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As we have now come to the end of the winter months at Mabula Game Lodge, which happens to be my favourite 

time of the year for the low temperatures, misty mornings and soft warm light that the African Bushveld basks in. 

This season provides us with great opportunities to observe animals and capture some spectacular shots around 

the Modjadji area, as well as throughout the rest of the reserve including Madjuma. We have been witness to some 

interesting developments over the last few months as the animal dynamics are constantly changing here at Mabula.

 

Let’s not waste time and get to the exiting sightings and happening on the reserve during the month.
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WHY DO WE LOVE ELEPHANTS SO MUCH? 

Is it because we have a lot in common and can relate to them? 

After all, they live almost as long as we do and are quite intelligent.

If you ask me, I love them for their enormous size, curious shape and last, but not least, their wrinkly skin texture

Some say that the skin of an elephant is very thick – at some places no less than 3.5 centimetres! However, if you 

consider that this skin has to hold a whole lot of elephant and that an adult elephant weighs around 6,000kg, would 

you still consider an elephant’s skin thick? Or remarkably thin? Relatively speaking of course…

Whatever it is, when you look at an elephant’s wrinkly, tough skin you may find it difficult to imagine that it is so 

sensitive that it can feel a fly landing on its back.

Isn’t that amazing? And surprisingly, they are also sensitive to sunburn, which is why they absolutely love taking mud 

baths as it helps to relieve this problem.
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Although we have a lot in common, African elephants 

are chuffed with their wrinkles and to say that we 

are not too happy with ours would definitely be an 

understatement.

Why are elephants happy with their wrinkly bodies?

 

Well, elephants lack sweat glands and therefore can’t 

sweat and overheating can be a problem. Therefore, 

the elephant uses its wrinkles to ‘catch’ the water. The 

wrinkles hold the water for long periods of time, and 

as they evaporate the elephant cools down, just like 

sweating. Ingenious cooling system don’t you think?

Flapping their enormous ears that are covered 

with paper-thin skin is another way to reduce their 

temperature. By pumping blood through their blood 

vessels and flapping their ears, elephants can effectively 

cool their blood and remove excess heat from their bodies to keep cool.

 

When we are having some cooler days in the Mabula Game Lodge and you will see elephants holding their ears 

flat against their head, trying to keep heat in. By using the skin behind the ears as a heater, they heat up the blood 

running through the blood vessels to raise the body temperature.

Cooling down and heating up by a flap.

Isn’t that intriguing?

So maybe next time you see an elephant you may admire not only its beautiful appearance, but also the fascinating 

process it does of balancing its body temperature.
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WHY IT IS IMPORTANT FOR MALE LIONS FORM COALITIONS?

It is always a powerful and awe-inspiring experience to come across a group of male lions on a game reserve 

while on game drive, but why do they do this and what are the benefits of forming these alliances amongst other 

competitive males?

Let us look at few factors that have an influence for 

lions to form a coalitions.

Territory: 

The more the merrier – and the stronger! A coalition 

of prime male lions can be crucial in establishing and 

maintaining a large territory. Presiding over larger tracts 

of land means that male lions will have dominance over 

any pride within that territory and can therefore ensure 

the longevity of their DNA through a wider genetic 

distribution.

Food: 

Being part of the coalition means that there are more 

paws on deck when it comes to hunting, which offers 

better feeding opportunities.

 

Protection: 

It also offers protection from other male lions and the protection of the genes as a lion in a coalition will have direct 

access to more than one pride with the potential of reproducing.

In order to be effective and to stand a chance of occupying land, brothers and cousins often group together when 

they are kicked out of their pride. Males that end up on their own will often integrate into an existing coalition, or 

team up with other lone males.

There are many more reasons why male lions have to form a coalitions, this is just a mere taste of few reasons if you 

have wondered why males will be two with one pride and get along without any problems or killing each other.
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EVOLUTION IS ABOUT ADAPTATION

It’s nature’s way to transcend boundaries, to react to the stimuli of life; to make every cell in an organism run at its 

most efficient in order to assure survival. Evolution is the lubrication of life and without it, organisms would seize, 

just like an engine, and ultimately fail. However, certain animals have remained unchanged for potentially hundreds 

of millions of years. The only way this is possible is if they have already reached what is considered evolutionary 

perfection and therefore nature needs no reason to select them for change.

