, fish, and 
frogs just to mention a few. The un-
disputed main reason for this ‘third 
eyelid’ would be for protection of 
the eye. The membrane would typ-
ically be used to: clean and moisten 
the eye, protect the eyes when par-
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ents are feeding their young, and 
even be used when hunting to avoid 
injury.

Looking at some of the pho-
tos, it looks like this male African 
Finfoot was controlling the use 
of his nictitating membrane. In 
many of the photo’s it can be ob-
served that only part of the eye 
was covered by the membrane, 
which leads to a few questions that 
can be asked about these observa-
tions:

1. Was the bird ill, or did it have a dys-
functional nictitating membrane?

- I could not observe any distress 
signs or any other odd physical be-
haviour that leads to the conclusion 
that the bird was ill.
- I am unable to make an informed 
opinion about the bird having any 
dysfunctionality of the membranes. 
- I observed this behaviour of the 
membrane in both eyes and it was 
not limited to only the left or right 
eye.

Left The male in full shade with the nictitating 
membrane covering the entire eye. 

- In my opinion: NO, the bird was 
not ill, and the membrane seemed 
to function correctly.

2. Was the bird using the nictitating 
membrane in a controlled manner to 
cover part of the eye as a visor in harsh 
sunlight?

- I spotted the bird just before 11 
am and encountered the bird again 
around 11:20 and again around 
11:50. The sun was out in full force, 
and the water was highly reflective 
at the times of the sightings.

- I did take note that in all photos of 
the bird in the harsh sunlight, the 
eye in direct sunlight had the nic-
titating membrane covering part of 
the eye.
- In one of the photos (see below)
where the bird had moved into a 
shaded area, it can be observed that 
the membrane is covering the eye 
completely, but this may have been 
a situation where the nictitating 
membrane was used to clear the 
surface of the eye, rather than to 
protect the eye from glare and di-
rect sunlight. In my opinion: YES, 
the reason for the partial closure of 
the nictitating membrane was per-
haps two-fold: to allow for better 
observations of its surroundings  
while foraging by reducing glare, 
and to assist with better threat de-
tection.

Observations of African Finfoot 
are not an everyday occurrence for us 
common folk and being able to spend 
a bit of time at close quarters with 
one of these skittish birds was quite 
special. Encounters are usually at a 
fair distance away, or most often you 
get glimpses of a fleeing bird. Hoping 
that more of these observations can be 
made with future encounters.
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Finding Brown-backed Honeybird
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

Brown-backed Hon-
eybirds (previously 
known as Sharp-billed 

Honeyguide) are altitudinal mi-
grants to the coastal regions of 
KwaZulu-Natal where there are 
better opportunities of food for 
them in the winter months. They 
are a relatively uncommon species 
that are best searched for in areas 
with Vachellia (Acacia) trees. Un-
like several other local honeyguide 
species, they don’t consume bees 

wax but feeds extensively on waxy 
scale insects and other inverte-
brates. 

 Brown-backed Honeybirds 
host mainly on prinias and cisti-
colas (mainly Neddicky) further 
inland, away from the coast.

No excuse for you not to find 
this species now!!

Left and below Scale insects 
(Coccidae) fed on by Brown-backed 
Honeybird. Scale insects are the 
dominant food items for honeybirds 
- found commonly on fresh growth in 

Vachellia trees.

Above A bird searching for scale insects. Ants 
tend the scale to feed on the sugar water they 
exude, so these birds often follow ant movements 
to help them find the waxy scale on which they 

feed.

Top The easiest way to describe a Brown-backed 
Honeybird is to liken them to Dusky Flycatcher, 
but, they lack diffused breast streaking, and fly 

displaying prominent white outer tail feathers.



87      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        88 

Greater Honeyguide feeding on termites
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

H oneyguides are best 
known for their 
cerophagous (the abil-

ity to consume and digest wax) 
habits. Although they can survive 
several weeks on a diet of pure wax 
only,  they need to supplement their 
diet with an alternative source of 
proteins such as invertebrates to 
maintain body condition (Downs 
et al. 2002). Dietary records other 
than bees, beeswax, bees eggs and 
bee larvae are sparse in the liter-
ature. However, first and second 

instar larvae of Mopane Emperor 
Moth, ground beetles, ants and 
termite alates have been recorded 
in the stomachs of birds collected 
for research purposes (Friedmann 
1955, Skead 1995, Styles 1995). 

