Critters than fly, critters that bite and critters that should never have gone to

South Africa (and, briefly, Lesotho)

3 February to 23° February 1996

Afrikaaner(n)i a large aggressive mammal found almost exclusively in shopping malls or
being rasty to service station attendants. They are typified by ankles and wrists the size of
power poles. The males are even larger.

Outline of Trip

A strange holiday indeed. Not for the locatiaall sorts of people go to South Africa.
Strange Tmhoer ePlfaonro . This i nvolved getting a
gather all in one place in Johannesburg for a 19 day bird watching tour of South Africa,

Lesotho and Swaziland. We were received by Mark and Jean Coulton of Pelican Safaris, who
were aur guides and hosts. The strangeness of the holiday was determined by this being the
only time | have ever travelled overseas i
wonoét happen again.

This trip does not rank as one of my great holiddyatroduced a few ideas for future trips.
| should:

Only travel with handpicked company,

Never leave home for less than four weeks, and

Try to avoid having the wildlife attach itself to me.



A list of player profiles is included here with short charaassassinations:

Barry-Sean Virtud a salt of the earth chap on his first overseas holiday. Later to become a
very good friend and travel companion.

Dave Siem$ see above but got cranky towards the end of the trip (and not the only one
neither).

Johnand Joan Skunk (or greater and lesser skurtk¢ir names have been changed in case
they can read.

(SiyRegClark nat ur eés gentl eman. Too nice for th

John @ Ro wdiyntereRingrclaap dn@ good for a shared laugh. An accountant with
anactive libido. Loves rhinos.

AlanlbleiJenny6s partner and another gentl eman.

Jenny Madeliné Al andés partner, the quiet one.

Rowdy, Barry-Sean, me, Reg, Alan, Greater Sku'hk, Jenny, LS, Dave
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Sites visited

Warmbathg one night
Tshipsiei one night
Kruger National Park four nights

Swabinii one night



Ndumo Game Resenietwo nights

Bonamanzi Game Paikthree nights (visit tadluhlwe NP)

St Lucia National Park one night

Umkamaas (Durbari) two nights (visit to Vernon Crookes Nature Reserve)

Colefordi two nights (visit to Lesotho)

Chelmsford two nights
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The people

| have recently met a charming and lovely South African lass with pale skin. So now | have
met one pleasant AEuropeano from South Afr]

The Bantu folk have their problems of course. Not least in my mind being their appakent lac
of much of an environmental ethic. The whiteys seem to have the edge here. If the Europeans



had not set up Kruger and the other awesome national parks and protected areas, | wonder
what sort of environment al me d lsut | thihkehereo unt r
would be little high quality habitat left.

Bantu family

The Bantus are much more pleasant peopl e.
they dondot stop talking with you when they
bark orcers at you. | guess when | watched the local whiteys interact with the Bantu | was
blissfully ignorant of hundreds of years of history, but | can only play with the cards | have
been dealt.

Certainly | wouldndét go t oThSemavetfanmokef ri ca | u:
interesting countries in Africa to pursue an interest like that. Whatever my views, | expect the
situation will change quickly in the next few years.

Accommodation

Mark had organised quality en suite accommodation throughout aiag flawltless in terms

of standard, location and convenience.

Roads / transport

Tens of thousands of South Africans die on the roads each year. Most of these are pedestrians

asleep on, or adjacent to, the tarmac. Everyone drove very fast and there tecleenidtle
road rule enforcement. The roads were mostly of good quality and traffic was not heavy.



Weather

Floods.

Food

Boring but nutritious.

Wildlife  (see full list in table at end of report)

South Africa is a paradise for watching wildlifdot only is there a seemingly endless list of
things that might be seen, most things can be seen, and from close range. One of the most
significant positives | took from my time in South Africa was to give graziers a pat on the
back for not clearing athe remnant vegetation from their farms. Many interesting birds and
mammals could be seen-eaisting with farmed animals on land with much natural savannah
or forest intact.

We had an average amount of | uckramedsn it c.
much we would have been way out in front | suspect. My list of 354 birds was great as far as

| was concerned but others had seen more during a stay of similar duration and itinerary. The
same could be said of the mammals. We failed to see lebpamanaged the rest of the

Abig fived, and had great views of cheetah



Diary
Day 17 Saturday 3¢ February 1996

Our Qantas 74400 was mercifullyonlyhalf ul I t o Jodbberg via Pert
the joy of a bed in plane. Just as well, the horrors of time travel being what they are.

| learnt that sitting / lying at the back of the plane had its drawbacks, as this was the area of
the dedicated smokeroés | ounge. They | ooked

My first impression of Johannesburg was that | had no idea where it was. Hidden behind
razor wire | expect. The area around the ai
much time to ponder it as we sped off like a startled mongoose to a placd Wemnmebaths.

