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With just a month to go until we say goodbye to 2017, the question on everyone’s minds here has been, “when are we going to 

get rain again?” It’s an even more pertinent question when we look back at the last couple of years where our summer rainfall 

has been sub-standard and everyone is a little on the edge when it comes to this matter. Our question was answered this month 

though with a blessing over 20mm of rain, that is going to do wonders for the bush.

The impalas will begin to drop their lambs soon and they will benefit from the growth of new grass shoots as the welcome rains 

soak into the ground, leaving the impala females well nourished. The rains have also coincided with the return of the woodland 

kingfishers who have migrated back down to Southern Africa to breed, making us well aware of their presence with their shrill 

call, which provides a constant reminder that summer is here.

Being out on safari is about connecting with nature, more than simply seeing amazing animals and birdlife, it is witnessing the 

next chapter of an ancient and incredible story unfold, it is the ‘bush theatre’

No pre-read scripts or “take twos”, simply raw and uncut natural reality

It’s no secret that Mabula Game Lodge is one of the favourite safari destinations in South Africa. Everyone is drawn to Mabula and 

when I say everyone I mean all who call it home and those who travel across continents to experience Mabula with their own 

eyes, their own minds and, of course with their own hearts.

November is the season of change in Mabula and in Africa. Millions of migratory birds jet their way in and the breeding season 

commences for many bird species – as evidenced by much prancing, dancing and lusty singing. If early rains result in widespread 

pools of water, wildlife will spread out and be tougher to find compared to during the dry winter months when animals 

congregate near known water sources.
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Yes, November is a busy month in Mabula Game Lodge and the beginning of a time of plenty compared to the bare winter 

bushveld season. Yes, November is a great time in Mabula Game Lodge, for those who understand the many layers of this 

fascinating reserve I call home.

 

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE ANIMAL?

As a field guide I’ve often been asked by my guests which are my favourite animal. It’s not an easy question to answer.  Looking 

through my photographic collection you’ll find that I definitely take more photos of cheetahs and lions. I get most excited when 

finding them and following lions or cheetahs hunting.

  

But, if I had to choose one species to observe for the rest of my days, it would be elephants. 

There is nothing that reduces us to our proper dimensions more rapidly and completely than spending time in the company of 

these pachyderms. 

Their awesome size and strength commands respect and they have proved to be supreme survivors, masters of adapting to 

different climates and habitats. Furthermore, their behaviour and interactions are a treat to witness.
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Elephants have highly intricate brains, which like ours are equipped with a well-developed temporal lobe. This provides them with 

self-awareness and understanding for others. Family relations are various and fascinating. 

They emphasize care, concern, loyalty and huge affection for one another. They look after their ill and elderly and they mourn 

their dead. I’ve spent enough time with elephants to see that they evince complex emotions such as anxiety, care and happiness. 

These qualities are shared by only a few of us in the animal world. They also harbour attributes quite unlike our own- using 

infrasound they communicate over many kilometres on ultra-low frequencies below the threshold of human hearing. 400 calls 

have been discovered of which we can only hear a third. Despite all that is known about them, elephants still remain, on some 

level, unknowable.

Memory is the cement that holds elephant society together. In addition to having a developed temporal lobe they also have a 

large hippocampus and cerebral cortex, which are associated with memory and the power of recognition.

  

The matriarch for example, has a mental map that pinpoints far-flung clay pans and seasonal fruiting trees linked by ancient trails 

pounded into the earth by the feet of many generations. An adult elephant also has the ability to recognize up to 200 different 

individuals.
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The relationship between elephants and other animals is highly cooperative and symbiotic but field studies are only just beginning 

to shed light on elephant’s pivotal and complex role in the unique dynamics of savanna ecosystems. As a keystone species their 

activities profoundly affect the niches and population levels of a variety of less dominant life forms.

  

You can see first-hand how elephants transform their environment in search of food. These mega-herbivores play a pioneering 

part in transforming tall grasslands into young regenerating grass shoots that are eagerly sought after by buffalo and zebra who in 

turn mow it down further attracting wildebeest and impala.

