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 Temperature       Rainfall Recorded 
 Average minimum:  19.61˚C (67.3˚F)         For the period:  172 mm 
 Average maximum: 34.35˚C  (93.83˚F)             For the year to date:  282.5 mm 
 Minimum recorded: 13.0˚C  (55.40˚F)          
 Maximum recorded: 41.0˚C  (105.80˚F)        
 
 

Afternoon with the pride  Article by Francois Fourie 

 
It was another typical summer’s day out in the lowveld, with blistering temperatures and a slow breeze. We set 
out that afternoon to follow up on the Mhangene pride that had been seen earlier in the morning. Luckily with the 
day being as warm as it was we were quite sure that the pride wouldn’t have moved too far from their last 
position and, sure enough, they had only moved a few hundred metres away from where they had been seen in 
the morning. They were all trying to find some shade underneath some bushwillow trees, but the shade didn’t 
last very long and they started to become a bit restless.  



In the south we could see a big cumulonimbus cloud building up, an indicator of impending rain and lighting. We 
were quite lucky that it just blocked out the sun and everything cooled down quite quickly, which was just what 
the lions were waiting for so they could start moving about. Slowly but surely there was movement - stretching 
and yawning, which is always a good sign. Then, within seconds, all 13 lion heads popped up and stared intently 
in the same direction. We tried to keep very quiet in the hope that we could hear what they were hearing, and in 
the far distance we heard a herd of buffalo - and that is exactly what they heard as well. 
 
It was getting dark quickly and the lions were on the move straight towards where we heard the buffalo. 
Everything was in their favour; the wind was blowing quite strongly from the buffaloes' direction so the lions’ 
scent was well masked. We stopped with the whole pride in a stalking position in thick vegetation, and then my 
tracker Rebel said to me, “Francois, warthog!” He pointed straight towards the pride and this large female 
warthog appeared, completely oblivious of the lions. In seconds chaos erupted with one of the sub-adults 
chasing the warthog straight towards the buffalo. Now the whole pride was in motion and running towards the 
600 strong buffalo herd. For about 30 seconds we just sat there and listened to the sound of 600 buffalo 
stampeding from a pride of lions. 
 
What an incredible experience to have shared with our guests! 
 

 
 
 

A relaxed morning of birding Article by Leon van Wyk 
 
As guides, we are in the privileged position of being able to spend quality time in the place we love best, often 
loosely referred to as 'the bush'. Apart from the many hours every week that we spend with guests out on game 
drives, bicycle rides and bush walks, we are also drawn to the bush when we have down time. It is a pleasure to 
be able to share a little bit of our passion and love for the environment and its organisms with fellow staff 
members from other departments, who also love the bush (why else would they work here?) but whose work 
requires them to be at the lodges or in the offices for much of the time. It would drive me crazy to spend six-and-
a-half weeks out of every two months living and working at our beautiful lodges, but not getting out into the bush 



at least a few times during a working cycle. Fortunately we are available to conduct staff educational drives on 
an informal basis. 
 
We organised a 'Big Birding Day' on 23 November. Nicla Fiorentino, a front-of-house anchor at Boulders Lodge, 
had prepared checklists for the various guides and their guests for some birding fun. During the morning drive 
Nicla joined me for a relaxed few hours of birding. Since Nicla was not working the morning shift that day, and as 
my guests were only arriving around lunchtime, it was an ideal opportunity to spend some time enjoying our 
birdlife with a fellow staff member who has a budding birding interest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We met at 06h00, to give the guides with guests an 
opportunity to get started first on their routes, and it 
would have given those guides a chance to sow the 
seeds of birding interest on the lodge decks when 
they met for coffee early that morning. Birders refer 
to a 'dawn chorus', which actually begins before 
sunrise, when many of the songbirds are at their 
most vocal. For a day of birding such as this, 
positive identification of a species from its call is 
also permissible – provided there is absolutely no 
doubt. Some birds are extremely easy to identify by 
their call, and even non-guiding people who have 
just a modicum of interest in birds, will agree that 
calls of birds such as the grey go-away-bird, African 
fish-eagle and red-chested cuckoo are very easy to 
recognise. While I am by no means the best birder 
in our guiding team, I do admit to having a keen 

interest in birds and their calls, and will comfortably identify most of the species that occur here by their calls. I 
also have a little bit of a talent in imitating calls of certain birds (and other animals), which can be quite fun at 
times.  
 
