96

widespread species. For example, the undoubtedly ubiquitous
Black-eyed Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus is recorded only from some
20 of the 180 squares in the references covered by Birde of Malawi.
Although we may assume that this bulbul will be found in every
square, it would be dangerous to make this assumption for the many
species less catholic,whose prefered habitat may be endangered
locally.

We would stress that the success of this worthwhile project
depends upon the active field work of as many observers as possible.
We hope that those of you interested in helping will contact us
for further information. It is intended that there will be a
companion atlas of the mammals of Mala®i, Details will be pub-
lished later, but meanwhile please make a note of all mammals
you see (or identify satisfactorily by spoor) while visiting atlas
squares.
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IN QUEST OF RHINO
by
B. Liggit

University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa

From my camp at night I could just make out in the distance
the sooty black hills that border Mwabvi Game Reserve, a wilder-
ness that few people have ever heard of, let alone visited, I
knew that somewhere, in all the bush that surrounded me, were
Mwabvi's rhino, the last remaining black rhinocerous population
in the southern region of Malawi. Somewhere, but where? I had
spent more than a week in the reserve but the rhino had remained
frustratingly unco-operative.

Yes, I knew they were there, I had found fresh tracks and
dung, but the timid animals were elusive, secretive and didn't
drink at the waterholes as expected. Right from the "early days"
the rhino in Mwabvi have been renowned for their shyness and the
small population, probably less than ten individuals, has not
appeared to increase during their thirty years of protection.

That was why I had come to Mwabvi in the first place. I felt
that if I could make an estimate of the number of rhino present it
could help in monitoring the population.

Throughout their range in Africa black rhinos have decreased
alarmingly, especially during the last ten years. The human
population growth and development which is taking place coupled
with an increasing demand for rhino horn has led to their exter-
mination in large areas.

Kenya and Tanzania, once the strongholds of black rhino, are
now undertaking stringent measures to try and protect their sur-
vivors . However the black rhinos' inability to cope with human
interference or disturbance and the high value of their horns
causes grave doubts about their survival in most of Africa.

Once it was the white rhinocerous that headed the list of
endangered African species. Today it is sadly the turn of the
black rhinocerous.

It was my love and concern for these 'prehistoric monsters'
that had led me to take an interest in their survival in Malawi.
I feel it would be a tragedy if Malawi were to lose so rare and
precious a creature. Thus, the status of rhino in Mwabvi,
specifically created for the protection of rhino in the first
place, 1s of immediate concern to me.

I think it is important to monitor the population, especially
since it is so small. Many factors, in particular an unfavourable
age or sex ratio, could lead to the population losing its viability.
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spoor.

Once in the reserve my hopes were rapidl crushed. -
gately it had rained not long before my vfsityand water, z:ig§;u
n the form of rock pools, was widely distributed throughout the
reserve, Consequently the rhino did not have to travel to the
permanent watgrholes to drink and, preferring to stay hidden in
:;gorthickets ¢+ provided me with very little in the way of fresh

At first I considered the alternative of co
spoox away from the waterholes. But, a walk igt:ngiggm:hﬁzgicket"
really just a dry woodland, quickly dispelled any further thoughts
on the matter. The ground was sun-baked hard and for the most
part covered with a layer of leaf litter. One would have to be an
expert tracker, which I'm not, to discover any tracks, let alone
identify them as belonging to a particular rhino. !

I suppose I might have tried searching for fresh rhino dung
or middens but it would have been largely a matter of luck whether
I found any or not. It seemed a rather unsatisfactory methed of
calculating the population - relying on chance for my datal

It was inevitable, then, that I had to
give up the ide

§hino count. Realising that there was little morepuseful w:r:f 2

could achieve in the limited time I had available I made the
galnful decision to leave Mwabvi., Painful, not only because I
b:é:u:2°§ ; gag not achlﬁved what I had set out to do, but

a. een struck b

50 much ehioacooen Y the charm of this little reserve with

How often can one eat breakfast under the i
nquisitiv
af:roupe of blue monkeys or baboons, as I did athwabvi?e :gss of
often, in ocur concrete jungles, do we have a honeyguide coming to
us, trying to persuade us to follow?

Yes, Mwabvi capt
African wilde. ptured all the magic and enchantment of the

During my stay I got to know and
of the animals living around the camp.individually recegnise some

There was the bushbaby which lived i j
n the trees adjacent t
§2e camp, regularly shattering the peace of the night wgth its °
th:e:g:éh g: igpgﬁgiséquitgtu:affected by me, even when I shone
ne nig: t even went so far as to mak
thorough search of my pots and pans, right under my nose? ¢

Behind the camp a large sandstone rid
ge provided an ideal
refuge for a colony of yellow-spotted dassies, Although they were
s:rgrisingly tame during the day I was amazed to see them at
night when they took little or no notice of me. I could walk up

99

to them, torch trained on them and they would continue their
nocturnal activities unabated. They just didn't seem to realise
that I was potentially dangerous, but it meant that I was able
to study them at close quarters.

