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A father and son sharing some ideas on how to go on an early morning safari in Madjuma

I never knew of a morning in Africa when I woke up and was not happy. Intermittent, localized rains have fallen 

through many evenings and the mornings are filled with the dawn chorus, the smell of petrichor and a warming 

atmosphere of what the day brings as we settle into the middle of summer.

The natural world has the power to uplift, to bring people down to their essence and instil appreciation and gratitude 

for one’s surroundings. 

It also has a calming effect in that being out there in the wilderness brings your heart rate down, slows your breath 

and relaxes you, leaving you feeling peaceful yet invigorated when you return to camp. 
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The bush has been showcasing some fine game viewing over this month. Lions continue to be seen on sunrise and 

sunset and seen on all corners of our reserve as we venture out on safari drive.

The bush does this to guests, guides and staff members, all of whom get the chance to explore the natural 

ecosystem we live in.

 

The bush is ever changing and all of us, guests and guides alike, learn more each time we go out into the bush!

Plains animal viewing has been exceptional; many of the grazers have given birth in the last month or so which 

means we are many, many zebra foals and wildebeest calves, all of which are a joy to watch in action! We continue 

to hear that classic call of the woodland kingfisher around almost every corner, large flocks of swallows and Amur 

falcons, pairs of Wahlberg’s eagles, weaver birds flying back and forth around the waterholes building their nests and 

a handful of special sightings of the migratory white storks.

The marula fruits are close on being ripe (I’m sure the elephants are more excited than us!), and we look forward to 

more rainfall in the coming weeks.

General game sightings of zebra, wildebeest, giraffe and many others have also been incredible. Is this possibly due 

to the localized rains? Have we received more rains around Mabula Private Game Reserve, those areas to our west 

on modjadji area and south towards Mokaikai, therefore animals have moved long distances to capitalize on the 

fresh, nutritious grasses and sweet protein-rich leaves?

It will be exciting to see further growth of the carpet of greenery around Mabula Private Game Reserve, as further 

rains are due to fall. 

But for now, soak up a few of this month’s highlights and wait for further exciting experiences to come.
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HOW MUCH DO TREES COMMUNICATE WITH EACH OTHER?

A lot, it seems.

For humans, communication normally equates to talking. Trees don’t talk by using language or forming words and 

so for many years, people have believed that it means that trees don’t say anything to each other. How wrong we 

were.

 

When the tree becomes aware that it is being browsed upon, it starts to pump tannin into its leaves, which make the 

tree unpalatable and drives off the hungry ungulate. 

What is fascinating though is that the giraffes tended to walk upwind or a distance of about 100 meters before 

resuming their feeding. What was happening was that the tree was also releasing a warning gas called ethylene, 

which was carried on the wind and would warn other trees of the same species nearby to start producing tannin 

too.

Not only could they communicate but it seems they were looking out for each other’s wellbeing. This is something 

we’re beginning to understand more deeply with terms such as “forest wisdom” and “mother trees” Interesting hey.

The problem though is that this form of communication, although fast, is weather dependent. What if trees wanted 

to say something to one another and there wasn’t any wind to carry their message? Well, that’s where some help 

comes in in the rather bizarre form of fungus.
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Trees warn each other using chemical signals as well as electrical impulses sent through the fungal networks around 

their root tips. As the trees’ root systems grow together and overlap, it allows them to share information with their 

neighbours. 

 

These electrical impulses travel at about a third of an inch per second, which compares to that of a jellyfish or a 

worm. It seems that trees also share valuable nutrients with one another through their root tips, helping to care for 

sick or young neighbours.

What happens if there are loner trees in an area though? Does this block the alarm signal being passed through the 

forest? Luckily not.

Fungi act like “fibre-optic internet cables”, disseminating news around the bush. A single fungus can cover many 

square miles and network an entire forest”. They share information about insect, droughts and other dangers, even 

between competing species of trees as well as with shrubs and grasses. This is rather comically referred to as the 

“wood wide web”.

 

Underground, the soil is alive with fungi, which act as fibre-optic cables spreading news around which we refer to as 

the wood-wide web.
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What fascinates me is that if trees are weakened, they seem to lose their communication skills, which results in them 

being unable to defend themselves. It seems that insects listen to the chemical warning signals and then test a tree 

that doesn’t pass the message on by taking a bite out of its leaf.

   

Because the tree has been unable to hear the rest of the forest warning it, it will not have produced any tannins and 

will become inundated with hungry insects wanting to devour its sweet leaves.