By the time we were ready to leave, I had had a brief but beautiful sighting of a male scarlet-chested sunbird, 
which I had spotted after first hearing his unmistakable, “CHIEW-CHIEW-chu-CHIEW” call. I was alone when I 
spotted it, however, so could not count this for our tally. Rules are rules, and although we were not participating 
in any form of competition, we would only count those birds that were seen or heard by both of us. A bird which I 
had seen just a couple of days earlier, and which I had only once previously seen in the Sabi Sand since I first 



started guiding in 1991, was the broad-billed roller. I have seen them on a number of occasions in Zimbabwe 
and Botswana over the years, but my only previous sighting in the Sabi Sand must have been well over a 
decade ago. It was therefore probably not realistic to hope or expect to see one again on this birding day, but it 
is always good to hope... 
 
A spectacular sighting quite early in the morning was that of a peregrine falcon, which really impressed us with 
its aerobatics while hunting. We were able to watch it with our binoculars as it pursued and caught what might 
have been a huge dung beetle at considerable altitude, before turning its attentions to chasing various other 
birds on the wing. 
We were not out there to be ultra-competitive or to add species to our list as quickly as possible, but more to 
enjoy some good bird-watching, while at the same time appreciating Nature in general, including sightings of the 
larger mammals. Trees and reptiles were also not ignored, and of course invertebrates like millipedes, spiders 
and insects had to be given more than just a passing glance. Typical of the season, there were ne-born impala 
lambs everywhere, and who would not take the time to watch these little treasures? I always marvel at how fleet-
footed and agile they are on their fragile-looking stilt-like legs. They also just seem to enjoy life so much… we 
should surely do the same! 
 

A beautiful herd of elephants crossed a 
road in front of us, the gentle 
pachyderms always delighting the 
viewer with family-oriented antics, and 
they made their way unhurriedly towards 
Castleton Dam. Not far from there we 
were also able to watch a pride of 13 
lions, as well as two large adult male 
lions, at rest but awake and in a 
beautiful setting near the Mobeni 
stream, south of Castleton Dam.  
General game was also plentiful, so the 
fact that our main focus was on birding, 
did not limit our chances of seeing 
plenty of other animals too.   
 
We actually had good sightings of four 
of the so-called “Big Five”, and could  

have also added leopard to complete the five if we wished, as there was a stable leopard sighting attended by 
some of the guides with guests earlier that morning. 
 
Our travels took us to the southern reaches of the property Castleton, where we drove along the old Selati 
railway line, which runs through a large tract of open grassland. Our environmental experts had conducted a 
controlled burn through the area just north of the Selati line a few weeks previously, timed perfectly just after the 
first heavy rains of the early summer. As a result, the area was now spectacularly green, but of course the new 
green grass was still short (ankle-height), so visibility throughout this area was excellent. Due to the obvious 
palatability of the new green grass, grazing species were attracted to these parts in substantial numbers. 
While observing many zebra, impala, warthogs and more, we also added birds like Temminck’s courser, red-
backed shrike and lesser grey shrike to the list. There were also superb sightings of black-bellied bustards, the 
males of which utter the most delightful call, which always brings a smile to the face of every guest watching it 
'pop' out the second part of its call. 
 
At one point we noticed a considerable number of vultures starting to gather in the sky, and very quickly they 
began to descend. Watching them do this is always awe-inspiring, and we gazed in silence for a few minutes, 
before I suggested to Nicla that we walk towards them to get a better look. The area was wide open, and with 
the tender new green grass still being quite fragile, I thought it better to approach on foot, rather than drive the 
Land Rover over the sensitive new grass. Environmental awareness and responsibility are very important 
ingredients in a guide’s make-up! 
 
As always, the vast majority of birds descending to the carcass (which turned out to be that of a young zebra, 
already partly eaten) were white-backed vultures. Hooded vultures were also there, these smaller, more delicate 
vultures occupying a different niche in the scavenger network. Tawny eagles, bateleurs and a yellow-billed kite  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
also put in an appearance. All of these are not unusual to see at a scene like this, at this time of the year. 
However, something caught my eye. In a prominent brown ivory tree a few hundred metres away, I noticed a 
large, pale tawny coloured bird, and my first impression was that it might be a Cape Vulture. My Leica binoculars 
allowed a better look, and when the bird left the tree and began to fly higher and higher, before circling the hub 
of vulture activity over the carcass, I was almost certain that my first impression was correct. Indeed, as the 
vulture came closer and eventually landed on the ground near all the other vultures, positive identification was 
possible… it was indeed a Cape vulture! This was very exciting to me, because only on a handful of previous 
occasions, all more than a decade ago, had I seen a Cape Vulture in the Sabi Sand. While fairly similar in 
general appearance to the common white-backed vulture, it is a very much larger bird, and when one sees the 
two species together, the difference is quite obvious. We watched the vulture activity for several minutes, 
fascinated, and I must admit that I was quite surprised at how close we were able to get to them on foot.  
 

