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News
Woodchat shrike Lanius senator on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch
On 28 December 2016, at ca. 1,800 m asl on the Sinyai Lugga, northern Lolldaiga Hills Ranch, Per Aronsson
obtained photographs of an adult male woodchat shrike Lanius senator. This record brings the total number of
bird species known to occur on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch to 379.
The woodchat shrike is a rare Palearctic visitor to Kenya;
as of 1980 there was only one record for central Kenya
(Samburu National Reserve; Britton 1980). This record for
Lolldaiga Hills Ranch is one of the few records (perhaps
the second) of this species for Laikipia County—which lies
at the extreme southeastern limit of the wintering range.
Breeding in open woodland, grassy scrubland or
cultivation with tall bushes or trees in southern Europe,
the Middle East, and Northwest Africa, this shrike spends
the European winter (October–March) in tropical Africa
(almost entirely north of the equator). Feeds mainly on
insects.

Woodchat shrike Lanius senator at Lolldaiga Hills
Ranch. Photograph by Per Aronsson.

Despite its declining numbers, the woodchat shrike is
listed as ‘Least Concern’ on the Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN.org) due to its wide geographic range. Main
threats are the heavy use of herbicides and insecticides, and habitat loss and degradation, often caused by
agricultural intensification, afforestation, and large fires.
Per Aronsson is a Swedish wildlife photographer who lives in Laikipia. He has an extensive knowledge of
Laikipia’s fauna, particularly the birds. View Per’s
photographic portfolio at:
http://www.lolldaiga.com/project-type/per-aronsson/
News

Large-eyed snake Telescopus dhara on Lolldaiga
Hills Ranch
On 29 December 2016, a large-eyed snake (or Arabian cat
snake) Telescopus dhara was captured by Mike Roberts
(General Manager, Lolldaiga Hills Ranch) in central
Lolldaiga Hills Ranch at ca. 2,100 m asl. This appears to be
the first record for Laikipia Country for this medium-sized,
nocturnal, semi-arboreal snake, and a slight range
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Large-eyed snake (or Arabian cat snake) Telescopus
dhara on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. Photograph by Paul
Benson.

extension to the west. The large-eyed snake lives in semi-desert, dry savanna, and coastal thicket from sea-level
to about 1,400 m asl (Spawls et al. 2004). This record represents an altitudinal range increase of about 700 m for
this species. The large-eyed snake feeds on a wide range of prey, including rodents, bats, lizards and birds.
With the addition of the large-eyed snake, the number of species of snake known for Lolldaiga Hills Ranch is 13.
This brings the total number of species of reptile on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch to 33.

Large-eyed snake (or Arabian cat snake) Telescopus dhara on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. Photograph by Paul Benson.

Blog
Pastoralist landscapes: Archaeology and ecology in the Lolldaiga Hills
Oliver Boles (Institute of Archaeology, University College London)
A previous blog on Lolldaiga.com (The Archaeo-Ecology of East African Pastoralism, 16 April 2015) described my
work on the archaeological site of Maili Sita on northern Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. The site, radiocarbon-dated to
between 1500 and 1700 AD, sits atop a low col crossing Six-Mile Ridge and is marked by an expanse of open
grassland surrounded by acacia thicket. My work takes the idea of archaeological sites as ecological anomalies
and applies it to a well-known problem – How to study the prehistoric settlements of mobile livestock-keeping
societies, at which tangible remains rarely endure over archaeological timescales.
A recent publication (Boles, O. & Lane, P. J. 2016. The green, green grass of home: an archaeo-ecological
approach to pastoralist settlement in central Kenya. Azania: Archaeological Research in Africa, DOI:
10.1080/0067270X.2016.1249587, download here) discusses the approach taken and the implications of the
results for understanding pre-Nineteenth Century pastoralism in central Kenya and the influence of events in
Laikipia County. Working with Julius Mathiu of Lolldaiga Hills Ranch, I collected soil samples and recorded
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vegetation across two transects aligned north-south and east-west across the site. Samples were then analyzed
to map where human activity was concentrated and explore how its residues affected local ecology.

