
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wildlife Journal 
 

For the month of October, Two Thousand and Fourteen 
     
 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  18,3˚C  (64,9˚F)                For the month:  12,2 mm 
 Average maximum: 31,7˚C (89,0˚F)                           For the year to date:  514,8 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 14,6˚C (58,2˚F)                 
 Maximum recorded: 41,4˚C  (106,5˚F)                
 
 
It's an itchy scratchy time of year if you don't have a good moisturiser but, as you'll see from the photo above 
and the story further on, rhinos make a plan where they can. However, we did receive an early sprinkling of rain 
mid-month, about 10 mm, so that has brought some relief to all. We've been taking advantage of the dry short-
cropped landscape by taking guests on walks and have had some excellent encounters with black and white 
rhinos. An advantage of cruising aboard the Suncatcher is that animals don't seem intimidated by our presence 
and on a couple of occasions this month guests have spotted a male leopard on the shore of Malilangwe Dam. 
We've also enjoyed a breeding herd of more than 30 elephants feeding, drinking and swimming, two black rhinos 
very close to the boat, hippos and lots of birds. Of course if things are a little too tranquil a spot of tiger fishing 
changes all that! We were delighted to find the pack of 25 wild dogs and pups on our concession across the 
Chiredzi River. We watched them have an ambitious go at a herd of 400 buffalo, but when that failed they settled 
for a scrub hare, which they demolished in less than 20 seconds. We've had very good sightings of cheetahs 
relaxing, hunting, eating their kills or tending to young cubs. Some of the more unusual sightings this month 
include a family of three porcupines snuffling about, and three female terrapins digging holes and laying their 
eggs in the soft sand on the side of a road - well, that was until a hyena happed upon one of the terrapins and 
took it back to the den-site where it became a sought after plaything... 
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Hyena den update: 
 
Not only is the hyena (Crocuta crocuta) den-site that's right on the side of one of the lodge's main access roads 
still active with the mother and her two cubs, but they've been joined by other clan members, making it a 
communal den-site. We've seen five cubs of varying ages, as well as five adults at the den.  
 
Passing this site so often, and stopping to view it every day, we have been privileged to see amazing behaviour 
not usually witnessed by conservationists, guides or guests. It is so interesting to see the complex clan 
dynamics, the female hierarchy system, the greeting ceremonies and their eerie-sounding vocalisations. 
 
The mothers or those left in charge of babysitting the cubs keep a very close eye on the adventurous and 
precocious little ones, but so does a leopard that we've seen regularly in the area. Only time will tell if the cubs 
will be safeguarded to the sub-adult stage or if their lives will be lost due to the never-ending competitive war 
between apex predators. 
 
Here are some more special moments from the den: 
 
  



 
 
  



Elves and fairies too 
 
We noticed these well camouflaged butterflies 
roosting on the walls of the hyena den-site 
because if the hyenas disturbed them they 
would flutter up like a cloud of fairies and then 
settle back down on their favourite spot with 
their wings flat. A good starting point to identify 
them was to zoom in on one in the photo and 
look at the antennae - butterflies have thin 
antennae with clubs at the end while moth 
antennae lack the club end. This little beauty is 
called a dark elfin (Sarangesa seineri), the white 
blaze on the antennae, below the club, confirms 
this. It's fairly common butterfly behaviour to 
roost communally in the dry season, and it's 
best to look out for them in animal burrows, dry 
riverbeds, the slopes of hills or the shade of 
rocks. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An itch to scratch 
 
They say happiness is having a 
scratch for every itch, and it certainly 
seemed so for this young white rhino 
(Ceratotherium simum) bull. You've 
met him before on the pages of these 
journals, first when he was a newborn 
calf and he misidentified the old tree 
stump as another baby rhino, and 
gave it a few mock charges before 
'befriending' it. 
 
More than three years later he's still at 
his mother's side as she hasn't 
produced another calf in the interim 
and given him his marching orders. 
After a hot dry day his mother and he 
had a long leisurely drink at their 
favourite waterhole, then took to a 
wallow and covered their nether 



regions in an exfoliating mudpack. He led the charge to the stump that's been worn to a smooth point over time 
from rhinos 'sanding' it with their rough skin, and then he set about an elaborate performance that left no itch 
unscratched and had us in fits of laughter.  

