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Leopard’s View Newsletter –  November 2009

It is difficult to know where to begin this newsletter, such has been the animal and bird activity during the months of October and November.  So I shall leave the best till last and set the context first.
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October and the first half of November produced a peculiar mixture of cool, cloudy but rainless weather and scorching hot days.  The bush and the ground became increasingly dry, although some tree species came into leaf, notably the knobthorns and marulas.  Finally, on November 14th, we had a massive thunderstorm with 73 mm of, at times, torrential rain.  This was good news but there was significant run-off, such that the dry river bed in our valley flowed again, albeit briefly.  A week later we had 79 mm of rain spread over 48 hours:  this produced virtually no run-off and soaked in to excellent effect.  The trees without leaves, especially the bushwillows, have now all come into leaf, while the grasses have turned green and new grass has sprouted.  A huge number of small herbs and flowers has appeared.  Many of these changes have been spectacular in their rapidity.
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We have undertaken various tasks around the Lodge, such as finishing varnishing the fencing.  (NB the fencing only serves to keep the duikers, porcupines and warthogs out, thereby allowing the plants in the Lodge garden to grow.)  The dustbins cage behind the kitchen has been rebuilt:  previously the honey badger was able to get in and overturn the bins, causing considerable mess.  We defy any honey badger (or baboon) to get in there now.  We have also replaced the black plastic that fronted the sundeck with varnished lathe pole screens and this deck now looks really good.   With the arrival of the rain, friends in the Reserve have very kindly given us large numbers of succulent ground cover plants, vygies and others.  These have been planted in various parts of the garden and, once they have taken, will go a long way to creating the green oasis that we are looking to provide for guests to enjoy.
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One of the amazing things about the bush is that even when there are no large mammals to be seen, there are always birds present.  We have had some excellent sightings during October and November.  Our pair of African barred owlets continue to call most days and have often been seen resting during the day close to the viewing deck.  At night they often fly to and fro, picking up insects attracted to the birdpool floodlight.  We have also seen a Pearl-spotted owlet very close.  Particularly exciting, were the two days (17th & 18th November) when we had a Black stork and a Maribou stork at the waterhole.  On the second day, they were joined by a Grey heron.  A pair of Egyptian geese has spent a lot of time at the waterhole in the second half of November.  We were delighted to identify a male Greater painted snipe at the waterhole in the early part of November and saw this same bird on and off over the next three weeks.  By the end of the month, he had been joined by a female, which was even better news.  We also had a superb view of a pair of Tawny eagles and a pair of Burchell’s coucals whilst out on a drive in early November.  On the 14th November, we heard the Woodland kingfishers for the first time this summer.  Their return is always regarded as a milestone and an indication that summer has really arrived.  We have since seen them around the area.  On the 25th November, we saw European bee-eaters:  they too are a summer migrant and it was good to see them back.
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Sometimes it is the smaller animals that provide as great an interest as the larger ones.  This may mean very small (insects and spiders, for example) or somewhat bigger but it has certainly been the case with the Lesser bushbaby family that lives in the apex of the tower roof.  When we first arrived at the Lodge in September 2008 there were two adults.  Later in the year there were two adults and four smaller ones and by September of this year, six adults:  this has been the situation for many months.  However, in October the bushbabies went through various adventures.  Unusually, we saw them out of the nest and active during daylight on a number of occasions.  Then on the 12th October, late in the morning, three babies dropped onto the steps near the top of the tower, presumably from the nest entrance in the apex of the tower roof.  The thuds were heard by guests on the tower’s top deck.   The guests came down from the tower to see what happened and to avoid interfering.  Soon afterwards, the adults emerged and one that was sitting on the tower steps was swooped upon by a barred owlet but not taken.  Then one of the adults, presumably a female, picked up one of the babies and carried it down the tower, across into the trees, along the Lodge wall and off past Giraffe Hut.  It then returned and carried off another of the youngsters.   We don’t know what happened to the third young one because a giraffe was browsing next to the deck at the same time and it was difficult to observe everything simultaneously.  At dusk that evening we counted only 4 adult bushbabies emerging from the tower roof and that has been the case ever since.  The next day we found a baby on the tower steps but do not know whether it was one of the original three or yet another one.  It was in a poor state, with blood oozing from its mouth and nose, and by the next morning it had gone.  On two occasions we have seen the bushbabies emerging at dusk only to stay on the tower, giving their chattering alarm call, and looking intently at a barred owl or at a pair of barred owls perching on one of the tower struts.  On the 24th October, an adult bushbaby was spotted under a sort of box/table on the middle level of the tower, where it stayed throughout the day: it didn’t react when approached and looked to the untrained, anthropomorphic eye in poor condition.  Eventually it moved up into the roof nest but only when we approached again late in the afternoon.  We can only offer conjecture as to what has been happening in ‘Bushbaby Manor’ and wish we had a better understanding of their society.


