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Shorts rather than long pants are starting to be preferred by the guiding team for morning game drive, as the 

mercury isn’t dipping quite as low at dawn. With the higher temperatures have come drier conditions, forcing the 

local herbivores to work harder for food, as the scant grazing and browse material is sparsely distributed. And in 

the wake of the herbivores have come the predators, with different predators like cheetahs, lions, brown hyenas, 

caracals been viewed this month. We’re only just past halfway in the year, but we’ve enjoyed enough spectacular 

sightings to last a lifetime. Spring is almost upon us; what will the change in season bring? That we have to wait and 

see.
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Written by: Isaiah Banda  - Madjuma Reserve Manager

Sunrise – 06h21 | Sunset – 17h54

12ºC Low | 32ºC High
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Celebrating Mabula woman’s

There is an old adage that “the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world” it is in this spirit, as South Africa celebrates 

Women’s day on the 09th August every year. That we acknowledge and pay tribute to the exceptional women’s 

of Mabula, those on the forefront and those behind the scenes, who have played such a vital role in making sure 

our guests are warmly welcome and made them feel at home. be it the attention to detail or the warm, homely 

welcome that guests receive upon arrival.

Our team live and flourish in this environment as both professionals in their career and - perhaps an even more 

challenging pursuit - as mothers, partners and wives in their personal households. Women are the foundation of 

home and family life - the nurturers, caregivers and upholders of family values. Returning home at the end of a long 

workday as they shift their role from taking care of our guests to taking care of their families, requires the seemingly 

effortless balancing of responsibilities and meticulous time management.

Mabula Game Lodge is captained by strong and wonderful woman, Kim Allen who somehow find equilibrium 

between operating her family, the lodge and staff of the greater Mabula Game Lodge family. There is limited time for 

oneself when working in hospitality, but our guests become like family after spending a couple of days with us, and 

the long hours pass by quickly when seeing how at home guests feel at Mabula. 

We take our hats off to these matriarchs who choose to make a difference in the world of conservation, guiding, 

lodge managers, receptionist, restaurant assistance, housekeeping assistance, while setting prime examples as 

balanced and fulfilled individuals.
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World Lion Day

The fragile conservation status of the lion, whose numbers in the wild have halved over the past 25 years, makes 

the preservation of this ecosystem of primary concern for Mabula. Worldwide awareness events like World Lion Day 

also serve to cast a spotlight on the need for sustainable solutions to the challenges facing the survival of lions in the 

wild, and to help to spread the word about the importance and urgency of their protection. The purpose of World 

Lion Day is to raise awareness for these majestic cats, but at the same time to celebrate them. There are many 

people that work tirelessly every day to ensure that lions have natural spaces in which to roam freely.

Lions are an integral part of the entire ecosystem and a corner stone to any African safari. Sadly, today lions find 

themselves under more pressure than they have ever been. It is believed that just over a century ago more than 

200,000 lions roamed across Africa but today’s estimations are around 20,000. This is largely as a result of human 

encroachment which has led to habitat loss, poaching and also unsustainable hunting practices throughout the 

previous centuries.

So, take today to celebrate these incredible felines and together let’s help ensure lions all over Africa get the respect 

and dignity they not only deserve, but need, in order to continue to thrive. As we take this opportunity to celebrate 

the lions of Mabula and what they have given all of us over the years.
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World Elephant day

Elephants are just like us in so many ways. They reach puberty at thirteen or fourteen years old. They have offspring 

up until the age of about fifty and they can live to be seventy years old, sometimes more. A female elephant, known 

as a cow, gives birth to a single calf and in very rare cases twins. The interval between births is between two and four 

years.

An elephant shows many different emotions, just like us. They grieve at the loss of a baby or family member, and in 

many cases other elephants too. 

I am yet to find another species, other than a human, that does this. They cry, they play and laugh! They are very 

social animals, especially within their own family group. If a baby becomes distressed, the entire family will make 

a soothing rumbling sound and go over to comfort and reassure it. Maybe one of the most fascinating features of 

an elephant is its trunk. The trunk is a union of the nose and upper lip. It is highly sensitive and is made up of over 

100,000 muscles. An elephant can breathe through its trunk and its mouth. The trunk can be extremely heavy and 

can often be seen draped over a tusk for support. The trunk is a very important tool, and although an elephant 

doesn’t drink through its trunk, it does use it to suck up between 8 -10 liters of water at a time and squirt it into its 

mouth.
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An elephants’ intelligence is further proved by its ability to use tools to help it with tasks. For example, they may use 

a stick, held in its trunk, to dig up grass or to swat troublesome flies and insects. This ability to use tools makes their 

psychology comparable to that of a human or primate.