On the 25th September 2020, I 
photographed an immature Great-
er Honeyguide in Blouberg Nature 
Reserve (Limpopo Province) feed-
ing on worker termites, probably 

Below The immature Greater Honeyguide 
feeding on termites at a soil sheet .

of the genus Macrotermes (Grant 
Joseph, in litt.). The termites were 
underneath a soil sheet which they 
construct for protection from sun-
light and predators. It's amazing 
how the honeyguide knew there 
was a food source below the sheet, 
even though the termites weren't 
visible. It appeared as if the hon-
eyguide used auditory cues to de-
termine the exact position of ter-
mites as it would stare intently at 
the sheet, turning its head slowly 
as if to pinpoint a sound, and then 
peck away at the sheet to expose 
the foraging termites underneath. 

Once an area was exposed, the 
honeyguide would hastily peck 
away at the scattering termites. 
Once exposed, the termites would 
escape into crevices or 'run for 
cover' below parts of the remain-
ing sheet, but the honeyguide 
then repositioned itself, and 
the process would repeat itself.  

Above It would stare intently at an area as if to 
listen, then peck away at the sheet to expose the 
termites below. The area to the left and below the 
honeyguide shows the extent of the damage to 
the soil sheet caused by the foraging honeyguide .



89      The Lark 33 The Lark 33        90 

References
Downs CT, van Dyk RJ, Iji P. 2002.  Wax 
digestion by the lesser honeyguide Indica-
tor minor. Comparative Biochemistry and 
Physiology Part A 133: 125-134.
Friedmann H. 1955. The Honeyguides. 
Bulletin of the United States National Mu-
seum  208: 1-292. 
Skead CJ. 1995. Life-History Notes on 
East Cape Bird Species, 1940-1990. Vol. 
1. Algoa Regional Services Council, Port 
Elizabeth
Styles C. 1995. Notes on the bird species 
observed feeding on mopane worms. Bir-
ding Southern Africa 47: 53-54.

Right The honeyguide pecking away at the 
sheet to expose the termites underneath the 

sheet. 

Below, left and right The aftermath of the 
honeyguide's foraging, a broken sheet and the 

exposed and vulnerable termite workers. 
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First atlas record of Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata in 
the Limpopo Province,  South Africa

Richter Van Tonder
E-mail: richter.mcase@gmail.com

On Sunday 8th Novem-
ber 2020 a friend and 
I decided to do some 

birding east of Polokwane, my 
hometown. Over the years of at-
lassing around Polokwane I came 
across a lot of unique pockets of 
habitat that draw a lot of bird spe-
cies and some rare and unique 
ones. This is how we knew of a lit-
tle dam with a man-made wetland 
(unintentional) near a local village 
named Makotopong. This village is 
about 25 km east of Polokwane on 
the R81.

At that point in time we ex-
perienced a heatwave and the tem-
peratures were climbing quickly to 

36°C. We arrived at the wetland 
around 09:00 and started counting 
birds. The area is on the dry side 
with lots of gravel and small stones. 
Short, scrubby Acacia trees are the 
predominant vegetation with lit-
tle to no grass in between. To our 
surprise we found a pair of Grey-
backed Sparrow-Larks that is usu-
ally found only west of Polokwane. 
So the wetland area is a sort of oasis 
with water and lots of grass. 

As we moved down the wet-
land in very hot conditions we were 

almost at a point of calling it a day 
when we saw a bird crouched in 
the grass, but it was far away and 
we decided to get a little closer to 
see what it was. This was at about 
09:30. As we got closer to it, we 
could see lots of Blacksmith Lap-
wings also crouched in the grass 
and then its head came into view 
… Curlew! It took us a second to 
identify it as a Eurasian Curlew and 
not a Common Whimbrel, which 
is seen more regularly in the prov-
ince. With shaking hands we man-
aged to get a couple of photos be-
fore it took off in rapid flight down 
the wetland. We could then clearly 

make out all the features. Although 
there is a pre-1960 record of a 
Eurasian Curlew at Mosdene near 
Mookgophong, the details of this 
record are sketchy. A pair of Black-
winged Stilts weren’t impressed by 
it and chased it for a little while. 
It did manage to land again in the 
wetland not far away. I know of at 
least three other members of our 
club that managed to connect with 
it after we alerted them. Hopefully 
this will not be the last we see of it.

Below A first confirmed record for the Lim-
popo Province - Eurasian Curlew © Richter 

Van Tonder. Above  Eurasian Curlew - it's an impressive 
bird © Jody De Bruyn. 
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Non-passerines
Abdim's Stork - 28 November 2020. 
Seen at  Vencor (Marcia Van Tonder).
African Cuckoo-Hawk - 17 October 
2020. An adult seen flying at Wit-
vinger (Birdlife Polokwane club out-
ing).
African Openbill - 28 November 
2020. The Junction, Letsitele (Darren 
Pietersen).
African Pygmy Kingfisher - 28 No-
vember 2020. Randfontein road, 
Wolkberg (Daniel Engelbrecht).
African Crake - 14 December 2020. A 
bird seen at Vencor (Adrie Erasmus).