When we head back for breakfast and added up 
our tally of bird species, we were pleased to 
have recorded exactly 100 species, in five 
hours. I’m sure that if we had pursued birds 
more relentlessly and in a competitive manner, 
we would have probably added another 15 to 20 
species, but that was not the point of the 
exercise. It was a pleasant morning of birding, it 
was educational, Nicla was able to add a good 
few new species to her ever-growing list and 
we’d had some excellent big game viewing too.   
 
I have to admit I'm still on a little bit of a high 
after seeing a broad-billed roller and a Cape 
vulture within a couple of days of each other! 
  



Action at sunset Article by Ian Mey 

 
As yet another busy year winds down in the bush and we reflect on the many highlights and memories made 
and shared, it becomes clear that there is no life quite like the bush life and each of us that has the privilege of 
living out here or getting to visit these last havens of wildlife is incredibly fortunate and has a responsibility to 
ensure its preservation for generations to come.   
 

The summer rains have arrived in earnest bringing 
with them much relief from the hot summer sun we 
experienced in November, and have persuaded 
grasses and trees to grow with such ferocity that the 
bush is completely unrecognisable to returning staff 
and guests alike. Areas where visibility was once 
almost as far as the eye could see has been shut off 
by dense stands of bushwillows and guarris between 
broadleafed woodlands and riverine forests, with tall 
lush green grass and bright green plains between 
them. 

 
The time of plenty has truly arrived as animals of 
varying size and shape have birthed their calves, 
lambs and piglets into a green wonderland full of 

much-needed energy for new mothers feeding and strengthening their young. Some of my favourite sights of this 
time of year include seeing the many 'nurseries’' attached to breeding herds of animals where young animals of 
varying description are to be found under the watchful eye of some wise old head in the herd. Tiny impala lambs 
that were born only weeks ago already seem doubled in size and their energy can be seen coursing through the 
herds as they run and play, strengthening muscles and senses while they are still being nourished by their 
mother’s milk.  
 
While this time of plenty is fantastic for the newly arriving herbivores, it is also a time of plenty for the many  
  



predator species that make their home in the lowveld. One of my best sightings this year happened while we 
were following one of the large dominant male leopards in the area, while he was on one of his routine territorial 
inspections. We had been following him (Kashane male) for around thirty minutes, watching him scent mark and 
inspect many trees and bushes along his territory, when he walked out into an open area that was being grazed 
by a large herd of around one hundred impala. The impala spotted him and started giving off their loud nasal 
alarm warnings and very soon the entire herd was watching him walk around the edge of the clearing and 
following him and making his presence undoubtedly known. At this moment when the entire herd was focused 
on the leopard a pack of sixteen wild dogs chose its opportune moment to ambush the impala herd from the 
back and before the impala had time to react or alert one another the pack was in their midst chasing down their 
sought after meals. The next few minutes was absolute chaos as the herd exploded to life in all directions, the 
leopard disappeared into the adjacent woodland and the wild dogs honed in on a few unlucky impala lambs, 
while the majority of the panicked herd made off to safety.  
 
With the change in season there has also been a mass arrival of migratory birds that come to spend the summer 
months of the southern hemisphere breeding and taking advantage of the seasonal abundance in food sources 
like rodents, insects, fruit or seeds. The ever-present calls of birds like kingfishers and cuckoos again fill our 
days, while Steppe buzzards, yellow-billed kites and Wahlberg’s eagles can be seen soaring the skies in search 
of meals.  
 
Summer evenings are filled with life too as many species of frog have begun to mate and breed and fill the air 
with varieties of beautiful sounds, a true surround sound experience, while fireflies hovering over the pans and 
streams seem to mirror the beautiful night skies overhead. 
 
 

When everything falls into place Article by Leon van Wyk 

 
In this wonderful career of ours, guiding, just like any other field of work, there are occasionally days when 
everything just seems to go perfectly. Of course, these are punctuated by days where things don't seem to go 
our way. Most days present their challenges, which help to keep things interesting and stimulate our minds. As 
part of the Singita team, all members of the guiding department strive to keep their guests happy... in fact, that is 
an understatement - we actually aim to delight our guests by sharing with them an unforgettable experience. 
  



There is far more to it than just the game-viewing experience; we pride ourselves in having a wonderful staff, all 
of whom play key roles in ensuring that our guest experience is enhanced, whether it be in the form of the 
special little touches in the luxurious suites, the cuisine that is expertly prepared to meet individual needs, the 
service provided in our health spa, or the Boutique and Gallery... and of course, the wine selection! Our 
sommeliers are every bit as passionate about their field of work as the guides are about theirs! 
 
