The Wetland That Called Us In

Have you ever driven past a patch of land, maybe a glint of water between the trees or an
expanse of reeds you can only just make out from the road, and thought, there’s something
special there?

As birders, this happens to us all the time. Those fleeting glimpses from the car window
where your brain shifts gears and starts imagining rare waders, skulking warblers, and clouds
of ducks. One particular spot has always caught our attention: a waterbody you can see from
the R59 when driving from Johannesburg to Potchefstroom. From a distance, you’ll
sometimes spot flamingos, those delicate pink hints among the reeds, and there are always
waterbirds scattered across the shimmering surface like confetti in a breeze.

Most of the time, we just note it, point excitedly, and drive on. But not long ago, we were in
the area and, for once, we weren’t in a rush. Dad glanced at the familiar flash of water
through the car window and said, “What the heck, let’s go check it out.”

Cue the spike in heart rate. There’s something about venturing into the unknown that gives
you a strange mix of nerves and thrill. This wasn’t a marked reserve or well-documented
wetland. It was off-the-map birding. We turned off onto a nondescript dirt track, two worn
spore lines carving through the grass, flanked by rubble piles and the odd rusted tin can. You
know the type, where building contractors take the easy way out, and the only witnesses are
goats, cows, and birds.

The deeper we went, the more the outside world fell away. Past what looked like a long-
abandoned waterworks facility, its concrete skeleton cracked and stained, we slowed to wave
at a herdsman wrangling cattle with the help of (I kid you not) about fifteen dogs. They
moved as one, forming a living net around the animals. It felt like we had stepped into a
forgotten chapter of the Highveld.

Then the birding began.

Luca, ever the sharp spotter, piped up, “Sacred Ibis over there... wait, Squacco Heron too!”
Sure enough, perched like a statue on the water’s edge, the heron gave us that classic
deadpan look herons have, like we were interrupting something important. “Whistling ducks!
There’s a whole group!” he added, and the excitement started to bubble over.

And then we reached the water’s edge.

To say we were stunned would be an understatement. This place, this mysterious wetland
barely visible from the highway, was teeming. Birds everywhere. Coots and moorhens zig-
zagging through the lilies, herons stalking through the shallows, ducks in flotillas, all
murmuring and quacking and calling like a living orchestra. A few Black-winged Stilts added a
bit of flair with their impossibly long legs, and we even thought we caught sight of a distant
group of flamingos, though they were too far off to be sure.

It was like stumbling into an oasis that had been hiding in plain sight.



There’s a particular feeling that comes with birding in a place that feels wild, not because it’s
pristine, but because it’'s unknown. There was no signage, no picnic area, no bird hide. Just
us, a little car, and a wetland bursting with life. And maybe because we didn’t know what to
expect, everything felt more magical.

We didn’t linger too long. The place had an edge of unpredictability and, as any cautious
birder knows, it’s best not to overstay when you’re unfamiliar with the terrain, or when your
dad starts giving that look that says it’s time to move on. We called out to Luca to wrap up,
rolled back down the dusty track, gave the herdsman and his army of dogs another wave, and
promised ourselves we’d come back.

In summer.

We could already imagine what it might be like then, lush and echoing with frog calls, migrant
waders in fresh breeding plumage, and who knows what else? Maybe even the flamingos in
full glamour.

It’s funny how some of the best birding isn’t on a well-mapped route or in a nature reserve
brochure. Sometimes it’s just a speck of water from a highway window and a “what the heck,
let’s go” that leads you to your next favourite place.



