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Most outsiders associate Rwanda 
with the genocide that claimed 
as many as one million lives 

over the course of three months in early 
1994. Fortunately, however, this small and 
densely populated East‒Central African 
country has progressed a long way since 
those dark days. By the end of 1994, tenu-
ous peace had been restored under a new 
regime; come the turn of the millennium, 
Rwanda was starting to emerge as one 
of the most progressive countries on the 
continent, boasting a bullish rate of eco-
nomic growth complemented by sustained 
political stability and a burgeoning eco- 
awareness that led, among other things, to 
the implementation of a total ban on plas-
tic bags in 2008. 

Post-millennial Rwanda, despite its 
small size, has also emerged as one of Afri-
ca’s most alluring wildlife destinations. The 
premier attraction – indeed, for many, the 
sole motivation for visiting a country so 
shrouded in notoriety – is the habituated 
mountain gorillas that inhabit the slopes 
of the staggeringly beautiful Virunga vol-
canoes that run along the northern border 
with Uganda. But there are also elephants, 
hippos and recently reintroduced lions in 
the low-lying Akagera National Park, ha-
bituated chimpanzees and half-a-dozen 
forest monkey species in the rolling forests 
of Nyungwe National Park. And, for bird-
ers, Rwanda hosts a quite remarkable avian 
biodiversity, with more than 725 species 
recorded in an area smaller than that of 
Belgium or Lesotho. 

Which brings me to 
Wild Rwanda, a welcome 
addition to the other-
wise limited literature 
about Rwanda’s wildlife. 
The core of this 256-page 
guide is a gazetteer of 
detailed site accounts to 
wildlife-viewing destina-
tions both famous and 
obscure. Nyungwe Na-
tional Park, the country’s 
most important bird-
ing site that harbours 71  
Afro-montane species in-
cluding 25 Albertine Rift 
endemics, is justifiably accorded a hefty 50 
pages. There are detailed descriptions of 
individual hiking trails and other hotspots, 
and what to look out for along them – a list 
of local specialities that includes stunners 
such as Doherty’s Bush-shrike, Albertine 
Owlet and Great Blue Turaco (which, as 
the book notes, is ‘wonderfully common’ 
in Nyungwe). The text is clearly based on 
its trio of enthusiastic authors’ first-hand 
experience, and it’s refreshingly up-to-
date, with tips, for instance, on where to 
look for Willard’s Sooty Boubou, a species 
first described in 2010. 

Just as useful are the site accounts of 
less obvious wildlife destinations. The 
capital Kigali, for instance, wouldn’t 
conform to most people’s 
notion of a birding hot-
spot, but the swamps on 
its southern outskirts are 
as good a place as any to 
look for papyrus dwell-
ers such as White-winged 
Warbler and the spec-
tacular Papyrus Gonolek 
(though visitors hoping 
to encounter the iconic 
Shoebill will need to head 
farther east to Akagera 
National Park, where it is 
most frequently observed 
on Lake Birengero). Also 
accorded coverage are 

several minor and seldom-
visited sites outside the na-
tional park system – Rugezi 
Marsh, for instance, is cited 
as being a good spot for 
Carruthers’s Cisticola and 
Blue-headed Coucal, while 
the Mashoza Parike Forest 
is home to woodland spe-
cies such as the attractive 
Olive-bellied Sunbird and 
Double-toothed Barbet.

Other features of Wild 
Rwanda are an introductory 
section that provides useful 
background and practical 

information aimed at first-time visitors, 
while the chapter on speciality species in-
cludes accounts of 20-odd mammal and 
100-plus bird taxa of note to serious wild-
life enthusiasts. 

If the book has one obvious flaw it is that 
it lacks any coverage of wildlife or birding 
possibilities in a few of Rwanda’s larger 
and more regularly visited towns, notably 
Huye (Butare) and Musanze (Ruhengeri). 
But this is a minor quibble. Overall Wild 
Rwanda is a thoroughly useful and enjoy-
able publication, with erudite hands-on 
text and some wonderful photographs. I’ll 
be sure to keep it close at hand during my 
next trip to Rwanda. 
PHILIP BRIGGS >
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Here is a bird book with a differ-
ence! It is not about birds so much 
as about the people who have 

been part of ornithological endeavour in 
South Africa. Although author Roy Sieg-
fried states in his introduction to this book 
that he is not a historian, there are few 
surviving ornithologists of his generation 
better qualified to comment on organisa-
tions and events that have influenced the 
current status of our ornithology.

The book is lavishly illustrated with 
full-page colour reproductions of plates 
from Levaillant’s books, one at the begin-
ning of each chapter. A decorative life-
size painting of an egg of a South African 
bird species is provided at the end of each 
chapter. Marginal and other illustrations 
include photographs, copies of early 
drawings and reproductions of book cov-
ers, all of which complement the adjacent 
text. An excellent pencil portrait of Fran-
çois Levaillant done by J. Baillie in 1890 is 
featured on the back cover.

