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Editors' chirps
We are sure everyone would appreciate a breather after such an epic summer of
birding. This summer saw us add several new species to the Limpopo provincial
list, and Cyclone Eloise also brought with it some mega rarities. In the aftermath of Eloise, suitable habitat was created for specials such as Striped Crake
and Streaky-breasted Flufftails, amongst others. The various rarity reporting
platforms were abuzz with regular sightings of first-class specials for our area.
But the seasons have changed, most migrants have left our region, and an unusually early winter cold front made it feel as if we skipped autumn. Don't despair though, winter birding can be very rewarding in its own way. Grab a chair
and camera and spend time at a local waterhole. Alternatively, keep your eyes
open for short-distance migrants such as Fairy Flycatchers from further south.
It's about time we get one of these winter fairies around Polokwane again.
We have a couple of club outings planned for the next two months, and we are
looking forward to receiving your trip reports for these. A special thank you to
everyone who contributed their trip reports or interesting observations to this
edition. To our readers, we hope you find this issue just as interesting as we
do, and we are looking forward to receiving your material for the next issue.
Before we sign this edition
off, we wish to correct one
of the photo credits in The
Lark 34. The photo credit for the Common Buzzard
on page 12 should go to Leonie Kellerman. Please accept our apologies, Leonie.
Enjoy the winter birding!
Raelene and Daniel
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Birding

Nylsvley
		

in a flood year

Willem Van der Merwe

M

any of us were excited about going
to the Nyl River
Floodplain this year because of the
excellent rains we've been receiving lately. The floodplain is almost
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a mini Okavango and one of the
best places in South Africa to see
wetland birds in favourable years.
The Nyl River Floodplain
is situated along the Nyl River,
for which the town of Nylstroom

(now Modimolle) was named. On they had discovered the biblical
their trek into the African interi- Nile River's source, and thus they
or, a group of pious Voortrekkers named it. Actually, this river recalled the Jerusalemgangers stumbled upon this river lazily winding
Vogelfontein © Derek Engelbrecht
its way northwards. They thought
The Lark 35
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And Saturday was the day
for the frogs. They hopped across
almost every square metre of the
entire place in incredible numbers.
Amazingly, the majority were Giant Bullfrogs Pyxicephalus adspersus which is considered a threatened species! And yet, here were
millions of them, their hopping
making it appear as if the very
soil surface was alive. Despite
their name, they were relatively
tiny, only about 3−4 cm in length.
We also found lesser but still
substantial numbers of a second,
smaller
frog
species,
perhaps
Bubbling
Kassinas
Kassina senegalensis. Both they and

ceives most of its water from the
moist, southern and eastern slopes
and foothills of the Waterberg
Mountains. Once every so often,
when more rains than usual fall in
the river's catchment area, it overflows its banks. The plain's flat nature results in an expansive region
that is shallowly covered with water. The floodplain proper starts
close to the hill of Kranskop and
extends northwards for about 70
km, reaching a width of 4−6 km in
some places. The Nylsvley Nature
Reserve now protects much of this
unique ecosystem.
When the plain floods, large
areas of grassland and even some
of the woodland become inundat-
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the bullfrogs were only just metamorphosed, still carrying tails
from their tadpole stage. The sheer
number of bullfrogs bodes well for
their security, at least in this place
where they receive protection.
Bullfrogs stay underground for
most of the time, only emerging to
breed in years of good rainfall. The
millions of babies must have come
from at least several thousands of
adult females.
Sadly, almost none of
these baby frogs will survive
to maturity. But they provide
Below Village Weaver
© Jody De Bruyn

Above Vogelfontein in February 2021
© Julia Friskin

ed. The wetlands are thus mainly characterized by flood-adapted grasses, with a few patches
of permanent reedbeds. But the
lush marsh grasses are excellent
habitat for many birds, with the
shallow water providing good
foraging for egrets and herons.
The wetland's food web is mostly
built upon the small, opportunistic, rapidly-breeding creatures
that are most capable of exploiting
temporarily favourable conditions.
These critters include insects with
aquatic larvae, several species of
fish, and frogs.
The Lark 35
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food for birds and many other denizens of the wetlands.
I'm confident that the vast number of egrets, in some places forming great churning clouds of white
drifting over the marshes, owe
many thanks to all these little amphibians.
We already had some of our
first target bird species when checking in at the entrance of the Nylsvley Nature Reserve. The trilled
call clued us into the presence of a
Black Cuckooshrike, which was a
lifer for a couple of us. From there,
we drove around to the Vogelfontein area, where the road overlooks
extensive, flat marshes. Donning
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our gumboots, we entered the
wetlands. After our birding there,
we returned to the reserve proper, where we headed to the Jacana
Hide to finish the day. The hide has
a wonderfully informative signpost
showing us the origins and distances travelled by migrating species.
The record is the 12 000 km migration of the Amur Falcons from
far-eastern China and Russia.
Left Squacco Herons were present in
abundance © Jody De Bruyn; Bottom
left African Wattled Lapwing © Jody
De Bruyn; Bottom right Small groups
of Fulvous Ducks got the adrenalin
pumping © Daniel Engelbrecht
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We were delighted to note the
extent of the water. Right at the
start at Vogelfontein, we were rewarded with some 'special' birds.
Lesser Moorhens were all over
and easy to see, along with its
more familiar relatives, the Redknobbed Coot and the Common
Moorhen. Delightfully colourful
Malachite Kingfishers hunted the
shallows, also joined by the more
sober Pied Kingfisher. A great diversity of waterfowl were evident,
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including Spur-winged and Egyptian Geese, Knob-billed Duck,
White-faced and Fulvous Whistling Ducks, Southern Pochards,
Red-billed and Hottentot Teals.
Other
swimmers
included
White-breasted and Reed Cormorants and the familiar Little Grebes.
Wading in the wetlands were
many herons and egrets, including
enormous numbers of Western
Cattle Egrets and good numbers
of Great, Intermediate and Little

Egrets. Herons included Squacco,
Striated, Purple and Grey. One of
the highlights was the Dwarf Bittern, an opportunistic species that
breeds in the flooded grass. Sadly,
some of us didn't get to see it very
well.
The herons and egrets
were joined by other large
wading birds, such as Glossy
Ibis and African Spoonbill.
Smaller waders included Blacksmith and African Wattled Lap-

Above I especially appreciated good views of the rather shy
and uncommon White-backed
Duck © Jody De Bruyn

wings. At the same time, the
floating aquatic vegetation supported many African Jacanas,
trailing their disproportionate
feet and legs as they flew. A few
Hamerkops were also seen in
flight. Burchell's Coucals were
skulking about.
The Lark 35
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Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill,
Common Scimitarbill, Red-chested Cuckoo, Orange-breasted
Bushshrike, Magpie Shrike, African Black Tit, Icterine Warbler,
Chestnut-vented Warbler, and
the beautiful Burchell's Starling.
We were also treated to Pin-tailed
Whydahs showing off their snazzy
long tail feathers. A tiny but very
exciting species and a lifer for some
of us was the Grey Penduline Tit.
Birds of prey included Amur
Falcons flying low over the grass,
likely hunting some of the birds
breeding there as well as rodents,
reptiles and amphibians. We also
The tall marsh grasses supported large numbers of breeding and
displaying Southern Red and Yellow-crowned Bishops and WhiteWinged Widowbirds. At the Jacana
Hide, we were treated to close-up
views of nesting Village Weavers.
Tawny-flanked
Prinias
also
flitted about in the reeds.
Calling amidst the reeds were
Great and African Reed Warblers
and Lesser Swamp Warblers.
Hunting insects over the
marshes were several species of
swallows and swifts, including
Greater and Lesser Striped and
Red-breasted Swallows, and Little
Swifts. Sadly, the large flocks of the
globally threatened Black-winged
Pratincoles we saw on previous
years' outings were absent this year.
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saw, perched in the distance, an
African Fish Eagle.
Not everyone managed to see
all of the specials, but overall, more
than 130 bird species were recorded.
Mostly we were blessed to see this
amazing floodplain and experience its wildlife in a near-optimal
year.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com

Below Wading after waders
© Derek Engelbrecht.

Above Some of us had good views of
Dwarf Bittern, a species which will always be a contender for Bird of the Day
© Daniel Engelbrecht.

