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A Word from the Editor

Once again this is a bumper edition of Eco Focus.  It is packed with news and other items of interest to our readers.

We are indeed living in times where human activities are threatening our very existence.  Large tracts of almost pristine natural habitats are being destroyed in the name of human “progress”.  When one investigates these so-called “developments” it soon becomes obvious that the real motive behind them is the enrichment of the property developers and industrialists.

A common claim by the developers and their so-called environmental consultants is that they will provide large-scale employment opportunities and enrich the developed areas.  In reality, these claims of large-scale employment opportunities are short-lived and only last as long as the construction phase is in progress.  After that the construction workers are dismissed and revert to the unemployed.

A far more sustainable and viable solution to the unemployment situation is eco-tourism which is one of the biggest providers of employment in South Africa.  Our own area has tremendous potential for sustainable eco-based tourism and we should all be working towards awakening the local residents and the governing authorities to this fact.
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Community Events and News:

Zebras released at Tanglethorn Wildlife Estate
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A zebra leaves the truck
There was much excitement at Tanglethorn Wildlife Estate at the beginning of July 2009. The order of 6 Zebras had finally arrived. They came from a wildlife estate in Howick. The animals  were darted with a tranquillizer by Shemungwe Game Capture, herded into a 5 ton truck and transported down to Tanglethorn Estate in Manderston. 

Exited homeowners, friends and neighbours were waiting anxiously. It was a special moment to witness the release of wildlife on the estate. After the truck gate was opened, the first zebra shot out very fast and the next one followed swiftly. The next two mothers with babies took their time, went out slowly, looked around and started to trot off, only to be seen happily grazing a bit later. Another interesting encounter was the meeting of the zebras and the horses. Both parties were very inquisitive and the Zebras wanted to investigate. However, the resident 3 horses clearly did not want intruders and chased them off the paddock. The Zebras have since settled down happily, and are exploring Tanglethorn, with their favourite place being the lawn below our house. 

The development of Tanglethorn Wildlife Estate is a key link between the game farms and wildlife reserves which stretch from Bisley Nature Reserve to the Dardenel's Road (P338) in Manderston, a 12km wildlife habitat (approximately 1000ha) within the Msunduzi South – Eastern area.

Story submitted by:

Stefanie Schütte

e-mail: stefanie@sdc.co.za

www.tanglethorn.co.za
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Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy July meeting
the Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy held a meeting at the Rocky Wonder Aloe Nursery on Saturday, 18 July 2009.  Among the items that were discussed were:
· The lease of the Durberg-Mariban property.  This would become effective on 1 August and Keith Brown mentioned that he would be calling a meeting of all participants in the consortium shortly in order to formalise the management of the property.  Some other conservancy members were also interested in joining the consortium.

· Darlene Bond thanked all of those who had assisted in making the Aloe Festival a success.  She stated that in excess of R10 000 had been taken.  The meeting decided that the timing of the festival coincided with the blooming of our indigenous Aloe Ferox and that the next Aloe Festival would be held over the weekend of 26-27 June 2010.

· Pandora Long and Neville Durow had attended several meetings in connection with proposed property developments in the Mpushini and Mkhondeni River catchment areas.  These meetings included those linked with the Almond Bank development at the source of the Mkhondeni River and the Cherry Moss mixed use development on the old Ken Hardman property in Ashburton.
· Five Indians were arrested for poaching a Nyala Bull in the Penniel Mission area.  Two of the accused pleaded guilty and were fined R10 000 each.  Half of the sentence was suspended for five years.  The other three Indians were released as the court found that they were innocent bystanders.

· A meeting was hosted by Mkhabathini Tourism where a presentation was made by a representative of N3 Gateway Corridor Tourism and Open Africa Tourism.  A steering committee was formed to initiate a Mkhambathini Tourism Corridor.

· Darlene Bond appealed to conservancy members and residents to report the registration numbers and the makes of suspicious vehicles that were seen in the area.  She is compiling a database that will be circulated to all members and other interested parties.
· Neville Durow reported on the activities of the Conservation Corridor working group.
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Fire Season
In terms of current legislation we are now in the annual fire season and it is a criminal offence to start any outdoor fires other than in a demarcated fire place.  This means that no more fire breaks or block burns may be done until October or until a minimum of 13mm of rain has fallen within a 48-hour period.  Also no trash or rubbish may be burned except in a properly constructed incinerator.  The penalty for disobeying this legislation is a minimum sentence of two years imprisonment or a hefty fine.
All property owners are expected to keep fire-fighting equipment such as beaters, sprayers, etc. handy at all times.  It is also advisable to keep a few containers of water handy for use in the sprayers.
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Ian McCallum to visit the Lower Mpushini Valley

The Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy will once again be hosting Ian McCallum and his wife to a breakfast and trail on 12 September when he next visits the Pietermaritzburg area.
Ian is the best-selling author of the book Ecological Intelligence – Rediscovering ourselves in Nature, a medical practitioner, psychologist, poet, nature guide and former Springbok rugby player.  Here is an excerpt from the webpage www.inventafrica.com:

“A medical doctor, psychiatrist and analytical psychologist, he is also a specialist wilderness guide, an author and a poet. He has spent the last ten years guiding throughout Southern Africa and parts of East Africa. His special interests focus on evolutionary theory, consciousness and the animal-human interface, what we learn about ourselves from the animals, and astronomy.