 
  



At one point he struck a frog's pose to get at the ticks hiding in the hard to reach recesses and made sure he 
scratched the mud-covered biting parasites from his skin. The light was fading fast and doves kept photo 
bombing the scene, but by choosing a high ISO I managed to capture these moments - including when the 
  



young bull sharpened his horn against the stump, and when his mother, with her very long horn, finally got her 
chance for a soothing rubdown. 
  



Oasis in the desert 
 
Despite the teaser of rain we had the landscape is still dry and the best place to look for wildlife is at 'oasis' 
points like waterholes and those trees that are first to get their leaves.  

Here are three 
species of 
antelope 
mingling 
together which 
is quite 
unusual. You 
will be able to 
spot the adult 
eland 
(Taurotragus 
oryx) in the 
background, 
the striped 
eland calf and 
Lichtenstein's 
hartebeest 
(Alcelaphus 
lichtensteinii) in 
the middle and 
impalas 
(Aepyceros 
melampus) in 
the foreground. 
 
The early green 
leaves of a pod 
mahogany tree 
(Afzelia 
quanzensis) 
come as such a 
dramatic 
surprise amid 
the myriad of 
beige. This 
giraffe was 
feasting on the 
nutritious green 
leaves and you 
can see the 
textbook 
browse line he 
has created by 
pruning off any 
tasty leaves 
that are within 
his reach and, 
in so doing, 
creating a 
sharp 
horizontal line 
to the tree's 
foliage. 
 



Baobabs and elephants - giants of old 
 
This was such a beautiful scene - a bull elephant (Loxodonta africana) was rubbing up against the side of a 
baobab (Adansonia digitata) that completely dwarfed the old tusker. Generally speaking you can get a good idea 
of an elephant's age by the length of its tusks, as they continue to grow throughout its lifetime, and you can get 
an idea of a baobab's age by the thickness of its trunk because a young baobab's trunk is thin and 
inconspicuous compared to a full grown baobab. If an elephant breaks a tusk it will still continue to grow at a 
slow rate for the rest of its life, and if a baobab's bark is damaged it can produce a new layer of bark and 
continue growing. 
 
It's often remarked that you don't see many sapling baobabs. They are about, although they look quite different 
to the giants that catch our eyes so easily. You tend to find the giants surviving in shallow, stony well-drained 
soils that are not particularly nutrient-rich. This type of soil is not ideal for grasslands, and it's grasslands that are 
at high risk of the fierce devastating fires sweep through areas over decades and centuries. A baobab's bark is 
thick and fibrous, making it fire resistant to a degree and, even if the interior of the tree is completely burnt out, it 
can survive.   
 
Baobab bark often has a gnarled appearance (especially if it has survived fires) and with a bit of imagination you 
can say a baobab's bark resembles elephant skin. The spongy layer of a baobab's bark allows it to store vast 
quantities of water that means they can survive some extreme drought cycles during which many other tree 
species die of thirst. Baobabs can be destroyed by floods, as they cannot bear being waterlogged. They are 
vulnerable to lightning strikes, and marauding elephants that tear away at their bark during dry nutrient-scarce 
times can cause considerable damage and even death.   
 
A baobab's massive, squat, cylindrical trunk gives rise to thick tapering branches resembling a root system, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



which is why it is often called the upside-down tree. One folklore tells of how an elephant gave the maternal  
ancestor of the baobab such a fright that it's the reason they 
now grow upside down! 
 

1. The gnarled bark of a baobab - notice the 'eyes' 
that keep watch over everything! 

 
2. An old bull elephant with long strong tusks. 

 
3. A baobab growing in the shallow well-drained 

dolerite soil of the area. 
  



