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We arrived in Arusha late in the evening 
after stopping in Moshi at Vodacom to 
try and get my emails working. I paid for 
a Blackberry package and despite wasting 
more time in Arusha on the way back 
from Serengeti, I never got the process to 
work. Maybe i need to move from 
Blackberry.  
 
Kenya was always going to be a hard act 
to follow after the great birding there 
and we arrived in Tanzania with only 45 
birds on our wanted list on the Northern 
circuit. There were a few more we 
needed further south but I heard the 
words “not on this trip” too often for my liking. We finished up finding 35 of them – not a bad hit 
rate all things considered especially when we never got down to Kilombero marsh for the three 
endemics there but more of that later. 
 
We met up with our guide Anthony from Tanzania Birding- a hell of a nice guy who we had for the 

first 5 days of our trip. He then left us to have some 
surgery in Dar es Salaam. Anthony couldn’t do 
enough for us- even arranging a personal showing on 
our return to Arusha of some serious bits of 
Tanzanite for Stephanie.  
 
We had a stretched Landcruiser on this leg of the trip 
a bit more up market than the Toyota panel van in 
Kenya but the rim of the pop top was much higher- 
Stephanie needed to stand on the seat to 
photograph from the top. So with Roger at the wheel 
we headed out through the early morning traffic on 

route for the Serengeti. 
 
The road to the Crater is fully paved now and we were at the gates to the park by mid-morning. We 
tried for Brown-headed Apalis in the car park with no success while Roger processed the paperwork. 
We stopped at the Crater rim viewpoint for great views into the crater below. It was a lovely day- 
clear as a bell and you could see for miles. It takes an hour to drive through the Ngorogoro 
conservancy. The herd boys are dressed in their finery 
hoping someone will stop and pay them for a photograph- 
despite it apparently being illegal- the tour operators are 
fined if they are caught stopping and money is seen 
changing hands.  We stopped for Red-naped Widowbird 
and interesting sub-species of Red-collared and a fine male 
Schalow’s Wheatear before beginning the descent down on 
to the Serengeti plains. 
 
The migration herds were just beginning to gather for the 
start of their journey up to the Mara. There were lots more 
wildebeest than zebra and they gathered in small groups of 
50 plus, but over the next two days we saw groups in their 



hundreds and finally in their thousands. It is an 
amazing feeling to be surrounded by wildebeest 
and zebra for almost as far as the eye can see. It is a 
shame that a photograph really does not do justice 
to the spectacle.  
 
Our lodge the Sopa Serengeti was about 80 
kilometres into the park so we stopped for lunch at 
one of the picnic sites used by all the tour groups.  
They tell you not to feed the birds and the staff  
wander around pointing at notices pasted to every 
table. They are fighting a losing battle. The birds- 

Starlings, weavers, waxbills, and Cordonbleus are incredibly tame and with so many people and so 
much food on offer the birds make a very solid living there. 
 
The two big endemics in the Serengeti are Tanzanian Red-billed Hornbill and Grey-breasted Spurfowl  
Both are woodland birds and we found both within 10 minutes of each other about half an hour 
away from the lodge. The lodge was very upmarket, perched high on a hill overlooking the plains 
below. The food was good but the price of beer was eye-wateringly high- we paid 4 times the 
amount we were accustomed to in the more rural areas. 
 
The next day was a full day in the park . Other than the gathering migration herds there was very 
little other game on show so we focussed on getting some photographs I needed.  Black Coucal was 
one of those and they were fairly common in many of the damp depressions but refused to come 
close and while they flew up into the bushes on hearing the call they were right on the edge of the 
range of my 500mm lens- so all I got were some fairly disappointing shots. We found more Three-
banded Coursers resting in the shade and then went down into a belttof whistling thorn trees for 
Karamoja Apalis. They came quickly in to the call and we had some great views. 
 
 We left the lodge early the next morning as we had a long drive out to the Crater Rim and then on 
to Tarangire NP. I was looking for some shots of Yellow-throated Sandgrouse and we found several 
small parties on route.  A displaying Kori Bustard proved interesting- there was no other bustard to 
be seen. We then chanced on a hyena which had killed a small Tommie, probably early in the 
morning because there wasn’t very much left. It was being harassed by several Ruppell’s Vultures 
and eventually gave in and loped off into the distance. That’s when the bun fight started with about 
10 Ruppells’ and a couple of Lappet-faced all joining the fun.  They provided 10 minutes of solid 
entertainment. 
 