Figure 1. The archaeological site at Maili Sita, Lolldaiga Hills Ranch, looking south along Six-Mile Ridge. Note the circular
patches of longer grass in the foreground. Photograph by O. Boles.

One objective of this study was to assess whether the circular
patches of long grass (Cynodon dachtylon) mark locations of
former ‘bomas’ (livestock corrals). There is a growing body of
research into the ecological effects of bomas on savanna
landscapes and the impacts of numbers of cattle on broader
ecosystem functions. Many of these studies have been
undertaken at Mpala Research Centre, about 30 km from
Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. They indicate that high levels of soil
nutrients and organic matter resulting from concentrated
animal dung creates biodiverse ‘hotspots’. The nutrient-rich
grasses that grow at these locations attract grazing animals,
which leave more dung, and the cycle is perpetuated. However,
while the patches at Maili Sita are clearly defined
by vegetation changes and vary slightly in soil fertility, soil
analyses did not point to dung having been particularly
concentrated in these areas. Instead, it seems more likely that

Figure 2. Julius Mathiu looking at dung
deposits at an abandoned modern ‘boma’ on
the edge of Maili Sita, Lolldaiga Hills Ranch.
Note the Cynodon dachtylon patch in the
bottom right of the photograph. Photograph
by O. Boles.

3

the patches mark the locations of long-abandoned termite mounds which, interestingly, have a similar effect of
concentrating soil nutrients relative to the surrounding savanna.
Though the Cynodon dachtylon patches were discounted as markers of where occupation was focused, soils
containing high levels of ash and charcoal, as well as chemical compositions aligned with expectations for former
boma locations, were present on the north, south and east limits of the Maili Sita col. The rest of the site
seemed unaffected by human presence. In order to check whether there was any visual correlate for this
pattern, sample locations and soil data were compared with high resolution satellite imagery. Satellite imagery
shows that a well-defined ring of dung-rich deposits encircles the site. This suggests that a single large (c. 500 m
diameter) settlement occupied the site. This was considerably bigger than any settlement in eastern Africa
today.

Figure 3. Maili Sita, Lolldaiga Hills Ranch, Worldview-2 multispectral satellite image (enhanced - not true colour). The
bright ring corresponds with intense dung and ash deposits, and is c. 500 m across from north to south.

It appears, however, that Maili Sita may not be as anomalous as supposed. Towards the end of my most recent
trip (February 2016), Julius and I visited Makurian Group Ranch off the north boundary of Lolldaiga Hills Ranch.
Satellite imagery of Makurian Group Ranch indicates a similar situation for a site we call ‘Makurian Fence’. We
found iron smelting residues and remains of domestic animals. We also found pottery that closely resembles
that from Maili Sita (9 km away) and from Maasai Plains, Mugie Ranch (c. 70 km to the northwest). Maasai Plains
was mapped and investigated in the early 2000s by a team from the British Institute in Eastern Africa, led by
Prof. Paul Lane (Uppsala University), who also initiated archaeological surveys and excavations on Lolldaiga Hills
Ranch around that time. Using Google Earth to scan the rest of the Laikipia Plateau and its environs, at least 10
additional large, ring-shaped, features resembling Maili Sita, Maasai Plains and Makurian Fence were identified.
Notably, all were restricted to the Laikipia Plateau and Leroghi Plateau (north of Laikipia County).
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Figure 4. Makurian Fence
site on Makurian Group
Ranch. The pale ring is
likely formed of degraded
dung, as at Maili Sita,
Lolldaiga Hills Ranch.

