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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 Polok-
wane committee or Birdlife South Africa.

DEADLINE FOR THE NEXT ISSUE: 

15 April 2022

Cover  Salvin's Prion © Jody de Bruyn.

This newsletter is best read 
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Editors' chirps
We want to start this editorial by thanking Daniel Engelbrecht, one of the editors 
of The Lark for his services over the last few years. Daniel has left us to pursue his 
studies at the University of Stellenbosch, but he will always have a close associa-
tion with Birdlife Polokwane and The Lark. Thanks for all your work over the past 
years son, and good luck with your studies. Also a hearty welcome to Derek who 
will now try to fill Daniel's shoes!
We were fortunate to receive a glut of material from our readers, but some will have 
to feature in our next issue. Thanks to everyone who contributed. This issue takes 
us to far-flung places such as Central America and the Prince Edward Islands, 
but also some sites more familiar to us such as the Wolkberg and wetlands around 
Polokwane. As usual, our Bird Briefs section has some interesting natural history 
notes. Bess Pieterse, a first-time contributor to The Lark, provides a fascinating ac-
count of the breeding of one of the most common  but also one of the most beautiful 
birds in our region, the African Paradise Flycatcher. Bess's note also shows that you 
needn't travel to exotic destinations to see interesting bird behaviour - you can do it 
from the comfort of your kitchen! We hope Bess's note will inspire you too to write 
about something interesting you have seen. 
The season is certainly starting to turn - the mornings are crisper and the migrants 
are more vocal as they start preparing for their northward migration. This is an 
exciting time for us in the Limpopo Province as anything can pop up in our region. 
Keep a close eye on those warblers - perhaps there is another Upcher's Warbler or 
Lesser Whitethroat lurking in one of the acacias. Happy birding!

Raelene and Derek

http://www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
http://www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane
http://www.birdlifepolokwane.co.za
https://www.facebook.com/groups/520907301857810/
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Costa Rica

Extreme birding

Annette van der Merwe

When non-birders 
seem puzzled about 
birdwatching as a 

hobby, I usually reply that, apart 
from getting to know and appre-
ciate the sheer beauty of birds and 
their habitat, it offers so many oth-
er advantages. These include hav-
ing an adventure, being outdoors, 
getting exercise, meeting interest-
ing people, never being bored, and 
experiencing the magic of discov-
ering new places and birds. As an 
international birding destination in 

Cental America, Costa Rica meets 
all of the above. 

Late on Saturday, 18 Septem-
ber 2021, after being en route for 
more than 36 hours, five of us ar-
rived in a hot and humid San Juan, 
ready for our long-anticipated Cos-
ta Rican birding trip. Waking up at 
the Robledal Hotel very early the 
next day, we explored the gardens. 
We were thrilled to find our first 
birds, including the Great Kiskadee 
(the call that woke us), Hoffmann’s 
Woodpecker, Rufous-backed Wren, 

Keel-billed Toucan © Annette van der Merwe
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Rufous-tailed Hummingbird, Blue-
grey Tanager, Ferruginous Pyg-
my Owl, Great-tailed Grackle, 
Spot-breasted Oriole, Red-lored 
Parrot and Clay-coloured Thrush. 
On Monday, our guide, Abelardo 
(Lalo), picked us up in a comforta-

ble air-conditioned minibus to start 
a 19-day birding tour. Contrary to 
my expectation, I learned that the 
rather drab Clay-coloured Thrush 
is the national bird. He referred to 
it daily as the most beautiful bird 
of Costa Rica. He explained that it 
had been chosen because they are 
found all over the country, wake 
people up with its beautiful song in 

the early hours of the 
day (as they have to 
get everything done 
before the rain in the 
afternoon), and re-
semble the skin col-
our of the people.

Though relatively 
small in size, the Cen-
tral American country 
of Costa Rica is home 
to one of the highest 
levels of biodiversity 
in the world. Encom-
passing four birding 
zones and numerous 
micro-ecosystems, 
Costa Rican birds and 

Below Costa Rica is a very hilly country 
with the Talamanca Mountains, a hotspot 
for endemics, dividing it into the east and 

west © Annette van der Merwe. Our first boat trip on the Tarcoles 
River (Above) where we saw the 
birds such as the Boat-billed Her-
on (Right) and Lineated Wood-
pecker © Annette van der Merwe. 
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wildlife are virtually on dis-
play in their natural habi-
tat. It is, for example, home 
to more than 50 species of 
hummingbirds, so whether 
in the cloud forest, humid 
Caribbean lowlands, arid 
mountain peaks, dry Pa-
cific forests or mangroves, 
hummingbirds were high-
ly accessible to us. Costa 

Rica has 940 bird species consisting 
of many species different to South 
African species, such as tinamous, 
curassows, grosbeaks, euphonias, 
gnatwrens, vireos, potoos, jacamars, 
cotingas, tanagers, chlorospingus, 
chlorophonias, bananaquits, and so 
on … I found it quite tricky to get my 
head around all these new names. 
The country’s natural wealth is no 
accident. In the mid-20th century, 
Costa Rican leadership realised the 
importance of conservation for the 
nation’s future. Today, 27% of Costa 
Rica has been officially designated as 
protected land. Instead of devoting 
resources to developing its military, 
Costa Rican officials built educa-
tional and social security programs. 

At the end of the trip, we all 
had to name our top birds. I de-
cided to categorise my top birds 
into four groups. First of all, some 
Costa Rican birds simply took my 
breath away at first sight. Such 
birds include the Bay-headed 
Tanager, Turquoise-browed and 
Lesson’s Motmots, Tropical Paru-
la, Lesser Ground Cuckoo and all 
the oropendolas (Montezuma, 
Chesnut-headed, and Crested ... 
the latter two have blue eyes!). 

Left Fiery-billed Aracari seen near 
Macaw Lodge in the Central Pacific 
Lowlands © Annette van der Merwe. 

Below On a hanging bridge in rain for-
est where we managed to find the Tody 
Motmot © Annette van der Merwe. 

Above Ferruginous Pygmy Owl 
in the garden of the La Ensena-
da Lodge in the Northern Pacific 
Lowlands © Annette van der Merwe. 



11      The Lark 40 The Lark 40        12 

Secondly, we had some oblig-
ing birds that allowed us just to ap-
preciate them in awe. I remember 
the handsome, but scarce, Black-
and-white Owl that called and 
posed after dinner outside Arenal 
Volcano Lodge; the Black-throat-
ed Trogon male that perched 
three meters from me at eye level 
at La Selva Organisation for Trop-
ical Studies in Sarapiqui (with the 
sweat running down my back); and 
the Boat-billed Herons on our first 

boat trip - in the dense vegetation 
on the shores of the Tarcoles River. 
After dipping on it earlier during 
the journey, the Olivaceous Piculet 

perched on a tree next to the road 
close to our rain forest lodge. Last 
but not least, after searching for it 
in vain for two days, we found the 
Sunbittern. While feeding along 
the rapids, it even displayed its 
stunning wing patterns twice. 

The third category of birds in-
cluded a great deal of adrenalin and 
adventure. The winner here was 
undoubtedly the Yellow-breasted 
Crake. I saw it in Caño Negro on a 
boat trip with Chamvita, an excel-
lent guide and fisherman. On hear-
ing its call, he manoeuvred the boat 
between floating grassy islands and 
caimans, and we waited … 
we were ecstatic when we 
finally spotted it and were 
able to take great pictures.

Iconic birds of Cos-
ta Rica certainly deserve 
a category of their own. 
After only an hour’s wait 
in frigid weather, we had 
excellent views of the Re-
splendent Quetzal in the 
Cloud Forest (male and 
female). However, the 
Snowcap at Rancho Natu-
ralista was a different sto-
ry as we only managed to 
see it on a second attempt. 
Based on information 
from other birders, Lalo 
worked out its trap trail 

and predicted that they would vis-
it the verbenas early the following 
day. We were up at dawn and wait-
ed, and when it finally showed up, 
it was for less than a minute! After 
hearing its ominous call, we saw the 
Crested Owl during an evening ex-
pedition outside Quelitales Lodge. 
The Keel-billed and Yellow-throat-
ed Toucans showed themselves 
through the scope on high trees 
next to the road. The primary hab-
itat of the Scarlet and Great Green 
Macaws are the almond trees and 
are protected. We quickly found the 
Scarlets by looking at shells under 

Above Resplendent Quetzal, one of the 
trogon family, seen in the Cloud Forest at 
high altitude (Talamanca highlands). It 
has four flamboyant green uppertail cov-
erts that were unfortunately not visible. 
They feed mostly on members of the avo-
cado family. Female quetzals are the only 
trogons combining a green head, grey belly 

and red vent © Annette van der Merwe. 

Right This Black-throated Trogon 
perched two meters form me on a low 

branch © Annette van der Merwe. 
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the almond trees in the streets of 
Sarapique. The Great Green Ma-
caws needed quite a hunt and were 
located high up in giant almond 
trees on the outskirts of Salva 
Verde. They are endangered as less 
than 1000 breeding pairs currently 
exist.

The last category is true en-
demics of Costa Rica. We were 
privileged to see all four of them. 
They are the Cabanis’s Ground 
Sparrow (seen near Quelitales in 
a coffee plantation on a second 
attempt), the Black-cheeked Ant 
Tananger (seen in the south in a 
rain forest), as well as the Cop-
pery-headed Emerald and Man-
grove Hummingbird.

Having lived in Gauteng for 
most of my life, one of the biggest 
challenges I experienced was the 
humidity in the rainforest. Most 
South Africans are not generally 
used to forest birding, and in addi-
tion to the humidity in Costa Rica, 
we often struggled to see the birds. 
The days were very long, and it 
was not a holiday - we did extreme 
birding every day. Though all the 
guides could speak English, it 
was sometimes difficult to under-
stand their Spanish accent. Lastly, 
on a lighter note, all of us gained 
weight. The food was terrific and 
the portions were huge! We also 
had three-course meals at lunch 
and dinner. 

On the other hand, many 
things worked well. Luckily, we 
were a small group that ensured 
we could mostly see the same 
birds. Lalo was an excellent guide 
who also ensured everyone had 
an opportunity. We travelled in a 
comfortable, air-conditioned ve-
hicle, the food was delicious, and 
all eight eco-lodges were exquisite 
and unique. A variety of habitats 
was covered on the trip, most plac-
es had some form of a bird feeder, 
and the guide did a checklist with 
us every evening. We also got to 

Right Montezuma Oropendula. His 
cousins, the Crested and Chesnut-headed 
Oropendolas, have blue eyes © Annette 

van der Merwe. 

Below  Honduran White Tent bats in the 
forest © Annette van der Merwe. 

Shining Honeycreeper © Annette van der Merwe
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see other species such as mon-
keys (Howler and Spider), bats 
(White-throated Round-eared 
and Honduran Tent), frogs (Red-
eye and Blue Jeans), basilisks, cai-
mans, iguanas, and the tayra. 

Three of us extended our 
stay at Esquinas Lodge in the 

southern rain forest. We enjoyed 
the Yellow-throated Toucans’ 
calling and saw them feeding 
while relaxing in the swimming 
pool’s lukewarm water. The rock-
ing chairs on our verandas gave 
us an excellent vantage point to 
finally see the elusive Riverside 

Wren. During our extended stay, 
the local bird guide took us to ex-
plore further and I got 22 more 
lifers. On our last day in San 
Juan, we saw seven more birds 
with the help of the manager/
bird guide at the hotel, such as 
the Lesser Ground Cuckoo and 

Crested Bobwhite. I ended with 
408 new birds! 