There were still typical woodland and grassland birds. Male
and female African Stonechats
were present in grassy patches, as
were Cape Longclaws. Tinkling
calls alerted us to the Zitting Cisticolas' high display flights, and
we had a nice view of one perched
on a fence. Woodland Kingfishers were calling everywhere. At
the reserve entrance, we had excellent views of Bennett’s Woodpecker. Other woodland birds
included Lilac-breasted and European Roller, African Grey and
The Lark 35
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blue beauty
blue beauty
in the Bushveld

Johan Janse van Vuuren
15
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n 13 March 2021,
13 Birdlife Polokwane members and
a guest from Pretoria left at approximately 04:30 from Polokwane for a birding trip to Levubu
and the Thohoyandou area. We
were in the hands of the area's
specialist bird guide, Samson
Mulaudzi. Top of the day's shopping list was the Blue-Spotted
Wood Dove, followed by African
Finfoot - and of course anything
else we could feast our eyes on as
this region has some truly enigmatic birds.
Samson was picked up just
after 06:00 at the garage close to
Levubu, and then it was off to
the Springfield Farm Dam for the
finfoot hunt. Within 10 minutes
after we arrived at the dam, Samson saw the female finfoot crossing the dam some distance from
us. Weather conditions were not
great for photography, but everybody saw the bird, which was a
lifer for some in the group. Other birds seen at this dam included African Paradise Flycatcher,
Red-capped Robin-Chat and Yellow-bellied Greenbuls.
From there, Samson took
us to another dam on the farm
Left After a failed attempt on the club's
2020 outing, Blue-spotted Wood Dove
showed well this time around, affording
us some good photographic opportunities
© Johan Janse van Vuuren.

The Lark 35

16

where we spotted Pied Kingfishers, Horus and White-rumped
Swifts.
The next stop was Muirhead
Dam and Bird Sanctuary, Samson’s favourite spot for African
Pygmy Goose and Buff-Spotted Flufftail. The pygmy geese
were, unfortunately, sleeping

Above As quickly as she appeared,
this female African Finfoot vanished
again © Julia Friskin.

late. Samson then took us to a
spot favoured by flufftails and,
after a short wait, a female 'buffy'
showed herself for a brief moment, allowing only some group
members to see her. I
think she was a bit shy
without her make up on
so early in the morning.
Unfortunately,
nobody got a photo of
this elusive bird. Other birds seen around
this beautiful dam included the following:
Green-backed CamaLeft The beautiful Dark Wanderer made an appearance
© Richter Van Tonder.
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roptera, Cape Batis, Red-chested
Cuckoo, African Pygmy Kingfisher, Red-backed Mannikin,
Purple-crested Turaco, African
Firefinch, Lesser Honeyguide,
Yellow-fronted Canary, Darkcapped Bulbul, Thick-billed
Weaver, Speckled Mousebird,
Common Waxbill, Greater Double-collared Sunbird and Kurrichane Thrush. This dam is really a great spot for birding and
a place that I can recommend. It
is accessible to the public during the week. Just get permission
from the offices. Over weekends
the farm access gates are closed.
Before departing to the next
target area, we had breakfast at
the dam and then a stop at the
garage for a very well-timed toi-

Above Little Swift on its nest
© Richter Van Tonder.

let break. Here we spotted Little
Swifts breeding under the overhang of the toilet's roof.
Samson’s next spot of interest was at a private dam close to
Levubu, which was, according
to him, the Blue-Spotted Wood
Dove haven. Samson was not
wrong, as the dove gave us a
great show with everybody getting a good sight of the bird, even
allowing time for some photos.
Other birds seen here included:
White-winged Widowbird, Yellow Bishop, Lesser Striped Swallow, Yellow-breasted Apalis, African Stonechat, Hadada Ibis and
Bronze Mannikin.
The Lark 35
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From this dam, it was off
to a dam in a village in Thohoyandou just past the 15 SAI
army base. The dam was quite
an eye-opener for most, with
sightings of African Jacana, Orange-breasted Waxbill, African
Swamphen, Spotted Flycatcher
and Little Bee-eater. We heard
the Red-faced Cisticola, but he
was hiding in the thicket and we
could not get a glimpse of the
bird. It would have been a lifer
for some in the group. It will be
a great win for conservation if
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Above The dams in the region always holds the promise of specials
such as African Pygmy Goose, Allen's Gallinule and Lesser Moorhen
© Julia Friskin.

this dam can be fenced in and
become a protected area.
The last stop of the day was
Entabeni Forest. On the way to
the Bat Hawk nest, we found a
pair of Mountain Wagtails, and
some in the group were lucky to
see a Half-collared Kingfisher.
Unfortunately, the Bat Hawks

were not at the nesting site, so
we will have to go back for them.
It was time to say goodbye and
travel back to Polokwane.
On the way back to Polokwane we saw Mark and Julia’s
car next to the N1 and thought
they might be having trouble
with their car. Instead, they were
looking at a very relaxed Pale
Chanting Goshawk sitting on a
pole next to the road. Birding
until the end for the Friskins!
A great day was enjoyed
by all and we must thank Rich-

Above Orange-breasted Waxbills are
always a good tick on an outing and it
was great to encounter them in good
numbers at one of the dams in the area
© Richter Van Tonder.

ter Van Tonder for arranging
the trip and Samson for the
guiding. Willie Van der Merwe,
also thank you for sharing your
knowledge of the birds, trees
and other nature related topics
with us.
Author e-mail: johan.jansevanvuuren@tcrescent.co.za
The Lark 35
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My first

Bird Identification Course
Granny Ledwaba

O

n the weekend of 27
and 28 March 2021, The
South African National
Parks Honorary Rangers - Limpopo
Region, in conjunction with birding
expert and ecologist Joe Grosel, held a
bird identification course in the Polokwane Game Reserve. This was a great
experience and a short course everyone should enroll in. It was very informative for me as a zoology student.
It also challenged me mentally and
sparked my interest in birding. There's
so much to learn, and the diversity of
birds is so much more than I could
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identify birds in that area. I noticed
that birds found in the field area and
those found at the educational centre
were different due to different habitat
preferences. More birds were recorded
at the environmental education centre
than in the field during that time of the
day. The most important thing I learnt
was how little I needed to become a
birder. It doesn't require much; a good
pair of binoculars, a bird book, and a
notebook. You can start with birds in
your area, be it your garden or your
neighbourhood, you don't need to
travel far because birds are everywhere.
Attending the birding course
at the reserve was a great experience.
We got to see some of the birds of
southern Africa we learned about in
class and saw in our field guides when
we went on a drive in the reserve. As
such, we gained a lot of practical experience, and it wasn't just about sitting
in a class. We saw several birds such as

the Short-clawed Lark, White-browed
Sparrow-Weaver, European Bee-eater
and many others.
I thank the honorary rangers
team, Joe Grosel and Charles Hardy,
for this great opportunity. Bird watching and identification is a great pastime and anyone can do it anywhere.
You don't need to be in the animal field
to join. Some use it as a hobby because
it is fascinating. Others turn it into a
career, and how much better can it get
than to have a career in something you
love and enjoy. I'd be happy to wake up
every day knowing I have something
amazing to look forward to.
Author e-mail: grannyledwaba72@gmail.com

Opposite Charles Hardy presenting
Percy Thepa and I with our certificates
for the course.
Below We saw this stunning Violet-eared
Waxbill on our drive © Joe Grosel..

ever have imagined. It taught me a lot
when it comes to bird identification as
a beginner. For example, what features
to look out for, especially those around
the head area as this region offers many
potentially distinctive features in a relatively small area. Examples include
the shape and colour of the bill, eye colour, eye-rings, and unique markings
on the head. Joe mentioned that birds
have different calls such as alarm and
contact calls, song etc., and these calls
can be used to identify birds as well.
The most exciting part was when
we went into the field to see if we could
The Lark 35
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The Wolkberg Sugarbirds

Derek Engelbrecht

T

he highlands of the Gurney's Sugarbird. The species'
Wolkberg is home to biology is intricately linked to proisolated populations of teas, of which three species occur
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Above The view from Iron Crown looking south-east towards Serala Peak in
the Wolkberg © Derek Engelbrecht.

in the Wolkberg: the Silver Sugarbush Protea roupelliae, The Com- the little known, endemic Wolkmon Sugarbush Protea caffra and berg Sugarbush Protea rubripilosa.
The Lark 35
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Above Google Earth image showing the position of the three
ringing stations.
Below Billy Attard, Dawie De Swardt and Quentin Hagens
erecting mist nets at Iron Crown © Derek Engelbrecht.
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However, the proteas only occur
above certain altitudes, resulting
in isolated patches and a concomitant disjunct distribution pattern
of Gurney's Sugarbird at a local
scale. Dawie De Swardt, Senior

Above It's always a relief when
you have the first individual of
your target species - Gurney's
Sugarbird © Dawie De Swardt.
Below What a privilege to handle
such a beauty - Amethyst Sunbird
© Derek Engelbrecht.
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Museum Scientist - Ornithology
at the National Museum Bloemfontein, leads a project to get a
better understanding of the biology and movements of the isolated populations of Gurney's Sugarbirds in the Limpopo Province.
February coincides with
the peak protea flowering time
in the Wolkberg. From 21 to 25
February 2021, Dawie and local
bird ringers Billy Attard, Quentin Hagens, Marianne McKenzie
and I targeted Gurney's Sugarbirds. The aim - to get biometric
data and a drop of blood for a genetic study in collaboration with
the University of Pretoria.
This time round, our focus was on three localities: the
southern slopes of Iron Crown,
La Fleur (Rhebokvlei) near the
tufa waterfall towards Wolkberg,
and Hwiti peak near the village
of Masealama. Following heavy
rains in the area on the Sunday
and Monday which made for

