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Day 1: Wednesday 15 March 2017 
Arrive Johannesburg & drive to the Golden Gate National Park 
The flight from the UK was a little bit early and the airport at Johannesburg seemed very empty - so we 
were away by 08.00hrs which has got to be a record! We drove out of Johannesburg and headed south east 
on the N3. Just after the town of Villiers we pulled over to the side of the road to watch a long-tailed 
widowbird displaying over the grasslands. Within ten minutes we had seen seven different butterflies. The 
ones that we identified were: eyed pansy, painted lady, yellow pansy, African monarch, meadow white and 
a sulphur yellow one that we could not identify with certainty.  
 
Other notable stops along the way were for a pair of southern bald ibis feeding in a ploughed field, a lone 
male blesbok, (our first mammal of the trip), two large birds on a pylon which turned out to be pied crows, 
and a northern black korhaan. Other birds seen on the drive were: Indian myna in Johannesburg at the 
airport, glossy ibis flying over the road, sacred ibis and hadeda ibis feeding on the road verge, as well as 
small family flock of helmeted guineafowl. Cape sparrow were spotted at our lunch stop, with amur falcons 
on the wires and red bishops as a flash of red as we drove past.  
 
We had a coffee and an early lunch at a farm stall before continuing on to our accommodation in the 
Golden Gate National Park, where we were to be for the next three days. After freshening up, we set off on 
our short walk. We had the sound of thunder overhead and chacma baboons on the path, also heading for 
cover in the cave. We had a beautiful small black snake on the path, probably a juvenile rinkhals. We 
managed to get very close to a family of ground woodpeckers. Speckled pigeon, African harrier hawk, red-
winged starling and a pair of neddick’s were also seen. On the other side of the valley there were half a 
dozen black wildebeest mixed in with a herd of 30 red hartebeest, and we had black-backed jackals calling 
to one another across the valley.  
 
Some of the more notable flowers on our walk to the Holkrans Cave were the pink spikes of the foxtail 
Erica, Erica alopecurus, the light blue bell flowers, Wahlenbergia sp, the wonderful aroma from the wild 
mint, short-tubed drumsticks, Zaluzianskya microsiphon. We found a delicate white Moraea brevistyla. 
There were lots of yellow primrose gentians, Sebaea grandis, Nemesia denticulata, with small pink flowers 



 
 

and a blue & white flowered lobelia, Lobelia erinus. The rain started just after we arrived back at our 
accommodation. 
 
Day 2: Thursday 16 March 2017 
Golden Gate National Park 
We had some great thunder and lightning with plenty of rain during the night, but we awoke to blue skies 
and no wind. After breakfast we set off on the Oribi Loop, stopping for flowers and spotting a few birds. A 
pair of yellow-billed ducks were on a drift (ford) across the road; grey-backed and Levaillant's cisticolas 
were seen, and a jackal buzzard was soaring overhead. We found some nice flowers, the highlight being an 
orchid Disperis stenoplectron. Sabots lark, African stonechat, white-necked raven and rock kestrel were also 
seen, as well as a small herd of eland. We had great views of a black harrier as it set off quartering the 
grassland hunting for food. We drove up to a high view spot which gave us superb views of the 
Drakensberg Mountains and the lands beyond. Burchell's zebra, black wildebeest and blesbok were up on 
top of the hills as well as further down in the valleys.  
 
There was not much happening at the vulture hide so we watched a mixed flock of white-rumped swifts, 
South African cliff swallows, house martins, rock martins and banded martins hawking flying ants as they 
emerged from the grasslands. We found a beautiful pineapple lily, Eucomis autumnalis, by the car park and 
we had a striped skink at the hide. A pair of Cape longclaws posed for us by perching on a rock. We drove 
through into the little village of Clarens for lunch seeing a steppe buzzard en route and on the way back to 
the park we saw a long-crested eagle on a fence post.  
 
We spent the afternoon on the Blesbok Loop. Stopping at the Langtoon Dam and the Zuluhoek lookout 
point. We saw more mammals, with close views of Burchell's zebra, black wildebeest and blesbok. Towards 
the end of the loop we watched a young black-backed jackal hunting in the long grass. At a stop to 
photograph a red-hot poker, Kniphofia sp, we saw a Table Mountain beauty and a brown-veined meadow 
white, which were both new butterflies for the trip, and also a southern rock agama. We arrived back at the 
lodge in time for a walk up to the base of the great crag that overlooks our lodge. 

