
“I was much astonished at this sudden darkness, 
but much more when I found it was occasioned by a bird,

 of a monstrous size, that came flying toward me.  
I remembered a fowl, called roc, that I had often heard 

mariners speak of…The place where she left me 
was a very deep valley…so full of steep rocks
that there was no possibility of getting out… 

I perceived it was strewn with diamonds,
some of which were of surprising bigness.”

The Second Voyage of Sinbad the Sailor, 

Tales from the Arabian Nights

AS the KZN BirdLife clubs have been preparing for our 
Diamond Anniversary Year 2009, 60 years of organised 
birding in the province, I think many of us have felt rather 
like Sinbad as we struggled to find old records, persuade 
people to recall their memories of days gone by and plan 
how best to celebrate this year. Now we bring you the 
diamonds, indeed not stuck to pieces of meat and carried 
by eagles as in the Tale, but in our celebrations through the 
magazine, outings, special occasions and wonderful 
merchandise. Let's remember then the last line of this tale - 

 News Sheet No 100 featured the first of many bird sketches by 
Phillip Clancey. The sketch was of the Brown Robin (now called 

the Brown Scrub-Robin): “that attractive little bush-haunting 
bird, the Brown Robin Tychaëdon signata ... The Woodbush 

birds were first discovered by Mr TB Oatley in 1950 
and named T.s oatleyi by Mr Clancey.” 

The 100th issue of the Natal Bird Club’s 
News Sheet appeared in June 1963.

The chair of the club at the time 
was the esteemed ornithologist 

Dr Phillip Clancey, Director 
of the Durban Museum and Art Gallery.
This is an extract from News Sheet 100: 

Our Chairman, Mr P.A. Clancey, has sent the 
following contribution shortly before he went 
overseas: “I have been asked by the Editor of the 
Natal Bird Club News Sheet, Mr. D.R. Calder, to 
write a few lines on the occasion of the publication 
of the one hundredth issue. Knowing the regularity 
with which Natal learned societies founder 
because of a lack of drive and abiding interest on 
the part of the majority of members, it is most 
gratifying to see the Natal Bird Club, a branch of 
the S.A.O.S., in such a healthy and expanding 
condition as it is at present. I believe that it is 
natural for chairmen to leave the work of 
organisation to others, and I am no exception to 
the rule, and the fine achievement presented by 
the state of the Natal Bird Club as we see it today is 
solely the result of hard work and dedication on the 
part of our Secretary, Mr. D. McCulloch, and the 
Editor, Mr D.R.Calder.

A Chirp from the past

CHAIR’S CHIRPSDAVID CALDER
first editor of the 

NBC News Sheet writes:
I MUST apologise that I have taken so long to respond to 
your letter. I am finding it very difficult to deal with things at 
the moment.

My wife and I moved house last year, down-sizing from a 
house to a ground floor apartment. This has involved 
disposing of a lot of our possessions and much building 
work to the apartment. Most of my books and files are still in 
storage and I am only now getting access to some of them.

I am aware that the old Natal Bird Club was founded in 
1949. I was at university in England at that time and I joined 
the club on my return to Durban in February 1951. I started 
and edited the original news-sheet (later called 'Albatross') 
from 1951 through to about 1963 when I handed over the 
job to Walter Lawson.

I note that your deadline for copy was 1 February and I 
am sorry not to have been able to accede to your request. At 
my age I find that it takes me some time to deal with things.

I hope that the club goes on as successfully as it has in 
recent years. I still have a file of the news-sheet and all or 
most copies of Albatross. If the club or any member has any 
interest in these, I should like to know. I do not know anyone 
in England to whom these records will be of interest.

1 The Coach House, 194 High Road,
 Byfleet, Surrey KT14 7BT, UK
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“I immediately gave great alms to the poor, and lived 
honourably upon the vast riches I had gained with so 

much fatigue.”
My chirp in this edition pays tribute to all those men and 

women who have held office in the club since 1949. They 
have indeed lived honourably and left for us vast riches in 
their studies of the birds and their habitats and activities. 
The first edition of the news sheet was in June 1951, three 
years after the club began. The editor was Mr DR Calder 
and the sheet was run off on a Gestetner machine. In the 
second edition it was noted that in October 1949, the year 
the club began, Mr AH da Fonseca recorded a Crab Plover 
at the Umgeni Lagoon, and in March 1951 recorded a 
Glossy Ibis at Bayhead. In September 1949 a small colony 
of White-fronted Bee-eaters was found breeding in a 30ft 
high bank on the Umhlanga River. How different things at 
Bayhead were in 1951 - “At the outing of the Durban branch 
on 2 September we sat by the river and watched at close 
hand Ruff, Little Stint, Curlew Sandpiper and Wood 
Sandpiper.” In 1962 there is a review of a new book “The 
Birds of Natal and Zululand” by the now legendary PA 
Clancey and a memorial to the late Dr AK Haagner who had 
recently died. The name “Haagner” is still very much 
associated with BirdLife KZN with Adrian Haagner and his 
wife Amanda Haggett-Haagner remaining members of 
BirdLife Zululand. Amanda was the BirdLife Zululand Chair 
until she relocated to Gauteng.

DR Calder served as editor until September 1964, a 
period of 13 years!  In October 1964 WJ Lawson took over 
as editor, but strangely enough there is no mention of the 
change or what happened to Mr Calder and no thanks are 
proffered. We do read however that Ian Garland had 
recorded both the Goldenbreasted Bunting and Crombec 
at Mtunzini in September 1965.  Looking through these old 
news sheets there are a number of excellent drawings by 
PA Clancey. I wonder where the original artwork is - the 
drawings would make a wonderful gallery.

In 1969 TB Oatley took over as editor of the news sheet 
and reported a Grey-headed Gull ringed as a juvenile in 
Benoni in 1967 recovered in Durban Bay. Also in 1969, 
Gordon Bennett “who recently settled in South Africa” gave 
a talk on Australian Birds. 40 years later Gordon is still 
going strong - his recent talk on The Birds of America for 
BLPN's January indoor meeting was thoroughly enjoyed by 
everyone who attended. Terry Oatley continued as editor 
until 1974 when Gordon Bennett took over from him. Ian 
Sinclair was active in the club at that time as were Richard 
Brooke and Nigel Robson. In May 1975 the news sheet 
took on a new format and was formally titled Albatross. 
Gordon continued as editor until October 1980 - and we 
know that “his efforts did not cease there” as the new editor, 
John Mendelsohn, wrote in his first editorial. In 1983 Hardy 
Wilson took over as editor and was joined by Sally 
Heywood as co-editor in 1985 but in 1986 Hardy was back 
as sole editor. And then we hit the gap - and more research 
needs to be done to find the records from 1986 to the new 
millennium. It was in the 1990s that the Natal Bird Club split 
into various branches of BirdLife South Africa - and we now 
have the various clubs all serviced by this magazine. When 
I moved to Durban in 2003 David Allan was the editor of 
KZN Birds and from 2007 Gordon Bennett, Sally Johnson 
and Crystelle Wilson make up the editorial team.

I have struggled to find a record of a continuous line of 
the chairs of the club since it began, but do have the 
following information :

 1968 - Dr IGB Little
 1969 - Mr WJ Lawson
 1974 - 1978 - Gordon Bennett
 1978 - Hardy Wilson

 1979 - John Line
 1980 - 1981 - BA Newman
 1982 - Nigel Robson
 1983 - John Mendelsohn
 1985 - Gordon Bennett
 1986 - Dr Roger Horner
In March 1977 the Natal Bird Club elected Phillip 

Clancey as its first President and he served in this honorary 
position until 1983, when the members elected Gordon 
Maclean to the position. He was followed by Gordon 
Bennett in 1986. Then comes the gap in our knowledge - 
the split into the various branches, but BLPN carried on this 
wonderful tradition by electing Steven Piper as President 
until he moved to Underberg a few years ago, and Roy 
Cowgill is now in the “hot seat”.

I'm not forgetting the secretaries to the club - most of 
whom have been women, but to Denne McCulloch (a 
founder member of the club), Mr OE Sylvester, Miss J Hutt, 
Mrs A Wilson, Christine Rautenbach and Penny Wilson, we 
owe you a great deal. We have also been fortunate in BLPN 
by having club secretaries who have always been willing to 
go the extra mile and although I do not have the exact 
dates, I do know that BirdLife Port Natal has been chaired 
by luminaries such as Keith Cooper, Trevor Snyman, Roy 
Cowgill, David Allan, Steven Piper, Gillian Leisegang and 
Terry Walls. Since we joined the BirdLife family, Tim Wood 
has ably and with total commitment, represented our 
province on the BLSA Council.  Our thoughts go out as well 
to the treasurers, the membership secretaries, the people 
who have organised the activities, the education and 
conservation coordinators, the atlas coordinators both for 
SABAP1 and 2, the list keepers, the record keepers, and to 
those who have represented our club in any other valuable 
way. I am astonished and humbled at your dedication and 
persistence and your continuous support over the years. 
The low official membership numbers in our club records 
attest to how many of us have been members for 20 years 
and more.

In Number 1 of the News Sheet dated June 1951 the 
editor, Mr DR Calder, wrote : “This news sheet will be a 
means of encouraging members to watch birds on their 
own by offering them a means of making enquiries and of 
telling others about things which strike them as interesting.”  
He would probably have been very surprised if he had 
known that nearly 60 years later we would be following that 
very same path but using technological means which would 
have featured as SciFi then. Without the enquiring minds of 
the first members and their record keeping, we would be so 
much the poorer today.

Diamonds may be a girl's best friend, but let us rather use 
the symbolism of the clarity and beauty of a cut diamond to 
make this year 2009 one to remember - and not just for our 
members but for the birds 
as well. They need us 
probably as never before - 
to support research to 
retain their habitats, their 
breeding sites, their means 
of survival and to know 
more about the many 
threats to their continued 
ex is tence ,  so  tha t  in 
another 60 years our 
descendants can thank us 
for  our  fores ight  and 
dedication.