 

The first ancestors of the current day Nile crocodile evolved in a world very different to our own. 250 million years 

ago, they roamed the planet alongside the mighty dinosaurs, yet somehow they managed to survive the mass 

extinction that ended this reptilian domination. Crocodiles are considered living relics of this bygone era and if one 

delves a little deeper into their physiology, one can begin to understand why they are still so successful, despite all 

the changes that have since impacted the world.

The beating heart of any vertebrate is, well, its heart. This is the engine that drives every other organ in its body 

and just like a car manufacturer; those with the best and most efficient hearts tend to be more successful. It is no 

surprise then that crocodiles have what is considered by many, to be the most advanced heart of any animal known 

today.

Unlike all other reptiles, Crocodiles have 4 chambers in their hearts instead of 3. In simple terms, this means that 

their circulation system is closed and that oxygenated and deoxygenated blood does not mix. This makes the heart 

far more efficient and thus the engine can produce a lot more power for the same effort!

 

This does not mean that a crocodile’s heart resembles our own however… What makes it even more unique is a 

specialized organ known as the Foramen of Panizza. This may sound like an Italian pizza shop owner but it is in fact 

a specialized valve that can regulate where the blood is channeled in the body.

 

Let’s take holding your breath for example. The reason, that after a minute or so of being submerged, you need to 

resurface is because the oxygen in your blood has been used by organs such as your brain and muscles and needs 

to be replenished. A crocodile is able to hold its breath for well over an hour in the right conditions. How is this 

possible? Well, for one thing it is able to reduce its heart rate to only a few beats per minute in times of inactivity. 

But the real answer is the Foramen of Panizza. Instead of blood being pumped into the lungs and thus wasted on an 

organ that is not in use, they are bypassed so that the blood can be sent to more important areas (i.e. the brain and 

tail), and thus be used much more efficiently.
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Other than their mastery of aquatic living, the crocodile is a ferocious and non-selective hunter. Not concerned with 

taking only the choice cuts, a crocodile’s incredible digestive system is able to process not only meat, but also fur, 

horn and even bone. How it is able to do this is also directly related to the Foramen of Panizza.

Deoxygenated blood cannot be re-oxygenated by the inactive lungs whilst the animal is submerged. However, 

carbon dioxide is an important chemical ingredient in gastric juices and thus in efficient digestion. Therefore, instead 

of wasting the carbon dioxide rich blood, the Foramen of Panizza redirects it to the stomach in order to create more 

digestive enzymes. This means that any protein rich food can be converted into energy. 

Only small amounts at a time can be fed into the intestines however and in many animals, the meat being stored in 

the stomach would putrefy due to an excess of bacteria. The acidity created by the excess CO2 minimizes this risk 

and thus enables a crocodile to digest a large meal slowly over a prolonged period of time. In a world where you 

never know where you next meal will come from, or what it will be, these are perfect strategies for survival!
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Perfection is a strong word and one that is thrown around with all too much ease but the crocodile is more than 

worthy of this tag. Ancient humans began to walk on two legs about 5 million years ago and look how much we 

have changed in that time. Crocodilians have been major players in the game of life for close to 50 times as long 

and have barely altered… Surely this is evidence that perfection exists?!

Last month I wrote about the splendid thorn tree, and how it fits into the ecosystem at this time of year. It drew my 

attention to another tree that is quite striking at present – the sausage tree (Kigelia Africana). Because it is currently 

flowering around the main lodge area. 

In Mabula we are not as privileged as like other game reserves where these trees grows wild on the reserves. 

On Mabula these trees are planted around the main lodge area and when they flower they will drew your attention 

towards them and that is what happened to me, while I was walking to the office one morning, I decided to take 

few pictures and say to myself, this month you will be on my guides news.

