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Blue-breasted Bee-eater K. David Bishop

Diary

19 March: Cape Town, South Africa

What a spectacular way to get this cruise underway. An all day trip down to the Cape of Good
Hope took us along some of the most magnificent coastal scenery in the world. Not only the
impressive landscapes but also the similarly impressive road engineering conspired to have
everyone gasping with delight and astonishment. Massive rocky headlands coupled with azure
waters of classic bays and an unforgettable seascape. Entering Cape of Good Hope National Park
we were treated to a fine range of low, shrubby plant communities and attendant wildlife including
several Ostriches; a total of three very handsome and endemic Bontebok (Antelope) and a group of
Eland, the world’s largest antelope. Our coaches then took us down to the most south-western point
of Africa where we all posed with the notice board telling us we were at 34° 21’ 25” South and
18028’ 26” East.

On the way back into the city we stopped at Boulders Beach to see the Jackass Penguins. These
small birds arrived on the lovely secluded beaches of Boulders in the early 1980°s and now number
about 3000 birds. Special nesting boxes have been provided to try to prevent them from nesting in
private gardens — understandably a wise public-relations move. Most of the penguins were simply
lying in the sun, backs to the wind just being penguins, doing nothing much in the heat of the day.
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We could hear their braying sounds as they called to each other — the reason for the old name -
Jackass Penguin, now deemed politically incorrect!

From there we continued driving through the beautiful high-end suburbs of Constantia and Bishops
Court to the famous Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens set against a magnificent backdrop of the
eastern slopes of Table Mountain. As we walked through these wonderful gardens we quickly
picked up several good birds including: Cape Francolin, Helemeted Guineafowl, Karoo Prinia, the
lovely Cape Batis, and Orange-breasted and Southern Double-collared sunbirds.

Setting sail at 17.00 hrs we headed out of this most magnificent of cities. With the unmistakable
backdrop of table mountain and the sun beginning to melt we toasted our departure as a host of
seabirds — hundreds of Cape Gannets, Kelp and Grey-headed Gulls, dolphins and Cape Fur seals
added to the charisma of an unforgettable departure. And so the die is set and we are off on what
promises to be a most interesting voyage.

Saturday 20 March: At Sea

Dawn broke at 06.36 and having worked our way, overnight, up the west coast of South Africa we
woke to delightfully calm seas. Although not especially good for seabirds we nevertheless were
treated to a nice selection of common pelagic species including: White-chinned Petrel, Cory’s
Shearwater, one of our only Manx Shearwaters of the trip; Cape Gannet, a single Yellow-nosed
Albatross, several Wilson’s Storm-Petrels, Kelp Gull, a Pomarine Jaeger chasing a ‘commic’ tern
and many Cape Fur Seals. By 09.00 our position was 30° 39°S 16° 40’E; the Wind was light 5-10
knots; the Sea was calm; the Sky was overcast and the Temperature was 15°C (59°F).
Unfortunately our track was inshore of the continental shelf which combined with calm seas
resulted in virtually nil seabird activity for much of the day. As the day progressed there was barely
a breath of wind and the deep blue ocean was like a millpond. The only solace in such conditions
was that it made Lyn and my joint presentation on the “Nature of Africa” uneventful! In fact at no
time on the entire voyage did | feel at all queasy. Having passed the entrance to the Orange River
we passed into Namibian territorial waters. During the late afternoon (ca. 19.00 hrs onwards) a few
pelagics appeared in addition to our first Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin.

In the evening we all dressed in our best attire and attended the Captain’s Welcome Cocktail,
where the Officers were introduced, followed by the formal Dinner.

Sunday 21 March: Luderitz, NAMIBIA

The sky was just beginning to lighten as we entered the harbour of Luderitz, a small mining port-
town on the edge of the great Namibia desert. Our position at 06.30 hrs was 26° 38" S 15° 09’E, the
Wind and Sea were calm, the Sky was clear and the Temperature was 18°C (65°F). From the wharf
we drove about twenty minutes inland across what can only be described as a ‘moonscape’.
During the 1920’s diamonds were found in the alluvial wash on the valley floor and the town of
Kolmanskop was established. This was quite a place during its heyday and included a school,
hospital, dance hall, butcher’s shop and ice room. During World War Il the diamond mining
offices moved away from Kolmanskop and the town was abandoned. Nevertheless the sturdy,
German built town still stands and several parts of the town have been repaired and opened as
museums. However, many of the old private homes have been claimed by the relentless winds and
desert sands; their sand-filled taking on an eerie, ghostly quality with low slanting sunlight
accentuating the sloping piles of sand against the walls.




