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February and March have been hot!  Perhaps not quite so much so in February, but certainly in March.  February’s average daily maximum was 30.5oC, less than 2009, with the hottest individual day reaching 40.6oC.  However, in March the average daily maximum was 33.2oC, the hottest figure we’ve recorded.  Interestingly, the average daily minimum temperature for March was 23.4oC, almost 3oC warmer than February, when we had begun to enjoy the hints of autumnal chill at night.  The March figures were also approximately 3oC hotter than the same month last year (February had been cooler).  All this was in spite of significant amounts of cloud but, sadly, no significant rain from the 27th January until the 20th March.  There were 41 mm rain during the two months, compared with 83 mm last year.  However, despite all this, and aided by more good rain in first few days of April, the bush is looking really good and the grass cover has thickened up considerably in the last ten days of the period.
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We haven’t necessarily spent a huge amount of time watching the waterhole these last two months. Much depends on what we are doing by way of work around the place if there are no guests and, if guests are in, much depends on how much time they (and therefore we) spend down on the decks watching.  We have been busy on several major projects:  building some furniture, revamping the birdpool, further planting in the garden, replacing the kitchen door and adding a screen door.   A major project that has been on the planning board for some time was the birdpool:  it was too large (therefore requiring too much water to fill it), unsightly (rocks and a large concrete lip) and not much frequented by animals with the exception of duiker, warthog and waterbuck.  We have removed the rocks and cut back the concrete, made the pool smaller and constructed it so that it is level with the ground.  It looks a great deal better and is certainly less intrusive in a bush context:  we hope that it will prove attractive to game as time goes by.
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The gardens are doing well after suffering at times in the heat and dry.  We replanted part of one bed and decided to remove as many rocks and stones as we could.  As a result, the soil (if “soil” be the right word) level dropped by over 10 cm and we had to re-edge the adjacent path to stop it falling into the bed.   The red bush-willow pods are ripening and are a beautiful golden pink colour when they catch the sun.
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With regard to animals, giraffe have been regular visitors – from single males to large groups of ten.  One group of four adults and a baby spent almost the whole day around the waterhole at the end of February, wandering off to browse, then back to drink several times.    Elephant have visited on a couple occasions that we have seen.  One lone bull which rather comically rushed in, threw mud all over himself and then rushed off again at top speed.  On the last day of February we were out with guests on a short sunset drive and had already seen kudu, giraffe and impala.  On our way back to the Lodge we encountered a young male elephant at the waterhole:  he was soon joined by two others, a female and a smallish youngster.  They drank and bathed for a while in the light of the floodlight, not far from the vehicle, providing us with a wonderful sighting.
[image: image15.jpg]


We have enjoyed some excellent rhino sightings, especially on the evening of the 9th & morning of the 10th March.  Two bulls spent half an hour and then next morning an hour at or near the waterhole, variously drinking, wallowing, grazing and sleeping.   The evening view was particularly pleasing:  just after they appeared, the sun burst through the clouds spotlighting the two rhino in that fabulous late afternoon glow.   
There have been some large impala groups around:  although it is not the rutting season yet and although the lambs are now well grown, the groups have been entertaining with much running around (mostly in circles), chasing and snorting.  Zebra and wildebeest have been regular visitors, along with kudu and,  of course, our resident local duikers.  You never quite know what you are going to see at the waterhole and one day (13th March) we saw a blob down there.  Even with binoculars it was tricky to identify but the large spotting scope showed it to be a leopard tortoise, which drank before moving off with surprising speed.

There is a beautiful, large marula tree just outside the kitchen door, which always produces prolific amounts of fruit.  This year they were discovered by a large male warthog:  he spent several days there under the tree, at first moving off when we approached but eventually ignoring us completely, in spite of our working on the kitchen doors with hammers, drills and lots of noise.  He even slept there during the day!  One day a female and three piglets enjoyed the fruit as well.  This family of four is also partial to our grass inside the Lodge and we regularly have to shepherd them back to the wild grass outside. 

On the 18th March, we were amazed to find a 10 metre long column of Matabele ants emerging from beneath the main wooden deck onto the adjacent concrete deck .  The column wound its way up through the Lodge gardens and out into the bush.  We saw them again about ten days later, going in the opposite direction.  Matabele ants are 10 – 12 mm long and move rapidly while out foraging, when they often raid termite and other ant species colonies for their grubs.  We have also seen some amazing large insects, including one stick insect the best part of 30 cm long. 

In previous newsletters we have mentioned the spotted hyena reintroduction project here in the Reserve.  Two young hyenas, one male and one female, had been held in a boma on a nearby property since August/September last year.  They were released on the 21st March, having been ear-tagged for future identification.  The female was the first to leave the boma at 07h30, and started to investigate the “outside”. She returned many times that day and was gone by the evening. The male stayed around for the day and most of the night, finally leaving in the early hours of the next morning.
The Woodland kingfishers have gone and their summer sound is no longer with us.  However, the pair of
African barred owlets and some pearl spotted owlets have been very active and very vocal in the vicinity of the Lodge.  We had a good view of an African hawk eagle at the waterhole while we were working on the birdpool.  The Southern white-crowned shrikes and green woodhoopoes have also been around a lot, also making much noise.

With best wishes……..
Neil & Ann Kern
Dinner with guests – Remo Engelbrecht
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