Being a Field Guide is not your average career, like all jobs it requires hard work and dedication, but it’s probably one 

of the most rewarding things you can do.  It is a life changing experience, but you can’t just jump into a vehicle and 

start doing safari drives, there is more to it than that. Before we can take guests on safari and bush walks, we must 

go through some extensive training where we learn to interpret the bush and everything in it.  We are taught to 

respect and have empathy towards the fauna and flora, to view the animals without disrupting their natural behavior 

and to give guests a once in a lifetime experience. 

We get to spend our days out in nature, which start off with beautiful sunrises and our guests warming up to a hot 

chocolate or coffee with a dash of Amarula and ending with dramatic sunsets while sipping on a gin and tonic, 

which always tastes better at sunset under the African skies. Being out in the bush in an open vehicle listening to 

the songs of birds or the calls of hyena in the distance, while not having to deal with morning traffic and car hooters 

ringing in your ear is something that our guests have waited a long time for. 
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In 2006 I decided to follow my heart and become a guide with the dream that I might get the opportunity to one-

day work at Kruger National Park and if not Mabula Game Lodge would be my home. After completing my studies 

to become a qualified Field Guide, I was thrilled to hear that I have been invited for interview at Mabula Game Lodge. 

I still remember going on my first safari, being proud of myself for getting this far and grateful for the opportunity 

to live out my dream. I love the fact that I can share my knowledge with my guests, and I want them to leave 

Mabula not just with memories of the epic sighting we had, but with a better understanding and appreciation of the 

African Bush. I also find it captivating that there is still so much more that I need to know about the bush, and I’m 

eager to learn more about it. I could not have done this without my Trainer Mark Stavrakis, mentorship from Laurie 

Roux my then manager, legendary Dewald Herman my then head guide, Louw Kanyane, Gavin Holdensmith, Fritz 

Lightenberg, Solly Lebudi, Peter Kgokane, Vernon Van Wyk, Nelson Moloto to name a few, who I have been working 

with for over three years. We have become best friends and have learned to work together as a team to give guests 

the best safari experience possible.

For me, the most rewarding part is receiving a note from a couple/family that I have hosted during their stay with 

us. It reminds me of what this profession is about, sharing my passion and knowledge of nature with each person 

joining me on safari. 
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I always make sure that the notes or comments I gets from the guests I have I keep them save to serve as a 

reminder of how important it is to always smile, be full of energy and even if you are having a bad day to not let it 

influence the experience you are going to give your guests. Knowing that this was the “highlight” of their Mabula trip 

and that they will leave with memories which will stay with them for a lifetime is what matters most to me.

Their wealth of knowledge regarding tracks, traditional beliefs, local medicinal uses of plants, and bush experience 

was a fundamental part of a safari.

Being a Field Guide, you get to experience so many wonderful natural events and you get to meet so many 

different people from all over the world.  I have seen so many unforgettable things and experienced it with so many 

wonderful people. It doesn’t matter how many times you have been on safari; the bushveld won’t stop surprising 

you.

I always say that you might get to see the same species of animals over and over again, but their behavior will never 

be exactly the same, and the more you get to see them, the more you realize that different individuals have different 

personalities. You also get to see different animals interacting with each other and this makes every safari a mystery 

which still gives me goose bumps not knowing what I’m going to see on the next safari. Being a Field Guide is not 

just a job, it’s a passion. Enough about me and my passion about being a guide.
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This cactus-like tree is often mistaken for a cactus but is in fact a tree. It has large succulent leaves which are filled 

with a milky latex. The latex is highly toxic and forms part of the trees’ defense to discourage browsing animals from 

eating the leaves. The latex is so strong that it has the potential to blister skin on contact, to cause painful swelling of 

soft tissue and can lead to blindness if it comes in contact with the eyes. 

Bees, butterflies and other insects pollinate the flowers of this beautiful tree and many birds enjoy the fruits. When 

fruiting, the seeds pop open, sounding like popcorn popping. This bursting allows the seeds to be distributed a 

distance from the mother plant. There are many uses for the Tree Euphorbia, but perhaps the most interesting would 

be the fact that it is used for fishing. The latex of the Euphorbia contains a poison called rotonin, which inhibits fish 

from absorbing oxygen thereby killing them. As long as the head and gills of the fish are removed prior to eating it, 

there is no danger of being poisoned as the fish does not retain any of the Euphorbias’ toxicity.

As was mentioned in the first paragraph, the poisonous latex is one of the tree’s defenses against being eaten by 

herbivores. The other deterrent to potential feeders is its sharp thorns. Neither of these however discourage the 

Black rhino who eat these highly toxic trees daily without any ill effect.