I fondly remember a morning game drive that I conducted in November. My guests had decided to extend their 
stay from the initial 3-night stay to a 4-night stay as they were just enjoying themselves so much. We'd had some 
excellent game viewing over the first three days, and on the fourth afternoon, spent a memorable session at an 
active hyena den, where we saw a total of eleven hyenas – three adults and eight youngsters of varying ages.  
 
The final morning game drive was scheduled for 05h30, and it turned out to be a rainy morning, so my tracker 
James and I put the canvas roof onto our Land Rover. This does not keep one completely dry, of course, as the 
rain still finds its way into the vehicle from the sides, but at least it makes the idea of a game drive a little more 
appealing to the guests! One could understand if they decided to have a lie-in instead, especially as they had 
already had such wonderful game viewing, and wet days can sometimes be less productive in terms of the 
numbers of larger animals seen.  
 

After the first hour, we had 
seen relatively little, but the 
guests had still appreciated 
some of the little things, such 
as terrapins in the puddles in 
the roads, millipedes, frogs, 
helmeted guineafowls that 
looked very comical with 
their feathers all soaking wet, 
and baby impalas standing 
huddled together, many of 
them experiencing rain for 
the first time. Then in the 
distance we spotted a 
number of giraffe near one of 
my favourite water holes, so 
we drove closer for a better 
look.  It turned out that there 
were no fewer than nine 
giraffe in a clearing, and their 
behaviour was very  

entertaining, as the younger members of the journey (collective noun for giraffe) chased each other around in 
circles, while the few adults also seemed to join in the spirit of fun, as the guests wore smiles on their faces. 
 
During a brief break in the rain, we stopped for coffee close to where a black-bellied bustard was perched on top 
of a fairly low termite mound, and we waited for it to utter its unique call.  Let me try and describe it here:  The 
long-necked bird stretches its neck slowly skyward, then curls it back while sucking in air through its open beak, 
 a motion that takes less than a second, and places the head back between the shoulders. After a pause of 
approximately two seconds, the 'bubble' that appeared in the bird’s throat is set free, and a popping sound is 
emitted. If I have to write down how the call sounds, it would probably be, “Wraaaaak........POP!" 
 
Just as we packed away the coffee mugs, having also enjoyed some delicious shortbread and fresh fruit, the 
rain started to come down again. Not heavily, but just enough to be a nuisance. It was soon forgotten, however, 
as a beautiful young male leopard crossed the road in front of us. The drizzle certainly didn’t seem to bother him, 
and he seemed to quite enjoy it, occasionally shaking his magnificent coat to scatter a fine shower of water 
droplets. Just this simple little act was quite spectacular to behold, and the leopard (Ravenscourt male) oozed 
confidence and indescribable beauty. We followed him for a good twenty minutes, before his path took him 
towards some rather difficult terrain, and we decided not to push our luck.  
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Driving further south towards Giraffe Pan, we encountered an enormous herd of 
Cape buffalo, and watched them as they made their way towards this waterhole 
from a considerable distance. Their progress was slow, and I estimated it would 
take at least half an hour for them to reach the water. I had hoped to show my 
guests more zebra that morning, as they had not seen very many in the first few 
days. James and I decided, therefore, to drive further south to the old Selati 
railway line (described in an article by Jon Morgan, in an earlier journal). There 
must have been in excess of 100 zebra in one particular area, as well as a herd 
of wildebeest with several tiny new calves, still fawn-coloured as they ran along 
close to their mothers’ sides. By now the rain had stopped, and the light was 
spectacular. The smiles on guests’ faces were getting broader and broader, and 
I could see that they were delighted that they had decided to extend their stay by 
one night.  

 
We were not the only ones that were watching the large dazzle (collective noun 
for zebra). Lying in the open, just a few metres off the old railway line, were 
seven lions, all with their heads up.  

 
They watched the zebras and wildebeest with considerable interest, but no immediate intent, as the terrain 
between the predators and prey was very wide open.  Three large buffalo bulls passed unnoticed a few hundred 
metres behind the lions, while the lions continued to watch the zebra show! We needed to start making our way 
back towards the lodge, but it had been my intention to drive back past Giraffe Pan again, to see if the buffaloes 
were drinking yet.  Indeed they were...dozens of them were lying in the waterhole, while hundreds more were 
streaming slowly towards and away from the water. Young bulls sparred with each other, older bulls wallowed in 
mud, and new calves with gangly legs trotted behind their mothers. Frisky steers bucked and snorted, and it was 
clear that all the animals were in high spirits at this time of plenty.  The grass was lush, the mud was appealing 
and everyone was happy. 
 



