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An interest in birds can make even the dullest game drive fascinating, and
it can transform the way you experience your city or town. The best part?
It’s easy and relatively inexpensive to get into.
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FOR BEGINNERS
1

Bushnell
Powerview 10x42
binoculars
Binoculars have come a long way.
These budget 10x42s are much
better than a more expensive
pair from 30 years ago. They’re on
the heavy side and they’re not as
bright as the pricier alternatives,
but if you’re just starting out they’re
absolutely fine. The accessories like
the case and strap are a bit ropey,
but you’re paying for the optics.
R2 100 at Cape Union Mart
capeunionmart.co.za
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Birding braces

Walking around in the veld with
a pair of binoculars around your
neck can do some damage. Not
with these. They’re elasticated
braces like the ones Uncle Trevor
uses to keep his broeks up, but
they go around your shoulders
and they take the strain off your
neck. I was sceptical before I tried
them but now I’m a convert.
They would work just as well for
photographers, too.
R240 at SA Birding
sabirding.co.za
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Nikon Monarch 5
10x42 binoculars

Roberts
Bird Guide

These are popular with serious
birders who don’t have the budget
for Swarovski, Leica or Zeiss. It’s
easy to see why: They’re smaller
than most 10x42s, extremely
robust, waterproof and deliver a
big, bright field of vision. They even
come with a 10-year guarantee. The
price is excellent for what you get.
R5 000 nikon.co.za

Not to be confused with the
doorstop-sized Roberts Birds of
Southern Africa, which is more of
a scientific tome, this little field
guide is what you take with you
on holiday. Compact, with a strong
spine, it has good illustrations and
it draws high praise from most
enthusiast birders.
R175 at kalahari.com
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Sasol Birds of
Southern Africa
The marketing blurb describes
this as “the region’s most com
prehensively illustrated and trusted
field guide” and most twitchers
seem to agree. There are loads
of pictures and plenty of info. It’s
heavier than the Roberts Field Guide
(in both senses of the word), making
it more suited to would-be experts.
R250 at kalahari.com

6 Elaine’s
nectar feeder
This sturdy, well-sealed feeder is
a cut above the ones you’ll find at
the local craft market. Pests like
guineafowls and hadedas aren’t
interested, and the sweet ambrosia
attracts pretty little things like
sunbirds, white-eyes and bulbuls.
You can buy specialised nectar
mixes, but the latest research
suggests that a cup of white sugar
diluted in a litre of tap water does
no harm to the birdies.
From R120 (including a nectar

sachet) at Elaine’s Birding & Wildlife
Products 012 665 0075;
elainesbirding.co.za

7

African terracotta
suet feeder
Suet is a high-protein treat favoured
by many birds including weavers,
hoopoes, shrikes and hornbills. This
hand-painted feeder is too small
for doves (which can dominate a
feeding station) and the little roof
protects the suet from light drizzle.
You can also use fruit, seed or water.
From R150 (including a suet ball)
at Elaine’s Birding & Wildlife
Products 012 665 0075;
elainesbirding.co.za
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Nesting box

This cute little box is good for
sparrows, starlings and barbets. It’s
a cheaper and simpler alternative
to an owl box and you don’t need
a huge garden for it either.
From R100 at Elaine’s Birding &
Wildlife Products 012 665 0075;
elainesbirding.co.za
go-southernafrica.com
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FOR BOFFINS
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Learn the lingo
The system used to categorise
binoculars seems daunting, but it’s
not very complicated. Take a 10x42
pair, for example: The “10” refers to
the magnifying power and the “42”
refers to the diameter of the lens in
millimetres. The higher the number,
the more light comes in and the
better their low-light performance.
The temptation is to go for the
highest magnification and lens
diameter available, but this results
in behemoths that are horrid to lug
around and hard to hold still. Most
birders use 10x42 or 8x42 variants.
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1 Swarovski
Traveller 8x32