Back on the crater rim we searched again for Brown-headed Apalis with no luck but picked up 
Montane White-eye and the long sought after Jackson’s Widowbird- a pair giving us a nice fly-by. 
 
Then it was on to Tarangire. 
 
Before arriving at Tarangire we had stopped  the 
previous evening at Gibbs Farm  close to the 
Crater- a very up market lodge owned by an 
American group and which catered mainly for 
Americans. We spent an hour birding in their 
really lovely garden where we found Southern 
Citril, Green-backed Honeybird and Schalow’s 
Turaco before spending the night at the Country 



Lodge in Karatu.. The next morning we 
headed on to Tarangire NP. 
 
Tarangire holds two major endemics- so a 
visit is mandatory. You will find Ashy Starling 
within 60 seconds of entering the gate and 
Yellow-collared Lovebird within another 60 
seconds (well give or take five minutes or 
so). Then you can turn round and leave. Well 
nearly but not quite!  We had one night 
there at the very pleasant lodge perched 
high on a hill overlooking the river below so 
you could watch , either from the main lodge 
or your tented chalet, the elephants and 

buck coming to drink throughout the day. 
 
 Ashy Starling ( closely related to Golden-breasted Starling although their ranges do not overlap) was 
indeed common and has a wide distribution in Tanzania and yet we never saw them anywhere else, 
and funnily enough the same was true of the Lovebird. Tarangire at the beginning of April doesn’t 
have much game around although we did see one large herd of buffalo as we left.  
 
So what did we see? One special experience was watching a Corncrake bathing in the river right on 
the edge of my 500mm’s range so the pics were not too great! We found flocks of Chestnut Weaver 
mixing with Chestnut Sparrows, lots of Northern White-crowned Shrikes, Grey-hooded Kingfishers, 
Three-banded Coursers, a couple of Silverbirds, and many other birds, most of which we find in 
Southern Africa. 
 
We were caught in a major storm that afternoon and were to find that the rainy season had started 
in earnest for the rest of our Tanzanian trip. Still the next day dawned bright and sunny and we were 
on our way out to the Lark plains in the rain shadow of Mount Kilimanjaro. Here the targets were 
Beesley’s Lark  ( a split from Spike-heeled Lark )and Short-tailed Lark. There were many tracks across 
the plains and if you know where to look it doesn’t take long to track down your quarry. We found 
both larks within 5 minutes of each other and then turned to the scrub alongside the plains to look 
for Southern Grosbeak Canary. He took a little longer to find but we were distracted by a party of 
White-headed Mousebirds and a Foxy Lark. 
 
 From the plains we headed back to Arusha where we bade farewell to Anthony and met up with 
Martin- a guide who lived and worked in 
the Usambaras which was to be our next 
port of call 
We had 3 nights in the West Usambaras, 
which was a night too long but that was 
my own fault. I said I wasn’t leaving the 
Usambaras without seeing the Spot-
throat- a must if you want to see one 
member of the Modulatrix  family , a 
family of thrush-like Babblers endemic to 
East Africa. This family includes the Spot-
throat and the Dapple-throat (Dappled 
Mountain Robin) a bird which is nearly 
impossible to see in the Usambaras- our 



guide Martin had seen it three times in 12 
years. The Spot-throat was difficult but not 
impossible. You have more of a chance at 
the Dapple-throat in the West Udzungwas 
but that was not part of the Itinerary. 
 
We arrived at Muller’s lodge around 
lunchtime  (having diverted the day before 
to the S Pare Mountains for the S Pare 
White-eye)to be greeted by the friendly 
staff who told us we were lucky that it 
wasn’t raining.  We set off on our first 
excursion around the forest edge 10 
minutes from the lodge in the late 

afternoon.  The Spot-throat is a bird of the forest interior spending most of its time foraging on the 
forest floor. It is not uncommon and we heard it calling within 10 minutes of walking along the forest 
edge. Martin said – do want to try for it? and I replied – of course! There was no trail into the forest 
and it took us 5 minutes to penetrate 20 metres in. Ahead was a small clearing just a couple of 
metres long. The bird was calling from the far side. We set up the ipod, sat down and waited. The 
Ipod played, the bird responded, but after 20 minutes of not so much as a rustle of leaves, it was 
clear we were making no progress. We headed back to the main trail. This bird was not going to be 
easy! 
 
