2019
www.birdphotography-kenlogan.co.za
Ken Logan

THE BIRDS OF ZIMBABWE AND MOZAMBIQUE DEC 2019

Just recently returned from my 7th trip to Zimbabwe and Mozambique but only my 2nd as a
photographer so while there was only one possible life bird ( the Blue Quail) there were lots
of opportunities to photograph some new birds and improve on many others. This time we
went with Niall and his Bustards birding tours. There were 6 clients-Stephanie and I, a couple
from Pretoria and two girls from the Eastern Cape- a very congenial bunch- we got on well
and the excellent accommodation and food made for a great trip- only one problem- we
covered over 6000 kilometres in 2 weeks so probably spent more time in the van than we did
birding. If I was doing it again I would want to fly to Maputo or Harare.

We left Johannesburg before dawn and headed for Martins Drift giving Beit Bridge a wide
berth. It was a long drive to Francistown where we overnighted before heading through
Plumtree to Masvingo. We stayed at Norma Jean’s on the shores of lake Mutirikwi. At last
some miombo birding and although the weather was not kind to us between the rain showers
we managed to find Wood Pipit, Miombo Rock Thrush, Miombo Tit, Green-capped

Wood Pipit

Eremomela, and Striped Pipit. Back in the van we faced the drive through to Mutare and up
through the rain-filled clouds and mist to Seldom Seen.
I had not been to Zimbabwe for 7 years and it has really deteriorated over the years. The light
industrial area of Mutare was filled with empty abandoned buildings and the queues for fuel
were mindboggling. Fortunately we had made arrangements to get fuel. Thankfully Seldom
Seen was still Seldom Seen. Bulawezi is still there and the gardens and forest are as attractive
as ever. On the road in we found our first Bronzy Sunbirds. Singing Cisticolas and Yellowedbellied Waxbills. The wea ther never seems to change much there either. We had torrential
rain all night and decided to visit Cecil Kop at first light to see if we could avoid more rain.

Cecil Kop provided more good miombo
birding. First up a very wet Cabanis’s
Bunting, followed by fleeting views of
Cinnamon-breasted Tit, Spotted Creeper and
Collared Flycatcher disappearing into the
mist. I won’t mention many of the more
common species that we see regularly in
South Africa and after chasing a Red-faced
Crombec without getting satisfactory views
we headed down into town where Whyte’s
Barbet was waiting for us down on the golf
course. We headed back up the mountain to
find the weather had improved somewhat
Whyte's Barbet
allowing us to get good views of
Swynnerton’s Robin, Robert’s Prinia , Variable Sunbird, Stripe-cheeked Greenbul and a very
confiding Red-ne cked Spurfowl on the drive into Seldom Seen. We were up early the
following morning, watching White-Starred Robin on the lawns catching insects while
Orange Ground thrushes called melodiously around us. Chirinda Apalis managed to evade us
and while I went off with Bulawezi to try and photograph the Buff-spotted Flufftail the rest
birded down the hill picking up a Gorgeous Bush-shrike for their troubles. The Flufftail had
been calling early that morning but we could not elicit any further response and after a
fruitless hour of searching we gave up- we had to leave for the border- Mozambique awaited
us!
Mozambique has not changed for the better over the years- It is still as third world as ever.
The drive into Beira is as depressing as ever, brightened only by views of the Bat Hawk-still
in the same tree where we left them 7 years ago.
Beira had also had torrential rain for the 24 hours before we arrived and we knew our day
out on the Rio Savanne floodplains was going to be soggy. The road was good in places and
very slippery in others. We had a few hair-raising moments before reaching a bridge half way
across the floodplain past which we could not proceed. So we spent a couple of hours
sloshing through the water looking for the odd dry patch where a quail might lurk. We had
one Black-rumped Buttonquail but it was just too wet for Blue Quail and Stephanie did not
get any luckier looking for her Lesser Seedcracker. But we had Temminck’s Coursers, a
couple of Red-headed Queleas, Yellow-throated Longclaws but little else on any import. Late
afternoon we headed out to a nearby pan
Swynnerton's Robin
where there were lots of Pygmy Geese and
Lesser Jacanas. We bumped into a pair of
Palmnut Vultures and a Long-crested eagle
flying from pole to bush alongside the
road. At the beach we had Whimbrel,
Common Ringed Plover and a Terek
Sandpiper before deciding it was rapidly
approaching beer o’clock.
Back at the hotel I contented myself by
taking a few shots of House Crows in the
gardens.

