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Tour Summary 
 

This enjoyable and ultimately successful tour was certainly challenging, since it took place against the 

backdrop of the enfolding catastrophic COVID-19 global pandemic. Starting in the economic hub of 

Johannesburg, we spent the next two weeks exploring the wonderful diversity of this beautiful country. 

The Kruger National Park was as rewarding as usual, and we saw many of our desired birds. Great 

views were had of Martial Eagle, Bateleur, Southern Ground Hornbill, Saddle-billed Stork, Lappet-faced 

and Hooded Vultures, Mosque Swallow, White-crowned Lapwing and Retz’s Helmetshrike. We had 

excellent game-viewing, seeing a collection of bushveld antelope as well as close views of Wild Dog, two 

stunning Leopards and a pride of Lions. African Buffalo were seen regularly, as were African Elephant. 

We were fortunate to find and enjoy White Rhinoceros on two occasions. What made this trip particularly 

special was that we had these sightings to ourselves, without the traffic chaos that sometimes ensues in 

the more popular African National Parks.  

 

The endangered mesic grasslands around Wakkerstroom produced a wealth of specials, including White-

bellied and Blue Korhaans, Botha’s and Rudd’s Larks, Yellow-breasted Pipit, Black-bellied Bustard, 

Secretarybird, incomparable Blue Crane, Southern Bald Ibis and Meerkat. This was also one of the few 

tours to see both of our Otter species. Our further exploration of eastern South Africa yielded such 

highlights as Shaft-tailed Whydah, Gurney’s and Cape Sugarbirds, Ground Woodpecker, Spotted 

Ground Thrushes, Crowned Eagle, Pink-billed Lark, Neergard’s Sunbird, Lemon-breasted Canary, 

Shaft-tailed Whydah, Peregrine, Taita and Lanner Falcons, Bush Blackcap, Grey-headed Bushshrike, 

Livingstone’s, Purple-crested and Knysna Turacos, Half-collared Kingfisher and Wattled and Grey-

crowned Cranes.   

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Top 10 List: 

 

1. Golden Pipit 

2. Livingstone’s Turaco 

3. Leopard on kill 

4. Giant Kingfisher 

5. Duelling Rhinos 

6. Black Harrier 

7. Gorgeous Bush Shrike 

8. Yellow-billed Hornbill 

9. Bush Blackcap 

10. Blue Swallow 

 

 

 

Cape White-eye by Andy Schwabe 
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The first day was set aside for arrival at our accommodation in Johannesburg, and recovery from any 

lingering jetlag. A leisurely walk around the gardens, a veritable oasis in the middle of the city, yielded 

Red-headed Finches, Laughing Dove, Cape Sparrow and a lovely Pin-tailed Whyda. Furtive Karoo 

Thrushes darted across the lawn, while 

Speckled and Red-faced Mousebirds, 

Southern Red Bishop, Cape White-eye, 

Speckled Pigeon, Crested Barbet, and 

endearing Cape Robin-Chat were also seen.   

 

The following day we headed out before 

dawn to bird the Zaagkuildrift Road north of 

Pretoria. Arriving just after sunrise, we were 

greeted by a tall, green grass sward that made 

spotting Northern Black Korhaan impossible. 

To make matters worse, they were not calling 

at all, and remined stubbornly absent for the 

remainder of the day. We did, however, get Blackwinged Kite, Black-chested Prinia, Rufous-naped Lark 

singing from an exposed log, striking White-Winged Widowbliird and Zitting and Desert Cisticolas. 

Moving west we encountered Woodland Kingfisher, African Jacana, African Fish Eagle, and Malachite 

Kingfisher at a small farm dam. Our next stop produced superb Acacia Pied Barbet, Brown-crowned 

Tchagra, Black-backed Puffback, Blue Waxbill and Jacobin Cuckoo. Red-backed and Lesser Grey 

Shrikes perched conspicuously, and Wattled, Burchell’s and Cape Starling were easily seen. Several of 

the dry savanna species, such as Pearl-breasted Swallow, White-browed Sparrow-Weaver, Red-billed 

Buffalo Weaver and Scaly-feathered Weaver were also seen well.  