The landscape looked and felt like Australia. This impression was not diminished by a
continuous forest aducalyptus, acacia, callistemon, halkaal other plants | had previously
thought grew best in Australia.

There were many poor peoplendering about the place. They all had dark skin.

The accommodation at Warmbaths was amazing. There was seemingly so much room for
everything. Each of the small detached cottages were separated by winding groves of trees
such that they were barely visilflem each other. | was to learn that this is the usual
practice in South Africa. Why doné(tDarcécto mm
worry 1 | know why).

| was looking forward to some serious wildlife spotting in the morning!

flap-necked chameleon




Day 21 Sunday 4" February 1996
The bird life was out of control, and that was in the grounds of the camp!

Australia and parts of Africa seem to be the only continents where the birds are either too
stupid or too smart to bother getting out of the way until yescessary.

We left for Tshipsie via Nyls Plain. Whoever sat on the South African Geographical Names
Board must have been awfully pissed when they approved most of the place hame
submissions.

We delighted in a banded mongoose party that ate from adsh@hat is to say we
delighted until Mark told us they often carried rabies. Also spotted were grey duiker, vervet
monkey and some very attractive warthogs.

The great advantage of travel from Oz to anywhere in Africa or South America is that you
get tohave a restful day or two on arrival by being half asleep by day and wide awake at
night.1 had yet to learn the magic of sleeping pills on planes

Day 37 Monday 5" February 1996

A 0415 start for our five day incursion into Kruger National Park. Abenifeet after

driving through the gate | excitedly yelled out something about an antelope running through
the trees. Mark was less excited. | had seen an impala. We were to see more of these,
possibly about 100,000 more.

| had entertained the belief tHfdming a wildlife documentary anywhere would take a lot of
time and effort. | have revised my understanding, at least for Kruger. Basically a one hour
doco here would take about 45 minutes to make, allowing for advertisements, credits etc. So
our firstmixed herd consisted of 200 zebra, umpteen dozen blue wildebeest, a fat blob of
eland, impala in numbers that were already starting to annoy and myriad small things. We
were told that the zebra mow the grass down to a certain level, followed by theakihgl
wildebeest, then the eland etc etc. Meanwhile big chook things and jackals lurk about the
place for displaced critters or insects that would otherwise be trampled.

So much for the first half hour of Kruger. The day also donated nyala, giraffeastep
crocodiles, various hornbills, kori bustard, crested guineafowl and other birds too numerous
to mention.

| started to marvel at some of my fellow travellers. Out one window there can be, to quote
Basi l Fawlty, fAa majegtiacrimersd tdfe wipledhe ved.
other window there would be a lark. They all looked at the lark. Mark told me that when he
was with some English birders he stopped to look at a pride of lions on the side of the road.
He was asked why he had pullggl, then instructed not to do it again, with lions, according

to the latest taxonomy not birdlike in any way, and besides they can readily be seen on
television. Something wrong here.

The name of the place where we stayed could not be translated itishEogs not
recorded here. It was near the northern end of the park.



Day 41 Tuesday 6" February 1996
Yesterday was a hard act to follow.

We travelled along the Limpopo River spotting Nile crocodiles, waterbuck, giant@akle
African fish eagks and giant kingfisher.

We arrived back at our camp to have breakfast only to find that baboons had beaten us to it,
having raided all our fridges. | thought this was hilarious but my views were not shared by

Mark who chatted with the camp staff in hisual stylé loud and abusive. He explained that

this was the only form of communication they were likely to understand or respond to. It
seemed that the local baboons had learnt to open fridges for the goodies contained therein. If
the fridges were notlaced outside the cabins one would think this would be much harder for
the baboons to achieve, but there you ar e,
that. So our breakfast was rather | ess tha
breakfat was enhanced, particularly given that had consumed a quantity of cardbahiryl

wine.

The day got better with southern ground hornbills, chameleons, and a mixed patch of zebra,
ostrich, storks, coursers, bustards, blaekked jackal and all mannefr other small things.

yeuow-biued_ho;{l‘b;u
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The late afternoon saw the appearance of my old travel friend, Dr J Daniels, who sat with me
as we watched hippos play in the mud.

