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A word from the Editor:

Once again Easter is on our doorstep.  How time flies!  I would, first of all like to wish you all a happy Easter and don’t eat too many eggs!
Those of you who attended the talk on the Oxpeckers by Arnaud le Roux were treated to an additional presentation on Dung Beetles and their importance in the environment.  In this issue I have included an article on these fascinating and essential insects.  Without them we would be literally wallowing in the s**t!  We would also be inundated with flies and other undesirables that breed in the dung.
The article on the feminisation of all males (of all species) is based on research that has been done throughout the world.  Many of the pollutants that we dump break down into substances that mimic the female hormones Estrogen and Progesterone.  These get into our rivers and water supplies, and consequently our food and affect all species using the water and eating the food.  It only takes minute quantities of these hormones to alter the sexual functioning of males or even to alter their appearance (e.g. growing breasts).  Even more frightening is the effect that the hormones have on newly conceived male foetuses. Those who have studied biology at school should have learned that if a male foetus does not receive testosterone five to seven weeks after conception that foetus will develop into a female.  The excess estrogen mimics floating around will also affect the child and can result in the child being born intersexed (possessing both male and female body parts).  The article should be essential reading for all and should motivate readers to be more careful with the waste products tat they are dumping in their rubbish heaps.
The young readers section contains two stories that are also educational.
Community Events and News
Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy holds AGM

The Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy held its Annual General Meeting at Nature’s Hideaway on 21 March.  The meeting was well attended and the Office Bearers were all re-elected for another term.  They are:


Chairperson:

Neville Durow


Secretary:

Maureen Hansen


Treasurer:

Pandora Long.

Among the items discussed was the lease of “The Ranch”.  The owners had informed Keith Brown (who is handling the lease negotiations) that the lease would come into effect from 1 August as Don English had paid his rent until 31 July.

It was decided that the annual Aloe Festival would take place on the weekend of 27 and 28 June when the local Aloe ferrox are in full bloom.  It was also decided that there would be a maximum of three venues – a tea garden, a lunch venue and two trails.  Visitors would have the option of being “guided” on one trail.  Crafters would be encouraged to have stalls at one of the venues and Valley Vista Nursery would, once again, be invited to sell indigenous plants to the public.
Other events being contemplated for the year include birding trails in Spring followed by an outdoor breakfast or brunch, Ian McCallum would be invited for a special occasion later in the year, and night walks ending in refreshments around a camp fire would be held during the winter months when the weather has settled.
UPPER MPUSHINI CONSERVANCY HOSTS BUTTERFLY WALK AT TANGLETHORN ESTATE
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The Upper Mpushini Conservancy organized a butterfly walk at Tanglethorn Estate in Manderston on the 22nd of February.  The walk was guided by Americo Bonkewitzz.  About 20 people attended and we learned a lot about the butterflies of this area, as well as the host plants.  Thankfully the weather was holding out nicely, the big storm came only later in the afternoon.  A little pamphlet with pictures of butterfly species previously seen on Tanglethorn Estate made it easier to identify the little butterfly beauties.  On some patches the butterflies were especially plentiful.  Americo explained that this was due to the occurrence of host plants specific to a butterfly species, the only plants this butterfly will lay its egg, for example Maerua cafra, Maerua rosmarinoides and Zanthoxylum capense.  Two new butterfly species to the area were also identified, bringing the total species count up to 31.  The list can be obtained from me if somebody is interested.  We think the walk was a great success and is definitely to be repeated.

It shows that there is so much more to look out for in nature than just the big five, as well as the importance of preserving the natural bush in our Conservancy.

The above article was submitted by: Stefanie Schütte email: stefanie@sdc.co.za
Land Claims
The pre-trial hearing of the Land Claims Court on 10 March that was supposed to hear the amaQamu Land Claim was cancelled and postponed indefinitely.  The reason for the cancellation was the fact that complaints had been made to the Land Claims Commission that proper procedures had not been followed and that summonses (notices) had not been delivered to all of the affected landowners.

New summonses – Notices of Referral – should have been handed to all landowners by the Sheriffs of the Court by now.  These summonses do not specify any dates for the new pre-trial hearing or the final trial and we will have to be patient and wait for the next step in the process.

