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SOUTH AFRICA 
Flora & Fauna of Zululand & the Drakensberg 

18 – 30 March 2015 
 
 

TOUR REPORT 
 
Leader: Geoff Crane 
 
 
Day 1  Wednesday 18 March 2015 
Johannesburg to the Golden Gate National Park 
The flight from the UK arrived on time and we made a quick escape from the airport and out of 
Johannesburg. We stopped on a number of occasions on route to the Golden Gate National Park – the first 
for a group of five southern bald ibis. There were also hadeda ibis, crowned lapwing and black-smiths 
lapwing at the same stop. Little swifts and Amur falcons were hawking insects over the road verges, which 
were covered in pink, white and burgundy cosmos, Bidens Formosa. In some places there were fields of 
cosmos! red-billed teal, yellow-billed duck, Cape shoveler, red-knobbed coot, moorhen and a fiscal shrike 
were seen at another stop. Greater flamingos, black-shouldered kite, Cape white-eye, Cape robin chat, 
malachite sunbird, red-winged starling, African stonechat and lesser-striped swallow were also seen. 
 
Once we arrived at the Park we saw a few large herds of blesbok, a few individual black wildebeest, with 
their white tails, a lone springbok and a small heard of eland. We did some botanizing at the ‘Protea View’ 
lookout point; Crassula vaginata – yellow flower, Gazania krebsiana – yellow flower, Ledebouria revolute – 
purple flower spike that had been trodden on! 
 
After a short rest at our hotel, we ventured out on the Blesbok game loop, but a heavy rain storm with 
thunder and lightning sent us back to the hotel bar for a beer. We did however see a beautiful berg adder 
on the game loop road just before the heavens opened.  
 
Day 2  Thursday 19 March 2015 
Golden Gate National Park 
We set off after breakfast on the various game loops, first was the Blesbok loop and a stop at the Langtoon 
Dam. Yellow-billed duck, red-billed teal, reed cormorant, little grebe, red-knobbed coot and common 
moorhen, were on the water. Eucomis autumnalis – pineapple lily and Hibiscus trionum – yellow flower, 
were also seen at this stop. We continued around the Blesbok loop and then the Oribi loop stopping here 
and there to see what was flowering; Commelina Africana – small yellow flower, Dicoma anomala – low 
growing thistle like flower, Helichrysum argentissimum – white everlasting, Selago flanaganii – purple 
flower, Wahlenbergia cuspidate – mauve flower, Wahlenbergia fasciculate – small mauve flower. The birds 
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that we saw at these stops were Cape longclaw, African stonechat, Levaillant’s cisticola, pied starling and 
olive thrush.  
 
We drove through to the small town of Clarens for our lunch and then went back to the lower area of the 
park as this is where the mammals seemed to be. Blesbok, black wildebeest, springbok, and eland were 
seen again. A few new mammals were a small heard of red hartebeest at the base of one of the tall koppies 
and a yellow mongoose by the side of the road. As we were now outside the Basotho Cultural Village we 
decided to go in and have a tour. During the short tour we saw a mocking cliff chat and a familiar chat as 
well as the very rare Lesotho aloe – Aloe polyphylla. On route back to our lodge we drove up to a lookout 
point which was at about 2,500 metres. We had great views from this vantage point and the flora was more 
‘alpine’ than where we had been. The big blue skies made for some great panoramic photography. 
 
Day 3  Friday 20 March 2015 
Golden Gate National Park 
We set off after breakfast to the Sentinel car park. This car park is at a high altitude and just under the 
massive Sentinel Peak, which is one of the main features of the Drakensberg Mountains. We botanised 
here and there on the way up and also again once we were at the top. There were too many flowers seen 
to list here, but some of the more showy ones were; Nerine bowdenii – pink flowers and Lobelia preslii – 
large blue flowers. The views over the Drakensberg and beyond were fantastic, with clear visibility and no 
wind. We also had great views of a Drakensberg Rockjumper at the top, lammergeiers were catching 
thermals, white-necked ravens and a rock kestrel were also seen. There were many reptiles sunning 
themselves on just about every rock. We managed to identify Drakensberg crag lizard, striped skink and 
Drakensberg girdled lizard. 
 