 

The undoubted highlights of the morning were a stonking little male Shaft-tailed Whydah (seen on two 

more occasions), a spectacular perched Crimson-breasted Shrike, fleeting Gabar Goshawk and noisy 

rattling Arrow-marked Babblers. Seed-eaters were unusually difficult to find, possibly in response to the 

plentiful grass seed resource available 

across the landscape. We did, however, 

manage good views of beautiful Blue 

Waxbill and Black-faced Waxbill, a big 

target for the day. The floodplain held 

Yellow-billed Storks, cracking views of a 

sleek Purple Heron, Squacco Heron, Reed 

Cormorant and White-faced Whistling 

Duck. An unusual sighting was a flock of 

Black-winged Pratincoles wheeling across 

the sky. The return trip yielded Long-tailed 

Paradise Whydah, Great Egret, a superb Black Heron by Andy Schwabe 

Blue Waxbill by Adam Riley 
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mantling Black Heron and European Bee-

eater before we headed back to Johannesburg, 

arriving in the cool early evening. 

 

The third day is one of the longest travel days 

of the trip, a necessary detour to try and see 

the rarest raptor in Africa. We left 

Johannesburg well before dawn, heading east 

into the apocalyptic landscape of the South 

African coal fields. Once past Dullstroom we 

entered the scenic country of the Mpumalanga 

Highveld and southern Limpopo Province. 

We stopped at Abel Erasmus Pass, and my 

heart fell when the first bird we saw was a 

gorgeous little Peregrine Falcon, all Biggles goggles and yellow boots, perched on a small rock ledge. I 

would normally have been thrilled, but this spelled bad news for the Taita Falcon, its smaller, more 

specialised competitor. They kept an understandably low profile. We were treated to a fleeting view of a 

Brown Snake Eagle and had fantastic views of a majestic Crowned Eagle soaring against the cliff face. 

With so many raptors around, we were fortunate (and under the circumstances reasonably happy) to have 

a brief view of a flying Taita Falcon. We did manage to get good looks at Cinnamon-breasted Bunting, 

Streaky-headed Seedeater, Mocking Cliff Chat and Violet-backed Starling. After a welcome lunch in 

Hoedspruit, we carried on our journey south to the gate of the world-renowned Kruger National Park. A 

stop at Kruger Bridge yielded African palm Swift, Wire-tailed 

Swallow and African Wattled Lapwing. We spent some time 

playing hide-and-seek with Red-faced Cisticola and Tawny-

flanked Prinia, before making our way into the park. Southern 

White-crowned Shrike, Plains Zebra, a bull Elephant and superb 

Southern Carmine Bee-Eater occupied us briefly before we 

arrived at our destination at Skukuza in the cool of the early 

evening. 

 

We started the next day before dawn, heading along the Sabi 

River. We found a magic little Stierlings Wren Warbler, who sat 

on an exposed branch long enough to for us to get unusually 

good views of this furtive species. We also had a Whalberg’s 

Eagle hunched on top of a dead tree, and a pair of African Hawk 

Eagles sunning themselves on an exposed tree skeleton. These 

unfortunately moved off as soon as we settled down to view 

them, but we had a good view of a flying bird later on. Other 

birds seen during the early part of the day were African Green 

Jameson’s Firefinch by Gareth Robbins 

Martial Eagle by Andy Schwabe 
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Pigeon, brief Orange-breasted Bushshrike, 

Jameson’s Firefinch, Cardinal 

Woodpecker, a pair of bold Purple-crested 

Turacos, Lappet-faced, White-backed and 

brief Cape Vultures, a juvenile Bateleur 

and White-crested Helmetshrikes. 

Mammals were scarce, although we did see 

Impala, female Kudu, Plains Zebra and a 

pair of African Buffalo bulls in the Sabi 

River. A highlight was a good view of a 

Cape Clawless Otter hunting in the reach 

below the Sabi bridge, a very difficult 

animal to observe usually. We had cracking 

views of Retz’s Helmetshrike at Nkuhlu Picnic Spot, and Nile Crocodile, Water Thick-knee, Black-

winged Stilt and a Hippopotamus-surfing Grey Heron at Sunset Dam, before retiring to Lower Sabi for 

a well-earned brunch. After brunch we connected with a fantastic mixed party, and quickly saw White-

throated Robin-Chat, Chhinspot Batis, Yellow-fronted Canary, Long-billed Crombec, Blue Waxbill, 

White-bellied Sunbird, Brown-crowned Tchagra, Black-backed Puffback, Acacia Pied Barbet and 

White-browed Robin-chat, an enthralling spectacle. We saw a small Elephant herd, Waterbuck and 

glorious perched Martial Eagle on the way back to Skukuza. 

