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 Temperature        Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  15.6˚C  (60.1˚F)                 For the period:  54 mm 
 Average maximum: 30.6˚C (87.2˚F)                         For the year to date:  59.5 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 11.0˚C (51.8˚F)                 
 Maximum recorded: 41.0˚C  (105.8˚F)              
 
 

The fork-tailed drongo Article by Jon Morgan 

 
While on safari at Singita, when viewing herbivores like impala, elephant, white rhino, buffalo and giraffe, you 
might notice the silhouette of a black bird with a deeply forked tail, perched on low branches near the animals. 
This is the same bird you can see dive-bombing majestic eagles and regal owls, causing them to duck and flinch 
as they get attacked. 
 



The bird is a very clever and cheeky species called the fork-tailed drongo (Dicrusus adsimilis).  Perched on 
nearby branches and sometimes on the backs of herbivorous animals, it swoops down and catches insects 
flushed from the grass, as the animals walk.  For the unfortunate insect it is the proverbial 'out of the frying pan 
and into the fire' situation. 
 
My tracker, Peter Ubisi, tells the story of the relationship between the cattle he herded as a small boy, and this 
bird. In Shangaan culture the young boys, aged ten to twelve, take their fathers’ cattle into the bush to graze 
grass all day long and then herd them back to the house before sunset so they can be safely locked away for the 
night in a fenced enclosure called a boma or kraal. To get the cattle moving in the right direction the young boys 
would encourage them with wolf whistles and the occasional stone thrown at their rumps to speed them along.  
Once the cows reached the grazing lands the young herders would leave them standing grazing and run off in a 
small gang, as young boys are wont to do. It was during this time spent as youngsters in the bush that the 
trackers developed their finely tuned bush and tracking skills. 
 
The cattle would be left slowly grazing in one area and this is where the fork-tailed drongo would seize the 
opportunity and mimic the loud wolf whistles of the young cattle herders. Upon hearing the familiar whistle the 
cattle would start walking fast through the clearings expecting it to be time to head home and to avoid the sting 
of the thrown stones. As the cattle moved fast through the grass the insects would be driven up for the drongo to 
catch. In the late afternoon, upon returning to the original place they had left the cattle, the boys would then have 
to track the cows to where the drongo had scattered them with the whistles, further developing their skills to track 
and find all manner of animals. 
 
The fork-tailed drongo has also been observed following mongooses during the day. The mongooses are very 
good at finding sources of food like insects, and digging them up. The drongo first establishes a relationship of 
trust with the mongooses by sounding an alarm call when predators like birds of prey or snakes approach. The 
mongooses learn to run for safety as soon as the drongo sounds the alarm. But then the drongo waits until a 
mongoose has a particularly tasty morsel and it gives a loud alarm call, causing the mongoose to drop the food 
and run for the safety of a burrow, expecting a bird of prey to be swooping down upon it. The drongo drops down 
instead and picks up a free meal left behind by the mongoose! Feeling cheated and betrayed the mongoose will 
then ignore the alarm call of the drongo when it next has food. It is then that the drongo mimics the mongoose 
alarm call, which the mongooses dare not ignore, and again the drongo gets a free meal! 
 
The fork-tailed drongo also mimics and remembers a wide range of bird calls, most notably the rising and 
descending crescendo of the pearl-spotted owlet (Glucidium perlatum). 
 
 

David versus Goliath Article by Ricardo Carega 

 
We all love the bush. We go on safaris to 
experience Nature at its best; to find large 
mammals roaming freely and doing their 
own thing: feeding, playing, courting, 
mating or simply surviving. Most of the 
time we want to see the 'Big Five' but 
Nature has a magical way of giving us the 
opportunity to appreciate other sightings 
as well.  
 
During an afternoon safari, we were 
watching a large herd of buffalo drink 
water at one of the water holes in the 
south-eastern sections of the reserve, a 
flat area where grass dominates the 
landscape. There were so many buffalo 
around us (probably close to 400) that 
everywhere you looked you would see 
their dark massive bodies. While on the 

edge of the waterhole, the loud call of a blacksmith lapwing (Vanellus armatus) caught our attention.  