In the meantime landowners in the Bishopstowe area, whose land is also under claim, have been informed that the Land Claims Commission is withdrawing all claims on properties of 25 Ha or less provided that they do not make up part of a larger unit that is also under claim.  For this to be fair, all claims against properties of this size will have to be withdrawn throughout the country, but, then again, are the government’s decisions always fair?
Wildlife and Conservation

The Role of Dung Beetles as Bio-indicators
At a recent international conference of the Society of Conservation Biology, it was concluded that “Loss of Dung Beetles puts ecosystems in DEEP DOO- DOO…”  

The Kruger National Park's 12 500 Elephants produce 1 875 tonnes of dung per day and South Africa’s 10 million cattle produce 200-300 000 tonnes of dung per day.   Dung Beetles bury 75% of all dung produced in a healthy ecosystem.  Africa is host to 2 000 dung beetle species and South Africa hosts 780 species.  The large flightless dung beetle Circellium bacchus, with a relatively large population in the Addo Elephant National Park, was once widespread in southern Africa, but now it is restricted to small, isolated, densely vegetated areas of the eastern and southern Cape.
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At up to 47 mm long, they are among the largest dung beetles in Africa, and globally.  Because of its low reproductive rate, its dependence on pristine and densely vegetated habitat and on the occurrence of large herbivores, this dung beetle species is vulnerable to extinction and perceived to be endangered.  In 1992 legislation was passed to protect it from exploitation.

In suitable habitats it may occur in local abundance where it has a great importance for the ecosystem.  Its large body size and charismatic rolling behaviour make it an excellent flagship for conservation programs to protect not only themselves but also the entire flora and fauna of the undisturbed thicket biome in South Africa.

The large flightless dung beetle utilizes dung of large herbivores to form food and brood balls that are rolled about 30 m away from the dung source and dug into the earth at a depth of around 25 cm.  The female only lays one egg per year and displays a high degree of brood care.  She remains in the soil with the brood ball for five months to remove fungi from its surface until emergence of the imago.  Because of its flightlessness and ectothermy, it is a weak competitor for dung in open landscapes, as winged, endothermic dung beetles arrive earlier at the food source and are not dependent on external heat sources.  This might be the reason for its dependence on undisturbed dense vegetation cover and consequent restriction to pristine thicket where no or few endothermic ball-rollers occur and flightlessness is not a disadvantage.

Apart from habitat loss or destruction, reports of studies have led to a growing realization that the active constituents of many parasiticides or their breakdown products may harm dung beetles.  Effects can range from the death of adult beetles, eggs or larvae to some form of impairment such as lower breeding capacity of adults or retarded growth of larvae.  The resultant impact on dung beetle populations is not known at present.  Unfortunately there is also little or no available information on the toxicity of many chemicals to dung beetles.  Repeated use of some known higher risk products during the beetle-breeding season could reduce beetle populations on individual properties, with effects possibly extending to adjoining holdings.  It is in the best interests of the cattle and wildlife industry to encourage these beneficial insects, which, in returning dung to the soil, improve the soil aeration, increase nutrient recycling and assist in the control of cattle parasites that breed in dung.

The key to choosing appropriate parasiticides for your cattle or wildlife is to:
· Determine the parasite(s) that you want to treat;

· Identify the active ingredients registered for their effective control;

· Be aware of the side effects these chemicals may have on dung beetles.

During the 1990`s the Scarab Research Group at Pretoria University started screening parasiticides for non-target effects.  The Dung Beetle Friendliness Trademark was registered in 2003.  During 2005 negotiations with the Registrar of the Department of Agriculture started to make testing and rating of drugs a prerequisite for new registrations.  In 2006 a memorandum of understanding was signed between the University of Pretoria and the Endangered Wildlife Trust’s Wildlife Conflict Prevention Group promoting dung beetle conservation in southern Africa.
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The rating system of trademark lethal effects in laboratory & field trails:
· 1 Star 1 Star Logo: Use to be limited (e.g. to stock in feedlots).  Product should NOT be used in pastures!
· 2 Star Logo: Suitable for occasional use (e.g. only weaners or irregular use)
· 3 Star Logo: Product suitable for regular use with minimal impacts on dung beetles

Strategic use of parasiticides can help your Dung Beetles!  Select an active ingredient for your parasite problem that is low-risk for dung beetles.  The possible impact of higher risk chemicals on dung beetle survival will vary depending on method and timing of application, frequency of treatment and the proportion of the total herd treated.

Dung beetles as indicators of pasture health:

Dung beetles bury dung which: 
· promotes rapid recycling; 
· causes a more even distribution of nutrients; 
· prevents damaging accumulation of leached nutrients at the surface; 
· increases overall soil fertility; 
· benefits even growth of grass; 
· increases soil aeration and drainage by tunnelling in the soil.

Indirect benefits of a healthy dung beetle community include: 
· improvement of soil and pastures; 
· reduction in populations of dung-breeding flies; 
· reduction in survival of immature stages of livestock and game parasites.

Dung beetles as BIO-INDICATORS:
· Dung beetle communities are a complex of many interacting species, often between 50-150 species per area in South Africa;
· Dung beetles are excellent bio-indicators because of their narrow habitat tolerance and their complex assemblage structure;
· The use of dung beetles as indicators of habitat quality in South Africa is a world first!
For more information contact:

Arnaud le Roux
Animal Health & Vegetation Management Coordinator
Wildlife Conflict Prevention Group of the Endangered Wildlife Trust
Tel: +27 14736 2772
Mobile: +27 82 325 6578
Fax: +27 14736 2772
E-mail: oxpecker@ewt.org.za

Lifestyle
Males of All Species Are Becoming More Female

Various studies indicate that unregulated chemicals released into the environment are causing male animals and humans to take on feminine characteristics.

