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When one talks about safari what things come to mind? For most it will be lions, leopards, elephants, rhino and 

buffalo – the Big Five. It will be the whoop of a hyena at night, the smells of flowering plants and array of bird calls 

each morning. This environment of safari creates moments we wish to retell to those who haven’t yet experienced 

it, so we take along cameras to capture the moments and tell the stories, but most of the time the subjects are 

those previously mentioned – the iconic animals. 
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We can get lost in the one dimensional focus on these iconic animals and don’t often stop to take in the scenery 

around us; the diversity, the weather and the night sky. These aspects can provide jaw dropping photographs that 

capture the full essence of safari and this environment we have all come to love; it complements the story of the 

animals we view and captures the diversity, wildness and separation from city lights and modern society. So instead 

of posting photographs of animals we are lucky to see.

Photo courtesy of guide Liam Heighton

WHO’S THE BOSS? ELEPHANT BULLS TUSSLE

The whole process of wondering what an animal is thinking or why it is doing something is fascinating. The 

speculation and debate it involves can keep one absorbed for hours. Yet every now and again one comes across a 

sighting which is absolutely clear. Well, as clear as it can be.

Elephants, being the intelligent beasts that they are, with a complicated communication system that includes tactile, 

olfactory and vocal components (among others), are generally the easiest to read, I use the term “easiest” lightly, as 

it does take some time to really understand their behaviour. In some situations things aren’t quite clear-cut, but in 

others they are as obvious as ever. If an elephant cow takes exception to you being too close to her calf, believe me 

you’ll understand her perfectly!

In general, it’s the elephant bulls around Mabula that represent the more sedate side of elephant life. While the 

breeding herd may be full of action, the solitary or bachelor group of bulls usually take things more slowly; feeding 

at their own leisure and occasionally following breeding herd of females if they scent an oestrus cow.
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We recently ran into three bulls on top road Modjadji area, that showed us a very different side of their behaviour, 

and it seemed clear to all of us who were there that the elephants were simply having fun.

Photo courtesy of guide Marguerite Strydom

What had caused the start of their interactions we don’t know, but we happened upon these bulls just as they 

started playing around with each other, much like unruly teenagers. Pushing and shoving and jostling, they would 

wrap trunks and knock tusks, two at a time, then all three together, and then they would break to feed and then go 

at it again.

Not once did things get out of hand or did any of the bulls really try to throw his weight around. It seemed to be 

all in good sport. What we found interesting was that the bulls seemed to want to keep things fairly even, in that it 

never seemed to be the really large bull going up against the smallest one, but only little vs middle one or middle-

sized vs big. They trio also totally ignored us while we sat quietly in the game viewer, and just continued with their 

antics as if we weren’t even there.

Photo courtesy of guide Liam Heighton
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To see elephant bulls fight properly can be quite a scary thing. Six tons a side throwing themselves at each other 

can result in shattered tusks and occasionally death for one of the combatants. We were lucky enough to see a far 

gentler side to them. The mismatched weight divisions between the three meant that no serious contest was ever 

going to take place, at least not for a few years until the smaller ones caught up size-wise, so we were able to enjoy 

a beautiful hour with these magnificent creatures without the anxiety of a proper fight.

WHAT IS IT ABOUT ANIMALS DRINKING WATER THAT WE FIND SO FASCINATING?

I was asked this question a few days ago, and I must say the answer has eluded me. Every living thing needs water 

and we all drink it, but why is watching animals do it so intriguing? After much thought, I have come up with some 

of my own reasoning to this question. 

The fact that the animals are in an anomalous position; one which we are not accustomed to seeing them in, the 

sighting is by default filed in the “Unusual” category in our subconscious. A good example of this is the Giraffe. Due 

to the size of their neck, they have to bend their legs to drink, which looks very strange compared to the tall elegant 

animal we usually observe.

Not only is it a vulnerable position to be in but also subjects their brains to an overload in pressure which is why 

they flick their necks up to ensure flow of blood back to the heart. Photo Courtesy of Isaiah Banda

Another example would be lions and in fact most cats, who get on their haunches and lap up the water with their 

tongues. Regardless of the animal, if they’re drinking we all tend to sit there mesmerized whilst our camera shutters 

snap away.
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After a hot summer’s day and several failed attempts at hunting, the Madjuma male takes some time to rehydrate 

at a Marula pan filled by the recent rains. 

I believe it is because of the animals own vulnerability whilst performing this simple act. So, for that moment where 

that animal is in the vulnerable position of bending down to take a drink, is that what we are captivated by? Without 

realising it, we are seeing that everything can be potentially vulnerable, even the mighty 6 ton elephant and 200 

kilogram lion.

The suspense we feel. Suspense keeps everybody on their toes. So, in tying in with vulnerability comes the moment 

of suspense that some action is about to happen, whilst that animal – no matter if it’s predator or prey – gets into 

the awkward position to drink. We sit and wait in anticipation. Will they perhaps fall in? Is there a crocodile lurking in 

the shadowy waters below? Is there a leopard hiding in the nearby thicket? Is that elephant going to spray some of 

that water on all of us on the vehicle?

I am sure everyone can think of many other reasons why, and I would love to hear them, but next time you have the 

pleasure of viewing any animal take the time out of its day to rehydrate at a water hole,  it’s worth taking a moment 

to think about why the sighting has so much appeal…
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Your afternoon safari is not complete if you have not stopped for a sundowner on our perfect sundowner spots. This 

needs no explanation, other than the fact that this is simply the best place to have a gin & tonic! Your guide will no 

doubt have many beautiful locations around the reserve to park the game viewer, no day is ever the same at Mabula, 

and so your guide’s pick as well as the weather will determine a unique gin & tonic atmosphere. For some reason a 

gin and tonic (aka G&T) has been known to be the safari goer’s drink of choice. It never seems to go out of fashion. 

I assumed this was the case due to the refreshing aspect of a gin and tonic when you’re parched on the afternoon 

heat, and of course due to its excellent pairing with a blood-orange sunset and exquisite wildlife sightings.

Cheers to a quenching drink for summer, a pleasant mosquito repellent and a drink which can be enjoyed even 

more when drunk in the bush.

That is all for this month.

From Isaiah Banda and Mabula family 

Bushveld Greetings


