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Promerops, the magazine of the Cape
Bird Club, is published four times a
year. It is meant to be by all the
members, for all the members. So it
is YOUR magazine to use. Many
members submitted interesting items
for this issue of Promerops and the
editors convey their sincere thanks to
all concerned.
Contributions are invited from
members in English or Afrikaans on
birdwatching, bird sightings, bird
observations, news, views, projects,
etc., particularly in the southwestern
Cape. The abbreviations to use are:
Roberts’ Birds of Southern Africa (2005)
- Roberts’ 7
Atlas of the Birds of the
Southwestern Cape (Hockey et al.
1989) - SW Cape Bird Atlas.
English names should be those used in
Roberts’ 7, Afrikaans names as in
Roberts’ 6. Receipt of contributions
will generally not be acknowledged
and they may or may not be used at the
sole discretion of the editors.

Deadline for November issue - 6 September 2012
Promerops contributions may be sent by e-mail to ottoschmidt@telkomsa.net or johobbs@lantic.net
or fax to (021) 981-1275 or by post to PO Box 8, Brackenfell, 7561

EDITING & PRODUCTION : Otto Schmidt
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Front cover: This is the Little Crake which caused a sensation in the local birding world in March this
year. See report on page 10.
Photo: Frank Hallett
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EDITORIAL

W

in Prince Albert”. This booklet which
features ten birding routes all radiating out
from Prince Albert and incorporates a
comprehensive check-list of the birds found in
the area will prove invaluable to visiting birders.
Flock has become the collective name for
the annual gathering of BirdLife SA members on
the occasion of the society’s AGM, and Flock
2012 in Port Elizabeth was attended and
enjoyed by a number of CBC members. Flock
2013 will be a notably different occasion, as it
takes place between March 1 and 5 on a cruise
liner between Cape Town and Walvis Bay.
Further details are given in this issue, but as
bookings have been open for some time and the
special cruise offer is not restricted to BLSA
members (although only members will be able
to attend the actual AGM), we hope that those
not yet “in the know” and keen to participate
will still be able to secure a spot.
With the Ecuador birding trip fully booked
for November 2012, your International Trip
Committee is setting up two mouth-watering
birding trips for 2013, to Namibia in April/May
(see STOP PRESS notice on page 25) and later in
the year to Ghana.
When you receive this magazine, we will be
on the brink of spring, and many Western Cape
birds will be well into their breeding cycle.
Please do keep us in mind when you see
anything interesting or unexpected, as your
observations form the backbone of our
magazine.
Otto Schmidt

ith winter now firmly entrenched,
many of our members are probably
taking a break from active local
birding. The summer did however finish with a
real flourish, with two of South Africa’s biggest
“twitches” drawing many regional and national
birders to our area during March to see the
Western Cape’s first Sooty Falcon and South (and
southern) Africa’s first Little Crake. In this issue
two CBC members who were instrumental in
bringing these two birds to our attention tell us
how this came about.
We would also like to take the opportunity to
congratulate two other CBC members on their
very notable achievements.
Professor Les Underhill, the “creator” and
head of the Animal Demography Unit at UCT who
has inspired many of us to become “citizen
scientists” and document distribution and
movement of birds and many other forms of our
flora and fauna has recently been awarded the
highly prestigious Harry Oppenheimer Fellowship
Award in recognition of his contribution to
biodiversity conservation through the citizen
science work carried out at the ADU. Les is the
12th recipient and fourth UCT staff member to
receive this prestigious award. The award, which
carries a substantial monetary value, will enable
Les and the ADU to continue building on its
citizen science and research programmes in the
years to come.
Japie Claassen, well-known to all who are
interested in the Karoo and its very special birds,
has self-published a most informative and wellillustrated booklet entitled “Where to watch birds

THERE IS STILL TIME TO BOOK FOR OUR NEXT FULL DAY COURSE:

The never-ending story
Bird Evolution from dinosaurs to the latest splits
presented by
Professor Peter Ryan and Professor Anusuya Chinsamy-Turan
on Saturday 18 August 2012 08h30 - 16h00
These two authorities in their field will take us through a stimulating 4-part programme. Bird
evolution may have started with dinosaurs but it continues to the present day.
Enquiries & Bookings:
Judith Crosswell, Tel/Fax: 021 671 1787 (after 7pm) or e-mail judith@kingsley.co.za
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WELCOME TO OUR NEW MEMBERS
Please join us in welcoming the following new
members to the Club:
Jean Risien, Rondebosch
Janice Gardiner-Atkinson, Pinelands
Fiona Combrink, Constantia
Gordon Hoult, Fish Hoek
Jonathan Gillman, Claremont
Jim Duncan, Simon's Town
Gavin Morrison, Claremont
Raleigh Meredith, Somerset West
Susan Ogterop, Plumstead
Cedric Dallas, Claremont
Nicholas Featherstone, Rondebosch
James McFarlane, Woodlands Park (rejoined)

7-8
8 – 10
11 – 15
16 – 17
18 – 19
20 – 24
25

DONATIONS
BirdLife SA has sent us details of donations to CBC
for March, April and May and we would like to
thank the following, all of whom are regular
supporters of our club: Ms J.E. Fish, Mr E.L.
Barnes, Mrs M. van der Spuy, Mrs J. Treasure, Mrs
H. Fenwick and Mrs M.A. Hoole. And very
special thanks, too, to Mr F. van der Merwe, who
has sponsored colour covers for the August and
November issues of Promerops!