The next day we had a long drive
north to the Coutadas to start our
search for a Pitta.
It was a long way up to Mphingwe
Camp just a few kilometres short of
the Zambezi but we did have a couple
of birding stops along the way. We
did not want to risk the sand road
from Dondo so we went on the tar all
the way round the back of
Gorongosa. I was not aware you
could no longer climb Gorongosa for
the Green-headed Oriole-Just as well
we did not need the bird.

Collared Palm Thrush

We stopped at a river crossing where we found Red-winged Warbler, Brown-throated
Weaver and Collared Palm Thrush and lunched on the entrance Rd to Gorongosa park where
a Woodward’s Batis and Livingstone’s Flycatcher showed well. We reached Mphingwe late
afternoon where the beer is very reasonably priced- we all needed a little refreshment after
the long drive.
We had 4 nights at Mphingwe with 2 full days allocated to the Coutadas and a day to dr ive
north for Bohm’s Bee-eater. The Pitta was top of our search list but surprisingly we only
found one bird which lead us a merry dance. It was calling and wing snapping but was always
a tree ahead of us as we pushed through really thick bush. Only half the party saw the bird
and none of us got a photograph although I did come close. They had had rains the previous
week and some at the end of September. So there was much debate about whether they had
arrived early and were now breeding or whether the majority had yet to arrive. I think
probably the former as the Pittas in the Zambesi valley were showing well. Another tour
group had been here two weeks earlier and had not found the bird and we were not to get
better views even though we tried on a further 3 occasions to call the bird out. A real
disappointment!
Still there was lots of other good
birding to be had. We had Black,
Emerald, Red-chested and Common
Cuckoos. Lots of Trogons and
Rollers, Scimitarbills, Wood-hoopoes,
Hornbills, Honeyguides,
Woodpeckers, including great views
of Speckle-throated. Helmet-shrikes,
Bushshrikes, Tchagras,-nice views of
Eurasian Golden Orioles, Eastern
Nicator was calling everywhere, and
while we saw the 3 birds I wanted to
photograph they all remained elusive.
The Alethe showed on several
Speckle-throated Woodpecker

occasions but never approached closely- The Akalat flew repeatedly across the path and only
settled once deep in the shadows, while the Tiny Greenbul stayed stubbornly in the canopy
flitting endlessly from branch to branch without ever giving me a clear view- most
frustrating! We found a Pair of Black and White Shrike-flycatchers nesting in a tree 30
metres from the road. They gave us some nice views but were too far away for a good shot. A
small flock of Orange-winged Pytilia showed briefly leaving us with just the Swallow-tailed
Bee-eaters for company.
Interestingly you find both Woodland and Mangrove Kingfishers here, the northern
population of Mangroves coming here to breed. The coutadas provide some really great
birding but you need time and patience to get the shots you are looking for!
The day to chase the Bohms arrived, and we headed north to Caia, where despite the hassles
of officialdom we found Marsh Tchagra before following the south bank of the Zambezi for
60 kilometres up to the village of Sena and the sugar farm where the Bohms reside. There are
lots of other Bee-eaters there- White-fronted, Blue-cheeked and Little and after an hour of

