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Namibia and northern Botswana offer a study in contrasts for the traveling birder. From the arid acacia scrub flatlands of Etosha National Park to the papyrus lined banks of the Okavango River to the lush semi-tropical forests in Caprivi and the modern European-esque capital of Windhoek, this tour continually threw something surprising our way…..including some unseasonably cool weather, especially early in the trip. Undaunted by southern Africa’s unexpected climatic curveball, we recorded 286 birds and 47 mammals while driving nearly 2100 miles. That equates to one bird for every 7.3 miles and one mammal for every 44.7 miles. With that data in mind, can someone tell me why the hell we were stopping so often!

Day 1: Everyone arrived as scheduled after their dehumanizing trans-Atlantic, stuffed-in-a-tube journey and were ready to do something….anything after clearing customs. To break up the 45-minute drive to our hotel, we stopped for a short time at Avis Dam where the group was introduced to some of southern Africa’s common species like Fork-tailed Drongo, Blacksmith Plover, Swallow-tailed Bee-eater and Gray Go-Away-Bird. More surprising were a wintering Great White Pelican and flyby Hamerkop. After a short walk we finished the drive to our hotel in the Eros suburb of Windhoek for some welcome rest and refreshments. 

Day 2-3:Windhoek to Waterburg:  Before leaving Windhoek, we drove west of the city to Daan Viljoen Park. Despite the chilly temperatures we found a nice collection of birds near the cabins including Long-billed Pipit, Short-toed Rock Thrush, African Jacana and the unfamiliar Familiar Chat. By mid-morning we began the drive to Waterburg Plateau Park where we spent the next 2 nights at a lovely lodge nestled at the base of the plateau. Waterburg was the site of a critical battle between the colonial German army and the Herero tribe. It is estimated that nearly two-thirds of the Herero lost their lives during this battle and in the ensuing pursuit by the Germans into the desert. Once the dominant and most numerous tribe in Namibia, the Herero have never recovered and today comprise a small minority of Namibia’s indigenous population. Today, Waterburg is a birder’s paradise and it didn’t disappoint as we found many species that were not seen anywhere else during the tour. Included among them were Damara Rockjumper, Bearded Woodpecker, Ruepell’s Parrot, Bradfield’s Swift and Verreaux’s Eagle. An evening walk around the cabins produced intimate views of the delightfully cute Southern African Galago and a confiding Pearl-spotted Owlet and an afternoon hike turned up a small band of Dwarf Mongoose, southern Africa’s smallest carnivore. 

Day 4: Waterburg to Rundu:  After breakfast we started the drive north to Rundu and our lodge on the banks of the Kavango River. As we left the park we stopped for a flock of Southern Pied-Babblers and a Common Duiker. A brief stop at the Otijiwarango sewage ponds produced a single Fulvous Whistling-Duck and numerous Hottentot Teal, Red-billed Duck and Red-knobbed Coot. In the reeds we located an African Reed Warbler, a Zitting’s Cisticola and a band of drab Red Bishops not yet adorned in their crimson and black breeding outfits. Pressing north, we crossed the “red line” about an hour north of Grootfontein. This cultural divide is a remnant of South Africa’s imposition of apartheid during their rule of Namibia. Though South Africa has long since relinquished control of Namibia, the demographic repercussions of its policies are still in evidence, and the red line is perhaps the starkest reminder of this reality. It continues to divide expansive cattle ranches owned by wealthy white Namibians in the south, from indigenous subsistence farmers eking out a hardscrabble existence in the north. When we finally reached Nkwazi, we concluded a long, hot drive with a quiet boat trip on the Kavango which culminated in a clandestine landing on Angolan soil. Here we easily established a beachhead with only token resistance from a feisty Malachite Kingfisher. After a few pictures, we floated back to Nkwazi while Fiery-necked Nightjars fed over the river and a blood-red African sunset decorated the horizon. 

Day 5-6: Rundu to Ndhovu:  Our pre-breakfast walk around the camp turned up lots of Hartlaub’s Babblers, Yellow-bellied Greenbuls, White-browed Robin-Chat and the only Kurrichane Thrush of the tour. After breakfast we visited a nearby public school where the principal reminded us just how lucky we are with her poignant comments about the difficulties faced by these poor, rural students who lack the basic educational resources that we take for granted. The contrast between the giggling, innocent pre-schoolers who sang us a welcome song and the dulled eyes of the teenagers in the secondary school was a sad reminder that those smiling faces will one day lose their innocence and be faced with the realization that they face a bleak future. Later, inside a family compound lacking running water and plumbing, we watched an 83 year old woman chopping wood with a stone-age ax and a younger girl pounding millet into meal and had the sense we were in a living history museum….only these people weren’t acting. The entire morning is best summed up by a quote from travel writer Kent Nerburn in his book Letters to My Son, “Because I have traveled I know the blessings of my table and the warmth of my bed. I know how much of life is pure chance, and how great a gift I have been given simply to be who I am.” 

