
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editorial 

 
There has been a long gap between the last newsletter and this. My apologies! My 

guiding business has been busy. I imagined. I undertake to try and do better in the 

future and keep up to date with newsletters that are informative and challenging! 

 

This newsletter focuses on two issues. We live 

in a wonderful area for special birds and 

three articles celebrate this. Our birds attract 

visitors from all over the world, so perhaps we 

should enjoy them even more.  

 

Another four notices deal with activities and 

administrative changes in BirdLife Sisonke. 

 

    Short-tailed Pipit 
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Sisonke – a great South African birding area 

 

Aldo Berruti 
 

 I am a strong proponent of the extraordinary richness of the birds of the Sisonke area, 

including Underberg, Himeville, Bulwer, Donnybrook and Creighton. The special birds of 

this area attract birders from all over KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa and the world. We 

may not have the high numbers of species of the bushveld of northern KwaZulu-Natal 

and north-eastern South Africa, but we do have a unique assemblage.  

 

Of course my view is coloured by my work as a birding guide, usually assisting Stuart 

McLean to guide international birders as they seek the Sani Pass specials. Malcolm 

Gemmill has also been guiding international birders for many years. All three of us 

frequently get great feedback on the stand-out value of the Sani Pass day within the 

context of our guests’ South 

(or Southern) African birding 

expeditions. Make no error, 

these experiences and 

comments are enriched by 

the unique beauty and 

stunning environment of the 

Sani Pass. So people of 

Sisonke, why not live it and 

love it?   

 

In modern jargon, let us 

unpack this view of the 

importance of our birds. 

Beginning with the foreign 

birders, why do they all come 

to our region? 

 

 

Ground Woodpecker – Gareth Robbins 

 

Sani Pass is the lure, because it offers birders the easiest way to add several specific 

endemic birds to their lists. In particular, there are three target birds that nearly every 

obsessive global lister has seen only on the Sani Pass and neighbouring Lesotho. The big 

three are the Drakensberg Rockjumper, Drakensberg Siskin and Mountain Pipit.   

  

By the way, one of the world’s moss successful birding companies is based in 

Pietermaritzburg, and is called Rockjumper Tours. To my mind, this is an outstanding 

selection of a logo from the point of a character bird with a highly restricted range and 

which belongs to family of just two species confined to southern Africa. And our 

Drakensberg Rockjumper, one of my all-time favourite birds, is one of these!  

 



For the international birders visiting the Sani Pass, there is another group of twenty-three 

species which are usually on their hit list. One of the high–value targets is the Bearded 

Vulture, which in southern Africa is now confined to Lesotho and neighbouring 

Drakensberg. Whilst it occurs elsewhere in east and North Africa (notably Ethiopia), it 

occurs in small numbers in Europe, from Turkey to western China, and parts of the 

Arabian Peninsula.  

 

The balance of the usual hit list comprises Bush Blackcap, Gurney’s Sugarbird, Short-

tailed and African Rock Pipits , Buff-streaked and Sickle-winged Chats, Barratt’s 

Warbler, Broad-tailed (Fan-tailed Grass) Warbler, Half-collared Kingfisher, Greater 

Double-collared Sunbird, Red-throated Wryneck, Red-necked Spurfowl, Rufous-

breasted Sparrowhawk, Ground Woodpecker, Brown-backed Honeybird, Dark-capped 

Yellow Warbler, Cape Vulture, Sentinel Rock-thrush, Large-billed Lark, Fairy Flycatcher, 

Grey Tit, Layard’s Warbler and Black Stork. Not only are these birds important for foreign 

birders, but few South African birders who have ticked all of them. Gurney’s Sugarbird is 

one of two species in the sugarbirds, another family endemic (like the rockjumpers) 

confined to southern Africa and therefore of special value.   

 

Away from the Sani Pass and mountains, there are several species of mist-belt forest, 

grasslands and wetlands that have special significance. Two of the most important are 

two endangered species – Blue Swallow and Cape Parrot. From a conservation point of 

view as much as a birding point of view, we are host to all three species of cranes – 

Grey Crowned, Blue and Wattled Cranes. This is the only place in South Africa where I 

have seen all three species in a day. Not to mention the spectacular Denham’s Bustard. 