As at this time in 2008, we have enjoyed numerous very close visits from giraffe.  They clearly have a taste for the new leaves on the knobthorns, buffalo thorn and marula trees around the Lodge and our house and have treated us and guests to some wonderful viewing.  Whilst browsing, many of them have been totally unconcerned at our presence or our movement around the decks and the tower area.  It hasn’t all been bushbabies and giraffes, however:  we have had visits from lion (more later), elephant, rhino, buffalo, waterbuck, zebra, kudu, wildebeest, impala, warthog, baboon, vervet monkey and duiker.  The two duikers that live around the Lodge continue to be seen on many days, often crossing in front of the decks during the evening, and sometimes drinking at the birdpool.  We were amazed one Sunday lunchtime in mid-October to see a caracal arriving at the waterhole – it drank for some minutes before moving slowly off along the water’s edge and round to the bushes behind, where it disappeared from sight.  This was the third time in 5 weeks that we have seen caracal at the waterhole, and this daylight sighting was particularly special.  There were further sightings a couple of days later and then two weeks later, both at night., making it 5 times in two months.  A herd of some 40-50 buffalo spent the night of the 18th November halfway between the waterhole and the Lodge.  Some of the herd were recorded on the camera trap that we had set up at the waterhole for a couple of nights, courtesy of one of our guests.

But back to lions…………………

On the 6th November, we heard lion roars and feeding noises at about 4.30 in the morning.  Our guests were due to go on a game walk at 6.00  but instead we all went out and met our neighbours at the site of a buffalo kill, about 300-400 metres from our waterhole.  Fourteen lions were feeding on the carcass when we got there, with another four lying nearby.  There were two fully grown males, two younger males, four adult females and 10 cubs of varying ages.  We watched until almost 9.00 a.m., by which time there was virtually no meat left on the carcass and by when we had been treated to almost the full range of lion behaviour, all from a very favourable and close position.  Later in the day, at about 3.00 p.m., 7 lions come down to the waterhole:  the younger ones moved off quickly but four adults stayed and rested to the side and then moved to the dry river bed behind the waterhole.  They stayed there until just before 10.00 p.m. when they drank once again at the waterhole.  Interestingly, there was a second buffalo kill about 500 m away, also killed the previous night but only partly eaten by some or all of the pride – the whole pride then fed on that during the night and by morning it too was completely stripped.  Three days later, 10 lions appeared at our waterhole during the evening, drank and moved on to spend some time at our neighbour’s birdpool.

  

************************************************************************

All being well, the nest newsletter will come out in early February.  Don’t forget our website, where there is a more detailed diary of life at Leopard’s View:  it does not record everything but it does give the highlights of sightings and activities.

We would like to take this opportunity to wish all recipients of this newsletter, former guests of the Lodge, future guests, friends, family and others, a very happy Christmas and all the best for the New Year.

Neil & Ann Kern

Pearl-spotted owlet





African barred 


owlet








Tawny eagle





White-bellied sunbird





Greater painted snipe (male)





Black stork





Maribou stork





Whip scorpion (Dirk Oosthuizen)





Giraffe by the deck





Waterbuck





Grey duiker





Elephant by our house





Buffalo (camera trap – Sam Laurence)





Bushbaby and pup (Chris Newstead)





Bushbaby pup 





Bushbaby adult under box





Bushbaby foraging





Tree in flower





Our river in flow





Early October





Mid-November





Late November











