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Leopard’s View Newsletter – March 2009
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The last two-and-a-half months have been pleasantly cool and wet.  By ‘cool’, we don’t mean actively cold, but certainly not too hot. There has been extensive cloud cover on many days, especially up to mid-March, and a fair bit of rain.  The temperature and rainfall chart below shows the regular occurrence of rain after the big downpours of mid-January, with the falls in February and March mainly gentle, so with not too much run-off.  While average maximum temperature in the day has been steady at 31oC, the nights have begun to get cooler and the average has dropped by almost 7 degrees during the period.  There is a definite feeling of autumn in the air of an evening

However, as a result, the bush has continued to look incredibly green:  it is thick and lush and long-time Balule residents say that they have not seen the bush looking this good for many years.  The rivers have flowed at intervals and the two main rivers en route to the gate ran for most of February.  This has been good for the large animal life, of course, but also for the myriad of smaller creatures and for the plant life:  there have been flowers and insects in profusion.
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Left:The river en route to the gate – Feb 1st

Right:

Our valley stream on 1st Feb.
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 Stick insect from knobthorn tree
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Dragonfly
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In terms of large animals, it has definitely been the time of the elephant and the lion.  It has been a real treat to see the elephants back in significant numbers, and while the sightings have been dominated by lone bulls there have also been some family groups around.  On several occasions, notably 31st January, a bull elephant has been right at the lodge to access the fallen marula fruits by the kitchen door.  
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This particular one also browsed on various trees in the lodge vicinity including one 1m from the office window.  
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We have been aware of elephants at the waterhole on at least 11 different occasions and there has been evidence of visits in the night that we have not been aware of.
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Lions have passed by several times and on 22nd January, two males killed a waterbuck just 100m from the Lodge.  Unfortunately, the photographs of that particular sighting and of others up to the end of January were lost when the office computer’s hard drive suffered a complete failure in February.  Most files were backed up but inevitably some were still waiting to be done.  Our guests also had excellent sightings of lions, with most drives encountering one or more, along with elephant, buffalo, giraffe, zebra, kudu, impala, warthog and others on a regular basis.  In mid-February, we spotted lions at the waterhole while our guests were out on a drive but we were able to radio a message to get them back to the Lodge in time to spend some time observing them.  Two males walked past the Lodge entrance at about 7.00 am on the 26th March, sending the gardening personnel inside for an unscheduled break.

Waterbuck have been the most frequent antelope around the Lodge.  
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At first, it was a group of several adult males but they seem to have moved on.  More recently, three young males have spent a lot of time at the Lodge, both at night and during the day.
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The bushbabies that live in the roof of the viewing tower continue to flourish.  They can sometimes be seen during the day, and will peer out from inside the hole they have made in the thatch.  At dusk they emerge, normally one at a time, at first sitting on the tower girders and then jumping off into the neighbouring trees.  We have counted 5 or 6:  we are not quite sure of the number because they move so fast and one can be jumping off in one direction while another is emerging from their hole and yet another is jumping back in from a different direction.

The bird viewing has been good, especially of summer visitors:  birds such as the Jacobin cuckoo, for example.  A Southern masked weaver tried building several nests in one of the knobthorn trees but apparently did not impress any of the females, since the nests were torn down after a few days.  Some enormous flocks of Redbilled quelea have been in the neighbourhood.  In such vast numbers they make a sound look a strong gust of wind or even of a passing train and some of the flocks have taken minutes to pass by.  The profusion of seeding grasses has been ideal for these birds.  
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 The woodland kingfishers disappeared in the last fortnight of March and many other migrants appear to be heading north as well.
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For much of January and February, the dominant owl sound at night was that of the Pearl-spotted owlet and we heard little of the other species.   One insistent individual often called throughout the night, and at considerable volume very close to Giraffe Hut.  There was an occasional White-faced scops owl and on a couple of occasions we were treated to excellent sightings of a barn owl as it sat for a while in a tree very close to the deck area.  At the beginning of March we suddenly heard Scops owls again and they have been dueting throughout the month.  We were perplexed for most of February by a night noise that was a deep, loud booming sound, quite owl-like in a way but not fitting  any of the owl calls.  Eventually we discovered it was a Small buttonquail (formerly the Kurrichane buttonquail), which is a tiny bird to make such a huge noise.  We finally saw a small group of these birds walking through the Lodge on 4th March, a female and three very small chicks.  The mystery was then fully solved.

At the beginning of February we finally got the Land Cruiser game-drive vehicle back from one of the local garages after three months:  the work that was done could have been completed in a day but speed did not seem to be of the essence for them, although it was immensely frustrating for us and our guests.  Since then we have had some good drives in the local area.
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The Lodge gardens are looking good and Iris and Lucia have done a fantastic job of adding to our plant stock by taking cuttings, mainly of the succulents but also of the ground cover species.  The regular rainfall has helped as well.
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In amongst the good news of animal and bird sightings, one sad piece of news received on the 28th February was that our caretaker manager, Mike, who had looked after Leopard’s View for us from May to September last year, had died.  We remember Mike with gratitude and affection, as do all those in Balule Reserve who got to know him while he was here.  He worked at Gwala Gwala after September.

We are grateful to the many people who have contacted us to comment favourably on our new website that went live in mid-January.

Neil & Ann Kern

