
WWW.MABULA.COM

MABULA GUIDES NEWS FOR MARCH 2017
Compiled by: Isaiah Banda - Head Guide

Beautiful Mvubu dam, picture by Triston Lee Isaacs

Now that we have officially moved out of summer and into autumn or Fall, we have started to notice that the days 

are getting just a little bit shorter and the average temperatures are slowly dropping. 

Even though the lush green bush hasn’t shown any sign of changing yet it did get me thinking about the 

migratory birds we see here; as their food sources dry up, at what stage are they going to leave us and begin their 

flight northwards. 

It reminded me of a story of how the discovery of a White Stork with an arrow through it cleared up a lot of 

confusion surrounding the migratory habits of birds.

Up until the 19th century puzzled European bird-watchers postulated each year as to where different species of 

birds disappeared to every autumn. Aristotle theorized that White Storks went into hibernation perhaps at the bottom 

of the sea while others suggested that Swallows would nap underwater in rivers and marshes. A research paper 

published in 1703 even argued that the disappearing birds flew to the moon for the winter months!

The relationship between elephants and Marulas has existed for a very long time. Elephants do sometimes push 

over these trees to get to their roots or top leaves but they also facilitate the germination process of the seeds. So 

although they are responsible for destroying some individuals, they also help to grow them. 
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In fact, studies have shown that Marula seeds which have passed through an elephant’s digestive system are more 

likely to germinate than those which have not. With elephants digesting roughly only 40% of what they eat, elephant 

dung can be seen throughout summer with kernels and often even untouched Marula fruits having passed through 

their digestive system. Interestingly enough, it is believed that the journey of this kernel through the digestive 

passages of the elephant may actually stimulate seed germination, further facilitated by the fact that the kernel 

lands up in what is essentially a fertile pile of compost, resulting in successful seed dispersal. Furthermore, the 

seeds often germinate in the very compost heap in which they are deposited. Each Marula produces hundreds of 

sweet and highly nutritious fruits, which turn yellow when ripe and are often found on the ground. Elephants have 

evolved a strong affiliation with these fruits and pick them up off the ground or from the trees and feed on them 

with fondness. In fact, seldom do we see elephant dung without any Marula fruit inside it during February. Marulas 

are from the same family as the mango and when fermented, the fruits contain a large amount of alcohol. Humans 

have often capitalized on this. Local Shangaan people place these fruits into water and allow them to ferment for 

a few days to brew a cider and the fruit is used in the popular liqueur Amarula. For over a century there has been a 

wild and fanciful notion that elephants become intoxicated from Marula fruits. 

The elephant has in common with man a predilection for the gentle warming of the brain induced by fruit which has 

been fermented by action of the sun. But there’s just one problem – elephants don’t often eat the fermented fruits 

on the ground, and even if they did, they certainly don’t eat enough of it. Hypothetically, if an elephant could get 

access to alcohol, it would take a lot to get it drunk.  

It is not only in the summer months that elephants are reliant on this tree. 

During the winter months, and in times of food shortage, elephants are 

often seen ring-barking (stripping the tree of its inner layers) Marula trees 

in order to access the nutrient rich cambium layer responsible for the 

transportation of nutrients and water from the tree’s roots to the leaves.
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Furthermore, there is a theory that due to the high vitamin C content of the Marula fruit, elephant bulls feed almost 

exclusively on Marula fruits in order to boost their immune systems, prior to entering a period of heightened 

testosterone known as musth. Whether there is any truth to this theory or not, it is undeniable that these bulls spend 

a fair amount of time consuming these juicy fruits. Apart from the elephant’s apparent obsession with this tree, as 

well as the many other animals that benefit from the tree’s yields, something I find even more fascinating, are the 

traditional and medicinal uses of the Marula tree.

Being a dioeciously tree, meaning that the male and female parts are present on different trees, the local Shangaan 

people, who are very much entrenched in traditional and medicinal beliefs, believe that the Marula tree can assist in 

determining the gender of a pregnant woman’s unborn child. If a family wishes to have a girl, the pregnant woman 

is given a tea derived from the bark of the fruiting female tree, and for a boy, the opposite is true. Similarly, Marula 

trees are often also associated with traditional weddings as a result of the tree’s strong spiritual connections, and 

association with fertility. Whether human or animal, traditional or commercial, it is no surprise that the Marula tree is 

described as being the tree of life for its endless qualities. 

