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Abstract
We report on a novel observation of predation behaviour exhibited by a Bokmakierie Telophorus zeylonus on a Forest Shrew Myosorex varius, captured via a 
Bushnell remote camera trap in the eastern Free State of South Africa. This is the first record of the Bokmakierie preying on small mammals, providing insights 
into the diet of the Bokmakierie and ecological interactions within this habitat.
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The Bokmakierie Telophorus zeylonus (L.) (Family 
Malaconotidae), a species of bushshrike commonly 
known as the Bokmakierie, inhabits a variety of envi-
ronments across much of southern Africa, particularly 
favouring open areas with scattered shrubs and trees. 
It is abundant in the Karoo, Fynbos, Grassland and 
Albany Thicket Biomes, often found in scrubby habitats 
associated with rocky outcrops and low bushes (Oat-
ley 2005a). Bokmakieries primarily consume insects 
and other invertebrates, but feed opportunistically on 
small lizards, snakes, amphibians, small birds, and 
fruit (Oatley 2005a). These birds typically capture prey 
on the ground between bushes, stunning them before 
consumption, but also glean insects from leaves and 
branches and hawk flying insects from the air (Harris 
and Franklin 2000, Oatley 2005a). Here we report on a 
camera trap record showing a Bokmakierie feeding on 
a shrew, representing the first report of a Bokmakierie 
feeding on a small mammal species. 

The camera trap site was located on a farm in the foot-
hills of the Maloti Mountains (coordinates 28°32'18.80"S; 
28°30'31.65"E), a segment of the expansive Drakens-
berg range in the Grassland Biome of the eastern Free 

State Province (Figure 1). The site falls in the Drak-
ensberg Grassland Bioregion, known for being among 
the highest elevation regions in southern Africa and 
supporting over 60 species of grass (Mucina and Ru-
therford 2006). Interspersed throughout the grasslands 
are pockets of Afromontane forest, and invasive shrubs 
are also common within the landscape (Canavan et al. 
2021), providing ideal habitat for both the Bokmakierie 
and small mammals such as mice and shrews. Bokmak-
ieries are common residents of the region, with 67.8% 
(n = 115 cards) reporting rate in the pentad, according 
to SABAP2 (Oatley 2005a; South African Bird Atlas 
Project 2, 2025).

Four remote, motion-activated camera traps (Bushnell 
Trophy Cam HD Max-Colour LCD, Bushnell Outdoor 
Products, Overland Park, KS, USA) were set up in a 
grassland area that has been heavily encroached by 
native and invasive woody Rosaceae such as Rosa 
rubiginosa L.. This was part of a study to record bird 
and small mammal frugivory of R. rubiginosa rosehips in 
fruit caches under R. rubiginosa bushes from March to 
August 2023. On 15 June 2023, at approximately 16:00 
local time, one camera-trap recorded a Bokmakierie 
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Figure 1. Map of South Africa, showing the Grassland Biome (green) (Mucina and Rutherford 2006) and location of the 
observation of a Bokmakierie Telophorus zeylonus capturing a shrew. Expanded is a satellite image showing the location of 
the experimental site in the Maloti Drakensberg in relation to the town of Clarens and Golden Gate Highlands National Park..

feeding on a Forest Shrew Myosorex varius (Smuts) 
(Soricidae) (Figure 2). The shrew's identity was inde-
pendently verified by four South African small mammal 
experts. The interaction between the Bokmakierie and 
the shrew was brief, as we do not have footage of the 
entire event. Although we cannot explicitly confirm that 
the Bokmakierie did indeed predate on the shrew rath-
er than scavenging, footage preceding the interaction 
suggests a predation event: a Mesic Four-striped Grass 
Mouse Rhabdomys dilectus chakae (Wroughton) (Mu-
ridae) was recorded eating a rosehip and then leaving 
the site, with no evidence of a shrew in the field of 
view, suggesting that the shrew may have moved into 
the field of view and was alive before the interaction 
with Bokmakierie. 

Nevertheless, this is likely still a new dietary record for 
the Bokmakierie, as there appear to be no published 
records of Bokmakieries eating small mammal species.  
It is not unexpected that Bokmakieries would kill and 
eat a shrew, as the opportunistic nature and physiology 
of shrikes and bushshrikes lend themselves to small 
mammal predation (Hockey et al. 2005). Despite this, 
predation on small mammals, particularly mice, is only 

recorded for four shrike and bushshrike species (Mag-
pie Shrike Urolestes melanoleucus, Southern Boubou 
Laniarius ferrugineus, Southern Fiscal Lanius collaris 
and Tropical Boubou Laniarius major; Hockey et al. 
2005), with the Grey-headed Bushshrike Malaconotus 
blanchoti being noted to eat “almost any vertebrate 
that it can catch and subdue” (Oatley 2005b). 

The lack of mammals as part of the Bokmakierie diet 
in literature is possibly because these birds are most 
likely to encounter small mammals in dense shrubs 
or undergrowth, making direct observation of such 
events unlikely. However, small mammal predation 
by Bokmakieries is probably uncommon. Field notes 
of Bokmakieries from the Eastern Cape Province 
did not include any mention of mammal prey (Skead 
1995, 1997). A study examining the stomach contents 
of insectivorous passerines, including Bokmakieries 
and five other species of shrikes and bushshrikes 
(Southern Fiscal, Magpie Shrike, Brown-crowned 
Tchagra Tchagra australis, Crimson-breasted Shrike 
Laniarius atrococcineus and Brubru Nilaus afer), in 
semi-arid regions of South Africa, found no mammal 
remains in a sample of 78 shrike and bushshrike 
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stomachs, which included 19 Bokmakierie stomachs 
(Kopij 2005). 

This observation contributes to our understanding of 
the Bokmakierie's dietary range and predatory capa-
bilities. While previous studies have documented the 
bird's insectivorous nature, this instance of mammalian 
predation suggests a broader ecological role than 
previously recognised. Furthermore, this discovery 
underscores the importance of employing camera traps 
in ecological research. Such tools enable scientists to 
document rare, unexpected, or cryptic behaviours and 
interactions that might otherwise go unnoticed, thereby 
enriching our knowledge of natural history, biodiversity, 
and ecological dynamics (e.g., Steenhuisen et al. 2015, 
Cozien et al. 2019, Smith et al. 2020).
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Figure 2. Bokmakierie Telophorus zeylonus (Malaconotidae) holding a Forest Shrew Myosorex varius (Soricidae). The inset 
image has increased contrast and saturation to further highlight the shrew.
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