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Namibia & Botswana 
The Audubon Shop Custom tour 

 
3rd - 19th September, 2013 

 

Tour leader: Charley Hesse & Ken Behrens 
Report by Charley Hesse.    Photos by Charley Hesse & Jerry Connolly.    

 

 
Our group in the dunes just after finding the endemic Dune Lark (Jerry Connolly) 

 

This trip was the 4th annual Audubon Shop Namibia/Botswana custom tour. The tried and tested itinerary 
remained unchanged from previous years although we did get to stay at some great new accommodations 
for the first time. From Windhoek we dropped off the escarpment and crossed the Namib Desert, 
experiencing an ever-changing landscape and finding the rare Hartmannôs Mountain Zebra. In the Walvis 
Bay area we found the Namibian endemic Dune Lark and saw extraordinary numbers of both flamingos on 
the coast. The famous inselberg of Spitzkoppe produced the rare Herero Chat against a stunning backdrop 
and clients were charmed by the incredible location of the Erongo Wilderness Lodge with all its interesting 
specialties, including the charismatic Rockrunner. Etosha National Park never disappoints and this year we 
had great action with many lions and elephants around waterholes during the day, and with the drought, 
especially large numbers of Black Rhinos at night. We also watched Spotted Hyaenas on many occasions 
and even watched one group swimming! Boat rides on the Kavango River in Namibia and more in the 
Okavango Pan-handle in Botswana were also a highlight with the awesome Pelôs Fishing-Owl. Jerry never 
fails to bring a nice bunch of people and this year he excelled himself. What a great time we had! 
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3rd September ï Arrival in Windhoek 
After meeting the group at the airport, we drove towards town, spotting our first Chacma Baboons and 
Warthogs on the way. The scattered trees were filled with the messy nests of White-browed Sparrow-
Weavers and we saw a few of these chunky birds along with a Gabar Goshawk. We had just enough time 
to visit Avis Dam before heading to the guest house. We stepped out at the car park and scanned the dam 
for our first water birds of the trip. We saw many Egyptian Geese, several Red-billed Ducks, a single 
African Darter perched on a stump and a distant African Fish-Eagle perched on the other side of the 
water. The water level was very low reflecting the very dry year is has been. On the exposed mud edges 
we saw Three-banded Plover & Little Stint and then spotted a much closer White-throated Swallow 
perched nearby. On the other side of the lake, a Peregrine Falcon glided by and a pair of Monteiro's 
Hornbills flopped from tree to tree on the far side. In some grass by the lakeside, a Black-headed Heron 
stood perfectly still and an African Pipit busily searched for food. In the nearby bushes we called in a very 
pretty Acacia Pied Barbet and also found the not-quite-so-striking Black-chested Prinia and Marico 
Flycatcher. We saw large flocks of Red-billed Queleas and Shaft-tailed Whydahs in the distance and 
even had a small flock of African Quailfinches flyby, giving themselves away by their calls. As we headed 
back to the vehicles we saw our first Southern Yellow-billed Hornbill and also a pair of Yellow Canaries 
before we got in and made our way to our comfortable guest house. In the evening we drove to the famous 
Joôs Beerhouse where many of the group tried some of Namibiaôs famous game meat. 
 

 
The variable Mountain Wheatear is a common inhabitant of rocky areas in Namibia (Charley Hesse) 