His anthology of wilderness poems, Wild Gifts, was published in 1999 followed a year later by his novel Thorns to Kilimanjaro. His highly acclaimed book Ecological Intelligence - Rediscovering Ourselves in Nature, which addresses the interconnectedness of all living things and ultimately, the survival of the human animal, was first published in 2005 and is into its third print run. Ian has recently developed Wild Leaders and The Spoor of Influence, corporate leadership programmes based on the principles of ecological intelligence. 

His other interests include photography (Agfa Wildlife category winner 2001) and sport (he is a former rugby Springbok, 1970-74). He is a patron of the Wilderness Foundation and a trustee of the Cape Leopard Trust. He has travelled extensively in South Africa, Zambia, Kenya, Rwanda and Tanzania.”
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Wildlife and Conservation:

Riverine corridors – Our lifelines

It is common knowledge that South Africa is extremely rich in natural resources.  However, there is one resource that is very scarce, and that is water.  It is a natural commodity that is distributed irregularly in time due to our climatic conditions.  Frequent droughts alternate with periods of high rainfall.  Furthermore, it is a resource that is distributed unequally throughout the country.  The eastern half of the country receives markedly more rainfall than the western half.  Also, most of the rivers drain into the Indian Ocean.

Our riverine water resources are presently under extreme pressure due to a rapidly growing population that comes with its own sets of problems – more industries, housing developments and more agricultural activities – all resulting in a deterioration of the natural water resources due to pollution, littering and the abstraction of water for industrial, agricultural and domestic uses.  A further threat to this scarce resource is the rapid spread of alien plant species, particularly along the banks of our streams and rivers.  These plants soak up vast quantities of water and thus reduce the flow.

Many people advocate the building of more dams in the river catchment areas.  Dams have both positive and negative impacts on the environment.  On the plus side they can be beneficial to the human population in that they regulate the flow of rivers, reducing flood damage, and contributing to a perennial rather than a seasonal flow.  In addition sediment that was eroded upstream is deposited in the dam, and the growth of aquatic plants results in nutrients being removed from the water resulting in cleaner water leaving the dam than that which entered it.  On the negative side, however, the riverine ecosystem is affected downstream.  The alterations in the quantity and quality of water flowing in the river or stream, coupled with temperature changes due to the reduced flow and alterations to the timing of low and high water levels can cause loss of biodiversity below the dams.  Of particular concern is the reduction in water flow which results in a reduction of the river’s scouring ability and this leads to silt accumulations in estuaries.

The protection for free movement of genetic materials along riverine corridors is an important conservation goal, and biological corridors are usually conceived as belts of forested land, overlooking the fact that every free flowing stream on Earth fulfils altitudinal corridor functions.  Effectiveness of riverine corridor function is affected by multiple human activity impacts, but probably the most disruptive is fragmentation by dams. This fragmentation is disastrous for migratory fish species.

Our South African landscapes are not generally suitable for the building of dams.  We have very few deep valleys and gorges and as a result dams that are built are shallow with a large surface area.  This results in large water losses due to evaporation in our hot, dry climate.  Furthermore, our rivers carry a high silt load due to steep river gradients, poor agricultural practices and human settlement.  This silt is deposited in the dams and their lives are reduced as they silt up.  In addition many dams are built so that they flood some of the few natural wetlands and thus destroying them.

There are many other threats to our riverine ecosystems.  South Africa suffers from a growing shortage of water and we cannot afford to let these threats to healthy riverine ecosystems get out of control.  Three of these threats are:

· Water abstraction, or the removal of water to satisfy the needs of industry, agriculture and human consumption.  Water abstraction has the effect of reducing the flow in a river or stream which has a direct detrimental impact on the ecology.

· Intercatchment transfer of water.  This involves the transfer of water from catchments which have good supplies of water but where the demand is low to those catchments where there is insufficient water due to high demand.  There are numerous intercatchment transfer schemes in operation, a notable one being the Tugela-Vaal scheme in the Drakensberg.  These transfers have far-reaching ecological, political and socio-economic implications.  The transfers can result in the introduction of alien invasive species and water-borne diseases into the receiving catchment to the detriment of the ecology.

