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Having had just 2.3 mm of rain from June to September, rainfall is inevitably the biggest news.  October continued dry, with some extreme temperatures (42.6oC on the 11th) but no serious rain until the 24th when we had 9 mm.  Ten days later (November 5th) we had a deluge, with 23 mm in about 35 minutes, plus spectacular thunder, lightning and hailstones, some of which were 30 mm across.  This boosted the greening of the bush that had begun earlier but till then only slowly.  The speed of the change from winter brown to lush and vibrant summer green was amazing, as ever.  During the rest of November we have had a further 60 mm of rain:  coupled with warm but not excessively hot temperatures as a result of the cloudy conditions, everything is rowing fantastically, including in the Lodge gardens.  No amount of watering during winter makes much difference:  at best the plants are kept alive and it is only real rain that promotes growth.  We have continued to take cuttings and to plant groundcover throughout the gardens.  The good rain has continued into December.

[image: image10.jpg]


[image: image11.jpg]


[image: image12.jpg]


[image: image13.jpg]


[image: image14.jpg]


[image: image15.jpg]


[image: image16.jpg]


[image: image17.jpg]


Not that it is generally seen by guests, but the area behind the kitchen has always been untidy and something of an eyesore.  We have tidied this up, landscaping and laying paths to improve the appearance and to reduce erosion.  We have added some flower beds and a rockery, as well as a fence to provide more security for Iris and Lucia.  The re-thatching of Kudu Hut was completed on the 11th October and looks excellent as well as not leaking in the rain.  The thatch has been extended down over the doors and windows of the entrance area, which will help to keep the place cool.

[image: image18.jpg]



[image: image19.jpg]


The very dry conditions (both in terms of standing water and the lack of moisture in the vegetation) resulted in large numbers of plains game visiting the waterhole.  Giraffe, zebra, wildebeest, impala, kudu and waterbuck were almost daily visitors, [image: image20.jpg]
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often several groups each day and several species at [image: image22.jpg]


 the same time.  The waterbuck often used the birdpool and the various duikers that live around the Lodge drank there on many evenings.
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It has been a good two months for elephant sightings after seeing little but signs of their presence in the previous two months.  We had several visits from groups and individuals including six at the waterhole during the morning of the 14th October and some 30 minutes later two more at lodge where they drank from the birdpool and did their best to destroy various trees and bushes near the fence. A group of 7 cows and juveniles and three bulls drank at the waterhole during the evening of the 30th October:  there is something magical about seeing these creatures in the dark, lit by the yellow-orange light of the floodlight.  Lone bulls visited on 4 other occasions, most notably on the 30th November when a bull in musth (strong characteristic smell, secretion from temporal gland and a continuous dribble of urine) spent some 90 minutes around the Lodge.  He moved down to the deck area and then slowly browsed and grazed his way back up past Duiker Hut, the kitchen and the office to the gate, where he almost walked into the Lodge gardens, stopping in the gateway.  He then did a circuit of our house, at times coming within two or three metres, before having a drink at the overflow water tank and moving off towards Sable Road.  After a bit of irritation early on, he was very relaxed about our presence.  Besides broken branches, he left two large piles of very fresh dung:  within minutes these were covered in numerous dung beetles and soon many of them were rolling dung balls off into the bush, sometimes with a beetle of the opposite sex to the roller riding as a passenger.  By late afternoon there was nothing left of the dung piles, just a thin layer of drying grass pieces on the ground. 
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We have also been lucky with lions with, for example, two females at the waterhole on 22nd October and a young female with an injured back left leg, accompanied by a young male, on the 26th.  A female drank briefly at the waterhole just before the thunderstorm on the 5th November and two weeks later the two pride males from our local big pride spent the whole day nearby, in the dry river bed first and then higher up the ridge. Towards dusk on the 27th 14 lions, including one of the big pride males, settled down in the open about 80m from the waterhole in the direction of the deck and then engaged in very loud roaring throughout the night.  Judging by their bellies, they had eaten well not too long beforehand.  They were still there at 4.30 a.m. the next morning but as it got light some drank at the waterhole and they all moved into the thicker bush to the side of the open area, scattered around in several groups.  At around 4.30 p.m. all 14 gradually moved out into the open in ones and twos and drank at the waterhole, with seven drinking together at one point.  They then lay down in the open almost exactly where they were 24 hours previously, but were very restless, constantly looking up the hill towards the west.  We think they moved off early in the evening.


When the two male lions were near the waterhole on the 20th November, there was also a spotted hyena in the vicinity.  Rhinos appeared twice (9th and 21st October) and buffalo at the end of November.  During our sundowner drinks stop on a sunset game drive on the 7th November, we heard a leopard calling, getting closer and closer.  Two giraffes about 100 m away stared intently into the bush where the noise was coming from.  One of our guests got a couple of short glimpses of the leopard as it moved through the bush but the rest of us weren’t quick enough to spot it.  We also saw its namesake, a leopard tortoise, on the track down to the waterhole one day in late November.  

Our resident bushbabies continue to entertain us, now more so than ever.  We have variously seen three, four and five leaving the roof above the office veranda at dusk.  They are reasonably comfortable with people close by and guests have had fantastic views as the bushbabies first peer out from the roof apex, then climb into the blue-thorn acacia tree just outside the office before finally jumping off, often along the wall.  One day two of the bushbabies emerged during the middle of the day when a spotted bush snake (harmless to man) was climbing through the acacia:  when the snake moved off the bushbabies returned to their home.  We suspect that the group from the tower has moved to this more sheltered and certainly cooler location as we have not seen any bushbabies around the tower at dusk for some time but have seen barred owlets up there.

One of the signs that summer is really here is the arrival of the woodland kingfishers. These intra-African migrants have a lovely, distinctive call, which we first heard on the 18th November: we saw our first one of the season a week later.  The  African barred owlet has been seen and heard frequently; and we have also seen the pearl-spotted owlet. We have heard African scops owls calling most nights and also white-faced scops owls much more than usual.  A glimpse of a Levaillant’s cuckoo brought our total identified bird sightings at or around the Lodge to 105 species.

Before the rains we heard the calls of olive toads on many nights, but since the rains they have given way to various other species.  The rains have brought out large numbers of millipedes and of course the insect life has exploded into activity, not least the dung beetles mentioned earlier.  It is not only the animal life that has been of interest, however:  as we have moved through spring into summer, many trees, shrubs and other plants have flowered, creating wonderful displays of colour.  It is always good to see the baboon’s tail, which looks dry and dead, returning to life and putting out leaves and flowers soon after the first good rains.



Finally………




best wishes

for

Christmas

and the

New Year

to all our Newsletter readers.

                               Neil & Ann
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29 November – by the Lodge entrance
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Bushbaby – office veranda
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Unidentified flower – 11 November








Sunset behind the escarpment
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