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Goliath Heron by Eve Hughes  

 

 

   

BIRDLIFE KZN MIDLANDS CLUB E-NEWSLETTER 

2nd  QUARTER – APRIL TO JUNE, 2019. 

OUTINGS: 

Sun. 7
th

  April – Darvill 

It was a dull, cool and muddy Darvill for the April walk, led by 

Roger O’Neill. We began with a look for the Spotted Crake 

seen the previous week on Pond 4, but no luck. Nearby a Red-

faced Cisticola called beautifully from the top of a small bush. 

Along the road, a Yellow-throated Longclaw was in similarly 

good voice. Down on the canals, ten or more Wood Sandpipers 

were seen together, perhaps 

gathering prior to 

migration? 
                                    

                 Muddy Darvill 

The soft mud was good for spoor of all kinds. Most 

disconcerting was the juxtaposition of antelope and dog  

spoor.  

There were still quite a few Barn Swallows around, as well as 

some Lesser Striped Swallows, and Little, White-rumped and 

African Palm Swift.  A pair of  
Disconcerting spoor juxtaposition 

Grey Crowned Cranes flew and called, and an African Marsh Harrier 

gave tantalizing glimpses over the ponds (seen ‘properly’ later). 

Across the ponds, all three teal species were seen, as well as Little 

Grebe and an African Shelduck pair. 

 

Alongside the ponds, a Dark-capped Yellow Warbler entertained, ‘Mr 

and Mrs’ Stonechat perched close to each other, and a single 

Hamerkop flew over. The paths were still too overgrown to be 

comfortably negotiated, so we walked around on  the turf fields, 

seeing several Spotted Thick-knees on the way back to the cars. 

Report and photos by Viv O’Neill              Some tiny spoor (mongoose?)

      

Third Sunday walk (21 April) 

Easter Sunday, so no walk was held on this Sunday.  

Wed. 24
th

 April – Umgeni Valley. 

Cancelled due to rain 
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Sun 5
th

 May – Darvill 

A very misty morning greeted the nine birders who 

joined leader Luiz Mateus at Darvill. We took a 

slightly different route, trying to gain some visibility 

– Red-faced Cisticola and African Firefinches were 

some of the calls we heard through the gloom. Once 

the mist lifted, the air was busy with Brown-throated 

Martins, Black Sawwing, African Palm Swift, Little 

and White-rumped Swift, and Lesser striped 

Swallows. An anomalous ‘Barn Swallow’ with a 

fairly rufous breast gave the group some pause, but it 

did not return to perch and wasn’t spotted again.  

 

 
                    Misty Darvill morning 

Also aloft were flights of Red-billed Teals, African Black Duck and 

squadrons of herons, mostly Black-headed. Entertaining raptors 

included an African Fish Eagle and an African Marsh Harrier. Pan 4 

had many Little Grebes; all three teals were seen, as well as a pair of 

Grey Crowned Cranes (no sight of their juvenile which had been 

seen earlier that week). One teal caused some discussion; it had a 

blue-grey bill but was the size of a Red-billed. Possibilities were an 

escapee (Puna Teal) or an immature Red-billed.  

Report and photos by Viv O’Neill      Who walked here? 

 

Sun 19
th

 May – Hilton College Conservancy 

A gorgeous Autumn day saw about ten cars assembling at 

Hilton College gates to embark on the drive down to the 

Blue Wildebeest on the way down, and a Groundscraper 

Thrush greeted the group in the picnic area carpark. With the 

large group being unwieldy, we split into two groups, one 

led by Colin Summersgill and the other by Roger O’Neill. 

Roger’s group encountered an amazing bird party very close 

to the picnic area, but then very little else! The bird party 

highlight was Black Cuckooshrike, along with ‘usual 

suspects’ such as Cardinal Woodpecker, Chin-spot Batis,  

Brubru (and another eight or so species!). Colin’s group saw 

White-starred Robin as their highlight, as well as Giant  

        Kingfisher 
Colin Summersgill presents a certificate of 

appreciation to Gordon Bennett, while     
Mary Bennett (hidden) and Mike Spain  

look on. 

 

After tea, club chair Colin presented a 

certificate of appreciation to Gordon 

Bennett, founder member, Past President 

and leader of Darvill outings for 25 years. 