WWW.MABULA.COM

Mabula is home to number of antelope species, such as species Kudus, Nyala, Waterbuck, Red hartebeest, Impalas 

just to name a few and will be focusing on them and take a break from the big five. Sometimes we ignore them and 

there are so much interesting facts and behavior among them.

Tragelaphus – also referred to as “Tragelaphines” meaning “Spiral Horned Antelope” and there is a few specie, Kudu 

or also known as the Greater Kudu.

They are very easily distinguished from most antelope species, generally quite a bit larger, both male and female will 

have white disruptive markings running vertically along the coat from the flanks to the rump (these line markings are 

unique in every individual). The only differences between male and female is that the male will have a rather large 

set of horns which are spiraled (reach 1,2m on average however have been recorded up to 1,7m/an average of 3 

curls), and the female will lack these horns. Also, the male will sport a fringe of longer hair stretching from the chin 

to lower neck.
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Kudu are generally browsers, meaning they feed on leaf matter from the canopies of small shrub-like trees no 

bigger than 1 – 2m tall. They are not deterred by thorns and are found among thorn-tree scattered veld within the 

environment. 

They will also occasionally feed on grass, fruits, shoots, seeds and pods. Kudu are ruminants and are quite 

specialized browsers and outcompete species such as the Giraffe and Black Rhino due to their size and flexibility 

– such as being able to reach higher up on shrubs than Black Rhino and lower on shrubs than Giraffe. Kudu are 

generally seen or found within open savannah thorn-tree thickets and amongst rocky hillsides and the reason for this 

as this is their habitat preference as they are predominantly browsers.

They are usually active in the early mornings and late evenings and have been known to browse throughout 

the night on full moon or moon light nights. On darker evenings, Kudu usually take shelter in dense thickets or 

vegetation to protect themselves from predators. Due to the density of their habitat preference, Kudu rely on their 

sense of hearing and smell as their eyesight will be obscured by all the vegetation. Based on these two senses, they 

can detect predators and will alert the family herd/breeding herd or bachelor herd with a loud hoarse barking sound 

which usually intimidates the predator. Kudu have a few predators, namely for the bulls – Lion and Spotted Hyena, 

and for the cows and calves – African Wild Dog, Leopard and Cheetah. Kudu bulls have a higher mortality than that 

of the cows due to the size of their extremely large and heavy horns.
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The other special and iconic species is the waterbuck which we can find all over the reserve, but typically we find 

them on the southern part of our reserve around Hunters dam, ngulubi dam, all the way down to Mvubu dam. The 

best way to immediately identify a waterbuck is by the iconic white ring around its bottom, almost looking like a 

target. There have been many discussions as to why they have this marking, but the best answer is that it is used as a 

“follow me” sign like most animals will have.

Hence their name, waterbuck tend to hang around areas where there is a lot of water, especially being water 

dependent animals. Bulls in particular, will hold a territory where there is an abundant amount of water and food to 

attract females – he will only hold this territory in breeding seasons. If males are not holding a territory, they tend to 

form a bachelor herd for survival. Cows and calves form a nursery herd and females will remain in the natal herd. 

Female have a gestation period of 9 months and give birth to one calf. Waterbuck have a lifespan of 11-15 years.  

Males are the only ones that will have horns, which are long and curved with ridges or rings along them to help with 

slipping when fighting for territory. 

Waterbuck are so hairy (long coarse hair), this helps them in water whereby the hair is designed much like a straw 

and is hollow in the middle, helping with their buoyancy. And the sebaceous gland which is situated all over the 

body, makes their hair greasy and water resistant. This gland, when released, sends out a pungent aroma and is a 

defense mechanism against predators, however when the stomach is empty this gland won’t stop predator eating a 

Waterbuck
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Another specie of antelope commonly found at 

Mabula, the Nyala. An antelope that is classified into 

the tribe of Tragelaphini – which are specie where 

the males have spiral shaped horns. Common 

characteristics are up to 14 white vertical lines displayed 

on the body (known as disruptive markings).

Males will produce a thick coat with a ruffled white 

crest running along the spine and long hair on the 

throat/under-belly and tail and will have interesting 

lower leg coloration which is similar to wearing “yellow-

brown knee-height socks” with a chevron between the 

eyes. Males also bear beautiful spiral-shaped horns. 

Now females are a lot smaller, generally half the weight 

of a male. They are an orange brown colour, they lack 

the thick coats and have slightly more vertical lines – 

approximately 18 lines. This species is a prime example 

of sexual dimorphism which is the clear difference 

between male and female

Another interesting fact about Nyala while we discuss 

male/females is the naming of the two genders. Firstly, 

we refer to a male as a bull and a female as a cow, or 

on smaller species a male a ram and a female an ewe. 