We got onto the aeroplane 
and headed back home, and, as 
one friend said, with our heads 
spinning but our hearts singing. 
It was an experience of a lifetime. 
Author email:  annette.vanvan@gmail.com

Emerald Basilisk Lizard © Annette van der Merwe Sunbittern © Annette van der Merwe Snowcap © Annette van der Merwe

Magnificent Frigatebird © Annette van der Merwe Blue Jeans Frog © Annette van der Merwe Great Potoo © Annette van der Merwe
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Die jaar 2022 het goed 
afgeskop! Die Wolk-
berg-uitstappie is teen 

hierdie tyd 'n jaarlikse instelling.  

Op pad soontoe het ons 'n mooi 
uitsig gehad op die Wolkberge, be-
dek deur 'n wolkkombers, amper 
soos Tafelberg se kleed! Teen die tyd 

' n  Wonderland in die Wolkberg
Willem van der Merwe

dat ons bo in die berge aangekom 
het, het die wolke begin lig en die 
vroegoggend son het die pieke laat 
gloei. Soos dit belowe het, het ons 

'n pragtige dag gehad, nie te koud 
of warm nie, met lieflike helder lug 
wat ons ver uitsigte oor die berge 
gegee het. Soos gewoonlik was ons 
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heel eerste stop oorkant 'n ou en in-
drukwekkende tufa-formasie teen 
die berg se kranse.  

Ons is verder die berge in. Die 
veld was hoog, geil en grasgroen 
van die goeie reëns wat ons die af-
gelope paar maande gehad het. Die 
digte protea stande het belowend 
gelyk, en inderdaad het ons heel 
vinnig daar twee van die gebied 
se spesiale voëls afgetik: die Rooi-

borssuikervoël (Gurney’s Sugar-
bird), en die Jangroentjie (Mala-
chite Sunbird). Een mannetjie van 
laasgenoemde het mooi vir ons 
vir fotos geposeer.  Hy was skou-

Bo Die Wolkberg het sy naam gestand 
gedoen.

Onder Dié Jangroentjie (Malachite 
Sunbird) het mooi saamgewerk vir fotos 

© Richter van Tonder.

spelagtig in sy uitspat-
tige skittergroen, selfs 
groener as die groen 
van die veld self !

Die klipperige 
berggrasveld was be-
volk met die gewone 
ou klompie wat ons 
altyd sien (of ten min-
ste hoor), maar wat 
nogtans nooit vervelig 
raak nie: Grasvoël 
(Cape Grassbird), Lui-
tinktinkie (Lazy Cisti-
cola), Bergklipwagter 
(Buff-streaked Chat), 
Dassievoël (Mocking 
Cliff Chat), Rooivlerk-
spreeu (Red-winged 
Starling), Rooinekle-
werik (Rufous-naped 
Lark) en Gewone Bont-
rokkie (African Stone-
chat), onder andere. Grasveldvoëls 
waarop nie almal altyd let nie, was 
die Landeryklopkloppie (Zitting 
Cisticola) en die Korttoonklip-
lyster (Short-toed Rock Thrush). 
Die Rooikeelflap (Red-collared 
Widow) is nie skaars nie, maar die 
mannetjie in sy broeidrag is altyd 
treffend.

Daar was aksie in die lug, 
voëls in vlug: benewens indruk-
wekkende spesies soos Kransaas-
voël (Cape Vulture), was ons bly 
om ook kleiner maar oulike vlieërs 
te kon sien.  Witpenswindswaels 
(Alpine Swift), een van die groot-
ste windswaels in die wêreld, kom 

altyd met 'n groot spoed verby en 
mens moet maar vinnig kyk en 
daarmee tevrede wees. Ons het 
ook Swartwind swaels (African 
Black Swift) gesien, en 'n hele paar 
swaeltjiesoorte.  

Een van die swaeltjies wat vir 
my die dag gemaak het, was die 
Swartsaagvlerkswael (Black Saw-
wing). Ek assosieer hulle meer met 
die Magoebaskloof-omgewing, 
waar hulle naby woude en oor wa-
ter vlieg. Hier het ons hulle egter in 

Bo Dié Dassievoël (Mocking 
Cliff Chat) het besonder mooi 

vertoon © Richter van Tonder.
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die savannelandskap effens dieper 
tussen die berge gekry!  Daar was 
heelwat van hulle (of een wat baie 
vinnig homself hier en daar elke 
nou en dan gewys het) en ons kon 
mooi na hulle kyk.

Die stukkie savanne tussen 
die berge was inderdaad een van 
ons belangrike doelwitte. Dis waar 
ons altyd soek vir die Boomkoester 

(Tree Pipit), en ten minste nog elke 
keer gekry het wat ek saam was op 
die uitstappie. En ons geluk het dié 
keer ook gehou en ons kon dar-
em 'n paar van hulle mooi sien. 

Bo Ons hoof teiken vir die dag was 
die gesogte Boomkoester (Tree Pip-
it), en ons het hulle weereens gekry 

© Richter van Tonder.

Ander interessante voël spesies 
van die boomveld en savanne 
(insluit  ende dié wat ons gehoor 
eer der as gesien het) was Geelbles-
tinker (Yellow-fronted Tinker), 
Groenvlekduifie (Emerald-spot-
ted Wood Dove), Swartkroon-
tjagra (Black-crowned Tchagra), 
Streepkopkanarie 
( S t r e a k y - h e a d e d 
Seedeater), Wit-
liesbosbontrokkie 
(Chinspot Batis), 
Klein Heuning-
wyser (Lesser Hon-
eyguide), Swart-
katakoeroe (Black 
C u c k o o s h r i k e ) , 
R o oi  b e k k a ke l a ar 
(Green Wood 
Hoopoe), Pylvlek-
katlagter (Ar-
r o w - m a r k e d 
Babbler), Koning- 
(Pin-tailed Whydah) 
en Pylstert rooibekkie 
(Shaft-tailed Why-
dah). Piet-my-vrou 
(Red-chested Cuck-
oo) het ons ouderge-
woonte gehoor maar 
nie gesien nie.

Daar was vir 
my 'n paar interes-
sante 'toevalle'. Ons 
het in die bosveld 
waar ons die koesters 
gekry het, twee 
kleinjantjiesoorte 
gekry: Bandkeel 

(Bar-throated Apalis) en Geel-
bors (Yellow-breasted Apalis).  
Dit was die eerste keer in my 
lewe wat ek beide die kleinjan-

Onder Die Pylstertrooibekkie (Shaft-
tailed Whydah) lyk altyd of hy op die rooi 

tapyt hoort © Richter van Tonder.
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tjies op een plek gekry het. Ek be-
doel letterlik op een plek: ek het 
by 'n boom gestaan en regs kon 
ek die Geelbors kleinjantjie (Yel-
low-breasted Apalis) sien en hoor 
skree, en 'n entjie verder links, 
sonder om te beweeg, kon ek die 
Bandkeelkleinjantjie (Bar-throat-
ed Apalis) sien en hoor skree. Die 
geelbors is grootliks 'n voëltjie van 

laeveldboomveld en woud, terwyl 
die bankeelkleinjantjie meer bin-
nelandse woud en ruigtes bewoon 
- maar hier was albei saam!

Nog 'n interessantheid was dat 
ons hier drie van die vier Suid-Af-

Bo Die veldblomme was in volle prag. 
Hier is 'n klompie Agapanthusse wat op 

die hange van Iron Crown gegroei het.

rikaanse streepkoppies gesien het: 
Rooirug (Golden-breasted Bunting), 
Rooivlerk (Cape Bunting) en Klip 
(Cinnamon-breasted Bunting). Die 
Rooi vlerkstreepkoppie is glad nie al-
gemeen in ons omgewing nie, en dit 
was spesiaal om enetjie so mooi te 
kon sien.

Dit was nie 'n slegte dag 
vir roofvoëls nie: benewens die 
Kransaasvoël het ons ook die Bruin-
arend (Wahlberg’s Eagle), Bruin-
jakkalsvoël (Steppe Buzzard), Rooi-
borsjakkalsvoël (Jackal Buzzard) en 
Swartborsslangarend (Black-chested 
Snake Eagle) gesien.

Teen die einde van ons uitstap-
pie is ons Iron Crown op, die hoogste 

piek in die Limpopo Provinsie, waar 
ons spesifiek gaan soek het vir Rooi-
vlerkpatryse (Red-winged Francolin), 
wat ons in die verlede al hier gesien 
het, maar hierdie keer het ons mis-
luk. Die veld was egter pragtig, met 
vele mooi en interessante inheemse 
blomme soos Agapanthus en Wat-
sonia spesies asook verskeie soorte 
madeliefies en sewejaartjies. Die uit-
sigte van bo af was asemrowend.

Ons het in totaal 'n honderd 
voëlspesies vir die oggend gekry.  Ons 
hoop die jaar handhaaf homself verd-
er op hierdie standaard!
Outeur se e-pos: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

Bo Die Wolkbergers van 2022 © Julia Friskin. 
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Makotopong Wetlands
Johan Janse van Vuuren

The annual Birdlife 
Polokwane outing 
to the Makotopong 

Wetlands took place on 5 Feb-
ruary 2022. Our group of 10 left 
town at approximately 05:30 for 

the short drive to the wetland. 
A heavy cloud cover and cool 
weather welcomed us at Makoto-
pong.

The leader of the outing, 
Richter van Tonder, called our 

first stop at the power lines and 
we duly went for a short walk. 
Birding was a bit slow, but we 
managed to see Kalahari Scrub 
Robin, Common Buzzard, Lesser 
and Greater Striped Swallow and 

Long-tailed Paradise Whydah. 
Then it was on with the gumboots 
to cross a little stream in search of 
the Thrush Nightingale. We could 
hear the little bugger but could 
unfortunately not get a glimpse 

Makotopong Wetlands © Derek Engelbrecht
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of this very shy bird. We also 
heard the Gorgeous Bushshrike 
in some thickets, but this is where 
it stayed.

It was back to the cars for early 
coffee where we were joined by Hein, 
who set his alarm for the wrong time. 
While having coffee we also spotted 

Grey Herons, Knob-billed Ducks, 
Pied Crows, Scaly-feathered Weavers 
and Zitting Cisticolas.

On the way to the wetland area 
for the serious part of the birding for 
the day, we were very fortunate to spot 
pairs of Greater Kestrel and Jacobin 
Cuckoo. We also saw Green-winged 
Pytilia, White-backed Vultures, Great 
and House Sparrows and a couple of 
Short-clawed Larks to mention a few. 

The wetland area was ex-
tremely wet due to good rains in the 
preceding few days. We had to wade 
through a stream of water that was 

Above Crossing a small stream in search of the 
elusive Thrush Nightingale © Whelmi Chalmers. 

nearly knee-deep for some to get to 
the dam. The dam area was very pro-
ductive with views of White-faced 
Whistling Duck, African Spoonbill, 
Black Heron, Grey Heron, Kittlitz’s 
Plover, Fulvous Whistling Duck, Yel-
low-billed Duck, Knob-billed Duck, 
Squacco Heron, African Snipe and 
Blacksmith Lapwing.