Our mist-belt forest homes host other 

restricted-range species – notably the 

difficult-to-see Orange Ground-thrush at 

Xumeni and Marutswa forests close to 

Donnybrook and Bulwer respectively. There 

is a whole suite of endemic or localised 

forest birds in these forests, such as Knysna 

Loerie, Grey Cuckooshrike and Chorister 

Robin. Three other tough-to-find specials 

found in our region are the Cape Eagle Owl 

(thinly  distributed), Black-rumped 

Buttonquail (highly localised endemic) and 

Great Bittern (Ntsikeni vlei). 

 

Birders are inveterate listers, and many 

maintain provincial lists. From the 

perspective of KwaZulu-Natal, Sani Pass is  

Gurney’s Sugarbird – Gareth Robbins            really the simplest place (barring a serious 

           hike) to find Grey Tit, Layard’s Warbler, 

Yellow Canary , Karoo Prinia, and Sickle-winged Chat high on Sani Pass, as well as one 

of the very few places to find three pipits - Mountain, Short-tailed and  African Rock 

Pipits.  And again, many of the other birds listed above will be important for those who 

keep KZN bird lists 

 



Another great special is the Buff-spotted Flufftail, and this summer has seen many 

people (myself included) have the great fortune of mind-blowing views of this secretive 

species courtesy of Stuart and Helga McLean. Could this be our next iconic species in a 

biding species? Perhaps the flufftails and crakes will be a group of birds that we learn 

how to locate and show the birding public in the near future. Watch this space as we 

try and track down not only Buff-spotted, but also Red-chested, Striped and the really 

rare White-winged Flufftails, with perhaps African and Baillon’s Crakes thrown in as well.  

Watch this space. 

 

 

 

 

 
The bird hide at Dieu Donne – Doug Bell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Failure of Falcons 

 

Over the last two years in particular, the Amur Falcon roost in Himeville has attracted 

much interest and controversy. In the summer of 2014-2015, the Amurs arrived late, 

probably because of late rains, and local residents associated the low numbers initially 

with the news of the slaughter of migrating Amurs in Nagaland, India. However, 

numbers picked up late in that summer.  

 

In the following summer of 2015-2016, the Amurs not only arrived late, but they never 

occupied their traditional roost at all, for a number of possible reasons. One idea was 

that the unusual presence of Lesser Kestrels was leading the main roost of Amur to 

different sites. Other suggestions were the clearing of undergrowth and felling of smaller 

trees near the main roost. In the meantime, intervention led to the cessation of the 

slaughter of Amur Falcons in Nagaland, India. 

 

In the summer of 2016-17, the previous summer's non-arrival of Amurs at the main roost 

was repeated. This summer, we can be certain that in southern KZN, numbers of Amur 

Falcons were far smaller than in previous summer, with probably less than a thousand 

birds in the entire district. My suggestion is that this is consequence of the very high 

rainfalls and floods further north in southern Africa. Amurs obviously enter our region 

from the north. If they find ideal conditions in the north, there is simply no good reason 

for them to come further south. 

 

 But what of the future? What was once a birding certainty and an icon of our region – 

the Himeville roost of 4000 to 6000 birds – may be a thing of the past. There is certainly 

an element of tradition in the selection of roosting sites by the Amurs. Two seasons of 

finding different roosts may have weakened the Amurs’ attachment to their traditional 

roost. And so I believe the long-term future of this roost may be in doubt. We will watch 

with intense interest next summer. 

 

 
 

Purple-crested Loerie resident in Manse road, Underberg – the first recorded in 

Himeville/Underberg. Photo – Donovan Grandemagne 



A Tale of Flufftails 
 

Flufftails are almost mythical. In 50 years of birding, I have seen Buff-spotted Flufftails 

three times, fleetingly, although I have heard them often. But I, along with another 60 

people, have had the brilliant experience of viewing Buff-spotted Flufftails at the home 

of Stuart and Helga Mclean; prolonged views from less than 10m using binoculars. In 

birding terms, such mega-experiences are currently once-in-a-lifetime! 