Next time you’re on safari during summer, be sure to ask your guide to point out a Marula tree, and even to taste the 

fruit, you won’t be disappointed! The one thing I love most about the bush, is that no two days, and in fact, no two 

game drives are ever the same. Each time we set out into the bush, there is every possibility of being surprised. As a 

guide, we normally establish some sort of plan before setting out on game drive. This discussion normally involves 

which areas you’re going to explore, and subsequently which types of animals one might encounter in those areas. 

Guests are often also involved in these discussions when deciding on where to go, based on what they want to try 

and look for, ensuring that everyone is a participant in the adventure. Despite the need for a game plan, it is equally 

as important to be prepared for the fact that this plan might change, and it often does. Being the wild and natural 

environment that we operate in, the animals move about irrespective of our arrangements, and this often requires a 

plan a, plan B, and sometimes even plan C.

The summer rains have continued to bless us and the environment with a constant but gentle drizzle throughout 

the month. Although this does make daily life in camp and out in the bush slightly more challenging, its evident relief 

to the land makes it easily tolerated. The vibrant surroundings and plentiful colours provide the cherry on the top! 

With a thick layer of grasses and flowers and dense canopies, a new world awaits. A world in which the ambush 

hunters thrive, despite the strengthening herbivores. This means that herd numbers are increasing for safety, and 

precaution seems to be the most commonly seen behavior from most of the mammals. Early morning jubilance 

amongst impala lambs, wildebeest calves and zebra foals never ceases and sunrise usually delivers lots of activity. 

Lately, though, very overcast conditions have often hidden the sun and its resultant shadows making for evenly-lit 

mornings and cool afternoons. Lots of the big cats have taken these opportunities to be more active during the day, 

much to our appreciation. Water heavy fields of damp grasses, overflowing mud wallows and trickling streams along 

every road has been the weekly reminder of nature’s potential. The happiness in and of this magical land is tangible.
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On one particular morning, we set out around 5h30 am in search of any sign of lions in the eastern section of 

Mabula, which is Madjuma. We drove through to Madjuma, onto northern fence line I spotted a single lioness foot 

prints heading east on northern fence line. I decided to follow this single set of print, followed the tracks past rain 

gauge all the way to the kopie towards road 3 vlei area, while driving past road one saw the lioness in a distance 

facing to our direction, looked like she is playing with something on her legs. As we get closer I saw that she had a 

baby warthog on her legs smacking it with her left front food and the baby was screaming. In a few minutes it was 

dead and the female carried it with her mouth.

Safari activities must include small animals. After all, they run the world.

It’s the first time in the history of the Earth in which one species dominates all the others. These “others” numbers 

are probably around 10 million. The vast majority are the invertebrates, the animals without backbones. Not all are 

so small – some squids and jellyfish are several meters long or across. Most, though, are small and unassuming. And 

they are hidden in plain view. They are busy maintaining the fabric of the world around us. They are the warp and 

weft of all natural systems. They make the soil, pollinate the flowers, spread seeds, and recycle valuable nutrients 

back into the soil. They are also food for many birds that are so loved, and keep other small animals in check by 

eating or parasitizing them. Yet most of us are oblivious of the many roles of these mostly small, even tiny, animals. 

If all their services were gone tomorrow, many plants would soon go extinct. Crops would be lost overnight. Many 

birds would die from lack of food, and soil formation would largely halt. The knock-on effects would also be huge as 

food webs collapse, and the world would quite literally fall apart Future generations depend on these small animals, 

so the focus must be on increasing awareness among the young. Children are intrinsically interested in what a bee, 

cricket, butterfly or snail is. Their small world is at the same level as this small world of insects and all their allies 

without backbones. Yet strangely, while we care about our children, we care so little for all the small creatures on 

which our children depend on now and into the future. As guides we must explain to our guests how the bee is 

keeping the flowering plant species alive and well, the grasshopper is recycling scarce food requirements for plants, 

the millipede is making the soil, and the ladybug is stopping pests from eating all our food. Showing children that 

this miniature world is there, and that it’s crucial, is probably one of the best things to do to help them survive the 

future in this world of turmoil. Being aware of what the various species actually do for maintaining ecosystems is 

crucial to understanding how complex the world around us is. Pointing out that a bee is intimately connected with 

flowers and so seeds are produced, and an ant is the cleaner of the forest floor, taking away all the debris from other 

small animals and the caterpillar is feeding the soil by pooing on it. Then we can conceptually jump to the whole 

landscape, where there are millions of little claws, mandibles and tongues holding, munching and sucking nectar all 

the time, even though we rarely see it happening. 