 
4th September ï Windhoek to Swakopmund  
Today was our long day driving along the fabulous C28 road down off the escarpment and crossing the 
Namib Desert to Swakopmund on the coast. As we loaded the luggage into the vehicles, Little Swifts were 
criss-crossing the sky and our first African Gray Hornbill was perched in a nearby tree. We set off west, 
straight out of Windhoek and at a nice lookout point we got out to see what we could find. As we walked up 
to the edge, a small covey of francolins took to the air and flew to the slope across from us. They were 
Orange River Francolins but it took a short while to relocate and get them in the scopes for better views. 
Other good birds we saw there were Cape Penduline-Tit, a splendid male Short-toed Rock-Thrush, the 
rather drab Familiar Chat plus Cape Glossy Starlings, Cape Bunting and Southern Grey-headed 
Sparrow. After things had slowed down we set off again finding our first Grey Go-away Birds and the 
beautiful Southern Pale Chanting-Goshawk. In a dry river bed, we had a group of Red-billed Francolins 
and then saw a Gabar Goshawk which appeared to be hunting something in the rocks below. We also had 
Greater Striped-Swallow, a pair of tiny Yellow-bellied Eremomelas and a troup of Chacma Baboons.  
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Rocky areas along the road held many Cape Rock Hyraxes and the odd Mountain Wheatear and we 
even saw a small group of Greater Kudus. We passed a small corral where we picked up our first Great 
Rufous Sparrows and Red-billed Buffalo-Weavers and then reached a rather productive area of Kalahari 
scrub with some nice birds like Chestnut-vented Tit-Babbler, Kalahari Scrub-Robin. Scaly-feathered 
Finch, Black faced Waxbill, Violet-eared Waxbill and Red-headed Finch, many of which responded 
nicely to our whistled owlet impersonations. One of the main mammal targets of the day was Hartmann's 
Mountain Zebra which Judy spotted way over on a distant hillside. We ate our packed lunch at the Boshua 
Pass where we had our first Alpine Swift, Eurasian Kestrel and a family of 3 Verreaux's Eagles which 
offered great views as they sailed over head. From here it was all downhill, so to speak. We picked up 
Pririt Batis and the near endemic White-tailed Shrike in some of the last areas of trees and Long-billed 
Pipit on a rocky slope.  
 

 
The cryptic Ruppellôs Korhaan blends in to its dry Namib Desert home (Charley Hesse) 

 
The habitat changed dramatically and we entered the dry open plains bordering the Namib Desert where 
Chat Flycatchers perched on fence posts and cheeky South African Ground Squirrels got up on their 
hind legs to scan for danger. We saw some huge Sociable Weaver colonies near the road in the few trees 
that remained and also saw some Warthogs and our first Gemsbok, surely one of the most beautiful 
antelopes. We did a U-turn when the back vehicle spotted one of the main targets along this stretch, 
Rueppell's Korhaan. We also saw a pair of Common Duikers under a tree and 2 Slender Mongooses 
ran across the road in front of us. The habitat got drier and drier, perfect for larks. We had Spike-heeled, 
Stark's & Sabota Larks along with Karoo Chat and eventually Common Ostrich and our first Springbok. 
This was the Namib Desert proper here and our last bird was a Greater Kestrel perched on post. We had 
timed it well and got to the end of the road well before dark. Just before getting to Swakopmund, we 
crossed the Swakop river bed which had a bit of water still in it. It was packed with water birds, and here we 
saw Cape Teal, Greater Flamingo, many Lesser Flamingos, Chestnut-banded Plover, Pied Avocet, 
Curlew Sandpiper and a Kelp Gull. As we pulled up in front of our hotel we saw a Dusky Sunbird feeding 
on a flower in the garden and on walk to dinner, some Helmeted Guineafowl going to roost in the tree. 
Swakopmund is famous for seafood and we were treated to some delicious fish in one of the restaurants. 
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5th September ï Windhoek to Swakopmund road 
After an early breakfast, we headed to Rooibank, next to the dry Kuiseb River and the edge of the dunes. 
This is the home to Namibiaôs only full geopolitical endemic bird, the Dune Lark. We parked and as we 
started walking towards the dunes, we saw our first Cape Sparrow (which is very common there), the 
colourful Swallow-tailed Bee-eater, another Dusky Sunbird, several Grey-backed Sparrowlarks flying 
overhead, and a Chestnut-vented Tit-Babbler. We arrived at the habitat of our target and within minutes, 
one of the participants spotted a bird. It was indeed, a pair of Dune Larks which were very confiding and 
gave us great views. On the way back we saw the Namibian form of the Southern Fiscal with its distinctive 
white eye-brow, a nice African Hoopoe and after much effort, the colourful Bokmakierie. On the way out 
we searched hard for the Tractrac Chat but instead found the near-endemic Gray's Lark. We drove back to 
Walvis Bay and checked out the Lagoon where the tide was just perfect for observing birds. There were 
hundreds of birds close in and we saw many Greater and Lesser Flamingos, White-breasted Cormorant, 
Great White Pelican, Pied Avocet, Black-winged Stilt, Black-bellied, White-fronted & Chestnut-
banded Plovers, Curlew Sandpiper, Ruddy Turnstone, Sanderling, Little Stint and Caspian Tern. 
 