I n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t i n g s
1 6  O c t o b e r  -  1 5  D e c e m b e r  2 0 2 0

Share your interesting sightings seen within a 100 km radius of Polok-
wane. 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

African Crake © Adrie ErasmusAfrican Crake © Adrie Erasmus

Ayres's Hawk-Eagle - 14 Decem-
ber 2020. Seen in Welgelegen 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Black Cuckoo - 24 October 2020. 
Several birds heard and seen at 
Hwiti Mountain (Derek Engel-
brecht); A bird seen at the Doorn-
bult smallholdings (Minke Prins-
loo).
Black-winged Pratincole - 8 No-
vember 2020. A single bird seen 
at Hout River Dam (Leonie 
Kellerman).

Blue-cheeked Bee-eater - 28 No-
vember 2020. Madea-Sebayeng 
Wetlands (John Davies).
Blue-spotted Wood Dove - 4 De-
cember 2020. A single bird at 
Hamawasha, Tzaneen. Although 
not entirely uncommon in and 
around Tzaneen, attracting them 
to your garden feeder remains  
the holy grail of garden bird chal-
lenges (Leigh Hoets)

Black-winged Pratincole © Leonie KellermanBlack-winged Pratincole © Leonie Kellerman

Booted Eagle - 24 October 2020. 
At least three birds seen at Hwiti 
Mountain (Derek Engelbrecht).
Burchell's Sandgrouse - 14 No-
vember 2020. Seen at Makoto-
pong Dam (Jody De Bryn).
Common Ringed Plover - 28 No-
vember 2020. Seen at Letaba Es-
tates (Kyle Middleton).
Eurasian Curlew - 8 November 
2020. A single bird near the vil-
lage of Makotopong (Jody De 
Bruyn and Richter Van Tonder).

Blue-spotted Wood Dove © Leigh HoetsBlue-spotted Wood Dove © Leigh Hoets

Eurasian Curlew © Jody De Bruyn
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Levaillant's Cuckoo - 13 November 
2020. A bird calling in the suburb 
of Welgelegen (Daniel Engelbre-
cht); 14 December 2020. A bird 
seen and heard calling in Welgele-
gen (Derek Engelbrecht).
Lesser Moorhen - 15 December 
2020. An adult and a juvenile on 
the Bylsteel road (Derek Engel-
brecht).

European Nightjar - 28 November 
2020. Polokwane Game Reserve 
(Joe Grosel).
Freckled Nightjar - 8 Novem-
ber 2020. Several birds seen 
and heard calling at Witvinger 
(Birdlife Polokwane club outing).
Fulvous Duck - 8 November 2020. 
Two seen at the Makotopong 
Dam (Jody De Bruyn and Richter 
Van Tonder).

Lesser Spotted Eagle - 29 October 
2020. An immature bird seen in 
the Polokwane Game Reserve 
(Daniel Engelbrecht).

Greater Painted-snipe 28 Novem-
ber 2020. Seen at Polokwane Bird 
Sanctuary (Jody De Bruyn); 28 
November 2020. Letaba Estates 
(John Davies).
Green Sandpiper - 14 November 
2020. A single bird seen at Madea 
Wetlands (Jody De Bruyn).
Icterine Warbler - 28 November 
2020. Polokwane Game Reserve  
(Joe Grosel).
Jacobin Cuckoo - 3 November 
2020. One seen at the University 
of Limpopo Experimental Farm 
(Daniel Engelbrecht). Lesser Moorhen © Derek EngelbrechtLesser Moorhen © Derek Engelbrecht

Fulvous Duck © Jody De BruynFulvous Duck © Jody De Bruyn

Lesser Spotted Eagle © Daniel Engelbrecht

Maccoa Duck - 17 October 2020. 
A single bird seen at the Sterkloop 
Wetlands (Birdlife Polokwane 
club outing).
Pied Avocet - 20 October 2020. 
Two birds seen at the University 
of Limpopo experimental farm; 24 
October 2020. A single bird seen 
just north of Polokwane on the 
R521 towards Mogwadi (Leonie 
Kellerman); 1 November 2020. A 
flock of 14 birds seen at the Madea 
wetlands (Daniel Engelbrecht); 14 
November 2020. Three birds at De 
Loskop (Derek Engelbrecht). 
Red-chested Cuckoo - 16 October 
2020. A bird heard at Lowlands 
on the Randfontein Road (Schalk 
and Annette Van Schalkwyk).
Rufous-bellied Heron - 28 Novem-
ber 2020. A single bird seen at 
Madea-Sebayeng Wetlands (Jason 
Boyce); 5 December 2020. A sin-
gle bird seen at Madea-Sebayeng 
Wetlands (Jody De Bruyn).