· Water pollution.  Industrial and agricultural activities within a catchment area invariably introduce pollutants into the riverine system.

The quality of the Mpushini River riverine system is already showing signs of degradation.  During the periods of low water flow the pools become choked with green, slimy algae.  The reason for this state of affairs is due to agricultural and domestic activities within the catchment area.  A growing number of smallholders are pumping water out of the river for the irrigation of their vegetable crops and their gardens.  This reduces the flow in the river.

Many of the local Ashburton residents keep horses and chickens as pets.  Some dump the droppings on compost heaps close to the river bank and when it rains, the nutrients in these compost heaps leaches out and flows into the river adding to the nitrate and phosphate levels in the water.  The result – a dramatic increase in the growth of algae.  When this alga dies and decays the decomposition process causes all of the dissolved oxygen to be used up and this, in turn, results in the death of all the water creatures that ensure a healthy river.

The use of fertilizers, herbicides and insecticides in gardens and croplands adds to the heavy burden that the river has to carry.  The runoff from these gardening and farming activities is highly toxic to the aquatic ecosystem.

There has been a rapid increase in the number of property development applications in the catchments areas of our rivers in recent years.  Most of the proposals paint a glowing picture of how their development will be “environmentally friendly” and how all environmental factors have been taken into account in the initial planning process.  When one reads these proposals one will find that all of them will cause considerable environmental damage.  This damage is not only due to the clearing of all natural vegetation from the site – after all, this damage can be temporary and a semblance of the natural vegetation can be re-established in time.  The real damage is in the long term when the outflows of the septic tanks, inadequate sewage systems and storm-water runoff reaches the rivers and poisons the aquatic ecosystem.

Don’t get me wrong.  I am not against all property developments; only those that will cause damage to our sensitive ecosystems.  There is nothing wrong with low-density developments where minimal disturbance of the natural landscape is caused during the building and later construction phases; where adequate provision is made for the safe disposal of sewage and waste water; and where refuse is disposed of in an environmentally-friendly way (not merely dumped in a hole and occasionally burned!).

It is time that all of the people who love our area stood up and were counted in pressuring the authorities to impose strict environmental controls on all of the inhabitants of our river catchments.  Also, no high-density property development schemes should be allowed within a minimum of 100 metres of the flood-line of any river; neither should any industrial development be allowed within the catchments of the Mpushini or Mkondeni Rivers.  In this way we can ensure that healthy riverine corridors are maintained in our area.
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Lifestyle:
Who or what is the guilty party?

Many people complain about how destructive Vervet Monkeys are to nesting birds.  However, it would appear that many bird lovers, householders and gardeners may have become self-appointed judges, without the monkeys being allowed any representation!  Monkeys and alien rats are invariably attracted to bird tables and anything that is remotely edible, but, unlike the rats, the monkeys do at least belong here.  When there is an over population of monkeys, which have learned to exist on easy pickings and human handouts, the problem they cause is clearly multiplied.
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Don’t feed the monkeys!
Vervet monkeys are versatile primates.  They are a widely distributed species that easily adapts to a variety of habitats.  They occur throughout Africa from the Sudan to the southern tip of South Africa.  They are opportunistic omnivores and are mainly vegetarian existing mainly on wild fruits, flowers, leaves, seed pods, sap, roots and tubers.  They will occasionally feed on invertebrates and rarely on vertebrates.

Due to their perceived destructive natures, Vervets raise management issues in both protected and non-protected areas, particularly where commercial farms, human settlements and protected areas are adjacent to one another.