We hope you will enjoy taking part in some of our
activities this year and take the opportunity to visit
some new places and see many new birds. Those
who are beginners should try to join one of Merle
Chalton's monthly Saturday morning outings to
Rondevlei Nature Reserve, which is an excellent
starting point. See our programme on page 20 for
dates and details. All our outings and other
activities are arranged for both beginners and
experienced members so don't be shy to come
along and ask questions. That's how we all got
started!
We also look forward to meeting you at one of
our evening meetings. Please introduce yourselves
to Gill or Joan at the entrance table on arrival and
stay afterwards for a cup of tea or coffee.

PROMEROPS
Our CBC committee has been considering ways of
reducing the cost of producing Promerops, which
is one of the club's major expenses. If you have
any positive suggestions to make, please contact
one of our editors. And if you would like to make
a donation, this can be sent to the Cape Bird Club's
account at Nedbank, Claremont, No. 1046
380400, Code 104609. Please use the reference
“Donation” + your name. This is important so
that we can acknowledge your donation.

NEW BLSA & CBC SUBSCRIPTION RATES
The following new rates for BLSA and CBC combined subscriptions came into effect from 1 July 2012:
Ordinary members: R370 / Seniors: R200
IMPORTANT NOTE: When you make your payment to BLSA by EFT or direct Bank Deposit, please
ensure that you quote your membership number as reference. Without this it is sometimes impossible
to match up payments with the member/payee. If your payment cannot be correctly allocated you could
eventually be struck off as “unpaid” or “lapsed”, and we really don't want to lose you! BLSA is currently
holding a few hundred such payments, so please make sure that yours is not one of them.
If you have queries regarding payments, or have changed your address, please contact Shireen at
BirdLife, Tel. 011 789 1122 or e-mail membership@birdlife.org.za
Please also note that renewal notices will in future be sent out by BirdLife SA two months before due
date, and prompt settlement is important. Reminders will be sent to those outstanding on due date, but
by then your subscription may already be “on hold” and you risk missing your copy of Promerops.
Reinstatement is no problem, however, and our CBC Membership Secretary, Joan Ackroyd, will be happy
to send a replacement copy. You can contact her at 021 530 4435.
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SECURITY AT EVENING MEETINGS
Please note that, to ensure security at our evening
meetings, the gates to the car park at Nassau
Centre (Groote Schuur High School) are normally
locked about 20 minutes after the start of our
meetings. This does mean that anyone arriving
after that time may not be able to gain access so
please try not to come late. It is reassuring to
know that one's car will still be in the car park
when it is time to drive home!

SOS SEABIRDS FESTIVAL
8 - 14 October 2012
The SOS Seabirds Festival is now
an established national event,
taking place annually in National
Marine Week. This is an advance
notice to give you some idea of
what you can look forward to. The photographic
exhibition, “Oceans of Life”, which is now
regarded as the biggest and best of its kind in the
world, will be launched on the evening of 8
October followed by a free lecture by an
eminent speaker, with canapés and wine. There
will be follow-on lectures on the Wednesday and
Friday evenings as well, similar to last year's
programme, giving plenty of time to view the
photographic entries. We had over 2 000
photographic entries last year and anticipate
many more this year. The first prize this year will
be ANTARCTIC EXPEDITIONARY CRUISE FOR
TWO valued at $30 000.00. There are also
many additional events still in the planning stage,
including a music concert at the V&A Waterfront.
For more details please go to
www.sosfestival.co.za

SEE THE KAROO NATIONAL PARK IN SPRING!
The Sasol-Stretton Honorary Rangers Birding
Weekend in the Karoo National Park will take
place this year from 14 - 16 September.
There is a full programme of birding activities
and full details can be obtained from Maria at
Tel. 023 414 3615 or Cell 073 019 9353 or email
mtandela@beaufortwest.net
HOUSE CROWS
In our last issue Dave Whitelaw reported on the
City Council's steady progress in reducing the
numbers of this invasive alien species, but repopulation has been reported from some areas
so continued vigilance is needed. Additional
funding has been obtained for this project and
you are asked to report any new sightings to the
City's coordinator, Louise Stafford, (with exact
location). She can be contacted at
louise.stafford@capetown.gov.za

BIRD RINGING
Are you interested in bird ringing, or finding out
more about it? Have a look at our CBC website
www.capebirdclub.org.za in the “Conservation”
section, where you will see a series of photos
showing Felicity Ellmore at work ringing birds at
Die Oog. This is very informative and may even
inspire you to offer your help! For those who
don't know, Felicity is the compiler of our
“Sightings” section on page 15 and you will find
her contact details there.