As bulk mixed feeders elephants have the ability to switch between trees and grass depending on the season. 
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During the wet season grass is preferred and makes up 50% of their diet. In the dry season this drops to 10%. As annual grasses 

die back and perennial species wither (containing less than 5% protein) elephants turn to trees and shrubs that have 10-15% 

protein in their leaves.

An adult can consume 50 tons of vegetation annually, of which 60% passes through their gut undigested. Via their abundant 

droppings elephants ensure a safe haven for the eggs of dung beetles and other insects. These dung also provide for a valuable 

seed-dispersal service during their constant travels. As many as 12000 acacia seeds have been counted in a single ball of dung. 

Gastric juices soften the seeds outer casting and those not destroyed by chewing will have a 75% chance of germinating as 

opposed to 12% for seeds still in the pod.

Dependence on such powerful browsers for seed dispersal can be dangerous for the parent tree. The sweet, fleshy and vitamin 

c-rich marula fruit so loved my elephants on Mabula Game reserve is a case in point. Elephants feed not only on the fruit but also 

on the foliage and bark, which may damage or even kill a tree. Only female marula trees bear fruit but evolution has not provided 

them with stronger branches than males. Perhaps the selective pressure of browsing may favour trees with good re-sprouting 

ability.

A male cheetah patrols his territory in the western Modjadji plains of Mabula. These animals have superb eyesight and use 

termite mounds and fallen trees as vantage points to scan their surroundings.
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YOUR SAFARI EXPERIENCE IS NOT COMPLETE WITHOUT PARTICIPATING ON A GUIDED WALKING SAFARI

There is no better way to get up-close-and-personal with the African bush, and its wildlife, than to go on a walking safari. It is, 

without a doubt, the best way to fully experience and appreciate the magical intricacies that make up a regular day out in the 

bush.

Even if you’ve had many safari experiences in the past, this iconic adventure will, no doubt, knock your socks off.

You walk in silence, you are at one with nature’s rhythm, and you are completely at peace with the world. The landscape is 

exquisite and ever-changing. From the Marula trees to the Jacket plums, from the Syringas to the Leadwood trees, from the dry 

river gully’s to the grassy plains, and to the rocky granite outcrops, there is so much to take in!

The expert guides will lead you every step of the way and ensure that your safety always comes first. Their love for the bush, and 

their incredible anecdotes about the animals and how and why they do what they do, makes the experience truly authentic and 

valuable.   
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They will teach you how to judge how big an elephant is from its prints, how to tell how fast a lion is walking, and how to tell the 

difference between the red-billed and yellow-billed hornbill’s calls you will learn so much!

It’s most definitely the best way to learn about the bush. It certainly makes you wonder why we spend our days, months, and 

years learning about accounting, marketing, and law, instead of taking the time to stop and just simply appreciate, and fully 

understand, the world around us. There is just so much that nature can teach us… we just need to let it.

   

A walking safari is such an adventure and it really is one way to get to know your friends and family better, too.

You wake to the sounds of birds chirping, jackals calling to each other, nightjars reporting on the night’s events, and fish eagles 

crying, and yet it all seems so still and peaceful. Sitting in the middle of the bush with a hot cup of coffee and a rusk, you wait 

in quiet anticipation for the sun to peek over the horizon of Mabula or to rise up above the Waterberg Mountains. It really is a 

spiritual experience like no other.

 

For the birders among us, a walking safari is a must! There are so many birds of prey to be seen: from Snake eagles, to fish eagles, 

to African hawk eagles. You’ll spot hornbills, barbets, rollers, sunbirds, bee-eaters, kingfishers, shrikes, and many more. A walking 

safari allows you to get much better sightings than you would from a vehicle.

   

Your heartbeat will slow down to the pace of the African bush, you will go to bed and rise with the sun, and you will feel as 

though you are a part of something so much bigger, a world that exists out there every day, and that we miss as we race around 

obliviously, caught up in our corporate lives.

If you have any questions at all on the possible walking safaris on offer, please contact us. We can design the perfect combination 

of luxury and adventure just for you, and all in a heartbeat.
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As the year draws to a close, we continue to hope for more rain to rejuvenate the landscape and look forward to witnessing the 

transformation that will happen as a result.

Until then enjoy this collaborative Month in Reading… 

From Isaiah and the wildlife team

Bushveld greetings