These trees are also in full bloom at the moment, giving a splash of colour to the dry winter landscape. The flowers 

are a deep and vivid red, and stand out amongst the bright green leaves. What also draws ones’ attention to this tree 

is the orchestra of bird calls and hive of animal activity in and around the tree.
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I stood near a prominent Kigelia tree and counted at least ten different bird species. The bright red flowers of 

Kigelia Africana hanging from the tree crown, are pollinated by a myriad of species that visit them, the characteristic 

sausage-like fruits will develop.

I began to think about the profound impact this one tree has on the life in just inside the main lodge area birds, 

monkeys, and our resident’s nyala herd. Baboons and monkeys gnaw open the sausages to access the lusher 

insides, and during times of sparse grazing, hippos will feed on them as well, their powerful jaws able to break open 

the outer shells that many other animals cannot.

Realizing the incredible diversity of life that makes use of the tree, it struck us that we are all connected: soil, water, 

plants, animals, insects, and humans. We are all part of a dynamic system that relies on the presence of each 

other to exist in harmony. Connection is a relationship in which a person, thing, or idea is linked or associated with 

something else.

 There are countless examples of symbiotic relationships in nature whereby the presence and actions of one 

individual or population have an impact on the existence of other species and individuals that would otherwise 

struggle to survive. In fact, a whole field of study is dedicated to this: ecology. As humans, we sometimes separate 

ourselves from nature, whereas I do believe that we are very much a part of the ecosystem.
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I feel almost guilt if I refer to what I do here as work. It is somewhat of a gift though, as I am lucky enough to breathe 

in the fresh oxygen provided to us by trees like the sausage tree. 

Most importantly, we are able to connect with hundreds of interesting people year round and introduce them to this 

intricate and dynamic system, becoming a part of the animals’ stories together as we set out into the Mabula Private 

Game Reserve on a daily basis.

A connection is developed with the animals and the plants out here that often results in a photograph of a cheetah 

(for example) being taken home to share with friends. The cheetah in the image below is now connecting with new 

people, drawing them closer to the bush.  

In some instances, this may culminate in new guests 

arriving at Mabula game lodge, contributing to a 

conservation model that allows for the protection of all 

living things here, simply by enabling species to exist in a 

game reserve. Taking this a step further, people from near 

and far are now provided with an income.

Without the trees such as the sausage trees and the 

splendid thorns, the cheetahs may not have such great 

places for shade to rest during the day. Game drives may 

not provide such incredible sightings and thus guests 

may not return. Thus income would dwindle and the 

game reserves would lack funding for the protection of 

all species. However, luckily this is not the case! We are all connected and the land is in a marvelous equilibrium.

Let these small examples be a reminder to us all – wherever we are in the world – which the beings of the Earth all 

rely on each other for their existence. We are one of these beings.

 

Second to the sun, the amber eyes of the cheetah have a special place in my heart. Their round-shaped pupils give 

them 210 degree peripheral vision which is needed for spotting prey and predator.
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NATURE’S BEST SCAVENGERS

Often you will see a large bird soaring in the sky, using thermals to gain height. More than often this bird turns out to 

be a vulture. We have re-instated vulture restaurant and it looks like its paying out. Often called ugly, disgusting, and 

unhygienic, vultures play a crucial role in the environment as nature’s best scavengers. They will find dead animals 

in the environment and pick the bones clean which in turn helps regulate potential carcass-borne diseases that are 

exposed to other fauna.

They are fully adapted for a life on the wing searching out food. A huge wingspan allows them to cover great 

distances whilst soaring. Keen eyesight helps them look out for dead or decaying animals on the ground. A naked, 

featherless neck keeps them from getting rotten meat stuck on their heads, and a sharp pointed beak is helpful for 

tearing rotten flesh. 

Images by Sharon Labuschagne

This huge bird has a wingspan of up to 2.0 metres. They have exceptionally strong bills used to tear open carcasses 

in the larger mammal species.  Once this huge bird has completed this task it allows the smaller birds to come in a 

feed.