 
 
 
The bird was facing and 
challenging a buffalo cow just 
next to the water and calling quite 
intensely while the buffalo was 
just standing in front of it, head 
low just above the ground.  
The rare behaviour of the bird 
continued so we decided to 
investigate what was happening. I 
grabbed my binoculars and 
scanned the ground around them. 
Lapwings are ground nesting 
birds so our first guess was that 
its nest was somewhere close by. 
The eggs of lapwings are 
incredibly well camouflaged so to 
actually find them can be an 
almost impossible task. After 
everybody was looking for a while 
we finally saw them! Two little 
mottled eggs that were almost 
invisible to the naked eye. 
 

The buffalo cow had obviously 
become aware of the eggs and 
was curious about them. As she 
came closer to investigate, the 
lapwing decided that she was way 
too close and began to try to 
chase it away by flapping its wings 
and jumping and pecking the face 
of the large mammal. 
 
What a sighting that was! Seeing a 
small bird trying to chase a 700 kg 
animal away from its nest was 
unbelievable!  David versus 
Goliath in the African bush! To our 
amazement, the buffalo retreated 
after receiving a couple of pecks 
on the face by the lapwing, and the 
two eggs survived the tidal wave of 
buffalo. 

 

 
Violent storm brings transformation Article by Leon van Wyk 

 

Typically, the rainy season in our part of the Lowveld falls in the period between early November and late March.  
Invariably, there will be some rainy days in this rainy season, but even during any of the 'wet' months, there are 
typically far more dry days. This is not exactly a high rainfall area, and rain probably falls on an average of not 
more than 50 to 60 days a year. The last few years, we have received above-average rainfall, and it has been 
quite a while since there has been a real drought. Nature has her way of regulating herself through cycles, and 
we are often reminded that our efforts at 'playing God' actually have minimal effect. With our dry season being 
quite long, we generally always hope that just maybe there will be a good early rain, either in September or in 
October. This, if sufficient, can drench the thirsty earth enough to warrant our environmental teams to conduct a 



controlled burn in pre-designated areas, ideally within a few days of a proper downpour.  In the last couple of 
years, this was indeed the case, and the timing of the burn was perfect, after rains fell in either late September or 
early October. This year, however, despite some promising looking clouds and forecasts of rain, by October 15 
there had still been no substantial rain, and the fire hazard was high. A fire danger index (FDI) is calculated 
based on air temperature, relative humidity and wind-speed, and on many occasions this spring, the FDI was 
really high, necessitating teams to be on high alert, with extreme caution being the order of the day. 
 
Then, on 16 October, the clouds that built up in the early afternoon had a more ominous look about them.  
Harvester termites had been busy, brown-backed tree frogs had been calling and even the Burchell’s coucals 
had been uttering their bubbling calls with greater frequency. It was as if they knew that proper rain was 
imminent! During the morning game drive that day, my guests and I had seen the first baby warthogs of the 
season – four of them. These comical little pint-size piglets evoked the inevitable smiles and comments of 
endearment, as they trotted with tails erect behind their proud mother, not far from an enormous termite mound 
with a large burrow on its northern side. This particular burrow had been seen to be occupied regularly, and I 
was fairly sure that this was where the mother warthog had given birth. There was very little green grass around, 
with the exception of the really short sprouts that had come through in the firebreaks, so this is where the 
warthog family had been grazing. Well, at least this is where the sow had been grazing – I imagined that the tiny 
piglets had not yet tasted their first grass! 
 

 
 
Anyway, by about 15h30 that afternoon, the sky had a really deep purple-black look to it, and some of the 
darkest clouds had little white 'curtains' in front of them.  I remember from my childhood how my father used to 
get really excited when he saw clouds like that, as it usually meant heavy rain. There was also a slight greenish 
tinge to the clouds, which, I had learned over the years, often indicated that there was also a chance of hail.  
Unlike elsewhere in the country, particularly on the Highveld, hailstorms are not that common in the Lowveld. 
As guides and guests gathered on the decks at the lodges for pre-game drive tea and snacks that afternoon, the 
rain began to fall. It came quickly and it came hard, accompanied by fairly strong wind. Within minutes it started 
to hail too, and the hailstones were fairly large.   
  
