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HEN Dr Rob
Simmons gets
up each
morning, the
first thing he

does is switch on his laptop. 
Nothing unusual about

that, of course – millions of
people the world over do
something similar at the start
of their days, checking 
e-mails, reading the news on-
line, finding out the latest
about Justin Bieber throwing
eggs at his Los Angeles
neighbour’s house…

But Simmons, a researcher
at UCT’s Percy FitzPatrick
Institute of African
Ornithology, is looking at
something profoundly more
interesting and exciting – he’s
watching the curtain being
lifted on the hitherto secret
migratory paths of the Black
Harrier, an endangered
southern African endemic
bird (it occurs naturally only
here) of which there are only
an estimated 500 or fewer
breeding pairs still in
existence.

Until very recently, the
movements of this graceful,
medium-sized raptor (bird of
prey) outside of its five-month
winter breeding season in the
coastal and mountainous
regions of the Western Cape
were a mystery to science, as
were the reasons for
mortalities during this time. 

Now, thanks to
technological developments
that have allowed biologists to
attach tiny GPS trackers
weighing just 12.5g to birds
and animals, scientists like
Simmons and his research
colleagues and associates are
able to follow, in real time,
creatures like the Black
Harrier with an incredible
accuracy of down to just 3m.

Earlier technology satellite

trackers, slightly lighter but
less accurate with a best
resolution of perhaps 150m
and providing fewer readings,
are also still in use.

Simmons can now tell
virtually what bush his target
bird might be perching on,
how fast it’s been flying, in
what direction and the
temperature at the time. And
some of the results are
proving surprising.

This species has been the
subject of a 14-year research
project that Simmons,
formerly the national
ornithologist of Namibia and
now “Black Harrier species
guardian” for BirdLife South
Africa, started with colleagues
Dr Andrew Jenkins and Dr
Odette Curtis at UCT. 

“The bird was just falling
through the cracks then,” he
explains.

Early work by Curtis and
other students showed each
pair of Black Harriers needed
about 100ha of pristine
vegetation in order to breed
successfully and that these
breeding areas coincide with a
high species richness of small
mammals like mice – their
major prey – and a greater
abundance of small birds,
which are also taken. 

But the bird’s presence
could not be similarly
associated with plant

richness, a finding the
researchers had been hoping
for. 

“So we couldn’t say that it
is a complete indicator of
biodiversity,” said Simmons.

Despite this intensive
research, they still didn’t
know where these birds went
after breeding. So in 2008, they
initiated a pilot tracking
project that involved fitting
satellite transmitters to the
birds with a Teflon harness.
Now, in a more intensive
phase of the project, another
six birds have been fitted with
tags. 

Tags are expensive, at about
$3 000 (R32 500) each but,
fortunately, the project has
received generous sponsorship,
with sponsors in turn getting

naming rights. Their birds
include Lockie, Cade, Cory,
Kwezi, Karma and Moraea.

Six birds were caught in
November by French
researcher and expert trapper
Dr Francois Mougeot, assisted

by PhD student Marie-Sophie
Garcia-Heras. He used both a
dho-gazza net – a trapping
technique used for centuries in
falconry – and a bal chatri trap,
which is cage-baited with a
conspicuously visible live
rodent or small bird and with a

series of monofilament nooses
attached to the surface that
snare the legs of any raptor
that attempts to take the bait,
without injuring it.

Two of the female project
birds have, separately, been

tracked from the West Coast
region of the Cape
“streaking” across the Karoo,
covering 1 000km in just four
days, and both then headed up
into Lesotho through the Sani
Pass area.  One of them,
Lockie, continued up past the

Katse Dam, and then further
westwards into the Free State
grasslands, covering more
than 1 600km in total before
meeting a tragic end, possibly
after a powerline collision.
The other, Moraea, has been
tracked over two successive
seasons to exactly the same
place in eastern Lesotho, on
the Mokhotlong River.

“We think they’re timing
their trips for the rains that
arrive in Lesotho in March
and April, because this is also
when the ice rats are breeding
there, and the females (Black
Harriers) are arriving just in
time for that,” Simmons said. 

“These rats are like
miniature dassies, sunning
themselves, and are quite easy
to catch.”

The same bird, on leaving
Lesotho for the first time, flew
back via Engcobo in the Chris
Hani District of Transkei and
Aberdeen in the Great Karoo,
all the way to the West Coast
National Park at the start of
the next breeding season. 

But she spent just half a
day in the park. “She
obviously didn’t like what she
found,” Simmons suggested.

She then headed east again
via Beaufort West to
Aberdeen, where she bred in
the Camdeboo mountains, and
she repeated this behaviour
two years in a row.

“Her new nest is 550km
away (from the park), highly
unusual behaviour for a
raptor. It’s the only raptor we
know that is breeding in an
entirely different habitat –
West Coast strandveld,
compared to the dry Karoo
vegetation. That was her last
signal, unfortunately, but she’s
given us some amazing data.”

