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The Klaserie Drift Safari Camps Group comprises of 2 camps which are
ideally located to enjoy all the wildlife Africa has to offer, in a private and
secluded setting; featuring the big five, incredibly diverse landscapes and
comfortable accommodation with all modern amenities.
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Editor’s note

I

t’s hard to believe that another
year is almost gone and, because
us humans like to look for closure
during this time, I find myself doing the
same.
It has been a very busy year with
many ebbs and flows that have added
excitement to life’s daily rhythm.
Making sense of the past 12 months is
not an easy feat but one hopes that a
thorough analysis will give you greater
perspective, a clearer vision and fresh
hope for progress in the upcoming
year.

And what better place to reflect on
and seek perspective than next to
something that is so valuable to all of
us in the Lowveld, a fire? While being
mesmerised by the dancing flames
and warmth of a camp fire I always
find a certain clarity of thought. It
has always fascinated me how all
people seem to be enthralled by the
majestic powers of the fiery flames
and the never-ending show of lights.
A simple camp fire has the power to
relax and unite many people from
different backgrounds and transport
them to a different world – a world
where things are much simpler and
where things seem to make more
sense.
As I was reflecting on the past year
and thinking about 2018 I came to
the very simple conclusion that I
need to add more earth elements
to my life. I need to make more time
to sit around the fire, listen to the
rain, feel the soil underneath my feet
and appreciate the beautiful sunsets
on our doorstep. It is these simple
things that add quality to our lives
as we run around trying to keep up
with our hectic schedules.
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Every day we work with children and
adults who have much less than we
do but seem to be happier than we
are. I believe this is because they
have the time to truly appreciate the
simple things in life. Our American
visitors noticed this during their
short visit and were overwhelmed
by the contentment of those much
less privileged than us. As we look
forward to 2018, let’s work toward
being more content with all that we
have and take time to appreciate the
simple things.
On that very philosophical note,
I would like to wish everyone a
wonderful holiday season filled with
peace, joy and love. May 2018 be a
year filled with magical campfires,
dancing in the rain and admiring the
wonder of nature all around us.
See you in 2018
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Not just a pretty face:
Double-banded sandgrouse
Article by Peter Lawson & photo by Jacques de Villiers

F

our sandgrouse species occur in South Africa,
but only one is to be found in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR). This is the good-looking
double-banded sandgrouse which has a preference for
open mopane woodland in the reserve, Kruger National
Park and other reserves to the north and west. It does
not occur further south. The scientific name is Pterocles
bicinctus which has a reference to strong flight and the
double bands on the breast and crown of the male. He is
a handsome fellow, somewhat pigeon-like in appearance.

A visit from a gentle

giant

Article by Lyrin de Jager & photo by Lyrin de Jager

Lyrin de Jager has a deep connection with the bushveld and has been associated with Africa on Foot
for over seven years. Much like elephants who are creatures of habit, she keeps returning to her old
stomping ground for more. Recently she spent some time observing the pachyderms at the Africa on
Foot splash pool with some guests. This is her account of the experience.

D

espite their size and sometimes volatile outbursts,
I don’t have to wonder why these animals are also
described as gentle giants. Especially this one. He
is so unassuming and moves about nonchalantly. First,
he stops at the swimming pool, tests the water with the
tip of his trunk, measures out a few scoops and then
lets the refreshment dribble into his mouth. After a few
repetitions, he gets rid of an irritating scratch in his eye
and then swings his trunk over one tusk or carefully
places it at the edge of the pool to get some shut-eye.
Forty winks later and he starts lumbering around, nibbling
on the last bit of greenery on the trees around the pool.

He calculatingly steps over the rope around the lawn,
then decides some landscaping is in order and promptly
removes this hindrance.
The lantern at the entrance to the Hardekool chalet is
inspected with curiosity but found to be of not much
interest in the end. Instead a slow walk is taken around
to the other side where the rope near the kitchen is also
done away with without too much trouble.
And then he decides enough is enough and saunters
away through the shrubbery. Tomorrow is another day.

They normally occur in pairs but congregate in numbers
when going to water. They drink after dusk and before
dawn and it is wonderful to watch this activity. They
gather together in a flock and fly together to a waterhole,
landing a few metres away from the water, where they
stay together for quite some time. They are very vocal at
this stage, and make bubbling whistled notes, sounding
like “weep, weep, charlie” while they check to see if there
are predators around before running to the water. They
drink rapidly then ‘burst’ from the water’s edge and fly off
together at great speed with a loud clutter of wings. They
have stopped calling by now and are silent in flight.

During the day, they can be encountered in pairs on the
ground, moving about and feeding, mainly on seeds of
leguminous trees and shrubs. They nest on the ground
as well and lay two or three well-camouflaged eggs in a
shallow scrape in the sand, lined with just a few strands of
grass. The chosen site is usually against a bush or under
a low branch. Nesting takes place during winter and
breeding pairs are well apart.
Incubation is by the female during the day and the male
takes over at night. He is a good father and when the
chicks hatch he fetches water for them each evening. To
do this he wades into the water when drinking and soaks
his belly feathers. On returning to the nest, the chicks
‘suckle’ from the wet feathers. No other birds resort to this
method of providing liquid for their offspring. The chicks
hatch with their eyes open and a covering of down. They
can walk from the time of hatching and fly well before
reaching adult stage. These are necessary adaptations
for ground birds to minimise the risk of predation. Clever
indeed!
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Other vultures will usually cede a carcass to the Lappetfaced Vulture if it decides to assert itself. This is often
beneficial to the less powerful vultures because the
Lappet-faced can tear through the tough hides and knotty
muscles of large mammals that others cannot penetrate.
Lappet-faced Vultures however, frequently hang around
the edges of the throngs at large carcasses, waiting until
the other vultures are done to feed on remnant skin,
tendons and other coarse tissues that the others will not
eat (up to 1.5kg in a sitting).
Like their other Old World cousins, Lappet-faced Vultures
find food exclusively by sight. They occasionally kill their
own prey and have been recorded co-operatively hunting
flamingo chicks. They will also take small vertebrates
and invertebrates as well as the lambs of small antelope
species.
Their heads and necks are predominantly naked, a deep
pinkish red colour with ear like lappets on the side of the
face. There are horizontal folds of skin on the back of the
head and vertical folds down the neck. There is a dark
ruff of feathers that extends up the back and sides of the
neck to the base of the head. Historically, it was thought
the naked neck and head was due to feeding habits, as
feathers would be glued with flesh and blood. However,
more recent studies have shown that it is actually a
thermoregulatory adaptation to avoid facial overheating.

Lappet-faced Vulture:

King of the cleaners
Article and photos by Sean Fairhead

T

he Lappet-faced Vulture Torgos tracheliotos is
BirdLife South Africa’s Bird of the Year for 2017
and for good reason. These birds are classified as
Old World Vultures – Old World, being the continents of
Europe, Asia and Africa. They belong to the same family as
eagles, buzzards, kites, and hawks. Interestingly they are
not closely related to the superficially similar New World
Vultures and Condors, and do not share that group’s good
sense of smell. The similarities between the two groups
of vultures is probably due to convergent evolution rather
than a close relationship.

Of the five species of vulture found in the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR), the Lappet-faced is by far king
of the castle. They are the largest and longest vulture in
Africa measuring in at 1.05 metres tall, with a wingspan
of up to 2.8 metres. Length, combined with width and
emarginated primaries of the wings, ensure effortless
soaring. Interestingly enough, they are lighter than the
Cape vulture (6.5kg vs 8.5kg), who sits next in the vulture
pecking order. Their beaks are a perfectly designed tool,
10cm long and 5cm deep.

