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Never before in birding history has a trip been offered as unique and exotic as this Rallid Quest 

through Southern Africa. 

  

This exhilarating birding adventure targets almost every possible rallid and flufftail in the Southern 

African region! Included in this spectacular list of Crakes, Rails, Quails and Flufftails are near-

mythical species such as Striped Crake, White-winged, Streaky-breasted, Chestnut-headed and 

Striped Flufftails and Blue Quail, along with a supporting cast of Buff-spotted and Red-chested 

Flufftails, African, Baillon’s, Spotted and Corn Crakes, African Rail, Allen’s Gallinule, Lesser 

Moorhen and Black-rumped Buttonquail. 

 

As if these once-in-a-lifetime target rallids and rail-like species aren’t enough, we’ll also be on the 

lookout for a number of the region’s endemics and specialties, especially those species restricted to 

the miombo woodland, mushitu forest and dambos of Zimbabwe and Zambia such as Chaplin’s and 

Anchieta’s Barbet, Black-cheeked Lovebird, Bar-winged Weaver, Bocage’s Akalat, Ross’s Turaco 

and Locust Finch to mention just a few. 

 

THE TOUR AT A GLANCE… 

 
 

THE MAIN TOUR ITINERARY 

Day 1  Arrival in Johannesburg and drive to Wakkerstroom 

Day 2 Wakkerstroom area  

Day 3 Wakkerstroom to Pietermaritzburg 

Day 4 Pietermaritzburg and surrounds 

Day 5 Pietermaritzburg to Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills 

Day 6 Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills 

Day 7 Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills to Johannesburg 

Day 8 Johannesburg to Zaagkuilsdrift via Marievale and Zonderwater 

Day 9 Zaagkuilsdrift to Johannesburg and departure 
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TOUR ROUTE MAP… 
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THE TOUR IN DETAIL… 

 

Day 1: Arrival in Johannesburg and 

drive to Wakkerstoom. Today we depart 

Johannesburg and head south to the 

country village of Wakkerstroom for a 

two-night stay. This quaint village is 

surrounded by pristine upland grasslands 

rich in endemic birds, many of which are 

currently threatened by the ongoing 

destruction of their grassland habitat.  

 

We will arrive in time to spend the 

afternoon birding the highly productive 

Wakkerstroom marsh at the edge of town. 

This is a haven for waterbirds and offers 

the chance of a number of uncommon or 

localised species. Purple Heron, Little 

Bittern, South African Shelduck, Cape 

Shoveler, African Marsh Harrier, African Swamphen, South African Cliff Swallow, Levaillant’s 

Cisticola, Lesser Swamp and African Yellow Warblers, and Cape Weaver are all regular and, with a 

bit of luck, we will find African Snipe and African Rail. Rarely recorded species seen here on our 

previous trips include the elusive Baillon’s Crake, Western Marsh Harrier and Red-chested Flufftail. 

 

Day 2: Wakkerstroom area.  Driving along the network of dirt roads radiating out from 

Wakkerstroom, we will explore the grasslands, rocky outcrops and gorges of this unique area in 

search of numerous specials and endemics such as Southern Bald Ibis, Blue Crane, Blue Korhaan and 

White-bellied Bustard (the latter is sometimes treated as a separate specie - Barrow’s Korhaan), 

Ground Woodpecker, vocal Bokmakierie, the rare and localised Botha’s and Rudd’s Larks (the latter 

considered one of the world’s most endangered larks), Pink-billed, Eastern Long-billed and Eastern 

Clapper Larks, Mountain Wheatear, Sentinel Rock Thrush, African Rock and Yellow-breasted Pipits, 

Pied Starling, Long-tailed and Fan-tailed Widowbirds, Yellow-crowned Bishop, Quailfinch and Cape 

Canary. Both Red-winged and Grey-winged Francolins occur in the moist grasslands and we may 

find coveys feeding at the roadside or sunning 

themselves at dawn, while we also stand 

further chances for the stately Secretarybird. 

 

Some of the farms in the area around 

Wakkerstroom support populations of the 

peculiar Black Wildebeest (also known by its 

less-used English name of White-tailed Gnu) 

and Blesbok, whilst smaller mammals 

occurring in the grasslands include Yellow 

Mongoose and the rare Cape Fox. One of the 

interesting denizens of these grasslands is the 

curious Suricate, or Meerkat, immortalised in 

Walt Disney’s ‘Lion King’. We have a good 

chance of finding family groups of these 

unusual animals. 

 

Wakkerstroom is justly famous as one of the Amur Falcon by Clayton Burne 

Blue Crane by Glen Valentine 
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best places in the world to see Amur 

Falcon on their wintering grounds. 

