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After the wet months of April and May we are now fully into the dry season of winter, when the lowveld has a marvellous climate.  The days are generally sunny, bright and warm without being too hot and it is bone dry; the nights are cold and the mornings crisp and fresh.  We have largely followed this pattern, although it has been cold, at least by lowveld standards: we have experienced the coldest average daily minimum in our time here (10.9oC for both June and July) and the coldest average daily maximum (24.1oC for July.)  The grass has turned brown and many of the trees have lost their leaves.  There has been only 0.8 mm of rain since mid-May and many of the bigger dams on the Reserve are relatively empty (lack of heavy rain earlier in the year so no significant run off to fill them) and so as a result we have seen high volumes of animal traffic at the waterhole.
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Big groups of impala, sometimes over 100 strong, have been regular visitors and on 12th June we saw the one-horned male that we have encountered   on  many   occasions   ever  since  we  first  arrived  here.  
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There have been zebra herds up to 20 strong; a kudu group of eight, including three  youngsters,  has  been  seen  often and drank at the birdpool on the evening of the 30th July;  we  have seen waterbuck and warthog often.  The various duikers that live around the Lodge regularly drink at the birdpool or the waterhole.  We have often seen a lone wildebeest tagging on to groups of other animals:  impala, zebra, waterbuck and kudu – it seems to change each time we see him.  Whilst this may be an identity problem on his part it is probably symptomatic of the low density of wildebeest in this area (our vegetation is thicker than the ideal for wildebeest.) On the 28th July, our wildebeest drank at the birdpool, giving us a great view.  Giraffe, too, have been plentiful, including one who browsed on a purple-pod terminalia immediately adjacent to the veranda of our house and a group of three, two adults and a very small one, at the waterhole: the youngster was fascinated by the water, repeatedly bending down to sniff it and then at the slightest noise or puff of wind, running back to mum.
Our    resident    bushbaby [image: image14.jpg]
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   story
continues:  we  had  not seen  the
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group living in the tower roof for a long time but saw them again regularly during June and July.  It is diificult to count them but we recken there are five. However, the group of three that was living above the office veranda seems to have disappeared:  we have not seen them for some 6 or 8 weeks.  We did spot a tree squirrel going into their space several weeks ago and we wonder whether the bushbabies have been ousted.
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We have seen rhino:  four at the waterhole on the evening of 17th June, and as the last two of the rhinos moved away a leopard appeared, drank very briefly and quickly moved off.  A huge herd of buffalo filled the waterhole and the area around it for over an hour on 25th June.  The next night we were treated to the sight of a civet which spent some 10 minutes at the waterhole.  Hyena calls have been heard much more frequently than in the past.  Of the four hyenas released during the re-introduction scheme a year ago, the two females are definitely still alive and are running with a group of 5 that seems to cover a large part of the Reserve.  One, named “Bonny”, was photographed recently at a giraffe carcass.  The fate of the two males is less clear:  one was killed by lions and the other has not been seen for nay months.
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On the 6th of June we were delighted to find two cheetahs near the Reserve gate.  Unfortunately, the mother of these two 9 month old cubs had been escaping regularly from the Reserve, leaving the cubs behind. The Warden’s team had brought the female back several times but she could not be found when we saw them.  As the cubs’ condition was poor and they were close to succumbing to starvation the decision was made to capture them.  They will now spend some time at the Hoedspruit Endangered Species Centre and when they are old enough to fend for themselves the plan is to bring them back to the Reserve.  The number of cheetahs in the Greater Kruger Park is low, only some 200-250, so every one needs to be saved, even if that means interfering with nature a bit.

We have had some excellent elephant sightings, although not always with happy outcomes for some of our trees!  During the evening of 30th June an easily recognisable bull with slightly spreading tusks did huge damage to a marula tree close to our carports and one close to our [image: image32.jpg]


house.  There were other elephants close by in the darkness that we could not see.  The bull then moved on to eat most of a blue-thorn acacia just outside Kudu Hut.  Next morning we were amazed at the number and size of the branches that had been brought down but at this time of year the grass is dry and has very little nutritional value so elephants are forced to eat more tree bark and branches.  The same bull, plus two companions, visited again on the 12th July, and again tackled the same two marulas, leaving them looking even worse for wear.  They spent over an hour browsing around and very close to our house.  The trio were back on the 29th July, this time eating succulents growing just inside the walls of the lodge!
In amongst the various animal sightings, we greatly enjoyed the total lunar eclipse of the 15th June.  Luckily the skies were cloudless and we had excellently clear views as the shadow spread across and the moon turned orange-red at totality (owing to red light being refracted through the earth’s atmosphere onto the disc.)
We have undertaken several large tasks during these two months such as the annual winter cutting of firebreaks around the Lodge and house, replacing the birdpool spotlight after it had fallen down and spraying clumps of prickly pear.  In winter the grass dies back and it is easier to spot the plants.  Prickly pear is a highly invasive cactus that spreads very easily and is best removed by chemical treatment as physical methods of removal can result in further spread.   The main job, however, was repainting the land cruiser that we use for game drives, turning it from an embarrassing and stand-out white to a bush-friendly green. We also added ladders for guests to climb on and off, fitted wooden arm rests and a wooden trim around the driver seats, repaired the seats at the back, fitted the spare tyre, plugged holes and such like.
Despite the dry weather, the lodge gardens are looking good, with the various types of aloes all in flower.  This has brought in white-bellied sunbirds, the occasional Marico sunbird and black-headed orioles amongst others.  We have seen many birding parties, sometimes comprising up to ten different species, and often they have focused their activity on a small bird-bath in the gardens.


We regularly see three types of social birds (i.e. birds that always move in groups), namely green wood-hoopoes, African magpie shrikes and arrow-marked babblers.  Recently we have also seen white-crested helmet-shrikes on a regular basis.

Birds on this page:

1.  Blue waxbill

2.  Red-headed weaver male (in non-breeding colours)

3.  White-crested helmet-shrike

4.  African firefinch

5. Green-winged pytilia

6.  Southern black tit

7.  White-bellied sunbird male
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One of 3 elephant bulls that have visited regularly








Elephant damage to marula tree








One of the rescued
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Released hyena “Bonny”








Civet – 26 June








Buffalo herd – 25 June








Four rhinos – 17 June








Giraffe browsing at our house








Wildebeest by the birdpool
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Grey duiker female at the birdpool
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Cold morning & inversion layer in the valley





Impala females





Zebras at the waterhole – 26 June





Aloe flowers, a major attraction for 


sunbirds
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One of the regular elephant bulls
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