Tritonia nelsonii © Derek Engelbrecht
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treacherous driving conditions,
we decided against ringing at
one of our established sites at
Schnellkop. In the end we spent
two days working different areas
on Iron Crown, and a day each at
Hwiti and La Fleur.
Ringing in the highlands you
seldom get large numbers of birds,
and since we were really targeting Gurney's Sugarbirds at protea
stands, and had to deal with pretty foul weather on some days, we
were never going to be swamped by
numbers. What you lack in numbers though, are made up for in
getting to work with species we seldom get to ring. The breathtaking
scenery and glorious wild flowers
just adds to a very rewarding ringing experience in the Wolkberg.
We ringed 61 birds representing 16 species over the four
days. Numerically, the catches were
dominated by Malachite Sunbirds
(11 individuals), followed closely by nine Gurney's Sugarbirds in

Kniphofia coralligemma © Derek Engelbrecht

Protea roupelliae © Marianne McKenzie

Moraea moggii © Marianne McKenzie

Xerophyta schlechteri © Marianne McKenzie
The Lark 35
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second place, with the third place
on the podium shared by Greater Double-collared Sunbird and
Wailing Cisticolas (8 individuals
each). Other species ringed included: Amethyst Sunbird, Nicholson's
Pipit, Sombre Greenbul, Southern
Double-collared Sunbird, Greater
Striped Swallow, Cape Robin-Chat,
Southern Fiscal, Olive Woodpecker, Cinnamon-breasted Bunting,
Black-crowned Tchagra, Lazy Cisticola and an entire family of five
Buff-streaked Chats.

Two Olive Woodpeckers, essentially a forest species, caught in
the grassland was a surprise. We
also caught a few Southern Double-collared Sunbirds, also largely
a species of Afromontane forests in
this region, and it is likely that these
birds were crossing the grassland
patches to reach adjacent forest
patches.

Left Shots fired! The Olive
Woodpecker pecking away at
my hand © Derek Engelbrecht.
Below The tiny peck marks
on my index finger the next
day © Derek Engelbrecht.

Below A male Buff-streaked Chat at
La Fleur was one of the highlights of
the week © Derek Engelbrecht.

Ringing birds always
springs a surprise, something you've never seen
before - or felt before!! I
was taking pictures of a
hand-held Olive Woodpecker when I had a first
experience of a pecking Olive Woodpecker. Now, I've
ringed many woodpeckers
before and I know they
peck (hence the name).
Although it hurts a bit, it
is not particularly painful
- the blunt force of the bill
on the bones of your hand is what
hurts. Enter the Olive Woodpecker - its peck is not very forceful,
but my goodness that bill is needle
sharp. If it pecks it feels like someone is stabbing you multiple times
with a syringe. You learn something
every time.
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The trip was a great success
and our tally of Gurney's Sugarbirds
ringed in this study now stands at
28, and we've had three recaptures.
Acknowledgements I wish to thank Sylvie Kremer-KÖhne for confirmation of the
identification of the plants.
Author e-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com
The Lark 35
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ne can never have too
many hornbills! This
is the Silvery-cheeked
Hornbill Bycanistes brevis, sometimes placed in the genus Ceratogymna. This one I haven't seen yet,
as is likely for many South African
birders. It is the largest hornbill species found in southern Africa apart
from the Southern Ground Hornbill,
reaching 80 cm in length and about
1.4 kg in weight. It is only very occasionally seen here, in the far northeast of the country. It is more abundant in Zimbabwe, and from there,
its distribution stretches northward
into Mozambique, Malawi, Tanzania, Kenya and Ethiopia. It is named
for the light-tipped feathers around
its cheek region. There are two
other 'cheeky' hornbills in Africa:
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the Brown-cheeked and the Greycheeked Hornbills.
The Silvery-cheeked Hornbill is
one of a group of mainly black-andwhite hornbills found in Africa that
have huge casques on the tops of their
bills. In South Africa, the Trumpeter
Hornbill Bycanistes bucinator is similar but slightly smaller, with a smaller
casque. The cream-coloured casque
of the Silvery-cheeked Hornbill is so
massive that it makes its head look
larger than its body! These birds look
very funny while flying: they stick
out their necks with their huge heads
held out front and the little body and
wings trailing behind them. They
look entirely unbalanced. But actually, the casque is very light - it is mostly hollow. Its outer surface is made
of keratin, the same substance as its

Silvery-cheeked Hornbill

The Lark 35
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beak - and in us humans, our fingernails and hair. Inside it has a few
bony struts towards the rear to give
it extra support. There is a considerable difference between the sexes in
this species: the female has a much
shorter casque, only extending about
halfway to the tip of her bill, and it
is much lower than that of the male
as well, and the same horny colour as
the rest of her bill.
Science still does not fully understand the function of the casque.
Being very conspicuous, it probably
has a significant display function.
Baby birds have virtually no casque;
it starts developing in youngsters.
Subadult male and female birds have
casques similar to that of adult females. Still, only adult males develop
the full-sized creamy-yellow casque.
The casque is broad at the back but
tapers to a narrow tip. So, in them,
the casque shows their sex as well as
their maturity. Also, it is most prominent in the males that are the 'manliest', that is to say, that have the highest levels of testosterone and being
strong, healthy and vigorous. So the
female could pick out the best mate
to a large extent simply by comparing the contenders' casques.
Another possible use of the
casque is as a resonating chamber.
Silvery-cheeked Hornbills have
loud, braying calls that carry far in
the forest. (They also have softer
calls, growling, grunting, hooting
and quacking, that they use to stay
in touch with flock members while
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foraging). As the casque is mostly
hollow, the volume of air inside it
can be set in motion and resonate in
feedback with the bird's vocal cords
or augment specific call frequencies.
But exactly how this works has not
yet been adequately studied.
These hornbills live primarily in
pairs or as trios – the male and female
along with immature offspring. They
live in well-developed evergreen forest, mostly in mountainous regions,
but in a few places frequenting lowland, coastal and riverine forest, and
sometimes venturing into deciduous
woodland. They are fruit eaters, being especially partial to figs, and at
large, fruiting trees might form larger flocks of up to 100 birds. They can
also roost communally in flocks of up
to 200 birds, but they disperse from
there when setting out to feed early
in the morning. An interesting behaviour of Silvery-cheeked Hornbills
is their habit of sunbathing. Before
setting out, they will often spread
out their wings and let their heads
loll about while catching some of the
warm, early-morning rays. They also
often dust-bathe on the forest floor.
While mostly picking fruit directly
off the branches, they will sometimes
pick up ripe fruit from the ground.
They sometimes catch insects and
may take advantage of eruptions of
locusts. They might also catch and eat
small animals like lizards and even
baby birds of other species.
In eating fruit, these birds play
a role in dispersing their seeds. They

swallow even quite large fruits whole.
If these fruits have large seeds, these
are regurgitated, while smaller seeds
are passed in their droppings. In
both cases, this helps the seeds to
germinate more quickly. Most edible
fruits have a germination inhibitor in
the pulp so that the seeds only germinate if this is removed. So when a
bird eats a fruit and digests the pulp,
but defecates or regurgitates the seed
- which would be some distance
from the parent plant, hopefully - it
is 'primed' to germinate. If passed in
the droppings, it is assisted by a generous dollop of fertilizer as well.
In the case of mistletoe, though,
the seeds are surrounded by a very
sticky flesh, and the only way to get
rid of the seed is to actively wipe it
off against a branch. But this suits
the mistletoe well since it is a parasite that grows on the twigs and
branches of other plants. After being
rubbed off, the seed will stick there,
germinate and send a root into the
branch's tissues. From here, it will
steal the host tree's nutritious juices
and grow into a small shrub up in
the canopy of its host. Usually, the
host will not be killed, merely inconvenienced. There is a wide variety of
mistletoes and similar parasitic plant
species in Africa, many of them quite
interesting and with attractive flowers. They, too, are very dependent on
fruit-eating birds like hornbills for
their reproduction and propagation.
The reproduction of this species
is quite similar to that of other horn-

bills. Female Silvery-cheeked Hornbills also incarcerates themselves in
a big tree hole, or rarely a hole in a
rock face. The male delivers food to
her and, later, the chicks. Once the
female entered the cavity, she'll wall
it up with mud. The female first swallows the soil. In her crop, this forms
into sticky pellets bound together
with saliva, which she regurgitates
again and use as 'bricks' for building the nest wall. The male is the one
who goes searching for suitable mud,
then swallows it and brings it to the
female. During the breeding period,
the male will also defend the female
and the nest, being very aggressive,
especially against other male Silvery-cheeked Hornbills. Once she's
safely inside, his main duty is finding
food. He has a crop that can distend
a lot to gather and store lots of fruit
that he can bring to her. Once the
chicks are hatched, he will bring food
to his partner and their chicks up to
20 times each day.
These hornbills mainly occur in
small, disconnected patches of forests. They are entirely dependent on
our conservation of this habitat for
their continued survival.
Author e-mail: willemsvandermerwe@gmail.com
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The Changing Guard of
Robin-Chats in the
Kruger National Park
Chris Patton

