
	  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wildlife Report 
 

For the month of April, Two Thousand and Fourteen 
     
 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  18,3˚C  (64,9˚F)                For the month:  12,4 mm 
 Average maximum: 28,4˚C (83,2˚F)                           For the year to date:  483,4 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 15,6˚C (60,0˚F)                 
 Maximum recorded: 33,9˚C  (93,0˚F)                
 
A babysitter was around, but not engaging with the two hyena cubs in its charge. The rest of the clan hadn't 
returned from the night's hunting and scavenging, bearing a bone or scraps, full of compelling unknown 
smells, whooping their return calls or performing the greeting ritual, and as a result the two cubs were 
thoroughly bored - as bored as only two mischievous hyena cubs can be...  
 
It was a little chilly, dew clung to the leaves and the sun was slow in getting up for the day. The scene was 
set for one of the most memorable mornings I've had at a den-site. 
 
 
 

Singita Pamushana Lodge 
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As we rounded a corner off-road we 
glimpsed the cubs run into their den. A few 
moments patience paid off and their 
curiosity couldn't be contained. They spent 
the next two hours inspecting the 'UFO' 
that had landed in their clearing and 
studying the 'aliens' inside it.  
 
My favourite field guide, Mammals of 
Southern Africa by Smithers, details the 
following female-dominant facts about 
spotted hyena (Crocuta crocuta) cubs: 
"Litters of one or two are born at any time 
of year, with a peak in late summer. Twins 
are usually of different sexes, occasionally 
both males, but very rarely both females. 
Cubs are born with eyes open and teeth 
well developed and they fight savagely, 
especially if both are the same sex, and 
more especially if both are females. 
Commonly, one of a pair of female twins 
kills her sister. Weaning begins at 9 
months and is complete by 12-16 months." 
 
This series of photographs shows the 
sequence as it happened, and in addition 
to the above description depicts their softer 
side, their curiosity and cleverness. They 
really are such characters! 
 
Later on one of the cubs ambled across a 
track to have a drink of water at a nearby 
pan, and came across a zebra that had 
done the same. 



	  

 

  



	  

 

The zebra was well aware of 
the young hyena, but didn't 
trot off, knowing that it was 
too small to be of any concern 
at this stage. However, this 
would not be the case if a 
foraging group of about 3 or 
more adult hyenas decided 
zebra was what they wanted 
to hunt. 
 
I once witnessed a clan of 
hyenas hunt and kill a sub-
adult elephant. The elephant 
had a leg deformity, yet was 
near full-grown size, but the 
hyenas ran it down and 
managed to kill it. 
 
 
Lucky escapes 
 
I have written about this 
before and it continues to 
fascinate me. I regularly see 
zebras with scars and 
misaligned stripe patterns as 
a result. The reason for this is 
that they've escaped the 
claws of predators 

 
It's thought that a 
zebra's stripes go 
some way towards 
dazzling a predator - 
you can just imagine 
how confusing and 
dangerous it must 
be for a lion to 
chase after a herd of 
galloping, kicking 
zebras at top speed, 
in the darkness of 
night with clouds of 
dust and lethal 
hooves about its 
face. Quite often the 
lion will make a bold 
leap, grasp and try 
to latch on to a 
zebra's meaty rump, 
but doesn't have a 
firm enough hold 
and the zebra gets 
away with torn skin 
and some nasty 
wounds. 
 
But, surprisingly, 
these wounds are 
not as bad to a 
zebra as they  



	  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
seem to us. They heal well as long as there is not extensive muscle damage or infection. If the zebra doesn't 
get caught again in its weakened healing phase it might survive the ordeal with a few out of sync stripes. 
 
Both these zebras are lucky escapees - when I zoom in on the photographs I can see the distinct splay of 
lion claws where they raked the skin, but both zebras are surviving and we expect that they'll heal well. 
 
 
Keeping a low profile 
 
This leopard tortoise (Geochelone pardalis) was trying to keep out of harm's way, and it is just as well that 
they are the only tortoise known to be able to swim, because the undergrowth was heavy with raindrops and 
it emerged wet and muddy on to a dry section of a puddle-strewn path. This little one was smaller than a 
tennis ball, but they can grow up to 70 cm in length, weigh a solid 40 kg and live up to 75 years!  
 
They're called leopard tortoises 
because the colour of their scutes 
resembles that of a leopard's coat. 
Here's a close up of a scute on a full 
grown one I saw recently. 
 
 
  
 
 
  



	  

 

Stop fighting! Don't stick your tongue out! Grow up! 
 