The surrounding habitat of sandy hills and stony ground was almost devoid of vegetation, with
only a few stubby, low shrubs scattered here and there. In many ways this was reminiscent of the
Gibber Plains of the Australian outback. Much to our surprise there were virtually no birds, the
only species being a couple of pairs of handsome Cape Sparrows attending a tiny water-seep at the
edge of the ghost-town. Returning to Luderitz we discovered that Namibia was celebrating its
Independence Day and it was unusually quiet even for a Sunday. Again birds were virtually non-
existent with the only species of interest being a male Dusky Sunbird.

At mid-day we took our leave of Luderitz and headed northwards up the coast of Namibia towards
the important port-town of Walvis Bay. It was an idyllic afternoon as we sat outside for lunch,
taking in the austere coastal landscape but reveling in the glittering sea seemingly at times alive
with seals and seabirds. Ever since leaving Cape Town we have effectively been following the
Benguela Current. This is a broad, northward flowing ocean current that forms the eastern portion
of the South Atlantic Ocean gyre. The current extends from roughly Cape Point in the south, to the
position of the Angola-Benguela Front in the north, at around 16°S. The current is driven by the
prevailing South Easterly Trade winds. Inshore of the Benguela Current proper, the southeasterly
winds creates a coastal upwelling, forming the Benguela Upwelling System. The cold, nutrient rich
waters that up-well from around 200-300 m depth in turn fuel high rates of phytoplankton growth,
and sustain the productive Benguela ecosystem. Such up-wellings are
an oceanographic phenomenon that involves awind-driven motion of dense, cooler, and
usually nutrient-rich water towards the ocean surface. This replaces the warmer, usually nutrient-
depleted surface water. This in turn results in high levels of primary productivity and thus fishery
production. Approximately 25% of the total global marine fish catches come from five up-wellings
that occupy only 5% of the total ocean area. Up-wellings such as the Bengeula that are driven by
coastal currents or diverging open ocean have the greatest impact on nutrient enriched waters and
global fishery yields. Ironically, however, this same cold current that provides such rich feeding
grounds for seabirds (as we were to observe during the afternoon — at 17.53 the ship’s sonar
revealed a huge shoal of fish) also creates the extremely desert conditions so characteristic of
coastal Namibia, in addition to creating the persistent and biologically important moisture bearing
fogs of the Skeleton Coast and Namib Desert.

From 13.15 hrs we were treated to a marvelous seabird spectacle. The number and diversity of
seabirds steadily increased throughout the afternoon such that by circa 16.00 hrs we were cruising
northwards, within sight of the Namibia coast through what can best be described as clouds of
seabirds. An estimate of such numbers must be subjective but given that we were travelling non-
stop at a rate of circa 18 knots per hour and the number of birds for the period between 17.00 and
18.20 hrs really diminished we must have passed by many tens of thousands of seabirds. At one
point we were completely overwhelmed by the sheer number and diversity of species and flocks of
terns ebbed and flowed such that anyone witnessing the phenomena was left speechless. Some of
the seabirds we encountered included: Black-browed, Shy and Yellow-nosed albatrosses; several
thousand White-chinned Petrels; tens of Sooty Shearwater and a few hundred Cory’s Shearwaters;
several hundred cormorants of which the great majority appeared to be Cape Cormorants; hundreds
of Cape Gannets; several thousand Sabine’s Gulls; several Kelp and Grey-headed gulls; numerous
Great Crested (Swift) Terns; a handful of the dainty Damara Tern and many hundreds of Arctic and
Common terns (often collectively referred to as comic terns); and all the while Pomarine Jaegers
patrolled back and forth harrying the terns whenever they managed to catch a fish. A lone Long-
tailed Jaeger in full breeding plumage provided a fine sight whilst large numbers of Cape Fur Seals
were ever present.