T

here are three resident
robin-chats in Kruger
National Park, namely the Red-capped, the Whitebrowed and the White-throated
Robin-Chats. Apparently (because I haven’t seen either myself)
Chorister and Cape Robin-Chat
have historically been recorded in the Park, too, as vagrants,
mostly as altitudinal migrants
in winter-time, like several other forest species of the kloofs of
the Mpumalanga Escarpment.
However, it is the three resident
robin-chats that are the focus of
this note.
In the 1980s, when my family first started visiting the Park, I
saw my first ever Heuglin’s Robin
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(as the White-browed Robin-Chat
was then known) at Letaba Rest
Camp. Natal Robin (the then name
for the Red-capped Robin-Chat)
I had some experience from the
KwaZulu-Natal coastal areas. I saw
my first for the Park at Shingwedzi
Rest Camp, in the bush next to the
filling station. I can’t recall my first
White-throated Robin-Chat in the
Park. Still, this species was a regular in suitable bush in North-West
Province just east of Gauteng, an
area I spent a lot of time in growing up.
Since I started working in
the Park at the end of the 1990s, I
would describe White-browed and
White-throated Robin-Chat as the
two easiest robin-chats to find in
The Lark 35
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the Park. White-browed is perhaps
most associated with the well-foliated rest camps - particularly well
established in Berg-en-Dal, Skukuza, Letaba, Shingwedzi and Punda
Maria and along the Levubu River
in the Pafuri area. White-throated,
on the other hand, is often associated with rocky, densely foliated
areas, both within and outside rest
camps. Nkumbe Hill, around the
restaurant at Mopani Rest Camp,
at Skukuza Nursery and on the
sloped hillsides at Punda Maria
and Olifants Rest Camps are some
of the best places to find them. But
Red-capped is, in my experience, a
lot scarcer and harder to find than
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Below White-browed Robin-Chat
pair at Skukuza Rest Camp © Chris
Patton.

the other two, although still occurring in rest camps like Skukuza,
Letaba, Shingwedzi and Tamboti
too.
After starting to work in the
Park, I soon got to know some of
my colleagues who had a similar
keenness for birds and chatted to
them about various fluxes in Park
bird populations. One thing that
has always stayed with me was
their commentary on robin-chats.
According to the older birders in
the 1970s and 1980s, Red-capped

Above White-throated Robin-Chat at Skukuza Wetland
Boardwalk © Chris Patton.
Right Red-capped Robin-chat
@ Tamboti Rest Camp © Chris
Patton

Robin-Chat was seemingly
the dominant robin-chat in
the Park. At the same time,
White-browed was the scarcer
one that was harder to find…
I know it is only an anecdotal
observation, but the question
is why such a shift in dominance would take place?
Author e-mail: chris.patton@sanparks.org
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Bird Briefs
Do Bronze-winged Coursers' secondaries fluoresce?
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail,com

T

he post-breeding and
juvenile migration of
the mysterious Bronzewinged Coursers from their breeding grounds in (presumably)
central and northern Africa to
southern Africa is unique amongst
southern African birds (Chittenden and Davies 2021). These migrants reach the subregion in No-

vember and depart again in April/
May, although there also appears to
be a resident, non-migratory population of this species in southern
Africa (Irwin 1981; Tree 1997).
Their common name, and
the species epithet (chalcopterus),
refers to their iridescent bronzegreen and violet-tipped primaries
(all except the outermost two)
which are only visible when the wing
is open. There is
much speculation
about the function of these violet-tipped feathers. It has been
suggested
they
may function in
courtship displays,
help to reduce
Left When the wing is
folded, the inner secondaries
serve as a cloak over the underlying primaries, shielding
them from mechanical abrasion and damaging UV radiation © Derek Engelbrecht
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abrasion or be used as an aid to follow conspecifics during nocturnal
migration (Maclean 1996; Hockey
2005). All these suggestions may
have merit, but each also have
cracks. For example, no one has
ever observed the courtship display
of Bronze-winged Courser, so this
hypothesis is merely speculation.
The 'Reduce Abrasion Hypothesis'
may have some merit, but it seems
a bit odd that the two outer primaries would lack these as they would
ordinarily experience the greatest
levels of abrasion. Furthermore,
when on the ground, the secondaries form a cloak over the underlying primaries, thus reducing physical abrasion and damage caused by
exposure to the sun's damaging UV

Above The recently moulted vio-

let-tipped inner primaries of a Bronzewinged Courser are only visible when
the wing is open. This image was taken
in natural light © Derek Engelbrecht

rays. The third hypothesis - its use
as a visual aid to follow conspecifics
during nocturnal migration - also
raises questions, e.g. it is doubtful
if the moon, even during full moon,
emits enough UV light to be of any
value to cause the feather tips to fluoresce. And what if they are migrating
during the new moon phase? So how
did this hypothesis come about?
Its origin seemingly stems
from an observation by Carl Vernon who noted the violet-tipped
The Lark 35
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feathers fluoresce strongly under
UV light and suggested that this
may relate to these birds' ability to
detect light in the UV range (see
Hockey 2005). Being nocturnal migrants, this would make sense to an
extent, although calling from time
to time in flight - as they do (pers.
obs.) - may serve the same purpose.
Strongly fluorescing primary
feather tips must be a sight to behold. Fortunately, I had two sets of
roadkill Bronze-winged Courser
feather sets in my feather collection
and I also have UV torches (Sniper SN8001UV, 390-395 nm; Zartek
ZA-490, 390-400 nm). The results

were disappointing to say the least practically no fluorescence under UV
light! So, what is going on here? Unfortunately we don't know the details
of Carl Vernon's observation of the
fluorescing feather tips. Perhaps the
feathers are sensitive to UV light with
a shorter wavelength, i.e. <390 nm.
There are also reports of feathers of
different ages fluorescing differently (Weidensaul et al. 2011). Be that
Below left A set of Bronze-winged
Courser feathers photographed under
normal light conditions. Below right
The same feathers under UV light in the
390-400 nm range © Derek Engelbrecht

as it may, it is evident that the two
Bronze-winged courser feather sets I
inspected does not fluoresce strongly,
if at all, under UV light in the 390400 nm range.
References
Chittenden H, Davies G. 2021. The
unique migration strategy of juvenile
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63–67.
Hockey PAR. 2005. Bronze-winged
Courser Rhinoptilus chalcopterus. In:
Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ, Ryan PG (eds),
Roberts birds of southern Africa. 7th Edn.
Cape Town: The Trustees of the John
Voelcker Bird Book Fund. pp. 422–423.
Irwin MPS. 1981. The birds of Zimbab

we. Salisbury: Quest Publishing.
Maclean GL. 1996. Family Glareolidae
(Coursers and Pratincoles). In: Del Hoyo
J, Elliott A, Sargatal J (eds), Handbook
of the birds of the world. Vol 3: Hoatzin
to Auks. Barcelona: Lynx Edicions. pp.
364–375.
Tree AJ. 1997. Bronze-winged Courser
Rhinoptilus chalcopterus. In: Harrison JA,
Allan DG, Underhill LG, Herremans M,
Tree AJ, Parker V, Brown CJ (eds), The
atlas of southern African birds. Vol 1:
Non-passerines. Johannesburg: Birdlife
South Africa. pp. 450–451.
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Right A Budgerigar
showing strongly fluorescing feathers using the
same UV torches I used
for the Bronze-winged
Courser feathers © Derek
Engelbrecht
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Call dialects in the eastern population of the
Short-clawed Lark

Derek Engelbrecht, Tshivhiwa Mandiwana-Neudani, Thato Mashigo
E-mail: faunagalore@gmail,com

T

he southern African
endemic Short-clawed
Lark Certhilauda chuana
comprises two geographically isolated populations. The western population occurs in south-eastern Botswana and the North West province of
neighbouring South Africa, and the
smaller eastern population's distribution is centred on the Polokwane
Plateau in the Limpopo Province
(Engelbrecht and Grosel 2015).
Although the two populations
are practically identical from a genetic, vocal and morphological
perspective (Grosel 2007),
Marc Herremans, in an
unpublished report
cited in Herremans
(1997), noted
dialectal differences
across
insignificant
geographic
barriers such
as low-lying ridges within sub-popu- lations of
the larger western population. Grosel
(2007) did not record any such dialectal differences in the eastern population, although a range-wide survey
of vocalizations was not a primary
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objective of that study. Since Grosel’s surveys in the early 2000s, DE
noticed dialectal differences within
sub-populations of the eastern population.
Methods
To determine the geographic
distribution of territorial call dialects of Shortclawed
Larks
in the eastern
population, recordings of vocalizations were
obtained with a
Marantz PMD670
Professional digital recorder and
a Senn
heiser ME66
directional
microphone at a distance
of approximately 9–20 m from
calling males.
Recordings were
obtained
from
across the eastern population's known distribution range
(http://sabap2.birdmap.africa/
species/465; accessed on 27 April
2021). Figure 1 shows the geographic coverage of the recordings. Following recording in the

a typical territorial call of Shortclawed Lark starts with a brief introductory element (E1) followed
by 2–3 subsequent elements (Fig.
2a-d). However, the presence of
the introductory element was not
always consistent and was occasionally absent (perhaps inaudible
to the human ear) from a strophe.
The frequency of subsequent elements (E2-E4) show variation, e.g.
E2 may have a higher or lower frequency than E3 in different strophes (cf. Fig. 2a, b).
There was a clear distinction
between Short-clawed Lark populations in the eastern and western
Results
Spectrograms generated from parts of the Polokwane Plateau,
the analysed strophes show that with eastern bird having two subfield, high-quality territorial calls,
free from excessive background
noise and overlap of vocalizations
of other species, were analysed using the AviSoft-SASLab version
5.2.11 software package (www.
avisoft.com). From each of the recordings, call strophes (considered
in this study as a single phrase usually consisting of two or more repeated elements and separated by
a pause) were cut out. The AviSoft
software analyzes each discrete element, maximising the data to be
generated.