 
The Dune Lark is Namibiaôs only full geopolitical endemic bird species (Charley Hesse) 

 
We had lunch at a café nearby during which Ken scoped out a park nearby and found us a pair of Orange 
River White-eyes. After lunch we went to check out the salt works. On the way out we added Cape 
Shoveler, Cape Teal, Eared Grebe, Common Greenshank, Marsh & Wood Sandpiper, Ruff plus 
Common, Great Crested & Sandwich Terns. By the time we reached the sea it was very misty and our 
plans for sea watching had to be abandoned, but we did take a group photo and spotted a Cape Fur Seal 
playing nearby in the waves. On the way back we added Whimbrel and a surprise Terek Sandpiper, a 
good find in this area. We stopped at a guano platform on the way back to Swakopmund where we found 
our target Crowned & Cape Cormorants along with a pod of Common Bottlenose Dolphins and some 
Hartlaub's Gulls. Most people took the opportunity to do some shopping in town but the hardcore 
continued birding with a trip to the Swakopmund saltworks where they added the near-endemic African 
Black Oystercatcher. In the evening we treated ourselves at Swakopmundôs best known Seafood 
restaurant, óThe Tugô. 
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6th September ï Spitzkoppe to Omaruru 
We departed Swakopmund early, heading back inland along the main highway before turning off to 
Namibiaôs most famous inselberg, Spitzkoppe. We made good time and the beautiful mountain came into 
view as dawn broke. Our first birding stop was to try for Karoo Long-billed Lark. On cue, as soon as we 
played the tape a bird flew right in and gave great views. We stopped briefly at the entrance to buy our 
tickets and looked at some of the numerous bird species nearby, including many pretty Rosy-faced 
Lovebirds, Pale-winged Starlings and a Mountain Wheatear. We made our way along some quiet tracks 
to our stakeout for the Herero Chat, whose scientific name, Namibornis, reflects its near-endemic status. 
We found the birds in their usual spot pretty quickly. Afterwards we observed many other nice birds nearby, 
like Lanner Falcon and Bradfield's Swifts flying against the mountain, Monteiro's Hornbill, Acacia Pied 
Barbet, Yellow-bellied Eremomela, Layard's Tit-Babbler and Dusky Sunbird in the nearby trees. We 
headed back to the vehicles for our packed breakfasts, after which we continued our birding, with Cape 
Bunting, some cooperative Ashy Tits, Black- faced Waxbill and Pririt Batis. We made our way out of the 
park and driving along the highway had a few stops to pick up new birds such as Northern Black Korhaan, 
Short-toed Rock-Thrush and Black-chested Snake-Eagle.  

 

 
The lovely Violet-eared Waxbill adds a splash of colour to the dry Kalahari Scrub (Charley Hesse) 

 
We had a nice leisurely lunch in Omaruru after which we checked in and relaxed for a bit before taking a 
walk in dry river bed behind our guest house. Ken managed to locate one of our main targets in the area, 
Ruppell's Parrot, but it took us all a long time to get views of the bird up in the canopy. We went on but 
some tired in the heat and headed back early to the rooms. Those that stayed out were rewarded with nice 
scope views of the localized Damara Red-billed Hornbill and nice close views of the very attractive Violet-
eared Waxbill. After dinner we all took a short night drive on which we managed to find some fairly 
common animals such as Scrub Hare and Steenbok as well as much more seldom seen ones like 
Jameson´s Red Rock Rabbit, Springhare and even a Striped Polecat. 
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7th September ï Omaruru to Erongo 
Before breakfast, one of the caretakers found us a huge Verreaux's Eagle-Owl in the garden, which stared 
down at us from a large tree, posing nicely for photos. After breakfast we took a morning walk in river bed 
behind the lodge to try and pick up some of the birds we had missed yesterday. Straight off we saw a 
Shikra being mobbed by a Little Sparrowhawk and probably the same Ruppell's Parrot flying in to feed 
in the same tree as yesterday. We managed to relocate the Damara Red-billed Hornbills for yesterdayôs 
early retirees and also had nice views of Pririt Batis, Long-billed Crombec and Brubru. One of the main 
targets of the morning was a pair of Southern Pied Babblers which we saw perched in some long grass, 
vocalizing loudly. We had some nice Pearl-breasted Swallows which were probably recent arrivals. We 
also had a surprise White-tailed Shrike which we had much better views of than before. These were once 
a bit of a taxonomic enigma but are now thought to be unusually large members of the batis family. Before 
leaving the guest house we had a pair of Groundscraper Thrushes on the roof to see us off. 
 