 

Some background is in order. The flufftails are a group of small crakes. In our region, 

three species occur. Wetlands harbour Red-chested and White-winged Flufftails 

(although there are no good recent records of the latter to my knowledge). A third 

species, the Striped Flufftail, occurs in seeps and damp areas in grasslands. A fourth  

species, the Buff-spotted Flufftail, is a bird of forests and forest-edge habitats which has 

extended its habitat choice to include suburban gardens where there is dense ground 

cover.  

 

The Buff-spotted Flufftail is fairly widespread in KwaZulu-Natal in higher rainfall areas. 

Many Himeville-Underberg residents have heard them calling in their gardens, often 

without realising their identity. The main call is a long low-pitched mournful hoot or call - 

one person believed his water pipes were playing up. This call can be quite loud at 

times, sometimes to the irritation of the homeowner.  In fact, this seems to be the male 

advertising a territory for females. 

Buff-spotted Flufftails are 

apparently migratory over much 

of their range, particularly at 

higher altitudes, although it is 

believed some birds living in low-

lying damp areas are resident. 

Thus in the Sisonke region Buff-

spotted Flufftails migrate away 

from our cold dry winters. Buff-

spotted Flufftails feed on small 

invertebrates, which are more 

abundant in warmer and wetter 

conditions.  

 

 

 

Male Buff-spotted Flufftail – Stuart McLean. 

 

All flufftails are masters at skulking. Early this summer, Stuart and Helga Mclean began 

hearing at least two birds calling from gardens near their house on the northern edge of 

Himeville. As a historical perspective, Buff-spotted Flufftails were far more common in 

Himeville some five or six years ago, but the explosion in the numbers of domestic cats 

in that part of town for a period of time almost certainly eliminated the flufftails for as 

long as four to five years.  

 



Why do flufftails call? As mentioned above, the males advertise their territories to 

females, with the ultimate purpose of breeding. Thus the period of calling is early 

summer and it is likely that it ends when a male successfully attracts a mate to his 

territory. And so Stuart aimed to get a male Buff-spotted Flufftail to establish a territory in 

his garden.  

 

Stuart invested much effort to attract a male by playing the call, and providing 

mealworms and water. Flufftails 

apparently love a daily bath and 

available surface water seems to 

be essential. Eventually there was 

success, and a male habituated 

to coming to a particular site for 

food and water. The site, close to 

Stuart and Helga’s veranda, was 

the place where so many people 

observed the stunning male, 

responding to the calls and food 

and water provided by Stuart. As 

many as 60 people, both locals 

and international birders, have 

seen the bird, perhaps the ‘most 

seen’ flufftail in history. 

 

Male Buff-spotted Flufftail and two chicks - Stuart Mclean 

 

Inevitably, one day there was no response. However, with perseverance, Stuart 

continued providing food. And then success again, Stuart and Helga observed a 

female with the male, and the two were heard making new vocalisations, growling 

sounds very different from the long slow and low advertising call. But they showed 

themselves far less often, and eventually not at all, Stuart and Helga concluding that 

they had a built a nest and were incubating. This was confirmed when they found the 

domed nest by accident. With great caution and interest, they awaited hatching. 

Eventually in late February, the male 

appeared with two tiny black 

powder-puff chicks. Flufftails are 

precocial, and chicks are mobile 

essentially as soon as they hatch. 

Sightings since have were irregular, 

but first the female, then the male 

and finally the two chicks 

disappeared, presumably migrating 

to warmer pastures.  

 

 

Nest of Buff-spotted Flufftails in the 

McLeans garden – Stuart McLean 

  



 

 

BirdLife Sisonke Administration news 

 

Farewell to Nic and Rina Theron 

 
We said a fond and sad farewell to our Chairman Nic Theron and his wife Rina 

(Secretary) late last year. Nick has taken up a new position and we wish both of them 

all the best with their future. We have regretfully also lost their conservation expertise, 

with Nick’s work on conservancies and Rina’s on Blue Swallows. It is a cliché that no-one 

is irreplaceable, but it is unlikely that this couple will ever be replaced in our region! 