My highlight of the day was 
when Allen’s Gallinule showed it-
self for a brief moment. Fortunately, 
everybody saw this beautiful bird. 
This was not only a lifer for me but 
also for a couple of people in the 
group. 

The following birds were 
also seen around the wetland area: 
Black-winged Stilt, Little Egret, Yel-
low-crowned Bishop, Black-winged 
Kite, Black-chested Snake Eagle, 
Cape Longclaw, Common Moor-
hen, Southern Red Bishop, Pin-tailed 

Left Cape Longclaws were rather vocal 
and showed well © Alan Harrison. 

Whydah, Egyptian Geese and a very 
big flock of Knob-billed Ducks.

After breakfast, we travelled 
back to Polokwane for one last chance 
to try and find the Thrush Nightin-
gale in Eduan Park. Again, we heard 
the bird but could unfortunately not 
get a view. 

A very productive morning ses-
sion was had with some of us logging 
more than five lifers. In total, Richter 
logged 106 species (seen and heard) 
for the morning for SABAP2 purpos-
es. 

We want to thank Richter for 
his time to take us out and share his 
knowledge with us.
Author email:  johan.jansevanvuuren@tcrescent.co.za

Above We saw several lark species but this  
Rufous-naped Lark really wanted to be 

seen © Alan Harrison. 
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Flock to Marion
2022
Text Mark and Julia Friskin

Light-mantled Sooty Albatross © Jody de Bruyn

Time goes by so slowly 
and has a habit of ac-
celerating into a frenzy; 

this was an authentic experience 
for the passengers who had booked 
and paid for the 8-day ocean voy-
age to the Prince Edward and Mar-
ion Islands.

Early in 2020, while twitch-
ing the American Golden Plov-
er near Cape St Francis, we first 
learned about Birdlife South Afri-
ca’s planned adventure to Marion 
Island.

Standing at a farmer’s gate, 
which was locked, desperately at-
tempting every possible means to 
get a better view of the two birds 
that kept their distance, a couple 
who were also at the twitch asked 
Julia and I if we had booked our 

passage with MSC to Marion Is-
land.

Their question pricked our 
imagination, and as we had not 
ventured out to sea before, the 
prospect of adding new seabirds to 
our life list was a strong consider-
ation. We had once booked a pe-
lagic trip in Cape Town, which was 
cancelled due to stormy conditions, 
and that disappointment only add-
ed credence to booking a berth on 
the MSC Flock to Marion.

Most cabins were booked at 
that stage, but a balcony cabin be-
came available in July of the same 
year. We immediately contacted 
the person and concluded a name 
swop with MSC. Little did we real-
ise at the time that this evil COV-
ID-19 disease would play havoc 
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with the departure dates, and all 
would have to wait until the 24th of 
January for the MSC Orchestra to 
finally leave Cape Town.

From October 2021, BirdLife 
South Africa introduced webinars 
to enlighten us about the various 
seabirds and how to best identify 
them. We participated in five of 
them, and I was blessed at Christ-
mas with a copy of Peter Ryan’s 
book “Guide to Seabirds of South-
ern Africa”. As novice seabirders, 
we studied our notes, and Julia 
transferred all information gleaned 
from BLSA into Peter’s book.

Strict COVID measures were 
required by MSC before any pas-
sengers would be allowed onboard. 
We took the required PCR test 48 
hours before boarding the ship. 
Thus began a tension-filled 24 

hours waiting for the results that, if 
negative, would allow Julia and I to 
board the aeroplane to Cape Town. 
Shortly before the test, I developed 
an imaginary sore throat, and the 
long cotton swab down the throat 
had me convinced that I would not 
pass this vital test; the mind plays 
its games, and sometimes we dance 
with these evil thoughts. An SMS 
arrived, announcing we were neg-
ative, and we raced down to Lancet 
to get the required printed copies. 
We were relieved, overjoyed and 
jibber-jabbering like excited kids. 
These amazing creations of the 
deep ocean were finally within our 
grasp, and we started looking for-

ward with guarded anticipation ris-
ing within our spirits. The staff of 
Birdlife South Africa had worked 
tirelessly for over two years to make 
this trip a reality, and we prayed for 
its success. 

But wait, we were thrown a 
curve ball – a very expensive curve 
ball as it turned out. Late Saturday 
afternoon MSC had sent out cor-
respondence that the Orchestra 
would leave the quayside at exact-
ly noon on the 24th of January due 
to weather forecasts predicting a 
strong south-westerly wind. The 
ship had to exit the small port en-
trance before the wind 
speed reached maxi-
mum strength. We re-
scheduled our flights 
from OR Tambo and 
booked a room at the 
City Lodge to ensure we 
made the 5:55 am flight 
to Cape Town. The MSC 
shuttle service was ready 
and waiting for us and 
then we were all whisked 
away to the Cape Town 
Harbour. Just outside 
the Harbour, we had our 
first glimpse of the mag-
nificent MSC Orchestra; 
she is a sight to behold.

We arrived at the 
docks and joined the 
long queues for the reg-
istration process. We 
dropped our luggage 
off at the preassigned 

point before we were ushered into 
the final hurdle, a rapid antigen 
test. If you test positive at this late 
stage, you cannot board the ship, 
and the insurance company will 
be contacted to take care of your 
needs. While waiting, I whispered 
a prayer amongst some nervous 
chatting and stoic faces. Before 
the test, I developed a sore throat 
and imaginary headache; Hypo-
chondriac Harry messing with my 

Below The MSC Orchestra is a sight to 
behold © Julia Friskin. 

Below Birdlife South Africa's 'head-
quarters' on the Orchestra 

© Julia Friskin. 
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brain, I am directed left, Julia to the 
right. All the staff was dressed in 
white overalls, masks and shields. 
Relief! We tested negative, yes, 
yes! We received a pink wristband 
and could proceed. Safety drills 
completed and mustering stations 
found, I stand on the balcony and 
offer a prayer of thanksgiving. We 
unpacked and started exploring the 
labyrinth of corridors, elevators, 
decks and restaurants. The sixth 
and seventh deck was a hive of 
frantic activities at the BLSA stand, 
but the staff managed it all excep-
tionally well. Finally, after many 
months of a roller coaster of emo-
tions, this was it. It was happening. 
We were emotional and excited, 
just like everyone on board.

At precisely noon, strong har-
bour tugs pulled and pushed this 
Carpathian beauty through the nar-
row harbour exit, only to circle back 
and anchor approximately 3 km 
away from the harbour. Our cabin 
was on the starboard side and had 
a beautiful view of the open ocean. 
The news reached us that more 
than 48 passengers were still at the 

quayside in the harbour, and MSC 
lifeboats were dispatched to ferry 
them onto the ship. While waiting 
for the last passengers to board, we 
headed off to the various decks for 
lunch. And what delight greeted us; 
food, glorious food, and a selection 
that left no one wanting. Over four 
hours passed, and eventually all the 
Flock to Marion passengers were 
on board and accounted for. There 
was a surge as the mighty engines 
spun the propellers into action, and 
the Orchestra set sail for Marion.

With more than 40 expert, 
eagle-eyed seabird guides on var-
ious decks and assigned stations, 
one was sure to get in on the ac-
tion right from the onset. Our 
cameras and binoculars at the 
ready; it was time to find a good 
spot and keep it at all cost. We had 
our first lifer for the trip, Sabine’s 
Gull, soon after setting sail while 
chatting with Derek and Daniel on 
Deck 7. A guide shouted out, “Co-
ry’s Shearwater!”, bingo our next 
lifer. The bird was gliding barely 
above the water with the tips of 
its wings just touching the water. 
Wow, wow, wow! What a beauti-
ful bird, I mused. “Sooty Shear-
water” is called, the birders bristle 
with excitement, tick, another new 
one and what a beauty. Other lif-
ers that afternoon included Manx 
Shearwater, White-Chinned Pet-
rel and a Brown (Subantarctic) 
Skua. Although many other birds 
were called out that afternoon, we 

missed some of them – you can’t be 
everywhere all at once. The sun set 
on day one, and we went to dinner, 
satisfied and full of conversation.

Being cruise liner novices, we 
had minimal lighting on our first 
night in the cabin. It was only at 
breakfast the following day that we 
learnt to place our door cards into 
a slot, thus overriding the electric-
ity-saving device. Since seabirds 
are attracted to light at night, re-
sulting in collision casualties, we 
were instructed to keep our cur-
tains closed at night, and the ship’s 
outside lights were also switched 
off.  

January

24

January

25

Below Leaving the most beautiful 
city behind ©  Derek Engelbrecht.

Mark was anxious to hit the 
deck early, and I followed 20 min-
utes later. Most men were dressed 
in navy jackets, beanies and masks, 
making it difficult to recognise an-
yone! Eventually, I connected with 
the Limpopo birders and found a 
spot in the second row from the rail. 
Birding was initially quiet but soon 
picked up, and we started to tick 
off lifers. The Great-winged Petrel 
soared over the waters and was seen 
every day after that! I have always 
longed to see an albatross, and on 
this day, my wish was granted when 
a beautiful Indian Yellow-nosed Al-
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batross made its appearance. It is 
one of the Mollymawks, the small 
to medium-sized, dark-backed al-
batrosses, but it will remain a firm 
favourite in my mind’s eye! Not 
long after, the largest mollymawk, a 
Shy Albatross, circled the ship, and 
we marvelled how these majestic 
birds glide over the sea. Excitement 
mounted when the intercom an-
nounced a trawler in the distance 
on port side and the anticipation of 

seeing many seabirds in tow. How-
ever, we remained on starboard and 
fortunately had the incredible sight-
ing of a Northern Royal Albatross, 
a highlight for many. The Northern 
Giant Petrel also gave us good photo 
opportunities, followed by a much 
smaller White-bellied Storm Pet-
rel. The most frustrating call from 
guides the whole trip was a Long-
tailed Jaeger. On five occasions! All 
distant! Dipped on all five! On this 
day, we also saw Mark’s number one 
bird on his wish list, the majestic 
Wandering Albatross. This sighting 
would be the start of something spe-
cial over the next few days! 

In the evening, we attended 
the first in a series of lectures by re-
nowned seabird expert Peter Harri-

son. This remarkable man had spent 
a lifetime studying seabirds and 
caused a stir when he mentioned 
that we should expect more excep-
tional sightings as we neared Mari-
on Island. 

Above Indian Yellow-nosed 
Albatross - Julia's first albatross 
©  Jody de Bruyn.

Left Soft-plumaged Petrels 
were regularly encountered 
©  Derek Engelbrecht.

Above Mark's #1 on his wish-
list ticked ©  Jody de Bruyn.

January

26
Today was the day of the 

smaller seabirds, the petrels, 
shearwaters, prions and storm pet-
rels. They are a challenge to photo-
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graph as they fly low and 
quickly over the water 
and blend into the back-
drop of the sea. Flocks of 
Salvin’s Prions were spot-
ted some distance away 
and, at first, looked like 
hundreds of fluttering 
white butterflies. Over 
the day, prions were fly-
ing closer to the ship, and 
we managed to capture a 
pic of an Antarctic Prion, 
amongst others. We also 
had good views of Little 
and Great Shearwaters, 
Wilson’s Storm Petrel and 
Soft Plumage Petrel. We 

also had our first Sooty Albatross, 
and what a beauty! 