We found a couple of Greenbuls- Placid and Usambaras and Usambara Double-collared Sunbird and 
headed back towards the vehicle. As our trail led back to the vehicle we again heard the Spot-throat 
calling from  a steep slope which led up to the main road 40 metres away. By looking up the slope 
we could see through the undergrowth inside the thick vegetation for about three metres. The bird 
was right there, Martin saw the movement and called it but we missed it- It happened a second time 
and again we missed it but finally for just a half of a second it perched and I had seen my first Spot-
throat. I couldn’t believe our luck. We chased that bird again and again over the next two days and 
caught a glimpse of a tail here, a head disappearing behind a stump there but never the full bird 
again. I think the correct strategy is to climb into the bush and sit quietly and wait but it was to start 
raining the day after next  and the forest from then on was soaking wet.  
 
Back at the lodge the friendly staff told us how lucky we were that it wasn’t raining! The following 
morning was grey and dark but we had  no rain as we made our way up to the top of the sawmill 
track. Our first new bird was Usambara Weaver, a pair high in the canopy. There were Mountain 
Wagtails on the track and a pair of Red-faced Crimson-wings disappeared into the gloom. We found 
Dusky Flycatcher and White-starred Robin, 
and Montane White-eye but nothing too 
exciting until we found African Hill Babbler 
and Usambara Thrush in close proximity 
followed by Usambara Mountain Greenbul.  
A good morning and on our return to the 
lodge for lunch – guess what – we told how 
lucky we were that it wasn’t raining. Late 
afternoon we repeated our walk of the 
previous day – found a nice Paradise 
Flycatcher on its nest and had another 
glimpse of the Spot-throat. 
 



The next morning the weather was seriously 
grey and hopeless for photography but still 
no rain. Back on the Sawmill track we started 
at the bottom and called up Fulleborn’s Black 
Boubou making a nice start to the day. We 
then discussed Usambara Akalat- another 
forest interior bird. Martin showed me the 
only (totally unmaintained) trail into the 
forest depths. It started by  dropping down a 
45 degree slope for 4 metres with no visible 
way off climbing back out. I honestly felt I 
would need a rope to climb back out so we 
reluctantly gave the Akalat a miss. Just as well 
because then the heavens opened and down 
came the rain. 

  
We headed back for an early lunch. The staff as always were waiting for us but this time with 
umbrellas in hand. I asked them why I was no longer lucky that it wasn’t raining but they just smiled, 
said Karibu, and gave me an umbrella. 
 
For the next three hours it teemed down. Martin came down to the chalet at 3.30pm and asked if 
we wanted to go birding. The weather reminded me of Papua New Guinea and how we spent days in 
the rain peering at grey soaking little bundles of sodden feathers trying to make an ID. One tour 
group describes their PNG trip as “ birding in Paradise” – nothing could be further from the truth. So 
were we going to bird or spend the next two hours with a Jeremy Clarkson book? I chose Jeremy- I 
like him- a sacrilegious sense of humour and even better- he doesn’t like Piers Morgan or Wayne 
Rooney and Manchester United. And you know what- neither do I! 
 
It poured the entire night. We birded for a couple of hours  first thing without seeing much before 
heading off for the East Usambaras and the Zigi rest house in the lower Amani forest.   
The east Usambaras offered more endemics and hopefully some shots of Chestnut-fronted Helmet-
shrike and Green-headed Oriole.  
The only problem was the weather- for the next two days it rained intermittently  but there was no 
sign of the sun  and the light was so bad it made photography extremely difficult. At the lower levels 
we found Usambara Hyliota,  African Tailorbird and Plain-backed Sunbird . The two Helmet-Shrikes –
Retz’s and Chestnut-fronted were common and we saw the Oriole everyday but it tended to stay in 
the high canopy- and after much effort we got really good views of Pale-breasted Illadopsis and 
Kretschmer’s Longbill. 
 