 

Following a well-earned siesta we headed out into the late afternoon, with Southern Black Tit and 

Common Scimitarbill our first new bird species for the drive. Next was a fine Hooded Vulture, perched 

at eye level in a nearby tree, as well as Green Woodhoopoe and Purple Roller. A stonking view of a Great 

Spotted Cuckoo begging to be fed by a Burchell’s Starling added to a superb afternoon. This was rounded 

off by a pack of endangered African Wild Dogs relaxing in the late afternoon warmth, allowing us 

exceptional views of one of the rarest carnivores in Africa from close quarters. They require massive 

areas to roam, and hence even a National 

Park the size of a small country can only 

support around 350 of them.   

 

The next day we headed north to explore 

more open savanna. At dawn at the Sabi 

River we had Woolly-necked Stork, 

Hamerkop, Burchell’s Coucal, Striated 

Heron and a stunning big male leopard 

sunning himself on a rock. We sat by 

ourselves watching him for twenty 

minutes, reveling in a very rare and special 

sighting of what must surely be Africa’s Lion by Ian Buick 

Leopard by Andy Schwabe 
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most beautiful animal. Shortly afterwards two Spotted 

Hyaena were seen loping across the road before we came 

across a pride of Lions, three Lionesses and two big, 

gorgeous males. We followed these magnificent cats as they 

ambled along the road and then off into the bush, looking 

well fed and healthy. We also connected with Bateleur, 

Wahlberg’s Eagle, Knob-billed Duck and Red-billed teal at 

Leeupan, Red-billed Buffalo Weaver, White-crested 

Helmetshrikes, Common Scimitarbill, Brubru, a beautiful 

African Goshawk perched and calling in the morning 

sunlight, Mourning Collared Dove and Arrow-marked 

Babbler. After brunch we took the scenic route back to 

Skukuza, seeing Wattled Starling, Nicholson’s Pipit, several 

Lilac-breasted Roller, and a group of Southern Ground 

Hornbill en route. A short outing in the coolness of the late 

afternoon yielded another magnificent Leopard, this time a 

flawless young male. We also connected with a Eurasian 

Hobby, Bearded Woodpecker and cracking views of Purple-

crested Turaco in the afternoon light.    

 

We departed Skukuza at first light on the long journey up to Wakkerstroom in the Mpumalanga Highveld. 

We were still on the look-out a highly sought-after and immensely threatened animal. We were able to 

appreciate the dawn drive through this exceptionally beautiful landscape, managing superb views of 

Dark-chanting Goshawk, African Harrier-hawk and Tawny Eagle on the way south through the Park. 

Kruger brings out the best and worst in South Africans. Special sightings can degenerate into the kind of 

ruthless bun-fight that would make a New York taxi driver blush. But we also take great pride in the Park 

and we love nothing more than sharing it 

with strangers. It was shortly after our 

coffee stop that a kindly couple stopped 

and gave directions to something that 

might interest us. A short time later we 

were viewing one of the largest White 

Rhinoceros bulls that I have ever seen, and 

so completing our Big Five. We 

encountered another group of seven White 

Rhinoceros shortly before brunch. 

Highlights of the remainder of the morning 

were a spanking little Pearl-spotted Owlet, 

impressive Saddle-billed Stork and 

comical Brown-headed Parrots feeding on Pearl-spotted Owlet by Andy Schwabe 

Bokmakierie by Gareth Robbins 
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Terminalia pods at Berg-en-Dal Camp. On leaving Kruger 

the day became a travel day, and although we stopped 

briefly for Southern Bald Ibis and Spike-heeled Lark 

outside Ermelo, we mainly pressed on arriving at our 

comfortable accommodation in Wakkerstroom at sunset.   

     

We had a highly successful, adventurous outing in 

Wakkerstroom, connecting with most of the target species. 