Secretarybird - 28 November 2020.
Two adults and a juvenile seen 
at Dikgale (Derek Engelbrecht); 
28 November 2020. Seen on Rita 
road (Richter Van Tonder)
Southern Bald Ibis - 3 November 
2020. An immature bird seen at 
the University of Limpopo Experi-
mental Farm  (Derek Engelbrecht).

Saddle-billed Stork - 14 December 
2020. An immature bird seen at 
Vencor (Adrie Erasmus).

Saddle-billed Stork © Adrie ErasmusSaddle-billed Stork © Adrie Erasmus

Rufous-bellied Heron © Jody De BruynRufous-bellied Heron © Jody De Bruyn Southern Bald Ibis © Derek EngelbrechtSouthern Bald Ibis © Derek Engelbrecht
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Verreaux's Eagle - 17 October 2020. 
Several birds seen in the Wit-
vinger/Percy Fyfe area (Birdlife 
Polokwane club outing).

Passerines
Barn Swallow - 17 October 2020. 
Several birds seen during the club 
outing to Witvinger (Birdlife Polo-
   k wane club outing).
Brimstone Canary - 3 November 
2020. Large numbers at the Univer-
sity of Limpopo Experimental Farm 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Common House Martin - 24 October 
2020. Many seen at Hwiti Mountain 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Dusky Indigobird - 7 December 2020. 
Several birds visiting a garden feeder 
in Welgelegen on a daily basis (Derek 
Engelbrecht).

Grey-backed Sparrow-Lark - 8 
November 2020. A few birds 
seen at Makotopong (Richter Van 
Tonder and Jody De Bruyn).
Lesser Grey Shrike - 3 November 
2020. Mankweng Sewerage Treat-
ment Plant (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Marsh Warbler - 28 November 
2020. Seen at Madea-Sebayeng 
Wetlands (Richter Van Tonder).
Monotonous Lark - 26 November 
2020. An irruption at Platkoppies 
(Derek Engelbrecht); 28 Novem-
ber 2020. Bylsteel Road (Minkie 
Prins loo).

Flappet Lark - 17 October 2020. Sev-
eral males displaying at Witvinger 
(Birdlife Polokwane club outing).
Garden Warbler - 28 November 2020. 
Madea-Sebayeng Wetlands (Marcia 
Van Tonder).

Dusky Indigobird  © Derek EngelbrechtDusky Indigobird  © Derek Engelbrecht

Monotonous Lark © Derek  Engelbrecht

EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane AGM and Club Meeting
Date: 02 February 2021 
Time: 18:30 
Venue: To be confirmed

Purple Indigobird - 2 December 
2020. Several birds at a feeder in 
Welgelegen (Derek Engelbrecht).
Red-backed Shrike - 14 November 
2020. A male seen at De Loskop 
(Derek Engelbrecht). 
Spotted Flycatcher - 8 November 
2020. Polokwane Game Reserve 
(Richter Van Tonder). 
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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.

HELP SAVE OUR SEABIRDS

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

Marion Island Sponsor Map
August 2020

BirdLife 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 beau-
tiful oceanic gem.

For more information about this very worthwhile project and how to 
become a sponsor, please visit https://mousefreemarion.org/about/
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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 collabo-
ration 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.

APPEAL FOR SUPPORT

Community Bird Guide Relief Fund

BirdLife South Africa has trained upwards of 200 community bird 
guides. Those who are still actively guiding are currently being denied all 
guiding work by the national lockdown. Local and international tourism is 
expected to slump for several months, even after the lockdown is lifted. This is 
a devastating blow to our community bird guides who rely on local and inter-
national ecotourism (i.e. non-essential travel) in order to support themselves.

BirdLife South Africa is raising relief funding for guides who need to 
sustain themselves and their families through this challenging period. We are 
appealing to all our supporters, especially those who have experienced the 
wonderful skills of our guides, to contribute to the pooled funds. If you would 
like to reach out to a specific guide you are welcome to do so privately. All 
funds received will go directly to the guides.

BirdLife South Africa is contributing R20,000 in seed funding to this 
initiative in solidarity with our community bird guides.

How To Donate
Donations to the Community Bird Guide Relief Fund can be made to the 
general BirdLife South Africa bank account using the reference format “BG_
initials_surname”. All donations are eligible for a Section 18A tax certificate 
(please email proof of payment to bookkeeper@birdlife.org.za including your 
full name, postal address, and the date and value of your donation).

BirdLife South Africa bank details:
Account Name: BirdLife South Africa
Bank: First National Bank, Randburg
Branch Code: 254005
Account Number: 62067506281
SWIFT: FIRNZAJJ

Visit http://www.birdlife.org.za/birdlife-guide-relief-fund/ for more details 
and the application procedure.
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Burnt-necked Eremomela © Derek Engelbrecht