 

Thanks to Trish Strachan 

 

Trish Strachan was chairman of BirdLife Sisonke for a good many years, and recently has 

acted as Treasurer. As Chairman, she also filled many other administrative roles. She 

established the important fundraiser that BirdLife Sisonke plays in manning a refreshment 

table at Sani2c and Joberg2C mountain bike races. Well done, Trish and 

congratulations on a great job in keeping things ticking over for so long.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Flag-bearers at BirdLife South Africa 

photographed at the Sani2C - Aldo 

Berruti



Joberg2C and Sani2C Mountain Biking events   

 

BirdLife Sisonke raises thousands of rands for bird conservation by running refreshment 

stations at Sani2c and Joberg2C mountain biking events. This year, we managed three 

tables at Belmont Conference Centre outside Donnybrook for the Joberg2c with about 

750 riders being assisted. And then at the same venue, we refreshed 1500 riders a day 

from five tables over 9, 10 and 11 May 2017.  

 

Roseanne Clark undertook much of the 

organising, assisted by Doug and Tina Bell, 

Stuart ad Helga McLean and Sharron and 

Aldo Berruti. Tables were manned by 

Roseanne and Mike Clark, by Doug and 

Tina Bell, Stuart and Helga McLean and 

Sharron and Aldo Berruti, Jelle and Cynthia 

Meintsma. Jabulani organised water for the 

tables. In addition, tables were manned by 

Sister Abigail Ntleko and her children, 

Brenda Mingay and Goxhill Primary 

learners, and Suzail Stephens and Ixopo 

Primary School. The schools were great, 

and Ixopo in particular really generated a 

major energy. Finally, through Barry Bowman, every day at sani2C, we were supported 

by 2 or 3 staff members from Buildit in Donnybrook. 

 

 

But there was a great deal more assistance – Chester and Marion foster transported 

supplies, Ansell and Lynn Matcher cooked potatoes and loaned a gazebo, Liz MacKay 

and Trish Strachan for cooking. Brenda Mingay and Ixopo Primary school also cooked 

eggs and potatoes, as did the Berrutis, McLeans and Bells. Underberg Farmers 

Association loaned tables, the Southern Drakensberg Honorary Rangers loaned a 

gazebo for sani2C, and the Spar (thanks Cathy, Sam and Amanda) provided food at a 

discounted price. And let us not forget Barry and Sandy Bowman for their supportive 

hosting! 

 

And of course, a heart-felt thanks to 

Glen and Mandy Haw for providing us 

with the opportunity to do this work. 

Well done chairman Doug, for driving 

the process. We hope to use the 

money for a major project! 

 

The intense effort required on these 

days generates camaraderie 

amongst the participants. It was great 

to finish, but as always, great effort 

brings reward. 



Annual General Meeting 

 

The Annual General Meeting was held at Mountainairs on 22 June 2017. The following 

committee was elected: Doug Bell (Chairman), Stuart McLean, Roseanne Clark and 

Aldo Berruti. The formalities were followed by 

viewing of a video made on the breeding of the 

Buff-spotted Flufftail on the property of Peter and 

Meg Cloues by Barry Taylor, of the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal. Peter was present at the AGM and 

related insights into his flufftail experience. A really, 

really interesting discussion followed, based on the 

experiences of Peter Cloues and the McLeans, 

both families having hosted breeding flufftails. 

 

 

 

Evening talk by Digby Cyrus 

Mountainairs  

 

Digby is an inspirational speaker, and will entertain 

us at Mountainairs on 10 July 2017 with his 

presentation titled Birding and other natural 

highlights of Borneo & Malaysia”. It should provide 

all of us with an escape from the winter cold as we 

can imagine the warmth of Borneo. Starting time 6 

for 6.30pm, and ll visitors welcome. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rhinoceros Hornbill 

 

 

 

 

 

White-head’s Trogon 

 

 

 