Figure 1: Map showing the sampling localities of territorial calls of Short-clawed Larks on the Polokwane
Plateau. Green = western dialect; White = eastern dialect; Blue = northern dialect.
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sequent elements (thus three in total) in their calls, and western birds
having three subsequent elements
(thus four in total) in their calls.
Interestingly, calls from the seemingly isolated northern population
(Spies Dam region) analysed in this
study resemble the calls of the eastern birds by possessing the same
number of elements. However, the
shape of the introductory element
differed, being slanted in eastern
birds and stable in northern birds.
Western birds on the Polokwane
Plateau possess a J-shaped introductory element and the subsequent elements are all shaped like
an inverted S. This gives western
birds a distinctly more musical
territorial call compared to other populations on the Polokwane
Plateau. Recordings representing
the different dialects as identified
in this study are available on the
Xeno-canto website: eastern dialect
(XC645736, XC645739), western
dialect on the Polokwane Plateau
(XC645735), and northern dialect
(XC645742),
Another notable difference
was in the frequency of the elements: eastern and northern birds
were mostly above or slightly below
5 kHz, whereas western birds were
mostly below but sometimes slightly above 5 kHz.
Finally, the duration of strophes also differed, with western
birds possessing strophes of longer
duration. This is due to the greater
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number of elements in a strophe of
western birds (4 in western birds vs
3 in eastern birds) .
Discussion
The results show the existence of distinct dialectal differences between western and eastern/northern populations on the
Polokwane Plateau. Although the
calls of eastern and northern birds
appear similar, there are also some
differences between these populations. The northern population in
the vicinity of Spies Dam is separated by an area of about 40 km of
unsuitable mixed bushveld, so the
accumulation of dialectal differences through isolation over time
could be expected. However, the
most distinct dialectal differences were recorded between western
and eastern birds over a distance of
a mere 8−10 km! In fact, the eastern dialect on the Polokwane Plateau is aurally more similar to calls
of males from the Botsalano region
more than 400 km away and representing the larger western population of the species, than it is to
sympatric western dialect birds on
the Polokwane Plateau! Compare

Figure 2 (opposite). Representative spectrograms
of the strophes of territorial calls of the different dialects of Short-clawed Lark on the Polokwane Plateau.
a, b. - spectrograms of the eastern dialect; 2c - spectrogram of the northern dialect; and 2d - spectrogram of the western dialect. E1 = the introductory
element; iei - inter element interval.

a

b

c

d
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the Xeno-canto calls listed above
with XC645751 from the Botsalano
Game reserve.
Not only did we not find any
evidence of a gradual transition between eastern and western dialects
(e.g. a cline of territorial calls), but
there is also no obvious geographical barrier separating the two dialects. The phenomenon of distinct
dialectal differences without any
significant geographical barriers was
also noted by Marc Herremans for
Short-clawed Larks in south-eastern
Botswana. The imaginary 'barrier'
separating eastern and western dialects run along 29°20'E longitude
with the non-perennial Hout River
representing the only geographical
feature of note. Although there appear to be some differences in plumage colouration between the eastern
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and western birds on the Polokwane
Plateau, this may relate to occupation of different soils, rather than
any taxonomic basis. Nevertheless,
it would be interesting to obtain recordings of different dialects from
the larger western population in
south-eastern Botswana to see if it
compares with one of the dialects
identified in this study. Although I
have not been able to trace a territorial call of the recently discovered
and seemingly isolated population at
Bojanala south-east of Pilanesberg,
Niall Perrins recorded the very unusual song and alarm/contact call of a
Below Substrate colour-matching in

Short-clawed Lark on the Polokwane Plateau
(substrate colour can be seen in the background). The bird on the left represents the
western dialect, and the two to the right represent the eastern dialect © Derek Engelbrecht

male from this locality (XC493148).
If the song is anything to go by, then
this population is likely to exhibit yet
another dialect of the territorial call
of Short-clawed Lark.
Many species exhibit dialectal
differences across their range, and
several factors may contribute to
the establishment of such dialectal
differences, e.g. genetic differences,
allopatric populations separated by
geographic barriers and differences
in the type of habitat occupied by
different populations. (Ríos-chelén
et al., 2012; Lovell and Lein, 2013).
For example, analysis of vocalizations of Yellowhammer Emberiza
citrinella showed that this common
bird species displayed different dialects in relation to the habitat they
occupied: populations living in the
country side had a thick accent compared to the birds living in the city
(Helb, 1992). However, in this study,
the rather sudden change from one
dialect to another, in the absence of
a significant geographic barrier for a
species such as Short-clawed Lark,
is surprising. Furthermore, all populations' preferred habitat on the
Polokwane Plateau is subsistence
farmland heavily grazed by livestock
and fallow fields, discounting the
occupation of different habitats as a
driver for the observed dialectal differences.
To conclude, Short-clawed Lark
on the Polokwane Plateau show distinct dialectal differences between
western and eastern/northern popula-

tions, but also to a lesser extent between
the northern and eastern populations.
A more detailed statistical analysis of
these dialects are currently underway.
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An unusually early nesting record for African Skimmer in
the Limpopo Province
John Adamson

E-mail: john.adamson@sanparks.org

O

ut on the Lonely Bull
Backpack Trail in the
Letaba region of the
Kruger National Park on 27 April
2021, we managed to find an African Skimmer pair that took obvious displeasure to our group
walking along the shoreline of
the Letaba River. I informed
the group that we need to check
carefully where we walked as the
birds' behaviour suggested they
were nesting.
We set up camp some distance upstream, and after observing where the pair settled,
we decided to investigate later in
the afternoon with a keen guest.
Sheltering in our footprints
from earlier in the day we found
four skimmer chicks! African
Skimmers started recolonizing
north-eastern South Africa as a
breeding species in 2016, with
egg laying recorded between early July and late October (Engelbrecht 2019; Engelbrecht 2020).
As intra-African migrants, African Skimmers usually migrate
north when rising water levels
during the wet season floods the
exposed sand banks they nest
and roost on, usually late November to January. However, one
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2 days
old

Pamprodactyl foot

pair near Tzaneen 'overwintered'
in 2020 and had their first nesting
attempt in early July (Engelbrecht
2020).
The nesting attempt reported here therefore represents an
unusually early nesting attempt.
This is a significant find given
the scarcity of breeding records
for this species in South Africa.
There is still so much to learn
about African Skimmers.
References
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Opposite and this page The African Skimmer chicks sheltering in our
footprints © John Adamson.
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Bird names in Southern Ndebele
Johan Meyer

E-mail: meyer.ij@gmail.com

S

outh Africa has a rich
and diverse birdlife due
to the many types of habitat found in the country. It is the
only country in the world that has
all 7 of the main Floral Kingdoms.
It is also a very culturally diverse
country. The 11 official languages
in South Africa reflects this cultural
diversity.
Southern Ndebele, also known
as simply Ndebele or isiNdebele, is
one of South Africa's official languages. It is a Bantu language belonging to the Nguni group. It
should not be confused with Northern Ndebele spoken in Zimbabwe,
as they are two distinct languages.
Ndebele has the lowest number of speakers of all the official
languages of South Africa, with just
under 1.1 million speakers, representing 2.1% of South Africa's
population. The language is spoken mainly in Gauteng, Mpumalanga and a few areas of Limpopo
Province. The language Southern
Ndebele can only be studied at two
universities, namely the University
of Pretoria and UNISA.
Unfortunately, South Africa's
cultural diversity is poorly reflected in the use of bird names. Only
English and Afrikaans have species-specific bird names for all the

57

The Lark 35

birds of the region. After researching bird names in the African languages of southern Africa, I found
that there are very few species-specific names for birds in the African languages of the region. Most
names are just general names, referring to more than one species. This
has changed recently as research
by Prof Adrian Koopman and Prof
Nolene Turner has resulted in species-specific names in Zulu for the
birds of KwaZulu-Natal.
This study aimed to record
and look at the state of bird names
in Southern Ndebele.
Method
A literature search was done, mainly using dictionaries, recording all
the Ndebele bird names found. The
names were recorded, and I created
a database for the names. Each entry in the database was recorded as
follows:
1. The name in the specific language
2. The name in the language
found in the source (English or
Afrikaans)
3. The source name
4. The family of birds to which
the name belongs
5. The scientific name if it was
found in the source.

