
Olive Bee-Eaters 

It was a typical Friday afternoon drive along the Mahonie Loop, just outside Punda Maria 

Rest Camp in Kruger National Park. The sun was beginning to dip, casting a golden glow on 

the surrounding bush. We were driving along and stopped suddenly when a Coucal caught 

our eye. We sat with this shy bird for quite some time to ensure it was not the Senegal 

Coucal, one that overlaps in the Limpopo Valley area. We were hungry for a ‘special’. With 

the help of the FIREFINCH app, I was able to distinguish between the two quite easily and 

soon spotted the barring on the rump, confirming that it was indeed a Burchell’s Coucal.  

We continued, but soon were brought to a sudden stop again, this time by a huge male 

elephant who was quite happy to stand in the road, eating his branches from a nearby tree. 

Eventually he made way, and we were able to continue when, out of nowhere, we spotted 

three Bee-eaters perched gracefully on a branch. Initially, we assumed they were European 

Bee-eaters, which are fairly common in the area. But something about them didn’t quite sit 

right. Luca, sharp-eyed as always, was the first to notice. The colours were off, and they just 

seemed ‘different’.  

We began tossing around possibilities, but one name kept lingering in the back of our 

minds—Olive Bee-eater. A tantalizing thought, but we quickly dismissed it. Olive Bee-

eaters, though beautiful, are highly localised to Namibia and Mozambique and are not known 

to frequent this part of Kruger. Still, the excitement began to bubble up as we realized that if 

we were right, this could be an amazing sighting.  

A definitive shift in our thinking occurred when I consulted my trusty FIREFINCH birding 

app and came across this key annotation in the sonogram for the Olive Bee-eater: "Beware—

practically indistinguishable from the calls of the Blue-cheeked Bee-eater." This only fueled 

our determination to confirm what we believed we were seeing. 

We then debated whether it could be the more likely Blue-cheeked Bee-eater. But something 

kept gnawing at us. With each shot we snapped, and every second that passed, we grew more 

convinced that we had stumbled upon something extraordinary. Luca’s hunch was beginning 

to feel more like a reality. Could these elusive birds be Olive Bee-eaters? 

As we returned to camp, we couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a rare find. To further 

support our theory, we discovered that Don English, the northern region ranger, had seen the 

Olive-Bee-eaters just two days prior in the Makuleke Concession, not too far from where we 

were. Knowing this, sent a jolt of excitement through us. Could it really be true? We 

immediately sent the photos to some in the birding community for verification, and after 

some buzzing speculation and expert analysis, the verdict was in: we had indeed stumbled 

upon Olive Bee-eaters. The realization hit us hard—this was a genuine rarity! Or as I was 

told, a Mega Rarity. 

That night, we could barely sleep. The excitement of the discovery had stirred a whirlwind of 

energy. The next morning, we were up before dawn, ready and waiting for gates to open, 

eager to return to the exact spot. As soon as the gates opened, we were off, retracing our 

steps. At first, nothing. But then, in a dead tree about 200 meters up the road, Mom spotted 

them again. And this time, there weren’t just three—there were five! 



Word spread like wildfire. Within the hour, twitchers began arriving from all over, armed 

with binoculars, and cameras. It was so amazing to meet so many new birders, and to share 

our find. The atmosphere was electric, the anticipation thick. Those who had come were not 

disappointed. The Olive Bee-eaters put on a magnificent show, darting and diving, but sadly 

with the overcast conditions their usual vibrant plumage drab in the morning light. But still, 

everyone present knew they were witnessing something special. 

It was a day to remember—an extraordinary encounter with a species seldom seen in these 

parts of Kruger, and we were right in the middle of it, soaking in the magic of the wild. A 

special thanks to everyone who assisted us with confirming this special find and to new 

friends made along the way. A truly memorable sighting and trip indeed. 

 