Monday 22 March: Walvis Bay NAMIBIA

Our position at 06.50 hrs was 22° 57°S 14° 29’E, the Wind was dead calm, the Sea was calm, the
Sky was sunny, clear and the Temperature was 18°C (65°F). We entered the port of Walvis Bay at
circa. 08.00 and immediately saw what a neat and tidy place it was. We could also see how close-
by the desert was with huge 80 m sand-dunes rising above the town. With a variety of options the
birders decided to travel with the group exploring the gravel plains to see the strange Welwitchia, a
plant that can live as long as a thousand years or more. On the way we stopped for a short while at
the huge Dune 7 where we found our only pair of Tractrac Chats plus a pair of Cape Sparrows and
a Rock Kestrel. And that was literally it. Much to our surprise we didn’t encounter a single bird,
mammal or reptile for the entire morning. That was until we stopped by the town esplanade;
literally thousands of birds thronged the foreshore including several thousand Greater and a few
Lesser flamingoes; some very close Pied Avocets, Grey Plover, several other shorebirds and of
course Great White Pelicans.

During the late afternoon we drove out to another system of giant sand-dunes for dinner and
entertainment by a very enthusiastic Marimba Band.

Tuesday 23 March: Walvis Bay, Swakopmund, NAMIBIA

Having over-nighted at the wharf in Walvis Bay we awoke to an Atlantic fog softly blanketing the
town. However, it was clear this was going to burn off pretty quickly so we decided that the best
option was to head off in the Landrovers towards Sandwich Bay. What a fabulous morning it tuned
out to be. A short way out of the town we stopped by a saline lagoon to admire the spectacle of
thousands of flamingos right alongside the road in addition to Cape Teal, Pied Avocets and several
shorebirds. We made a series of stops as we made our way through the austere, dry arid coastal
scrub enlivened by a female Springbok and her young and then a young Black-backed Jackal that
was very photogenic.

Our well appointed custom-built vehicle driven by an excellent driver crossed the dry Kuiseb River
and ascended into some high dunes for a fabulous panoramic view of the coastline. We then drove
deeper into the dunes with several spectacular descents, seemingly down the vertical face of some
very precipitous dunes. What a buzz! All the while we kept a watch out for Dune Lark but instead
saw a pair of Ostriches cantering into the distance. We eventually reached Sandwich Harbour an
undeniably ideal spot for a splendid champagne and oyster feast. Some of the birds we recorded
here include: 30+ Great White Pelicans, many Cape Cormorants, our only Jackal Buzzard of the
trip; Hartlaub’s Gull, Damara and Caspian terns and Cape Wagtail.

Determined to find Namibia’s sole endemic and one of the few possible lifers for Steve, Steve,
Britt and | headed off into the dunes after lunch to look for the endemic Dune Lark. What an
adventure this turned out to be. Happily we eventually found the target in addition to several other
more common species such as pale Chanting Goshawk and a flock of 50+ Common Waxbills but it
was the unbelievable dune riding that was undoubtedly the highlight. And of course our
undignified scramble, back up a steep, sandy slope after seeing the Dune Lark. With just a couple
of hours in hand we returned to Walvis bay and then headed up the coast where amongst large
numbers of gulls and shorebirds along a rocky shore we finally found Steve’s Crowned Cormorant.
Phew!

We set sail that evening for Angola but with two full days at sea that hoped would prove to be very
interesting for seabirds.



Wednesday 24 March: At Sea circa. 10 miles off shore

Dawn touched the sky at about 06.40 hrs and by the time the sun had risen at 07.00 the first
seabirds had made their appearance. Today we would continue to follow the rich Benguela current
and would be with sight of shore for much of the day. And what a day it was!

From 07.00 to 08.20 hrs we recorded the following: Cory’s Shearwater (135), Sooty Shearwater
(2), White-chinned Petrel (2), Cape Gannet (54), Greater Shearwater (1), Pomarine Jaeger (4).
Large numbers of Cape Fur Seals.