RONDEVLEI BOAT TRIPS
These hour-long trips run daily from midSeptember to December and circle the reed beds
for close-up views of the nesting activities of
hundreds of Sacred and Glossy Ibis, Grey, Purple
and Night Herons, Spoonbills, Cattle Egrets, Reed
Cormorants and many others. They are highly
recommended, especially for new members for
whom this is a new experience.
The cost is R80 (adults) and R60 (children
under 18) plus usual entrance fee to Rondevlei.
For groups a minimum booking of 6 adults is
required, but the boat takes up to 12 people.
Starting times are 08h30 and 09h00 for
September and October, and 06h30 in
November and December, weather permitting.
Interested members can contact Joy Bennett
at Imvubu Nature Tours via email on
info@imvubu.co.za or office Tel. 021 706 0842
or via sms on 082 847 4916

PHOTOGRAPHIC COMPETITION
The Pink Geranium nursery at Kliphewel is a
pleasant place to spend an hour or two, not only
to look for garden plants, but also to visit their
bird hide overlooking a small dam with a good
variety of birds including a resident Malachite
Kingfisher. Afterwards you can order tea or
coffee on their stoep.
They are currently running a photographic
competition for images taken on their premises
in the following categories: Landscape, Nursery,
Birding and Nature. The closing date is 30
September. Full details and entry forms can be
obtained from Arné at 021 876 3551 or
arne@thepinkgeranium.co.za
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More news

ROBBEN ISLAND CLEAN UP OUTING
Saturday 15 September 2012 is
International Coastal Clean-up Day
There will be a trip to Robben Island to do a
coastal clean up on the Island. The purpose of
the trip is to clean up on designated beaches
on the Island and this entails quite a bit of
walking carrying your plastic bag. Volunteers
will collect the plastic waste, "marine debris", in
large plastic bags, which will be collected by a
truck for eventual recycling on the mainland.
Bring garden gloves in case of need. Wear
sturdy shoes. Bring picnic tea, water and a
snack lunch in your rucksack.
Meet at 07h30 for the 08h00 departure at
the Robben Island Ferry quay next to the Clock
Tower in the Waterfront. There is all day open
air parking for R10 near the Clock Tower. We
will leave the island about 13h00. If you need
more info re the trip please e-mail Anne Gray.

PAARL BIRD SANCTUARY NEWS
As many of you know, the Paarl Bird Sanctuary has
undergone some changes recently due to the
extensive upgrading of the waste water treatment
works and realignment of the roads, not to
mention the fencing of the works area which has
confused many visitors. However, even during
this time of upheaval, the sanctuary continued to
provide excellent birding with many interesting
sightings, including the Goliath Heron, Squacco
Heron, Black Ducks, Hottentot Teal, Fulvous
Ducks, Greater Painted-snipe and, on one day in
June, over a hundred White-faced Ducks. The
resident Grey-headed Gulls breed alongside the
Hartlaub’s Gulls on one of the pans and it seems
that some hybridisation may take place.
Altogether a great place for birding.
On the completion of the reconstruction
work the sanctuary has not been forgotten and
over 200 indigenous trees have recently been
planted by professional landscapers, new floors
have been laid in the bird hides, and the water
lettuce infestation is being cleared. On the
afternoon of Friday 1 June this year 30 of the
works staff members attended a slide show
illustrating most of the birds commonly seen at the
sanctuary and the works. The show was presented
by Rita Meyer, who is a well known Paarl bird
photographer and one of our regular monthly bird
counters, and was very well received.

This is a FREE TRIP BUT YOU HAVE TO SIGN
UP BEFOREHAND and no bookings will be
accepted without your telephone contact
number.
To book:
Contact Anne Gray at grayad@mweb.co.za or Tel: 021 713 1231.
Closing date for bookings – 10 September
2012.
PETER HARRISON JOINS FLOCK 2012
Some excellent news for those planning to join the
“Flock at Sea” cruise (1 – 5 March 2013) from
Cape Town to Walvis Bay, is that Peter Harrison
MBE will be joining us. He will be assisting with
the guiding and presenting a number of lectures.

Frans le Roux, Paarl Post

Peter Harrison is a professional birder, artist,
author and screenwriter and is widely considered
the world's foremost authority on seabirds. His
guidance and expertise will add greatly to the
enjoyment of this trip and there is no doubt his onboard lectures will be eagerly attended.
Staff members at a slide show presented by Rita Meyer
in the newly completed boardroom at Paarl Waste
Water Treatment Works.
Front row from left to right, Yvonne Weiss, Cedric
Morkel (standing), Senior Superintendent, Drakenstein
Waste Water Treatment Works, Rita Meyer, and Frans
van Rooyen (seated, front), Manager, Paarl Waste Water
Treatment Works.

August 2012

CBC E-MAIL CIRCULATION LIST
If you would like to be added to our CBC e-mail
circulation list in order to receive regular
programme updates and other news please
contact Jo Hobbs at johobbs@lantic.net
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Overnight the weather deteriorated and
Saturday morning dawned very wet.
Nevertheless, we joined a group of hardy birders
on an outing to the Swartkops estuary north of
town. Eventually the weather cleared and our
main target bird of the morning, Greater Sand
Plover, was positively identified amongst the
sprinkling of Grey Plovers, many of which were in
full breeding plumage prior to departing north. A
distant Terek Sandpiper was also located together
with several other wader species before we
headed back into town for breakfast and then on
for a second visit to Cape Recife. Cape Gannets
passing by very close to the rocks with a stormy sea
breaking just below made for exciting viewing,
but there were few other birds about, so we
headed back for the afternoon AGM session.
The AGM was well-attended with very
informative and positive addresses by BirdLife
President Prof. Peter Ryan, Chairman Vernon
Head and CEO Mark Anderson before Dr. John
Cooper was awarded the prestigious Gill
Memorial Medal for his dedicated services to
seabird conservation. He slightly broke the
mould with his acceptance speech, a most
amusing summary of his life, interests and
achievements. The 2012 Bird of the Year (the
African Fish Eagle) was also launched at the AGM,