Going back to birding seemed trite, but eventually we resumed our drive into the Caprivi Strip to Ndhovu Lodge. Here we had probably the best birding of the entire trip as the trees in front of the dining hall were swarming with birds including African Black-headed Oriole, Greater Blue-eared Starling, Retz’s Helmetshrike, Spectacled Weaver, Black-collared Barbet, Sulphur-breasted Bushshrike and many others. During afternoon walks to a nearby wetland we found Pin-tailed Whydah, Violet-backed Starling, Meyer’s Parrot and African Snipe and from the deck at the lodge we watched a herd of elephants cavort on the river bank and listened to hippos grunting in the shallows. An afternoon drive to Mahangu Reserve produced Roan Antelope, Lechwe, Cape Buffalo and Bushbuck. 
Day 7-8: Ndhovu to Xaro:  After a short drive from Ndhovu through Mahangu and across the Botswana border, we arrived at Drotzky’s, a gorgeous setting on the banks of the Okavango River. After a 30-minute boat trip further downriver, we arrived at Xaro Camp, our base for the next 2 nights. Unfortunately, at least on our visit, Xaro proved to be the other end of the birding spectrum from Ndhovu and we struggled to find much of anything. A pair of boat trips along the papyrus-lined river produced Lesser Jacana, Chirping Cisticola, Greater Swamp Warbler and excellent views of a pair of Pel’s Fishing-Owl and a roosting Barn Owl, but was overall quiet. During walks at Xaro we found Asian Barred Owlet, Brown and Red-billed Firefinch, many Common Waxbills and a Black Mamba coiled in the fork of a tree near the river. 
Day 9-10 Xaro to Mushara Bush Camp: Because of a booking snafu, we were forced to spend nearly one full day driving 700+ kilometers from Xaro to Mushara. The lengthy day was exacerbated by the frigid 30-minute boat trip from Xaro to Drotzky’s which was undertaken before sunrise and made everyone wish for stocking caps and mittens! Upon arrival at Mushara we settled into our luxurious tents for a warm showers and a much desired rest. The next morning we were up bright and early for our first foray into Etosha National Park, one of Africa’s wildlife viewing treasures. After paying our entry fees we headed toward Fisher’s Pan from Naumatoni when a Black Rhino materialized from the bush and fed placidly a few meters from the van for several minutes. This sight of one of these rare creatures was surely one of the highlight of the entire tour. Then, just as quickly as the rhino had appeared, it melted back into the bush. At Fisher’s Pan we found Cape Teal, Southern Pochard, Cape Shoveler, Chestnut-banded and Kittlitz’s Plovers and many Kori Bustards. Through the day we visited numerous waterholes and saw a plethora of animals and birds including South African Cliff Swallow, Burchell’s and Namaqua Sandgrouse, Capped Wheatear, springbok, gemsbok, zebra, giraffe, a single Common Eland and several delightfully diminutive Damara Dik-diks. It was truly like being inside a National Geographic special. 
Day 11 Mushara to Okaukuejo: After a final morning excursion to Dik-dik Drive in a failed effort to find a leopard, we were on our way to the western portion of Etosha. This drive took us through a large swath of mopane woodland, a tree that covers large areas of southern Africa. A brief stop at Halali camp in the hearty of the mopane forests produced roosting African Scops and Southern White-faced Owls. The drive from Halali to Okaukuejo produced more excellent sightings including Rufous-eared Warbler, Double-banded Courser, Spike-heeled Lark, a pair of very close Secretary-birds, White-crowned Shrike, White-quilled Bustard and many Blue Wildebeest, zebra and kudu. At one waterhole we watched a group of elephants interact in the pond and then march single file into the mopane woods. Closer to Okaukuejo on an afternoon drive we found Greater Kestrel, Chat Flycatcher, Spotted Eagle-Owl, Dusky Sunbird, Red-capped Lark and a melanistic Gabar Goshawk. Just before sunset on the road back to camp we had excellent views of an African Wild Cat. Later in the evening, the famous Okaukuejo waterhole was a highlight for everyone as it was visited by several black rhinos, many elephants, numerous Black-backed Jackals and a lone Spotted Hyaena. 
Day 12-13 Okaukuejo to Erongo:  A final morning drive outside Okaukuejo produced two prides of lions and the usual large numbers of springbok, zebras and wildebeest. Then it was on to our delightful lodge nestled in the scenic Erongo mountains. The boulder-strewn hillsides here were quite unlike anything else we had seen in Namibia and a beautiful place to end our adventure. Upon arrival at the lodge we were transferred by open canter from the parking area to the lodge grounds and it didn’t take long to learn that Rock Dassies and Dassie Rats were common. Later, outside the dining hall, a Freckled Nightjar serenaded us during the obligatory checklist. Early the next morning we were heading west on one of the bumpiest roads in Africa toward Spitzkoppe, one of Namibia’s most famous rock formations. On the road in we added Ruepell’s Korhaan, Speckled Pigeon, Tractrac Chat and Bokmakierie and at the visitor’s center we found many Lark-like Bunting, a few Mountain Wheatear and a pair of Klipspringer, a rock loving antelope. Our main target here, the reclusive Herero Chat proved elusive although we did hear one singing. On the drive back to Erongo we tallied Karoo Long-billed Lark, White-throated Canary and the ubiquitous warthogs and kudu. After lunch several people climbed a nearby rock formation to watch the sunset and have a panoramic vista of the Erongo wilderness. 
Day 14 Erongo to Windhoek:  Our final morning at Erongo was spent watching the bird feeding area and waiting for a Hartlaub’s Francolin to appear. This highly secretive bird is a regular visitor to the seeds outside the dining hall, but on this morning they must have decided to sleep in. all was not lost though, as we had wonderful views of many Rosy-faced Lovebirds, Speckled Pigeon, Cape Rock Bunting and the ever-present Southern masked Weavers. Then it was time to begin the drive back to Windhoek. A lunch stop in Okahandja provided time for shoppers to visit the nearby market and a final birding stop at the Gammams Water Treatment facility outside Windhoek added our final two species: Purple Swamphen and Scarlet-chested Sunbird. Then it was on to our hotel for a final species tally and our last dinner together. It was a great trip with lots of exciting birds and mammals, great companionship and a lot of laughter. What could be better!
