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Beachcombing in 
South Africa
By Rudy van der Elst
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François	Levaillant	is	considered	a	
pioneer of South African ornithology, 
as he described more than 150 species 
of birds observed during the four years 
he spent here in the early 1780s. He wrote 
accounts on the behaviours of many of these, and took 
stuffed	specimens	back	to	Europe,	where	they	were	sold	
to museums and private collectors. According to this 
book’s blurb, Levaillant’s Travels into the Interior of Africa 
–	first	published	in	French	in	1789	–	was	a	best	seller	in	
Europe and remained the most widely translated text on 
South Africa until Nelson Mandela’s autobiography two 
centuries later!

This is a worthwhile 
addition to the bookshelf 
of anyone who spends a 
lot of time on the beach, 
and is the perfect gift 
for those who regularly 
holiday at the coast. It’s 
a compact little book 
but is packed with information, attractively 
presented in a way that will appeal to young and old. 
Rather	than	being	a	field	guide	for	identification	down	
to species level, it gives a broad overview of the plants 
and animals of the seashore, providing enough detail to 
recognise the main groups and some common species. 
There	are	chapters	on	‘floaters	and	drifters’	(such	as	
goose barnacles and bluebottles), ‘sea-beans’ (seeds and 
fruits distributed by the sea), and everything from shark 
egg cases to shrimps, shells, shore birds and more.

The book also covers maritime objects that might have 
washed	up,	like	buoys	and	floats,	fishing	lures	and	light	
sticks,	and	scientific	equipment,	including	fish	tags	and	
drift cards. Boxes on topics such as the sardine run, 
seaweed art, sea salt, seal population management and 
even dolosse – the concrete structures designed by a 
South African harbour engineer to dissipate wave energy 
– provide additional interest.

The	author,	Rudy	van	der	Elst,	is	well	qualified	to	write	
this book because he was director of the Oceanographic 
Research Institute (ORI) in Durban before his retirement. 
He now lives in Mossel Bay, where he has a little more 
time for beachcombing and other coastal pursuits. 

The first safari: Searching for 
François Levaillant
By Ian Glenn • 230 pp. Jacana Media. R260
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Did you know that some 
species of scorpion are able 
to live without food for 
more than a year? This is 
just one of the fascinating 
facts mentioned in this 
updated edition of a 
book	that	was	first	
published in 2003. It has 
a new design, which is 

neat and colourful, and 
includes an additional  

12	species	in	the	identification	guide	
making up about a third of the book. 

Although there are more than 135 scorpion species in 
southern	Africa,	belonging	to	four	different	families,	
the guide covers only the 69 species most likely to be 
encountered. For each of these, a short description of 
identifying features and habitat is accompanied by a 
photo and a map showing the known distribution of the 
species.

Other sections of the book explain how to distinguish 
the more venomous from mildly venomous species, and 
describe the consequences of being stung – three species 
are responsible for a small number of fatalities annually. 

There is a comprehensive overview of the anatomy, 
behaviour and reproduction of scorpions, which 
includes their various adaptations to living in a harsh 
environment.	The	final	section	provides	tips	on	observing	
scorpions, most of which are nocturnal, and addresses 
their conservation. 

Scorpions of southern Africa
By Jonathan Leeming

96 pp. Struik Nature. R230

Crediting	Levaillant	with	the	‘first	safari’	is	
a bit of a stretch, though, since a number 

of naturalists had gone before him, and 
Levaillant clearly followed the same routes 
as Robert Jacob Gordon, with whom he 

stayed in Cape Town. Glenn’s book does not 
offer	much	about	Levaillant’s	travels	in	any	

case. Instead, it covers his own experiences 
in researching Levaillant’s life and trying to 

find	his	notebooks	and	bird	collection	over	a	period	of	
25 years. It reads a little too much like a thesis, rather 
than	popular	non-fiction;	indeed,	Glenn	states	in	his	
preface that much of the material has been ‘rehearsed’ in 
academic publications. Nevertheless, it should appeal to 
birders, biographers and budding historians.