At dawn we headed up to the hills overlooking the town 

where we found our first grassland specials, namely Pied 

Starling, Cape Longclaw, Buff-streaked Chat, Eastern 

Long-billed Lark and our only grassland bushshrike, the 

vocal Bokmakierie. The highlight was managing to get the 

highly localised and endangered endemic Yellow-breasted 

Pipit. Driving out on one of the district roads we had some 

excellent grassland birding, with great views of Long-

tailed and Fantailed Widowbirds, Wing-snapping and 

Zitting Cisticolas, Jackal Buzzard and African Pipit. We connected with a wonderful pair of a pair of 

highly sought-after Secretarybirds before having great scope views of an unusually confiding pair of 

White-bellied Bustards. On the way back to breakfast we found a trio of elegant Blue Cranes, South 

Africa’s national bird.   

 

After a sumptuous farm breakfast we set about finding the rest of the grassland specials. We quickly 

located Yellow-crowned Bishop, Southern Bald Ibis, African Snipe, Quailfinch, flying Blue Korhaan, 

and flocks of impressive little Amur Falcons who from their wintering grounds in northern China and 

eastern Siberia, have the good sense to traverse the Himalayas, southern Asia, Arabia, the Indian Ocean 

and the length of the African continent just 

to reach South Africa. A spell of late rain 

made the road distinctly tricky, and we 

went in search of  the Critically 

Endangered Rudd’s Lark. An unexpected 

treat was seeing a Black-bellied Bustard 

upon our arrival. The Rudd’s Larks were 

active, and we soon had excellent flight 

views of arguably the rarest lark in the 

world. The site is the most accessible place 

to see the bird and is carefully managed. 

They were obviously feeding young, and 

we contented ourselves with watching 

them flying up to catch flying ants before Rudd’s Lark by Glen Valentine 

Black-bellied Bustard by Gareth Robbins 
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dropping into the sward, offering as little disturbance as possible. We moved on to a nearby pan where 

we had excellent scope views of Red-billed Teal, Yellow-billed Duck, South African Shelduck, Southern 

Pochard, Maccoa Duck, Great-crested Grebe and an immature African Fish Eagle. Highlights of the 

remainder of the afternoon were a 

surprisingly accommodating Eastern 

Clapper Lark, Red-capped Lark, and 

several Botha’s Larks, an extremely 

localized, endangered endemic. This 

species is very difficult to see, and highly 

sought-after, so we were thrilled to have 

fantastic scope views. We negotiated the 

distinctly adventurous roads back to 

Wakkerstroom, arriving in the late 

afternoon.    

 

We began the eighth day of the tour with 

a dawn visit to Wakkerstroom wetland. 

The tar road passes through the wetland, 

offering a good vantage point over wetlands on either side of the road. We quickly had good views of 

Three-banded Plover, Hottentot Teal, Malachite Kingfisher, African Snipe, African Swamphen, 

Levaillant’s Cisticola, Common Waxbill, Lesser Swamp Warbler, Little Rush Warbler, African Reed 

Warbler and a superb Little Bittern peeking out of a 

hole in the bullrushes. It is very seldom that we get 

this little heron in the scope. Another highlight was 

a pair of rare Spotted-necked Otters, making this one 

of the few tours to see both South African otter 

species. After breakfast we continued with the tour, 

heading south to Pongola in KwaZulu-Natal. We 

stopped briefly to view a colony of endemic South 

African Cliff Swallows and arrived at our 

accommodation in the Zululand sand forest in the 

mid-afternoon. After settling in we had a short 

evening walk. Birding was quiet, but we did see 

Yellow-breasted Apalis, Giraffe and a handsome 

Warthog boar. Dinner on the veranda was 

interrupted by our first Thick-tailed Greater Galago, 

colloquially known as a Bush-baby because it’s 

territorial cries sound like a squalling human infant.   

 

 

Little Bittern by Andy Schwabe 

Little Bee-eater by Andy Schwabe 
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Today we explored another South African birding mecca: Mkuze Game Reserve. This 40 000ha reserve 

boasts a bird list of over 450 due to its location at the interface of the Zululand bushveld and the 

Maputaland coastal plain. The first stop at Muzi Pan produced Black Heron, Little, Great and 

Intermediate Egrets, Burchell’s Coucal, 

and Thick-billed Weaver. We entered the 

reserve and encountered a fine Lizard 

Buzzard and juvenile African Goshawk 

occupying the same dead tree. The eastern 

part of the reserve is a more moist, more 

dense savanna than what we had 

experienced. Over the next few hours we 

saw Burnt-necked Eremomela, Golden-

breasted Bunting, Black-crowned and 

Brown-crowned Tchagras, a superb Lizard 

Buzzard, Crested Guineafowl, Orange-

breasted Bush Shrike, Southern Boubou 

and Brubru, Wahlberg’s Eagle, Brown Snake Eagle,  Bateleur, Marsh and Wood Sandpipers and Purple-

crested Turaco.  