We drove back through the area of the Park where the plains game seemed to be gathering. We spent 
some time photographing the wildlife and then we went for a walk on a grassy hillside were we found a 
death orchid – Hebenaria dives. We had a cup of tea back at our lodge and then we went for a walk to the 
Holkrans cave. This was a beautiful walk in the evening light, with quite a few new flowers.   
 
Day 4  Saturday 21 March 2015 
Golden Gate National Park to Royal Natal National Park 
After breakfast we packed our bags and headed for the Royal Natal National Park. We spent some time in 
the lower area of the Golden Gate National Park watching three male black wildebeests contesting ‘their’ 
patch. We also saw blesbok, springbok, and red hartebeest. white stork, common waxbill and black crow 
were seen en route to the Park. We had a coffee at our lodge and whilst sitting on the terrace we saw dark-
capped bulbul, Cape batis, southern double-collard sunbird, greater-striped swallow, black saw-wing, Cape 
turtle dove, collard barbet, Cape robin-chat, chorister robin-chat, speckled mousebird, southern masked 
weaver, house sparrow, African olive pigeon, banded martin, barn swallow, white-throated swallow, red-
eyed dove, hadeda ibis, black crow, Cape wagtail….. We thought that we might be better off sitting on the 
terrace for the rest of the day?  
 
The weather man had predicted that we would have thunder storms tomorrow. So after lunch we headed 
into the foothills of the Amphitheatre for some walking. First we walked up to the San rock art site. The art 
was a little faded but we could still see what was what. We then walked through the forested section of the 
gorge walk. There were many plectranthus and ferns growing in amongst the roots of the Yellowwood 
trees. We found one green orchid in the forest (yet to be identified) Kniphofia ichopensis – Red-hot poker 
with a yellow flower! Gladiolus crassifolius – small pink flowers, Helichrysum umbraculigerum – yellow 
flower, Helichrysum herbaceum – yellow everlasting, Cotula socialis – yellow buttons, Berkheya 
macrocephala – yellow thistle like plant, Polygala hottentotta – small pink flower, Clematis brachiate – 
white flower, Streptocarpus pusillus – small white flowers and many many more flowers….. We retreated 
to our vehicle to the sound of rumbling thunder and the start of rain. Other birds seen today, which were 
new to the trip, were; Cape canary, southern boubou, Cape grassbird, sentinel rock thrush, bar-throated 
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apalis, groundscraper thrush, fork-tailed drongo, common waxbill, fan-tailed widow, red bishop, yellow-
rumped widow and black-headed heron.  
 
 
Day 5  Sunday 22 March 2015 
Royal Natal National Park 
We met up in the garden of the lodge for a short birdwatching walk before breakfast. We saw all the usual 
suspects as well as crested barbet, arrow-marked babbler, greater double-collard sunbird, southern grey-
headed sparrow, white-breasted cormorant, mocking cliff chat, Cape white-eye, familiar chat, Cape robin-
chat and fork-tailed drongo. After breakfast we set off on a walk up to ‘Lone Rock’. This walk took us up 
into the hills behind the lodge, affording us great views down the valley and off into the distance. (It was 
decided that a photo of the view could not do it justice and nor does my poetic words in this trip report!) 
Lone Rock is the site of some quite well-preserved San rock art. We spent some time looking at and 
photographing the rock art and talking about the San people and their way of life. Coming back down was 
easier and we stopped many times to look at the flowers that we had missed on the way up. We saw a 
Gurney’s sugarbird on top of a Yellowwood tree and there were many Protea roupelliae in flower. Other 
plants seen were; Cyathea dregei – common tree fern, Protea roupelliae – silver sugarbush, Protea caffra – 
not in flower, Greyia sutherlandii – Natal bottle brush (not in flower), Gazania krebsiana – yellow flower, 
Haplocarpha scaposa – yellow flower, Rhodohypoxis milloides – pink flower by a waterfall and Zaluzianskya 
microsiphon – small white flowers. Just at the end of the walk we heard and then saw a Lazy Cisticola. 
 