Lesley Frescura



WELL 2009 is firmly upon us as I write this epistle and our 
summer has been a glorious if wet one. This has resulted in 
some fabulous and special bird sightings in our region and 
our outings have enjoyed some memorable encounters and 
experiences.

I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate 
everyone who has been involved in our bird clubs in the 
province over the past 60 years. The importance of having 
clubs on the ground on a regional basis can't be 
overemphasised. On a personal basis I'd like to share a bit 
about my experiences with the Midlands branch. 

At the tender age of 13, I was given a Roberts for 
Christmas by two aunts and although I was very interested, 
I floundered around for a year, not learning much. The 
following year, these same two generous ladies gave me a 
gift of a birding course by the late Prof Gordon Maclean. 
This really sparked my passion for birds and from there I 
was introduced to the local club. 

Due to generous knowledge and experience sharing by 
many members, and in particular Gordon Bennett, Adrian 
Ogilvie and Mike Spain, my birding grew in leaps and 
bounds. I have fond memories from many club outings 
where local experts taught me about our province's 
incredible birds. This prompted me to start a bird club at my 
school, Maritzburg College, and it was incredibly popular, 
especially with the farm boys and we had many fun outings 
to farms around the Midlands. 

After qualifying as a chartered accountant, I decided that 

life behind a desk was not for me - there were too many 
wonderful experiences to be had out there! With my good 
friend, Jonathan Rossouw, I started a bird tour company, 
with the aim of showing people from all around the world the 
amazing birds of our country. Its now 11 years down the line 
and my team of guides and I have brought thousands of 
international birders to South Africa and shared with them 
our passion for birds. Furthermore we have arranged and 
guided birding tours to over 50 countries throughout the 
world from Antarctica to Angola and Ecuador to Papua New 
Guinea. 

In the process many people's lives have been touched, 
much conservation work has been implemented and 
supported, and the birding bug has been spread to 
numerous people throughout the world. I personally have 
enjoyed some of the most thrilling adventures and 
experiences, seeing nearly 7,000 species of birds and 
counting… During most of this time, I have served on the 
committee of the Midlands branch and am now chairman. It 
has been a tremendous experience to be able to contribute 
back, to both old and new members, a little of what I gained 
from my experiences with the 
club.

So my advice to all birders is to 
get involved in your local club and 
share your passion for birding. 
Who knows where it might take 
you!

I wish all our members and 
friends a bird-filled and happy 
year ahead.

Adam Riley

SOME  EARLY  MEMORIES
IN THE 1950s Phillip Clancey was one of the core members 
and meetings were held at the Durban museum.

In the 1960s Walter Lawson, ornithologist at the Durban 
Museum, who was well supported by Ray Parker of 
Fitzsimons Snake Park, led a revolution by organising 
regular ringing sessions at Kwa Mashu Sewage works. 
Aldo Berutti's career can be said to be one of the direct 
results of that enthusiasm. Walter also had a band of 
Durban North youngsters ringing in that suburb - tracking 
as I recall the retreat of rarer species as housing grew into 
the once open countryside.

Denne McCulloch was chairman at this time. He, along 
with his SABC wife Helen, was immensely entertaining 
around the bird club campfire. 

Harry Nevill's name comes to mind. He provided many 
African bird names for earlier editions of Roberts'.

During the 1960s and 70s sound recording equipment 
was heavy, cumbersome and more than hard to use. Yet 
Norman Neumann, June Stannard and others succeeded 
in getting some superb recordings of Natal birds. 

Also in the '50s and '60s Ian Hepburn and Delphine 
Renaud, were making superb movies with 16 mm 
equipment which, I recall, had an ASA rating of 5 or 10.

Ian Garland was an enthusiastic member of the club, 
sending many interesting reports from his Twinstreams 
farm, in Mtunzini, where ringing expeditions also took 
place.

Terry Oatley was active in those days studying robin-
chats in the Karkloof and other locations, before leaving 
Natal Parks Board and joining the Percy FitzPatrick 
Institute at UCT.

Hamish Campbell was another keen birder through this 
entire period and did a lot of work at Vernon Crookes 
Reserve near Umzinto.

Keith Cooper was birding in Umfolozi, on a bicycle I 
believe, during the 1950s.

In the 1970s Richard Brooke, another of Phillip Clancey's 
ornithologists, was active in Natal.

Meanwhile Nigel Robson and Digby Cyrus led Natal on 
the first comprehensive Bird Atlas Project - published by 

thNatal University Press just in time for the 1980 50  
Anniversary AGM of SAOS, which was celebrated at 
Hluhluwe Game Reserve. You could live on the tension 
between the professionals yet wasn't this the testosterone 
that created such an incredible increase in scientific 
knowledge at this time? Victorian values carried into the 

thlate 20  century.
Tim Wood became a very active club member in the '80s 

and continues to be involved in BirdLife SA's financial 
affairs.

By the late 1970s the club was running regular outings to 
places such as Ndumu, Mkuze and False Bay Park to name 
a few. Now localities where the rarities could be tracked 
were being found with increasing frequency. False Bay 
guaranteed African Broadbill and Green Malkoha, and the 
odd leopard. Mkuze was always the most exciting location 
for numbers over the weekend but Ndumu could really 
throw up rarities.

Gordon Bennett was a leading birder during this period 
along with Ian Sinclair, Gerry Nicholls, Geoff Nichols, 
Bernard Newman and another club chairman, John Line 
from Pietermaritzburg, to name a few more.

The Durban Museum acquired another ornithologist, 
John Mendelsohn, who was to become a leading figure in 
southern African ornithology. 

Forgive me if I've left anyone out!

Hardy Wilson
(Previous Club Chairman, now living in Australia)



THE MAN WHO SAVED THE NATAL BIRD CLUB
FROM POSSIBLE EXTINCTION

Denne McCulloch is now 87 years old. 
He is known among the older members, many of whom

are now departed, as the “man who saved the Natal Bird Club 
from probable extinction”. The following is an account 

of the bird club in the early fifties by his wife

THE Natal Bird Club committee consisted of Phillip 
Clancey, Director of the Durban Museum (later awarded an 
honorary doctorate), Walter Lawson, the Scientific 
Research Officer at the Museum, now in Australia, David 
Calder, Chairman, now in England and Keith Cooper, now 
retired, of WildLife Society fame.

In the early 1950s a special general meeting was called. 
Denne McCulloch and Dr Gary Little attended this, their first 
ever meeting of the Natal Bird Club. At this meeting David 
Calder proposed that the Natal Bird Club be disbanded, as 
there appeared to be little interest from its members.

Denne, with determination, opposed that suggestion, 
offering to take over the re-organisation of the Natal Bird 
Club himself. As a result he was proposed as organiser, 
Gary Little as secretary, along with Phillip Clancey, Walter 
Lawson, David Calder and Keith Cooper. The only activity 
the club offered at that time was bird ringing, which Walter 
Lawson had introduced. David Calder used to ring birds at 
his home.

Denne then introduced the following:
l A monthly newsletter sent to all members. (This was 

produced for at least 10 or more years.)
l A monthly meeting held at Denne's home in Durban 

North. The club eventually became too big to accommodate 
everyone at No 10, so it moved to larger homes of club 
members, and eventually venues such as it now enjoys.

l Monthly outings to places of interest, stretching from 
the Umtamvuna River - the border between the Transkei 
and Natal, and Zululand as far as its northern border at the 
Pongola River.

l Long weekends camping at venues of different 
habitats, such as “Twinstreams” farm, Mtunzini (Dr Ian 
Garland), Keerom Farm near Greytown, managed by Bert 
Koenig, Beaconsfield Farm near Estcourt (Godfrey 
Symons), Karkloof Cottage (the Butcher family), Donnethill 
Farm, Greytown area, (Neish Tatham), Cranwell Farm, 
Underberg district (Algy Little), The Bonelli's Farm, 
Underberg district, and Natal Parks Board venues 
Cobham, near Himeville, Ndumu in Zululand, and Oribi 
Gorge.

Aside from Natal Parks Board accommodation, other 
venues were free of charge. Bird Club events were warmly 
welcomed by those farmers who joined in and became 
members of the club.

l There were day trips, once a month, to the following 
venues: Umlalazi Lagoon, Mtunzini, Salisbury Island 
(Bayhead) - ringing of cattle egrets; Vernon Crookes 
Reserve, Umzinto; Kenneth Stainbank Reserve, Durban; 
farm of the Pope Ellis family, Ashburton; Cedara 
Agricultural College; Jex's Estate, North Coast; Umhlanga 
River, Old North Coast Road, where barn swallows used to 
roost; The Red Desert, Ngoye and the Dlinza Forest and 
Colonel Bella Theunissen's farm at Zinkwazi.

All the committee members worked voluntarily. I 
remember Denne bringing home the monthly roneoed 

newsletters, where my children and I folded, addressed, put 
them into envelopes and posted them.

When Phillip Clancey was preparing bird paintings for his 
book “The Birds of Natal and Zululand”, it was Denne who 
disagreed that only about six coloured bird plates be used, 
owing to financial constraints. Denne, assisted by Keith 
Cooper, Gary Little and Walter Lawson, therefore arranged 
for sponsors, which enabled 41 colour paintings by the 
author to be included in the work. (When browsing through 
the subscribers list, I was surprised to find the name of 
Hendrik Verwoerd, Prime Minister of South Africa at that 
time.) Incidentally, when the “Birds of Natal and Zululand” 
had been published, Phillip Clancey invited Denne to tea in 
his office, where he had the entire set of bird paintings on 
view. He asked Denne to choose one of them for initiating 
the fund, enabling him to use far more paintings in his book 
than were originally proposed. Denne chose the White-
fronted Bee-eaters, which hangs with pride in our lounge. 
Denne was also honoured in the foreword by the late Ken 
Newman, for his encouragement in publishing his first book 
on “Garden Birds”.