Overall, the Lappet-faced has a dark-brown to black upper
body with a white belly and thighs. When in flight, the
white down on the patagium (a web of elastic fibres that
stretches with wing extension to form the leading edge of
the wing, between the shoulder and the carpus) show as
a bar, as do the white leggings. The much smaller Egyptian
Vulture has similar facial markings and is similar in upper
body colouring but there is no confusing the sheer size
difference in body and beak.
Considered an uncommon species, the Red Data status
of the Lappet-faced Vulture was uplisted to Endangered
in 2015, with an estimated 8,000 left. Of this, fewer
than 3,000 are in southern Africa. The latest estimates
for the Kruger National Park state that there are only
approximately 50 nests in the park i.e. about 100
breeding individuals.
There are numerous factors which have contributed to
their rapid decline in numbers but one of their biggest
and newest threats is poisoning. Poachers often lace
carcasses with poison to try and keep their activities
hidden and the upsurge of large mammal poaching in
the past decade has resulted in death for thousands of

vultures. Furthermore, traditional medicine values and
beliefs also play a significant role in them being hunted.
This species nests from May to January in southern Africa.
The huge nest, a pile of neatly formed sticks, measures
120–220cm across and up to 70cm deep. The nest is
often lined with green leaves, as well as dry grass and
animal hair and skins. Nests are almost always placed
in the main fork or top of an acacia tree, though other
species such as Balanites and Terminalia are sometimes
used at 5 to 15 m off the ground. The clutch contains one
or two eggs, which are incubated by both parents over the
course of 55 days. The young fledge at 120 to 128 days,
but can be dependent on their parents for up to a year or
more.
Next time you are in the KPNR keep an eye out for these
majestic kings of the sky. A close-up view will leave you
breathless and wanting more.
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Academy Mortgage

Many hands make light work
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painting classrooms, refurbishing more than 400 learner
desks, and painting the school’s new library’s bookshelves
in bright colours. All of the projects, including the
construction of the library, were funded by Academy
Mortgage.
Nick Staker, District Manager, was astonished at the locals’
contentment in situations that are not ideal for learning.
“I could not believe how small the classrooms were and
how many kids were in each class. It was humbling to
see how content the people were, despite having so few
material possessions and limited resources. It was also so
gratifying leaving the village and seeing many of the local
people in Academy gear and many Academy employees
without shoes,” he said.
Branch Manager, Charadie Finkle, was extremely satisfied
after a hard day’s work at the school. “It was incredible to
put in such a labour-intensive day of work,” she said. “The
reward we felt for our time was unlike any feeling that
we’ve ever experienced. The people were beyond kind
and so grateful!”
“I wanted to go back to the school and do more!” said
District Manager, Kim Wolcott. “I was surprised, though,
how much we got done in such a short period of time.
Many hands make light work!”
The villagers worked side by side with the volunteers
to bring these projects to fruition. “I witnessed and
experienced some of the greatest acts of joy, kindness,
and love in my life,” said District Manager, Shawn Williams.
“The people were enlightening, and I was encouraged by
their talents and resourcefulness.”
It wasn’t all work and no play though. On both days, the
volunteers and the locals who were helping got to relax as
everyone got to enjoy a few games and got to know each
other better.

I

n September of this year, Eco Children hosted its
biggest group of international volunteers yet as more
than 160 representatives from Academy Mortgage in
the USA visited the organisation and helped expand and
improve Makwetše Primary School’s Eco Village over the
course of two days.
The group formed part of the company’s Service
Expedition, and their visit was partly thanks to the
mediation of the Kapama Private Game Reserve who

looked after their accommodation while they were in the
Lowveld.
During their visit, the volunteers helped to build extra
keyhole vegetable gardens to add to the school’s feeding
scheme and also toiled in the sun while assisting with
the construction of a new kitchen for the school. Both
the extended vegetable gardens and the new kitchen
will make a massive contribution to keep learners at the
school healthy and well-fed. Other projects included

HOEDSPRUIT
52 BUFFEL STREET • TEL: 015 793 0116

The villagers’ traditional song and dance particularly made
an impression on the Academy volunteers, like Branch
Manager, Tommy Maly. “I’ll never in my life forget when we
pulled up to the school and the way we were greeted with
singing and dancing. It was the most welcoming feeling
we have ever felt. The people couldn’t have welcomed us
better! Their welcome made us feel like we were there
helping our very own community, even though we were
more than 10,000 miles from home.”
The memories of these two days will last a lifetime for all
the volunteers and villagers. Senior Loan Officer, Adam
Moore, said: “My two-day experience with the children
and people at The Makwetše School will forever mold my
perspective on life. At the time, what we accomplished for
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them seemed priceless. But after I returned home and
had time to reflect, I realised these wonderful people gave
me a gift, too.”
However, it wasn’t only the volunteers from Academy who
had a good time. Eco Children CEO, Corné Havenga, was
mightily impressed by the work ethic of all the volunteers.
“I was overwhelmed by every volunteer’s willingness to
work and to get their hands dirty. It was always going to
be a challenge to host such a big group of volunteers
but the Academy Mortgage group made it easy with their
positive attitudes,” she said.
Havenga continued: “Kapama introduced Academy
Mortgage to Eco Children and we’re incredibly grateful
for the part they played in this project. Their introduction
and continuous presence and support was integral in
this success and we look forward to building on this
relationship.”
After two days, the volunteers could continue with their
African trip with the knowledge that they had made a real
impact on 700 African children’s lives. Thanks to their
fundraising efforts before their visit and their hard work
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during their visit, learners at the school now have a brandnew library, a hygienic kitchen and enough fresh produce
to help all learners at the school receive a healthy lunch
each day.
The school principal, Mr Monareng summed up the
week’s activities and thanked the Academy Mortgage
team for the work they did: “One still stands in wonder
how such high intensity work could have been done over
two days. The hard work and commitment of the team
members helped to achieve these and we would like
to thank Academy Mortgage Corporation Team for the
refurbished and colourful school they left us.”
Tuesday McKean, wife of Branch Manager, Leon McKean,
perhaps summarised the experience best. “It truly was so
satisfying to spend time serving the children and staff. We
left behind love and colour!”

Our amazing visit
to the Klaserie

Article by Erwin Leibnitz & photo by Stefan Steenkamp

Ex-KPNR warden, Erwin Leibnitz, recently returned to the Klaserie for a well-deserved bushveld
break with his family. As a welcome back present, the game came out in force to give them sightings
that were considered by some as … somewhat unbelievable.

O

n our recent family visit to the Klaserie, where the
Crookes family very kindly made their camp
available to us, we encountered unbelievable
predator sightings.
After the long drive and the time taken to settle ourselves
into camp, we were all extremely keen to get out on our
first game drive and experience the feeling of being back
in the bush once again. Not being avid photographers or
expecting to see that much, we headed out armed only
with our cell phones. Little did we know what was in store
for us as we encountered one surprise after the other the Big 4 within half an hour!
The first sighting shortly after departure, a leopard on a
rock in the Klaserie River. This hyped up the excitement,
especially the grandkids, and got everyone’s eyes focused
on the bush. Then, believe it or not, within half a kilometre
another leopard in a tree right next to the road. This was
just too good to be true and I wondered if the family knew
just how lucky we had been in such a short space of time.
More surprises followed as, 200 metres further, rhino

African Summer Spa
8 Raptors Safari Junction

015 793 1895 / 082 370 9845
Email: info@africansummerspa.co.za
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were encountered on the road – an absolute blessing in
this day and age of relentless poaching. Further on,
elephant were seen cooling off in the river. At this time, I
was fairly convinced that our luck for the day was up when
50-odd metres further we came across lion at a kudu kill
alongside the road, impossible to miss. This caused
immense excitement as we watched in fascination, the
hyaena dancing around making cackling noises while
impatiently waiting for their share of the kill.
As unbelievable as it may seem, during the next four days
we were fortunate enough to see the Big 5 every day. And
they were definitely not the same animals!
A leopard with her cub had made a kill and, for three days
thereafter, we viewed them in the morning, late afternoon
and on night drives. Mostly we would see her in the tree
eating off the impala carcass while a number of hyaena
cased the vicinity, salivating and hoping the impala carcass
would drop out of the tree and onto their dinner
plates. The female leopard was extremely relaxed and
could be approached to within metres, making for
exceptional viewing.
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The fourth leopard sighting was quite astonishing. We
spotted a large male coming up from the Klaserie River
and decided to follow. Lo and behold, he walked right up
to and past a giraffe bull. The giraffe did not move an
inch, but watched the leopard approach, almost walk
between his legs and then, twisting his head and neck at
most unusual angles, allowed his eyes to follow the
leopard pass by his feet and disappear behind his rump!
One leopard became a regular nocturnal visitor prowling
around our rondawels at night.
We were extremely fortunate and had wonderful sightings
of general game, either on game drives or while looking
out from the camp. We even heard exceedingly vocal wild
dog passing the camp one day. Luck ensured we caught a
fleeting glimpse of a cheetah that had killed a little
steenbok. Then an absolute highlight, two honey badgers

having fun chasing each other in and out of holes in a
termite mound.
Frank, the camp guard whom I used to employ as one of
my mounted game scouts and patrol the Klaserie on
horseback with, was convinced the game had made a
special effort to greet us after our long absence from the
reserve. David Crookes was convinced we were definitely
“smoking something”.
Our visit brought back many, many memories for Jen,
myself and our two daughters. The grandkids thought the
reserve was “really cool” and an “awesome place” –
something I can attest to after calling it home for 22 years.
Thank you once again to the Crookes family for allowing
us this wonderful time in a truly beautiful reserve.

