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For many, the approach of summer is viewed with some trepidation, mostly because of the imminent wave of heat 

and insects. 

For the habitat team especially, there is a certain disquietude regarding the threat of bush fires. Some will argue 

that the game viewing is ‘better’ in winter because there is less water out in the bush and the animals tend to 

concentrate around the waterholes that remain; that the grass is dry and the bush is sparse allowing one to see 

further into the bush and in turn increasing the chance of spotting one of Mabula’s big cats; and that the sunsets are 

redder on account of the fact that there is more dust in the atmosphere. I would actually argue in favour of summer, 

but that is a subject for another time because now is the time to celebrate the fecundity of spring. 
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Spring is firmly upon us, and whilst the traditional time for reflection is at the end of the year, the rebirth and renewal 

that the current change of season is slowly ushering in have been evident over the this month; many of the sightings 

we’ve been witness to have been just cause to simply pause and look back.

The Dombeyas have almost completed their blooms, the Wahlberg’s Eagle pairs are already building their nests, and 

the almost nervous excitement that precedes the first big rains is starting to build. Before the rains unleash, instead 

of charging forward into whatever awaits, we feel it’s important to think about what is and what could have been.

Giraffes and vervet monkeys have been maximizing their intake of the protein-rich flowers. Wild pear trees stand out 

amongst the ever-drying landscape with bursts of luminescent white flowers. The first proper thunderstorms are 

only due to roll in next month, a fact that continues to make the Mvubu dam and other water points dotted around 

Mabula, life-lines. Elephants have been plentiful around these watered areas, particularly during the midday heat 

along, and the migratory bird species are filtering in drips and drabs, although the real influx is still coming. 

Heritage Day has come and gone in South Africa, and is an enormously important day in which we celebrate our 

diverse culture and oneness under the label of Ubuntu. The spring equinox saw the shift from longer nights and 

shorter days to shorter nights and longer days, and out in the bush, change is everywhere. ‘Que sera sera’ indeed, 

but for now we’ll bask in the renewal that spring has brought upon us, reflecting on the magic that permeates 

through everything at Mabula. 
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You don’t stumble upon your heritage, it’s there just waiting to be explored and shared, this is our treasured 

heritage, this is where we belong and this is our spirit of place

This month has brought with world rhinos day which is celebrated all over the world. At the root of the rhino crisis is 

the myth that rhino horn contains curative properties. World Rhino Day highlights efforts to debunk the myths and 

diminish the demand for rhino horn. Rhinos are in crisis. Let’s not shy away from that fact. Let’s embrace that fact 

rather, as with awareness comes resolve. 

The world knows just how threatened rhinos are. Sudan, the last male northern white rhino died in March this 

year. An iconic ambassador of his species, his death served to highlight more than ever how close to the brink of 

extinction the rest of them are, and with populations declining at a rapid rate due to large-scale poaching across 

Africa in particular, who knows how long rhinos will be around for?

White and Black rhinoceros populations number approximately 20,000 and 5000 respectively. The fact remains 

that as recently as the 1970s there were over 60,000 black rhinos in Africa, and the white rhino, the focus of one 

of the world’s greatest conservation stories in which the species was brought back from roughly 100 individuals at 

the beginning of the 20th century to number over 20,000, has for the first time in almost a century experienced a 

population decline as a direct result of escalating poaching levels.

On the 22nd September both Mabula family and our head office – Extraordinary staff did their part to support 

World Rhino day and create awareness. We do celebrate Rhinos everyday as they are one of the species dearest to 

our hearts.
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IN SOUTH AFRICA AS OF THE END OF AUGUST 2018:

•	 183	less	rhino have been poached compared to this time last year.

•	 In the Kruger	National	Park,	40	less	rhino	were poached compared to this time last year.

•	 Over 400 arrests have been made of suspected rhino poachers and 13 traffickers so far this year. 

Whilst these figures may not seem overly impressive at first glance, in the context of the poaching trends of the last 

decade, the turnaround has been huge. The number of rhinos poached increased exponentially, rising from 83 to 

1215 every year between 2008 and 2014! Then in 2015, finally, the number of poached rhinos decreased from the 

year before. And they have decreased every year since that. As wonderful as it is to have a global initiative like World 

Rhino Day that showcases the plight of these animals, the reality is that their continued protection is an around-the-

clock, 365 days a year effort.

Thankfully though, through repeated drives and campaigns, the required awareness of the threats to their survival 

is ever-spreading, and the hard fight to save the species, that is sometimes taking place in the face of almost 

overwhelming odds, is slowly – and hopefully inexorably – gathering momentum.

Where there’s prey there are predators and Lions sightings have been as consistent as we could wish. With poor 

grazing conditions, antelope have been feeling the pinch and Lions have been capitalizing on the young, weak and 

old. Somewhere on Mabula, at any given time there seems to have been an antelope bones remainder on the next 

to the water and being fed on by lions.

Birding is a huge component of a wilderness experience, or at least it should be. With more than 300 bird species 

having been recorded at Mabula, it’s safe to say that you’re going to be seeing more than your fair share of little 

feathered creatures when you come on safari here. 

Although it’s invariably the Big 5 that steal the show, the day-to-day life of a bird is every bit as danger-fraught as that 

of a lion – perhaps more so – and by just taking a small amount of time to stop, look and observe the behaviours 

of some of the more common avian inhabitants when out on a safari drive, you will likely develop a far greater 

appreciation of what the area has to offer. 
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September has come and gone, we are entering October, if you have ever experienced the tranquillity of driving 

around the majestic Mvubu dam which is south of main lodge, soaking up the birdlife and the lushness of trees, then 

you will possibly have encountered a pod of hippopotamus or three. Or would that be hippopotami? No matter…

In the dry season, especially October, mature bulls (twenty years and up) are known to control sections of river, 

lakeshore and shallows as exclusive mating territories, and they don’t tolerate intruders and rival males. Mabula has 

long been renowned for its lions, but for most of our guests the humble hippopotamus inspires as much awe and 

wonder. And we have quite good numbers of hippos.