As the promised rain, thunder and lightning had not materialized, we decided to have our coffee and lunch 
outside. During lunch we watched the coming and going at the bird table, black-collard barbet, southern 
grey-headed sparrow, dark-capped bulbul, house sparrow (of English origin!) southern masked weaver, 
laughing and red-eyed dove and greater double-collard sunbird on the dark pink flowers of a nearby 
bauhinia – Bauhinia galpinii. We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing at the lodge. 
 
Day 6  Monday 23 March 2015 
Royal Natal National Park to uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park 
Just before breakfast we saw a red-throated wryneck in the gardens of the lodge. We packed the vehicle 
after breakfast and headed for our new destination, the uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park. Dusky flycatcher, 
pin-tailed whydah, hamerkop, African darter, white-winged widowbird, sacred ibis, Egyptian goose, pied 
kingfisher, house martin, steppe buzzard & jackal buzzard were new birds to our list, as was the grey 
crowned crane. We watched these two cranes in a grassy field for ten minutes before they flew off. We 
came across a dozen or so amur falcons, as well as pied crows, swifts, swallows, martins and starlings all 
making the most of a termite eruption – During the ten minutes that we watched we did not see one flying 
termite make it’s escape! 
 
Unfortunately the mist came down and the heavens opened as we arrived at our lodge. We had lunch and 
then waited out the rain. The baboons were having great fun in the rain, chasing the hadeda ibis off the 
lawns in front of the lodge… The rain had stopped by late afternoon, so we took the break and went for a 
walk in the mist. Our destination was some San rock art on a small overhang on a large rock. The art was 
thought-provoking as it depicted three white antelope, which were quite clear. There were some other 
faded bits of art – people, an eland and an entoptic pattern. The mist and clouds lifted for ten minutes to 
give us some wonderful views of the hills and the mountains beyond. We saw a few birds, swee waxbill, 
which was new to our list and a new orchid, Disperis fanniniae - granny bonnet and a new pink erica - Erica 
woodii. There were loads of beautiful ferns, from the large tree ferns to the small maidenhair ferns and 
everything in between. A mud crab, a large toad and a frog were also seen. (That should prove how wet it 
was!) By the time we arrived back at the lodge the mist had come down again. 
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Day 7  Tuesday 24 March 2015 
uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park to Bonamanzi Private Game Reserve. 
We awoke to a splash of sunshine and a short half hour view of the high peaks of this area of the 
Drakensberg. All too soon the mist came in and shrouded the mountain peaks. We had a brief view of a 
black-headed oriole and a common duiker before breakfast. After breakfast we set off on our long drive to 
Bonamanzi. We decided to take the scenic route through the ‘land of a thousand hills’. We had lunch by the 
coast (Indian Ocean) and arrived at our destination by mid-afternoon. As we drove through the bush to our 
camp we past green barked fever trees, red flowered coral trees and lala palms. We saw a few nyala in 
amongst the trees, one of which was a big old male with an impressive pair of horns. Over the course of the 
next few days we came to learn that nyala, red duiker and warthogs roamed around the camp in between 
the cottages. We watched the birds on the large dam / waterhole in front of the camp; African jacana, 
Egyptian goose, wood sandpiper and pied kingfisher. Dinner was al fresco. 
 