 

In the early afternoon windy conditions suppressed activity, and birds tended to sit within the canopy 

rather than in the open. We still managed good views of Trumpeter Hornbill, active and vocal Red-

fronted Tinkerbird, and an Acacia Pied Barbet. Kumasinga Hide provided superb viewing, with Plains 

Zebra, Nyala, Impala, Baboons and Giraffe coming down to drink. Great views were also had of Red-

billed Firefinch, Emerald-spotted Wood-Dove, and Blue and Common Waxbills drinking at close 

quarters, and excellent views of a Bearded Woodpecker. An afternoon walk around our accommodation 

yielded Crested Guineafowl, African Paradise Flycatcher, Yellow-bellied Greenbul, Sombre Greenbul, 

Terrestrial Brownbul, endemic Rudd’s Apalis, Black-bellied Starling and Village Indigobird, a brood 

parasite of the Red-billed Firefinch. 

 

Day 10: We began the day with a dawn 

bush walk around the lodge. We soon 

made contact with the ultimate skulker, a 

Gorgeous Bush Shrike. Often regarded as 

the most beautiful of the bush-shrikes, we 

managed to track down a vocal individual, 

and with patience were rewarded with 

excellent unobstructed views of this 

wonderful bird. Other special targets that 

we found were Pink-throated Twinspot, 

African Yellow White-eye, Grey Waxbill, Emerald-spotted Wood Dove by Peter Day 

Pink-throated Twinspot by Peter Day 

https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/
https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/tours/destinations/south-africa


Trip Report – RBT Eastern South Africa - Comprehensive I 2020        10

 
 

 
 

Rockjumper Birding Tours                                                                                 View more tours to South Africa 

White-eared Barbet, Square-tailed 

Drongo, Rudd’s Apalis, Violet-backed 

Starling, Scarlet-chested Sunbird and 

Dark-backed Weaver. After breakfast we 

visited a nearby pan, seeing Marsh 

Sandpiper, Western Yellow Wagtail, 

Senegal Lapwing, Blue-cheeked Bee-

eater, Black-chested Snake Eagle, Great 

White Pelican, and a brief Lemon-breasted 

Canary. Then it was on to the coastal 

holiday town of St. Lucia.  

 

Our evening walk through the lowland 

coastal forest surrounding the town 

produced Red-capped Robin-Chat, Grey 

Sunbird, Olive Sunbird, Yellow-rumped Tinkerbird, Bronze Mannikin, and an active troop of Banded 

Mongoose. After dinner we went on a night-drive in the Eastern Shores section of the Isimangaliso 

Wetland Park, a World Heritage Site. We managed to see a shy Bushpig, several Thick-tailed Greater 

Galago and a beautiful little South African Large-Spotted Genet. These together with excellent views of 

Swamp, Fiery-necked and Square-tailed Nightjars (and a distant Spotted Eagle-Owl) made for a 

successful and rewarding nocturnal experience.  

 

Day 11: As usual, we started with a pre-breakfast walk through the coastal forest fringing St. Lucia. We 

managed to connect with our main targets, namely Brown Scrub Robin, the incomparable Livingstone’s 

Turaco, Crowned Hornbill, White-eared Barbet, and a furtive Green Malkoa. Other species seen were 

African Goshawk, African Green Pigeon, Diederik Cuckoo, Yellow-breasted Apalis, and Green-backed 

Camaroptera. A highlight was a fantastic view of a group of Pink-throated Twinspots in the coastal forest. 

This is usually a Sand Forest species, so to 

find it in St. Lucia was highly unusual.  

 

After breakfast we carried on with our 

exploration of the local birdlife, and had 

fantastic views of a confiding pair of 

Black-throated Wattle-eyes in a patch of 

Hibiscus tiliacus on the edge of the 

estuary. We also found a spectacular 

displaying Southern Brown-throated 

Weaver, a Thick-billed Weaver, and 

several Eastern Golden Weavers busily 

constructing their nests in Phragmites 

Swamp Nightjar by Peter Day 

Displaying Southern Brown-throated Weaver by Peter Day 
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reeds on the edge of the river.  

