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For a whole variety of reasons April and May have been wonderful months:  the reasons include rain, temperatures, animals, birds and lots of other things, but let’s start with the birds.  [image: image7.jpg]
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It was good to see the Greater painted snipe (mentioned in previous newsletters) back at the waterhole at the beginning of April. A black stork also returned for three days towards the end of the month.  There have been a large number of Southern white-crowned shrikes about, in and around the lodge and our house, always busy and active and always very noisy.  Also Green woodhoopoes – very noisy as well.  Most mornings we have seen a group of three Fork-tailed drongos on the dead tree just in front of our stoep (veranda):  they sit there and fly off to catch insects on the wing and often fly into the covered area of the stoep to pick up insects that have been attracted to the lights during the night.  On the 29th May we were delighted to find a pair of Green pigeons just the other side of the dry river that runs behind the waterhole:  it was the first time we had seen them here.
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The animal list at the lodge for the two months includes baboon, buffalo, lesser bushbaby, duiker, elephant, giraffe, hyena, impala, black-backed jackal, kudu, lion, steenbok, tree squirrel, vervet monkey, warthog, waterbuck, wildebeest and zebra.  The pair of black-backed jackals that appear to occupy a territory centered on our entrance road is becoming ever more used to vehicles and they often stay put when we see them.  We have seen quite a number of very young animals – notably very small kudu and waterbuck fawns in early April and then a couple of weeks later a female giraffe with a tiny youngster.  Giraffe have been regular visitors to the waterhole and also around the Lodge.  Several times we have seen wildebeest using a dust wallow at the bottom of the slope below the decks, most notably on 24th April when the heavy dew caught the morning sunlight and almost looked like a covering of snow.  Although the wildebeest were rolling in the dry part it looked as though they were enjoying a dewy shower.
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There has been a good deal of elephant activity in the area judging by the dung.  On the 17th April there was lots of elephant noise from the valley below the lodge but by the time we got there they had moved on although we found plenty of fresh dung.  A couple of days later we did find one on our entrance road and on the 10th May, five elephants came to the waterhole.  Unfortunately, we were in the Kruger Park that day but when the elephants later came up to the Lodge and one started trying to push over the marula tree just outside the kitchen, Iris and Lucia had to intervene and shepherd them away.  The hazards of living in the bush!
Two rhino bulls have made a couple of appearances, once on 25th April when our guests were on a morning walk in the valley below the lodge and came across two white rhino just 100 m below the deck and then 10 days later in the late afternoon.  This time they didn’t move on when we drove down and gave us a wonderfully close sighting, grazing unperturbed in front of the land cruiser.  If only I had remembered the camera in the haste.

At the start of this period the impala rutting season was still in full swing and the males were running around madly, snorting and hissing, chasing other males away and rounding up their females.  By the end it had all quietened down and the batchelor herds were re-forming.  Right at the end of May we had a herd of 18 buffalo bulls at the waterhole late one afternoon, and later in the evening one solitary bull spent time drinking and wallowing.  The same group reappeared a couple of days later.
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We have had some good lion sightings, one at the Lodge and several nearby.  On the 2nd April we saw five not far off “Sable Road” (the road that runs past our entrance).  
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On the 7th, fourteen about 3 km away, a real treat for our guests who had landed in South Africa late that same morning, flown up to Hoedspruit and about two hours afterwards were sitting in the land cruiser watching lions in the road right in front of us, a few at first and eventually all fourteen.  
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On the 20th we saw ten at a kudu kill about 2 km away, got stuck in the river sand (tricky to then change the front-wheel hubs to 4-wheel drive when lions kept appearing out of the bush just metres away) and witnessed some exciting interactions between the old male and the sub-adult males in particular.  Four days later (24th), two male lions drank at the waterhole:  one then moved up the ridge behind, while the other moved south before cutting back past the waterhole to the north in the direction of lion noises.  We went out in the land cruiser but the pride had moved off, although there were many fresh tracks starting about 200 m from the waterhole and heading away. Our guests who were here on the 24th were on a day trip out and so missed the two males but did see 15 of the “Big Pride” on the 26th.  About a month later we returned to the Lodge from Pretoria late one afternoon and within a few minutes heard roaring, quite close and getting closer.  When it got very loud we drove down in the dark and found a male and female 100 m below the deck, out in the open, but in the dark could not follow them far when they moved into some very thick bush.