For most of the time they lay drowsily under rocks or crept
through the trees. I was surprised to see how easily they took
to arboreal life, making their way along the twigs and branches
with ease.

One night I heard a great commotion and, training my light
on the noise, I found that it was two half grown dassies
squabbling for a suckle from their mother. They eventually
resolved their dispute by each seizing a teat, after which there
was a long, contented silence, punctuated occasionally by loud
sucking noises.

My attention was diverted from this little family group by
another juvenile which bounded along the rock towards me, quite
unperturbed by my crouched form or the light from my torch. I
could hardly believe my eyes as it came steadily closer, eventually
stopping just a few centimetres from my boot. There it sat with
twitching wet nose and whiskers and large black eyes. I could
quite easily have picked it up but I was so fascinated by this
delightful creature that I felt it would be a shame to give it
the fright of its life.

Later on I just couldn't resist the temptation to stroke
one as it lay on the rock just below me. For several seconds it
dozed on as I ran my fingers through its beautiful soft fur,
then suddenly it smelled me and with a shrill squeak it raced down
the rock followed by the rest of the colony. That was the last
of the dassies I saw that night.

Walking through the dark woodland at night was quite exciting
and even the slightest rustle in the leaves would leave my nerves
on edge although I found, as time went on, that I was able to
recognise certain sounds.

The elephant shrews would give themselves away with a
characteristic double tap on the leaves. I was never able to
actually see them make this sound. Whenever I was able to stalk
close to them they would sit, as if petrified, for a couple of
seconds before scampering off into the night.

Sometimes on my nocturnal walks I was startled by a fight
breaking out between two animals as they hissed and snorted
savagely and chased each other through the thicket. Despite my
efforts I was unable to even catch a glimpse of these animals
but I suspect that they were small carnivores - probably genets
or mongooses,

During the day life was equally interesting although my
walks were probably not quite so nerve tingling as at night.
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A pair of suni lived in
the thicket just
:iegzmgi:nd consequently I was able to spegd a iofe:fm::rea e
Y antelope, scarcely larger than a hare me with

I fear that the male g '
int e didn't quite approve of
Inagp:é:cgggain on hands and knees. He w§51a at:ﬁdmxo::gtzring
¢ watching me with hig large bright eyes and Zv:g; a8

80 often, just letti
wheezy séort. ng me know what he thought, by uttering his

T!
he female was not as concerned and would start feeding

after a few mi
ground. nutes, daintily picking up fallen leaves from the

wh
ana asthSsE SPETOTChed ches too closely, both sund yeuld srort
at having disturbed them. ergrowth, leaving me feeling guilty

Suni have so many enemies it 1
surv 8 amazin
carn;zgéesThgz are so small that they are prgy:gagntg;yam:::qe t?
carniv hidéen g: iﬁopards to eagles. No doubt thisg is why tgz °
T used to oon in e thickets, secretive and cautious whenevy
e palr of crowned eagles displaying o&er thé c:;p

I would think of the 14
perpetualiy heosoihe ttle suni and understand why they seemed

0
hard mogsigf §¥ fivourite walks, after I had returned from a
to make my ga slogging through the bush in search of rhino
path to the wzttohPodya waterhole, not far from the cam Th vas
beaten old baob:;soizfz:: :i:;;:tiigl agh’ s teoend somepﬁeath:z-
with its dry, gnarled trees and ghoriogg:z:df;::::ating woodland

T
sanstine Dhimn aES,ou82F, he roodlans onco o huge slab of
riverine trees and dry thicket. - o0 |-11ed with a mixture of

s
as I magge;;ms: adblue monkey would boom at the disturbance
alive age, soung own to the water., The thicket would become
undergrach, Trya:sf%e::;gtanémals crashed their way through the
y ’ was seldom ab
glimpse of them, hidden as they were by t:else;:tgzig:veven

A large boulder, o

overl + on which grew a fine rock-

Piterout: Fron chos r"rouater M4 provided me with o favourlie
back to life after my disturba:c:ft and watch the waterhole come

It was always the birds
which retu -
{i{fgég&gﬁg,sbgibuls, shrikes white—eye:n:gdféziz htga{adise
bills. Then the’§§§§?§§“éo§§§1°¥edtb’ it tgnmpgter ores
bitls start popping out h
e rocks and sun themselves, frequentlyqshakigg t::ig :g;::
’
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irritatéd by the relentless mopane bees. Even fér me there was
no escaping the little tormentors and it was as much as I could
do to remain silent and inconspicuous as the tiny bees crawled
into my eyes and buzzed round my ears. Then, in the drowsy heat,
I would begin to wonder whether it was worth putting up with all
the disconfort until a sudden rustling in the thicket below me
would herald an animal's approach. No thought of mopane bees or

heat nowl

My eyes would search the undergrowth for a tell tale mové-
ment, giving away the presence of an animal. Usually it was
Livingstone's suni, bushbuck, warthog or mongoose. But, 1f I
was lucky I might see a nyala as it cautiosly crept down to the

water.

