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     Our pre-trip to the coast was a great addition to the regular tour, providing a wonderful spectacle of Greater and Lesser flamingos, large numbers of migrant shorebirds and great looks at a pair of Dune Larks, one of Namibia’s only endemic birds. The drive from Windhoek to Walvis was an exciting introduction to the birds and mammals as well as a reminder of just how sparsely populated the country is…..during the 8 hour drive we passed 5 other cars! The drive provided us with our first glimpses of species that later became commonplace (Greater Kudu & Gray Go-away-bird) as well as our only encounters with others (Bat-eared Fox & Lark-like Bunting). In Walvis Bay we stayed at a lovely seaside B&B called Lagoon Loge where our hosts, Wilfred & Helene, spoiled us greatly with their cuisine and hospitality…..who will ever forget the Red Hartebeest pate or the stewed calamari! We spent one full day visiting the spectacular rock formations at Spitzkoppe where we failed to find the Herero Chat but did see many Stark’s Larks and several Klipspringers bounding about the boulders. On the drive back to Windhoek we had a bit of a scare after getting stuck on a sandy track in the middle of nowhere. Fortunately, after an hour of digging, pushing, straining and sweating we managed to free the vehicle and make it back to Windhoek for the beginning of the regular tour. As the old saying goes, “all’s well that ends well.”

     The regular tour began with a day of birding in the Windhoek area. We started at Daan Viljoen Reserve just west of the city where Charlie’s Pearl-spotted Owlet call brought in waves of new species including Green-winged Pytilia, Barred Wren-Warbler and even the owlet himself. Here we also saw Verreaux’s Eagle, Monteiro’s Hornbill and our first giraffes, wildebeest and eland. After lunch at the hotel we visited Avis Dam on the eastern outskirts of Windhoek. Highlights there included our first views of the handsome Blacksmith Lapwing, many Swallow-tailed Bee-eaters and the ever present White-browed Sparrow-Weavers and Fork-tailed Drongos.

     The next stop on our itinerary was the Erindi game preserve, a private park located about 200 kilometers northwest of Windhoek. Thought the large mammal experience here is a bit artificial, the birding was fantastic and we had some incredible encounters with a few difficult-to-see small mammals. Thanks to Jim’s constant vigilance and sharp eyes we were able to get great views of an Aardvark, a Honey Badger and a Bush Duiker, all within a span of 5 minutes at the water hole behind our quarters. We also managed a few good birds during our game drives at Erindi. Included among these were Red-faced Mousebird, Cape Penduline Tit and African Hawk-Eagle. Unfortunately our constants shouts for Henku to stop prevented us from ever getting any significant distance from the lodge. Think of what we might have seen if we had been able to cover some ground! And let’s not forget the civilized side of Erindi….enjoying mixed drinks and fine wine served in elegant glassware is certainly not the image that comes to mind when one thinks of the African bush. 

    The next leg of our journey took us to the crown jewel of Namibia’s wildlife experience, Etosha National Park. Surely one of the highlights of the entire tour was the experience of the waterhole at Okaukuejo. The wildlife spectacle there seemed never ending and constantly changing. Elephants, Black Rhinos, Black-backed Jackals and scores of various antelope species constantly paraded in and out for a bit of arid Namibia’s precious resource. The evening vigil at Okaukuejo also produced our only sighting of Verreaux’s Eagle-Owl. During the day on our game drives we saw thousands of zebras, springbok, impala and had several close encounters with lions. Birds were in evidence as well and near Okaukuejo we saw our only Rufous-eared Warblers, Pink-billed Larks and Double-banded Coursers. During a lunch stop at Halali we saw roosting African Scops-Owl and White-faced Scops-Owl and later, at Naumatoni, a troop of Banded Mongoose and a Greater Painted Snipe. Those who opted to participate in the late afternoon drive near Naumatoni were rewarded with the trip’s only leopard sighting! That was a shame for those who missed it, but perhaps a reason to return someday. From an accommodations standpoint, our single evening at the Mushara Bush Camp seemed to make everyone’s highlight list. If sleeping in tents was always this plush I would surely own stock in a camping supply company! The birding at Mushara was slow but we did add Crested Francolin and Yellow-breasted Apalis to our growing list before embarking on the long drive to Rundu, our introduction to the Caprivi Strip.

     As we drove north from Grootfontein we passed into the Kavango District where suddenly the Africa we had expected materialized. Prior to that, Namibia had seemed sterilized and very western. In Kavango we saw small villages of mud huts with thatched grass roofs and people driving oxcarts. It was a stark reminder of just how comfortable our western lifestyle really is. Do we really have anything to complain about? The town of Rundu was less than memorable but the Nkwazi Lodge on the banks of the Okavango River was an excellent introduction to the birds of the Caprivi Strip. During the few hours we spent birding there the pace was frenetic with a procession of colorful birds added to our ever-growing list. Some of the more memorable sightings here included Little Bee-eater, Kurrichane Thrush, White-browed Robin-Chat, Yellow-bellied Greenbul, Giant Kingfisher, Coppery-tailed Coucal and Holub’s Golden-Weaver.  On our way out of town we stopped at a local kindergarten where Richard handed out a plethora of pencils and the children delighted us with a wonderful welcome song. 

During our three nights in the Caprivi strip we stayed at the Nunda River Lodge, a luxurious tent camp on the banks of the Okavango River. The deck outside the bar provided a relaxing place to sit and drink a cold beer while watching hippos wallowing in the shallows and birds flying up and down the river. Some of the regulars noted from this vantage point were Swamp Boubou, Hartlaub’s Babbler, Rufous-bellied Heron and Gray-backed Cameroptera. We spent most of one day exploring the Mahango Game Park where the elephant damage to the trees was extensive. After seeing this I can understand why culling some elephant herds has become necessary! Here we also saw the elegant Sable Antelope, several Bushbucks and a small troop of Vervet Monkeys. Avian highlights included the beautiful Southern Carmine Bee-eater, Sulphur-breasted Bush-Shrike, Rufous-bellied Tit, African Skimmer and Yellow-billed Stork. We also crossed the river and visited the Caprivi Game Park where we encountered one of the trip’s stars: the lovely Saddle-billed Stork. Other interesting birds in the wetlands along the river included Black Egret, African Openbill and Spur-winged Goose. In the drier upland areas of the park we found a small flock of Meyer’s Parrots. The late afternoon boat trip to Popa Falls was a pleasant escape from our cramped vehicles and the dusty roads and also provided great views of Rock Pratincole, Wire-tailed Swallow, Water Thick-Knee and Malachite Kingfisher. 

We concluded the tour with two nights at Waterburg National Park where mammals stole the show. During our game drive to the top of the plateau we saw Roan Antelope, Sable Antelope and had our best views of Cape Buffalo. Around the cabins we saw a small group of Lesser Bushbaby bouncing about the acacias and a group of 20+ Dwarf Mongoose prowling the grounds. However, the mammalian highlight had to be the excellent views of the Common Genet. This beautiful and seldom seen creature appeared on schedule and proved to be unusually cooperative. Thanks Cyndie!!

We returned to Windhoek with a bit of shopping along the way and bade farewell to new and old friends. Though the trip has ended the memories will endure forever. Thanks to all of you for doing your part to make Namibia 2009 one of the best trips I’ve ever been a part of! 
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