We attended the dress-up Bird 
Party that evening, and enjoyed the 
various imaginative, creative cos-
tumes. Many penguins, flamingos, 
ducks and even birds of paradise 
graced the ship’s halls!  We dined 
with Jody, who mentioned that the 
prions are seldom seen on pelag-
ics out of Cape Town and Durban, 
which made us realise how super 
privileged we were to witness hun-
dreds this day!! 

Left A Southern Giant Petrel and 
White-chinned Petrel sharing air 
space ©  Daniel Engelbrecht.

Below A Little Shearwater 
©  Jody de Bruyn. 

Above Black-bellied Storm Petrel 
©  Daniel Engelbrecht.

January
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The day of days. To begin, 
Peter Ryan rated this day’s birding 
amongst his top 10 birding experi-
ences, while Peter Harrison rated 
this day as one of his best birding 
experiences for Wandering Alba-
trosses in his over 50 years of bird-
ing. These bold statements were 
from seabird experts who have 
pretty much seen it all. 

We got dressed at 4 am for an 
expedition to the Antarctic; layer 
upon layer underneath a new Flock 
to Marion waterproof jacket (su-
perb product) and a Flock beanie. 
Upon our arrival on Deck 7, it was 
swarming with enthusiastic bird-
ers and wall to wall camera lenses 
protruding like battleship cannons 

over the rails. I thought it would be 
good to get something warm before 
the real action started. I wasn’t the 
only one who thought along those 
lines - the long lines at the coffee 
stations indicated just how cold it 
was. 

Standing at the rail, my 
thoughts drifted to the new birds 
we had seen thus far: 19 lifers! I 
prayed that I would see more Wan-
dering Albatrosses. I have read 
about them and heard stories about 
ancient sea mariners and their en-
counters with these majestic crea-
tures. 

Shouts across the deck jolted 
me back into the day, as the spe-
cialist guides kicked into top gear, 
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“Wandering port side, Indian Yel-
low-nosed coming across the bow, 
Grey-headed across the stern, two 
Wandering Albatrosses starboard 
side”. It’s as if we had opened up 
God’s huge packet of liquorice 
all sorts, albatrosses, tiny prions, 
storm petrels, shearwaters and a 
“Brown Skua flying high! Over and 
around the ship. 

It sounded a bit like an auc-
tion for birders as the names were 
shouted out by the guides and over 
the intercom. This was to last the 
entire day. I needed a breather at 
some stage and made my way back 
to our cabin on Deck 10 to be alone 
on the balcony, taking photographs 
and savouring this special day with-

Above Grey-headed Albatross is a very 
classy bird ©  Daniel Engelbrecht.

out too many distractions. This was 
my most incredible day of birding 
ever. If I looked right, the sky was 
filled with seabirds, if I turned left, 
waves and swells had birds glid-
ing over them. Penguins appeared 
and then quickly disappeared just 
to surface somewhere else. Julia 
joined me, and we made our way 
to the bow to see Prince Edward Is-
land shrouded in mist, a scene out 
of Pirates of the Caribbean, except 
it was in SA waters. On the flag-
staff, the blue BLSA flag was flying 
proudly in the breeze, and a party of 
five Macaroni Penguins welcomed 

Penguins were plentiful around 
the Prince Edward Islands , but 
Macaroni Penguins (Below) 
outnumbered King Penguins 
(Left) by a nautical mile 
©  Daniel Engelbrecht.

us to the islands. Two 
Light-mantled Alba-
trosses flew over the 
swells, and one landed 
briefly on the ocean. 
“Grey-headed Alba-
tross” came the call, 
and there they were in 
all their majestic glo-
ry. Oh, and then there 
was the Sooty Alba-
tross, painted choco-
late brown with their 
vanilla lipstick. What 
a beauty of the deep 
ocean. There were so 
many of them, all put-
ting on a flying display of note, oc-
casionally landing briefly on the 
ocean before taking off again. Now 
it is not humanly possible to be at 
all the stations at once, so every 
person on this vessel experienced 
different new and exciting visuals. 
Sadly, we dipped on some, but that 
was expected on such a big ship. 

Some of our dips included flying 
fish, dolphins, whales (mostly dis-
tant), King and Southern Rock-
hopper Penguins, green turtle and 
many more. One gentleman com-
mented on Facebook that he was in 
the pool on Deck 13 when an alba-
tross flew over – nobody asked how 
many cocktails he had had by then. 
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Although we had views of 
Prince Edward Island, Marion Is-
land was totally obscured by mist, 
cloud and rain, in short, a typical 
day at Marion we were told. A mas-
sive cold front was approaching the 
islands and the Captain was painful-
ly aware of this. Too soon, the Day 
of Days came to an end as the gale-
force wind arrived with over 100 km 
per hour ferocity and 6-7 m swells. 
The captain set course for calmer 
waters, his main responsibility the 
safety of the passengers and crew. 
That evening was a bit of a rough 
ride and we were swaying along the 
long passages, bringing back memo-
ries of Rose and Jack on the Titanic! 

We ended the night with an-
other superb lecture by Peter Harri-
son, Penguins 101, and what a treat 
it was! 

Opposite One of the most beautiful sea-
birds, Sooty Albatross ©  Jody de Bruyn.

Below A typical scene on Deck 7 
©  Derek Engelbrecht.

January

28

Only a few diehards braved 
the gusty, cold winds and turbu-
lent seas in the morning. The ship 
kept steaming ahead to outrun the 
storm, which meant we covered 
good ground (or rather sea) towards 
South African waters. Birding qui-
etened down with only a few Wan-
dering and Sooty Albatrosses still 
making an appearance. After yester-
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day’s big excitement, this was a little 
disheartening, and we spent much 
time sampling the delicious pastries 
in the restaurant!! 

“Bird Alert, Bird Alert” was 
announced over the intercom, “pos-
sible Tristan Albatross!” Wow, this is 
Big! Mark and I took many photos 
of any passing albatrosses from our 
balcony, hoping to capture this one. 
Mark did indeed get a shot, which 
was confirmed later. Amazingly, the 
Tristan made another brief appear-
ance the next morning, much to the 
relief of those who dipped on it the 
day before. How incredibly special, 
as this was the first confirmed sight-
ing of a Tristan Albatross in the In-
dian Ocean. 

Peter Ryan’s talk on Mari-
on Island was well worth the time 
and we went back to our cabin dis-

As was predicted for this part of 
our voyage, the sea was calm and the 
sun’s reflection off the ocean on the 
starboard side was blinding. As a re-
sult, birding was challenging, but still, 
we spotted a lifer in Tropical Shear-
water. With birding slow, we move 
around the ship, meeting old birding 
friends, making new ones, and just 
having good chats with the guides 
and fellow birders. One of the guides, 
Jonathan Rossouw, is so informative 
and relates encounters from his vast 

Above We got a taste of the Roar-
ing 40s with strong winds and big 

swells ©  Derek Engelbrecht.

Right The Flockers to Marion 
from the Limpopo Province .

cussing some talks 
about Marion Is-
land by guest speak-
ers at some of the 
monthly meetings of 
Birdlife Polokwane. 
We agreed that we 
had been privileged 
over the years to be 
members of such a 
strong bird club and 
have had very good 
guest speakers over 
the years. 

January

29-31

birding experience. He is such an an-
imated storyteller, and it was such a 
privilege to pass the time in his pres-
ence. Peter Ryan was always willing 
to share his immense experience, and 
we showed him some photographs 
for bird identification purposes. He is 
such a humble and laid-back person. 

We took a group photo of all 
eight birders from the Limpopo Prov-
ince on board the Orchestra on the 
last day. We all had such an adventure. 

The ship docked in Durban 
harbour at 8 am on the 31st of Janu-
ary 2022. We said our farewells and 
walked back on to land with wobbly 
legs. Thank you Birdlife SA – what an 
experience we had.
Author email:  mfriskin60@gmail.com
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Bird of the Trip
Tristan Albatross

© Jody de Bruyn
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I have many pleasant mem-
ories of the birds I have 
for you in this issue. They 

are Spotted Thick-knees (or Spot-
ted Dikkop) Burhinus capensis. 
The name ‘Dikkop’ means ‘thick 
head’ since these birds have larger 
heads than their close relatives, the 
plovers. The genus name Burhinus 
means ‘ox-nose’, also somehow per-
haps signifying the swollen-looking 

head coupled with their stout bills, 
while the species name refers to the 
bird being present in the Cape. To-
day the former Cape Province has 
been split into the Western, Eastern 
and Northern Cape. But the Spot-
ted Thick-knee occurs in them all! 
Not to mention all the other prov-
inces of our country. Dikkops have 
two different names used outside 
South Africa, namely Thick-knees 

Regulars
Regulars

Spotted Thick-knee
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and Stone Curlews. Thick-knees 
because they have somewhat en-
larged ankles (not knees!) and 
Stone Curlews since they often oc-
cur in stony regions and are distant 
relatives of curlews. 
Unlike curlews and their many oth-
er relatives (comprising the order 
Charadriiformes, the waders, auks, 
terns and gulls), Spotted Thick-
knees are not associated with wa-
ter. The long legs of Spotted Thick-
knees, which in many other waders 
like the Black-winged Stilt are used 
to wade into water, are used in-
stead to stalk invertebrates about 
the grassland or bush they inhabit. 
They are associated with open land 
with short grass and scrub, fre-
quently stony ground, and thorny 
or scrubby patches giving them 
some shelter by day. Their spotted 
black, white and yellowish-brown 
plumage gives them excellent cam-
ouflage. A resting thick-knee is 
hard to spot, even when close to 
it. If they feel they’re in danger of 
being perceived, they’ll skulk away 
noiselessly. Indeed, many people 
never see them, even in regions 
where they are common.

The first time I saw and recog-
nised a thick-knee was in the early 
eighties, when I was just starting to 
become really interested in birds. 
It was in the Ster Park suburb in 
Polokwane, then still called Pieters-
burg. We all saw the strangely quiet 
bird by the side of the road, and we 
had no idea what it was. But only a 

little bit of searching in the old bird 
guide from the 70s we had then 
revealed to us its identity. (That 
old guide, by O. P. M. Prozesky 
and beautifully illustrated by Dick 
Findlay, was a significant influence 
on my love of nature.) Thick-knees, 
when seen well, are easy to identi-
fy. They are similar to the familiar 
plovers, but larger. Plovers usually 
have bold plumage that stands out 
amidst the grass, and they are bold 
and noisy, not as secretive as the 
thick-knees. Finally, thick-knees 
have huge, yellow eyes.

It is those eyes that give an-
other clue to the puzzle. They are 
large because thick-knees are noc-
turnal! While they are inactive 
and inconspicuous by day, thick-
knees are active – and, like plovers, 
noisy – by night. Indeed, we soon 
learnt something else about thick-
knees: despite never having seen 
them before encountering that one 
lost-looking individual besides the 
road, we had been hearing them 
almost every night. Thick-knees 
produce loud, penetrating, some-
what mournful whistles, ‘wi-wi-
wi-wee-wee-weeu, wee-weeu’, that 
back then were part of the wild 
night sounds along with the crick-
ets and the howling of the jackals. 
Thick-knees often call while flying, 
so you’ll hear the call starting out 
in the distance, growing louder as 
the thick-knee approaches, and 
then fading away in the distance 
again.