600
lives changed

through Kit-a-Kid

Leader in AVAYA Solutions

T

he end of the year was once again met with joyous
celebrations as the Eco Children team travelled to
all the organisation’s adopted schools to attend the
grade 7 graduation ceremonies and hand over Kit-a-Kid
vouchers.
As always, the graduations took the form of raucous
celebrations as teachers, parents and younger learners
said goodbye to their grade 7s. One of the highlights of
the events were the handover of Kit-a-Kid vouchers as the
grade 6 and 7 learners waited with baited breath to hear
if they qualify for a new school uniform. Those learners
who have proved themselves to be proud, hard-working
individuals during the year receive a Kit-a-Kid voucher
with which they can buy a new school uniform for the
new year.
For many of these learners, this is the first time they own
a new set of clothing and the sense of pride this brings is
immeasurable. “We don’t only give our learners a set of
clothes,” says Eco Children CEO, Corné Havenga, “when
you see one of these children wearing their new school
uniform for the first time, you can see how much pride
they take in their appearance and you just know they’re
going to transfer this sense of pride to their school work.
For most of us, it’s just a school uniform, but for these
children it can be a life-changing event.”

Eco Children launched the Kit-a-Kid campaign in
2009 and have provided thousands of children
with new school uniforms since then. In 2017, the
organisation aims to hand out 600 vouchers. If you
would like to contribute to the campaign, you can
donate R300, or multiples thereof, by electronic
transfer to Eco Children. Each R300 will provide one
learner with a full school uniform.
Account name: Eco Children
Bank: Standard Bank
Cheque account number: 013253611
Branch: Hatfield
Branch code: 01-15-45
Swift Code: SBZAZAJJ
Ref: Your name & Kit-a-Kid
Please send confirmation of payment to corne@
ecochildren.co.za

Avaya Platinum Partner, ATIO oﬀers Avaya’s world
leading business collaboration and communication
solutions including contact centres, uniﬁed
communications, real-time video collaboration,
networking and related services.
Contact ATIO today for your Avaya needs on

Tel: +27 11 235 7000
Email: info@atio.co.za
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Unbounded Sunsets
of a Primitive Trail
Article by Ashraf Sayed and Brenden Pienaar (Lowveld Trails Co.)

We met our eight guests at the Bush Pub & Inn on a
balmy spring morning. A group of trail troupers in their
mid-30s, strutting matching shirts embroidered with
badges of expeditions past. Post introductions, vehicles
were loaded with backpacks and we made our way
through Nkhulu Gate.
Shortly thereafter the scene was set as lead trails guide,
Brenden Pienaar briefed us prior to departure on the
four-day unsupported trail. The excitement was palpable
as we took the first steps, the soul’s longing for simplicity
was instantly satisfied as all that mattered was the
moment. The bush was dry and we picked up signs of
buffalo shortly before our encounter. The reasonablysized herd kept a close eye on us, but remained static and
at ease while we skirted past and along our way to the
first of three random camp sites. The excited chatter at
our destination was dedicated to the event of watch duty
and the associated schedule. The expectations of what
the night would bring enthralled everyone.
We set up camp whilst the sun set with its majestic
splendour and the full moon rose directly opposite the
brilliant pastel skies. The morning was filled with reflective
stories of what the darkness revealed. A spotted hyaena
kept the troops attentive at times but the scouts survived
the night.
With the camp rehabilitated, we ventured into what felt
like unchartered territory. The exploration of track and
an array of interconnected relationships took up most of
the morning. We settled in the shade as the sun baked
directly overhead. We lazed around, snacked, rehydrated
and drifted in and out of casual conversation. This is the
life.
Packs on and water bottles full, we ambled through the
bush to our next camp site. Mother Nature had another
spectacular sunset in store. As we arranged ourselves
and got the fire-by-friction going, the clouds and fading
sunlight revealed an almost unearthly show of light.

O

The dark sky and juxtaposed Milky Way summoned
contemplations as we silently marvelled at the enormity
of the blackness that lay beyond. Watch duty resumed
once we concluded dinner and switched moods to the
flickering flames. All made their way to a good night’s rest
under the star-spangled sky.

nly imaginings can yield the vast and ancient
African wilderness as it existed without political
boundary or fence. Nevertheless, modern society
has advanced towards the thought by reducing some
of these barriers to incorporate the conservation of
open ecological systems. Yet, amidst all this progress, an

idealistic trails guide still climbs a mental fence each time
he crosses a road or encounters the ever-increasing drive
for commercialisation. With this concept in mind, it was
delightful to have recently experienced some wildness
on a ‘primitive trail’ in a pocket of low commercial activity
within the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR).
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The morning report suggested spotted hyaena lurking
in the darkness once more. Lion distantly roared as
the sun made another outstanding appearance. As we
packed up I thought about the magnificent sunsets we
had experienced on the journey thus far and wondered if
they were the only remains of the once vast and ancient
African wilderness in this commercial era. Perhaps walking
safaris can reverse the impact of commercialisation and
help us get back to what really matters as we experience
raw wildlife while having minimal impact.
We continued along our way, exploring nature beyond
the obvious. The excitement was sustained by diverse
and dramatic terrain. A dry riverbed proved to be the
perfect siesta location as large jackalberry trees provided
generous shade. As the midday heat simmered down, we
slung on our backpacks and picked up fresh white rhino
tracks. Soon we stood observing a large white rhino bull
as he casually twisted and turned, cocked his ears, and
gave a meagre glance in our direction. We inhaled with
a feeling of gratitude as we knew the privilege of sharing
space with this vanishing beast.
The night was festive as the mood of contentment
lingered amongst the group after sharing a significant and
authentic experience. As we made our way towards the
end of the trail the following morning we picked up some
more buffalo tracks. With a quick look from Brenden we
concurred, it’s worth following. Only moments later, there
was a quick tawny flash followed by a low growl. Lions!
The lioness made an advance from a thicket towards us,
but turned in haste and retreated into the taller grass.
The adrenalin surge loitered as we searched and then
observed her from a safe distance as she watched us
precariously. She eventually slinked off in pursuit of the
males.
I am hopeful that the ‘fences’ that exist in an idealistic
trails guide’s mind may one day be dismantled by the
implementation of simplicity. Only imaginings can yield
mindfulness towards the sense of wildness amid the drive
for commercialisation.

KLASERIE CHRONICLE NO 42

016

KLASERIE CHRONICLE NO 42

017

Positive population trends
in 2017 aerial census
Article and photos by Colin Rowles

C

oinciding with the onset of spring is the annual
aerial census of the Klaserie Private Nature
Reserve (KPNR), an opportunity to audit the wildlife
resources of the reserve and to assess the general state
of the various habitats.
Diversity of habitat within a specific conservation area
provides for the diversity of animal species that are likely
to be encountered within the area. Each habitat has its
own specific associated species of animals. Some species
do however utilise a number of different habitats. It goes
without saying then that the greater the variation in
habitat, the greater the diversity of animal species that are
likely to be encountered.
The Klaserie has 14 described vegetation types, ranging
from the Phragmites reed beds in the Klaserie River to
the quartzite dominated rugged veld in the north, and
everything in between. The mopane veldt intrusion in
the east is vastly different from the Acacia nigrescens
woodlands of the south and the Combretum apiculatum
landscapes of the west. Not to forget the micro habitats
such as the rocky outcrops and cliffs along the Klaserie
River that provide for the often-overlooked klipspringers.
A unique inhabitant of the quartzite northern regions is
the Sharpe’s grysbok. A number of these little fellows were
recorded during the September census. Aquatic habitats
are also abundant, providing for hippo and crocodiles.
The 2017 census spanned three consecutive days. The
weather conditions were perfect and so too were the
environmental conditions. The below average rainfall of
the past season ensured that the deciduous trees were
bare of foliage. This assisted in making animals easily
visible from the helicopter. The knob thorn trees had not
yet produced blossoms, which aided visibility.
The results from the census were pleasing, with most of
the observed species showing stable or positive trends.
The buffalo population has however shown a very sharp
decline. The decline is assumed to be as a result of the
past drought, and it’s expected that some of the large
herds have moved eastwards into the Kruger National