The late Tony Pooley of the Natal Parks Board, in one of 
his articles on the early birdwatchers in Natal, mentioned 
the enthusiasm and dedication of birders like Denne 
McCulloch, Gary Little, Ian Sinclair, Gordon Bennett, the 
late Ken Danbrook, Tony McClean and Ray Parker, 
amongst others.

Walter Lawson, ably supported by Denne and Gary Little, 
took on a small group of young bird watchers, including 
John Scotcher, Glenton Carboni, Aldo Berutti, Digby Cyrus, 
Neville Rochfort and Brian Law.

Mention must also be made of Tania van der Watt (nee 
Johnston) who, with Denne, was responsible for typing the 
newsletters and notices of outings, camps and weekends 
away, for many, many years. Again, this was done by Tania 
free of charge and voluntarily. 

Some interesting moments I recall are that we women 
had to walk behind our men, in silence, stopping only when 
the men stopped, and speaking only when addressed. The 
outing walks were sacrosanct.

There were many characters in those days, one being 
Harry Pannifer. He had every imaginable piece of 
equipment – parabolic reflector, first aid kit, tape recorder 



THE Natal Bird Club committee consisted of Phillip 
Clancey, Director of the Durban Museum (later awarded an 
honorary doctorate), Walter Lawson, the Scientific 
Research Officer at the Museum, now in Australia, David 
Calder, Chairman, now in England and Keith Cooper, now 
retired, of WildLife Society fame.

In the early 1950s a special general meeting was called. 
Denne McCulloch and Dr Gary Little attended this, their 
first ever meeting of the Natal Bird Club. At this meeting 
David Calder proposed that the Natal Bird Club be 
disbanded, as there appeared to be little interest from its 
members.

Denne, with determination, opposed that suggestion, 
offering to take over the re-organisation of the Natal Bird 
Club himself. As a result he was proposed as organiser, 
Gary Little as secretary, along with Phillip Clancey, Walter 
Lawson, David Calder and Keith Cooper. The only activity 
the club offered at that time was bird ringing, which Walter 
Lawson had introduced. David Calder used to ring birds at 
his home.

Denne then introduced the following:
l A monthly newsletter sent to all members. (This was 

produced for at least 10 or more years.)
l A monthly meeting held at Denne's home in Durban 

North. The club eventual ly became too big to 
accommodate everyone at No 10, so it moved to larger 
homes of club members, and eventually venues such as it 
now enjoys.

l Monthly outings to places of interest, stretching from 
the Umtamvuna River - the border between the Transkei 
and Natal, and Zululand as far as its northern border at the 
Pongola River.

l Long weekends camping at venues of different 
habitats, such as “Twinstreams” farm, Mtunzini (Dr Ian 
Garland), Keerom Farm near Greytown, managed by Bert 
Koenig, Beaconsfield Farm near Estcourt (Godfrey 
Symons), Karkloof Cottage (the Butcher family), Donnethill 
Farm, Greytown area, (Neish Tatham), Cranwell Farm, 
Underberg district (Algy Little), The Bonelli's Farm, 
Underberg district, and Natal Parks Board venues 
Cobham, near Himeville, Ndumu in Zululand, and Oribi 
Gorge.

Aside from Natal Parks Board accommodation, other 
venues were free of charge. Bird Club events were warmly 
welcomed by those farmers who joined in and became 
members of the club.

l There were day trips, once a month, to the following 
venues: Umlalazi Lagoon, Mtunzini, Salisbury Island 
(Bayhead) - ringing of cattle egrets; Vernon Crookes 
Reserve, Umzinto; Kenneth Stainbank Reserve, Durban; 
farm of the Pope Ellis family, Ashburton; Cedara 
Agricultural College; Jex's Estate, North Coast; Umhlanga 
River, Old North Coast Road, where barn swallows used to 
roost; The Red Desert, Ngoye and the Dlinza Forest and 
Colonel Bella Theunissen's farm at Zinkwazi.

All the committee members worked voluntarily. I 
remember Denne bringing home the monthly roneoed 
newsletters, where my children and I folded, addressed, 
put them into envelopes and posted them.

When Phillip Clancey was preparing bird paintings for 
his book “The Birds of Natal and Zululand”, it was Denne 
who disagreed that only about six coloured bird plates be 
used, owing to financial constraints. Denne, assisted by 
Keith Cooper, Gary Little and Walter Lawson, therefore 
arranged for sponsors, which enabled 41 colour paintings 
by the author to be included in the work. (When browsing 
through the subscribers list, I was surprised to find the 
name of Hendrik Verwoerd, Prime Minister of South Africa 
at that time.) Incidentally, when the “Birds of Natal and 
Zululand” had been published, Phillip Clancey invited 
Denne to tea in his office, where he had the entire set of bird 

paintings on view. He asked Denne to choose one of them 
for initiating the fund, enabling him to use far more paintings 
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Walter Lawson, ably supported by Denne and Gary 
Little, took on a small group of young bird watchers, 
including John Scotcher, Glenton Carboni, Aldo Berutti, 
Digby Cyrus, Neville Rochfort and Brian Law.

Mention must also be made of Tania van der Watt (nee 
Johnston) who, with Denne, was responsible for typing the 
newsletters and notices of outings, camps and weekends 
away, for many, many years. Again, this was done by Tania 
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Some interesting moments I recall are that we women 
had to walk behind our men, in silence, stopping only when 
the men stopped, and speaking only when addressed. The 
outing walks were sacrosanct.

There were many characters in those days, one being 
Harry Pannifer. He had every imaginable piece of 
equipment – parabolic reflector, first aid kit, tape recorder 
with birdcalls, photographic equipment, bird books etc. He 
usually managed to stagger to the nearest bushes or trees 
under the weight of all this stuff. On one occasion, another 
member, unseen, crept to the other side of the trees and 
bushes where Harry was, and played the taped recording of 
a Chorister Robin-Chat. Harry was beside himself with joy, 
and proceeded to tape the taped recording. This happened 
several times. A group of us watched from a vantage point, 
having fits of laughter.

At one of the camps Adrian Woods (a red wine lover) 
along with a dozen or so of us, sat around a blazing 
campfire, chatting about the day's highlights. Adrian's 
attention was distracted for a moment by one of the men, 
while (as a joke) another member switched Adrian's very 
special bottle of red wine with an empty wine bottle. When 
Adrian became aware of this, he politely asked those near if 
they had inadvertently taken his bottle. As all of us pleaded 
innocence, he became more and more agitated, eventually 
catching on when he noted how we were all laughing 
hysterically at his antics. By the way, he growled for some 
considerable time thereafter. 

On another weekend camp it was bitterly cold and rained 
so heavily and consistently that our host put an empty shed 
at our disposal. One of the members was a health food fan 
and would not eat the skilly most of us made under the 
circumstances. We had an aluminium billy can and for this 
reason he rejected the offer to share our food with him. Nor 
would he have a drink, when offered. However after his 
“special” soup, which included dried seaweed etc., was 
kicked over three times by running children in the shed, he 
gave in and accepted a large glass of wine and the skilly, 
which I may add, he gulped down with great gusto. He 
became a great friend.

Another “joke” many of us enjoyed was briefing new 
members who didn't know one bird from another. When we 
heard a rooster crowing, we would stop, listen intently and 
give its scientific name Gallus gallus. The new member 
would seriously write it down and repeat it, so as to have the 
right pronunciation, never for a moment recognising it to be 
an old rooster.

Helen McCulloch



TERRY OATLEY REMEMBERS

IN THE early 1950s the membership of the Natal Bird Club 
was largely resident in Durban, with a scattering of other 
members  l i v ing  a long the  South  Coast  o r  in 
Pietermaritzburg. 

The first long weekend outing I attended was at the 
Tugela River, above the old iron bridge that carried the 
main road to Zululand. On the Friday evening I 
accompanied David Calder (editor of the NBC News Sheet 
for the first 13 years) and Ian Tait on a bird ringing exercise. 
We walked upriver, stumbling over muddy stones and 
rocks, searching the riverbank with a torch, looking for 
roosting holes of Brown-throated Martins. When one was 
found it was covered with a ladies hairnet and the torch was 
shone into the tunnel. The martin would come out and be 
caught in the hand-held hairnet. This simple and effective 
technique yielded several birds, which David ringed and 
duly returned to their tunnels.
On Saturday evening we were regaled by Phillip Clancey, 
Director of the Durban Museum, who recounted how, on a 
bird-collecting trip in East Africa and Arabia with Colonel 
Richard Meinertzhagen, he had caught dysentery and 
been left to die in his tent by Meinertzhagen, who moved on 
to a new collecting site. Stung by such callousness, 
Clancey decided (“out of sheer perversity” as he put it) not 
to die. 

While he was relating these events, some of us noticed 
car headlights stopping on the bridge, a few hundred 
metres distant. Suddenly a bullet came cracking through 
the branches of the tree beneath which we had made our 
campfire. Most of us sat rooted to the ground, unbelieving, 
but Clancey leapt up with alacrity and sensibly hid behind 
the tree trunk until the car started up and accelerated away. 
Although Monday was a public holiday, we packed up 
camp on Sunday lest our campfire again became a target. 
Monday morning was, however, made especially 
memorable by the Natal Mercury, which carried an 
enormous banner headline - EVEREST CLIMBED  - 
evidently by a then little-known New Zealander called 
Edmund Hillary!

It is worth noting in this Anniversary issue that 60 years 
ago there were nesting colonies of egrets and night herons 
in stands of mangroves where the Durban container 
terminal now sprawls, along with sandy areas used by 
nesting plovers, and patches of grass and reeds providing 
habitat for cisticolas. It was one of my favourite schoolboy 
birding sites. In those pre-atlas years we really did not have 
the comprehensive knowledge of bird distribution that is 
now commonplace, so one could go out and never know 
quite what one might see beyond the sugar cane. 