Current club president, Mike Spain, paid 

tribute to Gordon and then made a short 

speech outlining some of the highlights of 

the foundation of the Natal Midlands Bird 

Club thirty years ago. After the 
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formalities, we all enjoyed the celebration birthday cake. A convivial braai followed, with most 

people leaving in the early afternoon. Thanks to all involved in organising, lighting fires and 

contributing in any other way to a warm and happy occasion.  

Report by Viv O’Neill and photos by Viv O’Neill and Robert Forrester  

 

Wed. 29
th

 May – Midlands Forest Lodge 
The weather report did not bode well for this outing with 

predictions of cold mist and rain, but some of us did not 

believe the doom and gloom of the meteorologists and met at 

Greendale Spar to share lifts and leave unused cars in the 

ample parking. 

The sun shone, the sky was 

clear and ten of us enjoyed 

a lovely morning at 

Midlands Forest Lodge, 

walking along a well-mown firebreak with panoramic views of 

the surrounding farms and valleys, and down to the forest of 

wonderful old trees, shafts of sunlight and sparkling dewdrops. 

Many birds were seen and heard and at one moment an 

enthusiastic bird party hopped and flew amidst the branches high 

above our heads.  Sean Glynn cast himself to the ground and called  
           Southern Double-collared Sunbird 

out the birds from his superior bird-watching position: Forest Weaver; Cape Batis; Terrestrial 

Bulbul; Black-backed Puffback; Sombre Greenbuland Yellow-

breasted Apalis. 

On our way back out of the forest we saw a Double-collared 

Sunbird in beautiful feather, perching for us to admire and 

photograph. 

The lodge has a very nice deck and a couple of the group members 

decided to enjoy some bird-watching from this vantage point rather 

than try the slippery slope down into the forest and the steep climb 

back out again. 

Hot coffee was provided and the lodge welcomes birders – just call  

to let them know you are coming. 

             Cape Batis                   Report by Rosemary Forrester and photos by Eve Hughes 

 

 

Sun. 2
nd

 June – Darvill 

A lovely winter day with a bit of mist, clearing to a warm morning. Ten birders present saw 64 

species with some good sightings thrown in. There were 

still a number of Wire-tailed Swallows around and a few 

Lesser-striped ones, along with Black Saw-wings and 

Brown-throated Martins too. Although the Euplects have 

mostly gone into winter wear and are flocking together, it 

was still possible to pick out the Fan-tailed   Widowbirds 

and Southern Red Bishops.  

Some of the treats for the morning were a Dark-capped 

Yellow Warbler and later a Malachite Kingfisher on Pond 

               

Winter Darvill Birders 
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4. A Grey Crowned Crane also skulked behind a row of vegetation too tall to see if there was a 

chick in tow. Grey, Black-headed and Goliath Herons kept popping up regularly. 

The lower canals were running fast, with Red-billed Teal and African Black Duck the main 

occupants. The far end of Pond 4 is fairly full, with plenty of paddlers including Little Grebe, 

Hottentot Teal and a smart pair of South African Shelduck. Large flocks of Black-winged Stilts put 

on some great aerial displays too. Pond 1 is also full, but the reeds between the path and the water 

made viewing difficult. Paths had been cut a month ago, so walking there will be easy for several 

months to come. 

The sighting of the morning was a pair of Lanner Falcons who spoiled us by perching above the 

parked cars as we left. 

Report and photos by Roger O’Neill       

Sun 16
th

 June – Cumberland 

 

A frosty but sunny morning and thick 

mist on the dam by the gate greeted the 

ten birders who joined Luiz Mateus at 

Cumberland on Father’s Day. The 

giraffes were close to the gate, which 

made a great early sighting. As usual, 

the picnic sites were productive, with 

Red-throated  
Chilly Cumberland Birders 

Wryneck, Black-headed Oriole, Cape Glossy Starlings, Chinspot Batis, 

Cardinal and Golden-tailed Woodpeckers, Southern Black Tit       Lanner Falcon 

and many Black Flycatchers being seen or heard.            
 

Along the edge of the gorge, the group became attenuated, with 

varying sightings. These included Trumpeter Hornbill, Black 

Sparrowhawk, and Purple-crested Turaco, while an African Fish 

Eagle glowed in a gum over the river. A chance walk to the 

point yielded the highlight of the day! While we were watching 

an African Darter on a boulder, a black and white bird quietly 

swam about nearby.       
        