 

Heading into the Isimangaliso Park, we found no less than 

three rare Southern-Banded Snake-Eagles perched on 

telephone poles. This is a highly localised regional 

endemic, and this area is probably the most accessible 

place in the world to see it. We also had great views of 

Little Bee-eater, the endemic Rufous-winged Cisticola, 

and large-billed, bold Croaking Cisticola with its rasping 

call. A shy male Woodward’s Batis, another scarce and 

localised endemic, was viewed quietly calling from inside 

a coastal Milkwood thicket. A pair of Grey Waxbills, 

unusually keeping still long enough for excellent scope-

views, was viewed at the picnic site. Moving on to Cape 

Vidal, we quickly located Brown Scrub-robin, Collared 

Sunbird, Purple-banded Sunbird, and Spectacled Weaver. 

A lone male Green Twinspot, with its ventriloquial, high-pitched tinkling call, proved very difficult to 

locate but with patience and commitment we managed good views. We also had great views of a relaxed 

Samango Monkey, known as Blue Monkey in East Africa and Red Bush Squirrel. On the way back to 

the lodge we encountered three White Rhinoceros, unfortunately with their horns removed, and African 

Buffalo bulls wallowing in mud.                             

 

Day 12: We left at dawn for our next destination in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands, in the interior of the 

province. Our first stop was at the picturesque town of Eshowe where we spent the morning exploring 

Dlinza forest, one of the largest and best-protected patches of remaining Afro-montane scarp forest. The 

day was already heating up as we arrived, and forest activity was muted. Breakfast on the canopy 

walkway allowed us distant views of African Emerald Cuckoo and Purple-crested Turaco. A fleeting 

Cape Batis and Green Malkoha were the only returns for the first loop of our walk on the forest floor, 

with Eastern Bronze-naped Pigeons gentling 

cooing from the canopy above us.  

 

As we moved deeper into the forest, we came 

across a very confiding male Blue Duiker, 

South Africa’s smallest antelope. He was very 

relaxed and allowed us close-up views, an 

extremely rare and special experience since 

they are usually seen darting into the 

undergrowth. Progressing further we came 

across our main target, a rare and endangered 

Spotted Ground Thrush hopping among the Spotted Ground Thrush by Dubi Shapiro 

Male Cape Batis by Gareth Robbins 
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leaf litter. Its olive brown upperparts, with 

spotted wing coverts and underparts 

provided perfect camouflage, rendering 

the bird almost invisible when stationary. 

After satisfying ourselves with flawless 

views of this avian gem, we moved on to 

lunch at the town of Mtunzini, and distant 

views of flying Palm-nut Vultures. The 

journey south was punctuated by a short 

visit to a well-known wetland. The 

highlight was watching a Lanner Falcon 

strafing the assorted waders, stirring them 

up into rippling flying flocks. We also had 

a fleeting glimpse of a rare Spotted Crake. We arrive at our accommodation near Pietermaritzburg in the 

early evening.  

 

Day 13: As usual, we left at dawn, heading for the beautiful Karkloof hills and a long and active day. 

Our first stop provided absolutely cracking views of the spectacular Grey Crowned Crane, several White 

Storks, a flock of Southern Bald Ibis and a pair of rare Wattled Cranes. Progressing further into the large 

tracts of indigenous forest, we found a Eurasian Honey Buzzard, a rare treat in southern Africa. We were 

fortunate to find our main target, a young Orange Ground Thrush that was confiding enough to allow 

scope views. We also connected with Forest Canary, beautiful Cape Batis, Bar-throated Apalis, fleeting 

Knysna Turaco and Olive Bush-Shrikes, and African Dusky Flycatcher.  

 

After lunch we headed to Impendle Nature Reserve, where we had fantastic views of Plain-backed Pipit, 

critically endangered Blue Swallow, the endemic Black Harrier and a fine pair of Blue Cranes on our 

return to the main road. The final stop of 

the day yielded Yellow-throated 

Woodland Warbler, Orange Ground 

Thrush, Cape Robin-chat, an unco-

operative Chorister Robin-chat. In this 

case, most annoyingly, a young Lanner 

Falcon sitting full of sin and impudence on 

top of the prime roosting spot for the rare 

Cape Parrots that were our main target.  