Having safely navigated their way 

from eastern Russia and northern 

China, the majority of the world’s 

population ends up in south-eastern 

Africa. We can expect hundreds, if 

not thousands of these small falcons 

hawking over fields throughout the 

high altitude grassland area. It is at 

dusk though, that the few tall trees in 

and around Wakkerstroom come 

alive, with up to 10 000 Amur Falcons 

and roughly 1000 Lesser Kestrels 

heading in to roost for the night. 

 

Day 3: Wakkerstroom to 

Pietermaritzburg.  After some final 

early morning birding in Wakkerstroom we will start the drive south to Pietermaritzburg. This 

afternoon we will head out and search several nearby sites for Buff-spotted Flufftail, as well as Red-

chested Flufftail should we still need this species. While searching for these Flufftails we have another 

chance at African Rail and we might also find Red-necked Francolin, Yellow-crowned Bishop and 

the scarce Orange-breasted Waxbill and Red-headed Quelea if we are fortunate. Greater Painted-

snipe, Western Grass Owl, Cuckoo-finch and the rarely seen Short-tailed Pipit are also present in this 

area but are rare and often difficult to find.  

 

Day 4: Pietermaritzburg and surrounds.  Today will be a very early start as we head towards the 

east coast and the fabulous Mbozambo Wetland where the superbly positioned Sappi Stanger Hide is 

located. This hide and surrounds has proved extremely productive over the years and has become 

well-known as a reliable site to observe a number of skulking rallids and other highly desirable species 

during mid to late summer. Baillon’s Crake and African Rail are regularly seen, while Spotted Crake, 

Allen’s Gallinule and Lesser Moorhen are less regular but seemingly annual in their occurrence. The 

site is also an excellent place to see Southern Brown-throated Weaver and Western Yellow Wagtail, 

while African and Western Marsh 

Harriers are also fairly regularly 

encountered here.  

 

Day 5: Pietermaritzburg to 

Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills.  

This morning we depart 

Pietermaritzburg for the wetlands, 

bracken-covered hills and grassy 

hollows in the foothills of the 

towering Drakensberg Mountain 

Range.  

 

Upon entering the Ntsikeni Reserve, 

we traverse many kilometres of 

excellent grassland habitat. It is not 

unusual to flush a number of 

Common Quail from the edge of the 

Baillon’s Crake by Adam Riley 

Harlequin Quail by Glen Valentine 
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road, but every now and then, Black-

rumped Buttonquail is seen too! The 

grassland verges are also home to the 

endemic Yellow-breasted Pipit, 

Denham’s Bustard, Grey-crowned, 

Blue and Wattled Cranes, Amur Falcon 

and the endemic Black Wildebeest. 

 

We will arrive at our conveniently 

placed lodge in time for some initial 

exploration of the area. It is not unusual 

to hear the rarely seen Striped Flufftail 

calling from the deck – surely one of the 

toughest relatives of this family. While 

we are very likely to hear this species, seeing one is usually extremely challenging and may require 

many hours of effort involving various different strategies.  

 

Day 6: Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills.  We have the entire day to try and see Striped Flufftail, 

which will be our main target species. If we manage to acquire views of this very tricky bird, then we 

will head deeper into the wetlands in search of the widespread but tricky Red-chested Flufftail, 

African Rail and Baillon’s Crake. Remote as our chances are, White-winged Flufftail and Eurasian 

Bittern have been recorded from some of the larger wetland tracts in the past. The surrounding 

invasive Black Wattle holds a good population of the shy Barratt’s Warbler, a few Bush Blackcap, 

Bokmakierie, Red-necked Spurfowl and the odd Buff-spotted Flufftail. We will also be keeping an 

eye skywards for Bearded Vulture which breed nearby and the erratic Black Harrier which puts in the 

occasional appearance. 

 

Day 7: Ntsikeni, Drakensberg Foothills to Johannesburg.  This morning we have time for some 

final birding in this area to search for any species that we may still require, or for which we wish to 

get better views of. In the late morning we will depart this picturesque area and begin the drive back 

to Johannesburg where we spend the night at a very comfortable guest house in the suburbs to the 

north of the city, the perfect location from where to explore the wetlands of the East Rand and further 

north towards Pretoria the following day.   

 

Day 8: Johannesburg to 

Zaagkuilsdrift via Marievale and 

Zonderwater.  This morning we will 

strike out early for the extensive 

wetlands of the Blesbokspruit and the 

birding hotspot of Marievale Bird 

Sanctuary, a rarity and rallid hotspot! In 

the early morning we will scour some 

excellent areas of marshland where 

Baillon’s Crake and African Rail are 

regularly seen. We also stand a 

reasonable chance of seeing the 

migratory Spotted Crake and Red-

chested Flufftail here with a fair amount 

of effort. African and Corn Crakes have 

also been reported in the rank grassland 

in some parts of the reserve between Spotted Crake by Colin Valentine 

Striped Flufftail by Clayton Burne 
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December and March, as has Greater 

Painted-snipe, while Slaty Egret, Western 

Marsh Harrier, Montagu’s Harrier, 

Common Quail and Western Yellow 

Wagtail are all regular summer visitors. 