A notable event was the publication in 1964 of Phillip 
Clancey's book The Birds of Natal and Zululand, and in 
1966 Walter Lawson produced the first Check List of the 
Birds of Durban, stating therein “Remarkably enough the 
avifauna of certain areas in and about Durban is still poorly 
known…” These were thus exciting years because one 
could find birds in areas where they were not previously 
known to occur.

NBC membership had grown substantially and, with the 
enthusiastic organisation of events by members such as 
Denne McCulloch, the club was both popular and 
prosperous. Walter Lawson and Ray Parker were running 
a long-term bird-ringing project at KwaMashu Sewerage 
Works and catching lots of Barn Swallows, some of which 
yielded some spectacular recoveries in Europe. 

The event of the year, every year, was the club's annual 
general meeting, held at one of Durban's upmarket 
beachfront hotels. These meetings were very laid-back 
social affairs that commenced with a full buffet supper at 

18h00. By 20h00 almost everybody had seated themselves 
in the spacious auditorium where, on occasion, some of the 
office-bearers tasked with getting the formal part of the 
gathering under way were already well lubricated. Working 
through an AGM agenda under such circumstances was 
apt to be entertaining.

Many NBC members and office-bearers were also members of 
the Natal Wild Life Society, and stalwarts such as Keith Cooper 
and the late Dr Nolly Zaloumis encouraged club members to 
involve themselves in useful monitoring and data-gathering 
projects. At one AGM it was proposed that NBC members 
undertake regular trips to the soon-to-be-developed Richard's 
Bay to compile comprehensive bird lists so that the impact 
of development on bird life in the area could be monitored. 
There was some constructive debate on this proposal until 
Phillip Clancey stood up announced to all and sundry:  “No 
purpose will be served by a lot of bird watchers wandering 
around the lacustrine fringes of Richard's Bay…” He went 
on to propose that the club should rather provide funds to 
enable him (as Director of the Durban Museum) to make a 
“proper collection of the birds of the area”, very much 
mindful of the Meinertzhagen dictum: “What's hit is history, 
and what's missed is mystery!” His proposal was not 
accepted, however, some members feeling that by the time 
he had finished there would be no birds left to monitor 
anyway. But his criticism was taken to heart and the project 
never did get off the ground.

In 1972 the first Indian House Crows appeared in 
Durban, and in 1975 Digby Cyrus and Nigel Robson 
formally launched the Bird Atlas of Natal, with the result that 
many NBC members found out what a quarter degree 
square was and had a lot of fun rushing around and filling in 
atlas cards. A new era had begun. Several of the earlier club 
members had either departed this earth or scattered to 
distant parts of it - Ian Tait to California and Walter Lawson 
to Australia, for example. All had played a role in the 
success of the club, especially Phillip A Clancey, whose 
prodigious contribution to African Ornithology was fittingly 
commemorated in a memorial issue of Ostrich (Vol. 74 1&2, 
in 2003). Fortunately the succeeding generations of 
members have built on this early foundation and ensured 
the continued well-being of the NBC - and they, in turn, will 
have their own stories to tell.

Terry Oatley



ONLY IN AFRICA. . .

TONY STATHAM, Honorary Secretary of the British 
Ornithologists' Club, wrote an e-mail:

I used to live in Johannesburg from 1967 to 1978 and 
was briefly on the committee of the Witwatersrand Bird Club 
and knew Geoff Lockwood; I haven't been to KZN for 35 
years!

 Among my various current interests, I am a volunteer at 
the British Museum, Natural History in the Bird Group at 
Tring which is near my home. I work in the library and 
recently saw your appeal for stories to celebrate your 60th. 
When I lived in SA, my then father-in-law (Noel Beal) taught 
me all I know about birding and used to relate a couple of 
anecdotes which might be of interest:

On a business trip in the mid 1950's from Johannesburg 
to Durban (by road), he passed a flooded area (alas, place 
unknown) which boasted some 800 Grey Crowned Cranes 
and 600 Blue Cranes. At the time he thought, "Wow, this is 
Africa and I assume this is a common sight" - he never had a 
similar experience for the remaining 20 years he lived in the 
country.

 On another business trip to Durban he was obliged to 
share a table with another man at breakfast. He engaged 
the gentleman in conversation and discovered a mutual 
interest in ornithology. My father-in-law started to complain 
about ornithologists clumping and splitting species "like this 
damn man, Clancey". The response from the other side of 
the table was "I am Clancey!" - not sure that they kept in 
touch after that!  

THE WAY WE WERE
THE Club news sheet, begun in June 1951, was always an 
important part of the Natal Bird Club. Editors over the years 
included Denne McCulloch, David Calder, Walter Lawson, 
Terry Oatley and others.

Bird watching was different then. The emphasis was 
more on bird behaviour and nesting information rather than 
compiling lists for a day, locality etc. In addition, the 
distribution of birds was only tentatively known in the 
Durban area until, in 1966, Walter Lawson of the Durban 
Museum produced a landmark “Checklist of the Birds of 
Durban”.

The following items have been taken from early issues of 
the news sheet and I hope they are of interest to readers.

Flamingos in Durban Bayhead
Flying over the harbour frequently, I have been able to note 
the numbers and location of flocks of flamingos. To my 
regret, two or three months ago all the birds vanished and I 
assumed that the increased shipping activity had been too 
much for them. Consequently it was with pleasure that last 
Friday, 21 September (1962) I saw again the familiar, 
beautiful pink of flamingos in flight over the bay. The total 
population must now be well over 100 birds.

Harold Evans
 No 92 of October 1962

Cape Vultures near the coast
On 1 and 2 November (1962) six Cape Vultures 
materialised over the Adam's Mission area. The birds 
circled in the sky all day on the first day, then, on the second 
they descended on a recently-dead donkey. This is the 
second time I have seen this species near the coast, the 
first being when two of our own donkeys died but were 
immediately buried before the vultures descended from the 
trees.

Peter Turner
 No 94 of December 1962

Dark-capped Bulbuls eating sugar cane
While walking through cane fields at Ntambanana, 
Zululand, recently, I was very surprised to see a pair of 
Dark-capped Bulbuls eating sugar cane which had been 
crushed by the wheels of passing cane trucks.

Denne McCulloch
No 95 of January 1963

Black Herons breeding in Durban

In the March 1962 (No 85) News Sheet, it was recorded that 
two Black Heron nests had been found among the breeding 
colony of Cattle Egrets at the Bayhead. This year (7 
January 1963) six Black Heron nests have been found at 
the same place. Of these six nests, three have already 
come to grief; one has four eggs and the remaining two 
nests three eggs.

Walter Lawson
 No 95 of January 1963

War on finches means victory for grain farmers
Four hundred million Red-billed Queleas - end to end they 
would encircle the world nearly twice - have been wiped out 
in South Africa in the past five years. Today a spokesman 
for the Department of Agricultural Technical Services in 
Pretoria allowed it to go on record, for the first time that 
these finches had lost the war against the South African 
farmer.

The United Nations estimate that birds and insects rob 
the world each year of enough food for 700 million people.

Heading the campaign against the queleas – backed by 
a Defence Force unit with incendiary bombs and flame 
throwers - is DC Lourens, an entomologist with the 
department's research station in Pretoria.

Three years ago, 98 million birds were killed in one 
season by spraying a contact poison over their night-time 
roosts. Next season, only about 44 million were tracked 
down and exterminated, suggesting that their numbers 
were declining.

Since then, the campaign has settled down to a routine 
affair of destroying 40 million queleas a year. It is believed 
that this is more or less the number of birds that invade 
South Africa from neighbouring countries each spring.

Until 1956, South Africans set off dynamite among the 
birds as they came in to roost at night. Air spraying was 
proved far more effective and less expensive. Incendiary 
bombs and flame throwers are occasionally used in 
“mopping up” operations after major air attacks.

There is no doubt that Red-billed Queleas are major 
agricultural pests and no other means of coping with the 
problem exist so far. But how much destruction has been 
caused to other wild life? Modern insecticides are 
extremely lethal and their effects persist in the area for a 
long time.

“Daily News” of 7 March 1963 

appearing in NBC News Sheet No 97 of March 1963

Breeding Woolly-necked Storks
The late Ian Garland of Mtunzini published an account in 
“Bokmakierie 15 (2)” of the breeding Woolly-necked Storks 
at Mtunzini. Denne McCulloch reports that the birds bred 
there again that year: On 13 October, I spent the day with 
Ian on his farm “Twinstreams” near Mtunzini. After an 
interesting tour of his nature reserve, Ian showed me a 
stork feeding its two fairly large nestlings at its nest in an 
Umdoni swamp near the farmhouse. I know of no other 
place in Natal or Zululand where this species breeds.

No 106 of December 1963

Great Spotted Cuckoos
Richard Dean tells me that, during a visit to Godfrey 
Symons' farm Brockfontein in Weenen County on 27 
November 1965, he found Great Spotted Cuckoo to be 



common. He found a Red-winged Starling's nest with four 
starling's eggs and two cuckoo's eggs in a hole in the stone 
wall of the farmhouse. He also discovered a nest of a Pied 
Crow with five crow's eggs and four Great Spotted Cuckoo 
eggs in it. He also found three Cape Wagtail nests with eggs 
of Diderick Cuckoo in them. The three nests were all along 
the same stream and the cuckoo eggs were all identical to 
each other, being plain bluish-white. One nest had 
threewagtail eggs and two of the cuckoo.

Walter Lawson
No 131 of January 1966

Pipits
Recently Mrs BP Hall of the British Museum was doing 
research work on pipits and, at the same time, she wrote 
the following poem about these birds. Most of us shudder 
when we see a pipit and either look the other way or pretend 
not to see one perched in front of us. Pipits are difficult to 
identify in the field and are best named from specimens in 
the hand.                                       

PIPITS

It is a pity that the pipits have
No diagnostic features

Specifically they are the least
Distinctive of God's creatures.