The white-backed vulture is a native to most of Africa, including Mabula.

They play such an important role in making sure that diseases do not spread. They help cycle nutrients back into the 

ecosystem and prevent the spread of diseases such as rabies. Habitat loss and a decline in large ungulates have not 

helped the vulture species as a whole.  

Images by Sharon Labuschagne



WWW.MABULA.COM

They are also persecuted and poisoned out of fear and lack of knowledge. White-backs need large trees to build 

nests and raise young, and these types of trees are just not common anymore and therefore breeding sites are 

becoming hard to find.

It’s certainly not the prettiest bird in, but without it the bush would be a lot smellier and dirtier a place. 

LILIZELA MLILIZELI

As we all know, September is tourism month, it the month with lots of tourism activities and one of the biggest 

activity is the Lilizela Awards. Where establishments and individuals get recognized for the exceptional work and 

services rendered to their clients or tourists.

 

These awards recognise and reward tourism players and businesses who work passionately and with pride to deliver 

a world class product and service and whose delivery grows South Africa’s global destination competitiveness.

I was awarded the best provincial Guide under nature guide category. I will be representing Limpopo and Mabula at 

national level with 8 other provinces. The winners for the nationals will be announced on the 29th October 2017 at 

Sandton convention centre. Fingers crossed. I would like thank all our guests who have taken their precious time to 

vote for us. These awards mean a lot to us and they encourage us to wow our guests when they visit Mabula Game 

Lodge. LILIZELA MLILIZELI…………..
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An African sunset commands a moment’s silence. It stirs the soul and is best enjoyed with a cold drink of your 

choice in hand whilst watching the sun going down. As the egg yolk sun drops below the horizon in the African 

bush, everything is right in world.

 

A sunset in the wilderness is something very special and as the sun disappears, you know that the show is far 

from over as the colours continuously change and paint the sky long after the fire ball has vanished. Each sunset 

is different. Each one just as breath-taking as the last.  Our guides will ensure that you delivered to the perfect 

sundowners spot which will offer you prime viewing of the most idyllic Bushveld sunset scenes. Guests can get 

off the vehicle and bask in the glow, whilst toasting another perfect day at Mabula. These sundowner spots allow 

for amazing photographic opportunities of the sun disappearing behind the Waterberg Mountains. Enjoy a quiet 

moment to yourself with a bottle of champagne celebrating your time at Mabula Game Lodge”

What more could you ask for with the view, the sounds of the hippos in the dam preparing for their evening 

activities.

On the 24th September we celebrated Heritage Day in South Africa. It is a day that we celebrate the myriad of 

cultures that make up this astonishing rainbow nation. Over the course of this land’s history, there have been 

numerous different people, tribes, groups and individuals who have contributed their heritage and way of life to this 

rich tapestry of culture. Heritage Day recognises and celebrates the cultural wealth of our nation. South Africans 

celebrate the day by remembering the cultural heritage of the many cultures that make up the population of South 

Africa. Various events are staged throughout the country to commemorate this day.  

Indeed it is because of this historical melting pot of culture that the fabric of South African life is such a rich quilt 

of diversity, both across the nation. South Africa has rich, unique and diverse cultural heritage embraced by various 

cultural groups. Each group embraces, preserves and celebrates its unique culture. South Africa also has beautiful 

ecosystems, wildlife, and unique mountains. This is the core of the country’s natural heritage which when combined 

with the cultural heritage makes South Africa a world in one country. The Month of September is a month when 

South Africans come together to share, celebrate, showcase each one’s cultural heritage. The cultural heritage 

of South Africa not only consists of facets mentioned above but many others; such as cultural villages, landmarks 

(statues and monuments) and endogenous rites and activities. I hope you have celebrated this day in style. 

From the guiding team here at Mabula, we celebrated this day by sharing our rich knowledge of South Africa’s 

Heritage with our guests

That’s all I have for you this month.

From Isaiah Banda and Wildlife Team

Bushveld greetings