Park (KNP). The results of the KNP buffalo census, when
available, will confirm or dispel this theory.
The census team remained largely unchanged from
previous years: Riaan Kruger was included in one of the
observer seats, Mike Pingo skilfully piloted the helicopter,
and Dr Mike Peel filled the role of second observer. I
occupied the front seat as observer and data collector.
An important member of the team was the logistics
manager, Geel Khoza. He was responsible for transporting
the helicopter fuel and lunch box to the various remote
refuelling sites. Janice, my wife, prepared the lunch boxes
that were truly appreciated during refuelling stops.
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The simple joy of
giving
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T

he joy of giving once again proved to be better
than the joy of receiving as Eco Children had the
privilege of handing out 1,730 Santa Shoeboxes in
Hoedspruit and surrounds this year.
It was a challenging year for collections as one of the
main sponsors of previous years couldn’t contribute their
share of boxes this year but the team managed to make it
one of the best years ever for the Santa Shoebox Project
(SSB) in Hoedspruit. Only once before, in 2014, did Eco
Children collect and distribute this number of boxes.
Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children, who managed
the collection and distribution of Santa Shoeboxes in
Hoedspruit, said she was overwhelmed by people’s
kindness and willingness to help. “Each year we ask for
support for this project and each year people from across
the country prove to us that they care for their fellow man
and those less fortunate than them. I would like to thank
each and every person who packed a box with so much
love and care and made a child with next to nothing have
a much brighter holiday season. Thank you also to all the
volunteers who helped to collect and organise the boxes
and made sure they got to their final destinations,” she
said.
Havenga continued: “When a child is happiest about the
bar of soap and toothbrush that are always included in
these boxes it makes you re-assess your own reality and
what you are thankful for. It is an honour to be associated
with the Santa Shoebox Project and getting to spread
so much joy each year. Thank you SSB for making this
possible and making such a difference in children across
the country’s lives.”
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Klipspringer:
A unique little mammal
Article by Peter Lawson & photo by Leon Marais

T

he klipspringer Oreotragus oreotragus is a small
antelope confined to rocky areas. Seeing as there
are few areas in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
that have koppies, which is where these good-looking little
chaps will have their home, they are quite scarce in the
reserve. They are perfectly designed to survive in these
areas. If you scan outcrops, particularly when it is cool in
the early morning, you should find a klipspringer standing
motionless on a boulder, warming itself in the sunlight
before the day heats up.
Males have short straight horns and this is the chap you
are likely to see. Not only is he warming himself but he is
also advertising occupation of his territory, and probably
also watching for predators. They are preyed on by
caracals, leopards, spotted hyenas and baboons. Small
young are also preyed on by large eagles and blackbacked jackals so life is not easy in their rock gardens.
They are tough little characters though and predators
don’t have it all that easy. When you spot one it will most
likely appear to be standing on tiptoe. This is due to the
hooves pointing down. They have a long, narrow sole that
forms a line with the short legs. The hooves have rubbery
centres and hard rims, unique features that enable
klipspringers to clamber with agility and perfect balance
on rocky surfaces. They can move about koppies with
surprising speed, land on narrow ledges with all four feet
held close together and never stumble.
Another unique adaptation is the texture of their coats,
which is different to all other antelope. The hairs are
short, flattened, harsh and springy to provide insulation
from heat and cold, both of which can be extreme in their
domain. This elastic hair can be likened to moss in texture
and also serves as a natural cushion for protection when
the little chap gets scraped against rocks. In the old days,
the hair was prized for stuffing saddles and klipspringers
were shot specifically for this purpose by early pioneers
and hunters. Nowadays synthetic materials are used,
thank goodness!

Klipspringers also have a metabolism that allows them
to survive without drinking water. They are masters
at conserving energy, which is why you will see them
standing motionless for hours on end. They drink water
when it is available in rock pools after rain, but in dry
conditions all the moisture they need comes from the
plants they browse and from morning dew on the rocks.
Something that humans appreciate is that these little
fellows marry for life and divorce never enters their mind.
That is why you will usually see two klipspringers close
together on the same rocky outcrop. Sometimes there are
three, but one will be a youngster who will be encouraged
to leave home on reaching maturity to find a partner, get
married and move into a home of its own.
They are strictly territorial, but have small territories that
are defended to the extreme. Both male and female issue
loud whistles when either a predator or trespasser is
spotted in their territory. It is really sad that humans like
to build their houses on picturesque granite outcrops,
causing klipspringers either to lose their territories or
have them very much reduced in size.
During building activity in Nelspruit, where I live, I have
heard klipspringers sounding their alarm constantly and
the stress they are subjected to leaves a lump in my
throat. The petrified couple often continue to stay in a
very much smaller territory, but now have a limited food
supply and constant disturbance. They are strict browsers,
taking leaves, shoots of fruit and flowers of a wide range
of trees, bushes and forbs, according to availability within
their territories. They will thus come into gardens to find
food when their territories are reduced in size. Many
home owners take exception to this and I once overheard
a home owner in a new complex complaining that
klipspringers were eating her roses. She had contacted
pest exterminators to get rid of them, but when this was
(thankfully) refused she became all the more annoyed.

KLASERIE CHRONICLE NO 42

021

KLASERIE CHRONICLE NO 41

022

Animal communication

Part 7: Some thoughts on

insect communication
Article and photos by Derek Solomon

The ability to communicate effectively with other individuals plays a critical role in the lives of
all animals. The methods used vary from visual, to chemical, tactile and acoustic signals, or a
combination of them all. This series focuses on acoustic or sound communication between animals
that occur in the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve.
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I

nsects use all senses to communicate i.e. touch, taste
and smell, visual and sound, but the choice depends on
the species or family. In this article, I am going to focus
on sound communication. In the same way that there
is incredible diversity in insect size and shape, so too is
there a wide range in the way they make sounds and
communicate.
The first one that comes to mind must sit high on
everyone’s “most disliked” insect list: the mosquito.
Researchers tell us that the sound we hear comes from
the female’s beating wings and that they cannot vary
their wingbeat frequency at will, it rises in pitch as the air
temperature rises. Male mosquitoes are attracted to this
call of the female, flying directly toward the sound. The
male detects sound not with ears, but with its antennae,
which resonate only at the particular frequency emitted
by the female. Midges have similar antennae and respond
in the same way as a male mosquito.
Male cicadas sit high in the branches of trees, calling
loudly in an effort to attract a mate. This sound is
produced with a pair of tymbals, hardened plates on
either side of the thorax which are buckled in and out
by the contraction of powerful muscles. By raising and
lowering a covering over the tymbal, the male can make
its song louder or softer. A female responds to this
chorus of singing males by flying into the centre of the
group and settling on a branch. She then begins to snap
her wings and when the males hear this they begin to
move closer. If she stops clicking,
the males stop. Eventually one male
reaches her and they will mate.

usually hones in on the most robust trill with mating on
her mind and will not respond to just any male cricket.
The male must sing a song specific to her species. Some
species sing at specific periods during the day, others
from dawn to noon, yet others sing at night and some just
before dawn.
Another sound specialist is the tok-tokkie or Darkling
beetle which gets its name from the unique tapping noise
it makes. This group of beetles creates this tapping or
clicking noise by rapidly raising and lowering the abdomen
onto the surface of the ground several times in quick
succession. This is a mating signal initiated by the male
beetle that then waits for a response from a receptive
female. They then both tap away until they locate each
other and mate. In the same way that fireflies have
species-specific patterns of flashes, different species of
tok-tokkies tap with differing frequencies.
The death’s-head hawkmoth is able to make a loud
squeak through its proboscis if irritated. It is a notorious
raider of bee hives and, apparently, the squeak mimics
the piping of the queen bee, providing it access to the
hive and the honey.
The list is endless and the sounds made for self-defence
is a whole topic for another article.

Crickets and grasshoppers use two
main methods of sound production
which can vary enormously between
species. Grasshoppers rub their hind
legs against their wings. The movement
of the legs, either working together
or individually, produces a series of
complex songs. Crickets and katydids
on the other hand rub their wings
together to produce a single sound
source. This sound is only produced
when the wings close and not when
they open. The duration of the sound
will depend on the speed of closure
of the wings and each species uses
its own distinctive pattern. Like the
communications of many males, the trill
carries two meanings, a come-hither
message for females and the opposite
for competing males. A female cricket

TLB to rent.