Above A Spotted Thick-knee 
'nest - a mere scrape in the ground 

© Derek Engelbrecht

Once I finally put everything 
together, I realized that thick-knees 
were indeed some of the common-
est birds around Polokwane. I start-
ed seeing them very regularly as 
well. Being attuned to them, I was 
able to spot them resting in the 
thorny shade by day. I even found 
them nesting in a little park. Thick-
knee nests hardly exist at all; they 
lay their eggs on the stony ground, 
sometimes in a patch where there’s 
a bit of shade, and leave them fully 
exposed for much of the time. But 
the eggs, usually two per clutch, 
with brownish blotches and speck-
les, are extremely well camou-
flaged. You won’t spot them easi-
ly, nor would you easily spot the 
parents when they sit on the nest 
brooding them. Similarly, the little 

thick-knee chicks are hard to spot. 
Their plumage is greyish-brown 
with some bolder, darker markings, 
always giving them excellent cam-
ouflage. They are born downy and 
with open eyes, and accompany 
their parents for much of the time. 
The parents pass food to the chicks, 
or point food out to them, and 
so they learn to feed themselves. 
Thick-knees eat a variety of inverte-
brates, and perhaps even small ro-
dents, frogs and lizards, which they 
peck with their strong, stout bills. 
My painting shows a little ‘family’ 
with a recently hatched chick. 
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lar displays are probably 
used by a male trying to 
attract a female, but we 
know surprisingly little 
about the mating habits 
of thick-knees, since it 
takes place at night.

The Spotted Thick-
knee is widespread 
and occurs throughout 
open habitats in Afri-
ca south of the Sahara. 
In South Africa, some 
populations have adapt-
ed very well to human 
environments and are 
now found in parks as 
well as suburban gar-
dens, where they be-
come tame enough to 
be approached quite 
closely. Only one other 
thick-knee species lives 

Above  A Spotted 
Thick-knee family.

Left A very wool-
ly-looking Spotted 
Thick-knee chick 
© Derek Engelbrecht.

When thick-knees feel threat-
ened, or when they feel their eggs 
or chicks are threatened, they give 
a display that suddenly causes them 
to become very conspicuous. They 
spread out their wings, which are 
very large for their size, and boldly 
marked in black and white - these 
bold markings are entirely con-
cealed while the thick-knee’s wings 
are folded. Then the thick-knee, 
with the spread wings making it 
look very large, utters a growling 
call and will rush towards the pred-
ator or human it considers a threat. 
I don’t know how frequently this 
works in driving the threat away!

Thick-knees use similar dis-
plays amongst themselves. Males 
spread their wings, fan their tails 
and alternate between bowing, and 
stretching up on their legs, to try to 
look impressive to each other. Simi-

View my gallery by clicking on the logo below: 

in South Africa, the Water Thick-
knee, which is associated with large 
rivers in the warm and moist re-
gions of the south, east and north. 
Their loud calls are as typical of 
these riverine areas as the spotted 
thick-knee calls are of the open 
savannah and grasslands. Thick-
knees, dikkops or stone curlews 
occur worldwide in open habitats 
in warm regions. They are a small 
but distinctive family, all looking 
very similar, the largest and most 
conspicuously marked being the 

huge-billed beach stone curlews of 
eastern Asia and Australia. No spe-
cies in the family is endangered at 
present.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

http://www.deviantart.com/willemsvdmerwe
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One of my favourite 
birding reflections is 
the many hours I’ve 

spent on the Mapungubwe Tree-
top Boardwalk. Tree-top is perhaps 
a misnomer; instead, it should be 
called the tree mid-stratum board-
walk, but for birding in a sub-trop-
ical riverine forest, that is probably 
better…

Living down in the Garden 
Route these days, I don’t get there 
much anymore and haven’t been 
there in 4 years. Still, in its infancy, 
I suspect I spent more time on this 
walkway than most as I worked on 
several initiatives in the Park in the 
early 2000s, supplemented by a few 
social visits. As a birder, I needed 
little excuse to park off there in the 
shade of its trees during daylight 
hours. It is one time where I think 

being a wheelchair user was a perk, 
because it meant that I couldn’t 
join colleagues or companions on 
trips up Mapungubwe Hill, but had 
a more than viable place to spend 
the hours of abandonment while 
others explored the wonders of that 
World Heritage Site.

My first use of the boardwalk 
was just after its completion be-
fore it was even open to the pub-
lic. I was immediately blown away 
by a first-class feature that allows 
us, humans, to view nature from 
an entirely different perspective. It 
was a facility that was a pioneer one 
for our National Parks, and which I 
and many others would love to see 
replicated in other locations.

 For readers who don’t know 
the boardwalk, it is situated on the 
Limpopo River’s southern bank 

 Reflections 

Birding in SANParks Limpopo parks

 Reflections 

Birding on the great grey-green greasy 
Limpopo River - Mapungubwe National Park

Chris Patton

near the Limpopo and Shashe 
Rivers, where Botswana, Zimba-
bwe and South Africa meet. The 
boardwalk elevates its users to a 
level height that, depending on the 
ground below, is between about 6 
and 10 metres above terra firma. 

The riparian fringe of the 
Limpopo River is of prime im-
portance from the point of view 
of conservation. It is a dense veg-
etation community with a closed 
canopy that occurs in the rich 
alluvial deposits along the river. 
The most striking trees in this 
community are fever trees, Ana 
trees, leadwoods, fig trees and 

Above The tribute at the Boardwalk 
start to Kipling’s literary catch-phrase 
from over a century ago © Chris Patton. 

acacias (Vachellia sp.). Extensive 
patches of this vegetation have 
been cleared for cultivation else-
where along the length of the 
Limpopo River. The Limpopo 
River floodplain has allowed 
some trees to grow to massive 
sizes. Nyala berries and Ana trees 
can get particularly big.

To walk, or in my case, roll 
along the boardwalk through the 
mid-stratum of this riparian for-
est puts one at a level with birds 
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The Mapungubwe Tree-top Board-
walk © Chris Patton. 

where they don’t see 
you as an immediate 
threat, and there is a 
steady stream of activi-
ty at eye level, as well as 
on the forest floor and 
up in the canopy.

I have to say that 
in my opinion, the 
Limpopo Tree-top 
Boardwalk is not as 
magical as it once was, 
as nature has taken its 
toll in the near two 
decades of its exist-
ence. One of the most 
significant failings is 
that the local baboon 

troop has become very at home 
on the boardwalk at night. While 
they would have roosted in the 
trees once upon a time, it did not 
take them long to identify that 
the platform of a boardwalk was 
safer and more comfortable than 
the branches of a tree. The prob-
lem is they treat the walkway as 
a latrine. Every morning there is 
a trail of fresh faeces all over the 
boardwalk, often of a very run-
ny nature. So, progressing along 
the boardwalk requires careful 
treading for walking people, but 
for wheelchair users like myself, 
one has to be very careful because 
turd on wheel can mean turd on 
hand, and that is not great for 
camera and binocular use. Park 
staff will clean the walkway peri-
odically, but no matter how often 
they do this, the baboons make 
human poo protests look decid-
edly tame.

Then, of course, occasion-
al flooding of the River over the 
years has negatively impacted the 
boardwalk, which used to end in 
a full-size viewing hide wedged 
by poles into the bank of the Lim-
popo that protruded out over the 
riverbed. This has been partially 
washed away, and the bank has 
been significantly eroded, so the 
boardwalk now ends prematurely, 
and scanning the River both east 
and west and across to the north 
bank from the sanctuary of the 
hide is not as extensive as it once 

was, because the viewing point 
has had to be retreated to within 
the riparian growth, as the bank 
has been eroded.

But perhaps my biggest 
lament about the Boardwalk is 
witnessing how the elephants 
have hammered the forest's un-
derstory and thinned it out. In 
the early days, I think there was 
an electrical wire that was intend-
ed to protect the groves of Lala 
palms that were found on the for-
est floor from these giant pachy-
derms. These are real favourites 
with elephants, and they have vir-
tually eradicated them through-
out most of the Park. I’m amazed 
that, to my knowledge, the ele-
phants have not pushed over any 
of the huge poles that support the 
boardwalk, and a series of large 
gaps, rectangular arches have 
been left beneath the walkway to 
accommodate their passage.

One of my most spiritual 
moments was being alone on the 
boardwalk and having a herd of 
elephants moving through the 
forest understory. One elephant 
cow passed directly underneath 
me a couple of metres away. I 
froze in totality, fearing that any 
movement or sound would dis-
turb them, and not at the time, 
but later it occurred to me that 
they could have wreaked havoc 
with the walkway’s support struc-
ture. Her trunk was periscop-
ing upwards most of the time, 
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so she could obviously smell me 
but couldn’t figure out where I 
was. But her intense odour and 
the rumblings of her stomach at 
such intimate quarters were both 
thrilling and spine-chilling.

But we are here to write and 
read about birds, and the birds do 
come. I most recommend getting 
there as close to dawn as possi-
ble. The baboons will still be in 

occupation but tend to scatter. 
Still, the dawn chorus is always 
excellent – robin-chats, doves, 
apalises, batises, camaropteras, 
coucals, eremomelas, boubous, 

Above It is possible to quickly pick 
up all four of South Africa’s bush-
veld woodpeckers near each other, 
this a female Bennett’s Woodpecker 

© Derek Engelbrecht.

hornbills, puffbacks, and many 
more.

Seeing many hole-nesting 
birds emerging from their nest-
holes is, for me, one of the walk-
ways best avian attractions – the 
woodpecker clan of said nom-
inate species, plus barbets and 
honeyguides are very prominent. 
A Greater Honeyguide immature 
at the entrance to broken trunk 
hollow and probable beehive. 
Another conspicuous hole-nester 
that can be seen emerging are the 
delightful Meyer’s Parrots, while 
others include the vocal brigade 
of Green Wood Hoopoes and in 
summer Woodland Kingfish-
ers. And the reverse is true for 

Above On one occasion, I was treat-
ed to an immature Greater Honey-
guide emerging from a hollow in a 
broken trunk where bees probably 

had a hive © Chris Patton.

nocturnal birds like the African 
Barred and Pearl-spotted Owlet, 
which are still active in the early 
hours of light, but eventually can 
be seen retreating into their day-
time roost-holes.

As the sun rises and the 
day starts to warm, those active 
species that are always moving 
and form fluid bird parties will 
become a new focus. Southern 
Black Tits will be one, but the 
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One will see Meyer’s Parrot emerging from 
their nest holes (Above, © Daniel Engel-
brecht) and African Barred Owlets retreat-
ing into theirs (Left, © Chris Patton)

Helmet-Shrikes (Retz’s and 
White-crested) with their 
almost artificial-sounding 
chirring and pulsing calls are 
bound to come along… and 
often in a mixed flock with 
each other in non-apartheid 
example.

Two of the local specials 
that are more or less restricted 
in South Africa to the Limpopo 
River Basin are Meve’s Starling 
and Tropical Boubou. Both 
will have a prominent presence 
along the walkway. They are 
joined by numerous cuckoos 
and the wonderfully raucous 
Broad-billed Roller in summer.