We then moved up to the Amani rest house in 
the upper forest. Here the big target was the 
Long-billed Tailorbird- another critically 
endangered forest species.. Martin had spent 
time researching this bird and had actually 
ringed a few pairs so it was not difficult to find. 
We found more new Sunbirds- Uluguru Violet-
backed and Banded Green and rediscoverd 
Amani Sunbird and Mombasa Woodpecker 
which we had seen in Arabuko. We spent a full 
morning searching for Sharpe’s Akalat and 
eventually got good views of a juvenile bird. We 



finally tracked down Kenrick’s Starling but 
had no luck with either Usambara Nightjar 
or Usambara Eagle-Owl- largely I think 
because the weather was so poor and the 
Olive Ibis once again refused to put in an 
appearance. 
 
Then it was time to head on towards Mikumi 
NP and the Udzungwas. I will tell you about 
Mikumi and the Miombo birding later. We 
had a day in the miombo before heading 
down to the Eastern Udzungwas. Two 
kilometres before our lodge we discovered 
that the road had been washed away above 
a stream leaving a hole a metre deep and a 
metre wide. Nothing could cross so we packed our bags on to a motorcycle on the other side of the 
hole and then walked the two kilometres up to the lodge leaving the guys with the vehicle. 
We were to spend a day in the Udzungwas before travelling down to Kilombero Marsh for the three 
endemics there but it soon became obvious that the road was not going to be repaired any time 
soon and we had to delete  Kilombero Marsh from our itinerary. That  left the Udzungwas East –I 
was keen to see Rufous-winged Sunbird ( the only bird we needed there). To see it involved a  two 
hour climb up on to the ridge ( which seemed to be in cloud for most of the day) Our chances of 
finding it Martin said were 50-50 and the chances of photographing it were negligible- it is another 
high canopy species- Maybe Martin didn’t fancy the climb either so we decided to forego the 
Sunbird and head back to Mikumi for another two days in the Miombo. 
We had planned to spend only one day in the Miombo- there are about 20 kilometres of woodland 
running alongside the Mikumi NP, but in the end with our missing out on Kilombero we had nearly 3 
days here.  Miombo late in the year always makes for difficult birding and our time here proved to 
be no exception. You can walk for half an hour without seeing a bird and bird parties proved to be 
few and far between.  Our first day – the day prior to our leaving for the Udzungwas was probably 
our best. It had rained hard during the night and the dirt road had been cut up badly by the busses 
trying to get through. Vehicles were stuck on one very slippery section of the road  but the 
Landcruiser came through without too much effort. 
 
The one possible lifer for us was Stierling’s Woodpecker but the bird was really out of range  being 
more common further south . I did however want shots of Speckle-throated and Green-backed 
woodpeckers and we saw both during the day but only managed to get on to Speckle-throated.  One 

bird party turned up Yellow-throated Petronia, 
Stierlings Wren Warbler, Cinnamon-breasted 
Tit, Pale Batis and a lone Cardinal 
Woodpecker. Then we had one singular piece 
of luck – what should fly across the road in 
front of us but a Steel-blue Whydah – a bird 
we had been searching for, for a month 
without success. 
 
On a flowering epiphyte we found Shelley’s 
and Scarlet-chested Sunbirds. Close by we 
found the breeding hole of a pair of Brown-
headed  Parrots. 

 



Our two remaining days produced pretty 
much more of the same. A Lizard Buzzard, a 
Dark Chanter, a couple of obliging Racket-
tailed Rollers, a pale-billed Hornbill, another 
Red-faced Crombec and a Neddicky. The 
Miombo Blue-eared Starling which we were 
told would be common everywhere, we 
never saw until we were driving back to Dar 
es Salaam and screeched to a halt when we 
spotted six or so bedraggled birds sitting in 
an acacia. 
 
Another interesting bird on the way back to 
Dar proved to be the Ruva Weaver, named 
after the river where it is found. Not yet described as a new species it did indeed look different from 
all the Golden Weavers we had seen so far.  I wonder how long it will take before we can add it to 
the list. 
 