4

These lightweight Swarovskis
aren’t as powerful as some of
the other binocs reviewed, but
they’re so bright and clear that
even a white-eye looks heavenly
through them.
Handmade in Austria, every
aspect is magnificent: The box is an
embossed thing of beauty and the
carry case wouldn’t be out of place
on Katharine Hepburn’s dresser.
The eyecups have four settings
so you can use them while you’re
wearing your glasses (or if you’ve
got a funny shaped face) and the
“dioptric compensation” knob
allows for the fact that your left
eye might not be as good as your
right eye, or vice versa.
R30 000 at leading specialist

outdoor stores like Safari and
Outdoor safariandoutdoor.co.za;
whylo.co.za

2

Zeiss Conquest
HD 10x42 binoculars
If you’ve always coveted a pair of
Zeiss bins (that’s what birders call
them), but you don’t want to take
out a second bond on your house,
this “entry-level” pair is the way
to go.
Voted as the “best value for
money binoculars on the market”
by a panel of experts in African
Birdlife magazine, they can con
fidently play with their much more
expensive siblings.
They’re rugged and they have
incredible optics and fantastic
eyecups. The only thing they lack
is a lockable diopter adjustment

wheel… but if you don’t know
what that is, it probably doesn’t
matter to you.
R15 300 at Zeiss zeiss.com
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Vortex
Diamondback
spotting scope
When that grey speck in the
distance is too far away for
binoculars, serious birders reach
for a spotting scope, which is
similar to the thing you use to
look at stars, mounted on a tripod.
This sturdy, entry-level scope
is angled, making it easier to look
at birds in trees or up in the sky. It’s
also more suited to mounting on
the window of your car. Straight
spotting scopes can require some
acrobatics – not great when there’s
a steering wheel in the way!
go-southernafrica.com

It offers 20 – 60x magnification
– six times more than an average
pair of binoculars.
R9 300 at leading specialist outdoor
stores like Safari and Outdoor
safariandoutdoor.co.za;
whylo.co.za

4 Manfrotto tripod
& fluid head
A spotting scope works best when
mounted securely. This lightweight
tripod with aluminium legs folds up
small and won’t take up too much
space in the boot, but the real hero
is the “fluid head” – the part that the
scope attaches to. It’s designed for
shooting video so you can pan and
tilt smoothly, which makes spotting
birds that much easier.
R1 650 (tripod) and R3 500 (head)
at Orms ormsdirect.co.za

5 iPhone adaptor
for Swarovski
binoculars
This adaptor allows you to mount
your iPhone 5 or 5s to your
Swarovski binocs or spotting
scope and take photos and videos
of distant birds. If the price makes
you gag, remind yourself what you
paid for the binoculars…
R2 500 at leading specialist outdoor
stores like Safari and Outdoor
safariandoutdoor.co.za;
whylo.co.za

6 Double-chair
Bush Blind
This portable hide comprises a
double camp chair with a popup camo bubble that shrouds
its occupants completely. Two
little slits allow you to poke your

spotting scope or long lens out of
the ramparts and capture stunning
portraits of unperturbed birds.
Or very perturbed humans, de
pending on where you choose
to park your hide…
R2 175 at Sadec Trade
sadectrade.co.za
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Roberts VII app

Of all the birding apps on
the market, this is the best. It
incorporates all the info in the field
guide and Roberts Birds of Southern
Africa (R750 in book form), plus an
enormous database of bird calls,
illustrations and photographs.
It’s always with you, making it
perfect for urban birding and
other unexpected sightings.
R500 from your app store
sabirding.co.za
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FOR PHOTOGRAPHERS
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Photography tips from a pro
2
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Albert Froneman is one of South Africa’s
best bird photographers. His work has been
published all over the world, including right
here in go!
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How do I choose a camera?
I would recommend getting
a D-SLR camera because it’s
faster and it can accommodate
different lenses. For bird photo
graphy, these features are
crucial: a fast, accurate autofocus
system; a good sensor that
produces clear images with
little grain at high ISO levels
and a fast frame rate to capture
birds in flight.