 
Day 3: Friday 17 March 2017 
Golden Gate National Park & the Sentinel 
We had such a great day yesterday in the Golden Gate National Park, with perfect weather and great 
sightings, so today we decided to go 'off' itinerary a bit.  We drove through the park to the town of 
Phuthaditjhaba and then up to the Sentinal car park. This is where hikers start their hiking trail across the 
'Roof of Africa'. We were hoping for some high altitude flowers and we found plenty. We stopped a few 
times going up the steep and rough road, and at the top car park and on the way down we saw a pair of 
Drakensberg rock-jumpers, a few familiar chats, an African pipit, rock kestrel, red-winged starling and 
plenty of white-necked ravens. Striped skink, variable skink and a spiny crag lizard were also seen. At the 
very highest viewpoint we found narines flowering on the cliffs and we had plenty of alpine flowers to look 
at - orchids, agapanthus and moreas. 
 
We had a late lunch and a coffee and then set off back to the Golden Gate National Park. The late 
afternoon light was very good for photography, and Burchell's zebra, blesbok, black wildebeest and black-
backed jackal were seen again on the Blesbok Loop. A small herd of springbok and a grey rhebok were new 
to our mammal list. We watched a mixed flock of red-collard widows, red bishops, yellow-rumped widows 
and all their non descript females. 

 
Day 4: Saturday 18 March 2017 
Golden Gate National Park to the Royal Natal National Park 
We packed our bags and loaded the vehicle. We saw a large herd of eland as we left the lodge with a few 
blesbok and black wildebeest mixed in with them. We drove around the Oribi Loop in pursuit of a galloping 
black wildebeest - we eventually found him with his small herd. We stopped a few times on the drive to our 



 
 

next destination, and at a farm dam we saw red-knobbed coot and little grebe, with Cape rock thrush and 
Cape wagtail at another stop.  
 
We arrived at our lodge in good time so we dropped our luggage and went out to a local pool of water. 
Here we saw reed cormorant, wattled plover, red bishops and a fleeting glimpse of a malachite kingfisher. 
We returned to our lodge for lunch and a cold drink as it was getting warm by now.  
 
After lunch we went for a walk above the lodge. It was quiet on all levels of interest.... I think the highlight 
was a beautiful flying lion-ant. We also saw a neddiky and a small purple gladiolus. We walked back to the 
lodge and picked up the vehicle with the intention of getting down to the river, but unfortunately, as it was 
the weekend there was too much local 'harassment' (pressure sales to buy curios). We drove to another 
local lodge as a few in the group wanted to buy a botanical book of the area. 

 
Day 5: Sunday 19 March 2017 
Royal Natal National Park 
We came across a large troop of chacma baboons on the road - it looked like they were just waking up and 
enjoying the morning sun. The alpha male was watching over the troop and it seemed like every female had 
a young one attached to either its back or undercarriage.  
 
We spent the whole day exploring the Royal Natal National Park, mostly on foot. We drove to the end of 
the road, which in turn was the start of the Tugela Gorge walk. We had a high cloud cover, with a little bit 
of sunshine and no rain - perfect walking weather. The first half a kilometre was through damp riverine 
forest, with lots of flowers, plants and trees to look at. There was a lot of damage done by wild pigs, 
unfortunately we didn't see any but we did see eland on the other side of the valley. The mountains were 
looking spectacular and every now and then the cloud cover cleared enough to see the top of the 
escarpment. We walked as far as the view point below the policeman's helmet rock feature. 
 
Birds were in short supply, with only black sawwing, greater-striped swallow, Cape robin-chat, Cape white-
eye, forest canary, dark-capped bulbul and neddiky on the walk up to the view point. On the way back we 
came across a small birding party in the forested section of the walk: yellow-throated woodland-warbler, 
Cape batis, African puffback, dusky flycatcher, Cape white-eye and dark-capped bulbul, and then as we 
drove to our picnic spot we saw a Swainson's spurfowl by the side of the road. A few butterflies were seen 
and some photographed: rainforest brown, garden acrea, common smoky blue and a common hottentot 
skimmer. 
 