For naming any one you need
Five measurements, together
With a drawing of the wing tip

And the length of every feather

Count the spots on breast and back
Be sure of which the sex is

Make a picture of the pattern
Of the one-but-outer rectrix

Pay extravagant attention to
The hind claw's conformation

Note “weak and long” or “curved and strong”
(Or “snapped in preservation”)

And when you've marshalled all the facts
No matter what their sense is

If the bird was caught in Europe
It is, ten to one, pratensis.

No 127 of September 1965

(Anthus pratensis - Meadow Pipit - is the most common pipit 
in the British Isles.)

Egyptian Vultures
I am aware of the fact that these vultures have virtually 
disappeared from this part of the country and, because of 
this, I would like to put on record the following observation. 
Early in December 1964, while travelling through Brooke's 
Nek pass near Kokstad, some vultures were seen circling 
fairly low down, presumably over some dead animal. The 
birds were identified as Cape Vultures. But flying with the 
vultures were two smaller and much paler birds. From their 
size, rather pointed tail and 
unmistakable colour, I am 
satisfied that they were a pair 
of Egyptian Vultures. I had a 
good view of the birds.

Harry Nevill 
(Former Town Clerk

of Umtata)
No 148 of June 1967

(During the 1980s, an aerial 
survey was conducted in the 
Transkei to find Egyptian 
Vultures but without success.)

Gordon Bennett

WHEN I joined the Natal Bird club in 1984 Hardy Wilson 
was the popular chairman. Hardy (long relocated to 
Australia) is a very gregarious and knowledgeable birder 
and a great raconteur. He has travelled and birded 
extensively worldwide and has a huge and well-founded 
admiration for the Royal society for the Preservation of 
Birds (RSPB). 

After monthly committee meetings held then at various 
venues ranging from Morningside, Westville and Kloof to 
Link Hills, Hardy regaled us with many an absorbing story 
(in great detail!) of the work done in Britain by the RSPB. 
This meant I have to practise low flying skills to get back to 
my home in Glenmore before midnight. 

Birding with Dr Hamish Campbell was a privilege, always 
exciting and a great learning experience. Hamish has a 
wide knowledge of birding countrywide and also birdcalls 
and behaviour. He has monitored and listed the birds of 
Vernon Crookes Nature Reserve for well over 30 years. It 
was a birding treat to be invited to accompany him to his 
favourite reserve.

We met at Hamish's home (then in Ridge Road) very 
early in the morning so as to arrive at the reserve at first light 
to listen to the dawn choruses, always stopping at several 
special places, hoping that the rare African Broadbill would 
call. He taught me much about the Cisticolas, the Broad-
tailed Warbler and later the Short-tailed Pipit.

Hamish enjoyed a walk down the Golden Valley Road, 
often the Brown Robin delighted with its beautiful call. We 
also saw and heard African Emerald Cuckoo and Black 

BIRDING TALES FROM THE 1980S AND EARLY 1990S
Cuckooshrike amongst many other species. We 
sometimes briefly glimpsed Green Twinspots and once, as I 
trailed behind the group, caught sight of a pair of Buff-
spotted Flufftails in courting mood.

I was also fortunate enough to be included in several 
birding weekends in East Griqualand, which Hamish 
arranged. We stayed at the Matatiele Mountain Reserve, 
which was situated just beyond the top of the mountain 
behind the little town. It was an isolated, small reserve but 
very beautiful. It offered rather basic facilities but great 
specials such as Yellow-breasted Pipit and Rudd's Lark.

On one occasion Roy Cowgill kindly offered me a lift but 
when we reached the reserve we were unable to cross a 
little stream near the huts as it had been turned into a raging 
torrent due to a heavy rainstorm. Whilst waiting for the other 
members of the party to come to our rescue in a more 
waterproof vehicle, Roy felt he needed a little refreshment 
and opened a can. The rescue vehicle arrived more 
speedily than expected so we had to quickly transfer all the 
gear and food from Roy's car as more rain was threatening. 
The next morning dawned bright and clear, the stream had 
subsided overnight, but there was much surprised laughter 
when we discovered the half empty can still standing 
somewhat forlornly on the roof of Roy's car! 

A much-loved friend and very helpful member of the NBC 
was the late Margaret Thompson who lived in a flat in North 
Ridge Road near Springfield Road. In 1985 Margaret was 
excited to discover a Mangrove Kingfisher calling from a 
tree in the garden outside her flat, usually at dawn. She then 



something made me look up into a tall fever tree opposite 
the hide. It was one of the most amazing and exciting 
birding occasions of my life as I whispered “Pel's Fishing 
Owl”. The time was 12 noon and the Pel's was perched on a 
horizontal branch near the main trunk of the tree, where we 
watched the bird for at 
least 10 minutes using 
our binoculars and the 
telescope, before it flew 
away. Sadly none of us 
had a suitable camera to 
record our very unusual 
sighting but we did report 
it in the occurrence book 
at Montana camp office. 
The staff later told us that 
several birders (in true 
birding fashion!) asked if 
w e  w e r e  “ r e l i a b l e ” 
birders or if we usually 
had an early liquid lunch!

Margie Hoile

kindly offered to help fellow birders to see the 
bird from the front window of the flat. Several 
weeks later Margaret looked exhausted 
because so many birders kept on arriving at 
her flat at about 04h30. She also had quite a lot 
of explaining to do because other residents 
could not understand why Margaret had so 
many scruffy friends arriving on her doorstep 
before dawn and then being escorted very 
quietly inside.

In those days very few birders owned 4x4s 
and often-heroic efforts were needed to reach 
a venue.  Mir iam Morton was a very 
enthusiastic and dedicated birder who was 
also determined not to miss her birding outings 
if at all possible. Mariam owned a large, fairly 
elderly but normally reliable Peugeot and 
joined in an NBC day outing to Ngoye forest. At 
that time the road into Ngoye forest was very 
challenging, especially after rain. 

All the NBC members thoroughly enjoyed 
the day's birding but when attempting to leave 
the reserve Miriam 's Peugot got stranded 
astride a rather high “middel mannetjie” with all 
four wheels spinning helplessly. Several husky 
male members of the group rushed to assist 
and man handled the Peugeot into a better 
section of the road so Miriam could continue 
her journey homewards.

Many enjoyable camping weekends were 
hosted in Babanango by Bob Turner on his 
farm Goudhoek. One Easter weekend a 
Durban birding family were unable to find a tent 
to hire in Durban but were able to arrange to 
collect a tent either in Tongaat or Stanger on 
their way up the North Coast to Babanango. 
When they tried to erect the tent the square 
wooden tent poles were all different lengths, 
some so long that the tent rose way above 
ground level. Bob quickly brought out a 
handsaw and modifications were soon carried 
out, the off-cuts were thrown on the nearest 
braai fire and the tent assumed a more normal position on 
the ground. I wonder what was said when the tent was 
returned to the tent hire firm.

Although I do regret having missed out on the 
spectacular birding at the Ndumu Game Reserve prior to 
the devastation Cyclone Demoina caused, many truly 
exciting species are still to be seen there. The Northern and 
Southern Pongola walks and Shokwe Pan usually yield 
many species, not forgetting the Bird Hide and red cliffs 
picnic side.

Mkhuze Game Reserve is my great favourite. It was 
always really thrilling to use the then self-guided trail to the 
Fig Forest, before it became necessary to be accompanied 
by a game ranger and sometimes a party of impatient non-
birders. Frustrating for all! A very early walk down the path 
from the car park to the suspension bridge over the river 
enabled us to listen to a deafening explosion of bird calls 
followed by a couple of hours of good birding on the trail 
under the giant Barringtonia racemosa and fever trees. Fig 
forest specials include Black-throated Wattle-eye, White-
starred Robin and White-browed Robin-Chat, also Green 
Twinspot, Green Malkoha, Brown-headed Parrot, an 
unusual European Honey-Buzzard and a pair of beautiful 
Pel's Fishing Owls.

On 9 August 1993 Sally King, Derek Spencer and I were 
leaving the Natal Bird Club hide at Nsumu Pan after a 
happy morning's birding. Halfway down the steps 

Dr Hamish Campbell: 
“birding with him was a privilege”

Crystelle Wilson



DRINKING CLUB WITH A BIRDING PROBLEM
FROM childhood I'd always loved pictures of our beautiful 
birds, but they were only a passing interest, until in early 
1983 I bought a remote North-Eastern Cape farm, which 
boasted a Cape Vulture roost and a yellowwood forest.
  The courtesy of the co-authors of an article on roosts in the 
Cape Province, that omitted mine, resulted in my promptly 
joining the Vulture Study Group. A year-and-a-half later, I 
was returning from Ndumo NR, as a founder member of the 
informal 'drinking club with a birding problem' Ndumu Club, 
at least half of whose annual trails have been there, when 
Tim Wood, the new NBC Treasurer, handed out a 
membership form, which I duly submitted. Within a year I'd 
attended my first SAOS AGM, hosting a couple of ECWBS 
visitors and then been elected to the NBC committee.  Two 
years later I was the incoming chair, but enough of my 
perhaps unusual birding beginnings…

In the early months of my NBC membership, I was 
always impressed by the enthusiastic and friendly welcome 
extended at indoor meetings by Hardy Wilson, whom I'd 
first met at the planning meetings of the Ndumu Club. He 
was then the editor of Albatross, a staunch committee 
member and past-chair, an accomplished birder, for whom 
atlasing became a passion, which SAOS harnessed to 
good effect, especially during his stint as chair of our then 
umbrella-body.  