 The raptors are well repre-
sented. White-backed Vultures 
nest in the riparian forest. Accipi-
ters and Lizard Buzzards will ghost 
through the trees and eagles, both 

Mixed flocks of White-crest-
ed (Above, © Chris Patton)
and Retz's (Below, © Derek 
Engelbrecht) Helmet-shrikes 
will move busily through the 

middle stratum.
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migrant and sedentary, will have a 
presence. And if action dwindles in 
the middle stratum and the canopy, 
one can peer into the thickets of the 
understory to try catch a glimpse 
of the incessant Grey-back Cama-
roptera that is bound to be bleating 
and zitting away all day long.

But the title location of this 
reflection is the Limpopo River, 
and it is a river of changing mood 
and flow… When flowing bank to 
bank, it is an impressive sight, but 
for birding it is best in drier peri-
ods, when the River will pool and 
become ephemeral. These pools 
become magnets to many water-
birds, the most impressive of which 
is arguably the Saddle-billed Stork. 

The steep banks of the River are 
also important for many species 
and may be riddled with nesting 
tunnels of White-fronted Bee-eat-
er, one of six bee-eaters that can be 
seen from the walkway.

But if all the avian indus-
try, the sounds and the colour 
are not enough for you, and you 
are seeking something rarer, 
take heart from the experience 
of Martie de Wijn who photo-

Meve’s Starling (Left) and Tropical 
Boubou (Right) are two ubiquitous 
species that only occur along the Lim-
popo and its tributaries in South Africa 

© Daniel Engelbrecht. 

Right A Southern Hyliota from along the 
Boardwalk in 2010 © Martie de Wijn

Below The Boardwalk’s elevation allows 
one to look down into the understory, 
where Grey-backed Camaroptera is one of 

the more vocal species © Mike Buckham.

graphed a Southern Hyliota on 
the Boardwalk in 2010. This is 
a species of Zimbabwe’s Miom-
bo Woodland, and during the 
15 years of SABAP2 has only 
been reported in the two pen-
tads around Punda Maria Rest 
Camp. But Martie found one 
on the Boardwalk as the pho-
tograph shows… But of course 
the one bird that all diehards 
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are keenest to see along the Lim-
popo is the often elusive big Gin-
ger… Pel’s Fishing Owls. These 
majestic owls are recorded quite 
regularly in the Park, but in my 
experience, more frequently just 
a bit further east at Poacher’s 

Corner or a little further west 
around the Limpopo Tented 
Camp. But having said that, they 
are occasionally seen from the 
Boardwalk, so keep your fingers 
crossed…
Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org

Pel's Fishing Owl © Chris Patton
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Polyandry and male participation during chick rearing 
Text and photos Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

Polyandry, a mating 
system where paren-
tal duties are role re-

versed (male incubates and rears 
the chicks), is very rare amongst 
the world's bird species and 

Bird Briefs

makes up less than 1% of the 
breeding species in South Africa. 
In this mating system, females 
take up territory and mate with 
multiple males that are then left 
with all parental duties!

Below  The following 4 species, 
Black Coucal Centropus grillii, 

African Jacana Actophilornis 
africanus, Greater Painted-snipe 

Rostratula benghalensis and Com-
mon Buttonquail Turnix sylvaticus, 

are all sequentially polyandrous 
breeders in South Africa.

In addition to the species 
below, the other two buttonquail 
species found in the region are 
also polyandrous, and so too is 
Striped Crake Aenigmatolimnas 
marginalis. Interestingly, none 
of the other coucals in Africa, 
nor Lesser Jacana Micropar-
ra capensis, are polyandrous 
breeding species. Pale Chanting 
Goshawk Melierax canorus also 
sometimes form polyandrous 
trios, with one female mating 
with more than one male in the 
same territory. More commonly, 
however, they breed in pairs.

In all the above species, 
males participating in this 
unique breeding system in-
cubate alone and care for the 
young without any help from 
the females.
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Within this small select 
group, only Black Coucal rears 
altricial young (born blind, 
featherless and mostly immo-
bile). All other polyandrous 
breeders in the region rear pre-
cocial young that can walk, run, 
and to some extent feed them-
selves soon after hatching. This 
means that Black Coucal male 
carries the additional burden 
of single-handedly having to 
provision the offspring with 
food and leave them unattend-
ed in the nest for much of the 
day while he is away hunting to 
food. Because of this, the chicks 
are, for the most part, silent and 

Above A typical Black Coucal 
nest placed between grass tufts 
about 15−20 cm above the 
ground.

do not solicit 
loudly for food 
from within 
the nest while 
the male is 
away hunting 
in the nearby 
lowland grass-
land. 

 The com-
bined incuba-
tion and nest-
ling period for 
Black Coucals 
is less than a 
month, so, de-
spite them be-
ing migratory, 
they can still 
produce up to 
three broods 
between No-
vember and 
March!

Above A 1-day old Black Coucal nestling 
(top),  a 13-day old nestling about to fledge 
(middle) and  a 13−14 day old chick that 
exited the nest the following morning after it 
had been ringed (bottom). They are able to 
catch invertebrate prey and survive on their 
own from about this age, as they are only fed 
for the first day after leaving the nest, long 
before they are able to fly!  Remarkable birds!

Left  An adult male provisioning the chicks 
with food.
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(chicks that hatch with downy 
feathering, open eyes, and can 
walk or even run!).  Precocial 
chicks follow the males and 
leave the nest within hours of 
hatching.

Using African Jacana as 
an example, the following set 
of images illustrates the atten-
tiveness and round-the-clock 
care given by polyandrous 
males rearing precocial young 

Above And this is how it begins ... note the size difference between males and females © Derek Engelbrecht.

Opposite, top A glance at this rear view of this adult male African Jacana, may leave you won-
dering about the two protrusions on its back.

Opposite, middle The male African Jacana is warming the young chicks under his wings in the 
early morning light. 

 
Opposite, bottom Two of the three inquisitive chicks take a look at the surroundings!
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So, of the seven polyan-
drous breeding species in South 
Africa, Black Coucal stands out 
as the only one that rears al-
tricial chicks, and with it, the 
additional burden of brooding 
featherless young and feeding 
offspring until the day after they 
have fledged!

Chick 'abandonment' by 
male Black Coucals one day 
after they leave the nest is tru-
ly remarkable, especially when 
you compare the attentive na-
ture of the other polyandrous 
males in this select small group 
of unusual breeding birds.

Above The lilly trotter, African Jacana

Opposite, top Their long legs enable 
them to stand in the shallow water! 

Opposite, middle The three chicks 
abandon the security of the adult 
and run off into the shallow water in 
search of food. 
 
Opposite, bottom A chick on a 
mission ............. food!



77      The Lark 40 The Lark 40        78 

The Marelli Islands; a breeding site for the African Pitta 
on Lake Malawi 

Text and photos Marc Henrion
E-mail: henrion.marc@gmail.com

The Marelli Islands, lie in 
the southwestern part 
of Lake Malawi and are 

part of the Lake Malawi National 
Park, a UNESCO World Heritage 
site. They consist of three islands: 
Nankoma (65 ha), closest to the 
mainland and which features a 
tourism lodge, Blue Zebra Island 
Lodge (13° 53’ 10’’S, 34° 36’ 32’’E), 
Maleri Island, the largest at 168 ha, 
and Nakatengo, the smallest at 18 
ha. I visited Nankoma Island from 
11–13 December 2020. 

I had been aware that the pre-
vious year, the African Pitta Pitta 
angolensis had been observed to 
nest at the far end of the island, on 
the opposite side from the lodge – 
an event that drew virtually every 
local bird enthusiast who could af-
ford a stay at the lodge.

Arriving on Friday afternoon, 
the local bird guide, Adamson, told 

me that the pitta had not yet been 
observed for that year. Neverthe-
less, I was determined to try and 
find it. Equally determined was 
Theo, a Dutch tourist who had ar-
rived on the same day as I did.

A first walk by myself, on 
the afternoon of the 11th Decem-
ber, did not yield any sighting of 
the pitta, but I did record many 
birds: Levaillant’s Cuckoo Clam-
ator levaillantii, Green Malkoha 
Ceuthmochares australis, Afri-
can Fish Eagle Haliateetus vocifer, 
Copper Sunbird Cinnyris cupreus, 
African Paradise Flycatcher Terp-
siphone viridis, Water Thick-knee 
Burhinus vermiculatus to name but 
a few. Given its size, the richness of 
birdlife on the island is remarkable.

Theo and I arranged a visit 
to Maleri Island for the next day, 
setting off on a boat from Nanko-
ma at 6 am and arriving shortly 
afterwards on Maleri. Adamson 
suspected that this island will have 
many more pairs of pittas given 
its larger size and the fact that it is 
uninhabited. Adamson and a team 
from the lodge had prepared sev-
eral trails on the island over the 
course of the preceding months. 
Within 20 minutes of starting our 
walk, we heard the pitta’s distinc-
tive call. Excited, we sat down and 

Below My first sighting of the 
African Pitta in the thick bush, 
12 December 2020; 16:28, CAT.

Above Same sighting, three 
minutes later, the pitta shows 
itself a bit more clearly; 16:31, 
CAT, Nankoma Island, Malawi.
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waited, trying to locate where ex-
actly the call came from each time 
we heard it. However, even after 
1 hour of sitting/lying still at the 
same spot, we could not manage a 
sighting of the bird – the bush was 
simply too thick. We continued our 
walk, and no more calls were heard, 
except on our way back at the same 
spot – again without a sighting.

Somewhat reluctantly we left 
the island, as Theo needed to catch 
a boat back to the mainland. Lat-
er the same day, in the afternoon, 
I was walking with my wife, when 
we heard two pittas calling each 
other on the side of Nankoma Is-

land where the pitta had been seen 
the previous year. We waited for 
some 15 minutes, but no luck. My 
wife then gave up and headed for 
the lodge’s spa. I was determined 
however and, after a short, unsuc-
cessful exploration of the bush, sat 
on a stone in the shade and wait-
ed. The birds kept calling, I record-
ed their sound and sat completely 
still for an hour. Finally, after no 
calls had been heard anymore for a 

good 10 minutes, there was move-
ment on the ground nearby and my 
heart started racing when I saw the 
distinctive colours and shape of the 
African Pitta. Still, in the thick bush, 
the autofocus on my camera was 
useless and so I had to use manual 
focus to manage a good picture – 
which despite hands shaking from 
excitement, I managed to get. The 
bird stayed foraging on the ground 
for a few minutes, then disappeared 
off further into the bush. I waited a 
bit longer to see if it would return, 
sent an image to a good friend, 
then raced back to the lodge in ex-
citement to tell Adamson and my 
wife. Adamson and the lodge man-
agers, Jen and Duncan, were very 
excited and posted my sighting on 
the lodge’s Facebook page.

The following day, I heard 
the pitta call right near the lodge 
when I went for an early morning 
run. Later that morning, my wife, 
Adamson and I did another walk 
on Nankoma, trying to find it ei-
ther where I heard it that morning 
or where I saw it the day before. 
We did not see it at either spot, 
but when we went to another spot 

where Adamson had found what 
looked like a pitta’s nest, we heard 
the call. We waited for half an hour 
and then my wife spotted the bird. 
I did not manage a picture on that 
occasion.