Thousands of chemicals released into the environment are interfering with animal and human endocrine systems, resulting in physical changes.  Comprehensive research indicates that these chemicals, nicknamed “gender-benders,” are causing the males in many species to become feminized.

In British lowland rivers, 50 percent of male fish were found to be growing eggs in their testes, the Independent reported.  Other discovered anomalies include hermaphrodite polar bears or deer with abnormal antler growth. 

The full report of the Chem TRUST study, “Effects of Pollutants on the Reproductive Health of Male Vertebrate Wildlife—Males Under Threat,” is available on the organization’s Web site. It emphasizes that the study, which focuses primarily on animals, is also relevant for humans, because “All vertebrates have similar sex hormone receptors.”  (This report is also available on request from me at neville.durow@gmail.com.).  Thus, the feminization of other animals could indicate a similar pattern in humans.  The study also lists the symptoms found in each of numerous species tested, some of which include testicular cancer.
The ill effects of these chemicals have in fact been documented for the human male populations as well.  A study led by the Centre for Reproductive Epidemiology at the University of Rochester examined baby boys from three different regions of the United States whose mothers had been exposed to substances containing phthalates.  Researchers tested expectant mothers for the presence of these chemicals in their urine.  Mothers with higher levels of the chemical tended to give birth to baby boys with smaller penises and in some cases, incompletely descended testicles.

Manufacturers of these chemicals, which are used in nail polish, hairspray and perfume bottles, suggested that it was unwise to jump to conclusions based on just one study.  However, researchers have also found that male mice exposed to the chemical grow up to have more feminine physical traits, and have found similar results in human boys.
Exposure of expectant mothers to phthalates, a common ingredient in many plastics, has been linked to smaller penis size and incomplete descent of testicles in their baby boys, according to a new research paper that found the chemical also appears to make the overall genital tracts of boys slightly more feminine.

The findings are sure to add more controversy to phthalates, a chemical that is added to polyvinyl chloride (PVC) plastic to make it less brittle, and to many types of personal care products including fragrances, hair sprays and nail polish.

The research was conducted on children from three different areas of the United States, and found a strong statistical correlation between expectant mothers who had above-average levels of the chemical in their urine while pregnant and the feminizing effect on their sons.

Phthalates are "probably reproductive toxins and should be eliminated from products gradually because we don't need them," said Shanna Swan, director of the Centre for Reproductive Epidemiology at the University of Rochester's school of medicine, who led the team of scientists who examined the boys.

The paper is published in the current issue of the journal Environmental Research.

The Virginia-based American Chemistry Council, which represents the makers of the chemical (Exxon Mobil, BASF, Ferro Corp., and Eastman Chemical), issued a statement saying it "cautioned against over-interpreting any individual study."

Scientists have been investigating the possible effects on boys of phthalates because rodent studies have shown the chemical has the peculiar ability to shorten the space between the anus and the genitalia in male mice exposed during fetal development. This space, known as anogenital distance or AGD, is normally about twice as long in young male mice than in females.  For mice, AGD is considered a measure of masculinity and a way to determine the sex of the pups.  Scientists are so confident of the effect that they've given the impact of the chemical on male rodents a name - phthalate syndrome.

Surveys of children have also found that there is a marked sexual difference for this trait in humans, too, with the length in boys about 50 per cent more than in girls.

Dr. Swan's research, conducted on 106 boys from Los Angeles, Columbus, Missouri and Minnesota, is among the first to raise the possibility that phthalate syndrome may also be at work in humans, because it found pregnant women with the highest amount of phthalates were markedly more likely to give birth to boys who had shorter anogenital distances.

When the boys were compared, none of the 29 with a shorter AGD were born to women who had low amounts of phthalates, while among the boys with a long space, only one was born to a mother with a high amount of the chemical.

The difference in the genital distance between the high-exposure and low-exposure boys was slight - around 3 to 4 per cent.

The paper also showed that incomplete descent of the testicles was "significantly" associated with mothers having more of the type of phthalate used in polyvinyl chloride plastic.

This phthalate, known as DEHP, has been listed as a toxic substance in Canada, and Health Canada has proposed but not implemented a prohibition limiting the chemical to no more than 0.1 per cent of the weight of toys used by young children.

Phthalates may have adverse effects because they are able to reduce testosterone synthesis by interfering with an enzyme needed to produce the male hormone.  This raises worries that they may alter any process dependent on the hormone that choreographs male development. Phthalates can easily leach out of products, enabling humans to absorb them through diet, skin and inhalation.

