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 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  28.0°C  (82.4°F)   For the period:    0 mm 
 Average maximum:  12.9°C  (55.2°F)               For the year to date:  262 mm 
 Minimum recorded:  10.0°C  (50.0°F) 
 Maximum recorded:  31.0°C  (87.8°F) 

 
 

Short tail but a beautiful face 
 
The bateleur eagle (Terathopius ecaudatus) is arguably the most beautiful and definitely the most colourful bird 
of prey in our area. Its name has a variety of meanings - the common name bateleur refers to its swaying flight 
pattern. Bateleur in French refers to either a ‘tight rope walker’ or the ‘figurehead’ which could be found swaying 
in front of a ship. Terathopius ecaudatus is the Latin name and directly translated means ‘a short tail but a 
beautiful face’, again referring to its beauty but also its lack of tail length. Its short tail helps it to fly as 
aerodynamically and efficiently as possible while gliding.  
 



 
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although this is such a recognisable species it is commonly misidentified as a juvenile. The reason behind this is 
quite simple, but really makes a lot of sense. With many birds of prey that are territorial you will find the juvenile 
of the species to look very different to the adult. This means that a juvenile can pass freely through an adult's 
territory until it is big and strong enough to challenge for a territory of its own, and at that point its adult plumage 
begins to become more and more evident. Other species which are well known for this are the African fish eagle 
and martial eagle, but none are known to take as long to reach the adult plumage of a bateleur, which can take 
up to seven years! 



What lies beneath Article by Barry Pieser 

 
Often heard calling from their aquatic home, whilst drinking an early morning cup of coffee from a lofty perch on 
Lebombo’s long bar, these brutish animals are considered to be one of Africa’s most dangerous. Their bite is as 
bad as their ‘bark’. But, rarely do we hear stories of hippos killing people these days. Education of how these 
animals can be in dangerous positions around water has led to far fewer confrontations.  
 
As the rains have ended and the dry season approaches, morning and evening temperatures are cooling down. 
The bulls have started arguments about their living space in the pools and young bulls are being told to find their 
own pools. Bulls will become very defensive of the remaining water, their pod and fights between territorial males 
can be brutal, inflicting deadly wounds. 
 
More frequently now, the evening game drives returning to their respective lodges are seeing these nocturnal 
grazers moving from their river environment to search beyond the banks for good grazing. A hippo only requires 
around 40 kg of grass during a night's grazing to sustain itself, which is relatively small considering its size, 
however its daily activities are limited to wallowing and sleeping which don’t use much energy. On land and at 
night hippos can become exposed to threats from large lion prides which may be able to chase the animal until 
exhaustion prevents escape. The hippo has an extremely thick hide and much fatty tissue protecting it, which 
causes much difficulty for lions trying to bite through the thick hide.  
 

 
 
When conducting short walks to various pools along the river, listening to these giants calling or grunting, can 
start the adrenalin flowing and a little reassuring word to the following guests can ease their minds. With four 
toes, as opposed to a rhino's three, tracks of these animals can be found along game trails to and from their river 
habitat. On occasion whilst wandering through the river vegetation, we have been crossing Dumbana Rocks to 
hear quite a commotion to the south as the pod ventures back to the river via the gullies. Watching from the 
elevated position of a large rock overlooking the river as the hippos begin to settle down for the day, a male may 
display his ivory to other bulls and let them know this is his place, his pod and best you keep your distance.  As 
the sun rises over the Lebombos, the river surface lights up, glistening blindly and hippos submerge and re-
emerge blowing a spout of water spray from their nostrils to clear their airways. A flick of the ears expels water 



sitting on their ear valves allowing them to hear and the little ones rest their heads on their mothers' backs where 
the water is too deep for them to stand. Mothers are very protective of their young and any crocodiles that 
venture too near, face a large gaping mouth full of ivory. 
 
As the winter approaches and the water recedes, temperatures drop and the pods will take to the sandy 
riverbanks to bask in the morning sun. Folklore has it that that the hippo begins to bleed when their skin cracks 
from the sun burning their hides, however, this is in fact a ‘sun screen’ liquid that protects them, which has a dark 
colour which can be mistaken for blood.  
 