“Leopard!” exclaimed James suddenly, pointing towards a marula tree very close 
to Giraffe Pan. Sure enough, a young male leopard was draped over the branches 
of the tree, gazing with fascination at the hundreds of buffalo all around him. This 
was really the 'cherry on the top', because although my guests had seen a few 
leopards already on this trip, they had not seen one in a tree. Now here was this 
young male, which turned out to be the Ravenscourt male again (about a 
kilometre south of where we had left him earlier) posing beautifully in a tree! This 
was just too much... only in dreams does everything fall into place as perfectly as 
this! There were tears of joy in the eyes of some of my guests, and I was deeply 
pleased that they were so appreciative of the amazing good fortune we were 
enjoying. 

 
Reluctantly we left this spectacle behind us, and started to drive steadily back to 
the lodge. But it wasn’t over yet. Seven magnificent elephant bulls presented 
themselves for a close inspection, and two hyenas walked within a metre or so of 

 our Land Rover.  
 
I was speechless, but words would have been inadequate anyway. I have never yet measured the success of a 
game drive purely as a factor of the number of Big Five animals seen, but this was one of those unforgettably 
remarkable days when not only were we seeing huge varieties of creatures great and small, but the behaviour 
and interactions that we witnessed were also a joy to behold. It had been so worth going out and getting a little 
wet that morning, and I know that the memories of that particular game drive will be cherished for many years.  
 
Not for the first time, I thought to myself that I have been incredibly fortunate to have been able to pursue a 
career in which my passion for what I do, and where I do it, can be shared with so many people from far and 
wide.  
 
Here’s to guiding! 
 
  



Game viewing summary for December 2014 Article by Mark Broodryk 

 
 

 

Lion Leopard Cheetah Elephant Buffalo Wild Dog Reedbuck 

No. of Sightings 57 60 11 105 41 6 3 

               
Statistical analysis: 
  

 Lion sightings: Since last month’s incident between the Ximungwe pride and a coalition of four male lions, the 
Ximungwe pride has been spending a lot more time in their original natal territory on Castleton. Sightings are 
up by just 2 more sightings this month and thus remain consistently good. 

 Leopard sightings: One of the female leopards we reported on last month is confirmed to have cubs. There 
hasn’t been any sign of the cubs themselves but the oxidation around her teats is a definitive sign that they 
have been suckling. Sightings are statistically up by 10 sightings and equate to two sightings per day for the 
entire month. 

 Elephant sightings: Sightings are slightly down from a bumper month in November. This is due to the 
abundance of vegetation after the good rains and the ripening of the marula fruits (one of the elephant’s 
favourites!) However, we still average over three sightings per day so by no means a quiet month of viewing. 

 Buffalo sightings: Sightings are down from previous months, from 43 sightings to 41 sightings, thus not much 
in it. The highlight for the month has been watching the large herds converging on the relatively small 
waterholes; one is almost able to watch the water levels drop as the animals jostle for a position in the cool 
water. One is almost tempted to join them on a hot summer’s day just to cool off! You can almost see the joy 
in their faces once totally submerged. 

 Cheetah sightings: Relatively consistent with last month’s figure. One every three days on average. 

 Wild dog sightings: 6 sightings of wild dogs this month, which is surprisingly high for this time of the year. We 
appreciate any sighting of wild dogs on any occasion! 

 

 



 
Predation analysis: 
 

 Impala  Buffalo Waterbuck Warthog  

Leopard 7    3 

Lion  1 1   

Cheetah 1    

Wild Dog 1    

 
 

Game and weather summary for December 2014 
  
Bird list:  
241 species recorded.  
Cape vulture, honey buzzard and white-fronted plover make the list of specials this month. The southern 
carmine bee-eaters have also been welcomed back. 
 
December highlights: 
I’m not sure if this would feature as the “lowlight” for the month as opposed to the “highlight” but the impala 
lambs have sadly found their way into many of the predators' stomachs. This is to be expected unfortunately, but 
when the same adult male leopard consumed five different kills within 48 hours, one can’t help but wonder if it 
was totally necessary from a sustenance perspective! Baby elephants learning to gain use of their trunks is 
always comical to witness, impala lambs learning how to 'stot' and wildebeest still with their umbilical cords intact 
feature amongst the highlights package this month. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photographs on location by Ross Couper and Nicla Fiorentino 
Singita Ebony and Boulders Lodge  

Sabi Sand 
South Africa 

Thirty-first of December 2014 