We had our picnic lunch overlooking a small dam, where we watched red-collard widowbird, greater-
striped & white-throated swallow, pin-tailed whydah, southern masked weaver and Cape wagtail. After our 
lunch we walked around the dam photographing dragonflies and flowers. We had a quick stop at the Park 
shop - adding groundscraper thrush to our bird list. In the late afternoon a local guide took the group on a 
walk up to the San rock art site. 

 
Day 6: Monday 20 March 2017 
uKhahlamba Drakensberg National Park 
We drove through to the uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park via Bergville and Winterton, stopping a few times 
en route as always! - once for a long-crested eagle and on another occasion we stopped at a large farm 
dam where we saw white-faced duck with a string of ducklings in tow, a pair of South African shelduck, 
Egyptian Geese by the dozen and a pied kingfisher patiently perched on a reed waiting for a fish to pass by 
in the water. While I was putting together a picnic lunch at a farmstall the group was photographing village 
weaver and double-collard sunbird on the Plumbago and Cape honeysuckle, Tacoms capensis. 

 
The first part of our circular walk to the Sterkspruit Falls took us through a wooded area where we saw 
dusky flycatcher, southern boubou, Cape robin-chat, yellow-throated woodland warbler, Cape batis and a 
few butterflies: forest beauty, marsh commodore, common blue and garden acraea. A bushbuck was also 



 
 

seen browsing leaves in the forest section of the walk on our way back. The falls were looking good after all 
the rain that the area had received over the past few weeks. New flowers were recorded / identified / 
photographed. 
 
We had a picnic lunch back at the start of the walk with some welcomed cool drinks. Familiar chat, Cape 
wagtail, fiscal shrike and fork-tailed drongo were added to our day list and chorister robin-chat was added 
to our trip list. 
 
We drove back to our lodge and then went for a birdwatching walk around the lodge gardens. Common 
scimitarbill, collard barbet, lesser-masked weaver, red-eyed, Cape and laughing doves, Cape crow, 
helmeted guineafowl, hadeda Ibis, Cape white-eye, Cape robin-chat, Cape glossy starling, arrow-marked 
babbler and dark-capped bulbul were seen – but the big surprise of the walk was finding an African wild 
cat! The cat was resting in the shade near a thick unkempt section of the garden, and we all managed to get 
good photos. 

 
Day 7: Tuesday 21 March 2017 
Royal Natal National Park to Bonamanzi Game Reserve 
The best part of the day was on the road heading to our new destination in the Lowveld, with a few stops 
here and there. An African hoopoe feeding on the road verge in Winterton made us stop for photos and a 
black-shouldered kite on a telegraph pole was another stop. We had lunch at Zinkwasi Beach, on the Natal 
coast. We noticed the steep rise in temperature and humidity now that we were out of the air conditioned 
vehicle! We arrived at Bonamanzi in good time for a walk around the camp to get our bearings. A small 
herd of impala and a nyala ram were feeding on the grass in front of the rondavals and a warthog family 
was doing the rounds checking us out. We saw common bush brown and sooty blue butterflies around the 
dam in front of the rondavals as well as a variety of dragonflies and damselflies. We watched a trumpeter 
hornbill, with its outrageous bill, in the top of a tree. Village weavers were building nests and the males 
trying their best to attract a female to view their hard work. We had plenty of new bird calls in the fading 
light for us to see tomorrow! 
 
Day 8: Wednesday 22 March 2017 
Bonamanzi Game Reserve 
We had an hour birdwatching from the viewing 'bar' overlooking the waterhole before breakfast. Brown-
hooded kingfishers, plenty of deafening hadeda’s waking up the neighbourhood, green heron, grey heron, 
pied wagtail, wire-tailed swallow, black-collard barbet, fork-tailed drongo, black-bellied starling, southern 
black tit, Egyptian goose and a few nyala’s and a shy red duiker were seen coming to the waterhole to 
drink. 
 