Until shortly before I became a member, Dr John 
Mendelsohn, curator of birds at our Museum was NBC 
chair, but moved to the post of Windhoek Museum Director. 
H e  w a s  s u c c e e d e d  b y  G o r d o n  B e n n e t t ,  o f 
Pietermaritzburg, who was editor of Bokmakierie, then 
SAOS's popular magazine. The president of NBC was Prof 
Gordon Maclean, an old prep-school friend, not that we'd 
maintained contact…nor had any inkling of his future 
eminence in ornithology. 

Tim Wood, whose l i fe's great passions were 
SAOS/BirdLifeSA and birding, and I had started together at 
that prep-school. Other star NBC members were the Natal 
Atlas authors, Dr Digby Cyrus & Nigel Robson, Dr David 
Johnson, Steven Piper, all superb presenters, Roy Cowgill, 
Steve Davis, Derek Spencer, Mary Bassett, Margaret 
Hoile, Eva Reynolds (the good loo guide!), the retired 
taxonomist Dr Phillip Clancey and the inimitable Dr Hamish 
Campbell. Many served on the area sub-committees set up 
first in Durban, then Pietermaritzburg and Empangeni.

When Dr Roger Horner, Ian Lawson and I joined the 
committee, Tim & Caroline Wood, new secretary Penny 
Wilson, Bob McCosh & Dr Athol Marchant had been there 
for a year or two. A year later Gordon Maclean stood down 
as president, to be succeeded by Gordon Bennett, with 
Roger Horner taking over as chair. 

Another year and it was my turn as chair, with Dr Julia 
Botha appointed as a most efficient secretary. Others who 
joined the committee during my time were Phillip de Moor 
(who was to continue as Albatross Editor for 35 issues), Ian 
Emmott, Guy Gibbon (who went on to produce world-class 
CDs of his recordings and films, based on Roberts), 
Gordon Holtshausen, Rob Scott and Mike Spain, who 
emerged as the first chair of the Natal Midlands Bird Club, 
formed at the beginning of 1988. This event meant Hardy 
Wilson became our president. I'll always treasure the 
experience of participating in our parent body's AGMs and 
occasional 'think tanks' - and particularly of getting to know 
so many of the top birders and ornithologists around this 
country and in foreign climes.

Anecdotes
I'll start with one from my first Ndumu Club trail to Ndumu 

Game Reserve in September 1984, before I'd heard of 
NBC:

There were 21 of us in the seven squaredavels for four 
nights and I was in Tim Wood's team, some of whom joined 
with some of Hardy Wilson's team for the grassland walk 
one afternoon. I was a birding beginner, like most of the 
team members, whereas Hardy was an acknowledged 
expert and Tim was making great strides. Overhead a large 
bird was spiralling, at which Hardy called out 'Lappet-faced 
Vulture', to which Tim quietly said 'I think it's a White-necked 
Raven'. In a flash I had my new copy of Newman's open at 
the illustrations of the two birds in flight and jumped in with 
‘It looks to me like the raven’. Silence ensued, but Hardy 
didn't claim the vulture on his team list!
It was an NBC privilege to picnic in Mary and Duchesne 
Grice's lovely garden at Longshadows, overlooking Kloof 
Gorge. There must have been 25 or 30 of us on one Sunday 
in my first year of membership and we were split into two 
groups led by Hamish Campbell and Tim Wood for walks 
into the gorge. I was in Hamish's group and what a fund of 
knowledge he imparted. Eventually he remarked that we 
were in a promising spot to try to call out the Narina Trogon, 
perhaps our most spectacular bird. After he'd given a few 
hoots, using clenched hands, an answering hoot was heard 
and we headed in its general direction. Hamish continued 
to give the call, with the answer becoming louder, as we 
searched the trees… Next we heard movement on the path 
ahead and Tim and his group came into view, amid much 
laughter!

It always intrigued me that birders seemed to watch 
cricket or rugby to get more mileage from their binoculars - 
Hardy Wilson and Bernard Newman, both ex-chairs of 
NBC, and others would spend the early overs in the 
Kingsmead Mynahs old shed discussing that morning's 
birding. Also in the 1980s I recall watching a Natal match at 
Kings Park through my binoculars, when a graceful flock of 
low-flying Great White        Pelicans drew our attention 
away from the rugby action!
In 1987 NBC sponsored a hide at Nsumo Pan in Mkhuze 
Game Reserve and the committee were invited for a 
weekend there to attend the official opening. One of the 
new Maritzburg members of the committee was Adrian 
Ogilvie, who excelled at spotting raptors in the sky 
overhead. The experts would then do their best to ID the 
bird, often with little in the way of features to assist, as they 
discussed the possible species, including various morphs, 
ages and sexes. With one of the difficult birds, someone 
turned to Adrian to ask what he thought, to which he replied, 
“I spot them, you ID them!”

In 1988 at a well-attended NBC weekend at Mkhuze 
Game Reserve, Jean was surprised to find a family of old 
(non-birding) friends in the next bungalow to the one we 
shared with the Woods. Architect John delighted us with his 
tale of encountering an empty VW Beetle, with all four doors 
open so that the apparently abandoned car completely 
blocked the gravel road. While wondering what do, a 
strange-looking figure, wearing a pith-helmet and taking 
large strides, as 'Pat-the-hat' Gwillam always did in such 
circumstances, emerged from the undergrowth, excitedly 
saying, to the total confusion of Jean's friends, “African 
Broadbill in courtship display”! Jean's friends enjoyed the 
NBC braai that evening!
Eva Reynolds was a wonderful member, who could be 
depended on to inspect the ladies' loos at every Parks 
Board camp or other NBC outing venue she visited. This 
sincere professional interest in public health often 
prompted her to write letters bringing deficiencies to the 



attention of the authorities.  
W h e n  a  v e n u e  w a s 
mentioned at an indoor 
meeting or AGM, she was 
never at a loss to give a 
view, with a humorous 
smile, in response to my or 
anyone's question!

Note: As you must be 
aware, Gordon Maclean, 
Ma ry  Basse t t ,  Ph i l l i p 
Clancey & Ian Emmott (on 
my letter-page), Duchesne, 
Bernard, Pat-the-hat & Eva 
(the-good-loo-guide) are no 
more, but not forgotten… 
There must  sure ly  be 
birding in heaven!

Don Porter

MEMORIES OF A 
(WELL) SEASONED BIRDER

ON ONE of my first outings with the Durban bird club, we 
were being shown around Beachwood mangroves by 
David Kaplan, who was then a very competent 18 year old.

On the beach we found White-fronted Plovers and David 
informed us that their nests were made in the sand and 
when the bird left, they would kick sand over the eggs to 
make them less visible. He also suspected that the birds 
were on a nest by the way they were acting. As we were 
wandering along listening to all this, my eyes were firmly 
fixed on the sand looking for eggs. Imagine my surprise 
when I found one. A lovely blue-green egg almost covered 
with sand. I excitedly called over David and proudly pointed 
out my find. To my horror he plunged his hand into the sand 
and produced a plastic teaspoon!

Prior to the iPod age we had to make do with some 
strange results. Once, Richard and Wilma Boon and I were 
doing some serious birding in Mkhuze and were hot on the 
trail of Neergard's Sunbird as we had only had brief views of 
the bird previously. Richard and Wilma were drifting around 
on the path to kuBube hide, while I was checking the 
plumbing. As I came out of the toilet and headed for the 
vehicle to collect my tapes and player, I heard Neergard's 
calling and frantically scrabbled to get to the right spot on 
the tape. My reply to the bird brought a response and I 
shouted to Richard that I had the bird close and responding 
to tape. Imagine our surprise when a Transvaal birder 
popped out of the bushes with tape in hand also chasing a 
phantom Neergard's!  

Of course the lengths to which birders go to tick some 
species leave mere mortals gasping. I recall a trip to the 
'Berg in the delightful company of Aldo Berruti and his first 
wife Ally. We trundled off on a lengthy hike and up in the 
foothills heard the unmistakable call of a Red-chested 
Flufftail. The bird was hiding in a large vlei and as none of us 
had ever seen one before we decided to thrash the area 
and try and flush the bird. This involved squelching through 
the vlei in some semblance of a line making as much noise 
as possible. Well anyone watching would have called for 
the men in white coats immediately as we staggered 
through the most unbelievably rugged terrain falling down 
holes, losing shoes in the mud and getting thoroughly 
soaked. And the bird?  Not a sausage!

As a guide, I guess I've spent more time in fruitless 
pursuit of Gorgeous Bush-Shrikes than any other bird. 
Bonamanzi is the place where there are more shrikes to the 
square kilometre than anywhere else on earth, but it is also 
the place where you are least likely to see the beast as the 
bush is so thick and the birds so good at skulking that it is 
usually a miracle if you even get a glimpse. However it 
sometimes goes right. I recall chasing a bird all over the 
place at kuMasinga hide in Mkuzi, leaping through the bush 
like a lunatic with a party of eight in close attendance. If we'd 
bumped into a rhino ... well that's the stuff of nighmares. Or 
a ranger for that matter! We didn't, but we did eventually 
corner the Gorgeous Bush-Shrike and he perched right out 
in the open in the low branches of a tree, singing his heart 
out to a spellbound audience. Nowadays, if someone is 
keen enough, I just hand them the tape and say 'go get it 
tiger'. One fellow spent two hours chasing a bird at 
Bonamanzi but the smile on his face when he returned 
victorious was something to behold.

Trogons and Broadbills must come a close second. The 
former will only respond to a tape in the breeding season, 
but as they have been known to desert their nests when 
disturbed by injudicious use of a tape, I am extremely wary 
of abuse. Thus even though there is often a lot of pressure 
to find them, I usually just let it happen. There was a pair that 
regularly foraged in the picnic site below the Shongweni 
dam wall. A lady (Jenny Norman if memory serves) out on a 
walk with me was desperate to see one and I suggested we 
go there after the walk and look for the bird. Half an hour's 
searching proved fruitless and we had given up and were 
walking back to the car when a male came and sat not 10 
metres from us in a tree. Needless to say she was ecstatic. 
Then when we were driving out we bumped into a pair that 
flew across the road right in front of the car - sometimes it 
happens like that. My best memory of a Trogon, however 
was made at Bonamanzi. We had a group of Transvaal 
birders out with us and as we were driving out of the gates 
on the way home we found a pair of Trogons. First a male 
and then female were most obliging and allowed all to view 
them unconcernedly. A lovely 78-year-old granny had to 
borrow my binoculars to see the bird as she had packed 
hers, and said afterwards that that was THE bird she had 
been looking for ever since she became interested, and 
though she hadn't believed it possible she had now seen it 
before she died! Makes for lumps in the throat.