So we finally arrived at our hotel on the northern side of Dar es Salaam . We bade farewell to Martin 
and Roger who had the long drive back to Arusha. We arrived at our hotel on the beach 10 
kilometres north of Dar in the mid afternoon. We were due to fly out the following day- check in 
time was 1.30pm and we were told our driver would collect us at 10.am. The airport is 10 kilometres 
south of Dar but three and a half hours to do 20 kilometres sounded insane. You have not seen the 
Dar traffic they said. 
 
After the debate about the Waterfall Egret last year and despite having seen Dimorphic Egret in 
Madagascar several years ago I was very keen to see, study and photograph Dimorphic Egrets along 
the East African coast line. We had effectively missed the Dimorphics at Midas Creek in Kenya so this 
was going to be my last chance. Talk about going down to the wire- I had two hours that afternoon 
and two hours in the morning 
 
I wandered through the hotel grounds down to the beach. It didn’t look very promising. It was just 
after high tide and there was only 4 metres of disgustingly filthy sand in front of the hotel. The beach 
widened to about 20 metres a hundred metres further up but was busy with lots of locals and was 
decorated by every type of plastic and who knows what sort of rubbish. 
 
I surveyed the scene for 10 minutes and then spotted a dark morph Egret flying up the beach 30 
metres out to sea- the white patch on its carpals clearly visible- it didn’t stop –just kept on going and 

was then followed another five minutes 
later. I rushed back to the room to get my 
camera. 
 
Half an hour later just as I was thinking 
this is all fairly hopeless, seven 
Dimorphics- four dark phase and three 
white phase birds flew in and landed on 
the beach 100 metres away. The beach 
was busy and as locals passed close by, the 
birds would take off, fly 50 metres out to 
sea, circle and come back in to land. I was 
lucky they stayed for 10 minutes before 



flying further down the coast. The following morning one dark and one white phase bird again flew 
in but only for a couple of minutes.  
 
So here are my impressions. Firstly they were variable. The white wing patch on the dark phase birds 
varied from seemingly non-existent to plainly visible. 
Two birds – one dark and one white phase were in breeding plumage with purplish pink lores and 
deep orange not yellow feet.  The rest of the birds had mainly grey lores although there was a little 
yellow on one of the dark phase birds. Most birds had had very little or no yellow extending up the  
front of the tarsus although it was more pronounced in the birds in breeding plumage. One bird had 
yellow up the front of one tarsus but not up the other.   
 
The bill size and shape seemed to vary marginally as well, although the pale coloration at the base of 
the lower mandible seemed to be fairly consistent. You really have to beware the camera angle 
when looking at these birds. When the bill is at 90 degrees to the camera it does look broader based 
and the culmen more declined than at a narrower angle where the bill seems foreshortened and less 

decurved.  
 
In general I thought the jizz was subtly different. Some authorities still treat the bird as a subspecies 
of Western Reef Heron which has longer tibia than Little Egret and the Dimorphic share this trait as 
well. I think this is an ID feature which is probably overlooked. The Dimorphics appear to have a 
longer bill and look longer necked which combined with longer legs gives them a slighter, more 
slender appearance. Little Egret in comparison looks stockier and more heavily built. 
 
So in my view to separate Dimorphic from Little Egret you need to look at a number of factors all of 
which are important, but focus on 1) overall jizz  2) bill size and shape and depth of saddle over bill  
3) bare part coloration-lores, and tarsus  4) length of tibia and 5) feeding pattern- -generally faster 
with a stabbing motion-not slow and deliberate.  
 



It is generally accepted that Little Egret is not present on the East African coast with only of a few 
records of presumed to be migrating birds. I have posted over twenty shots of these birds and would 
be interested in people’s opinions. 
 
 We found a couple of other birds in the gardens before our departure. A nice Brown-breasted 
Barbet, alongside Blue-capped Cordon- blues and several little Bee-eaters. The House Crows as you 
would expect with all that rubbish lying around were everywhere. 
Our driver arrived before 10.00am no doubt worried about the traffic, which was apparently fairly 
light!!!- as it only took us two hours to get to the airport and not the three and a half envisioned. 
 
Three hours later we were back in Joburg after spending 40 days in Kenya and Tanzania. One of the 
best trips we have done and highly recommended to one and all. 
 