After breakfast we went off in an open 4x4 to see what we could find on the reserve. We were amazed by 
the diversity of the butterfly species: there were at least 25+ different species! Sulphur orange tip, eyed-
bush brown, variable diadem, bushveld purple tip and African monarch were a few that we could identify. 
Giraffe, blue wildebeest, Burchell’s zebra, kudu, nyalas, warthogs, impala and Cape buffalo were the 
mammals seen on the drive. We also saw puddles of water on the dirt road that were alive with frogs, a 
water monitor lizard was cooling off in one of the puddles, and the nest of a foam frog was suspended 
above a puddle. Birds were also watched, with rattling cisticola, European bee-eater, crested barbet, 
scarlet-chested sunbird and striped kingfisher.  
 
We had a picnic lunch at the main waterhole in camp and then we had some 'down time' until mid 
afternoon when we drove down the road to a cat sanctuary, where they rescue wild cats that become a 
problem to the farmers, and the cats are then released into National Parks and private Game Reserves.  We 
had a guided tour of the place and we were able to see and photograph serval, caracal, African wild cat and 
cheetah up close. 

 
  



 
 

Day 9: Thursday 23 March 2017 
Hluhluwe-iMfolozi National Park 
Our plan ‘A’, which was a boat trip down the local river, was not possible as the water level was too low.... 
So we opted for plan ‘B’. Which was a full day in the Hluhluwe-iMfolozi National Park. Our first mammal 
seen in the park was a large bull elephant closely followed by three white rhinos, with a proud dominant 
male impala in-between! Not bad for the first kilometre! We stopped for many birds, most of which were 
photographed and at one stage we had to make a hasty exit as a bull elephant was showing a little bit too 
much interest in us. Warthogs, nyala, Cape buffalo, bushbuck, Burchell's zebra and lion were seen. We had 
a ‘tip off’ about a few lions resting up in some thick bush just off the road further into the park from our 
lunch stop. We managed to find them, but they were well and truly ‘resting up’ – they were not going to 
move for anyone! 
 
Back at Bonamanzi we had a great view of the secretive red duiker and a male kudu with a stunning pair of 
corkscrew horns. A male nyala and a herd of female impala were happily grazing on the camp lawns. The 
lodge had prepared an outside braai for our last dinner. We had candles lining the walkways and an outside 
table with an orchestra of frogs as our music! To others, the moths being attracted to the candles could 
have been annoying, but to us they were caught, photographed and released – Like any normal naturalist 
group would do!  
 
Day 10: Friday 24 March 2017 
Bonamanzi to Wakkerstroom 
We had a pre breakfast walk around the camp looking at birds, butterflies and anything else that caught 
our eye. One such thing was a huge black caterpillar - African speckled emperor moth. It was about the size 
of a large finger, with red and white spines on it. We saw the usual birds, with no new birds, but we had a 
good view of a red duiker and a large crocodile. After breakfast we left Bonamanzi and then drove straight 
through to Wakkerstroom - arriving in good time for lunch at a local café. 
 
After our lunch we dropped our bags at the lodge and then spent the rest of the afternoon at the wetlands. 
Some of the group went botanizing along the paths to the hides, finding narines and a few new butterfly 
species: evening brown, marsh acraea and orange acraea were photographed. From the hide we watched 
yellow-billed duck, common moorhen, red-knobbed coot, lesser swamp warbler, three very dishevelled red 
bishops and a reed cormorant. We then moved up on to the causeway that runs between the two main 
wetlands where Cape wagtail, three-banded plover, South African shelduck, purple swamphen, yellow 
canary, greater striped swallow & white-throated swallow, little grebe, African darter and dark-capped 
yellow warbler were seen. We had been watching some ominous dark clouds above us during the 
afternoon and towards the end of the day they finally opened with claps of thunder, lightning and rain. We 
retreated back to the lodge and drove into the town of Wakkerstroom for our dinner. 

 
Day 11: Saturday 25 March 2017 
Wakkerstroom 
We had rain, drizzle and low cloud for the best part of the day. This was not very conducive to going out 
birding and botanizing but we managed to motivate ourselves over a great breakfast and a couple of cups 
of coffee! Before we set off we spent some time watching the flying ants emerging from the ground and 
taking to the wing. Unfortunately not one was making the escape! Greater striped swallows, white-
throated swallows and South African cliff swallows were there in good numbers, as well as amethyst 
sunbird, pied starling, Cape robin-chat and Cape white-eye - all eating their fill!  
 