Dr. Swan cautioned that the research was conducted on a relatively small number of boys, and the findings need to be independently verified by other investigators.  It also isn't known what effect, if any, the chemical might have on the fertility of the boys, later in life, because the group would need to be followed into adulthood.

Nonetheless, Dr. Swan said she believes labelling laws need to be strengthened to allow consumers to choose whether to buy products or packaging that contain phthalates.

Cosmetics often contain phthalates, but the chemical isn't specifically mentioned because it is included in other listed items, such as fragrances.

Dr. Swan says she tries to buy phthalate-free cosmetics and doesn't store or microwave food in plastic containers, among other steps, to minimize her own exposure.

CHEM (Chemicals, Health and Environment Monitoring) Trust is a non-profit, UK-based organization devoted to “protecting humans and wildlife from harmful chemicals.” Founded in 2007, CHEM Trust seeks to increase awareness about these chemicals, and offers a great deal of background information and links for further research, as well as its own press releases, on their Web site: www.chemtrust.org.uk/. 

Human responsibilities in renewing the Earth
There can be no doubt that we, as inhabitants of Mother Earth, should have an intimate relationship with life on our beautiful planet.  Our religions, whether they are Christian, Islam, Jewish, Pagan, Pantheist or whatever should all go back to teaching the fundamentals of the interrelationships of all things in the Universe.  In the Christian religion the twenty-fourth psalm says “The earth is the Lord’s.”  This is an assertion that God, or the Universal Spirit, has overall sovereignty over the Earth.  It affirms a relationship between God, or the Universal Spirit, and the world that is independent of what we human beings think of Nature or what we do with it  (We should always bear in mind that the terms ‘the world’ and ‘Nature’ are indeed synonymous!).  The Universal Circle of Life religion teaches that God (or the Universal Spirit) is in all things and that if we harm any thing in the Universe we are indeed harming God.

The Earth that we inhabit is more complex that any of us can imagine in all of our lifetimes.  The destiny of the Earth and Nature is not bound to human destiny as many would like to believe.  The story of the Earth is only being scratched on the surface by that of our cultures or our technology.  Even the story of the entire human history is but an infinitesimal part of it.  We, as human beings, cannot oblige Nature to follow our agenda in all things – even though we can bend certain natural forces to our will.  No matter how much we try, we cannot control the weather or te succession of the seasons.  We cannot alter the movement of the tides as the Earth rotates on its axis and the Moon exerts its gravitational forces on the seas.  We cannot alter the fact that our very existence depends on a myriad of interrelationships in Nature, or that we rely on many (what we may call lesser beings) for our very existence.  It has been said that we could only exist on this planet for a mere four months if all of the invertebrates, including the insects, were to suddenly die out.

The world consists of an almost infinite web of relationships and interconnections in which we, as the human species, play a very small and seemingly almost insignificant role.  We may ignore it, but only at the cost of disaster.  It would be dangerous to imagine that the natural world would adjust itself at all costs so as to maintain our relationship to it.  The natural world can survive and recover from the damage that we are causing to it; we are dispensable.  We should always remember that the Earth and the Universe belong to God, or the Universal Spirit!

We are but temporary tenants on a planet that belongs to God.  We can never possess the land on which we live so as to do what we like with it.  Our title deeds are but a temporary permit to use the land – not to destroy it!  We should use it causing as little damage to the environment and other living creatures as possible.  We should always strive to return the land to as close to its pristine condition as we possibly can after damaging it during the construction of our buildings, roads and so on.

Traditionally, Christians and people from some other religions believe that they have been granted divine rights for the exploitation of the Earth through the writings in the Christian Old Testament book of Genesis where man is given “dominion” over all non-human creatures and things.  This is in fact a wrong interpretation of what the Bible, as a whole, says.

According to Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, “In Genesis, humanity is given the task of ‘cultivating’ the Garden of Eden.”

The Universal Circle of Light religion teaches that, although we have the right to make use of the things that are on the use for our survival, we should not use more natural resources than what we need in order to live.  When we grow the food that we require for our sustenance we should do it in such a way that we do not damage the living organisms in the soil – in other words, we should use organic methods of food production.  The Universal Circle of Life believers are vegetarians who will use animal products such as milk, cheese and eggs as long as no inhumane practices have been used in their production.  All forms of intentional harm, whether inflicted on humans or any other living creatures, are strictly frowned upon.

