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The journey one takes in becoming a guide at Mabula is an incredibly special one. There are life-long friendships 

formed along the way, with people who have the same interests and ideas. Everyone thrives off of having and 

providing fantastic experiences in what is an exceptional place. In the 10 years of working at Mabula, I have never 

had a day that was ever the same; there is a spontaneous unpredictability about working at Mabula that is infectious 

and addictive.

MABULA GUIDES NEWS FOR JULY 2018 
Written by: Isaiah Banda  - Madjuma Lion Reserve Manager

NEW ERA DAWNS ON MABULA
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Guides who graduated after completing our in-house training, they have to swim at Mvubu deck dam to collect 

their epaulettes as proof of completing Mabula Epps Training. 

It is sometimes hard to believe that this is our job and home. I suppose that being in nature is the place for each 

of us, where we feel most alive. Training and becoming a guide at Mabula allows one-self to re-establish your 

instinctive connection to nature and to truly become inspired and often humbled by the wonders of what the wild 

has to offer. I find it important to disconnect from the outside world in order to reconnect with myself. The powerful 

part about becoming a guide for me is that our connection with nature may not only determine our happiness, but 

also our attitudes about protecting the environment which is vital for the sustainability of this sacred wilderness area, 

and indeed the planet as a whole.

Becoming a guide makes you aware that nature is never silent; nature speaks! Not literally, but nature communicates 

in a symbolic language that sometimes can’t be heard or seen, but it can be felt deep within. That intuitive feeling 

is confirmed by a scent, a track in the sand or an echoing alarm call along the Dickshill sundowner spot.  There 

is no greater or more diverse source for symbolic meaning than what can be derived from nature. Our natural 

environment holds deeper meaning about whom we are and where we are headed, if we could just take the time to 

listen.

A view from the top of Dickshill looking directly at Tambotie dam and whole owner’s plain and also a recently 

upgraded road taking you up the hill.
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July has been an incredible month, with sightings and happenings on the reserve. It has been a month of leopards, 

cheetahs and oh brown hyenas too.

Most guides will have a list of sightings that they would like bear witness to. The longer one spends out here, the 

more chance of some of those taking place. Personally, whenever I drive along the telegraph extension, I always tell 

guests to scan along the tops of the large, rocks boulders in case a leopard has chosen to lie on top of one. This 

would be a dream for me. Having driven along the river and said this many times, until one particular day recently 

day I had never actually seen a leopard on these boulders that I was promoting to the guests.

A big thank you to our guest Eline Holvoet from Belgium, who were staying at Kwafubesi tented camp, for sharing 

the two above pictures with us.

We were having one of those quiet afternoons, hoping for an elephant to step out into the road, or better, a leopard 

to appear in a tree. Neither of those happened. However, Guide Jimmy Mafafo happened to be ahead of us on his 

way to telegraph extension ahead of us and called in a sighting on the radio on ingwe rock. We weren’t too far away 

so headed straight there.

A LEOPARD, YOUNG ELAND AND A WILD SYRINGA TREE 

Heading south of the lodge towards tshepe triangle, we came across a young eland hanging on a wild syringa 

tree and looked fresh, however the one who killed it and put it up the tree was not there, she might have heard us 

coming and disappeared away before we got there.

Photo courtesy of guide Jean Marias
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Looking at the kill and we decided that we must 

come back later in the evening, we might be lucky 

with her coming back to feed again. Our prediction 

was well good, on arrival the female was busy having 

her dinner with the remainder of the young eland. 

This was like a dream.

Leopards will always be one of the most sought-after 

animals here, for guests, rangers and trackers alike. 

Their beautiful rosettes blended into the changing 

vegetation, dappled light whether it be morning or 

evening, shining through the trees or scrub adding to 

their method of “blending in”

Photo courtesy of guide Jean Marias

When one thinks of a leopard and a scene you might find it in, most would picture it to be in a beautiful big tree. 

Even though we do see them in trees, it’s not the typical scene but merely a highlights package of a sighting we 

dream and hope for. They actually spend far more of their time on the ground.

If you weight up what leopards do in trees versus the ground you can quickly realize that the list of activities on the 

ground far outweighs that in trees. A leopard needs to eat, drink, mark territory, mate, defecate as well as hide away 

from other predators. These activities can’t be done in trees, or at least the most of what’s mentioned can’t.

Trees are used by leopards for hoisting that recently killed impala, they act as a vantage point to scan the 

surrounding bushveld for threats or prey, or for a short period of time they serve as an escape from other predators, 

to rest in.

So again, seeing a leopard in a tree is less likely than one would think, and to see one in a tree with perfect colours 

soaking the landscape at sunset, now that’s a dream, a highlight, and one that stays in the memory bank for a long 

time! It was a scene that won’t be forgotten. Beautiful young leopard in the perfect tree, it doesn’t get much better 

than that!

Photo courtesy of guide Brain Nyamunda
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Each time I drive past this area I still tell everyone to look for leopards lying on the rocks; at least now I know 

sometimes it really does happen. How lucky we were to witness such an incredible sighting of this young male 

leopard on ingwe rock an female on Tshepe triangle, that are seldom viewed due to the fact that they frequently 

hides in the thickets of this reserve.

BROWN HYENA ROB CHEETAHS OF KILL 

While on morning safari drive, guide Mk and his guests saw cheetah coalition in a distance. Taking his guests a little 

closer to investigate, he came upon the cheetah coalition and they had brought down a sub adult wildebeest late in 

the morning, and were feeding on it. Their meal was short-lived, as brown hyenas, also attracted by the smell of the 

carcass, suddenly rushed in and robbed the cats.