Three of the Black
Harriers – Kwezi, Cade and
the as yet unnamed UCT001 –
have bred on the very hot
interior plains in the
Vanrhynsdorp area, before
also flying at speeds of over
60km/h across the Karoo in
virtually a straight line to the
Winterberg mountains east of
Cradock in the Eastern Cape. 

These birds, also not

connected to each other in any
way, have all ended up in
almost exactly the same area of
about 40km apart, after flying
between 700km and 800km.

“And we think they’re
going to stay there. Their
journey was incredibly
straight and I think they’ve
been cueing in on the earlier
rains there,” says Simmons. 

“The grasslands there are
lush and green with all the
summer rains and it must be a
paradise for these birds. But
how they know this is the best
area to be in, I don’t know.”

UCT001 set something of a
flying record during her
journey, clocking an
incredible 413km during a 10-
hour period – the largest
single move recorded for a
migrating Black Harrier. 

When the birds were first
fitted with tags, Simmons
expected to see them heading
north towards the grasslands
of southern Namibia.

“But they didn’t; we were
shown up – but it’s always
more interesting when that
happens. And this
information (from the tags) is
pouring in. Every day I get up
and see what they’ve been
doing – it’s fun and it’s really
exciting!”

●www.blackharrierspace.
blogspot.com

john.yeld@inl.co.za
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Black Harrier’s secret journey

BIRD IN THE HAND: FitzPatrick Institute PhD student Sophie Garcia-Heras holds a Black Harrier caught in the Calvinia district
and ringed and tagged with a GPS transmitter. PICTURE: FRANCOIS MOUGEOT

CROSS-COUNTRY: The migratory flights of tagged Black Harriers between the Western Cape,
Eastern Cape and Lesotho in 2011.  PICTURE: BLACK HARRIER PROJECT/UCT

MASTER OF THE AIR: A young Black Harrier in flight. The
total population of this southern African endemic species is
only about 1 500 adult birds.

PICTURE: WALLY TOLLEMACHE

One bird clocked an incredible
413km during a 10-hour period

New tracking

devices have

revealed surprising

details about this

rare endemic

raptor, writes

John Yeld

ON YOUR WAY: Dr Rob Simmons, UCT researcher and Black
Harrier species guardian for BirdLife South Africa, releases a
Black Harrier that has been fitted with a tracking device to
monitor its migrations. PICTURE: FRANCOIS MOUGEOT

Internationally famed Hout
Bay artist followed dream
HENRIËTTE GELDENHUYS

BE TRUE to yourself. Don’t be a
fake. Follow your dreams. 

These are the words that
will always remind Lorette du
Toit of her artist husband, Paul
du Toit, 48, who died of cancer
earlier this month. 

Based in Hout Bay, Du Toit
was an award-winning artist
who exhibited his paintings,
sculptures and mixed media
artworks in South Africa and
abroad, sold his first painting at
the age of 12 and bought
himself a set of oils. 

After being employed as a
computer programmer and
working at a bank, he and
Lorette visited Florence in Italy
in 1992, which inspired him to
become a full-time artist. 

He started sculpting in his
garage from discarded
materials, mainly scrap plastic,
in 1994 and won the first prize
for best artist with no formal
training at the Association of
Arts in Bellville that year. 

In 1998, he held his first
overseas exhibition in Paris,
which was followed by
exhibitions in various foreign
cities, including Edinburgh and
Moscow in 1999, London in
2000, The Hague and Florence
in 2001, Toronto in 2002, New
York in 2004 and Hong Kong,
Miami, Perth and Sydney in
2007.

In 2001, three of his
sculptures were selected for the
Florence Biennale. 

Lorette said she and Paul
often travelled together. 

“He always said his ideal

day would be a morning in
Florence, an afternoon in Paris
and an evening in New York.”

Of all the cities they
travelled to, he loved New York
most.  

She said his “love affair”
with New York started with his
first exhibition there in 2004. 

He also worked in New York
in 2005, 2006 and 2007 and
finally opened a studio in
Brooklyn in 2011.

In South Africa, he
participated in exhibitions in
Johannesburg, Pretoria, Cape
Town, Stellenbosch and
Oudtshoorn. 

Lorette said Paul’s favourite
artists were French painter and

sculptor Jean Dubuffet,
Catalan/Spanish painter,
sculptor and ceramist Joan
Miró, American artist Keith
Haring and Haitian-American
artist Jean-Michel Basquiat. 

He was known for creating
“colourful cartoonesque
characters in a vibrant palette
of primary and secondary
colours”, as one art critic put it. 

Another critic said he
portrayed “odd, outlandish and
slightly humorous characters”. 

Paul specialised in painting
the head and torso of a single
subject but in his later work
focused on the standing human
form. 

He painted with groups of

children at the Red Cross
Children’s Hospital in Cape
Town and made artworks to
raise funds for the Zip Zap
Circus in Cape Town. 

He also collaborated with
Nelson Mandela and
Archbishop Emeritus Desmond
Tutu. 

Lorette said she had started
going out with Paul 32 years
ago when they were both 16.