Day 57 Wednesday ¥ February 1996

The morning was spent driving around. It was frustratingtg to be able to get out of the
vehicle. There are reasons for this of course, chief among them being the chance that you will



find your correct place in the food chdinvhich is not at the top. Nevertheless it was
annoying not being able to explore @of. Our situation was made slightly worse by being
split into two vehicles, one of which, a Volkswagen Kombi, had a noisy electric cooling fan
that would roar into life whenever we stooped to look at anything. At times | thought the
English birders may & been right and it was better to watch it all on television.

There are some great old baobab trees in Kruger. We visited one that was about six metres
through the base and with a ground hornbil |
around thébase of these trees to stop the elephants eating them, the trees not the rocks.

El ephants donét | i ke walking on pointy thi:

A visit to an iron age habitation site was an interesting cultural sidelight. A klipspringer or
two wathed from a discrete distance. The birding law of diminishing returns was starting to
take over. This hadnét stopped the Lesser
lark and cisticola. This rather wearisome soul had sihglededly ruined myrgoyment of

larks and cisticolas forever. Not that there was much hope of enjoying the most boring birds
on earth in any case.

We stayed at a private camp that had a resident grey duiker that would lick your face if you
l ay on t he gr dywdmito such béhaviodrtut yow hrave o trust me, it
wasnot that attractive except in a duiker
- grey duiker A8
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Day 61 Thursday 8" February 1996

We left our pet duiker site for Oliphants, a truly spectacular place. Oliphants sits atop a bluff
thathas expansive views over the surrounding savanna. Giraffes appear as little toys in the

distance. On our way there we spied baboons, spotted hyaena, tsessebe, elephants, zebra,
wildebeest, steenbok, giraffes, hippos, ostriches, bustards, ground hosebiiétarybirds,

the everpresent impala and the attendant throng of little things. No lions.



Our destination for the night was the expansive camp at Satara. To give some sense of scale
to this 25,000 square kilometre park, Satara camp has a high schoolt he | oc al p a
childreni it is that big!

Our itinerary had us on an evening spotlighting activity from the back of a truck. Mark told
us to get on the truck early to get the best deafsthe back and in the corners so you get to
wield a spdlight. So we fine folk got ourselves a gpack of beer each and proceeded to get
mildly intoxicated sitting in a truck. The other tourists piled in and commented on the noisy
idiots up the back. | made the comment that it was a long way from New Zesdahd,

Kiwis got the blame for our enthusiastic behaviour.

The evening was one of the holidayds highl |
el ephantsé show. I n this performance we st
things. The guide poted out that they may charge us but not to worry because they

generally stop before they hit anything. So when the great grey mass charged the truck we all
ended up on one side ofiithe other side. The animals did stop, but very close to the truck. |
spotted so many things, including buffalo, warthogs, giant eagle and spotted eagle owls, that
the guides were starting to get the shits with me on the basis that they were doing themselves
out of their job. They told me to give the spotlight to somebaosky. ¢ltold them that would

be okay i f they didndédt want to see anythin
spotlight to anyone.

We stopped for a rest stop in the middle of nowhere while one of the guides indulged in one
of his passions the nidht sky. He was very good. As we resumed we saw-spgéed

genet and many i#dbbkkspsSearavisdandiofqalling them. This all
paled when we stopped in the middle of the road for three snoozing male lions. The roads are
closed at ight in Kruger and so animals often sleep on the bitumen road, which retains some
heat.

Jack topped off a memorable day.



Day 71 Friday 9™ February 1996

We | eft Kruger. A bit sad that we didnodot s
ofthe parkdés two fences when | started yelli:r
corrected me in saying | was looking at four cheetah. Hallelujah! There were loads of other
animals intently watching their foes as they sat near the top of an old termite.rAsuhd

cheetah were doing nothing much, we departed.

We drove to Swabini, a spectacular place surrounded by mountains. Walking about produced
a few birds but the day was always heading downhill after the cheetah. We dined on very

ordinary food in a faly nice restaurant. The meal prices were about the same as those in
Australia.

Day 81 Saturday 10" February 1996

The day the wheels fell off.

Rain had bucketed down all night and showed no sign of stopping, ever. We had to can a trip
to Swaziland on@ount of closed roads. We then travelled south by a rather circuitous route

that avoided unsealed roads.

