Ruaha in the rain!
Shhhh....a gentle rustle of parched leaves rolling across the dusty earth...
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The stagnant parcel of humid and hot air pressing down on the Mwagusi valley in Ruaha National Park in Southern Tanzania is as oppressive as a furnace. The shrivelled vegetation is offering very little in respect of fodder and the wildlife is desperate for respite!

KA-BOOOM! CRACK-BANG!!! A blinding white flash across the sky! A sudden gust of wind pushes a line of dust across the barren earth like a wave on the ocean. The sweet scent of rain carries into camp, filling everyone with excitement and anticipation! After months of stifling heat and arid conditions, the first rains of the season are approaching in dark heavy curtains of nourishing water. A certainty of rejuvenation and prosperity for the plants, and thus animals, are at hand!
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Softly at first and then with mounting intensity the massive raindrops pelt craters into the loose sand around our camp. Everyone including our guests gather under the main lounge-tent to marvel at the spectacle which will transform the landscape and turn it into a fairytale wonderland!
The first couple of weeks of rain just soaks into the arid soil and seem to disappear with no effect! Then 3 weeks after the initial deluge the grasses react with a force so remarkable that it surprises me every season. Almost overnight the tiny little shoots produce a faint green tinge to the plains and hills. Gradually the colour intensifies until a thick verdant carpet of lush and nutritious grasses cover every available patch of earth.
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Not only grasses flourish this time, but also wild-flowers like this striking Gladiolus! An abundance of bright colours from every spectrum of the rainbow graces the landscape and it’s truly magical to experience!

Despite it being the height of summer, temperatures are curtailed by all the spectacular cloud formations. Although insects abound, camp is fairly unaffected by their proliferation as we are situated atop a hill overlooking the Mwagusi River valley below.  
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With all the high quality grazing in profusion, herbivores move out onto the plains. Game viewing is amazing, despite the vegetation being quite dense, the animals appear vividly contrasted against such a colourful backdrop! Photographic opportunities are awesome and it is incredibly rewarding to capture this time of year in such a wild place.
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Predators are also busy. Although tougher than before as the herbivores are all in really good physical condition now, the thicker cover allows for better ambushes. A lot of the prey species are also bearing their young during this period which provides easier pickings for the lions, leopards and hyaena. Below is a glimpse of the same scene in opposing seasons...
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Access to various areas within the Park becomes restricted due to the saturation of the soils. Every drive becomes an adventure and loads of fun is had! Getting stuck in the mud highly recommended! The realisation that it is NOT a disaster is incredibly liberating and expands your personal horizons. 
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As can be seen in the pictures below, the transformation of the scenery is chalk and cheese. 
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From herds of elephant relishing in the soft and juicy grasses to the diminutive Kirk’s Dik-dik almost disappearing in the tall herbage, all the wildlife are in peak condition and looks incredibly healthy and virile. It is heartening to see recovery on such a grand scale.
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The other alarming realisation is that global warming or any other aspect having the slightest of influence on climate, will certainly have far reaching consequences!

As mentioned before, summer brings an abundance of insects which in turn draws attention from all the birds. Summer migrants start arriving to take advantage of the bounty of arthropods and reptiles. Bullfrogs and other amphibians are a plenty and a very good source of protein for many a predator. Tawny eagles and fish eagles alike are frequently seen eating these frogs. The lilac-breasted roller is also a common sight and below is a male offering a large grasshopper as a nuptial gift.
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Small Cuckoo spittle-bugs are found on grass stalks everywhere. They are tiny little bugs which suck the sap from new plant-growth and surround themselves with bubbles of foam to protect them from the environment and predators. Eventually all the rivers also start flowing and every tree is burdened under a heavy cloak of fresh leaves and fruit creating the sense of a true paradise.

In conclusion, the emerald season in Ruaha is by far my favourite time due to all the spectacular colours, birds, insects, cloud formations, flowing rivers, abundance of herbivores out in the open plains and lurking predators capitalising on the denser cover.
For photographers it is an opportunity to get fabulous scenery shots as well as strikingly contrasting wildlife in their natural environment.

I can barely contain myself in anticipation of witnessing the magical transition again as I am heading up to Kwihala from December 2010 till mid-March 2011. 

Looking forward to seeing you there this green season!

Marius Swart.
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