Ideal for digging septic tanks, ash pits, pipelines and cable trenches.
General road maintenance, opening of drains and rebuilding drain humps.
Slasher also available.
Contact Martin: martin@rockfig.co.za or 0835563271
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Gun shots and tears
Article and photo by Colin Rowles

F

Pridelands: The

Kruger wilderness on
Hoedspruit’s doorstep

Article and photos by Megan Loftie-Eaton

T

he 28th of September 2017 will go down in the
history books as a victory for conservation here
in the Lowveld region of South Africa. On this day,
almost exactly two weeks after the first bit of fence came
down between Pridelands and the rest of the Greater
Kruger wilderness, the first elephants crossed the
boundary onto the reserve. Six young elephant bulls took
their first steps onto Pridelands and it was a moment that
can only be described as breathtaking.
A traditional “fence-cutting” party was held on 15
September 2017. About 60 Pridelands and Jejane folk
gathered to celebrate another 2,000 ha of bush being
added to the Kruger.
For me, it was a moment that brought tears of joy to my
eyes. I was privileged enough to witness and be part of
this wonderful and significant moment when, for the first
time in over 60 years, elephants crossed the now fenceless boundary onto Pridelands. In a world where wildlife
and wild places are facing ever increasing pressures and
threats from humans, we can proudly say that a piece of
wilderness was given back to nature and the wildlife of the
Africa. A massive well done and thank you goes to Mark
and Sophie Hutchinson, John and Anton Lategan and the
whole team for their hard work in achieving this awesome
goal.
Having elephants, a keystone species, on Pridelands will
bring about significant and necessary changes to the

current bush encroached habitat on Pridelands. These
“habitat engineers” will start to open up the bush, which
will allow for a whole host of other species to also call
Pridelands home. Species like cheetah, Southern Groundhornbills, blue wildebeest, and even certain dung beetles
are a few examples of the many creatures that will benefit
from the presence of elephants.
Pridelands falls within the Greater Kruger National Park
(GKNP), which consists of over 20 private reserves west
of the Kruger National Park (KNP). In total, the whole area
covers 2 million ha of unfenced, wild reserve which allows
the free movement of wildlife across this spectacular
land. Pridelands falls within one of 34 global biodiversity
hotspots in the area. The movement of animals here, as
an extension of the GKNP, is critical to the longevity of big
herbivores, carnivores, birds and diversity of magnificent
trees, shrubs and insects that exist in this epicentre of
wildlife.

or a conservationist, the custodian of the natural
environment and all of its beautiful creatures
which coexist harmoniously, there’s nothing more
gut-wrenching than finding the carcass of a rhino, shot
and mutilated by axe, horns removed. The emotions
are overwhelming, extreme anger and the feeling of
helplessness drive you to the brink of insanity.

The poacher’s bullet had passed through the cheek
muscle from the front, exited behind the jaw bone and
passed through the upper leg, shattering the bone before
exiting. Warm sticky blood flowed from the bullet wounds,
covering the leg and shoulder. I knew there was no hope
but silently prayed that Doc Rogers would say something
different. It was not to be, I hit rock bottom.

Sorry, there is something worse! It’s to have to terminate
the life of a rhino that has sustained gunshot wounds in a
failed attempt to kill it for its horns. To have to kill the very
animal that you’ve committed your life to protecting.

I stepped back, turned to the ranger who was closest
to me and took his firearm. I saw some turn away,
and wished I could too. I knelt down and looked at the
beautiful creature through the cold iron sights, closed
my eyes and squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out, the
firearm rocked in slow motion, the sliding bolt ejecting the
spent cartridge case forward through the muzzle flash,
the dying rhino squealed pitifully and fell silent.

It’s difficult for me to recall the events, and write this
short piece without the emotions of the day swamping
my thoughts. We stood together in absolute silence, Dr
Rogers, my staff and rangers, and Jana our pilot. Before us
lay a young rhino bull, quivering, as the immobilising agent
that he’d received took him to a painless comfortable
space. I crouched next to his head, one hand on his horn
and the other over his wide nostril, as I monitored his
warm exhaled breath on the palm of my hand.
I could see the concern expressed on Doc Rogers’ face,
as he inserted an IV line behind the ear, and then moved
around to assess the shattered front leg.

I stood back, tears welled in my eyes, I wept and walked
away to a quiet spot to ask forgiveness.
I gathered myself, dried my eyes and returned to the
silent gathering. The emotion had got to everyone.
Standing silently, eyes closed, some with hats in hand on
their hearts, others staring at the ground, all with tearstained faces. I guess it’s because we’re human and we
care. Well, at least some of us do.
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Global Conservation Force:
Fighting Poachers on an
International Front
Article by Marty Kimble & Photos by Marty Kimble and Calvin Kipling
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Australian native, Chris Laursen, came armed with
vacuum sealed bags of triage medical equipment to be
used to treat a variety of high priority injuries rangers
may encounter in the field such as injuries inflicted by
gunshot, animal attacks and motor vehicle accidents. This
was his third trip to the Kruger region and his first trip as
a member of GCF. During a prior trip, he had donated
several larger packs of emergency medical gear to teams
in the area and was introduced to GCF founder, Mike
Veale, who was quickly impressed by his level of expertise
and passion. Laursen raised the funds to purchase all
of this equipment himself so he could donate packs to
each ranger he trained. This equipment, along with the
essential training provided by Laursen, teaches rangers
lifesaving techniques that help keep them safer in the
field.
Finally, GCF co-founder, American Marty Kimble, travelled
to South Africa with multiple bags of gear, purchased
as part of GCF’s gear sponsorship programmes. Kimble,
a 26-year veteran of the self-defence and martial arts
industry, doubles as a board member and instructor for
GCF and trains rangers in close quarters combat and
weapons disarmament skills. The training is tailored to
each team’s needs and is primarily based in Krav Maga
and Judo. “I find it troubling that so many anti-poaching
rangers make it to the field with little to no training on
how to defend themselves if they come in close proximity
with a poacher or an aggressive combatant, whether they
are on or off their reserve.” It’s no surprise that the work
of these rangers comes with many risks. In as little as one
day, GCF can provide these rangers with a variety of new
skills from their highly skilled instructors that go beyond
what is provided as part of their standard training.
This helps them run safer, more efficient operations
and makes them better prepared to handle high-risk
situations.

T

he current war on poaching may often seem like
a battle being fought solely on the home front,
especially in areas stricken as hard as the Kruger
National Park (KNP) in South Africa. Fortunately, there are
multiple international groups such as Global Conservation
Force (GCF), based out of Southern California, that
are making the preservation of iconic species such as
rhinoceros, elephant, giraffe and pangolin an international
priority. Founded in 2015, GCF makes its mission to “fight
poaching, fight extinction” by providing the equipment,
support and training essential to give anti-poaching
rangers the upper hand over poachers and smugglers.

In early August of this year, GCF deployed three
instructors to Hoedspruit armed with years and years
of experience in their respective fields to help equip
and train rangers from several areas including rangers
from blue Canyon, Black Mambas from several areas
of the Balule, the Pro Track rhino task team and the
Hemmersbach teams. Each team received training and
equipment tailored for their operations and location.
South African native, Calvin Kipling, provided training to
multiple teams in tracking and crime scene investigation,
pulling from over six years’ experience working with and
managing teams around the KNP.

GCF was founded in 2015 by Mike Veale, a veteran keeper
with San Diego Zoo’s world-famous Safari Park. Veale and
his team of co-founders include employees of the San
Diego and Los Angeles zoos, a veterinarian, an attorney
who specialises in environmental law as well as other
business and finance specialists. As a team, they have
quickly propelled this young non-profit to the forefront
of their field and currently have conservation and antipoaching projects running across three continents. For
more information on GCF’s projects, to support them or
to request support visit www.globalconservationforce.org
or like them on Facebook at
www.facebook.com/RhinosGCF.
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Cassie

keeps shining

A

n Eco Children bursary alumni is continuing on her
road to success while raking in accolades during
tertiary education.

Cassie Mnisi was announced as one of the University
of Johannesburg’s top achievers during her first year of
studying Corporate Communication at the university.
She was sponsored by the Make a Difference Leadership
Foundation (MAD), Southern Cross Schools (SCS) and Eco
Children while she attended SCS in Hoedspruit and her
tertiary studies are currently sponsored by MAD.
Cassie’s positive attitude and bubby personality made
her a star among stars in the Eco Children bursary
programme. Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said
she wasn’t surprised that Cassie was still shining. “We
knew from the moment we met Cassie that she was
going to make a success of her education and her career
and I still have the fullest confidence that she is going
to change the world for the better. She does not only
perform academically but touches people’s lives along the
way and we feel honoured that we had the opportunity to
help her on her way to success,” said Havenga. “We’ll keep
watching her and support her where we can as she strives
to make the world a better place.”