Very little research has been done in South Africa into the breeding and ecological requirements of Vervet Monkeys.  Most of the research has been done in Central Africa where conditions are different from those in our own country.  One thing that is common throughout Africa is that where monkeys and humans live in close proximity the monkeys are considered to be pests as their opportunistic behaviour causes them to take advantage of any free meals.  Often the important role that monkeys play in the ecology is not appreciated or ignored as their negative stigma outweighs their benefits to such areas.
There is scientific evidence that points to an increase in fertility when food is abundant with chimpanzees, and some experts think that fertilisation is higher in well-fed female Vervet Monkeys than in those living a more natural, less opulent, lifestyle.  In addition, studies have found that monkey population densities vary according to food availability and that mothers in prime condition shorten the interval between conceptions.  The offspring of well-fed monkey mothers are also much more likely to have a high survival rate.
It is therefore obvious that the more abundant the unnatural food supply, including that available at bird tables, on rubbish dumps and in gardens and farm lands the more monkey numbers will increase.  In addition, they can afford to become bolder around human habitation than they would be in their natural state, because their numbers are no longer controlled by the usual predators.  When the Monkey’s natural habits are corrupted by human activities or actions, it is always the monkeys who get the blame and not the people! 
One of the big problems that we have in the more natural areas is that problem monkeys are often caught in built-up areas and then released into our “wilds”.  Also, monkeys that were once pets are often released into the farming areas when they become a problem.  These introductions do not have the ability to search for food in nature and make straight for the nearest human habitation where they know that food is available.  They also have no natural fear for humans and will freely enter houses and sheds in search of food.
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Easy pickings.
One of the solutions to the monkey problem is to conserve as much of their natural habitat as is possible, but this is easier said than done, and they are not the only creatures being punished by human “progress” and “development”.  Not destroying the natural vegetation or planting well chosen indigenous vegetation can help to reduce the problem.  It is also extremely important that we humans, with our bird-feeding feeding trays, easily opened rubbish bins, and our rubbish dumps should not be seen as sources of food. 
In one research study that was carried out at a safari lodge in Kenya it was revealed that human food played an important role in the survival of the troop.  What is interesting was the observation that monkeys became more aggressive and that human-monkey conflict frequently occurred.  The study also found that more time was spent resting and less time was spent foraging compared to monkeys that had little or no human contact.
In some nature reserves, monkeys and baboons often become a terrible nuisance, despite the fact that their normal feeding areas remain unaltered.  This is because they have learnt that “humans equal food”.  Yet in rarely-visited, remote natural areas of southern Africa, these primates have a natural fear of humans and keep clear.  In these natural areas they do not become over populated and their impact on birds is probably no more than that of other nest robbers like snakes and many bird species.  No one would think of wishing to eliminate those bird species that raid other bird’s nests to feed on their eggs and young.  Birds and monkeys have evolved together and co-existed for ages without human interference. 

The lack of indigenous vegetation in gardens makes matters worse, as monkeys on some farms and in urban areas become increasingly reliant on stealing food, receiving handouts from humans or the contents of bird nests.  Anyone who considers shooting them needs to remember that, besides being cruel, this would, in most areas, be considered a criminal offence with severe penalties.  A less offensive idea to keep them away is to hang shiny strips of foil that constantly twist and move in the breeze.  Where monkeys have become a problem by eating and biting off certain flowers a possible solution is to coat the stems of the flowers with a weak solution of Jeyes Fluid – the smell keeps them away.  Another method is to feed the birds inside a cage that is made of large-mesh welded wire where Monkeys cannot reach the food but the birds can get in through the wire.

People who have completely natural gardens, and who never make food available for the monkeys (either at bird tables or on their rubbish dumps) have very little problems with them.  This is despite that fact that the monkeys do occasionally visit their gardens and partake of the natural food that is available.

So, in order to reduce your monkey problem:

· Don’t feed the birds on an open bird-feeder table.

· Don’t dispose of any edible food or peels on your rubbish dump.  Turn it into compost!

· Only plant suitable indigenous plants in your garden.
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A vegetarian diet can prevent chronic diseases
From ScienceDaily (July 3, 2009)

The American Dietetic Association has released an updated position paper on vegetarian diets that concludes such diets, if well-planned, are healthful and nutritious for adults, infants, children and adolescents and can help prevent and treat chronic diseases including heart disease, cancer, obesity and diabetes.

ADA's position, published in the July issue of the Journal of the American Dietetic Association, represents the Association's official stance on vegetarian diets:

"It is the position of the American Dietetic Association that appropriately planned vegetarian diets, including total vegetarian or vegan diets, are healthy, nutritionally adequate and may provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases.  Well-planned vegetarian diets are appropriate for individuals during all stages of the life-cycle including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood and adolescence and for athletes."

ADA's position and accompanying paper were written by Winston Craig, PhD, MPH, RD, professor and chair of the department of nutrition and wellness at Andrews University; and Reed Mangels, PhD, RD, nutrition advisor at the Vegetarian Resource Group, Baltimore, Md.

The revised position paper incorporates new topics and additional information on key nutrients for vegetarians, vegetarian diets in the life cycle and the use of vegetarian diets in prevention and treatment of chronic diseases.  "Vegetarian diets are appropriate for all stages of the life cycle," according to ADA's position.  "There are many reasons for the rising interest in vegetarian diets.  The number of vegetarians in the United States is expected to increase over the next decade."

Vegetarian diets are often associated with health advantages including lower blood cholesterol levels, lower risk of heart disease, lower blood pressure levels and lower risk of hypertension and type 2 diabetes, according to ADA's position.  "Vegetarians tend to have a lower body mass index and lower overall cancer rates.  Vegetarian diets tend to be lower in saturated fat and cholesterol and have higher levels of dietary fibre, magnesium and potassium, vitamins C and E, foliate, carotenoids, flavonoids and other phytochemicals.  These nutritional differences may explain some of the health advantages of those following a varied, balanced vegetarian diet."