Where Did All the Chameleons Go?

In years gone by guides would amaze guests when they spotted the incredibly well-camouflaged flap necked 

chameleons, nestled in amongst the branches of a tree, the guides would see a slight colour and reflection 

difference, revealing one of these tiny creatures. This summer I can count on one hand the number of chameleons 

we’ve seen though. So the simple question on my mind is, where have all the chameleons gone?
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It is no secret that Mabula has just come through dry season. Could this be responsible for the missing chameleons? 

I think before we can answer that question we need to touch on the breeding and behaviour of this small reptile. 

The flap necked chameleon (Chamaeleo dilepis) is one the species of chameleon we find here on Mabula. This 

species is generally green in colour and is easily recognized by the flap of skin that it has at the back of its neck, 

called the occipital flap. It is usually not bigger than your hand. It has fused opposable toes which they use to grip 

securely onto branches and a very long tail which is used as a fifth leg, making the flap necked chameleon perfectly 

suited for living in trees.

Flap necked chameleons rely heavily on cryptic colouration. This means that their mottled green colouration blends 

in perfectly with their leafy habitat. This helps them escape notice from a number of predators that prey on them 

on Mabula, including an array of birds and snakes (ground hornbills, shrikes, vervet monkeys, boomslangs and 

vinesnakes). If we look back from September last year, I am reminded of how bare a majority of the trees were. With 

nowhere to hide they must have made an easy meal for the large number of predators the flap necked chameleon 

has. Even though flap necked chameleons have the reputation for displaying aggressive behaviour, when threatened 

they will puff up and hiss to ward off predators, unfortunately for them they are ‘all bark and no bite’. This coupled 

with the lack of cover must have made them easy pickings for predators. I have even noticed a small behaviour 

change in one of their main predators, the Southern ground hornbill.

Usually as a ground hornbill walks under a 

tree, they tilt their heads up into the canopy to 

look for chameleons. Lately though I have not 

seen much of this behaviour from these large 

birds. The breeding behaviour of a flap necked 

chameleon is something that I have always 

found interesting. After mating, the eggs take 

about two to three months to develop and the 

chameleon will lay between 10 – 40 eggs in a 

hole dug in the soil. These eggs will take close 

to a year to hatch. The fact that eggs are laid 

in a dug hole in the soil might help us better understand why we haven’t seen as many this summer. The lack of rain 

over the past two years has cause the ground to become rock hard. Has this hindered the flap necked chameleon’s 

ability to dig into the soil to bury the eggs?

Is this the end for flap necked chameleons on Mabula? In my opinion, no. If the drought has taught us anything, it 

is that animals are incredibly resilient. If we look at the buffalo for example, it has taken them less than four months 

to get back to the powerful force they were before the dry times began. In my opinion it will take the flap necked 

chameleon a little longer to recover, but as their habitat does, so will their numbers.
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As we slip into winter now, chameleons and other reptiles begin to aestivate (a state of dormancy related to the dry 

season) and our sightings of them diminish naturally. I look forward to the return of the next summer so that we can 

once again amaze guests by the somewhat ‘magical’ spots being pulled off by Mabula guides.

At the conclusion of another memorable month at Mabula, I look back and consider myself extremely fortunate to 

have witnessed such incredible sightings and to be exposed to such a fascinating environment on a daily basis. 

On a personal note, this month has made me recognize and appreciate the significance of contributing to the 

Mabula Guides newsletter and the satisfaction it may bring to a number of people around the world. Be it repeat 

guests, those that follow the guides newsletter after one visit to Mabula and those that have never had the pleasure 

of visiting yet, it’s an incredible thing to be able to remain connected to this amazing place. This month I have 

had the pleasure of driving the full spectrum of such guests. Furthermore, it brings great fulfilment to know that 

they constantly follow the lives of the extraordinary animals and continue to build a ‘relationship’ with them from 

numerous countries around the globe.

As the morning air begins to chill and the days become shorter, we have realized that winter is making its imminent 

approach. Misty mornings and dew-covered grasses are met with the warm rising sun penetrating through the haze, 

providing a somewhat mystical backdrop to this unique and dynamic landscape.

That’s all I have for this month, enjoy reading

From Isaiah and Wildlife team

Bushveld greeting