all the names found in Southern
Ndebele with their English equivalent and the family to which the
bird belongs can be found in the
Appendix after the Bibliography.
The most striking finding
was the scarcity of bird names
in Southern Ndebele. Only 103
entries were found, of which 53
were unique names. That means
that only 42% of the data entries
were unique.
In the three categories that
the unique data entries were divided in, only 13,2% were species-specific, which is very low.
Most of the names found (83%)
were just general terms referring
to more than one species within
the same family. Only 3.8% of the
unique names indicated more
than one species from different
families. These were for families
where birds are not related, but
they appear superficially similar,
e.g. swallows and swifts, hawks
Results and discussion.
The results from the analysis and falcons.
The low number of unique
of the database are summarised
in Table 1 below. A full list of species names in Southern Nde-

The total number of entries
means the actual number of names in
the database. A name can be repeated
several times in the database from different sources, and each time, it will
be counted as an individual entry. The
number of names, therefore, does not
equal the number of bird species.
After this database was constructed, the loan words from English
and Afrikaans, the names of domesticated birds or birds not found in
the Southern Ndebele speaking areas
were removed from the database. The
names left in the database were then
analysed, sorting them into three categories, namely:
1. A name used for only one species (a species-specific name)
2. A general name used for more
than one species of the same family
3. A general name used for more
than one species in different, sometimes unrelated, families.

Table 1. A summary of the results of the analysis of bird names in Southern Ndebele.
Category

N u m b e r N u m b e r % out of
of entries of unique
unique
entries
entries

Only 1 species (species-specific name)

13

Total data entries

103

General name for >1 species, same family

General name for >1 species, different families

73
17

7

44
2

53

13.2
83.0
3.8
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bele is surprising. For example,
Tshivenḓa has the second smallest number of speakers in South
Africa (1.2 million speakers),
which is only slightly more than
the number of Southern Ndebele
speakers. Meyer (2021) recorded
199 unique bird name entries in
Tshivenḓa. This is almost 4 times
as many as for Southern Ndebele!
There is a need for further
research into the names of birds
in Southern Ndebele. Further literature research must be done,
but fieldwork is also essential.
Fieldwork will be a valuable contribution to increase the number
of unique entries in the database.
Fieldwork is also important as
the younger generations do not
know the names of birds in their
mother tongue, and names can
be lost over time. Once enough
names have been collected, descriptive parts, such as adjectives,
must be added to the known
names to created species-specific
names.
Everyone can only fully appreciate southern Africa's rich
birdlife if we can identify birds to
species level in all South Africa's
languages. It will also make a tremendous contribution to avian
conservation if people can put a
name to a bird they are trying to
protect.
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Family
Struthionidae
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Scientific name

Struthio camelus

Numididae

English

Common Ostrich

Guineafowl

Phasianidae

Partridge, Quail (gamebirds)

Anatidae

Duck

Phoenicopteridae

Heron

Accipitridae

Sagittariidae

Haliaeetus vocifer
Sagittarius serpentarius

Accipitridae

Plover

Laridae

Tytonidae

Gull

Tyto alba

Strigidae

Hirundinidae,
Apodidae

Alcedinidae

Meropidae

Upupidae

Secretarybird

Crane

Charadriidae

Musophagidae

African Fish Eagle

Eagle, Hawk, Falcon

Gruidae

Columbidae

Heron, Secretarybird

Vulture

Accipitridae,
Falconidae

Dove, Pigeon

ivuba

unogolantethe

ukhwalimanzi

udoyi

ikhozi, leenhlambi
ithame

idlanga

ikhozi, isipekwa,
ukholo, utlebo

umrholori

isithimbili

igabanga

izuba, ijuba

Turaco

igwalagwala

Owl

isikhova, isirhulurhulu

Western Barn Owl

Swallow, Swift

Upupa epops

ibhilibhili, idada

ujojo, umsaneenkomo

Ardeidae

Ardeidae, Sagittariidae

ikwali

Egret

Stork

Ardeidae

inciliba

ipangela

ukholwasi

Pelican

Ciconiidae

Ndebele

Flamingo

Pelecanidae

Bucerotidae
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Kingfisher

Bee-eater

African Hoopoe

Hornbill

isirhulurhulu,
somrhoso

ikonjani

unongozololo

isidlanunwana
ihubu, inukani

isingizi, umkholwana, uswiswidi
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Bird names in Southern Ndebele

Family

Scientific name

Picidae

Woodpecker

Psittacidae

Corvus albicollis

Corvidae

Cisticolidae

Sturnidae

Nectariniidae

Passeridae

English

Passer melanurus

Passeridae

Cisticola

udotjana

Starling

Sunbird

Cape Sparrow

Ploceidae

Weaver

Ploceidae

Bishop

Fringilidae

Canary

Finch

Ikhozi -African Fish Eagle © Derek Engelbrecht
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isiqoqodimithi,
unongodweni

ubhobhorhayi

Crow, White-necked (Crow)
Raven

Brian Steele-Drew

Ndebele

Parrot

Sparrow

Fringillidae

Lesser Moorhen feeding on a nest of a Foam Nest Frog

igwababa

igwinsi

unolanga
iketeza

isirwibili, umrwibili, undlukulu

intangana,
iselukindlwana,
ihlokohloko

umtsere

umzwilili

isakabula

E-mail: brian.steele.drew@gmail.com

O

n one of my visits to the
Kruger National Park in
early 2020, I was staking
out a pair of breeding Dwarf Bitterns.
8I observed
days old a Lesser Moorhen feeding
on the a Foam Nest Frog's nest about
3 m above the water. It half flew, half
scrambled to get into position, and
proceeded to peck at the frog's nest
and consuming its contents.
On returning home, I consulted the authoritative Roberts Birds
of Southern Africa as I thought this
was strange behaviour. According to
Dean (2005), Lesser Moorhen diet
includes various aquatic invertebrates
such as molluscs and beetles and other terrestrial invertebrates trapped on
18
days vegetation.
old
flooded
It is also known to

consume vegetable matter such as the
flowers and seeds of reeds.
This record of the consumption
of a Foam Nest Frog's nest is an interold diet. It
esting extension13ofdays
the species
is possible that the bird was feeding on
developing tadpoles in the foam nest.
Isn't it wonderful there is always
something new to learn!
References
Dean WRJ. 2005. Lesser Moorhen Gallinula
angulata. In: Hockey PAR, Dean WRJ, Ryan
PG (eds), Roberts birds of southern Africa.
7th Edn. Cape Town: The Trustees of the John
Voelcker Bird Book Fund. pp. 335–336.
Below The Lesser Moorhen feasting on a
Foam Nest Frog's nest © Brian Steele-Drew.

24 days old
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Observations at a Dwarf Bittern nest
Brian Steele-Drew

E-mail: brian.steele.drew@gmail.com

T

he 2020/2021 wet season has been the wettest
in 15 years in my opinion. They say there are cyclic periods of drought and good rains. The
rains here in Phalaborwa started in
October 2020 (very early of late) as
there have been some seasons where
it has only rained after Christmas!
But thankfully not this season.
On 23 December 2020 I made
a visit to the Kruger National Park
and was checking up on the pans
that have filled up beautifully. The
water lilies in these temporary pans
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were looking stunning. At one of the
pans, about 14 km from the Phalaborwa gate on the H9, I noticed a
Dwarf Bittern, partially hidden in
the marsh grasses. So, I started my
stakeout and regular visits.
Opposite above The first chick was seen on
the 30th January 2021.
Opposite below

The female (left) and
male (right).

Below The Dwarf Bittern nesting pan with
the nesting tree, a stunted Apple Leaf, in the
foreground. All © Brian Steele-Drew.
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Being partly nocturnal, daytime sightings of this popular species were few and far between, but
patience does pay off. A week or so
later, an adult bird flew into a stunted Apple Leaf tree growing in the
pan. Repositioning my vehicle for a
better view, I could see the stick nest
about 60 cm above the water.
On the 30th January 2021, I got
my first glimpse of a chick. It was
difficult to see how many chicks
were on the nest, but I was able to
count at least three chicks.
It was interesting that the
chicks didn't call audible begging
calls, but instead remained silent
when the parents arrived to deliver
food. The parents, in turn, would regurgitate the food and then depart

silently. Another interesting observation was when a parent flew off after feeding their chicks, they would
fly a considerable distance from the
pan where they were nesting. What
I deduced from this was that they
were collecting food from another
location so as not to draw attention
to their nest site. I managed to get a
shot of both parents.
My last sighting was on 7 February 2021. I estimated that this
fledgling was about 9 days old. It
was the only one I could see, so I'm
not sure if the other ones survived
or not.

Below The Dwarf Bittern fledgling photographed
on 7 February 2021 © Brian Steele-Drew..