The position paper draws on results from ADA's evidence analysis process and information from the ADA Evidence Analysis Library to show vegetarian diets can be nutritionally adequate in pregnancy and result in positive maternal and infant health outcomes.  Additionally, an evidence-based review showed a vegetarian diet is associated with a lower risk of death from ischemic heart disease.

A section in ADA's paper on vegetarian diets and cancer has been significantly expanded to provide details on cancer-protective factors in vegetarian diets.  An expanded section on osteoporosis includes roles of fruits, vegetables, soy products, protein, calcium, vitamins D and K and potassium in bone health.  "Registered dieticians can provide information about key nutrients, modify vegetarian diets to meet the needs of those with dietary restrictions due to disease or allergies and supply guidelines to meet needs of clients in different areas of the life cycle," the authors said.
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 Indigenous gardening

We, in the Ashburton area, are blessed with a vast diversity of plants that are indigenous to our area and its harsh climatic conditions.  Yet, when a new neighbour moves into the area, one of the first things that they invariably do is to bulldoze their whole property and then start afresh landscaping it with exotic plants.  Some may even try to plant a few “indigenous” plants in their new landscape.  Nine times out of ten these “indigenous” plants originate from the Western Cape or some other region.  I ask you, what is wrong with our own truly indigenous plants?

In the catchments of the Mpushini and Mkondeni Rivers, new gated communities have begun branding themselves as “eco-estates”, “game estates” and “nature estates”.  This is indicative of the way in which the marketing and consumption of nature has become prominent in the elite housing sector.  A particular emphasis is placed on the use of native or indigenous plant species in landscape design.  The relatively recent suburban fad for indigenous gardening represents a break with the conventional suburban gardening aesthetic which uses global horticultural plants.  Indigenous gardening represents a concerted effort to bring nature appreciation, previously associated with distant nature reserves, into the domestic sphere.  The fashion for indigenous gardening has been taken up with gusto by the development sector, particularly during the property boom of 2000-2007.  Suburbanites seeking to escape the increasingly mixed and threatening post apartheid city are offered a chance to reconnect with nature in eco-estates.  Where largely white elites often feel a precarious hold in the new South Africa, natural heritage offers attachment to place.  Nature oriented gated communities offer spaces which exclude problematic plants and people alike.  Yet, while attempting to capitalize on this new gardening fashion, developers have risked alienating conventional gardeners of exotic horticultural plants.  The result has been the strategic accommodation of two different material expressions of landscape.

Here are a few reasons why you should go indigenous in your garden:

· Indigenous gardens are beautiful: they don’t have to be all aloes and succulents ˗ indigenous plants come in a wide variety of colours and forms and lend themselves to every garden style from formal to informal. 

· Going indigenous is trendy: it’s part of the world-wide swing to organics and healthy living.

· Plants that are endemic to our area are water-wise: there are no hosepipes in nature, yet South Africa boasts a flora so rich that the whole planet is talking about it!

· Gardening with proudly South-African plants is pro-life and healthier: indigenous plants are less prone to pests and diseases which require expensive pesticides and fungicides which in turn add to environmental pollution.

· Growing indigenous plants saves time and the plants grow better: put a healthy indigenous plant in the right spot and it needs minimal care.
· Indigenous plants promote sustainability: they help recreate a balance in the eco-system, re-establishing an environment which encourages bird and invertebrate life.
· Indigenous is nature's way: nature does not have to be a holiday destination; if we actively encourage nature in our gardens, we have home entertainment on our doorsteps.
· By planting indigenous plants, we are preserving our heritage: some plants in the indigenous nursery industry are already extinct in the wild. 

Indigenous gardens are not only less expensive, water wise, hardy and proudly South African, but also very versatile.  You have thousands of indigenous plants to choose from, which means you can design your garden in a variety of styles, ranging from tropical to bushveld. 
Another advantage to indigenous gardens is that you will attract birds, insects and animals to your garden; creating your very own ecosystem in your backyard.  You will also be contributing to the preservation of our indigenous plants.
Typical indigenous plants which all occur in our area and that you can use in our own Eastern Valley Bushveld or Natal Hinterland Savanna biomes include:

Succulents:

Aloe barberiae (Tree Aloe), Aloe ferox (Bitter Aloe), Aloe muculata (Common Soap Aloe), Aloe cooperi (Cooper’s Aloe),

Thorn trees:

Acacia tortillis (Umbrella Thorn), A. karoo (Sweet Thorn), A. caffra (Common Hook Thorn), A. A. Gerrardii (Red Thorn), A. nilotica (Scented Thorn), A. robusta ( Splendid Thorn), Dichrostachys cinerea (Sickle Bush).