Raptors are always tricky.  I was out with the late Gordon 
Maclean at Shongweni when an oddly coloured Black 
Sparrowhawk flew over. The bird had a lot of white 
underneath and a white rump and I only knew what it was 
because I had come across it before. In a flash Gordon ID'd 
it as African Goshawk even though we only had the briefest 
glimpse as is disappeared over a low ridge. No it was a 
Black Spar said I. Brave man said a member of the group. 
Whereupon the bird appeared again and circled, Black 
Spar corrected Gordon - must be a different bird he insisted.

Lake Sibaya is an idyllic place and was well worth a visit 
before they closed it. The road to Baya Camp, however, left 
a lot to be desired and was best attempted in a 4WD, 
especially in the wet season. As we never have been in the 
income bracket that can afford such toys, we decided to 
schedule our visit in winter when the possibility of rain was 
remote. Someone had been performing a very effective 
dance though, and the week before we arrived 150mm fell. 
The first of our party to get stuck was dear Pat the Hat 
(whose surname eludes me as she has been gone for many 
years now). She was trundling along quite happily in her 
little car when she came across a monster puddle, which 
stretched from one side of the road to the other and as there 



appeared to be no alternative, she decided to go straight 
through.  Mistake!  Well our Patricia was made of stern stuff 
and her response to being stuck fast in a sea of viscous 
muck was to have a G&T. When the next pair of our guests, 
fortunately two strapping males, arrived on the scene, they 
couldn't believe their eyes, as she even had a tot measure!

Our first organised trip to Mkuzi Game Reserve was 
highly successful, with nearly 30 people; we arranged three 
Kombis and had Aldo Berruti, Richard Boon and myself as 
guides. We stayed at the Ghost Mountain Inn and bussed to 
the reserve every day. In order to keep everyone in touch, 
particularly in the Fig Forest, we carried two-way radios. 
After dinner we visited the airfield in Mkhuze village. In a 
manoeuvre reminiscent of a war operation we assembled 
the three Kombis across 
the width of the runway, 
checked radios and took off 
on a slow trundle down the 
full length of the tarmac 
with spotlights blazing. The 
purpose of this exercise? 
To find owls. Did we find 
any? Nary a one, but we did 
scare the hell out of a few 
Dikkops and Ki t t l i tz 's 
Plovers and had a hilarious 
time while consuming fair 
quantities of red wine.

David Bishop

working at the Durban Museum at the time of Dr Phillip 
Clancey's tenure as director.

Seabirds have always held a special interest for him and 
his expertise in identifying them was recognised by Richard 
Brooke, the curator of birds at the Durban Museum. In 
News Sheet no 223 of November/December 1973 Brooke 
reported the presence of a Pomarine Skua off Natal, 
previously unrecorded northeast of East London.

 “However, it has been seen off Durban on several 
occasions by my preceptor in seabird studies, J.C. (Ian) 
Sinclair.”

It was also Ian who persuaded the club to name the news 
sheet after an Albatross and to adopt it as its logo. 

It was while sitting in a restaurant in Umhlanga looking 
out to sea that he saw what he was convinced was an 
albatross. At that time there was no literature on 
albatrosses locally available and Dr Clancey refused to 
believe him that they could be any closer than 100 miles off 
the coast.

Ian wrote to the Smithsonian Institution in the USA where 
he worked as a student and he was sent three papers which 
helped him to make the identifications.

Subsequently he saw Indian Yellow-nosed, Wandering 
and Shy Albatrosses from the South Pier in Durban where 
the whaling boat used to come in, but still couldn't convince 
Dr Clancey to go with him to look at the birds, he said.

At a meeting in Karkloof he persuaded Gordon Bennett, 
Digby Cyrus and Nigel Robson to come to Durban to look 
for albatrosses. “They nearly went ballistic when they saw 
the birds following the whale boat.”

How did he like being a member of the Natal Bird Club? 
“Brilliant! It was absolutely brilliant, ” he said. “Those people 
in the Natal Bird Club were my family, my friends. I have a 
very soft spot for KwaZulu-Natal.” 

Ian developed a passion for birds as a child living in a 
“beautiful part of Ireland” and in his teens decided that he 
wanted to make birds his life.

His career in ornithology took him all over the world, from 
Alaska and the Svalbard Islands in the Arctic to Marion 
Island and Antarctica in the Southern Hemisphere, from 
India to South America and everywhere in between, but 
Africa remains the place where he feels he belongs.

After initial stints at museums in Pretoria, Bloemfontein, 
Durban and Cape Town, and expeditions to Angola, Nairobi 
and Mombasa, he was heading for Australia via India when 
he got arrested as a spy on a Russian ship because of the 
binoculars and camera equipment he was carrying. 

He ended up spending a year in India and while staying 
in Nepal met many Australians, which convinced him that 
they were far too rough a bunch and he would much prefer 
to return to Africa. 

After moving to Cape Town about 15 years ago he has 
concentrated on leading birding tours in Africa and writing 
books. He has authored and co-authored about 18 titles on 
African birds, including the Sasol field guide Birds of 
Southern Africa.

And he is still recording firsts. On the latest pelagic to 
Walvis Bay he confirmed the sighting of a Streaked 
Shearwater, a bird of the Indian and Pacific oceans which 
has been recorded only twice in our region, both times off 
KwaZulu-Natal. If this sighting is accepted by the national 
rarities committee “watch out for the next edition of the 
Sasol guide, there will be a red dot north of Port Nolloth on 
the distribution map, the first Southern Atlantic record for 
this bird,” he says. 

Crystelle Wilson

IT WAS Ian Sinclair, 
the brash young 
ornithologist from 
Northern Ireland, 
who introduced the 
Natal Bird Club to 
birding on the high 
seas.

Ian was the first 
person to run pelagic 
trips off the coast of 
Africa when the club 
took to the waters for 
the f i rs t  t ime as 
recorded in its News 
Sheet no 225 of 
March/April 1974.

The then editor, 
Gordon Bennet t , 
w h o  i s  a l s o  t h e 
current editor of KZN 
Birds, wrote: 

th“Boat trip: On 29  June the club is 'setting sail' to look at a 
new habitat, namely the ocean. A circular has gone out and 
members should try to attend this outing – they certainly 
won't regret it once they have regained their sealegs.”

On a pelagic trip between Cape Town and Walvis Bay in 
February this year Ian told me that seabirds didn't receive 
much attention from birders at that time, but he felt that was 
what could set the club apart from other clubs. Ian 
described the boat that was used then, The Isle of Capri, as 
a real “vomit bucket”. The cost of a trip was about R30.

Ian, who now lives in Cape Town, spent several years 

CLUB MADE HISTORY WITH 
FIRST PELAGIC TRIP

Ian Sinclair



TIM WOOD MARKS A 25 YEAR COMMITMENT TO BIRDLIFE

TIM was interested in birds as early as 
his Michaelhouse days but it was not 
until 1978 that he and Caroline joined 
the then Natal Bird Club and he started 
to study and watch birds seriously. 

Hardy Wilson immediately asked Tim 
to join the committee where he took on 
the role of treasurer - the usual fate of 
accountants who join clubs! Caroline 
and Tim also became responsible for 
outings and meetings. One of the 
earliest trips he remembers was an 
Easter camp at Bob and Trish Turner's 
farm at Babanango where he and Jon 
Turner tramped through a marsh putting 
up Marsh Owls.

H a v i n g  t a k e n  o n  w o r k  a n d 
responsibi l i ty  at  once, Tim has 
continued to do this and to provide 
leadership and encouragement ever 
since. Tim was chair of the club for two 
years. He was on the National Council 
for a long stretch in the eighties and 
again in the nineties and since 1999 has 
been on it continuously, and also on 
various sub-committees of BirdLife SA.

He encourages purpose in birding and together with the 
Regional Fora chaired by Roy Cowgill and Mike Spain, has 
led birding in many new directions and initiatives over the 
last twenty odd years. After a meeting at Nylsvley in 1987 
(Tim thinks) the decision was made to go ahead with 
SABAP1, liaising with the Avian Demography Unit at the 
University of Cape Town. At that time the only existing bird 
atlas was the Natal Bird Atlas which was produced by Digby 
Cyrus and Nigel Robson. It was decided that SABAP1 
should be countrywide and its success has led to the 
current SABAP2 programme. 

The NBC also took the initiative to start Birding Big Day in 
South Africa. This was 25 years ago and was taken up 
nationally the following year. Tim has taken part with his 

team every year except for one and even 
then he joined in from his bed in hospital 
in Durban. His list totalled six birds - 
either seen reflected in his mirror or 
heard! Tim and his team, with slight 
variations, has won the competition 
three times and been in the top three 
scores several times.

Asked for special memories, Tim says 
the camaraderie and good friends made 
and the good trips done with them are 
the best of all. Another highlight he 
remembers was the occasion when the 
bid was won in Vienna in 1994 for the 
1998 International Ornithological 
Congress to be held in Durban, and he 
much enjoyed the preparation for it.

The first regional BirdLife Forum was 
held in KZN in 1993 and now happens in 
all three birding regions.

Tim also contributed over the years to 
the BirdLife Trust, its purposes being 
conservation and education. Since its 
inception the Trust has enabled 45 post-
graduate students to carry out research 
and further studies in conservation.