Possible heterospecific vocal mimicry by a Wailing Cisticola
Derek Engelbrecht

E-mail: faunagalore@gmail.com

T

he song of cisticolas are
generally somewhat repetitive, and their vocalizations range from harsh notes to bleats
and whistles (Ryan 2006). I'm familiar
with the calls of Wailing Cisticola, so
when I heard an unusually harsh grating call from a male singing from a low
bush in the Wolkberg on 25 February
2021 (Fig. 1), it immediately piqued
my interest.
The bird was singing just below the crown of a low shrub, about
80 cm off the ground. A female
was collecting nesting material
nearby, which may have prompted the male to serenade her.
Some song elements sounded remarkably like the harsh grating calls of Gur-

ney's Sugarbird (listen to XC320587
on Xeno-canto), which co-inhabits
the site with the Wailing Cisticolas. It
made me wonder if this is a rudimentary example of heterospecific vocal
mimicry in a cisticolid (not previously
recorded in the family), or does this
grating sound just carry well in that
particular environment, hence its use
by Wailing Cisticola and Gurney's
Sugarbird. The song is available on Xeno-canto (XC645242).
References
Ryan PG. 2006. Family Cisticolidae (Cisticolas
and allies). In: Del Hoyo J, Elliott A, Christie DA
(eds), Handbook of the birds of the world. Vol
11: Old World Flycatchers to Old World Warblers. Barcelona: Lynx Edicions. pp. 378–491.

Figure 1. Sonogram of a song phrase of Wailing Cisticola. The highlighted sections 1 and 2 represent elements of
what sounds similar to the call of Gurney's Sugarbird.
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The enigmatic Dusky Lark
Hugh Chittenden

E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

B

ehaviourally,
Dusky
Lark Pinarocorys nigricans is one of the most
interesting of the larks, not only in
southern Africa, but on the continent! If you take, for example, their
unique migration pattern, no other
lark species breeds in the sub-equatorial region dominated by broadleaved woodland, and then post
breeding, migrates southwards to
spend the hot summer months in
the Acacia and Mopani woodlands
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Above A Dusky Lark photographed in the
Kruger National Park during February
© Hugh Chittenden..

Above and right
Rufous-rumped Lark,
a sister species of
Dusky Lark, photographed in Ghana
© David Hoddinott.

in southern Africa. Non-breeding
birds are found in ever decreasing
numbers the farther south they fly.
Very few birds in Africa south of
the equator exhibit this migratory
pattern: it's the only passerine that
breeds north of our borders, and
migrates south into southern AfThe Lark 35
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rica for the non-breeding season.
Southern Carmine Bee-eater (a
non-passerine) is one other example of a species that breeds north of
South Africa, and then post breeding, migrates southwards.
Rufous-rumped Lark Pinarocorys erythropygia, its sister
species that occurs north of the
Equator, differs mainly by having
a rufous-coloured rump. The two
were previously considered conspecific. This very similar looking species that breeds in the mesic regions north of the Equator,
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Above The distribution ranges of the two sister species in the genus Pinarocorys.

migrates northwards to the drier
woodlands south of the Sahara for
the non-breeding season!
Their distribution ranges are
almost mirror images north and
south of the equator. Both breed either side of the Equator, and both
move further away from the equator during the non-breeding season! Fascinating!

There are no confirmed
Dusky Lark breeding records for
the southern African subregion,
except for a possible breeding
attempt west of Mashatu Tented
Camp in Northern Tuli Game
Reserve in eastern Botswana on
5 April 2010. According to Albie
Venter, the observer, a bird was
photographed carrying nesting
material and continuously dis-

Above Another Dusky Lark photographed
in the Kruger National Park during February
© Hugh Chittenden..

playing from a rock by raising
its 'shoulders' and quivering its
wings (Pete Hancock, in litt).
The observations were made after 160 mm of rain fell the day
before.
The Lark 35
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Both species feed in sparsely vegetated open woodland and
are attracted to recently burnt
areas for feeding, especially Rufous-rumped Lark (Ryan 2020).
Its habit of raising its wings
simultaneously while feeding is
another very interesting aspect
of its behaviour. It is thought
that this wing-flicking behaviour may help flush insects
while foraging through sparsely vegetated, short grass, yet no
other larks exhibit this behaviour in this region.
Another interesting point,
is that none of the other larks
have such long underwing and
humeral coverts!

Their occurrence in South
Africa is sporadic, and it is generally very localized and sparse.
Wonderful birds!

Acknowledgements Derek Engelbrecht
and Greg Davies are thanked for comments helping with the first draft. Special thanks to Guy Upfold for supplying
the map of Africa. David Hoddinott is
thanked for the supply of photos taken
of Rufous-rumped Lark in Ghana.
References
Ryan P. 2020. Dusky Lark (Pinarocorys nigricans). In: Del Hoyo J, Elliott A, Sargatal J,
Christie DA, De Juana E (eds), Birds of the
World. Version 1.0. Ithaca: Cornell Lab of
Ornithology.
https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.
duslar1.01

Above A Dusky Lark in the
act of lifting, or flicking its
wings upwards, a characteristic habit of this species, done
every few seconds while foraging © Hugh Chittenden.
Right The unusually long
underwing coverts of a Dusky
Lark © Hugh Chittenden.

71

The Lark 35

The Lark 35

72

Prey fed to Striated Heron nestlings
Hugh Chittenden
E-mail: hugh@rarebirds.co.za

T

he following photos
summarize the prey
delivered to Striated
(Green-backed) Heron Butorides
striata nestlings at Mtunzini, KwaZulu-Natal. A camera trap was used
to capture most of these images.
Between January and April
2021, a pair of Striated Herons produced two successful broods on the
same nest, placed in a thorn tree
overhanging a water canal. The nest
was adjacent to a commercial fish
farm, Zini Fish Farm, at Mtunzini.
Because of the relatively easy feeding opportunities afforded them
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by the commercial fish operation,
the prey species would have been
biased towards a high percentage
of fish. The majority of the fish fed
to the nestlings were Mozambique
Tilapia Oreochromis mossambicus.
Below The Striated Heron nest site that
produced two successful broods between
January and April 2021. It was not established whether the herons constructed their nest after the Eastern Golden
Weavers Ploceus subaureus had started
nest-building or vice-versa. The nest contents (second brood) on the 30th March
showed a newly hatched chick and an
egg that hatched the following day.

Above At 04H25 on the 31st

Published records show that water
March, the brooding adult lifts herself, showing that the second egg is
margin species such as mudskippers,
cracked open. Two minutes later,
aquatic invertebrates and frogs are
the chick is free from the eggshell.
the most commonly recorded prey
Below At 07H28 the followfor this diminutive heron.
ing morning, the newly hatched
Although not endangered,
chick gets its first meal. The
Striated Herons are highly vulneryoung chicks were fed small prey
items regurgitated directly into
able to ongoing habitat loss along
the open chick gapes or onto
streams and waterways. Riparithe nest in front of the nestlings.
an habitats have been significantly reduced in unprotected areas.
Because of the depth of field necessary in camera trap photos, photo they make up for poor camera
sharpness and photo quality don't quality by the valuable informamatch conventional cameras. Still, tion they capture, 24 hours a day!
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Left The one- (right) and threeday-old chicks (left and centre) get
fed a tilapia which was too large for
them to swallow.
Below At this age (9 and 7 days
old), small food items were occasionally still being delivered as prey
and regurgitated directly into the
chicks gaping beaks! Most prey at
this age, however, was large fish.

When the chicks were
still only a few days old, reasonably large fish were fed
to the nestlings. What was
most surprising about this
nest study was the fish size
these young nestlings were
able to swallow! Some of the
fish seemed to be about the
same size as the nestlings!!
When the fish were too
large for chicks to swallow,
the adult would pick up the
fish and eat it themselves!
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Left An example of prey brought to the
nestlings, and where the chicks (8 and 6
days old) couldn't swallow the prey! The
fish was eventually eaten by the adult.

Right The younger chick
attempting unsuccessfully to swallow a large fish.
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Below As inconceivable as it may
seem, the older chick (9 days old)
was able to swallow prey this size!!

Right A juvenile Striated Heron with streaked
underparts that had fledged two months earlier
from the same nest paid a visit to the nest tree.
The chicks that were two weeks old solicited
food (unsuccessfully!) from this young heron.
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A hide was set up nearby for a
few hours to obtain better quality photos with a large camera
lens. The chicks at 11 and 9 days
old were left unattended much of
the day and not brooded at night.
Acknowledgements I thank Tom Keet for
his help and for allowing me access to the
Zini Fish Farm.

Below The younger nestling (9
days old) tries unsuccessfully to
swallow the fish tail-first!!

