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 From the first to the thirtieth of April 

Two Thousand and Thirteen 

 

Temperature   Rainfall Recorded 

Average minimum: 16.3˚C (61.3˚F) For the month: 41.2 mm 

Average maximum:  28.7˚C (83.6˚F) For the year to date: 352.4 mm 

Minimum recorded:  13.1˚C (55.5˚F)               

Maximum recorded:  34.4˚C   (93.9˚F)    

 

 

 



 

My closer inspection of the photograph that follows revealed three different bird species surrounding the white rhino, 

which was grazing peacefully on the low grass in evidence this month. The black bird on the rhino's withers is a fork-

tailed drongo (Dicurus adsimilis). It's waiting for the rhino to disturb insects in the grass, as it walks along, and then it'll 

swoop down and catch them. The yellow-billed oxpecker (Buphagus africanus) is caught in the act of drinking blood 

directly from the scratch on the rhino's side, and the little blue bird in the corner, a greater blue-eared starling 

(Lamprotornis chalybaeus), has already achieved success from using the rhino as its hunting machine, by catching an 

insect trying to flee the rhino's tread. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I can't recall seeing an oxpecker on the ground - they're always perched on an animal, branch or in flight. This one 

used the buffalo as a base to inch its way down to the water's edge to have a sip. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From these two photographs it's not hard to see why many people confuse the African (Cape) buffalo (Syncerus 

caffer) with the Asian domestic water buffalo that has the rather delightful scientific name of Bubalus bubalis. African 

buffalo love to wallow, but are not closely related to water buffalo.  

 When it comes to wallowing, hippos take the cake! These three were chilling in the shallows of the Chiredzi River. 

They spend about 16 hours in the water and then emerge at dusk, to graze. 



 

Following the footsteps 

The best condition to look for tracks is early morning when the sun is low and 

casting long shadows, when the terrain is soft sand and when it has rained the 

night before.  

This was exactly the case when I came across these well-defined hyena tracks. 

They're identifiable by the four toes on the fore- and hind feet, each with a short 

claw mark, the bilobed back pad and - what is the sure giveaway for me - the 

peak of sand in the centre. 

The tracks veered off the sandy path, and it wasn't long before we spotted the 

hyena nosing about in the undergrowth. 

 

 

 

 

 

Spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) prey 

on medium to large antelope. The 

numbers in a hunting party depend on 

their intended prey. Generally, small 

prey such as scrub hares are hunted by 

single hyenas, wildebeest by groups of 

three and large prey such as an eland 

by groups of four or more.  

They can smell carrion from over 4 km 

downwind, and the sound of other 

predators feeding attracts them from up 

to 10 km away. 

This hyena looked well-fed and had 

bloodstains on its muzzle. Hyenas can 

gorge themselves on 18 kilograms (39 

pounds) of meat at a sitting. I happen to 

be having a steak for dinner tonight, and 

see that it weighs just over 300 grams...  

If I were a hyena I would be able to 

devour 54 steaks at one mealtime! 54 

extremely rare steaks - just imagine that. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A well-deserved rest 

Packing for safari is always tricky. Bracing early mornings 

in an open vehicle, before dawn, subside to shorts and T-

shirt weather by midday and, inevitably, you test the limits 

of an airline's luggage allowance with the range of 

clothing and camera gear you pack.  

This old bull elephant seemed to share our guests' 

sentiments. He looked exhausted from lugging his trunk 

around on his journey, and after a refreshing drink, simply 

stood in the shade and rested the heavy appendage over 

his long left tusk. 

It's not unusual to see old bull elephants on their own like 

this. They leave a breeding herd of females and rejoin it 

when they are in a state known as 'musth' and are ready 

to mate with receptive females.  

Older bull elephants that break away from a breeding 

herd, often form the nucleus of bachelor herds with one 

or a number of younger males. These younger males are 

referred to as 'askaris' - a word that means soldier. 

 

 



 

By leaving Singita Pamushana Lodge before sunrise you can be out on the plains within minutes and spotting some 

rather unusual sights.   

Zebra often doze while standing, but it is unusual to see them fast asleep on their sides. They only sleep flat out if 

there are other herd members nearby to keep a lookout for danger. We snuck up on these two and it was great to 

observe the one on the left in a state of deep sleep. Zebras also love to roll and have a dust bath.  In a sandy area 

where zebras have been you're likely to come across an isolated flattened area of sand surrounded by hoof prints - a 

sure sign that a zebra has rolled there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Giraffe only sleep for a few minutes at a time, so, once again, it was a treat to see this sleeping beauty wake from her 

nap. She'd slept with her neck bent backwards and resting her head on her hip - curled up, or as close to curled up as 

a giraffe can ever be.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The young comedians 

These two little wildebeest calves (Connochaetes taurinus) were such a laugh to watch. Full of youthful enthusiasm 

and naivety they raced about chasing and playing with each other - but never too far away from their mothers.  

They're born after a gestation of about 8.5 months. The mothers give birth in the middle of a herd rather than alone, 

and typically in the middle of the day, so that the newborn can practice walking before the predators become active 

after sunset. Calves are able to stand within seven minutes and run with the herd in less than two hours from birth! 

They're born this tawny brown colour, and begin to take on the dark adult colouration after nine weeks.  

Adult males exhibit rivalry when staking out territory and they face-off, resting on bent front knees, during bouts of 

intense horn thrusting. This little calf was just discovering this knee-bent manoeuvre, although he hadn't quite 

perfected it yet. It was more of a nose dive with his back hooves flicking the air. His friend looked on and didn't seem 

that impressed.  