Our position at 09:00 was 20° 08’S 12° 54’E; the Wind was NW 2 knots; the Sea was a slight
swell; the Sky was clear and the Temperature was 23°C (73°F). After breakfast we were back on
station at 09.12 hrs and seabirds were still pretty plentiful through until 10.12: Cory’s Shearwater
(275), Manx Shearwater (1), White-chinned Petrel (3), Arctic Jaeger (1), Pomarine Jaeger (4)
Long-tailed Jaeger (1), Sub-Antarctic Skua (1). Large numbers of Cape Fur Seals.

From 12.19 hrs to 13.00 we recorded: Cory’s Shearwater (4), White-chinned Petrel (1), Pomarine
Jaeger (2), Sub-Antarctic Skua (2).

From 15.49 to 18.30 hrs we closed to just 2 km from the coast and encountered some good
numbers of seabirds in addition to impressive numbers of Cape Fur Seals. Some of the seabirds we
recorded included the following: White-chinned Petrel (3), Great-winged Petrel (1), Cory’s
Shearwater (126), Sooty Shearwater (5), Cape Cormorant (4), Pomarine Jaeger (8), Arctic Jaeger
(1), Sub-Antartic Skua (1). At circa 17.00 hrs we passed the Cunene River and passed into Angolan
Territorial waters.

Guest Lecturer, Don Johanson, offered his presentation: Africa and the Origins of Modern
Humans.

Thursday 25 March: At Sea

Having sailed all night along the Angolan coast we woke at dawn, circa 06.00 hrs to a sea like a
millpond but despite that finding ourselves immersed among goodly numbers of seabird. From
06.17 to 08.20 hrs we recorded the following: Eared Grebe (10 in flight at 06.46 hrs), Black-
browed Albatross (1), Wilson’s Storm-Petrel (6), Cory’s Shearwater (22), Cape Cormorant (9),
Pomarine Jaeger (10), Kelp Gull (16), Cattle Egret (1 spent the day on the ship).

At 09.00 hrs our position was 15° 24°S 11° 51’E; the Wind and Sea were calm; the Sky was clear
and the Temperature and 25°C (77°F) and we were circa 15 km off the coast. By 09.15 we were
back on station but during the next hour or so the only sightings were: Cory’s Shearwater (4),
Wilson’s Storm-Petrels (4). However, the show was completely stolen by an enormous Sei Whale
that surfaced a little distance from the ship at 10.15 hrs. A short time later ten Short-finned Pilot
Whales surfaced close to the ship. During lunch a large pod of Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphins played
around the ship.

During the afternoon Don Johanson presented a very interesting lectured entitled “Lucy: The
Mother of Humankind.” A handful of seabirds were observed until dusk, including: Wilson’s
Storm-Petrel (20), Cory’s Shearwater (1), Pomarine Jaeger (1). In addition these waters appeared to
quite rich for mammals and flying fish: 14.17 hrs Spinner Dolphin (1), 14.38 circa 60+ dolphins
likely Atlantic Bottlenose; 14.58 | large Sei Whale. There were also several groups of unidentified
sharks.



Friday 26 March Lobito, Catumbela, Benguela ANGOLA

Shortly after sunrise (circa 06.00 hrs) we sailed up a long, sheltered bay to the port of Lobito
located in the southern Angolan province of Benguela. A narrow sand spit lined with Casuarina spp
trees protected the harbour. From Lobito we drove south down the coast to the city of Benguela.
Here in the small but attractive Government Palace gardens we found a couple of pairs of the
endemic Red-backed Mousebird and Rufous-tailed Palm-Thrush as well as the rather localised
Bradfield’s Swift and Southern Cordon-bleus. Little Swifts were nesting in the city’s church.
Whilst we were stopped at the old crumbling fort above the Catumbela River we observed several
pairs of African Darters nesting in a huge Bombax tree. Many of the nests held young.

After an all too short a time in Benguela Province the ship sailed out of Lobito at circa 13.30. As
we left port several Kelp Gulls surrounded the ship and a couple of Sacred Ibis flew by. Whilst
enjoying lunch on the deck (circa 14.00 hrs) a large pod of circa 80 Bottlenose and Spinner
dolphins were observed off the starboard side. Few seabirds were observed during the afternoon
although a pod of circa 150 dolphins was seen crossing the ships bows at 17.53.