Day 8  Wednesday 25 March 2015 
Bonamanzi Private Game Reserve. 
We started the day with a three hour game drive before breakfast. Many small groups of Nyala were seen 
as well as a few grey duiker & red duiker, a large herd of impala, a solitary male white rhino, vervet 
monkey, blue wildebeest, reed buck and a group of giraffe in amongst the fever tree forest. Two of the 
giraffe were having a ‘neck clubbing’ contest. We stopped to look at a few of the more prominent trees and 
one flowering plant, a Stapelia sp. (yet to be identified! Perhaps Stepelia gigantean) A few water monitor 
lizards & crocodiles and one small leopard tortoise were also seen. After having had a late breakfast back at 
camp, we had some R&R until lunch time. 
 
The main dam at the camp was covered in water lilies, with a few blue flowers here and there. Spur-winged 
goose & Egyptian goose, yellow-billed egret, pied kingfisher & brown-hooded kingfisher, wood sandpiper, 
purple-crested turaco, Three-banded plover, African jacana, hadeda ibis, whistling white-faced duck and 
one large crocodile, were seen on the camp dam at lunch time.  
 
The afternoon boat trip was great fun, with plenty of new birds seen; malachite kingfisher, pied kingfisher, 
reed cormorant, African jacana, African darter, cattle egret and barn swallows were seen in good numbers. 
While giant kingfisher, brown-hooded kingfisher, African fish eagle, white-fronted bee-eater, black-
crowned night-heron, black crake, little bee-eater, hadeda ibis, brown-throated martin, dark-capped bulbul 
and white-breasted cormorant were also seen. We had our cold beer ‘sundowners’ as the sun disappeared 
for another day and the drive back to camp in the dark produced four fiery-necked nightjars. Dinner was a 
traditional braai - al fresco. 
 
Day 9  Thursday 26 March 2015 
Bonamanzi Private Game Reserve. 
An early morning birdwatching walk was the order of the day. We took off on one of the many walking 
trails with our guide. Nyala, red Duiker, impala and a possible slender mongoose were seen as well as some 
nice birds for the area; forest weaver, yellow-breasted apalis, wattle-eyed flycatcher, acacia pied barbet, 
crested guineafowl and green-backed camaroptera were all new to our list. We came across a dung beetle 
which had just completed the finishing touches to his ball of dung and was busy burying it with the female 
dung beetle clinging to the top of the ball.   
 
After breakfast we decided to visit a neighbouring cat sanctuary. This enabled us to get up close to African 
wild cat, serval, caracal and cheetah. We took many photos! We then drove into St Lucia for lunch and then 
a walk to the river mouth. Saddle-billed stork, yellow-billed stork, woolly-necked stork, great white egret, 
purple heron, African spoonbill, curlew sandpiper, sanderling, ringed plover, Kittlitz’s plover, ruff, little stint, 
Caspian tern, Sandwich tern, common tern, swift tern, European bee-eater, bully canary, grey-headed gull 
and hippo.... were all new for us. There were quite a few signs up warning us to be aware / vigilant as 
crocodiles and hippos were about – one large croc was sunning himself on a small island, with his menacing 
jaws wide open! 
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Day 10  Friday 27 March 2015 
Bonamanzi Private Game Reserve to Wakkerstroom  
The drive from Bonamanzi to Wakkerstroom was not that exciting! We had to drive through miles and 
miles of sugarcane fields and then miles and miles of eucalyptus plantations. We did see a brown eagle and 
a black stork at the start of the journey and a blesbok and some crowned cranes towards the end of the 
journey. We had lunch in Wakkerstroom and then we went off to the wetland causeway for some birding. 
We found two slender mongoose and a family of surricats (meercats) as well as calling bokmakeirie and a 
large flock of mixed seed eaters: canaries, weavers, widows, queleas and waxbills. 
 
We dropped our bags at the guest house and then went out to the bird hide to catch the evening light. As 
we arrived we had great views of an African snipe and then an African marsh harrier quartering the reed 
beds. South African shelducks, yellow-billed ducks, red-knobbed coots, common moorhens and cattle 
egrets were all brightly lit by the setting sun. The highlight was seeing Cape clawless otter! We watched for 
about ten minutes as four otters played and cavorted about before disappearing to their holt, a while later 
two more Cape clawless otters headed in the same direction. This was a great sighting of a shy and 
reclusive mammal. We headed back to our lodge for a cup of tea and then to dinner in a local restaurant. 
 