We set off to drive on a circular route through the grasslands that surround the town of Wakkerstroom. 
Our first stop was to watch a couple of southern crowned cranes in a field near the lodge. We stopped here 
and there to take photos of long-tailed widowbirds and amur falcons. We saw southern ant-eating chats, 
fan-tailed widow bird, red bishops, a mixed flock of very wet and bedraggled hadeda and bald ibis and a 
large herd of blesbok. The cloud and mist came down and the rain started to get heavier, so we headed for 
hot chocolate in a coffee shop in town, with a nice log fire burning! Before lunch we spent an hour in the 



 
 

‘flufftail hide’. No flufftail but we did see sedge warbler and lesser swamp warbler, as well as bishops, 
whydahs and widowbirds hawking flying ants in front of the hide.  
 
After a nice warm lunch by the log fire we then ventured out into the wild! Some of the group decided to 
do some botanising along the ridge above the guesthouse, while the rest of us went down to the wetland 
to do some birdwatching from the bird hides. The heavens opened just as we arrived back at the vehicle for 
our drive back to the lodge.  
 
Day 12: Sunday 26 March 2017 
Wakkerstroom 
This morning was still a bit overcast, grey, chilly and misty, so we had a royal breakfast to fortify us and 
then we set of to do a circular route through the grasslands that surround Wakkerstroom. Before we set 
off, we went in pursuit of a calling black-headed oriole. We caught up with the bird and managed to get 
great views of it as the tree that it was in was fortunately half void of leaves, as half the autumn leaves had 
fallen. 
 
We drove north out of Wakkerstroom on the dirt road to Amersford. A family group of suricates (meerkats) 
was seen on the road ahead of us, and we managed to get quite close before they shot off in to the field 
and long grass. Further on we saw a couple of crowned cranes in a ploughed field, which under closer 
observation turned into ten crowned cranes and two blue cranes! At one stage the two crane species were 
together in the same photo. We must have seen over 100 southern bald ibis during the course of the drive, 
just about every other field had a few feeding. Another highlight was finding a malachite kingfisher perched 
on a fence wire over a small stream between two fields. It was very obliging and I am sure that some great 
photos were taken. We arrived back in Wakkerstroom at our 'local' café for lunch; it was warm with a log 
fire burning. We decided that we had perhaps exhausted the wetlands from the bird hides so we opted for 
another circular drive, this time south of Wakkerstroom. Buff-streaked chat was a new bird for our list and 
a harrier on a far fence post kept us guessing for a while - it turned out to be an African marsh harrier. A 
yellow mongoose ran across the road in front of the vehicle and at one point we saw a large herd of 
blesbok in amongst the sheep. 
 
We stopped at a farm vlei (dam) to watch an osprey that was perched in a dead tree. We had good views 
before it flew off and out of sight. Are attentions were then drawn to white-winged terns and white-backed 
ducks, also new to our trip bird list. We decided to spend some time here so we pulled off the road and 
explored the road verge for flowers. A few narines were found (to be identified) and a green orchid was 
also seen.  

 
Day 13: Monday 27 March 2017 
Wakkerstroom to Johannesburg 
After another great breakfast we loaded the vehicle and set off on a 'scenic' route to Johannesburg. 
Southern crowned cranes were seen in their usual field mixed in with the horses and cattle, and we also 
had a full house of ibis: sacred, hadeda, glossy and southern bald.  Three white storks were in a freshly cut 
field and amur falcons were still being seen in numbers. We drove via the little town of Memel, where we 
found a quirky farm stall for a cup of coffee. We tried visiting the local nature reserve but it was very much 
locked up so we did some botanising instead. Orchids were found and the fan shaped leaves of the 
Boophone disticha were also looked at. The road verges and the odd fields around Wakkerstroom and 
Memel were lined with pink and white cosmos which made for a very picturesque and photogenic picture.  
 
Our lunch stop was at a motorway stop, which was far more pleasant than it sounds! We had a white-
browed sparrow-weaver serenading us and Cape glossy starling, Cape robin-chat, house sparrow, common 
fiscal (shrike), laughing dove, speckled pigeon, greater striped swallow and dark-capped bulbul also in the 
gardens where we sat. We arrived at the airport in good time, just avoiding the Johannesburg rush hour 
traffic. 