If there were a strict human mum in charge of these four boys that's probably what she would have told 
them. Firstly, they were standing in the middle of the road in the way of oncoming traffic, just before a proper 
zebra crossing. Then they started bickering and fighting by swinging their heads in wide arcs and bashing 
their horns into one another. It wasn't serious fighting that could cause serious injury and depose a dominant 
male giraffe of his status, it was more like a gang of schoolboys jostling and wrestling with one another. The 
funniest part of the whole spectacle was when one of the younger bulls insisted on sticking his tongue in the 
tallest one's ear - he did it over and over again in the most irritating pesky way - and giraffe tongues are 
extremely long, 45 cm, prehensile (able to grip), rubbery and coated in saliva. The photo on the next page 
shows the start of another tongue-in-ear attack! 
 
The next story discusses why elephants have trunks but its more obvious why giraffes have long necks - 
long necks allow them an advantageous perspective on approaching danger, can be beneficial when in 
combat, and the most obvious reason is that they gain a height advantage over all other herbivores, except 
elephants, to reach and feed on high tree foliage. 
  



	  

 

  



	  

 

What's the point of a trunk? 
 
No other mammal has a trunk - some species have elongated noses, but no other mammal has a merging of 
the nose and the muscles of the upper lip with finger-like protrusions at the tip, which is what a trunk is. A 
trunk has many uses - smelling, syphoning up water, sucking up dust, amplifying sound, snorkelling and 
fighting to mention a few, but the main reason why it's evolved the way it has is for gathering the large 
amounts of different food that an elephant needs to eat. 
 
An elephant must gather food and eat at the same time. (Not like the not exactly skinny person I saw  
munching on a 
doughnut while filling 
their shopping trolley 
with groceries this 
week!) They have 
weak digestive 
systems and require a 
constant through-put 
of food which can be 
up to 300 kg a day for 
an adult bull. They 
feed all day and even 
through the night to 
take in enough food. 
All this food lands in 
the single stomach of 
these hindgut 
fermenters and the 
most digestible 
material is quickly 
absorbed while about 
60% of the more 
fibrous content is 
excreted. 
 
A trunk is made up of 
thousands of muscles 
and can be stretched 
to reach far away food 
or shrunk and 
gathered up when 
travelling. It's 
extremely powerful 
and can break 
branches and strip 
them of their foliage 
but is nimble enough, 
using the tip 
projections, to pick up 
a single marula fruit 
from the ground. 
 
In these photos you 
can see a mother 
elephant chewing on 
a mouthful of grass 
while holding the next 
mouthful ready in her 
trunk. Her older calf 
and her baby are 
copying her and 
learning this 'stuffing-
your-face' technique. 



	  

 

 
Rutting season 
 
Easter marks religious events and a time when a bunny hides chocolate eggs, but in a more down-to-earth 
manner here in the lowveld it marks a time when the impala rutting season is in full swing. It seems that the 
rut is influenced by the lunar cycle, as rutting begins with the moon waxing around its First Quarter phase in 
April/May. The peak of the rut is when the moon is full, gradually tailing off as it wanes to its Third Quarter 
phase and beyond.  
 
The males undergo many changes, starting during March, that include gonadal growth and hormone  

production. Their coats 
darken due to greasy 
secretions from the 
sebaceous glands, their 
necks thicken with 
muscles and they give off 
a muskier odour.  
They are far more 
aggressive toward one 
another at this time and 
chase territorial intruders 
about with noisy roars and 
horn-fighting clashes. 
 
The growing lambs still 
stay together in nursery 
herds but are more keen 
and curious to explore, 
giving their babysitters and 
mothers a hard time in 
trying to herd them all 
together for safety - not 
only from predators but to 
stay out of harm's way 
during the frenzy of the rut. 

  



	  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Black tracking 
 
On occasion I have the 
privilege of 
accompanying some of 
our scouts as they track 
rhino to unobtrusively 
monitor their 
whereabouts and health. 
The first rhino tracks they 
saw were left by a male 
black rhino (Diceros 
bicornis) so he was to be 
our quarry for the 
morning. 
 
Absolutely nothing 
escapes the senses of 
these highly experienced 
trained specialists, so I 
asked them to point out 
the clues to me. The 
tracks appear and 
disappear according to 
the softness of the soil 
but there are other signs 
- some easy to see and 
others nigh impossible. 
 
We came upon an open 
area of deeply scuffed 
soil with patches of 
flattened grass, and the 
scouts explained how the 
rhino lay on its side, 
moved its head and legs 
back and forth to get 
comfortable and slept 
(photo 1). You could 
even see the texture of 
its skin imprinted on the 
soil (photo 2). 



	  

 

 
About an hour of tracking later they showed me leaves with droplets of urine on them where the rhino had 
sprayed a bush as a territorial marking, and could even predict how long ago the rhino drank and whether it 
was currently well hydrated or not.  
 
Another hour passed and we summited a rugged stretch of rocky hills - there were areas where I struggled to 
find a foothold for my relatively small boots and I wondered how on earth a big black rhino could deftly 
navigate this terrain. 
 