Other more regular and widespread species 

that we are likely to encounter during the 

course of the morning include Little 

Bittern, Great Crested Grebe, Cape 

Shoveler, Southern Pochard, Hottentot 

Teal, African Snipe, Black Heron, African 

Marsh Harrier, Zitting and Cloud 

Cisticolas, Lesser Swamp, African Reed 

and Sedge Warblers, Long-tailed and Fan-

tailed Widowbirds, Orange-breasted 

Waxbill and Horus Swift. Marievale also 

plays host to a number of migrant waders 

that spend the austral summer feeding up 

before heading back to their breeding grounds in northern Europe and Asia and these include Little 

Stint, Curlew Sandpiper and Ruff among many other possibilities.  

 

We’ll depart the extensive wetland reserve of Marievale in the late morning and continue our way 

north towards the capital city of Pretoria where our next scheduled stop will be the small, permanent 

wetland of Zonderwater. This is an excellent site for Red-chested Flufftail and we will search hard to 

try and see one should we have missed it at all previous sites. Zonderwater also supports African Rail, 

as well as the rare African Grass Owl but we’d have to be very fortunate to see this elusive species 

during the day. Pallid and Montagu’s Harriers are sometimes seen quartering low over the wetland-

edge and surrounding fields and grassland, while the entire area supports large numbers of Amur 

Falcons at this time of year. The more westerly occurring Red-footed Falcon is sometimes seen 

amongst the large flocks of Amurs and there is also a chance of encountering Ovambo and Black 

Sparrowhawks, Orange River Francolin, Melodious Lark and Lanner Falcon during our time in this 

area.  

 

In the afternoon we’ll depart the Cullinan area and continue our journey north towards the 

Zaagkuilsdrift and Kgomo Kgomo 

areas, one of South Africa’s most bird-

rich regions. If time permits, we’ll visit 

the extensive floodplain that crosses the 

Pienaar’s River at Kgomo Kgomo that 

has in recent years become a reliable 

site during wet summers for tricky and 

nomadic species like Allen’s Gallinule 

and Lesser Moorhen. The very rare and 

elusive Striped Crake is also regularly 

reported from here during late summer 

when the floodplain is at its wettest and 

chances also exist for Spotted, African 

and Baillon’s Crakes, Black and 

Squacco Herons, Greater Painted-snipe, 

Western Yellow Wagtail and 

Quailfinch. African Marsh, Western Allen’s Gallinule by Glen Valentine 

Denham’s Bustard by Clayton Burne 
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Marsh and Montagu’s Harriers 

are sometimes seen hunting over 

the marsh. The surrounding trees 

and bushes support Greater 

Kestrel, Blue-cheeked Bee-eater, 

Cut-throat Finch, Shaft-tailed 

Whydah and Great Sparrow, 

while the dry, over-grazed fields 

adjacent to the wetland often 

harbour Temminck’s Courser 

and Chestnut-backed Sparrow-

Lark with Dusky Lark and 

Caspian Plover being regularly 

reported but less reliable.  

 

Day 9: Zaagkuilsdrift to 

Johannesburg and departure 

or flight to Harare if continuing on the Zimbabwe and Zambia Extension.  This morning we 

have the opportunity to search the extensive floodplain at Kgomo Kgomo for the various wetland-

associated species that are attracted to this seasonal wetland during most summers. We will be 

searching for all of the species, especially the rallids, mentioned for yesterday afternoon and if we 

score early with these specialties then we’ll hopefully have some time to enjoy the excellent general 

birding on offer in the surrounding arid acacia savanna.  

 

Passerines are particularly prolific in this insect-rich habitat and some of the noteworthy and range-

restricted species occurring here include the gorgeous Crimson-breasted Shrike, Violet-eared and 

Black-faced Waxbills, Scaly-feathered Weaver, Southern Pied Babbler and Red-headed Finch. A 

good variety and density of raptors are also to be found in the area and these include Lesser Spotted 

Eagle, Gabar Goshawk, Shikra and Ovambo Sparrowhawk. Flocks of Abdim’s Storks also visit the 

area during the summer months, while Purple and European Rollers, Harlequin Quail, the elusive 

Dwarf Bittern, Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird, Kalahari Scrub Robin, Marico Flycatcher, Common 

Whitethroat, Red-backed and Lesser Grey Shrikes, Arrow-marked Babbler, Groundscraper and 

Karoo Thrushes, Ashy Tit, White-browed Sparrow-Weaver, the beautiful Green-winged Pytilia, Blue 

Waxbill, Red-billed Firefinch, White-winged Widowbird, Cinnamon-breasted Bunting and the 

handsome Northern Black Korhaan all occur and are possible in the arid savanna, interspersed with 

areas of tall, rank grassland along the 

gravel road between the Kgomo 

Kgomo floodplain and the small town 

of Pienaar’s Rivier a little further to 

the east.   