 

      African Finfoot on Umgeni River 
 

Great excitement – an African Finfoot! This was a lifer for 

several people, and Paul Bartho managed a reasonable 

image, even from that distance. Along with the Finfoot was a 

pair of African Black Duck and a large Nile crocodile.  

Over the top, a lovely Cape Rock-thrush pair were spotted. 

The walk back to the picnic site again yielded different 

returns for the group, including some great raptor sightings: 

Jackal Buzzard, Long-crested Eagle calling repeatedly, and a 

Brown Snake Eagle.  

         Male Cape Rock Thrush 
Report by Viv O’ Neill and photos by Viv O’Neill and Paul Bartho 
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Wed. 26
th

 June Cumberland 

 

Viv O’Neill has already given a great account of their visit to Cumberland on Sunday but we have a 

bit to add.  Sean Glynn and Eve Hughes led our group of nine down towards the Umgeni Gorge in 

the hopes of spotting the African Finfoot seen last week.  No Finfoot but the same large crocodile 

taking a rest by a rock and the handsome African Fish Eagle 

watching the water from a tall tree. 

On our walk back we were interested in two large birds 

soaring in the blue sky and there was some debate whether 

they were Cape Vultures or Palm-nut Vultures.  From the 

look at the birds from a distance they certainly had the 

markings of Palm-nut Vultures and later Candice, who is now 

looking after Cumberland, confirmed there were a pair living 

in the area. 
 

           The magnificent Umgeni Valley 
 

Peter an Anita Divall arrived with a great big chocolate cake much to our delight and we all sang 

Peter “Happy Birthday”, wished him well and told him not to forget next year as we have celebrated 

several birthdays with him and Gloria Densham at Cumberland. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester and photo by Viv O’Neill. 

 

EVENING TALKS: 

Tue. 9
th

 April – Vultures in Crisis. 

  

At the April Woodgrove meeting, Tammy Caine gave a repeat of 

her talk on Vultures in Crisis. The population declines across all 

vulture species over the last two decades are truly alarming. 

Especially striking are figures comparing the population numbers of 

the different vulture species, with those of the mammal species 

which receive the greatest conservation attention and protection 

(e.g. elephants and rhinos).  

Report by Viv O’Neill 

 

Wed. 17
th

 April – Birds of Lake St. Lucia 

Newer members may not know that the quietly-spoken man who operates the slide and film 

projector at the back of the Auditorium hall in Amber Valley is an expert on pelicans, both the 

Pink-backed and the Great White and has written several papers on them.   

Meyrick Bowker has been studying pelicans in Lake St. Lucia since the early 1980s together with 

David Johnson, doing twice yearly CWAC surveys.  In the last 10 years this has been done by air 

which has been a great privilege as it only takes two hours to do the survey which used to take so 

much longer by road and boat. 

Lake St. Lucia is 58kms long and approximately 350 square kilometres, with an average depth of 

one metre.  There can be 10,000 pelicans on the water at any one time, each bird requiring 1.5kgs of 

fish per day.  Many other birds can also be found on Lake St. Lucia, such as cormorants, darters, 

spoonbills, ibis,  African Openbill and Yellow-billed Storks, egrets, herons,  gulls and terns, geese,  

flamingos, waders, fish eagle and osprey. 

The question is – how best to manage the lake?  Should it be for the benefit of the hippos, or the 

flamingos, or the fishermen?  It is a complex system and the water temperature can vary during the 

year, from 16  to 28 degrees Celsius.  Meyrick showed us several maps of Lake St.Lucia both 

during high and low water and where the water comes in through “The Narrows”.  The debate is 
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whether the estuary should be kept open so sea water can enter, but that makes it very salty and the 

salinity changes the whole nature of the lake.  One cubic metre of salt water contains 35kgs of salt 

and as the water evaporates it gets more and more salty. And the wind can blow the water right out 

of the lake.  Cyclone Demoina in 1984 was a blessing in one way as it flushed everything out and 

turned it into a freshwater lake, changing the bird life dramatically. 

 

Zambezi sharks that swim into the lake when the estuary mouth is open, get trapped in the 

diminishing waters and die as they can no longer escape through the closed estuary.   Hippos 

trapped in small mud pools as the lake shrinks and dries up,  also die a horrible death. 

