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Leopard’s View Newsletter –  January 2010
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December got underway with us continuing the tree identification course with Meg Coates Palgrave mentioned in the November diary:  we had an excellent day looking at riverine trees in particular.  24mm of rain during the day was good news, too.  Indeed, the weather has been a dominant issue during these two months, but first readers might be interested in the temperature and rainfall figures for 2009 at Leopard’s View, shown in the graphs. 
What these averages do not show is the huge spread of daytime maximum temperatures about the average line and the very close fit of the night time minima to the line.  We had reasonable rains in the first half of December but then nothing for two weeks and very hot days, relieved by a thunderous downpour on the 29th.  Then we had nothing for four weeks and the heat continued:  December’s average maximum temperature was 31.8 oC, January’s was 32.7 oC and 33.2 up to the 25th.  During this time the bush dried out greatly, with much of the grass turning quite brown – indeed, it was starting to look like winter.  Fortunately we had wonderful rain on the 26th (60 mm) followed by even better on the 27th (84 mm.)  As a result, the vegetation turned green again within 24 to 48 hours and the normally dry river just beyond our waterhole flowed more strongly than we had seen to date.
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Despite the hot and humid conditions, we celebrated Christmas in the full and traditional way, with roast turkey and all the trimmings, plus a flaming Christmas pudding.

During December, the land cruiser game drive vehicle benefited from a comprehensive service and some significant repairs, not least to the suspension.  New shock absorbers mean a smoother and quieter ride and the engine noise now provokes less flight-or-fight response from the game animals.  We have also built new carports to house the Lodge vehicles, including the land cruiser.  Work has continued on anti-[image: image7.jpg]
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erosion measures and we have planted huge numbers of cuttings, vygies and other succulents, in the gardens, all kindly given to us by friends in the Reserve.  Along with cuttings taken from a variety of plants already in the gardens, this has resulted in most of the central area of the Lodge being covered with plants [image: image11.jpg]
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(apart from the spaces in [image: image13.jpg]


between which will be covered soon, we hope.)  The very dry and hot weather took its toll of some of the planting but the bulk has survived.  
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Out in the bush, the wild flowers have been fantastic with an ever-changing display of colourful blooms of all shapes and sizes.  These in turn have been a great attraction for the insect life, not least some of the butterflies such as the beautiful Natal acraea (Acraea natalica).
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We have had a steady stream of less common birds around the Lodge to accompany those we see on a more regular basis.  There seem to be many more black-headed orioles this year – great to see as well as hear.  Visitors to the waterhole have included black stork, yellow-billed stork (seemed to snap up frogs throughout the day), red-backed shrike and brown snake eagle. 
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We also saw another African harrier hawk (Gymnogene) in mid-January, hunting in the big knobthorn tree near the waterhole.  At one stage it caught and ate something, we are not sure exactly what, but it may have been a Greater blue-eared glossy starling chick because several adults subsequently mobbed the hawk, flying in very close and even pecking it on its back.  [image: image23.jpg]


Our local African barred owlet pair have often roosted near the decks during the day; the Greater painted snipe pair have been regulars at the waterhole and we have had good sightings of Pearl-spotted owlet, White-backed vultures and Hooded vulture (also at the waterhole) and recently Bennett’s woodpecker.
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One piece of news we did not have room for in the last newsletter concerned the spotted hyena reintroduction.  To recap, there is a project in Balule Reserve to boost spotted hyena numbers by introducing animals captured in the farming area south of Hoedspruit.  A young male has been held in the boma about 2 km from Leopard’s View since early August and he was joined by a younger female in October.  They will be released in due course, probably in March, and may yet be joined by others .
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The last couple of weeks of December and the start of the New Year, proved to be “Lion Fortnight.”  Having already been treated to the sight of seven buffalo at the waterhole at around 9.00 p.m. on 20th December, we were amazed when about an hour later a hippo walked into the waterhole, while at least eight lions (hard to count exactly in the dark) gathered on the edge.   Some of the lions drank before moving off.  We drove down and caught up with the lions (16 in all) and followed them up to Sable Road before they disappeared.  The hippo left the pool and vanished in thick bush.  The following day we encountered the pride again on afternoon/evening game drive.  Three days later, the same 16 lions (1 x adult male, 3 adult females, 2 x sub-adult males, 10 cubs of various ages) spent the whole day close to the waterhole, before moving off at dusk.  On the 29th, after a very hot humid day, the clouds rolled in and at 4.45 p.m. 16 lions appeared at the waterhole and all drank in one long line on the far side.  We drove down as the rain started:  initially the lions sheltered from the downpour but as the rain eased off and the temperature cooled dramatically after two weeks of unabated heat, the lions became                re-energised and playful, ambushing each other, stalking, chasing and pouncing.  Several of the cubs tried to climb fallen and standing trees, with mixed success.  All in all, we were treated to some two hours of extraordinary behaviour, including the big male and one of the females mating.  Eventually, and after we had returned to the Lodge, the pride moved off but two of the sub-adult males came right up to about 10 m. from the deck before following the others.  The following night we heard lions very close and then on the 2nd January, during our evening braai (barbecue), we heard lions roaring, gradually getting closer and closer.  Eventually we heard them very close indeed, outside the office it seemed:  when we went to the gate to investigate, there was one of the big males crossing our entrance road 30 m from us.  Later another big male appeared at the waterhole and drank for some time before moving on.
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We also had a fleeting glimpse of an African wild cat at the waterhole in early December and, perhaps most exciting of all, the morning of 19th January brought two cheetahs to the waterhole, a mother (with a radio collar) and a large cub.  They rested in the shade near the water for some 30 minute before moving off:  we eventually lost them in the thick bush on the far side of the dry river behind the waterhole.  Cheetah are very rare, with their numbers in the whole Kruger ecosystem under threat, and so this was a special sighting.
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We have seen some very large impala herds (over 70 on one occasion), buffalo several times, including one lone bull right up by the deck; kudu have been plentiful and there are lots of youngsters in the groups.  Giraffes have been around regularly, then not at all for three weeks, and then plentiful again.  The female duiker that lives around the Lodge has a small fawn which we have seen just once.  There are now five bushbabies living in the tower roof:  one appears to be smaller than the others, although this is hard to discern with certainty given the speed with which they move.  
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The last Sunday in January brought an elephant to the waterhole for a mud bath – he did not stay long but it was good to see.  We have seen a pair of jackals, sometimes three, on our entrance rod:  they are relatively relaxed in the presence of vehicles and generally do not run off straight away.
In mid-January we found a Leopard tortoise outside the Lodge and then the next day in the gardens.  It was the first one we have seen here at the Lodge.



Best wishes to all our newsletter readers and thanks to those who have emailed their appreciation to us.

Neil & Ann Kern
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