 
Cape Rock Hyraxes are everywhere at Erongo (Charley Hesse) 

 
We set off on the short drive into the Erongo Conservancy, and in the way in, we had an out-of-range 
Hooded Vulture, nice views of African Hawk-Eagle, a tiny Pearl-spotted Owlet, more Monteiro's 
Hornbills and finally a Bearded Woodpecker where the road ran next to the large trees by the dry river 
bed. We had an early lunch at the amazing Erongo Wilderness lodge during which we saw many 
interesting birds, including Augur Buzzard, African Gray Hornbill, Ashy Tit, Pale-winged Starling, the 
colourful Green-winged Pytilia, very cute Rosy-faced Lovebirds and also countless Cape Rock Hyraxes. 
It was hard to believe that these cuddly guinea pig-sized animals are distant relatives of the elephants! 
After a rest in our luxurious tented rooms, we took an afternoon walk. We saw many typical birds 
associated with this rocky terrain, like Rock Kestrel, Speckled Pigeon and Rock Martins as well as other 
common birds like Gray--backed Camaroptera, Grey Go-away Bird and Red-billed Francolins. We 
even found Namibiaôs smallest antelope, the tiny Damara Dikdik. Our main quarry of the afternoon though 
was the charismatic Rockrunner. This bird was another taxonomic trouble-causer but now seems to have 
settled in the African Warbler family along with the tiny crombecs. We found a singing bird in thick bushes 
by the car park, but getting everybody to see it required some teamwork from the Jerry and the guides. We 
enjoyed a dinner by the fire and under the stars during which we had a magnificent Greater Kudu come in 
to drink at the small floodlit waterhole and a Freckled Nightjar landed on top of a nearby rock. It had been 
a very special day. 
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8th September ï Erongo to Etosha NP 
The highlight of staying at Erongo Wilderness Lodge is undoubtedly feeding time. Every morning, just after 
dawn, they put out a lot of seed for the birds and large numbers come in very close and the photographic 
opportunities are hard to beat. One of the main targets here was the Hartlaub's Francolin which are found 
in this rocky landscape. They are difficult to find elsewhere but regularly attend the feeding station, and 
sure enough we had a pair just below us. Another highlight were the large number of Rosy-faced 
Lovebirds at close range. During the morning we saw many other good birds, like White-browed Scrub-
Robin, Lark-like & Cape Buntings, Great Sparrow, Green-winged Pytilia and African Gray Hornbill. 
One of the participants took a walk nearby and came back with a photo to identify, and this turned out to be 
a Rockrunner which we had put so much effort into finding yesterday. We packed our bags and said 
goodbye to the lodge staff and headed a few kilometres further into the conservancy to try again for Violet 
(not óviolentô) Woodhoopoe in another dry riverbed. On the way, we had excellent views of a pair of 
African Hawk-Eagles and a troup of Chacma Baboons. We tried for the woodhoopoes (not óWood Who-
doosô) but there was no sign of them. On the way out we saw our first Red-crested Korhaan.  
 

 
Erongo is one of the best places to see Rosy-faced Lovebirds up close and personal (Charley Hesse) 