The author’s undertaking to write in 
popular style is largely achieved, for the 
text is indeed readable. The initial chap-
ters provide a succinct account of the 
ornithological exploration that began af-
ter the British colonisation of the Cape. 
Informative chapters are also provided 
on the history of avian illustration and 
on sonograms and sound recordings. In 
chapter 6 (entitled Indigenisation) the 
author gets into his stride, compiling a 
narrative ‘intended as background for 
informed constructive discussion about 
the future of South African ornithol-
ogy’. Subsequent chapters (7–11) are re-
spectively entitled Flock (on corporate 
ornithology), Conservation, Outreach, 
Science, and Citizen Science. Chapter 
12 (Institutions) is compiled by Dr Alan 
Kemp, who provides a substantive list 

of ornithologists who have worked in 
museums or government departments. 
Siegfried’s final chapter, appropriately 
entitled Quo Vadis, formulates the chal-
lenges facing South African ornithology.

A four-page index is provided, but it 
seems to have been included somewhat 
as an afterthought. The names of a num-
ber of individuals, some of whom receive 
more than single mention in the text 
(such as Jared Diamond, Pat Hall, David 
Lack and Gordon Ranger) are missing. 

On the subject of omissions, some sig-
nificant ornithological events, such as 
the several Pan-African Ornithological 
Congresses that were convened within 
South Africa, receive only passing men-
tion (that the first PAOC in Zambia set 
‘a benchmark for many more such meet-
ings which were to follow in its wake’). 
The thematic symposia organised by the 
SAOS branches, starting with the Birds 
and Man symposium in 1985, get no 
mention at all. Yet all these events were 
attended by numerous overseas scientists 
and by leading experts on African orni-
thology. They showcased the work being 
done in South Africa and enabled contact 
that provided encouragement and guid-
ance to young local delegates.

Levaillant’s Legacy is nevertheless a 
thought-provoking account of the orni-
thological history of South Africa. 
TERRY OATLEY

news & viewsBird Photography  
Safaris & 

Workshops
with Albert & 

Marietjie Froneman
Join us on a specialised bird  

photography safari and learn 
from the experts in the field 

Affordable bird photography 
workshops and courses  

tailored to your individual level 
of expertise will teach you the 

best camera settings and easiest 
post-processing techniques.

Space is limited so book now  

to avoid disappointment.

Visit www.wildlifephotography.co.za

Destinations for 2017 include:
 KgalagaDi –  the best for raptors 

OKavangO – the ultimate bird  
photography destination 

ZambeZi RiveR – spectacular Carmine Bee-eaters
 inDlOvu RiveR lODge – custom-built,  

water-level hides in Big 5 bushveld



the Laughing Dove and 
other poems
Vernon R.L. Head

Staging Post, a division of Jacana
Hardcover; dustjacket; 70 pages. R185.
ISBN 978-0-9946677-8-6

Vernon Head’s career is in architec-
ture, his passion is in birds: finding 
them (both the quotidian and the 

rare), looking after them and their habi-
tats through his involvement with BirdLife 
South Africa and, increasingly, writing 
about them. 

His first book was the highly acclaimed 
The Search for the Rarest Bird in the World, 
and he’s followed it with a collection of in-
triguing and often exquisite poetry, The 
Laughing Dove and other Poems. Vernon’s 
fascination is with the natural world – the 
wonder of it, the quiet mystery of it and the 
dangers to it. His use of language and meta-
phor is idiosyncratic, even more so in the 
intrinsically private world of poetry than in 
The Search, which attracted as much atten-
tion for the sometimes floridity of its prose 

as for the Boy’s Own adventure story and 
the meditations on man and nature.

Sometimes the poems yield their mean-
ing easily:

‘A bee
is a bit of a thing,
holding petals
in the yellow sky
with thoughts of a song’

Sometimes they succumb only after mul-
tiple readings:

‘Our world of voids
is a place of islands’

And sometimes they keep their secrets still:
‘The wobbling dawn swims  
in distant obligations’

But always the poems and the imagery 
therein invite closer scrutiny; they seduce 
even when the seven veils do not lift to re-
veal the naked form underneath. These are 
not poems for the twitcher who uses play-
back to summon a bird quickly from thick 
bush and then moves on in search of an-
other tick, but rather verses for those who 
are prepared to wait with almost infinite 

patience for the bird to reveal itself, feather 
by feather, until – perhaps – the whole 
form is revealed. And if the bird does not 
emerge at all, it is enough to know that it is 
there; it has been brought into being and 
one day might emerge into the light.
JOHn MAYTHAM
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