I returned to Nankoma a 
month later, in mid-January with 
a colleague and by now there had 
been many sightings, both on Nan-
koma and Maleri. By now the birds 
were nesting and Adamson knew 
three spots where they had nests. 
We visited Maleri Island again and 
saw one pitta sitting in its nest, 
about 2 meters off the ground. It 
was very shy and sat deep inside the 
nest, so we only saw the very front 
of its head. We did not manage any 
other sightings on that occasion.

The Marelli Islands seem to be 
habitual nesting places for the birds, 
as I am writing this, I know that the 
birds had been spotted again in the 
2021/2022 season, though the first 
sighting that year had only been in 
January 2022. The Marelli Islands, 
therefore, seem to be a reliable lo-
cation to spot the African Pitta 
and could lend themselves well for 
studying their breeding behaviour.

Below The second sighting with the 
African Pitta sitting deep inside its 
nest on 9 January 2021, 15:29, CAT, 

Maleri Island , Malawi.
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Western range extensions of forest birds in the Limpopo 
Province, South Africa

Text and photo Ruan Stander
E-mail: ereptileruan@gmail.com

The Blouberg moun-
tain is an inselberg in 
the northwestern Lim-

popo province that is geologically 
homogeneous to the Soutpans-
berg, from which a gap of around 
15km separates it. It has long been 
known as a biodiversity hotspot, 
particularly rich in herpetofauna 
(reptiles and amphibians) and flo-
ra. This is owed to its geographical 
location within the tropics and its 

topography, which forms a variety 
of habitats as diverse as Afromon-
tane forest and Kalahari sandveld, 
as little as 5 km apart. 

Therefore, it is a unique and 
vulnerable environment, yet only a 
relatively small portion is formal-
ly protected in the Blouberg and 
Malebogo Nature Reserves. How-
ever, both of these reserves only 
conserve a small amount of these 
habitats on the northeastern foot-

hills of the mountain. The south-
ern slopes of the central section 
of the mountain boast spectacular 
forests home to some of the tallest 
Yellowwood Podocarpus latifolius 
trees in the country. Though these 
forests are not formally protect-
ed, historical prospects for build-
ing a road up the mountain were 
rejected after environmental im-
pact assessments were conducted. 
Thus, the forest is not accessible 
by means other than a strenuous 
eight-hour climb. Fortunately, as 
a result, minor exploitation of the 
forest habitat occurs, but unfor-
tunately, this has left much of the 
mountain comparatively poorly 
explored.

During herpetological sur-
veys in April 2018 and November 
2021, several forest bird species 
were present and apparently resi-
dent in the eastern section of the 
forest (23°05'08.4"S 29°00'04.5"E) 
at an elevation of 1600-1800 masl. 
Two of these - White-starred Rob-
in Pogonocichla stellata and Lem-
on Dove Columba larvata - repre-
sent a westerly range extension of 
around 41-45 km for the species in 
the Limpopo Province. The nearest 
records are from the western Sout-
pansberg in the vicinity of Buys-
dorp and Lajuma Research Station.

Four other first species for the 
pentad (2305_2900) are the Na-
rina Trogon Apaloderma narina, 
African Olive Pigeon Columba ar-
quatrix, Cape Batis Batis capensis 

and Crowned Eagle Stephanoaetus 
coronatus. Turacos were also heard 
calling but were not identified, al-
though the Purple-crested Turaco 
is the most likely candidate. 

Future surveys of the forests 
on the Blouberg mountain are im-
perative, and it is almost certain 
that several surprises are waiting 
to be documented.

Google Earth image showing the location of the Blouberg massif in the northwestern Limpopo Province.

Above White-starred Robin photo-
graphed in Afromontane forest on the 
southern slopes of the Blouberg massif. 
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Cape Vulture resighting
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

On a recent visit to 
the Vencor Abbatoir 
north of Polokwane, 

I saw and photographed the fol-
lowing tagged vulture. The details 
of this individual follows.

Tag C280: Cape Vulture 
The bird was ringed as a re-

cently fledged bird on the 9th of 
December 2016 at Blouberg Nature 
Reserve by David Pretorius. The 

bird was resighted on 10 February 
2022. The straight-line distance be-
tween the tagging and  resighting 
locality was 91.0 km and the days 
elapsed were 1 890 days (5y, 2m, 
2d). 

Please take the time to scan 
vultures and look for tagged birds. 
All resightings are valuable and im-
prove our understanding of these 
magnificent birds. 

A tale about a long-tailed female African Paradise Flycatcher
Bess Pieterse

E-mail: frank.pieterse@angloamerican.com

One day in late October 
2016, I noticed what ap-
peared to be two male 

African Paradise Flycatchers build-
ing a nest. It seemed odd to me, so 
I began documenting their progress, 
and as the days went on, I became 
curious as to why two males would 
be competing to build the same nest.  
I decided to send the photographs 
away to various bird experts and 
spoke to Albert Froneman and Ko-
bus Pienaar about my observations, 
and the consensus was unanimous. I 
witnessed a rare case of a long-tailed 
female partnering with a male.

The male African Paradise Fly-
catcher has very blue orbital rings 
around the eye, and its gape is a very 
fleshy blue and touches the orbital 
ring. As we all know, the male also 
has a long tail, and white feather 
tufts on the underside of the wings 
displayed during the breeding sea-
son. 

This particular female also pre-
sented with a very long tail; actual-
ly, her tail was approximately 3cm 
longer than the male’s. However, the 
female’s orbital ring and gape were 
dull in colour, less fleshy, and the 
ring and gape did not touch. Strange-
ly, she also presented with the white 
feather tufts under the wings. This is 
very unusual as those white tufts are 

exclusive to the male. So knowing I 
was witnessing an extraordinary oc-
casion, I kept documenting this, and 
this is the story of this little flycatch-
er family.

African Paradise Flycatcher male (Be-
low) and female (Bottom). Note the 
differences in the bill colour and the 
well-developed, fleshy orbital ring and 
gape of a male compared to a female  © 

Derek Engelbrecht. 
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They arrived in my garden in 
October, started building their lit-
tle nest and laid eggs.  Three chicks 
hatched, and the first photograph 
I have of them was taken on the 
20th of November. Both parents 
spent their entire time protecting 
and feeding their chicks. Thrushes 
loved to taunt the parents in mock 
attacks, but these flycatchers put 
up such an aggressive fight to pro-
tect their young.

As they grew, they appeared 
to struggle to stay in the nest, es-

pecially when the wind blew, but 
the parents were always nearby on 
the ready to avert any dangers. Al-
though I never interfere with nature, 
I could not help myself....so I laid a 
large mattress on the ground under 
the nest just in case one fell; it gave 
me peace of mind knowing that at 
least they would not be smashed on 
the ground and die a horrible death.

Above 'Our' male (left) and long-
tailed female (right) African Paradise 

Flycatchers © Bess Pieterse.

Above The days are long and 
very hot in my garden, and I 
felt sorry for the youngsters as 
they were clearly heat-stressed 

at times © Bess Pieterse.

Right The chicks grow quick-
ly and soon the nest was too 
small to accommodate all of 
them all of the time  © Bess 

Pieterse.

The female was 
a very clever little 
bird because almost 
daily at the height 
of the heat around 
midday, she would 
excuse herself from 
her motherly duties 
and come and cool 
down for about 20 
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minutes in my kitchen.  This left 
her partner exhausted as he would 
have to work extra hard to keep 
up with the growing chicks' de-
mands.

The babies grew well, and 
on the 26th of November, the 
first chick left the nest and one 

Above Disaster averted. One of the 
chicks was perched precariously on 
the rim of the nest when its sibling 
bumped it (left). The female shot 
up from her nearby perch (middle) 
and pushed the little one back with 
her chest and tail while flapping fu-

riously (right) © Bess Pieterse.

day later, the other two followed 
suit. The parents kicked into 
high gear, protecting their little 
family as they were now extra 
vulnerable to the attacks by res-
ident thrushes.                                     

 It was an incredibly insight-
ful experience, and I am hum-

bled that they chose my garden 
to raise their family.  Near mid to 
end March, I could not find them 
anymore, and I realised that they 
had left for their arduous jour-
ney to Mozambique.  I am sad 
to see them go; however, I have 
been blessed to have this same 
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long-tailed female return to the 
same tree year after year to raise 
a family. 

In November of 2019, the 
long-tailed female returned as usu-
al to her favourite spot, but this 
time it appeared as if her mate had 
a short tail. My daughter Ashleigh 
took the photographs this time, 
and although we are quite certain it 

was the short-tailed male Paradise 
Flycatcher, we cannot confirm it. 

Although the tree stood in 
my neighbour’s yard, it hung over 
my wall, allowing me to witness 
their progress.  Sadly, against much 

protest from me, the 
neighbour cut the 
tree down last year, 
and I was very con-
cerned that the bird 
would go off to an-
other garden, but I'm 
happy to report that 
she moved on to my 
Combretum tree and 
raised three chicks 
again this year. They 
will be leaving soon, 
and I hope she re-
turns safely to breed 
again in October.

Above One of the chicks fledged a 
day before the others, but remained 

near the nest © Bess Pieterse.  

Above Two of the recently fledged 
chicks perched on a branch 

© Bess Pieterse.  

Right It she trying to tell me 
something? I love you too  

© Bess Pieterse.
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Black Saw-wings ringed in Limpopo Province
Dawie de Swardt

E-mail: dawie@nasmus.co.za

Swallows, in general, are 
not easily captured in 
mist nets, except if you 

specifically target to catch them. 
This can be done by mass captur-
ing them at roosts, e.g. Barn Swal-
lows, at their breeding colonies, e.g. 
South African Cliff Swallows, or in 
their tubular, mud nests at night, 
e.g. striped swallows. I have expe-
rience with all three methods as I 
started my career working under 
the supervision of a swallow and 
swift expert, Dr Roy Earle, years 
ago. 

The Black Saw-wing Psali-
doprocne holomelaena is a locally 
common intra-African migrant as-
sociated with forests and montane 

areas on the eastern escarpment. Its 
distribution range extends south-
wards to the Western Cape (Ver-
non and Dean 2005). During the 
winter months, they migrate to the 
coastal plains of KwaZulu-Natal, 
the eastern highlands of Zimba-
bwe and Mozambique. Black saw-
wing is a small, pitch-black swallow 
with a deeply forked tail and long 
wings. In South Africa, about 879 
saw-wings have been ringed with 
ringing numbers shared mainly 
between Mpumalanga, KwaZu-
lu-Natal (most of the birds) and the 

Western and Eastern Cape Prov-
inces. Until recently, no saw-wings 
have been ringed in the Limpopo 
Province.

While conducting fieldwork 
for my research project on Gur-
ney’s Sugarbirds Promerops gurneyi 
in the Haenertsburg area, Limpopo 
Province, I also occasionally cap-
ture non-target nectarivores, e.g. 
various sunbirds species in my mist 
nets. Since the project commenced 
in 2018, I managed to capture and 
ring three saw-wings in the Haen-
ertsburg area. The first was ringed 
on the 11th of  March 2020 at Hwi-
ti Mountain, and, more recently, I 
captured two at Ebenezer Dam on 
the 9th  of February 2022. These 
birds represent the first saw-wings 
caught and ringed in Limpopo 
Province. The birds were ringed, 
and biometric data were collected 
(Table 1). 