Pink-backed Pelicans that used to nest in the thorn trees of St. Lucia, moved to Ndumo when the 

trees disappeared, and now they have gone from there.  Do Pink-backed Pelicans get torn feet from 

the thorns?  Great White Pelicans don’t have that challenge as they nest in the reeds.  Their young 

are black whereas the Pink-backed Pelican chicks are white. 

African Skimmers used to be seen in St. Lucia but are now extinct in the area, and in 1984 there 

were lots of Red-billed Teal but in 2004 not a teal could be seen. 

What is the future of the lake?  Water taken from the rivers by the farming community is causing 

the lake to dry out and as mentioned above, it is not a solution to open the estuary to the sea.  

Meyrick is not optimistic about the future of the lake. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

Wed. 15
th

 May – Engaging endemics in Ethiopia 

What a wonderful slideshow of beautiful Ethiopian birds Rob Gous treated us to, taken on one of 

his visits to the north of the continent.  They looked very similar to our South African birds, but 

slightly different and, of course, with different names. 

Rob showed us a map of Ethiopia and in particular the Awash river, from its beginnings near Mount 

Warqe, down through the Great Rift Valley, then running  north-east through the Awash National 

Park, ending finally at Lake Abbe on the border with Djibouti in the Danakil Depression.  It is an 

incredibly hot and arid part of Ethiopia, being 100 metres below sea level and it was here that the 

famous early hominid species Australopithecus Afarensis skeleton “Lucy” was found in 1974, dated 

about 3.2 million years ago.  

Ethiopia has never been colonised, the Italians tried but were unsuccessful.  Some of the people that 

Rob met on his travels were the Boran people, pastoralists who dig 12 metre deep wells for their 

cattle, passing the water up to the surface and singing love songs as they work.  However, the love 

songs are not for the ladies in their lives, but for their cattle, that are so precious to them. 

Rob’s slides had an 8 second delay between the photo of the bird and the name, so we all had to 

guess what we were looking at.  That certainly looks like an ibis and it is, it’s a Wattled Ibis:  and 

here is a goose – a Blue-winged Goose; what about a bee-eater – well it’s an Ethiopian Bee-eater.  

And so it went on. Beautiful Sunbird; Shining Sunbird; Hunter’s Sunbird; Nile Valley Sunbird. 

With some of the slides Rob included the bird’s call and this made the evening all the more 

interesting. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

Wed. 19
th

 June – A window into a global word: 

On a very chilly evening in Howick we were most fortunate to have the well-known ornithologist 

David Allan speak to us on pelagic seabirds along the KZN coast – their diversity, seasonality and 

population trends.  David is the Curator of Birds at the Durban Natural Science Museum and looks 

after one of the largest and finest collection of wild bird study skins in Africa.  At the ADU he was 

involved in the First Southern African Bird Atlas Project and the road counts he initiated evolved 

over time into the Coordinated Avifaunal Roadcounts Project (CAR). 

David started his talk with a photo of the boat that he and his team use to study the albatross, 

shearwaters and petrels that are following the large fishing boats along the coast.  Besides using 

chum to attract the birds they also use chopped-up sardines but the bully birds like the Shy 
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Albatross drive off the other more timid birds.  Fellow ornithologists gave them a good tip – freeze 

the chum and then it lasts much longer - up to half an hour.  Add some shark liver, as that floats, 

add some anchovy oil for the smell and you have a delicious recipe to attract any hungry seabird. 

Digital cameras have made a huge difference to bird study and are now more important than 

binoculars, giving fantastic images for later identification.   

David has done 100 pelagic trips over the past 20 years and showed us some interesting monthly 

graphs of the frequency of different species in the summer and winter months, the most recorded 

bird being the Indian Yellow-nosed Albatross with the White-chinned Petrel being second in line, 

peaking in the winter months of June/July/August/September. 

The White-chinned Petrel is identified by a white patch under the beak but has many aberrations 

and should really be called White-billed as that would be more obvious.  Some birds have a white 

eye ring, sometimes a white belly patch and even a white head with speckled white on the rest of 

the plumage. One bird was pure white and could have been leucistic or  albino. 

