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In the last week of March, dry winds blew and suddenly leaves began to go brown.  This process continued into April and by the middle of the month, the tree wysterias had lost their leaves and the red bushwillows were turning yellow.  Marula trees and knobthorns were also shedding leaves.  In the second half of the month, the grass very quickly lost any green colour and became dry and brittle.  
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Luckily, we then had excellent rain (just on 60mm) a week into May and this seems to have given everything a new lease of life.  A flush of green has reappeared in the grass, especially where it had been grazed, and many flowering plants have bloomed.  Temperatures have continued to fall, the daily maximum by about half a degree on average each month, the nightly minimum by about two degrees per month.
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The rain was also a great boost to the Lodge gardens.  We have continued to plant – aloes and cuttings of succulents mainly, but also some non-succulent cuttings.  In mid-May, the various species of euphorbia came into flower and, despite the absence of bright petals or any obvious (at least to humans) scent, this has brought in huge numbers of butterflies of several different species, as well as large black wasps, all feeding on the nectar.  Ten or more butterflies have been gathering on a single flower cluster.
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We have added some discrete and elegant lathe fencing to the gaps in the brick walls around the Lodge.  Initially this was simply an attempt to give the plants in the Lodge some protection form the nightly ravages of the duikers and the porcupine, but we quickly realised that the fencing had an excellent aesthetic impact as well, creating a much more finished look.  The Lodge boundaries had looked somewhat random – now they look deliberate! – but we have lost nothing of the sense of openness and continuity with the bush outside (and nothing is eating our plants!)
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One of the strelitzia (Strelitzia reginae) plants we put in during January has flowered and other plants have flowered again after the May rains.
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As autumn has moved towards winter many animals have been seen more regularly than during summer.  Giraffe, wildebeest, zebra and kudu, for example, have been visiting the waterhole and browsing or grazing in the vicinity of the Lodge, sometimes in good concentrations.  There are lots of impala around as well, very noisy as they go through the rut, with much snorting and many alarm calls through the day  and the night.   Vervet monkeys  reappeared, too, first just one large individual and then a week or so later, a small troop.  
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During the second week of May, the waterhole was visited by two white rhinos three days in five, which was particularly rewarding.  Although we have not seen it yet (but we have seen the dung!), there has been a black rhino in Balule.  It is one of two released into Klaserie Reserve towards the end of April.  By early May one had moved up to Mohlabetsi area and then appeared in Balule a couple of weeks later.  A spotted hyena boost is planned, as well, and a boma has been built for the reception of three hyenas from elsewhere in the region as soon as everything is ready.
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One of the treats of the Lodge was a porcupine that came past the kitchen area almost every night.  “Was” because on the 19th April there was a porcupine kill on the road a few hundred metres from the Lodge, with the tracks indicating that a leopard was responsible.  After that, nothing more was seen of our porcupine and so we suspect the worst.  The good news is that about three to four weeks later, we have had signs of porcupine activity again.  The tracks suggest a smaller individual and so we hope that another porcupine has moved into the vacant territory.
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Our bushbabies continue to thrive.  The four young ones are now virtually as big as the adults and all six emerge each evening, regular as clockwork, with the time moving forward slightly as the days have got shorter.  Normally they emerge from the tower roof, drop down onto the top or middle level and then leap off into the adjacent trees, all going their separate ways, it would appear.  One day on early April, they all gathered in a bushwillow about 10m from the tower and, for the next hour, made a squeaky sort of chattering noise.  We tried to see the cause but did not want to approach too closely in case we disturbed them and they moved away.  We wondered whether they  had seen a snake  because the behaviour  and noise were similar  to  that of tree squirrels 
when they spot a snake.  While all that was going on, at about 7.00 pm, three lionesses came to drink at the waterhole, all of which made for an excellent evening.
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We have had some good bird sightings, too:  steppe eagle and an African harrier hawk (formerly the gymnogene), the latter catching a nestling in a dead tree.  A woolly-necked stork visited in late May.  We had heard a barred owl for some time and finally got to see it on 12th April, in a tree close to the deck.  Since then we have seen it regularly, sometimes inside the Lodge gardens, mostly on one of the trees along the front of the deck area, and it calls relentlessly during the day as well as the night.  One particular evening (14th April) we were treated to the sounds of five different owl species:  the barred owl, African scops owl and the white-faced scops owl calling at the same time, and pearl-spotted owlet and giant eagle owl at other times.  
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One of the great highlights of the last two months was the removal on the 27th April of the old V8 land rover that served as a makeshift hide. This rusting hulk was a real eyesore, not at all eco-friendly and entirely impractical.  In winter in particular, when there were few leaves on the trees, every glance down to the waterhole brought the sight of this ecological intrusion, plus the thought – “someone has broken down by our waterhole.”  Justifiably, it was the laughing stock of all the other landowners and lodges in the Reserve.  We have been trying to get it removed for the last seven months and finally found a taker.  In due course we will build a proper hide with good shading and in a better location – first task, though, is to decide exactly where and to relocate the waterhole floodlight to a better angle

Finally, we continue to develop our website and have moved it to UQH in Nelspruit who are giving us a wonderful makeover:  please visit the site to see how it and the Lodge are progressing.





Sunset over the escarpment (from the ridge above the Lodge)