The Lesser Skunk (mercifully for me she relocated to the other vehicle) had excelled herself.

During a particularly prolonged earbashing attack enthd r i ver , Jean ( Mar k
contributed to what is called a traffic accidemi t h one of the Al ocal s
were in one of the Ablack homel andsodo so we

out . Her e #f i rBatry-Sean showsea has skill fiooskekinigayt trouble by
scanning the police station grounds with his binoculars. | helpfully suggested this was not a
great idea, but he responded by muttering something about looking at birds. A man not
dissimilar in appeance to Mike Tyson appeared from the compound and had a short but
effective chat with BS and that was the end of his bird watching for a while.

We had to make up time to get to Ndumo Game Reserve before it shut. We travelled

according to the condition¥eah, right. The drive was excitifigas long as you were

confident you might live through it. We arrived in time to learn of another reason to dislike
Afrikaaners (arrogant bastards) and then have a few sharp ales before bed.

Day 97 Sunday 11" February 1996

Wheels were off and lost.

Rained most of the day. All the roads out of Ndumo were flooded and large parts of nearby
Mozambi gue were scattered around the India
Ndumo and | was starting to feel not thlat well or all that happy.

Slept early.



a bird is
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Day 107 Monday 12" February 1996

Woke up with a painful groin and lots of good reasons for wanting to die. Must have a tick or
something but stuffed if | could find it.

On the way out of Ndumo we spottadvhite rhino and a sig&triped jackal to add to our
list.

We tried to go to MkuziNP Mar k 6 s f a v bul the rdads weré al clased so no
could do. We ended up at a delightful game paBonamanzi. It was delightful because you
could actualf walk around without a guide. It seemed bizarre to walk amongst various
antelope. It felt like you were in Africa and not a zoo. Managed to see a few new theds
first for a little whilei and a red duiker. During the evening we went for a night duinke
managed great views of thitailed bushbaby.

Found the tick.

Day 117 Tuesday 13' February 1996

Not one of my best days. My head was pounding from what was later diagnosed as tick bite
fever, so | didndét do very much.

We moved to new accommodati within BonamanZi this time a splendid tree house.
Day 12i Wednesday 14 February 1996

Off to Hluhlwe NP (or something). Torrential rain throughout. It did allow close views of

buffalo, white rhino and a f aceounvdfthemrbeirghi ng:



bogged, | suspect. It was entertaining watching white rhinos wrestling with each other.
Impressive animals.

Needless to say, and who really cares anyway, but my headache had attained world class
status. Every tiny bump in the robtbught a thumping pain. What joy. Munching on pain
killers, but they achieved very little.

| was resting during the afternoon when |
the Tarzarstyle rooms at Bonamanzi. She was very apologetic Imsidted that she ignore

me and get on with cleaning or whatever. S|
no elephants or rhino in Australia. She was amazed that | was kind to her and smiled a bit.

This was a regular theme in South Africa. ThetBgyeople were very wary of whites and
expected to be told what to do or abused f
things properlyi I  d o n & tbut thay ocow their fair share of abuse. This charming young

lady sat with me, asking lots of gstions and practising her English. She explained that by
learning English she could get a better job in tourism. The Afrikaners discourage Bantus

from learning English, she explained, because that way they can suppress them.

We stopped for fuel one dayagarage that had a team of Bantus with uniforms emblazoned
with fAReggiebs Motorso. | politely asked i°
Australian. | said I was and asked how he
us 0. the phajocahd took home an indelible mental image.

my friends from Reggie’s’ tors
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Day 137 Thursday 15" February 1996

Biblical flood rain all night. My brain hurt big time so | went searching for, and found,
another tick. Couldndét believe it.



We left for St Lucia NP. It rained etty much all the way. We arrived at our rooms. The

others went walking in the rain. | went to look at the shitty little beach to see the shitty sea
full of what used to be land. People told me that this part of the coast is very beautiful. | can
only remenber it as it was after the heaviest rain to hit SA in 50 years. Spied some samango
monkeys.

| failed to eat dinner for the second night running. The weather forecast was for four days of
rain and | was about to get 12 hours of sleep.

Day 147 Friday 16" February 1996
| wondered how much longer | could be in so much pain.