 
We were now on our way to Etosha National Park and we had a few stops where we saw Swallow-tailed 
Bee-eaters, Short-toed Rock-Thrush, Southern Pale Chanting-Goshawk & Monteiro's Hornbill. The 
highlight of the ride though was a pair of Namaqua Sandgrouse with very cute, fluffy chicks, right by the 
side of the road. We took a short cut along a gravel road after the town of Kalkfeld which was particularly 
good for larks and other open country birds. Along here we saw Sabota, Fawn-colored & Stark's Lark as 
well as Southern Pied Babbler, Kalahari Scrub-Robin, Southern Anteater-Chat, Long-billed Pipit and 
Scaly-feathered Finch. We stopped for a nice lunch in the town of Outjo before continuing with just 
another hourôs drive to the park gate. We stopped to do some birding nearby, picking up Long-billed 
Crombec, Southern Masked- & Village Weavers, Pririt Batis and the stunning Crimson-breasted 
Shrike. We checked out the first waterhole where we had our first Kori Bustard. Here we also saw the 
attractive Northern Black Korhaan, Crowned Lapwing and our first Elephants of the trip. Driving along 
towards the camp we added Springbok, Black-faced Impala, Giraffe and Burchell's Zebras. After 
checking into our wonderful rooms we checked out the amazing Okakuejo waterhole. Sociable Weavers 
were chattering everywhere and going to and fro from their huge nesting colonies over our heads. Beyond 
the electric fence, Blacksmith Lapwings flew around in a panic from the Black-backed Jackal jogging by, 
a flock of Cape Teal were flushed up from the water, a Pearl-spotted Owlet gave its wonderful call nearby 
and Giraffes began to come in to drink. At dusk, hundreds of Double-banded Sandgrouse circled the 
waterhole and landed before walking up and drinking at the waterôs edge. After dinner, several people 
stayed up and their patience was rewarded with many Black Rhinos and even Lions. 
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9th September ïEtosha NP 
We met just at dawn at the waterhole, and there were still some Double-banded Sandgrouse having their 
morning drink. Their arrival and departure times are like clockwork. As the surroundings slowly lit up, we 
saw a Tawny Eagle perched on a distant snag and had a stunning pair of Crimson-breasted Shrikes 
hopping around a tree behind us. We went to breakfast and set off on our morning drive straight afterwards. 
Fairly soon we came across a Red-crested Korhaan and several Swallow-tailed Bee-eaters. The first 
waterhole we reached was called Gemsbokvlakte, which, as always, had plenty of Burchell's Zebras and 
Blue Wildebeest. The open ground nearby held Red-capped, Stark's & Spike-heeled Lark as well as 
many Grey-backed Sparrowlarks. On to Olifantsbad which had Black-winged Stilt & Common 
Greenshank and many smaller birds coming in to drink, like Chestnut-backed Sparrowlark and Lark-like 
Bunting. We had many stately Greater Kudus and our first Red Hartebeest. Further on we had a merciful 
bathroom break, after which we checked out the Aus waterhole which had many smaller birds including 
Red-headed Finch, Long-tailed Paradise-Whydah in non-breeding plumage, Black-throated Canary 
and Great Sparrow. On the home stretch, we saw Southern Pale Chanting-Goshawk, another huge Kori 
Bustard and a pair of Red-breasted Swallows.  
 

 
Red Hartebeest gets its name from the heart-shape its horns make (Charley Hesse) 

 
We had lunch at Okakuejo and were joined by several Southern Yellow-billed Hornbills looking for 
scraps. In the afternoon, we headed north on the Okondeka loop which passed through mainly dry open 
ground. Straight off we had the target Pink-billed Lark, but further up in one of the few areas with trees we 
failed to find the tiny Pygmy Falcon around its usual Sociable Weaver nesting colony. We did see some 
White-backed Vulture nests, some Southern Fiscals and a large bull Elephant. Passing out into the 
open plains again we saw many beautiful Northern Black Korhaans, 2 rare Caspian Plovers which 
flushed up, some Double-banded Coursers, Namaqua Sandgrouse, an Eastern Clapper Lark and 
some South African Ground Squirrels. We also had Springbok and Gemsbok in beautiful light. We 
reached Okondeka but failed to find the pride of lions that usually frequents there. We did see however 
some South African Shelduck, Cape Teal and Chestnut-banded Plover hanging out at the little water 
that remained. On the way back we had brief views of a pair of perched Greater Kestrels but time was 
short to make it back to the gate before sunset. Once back, we checked out the waterhole before dinner 
and saw a Black Rhino and some Giraffe. We also had a Black-backed Jackal begging at dinner, which 
seemed to show that some irresponsible tourists throw them scraps, a practice that is not to be encouraged. 
Some people went back to see what action they would get at the waterhole. 