Taller deciduous trees:

Combretum erythrophyllum (River Bushwillow), Combretum molle (Velvet Bushwillow), Celtis africana (White Stinkwood), Ptaeroxylon obliquum (Sneezewood), Spirostachys africana Tamboti), Scotia brachypetala Weeping Boer-bean), 

Smaller trees:

Calpurnia aurea (Natal Laburnum), Grewia occidentalis (Cross-berry), Ochna serrulata (Small-leaved Plane), Ochna natalitia (Mickey Mouse Bush), Dovyalis lucida (Glossy Sourberry), Dovyalis rhamnoides (Common Sourberry), Dombeta cymosa (Natal Wild Pear), Dombeya rotundifolia (Common Wild Pear), Pappea capensis (Jacket-plum), Rhus lucida (Glossy Current), Rhus pentheri (Common Crowberry), Erythrina lysistemon (Common Coral Tree)
Smaller plants for the understorey:

Hibiscus calyphylus (Large Yellow Wild Hibiscus), Hibiscus pendunculatus (Forest Pink Hibiscus), Hibiscus pusillus (Dwarf Hibiscus), Dietes butcheriana (Forest Iris), Leonotis intermedia (Broad-leaved Leonotis), Leonotis leonurus (Wild Dagga), Peristrophe cernua (False Buckwheat), 
Bedding plants for sunny areas:

Bulbine abyssinca (Bushy Bulbine), Bulbine asphodeloides (Spreading Bulbine), Tulbaghia acutiloba (Wild Garlic), Crinum bulbispermum (Orange River Lilly), Scilla natalensis (Large Blue Scilla), Ceratotheca triloba (Wild Foxglove), Oxalis semiloba (Common Sorrel), Pelargonium luridum (Stalk-leaved Pelargonum), Fresia laxa (Small Red Iris), Scadoxus puniceus (Blood Lilly), Erythrina humeana (Dwarf Coral Tree)
Grasses:
Panicum maximum Guinea Grass), Panicum natalense (Natal Panicum), Panicum ecklonii (Small Panicum), Chloris gayana (Rhodes Grass), Melinis repens (Natal Red Top), Setaria sphacelata var torta (Creeping Bristle Grass), Cynodon dactylon (Couch Grass, Sorghum bicolor, (Common Wild Sorghum)
Ultimately, the garden design of an indigenous garden should harmonize with the architectural style of the home and with the tastes of the home owner.
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Young People's Section:

The leaf that longed to be red

Adapted from a story by Amy Mack. (Downunder Literature)

There was once a very discontented Leaf.  He lived on a large spreading River Bushwillow tree in the thick shade of the beautiful riverine forest, where the tall tree-ferns stretched their slender arms towards him, and the maiden-hair ferns grew thick upon the ground.  The birds sang in the branches above his head, and the butterflies danced around him.  In fact, it was the most delightful place for any leaf to live, and yet this Leaf was as unhappy as if he lived in a city park where the dust soiled everything and the smoke suffocated all living creatures. 

And the whole reason of his unhappiness was this — he wanted to be red.  He was a brilliant shining green, the very prettiest colour a leaf can be, and yet nothing would suit this silly fellow but that he must be red. 

He was a very young Leaf, and had been green all his life.  He had always been contented until one day some American tourist hikers had sat beneath his tree and talked, and he heard one say:  

"This is a beautiful bit of bush, but what a pity there is no red or yellow to show up the green." And another answered, 

"Yes, if only there were some red leaves like those on the maples in our country, it would be perfect." 

And then they went on to say how pretty red leaves were, and how nice they were to decorate with, and how sweet they looked in vases on the table, until the Leaf longed to be one of these wonderful red leaves of which people thought so much, and he felt quite sad and miserable that he was just ordinary bright green. 

"Do the leaves here never turn red?" asked one of the Americans; and someone answered, “I believe some do in the autumn, but only a few." 

The leaf heard, and in his heart a hope sprang up. Why shouldn't he be one of the few?  He was as large as any of his brothers on the tree, and had just as much right to receive this special honour as any other.  He made up his mind to find out who turned some of the leaves red, and then to ask if he might be amongst the favoured ones. 

So he asked an old Kudu bull, which lived close by, who it was that painted the leaves red in the autumn, and the bull replied,

"Mother Nature.  She comes with her paint pot in April and May, and dabs a spot of colour here and there, sometimes red and sometimes yellow.  But I really think she must love green best of all, for she lets most of the trees remain that colour.  I am glad to say she never disturbs my beautiful blue-green leaves with any of her bright paints." 

"But wouldn't you like to be red?" asked the Leaf. 

"Certainly not," replied the Kudu.  "I am quite satisfied as I am." 

But the Leaf was far from being satisfied.  All day he wondered when Mother Na-ture would come, and he was afraid to sleep at night for fear he should miss her, for he intended to ask her to paint him red. 