The fun never stops 

If you're ever in need of comedic entertainment when in the wilds (other than that that's in constant supply among 

fellow field guides), you can be sure to find it with a troop of baboons. The troop in the photo that follows was resting 

on the banks of the river beneath an old sycamore fig tree. The full extended family was there - alpha males, females 

with newborn infants, babies and adolescents. Of course, the showoffs were there too. One teenager couldn't resist 

racing about during the otherwise tranquil scene of grooming and resting, and proceeded to run up the trunk of the 

tree much to the admiration of his peers, who then had to try the same thing themselves. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Putting down roots 

This has to be the most spectacular large-leafed 

rock fig (Ficus abutilifolia) on the Malilangwe 

Reserve. It is hidden among the sandstone hills 

and you need to take a hike to see it, but once 

you find it perched upon a boulder with its wax-

like roots cascading down the rocks you'll be 

spellbound at its base. It is a living monument to 

perseverance, adaptability and survival, and, I 

find, makes the site a deeply spiritual place. 

All African figs have edible fruits and primates, 

birds, bats and antelope love these seasonal 

insect-ridden delicacies. 

Most species of wild fig are associated with their 

own specific wasp, known as 'fig insects'. The fig 

insects are responsible for pollinating the internal 

fig flowers (the juicy bits that we eat). The little 

four-winged female wasps, and the wingless 

males that never leave the figs in which they were 

born and bred, may be found if you open a 'wild' 

fig. 

Speaking of wasps, this brings me to my next 

story... 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wasp galls 

Had I not had the privilege of joining our Resident 

Ecologist, Dr Bruce Clegg, on a botany walk, I would 

have presumed that the bouquet-like structure in the first 

photo was some sort of dried flower cluster and the orb 

in the second, a fruit. 

But both are, in fact, wasp galls! The first shrub is Ochna 

barbosae and the second, a purple hook-berry 

(Artabotrys brachypetalus). 

Gall wasps, from the family Cynipidae, are tiny (1 to 8 

mm), often no bigger than a fruit fly.  

The plant galls mostly develop directly after the female 

insect lays the eggs. The galls are formed by abnormal 

growth of the plant cells and it is speculated that 

chemical, mechanical or viral triggers stimulate the 

growth. The plant tissue grows up around the eggs to 

protect the larvae. The hatching larvae nourish 

themselves with the nutritive tissue inside the galls, and 

are well-protected from external environmental effects.  

The host plants and the size and shape of the galls are 

specific to the majority of gall wasps, but why they are 

such extraordinary shapes and colours is yet another 

mystery.  

 



 

 

Making a splash 

This female waterbuck (Kobus ellipsiprymnus) found 

herself on our side of the river, and wanting to return 

to the other side where the rest of the herd, including 

a handsome territorial male, waited.  

You could see she was unsettled and nervous of 

where to cross, and although waterbuck are seen 

standing in very shallow water, they are very aware of 

the hidden dangers of deep water and the crocodiles 

that could be concealed beneath the surface. 

Eventually she made a mad dash to the other side, 

crossing the deep channel and shaking her shaggy 

water-resistant coat on the other side, before 

tentatively greeting the male. 

Female waterbuck move through the defined 

territories of males. Females that are in oestrus are 

herded into a bull's territory and he courts them by 

rubbing his face and the bases of his horns on their 

flanks and rumps, resting his chin on their backs and 

tapping between their hindlegs with a foreleg. 



 

 

Reptilian concern? 

This was, without a doubt, one of the most interesting 

sightings I've seen. A long thin spotted bush snake 

(Philothamnus semivariegatus), which must have 

measured close to their maximum length of 1.3 metres, 

had slithered down a rocky sandstone surface and 

caught a large gecko - it looked like a tropical house 

gecko (Hemidactylus mabouia). 

But there was a remarkable twist to this tale - a large 

rainbow skink (Mabuya quinquetaeniata) crawled out 

from one of the crevices and crept closer and closer to 

the snake. The snake was concentrating on securing its 

grip on the gecko, and trying to get it into position to 

swallow it, and the skink came closer and closer. 

Eventually the skink, now visibly agitated, went right up 

to the snake, almost nudging it. 

What on earth was going on? Was it showing some 

kind of emotion for the gecko? It was an impossible 

scene to interpret and prompted me to do some 

research on reptilian emotions...  

 

According to Dr. Sharman Hoppes, clinical assistant 

professor at the Texas A&M College of Veterinary 

Medicine & Biomedical Sciences, reptiles have two 

main emotions - fear and aggression. A reptile that is 

feeling fear may simply try to get away, but it can also 

exhibit actions similar to aggression. This was 

probably the behaviour the skink was exhibiting.  

It is also interesting to note that, while many reptiles 

lay their eggs and then leave their young to fend for 

themselves, some, such as skinks, form family 

groups and protect their young.  

The fangless, and thus venomless, snake then 

proceeded to swallow the whole gecko. Unlike some 

of the other fangless snakes it does not first constrict 

and kill its prey. By this stage the rainbow skink had 

scurried off, and as soon as the snake had 

swallowed the gecko, it too made a hasty retreat over 

the rocks, to digest its meal. 

 

 

 

 



 

All a twitter 

 

The stars of our 'All a 

twitter' feature this month 

are: 

A three-banded plover 

(Charadrius dubius) 

Another getting its legs 

wet - a wood sandpiper 

(Tringa glareola) 

A little raptor with bright 

red eyes - a Shikra 

(Accipiter badius) 

A Swainson's spurfowl 

(Pternistes swainsonii) that 

has a bright red face and 

throat. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you very much for your kind hospitality and the preservation of the wildlife - our common heritage. 

We will always cherish the memories of our visit here. 

Chone, Prapavadee, Chidchanole and Chonchanole from Thailand 

 

By Jenny Hishin 

Singita Pamushana 

Malilangwe Wildlife Reserve 

Zimbabwe 

Thirtieth of April 2013 