The implications of these
sites are not fully
understood. I hope to
obtain funding for a postdoctoral project to
examine these other sites
and the possible links
among them. How might
the cultural landscape of
Laikipia during the
middle of the last
millennium have looked,
and what caused the
landscape to change?
The Laikipia and Leroghi Plateaus straddle the juncture between the Eastern Rift Valley and the arid lowlands of
northeastern Kenya, areas that are generally associated with two linguistic communities; Nilotes and Cushites.
Both are implicated in the spread of pastoralism into eastern Africa. It is thought that contact between them is
responsible for the shared cultural traits of groups like the Maasai, Samburu, and Rendille. Maili Sita exhibits a
mixture of features linked with these now distinct communities. For example, the ringed-form is reminiscent of
modern Rendille settlements in the Chalbi Desert, while the inhabitants’ diet and material culture (ceramics,
etc.) appear close to those of the Maasai and Samburu. The traditional histories of these groups suggest that the
strong ethnic divisions which currently exist among them may once have been much more blurred.
It may be that the Laikipia Plateau was a melting pot in which diverse societies and economies came together,
exchanging people, produce, language and ideas, while perhaps living in large communities like Maili Sita. By the
Nineteenth Century, relations began to deteriorate. Severe drought followed by Maasai territorial expansion
and the ‘Iloikop Wars’, not to mention the changes wrought by the incoming colonial government, forced the
defining of tribal identities and renegotiation of relationships, as people sought to assert their position in a more
hostile social and physical environment. In contrast to popular images portraying African pastoralism as ancient
and unchanging, this new evidence from Laikipia helps to demonstrate that the lifeways we see today have been
shaped by mobility,
communication, and
adaptability in a
constantly changing
landscape.

Figure 5 Cattle on
northern Lolldaiga
Hills Ranch.
Meetings and
Photograph by O.
Boles.
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Meetings and Visits
December 2016
Laikipia Wildlife Forum (13 December, LWF office) – Yvonne de Jong and Tom Butynski met with
representatives of LWF, Mpala Research Centre, and University of Wageningen to discuss a joint on-line citizen
science platform for the identification of Laikipia’s plant and animal species, the capture of data on species
distributions and abundance, and conservation education.
Dr. Adam Ferguson (27 December - 4 January, Lolldaiga Hills Ranch) – Tom Butynski held several meetings with
Dr. Adam Ferguson (Fulbright Postdoctoral Fellow, Smithsonian Institution) as he and his team conducted livetrapping and camera trapping of small carnivores on northern Lolldaiga Hills Ranch in order to obtain ecological
information on this little-studied group of mammals.
Planned
Laikipia Wildlife Forum (16 January, LWF office) – Yvonne de Jong will meet with LWF (Peter Hetz and his team)
to further discuss a joint on-line citizen science platform for the identification of Laikipia’s plant and animal
species, the capture of data on species distributions and abundance, and conservation education.
Kenya Primate Conservation Task Force (January, Nairobi) – Yvonne de Jong and Tom Butynski will meet with
the Task Force to address various primate conservation matters. The agenda for this meeting includes the
possible translocation of black-and-white colobus monkeys Colobus guereza kikuyuensis to central Lolldaiga Hills
Ranch.

Adult steppe
eagle Aquila
nipalensis on
Lolldaiga
Hills Ranch.
Photograph
by Heather
Wall.
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Publications and Reports
Published


Boles, O. J. C. & Lane, P. J. 2016. The green, green grass of
home: An archaeo-ecological approach to pastoralist
settlement in central Kenya. Azania: Archaeological Research
in Africa. DOI: 10.1080/0067270X.2016.1249587
Lappet-faced vulture Torgos tracheliotos
at Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. Photograph by
Heather Wall.