Above Eight-day and six-day-old chicks..
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... and a bit beyond
Interesting sightings

16 February 2021 - 15 April 2021
Share your interesting sightings seen within a 100 km radius of
Polokwane. Please submit your sightings to thelarknews@gmail.
com and include the date, locality and a brief write-up of your
sighting. Photos are welcome but will be used at the discretion of
the editors.
SABAP2 Out of Range record; Regional rarity; National Rarity

Non-passerines

African Crake - 5 March 2021. A
bird seen on the edge of inundated grassland at Papkuil (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
African Pygmy Kingfisher - 18
February 2021. A juvenile seen
in a garden in Welgelegen (Derek
Engelbrecht).
Black-necked Grebe - 22 February
2021. At least five birds at Vencor. It is possible that the species
may have bred at this site (Daniel
Engelbrecht).
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Compiled by Derek Engelbrecht

Common Ringed Plover - 5 March
2021. At least three birds seen
at Fort Klipdam north of Polokwane (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Common Quail - 5 March 2021.
A bird heard calling from rank
grass near Papkuil (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Dwarf Bittern - 6 March 2021. A
juvenile and two adults seen at
Makotopong Wetlands (Jody De
Bruyn).
European Honey Buzzard - 18 February 2021. A bird seen in Flora
Park, Polokwane (Sean-Christopher Slattery).
Greater Flamingo - 21 February
2021. Two birds seen at Vencor
(Adrie Erasmus).
Great Spotted Cuckoo - 23 February 2021. A single bird seen at the
Peter Mokaba Stadium (Richter
Van Tonder).
Grey-headed Gull - 21 February
2021. Three birds seen at Ebenezer Dam (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Ovambo Sparrowhawk - 7 March
2021. Three birds flying towards
the back of the Polokwane Game
Reserve (Derek Engelbrecht).
Spotted Eagle-Owl - 23 March
2021. A bird seen in a garden in
Welgelegen (Derek Engelbrecht).

Common Ringed Plover © Daniel Engelbrecht

Greater Flamingo © Daniel Engelbrecht

Dwarf Bittern © Jody De Bruyn

Passerines
Common Whitethroat - 5 March
2021. At least two males counter
singing at Fort Klipdam (Derek
Engelbrecht); A bird showing
Black-necked Grebe © Daniel Engelbrecht

Common Whitethroat © Derek Engelbrecht
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well in the Polokwane Game Reserve (7 March 2021).
Melodious Lark - 24 February
2021. At least four males displaying near Setotolwane (Daniel Engelbrecht); 6 March 2021.
A single bird seen in the Polokwane Game Reserve (Vince
Ward). 7 March 2021. A nest
with three nestlings found near
Setotolwane. This is the first
breeding record of the species on the Polokwane Plateau
(Derek Engelbrecht).
River Warbler - 6 March 2021.
A bird calling at the Aloe Ridge
Dam (Daniel Engelbrecht).
Best of the Rest
Limpopo Province
Non-passerines
African Pygmy Goose - 21 March
2021. Seen in the Makuleke Concession (Marc Cronje).
African Skimmer - 28 March 2021.
A single bird seen at Crooks Corner, Pafuri, Kruger National Park
(Christine Read).
Black Coucal - 12 March 2021.
At least three birds seen at Zelati
Safari Lodge near Gravelotte, including breeding. The birds were
present until April (Henry Van
Lelyveld).
Black-winged Lapwing - 16 February 2021. A single bird seen in
a flock of Crowned Plover at the
Baobab Restaurant near Hoedspruit (Martin Taylor).
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Melodious Lark nestlings © Derek Engelbrecht

African Skimmer © Christine Read

Black Coucal © Henry Van Lelyveld

Black-winged Lapwing © Daniel Engelbrecht

Greater Flamingo - 16 March 2021. A
single bird at Gila Pan in the Makuleke Concession (Alweet Hlungwani).
Red-chested Flufftail - A single male
heard calling at Nshawu Vlei near
Mopani Rest Camp, Kruger National
Park (Duncan McKenzie).
Senegal Lapwing - 20 February 2021.
Six individuals seen in the company
of Crowned Lapwings and a Blackwinged Lapwing (Jody De Bruyn).
Sooty Falcon - 2 April 2021. A single
bird in the Olifants North Game Reserve (Johann and Lizette Grobbelaar).
Streaky-breasted Flufftail - 17 February 2021. Kgomo-Kgomo (Hugo Le
Roux); 24 February 2021. Calling in
the Punda Maria region (SA Rare
Bird News Report - 01 March 2021);
22 March 2021. Calling at Punda
Maria (SA Rare Bird News Report 22 March 2021); 2 April 2021. Calling at Vogelfontein, Nylsvley Nature
Reserve (Casper Badenhorst).
Striped Crake - 19 February 2021.
A bird reported from north of the
Letaba Rest Camp, Kruger National
Park (SA Rare Bird News Report - 22
February 2021); 23 February 2021.
A single bird seen at Kgomo-Kgomo (Pieter Verster); 21 March 2021.
Makuleke Concession, Kruger National Park (Marc Cronje).
Three-banded Courser - 29 March
2021. Seen at Venetia Nature Reserve
(Vaughan Jessnitz).
Western Osprey - 18 February 2021.
One seen at a small farm dam near
Letsitele (17 February 2021).

Greater Flamingo © Rob Lonmon-Davis

Senegal Lapwing © Jody De Bruyn

Three-banded Courser © Vaughan Jessnitz

Western Osprey © Derek Engelbrecht
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Passerines
Capped Wheatear - 31 March
2021. One seen in the Harmony
Block near Ofcolaco (Hannes
Swanepoel).
Dusky Lark - 14 April 2021. One
seen at Tubatse Ferrochrome
near Steelpoort (Paul Da Cruz).
Fan-tailed Grassbird - 21 March
2021. A bird seen near the Babalala Picnic site in the Kruger
National Park. (Johan Eksteen).
Orange-winged Pytilia - 16 February 2021. A male (possibly
nesting) seen at Mabula Lodge
west of Bela-Bela (Neil Venter).
Red-headed Finch - 17 February 2021. The occupation of
the Lowveld continues with 2
males and a female reported
from the Makuleke region (Alexa Bouissiere).
River Warbler - 14 February
2021. A bird heard calling
from thickets at Zelati Lodge
(Derek Engelbrecht); 19 February 2021. Bird heard calling at
two different localities at Zelati
Lodge (Richter Van Tonder); 21
March 2021. A bird heard calling in Lanner Gorge, Kruger
National Park (Marc Cronje);
23 March 2021. A bird heard
calling in front of the restaurant at Letaba Rest Camp, Kruger National Park (Ehren Eksteen).

Capped Wheatear © Hannes Swanepoel

Dusky Lark © Paul Da Cruz

Fan-tailed Grassbird © Johan Eksteen

Orange-winged Pytilia © Neil Venter
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EVENTS

Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 04 May 2021
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 01 June 2021
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
Birdlife Polokwane Club Meeting
Date: 06 July 2021
Time: 18:30
Venue: Polokwane Golf Club
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Club outing
Where?
Date:
Contact:
Cell:

Dap Naude, Schnellkop and forests
15 May 2021
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Shopping list: Black-fronted Bushshrike (Swartoogboslaksman), African Black
Duck (Swarteend), Knysna Turaco (Knysna Loerie), Blue-mantled Crested Flycatcher (Bloukuifvlieëvanger), Gurney's Sugarbird (Rooiborssuikervoë, Nicholson's Pipit
(Nicholsonkoester), Cape Parrot (Woudpapegaai), Forest Buzzard (Bosjakkalsvoël)

Klub uitstappie
Waar?		
Datum:
Kontak:
Sel:

Mockford Farm
12 Junie 2021
Richter Van Tonder
082 213 8276

Inkopielys: Kransaasvoël (Cape Vulture), Witrugaasvoël (White-backed Vulture),
Swartaasvoël (Lappet-faced vulture), Monnikaasvoël (Hooded Vulture), Witaasvoël
(Palm-nut Vulture), Swartsperwer (Black Sparrowhawk), Teeleend (Cape Teal)
The Lark 35
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Flocking in 2021

B

HELP SAVE OUR SEABIRDS

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

Flock to the Wilderness will take place in Wilderness, Western Cape, from 27-30
May 2021. The Learn about Birds (LAB) conference, which we host in collaboration with the FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology, will take place on
Thursday 27 and Friday 28 May. BirdLife South Africa’s AGM will take place at
10h00 on Saturday 29 May. The LAB and AGM will be held at the Wilderness
Hotel. In collaboration with BirdLife Plettenberg Bay, Lakes Bird Club and the
Nature’s Valley Trust, there will be a series of interesting bird outings during the
four days.
For further information about Flock to Wilderness, please contact Isabel at
FLOCK2021@birdlife.org.za. For more information about LAB, please email
LAB2021@birdlife.org.za.

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

Marion Island Sponsor Map
August 2020
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The Virtual African Bird Fair is back on 31 July 2021 for its second edition!

Remember to cut the straps on disposable masks
before throwing away

Make sure not to miss the biggest event in African birding. This virtual
event includes a star-studded line-up of speakers, opportunities to interact with exhibitors and online stores, networking with other birders on
the continent and around the world, and even an online auction.
The proceeds from this event are put straight back into supporting
BirdLife South Africa’s important conservation work.
For details on how to register, please see BirdLife South Africa’s website
and social media, or email birdfair2021@birdlife.org.za
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Cinderella's page
Birdlife Polokwane honours the LBJs of this world which may never make it onto a cover page.

Rufous-eared Warbler © Derek Engelbrecht
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