 



 
 
After about an hour, the rain abated, and we were able to go out on game drive. I always love to go out after 
rain, especially the season’s first proper rain, as the air is so clean and fresh and the light was just beautiful.  
More rain fell that night, and by the next morning we had received approximately 56 mm of rain (a little over two 
inches) This certainly is a good amount of rain, and there was no doubt that the parched earth had received a 
proper soaking. 
 
Because of the quantity of hail that had fallen, millions of leaves had been stripped from thousands of trees, and 
lay around the bases of these trees as fine green carpets. The knob-thorn trees (Acacia nigrescens), in particular 
had been looking stunning with their new foliage, while the apple-leaf trees (Philenoptera violacea) in flower had 
been truly spectacular before the storm, their little mauve flowers in greater quantities this year than I remember 
in previous years. They were not only beautiful to look at, they were also very fragrant. The hail had changed 
this somewhat, but I was interested to see that some of the apple-leaf trees had managed to hold on to their 
flowers. 
 
Some of the smaller scrubby bushes and flaky-thorn trees (Acacia exuvialis) had been completely stripped of 
their leaves, leaving a far more open look to the bush, and we were now able to see much deeper into the 
stands of these small trees than we could have done before the hail. 
 
On the morning game drive on 17 October, we passed through the central parts of Singita property, and came 
across significant numbers of very large trees that had been either uprooted, blown over or had huge limbs 
broken off and thrown to the ground. It immediately occurred to me that we must have had a tornado passing 
through, and although this did not come near the lodges, the damage that it caused to huge trees was quite 
mind-boggling. Knob-thorns of 100 years or more, and jackalberries (Diospyros mespiliformes) even older, had 
been smashed and broken by the force of this tornado. In my years of guiding in the Sabi Sand, I had only once 
previously seen anything like it, and that was when a tornado struck in the very early 1990’s, also smashing and 
uprooting old knob-thorn trees across a narrow belt, just a couple of hundred meters wide and a few kilometres 
long. 
 
With the rain on 16 October having been followed by several consecutive sunny days, growing conditions were 
absolutely ideal. Two substantial blocks of land were subjected to a controlled burn by our environmental team, 
and the desired results have been achieved. Black for just a few days, the lush green grass that has already 
come through now is attracting grazing animals in good quantities. A few more female warthogs have been seen 

 

Not huge, like the golf ball, hen’s 
egg and potato sized chunks of 
ice that I remember falling in 
northern Kwazulu-Natal many 
years ago, but certainly grape-
size. What was impressive was 
not so much the size of the 
hailstones, but the quantity of 
them! I was pleased that nobody 
was out on game drive yet, as a 
pelting from so many hailstones 
would not have been pleasant, 
and there would have been quite 
severe bruising! My thoughts 
went to the female warthog and 
her four little ones that we had 
seen a few hours earlier. I hoped 
that she had taken the piglets to 
the safety of the burrow. There 
was no point in getting too 
stressed about them (my wife 
would disagree), because Nature 
has her ways of looking after her 
babies. 
 

 



with new babies, and by the time this journal is out, there will be plenty of newborn impala lambs as well.  Fawn-
coloured wildebeest calves will soon be running along at their mothers’ sides. Many of the migratory birds are 
already back, but we still await some of the species, which typically only arrive much later, such as the carmine 
bee-eaters. 
 
The evening game drives would never be complete without a few minutes spent listening to the typical summer 
sounds, such as the cacophony of frog calls at the water holes and the beautifully clear song of the fiery-necked 
nightjar, one of the great African night sounds. Firefly activity over little streams is also well worth experiencing. 
Whenever a guide returns from a two-week break, he / she is always amazed at the transformation that has 
taken place in the bush over that period. Those returning in November will find a particularly dramatic 
transformation. 
 
