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Stories in the Sand

A recent trip down to Black Rocks on the False Bay side 

of  the Cape Point reserve was rewarded with a plethora 

of  porcupine activity, shallow diggings that ran parallel 

across an expansive bank where pre-spring bulbs were 

already flourishing. I was amazed at how extensively they 

had worked this piece of  land, a precipitous incline that I 

had to navigate carefully as I examined each hole and 

made note of  the number of  bulbs that had literally had a 

bite taken out of  them before being discarded. That in 

itself  is a tell-tale sign of  our prickly friends, who have a 

reputation for leaving half-eaten vegetables and tubers, to 

the dismay and frustration of  farmers across the country.

But today I put such thoughts aside and focused on a sand 

patch at the base of  the slope where we photographed a 

few porcupine tracks, with the distinctive rounded pads 

and visible claws typical of  porcupine spoor and then the 

faint marks left behind by the trailing rump quills.

One of  Cape Town’s fascinating nocturnal residents is the Cape porcupine, Africa’s largest rodent that lives 

fairly successfully on the Peninsula, inhabiting concealed burrows and rock shelters all along our mountains 

and venturing out under the cover of  darkness to dine on the succulent delights of  the fynbos biome.
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Further along the track we came across their droppings, 

noticeably short pellets that are clustered together and 

comprise remnants of  course fibrous plant matter.

It is always thrilling coming across a porcupine quill in the 

veld, or seeing their diggings from the previous night’s 

foraging. A few years ago when I wrote the Porcupine 

Report with my friend Nick Chevallier, I spent time up in 

the Nieuwoudtville plateau with porcupine researcher 

Christy Bragg, where we filmed porcupines in this ideal 

semi-Karoo habitat. I learned so much about these 

charismatic animals, including that they live in tight-knit 

family groups and only raise on average two offspring a 

year, which is contrary to the opinion that they breed pro-

lifically. It is tragic to think how many porcupines are 

killed each year because of  their destructive eating habits 

and the growing market for their quills. If  this interests 

you, please download our report on this website.
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