Photo courtesy of guide Mk Thobejane

Cheetahs, being at the bottom of the predator hierarchy, are often forced off kills. They know when their luck might 

be about to run out, as already evidenced by the hyenas stealing the earlier kill, so if they have had enough to eat, 

cheetahs will invariably leave the remains of the kill to the scavengers like jackals and hyenas.

HIPPOS AND CROCODILES: FRIEND OR FOE? 

There is no better time to realize the importance of water to the bush than winter. Aerial views of waterholes reveal a 

busy network of dusty game trails converging on this valuable resource and with water being in short supply during 

the dry winters it is no wonder they are often a hive of activity.
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However, it is not only the land dwelling creatures that rely heavily on these water sources during winter but also 

two of our favourite large aquatic animals, namely Hippos and Crocodiles. It is not an uncommon sight to drive past 

one of these waterholes in winter and see large numbers of hippos basking in the sun on the bank, and in between 

them in close proximity a few Nile crocodiles doing exactly the same thing.

It is a sight that confuses a few people and begs the question as to what exactly the nature of the relationship 

between these two impressive looking animals is. It is not only winter times that hippos and crocodiles come into 

contact with another but because the river starts to dry up and waterholes begin to shrink it is often in winter that 

these interactions become more frequent.

For it to be considered a friendly relationship one would have to assume that they have a mutually beneficial 

symbiosis in which both parties help the other one out in some way. There may be some cases where this has 

inadvertently been so, but would be the exception rather than the norm. The fact that both of them can exist quite 

happily and easily without the presence of the other suggests that symbiosis is not an explanation to the nature of 

their relationship. For hours on end we have witnessed hippos and crocodiles lying mere metres apart without even 

a sideways glance from either party, neither species looking at all fazed by the presence of the other. When one 

considers their respective diets, it all starts to make sense.

Hippos are herbivores and need large amounts of grass to graze on in order to sustain themselves, but crocodiles 

are carnivores and will eat fish as well as any unsuspecting herbivores that come down to drink at the water. 

Therefore, crocodiles are predators and hippos are effectively preyed so how come they lie next to each other in 

peace around a waterhole?

The reality is that given half a chance a crocodile would attack and feed on a hippo but they do not because of 

just how dangerous a hippo can be. An adult hippo needs only to open it’ mouth wide and reveal its mean-looking 

modified incisors or tusks to drive home this point, and combined with its size and tough skin they are not an easy 

target.

The average sized adult crocodile is no match for the average sized adult hippo, and considering that hippos are 

often found in pods with numerous other adults it’s not worth it for a crocodile to even go after a young hippo 

because of what the protective adults could do to it.

As a result they live together in a bit of a stalemate with both parties fully aware of what the other is capable of, and 

with survival being a big motivating factor they tend to stay out of each other’s way despite living together in the 

same environment.

Yes, there are plenty of documented cases of them attacking one another but considering that they live in the 
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presence of one other for the majority of their lives this is bound to happen on the odd occasion. For the most part 

of it though their relationship is one of coexistence with not much interaction due to their inherent survival instincts

The bush is a place to find peace and solace. The feeling of immersion in a pristine reserve is something that only a 

few of us are lucky enough to experience. It is a place where the complications of our world disappear. The sounds 

of never-ending traffic, police sirens and the constant hum of electricity are nowhere to be seen, and instead they 

are replaced by a myriad of tuneful birdcalls, an underlying cacophony of insect life, the whoop of a distant lion roar 

or the crack of a branch as a gentle creature feeds.

Yes, television and a comfy sofa sound like a great way to relax, but I can assure you all that it is no substitute for 

sitting next to a serene waterhole, watching the setting sun’s rays dance across the water. The colours that seep 

through the skeletal winter trees cannot be put in words and I struggle to believe that even Dulux could recreate 

some of them.
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Stretching out before us was a small body of water with no road access and thus protected from our own 

destructive influences. The golden light of an African evening filtered through the clouds, giving the whole scene a 

magical hue: the trees seemed to radiate the light and shine it back at us like something out of a fairy tale. Learning 

about the fascinating organisms that inhabit this area is one thing, but there is no substitute for just sitting quietly and 

contemplating life in such an idyllic place.

The Lunar eclipse which took place on the 27th of July 2018 was a site that all were excited to view and photograph. 

Mabula was also no different; all our guests were waiting patiently while having dinner at Fig tree to enable them to 

see lunar eclipse from the start. The shadow that you see on the left image, over the moon is caused by the moon’s 

movement through the earth’s shadow.

The red/orange colour that you see in the right image is due to the refraction of sunlight by the earth’s atmosphere. 

If the earth had no atmosphere the moon would be completely dark during the eclipse.

This is what the bush is all about, and the reason that so many of us come to the bush. We are all looking for 

something. Some find it in a bustling city full of social interaction and technological advances. Others, like myself, 

and many of the guests who pass through Mabula’s welcoming doors need only experience this solitude once and 

become addicted to this purity.

The ‘real’ world can be fun, but only in small doses. The bush gets under your skin and for some; it will change their 

life, and their outlook on it, forever.

That is all for this month, I will see you again in August

That’s all for this month

From Isaiah Banda and Mabula family 

Bushveld Greetings