He thought so much about it that he forgot to drink in the dew and rain and even forgot to lean forward to catch the sunbeams as they flickered through the tall branches overhead.  Day and night he thought about becoming red, and how beautiful he would look then, and how people would admire him, and he began to fret and worry more and more each day, for fear he should miss Mother Nature. 

Again and again he asked the Kudu when she would come, and each time the Staghorn told him the same thing: "In the autumn." 

But at last the Kudu grew tired of always being asked the same question, and refused to answer.  Then the Leaf asked, “When does autumn come?" and the Kudu replied, "At the end of summer”. 

"Is it nearly the end of the summer yet?" asked the Leaf. 

"No; I'm very glad to say it is not," replied the Kudu, rather sharply, for he wanted to be quiet and enjoy the breeze and sunshine, and the Leaf disturbed his peace with his continual questions. 

"Don't you long for the autumn?" asked the Leaf. 

"No!" answered the Kudu, curtly.  Then the Leaf saw that the Kudu did not want to talk any more, so he left off asking questions for a while. 

But though he did not speak about the autumn, he did not for a moment forget it.  As the days passed, he became more and more anxious to see Mother Nature, and ask her to paint him red; and he spent his time imagining how fine he would look on a table, for the Americans said they put their red and yellow leaves in vases.  He thought it would be much grander to live in a vase than on a tree; and he was so excited at the idea that he did not bother to take his food properly, and he did not eat the sweet juices of his mother tree or drink in the fresh rains and dews.  And so he began to grow pale, and to lose his bright green colour, and he felt strangely tired.  Then, as the days passed, he grew more and more dissatisfied, until at last there really wasn’t a more discontented leaf in the whole of the bush. 

The weather had been intensely hot, and the trees and ferns were all feeling tired, and wishing for the cooler days.  Out of the ground rose moist, warm vapours, which made everything feel sticky and damp.  Then one night the weather suddenly changed, and there was a fresh, cool feeling in the breeze. 

The old Kudu looked up to the Leaf as soon as it was light, and said, "Autumn has come." 

The Leaf trembled with excitement as he said eagerly, "Has it, really?  And will Mother Nature soon come now?" 

"Yes," replied the Staghorn.  "She should be here to-day." 

The Leaf was too excited to speak, and he just sat and shook on his twig. Then he heard the Kudu say in a surprised, eager tone, "Why, here she comes now!" 

The Leaf turned to where the Kudu was pointing, and there, coming through the bushes, was a tall and beautiful woman.  Her eyes were bright and brown, and her hair was the colour of ripe corn.  She wore a ruddy brown gown, the colour of a russet apple, and in her hand she carried a golden bucket filled with a red and yellow mixture. 

"She is dressed in her autumn clothes," said the Kudu; "and has the paint in her bucket.  She must be going to begin today." 

Even as he spoke, Mother Nature stopped before a tall White Stinkwood, and, stretching up her arm, put a splash of colour on some leaves.  The Leaf saw that they at once lost their green shade, and became a light yellow.  Then Mother Nature came along towards the Leaf, touching branches here and there as she passed and leaving a red or yellow spot of colour wherever her brush had rested.  At last she reached the Leaf's tree, looked at it for a second, and was just going to pass by, when she heard a voice say, "Please don't go.  Won't you paint me, too?" 

She looked round in surprise, and saw the Leaf gazing anxiously at her as he re-peated, "Please, please paint me, too!" 

"Oh, no, dear. I couldn't paint you," said Mother Nature, kindly.  "You are too young." 

"Ah, no, I'm not, I'm quite grown up, and I do want to be painted red." 

"But why, my child?" 

"Because red leaves are the most beautiful, and people put them into vases, and I want to live in a vase, and --" 

The Leaf stopped for breath, and Mother Nature replied, sadly, "Ah, yes, red leaves are indeed beautiful, but a leaf must suffer very much before it becomes red, and then it often lies on the ground for days before it is picked up and put into a vase." 

"I don't mind how much I suffer, or if I do have to lie on the ground.  I'm not afraid of pain.  Oh, if only I could be red!" 

"But you are too young to suffer, my child." 

"No, no, I'm not.  I don't mind how you hurt me, if only you will paint me red. Oh, please say you will," and the Leaf stretched eagerly out and touched her hand. 

Mother Nature smiled sadly, as she answered: 

"Very well, my child.  Since you long so much to be red, you shall have your wish.  But I hope you won't be sorry afterwards." 

"Oh, no; I'll only be happy," cried the Leaf.  "I'm not a bit frightened of pain." 

Then Mother Nature dipped her brush into her pail, and splashed it right into the Leaf's face. 

