
I think many people who have overwintered on Marion will agree with me that it’s 

difficult to explain the feeling. Which was why having my husband, Stephan Keys, 

with me was an absolute blessing. 

As MAPRU (Marine Apex Predator Research Unit, Nelson Mandela University) 

Birders, Stephan and I were incredibly busy running between Mixed Pickle and 

Kildalkey, which are almost on complete opposite sides of the island. Our main 

objectives were to deploy the GPS devices, take growth measurements from 

chicks and get devices back before the birds leave. We also took on some of the 

Fitz monitoring colony work. So, everything was rather time sensitive and Marion 

loved throwing in some ‘interesting’ weather days. This made getting from one 

colony to the next a quest on its own.

Meet the M75 MAPRU Birders
- Dani & Stephan Keys -

- By Dani Keys –

In undergrad I had heard about the raw power and the untamed nature of Marion Island and often 

found myself daydreaming about the ‘ultimate adventure’. After I decided to start focusing on 

marine top predators, especially seabirds, I knew I had to go and experience it for myself. Five 

years later, and I was aboard the SA Agulhas II and on my way to the Southern Ocean.   



All this work gave us incredible opportunities to get 

to know specific parts of the island really well and 

allowed us to work on most of the larger birds on 

the island. We learnt how different birds behaved 

and this allowed us to adapt our work strategies to 

best suit the birds. We could sit for hours (and we 

did) waiting for a single bird to retrieve a GPS 

device and never get bored. This often took some 

time but, enabled us to take everything in. 

Experiencing the sounds, sights and smells (which 

were not always bad) transform the island are 

memories I will always cherish.

I always believed I was mentally and physically 

strong. But the Island pushed me to new 

boundaries and I truly believe that I have grown as 

a person. The experience exceeded my 

expatiations and I cannot wait to return!



Ever wondered where the various bird species of Marion 

travel to on their foraging trips away from the island? Well 

that is the main goal of the MAPRU (Marine Apex Predator 

Research) crew, consisting of myself and Makabongwe

Sigqala. By deploying various biologgers and combining 

this data with isotopic and diet sampling our work has 

aimed to develop a greater understanding of where these 

various species go and what they feed on during their 

foraging trips away from the island. One of the most 

exciting parts of our work this year has been deploying 

cameras on several albatross and penguin species, which 

has given us an idea of what these birds get up to on these 

trips. 

M76 MAPRU Birders
Started from the burrows now we’re here…

- Melissa Schulze (M76)-



Overall this year has been a busy one, filled with 

many learning opportunities and lessons along the 

way. Personally I have had to learn patience and 

adaptability, as birds don’t necessarily have your 

schedule or the weather in mind!  And while our year 

started off getting covered in mud as we worked on 

the small, burrowing Great Wing Petrel, nine species 

and months later and we are soon to end off our year 

with a bang, deploying on the two largest bird species 

on the island; the clumsy, yet beautiful King Penguins 

and the elegant (except for when landing in windless 

conditions) Wandering Albatross. 

Sidenote: this extract was written whilst sitting 

amongst a King Penguin colony, so our year is also 

ending on a slightly smelly note as anyone who 

has worked on/amongst Kings will attest to. 