 

Day 14: At dawn Stuart and Aldo collected 

us for our day on Sani Pass. The day 

started slowly, with heavy drizzle 

suppressing birding activity. Our breakfast 

Blue Swallow by Peter Day 

Bush Blackcap by Peter Day 
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stop at the foot of Sani Pass proved 

productive, however, and we secured great 

views of Red-throated Wryneck, 

Amethyst Sunbird, Olive Woodpecker, 

Bush Blackcap, Streaky-headed Seed-

eater and a fleeting Half-collared 

Kingfisher. Moving up the pass we had 

cracking views of Malachite Sunbird and 

Gurney’s Sugarbird foraging among 

Protea shrubs. Buff-streaked Chat and 

Sentinel Rock-thrush were seen perched 

on boulders on the hillslopes, and decent 

scope views of Cape Rock Thrush were 

also obtained. The Leucosidea sericea thickets adjacent to the road held Drakensberg Prinia and another 

of those inveterate skulkers, Barratt’s Warbler. Fortunately the latter is noisy enough to aid detection.  

 

Just below the switchbacks that signal the final ascent of the Pass we encountered a sight that makes all 

Rockjumper guides breathe a sigh of relief: a spectacular pair of Drakensberg Rockjumpers, hopping 

from boulder to boulder among the scree in close proximity to the road. Excellent views and observations 

were had of this very special bird, and we had another three Rockjumper sightings over the course of the 

day. Fleeting views of the highly endemic Drakensburg Siskin were also had at this point. We spent the 

next few hours in the sunshine of the small, land-locked mountain kingdom of Lesotho. This stark, 

mountainous landscape is home to several key endemic species, and we managed great views of all of 

them. Our first foray yielded Large-billed Lark, Sickle-winged Chat, Layard’s Warbler, Grey Tit and an 

excellent Mountain Pipit. A picnic lunch was spent watching Cape and Bearded Vultures wheeling across 

towering cliff-faces. After lunch we managed fantastic scope views of arguably Sani’s most difficult 

bird, the African Rock Pipit with its distinctive crouched, head-raised stance. Heading back to the pass, 

we stopped to pick up Karoo Prinia and the 

dainty Fairy Flycatcher. Our toilet stop at 

the “Highest Pub in Africa” was 

highlighted by an endemic Sloggett’s Ice 

Rat poking its head out of an old water 

drum. With some fine birds in the bag, we 

descended once more into the rain and mist 

of KwaZulu-Natal.  

 

Day 15: Today was a designated travel 

day. Leaving before light, we had a 3.5 

hour trip to Durban for our flight through 

to Cape Town. The trip was uneventful 

Drakensburg Rockjumper by Peter Day 

Swee Waxbill by Peter Day 
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from start to finish, and once in Cape Town 

we headed to Kirstenbosch Gardens for a 

late lunch. We finished the day birding 

these magnificent gardens set at the foot of 

Table Mountain. Our first Cape fynbos 

‘special’ was a trio of Cape Spurfowl, so 

used to people that we were able to pass 

within several meters of them. We 

followed this up with excellent views of 

exquisite Swee Waxbills feeding on grass 

seeds on the edge of the path, and foraging 

Forest Canaries and Southern Double-

collared Sunbirds. We were treated to a 

fine Black Sparrow-hawk fly-over, and after some searching, managed to get excellent scope views and 

photographs of two important Cape endemics, the Cape Sugarbird and Orange-breasted Sunbird.  

 

Day 16: Our pelagic trip scheduled for the day had been cancelled due to high winds and heavy seas. We 

headed out after breakfast, our day’s trip taking us around False Bay to Rooi-els. The site is excellent for 

Cape Rockjumper and Cape Sisikin, and while the mountain-side here had escaped the ravages of a recent 

veld-fire, the wind precluded decent birding. Although we managed views of Cape Bunting, Orange-

breasted Sunbird, Familiar Chat and fleeting Cape Sisikin, the site was ultimately unsatisfying. Nearby 

Stony Point Nature Reserve provided more reward, and we spent several enjoyable hours viewing 

African Penguin at one of only two mainland breeding colonies. We also had good views of Karoo Prinia, 

Peregrine Falcon, African Oystercatcher and Bank, Crowned, Cape and White-breasted Cormorants.  