FLOCK 2012

Otto Schmidt

Thursday 15 to Sunday 18 March 2012
As Flock 2012 was in Port Elizabeth, not too far to
travel, Sandy and I decided to build a birding trip
around this annual gathering of the BirdLife SA
clan. We arrived in Port Elizabeth on the
Thursday evening in time to settle in at the Pine
Lodge, enjoy a walk along the beach just below
where a number of wader species were on show
and get ready to attend an excellent audio-visual
presentation by well-known natural history
photographers Barry Wilkins and Jill Sneesby. An
exhibition of bird paintings by well-known artist
Graeme Arnott was also on view, with one of the
paintings, a pair of African Fish Eagles, being
raffled for BLSA funds. It was great to see so many
younger folks present, most of whom were
attending or giving presentations at the
ornithological conference, hosted by BLSA and
the Percy FitzPatrick Institute of African
Ornithology, which preceded the AGM.
Feedback from CBC members attending this
conference was very positive.
With the accommodation and meetings at
Pine Lodge in Summerstrand, it seemed logical to
spend the next morning at Cape Recife, one of
several outing venues and just “down the road”.
The setting was lovely, but unfortunately the
American Golden Plover was not on show, and
the few terns present were slightly distant, so we
eventually headed across to the Island Forest
Reserve, another of the recommended birding
spots for the weekend just west of Port Elizabeth,
following the coastal route. Klaus Hoffman, who
had driven out that way the day before,
accompanied Simon and Stella Fogarty, Sandy
and I, and on route, at Schoenmakerskloof, he
showed us where he had sighted a feral lovebird
population along the coastline. The birds were
quite spectacular, some with plumage very similar
to Rosy-faced or Lilians, with a few bright yellow
birds amongst them. Very unexpected, eyecatching, and obviously well settled into their
urban surrounds.
The weather at Island Forest was a little dull,
but a very confiding Black Cuckoo and a juvenile
Red-chested Cuckoo in the picnic site were good
birds. Forest Canary and Emerald-spotted WoodDove came to the birdbath and walking some of
the trails added species such as Yellow-throated
Woodland Warbler and Grey Sunbird before we
headed back towards town for the evening's
cocktail party.

The Black Cuckoo was a good bird to see at the Island
Forest Reserve
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for a longer visit in the future.
We enjoyed Flock 2012 and were pleased to
see that a number of other members had also
made the trip. You will all by now have heard that
Flock 2013 (at sea) will be a very different
experience, and the beauty of it is that the cruise
to Walvis Bay and back will be from Cape Town,
so there is no long-distance road travel involved
for CBC members. We hope to see many of you
on board, if you have not left it too late!!!
Otto Schmidt

Flock 2012, cont.

Otto Schmidt

as was the BLSA bird checklist for 2012. A fullcolour 2011 Annual Report was an attractive
reminder of the event.
The Saturday ended with the Gala Dinner. It
was good to see the number of CBC members
present and an enjoyable evening included a most
enlightening talk by Prof. Richard Cowling on
“Revealing the mysteries of subtropical thicket, an
Eastern Cape biome” and the draw for the
Graeme Arnott painting. The raffle draw caused
great amusement as the painting was won by CBC
member Simon Fogarty, whose wife Stella had
won a similar draw (a painting by Penny Meakin)
at the Phalaborwa BLSA AGM three years before.
BLSA and CBC Chairman Vernon Head's face was
a sight to behold when Simon's ticket came up.
Although there were a few outings scheduled
for the Sunday morning, we decided to head off
for our next destination, although we did meet up
with a group of AGM birders during a short
stopover at Tankatara north of the city. The short
stop showed that this was certainly a good venue

CBC members (from left) Graham Pringle, John
Magner, Peter Nupen, Vernon Head, Mel Tripp and
Sandy Schmidt enjoy the AGM's Gala Dinner

THE SOOTY FALCON AND THE LITTLE CRAKE
WESTERN CAPE BIRDERS IN OVERDRIVE
March 2012 is a month many Western Cape and
other South African birders will remember fondly
for years to come. It started on 4 March with the
report of a Sooty Falcon in the Plettenberg Bay
area. This was about 300 kilometers farther west
than any previous record for this migrant raptor.
As this was a first record for the Western Cape and
a potential lifer for many of the country's birders,
Plettenberg Bay became a very popular birding
destination for an extended period. CBC member
Klaus Hoffmann “discovered” this special and
here is his account of the circumstances:

Margaret Hardaker

A NEAR MISS!
At the beginning of March my wife and I spent a
pleasant weekend at the Emily Moon River Lodge
on the Bitou estuary a few kilometers outside
Plettenberg Bay. After an enjoyable dinner and a
nice Cap Classique, we retired to our bungalow
long after midnight. I was not yet quite ticking
when I got up at six the next morning. It is
sometimes hard but as we all know, early morning
is normally your best bet to catch all the right birds.
And so it was!