 

We will depart the area at around 

midday and make our way back to OR 

Tambo International Airport on the 

outskirts of Johannesburg, where the 

main Rallid Quest tour will conclude. 

For those continuing their Rallid 

Quest on the Zimbabwe and Zambia 

Extension we will fly the short 

distance from Johannesburg to Harare 

African Crake by Markus Lilje 

Lesser Moorhen by Clayton Burne 
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where the second leg of this epic trip will begin. 

 

FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS: 

Tour dates, prices, single supplement rates, approximate flight costs and spaces available for this 

tour are displayed on our website. Please see under IMPORTANT NOTES below. 

 

This includes: 

• All meals from lunch on day 1 to lunch on day 9; 

• Tea and coffee at breakfast; 

• All lodgings; 

• Ground transportation; 

• Reserve entrance fees; 

• Extra activities as mentioned in the itinerary; and  

• All guiding services  

• Tips for local guides, drivers, restaurant and hotel staff and porters. 

 

The tour fee does not include: 

• Visa fees; 

• ANY flights (see above); 

• Any drinks (including bottled water); 

• Tea and coffee at any other time except at breakfast; 

• Special gratuities; and 

• Telephone calls, laundry and other items of a personal nature. 

 

Single Supplement: The single supplement cost for this tour will be charged if you wish to have single 

accommodation. If RBT cannot provide you with a rooming partner for these nights although you 

choose to share, the single supplement will become applicable. We will make all reasonable efforts to 

ensure that a rooming partner is found if you do wish to share. 

 

IMPORTANT NOTES:  

a) Due to constantly fluctuating exchange rates, we quote our tours in 4 currencies. The tour 

price is however fixed only in the currency printed in bold, and the actual cost in the other 

currencies listed will be adjusted according to prevailing exchange rates at the time of final 

invoicing (usually 4 months before the tour.) The same applies to approximate flight and single 

supplement rates, which are also quoted in the respective fixed currency. 

b) Rates are based upon group tariffs; if the tour does not have sufficient registration a small 

party supplement will have to be charged.  

c) Furthermore, these costs are subject to unforeseen increases in tour related costs and may 

have to be adjusted as a result.  

d) Lastly, we may be forced to change or alter the itinerary and / or the designated Rockjumper 

leader at short or no notice due to unforeseen circumstances; please be aware that we will 

attempt to adhere as close to the original program as possible. 

 

Tipping: As noted above, gratuities (drivers, hotel staff, restaurants etc.) are included on this tour. 

However, this does not include your Rockjumper leader. If, therefore, you feel that he has given you 

excellent service, it is entirely appropriate to tip him.  

 

Special Notes: 

• Much of our time is spent in vehicles, as we do have to cover long distances in order to get to 

the best areas for birds and animals. The more luggage you pack the less room there is in the 
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vehicle, so it is important for the comfort of yourself and your fellow travellers that you do 

not over-pack. Kindly stick to 20kg (44lb) for check in luggage and 8kg (+-18lb) for hand 

luggage. 

• Accommodation is mostly comfortable throughout the tour. Our lodgings at Ntsikeni are 

basic, with electricity provided by generator only during specific time frames. Water is 

borehole pumped, thus only available when the generator is running. 

• Crime is problematic in certain areas of South Africa. Exercise caution as you would for any 

big city where crime exists. Do not unnecessarily flaunt cash and valuables and do not leave 

valuables exposed in the vehicle. 

 

ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE DETAILS: 

This tour does not include ANY airfares. The tour will commence with breakfast at 7:00 am on the 

morning of day 1 at Sunrock Guest House in Kempton Park; kindly arrive in advance of this time. 

The tour will conclude by 14:00 at OR Tambo International Airport on day 9.  

 

The above information in respect of arrivals and departures is a guide only. Precise arrival and 

departure information will be sent to you in your Tour Confirmation package once the tour has been 

officially confirmed. If you wish to arrive early and/or depart late and would like assistance in this 

regard, kindly contact the Rockjumper office. 

 

FLIGHTS: 

O.R. Tambo International Airport, Johannesburg, South Africa (IATA: JNB) is the main port of entry 

and exit for international flights in South Africa and is well serviced by all of the world’s major 

airlines. Please DO NOT book any flights until you have consulted the Rockjumper office for 

confirmation on the status of the tour. 