Simunye: We are one

I

t was a season of international volunteers at Eco
Children as another Australian group, The Simunye
Project travelled to the Lowveld in September. These
volunteers from Huntingtower School in Australia worked
incredibly hard and managed to build 12 new keyhole
vegetable gardens at Mahlathi Primary School in just two
days.
The Simunye Project focuses on improving and expanding
educational facilities in disadvantaged urban and rural
communities in South Africa and their visit was very
valuable. Not only did they build extra vegetable gardens

that will help to supplement the school’s feeding scheme,
they also donated loads of stationery that Eco Children will
use during their holiday workshops and sponsored a new
playground at Mahlathi.
Corné Havenga, CEO of Eco Children said the support
they receive from organisations such as the Simunye
Project is invaluable to their success and thanked them for
their support. “The Simunye Project volunteers were an
absolute pleasure to work with and we would love to have
them back again in the future. The wonderful playground
at Mahlathi Primary is a lovely bonus as we have been
wanting to install a
facility like this for a long
time but always have to
focus on the more basic
needs such as hygienic
toilets and kitchens at
our schools. I believe the
playground will provide
learners at the school
with many hours of fun
and help with crucial
development,” she said.

A natural leader
Mersin Ngobeni, one of the Eco Children and Make a Difference Leadership
Foundation bursary learners has proved himself a natural leader since
joining the bursary programme. His leadership capabilities are not
overlooked at Southern Cross Schools and at the school’s prize giving
ceremony he was announced as head of the boys’ boarding house and one
of the house captains for 2018. He was also elected as a crux leader and
will take a leading role in several young children’s lives next year. Well done,
Mersin!

SCHOOL FOR THE PLANET
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grasslands

Article by Bradley Gibbons and Mauritz de Bruin, Threatened Grassland Species Programme & photo
by Bradley Gibbons

The role of farmers in protecting
endemic grassland species

T

he Endangered Wildlife Trust’s Threatened
Grassland Species Programme works to conserve
and protect grasslands in all their variations.
Grasslands constitute one of South Africa’s most
threatened biomes, with only 2.5% formally conserved,
and more than 60% already irreversibly transformed. The
grassland biome also contains the economic nucleus of
South Africa, and is home to the majority of South Africa’s
people, South Africa’s entire maize crop, and a large
proportion of its wheat and seed crops. It supports 6,4
million cattle, 13 million sheep, and a significant portion of
South Africa’s commercial timber.
South Africa’s grassland biome is home to endemic
species that are specifically reliant on healthy grassland
habitat. Two of the Programme’s current focus species
within the biome are Botha’s Lark Spizocorys fringillaris
and the iconic sungazer Smaug giganteus.
The sungazer is also known as the giant girdled lizard, or
“Ouvolk” in Afrikaans (although this Afrikaans name can

refer to any girdled lizard), and is the largest girdled lizard.
The name sungazer is an appropriate name, with these
creatures often characteristically perching, motionless,
with their heads tilted up, as though they are looking at
the sun. With a length of up to 35 to 40 cm, they are large
lizards, and have a distinctive yellow underside and brown
back, with a girdled appearance on the head. Sungazers
have a very slow growth rate, with females only giving
birth to one or two live young every second year. Thus far,
there are no confirmed reports of successful breeding in
captivity.
Sungazers live in the Highveld grasslands of the central
to northern Free State and southern Mpumalanga. The
genus name, Smaug, is a reference to the dragon in the
JRR Tolkien novel, The Hobbit. This is due both to the
resemblance of the species to a dragon, and the fact that
Tolkien himself was born in the Free State. It is believed
that much of the scenery and background in the book was
influenced by his experiences on the eastern slopes of the
Drakensberg.

Unlike most lizards, sungazers are not dependent on
rocky outcrops or hard surfaces, but live on gently sloping
grasslands where they have self-excavated burrows
extending up to 42 cm below the surface. Not only are
endemic species such as the sungazer found nowhere
else in the world, but their habitat is increasingly under
threat due to human activity. With our country’s increasing
population, the demand for foodstuffs such as maize is on
the increase. This in turn requires more ploughed fields
for crops. While recognising the need for agricultural
productivity, we try to work closely with farmers to
implement sustainable practices that will protect
remaining grasslands and the species they support.
Despite South Africa’s extensive protected area network,
many of our threatened and endangered species
occur on private farmland, and farmers are therefore
the custodians of these plants and animals. We work
towards protection of these species in collaboration with
farmers through the custodianship process, as well as the
biodiversity stewardship process.
The custodianship process involves a commitment by
landowners to keep healthy habitat intact for a selected
species, like the sungazer, through land management

such as appropriate grazing and veld burning. The
biodiversity stewardship process allows us to secure
untransformed farmland in priority biodiversity areas by
entering into voluntary formal agreements with private
and communal landowners, municipalities, and other
government entities which are supported by provincial
conservation authorities. The landowners commit to
practicing sustainable farming with biodiversity in mind,
while still ensuring productivity and profit, and promoting
food security in South Africa.
A range of commitment and management options
are available to the landowner under biodiversity
stewardship. If the farm is proclaimed as a nature reserve,
the environmental management plan, drawn up as part
of the proclamation process in collaboration with the
landowner, may involve fairly controlled land use practices
(stocking rates for example). However, there are more
flexible solutions such as protected environments and
conservation agreements which allow the farmer to farm
more intensely, but still with conservation practices in
mind. Landowners are therefore able to continue to work
their land sustainably, but assist with looking after the
country’s precious habitats, and endemic and threatened
species such as the sungazer.
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ut like any good drama, there’s a back story to the
story. Here’s a brief history of lion activity in the area
and what led up to this unusual sighting.

The Ross Pride Breakaway lionesses dominate the turf
around Africa on Foot and nThambo Tree Camp, which
means there really is no room for other lionesses and
their birth prides. They own the night, they own the day
and they rule the roost. Despite their hardships and
battle-scarred bodies, they continue to forge ahead in this
section of the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve.
It’s common knowledge that these formidable sisters
mate with any male that enters their territory. We’ve seen
the Mabande male, the Mbiri males, the Trilogy males and
other “guest” males trying to stake claim on undiscovered
lands. Some return, some stay, some don’t. This is just
typical lion pride dynamics.
We get to enjoy a number of Ross Pride sightings, but
we do rejoice when we stumble across new males or
returning males – it always provides an interesting mix of
lion sightings.
For months and months on end, two of the Trilogy boys
were seen in company of the Ross girls. They were a
dynamic foursome, but sightings of the Trilogy had
dwindled drastically as they were driven out by aggressive
new males. Then one of the Trilogy boys returned with a
younger male from the Mafikizolo pride.

Clash of the titans
Africa on Foot ranger
observes the weird
Article by Carolynne Higgins & photos by Chade Gelderman

Africa on Foot camp manager, Nadia Wasserman and ranger, Chade Gelderman were driving
back to camp when they happened across a clan of hyena feasting on a fresh kill. They stayed with
the clan until one of them led the group to Jason’s Dam. This was when they witnessed two male
lions heading towards the hyena kill. After following the sturdy males, Nadia and Chade returned
to Jason’s Dam. They heard a rustling and, lo-and-behold, there was a blood-soaked Ross Pride
Breakaway lioness emerging from the dry shrubbery heading towards the dam. The hyenas began
circling the immediate area and caused quite a commotion with their cackles. With all the noise
from the wildlife party happening at the dam, the resident hippo became rather agitated, and
engaged in a display of dominance. Just another day in the Klaserie…

The one thing that has become apparent is that when
the Mbiri males, the Mapozas or any other males seek
out the company of the Ross girls and try to establish
their territory, one or more of the Trilogy appear out of
nowhere. Do they remain hidden and only emerge when
potential threats approach their hallowed grounds? It
seems so. While the Ross, Trilogy and other male lion
drama continues to enthral us, we also take note of that
ever-fearsome Hercules Pride that hangs around the
periphery. They seem to come flying in like an unwelcome
tornado, upset the balance, conduct expertly crafted kills
and then promptly leave the vicinity.
The tight Trilogy threesome splintered quite some
time ago, and sightings appeared sporadically across
our traverse. Then something interesting happened.