This fact is pertinent to us as a social species. It reminds us that we too are designed to look out for one other and 

to share information, resources and support. Trees that stand alone are weakened and the same can be said for 

humans. It’s a reminder too that communication doesn’t always mean talking. Like trees, our imaginary root systems 

are connected in weird and wonderful ways and regardless of physical distance, language or even the ability to 

speak; we should protect and care for our neighbours.

Changing a topic for a moment and getting to a different one. I’ve often wondered just how certain animals can 

stomach certain things.
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HOW DOES MEAT TASTE TO CARNIVORES?

Taste buds play an important function in letting an animal know what is good or bad to eat. If you get right down 

to it, this can mean the difference between life or death; toxins or harmful substances will be detected by the buds, 

the body responds by deeming that food as not good to eat, and it will be avoided. Tasting accurately is therefore a 

matter of survival. 

Most carnivores have lost the ability to detect sweet flavours over the course of their evolution, as their need to 

detect carbohydrates has diminished.

Seeing a brown hyena gnawing away at week-old carrion, and more especially smelling that carrion yourself can be 

enough to make your stomach turn. Yet out in the wild, it can appear that, at least for the most part the animals are 

rather indiscriminate in their taste selections. This is not the case however, and one needs to look at the animal’s 

lifestyle, diet and tongue structure in order to get a better appreciation of how things may taste to certain creatures, 

and why hyenas don’t gag when stuffing themselves on rotting hippo.

 

Carnivores are the obvious group to start with, as many of the things they eat might seem quite disgusting to us. 

When one examines their tongues, however, you find a marked difference between the density of their taste buds 

compared to ours. Humans have on average around 10 000 buds, whereas most carnivores have less than 500.
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Looking at exactly what the carnivores can and can’t taste, we find that they are receptive to bitter flavours, but can’t 

taste sweet things. This is because sugars aren’t part of their diet, so it is unnecessary for them to be able to detect 

them. Bitterness however, is important, as it can be the difference between truly rancid meat and meat that is still 

okay to eat. 

Obviously the definition of what constitutes rancid meat is slightly different for a male lion than it is for a human, 

but here we have to look at the carnivore’s digestive system as well. A digestive tract that is far more able to process 

meats and can handle bacteria that would give a person immediate and acute gastrointestinal problems has a far 

higher tolerance for meats that we would consider inedible.

 

A female cheetah stands on a fallen tree and scans the surrounding landscape. In the open grasslands and with 

stalks sometimes taller than the cheetah’s shoulder height, she needs to utilize the height available to her to survey 

the land for prey and potential danger. At this sighting she used every opportunity she could to elevate himself; 

these included termite mounds, fallen trees and boulders. When tracking a cheetah it’s always a good idea to 

scrutinize these features as the animal will eventually hop up onto one.

The simple fact that carnivores’ diets consist of almost exclusively one type of food meat means that extra taste bud 

would simply be wasted. The herbivore’s need to detect toxins that would be in plants is not needed by carnivores, 

as unless they’re eating something like a Poison Arrow Frog, the meat they are consuming will be toxin-free.
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HERBIVORES are at the other end of the spectrum, having far more taste buds than humans; more than double 

in some cases, with cows being in possession of around 25000. Although this seems contradictory, given that 

herbivores don’t eat a wide variety of food, and logic might dictate that they should therefore also have few buds, 

they actually need to be extremely sensitive about what they put in their mouths.

 

Bulk grazers in particular who can munch away at whatever’s in front of them need to be able to distinguish the 

bitter tastes of dangerous plants that might be concealed amidst safe vegetation, as they might not be looking 

carefully at their food source.

 

Sensitivity to toxins is crucial, as the plant world is full of chemical defences.

Sweet and salty do feature in the tastes of herbivores tastes as well, as plants containing different amounts of 

minerals need to be analysed and favoured depending on the animal’s immediate needs and electrolyte balance.

Catfish are the world champs of tasting, having about 175 000 buds; they often live in murky-water environments 

and sight will play almost no role in food detection. Ironically, despite having the most sensitive taste out there, 

catfish are some of the least tastiest of their family!

In the wild, where animals rarely have the luxury of the choice of food that many humans do, the preference for a 

certain item will almost always come second behind the necessity of eating when something’s actually available. If 

it’s in front of you and you can stomach it, eat it!



WWW.MABULA.COM

 

I guess I’m just grateful that tonight for dinner I’ll be able to opt for something that I like, as opposed to the brown 

hyena and a black backed jackal that I saw earlier this month, their heads down to the ground, sniffing along and 

hoping to come across any kind of carrion they could find, be it fresh or over a week old.  As to the question of 

whether carnivores are able to like something they’re eating, that’s a discussion for another day.

That’s all for this month.

Form Isaiah and Wildlife Team

Bushveld greeting