 

A visiting ornithologist suggested that David keep away from the trawlers and see how many more 

of the smaller and rarer seabirds they could attract, away from the bully birds. It was a totally 

successful idea and they saw Barau’s Petrel which breeds on Reunion Island with a population of 

only 6000 to 8000 birds.  They have an unusual pattern during the breeding season, meeting on 

Reunion and then the males flying to the KZN coastline and the females going to Madagascar, both 

sexes then returning to Reunion to mate and rear their young.  They were tracked with geo locators 

and had never been previously recorded so may have always been identified as Soft-plumaged 

Petrels.  One glorious moment was seeing a Tahiti Petrel – just a glance for 10 minutes as these rare 

birds are more frequent in the Indian Ocean.  One was seen many years ago in Mozambique but 

there was no photographic evidence, so it was not accepted. 

 

The Cory’s Shearwater nest in Madeira and Azores and come to South Africa in the summer 

months from November to May.  It is a split species and very hard to see the features for 

identification. The Scopoli Shearwater from Europe does not come further south than Namibia 

whereas the Cory’s Shearwater flies  further south.  The Antarctic Prion is a small dove-coloured 

seabird that comes in winter and loves the chum.  So do the Wilson’s Storm Petrel, as common as 

Quelea. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

AROUND AND ABOUT 

6
th

 April – Bird Course presented by Prof. Tickey Forbes and Nicolette Forbes. 

“A Return to Discovery: Being a Better Birder” was the title of Ticky and Nicky Forbes most 

interesting course, starting with Bird Lore - significant characters and birds in song, poetry, books, 

art, fashion and movies. 

So here’s a question.  Who is Phoebe?  Well, her full name is Phoebe Snetsinger and her book 

“Birding on Borrowed Time” was written posthumously, telling the story of this remarkable woman 

who started birding at 34 years old and decided to see as many birds as possible, especially after she 

was diagnosed with cancer. She was the first person to see more than 8,000 of the world’s birds and 

lived another 17 years, facing all sorts of hazards like shipwreck, earthquakes, political upheavals, 

as well as recurrences of malignant melanoma. 

 

Marie Antoinette, an Austrian princess married to Louis XV1, made bird feather hats very 

fashionable in the French court in the 18
th

 century.  Egrets were extremely popular, especially in 

their breeding plumage, and hundreds of thousands of birds were killed for this fashion statement.  

Songbirds did not escape this fashion either and entire birds were stuffed and exhibited on hats. 

 

What makes a birder – well there are at least three categories:   
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 The bird watcher – a casual pastime of someone who enjoys birds. 

 The birder – someone who makes lists and goes birding. 

 The twitcher – a hardcore bird enthusiast who will travel many hundreds of kilometres to 

catch a glimpse of a rare sighting. 

 

How about the word Jizz – or is it GISS?  - a military term that comes from the Second World War 

where planes were identified on General Impression Shape and Size. 

 

Carl Linnaeus, born in Sweden in 1707, was the father of taxonomy, the science of identifying, 

naming and classifying organisms.  In 1737 he developed the hierarchical system of classification 

of nature (Systema Naturae)  which includes eight taxa: domain, kingdom, phylum, class, order, 

family, genus and species.  Linnaeus and other scientists used Latin because it was a dead language, 

not adopted as an official one by any nation and could be used as a constant throughout the world. 

 

The course also included the importance of data collection using BirdLasser and many of the 

participants already had the app loaded on their phones and were able to learn the correct protocol. 

Report by Rosemary Forrester 

 

 

 

A visit to Mbazwana. 

In mid-January we found that we had a week that was not too busy, so decided to take a quick trip 

up to Zululand, hoping that it would not be any warmer than Howick had been over the previous 

weeks.  We had a look on the Internet and decided to try and small campsite (5 sites) on the 

outskirts of Mbazwana, which is roughly inland from 

Sodwana. 

Our site at Ilala Palm Caravan Park, in an area of sand forest 

was very spacious with a nicely positioned tree under which 

we could squeeze our Trailvan, and we had private ablutions 

and a wash-up area that looked very new.  Whilst setting up 

camp we noticed a very small bird that was very busy in our 

tree and on closer inspection found it to be a Grey Waxbill 

that was nest building.  What energy this little bird had – from 

first light grass was being carried in and worked in to the 

construction!   
               Grey Waxbill 

We were given a bird list of about 135 species but realised that many of those listed had been fly-

