
	  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wildlife Report 
 

For the month of January, Two Thousand and Fourteen 
 
     
 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  21,7˚C  (71,0˚F)                For the period:  231,4 mm 
 Average maximum: 30,8˚C (87,4˚F)                           For the year to date:  860,8 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 19,4˚C (66,9˚F)                 
 Maximum recorded: 34,2˚C  (93,5˚F)                
 
It's the month of baobabs fruiting, birds nesting, flowers advertising, insects pollinating, dung beetles rolling, 
frogs foaming, fungi blooming, sandgrouse scuttling and woodland kingfishers whistling their piercing calls. 
We've had our best rains in decades and, as I write this, the Malilangwe Dam is 75 cm to spill. To describe 
the landscape as verdant would be an understatement - it looks more like a tropical rain forest of central 
Africa. Of course there's nothing subtle, slight or gradual about our seasons in the Zimbabwean lowveld - 
we've performed a quick wardrobe change from a bone-dry skimpy vest of vegetation to a drenched jungle-
green coat that 's resulted in herds of fat herbivores and flocks of brilliant birds. When it comes to game-
viewing I can assure you that the game is most certainly on! You may not see that many predators but it's a 
time to slow down, look at the finer details, find peace and let it all soak in. 
 
 
The power of advertising 
 
Where would we be without advertising? Adverts and publicity fuel our desire for limitless consumption, and 
without this our economy would be in crisis. Adverts persuade us with their images to get up, work hard and 
earn lots of money so that we can hit the shops with their shelves packed with the latest products, gadgets, 
clothes and consumables that we believe we need. 
  
Nature is no different and has some of the most powerful advertising campaigns imaginable. Plants' 
advertisements for pollination are their flowers. A flower's bright colours help attract pollinators – small 
insects, mammals, or birds that can pick up a flower’s pollen and spread it around, which helps fertilize 
flowers and create seeds. 
 
Different pigments produce different petal colours but the colours we see in flower petals aren't the same as 
the colours that insects see. Insects have different eye structures and see totally different hues - for  
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example, we see a red flower but a bee cannot 
see red at all. Instead, bees can see ultra-violet 
colours that are invisible to us. Ultra-violet 
colours are found on flowers in patterns that act 
almost like runway lights, guiding the bee to the 
nectar at the centre of the flower. A flower that 
may look yellow to us may have a dark centre to 
a bee’s eye, pointing the bee to the nectar it 
needs and letting it pick up the flower’s pollen in 
the process! Some flowers even change colour to 
signal when is the best time to be pollinated.  
 
In case a flower's advertising message is not 
clear enough, it shouts even louder by attracting 
pollinators with its signature perfume, sweet 
nectar as well as its attractive shape. Also, many 
flowers are uniquely shaped to  
fit feeding structures in animals,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

 

 
for instance, aloe flowers are long and 
thin to fit the specialised slender beak of 
sunbirds.  
 
The flame lily (Gloriosa superba) is 
Zimbabwe's national flower, so I was 
delighted to see one and, even more so, 
when I knelt down to photograph it and 
this bushveld purple tip butterfly  (Colotis 
ione) landed on it.  
 
You can see exactly how effective the 
red and yellow bisexual flowers are at 
getting their pollen dusted on to the 
fluttering insect. If I zoom in on this shot I 
can see dabs of pollen on the butterfly's 
wings which will be transferred and 
dusted off on the next flower it visits. 
 
The mauve flowers of the poison apple 
shrub (Solanum panduriforme) were 
being visited by a very busy carpenter 
bee, and I had great fun trying to snap a 
high-speed shot of it.  
 
All Solanum have these yellow anthers 
with minute pores at the tip. Bees release 
the pollen grains from the pores by rapid 
vibration of their thoracic muscles as they 
hang from the anther cone, and this is 
known as 'buzz-pollination'. 
 
So there you have it - bright colours, 
irresistible scents, attractive shapes, 
sweet rewards, pollen spread like social 
media by social insects plus some 
buzzwords thrown in for good measure! 

  



	  

 

While appreciating the beauty and scent of all the flowers 
blooming this month, it is always a good idea to keep an 
eye out for some of the 'Big 5'... You could spy a lioness 
resting in a meadow as you focus on hibiscus flowers or 
a baby elephant scampering through a sea of flowers! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Impala kisses in the rain 
 
This has to be one of my favourite photos. I was about to pack my camera away as I was close to the lodge 
and a cloud had burst. There can be nothing more beautiful, fragile and innocent than impala lambs, and as 
one youngster looked directly at me his friend turned to nuzzle him as the rain came down in earnest. 
  