In press










Butynski, T. M. & De Jong, Y. A. Common warthog
Phacochoerus africanus. In Ecology, Evolution and Management of Wild Pigs and Peccaries. Implications
for Conservation. Melletti, M. & Meijaard, E., eds. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK.
Butynski, T. M. & De Jong, Y. A. Primates of Africa’s coastal deltas and their conservation. In Primates in
Flooded Habitats: Ecology and Conservation. Barnett, A. A., Matsuda, I. & Nowak, K., eds. Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, UK.
Butynski, T. M., Parker, I. & De Jong, Y. A. Historic and current distribution, abundance, and habitats of
Roosevelt’s sable antelope Hippotragus niger roosevelti (Heller, 1910) (Cerartiodactyla: Bovidae) in
Kenya. Journal of East African Natural History 104.
Cunneyworth, P., De Jong, Y. A., Butynski, T. M. & Perkin, A. W. IUCN/SSC Red List assessment for the
Peter's Angolan colobus Colobus angolensis palliatus. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2017.
IUCN/SSC, Gland, Switzerland.
De Jong, Y. A. & Butynski, T. M. Desert warthog Phacochoerus aethiopicus. In Ecology, Evolution and
Management of Wild Pigs and Peccaries. Implications for Conservation. Melletti, M. & Meijaard, E., eds.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK.
De Jong, Y. A. & Butynski, T. M. IUCN/SSC Red List 2017 assessments for 22 species of African primate.
De Jong, Y. A. & Butynski, T. M. Lost species: Mount Kenya potto.
Wronski, T., Lerp, H., Bärmann, E. V., Butynski, T. M. & Plath, M. Dark grey gazelles Gazella
(Cetartiodactyla: Bovidae) in Arabia: Threatened species or domestic pet? Hystrix.
Zinner, D., Keller, C., Nyahongo, J. W., Butynski, T. M., De Jong, Y. A., Pozzi, L., Knauf, S., Liedigk, R. &
Roos, C. Distribution of mitochondrial clades and morphotypes of baboons Papio spp. (Primates:
Cercopithecidae) in eastern Africa. Journal of East African Natural History 104.

In preparation







Butynski, T. M. & De Jong, Y. A. Mount Kenya potto is a subspecies of eastern potto Perodicticus ibeanus.
Butynski, T. M. & De Jong, Y. A. Biogeography, taxonomy, abundance, and conservation status of the
primates of northeastern Uganda.
Butynski, T. M. & De Jong, Y. A. Taxonomic status of the Mount Kilimanjaro guereza colobus. 
De Jong, Y. A. & Butynski, T. M. A new subspecies of gentle monkey Cercopithecus mitis (Primates:
Cercopithecinae) from northern Tanzania. 
De Jong, Y. A. & Butynski, T. M. IUCN/SSC Red List assessments for 20 subspecies and one species of
African primate. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2017. IUCN/SSC, Gland, Switzerland.
De Jong, Y. A., d’Huart, J. P. & Butynski, T. M. Biogeography of the desert warthog Phacochoerus
aethiopicus (Pallas, 1766) and common warthog Phacochoerus africanus (Gmelin, 1788) in the Horn of
Africa. 
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Rainfall on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch

Rainfall data kindly provided by Peter Karani.

Rainfall (mm) at four sites
on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch
during December 2016

Monthly rainfall (mm) on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch
during 2016 (mean of four sites)
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Species totals as of end of December 2016
Mammals on the Lolldaiga Hills Conservation Landscape…………………………..106 species
Birds on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch…………………………………………………………………….379 species
Birds on the proposed IBA/KBA………………………………………………………………….525 species
Reptiles on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch……………………………………………..……………….….33 species
Amphibians on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch...............................................................12 species
Butterflies on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch……………… ……………………………………………135 species
Moths on Lolldaiga Hills Ranch......................................................................200 species
Except for moths, species list for the above taxonomic groups can be viewed at www.lolldaiga.com

Greyish eagle-owl Bubo africanus cineracens at Lolldaiga Hills Ranch. Note the dark brown eyes. Photograph
by Paul Benson.
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Best Zoological Society of London/Lolldaiga Hills Research Programme camera trap photographs on Lolldaiga
Hills Ranch (December 2016)

Striped ground squirrel Xerus erythropus

Common warthog Phacochoerus africanus

Günther’s dik-dik Madoqua guentheri ‘frosted’
colourmorph

Lion Panthera leo

North African crested porcupine Hystrix cristata

Bat-eared fox Otocyon megalotis
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Olive baboon Papio anubis

Common genet Genetta genetta

Unstriped ground squirrel Xerus rutilus

Bushbuck Tragelaphus scriptus

Common eland Tragelaphus oryx

Bat-eared fox Otocyon megalotis
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Dwarf mongoose Helogale parvula

Helmeted-guinea fowl Numida meleagris

Red-billed hornbill Tockus erythrorhynchus

Slender mongoose Herpestes sanguineus

Spotted hyaenas Crocuta crocuta

Vervet monkeys Chlorocebus pygerythrus
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