Day 11  Saturday 28 March 2015 
Wakkerstroom 
We headed out to the wetland hide before breakfast. A couple of crowned cranes were still roosting in the 
short reeds in front of the hide and a juvenile African fish eagle was trying its luck – but with no luck! We 
saw the same species as yesterday as well as southern pochard, giant, malachite & pied kingfisher, sacred 
Ibis, glossy ibis, squacco heron, African harrier-hawk, purple heron, black crake and red-billed teal. We 
went back to our lodge for breakfast and then we took a circular drive up in to the grasslands that surround 
the town of Wakkerstroom. We stopped quite a few times to look at the flowers and the birds. We saw 
three mammal species; rock hyrax, blesbok and a yellow mongoose. Plenty of birds – the highlights being 
blue crane, ground woodpecker at their nesting burrows, White-backed duck, wattled lapwing, African pipit 
and plenty southern bald ibis (one group of Ibis was 21 birds strong!) / 
 
We had a late lunch back in Wakkerstroom and then headed for a different hide on the other side of the 
wetlands. We had great views of marsh warbler, lesser swamp warbler and African snipe. Back on the main 
causeway area we found a Cape teal and African marsh harrier. Our hosts had arranged for us to have 
dinner in a local home, which turned out to be a fantastic three course meal. 
 
Day 12  Sunday 29 March 2015 
Wakkerstroom  
After a leisurely breakfast we set off on the dirt road towards Amersford. We saw all our usual wetland 
birds as we crossed the causeway – one addition to our Wakkerstroom bird list was an African spoonbill. Up 
in the grasslands we saw a group of three blue cranes as well as three or four groups of southern bald ibis. 
Hammerkop and glossy ibis were seen in a drainage line in a field. There were mixed flocks of small birds, 
which included Cape & yellow-fronted canary, red bishop, qualia, pin-tailed whydah, widowbirds, southern 
grey-headed and Cape sparrows. Our circular route bought us back to Wakkerstroom for lunch. After coffee 
and lunch we headed up to a high point in the surrounding hills, which looked like it had a rocky area where 
we hoped to find buff-streaked chat….. The first bird we saw was a buff-streaked chat, which posed 
beautifully for the cameras. The second bird was a mountain wheatear, then an African stone chat, 
southern ant-eating chat, plain-backed pipit, lesser grey-backed shrike and so on! We found a late 
flowering Watsonia densiflora and a few other interesting flowers. 
 
We returned back to one of the hides overlooking the wetlands in the late afternoon, where we had 
another great view of Cape clawless otter and also fantastic photographic views of a malachite kingfisher. 
The yellow-billed ducks with their yellow bills and the South African shelducks were looking splendid in the 
low late afternoon sun. 
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Day 13  Monday 30 March 2015 
Wakkerstroom to Johannesburg 
We packed our bags for the last time and set off after breakfast for the airport at Johannesburg. We took 
the long route via the back roads as we had decided to do some birdwatching on route. The first small side 
road that we took produced two grey crowned cranes and four blue cranes feeding together. Wing-
snapping and wailing cisticola were seen on this road as well as lots of small seed eaters in a mixed flock 
and there were plenty of southern bald Ibis about. 
 
We watched and photographed a malachite kingfisher for a while. And just after lunch we came across a 
farm dam which was covered in birds; Hundreds of greater flamingos, pied avocet, black-winged stilt, South 
African shelduck, Cape shoveler, yellow-billed duck, reed & white-breasted cormorant, red-knobbed coot, 
moorhen, black-headed and grey heron, sacred & hadeda ibis, black-smith lapwing, African darter and 
African spoonbill. A great way to end a wonderful two week trip. 
 
 
 