overs or heard from over the fence.  The one species we had 

really hoped to see was the Pink Twinspots but were told they 

had not been there ‘for a while’.  Sombre Greenbuls called 

from almost every tree and Yellow-bellied Greenbuls were 

very common.  A short walk through the camp yielded 

Terrestrial Brownbuls, Golden-tailed Woodpecker, Yellow-

bellied Apalis, Southern Bou-Bou, Red-capped Robin-Chat, 

Orange-breasted Bush-Shrike, Square-tailed and Fork-tailed 

Drongos and Paradise Flycatcher.  In the evenings we had 

Fiery-necked Nightjar and Barn Owl calling.  The Black 

Cuckoo called incessantly from nearby.      Yellow-breasted Apalis 

Whilst it had been very hot on arrival, the wind had changed to a south-wester overnight so we 

decided to travel up to Mkuze – about 75kms away.  When we arrived at the gate the wind was 

howling!  This made birding difficult – Nsumo Pan was so choppy that if there were any birds or 

even a hippo on the water, we had no chance of seeing them!  The beautiful new hides have rip-stop 



 
 

 

 

9 

canvas securely (fortunately) attached over the roofs, but in the two we visited the noise of the 

canvas crashing up and down was deafening!  At one stage, we watched 3 Marabou Storks trying to 

fly over but they were  making no progress at all!  We heard and saw quite a number of the ‘usual’ 

birds but nothing too special!    

On the Sunday we decided to try our luck at finding Lake Sibaya!  Getting to the entrance gate was 

not too difficult but the track to the ‘water’s edge’ was difficult with long patches of deep sand, 

fallen branches (which a nice ding in the bakkie will attest to), and a warning from the gate guard 

not to leave our vehicles to walk anywhere as there are ‘thieves’ in the deep bush!  When we 

arrived at the end of the ‘road’ the water was in the very far distance and it was difficult to even 

make out what species were present.  Another vehicle arrived so we felt a little safer, but with the 

wind still gusting, we enjoyed our coffee in the vehicle before heading back out.  On looking at the 

map later, we might have been a little more successful had we tried the Coastal Forest road which 

was a way north of Mbazwana.  We then decided to visit Muzi Pans.  The water level of the pans 

was very high but there is a lot of reed encroachment from the normal look-out point on the road.  

Again, there were a host of birds around, including Pink-back Pelicans, quite a number of Squacco 

Herons, Striated Heron and Caspian Terns, amongst others.  One is able to drive down to the 

water’s edge, but as the water level was very high we were unable to get down the edge of the pan.     

On the Monday we set off early for Tembe Elephant Park.  Fortunately, the road for the most part is 

very good.  On arrival we realised that we should, perhaps, have made a much earlier start as it was 

already hot.  Our first stop was at a very nice hide where we saw a couple of the very large 

elephants for which Tembe is famous but not much in the way of birds other than a Black Cuckoo, 

Red-backed Shrike, and a juvenile and adult Yellow-billed Kite.  On a drive deeper into the park we 

saw Eastern Nicator, Collared Pratincole, a number of Bateleurs, Marico Sunbird and Common 

Buzzard, among a number of more common species.  On the edge of the swamp area, which is quite 

remote and not well visited, we saw one elephant cross the 

narrow dirt track.  Whilst waiting for it to cool off in the shade of 

a tree we could hear the sound of branches breaking so waited 

cautiously to see what transpired.  Suddenly, out of the bushes 

and – thankfully, a reasonable distance in front of us – appeared 

a large herd who appeared to have just been to a branch of 

Wimpy!  Each one was carrying a branch or branches of varying 

lengths, with even the youngsters carrying smaller twigs.  They 

all rested in the shade for a while and then moved off to the 

water.  One did get the feeling in this area of being a bit 

vulnerable and this was reinforced when, on exiting the park the 

gate guard said he did not need to see our permit – so 

presumably no-one would have missed us if we had experienced 

any kind of mishap!   
           Tembe elephant 

Tuesday – our last day – promised to be extremely hot, so we took an early drive to Sodwana Bay.  

We saw very little in the way of birds – with one Grey-headed Gull on the beach, and some Grey-

headed Sparrows and Sombre Greenbuls near the entrance to the chalets and caravan park.  By this 

time it was very hot so we returned to camp and found ourselves a lovely shady spot near our site 

where we relaxed whilst the birds watched us!  We had Gorgeous Bush-Shrike calling in the bush 

right next to us, but remaining invisible!   