On the 19th April we had a braai (barbecue) with our guests and just after Iris & Lucia had taken away the plates from the main course we heard a scream from the kitchen area and rushed up to investigate.  It transpired that when Lucia had gone into the kitchen there was a spotted hyena standing right by the fridges.  We are not sure who got the greater fright, but Lucia exited rapidly followed by the hyena!  The hyena was still close by and for the rest of the evening it wandered round and round the camp, coming into the lodge gardens twice.  Both times we calmly shepherded it out and then we closed the gate.  From its ear tag we could see that it was one of those released in March as part of the re-introduction programme (mentioned in previous newsletters.)  This was the first hyena we had seen here in Balule.  The following night, the same hyena appeared again, drank from our new birdpool, walked round the perimeter a couple of times, tried to go into the kitchen (but the screen door was firmly shut!) and then disappeared.  During the last week of May a third hyena was released from the holding boma.  Encouragingly his calls were answered by another hyena.  He was seen a week or so later and hopefully is still doing well.  There are active plans to bring in more hyenas from a nearby reserve where numbers are too high.  Since the recent releases we have heard hyenas calling at night on a few occasions – excellent news as this had been a very rare event here previously.


The bushbabies in the tower roof continue to do well but we now have an additional one living in the apex of the thatch over the stoep outside the office.  We sometimes see it during the day when it pokes its head out or sits on the beam at the front.
Life here isn’t just about big animals and exotic birds – there is a profusion of other life to enjoy: insects, flowers, trees, fungi.  There are always tracks to be seen, dung to tell of animals’ passing and such like.
The Lodge gardens keep us busy and we have continued to take cuttings and plant them out.  We are moving quite quickly to a point where most of the beds will be covered, mainly with drought-resistant succulents.  The recent autumn rains gave everything a huge boost. 
And talking of the weather, the last ten days of March and the first three weeks of April saw fantastic late rains, some 160 mm in all and 130 mm from the 1st to the 6th of April.  As a result, the bush became green once more, trees have been late shedding their leaves and the grasses grew again and produced more seed, which augurs well for next year.  There was plenty of water out in the bush, with pools and puddles everywhere.  We delayed the cutting of firebreaks to give the grasses time to finish seeding but with increasing dryness now have made a start on doing those.  The table below shows the monthly averages for March to May.




In late April and through much of May we have enjoyed the fabulous climate of the lowveld winter:  cool, crisp nights that freshen everything up; chilly mornings leading into warm, dry days that are not too hot. It is a wonderful time of year. 
Like all of South Africa we look forward to the soccer World Cup and to welcoming a number of foreign football supporters to the Lodge.  Our best wishes to all our news-letter readers…
Neil
&
Ann


Month�
Maximum average (oC)�
Minimum average (oC)�
Rainfall


(mm)�
�
MARCH�
33.2�
23.4�
33.4�
�
APRIL�
27.9�
19.4�
140.7�
�
MAY�
29.1�
15.9�
5.1�
�






White-backed vulture





Grey heron





Crested francolin





Grey go-away bird





Yellow-billed hornbills





Black-backed jackal





Burchell’s zebra





Morning dew





White rhino – morning  walk.  


Photo by Lianne Kooiman





White rhino





Seven of the “Big Pride” 7.4.2010





Lion – young male  7.4.2010





Lion – young males  7.4.2010





Lion – young male  7.4.2010





Lion – older cub  20.4.2010





Lion – adult male  20.4.2010





Lion – adult male  20.4.2010





Hyena  19.4.2010





Hyena  20.4.2010





Hyena released 


end of May





After the rains…..





Wasp & mud nest





Mushrooms





Moth species, 


possibly Family Sphingidae





Plumbago





Bauhinia tomentosa





Bougainvillea





Grewia sp





Escarpment sunset





Gardens





One of our ground-covering plants