For a moment he felt as if he were choking, and he could not see.  All through his body fire seemed to be rushing, and the pain was terrific, 

"Oh, oh, oh!" he cried, and turned to Mother Nature to ask her to take away this terrible feeling.  But when he was able to clear the paint from his eyes, so that he could see, she was out of sight.  He bent as far forward as he could, but it was no use.  She had vanished. 

After a little while the pain grew less, and he thought to himself, "Oh, well; I'll soon be all right. I am changing colour already, and I expect by the time I am quite red, I shall be perfectly well again." 

But each day, instead of feeling better, he seemed to become weaker and weaker.  He no longer felt as if fire was rushing through his veins, but as if all his blood was ebbing away.  He was strangely drowsy, too, and wanted to sleep all the time.  He took no notice of the birds that flew above his head, and he didn't answer when his old friend the Kudu spoke to him.  He didn't even seem to mind whether he was red or not.  All he wanted to do was to sleep. 

One day, as he was feeling more than usually drowsy, he was suddenly awakened by voices beneath him, and, as he looked round, he saw a girl pointing to him, and heard her say, "What a pretty red leaf!" 

In an instant he was wide awake.  He forgot to be tired; forgot he was ill — all he thought of was that at last he was red.  At last he would be carried into a house, and live in a vase and decorate a table.  Oh, how happy he was!  He jumped with joy, and in a moment he had shaken himself free from his twig, and was floating through the air.  Softly and slowly he sank till he reached the earth at the girl's feet. 

He lay there trembling with excitement, waiting for her to pick him up and carry him to her house.  But he waited in vain, for the girl was gazing at the old Kudu, and had quite forgotten the Leaf, and though he lay quite close to her foot, she did not notice him, and in a little while she walked on, leaving him alone. 

The Leaf could not understand it at all.  He did not want to lie on the ground; he wanted to live in a vase, but he did not know how he was to reach one.  He knew people put red leaves in vases, and yet this girl had not taken him. 

There he lay, however, all that night, and all the next day, but no one else passed him.  All round him other leaves were lying, but they were a queer brown colour, which the Leaf had never seen before; and they rustled in a strange manner, and when the Leaf spoke to them they did not answer.  They were poor dead leaves, but he did not know that, and thought they were unkind not to speak to him. 

As the second day passed into night, he felt very sad and lonely, and he wished he was back on the tree with his brothers.  The Old Kudu was ever so high above his head, too far to hear him, and the maiden-hair ferns which were close by were whispering to themselves all the time, and took no notice of him; so there was no one at all for the Leaf to talk to, and he was very miserable. 

Then, just as the sun was sinking behind the River Bushwillow tree, he heard a gentle rustling, and, turning, he saw Mother Nature walking towards him. 

"Oh, dear Mother Nature," he cried, "take me home to my branch.  I don't like being on the ground, and I am so miserable.” 

"You shouldn't be miserable," said Mother Nature.  "You are now a most lovely red leaf, and if you wait long enough, perhaps someone will pick you up and put you into a vase." 

"I don't want to be in a vase.  I only want to be back on my tree.  Dear Mother Nature, take me back!" 

But Mother Nature shook her head, and answered sadly, "There is no going back, my child.  You wanted to be red, and you said you did not mind pain.  You have had your own way, and I cannot alter things now.  If you had been content to remain green, you would have lived on your tree for years.  I did not want to paint you, and tried to persuade you to stay green; but you would not be happy until I touched you with my paint brush, so I did as you asked." 

The poor Leaf grew sadder and sadder as she spoke, and when she had ceased, he felt a strange cold shiver strike through his veins, and he cried, "Oh, if only I had been satisfied!" 

But before he could say another word, he rolled over lifeless, and there he lay, a sad, dead Leaf. 

Then Mother Nature, with tears in her eyes, took a handful of soft warm earth, and placed it over him.
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Website links

Useful links to websites:
Lower Mpushini Valley Conservancy

http://www.lower-mpushini.webs.com 

Butterflying: A site dedicated to the butterflies of KZN and the Mkhondeni-Mpushini valleys.

http://www.butterflying.co.za/pg010.html


Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife

http://kznwlidlife.com


National Association of Conservancies/Stewardship of South Africa

http:www.nacsa.org.za
Wildlife and Environment Society of South Africa

http://www.wessa.org.za 

Endangered Wildlife Trust

http://www.ewt.org.za
Freeme Wildlife Rehabilitation, National HQ

http://freeme.org.za
Freeme Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre, Howick

http://www.freemekzn.co.za
The African Bird of Prey Sanctuary

http://www.outlookonafrica.co.za/africanraptor/
Tumbili Primate Sanctuary

Tumbili Primate Sanctuary [mashetho@iafrica.com]


Conservancy Talk Website

http://www.conservancytalk.co.za
Chronicle.  A website which features news on conservancies and the environment.

http://www.chronicle.za.net
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