Many humans regard the “powers of Nature” as simply a threat that has to be overcome.  This attitude alienates Man from Nature.  A true lover of the natural world stands in awe when experiencing these powers and strives to conserve them for all eternity.  We should all focus on the potential treasures that these powers have and in so doing start a convergent process wherein we strive to become one with Nature.  Where possible we should use these powers to better our world without over-exploiting the resources of the natural world.  A simple example of this train of thought would be to harness the power of the sun and the wind to generate electricity.  We would be benefitting ourselves without damaging any part of Nature.  Another example would be to use the forces that exist in flowing water to pump some of that water (using a ram pump or a water wheel) to a header reservoir where we can use it to our advantage without causing any environmental damage.  All it requires is a little imagination on our part!

We all (no matter what our religious persuasions are) are responsible for ensuring that we have a clean, safe and sustainable world in which we live.  At the moment we have fallen short of this ideal.  We thoughtlessly increase the carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere thereby increasing the climatic changes brought about by global warming.  We procreate at a faster rate than the planet can sustain thereby hastening the coming famines that could bring about the extinction of our species.  We consume and waste more than we actually need for healthy survival thereby robbing others of some of the necessities of life.  We thoughtlessly clear vast tracts of land in order to build our pretentious homes instead of only clearing that which is necessary for a modest cottage that blends in with the natural environment.  We equip our homes with many power-guzzling devices so that we can “keep up with the Joneses” thereby wasting electrical power and further contributing to global warming and the eventual extinction of all human and most animal life!

Now is the time for all of us to contribute to the renewal of our critically damaged planet by taking these few simple, unselfish steps:

· Only consume what you actually require for a healthy lifestyle.

· Don’t invest in the latest gadget or technology just because your neighbour has it.  Always consider whether you actually need it or whether you can make do with what you already have.

· Don’t buy that expensive, fuel-guzzling, high-powered motor vehicle just because it is fashionable to outdo the neighbours.  A 1400cc motor vehicle will use a lot less fuel than a 3-litre 4x4 and emit less than half the amount of CO2 into the atmosphere.

· Where possible buy local organic fresh produce or grow your own.  You will be saving fuel and the emissions that the transport would give off in transporting the produce from a far-away place.

· Use low-energy light bulbs and don’t use high-powered bright floodlights.  They not only use large quantities of electricity, but they also cause light pollution!  Above all, switch off any lights or appliances that you are not using.

· Use the sun and wind to dry your laundry.  A clothes drier not only uses large amounts of electricity, but it also contributes significantly to global warming.

· Plant mainly plants that are indigenous to your area in your garden.  They have adapted to the climatic conditions in your area and will not require constant attention and watering when once they are established.  Remember that plants that are indigenous to other parts of the country are not indigenous to your area and they may require watering.

· Where possible don’t use pesticides and herbicides in your garden or home.  Let Nature take its course and you should physically remove any weeds that may come up (A thickly planted indigenous garden doesn’t require much weeding or the eradication of insect “pests”!)

· Always consider the impact that every one of your actions will have on the natural environment.

Young People's Section
The Story of the Amber Beads
Do you know Mother Nature?  She is the one whom God has given the task of caring for the Earth, and all the things that grow in or on it, just as God has given your mother the responsibility for the care of her family of boys and girls.

You may think that Mother Nature, like the famous "old woman who lived in the shoe," has so many children that she doesn't know what to do.  But you will know better when you get to know her, and learn how strong she really is, and how active; how she can really be in hundreds of places at the same time, taking care of a sick tree, or a baby flower that has just germinated; and, all at the same time, building underground palaces, guiding the steps of little travellers setting out on long journeys, and sweeping, dusting, and arranging her great house, - the Earth.  And all the while, in the midst of her patient and never-ending work, she will tell us the most charming and marvellous stories of ages long ago when she was young, or of the treasures that lie hidden in the most distant and secret closets of her palace; just such stories as you all like to hear your mother or teacher tell when you gather round her.

A few of these stories which she has told me, I am about to pass on to you, beginning with this one.

I know a little girl: she lives in a deep forest.  Her home is barely more than a hut; her food, soup and bread.  Her father keeps goats in the forest; and, instead of wearing a coat, wraps himself in a blanket, for protection from the cold winds that drive great clouds of mist and drizzle before them.

As for Jenny herself, her blonde hair is bound in a pony-tail with a yellow ribbon; her face is browned by exposure to the weather; and her hands are hardened by work, for she helps her mother to cook and sew, to tend the vegetables in the kitchen garden and to milk the cow in the morning and evening.
Little Jenny has one treasure which many a lady would be proud to wear.  It is a necklace of amber beads, - "lamour beads," old Elsie, her aunt, calls them; for that is the name they went by when she was young.