More than 600 people came to see the Sooty Falcon
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With all the excitement, I almost forgot the
fluffy fellow high up on the pine tree. However, and
to my dismay when I looked up, it was gone. Tough
luck, I thought, probably just a Little Sparrowhawk
after all which had looked a little grey in the early
morning sun. Nothing special, I would see them
every now and then on the farm north of Tsumeb in
Namibia where I grew up not far from Namutoni
(Etosha). But something bothered me all day. Why
was it so grey and also quite a bit larger than the
Little Sparrowhawks I could remember? I checked
again later in the day just after sunset but the bird
was not back at the same spot. Come Sunday
morning and I was up again at six. Unbelievable,
there it was again, on the same roost high up on the
pine tree. This time the bird looked a lot more
polished. All the key features stood out. Yellow
eyes, yellow cere, yellow legs and very grey. Was
this a Grey Kestrel? I had splendid views of Grey
Kestrels on two occasions during our excursion in
Ethiopia last year. But the wings and tail of this guy
were clearly longer. All I needed now for final
confirmation was to see the bird take off so that I
could identify the wing configuration.
By this time I was joined by Simon Valentine,
the owner of the lodge. Simon took two
photographs of the bird sitting in the tree, very
valuable as it later turned out. Simon showed the
photos to Mike Bridgeford (chairman of the
Plettenberg Bay Bird Club) who advised the
Rarities Committee the next day. It was now 07h15
on Sunday morning, 4 March and the bird finally
took off. A fantastic view! I witnessed the beautiful
aerodynamic profile of a Sooty Falcon circling the
wetland below finally disappearing in a flash in
order to hunt. What a brute! And, as was later
confirmed, this was the first official record of a
Sooty Falcon in the Western Cape.
Klaus Hoffmann

The first thing I observed after emerging from
the bungalow was a bundle of grey fluff high up on
an old pine tree about 30 meters on my left. Maybe
just a dove, I thought. But on closer inspection I
changed my mind. - probably a Little
Sparrowhawk? I could pick up the yellow cere and
yellow eyes but the bird was very grey with no
barring on the chest. This made me wonder. In
order to get a better view, I decided to approach
the big pine from the other side looking north over
the estuary away from the early morning sun. As I
proceeded, I noticed some movement in a scruffy
looking coral tree to my right only 15 meters away.
I could not believe my luck. With the sun behind
me, I had a splendid view of a male Knysna
Woodpecker, red beard and very blotchy, a lifer for
me. After about 10 minutes of active feeding the
bird flew off into a big white stinkwood tree not far
away. The male was now joined by the female.
Almost simultaneously I heard the call of a Blackheaded Oriole. Then it appeared. What a pleasure.
But even more exciting, a Black Cuckooshrike with
yellow shoulder patch clearly visible in the sun
joined the party in the tree - two SA lifers in five
minutes. That put me into a good mood. To cap it
all, there was also a Southern Boubou and a pair of
Greater Double-collared Sunbirds feeding in a
hibiscus bush nearby.

Mike Buckham

Although a few Cape Town birders managed
to make the trip to see the Sooty Falcon during the
next few days, the following weekend was eagerly
awaited and the morning of Saturday, 10 March
saw a large crowd gather to tick this unexpected
addition to the Western Cape bird-list. It was
“only” a regional rarity, but the relative ease of
access (even though it did necessitate a dawn
arrival at the Emily Moon car park) ensured a
steady stream of birders wanting to see the bird.
Unlike many other rarities, it also obliged by
staying put for a considerable time, and by 11 April
the lodge owner estimated that more than 600
people had come to view the Sooty Falcon. It was
last seen on 16 April, an unexpectedly long stay.

The “fluffy fellow” was a Sooty Falcon on its pine
tree roost
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The arrival of the Little Crake caused what is
generally regarded as the biggest “twitch' in South
African birding to date. By mid-morning on 23
March the first birders from Johannesburg arrived,
and with regular updates on Trevor's SA Rare Birds
News e-mail forum, birders from all over South
Africa arrived at this very accessible site to see a
bird which behaved quite unlike members of this
family which are generally very shy and retiring. It
seldom moved more than 20 meters from a patch
of reeds directly below a board-walk to which it
occasionally retired, otherwise feeding on the
open water, sometimes within 2-3 meters of the
many observers.
On 31 March birders from every one of South
Africa's nine provinces had been to Clovelly to
specifically see the crake, and the “official” count
stood at over 600 visitors, although the actual
number was no doubt quite a bit higher. By this
time the Friends of the Silvermine Nature Area has
erected a display board with photographs and
information about the visitor at the site.
Local birder Mike Buckham visited the
wetland late on the afternoon of Monday, 2 April
and was probably the last person to see the crake,
as it had disappeared by early the next morning.
This brought to an end a very exciting period in
South African birding “history”, one which added
a new bird to the southern African check-list and
very likely added two new species to the life-list of
many CBC members.
Otto Schmidt

Whilst this exciting bird was entertaining
visitors to the Garden Route, a far rarer visitor
with even greater drawing power was spotted in
one of Cape Town's southern suburbs. A Little
Crake, a north-eastern European migrant to
north-eastern Africa with only one confirmed
sighting on the continent south of the equator (in
Zambia), was spotted at the Clovelly wetlands
near Fish Hoek. It was first seen by Gillian
Barnes, then photographed the next morning by
Gillian in the company of her father, long-term
CBC member Eric Barnes and another birder,
Johan Johanssen. Eric gives this account of the
discovery:

August 2012
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CRA(C)KING NEWS FROM CLOVELLY
On Wednesday 21 March 2012 at about 6pm
Clovelly was about to enter South African birding
history. While on her way home from a holiday
afternoon outing, our daughter Gillian stopped at
the Silvermine River wetlands to look for birds. On
the water below the upper gabion she saw what
looked like a small crake foraging along the edge of
the reeds.
Not able to identify it immediately, she and I
decided to go early the following morning to have
a better look. Together with another well-known
local birder, Johan Johanssen, we were still unable
to make a definite identification, so some skimpy
photographic evidence was sent to Trevor
Hardaker, Chairman of the National Rarities
Committee. The evidence had Trevor, Peter Ryan
and Cliff Dorse at the site by 4.30 that afternoon
(22 March) and they positively identified the bird
as a female Little Crake.
This caused great excitement as this was the
first ever known sighting of this species in southern
Africa. They spread the news around the birding
fraternity and by sunset another 50 enthusiasts
had come to see the celebrity!
One can only wonder how and why the bird
arrived here. It is a migratory species, barely larger
than a Cape Robin-Chat, and breeds mainly in
north-eastern Europe and comes to north-eastern
Africa and the Middle East during the European
winter. Was it possibly an early migrant which flew
south instead of north (reverse migration)? Or had
it been somewhere here all summer having
seriously overshot its normal destination on its
southward journey last year? The rest, as they say,
is history.
Eric Barnes

Eager birders lined the boardwalk on the edge of the
Silvermine River wetlands for days to watch and
photograph the Little Crake as it fed unconcernedly
below them.
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Temminck's Stint as it was part of the 'Vortex
mystery bird competition'. I was convinced and
sent in my answer the next day. The competition
closed on 20 January this year. I was very surprised
and pleased when I receive a call from Whysall's in
Durban early in February advising me that I had
correctly identified the bird as a Temminck's Stint
and that I had won a pair of Vortex 8x42
Diamondback binoculars valued at R3500.
The good side of the story is that if it had not
been for the sighting of the bird at the lagoon in
Swakopmund, I probably would not have entered
the competition. But can I tick the Temminck's
Stint as a lifer? Probably not! I do not have any
proof, no photo of the bird and nobody else saw it.
Tough luck! But the observation and challenge of
trying to identify the 'little guy' that I saw at the
lagoon was a great pleasure nevertheless.
Klaus Hoffmann

MEMBERS' OBSERVATIONS
A LUCKY CO-INCIDENCE!
During our twice yearly 'migratory' travels between
our modest house in Königstein near Frankfurt,
Germany and our holiday place in Noordhoek,
Rosita and I normally stop over in Namibia where
we both grew up. We still have family there and I
went to school in Swakopmund.
While in Swakopmund, I always check out the
lagoon and salt pans at Walvis Bay as well as the
salt works at Mile 4 north of Swakopmund. And
then there is the mainly fresh water/slightly saline
lagoon at the mouth of the Swakop River. One late
afternoon in March 2011 I decided to enjoy a glass
of wine at the pub on the beach not far from the
lagoon. The sunset was spectacular. It was already
getting a bit late when I decided to see if there was
anything of interest at the lagoon. There was quite
a bit of activity. All the normal birds including a few
gulls and ducks but also Kittlitz's Plover, Threebanded Plover and Common Ringed Plover. But
the bird that caught my eye was quite a bit smaller
than the other three. It had short legs and a plain
back. It was actively feeding almost next to the
Three-banded Plovers along the muddy shore of
the lagoon adjacent to some reeds. First I thought a
Little Stint. But the legs were distinctly
greenish/yellow. I did not have a scope and it was
getting dark.
Back at the car I checked my guide. I realised
that this bird had all the features of a Temminck's
Stint. Nothing else came close to it. The small size
of the bird, its posture and the short yellow/green
legs were very distinctive and quite different
compared to all the other plovers that I have seen.
Very excited, I phoned one of my friends at the
Namibia Bird Club in Windhoek to ask him if there
had been any reports or sightings of Temminck's
Stint in Swakopmund. He phoned back later the
same evening. A definitely NO was the answer. I
went back to the lagoon first thing the next
morning but the bird was no longer there. I had to
return to Windhoek and left it at that. As a keen but
also somewhat casual birder I realised then that
the time has come to acquire a good camera.
Fast forward, and back in Cape Town in late
November last year, I proceeded to open all my
mail. Paging through the Dec. 2011/Jan. 2012
edition of 'Africa Birds & Birding' magazine I was
struck by the picture of a bird on page 68 that
looked exactly like the bird I had seen at the lagoon
in Swakopmund. The picture did not mention

WHITE-NECKED RAVENS PERCHING ON
CATTLE
In April 2012, near the Gamtoos River in the
Eastern Cape, we were surprised to see Whitenecked Ravens perching on cattle. They appeared
to be taking insects, probably ticks, from the
hindquarters of the animals. We have not
observed this behaviour in ravens before but we
traced a 1951 record of similar behaviour in the
former Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe).
Jessie Walton & Rob Martin
Editor's footnote: In March 2011, Sandy and I
observed a pair of White-necked Ravens in close
association with a small group of African Buffalo in
the Addo Elephant National Park in the Eastern
Cape. The birds perched on the backs of the buffalo,
but we could not see if they were foraging on the
animals themselves or picking up food items possibly
disturbed by the feeding animals. Known as very
intelligent birds, the ravens have no doubt identified
feeding animals as a potential source of food.
As an aside, the value of publishing interesting
observations, even short notes such as the above,
was recently highlighted to us by Rob Martin, who
also had a note on White-necked Ravens in
Promerops 288, p.16. This note was picked up by
an Italian ornithologist via Zoological Records, and
he requested a copy of the observation from Rob.
So, even snippets in our “humble” club magazine
can provide information world-wide and help
expand global knowledge about bird populations.
Otto Schmidt
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More observations
UNEXPECTED SIGHTINGS IN THE CAPE
TOWN CBD
The centre of a large city is an unlikely area for
exciting birding, but the following two short
observations show that it pays to keep your eyes
open and binoculars at the ready even in the
centre of bustling Cape Town.

