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As much as the sight of my wall hanged calendar in my office frightens me, it also excites me that 
we are in the 11th month of the year. This means that the rains should be on their way, many more 
bird species should follow them and the bush is going to transform into a forest of noisy insects. 
 
Animals don’t just do anything.  

A lion prostrated under a tree in the heat of the day isn’t doing anything. It is resting during the 
hottest hours, conserving energy for when conditions are more favourable.  

A tortoise spending most the winter in a hole or under a log might have a greatly slowed heart 
beat and its metabolic rate might be exceptionally low, but it is simply avoiding the harsh conditions 
that its surroundings are presenting it with at the time. 

My point is simply that there is a purpose in whatever animals do. Even behaviour that we might not 
be able to interpret properly has some method behind it; just because we don’t understand it 
doesn’t mean the animal is doing something at random.  

I don’t know how much of a thought process there is in some of Mabula’s inhabitants (I am speaking 
more about the mammals than anything else), particularly the big cats, but I think as humans we 
often credit them with more intelligence than they deserve.  

By “intelligence”, I’m talking more about the rational and cognitive kind that humans possess (at least 
most of them), and the mistake we make with animals is that we provide our own motives and 
reasoning in a situation when the animal is actually responding to cues which we are in no way able 
to detect or appreciate ourselves. 



	  

Lions on the hunt…planning or instinct? 
 
Given the way some lion hunts seem to be perfectly orchestrated plans, but I’m pretty sure that a 
combination of instinct, learned behaviour and a response to stimuli (that wild animals are far more 
sensitive to than we are) is what drives almost all animal behaviour, from a relatively intelligent 
elephant down to a tiny elephant shrew.  



	  

 
Madjuma dominant male, walking to Marula pan for a sip of water after a nice meal for wildebeest 
kill…… 
 
Okay we are opening a whole new can of worms if we start looking at elephant intelligence, but 
that’s not really what this is about. I am simply stating that animals always have reasons for what 
they do. 

If you follow the Mabula’s Guides News, you’ll know that we are experiencing a period of drought 
and that the land and animals are under duress in these stressful times. Some are weakening, 
suffering and passing away or temporarily vacating the area. Vegetation is being stripped back and 
the land lies bare of grass. 



	  

 
The beauty of Stuyvesant hill, one of the most popular sundowner spot, with beautiful rock 
formation 

 

 
A view of Open Areas, a place typically starting to turn green and at least covered in much longer 
grass at this time of the year. We have had a rain, which has at least resulted in some new green 
grass shoots starting to poke through. 



	  

But surprisingly what I see when I draw parallels between what is happening here and how it relates 
to the human experience of life, I notice that in some strange way the droughts we experience in 
life, can despite appearances, actually sometimes bring about the change we most need. 

What droughts do is they cut back that which is not completely necessary. Quite literally as 
resources diminish animals and plants are put under pressure and have to strip away that which is 
not crucial to their survival. The result is a much truer reflection of their essence. 

The journey is hard, for the secret place where we have always been is overgrown with thorns and 
thickets of ideas, of fears and defences, prejudices and repressions.” With drought these ‘thickets’ 
are forced to die back and what is revealed is that which is most crucial to you. That which is most 
you 

This photograph was taken a few weeks ago and it is remarkable to see how much greenery is 
shooting on the trees and small patches of grass are starting to push through since then. We’re 
hoping that even if it continues to drizzle on occasion, more foliage will grow to sustain the flora of 
Mabula. 

 

 



	  

Our droughts may involve friends and family leaving our lives, a loss of a job or a big challenge to 
your sense of identity. It may be the loss of material things, which when removed make you realise 
that they are things you have as opposed to things that make you who you are. Despite the difficulty 
of the event, it may in fact be ridding you of that which is no longer serving you or holding you back 
from living a freer and more authentic life. 

The greatest crises result in the greatest transformations because the strategies you’ve been taught 
to use your whole life no longer work and you’re forced to come up with something far more 
authentic.” 

In fact, when I look around what I see are some species suffering but also many species now truly 
thriving. This time of drought in the seemingly craziest ways actually helps some of the endangered 
species to bounce back. Cheetahs and smaller predators that are at risk from bigger predators have 
far greater visibility and weakened prey at their disposal and the vast majority of black backed jackals 
born in June this year are surviving.  

A photograph of the male ostrich with his legs pink on the front side, this is a sign of them being on 
the breeding season 

 



	  

The impala still seems to be carrying their young, flowers continue to bloom on Acacias and Live 
long trees, Silver cluster leaves and Acacias are sprouting fresh green leaves and tortoises are 
emerging after even the slightest drizzle proving that they’ve made it through the dry season.  

