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Abstract

Lesser Honeguide is mainly cerophagous, but it is also known to feed on invertebrates such as bees and their larvae, wasps and termite alates. This note 
reports on an observation of a Lesser Honeyguide gleaning ticks and possibly other invertebrates off a Bushbuck.
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Bird-mammal associations are well-known phenome-
na and have been reported for many species (Mikula 
et al. 2018). Birds use their larger mammalian hosts 
as perches, as food sources, e.g., gleaning ectopar-
asites and bits of the host’s tissues, to increase pro-
tection against predators, and even as a source of 
nesting material (Oatley 1982; Symes 2017; Mikula et 
al. 2018). The mutualistic relationship between oxpeck-
ers and mammalian herbivores is arguably the best-
known example, but there are many other examples 
of bird-mammal mutualistic associations (Mikula et al. 
2018). Various associations  (e.g., mutualism, com-
mensalism, symbiotic) between Bushbuck Tragelaphus 
sylvaticus and birds have been reported. They include 
Yellow-bellied Greenbul Chlorocichla flaviventris, Af-
rican Dusky Flycatcher Muscicapa adusta, Chorister 
Robin-Chat Cossypha dichroa, Red-billed Oxpecker 
Buphagus erythrorynchus, and Yellow-billed Oxpeck-
er B. africanus (Vernon and Dean 1988; Symes et al. 
2015; Symes 2017; Campbell and Colyn 2017; Mikula 
et al. 2018). 

In my experience with these secretive forest-dwelling 
antelope, I have noted Fork-tailed Drongos Dicrurus ad-
similis and, to a lesser extent, Red-winged Starlings On-
ychognathus morio, settling on the back of Bushbuck, 
presumably using it as a beater to flush insects or pos-
sibly to feed on ticks. The antelope generally seemed 
edgy with the birds on their backs, flinching, bucking, 
and fleeing into deep cover to drive the birds off.

On the 13th of November 2022, at approximately 
10:30, I watched a Bushbuck ewe in the TC Robert-
son Nature Reserve (30.28043 S, 30.7545 E) stand 
motionless for approximately 10 minutes while a 
Lesser Honeyguide Indicator minor was feeding on 
it. The female stood placidly while the honeyguide 
gleaned ticks and possibly other invertebrates all 
over her face, around her eyes, in and around her 
ears, neck, shoulders, flanks, and legs. After that, 
having picked with amazing dexterity and efficiency, 
the bird flew off, and the buck continued browsing, 
slowly moving away into the forest.

Lesser Honeyguides are well-known for gleaning 
invertebrates from leaves and bark crevices, with a 
particular fondness for bees, their larvae and bees-
wax (Friedman 1955). Adult bees and wasps are 
readily hawked, as are termite alates (Vernon and 
Dean 2005). This record appears to be the first of 
ticks in the diet of a Lesser Honeyguide 
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