	  

 

Hidden treasures 
 
We've noticed that there are 
quite a few large breeding 
herds of elephants to be seen 
at the moment, and they're all 
looking extremely well fed and 
relaxed. During dry times they 
often break off into smaller 
groups to go in search of food, 
but there's no need for that 
now. There are also some 
delightful young calves - you 
can see this one still has pink 
feet! I've encountered this 
mother regularly in the past few 
days. Each time I'll park the 
game-viewing vehicle quite far 
away from the herd, and switch 
off the engine, and each time it 
seems that she has gone out of 
her way to bring her baby out of 
the tall grass and flowers and 
lead him quietly and calmly  
right in front of the vehicle. It's happened too many times to be co-incidental, so perhaps she is showing him 
that quiet humans and vehicles are nothing to be afraid of. She has an older male calf too, and he seems 
just as relaxed and carefully protective of his little brother, and makes sure the baby is always closely 
guarded on both sides by him and their mother. 
 

Guides and trackers are often asked how we're so good 
at spotting animals, and I think the answer is that we are 
not so much looking for animals but rather for shapes 
that are out of place - the twist of a horn, the loop of a 
tail, the curve of an ear. And so it was that I spotted a 
white stripe in a tree that just shouldn't have been there. 
It was too long and thin for a foam nest frog's nest - you 
can see what I mean by the tiny white speck in the tree 
trunk. I had a look through my binoculars and still wasn't 
sure, but said it looked like a tusk. I drove up to the tree 
and sure enough it was - the tip of an elephant's tusk 
lodged in the trunk. Tusks break quite often, and can 
break off in a tree trunk as the elephant tries to strip the 
bark from the trunk. But from the angle that this tusk was 
wedged in I think it was more likely that it was found on 
the ground by someone doing field work on the reserve, 
and placed in the tree for safe-keeping. 

  



	  

 

Making meringues  
 
At the moment you'll notice a lot 
of what, essentially, look like 
meringues hanging from 
branches and rocks above 
water. It's not that our chefs 
have run amok but that these 
are the nests of foam nest frogs 
or grey tree frogs (Chiromantis 
xerampelina).  
 
I have often photographed the 
nests but never with a frog 
nearby, and I was determined 
to do so this season. We set 
out very early and went directly 
to a pan where I'd noticed fresh 
nests hanging way up, at least 
20 feet, in an acacia tree. As 
we scanned the tree my guest 
noticed movement and then a 
plop - a frog had fallen out of 
the tree directly into the pond 
far below. Binoculars revealed 
a rather sordid sight, that of an 
orgy of frogs above a foam nest 
- exactly what I was after! 
 
The story goes as follows: after 
good rains the females of these 
tree-living frogs find a pond that 
has overhanging vegetation or 
rocks. She secretes a mucous 
from her oviducts and whips it 
up into a froth by beating her 
back legs. A male grapples for 
the mating position and many 
other males jostle for position. 
The female deposits her eggs 
into the foam and they are 
fertilised externally by the male. 
The other males also release 
their sperm over the eggs and 
fertilization occurs.   
 
The resultant foam nest contains the fertilized eggs. The foam dries around the eggs to provide constant 
incubation conditions - it protects them from drying out and is distasteful, thus discouraging predators from 
seeking out the tasty eggs. The eggs develop in this foamy mass and the tadpoles hatch. They feed off the 
rich yolk sac and grow to 1 cm in about five days, by which time the nest has begun degenerating and the 
tadpoles drop out into the pool of water below. 
 
Their new watery home is fraught with danger, but at least they have had the advantage over other tadpoles 
by growing in a type of incubator for five days, and are that much bigger and stronger as a result. This is an 
excellent strategy but only if there is a pond of water below the nest. If the water dries up or rhinos or 
elephants wallow in it and turn it to mud, the tadpoles land head first on dry land and die!  
 
I'm so pleased to have finally taken a photograph of this fascinating spectacle, and apart from the writhing 
mass of frogs and the nest in this photo, my best part is the male in the top right corner who is sitting there 
looking a little glum and left out. I suspect he has big plans afoot for the next female who is ready to whip up 
a nest and lay her eggs... 
  



	  

 

Tree ID 
 
I'd like to take 
a closer look 
at some of the 
trees we find 
here, 
especially 
now as many 
are in flower, 
fruiting and 
full of leaves.  
 
This tree was 
a lucky find - 
it was thanks 
to an elephant 
that I saw it... 
An elephant-
felled tree had 
blocked us on 

the road I'd been driving, 
and I'd had to make a U-turn 
and come back along the 
same track, but from the 
return angle I noticed these 
red 'arrow-heads' pointing in 
all directions.  
 
This tree is called the aloe 
coral-tree (Erythrina 
livingstoniana) and is native 
to the region of Malawi, 
Mozambique, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe. Their preferred 
habitat is among rocks in hot 
dry areas. 
 
It has the largest and most 
striking flowers of any of its 
kind, and as you can see 
they are scarlet-red and look 
like aloe flowers - hence the 
common name. The fruit are 
woody pods that open to 
reveal 'lucky beans' - bright 
red seeds with a small white 
dot on them. Have a look at 
the spines on the branches - 
these trees have gone to 
great lengths to ensure that 
it is preferably hovering 
sunbirds that feed on their 
nectar and disperse their 
pollen.  
  
You'll see from its scientific 
name that it honours the 
legendary Scottish explorer 
David Livingstone (1813-
1873).  



	  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Horns or antlers? 
 