On Wednesday we decided to pack up early before the heat became unbearable and headed south.  

We stopped for breakfast at Ilala Weavers just outside Hluhluwe town.  What a delightful spot with 

a coffee shop aptly named The Fig Tree Restaurant.  The whole area was alive with birds and we 

were sorry that we were not able to spend more time there.  Just whilst having breakfast we were 

able to watch an Icterine Warbler, White Eyes, Village Weavers, Violet-backed Starling and Black-

bellied Starling, whilst Crested and Black-collared Barbets called, and numerous sunbirds buzzed 

around higher in the tree.  What a delight and a delicious breakfast, too!  There is a shop selling 
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handcrafted Zulu beadwork and baskets and crafts made by the local folk and a museum where the 

history of the area and the weavers can be viewed.   

All-in-all a most enjoyable short trip with no pressure to do anything if that’s the way we felt!  An 

interesting part of our province and one we intend to explore more fully in time to come! 

Report and photos by Anita and Peter Divall 

 

Climb every mountain! 

On a recent trip with the Free State Bird Club to Lesotho, that is just what we did!   

After travelling to Ladybrand we met with the rest of our group early on the first morning.  Our 

guide, Jan Oberholzer gave us a brief overview of the day’s plans and we set off for the Maseru 

border gate.  This has been thoroughly upgraded since we last used it and it was a breeze getting 

through.  We filled up with fuel in Maseru as it 

is cheaper than in South Africa so we braved 

the busy early morning traffic to do this and 

then did a quick trip past the King’s Palace and 

a few other notable sights before heading for  

Lancer’s Gap  and the open spaces that awaited.   

Our route took us through the foothills of the 

Maluti mountains at an average of 1,600m 

above sea level before we travelled a pretty dirt 

section in the Makhaleng River Valley before 

returning to tar for the God-Help-Me-Pass 

(2318m) and the Blue Mountain Pass (2634m).   
                       Red-hot Pokers 

Our destination was the Mohale Dam where we overnighted at the Mohale Lodge.  First stop, 

however, was at the dam wall where the rain began softly and then poured down.  Jan and an 

official from the dam gave us a most interesting talk about the construction of this dam and the 

Lesotho Highlands Water Scheme, in general. 

After light rain for most of the night, we woke to a 

partly cloudy sky, but sadly the cloud won and it 

was soon drizzling again.  After breakfast we 

headed out on our way to Katse Dam, our next 

overnight stop.  On this day we travelled three 

passes Cheche’s (2545m), Pass of the Jackals 

(2692m) and Mokloabong Pass (2880m).  On 

arrival at Katse the rain continued but this did not 

dampen our enthusiasm (too much) of doing a boat 

trip on the dam to view the roosting site of the 

Southern Bald Ibis.  On the way we saw a number 

            of White-breasted Cormorants.  The Bald Ibis roost  
                           Spiral Aloe 

was interesting as the birds were all tucked in to holes trying to stay 

dry.  Once back on shore, we made tracks for our chalets to dry off 

and warm up!  The following morning we visited the highest 

botanical garden in the world where plants are cultivated to be 

planted out in the wild.  One of the major projects is the cultivation 

of the endangered Spiral Aloe.  Plants may be purchased and one is 

given a permit to confirm they were not removed from the wild.  

We also saw two trout farms on the lake with most of the trout from 

the one being exported to Japan and the other supplying 

Woolworths and Pick ‘n Pay.  After a very informative talk, we did 

a tour inside the dam wall and then drove up to walk along the top         Drakensberg Rockjumper 
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of this double curvature wall – an amazing feat of engineering! 

The following day saw us heading to Afri Ski resort.  Because of heavy overnight rain we had to 

change our route as a low-level bridge en route was 1.5metres under water!  The road to Afri Ski is 

steep and winding and we, and our vehicles, were feeling the effects of the high altitude!  

Fortunately most of the road was tar and in good condition and wild flowers along the route, 

together with many, many waterfalls, made for stunning sights.  We did notice the number of 

Armco barriers were missing or damaged and we wondered if this was as a result of vehicles ski-ing 

down the passes during the snowy winter months!  At Afri-Ski it was chilly with a brisk breeze, but 

our chalets, modelled on ski chalets overseas, were wonderfully equipped for a warm stay!  There 

were numbers of Drakensberg Rock-Jumpers around, and Yellow Canaries, Drakensberg Siskins, 

African Black Duck, Mountain Pipit and Fairy Flycatchers were seen.  The temperature was 3C 

when we first emerged and our vehicle windscreen was iced!             