Seasons… I just love them all! 
 

 
 
Action-packed mornings Article by Andries Mohlala 

 
Every morning is a good morning as long as I am out there in the bush, with the birds singing, the morning sun 
laying its rays on my face and a gentle morning breeze caressing me. This time of day is so perfect for game 
viewing and to sharpen one's senses. 
  
Our sense of hearing allows us to judge distance and direction, which enables us to locate our subjects. On this 
particular morning we were looking for birds (birding) and as always early morning is just full of sounds from 
hungry birds looking to catch any careless insect or anything that may not be fully awake to realize that danger is 
all around. 
  
Armed with binoculars, different sounds were identified and then we all tried to find where the different calls 
originated. An eerie ventriloquist hooting kept coming through every two seconds but the location of the caller 
could not be located. I knew the grey-headed bush shrike was making the call and I knew it would take more 



than following the sound to locate the bird because of its ability to throw the sound away from its position, hence 
the Afrikaans name of 'ghost bird' (spookvoel). 
 
This bird feeds on a variety of things from snakes to other smaller birds and lizards. If you laid your eyes on this 
species you would not believe they had the ability to kill anything - they are strikingly colourful and very beautiful, 
but the list of their diet tells the whole story. The fact that they kill and eat chameleons makes a lot of African 
people want to have nothing to do with them (chameleons are believed to have evil powers because of their 
ability to change colour and the ability to move their eyes independently). 
 
 

Game viewing summary for October 2014 
 

 

Lion Leopard Cheetah Elephant Buffalo Wild Dog Reedbuck 

No. of Sightings 58 49 16 131 46 6 7 

 

 Lion sightings: Statistical figures remain almost the same. There was a skirmish between the Mhangeni pride 
and Selala pride earlier in the month and thus the pride dynamics have changed slightly. Exciting times!  

 Leopard sightings: As conditions green up, it is to be expected that sightings will become slightly more 
elusive. We know of two female leopards that have given birth to cubs. Both females have two cubs each. 

 Elephant sightings: Exceptional viewing this month with numerous newborn babies around. Statistically 
sightings are up by 13 this month. 

 Buffalo sightings: Statistically sightings have more than doubled. With all the burns that have happened in 
the reserve this month, we are one of the few areas with ideal grazing for these mega herbivores. There 
have been numerous herds on the property at any given time which supplements the statistics nicely. 

 Cheetah sightings: Sightings have been up this month. I’m hoping with the lush green vegetation after the 
burns and a little bit of rain, that cheetah sightings will improve even more. Either way, due to the nature of 
the animal, any sighting of them is always extra special. 

 Wild dog sightings: The records show an identical number of sightings to last month. 
 

 



 
 
Predation analysis:  
 

 Leopard  Lion  Hyena Cheetah  

Impala 2  1  

Warthog 1    

Waterbuck  1   

Buffalo  2   

Hippo  1   

Bushbuck 1    

Kudu    1 

Reedbuck 1    

 
Bird list:  222 species recorded. Some of the unusual records include thick-billed cuckoo (Pachycoccyx 
audeberti), glossy ibis (Plegadis falcinellus) and common whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) 

 



 
 

 



October highlights  Article by Mark Broodryk 

 
We wait in anticipation for the arrival of the first impala lambs for the season as we enter November. The flush of 
wild flowers bringing new, fresh colour to the bush after a long dry spell is a scene to behold in itself. The migrant 
birds have been arriving in force with a few species making very brief layovers on course to their usual 
playgrounds (see bird list above). These are not usual species for this area and possibly blown off-course by the 
recent thunder burst experienced mid-month. 
 
 

Photographs on location by Ross Couper and Ricardo Careaga, Andries Mohlala and Jon Morgan 
Singita Ebony and Boulders Lodge  

Sabi Sand 
South Africa 

Thirty-first of October 2014 