Maybe you have seen amber, and know its rich, sunshiny colour, and the scent it gives off when it is rubbed; and do you may also know that rubbing will make amber attract things somewhat as a magnet does?  Jenny's beads had all these properties, but also some others that are wonderful and lovely; and it is of those particularly that I would like to tell you.  Each bead has some tiny thing, encased inside of it as if it had grown in the amber; and Jenny is never tired of looking at, and wondering about, them.  Here is one with a delicate bit of ferny moss shut up, as it were, in a globe of yellow light.  In another is the tiniest fly, - his little wings outspread, and raised for flight.  Again, she can show us a bee lodged in one bead that looks like solid honey, and a little bright-winged beetle in another.  This one holds two slender needles of grass lying across each other, and here we see a single scale of a butterfly wing; while yet another shows a tiny seed cup, fit for a fairy's use.  I wish you could see the beads, for I cannot tell you half of their beauty.  Now, where do you suppose they came from, and how did little Jenn come into possession of such a treasure?

All she knows about it is, that her grandfather, - old Ken, who now slumbers all day in his rocking chair the corner, - once, years ago when he was a young boy, went down to the seashore after a great storm, hoping to help save something from the wreck of the boat that had gone ashore during the night; and there among the slippery seaweeds his foot had accidentally uncovered a clear, shining lump of amber, in which all these little creatures were embedded.  Now, Ken loved a pretty girl; and, when she promised to be his bride, he brought her a necklace of amber beads.  He had carved them himself out of his lump of amber, working carefully to save in each bead the prettiest insect or plant, and thinking, while he toiled hour after hour, of the delight with which he would see his bride wear them.  That bride was Jenny's grandmother; and when she died last year, she said, "Let little Jenny have my lamour beads, and keep them as long as she lives."

But what puzzled Jeanie was, how the amber came to be on the seashore; and, most of all, how the bees and mosses came to be inside of it.  Woudn’t you like to know?  If you would, that is one of Mother Nature's stories, and she will gladly tell it.  Listen to what she relies  to our questions: -
"I remember a time, long, long before you were born, - long, even, before any humans were living upon the Earth; then the Highveld, as you call it, where little Jenny was bron, were covered with forests.  There were yellowwoods, mahoganies, and even pine trees; and among them one kind of pine, tall and stately, from which a shining yellow gum flowed, just as you have seen little drops of sticky gum exude from our own acacia trees.  This beautiful yellow gum was fragrant; and, as the thousands of little insects fluttered about it in the warm sunshine, they were attracted by its pleasant odour, - perhaps, too, by its taste, - and once they alighted upon it, they stuck fast, and could not get away; while the great yellow drops oozing out surrounded, and at last covered, them entirely.  So, too, wind-blown bits of grass, leaves, seeds, and little sticks were soon securely imbedded in the fast-flowing gum; and, as time went by, it hardened and hardened more and more.  And this is amber."

"That is well told, Mother Nature; but it does not explain how Grandfather Ken's lump of amber came to be on the seashore."

"Wait, then, for the second part of the story.”
"Did you ever hear that, in those very old times, the land sometimes sank down into the sea, even so deep that the water covered the very mountain-tops; and then, after ages, it was slowly lifted up again, to sink indeed, perhaps, yet again and again?

"You can hardly believe it, yet I myself was there to see it; and I remember well when the great forests of Africa – including the amber-pines - were lowered into the deep sea.  There, lying at the bottom of the ocean, the wood and the gum hardened like stone, and only the great storms can disturb them as they lie half-buried in the sand.  It was one of those great storms that brought Grandfather Ken's lump of amber to land."

If we could only walk on the bottom of the sea, what treasures we might find!
A peep into one of Nature’s storerooms
Once there was a mother who thought she would build a beautiful home for her children, putting everything they could ever need or desire into it.  So she built the beautiful house; and anyone just seeing the outside of it would exclaim, “How beautiful!”  For its roof was a wide, blue dome like the sky, and the lofty rooms had arching ceilings were covered with tracery of leaves and waving branches. The floors were carpeted with velvet, and the whole house was lit with tiny lamps that shone like the stars from above.  The sweetest perfumes floated through the air, while thousands of birds answered the music of fountains with their songs.  And yet, when you had seen all this, you would not have seen the best part of it: for the house has been so wonderfully designed, that it is full of mysterious cupboards, storerooms, and secret drawers, all locked by magic keys, or fastened by concealed springs; and each one is filled with something precious, or useful, or beautiful to look at, — piles upon piles, and heaps upon heaps of wonderful things.  Everything that the children could want, or dream of wanting, is laid up here; but yet they were not to be told anything about it.  They are to be put into this delightful home, and left to find out all about it for themselves.

At first, as you probably know, they will only play as children will.  They will roll on the soft carpets, and listen to the fountain and the birds, and wander from room to room to discover new beauties everywhere; but some day a boy or a girl, full of curiosity, will pry here and there into nooks and crannies, and will touch one of the hidden springs; a door will fly open, and one storeroom of treasures will be revealed.  How he will shout, and call his brothers and sisters to admire them with him; how they will pull out the treasures, and try to learn how to use the new and strange materials.