However, as a male Nyala is significantly larger in size 

(almost twice the body weight) he will be referred to 

as a “bull” and the female Nyala will be referred to as 

a “ewe.” Interesting right. Usually found within dense 

thicket type vegetation along riverine areas and occur 

in the dry savannah, however, thickets are crucial for cover. During dryer winter months on the reserve, Nyala are 

generally found to be feeding on leaves (browsing) and this includes pods and shoots. Also known to feed on 

flowers and fruits that are dropped or discarded by two primate species in the area. Some of them have made 

home in the lodge area to get way from predators in the summer months (November – March) Nyala’s main diet 

comprises almost solely on grass due to the rainfall that is generally received.
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Nyala can be solitary animals but they can form a herd-type grouping of up to 30 individuals. However, generally 

herds are smaller sized within this area and an average size can be estimated at around six individuals except when 

ewes produce their lambs. These groupings are referred to as family herds and most times are ewes and their 

lambs and young males will usually leave between 12 – 14 months to join bachelor herds. As a Nyala bull ages 

and becomes more mature, he will start to become more and more solitary, however, do not form territories, but 

rather home ranges and home ranges of bulls usually overlap home ranges of females for chances/interactions to 

copulation and reproduction. It’s not the same case as females and if a female is seen alone, the chances are she 

might have a hidden lamb nearby but usually are within proximity to the family herd in their home range.

I think the one statement that is often passed on safari is “they look just like horses!” Although they may look the 

same, Zebras have very different temperaments to horses. They’re far more aggressive and a lot more dangerous. 

Zebras have been known to kick each other to death and there are even many accounts of zebras killing lions in the 

attempt to defend themselves. Zebras are closely related to horses but they’re not the same species. They’re in the 

same family, called Equidae.

Now the burning question is, are these “stripped horses” black with white stripes? Or white with black stripes?? 

Zebras are black with white stripes! if we have a closer look at zebras, we will notice that some of them lack stripes 

on the belly, in which case the fur is white, so we used to think that zebras were white with black stripes.

Looking at embryological evidence, has shown that a zebra’s underlying colour is actually black and it’s the white 

that’s added on top. These stripes aid zebras when fleeing from predators. Their stripes cause mass confusion 

when they flee simultaneously. Mothers and foals flee together as the stallions bring up the rear end, thus creating a 

screen for individual’s escape. 
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It has been said that the blur, which is referred to as disruptive coloration, makes it difficult for the predator to 

single out an individual.  Although predators do manage to catch zebras successfully, this defense technique really 

depends on the individual being a part of the fleeing unit. Zebras are gregarious animals and can congregate in 

herds of up to 1000 individuals! Generally, they are found living in family groups of between 5 – 20 individuals that 

consist of one stallion, a few mares and their young ones. Within mass herd congregations these basic family groups 

stay together even when they do congregate into large herds and can stay within the family group for many years. If 

one of the family members/groups ever goes astray and is lost, the rest of the group will spend many days looking 

for it. If a member of the group becomes sick or is injured, the rest of the group will adjust its pace to accommodate 

for the individual lagging behind.

These very special family ties are maintained by mutual grooming. Zebras will use their lips and teeth to nibble along 

the neck, shoulder and back of the other individual. Most grooming partners tend to be friendly mares, mares and 

their foals as well as siblings. This social grooming also helps ease the aggression and tension within the group as 

well as affirms social status between individuals. How interesting is this? 

A zebra’s stripy coat can disperse more than 70% of incoming heat, which prevents the animal from overheating 

in the harsh African sun. This is because air moves at different speeds over light-absorbing black stripes and light-

reflecting white stripes, so the zebra creates its own cooling air currents.
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Sad moment and happy moment

We had to say goodbye to our cheetahs sub adult, which has been relocated to their new homes, they were giving 

guides and guests good sightings and will be dearly missed on the reserve. On the other hand, it is good to see the 

reserve contributing towards metapopulation of the cheetahs which was the focus when starting on cheetah project 

back in 2011 when we introduced of first ever cheetahs on Mabula.

Mabula Private Game Reserve is part of a project coordinated by the Endangered Wildlife Trust that seeks to 

reintroduce cheetah to areas where they have been driven out by conflict from farmers as well as one of the biggest 

wildlife challenges today, habitat loss. The project is called the cheetah metapopulation management project and is 

based on the principle that the cheetah occurring in different areas of southern Africa is seen as one big population 

and that individuals are managed accordingly to prevent inbreeding

Once again thanks to my camera lady – Riette Smit for always being there with her camera ready to capture all the 

beautiful pictures.

That is all for this month. 

From Isaiah and Mabula family 

Bushveld Greetings