Saturday 27 March Luanda, Kissama National Park ANGOLA

Less than a decade ago, one of the African countries that seemed set to continue to be a veritable
‘no go’ area for travelers’ was Angola. Torn apart by civil war since its independence from
Portugal in 1975, a peace accord was finally reached in 1992, although fighting continued up until
2002 when a final cease-fire was announced after the death of the insurgent leader Jonas Savimbi.
For birders, the current stability of the country means that a wealth of mouth-watering specialties is
now once more within reach. Angola has some of the least known and most interesting endemic
birds in Africa, but the infrastructure of the country is still recovering from the long civil war and
at the same time Angola is an extraordinarily expensive country, thanks to its new oil wealth.

Kissama (or Quicama) National Park is situated on the coastal plain and is a rich mosaic of
extensive mangrove forest, flood plains, raffia palm-covered islands and lowland riverine forest, as
well as dry baobab-euphorbia woodland. Unfortunately most of the big game was obliterated
during the war but an electrified fenced area has been set up on one side of the park protecting
various reintroduced species between there and the vast swamps overlooked by Cauta Lodge. Some
might argue this makes this area little more than a zoo but personally I disagree. Judging from the
number of large mammals and birds we saw in just a short space of time on both sides of the fence
it seems to me this is just important step along the park’s path to recovery as a natural ecosystem.

Needless to say it was very frustrating NOT be at the park until late morning but you have to work
with the hand you are dealt. One had to enjoy a sense of the ridiculous when from the ship we were
led through the horrendously jammed up traffic, by a traffic policemen on a motorbike with blue
flashing lights yelling, cajoling and kicking out at anything in his way in order to clear a path for
our vehicles. He did an unbelievable job and this was backed up by a host of other support
vehicles, although we could have done without them once we were in the park. It’s one of the few
times that I’ve seen even Lyn get really angry.

Once we were out of the city we followed a pretty good, paved coast road for much of the way
southwards. We also began to enter some semi-natural habitat including open grasslands with
enormous Baobabs. An extensive brackish coastal lagoon hosted a good number of Greater
Flamingoes in addition to a couple of Goliath Herons and many other birds which we didn’t have
time to stop for. Further and further we travelled into ever improving and exciting looking habitat.
A narrow bridge with several humungous ‘sleeping policemen’ nearly did for one of our military
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escorts. Driving way too fast the rear-seated chappie was literally thrown out of the vehicle; he
then clung on to the sides of the truck and was dragged along before clambering back in. How he
wasn’t badly hurt I shall never know but he must have been badly shaken. We all wished we could
have stopped at the very interesting riverine forest that lined the Kwanza River at the bridge but of
course it was not to be. In an extensive area of grassland we found a shallow pool full of shorebirds
including: Kittlitz’s plover, Little Stint, Ruff and Wood Sandpiper.

Finally entering the park the birders’ vehicle hung back whilst the huge entourage and many of the
other passengers raced on to the lodge whilst we tried to take our time and see some birds. Of
course it was getting pretty hot but we still managed to find several birds including: gorgeous Blue-
cheeked Bee-eaters, Lilac-breasted Rollers, Southern Yellow-billed Hornbills of the rather
interesting small race elegans that has been suggested as being worthy of full specific status were
common. The habitat was fascinating and very attractive and quite unlike what | had expected with
rolling grassy hills punctuated by large blocks of dense woodland and thickets in a mosaic with
impressive Euphorbias and Boaobabs. With the midday sun taking its toll we were all glad to reach
the lodge where cold drinks and a buffet lunch awaited us.

From the lodge one could look out over a magnificent river valley where one could easily imagine
herds of elephant but today sported our only African Fish-Eagle of the entire trip. In the bushes
surrounded the lodge we enjoyed fine, close views of Purple-banded Sunbirds, a pair of Black-
backed Puffbacks, more Rufous-tailed Palm- Thrushes and our sole Striped Kingfisher. Loading up
into the enormous and horribly noisy Unimogs we charged off into the bush. This was not an ideal
way to try and see wildlife, not least because we had so little time and the drivers could not be
communicated with. Nevertheless given all these conditions and the time of day we did
surprisingly well and the following are some of the birds and mammals we observed: several Kudu
and Bushbuck, two very confiding Giraffes and much to everyone’s delight a herd of elephants; a
group of three Goliath Herons; African Palm-nut Vultures, African Harrier-Hawk, Senegal Coucal,
several Red-backed Mousebirds, Rufous-crowned Roller, four Angola Swallows, many Greater
Striped Swallows, Fork-tailed Drongoes, numerous Cape Glossy Starlings in addition to many red-
billed Buffalo-Weavers which were just starting to nest.