What was my mother’s intention?  Why did she give that thing so odd a shape, or so strange a covering?  And so through many questions, and many experiments, they learn at last how to use the contents of this one storeroom.  But do you imagine that sensible children, after one such discovery, would be satisfied?  Of course they would explore and explore; try every panel, and press every spring, until, one by one, all of the cupboards should be opened, and all the treasures brought out.  And then how could they show their gratitude to their dear mother who had taken such pains to prepare this wonderful house for them?  The least they could do would be to try to use everything for the purpose for which it was intended, and not to destroy or injure any of the precious gifts prepared so lovingly for their use.

Now, Mother Nature, or God, or the Universal Spirit as some people say, has made us just such a house, for you and for me and for little Maggie and Jenny, and for all the grown-ups and children too.  It is this Earth on which we live.  You can see the blue roof, and the arched ceilings of the rooms, with their canopy of leaves and drooping branches, and the velvet-covered floors, and the lights and birds and fountains; but do you know any of the secret closets?  Have you found the key or spring of a single one, or been called by your mother or father or brother or sister to take a peep into one of them?

If you have not, perhaps you would like to go with me to examine one that was opened a good many years ago, but contains such valuable things that the uses of all of them have not yet been discovered, and their beauty is just beginning to be known.

The doorway of this storeroom lies in the side of a hill.  It is twice as wide as the garage door where your parent’s motor cars are driven in; and two railway-tracks run out at it, side by side, with a little foot-path between them.  The entrance is light, because it opens so wide; but we can see that the floor slopes downward, and the way looks dark and narrow before us.  We will need a guide; and here comes one, — a rough-looking man, with dirty clothes, and an odd little lamp fastened to the front of his hard hat.  He is one of the workmen that are employed to bring the treasures out of this dark storeroom; and he will show us, by the light of his lamp, some of the wonders of the place.

Walk down the sloping foot-path now, and be careful to keep out of the way of the little carts that are coming and going on each side of you, loaded on one side, and empty on the other, and seeming to run up and down by themselves.  But you will find that they are really pulled and pushed by an engine that stands outside the doorway and reaches them by long chains.  At last we reach the foot of the slope; and, as our eyes become accustomed to the faint light, we can see passages leading off to the left and the right, and square chambers cut into the solid hill.  So this great green hill, upon which you might run or play, inside is like what I think some of those large anthills must be, — traversed by galleries, and full of rooms and long passages.  All around us we see men like our guide, working by the light of their little lamps.  We hear the echoing sound of their tools; and we see great blocks and heaps that they have broken away, and loaded into little carts that stand ready, here and there, to be drawn to the foot of the slope.

Now, are you curious to know what this treasure is?  Have you already seen that it is only coal, and do you wonder why I think it is so precious?  Look a little closer, while our guide lets the light of his lamp fall upon the black wall at your side.  Do you see the delicate tracery of ferns, more beautiful than the finest drawing.  See, beneath your feet is the marking of great tree-trunks lying directly across the floor, and the forms of gigantic palm-leaves strewn among them.  Here is something different, rounded like a nut-shell; you can split off one side, and behold there is the nut lying snugly as does any nut in its shell!

Did you notice the great pillars of coal that are left to hold up the roof?  Let us look at them; for perhaps we can examine them more closely than we can the roof, and the sides of these halls.  Here are mosses and little leaves, and sometimes an odd-looking little body that is not unlike some of the sea-creatures we found at the beach last summer; and everything is made of coal, nothing but coal.  How did it happen, and what does it mean?  Ferns and palms, mosses and trees and animals, all perfect, all beautiful, and yet all hidden away under this hill, and turned into shining black coal.