Just as I was sure we wouldn't catch a glimpse of him, the scouts froze, held up a hand and signalled for me 
to crouch down. There he was and he was absolutely magnificent. I quietly climbed to the top of a termite 
mound that had a jail of dead trees around it, and got a photo of him looking in my direction, then followed 
the scouts closer in and around the side for a better view of this sensitive reactive beast in all its glory.  



	  

 

Photo by Emily Capon 

Silk makers 
 
If you have arachnophobia you'll probably 
want to skip this section - but remember, 
knowledge is power and the more you know 
about something the less scary it becomes. 
Or so they say. 
 
The first little spider is what we 
'affectionately' call a "flattie". It's a wall 
spider from the family Selenopidae and is an 
anyphops species. Because of its flatness 
and legs positioned to the side it looks a bit 
like a crab. 
 
Their flattened body plan allows them to 
squeeze into narrow cracks between rocks 
or under loose bark. They actively hunt 
various invertebrates, but are not harmful to 
man. This one is protecting her flat, papery 
egg case on a rock. 
 
The second photo looks like a lot of silky 
hammocks strung in a tree. These are the 
webs of tropical tent spiders of the 
crytophora species. It's easiest to see these 
beautiful webs at sunrise when they are 
dusted with dew. The spider hangs upside 
down beneath the 'tent-like trampoline' layer 
waiting for an insect to be tripped up in the 
suspended strands of silk and fall into the 
layer. Then the spider bites through the 
layer and immobilizes its prey. 
 
 
 

This photo is the cause of much interest. You can see that it 
looks like a silk shroud has been thrown over a sandstone 
rock. 
 
It's not only spiders that can produce silk - mites, caterpillars 
and some other arachnids and insects do so too.  
 
What we need to do is take a magnifying glass with us when 
we next see this occurrence and find out who the silk-
shroud-making culprits are. It could be spiders or caterpillars 
or tiny spider mites (+/- 1 mm long). Spider mites normally 
make these webs on plants to protect themselves whilst 
feeding, but it could be that they are making them on the 
lichen-covered sandstone rocks and then feeding on the 
lichen beneath the safety of their silk canopy.  
 
I wonder if it has anything to do with the high rainfall we've 
had? There have been reports from around the world of 
spiders, other arachnids and insects covering whole trees or 
grass fields in silk as they congregate on the high lying 
areas to escape flood waters. Something to investigate... 
 
There is so much we don't know or haven't yet discovered, 
and it is thrilling when you find something like this and it sets 
you off on a path of enquiry, research and learning. 

 



	  

 

Tree ID 
 
The sausage tree (Kigelia africana) is unmistakable because the flowers are large, bright red and trumpet-
shaped and the fruit look like enormous sausages that a butcher has strung up in the tree. 
 
I found this unwilted flower on the ground which is quite usual, as it appears that bats pollinate them and 
they are easily knocked to the ground during the process. Here animals such as impala, kudu, nyala, duiker, 
civets, bushpigs and porcupines seek them out. While still on the tree, monkeys, baboons, sunbirds and 
insects make the most of them, especially the beautiful Charaxes butterflies. 
 
The fruit can reach up to 1 m in length and weigh 12 kg. Many animals eat the fruit but it's poisonous to man, 
yet is used in the local beer-making process. Given their 
bizarre appearance they are utilized in various ceremonies, 
and are believed to have an array of medicinal uses. 
 
I took this photo of the entire tree in a different area of the 
lowveld and it shows its classic mushroom-shaped dense 
canopy against the sky. 
  



	  

 

All a twitter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1. The long-tailed paradise-whydah 
(Vidua paradisaea) looks magnificent in 
his breeding plumage, yet his non-
breeding attire is a drab non-descript 
ensemble of short grey-brown feathers. 
 
2. This African hoopoe (Upapa 
Africana) is quite relaxed. When 
alarmed it fans it cinnamon black-tipped 
crest out. They are named after the 
sound they make, "hoop-hoop-hoop." 
 
3. This juvenile fish eagle has a long 
way to go before its plumage takes on 
the unspeckled black, brown and white 
of the adult form - but just look at those 
well-developed talons! 
 
4. A wary double-banded sandgrouse 
(Pterocles bicinctus) scuttles away. 
 
5. Little sparrowhawks (Accipiter 
minullus) have a very stern look about 
them, yet rather playful white tail spots. 
   



	  

 

 
" 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This pair of Wahlberg's eagles (Aquila wahlbergi) was left in no doubt that it was time to depart back to their 
overwintering grounds in central or northern Africa by this unneighbourly and foolishly brave fork-tailed 
drongo (Dicrurus adsimilis) that kept dive-bombing them. As you probably guessed the drongo is a common 
resident.  

 
 
 

"A wonderful experience in all aspects. Location, staff, hospitality, game drives - all truly awesome! Thank 
you for making our stay one to remember for a lifetime!"  

 
Dick & Marg Guit, Northern Territory, Australia 

 
 
 

Written and photographed by Jenny Hishin, unless otherwise indicated 
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