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ETHIOPIA FEBRUARY 2010

Having visited Uganda in 2005 another African
trip was long overdue, and Ethiopia with its mix
of endemics, northern Palaearctic birds and
migrants heading further south held enormous
appeal.
We were a private party of eight- all good
friends and members of Sandton Bird Club and
we chose to go with one of the local
professional guides Meseret Mekuria who we
found on the Birdingpal website.
It turned out to be an excellent choice as
Meseret knew his birds and most importantly
knew where to find the endemics. In eighteen days we saw 459 birds, 35 endemics and 7 near
endemics.
We travelled in two old Land cruisers which had
seen better days having covered over 200,000
miles each but the drivers were also mechanics
that proved their worth more than once on the
4600 kilometre long trip.
We overnighted in Addis Ababa before heading
out to the Sululta Plains where we found our first
two endemics- Wattled Ibis and Blue-winged
Goose. More endemics quickly followed- Spotbreasted Plover, White-collared Pigeon, Erlangers’
Lark and Abyssinian Longclaw.
Add to that Ortolan Bunting, African Citril and Fan-tailed Raven- what a way to start our first
morning. I was impressed with the way the birds were so confiding, especially considering the
number of people wandering about. Ethiopia is heavily populated with one and a half times the
population of South Africa but the Yellow Wagtails feeding around the feet of the cattle and the
wildfowl on the small ponds took little notice of the
locals passing through.
That afternoon we arrived at the Debrelinos
Escarpment close to an old Monastery. The cliff top
look out gave us great views of Lammergeier,
Ruppells, Hooded, Egyptian and White-headed
Vultures, and Eurasian Griffon and a trip to the
woodlands around the monastery gave us more
endemics- Ruppell’s Black Chat, White-winged CliffChat, Abyssinian Oriole, Brown-rumped Seedeater
and White-billed Starling , and near endemicsWhite-cheeked Turaco, Ethiopian Boubou , Erckel’s

Francolin and Swainson’s Sparrow. Birds like Lemon Dove
that are shy and retiring In South Africa gave us grandstand
views as they fed on the ground in front of us. We also
started our collection of Wheatears- Red-breasted,
Northern, Pied, and Cyprus.
Day three saw us driving up the steep mountainsides
towards the Jemma Valley where we located two difficult
endemics- Harwood’s Francolin and Abyssinian Black
Wheatear. Other birds included Hemprich’s Hornbill and
Grey-headed Woodpecker. We reached the town of
Debrebirhan in the afternoon and decided we had time to try for the rare endemic Ankober Serin at
the Tarmaber scenic outlook. Climbing high above the town the mist came down around us as we
searched the Northern Shoa grassy tussocks before finally coming to grips with the bird. It would fly
30 metres into the mist but we chased it until all had had good views.
Having found the Serin the day before allowed us to move on to the crater lakes around Debrezeit.
We visited lake Chalalaka, Lake Hora and Lake
Ziway. En route we found the endemic Black-headed
Siskin and Black-winged Lovebird, Common Crane,
and Spur-winged Lapwing.
The Lakes were good for waders including both
Common and Spotted Redshank, Bee-eaters- Little
and Blue-breasted, and in the woodlands around
the lake Mountain and African Thrush, Brown
Woodland Warbler, Tacazze Sunbird, Beglafecht
Weaver, and Common Redstart.
We enjoyed a very pleasant evening at the Dream
land Hotel perched on the crater rim overlooking the lake below watching the Blue-naped
Mousebirds and Black winged Lovebirds in the scrub below our patio.
Day five saw us driving through the middle section of the great Rift valley to the savannah grasslands
and acacia scrub of Awash NP. En route we stopped at a
cutting for the endemic Sombre Rock-Chat- not the most
spectacular bird in the world and at Lake Basaka where
we found plenty of storks and flamingos.
The Park was dry but we explored there for two days
finding White-bellied Bustard, Buff-crested Bustard,
Heuglin’s Courser, Abyssinian Ground-Hornbill,
D’Arnaud’s Barbet, Somali Fiscal, White-bellied Go Away
bird and Eastern Grey Plantain-eater, Rosy-patched Bushshrike, Nile valley Sunbird, White-headed BuffaloWeaver and many others. Game is no longer plentiful in
the park but we did see small groups of Oryx, and a solitary Soemmering’s Gazelle.