Now, I can remember when I was a small child and I first saw a coal fire, and how odd it looked to see what seemed to be burning stones.  For, when I was a little child, we always had logs of wood blazing in an open fireplace during the cold winter months, and so did many other people, and coal was just commonly used for fuel.  What would we have done, if everybody had kept on burning wood to this day?  There would have been scarcely a tree left standing; for think of all the locomotives and furnaces in factories, besides all the fires in houses and churches and schoolrooms. But Mother Nature knew that we would need other fuels besides wood, and so she made great forests to grow on the Earth before she had made any humans to populate it.  These forests were of trees, different in some ways from those that we have now, great ferns as tall as this house, and mosses as high as little trees, and palm-leaves of enormous size.  And, when they were all prepared, she planned how they should best be stored up for the future use of her children, who would not be here to use them for many thousands of years to come.  So she let them grow and ripen and fall to the ground, and then the great rocks were piled above them to compress them compactly together, and they were heated and heavily pressed, until, as the ages went by, they changed slowly into these hard, black, shining stones, and became a better fuel than any wood, because the substance of wood was concentrated in them.  Then the hills were piled up on top of it all; but here and there some edge of a coal-bed was tilted up, and appeared above the ground.  This served as a hint to curious men, to make them ask "What is this?" and "What is it good for?" and so at last, following their questions, to find their way to the secret stores, and make an open doorway, and let the world in.  So much for the fuel; but Mother Nature meant something else besides fuel when she packed this closet for her children.  At first they only understood this simplest and plainest value of the coal.  But there were some things that troubled the miners very much: one was gas that would ignite from their lamps and sparks from their picks, and burn, making it dangerous for men to go into the passages where they were likely to meet it.  But eventually the wise men thought about it, and said to themselves, “We must find out what useful purpose Mother Nature made the gas for: we know that she does not make anything only to harm us.”  The thought came to them that it may be manufactured from coal, and transported through pipes and cylinders to our houses to take the place of lamps or candles, which until that time had been the only light.  But, after making the gas, there was a thick, pitchy substance left from the coal, called coal-tar.  It was only a nuisance to the gas-makers, who had no use for it, and even threw it away, until someone, more thoughtful than the others, found out that water would not pass through it.  And so it began to be used to cover roofs of buildings, and, mixed with some other substances, made a pavement for roads; and being spread over iron-work it protected it from rust.  Don't you see how many uses we have found for this coal-tar refuse?  And the finest of all is yet to come; for the chemists got hold of it, and distilled and refined it, until they prepared from the black, dirty pitch lovely emerald-coloured crystals which had the property of dying silk and cotton and wool in beautiful colours, — violet, magenta, purple, or green.  What do you think of that from the coal-tar?  When you have a new ribbon for your hair; or a pretty red dress, or your grandmother buys a new dress, just ask if they are dyed with aniline colours; and if the answer is "Yes," you may know that they came from the coal-tar.  Besides the dyes, we also have naphtha left, useful in making varnish, and various oils that are used in more ways than I can mention, or you would care to hear.  If your cousin Annie has a plastic belt-clasp or bracelet, and if you find in aunt Edith's box of old treasures an odd-shaped brooch of Bakelite, you may remember the coal again; for jet is only one kind of lignite, which is a name for a certain type of coal.

But here is another surprise of a different kind.  You have seen boxes of hard, smooth, white candles with the name paraffin marked on the cover.  Would you think the black coal could ever undergo such a change so as to come out in the form of these white candles?  Go to the factory where they are made, and you can see the whole process; and then you will understand one more of Mother Nature's meanings for coal.

And all this time I have not said a word about how, while the great forests lay under pressure for millions of years, the oils that were in the growing plants (just as oils are in many growing plants now) were pressed out, and flowed into underground reservoirs, lying hidden there, until one day not many years ago a man accidentally drilled into one.  Up came the oil, spouting and running all over, gushing out and streaming down to a little river that ran near by.  As it floated on the surface of the water (because oil and water will not mix, you know), the boys, up to their mischief, set fire to it, and a stream of fire rolled along down the river; proving to everybody who saw it, that a new light, as good as gas, had come from the coal.  Now those of us who have paraffin lamps may thank the oil-wells that were prepared for us so many years ago.

And now let me tell you that almost all the uses for coal have been found out since I was a child; and, by the time you are grown up, you may be sure that as many more will be discovered, if not from that storeroom, certainly from some of the many others that our good Mother has prepared for us, and hidden among the mountains or in the deserts, or perhaps under your very feet today; for thousands of people walked over those hills of coal, before one saw the treasures that lay hidden there.  I have only told you enough to teach you how to look for yourselves; a peep, you know, is all I promised you.  Sometime we may open yet another door together.
Reader’s Notices

Some of the attractions that may interest you:
1.  Koi Fish

Nestled near the end of Impeti Drive in Ashburton is a rustic timber cottage surrounded by a high mesh fence.  Inside these grounds is a delightful indigenous garden that is alive with wild birds.  But, hidden from public view is a thriving Koi Fish Farm and breeding facility that is run by Ron Pieterse and his wife, Merrywyn.
2.
Rocky Wonder Aloe Nursery

If you take the Ashburton interchange on the N3 highway and turn right you will enter Pope Ellis Drive.  Now continue along this road, past the Ashburton Training Centre, down the hill past the Lancaster Quarry and onto a gravel road (D389).  Continue on this road for approximately 3,5 km and on your left you will see a farm entrance marked “Aloe Nursery” and “Rocky Wonder”.  Drive in this entrance and the road will lead you into the nursery.  When you reach the parking area, if Winston Carr the owner is not around, hoot and he will come to welcome you.
The Aloe Nursery contains most of the indigenous South African Aloe species as well as several species from Central Africa and Madagascar.  

If you would like to let our readers know about something that you have for sale, your handcrafts or an event you can advertise it for free in this section.  Just send me the details via email or SMS.  Unfortunately, I cannot take telephone requests.
Email:

neville.durow@gmail.com
SMS:

0827084285
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