Big ears and blend in colours 
 

These two creatures are masters of disguise. The nyala lamb (Tragelaphus angasii) has the same tone as its 
savanna woodland habitat plus disruptive white stripes and spots to help break up its outline, and the scrub 

hare's (Lepus 
saxatilis) fur is 
so similar in 
colour to the 
light and 
shadows of its 
grassland 
habitat. Both 
have huge 
sets of ears, 
big eyes and 
sensitive 
twitching 
noses, and 
their initial 
response to 
possible 
danger is to 
freeze and rely 
on their 
camouflage.  
If that doesn't 
work they 
need to rely on 
their speed 
and nimble 
darting agility 
to run for their 
lives! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Leopards and sightings show a steady increase 
 
'Malilangwe,' the reserve where Singita Pamushana Lodge is, means 'call of the leopard' and indeed we did hear 
leopard calls from the area below Villa 7 this month. This means that there could be a mating pair in the area. A 
leopard census that's part of a scientific study is underway on the reserve, and so far the results (although it's 
not yet complete) indicate a healthy population that's possibly steadily increasing. Our sightings of leopards are 
steadily increasing too, and it's such a thrill to see a pair of eyes and the sensuous feline curves of a leopard in 
the spotlight during a night drive. Another breath-taking encounter is when you're cruising on the dam and spot 
one nonchalantly strolling along the water's edge, disappearing and reappearing from the lush foliage. Of course 
there are always the rule-breakers - this leopard was sitting right on the side of our access road, in broad 
daylight, at 3 o'clock in the afternoon! 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A kill of a different kind 
 
This really was an extraordinary sighting. I had arrived at the edge of Sosigi Dam and scoured the surroundings 
with my binoculars to spot one of the usual suspects that are found around the water sources at this dry time. I 
was quite disappointed not to see anything noteworthy, so decided to park on the small bridge at the narrow end 
of the dam and practise being patient... Well, just as I was switching off the ignition I saw a splash and a 
commotion, then a reed cormorant (Microcarbo africanus) surfaced with a platanna (Xenopus laevis) in its bill. A 
kill! And I was at the perfect overhead angle with the right lens to catch all the frenetic action as it happened! 
 
Reed cormorants are also known as long-tailed cormorants and you can see how it has fanned its long tail out 
as a float. (I remember 'reed' because they have 'red' eyes.) The cormorant repeatedly dived into the shallows 
and brought it to the surface, shook it, stunned it, tossed it like a pancake to get it into the right position to 
swallow, and then gulped it down whole.   
 
Platannas are also known as African clawed toads, and in the second photo you can see the three short claws 
on each hind foot, which it uses to tear apart its food. In researching platannas online I came across this extract 
that amused me. It states, "Males make mating calls to attract females, sounding very much like a cricket calling 



underwater. Females are larger than the males, appearing far more plump with hip-like bulges above their rear 
legs (where their eggs are internally located). While they do not sing or call out like males do, they do answer 
back (an extremely rare phenomenon in the animal world)."  



  



All a twitter 
 
This juvenile black-shouldered 
kite (Elanus caeruleus) was one 
of about 12 roosting together 
near a pan. It is more buff in 
colour than the adults and the 
eyes of adults are redder. They 
get their common name from the 
black shoulder patches on their 
wings. You can see from the 
photo that when they are 
perched their long falcon-like 
wings extend beyond the tail. 
Their large forward-facing eyes 
and velvety plumage make them 
look a little owl-like. After fledging 
the young birds depend on food 
from the male parent for about 80 
days, first taking the food while 
perched, and later on in the air 
during flight. They eat 
grasshoppers, crickets, other 
insects, lizards, rodents, injured 
birds, small snakes and frogs, 
and they hunt by hovering over 
open grasslands during the day. 
 
There's no mistaking a crested 
barbet (Trachyphonus vaillantii). 
They are cocky, colourful and 
can be seen bouncing around on 
the ground looking for food. 
 
These little characters are 
omnivorous and make quick work 
of insects and fruit. If you can 
attract one to your garden it'll 
take care of the local snail 
population for you! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"All Big 5 achieved in 3 days, best service and fun. Happy days indeed!" 
 

Madison Hildebrand, California 
 

 
Written and photographed by Jenny Hishin, unless otherwise indicated 
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