Female saw-wings have short-
er tail lengths than males and lack 
the serration of the outer web of the 
outer primary of males (I did not 

check these) (Vernon and Dean 
2005). Rose et al. (2019) reviewed 
biometric data submitted by ring-
ers to the SAFRING database. Their 
results showed that the wing length 
of males (mean – 107.7 mm) were 
longer than females (101.6 mm). 
This species can therefore be sexed 
using wing lengths as a sexing 
guide. The three saw-wings ringed 
in the Haenertsburg region suggest 
two of the birds were male and one 
was a female. This is undoubtedly 
a species that can be on Limpopo 
bird ringers’ target list of birds to be 
ringed!

References
Rose S, Thomson RL, Oschadleus HD, 
Lee ATK. 2019. Summarising biome-
trics from the SAFRING database for 
southern African birds, Ostrich, DOI: 
10.2989/00306525.2019.1645054
Vernon CJ, Dean WRJ. 2005. Black Saw-
wing. In: Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ, Ryan 
PG. (eds), Roberts Birds of Southern Afri-
ca. 7th Edn. Cape Town: The Trustees of the 
John Voelcker Bird Book Fund. pp. 764-765. 

Below A Black Saw-wing captured 
and ringed near Haenertsburg in 

February 2022 © Dawie de Swardt. 

Ring # Date Age Sex Locality Wing Tail (P1) Tail (P6) Mass

W23780 2020-03-11 A F Hwiti Mountain 94.0 12.1

W23785 2022-02-09 A M Ebenezer Dam 112.0 42.0 95.0 10.4

W23786 2022-02-09 A M Ebenezer Dam 111.0 45.0 90.0 11.5

Table 1. Black saw-wing biometric data from the Haenertsburg area, Limpopo Province.



93      The Lark 40 The Lark 40        94 

Non-passerines
African Black Duck - 4 January 
2022. A pair seen on a small dam at 
Palmietfontein (Derek Engelbrecht).
African Crake - 1 January 2022. 
One seen at De Loskop (Richter van 
Tonder).
Allen's Gallinule - 18 December 
2021. One seen at Madea/Sebayeng 
wetlands (Jody de Bruyn); 4 Janu-
ary 2022. One seen at Makotopong 
Wetland (Richter van Tonder); 15 
January 2022. A juvenile bird seen 
at Flora Park Dam (Jody de Bruyn).
Black Heron - 6 January 2022. At 
least three seen at Makotopong 
wetlands (Daniel Engelbrecht).

I n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t i n g s
1 6  D e c e m b e r  2 0 2 1  -  1 5  F e b r u a r y  2 0 2 2

Share your interesting sightings seen within the Limpopo Province. 
Please submit your sightings to thelarknews@gmail.com and in-

clude 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;  Regional rarity; National Rarity, †Unvetted
Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

African Crake © Richter van Tonder

....	and	a	bit	beyond..	and	a	bit	beyond

Blue-cheeked Bee-eater - 16 De-
cember 2021. Three seen at Mako-
topong (Jody de Bruyn); 2 January 
2022. Several seen at De Loskop 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Bronze-winged Courser - 4 Janu-
ary 2022. A immature seen in the 
Polokwane Game Reserve (Daniel 
Engelbrecht). 5 February 2022. An 
immature bird seen in Eduan Park 
(Jody de Bruyn).
Booted Eagle - 21 December 2021. 
One seen in Eduan Park (Dan-
iel Engelbrecht); 29 December 
2021. Possibly the same bird (same 
morph) seen at Thornhill (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Common Ringed Plover - 21 De-
cember 2021. One seen at Madea/
Sebayeng wetlands (Richter van 
Tonder).
Double-banded Courser - 12 Febru-
ary 2022. A bird seen in Chebeng 
grasslands near Moletzie (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Dwarf Bittern - 16 December 2021. 
One seen at De Loskop (Daniel 
Engelbrecht); 18 December 2021. 
Four seen at Madea/Sebayeng wet-
lands (Jody de Bruyn); 1 January 
2022. One seen at Eduan Park vlei 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
European Honey Buzzard - 2 January 
2022. One seen flying at Polokwane 
Golf Club (Mark and Julia Friskin); 
6 January 2022. One seen at Mako-
topong (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Fulvous Whistling Duck - 4 January 
2022. Seen at Makotopong Wet-
land (Richter van Tonder).

Bronze-winged Courser © Derek Engelbrecht

Double-banded Courser © Derek Engelbrecht

Fulvous Whistling Duck © Derek Engelbrecht

European Honey Buzzard © Daniel Engelbrecht

mailto:thelarknews@gmail.com
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Grey-headed Kingfisher - 11 Janu-
ary 2022. One seen at the Polok-
wane Bird Sanctuary (Johnny 
O'Reilly).
Intermediate Egret - 15 January 
2022. One seen at Polokwane Bird 
Sanctuary (Jody de Bruyn).
Lesser Moorhen - 2 January 2022. 
Seen at De Loskop (Derek Engel-
brecht). 6 January 2022. Several 
individuals seen at Makotopong 
Wetland (Derek Engelbrecht).
Pallid Harrier - 12 February 2022. 
A single bird seen near Vaalkop 
village (Derek Engelbrecht).
Saddle-billed Stork - 15 January 
2022. A juvenile seen at Makoto-
pong Wetland (Jody de Bruyn).

Passerines
Brimstone Canary - 18 December 
2021, One seen at Eduan Park vlei 
(Derek Engelbrecht).
Dusky Lark - 25 December 2021. 
One seen on the Bylsteel road 
(Minkie Prinsloo); 2 January 2022. 
One seen at the Polokwane Bird 
Sanctuary (Richter van Tonder). 
River Warbler - 1 January 2022. 
One seen at De Loskop (Richter 
van Tonder).
Southern Black Tit - 9 January 
2022. A pair seen at the picnic site 
in the Polokwane Game Reserve 
(Daniel Engelbrecht).
Thrush Nightingale - 17 Decem-
ber 2021. One seen in Eduan Park 
(Daniel Engelbrecht); 15 January 
2022. One seen at Makotopong 
(Jody de Bruyn).

Grey-headed Kingfisher © Richter Van Tonder

Saddle-billed Stork © Jody de Bruyn

Dusky Lark  © Richter Van Tonder

Pallid Harrier  © Derek Engelbrecht

Best of the Rest 
Limpopo Province

Non-passerines
African Pygmy Goose - 20 Jan-
uary 2022. A pair seen at Vogel-
fontein (Derek Engelbrecht).
Black Heron - 8 January 2022. 
One bird at Mahela (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Glossy Ibis - 5 February 2022. 
Two birds seen at a small dam 
near Alldays (Mark Bullough).
Great White Pelican - 30 Decem-
ber 2021. Two seen on Capricorn 
Loop near Mopani, Kruger Na-
tional Park (Jeremy Brown).
Lesser Moorhen -  2 January 2022. 
One seen at Zebra Pan, Mapun-
gubwe National Park (Leigh-
Ann Hoets).
Saddle-billed Stork - 4 January 
2022. An immature bird seen at 
Lapalala Wilderness, Waterberg 
(Harry and Hermann MÜller).
Woolly-necked Stork - 5 Feb-
ruary 2022. One bird seen at a 
small dam near Alldays (Mark 
Bullough).

Passerines
Dusky Lark - 22 December 2021. 
Returning migrant: at least three 
birds at Limpokwena (Derek 
Engelbrecht).
Fawn-coloured Lark - 23 Decem-
ber 2021. A single adult male in 
the Bateleur Nature Reserve near 
Modimolle (Richter van Tonder).

African Pygmy Goose © Jan Van Biljon

Glossy Ibis © Mark Bullough

Woolly-necked Stork © Mark Bullough

Fawn-coloured Lark © Richter van Tonder
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Marion Island Sponsor Map
21 January 2022

HELP SAVE OUR SEABIRDS

Percent of target reached: 9.67%
Sponsored Hectares: 2900 ha
Sponsors: 1040

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/ 

EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 01 March 2022
Time: 18:30 
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting a
Date: 3 May 2022
Time: 18:30 
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club 

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 05 April 2022
Time: 18:30 
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club

https://mousefreemarion.org/ 
https://mousefreemarion.org/
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Club outingClub outing
  Where? NylsvleyWhere? Nylsvley
 Date:   5 March 2022 Date:   5 March 2022
 Contact:  Richter van Tonder Contact:  Richter van Tonder
 Cell:   082 213 8276 Cell:   082 213 8276

Shopping listShopping list:: Green-capped Eremomela, Burchell's Starling, Allen's Gallinule, Less- Green-capped Eremomela, Burchell's Starling, Allen's Gallinule, Less-
er Moorhen, African Pygmy Goose, Fulvous Whistling Duck, White-backed Duck and, er Moorhen, African Pygmy Goose, Fulvous Whistling Duck, White-backed Duck and, 
who knows, Rufous-bellied Heron. Slaty Egret, Striped Crake and Eurasian Bittern.who knows, Rufous-bellied Heron. Slaty Egret, Striped Crake and Eurasian Bittern.

Shopping list: Western Osprey, Western Osprey, Grey Penduline Tit, Arnot's Chat, Bennett's Wood-Grey Penduline Tit, Arnot's Chat, Bennett's Wood-
pecker, White-breasted Cuckooshrike, Black Heron, pecker, White-breasted Cuckooshrike, Black Heron, Ashy Flycatcher, Hooded Vulture, Ashy Flycatcher, Hooded Vulture, 
Tawny Eagle..   Tawny Eagle..   

Club outingClub outing
  Where? Edward Vorster's farmWhere? Edward Vorster's farm
 Date:   9 April 2022 Date:   9 April 2022
 Contact:  Richter van Tonder Contact:  Richter van Tonder
 Cell:   082 213 8276 Cell:   082 213 8276

Shopping list: Orange Ground Thrush, Narina Trogon, Black-fronted Bushshrike, Orange Ground Thrush, Narina Trogon, Black-fronted Bushshrike, 
Brown Scrub Robin, Cape Parrot, Barratt's Warbler, Scaly-throated Honeyguide, Brown Scrub Robin, Cape Parrot, Barratt's Warbler, Scaly-throated Honeyguide, 
Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler.Yellow-throated Woodland Warbler.

Club outingClub outing
  Where? Woodbush ForestWhere? Woodbush Forest
 Date:   14 May 2022 Date:   14 May 2022
 Contact:  Richter van Tonder Contact:  Richter van Tonder
 Cell:   082 213 8276 Cell:   082 213 8276

Shopping list: Cape Teal, various vultures including Hooded, Lappet-faced, Cape Cape Teal, various vultures including Hooded, Lappet-faced, Cape 
and White-backed, Marabou Stork, Secretarybird..   and White-backed, Marabou Stork, Secretarybird..   

Club outingClub outing
  Where? Mockford's Vulture RestaurantWhere? Mockford's Vulture Restaurant
 Date:   11 June 2022 Date:   11 June 2022
 Contact:  Richter van Tonder Contact:  Richter van Tonder
 Cell:   082 213 8276 Cell:   082 213 8276
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of our world which may never make it onto a cover page.

River Warbler © Richter van Tonder
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