Hippos appear to suffer a form of social schizophrenia. They’re highly gregarious, interacting often and tolerating 

close contact when they’re in water, and often lying in a heap when resting ashore each day, warming them up in 

the sun, but when they’re out grazing, usually at night, each animal becomes its own independent and unsociable 

unit. Females with offspring are the exception and are inseparable. 

Due to their size, they’re largely immune from predators on land; hence they don’t herd together for safety like the 

ubiquitous impala. When they’re in the water they tend to cluster.  Whether this behaviour has evolved as protection 

for calves vulnerable to crocodiles or simply to cram themselves into any available space is a subject of some 

debate. However, we’re seeing a fair amount of crowding in the waterholes of Mabula.

At the moment, most of the waterholes out in the bush are dry and so there is a lot of competition for the 

waterbodies that remain. Just last week I counted at least fifteen hippos piled into the Ngulubi dam! Admittedly, all 

those animals living in such close proximity have turned the waterhole into something of a smelly bubble bath, but it 

is arguably the best place to see them.
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Hippo rest, bask in the sun and digest food by day, commuting out into the grassy open areas to feed by night. 

Using the same paths – or hippo highways – to and from the waterholes, they can cover anything up to ten 

kilometres before returning to the sanctuary of the water before dawn. With every season, grouping patterns and 

densities change. With more habitats available in the wet season, they spread out. During the drier months they 

gather in larger groups, territorial turnover is high and competition is at its peak. 

Territorial bulls will not tolerate bachelor males – even within the pod – provided they behave submissively and 

refrain from sexual activity. On occasion these two- to three ton behemoths drive out the younger males with great 

ferocity and gusto, leaving them to survive an outcast existence in the least favourable habitat. These showdowns 

are more often heard than seen as they often take place under cover of darkness. They will also often take place in 

thick reed-beds, inaccessible to vehicles.

Pictures supplied by Mabula Guide Tiaan Muller
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The bellowing sound of hippo contest often fills the night air along the Mannekamp plain and rain meter plains, 

while the gentle “wheeze-honking” from the nearby waterholes is almost part and parcel of the Mabula experience. 

Most of us take this for granted but to see hippos in such great abundance is something to be greatly appreciative 

of. For them to flourish there are two essential requirements: water deep enough to submerge in and nearby 

grassland, both of which are plentiful at Mabula, so it is indeed a hippo haven.

Whether it’s watching them leave the waterhole at dusk during sundowners, enjoying the young ones swimming 

around like fat babies in armbands or spending time with them at the Western Mvubu dam as they interact and snort 

their contentment, the hippopotamus is a big part of the safari scenery and should be an essential part of every safari 

experience. 

 

My first moment the cheetah female leopard and her young cub as they walked through a clearing. The cheetah 

female is a small female, so the youth of her cub is emphasised even more by the size disparity between them, and 

over the next few months we look forward to seeing how the cub develops towards sub-adulthood, pictures by 

Guide Sharon Labuschagne

The wilderness is vital to mankind, for in the wilderness we strengthen our bonds with the earth and find peace 

within ourselves, and I believe it our duty to protect it. From an ecological perspective, each species is an essential 

part of the food chain, and the removal of one jeopardizes the function of all. 

Each species has a unique genetic history and represents millions of years and adaption to the environment. The 

extinction of one species erases this history forever. Aesthetically, philosophically, and ethically, it is our responsibility 

to conserve such biodiversity so that future generations can appreciate it as we do today.
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Although the bush is dry and thirsty and we don’t start to expect the rains until late October, the sights, sounds and smells of 

spring are all around us. A ceaseless symphony of bird calls in the early morning, the shrill buzzing of the cicadas in the midday 

heat, the toads that have joined the evening chorus and the characteristic ‘good-lord-deliver-us’ call of the Fiery-necked nightjar 

permeates the night air at sundowners. The Wahlberg’s eagles, hard at work constructing their platform-like nests, the veroux 

eagles have been seen around Stuyvesant hill, they have been back for a few weeks along with others that have spent the winter 

in northern climes.

Impala ewes and zebra mares are sporting barrel sized bellies revealing growing life within. These pregnancies are perfectly timed 

to coincide with the first rains; a timely strategy that ensures adequate food for the mothers and sufficient cover for the new-

borns. 

On the A very beautiful view from Sunsethill camp, this is a view not to be missed during summer month, a beautiful lush green 

overlooking whole owners plains towards the majestic Waterberg mountains.

A great safari guide is your window into the wild: their instincts and expertise are the ingredients that produce incredible wildlife 

encounters and invaluable lessons about the natural world.

A safari isn’t just about the game-viewing experience or seeing the Big Five. It is also about the enjoyment of exploring unspoiled 

natural areas, absorbing and tuning oneself into the atmosphere, learning to appreciate all aspects of nature and cultural heritage, 

and, most importantly, making memories with family and friends—or starting over and giving yourself a chance to connect to 

nature on a spiritual level. Above all, stop stressing about seeing the Big Five and let the guide spoil you.

As new life swells through this bushveld haven, the next question on everybody lips is: when will we get the first good rains?

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

From Isaiah Banda and Mabula family 

Bushveld Greetings