After breakfast, we headed for the highest point (3286m), and here we had a wonderful view of 

circling Cape Vultures, together with an adult and juvenile Bearded Vulture.  Even though the sun 

was shining, it was still bitterly cold at this altitude!  Jackal Buzzards were also quite common in 

this area.   

From Afri-Ski we headed for the TseHlanyane National Park and this was mainly heading downhill, 

which was almost as scary as the uphill sections!  We stopped in for a tour of the Muela Dam and 

hydro-electric station, which is driven by water tunnelled from Katse Dam.  An initiation ceremony 

was taking place close to the entrance to the hydro-electric station but the local folk were quite 

adamant about us not taking photographs of the singing and dancing women – apparently aged 

between 26 and 35 years!   We overnighted in lovely chalets on the banks of the Hlotse River with 

eland moving in the bush nearby.  The mountains on all sides were magnificent but we decided that 

in winter this would be a very cold place to stay in spite of ample heating in the well-equipped 

chalets.  The Ouhout tree was very prolific, as well as the very scarce Drakensberg bamboo in this 

area of the park.   

The following morning some of the group did a short walk before breakfast and pack-up to head 

back to South Africa.  We stopped en route to view dinosaur footprints in rocks of a stream bed.  

The locals have taken the initiative to conduct short tours and talks about this which ensures the 

area remains inviting for visitors.  From there we had a quick stop at Leribe to visit the handcraft 

centre where disabled women create mohair articles – from the shorn wool to the final product.  

There were some beautifully made articles on sale, as well as some simple jewellery made by 

another group close by.  After braving the busy Caledonspoort/Ficksburg border post, we stopped at 

Constantia  Farm Stall to purchase some of their cherry products and have a light lunch before 

moving on.   

We overnighted at Golden Gate on the way home.  There is a hive of activity in the eastern section 

of the campsite where a Dinosaur Museum and educational centre is apparently under construction. 

We heard  that the campsite is to be moved across the road near the chalets.  

All-in-all a great trip with Jan, our very informative guide from Sunflower Tours, wonderful 

scenery and great memories!  Travelling with our Vrystaat friends again felt just like ‘old times’!   

Report by Anita Divall and photos by Peter Divall. 

 

 

 

Misty the pony with a Red-billed Oxpecker.  Misty belongs to Eve 

Hughes’ granddaughter and lives in Merrivale.  Eve thinks the 

Oxpecker might have come up from Game Valley as several birds 

were released there many years ago.  It is certainly unusual to see 

these birds in this part of KZN. 
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A note from Pamela Reynolds. 

Here is a photo of the leucistic Thick-billed Weaver.   We saw 

it on Amberfield Drive near Heron Lane at about 2.00 pm on 

20th April.   Have several times seen Thick-billed weaver in 

the area  foraging on the ground under the trees.     We are so 

fortunate to be living here and having the trees and birds to 

enjoy. 

 

 

 

 

BirdLife KZN Forum  -  Saturday 5
th

 October 

 

BirdLife KZN will be holding its next Forum in the Ambers Auditorium on Saturday 5
th

 October. 

An interesting programme is being arranged.  The following speakers have already confirmed their 

participation, whilst confirmation from others is awaited: 

Dr Isabel Human from BirdLife SA 

Dr Melissa Whitecross from BirdLife SA who will present two papers. 

Dr Nicolette Forbes, David Allan, Tammy Caine, Brent Coverdale and students from UKZN will 

also be presenting. 

The programme will cover many aspects of birding and conservation. 

Please diarise this date and come and join us for a day of interesting and informative talks.  The 

final programme will be made available closer to the date. 

Attendance at the Forum is free and we look forward to welcoming Bird Club members and 

members of the public.   

Peter Divall,  Chairman of Forum. 

 

 

 

Here we are in Winter and  have just passed the mid-winter solstice on 21
st
 June.  That doesn’t 

mean it’s going to get any warmer just yet, only the days start getting longer.  So BirdLife KZN 

Midlands wishes you a wonderful bird-filled Winter. 

Rosemary Forrester - Editor 