Our next stop was at Sodere Hot Springs. Care was required
not to leave anything within grasping distance of the all too
clever Vervet monkeys. Care too was required when visiting
the loo. The toilets flushed with sulphurous hot water from
the hot springs.
Birds in the forest adjoining the hotel included Whiterumped Babbler, Bruce’s green Pigeon, Red-shouldered
Cuckoo-shrike, Yellow-breasted Barbet and Grey-headed
Batis.
Day eight sees us en route for the Bale Mountains where we would reach 4380 metres above sea
level- the highest point I will ever reach in Africa. The roads in Ethiopia were never great. Most of
them seemed to be under construction, the Chinese contractors delighting in digging up dozens of
kilometres at a time which quickly turned to mud when the frequent heavy rains fell. From Dodola
to Goba we had 160 kilometres of diversions round roadwork’s showing no signs of work in progress
let alone completion. Distractions along the road included a Cape Eagle Owl and Northern Carmine
Bee-eater and the first of several endemic Rouget’s
Rail.
The road through the highlands traversed the scenic
Juniper and Hygenia forests on our way to the Bale
Mountain Plateau. Hygenia forest is a very different
sort of habitat, home to the endemic Abyssinian Slatyflycatcher, Abyssinian Catbird and White-backed
Black-Tit. We also got good views of Abyssinian
Ground Thrush and Cinnamon Bracken Warbler.
It was cold and windy up on the plateau as we climbed
above 4000 metres. Stopping at the small lagoons for
Northern Pintail, Northern Shoveler, Blue winged goose, and around the fringes Red-throated Pipit,
a walk across the rocky scrub produced the endemic Chestnut-naped Francolin and Ethiopian
Stonechat. The big prize however was great views of several Ethiopian (Simian) Wolves, watching
one as it patiently waited for a mole rat to look out
from its burrow, whereupon a quick jump secured a
meal for the day.
Raptors were in evidence too- Lammergeier, Augur
Buzzard, Mountain Buzzard, Tawny, Golden and
Verreaux’s Eagles, and Common, Lesser and greater
Kestrels. I love these high mountain areas- you feel
as though you are on top of the world and with no
vehicles or other humans in sight it’s almost as
though it all belongs to you. Another Spot-breasted
Plover and a Moorland Chat ended the day
dreaming as we started our descent back to Goba.

Our next visit to the caves at Sof Omar- an extensive
underground system carved through the limestone by
the Web River. It was a long drive and we only arrived
in the heat of the day. It was probably the reason we
dipped on the Salvadori Seedeater- our only serious
dip on the trip. We had to make do with Bristlecrowned Starling, Bale Parisoma, Yellow-necked
Spurfowl, Rufous Chatterer and Slate-coloured
Boubou.
The next day took us back over the Bale Mountains
looking for birds we missed on the first trip. We
picked up Moorland Francolin, and Ethiopian Cisticola before making the many hairpin descent to
the Harenna Forest en route to our hotel in the town of Neghele.
We were off early the next morning to Harakelo and the Wadera river valley to meet up with one of
the major targets of the trip- Prince Ruspoli’s Touraco (E) before heading on to the Liben Plain in the
afternoon to look for the dry open country birds.
Through the day we found Philippa’s Crombec ,
Ethiopian Swallow, Isabelline Shrike, Pringle’s Puffback,
Dwarf Raven, White-crowned Starling, Shelley’s Rufous
Sparrow and Reichenow’s Seedeater.
Leaving Neghele we turned off the road to Somalia
travelling parallel to the Kenyan border through very
dry arid country inhabited by Somali looking locals who
showed no sign of the friendliness we had experienced
further north. Stopping along the way we saw Sidamo
Lark(E), White-tailed Swallow (E), Grey Kestrel, and a
party of the much admired Vulturine Guineafowl- a very special bird. Other good birds included
Rufous-crowned Roller, Dodson’s Bulbul, African Grey Flycatcher, Hunter’s Sunbird, and Magpie
Starling. We arrived at the Yabello Motel late in the afternoon and watched a Northern Wheatear
still in breeding plumage while we enjoyed a well deserved sundowner after a long and dusty drive.