Bohn's Bee-eater

searching we stopped for lunch. Suitably refreshed we turned up Variable and Copper
Sunbirds and finally a small party of Bohms- three birds sitting quietly in the shade. The
Bohms apparently breed in the cattle kraals on the farm and while we found a nest they
seemed to have finished breeding for the year. It was now mid-afternoon and desperately hot
so we headed south again back to Mphingwe- our trip to the Coutadas complete

Leaving Mphingwe we had another long drive back to Beira, lightened by a few more
birding stops along the way. Another bridge crossing gave us great views of Moustached
Grass Warbler- a bird we had missed at Caia. A Great Reed warbler was in full song and
gave us more great views while a Short-winged Cisticola ran around our feet like a little
mouse. Our second stop at the Gorongosa Park entrance road- gave us Broad-tailed Paradise
Whydahs just coming into breeding plumage (a new bird for Stephanie)- more glimpses of

Orange-winged Pytilia and Red-headed Quelea and a White-crested Helmet-shrike sitting on
her nest. Just at the main road Grey-headed Kingfishers were busy feeding their two
youngsters.
Back in Beira another visit to the pans gave us lots more Pygmy Geese and Lesser Jacana.
Back on the road and heading further south it was another long haul down to Vilanculos. We
stopped at Save Pan for lunch. It was bone dry- no Green Tinkerbird here- just great views of
a European Honey-Buzzard. A stop by the roadside Baobabs gave us Mottled Spinetail but no
Bohms. I forgot to mention we had seen Bohms a couple of days ago at the dam at Mhpingwe
where nice views of Green Malkoha were had, but a photo of Dwarf Bittern eluded me once
again

Grey-headed Kingfisher

We arrived at our lodge too late for any further birding. We would wait to see what an early
morning start would bring. Having only seen Olive Bee-eaters at Ruacana the coastal birds
were a new sub-species and photos were required. We saw several birds –just a shame they
were always on the telephone wires. Next up were 3 species of Canary- Brimstone, Lemonbreasted and Yellow-fronted. A female Diederick’s showed well and then a real surprise- a
seriously out of range Green-backed Woodpecker gave us nice views.
Back to the hotel for a quick breakfast and yet another long drive down to Barra on the coast.
The following morning Stephanie left us for the day to go and chase Whale-sharks- she saw
dolphins but the whale-sharks were not cooperative. Meantime we were having no luck in the
Panda woodlands looking for the Olive-headed Weaver. These woodlands are now seriously
degraded and the future does not look bright for this bird. It was stinking hot and only
arriving there at 8.30 meant we did not have much time. We found Pale Batis, Grey
Penduline Tit and a pair of overheating Racket-tailed Rollers. Further on we bumped into
Neergaard’s Sunbird and Pale Flycatcher We tried different spots for the weaver. I gave up at
12.00pm when it reached 38- degrees. The keenest amongst us struggled on for another hour
and returned with little but heat exhaustion for their efforts.

We had a late afternoon excursion to the mud flats or a beach – at a stretch. Lots of Common
Ringed Plover, Curlew Sandpiper, Terek Sandpiper, a couple of Greater Sand Plover but no
Crab Plover or Steppe Whimbrel- mores the pity.
Another visit to the beach the next morning did little better and it was time to move on to our
final night’s stop at Macaneta. The Christmas holidays were in full flow and the place was
packed with campers. The tides were not kind to us and despite a serious search we could not
find the Sharp-tailed Sandpiper. The consolation prize was a Rosy-throated Longclawneeded by some. That evening we heard about the Bitterns south of Inhambane and plans
were made to visit the pans the following morning. So a final day in Mozambique was to give
us (for me the bird of the trip) great views of a pair of Bittern. We were told the border at
Komatipoort was blocked with queues 9 kilometres long trying to get through, so we rerouted through Swaziland- a sensible decision and were back in Johannesburg just after
6.00pm.
A great trip with some great birds – Many thanks to Niall for all that driving and let us all
wish that there are brighter days ahead for Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

Lesser Jacana

