The Marvel of a Lively Garden: Birds, Surprises, and Stories from Home

How often do you sit in your garden and marvel at the wonder that is nature? Our small but
lively garden, filled with succulents of all kinds, offers a vibrant haven for bird species all year
round. It’s easy to overlook the daily visitors that come and go, but every now and then,
nature throws in a surprise that makes you pause, reflect, and reconnect with the natural
world right outside your window.

For bird enthusiasts, garden birding can be as rewarding as any trip to a distant nature
reserve. Whether you’re watching from your kitchen window or sitting on the porch, gardens
are unigue in the way they invite birds to come to you. It's a more intimate kind of birding,
one that lets you observe species up close, noting their behaviors, their songs, and even their
individual personalities. In South Africa, with its rich biodiversity, you never know what might
visit your backyard, from colorful sunbirds and Cape White-eyes to the larger species like the
Hadeda Ibis or a curious Hornbill. The beauty of garden birding lies in its accessibility—you
don’t need to travel far to experience nature.

One of our most memorable garden moments came at the start of summer when we heard
that quintessential call—the unmistakable trill of the Woodland Kingfisher. It was distant, yet
clear, and a sure sign that they had returned for the season. Hearing that call always brings a
rush of excitement, and we wasted no time planning a day of birding at a nearby nature
reserve, hoping to catch a glimpse of this striking blue-and-white bird. Armed with binoculars
and high hopes, we searched the trees, listening intently for its familiar cry. However, despite
our best efforts, the Kingfisher seemed to elude us that day.

Feeling a little deflated, we headed home, thinking our adventure had come to an end.
Imagine our amazement when, upon stepping into the garden, we were greeted by none
other than the very bird we had spent all day looking for! There it was, perched confidently in
a tree, calling its heart out as if it had been waiting for us. This encounter reminded us that
nature has a way of surprising us when we least expect it, and that sometimes, the beauty we
seek is closer than we realize. It was also a gentle lesson in patience and the unpredictability
of birding—you may not always find what you’re looking for out in the field, but nature often
rewards you in unexpected ways.

Beyond specific experiences, garden birding offers a special kind of connection to nature.
Unlike traveling to a game reserve or a birding hotspot, your garden is a place you can visit
every day, and the more you watch, the more you start to recognize the rhythms of bird life
around you. You begin to notice which species are year-round residents and which are
migratory visitors. You'll see birds engaging in different behaviors—feeding, courting, and
nesting—and perhaps even raising their young. It’s a privilege to witness these small
moments of life, and it’s a reminder that every garden, no matter how big or small, is part of
a larger ecosystem.

Another unforgettable garden moment happened while Luca and | were being hosted on The
Birding Life Youth Podcast with Mark Heystek. Midway through the recording, | glanced out
of the window and saw a bird of prey landing in a tree just outside. It wasn’t just any bird,
though. Upon closer inspection, we realized it was a Little Sparrowhawk—a lifer for me—



perched in full view with a freshly caught dove. There it sat, calmly devouring its prey, while
we tried to maintain our composure during the podcast. It was a rare and thrilling sight, right
in our own garden.

For many birders, the garden is the starting point of a lifelong love for birds. It's often where
the spark is first ignited—the joy of seeing a bird up close, the thrill of learning to identify
different species, or the peacefulness that comes from simply watching nature unfold. The
beauty of garden birding is that it doesn’t require specialized equipment or long trips; all you
need is a little patience and curiosity. And with some basic additions to your garden—like
bird feeders, birdbaths, or native plants—you can create a welcoming environment that
encourages even more birds to visit. Succulents, for example, which fill our own garden,
attract a variety of nectar-loving species, providing food and shelter.

When it comes to birding, the element of surprise is always part of the experience. No matter
how familiar you are with the birds in your garden, nature has a way of keeping you on your
toes. One day you may spot a familiar Cape Robin-Chat hopping around the flower beds, and
the next, you might be greeted by a rare visitor. In our case, it was a Woodland Kingfisher
singing its heart out from the very tree in our garden we had searched for in vain earlier that
day. And who knows? You might even catch sight of a Little Sparrowhawk, as | did, casually
perched with its prey in your own backyard.

Ultimately, garden birding is a reminder to slow down and appreciate the natural world
around you. It’s about building a connection to the everyday beauty that surrounds us, and
recognizing that even in the smallest spaces, nature thrives. Whether you’re observing birds
from your patio or out on a dedicated birding day, never become too complacent with the
visitors in your garden. Nature has a way of surprising you when you least expect it, and
every bird you see—whether common or rare—is part of the wondrous tapestry of life that
we are lucky to share.