1

Nikon P600

Taking photos of small, faraway
birds requires some serious
equipment. But if you don’t want
to buy an expensive D-SLR, this
little point-and-shoot packs an
enormous 60x optical zoom. It’s
more than adequate to prove to
Aunty Maude that you really did
see a narina trogon.
R6 000 at leading camera shops
nikon.co.za

2

Canon 7D

This mid-level D-SLR rattles off
eight frames per second on
continuous shooting mode,
which helps if you’re trying to
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capture a fish-eagle scooping
a bream from the Zambezi.
It doesn’t have a full-frame
sensor like more expensive D-SLR
cameras, but that actually helps
when you’re birding. Due to some
complicated optical arithmetic, if
you use a telephoto lens designed
for a full-frame camera on a cropframe sensor like this one, you’ll
get more magnification out of the
equation. For example, a 400 mm
lens is effectively a 520 mm!
All in all, you’ll end up with a
potent camera that will be easier to
squeeze into the overhead locker.
R18 400 (body only) at Orms
ormsdirect.co.za

3

Canon EF 400 mm
f5.6 L USM lens
This relatively inexpensive lens is
lightweight for its size, fast to focus
and quiet, so it won’t scare off that
bush blackcap. The only major
negative is that it doesn’t have
image stabilisation. Cool Hand
Luke might get away without
using a tripod, but I wouldn’t risk it.
R17 300 at Orms ormsdirect.co.za

4 Vanguard carwindow mount
Turn your car into a motorised
hide with this nifty window
bracket for cameras or spotting
scopes up to 1,5 kg. You won’t be

able to use the aircon, though,
and you’ll have to do a very fast
three-point-turn if a melanistic
gabar goshawk flies past the other
side of your car.
R700 at Orms ormsdirect.co.za

5

Silver Pod

A beanbag support is an
alternative to a bigger, bulkier
tripod. This one is designed for
a D-SLR with a long lens. Screw
the pod into your camera, put
the straps around the lens for
extra stability and plonk it on
the nearest tree stump or
termite mound.
If you have a point-and-shoot

like the P600, the Green Pod (R295)
will do the trick.
R500 at Orms ormsdirect.co.za

6

Nikon D610

This upgrade of the popular D600
full-frame D-SLR has two additions
that are great for birders: It can
shoot up to six frames per second
and it has a “quiet continuous”
mode, which uses some techno
trickery to minimise the sound of
the shutter falling. It also has 39
focus points – the best in its class.
Because of its full-frame
sensor you’ll get better quality
photographs, but you’ll also need
bigger, more expensive lenses…
go-southernafrica.com

R29 000 (body only) at leading
camera shops nikon.co.za

7 Nikon AF-S 80 –
400mm f4.5 – 5.6 G
ED VR lens
This compact zoom lens is more
versatile than a fixed zoom lens
and the image stabilisation
technology makes it better for
hand-held shooting, but it will
cost you about as much as a
consultation with Barry Roux.
Aspiring pros should couple
this lens with the D610 for a good
general-purpose set-up.
R38 000 at leading camera shops
nikon.co.za

How do I choose a lens? A
300 mm lens is the absolute
minimum, but even then you’ll
need to get close to the birds
for images that fill the frame.
A 500 mm lens is ideal, but most
come at eye-watering prices.
You might be tempted to
buy a teleconverter, which is
a disc of glass that screws in
between the camera and the
lens and ups the magnification
power, but it’s sometimes better
to shoot without a converter
and crop the image afterwards.
Lots of lenses don’t accept con
verters and you’ll experience a
significant loss of quality if you

use one with a cheaper lens.
If you really want a converter,
test it on your rig before you
buy it.
Steady, now. I occasionally
use a tripod, but only when I’m
shooting with my 500 mm lens
in low light. Most of the time
I shoot hand-held and I make
sure I maintain a high shutter
speed of about 1/2 000 second
or more.
When I do use a tripod,
I use a carbon-fibre Manfrotto
with a video head, which works
well for panning or following
moving subjects.
Storing and editing? Filing
your images in a sensible
manner is essential. I always
shoot in RAW format and use
a laptop to download and
back up my images in the field.
When I’m at home I transfer
them to a desktop computer
for processing. I’m a huge fan
of Adobe Lightroom, which
I use to enhance and keyword
my images.
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