I saw my first Meller's mongoose at Fodya and was struck
by its large size and bushy black tail. On another occasion
1 was fortunate enough to have a good view of a chequered elephant
shrew as it nosed its way through the leaf litter with its

remarkably long snout.

Notonly were the animals and birds interesting but the
vegetation was too. Around the waterhole grew a varilety of fig
trees from the mighty sycamore figs to the rock splitters and
strangler figs. Their fruit attracted numerous birds and, no
doubt, at night the fruit bats as well.

the transition from one vegetation
zone to another. On the sandstone area on the one side very few
trees grew except for some beautiful Brachystegia . Here there was
little or no undergrowth and hardly any grass. The very shallow
soil may have been responsible for this. Some trees seemed to

be growing on a layer of leaf mould only a few centimetres thick.

Fodya appeared to mark

Several aloe species have colonised the rocks, One striking

species took advantage of the dassies middens and, despite the
otherwise inhospitable surroundings, appeared to thrive. They
had large, dark glossy green leaves and occasionally 1 came acrass
flowering specimens, their large red spikes conspicuous from a

distance.

Below the rocky ridge the vegetation was markedly different.
For the most part it consisted of tall, thick grass with trees
scattered about in clumps or singly. These included huge pod
mahoganies, majestic even without their leaves and bacobabs with
purple bark covering their outsized trunks

One baobab always seemed to be occupied by a pair of raucous
brown-necked parrots. Although the tree seemed to have some
inviting nesting holes I never saw the birds entering one. They
were rather shy and I was seldom able to approach closely without
them £lying off, screeching and screaming.

Fairly extensive areas of mopane woodland exist in Mwabvi
and I fequently had to walk through it on my visits to the water-
holes. Pure mopane woodland is really beautiful with its tall,
well formed trees but I was usually only able to appreclate
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it in the early morning. Towardg midday the me anes hang thei
leavesg vertically, Providing precious I{ttle shgde from gh; f
fierce tropical sup. In addition, the mopane bees ang tsetse
flies made me unconfortably aware of themselves. Admittedly they
were more noticable b their buzzing than their biting and, unt{l
they got really bad, I was able to disregard them.

One walk which particularly stands out in my mind was
when the game scouts took me to the top of Nyantoko Hil], Near
the base of this huge mound of sandstone I wag delighted to come

From the summit of Nyantoko there was a tremendous view.
In every direction lay a carpet of grey-green bush, little spoiled
by the hand of man. What a tonic it was to behold thig timeless
view, unchanged for centuries!

Below lay Nyantoko thicket, a dense grey mat and to the
south the tremendous Zambezi Valley stretched to the horizon,

. During my daily vigitg to the waterholes I basged through
kilometres of fasclnating country and my only regret was that the
Scouts walked so quickly, but then we had a lot of ground to cover.

Noxrth of camp the Brachystegiq woodland tended to be rather
sparce in animal and bird 1ife but towards the Donde river the
country opened Up. In some areas the grass hag been burned, much
to the delight of the warthogs ang duiker,

For the most part the Donde River was asdry ag a bone, although
4 narrow trickle of water flowed through the riverine trees for a

Predators appeared to be widespread in Mwabvi, Jjudging from
their spoor. During my stay in the reserve I saw fresh tracks of
lion, leopard, hyena ang many smaller carnivores. I wag particu-

d
were evident in virtually aij vegetation types. Sable tracks,
too, were fairly abundant byt try as 1 might, I wasg unable to
catch even a glimpse of these magnificient antelope.
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I think part of the difficulty of trying to find sable was
that 1 walkedeverywhere I went and doubtless the animals, 1f they
were around, would gense me from a long way off. The few motor
tracks that there are in Mwabvi are very poor, a Landrover follows
them at slightly more than walking pace hence my travelling on
foot.

The evenings were probably the most enjoyable part of the
day. After the heat, tsetse and mopane bees it was such a relief
to be rid of them. The sun would slowly sink behind the trees,

light, the melancholy whoop of a hyena would herald the start of

It was my last night in Mwabvi. The embers of of my fire
glowed faintly as 1 sat in the dark, listening to the rustling in
the bush and pondering over my stay in the wildg. 1 knew that
somewhere, in all the bush that Surrounded me, were Mwabvi's
rhino. Suddenly a bushbaby shattered the peace and tranquillity
with its unearthly shrieks, wailing like a tormented child, and
far down the valley I could hear the harsh, sawing cry of a
leopard on the prowl"

I had enjoyea my time in Mwabvi with its unspoiled magic
and beauty. as for the rhinos, well, they had managed to keep
their secrets to themselves and T can only hope that these
magnificent old thorn-crushers survive to puzzle and delight
Mankind for many generations more,
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