Although maybe not on a superficial level, there is still so much beauty in the bush to appreciate as 
migratory birds return and leopard cubs continue to be born and grow.  

In this way maybe the drought is allowing those parts of us that have struggled for survival, the parts 
that have been repressed, and the parts truest to ourselves to finally thrive and be seen. 

 
Impalas are very clever animals, when feeding not all of them feed, you will notice few individuals 
standing and looking around, when they put their head down to eat the other lifts their heads to 
look for any predators ambushing them.  



	  

 
One of Mabula’s cheetah photographed at Mannekamp plain on the southern side of the reserve 
after an impala kill. 



	  

 
A leopard tortoise emerges with the first sprinkling of summer rains. Having been aestivating for the 
last few months, they are also attempting to seek out fresh shoots and small puddles of water. 

 

And when I say this I’m not refuting how truly terrifying the process can be and how much 
compassion we need to show ourselves and others. What I am saying though is that it’s necessary 
to return to a place of hope and trust.  

As humans we tend to feel the need to fix and believe that we can save but so often there really is 
nothing that can be done and the mere forcing is a waste of valuable energy.  

At Mabula we’re all questioning what might happen should the big rains not come but if you can 
make peace with the natural order of things, then on a much deeper level you will be free. 



	  

A look towards the Rooiberg Mountain range which falls to the west of Mabula. 



	  

 
A very lush and vibrant Mabula’s landscape. We’re all holding onto hope that in a few short months, 
the bushveld will return to this condition. 

 

While the idea of pushing around balls of animal dung is understandably unappealing to most of us 
humans, for the humble dung beetle, it’s nothing short of a calling – and a vitally important one at 
that. 

Simply by going about their daily duties, dung beetles are delivering a valuable service to the earth. 
That’s because they not only collect animal dung and deposit it back into the soil as natural fertilizer, 
they also help to break down and distribute the carcasses of dead animals in the wild. 



	  

 

While most of us don’t give these busy little beetles a second glance, observing them in action can 
be truly fascinating. In fact, a researcher once spent just two hours carefully watching their comings 
and goings and, in that time alone, counted no less than 16 000 dung beetles of varying shapes and 
sizes breaking down and processing a single 1.5 kg pile of elephant dung. 

Dung beetles are certainly not unique to South Africa. They can be found on every continent except 
Antarctica and there are no less than 7 000 types worldwide. In South Africa alone, there are 800 
varieties ranging in size from a diminutive 1mm in length to some that are roughly the size of a 
matchbox. 

Irrespective of their sixe, dung beetles are well known for their strength. Most can roll a dung ball 
significantly larger than themselves with relative ease, often across rough and rocky terrain. 

Our GPS navigation systems could also learn a thing or two from these amazing little creatures. 
Male beetles find their way around using orientation cues in the sky that are invisible to us humans. 
Many species are also capable of flight, which is a great advantage when it comes to beating your 
thousands of rivals to the next prize piece of fresh dung. 

The importance of such competitive advantage becomes even more apparent when you consider 
that dung beetles use dung balls to continue their lineage. The female beetle lays a single egg inside 
a dung ball where it pupates and the larva grows. When it hatches, it breaks open the dung ball and 
goes on its merry way – ready to join its fellow beetles in the daily task of cleaning up the bushveld. 

 



	  

 
Redbilled oxpeckers only occur where there are animal hosts for the species of insects – mostly 
ticks – that the birds eat; Giraffes are also one of the hosting animals 



	  

 
The hippo’s eyes and nostrils are located at the top of their head, so they are able to see, hear and 
breathe. A clear membrane that covers and protects their eyes while allowing them to see 
underwater, their nostrils closes to keep water out and they can hold their breath for several 
minutes. 



	  

 
Stunning sunset from Stuyvesant hill 
 
Remember that this land has an ancient wisdom and nature has a rhythmic cycle of dying back 
followed by abundance. Just as the land has been through these cycles before so too has human 
resilience, so too has your own resilience.  
And who knows, maybe you’re shifting the landscape of your life to look like something beyond 
your wildest dreams… Be rebellious enough to be someone who has hope. 

It is all too easy to forget that despite the thrill, the joy, the excitement, and – dare I say it, 
entertainment – that we get from watching these animals live out their lives and interact with each 
other, none of this is what they are actually there for.  

They are there simply to live out their lives, and we can be grateful that they allow us the privilege of 
baring witness to it. 

That’s all I have for you this month 
From Isaiah and Wildlife team 
Bushveld greetings 

 


