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August and September are typically very dry months here in the lowveld (we had merely 6.6 mm of rain during these months this year) but the cold temperatures of June and July have gone and the night-time temperatures in particular are rising.  Having said that, the period this year was cooler by between 1 and 2 degrees than in previous years.  There has been a lot of animal activity, therefore, with traffic to our waterhole increased by the low water levels in some of the Reserve’s dams (owing to insufficient heavy downpours last rainy season.)  We have seen 20 mammal species at the Lodge, with giraffe, zebra, impala and waterbuck particularly plentiful.  Giraffe browse  not  only  on  leaves but also made a point of
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eating the knobthorn blossom when it appeared.   
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However, the list includes warthog, black-backed jackal, wildebeest, spotted hyena (walked past the kitchen area early in the morning of 6th August), wildcat, kudu, duiker, civet, vervet monkeys, buffalo (big herd came through on the 7th September), baboons, scrub hare, tree squirrel, lion (a male drank briefly at the waterhole on 5th September), elephant and, of course, our resident bushbabies.
Several of the waterbuck groups we saw were large, with up to 12 individuals and quite small youngsters.  With their rear-end circles in white they present a quirky sight when seen in a group from behind.
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The number of bushbabies living in the office veranda roof seems to vary but we have counted up to 5 individuals emerging at dusk.  Occasionally we see them coming back in the morning but that requires a very early start indeed.
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We have seen elephants on six days and from the signs of tree damage and low water levels in the birdpool some mornings they have obviously been around more frequently than that.   On the 1st August, four came to the waterhole and two later came up to the lodge and browsed on a blue-thorn acacia (Acacia erubescens) near the kitchen, effectively destroying it in the process.  
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On the 6th August, one visited in the night and destroyed another blue-thorn by the lodge wall, close to the office.  Two weeks later, a group of 7 visited in the evening and started destroying a blue-thorn next to our house but we gently moved them on before they could finish the job.  Five came by a week later, including Soshangane, a well-known bull in the Reserve:  he had a non-functional radio collar at this time but a few days later was darted and a new collar fitted in an operation involving the Reserve and Save the Elephants foundation.  We look forward to seeing the data on his movements once this comes on stream.  On the 6th and 7th September a group of 9 bulls fed around the Lodge, once again including Soshangane and his companion, known as Ezulwini (likes to demolish specific marula trees by our house.)
While the overall number of species of birds around is lower in winter, without the summer migrants, the resident species have visited in abundance, including many birding parties.  The white-bellied sunbirds continued to feed on nectar from the aloes, diminishing in frequency as the aloe flowers died back during August.  Blue waxbills have been plentiful, along with arrow-marked babblers, white-crested helmet-shrikes, Burchell’s starlings, red-billed queleas, green-winged pytilias, firefinches, various hornbills and black-headed orioles, which, like the sunbirds, also feed on the aloes.   On the 7th of August, and much to our surprise, an African spoonbill spent the morning at our waterhole.  They frequent shallow rivers, pools, pans, lakes and estuaries but our waterhole is smaller than the norm for a spoonbill. It was the first time we have seen this particular wading bird at the lodge and it takes our tally of birds seen and identified here to 114.  We have also heard two owls that we have not actually seen here, namely the African scops owl and the white-faced scops owl.  On two occasions in August we heard four owl species in an evening, these two plus the barred owlet and the pearl-spotted owlet.  Towards the end of September a fish eagle spent a morning sitting in a tree near the waterhole.  We have seen fish eagles in flight here but this was the first time we have seen one static.  This particular one was a juvenile (as shown by the black streaking on the breast and the lack of well-developed colour on the underbelly).  We had heard fish eagles calling on a regular basis during the last couple of months and wonder whether this one was the offspring from a nesting pair in the vicinity.
The Lodge gardens have been struggling, especially during September.  A limited amount of watering keeps the plants alive but they are merely waiting for proper rain.  We have put in cuttings in a bed behind the bar and they are doing well.  In the second half of September we began work on renovating the splashpool (we will put new paving around the edge, new tiles above the water and will re-plaster below the waterline.)  However, this project has had to go on hold while we replace a septic tank that serves Duiker Hut and the kitchen/staff quarters/office block.  The first task for this was to dig out the holes for two tanks of 1 m3 internal volume and for a soak-away, not an easy task given the extremely rocky nature of the ground (granite and granite gneiss, with a lot of quartzite.)  The project will last well into October and then we will pick up on the pool again.
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Elephants at waterhole 1.8.2011





Elephant bull “Ezulwini”, 6.9.2011





Elephant damage to blue-thorn acacia, 6.8.2011





Elephant bull “Soshangane” with new radio collar, 6.9.2011





Bushbaby outside the office





Waterbuck females





Waterbuck males





Warthog in the birdpool





Duiker at the birdpool





Kudu bull at the waterhole





Young giraffe





Knobthorn blossom








