Flufftail Frenzy

Have you ever wanted something so intensely that it consumes your every waking second?
It’s like that catchy tune you can’t shake, endlessly looping in your head, its beat perfectly
matching the rhythm of your heart. That kind of yearning is often strongest for the things we
can’t fully control or predict, making the chase even more thrilling—or maddening.

This couldn’t have been truer for Luca and me last December when we were on holiday in
Umbhlanga. Our days followed a familiar pattern: we’d stroll up the Promenade towards our
daily stop at The Forest Cafg, sipping on coffee, and discussing the day's plans. But, truth be
told, there was really only one thing on our minds: spotting the elusive Red-chested Flufftail.

Now, for most people, the words "Red-chested Flufftail" probably don't evoke much emotion,
but for us, it was like chasing a rare and mythical creature. You see, these birds had been
avoiding us for years. Each time we visited Umhlanga, we made it our personal mission to
see one. And each time, without fail—we dipped. Hard. We could hear their teasing calls
echoing through the undergrowth, but despite hours of careful scanning and strained eyes, we
never managed even the faintest glimpse.

We became obsessed. Every morning, we would head out with one goal in mind: find the
Flufftail. Forget lazy beach days. Nope. Flufftail first. The two whole weeks of our holiday
were spent with many of our mornings traipsing through the reserve. We’d take a "casual"
beach walk only to detour into the reserve. We'd start out on a morning run but end up in the
reserve again. Some days, we skipped the pretence altogether and just drove straight there,
hoping to catch the dawn chorus. It was like being in a never-ending game of hide-and-seek,
and the Flufftail was winning—by a landslide.

Soon, Luca’s whole family got involved, though I’m pretty sure most of them never actually
knew what on Earth we were looking for. But bless them, they were troopers! While they
didn’t share our Flufftail fervor, they humoured us, probably hoping that if we found the bird,
we’d finally let them relax and enjoy a "normal" holiday.

Despite our best efforts, though, we just kept coming up empty. At one point, we’d begun to
joke that the Flufftail must have put out an alert about us—two hopeless birders in flip-flops
wandering aimlessly through the bush, armed with snacks and binoculars, desperate to catch
a glimpse of a bird that had no intention of being seen. I think even the local dogs started to
recognize us as "those Flufftail chasers."

Eventually, our optimism turned into sheer frustration. We were doing everything right—or
so we thought—but the Flufftail remained a phantom. You know how people always say, "Be
patient, never give up"? Well, there comes a point when even the most dedicated birders have
to throw in the towel. And that moment came for us after two solid weeks of chasing
shadows. We’d officially lost hope. We'd even started considering changing our life goals.
Maybe a career in stamp collecting or knitting would be more achievable?

But isn’t that always the case? The more you want something, the more elusive it becomes.
The Red-chested Flufftail, in all its tiny, speckled glory, had become our personal Holy
Grail—always just out of reach. And as we sat at the café on our last day, defeated and
flufftail-less, we couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous we’d become. Two weeks of sun,



sand, and sea, and all we could think about was a bird the size of a tennis ball, which had
once again bested us.

Fast forward to our more recent holidays, and there we were again—back in Umhlanga. But
this time, something had definitely changed. Our mindset had shifted from obsession to
nonchalance. "If we see it, we see it," became our mantra. We were determined not to let the
Red-chested Flufftail haunt us anymore. It was winter... well, as much of a "winter" as the
KwaZulu-Natal coast can muster. We weren’t in any rush to get up at the crack of dawn. The
boardwalk could wait, and so could the Flufftail. We were taking it easy this time.

One cool morning, Daniel, Luca, and I decided to drive over to the reserve. We meandered
along the boardwalk, not really looking for anything in particular. Suddenly, Daniel stopped
dead in his tracks and pointed. "What’s that small, spotty bird with the red head over there?"
he asked casually. Luca’s reaction? He took off toward Daniel as if his life depended on it.
"Daniel, you beaut!" he yelled. "It’s a Flufftail!"

And there was one. After all those years of hoping, of dreaming, of being mocked by this
elusive species, we finally managed to spot one—just for a second—before it retreated into
the undergrowth. Elation doesn’t even begin to describe the mood. We had done it. Finally!
Well, sort of... we still didn’t have a record shot. But hey, we’d actually seen one! This one
was not the one we were looking for, but it was our FIRST Flufftail, and boy, we were taking
it. A Buff-spotted Flufttail.

As we stood there, basking in the glory of our achievement, Luca turned to give me a
congratulatory hug. That’s when he noticed movement on the opposite side of the boardwalk.
There, in full, glorious view, foraging as if she owned the place, was Mrs. Buff-spotted
Flufftail herself. And she was relaxed. Not a care in the world, even as a small crowd of
twitchers started to gather. We watched, completely mesmerized. It was as if she was giving
us the middle feather for all those years of chasing her through thickets.

And that was it. We had finally cracked it. By taking the "meh, if we see it, we see it"
approach, we’d stumbled right into the best Flufftail sighting we could have hoped for. For
now... the Red-chested Flufftail will be seen when it’s ready to show itself. Apart from
bagging a lifer and my very first Flufftail, we walked away with one big takeaway:
sometimes, good things really do come to those who wait... and maybe don’t try so hard.