We noticed two of the Trilogy males keeping company
with one of the youngsters from the Mafikizolo pride. A
youthful lion that was tolerated by the dominant boys.
Subsequent to that, a lone Trilogy male with a straggledlooking tooth was spotted in the company of the
Mafikizolo male on a regular basis.
Now that you’ve a quick history about the ever-fluctuating
lion pride dynamics, this is what happened a couple
of days before the aforementioned sighting. As Chade
and Nadia were returning to camp they came across
an unusual sequence of events involving the Ross Pride
Breakaway lionesses and two unidentified males. First
there was a clan of about 15 hyenas enjoying a buffalo kill.
After a while the hyenas made headway towards Jason’s
Dam. Chade and Nadia followed the clan to the dam
where they watched them bathe and replenish their thirst.
Out of the blue, two sauvé looking males appeared on
top of the dam wall and walked towards the buffalo kill.
After watching the unknown youngsters for a bit, they
returned to Jason’s Dam where the clan of hyenas were
congregating. Then, one of the Ross Pride Breakaway
lionesses strolled down to the water to drink and
the hyenas began to circle the area. A rather aggressive
hippo clearly became agitated with all the commotion
surrounding his dam, and engaged in plenty of
dominance displays to ward off the would-be intruders.
The following night, guests had a surprising sighting of the
Trilogy male enjoying the company of the Mafikizolo male.
The two of them were feasting on a buffalo kill. The only
question was if this was a fresh kill or if they had been
dining with the Ross girls from the previous night? But, as
predicted, the Trilogy male returned with the appearance
of the Ross Breakaway girls.
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Improving math

one teacher at a time
A

fter two years, the Eco Children maths capacity
building programme for educators is becoming
more and more popular with local teachers as its
value is becoming increasingly apparent.
The programme, facilitated by Dr Hannah Barnes from
BushMaths, kicked off in 2015 and is supported by
the Department of Basic Education. Eight workshops
are presented each year and, through the mentorship
programme, workshop facilitators can experience firsthand how educators teach the subject to their learners.
Further to this, the annual Eco Children Maths camp
invites the top 15 educators to a weekend at the Southern
African Wildlife College where they spend two intensive
days of learning.
This year’s camp took place early in November and was
attended by Elijah Nkosi, acting director of maths and
science at the Department of Education in Mpumalanga.

Feedback from Nkosi as well as all teachers in attendance
was overwhelmingly positive. The teachers specifically
mentioned the value they receive from these workshops
as it not only teaches them more application but aims to
help them understand mathematics in order to change
and improve the way they teach.
Barnes was excited that progress is being made with the
Department as these workshops will now be included in
district and circuit reports and the results of mathematics
at schools where the workshops are being attended will
be tracked.
This project was always going to be a long-term project
from the moment it was initiated and it is gratifying that
the positive effects are now starting to make waves, albeit
small at this stage.

A growing Eco Village
for a growing school
T

he Eco Children team completed another successful
project with the construction of a new Eco
Classroom at one of their adopted schools, Hloaia
Primary School.
Hloaia was adopted in 2015 and Eco Children had already
built a new kitchen, a library, an admin building and
installed toilets, but when the school took in an extra 100
learners a new classroom was needed to facilitate the Eco
Village programme.
Grade 6 and 7 learners will now continue to receive
ecology based lessons in this new classroom to

supplement the physical lessons that are learnt while
maintaining their Eco Garden.
Eco Children CEO, Corné Havenga said she is happy
that more learners get to have access to the Eco Village
programme. “We have had to expand the Eco Gardens
at Hloaia to cater for the influx of learners and a new
Eco Classroom was the logical next step in order to
create enough classroom space for all the learners at the
school. We will continue to develop the programme as is
necessary in our goal to sow seeds of change and have a
positive impact on as many learners as possible,” she said.

Elephant Eye Test
Article by Harriet Nimmo & photos by Mike Kendrick

M

atambu, the gentle giant, is a handsome elephant
bull in his prime but thought to have problems
with his sight. Renowned for his calm disposition,
he is around 40 years old and was first collared by
Elephants Alive in 2005. Over the years, he has become
well known to the research team, and is usually found in
the Umbabat Private Reserve. When his collar was last
replaced four years ago, it was noticed that he was having
problems seeing, as he was seen sometimes walking
into trees. In the years that have followed, he has been
watched closely and seems to have adjusted to his failing
sight, using his trunk to tap the ground ahead of him like a
walking stick.
The batteries on his collar now once again needed
replacing, so it was decided to call in the veterinary
ophthalmology specialist, Dr Izak Venter from
Johannesburg to assess him. Dr Izak briefed the team and
explained how he was going to examine Matambu’s eyes
to investigate what the cause of his blindness was and
whether it could be treated.
Matambu was tracked on foot, rather than located
by helicopter, to avoid making him run too fast while
being blind and potentially bumping into objects. He
was quietly darted by veterinarian, Dr. Ben Muller, and
once tranquilised and lying on his side, the Elephants
Alive team quickly and efficiently replaced his collar.
Meanwhile, veterinarian eye expert Dr Izak examined
Matambu’s left eye, shrouding himself under a blanket
with his instruments, to avoid the glare of the sun on the
elephant’s delicate eye. A crane was then used to hoist

the sleeping Matambu onto his other side, so the right
eye could be examined.
As the Elephants Alive team waited with bated breath,
Dr Izak made his assessment. He announced to the
assembled team that Matambu’s right eye was completely
blind - caused by retinal trauma in the past, and for which
there is no cure. The left eye had a cataract, and Matambu
still has partial sight. Neither eye was likely to be causing
him any pain or distress, however the cataract would likely
cause complete blindness over a period of time. Although
cataract operations have successfully been performed
on other pachyderms such as rhinoceros the aftercare
presents a problem. Matambu cannot be treated with eye
drops for weeks afterwards and the operation carries a
risk of infection.
Undaunted by the results Dr Izak said he would
consult the literature and also find out whether any
zoos throughout the world have conducted successful
cataract operations on elephants in the past. Armed with
knowledge, we will be given further advice by the expert
but for now no immediate further action could be taken.
The vet gave Matambu the anti-dote to the tranquiliser,
and we all watched as he rose to his feet and moved off
into the bush.
Matambu is in good health, and is obviously finding
enough to eat, despite his disability. Even more
remarkable, his tracking data has demonstrated that
during musth he still treks long distances to locate
breeding herds before returning to his home range on

the Umbabat, showing the power of his spatial memory
despite his poor vision. This partially blind bull just
continues to amaze us with his adaptability and noble
presence. His disability has graced him with one of the
most placid natures you can ever imagine in a bull of his
size. As he likes to walk in unobstructed roads, he has
developed an exceptional tolerance for the vehicles and
people he often comes across. Long may he wander still,
albeit in darkness.
For more information, visit www.elephantsalive.org.

Thank you

•

Francis Garrard and Carla Geyser for
funding the costs of this operation and the
fitting of Matambu’s new collar

•

Dr Ben Muller

•

Dr Izak Venter

•

Johan Myburgh for his truck and crane

•

Riaan de Lange from the Mpumalanga
Parks and Tourism Agency for issuing
capture permits

•

Umbabat chairman, Theo van Wyk, for
granting permission to conduct the
examination

•

Umbabat landowners for the continued
care and support they have bestowed
upon Matambu
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Bushveld Moments
“Take nothing but memories, leave nothing but footprints!”
~ Chief Seattle

Photo by Sally Rinsma, KPNR, Canon EOS 600D; 120 lens, 1/250 @ f/ 5.6

Photo by Dawie Jansen, KPNR, Nikon Coolpix P900; 357 lens, 1/160 @ f/ 6.5

Photo by Sunette van Niekerk, Klaserie Drift, Nikon D5100,120-400 lens
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Poetry and photography
meet at Wild Shots Workshop
Photo by Mike Kendrick

A delightful
summer visitor
Article by Peter Lawson & photo by Jacques de Villiers

E

very November, the Klaserie Private Nature Reserve
(KPNR) is blessed by the arrival of the beautiful
Woodland Kingfisher Halcyon senegalensis. They
breed in hollow trees in the reserve and depart again at
the end of March. On arrival each year, they announce
their presence with a loud trilling song “kri-trrrrrrr”,
descending and fading. This is an evocative noise of the
bushveld and everyone knows it. Not only do they have
this distinctive song, they are also beautiful birds with a
pale blue head and neck and darker blue wings and tail.
The long beak has a bright red upper mandible and pitch
black lower mandible, and the wings have a black shoulder patch.
Woodland Kingfishers are intra-African migrants that
breed in open savanna woodland in the south, in areas
such as the KPNR, but spend the winter north of the
equator in war-torn countries such as South Sudan and
the Central African Republic. It is truly amazing that a
breeding pair may be in different countries, as much as
500km apart, during the non-breeding season and then
remarkably join up again to breed, some 3,500km to the
south. What I find even more remarkable is that they will
arrive each year in the exact same nesting site on virtually
the same day. It is facts like these that make natural history the best hobby I could have chosen in my life. Nature is
truly amazing and we never stop learning.
Their diet is opportunistic and they do not feed on fish
as the name implies. They eat mainly large insects such
as grasshoppers, but will also take small snakes, lizards
and frogs, and even small birds if the opportunity arises.