 

After lunch we had another crack at the Cape Rockjumper, but the wind was stronger than ever. The 

afternoon was spent at Strandfontein Sewage Works, one of the premier water-bird sites in the country. 

The sheer number of birds is impressive, 

and we had superb views of Cape Teal, 

Cape Shoveller, Hottentot Teal, Greater 

Crested and Sandwhich Terns, Greater 

Flamingo, and the beautiful Maccoa duck.  

 

African Penguin by Adam Riley 

Blue Crane by Peter Day 
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Day 17: The day dawned windy and hazy as we headed north 

out of Cape Town, our destination the West Coast national 

Park. Fortunately the visibility had improved by the time we 

made our first stop, which yielded good scope views of 

Southern Black Korhaan, Blue Crane and Rock Kestrel. 

Birding in the Strandveld is tough, although we did manage to 

see Bar-throated Apalis, Karoo Prinia, Yellow Canary, Cape 

Bulbul, Bokmakierie and Grey-backed Cisticola. The 

highlight was a graceful pair of endemic Black Harriers 

quartering over the veld, and we had great views of these 

graceful raptors.  

 

We managed to hit Geelbek hide at the correct tide, and had 

some superb wader viewing. Common Greenshank, Curlew 

Sandpiper, Whimbrel, Eurasian Curlew, Little Stint, Red Knot, 

Bar-tailed Godwit, Common Redshank and Chestnut-banded 

Plover were highlights. After a leisurely lunch we made one 

more stop to view a spectacular pair of Vereaux’s Eagles, 

surely the highlight of the day, before wending our way back 

to Cape Town.  

 

Day 18: Dawn found us heading back to Rooi-els on another quest for the elusive Cape Rockjumper. 

The site was as windy as ever, so we decided to try on the leeward side of the mountain. This was 

sheltered from the winds off the sea, and after scanning an area of suitable habitat we eventually caught 

a glimpse of a pair. They made us work for them, with a short hike up a steep, rock-strewn slope, but 

eventually we managed to get a fine confiding female in the scope for everyone to view. Once we had 

had our fill of these magnificent and highly sought-after birds we carried on with our scenic traverse of 

the Western Cape. We found several pairs of 

Blue Crane, had great views of a hovering 

Booted Eagle, and encountered an 

endangered Black Stork, together with 

Capped Wheatear and Large-billed Larks at 

a small farm dam among the wheat fields. 

Several stops in the afternoon culminated in 

views of Protea Canary and an extremely 

shy Victorin’s Warbler of which everyone 

except the guide managed to get good views. 

A short drive later we were at our 

comfortable accommodation in the town of 

Ceres.  Rufous-eared Warbler by Daniel Danckwerts 

Black Harrier 
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Day 19: We left before dawn for the dry 

Tankwa Karoo in what promised to be a 

challenging but rewarding day’s birding. 

Our first stop produced fine views of 

Namaqua Warbler, White-backed 

Mousebird, South African Shelduck, and a 

superb find, an uncommon nomad in the 

Black-headed Canary. We managed to 

connect with beautiful Karoo Eremomela, 

Karoo Chat, a delightful Rufous-eared 

Warbler, Tractrac Chat, and White-

throated Canary before arriving at a 

favoured spot for the enigmatic and highly 

sought-after Cinnamon-breasted Warbler. Some perseverance eventually brought us wonderful views of 

a bird hopping across the boulders below us. The rest of a relaxed day was spent exploring the arid karoo 

landscape and searching in vain for the difficult Karoo Korhaan. We had views Springbok, African Rail 

in a small wetland, and Large-billed Lark before winding our way back to Ceres.          

 

Day 20: After breakfast we headed back to Cape Town. Short stops along the way produced Verraux’s 

Eagle, White-necked Raven, Victorin’s Warbler and Cape Rockjumper before we completed a very 

rewarding and enjoyable tour in Cape Town. Thanks to everyone for contributing to a very successful 

tour.               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Rockjumper Birding Tours Tel:  +27 33 394 0225 

Worldwide Birding Adventures Fax: +27 88 033 394 0225 

PO Box 13972,  Email: info@rockjumperbirding.com 

Cascades, 3202 Alternative email: rockjumperbirding@yahoo.com 

South Africa      Website: www.rockjumperbirding.com 

Vereaux’s Eagle by Peter Day 
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