“Life was a great adventure
with Paul because he never
looked at things the way other
people did. 

“He always had a different
angle. He saw detail no one else
noticed,” she said,
remembering how lines in
streets or cracks in sidewalks
would inspire Paul. 

“He always fought against
conformity. From the day that I
met him until the day he died,
he was a true individualist,”
said Lorette. 

Speaking about the couple’s
children, Danielle, 18 and
Joshua, 16, she said they “were
absolutely everything to him”. 

“He was a very engaging
father. He could be on deadline,
but if Danielle or Josh
approached him with
something, he would be there
immediately to look them in the
eye and engage. He gave them
his time.”

And he would read 10 books
at any given time – he would
have a book with him
everywhere he went – there’d
be one lying in the bathroom,
another next to his bed and two
in his studio, she said. 

henriette.geldenhuys@inl.co.za
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Star of South African stage bows out
WENDYL MARTIN

JOAN Brickhill, co-founder of
Brickhill-Burke Productions,
died at a frail care centre on
Wednesday at the age of 89.

Brickhill was born in
Durban in 1924 and made her
stage debut at the age of two,
later earning the title of “most
talented child in the country”.

The spotlight followed her
into adult life and she was
acclaimed by critics for her
performances as Miss
Hannigan in Annie and the title
roles in Hello Dolly and Mame.

Brickhill and her ex-
husband Louis Burke earned
nationwide fame for staging
productions such as Minstrel

Scandals, Minstrel Follies,

Meropa and I Love my Wife and
she earned a Tony award
nomination for her chore-
ography for a production of
Meet me in St Louis.

She later became the

executive entertainment
producer at Sun City.

Wynberg resident Eugene

du Plessis was a stage manager
for the Brickhill-Burke duo.

“I first met Joan when I was
an usher at one of their shows
in Port Elizabeth in 1974. I
wanted to be a part of it. They
were big Vegas productions,”
he said.

“She was a mother and
confidante to youngsters who
had never known the bright
lights. She had to have finesse
and they were very involved in
their productions. They were
highly regarded in theatrical
management.”

Local entertainer Alvon
Collison also enjoyed a long
working relationship with
Brickhill and recalls how she
and Burke ran His Majesty’s
Theatre in Commissioner
Street, Joburg, in the 1970s,
where they staged the musical
Meropa. 

The show eventually went to
London where it enjoyed a
royal command performance

before Queen Elizabeth II.
Collison met Brickhill in

Salisbury (now Harare),
Zimbabwe during the 1960s. 

“She was on a break from
her minstrels show. She saw me
dancing and she said she would
help me turn professional,”
Collison recalled.

He went on to perform in
her productions and now to
celebrate her life he is co-
ordinating a tribute show at the
Baxter Concert Hall at 1pm on
Friday.

“Many performers who have
been in Brickhill-Burke
concerts will be on stage to pay
a tribute to this magical lady
who opened the door for so
many performers,” he said.

According to Brickhill’s
Facebook fan page there will be
a private cremation next week.
More memorials are being
planned. See
www.facebook.com/brickhil.
burke for updates.

DOYENNE: Joan Brickhill was
a stalwart of SA theatre.

NON-CONFORMIST: Paul du Toit, award-winning artist, died at
48. PICTURE: CANDICE CHAPLIN World War II soldier hid in jungle until 1974

TOKYO: A Japanese soldier
who hid in the Philippine
jungle for three decades,
refusing to believe World War II
was over until his former
commander returned and
ordered him to surrender, has
died in Tokyo at the age of 91.

Hiroo Onoda waged a
guerilla campaign in Lubang
Island, near Luzon, ignoring
leaflet drops and attempts to
convince him the Imperial
Army had been defeated, until
he was persuaded in 1974 peace
had broken out.

Onoda was the last of
several dozen so-called hold-
outs scattered  around Asia,
men who symbolised the

astonishingly dogged
perseverance of those called
upon to fight for their emperor.

Trained as an information

officer and guerrilla tactics
coach, Onoda was dispatched to
Lubang in 1944 and ordered
never to surrender or resort to
suicide and to hold firm until
reinforcements arrived.

He and three other soldiers
continued to obey that order
long after Japan’s 1945 defeat.

Their existence became
widely known in 1950, when
one of their number emerged
and returned to Japan.

The others continued to
survey military facilities,
attacking local residents and
occasionally fighting with
Philippine forces, although one
of them died soon afterwards.

Tokyo declared them dead

after nine years of searching.
However, in 1972, Onoda and

the other surviving soldier got
involved in a shoot-out with
Philippine troops. His comrade
died, but Onoda escaped.

The incident caused a
sensation in Japan, which took
his family members to Lubang
in the hope of persuading him
that hostilities were over.

Onoda later explained he had
believed attempts to coax him
out were the work of a puppet
regime installed by the US.

It was not until 1974, when his
old commanding officer visited
him in his jungle hideout to
rescind the original order, that
Onoda’s war ended. – Sapa-AFP

HOLDOUT: Japanese soldier
Hiroo Onoda