As mentioned, they breed in holes in trees and the male
looks after his wife and feeds her when she is brooding
eggs – he is a good husband and shares the incubation
with her. Both parents feed the chicks when they hatch
but as the nestlings grow they become increasingly vociferous and demand to be fed. Mom gets annoyed at this
on occasions and is inclined to go on walkabout at times,
leaving Dad to feed the chicks, which he dutifully does.
Normally there is only time for a single brood in our area
before their departure north again on the long flight of
3,500km to spend the winter in a warmer climate. We
miss them for sure when that happens but we know they
will be back with us again by mid-November. It is then a
joy to watch and listen to the excitement of the couple as
they find each other once more. Make sure you keep an
eye out for them this summer, they’re truly remarkable!

A

thol Williams, well-known South African poet
and philosopher, recently presented a poetry
workshop at Makwetše Primary School in
partnership with the Wild Shots Educational Outreach.
Mike Kendrick of Wild Shots Outreach organised
the workshop and was thrilled that the Outreach
ambassador, Sam Nzima could also join students at the
workshop. Nzima is the photographer who took the
famous photo of Hector Pieterson during the Soweto
uprisings in 1976.
The workshop was also attended by Eco Children
facilitators who were quickly inspired, together with the
rest of the group, to start writing conservation messages
in the form of poems. One of the Eco Children facilitators,
Winky Mokgope, wrote a beautiful poem about water that
is featured on this page on the right.
Kendrick was happy to see the students use their filming
skills to capture these poems – they can be viewed on the
Wild Shots Outreach YouTube channel.

Water – By Winky Mokgope
I am life,
You are nothing without me.
I have given life and homes to many,
You are nothing without me.
I am water.
I feed your thirst.
I share my beauty with you.
But with your wicked ways,
You have tried over and over
To destroy me and pollute me.
What more must I do to prove to you,
That I am life?
I am water.
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Going the extra
mile: KPNR Warden
Colin Rowles

Article by Catharina Robbertze

In this series we feature some incredible people who are driven by dedication and an absolute
passion for what they do to make a real difference in their chosen field. We salute you.
Colin Rowles has been a part of the Klaserie Private
Nature Reserve (KPNR) longer than most members have
and has become such an integral part of the reserve, it’s
almost impossible to imagine the place without him and
his shadow, Rex, his Rhodesian Ridgeback, patrolling the
area.
He started his KPNR journey in 1991, when he was
appointed as assistant warden to Erwin Leibnitz, and took
over as warden when Erwin resigned in 1996. In the 26
years that he’s been at the reserve, Colin has experienced
droughts and floods, was part of the process of taking
down the fences between the associated reserves and
the Kruger National Park (KNP), has seen the rise of
poaching, raised a family and lived a full life. His story is
one of pure love for nature and conservation, particularly
for the Klaserie.
Born in Zimbabwe, Colin came to South Africa with his
parents, two sisters and brother in 1977. He always
wanted to work in conservation and, after finishing
school at the Settlers Agricultural School, he went to the
Technikon in Pretoria. However, the city life didn’t sit well
with him and he didn’t finish his studies. Instead, he got a
job at Umbabat in 1982 and moved back to the Lowveld.
After that, he worked at a few reserves in the area, did
his national service, met his wife, Jan, and finally was
appointed as assistant warden at the KPNR. The rest, as
they say, is history.
A young warden
Colin describes himself as young and ambitious when he
took over as warden in 1996 and says he had to learn
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quickly that the responsibilities of a warden are very
different from that of an assistant warden. At the age
of 32 he was suddenly dealing much more with people
than animals, something he wasn’t used to. “I’m not a
born people’s person and I had to adapt very quickly to
the people side of things. I bumped my head many times
but now I’m very cautious. I’ve learnt to take my time with
decision making and am actually a bit of a politician,” he
says jokingly.
“I suppose when you’re young and ambitious as I was
you want to get the job done and be progressive. I was
very inflexible but that’s history. The benefit of me being
part of Klaserie for so long is that I’ve come to know the
members individually. I know what makes them tick and
I know what makes them really angry and so I steer away
from controversy.”
The changing landscape
Many things have changed in 26 years and Colin did not
only see it happen in front of his eyes, he had to change
with it. He remembers how different the management
style of the reserve was back when he started as warden:
“The intensity of conservation and management is not
nearly what it used to be, given the fact that the open
system provides for natural fluxes. In those early days, the
reserve was confined so if you had a drought situation
your animals died and if you didn’t want them to die you
had to feed them. When the fences came down in 1994
things didn’t change overnight, it’s not possible in nature,
but over the years the benefits have led to more of a
hands-off approach to management. We now concentrate
on monitoring for changes which may be influenced by
man, rather than physical intervention or manipulation of
the natural processes.”
Colin had to evolve with the reserve in his two decades as
warden and although it’s been challenging sometimes, he
says it was never boring: “It’s been a massive undertaking
because we had to change many policies to keep pace
with the changing landscape and educate the members
as to why policy changes are necessary. For some people
these changes were harder than for others.”
Another change that Colin has had to evolve with is the
ever-increasing need for greater security on the reserve
due to the rise of poaching. Though he’s always been
involved in anti-poaching efforts he says you never get
used to the brutality of it. “If you see an animal that’s
been mutilated and you see the savagery and brutality
that’s been displayed, you never get used to it, you just
get angered by it. I am constantly strategizing every day
and every night. I sit and stare at the TV but I don’t see it

because my mind is elsewhere. We’re on an emotional
rollercoaster, when we have success our highs are very
high, but when we lose our lows are very low. But we have
faith and we do what we can do,” he says.
This is my place
Being the warden of a massive reserve like the KPNR is
very dynamic and Colin’s responsibilities cover human
relations, financial matters, wildlife conservation and
security, to name a few. Although his job involves a lot of
time in the office and a lot of admin (he admits this is not
his favourite part of the job), he says he would not want to
be anywhere else in the world.
“We get so involved with our day-to-day activities that we
lose touch with reality but I have the massive advantage
of being able to watch the sun rise and set every day. The
Klaserie is probably one of the most pristine areas around
and to enjoy it is really the best part of this job. Even when
I get bogged down, I can still walk out of the office and
disappear for a while, take a deep breath and take a walk
with Rex somewhere. That’s my happy place,” he says.
For Colin, the Klaserie is especially attractive because
it’s not over-developed and because it’s so diverse. He
describes the combination of habitats and species as an
“excellent fruit salad” and says that, even after 25 years,
he still finds game paths that he hasn’t walked on and
koppies that he hasn’t explored.
When asking Colin if the Klaserie has changed his life it
becomes apparent that he almost sees the reserve as a
part of him: “The Klaserie has been part of the passage of
my life. It’s plotted my life and I’ve evolved with it. The best
day of my life was when I was promoted to warden, when
I got my letter of appointment from David Crookes, that
was it. That’s when my life really started.”
Colin’s life is the Klaserie, and the Klaserie is his life, and
that’s how we know we’re in good hands.
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Holiday workshop
nurtures pollution
activists

M

ore than 400 children attended the spring Eco
Children holiday workshops in October. As
always, the workshops took place at the Klaserie
Private Nature Reserve HQ and this quarter they focused
on pollution and how to fight it.
These workshops are presented during each school
holiday for children of workers who live on the reserve.
For one week of the holiday, children get a chance to
spend a day with their friends and learn about nature
whilst having fun. Topics such as reptiles, birds, the
importance of water, and the importance of grasslands
have been covered in the past.
The pollution topic was very popular as all of the children
see litter every day though they don’t necessarily realise
what an impact it has on the environment – not only in a
wildlife area such as the Klaserie, but also on the rest of
the world. Through lectures, demonstrations, drawings
pictures and playing games, everyone learnt valuable
lessons and left the workshop as little pollution activists.

The workshop was wrapped up with a trip around HQ
to pick up any litter before everyone returned home to
spread the anti-pollution message and make a difference
to the beautiful area we call home.

2016 RANGE ROVER SPORT

REDEFINES THE ‘S’
IN SUV