There can be few members who have done as much for 
birding in general, and BirdLife Port Natal is fortunate 
indeed to have members such as Tim. In April this year, this 
will have been a 25 year commitment to BirdLife SA and its 
sub-structures.

At present Tim is taking a leading role in atlasing, 
exploring many previously unexplored areas. He is always 
prepared to share his skills and this, with his knowledge, 
keenness and good humour, makes outings great fun as 
well as rewarding learning experiences. But, be warned! 
Neither mist nor rain, bad roads nor the fall of night will deter 
him from finding that very last bird!

Sarah Burns

CRANE CENTRE A TRIBUTE TO BILL BARNES

ALTHOUGH I have been a member of BirdLife and the Natal Bird Club for many years, I 
have been on very few club outings, so unfortunately don't have any stories to 
contribute.

I am sad that my late father-in-law, Bill Barnes, who you may have known, is not still 
alive today, as he had many great stories to tell. Besides his conservation work spanning 
a whole lifetime at Giants Castle, one of his passions was bird photography. A lot of this 
was done before the days of cameras with motor drives, so they had to set up the tripod 
at the nest and using a long release you could only take one shot at a time. He had many 
hilarious stories regarding the problems they experienced on these photographic 
outings.

Bill and Godfrey Symons put together an expedition to Lesotho to photograph the 
Bearded Vulture, and they were joined by Reg Pierce and Don Morrison. The story of 
this trip is covered in Bill's book which we published after he died, with the help of David 
Johnson. In his later years he became very involved in crane conservation and a 
conservancy in the Nottingham Road area is being set up and will be named after Bill.

Best regards,
Mervyn Gans

Bill Barnes

Tim Wood



SHARING A PASSION FOR BIRDING

AN introduction to a bird in a pet shop at the age of four 
has led to a lifelong passion for birds for Roy Cowgill, 
current president of BirdLife Port Natal.

For Steve Davis it was the colourful Lilac-breasted Roller 
he identified for his parents as a young schoolboy shortly 
after they arrived in Zimbabwe that got him going.

Together the two have become household names in local 
and national birding circles. They have birded on all 
continents except the Antarctic. 

Roy, whose grandfather introduced him to birds and 
breeding birds, joined the Natal Bird Club at the age of 13. 
He participated in bird ringing and learned bird identification 
with specialists and enthusiasts like Hamish Campbell, 
Phillip Clancey and Hardy Wilson.

After his tertiary education he became member secretary 
of the club and in 1989 began leading club outings, giving 
talks and running courses. In 1992 Trevor Snyman as chair 
of the club formulated the regional projects committee of 
which Roy later became chair in 1995. The committee more 
recently became the KZN Bird Forum, still being chaired by 
Roy.

Steve did most of his birding by bicycle in his early years 
and joined the club in 1981 while at university and 
expanded his range when he acquired a car and could go 
on outings further afield. His mentors include David 
Johnson, Geoff Lockwood and Gordon Holtshauzen.

He became seriously involved in birding during the first 
South African Bird Atlas Project, working with people like 
Bob McCosh and Tim Wood. “Square bashing” took him to 
places he never dreamed existed, much like the current 
SABAP2 is doing. He was also asked to take up the position 
of Honorary Recorder, listing occurrences of out of range 
birds in KZN, and subsequently chair of the KZN Rarities 
Committee, both of which he still does.

Roy and Steve formed the Bird Monitoring and Training 

Group to train birders as guides for the International 
Ornithological Conference held in Durban in 1998. And 
after SABAP1 when a lot of people keen to remain involved 
in serious birding were wondering what to do next, they 
encouraged participation in projects like the Birds in 
Reserves Project (BIRP), Co-ordinated Waterbirds Count 
(CWAC) and Co-ordinated Avifaunal Roadcount (CAR).

They wrote a checklist of birds in Durban reserves, gave 
a number of presentations on birds and participated in 
developing a bird guide training course for the BirdLife 
centre at Wakkerstroom.

Roy strongly feels that the club provides an avenue for 
the sharing of knowledge on birds, for people to enjoy 
birding in all its aspects and to contribute to bird 
conservation.

Crystelle Wilson

Roy Cowgill Steve Davis

LAURIE WICKS: DIAMOND BIRDER

I FIRST met Laurie Wicks in 2008 when he invited me to 
accompany him to Durban Airport to see the results of his 
work there over the past decade, representing BirdLife Port 
Natal. His knowledge of bird behaviour gained from hours 
of observing, studying and being out in the field with the 
birds, is phenomenal and he gladly shared with me many of 
his insights.

Laurie has been a member of BLPN for a number of 
years, and he was also a KZN Wildlife Honorary Officer for 
about 15-16 years. He worked for the Durban Metro as an 
electrician and about three or four years before he retired 
he was cautioned by a friend that he was running the risk of 
a heart attack and recommended that he take up bird 
watching. So Laurie went off to the Berg and spent a lot of 
time sitting and observing the birds with a very old copy of 
Roberts which was given to him and that was the beginning 
for him. Roy Cowgill and Steve Davis encouraged him to 
create an environmental programme for the club, and gave 
him lots of support. He came to the conclusion that his 
involvement with birds is about life, and one must ask the 
perpetual question “Yes, but why?” Laurie's ongoing 
curiosity and commitment led him to put in over 250 trees at 
the Southern Disposal Works, as part of his involvement 
with the Bird Monitoring and Training Group. He worked 
with Rob Jamieson and Adam Khan on the tree project.
For over a decade now Laurie has been at Durban Airport 

representing the club. Albert Froneman, then with the 
Endangered Wildlife Trust, started the project, and Laurie 
became the constant factor there. He undertook the 
training of the firemen, observed the birds, counted them, 
borrowed a desk and a chair and made himself 
indispensable and at home. “Luckily,” he says, “I have a 
thick skin” - so he just continued with his work and 10 years 
later ACSA has a Wildlife Control Department at the airport, 
with staff and sophisticated tools and computers to enable 
them to do their work of avoiding bird strikes efficiently and 
successfully. The key to this, Laurie believes, is a deep 
understanding of the behaviour of the birds which frequent 
the airport.  He says that you have to condition the bird to an 
understanding that a different enemy, the human being is 
there and it is not necessary to hurt the bird to bring about 
this conditioning. I have seen the success of his methods 
and thinking at first hand, and I salute Laurie Wicks, a 
superb example of the value and dedication that members 

thcan bring to the club. In this our 60  year, he is certainly one 
of our diamonds!

Our guest speaker at the May indoor meeting will be 
Marius van Rooyen, the Senior Wildlife Control Officer at 
Durban International Airport, so do come along and see the 
amazing work they are doing there for yourself.

Lesley Frescura



38 YEARS GARDEN BIRDING IN WESTVILLE NORTH

IN FEBRUARY 1971, I moved into my home in Westville 
North, the half-acre property being in close proximity to the 
Palmiet Nature Reserve.

After establishing a garden of predominantly exotic trees 
and shrubs, I became aware of the abundant local bird life. 
Although I had kept an aviary of South African seed-eating 
birds whilst still at school, I was nevertheless unfamiliar with 
many of the bird species frequenting my garden. As a result 
I joined the Natal Bird Club (now BirdLife Port Natal) in 
1983, my first field outing being to Kenneth Stainbank 
Nature Reserve where I met leader Roy Cowgill, who is 
now the club president.

By attending regular bird club events and field outings, I 
soon became an avid birder and within a short period of 
time my garden bird list exceeded 100 species with some of 
the early 'specials' being Pygmy Kingfisher, Little Bee-
Eater, Mocking Cliff-Chat, Cape Rock-Thrush and Swee 
Waxbill. These have now sadly disappeared following 
neighbourhood residential development and associated 
habitat destruction.

After changing my garden from exotic to indigenous 
plants and trees over the ensuing years, a greater variety of 
birds were recorded which included Natal Spurfowl, Purple-
crested Turaco, Tambourine Dove, African Hoopoe, Green 
Wood-Hoopoe, Black, Redchested, African Emerald, 
Diderick and Klaas' Cuckoos, Golden-tailed and Cardinal 
Woodpecker, Terrestrial Brownbul, Willow Warbler, 
Orange-breasted and Grey-headed Bush-Shrike, Black-
bellied Starling and African Firefinch. Other less frequent 
visitors have been Narina Trogon, Olive Woodpecker, Red-

throated Wryneck, Grey and Black Cuckooshrike, Lesser 
Honeyguide, Squaretailed Drongo, Cape and Chinspot 
Batis, Southern Tchagra, Ashy Flycatcher, White-browed 
Scrub-Robin, Violet-backed Starling, Dark-backed Weaver 
and the elusive but much sought after Green Twinspot.

Raptors seen in my garden have been African Crowned 
Eagle, Yellow-billed Kite, European Honey Buzzard, Black 
and Little Sparrowhawk, African Goshawk, Spotted Eagle 
Owl and Wood Owl.  Birds that are relatively new to my 
garden/locality have been Purple-banded Sunbird (since 
2002 a regular visitor), Trumpeter and Crowned Hornbills 
(2002, 2003), Woolly-necked Stork (2003) and White-
eared Barbet (2005 – now a permanent breeding resident, 
nesting in a flatcrown tree on my road verge).

With my total garden list now approaching 150 species, I 
did not envisage many more new sightings and particularly 
specials! However, Spotted Ground Thrush (August 2007), 
Scaly-throated Honeyguide (October 2008) and my all time 
garden 'megaticks' Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeon 
(October 2008 – KZN out of range species) and Capped 
Wheatear (2 January 2009 – KZN rarity) have been most 
rewarding and exciting!

To those wishing to attract birds to their gardens go 
indigenous, provide a suitable bird-feeder replenished 
regularly with wild birdseed and soft fruits, not forgetting a 
bird bath. Then watch carefully, always have binoculars 
close at hand and you will be pleasantly surprised!

Derek Spencer