We heard that most of the country was flooded including Kruger NP. We went to Durban, a
big boring city with interesting stuff floating down the river.

| finally went to a doctor. Heaid | had tick bite fever. He also said that it was extremely rare
for a personds natural systems to fight it
happier as: (a) | was not going to die, (b) | knew what was wrong with me, and (c) | had

same nice new drugs to take.

| faced my holiday with new enthusiasm. We stayed at a place called Scottsdale, near
Umkamaas, just outside of (Lake) Durban.

Day 157 Saturday 17" February 1996

All better now, sort of. We went to a reserve named after ¥@vinon Crookes. This was

one of those places dotted around the countryside where animals had been transferred in case
something catastrophic happened within their main range. Whether we were looking at truly
wild animals was a matter of some conjectuttee Pair of southern crowned cranes was

certainly wild but how long they remained so depended on whether they strayed out of the
reserve. Some blesbok were also in residence. They looked pretty but like so many of their

ilk, they also looked fairly dumb.

| started to grind to a halt around luriime and after telling the Lesser Skunk to get a
woolly nulla up her, | had a short sleep.

| had a couple of beers! The man lives!
Day 167 Sunday 18" February 1996

My early morning stroll in the direction ofetgolf course saw me on an intersecting path

with an old Bantu man. He was a servant of some description. As we passed he diverted his
gaze and said AMornind mastao. |l suggested
master. He saihdweli Sorry, mastao. O

We left the edges of Durban for a place name Coleford Camp, which was very bucolic,
peaceful and green. We viewed a few new mammals, including black wildebeest, mountain
reedbuck and red hartebeest. And then the rain returned.



Day 177 Monday 19" February 1996

A memorable day that was to produce, well, lots of memories! Not many people go to the
country named Lesot ho,-poarkindaficbuntry comgetety 6 al |
surrounded by, and dependent on, South Africa. We came towseeery special birds, the

names of which now elude me, but much higher on the scale of excitement were the twin
opportunities to see SLOGGET6S I CE RAT (r e
the bar of the HIGHEST PUB IN AFRICA. We manageditoboth these things
SIMULTANEOUSLY!! We also got our passports stamped at the little visited border post at
Sani Pass. The former Kingdom of Basutoland turned on some lovely weather, which just

goes to show how the weather can be different in other gesint

e




Never mind. We were impressed by the scenery, the friendly locals and their clothing, which
consisted almost entirely of blankets. These folk dressed in blankets and gumboots. They
were quite serious about it. It was not fancy dress or anythintpéy looked about as silly

as | do when | dress for the office.

The road connecting Lesotho and South Africa via Sani Pass is rather steep. Successfully
navigating to the bottom of this seriously winding and dangerous road meant that we were
obliged b engage in a custom that goes back millenriiee drinking of beer. This was not a
local custom by any means but a custom nevertheless.

CHALET
HIGHEST PUB IN
AFRICA
2874 meters

; man with no grey in his
4 beard seeks beer

4




Lesotho folk look at photos

Day 187 Tuesday 28' February 1996

A long day that was spent driving to a place named Chelmsford Natseevi@eNo new
birds were seen.

A short drive in the late afternoon within the reserve proved to be the highlight of the trip.
Dave had hired a car for a short extension to his holiday for when our main trip ended a
couple of days hence. He, Rowdy anddided to do some late afternoon wildlife spotting

by ourselves. We stopped on a lonely dirt road as we saw three white rhino trotting along it
toward us. | foolishly suggested that we turn off the engine to let them pass. It would be a
huge understatemeta suggest that rhino are not all that bright. What they did was this

they walked down the road until they got to the car. In true John Cleese style one stopped

with its head over our bonnet and thought
yesterdayo and proceeded to do nothing at .
bub stood adjacent to the driverods door. D .

After a while the sound of Rowdy sweating started to annoy me. Mum did a lotweaeag
and sniffing in lieu of using its fresh new brain and decided that in the absence of doing
anything else worthwhile it would continue to stay where it was.

After a while we started to get hungry and the situation had all the hallmarks of a Mexican
standoff. Nervously we started the engine. The beasts walked away.



traffic hazard

Also seen here were springbok, oribi, black wildebeest, blesbok, red hartebeest, zebra and
reedbuck. We enjoyed the antics of some yellow mongoose outside the chalets.

Day 191 Wednesday 23 February 1996

Our Il ast full day. Felt a bit flat on acco

Rather felt like sitting at home on the back deck with the lorikeets, sipping on a beer or cup
of coffee.