Yabello would be the southernmost town on our visit
and the next morning we birded around the large
termite mounds situated amidst the red sandstone
landscape. Our target was the endemic Stresemann’s
Bush Crow. This bird has always been taxonomic
problem. Whilst thought to be more closely related
to starlings (sturnidae) it is now placed with the
crows. Arriving on site we set off in search of the
Bush-Crow. We found African Orange-bellied Parrot,
Bare-faced Go-Away Bird, Parrot-billed Sparrow,
Banded Parisoma and Grey-capped Social Weaver
but no Bush-Crow. Returning unhappily to the
vehicles the drivers pointed out a party of ground
foraging Bush-Crows not 50 metres away. They had
arrived shortly after we had left and had been there
for over an hour we were told.
After successfully making all our targets in the dry
south it was time to turn north and head for the
Lakes of the Great Rift Valley. Our first stop was Lake
Awassa. Despite being heavily populated with
dozens of people washing clothes, bikes, cars and
fishing, the birds seemed unconcerned and there
was plenty to see. An afternoon walk through the hotel grounds down to a dyke overlooking the lake
gave us Banded Barbet (E), Blue-headed Coucal, Spotted Creeper, Northern Red Bishop, and Greybacked Fiscal. From the dyke we found White-backed Duck, Lesser Jacana, Lesser Swamp Warbler,
and Upcher’s Warbler.
In the morning we visited the fish market where the Marabou Stork hawked the leftovers and spent
an hour walking the shores of the lake finding Garganey , Allen’s Gallinule, Silvery-cheeked Hornbill,
Eurasian Wryneck, Common Redstart, Black-tailed Godwits, African Pygmy Goose and Little and
Temmincks’ Stints.

From the lake it was a short drive to Wendogenet. Here
the main target was Yellow-fronted Parrot(E) which we
found on the escarpment above the hotel. Other good
birds included Abyssinian Woodpecker (E) Wahlberg’s
Honeybird, African Emerald cuckoo, Scaly Francolin,
Brown-throated Wattle-eye, Sharpe’s Starling and
Double-toothed Barbet.
After lunch it was time to leave for Lake Langano and
after climbing the western Valley wall it was a short
drive to the Bekele Mola hotel. That afternoon we
climbed the ridge above the hotel to find Little Rock
Thrush, Masked Shrike, Ruppell’s Weaver and Lesser White-throat.
Our last morning of the tour we spent on the lake shore finding Gull-billed Tern, and in the hotel
grounds, Hemprich’s and Van der Decken’s Hornbills. A smart looking Superb Starling bade us
farewell as packed the van for the final leg back to Addis Ababa. We detoured briefly past Lake Ziway
to find Black-headed Gull and Sedge Warbler
and then hit the traffic in town before arriving
at the hotel.
That evening we joined Meseret and our drivers
Tade and Salomon for a farewell traditional
meal at the Yod Abyssinia nightclub including
the local Injira bread and Tudge Honey wine
All that remained was to climb aboard our
excellent Ethiopian Airlines Boeing enjoy a
western style menu and some French wine and
reminisce on a wonderful 18 days birding in
Ethiopia