 
 

 
Spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) 

 
They are also known as the laughing hyena 
because of the noise they make when they are 
excited, when they find a kill or during mating. 
They are one of the animal species not highly 
regarded in most African traditions as they are 
associated with witchcraft - mainly because they 
are nocturnal can consume an entire carcass 
using their powerful jaws and strong teeth.   
 
We have two known hyena den-sites on the 
concession, but unfortunately the Xhikelengane 
Clan in the north failed to protect their cubs from 
the brutality of the Mountain Pride which killed all 
their youngsters, forcing them to abandon the 
den-site.  
 

On the other hand, the hyenas of Nyokene Clan have been giving the best viewing. They have successfully 
raised three sets of cubs in the process of alternating between two den-sites. The den-sites are well located in 
natural caves along the beautiful Nyokene drainage, which is also a very good habitant for leopards, which 
benefit the hyenas when they steal carcasses from the leopards. There is not much activity of lions in this area 
which makes it safer for the cubs. 
 



The cubs are born black in colour to blend in with the darkness of the cave, essential for hiding when the mother 
leaves them alone to go and look for food. At the end of about two months they start coming out of the den, 
playing around the rocky entrance but they don’t wander far away as they will be vulnerable to other predators.  
Unlike other predators that lead their young to a carcass, the hyenas will drag bits of a carcass to their den-site 
for the young ones to feed. 
 

 
 

 
Understanding the spotlight         Article by Nick du Plessis 

 
With the early mornings 
getting cooler and cooler 
and the evenings 
approaching more quickly, it 
always offers the possibility 
to seeing some of the rarer 
and extremely secretive 
nocturnal species. It also 
gives us the opportunity to 
view some of the more 
lethargic animals in the day 
which tend to be very active 
at dusk and dawn. 
 
You simply can’t help but be 
mesmerised by the tracker 
swinging his spotlight from 
side to side - like a moth you 
are naturally drawn to it. 
What is more surprising is 
how they can spot anything 
with the speed at which they 
control the light! 
 



It's important to understand what we can and can’t spotlight, and why that is. What we are looking for is any 
movement but more than that the reflection of the eyes - more specifically the tapetum lucidum which is a layer 
in the eye responsible for those reflections. This layer acts like a mirror hence the glow or reflection and gives 
the brain a second chance to process the information which the eye is receiving. Now most animals have a 
tapetum lucidum but this does not mean you can spotlight most animals! We are restricted to just the nocturnal 
species and even then we have to be careful how we view them at night.  
 
The nocturnal species have a protein called rhodopsin (visual purple) which enables visuals in low light 
conditions. It protects the crystals in the retina and even this can be bleached out if a strong spotlight is used 
irresponsibly and in close quarters. For that reason only our experienced trackers handle the spotlight in the 
evenings.  
 

 
 
Ethically we would like to view animals doing what they would be doing normally if we weren’t around and try not 
to interfere with their routines. This is why during any potential hunt all spotlights are turned off, this means 
neither side is given an unfair advantage. For example, during a hunt where a leopard is carefully stalking up to 
a herd of impalas you don’t blind the impalas with the spotlight or, on the other hand, view the leopard and point 
out to the impalas where the leopard is patiently stalking.  
 

 
Oxpeckers and the role they play   Article by Nick du Plessis 

 
Oxpeckers are, in my eyes, one of the most underestimated animals when it comes to the role that they play out 
here! Every animal is here for a reason and plays a very specific role in the greater picture, without which many 
ecosystems could not function efficiently.  
 
Often referred to as simply parasite eaters and surfers of large mammals, oxpeckers do so much more. They are 
haemoglobins meaning their diet consists mainly of blood. For this reason most of their diet is made up of 
parasites like ticks and fleas, and it is not uncommon to see them pecking away in the ears, nostrils and in-
between the legs of large animals where the skin is at its softest, thinnest and most moist for ticks and fleas to 
breed. This is a mutualistic relationship, whereby the bird is feeding, generally unopposed by the host and in turn 
it means less parasites for the host to deal with. However, where I think oxpeckers really benefit these larger 
mammals is when there is a serious wound or scratch, which they themselves cannot keep clean. The 



oxpeckers will feed around an open wound at any opportunity, and although by keeping the wound open for 
longer than normal, there is almost no chance of infection setting in because it is constantly kept clean.   
 
We are fortunate enough to get both the red and yellow-billed oxpeckers on our concession, although the yellow 
billed is considerably more rare and more difficult to see.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The tails of Africa 
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