Roland Goetz, the Park Manager and his team have done a fantastic job in rejuvenating this huge
park — 9,960 square kilometers/1.2 million hectares and look forward to returning there someday
soon. And so it was time to head on out of the park; just when the birds were beginning to become
active. But our driver had other ideas and apparently went for a nap for a couple of hours whilst we
waited and waited at the electric fence entrance. Anyway he finally arrived and we all piled in and
headed on to meet the rest of the folks at the boundary of the park. And what a transformation from
the mid-morning; birds were everywhere. Without stopping once we estimated that we saw 50+
Grey Go-away Birds hoping onto the side of the road; at least four Red-throated Spurfowl (with
yellow throats), several grey Duikers, and two superb Black-bellied Bustards. Needless to say no-
one believed us when arrived that we had not been dawdling along birding so we were in deep do-
do! Our remarkable police escorts again came into their own as they led us back to the ship,
weaving in and out of the traffic and getting us back pretty well on time.

What a wonderful and fascinating day and | for one will most certainly be returning to Angola.

Sunday 28 March: Am Congo River mouth; PM at sea.
After departing Luanda the previous evening at circa 19.30 hrs we cruised northwards along the
coast of Angola. At some point during the night we passed by the township of N’dzeto before
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arriving off the mouth of the Congo River and Ponta de Padrao at circa 09.30. To the south we
could see quite a modern township surrounded by large flares from adjacent oilrigs, apparently the
Angolan oil terminal of Soyo. At this point the territorial boundary of Zaire or the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) occupies the north bank of the Congo. Slowly, very slowly we inched
our way into the mouth of the mighty Congo River before being brought to a most frustrating halt
by the *authorities’. Our position at 10.30 hrs was 06° 05’S 12° 09’E; the Wind and Sea were calm;
the Sky mostly overcast or cloudy and the Temperature was 26°C (79°F) and humid.

For several hours we tooled around in a circle waiting for the DRC powers-that-be to actually
respond to our radio messages. And needless to say when they did they were obnoxious, unfriendly
and then downright threatening. Nevertheless it was exciting to actually to see the Congo River —
somewhere | have always dreamt of exploring; and to have the time to imbibe what we could of the
land and its wildlife. Much to my delight it was warm and humid and we even experienced a
delicious tropical shower. Not surprisingly being in the midst of such an enormous river we were
too far from shore to see much. Nevertheless with the aid of the ‘scope and binoculars we did see a
good number of the peculiar Palm-nut Vulture and several Royal Terns whilst along the shore we
spied Great Egrets patrolling and several Long-tailed Cormorants lolling in the coastal vegetation.
How | dearly wish we could have taken a zodiac in and landed. Oh for the days of the British Raj!
But it was not to be; threatened with having a gunboat sent to arrest us we turned the ship around
and headed out of the mouth of the Congo with unseemly haste. Too bad.

A delicious Lobster BBQ served on the outside deck helped cheer us up as we watched the coast of
DRC and Cabinda slip by; the latter often illuminated by a succession of oilrig flares.
Unfortunately birding was very disappointing although a large pod of unidentified dolphins
observed during the early evening provided a few moments of exhilaration. David gave a
presentation on the history and current political situation in Gabon spiced by his experiences in that
country during July and August 2009.
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Western Red-billed Hornbill K. David Bishop

Monday 29 March: At Sea

Arguably one of the most frustrating days of thetirencruise. Following on from the
disappointment of the cancellation of our much-@péted visit to Point Noire in Congo-
Brazzaville we learnt that the port authoritie®ort Gentil had refused us permission to dock there
because they did not have enough room! Probatihysapoint the least said the better.

Needless to say our second day at sea, as we eéther&ulf of Guinea was notable for its almost
complete lack of birds. The weather was characdiegiyy hot and humid and the seas flat,
conditions not very conducive to seabird activityaddition we had now cruised well north of the
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