Sandy Schmidt

BIRDING AT THE CASTLE
I was recently approached by a friend who is in
charge of the military museum at the Castle, to do
a bird survey there.
I try to do one a week and on the morning of
16 March 2012 I did my fifth count arriving there
at 06h15. At about 07h00 while standing on the
bridge which crosses the moat, I was amazed to
see a little Malachite Kingfisher flitting about and
dipping into the water. I'm sure it must be quite
unusual for this bird to be in the middle of the city.
There are always White-throated Swallows
there too and I suspect they may have nested
under the bridge as there was a juvenile with two
adults.
Jessie Blackshaw

The long toes, long unfeathered legs and specially
modified “ankle” joint of the African Harrier-Hawk
allows it to probe holes and crevices in search of food

PIED CROW PREDATION
My wife and I recently witnessed what was for us
an unusual event. We have been feeding garden
birds for some time with fruit on one tray and
grain, soaked bread and left over rice on a second
tray every morning.
On Friday morning, 18 May 2012, my wife
called out for me to come and observe a crow on
our neighbour's roof. We watched a Pied Crow
on the apex of the roof plucking feathers from a
small bird. The small bird made an attempt to
escape, but in two quick strides the crow
recaptured it and continued to pluck the hapless
bird.
This scene was played out with the morning
light appearing from behind the birds, and so it
was mainly in silhouette and difficult to make a
positive identification of the prey bird. However, I
am 90% sure that it was a Cape Wagtail. Finally the
bird was subdued and carried away in the crow's
feet. I have read of accounts of Pied Crows taking
young from nests, but the wagtail appeared to be
an adult.
My question to other Cape Bird Club
members is, have they also witnessed similar
attacks by Pied Crows?
John Payne

RAPTOR IN THE CITY
I could not believe my eyes when at about
lunchtime on Thursday 3 May 2012
we saw an adult African Harrier-Hawk fly along
the lower end of Waterkant Street in the Cape
Town CBD.
It proceeded to land on ledges, inspecting
openings between pillars and then to claw its way
along wooden windows having a good look at
gaps between sills and mullions. My colleagues
were as astounded as I was, but there it was, an
adult African Harrier-Hawk making the lower
ends of Waterkant Street, between the high rise
buildings, its hunting ground.
Needless to say the gulls were up in arms, but
the pigeons and such were nowhere to be seen.
By the way, it's from the same office that we had
seen and reported some three years ago how a
Kelp Gull, (itself a CBD rarity amongst the
Hartlaub’s), killed a pigeon, seemingly just for
getting in its way.
Seems to give new meaning to the concept of
Birding Hotspot!
Peter Silbernagl

August 2012

12

PROMEROPS 291

GRAHAMSTOWN'S CAPE EAGLE OWLS
The Cape Eagle Owl is a tricky bird to find, and
many of our members will have taken the
opportunity over the last year or two to see the
pair which is in residence in a quarry on the
Rhodes University campus in Grahamstown.
Rhodes student Justin Nicolau has been keeping
an eye on these birds and on 25 April 2012 he
updated the birding community via the Cape
Birdnet on the status of this pair as follows:
After what feels like years since I last posted
anything onto the birdnet I found it appropriate to
let everyone know that the pair of what may be
some of the most easily approachable and most
visited Cape Eagle Owls in Southern Africa for
some time are still in place in the Quarry. For the
last three years running they have raised three
chicks successfully with the chicks leaving the nest
anywhere between late July and August/
September depending on the conditions. For those
in the area who have still not seen them it may be
worth a visit as I am unsure as to how long the
quarry will be left as undisturbed as it is at present.
This message elicited this interesting
comment from CBC member Peter Cooper:
I was most interested to read the latest reports
of the Cape Eagle Owl in the quarry in
Grahamstown. I photographed a Cape Eagle Owl
in that quarry in 1982 and there were also chicks
present then. It would appear that they have been
in that same locality for at least 30 years.
One can only hope that the habitat stays
undisturbed and that these birds can continue to
be enjoyed by birders for many years to come.
Editor (Otto Schmidt)

View photos with the PHOWN record and
video clip at http://weavers.adu.org .za
/phown_ut.php?ut=1221.
This record was published in the Promerops
sightings by Felicity Ellmore but without details
and I have had some queries about the record,
hence this note!
H. Dieter Oschadleus