We've been seeing a gentleman's club of kudu recently. I say gentleman's club because it's males only and 
seems to be that you need impressive credentials and life accomplishments to join it. The credentials are the  
horn size - all of these mature kudu have 
magnificent horns and an aura of entitlement as 
they calmly browse before moving off to more 
exclusive areas. 
 
Kudu (Tragelaphus strepsiceros) and deer 
belong to two different families. Deer differ from 
antelope by having upper canine teeth and 
antlers made of bone that are shed each year. 
Horns are permanent un-branched structures 
with a keratin sheath that covers a bone core. 
 
Washed downstream was the carcass of a kudu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
and the skull with its spiral bone core protrusions, 
without the keratin sheaths. The sheaths are not shed 
either - these must have decayed, been washed away 
or stripped from the core by whatever killed the animal. 



	  

 

Time to move on 
 
This first photograph was 
taken during mid 2011, of a 
very young rhino calf, that 
kept charging an old rubbing 
post, in a very funny case of 
mistaken identity - the calf 
seemed to think the stump 
was a challenging intruder. 
(See September 2011 Wildlife 
Report.) 
 
White rhinos (Ceratotherium 
simum) have a long gestation 
of 16 months. Calves stay 
with their mother for 2 - 3 
years. It's now 2.5 years since 
the first photo was taken and 
you can see how much the 
calf has grown - its mother is 
on the right in the second 
photo, and the calf dominates 
the third photo. 
 
If I zoom in on the second 
photo there is quite a neat 
gash on the calf's rump - I 
wonder if it has been given a 
firm nudge by its mother or 
the dominant bull of the area 
to move along?  
 
Calves are sexually mature at 
4 - 5 years, but males usually 
only mate after establishing a 
territory at about 12 years. 

  



	  

 

All a twitter: The extraordinary art of nest-making 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My favourite sighting for the month, the huge and hairy aside, was this dark-capped bulbul (Pycnonotus 
tricolor) who made her nest in a fig tree right next to the breakfast buffet. It was so interesting to watch the 
process. She must have used the nest last year as well because the remnants of it were there to begin with. 
She would arrive, every ten minutes or so, to great fanfare from her monogamous mate who would sing, 



	  

 

"sweet, sweet, sweet potato", and construct their cup-shaped nest using a variety of dextrous beak 
techniques. First she arrived covered in cobwebs and began pulling the cobwebs from her body, 
manipulating the silk in her beak and then knitting it into the twigs to secure them. She must have flown into 
spiderwebs for the purpose of gathering the silk. Then she would appear with a beakful of little twigs, each 
trimmed to a certain length. They were not any old twigs, some were a specific type that had tiny hooks on 
them so that they'd grip the others and the silk. Once she'd completed each session she'd nestle in deeply 
and wriggle about in order to shape the nest around her. On my last progress report I spied a perfect pinkish 
egg with brown speckles and, to be honest, I was so excited and proud you'd swear I'd laid it myself! 
 
Not to be outdone by any 
female's nest-making skills 
are the male southern-
masked weavers (Ploceus 
velatus). The skill that these 
birds posses is quite 
marvellous. Just look at how 
he has that piece of grass in 
his beak, wrapped around 
his body and held in a curve 
by his wings. And he 
performs the weaving while 
hanging upside down like an 
acrobat! 
 
These birds are not 
monogamous - males can 
mate with up to about 12 
females in a single breeding 
season. They live in 
colonies and the females 
can rear multiple broods per 
season.  
 
The nest is built solely by 
the male, and it’s not 
uncommon for a female to 
reject the nest if she finds 
the workmanship somewhat 
shoddy. If her site inspection 
is successful she lines the 
interior with leaves, grass 
inflorescences and feathers.  
 
A study published in 2011 
looked at the direction in 
which the male weavers 
carried and inserted the 
grass, the speed of 
completing the nest building 
phases and how often they 
dropped grass during 
weaving. It suggested that 
the lack of repeatability of 
most nest-building 
behaviours and the changes 
in those behaviours as 
males built more nests could 
most readily be explained by 
increasing dexterity. It 
seems some are better at 
DIY than others! 



	  

 

Hot off the press is news of this lesser 
spotted eagle (Lophaetus pomarina) seen 
and photographed by PhD student Karen 
Tuytens. She noticed the tag on the eagle's 
leg, sent the number from it to researchers 
of the Lesser Spotted Eagle Project and was 
provided with the following information: It 
was ringed as a nestling on 
July 2013, in Poland.  
 
These eagles breed in eastern Europe and 
migrate to Africa, south of the Sahara, to 
avoid the cold European winters. In a direct 
line it is about 8 000 kilometres that this 
juvenile of under 8 months has flown. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"Thank you so much for the most amazing safari experience! Everyone at Pamushana made each meal, 
drive, massage and experience beyond special. We can't thank you enough for creating memories of a 

lifetime!"  
 
The Rubell and Verona families, Florida and New York 

 
 
 

Written and photographed by Jenny Hishin, unless otherwise indicated 
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