COMMON SWIFTS IN THE WESTERN CAPE
The migratory and non-breeding Common Swift
is a common summer visitor, particularly to the
northern parts of Southern Africa and often occurs
in large flocks. It is reported that these flocks could
number “thousands” of birds (Roberts 7).
Common Swifts sometimes find their way into
the Western Cape and I have seen “hundreds”
along the west coast at Yzerfontein in January. As
an aerial feeder, their movements seem to be
weather related and these swifts are, in my
experience, easier to observe on overcast days
when they are forced to forage at lower altitudes.
In February 2011, travelling between
Kenhardt and Brandvlei in the Northern Cape on
an overcast and rainy day, I observed an
extraordinary aggregation of Common Swifts
along the R27. Over a distance of about 15 km
and on either side of the road, at very low altitudes
and sometimes even at ground level, thousands of
Common Swifts were foraging. Assuming that
they were at a constant density of about 20 birds
per “cubic” hectare (my estimate) and that this
extended 500 metres on either side of the road
(about the distance that I could see), there would
have been about 30,000 swifts only along the 15
km of road that I travelled. Clearly they would not
only have been along the road though and the
total number of swifts in the area could have been
a multiple of this estimate.
Roberts 7 reports that under cold wet
conditions Common Swifts forage low over the
ground to make best use of termite alate
emergences. Veld conditions in the western Karoo
were excellent in the late summer of 2011 after
good rain as early as December 2010 and with
frequent falls thereafter. It was probably these
conditions that drew the swifts further south in
such large numbers. During my journey I also saw
Common Swifts, albeit in smaller numbers, all the
way along the R27 to Keimoes at the Orange
River.
François van der Merwe

BLACK-HEADED WEAVER IN CAPE TOWN
An unusual weaver was observed at Zandvlei
Nature Reserve in Cape Town on the morning of
12 September 2011. It most resembled a male
Black-headed (Yellow-backed) Weaver Ploceus
melanocephalus. The male was in full breeding
plumage although the nape had a bare patch. The
bird was observed for an hour. It was calling and
flying around Marks Vlei. Twice it carried nesting
material and it kept returning to a nest in the
reeds. The nest is not visible from the banks but
was photographed by wading into the water. It did
not actively chase Cape Weavers, Southern
Masked Weavers or Southern Red Bishops but
appeared to keep them away by its territorial
flights. No unusual female weavers were seen. It
was most likely an escapee from captivity.
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from our garden. So, at about 17h30, long after
the sun had disappeared from Fernwood but was
still just touching the tips of the mountain, I
scanned the peaks with binoculars and was
amazed to see large numbers of ravens flying
together, particularly above Protea Buttress. At
one stage they wheeled in the sky in numbers I
had not seen before, but counting them was
difficult as the formation constantly changed.
I fetched the camera and took several pictures
to then try to count the numbers on the images.
By the time I managed to photograph the scene,
quite distant and in poor light, the tight wheeling
had been replaced by a line of birds flying just
above the mountain tops, and I'm sure that a few
of the birds present earlier were no longer in sight.
Nevertheless, the highest total I managed to get
from one of the photographs was 52 birds, an
astonishing number when one seldom sees more
than a pair of two at any point whilst travelling
around the Peninsula. At about 18h00 in the
gathering gloom, they all disappeared from view.
One wonders where these birds all travel
from to communally enjoy their aerial acrobatics
in the last light of the day, and where they then go
to roost for the night – again communally?
Otto Schmidt

More observations
FORK-TAILED DRONGO ON THE MOVE
As has been the case with a number of
“woodland” birds (Van der Merwe 1989
Promerops Supplement: 45 – 50), the Fork-tailed
Drongo has extended its range westwards in the
South-western Cape over the past three or so
decades and is now even found on the Peninsula.
Whether they will move northwards from here
along the Cape mountain littoral, as other species
have done, needs to be seen. Already there is
some evidence of this from the most recent
SABAP2 distribution maps on the ADU website
(www.sabap2.adu.org.za) compared to the
distribution recorded during SABAP1.
The north-western population of the Forktailed Drongo occurs south to about Kenhardt in
the Northern Cape where arid Kalahari savannah
extends to about 80 km south of the Orange River.
Savannah species such as the Sociable Weaver
and its compatriot nest cohabitant, the African
Pygmy Falcon, also occur here (Van der Merwe
2010 Promerops 284:14). The Northern Cape
drongos apparently represent a different subspecies (Dicrurus adsimilis apivorus) compared to
the nominate southern and eastern race (D a
adsimilis) (Roberts 7).
There is no evidence that the north-western
race is extending its range southwards. However, I
have seen and photographed a Fork-tailed
Drongo in succulent Karoo scrub near Calvinia (in
April 2007). It is interesting to speculate whether
this straggler came from north or perhaps south or
east and whether it is as yet possible that the two
races may meet in years to come along the “northwestern frontier” of colonial times.
François van der Merwe

More observations please!
Deadline for November issue
6 September 2012
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WHITE-NECKED RAVENS ON TABLE
MOUNTAIN
In an article in Promerops 290:18 I mentioned
that we had observed from our garden Whitenecked Ravens enjoying their aerial manoeuvres
in the late afternoon on the slopes of Table
Mountain, particularly near Fernwood Buttress.
At the time we had seen a total of 14 birds
together on one occasion.
The calm, clear weather in the late afternoon
of Wednesday, 13 June seemed conducive to this
behaviour, after several days of bad weather
where the top of the mountain had been
enveloped in cloud and was therefore not visible
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